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Nora Sparrow wants to feel safe now that her crazed ex-boyfriend Owen has been exiled from Helicon, the land of the muses. She wants nothing more than to sculpt, dance, and play, the way a muse should. But her fear of Owen casts a shadow over everything. She can’t even commit to a relationship, because she fears being smothered and controlled.

Everyone else thinks the threatening message in the snow was a joke. They think Nora’s anxious mind conjured up the bouquet of dead flowers in her tent. But Nora knows that Owen is still after her. Nothing will stand in the way of his obsessive desire to possess her.

Not even exile.
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CHAPTER ONE





 Nora Sparrow was lying on the floor of her tent, dangling a piece of string in front of her pet cat-duckling, Catling. Catling was half-duckling, half kitten. Her head and neck were a cat, but her bottom quarters were a duck, even though she was covered all over in soft black and white fur, not feathers. Catling had the instincts of a cat, and she wanted to bat at the string, but her webbed feet couldn’t manage it, so she was attacking it with her mouth, seizing the string with her teeth. Nora giggled, watching the cat-duck hop around on her duck feet as Nora pulled the string further and further out of her pet’s reach.

Someone pulled aside the opening of her tent. “Nora?”

Nora rolled over and scrambled to her feet. “Hey Agler,” she said, facing him.

“Can I come in?” Agler asked.

Nora debated. She was in the middle of a very confusing relationship with Agler. A month ago, her ex-boyfriend Owen had been exiled from Helicon, the land of the muses, where she and Agler lived. Owen had left a dead body in his wake, and he’d manipulated the minds of several of the muses. Afterwards, Nora had been pretty upset. Agler had been comforting. So, maybe she’d sort of heavily made out with him a couple times. But Nora didn’t think she was ready to actually date anyone, not even Agler, who was nice and intelligent and had freckles. She took in his tall form, his long sandy dreadlocks, and his easy-going smile. Did she want him to come in? She decided to leave her tent instead. It might be less awkward if they weren’t in an enclosed space together.

Agler stepped out of the way to let her out. 

“What’s up?” Nora asked.

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “You weren’t at the council meeting tonight.”

Every night in Helicon, the muses met for a meeting of the muse council. Mostly, it was boring talk in which certain enclaves complained about other enclaves, and more often than not, Nora skipped it. Agler seemed to find it fascinating, however, and he attended council meetings pretty regularly. She shrugged. “I wasn’t feeling up for it.”

“They announced that it’s going to snow tomorrow,” he said. 

The muses had control of the weather in Helicon. Most of the time, it was summer there, but once a year in January, there was a week full of snow. Nora grinned. “Cool.”

“I was wondering if you wanted to go to the clothing and fabric enclave to pick up snow stuff,” he said. 

Last year, Nora hadn’t been prepared, and her best friend Maddie had hiked through the snow to bring her boots and warm clothes. Maddie loved the snow. “Sure,” said Nora. “Maddie’s going to be so excited. I’ll get her to come with us and Sawyer too.” Sawyer was her other best friend. He was gay and fond of wearing women’s clothing.

Agler looked at his shoes. “I was kind of wondering if it could be just the two of us. We haven’t hung out alone in a while.”

Right. Not since a few weeks ago when Nora had found herself smashing her face up against his. The whole thing was awkward. She liked Agler a lot. And he was a really good kisser. But she was wary of making any kind of commitments in regards to boys. She didn’t want to be tied down. She didn’t want anyone telling her where to go and what to do. She was free now, without a boyfriend, and she liked it. But she guessed that kissing Agler occasionally was sort of leading him on, and it probably wasn’t very nice. She chewed on her lip, unsure of what to say. 

“We could pick clothes up for them while we’re there.” He grinned. “I’m not asking you to let your friends freeze.”

Maybe it would be better to simply clear the air and let him know how she truly felt. “Look, Agler, I really like you, but I’m not sure I really want to jump into anything serious right now.”

He raised his eyebrows. “I wasn’t aware that walking to the clothing and fabric enclave was something serious.”

She felt embarrassed. “You said you wanted to be alone with me, so I thought...”

He shrugged. “If you don’t want to go—”

“No, it’s fine,” said Nora. “That would be great. I’ll need snow clothes. Let’s go.”

They set out from the tweens and rebels enclave, where they both lived, past the greenhouses of the food enclave, towards the clothing and fabric enclave. They walked in silence for a long time. 

Finally, Agler said, “Have you been playing the drums much anymore?”

Nora had been avoiding the music enclave specifically so she wouldn’t have to see Agler. “I’ve been working on sculpting.”

“Yeah, I haven’t been doing music much either,” said Agler. “I’ve been in the philosophy enclave almost every day since the Winter Solstice.”

So she could go to the music enclave, then, if he wouldn’t be there... “Philosophy makes my brain hurt,” said Nora, smiling.

“Whatever,” said Agler. “You’re a born philosopher, Nora. You’re always thinking things through, getting to the heart of what’s going on around you. And Themis keeps asking about you.”

Themis Branch was the head of the philosophy enclave. He’d confused Nora once with a discussion on the existence of God. “I think sculpture’s more my speed,” said Nora.

They were quiet again, still walking. Nora supposed she should think of something to say. After all, that would be the polite thing to do. She racked her brain for topics to discuss with no success until they reached the clothing and fabric enclave. 

Thankfully, she was saved from any further conversing by talking to the muse there, who was sitting by a table covered in piles of snow clothes. The muses had this amazing suede-like fabric that was very warm and somehow managed to repel water completely. Nora and Agler told the clothing muse what sizes they needed, and then turned back to the tweens and rebels enclave, laden with fur-edged coats, boots, gloves, and pants for both themselves and Maddie and Sawyer.

