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PROLOGUE: Judah

The Night the Needle Turned Inward



The workshop smelled like burnt sugar and iron.

Judah had lit every candle in his mother's sewing room, and still the light felt wrong. Thin. Stretched too far across the walls. The flame from the oil lamp guttered as he moved past it, his shadow splitting into three versions of himself, all of them bent over the table where his mother lay dying.

She was forty-three years old. She looked seventy.

Her skin had gone translucent, the blue map of her veins visible beneath the surface like rivers on an old parchment. Her hair, once dark as spilled ink, had turned to white wool overnight. Her hands, the hands that had taught him to thread a needle before he could tie his shoes, lay motionless on the blanket. The knuckles were swollen. The fingers curled inward, stiff as dead leaves.

The harvesting had been illegal, of course.

Judah had been at the market when it happened. He remembered the weight of the bread in his basket, the warmth of the morning sun on his shoulders, the sound of his own voice haggling with the baker over the price of a loaf. He had been thinking about his mother. About the cough she had developed over the winter. About the way she winced when she lifted her sewing basket.

He had been thinking about how to keep her alive.

The Weavers had been thinking about how to take her years.

The selection had been random. That was what the King's proclamation said. A street sweep, conducted with fairness and impartiality, to ensure that the Court's immortality was sustained by a diverse cross section of the population. Fifty citizens, chosen at random, brought to the central square while the moon hung low and the candles burned bright.

Judah had been at the market. By the time he returned, the gold threads had already been pulled from her skin. Twenty years stripped away in violent increments. The Weavers had been efficient. They always were.

His mother had returned home bent and hollow, her hands shaking too hard to hold a teacup. She had looked at him with eyes that did not recognize his face, and she had whispered a name that was not his.

That had been six days ago.

Now she could not rise from the bed.

Judah knelt beside her, his fingers shaking as he threaded the needle. Not silver, this time. Black. He had traded everything he owned for a single spool of black thread, the forbidden kind, the kind that could bind a soul back into a body if the Weaver was skilled enough. Or desperate enough.

He was both.

The thread drank the candlelight. It did not reflect. It absorbed. When he held it up to the flame, the light seemed to bend toward it, drawn into its darkness like water into a drain. The black thread was hungry. That was what the old books said. It needed life to sustain itself. It would take from the Weaver if the Weaver did not give it something else.

Judah did not care. Let it take. He had nothing left to lose.

His mother's eyes fluttered open. The irises had gone grey, the color leaching out of them along with her years. She looked at him, and for a moment, he saw recognition. A flicker. A spark.

"Judah." Her voice was a whisper, dry as old paper. "Don't."

"I can do this." He did not look at her. He focused on the thread, on the way it seemed to drink the light rather than reflect it. "I've been studying. I know the patterns."

"You don't." She reached for his wrist, her grip weak. Her fingers barely closed around his skin. "You'll kill yourself."

"Then I'll die fixing what they broke."

She said nothing to that. She knew him well enough to recognize a losing argument. He had always been stubborn. She used to say he got it from his father, a man he had never met, a man who had left before Judah could walk. A tailor. A dreamer. A coward.

Judah would not be a coward. Not tonight.

He took a breath and placed the needle against her sternum, just above her heart. The skin there was warm, surprisingly warm, as if the twenty stolen years had not been able to extinguish the fire entirely. Beneath the surface, he could see the place where her threads had been torn. A ragged absence. A wound that glowed faintly, the way a wound glows with infection when the body cannot heal itself.

All he had to do was sew it closed. Weave the black thread through the gap and pull her years back into place.

Simple.

Except it wasn't.

The first stitch went smoothly. The needle pierced skin, slid through the space where her stolen thread had been, and emerged on the other side. His mother gasped, her back arching off the bed, but she did not pull away. Judah worked quickly, his hands moving through the pattern he had memorized from a book he should never have been able to read.

