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			Editor’s Letter


			Wow. I don’t think we’ve ever had quite such a thought provoking issue, or at least one so steeped in blood. On the surface, many of these stories and poems are rather violent; naturally, ‘Evil Red’ gives rise to thoughts of blood, pain and war. This is the sadistic, brutal side of the Evil Red. Looking deeper, however, it perhaps seems to be the quieter tales that leave the more disturbing aftertaste… stories and poems that tell us something about our own ability to rationalise extreme suffering, to hide it away and lie about it, to pretend that it’s necessary. This is the manipulative and ultimately more dangerous side of the Evil Red. In these stories, Red encapsulates all that is frightening and different, that must be controlled or destroyed. It is no accident that sexuality, particularly sexually dominant and powerful women, feature strongly in this issue. We can hear the accusatory cry of ‘Wiiiiitch!’ echoing down the ages.


			Time to call in the Witch-finders.


			Our Editor’s Choice story for this issue is ‘Hempish Love’, a wicked, feverish tale with one of the most unusual narrators we’ve come across. This is a very clever story that deliberately plays with and then twists the reader’s expectations, and it is not afraid to break a few rules. Filled with dark humour and sexuality, this story is simply delicious. Prepare for rope-burn as our narrator spins his depraved, vivid, and Hempish tale.


			So, slip your arms into that long, black trench-coat, tug down the rim of your hat, and load up on the rock salt; it’s time to hunt some Witch. But careful, stalwart hero, as the danger of the Evil Red lies ever close, and infests even the purest looking heart. Keep your eyes peeled for signs of communism in our midst; hold the line against all urges and sexual desires; ward yourself against all that is feminine and female, for their wily ways will bewitch you! Stay vigilant, Witch-slayer, for the Red is everywhere: blood, violence, sadism, magic, Mars, women, socialism, communism, even consumerism.


			And while you’re at it, set fire to those damn ruby slippers!


			–Vicky


		


	




	

		

			Embers & Emeralds


			Cris o’Connor


			My skin! Oh my God. I’m melting!”


			Edward stares blankly back at the woman – worn celluloid streaming behind his eyes.


			“My baby, please take him.”


			The woman’s hands shake as she holds out the rotten husk of a son; their skin fused together. Edward takes the corpse by the head and pulls it from the woman, tearing the merged flesh like a father releasing his child from the womb.“Protect him.”


			 She collapses to the floor, her skin bubbling, the blood staining her once pale body. Edward lifts his hand above his head, the corpse dangling above him.


			“I can’t have you disappearing again Toto.” 


			Edward strokes the rotten head of the child, ash staining his hand, and pulls a purple lead from the front compartment of his suit. He ties the lead around the dead child’s neck, puts the boy on the floor and continues walking west.


			“Pick your feet up, Toto. I’ll happily drag you all the way there and you won’t like that will you?”


			Walking through the charred city, Edward ignores his surroundings, his eyes focused on the furthest westward point from himself. He doesn’t see the nothingness around him and doesn’t notice the silence. He only stops at a decaying post office when he feels a tug from Toto.


			“I know it’s hard, but we have to keep moving.”


			Toto’s lead is caught on loose paving slab fragments. Edward walks to Toto and begins the awkward process of untangling him.


			“It won’t be long and we’ll be there. I’ll kill her and we can go home. Just me and you.”


			As he yanks on the lead the boy’s hand snaps off at the wrist and for a split second Edward sees it; sees a world ravaged by war, sees the corpse of a young boy caught in a purple lead, his charred hand on the dusty ground beside him. Edward sees it all for a split second.


			“Toto, I’ve had enough. Come on!”


			Edward pulls hard on the lead, freeing Toto from the paving slabs. They continue towards the edge of the city. Toto’s hand, their breadcrumb, waiting behind.


			The sound of his tin suit no longer gnaws the corner of Edward’s mind. The sound of Toto scraping across the ground behind him doesn’t bother Edward either, but one thing that he can’t ignore is the weeping of a small girl.


			“What’s wrong Dorothy?”


			“My name is Lucy…” 


			“What are you doing without your red slippers?”


			“I don’t know what you mean…”


			“That’s okay, I’ll get them for you.”


			“You’re scaring me Mister…”


			Edward leavesToto with the girl and runs towards the nearest building. Without hesitation, he thrusts his fist through a window and collects the glass shards.


			“I’ve got them!”


			Edward charges towards the girl, glass shards scratching against his tin covered fingers. He gets one piece and forces it into the sole of the girl’s foot. Her screams, like the nuclear fallout, can’t penetrate the tin suit. Edward forces her to the floor and continues to force glass into her foot. Putting his full weight on her chest, she has little room to fight.


			“Look how they’re turning red.”


			The pressure restricting her breathing.


			“Please…Stop…I…Just…”


			The floor around them is no longer a war torn grey, but now a muted crimson. Piece by piece he forces the glass into her feet until there’s none left.


			“There. You should be fine now.”


			The silence echoes around his tin helmet.


			“Dorothy?”


			The girl lies motionless, her face a pastel blue. 


			“Careful, Toto, the witch is near!”


			Edward’s movements are erratic; his eyes trying to view everything around him at once, his hands trapped in spasms, forcing his fingers to form a fist. 


			“I’m leaking again.”


			Small droplets of orange liquid break through the rust of his crotch panel, pirouetting down his leg and forming a small pool at his left foot. 


			The sound of a music box brushes his ear and Edward tilts his head to catch it.


			A table forms in front of him, a used cream colour with only two items on its surface: an almost empty, emerald green perfume bottle and a small box. The music is coming from within. Edward watches as the box opens. Inside, a small girl holding red roses spins. The mechanism is aged and the spin isn’t as fluid or as graceful as it once was. The girl looks close to falling at regular intervals. Edward sees himself, at the tender age of seven, moving a chair towards the table and climbing on it; arms stretched towards the box. Just out of reach. Edward rests his knee on the table and his fingers can just feel the polish of the wood. A noise startles the young Edward, he slips and as he falls he instinctively grabs the table. The young Edward looks up from the floor. He can smell the perfume; smell his mother diffusing into the carpet, the broken glass trying to hold what remains. The girl continues to spin, but the music is muffled like tears into a pillow.


			“You heartless child! Get Out!”


