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      In ancient days, she would’ve already known the perpetrator’s identity. As Artemis guided the moon across the sky, she heard the pleas of women and witnessed the crimes of men. No one could hide from her swift vengeance. But she’d lost such supernatural abilities more than a thousand years before. Selene raised a finger to the swollen bruise on her chin, feeling the silky texture of the powder, a tangible reminder of how far she’d fallen.

      In recent decades, she’d preferred to work in the shadows, defending only women who asked directly for her help – those like Jackie Ortiz, whom the cops usually ignored. Now, if even a bully like Mario Velasquez could overpower her, what use would she be tracking a murderer? Then again, how could she not try?

      She looked down at the woman. You were killed steps from my home, she realized. Sacrificed as a sick invocation, a perversion of rituals I once held sacred. And I did nothing to stop it. Disgusted, she thrust aside her self-pity, her hopelessness, her despair. I may be only a shadow of what I once was, but that doesn’t mean I’m powerless. Not yet. “I promise,” she said aloud, “this will not go unpunished.”

      She would let the cops do most of the legwork, but she didn’t intend to let them arrest the murderer. This heretic would die. Not in some cell, after a drawn-out trial and years of appeals, but at the swift and deadly point of a goddess’s arrow.
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      For Jason, who believed

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        I sing of Artemis, whose shafts are of gold, who cheers on the hounds, the pure maiden, shooter of stags, who delights in archery, own sister to Apollo. Over the shadowy hills and windy peaks she draws her golden bow, rejoicing in the chase, and sends out grievous shafts. And when she is satisfied and has cheered her heart, this huntress hangs up her curved bow and leads the Muses in dance while they sing how neat-ankled Leto bare children supreme among the immortals.

        Hail to you, children of Zeus and rich-haired Leto!

        
          The Homeric Hymn to Artemis, 
CIRCA SIXTH CENTURY BC
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              PUNISHER
            

          

        

      

      Selene DiSilva crouched in a narrow alley between two run-down apartment buildings, watching the street. When she’d begun her vigil hours before, the smells of roasting chicken and frying plantains had wafted from the surrounding apartments. Families laughed and bickered, doors slammed, cars honked. But in the small hours of the morning, the only scents were those from the trashcans overflowing nearby, and the street before her lay nearly deserted. Even in the city that never slept, there were quiet corners like this: a forgotten neighborhood perched at Manhattan’s northernmost tip. Here, most people obeyed the ancient human instinct to seek refuge from the dark. But not Selene – and not the man she’d been sent to hunt.

      A single dark SUV rolled by, a wave of Caribbean hip-hop pouring through the open window to briefly shatter the silence. From her hiding place, Selene peered at the driver, but let him pass unmolested.

      Later, a group of swaggering young men strolled along the street, laughing and shoving as they claimed the sidewalk for themselves. Selene watched them carefully but didn’t move. Then two women passed her alley, speaking in slurred Spanish, their eyes purple with fatigue. She felt no empathy – as usual, she’d slept all day and only awoken with the moonrise.

      Finally, a solitary figure appeared at the far end of the block. Long before she could see his face, Selene knew him by his stride. Chin forward and shoulders high like he’s looking for a fight, she thought, but only with someone he’s sure he can beat.

      She glanced at the apartment building across the street – a wide 1920s façade, its art deco grandeur long since gone. A window on the third floor flickered blue behind thin curtains. Jackie Ortiz was awake and watching TV, just as Selene had instructed.

      She stood up slowly as the man approached the building. Mario Velasquez. Medium height – shorter than her own six feet – but broad across the shoulders, his muscles bulkier than hers. He wore a rhinestone-studded cross on a thick gold chain around his neck and kept his hands shoved into the front pocket of his sweatshirt. She couldn’t be sure if he was armed or not, but she’d find out soon enough.

      She could see his face now, the same one she’d been stalking for a week: high cheekbones and a neat goatee, dark skin that made his light blue stare all the more alluring. Once again, she thought, a woman falls for a pair of pretty eyes and never bothers to find out what’s behind them.

      Mario stopped opposite Jackie’s building. Looking up at her window, he pulled a cell phone from his pocket. Selene couldn’t make out his murmured conversation, but she recognized the aggravation in the rising pitch of his voice. It wouldn’t be long before he started throwing punches.

      She let the tiniest of smiles cross her lips. She was, after all, going to enjoy this.

      Mario stepped into the building’s small vestibule. Through the cloudy glass of the front door, Selene watched him jab repeatedly at the buzzer for Jackie’s apartment. Next to him stood a doorman’s podium. Just for show, Selene knew. No lobby guard would appear to protect Jackie from her boyfriend. Her only defense was a weak lock on the building’s inner door and the woman she’d hired to strike Mario down.

      Selene crossed the street and waited just out of Mario’s sight. Come on, Jackie, she urged silently. Be brave. The young woman appeared in the vestibule, closing the inner door behind her so that Mario couldn’t get upstairs. Selene tensed, ready to spring forward. But not yet, not yet.

      Jackie, short and skinny, looked even younger than her twenty-two years. She’d made a vain attempt to cover her swollen black eye with a smear of turquoise shadow. One hand nervously twirled a lock of dyed blond hair. She held her other arm across her body like a shield. Mario flashed her a smile and sneaked a quick kiss on her neck. Jackie shuddered – whether with delight or fear, Selene couldn’t tell. Then he took a step closer, and the woman put a hand on his chest, pushing him away. He kept coming, backing her into a corner, still smiling despite Jackie’s protests. He rested one hand possessively on her neck and hooked the other around the white leather belt at her waist, pulling her against him. Jackie struggled in his grip, her eyes darting back and forth, searching for Selene.

      Just a moment more, Selene thought, so the police have evidence. Then it happened, quick as a snake bite: Mario slapped Jackie across the face.

      Selene yanked open the outer door and put a light hand on Mario’s shoulder. Still holding on to Jackie’s belt, he turned to the intruder.

      “Hey, Mario,” Selene said with her best attempt at casual courtesy. She didn’t want to antagonize him until Jackie was safe.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “You don’t recognize me?” Selene gave him what she hoped was an alluring smile.

      His defensiveness dissolved as quickly as it had appeared. He made a low sound of pleasure, like a man savoring some succulent morsel. Jackie slipped from his loosened grip as he turned all of his attention toward Selene. His eyes traveled appreciatively over her body, seeing past her loose cargo pants to the long, lean legs underneath. “If I’d nailed you, I think I’d remember.” Unnoticed, Jackie scurried back through the inner door and pulled it shut behind her.

      “Perhaps.” Selene nodded with exaggerated thoughtfulness. “But considering the number of women you’re currently sleeping with, perhaps not.”

      “What do you know about —”

      “Lyla? Miriam? Fatima?” She ticked them off one by one on her fingers. “Raquel? Yolanda? And, of course, Jackie. Although you don’t sleep with Jackie so much as beat her up, so I’m not sure I should count her.”

      Mario put his hand in his sweatshirt pocket and didn’t draw it back out. A knife, Selene decided. Hopefully not a gun.

      “You a cop?” he asked.

      “Not at the moment.”

      “Then back away, lady. Mind your own business.”

      “It’s my business to keep you away from her.”

      He smirked. “And how you going to do that?”

      Selene drilled a right hook into his face, spinning him away, then a left into his kidney. With great satisfaction, she watched a line of bloody spittle drip from his mouth onto the floor as he doubled over. But Mario recovered quickly, coming upright with a long, serrated hunting knife in his hand. He barreled toward her. She sidestepped him easily, thrusting out a foot to send him stumbling forward into the opposite wall. Before he could regain his balance, she jabbed an elbow into his spine, bringing all her superior height to bear. Mario grunted and dropped the knife but stayed on his feet. Faster than she’d anticipated, he spun toward her and kicked her hard in the knee.

      Biting back a yelp of pain, she fell, slamming the injured knee into the ground. He kicked again, striking her in the jaw. Her teeth sliced the inside of her cheek; she tasted blood. Cold panic rushed through her veins as a third kick smashed into her ribs, knocking the breath from her body. Vision wavering, she reached across the floor toward the fallen knife – Mario beat her to it, bringing the blade down in a slicing arc toward her face. She moved her head just in time to prevent losing her nose; the knife whistled through the air beside her ear and struck the tiled wall with a sharp ping.

