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1
Amara


They say cloth remembers the dead. Amara knew better. Cloth didn’t just remember, it  spoke.
The morning fog clung to Deymar’s market like a shroud, muffling the cries of merchants hawking their wares. Amara pulled her worn shawl tighter around her shoulders and surveyed the torn cloak spread across her workbench. The fabric was coarse military wool, dyed the deep crimson of House Valdris, but the color had faded to the rust of dried blood. Three jagged tears ran through the chest—claw marks, by the look of them.
“Beast got him good,” muttered the soldier who’d brought it to her stall. He came to her often enough that she knew he favored his left leg and had a wife who embroidered roses on his handkerchiefs. “Captain wore that cloak through seven campaigns. Shame to see him find an end like this.”
Amara’s fingers traced the tears, feeling the weight of memory settled into the wool like sediment. The cloak had absorbed years of sweat, smoke, and fear. She could sense it all—the thunder of hooves, the clash of steel, the sharp coppery taste of blood. Most seamstresses would simply patch the holes and charge three coppers for the work. But Amara was not most seamstresses.
“I’ll have it ready by evening,” she said, not meeting the soldier’s eyes. Around them, the market churned with its daily commerce: fishmongers shouting over baskets of silver-scaled catch, children dodging between cart wheels, goodwives fingering bolts of cheap cotton. None of them paid attention to the quiet woman with the mending stall tucked between the cheese seller and the tinker.
That was how Amara preferred it.
The soldier dropped four coppers on her bench—twice her usual fee. “Captain always said his cloak would keep fighting even after he was gone. Mad old bastard.” His voice cracked slightly. “Make it right, seamstress. He deserves that much.”
After he left, Amara sorted through her basket of threads, selecting a deep crimson that would blend with the faded wool. Her needle was nothing special—plain steel, worn smooth by years of use. No rune-etched silver like the Guild weavers carried. No mystical properties beyond the skill in her hands and the gift she’d never asked for.
She began to stitch, her movements precise and practiced. With each draw of the needle, the tear grew smaller. But as the wool knitted itself back together, something else stirred in the fabric. A whisper, faint as wind through autumn leaves.
Formation seven... shield wall... watch the left flank...
Amara’s hands stilled. The voice was not her own—it rose from the cloak like smoke from dying embers. She glanced around quickly, but the market crowd continued its business, oblivious to the phantom words.
They’re breaking through. Sound the retreat... no, hold the line. Hold—
The voice grew clearer, more insistent. The captain, speaking from the realm the dead inhabited, his commands threading themselves through the wool that had sheltered him in life. Amara’s needle trembled.
This was what she feared most. Not the Guild’s laws against unlicensed weaving, not the whispered rumors of thread-witches who could trap souls in cloth. She feared the moment when her gift would announce itself to the world, when she could no longer pretend to be just another seamstress mending holes for copper coins.
“I said hold the line!” The voice cracked like a whip, and several people in the nearby stalls turned their heads, searching for its source.
Amara’s breath caught. She pressed her palm flat against the cloak, trying to muffle the spirit’s words, but it was too late. A woman at the cheese stall had gone pale, pointing at Amara with a shaking finger.
“Thread-witch,” the woman hissed. “She’s awakened something in the cloth.”
The word rippled through the market like a stone thrown into still water. Conversations died. Merchants stepped back from their stalls. A child tugged at his mother’s skirt, asking why the soldier’s voice was coming from the cloak.
Amara’s hands moved frantically, trying to finish the repairs and silence the ghostly captain, but her haste made her clumsy. The needle slipped, pricking her thumb. A drop of blood fell onto the wool, and Captain Thorne’s voice roared to life with terrible clarity.
“Form ranks! The enemy comes from the north! Gods save us, they’ve brought the siege engines! All men to the—”
The phantom words cut off abruptly as Amara completed the final stitch and yanked her hands away from the cloak. The sudden silence was deafening. Every eye in the market square was fixed on her stall, faces twisted with fear, suspicion, and in some cases, hunger.
She knew that look. It was the same expression worn by those who would use her gift—nobles seeking to commune with dead lovers, generals wanting to question fallen enemies, the desperate hoping to pull one last secret from a corpse’s clothing.
