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 In a large pot, bring water to a boil. 


 

Furina tapped her finger along the written instructions Neuvillette had left behind, scanning the topmost shelf for her girthiest stainless steel. It was slim pickings, really, and the utensils she’d been afforded were all a drab silver.

 

She sighed, standing arms akimbo before the stovetop; she would have to make do with little flair. Furina stood on her toes to grapple for the sleek handle, grunting when the pot teetered off the edge. She caught it just before the impending metal clangor, wincing at the sudden torque of her wrist. 

 

“Come  on—” The pot gonged loudly against the basin of the adjacent sink, water trickling in a moment later. Furina huffed, resting her chin in her hand as she gazed out the sash window in wait.  

 

Evening swelled beyond the glass, navy darkness weaving its way through the court. Glowing streetlamps stippled the cobble pathways, children playing beneath their golden shimmer, their muffled raucousness adding much to the scene of domestic gaiety they set. 

 

Furina marveled at their picturesque innocence, echoing their laughter like it was her own. It would make a darling shot, the perfect finis for a film of some grave tragedy— in the wake of anathema, there remained a sprout of hope. 

 

Water spilled over the edge of the pot, and Furina straightened in a pinch. 

 

If shuffling over to the sink had been a bother, dragging herself back to the stove was an impossible feat. She hefted what felt like forty tons onto the right side burner, leaving behind a serpentine trail of water in her wake. “Step one…  check,” Furina grunted, flicking on the ring-like flame.  

 

She glared down at the stagnant water, awaiting the rising steam with rapt attention. Small bubbles beaded along the bottom, dancing erratically before dispersing all together, cutting up her warbling reflection. She looked… tired, Furina would admit, the shadows below her eyes betraying a much deeper fatigue. 

 

It had been a month since she left the Palais Mermonia, a month since she faded into obscurity. Her new, boxy apartment was no grand estate, and the hallways did not echo with the titter of maid staff and Melusines alike—there was a stark silence that adhered to her now. 

 

Away from torturous memories—her  only  memories—Furina thought she might have found solace. But the truth was ugly; it stared back up at her, brow furrowed, and jaw set. Wreathed in the sepia shine of the kitchen lights, the truth was almost divine. 

 

She was alone, unneeded, left distended after the final curtain call—whole though she finally was, Furina had never felt so lost. A wound beneath her skin had begun to fester, its ceaseless twinge leaving her sleepless and searching, grappling for the remnants of her severed personage. 

 

How did one mourn the death of oneself? Furina wondered often, stared blankly up at the ceiling until her vision grew spotty, unsure whether to cry, or laugh, or shout her frustration. 

 

Her reflection glowered at her through the churning water, lips parted as if to speak, as if to offer up awaited benison. Furina reached forward this time, yearning for the cherubic curve of her cheeks, the clever lips of a deity who always knew what to say— what should she say? 

 

Furina jerked her arm back with a hiss. The water seared, it  burned; she looked down at the trembling point of her finger, the skin red and raw and tender. Childrens’ laughter cut through the space again, and the sharp peal of it set her swiftly to rights. 

 

The water was burbling now, small, translucent peaks cresting above the edge of the pot. Furina glanced sidelong at Neuvillette’s careful penmanship, settling back into her work. 

 


 Add the pasta to the water, stir a few times to prevent the noodles from sticking together.  


 

Her stomach growled something fierce. She had almost forgotten the way hunger muddied the mind. 

 

—

 

Furina had nightmares. Grandiose rhapsodies of sorrow accompanied by a dedicated troupe of her most persistent wraiths. They taunted, jeered through contrived smiles, the kin she’d failed melting to primordial brine at her feet, cursing her name louder than the four winds. 

 

Some nights, she sat upon the velveteen dais all alone, water swirling viscous and crimson up to her knees. Other nights, she stood upon the stage, persecuted and betrayed, blinded by the lights.

 

She woke up breathless most mornings, sticky with sweat and shivering… the present dawn spotlighted a scene much the same. Her hair clung to the back of her neck, a most vexing sensation, the once-kempt ends of it now tangled with her tossing and turning. 

 

Furina made a ghastly sigh first thing; no proper primping could grant her back that raffish sheen. Her phantasms still resounded, visions of the primordial court casting their judgment so vivid that she keeled over, shoulders shaking with her wracking grovel. 

 

What a waste of silken sheets, too, for when she surfaced out of grim recollection, the cobalt splotched azure with her tears—what a waste, what a waste. She gazed upon the simple door of her room, cheek flush with the pillow, an ache never ending at the nexus of her very core. 

 

There was freedom in death, though it rang hollow. She belonged nowhere, proffered guidance to no one; the notion left her bedridden and useless, counting the hours. By high noon, her eyes were gritty, and her stomach panged with hunger, her neck growing stiff the longer she remained slumped in a heap. 