			Water builds in the corner of Edward’s eye, hidden behind the slightly corroded eyepieces fitted to his helmet.


			“We have to keep going Toto.”


			Edward presses forward towards the Witch of the West.


		


	




	

		

			Elseworlds


			Gareth Durasow


			Summer of ‘47. Roswell, New Mexico


			Ranch hand Mac Brazel stumbleupon’d a crash site


			It broke his heart what the Reds could intern and shoot into space


			Sucking its thumb with the might of a scaffolder’s grip


			Tantrum of a colossus in the astral crib


			Flashforward to ’62.


			Kennedy to mobilise the blue boy scout


			Full-throttle cobalt at a thousand dpi


			Emblem embroidered in Pepsi Cola script


			A fatherly noogie and the good to go


			I can keep the brinkmanship up all night


			And as for Charlie, he lights ‘em like matches


			according to Kilgore’s account of heat vision in practice; it burns


			Faster than a paper tiger


			Has its own smell


			Like no victory of this earth.


		


	




	

		

			Hempish Love


			Gio Clairval & Erin E. Stocks


			Our ‘Editor’s Choice’ Story


			I never wanted to be an executioner. My maker twisted me with habile hands, and as though it weren't enough, he twisted me some more until I became the perfect tool for the cruellest tasks. Maybe, if a fair woman had caressed me, singing words of love, I would have grown into something peaceful, I would have held flowers or led white foals to the water. Instead, here I am, hanging from a hook in this windowless chamber, ready to imprison wrists and shake limbs until my victims confess imaginary deeds. After thirty years spent performing the strappado, I wish my body unravelled, but when I appear to be tired my master strokes me with beeswax to soothe me, and I am like new: the perfect rope to extort false confessions.


			Oh, yes, I wanted to die, my dear Polletto, until I saw the female of my dreams. I spied her first this morning as I hung from my ring fixed to the ceiling: a Dominican friar called Guido burst into the forensic vicar's adjacent office, towing Gostanza behind him. 


			He said, "Vicar, this woman slaughtered a new-born babe!" 


			The magistrate looked up from his codex. "Do you have proof of this, Fra' Guido?"


			The good Dominican bowed. "Early this morning, I was walking across the Piazzetta Del Casseto when Gostanza came out of a house, her hands overflowing with rue and vervain, baskets dangling from her forearms. The incense of moscata walnut and pumpkin clung to her hair unbound and flowing like a young girl's mane despite grey streaks. I offered aid, and she allowed me to relieve her of two baskets.


			"'Was that Mona Astrea's abode?' I asked. As I balanced the baskets, bottles clinked together with ill-fated chimes. 'How went the birth?' 


			"'It went well.' But a frown creased Gostanza's features. At the moment, I did not understand why, but a suspicion gnawed at my heart. I yanked a bottle out and unstoppered it. I was right, vicar! Concoctions smelling like oil of bartram, crushed cloves, madreselva and betonica herbs … all ingredients used for unholy spells!


			"Then the devilish woman flipped open the lid of the third basket. 'Accept this offer to quench your hunger,' she said in a sly tone. 'Duck baked with prunes in tuber oil.'


			"The aroma of roast bird tickled my nostrils. No sooner had she placed a palatable morsel between my lips than my senses fled. When I regained consciousness, I was alone in a mossy alley, slumped against a wall. I stumbled back to Mona Astrea's house, following a worrisome inspiration. 


			"Astrea lounged upstairs, her belly slack with recent birth. The maga Gostanza, lips and hands stained red, leaned over a cradle. Inside it, a babe, pale and still. She had killed it!


			"I suffered kicks and scratches," the friar concluded, "as I dragged Gostanza out of Astrea's abode and up the hill to this Palazzo." 


			The accused's eyes shone like little suns. Dried blood marred the corners of her mouth.


			Upon hearing the friar's words, the soldiers who stood in the audience hall grimaced, whereas I died to taste such a woman–one of the evilest suspects ever. You see, Polletto, I've always wanted to torment an accused that had actually done something bad.


			Guido bowed again, and from my vantage I noticed sweat beading on the friar's forehead. Now, the sweating could have been caused by the unseasonable heat, couldn't it?


			The forensic vicar then sent for the inquisitor of Florence, Dionigi da Costacciaro. When the brown-robed Franciscan arrived, my master the executioner brought the accused before him, in this same chamber, my home. I was yanked from my perch, and laced twice around the witch's delicate wrist bones. My braided cords shivered in ecstasy. I wondered whether Guido's accusations were grounded indeed, for her skin had the texture of guilt. 


			Gostanza lifted her chin–the portrait of good faith offended.


			"I'm innocent! My trade is about bringing babes into the world. The women tend to die without my help–you know that. This is what happened. I was coming out of Mona Astrea's home. I was damned tired 'cause our noblewoman had taken ages to lay her precious egg. The friar approached. He stared with eyes like toads, ser. And he stank. He stank so much my nostrils got all stoppered up all by 'emselves.


			"'Stay away, you unwashed crack," I said.


			"He smiled more. The idiot thought I'd whispered words of love, so thick he's got that head of him. You must know how he plays with them children in his parish, ser."


			Fra' Guido cut in despite the magistrate's gestures to make him step back and let the accused finish. "You of all accuse me?" Guido cried. "I know what you do to innocent babes. You suck their blood. And you defile holy wafers!" 


			He yanked the accused around to make her face him. 


			Gostanza yelled, "Let go, apple-john!" To the vicar, she said: "He wanted to lie with me, the lewdster, and buy my silence 'bout the children. And look at the boarpig. I bet he wishes to drink me like his mamma. But I'm twice his age. Will be sixty-two this autumn come, tho' I dunno when I was born 'xactly."


			That granny is remarkably well preserved, I must say, with a narrow waist and round hip.


			But let's not get distracted, O propitious demon. She went on, recounting how the "mammering miscreant" had shoved her against a moist wall. Rough stones bruised her shoulder blades. I pictured a rising sun and thin clouds brushing rosy smears of feathers. Such an image she saw, I suppose, like a fresco painted by her distraught guardian angel. I also imagined her mouth crushed under wet lips. In my hempish mind, I saw her wiggle, jerk her knee up, hitting Guido's jewel cases. He leaned back to administer a blow. Her head hit the wall. Pain in her cheek darkened her sight, yet she managed to bite the friar's hand.


