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      Reading the original faerie tales from the Brothers Grimm is a departure from what we’ve come to expect these stories to play out. While most of the basics are still there, some of the details are tamed down for the public. The message of Cinderella remains, but the mutilation of the stepsister’s feet is left out. Snow White is still woken by true love’s kiss, but her stepmother is spared the dance off, while wearing white hot red slippers. Naturally, these elements were calmed down in film and modern adaptations to make them more acceptable for mass consumption.

      I’m only reminding you of this because, in this adaptation, I had to make some serious character changes. I had to! In the original, nobody comes off looking good!

      Well, maybe Psyche, but it’s hard to make Psyche look bad. The only problem that I had with her character was that every time she was separated from Cupid, she was trying to kill herself. That is not a trait that I want to encourage in my characters, especially not ones that I adore as much as I do Psyche.

      In The Golden Ass by Apoleius, where this story is featured, it’s dark. CS Lewis kind of did the same thing as I did with Till We have Faces, but with some theological subtext thrown in for good measure. He thought the characters acted in a very illogical manner, so he restructured the story to better fit his ideas. Look, Apoleius wrote characters who wouldn’t be welcome in modern society! It’s all right, maybe in another 1,000 years, the colonists on Mars will talk about how inhumanely I treated my characters. It doesn’t matter, anyway; I needed to restructure these characters to fit better into society and within my larger narrative. So, I gave this story the “Disney” treatment.

      Did I modify the story significantly, to fit my goals? Absolutely. Is my story meant to replace the original? Not a chance. Please read the original. It’s a completely different experience. I wrote this story as a social parody on current “swipe right” dating trends. The original is a comedy, and it’s cool. If you want the whole experience, check out CS Lewis’ book as well!

      I feel like I should apologize to anyone who feels offended that I tried to enrich and “modernize” this tale a bit. Enjoy the story.

      -Jonny Capps

    

  


  
    
      The Bubbles in the atmosphere carry the life I need to survive

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I

      It was her eyes. They stood out and left a lasting impression. The soft sea-blue washed over the viewer like a coaxing wave of peace, with its tide pulling the gaze into the epicenter of the dark pupil. As sailors drawn to the call of the ocean, many men had lost themselves in the enchantment. Just as the sea is littered with the bodies of those who longed for the depths, so too is the iris scarred with fragments of the souls who never recovered from looking too deeply.

      It was not as though the rest of Psyche were not as impressive. She was a gorgeous woman. Full auburn hair, highlighted with white-blond ringlets, hung to her mid-back like a dark sheet of satin, gently canvassing her strong shoulders. Youthful cheekbones rose impishly, directed by the generous curvature of thick, pouting lips, providing a frame for a delicate, slightly upturned nose. While her height was more petite than average, her assets commanded more presence than women twice her stature. Well-defined arms hung on either side of ample breasts which, with each breath, dictated gravity rather than succumbing to it. The slender arch of her midriff, clothed in the same soft caramel skin as the rest of her body, extended into wide-set hips and powerful thighs, inviting enough to welcome a resting head, strong enough to crush an invasive throat.

      Psyche was a dream, crafted into flesh. Any who saw her knew that, and they were enthralled—most left speechless.

      Psyche felt invisible.
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        * * *

      

      Haris of Edessa raised a goblet to his lips and drank deeply from the thick red wine that it contained. He concentrated as he observed the scene. Over two dozen men had come to this courtyard under the impression that they would be meeting three sisters, daughters of an unknown king and queen. They were searching for husbands—someone to help them govern the kingdom that had been left to them. Most of the attendees, Haris included, were rich landowners and kings in their own right, looking to expand their influence.

      Haris had a chance to meet each of the sisters. All three were beautiful, but one had enraptured him. He had trouble thinking of anything else. Watching the scene now, he saw three or four of his competitors engaging with two of the sisters, joking and teasing them casually. None of them reeked of desperation, which disappointed Haris slightly. During the event, he had only been able to interact with the sister that he adored once, and he felt like he had left that impression during their conversation. He could not help it; all he had wanted to do was worship her, as though she were a goddess.

      These suitors seemed calm and collected. Of course, they were not talking to the object of his desire. She was nowhere to be seen.

      A loud munching sound distracted him from his observations, and he turned to see the origin of the noise. Approaching him was a stocky man of middling height, openly munching on a leg of lamb: Marinos of Nafplion. With an inner sigh, Haris nodded to the newcomer. He had known Marinos for some time. Marinos would have described them as friends. Haris would not echo that sentiment as readily.

