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        Is that love in the air?

        Or chaos?

        Or both?

      

      

      When you’re an editor with an open call for submissions, you never know what the slushpile will produce. Sometimes, it’s a delightful surprise; other times, it’s a head-scratcher. Occasionally, you ask yourself, “What were they thinking?”

      Chaotic Cupids: When Love Goes Awry had plenty of surprises for our editorial board. And the stories themselves shaped the very nature of the anthology.

      It started out simple and straightforward enough. This is the sixth annual anthology put together by the Publishing MA graduate students at Western Colorado University. Each year, as a cornerstone of their classwork, the cohort of students creates and produces an original anthology from start to finish. They brainstorm and develop the concept during their summer in-person residency in the mountains of Colorado. Past anthologies have been about movie monsters, masks, fairy-tale mirrors, evil mermaids, and magical cats.

      This year, the students took a more romantic turn with their idea for an anthology of fantastical romance stories, imagining all the mayhem that a literal or metaphorical Cupid could cause in the characters’ lives. Working together, they wrote up a call for submissions and distributed it widely. Our program receives generous funding from Draft2Digital, which allows us to pay professional rates for the stories—and that means we get a lot of submissions!

      This year, the students had to weed through nearly four hundred manuscripts submitted by writers from all around the world. The stories that came in were quite a surprise, though—not what we were expecting. Some writers applied the guidelines very literally and produced stories about actual meddling Cupids, while others took more literary license and used their imaginations to create far-ranging stories. We saw a lot more hard science fiction stories than we had counted on, as well as some gritty horror, modern urban fantasy, high fantasy, and ghost stories.

      The editorial team rejected the first batch of stories that didn’t make the cut, then did a second round of culling, then a third. It was like a literary version of Squid Game. Finally, they narrowed the slush pile down to only the very best tales—all of them publishable stories, all of them loved by at least some of the editorial team. But more than fifty stories still remained, and we could only buy 23.

      That final “Thunderdome” call—two stories enter, one story leaves—is one of the hardest but most instructive experiences in their entire graduate degree program. But they did it. It was a hard-fought process, but we had our final selections, and the students could write their last round of rejections … and issue the contracts.

      When we looked at the final choices, however, our original title of Confounding Cupids didn’t quite fit. This book has more wild, madcap mayhem than simple romantic confusion. So we changed the title to Chaotic Cupids, but the love still goes awry.

      Once again, our Publishing students have done a remarkable job producing an anthology of entertaining and thought-provoking stories. If you’d like to check out some of the previous anthologies, you can find them all at wordfirepress.com/gpcw.

      For more information about Western Colorado University’s Graduate Program in Creative Writing, see western.edu/department/graduate-program-in-creative-writing/.

      Now, turn the page and enjoy stories about love as chaotic as the feeling itself.

      

      —Kevin J. Anderson and Allyson Longueira, Executive Editors

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CLOSED EYES AND OPEN HEARTS

          

          BRIE TARTAGLIA

        

      

    

    
      Stories about hunting Cupid to remove a love spell always skipped the part about climbing a cliff to get to him. They never mentioned him living in a stone shepherd’s hut that was bigger on the inside than the outside. And as I snuck into the hut wielding a solid rose-gold arrow like a throwing dart, expecting to find piles of lovers recovering from the throes of passion, I found the god of love’s sanctuary full of piles of something else entirely: scrolls.

      Racks of parchment covered the wall. Open rolls full of neat scrawl lay next to white feather quills. I aimed the arrow at the god who stood at the center of it all. Cupid was tall and young with roguishly unkempt black hair, but not boyish, built like a reclusive scholar whose only exercise came from climbing ladders to get to higher shelves. I faced his bare, tanned back and white dove wings—of course they wouldn’t be from a gutsy bird.

      Why am I doing this? said the traitorous voice in the back of my head who’d fought me every step of this journey. I had nicknamed her “Arrow,” since she came from one of Cupid’s arrows, the same one I was lining up to throw. All she cared about was that I hadn’t seen the object of my—her affections in weeks.

      I should be out finding my beloved Blandus instead, Arrow whined.

      Really? That “beloved” ruined the reputation I’d built up over the last decade as a folk hero by urging me to leave all my honorable mercenary jobs to pay attention to him. The morning after I tried to find a compromise with Blandus, I found his bedroll empty and this mythical arrow hiding in his quiver. An oracle explained that it was one of Cupid’s arrows, that it forced me to fall in love with him. The revelation unveiled the truth, that the part of me yearning for him was like a leech. He was another person who wanted to chain me down, no better than the family I left.

      “You must pierce the owner of the Cupid’s arrow that pierced you, using the very same arrow, to undo its spell,” had been the oracle’s solution. And who owned Cupid’s arrows besides Cupid?

      The god still had his head down studying something. He wouldn’t stay this careless, and I only had one piece of ammunition.

      I stared at the arrow, holding it by its shaft. Arrows should be shot or thrown, but my aim was horrible, and the oracle used the word “pierce.” I could do that better at close range.

      I picked my way between parchment rolls and approached the god. Attacking someone from behind wasn’t my style, but I would do anything to get my freedom back. Holding my breath, I stabbed between his wings.

      The arrow’s head turned clear and glassy like a ghost as it entered his back.

      Cupid keeled over with a pained grunt. His wings burst out in a panicked frenzy.

      I jumped back, letting go of the arrow. Nothing felt different. I went over the list of the best nights I ever had. All of them were with Blandus. Sleeping under the stars together, laughing at pompous aristocrats’ silly hair styles, stumbling on an undiscovered hot spring. My life had better friends and lovers before Blandus came into it, but all of them paled in comparison to that carefree blond and his stupid, dimpled smile.

