
Letters to Psyche

A fantasy short story by Sandra Ulbrich Almazan


Table of Contents

Title Page

Letters to Psyche

A Note from the Author

Other Works By Sandra Ulbrich Almazan

Letters to Psyche

About the Author

Sign up for Sandra Ulbrich Almazan's Mailing List

Further Reading: Silver Rain

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Letters to Psyche



[image: image]


MY DEAREST PSYCHE,

I must be away from home for a few years. Business in the mortal world detains me. Don’t worry; I shall resolve it soon. 

Love,

Cupid

––––––––
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MY DEAREST PSYCHE,

I admit I didn’t want to tell you more about the business that keeps me on Earth. However, my mother has it all wrong. Why is she still refusing to accept our marriage? We just celebrated our thousandth anniversary—or was it our twelve hundredth? I’m not on Earth to dally with a mortal, the way Jupiter would. One of the love matches I arranged has gone wrong, and I’ve been cursed with being parted from you until I set it right.

I can see you now, raising your perfectly arched eyebrows in surprise. How can the curse of a mortal affect a god? Jupiter’s blood runs in both the Montague and Capulet families of Verona—not much, but enough to draw his attention. Giovanni and Elisabeth, the two lovers who were supposed to unite these families, are dead, and Jupiter must blame me.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. They’d already pledged themselves to each other. Giovanni gave her a ring he’d had made for her, a gold ring with a dove on each side of a heart-shaped ruby. Elisabeth in turn yielded him her most prized possession: her maidenhead. Giovanni planned to ask her father for her hand, and permission seemed certain, so why wait?

Perhaps Mercury was in a trick-playing mood, for before Giovanni could approach the head of the Capulets, he was sent on a long trading voyage. Meanwhile, Elisabeth missed her woman’s flow. When she could no longer hide the truth from her family, they locked her in her room, allowing her only bread and water, until she confessed Giovanni’s name. His family denied the charge, and when Elisabeth showed them the ring Giovanni had given her, they said truthfully they’d never seen it before. 

In the middle of this, Giovanni, ignorant of what had happened, returned home. Elisabeth’s three brothers surrounded him at the dock and forced him to fight all of them at once. Against such odds, he had no chance, especially when the youngest brother lied that Elisabeth had rejected him. Several sword thrusts followed those lethal strokes to the heart, and Giovanni fell lifeless. The brothers didn’t even clean their swords before they invaded their sister’s chambers with the news that her hated seducer was dead. She stared at them for a few moments before collapsing with a shriek.

What was I doing while this took place? Why, matching other pairs of lovers; you know I never have time to watch what happens to them after the first prick of lust. I was in the middle of shooting a youth when Elisabeth’s first curse crashed into me, causing me to misfire. I thought it was a fluke until several more curses hit me with enough force to make me turn visible. Luckily, I became transparent and rushed to her bedchamber before the youth noticed me.

I didn’t recognize Elisabeth; she was bone-thin with her wavy hair clipped short. I gleamed what had happened when the Christian priest came to hear her confession. Once he left the room and took his faith with him, I allowed myself to appear. She was close enough to death to keep my presence secret, and she didn’t seem surprised to see me.

“I grieve for your loss, my lady,” I told her. “It is my task to unite your houses as an example of love, not drive them apart.”

“But if we were your example, why didn’t you help us?” she whispered.

“I only spark love, my lady. Once it catches fire, it’s up to the couple to keep it burning. How can I focus on one couple when there are so many others who need me?”

“Have you no pity for us humans, Cupid?” Her eyes appeared smudged in their sockets. “The poets say even you were pricked by your own arrow. Why do you allow so many obstacles in the path of true love?”

A pox on the poets, my dearest, for revealing what should have been kept secret. As Elisabeth spoke, I remembered eavesdropping as my mother tasked you with sorting seeds, fetching golden fleece, and even sending you to Hades. How I had to sneak around to find sympathetic helpers for you. Even with them on our side, we nearly lost each other. But would we have realized how much we needed each other if we had not been parted for a while? Nothing worth winning was ever gained easily, but greedy mortals always demand the gods make their paths as smooth as silk. So I answered her as Athena had advised us, with the words, “It is the wisdom of the gods, Lady.”

“Wisdom, Cupid, or a wish to keep us blind?”

This was arrogance I would not tolerate. I was about to leave when she coughed herself into a spasm, enough to make me pity her.

She beckoned me closer. “Cupid, God of Love, I pray you hear my final request.”

Foolishly, I indulged her. I could feel Jupiter’s strength in her blood. Listening to her would be a favor to our supreme god, nothing more. But when I stood by her bed, she gathered all her will and jammed her lover’s ring on my finger.

