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			Introduction

		





		
			Fairy tales are an integral part of who I am. They are some of the first stories I remember reading, and they create the foundation of everything I write. In 2016, I was in a terrible bicycle accident, and it was fairy tales that kept moving forward when all I wanted was to sink into the dark. In fact, Storied Imaginarium was born that same year, and several of the writers who attended that first workshop are still involved with the Storied Imaginarium today. It’s a powerful testament to the enduring nature of fairy tales and the many ways they can be mined for creative expression.




			Since that tumultuous start nine years ago, I have had the privilege of working with writers from around the world. The growth of the Storied Imaginarium has been organic, and the community reflects those connections that continue long after a session has concluded. Writers have taken story seeds from these generative writing workshops and have published finished stories in some of the most esteemed magazines in speculative fiction today. Not only that, but they’ve also written poetry and creative nonfiction, memoirs and novels. They are receiving awards and accolades including the Bram Stoker Award®, the USA TODAY’s bestseller list, and several “best of” anthologies. I couldn’t be more proud or impressed by the work these writers are doing, which was what started the whole idea of compiling an anthology featuring stories and poems generated in Storied Imaginarium’s workshops. 




			I’ve tossed this idea around for years now, but it wasn’t until an anonymous fairy godmother offered to cover the costs for creating this book that it finally became a reality. Even then, it seemed an insurmountable task. But then, the community stepped in to help. Before long, we had a diverse collection of original stories and poems from a wide range of writers. We have everything from first publications by new writers to pieces written by accomplished professionals. Works included range the gamut—from science fiction to hardcore horror, from new weird to dark fantasy. And beneath them all run the threads of fairy tale and myth. 




			According to award-winning author Catherynne M. Valente, “No matter what you write, you actually can’t help retelling a fairy tale somewhere along the way” (“Confessions of a Fairy Tale Addict,” Reactor). I believe this is true. The Storied Imaginarium is founded on that belief. And as we approach our tenth year, we offer this stunning collection as proof that fairy godmothers exist, and dreams do come true. 







			   ~ Carina Bissett
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			You’re safe along the path.

			Boys don’t like girls who stop 

			to smell the wildflowers,

			who pass their days in idleness

			and cheap spun-sugar dreams.





			           Be bold, be bold, 

			           but not too bold.





			Ladies don’t wear red:

			hoods, shoes, stockings, scarves,

			hair, lips, fresh-drawn blood.

			Don’t tempt the wolf

			with the heat of your flesh.





			           My mother, she killed me,

			           my father, he ate me.





			
			The only wolf whom you can trust

			is that which wears your father’s face.

			When he bears his teeth and claws

			it’s just to strike

			the world down





			           Lest that your heart’s blood

			           should run cold.





			so its edges cannot pierce you.

			And if we lead you to the wood

			where crows devour your trail 

			of crumbs, it’s only out of love;

			or hunger, desperation.





			           My sister she buried

			           my bones.





			Your beauty is your currency:

			power, privilege, curse and cage.

			Let me take it for you.

			Let me carry your burden

			in a beating jewelled box.

		

		
	
		
			Shoes as Red as Sunsets, Bones as White as Hope




		

		
			Haralambi Markov
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			You hear the dead girl dancing before you see her. She looks so small, so young, stripped of skin, meat, and gristle. Her shoes carry her in circles and spirals over overgrown cobblestone. Her dance is a warning against hubris. A curse from the old days, when words had more power and more weight than stones. 

			If you don’t repent; if you don’t show gratitude for the gifts fortune gives you; if you don’t curb your greed, all will be taken from you. That’s the moral of the story. And what’s worse, no one will help you. This is a private lesson you’ve kept to yourself. It’s why the women come with ribbons for the girl to placate her at their happiest. Only the women, you note. 

			Men are not punished for wanting, for taking what’s rightfully theirs by virtue of seeing it as such. That’s another lesson you’ve learned. Your husband never had to offer a thing to the dancing girl when your father agreed to the match. The men only know her from stories. Women ... well, women are an entirely different story now aren’t they?    

			
			The townfolk dug a wide moat when they moved and left the plague behind, so that she would not follow them to new pastures. Let the past be the past. The channel was deep and scarred the land from horizon to horizon beyond well-trodden roads into the wilderness, where the girl did not dance. The girl approaches slowly, but you do not lower the drawbridge—a large wooden beam fastened upwards and tied with rope to a crank. You do not cross over to the dead lands. You do not sit at the stone bench. You do not tie the ribbon your mother has given you for this exact purpose. You do not want her blessing for your upcoming wedding.

			It’s surprising that you have to go to hell to bargain for good fortune, but that’s how it’s always been. Tie a ribbon on the dancing girl to ensure life’s good blessing, or she will come in the dead of night and curse you. The younger girls in town, who are far away from having to be thankful for love or a child, whisper how she’ll whisk you off to dance with her forever, or worse—make you mad! Make you burn down your house, slit your husband’s throat, then yours. To these tales, their mothers and grandmothers would say ‘Shush! Do not speak of such vile things. It’s how you invite misfortune.’