      “Why didn’t it work?” A lump balled in my throat. I followed the oracle’s directions exactly, didn’t I?

      “That depends. What were you trying to accomplish by stabbing me with an arrow?” Cupid folded his wings in and reached over each shoulder for the arrow shaft. The tips of his long fingers barely brushed the rosy metal.

      “Getting my life back.” I swiped away hot tears from my eyes. So my first plan failed, but I figured out my best jobs on the fly. I could salvage this. “So tell me what in Hades will work.”

      “I’m too preoccupied at the moment.” He reached under his wings, but a heap of feathers blocked him. His eyes were squeezed shut, leaving him to feel around. “Blasted wings. Do pull this out. It’s not doing either of us any good stuck in me.”

      “Then stop flailing like a headless chicken.” I braced one hand against his bare back, my pinky brushing a couple feathers.

      “I wouldn’t be if you hadn’t put an arrow in my back.” He rubbed his still-closed eyelids like someone would rub their temples during a headache, surprisingly calm, mildly annoyed at worst. “People have stolen my arrows before, but no one ever returned one quite like this.”

      “What?” I yanked back, hard. The arrow slid out of Cupid like his skin was water. I stumbled back a couple steps with the shaft clutched in my white-knuckled fist. “If anyone stole this thing, it’s Blandus, and he stuck me with it. You own it, so sticking you should’ve fixed me.”

      “Ah, the satyr with the weakness for warrior women. That explains why my mother captured him.” Cupid rolled his shoulders and stretched his wings some. A few stacks of loose parchment fluttered to the floor as the plumage bumped them. “You were on the right path. Piercing the one who owns the arrow that pierced you will undo the arrow’s effects. Unfortunately for you, Blandus technically owned the arrow when he pierced you, despite having stolen it. You need to find him, but he is in my mother’s custody and out of your reach.”

      I blocked out Arrow’s protests that I needed to rescue Blandus from Cupid’s mother, Venus. As validating as it was to hear my suspicions were right all along, it didn’t help the hot humiliation. Tensing my forearms and curling my fists didn’t help either. I couldn’t punch a feeling into submission. “Then how do I fix this? I just want my life back.”

      “I suggest you vow celibacy and see if a temple to Vesta would be willing to take you in.”

      “How is that fair?”

      “It isn’t, but Blandus is beyond your reach, and rejecting compulsive feelings for him will only quicken your descent into love madness.” He held out his hand, palm up and waiting. “Now give me the arrow. I’ll prick you and let you be on your way. I’m behind on my work.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him, even though with his eyes shut he wouldn’t appreciate it. He couldn’t expect me to give him the arrow, not when taking back my freedom while keeping my sanity required it. The existence of the Arrow persona in my head hinted I didn’t have much time left until love madness set in. Victims of that malady saw their passion turn to obsessive pining until they couldn’t bear to keep living without their lover. And why wasn’t Cupid looking at me, and why ask to stick me?

      “You can’t resist your arrows,” I announced as the pieces of the game fell into place. “You can’t open your eyes, or you’ll fall in love with the first living thing you see.”

      His nonchalant expression crinkled with a frown. I took that as a yes.

      “Fine, I’ll give you the arrow,” I said, knowing he could hear the smile in my voice, “but only after you take me to Venus and help me stick Blandus.”

      Cupid crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “That’s a horrible idea. Every mortal who crosses her ends up with a petty trial that either takes their will to live or kills them outright.”

      “It’s better than trying to be a Vestal Virgin in my thirties.”

      “You don’t understand⁠—”

      “No, you don’t understand.” I slipped the arrow into the quiver at my hip and grabbed his shoulders. “I don’t hate falling in love. It started off pretty nice. But being stuck in it when I don’t want to be, it’s fracturing me. There’s another person living inside me trying to convince me to give up my freedom and like it, the way my family wanted. Nothing is dragging me back to that life. Not some magic arrow or satyr, not you or your mother, not even the Fates.”

      Cupid comically gaped at me with a slack jaw and his eyes staying sealed shut, like a mortal never had the audacity to interrupt him. Then he pursed his mouth in consideration, wings rustling at his back, and his frown returned.

      “I can’t fly in this condition,” he said, his plumage settling. “I’ll need you to be my eyes.”

      I swept my arms around him in my tightest bear hug.

      “Th-This can’t end well for you,” he stammered, just like all my friends when I’d grown into my chest early. I pulled away to find his tawny cheeks as rosy as his arrow.

      “I’ll succeed and get my life back or fail and die. Either way, this love spell will come off.”
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        * * *

      

      We set off from the shepherd’s hut, deeper into the mountains. Cupid held onto my shoulder and gave directions as we climbed through the rugged terrain. Healthy gusts whipped against my bare arms and legs the whole way, and goats bleated at me in mocking laughter before hopping away. Once darkness fell, we made camp in the shelter of a small cave surrounded by enough foliage to keep a fire.

      “What’s your name?” Cupid asked as I stretched.

      Had I given him a name? I guess not. “Little Amazon.”

      “An Amazon without a bow?”

      “I’m not actually an Amazon, just trained by one, and she agreed my aim is awful.”

      He shook his head, as if refocusing his thoughts. “I mean your real name.”

      Was it smart to give him my real name? I hadn’t told anyone, even Blandus, just in case they’d heard of me and tried taking me back to my family. Then again, what bounty could my parents offer that would tempt a god? Besides, he could probably find out on his own later. Might as well save both of us the trouble.

