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TRIGGER WARNINGS

	 

	 

	Please be advised that this book (and the entire series) will be gory.

	Other triggers worth mentioning are:

	
	- Alcohol

	- Attempted murder

	- Blood

	- Cannibalism (heavy)

	- Emotional abuse

	- Gore (heavy)

	- Hallucinations

	- Incest (Greek mythology)

	- Kidnapping

	- Murder

	- Occult

	- Poisoning

	- Profanity

	- PTSD

	- Religion

	- Suicide (very mild & brief)

	- Torture

	- Violence



	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	║1. HEARTS║
        ???

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Hearts.

	Beating. Thumping. Thrashing. Pumping. He heard them all, knew which belonged to whom, labeled them in the back of his mind for his personal knowledge.

	He recognized them as they passed by, each pulsating at their own rhythms, as if communicating with him, or saying hello. He didn’t look at faces or dig his eyes into souls to get to know someone; he looked at hearts. That was how he identified each human he oversaw.

	He waited, concealed in the darkness of the late-night sky, his breathing leveled, steady yet anxious. He gripped his bow so tight his hands ached.

	They should show up any minute.

	His temples throbbed as strangers passed by, all oblivious to his dark figure hiding behind a dumpster. Rain drenched his black leather coat, and he shivered, droplets creeping under his clothes, rolling down his tense arms.

	He kicked off the water from his boots and shook his head to free his hair of the weight. He smelled like a wet dog, but he didn't care.

	They'll be here soon.

	Skyscrapers surrounded the dingy dumpster and a gloomy navy blanket towered overhead, unleashing thick drops of rain. Puddles splashed as cars sped by, their loud rumbles awakening the crowds. People rushed to avoid getting wet, but most were unable to react fast enough. Drivers didn't seem to notice as they drove on, headed towards more passers-by to splash and soak.

	He cackled, a bark of sound in the darkness.

	Stupid humans.

	He shifted to a crouching position, hoping to better hide from those passing him. No one could see him. Ever.

	I can't be compromised or stopped.

	Distant footsteps resonated in his head, muffling every other sound around him. He perked up, keeping close to the ground.

	That's them. They're near.

	He pulled two arrows from the bag at his feet, and notched them. Blood dripped onto his shoes; he disregarded his disgust to focus on his upcoming task.

	The footsteps grew louder, and the world around him became faint. The cars, the people, the rainfall; nothing affected him but the steps, like heartbeats. Faster, nearer, within reach.

	Thump, thump. Thump, thump.

	He lifted his bow, strung his fingers.

	Thump, thump. Thump, thump.

	He saw them at last. A man and a woman, walking in slow motion, their strides in rhythm with the thumps in his head. Both wore raincoats and arrived from opposite ends of the street, oblivious to each other and to everything surrounding them. Lost in thought, likely hurrying to their destinations to dodge the rain.

	He rose, and in the blink of an eye, he tugged the string, drew the arrows back, took a sharp breath, and released them as he puffed out his cheeks.

	One embedded into the man's torso, knocking him back; the other charged into the woman's gut, hunching her over in pain.

	He smiled.

	The arrows disintegrated as they pierced the skin, disappearing in an eruption of black smoke that blanketed the two individuals. It swirled around them, hungry, poisonous. 

	Within a few seconds, the man and woman returned to view, the smoke evaporated. They regained their balance, shook their heads, and took in their surroundings.

	When their eyes met, an invisible link established; like a thin, silver thread connecting them, drawing them to one another. Only he could see it, since he’d awakened the connection—he’d bound their souls. 

	They froze, mouths gaping as they straightened up, taking note of one another. 

	They reanimated as they marched up to each other, only stopping once their noses touched.

	Satisfied, the archer slipped his weapon back into the bag on the ground, never taking his gaze off the scene.

	It's time. Soulmates, unite.

	The two humans emitted a low moan, an earth-rattling shriek. Others passed by them, ignoring them; no one paid attention to the couple stopped dead in the middle of the busy, rainy sidewalk. No one cared about the strangers and their sudden meeting, their purpose, their supernatural connection.

	But they will all care soon.

	The man ripped off the woman's raincoat in one fluid movement, exposing her low-cut dress. The woman tore off his jacket, then tugged at his shirt, watching as buttons flew and fell to the pavement, in sync with the raindrops.

	Still, not a single person passing by gave their actions any attention.

	He yanked her dress over her head, leaving her in her sheer, lacy intimates, and high boots up to her knees. The shape of her ass and the curve of her bosom might have subdued anyone else, but the man before her stood, mute, waiting. 

	She unfastened his belt and dropped his pants to the wet ground. As he stepped out of them, only his boxers and shoes remained. A fine specimen he was, too, his underwear cupping a firm behind and revealing a delectable bulge in the front.

	Finally, a few curious glances came from shocked citizens and tourists. Two people basically naked, exposed to the world, standing there licking their lips at one another? The archer could only imagine their thoughts; would these two end up uniting right there, in the street, in public? What were they doing?

