

[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

For Didi




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

    
Chapter 1: Arachnophobia

Chapter 2: Muse Squad Reunited

Chapter 3: The Mystery of the Tenth

Chapter 4: Packing Up the V and A

Chapter 5: Lost in LaGuardia

Chapter 6: Corona Arts Academy

Chapter 7: Gross! Gross! Gross!

Chapter 8: Fessing Up

Chapter 9: Drama at the Bodega

Chapter 10: A Mustering of Muses

Chapter 11: Exquisite Corpses

Chapter 12: The Gray Sisters

Chapter 13: Owl Trouble

Chapter 14: A Game of Chess

Chapter 15: Tiny Snacks

Chapter 16: A Picnic Near the Shore

Chapter 17: Poetry-Palooza

Chapter 18: The Queen of Corona

Chapter 19: Half-Truths and Mini-Golf

Chapter 20: Ssssssspaghetti

Chapter 21: The Giant in the Room

Chapter 22: Whose Camp? Our Camp!

Chapter 23: Aphrodite’s Gifts

Chapter 24: Questions and Answers

Chapter 25: A Giant Party

Chapter 26: Busted. Again.

Chapter 27: Tia Annie’s Secret

Chapter 28: Patience and Fortitude

Chapter 29: Future-Callie’s Problems

Chapter 30: Showdown at the Student Showcase

Chapter 31: The Tenth Muse

Chapter 32: Homecoming



Acknowledgments

About the Author

Books by Chantel Acevedo

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]

Chapter 1

Arachnophobia

My room looked like it had imploded. There were items of clothing draped on every surface—my dresser, the doorknob, the door itself, my sister’s new microscope (an adoption day gift from our twin brothers), and even on my sister.

“Callie, this is entirely unacceptable,” Maya said, a long sock dangling over her face.

“Sorry!” I said, snatching it away. “I can’t figure out what to pack for New York.” I was out of breath and sweating. It was summer in Miami and the air-conditioning in our house had conked out that morning. Even my elbows were damp.

Maya glanced at her own suitcase, already packed and propped up by the door, ready for our flights tomorrow morning. She was heading to Space Camp in Huntsville, Alabama. Meanwhile, I was going to New York City to spend a month with my papi; my stepmom, Laura; and my new baby brother, Rafael Jr. My brothers were staying in Miami to earn money to buy a used car. At least, that was the excuse they gave. Papi had asked them to visit, too, but they’d said no right away. The truth is, when Mami and Papi broke up, the twins got really angry at Papi for leaving, and a part of them was still mad.

Maya’s summer sounded infinitely cooler than mine. While she would be learning about space and gravity and actual rocket science, I would be stuck in a small walk-up apartment in Queens, staying in the baby’s room while the baby slept with Papi and Laura in a cradle by their bed.

“I wish I was going to Space Camp,” I grumbled.

“Since when do you want to be a scientist?” Maya said. “Because astronauts are scientists first, you know.”

I didn’t have to take long to consider it. Science was Maya’s thing. Did I even have a thing? I thought of my best friend, Raquel, who just knew she wanted to be a performer. What did I want from life? I had no clue. Whenever anybody asked me, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I nearly always just shrugged. Could a person make a career out of hanging out with friends, eating snacks, and watching television?

I don’t think so.

“Why the face?” Maya asked me. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty of a-muse-ing adventures this summer.”

“Stop it,” I said, rolling my eyes. Maya was the only person in my family who knew I was one of the nine muses. It’s supposed to be a secret, but you try keeping information from your genius sister!

There have always been nine muses, and usually, they’re grown-ups. But now, for the first time ever, four of us are kids. We’re the Muse Squad, which is a silly name, but we’ve gotten used to it. I’m the Muse of epic poetry. It sounds a little boring, but isn’t as it turns out, because epic poems are about heroes, which means I am a hero-maker.

Maya was right. Something interesting would probably come up this summer. But the thing was, I hadn’t heard from the other muses in ages. Nia was trying out for a gymnastics club team in Chicago. Mela’s mother had bought her theater passes for the summer, and she was catching every tragic play she could, and Thalia had volunteered to be a junior librarian at the British Library. They were all pretty busy with non-muse activities.

As for the other muses, the grown-up ones, I hadn’t heard from any of them either. Usually every few weeks our leader, Clio, would call us to headquarters—which was in London, England, at the Victoria and Albert Museum—either for training or missions. Maybe things were quiet in the summer. Did muses go on vacation? I didn’t know. But the silence made me nervous. It made me feel as if something was up.

