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Claudia put The Book of Fate aside, sighed, and pulled her red fox fur coat more closely around her. Then shook her long strawberry blonde hair around her for another layer of warmth.

Sure, it was nice enough, high up in the mountains, the air crisp and clear, and you could see for miles and miles around you.

As long as you didn’t mind that the view was mainly snow, that the air was cold and crisp against your cheeks, and that the chill seeped into your bones no matter how many layers of clothes, or hair, you piled on.

Even the sound of birds flying overhead, and animals scurrying along the ground fell like stones; with a thud, disappearing into the snow’s silence.

The two-room chalet she and her sisters lived in was mostly sealed against the wind, just the odd squeal as the wind gusted at speeds almost impossible to comprehend.

One of the rooms was full of Books; the sacred records of people’s lives - past, present and future, this universe and all the others.

They lived in the other room.

Their beds were tucked under the eaves, closed in by doors that made the room look neater, kept the beds warmer, and provided an added layer of insulation.

Inside each cupboard, storage shelves were built into the walls at the end of the bed, and drawers for storing clothes underneath them.

The wooden walls and ceiling were dark with centuries of soot, waterproofing and use. The tiny windows set high in the walls.

In the centre of the room, was a fire.

Not like in the old days when the smoke from the open fire hung in the ceiling, but in a proper steel stove with a proper chimney that drew the smoke up and away.

Upon which a pot of venison and vegetable stew gently simmered filling the air with a delicious savoury fragrance.

Which almost completely hid the smell of dried apples, sultanas and cloves gently reconstituting in another pot of water.

It was almost exactly perfect for a romantic getaway.

Aside from the never-ending presence of her sisters, and the complete absence of, well, a man.

Claudia allowed herself to dream a little about that nice blonde boy. Wherever it was he’d turned up. Somewhen in the middle of a dead-end red desert.

And then she looked at her sisters... No matter what, they couldn’t compare.

Claudia was the youngest, Laura the middle, and Agatha the eldest. Though given they’d all been alive longer than time, that wasn’t saying much.

Laura, her long black hair neatly pinned up and out of the way, currently dressed in black wolf skin, was polishing the measuring stick she used as a walking stick.

She’d been involved in some kind of accident before Claudia was born, and about which she refused to speak.

Agatha’s short white bob brushed the polar bear coat she was wearing, making her look like a bear herself.

A fair warning to anyone else, as Agatha ate her prey alive as well.

Not literally of course, but she had a streak of ruthlessness about her, and it was best not to get on her bad side.

Though that wasn’t entirely her fault, just something to be expected of someone whose job was to determine the time and circumstances of death.

As usual, she was sharpening her shears with a whetstone, the rhythmic snick, snick, snick of it loud in the quiet room.

Claudia stood up and took a step towards the stove to stir the pot of stew.

Tempted to eat just for something to do.

“Aren’t you tired of sitting around here waiting for something to happen?”

“Not at all,” said Agatha, “I’m happy just to be. Quietly, without any fuss.”

Claudia rolled her eyes, but Agatha smiled insultingly sweetly.

“We’re cosy enough here, and it really feels like we’ve been rushing around forever,” said Laura.

“For heaven’s sake! We could be doing nothing just as easily somewhere warm.”

Her sisters started laughing.

“What?” said Claudia, but they just laughed harder.

“What?” she said, starting to get annoyed.

“Ah dear,” said Agatha wiping her eyes, “we were just talking about when you’d be ready to leave.”

“I won,” said Laura, “hand it over,” and Agatha fished a coin from her pocket and put it in Laura’s outstretched hand.

“You’re so predictable,” she told Claudia.

“Where do you want to go this time?” Agatha asked.

“I don’t know,” Claudia’s shrug was almost invisible under the fur, “somewhere warm. Maybe a beach?”

“Ah,” said Laura, “we haven’t been to a beach in a while.”

Agatha grunted, though whether that was in agreement or not was another matter. “Perhaps somewhere uninhabited?”

“I’m not sure there’s anywhere left that doesn’t have someone living there,” said Laura.

“There must be somewhere,” said Agatha, “I’m not going unless there’s no one there.”

“I’ll look into it,” Claudia said, fluffing up her bedding, climbing into the cupboard and shutting the doors.

For a while, she heard them continuing the conversation as they prepared the chalet for travel, bickering amiably.

“Wouldn’t you like to split up and take a vacation on your own one day?” asked Laura, banking the fire and tucking the pots underneath the stove.

“Hmmm, maybe. We’d need to go somewhere populated for that, and I’m not sure I could deal with so many people anymore.” Agatha made the beds and tidied the sleeping cupboards.

