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    For Iskender—who remembered when I could not.
 
For my grandfather—who taught me that love is the only anchor that never fades.
 
And for everyone who has ever refused to let go.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Memory is the only paradise from which we cannot be expelled."
 
— Unknown
 
"The Fragmenter does not destroy. It only waits—patient, eternal, hungry for the moments we choose to forget."
 
— From the Journal of Samuel Visser
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Prologue
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The Weight of Remembering

There is a moment, just before dawn breaks over Paris, when the city holds its breath. The streetlights still glow with the weary orange of a night not quite finished; the Seine moves in silence beneath its bridges; the rooftops of Montmartre crouch like sleeping cats against the grey-pink sky. In that moment, if you listen closely enough, you can hear something that no one else can hear.

You can hear the ticking of a watch that never stops.

You can hear the whisper of memories that refuse to die.

And if you press your ear to the stillness, you can almost hear the voice of a man who has given up everything—his childhood, his mother's face, his deepest fears—to protect the one thing that makes us human. The one thing that cannot be stolen, cannot be rewritten, cannot be consumed by the hunger of time itself.

Memory.

***
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You are holding a book about forgetting.

But that is not entirely true. This is a book about what happens when we refuse to forget. When we hold onto the fragments of who we are, even as the world conspires to erase us. When we choose to remember, not because it is easy, but because it is the only thing that makes us real.

You are holding the second volume of Arsène Lupin's story. But you should know: this is not the story of the great thief you think you know. This is the story of what happens when a legend becomes something more. When the keeper of time becomes the keeper of memory. When the man who stole everything learns that the only thing worth stealing is the moment itself.

The first book, The Blind Watchmaker, was about time. About the gears that turn the universe, the seconds that slip through our fingers, the cruel and beautiful flow of existence. It was about Chronos and the Chronoclast, about lost days and the paradox of being. It was about a grandson who inherited his grandfather's legacy—and the terrible weight of that inheritance.

This book is about something else entirely.

This book is about what we lose when we stop caring.

***
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I will tell you a secret. It is a secret that I learned in the spaces between seconds, in the gaps where memory dissolves and reality bends. It is a secret that I paid for with pieces of my soul, one by one, until I was not sure there was anything left of me to save.

Here it is: The Fragmenter is not the enemy.

The enemy is the part of us that wants to forget. The exhaustion that whispers, "Let it go. It doesn't matter. None of it matters." The quiet voice that tells us that our connections are illusions, our loves are fragile, our memories are castles built on sand.

The Fragmenter is not a monster. It is a mirror. And the face that looks back at you from its depths is your own.

***
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You have been warned.

***
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Now, let me tell you where this story really begins.

It begins six months after the defeat of Chronos, in a Montmartre apartment that smells of dust and old paper and the ghost of a grandfather who gave away his own years to save his grandson. Arsène Lupin is sitting in the same armchair where his grandfather once sat, the pocket watch warm in his hand, his eyes fixed on the window where Paris is drowning in the eternal grey of November rain.

He is trying to believe that the war is over.

He is trying to convince himself that he can finally rest.

And then a woman knocks on the door, and everything changes.

Her name is Anouk Visser. She is the granddaughter of a ghost, the inheritor of a secret that should have died with Samuel Visser long ago. She carries a warning, a journal, and a fear that she has been carrying since she was a child.

"Someone is hunting us," she tells him. "Everyone who ever touched the Blind Watchmaker. Everyone who ever knew Samuel. They're dying—or disappearing. And I think I know what's coming next."

When he asks her what is coming, she looks at him with eyes that have seen too much, eyes that hold the weight of a family curse that has been passed down through generations.

"The Fragmenter," she whispers. "It's awake. And it knows your name."

***
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What is the Fragmenter?

It is the shadow of the first lie. The echo of a moment that never happened but was remembered as if it did. It is the hunger for what we have forgotten, the void that consumes the fragments of who we were. It exists in the gaps between seconds, in the spaces where memory dissolves and reality bends. It has no shape, no face, no voice—except the shape of our forgetting, the face of our indifference, the voice of our exhaustion.

It feeds on the moments we let go. The laughter we don't remember. The touch we no longer feel. The love we allowed to fade.

And it is growing stronger.

Because in a world that never stops moving, we are all forgetting faster than we can hold on. We are all feeding the hunger, whether we know it or not. And the Fragmenter is patient. It has been waiting for millennia. It can wait a little longer.

But it knows you are reading this.

It knows that you are holding this book. It knows that you are thinking about the moments you have forgotten, the people you have lost, the memories you have let slip through your fingers like water.

It knows. And it is hungry.

