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About the book

When 17-year-old Easla encounters the two years older Tayl Bergin in a strange forest, she has no idea who she is. Or where she is. Or why nothing makes any sense. Tormented by terrifying glimpses into a past she can no longer remember, Easla clings to one thought–she must go back and fix this. But to return to her life, she first must recover who she is and what she left behind. 

So Tayl and Easla embark on an increasingly perilous journey across the broken landscapes of the Fragments, where they discover how much of their past is entangled in an age-old conflict that threatens to destroy not only their future but the future of all worlds within the Spheres. 




The Fragments is the first part of a story set in the multiverse of the Spheres. The book moves between the impossible world of the same name and the Protectorate, a world similar to ours but haunted by a dark near-future.
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Minu is the author of the Spheres Series set in a post-apocalyptic future. Her visionary story telling invites the reader into an universe broken into alternate realities inhabited by unforgettable creatures. Her multidimensional characters and inventive concepts create an immersive and exciting new mix of science fiction, fantasy, and dystopian fiction. 
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Minu Freitag can be found at minufreitag.com. 

.





[image: ]









The Fragments

The Spheres ∙ Book One













Minu Freitag 

Freitag Publishing | minufreitag.com







To resilience, my favourite word in my adoptive language, 

and to you, brave reader—sorry for the spelling.







“Human beings, vegetables, or cosmic dust, we all dance to a mysterious tune, intoned in the distance by an invisible piper.”

— Albert Einstein
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Prologue 1 

A Warning 

A beam of light zigzagged through the city’s mirrored labyrinth. Bouncing between glass towers and metal frames, the beam delved deep into the city’s layers and headed towards a broad walkway lined by flickering newsfeeds. Avoiding the hunched figures hurrying to their destination before curfew, it leapt between shiny facades and finally dived into a narrow passage leading into the forgotten burrows of the city’s foundations. 

Down here light was seldom seen, and shadows ruled over a tangle of service ways and brick lanes that had been deserted in favour of the sky rails and flyovers above. Glancing off broken glass in long-abandoned shop fronts, the light cut deeper into the shadows. Finally it reached its destination, a narrow alley between high brick walls. It drew a bright line onto the cobbled ground, cutting a sheet of light into the growing darkness. Frost glittered in the air and a sudden chill filled the otherwise empty alley with memories of ice and snow. The light lingered just long enough for a tall figure to step out of the glimmer and gather the ice crystals around it into a cloak of white frost. 

A witness might have mistaken the new arrival for a tall man in a long, elegant coat, his face hidden underneath the brim of a hat and a high collar lined with white fur. But few remembered the old lanes winding through a forgotten past, and the ones who did also remembered that this part of the city was off-limits for all but Sector Security—and no surveillance drone, not even the finest tuned, would have been able to register the figure’s arrival or record its passage through the dark alley towards the door at the end. 

The door sat in a crumbling wall, its slate grey colour a perfect camouflage between the weathered bricks. It had no lock or handle. The only visible fitting was a round seal where one might have expected a door knocker. The silver-grey disc was a handspan in diameter, and the three rings around the centre were etched with circular symbols.

The figure stopped in front of the door and let its long fingers rest lightly on the seal. It tilted its head as if listening, then a clawed finger touched three symbols in short order. The seal sank back into the door. The rings turned clockwise, counterclockwise, and clockwise back into their original position. The door opened with an almost imperceivable hiss and, for the second time this evening, light poured onto the cobbles. 

Behind the door lay a narrow corridor lined with dark wood and old-fashioned lights. The figure closed the door and made its way down the passage. It ignored the doors to either side and continued to the last door at the end. It was equal in height and width to the entrance door, but it shone in polished wood so brilliant and so dark it seemed to mirror a night sky. The disc seal in its centre was unlocked, and the door stood slightly ajar—the gap open just wide enough to indicate that an expected visitor might enter.

·

Niuen Adalowe stood behind her desk, leaning over a faded blueprint. Above the drawing, white light drew thin lines onto a holo screen. The digital artefacts hovered in the air like ghost images of the gilded lines and arcane writing covering the papers scattered across the desk. 

Niuen’s fingers were tracing a network of ancillary lines when a sudden draught slipped under the faded print and threatened to lift the fragile paper off the desk. She looked up. As she took in her visitor, the reflections of the display cast an eerie pattern of light and shadows across her stern features. She reached for a long metal ruler and carefully placed it across the blueprint before she dismissed the display. The lines faded, leaving only a transparent membrane between her and the figure on the other side of the desk.

‘Sceadwian Ta Curr.’ She inclined her head and let the tips of her fingers rest lightly on the desk. ‘This is an unexpected visit.’ 

The Sceadwian unfastened his high collar and let it fall back. Silver-grey hair streaked with white framed his long face and angular features. 

‘Entrelacier Adalowe.’ He returned her bow. ‘I bring a message.’ 

His voice carried an eerie echo as if it had to reach out over vast distances. He leaned forward and let his fingers skim over the screen, the tips of his claws barely touching the surface. In their wake, white frost clouded the membrane and drew a line of circular ideograms.

Niuen took in the message. There was a slight pause before she looked up and asked, ‘Does the House know?’ 

The Sceadwian shook his head. ‘The message is to you.’ 

‘I am an Exile.’ 

‘You are here.’ 

She picked a pencil from the desk. ‘And do you know why I am here?’

The Sceadwian nodded. ‘Darien Gwyston.’

Niuen crossed her arms and leaned back. ‘So—this is not only a message?’

The Sceadwian tilted his head and the light caught in the unlikely colour of his eyes. ‘In the wrong hands, the map could be a dangerous artefact.’ 

She nodded slowly, ‘I understand. And the Arc?’

‘The Arc know.’

Niuen gave another nod. ‘I thank you—for both the message and the warning.’

The Sceadwian inclined his head. ‘Entrelacier Adalowe.’ 

She returned the bow. ‘Sceadwian Ta Curr.’ 

The visitor left the way he had come. 

Niuen Adalowe watched as the ideograms faded off the screen. Only after the last remnants of the message had disappeared, did she unfold her arms and carefully set the pencil back onto the desk. Her fingers had snapped it into two pieces of exactly the same length.

