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  The Top of the Beanstalk




  by Jamie Lackey




  ––––––––




  The beanstalk climbed up to the clouds, thicker around than a 100-year-old oak tree.  Jack's mother came out of the house.  She didn't say a word.  Neither did he.   




  The vine was smooth and cool against his fingertips.  It took his weight without trembling, and he climbed. 




  Time passed.  When he glanced down, his mother's upturned face was a smudge.  His palms started to sweat. 




  The vine was slippery, the wind cold and brutal. 




  His arms ached, his fingers cramped, his shoulders were on fire.  His mother's voice screamed in the wind, calling him weak, useless, stupid. 




  He climbed. 




  The clouds were icy.  They numbed his exposed skin, soaked his ragged clothes. 




  At the top, there was no giant, no golden goose, and no magic harp.  When he looked down, he could see farther than he'd ever travelled.   




  He rested.  He climbed back down.  He kissed his mother on the cheek, gathered his few possessions, and started walking. 




  "Wait!" his mother cried.  "What happened?  What was up there?" 




  Jack shrugged.  He didn't look back.  "Go see for yourself." 




  BOOK ANNOUNCEMENT: Jamie Lackey




  One Revolution. Jamie Lackey




  www.jamielackey.com




  Run the gamut from fantasy to science fiction to horror, and back again. One Revolution contains twenty flash pieces and one serialized short story. Within these pages, you'll find space hockey, dancing fairies, cyberpunk noir, coming-of-age on Mars, a zombie shark, and more. Open up to a story about love or death, friendship or isolation, mythology or brains. Welcome to One Revolution.




  Coexist




  by Susan Pertessis




  ––––––––




  Kerntah stood on the hill and surveyed the carnage before her. Blood covered the valley in blotches. She noticed the casualties had been lined up in rows and forced to watch their friends and families struggle to breathe as their throats were ripped out. Each knew they would experience the same fate. There was only one capable of such torture. Lhatah. Thoughts of her co-being caused Kerntah to reach for her necklace. There was nothing there. The pendant she had worn since birth, a gift from her father, had been lost two days ago. Kerntah sighed and turned. The Ruler and his attendant were climbing the path towards her.




  The Ruler scanned the wreckage. “I haven’t seen a massacre such as this since—”




  “—my grandfather was alive,” Kerntah interrupted.




  The Ruler faced her. His gaze penetrated her sapphire eyes. “Lhatah escaped two days ago and already is capable of this?” The Ruler gestured below. “He is far stronger than your grandfather.”




  “Yes,” she whispered. Her fingers moved toward her neck then she remembered and dropped her arm to her side.




  “The balance has been upset. The longer this continues the stronger Lhatah becomes.”




  “I understand.”




  The Ruler placed his hands on her shoulders. “Eventually the scales will tip to one side. We will be powerless to stop him. We cannot allow it to get to that point.”




  “I will stop Lhatah.”




  “I have confidence in you. I had my doubts when your father first made his proposal all those years before, but he proved himself. As you have followed in his footsteps, you have proven yourself also.”




  “Yes, Ruler. I will make sure what needs to be done, is done.”




  “Come. It is imperative you continue your quest, and I need to assess the damage. We will speak again, soon.”




  As Kerntah searched for her necklace in the main city, she felt a harmful presence loom, like a tempest’s approach. The residents she encountered clung to the walls and avoided the open, their fear a tangible entity which oozed from their pores.




  She entered her chamber near evening. When she lit incense she glimpsed her reflection in the nearby mirror. The colorlessness of her stare indicated the efforts of her day had fatigued her more than she realized. She needed her strength. Food would replenish her body, but she required more to fortify her mind. Kerntah chanted a song of relaxation. After a while she intoned the healing incantation she learned from her father. A glow filled her so that she became a vessel of power. When she opened her eyes the sapphire she inherited from her father returned her view. She longed for Father’s guidance. Kerntah decided to go to her parents’ burial site. She would sit beside Father’s mausoleum in the same manner she used to remain close to his side when a young girl.




  Her feet glided along the marble floor. At this late hour, shadows pooled everywhere, in wait for unsuspecting victims. The darkness wasn’t her enemy. She sank onto the familiar bench and faced her family’s vaults.




  Each cover bore only a single word chiseled into its glazed surface. Kerntah recited the list. Founder, her great-great-great-grandfather, one of the first to discover the Region. Scientist, her great-great-grandfather, who had created many of the devices used today. General, her great-grandfather, whose military finesse allowed peace between the Regions with little bloodshed. Coexist, her father, who had developed a code of conduct that enabled her race to live amicably among the others. She moved to cool her cheek against her father’s tomb and allowed herself to be drawn into memories of training with him in preparation for her role as his successor.




