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  Holly Blacks first novel is a clever blend of modern archetypes blended wonderfully with traditional faerie stories  and when I say traditional I mean
  capricious, unpredictable and dangerous  the kind that kept you up at nights
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  prologue


  
    
      For I shall learn from flower and leaf


      That color every drop they hold,


      To change the lifeless wine of grief


      To living gold.

    

  


  
    SARA TEASDALE, Alchemy

  


  The tree woman choked on poison, the slow sap of her blood burning. Most of her leaves had already fallen, but those remaining blackened and
  shriveled along her back. She pulled her roots up from the deep soil, long hairy tendrils that flinched in the chill late autumn air.


  An iron fence had surrounded her trunk for years, the stink of the metal as familiar as any small ache. The iron scorched her as she dragged her roots over it. She tumbled onto the concrete
  sidewalk, her slow tree thoughts filling with pain.


  A human walking two little dogs stumbled against the brick wall of a building. A taxi screeched to a halt and blared its horn.


  Long branches tipped over a bottle as the tree woman scrambled to pull away from the metal. She stared at the dark glass as it rolled into the street, watching the dregs of bitter poison drip
  out of the neck, seeing the familiar scrawl on the little strip of paper secured with wax. The contents of that bottle should have been a tonic, not the instrument of her death. She tried to lift
  herself up again.


  One of the dogs started barking.


  The tree woman felt the poison working inside of her, choking her breath and befuddling her. She had been crawling somewhere, but she could no longer remember where. Dark green patches, like
  bruises, bloomed along her trunk.


  Ravus, the tree woman whispered, the bark of her lips cracking. Ravus.


  



  1


  Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast
  as that!


  
    LEWIS CARROLL, Through the Looking Glass

  


  Valerie Russell felt something cold touch the small of her back and spun around, striking without thinking. Her slap connected with flesh. A
  can of soda hit the concrete floor of the locker room and rolled, sticky brown liquid fizzing as it pooled. Other girls looked up from changing into sweats and started to giggle.


  Hands raised in mock surrender, Ruth laughed. Just a joke, Princess Badass of Badassia.


  Sorry, Val forced herself to say, but the sudden surprise of anger hadnt entirely dissipated and she felt like an idiot. What are you doing down here? I thought being
  near sweat gave you hives.


  Ruth sat down on a green bench, looking exotic in a vintage smoking jacket and long velvet skirt. Ruths brows were thin pencil lines, her eyes outlined with black kohl and red shadow that
  made her look like a Kabuki dancer. Her hair was glossy black, paler at the roots and threaded with purple braids. She took a deep drag on her clove cigarette and blew smoke in the direction of one
  of Vals teammates. Only my own sweat.


  Val rolled her own eyes, but she smiled. She had to admit it was a fantastic response. Val and Ruth had been friends forever, for so long that Val was used to being the overshadowed one, the
  normal one, the one who set up the witty one-liners, not the one who delivered them. She liked that role; it made her feel safe. Robin to Ruths Batman. Chewbacca to her Han
  Solo.


  Val leaned down to kick off her sneakers and saw herself in the small mirror on her locker door, strands of orangy hair peeking out from a green bandanna.


  Ruth had been dyeing her own hair since the fifth grade, first in colors you could buy in boxes at the supermarket, then in crazy, beautiful colors like mermaid green and poodle pink, but Val
  had only dyed her hair once. It had been a store-bought auburn; just darker and richer than her own pale color, but it had gotten her grounded anyway. Back then, her mother punished her every time
  she did anything to show that she was growing up. Mom didnt want her to get a bra, didnt want her to wear short skirts, and didnt want her dating until high school. Now that
  she was in high school, all of a sudden, her mother was pushing makeup and dating advice. Val had gotten used to pulling her hair back in bandannas, wearing jeans and T-shirts though, and
  didnt want to change.


  Ive got some statistics for the flour-baby project and I picked out some potential names for him. Ruth unshouldered her giant messenger bag. The front flap was smeared with
  paint and studded with buttons and stickersa pink triangle peeling at the edges, a button hand-lettered to say Still Not King, a smaller one that read Some things exist
  whether you believe in them or not, and a dozen more. I was thinking maybe you could come over tonight and we could work on it.


  I cant, Val said. Tom and I are going to see a hockey game in the city after practice.


  Youre going to make a boy out of him yet, Ruth said, twirling one of her purple braids around her finger.


  Val frowned. She couldnt help noticing the edge in Ruths voice when she talked about Tom. Do you think he doesnt want to go? Val asked. Did he say
  something?


  Ruth shook her head and took another quick draw on her cigarette. No. No. Nothing like that.


  I was thinking that we could go to the Village after the game if theres time. Walk around St. Marks. Only a couple of months earlier, at the town fair, Tom had
  applied a press-on tattoo to the small of her back by kneeling down and licking the spot wet before pressing it to her skin. Now she could barely get him to have sex.


  The city at night. Romantic.


  The way Ruth said it, Val thought she meant the opposite. What? Whats going on with you?


  Nothing, Ruth said. Im just distracted or something. She fanned herself with one hand. So many nearly naked girls in one place.


  Val nodded, half-convinced.


  Did you look at those chat logs like I told you? Find that one where I sent you statistics about all-female households for the project?


  I didnt get a chance. Ill find it tomorrow, okay? Val rolled her eyes. My mother is online twenty-four, seven. She has some new Internet boyfriend.


  Ruth made a gagging sound.


  What? Val said. I thought you supported online love. Werent you the one who said it was love of the mind? Truly spiritual without flesh to encumber it?


  I hope I didnt say that. Ruth pressed the back of her hand to her forehead, letting her body tip backward in mock faint. She caught herself suddenly, jerking upright.
  Hey, is that a rubber band around your ponytail? Thats going to rip out your hair. Get over here; I think I have a scrunchie and a brush.


  Val straddled the bench in front of Ruth and let her work out the band. Ouch. Youre making it worse.