“Earth to Callie,” Maya said, snapping me out of my thoughts.

“Sorry, Mission Control. We’ve got a problem. I’m panicking,” I answered her, then slumped on the floor on top of a pile of a sweatshirts and tees. It was so hot, I couldn’t concentrate.

Maya smiled. She liked it when I called her Mission Control, and I liked to imagine her there, behind panels full of technology, solving important scientific problems. Maybe she could solve my problem, too. Without asking, she started plucking different clothing items off the floor and the furniture, folding them deftly and sliding them into my suitcase for me.

“No need to panic,” Maya said, cool as can be. “When I was in foster care, I had to pack up a lot. You don’t really need to take too much. Plus, you’ll want room in your bag for all the souvenirs you’re going to buy me,” she joked, rolling a pair of jeans like a burrito. Maya had started wearing her hair like Princess Leia—in two buns over her ears—and they bobbed a little as she packed, like a pair of loose headphones.

“Why aren’t you sweating?” I asked. I was drenched. The ceiling fan was spinning, but it was really just moving the warm air around. It felt like a giant was blowing his hot breath on us.

Maya giggled, lifting the bottom of her T-shirt a little. There, duct-taped to her stomach, were three ice packs.

“You won’t be laughing when it’s time to pull those off,” I said.

Maya’s smile slipped a little. “Climate change. We all have to manage somehow.” Last fall, before Mami adopted her, Maya had won the county science fair with her project—a plan to address sea-level rise in South Florida.

It hadn’t been an easy win. The competition was tough. Plus, a rogue muse who happened to be our evil science teacher, Ms. Rinse, and her three siren minions, did their worst to try to stop Maya from succeeding. Maya doesn’t know it, but she’s a Fated One—meant for great things thanks to that massive brain of hers, which means she’s under the protection of the muses.

Maya zipped up my suitcase and said, “Voilà! All packed. Now can we please go to the mall where the temperatures aren’t trying to kill us?”

She’d done it. She’d packed my suitcase. Sometimes Maya saved me.

“Vamos,” I said, “we’ll ask Fernando and Mario to take us.”

Maya crossed her fingers and her eyes. She was right. We’d need all the luck we could get if we wanted to convince the twins to be our ride to the mall.

“Bros. My bros. My wonderful brothers,” I called down the hallway. Mario popped his head out of his bedroom.

“What do you want?” he asked.

“The answer is no,” Fernando added from inside. The twins would be seventeen soon, but Maya and I usually had them beat when it came to maturity.

“Please?” Maya squeaked, her hands clasped under her chin and her eyes doing their best puppy dog impersonation.

Mario blinked. “Well—”

“Don’t you give in,” Fernando barked. I could hear their favorite video game, Underwatch, blaring away.

“It’ll be nice and cool at the mall,” I said. “We won’t even bother you. You can spend the whole time at Gamer Place.”

“Air-conditioning, air-condiiiiiitioning,” Maya sang, the perfect backup.

“Fine,” Mario said.

“Ugh. You always fall for it,” Fernando said, shutting off the game. The truth was, they both always fell for it. When we’d gone before the family court judge in May to make Maya an official member of the family, the judge had given my brothers a big speech about what it meant to have a new little sister. And though it kind of bugged me that he was giving them the whole “men of the house” talk (I mean, let’s be real here. I’m in an all-girls-with-ancient-powers squad, and my mom is the head of the house, no question), my brothers had taken it to heart. That meant Maya got away with a lot when it came to them, the big softies.

As for me, unlike Maya, I was old news. Just last week, they’d covered my bed in a hundred sticky notes that read “dork.” It took all my willpower to keep from “inspiring” them to drink a ketchup milkshake.

Because that’s what muses do, we inspire people. If we wanted to, we could convince just about anyone to do something truly awful. But muses aren’t about that villain life. Besides, we have a bunch of muse rules we follow:


	A muse always trusts her instincts.

	Muse magic is just love, concentrated.

	A muse never uses her magic against her sisters.

	Inspiration knows no borders.

	All people and places are worthy of magic.

	A muse must always keep her identity a secret.

	A muse is a person on whom nothing is lost.

	A muse is no better, or worse, than the heroes she inspires.

	Muses are goddesses. And don’t ever forget it.



They’re good rules, but lately, I’ve been coming up with my own. Like Callie’s Muse Rule #236: Your brothers are idiots, but you love them anyway.