	He smirked.

	It's time.

	As onlookers halted, trespassing on the situation, waiting for the two to grab on to one another and have sex right there and then, the man and the woman reached out—and plunged their hands into each other's chests. 

	A blinding flash of light consumed the area. Blood blasted all over the sidewalk. 

	Witnesses tumbled to their knees, weakened by the overwhelming brightness, tormented by the sudden display of gore.

	Some ran, splashing in the rainwater; slipping, falling, struggling to escape as fast as possible without a second glance.

	Those who dared to stay had no choice but to witness the final event. The culmination of the archer's efforts: when his targets removed their hands, holding each other's beating hearts, both pulsating members still attached to their bodies by a few thin veins.

	So began the screams. The fainting, the retching, the desperate attempts to shield eyes; but no one could evade the horror. No one could tear away.

	The man and woman dropped to their knees and, to a chorus of yelps from their audience, they lifted the hearts to their mouths—and sunk their teeth in.

	To the rhythmic squelch of their chewing, crimson liquid splattered all over, drizzling into the small ponds of rainwater, exploding all over the poor onlookers.

	As they chomped, tearing through muscle tissue, the crunching sound echoed down the street, bouncing off the walls in the alley and the surrounding buildings. 

	The deafening chews rang in the archer's ears. He enjoyed the sickening noise, as tender chunks of heart projected from behind their lips and glazed the slick ground. The puddles on the sidewalk reddened, thickening, and a foul stench of coppery death split the air.

	Though everyone around cowered, filling with revulsion, unable to pry their gazes away, the two continued munching down on every meaty piece until nothing remained and juices coated their faces.

	The archer watched, a sinister grin on his face.

	“Do you love your little humans now? Do you like it when they lust for each other so much, they’re hungry? Starving?” He snarled. “Come and get me, Mother. Come and confess your mistakes, or else more hearts will be lost. More soulmates will die.”

	Then, and only then, will this carnivorous Cupid stop the carnage.

	With a growl, he arched his spine. Though he’d ached to have a bite of the fresh hearts, he opted to keep his mouth unsullied by human flesh, for now.

	He heaved his bag over his shoulder and ambled down the opposite end of the alley, chuckling to himself.

	Behind him, the man and woman had finished their feast. In unison, they released their final breaths as they collapsed backwards, sloshing into the puddles of water, blood, and flesh. Their hearts eaten, their bodies decaying—they were no more.

	The passers-by ran in all directions, yelling for help, calling the police, begging the skies for mercy; but it was too late.

	Don't fuck with Eros.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	║2. HOTEL ROOMS AND WOMEN║
         LUKUS

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A woman lounged beside a man, pouting her lips.

	“So, agent. What's it like?”

	He grabbed a lighter on the nightstand and flicked it, illuminating the end of his cigarette. It ignited, and nicotine entered his body as he inhaled. He blew out the smoke, relief filling his lungs.

	The woman raised her eyebrows and dodged the vapors though she didn't seem bothered by them.

	He sighed. “Being an FBI agent?” She nodded. “Constant traveling, reports and files, interrogations. Lots of drinking. Violence. Blood. That about sums it up.”

	She batted her thick-coated eyelashes, and swung her leg over his under the covers, rubbing her soft skin against him.

	“Oh, come on, give me something good,” she said, tracing along his arms with her fingertips.

	Her bright red nail polish reminded him of the oozing blood he’d seen earlier that day.

	No, stop that! Get back in the mood!

	He shivered. At this point, he’d ask a woman to get dressed and leave, but he enjoyed this one's presence. He hadn't had this much fun in a while, not when his mind was elsewhere.

	He couldn't see himself requesting her to take off after such a passionate, exciting evening.

	“What do you want to know?” He brought the cigarette to his mouth again. “How long I've been an agent? What my degree is? If I'm married and have children?” He blew more smoke out into the room.

	It was a nice hotel, nicer than his usual. The FBI had spoiled him for once—that, or he hadn’t properly read the covered expenses for this case, and would have to fork out the money to pay for it on his own.

	The wallpaper wasn't cracked, the carpet wasn't stained, and the bed didn't squeak. There was a flat-screen TV, with a long list of channels to choose from. Not that he'd have time to peruse them.

	The lock on the door was functional, the curtains didn't have holes, weren't frayed, and didn't stink of smoke. Heck, even the coffee-machine seemed upgraded compared to most he’d had to use.

	He felt bathed in luxury.

	The woman nudged him and giggled, her voice tingling his extremities. “No, not that. Play with me, agent. Tell me the dirty stuff. The shady hotels, the women, the crimes, that's what I want.” Her tone, so husky, was the sexiest he'd ever heard.

	He took another drag of his cigarette and kept his cool, unwilling to give in to her again just yet. “I don't stay in shady hotels. I stay in places like this.” It wasn't like she’d figure out the truth.

	The woman shoved him again.

	“Okay, okay, fine. Dark, scary rooms with shadows that dance on the walls, creepy hallways, weird strangers walking down them at night…is that what you want?”