  Arent you athletic types supposed to be more butch? Ruth brushed Vals hair out and threaded it through the cloth tie, pulling it tight enough so that Val thought she
  could feel the tiny hairs on the back of her neck snapping.


  Jennifer walked up and leaned on her lacrosse stick. She was a plain, large-boned girl whod been in Vals school since kindergarten. She always looked unnaturally clean, from her
  shiny hair to the sparkling white of her kneesocks and her unwrinkled shorts. She was also the captain of their team. Hey lesbo, take it elsewhere.


  You afraid its catching? Ruth asked sweetly.


  Fuck off, Jen, Val said, less witty and a moment too late.


  Youre not supposed to smoke here, said Jen, but she didnt look at Ruth. She stared at Vals sweats. Tom had decorated one side of them: drawing a gargoyle with
  permanent marker up a whole leg. The other side was mostly slogans or just random stuff Val had written with a bunch of different pens. They probably werent what Jen thought of as regulation
  practicewear.


  Never mind. I got to go anyway. Ruth put out her cigarette on the bench, burning a crater in the wood. Later, Val. Later, closet case.


  What is with you? Jennifer asked softly, as though she really wanted Val to be her friend. Why do you hang out with her? Cant you see what a freak she is?


  Val looked at the floor, hearing the things that Jen wasnt saying: Are you a lesbian, too? Are you hot for me? Were only going to put up with you for so long on this team unless
  you shape up.


  If life were like a video game, she would have used her power move to whip Jen in the air and knock her against the wall with two strikes of a lacrosse stick. Of course, if life really were like
  a video game, Val would probably have to do that in a bikini and with giant breasts, each one made of separately animated polygons.


  In real real life, Val chewed on her lip and shrugged, but her hands curled into fists. Shed been in two fights already since she joined the team and she couldnt afford to be in a
  third one.


  What? You need your girlfriend to speak for you?


  Val punched Jen in the face.


  Knuckles burning, Valerie dropped her backpack and lacrosse stick onto the already cluttered floor of her bedroom. Rummaging through her clothes, she snatched up underpants and
  a sports bra that made her even flatter than she already was. Then, grabbing a pair of black pants she thought were probably clean and her green hooded sweatshirt from the laundry pile, she padded
  out into the hall, cleated shoes scrunching fairy tale books free from their bindings and tracking dirt over an array of scattered video-game jewel cases. She heard the plastic crack under her
  heels and tried to kick a few to safety.


  In the hall bathroom, she stripped off her uniform. After rubbing a washcloth under her arms and reapplying deodorant, she then started pulling on her clothes, stopping only to inspect the raw
  skin on her hands.


  This was your last shot, the coach had said. Shed waited three quarters of an hour in his office while everyone else practiced, and when he finally came in, she saw what he
  was going to say before he even opened his mouth. We cant afford to keep you on the team. You are affecting everyones sense of camaraderie. We have to be a single unit with one
  goalwinning. You understand, dont you?


  There was a single knock before her door opened. Her mother stood in the doorway, perfectly manicured hand still on the knob. What did you do to your face?


  Val sucked her cut lip into her mouth, inspected it in the mirror. Shed forgotten about that. Nothing. It was just an accident at practice.


  You look terrible. Her mother squeezed in, shaking out her recently highlighted blond bob so that they were both reflected in the same mirror. Every time she went to the
  hairdresser, he seemed to just add more and brighter highlights, so that the original brown seemed to be drowning in a rising tide of yellow.


  Thanks so fucking much. Val snorted, only slightly annoyed. Im late. Late. Late. Late. Like the white rabbit.


  Hold on. Vals mom turned and walked out of the room. Vals gaze followed her down the hallway to the striped wallpaper and the family photographs. Her mother as a
  runner-up beauty queen. Valerie with braces sitting next to her mother on the couch. Grandma and Grandpa in front of their restaurant. Valerie again, this time holding her baby half sister at her
  dads house. The smiles on their frozen faces looked cartoonish and their bared teeth were too white.


  A few minutes later, Vals mother returned with a zebra-striped makeup bag. Stay still.


  Valerie scowled, looking up from lacing her favorite green Chucks. I dont have time. Tom is going to be here any minute. She hadnt remembered to put on her own watch,
  so she pushed up the sleeve of her mothers blouse and looked at hers. He was already later than late.


  Tom knows how to let himself in. Valeries mother smeared her finger in some thick, tan cream and started tapping it gently under Vals eyes.


  The cut is on my lip, Val said. She didnt like makeup. Whenever she laughed, her eyes teared and the makeup ran as if shed been crying.


  You could use a little color in your face. People in New York dress up.


  Its just a hockey game, Mom, not the opera.


  Her mother gave that sigh, the one that seemed to imply that someday Val would find out just how wrong she was. She brushed Vals face with tinted powder and then with nontinted powder.
  Then there was more powder dusted on her eyes. Val recalled her junior prom last summer, and hoped her mother wasnt going to try and re-create that goppy, shimmery look. Finally, she
  actually painted some lipstick over Vals mouth. It made the wound sting.


  Are you done? Val asked as her mom started on the mascara. A sideways look at her mothers watch showed that the train would leave in about fifteen minutes. Shit! I
  have to go. Where the hell is he?


  You know how Tom can be, her mother said.


  What do you mean? She didnt know why her mother always had to act as if she knew Vals friends better than Val did.


  Hes a boy. Vals mother shook her head. Irresponsible.


  Valerie fished out her cell from her backpack and scrolled to his name. It went right to voice mail. She clicked off. Walking back to her bedroom, she looked out the window, past the kids
  skateboarding off a plywood ramp in the neighbors driveway. She didnt see Toms lumbering Caprice Classic.


  She phoned again. Voice mail.


  This is Tom. Bela Lugosis dead but Im not. Leave me a message.


  You shouldnt keep calling like that, her mother said, following her into the room. When he turns his phone back on, hell see how many calls he missed and who
  made them.