      “You’re going to wish you hadn’t gotten in my way, puta.” He kicked her backward and kneeled over her body, pinning her in place. For decades, she’d been dreading this moment – the fight she couldn’t win, the woman she couldn’t protect. Have I finally grown so weak that a mere man can defeat me?

      “Who do you think you are?” he demanded, raising the knife once more.

      Selene grabbed his upraised wrist. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she gasped, her arm shaking with the effort of holding him off.

      “Try me.”

      A hundred names came to mind, whispered in long-forgotten tongues, but she couldn’t lay claim to a single one. Not any longer.

      Mario laughed at her silence and waved the knife just out of her reach. “Don’t even know your own name, huh? Guess it’s true – the hot ones are dumb.”

      One look at his grinning face burned away Selene’s self-pity. As he leaned forward, ready to strike, his rhinestone cross swayed above her. The symbol of everything she’d lost, everything she despised. She allowed herself a quick second to imagine grabbing it and punching it through his pretty blue eye. Then she hooked the base of the doorman’s podium with her foot and brought it crashing down on Mario’s head instead.

      He collapsed, unconscious, on top of her.

      Jackie rushed back into the vestibule. She stopped a few feet away from Mario, her hand to her mouth. “Did you kill him?”

      “Unfortunately, no,” Selene wheezed from beneath his bulk. To her dismay, it took Jackie’s help to free her from the dead weight.

      She slipped a length of wire from her pocket and tied Mario’s wrists together.

      Jackie stared at Selene’s face, wincing. “Damn, you okay?”

      Selene raised a hand to her throbbing jaw, wondering just how bad it looked.

      “I already called the cops,” Jackie went on, as if that would make Selene feel better.

      “I told you to wait until I was gone,” she said, more angrily than she’d intended.

      “I saw him kicking you. Then I saw him holding that knife over you like he was going to slice off your eyebrows.” Jackie put her hands on her hips. “Was I supposed to just let him carve you up?”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what you’re supposed to do. I make myself the target so you don’t have to.” She looked at the red handprint on Jackie’s cheek. “At least… not anymore.”

      “The cops will be here in five minutes. They’re bringing an ambulance. You sure you shouldn’t get your face looked at?”

      “Don’t worry about me. Just make sure to tell the cops that this time you’re pressing charges. And tell Mario that if he ever threatens you again, the police are going to be the least of his worries.”

      Jackie looked down at her boyfriend. “He’s not going to be a vegetable when he wakes up, is he?”

      Selene just shrugged.

      “I mean, I didn’t think about that before, but the podium made this sound when it hit his head… like a thunk, like a wet thunk.”

      Selene stared at the young woman for a moment, a scowl creasing her forehead. “What’re you doing?”

      Jackie looked up. “I just —”

      “You’re worried about him.”

      “He’s not just a —”

      “Have you already forgotten our agreement?” Selene couldn’t keep the acid from her voice. “I protect you, just like I protect all the women who come to me. And all I ask in return is two promises: You won’t tell the cops about me, and you won’t hook up with assholes again.” Jackie opened her mouth to protest but Selene cut her off. “You want to get down on your knees and tell him you’re sorry. I can see it in your face.”

      Jackie huffed indignantly. “I asked you to get him away from me, not to tell me what to feel.”

      Selene tried to summon the fury that had once defined her life. Instead, she just felt tired. She’d heard it all before – thousands of times over thousands of years. “If you go near Mario again, you’re on your own,” she said wearily, opening the door.

      Limping down the sidewalk with her head down and shoulders hunched, she listened to the approaching sirens. She ran her fingers along the swollen bruise on her jaw and the tender spot on her ribs where she’d been kicked. The pain in her knee flared with every step she took. In the moment before she knocked the podium into Mario’s head, she’d been in real danger, as vulnerable and helpless as the women it was her duty to protect. If he’d had a gun instead of a knife, Selene would be the one waiting for an ambulance.

      And what would happen then? she wondered. If a man put a bullet through my skull, would my tenuous hold on immortality finally rip free?

      She looked up at the moon, a hazy crescent just discernable between the buildings, heading toward its daily oblivion beneath the horizon. And if I die – so what? The goddess Artemis vanished a long time ago. What’s left of her is nothing but shadows and memories. Both disappear with time.

      Maybe I should, too. 

      Then, despite the balmy air, a sudden shiver crawled along her arms, as if from a distant shriek more felt than heard.

      In another age, she might have recognized the sensation as a summons. She might have listened more closely to the prayer upon the wind. She might have heard the anguished cry of a woman in mortal danger, far away on the other side of the city, calling out for the goddess who might save her.

      Now, Selene merely grimaced and zipped her leather jacket a little higher beneath her chin.
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      Hippolyta, her tail wagging noisily against the walls, met Selene at the door of her brownstone on West Eighty-eighth Street. The four-story building was half as wide as the usual Manhattan townhouse but still far too large for a single woman and a dog – even a dog as large as Hippo. The exterior walls were chipped and crumbling, the wrought iron detailing rusted through, and the interior didn’t look much better. Unlike many of her relatives, Selene had never bothered to accumulate vast sums of wealth over the centuries. But using her meager earnings from her time on the police force, she’d acquired the building in the 1970s, when few dared buy in the crime-ridden neighborhood. Now it was worth millions, and rather than hunting down drug dealers on her corner, she had to fight her way past torrents of young mothers blocking the sidewalk with their double-wide strollers. Sometimes, she missed the drug dealers. At least there’d been more work for her to do.

      She paused in front of the age-speckled mirror in her front hall. The welt on her face remained red and swollen. A few centuries earlier, such injuries would’ve healed immediately. Now, even the uninjured parts of her face betrayed evidence of her decline: Faint lines fanned from her eyes and nostrils, the skin above her eyelids sagged. She leaned closer to the mirror, stared at her forehead, and cursed. The deep crease between her brows, which she’d first noticed a few months before, was still there. Too much scowling, she thought, scowling once more. Angrily, she riffled through a drawer in the credenza until she found a compact of pale face powder. She hated the stuff, but she hated answering questions even more. She didn’t want anyone thinking she was the victim of domestic violence or barroom brawls. She patted the powder across the welts on her jaw and temple. The wrinkles she’d have to live with.

      She lifted the hem of her sweatshirt and felt tentatively along her ribs. Bruised, but not broken. Her stomach remained lean and etched with muscle, a testament more to her all-protein diet and her demanding running regimen than to any supernatural hold on strength. She flexed her knee. Thankfully, the long walk home seemed to have helped rather than exacerbated the injury, and she could put her full weight on her leg.

      “Nothing I won’t recover from,” she assured Hippo. “Eventually.” She leashed her dog, who scrambled eagerly toward the door. “Wait a sec,” she said, opening the hall closet. She stared down at the dusty backpack in the corner. She hadn’t opened it in years. “I don’t even deserve to use it,” she muttered to herself, “especially after tonight.” Yet something urged her forward, and she found herself reaching for the bag.

      They trotted down the block, following a sloping pathway into Riverside Park. The waterfront always reminded her that she lived on an island. She’d been born on one – Delos, a dry drop in the turquoise Mediterranean, the only land brave enough to provide sanctuary to her exiled mother, Leto. Nearly three thousand years later, the Huntress had arrived with a boatload of Dutch merchants in what the Lenni Lenape called Mana-hatta – the Island of Many Hills – and she hadn’t left since. Back then, there were forests and meadows, streams and swamps – sacred spaces for the spirits of the wild. Now, the slim stretches of green parkland tucked along the city’s margins and hiding between skyscrapers were the only places where she could escape from the world of men.

      She often wondered why she stayed. What place was there for the Goddess of the Wilderness in a city of grids? Streets reached to the horizon. Towers stretched to the sky. But beneath the glass and steel, the city’s heart still beats wild, Selene thought, looking southward to the skyline rising along the riverfront. New York was untamed, a city of dissidents and immigrants, a multihued patchwork of humans refusing to conform, where even the strangest residents – like a six-foot-tall woman with eyes like the moon – rarely garnered more than a curious glance. In a small town, she would’ve been under constant scrutiny, forced to move every twenty years when her neighbors began to wonder why she aged barely one year for their fifty. Here, no one noticed. The city’s denizens ignored her, and she, for the most part, ignored them right back.

