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PROLOGUE



The dismissal bell cut clear and cold into the air, so loud that anyone standing outside Tressa Middle School could hear it echoing from within. And seconds later, the thud of hundreds of feet rent the air. A crowd of young adolescents shoved open the doors of the school. It was a warm spring day, but the buzz of the newly freed students drowned out the sound of the birds chirping. 

Nora Sparrow, twelve years old, trailed behind a group of four girls, who were tittering over a magazine full of pictures of teen idols. The girls passed the magazine back and forth amongst themselves as they walked, each cooing over pictures of actor Matt Tint, who one girl proclaimed was, “Delicious enough to eat.”

None of the girls noticed Nora walking behind them as they cleared the doors of the school and bounded down the steps into the warm air. No one noticed Nora. No one ever had. This was the tenth school she’d attended and the eleventh foster family she’d lived with. Adults often asked her if she was making friends. Nora wasn’t, but she wanted to. 

It was harder than ever anymore. It seemed like, with every passing day, it got more important for Nora to be wearing the right kinds of clothes or styling her hair the right way for people to notice her. For Nora, who’d just gone through a growth spurt and had a collection of pants that were too tight at the waist and too short for her legs, trendy clothes were not an option. She’d tried asking her foster mother about getting her hair styled but had been ignored, so her red hair had been cut (by her foster father) in a short bob. 

There was one thing that Nora thought she could do to make friends. Owen always told her not to do it, but she wasn’t sure if she believed those stories Owen was always telling her. She wasn’t a little kid anymore. She didn’t need Owen’s bedtime stories. She knew he meant for them to make her feel better, but following his rules was only making her miserable. So she was trying to get up the courage to talk to these girls.

The girls all paused at the end of the steps, hovering over the magazine, their mouths wide. 

“I love his smile,” sighed one girl. Nora knew that her name was Angela. 

Taking a deep breath, Nora tapped Angela on the shoulder.

Angela turned. She gave Nora a look of disdain. “What?”

“You’re looking at pictures of Matt Tint, right?” Nora asked.

One of the other girls, who was named Ashleigh, rolled her eyes. “Did anyone ask you to come talk to us?”

“We’re having a private conversation,” said the third girl, who was called Caitlyn.

Nora shrugged. “Well, okay, but I draw Matt Tint. I thought you guys might want to see.” Nora pulled out a sketch pad. She’d been working on various drawings of the teen hunk for days, trying to get them perfect. She thought this one was her best. She hoped it would impress the girls.

“Whoa.” Angela snatched the sketch book from Nora. “That’s really good.”

Caitlyn and Ashleigh crowded closer to peek. They looked at Nora with different eyes, as if they’d never really seen her before. Their eyes flitted from the sketch pad to Nora’s face, and the expressions on their faces were ones of wonder. 

“How’d you do that?” asked Caitlyn. “It looks just like him.”

Ashleigh shook her head. “No way, it looks better than him. The guy in this picture is too delicious to eat.”

The three girls giggled, and Nora joined in, smiling. She couldn’t believe it. Not only had they noticed her, they were impressed by her.

“You’re Nora, right?” said Caitlyn. 

Nora nodded.

“We’re going back to my house to play dance games on my Wii,” Caitlyn said. “Do you want to come?”

Nora couldn’t suppress a huge grin. “I love to dance,” she said.

Overhead, the sky was abruptly changing. Dark clouds were rolling in, obscuring the blue sky. The air was growing colder. Nora looked up, shivering a little, but the other girls were too engrossed with the picture she’d drawn to pay it any mind. 

Ashleigh called out to another group of girls on the steps. “You should see this picture that Nora drew! It’s amazing.”

The other group of girls drew close, passing the picture around amongst them, each giving Nora rapturous looks when they saw it. They whispered and sighed, and Nora could hear the awe in their voices. It made her feel buoyant and alive, more happy than she thought she’d ever felt. Ever. 

Thunder rumbled overhead. Nora looked up at the sky apprehensively. “Do you think it’s going to rain?”

“You should show this to Mrs. Garn,” said Angela. Mrs. Garn was the art teacher. “She would be really impressed.”

By now, other students were noticing that a small crowd had gathered at the bottom of the steps, and they were stopping to see what the fuss was about. In turn, they all examined Nora’s picture. More exclamations were made at its greatness. Everyone was extremely impressed. They congratulated and flattered her. Nora found herself in the center of a group of middle schoolers, laughingly deflecting their praise. It felt so good. 

The sky grew darker.

Across the street, the sound of another bell sounded, and the older students who attended Tressa High School began to exit the larger building. Nora bit her lip. That meant Owen was getting out of school. And if he saw her and realized what she’d done, he might not be happy. 

Noticing all the kids crowded up outside the middle school, several of the high school students wandered over, demanding to know what was going on. Nora’s picture was passed to them as well. There was more generalized amazement, everyone admiring the picture. 

Nora was starting to feel nervous. Was her picture really that good? If it was, that meant that all those things that Owen said about muses were real. And if it was all real, then the danger was real too. 

