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1
Amara


Consciousness returned like water seeping through cracked stone—slowly, painfully. It carried with it the weight of everything she’d lost and everything she’d become. Amara’s eyes opened to unfamiliar walls of weathered stone and windows thick with dust, their glass so old it warped the morning light into strange patterns that danced across her vision. 
The temple had been abandoned long enough for silence to settle into its bones. No creaking floorboards from daily use, no voices calling between rooms, no familiar sounds of life. Just emptiness and stillness from a place where hope had withered and died.
She tried to sit up and immediately regretted the attempt. Her body felt like it had been taken apart and reassembled by someone who’d forgotten how the pieces were supposed to fit together. Muscles trembled with exhaustion that sleep hadn’t touched, while her head pounded with a rhythm that matched her heartbeat.
But it was her arms that made her breath catch in her throat.
Thread-like scars coiled across her skin from wrist to shoulder, glowing faintly with silver light that pulsed in time with her heart. They weren’t ordinary wounds—they looked like someone had stitched light itself into her flesh, creating patterns that seemed to shift and change of their own volition.
The tapestry, she remembered. The souls I bound to protect us—where did they go?
The answer came as whispers seemed to rise from her own blood, voices speaking just below the threshold of hearing. Not the gentle echoes she’d grown accustomed to from fabric and thread, but something deeper, more intimate. The souls she’d woven into her great working hadn’t departed when their purpose was served—they’d taken root in her essence, becoming part of her.
“Still here... still with you... bound by choice, not force...”
“Thank you... for listening... for remembering...”
“We chose this... chose you... don’t fear us...”
The voices carried comfort and gratitude, but their presence filled her with terror that made her hands shake. Had she saved those echoes, or enslaved them? The line between sanctuary and prison felt thinner than thread, and she was no longer certain which side of it she occupied.
Moving carefully to avoid jarring whatever new equilibrium her body had found, Amara swung her legs over the edge of the narrow stone slab and attempted to stand. The world tilted sickeningly, and she had to grip the wall to keep from collapsing as her vision grayed at the edges.
I’m too weak, she thought. The weaving took too much. I’m lucky to be alive.
But was she alive? The question felt more relevant than it should have. Her reflection in the dust-covered mirror across the room showed familiar features made strange by exhaustion and something else—an otherworldly quality that hadn’t been there before, as if part of her existed in the space between life and death.
Her satchel lay on the room’s single table, its contents scattered as if someone had searched through it. Among the usual scraps and threads lay her hairpin-turned-needle, but it looked different now—not steel but something that caught the light and threw it back transformed, as if the simple tool had absorbed power from contact with her gift.
She reached for it with trembling fingers, needing the familiar comfort of the instrument that had saved her life. But the moment her skin made contact with the metal, the scars along her arms flared with burning pain that made her gasp.
Test it, a voice whispered. It might have been her grandmother’s, or it might have been her own desperate need to understand what she’d become. See what the weaving has made of you.
Against every instinct that screamed for caution, Amara pricked her finger with the needle’s point. A single drop of blood welled up, bright red but somehow luminous, carrying light that had nothing to do with the sun streaming through the dirty windows. She pressed the bloodied finger to a scrap of cloth from her satchel and pulled a single stitch through the fabric.
The voice that escaped was sharp and clear, carrying the distinct cadence of someone she recognized—one of the royal spirits who’d supported her defiance in the Guild Hall. But instead of the gentle whisper she’d expected, the echo emerged with force that made the temple walls tremble.
“The realm burns while cowards wear crowns. Justice delayed is justice denied. The people cry out for—”
Amara tore the stitch free with violent haste, her heart hammering against her ribs as the voice cut off mid-sentence. The cloth crumbled to ash in her hands, while the scars along her arms pulsed with light that left afterimages burned into her vision.
Her gift was no longer separate from her body—it was in her veins, woven into her essence like thread through fabric.
The realization sent ice through her chest. She’d bound the spirits to herself so completely that they’d become part of her, their voices waiting just beneath her skin for the right stitch to set them free. Every drop of blood she shed would carry their echoes, every thread she pulled would risk unleashing memories that might be too powerful to contain.
What have I done to myself?
