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Come Together:

The Helicon Muses, Book Three

by Val St. Crowe



If Hogwarts was more like Woodstock, and Voldemort was your childhood sweetheart turned abusive boyfriend... 

Nora Sparrow couldn’t be more at home in Helicon, the whimsical land of the muses, where she belongs. She is in love with Sawyer Snow, and she’s never been happier.

But Maddie Salt, their best friend, is hurt and angry about the newly formed relationship between Sawyer and Nora. She can’t help but feel left out, and she wants nothing more to do with them.

Agler Thorn finds himself jealous of Nora’s new romance. When he’s given authority over the tweens in Helicon, he makes it his business to try to keep Sawyer and Nora apart.

A bewildering sickness is creeping over the land, striking down muses, leaving them weak and unable to create. It seems obvious that it’s the work of Owen, but the muses can’t find him. He’s out of reach, and they can’t fight him.

Through all of this, Nora clings to Sawyer, the only perfect, stable thing in her life. She loves him, and she wants to make love to him. But after she and Sawyer are intimate with each other, everything changes…
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Welcome to Helicon.

Welcome Home.













CHAPTER ONE



“Maddie, we’re going to dinner at the fire pit,” said Nora, standing with Sawyer outside her friend’s tent. The flaps had been tied closed, and Nora couldn’t see inside. “Do you want to come with us?”

There was no answer from inside the tent. Maddie was in there, but she wasn’t talking. She hadn’t done much talking for weeks, not since finding out that her boyfriend Daryl had only been pretending to be her boyfriend. Daryl had been working with Owen—Nora’s nasty ex-boyfriend—to hurt all of them. It was natural for Maddie to feel betrayed and depressed, Nora knew, but she was worried about her friend.

Sawyer put his arm around Nora. “Maddie?”

Nothing.

Nora chewed on her lip. “Please at least say something so that we know you’re alive.”

Silence.

Sawyer squeezed Nora close. “We can try again tomorrow?”

Nora nodded. “You hear that, Maddie? We’ll be back in the morning.” She felt miserable for her friend, but she didn’t know what else to do but to keep trying.

Sawyer kissed her forehead and started to lead her away from Maddie’s tent.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” came a voice from inside the tent.

Nora broke away from Sawyer. “Maddie?”

There was a flurry of movement as the tent flaps were untied, and then Maddie stood in the opening to the tent. Her dark hair was tangled and greasy. She was holding a brownie in one hand. Her lips were a little bit smeared with chocolate. Though she’d lost a lot of weight last year while dating Daryl, she seemed to have gained some of it back. Maddie had once been pudgy, but even with her weight gain, she wasn’t nearly as heavy as she had been. She glared at them with shadowed eyes. “Stop coming by.”

Nora rushed to her. “We’re worried about you.”

Maddie backed away, not letting Nora touch her. “Stop.”

“Maddie,” said Sawyer. “Are you okay?”

“I’m not speaking to you,” she said. “Either of you.”

Nora turned to look at Sawyer. Did he have any idea why she would say something like that? 

But Sawyer looked stunned. “Why not?”

Maddie glared at them. “You didn’t do anything for him. Owen shipped Daryl off to some other dimension, and you didn’t even try to save him.”

“We couldn’t,” said Nora. “We were lucky to get out alive ourselves. Owen cut off Sawyer’s finger.”

Sawyer tucked his hand with the missing finger into a pocket on his skirt, as if self-conscious. “We’re sorry. We never meant—”

“You never meant anything,” said Maddie. “I can’t stand the sight of you. You’re disgusting. Kissing everywhere. In front of everybody? Don’t you have any shame?”

Nora was taken aback. “Is this about me and Sawyer?”

Maddie shoved the rest of the brownie into her mouth and chewed furiously.

“You’re our best friend,” said Sawyer.

Maddie swallowed. “You two are more than friends now, though, aren’t you?” 

“That doesn’t change our friendship, Maddie,” said Nora.

Maddie pulled the tent flaps closed. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore. Stop coming by my tent. Leave me alone.” 

Nora took a step back, feeling confused and hurt. She reached out for Sawyer, who seemed upset as well, and he grasped her hand. They stared at Maddie’s tent for several long minutes, neither sure what to say. Then, resigned, they walked away, hand in hand.

They walked under the wrought-iron arch of the tweens and rebels enclave, with its spray painted sign. Over the rolling fields of the food enclave, where crops cast long shadows in the fading sunlight. Onto the foot bridge over the stream that wound through Helicon. 

“I can’t believe she’d say that,” said Nora, stopping short. “She can’t mean it.”

“She sounded serious.”

Nora shook her head. “She’s hurting. She said it because she can’t help how upset she is. She’ll come around. She’ll apologize.”

“Maybe.”

She looked up at him. “You don’t think so?”

He sighed. “I told you this thing between us was going to be weird.”

