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In the cave where the Fates spun, measured, and snipped the life threads of mortals and other beings, today was not business as usual. 

Chloe, the spinner, had tidied up and put all the regular working tools away. 

The silver scissors and orange tape measure had been careful stowed in a cupboard after being wiped down with lemon cleaner and dried on a soft clean towel. 

The worn wooden spindle that she used when she spun the rough threads for common folk had been cleaned and put away in a tidy woven basket. 

The shiny golden spindle that she used when she spun the finer threads of heroes and demigods had been stowed in a separate basket. 

The ethereal white spindle that she used when she spun the finest threads of gods and elementals had been set into an urn with a picture of Athena on it, and the mouth of the urn had been covered by a geode. Nobody wanted to work with those threads until they absolutely had to. Out of sight, out of mind, Chloe always said. Maybe she felt a little queasy looking at the threads of the lives of beings who were the closest thing she and her sisters had to friends. 

Skeins of threads of all types were carefully organized and put away for another day. 

The walls of the workroom, embedded with relics of achievement through the ages, was bumpy and uneven—riddled as they were with the imperfectly incorporated detritus of years gone by. Chloe had carefully dusted the edges of things that noticeably protruded—the abacus edge near the entry way, strands from a wig which had belonged to a queen, a couple of trophies from great athletes, and the limbs of a statue depicting an eight-legged horse. 

Sometimes she felt like her sisters incorporated into the walls the cast-offs of anyone who was notable that was dead including some folks who were a little obscure, but it was handy to have something visually interesting in the space when she felt bored with spinning. 

The walls couldn’t literally talk, but they made a pretty good pictogram. 

Now, the great workroom sat empty. 

It was Atty’s birthday, an occasion to celebrate. 

Lach had disappeared into the kitchen to get things ready. 

Atty, who had been disturbingly morose lately, had disappeared. 

Hopefully she would be back in time for the party tonight. 

Hopefully. 

Chloe had her fingers metaphorically crossed. 

It wasn’t optimal for the Fate who cut the life threads to be on a depressive streak, and Chloe really hoped today’s party would snap Atty out of it. 

The incense pot of the Fates released clouds of fragrant smoke as per usual, but it was not the customary blend that infused the space with the uplifting scents of tangerine and heavenly grace and the earthier scents of vetiver and other grounding aromas—a combination that the fates felt helped them work with the dual sides of mankind, in their spiritual and earthier aspects. Instead, the pot was releasing scents of celebration. Eucalyptus, a favorite scent, as well as happy notes of rosemary. 

The floor had been carefully swept and then frenetically scrubbed over with the good cleansing lemon-y soap, polished so it nearly squeaked with cleanliness. Sunflowers from a nearby meadow had been stashed in an urn depicting the muses and set on a doily that Chloe had crocheted, right at the center of the crafting table. 

The only sounds in the caves right now were the mellow yowling of the wind outside the entrance-way tapestry, the crackling flames in the great Fireplace of the Beyond—an impressive affair of metal and pipes—and the sounds in the kitchen beyond the great workroom. 

In the kitchen, Chloe joined her sister and picked up her knitting project. With the needles clicking steadily under Chloe’s hands, she fell into a steady rhythm that offset the more irregular clatter of Lach bustling about the space making a spice cake for Atty. Lach was currently fiddling over the exact spice mix to include in the recipe. Chloe was wearing a pretty off-white dress under her apron to keep her party clothes clean. Lach wore a practical brown dress with a tan apron, and sensible brown shoes.  

The kitchen, beyond the range of the caves where the Fates entertained guests and therefore under less pressure to appear historic and traditional, was cheerfully lit by warm-tone torches which the ever-practical Lach had augmented with a trio of overhead modern chandeliers and some recessed lighting. The torches in the kitchen had real fire, and were kept perhaps more for old-time’s sake than anything else: a gesture toward their roots. All the other lighting was powered by electricity. 

Chloe worked on finishing a delicate knit shawl. The needles in her hands felt comforting, and her fingers moved steadily, coaxing the yarn into the intricate pattern that would finish up the edge of this masterpiece. The shawl was a lovely shade of hunter green, and would be the perfect shade to set off her sister Atty’s eyes. 

Maybe that would finally cheer Atty up. 

Chloe caught a whiff of cinnamon as Lach scooped out a generous measuring spoonful. 