“Could be fun,” Laura swept the floor, sweeping the dirt and dust out into the snow.

“Maybe next time,” Agatha opened the door to the book room, but as they hadn’t used it for a while, it appeared in order.

And then they were done, they retired to their own beds to wait.

«« • »»

What Claudia hadn’t told her sisters, was that the nexus was an ever-increasing network of universes.

Not just one.

And in all those universes, there was only one Claudia, but there were many many universes with and without versions of her sisters.

Perhaps because she was the only one in all the universes who wove the threads of fate into the full, glorious tapestry of life.

Or as some would have it, wrote the complete story of the universes.

That was what the book room was all about - hiding the life records where no one would think of stealing them.

Wherever they stopped they sold books for the money they needed to buy the other things they needed to survive.

Which wasn’t much because the living room always reset to containing the things they needed to survive.

And they didn’t sell THE books, but sometimes other books that Claudia brought from other times and places depending on what people needed at the time.

All those universes were getting a bit out of control, and she could really do with some help on that.

As each year passed, the universes expanded, and it got more and more difficult to find places they hadn’t already visited. Though on occasion, if one universe deviated too much from its original root, she took the risk.

Not that it was chaotic as such in the nexus, but she enjoyed the time away from her sisters. There’s nothing worse than being the youngest, forever, with older two sisters who are always picking on you, thinking you need to be monitored or instructed one way or another.

Even more galling when she had the power to erase them. Who cared about measuring or cutting when she could pull their threads out by the roots? Not that she wasn’t tempted sometimes.

And they thought they were so smart...

Then again, she’d never told them she could travel the threads.

They knew she had something to do with it, but assumed the gods used her to send them where they needed to be, rather than her picking some more or less random place that looked nice.

The last few years she’d been searching for a copy of herself. Perhaps one she could swap with.

Or failing that, a nice man to live his life with while her sisters waited for her to come back.

They thought it just took the space of a nap, say an hour or two, but she’d been experimenting and had stayed away for six months without them noticing the difference.

It had been exhilarating. And liberating. And she wondered how long she could get away with this time.

She picked a thread at random and dove into it.

«« • »»

As always, her sensed returned slowly.

She heard booming, and for a moment was alone with the sound, trying to identify it.

The sound of surf crashing to the shore.

And then she heard seagulls squabbling.

She noticed she was warm. Too warm in the fur, but not quite awake enough to throw it off.

A sliver of blue sky through a gap in the wall.

The hint of some kind of herbal foliage blown in on the breeze through the gap.

And a little while later, the sound of her sisters talking, which was disappointing as she’d hoped to avoid them this time.

“Nice place,” Laura said before taking a loud sip something, “house isn’t bad either.”

Agatha grunted in agreement. “How’s Claudia?”

“Seems fine. No real way of telling.”

“I’m worried by how much harder it seems to get each time.”

Laura sipped again, “me too. I’m not sure what we can do to help her though.”

“Is it something to do with The Book of Fate, or is it something she somehow figured out how to do on her own.”

Laura shrugged, “no telling. But I can’t help feeling like she needs some time on her own. A vacation of a sort.”

Agatha grinned, “not like when we were young eh?”

“Speak for yourself, I’m not that old thank you very much.”

“I suppose we could ask that old goat, whatever name he’s going by now.”

Claudia didn’t care to hear anymore, and certainly didn’t want them trying to fix her on what she’d hoped would be her vacation.

She struggled to get up, and out of the cupboard, and instantly her sisters were there to help her.

Out of the cupboard, into some fresh, clean, lightweight clothes and into her chair with a mug of tea and a bowl of venison stew.

Thankfully they didn’t say anything, knowing she’d be out of sorts for a day or so after she’d moved them.

Never much for tact, Agatha said, “we’re going out to see where we are.”

And Laura, ever conciliatory, “you rest and we’ll be back before you know it.”

Claudia knew they’d be gossiping about her and plotting to visit “the old goat” whoever that was. She certainly didn’t want any help from whoever he was.

But she’d have to stay for at least a week to get her strength back.

She took a sip of tea and looked around.

The structure of the room remained the same, but the walls were a bleached light wood and clean. The door and the large windows had been propped open to show a view of white sand, blue sky and turquoise ocean.

Tall trees grew down to the pristine white shore.

Setting aside the tea, she ate the stew.

There were worst places to recuperate, and it might not be so bad here for a while.

A bit of quiet for Agatha, and a slow pace for Laura.

Though she longed for the distractions of city life.

She finished her stew and took the remains of her tea outside to see where they were.

Her sisters were nowhere to be seen, but
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