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Wonder Woman: Heartless

Chapter 1

The First Hearts

Natalie C. Parker

 



The house that sat on the bluff above Glen Echo park was just isolated enough that no one noticed when the heavy wrought iron gates guarding the driveway opened of their own accord. No one noticed when the dogs barked once and fell immediately silent, rolling over on the lawn to soak up stray bits of late afternoon sunlight. No one noticed when the blinking red lights on all the security cameras winked out one by one.

Inside the house, two figures who did not belong moved through the hallways like twin whisps of sunlight and shadow. One proceeded slowly, a dagger-sharp smile bending her lips, while the other skipped lightly ahead, tapping a finger on the shoulders of anyone she encountered. At her touch, the gardener’s frown of surprise melted away; he leaned against the grand arch of the entryway and began lazily plucking petals from the early autumn roses. The scarlet petals fell to the ground like drops of blood.

In the kitchen, the cook was taken by surprise. At the girl’s touch she climbed atop the flawless marble countertop and tucked her feet beneath her as if she were a child. She gazed through the open window with a dreamy smile on her face.

It was the same for everyone they passed. A moment of surprise replaced by an almost sinister calm. All except for the maid.

She moved through the house with a bottle of Domaine de la Romanée-Conti 2005, her employer’s favorite, completely unaware that anything was wrong. She was entertaining the idea that he might send her home early enough to surprise her mother with a box of Miss Marcell’s “Death by Chocolate” cupcakes for her birthday.

The maid was nearly to the study when a skittering, high-pitched laugh stopped her in her tracks. It was the sort of laugh that cracked like electricity, sharp and cutting and dangerous.

In its wake, her employer’s voice spoke in low, careful tones, the way one might speak to calm a wild animal. The maid froze, fingers tightening around the bottle of wine in her hands. The hallway stretched ahead of her. Beyond the arched doorway of the study, she could see only the dark outline of her employer’s silhouette. He stood with his back to her, hands raised in front.

“Please,” he said.

Alarmed, the maid crouched quietly and reached into her pocket for her phone.

A strange blue light flashed. That skittering laughter rang out again, landing on the maid’s ears like small knives.

Without thinking, the maid rushed forward and caught sight of her employer grasping at his heart as his cheeks went from white to red. On the other side of the room, a swirling mass of blue light spun in a slow circle and standing before it was a reedy young girl with pale white skin and eyes as black as the midnight sky. The maid stopped, horror locking her in place. She could only gasp as her employer made a terrible gurgling noise.

The young girl with midnight eyes spotted her then. A pout bent her lips for only a second. Then she flung out a hand as if dismissing the maid.

The maid saw only a flash of blue as she was thrown back. Her head cracked sharply against a wooden staircase. She slumped to the floor as blood slipped down her brown cheek to stain her uniform.

The reedy girl with pitted eyes turned to face the man, still grasping at his heart as though it were worth anything. He was tall and toned with hair that was as sculpted as the lawn out front and the kind of jawline and easy smile that opened doors without effort or merit. The kind of privilege that allowed him to gather precious items he should not possess.

Right now, his mouth was open in a silent scream, his eyes pinched shut against the pain, his entire body suspended in the air. His back arched and his hands strained toward his chest where a small red glow had begun to burn.

On the far side of the room, the cocoon of blue light twisted and spun, gathering speed as it moved. But that was not what drew the reedy girl’s attention. The man gasped, choking against a scream of pain. His chest burned with light as a glowing red orb was slowly drawn up and out.

The girl bounced lightly on her toes, her eyes tracking the glow of that heart as it glided toward her.

A red glow painted her grin from below as the heart—the first heart—was drawn inside the amulet clutched between her hands.

A single tear fell from the man’s eye. It hit the floor a second before his body.

#

Diana Prince glanced at the darkening sky as she tossed her gown in its flimsy plastic protector over her shoulder and left the Foggy Bottom Metro station. The air felt warm and thick, like it always did just before a storm. It was a comforting feeling, like all the energy of the world was simmering much closer to the surface, like the sky itself was alive.

There was an electric feeling in the crowd as the commuters poured out of the station in all directions. Everyone hurrying to beat the storm on their way home or back to their hotels or up to the university. Diana’s heart warmed at the familiar sight. Though technically not the most convenient station, she enjoyed the walk home from here. She’d only been in Georgetown for three years but already she’d found pockets of community. She knew the names of most of the attendees at her station, the corner grocers on the way home, the MacDonald family who was always in the park at four p.m. Today, people waved hurriedly, their smiles coupled with laughter as everyone prepared for the impending storm.

Every few years, after Wonder Woman was needed, Diana would start over. New city, new apartment, new job, new neighbors and colleagues and friends. Her old life would be scrubbed clean to prevent anyone from making the connection between Wonder Woman and Diana Prince. But for now, this walk down the uneven sidewalks, past houses with no room between them to breathe, beneath towering, broad-trunked trees, was home.

Still, there was a part of her that observed it all from a distance, a part of her that knew this life was as tempestuous and temporary as the clouds above. Maybe it was foolish to think it, but Diana always felt like a storm was the world’s way of reminding her that the gale she carried in her heart was a part of the world, too.

Another crack of thunder sounded, much closer this time. So close it echoed in her own chest. Diana raised a hand to her chest as her heartbeat tripped and sped up. She paused, but her heart did not. It beat quickly and Diana had the feeling that she should turn and walk in the direction she’d come, but then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it stopped. Her heart beat a normal rhythm in her chest, the sensation vanished.

Diana surveyed her surroundings with a sense of unease. Her body was strong, and she did not get sick; that feeling had been caused by . . . something. But nothing here was out of place. At least not on the surface.

A small panic fluttered cold wings against her neck and a small voice whispered that something was coming. Wonder Woman would soon be needed again.

Hurrying on, Diana remained alert for any additional sign of trouble. By the time the corner cart came into view the first fat drops of rain were falling. Diana ducked beneath the pale yellow awning just as Mrs. Yi poked her head out to announce, “We’re closed! Oh, Diana!”

Mrs. Yi was an older woman with hair that was mostly silver and a face that bore evidence of thousands of smiles. She was gruff and fair and ran her Juice & Java cart with the efficiency of a military general. But for all her stoicism, Diana had seen her handing out steaming paper cups of coffee to homeless vets and runaways on more than one occasion.

Right now, however, she was feeling slightly less generous. She shook her head and pointed to the sky. The rain was falling harder now, pounding a steady rhythm against the thin plastic awning.

 “I know, but I’ll make a trade. One cup and I’ll take the awning down for you,” Diana said with a gentle smile on her face.

Mrs. Yi smiled then and Diana felt the thrill of victory. As she turned to grab the coffee, another face appeared in the window. This one belonged to Ann, Mrs. Yi’s granddaughter.

“Hi, D! That fancy benefit is in a few days, right? Is that your dress? Or are you wearing pants? It’s okay if you are. Girls can wear whatever they want these days. Even if they’re only fifteen.” Ann’s voice rose at the end and she cast a meaningful look at her grandmother’s back.

“No halter tops,” Mrs. Yi responded without turning around.

Ann frowned and rolled her eyes. “Yet,” she mouthed conspiratorially to Diana.

Diana laughed as she paid. Coffee in hand, she unhooked each side of the awning and helped Ann bring it down. Mrs. Yi called her thanks from inside the cart and Diana hurried off again.

Diana slipped out into the rain and hurried back in the direction she’d come to a long line of Queen Anne rowhouses, each built of red brick with stone stairways ducking into arched doorways. There were puddles on the sidewalk and her hair was drenched, but the dress remained safe inside its sheath. She passed the small bookshop where old Mr. Caldwell dozed behind the counter, the bakery where Ms. Rowell laid out Diana’s favorite lemon poppyseed bread, and the small patch where the dog owners congregated over early-morning coffees. She’d quickly come to think of this all as home.

As Diana reached her building and stepped out of the rain, she felt a pang and wondered if her days entering this home were numbered.

#

It rained for the next two days. One of those autumn storms that churned along the coast, trapped between the sea and the mountains, smothering in its constancy.

Diana moved through her days as though something were lurking just out of sight, a troublesome spirit waiting to reveal itself. But nothing did. By the night of The Small Hearts Benefit Gala, which would raise money for children suffering from heart defects, she was beginning to think she’d imagined the whole thing.

A welcome distraction arrived first thing in the morning when her phone buzzed with a message from her friend Barbara Minerva: Surprise! I’m coming to town and I’ll be at the gala tonight. See you soon!

Diana had responded enthusiastically, but also with some concern. Barbara was not the spontaneous type. She was always up for an adventure and her work took her off the grid more often than not, but those trips were carefully planned, outlined weeks in advance, not spur of the moment jaunts across an ocean. And especially not during the academic semester. She was eager to discover what had inspired a last-minute trip. 

The rain had not stopped by the time Diana arrived at the Cassatt Museum of Arts and Antiquities. A line of cars slowly processed by the entrance where a temporary awning had been erected to protect the silk gowns and styled hair of the attendees. From the outside, the Cassatt Museum was unassuming. Though large, it was a restored colonial hotel with a wide entryway and a long, flat face of painted white brick. Compared to the Tudor columns or carved statues that marked other museums, the Cassatt was modest, but it was still large enough to host a large and impressive collection.

Stepping inside, Diana exchanged her jacket for a ticket. She didn’t always enjoy this part of her human façade––the part that attended the functions of high society and answered questions about artifacts and art for people who were only marginally interested in their origins. Tonight, at least, the money they spent would go to a good cause. All of the art and antiques up for auction were donations and the value of every piece that traded hands would fund research into children’s heart diseases for years to come. It would save lives in ways Diana could not and that was worth the effort of diplomacy.

She searched the crowd for familiar faces and found several. Colleagues, politicians, those people who seemed to be permanent fixtures of society due to nothing more than the size of their wallets. She let the milling crowd direct her steps through the interior of the old hotel. Most of the attendees drifted toward the display along the back wall, where all the items up for auction were encased and illuminated, while others mingled in the reception area where white-gloved waiters bore trays of champagne and canapés.

Accepting a flute of champagne, Diana made her way slowly through the room toward the back corner where the art took on a Mesopotamian influence. There were stone tablets and sculptures in both clay and metal. Some of them were true to the Bronze Age, while most were facsimiles. Diana studied each piece, quietly cataloguing them as Assyrian, Minoan, or Sumerian, all pieces of the great tapestry that would eventually include Grecian art as well.

Her attention snagged on a modern painting entitled The Queen of the Night that was clearly based on the well-known Burney Relief. The queen, whether she was Inanna or Ereshkigal, was drawn as a beautiful woman with bronze skin and the black wings of a bird. Her feet, too, were talons instead of toes and the scaled skin reached up her calves as though the rest of her were on the brink of transformation. The painter had cast her in shadow and far behind her a sunrise burned on the horizon.

 “My friend!” The voice was familiar and warm and shaped around a posh British accent.

Diana turned with a ready smile. “Barbara.”

The woman standing behind Diana was in her late twenties, with sunny blond hair twisted into an artful bun and peach skin that bore the hint of a tan. She was thin and that always made her brown eyes seem overly large. Tonight, she wore a kimono-style dress in red silk covered in white flowers and bright blue birds that echoed the lapis lazuli studs in her ears.

“Diana! It is wonderful to see you.” Barbara gave a light laugh as she leaned in and pressed her cheek to Diana’s. “Olive is such a perfect color on you, you monster. With that black hair, those stormy hazel eyes, and that perfectly creamy skin, ugh. You are a picture finer than any I see here!”

“I am glad to see you as well,” Diana said. “It’s been—”

“Ages! Too long. Thank goodness for technology or I’d never know where you were.” Barbara looped an arm casually through Diana’s, squeezing her close for just a second. “I miss you.”

Warmth filled Diana’s chest as she leaned against her friend. The first time Diana met Barbara Minerva, the girl had been barely thirteen and already an archeologist in the making. She was accomplished in several languages and fluent in the mythologies of many early civilizations, but her father wasn’t impressed with any of that. Until he realized that she’d tracked down one of the five Eurydicean Keys, which would allow a person to prolong their own life and power by siphoning the strength of another.

By the time Diana reached them, Barbara’s father had used the key on his own daughter, siphoning her life-force away for his own benefit. Diana had nearly been too late to save her. Barbara had been so grateful that she had used her considerable resources to shore up her Diana Prince alias for the modern age. Not once, but as often as Diana needed a fresh start.

“I miss you, too,” Diana said, reaching to squeeze Barbara’s hand.

“Oh!” Barbara hissed lightly, tugging her hand away quickly with an apologetic smile.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” Diana said immediately, studying the bandage wrapped around Barbara’s left hand. “What happened?”

“Oh, just a silly accident with a knife. My fault completely. I was careless,” Barbara answered with a shrug, but her mouth feinted at a smile.

The room was filling up around them and they were surrounded by the inconspicuous hum of clinking glasses, polite laughter, and the distant strain of music coming from the ensemble set up on the foyer balcony.

“Is that Doctor Wallace?” Barbara asked, aghast. “Wasn’t he just in the news for something terrible like sexual assault? I thought this event was curated!”

Following Barbara’s gaze, Diana spotted Dr. Wallace in the center of a group. Diana knew him from the many times he’d been pictured on the news in recent weeks––a short white man with wire-rimmed glasses and a manicured beard. He was laughing and red-cheeked, unbothered by the whispers that skirted around him.

“I think it is,” Diana agreed.

“Can’t you just, I don’t know, challenge him to a duel or something?” Barbara’s eyes had narrowed to slits. “I hate when men like that get away with it. Seems like they always do.”

Diana didn’t disagree. Part of her itched to do exactly what Barbara suggested, but until the Dr. Wallaces of the world possessed more than human malice, Diana could not interfere.

“What else will you be doing while you’re in town? And why did you come on such short notice?” Diana asked.

Barbara’s lips bowed in a frown and her shoulders dropped a bit. “I’m afraid it’s rather tragic. I was coming to meet up with a colleague, Henry Cotrell, but just before I boarded the plane, I learned that he’d died.” She sighed. “Now, I suppose I’m here for his funeral.”

“I’m so sorry.” Diana reached out again, more carefully this time. “I remember you mentioning him. He specialized in . . .?”

“Unusual artifacts,” Barbara supplied.

Now Diana recalled the man. He’d been a peddler of wares he had no business profiting from. A private collector in the worst sense. And his means of acquiring items was sometimes less than honest.

“Unusual? Do you mean stolen?”

Barbara pursed her lips, irritation flashing briefly across her features. “Of course not. I mean artifacts that defy standard methods of analysis and preservation.”

That sounded like code to Diana, but Barbara had thought of Henry Cotrell as a friend and was here to mourn him. They could discuss the details of his reputation another time.

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” Diana said.

“There was something I was really hoping to discuss with him, actually. But . . .”

A distracted look fell across Barbara’s petite features and suddenly Diana noticed how tired she looked. There were circles beneath her eyes, dark enough to show through her efforts to conceal them, and her eyes were gently red rimmed. All of which could be attributed to the long flight from the UK, but there was something else. Barbara looked haunted.

“Barbara?” Diana prodded with concern.

“Hm? Oh, I’m so sorry. My mind just went off on its own for a minute.” Barbara smiled broadly and turned toward the display of Mesopotamian art and gestured with vague interest at the painting. “You do always seem to drift toward the Bronze Age. Those bird feet look so uncomfortable. Why not choose something like a wolf or a bear. An animal with real power.”

Diana considered the painting once more. There were so many figures like her in mythology, humans who were part animal or whose bodies could change and shift, who traveled between worlds. She wiggled her toes inside her high heels, feeling all the ways the shoes pinched and squeezed while giving her what she needed to travel in this world. Just like the Queen of the Night’s bird feet.

“It wasn’t only about power, but about divinity. She is a part of two worlds and must be able to move between them.”

Barbara narrowed her wide eyes and asked, “And which two worlds are those?”

“The natural world and the human one.”

Barbara laughed. “Diana, you talk as if humans aren’t a part of nature. What on earth?”

On the other side of the room, an argument had spiked. Angry voices rose above the din of polite chatter and it seemed to be spreading. Another pocket of dissension formed across the room, this one escalating quickly into a fistfight. In the blink of an eye, the gathering had gone from friendly to something approaching a brawl.

Diana reached for her friend, ready to move Barbara to safety, but just then, her heart began to thump wildly. She gasped softly and pressed a hand over her chest. She heard Barbara asking if she was all right, but she ignored her, focusing instead on the strange sensation building inside her. It was exactly as it had been two days ago, a panicked acceleration of her heart followed by a tugging.

Before she could move to follow it, shrieks filled the room and champagne glasses shattered musically against the floor. People scurried toward the exits, clogging the narrow doorways in their efforts to get away from whatever it was that had spooked them. Diana moved forward, cutting through the chaos and targeting the place at its center.

The screams rose higher and so did the form of a man. Not just any man. Dr. Wallace. Now his glasses were on the floor and he was hanging in the air above them.

Diana’s heart beat rapidly as something red began to glow in Dr. Wallace’s chest. She stopped, searching for the source of his torment, but she could see nothing; no one in the swirling crowd seemed to be causing this.

Dr. Wallace uttered a sound somewhere between a gasp and gurgle. His fists opened and closed helplessly, and his feet kicked feebly at the air.

The crowd drew away from him, leaving him alone in a wide, terrified circle of onlookers.

Still Diana could see no cause of this attack, yet her heart still beat furiously in her chest, propelling her closer.

There was the shrill sound of laughter, a blur of motion—a slight figure dressed in black with a shock of white-blonde hair above pitted eyes—then Dr. Wallace gave a strangled cry as the red glow—his heart—was pulled from his chest.

It vanished, and Dr. Wallace crumpled to the floor. Dead.








Wonder Woman: Heartless

The Stalking Beast

Heidi Heilig

 



Night was always darkest in the heart of the jungle, but tonight there was a particular depth to the blackness. As though Dr. Barbara Minerva were not standing on the rainforest floor but balanced on the edge of a knife.

The air was strangely cold for the Amazon. It must have been the Pampero: those stiff polar gusts from the south that made the leaves of the castanharanas shiver high overhead. Then a twig snapped in the brush behind her. Was that the wind, as well?

Gooseflesh rose on Barbara’s pale arms. She could feel something watching her. There were always eyes in the jungle, where predators and prey played an endless game of winner take all. With her thin blonde hair and academic nature, Barbara had never felt much like a predator. But until tonight, she’d never felt so much like prey.

Her fingers tightened around the hilt of the knife she held––not one of the thick machetes her guides always carried to cut through the wild tumble of greenery, but something smaller. Older. An ancient dagger, chipped from stone and surprisingly sharp, though Barbara had no idea how to wield it. She was a scientist holding an antiquity, not some gaucho with a long-bladed facon. Whatever was out in the brush was far deadlier than she could ever be.

Then another sound made her whirl. Not a jungle sound, thank God, but human voices. Through the leaves, Barbara caught sight of a warm fire flickering. The light drew her eyes like a beacon, but it was the people around the fire that tugged at her heart.

Their faces were obscured by the shadows, but Barbara knew they were strangers to her. Still, they were likely the only other people for miles. She strained to hear their conversation, could almost recognize their native tongue. Some form of Tupian, wasn’t it? Maybe Guarani . . . The smell of their food drifted through the jungle, making Barbara’s mouth water.

All of a sudden, she was so hungry. Not only for a good meal, or for the warmth of the fire, but for their clear camaraderie. More than friendship, they were family to each other. She knew it instantly, despite never having had a real family of her own.

Then a low growl drifted out of the dark behind her. Definitely not the wind. Conventional wisdom was never to run from a predator, but it was a deeper instinct that moved her. Heart pounding, Barbara fled toward the safety of the fire.

Roots tripped her––vines wrapped around her limbs––thorns tore at her skin and hair as she careened toward the light. She was running faster than she’d ever run before, but she wasn’t as fast as whatever was behind her. She could hear the beast crashing through the brush, drawing closer and closer. So close she could feel its hot breath on her neck.

Bursting into the clearing, she lurched toward the strangers. They scrambled to their feet, dark shadows in silhouette. “Monster!” they shouted, pointing. “Get out! Get out!”

At last, Barbara turned, dreading the sight of the slavering beast that had chased her through the jungle, but there was nothing behind her.

“Get out!” The people around the fire were pointing at her. “GET OUT!”

As the scream rose to an ungodly shriek, Barbara jumped, nearly knocking over the podium before her. Automatically, she grabbed for the heavy oak stand to steady it. Then pain shot through the wound on her left palm, searing away the last shreds of the nightmare, or the vision, or whatever the hell it was that had plagued her for the last week.

She was not in the rainforests of the Amazon. There was no fire, no unseen beast. The shriek was only the feedback of the microphone in the hand of a very nervous moderator.

Blinking, Dr. Barbara Minerva stared out over the crowd in the lecture hall. Hundreds of people blinked back. They had come to hear her talk on Tribal Power: Blessings and Curses. Now, they shifted in their seats, uncertain. How long had she been standing there, trapped in a waking nightmare? She glanced down at her tablet, but the screen had gone to sleep. The massive display behind her still showed her fifth slide out of nearly three dozen. She hadn’t even gotten halfway through her presentation.

In the uncomfortable silence, the moderator cleared his throat. “Let’s go to Q&A, shall we?”

A dozen hands shot up across the lecture hall, and Barbara’s heart sank as the moderator walked the microphone into the crowd.