Fragments of the Guild Hall haunted her—the Pattern Council’s hunger as they demanded she awaken the king’s cloak, Caedric’s blade flashing silver as he cut down his former colleagues, the terrible moment when she’d realized the tapestry was pulling her essence into its weave. She’d acted from desperation and defiance, not understanding the cost of binding so many souls to her own.
But had it been protection or corruption? The tapestry had shielded them from Guild authority, yes, but at what price? The voices in her blood spoke of choice, but choices made in desperation often looked different in daylight than they had in the moment of crisis.
Where is Caedric?
The question hit her with sudden urgency. She was alone in this abandoned place, weak as a newborn and marked with scars that proclaimed her nature to anyone with eyes to see. Without him, she felt exposed to threats from every direction—Guild hunters who would claim her abilities, cult survivors who would harvest her power, common folk who would see her as salvation… or damnation.
But even his protection raised questions that made her stomach clench with unease. He was a man who’d spent years hunting people like her, trained to see rogue weavers as threats to be eliminated. Yes, he’d chosen to protect her in the Guild Hall, but that choice had been made in the heat of battle against enemies who threatened them both.
Now, in the cold light of day, would he begin to see her as the true danger? The voices in her blood carried the wisdom and power of royal dynasties—knowledge that could reshape kingdoms if properly directed. Would Caedric’s institutional training eventually override his personal loyalty?
Can I trust him fully?
The doubt tasted like poison, but she couldn’t dismiss it. Trust was a luxury she’d never been able to afford, and her transformation had made her more valuable—and more dangerous—than ever before.
Movement outside the temple made her freeze, every muscle tensed for flight or fight despite her body’s weakness. Footsteps on the overgrown path, voices speaking in hushed tones, the sound of people trying not to make noise while failing completely.
For a terrifying moment, she imagined Guild soldiers surrounding the building, their thread-cutters ready to sever the connections she’d forged with the spirits in her blood. Or Wraithstitcher survivors, their barbed needles hungry for revenge against the woman who’d destroyed their sanctuary.
Instead, when she peered through the dust-caked window, she saw a handful of villagers approaching with the careful steps of people entering a place they believed might be cursed. Common folk in rough clothing, their faces marked by the weariness that came from lives spent at the mercy of forces beyond their control.
But their eyes held recognition as they looked toward the temple, and their whispered words carried clearly in the morning air: “Thread-witch... Guild Hall... awakened the dead kings...”
Word has already spread.
In the time since her defiance at the Guild Hall—how long had it been? Hours? Had it possibly been days? Time felt fluid, unreliable—but stories had spread from Deymar to the surrounding settlements. Her name was probably already becoming legend, her actions transformed by repetition into something larger than the desperate gamble they’d actually been.
One of the villagers stepped forward from the group. An older man whose clothes marked him as a farmer, his hands gnarled by decades of hard work. In his arms, he carried a bundle of white cloth that made Amara’s enhanced senses prickle with recognition. A wedding veil. Old, carefully preserved, heavy with memories of joy and loss. 
“Please,” the man called, his voice cracking with desperation. “I know you’re in there, lady. I know what you can do. My wife... she passed last winter, but her veil still holds her scent. Could you... could you let me hear her voice one more time?”
Behind him, another villager hissed urgent warnings. “Don’t ask her, Thomas. Thread-witches bring curses. We should leave before she notices us.”
But the farmer—Thomas—ignored the advice, stepping closer to the temple with the desperate courage of someone who had nothing left to lose. “I’ll pay whatever you ask. Gold, silver, my land if you want it. Just... please. I need to know she forgives me for not saving her.”
The raw grief in his voice cut through Amara’s defenses. This was why she’d reluctantly tried to help Selanna—not for power or glory, but to offer comfort to those who needed it most. The ability to give voice to love that death had silenced, to provide closure where none had existed before.
But now? With the spirits woven into her blood and power that threatened to consume everything it touched? The risk was too great, the potential for catastrophe too real.
More villagers were arriving, drawn by rumors and desperate hope. Some carried fabric that whispered with stored memories, others simply watched with the attention of people who believed they’d found a miracle worker. But their faces showed the same division she’d seen everywhere—fear and reverence in equal measure, terror and hope warring for dominance.
A young woman pushed through the crowd, her dress torn and muddy, her eyes wild with grief. “My baby died of the fever last month. Can you bring her back? Can you make her breathe again?”