Carrying the clothing was a little difficult, since they could hardly see over the piles in their arms, and it was also a little hot, having the warm things in their face. They walked faster on the way back, and Nora thought maybe there wouldn’t be any more conversation at all. 

But Agler stopped her, just before they got back to the enclave. “So, um, when you say you’re not interested in something serious, what does that mean exactly?”

She peered around her bundle of snow clothes to look at him. “Uh, you know, I don’t think I’m ready for another boyfriend quite yet. Not after what Owen did.”

Owen had controlled Agler’s mind for months last year, keeping Agler from pursuing Nora. Owen had been jealous and horrible. 

Agler’s head bobbed. “Yeah, I guess I can see that. Owen’s a jerk.”

Nora felt relieved. It was nice that he understood.

“If you, um, start feeling ready anytime, though, let me know?” He grinned at her.

Nora smiled back. Agler really was a nice guy. 

* * *

Maddie’s nose was red inside her furry hood. She was practically jumping up and down outside Nora’s tent the next morning. Actually, she probably would have been, but it was hard to jump in two feet of sparkling white snow.

Nora had a solar-powered heater from the engineering enclave, which she left on for Catling as she joined her friend. “Geez, Maddie, it’s early.”

“It’s snow!” said Maddie. “You have to be up early, or you miss the pristine perfect layer of it, before everyone tramps through everything and screws it up.”

Nora had to laugh. “Did you wake up Sawyer yet?”

“I tried,” said Maddie. “He started cursing at me. I figured I’d let you give it a shot.”

Nora looked across the fire pit in the tweens and rebels enclave at Sawyer’s tent. “I don’t know. He was up late talking to Jack last night, wasn’t he?”

Maddie shrugged. “I went to bed early when I heard about the snow.”

“Maybe we should let him sleep?”

“He’ll miss everything,” said Maddie.

Nora started over to Sawyer’s tent. “What’s going on with those two, anyway? They’ve been ‘talking’ for months now.”

“I know,” said Maddie. “And it’s obvious that Sawyer likes him.”

Nora poked her head inside the opening of Sawyer’s tent. “Hey, Sawyer, you awake?”

“Go away,” said a voice from inside the huddle of blankets in Sawyer’s hammock.

“Maddie won’t let me,” said Nora. “She says that you’re going to miss everything.”

Sawyer’s blond head popped out of his covers. His hair was messy, and his blue-green eyes were bloodshot. “Cold,” he said.

“That’s why I brought you snow clothes,” Nora replied.

Sawyer rubbed his face. “You guys aren’t going to leave me alone until I get up, are you?”

“Nope,” said Maddie from behind Nora.

“Fine,” Sawyer grumbled. “Let me get dressed.”

Nora retreated to outside the tent. When she turned around, a snowball hit her square in the face. She screamed at the burst of icy coldness against her skin, and brushed it away with her gloves.

Maddie was giggling.

“In the face?” said Nora. “No fair.”

Maddie held up another snowball and launched it at Nora.

Nora ducked, scooping up snow herself. “You were out here building ammo while I was talking to Sawyer, weren’t you?”

A snowball slammed into Nora’s leg. More giggling from Maddie.

Nora hurled the snowball she’d just made at Maddie, but it missed her completely.

Maddie laughed harder, throwing another snowy missile at Nora. This one exploded against Nora’s shoulder. 

Nora glared at Maddie. “I’m going to get you. When you’re least expecting it, I’m going to have a snowball ready, and—”

Maddie threw another snowball, hitting Nora’s stomach.

“Ceasefire,” said Sawyer as he came out of his tent, dressed in his snow clothes. His eyes still looked bloodshot. 

Maddie raised her arm to throw another snowball.

“I mean it,” said Sawyer, pointing at her.

Pouting, Maddie dropped it. 

“It’s early,” said Sawyer.

“That’s what I said,” said Nora.

“You guys are no fun,” said Maddie. “It’s snowing!” She twirled amongst the flakes that were falling from the sky, her brown eyes glowing.

“I need coffee if there’s going to be this much excitement,” said Sawyer. 

“Yeah,” said Nora. “Let’s go to breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” said Maddie. “We’ve got to get started on an epic snow sculpture.”

“Breakfast,” said Sawyer.

Later, their coats dripping as they hung on a rack next to the door in the main kitchen, the three watched as Sawyer made coffee.

He dumped a heap of dark grounds into a French press. “We’re up so early that no one’s bothered to make breakfast yet.”

“I said I’d make French toast,” said Nora. 

“And yet you’re sitting here staring at me,” said Sawyer.

Nora got up and wandered through the kitchen to one of the large stainless steel refrigerators. She opened it and pulled out a carton of eggs. 

“I still say we don’t need breakfast,” said Maddie. 

Nora returned, setting the eggs on the counter. “We need fuel,” she said. “Hand me the bread by you, Maddie?”

Maddie got up to grab a loaf of raisin bread. It had probably been baked yesterday. Nora loved it. It was always moist in the middle and brown and crusty at the edges. The food in Helicon was to die for. 

“Besides,” Nora continued, “I think Sawyer’s hung over.”

“I am not,” said Sawyer. He gazed longingly at the kettle of water which he was warming over the stove as if he could force it to boil faster with his stare.

Nora set an iron skillet on one of the ten burners on the stove and ignited it, musing over the contradictions in Helicon. Most muses lived in tents, gathered around fire pits. There was a primitive undercurrent to the atmosphere here. But in other ways, Helicon embraced more civilized things, like the state-of-the art kitchens in the food enclave and some of the elaborate buildings in the architecture enclave. The muses were not ones to make a great deal of effort unless a technological advance improved their ability to be creative and comfortable. 