The silence that followed hung heavy over the market square, suffocating Amara like a thick wool blanket. She could feel the weight of every gaze on her, accusatory and fearful, burning into her skin like hot coals.
Amara’s heart hammered in her chest, each beat echoing in her ears louder than the ghostly captain’s commands. She had tried so hard to keep her gift hidden, to live a quiet life among the bustling stalls of the market. But now, exposed before the prying eyes of the crowd, she felt like a deer surrounded by hungry wolves.
With trembling hands, Amara gathered the repaired cloak, folding it carefully to hide the lingering echoes trapped within its fibers. She knew she had crossed a threshold from which there was no turning back. The revelation of her gift was a beacon calling out to those who would seek to exploit it for their own purposes… or worse, the Guild would send its enforcers after her.
Amara’s hands shook as she hastily packed up her mending tools, her heart racing. The weight of the crowd’s collective gaze bore down on her, making it hard to think. Fear and uncertainty gripped her, twisting in her gut. She glanced around, searching for an escape route, but the market stalls seemed to have closed in around her, trapping her like a cornered animal.
A sudden commotion at the edge of the market square drew her attention. Through the parting crowd strode a figure clad in black, the distinctive cloak of the Hemlock Circle billowing behind him like a shadow given form.
He was tall and lean, with the wiry strength of someone who’d spent years training for combat. Dark brown hair was in windblown disarray, as though he’d woken up and hadn’t bothered to smooth it down. Faint stubble shadowed his jaw, giving him a worn, travel-weathered look that spoke of too many nights on the road.
But it was his eyes that made Amara’s breath catch. Steel gray, piercing as winter frost, they swept across the market square with the keen attention of a hawk searching for its prey. Those eyes missed nothing—not the frightened faces of the merchants, not the child clutching his mother's skirts, not the way Amara’s hand had frozen above her mending basket. They were calculating eyes, weighing and measuring everything they touched, and when they finally settled on her, Amara felt as though she’d been stripped bare, all her secrets laid out for examination.
Amara’s throat went dry. She thought of the basement room where she lived, of the few possessions that marked her small place in the world. She thought of the soldier, who would return for his captain’s cloak and find her gone. Most of all, she thought of the needle in her hand—unremarkable to look at, but the instrument of a power that terrified those who understood its implications.
She needed to run, but where? There was nowhere the Guild didn’t have a presence. The Unraveler pushed through the crowd, his hand resting on the silver thread-cutter at his belt. “Seamstress,” he called, his voice carrying the authority of one who served the Loommaster. “You will come with me.”
The crowd pressed closer, forming a circle around her stall. Someone in the back shouted for the city watch, but Amara didn’t know why. The guards would do nothing to stop the black-clad man.
Life as she knew it was over. She looked down at the repaired cloak, perfect now except for the faintest shimmer in the wool where her stitches had bound something more than fabric together. Then she looked up at the man, at the fearful faces surrounding her, and made a choice that would change the fate of kingdoms.
“I’ll come,” she said, setting down her needle with steady hands. “I have nothing to hide.”
The Unraveler’s eyes watched her every movement as she grabbed the cloak, her movements deliberate and unhurried. Let them think her compliant. Let them believe they had captured just another rogue seamstress.
As she tucked the cloak under her arm and stepped out from behind her stall, the whispers followed her—threads of rumor that would spread through the city like wildfire. By evening, everyone in Deymar would know what happened to her.
“Before you take me to the Guild Hall, I need to return this to my customer.”
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2
Caedric


Caedric had been tracking rogue weavers for seven years, and he could spot them from across a crowded square. They all had the same tells—the way their fingers moved when they thought no one was watching, tracing patterns in the air. The unconscious habit of touching fabric as if testing its memory. The careful distance they kept from anything that might betray their gift. 
The seamstress walking ahead of him displayed none of these signs, and that made him more suspicious, not less.