      “Psyche.” I winced as guilt twisted my insides.

      What right does a puny god have to know my name over the love of my life? Arrow’s biting commentary came with the cramps. She’d been quiet ’til then, content I was on my way to find Blandus.

      Cupid raised his eyebrows so high, he accidentally opened his eyes. He covered them with his hand before I caught a glimpse of their color. “The raven-haired princess whose beauty rivaled Venus? I heard you were kidnapped by a giant, fire-breathing serpent.”

      “That’s what they told everyone?” I guffawed, holding my stomach as my eyes watered. My laughter died as something dawned on me. “Wait, why do you know about that? My parents only spread that ‘Venus’s rival’ tripe so they could attract more suitors. It couldn’t have reached…”

      “Of course it did.” He moved his hand away from his newly closed eyes and pressed his mouth into a cynical line. “She even sent me to deal with you.”

      Words failed me, and scalding embarrassment boiled in my face. It was one thing hearing about me, but he’d seen me. Over a decade ago when my face was caked with paint and powders and the rest of me was weighed down by too much fabric and gold. Had he spotted me sobbing and punching at locked doors after being caught with a guard’s stolen sword, screaming for my family to let me out?

      “I was supposed to make sure you married an older aristocrat, Aquila I think.” Cupid scowled at the notion. “I came to the engagement dinner. Neither of you were compatible. He was sweet enough, but he rarely left his home in the city. He needed someone who could host his political parties and care for him in his advanced age. You picked at your calluses under the table and wore an excruciating smile.”

      “And he was the best of the suitors my parents picked.” My family had set a guard to watch me every moment of every day until my wedding, when they wouldn’t have to pay back my dowry. The smile and the picking were my nerves as I waited for the right moment to sneak to my room and climb out the window. But the guard was always there, lurking and loyal to my parents, and I wasn’t strong enough to overpower him yet.

      “As soon as you left the table, though, I saw the plan brewing behind your eyes. Your determination and ferocity were obvious, even hidden under all your heavy finery. I couldn’t snuff that out.” A fond grin flickered like a candle flame across his lips. “Your guard on the other hand kept trading glances with another guard. Those two had all the signs of a deeper connection. They were going to be a match on my list, so I pushed them together instead of you and the aristocrat, and went on my way.”

      “So you made him run off.” My keeper had excused himself once I reached my room and never returned. That decision let me escape, find my mentor, and make a whole new future for myself. I never knew it was from anonymous generosity by a minor god. “How do you feel now that you’ve gotten to see how it turned out?”

      “That depends. Are you happy?”

      Not without Blandus, Arrow cut in, as an ache of longing spiked through my chest. I massaged my sternum and ground my teeth against the icy despair building under it. Usually those waves passed if given enough time. How much longer until they consumed me? Any honest reply to his question caught against a growing lump in my throat. “Whatever happened to those guards?”

      “They are happily retired and running their own goat farm.” Cupid puffed his chest and his feathers, proud and suitably distracted. “Further evidence my system works, no matter what my mother says.”

      I sat, ready to dig into my rations. “Stories were wrong about you two being close, eh?”

      “We get along,” he said with a stiff shrug I didn’t believe for a moment. “We just don’t agree on parts of my role.”

      “Like?”

      “She wants me to do it like she would.” He wrinkled his nose. “The constant lovers and liaisons, the jealous competitions. It’s all so excessive.”

      “So you tried it, got tired of it, and buried yourself with your scrolls?”

      Red crept up his neck.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve never tried it.”

      The red inched to his ears.

      “Have you ever even been in love?”

      “Making the matches has always been the good part. Finding where people are compatible, beyond the physical and emotional passion, is like solving an ever-changing riddle.” Cupid lit up with a dazzling smile that spread a pearlescent glow from his feathers to his feet. What color were his eyes when he got like this, and were they half as stunning?

      I caught myself gaping and snapped my jaw shut.

      The moment shattered as he cleared his throat and the light withdrew back into his gangly self. “Like I said, I have a system, and it works very well. Why do I need personal experience when my work speaks for itself?”

      “If your system works so well, wouldn’t you want to try it?”

      He either didn’t have an answer or kept it to himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I knew we had reached Venus when the constellations in the night sky flipped around and the weather changed from gusty to balmy. Gray stone and green firs turned to flowering trees and crystalline pools. I squinted and sneezed at the overwhelming colors and aromas at first. Nude statues in provocative positions filled Arrow with idea after idea, each punctuated by pangs of growing desperation. Doubt dribbled into the cracks of my determination and froze to widen them. If this kept up much longer, I might not have enough resistance left to put the arrow in Blandus when I saw him.

      I described and Cupid guided us toward a great marble-pillared courtyard. Platters of honey-drizzled, suggestively shaped vegetables sat with floods of open oysters and pomegranates. I would’ve laughed at the feast of aphrodisiacs if it hadn’t spurred Arrow’s frenzy as much as the statues.

      The goddess of love, clothed only in her waves of curly hair, lounged in a seashell-backed throne at the head of the courtyard. Unlike her son, she had an abundance of pale, scintillating curves. I blinked, only to find her shape had changed to a brown-skinned, blonde beauty with willowy grace. I blinked again, checking my eyes, only to find her as bronzed, muscular, and fire-headed as my Amazon mentor. Her appearance constantly shifted between dizzying combinations of feminine ideals as I forced my eyes to stay open.

      I swallowed to wet my dry mouth. My parents had been colossal fools to ever compare my looks to hers.

      “It smells like you’re hosting guests, but I don’t hear any obnoxious moaning,” Cupid said in a disinterested monotone. “I haven’t interrupted anything, have I?”