The sky was purplish black overhead. Nora stared at it in fear, noticing the strange purple sparks that leapt from dark cloud to dark cloud. She didn’t think this was a normal storm. Thunder crashed, shaking the air, but no one seemed to care. They were all too interested in Nora’s drawing. Nora watched the sparks of purple in the clouds join together, forming a large lightning bolt that danced in the sky above, growing thicker and longer with each passing moment. She gulped.

“Nora!” screamed a voice.

Owen. He was here.

She took her gaze away from the clouds for a moment to look for him. He was pushing through the crowd that had gathered around her, his dark hair in his eyes. “What did you do?” There was panic in his voice.

“I drew a picture,” she squeaked.

A bang of thunder. 

Owen glanced upward and then tackled Nora, knocking her to the ground and covering her body with his own.

Nora could barely see the huge purple lightning bolt descend from the cloud and strike Owen’s body. He lit up from the hair on his head to the tips of his fingers. He shuddered above her, crying out in pain.

Nora squeezed her eyes shut. No. She whimpered. She should never have shown them the picture. Owen said if she ever showed anyone anything creative she’d done, she’d be in danger. The Influence killed muses if they were in the mundane world, he’d told her. And now it was killing Owen.

But the bolt ceased, and Owen, gritting his teeth, got to his feet and helped Nora up. Above them, the clouds were already clearing. He turned on the crowd of people, who were all standing shocked around them. They backed up a few paces, seeing his fierce expression. “Who’s got the picture?” 

No one moved.

“The picture,” Owen growled. “Someone’s got it. Give it to me.”

And Angela stepped forward, holding up the sketchbook. 

Owen snatched it from her and took Nora by the arm. He dragged her away from the other students. “I told you never to do that, didn’t I?” he said. “Didn’t I tell you never to do that?”

“I’m sorry.” Nora hung her head. She hadn’t really believed him.

“You’re lucky I was there, and I could take the Influence’s energy,” said Owen. “Otherwise, you’d be dead.”













CHAPTER ONE



three years later...

Nora Sparrow clutched her books to her chest and did her best to hide behind her hair as she walked into art class. She hated art class. She was required to take it. Everyone was. But she couldn’t produce any actual art. She’d learned that lesson well enough three years ago when she was twelve. She would never forget the lightning bolt from the sky, the way Owen had cried out in pain. Not to mention the fact that Owen’d had to finagle something to get them moved out of that foster home immediately afterward, considering that everyone had seen her art and kept asking questions about it. It wasn’t worth it. 

They’d put her in freshman art last year, no matter how hard she’d protested. And then she’d spent an entire year doing nothing. She got a zero for the whole year. Her art teacher had informed her, in a voice dripping with sarcasm, that Nora was the first student in the teacher’s career to get such a low grade in art. 

The art room didn’t have desks, just several long tables with six chairs at each of them. Nora always sat in the back at a table alone. She was lucky the art class was small enough that she didn’t have to share a table with anyone. She came into class every day and put her head down. She was in her second quarter of the same freshman art class this year—her sophomore year—and she was making a zero yet again. At this rate, she wasn’t going to graduate high school. It was ridiculous. And trying to have a conversation with the school counselor or her social worker or her foster mother about it was worthless. They didn’t understand. She couldn’t tell them the truth, or they’d think she was crazy. Sometimes Nora thought she was.

Nora peered through strands of her red hair as she made her way back to the table she usually sat at. She liked to keep her hair in her face. She felt like it meant people didn’t really have to look at her. And Nora often wished she could simply be invisible.

After sweeping several thumbtacks off her chair and hearing the jocks sigh in disappointment that she hadn’t actually sat on them, Nora settled in her chair and buried her head in her arms. Art wasn’t the only class that she had to be careful about being creative in, but it was the only class she took that was completely about creativity. She had to avoid some assignments in English class or history occasionally. She had to make sure she chose electives carefully. Home ec was out—too many chances to cook or sew creatively. Gym was fine, but she hated gym. Still, it usually ended up on her schedule. Foreign languages were fine. She filled in the rest of her schedule with study halls and teacher assistant classes. The French teacher really liked her. 

And overall, it was easier now that she was in high school. As a first grader, her teachers had been so concerned when she wouldn’t color in class. 

The tardy bell rang, and her art teacher closed the door to the classroom, coming inside from the hall. “You guys are supposed to be finishing up your perspective drawings,” she said. “Get to work.”

Other students in the class pulled out sketchpads or went to get charcoal from the art supplies cabinet. Nora just kept her head down. She could hear the clacking of the art teacher’s shoes as she approached Nora’s table.

“Nora,” said the teacher, “I’ve told you before you can’t sleep in class.”

Nora raised her head defiantly, glaring at the teacher. 

The teacher sat down in a chair next to Nora. She smiled.

Oh great. This was worse than when they were mean. Nora looked away.

“I was talking to Mrs. Fields yesterday,” said the teacher. Mrs. Fields was the French teacher, the one that liked Nora.

Nora shrugged. “So?”

“She says you doodle in her class sometimes. She says she’s seen you do it, and you always hide whatever it is you’re drawing.”

Note to self, thought Nora. Stop drawing in French class. She hadn’t thought anyone noticed, or she never would have done it. 