      “This is some party, isn’t it?” Marinos asked when he had come within social distance. “I know we’re here to marry these sisters, but I’ve been too distracted by the food and wine to even spend much time with them. You have to admit, this is a pretty generous feast.”

      Haris scoffed. “That seems to be your method, doesn’t it?” he sneered. “You really don’t notice much else when there is good food available.”

      “Hey,” Marinos defended himself, flecks of lamb flying from his lips as he spat. “I notice other things. Food is just a priority to me, you know? I need it for survival. A bride, not so much.”

      Haris chuckled despite himself. Marinos was as interested in the sisters as any of them; pretending to be calm and disinterested was a time-tested technique. Marinos had a healthy appetite—it could not be denied—but his libido was strong. Haris had heard rumors of the distasteful things which Marinos indulges in with the women and, oftentimes, the men with whom he lay. The thought of Marinos doing these things with the woman whom Haris was prepared to worship made snakes crawl beneath his skin.

      “So,” Marinos said, standing alongside Haris and following his gaze, “tell me what you’ve discovered about my future brides.”

      Haris drained his goblet, signaling to a servant that he was empty. As the serving girl retrieved the pitcher, he guided Marinos’s gaze to the first sister. She stood almost six feet tall, with dark hair and deep, fathomless eyes. She was dressed modestly in a linen chiton, dyed blue and folded intricately to enhance her slender form, accented by a golden belt pulled tightly around her waist and held together by a purple brooch on her right shoulder. She was beautiful, undoubtedly. Her thin lips curled into a spine-chilling smirk when she laughed, and her voice was soft, serious, and piercing.

      “That’s Aglaura,” Haris indicated. “She’s the oldest and the smartest. Obviously, she’s heavily desired, since most of the suitors believe that she’s the sibling with the most prestige. I have spoken to her often during the banquet. She’s very intelligent, very attractive, and very driven. Realistically, she seems to be the best option.”

      Marinos nodded, taking another bite from his lamb. “She is pretty,” he concurred. “It seems logical that she would garner the most attention. These sisters have done very well for themselves, it would seem, even with the absence of parental figures. Speaking of which, does anyone know specifically what happened to them?”

      Haris shrugged. “It seems to be anyone’s guess,” he admitted. “Stories have been spun, and elaborate tales have been told, but nothing has been confirmed. The tales range from the fantastic—that they were renowned explorers who met their fate in the jaws of a kraken after earning the ire of Poseidon—to the mundane, suggesting that they grew sick and died, leaving the wealth and estate to the sisters. None of them can be confirmed.”

      Marinos frowned, looking at Haris quizzically. “Who’s telling these stories?” he asked.

      “That would be Cidppe,” Haris answered, nudging Marinos toward the second sister—a blonde woman with delicate features, dressed in an elaborate silk himation, dyed violet and showing off a generous amount of leg. Her laughter could be heard throughout the courtyard. She seemed to be the antithesis of her sister. While Aglaura was slender and serious, Cidppe was thick and bubbling. Her flirtatious nature knew no bounds, as she bestowed casual affection upon any number of the large crowd of suitors that surrounded her.

      “She seems to be the only sister who wishes to speak about her parents’ absence,” Haris continued. “Even then, though, she seems to tailor her story for the audience she has. I have heard three or four tales, each of them drastically different from the last. I doubt that any of the accounts are true, but they are fun to listen to, and let’s be honest—watching her recount her fictional stories is a price that any number of us are willing to pay.”

      Marinos smiled, watching the cheerful woman with pleasure. “No, indeed,” he smirked. “She seems to be the strongest option, since she’s actually acting as if she wants to be courted, while the older sister seems satisfied with her solitude. Now, where is the third sister? I have heard that she is the most beautiful of them—some saying that she rivals the goddess Aphrodite.”

      “Surpasses, I would venture,” Haris admitted, scanning the courtyard for Psyche. “I admit that I have never seen a woman so beautiful.”

      “Nor,” he sighed, “do I seem to be seeing her right now.”

      “Shame,” Marinos shrugged, discarding the thoroughly cleaned bone and wiping his mouth on his garment. “Well, if you will excuse me, I do believe that Cidppe’s liberal affections and casual approach to truth seem to be beckoning me.”