Dr. Minerva was usually much more comfortable on stage, but this was an unusual occasion: she’d come to DC not to teach, but to learn. Still, when the board of the National Museum of the Natural World had caught word she’d be in town, they’d extended a last-minute invitation to speak. She should have declined––would have declined, but for the compensation the museum had offered.

Not money. Barbara’s father had lacked warmth, not wealth, and her inheritance meant she’d never have to worry about such vulgar things as paychecks. Instead, the board had offered a partnership with the foundation Barbara ran, promising to create a summer program for underprivileged girls who wanted to study archaeology. The board knew she couldn’t say no to that, though after this mess of a lecture they might wish she had. But when Barbara imagined their disappointment, it was her father’s face she saw. “I told you this mythology nonsense would never amount to anything.”

Her hand went to the cut on her palm. The wound throbbed beneath the Hermes scarf she’d used to hide the ugly bandage, but the shame was more painful still.

“Dr. Minerva?”

The voice through the microphone made her jump. Not her father’s voice. It was a young man in the front row speaking. Both he and the moderator were staring now, waiting for an answer to a question she hadn’t even heard. The shame crept up her neck, hot and painful. Her training as an Englishwoman was the only thing that could save her now: when in doubt, apologize.

“So sorry,” Barbara said at last, with as professional a smile as she was able to muster. “I am not myself today. As many of you may have seen in the news, I was at the gala last night where a colleague met an unfortunate end. As such, I will be taking no questions.”

The audience muttered, their disappointment deepening as they pulled out their phones to check the time. Barbara had a clear line of sight to the clock at the back of the lecture hall: she’d cut the talk almost half an hour short. But the apologetic smile on her face was as steadfast as her trusty lipstick. It flickered only when the young man in the front row whispered to his companion, loud enough for Barbara to hear, “She saw Doctor Wallace get his heart ripped out? Now that would be worth the ticket price.”

The implication stung––but she knew her own failed lecture had not been worth the price of admission. Grabbing her notes from the podium, she busied herself packing her bag as the audience filed out. She couldn’t face their disappointed stares any longer. Still, she felt them watching her, and the heat of shame working its way up the back of her neck. Just like the breath of the beast in her dream . . .

No. Barbara clenched her fist, leaning into the pain in her palm. She couldn’t let herself be sucked into the visions again, though she could feel them lurking like bad memories. But if they were memories, they weren’t her own. She had never been chased through the Amazon rainforest holding an ancient dagger. In fact, she had purchased the thing from the comfort of her sitting room in London!

So where had the visions come from? Henry Cotrell had never mentioned them, damn the man, but of course a salesman would gloss over the downsides of his wares.

Still, the inscription on the blade itself hadn’t mentioned nightmares either. Barbara had translated the words herself, to make sure: Give me your blood, and I’ll grant you my power. That was the promise of the blade, and so she’d been eager to place the edge against her own skin. It was only after the fifth sleepless night that she’d flown to DC to have a harsh word with Henry, only to discover someone else had reached him first.

In spite of her frustration, Barbara would never have wished Cotrell dead. After all, when you dealt in under-the-table antiquities, the rule was always Caveat Emptor: buyer beware. Or as they said in Turkey, “If you buy bad incense, be careful not to burn your sleeves.” But with Cotrell dead, how would she find out how to stop the nightmares––to silence the voice in her head? Get out, get out . . . 

Barbara’s hand throbbed as she jammed her tablet into her oversized Vuitton purse, but the sensation flared again––eyes on the back of her neck. This time, however, it was not the dream. There was someone standing there at the foot of the stage. Likely someone from the audience. Usually, Barbara loved to answer questions, waxing rhetorical to a rapt listener, but this one was probably wondering how to get their money back. Resolutely, Barbara ignored the onlooker until she spoke. “You look like you could use a glass of wine.”

“Diana?” Dropping the bag she was fussing with, Barbara turned to face her old friend. But the excitement she should have felt was replaced by the shame creeping up her cheeks. Had the great Diana Prince watched her humiliation on stage? “I . . . I didn’t know you were coming.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Diana replied warmly, but Barbara made a wry face.

“I very nearly did myself,” she said. “I probably should have cancelled, to be quite honest. I’ve slept so poorly.”

“Witnessing a murder would give anyone nightmares,” Diana said with sympathy.

“The murder. Yes.” Barbara frowned, tugging at the bandage as she considered her old friend. Diana was incognito today––as she had been for years now––but of course with her height and posture and everything else, it would be hard not to see there was something special about her. Still, Barbara was one of the few people who knew her friend’s real identity. After all, it was Barbara who drew on her connections to build Diana a new alias every time her old facade started to crumble. But with Diana’s own . . . connections, so to speak, perhaps Henry wasn’t the only person who could give Barbara advice. “You know, I would love a drink,” she said, throwing her bag over her shoulder and hurrying to the edge of the stage. “It would be very nice to catch up.”

“I was hoping to talk to you, too,” Diana said, but there was a distracted look on her face. Side by side, the two women walked up the aisle of the now-empty auditorium. Still, Diana glanced around the room to make sure there were no stragglers, lowering her voice before she continued. “About the event last night. I’ve gone over the guest list and I can’t imagine who there would have killed Dr. Wallace.”

“You can’t?” Barbara’s eyebrows shot up. “Diana, sometimes you’re too pure. Everyone hated the man.”

“Hating someone is no reason to kill them,” Diana protested. “Besides, his death was clearly supernatural. That odd red light, and the way his heart was pulled from his chest . . .” As they stepped through the wide doors into the lobby, Diana dropped her voice even further. “It almost felt like my heart was being pulled along with it.”

“You could feel it?” Barbara’s shocked response echoed across the marble lobby, and the visitors standing near the information desk turned to look at her. Despite the stares, Barbara’s heart began to race, as excited as a schoolgirl with a secret. A supernatural secret. With difficulty, she bit her tongue as she hurried her friend toward the front door of the museum. Outside, the humid summer air embraced them, and the sound of traffic on Constitution Avenue muffled the sound of her voice. “You could feel the magic?”

“It was . . . strange,” Diana said, leaning against the tall marble pillar by the door. “Not exactly familiar. But the energy reminded me of . . . of home.”

“How exactly?” Barbara’s academic mind raced along with her heart. Myths and magic had fascinated her ever since she was a girl, but she had never known how real they were until she’d met Diana. In fact, Diana was one of the reasons she’d tracked down the dagger in the first place. And now, with people dropping dead all around them, the reality of magic was much more urgent. After all, Dr. Wallace and Henry Cotrell were both in antiquities. Had they had nightmares, too? “Was it anything like a dream?”

“It’s hard to explain to someone who’s never dealt with magic before,” Diana replied slowly, but Barbara drew herself up.

“I speak over half a dozen languages, Diana. Surely, words exist in one of them. Just try,” she added, then, “I need to know if I’m going to help you track down the killer.”

“Help . . . me?” Diana cocked her head, her brow furrowing.

“Of course,” Barbara replied, taken aback. Why did Diana look so confused by the thought? “You’ve come to me for help for decades.”

“My old friend.” Diana smiled fondly, gathering Barbara’s hand in hers. “Your knowledge of languages is indeed unassailable, and I am always grateful for your help. But when it comes to fighting supernatural battles . . .” Diana trailed off delicately, but Barbara could feel the shame creeping back again, and her father’s voice finished the sentence for her.

You’ll never amount to anything.

Barbara clenched her free hand, grateful now for the pain in her palm––for the way it distracted her from the humiliation. “You should give me a chance,” she whispered, though she was not entirely certain to whom she was responding. “I might just surprise you one day.”

Diana opened her mouth, but before she could speak, a strange look crossed her face. Her jaw tightened, and her hand, still holding Barbara’s, crept toward her heart. “It’s back,” Diana whispered. “The same energy I felt last night.”

Then, at last, Barbara felt it, too. The racing of Diana’s strong heart, right beneath their hands, and a sensation as though something invisible was drawing the heart out inch by inch.

The feeling was terrifying, and thrilling, too. A brush with magic—not like the strange and turbulent dreams that she could explain away with poor sleep and stress––but real magic. Powerful enough to kill a man.

Suddenly, Diana let go, and the feeling vanished like a soap bubble. Diana bounded down the steps of the museum, her hair flying behind her as she turned toward the Capitol building in the distance. “I’ll have to take a raincheck on those drinks!”

As Barbara watched her friend speed down the crowded sidewalk, she felt a strange new pull. Not in her heart, but in her belly. Like the hunger she’d felt in her dream. It shot up her spine like lightning as the ragged shreds of the vision flickered in the corners of her eyes: the beast breathing on her neck.

But maybe now there was a way to outrun it.

Slowly, Barbara slipped off her ballet flats––the Vuitton leopard print she wore to all of her talks––and tucked them into her big bag. Then, leaping down the steps, she followed Diana Prince.

Racing down Constitution Avenue, Barbara’s heart pounded even faster than her feet. She had never been an athlete. Had never known the sheer joy in running. In the clench and draw of her muscles, in the rise and fall of her lungs, in the way she sped through the sidewalk traffic––leaping past cars, between bikes, around scooters––as though she had springs in her heels.

The rest of the world melted away. There was only the song of her blood in her veins, the drumming of her feet on the pavement . . . and her old friend, not far ahead.

The doctor’s eyes narrowed, focusing on Diana’s flickering feet, the ripple of her hair in the breeze. For the first time in her life, Barbara felt closer to predator than prey.

Then a searing pain in her heel brought her stumbling to a stop, burning the thought from her head. Some absolute walnut had tossed their still-smoking cigarette butt onto the sidewalk. Hopping awkwardly, Barbara grabbed at her bare foot: it was filthy with God knew what. Even worse, her palm was slick with blood, soaking through the bandage and marring the African-inspired print on the silk scarf.

What on earth was all of that?

Breathing hard, Barbara glanced around, afraid that everyone was watching her. Had they seen her barefoot, bleeding, racing like a football player after an errant ball? Indeed, there was a cluster of onlookers gathered by the reflecting pool, but thankfully their backs were facing the disheveled academic.

Not even Diana had noticed her arrival. She stood on the sidewalk with her hand on her heart and a lost look on her face. Had the feeling faded for her, too?

No matter: Barbara could guess where the next death was by the commotion of the crowd. Quickly, she fished through her big purse for her ballet flats, sliding them back over her dirty bare feet as Diana slipped among the milling onlookers. Taking a steadying breath, Barbara tucked her wild hair back behind her ears and plunged into the crowd after her friend.

She found Diana at the front, staring at a man floating in the still water of the fountain. He was very clearly dead, his glassy eyes staring at the sunset sky, his face frozen in a horrible rictus as the water seeped up his red tie. Despite the grimace, his features were vaguely familiar, though Barbara couldn’t quite place him.

“Who was he?” she asked softly.

Diana turned, startled, at the sound of Barbara’s voice. Her brown eyes flicked to the sweat stains on her friend’s silk blouse, then back up to her face. “How did you get here so fast?”

What was that look in her eyes? Not just surprise . . . There was a touch of awe as well. The look made Barbara’s heart race all over again. “I told you that you and I had a lot of catching up to do,” she said, pride creeping into her voice. But before she could say more, a couple of teenagers in the crowd jostled her.

“Hey lady, move over a sec.” The kid snapped a selfie with the body in the background. “Watch me go viral! Hashtag Ding Dong the Mitch is Dead!”

Diana stared open-mouthed at the teen as he pushed back into the crowd. Then her hand shot out, wrapping around his wrist, and the teen looked up from his phone screen, startled by her touch. “In the slaying of monsters, we must always hold firm to our humanity,” she said.

“Okay lady,” the kid replied, shaking free and vanishing into the crowd.

Diana stared after him, her brow furrowed, but Barbara nudged her. “Mitch . . .?”

“Senator Mitchell,” Diana replied, gathering herself. “Another high-profile death.”

“A senator is very high profile,” Barbara said. “The killer must be quite bold to target a man like that.”

“And in broad daylight.” Diana glanced around at the bustling street, her eyes troubled. “We have to track them down, and quickly.”

“At least they’ve moved on from those of us in antiquities,” Barbara replied, breathing a little sigh of relief.

Diana cocked her head. “Any death is a tragedy.”

Barbara raised an eyebrow, glancing to the edge of the pool where the senator’s aides still stood. Rather than giving him CPR, they were arguing about whose job it was to go in and pull him out. “They don’t seem to think so.” She frowned, her mind churning. “Is that the link? Someone is killing unpopular men?”

“Heartless men,” Diana replied darkly, rubbing her own heart, but Barbara made a little face.

 “Maybe we shouldn’t bother tracking down the killer after all.”

“An eye for an eye isn’t justice,” Diana said gently. “It’s vengeance.”

Barbara only shrugged. She knew there was a difference, she only didn’t know why that difference was so important. Then a wry voice made both of them turn.

“I thought I felt my ears burning.”

At the edge of the plaza, a stocky Black woman had materialized, her own teeth clenched in a painful grin. She wore a denim jacket that barely concealed the two pistols at her hip, but she didn’t do anything to hide the spreading bloodstain on her chest––just over her own heart.
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For the third time in three days, Jill Carlyle, Crimson Avenger, felt herself dragged through time and space by a pair of ornery pistols hellbent on justice. Now, Jill stood by the reflecting pool, overlooked by the gossiping crowds who’d gathered around Senator Mitchell’s dead body.

“An eye for an eye isn’t justice,” she heard a familiar voice say in mild rebuke. “It’s vengeance.”

Jill had seen too much evil go unpunished for her to agree with Diana Prince’s pat morality. She smiled bitterly to herself as she fought the nausea that always accompanied teleportation. Not justice? Tell that to Janine Robinson.

Three days prior, Jill’s pistols had called her to Janine’s case, and hadn’t let up since.

She’d fetched up on an alpaca-wool rug, tastefully placed among priceless antiquities and designer furniture, and clutched at her chest, though she knew she couldn’t stop the blood surging between her fingers. The reaction was automatic, accompanied by the sensation of a thousand hungry ants in her blood vessels and marrow. She pitched forward and vomited.

“Goddamn it,” she spat. She’d gone a whole month without a single call from her personal spirit of vengeance. And now, just when she’d let her guard down, put on some pajamas—pajamas!—after spending the last six months sleeping in her Timbs, it was back. At least the carpet was soft.

The shivering receded. She looked up. In the corner, among the shattered marble of what had been a Greek torso, a man lay dead in a pool of his own blood. She guessed him for the owner of this room and the antiquities therein. Something ugly had gotten to him, but she didn’t think he was why the spirit had yanked her from her bed. Money like this would take care of its own. The spirit wanted vengeance for someone else. Someone who needed her. 

She stood up, lifted one of the pistols that had appeared in her hands right before she teleported, and sighted down the barrel. There. On the far side of the dead man, an arch opened onto a dim corridor lit by flickering firelight. A white tennis shoe, scrupulously clean but scuffed on the sole, was just visible on the other side. Bile surged in her throat again, but she swallowed it down. Just like with teleportation, it turned out you could get used to anything.

The shoe belonged to a Black woman in a navy-blue maid’s uniform, complete with a starched white headpiece. She reminded Jill a little of her Aunt Bertha; they had that same toughness in the jaw, the same softness in the hands. Those hands gripped the neck of a wine bottle hard. What Jill had taken for blood was, mostly, drying red wine. She had fallen backward on the staircase, her neck twisted at an unnatural angle.

Jill sighed. No getting out of it. The pistols, and the spirit that haunted them, had her now. All that was left was to use her powers to relive the last moments of this woman’s life. She knelt and touched the clammy skin of the dead woman’s forehead.

Someone was speaking with the old white man. Their view was blocked by the marble statue, but the voice was high-pitched, girlish. The man was begging. They trembled as they edged past the arch. A scuff of sneakers on marble. The figure with the man turned, and for a moment they had a glimpse of a white girl, tall, skinny as a reed, short dyed-blonde hair, two dark pits for eyes. Her laugh skittered across their skin and she raised her hand. They were lifted clean off their feet and flew back. Too hard. 

 

Now, buffeted by shocked chatter and the popcorn clicks of morbid cameras, Jill shuddered at the shared memory of Janine’s last moments. No time for that, though; here was the killer’s fourth victim. They thought this was vengeance? Jill straightened up, fixed a cocky smile to cover her shaky breath, and owned exactly what she had been brought here to do.

“I thought I felt my ears burning.”

#

Diana Prince wasn’t as surprised as she should have been to hear Jill Carlyle’s voice behind her. They were mere feet away from the reflecting pool and the senator’s body bleeding into it, little tendrils snaking out like ghostly fingers in the lamplight. Still, the small crowd was so focused on the senator and his squabbling aides that no one seemed to have noticed the small, stocky woman in work boots and a black denim jacket which she’d pulled closed to conceal again her bloody heart and spirit-haunted pistols.

“But, for real, what happened to him?” Jill asked, gesturing to the senator’s body.

“Someone took Senator Mitchell’s heart,” Barbara said. She was looking at Jill with an intense, almost hungry, curiosity.

Jill’s eyes widened at this. She swayed a little and swallowed. Diana almost asked if she was all right, but something in the Crimson Avenger’s stubborn jaw held her tongue. She was no child of Amazons and divinity, like Diana. Jill had been a regular human who found her powers the hard way, through possession and sacrifice. Those kinds of bargains always took their toll on the humans they burdened.

“Jill,” she said, “what a . . . coincidence that you’re in town.”

Jill gave her a hard look. “Think I’m behind this, Wonder Woman? Not my style. I don’t leave witnesses, or messes.”

Barbara held out her hand with a self-effacing smile. Jill took it, with obvious reluctance. “Barbara Minerva at your service, old friend of Diana’s. You’re the Crimson Avenger, aren’t you? Vengeance for the innocent?”

Jill looked at the body in the reflecting pool distastefully. “Asshole politicians aren’t my beat,” she said, and shrugged. “I get vengeance for the people society overlooks.”

This was true, but Jill’s cagey expression told Diana she wasn’t saying everything. “So why are you here? If you didn’t kill him and you aren’t going to avenge him?”

Jill’s lips twisted. “Why are you here, Diana Prince? Why is your . . . friend here?”

“Right place, wrong time,” Barbara said, with a bitter laugh. “Pardon my curiosity, but I can’t help but notice that you’re just as human as I am. How did you get your powers? A god? A curse? I’ve read much of the literature on the subject, but never had a chance to make contact in person, as it were.”

Diana winced. “Barbara, I understand your academic curiosity, but perhaps—”

“Lady, for real, I’m not the subject for your dissertation. Diana, are you only here for the senator? There’s nothing more to this?”

Barbara opened her mouth, glanced at the gleaming pistols that revealed themselves, subtly, from the folds of Jill’s oversized jacket, and shut it.

“This is the second death of a high-profile man in the city in the last two days,” Diana said, quickly. “The deaths are supernatural.”

“High-profile?” Jill repeated. “Euphemism for . . . white, rich, assholes?”

Diana hesitated, feeling churlish to speak ill of the dead, but Barbara’s offended expression gave her away.

“What kind of supernatural are we talking about here?” Jill asked. 

“They have a strange energy signature I haven’t been able to trace.”

Jill nodded slowly. “Any ideas?”

“Not yet. But someone capable of stealing hearts in this way . . .” She remembered, suddenly, that brief glimpse of a tall, hollow-eyed figure right after Dr. Wallace’s murder. It had reminded Diana of younger days, when she had first met the other gods who played among the mortals in the world. She shook her head, hard. That couldn’t be. A superficial resemblance, that was all.

Jill raised her eyebrows. “Something you’re not saying, Wonder Woman? You’re really just here to avenge these bastards?”

Diana blew out in exasperation. “Even if they weren’t exemplary humans, some powerful force is killing them with impunity. That’s not justice. They must be stopped.”

“Ah, yes,” Jill said, with a funny smile. “Very high-minded of you. But it’s definitely not my wheelhouse. I’m in town for a different murder. Janine Robinson, fifty-six, mother and grandmother, her family is devastated. I was just— She got swatted down like a fly by some kind of manic pixie nightmare girl. Supernatural, too, but I couldn’t tell you what the hell she is. If you get a lead on that, Wonder Woman? Give me a call.”

And with that, Jill Carlyle, Crimson Avenger, turned and walked through the crowd and out into the muggy DC night.

#

The memorial reception for Henry Cotrell was held in Dumbarton Oaks, an exclusive location that spoke to the power that Cotrell had wielded in life. Even Diana, accustomed to elite clients in her role as antiquities dealer for a boutique Georgetown gallery, was impressed by the casual wealth on display among the guests in this room. Diana had first heard of Cotrell through Barbara, but she had paid little attention to his career. He had been a showman, a celebrity. It surprised her to learn that he and Barbara had been so close, but perhaps their similar backgrounds as children of wealthy families accounted for the connection.

A large photo of a debonair older gentleman with silver hair beamed upon the memorial attendees. Throughout the room, other photos demonstrated the nature of Cotrell’s work: there he was, dusty and disheveled at a sandy dig among the pyramids in Alexandria; in another he gripped an urn in the highlands of Peru; in yet another he posed somewhere in the Mediterranean, among azure waters and rolling hills that reminded Diana, painfully, of Themyscira.

“I don’t understand how Cotrell had access to so many digs,” Diana said. “Wasn’t he a historian?”

Barbara waved her hand. “He was a generalist. He knew everything there was to know about the ancient world, and his connections helped him open digs in sites no one else could access. But he always shared his knowledge, and his finds were . . . spectacular.” Barbara dabbed her eyes with a shaking hand. “He specialized in holy relics. Objects of power. Even on sites that had been picked over for years, he had an instinct that led him to that one special find. In fact, rumor had it Cotrell was on the trail of another huge discovery on an island in the Black Sea. I was corresponding with him about just that last week. Objects of the ancients still here among us . . .” She broke off, breathless with some powerful emotion that looked to Diana like a combination of excitement and terror.