***
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You might ask yourself: Why should I read this book? Why should I care about the forgetting of a world that is not my own? Why should I follow a thief into the labyrinth of memory, knowing that he might not come out?

Here is the answer: because you are already in the labyrinth. We all are. Every day, we walk through the corridors of our own forgetting, trying to hold onto the moments that matter, losing them one by one. And the Fragmenter is the shadow that follows us, the hunger that grows with every lost memory, every forgotten face, every connection we allowed to break.

This book is not just a story. It is a mirror. And the face that looks back at you is your own.

But there is hope. There is always hope. Because remembering is an act of rebellion. Choosing to hold on is a defiance of the hunger. Loving is a weapon against the void.

And Arsène Lupin, Keeper of Time, Keeper of Memory, has learned that the only way to fight the Fragmenter is to refuse to let go. To hold onto the moments that matter, even when it hurts. To remember, even when it is easier to forget.

***
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You will meet strange people in this book. People who have been erased and rewritten, people who wear the faces of those they have lost, people who have given up everything to protect what remains. You will travel to Venice and Prague and Istanbul, to the frozen wastes of Antarctica and the burning sands of Giza. You will descend into labyrinths of mirrors and submerged libraries, into the spaces between seconds where time has no meaning.

And you will meet Iskender.

Iskender is the grandson of Josephine Balsamo, the Countess Cagliostro, a man who has been held together by a memory that is not his own. He is brave and loyal and fierce, and he is fading. The Fragmenter has been consuming him from the inside out, erasing the moments that make him who he is. And Arsène will do anything—anything—to save him.

But saving Iskender will require sacrifices. It will require giving up pieces of himself, pieces of his own memory, pieces of his soul. It will require him to face the person he would become if he stopped caring—the hollow, empty version of himself that the Fragmenter has created in its own image.

And it will require him to answer the question that haunts every page of this book:

Who are you when you have forgotten everything that made you who you are?

***
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I cannot promise you a happy ending. I can only promise you a story. A story about memory and loss, about love and sacrifice, about the quiet moments that define us and the connections that sustain us. A story about a thief who learned that the only thing worth stealing is the moment itself.

I can promise you a journey into the heart of forgetting. And I can promise you that when you emerge, you will never see the world the same way again.

Because the Fragmenter is not just in this book. It is in the world. It is in the silence between your heartbeats, in the pause between your breaths, in the moments you let slip away without noticing.

But you can fight it. You can choose to remember. You can choose to hold on.

And that is what makes you human.

***
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Now, turn the page.

The first chapter is waiting for you. It is a chapter about a man who has lost everything—except the one thing that matters most. It is a chapter about a knock on the door, a warning from a stranger, and a threat that will change the course of time itself.

It is a chapter about the Fragmenter.

And it begins with the ticking of a watch.

Tick.

Arsène is standing by the window, the pocket watch warm in his hand.

Tick.

Anouk is knocking on the door, her pale eyes filled with a fear she has carried since childhood.

Tick.

The Fragmenter is stirring in the spaces between seconds, its hunger growing, its patience thinning.

Tick.

And you, the reader, are holding your breath, waiting to see what happens next.

Tick.

This is not the end. This is only the beginning.

Tick.

The fragmenter knows your name.

Tick.

And it has been waiting for you.

***
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So begins Book Two of the Arsène Lupin Series.

The Keeper of Time returns.

And the hunger of forgetting has never been stronger.

Turn the page.

Remember.

Begin again.
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Chapter 1: The Millennium's Shadow
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The Paris morning arrived with its usual grey reluctance, slipping through the half-drawn curtains of the Montmartre apartment like an uninvited guest. Arsène Lupin had been awake for hours, sitting in the same leather armchair where his grandfather often dozed, watching the city stir to life beneath a sky heavy with November clouds. The cup of coffee beside him had gone cold, but he hadn't noticed. His attention was fixed on the pocket watch in his palm.

It had been six months since he had become time itself. Six months since he had placed the seven pieces into the heart of existence and watched the Chronoclast dissolve into nothing. Six months since he had stopped feeling entirely human.

Arsène turned the watch over in his fingers, tracing the familiar enamel L on its lid with his thumb. The watch still ticked, as it always had, but the rhythm was different now. Slower. More deliberate. As if time itself had learned to breathe.

He had learned many things in those six months. He had learned that he could feel the passage of seconds like a second heartbeat, a constant pulse beneath his skin. He had learned that he could stand in a crowded room and sense the weight of every forgotten moment pressing against his awareness. He had learned that being the Keeper of Time was not a gift but a burden—a burden he had accepted willingly, but a burden nonetheless.