			Misfortune is what you hope for when you get betrothed to your husband. A wonderful man, your parents say. A man to envy, your friends speak amongst themselves. You do not wish to wed, but who wants to hear that of a woman. You do not wish to marry him. His eyes scare you, but who wants to hear that? Not when he hunts, and cures leather, and cleans furs, and butchers carcasses, and makes other men want to be a man like him. Thick of hair, and thick of muscle. 

			You do not tie the ribbon to the girl. You dig a hole a ways off under a loose tile and bury it there. What other girls do gladly to prevent a good match from spoiling, you toss away. Every woman goes to the dancing girl before her wedding. You will have to pretend what it was like to see her live.

			Well as alive as a dead girl can be. You almost feel guilty for ruining the fine ribbon. 

			
			Your mother had spent many days collecting loose hairs from your head and stitching each into the fabric alongside colored thread, writing your spirit if not story into the fabric. Yours was one of the most elaborate ribbons as your family had the most to gain from a favorable marriage. Your mother’s being unfavorable. After all, your father is your father, and the less is said about him the better. Every day since you’ve buried your ribbon, you watch the horizon for the girl to intervene. To punish. You do get married after a time. At the wedding you expect to see her red shoes tap onto the church’s floor to collect her boon, but that does not happen. The marriage is the punishment, you realize. 

			Your husband touches you unkindly, and now you are with a child you do not wish—as cruel as that sounds to you—but it clings on despite all your best efforts to undo it. Just like its father, it won’t ever let go of you. The day after the wedding you work on a new ribbon for your inevitable child and bite your tongue around your husband until it bleeds. It’s how things go. Brides turn wives turn mothers turn ... These are women’s seasons, and no woman is spared. 

			Some days you sit by the river way out and punch your rage into the fabric. Slicken the thread in the saliva of your curses and embroider jagged patterns that hurt the eye. That’s how you meet the wood hag. She used to be related to someone important. No one talks of who she is just that one day she had a husband. The next she did not, and her relatives ousted her from her house. What use did a woman have of a house without a man to fill it? The hag now lives not too far, but not too near in an old, abandoned hunting lodge of her own volition. For this she is not judged. Best not be seen. The past has to stay the past. 

			“Careful.” he smiles. “You’ll not impress the girl with this work. Gentle stitches appeal to her more.”

			Your hand, holding the needle, trembles with quiet rage then. You say nothing, but your eyes burn with meaning enough that the woman nods and hunches over to where you sit. The oily smell off her skin stays with you even with the odors of wildflowers wafting from the old city. 

			“Perhaps you’re not interested in her blessing, then. I’ve heard you’re with child. Are you not happy?” She looks at you, really looks. Sees the circles under the eyes, the green afterglow of a bruise on your exposed shoulder. Sees what married life means. You shed no tears. Fingers pick up the work again. 

			“I see. Listen to me good now, girl. Sew coins and pendants on the back of the ribbon. Any bits of metal work. Doesn’t matter. Finish the ribbon with a tiny bell. When you go meet her, tie the ribbon on her pelvis.”

			“And then?”

			“She’ll help you.”

			“How?”

			“That I don’t know. I heard this when I was a girl. Could be old wives tales. Could be salvation. You have to decide whether it’s worth the risk,” she says and shrugs. 

			It can be nothing. It can be everything. It’s why you follow her instructions.
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			You hear the dead girl dancing before you see her. She looks so small, so young, stripped of skin, meat, and gristle. Yes, that is still true. Her shoes carry her in circles and spirals through overgrown cobblestone. That is still true as well.

			She dances through the old town, abandoned since before you were born, through each street and open space until her shoes bring her to the edge where the old town ends and the new one starts. Blazing in the setting sun, the skeleton steps as if on a pair of flames. This time you’ve crossed over to the dead lands. You sit on the stone bench placed right beside the small square she visits at sunset. It’s her final stop dancing before she retreats wherever she spends her nights. Fear quickens your blood, and your hands tremble. Do you take the risk?

			Womanhood is a risk in any case, so you watch the dancing girl draw nearer, seeing only the tip of her shoes. The bell threatens to melt in your hand from how hard you’re squeezing it, and the metal scraps bite in your palm, but you decide you will do it. The girl seems to know she’s under someone else’s eye, because she winds down. Moves as if underwater, and the scores of ribbons—some fresh, some soiled, some reduced to mere strings—flutter in the afterbirth of movements. You don’t notice any ribbon with a bell on it, but you’re determined to try. Despite trembling in fear, you loop the ribbon around her pelvis. Your hands move quickly, fearful not to touch her bone, and tie a sturdy knot.

			The bell rings out when you let it go, and the dance stops mid-motion. The girl lowers her hands and upraised leg to rest; her spine unwinds, her skull swivels towards you. Blood chills in your veins, and you’ve forgotten how to breathe. Under her hollow gaze, you feel small and vulnerable, but never like with your husband. Whatever comes next would not be worse than what happens after sunset in that man’s house.

			You expect her to strike you down, or strike down your child. Tear into the core of you and end everything. A part of you burns in fury at the old hag for lying to you. A part hopes at the promise of ending it all. But the girl does nothing of the sort. She bows to you in a curtsy, fistful of ribbons in her delicate hands, then gestures to you an invitation into her domain. Elegant arms pointed towards the crumbling houses. 

