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Introduction
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Although I prefer writing novels, short stories present a challenge. When you’re limited to 5,000 words or less, it’s critical to make each one count. Plotting must be tight. And if you’re required to do all this while finding a compelling take on a theme, so much the better.

The following stories span a significant part of my writing career. The oldest is “Letters to Psyche,” featuring two famous romantic couples: Cupid and Psyche and Romeo and Juliet. The first version of that story was written sometime in the mid-to-late 1990s. The newest is “Caps in Red and Gray,” which was written during the summer of 2019. Ironically, this story is a throwback to my days of writing Beatles fanfiction, imaging the Fab Four as not quite human. “Letters to Psyche” and “Silver Rain” have been previously indie-published by me as eBooks. “Bugged Out at the Museum” was written for an anthology called Indie Writers Monthly. It was inspired by my family’s visits to the Field Museum for their annual Members Nights. “The Owl and the Spider’s Son,” a retelling of Athena and Arachne’s weaving contest, was written for an animal-themed issue (April 2018) of the webzine Enchanted Conversations. “Silver Rain” was inspired by a rainy day and features a woman who sees the truth yet yearns for illusions. “Blood for Sap, Sap for Blood” is a prequel for a forthcoming urban fantasy trilogy (tentative series title: Magic of Madison) about dryads on the University of Wisconsin-Madison campus. “Henry’s Harness” is also set in Madison, Wisconsin and was partly inspired by Old Abe, a captive bald eagle that was a mascot for Wisconsin troops during the Civil War. It was first published in the anthology: MCSI: Magical Crime Scene Investigations in August 2018.

The second half of this book is a series of four short stories originally published as a digital collection called Young Seasons. Young Seasons is a collection of short stories featuring the four heroines of my Season Avatars series: Gwen, Jenna, Ysabel, and Kay. These stories feature them as children and teenagers and are set between Seasons’ Beginnings and Scattered Seasons.

If you enjoy these stories, please check out the list of my other works at the end of this collection. Happy reading!

Best,

Sandra Ulbrich Almazan
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Letters to Psyche
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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 note:

––––––––
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Who wears this pin in the service of love

Shall to others remain unseen,

But he who betrays the heart of the dove

Meets an ill end from an edge keen.

––––––––
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I thought that would give Francesca and Claudius a reason to keep their love a secret. Both of them experimented with the brooches before seeking each other. 

They met at a fountain in the early evening, visible only to each other. The spot was perfect for lovers: the fountain shimmered with color, the water’s dance provided music to mask the pair’s conversation, and sweet rolls from a nearby baker fed them and the pigeons at their feet. I eavesdropped on their whispered exchanges of love and found them similar to any other pair of lovers I’ve shot before. Now I wait for the day they elope and Elisabeth’s ring slips off my finger, freeing me to come home.

Counting the hours until I see you,

Cupid

––––––––
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Dearest Psyche,

Alas, I should have been in your arms by now! This letter must be as poor a substitute for me as your latest is for your sweet self. As you may have guessed, Francesca and Claudius failed us as well as themselves. Perhaps if I tell you what happened, we can figure out how I can succeed next time.

A week after the lovers first met, the ring burned my finger, warning me something was wrong. I returned to Verona in dove shape and waited on the statue gracing the lovers’ fountain. Francesca arrived an hour before sunset, but Claudius didn’t appear that day, or the next. Was he ill? A visit to his house proved he wasn’t there either. Francesca, still wearing her brooch, paced up and down by the Capulet’s gate until a couple of servants came back from the market. She slipped in with them, and I followed her.

She wandered from room to room until she came upon two maids chattering as they scrubbed the floor. “Have you seen the young master lately?” one of them asked. “He’s out all day and half the night.”

“He’s probably at the palace,” the other maid replied. “The prince’s cousin is in Verona for a visit, and they say she’s as lovely as she is rich.”

Francesca let out a small cry, but splashing water covered the noise.

“So he’s courting her?” The first maid edged closer to the door. “Think of what it would mean if he were to win her. The House of Capulet would gain ascendance over the Montagues for certain.”

Francesca crept down the stairs and sped away. As soon as she returned to her home, she sent her personal attendant out of the room, flung herself on her bed, and wept. I hovered nearby, uneasy about what this development meant. Were Claudius’s intentions toward the prince’s cousin sincere, or was he using her to mask his intrigue with Francesca? 

I flew over to the palace to see for myself. He was there, along with his father and uncle, discussing intercity politics with the prince. I sighed with relief when I saw Claudius’s heart still belonged to Francesca. To make sure, I pricked him again with the same arrow I’d shot him with; it would remind him of her. Once he sought her out and apologized for his absence, all would be well.

The next day, Claudius arrived at the fountain first. He bought one sweet roll, then another, as he waited. At last, Francesca approached with slow steps.

Claudius jumped up and ran over to her. “Finally! My darling—”

She raised her hand. “Where were you the last two days?”

“Why, at the palace...”