The book had belonged to his grandmother. She had been a Weaver, before the laws changed, before the Court centralized the harvests and turned thread magic into a tool of the throne. She had hidden the book behind a loose stone in the fireplace, wrapped in oilcloth, sealed with wax. She had told Judah's mother never to open it. She had told her to burn it, if the King's men ever came.

His mother had not burned it. She had kept it, hidden, waiting.

Judah had found it when he was twelve years old. He had read it by candlelight, memorizing the patterns, the stitches, the warnings. He had practiced on scraps of fabric, then on his own skin, then on the stray cats that gathered in the alley behind their house. He had learned to weave gold threads into his own flesh, to pull years from nowhere, to make himself older and younger on a whim.

He had never told his mother. She would have been afraid.

Now he understood why.

In, through, out. In, through, out. The black thread began to glow, faint and cold, as it wove itself into her flesh. The wound responded. The ragged edges pulled together, knitting, sealing. His mother's breath came easier. The grey in her hair darkened at the roots. The lines on her face softened.

For a moment, he thought it was working.

Then the thread pulled back.

Judah barely had time to register the sensation before the magic inverted. The black thread, which should have been anchoring his mother's life, suddenly turned on him. It lashed outward like a whip, snapping toward the nearest source of living energy.

Him.

The needle flipped in his hand. He tried to drop it, but the thread had already wound itself around his fingers, tightening, dragging the point of the needle upward toward his face. He shouted, wrenched his arm back, but the magic was stronger than muscle. It wanted balance. It wanted payment.

If he could not give his mother her years back, it would take his instead.

The needle pierced his left eye.

Judah screamed.

The pain was cold, not hot. A terrible, invasive cold that spread from the socket into his skull, filling his head with the sound of breaking glass. He felt the thread burrow deeper, sliding through muscle and bone, threading itself into the space behind his eye where vision lived. The world went white on that side. Not black. White. A blazing, empty white that erased everything.

He fell backward, his hands clawing at his face. The needle was still embedded, the black thread trailing from it like a severed nerve. He could feel it pulsing, feeding, drinking the light from his body the way the Weavers had drunk his mother's years.

And then, abruptly, it stopped.

The thread snapped.

The needle clattered to the floor.

Judah lay on his back, gasping, his hand pressed over his ruined eye. Blood, or something like blood, seeped between his fingers. It was warm and thick and smelled like metal and roses. He could hear his mother crying, a thin, wretched sound, but he could not see her. Not from his left side. That eye was gone. Not missing. Worse. It was still there, he could feel it, but it saw nothing. Only white. Only absence.

He tried to sit up. His mother's hand found his shoulder, steadying him. Her grip was stronger now. The black thread had given her something before it turned. A few years. Maybe five. Maybe ten. Not enough. Never enough.

"I'm sorry," he whispered. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

She did not answer. She was dying. They both knew it.

By morning, she would be gone.

And by morning, the King's guards would come for him.

The room was silent except for the sound of his mother's labored breathing and the soft hiss of the candles burning down. Judah sat on the floor beside her bed, his hand still pressed against his ruined eye, and waited for the end to come.

He thought about the book. About his grandmother, who had hidden it behind the stone. About the patterns he had memorized, the stitches he had practiced, the warnings he had ignored. The book had said, Black thread requires balance. If the Weaver takes more than they give, the thread will turn. The Weaver will become the thread's anchor. The Weaver will feed it forever.

He had not believed it. He had been seventeen, arrogant, desperate. He had thought he could outsmart the magic.

The magic had outsmarted him.

His mother's breathing slowed. The intervals between breaths grew longer, softer, until Judah found himself holding his own breath, waiting for the next one to come.

It did not come.

She died three hours before dawn. Her last breath was quiet, barely more than a sigh, and then she was gone. Judah did not cry. He had no tears left. He simply sat there, holding her hand, feeling the warmth fade from her skin. The black thread lay coiled on the floor beside him, inert now, its hunger sated. For now.

When the guards came at sunrise, he did not resist.

They found him sitting in the corner of his mother's workshop, the black thread still coiled on the table beside her body. They did not ask questions. They simply took him.

He was brought to the palace in chains.