“She’s not bringing anyone back,” snapped an older woman whose clothes marked her as someone with local authority, possibly a village elder. “Thread-witches steal souls. We should be driving her out, not begging for miracles.”
The crowd’s mood shifted like a tide turning, hope curdling into suspicion. Hands moved toward farming tools that could serve as weapons, while voices rose in argument about whether she represented salvation or damnation.
Amara pressed herself against the wall, her heart hammering as she realized the truth of her situation. She was no longer anonymous, no longer able to hide in the open. Her defiance at the Guild Hall had made her into something else entirely—a symbol that people would project their needs and fears upon regardless of her own wishes.
The sound of approaching footsteps cut through the crowd’s debate. A single man, moving with the urgency of someone who knew exactly where he was going and why. Amara caught a glimpse of a black cloak and a silver blade before she saw it was Caedric, his presence immediately shifting the villagers’ attention from the temple to the more immediate threat.
“Move along,” he commanded. “There’s nothing here for you.”
“We just want to speak with her,” Thomas protested, clutching his wife’s veil closer to his chest. “We’re not asking for anything evil, just—”
“I know what you’re asking for,” Caedric interrupted, his hand resting casually on his thread-cutter’s hilt. “And I know what it would cost her to provide it. Move along.”
The crowd hesitated, torn between desperate need and a healthy fear of Guild authority. But Caedric’s reputation preceded him—even here, miles from Deymar, they knew what the black cloak represented.
Slowly, reluctantly, they began to disperse. Thomas was the last to leave, his steps dragging as he carried his wife’s veil back toward the empty house awaited his return.
When the last villager had disappeared down the overgrown path, Caedric approached the temple, his steps reminding Amara of a hunter approaching a wounded animal. His pale eyes found hers through the window, and she saw relief there—not just that she was conscious, but that she was still recognizably herself.
For now, whispered one of the voices in her blood. But change comes whether we choose it or not.
As Caedric opened the door, his expression carefully neutral but his concern evident in the way he moved, Amara felt the weight of understanding settle on her shoulders like a mantle she’d never asked to wear.
The threads that bound her to the spirits in her blood, the scars that marked her transformation, the whispers that had already begun to spread—none of it cared what she’d intended when she’d woven her tapestry of defiance.
I was never meant to be their savior, she thought, watching hope and fear war in Caedric’s eyes as he took in her transformed state. But the threads don’t care what I was meant to be.
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Caedric


The forest around the abandoned temple held secrets that spoke to anyone trained to read them. Caedric moved through the underbrush with the silent efficiency of a predator, his eyes cataloguing every broken twig, every disturbed patch of earth, every sign that others had passed this way before him. 
The deer trail he’d been following showed fresh hoofprints—too regular to be wild animals, too purposeful to be random travelers. Three horses, shod with iron, their riders heavy enough to leave deep impressions in the soft ground. One mount favored its left hind leg, creating a distinctive gait pattern that would be easy to track.
More concerning were the scraps of black fabric caught on thornbushes along the path. Not the rough cloth of common travelers, but the fine weave of Guild uniforms, torn during hasty passage through the dense woods. The threads still held traces of the silver sigils that marked Hemlock Circle authority, their power dimmed but recognizable to someone who’d worn such fabric for years.
They’re close, Caedric thought, his hand moving instinctively to the thread-cutter at his belt. Closer than I’d hoped.
The Guild’s hunters had been his brothers-in-arms once, men he’d trained beside and trusted with his life during countless dangerous missions. They knew his techniques as well as he knew theirs, understood his tactical thinking because they’d learned from the same instructors. Facing them would be like cutting apart pieces of his own identity, destroying bonds forged in blood and shared purpose.
But those bonds had been based on lies, he reminded himself. Service to an institution that fed prisoners to cultists while maintaining facades of righteousness. Loyalty to authorities who saw people like Amara as resources to be claimed rather than individuals with rights and dignity.
The initiation ceremony haunted his memory as he picked his way through thorny undergrowth—kneeling before the Pattern Council while Needlewarden Korren wrapped silver thread around his forearm, the binding tight enough to draw blood. “By thread and blade, I swear to unmake what should never be,” he’d recited along with the other initiates, their voices raised in unison. “To serve the realm’s stability above all personal desire.”
