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1 Spin, Measure, Snip!


THE THREE FATES ARRIVED AND quickly sat side by side on a fluffy cloud high in the star-filled night sky above Mount Olympus, the tallest mountain in Greece. They were sisters. Clotho was the youngest, at age eleven. Her long black hair had blue highlights. Twelve-year-old Lachesis’s brown hair was streaked with purple. Red-haired Atropos was thirteen.

Out of nowhere, a white scroll made of glowing mist appeared to float in the air alongside them, unrolling itself till it was about ten feet long. This was the Destiny List. It held the names of all the mortal babies born (or about to be born) today. Slowly the scroll began to weave and curl itself around and among the sisters.

Like all goddessgirls, the three Fates possessed a great magical talent. Theirs was the ability to predict events that would happen throughout the lifetime of each and every mortal on Earth! (Also known as their fate or destiny.)

However, this ability required a team effort. It only worked when the sisters met together, like now, each playing her particular role, and each following the rules that had been set for them by Zeus, the King of the Gods and Ruler of the Heavens. Clotho’s sisters loved rules. Knowing exactly what was expected of them made them feel comfy and calm. However, sometimes the idea of breaking the rules seemed more exciting to Clotho. Because that meant something surprising could happen. Maybe something fun!

Zeus’s Rule #1 dictated each of the Fates’ individual jobs. Clotho’s began when she leaned over and peered at a newborn mortal’s name and accompanying short description at the top of the misty list. The first half of her job was to announce this information.

“Tantalus, a mortal Greek boy,” she read aloud.

“Happy birthday, Tantalus,” Lachesis and Atropos chanted. As their words faded, Tantalus’s name and description vanished from the scroll. Each sister now had one additional, very specific duty to perform in celebration of his birth.

Clotho went first. The remaining (and super-important) half of her job was to spin his Thread of Fate. She grasped her special distaff, a three-foot-long stick with thick, fluffy sheep’s wool wrapped around its top end. The wool resembled cotton candy, except it was beige instead of pink. She clamped one end of the stick between her knees, angling its woolly end to rest against her chest so it stood upright. As one of her hands began twisting raw wool off the distaff into a long thread, it fed onto the spool-like spindle that she dangled from her other hand and set to spinning like a top. Spin!

Once that process was in motion, it was Lachesis’s turn to do her job. She reached over and pulled some of Clotho’s newly spun thread from the spindle. Eyeing it carefully, she pinched her thumb and index finger to mark a place along the thread’s length. This indicated the length of time Tantalus would live. Measure!

“It is the destiny of all mortals to die one day, but Tantalus’s thread is long,” Lachesis commented, sounding happy about that.

Atropos leaned forward, nodding. “A sign of good fortune.” The blades of her fancy silver scissors flashed. In an instant she cut the thread to the exact length Lachesis had indicated with her fingers. Snip!

Now each of the sisters solemnly grasped the cut length of thread. On the count of three they let go, their fingers releasing it at the exact same moment. Like a kite tail, the thread floated in a slow, serpentine motion up toward the heavens. As it rose, a few small dark spots appeared upon it here and there. These represented times of trouble or sadness that would occur during this mortal boy’s life. However, many small sparkles appeared along the thread too. These represented times of joy and celebration. The Fates could read the spots and sparkles and knew what each one meant.

“Looks like Tantalus will enjoy a mostly happy life,” murmured Lachesis, sounding pleased.

Atropos nodded in satisfaction. “His parents will love him well.”

Clotho smiled, watching the thread containing his fate rise ever upward. Soon they’d send the threads of other newborn mortals to follow it, floating into the sky beyond. Eventually each thread would rise so high that it would disappear somewhere among the stars.

“He’ll have a nice home on Earth too,” Clotho added. She sighed dreamily. If only she herself had a home! Instead, every night she and her sisters met at a different location to work. It was their nature to never need sleep, so during the day they each went wherever they liked and did what they pleased. Basically, the three Fates were nomads. Her sisters were fine with that. But to a girl like Clotho, who would have preferred having one place to call her own, a place she could always return to, their situation was not at all fun.