She was young—early twenties, perhaps—with dark, wavy hair pulled back in a simple braid that was already beginning to fray in the market's humidity. Loose tendrils curled at her temples and the nape of her neck, giving her an air of gentle disorder despite her obvious attempts at neatness. Her skin had the warm, bronze tone of someone who spent hours working near windows, catching whatever natural light she could for her detailed work. Her hands were lean and strong, marked with the telltale calluses of needlework: small white scars dotting her fingertips like constellations of old pinpricks.
She wasn't delicate, not in the way noble ladies were delicate. Her build suggested someone accustomed to physical labor, someone who hauled bolts of fabric and bent over a workbench for hours without complaint. There was a groundedness to her movements, a steady competence that spoke of years spent mastering an honest trade.
Nothing about her suggested power beyond the ability to mend torn seams. Yet dozens of witnesses had heard a dead man’s voice rise from the fabric she’d been stitching.
“Tell me about the man who owned the cloak,” Caedric said, matching her steady pace through the crowded lanes.
“I never knew him.” Amara’s voice was calm, controlled. “The soldier who brought me the cloak said he died fighting some manner of beast.”
“Yet his voice spoke through the wool you were mending.”
She glanced at him sideways, and for a moment he caught sight of her eyes—deep brown, flecked with gold. Beautiful, he realized with unwelcome surprise. He forced himself to look away, focusing instead on the silver thread-cutter at his belt. Attraction was a luxury he couldn’t afford, not when duty demanded his complete attention.
“The crowd was frightened,” Amara said. “Fear makes people hear things that aren’t there.”
“I spoke to three witnesses. They all heard the same words.”
“Then perhaps the captain’s spirit lingers in the market square, not in his cloak.”
Clever, Caedric thought. She deflects without denying, admits nothing while explaining everything. Either she was innocent, or she was better trained than most rogues he’d encountered.
They found the soldier at a tavern near the military quarter. He was deep in his cup, drowning the grief had driven him to pay double for mending a dead man’s cloak. Amara approached his table with the careful deference of one who knew her place. “Your captain’s cloak, as promised.”
The soldier looked up with bleary eyes, then focused on the black-cloaked figure looming behind her. His face went pale. Everyone in Auralis knew what the dark fabric meant—the Hemlock Circle, enforcers of the Guild’s will, hunters of those who dared practice the forbidden arts.
“Is there... trouble?” the soldier’s voice cracked.
“No trouble,” Caedric said, though his tone suggested otherwise. “Simply ensuring your property was returned.”
The soldier unfolded the cloak with reverent hands. The tears were gone, the fabric whole once more. But as he held it up to the tavern’s lamplight, Caedric watched for any sign of supernatural activity. A whisper, a shimmer, the faintest echo of the voice that had rung out in the market.
Nothing.
The seamstress had done exactly what she claimed—mended torn cloth and nothing more.
“It’s perfect,” the soldier breathed. “Just like new.” He pressed his face into the wool for a moment, then looked up at Amara with grateful eyes. “Thank you. The captain... he would have been pleased.”
Caedric studied the man’s face, searching for any sign that he heard phantom voices or felt ghostly presences. He showed only the quiet satisfaction of someone whose treasured possession had been restored.
“We should go,” Caedric said to Amara. The questioning would continue at the Guild Hall, where proper techniques could be employed.
The local Guild Hall occupied a converted manor house in Deymar’s merchant district, its windows fitted with iron bars worked into decorative patterns. To most citizens, it looked like nothing more than another administrative building. But Caedric knew the true purpose of those bars—they were woven with null-thread, designed to contain any supernatural energies that might be unleashed during interrogations.
He led Amara through the main hall, past clerks copying requisitions and archivists cataloguing bolts of sanctioned fabric. None of them looked up. In the Hemlock Circle, discretion was as valued as skill with a thread-cutter.
The questioning room was sparse—a wooden table, two chairs, and a cabinet filled with test materials. Caedric gestured for Amara to sit, then took the chair across from her. Between them lay a selection of cloth samples: a child’s nightgown, a merchant’s coat, a soldier’s glove. Each piece carefully chosen for the strength of memory it might contain.
“State your name and occupation,” he began, pulling out a ledger to record her answers.
“Amara Souster. Seamstress.”
Caedric’s pen paused. “Souster? Like the mayor?”
“A common name in these parts. No relation that I’m aware of.”
