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For my brothers




PART ONE





One



[image: Images]


THIS IS A STORY ABOUT the end of the world.


It is a lesson for you, mortal, so listen well to my words. Shiver and become them. When you sleep, dream of them. When you blink, see us sisters spinning, measuring, slicing in the darkness behind your lids.


Know us. Fear us. Heed my warning, mortal: Stay far away from us.


My name is Chloe, and I am the youngest. Mine are the fingers that choose the wool, that shape the thread, that begin it. The sun smiles upon me. Men love me without knowing who I am. I have lived forever and will live forever more.


By the beginning of this story, I had seen everything. Nothing was new to me, not in birth or death or living. There should have been nothing left that could surprise me.


Here is the thing about this world we spin, though: It is full of surprises. Live a thousand years, and you will be surprised on the thousand and first. That is the beauty of it—the impossible riddles, the dark. It is also the danger—how quickly your life twists suddenly inside out.


Even for us it is this way, immortal as we are. We can still be startled by the beauty, and the danger can still take us unaware. Even when we think we are ready for it; even when we know better.


We should have known better that first afternoon, when the girl showed up on our doorstep. We should have realized the danger she brought when we saw the dark pain in her gaze. Maybe then we could have stopped it; maybe then the end of the world never would have come.


Or then again, maybe it wouldn’t have made any difference at all. My sister might still have cast her spell; the fish might still have jumped out of the waves before the girl. I don’t know when it’s ever done us good to know what’s coming, after all. Mostly, there isn’t anything that any of us can do.
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This girl was young, only just beyond childhood, but she had already lost her family, her friends, everyone she knew. The raiders had come and killed them all; she had watched as they screamed, as they fell, as they slid from the edge into darkness. She had lain quite still and pretended to be as dead, while the men took what they wanted from her village and smashed to bits everything else. The girl felt, there in the bloody dust of the road, that she was being smashed to bits as well.


When they had gone, nothing was left of the life she had known, and nothing was left of this girl but an unthinking urge, an ancient instinct to pick herself up, to stumble out through her village, not looking, not smelling, not hearing. She walked for days, for weeks. She followed that invisible pull through fields, across streams, not caring where the road went or how rough was the ground. She only walked on, and crawled when she couldn’t walk, and at last she was climbing the steep rock slope between our crashing waves, balancing one step after another until she had reached our round green island. And then she stood, feet raw, in our doorway, looking in at us.


Not many make it that far. I’m sure you’ll already know that.


She told us what had happened. Her eyes were flashing with what she had seen; her voice was harsh. When she had finished, she demanded that we tell her what there was to live for now.


She was so insistent that we tried to answer her. I listened to the whir of my whalebone spindle. Serena ran her fingers along the girl’s gold thread, feeling every bump and twist. Xinot clicked her scissors—click, clack—and sniffed at the empty space where that thread came to an end, staring blankly all the while with her swirling eyes.


We stopped our whirring and fingering and sniffing. We looked at the girl.


There is nothing we can tell you, we said. We know what your life is made of and its length. We can guess at the emptiness beyond. But we are not allowed to tell you what is to come, and we have never been told how a life ought to be used.


Xinot turned back at once to sharpening her scissors on a rough gray rock. I gazed silently at the girl: at her locks, as golden as her long, long thread; at her eyes, blue as a summer sea. She was beautiful, even after that desperate journey. I found myself wondering what she might have looked like before—when she was still happy, when her eyes had flashed with joy.


Serena, though, didn’t turn from the girl or watch her silently. Serena could not bear to send her away like that, and she stood from her chair and went over to the girl. She wrapped her arms around her, and the girl almost collapsed into them, closing her eyes and letting out her breath. The lines in her face relaxed as they mustn’t have in the last two weeks, since the raiders first were spotted riding toward her town.


We have some magic beyond the spindle, the thread, and the scissors. Serena laid a hand on the girl’s head and said, Forget it all. Go, and start again. She pressed her lips against the girl’s forehead, stood her upright, and turned her from our door. The girl walked away, as we knew she would, as she must.


I shook my own dark, silky hair over the front of my shoulders and turned back to my spinning. I wouldn’t wish for the girl’s golden locks. She may have been happy once, but looks like that only ever led to trouble. Consider her—family dead, no reason to live, and decades, by Serena’s measure, to steep in her pain, to wake in the middle of the night gasping through her tears.