“Why don’t you try drawing something in here?” said the teacher. She was pleading with Nora. “You don’t have to be Michaelangelo to get a good grade in this class, you know. But if you won’t try at all, how am I supposed to reward you? You have to make an effort.”

Nora shrugged. Often, if she didn’t speak to teachers too much, they gave up.

The teacher’s shoulders sagged. “I don’t know what to do with you. You’re failing art for the second year in a row, and it’s only because you won’t do anything.”

“I’m not a creative person, okay?” Nora kept her voice sullen. Teachers hated it when you were sullen.

The teacher got up out of the chair. “Fine with me.” She turned away. “No one can say I haven’t tried,” she muttered.

It was that part that always annoyed Nora. That teachers somehow thought it had something to do with them. It didn’t. Nora made her own decisions. The teachers had nothing to do with them. 

Overhead, the classroom speaker crackled. “Mrs. Flint?”

“Yes?” replied the art teacher, looking up at the ceiling as if she was actually talking to someone up there.

“Can you send Nora Sparrow to the office for dismissal?”

Dismissal? Her? That made no sense. There was no way either of her foster parents would pick her up early from school. What was going on here?

The teacher turned to Nora. “Did you hear that?”

Nora nodded. She gathered up her books and started to the front of the classroom. Something struck her on the back of the head. She turned, noticing a ball of paper on the floor.

The jocks were snickering.

“Jordan!” admonished the teacher.

“What?” said Jordan, who was sitting at the jock table, jeering. “I didn’t do anything.”

The teacher simply shook her head.

Nora fixed Jordan with the cruelest glare she could manage. Then she swept out of the room. She stalked up the hall, feeling angry about everything. It wasn’t like she didn’t want to draw. She loved to draw. She’d never gotten the chance to paint, but she was sure she’d love that too. She loved to write poems and make up songs and put together outfits and think up dance moves. But she wasn’t allowed to do any of those things. It made her nuts. If she didn’t have to hide everything, maybe she wouldn’t be a freak. Maybe stupid idiots like Jordan wouldn’t put tacks on her seat or throw things at her or call her Spare-Ribs in the hall. That was an oh-so-witty play on her last name—Sparrow. She supposed they also said it because she was so darned skinny, but that wasn’t her fault either. She barely got fed in her current foster home. There were three other foster kids, and food always seemed scarce. 

She stopped at her locker to get her coat and bag. Why was she being dismissed? Who was here to pick her up? The school had strict rules that said that only parents could pick up children. 

She rounded the corner to the main office. Outside, the sky was gray and white. It was calling for snow, even though it didn’t usually snow in December, even this close to the holidays. She’d heard buzz from other students, who apparently hoped it would snow enough to get them out of school all the way until Christmas. They were so hopeful. Such idiots. They didn’t know what the world really was—an empty hollow space that drowned dreams. 

Nora glowered as she entered the office.

And there he was. Owen.

So he was back. He’d disappeared for over three months this time. And he was back. She watched him, leaning over the counter and talking to the office secretaries, an easy grin on his face. It was so easy for him to convince people to do what he wanted. His abilities didn’t call up purple lightning in the sky to strike him dead. She should have figured it was Owen. He could charm anyone into doing what he wanted, even the office into letting her go home early.

Truthfully, she hadn’t been sure that he’d come back at all. 

His eyes lit up when he saw her. Owen had this unsettling beauty to him. He was a slender boy-man with dusky olive skin and dark hair that curled at the ends. But his eyes were a startling blue color, giving him an otherworldly look. Which she guessed was warranted, all things considered.

She glared at him. He wasn’t going to smile at her and make it all better. Not this time. They weren’t kids anymore. This whole disappearing act was getting old. 

If Owen noticed that she was pissed at him, he didn’t let on. He strode over to her, arms wide, and engulfed her in a huge hug. “It’s so good to see you,” he whispered in her ear.

In spite of herself, his silken voice made her melt a little.

Releasing her, he gave the secretaries a careless wave. “Thanks, Mindy. Jennifer.”

Of course he knew their names.

“Oh, no problem,” said one of the secretaries, smiling at him adoringly. “Our pleasure.”

“You two have a happy holiday,” Owen said and ushered Nora out of the school, to the parking lot, and into a beat-up blue Chevy. He was always somehow acquiring cars. Nora half-wondered if he stole them. Maybe he just charmed the owners out of wanting them. She wouldn’t put either past him. 

Owen opened the passenger side door for her with flourish. She rolled her eyes at him and got in.

He walked around to his side of the car and let himself in. He settled behind the steering wheel. “You’re mad.”

Nora shrugged. Shrugging worked on other people besides teachers too.

Owen put the key in the ignition of the car and started it. “I have good news.”

The sounds of The Sex Pistols roared out of the stereo. 

Nora reached over and turned the music down. “You said you’d be gone a week. It’s been three months.”

Owen pulled the car out of its parking space. “Things got complicated.”

Typical. With Owen, things always got complicated. 

He glanced over at her, giving her one of his dazzling smiles. “Oh, come on, Nora. It’s almost Christmas. How about some peace on earth, huh?”