 

A light breeze filtered past the voile drapes, wind chimes tinkling two balconies over—the atmosphere’s sympathetic lure. It blanketed her rumpled form, tugging at her hair; the motion chafed her nape, and her ire flared all the hotter. 

 

Furina was up and out of bed in an instant, desolation nipping at her heels. She rounded on the vanity mirror in the corner of the room with sudden craze, snatching up the only effect atop its barren surface—a silver-plated letter opener she had purchased the week prior. 

 

Its metal was cool in her clammy grip, its handle bejeweled, gaudy, and intricate. She hadn’t yet found a use for the sharpened blade—no one sent her letters these days—but she’d thought its dagger-like shape was too novel to pass up. Now, it would serve a greater purpose. 

 

In one deft motion, Furina gathered up the greater length of her hair, locking eyes with her own hardened resolve before slicing through every last strand. 

 

Woven skeins of moonlight fluttered to the floor, encircling her feet, a fallen halo of white. Her chest heaved, the surge of adrenaline dying with the rest of her, breath hitching at the visage she made. Choppy hair and pallid complexion—she had nicked the jut of her wrist in the excitement, blood painting rivulets down her forearm. 

 

The cut was superficial, though her body purged like never before; it stung, her newfound fallibility. The evidence of promised mortality should have scared her—it did, in truth, terrify her as much as it enlivened her—but Furina merely watched each droplet fall. 

 

What a show it was, to see her body’s natural defenses. Hemostasis triggered like a shield, clotting and covering the tender pink within—what a show, what a show.  

 

Furina stood there for a while, her own enthralled audience, unmoving long enough for the nightjar to begin their vibratos trill. She almost found the will to sing along, but she tossed the letter opener into an empty chest of drawers before zeal could steal her away, digging through unpacked boxes to surface her frilliest of robes. 

 

She would clean herself up, she decided, mend herself like her own body taught her how. She cinched the robe tightly at the waist, ease unfurling at the familiar scent of jasmine and lychee that still clung to the chiffon fabric—if creature comforts were her only boon, then so be it. 

 

On the way to the bathroom, she caught a final glimpse of her profile. The frayed and feathered ends of her hair dusted her cheeks, and she toyed with the bob of it.

 

It suited her, perhaps. Left her looking blithe. 

 

In the dusty haze of early evening, Furina tested the beginnings of a smile, and switched on the overhead light. 

 

—

 

Something nagged at Furina’s consciousness, something  painful.  

 

Like nails down cragged slate it lanced through her ears, bore into her bones until they shook. The staccato sound boomed again, and Furina wrenched forward out of her tangled sheets. 

 

She groaned upon her rude awakening, head throbbing in time with her thunderous heart. Her lashes stuck together—a discovery so uncouth that Furina scowled—and her mouth felt drier than the adjoining deserts. She couldn’t remember falling into bed, though nothing ever made sense so early in the morning. 

 

The sound came in clearer this time—three sharp knocks at the front door, followed by the muffled call of her name. Furina tumbled out of bed. 

 

She felt like a stumbling foal, the way she trekked blearily through the sitting room. She rubbed at her eyes to dash away pesky floaters, slapping at the doorknob by her uninvited guest’s third ear-splitting attempt at snapping the hinges clean off. “Alright,  alright,” she snapped, tetchy until the door swung open. “…Navia?”

 

Spina di Rosula’s own stood refulgent as the sun beneath the doorframe—the tinted lenses of her sunglasses caught the light, her smile wide, teeth so pearly Furina winced at their shine. The straps of a canvas tote hung from the crux of Navia’s elbow, the contents a mystery, though they clanged noisily when she shifted her weight onto her left foot, cocking her hip.

 

“Good morning, Miss Furina.” Navia spoke far too chipper for such a sour morning; she pulled her sunglasses down the bridge of her nose, pale blue eyes roving. “Clorinde mentioned you two spent the night out.”

 

“She mentioned… Oh…” Furina trailed off, voice gruff. Her mind was muddied with mounting vertigo, but the night’s events came screaming back to her, nevertheless. Clorinde’s precocious arrival, her pinning sympathy—she’d been so genuine when she offered her a taste of camaraderie, that Furina’s protests grew weak. The spirits they imbibed had carried her far into the evening, surfacing her dormant frivol, her jubilance, her brassy bravado. Two cups in, and she had felt remade, clambering for the nearest elevated surface to belt her brimming emotion. Furina swallowed. “I was hoping she’d forgotten the details.”

 

“It seems you had fun.” Navia eyed her crooked frame, and Furina followed her gaze. 