  Her father and grandfather had never shared the same beliefs. Their constant fights had chased Father from the Region when he was a young man. Grandmother begged him to stay but he declined. Trips to see Grandmother often ended with Father and Grandfather in an argument, so ultimately the visits stopped. Then Grandfather started to harm all who opposed his efforts to overthrow the Ruler.




  He was executed for treason and buried in a cemetery on the outskirts of the Region, rather than the family crypt. The day after Grandfather’s funeral, Father’s daily tutoring sessions with Kerntah increased in frequency. Throughout those years of accord, she studied with Father with the understanding that she would continue his legacy and pass it to future generations.




  She awoke to screams of terror—daggers that pierced her heart. Fingers at her throat, Kerntah ran out of the sepulcher. A glow behind the trees guided her way. Once she arrived at her destination she paused. Fires raged throughout the town and cast an eerie light to the blood that flowed like rivers in Hell. This was far worse than the killings in the remote valley village. She never knew Lhatah was capable of such horrific acts.




  Kerntah shoved aside her shock and rushed to help. She crouched beside a prone figure and realized his physical injuries were too extensive for her to save his life. She placed a palm on his forehead and whispered a sending dirge to ease his transition to the afterlife. She walked to the next body. The woman writhed from her pain. She held out her arms and directed energy to the hole in her patient’s leg. When she saw the young lady’s torso unclench, she knew she had given enough relief to last until the medical team showed up. She ministered to the injured and dying until all had been attended by either her or the doctors. She took a moment to stretch her back and survey the area. The scar Lhatah rent on this community would fade with weeks of hard work, but the emotional pain would mar these people forever. Across a scorched swatch of soil she saw the Ruler had been inspecting the devastation. Ash and grime covered him like a shroud, but his eyes were clear. She read the message there, nodded, and hastened away.




  Kerntah got home, hurried to her library, and skimmed the shelves of tomes she inherited from her father. He often consulted these references in his quest to improve upon his techniques.  Every so often a title caught her attention and she would stop and leaf through it. None contained the solution she sought. She sagged into a chair and rubbed her face. On the wall across from her hung a framed photograph of her father and the Ruler, taken the day Father had been awarded the Region’s Medal of Honor, six months after her grandfather’s death. His pendant, the prototype to her missing one, gleamed with a brilliance to match Father’s smile. Father never spoke about Grandfather’s rebellion, and Kerntah never asked because she knew Grandfather’s death had loaded a burden on Father’s soul. Kerntah went to the bookcase which contained Father’s journals and selected the one that chronicled that year. She resettled in her seat as the familiar scent of the inked pages surrounded her in an aura of emotion. Sometime later she loosened the cricks from her back and dragged herself to the sink to splash water on her face. Light blue answered her scrutiny in the mirror and reminded her of Father’s scrawl detailing his ways to combat his own weariness during that uncertain period in his life. She grabbed a towel to pat dry then froze. At the edge of her haze-filled brain an idea glimmered like a lighthouse beacon and guided her through the ocean of her exhaustion. It might work. She took her knife and hid it within her skirt before she entered her meditation alcove.




  She calmed herself, took a breath, and then opened her mind to capture Lhatah, like a fishing net cast into the sea. Kerntah perceived his emergence, and when she looked into the glass, ruby rather than tired gray returned her gaze.




  “Why do you summon me?” Lhatah asked.




  “You know why. Balance must be restored.”




  Lhatah laughed. “Balance. Coexist.” The words spat out. “Stupid ideas. Grandfather was right. If it weren’t for Father we would be the Rulers today. And not just over the Region. Of the entire world!”




  Kerntah strove to keep her focus. Channeling Lhatah required stamina. “Remember the early years? When Father and Grandfather were both alive? It was a happy time, for everyone.” Those memories flooded their psyche.




  “They weren’t for Grandfather. He was stifled, not treated with the respect he deserved. So he took care of it.”




  Kerntah cringed at the images of death. She pushed back and projected slide show pictures of the Region. “There is so much here for us to enjoy when we aren’t consumed by war.”




  Lhatah didn’t respond. Instead a view of Grandfather’s grave replaced the others.




  Kerntah sighed. “I miss Grandfather too. He would have lived with us for many years if he had learned how to coexist.”




  “Coexist! You mean slavery!” he roared. “Father sold us out!”




  Kerntah probed past Lhatah’s horrors, deep to where his tyrannical desires dwelled. “Lhatah, they were going to exterminate us. The end of our race. The end of us,” she said in a low voice.