      Haris nodded, chuckling. “As you were.”

      He watched as Marinos approached the lavishly laughing woman with a slight smile and shook his head. All three sisters were beautiful—it was true—and all three would make wonderful brides. He would eventually need to choose one to court. Psyche would clearly be his choice, if he were not so tongue-tied by her very presence.

      No, he would court Aglaura. She was beautiful, but not so beautiful that he would fall apart. She was more realistic. He would worship Psyche, sure, but that was not exactly an aspect he wanted in a bride.

      II

      Psyche stood on the patio, overlooking the sea. Wind whipped around her, playing with her hair like a child’s fingers. She knew that she should be more attentive to the suitors who had come to woo her, but she already knew what would come of her interactions. Men were rarely interested in her, only her beauty. Each one promised that they were different from any who had come before, but every conversation ended the same way. The man would open the conversation, doting on her, claiming that her beauty rivaled divinity, and how they could take care of her better than others could, and that they were a better choice for her than the other suitors. They each asked to whisk her away from the castle, to a new life where she could be content and loved, like the beautiful goddess that she was. Psyche, of course, was not a goddess. She was a woman with her own thoughts and ideas. She had no interest in simply being worshiped and treasured like some kind of artifact, shown off to visitors like a prized jewel. She wanted to be appreciated and understood. Most men that she interacted with were more interested in praising her physical body. She felt shallow for thinking that she needed more than that, since many of those who praised her body had enough money and position to keep her satisfied for a long time. Perhaps her standards for love were too high. Maybe she should simply accept that her beauty was enough to give her significance. Something in her heart could not be satisfied with that, though.

      As she stood, feeling the wind whipping around her body, she noticed that another was approaching her. Jerking herself to attention, she turned to see the new interloper. She was greeted by a dark stranger who smiled at her widely, his mouth full of bright teeth, practically reflecting the sun’s radiance in their glow. The man stood over six feet tall and dressed himself in a brightly colored Kolobus, his muscular arms falling like rippling tree trunks from his shoulders. Thick, black curls hung from his head to his shoulders, and dark eyes held more warmth than they likely intended. Psyche cocked her head to the side as the man approached her. He was certainly good-looking, with confidence to match. She steeled herself, awaiting the conversation that undoubtedly would be coming. Despite her past disappointments, she hoped desperately that this new conversational applicant would carry more decorum than the others before him.

      With a demure smile, Psyche allowed her eyes to flirt for her. Once their gazes met, she saw his step falter a bit, and his confident smile flickered. Inwardly, she felt her heart sink. The man recovered quickly, though, and continued his advance.

      “Ah,” he snickered, “you must be the fabled Psyche, the one people say is more beautiful than Aphrodite herself.”

      Psyche blushed and dipped her head, giggling cutely. “That’s what I’ve been told,” she admitted, feigning a shy demeanor.

      “Well, the tales do not deceive,” the man confessed, coming to stand by Psyche and joining her in the outward gaze toward the world. “If anything, I would argue that they underrepresented your beauty.”

      Psyche shrugged casually. “I fail to see how having one’s beauty compared to that of Aphrodite could be anything less than worshipful.”

      The man turned to her, the smell of lilacs and sea salt wafting off of him via expensive oils. He nodded his assent. “I would argue,” he continued, “that you are worthy of that worship. You deserve that adoration and even more.”

      Psyche raised a single eyebrow toward her forehead while attempting to maintain the innocent, flirty facade. “You flatter me, kind stranger,” she gushed lavishly, regaining her composure.

      The man chuckled, mostly for his own benefit. “It would be flattery,” he continued, “were it not the truth. My name is Derafsh. I have come here to find a bride but, instead, I have found a goddess.”

      Psyche turned to face him more directly. He was a very good-looking man, to be sure. His physical prowess was impressive enough, and he was dressed in finery, indicating wealth and station. His dark skin revealed a more exotic lineage, perhaps Persian or Sumerian. Still, the man spoke in a language that Psyche understood perfectly, and his diction betrayed no foreign accent. Psyche should have been more receptive to the adoration that this man doted on her so freely. Compliments failed to impress her any longer, though, especially when they were offered so immediately, before taking time to establish their validity.

