
The Last Seam - Carpet Underworld

T.J. Spracklin

© 2025 T.J. Spracklin. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced without permission.
Printed in the United States of America.

Acknowledgments

To Bob—without this, it wouldn't have been possible.

Chapter 1. The Last Seam

Chapter 2. The Cost in Seconds

Chapter 3. The First Charge

Chapter 4. The Pull

Chapter 5. The Testing Ground

Chapter 6. Crossing the Line

Chapter 7. Apprentice in the Shadows

Chapter 8. The Vault Below

Chapter 9. Knock and Thread

Chapter 10. Reading the Weave

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1. The Last Seam
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The ballroom was too quiet.
Not the kind of quiet you get at closing time, but the kind that feels like someone pressed
their hand over the world’s mouth.
Arby Riswell knelt in the center of that silence, knees pressing into the strange
underlayment only he understood. The patterned wool above it was cut and stretched
perfectly—except for one final gap.
The seam.
The Compass of Fiber lay in his left palm, needle quivering like a nervous heartbeat. It didn’t
point north; it never did. Tonight, it pointed straight ahead—toward the last strip of carpet,
waiting to be joined.
He shifted his grip on the seaming iron, its handle worn smooth from decades of use. Thirty
years ago, he’d bought it secondhand from a retiring installer who’d sworn it was “lucky.” In
Arby’s hands, it had been more than that. Reliable. Unfailing.
Until the lights went out.
The chandeliers popped; darkness fell. The emergency lights hummed to life, throwing
weak pools of red against the high plaster walls. The chandeliers hung dead and heavy.
Thirty seconds later, even the generator failed. The only light came from the exit signs and
the faint ember under Arby’s iron—fading fast.
He muttered a curse. Without power, the job was over. And if the job was over... so was
everything else.
“Two minutes, Arby.” Charlee’s voice cracked through the walkie on his belt. No warmth in
her tone tonight—just the steel of someone who understood the stakes. “If you don’t close it
in time—”
“I know.” His voice was gravel. “It’s over.”
The pad beneath him thrummed faintly. Not like the steady hum of the Dubai weave he’d
used for years. This was sharper, quicker—like it was bracing for impact. The vibration
traveled through his knees, into his spine.
He looked toward the far doorway. A tall silhouette stood, watching—the Watcher. He
didn’t need a face to know.
Arby set the Compass on the pad. Its brass casing vibrated as if alive. The needle shivered,
then locked—pointing not to the seam, but to the Watcher.
He pulled the iron’s cord free of the dead outlet, pressing the plug against the Compass
plate. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a pulse of heat surged through the cord, the
iron’s plate blooming red again.
It worked—but the cost was instant. The warmth in the pad wasn’t just feeding the iron. It
was pulling from him, dragging seconds—maybe years—out through his hands.
His joints stiffened. His breath grew shallow. The ache moved up his arms like cold water.
“One minute,” Charlee said.
The Watcher didn’t move. The pad hummed harder, matching the pounding in Arby’s chest.
He shoved the iron forward, pressing it into the seam tape. Adhesive bubbled and melted,
releasing that familiar, chemical—sweet smell that clung to every installer’s clothes.
“Thirty seconds,” Charlee said.
Sweat rolled down his temple, stinging his eyes. He blinked it away, grabbed the stair tool,
and pressed the hot seam flat, locking the fibers so tight they’d never separate.
The pad shivered beneath him, the pull growing stronger. He could almost hear it now—not
a hum but a low whisper, like threads speaking in a language only his bones could
understand.
Ten seconds.
Five.
The last inch hissed as the adhesive cured under the iron’s heat. The Compass fell still. The
hum in the pad faded to nothing.
Arby leaned back on his heels, the iron still in his hand. The seam was perfect. Unbroken.
Invisible.
When he finally looked toward the doorway, the Watcher was gone. In its place, a single
strand of glowing fiber floated in the air, twisting lazily before sinking to the carpet and
vanishing into the pile.
This was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2. The Cost in Seconds
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Arby stayed on his knees long after the seam cooled.
Not because there was work left to do—the fibers were locked, the bond perfect—but
because he didn’t trust his legs to hold him yet.
The air was thick with the smell of melted adhesive, hot wool, and something else—a
metallic tang that didn’t belong in any ballroom. His hand was still wrapped around the
iron’s handle, knuckles white. The Compass of Fiber lay next to him, needle dead still.
He shut his eyes. Counted his breaths. Tried to feel the time the pad had just taken. Not
minutes on a clock—pieces of himself.
“Arby?” Charlee’s boots thudded across the carpet, soft at first, then quicker when she saw
he hadn’t moved. She crouched beside him, shining her flashlight over his face. “You look
pale. And not the usual pale.”
He gave a dry chuckle. “Seam’s done.”
“I can see that. But you’re not answering the real question—what happened to you out
here?”
He kept his gaze on the seam. “Cost me something.”
“Like it wore you out?”
“No. Like it took seconds.”
Her brow furrowed. “Seconds of what?”
“Of me.”
Charlee leaned back on her heels, studying him like she was deciding whether to push for
more. She didn’t. Not here, not with the pad still under them. She’d been with him long
enough to know the pad had rules neither of them fully understood. Rules it didn’t forgive
when broken.