His grandfather slept in the bedroom down the hall, his breathing steady and peaceful. The elder Arsène had aged visibly since the final confrontation. His hair had turned completely white, his face had become a map of new wrinkles, and his hands trembled when he reached for his tea. But his eyes—those famous, mischievous, defiant eyes—still sparkled with the same fire that had made him a legend. The fire that had made him a grandfather.

Arsène smiled at the thought. The old man had given him years. Years stolen from Chronos's bargain, years that should have been lost forever. And Arsène, who had already given his heart to time, could only repay that gift by being present. By being here. By being human, or as close to human as he could still manage.

Downstairs, the bakery on the corner had opened its doors. The smell of fresh bread and butter drifted through the window, mingling with the faint scent of rain on cobblestones. Arsène inhaled deeply, letting the ordinary warmth of the moment wash over him. These were the moments he fought to preserve. The small ones. The forgotten ones. The ones that would never make it into history books but would always, always matter.

The watch in his palm ticked on, patient and eternal.

***
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The knock came at exactly 9:47 AM.

Arsène knew the time without looking at the watch. He felt it—a disruption in the rhythm of the morning, a small crack in the fabric of ordinary minutes. He stood slowly, setting the cold coffee cup aside, and walked to the door.

The woman on the other side was not someone he recognized. She was perhaps forty, with sharp cheekbones and hair the color of winter wheat. Her eyes were a pale grey, almost silver, and they held a weariness that went deeper than simple exhaustion. She wore a simple wool coat, its collar turned up against the damp, and clutched a leather satchel to her chest as if it contained something precious—or dangerous.

"Arsène Lupin?" Her voice was low, her accent vaguely Dutch. "The grandson?"

Arsène studied her for a moment, his senses reaching out instinctively. He could feel her heartbeat, steady but quickened with anxiety. He could taste the faint residue of fear in the air around her. He could sense no malice, no deception—only urgency, wrapped in desperation.

"I am," he said carefully. "And you are?"

The woman's shoulders sagged with relief. "My name is Anouk Visser. Samuel Visser was my great-uncle."

Arsène felt the world tilt slightly. Visser. The name that had haunted him for the better part of a year. The name of the watchmaker who had created Chronos, who had sold his soul to time, who had become a monster in the service of a god that wasn't a god at all.

"I thought Samuel had no siblings," Arsène said, his voice carefully neutral. "His daughter survived, but—"

"His sister was a secret," Anouk interrupted. "The family's shame. She refused to help him with the Blind Watchmaker, and Samuel disowned her. But she kept everything. His letters, his journals, his sketches. She knew what he was becoming. She tried to stop him."

Arsène stepped aside, gesturing for her to enter. "You'd better come in."

Anouk moved past him, her footsteps silent on the wooden floor. She stopped in the center of the living room, her eyes scanning the cluttered space—the shelves of antique clocks, the stacks of yellowed papers, the old leather armchair where Arsène's grandfather had spent so many hours. Her gaze lingered on a photograph on the mantelpiece: a younger version of the elder Arsène, arms around a dark-haired woman with bright, laughing eyes.

"Your grandmother?" Anouk asked softly.

Arsène followed her gaze. "Élodie. She died in the war. Before I was born."

"I know." Anouk turned to face him. "Samuel wrote about her. He was there, you know. In the trenches. He saw what happened. He could have saved her, but he chose not to. He said it was necessary—a sacrifice to Chronos. But I think he was just afraid. Afraid that if he loved anyone, Chronos would use that love against him."

Arsène felt his jaw tighten. He had known his grandmother's death was tied to Samuel's machinations, but hearing it confirmed so bluntly was something else entirely. A cold fury stirred in his chest, buried deep beneath layers of acceptance.

"Why are you here, Anouk?" he asked, his voice harder than he intended. "After all this time, after everything that's happened—why come to me now?"

Anouk set her satchel on the table and opened it with trembling hands. She withdrew a bundle of papers, tied with a faded ribbon, and placed them carefully on the worn wooden surface.

"Because someone is hunting us," she said. "Everyone who ever touched the Blind Watchmaker. Everyone who ever knew Samuel. They're dying—or disappearing. Karel Visser, Samuel's brother, he was the first. They found him in his workshop last week. His heart had stopped, but there were no signs of violence. No poison. No injury. He simply... stopped."

Arsène's blood went cold. He remembered Karel Visser well—the old man in the wheelchair, the keeper of the House of Mirrors in Prague. The man who had helped him find the second piece of the Blind Watchmaker, who had guarded its secret for decades.