      She had been compared to Aphrodite before, many times, in fact. She was loath to accept those compliments, but they were thrust at her regardless. She had heard stories of what happened to those who were said to rival the gods of Olympus, and she wanted to avoid a similar fate. Her suitors, however, did not seem to take that into consideration when approaching her. They only sought to worship her, never bothering to get to know who she was, only caring to praise her for something that she had very little to do with. She kept up her health and wellness, made sure that she was dressed well, and wore enough makeup to be socially acceptable. Her beauty, though, was mainly gifted to her through nature. It was not as if she was unappreciative of the compliments. To the contrary, she was grateful. She only wished that each compliment was not the same, and that her suitors would find some originality.

      Advancing on Derafsh, she raised her hand to his face and stroked it adoringly, the unshaven stubble tickling her fingertips. Derafsh responded with a smile, taking Psyche’s hand in his own. Their gazes met, and they looked deeply into each other for a moment.

      “What have I done?” Psyche asked bluntly, her smile never flickering.

      Derafsh beamed back at her, wrapping his arm around her waist and pulling her closer. “You’ve hopefully succumbed to my charm,” he chuckled. “It would be in your best interest to do so, you know. I am wealthy and acclaimed, plus I have it on good authority that I am an excellent, very generous lover.”

      “I’m sure that you are,” Psyche giggled, dancing her fingers down his chest, “but my question was in reference to something you said earlier. You claimed that I deserved to be worshiped and adored. What have I done to be worthy of that designation?”

      Derafsh’s confident swagger faltered momentarily. Psyche could tell that he was not used to having his motivations questioned. He was very obviously wealthy, and that—especially when combined with his impressive physicality—would likely garner him leverage and the ability to say whatever he chose without fear of being questioned. Of course, Psyche was used to interacting with men of inflated status and ego.

      “I was attempting to be complimentary,” Derafsh finally admitted, his eyes dropping. “I have no doubt that you receive a number of compliments from any number of men. I was simply attempting to place myself in higher esteem. By suggesting that you deserved to be worshiped, I was simply indicating that you were more beautiful than any of these other men seem to realize.”

      Psyche stepped back, her smile widening. She had heard this line before, most using the same logic as an explanation. It broke her heart a bit, since this man was actually very good-looking and charming. Still, she was not going to compromise herself only to be held in a worshiped state, her identity stripped down to simply “beautiful.” She had heard practically every line, every deviation of “you’re so beautiful, let me worship you” that could exist. At this point, if a man wanted to impress her, he needed to provide more than naive puffery.

      Derafsh looked at her with a pained frown. “Have I done something wrong?” he queried. “I only wished to praise you for your beauty.”

      “You’ve done nothing wrong, sweet man,” Psyche smiled, stepping toward Derafsh once more, leaning her back against his chest and fainting slightly, allowing him to catch her. “In fact, you’ve done nothing at all.”

      Wrapped in his strong arms, Psyche allowed Derafsh to maintain the illusion of hope for a moment. Once that moment was done, she kissed his cheek, thanked him for his attention, and dismissed him, promising to find him in a bit. Derafsh walked away perplexed, and Psyche resumed looking out into the world. Soon, silence consumed her once more, and she returned to her meditation, any memory of Derafsh swiftly vanished. Soon, the only one who remembered their interaction was the wind. The wind, of course, remembered everything.

      III

      Pythea could see through time. It was not as simple as all that, though.

      No one knew exactly why the vapors, produced by the gases underneath the Delphi peninsula, interacted with the oracle’s mind in the precise way that they did. Some say that she is cursed, others that she is blessed, and still others claim that she is just weird. There is likely some truth to all of those statements. When Pythea breathed in the vapors, she saw through time. The images that she viewed were fragments of every potential reality, merging with elements from the past and present to create the future. The images that she saw became indistinguishable from reality and, when she withdrew from the mists, she was never completely sure which reality she had come into. Throughout her time as the oracle, she had learned to adapt to the world that was presented to her, making communication easier, if not a bit misconstrued. It was difficult, seeing the past, present, and potential futures all concurrently, but she did her best.

      It made having relationships particularly difficult. Each time that she engaged with an individual, she felt as though she were viewing their story as a stage performance. Each time that she saw them again, the cast and dialogue would change significantly, based on choices they had made in her absence. That being so, she treasured the few friendships that she had and spent as much time with them as she could. It was awkward, since she typically knew when each of these relationships would end, thanks to choices made either by the individual or someone associated with them. Living in the moment was a luxury that had been denied.