			Frozen until you get the hint. Breath hitches in your chest at crossing further into the cursed city. Tales of the plague still spin as yarn on people’s tongue. Disease so horrible it would make your teeth melt like candle wax and skin shrivel until it splits to reveal the fruit of you beneath. Do you have any choice? You do, of course. But the familiar seems worse than an invitation to take a stroll.

			
			You start walking. Only then does the girl spins once, twice, thrice on her toes and hops to the front, guiding you towards her home. You don’t have to walk fast to keep up since the girl takes her time to dance through the streets, zigzagging like a fishbone stitch forward then backward then side to side in a pattern that she’s been tracing for a long, long time. Your heart breaks for the girl, who never stops even for a second. You don’t hear the music she dances to, but find the tact in the grinding of her bones. It’s a painful, dry melody. How much bone dust has she pollinated the streets with over the decades? 

			You decide it’s indecent to watch and turn your gaze towards the dead lands. This was the town your ancestors had left, because of the plague. Tall buildings made of stone. Whispers of pigments on the exteriors hint at what the façades might have looked like when there was life in the streets. To your surprise, much remains unchanged. Yes, the roofs have largely collapsed, and the glass shattered. Shrubs, trees, and grass had laid their claim where possible, yet the doors stood—many closed and, upon closer inspection, locked. You carefully wipe dust from the glass panes to reveal furnished rooms blanketed by dust. The furniture is unlike anything you’d ever seen, and you don’t know how to read the signs—some wooden, some painted on the walls, others spelled out in metal letters mired in rust. Truly outlandish. 

			Here and there you do recognise a shop walled on all sides in glass. Or a bakery. Or an eatery. Time and the elements had not been kind to these buildings. Glass had been broken. Tables and chairs overturned. Flowers sprouted from unlikely places. It’s beautiful. You breathe in the fragrant air. Death has no place here. The sun melts and browns darker like butter in a heated skillet, then rises the moon. The girl continues dancing. Are you supposed to walk with her until you die? You must have walked for hours by now. Your feet hurt, swollen as they are from the pregnancy you did not want, but you dare not fall behind. To die like this … Water gathers in your eyes. Had someone mourned this cursed girl? You’ll mourn her now, as you mourn yourself. 

			Every so often the girl pirouettes backwards, fixing empty sockets on you as if to say, ‘Yes, I’m still leading you. Please wait for me some more.’ Those two hollows are somehow darker than the night. No twinkling starlight reaches them. No soft patina of moonlight softens their stare. You lock eyes with an abyss, and you have no way to decipher meaning. Does she know what your eyes hold or your silence says? Can she extract any meaning from a living girl, when she’d been dead for so many years? To her, you may very well be the specter she must guard herself against. She’s not looking back to make sure you’re following, but checking to see if she’d lost your pursuit. 

			This and so much more churns your mind until the streets widen to another square. Larger than a house garden. No wider than an orchard. The buildings pull away from this green place with its grass and dirt path. Its crowning trees begging to touch heaven with their fingers. Sounds of splashing water pull your eyes towards a pond where fat, nimble raccoons dig through the banks and hop around. From the trees, birds titter, and their wings flutter. 

			This does not make sense to you. Hadn’t the plague wiped out every living thing? Wasn’t this what you’ve been told all your life? Your mother had told you to never step beyond the bench for the sickness would take you, and then...Well then, God have mercy on you all. But there is so much life here. Nothing like the stories drunk old men told children beside winter fires or under summer vines. 

			Perhaps your people’s history was true at one point. Perhaps it was something else that over time people misheard and misremembered and mistold down the generations until truth had been lost in translation to time without making it any less honest. Or it had never been true in the first place, and everyone is content to lie to everyone else. This last option sours your mouth with its fetid intimacy. Yes, you’ve lived one truth, but told another. Same as your mother. Same as not a few of your sisters-by-friendship. 

			

			Men do it, too, of course. But when they misspeak it’s out of condescension, believing in all honesty that by dressing truth in politeness and misdirection, those of fair body and frail mind would be too stupid to not see. When women misspeak it’s to prevent more from happening to them. You have seen what happened to your mother, when she told her truth. Pointed the finger at your father. Guided a mirror to his face. It’s no wonder that the ribbon she made for you was the prettiest thing you’ve ever seen. 

			You don’t know what to hope the child in your womb is. Wound or knife. It’s too small in your belly to make its nature known. The thought chills you more than the night. The ruins of the city somehow suck the heat from the air. They’re probably looking for you now. It breaks your heart to hear your mother call your name from the bench along with the other women. It also delights you to imagine the men rooted by terror behind—not one foot across the border between their town and these ruins. 

			As the moon grows too heavy for its own pleasure and dips, the girl guides you to a grand house—a palace you think! Surely, if there ever were palaces, this would be one. She quiets her pirouettes and wide strides to delicate nibbles of steps up an overgrown stone path and disappears into the darkness. What is there else to do than follow? During these long hours, you feared for your life. Thought about what a dancing skeleton could do to you. Welcomed the idea of death yourself. But now you think of nothing more than a bed.