“You were drinking with Jack last night, weren’t you?” Nora asked Sawyer.

“I had a couple oatmeal stouts from the wine and spirits enclave,” Sawyer said. “I didn’t get drunk or anything.”

“Nora and I are wondering what’s going on with you and Jack,” Maddie teased.

Sawyer looked embarrassed. “Nothing, really.”

Nora cracked eggs into a bowl and began beating them. “Nothing? And how much sleep did you get last night exactly?”

“We were only talking,” said Sawyer. “He’s fun to talk to.”

“But you like him, don’t you?” said Maddie.

“Do you need me to slice the bread, Nora?” asked Sawyer.

“Sure,” said Nora. “But don’t change the subject. You have a big crush on Jack and don’t deny it.”

Sawyer picked up a serrated knife and went at the loaf of bread with gusto. “Sure, and you and Agler brought us our snow stuff last night, but you don’t have a crush on him.”

“I don’t,” said Nora. “I’m not doing relationships right now. They complicate everything.”

Maddie sighed. “You guys are both going to be paired up soon, and I’ll be the only one left.”

“I’m not getting paired up,” Nora insisted. Using a fork, she speared a piece of bread that Sawyer had cut and drenched it in the eggs she’d been beating. 

“You will eventually,” said Maddie. “But not me. I’ll be fat and unloved forever.”

Sawyer gestured with the knife, pointing it in Maddie’s face. “I thought we had forbidden you to use the ‘F’ word about yourself.”

Maddie rolled her eyes. “Eff you,” she said.

“You are beautiful and smart and fun,” said Nora. “The right guy is out there.”

Maddie didn’t say anything.

Nora transferred the first piece of French toast to the hot skillet, where it sizzled. “So, Sawyer, while you and Jack are talking, there’s no flirting happening?”

Sawyer’s shoulders slumped. “I’m flirting,” he said. “But I think Jack is weirded out by the fact that I wear skirts all the time.”

“Did he say something?” asked Nora.

“Not exactly,” said Sawyer. “But he likes guys, you know, and I’m...”

“I think that’s enough slices,” Nora said, putting a hand on his arm. Sawyer had hacked the bread to pieces.

He put the knife down. “It’s not that I want to be a girl or anything. It’s really not. Well, I mean, there are things about being a girl that I like. Like wearing skirts. But there are things about being a guy I like too. And I don’t think I can change that. Not even for Jack.”

“Who says he wants you to change?” asked Nora.

Sawyer shrugged. “Who would want me the way I am?”

“We would,” said Maddie.

“Absolutely,” said Nora. “We don’t ever want you to be different.”

* * *

After breakfast, the three headed across the bridge over the stream in Helicon, which was now frozen, to an open field where the muses made snow sculptures each year. The sculptures were works of art, intricate and beautiful, and the best were transported to the main fire pit at the end of the week for decorations at a winter ball. Last year, Nora, Sawyer, and Maddie had made a big sculpture of Catling, which had been selected for the dance. On the way over, Maddie chattered about how they needed to do something bigger and better this year, really blow the Catling sculpture out of the water.

Nora hadn’t given any thought to what they might sculpt, and she didn’t think Maddie putting pressure on her was helping her creative juices get flowing. Hopefully, the strong coffee that Sawyer had made would, once the caffeine kicked in. 

“Maybe a horse or something,” Nora said as they walked.

“That’s an animal,” said Maddie. “It’s too close to Catling.”

“A shell,” said Nora. “An enormous conch shell.”

“It’s winter,” said Maddie. “Shells are a summer thing. I don’t think so.”

“Well, what do you think we should make?” Nora said.

“You’re the visual art person,” said Maddie. “You’re even sculpting every day.”

“Yeah,” said Nora. “From life. It’s really boring. I sculpt whatever I happen to see in the enclave right then and there.” She turned to Sawyer. “What do you think we should make?”

Sawyer stopped short and pointed at the meadow. Because they were up so early, no one else had started work on one yet, and the snow should have been fresh and untouched.

But it wasn’t.

There, in the center of the meadow, written in enormous block letters carved into the snow, was a message. It said, “You’re mine.” And underneath: “Soon.”













CHAPTER TWO





Nora tramped through the snow towards Phoebe Rain’s tent. Phoebe was the head of the council, and the muse in charge of Helicon. Sawyer and Maddie struggled to keep up with her.

“Nora, there’s no reason to think that was written to you,” said Maddie.

“And there’s no reason to think Owen has anything to do with it,” said Sawyer.

“He said that to me,” said Nora. “That I was his. He knows I’ll be making a snow sculpture. He put it there so I’d be sure to see it. It’s from Owen, and it’s meant for me.”

“But Owen was exiled from Helicon,” said Maddie.

“He can’t get back here. How could he have written a message in the snow?” said Sawyer.

“He could find a way,” said Nora. “He always finds a way. He’s Owen.” She and Owen had grown up together in the mundane world. As a small child, Owen had been everything to her. Her best friend. Her family. Her protector. He was the one who’d told her that she was a muse and that she didn’t belong in the mundane world. She belonged in Helicon. As she’d become an adolescent, their relationship had become romantic. She’d trusted Owen back then. She’d turned a blind eye to his cruelty and manipulation, because he’d never been jealous of her time or friendships. Of course, back in the mundane world, Nora hadn’t had any friendships. Not really. Owen had fought hard to get them back to Helicon, and she’d thought that once they were here, everything would be perfect. But Owen had become possessive and frightening. He’d threatened her. And when she’d tried to break it off with him, he’d managed to take over the minds of her friends. He’d used them to force her to do what he wanted. After he’d killed someone, he’d been exiled. Nora knew she should feel safe, but she didn’t. She wished sometimes that she’d killed him when she had the chance. 