Still, when I saw my bed covered in sticky notes, and Maya’s pristine and untouched, it hurt my feelings. I almost said something to them, but then I just . . . didn’t. That’s been happening a lot lately, too. Whenever I try to tell somebody about my feelings, my eyes get all watery and stupid, and I absolutely hate crying. Mami always says, “All feelings are valid because you feel them. That’s the point.” But I don’t know about that. Sometimes my feelings seem pretty ridiculous, even to me.

“I’m getting one of those food court cookies the size of my head,” Fernando was saying as he tied his laces.

“For sure,” Mario added.

“Mmm,” I said, my sweet tooth coming alive.

“I hope you brought your own money, ’cause I’m not sharing,” Fernando said. My pockets were empty and I let out a groan. Sweet tooth deactivated.

Maya pointed at her purse and gave me a wink. She’d gotten lots of adoption day gifts from our extended family, mainly in the form of spending money. Our great-aunt Carmen gave her a hundred bucks. All I ever got from her at Christmas and birthdays was socks.

Sometimes it pays to be the new kid. Literally.

Mario and Fernando had gotten permission to take Mami’s van, and we piled in. The air-conditioning was working, and we blasted it into our faces while Mario turned the radio to the reggaeton station.

Maya and I sang along to song after song the whole way to the mall. It was our last day together in Miami, and I wanted to make the most of it. First, we’d go straight to the food court for some ice cream (pistachio for Maya, plain chocolate for me), then we would make our way to Pop! Mania and see if they had any Zombie Beach merch for sale. Zombie Beach was a new horror show set in Miami. We’d seen the first season twice already and were halfway through our third viewing. I watched most of it through my fingers, covering my face every time a zombie crashed into the room and ate someone’s face. Maya was fearless, though. For some reason, the bloodier the scene, the more she laughed. Mario and Fernando were that way, too, and they teased me about being so chicken.

I was just thinking about how my brothers had always been brave about that kind of stuff when Mario let out a bloodcurdling scream.

The van swerved, tilting up onto two wheels before slamming back down and going into a spin. My seat belt cut into my shoulder, and I watched as Fernando’s head smacked the passenger door window. Maya curled into a ball in her seat, her hands clamped onto her hair buns. I could feel myself trembling all over, and I think I was saying, “No, no, no, no, please,” out loud, but I can’t be sure. The steering wheel spun wildly on its own. Mario needed to get a grip . . . literally!

I tried to summon my muse magic, but the instant tingling on my skin that came with the magic? It didn’t happen. Again, I willed my magic to come, but it just wouldn’t. After what felt like a million years, the van rolled onto the grassy swale on the side of the road and finally stopped.

Mario was still screaming.

“What happened?” I shouted, clicking off my seat belt. Maya was already clambering toward the front of the van, while Fernando was holding Mario by the shoulders and shaking him.

“Sp-sp-spiders!” Mario spluttered, and then I saw them—hundreds of tiny, nearly transparent spiders, crawling on the dashboard.

Fernando made a strangled sound, slamming his baseball cap over the crawlers again and again until they were still. Then he swept them into his hat and threw the whole thing outside.

Mario whimpered, his hands covering his face, his shoulders shaking. It broke my heart.

“Hey, bro,” I said softly, laying a hand on Mario’s head. I tried to call my muse magic one more time, waiting to feel my fingers going numb, and my hair standing up at the root a little, like it always did.

Nothing happened. “Don’t panic,” I whispered to myself.

“Too late,” Mario answered, hyperventilating now.

Thinking maybe I could nudge the magic along, I pictured Mario taking deep breaths, calm and brave, like he normally was. The picture in my mind grew sharper and more defined until Mario stopped shaking.

Had my magic worked? Or was Mario just back in control of himself?

“I don’t know what happened. I’ve never been funny about spiders,” Mario said after his breathing returned to normal. “But there were so many, and they started getting on my hands.” His voice was firmer, and he was smacking his own cheeks a little, like a person trying to wake up from a dream.

“Good job,” Maya whispered to me.

“Um, yeah,” I said softly. I rubbed my hands together, and they felt normal. No tingling. It was definitely my turn to panic. Where had my magic gone?

“That was nuts,” Fernando said, running his hands through his hair. He took a look at his cap on the ground outside and shivered.

“M-maybe we should go home,” Mario said, and we didn’t argue.