“Yeah, but it can’t be about that. Not really.” Nora let her gaze travel over Sawyer’s body. He was graceful and slim, his eyes rimmed with long lashes, his features elfin. And he was wearing a skirt. Sawyer always dressed like a girl. This had led him to believe that he was gay. But he’d tried dating a guy named Jack, and it hadn’t worked out. Now she and Sawyer were together. She supposed that Maddie’s assessment of their relationship might be somewhat true. Maybe she and Sawyer had been a little free with the public displays of affection. But their relationship was so new. Kissing him was so new. She was caught up in it. She certainly wasn’t thinking about how it might be affecting anyone else. “I think she’s upset because she’s alone. Like how people don’t like to see happy couples after a bad breakup.” 

Sawyer turned, resting his hands on the railing of the bridge and staring down into the water. “I told you when I first met you, Nora, that people are always talking about me behind my back. Just because we haven’t heard them say anything to our faces doesn’t mean we aren’t making people nervous.”

“You’re paranoid,” she said. “But maybe we should cool the kissing and stuff in front of Maddie.”

“In front of everyone,” he told the stream.

“Hey.” She leaned close to him. “That’s not what I said.”

He raised his face to look at her. “I don’t want to cause problems for you.”

She kissed him, quick and sweet, her lips lingering against his only for a brief moment. “You don’t, silly.”

He caught her chin with one hand and pulled her close again. “Sure about that?”

She smiled.

He kissed her again, slower and deeper, thoroughly exploring her mouth.

She went weak against him, pressing into his body. He caught her weight, wrapping his arms around her and tugging her tight against him.

* * *

Nora balanced a plate of cherry pie on her knee. The council meeting was starting during dessert, which was a new thing Phoebe had been doing recently. 

Phoebe Rain was the head of the council in Helicon. She was constantly frustrated because the muses held very little interest in the government of their land, and generally didn’t attend the council meetings. Nora knew that it was the right thing to do to care about the council meetings, but they were mostly boring, consisting of various enclaves fighting with each other over various things. There was a big feud between the philosophy enclave and the engineering enclave, for instance. Engineering didn’t think that philosophy did anything important. Even the feud got boring after a while, however. It was the same thing over and over.

By starting the meeting while people were still eating dessert, Phoebe seemed to think that more muses would actually stick around.

“...of the council of Helicon, land of muses, endowed with power through the will of the gods and the creativity of the human race, existing to bring creativity and light to the universe,” Phoebe was saying.

Nora shoved a big bite of cherry pie into her mouth.

“First order of business,” said Phoebe. She was a beautiful black woman with a young, unlined face. But her hair was a halo of bright white, tight curls. 

Sawyer’s lips tickled Nora’s ear. “Finish your pie and let’s get out of here.”

She smiled. Even Sawyer didn’t want to stay for the council meeting.

“Tomorrow begins the third week of January,” said Phoebe. “Traditionally, this is the time of year when we make it snow.”

Nora perked up. She set down her fork, her pie forgotten. Snow? She loved snow. In Helicon, it only snowed once a year, and it snowed for a whole week. After that, it was time for the snow to leave. For the most part, Helicon resided in perpetual summer.

“Do I have a motion on the table?” said Phoebe.

Coeus Dust raised his hand. He was Phoebe’s husband and the head of the engineering enclave. “I move that we create snow starting tomorrow, as is tradition in Helicon.”

“I second,” said Themis Branch, head of the philosophy enclave. Nora grinned. That was probably the first motion the two had ever agreed on.

“Motion has been moved and seconded,” said Phoebe. “Is there any discussion?”

No one said a thing.

“All right then. All in favor of snow falling in Helicon tomorrow, please signify by saying—”

Phoebe was cut off by a brilliant flash of blinding light.

Nora and the other muses covered their eyes, flinching from it.

When Nora looked back, she could see that there were two people standing in front of Phoebe. They were both still twinkling brightly. Nora knew what they were immediately. She’d seen this kind of transportation before, last year when Agler and Jack had come back from the fairy dimension. The two people who had just appeared were fairies. One of them even looked like a fairy. She was short, with purplish-colored skin and coal black hair. She wore a tunic made of leaves and vines.

The other figure with her was taller than her, but he was obviously younger. He had the same black hair, and shared her keen features. His expression was sullen and annoyed. 

That guy was probably the fairy’s teenage son, Nora decided.

Phoebe was recovering. “Thistleberry! Roth! Were we expecting you?”

The fairy woman, clearly Thistleberry, curtsied prettily. “Sorry to barge on in you so quickly, Phoebe. We found ourselves on the run from Loki in Asgard.”

“Asgard?” said Phoebe.

Asgard? The home of the Norse gods? Nora knew there were other dimensions out there. The fairies lived in one, and she and Sawyer had traveled to Avalon themselves last year. But it was still thrilling to hear about worlds she’d always thought were made up being talked of like real places.

“Yes,” said Thistleberry. “If all had gone as planned, we would have brought you the dimension device that was stolen from you. It, and the boy who has it, were in Asgard. We went there to hunt him down.”