The throne room was larger than his entire house. Obsidian floors polished to a mirror shine. Walls lined with silk tapestries depicting the Court's greatest triumphs. And at the far end, seated on a throne carved from a single piece of white marble, was King Selas Corvain.

He looked thirty-five. Handsome in a distant, untouchable way. His skin was threaded with gold, visible even through the fine black silk of his coat. The embroidery traced his collarbones, his wrists, the hollow of his throat. It glowed faintly in the candlelight, beautiful and wrong.

The King studied Judah for a long moment.

Then he smiled.

"You tried to weave a soul back into a body," the King said. His voice was smooth, almost amused. "Do you know how many people have attempted that working in the last three hundred years?"

Judah said nothing. His left eye throbbed. The socket felt empty, hollowed out, even though the eye was still there. The Wicked Ink had not yet been poured in. He could still feel the black thread's absence, a cold void behind his retina.

"Twelve," the King continued. "All of them died. Most of them went mad first. You, however, seem to have survived. Blind in one eye, yes, but alive. That is impressive."

Judah's hands curled into fists. The chains rattled.

"I am going to offer you a choice, Judah Thorne. You can hang for illegal magic use, or you can work for me."

"I'd rather hang."

"No, you wouldn't." The King's smile widened. "You want to live. You want to atone. You want to believe that your mother's death meant something. I can give you that. Serve me, and I will let you weave again. Legally, this time. You will become my Grand Tailor. You will sew the threads that keep this kingdom standing. And in exchange, I will let you live as long as I do."

Judah looked up sharply. "What?"

"Immortality," the King said simply. "Bound to my service, of course. You will not age. You will not die. Not unless I do. Consider it a gift."

It was not a gift. It was a chain.

But Judah was seventeen, and his mother was dead, and he had nowhere else to go.

He said yes.

The King's healers worked on him that same night.

They could not restore his sight, not fully, but they could do something stranger. They poured Wicked Ink into his ruined eye, the same silver liquid used to anchor stolen threads into skin. It burned like acid. Judah screamed until his voice gave out, and when it was over, his left eye was no longer blind.

It saw differently.

He could not see colors anymore, not the way others did. But he could see threads. Every living person had them, glowing beneath their skin, pulsing in time with their heartbeat. Gold for youth. Crimson for strength. Black for curses. Silver for stability. The world became a web of light and shadow, a tapestry stretched across the bones of reality.

He learned to navigate by sound and vibration. The hum of a thread told him where a person stood, what they felt, whether they were lying. He could hear heartbeats from across a room. He could sense fear, anger, desire, all of it written in the frequency of someone's life.

He learned to weave without sight.

And he learned to hate himself for being good at it.

The first year was the hardest.

Judah spent his days in the Hall of Preparation, learning to wield the silver needles with precision. The King's master Weavers taught him the patterns, the stitches, the delicate balance required to transfer a thread from one body to another without killing either party. He learned quickly. He had no choice. Failure meant death, and he had already promised to live.

The donors came in lines. Men, women, children. All of them Threadbare, pulled from the lower districts and brought to the palace in carts. They were clean when they arrived, their clothes pressed, their hair washed. The Court liked its harvests to look dignified.

Judah learned to ignore their faces.

He focused on the threads instead. The way they glowed beneath the skin, pulsing with stolen warmth. He learned to identify the strongest threads, the ones that would transfer cleanly without snapping. He learned to pull them gently, to ease them out of one body and into another, stitching them into place with silver thread and Wicked Ink.

He learned to ignore the screaming.

By the end of the first year, he could harvest twenty threads in an hour without breaking a sweat.

By the end of the second year, he could do it in his sleep.

And by the end of the tenth year, he had stopped counting.

Two hundred and seventy years later, Judah Thorne, who now went only by Jude, stood in the Hall of Mirrors and sewed immortality into the King's skin for the three thousand two hundred and fortieth time.

His hands no longer shook.

His heart no longer broke.

He had become exactly what the King wanted.