To her, Tantalus and other mortals like him who had homes of their own seemed super lucky! There were just so many drawbacks to always having to roam. For one thing, she loved animals and wanted a pet. But with the way they moved around so much, that would just be too hard. So, no pets for her. Instead she had recently started knitting pretend pets.

Her gaze fell upon two colorful finger-size animals peeking out of her pocket. The cuddly kitten and pink-eared bunny were actually finger puppets. She’d knitted them and others (such as a pointy-nosed fox, floppy-eared dog, and sweet gray mouse) earlier that day. Over the past weeks, she’d made so many animal puppets that she didn’t know what to do with them all.

Sometimes when she and her sisters arrived at a new place to work for the night, Clotho would arrange these little plush creatures around herself. It comforted her to see them, and was her way of pretending that each of their meeting places was a temporary home. “Nesting,” her sisters called it, as if she were a bird making a cozy nest for herself.

An elbow nudged her ribs. “Ow!” yipped Clotho. She shot Lachesis a surprised look. Then she slid her index finger into the cuddly kitten puppet and, in a squeaky voice, made it pretend speak. “I mean, me-OW!” She giggled.

Her sisters rolled their eyes, grinning at her fondly. “What are you, three years old?” teased Atropos.

Clotho grinned back. “Maybe I’m just young at heart!” It was a phrase she’d read in a scrollbook one time: It meant that you liked playing and doing fun things no matter how old you got.

“C’mon. We’ve got a lot of NFs to get through,” said Lachesis, pointedly looking from Clotho to the Destiny List. (NF was short for “newborn fates.”) After Tantalus’s name had disappeared from the scroll, the name below it had moved up to the top. And new names were always being magically added at the bottom of the wispy scroll list, every time another mortal baby was about to be born. Therefore, the list was never-ending.

“Okay, sorry,” Clotho said. There was a time for work and a time for play, and right now it was work time! Quickly she stuffed the kitten puppet back into her pocket, then glanced at the new name at the top of the list. “Meleager, a mortal Greek prince,” she announced.

“Happy birthday, Prince Meleager,” chanted her two sisters.

As Clotho spun his length of thread, she wondered what kind of home Meleager would have. A castle, probably. Hmm. What would my perfect home look like? she mused.

It didn’t have to be fancy. It should have three rooms, one for each sister. They wouldn’t need beds, though, since they never slept. Some hangout space, work space, and a kitchen would be good. Although the Fates didn’t need to eat any of the foods that mortals ate, they sometimes did. Because food could be yummy!

She imagined her own room and how she might decorate it. It would have a closet for clothes and some shelves for her puppets and yarn and stuff. If she had her own room, she could keep her things organized. It would mean no more packing up her belongings into her oversize travel bag every morning in order to lug it onward to someplace new.

Speaking of her belongings, just then the cloud she and her sisters were sitting on shape-shifted and shrank a little. This caused her bag to tip over and fall open. Her favorite pink knitting needles rolled out and were teetering on the edge of the cloud, about to fall. Oh no! Abandoning her spinning for just a sec, she made a grab for the needles. Got ’em! Quickly, she sat back up, temporarily tucking the knitting needles in her lap.

Then, realizing what she’d just done, her heart sank. She’d broken Zeus’s Rule #2. That was: Never interrupt the telling of a fate. Such an interruption could mess up a mortal’s whole life!

Desperately, Clotho spun faster, trying to make up for lost time. But in her haste she spun out a longer thread for Prince Meleager than she’d meant to. It was so long that it got tangled and knotted, making it appear to be shorter than it actually was. And much shorter than Tantalus’s thread had been.

Luckily, her sisters didn’t notice. They were busy chatting about whether the cloud they all sat on was nimbus or cumulus and wondering if it might bring rain before sunrise, causing them to have to relocate from a soggy perch.

Seconds later, Lachesis measured and Atropos snipped. After her silver scissors flashed, they all three released Meleager’s thread. Her sisters began to speak in sad, soft voices, saying something about a log burning in a fireplace. And how Meleager’s life would be short, ending once the log became ashes.