The boy next to Thistleberry—Roth, Phoebe had called him—rolled his eyes. “Come on, Mom, you don’t have to suck up to her.”

Thistleberry turned an icy glare on him. “Mind your manners. This is the head of the council of muses.”

“It’s all right,” said Phoebe. “I understand. When they get that age here, we send them off to their own enclave so we don’t have to look at them.”

Nora sat up straight, indignant. That wasn’t a very nice thing to say about the tweens in Helicon.

Phoebe was still speaking. “You saw Owen Asher, then?”

“Yes,” said Thistleberry. “But we were unable to catch him because Loki interfered.”

Phoebe sighed. “That is unfortunate.”

“We will catch him, Phoebe,” said Thistleberry. “The fairies are committed to helping you.”

“Thank you,” said Phoebe. “We appreciate it.”

“I might have done better if Roth had not been with me.”

“Mom.” He glowered.

“You’ve brought him to spend his year with his father, I suppose,” said Phoebe.

“That’s right,” said Thistleberry. She peered out at the muses gathered around the fire. “Where is Mack?”

Mack? Mack was that guy’s father? Mack was a muse who created chimeras—animals he’d created from two different kinds of animals. Nora herself had a pet cat-duck named Catling. Catling had the head of a cat but the body of a duck.

“He rarely comes to council meetings,” said Phoebe. “But I can have someone fetch him if you like.”

Thistleberry shook her head. “Oh, that’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” She sat down on an empty bench near the fire, pulling Roth with her. “Carry on with what you were doing. Really. Don’t mind me.”

Phoebe squared her shoulders. “Right. Well, the snow. All in favor?”

She was met by a rousing chorus of “ayes.”

* * *

“Roth comes here every two years to stay with his dad,” said Sawyer. They were making their way back from the clothing enclave with bundles of snow clothes.

Nora could hardly see over the fabric to make out where she was headed, so she was following Sawyer, who she could see out of the corner of her eye. “And his dad is Mack?”

“Yup,” said Sawyer. “I guess that Mack and Roth’s mom Thistleberry had a thing one year at May Day or something.”

The fairies did come to Helicon at May Day. And Nora had seen firsthand that they sometimes were quite friendly with the people that lived there. She’d walked in on her then boyfriend Owen getting it on with a fairy. At the time, Nora had been very upset, but now she was glad. The incident had allowed her to see Owen as he really was, and that was a good thing. Because Owen was horrible. “So, it’s like they’ve got joint custody of him?”

“What’s that?” 

Right. Sawyer hadn’t grown up in the mundane world. He didn’t know about stuff like that. “Well, he lives with his mom sometimes and his dad other times.”

“Yeah,” said Sawyer. “He spends every third year here. I’ve known him since we were kids.”

“Every third year,” said Nora. “So the last time he was here, you were fifteen?” Sawyer was a year older than her. She would have been fourteen, still living in the mundane world.

“Yup,” said Sawyer. “But he stayed with his dad, not in tweens and rebels. I didn’t see him very much.”

“Is he a nice guy?”

“I guess,” said Sawyer. “Why are you asking me all this stuff?”

“I was thinking maybe we should fix him up with Maddie.”

“Oh, right,” said Sawyer sarcastically. “Because then she could get attached to him just in time for him to leave at the end of the year.”

Nora grimaced. She guessed Sawyer had a point. “Well, maybe it wasn’t the greatest of ideas. But I think that if Maddie had someone, she’d feel better, you know? She wouldn’t be as angry.”

“She’s still mourning Daryl,” said Sawyer. “She’s gonna need time.”

He was right. Nora doubled her hold on the bundle of snow clothes. They walked back into the tweens and rebels enclave, and they parted, Nora going to her tent, and Sawyer to his. Their tents were on opposite sides of the fire pit. Nora’s was right next to Maddie’s.

Except, as Nora shoved her snow clothes inside her tent, she realized that Maddie’s tent was gone. She whirled, looking around. 

Maddie had moved her tent to the other side of the tree house, right at the edge of the woods that flanked the enclave. Nora started to march over to Maddie’s tent and demand to know why she’d done something like that, but she remembered what Maddie had said and didn’t. Maddie was angry, and there was nothing Nora could do about it. She needed time.

Heaving a big sigh, she turned around to go back into her tent. 

And was greeted by the sight of Roth. Up close, she could see that he was a sort of gawky mix of Thistleberry and Mack. He was tall. His shoulders were broad and his hands big. But he was thin and sleek like a fairy. Given his shoulder-length black hair and his delicate features, Nora realized he looked exactly like he was a living anime character. He could have walked directly out of Sailor Moon or something.

Of course, anime characters always seemed to be animated with very little expression, and Roth was scowling. His hands were full of red cloth, and he had a tent pole over one shoulder. He gestured to the ground next to Nora’s tent. “It okay if I set up here?”

