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Cupid’s Intrigue
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THE LEAD TABLET PLEASED Nemesis. People inscribed curses and chanted them in black magic rituals to invoke her. This lament from a scorned lover came to her along fumes of acrid musk.

She chuckled her appreciation over the verse, savoring the rage in each meter. The Muses’s insipid music at Olympus's feasts couldn't compare to this.

I'll need two arrows. She thought to herself as she looked over her armory, searching for a fitting tool to answer this lament. One to shoot the one who scorned them, and the other for my petitioner if I like the look of them.

She cursed when she saw her quiver was empty. Cupid’s servant Zephyr delivered them once a month. He wasn't due for another two weeks, so she’d have to pick them up herself.

Cupid forged the arrows from special alloys that compelled or repelled love. Hephaestus could've object to this but didn't. Cupid's talent for forging his own weapons gave Hephaestus hope his wife's boy was his son. Allowing Cupid to keep this hobby helped him maintain this belief.

Cupid also forged the golden apples his mother granted to her favorites, “It must be nice to have a hobby. I only got to weave Jocasta a girdle before Athena complained to the Fates,” Venus said when she saw the first apple.

Sometimes Cupid’s mother wanted to see unseemly passions incited out of spite. Cupid delegated such missions to Nemesis and gave her a supply of love arrows to carry them out. He always gave her more than she needed but didn’t like it when she used them up too fast on her personal pursuits.

***
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ALL THE OLYMPIANS HAD grandiose castles, but Cupid had the best taste. He collected souvenirs of his wanderings and had a gallery of the choicest objets d'art. They got ogled as if they were nymphs.

He was admiring his newest possession when Nemesis came into his presence. Cupid held up a cameo of an exquisite young woman. She could've been a nymph were she not fully clothed like any maiden from a respectable family.

“Do you think the artist had a live model to work from?” He sighed at the question.

“If not then you can get your mother to breathe life into her like she did to Galatea,” Nemesis murmured. “Hephaestus could help you if she doesn't.”

“Hephaestus's statues are anatomically correct, but Mother's work is more lifelike. I don't want a moving doll.”

Nemesis laughed, “You sound like you got pricked by your own arrows.”

He sighed at this, and it seemed a good time to make her petition, “Do you have any more arrows I can use?” She unslung her quiver to show it was empty.

He grimaced, “I gave you a fresh batch of arrows two weeks ago, along with my list.”

She sniffed, “Do you expect me to do your dirty work without fair compensation, Cupid? You're lucky I haven't demanded your favors in trade once you came of age.”

He frowned, “I'll give you five extra above the assigned equipment tally to use at your discretion.” He made a wave and invisible hands blew arrows into the empty quiver.

“I want 10 extra a month,” she said.

He glanced at her. “You can't be so desperate for companionship that you need so many aids?”

She gritted her teeth. “I hate the thought of taking off my body armor and disguising myself as a nymph,”

He chuckled. “It's no worse than the shapechanges other Olympians use in the pursuit of love... ”

***
[image: ]


SHE'D FLOUNCED OUT but regretted it the next month. There was no way her allotment would last a month without her nymph disguise.

She reserved 10 for her personal use regardless of the number of assignments on the new list. When she saw there was 15 arrows left, she went over her list to see which ones she'd cover.

Her eyebrows rose over a charge of blasphemy from Venus. Venus had charged no one with blasphemy before. It contained a rolled-up sketch of that lovely girl from Cupid's cameo. Psyche of Corinth, has usurped the worship that's my due. Her images are in my shrines...

Nemesis smirked at this.
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SHE MARCHED BACK TO Cupid's mansion with the scroll in hand. He was practicing his aim in the back with a target range. His skill would've been formidable if his arrows were meant to kill.

“What is it?” He asked.

“Did you have the chance to look this over?” she asked.

He grunted, “I pretty much know a letter sealed with a black wax by mother is a hit job. I don't bother.”

“Well you should,” she unrolled the scroll to show Psyche's sketch.

His eyes widened.

“This is the target, Psyche of Corinth. Venus wants her to fall in love with a human monster since her images are now in your mother’s shrines.”

He frowned. “The cameo was a part of the parcels delivered to me. I thought it was a present.”

He grabbed the scroll out of her hand, “Let me deal with this.”

Maybe this will be the last time Cupid delegates his hit jobs to me, Nemesis mused.

She'd miss the arrows.
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IT WAS HARD TO TELL if Cupid would stop outsourcing his dirty work to her or not. She didn't see Cupid for over two weeks, but he could've found some new bauble to delight himself with. He had the instincts of a magpie when he saw something pretty and shiny.