The thread had been more than symbolic. Guild weavers had worked power into its fibers, creating a connection that would alert the Council if their agents ever betrayed their oaths. Even now, miles from Deymar and officially declared a traitor, Caedric could feel that silver strand tugging at his consciousness like a fishhook lodged in his soul.
It should have been agony, the binding fighting against his rebellion. Instead, it felt... loose, somehow. As if the connections that had once seemed unbreakable were fraying under the weight of truths the Guild couldn’t deny.
Perhaps loyalty to Amara is the truer oath, he thought, stepping carefully around a patch of ground that showed recent disturbance. Perhaps protecting the innocent matters more than serving corrupt authority.
The temple came into view through the trees, its weathered walls looking fragile in the morning light. But the scene unfolding in its overgrown yard made Caedric’s blood run cold—villagers surrounding the building, their voices raised in desperate pleading and fearful accusation.
He’d left Amara alone for three hours, scouting the area and checking the snares he’d set for rabbits. Long enough for word to spread from settlement to settlement, carrying tales of the thread-witch who’d defied the Guild and awakened the dead. Long enough for desperation to overcome common sense and drive people to seek miracles they couldn’t afford.
These were common folk—farmers and tradesmen. They scattered before his advance like leaves before wind, their need for hope no match for their fear of Guild retribution.
Only one man hesitated—an older farmer clutching a bundle of white cloth with the desperate grip of someone holding his last connection to happiness. A wedding veil. 
“Move along,” Caedric commanded, letting authority ring in his voice. “There’s nothing here for you.”
“We just want to speak with her,” the man said, pressing the gossamer fabric against his heart. “We’re not asking for anything evil, just—”
“I know what you’re asking for. And I know what it would cost her to provide it. Move along.”
The farmer’s shoulders sagged with defeat, but he obeyed. They all surrendered in the end, their footsteps heavy as they retreated to their homes and lives that no seamstress could mend.
When the last villager had disappeared down the forest path, Caedric approached the temple. Through the dusty window, he could see Amara watching him, her face pale with exhaustion.
The scars along her arms glowed faintly through her torn sleeves, thread-like patterns that pulsed with their own internal light. Whatever had happened during her working in the Guild Hall, it had changed her on a fundamental level. The spirits she’d bound hadn’t simply served her purpose and departed—they’d taken root in her, becoming part of whatever she was evolving into.
For a moment, seeing the terror and shame in her gold-flecked eyes, Caedric felt his carefully maintained emotional distance begin to crack. She’d sacrificed everything to protect souls the Guild would have enslaved, and now she was paying the price in ways he didn’t fully understand.
He wanted to offer comfort, to tell her that transformation didn’t have to mean corruption, that power could be controlled and directed toward worthy purposes. But the words felt inadequate against the magnitude of what she faced.
Instead, he forced his expression back to neutral professionalism. Distance serves her better than sympathy, he told himself. She needs a protector, not another person seeking pieces of her soul.
Inside the temple, his eyes swept the chamber like a merchant tallying wares, calculating what they had against what they would need in the days ahead. Food supplies: enough dried meat and hardtack for perhaps three days, assuming careful rationing. Water: a well behind the building that still ran clear, though its depth was uncertain. Shelter: adequate for now, but the building’s isolation worked against them as much as it protected them.
Most concerning was their complete lack of allies. No safe houses to retreat to, no network of supporters who might offer aid, no resources beyond what they carried and what they could scavenge. The Guild’s reach extended across every kingdom in the realm, while the Wraithstitchers operated in the shadows that touched every settlement.
Running will not be enough, Caedric realized with growing certainty. Sooner or later, we’ll be cornered. The question is whether she’ll be ready when that happens.
He could keep her hidden like prey, moving from one temporary shelter to another until exhaustion or bad luck delivered them to their enemies. Or he could teach her to fight like a soldier, to use her transformed abilities as weapons rather than burdens.
The choice would determine not just their survival, but what kind of people they became in the process.
While Amara rested, Caedric made another circuit of the surrounding forest, checking the rabbit snares he’d set at dawn. The small game was essential—they couldn’t risk approaching settlements for supplies, not when every stranger might recognize Amara.
It was while examining tracks near the creek that fed the temple well that he found it: a symbol carved into the bark of an ancient oak, the cuts fresh enough that sap still wept from the wounds.
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