“Nora, you’re overreacting,” said Sawyer.

But they were already at Phoebe’s tent, and Nora was barging inside, yelling for Phoebe.

Phoebe’s tent was sectioned off with hanging tapestries. Nora pushed them out of the way until she found Phoebe and her partner Coeus asleep in a hammock together. She knew she should have been embarrassed, but she was too scared. “Phoebe, you need to wake up.”

Phoebe sat up, her brilliant white hair mussed. She had dark, nut brown skin, a shocking contrast to her hair. She rubbed sleep out of her eyes. “Nora?”

After Phoebe and Coeus were dressed, they followed Nora out to the meadow to see the message themselves. Neither of them seemed quite awake yet, so Nora did her best to fill in the details for them.

“It’s obviously from Owen,” she said. “He found a way back, and he’s doing this to torture me. He wants me to know that I belong to him, and that no matter what happens, he’s going to force me to do whatever he wants.”

Phoebe and Coeus exchanged a look. They were both quiet for several minutes. 

“I’m really sorry Nora woke you up,” said Sawyer. “She’s upset.”

“We tried to stop her,” said Maddie.

Nora glared at them. This was important. It didn’t matter if they didn’t believe her. 

“I suppose you could be right,” said Phoebe finally. “Maybe this is a message from Owen. But he hasn’t gotten back into Helicon, I can assure you of that. As head of the council, I would feel if the binding spells we’d placed on him had been breached. They are still holding, Nora.”

“Owen’s crafty,” Nora said. “He could have found a way.”

“Maybe it’s not from Owen at all,” said Coeus. “Maybe it’s a message from someone who’s very serious about this sculpture competition. He’s trying to communicate that his competition is ‘his.’”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Nora.

“Neither does thinking that Owen’s in Helicon,” said Phoebe. She looked thoughtful. “I don’t know, Coeus. The message does seem to be a bit threatening.” She patted Nora on the shoulder. “I’ll bring it up at the council meeting tonight. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

But Nora wasn’t exactly comforted by that thought. The council was a bumbling group of idiots sometimes. They argued about everything. From what Nora could see, they were completely ineffective against anything actually threatening. Last year, Dirk Night had been ripping holes in the fabric of Helicon for nearly the entire year. He was right under the muses’ noses, but no one had been able to find him. If Nora and Owen hadn’t caught him in the act at the Winter Solstice, no one might ever have known it was him. Nora didn’t think the council would do a much better job at figuring out who had left this threatening message either.

* * *

Nora clutched a mug of hot chocolate and leaned in close to the fire. The council had been in session for almost a half hour at this point. Themis Branch, the head of the philosophy enclave, was talking. He was huddled inside his warm snow clothes, but they were stained with various colors of liquid, even though he must have only had them for a day. Themis seemed to spill things on himself a lot. “We assisted the engineering enclave with building heaters for the snow last week, and I hardly think the philosophy enclave is needed to help with setting up for the ball.” He sat down.

Coeus stood up. “May I speak?”

“The council recognizes Coeus Dust,” said Phoebe. She looked annoyed, the way she usually did during council meetings.

“If the philosophy enclave refuses to assist, then who do they propose we ask for help from?” said Coeus.

“Perhaps the story enclave,” said Themis. “After all, they don’t seem to produce tangible goods either, but their creativity is never threatened.”

“Oh gods,” said Phoebe. “Not the discussion on what makes something tangible again, please.” She turned to Coeus. “You will use the story enclave. And you will cease asking the philosophy enclave for assistance of any kind.”

“Phoebe,” said Coeus, “philosophy doesn’t do anything.”

“I resent that,” said Themis. “And besides, excluding us is hardly necessary. We are more than willing to lend a hand in helping Helicon exist. We haven’t reached a definite conclusion, but we’ve been actively discussing the differences between creating for the sake of creating and creating for the benefit of others. We do feel that there are definite advantages to being part of a larger whole and—”

“Wonderful, Themis,” said Phoebe. “But I have to point out that at least once a week the council fields a complaint from the philosophy enclave that you’re being asked to help out too much. So, you need a break.”

“I move,” spoke up another muse, “that the engineering enclave not ask the philosophy enclave for assistance for the next three months.”

“I second that,” said another muse.

“That’s what we tried last year,” said Coeus, “and you can see how well that turned out.” He rubbed his temple in frustration.

Phoebe sighed heavily. “The motion has been moved and seconded. Is there any discussion?”

Coeus folded his arms over his chest. “I don’t see how it’s going to make any difference.”

Phoebe looked out over the gathered muses. “Any other discussion?” There was silence. “All those in favor?”

There was a halfhearted chorus of “ayes.”

“Those opposed?”

It was quiet.

“Motion passes,” said Phoebe. “Let’s move on. I’m sure many of you are aware that there was a set of words carved into the snow this morning. I’m asking now if anyone has any knowledge of how those words got there, please step forward now and explain. We would like to believe that the message is innocent in nature, but we can’t rule anything out at this point.”

A rustle of muttering moved through the muses, but no one directly answered Phoebe.

Phoebe raised her eyebrows. “Am I to assume then that no one knows anything about this message?”

Themis lifted a hand. “The message was quite cryptic wasn’t it?”

“We hope it was some kind of joke,” said Coeus, “but Phoebe thinks it sounds threatening.”