	She lit up with intrigue. The sheets barely covered her naked body, and he resisted the urge to jump her. That body was so scrumptious, he might want seconds.

	He almost cracked his cigarette from squeezing it too tight between his fingers. “Lots of women, like you. We meet in bars, we drink, we exchange glances. We don't talk, usually. You're lucky.”

	The woman feigned surprise. “Oh, little me? What a privilege. Tell me more.” She propped herself up on her side, facing him.

	The cover slipped, showing one of her breasts, the pink nipple erect and teasing him.

	That sly thing.

	“More about the women? How we turn off the lights, slip out of our clothes, sneak under the blankets, and direct our hands to those special, secret places? Or did you want more about the shady hotel rooms and what they might contain?”

	He hurried to finish his cigarette; her taunts had gotten the best of him, and he was ready for more.

	She wagged her finger. “No, about the job. The crime scenes. The investigations. The criminals. Excite me, agent, get me nice and scared!” The covers fell farther, revealing her other breast, its round firmness screaming to be touched.

	He gulped, unsure how long he could keep up with her ‘game’, and not lose his ability to think straight. He sensed a tightness below that he couldn't control, and consumed his cigarette far too fast, the nicotine swirling in his lungs, rendering him dizzy.

	“I'm not at liberty to reveal such things, young lady,” he whispered as he extinguished the cigarette in an ashtray, and turned to her.

	She was a gorgeous woman. A classic beauty with big, scarlet hair, plumped, crimson lips, a fair and smooth complexion. Curves in the right places, and a deep, seductive voice he’d been unable to resist when he met her in the bar hours before.

	She frowned. “It's not like I'll tell anyone. I like the gruesome stories, okay? The weird shit. Gets me turned on, I don't know why.” Her hand grazed his pectoral muscles, sending chills down his spine.

	Beautiful, but strange.

	She’d caught his attention earlier that evening, at the hotel bar. Sipping on a martini, looking his way, undressing him with every glance. He hadn't hesitated to approach her, and when he’d said he was a federal agent working on a case and needing a break, her eyes had sparked with lust.

	Did she think he was joking? Role playing? Faking his job title to get laid?

	“I can't, though.” He smiled as he caressed her face, memories of their rolling in the sheets preparing him for another round.

	She pulled away. “It's just a game, Luke. You're not an agent, and I'm not a lonely housewife from the fifties,” she said, looking over at her dress on the floor.

	It wasn't a modern outfit, for sure. She looked like she’d walked straight out of an I Love Lucy episode.

	Maybe she was roleplaying this entire time.

	Who is this chick?

	He cleared his throat. “The name is Lukus. And sorry, but I'm not playing. I am an FBI agent.” He reached for his pants by the bed and yanked out his wallet, flashing her his official ID badge, gleaming in the gentle light from the bedside table.

	“Well, shit.” She tugged the covers up, concealing her milky skin.

	He laughed. “What? Is that a turn off? Seriously?” His forehead scrunched. Most of the time, his job was an instant attraction for women.

	She shook her head. “You'll get me in trouble.” She slipped away, dropping onto the other side of the mattress. “You'll get me fired.”

	He grimaced as she fidgeted. “How and why would I do that?”

	She reached for something on the ground, turning her back to him. She stood up, put her underwear on, and marched to the spot where she’d dropped her bra. “I'm a prostitute, genius. You and I should not be seen together. I'm guessing you could lose your job too.” She pulled her dress up along her perfect body and zipped it at the side.

	There she was, the sexy lady he’d plucked at the bar downstairs, hours prior. And she was a lady of the night, a forbidden fruit that would have cost him more than he could afford.

	He smacked a hand to his forehead.

	Dammit. That explains a lot.

	He shrugged, a sliver of anger racing through him. He understood how some needed to make ends meet, but he never mingled with women who got paid for sex. Never.

	“I agree; we shouldn't have done this, but not because of my job. I rarely sleep with your kind.” He lept from the mattress and dressed.

	He chided himself for not being more attentive. He knew the signs; so why didn't he see this coming?

	No prostitutes, Lukus.

	“My kind?” The woman groaned. “Hey, everyone has to make a living, dude. This is how I make mine. Don't criticize. Trust me, I've heard it all before, and don't need a lesson from you.” She arranged her expression into a sad, pleading frown. “And please, don't report me.” Her tone was still displeasing; but she pouted her lips again, trying to seduce him as she had earlier.

	She slipped into her black pumps and took a few steps to gauge her balance.

	“I don't work for that department.” He scowled at her as he buttoned his shirt. “I cover violent crimes, not whores. I have no business reporting you.”

	He thought about taking a shower to wash the night away, but his body begged for another drink. For several drinks, to wash away his shame, first.

	“Don't call me a whore. That's rude, agent.” She sneered as she searched the room for her purse. Once she found it, she sat on a chair, balancing the bag on her thighs. “I'm not sure why you're in town but you should leave. There are a lot of my kind in this sector, and they'll all come running for you. They love your type, the slick, smart-ass detective look. They'll be fooled like I was.” Powdering her nose, she squinted. “You'll put us out of business.” She added color to her lips and puffed up her hair.