“Want me to drive?” Fernando asked, and Mario nodded, so the boys traded places. I watched as Mario checked the van for damage (there was none), then came over to the passenger side, his eyes darting back and forth over the grass, checking for more spiders.

That’s when I saw a different spider in the distance. This one was very large, black, and furry. It had crawled onto a traffic cone, perched at the very top.

I nudged Maya with my elbow. “Do you see that?”

Maya squinted. “The traffic cone?”

“No, what’s on it.”

Maya squinted harder. “Nothing’s on it, Callie.”

When I looked again, I saw that Maya was right—the spider was gone. I rubbed my eyes and leaned back in my seat. Clio had once told me that muses saw the world a bit more magically than others did. In fact, I had once spotted a nymph in the River Thames. It was possible that the spiders that had scared my brother weren’t just any old arachnids. But there was no way of being sure.

My brain was racing all the way home, thoughts pinging back and forth, but nothing feeling like it made any sense.

I looked at Mario, drumming his fingers on his thighs to music. He was his old, chillaxed self again, but we were all very quiet. Nobody was in the mood to talk about what had just happened. We stopped at a red light, and I watched as a man standing on the sidewalk spit his gum onto the ground.

“Ugh. Litterer,” Maya said in disgust.

Narrowing my eyes and staring at him, I called my magic again.

Everything was still as the world seemed to slow down before my eyes, but still, my magic didn’t come. The man didn’t move. In fact, we watched as he dug into his pockets and threw some crumpled receipts on the ground.

“He’s the worst,” Fernando said from the front seat.

My breath started to hitch.

“You okay?” Maya asked.

I shook my head.

“That was pretty scary back there,” she added, resting her head on my shoulder. “But I wouldn’t worry anymore. The odds of that happening again are astronomical.”

Maya may not have been a muse herself, but she had a way of making people feel better that was pretty magical.

Outside the van windows, the man on the sidewalk pressed the crosswalk button repeatedly. I steadied myself, remembering that I’d used my imagination when Mario was freaking out, and he’d calmed down. Maybe it was a coincidence, or maybe . . .

I pictured the litterer bending down, retrieving his gum, and throwing it into a trash can that was only six feet away from him.

Just as the picture finished forming in my head, the man licked his lips, dug into his pocket for yet another receipt, bent down for the gum, and sailed it into the trash can with an elegant toss. Then he picked up the other receipts he’d let drop.

I frowned. Had I done that? Was I summoning my magic differently now?

“Three points, bro,” Fernando said.

“You’re two for two,” Maya whispered.

That had been easy. I hadn’t had to call my magic so much as imagine it. Was that a thing all muses did eventually? Had I, like, leveled up or something?

I was just thinking about all that when my muse bracelet started to heat up, hotter and hotter, just as Fernando slid the van into our driveway back home.

Perfect timing. The muses were assembling and I hated being late.
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Chapter 2

Muse Squad Reunited

“Home so fast?” Mami asked as we filed into the house. We were still pretty shaken, but one look from Fernando warned us not to say anything. If Mami found out Mario had almost crashed the van because of spiders, we’d all get an endless lecture, and they wouldn’t be allowed to drive the van ever again.

“Traffic was bad, so we decided to turn back around and come home,” Mario said.

Thankfully, Mami was distracted. She’d hauled our suitcases out into the living room and was busy refolding everything. Good thing, too, because my muse bracelet was basically on fire.

“Run,” Maya whispered, then mouthed, I’ll cover for you. I never told her that she really didn’t have to. Clio, the Muse of history, could hold back time for a bit while we were having our meetings. If Maya knew that, she’d break her brain trying to figure out the physics of it—some things you just keep to yourself.

I crawled under my bed, where there were still at least a dozen sticky notes from my brothers’ prank. The jerks knew I sometimes crept under my bed “to think.” The last thing I noticed before closing my eyes was the word “dork,” written in thick black marker, over and over again.

When I opened my eyes, I saw a familiar pair of pink sneakers with hand-drawn smiley faces on them.

“Hey, Thalia!” I said, wriggling out from under the Great Bed of Ware, which was one of the treasures of the V and A Museum, and my entrance point.

“’Sup, dork,” Thalia said, bursting into laughter as she reached out and pulled a sticky note from my hair.

I growled and snatched the note away. “My brothers—” I started.

“Always liked those two,” Thalia finished. She would. She was the Muse of comedy, after all, and nobody enjoyed a good prank like Thalia did.