“Um...” Nora chewed on her lip. She wanted to say that he couldn’t take Maddie’s spot because she would be back soon, but Nora didn’t want to be rude to this guy either. “I thought you usually stayed with your dad.”

“Yeah, well, not this year,” said Roth. He shrugged. “I don’t know why I’m asking you anyway. I’ll set up my tent wherever I want. You can’t stop me.”

Nora furrowed her brow. Roth was a little prickly, wasn’t he?

“Hey, Roth, you’re staying here this year?” called Sawyer. He was walking over to Nora’s tent. “Cool. Maybe we can catch up.”

Roth tossed his tent stuff on the ground next to Nora’s tent. He eyed Sawyer. “Who are you?”

“Sawyer Snow. You can’t tell me you don’t remember me.” Sawyer gestured meaningfully to his skirt. Nora had to admit that it made him pretty distinctive.

Roth looked at him blankly. “Sorry.” He turned back to his tent. “Why are you wearing that, anyway?”

Sawyer sighed. Nora knew that he hated that question. It wasn’t easy to explain, and it made him feel defensive.

“Because he can,” said Nora. She took Sawyer by the arm. “Come on, let’s go hang out in the tree house. Roth clearly doesn’t want any company.”

Roth turned around, straightening. His face had broken into an embarrassed smile. “Oh! Sawyer. Sorry, man. I don’t know how I could have forgotten you.”

Sawyer folded his arms over his chest. “It’s okay.”

“It’s just been confusing,” said Roth. “The whole moving back. That’s all.” He offered Sawyer his hand.

Sawyer shook it. “Yeah, I guess I can see that. Good to see you again.”

“Good to see you.” Roth yanked Sawyer into a big bear hug, thumping him on the back. “Very good to see you.” He raised his voice.

The other tweens in the enclave turned to look. He was that loud.

Abruptly, Roth’s arms moved down Sawyer’s body, grasping his skirt. He tugged on it hard, pulling the skirt off Sawyer’s hips.

Sawyer scrambled to pull the skirt back up, his face turning bright red.

Behind him, Roth burst into peals of laughter.

The other muses who had seen were all cracking up too.

Nora was horrified. She stood next to Sawyer, and they were the only two people not laughing. It was an awful, jeering laughter, and it reminded Nora of the way the jocks at her school in the mundane world used to laugh after they pelted her with spit wads. 

She turned on Roth, furious. “What’s your problem?”

Roth barely managed to get his laughter under control. “Just a joke is all. For fun.” He smiled, and he looked like an anime character again—only a demented one.

It gave Nora shivers.

* * *

“Nora,” said Sawyer, “I’m okay. It was last night. I’m over it. I’m used to people making fun of me.” They were in the meadow. Overnight, Helicon had turned into a glistening winter wonderland, a thick blanket of snow covering everything. They’d missed the pristine perfectness of it, though, because Maddie was usually the one who got all three of them up early in the morning. 

Sawyer felt wistful, thinking of last year, when Maddie had skipped ahead of them through the virgin snow, eagerly egging them on to figure out what kind of snow sculpture they’d make. Of course, then they’d found a message in the snow from Owen. So, that had kind of sucked.

Still, it was too bad that Maddie wouldn’t leave her tent this year. She loved snow. 

“People shouldn’t make fun of you,” said Nora.

“No one saw anything except my knees,” said Sawyer. “It’s not like I wasn’t covered. Besides, we shouldn’t even be worried about me. We should be worried about Maddie.”

Nora put her hands on her hips. “I thought you said we needed to give her time.”

“I did,” he said. “We do.” He sighed. “But isn’t it sad that she’s not enjoying the snow? This is her favorite week in Helicon, and she’s missing it.”

“It is sad.” She hugged herself, looking out over the snow, now marred by footprints. “I’m starting to feel like everything’s falling apart.”

He couldn’t stand for her to say that. He touched her. “Hey. I’m sorry.”

She turned to him, grabbing his hand. “It’s not your fault.”

He wasn’t sure if he believed that. He was terrified of ruining things for her. Just a few short weeks ago, she’d been his best friend, and he was sure that she’d never be anything except an unrequited crush. Now, she was his, really his. She kissed him and let him hold her, and it still seemed so unreal to Sawyer. He thought if he made one wrong move, she might come to her senses. “Let’s make a snow sculpture. It’s what we do, right?”

It was their tradition. For the past two years, they’d made sculptures together. Both times, their sculptures had been picked to be displayed at the end-of-the-week Winter Ball. 

“It’s what we do with Maddie,” said Nora. “Without her, it feels...”

He knew what she meant. “Yeah. I know.”

“I don’t even have an idea, anyway.”

Sawyer looked around. Others had started making snow sculptures, but most of them were too recently begun to know what they were yet. It wasn’t a good way to get ideas anyway. The last thing they wanted to do was copy someone else. “How about a castle?”

“That sounds like a lot of work.”

“A horse?”

She gave him a funny look. “A horse.”

He shrugged. “I’m throwing ideas out here, that’s all.”