A tool. Sharp, efficient, and perfectly obedient.

The needle slid into the King's wrist, pulling a fresh strand of gold thread from the donor kneeling at their feet. The girl was twelve, maybe thirteen. She did not scream. They never did, by the time they reached the throne room. The fear had been beaten out of them hours ago, in the preparation chambers.

Jude did not look at her.

He worked in silence, threading the stolen years into the King's skin, stitch by stitch, until the girl aged forty years in four minutes. When he finished, the King flexed his hand, admiring the new glow in his veins.

"Beautiful work, as always," the King said.

Jude said nothing.

He gathered his needles, returned them to the leather roll at his wrist, and left the Hall without a word.

Behind him, the girl collapsed.

The servants would carry her body to the hospice in the Threadbare, where she would live out the rest of her short, stolen life. She would not remember who she had been. She would not remember her mother's face, her father's voice, the name she had been given at birth. She would be a hollow shell, breathing and eating and sleeping, but not living.

Jude told himself he did not care.

He had been telling himself that for two hundred and seventy years.

It was almost true.

But as he walked through the corridors, the silver needles humming against his wrist, he felt something stir in the cold, dark place where his heart used to be. Not hope. Not guilt. Something older. Something he had buried so deep he thought it had died.

Memory.

His mother's hands, cold on his face. Her voice, whispering his name. The way she had smiled at him, even at the end, even when she did not recognize him.

Judah.

He pushed the memory down. He had work to do.

The King was waiting.

The Masque was coming.

And somewhere in the Threadbare district, a girl was sharpening her needles, planning her revenge, dreaming of fire.

Jude did not know her yet.

But he would.








CHAPTER ONE: Zora

"The Thread Beneath the Skin"



The needle slid into Lila's wrist. Forty years of her life bled out in a golden thread.

Zora watched from behind the iron gates, fingers locked around the bars, her scream swallowed by the crowd. The Weaver didn't look up. He pulled slow, steady, practiced. Her sister's dark hair turned white in seconds. Lila was twelve. She looked sixty.

That was three years ago. Tonight, Zora pressed a forged letter into a palace guard's hand. "I'm here to sew."





The Threadbare district taught her one truth: the King's immortality ran on stolen years. Every gold thread in his skin came from a donor like Lila. Now Lila was fifty-two, grey-faced, living in a hospice where she forgot her own name each morning.

Zora had nothing left. No family. No future. Only a needle hidden in her sleeve and a plan to unravel the Court from the inside.

The guard glanced at her letter, then at her grey dress and pinned hair.

"Seamstress?"

"Yes."

He grunted. "Follow me."

She walked through the palace gates, past guards whose threads were black with curses, past hedges shaped like screaming faces. The building loomed. Obsidian and glass. Spires like grasping fingers.

Somewhere inside, the King laughed.

Somewhere inside, she would kill him.





Three years of watching Lila forget her.

Every week, Zora visited the hospice. Every week, her sister asked, Do I know you? Every week, Zora answered, Yes. We grew up together. And every week, Lila smiled and said, That is nice.

The roses in the courtyard died. The fountain ran dry. But Zora's anger never faded. It sharpened. It became a blade.

She had stolen Wicked Ink to suppress her Breaker signature. Forged documents. Practiced a dead tailor's handwriting until it bled onto the page.

Tonight, she drank the Ink. It burned like ice water flooding her veins. Her vision blurred. Her heartbeat slowed. When the numbness settled, her threads hid.

Mortal. Unremarkable. Safe.

She hated it. But it would work.





The waiting room was small, whitewashed, smelling of old wool. Zora sat on a wooden bench and counted the guards' footsteps in the corridor. Four hours between shift changes. The lock on the door was simple. The window faced a courtyard visible from the gates.

Everything was information. Everything mattered.

A woman in a black dress entered. Silver brooch shaped like a needle. Hair in a severe bun.

"Zora Vane?"

Zora stood. "Yes."

"I am Mistress Harrow, Head of Household. Your references."

Zora handed over the forged letter. Mistress Harrow read it in silence, folded it, handed it back.