“It’s true then!” she shrieked. Several people passing by hurried away in fear of the disembodied voice. “Court her all you want, you’ll never have her!”

To a god, it all happened so slowly: the way she drew the butcher knife out from under her cloak, the way she thrust it into his stomach, the way his eyes bulged when he realized what she’d done, the way his own gore stained his hands. So slowly, I should have been able to intercede, but performed with such hatred I was literally repulsed. I am not Apollo; I do not have the gift to undo what she did.

I curse myself for being as blind as men say I am. I’ve seen passionate women slip from love to hatred and back before. I should have known this might happen to Francesca and found a way to help her keep her love true. But most of all, I’m furious I didn’t understand the nature of Elisabeth’s curse sooner. She hadn’t just cursed her family and the Montagues; she had cursed love’s ability to unite enemies. A love between a Montague and a Capulet will never last; it will always change to hate. Never before had such a strong curse been directed against me, but I have a plan to counter it.

Dearest, please beg of Pluto a pair of jars enchanted to stay as cold as His realm. Have Mercury leave them at the fountain I told you about. Tell both of them to hurry. Time moves more swiftly in the human world than it does for gods, and if I miss the moment, we will be forever doomed. 

Missing you,

Cupid

––––––––
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Dearest Psyche,

How weary I grow of the human world! Such constant motion and change batters my eternal nature. How I long for our home on Olympus, far from human eyes. I cannot rest until we embrace. Only your letters help me endure this exile.

You must wonder if we will ever see each other again. Given how the houses of Montague and Capulet dwindle, I worry their lines will die out before the curse. The current Montague married late, and his wife has been barren for several years. But today she bore a son named Romeo.  This couple is now a family, and I see them caring for their child with devotion that surpasses their love for each other. Strange how family love is so strong even without divine intervention. I always thought the romantic love I create is the most powerful type of love, but now I’m not so sure.

I celebrated Romeo’s birth by catching his first breath in one of the jars you obtained for me. Nothing can be more innocent than a child’s first breath, and innocence is the ally of pure love. Romeo’s breath turned to liquid as it entered the jar. I sealed the lid with beeswax and hid the jar for safety. 

Romeo provided me with only half a kiss; now I need the first breath of a Capulet maiden. Unfortunately, Capulet’s wife has already lost several children before they were born. Plead with Juno for me, Dearest. Sweeten her temper with honeycakes and mead until she agrees to send a girl to the Capulets.

Love and kisses,

Cupid

––––––––
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Dearest Psyche,

Praise Juno and all the others of our pantheon! A daughter has been born to the Capulet family, and her parents couldn’t be happier. Her name is Juliet, and I have captured her first breath as I did Romeo Montague’s. 

The Montagues have had no more children, and though Juliet’s mother survived the birth, I fear she will never bear another child. There is another Capulet child, a male named Tybalt, but even if he were a suitable match for Romeo–my divine arrows cannot make two men love each other unless they have that inclination–Tybalt is too far removed from the main Capulet line to break the curse.

So, Romeo and Juliet are our last chance, Darling. It will not be much longer; the newborn girl will be old enough for marriage in an eyeblink. Don’t worry about making sure the house is clean for my return; all I want to see is you.

Passionately,

Cupid

––––––––
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Dearest Psyche,

At long last, Romeo and Juliet have met!

I’ve had a hard time keeping Romeo’s heart free, as he is eager to give it away. Whenever he fancied himself in love with a lady, I shot a blunt arrow of lead through her heart. She soon turned from him, leaving him to pine until his friends distracted him.

Juliet is scarcely fourteen, but her family is planning her marriage. They prepared a feast honoring Paris, a relation of the prince. They hoped I’d shoot arrows of love through Paris’s and Juliet’s hearts, but I had other plans.

Lord Capulet foolishly gave a list of guests to an illiterate servant, so I guided the servant to Romeo. I’d recently caused his latest beloved, Rosalind, to prefer chastity over him, and he was wailing for her in his usual fashion. But once his friends learned of Capulet’s masque, they convinced him to attend it with them. 

Now it was time for me to use the breaths I had saved, and I had only a few mortal hours to do it.

I hurried back to where I’d hidden the jars. I scraped off the beeswax, pried off the lids, and looked inside. Had I been human, my heart would have skipped a beat, for at first I thought the breaths had escaped. Then I saw the faintest frost lining the jar and realized the breaths had frozen. Only something warmer than the Underworld to thaw them. I’d have to use my own divine blood.

I unpacked my quiver until I came to my most potent arrow, the one of gold and diamond. This one had been made by Vulcan himself and could pierce any heart, mortal or divine. This arrow made me fall in love with you, Dearest. It can’t pierce my heart again while our love still lives, but I still deemed it safest to apply the tip to my wrist.