“I don’t want to make a horse.” She blew out a frustrated breath, and Sawyer could see it in the frosty air. The cold made her cheeks and lips bright, her skin pale. She was beautiful.

“Not a horse, then,” he said. He kissed her. He couldn’t stop himself.

She smiled at him. 

He kissed her again. She pressed close. The kiss deepened.

Close by, someone was clearing his throat.

Sawyer pulled away from Nora, annoyed. 

Roth was standing next to them. He wasn’t wearing the snow clothes that the muses provided. In fact, he was barefoot. Must be some weird fairy thing. Couldn’t feel cold or something. Roth had a nasty smile on his face. “Aren’t you two cute.”

“You want something?” Sawyer asked. “You going to undress me some more?”

Roth narrowed his eyes. “So, you’re not gay?”

Sawyer had to admit, this guy was really starting to get on his nerves. Why did he keep asking questions like that? The truth was that Sawyer knew he was attracted to Nora. Very attracted. That didn’t exactly mean that his attraction to guys had gone away. “Are you? That why you were so eager to get me out of my clothes?”

Roth laughed. “Nice one.” He crossed his arms over his chest, looking out over the meadow. “So, what’s going on here?”

Sawyer was completely flummoxed. “What?”

“We don’t have to talk to you,” said Nora. “Let’s go.”

“They’re making things in the snow?” said Roth.

“They do that every year,” said Sawyer. “Don’t you remember the year that you and I tried to make a snow tent?”

Roth arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

Sawyer shook his head. “What happened to you?”

“So, everyone makes something?” Roth was smiling his nasty smile again. “They spend a lot of time working hard on it?”

“Not everyone,” said Nora. “Let’s not make a sculpture this year, Sawyer. Let’s go sledding instead.”

Sledding? Sawyer considered. “Sounds cool.”

“Oh, can I come?” said Roth.

“No,” said Nora. “Stay away from us.” She stalked off.

“She’s feisty, isn’t she?” said Roth.

Sawyer had no words. He turned his back on Roth and went after Nora.

When he caught up, she turned to him in confusion. “What is wrong with that guy? One minute, he’s a total jerk, and the next minute he acts like it was no big deal.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed,” said Sawyer. “He’s different. He wasn’t like that before.”

* * *

Maddie peeked out of the door of her tent to see the snow. She waited to feel something. 

Nothing happened.

She retreated back into her tent and flopped down onto her hammock. She’d moved the tent yesterday, and she wasn’t sure she liked the way she’d arranged it. She might move the hammock, but, if she did, she’d do it later. It sounded like too much work.

Going to the clothing enclave for snow clothes sounded like too much work too. She had a heater in her tent from the engineering enclave, so she was warm. If she left, she’d have to wade through the snow. It would be cold and wet and uncomfortable.

She was staying put. At least until she ran out of food.

She’d raided the food enclave recently, brought back as many desserts as she could carry. That was all she’d been eating for the past week. Pies and cakes and chocolate and caramel. The sweetness was the only pleasure she had anymore. 

Things hadn’t been going well for a while. After Halloween, Nora and Sawyer had disappeared for two months. They were her best friends, and she’d done everything with them. 

At the same time, her boyfriend Daryl had disappeared as well.

She’d been utterly abandoned. Utterly alone.

She’d told herself that they would all come back, and that everything would be okay again. She’d taken care of Nora’s pet, Catling, because she was sure that she hadn’t lost everyone she cared about in one fell swoop.

But when they did come back, nothing was okay at all. Everything was different. Daryl was gone, and Daryl was an imposter. He’d dated her to be a spy for Owen, not because he actually cared about her. Nora had tried to say that Daryl had started to actually care about her, but Nora was only trying to make her feel better. It was all Nora’s fault, anyway. Owen was obsessed with Nora, and he’d ruined everything because of her. 

Missing Daryl had occupied her for months. She’d worried over him, hoped against hope he would be okay. 

And then she’d found out that all along, he’d been pretending. He didn’t actually love her. Because Maddie was unlovable. She was fat and useless.

Nora, on the other hand?

Well, everyone liked Nora. Owen was crazy over her. He would kill for her. Agler liked Nora. He’d been so upset when she rejected him, he’d gone to another dimension for six months. And now, even Sawyer liked Nora. Sawyer was gay.

Nora turned gay guys straight.

And Maddie couldn’t handle it anymore. She couldn’t be friends with someone like that. She was so jealous, she couldn’t see straight.

It made it even worse that whenever Nora talked to her, Nora’s voice was dripping with pity. Maddie wanted to shove that pity back in Nora’s face. She didn’t need her sympathy. She didn’t need anything from her. 

Maddie buried her face in her pillows. Tears were starting to threaten, and she didn’t want to cry. She felt like all she did was cry these days.

There was a rustling at the opening of her tent.

“Go away!” Her voice was filled with tears. She hated that.

The opening of the tent gave way and Sawyer came inside.

Maddie sat up straight on her hammock. “I said to go away.”