"Your portfolio."

Zora spread her stolen sketches across the table. Mistress Harrow studied them, gaze sharp.

"This is acceptable work. Where did you train?"

"With my uncle in the Warp District. He was a tailor for the merchant houses."

"And he is deceased?"

"Yes, ma'am. Two years ago."

Mistress Harrow nodded. "The position pays three silver marks per week, plus room and board. You will work six days, with Sundays for rest. Discretion and professionalism are required. Do you understand?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good. You will begin tomorrow morning. Report to the lower workrooms at dawn. Do not be late."

Zora blinked. "I have the position?"

"Unless you have changed your mind."

"No. No, I haven't."

"Then we are finished here. The guard will show you out."

Mistress Harrow left. Zora stood there, heart pounding, scarcely able to believe it had worked.

She was in.





The guard led her back through the corridors, through the courtyard, through the gates. She did not look back. She kept her expression neutral, her steps measured, until she was well away from the palace.

Then she allowed herself a small, grim smile.

Step one complete.

Now the real work could begin.

But as she walked through the darkening streets of the Threadbare, the Wicked Ink still cold in her veins, Zora felt something unexpected. Not fear. Not doubt. Something quieter. Something buried so deep she had forgotten it existed.

She felt like she was finally doing what she was meant to do.

The King had taken her sister. He had taken Lila's laugh, Lila's memory, Lila's future. He had taken everything Zora loved and turned it to ash.

Now she would return the favor.

One thread at a time.








CHAPTER TWO: Jude

"The Grand Tailor's Hands"



Two hundred and seventy years of sewing immortality into the King's skin had not prepared Jude Thorne for the girl who walked into his workroom with cold eyes and a silver needle.

He heard her before he saw her. The hum of her threads was wrong. Black. Hungry. Like the curse that had taken his eye when he was seventeen and foolish enough to believe he could save his mother.

He had not saved anyone since.

Until now.





The Hall of Mirrors was empty when Jude arrived. He preferred the silence. It gave him time to listen. Obsidian walls. Black marble veined with gold. Candles flickered in sconces not cleaned for centuries.

He did not need the light. His eyes were clouded silver, the pupils swallowed long ago by Wicked Ink. He saw vibrations. Frequencies. Ghosts of threads past clung to the walls like old cobwebs.

The King entered. Jude heard the soft click of the latch, the whisper of silk against stone, the slow, controlled heartbeat of a man who had never been afraid.

"You are early," the King said.

"I am always early."

The King laughed. He circled Jude slowly. "The new seamstress arrives tomorrow. I want you to watch her closely."

"Watch her."

"Yes. I have heard rumors. A Breaker in the lower districts. Unraveling small workings. Nothing the Court would notice, but I notice everything."

Jude's heart did not change its rhythm. He had learned to control it centuries ago.

"A Breaker would be a threat," he said.

"Yes. She would." The King touched Jude's chin, tilting his face up. The silver needles in Jude's wrist vibrated. He did not flinch. "If such a person infiltrates my palace, I expect you to find her."

"Of course."

"And if you found her?"

Jude did not hesitate. "I would inform you immediately."

The King smiled. "That is why I keep you."

He left. The door closed. The threads settled.

Jude stood alone, the silver needles humming against his wrist. Something was coming. He could feel it in his bones.





The morning of the new seamstress's first day, Jude arrived at the lower workrooms before dawn.

The room smelled of beeswax and tallow. Mistress Harrow reviewed a list of tasks. She looked up when he entered.

"The new seamstress arrived an hour ago. I assigned her to the lower workroom."

Jude nodded. "I will observe her."

He walked through the workroom. Tailors glanced up as he passed, their threads flickering with fear. He ignored them.

The lower workroom was smaller, with four tables and a single window facing the inner courtyard. The new seamstress sat at the far table, her back to him, her head bent over deep purple silk.

Small. Dark hair braided close to her head. Grey dress. Thin cotton gloves.

Jude stopped in the doorway and listened.