      “Your visits are never an interruption, sweet son. My company won’t be here for a few hours yet,” Venus replied, her voice a harmony of high sweetness and throaty allure. She glanced to me and gave me the narrow-eyed assessment of a potential rival. “Have you changed your mind about coming to my parties? Your companion is pretty as mortals go, and sturdy enough to keep up for the first few hours.”

      Cupid’s entire head from collar to crown turned beet red. Sounded like a fun time to me⁠—

      I am not some hussy who passes herself around a party, not without Blandus to enjoy, Arrow screeched. The same pain as when someone knifed me in the gut tore through my viscera. I doubled over, ripping myself away from Cupid, Venus, the decadent surroundings. I squeezed my eyes shut and blocked it all out. Sweet, calming darkness engulfed me and dulled the edges of my feelings.

      Arrow recalled images of Blandus’s dimpled smile, his woodsy smell, his sarcastic commentary about the nobles who gave us jobs. No, this couldn’t be what soothed me. I had to remember the secrets he hid from me, the way he disregarded my wants, how he used a stolen mythical arrow to coerce me into trusting him. This was a curse, and never what I wanted. I forced my eyes open and held my head between my hands. My fractured halves had to stay separate. I wasn’t Arrow, Arrow wasn’t me.

      Cupid brought his arm around my shoulders. His eyes searched behind his closed lids with bald concern. If I sounded awful enough to alarm a god, I must be bad. I’d been hiding and bearing with it so well, but the presence of a goddess of passion personified was too much. I’d underestimated Arrow and the true progression of my love sickness. Could I really overcome her?

      “This mortal helped me find the arrow the satyr, Blandus, stole,” Cupid lied as he addressed his mother, and I didn’t speak up to correct him. “She fell victim to the arrow before you captured him. I need to see him and undo its effects.”

      “Who is she?” Venus pursed her tantalizing mouth. “She looks familiar.”

      “Does that matter? I owe her a boon, and she’s verging on madness.”

      “If who she is doesn’t matter, then give me her name.”

      For the love of the gods, I didn’t have more time than a goddess to play this game. “Psyche,” I answered with phlegm thickening in my throat. “It’s Psyche.”

      “My my, no wonder I didn’t recognize you at first. You used to be a waif. The muscles have made you much lovelier. A thief Blandus may be, but I can’t fault him for his taste.” Venus cast an appreciative leer over my shuddering self. “As far as I’m concerned, my son leading you here fulfills his debt to you, so now you deal directly with me. I don’t grant something for nothing, especially not to mortals who dare compare themselves to me.”

      Cupid spoke up. “That was her parents⁠—”

      “What have I told you about interrupting my fun?” Venus threw him a pitiful pout. “This is why I worry about you. You have no sense of theatricality, no drama, no presence. Our work drains us if we don’t enjoy it, and you aren’t even trying to fake enthusiasm.”

      “We can discuss this later, Mother.” Cupid hunched his shoulders nearly to his ears, and his wings followed suit. “Kindly tell Psyche what you want in exchange for letting her meet with the satyr.”

      “Watch and learn.” She tossed some errant red-to-black-to-violet hair over her shoulder with feline smugness. “Psyche, here is the trial you must pass. My son needs a lesson in desire. He seems fond enough of you. Give him a memorable first kiss, and don’t try to cheat him either. I want real feeling behind it.”

      I’d rather die! Arrow declared. New agony streaked through my guts, cutting into my knees. I stumbled forward, but managed to catch myself. Arrow would let me get away with a generic peck, maybe something deeper if it meant reaching Blandus, but not if I had to enjoy it. But if I refused? I was already on Venus’s grudge list because of an outrageous rumor. How much worse would she punish me if I implied some satyr—the love of my life according to Arrow—was better than her son?

      I peered over at Cupid, measuring his reaction. He shrank away at first. This would be easier if he opened his eyes and let himself be carried away, but first kisses were precious. Mine had been my first step to claiming my independence. His should be special too, not a means to an end for his mother’s scheme. But I had to pass this trial to free both of us.

      “You really haven’t ever had a kiss from anybody?” My heart pounded through my ears. Arrow’s raving mounted. He’s not worthy of even my scraps. I don’t care if he’s a god or an ant, the only one my heart wants is Blandus. I can’t betray him like this, I won’t!

      “Never,” Cupid answered, red flaring in his complexion again. He stayed rooted to his place, not compromising the moment by opening his eyes, but not backing away from me either. “Go on. Do what you have to.”

      “Forget about your mother.” I cupped both his cheeks and leaned my forehead against his, blocking Venus from my periphery. I spent the last of my willpower on an idea that could make everyone happy, if I could just hold out a little longer against my compulsion.

      “Remember back to the night you first saw me.” My voice dropped to my softest whisper, keeping any words between us. “You said I looked determined and fierce, but truth is I was terrified. I planned on running away that night. The guard was the only thing in my way, and I had no idea how to get past him. But he left his post that night because of you. I was able to get away, become the Little Amazon and travel wherever, doing whatever I wanted. You did match me that night, with my true self, with my freedom.”

      He nearly blinked, his thick lashes fluttering before he caught himself. He faced me with a parted, full mouth. Pearly light overcame the blush in his cheeks. He glowed as much as when he described his passion for giving people lasting happiness with his matches.

      Part of me wanted to deviate from my plan and close the distance between our mouths. A flutter of something new and comforting sparked in my belly. I’d never felt this kind of open intimacy with anyone before. What would it be like to explore⁠—

      A glacial chunk of utter despair slammed into my chest, caving in the fragile, genuine affection. I couldn’t break, not yet. Just a little longer.