      Usually, Selene found the park a welcome relief from the travails of her half-mortal life. But today it failed to cheer her. She couldn’t shake the memory of Mario’s knife above her face. She’d grown so weak that a mere mortal could threaten her. What sort of existence was that?

      Hippo, oblivious to her mistress’s distress, pulled against her collar, her tongue lolling with exertion. Selene gave up telling her to heel and unclipped the leash. After all, they had the park to themselves. It was officially closed before dawn, but that had never stopped them.

      The dog bounded ahead with unrestrained joy, chasing an errant squirrel. She’d been a shelter rescue puppy, starved and brindled, sporting huge paws and elephantine ears, growling and snapping at everything in sight. A kindred spirit, Selene had known from the first time she saw her. The fierce Amazonian queen Hippolyta made a fitting namesake; although, after overindulging in Selene’s carnivorous diet for the past five years, the nickname “Hippo” seemed far more appropriate.

      With a shift in the wind, some of the warm humidity dropped away, leaving only the bracing chill of approaching autumn. “Hello, Boreas,” she greeted the god of the North Wind, knowing full well he’d never hear her – if he even still existed. Selene pulled off her leather jacket and sweatshirt, letting the cold air rush against her bare arms and through her tank top, and jogged down the stairs leading to the boardwalk.

      Having lost the squirrel to an arboreal escape, Hippo waited for her mistress at the river’s edge, her tail pounding the asphalt. Together, they headed north along the shoreline. A single barge floated far out in the Hudson, but Selene had no interest in the boat. She scanned the water closer in, squinting in the dark, until a low woof from Hippo drew her attention farther upriver. She hadn’t bothered hunting any prey besides men in a very long time, but her dog sensed her desire.

      “Good girl.” Selene scratched briefly beneath Hippo’s chin. The dog stood, tail high and quivering – when she wanted to, she could be an exemplary hunting companion. Selene opened her backpack and pulled out two graceful lengths of curving gold – pieces of a bow almost as old as she. Quickly, she screwed the upper limb into the handgrip, then braced the bow between her legs so she could slip the string on more easily. She plucked the string once; it gave a satisfying thrum. Even after so long, it still felt like an extension of her arm.

      Before she and the other gods had left Greece during the Olympian Diaspora, Hephaestus the Smith had made the bow detachable. “So you can hide it more easily,” her stepbrother had said. “You carry around a bow and arrows in plain sight and the mortals are liable to think you’re a witch, or something worse.” He’d been right. Even with her bow hidden away, she’d never fit easily into the patriarchal constraints of the Middle Ages. Or of the Renaissance, or really of any time in the last fifteen hundred years. She’d been accused of witchcraft on three different occasions, burned at the stake one and a half times, and exiled from more towns and villages than she cared to remember. Even in the live-and-let-live tumult of twenty-first-century Manhattan, flaunting her status as the erstwhile Bearer of the Bow would be ill-advised. Accusations of witchcraft would pale in comparison to suspicions of terrorism.

      Selene nocked an arrow to her bowstring and aimed at the large Canada goose blithely paddling by. Without a second’s hesitation, she loosed the arrow toward the bird.

      The shaft flew right past, two feet off target, and disappeared beneath the river water.

      “Styx,” Selene cursed under her breath. She tried again. This time, as the arrow passed harmlessly by, the goose squawked and flapped into the air for a few moments before settling down once more.

      She lowered her bow, suddenly very weary. “What?” she demanded of her panting dog. “I know I shouldn’t be wasting the arrows. I’m just still not used to missing.” The arrows were only wood, after all. She’d used up her gold ones centuries before. Not that it mattered. Only divine prey required divine weapons – and this goose was anything but godly.

      With a loud splash and a spray of dirty water, Hippo jumped into the river. The goose took to the air, honking angrily, and flew off toward Jersey. Hippo, the tips of her long ears floating on the water, paddled happily, a look of pure innocence on her face.

      “There goes dinner. Thanks,” Selene grumbled. She whistled for the dog to get out of the water, but Hippo didn’t respond.

      Despite Selene’s increasingly frustrated commands, the dog started paddling away. A hundred yards upriver, where the boardwalk ended, she clambered out onto the rocks with a whimper. The dog looked back toward her mistress and gave a sharp bark of alarm, then began to sniff the ground.

      Slinging her bow over her shoulder, Selene jogged toward her dog. “If you’re sniffing someone’s picnic leftovers, I’m going to shoot you next. And this time, I promise not to miss.” But she stopped scolding when a sudden gust of wind carried the scent to her. Death. Human flesh in the first stages of decomposition.

      Hippo disappeared for a moment behind the rocks, only to reappear dragging a corpse by its long, pale blue leg.

      Instincts honed by a long-ago career on the police force took over as Selene rushed forward. She ran along the asphalt path, avoiding the soft ground. In her youth, they’d called her She Who Leaves No Trace; her powers of stealth might be sadly diminished, but she still knew better than to add her footprints to a crime scene. As she sprinted, she scanned both sides of the walkway, the surrounding trees, the boulders crowding the river’s edge – it wasn’t unusual for criminals to remain near the murder scene to watch the police. But the only observers this morning were a red-tailed hawk circling above and a cloud of flies already swarming over Hippo’s head.

      The wake of the passing barge sloshed rhythmically upon the shore as Selene leaped across the grass and landed next to her dog on the boulders.

      With a curt gesture, she commanded Hippo to drop the leg. The dog looked up quizzically, wagging her tail. “I said drop it,” Selene insisted, staring her straight in the eye and pitching her body forward. For once, Hippo obeyed. The dog took a few steps backward to shake a fine mist of water across the body. It lay half out of the river, with its legs and pelvis on land and its torso floating in the shallows. With each wave, the dead woman’s head thudded against the rocks with the hollow clunk of a rotten pumpkin. She lay facedown, her torso wrapped in a sodden yellow bed sheet, her outstretched arms the delicate blue of a robin’s egg, not yet marbled green and black.

      Long blond hair floated around the woman’s head in a nest of matted braids, catching between the rocks as another swell of water washed the body farther ashore. As Hippo lunged forward to retrieve the corpse, Selene grabbed the dog’s collar to stop her.

      Looking at the dead woman, Selene forced herself to set aside her rising anger and to summon the detachment of a detective instead. Never her strong suit. Pulling on the black leather gloves stowed in her backpack, she crouched beside the body. The woman couldn’t have been dead long. Less than twelve hours judging by the tautness and color of her skin and by the limberness of her leg. Four or five days later, her waterlogged skin would tear or slough off at the merest touch. Lucky for Selene, the body was still in good enough shape to withstand a little rough handling. Carefully, she lifted the corpse’s shoulder, checking for the purple-red stain of pooled blood in the woman’s breasts or face. An old policeman’s trick. If she turned the corpse and the lividity moved with it, then she’d been dead for less than eight hours. But the woman had no lividity at all; the flesh on her chest was as perfectly blue as that on her back. Impossible – unless all the blood had been drained from her body before she’d been tossed into the river.

      Gingerly, Selene pulled the body out of the water. It was lighter than she’d expected – the woman’s lungs must still be largely full of air. No wonder she’d floated so quickly. Drowning victims inhaled so much water that they wouldn’t float until their own digestive acids began to decompose the body, filling it with buoyant gas. Someone killed this woman before putting her in the river, Selene decided, turning the body over for a better look. She raised a hand instinctively to her mouth.

      Sea lice had already eaten away the woman’s eyelids. The bare orbs stared upward at the starless sky. Hazel once. Now filmy. Perfect, straight teeth winked through the swarm of tiny crustaceans devouring her lips. She must have been quite pretty once.

      Other insects appeared. Already, the flies smelled the feast. Selene wanted desperately to swat them away, but she needed them to guide her. The flies landed on the woman’s pelvis, a dark, pulsating girdle.