Serena stood in the doorway two moments more, and then she took up her place in the chair between us again, stretching the newest thread from my spindle over toward Xinot’s blades. She started a song, a ballad men sing as they board ships to war. I added a descant harmony, and Xinot hummed a low, pulsing undertone.


We returned to our work, and I imagined the girl climbing back along the narrow pathway to the mainland, Serena’s words turning her mind into a pleasant fuzzy mush.


I was sure that she wouldn’t be coming back. You mortals never did. You came, you made your impossible demands, and then you left again. It had been this way for ages, longer than any bard could remember. With luck it always would be this way.
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You would think, being who I am, that I would be wary of making statements like this, even only in my own head. It’s a tricky thing, the power we shape and measure and cut.


Get too full of your own cleverness, too certain—you’ll find yourself marrying your mother, cutting out the heart of your father, eating your children’s fingers for breakfast.
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Three minutes after I’d mused, so certainly, on how none of our visitors ever came back, the girl with the golden locks showed up in our doorway once again.


That was the first surprise of that day.


My spindle jerked and skittered away over the stones. Serena dropped her thread with a soft cry. And Xinot almost—almost—sliced a man’s thread off seven years too short, and it hung there, the half-severed thing, flashing red and silver. Then she drew the scissors wide and held her fingernails just where Serena had handed the thread to her. The blades snapped together with a harsh ring; the man’s thread fell to the floor, pooling into an orderly mound just below Xinot’s feet.


Then, silence.


The girl was smiling serenely around at us all. She held up a fat, flapping fish by its tail. “I was climbing over the rocks,” she said, “and this fellow leaped out of the waves, threw himself right down before me. And I thought, you ladies must be so busy, with all your—work.” Something skipped across her face; Serena’s spell, I’d guess, fighting against the girl’s doubtful thoughts. Then her olive-smooth brow eased. “And since you’ve been so helpful to me . . .”


“What is it she thinks we’ve done?” I whispered, and sent the words tumbling over to Serena.


My sister shrugged, her empty hands still frozen where they’d held the thread. “Whatever the spell’s set her up to believe,” she sent back.


“. . . I thought I could begin to repay you by bringing you a nice tasty fish and cooking it up for you.” There went that face skip again, as the girl considered our one-room house. We haven’t much in the way of furniture: just a stool for me, and a plain wooden chair for Serena, and an old stump for Xinot, from a tree that died so long ago it never had a name. We’ve a fire pit in the very center sometimes, and sometimes a grill sits over the coals, or a tripod with a cauldron hanging between its legs.


But just now there were no coals, and no fire, and no pit. The girl blinked around, her mouth gaping and closing like the mouth of the fish that was sliding from her hands.


Xinot narrowed her eyes at Serena. “Do something,” she hissed.


Serena jerked her head at that and lowered her hands. She cleared her throat—a comforting, melodious sound.


“Thank you, dear,” she said. The girl stopped gaping, grasped the fish again, and focused on Serena’s face as though it was the only thing she remembered.


Possibly it was. Serena was now this girl’s first real memory, after all.


Serena said, in that gentle murmur only she can manage, “My dear, will you please tell my sisters your name?”


“Your sisters?” She blinked around at us now. “These are your—sisters?”


Serena laughed, low and bubbly. “I call them that, despite the vast difference in age. They are my closest living relations, all I have left in the world. Your name, dear.”


Not many would be capable of defying Serena when she’s become insistent, and this girl was no exception. “Aglaia,” she said at once, with a slight bow. “I am Aglaia.”


“Lovely!” Serena clapped her hands and smiled at the girl. I had seen that expression on her face before, that warm softness as she talked with one of you. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Aglaia, and we will happily accept your gift.”


“Oh.” Now the girl’s face was shining. “Will you?”


“Yes, of course, if you will share it with us.”


“Serena,” I muttered, reminding her, “we’ve no business eating a meal with a mortal.”


She eyed me and muttered back, “It’s only one fish. It’s nothing, Chloe.” Then she turned to the girl again, laying a hand on my arm. “My youngest sister will show you where you can get the beast ready for cooking, down by our shore.”


The girl tilted her head at me, so open, so trusting. Her eyes really were the color of our sunlit sea.


“Xinot,” I started, turning toward my eldest sister. “Do you really think—”


She cut me off with a wave of her blades. “Oh, go on, Chloe,” she said. “She won’t bite you.”


“Won’t she?” But my sisters were looking at me expectantly, and I couldn’t win against them both. “Fine,” I said, sighing. “If you want to eat this fish so much, I suppose you’ll need her out of the house while you start the fire.”


“Exactly,” Serena said.