			The girl, now only gently swaying, waits for you. Even deathless beings need to rest. You can barely make her out in the dark, even if your eyes had adjusted to a night without candles or lanterns. When you do join her, she takes you up the stairs to a large room full of treasures. Jewels, and gold, and silver, and finest of fabrics, and objects of smooth lines. Even under layers of dust, all glints and glows with some inner light as if there are dozens upon dozens of candles lit at every corner of the room. You hold your breath. What lives your ancestors used to live … Tales of grand parties twirl into your memory like the great skirts women used to wear. Not all stories are just that. A smile spreads on your face at this small delight. 

			The girl sways close to a table with a grand mirror and plucks a ribbon with its own rich glow and a tiny silver bell. You extend your hand when she asks for it. It’s only fair to let her do to you what you’ve done to her. You do not flinch at the contact of bony fingertips like the blunt end of large sewing needles. She pulls her hands away, and the bell rings as it drops. You follow her, as she leads you into dance. Feet in step. Bells in harmony. Then you hear the music. Such sweet, gentle, soothing melody. Exhaustion dissolves into bliss. Lightness overcomes your body. 

			You dance until blood runs from between your legs, and you realize the child has been let go. You cry and you dance, and dance and squeeze the dead girl’s bony hands, and dance until you spin yourself into her body. Now you’re so small, so young, stripped of skin, meat, and gristle. You feel safe for the first time in a long time, looking into your own tired brown eyes from her empty sockets, and not the other way around. 

			Death, you come to feel, possesses its own beauty. Death removes everything unnecessary. You dance as she dances. Not out of a curse, but out of liberation as there’s nothing to weigh you down. Nothing that a man might find desirable. Gradually, as you get used to this new form, a new way of seeing opens to you. There’s so much light to see without your pathetic living eyes. 

			You see so many women. Of so many ages. They all laugh, and they all cheer, spinning in circles around you to welcome you among their ranks.

			“You’re here! You’re free! He will never hurt you again!” Their choir chants, and you believe them for they are like you. 

			“And you? What happens to you?” You ask in a voice that’s the ghost of a whisper, but the you, who is not you, hears you just fine and smiles. Your body has stopped dancing and you see yourself in full. The sight of what living has done to your person makes you weep, though there are no tears to spill. Nevertheless, the you, who is not you, stands straight with resolve on your former face. You don’t remember to have ever looked like that in the past. 

			“I will bring justice.” She parts with a wave, and then she is off. Back to your life. Back to deliver retribution. It makes sense now. All these tales of mad women, who bit the hands that fed them. Only justification to keep one’s woman—be it wife, or mother, or sister, or daughter—in check. The skeleton girl would never punish her own sisters. You weep again at the unfairness of how her story, her very nature, has been twisted to pit woman against woman.

			“Come dance. Come see what we see. It will do your heart wonders,” the ghost women urge you, and you follow them out in the open and down the streets and through the alleys and across squares. All around other ghost women smile and laugh and dance. On water, on air, through glass, through walls. It takes you a day to greet them all and a night to say farewell before you waltz into the palace once more. 

			You do this again and again. The girl that once took your place returns as a spirit on her own after some time, curtsies in front of you, tells you that it’s done. The butcher will not butcher anything anymore. You do not ask questions.

			Eventually, you meet other girls and women on that bench, holding ribbons for prosperity. Most look happy to tie them onto you. Others do so fearfully. Fewer still do not muster the courage and look relieved when you leave, still clutching their ribbons. You want to tell them, it’s alright. You won’t harm them. If only you still had a tongue to speak. Their rebellion makes you feel less alone in your own decisions when you were alive.

			Then years later on a crisp spring evening, a woman just like you ties a ribbon with a bell on your pelvis. It is now time to repay the kindness you were gifted.

			You invite her into the city. 

			She follows. 

		

		
		
	
		
			A Murmuration of Souls




		

		
			Allison Pang
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			Summer has always seemed like a desperate season to me, a coaxing come-on cloaked in clinging sweat and the sticky scent of tanning lotion and stale cotton candy. On the boardwalk, tourists came and went, their feet burning on asphalt and sand, their bee-buzz conversations punctuated by shouts and music, carried on a breeze born of salty sea spray, warm beer, and soggy hot dogs.

			But Summer couldn’t touch me in Maw Maw’s parlor with the rickety bamboo fans going clackity clackity clack and the broken grandfather clock that never seemed to be the right time. It tick-tocked incessantly, chiming out whatever hour it felt like, whenever it damn well pleased, as though keeping time was merely an afterthought.

			As a child I’d hide under the corner table in that dark parlor, listening as Maw Maw told fortunes for a handful of dollars in the shadows of soft candlelight. A resin brazier spread the sweet perfume of lemongrass or ylang ylang, or sometimes patchouli, depending on her mood. Her grey hair was beaded with cowrie shells that jingled as she moved her head, and her eyes glittered gold.  

			Myriad bird cages hung from every free space on the ceiling, piled on top of each other in chaotic fashion, made of wicker and bones and iron. Each cage held a bird of a different sort in varying arrays of plumage, impossibly all warbling their songs in a cacophony that somehow muted into softness whenever a customer came in. 

			Everyone has a bird inside them, my Maw Maw used to tell me. A soul trapped within the cage of their ribs. Sometimes they sing and sometimes they mourn and sometimes they pick the plumage from their bodies, as though they might swap feathers and become some other bird entirely.