  I dont care what he sees, Val said, thumbing the buttons. Anyway, this is the last time.


  Vals mother shook her head and, stretching out on her daughters bed, started to outline her own lips in brown pencil. She knew the shape of her own mouth so well that she
  didnt bother with a mirror.


  Tom, Valerie said into the phone once his voice mail picked up. Im walking over to the train station now. Dont bother picking me up. Meet me on the platform.
  If I dont see you, Ill take the train and find you at the Garden.


  Her mother scowled. I dont know that its safe for you to go into the city by yourself.


  If we dont make this train, were going to be late for the game.


  Well, at least take this lipstick. Vals mother rummaged in the bag and handed it over.


  How is that going to keep me safer? Val muttered and slung her backpack over her shoulder. Her phone was still clutched in her hand, plastic heating in her grip.


  Vals mother smiled. I have to show a house tonight. Do you have your keys?


  Sure, Val said. She kissed her mothers cheek, inhaling perfume and hairspray. A burgundy lip print remained. If Tom comes by, tell him Im already gone. And
  tell him hes an asshole.


  Her mother smiled, but there was something awkward about her expression. Wait, she said. You should wait for him.


  I cant, Val said. I already told him I was going.


  With that, she darted down the stairs, out the front door, and across the small patch of yard. It was a short walk to the station and the cold air felt good. Doing something other than waiting
  felt good.


  The asphalt parking lot of the train station was still wet with yesterdays rain and the overcast sky swollen with the promise of more. As she crossed the lot, the signals started to flash
  and clang in warning. She made it to the platform just as the train ground to a stop, sending up a billow of hot, stinking air.


  Valerie hesitated. What if Tom had forgotten his cell and waited for her at the house? If she left now and he took the next train, they might not find each other. She had both tickets. She might
  be able to leave his at the ticket booth, but he might not think to check there. And even if all that worked out, Tom would still be all broody. When or if he finally showed up, he wouldnt
  be in the mood to do anything but fight. She didnt know where they could go, but shed hoped that they could find someplace to be alone for a little while.


  She chewed the skin around her thumb, neatly biting off a hangnail and then pulling so a tiny strip of skin came loose. It was oddly satisfying, despite the tiny bit of blood that welled to the
  surface, but when she licked it away her skin tasted bitter.


  The doors to the train finally shut, ending her indecision. Valerie watched as it rolled out of the station and then started walking slowly home. She was relieved and annoyed to spot Toms
  car parked next to her mothers Miata in the driveway. Where had he been? She sped up and yanked open the door.


  And froze. The screen slipped from her fingers, crashing closed. Through the mesh, she could see her mother bent forward on the white couch, crisp blue shirt unbuttoned past the top of her bra.
  Tom knelt on the floor, mohawked head leaning up to kiss her. His chipped black polished fingernails fumbled with the remaining buttons on her shirt. Both of them started at the sound of the door
  slamming and turned toward her, faces expressionless, Toms mouth messy with lipstick. Somehow, Vals eyes drifted past them, to the dried-up daisies Tom had given her for their
  four-month anniversary. They sat on top of the television cabinet, where shed left them weeks ago. Her mother had wanted Val to throw them out, but shed forgotten. She could see the
  stems through the glass vase, the lower portion of them immersed in brackish water and blooming with mold.


  Valeries mother made a choking sound and fumbled to stand, tugging her shirt closed.


  Oh fuck, Tom said, half-falling onto the beige carpet.


  Val wanted to say something scathing, something that would burn them both to ashes where they were, but no words came. She turned and walked away.


  Valerie! her mother called, sounding more desperate than commanding. Looking back, she saw her mother in the doorway, Tom a shadow behind her. Valerie started to run, backpack
  banging against her hip. She only slowed when she was back at the train station. There, she squatted above the concrete sidewalk, ripping up wilted weeds as she dialed Ruths number.


  Ruth picked up the phone. She sounded as if shed been laughing. Hello?


  Its me, Val said. She expected her voice to shake, but it came out flat, emotionless.


  Hey, Ruth said. Where are you?


  Val could feel tears start to burn at the edges of her eyes, but the words still came out steady. I found out something about Tom and my mother


  Shit! Ruth interrupted.


  Valerie went silent for a moment, dread making her limbs heavy. Do you know something? Do you know what Im talking about?


  Im so glad you found out, Ruth said, speaking fast, her words almost tripping over each other. I wanted to tell you, but your mom begged me not to. She made me swear
  I wouldnt.


  She told you? Val felt particularly stupid, but she just couldnt quite accept that she understood what was being said. You knew?


  She wouldnt talk about anything else once she found out that Tom let it slip. Ruth laughed and then stopped awkwardly. Not like its been going on for that long
  or anything. Honestly. I would have said something, but your mom promised she would do it. I even told her I was going to tellbut she said shed deny it. And I did try to drop
  hints.


  What hints? Val felt suddenly dizzy. She closed her eyes.


  Well, I said you should check the chat logs, remember? Look, never mind. Im just glad she finally told you.


  She didnt tell me, Valerie said.


  There was a long silence. She could hear Ruth breathing. Please dont be mad, she said finally. I just couldnt tell you. I couldnt be the one to tell
  you.


  Val clicked off her phone. She kicked a stray chunk of asphalt into a puddle, and then kicked the puddle itself. Her reflection blurred; the only thing clearly visible was her mouth, a slash of
  red on a pale face. She smeared it, but the color only spread.


  When the next train came, she got on it, sliding into a cracked orange seat and pressing her forehead against the cool plastiglass window. Her phone buzzed and she turned it off without looking
  at the screen. But as Val turned back toward the window, it was her mothers reflection she saw. It took her a moment to realize she was looking at herself in makeup. Furious, she walked
  quickly to the train bathroom.