Before I could say anything else, I saw Nia, the Muse of science, and Mela, the Muse of tragedy, coming toward us. Mela was wearing an Elizabethan ruff around her neck. It was a fancy collar, basically, and she’d obviously gotten it from the dress-up room. Nia was clanking around in a vest made of chain mail.

“Hey, dork!” Nia said.

“Come on,” I complained, “that’s the second one,” while Thalia pulled yet another sticky note off my shoulder.

Mela looked me over very seriously. “No more dork signs, I promise,” she said.

Nia had an app on her phone that could calculate the possibility percentage of success or failure of any action based on the position of the stars, and she could use her magic to inspire scientific breakthroughs, inventions, or even, you know, breaking the law to save a captive whale. That last one had actually happened last fall.

Mela could make a person cry in a snap—not just sniffling cries, either, but full-on sobbing. Mela also loved country western music, probably because so many of the songs were sad. I sent Mela an old-school poster of Taylor Swift, back when she sang country, all the way to New Delhi for her birthday in April. She sent me a teary thank-you video that made me all sniffly and sensitive for hours.

“Muse Squad, reunited,” Thalia said, then started singing, “And it feeeeeeels so gooood.”

“Clio hasn’t called us in ages,” I said, and the others nodded.

“Anybody know why we were called today?” Mela asked.

The rest of us shook our heads. “We’re always the last to know anything,” Nia grumbled. She was right. The other five muses usually got the scoop from Clio, our leader, before we did. Nia, Thalia, Mela, and I were twelve years old now, the youngest muses in history. It was cool, but sometimes it felt as though the other muses didn’t quite know what to do with us.

“I wonder if it has anything to do with the spiders,” I thought.

“Spiders? Did you say spiders?” Mela asked.

“I said that out loud?”

The others nodded.

“Oh. Well. My siblings and I nearly crashed the car because of them,” I explained, and realized that my legs were actually still a bit shaky. It’s funny how a scary thing can still feel scary in your body long after it’s happened. “I need to sit down,” I said, and sat on the Great Bed of Ware, which was a no-no, since it was so old and priceless.

Thalia got a delighted look on her face and clambered on, too. Mela and Nia followed, and the bed creaked under our weight.

“Steady on, mates,” Thalia said.

“What do you mean spiders nearly caused a car crash?” Nia asked.

“Mario was driving. They appeared out of nowhere on the dashboard and freaked him out. He swerved, and it nearly tipped the van over, but we were okay. The thing is, Mario isn’t scared of anything. Not even Zombie Beach!”

“I cannot watch that show,” Mela said with a shudder.

“I know, right?”

The Great Bed made a groaning sound and we all grew very still.

“It’s survived for over four hundred years,” Thalia said, patting the bed. “It can handle four twelve-year-olds.”

“Go on,” Nia said.

I took a deep breath. “The weird thing is that once the spiders were out of the van, I could have sworn that I saw another one, a big one, sitting on top of a traffic cone. I think it was staring at me.”

“That is weird,” Mela said.

“I thought so, too. Then my bracelet started heating up, so I figured the meeting was about the spiders.” I didn’t mention the other thing that had happened—how my magic had changed. Mami always said that a person’s body belongs to nobody but them. This change in my magic felt like that, like a personal thing, and a secret I should keep for a while.

Just as we all began to climb off the bed we heard a snap underneath us. We yelped in surprise. The Great Bed seemed to have dropped half an inch.

“Get off, get off, get off,” Mela was saying in a whisper, as if a loud voice might finish the bed off entirely.

A moment later, we were all standing around the Great Bed, which looked a little bit disheveled, but not very different from before. I smoothed the red-and-gold bedspread with my hands, erasing our butt prints, and hoped it wouldn’t crush me when it was time to slide under it to get back home.

Because there was no way I was telling Clio that we broke the Great Bed of Ware.

We made our way to the theater, where we held our meetings. Outside, it was midnight in London, and the lights glimmered through the museum windows.

“Spiders are terrifying,” Mela said as we walked.

Nia gagged. Thalia laughed. Mela shivered all over.

“But just because you saw creepy spiders, it doesn’t mean anything magical is up,” Mela said. “Mario likely just got scared.”

“People get frightened all the time,” Thalia said kindly, her hand on my shoulder.

I took a deep breath. “You’re probably right.” We were quiet the rest of the way to the theater. I was still a little nervous, though. Last fall, my science teacher and three of my classmates had turned out to be evil mythical beings. It was the kind of experience that was hard to shake, and more than once since then, Maya had accused me of “seeing shadows everywhere.”