			My favorites were the crow boys with their cheeky cheerfulness. I would catch them flirting with the imposing raven girls too wrapped up in velvet ribbons to pay them any attention at all. And I remember a rainbow riot of parrots proclaiming truth as they saw it, a proudness of peacocks who could only stare into mirrors, and a handful of owls that merely blinked, their eyes reflecting the emptiness of the stars, holding no wisdom save the screaming terror of mice.

			The customers never took notice of the birds or cages or feathers. Perhaps they never saw them at all. Their focus was simply on what Maw Maw could tell them. But there was always a moment of muffled revelation from each customer, as though stepping through the curtained doorway was to cross the threshold of a different realm altogether, a liminal existence that might as well have been on the moon.

			WhowillImarry

			             Or

			                   HowcanIleavehim

			
			            Or

			           WillIhavesuccessinmynewbusiness

			Or

			            Towhomwillmyfatherleavehiswill

			                 Or

			   IcannothavethisbabynotanotheronehowcanImanage …

			Questions upon questions, all different, but somehow all the same: the me, the me, the me and the soul birds pecking against ribcages meant to hold much frailer things.

			Maw Maw always smiled patiently as they gathered their money and whispered their questions, her head cocked to hear the rustling of the birds in their cages and humming her thoughts to the bird in the customer’s chest. 

			Most of the time they only needed a nudge in a different direction to realize the answers were always there inside them. No one should need a medium to speak to their own souls anyway, though as Maw Maw said, it wasn’t the speaking that was the problem so much as the listening.

			She wasn’t going to turn down a dollar because some folks were purposefully deaf.

			Sometimes despair was a dress they wore, widow’s weeds made of spider’s silk or salt or faded daisies that dripped petals when they walked, a grief without end. Sometimes it was an animal balloon floating behind them, as empty as the nervous laughter meant to conceal a broken heart, or the confusion of not knowing what to do.

			Come here, my loves, come here, Maw Maw would croon, coaxing the bird from a fractured rib cage, the jagged beak slicing through flesh and sinew, leaving a hollow place behind. Leave your troubles and rest a while, stay awhile.

			
			Tears would fill the space, soothing and soft. Afterwards, the customer would leave, drifting down the boardwalk without quite understanding why they didn’t hurt so much anymore. Even if they didn’t know, they recognized that the keening within them felt satisfied, and there was peace to be found in that, perhaps. 

			Maw Maw would put the bird in one of her cages and sigh. “Sometimes there just isn’t any other way.” But sometimes, much later—months or years or however long it took, she would open that cage, and a bright-eyed bird would launch into the heavens, like a homing pigeon to return to a body that was now healed enough for it to fit.

			“They’ll tell you when they’re ready to leave,” she said to me, one of those particular evenings. She carried a small cage housing a thrush, the bird calling over and over. “Simply listen to them and you’ll know it’s time.”

			“And what if they can’t find where they’re supposed to go?” I wiped the jelly from my cheek, concerned only with finishing my sandwich, as we walked along the edge of the dunes. The esoteric knowledge of soul birds fell short in the interest of my empty belly.

			“We are not their owners,” she said, an air of regret sliding over her, as she opened the cage door. “Merely temporary keepers for lost souls and heart seekers. We soothe the memories of what was or what could have been, but it’s an illusion. Destiny calls them as it will, and the Fates weave as they wish. A soul will find its way home, or it won’t.”

			The bird seemed to hesitate, fluffing its feathers into a plumpness that shone beneath the moonlight. “Where do they go if they don’t?”

			“That’s a secret,” she murmured, tapping the side of her nose. The thrush called a final time and flew out of the cage, fading into the night sky.
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			When I was thirteen, the siren song of the boardwalk drew me away from Maw Maw’s parlor tent. Surfboards and waves and eating ice cream with the city boys who found themselves sunburned and too slow to catch me among the whitecaps.

			Maw Maw said nothing when I left, but she sighed when I returned and tracked sand into her parlor.  She’d make me sweep it up before applying Sea Breeze to my blistering skin, and then listen to me gush about the band playing at the end of the pier, long-haired wanderers with slurred voices and electric guitars.

			The crow boys in their cages hooted and mocked when I giggled; the raven girls recited limericks made of swear words as though they didn’t care in the slightest. The peacocks certainly didn’t. The parrots were always down to party at the mention of music, but I was too busy dancing to pay much attention.

			Maw Maw raised a brow, poured me a cup of iced tea and let me chatter like a sparrow until dawn.
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			When I was sixteen, I slept with one of those long-limbed city boys, enticed by soft words and hard fingers. Years of watching weeping women come through the parlor doors had left me with a jaded eye, thinking it would be so easy to distance myself emotionally when he disappeared the next morning, slipping out of my life as easily as he’d slipped into it: casually and with a clumsy brush of lips. 

			Maw Maw served me a slice of chocolate cake when I finally came home. She didn’t have to ask what the love marks on my neck meant. Over the years she’d dropped ‘be careful’ warnings like raindrops in a summer storm. If I went out without an umbrella, that was on me.