Sawyer had a bundle of snow clothes in his arms. He dropped them on the floor. “I thought maybe you’d want these. You love the snow. Near as I could tell, you haven’t left your tent, so I figured you hadn’t gotten any snow clothes.”

“Okay, fine. You’ve brought them. Now go.”

Sawyer sighed. “I know you’re upset, Maddie, and I don’t blame you, but—”

“You don’t understand anything,” said Maddie. “You’ve fallen under Nora’s stupid spell.”

“I’ve what?”

“She changed your sexual preference, Sawyer. Something’s wrong with that. Something’s wrong with her. Every guy on earth should not be obsessed with her.”

He furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about?”

“How Nora gets all the guys.”

He rubbed his face. “That’s what you’re mad about now?”

She folded her arms over her chest.

“I’m sorry that this thing between Nora and me is upsetting you so much,” he said. “We didn’t do it to upset you. It just happened. And we’re happy, and it would be nice if you could be happy for us.”

Her jaw dropped. “Happy for you? After everything?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Because sitting here and being angry and feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to help anything.”

“Get out, Sawyer.”

He sighed. “I didn’t come in here to argue.”

“You came to bring me the snow clothes. And you have. Now leave.” She liked it better alone. It was easier alone. She couldn’t handle looking at him.

“I think you’re searching out things to be mad about,” said Sawyer. “I think you want to be angry, and you’re looking for stuff to justify it with.”

“I said to leave, didn’t I?”

“You’re really hurting Nora,” he said. “We missed you so much today, we didn’t even bother making a sculpture.”

“Well, poor, poor Nora,” said Maddie. “How horrible it’s got to be for her.”

“She cares about you, you know. I care about you. And things aren’t easy for us either. Owen kidnapped us—”

“Spare me,” she said. 

“I was going to offer to make you a dress for the dance at the end of the week. I always do. I wondered what color you wanted. But since you’re being such a—”

“I’m not going to that stupid dance anyway.”

He nodded. “Fine.”

“Are you going to leave now?”

His nostrils flared. “You need to be careful. Because if you keep on like this, no one’s going to want to be your friend.”

“Get. Out.” She hated him at that moment. He was the most loathsome thing she’d ever seen.

He left the tent.







CHAPTER TWO


“Don’t bother talking to her,” Sawyer said. He was rustling through a rack of fabric in the clothing enclave.

Nora watched his long fingers dance over the various colors and textures of fabric. Blue silk, yellow flannel, white linen. She’d met him here a minute ago to help him get measurements for their dresses for the Winter Ball. The minute she’d mentioned Maddie, his expression had gone stormy. “But I want to talk to her.”

He turned away from the fabric. “Trust me, you don’t. She’s in a foul mood, and she’s channeling her anger at you for no reason.”

“Me?” Nora sat down on a chair next to a sewing machine. It was late evening. She and Sawyer were the only two in the vast clothing tent. “What did I do?”

“She’s jealous,” he said. “Because Daryl turned out not to like her, I guess. She said that you get all the guys.”

She furrowed her brow. What did Maddie mean by that? “I don’t.”

Sawyer pulled out some purple velour and showed it to Nora. “What do you think?”

“It’s pretty,” she said. “Seriously, why would she say that? I don’t get all the guys.”

Sawyer ran his hand over the fabric. “Well, there was Owen, Agler, and me. And Maddie said you changed my sexual orientation, which isn’t true, but—”

“Owen doesn’t like me, he’s obsessed with me,” said Nora. “And Agler practically told me to date you at Halloween last year.”

“He did?” Sawyer put the velour back, looking at her sharply. 

“I don’t get all the guys.” She folded her arms over her chest. “And you liked girls before me, you just didn’t know it.”

He considered. “Well, actually, I like you. I’ve never really—”

“Did I change your sexual orientation, Sawyer?”

“No,” he said. “Not at all. I’m not like that, anyway. I don’t have... orientations.”

She was quiet.

“Look, I’m sorry I brought it up. I didn’t mean to upset you. She’s only angry and hurt and sad.”

Nora’s arms were still crossed. She still felt angry. “Are you making her a dress?”

“She said she’s not coming.”

She sighed. She let her arms drop. “Well. That is sad.” She chewed on her lip. “I wish we could help her.”

“We can’t,” he said. “Not until she’ll let us in. And right now she won’t.” Sawyer tugged out some pale blue brocade. “What about this?”

“That’s nice. For you or me?”

He shrugged. “What if we... matched? Is that really corny?”

“Like wore the same dresses?”

“No.” He looked at her like she was crazy. “Give me some credit. I’m not without a sense of style here. Just similar fabric, maybe?”

“I’d be okay with us being in the same dresses.” She giggled. “I guess I don’t have a sense of style.”

He scrutinized her. “You do okay.”

“Okay?” She looked mock offended. “What’s that mean?”

He grinned. “It means that you’re lucky you have me to dress you for really important events.”