Warily, Clotho watched Prince Meleager’s thread float upward. Instead of gliding smoothly like all the threads before it, it jerked along like an inchworm. To her surprise, one of these jerks caused it to briefly tangle with Tantalus’s thread before the two threads separated again and continued to rise. What did it mean? Had the two boys’ fates somehow become entwined?

Meanwhile, her sisters’ attention had shifted and they hadn’t seemed to notice what was going on with the threads. Instead, their eyes were on the rescued knitting needles sitting in her lap.

“You should put those in your bag,” Atropos scolded. She could sometimes be as snippy as her scissors! “What if they rolled off your lap, tumbled down to Earth, and poked some poor mortal in the top of the head?”

“Yeah, Zeus would not be happy about that,” added Lachesis mildly. She almost always spoke in a calm way many would describe as “measured.”

Clotho nodded meekly and did as Lachesis suggested. Zeus might not have an actual rule against poking mortals in the top of the head, but it was likely he wouldn’t appreciate her doing that. Still, the risk of those knitting needles falling was the least of her worries right now. Meleager’s too-long, tangled, knotted thread was far more problematic. Had she accidentally spun the mortal prince’s life out longer than it was meant to be? Had that changed his destiny? Maybe Tantalus’s, too?

The Fates’ job was to set every mortal’s destiny in motion. They were knot—er, not—supposed to interfere with that destiny.

Her sisters hadn’t seemed to notice her mistake, but had Zeus? Clotho hunched her shoulders, her brown eyes nervously darting around the sky as she tucked the pink needles away in her bag and set it upright again. As King of the Gods and Ruler of the Heavens, Zeus was a mega-powerful guy (with a mega-powerful temper to match!). Still, as far as she knew, he couldn’t see everything that went on everywhere all the time. At least she hoped not. She really didn’t want him mad at her and her sisters. He might smite them with a white-hot thunderbolt or something! Fingers crossed he’d never find out about her mistake.

“Hello?” Lachesis nudged her again and nodded toward the mist list. “Honestly, where is your head tonight? We need to get a move on.”

Clotho knew she should admit to her sisters what had just happened. And she didn’t exactly decide not to. It was only that the moment had passed. And it simply became easier not to mention her rule-break mistake than to admit it and stir up trouble.

As she read the next name on the list, she relaxed. No thunderbolts in sight. It looked like everything would be okay. Phew! That was a close call. She did her best to convince herself that messing up Meleager’s thread wouldn’t change anything. That she’d escaped trouble. Because that was what she wanted to believe.

Though she and her sisters could read the destinies of others, they couldn’t even begin to guess their own. So right then, Clotho had no way of knowing that a mere twelve years from this very date, both of the mortal boys whose threads she’d just spun would bring her trouble. Mighty Trouble, with a capital M as in Meleager and a capital T as in Tantalus.
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2 Chariot Mail


(Twelve years later)

SO IT CAME TO BE that one Saturday exactly twelve years later, trouble began. By now Clotho had forgotten all about her Meleager thread mistake. Despite the passing of time, she and her sisters still looked and felt the same ages they had always been and would always be. Unlike mortals, they would never grow old.

It was very early morning, and the three Fates had been working together through the dark night for almost eight hours by now, sitting side by side upon a strong branch high in an enormous oak tree in the land of Colchis along the Black Sea. A magnificent cape called the Golden Fleece, made from the wool of a rare and famous ram, had once hung on this very branch. That is, until an enchantress named Medea and an Argonaut named Jason had stolen it away.

Achoo! A puff of green smoke drifted up to them.

“Zeus bless you,” Clotho politely called down to the humongous, sneezy serpent that lurked on the ground below. It made a grumbly, rumbly sound in reply and shuffled around the trunk of the tree. It had once guarded the fleece (unsuccessfully, since it had been stolen!). Although the fleece was gone, the serpent still patrolled the grove day in and day out.