			Crying something like "You'll regret this, Jezebel!" he released Gostanza and disappeared into Astrea's abode. 


			Once the poor woman (I was beginning to find Guido unsympathetic) had rearranged her bodice, sensible thoughts returned to her: she would retrieve her medicinal herbs after the ruttish friar had blessed the babe; those she did not worry about. But her tablets–recipes she kept of potions and concoctions, including formulae to cure the plague–she did not trust the "moldwarp" to leave those alone. 


			Then a woman's scream from upstairs stabbed her delicately shaped ear. (Like two small seashells, those ears are, but I digress.) She heard: "My babe! Dead! Dead!"


			The friar's heavy steps resounded in Astrea's chambers. Gostanza hurried upstairs to see the babe in his arms, lifeless. 


			At this point, the accused made a big show of pulling her hair out, to impress the judge. "He did it, inquisitor, to discriminate me!"


			She surely meant, "incriminate" me.


			" I 'cuse Fra' Guido of murdering an innocent soul!" She screamed on and on, like a harpy, and my master the executioner had to gag her.


			This is what the woman said. As for me, I trembled with hemp-lust. I knew she was guilty, of something at least.


			The Franciscan commanded everyone be gone and the woman to be submitted to the strappado torture every accused expects during the trial. My rough coils squeezed her narrow wrists as the executioner hoisted her upward, arms tied behind her back. She dangled with me from the hook set in the ceiling until excruciating pain oozed from her skin–sweeter than the beeswax used to make my fibres slick. When the executioner released the clamp around my lengths, Gostanza dropped for several feet before my ends snapped taut. She screamed as all the accused do when their shoulders are dislocated from their joints. 


			The wise specialist of torments repeated his ministrations twice. 


			I absorbed her pain with quivers of joy.


			"Enough!" she cried. "I'll tell you the truth. I'm guilty of killing babes, I am. The plague, the dead, all of it–'twas me."


			It is the usual outcome. It is the way humans fabricate confessions, but this time, against everything I hold true, I wished she were guilty, to be able to sense her pain without feeling guilty myself.


			"Untie her," the inquisitor ordered. The executioner allowed us to collapse in a heap on the terracotta tiles. 


			"Woman, your story." 


			Gostanza, sprawled on the floor like a broken puppet, began her narration. For truth's sake, I will recount what she said, making it less raspy to your ears, O Polletto.


			Last month, her neighbour, a gossiping woman, invited her to a reception. Gostanza clothed herself as best as she could.


			The neighbour gripped her wrist with surprising strength. "One condition, though," the woman said. "You must promise to utter no devout words or holy names on this journey."


			Curiosity silenced Gostanza's questions. She wanted to discover why her friend had proffered such strange terms. So Gostanza climbed astride a donkey and followed the neighbour's mount through the Piazzetta del Casseto. But where the Flusso di Vita babbles its cool waters, Gostanza saw only a cloud of fog heavy with dew. She feared the mounts would trudge blindly into the stream. 


			Her companion reached over and drew Gostanza's donkey to a halt. "There we are."


			The fog lifted. She thought they were standing atop the sun, for the ground glittered with the resplendence of dawn. Shards of light pierced the fragile flesh of her eyelids. She cried out and covered her face, only to have insistent fingers clamp around her wrists and draw her arms down. 


			She heard: "Gostanza."


			The voice transformed the fear in her mouth into a buttery cake flaking apart on her tongue. Her heart sang a madrigal that pulsed through her most hidden places as she turned to behold a strange creature. 


			Un angelo? Un demonio? His well-formed features, framed by ebony locks, appeared to be carved of copper. Rich velvet cloaked human limbs, but curled around his ankles gleamed a silvery tail. "Who are you?" Gostanza whispered, although she knew.


			"Call me Polletto. Welcome to my country." She was talking about you, my marvellous friend!


			She stood in a golden city unlike any she'd ever imagined, aye, even more gilded than Florence. Graceful towers rose from palatial mansions and punched through the clouds. Beneath the crystal ground rushed a citrine river. Strangely, a wind carrying odours redolent of sickness blew over them. 


			The creature's tail slipped under her skirts, scales sliding up her bare legs until she shuddered. 


			"Mona Gostanza, you conjured the plague and sucked the blood of innocent babes. A great banquet will be held in your honour."


			Your arms lifted the woman. Your feet left the crystal ground. The two of you (the neighbour disappears from Gostanza's story from this moment on) flew above the tallest towers while wisps of cloud plucked at Gostanza's garments. You alighted upon a golden balcony and gestured at open glass doors. "My palace."


			Tables draped with silks and jewels bowed from the weight of platters of steaming sweetmeats, bowls of fruits, and decanters of bubbling wine. A gay set of pipes recanted the tale of a shepherdess and her lover lost to Hell. Merry light danced about, yet, frozen in the jaundiced gold of the walls, mouths gaped–puckered faces of children locked in silent screams. The stench of death bloomed from the blossoms of foliage wreathed above her head.


			Polletto, your robes vanished. She beheld your body in awe and terror, the power of your tail, the command of your gaze which entranced her in a fearful stupor. You threw her across the hard gold of his throne and rammed holy wafers into her throbbing nature. 


			Shall I disrupt my report by noting that the two men present in the torture chamber were now sweating abundantly?


			Gostanza said, shuddering, "When the puttock had finished taking me, I laid–"


			"Lay, she means 'lay'," I cried from my perch, but of course nobody could hear me.


			But lo! Interrupting her narration, the witch glanced at me in terror. Did she hear my voice? 


			Tears streamed down her cheeks, and I understood. Nothing of what she'd said was true. She intended to escape the pain caused by my loving coils and run straight to the burning stake. Disappointment flooded me. But you, Polletto, will give her to me for more interrogations, won't you?


			"That's what I did, inquisitor," she continued. "I pissed on God and all the Saints. Hear my confession, and my soul will be saved." She struggled to her feet, pain crumpling her face.


			A cloud of mist settled around a shadowy figure. Yours, Polletto!


			Your very voice resounded. "Who called my name?"


			Gostanza took a step back. The inquisitor pinched his nose and addressed the executioner. "What's this stench? Open the window." 