I felt no pain at first. In fact, it felt quite pleasant, like the vanilla-honey taste of ambrosia or the glorious sound of the Muses in song. But then the arrow bit deeper. I felt as my own the pain of lovers separated by circumstances they couldn’t control, the disappointment and sense of betrayal when the beloved turned out not to be as lovely or as charming as he or she first seemed, the times lovers felt angry enough with each other to quarrel....

I remembered too the night you woke me with burning candle wax, and how I had to leave the idyllic retreat that had become more of a home to me than Mount Olympus. 

I cried out, and the first drop of my blood beaded slowly, clinging to my flesh before falling into Romeo’s jar. Steam rose up; I had to cover the jar before his breath could escape.

The wound was already starting to close; I inserted the arrowhead in it before it could completely heal. I fumbled the lid partway off of Juliet’s jar, then held my wrist in position and pushed the arrow in deeper.

The second time was worse. I experienced now what it was like to be married to an unloving, unfaithful wife. (Thank Jupiter you’re not like that!) I watched through a wife’s eyes as her beloved husband became a shadow of himself as he ceaselessly drank, becoming more and more bad-tempered. And I felt grief in my own heart with all the spouses who’d stood by the graveside of their other halves. The shock, the anger, the numbness that made life unbearable, just like the anguish I feel now.

The second drop rolled into Juliet’s jar. I covered it and dropped my golden arrow on the floor. 

Psyche, I’d thought you’d taught me more about love than even this god knew. But there are more facets to the joys and sorrows of love than there are drops of water in the ocean. Even though I focus on physical love, lust creates children and families and so many other things mortals care about. It is something to think about later. 

I materialized in Capulet’s main hall as Romeo and his friends arrived. Taking on a servant’s appearance, I picked up a tray of wine goblets, clearing it of all but one, and poured Romeo’s and Juliet’s breaths into it. They swirled into a kiss. Then I presented the goblet to Romeo, watching as he drank the spiced wine and kiss in a single swallow. His downcast face regained its glow, and he glanced at Juliet, dancing with Paris at her parents’ request.

“What lady enriches the hand of yonder knight?” Romeo asked me.

I pretended ignorance. “I know not, sir.”

“She teaches the torches how to burn bright!” As he waxed eloquent, I backed away so I could disappear.

As soon as the dance ended, Romeo joined the next one, waiting until he was partnered with Juliet. He exchanged pretty words with her as I flew overhead and grabbed an arrow. 

“Thus sin from my lips is purged by yours,” Romeo said. He leaned forward and touched her lips with his, allowing her to taste the special kiss I’d made for them. She drew back, but it was too late; love flushed her cheeks.

“Then my lips have taken your sin,” she managed to say.

“‘Sin from my lips! O trespass sweetly urged! Give me my sin again.’”

Romeo pulled her closer for a longer kiss. While they were pressed together, I aimed carefully and shot both their hearts with a single arrow.

Juliet’s face was completely red by the time Romeo let her go. She had trouble breathing for several moments. Finally, trying in vain to bring herself under control, she said in a severe tone, “‘You kiss by the book.’” Her eyes said otherwise.

So it is done, Dearest. He returned to her house later that night to woo her, and she agreed to wed him the next day. Look for me soon after this letter arrives—or perhaps I shall overtake it in my haste to return to you.

Impatiently,

Cupid

––––––––
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Dearest, long-suffering Psyche,

Oh, woe! Has any god ever borne such pain as we have known? No sooner was Romeo wed than he was banished from Verona for killing his secret wife’s cousin, Tybalt. Thankfully, the kiss I’d created for him and Juliet preserved her love for him even through this crisis. But an unsought marriage of Juliet to another threatened permanent separation of the lovers.

Do you think I didn’t try to help them? I was there, whispering ideas into the priest’s head—vowing chastity for the crucified god did not make him immune to lust—to help him smuggle Juliet, feigning death, out of the city. But the priest’s message to Romeo went undelivered, and he despaired. He poisoned himself in her tomb minutes before she woke. To my horror, she stabbed herself, and the lines of both the Capulets and the Montagues ended in blood.

Elisabeth’s ring tightened on my finger, and her spirit cackled in triumph. “See, God of Supposed Love? They may have killed themselves instead of each other, but they’re still dead. You’ll stay on Earth forever, fooling others that love is divine when it’s a curse from demons.”

For a moment I imagined a future separated from you and our daughter. I remembered the pain I’d felt when I shed my own blood, but I also remembered the love Romeo and Juliet’s parents have for their children. If romantic love was impossible now, another type of love might still unite them.

There was divine blood in both Romeo and Juliet, not just what they’d inherited from Jupiter, but the drops I’d shed to form their first kiss. Gore from Romeo’s battle with Paris still smeared his doublet.

I pulled out my gold-and-diamond arrow. Remembering you gave me the strength to shed a tear, cleaning the tip and passing on my grief. I dipped the arrowhead in Juliet’s blood, then Romeo’s. I hadn’t been able to collect their last breaths, but I pressed the arrow against their cooling lips anyway. Then I drew my bow and waited.

The






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SANDRA ULBRICH ALMAZAN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