—










Prologue 2

The Fall

Sharp gravel bit into Max’s knees. A uniformed figure had stepped out of the shadows and into his path as soon as his feet had made contact with the flat rooftop. A well-aimed pulse had struck him, tackling him to the ground. A second uniform had forced his arms behind his back, cuffed his wrists, and pulled him back onto his knees in a smooth, practised move.

Max sucked air through clenched teeth and looked up—one man, one woman, grey uniforms, no visible insignia. Nothing to tell him with which Sector branch his capturers’ allegiance lay. Sector Security, if he was lucky, Sector Intelligence, if he was not. 

The man stood next to him, the woman a few feet away. She leaned over the edge of the roof, scanning the alleys below, her outline a dark silhouette against the city’s electric night sky. 

They knew. 

They must have followed Easla, and he had blindly run into their trap. 

But Max knew every inch of the abandoned quartiers, and there was still time to reach the tunnel. He went over the memorised maps in his head, looking for potential exits. The building he was on was six, maybe eight stories high. A footnote in this city, but an insurmountable distance between him and the relative safety of the service lanes below—or better, the tunnels underneath. His gaze flicked to the woman. She studied a handheld terminal, scrolling through data. 

How had they found him? He had been careful, destroyed all evidence, everything that could be traced to...the door to the roof burst open and slammed against a rusted metal frame. A man stepped onto the roof. He wore civilian clothes, a grey suit tailored to impress a board meeting, his bearing and movements dripping with authority. He strode past Max without acknowledging him with so much as a glance, a reminder that even though he had been caught in the net, he was not the sought prey. 

The man reached the woman. She straightened, saluted, and held out the terminal. The man took the device and scanned the display. They exchanged a few words. The woman shook her head, pointed at the screen, and gestured towards Max. The man cast a glance over the edge of the roof before he turned and walked back to where Max knelt.

‘You don’t exist. And yet—here you are.’ His voice sounded bored as if Max and all that had happened was of no import. 

‘Sir, he might—’ the uniform next to Max started, but the man dismissed him with a wave of his hand and crouched next to Max.

‘No Sector ID, no registered DNA, no records at all—impressive.’ The man scrolled through more data, the screen lighting his features. His immaculate outfit displayed no insignia, but the loose tie, long dark hair, and carefully crafted stubble was another form of identification. Only the Sector’s Eschaton elite could afford this kind of nonchalance. With this realisation came another—this was SES, the Sector Eschaton Security. 

There would be no escape for Max this time. 

‘On an ordinary night, these people’—the man gestured towards the guards—‘would want to ask you some questions, but not tonight.’ The man gripped Max’s upper arm and pulled him up onto his feet, the movement so sudden and effortless that Max forgot to struggle. ‘Tonight, all I want is to send a message to your friend.’

The man dragged him toward the edge and onto the low wall circling the roof. Max staggered and almost fell, but the man’s iron grip held him back. 

‘A message only you can give to her.’ 

Max understood what would happen, but he felt no fear. Fear is futile if the outcome is non-negotiable, and Max knew this city—it allowed no second chances, no miracles, no happy endings. He looked down at the cobblestones eight floors below. The SES had been able to trace Easla, but they had not caught her and neither would they be able to now. Max had seen to that. What was going to happen next could not change that. 

A sharp blade cut the plastic tie around his wrists, and the Eschaton yanked him around. Max swayed backwards, but the man grabbed the front of his jacket with one hand and held him back from the edge until he was sure Max’s eyes met his. 

‘I will keep this as a token of your penance.’ The Eschaton’s blade had sliced Max’s leather bracelet, and the man now tore it from Max’s wrist with a sharp jerk that left a trail of blood on the braided band. 

‘Remember—you don’t exist.’ He released Max’s collar, straightened the folds, and patted his shoulder as if brushing off dust. ‘So, this should not hurt.’ With that, the man shoved him hard. 

Max stumbled backwards. There was nothing to catch him but empty air. His arms spread wide, and he fell. There was no stream of memories recounting his life. Maybe his nineteen years had been too short. He had known fear; he had seen death; he had loved and been loved in return. He regretted nothing. 

The ground hit him with unreal force. His spine shattered. Broken bones pierced his skin. Blood spilt in a dark flood across cobblestones. 

His sight flickered, darkness pressing in from all sides. And with the darkness came the cold. The alley seemed to stretch, lengthening and twisting into a tunnel. A vague contour detached itself from the background. Why was it so cold? The shadow came closer, gaining physicality, taking on a familiar shape. A pale face hovered in front of his eyes like the ghost image on a screen. 

Recognition gathered the last flicker of life in his body and forced it into a word.

‘Run.’ 

The last bit of warmth spattered red across his lips. Disconnected sounds. A faint touch. 

‘Eass. Run!’ 

The taste of iron filled his nose and mouth. 

‘Run.’ 

Not a word. A thought. Less than a thought. 

Finally the cold took hold and drowned him in darkness.

—
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· Part One ·

The Forest

·










Part One · Chapter 1

Lost






lost |lɒst|

adjective

1 - unable to find one’s way or not knowing one’s whereabouts

2 - unable to be found 

3 - something (or someone) that has been taken away and cannot be recovered

Standard Anglaise Reference - edition founding year 4203, House Publishing Library

—





THE FOREST CLUNG to its fragment. It covered every surface, climbed every peak, and dived into every crevasse from the inner median to the outer rim of the tear. Its roots cut deep into the Arnok rock, the thick arms forking into finer and finer tentacles until the furthest strands spread a web of golden veins through night-black stone. 

Above, the forest’s slender trunks reached high into the sky where they opened into a roof of autumn colours. Light flickered through the leaves and cut golden shafts through the dusty shadows of the timeless hall beneath. No undergrowth or brushwood, not even a single fern challenged their path. Where the light reached the forest floor, it cast golden patches over a mosaic of fallen leaves in colours from dark green to deep red. 