 

She stood now in the same clothes as yesterday afternoon, shirt wrinkled to high heaven, an umber stain marring her left flank. It smelled sticky sweet like fonta. Furina’s cheeks grew painfully hot; never before had she allowed her people to see her so dismayed… she had half a mind to slam the door in Navia’s face. 

 

She cleared her throat instead, changing the subject with as much synthetic artlessness as she could muster. “Is there a reason for your visit? Not that I’m not…  charmed by your sudden arrival.”

 

“Clorinde suggested I come over.” And with that, Navia was sidling her way into the dim foyer. 

 

It was astounding, the way she toed off her heeled boots, setting them beside Furina’s own—toppled over on the shoe rack—before gliding into the kitchen. There was an odd shiver in Furina’s chest at the sight, a bitterness on her tongue as prudence and gratitude both fought to prevail. 

 

She clicked the front door closed, following warily behind. “You really needn’t trouble yourself.” Furina found her voice as Navia spun about the space, stomach lurching when she made for the icebox. “Wait!”

 

It was empty, desolate, barren of sustenance save for the unopened stick of butter she couldn’t remember buying. Navia frowned, cracking open subsequent cupboards and drawers—empty, empty, empty.  

 

“You don’t have any food?” She sounded perplexed, not so judgmental, but Furina felt the walls closing in all the same. 

 

“I  had food. Though, I may have forgotten to restock once or twice.” She curled her fingers into the cuffs of her sleeves, nails biting at the fabric. She didn’t know why she felt so defensive, huffy in the face of Navia’s caring inquisition. 

 

“How long has it been since you ran out?”

 

“A few days… give or take.”

 

Navia blinked, pursing her lips. It was clear she had a wealth of  somethings to say, but Furina’s head hurt far too much for her well-meant pity. 

 

As if she knew exactly what Furina’s downcast eyes meant— as if she spied the audacious self that dwelt within—Navia clapped her hands together in lieu of intervention. Agonizing though the sound was, Furina was grateful. “Well, it’s a good thing I came over then!” She stooped low to rummage through the forgotten tote, surfacing a bag of granulated sugar, smile hopeful. “I thought we could make macarons; word has it you’ve been looking to learn from the best.”

 

Furina didn’t think her shoulders could rise any higher, but she was ready to test her body’s limits. “You want to make… macarons,” she repeated slowly, certain to instill all the bewilderment she felt. 

 

“Of course. You  do love confectioneries, don’t you?”

 

Furina narrowed her eyes, catching on to Navia’s obvious provocation. She scoffed, lingering malaise long forgotten—she would not back down so easily. “Of course,” she mimicked Navia’s intonation from moments ago, “I’m surprised you would think to challenge my superior tastes.”

 

“How shortsighted of me.” Navia spoke airily, a look akin to fondness softening her sharper mien. She turned for the granite counter then, setting up her workstation with daunting speed. “Get yourself cleaned up, and hurry back. I’ll need you to help with the measurements.”

 

Furina balked for a moment. In the highest seat of the court, she may have once sat, but Furina had always found Navia’s commanding strength as intimidating as it was inspiring. She slinked away without needing further directive, scrubbing at her face until the skin felt raw, sifting through her newly arranged closet for her comfiest raiment. 

 

Later, when their first batch sat cooling by the stove, and the tip of Furina’s nose dusted white with flour, they sat shoulder to shoulder on the kitchen floor. The silence that blanketed the space was comfortable, meditative—Furina wondered at the thought, at the idea of sharing simple pastimes with friends.  Friends.  

 

They were friends, weren’t they? Her and Navia? Clorinde and Neuvillette too, if their attempts to engage with her were any indication—albeit a bit stiltedly from Neuvillette, but it was all just as well. The people at the prior evening’s gathering had been warm too, undoubtedly so, indulging her choice to be daring without a hint of detectable duplicity. 

 

It was a summation too lofty, too good to be true. But therein lay the draw—she yearned so ardently for connection; a want so reckless she had decided five centuries ago to sacrifice anything just to have it. Perhaps it was time she made good on that oath to self. Perhaps she ought to be kinder too, not scoff so often at her own hopeful musings. 

 

Navia’s head fell to her shoulder, and Furina jolted against the wooden cabinet. “Sorry for barging in on you today.” Navia sighed, tired from guiding Furina through her earlier wrestle with the piping bag. “I thought of writing ahead, though I wasn’t sure you’d reply.”

 

“You can,” Furina said without thought. “Write to me, I mean.” Navia raised her head, her prying stare zapping at Furina’s peripheral. “I  want you to write to me. Clorinde too. I’m sure Neuvillette’s letters would only bore me.”

 

Navia laughed at that, rising on her feet to check the readiness of their cloying creations. She hummed her approval, turning just so, extending an arm. “I’ll be sure to let her know.” Then, with the tilt of her head, she proposed an offer far too charming to snub: “Come help me raven these before the second batch is finished.”

