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Prologue
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Before the first god opened his eyes, before the first mortal drew breath, before time had anything to measure — the hall existed.

It was not built. It did not appear. It was simply there, the way certain truths are simply there: not arrived at but always already present, waiting for the world to catch up with them. The hall was the place where lives were made, and it preceded the lives it made, and it would outlast the last life it ever made.

Three sisters worked in the hall. They had always worked there. They would always work there. This is not a metaphor, though it will be mistaken for one by every generation of mortals who hears of it.

The first spun. The second measured. The third cut.

This is their story, told from inside the work — from the thread, from the hall, from the particular and unglamorous patience of three beings who know everything about every life that has ever been or will be, and who feel, despite the demands of their function, far more than they are supposed to feel.
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Chapter One: The Loom Before Time
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They did not begin. That is the first thing to understand about the Fates, and the hardest. Every story told of gods and men presupposes a moment of origin — the drawing of the first breath, the lighting of the first fire, the word spoken into darkness before darkness knew to answer. But Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos were not born into the world. They were present when the world was being considered. They were the conditions under which anything could begin at all.

The loom existed before they did, or perhaps it is more precise to say that the loom and the three sisters arrived together, inseparable, the way a river and its direction cannot be separated from each other. The loom was not wood. It was not any substance that could be named with a single word. It occupied a space that was not quite inside the world and not quite outside it — a borderland where causality organized itself before spilling outward into time.

The threads upon it were not thread in the way mortals would later use the word. They were potential become filament, each one a life not yet lived, each one humming with what it might be. To touch one was to feel the full weight of a life before it became a life: the accumulated possibility of every moment not yet experienced, every word not yet spoken, every love not yet found and lost and found again in some other configuration.

Clotho sat at the spindle. She was eldest, though age meant nothing here — she had simply always been at the spindle, and would always be. Her hands moved with a certainty that was not learned but intrinsic, the way a river moves downhill without deciding to. She pulled the raw fiber of existence through her fingers and drew it into thread, and as she drew it, something sparked in the filament that had not been there before: the first flicker of selfhood, of a life choosing itself.

Lachesis stood at the loom's middle, the measurer. In her hands she held a rod that was not quite a ruler and not quite a scepter — a tool for perceiving what length had already been decided, a device for reading the fate that existed before the life it belonged to. She did not determine length. That was the great misunderstanding she had long since stopped trying to correct. She measured what already was. The difference between determination and recognition was the difference between tyranny and truth, and she held to that distinction the way a person holds to the one fact that makes their existence bearable.

Atropos stood apart from the others. She always stood apart. She held the shears, and the shears were the oldest thing in all of existence — older than the loom, older even than the sisters themselves, if such a distinction could be made. They had cut before there was anything to cut. They would cut after everything had been woven. Atropos had learned, across the unmeasured span of her existence, not to think about this too carefully.

The hall around them — if hall was even the right word for a space with no true walls — was filled with thread. Threads hung from the unseen ceiling in their millions, each at a different stage of completion. Some burned with color: the vivid crimson of a life lived at the edge of passion, the deep blue of a life oriented toward the sea, the gold of someone who would be remembered long after the thread was wound into its final coil. Some were pale and nearly translucent, the threads of lives that would pass through the world quietly, unnoticed by history, noticed completely by the handful of people who loved them. Some had already gone dark, their woven length trailing to the floor in completed spirals — finished lives wound neatly into permanence.

The hall smelled of something that was not quite dust and not quite warmth — the smell of time accumulating, of the past becoming more permanent with every moment that the present moved away from it.

On this particular morning — though morning was merely a convenience borrowed from a world that had mornings — something new was being spun. Clotho's fingers slowed almost imperceptibly. Not quite stopped, but slowed the way an expert's hands slow when they encounter material that requires a different quality of attention.

"This one," she said.

Lachesis moved closer. She held her rod over the emerging thread and was quiet for a long moment, reading what could be read. The thread was different — not in color, which was the particular amber-grey of a winter sky before snow, but in texture, in the quality of its resonance. It hummed at a frequency she had never encountered in all her measuring, and she filed the observation away in the part of herself that kept such things.

"A mortal," Lachesis said. "Or what will become one."

"Mortal," Atropos repeated from her place at the edge of the hall. The word sounded strange in her mouth. She handled it the way she handled all things — carefully. "Then I will be needed."

"You are always needed," Clotho said without looking up.

This was true. It was also something none of them spoke of with any pleasure, because being needed, felt from the inside, was not the same as being needed observed from the outside. From the inside, need was weight.

The thread grew longer under Clotho's hands, and as it grew, the hall seemed to breathe differently around it — a subtle shift in atmosphere, the way a room changes when someone enters who has not been there before. The thread was becoming a man. Not yet a man with a name, a father, a city to call his own, but the idea of one, drawn out of raw possibility into something that would eventually have weight and hunger and the particular ache of wanting things that could not always be had.

Lachesis was already measuring. She did not speak the length aloud. She never did. The length existed between her and the thread and whatever had existed before existence to make such things determined. But her face — old in the way that mountains are old, in the way that patience itself is old — did something subtle in the region of her eyes that Clotho had learned, over the span of everything, to notice.

"Short," Clotho said. Not a question.

"Eventful," Lachesis replied.

This was the work. It had always been the work and would always be: the drawing out and the measuring and the cutting, the endless economy of lives made and spent and gathered back again. The sisters did not grieve this. Grief required the belief that things should have been otherwise, and the Fates held no such belief. They held only the thread, the rod, and the shears, and the vast humming hall in which everything that would ever happen was already, in some sense, taking shape.
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