      Selene moved the sheet aside, knowing what she might find. A woman’s flesh was delicate, and a man’s instrument blunt. But she hadn’t seen anything like this since the sacked city of Troy. This was a mutilation. Where the woman’s genitals should be, only a gaping hole remained. The sea lice had done their work and were doing it still, feasting on her womb. But no crustacean could’ve formed such perfect slices in her flesh. Someone had cut her apart with a blade. Four incisions, a perfect diamond of meat.

      She faltered. For a long moment, she stayed crouched, catching her breath, before she found the strength to continue searching the body.

      No blood smeared the sheet. Either the woman had been wrapped after the mutilation, or her attacker had protected the sheet from staining. A scrupulous killer. The kind seeking not just bloodlust but ritual. No defensive wounds marked the woman’s palms, but thin red welts snaked across her wrists and ankles, perhaps from a narrow rope. On the ring finger of her left hand, a narrow indentation, as if from a too-tight band. Selene bent close. The ring’s shadow still remained, pale against tanned flesh, wrapping the finger in the familiar geometric pattern of the meandros – the Greek key. She sucked in a breath. Such rings weren’t unusual. Still, Selene couldn’t help looking at the ravaged corpse with new eyes.

      That nest of leaves in her matted blond hair might be more than just river detritus. Laurel sprigs – she recognized the leaves that had so often graced her twin brother’s brow – twined together in a crude crown. She examined the sheet more carefully. A safety pin still held it closed at one shoulder, and a tiny hole showed where a second pin had secured the other side. She sat back on her heels, struck by a realization: The sheet was no makeshift shroud. It was a chiton. A draped garment not unlike those worn by ancient Greek women. This woman had been wreathed and draped like a priestess. Or, Selene realized with a shock, like a sacrifice.

      She looked again at the braids in her hair. She turned the head gently from side to side, counting. Six braids. A sex crines. The hairstyle worn by Roman virgins.

      “You’re one of mine,” she murmured. Instinctively, she pulled the leather glove off her right hand and laid a fingertip upon the woman’s brow. In that moment, a vision swam before her.

      River water sloshes lazily against the shore while my heart drums with terror. His footsteps, swift on the pavement, draw closer and closer no matter how fast I run. I glance behind – but shadows cloak his face even as he passes beneath the lampposts. Then a knife glints red in the darkness. 

      He catches me, binds me. “I wish there were another way,” he says, slipping the ring from my finger and holding it to his lips. “But you know there isn’t.” He puts aside the knife, and for a moment I clutch at hope. Then he pulls forth something else – small and silver and curved like a fishhook. He pushes aside the folds of my yellow robe; my bare thighs tremble on the cold ground. There is pain beyond imagining. I look toward the heavens, searching for help. Searching in vain. 

      Feeling as if she’d awoken from someone else’s dream, Selene grasped at the swiftly receding images. A needle, she saw in the final flash. He had a suture needle and black thread. She reeled, sitting down hard on the rock, clutching her hand to her chest with a gasped curse.

      Selene hadn’t received a vision of a woman’s last moments since the Diaspora. Why now? Why this? Her heart still raced with the woman’s fear. Selene could picture her, braids streaming as she ran from her attacker, a modern simulacrum of the innocents who’d once prayed at the altar of Artemis.

      The image brought swift rage to blot away her terror. She rose to her feet, frantically scanning the riverside once more. The names she’d rejected only hours before now sprang to her lips. “I am the Goddess of Virgins,” she seethed under her breath. “I am the Protector of the Innocent.” For millennia, she’d guarded her own virginity, the most sacred of her divine attributes. Much of the time, such abstinence felt like an anachronism: Few of the women she helped were virgins anymore. Yet she had never forgotten the duty she owed her ancient worshipers.

      She reached for her bow.

      Then she froze, uncertain.

      In ancient days, she would’ve already known the perpetrator’s identity. As Artemis guided the moon across the sky, she heard the pleas of women and witnessed the crimes of men. No one could hide from her swift vengeance. But she’d lost such supernatural abilities more than a thousand years before. Selene raised a finger to the swollen bruise on her chin, feeling the silky texture of the powder, a tangible reminder of how far she’d fallen.

      In recent decades, she’d preferred to work in the shadows, defending only women who asked directly for her help – those like Jackie Ortiz, whom the cops usually ignored. Now, if even a bully like Mario Velasquez could overpower her, what use would she be tracking a murderer? Then again, how could she not try?

      She looked down at the woman. You were killed steps from my home, she realized. Sacrificed as a sick invocation, a perversion of rituals I once held sacred. And I did nothing to stop it. Disgusted, she thrust aside her self-pity, her hopelessness, her despair. I may be only a shadow of what I once was, but that doesn’t mean I’m powerless. Not yet. “I promise,” she said aloud, “this will not go unpunished.”

      She would let the cops do most of the legwork, but she didn’t intend to let them arrest the murderer. This heretic would die. Not in some cell, after a drawn-out trial and years of appeals, but at the swift and deadly point of a goddess’s arrow.
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              THE CLASSICIST
            

          

        

      

      Seventy eager young students stared at Professor Theodore Schultz, their hands poised above laptops or clutching pens, ready to absorb his wisdom. Make that sixty-nine, Theo amended, noticing Anant Paravastu’s eyes slowing rolling back into his head.

      “We have to ask ourselves, what are the myths that shape our own lives, our own society?” Theo paused, as if waiting for an answer. No hands rose, unsurprisingly. Students these days preferred to be told what to think. But he didn’t believe in letting them off that easy.

      “Mr. Paravastu, what about you? What are the myths that shape you?” he asked cheerfully. All eyes swung toward the dozing boy in the back row. Theo’s unusual insistence on learning all of his students’ names, even in large lecture classes, had made him the object of both their adoration and their greatest fear.

      Anant sprung upright in his chair and chuckled weakly. “Umm… that you can get two hours of sleep and still be functional for your nine a.m. class. Turns out to be a complete myth. No truth to it at all.”

      As the students laughed, Theo threw Anant a formal salute. “Nice save. I won’t ask why you only got two hours of sleep. Wouldn’t want you to tell another myth.” The laughter built to a crescendo as Anant turned beet red beneath his sheepish smile.

      “I’ve got my own myth,” Theo went on. “I often tell the story of how, when I was eleven years old, my mother handed me D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths. I read it cover to cover in one day, memorized the Twelve Olympians, and constructed my own papier-mâché replica of Athena’s helmet and spear, which I proceeded to wear to school all week. And how did that go over in my very bland suburban middle school, you ask? About as well as can be expected. I got my ass kicked all over the playground, called all sorts of names we would now deem hopelessly homophobic, and was eventually asked by the principal to stop acting like such a, I believe his term was ‘anomalous child.’ But did I back down? Did I hang up my helmet?” He raised his fist defiantly and shouted, “Of course not! Because I knew the Goddess of Just War was on my side. I was the epitome of self-righteous heroism – at least until the rain turned my helm into a yeastily odiferous paste, and I was forced to relinquish my warrior’s raiment.” More laughter.

      “Or at least, that’s the story I tell everyone. Why? Because it follows an archetype. I’m given a magical talisman – the book of myths – by an older mentor, I follow my heart into danger, I’m given a powerful weapon that only I can wield, and I come out a hero on the other end. Just like in so many Greek epics. But is my story true?” He paused for dramatic effect.

      “Trick question. I’ll never tell.” A few groans, rueful smiles. “Because it doesn’t matter.” He waited a moment for that to sink in, then launched into the conclusion of his lecture.

      “Our definition of ‘myth’ in common parlance: a widely believed, but false story. That’s the definition Anant so helpfully illustrated. But that’s not how the Greeks defined it.” Theo turned to the whiteboard behind him and scrawled “µῦθος: muthos” in large blue letters.