A breeze ruffled through the leaves as if daring them to dance. A chorus of red petals accepted the challenge, rose, and twirled up high. The improvised dance filled the air with dry whispers and eddying laughter. With a last whirling bow, the breeze rose from the ground and spiralled up towards the canopy. Left to their own devices, the leaves drifted back to the ground.

The last leaf had just settled when a spindly limb reached out from the shadows beneath a tree. A second limb followed the first, and a third until eight of them carried a peculiar creature into the light. As if waking from a long stillness, the creature stretched this way and that. Its red and silver scales glittered in a perfect mimic of the forest ground. Seemingly satisfied that its arcane mechanics worked with the required precision, the creature circled the new arrangement on the forest floor inspecting it from every possible angle. Its light and precise movements didn’t disturb a single leaf. Now and again, the creature halted, tilted its head, and made a clicking sound. Finally, one of its tiny claws reached out to pick up a single leaf. The long oval shape had dried to a deep red surface with a silver-white underside. The creature spun the leaf between its claws a few times before lowering it carefully with the silver side now facing up. Then it stood back and waited. 

The lights resumed their flickering through the canopy, the deepening orange tinge heralding the end of the day. As the last lonely light found the sprinkling of white between the autumn reds, it reflected in a tiny silver spark. The creature tilted its head, gave a satisfied click, and withdrew back into the shadows.

—







She half ran, half stumbled along the dimly lit corridor, paying no attention to the endless rows of doors—she had been told not to. Finally her legs threatened to give way, and she leaned against the wall, letting her head rest back against the wooden wall panels. Her fingers reached for the envelope in her pocket. The gesture had become almost compulsive—a moment of doubt, followed by relief, followed by new fears. 

She cast a glance back down the way she had come, then bit her lip hard. She could not afford to stop or to look back. She needed to find a way out before she got lost completely. She limped on, supporting herself with one hand on the wall. She almost lost her balance when her hand missed a door jamb, and her fingers dropped into empty air. She staggered sideways but her fingers found the door and caught her fall. When she pushed against the wood to straighten herself, her eyes focused on the panel under her hand, and her heart skipped a beat. 

Just above her index finger, somebody had scratched a drawing into the wood—a grid of two horizontal and two vertical lines with naughts and crosses in the boxes in-between. The lines were scratched and faded, but she would recognise that symbol anywhere. 

Her gaze travelled to the glass opening in the door’s upper panel. The room behind it lay in darkness, but she knew what was behind that door. She had been stuck in that room for her three years at the Institute. 

But this door had no right to be here. She was not at the Institute and would never return to that place. Yet, despite all that, she couldn’t stop her hand from reaching for the doorknob. 

The door opened and darkness flooded the corridor. 




This was wrong. This was not what was supposed to happen. She stumbled back, but her hands grasped only at empty air. A darkness more than the absence of light closed in on her exhausted body. It clung to her tired limbs, seeped through her skin, and travelled along her nerves until it filled every corner of her body and mind. 

Another step back, and her feet missed the ground. Between one heartbeat and the next, she fell through a blur of night laced with gold and silver threads. Time stretched and folded around her. Her skin shed the darkness like a dry hull that no longer fitted. All around her, shadows ripped to black shreds and dissolved into ash. For a moment, she was caught in an impossible web of frozen time. Then, the pattern released her—but not without taking its toll.

—







Tayl Bergin tugged the last paper fold in place and held his latest creation at arm’s length. He turned it this way and that to allow the light to reveal any imperfections. The feathered scales of the paper miniature fluttered in a light breeze. Its wings whispered as if the wind had shaken it alive, and it was ready to lift off to explore the skies. Satisfied with his work, Tayl let the creature perch on a root and picked up his pack.

He stood and took his echoscope out of his back pocket. The round case was no thicker than a pencil and fitted perfectly in his palm. He pressed the indentation in the centre. The protective cover folded away to reveal a set of concentric rings. He pressed down a second time, and a holo map unfolded in a circle around the scope. The third nudge triggered a series of silent pulses. The instrument logged the returning data with his own position in the centre and displayed the results as glowing lines on the holo disc. He was close to the tear. 

He scanned the trees around him. To his right, the forest floor dropped into a narrow gorge. At its bottom, water rushed between rocks, tumbled into deep pools, and spread over shallow beds. On the far side, the forest opened and allowed him a glimpse through the trees towards the rim. Crossing the river would not be easy, but he could reach the Crenok circle before nightfall. He could sleep in his bed tonight if that was what he wanted—and if he wanted to follow Graphyn’s summons. 

He closed the echoscope, slipped it back into his pocket, and drew out the message capsule he had found at his last stop at Crossroads. He opened it and unrolled the message film.




Tayl, can you return to Bay's House before the end of the quarter? 

We need to talk. 




Tayl’s gaze caught on the signet marking the sender’s identity. Graphyn could have signed in Anglaise matching the rest of the message; instead, he had chosen to sign with his House signet. Was this to remind Tayl what Graphyn had left behind to get Tayl to safety?




Tayl shook his head. Second guessing Graphyn’s intentions would get him nowhere, and this was not like him. The last six months had been his longest absence from Bay’s End. He might not have avoided Graphyn directly, but he had found reasons to postpone his return again and again. He had justified his absence with his studies at Lakeside, or a visit to a fragment to verify one of Amik’s maps, or his research at the Arc libraries at Arnwen. The list went on and on until it led him to where he stood today—the Arc Forest. 

Graphyn had raised him since he was four years old; maybe not as a father might have, but Tayl had no comparison to tell the difference, and he had missed nothing. At least not until things had changed. 

Around two years ago, Graphyn and Tayl had embarked on a trip covering several fragments Tayl had not visited before. Their final stop had been the Arc Forest, and on their last night they had set up camp close to where he stood now. The following day, Tayl would prove his ability to travel across the Fragments on his own. Graphyn had let him, if somewhat reluctantly, cross alone to fragments they had often visited together. But that final test would confirm Tayl’s capability to cross between any fragments, known and unknown to him. He had passed the test, and with that passing, the relationship between him and Graphyn had started to change.