			The executioner complied, as blind to your supernatural presence as the inquisitor. 


			You set your eyes on me, the speechless but observant rope, and gave me the ability to relay everything I'd heard in this room, which I just did, staunchly, almost word for word. Now, most noble Polletto, surely my tale rang true enough for you to grant–


			Your raised hand silences me. Why do you seize Gostanza's chin between your golden-tipped thumb and forefinger? Polletto, don't touch her, I beg you, for she's been mine from the moment I caressed her wrists, still raw from my affectionate ministrations. 


			"You told the truth about her beauty," you say. "She's desirable." With a flourish, your fingers stroke her arm. "She's coming with me." 


			Gostanza pulls away. "I'm so not coming, you bare-arsed chicken!" 


			You fix your gaze on my woman. "Gostanza, let me bring you to my golden city. Well, it didn't exist till I heard your story, but it exists now. Ask, and I'll give you everything you demand." 


			"I demand to go home. Go rot in Hell yerself." Behind her, the executioner moves forward, but the inquisitor holds up a hand. The two men watch her shake her head frantically.


			You brush a fly-sized devil off your scarlet sleeve. "You won't be in Hell, sweet child. What use would you be to me as a bodiless soul? I need you here to bring the plague to every door."


			"I'm a healer, not a killer." 


			"Be my queen for a day. Dance in my golden palace in the sky." You extend a hand, palm up, and crook a forefinger, to call her forth. 


			"Stick that finger up yer back door, devil!" 


			Your eyes glaze over. "Foul mouthed as I love them." You leap onto the rough-stone wall. "Be healed, Gostanza."


			Her shoulders relax. She lifts her arms to the frescoed ceiling. 


			The inquisitor, I expect, will acknowledge this sign of witchery, for ordinary people do not retain the use of their limbs after suffering the strappado torture. Nevertheless, the Franciscan only looks unseeingly at the tip of his own nose, as does the executioner. 


			My coils unravel in despair. She deserves me. Bind her! 


			You, handsome devil, disappear from the wall where you've been prancing and reappear next to the inquisitor to whisper in his ear. I try to sway close, but your words elude me. 


			The Franciscan shudders as though dispelling a bad reverie. "You have told us a wreath of lies, woman. As Tommaso d'Aquino teaches us, demons are incorporeal and cannot mate with human beings." 


			Gostanza glances at me, surely fearing the inquisitor will order more torture to punish her lying tongue. (Yes, yes! I'm ready.) 


			"I told the truth! Polletto made love to me, and I got more satisfaction with him than with my late husband." 


			Polletto, now you puff up your chest like a journeyman bragging in front of his whole guild about the perfection of his tools. 


			My witch snorts. "Although his cum was ice-cold." 


			You take on a saddened countenance for the briefest moment then stomp your foot. A cloud of flaming sprites shivers around you, like tiny lapilli out of a volcano mouth. 


			The Franciscan rolls his eyes to the ceiling frescoes of naked infant angels and martyrs draped in togas. With a solemn nod, he signals he has made his decision. The executioner steps up to the door and pushes the heavy panels open. San Miniato's forensic vicar, two soldiers, Fra' Guido and a clerk file in. Guido flashes victorious glances at Gostanza, and my core twists with hopeful aching. She will be given to me again. I prepare for the verdict.


			"This woman claims to have lain with an incorporeal demon." The inquisitor steeples his hands. "How could anyone believe such nonsense? Furthermore, her witchery as cause of deaths in San Miniato is an inane supposition, for it is the same sickness which struck most of Italy three years ago. The dead babe was discovered to bear signs of the plague, not of sorcery. You, Gostanza, invented a fancy story to escape torture and die quickly. This, alas, happens often, even though the Holy Inquisition tries to avoid such errors. I thereby discharge you from the accusation of ensorcelment against the child and Fra' Guido, and any other sorceries." 


			A smile smoothes lines from Gostanza's visage. 


			Polletto, stop this madness. I need to caress my witch. Now. Please.


			Your grin tells me you will do nothing. I writhe on the floor but no one heeds my pain–as if a rope moving of its own accord were no prodigy. All gazes are riveted to the inquisitor. 


			"Although you're innocent of the charge of witchery," the Franciscan continues, "I shan't condone your midwifery. You, a woman, cannot be a physician. From this day on, restrain from practicing your impious trade. Never again shall you administer potions and spread ointments, and neither will other women. Go free, God's creature, and do not sin again." 


			"But…ser, I've brought to life hundreds of babes." She runs trembling hands through her greying hair. "And I'm a healer. My tablets…you must see what I can do. I've found a way to fight this plague!"


			"There are physicians in San Miniato, and everywhere in Tuscany, who heal people and bring babes to the light much better than an uneducated woman could ever imagine." 


			"By bleeding women with leeches? To weaken 'em till they die–" 


			A soldier backhands Gostanza, who falls to the floor. Her svelte figure lies there, throbbing with sobs. Perchance the vicar will punish her impertinence with my loving coils. If I were a man, I'd hold my breath in hope. 


			But no.


			The inquisitor raises his hand to stay the soldier. I pray to God that one day Guido's fellow friars will lead the Holy Inquisition. Strict Dominicans would do a better job of punishing heretics than these soft-hearted Franciscans. 


			Guido grabs my witch by the arm. "Come! You have wasted enough of your betters' time."


			He pushes her out of the torture chamber. The soldiers fall in after them as the executioner threads me through the hook in the ceiling, my perch and home. In sadness, I gaze out of the open window. Gostanza is still deserving of me, for what is midwifery but sorcery in disguise?


			A crowd has gathered to learn about the witch's fate, but the human wall gives way before Guido, who drags Gostanza towards his mule. Polletto, ill-omened devil, you weave around my woman, you… hellcat of my doom.


			While Guido mounts his animal, the light changes. Over the hill on which the Palazzo dei Vicari roosts, farther than the dales quilted with the variegated green of crops and trees, across terracotta-striped fields, beyond a stretch of landscape that turns violet where it meets the sky, clouds of red meld into gold.


			The clouds surge and pile up as the sun sinks. 


			"Don't worry about that over-zealous Dominican," you whisper to my woman. Even from a distance, your voice teases me, Polletto, for I am tied to you by your spell. 