			The caged birds were oddly silent as I ate, my fork clinking on the plate with each tasteless bite. Not that I cared so much about losing my virginity. A hymen was a social burden, a membrane upon which a woman’s standing apparently rested, as though something so flimsy and easily broken were the measure of my worth. 

			The threshold out of childhood had been crossed, and I had paid the toll willingly.

			Maw Maw hugged me when I turned toward her. “The verses of this tune may change, but the refrain, oh the refrain is so often the same.”

			“I don’t want it.” The cake sat in my gut like cement. “He could have least seen me home. Or given me his number.”

			Maw Maw cocked her head at her birds. “I have found that men often use up all their words in the beginning of the courtship, like a well that runs dry upon the moment of pleasure.” A humorless chuckle escaped her, one of the raven girls mimicking it in a guttering cry. “Don’t waste yourself on someone with such a limited vocabulary, Sara. It’s rarely worth it in the end.”

			I forced myself to eat the last bite of cake and tapped my chest. “And if I asked you to remove it, would you?”

			Her gimlet gaze raked over me, golden and piercing, but I refused to look away. “If it is truly what you wished, then perhaps, but …”

			“I don’t really want that, right?” I finished for her, gathering my plate and fork and dumping them into the sink.

			She winced at the noise. “That’s for you to decide. Remove it yourself, if you’re so inclined.”

			I blinked at her. “I can do that?”

			“You have the gift,” she said mildly. “But this path is not an easy one to walk. The care of souls is not to be taken lightly. Be sure it’s something you want, and not simply a means of escaping from something you don’t wish to face.” Her face grew deadly serious. “I know I raised you better than that.”

			I flushed, and excused myself, weeping softly in the shower. I pressed my palm to my chest. Inside me, a bird quickened. 
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			I was nineteen when I left Maw Maw and the pier, onboard a ferry bound for the city. Maw Maw gifted me with a string of cowries to wear around my neck and kissed me on both cheeks. I opened my mouth to tell her I was sorry, that this life was not for me, but I could only say good-bye. Gift or not, the responsibility of figuring myself out was heavy enough, let alone the souls or hearts of strangers. 

			And oh, the city, the city across the bay, bright and jeweled in the night with its glittering lights and asphalt rhythm. The cars, the trucks, the laughter and the shouting! The musical pulse of humanity folded in on itself in an eternal torus, without beginning or end.

			But some nights all I felt was the quiet, sitting on a mattress wedged into the corner of the top floor in a five-story walk-up, my window cracked to let in the breeze and the wail of sirens. There were no bone cages here, no chattering souls to mock me or measure my choices against some unknown yardstick.

			And yet somehow they were still all around me. Strolling down the street to the bodega, or in the night clubs, the pubs, the thrift shops. Denial ran thick in my blood, but the cowrie necklace sang when I walked, reflecting the hollow despair of so many lost people lurking about in the skin suits their souls were clothed in.

			The homeless man sleeping on a park bench, a cormorant crouched within him, beak clacking in predatory fashion when it noticed me staring. The street busker who somehow had an entire flock of budgies nesting inside the press of his flesh, twittering away in time with his violin. The girl with the unseeing eyes hiding beneath an umbrella that lit up like a thousand candles as she ducked into the police station, a sparrow hawk burying its hooked beak in her heart muscle to shred it to bits.

			All these people, their souls crying out, raging, begging me to reach for them, remove them, shelter them.

			
			But I swallowed it down, ignoring the feathers that seemed to darken my doorway, the shadow of a house sparrow bristling with indignation and spite and a demand to be seen.

			Not yet, not yet. Not ever. 
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			“And then, I got back from the hospital … and he was just gone. Everything that was his—furniture, towels, the goddamned bathmat.” Tami sat next to me on the overstuffed café sofa, sipping a boba tea and staring at her fingers. Her hands were painfully thin, skeletal claws that fluttered with the deliberate gestures some people get after rubbing shoulders with Death.

			There’s a sort of grace to it, a frailty like a candle flame, either about to extinguish or ignite into an inferno, though it can be hard to recognize. She worked at the bookstore on the corner where I’d been a barista, but she’d disappeared a few months ago, finally surfacing this morning when she’d entered the store, no more than a ghost, her skin translucent and hairless. 

			Beneath her breastbone, a bedraggled goldfinch gasped. I tried not to see it. I tried.

			In the end, I left my shift to take her to the local sweet café and bought her a taro boba and a donut, listening as she talked, ensconced in a curtained alcove lined with French novels. Beneath the words and pretend pleasantries, a deeper song sang to me of a deeper magic, like what I’d heard in Maw Maw’s parlor.

			… breast cancer, I lost them and he couldn’t even stay for me, my only worth was my flesh, and the baby, the baby, the baby was too early. He is gone, he left me, left me. I should have died. I wish I had …

			I struggled to shut it away, the goldfinch’s wings fluttering like a half-mad thing beneath the torrent of emotions. Tami’s voice cracked like her smile cracked, leaving her rocking in my arms as she bawled, her matchstick body breaking itself upon me like a wave upon a rocky shore.

			On instinct my hand rose, my fingers beckoning as I hummed low in my throat. Peace, peace. 