She turned away from him, looking out the window at the bare tree limbs against the gray sky. Winter was depressing. Barren. Maybe if it did snow, things would seem a little bit magical again, like they had when she was a little girl, and she and Owen had camped out in that abandoned house in the woods, huddled around fires they built, wrapped in blankets. Before child services had found them. Before they were always getting separated. Maybe if things were like that again, she’d believe him when he told her he was going to get her back home. Not that the home Owen told her about was a place she even really remembered. 

“Peace in this car?” Owen said.

Nora was never sure if the few snatches of pictures she had of home were from her own memory or from her visualizing when Owen had told her stories. She knew there was something wrong with her. She believed that she and Owen were different. But she didn’t know if she believed they’d ever be able to get back to Helicon. Sometimes, she didn’t know if she even believed Helicon existed. 

The car slowed and pulled to a stop. Owen had pulled the car into a dirt road in the woods. There was a chain drawn over the road, a battered sign hanging from the center reading, “No Trespassing.”

Nora turned to him. “Where are we?”

He turned off the car and opened the door. “Walk with me. I’ll show you.” 

Sighing, Nora got out of the car. She shoved her hands in her pockets and burrowed into her coat against the cold. Owen stepped over the chain blocking the road. Nora did the same and trudged after him, following him into the woods.

“Come on,” Owen threw over his shoulder, and she hurried to catch up to him.

They walked until the road bent, and Nora could barely see the car through the naked tree trunks of the woods. Then they emerged into a clearing. There was an old barn squatting amongst long strands of dead grass. Several rusty cars and an ancient tractor littered the ground in front of it. The wind whistled through the trees and chilled Nora. She shivered. “It’s cold, Owen.”

He turned to her, brushing her hair away from her face. His voice was soft. “Hey. I’m sorry I was gone so long.”

She chewed on her lip and moved away from his touch. He wasn’t allowed to disappear like that and then just show up and act like everything was the same. She couldn’t handle it anymore. 

Owen closed the distance between them, his arms going around her, pulling her close. He kissed her. 

She shut her eyes, felt his soft lips against hers, but when he tried to put his tongue in her mouth, she pulled away. “Where are we? Why are we here?”

Owen reached for her. “Don’t be mad, Nora.”

“It’s cold,” she said again. 

He pointed at the barn. “This is where we do it.”

“Do what?”

“A ritual,” he said. “One I’ve been hunting down while I’ve been gone. I had a hard time finding the people I needed to talk to. But I’ve figured it out now, and I know we can do it. This is a remote enough place that no one will bother us. This barn’s completely abandoned. The people who own this land don’t even farm anymore.”

Another ritual, huh? Well, what did she think he was going to show her? She’d half-wondered if he hadn’t dragged her out into the woods to try to convince her to get it on with him in the abandoned barn when it was thirty degrees outside. Owen had never tried to get her to have sex with him, but from what she understood, that was what seventeen-year-old boys usually did with their girlfriends. If you could really consider her Owen’s girlfriend. She guessed she was. 

For the most part, Owen was everything to her. She couldn’t remember a time that they hadn’t been together. He was her protector, her companion, her best friend. When the kissing started, well, it had only seemed natural. 

She folded her arms over her chest. “What makes you think this one’s going to work?” She couldn’t count the stupid things they’d tried in order to get back to Helicon, dancing around, chanting words in Greek, drawing strange runes in patterns on their skin. Each time, Owen had been sure that this ritual was it, that this time they’d be on their way home. But nothing had ever worked. Ever.

Owen sighed. “Don’t be like that. You know we have to keep trying. If we give up, we’ll never get back.”

She looked at the desolate barn and at Owen’s earnest blue eyes. Then she turned and started back for the car. She wasn’t sure what to say. After this ritual failed, how long would it be before Owen took off again? 

Owen ran up behind her, taking her by the shoulders and turning her to face him. “What happened while I was gone?”

“Nothing,” said Nora. 

“Did Tim try anything else, because—”

“No.” Tim was her foster father. He’d gotten drunk and fresh with her one night, but Owen’d had a talk with him, and Owen was a pretty convincing guy when he needed to be. She shook her head. “It’s just maybe I don’t want to go through all of it again, you know? Maybe I don’t want to get my hopes up, just to have them get dashed. And last time we tried one of these, we screwed up our foster placement, and we had to come here, and maybe I don’t feel like getting uprooted again.”

Owen raised his eyebrows. “You like living with Tim and Laura?” 

“Laura’s okay.”

“Laura’s a bitch,” said Owen. But Owen was only saying that because Laura was one of the few people on earth he couldn’t charm. When Nora and Owen had first arrived here, they’d been placed together. Owen was usually pretty good about convincing people not to split them up. But Laura had immediately taken a dislike to Owen and no amount of charm or convincing on his part would change her mind. She’d insisted he leave her house. She said Owen gave her the creeps. Owen had decided foster families weren’t worth it. Instead, he managed to convince some lawyers to work for him pro bono and get himself emancipated. Immediately afterward, he’d dropped out of school. Now he could focus completely on searching for ineffective rituals. 

“I don’t want to start all over is all.” 

“If it doesn’t work,” said Owen, “I’ll work on getting you emancipated too. Then you can come with me.”