Behind them, a dark-haired woman wearing a remarkable pair of antique earrings was speaking in low tones to her partner.

“I heard it was murder. But his family doesn’t want it in the news.”

“Murder? Like the others? That heartless killer, or whatever they’re calling him?” This jolted Diana. Had Cotrell been killed like Wallace and Mitchell? If so, that would make him the first victim of the mysterious killer.

Barbara was staring into space again, fiddling with the bandage on her injured hand. She was frowning, lost in thought; she wouldn’t be able to hear this conversation with her normal human hearing.

“He had a half-sister, if I recall. Perhaps she’ll listen to reason. We gave him the deposit two weeks ago! It was all arranged to be delivered as soon as he returned from his latest dig on that Turkish island, that UNESCO site.”

“It’s a shame. These earrings are everything he promised and more. I haven’t had a single Botox treatment since I put them on and I look ten years younger! I was so looking forward to . . .”

Diana frowned. “Barbara, did Cotrell sell what he found on those digs?”

Barbara gave her a startled glance. “Hmm? I’m sorry, Diana, pardon me for a moment? I have to go to the ladies’ room.”

She hurried away, seemingly upset. Diana didn’t have any time to wonder about that, though, because at that precise moment three new arrivals provoked a wave of shocked whispering that prompted Diana out of her seat. The reason for their whispers appeared to be a Black family, an older man and two young women, who had entered the reception hall. They were the only non-white people in the room, aside from the servers bringing out mini-quiches and champagne. Every single person invited to this memorial had been white, a fact that Diana had overlooked entirely until that moment, to her shame. That their presence was not only unexpected, but unwelcome, became obvious as they approached the photo of Cotrell and the display of flowers and mementos.

“His housekeeper,” she heard in multiple whispers. “Dead as well—heart attack—shock of finding him.”

Someone else had died with Cotrell? And Cotrell was possibly the heartless killer’s first victim? Diana, alarmed now by a sudden possibility, walked up to the dark-haired woman with the enchanted earrings. “What was the name of Cotrell’s housekeeper?”

The woman, startled, gaped at Diana. “Why . . . I can hardly remember . . . Janice? Jean?”

“Janine?” Diana prompted. “Janine Robinson?”

“Yes, yes, I think that’s it. A shame about her death. Pardon me, but have we met?”

Manic pixie nightmare girl. That had been Jill’s perfect description of Janine Robinson’s killer. Which meant that it almost certainly described Cotrell’s killer—and Dr. Wallace’s and Senator Mitchel’s. Diana’s vague suspicions congealed to an appalling certainty. Hadn’t she caught a glimpse of a tall, skinny shadow flitting out of the room after Wallace’s murder? Diana had recognized her as one of the gods who enjoyed passing their time among humans, but dismissed it as impossible. Could it be? She turned on her heel and raced out of the reception, away from the confrontation brewing between Janine Robinson’s family and Henry Cotrell’s.

Outside on the street, she reached for her phone and flicked through her contacts for Jill’s number. They’d met a few years before, when Jill had been a regular human prosecutor whose case intersected with an injustice Wonder Woman was trying to make right. When the spirit of vengeance had found her, Jill had called her to ask if there was any way out. Diana had been forced to tell her, not as far as she knew.

Back on Themyscira she had imagined that between her powers and her will, she would be able to solve any problem. But a hundred years in the human world had taught her humility. There was far more that she didn’t know than what she did, a thousand problems unsolved for every wrong she could right.

“Wonder Woman,” Jill drawled, “I was just going to call you.”

Diana looked up from her phone and shook her head with a reluctant laugh. Jill Carlyle was sitting on the sidewalk, her back to a fire hydrant, beside a beat-up car that looked out of place among the gilded behemoths and fancy racecars parked along 32nd Street.

“You’re here with Janine Robinson’s family?”

“They wanted to pay their respects. And convince his sister to do right by them. His lawyer claims there was no retirement fund, no worker’s comp, because Janine was an ‘independent contractor.’ They’re looking to leave her family with nothing. You ever noticed that, Diana? How there’s no one stingier than a rich man?”

“Yes,” Diana said softly. “I’ve noticed that. The thing that killed her, your manic pixie nightmare girl . . . it’s the same one who killed Senator Mitchell last night, right? That’s why you were there. Because your spirit of vengeance means for you to get vengeance for Janine and now all the other deaths are linked to hers.”

Jill sighed and pulled her jacket across her chest. That wound never stopped bleeding. Diana had never asked her if it hurt. “I told you, rich jerks aren’t my beat. But this monster seems to be killing anyone in her way, so now I’m stuck with them.”

“Why didn’t you say something yesterday?”

Jill snorted. “Because it didn’t even occur to you that other people might be in danger. You and that friend of yours were so focused on your elite society murders, as if they’re the only ones who matter. That’s not what I’m about, Diana. Never has been, never will be.”

“But Cotrell was her first victim, wasn’t he? He died without his heart like the others?”

Jill nodded grimly. “Second victim, technically. The first to lose his heart. I guess we’re just going to have to work together until we can find her.”

Diana smiled and risked putting out her hand. Jill was right: if not for her insistence, Diana would have overlooked Janine’s death completely even after she learned that Cotrell was the first to lose his heart. After a loaded moment, Jill pushed herself to her feet and shook it.

“This monster,” Diana said, “was she a little taller than me, skinny, short hair, peroxide blonde, dramatic make-up?”

“Sounds about right. You forgot eyes like two holes in her head.”

That alarmed Diana, but she hid it. “Then I’m right. Our killer is a god. Eris, daughter of Ares. And we have to stop her before she harms anyone else.”

#

Diana never went back into the reception. She texted an apology to Barbara and ran home instead, forcing herself to keep a pace that was, barely, within the range of reasonable human performance. Of course, the heels probably gave the game away, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She was remembering Eris, that long summer of ’64 the three of them had spent travelling cross-country with a band of hippies, putting on radical stagings of King Lear and Henry V and Titus Andronicus. The god of chaos and the god of harmony, a matched set flanking Diana, wilder than she’d ever been before or since. Hadn’t Eris convinced her to use the Lasso of Truth in one scene?

Why would Eris have killed Cotrell, and then gone on to kill the kind of prominent, rich men who must have been in his social circle? Eris was chaotic, but not cruel—or she hadn’t been. Yet Janine Robinson’s death, in particular, struck Diana as brutal, the act of a deity far past caring for the consequences of her actions. What had happened to make Eris behave in such a way?

Jill had taken the news that the target of her vengeance was an actual god with surprising equanimity. She had said she’d use some of her old prosecutor contacts and see if she could get a trace on Eris or Harmonia. In the meantime, Diana wondered if Jill’s spirit of vengeance would demand that she kill a god. Was such an act possible for a human, even one with the Crimson Avenger’s powers? What would happen to the Crimson Avenger if her duty went unfulfilled? But Diana would solve that problem later, once they found Eris, once they stopped her.

Her pace slowed. She’d meant to go home, but her feet had taken her to her little Georgetown gallery, about five blocks from her townhouse. She loved this space with all her heart. Seven whole years she had spent here, a whole life for an exiled Amazon who had never before allowed herself to put down roots. The garden out back, the rounded shelves and inset niches, carefully designed to echo the display room of Themyscira’s antiquities where she had spent hours dreaming as a child.

Everything in her collection had been bought from reputable dealers. She’d never gone to the black market for anything. But would she have questioned Henry Cotrell if he came to her with a beautiful object from times past? She liked to imagine that of course she would have, but she knew—someone so educated, knowledgeable, confident would never have raised her suspicions. With an aching heart, Diana unlocked the door to the gallery and went into the small office in back and got to work. She would verify the background of every single piece. She had to be sure.

#

The door to the gallery on M Street was open, though the gallery itself was empty. Jill hesitated and then pushed through. She was greeted by a tinkle of bells and a soft blanket of conditioned air that settled on her damp skin like silk. DC summers were not for the faint of heart. Diana had asked her to come in when Jill called with an update on Eris.

“You here, Diana?” she called. 

“Thanks for coming,” Diana said, and stood up from where she’d been squatting at the base of a small statue.

Diana looked worried—in anyone else Jill would have called that expression exhausted, but even now Diana embodied a boundless energy that made mere mortals feel tired just looking at her.

“Are you . . . okay?” Jill felt weird even asking.

Diana gave her a startled smile. “I’m fine, of course. Just . . . realizing some things I should have noticed long before. But never mind that, you said you found a lead on Eris?”

Jill took a seat and surreptitiously rubbed her chest. It wasn’t bleeding much but the heat and humidity made it ache more than usual. “I called in a favor with an old friend of mine at Interpol. Started there because Eris started with Cotrell, and Cotrell’s big discoveries are all European. Just a hunch, really. Anyway, I think I’m onto something. She told me that Interpol’s noted a lot more cases of isolated civil unrest across Europe this summer, enough that people have been joking about full moons and poisoned well water. So I gave her some parameters and she dug into the details. You told me that Eris likes chaos, leaves a big mess behind her wherever she goes?”

“It isn’t precisely a mess—”

“Dead bodies? Janine Robinson’s broken neck?”

Diana winced. “At least it wasn’t. Chaos isn’t bad, Jill, it’s simply chaotic. Perhaps Eris isn’t always restful to be around, but she isn’t—wasn’t . . .”

“A sociopathic manic pixie nightmare girl? I’ll take your word for it, Di. In any case, she didn’t start killing until Cotrell. It’s hard to call pure chaos a pattern, but the kind of chaos started to feel familiar. Take a serious, sober event and make it end in debauchery and violence. A classical music festival in Sarajevo in late May turned into a rave and nearly a riot. Then Copenhagen: a scandal at an antiquities conference that ended in a sex club arrest for three professional rivals. A few possible incidents in Istanbul and Athens. Then a few weeks later, in Seoul, they have anti-corruption protests that turn into a street party when an anonymous source sends video to each of their phones of the corrupt politician in an extremely compromising position. Still, there’s a lot of sex and violence in the world. No way to know for sure if a god tipped the scales.”

“That does sound like Eris,” Diana agreed, reminded of a few other incidents from their wild hippie summer. “But even I couldn’t be sure without her energy signature.”

“They don’t track energy signatures at Interpol, sadly,” Jill said. “But I did find something interesting. Since the last solid location we have for Eris is right here in DC with Cotrell, I decided to trace him, too. It turns out he spent the summer on tour promoting a new series called The History of the Gods, and the cities each had an extremely chaotic incident right before his appearance.”

“So she was following him?”

“That’s what it looks like.”

“But there weren’t any . . . incidents?”

Jill raised an eyebrow. “You mean murders? Hearts ripped out of chests? No, nothing like that. Only, something changed once she got to DC.”

Diana nodded slowly. “I can see that. But what? Why would she start killing?”

The bells sounded and a shock of balmy air blew in from the sidewalk.

“I got wine and the last blueberry pie from the bakery on the corner. I think we deserve it—oh, you’re back. I hope no one’s died this time.”

Jill narrowed her eyes at Diana’s friend. “Not yet.”

Barbara put on her best professional smile. “Can I offer you some pie? That is, if Diana will allow it. Blueberry is her favorite, after all.”

Diana laughed and shook her head in mock chagrin. “Eat a whole pie once and your friends will never let you live it down . . .”

They settled around the coffee table in Diana’s office. Diana cut the pie while Barbara opened the wine. Jill sat back uncomfortably on her side of the couch. She wasn’t sure what to make of Diana’s friend, but the camaraderie between them seemed genuine enough.

“So,” Barbara said conversationally as she poured three even glasses of red. “What’s the latest on the heartless killer? Diana tells me that it’s actually another god, like her?”

Jill could have sworn Diana blushed a little. “I’m not exactly a god, Barbara.”

Barbara waved her hand. “Child of a god, then. All the same to us mortals, right, Jill?”

Jill gave a noncommittal, “Hmmm.” Barbara spoke like a woman with a goal in mind. But what, exactly, was she after?

“Eris was chasing after Cotrell all summer,” Jill said.

“Oh, during his History of the Gods tour? That’s interesting. You’d think she’d know all there was to know about that!”

Diana, halfway through her first slice, put down her fork. “Cotrell must have done something to her,” she said. “That’s the only thing that fits. She was chasing him, she got to him, and he . . .”

“He what?” Jill asked. “What could a mortal do to a god?”

Diana pursed her lips. “I don’t know.”

“You didn’t ask me,” Barbara said, after a quiet moment, “but I think we should go to Cotrell’s house. That’s the most likely place things changed, right? So let’s go back to the scene of the crime.”

Jill gave Barbara a hard look. Was this what she was after? A chance to go through the dead man’s things? Diana cut herself another slice of pie with thoughtful precision. “I think you’re right, Barbara. Will you come with us, Jill?”

Jill drained the rest of her glass of wine. “Just don’t make me drive.”

#

They took Diana’s car, high-end but not trying to call attention to itself, more than capable of taking on the notorious curves of Macarthur Boulevard. Barbara sat in back, providing a running commentary on Cotrell’s home and the times she had visited him there. The estate was nestled in the woodland behind Glen Echo park, a suburb for the DC area’s richest residents. Jill took out one of her pistols and sighted down the barrel when she saw the sign.

“What?” Barbara laughed. “Does that spirit of yours want vengeance on places as well as people?”

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea. My grandmother participated in the sit-ins here. The court had to force them to desegregate. Not that it changed much.”

Barbara waved her hand. “You’re from the area, then?”

“I was a prosecutor in Baltimore. But I’ve got a lot of family in Maryland and Virginia.”

“And where are you living now?”

“Wherever these pistols take me. Hard to put down roots when a spirit of vengeance can teleport you at a moment’s notice.”

Barbara looked delighted, which was such a contrast to Jill’s stony expression that Diana had to suppress a sigh. But she needed the power of Jill’s spirit of vengeance, and she needed Barbara’s knowledge of the estate.

“The spirit is embodied in those pistols, right?”

“Seems like it.”

“Does that mean it’s really two spirits? Or one split in two? What happens if you leave one behind?”

“They don’t let me. They’ll teleport me buck naked if I let them, but I’ll still have one in each hand.”

Barbara shook her head. “Fascinating, just fascinating. Such a shame, Henry would have loved to know more—he studied ancient objects, of course, but I’m sure the principles of incarnation are much the same. I wonder if it’s different if it’s a divinity or a spirit imbuing an object with power . . . I don’t suppose you’ve ever touched a blessed object—”

At this, Jill finally snapped. “Lady, I already told you, I am not your goddamn dissertation. Bother Diana about her magic, if you’ve got this bug up your ass.”

“Well!” Diana said, not a moment too soon. “Those are the gates up ahead, I believe.”

She parked the car on the grass on the other side of the street from the entrance, blocked off with one lonely roll of police tape. Security cameras pointed ominously at the street, but they had no electrical signal that Diana could feel. The place felt empty, sterile, as though what had happened behind that gate had scared away even the birds.

“Can you teleport inside?” Barbara asked Jill.

Jill grimaced. “Not unless they want me to,” she said, gesturing to her pistols. “I could try phasing through the wall, but let’s be honest, they probably won’t let me do that either. I might be a lawyer, but I didn’t go over the fine print on our bargain carefully enough.”

Diana straightened her shoulders, happy to at last have a straightforward problem to solve. She took a running leap and launched herself over the ten-foot fence. From the inside, it was quick work to get into the guard room and open the gate.

Barbara’s giddy mood had turned wistful by the time Diana ambled back onto the road.

“Just like the old days,” she said, with a small hopeful smile. Jill snorted and climbed back in the car.

They took the winding drive deep into the estate, a palatial compound that put Diana in mind, forcibly, of earlier eras. She had planned to head straight to the main house, where Barbara assured her they would find the so-called “treasure room” where Cotrell had kept his most precious objects and where he had been discovered without his heart. But before she crested the gentle hill that led to the main house, a band of supernatural energy snapped her back with such force that she slammed on the brakes.

“Hey!” Jill said. “Did you feel that?”

Diana climbed out of the car and looked around. Nothing. Not so much as a squirrel in the trees. What was going on here?

“What’s happening?” Barbara looked around nervously, as though it had at last occurred to her that they might be in actual danger. “Why can’t we go to the house?”

“Something is here, nearby,” Diana said. She could almost smell the energy, but whatever had snapped at her had retreated. “What’s down there?” she asked, pointing to a carefully mulched path that wound its way between a stand of elms.

“The—the solarium, I think.”

“Stay here,” Diana said. She ran forward at full strength, discarding her worldly clothes as she went. A band of magic snapped at her again as she ran, like a taut rubber band breaking beneath the stress of her passing. It felt like godly magic, but strange, spiky—both familiar and very wrong.

The solarium was a rounded Victorian structure of glass and wrought iron, filled with fruit trees and tropical orchids. Just beyond the glass, the magic had coalesced into a force strong enough to see with the naked eye: a great spinning object like an egg vibrating with chaos energy and lashing out bands of some strange, twisted darker force.

Jill caught up to her, pistols raised and ready. With her senses heightened for battle, Diana could see the faint glow of the spirit of vengeance’s power pulsing through Jill’s chest and its bleeding wound.

“I don’t think my pistols can do anything about that,” Jill said, lowering her arms. She shook her head. “What is . . . that?”

“I’m not sure. Something trapped, I think.”

Jill pulled on the right side of the double front door, but it didn’t budge. One of the bands of darker energy lashed out suddenly. Diana blocked it with her arm brace. Jill raised her pistols again and fired a few shots into the front door.

Jill shrugged. “Open now.”

Diana stepped through the broken glass and approached the swirling egg of energy. Could it be a prison? She had read of such things back home, but they were unheard of in the modern world. To find out, she had to find a way dissipate this energy. Eris was certainly involved—this close the chaos energy was palpable. But something else, darker and angry, threaded through.

“Stand back!” Diana raised her arms. The bands of energy prevented her from reaching the egg at the center, so she’d have to rip through them first. She dove in, grabbing the energy bands and cracking them between her fingers. More lashed out at her now, as though aware of the threat she posed. She flung them aside, dimly aware of the sound of crashing glass. There might not be much left of the solarium by the time she was done. The egg itself vibrated sympathetically as she neared it, but she couldn’t break that magical enclosure with her hands alone. She threw her lasso around it instead. Flailing bands of dark magical energy sizzled against her skin as she pulled. It stung, but she ignored the sensation. Just a little more . . .

The egg cracked.

The bands of energy broke and dissolved into the humid air, leaving behind the faint smell of sweat and spilled alcohol. At the far end of the solarium, a few birds began a tentative trilling. The figure who had been trapped in the maelstrom of energy fell to the ground, unconscious.

Jill stepped up, pistols raised like this time she meant business. But she hesitated when she looked down. The figure sprawled beneath them was short and round with luxurious black hair. Nothing manic pixie about her. “Is . . . that Eris?”

Diana raised her hand. “No. It’s her sister, Harmonia.”
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Curled on the ground at Wonder Woman’s feet, Harmonia was humming. She was small, with round hips and a soft belly. Her black hair was in stark contrast to her white skin, tied into a bun from which loose curls escaped. Her tune drifted between keys, dancing along major and minor notes as though neither were of particular interest. Her eyes were closed, and she seemed utterly, unnaturally relaxed. As if completely unaware of her surroundings.

“Harmonia,” Diana said, kneeling at the girl’s side, careful not to touch her. And when Harmonia’s tuneless song continued, she repeated more firmly, “Harmonia.”

“Is she . . . dangerous?” Jill asked. She still had her pistols out, but her expression now bore an edge of cautious confusion.

Diana studied Harmonia. She appeared young, no more than twenty years old. Curled on her side like this, she looked even more childlike than usual. That, of course, was intentional. The sisters of harmony and chaos always looked more innocent than they were, but in Harmonia’s case, it was more true than false. Diana shook her head. “Not in the traditional sense. You can put those away.”

Harmonia laughed softly and whispered, “I’ve been planted in the air, a rootless flower. How unkind.”

“Maybe I’ll just hang onto them for another minute,” Jill said.

The girl’s eyes snapped open. Diana blinked, startled enough to shift slightly. No matter how many times she came face to face with Harmonia, she would never grow accustomed to her eyes. Kaleidoscope colors fanned around ink black pupils, as fractured and illuminated as stained glass. They were mesmerizing and even Diana had trouble resisting their unspoken command to be calm.

“Diana.” The girl’s voice was like a cloud, dreamy and uneven, as she pushed herself into a seated position. Her gaze settled more firmly on Diana’s face, as though with that single point of reference the rest of the world was coming into focus. And she didn’t like what she saw. “Diana.” This time, she grumbled the name. “I told her you’d find us. She never listens.”

Diana surveyed Harmonia, searching for any visible wounds. Eris’s powers were chaotic. She could both create chaotic, electric energy powerful enough to knock a human out with a single blow, and she had the power to stir thoughts and feelings in such a way that a person might spend the rest of their life hearing whispers or worried that something dangerous lurked around every corner. She preferred the latter. Kicking up emotional dust wherever she went.

But this was strange, and Diana couldn’t make the pieces fit together. Eris didn’t steal hearts. And Eris never used her powers toward her own sister.

“Do you feel all right?” Diana asked.

Harmonia climbed to her feet, rocking unsteadily as she flapped her hands over the fabric of her dress and spun to take in the rest of the room.