  The room was grubby and large, with a sticky rubber floor and hard plastic walls. The odor of urine mingled with the scent of chemical flowers. Small blobs of discarded gum decorated the
  walls.


  Val sat down on the toilet lid and forced herself to relax, to take deep breaths of putrid air. Her fingernails dug into the flesh of her arms and somehow that made her feel a little better, a
  little more in control.


  She was surprised by the force of her own anger. It overwhelmed her, making her afraid she might start screaming at the conductor, at every passenger on the train. She couldnt imagine
  lasting the whole trip. Already she was exhausted from the effort of keeping it together.


  She rubbed her face and looked down at her palm, streaked with burgundy lipstick and shaking slightly. Val unzipped her backpack and poured its contents onto the filthy floor as the train
  lurched forward.


  Her camera clattered on the rubber tile, along with a couple of rolls of film, a book from schoolHamletthat she was supposed to have already read, a couple of hair ties, a
  crumpled package of gum, and a travel grooming case her mother had given her for her last birthday. She fumbled to open ittweezers, manicuring scissors, and a razor, all glimmering in the
  dim light. Valerie took out the scissors, felt the small, sharp edges. She stood up and looked into the mirror. Grabbing a chunk of her hair, she started to chop.


  Stray locks curved around her sneakers like copper snakes when she was done. Val ran a hand over her bald head. It was slick with pink squirt-soap and felt rough as a cats tongue. She
  stared at her own reflection, rendered strange and plain, at unflinching eyes and a mouth pressed into a thin line. Specks of hair stuck to her cheeks like fine metal filings. For a moment, she
  couldnt be sure what that mirror face was thinking.


  The razor and manicuring scissors clattered into the sink as the train lurched forward. Water sloshed in the toilet bowl.


  Hello? someone called from outside the door. Whats going on in there?


  Just a minute, Val called back. She rinsed off the razor under the tap and shoved it into her backpack. Slinging it over one shoulder, she got a wad of toilet paper, dampened it,
  and squatted down to mop up her hair.


  The mirror caught her eye again as she straightened. This time, a young man looked back at her, his features so delicate that she didnt think he could defend himself. Val blinked, opened
  the door, and stepped out into the corridor of the train.


  She walked back to her seat, feeling the glances of the other passengers flinch from her as she passed. Staring out the window, she watched the suburban lawns slip by until they went under a
  tunnel and she saw only her new, alien reflection in the window.


  The train pulled into an underground station and Val got off, walking through the stink of exhaust. She climbed up a narrow, unmoving escalator, crushed between people. Penn
  Station was thick with commuters, heads down as they passed one another and stands that sold pendants, scarves, and fiberoptic flowers that glowed with changing colors. Valerie stuck to one of the
  walls, passing a filthy man sleeping under a newspaper and a group of backpack-wearing girls screaming at one another in German.


  The anger she had felt on the train had drained away and Val moved through the station like a sleepwalker.


  Madison Square Garden was up another escalator, past a line of taxis and stands selling sugared peanuts and sausages. A man handed her a flyer and she tried to give it back, but he was already
  past her and she was left holding a sheet of paper promising LIVE GIRLS. She crunched it up and stuffed it in her pocket.


  She pushed through a narrow corridor jammed with people, and waited at the ticket counter. The young guy behind the glass looked up when she pushed Toms ticket through. He seemed
  startled. She thought it might be her lack of hair.


  Can you give me my money back for that? Val asked.


  You already have a ticket? he asked, squinting at her as though trying to figure out exactly what her scam was.


  Yeah, she said. My asshole ex-boyfriend couldnt make it.


  Understanding spread across his features and he nodded. Gotcha. Look, I cant give you your money back because the games already started, but if you give me both I could
  upgrade you.


  Sure, Val said, and smiled for the first time that whole trip. Tom had already given her the money for his ticket and she was pleased that she could have the small revenge of
  getting a better seat from it.


  He passed her the new ticket and she slid through the turnstile, wading her way through the crowd. People argued, faces flushed. The air stank of beer.


  Shed been looking forward to seeing this game. The Rangers were having a great season. But even if they werent, she loved the way the men moved on the ice, as though they were
  weightless, all the while balanced on knife blades. It made lacrosse look graceless, just a bunch of people lumbering over some grass. But as she looked for the doorway to her seat, she felt dread
  roiling in her stomach. The game mattered to all the other people the way it had once mattered to her, but now she was just killing time before she had to go home.


  She found the doorway and stepped through. Most of the seats were already occupied and she had to sidle past a group of ruddy-faced guys. They craned their necks to look around her, past the
  glass divider, to where the game had already started. The stadium smelled cold, the way the air did after a snowstorm. But even as her team skated toward a goal, her thoughts flickered back
  to her mother and Tom. She shouldnt have left the way she had. She wished she could do it over. She wouldnt even have bothered with her mother. She would have punched Tom in the face.
  And then, looking just at him, she would have said, I expected as much from her, but I would have thought better of you. That would have been perfect.


  Or maybe she could have smashed the windows of his car. But the car was really a piece of junk, so maybe not.


  She could have gone over to Toms house though, and told his parents about the dime bag of weed he kept between his mattress and box spring. Between that and this thing with Vals
  mother, maybe his family would have sent him off to some detention facility for mom-fucking, drug-addict freaks.


  As for her mother, the best revenge Val could ever have would be to call her dad, get her stepmother, Linda, on speakerphone, and tell them the whole thing. Vals dad and Linda had a
  perfect marriage, the kind that came with two adorable, drooling kids and wall-to-wall carpeting and mostly made Val sick. But telling them would make the story theirs. They would tell it whenever
  they wanted, shout it at Vals mother when they fought, report it to shock their golfing buddies. It was Vals story and she was going to control it.