      “Muthos just means ‘story.’ No connotation of fictitiousness. The Greeks didn’t question whether Persephone had actually been abducted by Hades, or whether Artemis truly turned the hunter Acteon into a stag. On one level, they understood that these stories certainly weren’t meant to be taken literally, but on another level they believed that the stories held ultimate truth. Ways to understand their society, their own behavior, their relationship and duties to the gods. That’s something that fundamentalists in our own day have trouble grasping. That the words in the Bible could be both true and false at the same time. It’s natural to be literal-minded with holy texts, because written words are essentially static. But the Greeks had oral traditions, constantly adapted by different storytellers, coming from the mouths of men – no one ever conceived of them as the direct, immutable, literal word of the gods. So. Here’s the hypothesis I propose. Drumroll, please.” He pointed to Anant, who obliged with a quick thrumming on his desk. “The very nature of their myths, even more than their politics, their economics, or their geography, advanced the Greeks to unparalleled heights. Perhaps, I submit, creating a society even more adaptable, more flexible, more creative than the monotheistic, literal-minded Judeo-Christian civilization that followed.”

      May Chin in the front row raised her hand. “Are you saying the Greeks were more advanced than we are? Even though they lived in, like, 400 BC?”

      “Did we invent democracy, theater, and philosophy in less than a century?”

      May grinned at him and scribbled in her notebook while a serious boy with a worried frown raised his hand.

      “Yes, Mr. Freemantle.”

      “Are you suggesting we’d be better off as pagans?”

      “I certainly don’t intend to be reading my future in the entrails of dead birds anytime soon, and I don’t recommend you do either. Might get me into all sorts of trouble with the authorities. What I am saying is that as we enter the second month of this course together, I want you to shake up your perspectives. Open your minds. That’s your assignment for next week. Five pages on how the complex, contradictory, ever-changing nature of Greek mythology may have influenced the progress of Greek civilization as a whole and how our own myths influence our lives today – one copy to me and one to Professor Halloran. Sky’s the limit. Go crazy and have fun with it. Now get out of here – and get some sleep tonight, Anant!”

      The students rumbled to their feet. Belatedly, Theo shouted over the hubbub, “Professor Halloran will be taking over next week to discuss gender relations in Greek drama, so don’t forget to read Lysistrata! You won’t regret it, I promise. Dick jokes and snarky heroines – it’s like the latest Amy Poehler comedy. Enjoy!”

      As the students streamed out of the hall, his co-teacher, Everett Halloran, rose from the front row and clapped Theo on the back warmly. Everett was six-three, his wavy dark hair nearly sculptural in its perfection. Although only an inch or two shorter, Theo, with his narrow frame and floppy fair hair, always felt like some pale mole creature standing next to him.

      “I could listen to you all day,” Everett said, squeezing Theo’s shoulder one more time for good measure. “Your connection with the students is just mesmerizing.”

      “Thanks,” Theo said, a little uncomfortable with what felt too sycophantic to be genuine. But that’s who Everett was, making everyone else feel like they were the center of the universe, while simultaneously pulling them into his own orbit.

      “I hate that I missed the first half of the lecture,” Everett went on.

      “Busy morning?”

      “Up all night working in the office on some research for my latest article.”

      “Helen must’ve been thrilled with that.” Stupid – I shouldn’t even mention her, Theo thought. It only makes things awkward.

      But Everett just laughed good-naturedly. “She’s been so busy with her own preparation for the conference that I’m sure she had no idea. She’s going to present an abstract of her book.”

      “Really? It’s about time. I feel like this book is her Holy Grail, and she’s decided none of us are virtuous enough to see it.”

      “Well, soon enough. Meanwhile, she’s been holed up in the library or at her apartment or God knows where, and I haven’t seen her in days. I’ve been teasing her that she’s the worst fiancée ever!”

      Theo laughed weakly. Everett and Helen had gotten engaged only six months after they started dating. He’d found their haste disconcerting, but not all that surprising. Sitting near them at conferences lately felt like sitting beside a furnace – all heat and flame and glow. If Theo felt it was all a little stifling, well, who could blame him?

      “You coming to the faculty meeting later today?” Everett asked as Theo shoved his lecture notes into his satchel.

      “Only if they threaten me with corporal punishment. Even then I might beg off.”

      “The privileges of tenure.”

      “Damn straight. God knows they would’ve already fired me if they could.”

      “Come on. It can’t be that bad.”

      Theo snorted. “You’re refreshingly naïve. Wait until you’ve been here a little longer. Trust me, the best way to get your colleagues to resent you is to be their students’ favorite teacher. Second-best way is to thwart their dreams of bigger, cushier office space.”

      “You think they’re still sore about the eminent domain dispute?”

      “Word gets round, I see.”

      “Rumblings. It was before my time.”

      “Let’s just say the protest group I formed with the students pissed off the administration to no end. We managed to stop just enough of the university’s expansion so that a few low-income families got to keep their homes, but the Columbia Classics Department will still be stuck here in musty old Hamilton Hall in perpetuity.”

      “And let me guess, our esteemed department chair never forgave you.”

      “That sort of brilliant supposition is why you’re on the tenure track, Professor Halloran. Eventually you, too, will be able to infuriate your boss and still hold on to your job.”

      Everett’s phone buzzed in his pocket. “Ah, speak of the devil.” He held it up so Theo could see Bill Webb’s name on the screen.

      “What can I do for you, Bill?” Everett asked, his voice perfectly smooth and ingratiating as he spoke to the department chair. Theo cringed a little, but he couldn’t help a twinge of jealousy as well. He’d never had Everett’s skill at managing his superiors. “I’m just finishing up our Intro to Myth class. I’m still downstairs in 516.” His eyebrows flew upward as he listened. “Uh-huh. A policeman?”

      Just then, the door to the lecture hall swung open, revealing a bantamweight man in a neat blue suit. He made his way toward the podium, a serious frown just visible beneath his grizzled mustache. “Everett Halloran?” he asked, pulling a badge from his pocket. “I’m Detective Brandman.” With his gravelly voice and stiff brush cut, the cop reminded Theo of an ex-Marine, maybe the veteran of some covert ’80s Latin American operation gone wrong.

      Everett said a hurried good-bye to Webb and stepped forward to greet the detective. “What can I do for you?” he asked, clasping the Brandman’s hand with what Theo knew would be an impressively manly grip. Helen – and everyone else – loved the passionate sincerity Everett’s strong grasp implied. Theo always found it mildly suffocating.

      “Would you like to sit down?” the detective asked.

      Everett obeyed, folding his large frame into a narrow seat in the front row.

      Theo was getting a bad feeling. “What is this about?” he asked.

      The detective ignored him and spoke to Everett. “Your chairman said Helen Emerson listed you as her emergency contact. You’re her fiancé?”

      “Yes…” His polite smile dissolved. “Is she okay?”

      The detective cleared his throat. Then he ripped apart Theo’s world. “I’m sorry to inform you that Helen Emerson’s body was found early this morning in Riverside Park. She’d washed up out of the Hudson wearing only a sheet.”

      Everett stared dumbly ahead as the color drained from his face.

      Theo felt the room around him begin to spin. He sat down heavily beside Everett.

      “How?” he whispered, his mouth gone dry.

      “We don’t know yet,” the detective replied calmly. “But this was no suicide. And certainly not an accident.”

      “Are… are you sure?” Everett stammered. His hands trembled like an old man’s despite his white-knuckled grip on the chair’s arm.

      For the first time, Brandman’s impassive façade slipped a fraction. “We don’t usually reveal the details of the investigation at this point, but we’re having trouble tracking down Miss Emerson’s next of kin. There’s no delicate way to say this.” His lower lip tugged at his mustache as if he would swallow the words. Then, while looking at Theo and Everett as if to gauge their reaction, he said, “Her genitalia had been removed.”

      Theo felt a mantle of ice settle around his shoulders. “Removed?”

      “With a sharp instrument.”

      As if felled by a giant’s fist, Everett slumped forward in the chair and buried his hands in his hair. The detective was still talking, but Theo heard nothing except Everett’s choked sobs and his own racing heart.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, but images of Helen streamed through his mind in an unstoppable torrent. Her fair head bent over a thick stack of books in the library. Her hazel eyes shining up at him as they argued over the meaning of some ancient text. Her laughter as she discussed her favorite Egyptian pyramids with a group of undergrads.

      Her body, so frail, so delicate, sprawled across cold rocks, covered in blood.