Graphyn had buried himself in his research at Bay’s House, leaving Tayl to his own devices. At first, Tayl had enjoyed his newfound freedom and travelled far and wide. But on each return, Graphyn seemed to have withdrawn further, and Tayl started to feel set aside like a resented responsibility, a debt from the past that had been paid and now no longer connected to Graphyn's life. On Tayl’s last stay at Bay’s End, they had hardly spoken to each other. 

A shadow passed over the message in his hand and Tayl looked up. A lone black bird circled above the canopy then vanished between the branches. His gaze returned to the message. Graphyn wanted him to return before the end of the quarter. That left him with one more day. He rolled the film back into its capsule. He would return to Bay’s End, but not tonight. He would spend one last night alone under the forest’s roof. 

He dropped the capsule back into his pocket, slung his pack over his shoulder, and continued along the top of the gorge in search of a campsite.

—







The girl woke to a warm breeze touching her cheeks and sunlight dancing across her eyelids. She opened her eyes. Above her, light flickered through hazy shapes. She lay on soft, dry ground. Her limbs felt too warm and too heavy to move, but something brittle dug into her cheek, and she lifted her head a fraction. Was that a dried leaf?

She heaved herself onto her elbows. The ground around her was covered in dead leaves. She pushed herself up on her knees and brushed off her hands. A leaf stuck to her palm. The small, needle-shaped form had dried into a dark red. Red the colour of— 




Blood. Blood covering her hands, her sleeves, her knees, the cobblestones. A sea of blood. Too much to—




She stared at her hands. For a moment, she had thought—she shook her head and picked the leaf off her palm. It was long and narrow, dark red on one side, silver-grey on the other. More leaves stuck to her clothes. She was dressed for the outdoors. A parka, trousers, laced boots. The parka was a faded orange. It wasn’t hers. She had taken it, the parka and—and something else.

Her hands dived into the parka’s outer pockets. Empty. Panicked, she patted down her front. Her fingers felt a hard object hidden in an inner pocket. She drew it out. A silver coin, large and heavy. Both sides were stamped, but the markings were faded either by constant handling or old age. She recognised neither the writing nor the symbols. But the coin was not it. Not what she had lost.

She struggled to her feet and searched the rest of her clothes. Nothing. She scanned the ground around her. A few crumbled leaves marked the area where she had lain, but only a few feet further, not a single leaf seemed out of place. The ground showed no tracks, no imprints, nothing to indicate how she came to be here.

A gust of wind caught in her clothes. It whistled past her and shuffled through the leaves before escaping between grey trunks. She turned to take in the scenery around her. Trees and nothing but trees. 

Where was she? 

A shadow passed overhead. She staggered backwards until she felt a tree behind her. She pressed her back to the bark and held her breath while she scanned the treetops. A bird circled above the canopy, its shape flickering between the leaves. She let out a long breath and shook her head. 

What had she expected? A flying monster? 

The sky was tinged orange. The light was fading fast—she’d better get going. But which way?

Another gust tugged on her parka. She looked at the garment. Felted fabric, zipped at the front, a hood attached to a wide collar. It seemed too big for her. Was that why she had thought it wasn’t hers? 

Never mind that now.

She still held the coin and the leaf in her hand. She slipped both into an outer pocket, then searched the ground around her one more time to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. Still no clues why she was here, nor a sign from which direction she had come. She straightened and scanned the trees. To her left the tall trunks stood further apart, letting in more light through the canopy. She needed to choose a direction, and this one seemed as good as any. She walked into the darkening shadows, her fingers tightening around the coin in her pocket.

—







The first stars were visible when Tayl finally chose a small clearing as a campsite for the night. The open space sat a few hundred paces back from the top of the gorge. The rushing of the river was still discernible but less intrusive. He lowered his pack and crouched next to it. He took out a glowglobe and, still crouching, balanced the sphere on his palm. A breeze rustled through the leaves on the ground. He looked up, but the forest around him seemed deserted. He shrugged and turned back to the globe in his hand. He flicked the crystal with a fingernail, and it answered with a vibrating ring. Inside the glass, a light woke, at first flickering sleepily, then flaring into a brilliant miniature star.

The surprised curse from behind didn’t give him enough time to turn before he was struck in the back, and the sphere was knocked out of his hands. He lost his balance and fell forward, taking whoever had attacked him down with him. He rolled to the side, succeeded in untangling himself from someone else’s flailing limbs, and sprang to his feet. The sphere had caught itself and hovered a few feet away. The flare had faded into a steady glow, and the light reflected off a pale face surrounded by a tangle of dark hair. 

—







The blinding light had come out of nowhere. The girl had been walking for what felt like hours and had been half asleep on her feet when the sudden flare blinded her, causing her to stumble and fall.

‘Are you okay?’

A hand touched her shoulder. She shook it off and rolled onto her hands and knees. A tall figure loomed above her, a bright light at its back. She scrambled backwards—still on her hands and knees—until a tree blocked her path.

‘Hey, wait! It’s okay!’

To her, nothing seemed the slightest bit okay—nor had it been since she woke up in this place. She narrowed her eyes, and the tall figure shifted into a young man not much taller than her. Behind him, a light hovered above a pack lying open on the ground, its contents strewn across the leaves. He seemed to be alone. Her gaze flicked back to his face. He looked about her age, his stance was relaxed, and he wore strange but clearly casual clothes. 

Alone. No uniform. No immediate threat. The staccato assessments echoed in her mind, but she seemed unable to form a single coherent thought. She shook her head. She needed time to piece together what had happened—what was happening—to her. 

‘Where … .’ Her voice came out as a croak. She swallowed and tried again. ‘Where are we?’ 

‘The Arc Forest. Close to the tear.’ The young man straightened, stepped closer, and offered her a hand. ‘Why haven’t we met before?’ 

His intonation sounded heavily accented; the emphases and stresses all in the wrong place. 

Ignoring his hand and his question, she asked, ‘Can you tell me a way out of the trees?’

He dropped his hand. If he was offended, it didn’t show. ‘The trees? Do you mean the Arc Forest?’

She nodded and leaned on her arms to push herself upright, but a sharp pain shot through her palm and up her left arm, causing her to fall back with a wince. 

‘Are you hurt?’