			"Come with me, Gostanza." 


			A flurry of sparks explodes above the piazza. The air crackles. A jolt of lightning splits open the sky and the sparks draw apart curtains of air to reveal a city floating in a cloudy sea: tapered towers and crenelated parapets, cupolas fruiting with spires and belfries. Rays from the setting sun pierce honey-tinged walls and refract on minarets and domes, rippling to the ground like liquid topaz. 


			Several women in the crowd fall to the ground. The men point at the city in the sky, and cross their chests. 


			"I ain't coming, devil," Gostanza says, "but look at this handsome man, who worships you."


			The Dominican's eyes show too much white. "What is this place?" Guido gasps.


			Gostanza clutches his black sleeve. "Travel to Polletto's golden city. For the best of pleasures." 


			Fra' Guido licks his lips. A thin dribble seeps from one corner of his mouth. "Pleasure?" 


			"Lots. Look at the Prince here. He'll give you all you want."


			A smile tugs at your lips, devious devil. "Yes. The friar craves me. Very much so."


			You snap your fingers and your person glows from crown to foot.


			Guido sees you for the first time. "Who are you?" 


			"Your beloved Prince."


			The city in the sky sparkles ten times more.


			People gasp, cry, and run away in terror. Fra' Guido spurs his mule, which leaps ahead of all but two, a small child in rags and a nun. The nun–alerted by galloping hooves–veers towards the child to protect her. But Guido steers his mount over at the same time. 


			"Out of my way!" he shouts. 


			Hooves tap the nun's heels. The woman falls over the child. The mule tramples them both, but Guido doesn't stop, his distorted face riveted to the city. 


			Cries gush from the crowd. “The friar! He's possessed!" 


			Gostanza's voice resounds high and clear. "I saw him bleed a new-born babe! Sorcery!"


			The sun withdraws its fingers of light. Ivory towers and domes melt into wisps of cloud as the city vanishes. 


			From my high-perched home, I see the vicar and the inquisitor hurry out into the courtyard. On the vicar's order, the soldiers tear after Fra' Guido and drag him off his mount. They pull the Dominican back toward the Palazzo. A tablet falls out of his robes. Guido lunges for it, but another man picks it up and hands it to the inquisitor. 


			"Sorcery!" the inquisitor says.


			I am jerked off my hook. A manservant brings me outside, panting, as if I were an effort to carry, and a soldier lashes me around the Dominican's sweaty wrists. 


			I don't like the friar. O envious devil, I demand you return my woman. Now. Now. I crave her smooth skin. 


			But you do not answer, for Gostanza's beauty no longer stops your tongue. You stroke the friar's cheek. In your execrable fickleness, you have chosen another lover. And you will watch his torments with delight, surely to liberate him later and win him over? He is already yours, can you not see? Ah, the Devil woks in tortuous ways. 


			While the soldiers lead Fra' Guido back to the Palazzo dei Vicari, with me coiled around his wrists, I strain for any glimpse of my beloved. People mill about, demanding answers, justice, the return of the golden city. 


			Then I spy a lone figure hurrying on the beaten path around the Palazzo's western tower. Her long hair blows freely behind her. I remember the frailty of her skin, the feel of her wrapped within my bonds. O Polletto, venomed idle-headed giglet, my strands will fray in bereavement.


			Now I wait for Gostanza, the woman I love with all my hemp. I know she will be back, for she shall use her herbs again to save someone. She is guilty. Women like her will always be.


		


	




	

		

			The Colours


			Max T. Hawker


			i


			‘So, Astor human, are you satisfied with this offer?’ asks the Zeta grey, sucking smoke from its cigarette. ‘You won’t find sweeter deal. No, no, no.’


			Interrogation-room light fizzes. Astor rubs his forehead, cursing his boss for choosing him for the negotiations.


			‘An’ I keep tellin’ yer, I can’t go fer sucher trade. It’s 1953 fer Chrissake! An’ yer gone thinkin’ ye-r can wily yerself that much uranium?’ The Zeta grey’s almond eyes wriggle like East Coast mudsnakes–Astor can read nothing.


			‘Your suggestion then? You do need this Patriot?’ The Zeta taps ash away from the end of its cigarette.


			‘Okay. How ‘bout this: twenty percent less uranium and we’ll give yer a further, say, five abductions. And yer don’t have ter return the abductees neither. Sell ‘em, pickle ‘em, do whatever the fuck yer creeps do, an’ no questions assed.’


			The Zeta grey takes another drag from its cigarette. It nods, apparently enthused. It then claps and turns to its associate–another Zeta grey. ‘Human know how to tickle us!’ 


			‘Yes, yes, yes. Ability commendable. Yes. Stubborn creature. Isn’t it, Sue?’


			‘Definitely.’ Sue stubs its cigarette out in an ashtray and turns back to Astor. ‘But I’m afraid Clive and I can’t accept such terms. No, no, no.’


			Astor slams the table he's sat at with a single palm.


			‘However,’ the Zeta continues in its ludicrous, chirpy voice, ‘I will accept the deduction of twenty percent of your uranium should you offer us… a substitute item.’


			‘Whadayahave in mind?’


			‘Well, Clive and I have been in the narcotics trade for a long time. Yes, yes. But we have never encountered a creation…’ the Zeta grey lifts the cigarette butt from the ashtray, ‘as delicious as this. How about you keep your twenty percent of uranium and give us, say, ten thousand cigarettes instead.’


			‘Yerferreal? Whadathehell yer want that many cigarettes fer?’ Astor coughs. ‘Geez, I’d be happy ter agree on those terms!’


			‘This pleases us. Good, it’s settled then!’ 


			Sue and Clive stand, Sue lifting its briefcase from the floor. 


			What’s in there? Astor wonders, standing as well. He opens the interrogation room door and leads the aliens out and down a corridor. Several military policemen pass them by.


			After several moments, Sue speaks: ‘…I can’t help but notice that this is your biggest request for Patriot since the period of time you call “1945”. Has the need for the drug increased so greatly?’