Sitting on the bench watching, Nora was beginning to feel as if she couldn’t breathe. This was the way the council operated. It was slow. Everyone felt the need to give their opinions, but no one ever offered solutions. Nora was certain that she knew who had left the message, and she didn’t feel she had time to waste on listening to the council deliberate. She shot to her feet. “It’s obvious who that message is from, isn’t it? It’s from Owen, and it’s for me. He’s found a way back. Instead of sitting around here talking about it, we need to find some way to stop him once and for all.”

Techne Lift, the head of the science enclave, stood up as well. “Since when are we allowing tweens to speak out like this in the council?”

Phoebe motioned for Nora to sit down, making an apologetic face. She addressed Techne. “Surely you can understand how she feels. You know what Owen put her through.”

Nora was still standing. “Not just what he put me through. He manipulated the minds of many of the muses here. He hurt the entire community.”

“Nora please,” Phoebe said. “We have no evidence that Owen is even involved.”

“Who else could it be?” said Nora.

“This tween is obviously hysterical,” said Techne. “She’s interfering with the inner workings of the council. Get her under control, Phoebe.”

Nora shot a withering look at Techne. She didn’t understand. But it hardly mattered. The council was a waste of time. Nora wasn’t going to stay here and listen to any more of this. In disgust, she turned and stalked away from the main fire pit. She didn’t look back. She kept walking, heading back to the tweens and rebels enclave. She was too frustrated to handle being around any of it right now.

She was halfway across the bridge when Agler caught up with her. “Nora, wait!”

She faced him, clutching the railing on the bridge. “I’m not going back there.”

Agler shook his head. “No, you don’t have to. Techne was completely rude. She shouldn’t have said that about you. Of course you’re upset.”

His reassurance made her feel weak. Now she was holding onto the bridge for support. “Do you believe me? Do you think Owen left that message?”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it,” said Agler. “I have no idea.”

She looked down into the stream beneath the bridge. It was getting dark, and the water was a dark torrent. She was terrified, and no one agreed with her that the danger was real. “It had to be him.”

“Nora...” He put his arm around her.

She let go of the railing and leaned back against his chest. He was warm. He smelled like pine needles and fresh Helicon air. She liked being close to him. His maleness was comforting in a way that Owen’s never had been. Owen had always scared her, but there was nothing frightening about Agler. He was sweet and good. Resting against his firm body, she could almost believe that he could protect her. Even though that was silly. No one was a match for Owen. He was a demigod.

But she turned in Agler’s arms and held onto him, tilting her head back so that she could gaze into his eyes.

He looked a little confused. “I thought...”

Nora wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down to kiss him.

Once her lips were against his, she felt as though something violent in her had been released. She kissed him furiously, clinging to him, unable to let go. She poured all her frustration and fear and confusion into that kiss. And as long as his lips were on hers, it seemed like nothing mattered. 

He drew away from her. His voice was soft. “It’s going to be okay.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

What was she doing? Kissing Agler didn’t make anything better. In fact, it probably made everything worse. Nora let go of him. She chewed on her lip. “I’m sorry. I...” She didn’t know what to say. She looked behind her and then back into his eyes, and then she ran.

* * *

Nora wandered in the woods for what seemed like hours. When she finally returned to the tweens and rebels enclave, she saw that a group of tweens was gathered around the fire pit. Agler wasn’t there, and for that she was relieved. She did see Sawyer and Maddie sitting together on a bench. She went over to them and sat down.

“Nora!” said Sawyer. “Where have you been?”

“Just walking in the woods,” said Nora. “I was upset. What did I miss at the council meeting?”

“Oh, they formed a committee to investigate the source of the message,” said Maddie. “Are you okay? We were worried. Agler said he saw you earlier, but he didn’t know where you were.”

At the mention of Agler, Nora got a funny feeling in her stomach. “I’m fine, but I wish the council would do something more than form a stupid committee. They had a committee last year to try to find whoever was creating the portals, and that accomplished a whole lot of nothing.”

“Well we don’t know who left that message,” said Sawyer. “I know you want decisive action, Nora, but it wouldn’t do to have the council leap to conclusions and act rashly.”

Nora sighed. “Why would it matter? Even if I’m wrong, and it isn’t Owen, he deserves whatever they’d do to him. So who cares if they’re acting rashly or not?”

“That’s just not the way we do things around here,” said Sawyer.

“Yeah,” said Maddie, “the council wants to be sure before they take any action. It’s really better this way.”

“You guys don’t even believe me,” said Nora. “No one does.”

“It’s not that we don’t believe you,” said Maddie. “It’s only that you can’t be sure. You think it was Owen, but you don’t know for sure.”

“Of course it’s Owen. I think you all want to pretend like nothing bad ever happens here.”

“Nothing bad does,” said Sawyer.

Nora shook her head. “When Owen was here a lot of bad things happened.”

“I know that,” said Maddie. “He took over my mind. But he’s gone, Nora. We’re safe.”

“You don’t know if we’re safe,” said Nora.

Sawyer rubbed his forehead. “There’s nothing we can do about it now. We have to let the council take care of it. Let’s talk about something else. We still haven’t decided what kind of sculpture we’re going to make.”

“I vote sculpture talk instead of Owen talk too,” said Maddie. She grinned.

Nora rolled her eyes. They didn’t take anything seriously. None of the muses did. There was no telling what Owen was up to, and they were all going about their business like it was no big deal. Nora couldn’t handle it. She stood up. She might as well go to her tent. There was no point in continuing this conversation.

But before she could go anywhere, someone approached them. Nora sort of recognized him. He was a tween, but he didn’t live in the tweens and rebels enclave. Instead he was a member of the security enclave. Sometimes security was referred to as the muse police. The muse police was made up of people born in Helicon who weren’t creative. They might have been born to muse parents, but they were normal humans without muse powers.