Clotho read the name currently at the top of the Destiny List, then spun out a thread for a mortal girl. Spin!

Measure! Lachesis marked the thread to the correct length for the girl.

Snip! Seconds after Atropos cut the thread and the three sisters released it to rise above them, Clotho glanced eastward. Eos, the goddessgirl of the dawn, had just appeared on the far horizon to paint the waning night sky with soft colors of pink and orange. The sun peeked out, and the misty list disappeared. Poof! Another night’s work had come to an end for the Fates.

“It’s another new day,” said Clotho. During the night she and her sisters had set in motion the destinies of hundreds of newborn mortals. Pleased, she tucked her distaff and spindle into her travel bag.

“Time for mortals to begin waking up,” Lachesis murmured.

Atropos cocked her head. “I wonder what it’s like to sleep.”

“Dreamy?” joked Clotho, giggling. She thought her reply was funny, but her sisters only smiled slightly.

“Let’s meet on the constellation Orion tonight,” suggested Atropos. “Since it has three stars on its belt, there’ll be one for each of us to sit on.”

“Stars are always a good choice,” Lachesis agreed. “We’ll have bright light to work by.”

The Fates took turns choosing where they’d work each night. Lachesis had chosen the oak tree tonight. After Atropos’s Orion pick, Clotho’s turn would come again. That was the way it went, night after night. Her sisters never seemed to grow tired of the constant moving from place to place the way she did. She was the only one who longed for a home where they could all three just stay put!

“So where are you guys off to for the day?” Lachesis asked. Standing up on their wide, long branch, she reached for her bag of belongings. The girls had each hung their bags on the tree’s smaller branches earlier that night. “I’m heading to a conference in Rome to discuss the nature of measurement. For instance, you wouldn’t use the same method to measure a length of thread as you would to measure things like courage, creativity, and strength.”

“No indeed.” Atropos tilted her face up. “I’m thinking I’ll fly high until I find some snow and frost to cut into snowflakes that’ll flurry down to Earth. Just for fun. Of course, that’ll dull my scissors, but I’ll sharpen and oil them before we work tonight.”

“Sounds good. Your plans and meeting at the constellation, I mean,” Clotho said. She reached up to a smaller branch to gather the finger-puppet friends she had set out along it before starting to work.

“So what’ll you get up to today? Planning to knit more dogs, cats, kittens, and caboodles?” teased Atropos, as Clotho tucked all but two of the little puppets into her travel bag.

Clotho slipped the remaining two—a green dragon and a striped orange cat—onto two of her fingers. “Rrroar! Are caboodles something to eat? I’m hungry!” she made the green serpent puppet say, flexing her finger.

“ROARRR!” echoed the real serpent below them, sending a huge puff of green smoke floating up. The girls coughed, waving it away.

Startled, Clotho dropped the serpent puppet. It fell down, down, down, where the real serpent caught it. It sniffed it somewhat suspiciously at first, then stuck it on one claw. Wiggling the claw, it grinned at the puppet, showing pointy, white, scary-looking teeth.

“He thinks he’s found a friend,” whispered Lachesis.

“That is hilarious,” snickered Atropos.

Clotho leaned down and wiggled the orange cat, which had tiny whiskers and a pink nose, so the serpent could see it. Speaking in a high, sweet kitty voice, she called to the green beast, “Maybe I’ll knit a little serpent family for you. Wouldn’t that be purr-fect?”

The serpent’s eyes lit up. It nodded eagerly.

Her sisters giggled in surprise to see such a big bad serpent’s heart melting over a teeny puppet friend. He was lonely, Clotho realized. And her puppet made him feel less so.

Hmm. She knew how he felt. She often felt lonely too. Of course, she was lucky to have two sisters that were also her good friends. Still, she longed to make new friends, too. To hang out with girls who wouldn’t think they had the right to tell her what to do just because she was the youngest, and who didn’t always talk about the same ol’ stuff. Sometimes she’d like to talk about other kinds of things, things that didn’t really interest her sisters, like maybe sports or pets or knitting puppets.