“Then I won’t graduate from high school.”

“People like us do not need high school.”

“We do if we’re stuck in this world.” She sighed. “When do you want to do this anyway?”

“The Roman Solstice,” said Owen. “That’s when the barrier between this world and Helicon is easiest to penetrate.”

“Christmas Eve? Do you have any idea how hard it is going to be to get out of my house on Christmas Eve?”

“I’ll help,” said Owen. “You’re going to do it, aren’t you?”

Of course she was. She could complain all she wanted, but when it came down to it, these little rituals were the only bright spots in her otherwise dreary, hopeless life. She nodded.

Owen grabbed her hand. “I really am sorry. I think it’s gonna work this time.”

But he always said that.

“I missed you,” he said. “I thought about you every day.”

She looked up into his strikingly blue eyes, feeling her anger drift away. “I missed you too.”

He grabbed her other hand and kissed her again. This time, she opened her mouth to him, pressing her body against his, gripping his cold fingers with her own. 

“Nora,” he murmured, and she loved the way he said her name.

“Can we move this make-out session to the backseat of your car?” she asked, grinning. “It is cold.”

“Mmm.” He kissed her nose. “Absolutely.”

* * *

“Out of the question,” said Laura, standing in the kitchen of the double-wide where Nora lived. “And if he doesn’t leave in five minutes, I’m calling the police.”

Laura had caught Nora trying to sneak out the back door to go meet Owen. It was ten o’clock in the evening on Christmas Eve. When Owen had realized Nora couldn’t get out, he’d come into the house. Now, Owen stood in the doorway to the kitchen, his hands in his pockets, glaring at Laura. Laura was seething too. Tim, Nora’s foster father, looked caught in the crossfire from where he perched on a chair at the kitchen table. 

“Christmas Eve is a time for family,” Laura said. 

“Owen is my family,” said Nora. “We’ve been together for eleven years. He—”

“No,” said Laura. “I told you before that I didn’t want you seeing him anymore.” She put a finger in Owen’s face. “You are not taking her out of this house and knocking her up, when you’re too irresponsible to even stick around for longer than a couple months at a time. She is too young, and I’m not letting you screw her up anymore than you already have.” She turned to her husband. “Back me up here, Tim.”

Tim shot a look at Owen, who smiled easily at him. “Well, they did grow up together, hon. Maybe it’s innocent—”

“Nothing about that boy is innocent,” said Laura. She turned to Nora, her expression softening. “Sweetie, I know you can’t see it, because you are just a girl, and he is the only boy who’s ever paid a bit of attention to you, but there is nothing good about this one. I know his type, and I don’t want you mixed up in it.”

“Mrs. Gore,” said Owen, “I know you and I got off on the wrong foot, but let me assure you that my intentions toward Nora are—”

“Don’t talk fancy at me,” said Laura. “I can tell you think I’m some dumb cunt, but I’m not. I see right through you, buddy.”

Nora had known trying to get out of the house on Christmas Eve wasn’t going to be easy. 

“I would never refer to you with words like that,” Owen said, shock all over his face.

Nora knew him well enough to know he was faking it. Owen was good at faking things. She knew that. Owen was good at convincing people of stuff. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t wondered before if Owen couldn’t convince her to do things the same way he did other people. It didn’t matter, though, even if he could. Owen was all she had. 

“It’s Christmas Eve,” said Laura.

“I realize that,” said Owen, “and I won’t keep Nora out late. I promise.”

Laura shook her head, closing her eyes. “I’ll be damned if I don’t do everything in my power to keep this girl away from you.”

Owen was getting annoyed. Nora could tell. His jaw was twitching the way it did when he was trying to keep himself under control. He didn’t get really mad often, but when he did, Owen could be a little terrifying. Nora went to him, taking his hand. “Maybe it’s just not meant to be, and we should let it go.”

He glared at her. “You’re coming with me tonight. That’s all there is to it.”

“Oh, no, she is not,” said Laura.

“Could we give them an hour or something?” Tim suggested. “She’d have to be back by eleven or—”

“When you turn eighteen,” Laura said, ignoring Tim and locking eyes with Owen, “I will turn you in for statutory rape so fast if you put a finger on her.”

Owen’s whole face twitched.

“Owen,” said Nora. 

“You have no clue about anything, do you know that?” Owen said. “That is not what any of this is about. And for all you know, I already have knocked her up. For all you know, I’ve performed eighteen coat hanger abortions on her myself.” He took a step closer to Laura. He looked taller, and his face was twisted and enraged. “Someone like you cannot keep me away from Nora. Nobody keeps me away from Nora.”

In spite of herself, Laura was cowering. She caught Nora’s eyes with her own. “Does he ever hit you, honey?”

“Of course not.” Owen’s voice was ice. He took another step closer to Laura. “I don’t have to hit people, Laura.” His gaze bored into hers.

Laura suddenly went slack, collapsing back against the counter, still staring into Owen’s eyes. Her mouth had fallen open. Drool was starting to trickle onto her chin.

“Go get in the car, Nora,” said Owen, still staring at Laura.

“What are you doing to her?” Nora said. Sometimes Owen kind of freaked her out. 