She bounded to her feet and went to him, pressing her body against his. “I am lucky.”

He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. “No way. I’m the lucky one here.”

She loved it when he said things like that. She looked at him. His eyes were still closed. He looked blissfully pleased. She kissed his forehead, then the bridge of his nose.

He opened his eyes slowly. He had such long lashes. “I’m lucky you want to kiss me.”

She grinned, flushing in pleasure and a little bit of embarrassment. Being close to Sawyer was still new and exciting. It had only been a few weeks, and they were still working it all out. She wasn’t sure how to respond to his compliments. Should she say them back? Say thank you? Say nothing? Owen (unsurprisingly) hadn’t been much for compliments.

Sawyer’s hands spanned her waist, and his fingers gently brushed her skin, making her tingle. He kissed her again.

She closed her eyes and surrendered to it. She loved that he was a collection of opposites. His hands were large, his fingers thick, but his touch was delicate and soft. She loved how graceful and willowy he was. What she loved even more was the way his maleness seemed to intrude on his litheness, making him somehow strong and firm at the same time. She put a hand on his chest. It was solid as she ran her fingers over it.

Sawyer let out a little gasp. He pulled back. “We should, um, do the measuring thing.”

Right. That was why she was here, wasn’t it? “Okay.”

Sawyer had a spool of measuring tape on the table. He picked it up.

Nora cocked her head in sudden interest. “What unit of measurement does it use? Are the muses metric?”

“What’s metric?” 

She laughed, taking it from him. It looked like any other measuring tape she’d ever seen, although it didn’t have both inches and centimeters on it. There was only one kind of measurement, and she squinted at the lines, trying to determine if it looked like an inch. She put a finger on one of the longer lines. “This. What does that measure?”

“It’s a daktylos,” said Sawyer. “Is there another way to measure things?”

She shrugged. “Well, yeah. But it’s just silly mundane world stuff.” She tried the word. “Daktylos. It sounds Greek. Maybe the muses borrowed it from the ancients.”

“Maybe the ancients got it on an inspiration thread,” said Sawyer.

“Probably,” she said, handing the measuring tape back.

He unrolled it, and started to wrap it around her waist. It tugged her against him. “Hmm. I guess that this measuring thing isn’t going to be a good distraction from being close.”

She smiled. “I guess not. That a problem?”

“I can work with it.” He kissed her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck.

The measuring tape fell to the floor. His hands were on her again.

She sighed against his lips.

* * *

Nora and Sawyer walked through the snow, hand in hand. They were heading out of the food enclave after breakfast and going to the meadow to look at the progress of the snow sculptures. Even though Nora wasn’t making one, that didn’t mean that she didn’t like looking at them. They were always so pretty.

Ahead of them, Roth was walking away from his father Mack, who was chasing after his son, looking upset. “I just don’t understand,” said Mack. “You stay with me every year. You always help with the chimeras.”

Roth didn’t turn around. He kept walking.

“Do you not want to be here? Is that it?” said Mack. “Because I can send you back to your mother if that’s the case.”

Roth laughed. He still didn’t turn around. “Oh, no. I’m having quite a bit of fun here, thanks very much.”

“Turn around and talk to me,” said Mack, red in the face. He was starting to sound angry.

Roth kept walking. He raised his middle finger over his shoulder.

Mack halted in his tracks, his jaw dropping. He was speechless.

Nora’s heart went out to him. Mack was a very nice man. He was one of the first people she’d met in Helicon, and she had a soft spot for his gentle, curious demeanor. She didn’t think she should say anything. She and Sawyer were eavesdropping after all. She averted her gaze, stared at the snow, and she and Sawyer walked right past Mack.

When they were out of earshot of Mack, she said, “Roth’s really a jerk, isn’t he? How could you be mean to Mack?”

“Yeah,” said Sawyer. “Roth’s different. I wonder what happened to him.”

“Whatever it was, it wasn’t good,” said Nora.

They continued to walk through the snow, following a path that had been tread by many feet before theirs. The main fire pit was still smoking. Its fire never quite went out, just burned down to coals before someone got it started again the next day. The path they followed wound around it, down a hill, and to the meadow where the sculptures were being made. 

Except they weren’t.

When they rounded the fire pit and the meadow came into view, Nora saw that the sculptures had all been destroyed. Knocked over. Kicked. Scattered. Pummeled. 

Every single one had been ruined. 

She stopped moving, gloved hands going to her lips.

“Gods,” breathed Sawyer.

All around them, muses were examining what was left of their masterpieces. A buzz of angry conversation filled the air.

Roth had stopped in front of them. He turned to face them, a huge grin on his face. “Guess you’re glad you didn’t bother to make one, aren’t you?”

Nora gaped at him in horror. “You did this, didn’t you?”

Roth laughed. “It’s kind of funny, don’t you think? Everyone’s making a big deal out of it, but it’s only snow.” 

“It’s not,” said Nora. “It’s an inspiration thread. Muses have to send creativity to the mundane world—”

“Blah, blah, blah,” said Roth. “You should try not being so serious sometime. You might like it.”