Clotho flicked the cat puppet into her bag. Then she poked around inside it to search for the colored yarn she’d need to knit more serpents. “Looks like I’ll need more green yarn. Also more wool for tonight’s fate-spinning.”

Just then a loud whooshing sound reached her ears. Hermes, the messenger of the gods, came zooming across the sky toward them in a silver chariot piled high with letterscrolls and packages. Upon reaching the girls, he put his chariot on autopilot. It began to circle alongside their branch, powered by a pair of mighty white wings that flapped on the chariot’s sides.

“Delivery!” With that announcement, Hermes plunged headlong into the mound of scrolls to search for something.

“Delivery?” Clotho echoed in surprise. For some reason his announcement caused her sisters to exchange nervous looks. What was up with that?

Lachesis turned to Clotho. “Maybe you should get going to look for that yarn and wool you need.” Atropos nodded in agreement. It almost seemed like her sisters were in a hurry to get rid of her.

“I’m thinking I might drop some of my finger puppets off at the homes of lonely mortals down in Greece,” Clotho mumbled, her curious gaze on Hermes. “And maybe take a bunch to the parents of some newborn mortals too. They could do finger-puppet shows to entertain their newborns when they cry.”

At this, her sisters seemed to temporarily forget about Hermes. When they eyed her, she hunched her shoulders. She knew what was coming. And sure enough…

“That would be a violation of Zeus’s Rule Number Three,” Atropos warned her.

“I know, I know. He doesn’t want us mingling with mortals,” said Clotho. “I’ll just drop them off secretly. Sneak in; sneak out. No will even know I was ever there.”

Before either of her sisters could further object to her plan, Hermes yelled, “Aha! Found it.” He pulled out a box full of letterscrolls and straightened, triumph gleaming in his eyes. “Incoming!” he called, tossing the box down to them.

Thump! It landed closest to Clotho on the thick tree branch she and her sisters stood upon. The box teetered for a moment and the serpent below eyed it, letting out a blast of fire. Luckily, she managed to rescue the box before it could fall into the creature’s claws or jaws.

“Give me that!” her sisters both called out. Clotho didn’t listen. Lifting the lid, she eyed the letterscrolls in the box quizzically. All were addressed to The Fates.

A feeling of delight rose up in her. “Mail? For us? I can’t believe it. We never get mail!” Because they didn’t have a home with a mailing address, of course! Grr.

“Huh?” said Hermes. “Yes, you do. Your sisters pick it up at my office in the Immortal Marketplace once a week.”

Speaking to Lachesis and Atropos, he added, “I know you would’ve come for it soon. But I happened to see you here as I was passing by, so I decided to save you a trip. Hey, hold on. Might have more for you in here somewhere.”

As he dove into the pile of packages and scrolls in the back of his chariot again, Clotho frowned at her sisters. “We get mail? How come you never told me? That’s not fair!”

“Wait!” said Lachesis, as Clotho unrolled a letterscroll.

“Don’t!” said Atropos.

Before they could stop her, Clotho began reading the letterscroll. Its contents caused her to frown. Putting it aside, she read a second one. And then, with growing dismay, a third. All were from mortals—unhappy, complaining mortals.

“These letterscrolls are mean!” she exclaimed to her sisters. She read the worst parts of the three aloud:



“Fates, you stink! I wanted to be a teacher, but you made it my destiny to become a doctor. One who faints at the sight of blood!”

“Hey, you bossy Fates, I wanted to travel around the world. But no, you made me live my whole life in the same city. So boring. Thanks for nothing!”

“Dear FinkFates, I’m so mad at you. You let my granny die. You are villains!”

A terrible feeling of hurt squeezed Clotho’s heart. Because who wanted to be considered a villain? Not her! And she wasn’t. Her sisters weren’t either. She looked at them with sorrowful eyes. “Mortals don’t like us?”

“They fear your power,” Hermes replied before her sisters could open their mouths. His chariot was now hovering only a few feet from them. “They don’t like you bossing them around and deciding their destinies.”
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