      “Thank you.” I tapped my lips against the tip of his nose, and hoped Venus couldn’t tell the difference with my hands in the way.

      Cupid tentatively reached out, fingers brushing my waist. Did he want to keep going, to pull me tighter to him? I wanted him to.

      Arrow’s cry pierced through my mind. It overcame me, overwhelmed me. Arrow was me. I was Arrow. My own cry pierced through my mind.

      I crashed to my knees and tears cascaded down my cheeks. Snot choked my nose and phlegm clogged my throat as I rocked, clawing at myself. How could I feel something so pure for someone else, even for an instant? How had my heart betrayed me, betrayed him? “I’m scum, I’m lower than scum.”

      “Hold on.” Someone knelt beside me, Cupid, the source of my shame. He was so brilliant with the rainbow slivers in his aura—no, my traitorous, vile heart shouldn’t admire him. “She passed your trial. Now bring the satyr.”

      “I’ve never seen you so bright before,” Venus said. “What makes her so different from anyone else?”

      “It’s not about her!” Cupid rose with his wings spread, a genuine god showing his full power. “I’m like this because she listened. You’ve never seen me like this because you never paid attention. My work is helping people find real, lasting happiness. Physical desire can be part of that, but that’s not as important to me as it is for you, it never has been.” He hooked his arms under mine and held me up until I could stand on my own. “Pay attention now and get the satyr.”

      Venus smiled broad and proud, showing all of her cycling, vibrant teeth. I’d seen that smile on my own mother at both my sisters’ weddings when she realized her babies were all grown up.

      I breathed heavier with anticipation as Venus scooped her open palm up through the air. As soon as she brought Blandus out, I would beg for his freedom, or insist that she let me stay with him in his prison.

      A short man rose out of the floor of the courtyard. His blond ringlets bounced, revealing tiny goat ears before settling into place again. Gold chains and cuffs as fine as jewelry bound the rest of his human physique to the stone.

      “Sweetheart!” Blandus beamed as he spotted me, hope bringing out his dimple. “Quick, trade yourself for my freedom. You’d do anything to get me out⁠—”

      “Who said you could speak, thief?” Venus snapped her fingers, and Blandus’s jaw snapped shut.

      I started forward, ready to run for him. Would Venus really accept my life in trade for his?

      “Psyche, remember what you came here for.” Cupid caught my arms and lined himself up behind me, chest inhaling and exhaling against my back. He spoke next to my ear. “If you get too close to him, you might not be able to do this. Stay here, with me. Take the arrow and throw it into him.”

      “But I love him, I don’t want to hurt him.” I looked between Blandus and Venus, unsure how to stop her from stealing my true love away again.

      “Are you sure it’s not the arrow making you feel that?” Cupid patted around my hip until he came to his arrow in its leather quiver. He guided my hand to it. “If you two are a true match, piercing him will only prove it.”

      Yes, if I could prove to Venus my love was real, she might take pity on me and let Blandus go. I scrambled to pull out the rose-gold arrow, the weapon radiating in Cupid’s light. “But my aim is awful.”

      “Mine won’t be. Even with my eyes closed.” The god set his hand over my arm, ready to guide my shot. “Let me help.”

      I raised the arrow and drew back my arm. A fog I hadn’t known was there lifted. Guided by Cupid’s subtle pressing, the arrow point lined up to Blandus with perfect clarity. I took a steadying breath and launched it.

      The arrow lodged in Blandus’s chest, its shaft turning translucent.

      My mind went quiet. My chest seemed empty, hopeful. My muscles stayed calm as I lowered my arm and stepped away from Cupid. I thought over the best nights I ever had. Climbing out the window of my childhood bedroom to find freedom, beating my mentor for the first time in a spar, a whole tavern cheering for me after we took down a local invader. No more Blandus.

      Arrow was finally dead.

      Venus tugged Cupid’s arrow free from Blandus’s chest and walked it back to her son. She whispered something to him before slipping it into his hand and sauntering back to her prisoner. The goddess threw me a sly wink as she wrapped her arms around Blandus and evaporated with him.

      I stood facing Cupid in the courtyard, just the two of us, surrounded by a risqué feast and bursts of floral intensity. The perfect setting for an adventure’s end, or a romantic beginning.

      “Here.” Cupid held the arrow out, its tip facing me. “I’d like to be able to see how lovely you’ve become for myself.”

      He gripped the shaft and nudged it forward. His arrow’s head passed through my tunic and disappeared into my stomach. The excited flutter from our near-kiss flared to new life in my chest, hardy and resilient without Arrow to dampen it. Whether it didn’t last beyond this courtyard or continued for years to come, it was all mine.

      Cupid opened his eyes, and they were the same rose-gold as his arrow.
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        Year 1

      

      

      I don’t think you ever knew this, but I saw you before the mission began. It was during the candidate gala before the selection process. We were all assessing one another and trying to figure out who had the best chances of going on the terraforming mission. Mostly academics with occasional military personnel. None of us had any real idea of what it would take.

      Through the crowd of candidates, I saw you in all your confident splendor, smiling and talking to others with genuine curiosity. You easily pivoted from one conversation to another, bringing out a different side of you for each. The clever astrophysicist. The experienced astronaut. The radical scientist. It all came to you with ease, like you knew you had one of the positions already and were simply looking for your partners.

      I, on the other hand, orbited the party, stuffing my face with appetizers. Also confident, but in a different way. Confident they’d never pick the disgraced aerospace engineer to be a “hero of humanity.” I had to pull some frayed strings just to be at the gala.