The security enclave tween looked nervous. “Hey.”

Nora and her friends exchanged a glance. It was odd for someone from the security enclave to come to the tweens and rebels enclave. There was no rule that the two enclaves couldn’t socialize, but for the most part they kept their distance.

“Hey?” said Nora.

“Uh... I wondered if I could talk to Maddie,” he said.

Maddie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Me?”

“Yeah.” The security enclave tween nodded. “My name is Daryl. I’ve noticed you around.” He ducked his head down. “You probably never noticed me, I guess.”

“Sure I have,” said Maddie, but Nora could see from her expression that she had no idea who this guy was.

Daryl raised his eyes, a look of hope on his face. “Really?”

“Um, yeah,” said Maddie.

“I, uh, was wondering if you ever wanted, which you probably don’t, I mean...” Daryl shoved his hands into his pockets, looking uncomfortable. “What I’m trying to say is maybe you and me could, you know, do something... together sometime.”

Maddie’s jaw dropped open. “Are you asking me on a date?”

Daryl stared at the ground again. “Maybe.”

“I would love to,” said Maddie. “Wow. Seriously?” Her face had lit up.

Daryl nodded. “Of course I’m serious. Maybe tomorrow?”

“Definitely,” said Maddie, grinning.

“Cool. You wanna meet me at the fire pit before the drum circle then?”

She nodded. “Okay.”

Daryl looked a little less nervous. He and Maddie stared at each other awkwardly for several seconds. Finally, he turned and made his way out of the tweens and rebels enclave. Maddie, Sawyer, and Nora watched him go. When he had disappeared from view, Maddie turned to the others. She was stunned. “Do you believe that?”

Nora gave her friend a hug. “What did I tell you? You are fabulous.”

“That was the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen,” said Maddie. “And he’s cute, don’t you think?”

Sawyer grinned. “He’s not bad looking.” He patted her on the head. “Our little Maddie is growing up.”

Maddie shoved him off. “Shut up, Sawyer.” But she was smiling. “Oh! What am I going to wear? You guys have to help me.”

Sawyer stood up. “That’s my department, I believe. Let’s go look at your wardrobe.”

“I’ll come too,” said Nora, getting up.

But at that moment, she saw Agler stepping out of his tent on the other side of the fire pit. He locked eyes with her. She turned away quickly, trying to avoid his gaze. Within minutes, however, Agler was standing next to her. “Can we talk?”

“Um, Maddie needs me to help her pick out clothes for her date,” said Nora.

“No, Sawyer can help,” Maddie said. “Go ahead, Nora.” She beamed as if she was doing Nora a favor. 

She was going to have to talk to Agler, it seemed. Great. Maddie waved at her as she walked away. Nora chewed on her lip and focused on Agler.

He motioned with his head. “Let’s go to my tent.”

Once inside, Nora flopped down on a threadbare plaid easy chair that Agler had set up in the corner. She didn’t have any furniture in her own tent besides her hammock, but she hadn’t been living in the tweens and rebels enclave long enough to acquire any. There was a similar chair sitting next to the one she sat in, but Agler didn’t sit down. 

For a few moments, neither of them said anything. 

Finally, Agler scratched the back of his head. “You know, if I’m really a bad kisser or something, you can just tell me. You don’t have to run away from me.”

Nora didn’t look at him. “It’s not you.”

“So, you ran because you’re freaked out about that message in the snow?”

Would it be easier to say that? No, it would be easier to stop Agler from pursuing her. “I’m trying not to kiss you anymore.” 

He sat down in the chair next to her. “You sure you don’t think I’m a bad kisser?”

“You’re a great kisser. I like kissing you,” she said.

“So, what’s the problem?”

“I don’t want to...lead you on.”

He nodded. “Because you’re not interested in me.” He sounded defeated.

“I’m not interested in a relationship,” said Nora. “Like I said before. But if I keep kissing you, you’ll think I am.”

“Let me get this straight,” Agler said. “You like kissing me, but you don’t want me to think you like kissing me?”

Nora sat up straight. “I don’t want to be tied down. I don’t want anyone needing to know where I am every second of the day or needing me to spend my evenings with him. I don’t want anyone to get hurt if I don’t want to hang out with him. I don’t want...a commitment. I want to be free.”

Agler nodded. “Okay, I guess I get that. I’ve felt like that too. And maybe there are other guys you want to kiss too.”

“No! I’m not kissing anyone else. I don’t want to do that.”

“Uh huh,” said Agler. He looked thoughtful. 

Nora stood up. “I’m going to go.”

“Hold on,” said Agler. 

She folded her arms over her chest. “I won’t kiss you again. I promise.”

“Okay,” said Agler, “but that’s kind of the exact opposite of what I want.”

Nora felt horrible. “I can’t be your girlfriend.”

“I’m not asking you to,” said Agler.

He wasn’t? Somehow, that kind of hurt. Maybe she’d really pissed him off.

“Sit down, Nora.” Agler pointed at the chair.

She hesitated for a moment and then sank into it again. 

“We’re obviously attracted to each other or we wouldn’t keep making out heavily,” he said. He looked worried for a second. “You’re attracted to me, right?”

“Of course I am, but I can’t—”

“Never mind the ‘can’t’ business for a sec.” He rubbed his fingers against the stubble on his chin. “And neither of us are making out with anyone else. I don’t want to kiss anyone except you either. So, I mean, why couldn’t it just be that? Why couldn’t we be friends who kiss occasionally? No strings.”

Nora sat back in her chair, chewing on her lip. “Well, that’s not any different than the way things are now.”