“She’ll be fine,” said Owen. “Just go.”

Nora looked at Tim, who didn’t look the slightest bit upset at this turn of events. He was already under Owen’s thrall. “I’m sorry about all this,” she muttered, and then she turned and ran out of the double wide. 

A few minutes later, Owen got into the car, slamming the door after himself. “Why’d you apologize to that jerk after what he tried to do to you?”

“I...” Nora wasn’t sure. “Sometimes it doesn’t seem fair, you know. What you do to people’s heads. You keep them from thinking for themselves, and it’s sort of...” Scary. But she didn’t say that out loud.

“I only do what I have to do,” Owen said. 

They were quiet for the rest of the drive to the barn. It had snowed since they’d been there before, and Owen had a tougher time pulling the car in front of the chain on the road. Also, they had to walk through the snow to get back to the barn. Nora was wearing boots, but the snow was almost a foot deep, and it soaked into the bottoms of her jeans, chilling her legs. She didn’t even want to think about what she’d be going back to after this ritual was over. Owen might have permanently damaged Laura in some way. Owen could do things to people’s minds, and sometimes they weren’t exactly the same afterwards. Even if he hadn’t, Laura would be terrified. Nora was going to have to move out again. And maybe her living situation was less than ideal, but Laura had always been nice to her. Why did Owen have to do things like that? 

They traipsed through the snow back to the barn. Owen had apparently already been there, because Nora could see the glow of a fire inside coming through the cracks in the barn. When they went inside, she saw a small fire in the middle of the floor, surrounded by a ring of stones. Snow had fallen into the barn, and a faint trace of white powder covered the stalls. Inside one of the stalls was a goat, tied up and bleating. 

Nora turned to Owen. “I thought you said that no one farmed here anymore. What’s with the goat?”

“I brought it here,” said Owen. “We need it.”

Nora wandered close to the goat, peering at it. “For what?”

He ducked into another stall and came out with a bottle of wine. He pulled out a pocket knife and started screwing the corkscrew into the top of the bottle. “Look, this ritual is different, Nora. It’s a little more intense. That’s why it’s going to work.” He pulled the cork out of the wine and handed the bottle to Nora. “Drink up.”

She held the bottle up for a second before taking a sip. “Intense, how?”

He got another bottle of wine out of the stall and began to open it. “It’s part of the Dionysian Mysteries.”

“We need two bottles of wine?” Nora was feeling confused. The rituals were always a little weird, but they’d never really involved alcohol before. Or goats. 

“We have to be drunk,” said Owen. “It’s part of the thing with Dionysus. He’s the god of wine, you know.” 

Dionysus. She hadn’t heard Owen say that name in a long time, not since they were both much younger. Back then, he’d been determined to find Dionysus, the Greek god. Owen claimed that Dionysus was his father. And given the weird things that he could do, maybe he was right. “Are we trying to find your dad again?”

“No,” said Owen. “Not exactly. But this ritual is supposed to open the dimensions. It’s supposed to let us through, back to Helicon.”

Helicon. Home. The world of the muses. Would this work? “So what do we do exactly?”

“First we get drunk,” said Owen. He clinked his wine bottle against hers and took a long swig.

Nora surveyed her wine bottle. Well, it wasn’t as if she had a foster home to go back to anymore, not really. She might as well get wasted. It was the holidays. She tipped the bottle into her mouth.

* * *

Nora swayed on her feet, the nearly empty wine bottle dangling from her fingers. Owen was behind her, his arms around her waist, his lips on her neck, sending tingles through her body. He’d plugged an mp3 player into some portable speakers, and a tribal kind of drum and string music was pulsing around them. Even though it was cold outside, the fire and the wine made her feel warm. She gazed sidelong at Owen through half-lidded eyes. The music and drinking had entranced her. “We’re going to kill the goat, aren’t we?”

Owen kissed her ear lobe. “Yes.”

“I don’t want to.” There had never been any killing in any of these rituals. Stupid chants, yes. Weird dances, yes. But killing something... It made her feel sick. And she didn’t think it would work anyway. 

Owen’s breath tickled her ear as he talked. “Blood is power, Nora. We’ve been trapped here long enough. I’ll do most of it. You just have to help.”

The drums sped up around them, becoming frenzied. Owen’s hands moved on her hips, making her sway with the tempo. She closed her eyes, feeling swept away by it. 

The goat bleated behind them. Nora pushed away from Owen, stumbling on her feet. The wine made it hard to move, made everything seem exaggerated. “I don’t want to.”

“Nora.” He put his fingers under her chin and tilted her head up so that she was staring into his eyes. Reflections of the flames danced inside them. She felt dizzy. “Blood is power.”

The sound of the words wrapped tendrils around her brain. She nodded slowly. They had to. 

Owen got his pocket knife out again. He slid the blade up. It winked, flickering in the firelight. He turned up the music, louder. It pulsed into Nora’s mind. The beat of the drums seemed clear. Everything else seemed fuzzy and distant. 

Owen pulled the goat out of its stall. It was shivering. He put his arm around its neck and pulled it against him. He brandished the knife. Nora winced.