			A whispering sound as Tami hiccoughed, and then I was holding it in my hand, a goldfinch with dull eyes and shredded plumage, wings bleeding and broken.  But I had no cage of wicker, no parlor, so I tucked the tiny thing away in my breast pocket. 

			No one else seemed to see it, not even Tami, though she’d sagged against me, her breathing growing slow. I suspected she’d fallen asleep, the boba tea slack in her hand.
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			Of course, I might as well have been back in Maw Maw’s parlor after that. Everywhere I looked, soul birds lingered on the periphery of my vision, in the esoteric prophecy of city life. But still I hesitated, knowing if I continued down this path, it would never, ever stop until the moment I died.

			Tami’s grief at being abandoned, her anguish at her illness, the loss of her child—for a brief moment I held onto it, keeping the bird for her until several seasons had passed. Fall tumbled into Winter, who flirted with Spring until Summer finally emerged from her slumber, hot and radiant and utterly unbearable. 

			I didn’t house the finch in a cage like Maw Maw—but it perched in a potted plant hanging from my kitchen window. The day Tami left town to find a new life somewhere else, the black-winged goldfinch disappeared, darting through a frayed hole in the screen door.  What else could I do but wish her well?
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			I was twenty-one when Maw Maw died. I returned to the island for her Winter funeral, clutching the jar of her ashes as I laid her to rest in the wild sea. 

			Her parlor was quiet after, the cages full of silent eyes and closed beaks. The crow boys didn’t caw their jokes at me anymore, and the raven girls stared at me with disdain, and I knew. I knew. 

			All this time and I hadn’t come home once, but Maw Maw’s letters lay tucked away in a dresser drawer, her spider script telling me of changes and weather, of birds and a parlor in which time seemed to stop. Maybe I couldn’t be blamed for assuming she would somehow always be there like the grandfather clock.

			But the birds in their cages stared at me coldly. 

			This burden wasn’t mine. My time with the goldfinch had taught me that—these soul birds had been Maw Maw’s to keep, to soothe, to control. Without her, they were simply trapped. 

			Something fluttered in my own chest, as I sat in Maw Maw’s creaking rocking chair, the corduroy cushion threadbare, its stuffing seeping onto the woven rug. I didn’t look down, knowing I’d see the long narrow beak of a heron, somehow monstrously huge as it thrust through my sternum.

			Not yet, not yet, I told it. My sadness was ragged, but the pain of my loss was a necessary thing to hold onto for now. A threshold I didn’t want to cross, a journey I was too afraid to make. Outside, the boardwalk was a ghost town; the tourists left months ago in the last warmth of a fading Summer.

			“I don’t want this,” I said finally to the birds. “I can’t. I can’t.”

			One of the crow boys let out something like a laugh. Can’t, can’t, can’t. 

			Won’t.

			And that was the rub, wasn’t it? Such a subtle distinction, and yet that’s all that remained.  

			But the moon was out and frost crept over the sand, the sea cold and empty and crashing without remorse. One by one, I carried each cage to the dunes and opened them, the birds taking wing into the cloudless sky. 

			When the last cage lay empty, I sagged onto the bitter sand, the murmuration of souls soaring this way and that. The crow boys jeered, and the raven girls sang arias. I caught the barest hint of my Maw Maw’s laughter echoed within, and I wept.

		

		
		
		
	
		
			Almost like Blood, 

			Almost like lilies, 

			almost like my friend




		

		
			A. Katherine Black
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			Never a rumor believe, Baba signed with bony fingers. Never your blanket share. Even at her end, her arms moved with authority. And never, her hands punched out the words, ever, to anyone, your pocket friend show.

			The young me, crouched next to Baba that stormy night, agreed to all these things. Solemn promises made to Baba’s fierce, dimming face. And then I broke each one. Some sooner than others.

			She died under the best lean-to I’d ever built, but back then I was little bigger than a cayote, so that wasn’t saying much. Mother Nature’s incessant breath had a way of finding breaks in any blind, though, and frigid winds cut through my branch barrier to lift Baba’s grey hairs and slap her in the face. Discomforts never bothered Baba. Not even on her very last night. Her arms lifted in jolting motion to remark on my choice of soft pine bedding, because she was kind.

			I’d learned enough, in the few years I’d lived, to know what was kind, and to know what was unkind. Baba was kind. And then Baba was gone.

			
			The day turned many times before I showed myself to the wandering band I finally decided to follow.

			They weren’t the first people to pass near the lean-to where Baba’s body drifted into the earth. The first group reeked of blood. The next was wrapped in blankets much too colorful to be trusted. By the time the third band of wanderers shuffled by, I’d picked every squinch berry bush clean, eaten the last of the gopher family holed up over the hill.

			This band smelled like they washed in mud, and they pushed each other around, but what choice did I have? I was small, the world giant.

			Follow when you can, Baba always signed before we fell in with one band or another. Leave when you must, she’d sign when it was time for us to go alone again.

			So I followed.

			This wandering band showed no surprise when I stepped from behind some bushes and edged up to their fire. They’d probably heard my rustles in the brush, but back then I couldn’t quite grasp what some people’s ears could do.

			The two children in the band looked at me sideways, the grown-ups not at all. Except for one grown-up, with a beard like dead thicket and draped in more blankets than any of the others, who threw a rabbit leg my way, while his lips made shapes that almost meant something, but didn’t.