But wasn’t muse rule number one that a muse always trusts her instincts?

My instincts were telling me trouble had eight legs and was coming straight at us.
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Chapter 3

The Mystery of the Tenth

We entered the small theater where we usually held our meetings. Normally, the theater played fifteen-minute programs about medieval church construction or the gardens at Kensington Palace, but today, the projectors were turned off.

Clio, the Muse of history, stood at the front of the room beside a podium. The other grown-up muses sat together in the front row. We sat just behind them.

“Thank you all for being here,” Clio began. “My apologies for not holding more regular meetings this summer. Things have been a bit complicated.”

Those of us in the second row looked at one another. “Complicated”? That was never a good word to describe anything.

Clio stacked and restacked papers on the podium, and if I didn’t know any better, I would think she was anxious. But Clio was never anxious. She cleared her throat. “I’d like to ask Paola to join me.”

Paola, Muse of the sacred, rose from her seat, jingling as she went. Paola was short. Latina like me, but Colombiana instead of Cuban. She wore long patchwork skirts, with shiny, thin chains circling her waist. Small bells hung off the belt, and they rang when she moved. Her dark hair was always up in a bun. Carefully, she stepped up to the podium.

“Two weeks ago, early in the morning, I came to headquarters for a bite to eat. You all know how much I love the cafecito they serve here. With a scone, ay que rico,” Paola said, going off topic. Clio nudged her. “Ah, sí. I was in the café, when I heard a clock chiming. It was the muse finder.”

Clio had shown me the clock last year. Whenever a muse retired or passed away, the muse finder clock went to work seeking the one who would replace her. It’s a beautiful clock, with a globe held up by muse figurines. When a new muse uses her magic for the first time, the globe spins and spins, and then points to where the muse can be found. Clio told me that when the clock found me, the globe spun for eight hours, and that it had never done that before.

She’d said, “There’s more goddess in you than the rest of us.” I didn’t know what that meant. I really didn’t feel special, but what had happened with my magic earlier made me nervous, and also a little bit excited. My magic had worked differently. Maybe that’s what happened to all the muses when they got used to their powers. There was one other weird thing about me. Muses didn’t inherit their roles. It was all sort of random. But my tia Annie was the Muse of epic poetry before I was, and when she died, there were only eight muses for a long time.

That is, until the clock found me.

Clio said that Tia Annie went to Mount Olympus before she got sick—but Tia Annie never told the other muses what she’d gone to ask for. Was it for her health? That didn’t seem like something she’d do. If Tia Annie had made that trip to see the gods, it wouldn’t have been for herself.

Sometimes I wondered if she’d asked the gods to make me a muse in her place.

And I wondered why she would ever think that was a good idea.

I saw Tia Annie after she died. There’s a portal to the other side here at the V and A. It’s an old dog tomb, of all things. Last year, I crawled inside and met Tia Annie—or her spirit, I guess. She helped us defeat the sirens and Ms. Rinse. But she also said not to come looking for her again.

I have so many questions.

Plus, I miss her a lot.

The bells tinkling around Paola’s waist brought me back to the present. “I went to the clock gallery and saw that the clock was spinning and spinning. And then it stopped,” she was saying.

Tomiko interrupted, “Where is it pointing?”

“New York City,” Paola said.

“Queens, to be specific,” Clio added.

I gasped. Queens! I’d be there tomorrow, staying with my dad in a neighborhood called Corona.

“Will the new muse be old enough to vote?” Elnaz asked snarkily, and I heard Mela huff beside me.

“None of you are asking the right question,” Clio said.

That’s when Nia raised her hand, clearing her throat.

“Nia?”

“There are nine of us. Nobody has quit or retired. So why would we need another muse? That’s the question,” she said.

Silence fell over the room like a wet blanket.

Clio nodded. “Excellent question, Nia.” I watched Elnaz sink in her seat a little bit. Clio shut off the projector. “Thank you, Paola,” she said, and Paola took her seat, jingling as she went. Clio folded her arms and took a deep breath before continuing.

“There have always been nine muses. Just nine. The clock has only chimed after a muse has quit the job or died. Never before,” Clio said.

I felt a chill all of a sudden, so I rubbed my arms. It didn’t help.

Tomiko’s hand rose in the air, shaking a little.

“Tomiko?”