“The difference is that you don’t have to worry about whether you’re leading me on or not. I understand the score. And this way, we can keep making out.” He grinned.

“I don’t know. I don’t know if it will really work. Won’t we get attached or something?”

“I’m already attached. But I don’t need to be around you twenty-four/seven. You can have your own life, and I won’t bug you.” He reached out a hand for her. “Come here.”

Nora hesitated for a second. But his green eyes were smiling, and his lips looked so soft. And she did like kissing him. Could it really hurt?

She stood up and put her hand in his hand. He pulled her down onto his lap, one of his hands tangling in her hair and the other skimming her hip and thigh. And then his lips were on hers, and everything was amazing. Nora slammed her eyes shut and surrendered to it.

* * *

Maddie was so focused on her date for that evening that she hardly seemed as keen on the sculpture as she had before. Instead of packing snow in the meadow with the other muses, Nora spent the day with Maddie and Sawyer, preparing for her date. Maddie was so flushed with excitement that Nora didn’t have the heart to try to talk about the message, which she was still convinced was from Owen.

However, no one had been hurt. It was letters in the snow, not an attack. Maybe the committee that the council had formed would be able to do something about it after all. Maybe Nora shouldn’t worry unless something worse happened. 

If Owen really could get back into Helicon, she didn’t know if he’d waste time writing notes in the snow, anyway. He’d probably find her and kidnap her or something. Maybe. 

Maybe he was playing a game with her. Toying with her. Trying to get her good and scared before he made his move. And if that was the case, by getting frightened, she was playing right into his game. She wouldn’t be worried anymore. She wouldn’t be scared. She’d try to have fun, since that was what Helicon was all about. 

And the thing that Nora found the most fun was creating. So, she’d create. She let Maddie go to meet Daryl at the fire pit, and then she wandered over to the meadow to look at the snow sculptures. The sculptures were in various states of being finished, casting shadows on the white snow in the fading sunlight. Some weren’t recognizable yet, but Nora easily picked out a castle, a dancing woman, a high heeled boot, and a swan. She surveyed the sculptures, walking among them, enjoying their beauty and artistry. And when Sawyer found her there, she had an idea. 

“We’ll make a dress,” she told him. “Like something you sew, only sculpted from snow. It will look like it’s floating on an invisible person.”

Sawyer liked the idea. They worked on the basics until they lost the light, and the torches they were using to see were melting the snow too much. 

The next morning, they met Maddie for breakfast, determined to hear all the ins and outs of her date with Daryl.

Over toast and jam in the food enclave, Maddie told them all about it. “He’s so sweet and shy,” she gushed. “He almost never talked except to ask questions about me. He said he likes my dancing a lot.”

“What did you do?” asked Nora.

“We walked around mostly,” said Maddie. “He showed me his tent in the security enclave.” She sighed happily. “I want you guys to meet him.”

“We did meet him,” said Sawyer, “or are you forgetting that we were there when he asked you out.”

“Well, I want you to hang out with him, then,” said Maddie. “What are you guys doing today?”

“You’re planning to see him again today?” Nora winked at Maddie. “This seems serious.”

“He said to come find him after breakfast,” Maddie said. “He’s not working on anything today. Do you think that’s weird that he wants to see me again so soon?” She looked back and forth between the two of them, worried.

“It means he really likes you,” said Sawyer. “And you seem to really like him too, so it seems to be working out.”

“I just never really thought this would happen to me,” said Maddie. “I thought it would happen to everyone else, but not me.”

“Maddie!” said Nora, her heart going out to her friend. Maddie had the lowest self-esteem of anyone she’d ever met. She wished Maddie could see what a sweet, fun person she was. She was crippled by a worry about her weight—and she wasn’t even that overweight. She’d even lost weight since she’d been dancing in the dance enclave for a year or so. “He’s only the first guy to ask you on a date. They’ll be lots and lots more.”

Maddie shrugged, picking at the crust of her bread. She’d only eaten a few bites. “I’m not like you, Nora.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Nora.

“I’m not the kind of girl that boys want to date,” said Maddie.

“You think I am?” said Nora.

“You and Sawyer stand out more than I do.”

“Hey,” said Sawyer, “I’m not the kind of girl boys want to date either. Because most boys want girls who are, you know, actually girls.”

“Jack likes you,” said Maddie.

“Maybe.” Sawyer shrugged.

“Look, I’ve only ever had one boyfriend,” said Nora. “And he was a psycho who almost made you kill yourself. I hardly think that means I qualify as super attractive.”

“What about Agler?” asked Maddie. “What did you guys talk about the other night?”

Nora blushed.

Sawyer laughed. “Guess there wasn’t much talking going on, huh?”

“There’s nothing going on with Agler and me,” said Nora. “We’re only friends.”

“Whose lips accidentally attach to each other’s randomly?” snorted Sawyer.

“Let’s get back to Maddie,” said Nora. “She wants us to hang out with Daryl, right?”

Maddie nodded enthusiastically.

“We’re working on the snow sculpture today,” said Nora. “So bring him by then.”

* * *

Daryl was, in fact, very quiet. He spent most of the morning sitting on the ground watching the progress they made on the snow sculpture. Maddie tried to engage Daryl in conversation with Nora and Sawyer, but he mostly gave mono-syllabic answers. He didn’t seem unhappy, however, so Nora chalked it up to nerves. 

Still, she wanted to be sure she could trust this guy with her best friend, so when they took a break from sculpting, she sprawled on the ground next to Daryl. Sawyer went off to pick up some hot chocolate.

“So, how long you been in the security enclave?” she asked.

Daryl shrugged. “A year or so, I guess.”