So I slid my spindle into my basket with the wool. Then I grabbed Aglaia’s arm, and I pulled the mortal girl from our house.
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At the water’s edge, we crouched down together, and Aglaia began to wash the fish. My toes curled along the side of a flat rock, my tunic pulled low over my ankles. My hair was whipping around my head; it does that sometimes, especially when I am wary of something or feeling some strong emotion. I watched as she scraped the scales with a sharp piece of shale and then used the stone to slice open the fish’s belly. She did not speak; she wasn’t paying me any mind. I bent over toward her, looking into her face. Her eyes went sideways, noting I was there, but she only turned up her lips at me and continued easing out the guts. I sat back again.


It isn’t fair, the sort of life you mortals lead. Even forgetting death, even forgetting how little time you have to understand anything, there is so much difficulty that I sometimes wonder how you can keep on going. What had happened to Aglaia happens to someone every day. Mothers watch their children starve. Fathers are enslaved.


It is a marvel sometimes that you don’t sit right down and give up. It is a marvel you don’t scream at the gods for creating the world this way, that you can lift your head still, and smile, and want to live—that you can demand from us a reason to want to live.


I watched this girl; her hair was gleaming in the last of the sun’s rays. No doubt he was delighted to have such a fresh little beauty to smile upon. “Your hair,” I said at last, wondering at how it could still shine like that after all she’d gone through. “Your hair is quite beautiful.”


Aglaia said, “Thank you,” pronouncing each word clearly, with a small space between. Abruptly she turned toward me and reached out a slimy fish hand, as if wanting to show that she held no dangerous thing. “I am Aglaia.”


“Yes,” I said, leaning back, my hair spinning across my nose. “I know.”


But she kept her hand held out, and she had a funny plastered-on smile that hadn’t flickered or melted when I’d pulled away from her. So I slipped a hand from where I’d tucked it in my tunic and gripped hers, quickly. Then I slid it away again. “I’m Chloe.”


“It is nice to meet you,” said Aglaia.


I nodded, warily.


She turned back to her cleaning and didn’t look at me again.


I waited as she finished, as she pulled the kidney from the fish and made to throw it and the guts into the sea.


“Don’t!” I said, coming to my feet and reaching for her hand. We didn’t need our shoreline smelling of fish guts, or our toes to squish in them when we visited the waves.


Aglaia stopped and stared at me, her mouth slightly open. She was blinking fast, as if recalculating her world.


I spoke slow, and low. “We have a garden. Let’s bring the nasty stuff there and give it to the plants.”


She looked down into her hand, where the guts were beginning to drip between her fingers. “Nasty stuff,” she said.


“Come along.” I gestured to her, and she followed me up the rocks, onto the green cap of our island. We went around to the back of the house, where Serena keeps our garden growing in the lee of our walls, out of the wind.


It’s an impossible task, much of the time. The air is so salty, most things choke to death. Come one big storm in the growing season, and our whole crop fails. It’s lucky we don’t suffer from lack of food, or we’d never survive out here on our rock. Or we’d survive, but we’d be miserable every second, like that idealistic fellow who broke the rules and spent several eternities chained to a stone, watching birds eat out his liver every afternoon for lunch.


This year we’d had good fortune with the weather. Several small cabbages were growing in the shade of the house, and we’d have a large crop of onions and cucumbers. There were even some lentil pods almost ready for picking. I brought Aglaia over to our grapevines down the slope a bit. There was a doomed endeavor if I ever saw one. Our vines only ever grew tiny bitter fruit, hardly worth eating and certainly not of a quality for making wine. But Serena couldn’t help trying. When we had lived on the mainland, many centuries ago, our vines had been the envy of every mortal and several gods as well. Our wine could make the dullest man dance; it could put the saddest old woman to sleep and give her wondrous dreams.


We missed our wine.


Aglaia and I spread the fish guts at the base of the vines, and I whispered to them, a gift-giving rhyme from a lovely altruistic culture that had lived nearby but had died out generations ago.


Then we went back down to the shore and we washed our hands with the help of the sea. I watched as Aglaia lifted the readied fish and started up the path to our house. She had done everything I had asked, simply and without argument. She had been so at ease, sitting by the water with me, and now each step she took was precise and unhurried. I remembered the harsh strength that had been in her voice this afternoon. She had seemed half-wild then, with her raw feet and flashing eyes—a wounded eagle, not a nesting wren.


I called after her, curious, “Aglaia, where do you think we are?”


She stopped and looked back at me, a line between her eyes. “Don’t you know?”