She felt her forearm up to her elbow and experimentally moved her hand. Her palm was scratched, but not enough to explain the pain she had felt. 

‘It’s just a few scratches.’ She pulled down her sleeve and pushed herself upright, leaning on the tree at her back.

They stood facing each other for a long moment. His eyes were an unusually light grey. Eventually, he said, ‘I am Tayl Bergin.’ 

‘I am … .’ She paused and instead asked, ‘Your name is Tayl?’ 

He nodded and waited, then added, ‘I am on my way to Bay’s End.’

There was another pause. She knew that she was supposed to fill it with her name and a purpose. And I am … . I am … . I … . The phrase looped in her head, a painful emptiness cutting into the spaces where words should have been. The pause stretched for too long.

She straightened. ‘I need to go.’ 

She was about to walk past him, but the young man—Tayl—held her back. ‘Wait. Your nose. You are bleeding.’

She felt her nose. She tasted an iron tang on her upper lip, and her fingers came away red. Something inside her froze, and her mind turned completely blank.

‘Here—you can use this.’ Tayl took a small square of cloth out of his pocket and held it out.

Her hand moved on its own accord. It took the handkerchief and pressed it under her nose. 

‘Where do you need to go?’ Tayl asked. 

‘West 12.’ The words just dropped out of her mouth. She lowered the handkerchief. A few drops of blood had drawn perfect red circles on the white cloth. She looked up. ‘I need to go.’ It was as if somebody else—another part of her?—was speaking. And that part really, really needed to go. 

‘West 12? Which fragment is that?’ Tayl asked.

She only shook her head. If they spoke the same language at all, they didn’t share the same vocabulary. 

The bleed seemed to have stopped. She folded the cloth carefully, hiding the red marks between the white folds. She held it out to Tayl but did not meet his gaze. ‘Do you know a way out of the—the forest?’ 

Tayl took the handkerchief. ‘There is a Crenok circle in that direction.’ He pointed. 

His words still made no sense, but she could follow the direction he indicated. ‘Thank you.’ She walked past him, giving him no time to stop her—or to ask any more questions she had no answers for.

—







Tayl stared in disbelief at the girl’s retreating back. 

‘Hey, you can’t—’ he stopped. There was no point; she was not going to listen. 

He looked back to his campsite. His pack lay on its side, his belongings strewn over the leaves. He muttered a curse. The temperature had dropped with nightfall, and mist was gathering around the trees. The girl had all but vanished into the hazy shadows, and she was heading straight towards the ravine. He couldn’t just let her stumble through the night; neither could he let her go without finding out where she had come from. He gathered his belongings and checked that he had left nothing behind before extinguishing the light and dropping it into his pack. 

He followed her footsteps and soon spotted her dark silhouette between the trees. The sound of rushing water grew louder. He had almost closed the gap between them when she suddenly stopped and turned. 

‘Why are you following me?’ 

Tayl stood and raised his hands palms out. ‘Look—I don’t think you know where you are going.’ 

‘And you do?’ She took a step backwards.

‘Yes, I do.’ He pointed behind her. ‘There is a—’ 

She shook her head. ‘You don’t understand. I need—I need to go.’

She took another step back. Under her feet, a small avalanche of leaves slipped down the steep slope to the river. 

‘Wait—’ Tayl launched forward and grasped her elbow. 

But it was too late. The girl struggled free of his grip, stumbled backwards, and disappeared down the bank.

—







She slid down a steep incline in a landslide of dried leaves. She dug her feet into the slope to slow her fall, but the loose leaves offered no purchase. Then, the ground dropped away, and she fell through empty air. A heartbeat later, her boots splashed into icy water. She threw herself backwards, her arms flailing. Her fingers found a handhold on the wet stone behind her, and she managed to stay upright. 

The rushing water only reached halfway up her shins, but the current was strong enough to tug at her feet. She pressed her back into the stone wall, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep breath. 

Skies, what else could go wrong? 

She looked over her shoulder and up the bank. The rock face was about twice her height. The washed-out stone was too smooth and too steep to climb. And even if she could scramble up the stone, leaves still rained down around her, and she would never be able to crawl up the slippery bank above. She turned to the water in front of her. 

She stood in a shallow bend in a stream running through a narrow gorge. She thought she could make out the glint of a sandy beach on the far shore, but the night had turned the water into black ink, making it impossible to guess how deep it might be. She cast another glance up the bank. Tayl was nowhere to be seen, and the rushing water would swallow any sounds long before they reached him. 

She would need to take her chances crossing the water. She bit her lip and pushed herself away from the rock. 

The riverbed proved treacherous. Her feet slipped on wet stones and lurched into hidden hollows. After less than a dozen paces, the water rose above her boots. A few more steps, and she lost her footing and only regained her balance a split second before she would have tumbled into the water. She froze, not daring to take another step forward. The water reached above her knees and rushed around her legs, trying to sweep them from under her. Careful to move as little as possible, she cast a glance back over her shoulder. She had made it about halfway—

The slight shift in her weight had been enough for the current to reach under her front foot and yank it away. She fell backwards, and the icy stream knocked the air out of her lungs. She struggled to get up, but her feet skidded uselessly over the wet stones, and the current dragged her into deeper and deeper waters. A heartbeat later the river rushed around her, gripping her with freezing fingers and trying to pull her under. She kicked wildly to keep her head above the water, but the current swallowed her, spat her back out, swallowed her once more. The river opened into a deep pool. She gulped for air but only sucked in more water. Eventually, her wild kicks slowed to feeble strokes, and she sank into the cold. The water took her in. Even welcomed her. She floated weightlessly in absolute darkness, and the scream that had haunted her mind broke finally through the silence.




Run, Eass. Run!