      Cupid was a friend. He was young and naive, lacking both decorum and refinement. That made him the perfect companion, since he did not care what the future held. He only cared about pleasure and how to achieve that in the moment, as easily as possible.

      “So, these mists,” Cupid mused from where he lay, his head propped up against her naked thigh, “show you the future, right? Can you see, like, how the world is going to end, or whom I should avoid sleeping with, or anything like that?”

      Pythea giggled lightly, her nimble fingers running through his tousled, deep brown hair. “It will not be as precise,” she answered, her voice singing musically to an unheard song. “I have seen the future, or I will at some point, but that future may have occurred a long time ago, or it may not happen at all. The truth that I see is full of lies, and the definition is skewed by errancy.”

      Cupid frowned. “So, basically, you see the future,” he continued, “but only if specific parameters are met in a very precise way.”

      Pythea nodded, her soft, sandy-blonde hair flying freely in the wind, each strand independent, as if governed by its own spirit. “That has been the rub of it,” she confirmed. “Perhaps it would be different in the future, or it will be in the past, but in the present, that pattern holds. I’ve not seen the future precisely, only the past as written. Perhaps the steps taken to collect the past will solidify into a mold and craft a destination, but⁠—”

      Cupid sighed, interrupting her discourse. “You’re beginning to ramble,” he admitted. “My question needed a simple answer.”

      Pythea nodded, almost grateful to be relieved of further explanation. If she were honest, she would admit to having little idea of the workings of the mist, except that they were confusing, and her visions were often more question than answer. She enjoyed Cupid’s company greatly, mainly because of his lackadaisical attitude and his avoidance of responsibility. He never sought to understand things too deeply, accepting only that things were a specific way. The mists made things in her world complicated enough; she did not need her social life to be complex as well.

      Against her better judgment, she nodded to the altar from which the mists spilled. “Would you,” she cautiously offered, “like to taste the mists? Perhaps to understand me better?”

      Cupid’s brow furrowed as he looked toward where she had indicated. For a moment, he seemed to be considering it. After a brief contemplation, he shook his head.

      “No,” he admitted. “I don’t think so. Do not misunderstand—the thought of seeing the future does hold its allure. Still, the thought of filling my lungs with a potentially toxic element seems like a bad idea.”

      Pythea nodded. There was not much that she could say to the logic.

      A stray wind gusted through the plateau, disturbing the area. Cupid sat up quickly, his eyes bulging a bit with surprise. Pythea’s scant robing fluttered and lifted slightly, exposing a bit more skin than she had been planning. She quickly smoothed her silks down as the wind gusted through the area again, carrying with it a childish giggle. Upon hearing the laughter, Cupid rolled his eyes. Adjusting his posture, he sat next to Pythea, placing his hand on her leg in almost the same position where his head had lain only a moment before. The two of them watched as the wind contorted into physical form.

      They were almost indescribable. Soft, feminine features contrasted with a sturdy jawline. Violet eyes sparkled with mad energy, and plump lips were stretched into an inexplicable grin. Extravagant and flamboyant clothing disguised a waifish body with dainty hips, a flat torso, and arms without definition. Both Cupid and Pythea smiled at the newcomer. No one seemed to understand Zephyr, and few even proposed to do so, but they were always fun to have around, at least for a brief time. To be fair, Zephyr never stayed for long anyway.

      “Why, hello, you two,” Zephyr greeted the couple in a sing-song, airy voice, advancing on them on light feet. “I greet you from the north, south, east, west, and any other direction you can think of. I’ve been all over, you know? Things are happening, and I’m there!”

      “Hail, Zephyr,” Cupid nodded, his voice more welcoming than he had intended. “It is good to see you; it seems to have been a bit of time.”

      “Oh, time,” Zephyr giggled, lolling their head backward and gazing into the sky. “Time is time extrapolated, and what means time here means no time there. What is time, really?”

      “It’s how we catalog events and predict seasonality,” Cupid shrugged. “I mean, it may not mean much to ageless entities, but there is a purpose to time, even if only as a localized concept. Like, it’s how I know that you’ve been absent for an extended period.”

      “Well, I suppose, if you want to get pedantic about it,” Zephyr sneered sarcastically, “then yes, it has been some time. I don’t determine my comings and goings, you know? I just go where I feel I should.”

      Cupid nodded, relaxing his body and sliding into Pythea once more. “That is your typical style,” he surmised. “Zephyr, free-spirited and wild. The only thing predictable about you is chaos.”