	“I can't leave. I'm investigating a serious crime in the area, and until I consider this town safe, I'm staying put. So, I guess I'll have to keep it in my pants for the time being.” Lukus wrinkled his nose, realizing playtime in Chicago was over.

	The woman's brows shot up. “A serious crime? Are you talking about that cannibalism murder?” Her heels clicked as she made her way to the agent and stopped, staring at him with intrigue. “Is that what you're investigating?”

	Lukus fought his shock, but leaned forward. Her décolleté brought him flashes of their fun under the covers from moments before.

	Maybe she could help; maybe she had clues. It wouldn't be the first time he enlisted a whore to aid him on a case.

	“Yeah, that one. Have you noticed anything that might be of use to me?” He slid backwards, out of reach.

	She shrugged. “Not much. Just that it was bloody and disgusting. Nothing that you don't already know. It didn't happen in my area, and none of my clients witnessed it. I deal with tourists like you.” She tossed her hair, sending a faint cigarette and cheap perfume scent into his nostrils.

	He put his suit jacket on. “I don't know anything, that's the problem. Two people ripped each other's hearts out and ate them. How is that biologically possible? Is it a virus? Is it fucking magic? And why has it happened in other cities too? Why are people turning into cannibals and chomping down on hearts?” His voice cut out.

	Fuck. I shouldn't have said that.

	The prostitute put her hands up. “Whoa, too much information, man. I pretended to be into dark crimes to stay in character, but I don't want the details, okay? Especially if this is spreading all over the country. I'm out.” She headed towards the door, taking her overly floral stench with her.

	Lukus went to his wallet on the bedside table. “Wait,” he said, and the woman jolted around. “How much do I owe you?” He hated her kind, but this was how she made a living, and he owed her.

	Her lips curved into a crooked smile. “Consider it a freebie, sweetie. I can't have it known that an FBI agent paid me. It won't look good. Someone will find out, they always do. Good luck with your case.” She left without another glance.

	Cursing under his breath, Lukus peered at the flat-screen TV.

	Maybe I'll have time for channel surfing after all.



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	║3. THE UNHAPPY GODDESS║
        APHRODITE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The sweet melody enveloped her senses as she lay on her bed. A thick, feathered fan rested in her hands, helping to cool her down.

	“Ah, yes. That's how I like it.”

	The delicate tunes escaping the harp gave her a rare flutter of happiness in her rib cage. These days, poor Aphrodite suffered; stuck in her quarters, longing for adventures and games, seeking romantic getaways to the beaches of the Mediterranean with her lover. Instead, her white paradise imprisoned her, with her cupbearers and fair maidens as entertainment while everyone else played.

	When the tune deepened, its notes sharper, she glared at the harpist. The girl released a squeak as she reverted to the airy song she’d begun with, unwilling to displease the Olympian princess lounging on the bed. 

	Tossing a plump grape into her mouth, Aphrodite smirked, sucking on the juices.

	She absorbed the delicate scent of exotic fruits and the sea, reminded of the contents of a suntan lotion bottle she’d once stolen from a human. The pearls and seashells that accentuated every piece of furniture and appeared in all her artwork usually gave her peace. The swans and doves, tidal waves and tsunamis, beaches and tropical islands usually made her room a calm space where she could relax and indulge in her favorite activities.

	It was her happy place; but she wasn't happy.

	The pastel pink curtains shielded her eyes from the overwhelming sun, but she wished they wouldn't. She preferred to burn; it would be more entertaining than her current boredom.

	Dropping her fan with an exaggerated sigh, she reached for the bouquet of light red roses beside her.

	She hated red.

	What in Zeus' name is he trying to do?

	Aphrodite tossed the flowers to the other side of the room, above the harpist's head, and they crashed into the wall. The harpist didn't flinch, nor did she stop playing; she knew better.

	The goddess stretched and reached for another grape. She squeezed it hard, releasing the liquid within, letting it drip all over her laundered white tunic. The purple stain expanded, covering her chest, and drops of grape extract fell between her breasts, tickling her skin. A mixture of anger and pleasure took over her senses, and she imagined squashing his head just as she had the fruit.

	That sensation provoked more delight in her than he had in recent weeks.

	Where is he?

	She snatched the bowl of grapes and threw it; it landed on top of her favorite seashell jewelry box on the dresser. She gasped when she realized her mistake, and rushed to the area to clean up her mess.

	Her pearls spilled all over, falling to the ground, some traveling all the way to the harpist's feet.

	Aphrodite stomped over to the musician. “Get out!”

	The harpist stopped playing, a look of protest on her face. “But, Your Highness, Miss Aphrodite—”

	Holding her hand up, Aphrodite groaned. “I'm bored with you. Go find someone else to entertain. I'll have your harp sent to you.”

	The poor girl bowed her head and exited.