“How long have you been practicing your trade?”
“Eight years. I learned from my grandmother before she passed.”
“And your grandmother—was she Guild-licensed?”
“She was a simple seamstress, nothing more.”
The questions continued, each one designed to probe for gaps in her story or hints of hidden knowledge. Caedric had conducted hundreds of such interrogations, and he knew all the tells: nervous laughter, fidgeting hands, the way guilty parties’ eyes darted toward whatever they were trying to conceal.
Amara displayed none of these signs. She answered each question directly, her voice steady, her hands folded calmly in her lap. If not for the incident in the market, he would have released her within minutes.
“Pick up the nightgown,” he commanded.
She reached for the small garment without hesitation, lifting it with the same professional assessment she’d shown the captain’s cloak. The cotton was soft, well-worn, stained with years of childhood dreams and fears.
“What do you feel?” Caedric watched her face intently.
“Cotton. Good quality, but old. The stitching is hand-done, probably by the child’s mother.”
“Nothing else?”
“Should I feel something else?”
He leaned forward. “Some people claim cloth holds memories. That skilled hands can awaken what lies dormant in the weave.”
“People claim many things.” Amara set down the nightgown. “I deal in fabric and thread, nothing more.”
For the next hour, Caedric tested her with each sample. The merchant’s coat that had absorbed decades of calculated greed. The soldier’s glove that had drawn blood in three different wars. A nobleman’s handkerchief that had wiped away tears of both joy and sorrow.
With each test, Amara remained unmoved. No voices rose from the cloth. No phantoms stirred in the weave. She examined each piece with the detached professionalism of someone evaluating thread count and dye quality, nothing more.
By the time the afternoon light began to fade through the barred windows, Caedric was forced to acknowledge defeat. Whatever had happened in the market, he had no evidence of wrongdoing. No proof of unlicensed weaving. No grounds to hold her further.
“You’re free to go,” he said finally, closing his ledger with more force than necessary.
Amara stood, smoothing her skirts. “Am I to understand that this interrogation was based solely on rumors and superstition?”
“The Guild takes all reports of unauthorized magical activity seriously.”
“I see.” She moved toward the door, then paused. “For what it’s worth, Unraveler, I understand you were simply doing your duty. I hold no ill will.”
The words were polite, even gracious. But as she spoke them, Caedric caught something in her expression—a flicker of amusement, perhaps, or challenge. As if she knew she had bested him and was too polite to say so directly.
He watched her leave, noting the confident set of her shoulders, the unhurried pace of someone with nothing to hide. Or someone very good at hiding it.
When the door closed behind her, Caedric sat alone in the questioning room, staring at the fabric samples spread across the table. Seven years of hunting rogues, and he’d never encountered anyone quite like her. Most unlicensed weavers were driven by desperation or ambition, their gifts raw and uncontrolled. They made mistakes, left evidence, betrayed themselves through arrogance or fear.
Amara had done none of these things.
He stood and walked to the window, peering through the null-thread bars at the street below. She was already gone, vanished into the evening crowd like smoke dissipating in the wind.
But Caedric had not risen to his position in the Hemlock Circle by accepting convenient explanations. The incident in the market had been real—too many witnesses, too many consistent details. Captain Thorne’s voice had spoken from that cloak, as surely as if the man himself had been standing there.
Which meant Amara was either the most skilled rogue he’d ever encountered, or something else entirely. Something the Guild’s training had never prepared him for.
Either way, he would be watching.
Caedric gathered the test fabrics, returning them to their protective cases. Tomorrow he would file his report, officially closing the investigation with a finding of insufficient evidence. But unofficially, privately, he would keep Amara under surveillance.
It was his duty as an Unraveler, he told himself. Nothing more than professional thoroughness.
The fact that her gold-flecked eyes had haunted him throughout the interrogation was simply an unfortunate complication—one he would learn to ignore, as he had learned to ignore so many other inconvenient truths in service to the Guild.
Outside, the evening bells began to toll, their bronze voices echoing across the city. Somewhere in those twisting streets, a seamstress was returning to her quiet life, secure in the belief that she had escaped notice.
She was wrong.
The hunt was far from over.
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