      Things might have turned out differently had I met you then, but I was too nervous. It was the first time since high school that I had butterflies in my stomach. Sorry, I should say moths. You were right. They are cooler.

      We finally met a few months later—I as the official terraformer of Venus, and you for Mars. The selection process was grueling, but proving I had learned from my professional mistakes ended up being a point in my favor. I double checked every bit of calculation. Refused to cut corners, and somehow impressed them. All because I knew first-hand that one misplaced integer could get someone killed.

      It was easier for you, but I still think you were trying to put up a brave face.

      We weren’t expecting to be the only ones. With the war going on, and the restriction of resources, the government couldn’t justify sending whole crews up to space. If anything happened to us, they’d send up a replacement. It was ridiculous meddling and a complete lack of foresight. You called us glorified button pushers. We both laughed it off at the time, but mine was fake. I was terrified.

      Months of strenuous preparation together can bond two people. So many boring training videos, thick manuals to memorize, and brutal cryogenic acclimatization. I don’t remember any names or faces of anyone we worked with, but I remember us. The late-night study sessions. The beach trip where you told me about your fascination with moths. But my favorite night was the bar, where you destroyed me in every game of astro-billiards.

      You tried to throw the final game of the night by sending your last ball careening around the suspended sun, but I still managed to lose when my ball failed to slingshot around the Earth and knocked yours into the pocket. You poked your fun at me—the space genius who struggled with a game of gravity and planetary physics. Instead of making excuses, I latched on to being called a genius. The number of times someone acknowledged me like that could be counted on one hand.

      Poorly misjudging a moment, I leaned in for a kiss, failed, and played it off as something else to avoid embarrassment. I know you saw through that. There was no point in trying again. We’d soon be farther apart from each other than any other two people in history. A 100 million kilometer long-distance relationship was infinitely discouraging. I wish I was wise enough to know you wanted me to try again at least once before we were separated. But I’m not the only one to blame here. You didn’t make a move either.

      Your birthday came around soon after. I got you that luna moth pupa, thinking it’d be a nice pet until takeoff. Paid a collector a fairly decent amount for it, since moths were pretty much extinct in the wild in those days. Unfortunately, I didn’t realize the lifespan of an adult luna was about a week. A little embarrassing, but you assured me beauty is fleeting.

      Finally, it was time to say goodbye to the planet on which we had lived our entire lives. According to allied space agencies around the world, we were the last bastion of hope for humanity’s survival. And not one of them would be around to see that hope come to fruition. With our technology, they estimated a few thousand years of terraforming before shuttles could begin ferrying people over to Venus and Mars. But we were all hopeful more tech would be developed and sent to us as needed to speed the process along.

      You were sent up first. Off to the terraforming station already in orbit around Mars. I liked to imagine you could look out the window of the shuttle and see me waving you off. My launch was set for the day after. I couldn’t sleep that night.

      Luckily, they’d give us a direct line of communication in our stations. Otherwise I’d be alone again. It was funny, actually. I had chosen this because there was nothing else in my life. No family. No prospects. Just a dead-end job teaching math at a community college. This one-way trip leaving everything behind was supposed to be a sacrificial choice in a way. Instead, it became a new starting point to my life.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 2

      

      

      People at mission control weren’t really ones to hold a fun conversation. Only being able to talk to them during the trip made the months feel like an eternity. So even though we were only going to be together through a digital screen, I couldn’t wait to get onboard the station.

      After boarding, I looked out the bay windows to Venus. The station would run mostly on its own, but I still felt a tremendous weight on my shoulder while floating around this sulfuric cocoon about to be forced into a transformation. All I could think about was sharing this overwhelming feeling with you.

      I was hardly settled in before I set up the quantum communicator and called. You were clearly waiting for it because you picked up in a few seconds. Seeing you light up my screen sent me into a panicked joy. And we talked for hours.

      Every day, I’d find an excuse to call. I’d pretend my atmospheric dampener controls were broken, or the artificial gravity was wonky, or my living quarters needed some decorating—all so I could need your help. You, on the other hand, never pretended anything. Without a greeting, you’d call with a question to trip me up. What if we’re in a space equivalent of a fishbowl? Do you think it would hurt to go through a black hole? Is it ethical for us to change entire planets? I got used to having an existential crisis during breakfast.

      We worked out, played chess in silent contemplation, and occasionally talked until we fell asleep. Even if I wasn’t your closest friend, you were mine, so I was desperate to draw out these calls—forcing myself to make small talk like my life depended on it. It got to the point where mission control complained they couldn’t always get through to us. They made empty threats to replace one of us, so we agreed to cut down on our calls to each other.

      That was around the time the news broke back on Earth about my involvement in the space station disaster that killed three astronauts on board. Mission control put out a statement on my behalf to the media, but what people said back on Earth didn’t matter to me anymore. I only cared what you had to say, and made myself sick to my stomach by obsessing over it. I waited for you to make that call rather than me desperately reaching out and potentially pushing you away. When you finally did, you were more concerned about why I didn’t tell you than anything else.

      So after many years, I finally talked about my tragic measurement and the people I got killed. They traced the mistake back to me, and I lost everything. I wanted to go to each funeral, but during the first one, the mother of the astronaut made a scene and kicked me out. I couldn’t bring myself to go to the next two. From then on, I shut myself off from the world as much as I could.