      Her gentle smile as she lay, flushed and tousled, in his bed.
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              SINGER OF STITCHED WORDS
            

          

        

      

      Perched on the limb of a maple near the river’s edge, Selene stood vigil. Hippo lay silently beneath a cluster of rhododendrons nearby. Together, they’d watched the official from the medical examiner’s office zip the body into a black shroud and carry it to the waiting ambulance. Then a short, gray-haired detective and his team had scoured the area, photographing the rocks, picking among the boulders with tweezers.

      All morning, she’d sat forward on the branch, straining to hear the policemen’s conversations from twenty yards away. Another private investigator might’ve brought a parabolic microphone to eavesdrop more effectively, but Selene had a senior citizen’s view of advanced electronics. Computers and touchscreens and the Internet all seemed like very recent inventions that she couldn’t possibly be expected to understand. Not all gods avoided such innovations, but as the Goddess of the Wild, Selene found it especially hard to adjust to a digital world. Her ten-year-old cell phone, essential for keeping in touch with clients, was her only concession to modern technology. She’d recently learned to text – that was plenty of progress for now.

      Soon, a light rain began to fall, forcing the cops to speed up their investigation before the evidence washed away. Not long after, a uniformed officer reported that a researcher at Columbia had called in a missing person report on her roommate – a woman matching the victim’s description.

      She listened carefully, hoping to catch a name, an address, something to provide a lead, but learned nothing of use. As far as she could tell, the police never noticed the evidence of Greek ritual at the crime scene. Their lack of insight didn’t surprise her, but did disappoint; she had no doubt the chiton and the wreath held the key to understanding the crime. She couldn’t tell the cops herself: The anonymous phone tip she’d left about the body carried enough risk. She had a long, fraught history with the police force she’d once belonged to. Drawing their notice would be incredibly dangerous.

      The rain fell harder; the cops bustled around the riverside, their expressions dour, packing up their equipment before the rain could damage it. They left a few straggling pieces of yellow police tape around the scene and a row of wooden barriers blocking the area from curious passersby and nosy reporters. Selene found her maple tree secluded in a rare midday quiet.

      She moved closer to the tree trunk, resting her cheek upon the bark, trying to shield herself from the worst of the storm. The tree was old, its roots reaching past hunks of granite bedrock, twisting around water mains and steam pipes to reach into the ancient loam beneath the city. Selene tried to hear the pulse of the tree’s veins. Now, it was only sap. She kept telling herself that. But she couldn’t forget the days when it had been a heartbeat – a last reminder of the dryad within.

      One by one, the nymphs had grown wan and weary, their glossy hair dulled, their long limbs attenuated. The changing world saved no room for the creatures of glade and spring. Selene still felt drawn to the trees, those hardy denizens of the city, eking out a life among cement and steel. Yet she found little comfort in them – only heartache, a remembrance of the companions she’d lost. One more reason she chose not to live in the forests and mountains that were her birthright. Too often, the woods only reminded her just how alone she really was.

      The squall passed as suddenly as it had arrived. Broad sunbeams pierced the scudding clouds and filtered through the maple leaves, drying Selene’s skin and clothes. Hippo rolled into the sun’s warmth with a contented sigh and fell instantly asleep. Selene gave a sympathetic yawn: She Who Roams the Night wasn’t used to being awake in the middle of the day.

      Selene would’ve liked to lie back in the crook of the tree limb and join her dog for a brief nap. But there was work to be done. If she couldn’t trust the cops to investigate the crime thoroughly, she’d have to do it herself. By the height of the sun, she knew it was nearly noon. Time for the regular dog walkers to enter the park for their lunchtime foray. The most dedicated came late at night as well. If anyone had seen something suspicious in the park last night, it’d be them.

      Selene woke Hippo and walked back down the waterside path. She hopped over the blue police barricade while the dog crawled underneath, nearly lifting it off the ground with her wide back. After the quiet of the secluded crime scene, Selene winced at the crowds. To her, Riverside Park meant darkness and dusk – a slash of rock and tree and wild animals suspended between river and city. But at lunchtime, the park buzzed with people snatching a few gulps of fresh air. They stretched across benches, faces turned to the sun, or strode lazily along the boardwalk at the river’s edge, squinting at the light bouncing off the water.

      The narrow, fenced dog run roiled with yapping, fetching, peeing canines, all seizing their fifteen minutes of freedom before their owners (or more likely, their hired walkers) confined them inside an apartment for the rest of the day. Before long, a barrel-chested woman appeared, a water bottle in one hand and seven leashes in another. Her army of retrievers, German shepherds, and cockapoos walked just ahead of her down the stone stairs toward the dog run. Selene didn’t know the woman’s name, but she saw her often in the park late at night.

      “Excuse me,” she said, approaching the woman before she could enter the enclosure. The pack of dogs immediately strained at their leashes, lunging toward Selene with unbridled glee.

      The dog walker grunted and leaned back on her heels, sweat popping from her brow as she restrained her charges. “Whoa, they’re usually better behaved than this. Your dog’s not in heat, is she?”

      Selene shook her head, equally bewildered. As the Lady of Hounds, she’d once been irresistibly attractive to dogs, but she’d lost the power of that epithet along with all the others.

      The dogs continued to strain toward Selene. The cockapoo began yapping, and the others followed suit. Then the dogs in the nearby enclosure bounded to the fence, adding to the commotion. The tallest ones stood on their hind legs, paws resting on the chain-link, and howled. The little ones ran in crazed circles. Hippo began to whimper, backing up with her tail between her legs.

      Selene turned toward the dog run and growled. The dogs instantly calmed. Next, she took half a step forward toward the dog walker’s charges and snapped her teeth at them. They froze, silent. Then the largest shepherd rolled over on his back like a submissive puppy. Hippo sniffed his belly disdainfully. Selene was pleasantly surprised she’d managed to control them. More often, dogs just got more riled up when she tried to use her old powers of command.

      The dog walker’s eyes widened. “You’ve got to teach me how to do that.”

      “Only if you answer a question first.”

      “Thirty dollars an hour. But I’m not sure I could handle that monster of yours. What is she, part Newfoundland?”

      “I don’t need you to walk my dog. I just want to know if you saw anyone suspicious in the park last night.”

      “Like a murderer?” she asked with a grimace. “I saw the news this morning.”

      “And?”

      “I never went that far up. There was a sign from the Park Service saying the area was closed for repairs.”

      After striking out with the first dog walker, Selene approached a few others. But all had been similarly dissuaded from the northern end of the park. On her predawn hunt, Selene hadn’t noticed any closure sign, meaning the killer had removed it after he completed the murder. He wanted the body to be found. A thoughtful, organized killer, who believed he could play with the police and not get caught. But he wasn’t counting on me, Selene thought as she walked back toward the river.

      A few passersby peered past the barricades in idle curiosity, but none stopped to investigate. From here, a slight hill obscured the murder site, and unless they saw blood on the ground, jaded New Yorkers showed little interest in crime scenes.

      So she was surprised to glimpse a flutter of movement at the crest of the hill. Probably just another cop, come back for further investigation. But still…

      She and Hippo slipped past the barriers and moved up into the woods so they could approach unseen.

      A man crouched on the rocks beside the shreds of police tape, staring out at the river. He’d clearly jumped right over the barricades, but he didn’t look like a cop: too narrow across the shoulders, too slumped in his posture. She felt a tremor of excitement. This could be the killer, returned to gloat over the scene of his crime.

      He looked downriver for a moment, revealing a sharp nose and a gentle mouth. Sunlight winked off his wire-rimmed glasses, obscuring his eyes. I know the type, she thought, disappointed. A man happier in an office than a forest, who wouldn’t know how to wield a weapon if his life depended on it.

      When he stood, his lanky height surprised her – he’d seemed small and defeated huddled by the water’s edge, but now she could see the corded strength of his movements. Maybe he is strong enough, she relented. The woman wasn’t very big, after all.

      Suddenly, he spoke. “Se tan enaulois hypo dendrokomois,” he began.

      At first, Selene could barely process the words. Then she couldn’t help smiling triumphantly. Ancient Greek. What better evidence that he’s involved in a ritual killing? She forced herself to remain hidden, listening.

      “Mouseia kai thakous enizousan.” 