“Of course, I’m all right. Oh, hello.” Harmonia turned to face Jill, seeing her clearly for the first time. Harmonia smiled a lazy smile and drifted closer to the Crimson Avenger. “Who is our new friend?”

Jill’s frown held steady, but it softened under the pressure of Harmonia’s gaze. “Not a friend,” she said stiffly.

“No? Hm. Then why did you free me, unless—oh. Oh, I see. You want something.”

“Your sister, Eris. You owe us, so tell us where she is.” Jill holstered her guns at each thigh, bracing her palms against the grips.

Harmonia spun in a slow circle, coming to rest in front of Diana once more. She leaned in and raised a hand to her mouth, whispering loudly enough for Jill to hear her, “I don’t think your friend likes me very much.”

To be totally fair, Diana wasn’t sure Jill liked her very much either, but Harmonia didn’t need to know that.

“Harmonia, why are you here?” Diana asked.

For the first time, Harmonia seemed to focus. She looked around the solarium with her lips pressed into a line, eyes floating from the carefully tended plants propped up on pedestals or hung from expensive looking fixtures, to the glass ceiling above.

“Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” she said at last. “Where is here, exactly?”

“The estate of the late Henry Cotrell. This is the solarium. Do you know how you got here?”

“Oh.” Harmonia tipped her head back and forth a few times as though she were swirling her thoughts. “Well, yes. And no. We came here on purpose. Together, but then—we were in the gallery.”

Harmonia began to move toward the door. Diana darted into her path, holding her hands up. “Wait. Eris isn’t here. She hasn’t been for days, but we need to know where she might be.”

“She left me.” Harmonia paused. She pressed the fingertips of her left hand gently to her lower lip as she thought. Then her frown turned suspicious. “Why are you looking for her?”

Diana hesitated. Harmonia and Eris were more than a team. They were inseparable, always protecting and encouraging each other. At least, that had always been true until now. Telling Harmonia the truth wasn’t exactly going to endear her to their cause. She needed to approach this delicately.

“Because she murdered an innocent woman,” Jill said, beating Diana to the punch.

“I’m sure this is really all just a misunderstanding. Eris likes to cause trouble, but she’s not evil,” Harmonia explained. “Evil is too boring for Eris.”

“What do you call murder if not evil?” Jill asked, her voice measured.

“A mistake. Or maybe an accident. It has to be one of the two. She likes to stir people up, get them excited and confused enough to cause a little mischief. She can’t do that if they’re dead.” Harmonia’s answer was assured.

“Tell that to Janine,” Jill snapped.

“Who?” Harmonia chirped.

Jill took a step forward, her expression locked and rigid, and Harmonia danced away, her sandals padding quietly across the solarium floor.

Diana listened to all of this with a growing sense of unease. Everything Harmonia said was true. Eris loved to create trouble, not death. Yet several people were dead by Eris’s hand. It didn’t make sense.

“Harmonia, help us find her,” Diana said.

Harmonia shook her head. “You’ll hurt her and I don’t want her to get hurt.”

 “Eris is the one hurting people, killing people. She needs to answer for what she’s done.” Jill’s fingers had curled into fists at her sides.

Harmonia smiled, a laugh rolling from her in gentle waves. “See, I thought perhaps we would start off on a different foot. Maybe over dinner, with a nice glass of wine . . .”

Before Diana could stop her, Harmonia reached out to run a finger down Jill’s arm. Jill snatched her arm away, but it was too late.

“Harmonia, I wish you wouldn’t,” Diana said, disapproving as the tension immediately drained from Jill’s body.

Harmonia’s touch was as powerful as Eris’s, though less obviously damaging. Where Eris could create an electric kind of chaos, Harmonia’s presence created a deep, abiding calm. Diana had only been around the two of them a handful of times, but they were gods and even she found the combined effect disorienting. A direct touch from either of them was the surest way to fall prey to their influence.

The effect was visible. Jill’s expression softened and her shoulders dropped, her hands drifted away from her pistols, and she drew a deep breath. Even the blood oozing from her chest seemed to drip at a more leisurely pace.

“Now, we can have a polite conversation. Everything gets so sticky when people let anger take the driver’s seat.” Harmonia spun in an easy pirouette and moved off to investigate an orchid with petals striped in cream and the deepest burgundy.

“Well, what can I say? I’m really pissed,” Jill said with an easy shrug of her shoulders.

“I hear you, but like I said, I’m not going to just lead you to my sister so you can make her answer for something. I get a really violent vibe from you, even now.” Harmonia gave the orchid a little nudge and the whole flower bobbed heavily.

“Violent vibe,” Jill said with a laugh.

“You don’t have any sisters, do you?” Harmonia said with a disappointed frown.

Jill let a slow smile bend her lips. “I am from a longer line of sisters than even you can imagine.”

Diana ached suddenly for the sisters she’d left behind in Themyscira. She couldn’t blame Harmonia for protecting Eris. There was nothing her own Amazonian sisters wouldn’t do for one another. Especially when it came to potential for harm. She shouldn’t expect Harmonia to be any different.

“Aren’t you worried about her? She’s gotten mixed up in something powerful, maybe too powerful, I don’t really know. That’s why I need to find her. To speak with her and find out if she needs help,” Diana said.

Harmonia’s eyes widened just enough that Diana knew she’d struck a chord. She was worried, which was not a comforting thought.

“You want to help her,” Harmonia said.

“I don’t,” Jill offered, raising her hand. “Not even a little. In fact, I’m contractually obligated to kill her.”

Diana resisted the urge to argue with Jill, keeping her focus instead on Harmonia. “But I do want to help her, and I’ve never lied to you, have I?”

“No,” Harmonia answered hesitantly.

“I promise you, as long as she’s willing to talk, I won’t let her come to harm,” Diana said.

Jill sucked sharply at her teeth, but said nothing else.

“Okay,” Harmonia said at last. “But only you.”

Diana glanced at Jill. The woman was eerily calm, but she was tracking everything that happened right now with a steel gaze.

“We both go,” Diana said. “Or I’ll track her down on my own and then I can’t promise you anything.”

Harmonia considered Jill again, her eyes moving from the wound in the woman’s chest to the pistols holstered on each thigh. She huffed a sigh in a way that made her appear even younger than usual. “Fine, but I reserve the right to keep your angry friend calm.”

“Deal,” Diana said before Jill could protest, albeit gently. “But you take us right now.”

“Okay, okay. Fine. Let’s go then.” Harmonia moved lightly toward the door, reaching out to tap Jill on the shoulder before leaving the solarium.

“Hey,” Jill said, forehead creasing. “I’d really prefer if you didn’t touch me. Ever. Again.”

“Sure,” Harmonia called over her shoulder.

Diana swept her gaze across the solarium, noticing for the first time that someone was missing. “Where’s Barbara?”

Jill narrowed her eyes as though even trying to recall details was a great effort. And it probably was. Harmonia’s touch wasn’t only calming, it was tranquilizing. “The blonde? She skulked off toward the house at some point.” There was a pause before she added, “You know she’s up to something, right?”

Diana didn’t want to admit it, but Jill was right. Barbara had been acting a little off since her arrival, but she’d just lost a dear friend, and everyone grieved in their own way.

Five minutes later, they’d climbed the trail back to the house and found the main door ajar, a single line of police tape dangling down one side. Inside, the house was a perfect ambient temperature and several of the lights were on. They led the way like a trail of breadcrumbs down one hallway and then another, down a flight of stairs into a windowless room that was set up like a museum. Glass cases lined one wall, a bookshelf covered in ancient tomes another, and in the midst of it all sat a large examination table that was lit from below to allow for careful investigation of artifacts.

Barbara stood behind the table, her entire body curled over one of several files strewn across it. She had one hand pressed to her mouth, her bandaged hand coiled protectively against her breast as she read the document before her. Her features were locked in an expression of strange desperation. It wasn’t until Jill cleared her throat that Barbara gave a small gasp of surprise and looked up.

“Oh, my. You startled me,” she said, scooping the documents into a messy pile and closing them inside a manila folder.

“Clearly,” Jill said. “Are you stealing or snooping?”

Barbara’s lips pinched slightly, the only sign that Jill’s words had gotten under her skin. “I was, well, I thought if Eris was after something of Cotrell’s, then I might find some evidence here.”

“And did you?” Jill asked.

With a sigh and a shake of her head, Barbara said, “I’m afraid not.”

“So, what’s in the folder?” Jill pressed and it was only then that Diana realized that Barbara’s fingertips were pressed against a single manila folder. 

Barbara’s eyes widened and a nervous smile fluttered on her lips. “Oh, this? Henry was working on some research for me about a dagger I purchased from him recently and I, well, I’m just very curious about what he might have discovered.”

There was something a little frantic about the way Barbara spoke, the way her eyes darted across the table and up to Diana, as though there were something she wasn’t saying. Why would Barbara have needed Henry Cotrell to assist her in research? And what could he have found that would lead Barbara to cross an ocean on such short notice? She’d been surprised to see her friend at the gala to the point of some concern, but she’d brushed it off. Barbara had lost a friend, but now here she was searching through his things without any hint of remorse. Diana tried to ignore the sinking sensation in her stomach.

“Is there anything we can do to help?” she asked.

Barbara offered a nervous smile. “No, it’s really not that important. Is this . . .?”

Diana turned to see Harmonia drifting into the room behind them, her blue dress swinging just below her knees. She waggled her fingers in greeting, then turned to study the artifacts lining the shelves. Her attention snagged on a statue of a Japanese Jizo, its bald head and joyful expression softened by centuries of weather.

“Not Eris,” Diana explained. “This is her sister, Harmonia. She’s going to take us to Eris, but maybe we should take you home. You look like you could use some rest.”

“Oh.” Barbara’s expression fell.

“Just in case, I think it’s best if you stay behind,” Diana explained gently, unsure how to interpret her friend’s disappointment.

Barbara raised her chin, pride in her clear brown eyes. For a moment, she didn’t answer. Her gaze fell on the closed folder beneath her fingertips, then drifted back up. “Yes, I wouldn’t want to slow you down.”

“Barb—”

Barbara held up a hand, cutting Diana off. “You go, I’ll finish up here and find my own way home.”

“Works for me.” Jill turned to leave the room, but Diana lingered a moment.

“If it’s something I can help you with, you know you can ask me, right?” she asked.

A practiced smile appeared on Barbara’s face, her shoulders rolling back with regal authority when she said, “You have my word.”
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Diana knew that DC stood atop miles of abandoned tunnels. Some of them had been built for the Metro itself and abandoned when the architects struck bedrock—it was sometimes cheaper to start a new tunnel than it was to drill through rock. Some of them were built for ill-conceived trolleys or streetcars. Some of them in anticipation of trains that no longer cut through the center of the District. Diana knew all of that, but what she hadn’t known until this moment was how easy it would be to access one.

It was especially easy with Harmonia’s soothing influence. After leaving Glen Echo Park, Harmonia instructed them to park near the Metro station and, with a few strategic whispers and taps, she’d convinced the gate agents to let them pass and not raise a fuss when the three of them went through a door marked “No Access.” From there, their path had become less well maintained until a ladder had dropped them into the tunnel they currently traveled.

A weak constellation of camp lights tripped away into the dark, each one marking a cluster of tents or tarp lean-tos. The sight was all too familiar but on the heels of visiting Henry Cotrell’s estate, Diana recoiled at the contrast. Some human problems were so large that she couldn’t even begin to consider what it would take to combat them. Still, her heart ached at the knowledge that even a slice of the wealth represented in Cotrell’s house could address the needs of everyone in this tunnel.

The sound of a train passing through a parallel tunnel rumbled around them. The answering skitter of rats in the dark was like a burst of rain on a tin roof. When it faded, the tunnel echoed again with ghostly sighs and the occasional distant moan. Soon, the only sounds were their footsteps and breath and the distant pulse of trains passing near. A warm breeze pushed against them as they left the main tunnel for a narrow corridor Harmonia promised would connect them to the chambers she and Eris had adopted as their own.

“Why down here?” Diana asked, unable to fathom why two gods who could choose to stay anywhere would pick a place like this.

“I got to pick where we stayed last time,” Harmonia explained. “And we were in a penthouse that was up in the clouds. So airy and bright and peaceful. So, of course, Eris picked the opposite. She said it reminded her of home.”

Home, Diana thought. Hades. Of course, Eris would choose a place that also felt like a trap.

Suddenly, a light appeared ahead of them and a figure stepped into the tunnel. She was tall and lithe, her pale skin practically glowing against the black backdrop, her hair an explosion of bleached tips and black roots. The only other point of light on her was the red amulet at her chest. Even at a distance, her smile was wild with delight.

“Oops,” she said before dipping back into the narrow tunnel. The sound of a heavy door slammed behind her.

Diana raced after her, Jill and Harmonia hard on her heels. The door was thick steel and locked from the outside. Squaring her shoulders, Diana took a deep breath before delivering a solid kick. There was a loud crack, like the firing of a gun as the bolt broke away. The door opened with a loud groan, but before Diana could hurry after Eris, she realized Jill was still lagging behind.

“Jill!” Diana called.

She shook her head, hurrying to rejoin Diana. “Sorry, can’t seem to keep my focus.”

“How long until your influence wears off?” Diana asked Harmonia.

“I think it’s good for her. Just look. She was so grumpy when we met and now she’s so peaceful. Don’t you feel peaceful now, Jilly Bean?”

A frown struggled through Jill’s calm exterior. “No.”

Harmonia sighed. “It won’t last long. Peace never does.”

There was nothing to be done about it at the moment and Diana couldn’t leave Jill behind. As the three of them hurried into the narrow tunnel after Eris, Diana made sure to keep an eye on Jill.

The narrow tunnel ended, admitting them into a cavernous old Metro station with strings of lights in every color crisscrossed over the ceiling. One end of the platform had been transformed into a decadent bedroom; a large four-poster bed was adorned with satin pillows in black and ice blue, twin vanities stood side by side, their gilt-edged mirrors illuminated and decorated with everything from jewelry to strings of animal teeth. Eris and Harmonia had turned this abandoned station into a strange and temporary home that felt underworldly.

Diana only had a moment to take everything in before a wild energy lashed in their direction. She moved faster than the attack, stepping in front of Jill and Harmonia and crossing her gauntlets a split second before the blast hit.

Shards of wild, swirling chaos energy shattered harmlessly around the three of them. Diana unloosed the lasso at her hip, searching the station for Eris, but Harmonia hurried forward with her hands in the air.

“Eris! Wait!”

“You shouldn’t have brought her here.” Eris’s thin voice echoed in the chamber, though she remained hidden.

“She just wants to talk, I promise.”

“Talk? I’m not interested in conversations.”

With every word, Diana came closer to discovering Eris’s hiding place. She could sense Jill at her side, battling against Harmonia’s influence. She was gaining ground, but not fast enough.

“But I am,” Diana said, returning her lasso to its clip and raising her hands. “I know you’re the one responsible for stealing the hearts of those men. I don’t know how you’re doing it or why, but it needs to stop.”

“Hm, I don’t think that it does,” Eris answered.

A train pulsed in the distance, thrumming through underground channels like blood through a vein. Harmonia kept moving, slowly stepping across the tracks. “Eris, I know whatever is happening, it’s not your fault. You didn’t mean to kill that man. You didn’t mean to trap me back there. I know because we belong together. You and I are two sides of the same coin.”

As she spoke, Harmonia kept moving across the tracks as though drawn by an invisible force, as though all she had to do was keep moving and she would find her way to her sister.

“I know something is wrong,” Harmonia pleaded. “Let me help you.”

“I’ll let you help me,” Eris answered.

Diana lunged after Harmonia, but it was too late. Eris darted out of the shadows, aiming a blast of chaotic energy at her sister, but Harmonia was prepared. The girl twirled lightly on her toes, driving ribbons of blue and gold and black in a sweeping circle that shielded her from Eris’s next attack.

Their powers were in natural balance, each one easily canceling the other out. That was the way it had always been with these two, but as Diana watched, the crimson amulet on Eris’s chest began to glow.

Eris grinned and readied her next attack, flinging her explosive ribbons of chaos at her sister. This time, they struck the girl and Harmonia cried out as she was flung back. Instead of pausing, Eris moved forward, a murderous glee shining in her eyes as she approached her sister.

As Eris unleashed another ribboning blast of chaos, Diana whipped the Lasso of Truth through the air. A thunderous crack sounded as the lasso coiled around ribbons of sapphire and ice. In a flash the energy fractured and scattered across the room like fallen stars.

Across the room, the scatter of stars floated up from where they’d landed. Instead of dissipating as it should have, each one began to spin and whirl in place. In a second, they split, creating a second set of spinning stars. Then they split again and again until the room was filled with them. The stars floated all around, surrounding them.

“Aren’t they lovely?” Eris asked, laughter fluttering around the edge of the question.

Diana watched them skeptically, fingers curled into fists. The stars spun and spun, turning this cavernous room into a small galaxy. But they didn’t attack.

Then, suddenly, the stars began to move. They hurried in every direction, circling the room with incredible speed. Diana tried to track them, but there were too many. Her vision swirled and her stomach pitched and her mind was flooded with the sensation of movement. Too fast. Too much. Too unpredictable.

Behind her, Jill ground out a strangled cry and Diana knew she must be suffering just as much. Even Harmonia seemed to struggle beneath the onslaught.

“Eris!” Diana called, shutting her eyes against the chaos.

With a great effort, Diana whipped her lasso through the air, striking randomly at the spinning stars. The effect was minimal, but created a small slice in the blur of blue and white through which they could see Eris once more.

“You want to help me? I’m not interested in your kind of help,” Eris snarled.

“How about mine?” Jill’s voice cut through the air.

“No!” Harmonia shouted as Jill raised her pistols and fired at Eris.

Harmonia’s voice echoed with power. For a second, Diana couldn’t decide if everything was moving slowly or if she just felt that way. Harmonia’s command had sucked all the sound from the chamber, dragging at the energy in the room as she positioned herself between the two bullets and her sister. It lasted only a second, then everything sped up again.

The bullets veered around Harmonia and Eris, missing their marks.

Harmonia sighed in relief.

“See, Wonder Woman,” she said, with a small smile. “Told you it would wear o—”

Harmonia’s eyes widened and she clutched at her chest.

Behind her, Eris held the amulet in one hand and kept her eyes trained on Harmonia.

Diana froze and so did Jill.

“Eris,” Diana said carefully. Her own heart was speeding up, thumping insistently against her sternum. “Stop.”

“No, you stop. Right there, or she dies.”

“I don’t think you want to do this,” Diana said, raising her hands cautiously. “This isn’t you, Eris.”

“How would you know?” Eris laughed once, a humorless sound. “Maybe I’m more me than I’ve ever been. Maybe all I’ve ever needed was to cut my chains, rid myself of this persistent peace.” Her gaze grew distant and curious before she added, “What do you think happens, if I take a god’s heart?”

Harmonia’s chest began to glow deep red. Her eyes pinched in pain.

“Please,” Harmonia gasped.

Eris gave a single shake of her head. “We will be stronger together. Finally free of this maddening balance. I want to be more than one half of a whole. Now I can.”

“Eris,” Diana said, extending a hand. “This isn’t you.”

“But it is me.” Eris’s smile sharpened and tears flashed in her eyes. “They are all me. I am more than I’ve ever been. Their hearts live in me now.”

“Sister.” Harmonia’s voice was barely there, more pain than substance.

The word did something to Eris. Abruptly, she stopped. Her eyes seemed to clear for one painful second. Then, she pulled all the energy she could to her and, with a vicious scream, let that energy explode in a flash of brilliant light.

Wonder Woman blinked to clear her vision, her hand reaching for the hilt of her sword. But when she could see again, Eris was gone. Jill had her pistols in hand, her eyes narrowed to search the dark tunnel ahead, and Harmonia lay in a motionless heap against the cold tracks.
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Getting blood on her host’s ivory couch was not how Jill’s grandmother raised her. Diana’s living room was as impeccably tasteful as everything else about her: nothing ostentatious, but everything at once inviting and pleasing to the eye. Jill shifted uncomfortably, wishing that she’d bought a few more clean shirts. She had systems in place for times like these, but the guns made her supernatural, not rich. She could only afford the basics after getting ripped into a new place to seek vengeance. Unfortunately, she had a chest wound that never quite closed, the bandage had soaked through an hour ago, and she only had one clean shirt left in her go bag.

Barbara, Diana’s odd friend, had taken off her shoes by the door and now tucked her bare feet beneath her on the armchair where she sat, engrossed in her phone. She had been waiting for them on the front steps when they arrived with Harmonia in tow. Diana had taken it in stride, but she clearly hadn’t expected Barbara to come back like a puppy-eyed boomerang. Jill shifted again and then gave up. She hadn’t taken off her heavy boots, though she knew she was being rude—but if this Eris went and killed some other asshole, Jill wasn’t about to get sucked through space barefoot again. She had felt warm blood between her toes more than any human—even a supernatural one—ought to.

Well, if the choice was blood on Diana’s couch or dirt on her carpet, Jill imagined what her grandma would say and picked dirt. She stood up and wandered over to a delicately painted wooden doll on a side table. The wood was dark with age, but the lavender gingham dress on the plush body still held its color. A little girl’s doll from the last century, Jill supposed. How long had Diana been alive? Could she have kept it as a memento from some long-ago adventure? After a moment’s hesitation, she reached out to touch it. It struck her, of course, the contrast between Diana’s Georgetown living room and Cotrell’s treasure room, where he and Janine had been killed. Both saturated with evidence of wealth and privilege, both quite literally decorated in white and beige, both dotted with priceless antiquities—and yet one felt like a weapon, and the other, a home.