			Baba could make some sense of the mouth shapes other people made, and she always got her meaning across to the mouth-flapping people using just the right signs. But Baba was with the worms now, and my hands stayed limp at my side.

			The band walked in one direction one day, another direction the next. Hid under low trees when Mother Nature was in a mood. I kept to the back of the walking pack, waiting for a chance to secretly slip my friend from my pocket and let it soak in the sun.

			Pocket friends eat sunlight. No sun, and they die. I had to feed my friend, but I also had to keep it hidden. I’d made a promise, after all, and I’d already lost Baba. I was not going to lose our little friend, too.

			Every night I piled boughs at the farthest edge of the wanderers’ camp, curled on them with my blanket, and waited for the fire to dim. Then I’d dip my head under the blanket and liberate my friend from my pocket. Smooth and cool, like a rock freshly plucked from the river, my friend was round like the moon at its full, thick as my thumb, and wide as my palm.

			I woke it just like Baba taught, running fingers gently along its edge, all the way around in one direction, half-way around in the other. It woke with a tiny shake, then pressed its bumpy shifting words against my hand, offering a warm hello before telling me our location with numbers that meant as little to me back then as a flapping mouth. I waited patiently for the numbers to finish, and then I moved my free hand in the cramped space under my blanket, weaving a long braid of ideas and questions.

			The wandering band could have been worse, but it wasn’t good.

			I stayed awake long into the nights, discussing thises and thats with my friend, and it alerted me when wanderers slipped from their blankets to creep around the darkened camp. I’d peek out from under my blanket to see big people slide unwanted under the blankets of less big people, and sometimes of people who weren’t even fully grown.

			Of course I didn’t know how my friend could tell what was happening from its hiding spot under the blanket or in my pocket, but just as I accepted that day always turned to night and the clouds always foretold of rain, I accepted my pocket friend’s knowledge as a simple fact of the world.

			The band had long since given up flapping their mouths at me, but still I helped how I could. Gathering handfuls of juicy squinch berries and armfuls of dry kindling. Even surprised them when I mashed roots to treat another child’s fresh bruise. What they offered in return was a share of the food and the fire, and also safety, but only of a kind. Because I knew, without asking my pocket friend or even asking myself, I knew my turn would come, late in the night.

			Baba told me to never share my blanket.

			One night, not long before the thieves came and stole me away, I huddled under my blanket with my pocket friend and asked it what the wanderers had discussed that day, with their incomprehensible mouth-shapes. I asked, and my pocket friend told. Told of the wanderers’ stories about the thieves, with their sharp bone tools and their hidden camps. And then I asked what it meant: “cannibal,” and my friend explained, simple. Horrific.

			It didn’t know any better. The before-people made pocket friends to translate and to inform, not to coddle little children. Not to distinguish truth from rumor.

			As my head scrambled to understand the concept my friend had just introduced, as my free hand jumped around under my blanket in a burst of question upon question, my friend tried to tell me that someone was up, and wandering the camp.

			I was too distracted to worry about that, though, as my mind filled with pictures of people licking clean the large bones of other people. So distracted that I ignored my friend’s words coming faster, pressing harder into my palm, until I finally realized what it was saying, that someone was right there, right outside my blanket. That was when a hand appeared under my blanket and grabbed my calf. I quickly slipped my friend into my pocket.

			The invading hand was the size of a grown-up’s. It moved up past my knee to grip the inside of my leg, and another grown-up hand lifted my blanket to a hairy face and waft of thick, rancid breath.

			My friend, still awake in my pocket, pressed through the fabric of my clothes and into my leg in sharp repetition. Run, run, run. In the span of a breath the grown-up would have me pinned. I’d made a promise to Baba. I pulled away, but he held my leg fast.

			Run, run, RUN!

			I lifted my other foot and kicked him hard in the face.  Both his hands flew to his nose. I scrambled out from my blanket and scuttled through the woodline and into the trees. My friend kept pressing urgently into my leg (RUN, RUN, RUN!), and so I kept running.

			I ran straight and fast, and deep into the woods. I didn’t stop, recovering quick each time I tripped over a root. I didn’t stop until my pocket friend was still.

			Leave when you must.  I was alone again.

			No fire and no blanket, but at least I still had my friend. I found a climbable tree and nestled in the crook of a thick branch that I hoped was higher than a grown-up could easily reach. I left my pocket friend awake, while I drifted in and out of sleep, to alert me in case the bearded man approached.

			For two full turns of the day I stayed close to that tree, scrambling down only briefly, to look for water and check my hastily built trap. Everything smelled like rancid breath, and I jumped each time a branch brushed my leg.

			I kept my pocket friend awake the whole time, but there were no thises and thats passing between us. My hands didn’t know what to say.

			My trap remained empty all that time, and without a single berry bush in sight, so did my stomach. My mind, rather than empty, became so full that not even the smallest thing made sense. So full that I forgot to pull my friend from my pocket to let it eat up the sunlight. I didn’t even realize my friend was starved until I woke in the moonlit night to find a gathering of strange grown-ups under my tree spot, my friend still as stone in my pocket.
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