  There was a roar from the audience. All around her, people jumped to their feet. One of the Rangers had thrown some guy from the other team down and was ripping off his own gloves. The referee
  grabbed hold of the Ranger, and his skate slid, slicing a line across the other players cheek. As they were cleared away, Val stared at the blood on the ice. A man in white came and scraped
  up most of it and the Zamboni smoothed the ice during halftime, but a patch of red remained, as though the stain had soaked so deep it couldnt be drawn out. Even as her team made the final
  winning goal and everyone near her surged to their feet again, Val couldnt seem to look away from the blood.


  After the game, Val followed the crowd out onto the street. The train station was only a few steps away, but she couldnt face going home. She wanted to delay a little longer, until she
  could figure things out, dissect what had happened a little more. The very idea of getting back on the train filled her with a sick panic that made her pulse race and her stomach churn.


  She started to walk and, after a while, she noticed that the street numbers got smaller and the buildings got older, lanes narrowed and the traffic thinned out. Turning left, toward what she
  thought might be the edge of the West Village, she passed closed clothing stores and rows of parked cars. She wasnt quite sure of the time, but it had to be nearly midnight.


  Her mind kept unraveling the looks between Tom and her mother, glances that now had meaning, hints she should have picked up on. She saw her mothers face, some weird combination of guilt
  and honesty, when shed told Val to wait for Tom. The memory made Val flinch, as though her body were trying to throw off a physical weight.


  She stopped and got a slice of pizza at a sleepy shop where a woman with a shopping cart full of bottles sat in the back, drinking Sprite through a straw and singing to herself. The hot cheese
  burned the roof of Vals mouth, and when she looked up at the clock, she realized shed already missed the last train home.
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      Trying their wings once more in hopeless flight:


      Blind moths against the wires of window screens.


      Anything. Anything for a fix of light.

    

  


  
    X. J. KENNEDY, Street Moths, The Lords of Misrule

  


  Val dozed off again, her head pillowed on an almost-empty backpack, the rest of her spread across the cold floor tiles under the subway map.
  Shed picked out a place to nap near the token booth, figuring no one would try to rob her or stab her right in front of people.


  She had spent most of the night in the hazy state between sleep and wakefulness, nodding off for a moment, then jolting awake. Sometimes shed woken from a dream and not known where she
  was. The station stank of rancid trash and mold, even without the heat to make scents bloom. Above the cracked paint and mildew, a sculptural border of curling tulips was a remnant of another
  Spring Street station, one that must have been old and grand. She tried to imagine that station as she slipped back to sleep.


  The strangest thing was that she wasnt scared. She felt removed from everything, a sleepwalker who had stepped off the path of normal life and into the forest where anything could happen.
  Her anger and hurt had cooled into a lethargy that left her limbs heavy as lead.


  The next time she blearily opened her eyes, people stood over her. She sat up, the fingers on one hand digging into her backpack, the other hand coming up as if to ward off a blow. Two cops
  stared down at her.


  Morning, one of them said. He had short gray hair and a ruddy face, as if hed been standing too long in the wind.


  Yeah. Val wiped jagged bits of sleep from the corners of her eyes with the heel of her hand. Her head hurt.


  This is a pretty shitty crash spot, he said. Commuters passed them, but only a few bothered to look her way.


  Val narrowed her eyes. So?


  How old are you? asked his partner. He was younger, slim, with dark eyes and breath that smelled like cigarettes.


  Nineteen, Val lied.


  Got any I.D.?


  No, Val said, hoping that they wouldnt search her backpack. She had a permit, no license since she had failed her driving test, but the card was enough to prove she was only
  seventeen.


  He sighed. You cant sleep here. You want us to bring you someplace you can get a little rest?


  Val stood up, slinging her pack over one shoulder. Im fine. I was just waiting for morning.


  Where are you going? the older cop asked, blocking her way with his body.


  Home, Val said because she thought that would sound good. She ducked under his arm and darted up the steps. Her heart hammered as she raced up Crosby Street, through the crowds of
  people, past the groggy early-morning workers dragging around their backpacks and briefcases, past the bike messengers and taxis, stepping through the gusts of steam that billowed up from the
  grates. She slowed and looked back, but no one seemed to be following her. As she crossed to Bleecker, she saw a couple of punks drawing on the sidewalk with chalk. One had a rainbow mohawk,
  slightly dented at the top. Val stepped around their art carefully and kept going.


  For Val, New York was always the place that made Vals mother hold her hand tight, the glittering grid of glass-paned skyscrapers, the steaming Cup O Noodles threatening to pour
  boiling broth on kids waiting in line for TRL just blocks away from where Les Misrables played to matinees of high school French students bused in from the suburbs. But now, crossing
  onto Macdougal, New York seemed so much more and less than her idea of it. She passed restaurants sleepily stirring with activity, their doors still shut; a chain-link fence decorated with more
  than a dozen locks, each one decoupaged with a babys face; and a shop that sold only robot toys. Small, interesting places that suggested the vastness of the city and the strangeness of its
  inhabitants.


  She ducked into a dimly lit coffeehouse called Caf Diablo. The inside was wallpapered in red velvet. A wooden devil stood by the counter, holding out a silver tray nailed to his hand.
  Val bought a large coffee, nearly choking it with cinnamon, sugar, and cream. The heat of the cup felt good against her cold fingers, but it made her aware of the stiffness of her limbs, the knots
  in her back. She stretched, arching up and twisting her neck until she heard something pop.


  She headed for a spot in the back, picking a threadbare armchair near a table where a boy with tiny dreads and a girl with tangles of faded blue hair and knee-high white boots whispered
  together. The boy ripped and poured sugar packet after sugar packet into his cup.


  The girl moved slightly and Val could see that she had a butterscotch kitten on her lap. It stretched one paw to bat at the zipper on the girls patchy rabbit-fur coat.


  Val smiled reflexively. The girl saw her looking, grinned back, and put the cat on the table. It mewed pitifully, sniffed the air, stumbled.


  Hold on, Val said. Popping off the lid of her coffee, she went up to the front, filled it with cream, and set it down in front of the cat.