      Just when I could feel the overbearing weight of loneliness creeping over me again, you forgave me. Although you’d never call me a math genius again, at least you had the compassion to do what no one else could—not even myself.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 3

      

      

      Cryostasis day came. When everything was in place, the only thing left to do was wait. Set it and forget it for 100 years. For me, the drastic change was a relief. I had no family to miss, people would forget my name, and the disaster would be a footnote in history. But you had parents, grandparents, siblings, friends. They’d be gone. Long dead. They sent you final messages, and you sent each of them one in return. I still can’t imagine how hard that was. During our final talk before stasis, you tried not to cry in front of me. Even when I said it’s better to let it out, you held firm with that brave face.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 103

      

      

      Cryostasis was like gestation, except instead of us changing, everything else did.

      There was no more mission control. It had become space command—a new branch of the military—and we had been retrofitted with ranks. Not a good sign. Diplomacy had failed at some point. Probably many times over. But we were away from all that. They didn’t tell us the details, and we didn’t ask. It wasn’t our priority.

      This became our new normal. Wake up. Meet the new faces in charge. Work for a month or so. Go back into stasis…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 180

      

      

      …and wake up once more, never to see those faces again. On Earth, new conflicts were fought, borders changed, tech transformed, and people lived and died. But to us, it was like falling asleep one night and waking up the next morning. The only change for us was Venus slowly losing its golden luster and Mars getting moldy with algae.

      At the very least, you were my constant, and I yours.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 233

      

      

      During one of our vacation days, we had a meal together. Well, I suppose “meal” is not the best word for it. It was our standard fare. Space command had sent us new rations designed to last for a thousand years in the preservation chamber. No more luxuries like a steak dinner with wine, but the company was what mattered.

      It was then I shared the mythology of Venus and Mars—the goddess of beauty and the god of war. Their union created Cupid. Love conquered war. How fitting it was for us to be hovering over those two planets, I suggested. It went over your head. You thought I meant the endless wars on Earth would be stopped by our terraforming mission.

      Perhaps I was too subtle. Or perhaps you were deflecting.

      I hoped it was the former.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 291

      

      

      You woke up later than I did. It was only a week, but that kind of cryochamber malfunction was strange, and could be detrimental to our tight schedule. Space command was of no help. For whatever reason, this new generation seemed to be less enthused by our mission. So you tinkered with it yourself, assuring it would be fine the next time. You refused to let me double check. It was your confidence that made me trust you, but my thoughts festered with the anxiety that you didn’t trust me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 352

      

      

      Space command had become Intergalactic Central Base. They sent us new tech to install for the stations. It arrived on the first day we came out of stasis. They were playing it fast and loose with these timelines. Had either of us not been up to the task due to post-stasis sickness, or had your cryochamber malfunctioned again, we could have messed up the retrieval—ruining trillions of dollars of equipment.

      Despite that, we were amazed by how advanced Earth had gotten. The additions were way beyond anything we studied. Nanobot surface scattering. Biosphere pumping. Tectonic stabilizers. Once we got it all up and running, we’d make habitable planets in a quarter of the original time. But, unfortunately for us, it required months of studying to comprehend. It became invasive.

      There were times I didn’t see you for days. For one excuse or another, you were too busy. After several weeks without a call, I worried about your health. As even more days passed without even a simple message, there was no greater thought in my mind than the familiar assumption of being ignored. A feeling I thought I had left behind became exacerbated by the emptiness of space.

      Finally, when you did call me back, I was cold and distant.

      You didn’t deserve that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 604

      

      

      Silence. Awaking from our longest span in stasis, we were met with silence. Our comms to each other were perfectly fine, but the ICB, or whoever was in control at that point, was gone. No messages. No calls. Nothing.

      With that fake optimism I’d come to know well, you suggested their comms were momentarily down and they’d be in contact again shortly. I wanted to believe that, and maybe I did for a while. But eventually, the eerie feeling of dead silence could no longer be shaken from my bones.

      We were alone.

      Our only hope was to believe the ship colonies had embarked and were standing by until the terraforming was complete. Otherwise, we had no reason to keep going.

      There was a part of me that wanted to ditch the mission and use my fuel reserves to get to you, but I wasn’t sure I was up to that task. Life and death calculations had to be made. You said it wasn’t a good idea. I respected that decision, and resented it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 712

      

      

      Because we only had each other, we returned to our previous routine of talking every day. In fact, there was hardly a time when the comms were off. And in those moments of rekindled connection, I fell into a deeper love than I ever knew. I kept falling in love over and over again like you were the Venus I orbited around. Endless falling toward a celestial body without ever touching it. That was something that needed to be said before it was too late.

      So I finally told you.

      And you knew. You had always known and felt similar, but something held you back.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 800

      

      

      I don’t know what we were to each other. There was hardly a second we were alone. We laughed like a couple. Had date nights like one. There was some semblance of a normal relationship despite the fathoms of space between us. But you never said you loved me. Maybe it was too soon. Maybe it was the distance. Whatever it was, I pretended to be fine with it.

      It was as if we were both afraid of losing each other and it manifested in completely opposite ways. Like you were trying to keep the moth in its cocoon, and I was trying to force it out. Neither of us wanted it to die, but both our methods were killing it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 852

      

      

      Hundreds of years passed without anything from Earth. Things fell apart on our stations. Every time we woke from stasis there’d be something new to repair. Without guidance from Earth, some of our tech was left broken. If something couldn’t be fixed, we did our best to make sure it wouldn’t cause further disruptions to the station. Losing luxuries was fine, but we worried something vital would deteriorate. If one of us lost power, life support systems, or even the ration preservation chamber, that would be the end of our mission—or worse.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 910

      

      

      Our last sprint to the finish line was near. Terraforming calculations told us we needed only one more cryostasis sleep of fifty years. Venus and Mars were soon to be completely sustainable for life. Then we could use the last of our fuel reserves to surface our planets and be the first to settle on a new home.