“Do you think this will work?” Chloe asked hopefully. Chloe left unstated the possibility that the party might remind Atty of the march toward her own, though-distant, eventual ending. 

“It may or may not,” Lach said placidly. “What matters is that we let her know that we care.” She tossed a small measuring spoonful of cinnamon into her bowl of flour, and began to stir. “It’s basically all we can do.” 

“It’s been really jarring to me that her job has been . . . getting to her a little too much lately,” Chloe said. “If this doesn’t work, I may go on a holiday. For my own peace of mind.” 

Lach fixed Chloe with a steadying look, and Chloe sighed. She was well aware of Lach’s opinion that of the three sisters, Chloe was the most lightweight. “If you need a vacation, you don’t need to blame it on your sister in order to take one,” Lach said. 

Chloe shifted her shoulders back, feeling a bit stung. “Fine,” she said. “Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll visit Italy later in the season.” 

A clattering sound from near the cave entrance made Chloe jolt in her chair. 

Lach frowned. “She’s back early,” she said. “Now the party won’t be a surprise.” 

Firm footfalls coming through the entrance chamber and the workroom assured Chloe of one thing: Atty was not in a mood to be cheered up. 

Sure enough, when Atty burst through the doorway into the small cave that served as the kitchen, she was still wearing the black turtleneck and jeans that she’d left the cave in that morning. Now, her face looked wan and pale even under Lach’s modern lighting. 

Lach squinted and frowned at Atty. “Is that Goth makeup?” she asked, and strode straight to her sister’s side, flicking a finger up Atty’s cheek and then frowning at the white face powder now on the tip of her finger. Lach tilted her head and looked at Atty, who reached to rub the streak on her cheek where the make-up had been removed—the area was now pink. 

Chloe noted Atty’s heavy eyeliner. “Did you go to a mall and get a make-over?” she asked, trying to make her tone as cheerful as possible. “That’s a fun way to celebrate.” 

“I’m coming to accept my actual role in the world,” Atty said, with dramatic flair. “I’m basically a goddess of death.” She strode over to the mirror on one side of the kitchen and inspected her smudged make-up critically. 

“Oh great,” Chloe mouthed at Lach, who gave her a ghost of a smile, but shook her head, in a curt reminder not to do anything that might make Atty even more grumpy. Chloe quietly set her knitting on the table. There were bigger things to take care of at the moment, and besides, Atty definitely wasn’t in the right mood for appreciating fine handiwork. 

“What’s set you off?” Lach asked, wiping her hands on her apron and coming to stand beside Atty at the mirror. Lach was a couple of inches shorter than Atty, but more solidly built, and a more comforting presence by half. 

“I can’t tell you,” Atty sniffed. “It isn’t very goddess-like.” 

Chloe and Lach looked at each other, and then Chloe stood and the two sisters headed towards Atty’s room. 

“No!” Atty cried, flinging herself toward the doorway of the room in an attempt to block them. “You can’t know my secret.” 

Chloe noticed Atty was wearing some sort of new, dusky perfume, and wrinkled her nose. It was not a lighthearted scent, and it had a definite bitter undertone that warned people to keep away. Chloe imagined the perfume had some sort of a dreadful name such as “Nightshade” or “Prowler.” She shook her head. When Atty was sad about something, she sure went all in. 

“You got another crush, didn’t you?” Chloe said, putting one hand on her hip. “And then he died, right? And you feel guilty about snipping the thread? Who was it this time?” 

Atty flushed. “Well, it’s different this time,” she protested. “He isn’t dead yet.” 

“What?” both her sisters said at the same time. 

“What exactly is going on?” Lach asked. 

Big tears began to spill from Atty’s thickly lined eyes. 

“Careful,” Chloe said, “You’ll spoil more of your makeup.” She fetched a cloth napkin from the table and handed it to Atty, who blew her nose into it and handed it back to Chloe. 

“Gross,” Chloe complained, going and dumping the napkin into the dirty rag basket under the sink and hurriedly scrubbing her hands with the lavender soap that she’d originally purchased hoping it would boost Atty’s spirits but now just served to remind her that her thoughtfulness toward Atty did not seem to be getting returned. 

By the time Chloe was done scrubbing her hands, her two sisters had disappeared into Atty’s room. So Chloe followed. 

She didn’t want to miss anything. 

When she got through the doorframe into the dark room, Chloe stopped in her tracks. 

In Atty’s room, which reeked of
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