      It had been centuries since she’d heard a mortal speak the ancient tongue so fluently, but she had no problem understanding his words.

      
        
          
             

            “O you who settle in the leafy coverts,

            Singing melodious bird, sorrowful nightingale.

            Come to my help in the dirges I make,

            As I sing of Helen’s pitiful pains.”

          

        

      

      Selene recognized the elegy. A summons to the wild birds of the forest to join in a requiem for Helen of Troy.

      
        
          
             

            “Who among men, though he search to the uttermost end,

            Can claim to have found what is meant

            By god or the absence of god or of something between?

            For he sees the works of the gods

            Turning now here and now there,

            Now backwards again through a fate

            Beyond calculation or forethought.”

          

        

      

      Selene felt his words like a wound. Nearly two thousand years ago, the Olympians’ capriciousness – protecting then punishing, manifesting then vanishing, healing then destroying – had pushed men toward a new god, one both understandable and understanding, who cemented his will in commandments and wrote his words in books. Mankind abandoned Artemis and the other Athanatoi – Those Who Do Not Die – and the Diaspora began. They fled their heavenly perch, condemned to wander the mortal realm below, remembered only as figments of ancient imagination, insubstantial as dreams.

      “You, O Helen, carry to the sorrowful sorrows 

      And pain upon pain.” 

      The man’s voice drifted to a murmur. He stood for a moment in silence, the wind whipping his fair hair across his high forehead. Finally, he turned to face the boulders where the woman had lain in her yellow shroud.

      With Hippo beside her, Selene left the shadows of the woods. She stood for a moment, watching the grieving man at the waterside. Normally, she avoided talking to men – female clients like Jackie Oritz were hard enough to deal with. She preferred hurting first and asking questions later.

      But in truth, Selene had little choice. His dirge had not just summoned the birds of the wild – it had summoned the deities of the wild as well. It would seem that the gods were not forgotten after all.
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      Only after Theo had finished the poem did he look down at the rocks where Helen’s corpse had lain.

      “Katharsis,” he said aloud with a bitter laugh. “All these years explaining it to my students, and I guess I finally understand what it means.” He took a last shaky breath and lifted his glasses to rub his eyes, glad no one was around to see the tears that had finally come.

      He kept imagining Helen’s terrified screams as she realized what was about to happen to her. He could do nothing to help her now, but at least he’d marked her passing in a way that might return some of her stolen dignity. The right words had eluded him: He’d used Euripides’ instead.

      The boulders revealed no sign of tragedy – at least none that Theo could see – but hopefully the police had found plenty of evidence that would bring Helen’s killer to justice. For him, there were other responsibilities to attend to – making sure Everett hadn’t thrown himself off a bridge, providing a shoulder for Helen’s roommate to cry on, dealing with the inevitably tone-deaf press release no doubt already drafted by Bill Webb. He turned to go.

      A woman and a large shaggy mutt stood a few yards away, staring at him.

      “Holy Roman Empire!” he yelped, stepping backward and nearly tripping over his own feet.

      She lifted one perfectly sculpted black brow and looked at him with eyes so light they seemed almost silver. “Don’t worry. I’m just walking my dog. I’ll pretend I didn’t see you jumping the police barricade.”

      “Good. And I’ll pretend I didn’t just exclaim something utterly pretentious.” He started walking away. As he passed, he glanced again at the woman and almost stopped in his tracks. Flawless pale skin, aquiline nose, chin-length black hair peeking out from beneath a ratty New York Liberty cap. At first he assumed she was young, but something about her stern gaze made him suspect she was closer to his own age. Perhaps thirty. She was extremely tall – almost as tall as he – and though she wore a leather jacket over baggy pants, nothing could hide the sleek lines of her long limbs. A gust of wind blew across Theo’s face, carrying the scent of a summer cypress forest that only added to her allure. I must be delusional, he thought, looking at the maples and oaks in their September foliage. Wishing I were back in Greece.

      “Did you know the woman who was murdered?” the stranger asked suddenly, stopping him when he was a few yards past her.

      He wanted to shake his head and keep walking. The standard New Yorker’s response to nosy tourists or needy panhandlers. But Theo had never been the standard New Yorker. And he couldn’t bear to deny Helen’s existence. Soon enough, no one will ask after her again.

      “We taught together up at Columbia,” he said. “Her name was Helen Emerson.”

      “So you’re here looking for evidence?”

      “Me? The closest I’ve ever gotten to detective work is piecing together potsherds from ancient urns.”

      “Then what’re you doing in a crime scene?” the woman asked. “My dog refuses to pee in any other part of the park. I’ve got an excuse.”

      “Maybe I refuse to pee anywhere else, too.”

      She didn’t smile. Instead, she closed the distance between them. Now she stood only a few feet away, her face cloaked in the shadow of a nearby tree. Again the scent of cypress washed over him.

      “You’re sure you aren’t involved in the investigation?” she asked.

      “Police work’s beyond my pay grade. I’m a classicist.”

      “You were close to her?”

      “You’ve got a lot of questions, you know.”

      She shrugged. “Just curious.” She stroked her huge dog absently as she spoke, as if only vaguely interested in what Theo was saying.

      “You’re not a reporter, are you?” Theo asked, suddenly suspicious.

      “Do reporters usually bring their dogs to crime scenes?”

      “Maybe they should. Might provide some much-needed cheer.” The woman just stared at him. Theo gamely placed a hand on the dog’s wide head. It snarled and snapped at his fingers; he took a quick step back.

      The woman didn’t even try to restrain the dog. “She doesn’t like men.”

      “Oh. Well, honestly, right now I don’t either.”

      She finally laughed. Brief, dry, bitter. “I don’t hear that every day.”

      “Well, it’s not every day a man kills a friend of mine and dumps her body in the river,” he retorted, suddenly angry.

      The woman’s levity vanished as quickly as it had appeared. The set of her jaw, the narrowing of her eyes, made him think she understood exactly what he meant.

      “Theodore Schultz,” he said impulsively, offering his hand.

      The woman just stood, staring at him, through him with her silver eyes. Judging. He noticed her fingers twitching and thought for a moment she might refuse to touch him. But finally, she stretched out her hand. Her flesh was as cold and smooth as shadowed marble. She didn’t offer her name.

      When she spoke again, all hint of idle curiosity had vanished. “Tell me exactly what Helen taught,” she demanded.

      Theo nearly walked away right then, shaken by her sudden, startling ferocity, but he found himself answering. “Unless you’re a classicist, it won’t mean much to you. We spend most of our time trying to convince our students that the ancient world is still relevant, but they’re all too busy trying to get jobs as hedge fund managers to really believe us.”

      “Tell me anyway.”

      “She was a professor with the Archeology and Art History Department, with a specialty in images of femininity across ancient cultures. Priestesses of Isis, the Panathenaic Festival, Vestal Virgins, a whole range of things.”

      “And was she one?”

      “One what?”

      “A virgin.”

      “No.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” he said, struck by a sudden image of Helen, lying naked in a sunbeam on his rug, flipping through the latest Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists. “Why does it matter?”

      “Don’t you see what happened to her?” Her lip curled in a snarl. “You really think this is some random homicide? She was mutilated. Ravaged. This was a ritual.”

      “How do you —”

      “Did you care about this woman or not?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “Then start using your head, Professor. A criminal this heinous doesn’t usually stop with one woman. He’ll strike again. Trust me. So I need you to tell me everything you know about this case.”

      “I don’t know anything,” he said, angry now. “If I did, don’t you think I’d be doing something about it? Who are you anyway?”

      “I’m a private investigator of crimes against women. I found her.”

      “Oh, Christ.”

      “I found her lying on the rocks with her eyes open and her womb cut out. A bloodless piece of meat. Torn apart by some man who wrapped her up in a chiton, bound a laurel wreath around her brows, and dressed her hair in six braids. Did they tell you that part?” She narrowed her eyes, as if waiting for his reaction. “Your friend Helen was dressed up like a virgin sacrifice. You’ve read your Homer, right, Professor? The gods don’t like human sacrifices – and neither do I.”

      Theo doubled over, his stomach heaving, body convulsing. He’d eaten little that day, but still he retched until bitter bile dripped from his lips.