—










Part One · Chapter 2

Outside






outside | aʊtˈsʌɪd |

noun 

1 - the external shell or surface of an object or entity 

2 - the outward appearance of someone or something

3 - (the outside) - an area not enclosed by buildings or structures, often with undefined borders

4 - (also: the outside) [Arc] the worlds of the new domains past the divide, see Note 4.1

4.1 - The outside Arc ideogram is proven to have pre-silence roots and allows, as all Arc ideograms, more than one interpretation (see outside in the Arc reader)  

Standard Anglaise, Fragments appendices, revision 4216 - Amik, Marcus
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WHEN TAYL FINALLY dragged the girl out of the river, her body felt cold and completely limp. He rolled her on her back. Her face was deadly pale, her eyes closed. He leaned over her mouth but felt no breath and, when he pressed two fingers into the side of her neck, felt no pulse. He tilted her head back and checked her airways, then pinched her nose and repeatedly blew quick breaths into her mouth. When this yielded no results, he placed his hands on her chest, one hand on top of the other, and pushed hard. At his third push, her body jerked, and water thrust out of her mouth. He heaved her onto her side, silently thanking Graphyn for his first aid instructions. 

The girl retched up more water than should have been possible. For several minutes her body shook with coughs and desperate gasps for air.

She struggled to speak. ‘You … got … me out?’

He only nodded and sank back on his heels. 

The river bank lay in darkness, and the narrow beach would not be safe; the water was unpredictable and often rose without warning. They both were drenched and freezing and would need light, warmth, dry clothes. He looked up the cliff looming over the sandy bay. His gaze travelled along the gnarly roots clinging to the weathered stone to where an ancient tree perched at the edge of the high ridge—they had washed up on the ford below the marked tree. 

‘We need to get up the bank. Can you stand up?’ he asked.

The girl nodded and rolled onto her back. Her coughs had turned into shivers and chattering teeth. She looked up the bank. ‘Up there? How?’ 

‘There is a path between the roots. It’s steep but secure.’ 

She looked doubtful but took his hand when he held it out to help her up. Her fingers were cold as ice and trembled. 

They found the place where the roots of the oak reached down to the beach. Between the stems, sand and loose rock had caught in nooks and crevices, forming rough foot and handholds. The ascent would be like climbing a steep ladder with irregular steps in the dark. He let the girl go first and kept close to catch her if she slipped. After less than a dozen steps, her knees shook visibly, and she leaned heavily against a thick root. 

‘Don’t look down.’ He warned.

She nodded without turning and started climbing again. Eventually, she reached the top and pulled herself over the edge. He followed and found her lying on her back, gasping for air.

‘We can rest under that tree.’ He pointed, and she did not protest when he hauled her up and slung an arm around her waist. They stumbled the last few steps to the tree. 




The forest circled the towering oak at a respectful distance, and the wide, low hanging branches offered shelter and dry ground. Tayl lowered the girl between the roots and knelt to get the glowglobe out of his pack. He flicked the sphere with his fingernail and let it hover close to the ground. 

The girl sagged against the tree without a word. Her hood was thrown back, and a mop of wet hair dripped water onto her shoulders and down her neck. Her near-white pallor emphasised the bruised shadows under her eyes, and her soaked parka and trousers clung to her lean frame and skinny legs. But her dark eyes looked alert, and her brows narrowed suspiciously as she noticed his glance. She looked like a drenched rat pressed into a corner, ready to jump at anybody who dared to come too close.

Tayl had stuffed his anorak into his pack before he jumped into the river. The watertight seal had kept it and the rest of the contents dry. As he pulled it out, his red scarf fell out of its folds, and he put both aside, then went through his remaining clothes—a long-sleeved thermal, a woollen jumper, a spare pair of trousers. 

‘You better take these.’ He held out the thermals and his anorak. 

She stared at the clothes. ‘Why?’ She sounded genuinely confused. 

‘You’ll need to get out of your wet clothes.’ 

She looked down at herself, then wiped her hands on her wet parka. She took the thermals, but instead of the anorak, she picked up the woollen jumper. 

‘This will do. You’ll need your jacket yourself.’ She stood and vanished behind the tree before he could protest. 

Tayl shook his head, then peeled off his soaked top and undershirt and slipped into his anorak. The glowglobe radiated a welcome warmth. He sat down next to it and kicked off his boots. Next, he changed into the dry trousers and socks and finally pulled the anorak’s collar over his wet hair.

His gaze caught on a glimmer reflecting off the tree trunk. Almost hidden by the tree’s dark bark and ancient furrows, three smooth Arnok bands looped around its wide girth. Along the length of the bands, Arc ideograms faded in and out of the glass-like surface, their slow rhythm a mirror of the slow and steady life of their bearer.

Tayl spread his clammy fingers towards the warm light and asked himself how soon and how far the news of their nightly adventures would spread.

—







As soon as she was out of Tayl’s sight, she slumped against the tree and slid down into a sitting position with her back against the trunk. Her chest hurt, and her wet clothes clung to her as if trying to suffocate her. Her arms still clutched the bundle of dry clothes. She had caught the end of a red scarf with the jumper and had dragged it behind her. She gathered it up and shook out the leaves. For a long moment, she just sat with her fingers burrowed into the wool, as if it was a lifeline. She wanted to scream at something or someone but could not even muster the energy to stand. The fabric warmed in her grasp. It felt dry and soft and comforting.

She tried to unzip her parka, but her fingers shook so hard she barely managed to fight herself out of the wet garment. She looked at the laces of her boots and dismissed even the idea. She had pulled her tunic halfway over her head when something caught in the fabric. She pulled again and felt a sharp cut on the side of her neck. Exasperated, she yanked the fabric free, pulled it all the way over her head, and finally freed her arms from the sleeves. 

A silver pendant dangled from a long chain around her neck. The round object felt too heavy for a locket; it looked more like a case for a watch. She felt a notch around the edge where it should open, but her trembling fingers could not unlock it. She let it fall back onto her chest with a sigh. Whatever it was, it needed to wait. 

She slipped into the long-sleeved T-shirt, pulling it straight over her wet bra, then peeled off her soaked trousers and kicked them over her boots. She heaved herself up onto her still-shaky legs. The T-shirt was long enough to reach her thighs. She considered the jumper. It had buttons down the front, and she could either wear it over the shirt or wrap it around her bare legs. She decided to tie the sleeves around her waist and wear it like a short skirt. She considered the scarf for a moment then looped it around her neck and gathered her wet clothes. 