Tomiko cleared her throat, looking pale. “Does this mean the clock has turned prophet? Is it saying that one of us is going to—”

“I don’t know what it means,” Clio interrupted. “Let’s not jump to conclusions, everyone.”

Elnaz’s hand went up next, sturdy and straight as an arrow. “What if the rules have simply changed? Where there were once nine, there will be ten. Simple.”

“Not simple,” Etoro said softly. “The rules of the gods do not change. Never has a god or goddess altered their mind once they’ve made it up. We are meant to be nine. Somehow, nine we will be.”

My imagination raced on to places where I did not want it to go. The muses were my friends. The Muse Squad, especially, were some of my best friends. If one of them got hurt, or worse . . .

Clio interrupted my thinking, thank goodness. “The mystery of the tenth is our primary mission. It may be the biggest mission the muses have ever had. But let’s not dwell on dark thoughts. There are answers to our questions and we must seek them out. To that end, I’ve been to Queens many times this summer, have followed up on all unusual cases of people performing acts of heroism, and cannot locate the new muse. All we have is a general indication that somebody in New York City has been identified by the muse finder clock, but no idea who or where this person might be.”

“Aren’t you going to New York, like, tomorrow?” Nia whispered to me.

I nodded.

“Convenient,” Mela added, overhearing us. Her headphones rested around her neck, and she twiddled with the cord. They were new ones—super shiny, with a mirrorlike surface. Every once in a while, Mela would use them to check her lip gloss.

“Muse Squad time,” Thalia said, rubbing her hands together.

My heart started racing. Suddenly, going to New York for the summer didn’t feel like a drag. It felt like a job. A really important one. There was a mysterious tenth muse to locate, and my Muse Squad friends would be coming along for the action.

“It will take some time to plan our next steps, so I ask for your patience,” Clio said. A wrinkle formed between her eyes, and her mouth was turned down farther than usual. “We will get to the bottom of this.”

A loud bang resonated through the theater, startling all the muses. For a moment, I wondered if the Great Bed of Ware had fallen completely apart.

“That sound brings me to my next announcement,” Clio said with a sigh. “You may have wondered why we haven’t met in a while. What you are hearing is a construction crew beginning the process of dismantling the museum flooring. All of it has to come up, thanks to mold, so the V and A is closing for the next few months. Which means headquarters is changing places, and I’ve been drowning in paperwork.”

“Oh no,” Thalia said. She lived just around the corner, in Kensington.

The rest of us perked up. New headquarters? They could be anywhere! Egypt! Moscow! Hong Kong! Athens!

“Don’t keep us waiting,” Etoro said from her wheelchair in the front of the room. She’d been fanning herself throughout the meeting and whispering now and again to Paola.

“Of course,” Clio said. “It seems to me that our current, shall we say, mystery makes our choice obvious. The next time we meet will be in the New York Hall of Science, in Queens.”

Suddenly, everyone was talking at once, putting in entrance point requests—“No closets this time,” Mela shouted, having once been stuck with a custodian’s supply room as her entrance point—asking about time zone changes, and how far Queens was from Times Square.

Clio clapped her hands to quiet us. “I realize that you will leave today’s meeting full of questions. But please know that I believe you all belong here, that you are the muses the world was meant to have.” Clio looked at each of us, then she smiled. But it was the saddest smile I’d ever seen on a person. Maybe Clio was thinking that our group of nine wouldn’t be the nine for much longer. My throat tightened. “We’ll see one another in New York soon,” Clio said, and passed around a plate full of brownies.

Mela, Nia, Thalia, and I chewed our brownies and talked with our mouths full as we left the theater.

“So I’m terrified. Anyone else feel that way?” Thalia said.

Nia shook her head. “Not me. I trust Clio to figure it out.”

Mela handed half her brownie to Thalia. “I’ve lost my appetite,” she said. “I’m only twelve. I have a whole life to live,” she muttered.

Thalia slung an arm around Mela’s shoulder. “Hey, I know tragedy is your thing, but maybe settle down a bit?”

“But what if one of us is in danger?” Mela asked.

“Then we have to protect one another,” Nia said.

A thought sprang to mind, and I blurted it out before I could stop myself. “What if one of us is . . . broken? Like, not meant to be a muse.”

The others stilled. We could hear the construction crews working on the V and A, and our own breathing.

“You are all thinking very loudly right now,” Thalia muttered.