Owen whispered. “I call upon loud-roaring and reveling Dionysus, primeval, two-natured, thrice-born, Bacchic lord, savage, ineffable, secretive, two-horned and two-shaped. Ivy-covered, bull-faced, warlike, howling, pure.” The knife slashed against the goat’s neck. It was quick, glinting in the firelight.

The goat twitched, kicking its hind legs out. Blood poured from its throat.

Nora hid her face.

“Take this raw flesh,” whispered Owen, “and take us home to Helicon.”

Owen tossed the goat’s carcass at Nora. She shrieked. It was warm and twitching and blood was getting on her clothes and skin. She shoved the goat away from her, screaming.

Owen took her hands, pulling her in a circle around the fire. “Take this raw flesh and take us home to Helicon. Say it, Nora.” His eyes burned into hers. “Say it.”

She repeated the words with Owen, allowing him to drag her as they half-ran, half-danced around the fire. The goat blood was sticky and hot. She didn’t like the way it smelled. And the drums were still loud, and the wine was still making everything exaggerated and fuzzy. She thought she might be sick if they kept going in circles like this. Her stomach constricted. She struggled not to heave.

Did the fire seem hotter? Were the flames climbing higher, licking the ceiling of the barn. Was the color different? Less orange and red, more silvery-blue? She tried to focus on it, but she was twirling so fast with Owen, and she was yelling about raw flesh and home at the top of her lungs. She couldn’t tell. Everything was spinning. Everything was moving too quickly.

Suddenly Owen seized her wrists tightly, and they stopped running. He was breathing hard. He cast a glance into the fire, which was different—a huge mass of bright white flame—and yanking her with him, he leapt into the blaze.

Nora cried out. She tried to pull herself back, tried to keep Owen from doing it. But the heat was all around her before she knew it, licking over her limbs, searing into her skin. She smelled the acrid scent of burning hair. They were going to die now, weren’t they? Owen had completely lost his head.







CHAPTER TWO


The drum beat was changing. It was louder, more intricate, losing its tinny forced-through-the-speakers sound, becoming fuller, richer...more real. Nora thought it was strange that she could be thinking about drums while she was burning to death.

Strong arms came up under her armpits, wrenching her out of the fire. The air outside was cool, but not bitingly cold, the way it had been. Sweet air filled her lungs—summer air, full of the smells of green grass and meat cooked over an open flame. Nora realized her eyes were closed.

She opened them. 

At first, she only saw the fire. It was huge—far bigger than the fire they’d made, its enormous raging flames climbing upward, sparks snapping up into the starry night sky. Stars? Where was the roof of the barn?

It was only then that she looked around her. She wasn’t in the barn anymore. She was outside somewhere, surrounded by hundreds of people wearing flowing white shirts, loose gathered pants, and patchwork skirts. They stared down at her, surprise all over their beautiful faces.

The drum beat faltered and stopped. 

Owen was next to her. Someone had pulled him out of the fire too. He scrambled to his feet, his eyes wide with wonder. Nora stood up too, hurrying close to him. She grabbed his hand, and he squeezed her fingers. 

Nora could see that the strange, pretty people in their bohemian outfits were all gathered around the fire. Some squatted over huge drums, others had guitars and strange stringed instruments—they were all shaped differently, some pear-shaped bodies, others square, others round like balls—tied to their bodies, others had tambourines or bells in their hands. Still others didn’t hold instruments at all. They were all silent now, staring at her and Owen.

Were they here? Had it actually worked? 

A woman pushed through the crowd toward them. She had smooth brown skin and an unlined face, but it was surrounded by a halo of bright white curly hair. She carried herself regally, like a queen, but she smiled at Nora, and her smile was kind. Reassuring.

The crowd parted for her, letting her close to Owen and Nora.

“Phoebe Rain?” said Owen. “Your hair...?”

When Owen spoke, he let out a string of musical syllables, but Nora could understand them. The muse language! She’d nearly forgotten. Huddling against the cold with Owen, both of them just children. They’d always spoken to each other in it. But years ago she’d insisted they speak English, and no matter how Owen had protested, she wouldn’t talk to him unless he spoke English. She thought that some part of her had thought that their language must be some sort of childish made-up gibberish. 

The woman took Owen by the chin, turning his face this way and that, studying him. “It is you, isn’t it? Owen Asher.” And the woman spoke the musical language as well. It was real. They were in Helicon. Nora felt elated and terrified at the same time.

The woman turned to Nora. “And Nora Sparrow.” She looked back at Owen. “You kept her alive.” She shook her head in wondering disbelief.

“Of course,” said Owen.

The woman studied each of their faces. She swept her gaze over them, taking in their clasped hands. “Follow me,” she said, turning away from them. She waved her hand carelessly at the people surrounding the fire, and the drum beat began again hesitantly. 

Owen was walking after the woman, so Nora did as he did. They left the fire and the crowd of people, strolling behind her over a grassy plain. It was dark, but Nora could see the outlines of tents set up in clusters. She wanted to look more closely, but the woman was walking ahead of them so quickly that she couldn’t linger. 