  “All the more reason for an uprising! You’re getting weaker. I can feel it. Perhaps today is the day.”




  Kerntah ran her thumb around the edge of her blade. She didn’t need it right now. “No. Today is not the day. I had hoped you shared Father’s vision, but I was mistaken.”




  “Farewell, Kerntah!”




  Kerntah stood and clutched the table when her legs almost gave out. She had to depart without delay, but she knew her feeble state could cause her to fail at her task. She gobbled a few bites of food and chugged some water. Then she forced herself to spend a few moments in meditation. She exited as soon as she felt herself strengthen.




  Upon her arrival at the graveyard where Grandfather’s remains had been relegated, she hesitated. It had been awhile. She believed her grandfather’s marker sat in the far right corner. Once she staggered to it she realized she was incorrect. She turned slightly and headed toward another. She cleared the sweat from her face to read the inscription. It wasn’t Grandfather’s. Every additional step hit Kerntah hard, like a boxer going the distance. Perhaps the stone a couple of rows down. She slumped. She had made a wrong turn. The tremors which had started in her hands had spread throughout her being. She fought the urge to collapse. Kerntah hugged herself to slow her shakes and then breathed. When her thoughts began to wander she dug her fingernails into her palms and forced herself to concentrate. A tree. She recalled a tree grew one aisle back from her grandfather’s resting place. Kerntah scoured the grounds until she detected the landmark. She hauled to her grandfather’s headstone. An offering had been given—her pendant. A hiding spot Kerntah would never have guessed on her own.




  She eased down to retrieve the jewel, then slipped it over her head. She smiled when she felt its weight settle back where it belonged. Her grin disappeared when her legs continued to tremble too violently for her to rise. She knelt on all fours, aware of shouts in the distance. With a gasp she sensed Lhatah’s presence. Kerntah fumbled in her pocket for her weapon. She sucked in air, then again, and on the third gulp yelled, “Father!” while she heaved up to her knees and used both hands to plunge her blade as deep as she was able.




  She woke to see the Ruler stand above her. The smell of antiseptic confirmed she was in the infirmary.




  “A self-inflicted knife wound at the cemetery? Did you have to be so dramatic?” He smiled and took her hand.




  “I was weak. I couldn’t risk Lhatah getting my necklace again.”




  “He may still, you know.”




  Kerntah touched the implant near her breastbone. “It would be difficult.” She sighed. “But there will always be that struggle. It’s the nature of my kind.”




  “Rest. I’ll come back later.” He walked to the door, and then turned. “Thank you.”




  Once he left, Kerntah rose from the bed and stared at her chest in the mirror. The doctors had cleaned her crude attempt at insertion. She leaned closer. A flare of ruby appeared in her eyes. Kerntah stroked the lump formed by the embedded amulet and watched the flames of red smother then fade until only sapphire remained.




  Red as a Pickle




  by Sarina Dorie




  ––––––––




  The day the color red disappeared held little interest to Brigette the Cat. The color red dripped out of packages of food dye, leached out of plastic toys, and dribbled out of tattoos; rolling like beads of mercury onto the floor. The humans stared in horror. Brigitte glanced up from the dictionary she was studying—and shredding—then went back to the definition of “synergy.” That annoying, yippy, mangy, flea-bitten, golden mutt she allowed her human pets to keep gnawed his tail in nervousness.




  “The world is going to end. It’s a sign,” he barked, repeating the words of other neighborhood dogs. Really, they were all so superstitious and well, dogmatic. Didn’t Stupid Dog have an original thought of his own somewhere in his pea-sized brain?




  By this point, it wasn’t just Red Dye 40 that pooled onto the floor. The crimson of the coat in the closet wrung itself out like excess water, leaving the fabric white. The burgundy of Brigette’s water bowl and the sanguine couch underneath her joined the crimson puddle on the floor. Maroon writing on boxes and the cherry red of markers blanched. Rose curtains lost their saturation. The tomatoes her human had painted in his still life turned whitish grey. Splatters fell from the color wheel on the wall. The news broadcast Brigette allowed her humans to watch said infrared, whatever that was, had ceased to exist. All this chaos was ruining her nap.




  The mass of color swirled around on the floor in a puddle. Her human pets screamed and ran from it. Stupid Dog tried to lick the liquid mass, but it moved too quickly and he got a hairball instead. Brigitte snickered at his oafishness. If she had wanted to catch the dancing ruby blob, she was certain she could have. But why bother herself to get up from the cushiony couch for a silly color?
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