“Haven’t you ever wondered?” I asked. “That maybe you didn’t belong here? That the clock picked you by mistake?” These were secret thoughts, ones I’d never said out loud, though I’d been thinking about them from the beginning, when Clio first told me I was a muse. It felt good to say them now.

“All the time,” Nia said. “Remember last year, when I couldn’t get my magic to work without an app?”

Mela nodded. “Me, too. Back in January, remember? When I ruined the meeting because I couldn’t stop thinking about my favorite TV show being canceled, and then everybody started crying?”

We all turned to look at Thalia.

“What?” she said. “I’m funny, I make people laugh. Confidence, people! Know what I mean?”

You could have heard a fly buzzing in that room.

“Fine,” Thalia said after a beat. “I’m always afraid my jokes will bomb, and then everyone will know I’m a fraud. Now we’re all properly miserable. Happy?” She plopped down on a nearby eighteenth-century throne and wiped her eyes.

That made me feel a lot better. They’d all had doubts about their place among the muses, too. All this time, I thought I’d been the only one having those feelings.

I thought about my magic, and how it was different now. “Okay, so we’ve all doubted ourselves. But . . . have any of you felt your magic changing lately?”

Mela looked at Nia, who shrugged. Thalia just wiped her nose, then cleaned her hand on the throne’s upholstery.

“Nope,” Mela said.

“Me neither,” Nia added.

“Same old, same old,” Thalia said, and sniffed again. “Has yours changed?” she asked.

“Um, no. No. I was just wondering,” I lied. How could I explain the way that my magic had gone from an easy-to-explain buzzing feeling on my skin to complex pictures in my brain, pictures of what could be?

I could see it just then, an image of the three of them, confident and cheerful, forming in my head. I willed it away, the way you can sometimes stop yourself from sneezing. I didn’t know if this new ability was something I should be experimenting on friends with.

“You all right?” Nia asked, noticing the face I was making.

I was making an “I’m stopping myself from sneezing” face.

“I’m good,” I said as I felt the magic drain away. But my friends looked so bummed out. They needed help. I was always good with a pep talk, even without magic.

“Here’s the thing,” I started. “We know we have magic. We’ve used it to inspire people like Maya. And how awesome is she? Super awesome. We are muses, and we are meant to be muses. This tenth muse thing—well, we’ll just figure it out. Like we always figure stuff out. Together.”

“Hear, hear,” Thalia said, still a little sniffly.

“Well put,” Mela whispered.

“Message received,” Nia said. “The pity party ends now.”

Thalia rose from the throne and gave it a little pat. “I’m still rather sad, though. We have to leave the V and A. I’ll miss you,” Thalia said to the suits of armor in the hallway, and to the tapestries on the wall.

“You live here in London. You can visit when the museum is open again,” Nia said.

“Yes, but not magically,” Thalia whined.

“I’ve never been to New York,” Mela said, excitement in her voice.

“Me neither. But that will change tomorrow, I guess,” I said.

We parted ways in front of the Great Bed of Ware. It looked lopsided.

“I think it’s safe?” Nia said. She was still wearing the chain mail from the dress-up room. “But just in case.” She pulled off the heavy vest and wrapped it around me.

“Here,” Mela added, and shoved a knight’s helmet on my head. “Don’t get crushed.”

“I won’t be able to bring these back,” I said a little sadly, my voice muffled behind the armor. So I took everything off again. “I think I’ll be okay.”

We hugged, and I watched as the others went their separate ways to their own entrance points. It would be the last time we’d use them, and that made my eyes sting. Stupid tears. I hated them so much.

I thought of a new muse rule.

Callie’s Muse Rule #347: Tears are annoying and dumb. Avoid if at all possible.

I wiped my eyes and walked over to the nearest window, which looked out at the courtyard below. There was a round pond, which was Thalia’s entrance point. I watched until I saw her jump in the water and disappear. She’d end up in her bathtub back home. From here, I had a good view of the café, too. Nia wandered in, and I knew she’d be stepping into the beautiful fireplace that would take her to her own fireplace in Chicago. As for Mela, she was elsewhere, sliding behind a unicorn tapestry that would send her to New Delhi, behind the curtains in her living room.

My eyes wandered over to a wall near the café. I couldn’t make out the letters of the dog tomb, which read TYCHO. But I knew that if I opened up the tomb, I’d find the portal to the other side, where Tia Annie was, guarding the source of muse magic. We called that magic the searchlights, because that’s what they looked like.

We were leaving the V and A. I was leaving Tia Annie.

She’d told me
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