She would know for sure at the next banquet. It was the only way to get her allotment of ambrosia and Dionysus’s wine. Otherwise, she’d avoid it since the regular menu was too sweet for her taste.

Cupid came for the confections the pastry chef made. Nemesis noticed he lost his appetite when Venus asked, “Has anyone seen Psyche of Corinth?”

“Psyche of Corinth?” Hera asked.

“She's the one who usurped my worship with her images,” Venus sniffed. “No one's seen her in weeks.”

Cupid laughed, “Isn't that what you wanted, Mother? For her memory to fade?”

“But she isn't in Tartarus! I checked with Proserpine, and she's not in the Underworld,” Venus sniffed.

“Tartarus?” Juno shrieked, “And you say I'm vindictive when I'm scorned.”

Venus flushed red at this while Minerva raised an eyebrow, “It sounds extreme.”

“You didn't begrudge Helen of Troy her day in the sun, Mother. Why shouldn't Psyche of Corinth have hers?” Cupid asked.

“Helen of Troy was a daughter of Zeus, a demi-goddess, not a mere mortal!”

Mars laughed. “Maybe Psyche of Corinth got carried off like the Sabean Women did? She'd make a marvelous war trophy.”

Venus glared at him.

He sighed, “Put a bounty on her if you can't find her. That's what I'd do.”

Nemesis watched Cupid all the while. He took a big gulp out of his goblet at Mars' suggestion.
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CUPID PRACTICED HIS archery whenever he was upset. Nemesis joined him at the range after the banquet. “You know where Psyche of Corinth is don't you?”

He shot a bull's eye. She took a shot and split his arrow, “You wouldn't be the first Olympian to carry off a mortal.”

“How much will it cost to keep this between us, Nemesis?”

“I want 10 arrows a month,” she said.

He nodded and then walked off the range.

***
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OLYMPUS THOUGHT THE extra arrows were Nemesis's compensation for Cupid's dirty work. Venus thought Cupid should trade his own favors instead, but Nemesis said, “Your son is too soft for my taste.”

Yet, Zephyr sent her a letter summoning her to Venus's palace. The scroll was in Cupid's handwriting, so she came. Cupid lay on a couch with a bandage around his right wing. “Tell people you got rough with me if anyone asks.”

“Huh?”

“Tell Olympus we were together to explain the burn on my wing.”

She snorted, “A burn on your wing? I've had rougher sessions with mortals. Don't tell me Psyche played rough with you?”

“Her pregnancy has made her lonely and moody, so I let her sisters come to visit her. Their sneers made her want to see who the father of her child was, and some oil spilled from the lamp while I slept.”

“Humph. It's not as if you're Hephaestus. Why hide yourself?”

They both heard footsteps and a sniff. Venus walked into the room and gave a snort when she glanced at Nemesis. “Stay away from my son, you harpy!”

“It was a onetime experiment. It'll never happen again,” Cupid said.

“The least you can do is cover for him while he recovers,” Venus said.

Nemesis sighed, realizing there'd be more work to keep up this fiction than she thought. Venus would get her thrown to Tartarus if she refused to make her supposed amends. She shook her head but said nothing to contradict Venus's assumptions.

Cupid stood up from the couch. “I better give her my list and arrows,” he said as a pretext to speak to Nemesis in private.

“I'll get them,” Venus said, pushing her son back down onto the couch.

“No, I can do it.”

“I don't want you moving from the couch.”

“I'll have Zephyr send them over,” Cupid said.

Venus's eyes narrowed. She knew all the signs of mischief from Cupid's childhood. “No, I'm going over to your home myself. I want to see what you’re up to.”

Cupid gave a deep sigh.

Nemesis sniffed at the spectacle of his cowardice. Definitely too soft for my liking.

“You could've saved yourself trouble by telling her a better lie,” she sighed.

“Like what?”

“You could've said a spark flew up from your forge and landed on your wing.”

Cupid slapped his forehead when he heard this.

Venus came back into the room with a quiver full of arrows and handed them to Nemesis. She turned to face her son, “I want you to know I cleared out the trash in your palace.”

Cupid winced as Venus flounced out.

He gripped Nemesis shoulder, “Find Psyche for me and get her to a shelter. She shouldn't be out in the open in her condition.”

Nemesis frowned at this, and he smirked, “So you're no better than me. You don't want to risk my mother’s wrath either.”

She gritted her teeth at this. “I will give Psyche what help I can, but not openly.”

***
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THE PROMISE WAS MADE though there was no telling if Psyche was still living. Psyche was a pregnant mortal
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