	Aphrodite frowned as she picked up her pearls, put them all away, and closed the box. Her fingertips lingered on its crusted surface as she stared at its intricate design, its glimmering shells pieced together in a measured and unique way. One of her husband's only talents: crafting beautiful but useful objects.

	She tossed her long mane of hair as she returned to her mattress. The pale green satin sheets welcomed her, sending waves of comfort through her limbs. 

	But how could one be comfortable in a forced marriage?

	She glanced at her reflection in the mirror on the ceiling above her blankets. Cliché as it was, she loved to admire herself, even depressed. She enjoyed twirling her soft, strawberry blonde hair as it glistened in the late afternoon sun. She delighted in her curves molding into her seashell shaped bed, longing for caresses. Not from her husband, but from him. The one who brought her red roses and ignored her for days on end; the one who was in big trouble.

	Despite her brewing fury, images of her lover and their better times entered her mind. When they pranced around without a care in the world. When they ran down the moonlit palace corridors to escape Zeus’ wrath. Or when they hid in closets to frolic while others sat in the throne-room and listened to the king’s rants.

	How could he make her so aroused and so angry at once? They’d been at it for centuries; the excitement should have worn off.

	As she imagined his defined muscles and their thickness, how they bulged and glowed during their love-making, she licked her lips. 

	A knock came from the door, interrupting her only happy thoughts of the day.

	“Oh, if it's that harpist, I swear…” She sat up and fixed her features back into a scowl, clearing her throat. “What?”

	The door opened to reveal a young maiden with hair pulled into a bun, and wearing a bland tunic that covered most of her frame.

	Aphrodite grimaced. “Hebe? What do you want?”

	Hebe, the cupbearer; a goddess who hated Aphrodite with every fiber of her polite, unemotional being.

	Hebe didn't recoil; she didn’t fear Aphrodite’s tantrums like others in the serving staff. “You're summoned to the throne-room. At once.”

	Aphrodite's muscles tensed.

	Was it him? Had he come home? And why would he want to see her out in the open?

	Standing up, her legs slippery against the sheets, she pressed down on her dress, smoothing it. “Who summons me?” 

	If it was him, she wouldn't hurry; he could wait.

	Hebe's lips turned upwards. “The king.” She sneered, spinning away from the door.

	The king? Zeus, summoning her in the heart of the afternoon? It was unusual for him to summon anyone in the middle of the day, and she was in no state to confront him.

	“I need a moment,” she said, fixing her hair, then wiggling her fingers to magically erase the grape stain on her gown.

	Once satisfied with her glowing self, she followed Hebe. Her long tunic flowed with her every move as she swayed—not walked—behind her adoptive sister, wondering what her adoptive father wanted. 

	“Have you seen Ares today?”

	The girl rolled her eyes. “No, I haven't.”

	Aphrodite huffed. “You're more hostile than usual.”

	Hebe strolled faster in response. They cruised through the giant copper corridors in silence, passing portraits of Greek heroes and gods, captured in their famous moments, all glaring back in disapproval. 

	They slid by opulent doors of gold and silver, all closed, sealing away their secrets. The Olympus Palace was home, and yet Aphrodite didn’t have access to all its rooms.

	At last, the large opening to the throne-room came into view, and Aphrodite’s breath caught in her throat.

	Inside, she saw not only the mighty Zeus atop his throne, but the entire Olympian committee.

	What in Tartarus is going on?

	Hebe disappeared through a side door, leaving Aphrodite alone to enter the vast space. 

	The throne-room was partially open to the outside world, its semi-circle rear-end exposed, looking down on gardens and clouds. Sparkling white marble pillars held up the ceiling, and beautiful vines full of exotic flowers flowed up and down them, separating each throne.

	Soft music normally played in the background, bringing a sense of tranquility. But she’d stolen the harp and the harpist—there was no calm today.

	A deep, rumbling voice drew her back to reality. “Aphrodite, step forward.”

	Startled, she looked to the massive throne across from her, situated in the middle of the other seats. This one towered over everyone else, its stony surface seeming to reach up towards the glossy ceiling. The other thrones splayed out on either side of it paled in comparison despite their luxurious colors and fabrics and frills, representative of the gods sitting atop them. 

	Zeus, seated on the enormous throne, had earned his spot, and the intensity of his gaze reminded Aphrodite who was in charge.

	She approached him and kneeled, bowing her head. “Your Majesty.”

	She dared a peek to Zeus' right side; Hera, dark eyes piercing like daggers, her mouth ready to spit out the usual profanities, sat straight against her regal blue cushions.

	And a few seats down from her was none other than Ares.

	That traitor!

	Had he been home the entire time?

	Aphrodite glowered at him, but he averted his gaze.

	“I'm sorry to bring you here in such a fearsome fashion, but I had no choice,” Zeus said, placing one hand in his lap, using his other to adjust his curly beard. His posture was stiff and official—this wasn’t a social call, nor would it be a pleasant visit, Aphrodite knew.