Her legs still trembled, and she supported her weight with one hand against the trunk as she rounded the colossal tree. Tayl sat by the hovering sphere with his hands stretched towards its warm glow. She was just about to sit down when her fingers slipped over a smooth surface. A sensation not unlike pins and needles shot through her fingertips up her arms—




Lights flickered in front of her eyes. Her feet sank into moist and welcoming earth. Her toes grew roots, and her …




She snapped back her arm and almost lost her balance. Her knees buckled, not willing to carry her weight, and she fell back against the trunk. She glared up the tree. It was very different from the trees she had seen so far. Its trunk was wider, the crown denser, the low hanging branches spreading as wide as the tree was high. The bark was dark and creased with age, but she saw nothing that would explain the strange sensation in her fingers. 

She sighed, unceremoniously dumped her wet clothes next to the light, and dropped down opposite Tayl with the tree at her back and the light between them. Her fingertips tingled, and she pulled the long sleeves over her hands. The soft fabric hugged her skin, gathering warmth between the fine fibres. 

Tayl had looked up at her return. She met his gaze, then noticed that he was not looking at her; instead, he stared at a point above her head. She cast a glance over her shoulder, but she sat too close to the trunk to see anything other than her own shadow against the bark. 

She turned back to him and asked, ‘What is it?’ 

His gaze shifted back to her. She found it hard to read his expression—it was almost as if he was seeing her for the first time. 

‘Where did you say you are from?’ His tone was different, not unfriendly but clearly suspicious. 

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘How did you get here?’ He repeated. ‘To the—forest?’

The slight pause told her that Tayl had meant to say something else. She turned to the tree again, this time leaning backwards to change the angle of her view—there, three handspans above her head, a dark band twisted around the trunk. The smooth material had cut deep into the bark, making it hard to spot. A glowing row of circles and dots faded in and out of the glass-like surface, the shapes changing with every new iteration. Was that band what she had touched earlier?

‘Is that a feed?’ she asked. 

‘A feed?’ Tayl repeated. 

‘Like a message—did it tell you something about me?' 

‘Why?' 

His question only seemed to confirm her suspicions. Her fingers started to tremble, and she dug them deeper into the soft fabric. ‘Because if it did, I need to know.’ 

‘What could it tell me about you?’ 

‘I don’t know.' Her hands started to shake uncontrollably, and she clasped them together in her lap. ‘I don’t know—I don't remember anything.’

‘You lost your memory?’ He sounded incredulous. 

She nodded. The tremors ran up her arms, and her shoulders started to shake. 

His expression softened. ‘You need to warm up.’ He drew his pack closer, got out a metal thermos, and filled a cup with steaming liquid. ‘Drink this.’

She unclasped her fingers and took the cup with both hands, careful to keep the sleeves tugged over her fingers. The fragrant, sweet tea released some of the tightness in her chest, allowing her to take a deep breath. 

‘Thank you—for the tea. And the clothes.’ She lowered the cup and wrapped her hands around the warm metal. Her mind chose this moment to notice the dirt under her fingernails and in the creases of her wrist, grime buried so deep that not even the river had been able to wash it away. ‘And—and for saving my life.’ 

Tayl only nodded. He used the cap of the thermos as a cup for himself. He drank, then asked, ‘Do you remember anything?’ 

‘I woke up under the trees. It was not long ago—the sun was just setting.’ She gestured towards the other side of the river. ‘Before that—there is just nothing.’

‘Do you remember how far from here you were when you woke up?'

She shook her head. ‘I think I walked in circles … there were so many trees—everything looked the same.’ 

‘Do you remember crossing the river before we met?'

‘No.’

‘And you don’t remember anything else?’

Other than somebody screaming at me to run? She kept that thought to herself and shook her head. ‘The symbols—what did they tell you?’

Tayl looked up at the dark bands circling the tree. ‘One of the marks’—He pointed to a symbol to her left—‘changed when you touched it.’ 

The symbol looked like a broken circle with a dot outside. ‘What does it mean?’

He hesitated then said, ‘It means that you are not from around here and that you have come a very long way.’

‘Like another country?’ That might explain the different dialects. 

He nodded slowly but didn’t meet her eyes. ‘Something like that.’

—







Tayl’s gaze kept returning to the Arc mark the girl had touched. The ideogram explained why he had never seen her before, but it did not explain how she could possibly be here—no one had been able to cross the divide for more than fourteen years.

Tayl split a bruised apple and offered the girl one half. The apple, a handful of nuts, and a few crackers were all the food he had left.

The girl stared at him suspiciously but took her half. ‘You said I am not from here, but where exactly is here?’

He didn’t want to lie, but he had no idea what or how much he should tell her. So instead, he asked, ‘What is West 12?’

The apple in her hand started to tremble. ‘West 12?’ 

‘You said this is where you come from. Before you fell into the river.’

She looked down at the shaking apple in her hand as if it could answer his question. ‘I—I don’t know. I remember the word, but it means nothing.’ She dropped the apple and started to get up. ‘I need to go back.’

‘You can’t go anywhere tonight.’

‘But I need to go. I—I lost something. I need to find it.’ 

‘You lost something? Is this why you are in trouble?’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Why do you think I am in trouble?’ 

‘You are afraid of something.’ 

‘I am not afraid,’ she snapped. ‘I just need to go back.’

‘How do you know you need to go back when you don’t remember—’ 

She cut him off. ‘I remember that I need to go back. It’s the only thing I remember.’ Her eyes sparkled with anger and, however much she might deny it, fear.

‘You can’t go tonight.’ The girl had barely been able to get to her knees, let alone stand up. ‘Not before you eat and get some rest.’

She sank back down. ‘I am not crazy. I—I just … .’ 

She shook her head and pulled her knees up to her chest. She had wrapped his scarf around her neck, capturing most of her wet hair, and water dripped from the loose ends and beaded between the folds of wool. She picked up the apple and brushed it off. 

‘I don’t think that you are crazy,’ he said. If the Arc mark was right, the girl was more lost than she could imagine. ‘But you don’t know where you are, and I am on my way to meet somebody who might be able to help you. His name is Charles Graphyn.’

‘Help how?’ she asked. 