      He took a final rasping breath, then straightened, wiping his mouth with the last scrap of dirty tissue in his pocket. She watched him coldly, unsurprised. “That’s catharsis,” she said.

      Had she given him a clean tissue, offered to call for help, or expressed her sympathy in any way, Theo would’ve gone home that day, mourned his former lover, and eventually gotten on with his life: immersing himself in intellectual challenges, taking on the occasional social justice cause, basking in his students’ adoration. But the complete lack of pity in those steely eyes was like a slap in the face, challenging him to be a bigger man.

      “Have you told the police what you know?” he asked.

      “That’s your job. I don’t work with the police. I don’t work with anyone. But you can give them all the facts so they’ve got a chance to solve this thing.” She grimaced. “But I’m warning you, they may not believe you. Policemen don’t always accept the extraordinary.”

      “Why not? Sure it’s a bit bizarre… but if you’re right about the chiton and the wreath, a ritual sacrifice makes some sense to me.”

      “Yes, but you’re an expert in the field. A learned man.”

      Is that what I am? His academic knowledge had never felt less relevant. “But I’ve got no expertise in life and death circumstances. No one gets hurt, or even particularly disappointed, if you translate Virgil poorly.”

      “The cops need you. You’ll see things they can’t, or won’t.” One brow lowered skeptically, she looked him over. Judgment. Again. But she must have seen something she thought worthy, because after a moment, she reached into the bulky black pack on her shoulder, pulled out a pen and a scrap of take-out menu, and scrawled a few lines. “Here’s my number. Tell the police everything, but leave me out of it. And if they let you down, call me.” She took a single step closer to him. The sharp scent of pine tickled his nostrils. “I have no intention of letting Helen’s murder go unavenged.”

      “Neither do I.”

      “Good.”

      He looked down at the piece of paper. Selene DiSilva. Private Investigator.

      He thought immediately of the Homeric Hymn to the Moon Goddess. Hail, white-armed goddess, bright Selene, mild, bright-tressed queen. He’d never understood the “mild” part. The Moon had always seemed fierce and lonely to him, like Artemis, the celibate Huntress who shared Selene’s mastery over the night sky.

      “Good luck, Professor.”

      “And to you, Moon Goddess.”

      She laughed. A bitter, harsh sound. Her huge dog pranced and barked along.

      Then she left, her every motion a lesson in grace, melting back into the woods as mysteriously as she’d emerged.

      In the myths, he thought, watching her go, you can tell by her blazing eyes and her proud bearing that a goddess has visited you in mortal form. Then, for the first time since he’d learned about Helen, he laughed.
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      Theo dreamed of making love in a moonbeam. The light was a palpable thing, a bright, cold cradle that cast the woman’s features in bold relief. Yet when the phone rang and dragged him from sleep, he couldn’t remember her face. Only that he was surprised it wasn’t Helen’s.

      He sat up, drenched in sweat, fumbling for his glasses and then his phone. When he saw that it was six in the morning, he was sure another woman had been murdered. Why else would someone call at such an hour?

      He checked the caller ID and swallowed hard. “Jesus, Gabriela, are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay!” came the shrill reply.

      “Where are you?” Theo was already out of bed and trying to pull on yesterday’s pants while balancing his phone between his ear and shoulder. Still half asleep, he decided the killer had struck again. Selene DiSilva warned me – why didn’t I do something sooner? “I’m on my way.”

      “You don’t need to come, for Christ’s sake. What’re you going to do? The stuff’s already been stolen.”

      “Stolen?” Theo sat down hard on his bed, one foot half out of a shoe. “What?”

      “There was a break-in at the museum – can you believe it?”

      “Ah. So despite hysterically calling me at the ass-crack of dawn, you haven’t been ritually mutilated by a psychopath.”

      “What? Oh, because of Helen – no, no, sorry, querido. It’s nothing like that.”

      Groaning, Theo lay back on his bed and retreated under the covers, his pants still around his calves. It was like Gabriela to scare him half to death for no reason.

      “I didn’t think,” she went on. “You sound awful. You holding up?”

      “Barely. I was up all night poring over Helen’s published journal articles, trying to find some clue to explain what happened. Then when I couldn’t see straight anymore, I gave up and regressed to my fifteen-year-old self, watching Saturday Night Live reruns.”

      “You see the one with the new girl, Jenny Thomason? You know she’s only nineteen?” As usual, Gabriela could switch gears on a dime.

      “Yeah. She did this amazing Beyoncé bit – part coy striptease, part feminist manifesto. I remember thinking Helen would’ve loved all the subversive symbolism, then that just depressed me further. I must’ve finally passed out sometime before dawn. But I’m definitely awake now, and if I keep thinking about Helen, I’m going to completely break down, so just tell me what’s up.”

      Theo and Gabriela had become fast friends while teaching at Kansas University after their postgrad stints at archeological digs. Theo left Kansas’s Classics Department after only a year, when the siren call of the Big Apple lured him to Columbia. Gabriela left the Anthropology Department a year later; she’d never been much of a teacher. She spent the next three years doing fieldwork throughout the Southwest on the Pueblo and Anasazi reservations until New York’s American Museum of Natural History recruited her to help them update their moribund Native American exhibits.

      “I came in super early to work this morning to get started on that cursed Navajo diorama,” she began, “and I was cutting through the Division of Vertebrate Zoology on my way to the fabrics storeroom when I nearly sliced my foot open on broken glass. Someone broke in through a skylight. I swear it’s just like Mission Impossible in here.”

      Everything seemed more dramatic to Gabriela Jimenez than it did to the rest of the world, which was part of why she and Theo had become friends: Each had a rather overactive imagination.

      “What’d they take?” Theo asked with a sigh. Normally, the theft of a museum artifact would’ve been the most shocking news in his week, but after yesterday, he had much more important mysteries to solve. “Was it from your collection?”

      “No, otherwise I’d be going after the guy myself, police be damned.”

      “Then why are you so upset? I thought you didn’t even like the museum.” He yawned and felt his eyes drift closed. They’d spoken a thousand times about Gabriela’s love-hate relationship with her career. He could do it half-asleep.

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t respect it. I do work here, you know. I just think —”

      “That it’s racist that they put brown people in dioramas down the hall from the dinosaurs as if they were some other form of extinct wildlife, while the white people wind up in art museums and historical societies? I couldn’t agree more.”

      “Right. But it is the most famous natural history museum in the world, and it’s not okay for people to break in and steal stuff!”

      “I never said it was,” he soothed.

      “And you know this isn’t the only museum robbery this week?”

      “Really?” Theo sat up a little in bed.

      “Monday night someone broke into the Met. Stole two pieces of pottery.”

      “That’s outrageous. Who’s running museum security in this town?”

      “I know. But honestly, they’re such prissy bitches over there that I’m glad they got robbed, too.”

      “Very collegial.” He could imagine her sticking out her tongue at him. “Now tell me what was stolen from Natural History.” He was used to steering her back on track; she did the same for him.

      “I called the guy who runs the herpetology collection because the lock on his storeroom had been busted open. He got here half an hour ago and is still searching through the inventory, but he said that at least one specimen is missing. A Zamenis longissimus, or something like that.”

      Translating scientific Latin out of context was never easy, but he hazarded a guess. “The Longest Angry One?”

      “It’s just a European rat snake, Mr. Show-off. The herp guy said it’s pretty rare, but not that valuable or anything.”

      “Rat snake… Why does that sound familiar?”

      “I have no idea. I’d never heard of it before today.”

      “You’d think they would’ve stolen some one-of-a-kind prehistoric serpent with ten legs or something.” He stifled another yawn. “Who cares about a rat snake except —” He sat bolt upright.

      “What?”

      “Except classicists. I know why I’ve heard of the rat snake. A lecture that Martin Andersen gave a few years ago on animal species in Greek and Roman myth.” Throwing off the blanket and hiking up his pants, he moved to one of the tall bookshelves lining the walls of his apartment.

      “Andersen? Is that the preternaturally boring old guy in your department? The one who keeps trying to ask you out?”

      “Be nice, Gabi. It’s not his fault he has the personality of a black hole. And he’s not gay, just lonely.”
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