      Pythea stretched her arm across Cupid’s chest, playfully petting the soft hair that emerged from between the hems of his clothing. There was nothing romantic or sexual about their companionship, and Pythea did not like considering that possibility. The slight adorations that she administered to him liberally were simply to keep herself grounded and to remind him of how much she appreciated his companionship.

      Zephyr, on the other hand, reached a different conclusion. They cocked their head to one side and, upon a moment’s observation, sneered impishly, reminding Pythea of a fox that had uncovered a fresh hen’s nest. “My, what have I interrupted?” they asked in an annoyingly coy tone. “If the two of you wish to be alone, you’ve only to say so. After the fourth time you insist on privacy, I might be convinced to allow it.”

      Cupid frowned in confusion, his eyes drifting from Zephyr to Pythea. “What are they talking about?” he asked, genuinely perplexed.

      Pythea shook her head, dismissing the notion. “Ignore them,” she insisted, retracting her hand defensively. “I always will.”

      Zephyr shrugged, sliding into place across from the couple. “Perhaps I misspoke,” they submitted, crossing their legs and stretching out lavishly. “I have been known to embellish things now and again. It’s possible that my mind was sent aflutter. I have seen many fantastic things on my journey; perhaps I was searching for something simple and boring.”

      Cupid fought the urge to be offended at the insinuation that he was boring, but he disregarded it. This was thanks, in no small part, to his not fully understanding why Zephyr was making that assertion. Had he valued Zephyr’s opinion even a slight bit more, he might have inquired further into the motivation. Zephyr was simply not that important to him, though. He had no reason to look deeper into their thoughts, since caring cost energy that he was not willing to expend. Instead, he reached out, took Pythea’s hand, and returned it to his chest, since he had been enjoying her playful fingers.

      “So, Zephyr,” he groaned reluctantly, “since we are so uninteresting, why not beguile us with tales of your travels? If you have seen such incredible things, relate them to us. Make us jealous of your experiences.”

      Zephyr snickered as they watched Cupid’s reaction. It was clear to them that Cupid was oblivious to the reaction that Pythea was having toward him. That had always been Cupid’s power, being stupidly naive toward everything outside of his own purview. Zephyr tried to catch Pythea’s gaze in order to share their thoughts with her, but she did her best to avoid direct eye contact. That was confirmation enough for Zephyr to recognize unrequited affection.

      “Actually,” Zephyr said, casually sauntering toward the couple and sliding daintily down beside Cupid, “I’ve just come from a party that you would have enjoyed. Are you familiar with the sisters Aglaura, Cidippe, and Psyche?”

      Pythea nodded. “They would be wealthy, should their parents die,” she confirmed. “Perhaps they are wealthy already.”

      “Well, they’re certainly partying as though they are wealthy,” Zephyr continued. “They’re hosting an elaborate gala, trying to find husbands. Lots of suitors showed up, so naturally, I had to see what all the buzz was about. The food is very good, the entertainment is exceptional, and the sisters are breathtaking.”

      Cupid sat up quickly, surprising Pythea as her hand slid away. “You have my attention,” he said, his eyes focusing on Zephyr.

      “Well, Aglaura is tall and agile, with the body of an athlete and the mind of a scholar,” Zephyr continued, basking in the attentiveness that their newly captivated audience supplied. “If her beauty is not enough to sway a suitor—which it surely ought to be—her conversation would be. Cidippe is a different case, which is very nearly exactly the same from a unique angle. While Aglaura seems cautious with sharing herself with the suitors, Cidippe is anxious to do so, and she showers her personality on as many lovers as she can find. She’s shorter and thicker than her sister, but just as attractive. While her sister’s mind may enrapture others, Cidippe’s laughter does the same. Her ample bosom seems tailor-made for a suitor’s head. Both of these women are beautiful, and they would make very fine wives.”

      Pythea cocked her head, examining Zephyr closely. They were being overly cautious, carefully avoiding speaking about the youngest sister, Psyche. Pythea knew why, of course, but she wondered if Zephyr would address it. Cupid was easily seduced by the thought of a gorgeous woman. Psyche was more than that. Pythea was curious to see how Cupid would respond once he learned the things that were said about Psyche.

      “How’s the crowd?” Cupid asked, his interest dwindling slightly at the mention of marriage and commitment.