She shifted her beam toward the far doorway. “That figure in the corner... tall, standing still.
Was that him?”
Arby didn’t answer. The Watcher’s absence was louder than his presence. Whoever—or
whatever—it was, it had been waiting for this seam.
The ballroom was still lit only by the red glow of the exit signs. Beyond the doors, faint
shouts carried from the lobby—hotel staff arguing with someone about the power outage.
Charlee exhaled sharply. “Manager’s panicking. Says the outage started here.”
“He’s half—right.” Arby planted one palm on the floor, feeling the faint residual warmth in
the pad. “It didn’t start here. It started under here.”
The hum pulsed once—then died, like a fading heartbeat.
Two hours later
The chandeliers blazed again, flooding the room with warm gold. The general manager
crossed the carpet with an expression somewhere between relief and awe. He shook Arby’s
hand with both of his.
“Flawless. Absolutely flawless. I don’t know how you finished in the dark, but it’s perfect.”
Arby nodded politely. He’d heard that word a thousand times—“perfect.” Nobody ever
asked what it cost.
Charlee was rolling up extension cords they hadn’t touched. She shot him a look as he knelt
to collect his tools. “You need rest. And not the kind you get between jobs.”
He ignored her, eyes on the seam beneath the chandelier. From this distance, it was
invisible, but he could still feel it—not as a join in fabric, but as a stitch holding something
far bigger together.
As he coiled the iron’s cord, something on his sleeve caught the light. A single strand of fiber.
Not wool, not adhesive thread—something finer, translucent, and faintly glowing.
He brushed at it. It didn’t fall.
It sank.
By the time the warmth reached his palm, it was gone.
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Chapter 3. The First Charge
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The glow from the ballroom’s chandelier was still fresh in Arby’s mind when he finally
drifted into sleep that night.
He didn’t expect the dream.
He never did.
Dubai, 1979
The heat was a living thing in the desert, pressing against the skin and settling in the lungs.
Even in the palace’s shaded courtyards, it was like standing under a hammer. The smell was
a mix of sunbaked stone, perfumed water, and the faint metallic tang from the tools in his
pouch.
Arby was Thirty-seven, shoulders still wiry from the years on ladders and stretching floors.
He’d been flown in for a job few installers ever got close to—laying handwoven Persian
wool in the royal family’s private chambers. Three weeks of precise work over marble floors
so polished they doubled as mirrors.
He wasn’t the cheapest choice. He wasn’t the most famous. But word had reached Dubai of
the American with the impossible seams, the one whose work looked like it had been born
that way.
On the third day, the steward—a man whose face never changed expression—led Arby to a
part of the palace that wasn’t on any blueprint. The hallway narrowed until it opened into a
cedar—lined chamber, the air heavy with the scent of aged wood and faint spice.
At the center lay a single roll of padding.
It wasn’t like anything he’d seen before.
The weave was impossibly tight, the fibers shifting subtly as light moved over them. When
he brushed his palm across it, a vibration tickled his fingertips—soft, but constant.
“That,” the steward said, “is not for sale. It is for this house only. You will cut it to fit this
room, and nowhere else.”
Arby nodded, but something in the pad called to him. He’d worked with high—grade
underlays before—felt, foam, rubberized composites—but this was different. Alive, almost.
When he made the first cut, a faint spark leapt from his blade to his hand. He hissed and
flexed his fingers. The steward either didn’t see or pretended not to.
The work went smoothly until the final day, when the palace generators failed without
warning. The chandeliers dimmed, and the iron in his hand cooled almost instantly.
Half—melted adhesive meant disaster. In this climate, if the seam failed before curing, the
bond would be ruined and the wool could buckle.
Every instinct said stop; something else told him to keep going.
He set the iron directly onto the pad. The handle warmed in seconds, then the plate glowed
red. The adhesive bubbled as if the power had never gone out. The vibration in his knees
grew stronger, up into his chest, into his skull.
He finished the seam in silence. When he stood, the sunlight streaming through the lattice
windows seemed... sharper, like the world had been polished.
Then he caught his reflection in the marble. There were new lines around his eyes. Not
deep, but they hadn’t been there that morning.
That night, lying in the palace guest quarters, he couldn’t sleep. His body felt both charged
and drained—like he’d run ten miles and won a fight in the same hour.
The next morning, the steward inspected the work and gave a single approving nod. Then,
without explanation, he handed Arby a small brass disk. A compass—but with a needle that
didn’t point north.
“For when you need to find the right seam,” the steward said. And that was the end of it.
Arby woke in his Kansas City hotel bed, the memory still clinging like desert heat.
Charlee was asleep across the room, one arm draped over her eyes.
He reached for the Compass on the nightstand. The needle trembled—not toward the
ballroom, but toward the city beyond. His left palm throbbed with a faint warmth, the same
one he’d felt decades ago in Dubai.
He closed his fingers around it.
Whatever the pad had given him back then, it had just started asking for payment.

d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

LAST SEAM

CARPET UNDERWORLD
tjj i

\ = =
\ 2
0 I
a4 \
b

N\ )

5=

¥ .//
v\

r:J. SPRACKLIN





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