  Brilliant, the blue-haired girl said. Val could see that her nose stud was infected, the skin around the glittering stone swollen tight and red.


  Whats its name? Val asked.


  No name yet. Weve been discussing it. If you have any ideas let me know. Dave doesnt think we should keep her.


  Val took a swig of her coffee. She couldnt think of anything. Her brain felt swollen, pressing against her skull, and she was so tired that her eyes didnt focus right away when she
  blinked. Whered she come from? Is she a stray?


  The girl opened her mouth, but the boy put his hand on her arm. Lolli. He squeezed warningly, and the two shared an intense glance.


  I stole her, Lolli said.


  Why do you tell people things like that? Dave asked.


  I tell people everything. People only believe what they can handle. Thats how I know who to trust.


  You shoplifted her? Val asked, looking at the kittens tiny body, the curling pink tongue.


  Lolli shook her head, clearly delighted with herself. I threw a rock through the window. At night.


  Why? Val slipped easily into the role of appreciative audience, making the right noises, like she did with Ruth or Tom or her mother, asking the questions the speaker wanted asked,
  but under that familiar habit was real fascination. Lolli was exactly what Ruth wanted to be with all her posturing.


  The woman who owned the pet store smoked. Right in the store. Can you believe that? She didnt deserve to take care of animals.


  You smoke. Dave shook his head.


  I dont own a pet shop. Lolli turned to Val. Your head looks cool. Can I touch it?


  Val shrugged and bent her head forward. It felt strange to be touched therenot uncomfortable, just weird, as though someone were stroking the soles of her feet.


  Im Lollipop, the girl said. She turned to the boy with the dreads. He was thin and pretty looking, with Asian eyes. This is Sketchy Dave.


  Just Dave, Dave said.


  Im just Val. Val sat up. It was a relief to talk to people after so many hours of silence. It was even more of a relief to talk to people that didnt know anything
  about her, Tom, her mother, or any of her past.


  Not short for Valentine? Lollipop asked, still smiling. Val wasnt sure if the girl was making fun of her or not, but since her name was Lollipop, how funny could
  Vals name be? She just shook her head.


  Dave snorted and ripped open another sugar packet, pouring the grains onto the table and cutting them into long lines that he ate with a coffee-wetted finger.


  Do you go to school around here? Val asked.


  We dont go to school anymore, but we live here. We live wherever we want to.


  Val took another sip of coffee. What do you mean?


  She doesnt mean anything, Dave interrupted. How about you?


  Jersey. Val looked at the milky gray liquid in her cup. Sugar crunched between her teeth. I guess. If I go back. She got up, feeling stupid, wondering if they were
  making fun of her. Scuse me.


  Val went to the bathroom and washed up, which made her feel less disgusting. She gargled tap water, but when she spat, she saw herself in the mirror too clearly: splotches of freckles across her
  cheeks and mouth, including one just below her left eye, all of them looking like ground-in dirt against the patchy tan she had from outdoor sports. Her newly shaved head looked weirdly pale and
  the skin around her blue eyes was bloodshot and puffy. She scrubbed her hand over her face, but it didnt help. When she came back out, Lolli and Dave were gone.


  Val finished her coffee. She thought about napping in the armchair, but the caf had grown crowded and loud, making her headache worse. She walked out to the street.


  A drag queen with a beehive wig hanging at a lopsided angle chased a cab, one Lucite shoe in her hand. As the cabbie sped away, she threw it hard enough that it banged into his rear window.
  Fucking fucker! she screamed as she limped toward her shoe.


  Val darted out into the street, picked it up, and returned it to its owner.


  Thanks, lambchop.


  Up close, Val could see her fake eyelashes were threaded with silver, and glitter sparkled along her cheekbone.


  You make a darling prince. Nice hair. Why dont we pretend Im Cinderella and you can put that shoe right on my foot?


  Um, okay, Val said, squatting down and buckling the plastic strap, while the drag queen tried not to hop as she swayed to keep her balance.


  Perfect, doll. She righted her wig.


  As Val stood up, she saw Sketchy Dave laughing as he sat on the metal railing on the other side of the narrow street. Lolli was stretched out on one side of a batiked blue sheet that contained
  books, candleholders, and clothing. In the sunlight, the blue of Lollis hair glowed brighter than the sky. The kitten was stretched out beside her, one paw batting a cigarette over the
  ground.


  Hey, Prince Valiant, Dave called, grinning like they were old friends. Lolli waved. Val shoved her hands in her pockets and walked over to them.


  Pop a squat, Lolli said. I thought we scared you off.


  Headed somewhere? Dave asked.


  Not really. Val sat down on the cold concrete. The coffee had finally started racing through her veins and she felt almost awake. What about you?


  Selling off some stuff Dave scrounged. Hang out with us. Well make some money and then well party.


  Okay. Val wasnt sure she wanted to party, but she didnt mind sitting on the sidewalk for a while. She picked up the sleeve of a red velvet jacket. Where did
  all this stuff come from?


  Dumpster-diving mostly, Dave said, unsmiling. Val wondered if she looked surprised. She wanted to seem cool and unfazed. Youd be amazed what people will pay for what
  they throw out in the first place.


  I believe it, Val said. I was thinking how nice that jacket is.


  That must have been the right response, because Dave grinned widely, showing a chipped front tooth. Youre okay, he said. So, what, you said if you go
  back? Whats that about? You on the street?


  Val patted the concrete. I am right now.


  They both laughed at that. As Val sat beside them, people passed by her, but they only saw a girl with dirty jeans and a shaved head. Anyone from school could have walked past her, Tom could
  have stopped to buy a necktie, her mother could have tripped on a crack in the sidewalk, and none of them would have recognized her.


  Looking back, Val knew she had a habit of trusting too much, being too passive, too willing to believe the best of others and the worst of herself. And yet, here she was, falling in with more
  people, getting swept along with them.