	She stopped glaring at her lover to watch Zeus again. “What is it you need from me? What have I done, what can I do?”

	It couldn't be about the affair with Ares; everyone already knew, they’d known for millennia. Even her husband. 

	She noticed her spouse's position a few chairs down from Zeus. He hadn't warned her either.

	Hera's choppy tone overshadowed her thoughts. “Your son is missing.”

	“Which one? I have several,” snapped Aphrodite, preferring to speak with Zeus, and not his maniacal wife.

	Zeus coughed. “Your favorite. Eros. He left Olympus and now roams Earth in search of victims.”

	Aphrodite blinked. “So, he's working? Looking for love victims? You summoned me here to tell me he's taken off to go do his job? Where is the problem?”

	Another stupid scam to get her in trouble for no reason and involve her children? Hera had to be responsible for this.

	Hera frowned. “He's not working,” she said, glancing at her nails.

	Aphrodite's gaze wavered between the king and queen. “What?”

	Zeus' mouth tightened. “My dear, your offspring is on a killing rampage.”

	Aphrodite couldn't contain her squeak. “K-killing?”

	“He has taken to Earth, provoking death among humans. We aren't positive how, but he's making them eat each other.”

	Aphrodite sensed her face paling. “Eat each other? H-how so?”

	Zeus sighed. “I don't know the details, only that he left without warning, and started murdering humans. None of us can figure out why. We were hoping maybe you could.”

	“Me?” Aphrodite tilted her head. “How would I understand what his problem is? We haven't had a job together in months. I didn't even know he was gone.”

	She realized that she hadn't seen him recently in the main dinner hall with his wife, nor had she come across his daughter. 

	A sour flavor lingered on her tongue, and not from the grapes she’d eaten moments before.

	Hermes, towards the end of the row of thrones on Zeus' side, stood up. He poked out his bare, chiseled chest, muscles twitching as he cut his eyes at Aphrodite. “I'm the only one who has information, as I've transported souls between realms to Hades.” He shifted his feet. “Eros shot his victims with arrows and provoked them into eating their soulmate's heart. That's all they told me.” He lowered to his seat, wincing.

	Aphrodite froze. Her Eros, the god of love, her sweet boy; he would never harm humans. His arrows caused affection and tenderness, not cannibalism.

	This can't be real.

	Hades, who normally remained in the Underworld during Olympian gatherings, sat to Hera's left. “I confirm this. The victims I received downstairs have said the same to me. They never met their soulmate beforehand.” 

	Hermes nodded, and in the distance, someone appeared in the shadow of the thrones.

	A woman, stern and cold, in a long, gray, worn-out tunic, crossed her arms and stared at Aphrodite, her eyes containing half the warmth her hearth did.

	Hestia?

	She’d quit the Olympian council eons ago, and her presence only worsened Aphrodite's angst.

	Zeus followed Aphrodite's gaze. “This matter concerns all Olympians, including Hestia. Her worshippers are afraid. The murders are happening all over the United States of America. Four to date, and it's likely more will come until someone finds Eros and stops him.”

	Aphrodite shivered. “And because I'm his mother it's my responsibility? What about his father? Where is his part in this? He's the one with the aggressive genes.” She pointed a shaky finger at Ares. “He's as responsible as I am!” How he dared to cower behind his dad and not defend their son sent violent thoughts into her mind. “You aren't even sure the culprit is Eros, are you? Where is your proof?” Fury seeped into every vein in her immortal body.

	Ares turned away, shame painting his cheeks red. 

	Zeus stood, turning everyone else still as statues. “It's your responsibility because you were closest to him before he left. It wouldn’t surprise me if you were the reason he went crazy! Your centuries of making him do your dirty work might have finally come to bite you!”

	She repressed the urge to scream. They were all hypocrites.

	The ‘dirty’ work was for them!

	Zeus' conquests behind his wife's back, Poseidon's rapes, Hades' kidnapping of Persephone—they forced her into helping with those. Eros had no alternative, either.

	Before she could raise her voice, Zeus grunted; a majestic, tremor-inducing sound everyone was afraid of, cowering in their thrones. “We are certain it's Eros. Who else shoots arrows into human hearts without killing them? Sure, his twin Anteros could be a suspect, but we checked his cover story. He hasn't left Olympus.”

	Aphrodite huffed. “So, what do you expect me to do about it? You're the King of the Heavens, are you not? Aren't you the only one with the power to stop him?”

	Eros wouldn't listen to her, stubborn as he was. She had no idea why he’d turned murderous, but it wasn't something she'd be able to resolve.

	Zeus rubbed his fingertips over his bearded chin. “Though I am his king and his grandfather, I can’t stop him. Not without killing him. As his mother, your ties with him are our only hope. You must investigate, find out his motives, and then consult with us so we may all decide how to confront him.”

	His brothers nodded, but everybody else remained silent, all agreeing with the plan. Not one of them caring how she felt.

	Aphrodite jolted up from her kneeling position, her knees aching. Her heart raced, fueled with a fire she’d hoped to extinguish with a simple sighting of Ares; but now her anger level soared higher than the time they were first caught in their adultery, centuries and centuries ago. 