“You really shouldn’t touch that.”

Jill started. “Let me guess, a priceless antique?”

Barbara sniffed. “I gave it to her.”

Jill couldn’t help herself. “You stole it fair and square, huh?”

“That was low of you.”

Grimacing, Jill replaced the doll on the shelf. Barbara was warm and friendly with Diana, but with Jill she swung erratically between anthropological curiosity and waspish jealousy.

“So,” Jill said, conversationally, “how do you know Diana? Her identity isn’t exactly common knowledge. Especially not to regular humans.”

“I knew her when I was young. I help her every few years . . . in any case, that’s neither here nor there. So tell me, why are you the Crimson Avenger if you only ever dress in black?”

“Black Avenger seemed a little too on-the-nose?”

“Very funny.”

Jill shifted again. Her whole shirt was wet. Diana wasn’t likely to have gauze packs on hand—did the daughter of a god and an Amazon even bleed? Suddenly, an image popped into her head: a t-shirt cut into strips, wrapped around cheesecloth to staunch the wound. Janine’s knowledge, Janine’s memory. Jill blinked. Damned if she’d cry in front of this lady.

She supposedly received the skills of the dead until they were revenged—but, like all of her powers, its implementation was haphazard and capricious. Janine had been the kind of no-nonsense badass who had thought to take on a rogue goddess instead of running away. She had known how to deal with a bleeding-chest-wound kind of problem. Jill wouldn’t rest until she had her revenge.

Diana’s soft footfalls on the stairs called both Jill and Barbara to attention. Diana kept one hand on the banister even after she reached the ground floor, as though briefly disoriented.

“How is Harmonia?” Barbara asked, with every appearance of caring about the answer.

Diana’s gaze focused on Barbara like a lifeline. “Stable,” she said, after a long beat. “She should recover in the next few days. It was . . . closer than it should have been. I’ve never seen anything like it. The Eris I know would never have done this. She could be wild, but she was never cruel. Least of all to Harmonia! Something else is going on here, I’m sure of that much.”

“And yet Eris did do this. We saw it,” Jill said. And she had felt it, too. In the chaos storm that had engulfed them, she hadn’t been able to see Eris, but she had felt something reaching inside her chest. Then Eris had hissed and spun away while Jill gasped and her heart lurched. Now, she shook her head. “What did Eris mean, anyway, when she said their hearts live in me now? What is she doing with them? Eating them?”

Diana winced. “I don’t think so.”

Barbara leaned forward eagerly. “They live in her, that’s exactly what she said? How fascinating. In that case, I doubt she’s talking about ingestion. What is it about the hearts of her victims that’s so important?”

“She didn’t take every one, though,” Jill said dryly.

Barbara pulled up short. “Oh. The housekeeper. But I don’t think she meant to do that.”

“Janine Robinson is just as dead.”

“Yes, of course,” Diana said, “but Janine is the outlier. Eris didn’t care. That’s like Eris, I have to admit. But the violence and deliberation of the other murders certainly isn’t. She’s not eating them, but she was holding onto something when she attacked Harmonia. Yes, it was right over her heart, in fact. Some piece of jewelry. Did you see it, Jill?”

“I was trying to shoot her, not judge her fashion choices.”

“What did it look like, Diana?” Barbara asked.

Diana reached under the coffee table and pulled out a large sketchbook. With a charcoal pencil, she rapidly sketched out a flat disc hanging from a thick chain. Diana frowned at the paper, pencil hovering over the inscriptions embossed on the metal.

“I’m afraid I didn’t get a good enough look at the letters,” she said. “At least some were ancient Greek, though.”

Barbara leaned forward eagerly until her head nearly touched Diana’s over the page. “Here,” she said, pointing to the bottom edge of the pendant, “you drew them as spokes, but I wonder if it couldn’t be the sixteen-rayed sun?”

“The Star of Vergina?” Diana muttered and began to pencil that in, her strokes gaining surety as the memory returned to her. “Precisely that!” she said, and beamed at Barbara, who flushed to the roots of her hair.

Jill studied the resulting image: a heavy pendant, an amulet of some kind, hung upon a thick metal chain.

“That might be something Janine saw right before she died,” Jill mused. “But if so, Eris wasn’t wearing it back then. It glinted in Eris’s hand just before she turned to the arch.” 

Diana tapped her pencil against the paper. “In her hand? So perhaps she had just taken it from him. Anything else?”

“It looks tacky as hell?”

Barbara looked so offended that Jill smiled. “The Star of Vergina is an ancient Greek symbol of royalty—”

Jill shrugged. “I don’t know much about royalty, but this amulet looks exactly like the kind of thing that Cotrell went in for. Ancient and powerful, probably stolen off some archaeological site. My contact at Interpol tells me that he has a bit of reputation these days at dig sites. Pieces local workers swear they saw vanishing from the records, things like that.”

“That is pure slander!”

“Well, it might be, but you’ve got to admit he had a lot of artifacts that really ought to be in a museum instead of his living room.”

Diana stepped between the two of them. “I’m sorry, Barbara,” she said, “but I think we have to admit the possibility. Eris and Harmonia were following Cotrell throughout Europe and Asia this summer. It can’t be a coincidence that the murders started just after Eris visited him in his home. She may very well have killed him to take the amulet.”

Jill shook her head. “But why would a goddess need to resort to murder take something of theirs? He was begging her in Janine’s memory. He was no threat. But Eris was . . .” Jill paused, trying to recall the precise expression twisting Eris’s lean features before the memory went dark. Recognition hit her stomach like lead shot. 

“She was angry,” Jill said. “This wasn’t armed robbery. It was revenge.”

#

Diana bid farewell to Barbara on the front steps of her townhouse. Barbara seemed reluctant to leave, hesitating after she opened the door to her rental car. She fiddled with the bandage on her right hand.

“Barbara,” Diana began, but apparently this was all the opening her friend needed.

“Diana, I hate to ask this of you, but if you know anything about objects of power, of transformation, related to . . . animals . . . felines, in particular, could you let me know? If you discover something like that in Cotrell’s collection?”

The words had tumbled out of her with the force of a river breaking past its dam. But the query stopped Diana short. “Objects of transformation? Is this for a new project?” Had this been bothering Barbara since they’d seen one another at the gala?

Barbara laughed uneasily. “Just a thorny issue in some of my current research. I can’t find anything from my normal sources. And I was so hoping to ask Cotrell, but of course now he can’t— Do you know anything, Diana? At all?”

Her old friend sounded so desperate. Diana put a hand on her shoulder. “I can’t recall anything right now. Perhaps something on Themyscira . . . but it’s been so long now. I’ll have to think on it.”

Barbara blinked rapidly. “Oh Diana, thank you! I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. I’ll be going now. Please let me know when Harmonia wakes. I’d love to know how this all turns out.”

“Of course,” Diana said, though she wondered if her old friend’s professional curiosity had become an occupational hazard.

She watched Barbara’s car pull away before going back into her house. Jill walked out of the downstairs bathroom, silk sleep cap over her locs and her ever-present black jean jacket, for a wonder, over one arm.

“Thanks for letting me stay here,” Jill said again, not quite meeting Diana’s eyes. “I raided your first aid kit, FYI.”

Diana realized belatedly that Jill must have changed her shirt and her bandage. But for the sleep cap, she looked ready to head out for a bite to eat. This must be how she slept, of course. The guns meant she couldn’t afford to be caught, quite literally, with her pants down.

“Harmonia is in the guest room, I’m afraid,” Diana said.

“Oh, I’m good on the couch. A lot nicer than some places I’ve had to sleep these days.”

“Well, let’s at least make you comfortable.”

They unfolded the couch and fitted it with sheets that Diana brought from the linen closet. After, they both stood awkwardly by the makeshift bed.

“So,” Jill said. “Eris comes back, I’m ready.” She gestured to the holster for her haunted guns, which now were slung over the back of Diana’s armchair.

Diana felt a little alarmed at the prospect—no matter what she had done, Eris was still a god, the daughter of Ares. But Diana also knew that such feelings came from a place of privilege, the same one that had allowed Eris to kill Janine without a glance. Why should a god be exempt from vengeance, assuming that even supernatural bullets could kill her? And yet, how could Jill just kill Eris without even understanding the nature of this unprecedented situation? Eris loved Harmonia, Diana would bet her life on it. Or she would have. 

The silence went on a beat too long, and Jill, misinterpreting, awkwardly filled it. “I’m sorry to impose like this. It’s just, you know, I have family in town but they can’t quite take the whole bleeding on their couches and disappearing act—I won’t bleed on your couch, though!”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. Wonder Woman can even clean bloodstains from upholstery. Those arm braces are good for more than you think.”

“Wait—really?”

Diana laughed. “No, not really. We had all sorts of magical objects in the armory in Themyscira, but I didn’t take the more practical items.” She shook her head. “Funny, the choices you make when you’re young.”

“Yeah, isn’t it just a bitch, sometimes? And even if you could go back in time and tell yourself, would you listen?”

“I know I wouldn’t have.”

Jill’s nostrils flared on a deep breath. “Me neither.”

“Jill,” Diana said seriously, “I know what it’s like to find yourself without family in a world you never expected. You’re welcome here anytime you like.”

Jill’s expression froze. After a moment, she swallowed and found her voice. “I might take you up on that, Wonder Woman.” She paused. “As long as you don’t mind my shoes on your carpet.”

#

Jill was awake and unloading groceries on the kitchen counter when Diana came downstairs early the next morning. She had been planning to use these quiet hours to continue background checking the pieces in her gallery, but she stopped short to see Jill in front of the gleaming French waffle maker like a thief caught in the act.

“I hope you don’t mind. I saw this beauty and I couldn’t resist,” Jill said. “I paid for law school doing the night shift at Waffle House. I can make a mean waffle and break up a fight between junkies at two in the morning, though I figure you’ve got the second part down already.”

Diana hesitated. She rarely used the kitchen and preferred work to pleasure; she felt vaguely guilty every time she indulged in something wholly frivolous. As though she had to justify her existence in this world, and her exile from Themyscira, she always did her part to tip this world to justice—even just one feather’s weight on the scale. Then she could breathe, then she could sleep at night. Someone had told her that this wasn’t a particularly healthy attitude. But that person had died decades ago and there was no one left who knew her well enough to criticize a habit that often turned out in their favor.

Jill was looking at her expectantly and, suddenly, Diana couldn’t think of a single reason to say no. Jill grinned and they got to work mixing and pouring the batter, laying out slabs of marbled bacon on a cast-iron pan.

“I thought I smelled waffles!”

They both turned to see Harmonia on the stairs, pale but smiling broadly.

“How do you feel?”

“Not my best, but . . .” She trailed off, haunted, and then shook herself. “But absolutely delighted for breakfast.”

The three of them ate at the kitchen counter, Jill with single-minded intent, as though she didn’t know where her next meal was coming from. Harmonia took her time, relishing each forkful with such obvious pleasure that Diana was astonished to discover she felt proud of her part in having made the food. Perhaps there was good in wholly frivolous activity after all, she thought. She poured maple syrup over her golden waffles and let the flavors melt on her tongue. She had certainly never eaten anything like this in Themyscira. Amazons didn’t approve of excess sugar.

“So, your sister has some kind of magical amulet,” Jill said conversationally, after all the food had been reduced to crumbs and shining smears on their plates. “We think she took it off this Cotrell guy, but we’re not sure how it’s related to the other murders. Any idea what it is?”

Harmonia focused on Jill, noticing perhaps for the first time the two chrome-plated pistols in the body holster slung over her shoulders. She tut-tutted. “And we were just having such a lovely breakfast. Can’t things just stay peaceful?” She lifted her left hand.

Jill raised her fork and pointed it at Harmonia. “Don’t you even think of touching me again. That trick won’t work twice.”

Harmonia sighed. “What are you? Not fully human, I can see that now. You stink of spirit magic.”

“And your rosy perfume is straight from Olympus, I’m sure. Crimson Avenger, at your service. Your sister Eris is rogue, she’s killed four people and she would have made you a fifth. I don’t have any idea what she’s doing with these hearts she’s stealing, but she claims they live in her. Something tells me that we don’t want to know what happens when she gets any more of them inside of her. She’s got to be stopped, and I think we have to start with that amulet, whatever it is.”

Harmonia had a tranquil air, but she was nonetheless formidable when roused. She pushed herself away from the kitchen counter and stood, her solid curves strong and intimidating, though she wasn’t any taller than Jill. “You, Crimson Avenger, vengeance is for human disputes, not gods! Of course Eris . . .” That haunted look came over her again and she gulped for air. She squeezed her eyes shut. “This can’t go on, I know that.”

“Harmonia,” Diana said. “Jill Carlyle is a friend. We’re all seeking the same thing here. Let me show you the sketch I made of the amulet.”

She walked purposefully into the living room, and Harmonia followed. Jill trailed behind them, her guns conspicuous against her black t-shirt. Harmonia took the sketchbook and studied it for several long moments.

“I don’t recognize it,” she said, “but it probably belonged to Professor Cotrell. Eris was obsessed with him all summer. Convinced he had discovered some secret that would change everything. She never told me what. I assumed it would be like all of her other obsessions—she’d get distracted by the next shiny object and forget all about it. But this time . . . she tried to kill me. I just don’t understand what happened.”

Harmonia’s breath hitched. Diana put a hand on her shoulder as she collected herself.

Jill plopped down in a chair across from them. “What happened is she became a serial killer. What do you think she’s doing with the hearts?”

Harmonia balled her hands into fists. “I don’t know! But I know that I will never let you kill my sister!”

“Harmonia,” Diana said quickly, “I’m sure there’s a way—”

But Jill was having none of it. “These guns and the spirit that moves them won’t let me rest until Janine Robinson and Henry Cotrell and every other asshole Eris has killed get their revenge. So god or not, I think you had best step aside.”

Jill looked ready to say more, but her lips twisted with pain and she hunched forward. The scent of fresh blood and the spirit of vengeance’s musky magic briefly filled the room. Jill’s eyes met Diana’s before she slid away from them.

Harmonia gaped at the space where she had been. “Teleportation! That’s a powerful spirit. Does this mean Eris . . .?”

She stood up and called up her own powers in a swirl of energy. Diana put her hand on Harmonia’s elbow before she could fulfill her impulse to follow Jill and do something she might regret. Without Eris’s balancing energy, both sisters were unstable.

“Wait,” Diana said, “let’s talk first.”

#

There were days when Jill didn’t mind being the Crimson Avenger. Executing some depraved white supremacist who had a dozen kills to his name and not a single consequence sure as hell beat pushing through marijuana possession convictions for single mothers in the Baltimore circuit court. She had become a DA because she got the job, because it was the next logical step in her career. But she hadn’t liked who she was becoming, she could admit that now. The pistols and their spirit of vengeance had ruined her life, sure, but in some way they’d saved her.

Right now, however, she was royally pissed at the spirit of vengeance and all its works. She was hiding in the janitor’s closet at the base of a stairwell in a fancy K Street office building. Upstairs in an office, the CEO of the Midwest’s largest private prison corporation lay dead in a pool of her own rapidly cooling blood. Jill had confirmed the manner of death just as a man with a notepad entered. It wasn’t a good look for Jill, standing over a dead body. Jill had raised her bandana to cover her face and sprinted past the man, clattering down the fire stairs to hide in the janitor’s closet.

The police were swarming the building now. They’d find her soon enough. She looked longingly at the wall and willed herself, once again, to phase through it. Her arm tingled, as though she’d slept on it for too long. It passed halfway through the wall—then she bounced out again with enough force to knock over the mop bucket. This was no good. She had to get out fast. Teleportation fast.

“Goddamn it,” she muttered to her holstered pistols, “why the hell can’t you assholes teleport me when I need it?”

They flashed glumly at her. She pulled out her phone. She hated to call Diana, but she might need some backup to get out of this. She settled on texting her instead.

Latest victim: CEO of Chariot Carceral Solutions Ltd., in town visiting their lobbying firm, apparently. I was a DA, you don’t want to know the hell of those private prisons. They love marijuana laws and mandatory minimums; keeps their bonuses big. If it weren’t for Janine, I’d almost be willing to let Eris do her thing.

Maybe things were settling down? She hadn’t heard anyone on the steps for the last few minutes. She poked her head out and bit back a curse. A whole squad seemed to be banging up the stairs from the parking garage. They were cops, not idiots. They’d check this closet. The young lobbyist must have recovered from his shock enough to describe the woman he found standing over the big client’s dead body. She unholstered her pistols and gave them a desperate shake.

“Listen, you jerks, get me out. If you want me to keep going after your vengeance, take me anywhere but—”

“Hey, Chief, I think I hear something in—”

“—here,” she finished. Birdsong, peace, open air. She looked around, heart still pounding with residual adrenaline. She was in the suburbs? On the side of a road?

Oh, not any road. She was on the street across from the entrance to Cotrell’s house. She looked back down at her pistols, which seemed to sit smugly in her hands. She laughed, she couldn’t help it.

“Took your sweet time, assholes,” she said. She holstered them again, and then gave their grips a soft caress. “Appreciate it, though.”

Now, why had they brought her here? A familiar spot, away from danger? 

The gates were closed, but the police tape was gone. Maybe she could convince the pistols to do her one last favor and teleport her inside? She might nose around a bit on her own.

Then the gates began to open. Jill hid herself behind a tree, thinking that if she timed it right she might be able to slip in as they closed again. But what they revealed made it clear that there would be nothing left to investigate. Two moving trucks parked side by side on the driveway were open in the back and teams of movers were loading well-wrapped objects into the cabs. The gate had opened for an armored truck, the kind that delivered cash to banks; in this case, Jill suspected that it was protecting less fungible goods. Probably magical ones. The house would be clear by morning, Jill knew. The rich vultures had come to pick the corpse clean.

#

The news went viral. The latest victim was Regina Talbot, known as Reggie to her golf buddies, trailblazing CEO of one of the largest private prison firms, the first woman to rise so high in the industry, with powerful friends on both sides of the political aisle. Heartless Killer claims first woman victim! splashed one internet headline. Killer Targets Worst of the Worst, said another. One particular joker with over fifty thousand likes on Twitter: A prison CEO this time? Gotta catch’em all! 

Authorities contended with dozens of reported sightings: A tall Black man in a black Impala, a portly white man in a candy van (a candy van? repeated the dispatcher), a handful of unidentified figures fleeing scenes in gas masks, a Black woman, face obscured by a red bandana. There was no evidence. The killer left no trace but their deadly signature: another body without a heart. There was no visible means of entry—not into the chest cavity, according to the pathologists, and not into the buildings, according to the forensic specialists.

The internet poured itself into this vacuum of information, constructed its own theories out of the whole cloth of fractured dreams, unchecked entitlement, festering traumas, and sheer, for-the-lulz malevolence. At last, someone’s clearing out the swamp! cheered one influencer, delighting in the exposure of the sins of these previously unimpeachable DC elites. Private prisons are a scourge, they said.

The aforementioned DC elite, on the other hand, were acutely sensitive to danger. Three hundred years out from the French Revolution, they still knew the stink of the guillotine when they smelled it. Flights out of Washington National were booked solid before noon the day of Reggie Talbot’s murder. The Beltway was a clogged artery around the laboriously beating heart of the US government, but then, what else was new? Vacation homes up and down the Eastern seaboard were shaken of their second cousins and children’s friends to make way for their rightful owners. As if from a plague, they went to ground, scattered to the sea, to lay low with good wine and wait it out. This is worse than the sniper! said the ones who remembered the early years of Bush the younger. At least the sniper didn’t care if you were rich! 

The not-rich, feeling the power of this wave, congregated on the Washington Mall. Abolish the prison system! read their signs. Slavery never ended, it just moved to prisons, said another. Skinheads and tiki-torch wielders and other unsavories came out in their turn to taunt them. Images of the clashes went viral and within two days the protests had reached historic proportions. There was a crackling chaos energy behind this, a magic gone feral without its complement: raw, dangerous, and growing with every heart it consumed.

Tanks lined Pennsylvania Avenue. Layers of perimeter fences protected the inhabitant of the White House from his own constituents. Rounds of tear gas scattered the crowds. But opposition made them tenacious; they reconvened a few blocks away, covered their faces, found their own shields and umbrellas and hand-made quilts. They tried again. Social networks weren’t fast enough to keep up with the chaos on the ground. They were moved by something beyond them, now. Something dark and something as pure and righteous as fire.

There were two women in the crowd with them. Unremarkable at first, apart from their self-possession and beauty. They carried no signs; in fact, they seemed to carry nothing at all. They walked among the crowd and talked to them. Sometimes to the ones in revolutionary T-shirts, sometimes to the ones about to raise their shields and secure their gas masks.

“You can’t shoot him, he’s a child!”

“Out of the way, ma’am. These are non-lethal rounds.”

There was still, nevertheless, a great deal of blood.

The shorter, rounder one was appalled. She ran from person to person, speaking in a soothing voice that reeked, for those with the nose to smell it, of power. But she was not as strong as she once was. Her words brought a smile here, a sigh there, but after a few minutes anger surged and burst through the carefully spun strands of harmony. There was someone who should be at her side, who was not; there was a sister, a partner, a second half who had immersed herself in a dark river and would drown before she let Harmonia rescue her.