  But there was something different about what she was doing now, something that filled her with a strange pleasure. It was like looking down from a high building, the way the adrenaline hit you
  as you swayed forward. It was powerful and terrible and utterly new.


  Val spent the day there with Lolli and Dave, sitting on the sidewalk, talking about nothing. Dave told them a story about a guy he knew who got so drunk that he ate a cockroach on a dare.
  One of those New York cockroaches, ones that are the size of goldfish. The thing was halfway out of his mouth and still squirming as he bit down on it. Finally, after chewing and chewing he
  actually swallows. And my brother is thereLuis is some kind of crazy smart, like he read the encyclopedia when he was home with chicken pox smartand he says, You know that
  roaches lay eggs even after theyre dead. Well, this guy cant believe it, but then he starts yelling how we are trying to kill him and holding his stomach, saying he can already
  feel them eating him from the inside.


  That is nasty, Val said, but she was laughing so hard she had tears in her eyes. So deeply nasty.


  No, but it gets better, said Lolli.


  Yeah, Sketchy Dave said. Because he pukes on his shoes. And the roach is right there, all chopped up, but clearly pieces of a big black bug. And heres the
  thingone of the legs moves.


  Val shrieked with disgust and told them about the time that she and Ruth smoked catnip thinking it would get them high.


  When they had sold a faux crocodile-skin clutch, two T-shirts, and a sequined jacket from the blanket, Dave bought them all hot dogs off a street cart, fished out of the dirty water and
  slathered with sauerkraut, relish, and mustard.


  Come on. We need to celebrate finding you, Lolli said, jumping to her feet. You and the cat.


  Still eating, Lolli jogged down the street. They crossed over several blocks, Lolli in the lead, until they came to an old guy rolling his own cigarettes on the steps of an apartment building. A
  filthy bag filled with other bags sat beside him. His arms were as thin as sticks and his face was as wrinkled as a raisin, but he kissed Lolli on the cheek and said hello to Val very politely.
  Lolli gave him a couple of cigarettes and a crumpled wad of bills, and he stood up and crossed the street.


  Whats wrong with him? Val whispered to Dave. Whys he so skinny?


  Just cracked out, Dave said.


  A few minutes later, he came back with a bottle of cherry brandy in a brown paper bag.


  Dave rummaged up an almost-empty cola bottle from his messenger bag and filled that with the liquor. So the cops dont stop us, he said. I hate cops.


  Val took a swig from the bottle and felt the alcohol burn all the way down her throat. The three of them passed it back and forth as they walked down West Third. Lolli stopped in front of a
  table covered in beaded earrings hanging from plastic trees that jangled whenever a car went past. She fingered a bracelet made with tiny silver bells. Val walked to the next table, where incense
  was stacked in bundles and samples burned on an abalone tray.


  What have we here? asked the man behind the counter. He had skin the color of polished mahogany and smelled of sandalwood.


  Val smiled mildly and turned back toward Lolli.


  Tell your friends to take more care whom they serve. The incense mans eyes were dark and glittered like a lizards. Its always the messengers who are the
  first to know the customers displeasure.


  Right, Val said, stepping away from the table. Lolli skipped up, bells jangling around her wrist. Dave was trying to make the cat lick brandy out of the soda cap.


  That guy was really weird, Val said. When she looked back, out of the corner of her eye, for just a moment, the incense man seemed to have long spines jutting up from his back like
  a hedgehog.


  Val reached for the bottle.


  They walked aimlessly until they came to a triangle-shaped median of asphalt, lined on both sides with park benches, presumably for suits to eat their lunch in warmer weather and suck in the
  humid air and car exhaust. They sat, letting the cat down to investigate the flattened remains of a pigeon. There, they passed the brandy back and forth until Vals tongue felt numb and her
  teeth tingled and her head swam.


  Do you believe in ghosts? Lolli asked.


  Val thought about that for a moment. I guess Id like to.


  What about other things? Lolli mewed, rubbing her fingers together to call the cat over. It paid no attention.


  Val laughed. What things? I mean, I dont believe in vampires or werewolves or zombies or anything like that.


  What about faeries?


  Faeries like . . . ?


  Dave chuckled. Like monsters.


  No, Val said, shaking her head. I dont think so.


  Want to know a secret? Lolli asked.


  Val leaned in close and nodded. Of course she did.


  We know where theres a tunnel with a monster in it, Lolli half-whispered. A faerie. We know where the faeries live.


  What? Val wasnt sure shed heard Lolli right.


  Lolli, Dave warned, but his voice sounded a little slurred, shut up. Luis would be raging if he heard you.


  You cant tell me what to say. Lolli wrapped her arms around herself, digging her nails into her skin. She tossed back her hair. Who would believe her anyway? I bet
  she doesnt even believe me.


  Are you guys serious? Val asked. Drunk as she was, it almost seemed possible. Val tried to think back to the fairy tales she liked to re-read, the ones shed collected since
  she was a little kid. There werent very many faeries in them. At least not what she thought of as faeries. There were godmothers, ogres, trolls, and little men that bargained their services
  for children, then railed at the discovery of their true names. She thought of faeries in video games, but they were elves, and she wasnt sure if elves were faeries at all.


  Tell her, Lolli said to Dave.


  So how come you get to order me around? Dave asked, but Lolli just punched him in the arm and laughed.


  Fine. Fine. Dave nodded. My brother and I used to do some urban exploring. You know what that is?


  Breaking into places youre not supposed to be, Val said. She had a cousin who went out to Weird NJ sites and posted photos of them on his Web site. Mostly old places,
  right? Like abandoned buildings?


  Yeah. Therere all kinds of things in this city that most people cant see, Dave said.


  Right, said Val. White alligators. Mole people. Anacondas.


  Lolli got up and retrieved the cat from where it was scratching at the dead bird. She held it on her lap and petted it hard. I thought that you could handle it.


  How come you know about this stuff that no one else does? Val was trying to be polite.


  Because Luis has the second sight, Lolli said. He can see them.