‘He might be able to explain some of this—of what has happened to you. I was going to go to Bay’s End tomorrow to meet him.’

Her brows creased. ‘Tomorrow? Why not now? How far is it from here?’

‘Not far.’ He hesitated. The involuntary bath in an icy river had made the idea of a comfortable bed enticing, and Graphyn would want to know about the girl as soon as possible. ‘We could be at Bay’s End at nightturn.’ 

She frowned then asked, ‘Do you mean midnight?’

Tayl nodded. He drew out his echoscope and opened the first ring. ‘We have enough time to eat and dry our clothes.’

The girl looked from his echoscope to the apple in her hand. She took a careful bite, swallowed, then ate the rest hungrily.

He ate his half of the apple more slowly and refilled both their cups. ‘There are a few nuts and crackers.’

She nodded and took her cup. ‘What are you doing out here?’

‘I am studying different … landscapes. I often hike and sleep outside.’ 

The girl frowned but let the explanation pass. ‘How long have you … hiked? … through this forest?’

‘Two days.’

‘Is the forest as big as that?’

Tayl nodded. ‘The way I took is one of the shortest ways to cross it.’

‘And the man—Charles?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘Charles Graphyn.’

‘What does he do?’ 

Tayl drained the last of his tea and shook out his empty cup. ‘Does the word Entrelacier mean anything to you?’

The girl shook her head. ‘Is that what he is? An Entrelacier?’

Tayl nodded. ‘He can—’ he stopped. He should leave that explanation to Graphyn. ‘Graphyn will be able to explain this much better to you.’

She pulled the sleeves of his thermal over her hands again and fiddled with the cuffs. Her eyes were so dark it was hard to describe their colour as anything other than black.

‘We need to spread out the clothes so they can dry. And give me your shoes.’ 

She frowned but unlaced her boots and pulled them off her feet. Tayl stuffed them with dried leaves and stood them next to his pair under the glowglobe. By the time he had spread both their wet clothes around the warm flame, the girl had curled up between the roots and was fast asleep. She had eaten her half of the apple and all the nuts and crackers. He took this as an agreement that she would go with him. 

Tayl sat next to her and leaned against the tree. It would take them less than half an hour to reach the rim, and they had two hours to nightturn. That left him enough time to come up with a safe way to take the girl through the tear. 

—








Part One · Chapter 3

The Tear




tear |ˈtɛər|

noun

1 - a split or hole in any matter, physical or metaphysical, caused by it being pulled apart forcefully

2 - (also: the tear) [Fragments] the frayed threads of reality around a fragment 

3 - see also: tear |tɛː| in the Standard Anglaise Reference

Standard Anglaise, Fragments appendices, revision 4216 - Amik, Marcus

—



THE GIRL CREPT down a dark alley. She inched along one wall, keeping her back to the cold stone and out of sight of the roofline. The high brick walls on either side reduced the city’s lit night sky to a thin line, and the lights from the holo feeds and traffic beams faded long before they reached the derelict pipes and dilapidated fire escapes around her. 

She stopped and tilted her head to catch the sounds drifting down into the alley from the city above—blaring announcements and jingles cut into meaningless babble by the throbbing of auton dirigibles and cargo carriers. She continued down the alley but stopped again after no more than a dozen paces. This time, she could make out the dreaded buzzing of a surveillance drone patrolling the abandoned quartier. 

The sound grew louder as it headed directly into her direction—





She was startled awake as a hand shook her shoulder. 

‘We need to get going.’ The voice sounded apologetic, but the hand squeezed her shoulder another time before it retreated. 

Shredded images spun in her head, but the dream slipped away before she could make any sense of what she had seen. She squinted through blurry eyes, and her gaze focused on Tayl’s silhouette crouching next to her. 

‘Your clothes are almost dry.’ He nodded to a bundle next to her, then straightened and started to gather his belongings. 

Still half asleep, she uncurled her protesting body and sat up. Tayl’s anorak dropped off her shoulders. He must have draped it over her after she fell asleep. She heaved herself up and winced. Her chest hurt where Tayl had pressed the water out of her lungs after he had dragged her out of the river. She managed to struggle into her trousers and parka but stuffed her tunic into a pocket. She found her boots, shook out the dry leaves, and tied the laces. When she returned Tayl’s anorak and jumper, he looked at the sleeves of his shirt still sticking out of her parka but didn’t comment. 

‘Are you ready to go?’

She nodded, and Tayl caught the hovering light in his hands. 

She held him back. ‘The place where we are going—is there a city close by?’ 

‘A city?’ 

‘Yes—tall buildings, traffic, people?’ 

‘No. Why?’ 

She scanned the ring of trees surrounding the clearing and shook her head. ‘It’s nothing—let’s go.’ 

Tayl shrugged and tapped the globe with his fingernail. The glow shrank to a tiny speck, flickered, and went out.


Without the light, Tayl was no more than a dark outline moving between the trees in front of her. She struggled to shake off her drowsiness, and her unwilling legs stumbled over every root in their path. She ignored the pain in her chest and took deep, even breaths. There was a softness to the air and the taste of something unfamiliar. The cold that had clung to her bones since Tayl had pulled her from the river loosened with every step, and she started to feel slightly more awake. 

They hadn’t walked far when the forest around them changed. The trees grew further apart, and the canopy opened. Starlight fell through swaying branches and lit their path. About a hundred paces later, Tayl stopped, and she drew up beside him. They had reached the edge of the forest and, beyond the last line of trees, dark fields stretched out under a cloudless midnight sky.

Tayl turned to her. ‘I’ll need something from you to take you through the tear. An object, something that belongs to you.’ 

She tore her gaze from the star-speckled dome above her and asked. ‘A tear? Like something came apart?’ 

‘Can we have this discussion later?’

Taken aback, she shrugged and said, ‘I don’t have anything.’ She rummaged through her pockets. ‘Wait.’ Her fingers found something. ‘What about this?’ She held out her hand, the silver coin on her palm. 

Tayl took the coin and turned it between his fingers. It was too dark to make out any details. ‘What is it?’ 

‘A coin—money, I guess.’ 
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