I shook my head at her.


The line deepened. “I think . . .” She looked about at the waves, at the rocks, at the orange light we could see now flickering through our door at the top of the hill. “I think I’ve come to stay with you. I think this is home.” Her face was smoothing out. “Yes, Chloe. This is where I live. This is our home.” She smiled. It was a big, sparkling smile, the sort that mothers stitch onto their daughters’ dolls. She said, with a bit of a laugh, “Come on! They’re waiting for us.” And she took off up the slope again, grasping the fish tight in her hands.


I stood there staring after her. She didn’t yet know my sisters’ names. And . . . home? I wasn’t sure even I considered this our home. Home was for babies and growing old. This was a place to live, a place to do our work.


But Aglaia was far ahead now, and the others were shortly in for a second surprise. I couldn’t imagine how Xinot was going to react to an addle-brained mortal girl calling this her home. She would have to agree with me now; she would have to throw Aglaia out as soon as she heard. She might even apologize for not arguing with Serena about the meal. I sucked in a breath and started eagerly up the slope after the girl. It wasn’t often that my sister admitted she was wrong. I wasn’t going to miss this for all the stars and their songs.




Two



[image: Images]


WHILE AGLAIA AND I HAD been out washing the fish, my sisters had gotten a fire blazing in our pit. Xinot sat on her stump near the edge, poking at the cinders with her cane. The dark wood took no harm from the heat; it wasn’t an ordinary sort of thing, with ordinary obedience to physical laws. She didn’t look up as Aglaia and I came over with the girl’s gift, but she tapped the metal grill she’d set upon the coals so that it clanged a bit, and the girl placed the fish on it.


Then Aglaia drew my stool over next to her and sat down, resting her elbows on her knees. My sisters eyed me, Serena with worry and Xinot with a gleam of amusement.


I shrugged and settled onto the stones on the other side of the fire. I could view my vindication just as happily from here.


I was in for a wait, though. Serena came over and placed her usual chair next to me, and we were all silent for a bit, watching the fish cook. It was the perfect time for them to question our uninvited guest. There she was, sitting in my place, bending over our fire as if she belonged. And my sisters hardly glanced at her. Xinot kept poking at the fire with her stick. Serena was sewing some useless thing—you’d think, after working with the thread all day, she would be sick of all forms of needlework, but Serena’s always knitting us caps and tacking together bits of yarn and cloth to hang on the wall. All pointless, as Xinot and I would never hide our hair from the wind, and there’s hardly room on our walls for anything but shelves and piles of thread. Still, she keeps at it. She spins her own yarn out of the little grasses that grow along our rocks. I think she must use her magic for it, as it seems an impossible task.


She was busy with something—a cushion for her chair, I think; her old one was beginning to fray—and she didn’t seem the slightest bit concerned with the girl she’d just bespelled. She pulled at her yarn and hummed to herself, mulling over some secret thing.


I glared across the fire at Aglaia. She smiled back at me. I glared harder; she smiled more. So I scowled into the fire instead and joined my sisters in ignoring her completely. One more hour; one shared meal. If the girl hadn’t declared her intention by then, I would give up the satisfaction of seeing my sisters uncover it themselves, and I would give fate a hand.


When the fish was done, we apportioned it into four driftwood bowls, though we are never in danger of starving and could have saved the whole creature for the girl. Xinot ate silently; Serena made approving noises. I picked at mine at first, but the smell was too exquisite, and soon I was tucking into it as eagerly as the others. We’re never in danger of starving, but a fresh grilled fish is as tasty in our mouths as yours.


Then we threw the bones to the fire, though I saw the way Xinot flicked her fingers toward them, and I knew she would have liked to toss them over the stones to uncover some fortunes. Not the most accurate of fortune-telling tools, fish bones, but when they aren’t spewing nonsense they are dramatic. Filled to every curve and ridge with stories of hidden jewels and questing princes.


This girl was already getting in the way of even our smallest pleasures. I had done enough waiting. “Aglaia,” I said, and she smiled at me. “What did you say this place was again? My sisters would like to know.”


Serena looked up from her work, frowning from me to the girl. She had coaxed Aglaia into draping her cloak near the fire while I served the fish. It had warmed as we ate, and now my sister was busy patching its tears and fraying edges.


“I told you,” said Aglaia, “this is home.”


The silence following that statement was all that I had wished for.


“What did you say?” said Xinot, twisting on her stump to stare at the girl.


Aglaia said again, as matter-of-factly, “This is home.”