      “Oh, anyone who’s anyone is there,” Zephyr exaggerated poetically. “Everyone from landowners to rulers to famed warriors to accomplished businessmen. These sisters are legends, and their wealth is substantial. If any were to wed one of the sisters, their house would double, at least. Granted, I had no interest in wedding any of the sisters, but the entertainment was sublime, as was the wine and food selection. It was also enjoyable watching wealthy and influential men scramble over each other for the chance to talk to the sisters. It made me wonder which party truly held the power in that arrangement.”

      “Fair point,” Cupid chuckled with Zephyr. “I notice that you have yet to mention the third sister. Since you spoke so highly of the other two, I imagine the third is the more comely of the number?”

      “Well, no…” Zephyr’s voice trailed off, their eyes dancing on the horizon, “not… exactly. No, the third sister, Psyche, is a special case. She’s not like the other sisters. Men don’t seem to want to marry her as much as they want to worship her.”

      Pythea sighed to herself, since she knew this was coming. She knew of Psyche’s beauty and how intimidating it was to even the strongest of men. Her beauty was beyond what normal men were able to comprehend. For this reason, the poor woman was socially invisible, since men became so enraptured by her that they stopped seeing her as a woman, worshipping her beauty above her identity.

      Cupid cocked a curious eyebrow. “They worship her, do they?” he queried. “That seems a bit counterproductive. I mean, I haven’t heard anything about her parents being Olympians, or even of divine heritage. This is not an instance of Zeus spreading his seed amongst mortals again, is it?”

      Zephyr shrugged. “Not that I can see,” they said. “No one really knows who their parents are, but they were certainly human. No, Psyche seems to simply be blessed, far beyond what normal women are. While she doesn’t have divine heritage, a lot of men seem to be claiming that she is more beautiful than anyone, even Aphrodite.”

      The moment the words came out of their mouth, Zephyr regretted saying them. Covering their mouth quickly, their eyes shot to the ground, and they began to shuffle their feet with uncharacteristic nervousness. Pythea sighed inwardly. That was what she had been afraid Zephyr would reveal, and it was undoubtedly why Zephyr had been reluctant to mention Psyche at all. Very few women had claimed to be more attractive than Aphrodite. It was typically not a safe thing to claim.

      “More attractive than Mom, huh?” Cupid frowned, his curiosity shifting from hedonistic to defensive. “This seems to be an event that requires my admittance.”

      Nothing good ever happened to people who claimed to be more attractive or more talented than the gods. While Psyche herself had never boasted in that manner, the fact that others were making the boast for her made her guilty enough.

      IV

      
        
        A Long, Long Time Ago…

      

      

      Her gaze turned viewers to stone.

      Perseus considered that idea as he advanced through the jungles on the island of Sarpedon, where he had been assured that Medusa and her sisters were. His mission was to slay Medusa. As far as he could tell, Medusa had not done anything wrong, specifically, but that was not for him to determine. Polydectes had demanded the head, and he was required by honor to acquiesce. Besides, having a woman running around, turning people to stone just by looking at them was probably a bad idea anyway.

      Perseus thought about the stories that he had heard about this woman. The information was sparse but consistent. Apparently, she had two sisters, and the three of them had snakes for hair. Somehow, the other two sisters were immortal, while Medusa was not. That probably had something to do with the gods and their liberal sexual agenda, but Perseus did not like thinking about that. After all, he knew who his father was, so casting shade on another’s divine lineage would be hypocritical.

      Swinging his harpe sword deftly, Perseus cut through the rough foliage of the jungle until he came upon the cave where he had been told the sisters would be. Carefully, he placed his uncle’s helm on his head, trusting that it had made him invisible, as he had been promised. Raising the polished shield that Athena had given him in front of him, Perseus breathed deeply and cautiously entered the cave, carefully avoiding even the slightest obstructions.

      After a moment or two of exploration, he found his prey. She was sleeping, her sisters nearby. Perseus raised his sword, preparing to sever the head before she woke, but something about the sleeping woman gave him pause. The snakes that served as her hair slept with her, and Perseus took a moment to take her in. Disregarding the snakes, she was beautiful. Her body curved lavishly, her bosom rising and falling with each breath. She sighed in her sleep, rolling onto her back, and Perseus saw her face. Her fair skin and high cheekbones gave the impression of youth and timeless beauty, reminding him of a story that he had heard previously regarding her.
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