      Right before our stasis, I was once again going to bring up the idea of using my fuel reserves to come to you. I wrote down compelling arguments and rebuttals to any rejections I could think of, but all of that crumbled when you picked up the call—shaking.

      Trying to laugh it off, you revealed you almost died on a spacewalk outside of the station. While repairing a solar panel, the cable snapped, nearly flinging you off into space. My mouth fell agape, horrified.

      You said everything was fine. You weren’t.

      You said the shaking was too many caffeine pills. No, that was the adrenaline. And fear. And exhaustion, all mashed behind your fake grin.

      I was furious. I couldn’t stop myself from snapping at you for being reckless. For nearly getting yourself killed. For trying to fix everything by yourself without letting me know beforehand. For lying about being okay when you weren’t.

      Why couldn’t you stop trying to be brave?

      But you saw that as selfishness. Claimed I only wanted you to be safe so I wouldn’t be alone again. Maybe it was true, but I didn’t want it to be, so I called you a coward for not loving me. You ended the call.

      As I prepared for stasis, every word echoed through my head and pricked me with regret. Sometimes thoughts immediately before entering stasis don’t have time to enter long-term memory. I wrote something on my hand to remember.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 960

      

      

      Apologize. That’s what I wrote. It took a moment for my post-stasis brain to recall the fight.

      My Venus was no longer the milky yellow it once was. It was no longer plagued with storms and volcanic eruptions. It was beautiful, like a second Earth. Although, it was beautiful before, too, in its own way.

      I pondered this while my call to you kept ringing and ringing. When you didn’t answer, I sent a video recording of my apology, but it bounced back with an error. The Mars station’s communicator was down.

      My stomach fell to Venus like a crashing satellite.

      I checked the station’s log history. Every month, each station sent out and received a ping to record functionality. There hadn’t been a ping from Earth for 500 years, but the Mars station updated every month on schedule. Which meant the station wasn’t destroyed.

      Over the next week, I made all the necessary calculations to get to you. The station was made of modular sections. Some were unnecessary and needed to be undocked to lighten the load. I double- and triple-checked my calculations. No more mistakes. Even a little one meant crashing or being cast off into space forever. When the preparations were complete, I instructed the computer to blast out of Venus’s orbit.

      After a few months, I approached Earth for a flyby gravity assist. It was always going to be a dangerous proximity, but I didn’t expect such a dead-looking planet. Above the ashen clouds in the atmosphere was a wall of debris and wreckage swirling around the planet. Even if there was anyone left underneath, no shuttles could get out of that safely. Had my slingshot been any closer, a hypervelocity impact from a fragment of that detritus could’ve scattered my remains across Earth’s orbit.

      But my luck came through, and our old home flung me off to Mars. To you.

      I let my station send out a ping to find yours. The computer used the last of my fuel reserves to slow down and course correct into docking.

      The docking modules latched.

      Sealed and pressurized.

      Doors opened.

      Down the module corridor, I saw nothing. I had hoped you’d come to see me, even if it meant getting into another fight. As long as I knew everything was all right. But you weren’t waiting for me, so I entered to find you.

      The first thing I noticed in your station was the false gravity was turned off. Even in your living quarters, which was strange. There was soft lighting—accentuating the glow of Mars through the bay window. After a short search of this quiet station, I found you. Gently floating. Alive. Breathing through the medkit oxygen tank.

      Aged fifty years.

      Without uttering a single word, I pieced it together. Your cryochamber malfunctioned again and woke you up early. You couldn’t fix it. It was still you, but a version of you who lived an entire life without me—without anyone. Your eyes were filled with loneliness. Fifty years with no one to talk to but yourself and the station computer. You faced my greatest fear for all that time.

      Although the lack of gravity was easy on your bones, you turned it on again for us to sit and have a chat. You finally acknowledged that you loved me once, but only realized it a long time after the argument. Despite that, you had to stop loving me after ten or fifteen years of waiting. It was a past you had to get over. Which you did. Breaking the comms was supposed to keep me away.

      Then you landed the final blow. Your family’s history of cancer. The station’s health diagnostic report said you had less than a year. Maybe even as low as four months.

      I told you to get in my cryochamber, but you refused. Even if they had a cure, Earth wasn’t coming to save us. But that’s not what I wanted. So I explained myself. If you lived a full life without me, I was going to live a full life without you. And after fifty years, we’d live our final days together. It would be brief, I noted, but reminded you beauty is fleeting.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Year 1009

      

      

      Now I know why you fell out of love. You had so much strength for continuing on day after day. I can’t blame you for leaving something behind. At least I was lucky enough to have a goal to keep pushing me forward.

      For the first twenty years of your sleep, I finished the final touches to Mars’s terraforming. I focused on one particular area before planning our descent. I used the station’s power source and terraforming tech to make this final spot of land into the perfect home. A luscious green spot on a once-dead planet. For the final decades, I built and furnished our lovely log cabin using the nearby forest. The station had schematics for other things, like making clothes and growing crops to feed myself real food instead of rations.

      Freshly out of stasis, you took all this in, teary-eyed and groggy. I guided you to a bench in front of the cabin. There, I showed you the reason why I let you out a year early. In the terraforming tech was the inclusion of thousands of different types of insects, worms, birds, and rodents to ensure optimal biodiversity. You had long ago requested one specific creature to be included in that package. And so, we finally sat together after so many years apart. You laid your head on my shoulder, and we enjoyed the sight of the luna moths taking flight on Mars.
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