“You like it there?”

“I guess,” said Daryl. 

“His parents are in the math enclave,” Maddie said. 

“Do you like math, Daryl?” Nora asked.

“Not as much as my parents,” Daryl said.

“What kind of stuff do they even do in the math enclave?” Nora wrinkled up her nose. She’d never found math particularly creative herself.

“Find patterns in numbers,” said Maddie. “Sequences, proofs, stuff like that.”

“So, um, how long have you been pining over Maddie here?” Nora asked, trying in vain to drag Daryl out of his shell.

“Since last summer.”

“Something happen last summer that made you notice her?” Nora said.

Daryl suddenly seemed interested in the snow. “Actually, I don’t want you to think badly of me or anything, but it was because of Owen.”

Nora raised her eyebrows. “Owen?” Owen had spent his time in Helicon in the security enclave, so it wasn’t surprising that Daryl knew him. 

Daryl scooped up some snow in his glove and began to pack it into a snowball. “He was nuts. I knew it the minute he took us out into the woods to tell us that he wanted to take over Helicon.”

That was why Daryl looked familiar! Nora remembered seeing him in the woods last year when Owen had gathered members of the security enclave to tell them about his plan to rule Helicon. Right before Owen had taunted Agler until he punched Owen. 

“He was nuts,” Nora said quietly.

“He wasn’t very nice to Maddie,” Daryl muttered. “I didn’t like that about him.”

“He wasn’t very nice to anyone,” Nora said.

Daryl looked up at her. “No, I guess not.” He tossed the snowball on the ground. “Anyway, I wanted to protect Maddie back then, but I was too scared of Owen. And then it took me a whole month after they exiled him to work up the nerve to ask her out.” He smiled at Maddie. “I’m glad she said yes.”

Nora liked his smile. She liked Daryl. She could tell he really liked Maddie. He was okay in her book. 

* * *

Before Nora knew it, it was the end of the week, and it was time for the Winter Ball. Sawyer had made three gorgeous dresses for them to wear. Nora’s was made of green velvet. It set off her red hair and made her feel beautiful. She huddled in her voluminous skirts next to Sawyer, who was wearing a silver sequined gown. They watched Daryl and Maddie together. Their sculpture had been selected to be displayed at the dance. It glittered in the light from the fire. Daryl and Maddie twirled amongst the sculptures along with the other muses.

“It’s good to see her happy,” said Nora.

“Yeah,” said Sawyer, “at least one of us has a date.” He fingered his skirt. “I think Jack was thinking of asking me, but then he saw my dress, and I think it freaked him out.”

“Did he say something?”

“Not exactly,” said Sawyer. “But there was something in his eyes. He looked... scared. I don’t know if he’s ready for all this.” Sawyer gestured to his shiny skirt.

“Well, you look beautiful, darling.” Nora exaggerated her voice so that it was a soft drawl.

Sawyer chuckled. “As do you. Darling.”

Nora surveyed Sawyer. No one would really mistake him for a girl. His jaw was too firm, his hands too large, and there was something in the way he carried himself. He didn’t move like a man, but he didn’t move like a girl either. There was a graceful elegance to him, but there was also a square-shouldered pride. It seemed to transcend gender, or perhaps to encompass both genders, combining aspects of both male and female. Sawyer didn’t look like a man dressed up as a woman. He didn’t resemble a mannish female either. He looked sleek, in a class by himself, and somehow... a little sexy. “Jack’s an idiot.”

“What about Agler? Didn’t he ask you to the dance?”

Actually, Nora had been avoiding Agler ever since they made out in his tent. Well, maybe not exactly avoiding him. She simply hadn’t been any of the places that he was. If he was telling the truth about being okay with the two of them being friends that sometimes kissed then that shouldn’t be a problem, should it? She shrugged. “I haven’t seen him.”

“Relationships are complicated, even if you don’t really have them.”

Nora laughed. She opened her mouth to speak, but she noticed that Jack was winding his way around a sculpture and heading straight for them. She touched Sawyer on the arm and pointed. “There’s your relationship coming this way.”

Sawyer stood up to intercept Jack.

Jack looked Sawyer up and down, taking in the dress. Then his gaze lingered on Sawyer’s face. “You look amazing,” he whispered.

Sawyer ducked his head down, suddenly shy.

“Want to dance?” Jack held out his hand.

Sawyer took it, and the two disappeared into the throng of dancers.

Nora smiled. Clearly, Jack hadn’t been as freaked out as Sawyer thought.







CHAPTER THREE



By February, breakfast was much more crowded than it had been in January. Before, Nora, Sawyer, and Maddie could fit at one of the small round tables in the front corner of the food enclave dining room. Now, they had to eat at one of the long rectangular picnic-table style ones, because their numbers had doubled. Daryl ate with Maddie, and Jack ate with Sawyer. And Agler, since he was Jack’s best friend, ate with them too, even though Nora thought it made the whole thing confusing. She had been explicitly clear about the fact she wasn’t dating Agler. Agler knew that. But more and more, it felt like being friends that kissed really wasn’t that much different than being boyfriend and girlfriend.

She and Agler ate breakfast together every day. During the day time, they didn’t spend much time together, both wandering off to different enclaves, but then they all met up at the main fire pit for dinner, and they usually stayed for the council meeting. Sometimes, they stayed at the fire pit for the nightly drum circle. Sometimes, they went back to the tweens and rebels enclave. But she spent a lot of time with Agler. She liked spending time with Agler. She guessed it wasn’t so bad. And it wasn’t as if she had much of anything else to do, considering that Sawyer and Maddie were both busy with their respective boyfriends. Nora wasn’t complaining. But she
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