			Astor scratches his greying temples… Damn headache. He lights a cigarette for himself. ‘Times are hard fer this cunt tree. People gotten spooked by the damn Commies. And then there’s yer lot making ‘em think God-knows-what’s coming ter get ‘em–with yer damned “saucers” an’ “cigars” in the clouds. People neeter know they gotta cunt tree ter be proud o’–a home wurf fightin’ fer. Use ter be tha’ people didn’t have no trouble rememberin’ tha’.’ The image of his boss injecting himself with Patriot comes to mind. Damn addict. ‘But these are times ‘o change. Times ‘o uncertainty. People don’t find it so easy ter remember what the red, white an’ blue means anymore. But luckily, we got yer Patriot ter give ‘em poor fools some meanin’.’


			‘Indeed, indeed. Yes, yes. This Patriot our purest yet. Spread fast if introduced through water. Very thick consistency. Effects: big paranoia; high inferiority complex. Perfect, perfect.’


			‘Perfect s’long as it does its job.’


			‘We are not, as you’d put it, “used-car salesmen”,’ Clive replies with a sound vaguely resembling laughter.


			‘No, no, no. In fact we wonder if you’d be interested in another drug we have recently developed,’ Sue follows on from its associate, in a lower tone.


			Astor takes several clumsy sucks of his cigarette. ‘What kinder drug? Why didincha mention it before?’


			‘We didn’t mention it because it has not been trialled, as yet. But we have complete confidence in its ability.’


			Astor glances about him and pulls the two aliens into an empty filing room. ‘…I’m listenin'.’


			‘Good, good. Okay. You humans have strong obsession with colour–be it on your skin, your food or your flags. You, for example, do not like political thinking that is “red”, so we understand from your planet’s communications. You seem to prefer political thinking that is black and white–it simpler for you to swallow the world, no? Well, that’s why this new drug we have is perfect for you!’


			‘Why? Whadoesido?’


			‘If successful–‘


			‘–and it will be–’ interjects Sue.


			‘–it will make affected life-form colour-blind,’ Clive nods.


			‘More than that! More than that! It polarizes vision almost entirely. Nearly everything in vision become either sharp black or sharp white–grey almost all go away!’


			‘Ha!’ Astor snorts. ‘Then yer two would be gone!’


			‘Wonderful Earth humour!’ Sue and Clive clap. ‘We would still be visible, but made up of denser black or piercing white. Think though, think–your nasty little “reds”… poof!…they all gone! No colour, no problem!’


			‘And no red and blue in your flag to worry about either. No, no, no. Just nice black and white flag for you–easy to understand; Patriot work more efficiently with easier job to do.’


			‘But your decision must be quick. Other buyers I think might like this drug, this Muteye, as we call it.’


			Astor wrenches a final plume from his cigarette before stamping it out. The new drug intrigues him. He could pull a good deal here. Astor’s boss has told him not to step beyond the trade restrictions prescribed. But initiative is what wins promotion, so Astor argues to himself, and his career is in its autumn, after all. Besides, any drug with the potential to fix the Commie problem could be game changing in the arena of global politics. The world is tired of conflict; Astor is tired of conflict. Here is his chance.


			‘So whadayawant fer a drug like this? An’ how much of it have yer got?’


			‘We have already looked at your geopolitical map and so recognise which areas are afflicted by “red”–we can have enough of this drug to solve your problem within the next three of your Earth “years”,’ Clive informs.


			‘As for cost,’ begins Sue, ‘…there is something we desire that we could work out a trade for.’


			‘Godammit, I tolljer we can’t offer no more uranium. Don’t be about ter ask fer that.’


			‘We weren’t, we weren’t,’ Clive shakes its head, raising its hands as though to placate Astor. ‘Instead, we wish to utilise the strengths of your species for very special ends. What you think are strongest points of Earthlets? What has help you get this far?’


			Astor fidgets with his temples again. ‘Hmm, wellemmesee. Our ingenuity–we’ve developed tools ter help us along. Err. Or our teamwork–couldanuh got far without–’


			‘You’re thinking all wrong,’ Clive interrupts.


			‘Yes, yes, yes. Your species’ greatest strength is its blind violence and ability to destroy what it doesn’t understand.’


			‘And we could benefit from such a trait!’ Clive chirrups.


			‘Oh, right… Well then, howjer wanna use that?’


			‘You understand principles of “marketplace”? Well, it not just you Earthlets that have this.’


			‘No, no, no,’ continues Sue. ‘Across our galaxy is vast “marketplace” also. And we represent great trade capacity within this “marketplace”.’


			‘What is worse thing in “marketplace”?’ Clive asks.


			‘Err, that’d hahterbe a lacker demand fer whatcher sellin’.’


			‘Clever human thinking! But no. One thing worse than no demand–rival competitor! Yes, yes, yes. This very bad!’


			‘And we have very bad rival in “marketplace”,’ closes Clive.


			‘Okay… go on.’ Astor fingers his chin, conscious of where the greys are steering the conversation.


			‘This rival is other species called Lillitians. They look for business arrangement also on Earth. This is no good. We want them gone.’


			‘Gone?’ Astor parrots.


			‘Exactly,’ continues Sue. ‘We want your group of Earthlets to take their craft down on sight.’


			‘Fire on ‘em? The hell we s’pposed ter tay down craft like that?’


			‘We can’t offer you any weaponry–the Lillitians would recognise the signature once fired upon. But if you look here…,’ Sue hands Astor several sheets of paper from its briefcase. ‘You will find details of structural weakness. Exploit.’


			Astor takes the sheets and scans the information. He looks back up at the aliens. ‘An’ if we bring down their crafts?’


			‘Do what you will with them. Same goes for any survivors,’ Clive nods.


			‘Agree to this and shipments of Muteye will begin within one of your Earth “months”. You can even test it out on a closed population before dispersing it tactically. That way you see you get good, working product. Then decide if just red go or blue too.’


			Astor puts a finger to his bottom lip. The correct action would be to report this new development in the negotiations to his boss. However, his boss is a busy man and does not appreciate being disturbed. He'd probably be too dosed on his private cache of Patriot to care. Astor’s boss trusts him to this task, right? Surely he’d want to see Astor using his initiative. Perhaps this negotiation is a test of his ability… Initiative then, yes. After all, Astor will have to shine if he is to beat Williams and Parker to a promotion.


			‘Awright boys, I gotta say, this sounds good. But what if the drug don’t work like you say it should?’