	“Fine. I'll search through his room, and talk to Psyche and Hedone, figure out what he told them. Then I'll send emissaries down to Earth to get the scoop. All right, your Majesty?”

	Her hopes for a night of fighting and lovemaking with Ares slipped through her fingers, but he didn't deserve to lay with her right now, anyway.

	Athena, on the opposite side of Ares, laughed—a cackle, resonating in the open space, raising the hairs on Aphrodite's arms.

	“Is this funny to you?” growled Aphrodite, as the other goddess gulped and quit her giggling. Her smile remained, and it filled Aphrodite with another wave of grueling rage.

	Zeus snapped his fingers. “We are not here to fight.” Everyone refocused on him. “You will not search his room; you’ll descend to Earth. You will oversee this investigation, on your own. And you will uncover the reasons behind your son's erratic behavior, or suffer my wrath. Do you understand?” His quaking timbre almost shattered the marble pillars.

	Aphrodite dropped back to her knees. “Yes, your Majesty.”

	Eros, I will kill you.



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	║4. CHICAGO║
         EROS

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The glass hit the counter harder than he intended.

	Eros had no remorse as liquid splashed, inundating his napkin, falling into his lap, spilling all over his favorite leather pants, dripping onto the tiled floor like a leaking faucet.

	He ignored the pool of alcohol and took a handful of peanuts from a bowl. Stuffing the nuts into his mouth, he didn't bother to close his lips as he chewed. The crunch drowned out the sounds of the hearts beating around him, and he enjoyed the salty taste, matching his mood.

	He looked up at the TV screen above the shelves full of booze.

	“Another gruesome murder scene, right here in Chicago, similar to the other three discovered in the past three weeks. Like in San Francisco, New York, and Miami, the victims seem to be missing their hearts. Witnesses claim the victims ate those hearts, but we're unable to get any comments from police or FBI to confirm this. We'll keep updating as this case continues, so please stay tuned.”

	Eros hid his smile, watching the local news station reporting his glorious, gruesome work. Pride radiated from within him; he was on a television device. How cute!

	I have so many more cities to visit to wreak havoc.

	With a long list of soulmates to ruin, of chaos to unfurl, he’d soon move on to Europe—closer to home. But for now, the United States was a perfect spot to work.

	He tossed a few more peanuts into his mouth. Though he did like the flavor, he wasn't used to it. Within a few seconds, he wished to spit the pieces out.

	What he required was ambrosia. The more human food he swallowed, the more disgusted he became.

	If only they made ambrosia-flavored nuts.

	He checked the pay-as-you-go phone in his pocket, revealing it was one forty-three a.m.

	Only one god could sneak ambrosia out of Olympus for him: Anteros, his brother.

	He finished his drink—cheap rum and off-brand coke, a despicable excuse for a cocktail—and deposited a few dollar bills on the counter. He shoved his cell into his coat pocket, heaved his bag over his shoulder, and chuckled as another human on the television told her side of his gory crime.

	“It was awful. So sudden. We didn't really see what happened, they…they just took each other's clothes off and ripped each other's hearts out!”

	Eros proceeded out of the bar, but not before the reporter appeared on the screen.

	“The pictures from the scene are too brutal to show, but we'll let you imagine the extent of the crime. We’re not yet sure if we’re looking at a serial killer, or a toxin contained in certain foods that might be causing such reactions. Folks, be on the alert, and go nowhere alone. From what we understand, the FBI has no leads.”

	Eros opened the door, breathing in the muggy, post-rain air. Fresh as it might have felt to some, it wasn't comparable to his home. It was toxic, polluted. Plagued with murder, sex, and blood. Olympus had a clean air, mountainous and pure, and he missed it. But he wouldn’t be able to smell it again until he finished what he’d set out to do.

	He focused on locating ambrosia as his knees grew weaker. Gods weren't supposed to be down on earth so much. He couldn't risk turning mortal and not accomplishing his task.

	I must find some, and quickly.

	He walked, unsure of where he headed. Chicago was stop number four on the ever-growing list in his head. He needed to figure out which big American city was next.

	Americans were so easy to rouse and provoke. So easy to test. Exploring the country while hidden beneath his hood, he appreciated the landscapes and buildings, but found that America was tainted. Crawling with toxicity and bullshit, left to rot and be corrupted. Disregarded by the gods. That was a problem.

	Zipping up his jacket, a slither of worry weighed on his heart.

	He had to find her, since she was another issue the gods had omitted to look into. But the more people he tortured, the closer he got to answers. The deaths fueled him, made him stronger, and soon enough they would take notice. They would have to interfere.

	He stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked around. The streets were busy, despite the late hour. Honking cars swerved by, late-night adventurers ran down cross-walks without waiting for their turn, tacky commercial signs dangling from dizzying buildings blared bright lights in his face. He listened for anything to give him a hint of what came next, but the sewer and fried food odors from nearby made his stomach rattle.