The second woman understood that persuasion was beyond her now. Diana intervened physically where she could. The “non-lethal” rounds bounced from her unusual bracelets with enough power to kill. She did not reveal her true identity among these people, though she could have, because then she would have had to pick a side. She was shaken, though she did not show it. She was seeing many things now that she’d never understood before. The crowd stopped and congregated around a local courthouse. From their anger, not their words, she understood what they meant to do. She considered stopping it. Instead, she rushed inside the building and checked to make sure that it was empty. She brought out an old cat, the janitor’s pet. By the time she left, the first Molotov cocktails were crashing through the front windows.

Diana and Harmonia watched together, mutely, as a courthouse burned, sending billows of inky smoke to the night sky in the middle of the nation’s capital. Even the protestors stood back in the heat and crackling flames of a world ending, in awe at what they had done.
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Smoke occludes the slate-blue sky and the roar of fire is loud enough to overcome the moans of the dying. It is a temple that burns, and all the laurel and black hemlock trees surrounding it. Sparks lift high, catching on the red Roman flags that crown the watchtowers now empty of men. 

A soldier slams the iron edge of his round shield into his enemy’s vulnerable face—both their helmets are long lost. The shield cracks across the enemy’s cheekbone and he falls back, but the soldier presses in, slipping in the bloody mud, and drives his spatha into the enemy’s gut, pushing up under the scales of armor. He knows the best vulnerabilities because he’s wearing the same. 

He kneels, bends over the body of his former comrade as he clutches the grip of his spatha. “You will be forgotten by Mars and all,” he spits. Then he grits his bloody teeth into a snarl and summons the red-hot power of the amulet. The enemy’s back arches, shoving at the blade in his gut, and he screams as his heart tears itself free, pulsing and glowing with vibrant scarlet threads of magic. 

The enemy dies. 

The soldier jerks his spatha free and leans away, falling onto his hip beside the dead man. His breath is jagged in his throat, pain a sharp ache down his left side, his ears ringing with more than fire and screams. 

But he feels incredible. He is too huge for his body; he cannot be contained by this mortal flesh—not with the bright power of all these hearts beating inside him, not with the strength of Mars turning his blood into the fire of the gods! 

The island’s rocky feet splay away from him, dipping into the clear turquoise of the Mediterranean. The soldier is alone now, surrounded by a score of his fellow soldiers, all dead, with their chests broken open. Heartless, lifeless. They were assigned to the watchtowers, here to guard the mainland against pirates, but they discovered a piece of gold that must have been a pirate treasure hidden here. The soldiers gleefully tore the temple apart, and found treasure indeed. The temple belonged to the only god who could have loved such greedy, violent men. 

A low laugh begins in the soldier’s belly. “Bless you, Fearless One,” he manages to say, even as his own chest contracts sharply. He flattens his hand over the amulet. “Oh God of War, every last one of them is yours in vengeance. And so shall I be.” 

With the strength of every heart he took, the soldier cracks open the island with his bare hands, pushing back the trees, and compels the dirt and rock and roots to swallow up his former cohort. 

When it is done, his body is wasted through, nothing but ash and pure fire—the rage of Ares—and all that falls into the mass grave is a small shield amulet. 

#

From Diana’s apartment window, she could only see a distant haze of smoke. She pressed her hand to the glass for a moment, then turned to Harmonia. The god, mussed and flushed, hugged herself and sank down to sit on the floor. She leaned against the sofa, knees curled up like a child, and dug her fingers into the thick alpaca rug.

“Why is Eris doing this?” Diana asked, trying to keep her voice calm for Harmonia’s sake. The realization deepened her concern. She shouldn’t have had to soothe the god of concord. But since Diana pulled her away from the protest, Harmonia’s energy had been jagged, almost frantic. Very wrong. Too much like Eris herself.

When Harmonia tilted her face up to Diana’s, her kaleidoscope eyes were wide, and her long lashes batted in confusion. “This is what she does, Diana. Chaos like this, it is exactly her. Only she’s so strong. So much stronger . . .” Harmonia’s voice drifted off.

“I don’t mean the protests.” Diana crouched in front of Harmonia. She recognized that the emotional rollercoaster of the past few days had been intense. Being caught between defending her sister and fear of her sister would be enough to overwhelm anyone. But for a god of concord, the confusion must have been completely dividing her from herself. Best to keep them both focused on the actual problem at hand.

Licking her lips, Diana said gently, “Why is Eris involved in murder? And systematic murder. Too many of these people dead we know were connected to Cotrell. Barbara said Professor Wallace and Cotrell had worked together, and Janine Robinson worked for him. I don’t know about Senator Mitchell, but they both had the right kind of money to move in the same circles. Even if—” Diana shook her head and modulated her reaction again. Keeping calm for the goddess of calm. “Even if I could imagine Eris killing on purpose, it wouldn’t be like this.”

“—it would seem like acts of coincidence,” Harmonia agreed, lighting up eagerly. She leaned toward Diana. “A lightning strike, a gas leak, a—an anvil falling from a window!”

“Not a string of obvious supernatural murders all connecting back to one man—a man you two traced across the world before she killed him.”

Harmonia fell back in disappointment again. She shook her head, eyes going distant. “Eris was obsessed with tracking him. She wouldn’t tell me why, but she wanted something he had. And . . . then . . . she’s not supposed to be able to trap me,” Harmonia murmured. “She’s not supposed to want to. We’re a pair. We’re balance. She’s too strong.”

Diana liked mysteries. She liked solving puzzles and collecting evidence, she liked the sensation of answers spiraling around her as she plucked more and more information from the whirlwind until suddenly she could see the entire story—the entire history of a place or thing, or even person. It was why she worked in history and art. But whenever a god was involved, it inevitably soured. The answers were never good. “Did she truly not say anything to you about Cotrell?”

“Only that she wanted to know what he was up to. Felt something chaotic surrounding him, and she liked it. But Diana, that was normal. She rarely explains herself to me, and I rarely care to hear it. We are what we are. We go where we go, and do what we do. This is only different, this only matters because she’s ruined our balance. She tried to hurt me!”

That wasn’t the only reason it mattered to Diana. “She’s done worse than that.”

“She shouldn’t be able to, that’s what is upsetting—Eris defeated me, and easily, but after what I saw today . . . this chaos in the city is too much, too fast. She’s too powerful. She’s different.”

Diana slowly stood. “It has to be the amulet. That’s the chaos she felt and wanted. He had it, and she . . . took it. From him? Could she have taken it from Cotrell?”

“I don’t know where she got it. But . . . I don’t think she had it before we went to that archaeologist’s house. That’s all I know. I . . . didn’t recognize it.”

Harmonia sounded defensive, and Diana did her best not to loom over her like an unimpressed schoolmarm. “Harmonia. What aren’t you saying?”

“Nothing! I've never seen it before, I swear, Diana. It . . . only reminded me . . .”

“What did it remind you of?”

“Home,” the god whispered, and Diana shuddered, recalling suddenly that the very first time she felt the echo of this discordant magic in her heart she’d thought of home, too.

#

Dr. Henry Cotrell’s private DC lab was the entire third level of a rehabbed warehouse only a twenty-minute drive from his estate. Diana arrived the next morning determined to find something in the only place they hadn’t yet looked, dragging Barbara at her heel. She’d filled both the lecturer and the Crimson Avenger in on her conversation with Harmonia over take-out in her apartment the previous night and made a plan: while she and Barbara searched the lab for clues about the amulet, Jill would use her contacts again to try and prove a connection between Cotrell and Senator Mitchell and the lobbyist, as well as dig deeper into Cotrell’s money and his History of the Gods tour.

Now, Harmonia was resting at Diana’s apartment—under strict orders not to leave. And especially not to go after Eris alone. The god of amity had promised, but Diana was having a hard time accepting the word of any god this morning.

Large sunglasses couldn’t hide the hollows beneath Barbara’s eyes, and before Diana busted the locked door-handle to let them inside the lab, she touched Barbara’s shoulder. “You don’t have to do this.”

Drawing herself up, Barbara pushed her sunglasses up over her perfectly coiffed blonde hair. “You brought me for a reason. I knew him, I was familiar with his work. I can do this.”

Pressing her lips in a frown, Diana studied her friend. She clearly hadn’t been sleeping, and Diana wondered if she’d continued to be plagued by disruptive visions like the one at her lecture the morning after the gala. Though Diana felt little sympathy for the lying smuggler beyond her respect for human life itself, Cotrell had been Barbara’s friend. And so she nodded and gripped the doorknob. She easily broke the mechanism, and the two women ducked under the bright police tape to step inside.

The lab was dim without lights, and all the windows covered by heavy drapes. Sunlight was often the enemy of ancient artifacts, Diana knew, and she flipped the switch beside the door. Cool industrial lights popped on, illuminating red brick walls and rows of tables filled with carefully labeled crates and computer equipment. At one end was a lovely oak desk set before floor-to-ceiling bookshelves crammed with science and history journals, in linear order, as well as a single row of old olive-green personal diaries.

The police had clearly been here, and taken some things and catalogued others, but left most artifacts and art and books. Barbara had said last night that Cotrell used this external lab mostly for processing his finds and conducting his own tests for dating objects; he even had a fancy piece of equipment similar to an MRI machine for examining things from the inside out. It was too big for his home office, waiting instead in the smaller room just off this one.

Barbara gasped lightly and darted toward an open crate, and Diana followed as Barbara removed a small jade statue of an elegant cat from a litter of packing material. She held it carefully, lips parted, and Diana turned away. After everything she knew of Cotrell, she knew it had probably been illegally acquired.

Diana went to the desk.

She touched a finger to the corner, eyes scanning the scatter of papers and black-and-white photos. There were two pale water stains beside a coaster made from an Italian ceramic tile, a blotter, a metal organizer with a National Geographic in one slot and a stack of postcards in the other. Diana slipped free the postcards. They were written in Greek and nothing but spare correspondence between Cotrell and a woman named Clara, whose words and handwriting suggested she was a youth when these were postmarked. She called him Uncle Hal.

Sorrow settled in Diana’s heart and she sank into the wingback chair. She was unused to sitting in a dead man’s place. Unused to this kind of impersonal, but strangely intimate feeling. Grief she knew, as she knew awe and love and hope and fear, those great spikes of emotions that made her fight and leap to act and change things. But this quiet, dusty moment was disorienting.

“Ah,” Barbara murmured. Diana glanced toward her and saw Barbara bent over a stack of what appeared to be fossils. She had a smooth wooden rod in her hand, perhaps East African.

Diana brought her focus back to the desk and sifted through the photos. Old digs, Henry Cotrell in most of them, and when she flipped them over his writing scrawled large and neat across the top with places and dates and a few guide names or contact numbers. At the bottom of the stack were photos of other pieces of paper. Journals written on darkened paper in a small, tight hand. Squinting, Diana read a few lines.

Turkey . . . ancient mother . . . holy rites . . . curse. Diana’s lips parted. Eats the hearts of thieves. 

Gathering all the photos, Diana tried her best to put them in order: there were six, and the journal pages recorded a description from the nineteenth century about a trip someone took to an island off the coast of Turkey, including the ruins of a temple at least twenty-two hundred years old, Imperial Roman fortifications, and the petrified remains of an olive oil press. The temple was thought to belong to Cybele, a Roman Great Mother, but that didn’t explain, the writer said, the curse.

Diana’s pulse sped. The curse was taught to the writer on the mainland, before he went to the island, and said anyone who disturbed the temple would pay with their hearts.

The back of the photos revealed more notes from Cotrell mentioning the known dates of pirate activity and when the Romans built the watchtowers. The island—Giresun Island, in the Black Sea—had been used for centuries for illicit trading and by various empires as a guard post or way station.

At the bottom corner of the last photo was a tiny sketch of Eris’s amulet.

“Barbara!” Diana said.

Something shattered, and Diana was on her feet. But Barbara was fine, standing with her hip leaning against the long table beside her and a hand pressed to her throat in surprise. A small clay tablet lay broken at her feet. It was a shame, but nothing Diana could fret over now.

“Come here. Help me look for anything to do with an island called Giresun, or a temple to Cybele—you mentioned the other day he was in Turkey? I want to know everything about that dig.”

Together they scoured the shelf of journals and all the desk drawers. The bottom one was locked and, uncaring, Diana broke it open with a slight turn of her wrist. Inside were small chunks of light gray rock and leaves. Diana smelled the dried laurel immediately, and she knew this was what she needed. Beneath it all waited a spiral notebook curling at the corners and slightly warped from being wet at one point.

“Ugh,” said Barbara, but Diana was glad it was so unappealing and buried, so that the police hadn’t taken it. They’d been looking for a murderer, not magic.

The first entries were dated from eight months ago, at the end of Cotrell’s winter in Turkey. He’d been staying with friends, slowly wheedling his way onto the dig that was going back up when the season was right on Giresun. Diana skimmed a few pages until he arrived.

. . . tall, full laurel and spiny locusts cover the island from end to end, but for the bare rocky edges that dive like a giant’s fingers into the sparkling sea. From where our boat landed it was a quick walk to the ruins of that old temple—Cybele I’m told, though that’s based on guesses about a wishing rock that’s still in use for a local festival—and we could get to the crumbled base of a watchtower dated to the first century CE . . .

 

. . . discovery of a shocking number of Roman soldiers in a mass grave, which is what drove Emir to bring me in, as he knows the potential in rewards for . . .

 

A mass grave seemed morbidly promising, and Diana slowed down her reading.

. . . what struck me, aside from their lack of obvious wounds, and the complete disregard the site had for what we believed to be Roman rites of burial in case of plague, was the jumble and mess of it. The process of excavation will be long and arduous, and Emir may run out of funding unless there’s an exceptional discovery soon . . .

 

. . . amulet . . .

 

Diana flattened the journal on the desk as best she could to give both herself and Barbara the right angle.

. . . I ought not to have lifted it out so easily, and certainly might’ve left my gloves on, but I had to hold it against my skin. It fit right into the palm of my hand, a perfectly round, worn old shield. It drew me, and I could not help myself: I tucked it away before anyone could see, in my vest pocket, near to my heart. 

 

Cotrell didn’t mention the amulet again until an entry two days later:

I cannot leave the amulet with my belongings on the mainland, I tried it but was distracted all day, concerned it might be stolen, though my hotel has an excellent reputation and security. And so yesterday and again today I wrapped it in a silk handkerchief and replaced it in that same pocket into which I had first tucked it.

 

. . . the way these fools move about the temple ruins is unforgivable. They speak of what it might have been, not what it is, and I cannot abide being near them. 

 

. . . the amulet was in my dream last night. The dream was ordinary otherwise, images from my time in Morocco, but the hotel was that sweet little place off St. Anne in the French Quarter. I wore the amulet on a leather thong about my neck. 

 

. . . I am on the train to Vienna. I could not remain. Those fools, and even Emir—they don’t understand what they’re doing to the temple, where they are. They can’t understand. 

As Diana read, her pulse quickened. This was exactly what she’d been looking for, yet hoped she wouldn’t find. The right piece to lock everything together, and it was a terrible piece.

. . . every step feels like I am walking on the bones of my own ancestors. On the corpses of the gods themselves. How can we do what we do in this modern world? We make monuments to ourselves, to progress, to civilization, to war, and yet what do we give in return? We don’t even honor the names of the old gods. I never have. They have been stories, tools. I have plundered the jewels of ancient philosophies, stripped the flesh from living gods, for nothing but cold cash. And spread the disease of my eagerness, my ambition, to everything I touch. What have I become? I deserve this torment, and so do the others. The others are even worse than me! 

 

. . . I will make this right. Oh, my dreams command it, this pulsing heart in my fist demands it. I must. I have seen the slaughter in my mind, felt the pain of it, and it is glorious. It is the only thing. 

“My God, Henry,” Barbara said darkly. “Did the amulet do this to him?”

“It reads that way . . . The amulet must be imbued with that curse . . . the one from the island that claims thieves will lose their hearts.”

“It changed his heart, certainly, turning him against his life’s work. And . . . others.”

“We know magically imbued items can be tricky, and they’re always dangerous to everyone. Especially when the provenance is uncertain. This one is strong enough to pass its curse from Cotrell to Eris herself.” Diana glanced up at Barbara, mouth set grimly.

Barbara’s flushed cheeks gave her an air of excitement. She looked away from Diana and said, “Cybele wasn’t big on curses, and the amulet doesn’t look like anything of hers.”

“He mentions Amazons on that island,” Diana admitted cautiously. “But we certainly would have done no such thing.”

“I’ll find out more about the island,” Barbara said as she pulled out her phone, already distracted and on the hunt.

Diana took a deep breath and read the final page of the journal. 

. . . I have begun pulling them all to me. Vengeance will be mine. The worst offenders will come to me, and we will all burn . . .

 

“One of the island’s names is Areos Nesos!” Barbara cried triumphantly, just as Diana’s gaze lit upon the final words of the journal: bless you, Fearless One, oh God of War, my lord. 

“Island of Ares,” Diana translated in a whisper. She lifted her eyes, suddenly crackling with her own power.

#

High above Washington, DC, where the monuments looked like toys for wild gods to step upon, Eris Discordia, She Who Excites, Child of Chaos and Daughter of Strife, flung out her arms and laughed.

The laugh caught against thin cirrus clouds, rippling them with her glee. She sighed and fell, then spun, her flight haphazard, but her eyes lowered to look upon what she had wrought. Fire and smoke, crowds here and empty streets there! A mess. A wonderful mess.

Eris grinned. She felt the chaos and drank it up until her blood was hot and ready—she had never been so strong before. Everything she was and could be had compounded tenfold. Strife had been an angry storm, but today she was a hurricane.

Suddenly her pulse faltered under the sudden press of the amulet.

She dove down and set more fires, riled up the already disturbed populace. Her actions, her whispers and shoves, even these delicious murders—so strange! So certain to upset humans, to make them doubt and fear and plead! Her actions set this stage and she wanted—needed—to make it worse, let it feed her, spin her up.

But.

Eris gasped. The thrall of red-hot power pulled taut around her heart, and she parted her lips to call her father’s name as the amulet drove her in a singular direction. She resisted. Eris clenched her jaw, letting it be both smile and grimace. She was chaos, not strategy! She did not want to follow a pattern or plan.

A scream tore from her mouth as the power of war compelled her and her grimace became a sneer: Oh Ares, Father, God! I obey! I feel the next traitor! 

Clasping both hands over the amulet, Eris fell back to the earth like a star.

#

Jill waited outside Diana’s building, arms crossed under her breast, jacket zipped despite the warmer afternoon to hide her seeping wound.

It was Barbara who exclaimed at seeing Jill, and dashed for her. “We found something—the amulet is imbued with the vengeance of Ares himself!”

Diana’s grim feelings were mirrored in Jill’s glower.

“My news isn’t so cheery,” Jill drawled.

Barbara laughed once.

“What did you find out?” Diana asked, moving near enough to Jill to speak quietly.

“All the victims arrived in DC this week, and their flights and hotels—the ones from out of town—were paid for the same way. This cryptocurrency called—”

“Crypto . . .” Barbara made a terrible face. As if such a thing was beneath her.

“Digital-only assets,” Jill continued. “It’s a type I’ve never seen before, called Strife.”

Diana’s alarm, already a constant low-key hum, spiked into the red. “That’s one of Eris’s names,” she said fast, and ushered the two women into her building. As they crowded up the narrow stairs toward her apartment she said, “But plotting to bring people here to murder them is extremely unlike Eris.”

“That’s the bad news. I know who was behind Strife.”

“How can that be bad news?” Barbara asked.

“He’s been dead for six days.”

“Cotrell,” Diana said with finality. Of course. She paused in the hallway outside her door. She could see it now: Cotrell found the amulet and it slowly imbued him with its vengeance curse. He made plans to take revenge against the people he believed deserved it the most, and drew them from around the world to him. Thieves. His associates, those who benefited most from his personal plundering of ancient sites. Maybe sites of Ares specifically, or any sites associated with Diana’s family.

Everything touched by the magic of the gods goes sour, she thought again.

Cotrell helped to desecrate the Island of Ares, which must have been the God of War’s sacred place long before it was associated with Cybele or the Amazons. And for years Cotrell had been selling artifacts imbued with magic, with small spells, smuggling priceless antiquities from their proper, sacred homes. That was the network Cotrell wrote in his journal that he wanted to unravel. His own.

“Diana?” Barbara said sharply.

She blinked.

Jill waited impatiently at the apartment door, glaring. Barbara frowned.

“I’m only . . .” Diana offered them an encouraging smile. That was what she did. She’d fix this. “I understand what’s happening now.” As she strode toward her door, she said, “Cotrell began this when he found the amulet, and Eris felt the power of Ares in the amulet when they crossed paths in Vienna. It’s her father’s magic, she would recognize it even better than I. War and strife are related in more ways than one. She tracked Cotrell, and when she finally confronted him here, taking the amulet, it did not take her slowly as it took Cotrell, but entirely. Immediately.” Diana unlocked her door and hesitated, thinking of Eris and her contagious laugher, dancing with her sister in better times. “She probably wanted it to. Embraced such a dramatic, sudden change. And then she killed Cotrell and immediately continued his mission—the amulet must be influencing her, forcing her to follow Cotrell’s plan. Eris doesn't have real enemies, not like we do. She’s too chaotic, and revenge is inherently . . . structured. Eris is a tool, a channel for the amulet, for Ares’s own revenge.”

She gestured for Jill and Barbara to precede her into the apartment.

“I hope you’re not telling me my vengeance won’t be complete without taking out the Greek God of War himself,” Jill said dryly.