			‘Smart human! If it fail then we reimburse you with other product–you will take pick.’


			‘But it will work, and when it does–no more red for nasty thoughts to crowd around!’


			‘Things all simple again.’


			Astor smiles. This is his moment. ‘Okay, boys. Yoo done got yerselves a deal. Where do I sign?’


			‘Very good, very good, human!’ Sue and Clive applaud.


			‘Swallow this pill,’ Sue pulls out the pill in question from the briefcase. ‘It will dissolve inside you and send a bio-signal back to our organisation headquarters, where our administration department will acknowledge your agreement to the deal.’


			Astor takes the pill and swallows it. What an odd way of getting a signature. It wasn’t necessary for the Patriot… The aliens seem enthused. ‘How does this thing work?’


			‘The pill’s signal acts like the signature you Earthlets apply to written contracts. It acknowledges that you have read and agreed to be bound by the terms and conditions of the trade agreement,’ Clive continues.


			‘What terms and conditions? Yer never showed me any.’


			‘Did I not, Clive?’ Sue asks its associate, apparently aghast at such carelessness. ‘How forgetful of me! Here they are, Astor human. All printed on dead tree as your custom dictates.’ Sue reveals an enormous bound document from its briefcase and lumps it to Astor.


			‘Do not look worry!’ Clive chirrups. ‘All perfect normal and no bad surprises.’


			‘We real must going now,’ Sue adds quickly. ‘As hear, our translator battery life die. Such unfortunate time!’


			‘Well done negotiate,’ Clive smiles, taking and shaking Astor’s hand. ‘We’ll just transport out from here.’


			Astor clears his throat and smiles bemusedly as the Zeta greys dissolve in a scuffle of light.


			II


			‘And that’s how it finished. Their translator battery was dyin’ an’–flash! They was gone!’ Astor finishes explaining to his boss exactly how the negotiations proceeded. Everything told. Everything except the second deal. Astor wants to find his own moment for impressing the boss with this news. 


			‘Damn fine job it soun’s lie yer done; dunno whatchoo mean by translator battery though, they don’t use batteries…,’ replies the boss, a highly rectangular man in military gear the colour of Mississippi swamp juice. ‘Anyways, looks like I was righ’ ter have faith in yoo. Here, have a whisky.’ The boss pours a whisky out into a glass and passes it across his desk to Astor.


			Astor swirls the booze in its glass with a flick of his wrist. He chinks the boss’s own whisky glass and throws the fire down his throat. He can smell Patriot… boss must be dosed.


			‘Boss, why’re them two greys called Sue an’ Clive?’ Astor makes conversation for the sake of it.


			‘Aww, they go by them names ter make ‘emselves seem like everyday folk.’


			Astor finds such a feat difficult to achieve.


			‘Know why I put yer in there with them two creepy sonsuhbitches?’


			‘I did wonder,’ Astor replies.


			‘Boys higher up won’id ‘a test ya. See how ya’d cope with the greys–mos' can’ deal with the headaches. They look at a man like ya, look at ya record, look at ya service in the Pacific. They gone lookin’ fer a true patriot an’ I tell them yer the man. Keeps his hea’ down. Follers orders. Quiet an’ conten’ with servin' his cunt tree. Gives no shi’ abou’ any ‘a tha’ promotion chasin’. Hell yer jus’ abou’ the only guy I know who ain’t lookin’ fer some way ‘a oust me from this here desk. Williams gits awl starry-eyed when ‘e sees my office. Parker jus’ lurves bossin’ those below ‘im round an givin’ me the sloppy “Yessirs”. Goddamn nice ter have som’un aroun’ like yoo who jus’ happy ter do his part. Som’un who don’t put M an’ E above U, S an’ A.’ The boss swigs his whisky and pours another for himself and Astor. Astor glances down at the volume of terms and conditions by his feet. ‘Anyways, I gone gotten off track. Boys higher up as’ me if I know any’un trustworthy enough ter help in a matter ‘a national security.’ The boss stands, holding his whisky. ‘An’ I thoughta yoo.’


			The boss nods and turns around to look out of his window. He separates several segments of a blind before opening it fully. 


			As the boss’s back is turned, Astor quietly lifts the terms and conditions onto his lap. ‘Gee, boss. I dunno wha’ ter say.’


			He opens the cover and looks at the wording inside.


			Congratulations on purchasing new bio-altering agent Muteye. Do not store in temperatures exceeding 30° celsius. Keep out of reach of babies, cubs, hatchlings or any other form of offspring.


			‘So… what is it these people got planned fer me?’


			‘Wouldn’t give specifics, as yer’d imagine. Did a lil bit ‘a diggin’ ter see what I could find though.’


			‘And didja find anythin’?’


			Please carefully read the terms and conditions to which you must adhere, should you agree to trial Muteye. If you are an individual acting on behalf of an organisation, but do not have authority to sign on behalf of said organisation, please refer to a higher authority than your own.


			‘Couple ‘a things. None ‘a the meat, as yer’d expect, no doubt. Boys up top wantcher fer an’ exchange scheme o’ sorts. Somethin’ ter do with a new pact signed with another alien species–a kinda peace treaty, so I’ heard…’


			Astor is only half-listening as he flicks nervously through the rest of the terms and conditions.


			STIPULATION 4 


			The killing of a Lillitian who has survived craft destruction can best be achieved in one of the following three ways:


			1. Severance of head: as with many species, the Lillitians require their heads to be attached to the trunk of their bodies in order to survive.


			2. Pulping of head: the Lillitian head is large and soft and will not long tolerate the pressure of repeated kicks, punches or impacts from blunt instruments.


			3. Exposure to high-frequency sound waves: the Lillitians are a telepathic species and their brains will vibrate and burst when exposed to the frequency range: 180-200,000 Hz. 


			‘…full details are limi’did. I did manage ter fine out which species we gone awl dove-swappin’ wiv–the Lillitians. Never seen one o’ ‘em ‘cept in photos. They only one feet tawl an’ they got big ol’ heeds fer snoopin’ inter ours wiv.’


			Astor’s heart plummets. ‘Ya sure, boss? …‘Bout it bein’ the Lillitians, that is.’