Eventually, she stopped in front of a cliff face that rose out of the ground. There was a large archway, ornately decorated with vines carved directly into the rock. The woman stepped onto a wooden walkway complete with a hand rail and walked inside the cliff. Owen followed her as if it were the most natural thing in the world, so Nora did too, although the walkway was too narrow to hold hands anymore, so they had to go single file. Where was this woman taking them?

Inside the cavern, lanterns dangled from chains in the rock ceiling, illuminating an open cavern filled with water. In the center of the pool was a fountain depicting nymphs and mermaids, water cascading over stone leaves and hands, splashing down into the water. 

The woman smiled at them. “You both look a little worse for wear. I thought you might want a bath.”

Nora looked down at herself. She was still covered in sticky goat blood. It was on her hands and clothes. “We killed a goat,” she blurted. Everything was extremely strange at the moment. 

The woman raised her eyebrows. “Indeed.” Her expression softened. “You don’t remember me, do you, Nora?”

Nora shook her head. She didn’t remember any of this, even though it seemed familiar to Owen. He was pulling his shirt over his head. She looked away, a little embarrassed. 

“I’m Phoebe Rain,” said the woman. “I’m the head of the muses’ council here at Helicon.” She smiled again. “Welcome home.”

Home. Nora wasn’t sure if anyone had ever said that to her before. She looked back at the fountain, at the jets of water spraying over the sculpted stone. Maybe it would be nice to wash, but this wasn’t the way she would think of bathing—not exactly. There were stone steps along the walkway, leading down into the water. It certainly didn’t look very...private.

Owen had his hands on the button of his pants. “The muses are pretty comfortable with nudity,” he said, as if he could tell she was feeling confused. He undid his fly. Nora averted her eyes. “The baths are public. Like ancient Rome.”

Nora was pretty sure that the ancient Romans had at least had separate baths for men and women. There was a splash. She looked back up. Owen was in the water. He swam over to the fountain and ducked his head under one of the jets of cascading water. “Get in,” he said.

“Is it cold?” Nora asked.

“Oh, no,” said Phoebe Rain. “It’s quite warm. Bubbles up out of the ground that way.” 

Hot springs, huh? 

“I’m closing my eyes,” Owen yelled from under the small waterfall. “I won’t see you.”

Nora wasn’t sure she felt comfortable undressing in front of Phoebe Rain, either. She didn’t know this lady at all. 

“Humans in the mundane world are often ashamed of their bodies,” Phoebe said. “We here at Helicon frankly don’t understand it. But I can turn around if you like.”

“I’m not ashamed,” Nora said. “It’s just that...” That what? She didn’t want anyone to see her naked because she thought they’d... Well, she didn’t want Owen to see her naked. He never had, and he was a boy, and he... Well, it wasn’t as if she thought that Owen had never seen naked girl parts, was it? Still, there was something about taking off her clothes in front of people that felt wrong. But for the life of her, it didn’t make any sense right now. Phoebe Rain clearly wasn’t going anywhere, and she was sure Owen wasn’t going to try to...do anything with her with the woman around. So, she guessed the only thing to worry about was... Was nothing. Fine. Okay. She peeled her shirt off, happy to get the crusty fabric away from her skin. 

In seconds, she was scampering down the steps into the water, which was a deliciously perfect temperature—not scalding hot, but not tepid either. It enveloped her entire body. It felt wonderful against her skin.

The pool was relatively shallow. She could stand, and the water covered her to her shoulders. She made her way over to the fountain and ducked her head under one of the sprays of water, the way Owen had. 

“The last we saw you, Owen, your mother was taking you away from Helicon against your wishes,” said Phoebe. Nora brushed water out of her eyes. Phoebe was sitting across from them on one of the steps into the bath. She was dangling her feet into the water, her skirts pulled up to her knees. “We’d assumed you were still with her.”

Owen made a face, ducking out of the stream of water over his head. “I got Nora and me away from her. I got rid of her.”

Mother? This was a little strange. Owen talked about his father, or at least used to, but she’d never heard him say anything about his mother. Nora was intrigued. 

“So, she didn’t send you here?” said Phoebe.

“Of course not,” said Owen.

“The council will suspect, of course,” said Phoebe. “But I believe you’re here in good faith, both of you.”

“We’ve been trying to get back for years,” said Nora. “Owen was always hunting down rituals for us to use. But none of them worked until now.”

“You’ve been living among humans for quite some time then,” said Phoebe.

“Eleven years,” said Owen. “The whole time.”

Phoebe furrowed her brow. “Well, I don’t understand. We thought for sure that Nora was dead or still imprisoned by Nimue, because we never felt her use her muse powers. You mean to tell me you’ve never been creative in front of anyone for eleven years?” She chuckled.

“Only once,” said Nora. “Owen said the Influence would come and kill me if I did. And I tried it and—”

“Oh dear,” said Phoebe. “That was you, then.”

“You could feel it if I was creative around others?” Nora said. She wanted to understand this.

“Certainly,” said Phoebe. “Any muse using creativity outside of Helicon creates a ripple that we can feel here. We were waiting for your ripple so we send out scouts to go and get you.”

“But...” Nora trailed off. It had killed her to keep the creativity locked up, made her miserable. And now this woman was saying that if she’d done it, she could
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