  Can you see them? Val asked Dave.


  Only when they let me. He looked at Lolli for a long moment. Im freezing.


  Come back with us, Lolli said, turning to Val.


  Luis wont like it. Dave turned his boot as if he were squashing a bug.


  We like her. Thats all that matters.


  Where are we going back to? Val asked. She shivered. Even though she was warm from the liquor drowsing through her veins, her breath gusted in the air and her hands alternated
  between icy and hot when she pressed them under her shirt and against her skin.


  Youll see, said Lolli.


  They walked for a while and then ducked down into a subway station. Lollipop stepped through the turnstile with a swipe of her card, then passed it back through the bars to Dave. She looked at
  Val. Coming?


  Val nodded.


  Stand in front of me, Dave said, waiting.


  She walked up to the turnstile. He swiped, then pressed himself against her, pushing them both through at once. His body was corded muscle against her back and she smelled smoke and unwashed
  clothes. Val laughed and staggered a little.


  Ill tell you something else you dont know, Lolli said, holding up several cards. These are toothpick MetroCards. You break off toothpicks real little and then
  you jam them in the machine. People pay, but they dont get their cards. Its like a lobster trap. You come back later and see what you caught.


  Oh, Val said, her head swimming with brandy and confusion. She wasnt sure what was true and what wasnt.


  Lollipop and Sketchy Dave walked to the far end of the subway platform, but instead of stopping at the end and waiting for the train, Dave jumped down into the well where the tracks ran. A few
  people waiting for the train glanced over and then quickly looked away, but most of them didnt even seem to notice. Lolli followed Dave awkwardly, moving so that she was sitting on the edge
  and then letting him half lift her down. She held on to the now-squirming kitten.


  Where are you going? Val asked, but they were already disappearing into the dark. As Val jumped down onto the litter-strewn concrete after them, she thought how insane it was to
  follow two people she didnt know into the bowels of the subway, but instead of being afraid, she felt glad. She would make all her own decisions now, even if they were ruinous ones. It was
  the same pleasurable feeling as tearing a piece of paper into tiny, tiny pieces.


  Be careful not to touch the third rail or youll fry, Daves voice called from somewhere ahead.


  Third rail? She looked down nervously. The middle one. It had to be the middle one. What if a train comes? Val asked.


  See those niches? Lolli called. Just flatten yourself into one of those.


  Val looked back at the concrete of the subway platform, much too high to climb. Ahead, there was darkness, studded only with tiny lamps that seemed to give off little real light. Rustling noises
  seemed too close, and she thought she felt tiny paws run over one sneaker. She felt the panic she had been waiting for this whole time. It swallowed her up. She stopped, so gripped by fear that she
  couldnt move.


  Lets go. Lollis voice came from the gloom. Keep up.


  Val heard the distant rattle of a train but couldnt tell how far away it was or even what track it was on. She ran to catch up to Lolli and Dave. She had never been afraid of the dark,
  but this was different. The darkness here was devouring, thick. It seemed like a living thing, breathing through its own pipes, heaving gusts of stench into the tunnel around her.


  The smell of filth and wetness was oppressive. Her ears strained for the steps of the other two. She kept her eyes on the lights, as though they were a breadcrumb trail, leading her out of
  danger.


  A train rushed by on the other side of the tracks, the sudden brightness and furious noise stunning her. She felt the pull of the air, as though everything in the tunnels was being drawn toward
  it. If it had been on her side, she would have never had time to jump for the niche.


  Here. The voice was close, surprisingly close. She couldnt be sure whether it belonged to Lolli or to Dave.


  Val realized she was standing next to a platform. It looked like the station theyd left, except here the tiled walls were covered in graffiti. Mattresses were piled on the concrete shelf,
  heaped with blankets, throw pillows, and couch cushionsmost of them in some variation of mustard yellow. Candle stubs flickered dimly, some jammed in the sharp mouths of beer cans, others in
  tall glass jars decorated with the Virgin Marys face on the label. A boy with his hair braided thickly back from his face sat near a hibachi grill in the back corner of the station. One of
  his eyes was clouded over, whitish and strange, and steel piercings puckered his dark skin. His ears were bright with rings, some thick as worms, and a bar stuck out from either cheek, as though to
  highlight his cheekbones. His nose was pierced through one nostril and a hoop threaded his lower lip. As he stood, Val saw that he wore a puffy black jacket over baggy and ripped jeans. Sketchy
  Dave started up a make-shift ladder of wood planking.


  Val turned all the way around. One of the walls was decorated with spray paint that read for never and ever.


  Shes impressed, Lolli said. Her voice echoed in the tunnel.


  Dave snorted and walked over to the fire. He took out flattened cigarette butts from his messenger bag and dropped them into one of the chipped mugs, then stacked cans of peaches and coffee.


  The boy with the piercings lit up one of the butts and took a deep drag. Who the fuck is that?


  Val, Val said before Lolli could answer. Val shifted her weight, uncomfortably aware that she didnt know the way back.


  Shes my new friend, Lollipop said, settling down in a nest of blankets.


  The pierced boy scowled. Whats with her hair? She some kind of cancer patient?


  I cut it, Val said. For some reason that made both the pierced boy and Sketchy Dave laugh. Lolli looked pleased with her.


  If you didnt guess, this is Luis, Lolli said.


  Dont enough people find their own way down here without you two playing tour guide? Luis demanded, but no one answered him, so perhaps his question was merely talking.


  Exhaustion was starting to creep over Val. She settled down on a mattress and pulled a blanket over her head. Lolli was saying something, but the combination of brandy, ebbing fear, and
  exhaustion was overwhelming. She could always go home later, tomorrow, in a few days. Whenever. As long as it wasnt now.


  As she dozed off, Lollis cat climbed over her, jumping at shadows. She reached out her hand to it, sinking her fingers into the short, soft fur. It was a tiny thing, really, but already
  crazy.
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