	How could they continue on with their lives when his own hung by a thread? How were they all so oblivious? Humans only cared about themselves.

	He closed his eyes, holding in the pain tearing through his soul. He missed her. If only he could end the madness by finding her, fast. Before he got too carried away.

	But it wasn’t up to him, and he hadn’t picked up on her scent yet.

	When he opened his eyes again, the street was empty. He reveled in the rare moment of silence before more humans appeared to interrupt him.

	And when they did, he moved out of the way, to stand against a building for a better view of what surrounded him.

	The skyscrapers, the bright lights, the museums, and shopping centers. The rumbling caused by underground trains and zooming sports cars. The remnants of the rain, dripping from rooftops.

	He liked rain, though he preferred for it not to drench him when he shot his targets. 

	He concentrated, tuning out everything around. A voice seeped into his head, soft, delicate.

	Seattle.

	That was where he had to travel next. The next city on the list, the next location where a pair of soulmates awaited their fate.

	Returning to life, he scurried towards a trashy side alley a few streets down, making sure he was alone.

	Large, white wings stained with black erupted from his back, through his leather jacket. A few feathers fell to the ground, drowning in the puddles of rainwater.

	Eros bent his knees and sprung into the air, shooting into the night's sky.

	Goodbye, Chicago.
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	Damn, that's a lot of blood.

	Lukus had become accustomed to seeing crime scenes. Three years of special police work and five years with the FBI had given him sufficient details to make a successful horror movie. Rapes, murders, assaults, violent and lethal attacks—he was no stranger to gore and guts, and it no longer disgusted him.

	But he’d never seen anything like this.

	He enjoyed visiting Seattle. Nice people, good food, weather that pleased his moods. He loved seeing the Space Needle and didn't mind the constant rain. The coffee was out-of-this-world, of course. 

	Today, he regretted his arrival in the city. Nothing warm or welcoming about a crime scene—and this one less so.

	The flashes from the forensics photographer's camera brought him back to the present.

	How is this possible?

	He kneeled over the two bodies on the ground.

	A man and a woman, next to naked, partially disintegrated, their hearts missing. They lay in pools of blood and rainwater, side by side, eyes closed, limbs spread out. 

	Lukus looked up, sucking in a breath to calm his nerves. Giant office buildings surrounded them, and curious onlookers gaped out of windows, desperate to understand what had happened.

	Me too, guys. I also want to understand.

	He lowered his chin, returning to the scene. The victims’ fingers—or what remained of them—were stained crimson, matching their mouths, chins, and chests. The rest of their bodies were burnt. Ashy and black as coal, as if they’d escaped from an explosion, or lava had washed over them and crackled their skin with its heat.

	Witchcraft?

	He groaned.

	No, that shit doesn't exist.

	What weapon had the power to create such horror? Lukus leaned in for a better look at the torso where the male’s heart was missing.

	Dumbfounded, he waved at the police officer who’d discovered the bodies. “What did the witnesses say, again?” He narrowed his eyes as he removed a small notepad and pen from his coat pocket, jotting down a description of what lay before him.

	The young man shrugged, wrinkling his nose. “One guy said he saw them snatch each other's hearts out and eat them. Unsure if we can trust him though; he was the only witness, and he's some alcoholic homeless dude.” He teetered backwards, his upper body twitching as he curled his lip.

	Every person involved in the investigation appeared to be in a trance, on the verge of being sick—yet all were familiar with the gruesome grime of crime scenes.

	Lukus shook his head. “I'll take all the information available. Have the coroner collect and autopsy. I want access to everything they find out, so have the coroner call me with the results.” He rose, moving out of the way to leave room for the forensics teams. “Take the witness to the local station. Get him some food or coffee, sober him up a little. I'll stop by to talk to him soon.”

	He snapped a few pictures with his cell phone for later; he’d analyze these shots in the comfort of his hotel room.

	To compare with the others.

	He distanced himself from the scene, from the yellow tape and the curious bystanders. The crying citizens and loud-speaking onlookers drove him crazy as they begged police officers for details. Lukus couldn't take it. They all feared for their lives, wondering if they were next, but the killer remained unidentified, and the suspect list was bare.

	He looked at his new notes, and reviewed the ones from Chicago, from a few days prior. All the same; the gory scene, the bloody aftermath. He was certain the witness accounts would match, too: a flash of light followed by disrobing, then disturbing heart-eating.

	He flipped the pages to the first murder observations and compared. Again, it all matched. Whoever did this—or provoked it—was meticulous and detailed. But who would have time for such planning? What sick bastard had the imagination and ability for such cruelty? What would be their motive?

	No one deserved to die like that.

	Lukus wasn't sure if he could suspect anyone. The more scenes he investigated, the more he realized how inhuman they appeared. 

	Losing faith in his competence, he closed the notebook.

	A virus? Zombies? He rubbed his forehead; no, those were only in movies.

	But the hearts—that was something he could look into further. He had connections, since his sister was a cardiothoracic surgeon
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