“Your home?” said Xinot.


“Ours,” said Aglaia.


Xinot opened and then closed her mouth, for once at a loss. I raised my eyebrows at Serena, who was furrowing her brow at me as though I held the answer to this, as though this was some trick I had worked up when I was out with the girl.


I muttered, “It’s your spell.”


“I didn’t mean . . .” Serena tucked her needle into her skirt and cleared her throat, leaning over toward the girl.


She said softly, “Aglaia, dear, I’m afraid you can’t stay here.”


“Why not?”


“Well . . .” Serena looked to me again; I shook my head.


“You know she doesn’t remember,” I said.


Aglaia said, “Why can’t I stay here? Where am I to go?” She was still perfectly placid, but there was confusion in her voice, and maybe a note of desperation. The world would seem so simple to her now, and we were denying what she knew of the shape of it.


Xinot said, finally, nodding at the girl, “She’s right.”


“What do you mean?” said Serena. “That this is her home?”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


I let them come to the obvious solution; I watched the girl as they spoke. She seemed to already have forgotten that we were discussing her. She was leaning back on my stool, gazing into the fire. I thought I heard the beginning of a humming tune drifting across the pit.


“Then what are you saying?” said Serena.


Xinot said, “We can’t throw her out, not with whatever your spell did to her. Her mind is lost; look at her.”


My sisters turned as well toward Aglaia, who continued to sit and lean and hum. The firelight brushed the ends of her hair, and the humming floated, soft and strange. She seemed a thing apart, untethered.


Xinot said, in her hard, low way, “I know you didn’t mean for this to happen. But now you have to take the spell away.”


Serena didn’t respond; she kept on watching the girl, and I saw a shiver dance across her skin.


“Even if we could keep her, sister, this is no home for her. You’ve seen her thread, how bright it is. Do you think she should burn for all those years out here with us? With our bare rocks and empty wind?”


Serena said, “She’s happier this way. There is no home for her out there, either.”


Then they were silent, remembering what Aglaia had fled.


When Xinot spoke again, it was more quietly, and she sat back on her stump so that her eyes seemed even darker, even deeper-set than usual. “This isn’t a cat.”


“A cat?” Aglaia looked up at this, eager. “Do we have a cat?”


Serena reached out to brush the girl’s cheek, so terribly tender. “Not anymore.”


I was shuddering. Xinot would have to put a stop to this. She would have to snatch our sister’s fingers away from the girl’s smooth skin, to toss Aglaia out our door, spell or no spell. If Serena wouldn’t give her back her mind, she would have to do without it, and without us.


Aglaia said, her eyes on Serena’s face, “Is that my cloak you are sewing?”


“Yes, child.”


“Oh,” said Aglaia, a breath. “How good you are to me.”


We couldn’t keep her. We couldn’t let Serena look at her that way, with kindness. It would kill her. It would end up killing us. I turned to Xinot, and I saw her eyes sliding my way. I didn’t have to speak; she knew my thoughts. We almost always do. But my eldest sister sat silent, leaning back on her stump. Something had sent her into her old manner of watching, waiting, an enigma in the dark. She shrugged at me with her bony shoulders, as if to say there was nothing to be done.


I wanted to scream at them. I wanted to grab this mortal girl and throw her out myself.


But the weight of one sister’s choice and the silence of the other held me still. I have never been the first of us three. Serena speaks most; Xinot knows most. I am the quickest, the loveliest, the readiest to anger. I do not decide such things as whether an orphaned girl should be given a bed in our house.


Serena picked up her sewing again, and Xinot sat back and said nothing. I rose, frustrated, from the stones and went to sit against a far wall, shaking my hair closed about my face and glowering at nobody.


The girl I was sure would be our doom hummed to herself for a while longer. Then she got to her feet as well and wandered over to the nearest shelf, reaching out a curious hand toward our glittering towers of threads.


Apparently Xinot did think there was something she could do about this; she was up and next to the girl faster than I could blink. She grabbed Aglaia’s raised arm with tight, crooked fingers. The girl turned, startled, and her mouth made a little O. Before Serena’s spell took it away, I saw the naked fear there, the horror in her eyes.


That was the third surprise, and the most unsettling—the strength of that horror, the way it had outlasted Serena’s spell.


Then Aglaia’s eyes went dim again; she relaxed her arm in Xinot’s hold. My sister took her by her shoulders, lightly, and turned her from the shelves.


I felt a tension in my wrists. When I looked down, my fists were clenched and trembling.