“If you believe the houses of Montague and Capulet should be united, then I vow in Jupiter’s name never to let it happen, to spite you.” She spat pink froth at me, enough blood in it to put binding behind her words. “You will not see your wife or any of the other gods until Giovanni’s house and mine know enduring love.”

Shocked, I tried to pull away, but death had claimed her. The ring stuck to me as if it had been dipped in honey.

I tried, my love, I tried to remove it. I swam in the ocean; I held my hand over flame. But I can’t approach Vulcan’s forge or Mount Olympus. It appears I am condemned to wander the Earth until this curse is broken. Don’t fear for me, beloved; nothing on Earth can harm me. But since I can’t appeal to Jupiter myself, could you bring him this letter and plead my case before him? Surely he will lift Elisabeth’s curse when he hears my tale.

Write me soon, and send me wisdom how to deal with your former race, and seal it with a kiss.

Yours eternally, 

Cupid.

––––––––
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DEAREST PSYCHE,

What? Jupiter wants me to remain on Earth? What could he possibly think I need to learn from mortals? He forgets who I am and what I can do to him. The next time I prick him with my arrow, he shall fall in love with a hag and approach her as a jellyfish. Let the mortals tell that tale of him!

I have left a kiss on this letter; please send me one in return.

Yours with love,

Cupid

––––––––
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DEAREST PSYCHE,

A generation has passed since Elisabeth Capulet’s curse parted us. I see echoes of your face–but never your perfection–in every woman I shoot. I see couples at every stage of love, together and raising their families, and it reminds me of the days our daughter, Voluptas, was young. I see old couples grown into pleasant companions. All of these lovers show me a part of what we have, and my ache for you never dies. Hopefully soon we shall be together again.

The Montagues and Capulets have fared well while I waited for a new pair of lovers to grow up. The Montagues have added another wing to their house, and the Capulets moved closer to the prince’s palace. But I feel undercurrents of rivalry between the houses. Every word the patriarchs speak in public is meant to cut the other house down. The prince of Verona tolerates them more than I would in his position. 

I am not sure if this is a side effect of the curse, but there are fewer members of each family in this generation. Finding suitable candidates is difficult. However, I have found a pair: Francesca Montague and Claudius Capulet. She appears to be a quiet, pious maiden, but the passion she subverts into prayer to the crucified god can easily be returned to its true purpose. Claudius is a sensual young man. If he enjoys the lady half as much as he does wine and music, they shall be happy together.

My dearest, since you know firsthand what young mortal lovers are like, advise me here. What is the best way to prevent their families from interfering with this match? Our happiness depends on the answer. Send your answer by the same dove I send to you—and send your sweet kisses too.

Missing you,

Cupid

––––––––
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DEAREST PSYCHE,

Yes, I remember your sisters only too well. Such jealous creatures, not fit to clean your shoes. I don’t think jealousy will be an issue here since the Capulet and Montague families have shrank so much. Still, the more who know about love when it is most tender and vulnerable, the more likely it is that love will be torn out of the hearts where it needs to grow. If Francesca and Claudius could become invisible, or clothe themselves in darkness so no one else could see them, it would give them a chance.

A pity I cannot commission a pair of magical items for these lovers from Vulcan. However, there may be a way for them to share my gift of invisibility. Hopefully soon I will be able to report a successful union between them–and celebrate our reunion by ravishing you.

Yours longingly, 

Cupid

––––––––
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DEAREST PSYCHE,

Francesca and Claudius’ affair is progressing nicely. Soon this curse will be broken.

As you may recall, I decided to assist this pair by helping them hide their love from the world. To do this, I had to sacrifice a feather from each wing. You know how much that hurts. At least the pain faded after a few days; my heart hasn’t stopped aching for you. Since I couldn’t visit Vulcan, I had to rely on a human jeweler to craft a pair of dove brooches for me. Each bird bore one of my feathers in its beak. The craftsmanship was not divine, but it was passable by mortal standards. All I had to do was wait for an opportunity to shoot the lovers.

I had my chance when the ruler of the city, Prince Escalus, died. All of the wealthy and powerful families attended his funeral. The crucified god didn’t object when I slipped into his claustrophobic temple, though the weight of stone soaked in prayer made me want to flee. This Christian god may have more followers in name, but all humans long for me, even if they no longer worship me the way their ancestors did. Their adoration lets me go anywhere. I sought sanctuary in the shadows and admired the stained glass windows. Someday I’ll bring you to a cathedral to see them.

The Montagues and Capulets sat on opposite sides of the church. Francesca bent her covered head in silent prayer, refusing to look up. I pricked a young child with a plain arrow until he squalled. Francesca glanced over to the Capulet’s side for an instant, but that was all I needed. I put an arrow through her heart, then did the same for Claudius when he noticed her eyeing him. Neither of them paid attention to the service after that.

I gave the lovers a few days before I visited each of them in the guise of a messenger, bearing a brooch and a short
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