Diana detected a note of genuine concern in Jill’s voice, and winced slightly. “Maybe Harmonia can tell us more, now that we know about Ares.” Diana hoped so. This wasn’t just a magical amulet imbued with power, or a minor goddess exciting her own nature. This was an ancient force of pure violence created by Ares himself. Or someone able to harness his purest strength. An ancient high priest, an entire cult. Who knew how much death this amulet had caused over the centuries?

“She’s not here, Diana,” Barbara said.

It was true. The apartment was empty, and Harmonia, the only god maybe on their side, was gone.
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In the heart of DC, a roaring sound rose and fell in Diana’s ears.

It reminded her of blood rushing through veins, the contract and release of the body’s most vital muscle. Protesters had assembled once more on the Washington Mall, and it was their march that thrummed like a heart in the capital.

As she slipped through the crowd, Diana’s own strong heart quickened in sympathy. The gathering had only grown since Diana had been here last. Was Eris pulling people in again, preparing for more chaos? No . . . Eris had taken advantage of the unrest earlier, but unheard voices often rose. Alas, Diana could not stop to listen today, or even to lend her aid. She had come to find help, not to give it.

With Harmonia missing, Wonder Woman had to rely on more mundane powers to track Eris. As she and Barbara Minerva followed the Crimson Avenger through the crowd, Diana spared a whispered prayer for Harmonia’s safety—the loss of balance between the sisters was dangerous for the goddesses as well as for the mortals around them.

With any luck, they could find Eris fast enough to stop her before she took her next heart. The Crimson Avenger had promised that one of her old contacts would be willing to help, but Diana had no idea how they were supposed to pick him out in the press of people.

There must have been thousands––tens of thousands––gathered here. But the energy today was different than it was the night the courthouse burned; provocateurs often preferred the cover of darkness to sow their own discord. Now, in the bright light of day, teenagers flirted with each other on the lawn, and the upbeat strains of this summer’s song competed with a distant speech amplified through a megaphone. There were even tourists taking selfies, and white parents carrying young children on their shoulders, eager to help but poised to flee. Diana could sympathize with their fears, but she did not understand them; in Themyscira, children were taught at a young age not to run from a fight.

Despite the tranquil air, armed officers still clustered in menacing groups throughout the Mall. Jill ducked her head, steering wide around them, but Diana couldn’t keep the disapproval off her face as she passed an officer leaning casually on his curved metal shield.

The man caught her eye, tilting his head back in a failed attempt to look down at her. “Can I help you?”

The question was a challenge, and Diana never backed down from a challenge. “Shields are for battle,” she said. “Not for keeping peace.”

“You should have seen this place last night,” the man retorted. Before Diana could reply, Barbara took her arm, steering her friend away from the cluster of officers.

“We’re trying to track down the amulet, not join a riot,” she muttered quietly.

Jill heard her anyway and half-turned, regarding the anthropologist with a raised eyebrow. “A what now?”

Barbara ignored the question, hurrying on loftily. “Besides, you must have heard the saying: Si vis pacem para bellum.”

“If you seek peace, prepare for war.” Diana had heard the saying many times in her youth, but the longer she lived in the world of men, the more strangely it rang in her ears.

“You ladies and your antiquities.” Jill shook her head. “Haven’t you heard the updated version? If you want peace, work for justice.”

“Ah yes,” Barbara said vaguely, her chin still high. “Dr. King.”

“Pope Paul the Sixth,” Jill corrected her with a false brightness. “But close!”

Barbara growled, the sound so low in her throat that only Diana’s ears could pick it up. “Barbara?” As Diana took her friend’s hand, she wished once more that Harmonia were here. The tension between Dr. Minerva and the Crimson Avenger had its own growing pressure, but Diana had no idea how to diffuse it. It wasn’t something that could be deflected with her bracers. As for the Lasso of Truth . . . that might make matters even worse. “Are you . . . all right?”

“I’m fine,” the doctor said, drawing her hand back protectively; too late, Diana remembered the wound on Barbara’s palm. “I just . . . want to find that amulet.”

“So do all of us,” Diana said firmly. “And that means finding Eris. But to track a predator, we need to follow her prey.”

Barbara raised a skeptical eyebrow at the crowd around them. “Historically, this is not the sort of bleeding heart she’s been interested in.”

“We’re not looking for bleeding hearts,” Jill muttered, rubbing her own chest. “We’re looking for Strife. And for that, we need a good hacker.” She started off toward a row of police barriers. Just beyond, a young Black man was sitting cross-legged on a park bench, wearing a shirt that read BLERD and typing furiously on a laptop perched on his knees.

“Him?” Barbara said as she and Diana hurried to catch up.

“Marcus always shows up when he thinks he can help,” Jill called back over her shoulder. “We met on a revenge porn case when I was a DA and he was a senior in college. He discovered the football team using a secret server to upload and share illicit videos of their past and current partners. His testimony sent the ringleader to jail.”
 “Jail?” Diana glanced significantly at the protestors as they shook their signs: PRISON REFORM NOW. But Jill made a face.

“It was a thirty-day sentence. Meanwhile one of the young ladies died by suicide, and there are people in prison for fifteen years for drugs that were probably planted. I’ve never been to Themyscira, but in America, they only say all men are created equal.”

Diana’s brow furrowed––once again, she had failed to understand the nuances. But Barbara only sniffed. “Blerd? What does that mean? Black Lives . . .” She trailed off as Jill shook her head.

“You two, wait here,” she said, heading toward the barrier. “I’ve had enough embarrassment for the day.”

#

As Jill Carlyle approached the steel barriers, she checked automatically for cops. The nearest officers were the ones Diana had challenged––must be nice to be so cocksure. The officers were looking the other way, so Jill put both hands on the barrier and swung her legs over in a quick and practiced motion. When her boots hit the ground, she adjusted her black denim jacket down to hide her cursed pistols, then closed it at the front to cover the wound on her chest. Even though she’d packed the gently bleeding hole with fresh gauze before setting out, the gesture was automatic by now.

Then the Crimson Avenger crossed the green toward the park bench. Marcus hadn’t noticed her yet. He was the gamer type––a Black Nerd, according to that t-shirt hanging off his chest––and still too skinny. At the DA’s office, star witnesses always got dinner on the house, but Jill had been particularly concerned that he eat, if only to keep up his strength for the stand. She could still remember the smell of the pizza––savory sweet––cut through with the sharper scent of bile and disinfectant. Poor kid had been too nervous to keep even half a slice down.

His testimony the next day had cost the football team their reputations, but it had cost Marcus his scholarship. A lesser man might have blamed Jill for pushing him to testify, but when she’d called him with condolences, he, too, had given her a quote about justice. Not the one she’d told that stick-up-the-ass doctor. A different one.

Jill could still remember that phone call––the sound of his voice, no longer shaking. “Fiat justitia, et pereat mundus,” he’d said. “Let justice be done though the world may perish.”

Jill had recognized the quote, of course. Lawyers loved Latin. “Emperor Ferdinand, right?”

Marcus had laughed. “I don’t know. I heard it in a video game.”

He’d sent a ham and pineapple pizza to her office that afternoon. The paralegals had enjoyed it, but Jill had been too twisted up to take a bite.

She shook the memories out of her head as she crept up behind him. Marcus was too engrossed in his typing to notice her. On his screen, Jill could see an overview of the park, with camera symbols blinking on and off in red and green. She leaned in close enough to whisper in his ear: “Jamming the security cameras is very illegal, Marcus.”

The man didn’t so much as look up from the screen, but the corners of his cheeks creased in a smile. “What’s legal isn't always what’s just, Miss DA,” he murmured. “Or should I say Miss CA?”

“Got me there.” Jill chuckled as she came around the bench; he was one of the few people from her old life who knew about her side gig. Still typing, he scooted over to make space beside him. She sat with a sigh, adjusting her jacket again, just in case. “Between face ID and what happened to the leaders from Ferguson, we all might be a little bit more secure without security footage.”

“Exactly,” he said. As the last camera on his screen blinked red, he looked up at her with his own satisfied sigh. “Talk fast. We have about fifteen minutes before they track my signal to this park bench.”

“I only need ten minutes,” Jill said. “Five if you’re quick.”

“Proceed.” Marcus cracked his knuckles as Jill pulled out a slip of paper.

“I need you to track down the most recent purchases on this account,” Jill said promptly. “This was the public key to the crypto wallet.”

“Was?” Marcus took the piece of paper, typing in the jumbled string of letters, numbers, and symbols.

“The owner is dead,” Jill confirmed. “Murdered. But I hope if we know what else he purchased, we can figure out where the killer will strike next.”

Marcus’s fingers flew over the keyboard, but his mind went even faster. “Does this have anything to do with the Heartless Killer?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny,” Jill replied, falling automatically into her DA voice. Under his breath, Marcus whistled.

“Well, whoever it was had very rich taste,” he said, turning the screen to face her. A long line of purchases extended down the page: luxury stays at the Four Seasons, dinners at Fiola Mare, visits to The Petite Spa at the Jefferson, and shopping trips to La Perla. Marcus scrolled down the list, shaking his head. “It goes on and on and on.”

“I thought I’d left document review behind with lawyering.” Jill sighed. “Can you email it to me so I can do a line-by-line look?”

“I might not have to.” Marcus highlighted one expense with his pointer. “Check it out. Five hundred dollars charged to Office Supplies Inc. No one spending a grand to sit in Dead Sea mud is buying copy paper.”

“You think it’s a discreet name?” Jill guessed.

“Exactly,” he replied. “So that whatever it is doesn’t show up on someone’s credit card bill.”

“Interesting.” Jill cocked her head. “Can you figure out what they really sell?”

“Not in five minutes,” Marcus replied.

Jill glanced sidelong at the officers she’d seen earlier. How long till they came charging over to the park bench? “What about a list of anyone else who’s bought these ‘office supplies’?” Jill said, her desperation growing. “There might be names we recognize on it.”

“That’s going to be on another server with a lot more security,” Marcus said, but his fingers had gone still. Pulling a pen from behind his ear, he jotted something down on the back of the slip of paper. “But I got you the address. Office Supplies Inc. is located in the wharf district.”

“That ritzy shopping plaza with the drive-up boat dock?” Jill snorted.

“Figures, right? Oh frack,” Marcus said, scrambling to his feet. “They came faster than I thought.”

“Who did?” Jill, too, leapt to her feet, but it was not the officers that caught Marcus’s eye. Instead, he was staring wide-eyed at Diana and Barbara, who were still hovering near the police barrier. “Oh. No, Marcus. Those are . . .” Possible endings to the sentence flitted through her head. “Not cops.”

“But not friends either?” Marcus guessed, still tense. Jill hesitated.

“We’re on the same side,” she said at last.

“Well that’s something,” Marcus said, still packing his gear––his five minutes were up anyway. “You need more people on your side.”

The statement was so true it hurt––or maybe that was just the wound in her chest. Jill pressed a hand to her heart. “How can I repay you, Marcus?”

“I’m always up for pizza,” he said with a grin, tucking his laptop under his arm and glancing at his watch. “But some other time. Take care, Jill. I’d hug you, but . . .” He waved a vague hand at her shirt. Startled, Jill looked down; the blood was seeping through.

She tugged her jacket shut as he slipped off to find a new bench. Then she turned back to see Diana’s expectant look, and Barbara still clutching her purse a little tighter than she had to. Jill set her shoulders as she started back toward them, but for a moment, the steel barricade seemed to be the smallest obstacle between them.

With a grunt, she climbed over, then checked her jacket once more. “We’re heading to the wharf district in a minute,” Jill said, pulling out her phone and turning to Barbara. “Can you call us a car, Doc?”

“Can’t you do it?” Barbara said, frowning, but she pulled out her own cell.

“I’m taking care of something more important,” Jill replied, tapping out a search for nearby pizza places. Picking the one with the highest rating, she searched for her wallet as a woman’s voice answered. “Do you do ham and pineapple? Great. How soon can you have a dozen pies delivered to the protestors in the Mall?”

“Make it two dozen,” Diana said, touching Jill lightly on the shoulder. Her own credit card was in her hand. “And it’s on me.”

#

With the pizza on the way, the three women hopped in a cab to the wharf. The water was blue under the summer sky, and colorful pennants flapped over the waterfront as rows and rows of sleek boats bobbed at the moorings.

The slips were available to overnight visitors who motored up the Potomac, and the price for a reservation reflected the tony neighborhood. “This is more like it,” Barbara said, taking a deep breath of the salt sea air. Then she stiffened. “Do you smell that?”

Diana followed suit, filling her lungs with the air from the sea. “I smell diesel fuel,” she said. “From the boats.”

“And food,” Jill said. “I could go for some pad thai.”

“No,” Barbara said, her nose wrinkling. “This is more like . . . animals.”

Jill gave her a suspicious look, then she frowned down at the slip of paper in her hand. “The address Marcus gave us is farther up Maine.”

The women wound through the wharf district, passing outdoor dining and laughing families and boutiques with their doors flung open to the breeze off the bay. But the street ended in the painted green plywood of an active construction site. Plastered on the plywood beside the entrance, a shiny poster showed the architect’s illustration of the building still to come, along with an address that matched the one on the slip of paper. “This is it,” Jill said dryly. “But the place doesn’t open till 2022.”

Diana peered inside. Hanging work lights illuminated the scene: construction workers going to and fro in safety vests and hard hats. A forklift beeping as it hauled bundles of copper pipe across the dusty concrete floor, and the light of a welder’s arc throwing sparks in a far corner. In the bones and innards of the building, Diana could see what it would become, but it was far from the completed version the architect had drawn. “Do you think they’re just using a fake address?”

“This is the place,” Barbara blurted out, her voice loud even over the sounds of construction. She barged through the open doors, right past the sign: ALL VISITORS MUST WEAR HARD HATS. “Excuse me!” Barbara waved down one of the workmen, the silk scarf over the wound on her hand like a flag. “You there!”

The man ambled over, his pace at odds with her urgent voice. “How can I help you ladies?”

“We’re looking for Office Supplies Inc.,” Barbara said, and the man gave her an amused look.

“Does this look like a stationery store to you?” He chuckled, then jerked his chin back toward the marina. “Shopping center’s back that way.”

“This is the address we were given,” Barbara insisted, dipping into her purse and pulling out a hundred-dollar bill. “Are you certain there isn’t any information you can share about Office Supplies Inc.?”

The man looked at the bill, then took it with a shrug, as though it hardly mattered either way. “The GC tells us no one is allowed on the fifth floor, but I never bothered asking why.”

“The fifth floor?” The hunger in Barbara’s eyes grew. “Can you take us there?”
 The man scoffed, gesturing with the bill. “Lady, I’m an electrician.”

Barbara dug back into her purse and pulled out another hundred, but the man hesitated. “That’s union rates.” With another low growl, Barbara pulled out two more bills before he nodded, stuffing the money in his pocket and beckoning them to follow. “Come with me.”

As they crossed the dusty floor to the elevator, Jill glared at Barbara’s back. “You could have chipped in for the pizza,” she said, but Barbara ignored her, stalking toward the elevator, following the electrician like a cat after a feather.

Jill glanced at Diana, suddenly uncertain. “Is she okay?”

“I’m not sure,” Diana admitted, biting her lip. Barbara had always been high strung––the strain must have been getting to her. Diana should have stuck to her principles––not to pull mortals into the supernatural. This had gone too far already. “Barbara,” she called, catching up with her as they reached the caged hoist on the side of the building. “Maybe you should go back to the marina. Get some tea. Jill and I can take care of this.”

Barbara whirled, and Diana stepped back, startled. For a moment, she was certain that Barbara’s eyes had flashed green. But before the doctor could respond, another man rushed over to the hoist, his hands flung wide. “Where do you think you’re going, Rick? And who are the gals?” he shouted. “You trying to get us busted by OSHA?”

“I’ll show you busted,” the electrician muttered.

The other man reeled, his response exaggerated. “What was that?”
 “Why are you always on my ass, Johnny?”

Suddenly, Rick took a swing and Johnny ducked. But before he could hit back, a forklift crashed headlong into a stack of copper pipes. Johnny whirled, roaring, “What the hell?”

The forklift driver stumbled out of his seat. At first, Diana worried he was hurt, but then she heard his laughter. “You know,” the driver said, chuckling wildly, “I’ve always wanted to do that!”

“What’s going on?” Jill asked, her hands hovering near her pistols, but Diana put her own hand on Jill’s wrist.

“Eris,” she said. “Come on.”

Pulling Jill into the caged elevator, Diana swung the levered door shut, leaving Barbara on the other side. Barbara turned with a cry. “How dare you?”

The question took Diana aback, but there was no time to ponder Barbara’s sudden rage. “Go back to the marina, please,” she said as she pressed the button to raise the hoist, but Barbara only pounded on the latticed metal of the door. “You’ll be safer there!”

Barbara’s only response was a low moan, almost a growl, and a flash of white teeth. Jill stumbled back, startled, as the elevator lurched upwards. “What the––?”

The last word was lost in a crash as the forklift operator drove into a stack of bricks. Meanwhile, a full-on brawl had erupted among the workers as Diana and Jill rose out of sight. Diana’s heart flipped in her chest. Had she left Barbara in harm’s way after all? But there was a clear path to the gate if Barbara would only take it, and a fistfight wasn’t half so dangerous as Eris.

As the elevator rose past the bare concrete of the second floor, Diana tried to shake off her mortal fears. It was time to face a goddess: she had to put aside the world of men. With only Jill to see her, Diana closed her eyes and focused.

She could feel her garments changing as she spun––the mundane outfit falling away, the bracers and cuirass wrapping around her. But she never knew exactly what it looked like from outside and, when she opened her eyes, she was almost eager to see Jill’s reaction. The Crimson Avenger, however, had politely turned away.

As the elevator reached the fifth floor, it stopped, and Jill and Wonder Woman stepped out.

Unlike the other floors, a velvet curtain hung here to screen the site from view. Pushing it open, the smell hit them both. Not unpleasant––not exactly. But . . . heavy. The scent of fur and musk and fear, emanating from rows and rows of cages lined up on the concrete floor.

Gleaming eyes shone from behind the bars: tiny foxes with enormous ears, an armored pangolin, a camel, and a kangaroo. A baby macaque shivered in the corner of its empty cage, and a silvery ocelot stalked back and forth, tail lashing.

“They’re smuggling animals,” Jill murmured.

Diana nodded, her brow furrowed. “That must be Cotrell’s connection. Artifacts aren’t the only rarities you can traffic from far-flung places.”

Just then, the sound of running feet made them both turn. There was someone racing up the stairs––someone pushing aside the velvet. But as Jill drew her pistols, Barbara burst through the fabric, her eyes wild. “I knew I could smell them,” she said as Diana stared at her friend. Had she run all the way up five flights? “Poor things!”

“Wait,” Diana said, but the doctor shrugged her away and raced toward the ocelot’s cage. Then, above the sounds of the menagerie, a woman’s bright laughter rang like a peal of bells, followed by a man’s voice, groaning. Diana turned toward the far side of the room. “Eris.”

Now it was Barbara’s turn to reach for Diana, her fingers curved like claws on the gold bracer. “Stop her!” Barbara shrieked. “Stop her so I can kill whoever did this myself!”

“You are officially insane,” Jill said, her eyes wide, but Diana held out her hands.

“Please,” she said. “Eris sows discord wherever she goes. She affects how we all act. We have to stop her to— Ah!”

The sensation came then––the tugging at her heart. But this time, the feeling was so much stronger. Diana staggered against a cage. The monkey inside started chittering as Eris’s voice drifted across the floor. “Time for me to put you down like the dog you are.”

Pushing herself to her feet, Diana careened through the maze of cages, past a snarling timber wolf and down a wall where birds bright as jewels fluttered frantically in steel boxes. Eris’s laughter seemed to echo all around her, but under it came the sound of frightened mewling. One of the animals? No––rounding the corner on a row of exotic cats, Wonder Woman found Eris standing over a cage barely large enough for the man inside it. His back was arched as a thin whine escaped his teeth, and his heart strained toward the amulet in Eris’s fist.

“No!” Loosening the gold coils of her whip, Diana lashed out for the amulet, but with a blast of pale energy like a ball of lightning, Eris knocked the whip back. A second blast followed the first, and Diana barely got her wrist up in time. The white arc of power bounced off her bracer and exploded across the concrete floor.

Sparks flew as a chimpanzee screamed, and the caged birds beat their frantic wings. Eris sent another blast directly at Wonder Woman, but Diana deflected it toward the ceiling this time, shattering the fluorescent light above Eris’s head. The goddess put her hands over her hair as sparks and glass showered down. But before Diana could press her advantage, Barbara came bounding around the corner.

“You’re scaring the cats!” The archeologist’s face was a mask of anguish as she stumbled toward a sad-eyed tiger cub. Kneeling before the creature’s cage, she didn’t even notice as Eris aimed the next blast her way.

Wonder Woman dove, tumbling across the floor to plant herself between Barbara and the sizzling ball of power. The blast pinged off her bracer, flying back across the room to hit Eris square in the chest. As the goddess stumbled back, Barbara kept scrabbling at the lock on the tiger’s cage, ignoring the blood seeping through the scarf over her palm.

Diana regained her footing as Eris absorbed her own chaotic power. A wild grin split the goddess’s face. “Delicious,” she murmured. “Good thing I brought enough to go around.”

Spreading her hand wide, white hot shards flew from each fingertip, scattering in all directions––toward the cages, toward Diana, toward Barbara’s exposed back.