“Come sit next to me, dear,” Serena said. Her head was bent; she was still stitching away at the cloak. She looked up at me as Aglaia obediently moved across the room toward her. She smiled, and it was so unruffled, so clear and calm, I knew she hadn’t seen the thing on Aglaia’s face.


I whispered a word to my hands, and they unclenched. Before Serena could read something in my frown, I managed to send a small smile her way. I don’t think it was very convincing, but she brightened anyway. That’s all it takes with Serena, usually. A smile, a hug. She lives for our happiness, Xinot’s and mine.


As Aglaia knelt down on the stones next to Serena, putting her head on my sister’s knee and beginning to hum again, Xinot turned back to the shelf and nudged and shifted the coiled threads into perfect order. There was no need. Aglaia hadn’t actually touched them. But Xinot stood there for several minutes, poking and twisting and tucking in glowing strands. When she turned away finally, I caught her eye before she ducked her head.


She knew. Xinot had seen the fear too, and the strength of it bothered her.


Maybe we could have told Serena, hoping to convince her to let the girl go. If our sister had realized the extent of the horror her spell was keeping buried, she might not have thought it a good idea to repress such a powerful thing. But even I didn’t want to expose our sister to that pain. Not Serena, for whom a smile, a hug was the bright sun shining on her. Not Serena, who had only recently begun to smile again herself.


And anyway, Xinot and I didn’t fully understand it either. We never have, that sort of human nightmare. We’ve never understood the depth of it, the way it lasts and lasts. For us, everything is temporary. Oceans change their currents. Borders shift and blur; even mountains fall. Soon enough, everything returns to the way it was before.


For you mortals, forever is a much more manageable term. One lifetime—that’s all forever takes. One death, and forever is achieved. For you, horror and pain and grief really can last forever.


Serena kept on with her sewing. I retreated behind my hair. Xinot watched the girl from the corners of her eyes, and our fire crackled.
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Late that night we went out to stand by the sea as we always did, and we left the girl curled up on a pile of Serena’s knit blankets against one wall. She had tucked herself in cozily, calling out good night to us as if she had known us all her life.


Serena called back to her; Xinot and I said nothing. We left for the waves as soon as we knew she was asleep.


As we stood there, salt on our lips and moonlight tangling our hair, I didn’t speak to the others about Aglaia. I wanted to forget her; I wanted to pretend there was nothing on our island but my sisters and the words brought by the wind. I closed my eyes; I breathed; and it should have been easy there.


After all, we are the daughters of the night. Xinot is the eldest, and I am young as a girl, but we all awoke at the same dark moment in the beginning of everything. When we go out to the edge of our rock and watch the stars spin, we remember where we came from, and we become more of who we are.


We need sleep even less than we need to eat. We could keep working with our threads all through the night if we wanted, but that’s not what keeps us awake. There is always work to do, and the more we work, the more there seems to be. So we don’t worry about that. Long ago, we used to fret much more. When even the sun was young, we wore our fingers to the bone trying to keep up with the piles of shining wool that never diminished in my basket. We thought that if we stopped, the wool would overflow, and mortals would not be born or live or die, and we would have destroyed the world.


But my heap of work never grows or shrinks. It is always exactly the same, whether we work on it or not. We’ve never stopped altogether. We take breaks. We garden. We never leave our work for more than several hours at a time.


Still, we do not worry about spending time away from the threads, and we do not work at night unless our fingers are itching for it.


Instead we go out to the moon and the waves and the wind. We stand or sit along our shore, not next to one another, but we know where the others are.


We don’t do anything in particular, not that you would recognize as action. We watch it, the way the world breathes in the night. Sisters of darkness—it is one name for us, and an apt one. Things are hidden in the dark. Things are unknown and inescapable. We might not always understand our own art, but we can feel it. We can taste it in the air on a clear, cold night. We can smell it in the brine when a storm is brewing over the waters. We are only sitting or standing, and listening to the prayers of the day, but we are also at some deeper level conversing with the magic that fills our threads.


When we watch and listen in this way, we become a thing that has meaning, that takes joy in each breath. Every night, we fill ourselves up with this joy, and then we spin and measure ourselves out and we provide the perfect endings each day.


That night, as Aglaia lay sleeping in the house at our backs, our magic was swirling and flowing in a strangely deliberate way. When I closed my eyes to forget the girl, I could almost hear it speaking. A soft murmur drifted all about, rising and falling, as though telling some great story—the sort that cannot be stopped once it has begun, the sort that holds you captive until the end.
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