A voice from behind: “Coming through!”

Nora turned to see one of the muses from the food enclave walking down the hill. He carrying a big pot of hot chocolate.

“Let me help you,” said Roth, hurrying over to the man. “Can I carry something?”

“Oh, sure, grab the bag of mugs from my back,” said the man.

Roth took it.

Nora’s eyes narrowed. “What are you up to now, Roth?”

He winked at her. “So serious.”

Sawyer took her by the arm. “Come on.”

“But he knocked over the sculptures.”

“We can’t be sure he did. We don’t have any proof.”

“Oh come on. It was him.”

He sighed. “Probably. But people are upset enough as it is. Come on.”

She let Sawyer pull her out of the way, but she refused to stop looking at Roth. He helped the food enclave muse dish out mugs of hot chocolate to the disheveled muses, who were all very upset that their sculptures were ruined. She couldn’t see that he was doing anything wrong, but she didn’t trust him.

“I know it was him, Sawyer,” she said. “We should go to Phoebe.”

Sawyer rolled his eyes. “Because she’s done such a good job at solving problems before?”

He had a point. Nora sighed. She turned back to watching Roth. “There!”

“What?”

“He just put something in the hot chocolate,” said Nora. She’d only seen it for a flash of a moment, but Roth had some kind of flask. He’d poured some of the contents into a mug. “Didn’t you see it?”

“No,” said Sawyer. “I didn’t.”

“I did,” said Nora. “I’m going to find Phoebe.”

But as soon as she turned to go, she saw that Phoebe was descending from the other side of the meadow. She was looking out over the destroyed snow sculptures, her brow furrowed.

Nora started for her.

“Wait, Nora,” said Sawyer. “You don’t know for sure.”

She ignored him, wading through the snow to intercept Phoebe.

Except that Roth got there first. He was smiling and holding out a mug. “Hot chocolate?”

“Phoebe!” called Nora.

“Why, thank you,” said Phoebe. She took the mug and lifted it to her lips.

“Don’t!” said Nora.

Roth and Phoebe both turned to Nora. 

“Nora, is something wrong?” Phoebe took a drink of her hot chocolate. “Well, your sculpture, of course.”

“It’s awful, isn’t it?” said Roth in a sugary sweet voice.

“It’s an inspiration thread,” said Phoebe, taking another drink.

“I don’t think you should drink that,” said Nora.

“Why not?” said Phoebe.

“He put something in it.” Nora pointed at Roth.

Sawyer caught up with Nora. “You can’t be sure of that.”

Phoebe looked at Roth. “Did you?”

Roth only smiled.

Phoebe looked at him warily. She handed the cup back to him. “Who are you? I know that smile.”

“I’m Roth, a teenage fairy-muse hybrid, Phoebe. You’ve known me since I was a child. I’m Mack’s son.”

“Maybe you’re his, maybe not,” said Phoebe. “You don’t look a thing like him, you know.” She covered her mouth in horror. “I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

Roth giggled.

Sawyer took a step back. “Phoebe?”

Nora glared at him. “What’s in the hot chocolate?”

“He’s really not a very attractive boy, anyway,” said Phoebe. “I don’t know why Thistleberry lets him out of fairy land looking like that. His hair’s positively disgusting.”

Roth doubled over in laughter. “Tell us how you really feel, Phoebe.”

Nora looked around. All over the place, she could see muses with their hands over their mouths, as if horrified by what they’d just said. “What did you do? What did you put in it?”

“Who says I put anything in it?” said Roth.

Phoebe drew herself up. “If there’s nothing in it, then you won’t mind drinking some yourself.” She gestured at the mug she’d handed him.

Roth looked down at it. He laughed. “Why not?” He upended the mug into his mouth.

Nora leaned back into Sawyer, who grabbed her hand in comfort. What was going to happen to Roth now?

“Oh, really,” said Phoebe. “You two are utter idiots.”

“Us?” said Sawyer.

“Anyone can see that you’re gay,” said Phoebe to Sawyer. “You’re going to break this girl’s heart.”

Nora glared at Phoebe. “How is that any of your business?”

Roth lowered his cup. “If you’d like to know what I think—”

“I doubt it,” said Nora.

“Too bad,” said Roth, laughing. “Because you’ll have to. I really can’t contain myself anymore. I think you’re really an adorable couple. I don’t know why people have so many problems with boys wanting to bend genders a bit. I was a female horse, once, you know.”

A female horse?

“Loki,” said Phoebe.

Roth chuckled. “I got banged by another horse while I was a female, too. Completely crazy experience. And giving birth... well, everyone should try it.”

“You bastard,” said Phoebe.

“Common misconception,” said Roth. “But I’m not an illegitimate child. Likewise, I’m not Thor’s brother. You muses are in control of inspiration threads, aren’t you? Why can’t you get things like that right when you send things to the mundane world? Do you have any idea
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