 

It was without reticence that Furina reached for Navia’s hand, and allowed herself to be lifted.

 

—

 

Six months and eighteen days after her fall from godhood, Furina woke before sunrise. 

 

She sat up, stretching languidly until her joints popped. Upon looking out the bedroom’s solitary window—sky a wispy purple where night and day first met, the clouds swollen with rain—Furina slipped out of bed. 

 

It was unusual for her to rise so early, but this particular day was different. Her new vision sat cushioned atop her gloves on the bedside table, its whorled shimmer just as vibrant as the day it descended. 

 

She hadn’t bothered to use it since that night, since the crowd of her former subjects left her ears ringing with their adulation. They had seen her—truly  seen  her—and the world still roved without punishment. Their agog fascination, their extol, their tears… all of it was for her. 

 

Furina tapped at the vision’s glassy surface, and the rain breached the clouds just beyond, fat droplets smacking against the windowpane. She felt the most peculiar urge to run, an itch deep in her marrow, a wanton desperation born of hard-fought repose. She bid adieu to her vision with a weighted look, darting out into the street in nothing but her cambric chemise. 

 

Furina didn’t stop until she reached the court’s centermost fountain; there was no one around, no Steam Bird courier, nor Gardemek in sight. Furina tilted her chin unto the sky’s torrential pour, letting the water consume, letting it paint her something hallowed. She took one step, then another, three or four more until she was pirouetting about the cobblestone, kicking up puddles and laughing at the absurdity of the world. 

 

She was something truly special, wasn’t she? Humanity made manifest, strong enough to break deific chains. She had never felt closer to godhood than she did now—soaked to the bone, trembling with chill, the musk of petrichor heady around her. 

 

Her chest felt full to bursting, the advent of dawn warming her from deep within. A young girl maundered out into the street at the peak of her one-woman spectacle; she stared, umbrella slipping from her grip. Furina brought her arms into first arabesque, her fingers fluid, forever reaching; her working leg lifted off the ground behind her, and she held steady, poised as rainwater framed her gossamer. 

 

After a dramatic beat—no finale was complete without theatrics, after all—Furina fell back into fifth position, curtsying with a smile at the girl whose parents now called for her return. Before her bliss could be mirrored, Furina was off once more, zigzagging between drowsy citizens, not heeding their curious stares. 

 

Orange and red hues swathed the Palais Mermonia’s domineering loom by the time Furina made her approach, the heavy double doors creaking in the nigh-empty space. Her feet smacked heavily along the marble floors; she was dogged in her pursuit. The scant few Melusines that milled about for early morning upkeep sprang to attention, tailing her with confused shouts, helpless but to watch as she burst into Neuvillette’s office. 

 

The Iudex sat regal behind his mahogany desk, Clorinde to his right, unlabeled file in hand. They looked up jointly from their heated discussion, their twin looks of incredulity most amusing. 

 

“Furina… are you well?” Neuvillette looked between her and the growing puddle of water at her feet, his hand twitching as it seeped into the carpet. 

 

“I wish to learn how to make bread.”

 

“You wish to make—”

 

 “Bread,  yes.” Furina shook out her hair. “All kinds.  Every  kind. Pain de campagne, brioche, fougasse,” she flicked her eyes up to the ceiling with a dreamy sigh, rocking back on her heels,  “ficelle.” 

 

“I’m most certain the neighboring boulangerie vends such an assortment.”

 

Furina wobbled back to the flat of her feet at Neuvillette’s droll interjection. “It isn’t the same.” She curled her fingers into fists, nails carving into the meat of her palm. “I want to mold and make with my hands, I want…” She grew quiet, almost sheepish. It felt childish to get so excited about the smallest of things, but she stood her ground, stalwart as ever. “I would like to have people with me, if you’d be so willing.”

 

Clorinde rounded the desk at Furina’s demure tone, proffering her adorned mantle when her teeth began to chatter. “How do you feel about sweet breads?”

 

“I knew I liked you for a reason.” Furina beamed, sprightly at Clorinde’s easy reception. She leaned over to scrunch her nose at Neuvillette’s owlish perplexity, pivoting sharply, snapping her fingers above her head in a summon. “Come by later. Bring everyone!” 

 

“Everyone” would be but them and their closest few, Furina knew, but the thought still left her giddy.  Giddy… had she ever felt that way before? Furina didn’t know, or perhaps, couldn’t remember; she pulled Clorinde’s mantle tighter around herself, hoping to maintain the heretofore unthinkable feeling. 

 

Beneath the sun, Furina glanced westward, plotting her impromptu rendezvous. The rain had stopped, and the winds had changed; she had some tidying up to do. 

 

Furina hummed, waltzing the crowded streets back home. 
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