Her thread was wrong.

He expected the usual signature of a Warp District tailor. Gold threads thin from overwork. Crimson weak from poor diet. But this woman's threads were darker than they should be. Edged with a coldness he had encountered only once before.

A Breaker's signature.

He had felt it years ago in a young man who had tried to cut the King's threads during a Masque. The man had been executed before Jude could speak to him. His threads had been black, cold, hungry.

Just like hers.

Jude's hand drifted toward his needles, then stopped. He had promised the King he would report any threat. But the King did not know everything. And this woman was the first interesting thing to happen in decades.

He stepped into the room.

"You are the new seamstress," he said.

She turned.

Sharp face. Amber eyes, almost golden. A wariness he recognized. The look of someone who had learned to expect danger from every direction.

She did not flinch when she saw his eyes. Most people did.

"Zora Vane," she said. Her voice steady. A liar's voice.

Jude walked closer. Cold radiated from her threads. The wrongness of them. Like standing near a block of ice in a furnace.

"I am Jude Thorne, the Grand Tailor. I oversee all work in this palace."

"I know who you are."

"Then you know I can have you dismissed with a word."

Her chin lifted. "If my work is inadequate."

Jude stopped an arm's length away. He could hear her heartbeat. Faster than it should be. But her threads held steady. Cold and dark.

He reached out and took her hand.

She stiffened but did not pull away. Beneath her gloves, he felt fine white scars crisscrossing her fingers. Breaker scars. Old. Layered. Precise.

Jude held her hand a moment longer than necessary, feeling the pulse beneath his thumb.

Then he released her.

"Your work is acceptable. You may continue."

He turned and walked out without looking back.

Behind him, her heartbeat did not slow.





Jude did not report her to the King.

He told himself he needed more evidence. A Breaker's signature could be faked. The cold threads might be illness or the Wicked Ink she had consumed.

He told himself he was being cautious.

But as he walked back to his chambers, the silver needles humming against his wrist, he knew the truth.

He was curious.

Curiosity was dangerous. It had led him to the black thread. The black thread had taken his eye. The King had taken the rest.

And yet.

The woman's threads had been cold, yes. But something else lay beneath. Warmth buried deep. Like embers under ash.

She was not just a Breaker. She was something more.

He wanted to know what.

The thought should have frightened him. It did not.





Jude spent the rest of the day in his chambers, weaving. He repaired a tear in the King's Masque coat. The thread was black, almost invisible against the dark velvet. His needle moved in and out, the rhythm soothing.

But his mind was not on the work.

He was thinking about her hands. The scars were old, layered. Someone had taught her. Someone who knew what they were doing.

The King's enemies were few, but not non-existent. Dissidents. Rebels. Idealists. They all died. Their threads harvested. Their bodies dumped in the canal.

But this woman was different. Patient. She had come with a forged letter and a story that almost sounded true. She had blended in.

She was good.

Jude tied off the final stitch and set the coat aside.

The King would want to see her. He would test her. And when he did, she would fail. Because the King's threads were old, complex, woven into his bones. A Breaker who tried to unravel him would need years of study.

Or she would need help.

Jude looked down at his hands. He had spent two hundred and seventy years serving the King. Harvesting threads. Watching cruelty and doing nothing.

But he had a choice now.

The woman with the cold threads and the steady hands was that choice.

He could report her. Watch her die. Go back to his weaving.

Or he could help her.

He did not know what she was planning. He did not know if she was sane or reckless.

But he knew her threads were cold. Cold like grief. Cold like rage. Cold like someone who had lost everything.

He knew that feeling. He had lived with it for two hundred and seventy years.

Jude stood and walked to the window. The city was dark below. The only light came from the palace's upper windows. Somewhere in the Threadbare, the new seamstress slept in her narrow bed, dreaming of revenge.

He wondered if she knew what she was walking into.

He wondered if she would survive.

The silver needles hummed against his wrist. Low and anxious.

Something was coming. He could feel it in his threads.

And for the first time in centuries, he was not afraid of what he might become.