Diana could not save them all––but at least she could protect her friend. After all, it was Diana’s fault Barbara was in danger. But as the light crackled through the air toward the undefended cages, Harmonia’s voice rang from the shadows.

“Not yet!” The girl emerged from behind an aquarium filled with a shimmering school of piranha. Her palms up and out, she pulled her sister’s scattered energy back to form a shining wall. Her voice shook with effort as she called out, “Remember your plan!”

Hungrily, Eris nodded, reaching for the amulet. “The plan,” she whispered as the caged man writhed beneath her hands.

Wonder Woman scrambled to her feet, her own heart aching in sympathy, but the wall of energy separated her from Eris and Harmonia, and from the dying smuggler. Still, at least Barbara was safe––as were the animals. Having freed the tiger, the doctor moved down the row, releasing a lion cub, a serval, a snow leopard. As the big cats bounded free, the wall started to ripple: Eris’s power had grown too strong.

Suddenly, a shard of light lanced out, burning a charred hole in the ceiling. Another one streamed out like a tendril, curling toward Barbara and the lion cub in her arms.

“Get out of here!” Wonder Woman leapt in front of Barbara, deflecting the energy back into the wall of light, and at last Barbara turned to flee. But the stream of light writhed, pushing Diana back step by step.

Staggering under the power of Eris’s energy, she could only watch as, behind the rippling wall, the amulet glowed red. The smuggler’s groan rose to a sudden shriek as the goddess pulled his heart from his chest.

With a final gasp, the man collapsed, and Eris raised the amulet in triumph as new power coursed through her body. Then, in a burst of light, shattered glass, and splinters, the two sisters disappeared. The wall vanished along with them, and Wonder Woman fell forward. Exhausted, she dropped to her knees as parrots screamed in their cages, and cloud leopards and caracals stalked through the detritus around her.
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Magic snapped in Barbara’s sight. Too bright. Too sharp. She winced, shielding her eyes against the blast as another, more terrible sensation twisted in her bones. For a brief moment, she lost all sense of where she was, what was happening around her.

Then she heard the panicked trill of birds glancing off concrete walls and she remembered.

The cats. The cages. The woman with the grating laughter.

Barbara’s vision blurred against the light. Her senses on overload.

“They’re gone.” The voice was familiar and as solid as stone. Jill, the name came to her. The Crimson Avenger.

“We’ll find them again.” Wonder Woman. Diana. She didn’t sound so sure of herself.

Barbara drew in a deep breath and was momentarily overwhelmed again. Every scent was as vibrant and loud as a scream pressed against her ear. They landed heavily in the back of her throat, becoming her whole world, blotting out sound and sight and even the press of concrete beneath bruised knees. She could smell the warmth and musk of cat fur, the ever-present hint of Jill’s blood, the electric mist of Eris’s magic singeing the air, dragging along the breeze toward the harbor.

“That way.” Barbara’s voice was loud in her own ears. Her hand shook as she pointed.

“Barbara.” Diana was suddenly at her side, helping her to her feet. “Are you all right? Were you hit?”

“Hit? No. At least, I don’t think so.” Pain arced between Barbara’s temples, twisted in her fingertips, tightened in her throat. Exquisite and precise. Something was happening. Something she’d waited a long time for was finally coming. She attempted a smile. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine,” Diana said, peering into Barbara’s eyes.

Barbara shied away instinctively, suddenly protective of her pain.

“She’s on her feet and we don’t have time for this,” Jill cut in.

From somewhere far away, Barbara heard the sound of screaming, of feet pounding against the boardwalk, of shop fronts exploding in showers of glass. She raised a hand to push Diana away.

“You have to go,” Barbara insisted. “Don’t worry about me.”

Jill was already at the elevator, pistols drawn and waiting. With one final glance of concern, Diana left to join her.

“Go straight home,” Diana said. “I’ll check on you later.”

Barbara nodded, doing her best to smile, but as the elevator doors closed on her friend, she slipped between the shadowed cages. Darkness painted her fingernails and she crashed to her knees as another wave of pain twisted through her bones and bubbled in her veins. Her head filled with a primal scream, a sound of power and rage.

She could resist. She could fight this transformation. But she did not want to.

Claws scraped across concrete as she closed her eyes and let the pain overwhelm her.
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The ground floor was a study in chaos. Copper pipes were strewn across the floor, a cement mixer churned gray sludge onto a stack of lumber, the forklift was beeping incessantly, its back pressed against a steel beam. There were no humans to be seen.

Diana and Jill raced out of the construction site and back along the harbor in the direction Barbara had indicated. It wasn’t long at all before Diana heard the screams coming from the boutique shops they’d passed before. Absently, she wondered how Barbara knew, but it was a question for later. Eris was waiting for her.

Eris hovered above a crowded square, her lithe form a dark spot against the piercing blue sky, her blonde hair snapping in the wind. The boardwalk boutique was the perfect trap with a single pedestrian thoroughfare providing the only way in or out. And Eris had spun sticky, electric webs over it, ensuring that her prey had no escape.

A jagged smile cut across her face as she targeted the figure of an old white man and extended one hand. In the other, the amulet began to glow that deep, dangerous red. Wonder Woman felt that same god magic pulsing in her heart, and the man shrieked as his feet left the ground. Horror struck as Wonder Woman realized that in Eris’s hands the amulet’s power had grown. She could take hearts at will.

“Eris!” Wonder Woman strode forward, pinning her eyes to the small goddess in the sky and taking hold of the lasso at her hip. “Stop this! This isn’t you!”

She flicked her wrist, sending the golden lasso flying through the air to Eris. Intent on her current victim, Eris didn’t have time to react before the lasso coiled around her torso, pinning her arms against her body.

The man fell to the ground, one hand grasping at his chest as he scrambled across the ground toward the arms of two small children with tears streaming down round cheeks.

Eris didn’t struggle against her bindings. She just tipped her head back and laughed. It wasn’t a taunting laugh, or even one of madness, it was the laugh of someone who had already won. The gentle, caressing laugh of power.

“I am more than I’ve ever been,” Eris said.

Diana recalled Eris’s words from the abandoned metro station: “Their hearts live in me, now.” 

“Maybe you are more powerful, but this fight isn’t your own. It’s Ares’s. He is using you. He has made you a tool of his bloody desires. To seed conflict and war. Can you truly tell me that you are in control of your actions?”

The smile fell from Eris’s lips as she considered the words.

Diana pressed her advantage. “You’re not a killer. At least, you never were before. This isn’t who you are.”

“Don’t listen to her!” A shout emerged from the crowded square and Harmonia stepped out from a destroyed storefront. She trod lightly across a glittering sea of broken glass, her long dark hair wafting behind her. “She only wants to bring you down. Make you less powerful than she is!”

Harmonia’s kaleidoscope eyes skipped to Diana, pinning her in place with a message Diana couldn’t decipher. Why would she be working against them when just hours ago she had been convinced that something was wrong with her sister? She wouldn’t. Despite all evidence to the contrary.

Diana shook her head. “Harmonia, what are you—”

But Harmonia raised her voice again. “Eris, you’re becoming as powerful as Ares himself! Perhaps even more powerful! They say that Wonder Woman doesn’t hate, that her heart is too powerful for hate, but she judges. She judges you for wanting more power than she’ll ever have!”

“This isn’t power, Eris,” Diana said, tightening her grip on the lasso. “This is deception. It is Ares’s will acting through you. The power resides in the amulet, not you!”

Eris’s eyes flashed with anger and suspicion as she turned on Diana once more. “You think you can steal my power away? Make it your own?”

“I don’t want to take your power, Eris,” Diana called. “I want to restore it. Ares has taken it from you. He is the one making you kill. He has taken everything that you are and turned it to satisfy his goals.”

“Lies!” Harmonia shouted. “He has given you the opportunity to become more than what you are. Your heart is stronger than any single heart. It can be even stronger still. Let the amulet become your strength. All you need to do is take the right heart and you will be untouchable.”

Harmonia glanced at Wonder Woman, then at Jill. Whatever she was trying to communicate, Diana didn’t understand it.

“The right heart,” Eris repeated.

Again, the amulet pulsed at Eris’s chest. The tension in the lasso grew slack and its golden coils dripped from Eris’s body, rejecting its power as though it were wholly mundane, as if it weren’t blessed by the fires of Hestia’s forge.

Magic sparked in each of her hands, reflecting white hot in her dark eyes. “You can’t stop me, Wonder Woman, but I can stop you.”

Suddenly, Jill was at Diana’s side, taking aim with her cursed pistols.

Before Diana could stop her, Jill fired.

Two shots flew, both aimed straight for Eris’s heart. But Harmonia was there. “No.” The word was a command spoken in a haunting whisper that flooded the air with a droning static. The sound dragged at Diana’s limbs and thoughts, and slowed the cursed bullets just enough that Harmonia could deflect them with a blown kiss.

The whisper vanished and the drag with it. The bullets missed their target and Eris dove toward the two women, launching twin bolts of blue-white magic from her hands.

Wonder Woman barely had time to brace for impact. The magic shattered against her braces, splintering around them to lash at her cheeks, her shoulders, her stomach with cutting fingers. She clenched her teeth against the pain, fighting to hold off the attack as Eris struck again, pressing her advantage.

Every attack was as fresh as the first. The power deep and unending. Wonder Woman tried to open her eyes, to search for Jill or Harmonia, but each time she tried, her vision swam chaotically. Eris’s power overwhelmed her.

“Now, sister!” Harmonia shouted, her voice ribboning around in Diana’s head. “Take her heart. No one can stop you.”

Diana opened her eyes to find Eris only a few feet away, watching her with a vacant kind of desire.

“No one can stop me,” she repeated.

The amulet’s red light bled up over Eris’s pale white face as she loomed over Diana. And all at once, Diana knew it was true. Eris was too strong. The amulet was too strong.

She tried to break away, but those splintering shards of magic seemed to tighten around Diana, drawing her closer and closer until she was face to face with Eris. The god of strife smiled, her dark eyes glittering and wild as she stretched out her hand toward Diana’s chest.

Diana felt the pinch of magic, now so familiar, except this time, it dragged at her insides, hot and cold at once as it began to tear her heart from her chest.
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Jill was thrown back for an instant. Eris’s magic curled around Wonder Woman like a hand, vise-like fingers pressing closer to her body, ready to shred her apart. With her prey so neatly in hand, Eris seemed to have forgotten Jill entirely. It would be offensive if it weren’t also so predictable.

Backing away from the spidering ball of light, Jill spotted Harmonia on the opposite side. The girl had her hands clutched at her chest as she watched the conflict unfold. Except her sister was winning, so what was the odd little goddess up to?

There wasn’t time to question it. The amulet glowed hot red and Wonder Woman cried out in pain. Her back arched. Her feet left the ground and her body was slowly drawn upward. Jill froze at the sight, disbelieving her eyes for a second.

Eris was going to take Diana’s heart.

With a shock, Jill knew that was Eris’s plan. That was what Harmonia had been goading her to do: to take the heart of another goddess.

“It will work.” Harmonia’s voice was frayed and sharp. Jill hadn’t even noticed her approach.

“What will work?” she asked, not entirely sure why she didn’t just throttle the girl right now.

“The amulet was made to take human hearts, not god hearts,” she explained, eyes still pinned to the women above. “If she tries to take Wonder Woman’s heart, the amulet will shatter.”
 Jill stared at Harmonia in shock and horror. Could she be right? Wonder Woman wasn’t a thief, the amulet shouldn’t want her heart, and yet, as Jill watched, it became clear that whatever the amulet had wanted before, now it was following Eris’s orders. Just as it had possessed Eris, Eris had come to possess it.

The godlike power that had created it in the first place was hungry, greedy. And in the hands of another god, it was evolving. It would take Wonder Woman’s heart. Jill was sure of it.

Jill cursed under her breath.

She had to do something, but her pistols had failed twice, and she had nothing else except a curse and a bleeding heart. A thought landed then. Jill nearly spit as she realized the only thing that had ever threatened a god’s blessing, even one as twisted as war and revenge, was a curse.

She knew what she needed to do.

She closed her eyes and summoned her curse with every ounce of will she could muster. She didn’t have much control over this curse, but this was the mission. If ever she’d had a need for the Spirit of Vengeance that carved out a home where her heart used to be, it was now.

A shiver started deep inside her chest.

She rushed forward, letting her body shift. Letting her cells bleed and move out of alignment with the world around her. She felt the vibration thrumming through her as though she were only that one sensation. And in a way, she was. Phasing like this was how she was dragged through space whenever a new call for vengeance demanded her service. Now, though, she stepped forward, through the binding web of magic and into its center where Wonder Woman was arched in midair.

Jill arched her own back and shoved away from the ground, thrusting her body upward. She felt the moment her cells aligned with Wonder Woman’s, the moment her cursed heart ghosted against the god heart of the Amazonian. She felt a pulse that was not her own, thumping against the vibration of her being. She felt the gasp of lungs, the burn of tears, the rigid flexing of muscles that were not her own.

And then she felt the pain as her heart, Wonder Woman’s heart, left their body. As Eris drew it from them. As the amulet siphoned it away, water down the drain.

She saw their twin hearts like she never saw her own. Their glossy muscles swept around each other in perfect, gruesome choreography. She saw them drawn away, away, away.

Horror tugged at Jill’s awareness. Her instinct had been wrong. She had given up her heart, her curse for nothing.

“Your power will be mine, now,” Eris said, eyes brimming with victorious glee.

“Eris,” the whisper was as much Jill’s voice as Wonder Woman’s. “Our heart isn’t where our power comes from.”

Eris frowned, not understanding.

And they continued, “It’s what we do with it.”

And then their hearts touched the amulet.

There was a crack like ice. A shriek of alarm, and then Jill fell out of Wonder Woman’s body, her own body reconstituting, taking shape once more as it hit the ground.

#

Diana landed on hands and knees. Her heart beat within her chest. The amulet lay against the boardwalk, its glow clouded and dull. Distantly, she heard Harmonia cry out for her sister, but it was to the woman next to her that Diana turned.

Jill lay on her side, eyes closed.

“Jill,” Diana whispered.

Jill’s eyes snapped open and she drew in a shocked breath as she heaved upright. Diana extended a steadying hand and was surprised when Jill didn’t immediately pull away. Their eyes met, an unexpected intimacy between them, and for a moment they didn’t need to speak.

“Diana,” Jill whispered back, with a slow nod of her head.

The wound in her chest was still bloody, but Diana had felt the moment it stopped actively bleeding. The moment their hearts had touched the amulet, dispelling its power, the Crimson Avenger’s mission ended.

The two women climbed to their feet, each testing their limbs with care. Echoes of magic still shuddered through Diana’s body, making her feel weak and uncertain of herself, but she was whole and uninjured. She would recover.

A few feet away, Harmonia was fussing over her sister’s prone figure. Lightly slapping Eris’s cheeks and begging her, “Stop fooling and wake up, okay?!” Seeing Diana, Harmonia held up her hands defensively.

“I’m sorry, I just—I was the only one who could get close to her. I thought . . . After we talked about how it felt like home, I thought if I could convince her to take your heart, it would overwhelm the amulet,” she explained, though Diana had asked no questions.

“It was a good idea,” Diana said with a soft nod.

“But you could have stuck around to share the plan. That would have made this a whole lot easier.” Jill aimed her words like a gun.

Harmonia’s cheeks paled and she swallowed hard. “I thought you’d try to stop me.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

Diana felt sorry, too, but not for the reasons Harmonia did. Henry Cotrell had been operating in the very city she’d come to call home and she hadn’t seen the danger until it was too late. Dabbling in blessed objects had led him into a trap he couldn’t possibly have understood. The amulet had been planted long ago and had simply waited for someone to come along and pluck it so it could sink roots into a human heart and corrupt it.

“What are we going to do with her?” Jill pointed to Eris, still unconscious on the ground.

“What do you mean ‘do with her’?” Harmonia snapped, tugging her sister more fully into her arms.

“I mean punishment. Justice,” Jill said.

Harmonia’s gaze locked on Wonder Woman’s. A spool of shadow appeared in Harmonia’s hands and she flung it toward them with a single word, “Stay.”

For a moment, Wonder Woman could think only of keeping her feet planted exactly where they were. There was no reason to move or do anything other than wait.

When the calming influence faded, she was alone with Jill. There was no sign of Harmonia or Eris.

“That girl and her damn tricks!” Jill spun in a circle, searching the crowd for any sign of them, but they were gone.

The crowd was thinning but for those with cell phones raised, intent on capturing every second of footage they could. The latest Wonder Woman sighting would be thoroughly documented.

Already, Diana could feel her world begin to dismantle itself piece by piece. She’d done this often enough to know that it wouldn’t be long before someone—Mrs. Yi or Mr. Caldwell, perhaps—looked at her with a curious gleam in their eye. That first spark of recognition would take hold and, soon, the life she’d built to fit in would be nothing more than a memory.

But Diana would change things before any of that could happen. The Diana Prince of Georgetown would soon be someone people once knew. Someone they’d regrettably lost touch with. Someone who just seemed to vanish one day.

“And what about this?” Jill crossed the boardwalk to where the amulet had fallen. No lights burned within. It looked dull and smoky.

Taking it in her hands, Diana snapped the amulet in two. She turned her eyes out over the ocean, capped with choppy white waves.

“I’ll put it somewhere it will never be found,” she promised.

#

Several Days Later

The city was almost back to the way it had been. Normal seemed a strange word for it, but as dusk washed Anacostia Park in muted greens, as the river deepened to murky gray eager for moonlight, it was hard to find another. The barricades had come down days ago. Vendors no longer sold protest safety kits. Even the headlines seemed to have moved on from the gruesome stories of hearts ripped from chests. The city was hard at work, sweeping away the things that didn’t fit neatly into everyday life, returning to its frenzied, familiar patterns.

Diana found Jill waiting for her on a park bench. It faced the river beyond which Capitol Hill was illuminated in bright lights, monuments and buildings of state surrounded by shadowed green. The glittering epicenter of liberty and justice for all.

“Any sign of your friend?” Jill asked, referring to Barbara. She’d been missing since the day of the fight. The last time they’d seen her she’d been crouched near the animal cages, her eyes glassy, but otherwise seeming uninjured. Diana hadn’t even thought twice about leaving her behind as they tracked Eris and Harmonia, but now she worried she’d made a mistake.

“None. I checked with the hotel, the museum, I even called her housekeeper in London. No one has seen her.”

Jill bobbed her head, clearly only asking out of concern for Diana and not for Barbara herself.

“She’ll turn up. Are you moving on?” Diana asked.

Jill shrugged a single shoulder. “Doesn’t feel like I’m done here, to be honest.”

“But your wound has stopped bleeding. Doesn’t that mean justice was served?”

Again, Jill shrugged. “It means my mission is complete. But Eris is alive and Janine is dead. That doesn’t feel just to me. Even if Eris was acting under the influence of some unholy object, where’s the justice? Who takes responsibility for Janine’s death? Anybody? Feels like nobody. Feels like her family will be left with an open wound even if mine has decided to stop.”

Jill blew out a rough breath and turned her face away. Dusk light caught on her jaw as she gritted her teeth.

“We defeated the instrument of evil, not the evil itself,” she added after a minute. “And then it just disappeared.”

Diana didn’t disagree. Her stomach soured at the now too familiar thought that god magic had done this. Without it, Janine would still be alive. All the people Eris had killed would be alive. They would be corrupt, but for reasons unrelated to gods and magic.

“I’m not sure justice exists between gods and humans,” Diana admitted, thinking of all the times she’d stood between humanity and petulant gods with no regard for anything but themselves. “But that’s why I stay. To help whenever I can.”

A wry smile snapped across Jill’s lips and she pressed a hand tentatively against her chest, as though afraid to find it bleeding. “Must be nice to be able to choose.”

Diana thought about that. It so rarely felt like a choice to her, but there was a difference between encountering injustice and choosing to stand against it and being ripped from mission to mission. There was a violence to Jill’s curse. A persistent demand that she assume fights that were not her own.

“Ares made that amulet. It was only a fraction as strong as he is, but if you want to take the fight to him, to find justice for Janine and her family, then I will help you.”

Jill hissed, low and private, then drew her hand away from her chest. Her fingertips glittered with fresh blood and a dark stain was spreading against the dark purple of her shirt.

“Always choose dark colors,” she said with dry humor, rising to her feet and bracing for what came next. “I may take you up on that one day, but for now . . . justice calls.”

Diana wanted to say more. She wanted to free Jill of the curse that had stolen her life. That was stealing it again right now. But there was no time. Jill raised a hand in a lazy salute, then her features pinched in pain and she was ripped out of the park.

Diana didn’t move for a long while, her eyes stuck to the spot where Jill had vanished, her mind still ringing with the words: We defeated the instrument of evil, not the evil itself. The truth in that made her uncomfortable, made her long to pull Jill back and make things right.

She didn’t know how long she’d been standing there when she noticed that evening had passed into night. The sky had deepened to a bruised purple, frosted in light from the capital city. A few struggling stars pushed through the haze of urban twilight where full darkness settled only in the hearts of men, the desires of gods.

Along the paved jogging trails, lamps came to life, burning more brightly as shadows clumped at the edges. The river reflected a struggling moon as joggers bounced by sporting reflective wristbands and shoes. DC going about its business.

Diana made her way out of the park. It was time to begin the work of moving on, of choosing a new location, a new life.

She walked along the footpath where rows of buttonbush hid two catlike eyes between its muddy red berries. Completely unaware that those eyes tracked her progress.

Hungry and waiting.
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