			‘Yip. Pritty sure. Tha’ batch o’ Patriot yer jus’ done dealin’ fer, tha’s our las’ trade wiv the greys. Shame… Boys up top can’t afford what they charge fer their drugs no more. Patriot… Blaxbane… RightThort… they’s all goin’ now. I tell yer–mus’ be one helluvah deal them boys made wiv the Lillitians, ter give up wha’ we got wi’ the greys. Nutin’ stoppin’ the greys dealin’ wiv the Commies now an’ the boys above know tha’. Those sonsuhbitches are expensive, but ya get what ya pay fer…’


			‘Peace treaty, ya said?’


			‘Tha’ it be, from wha’ I hear.’


			Astor glances down again at the terms and conditions and conspicuously tears through to the last section.


			STIPULATION 9 


			Should the terms of the agreement be broken by the purchaser, said purchaser shall be liable to the following penalties:


			1. Fine of 500 lbs of uranium-238 and 750 lbs of gold to be paid within three Earth months to the broker of Muteye. Failure to do so will result in the impounding of the Earth’s sole satellite, commonly referred to as ‘the Moon’. An additional fine of 250 lbs of uranium-238 will then be payable upon collection of ‘the Moon’. If ‘the Moon’ is not collected from the satellite depot on Zeta B-316 within one Earth month, it shall be crushed.


			2. A breaking off of future negotiations with the purchaser and negative feedback provided for purchaser’s ‘Purchaser ID’, as currently available for viewing in the galactic marketplace archives.


			3. Full disclosure to all citizens under the authority of the purchaser, of the existence of extra-terrestrial species.


			‘Hey. Wha’s tha’ yer got there?’ the boss leans over the table, still holding his whisky glass.


			‘Boss, I, err… there’s somethin’ else, somethin’ I need ter tell yer. Somethin’ abou’ the greys.’


			The boss’s face and voice seem to sharpen. ‘Well, ou’ wi’ it then. C’mon, whatcha got fer me?’


			‘There… there was a second deal between us, well, me and the greys. One I made on the spur o’ the moment.’


			The boss’s face flinches. His eyes widen. ‘Ya done wha’!? Withou’ my permission? Wha’ the heel kinda deal ya gone an’ done?’


			‘They offered me a new drug, one called Muteye.’


			‘Muteye? The hell’s tha’?’


			Astor tries to explain the drug’s effects.


			‘Whadaya mean no more red, white an’ blue!? Yoo insane!?’


			‘Think how much simpler things’d be. Bring everyone round ter our way o’ thinkin’–simple black an’ white. No more red, an’ yeah, no more blue neither maybe, but we wouldn’ need it anyways. We’d all be the same!’


			‘Jeeziz Kries! All the same? All levelled inter the same thing? Now yer speakin’ like one o’ ‘em! Hell’s the matter witchoo? Thought yoo was better than that! Jeeziz Kries! …Wait a secon’. I know them crafty, grey sonsuhbitches…whadid they as’ fer in return?’


			‘They wan’ed us ter maker pointer shootin’ down the craft o’ their main business rivals… Their main business rivals are the Lillitians.’


			‘An’ yoo agreed ter awl this shi’!? Jeeziz!’ the boss slams his whisky glass on the desk, cracking it and allowing the fire to seep. ‘Whyja do it?’


			‘I…I wan’ed ter give myself a shot at promotion. I wan’ed ter do somethin’ ter help my cunt tree. I ain’t one o’ ‘em who needs Patriot; I know where my loyalties lie.’


			The boss visibly flinches. ‘Ferget loyalties yoo crazy sonuvabitch! We gonna have ter set up a meetin’ with the greys again, only wi’out the boys up top knowin’ ‘bout it. We gonna have ter renege on this deal.’


			‘That ain’t gonna be so easy…’


			The boss looks narrowly at Astor. ‘…Hell, yer signed sumin’, didincha? Hell, yer didn’ swaller one o’ ‘em damn pills they got, didja? …Oh, shi', yer did.’


			‘Why’s the pill so bad?’


			‘’Cos Sue an' Clive's damn organisation have records o’ the deal now. Them pills are funny lil things–they send some weird lil bio-signamajig. In shor’, we can’t go back on the deal now. Shi’. Shi’. Shi’.’ Astor notices the boss glancing occasionally towards a drawer… His stash of recreational Patriot? ‘An’ what’s that on yer lap, what I seen jus’ now?’


			‘The terms an’ conditions, boss. Bucher don’t wanna–’


			The boss has marched around and yanked the document from Astor’s lap. The page is still open on ‘Stipulation 9’. 21.7 seconds pass, then: ‘Oh my swee’ Jeeziz…’ the boss staggers back and collapses against a filing cabinet. ‘Thassit… I’mer dead man…’ he whispers, before bursting into tears.


			Astor looks from his boss to the desk to the window, through which he sees a large, unmarked aeroplane taking off from a runway some short distance into the desert.


			Astor sighs, and rubs at the headache slumped over his receding hairline. ‘Jeez, boss. I’m sorry. I think them greys gone an’ tricked me. They muster known our boys up top was plannin’ somethin’ with the Lillitians. An’ they thought they’d try an’ destroy all tha'. Tha’s how the market goes, I guess…’ 


			The boss sighs and heaves himself up, rubbing the tears from his cheeks.


			‘I’m sure I did whadiethor’ was own’y righ’ though…’


			The boss chugs behind his desk and collapses into his chair, staring down.


			‘It’s jus’, I been in the Pacific. I seen death. I seen what we can do ter each other when we’re ordered ter…’


			The boss pulls open a drawer and pulls out a syringe and corked phial with a cloudy fluid in it. He pulls the cork out and sucks fluid into the syringe, and injects it into one of several prominent veins in his wrist. He closes his eyes and slips back into his chair.


			‘I’m scared abou’ where we headin’ now. There’re always colours owddergeduss. Yeller in the East. Yeller and blue in Europe. An’ now red too–red everywhere! Red runnin’ the white an’ blue outer our flags…’


			The boss opens his eyes after several moments and reaches back into his drawer.


			‘Guess I though’ the worl’ migh’ be a better place if we all jus’ saw wi’out the colours.’


			The boss pulls out a revolver, cocks it and shoots Astor twice in the chest. He turns the gun around, slips it into his mouth, and fires.


			Red marches from three bullet holes. 
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