"Stopped?" Arsène repeated. "You mean he died of natural causes?"

Anouk shook her head violently. "No. No, there was nothing natural about it. I saw his body before they buried it. His eyes were open, and they were fixed on something. Something that wasn't there. His lips were frozen in a word. A single word."

Arsène leaned forward. "What word?"

"Fragmenter."

The word hung in the air between them, heavy with meaning Arsène didn't fully understand. Fragmenter. It was not a name he recognized, not a term from any of Samuel's journals or his grandfather's stories. And yet, it resonated with something deep inside him, something that had been stirring ever since the final confrontation with Chronos.

"The Fragmenter," Arsène said slowly, testing the word on his tongue. "What is it?"

Anouk's eyes met his, and for the first time, he saw something other than fear in them. He saw certainty. The terrible certainty of someone who had learned a truth she wished she could unlearn.

"It's what was waiting," she said. "Behind Chronos. Behind the Chronoclast. The thing that existed before time had a shape. The thing that feeds on the moments humanity forgets—the gaps between seconds, the pauses between heartbeats. Samuel called it the shadow of existence. The Fragmenter."

Arsène sat back in his chair, his mind racing. Six months of peace, six months of rebuilding his life, six months of believing the worst was behind him. And now this. Another enemy. Another threat. Another version of the same endless war.

"How do you know all this?" he asked. "If Samuel kept his sister a secret, if he never spoke to her after she refused him—how do you have his journals?"

Anouk's expression flickered. Something passed across her face—guilt, perhaps. Or shame. "Because I found them," she said quietly. "When I was sixteen, I broke into Samuel's workshop. Not the one in Amsterdam—the secret one. The one beneath the city, where he hid his darkest work. I found the journals there. I read them all."

Arsène stared at her. "You broke into Samuel Visser's secret workshop? The man who created Chronos, who became a monster—you walked into his lair and stole his journals?"

"I was young," Anouk said defensively. "And I was angry. My grandmother had died without ever telling anyone who she really was. I wanted to understand. I wanted to know why Samuel had erased her from his life, why he had made her a ghost. I thought—I thought if I found the truth, I could find justice."

"And did you?" Arsène asked, his voice flat.

Anouk was silent for a long moment. Then she shook her head slowly. "No. I found something far worse. I found the truth about what Samuel was trying to do. And I found the Fragmenter."

Arsène's grandfather chose that moment to appear in the doorway of the bedroom. The old man leaned heavily on his cane, his eyes blinking against the morning light. He had been sleeping soundly, but something—perhaps the sound of voices, perhaps something deeper—had pulled him from his rest.

"What's all this noise about?" the elder Arsène asked, his voice raspy but still carrying the familiar edge of curiosity. "Who is this young woman, and why is she telling you my secrets before I've had my tea?"

Arsène rose and moved to his grandfather's side, steadying him with a hand on his arm. "This is Anouk Visser. Samuel's great-niece. She's brought us troubling news."

The elder Arsène's eyes sharpened instantly. All traces of sleep vanished from his face, replaced by the keen alertness of a man who had survived decades of deception and danger. "Visser? I didn't know Samuel had siblings."

"His sister," Anouk said. "She was—she was my grandmother. I know what you're thinking. I know you don't trust me. But please, I'm not here to harm you. I'm here because I need your help. The Fragmenter is hunting everyone who ever touched the Blind Watchmaker. You, me, your grandson—everyone. And I don't think we have much time left."

The elder Arsène shuffled slowly to his armchair and lowered himself into it with a grunt of effort. His eyes, however, never left Anouk's face. "Tell me everything. From the beginning. And don't leave anything out."

Anouk began to speak.

***
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The story she told was a long one, and by the time she finished, the morning had given way to a grey afternoon. Rain pattered against the windows, and the apartment had grown dim enough that Arsène had turned on the lamp beside the sofa.

Samuel Visser's sister, Maria, had been the first to suspect that her brother's ambitions were no longer driven by science alone. She had witnessed the moment when the Blind Watchmaker's first prototype was activated, had seen the strange light that shimmered in Samuel's eyes afterward. She had tried to warn him, tried to reason with him, but he would not be swayed. When she threatened to destroy the prototype, he had disowned her, erased her from the family records, and made her a ghost in her own life.

But Maria had not given up. She had gathered evidence of Samuel's dangerous experiments—drawings, notes, fragments of conversations—and hidden them in the very workshop Anouk had broken into decades later. And when she died, she had passed the burden of that knowledge to her granddaughter.

"She told me to wait," Anouk said, her voice barely above a whisper. "She said that one day, someone would come looking for the truth. Someone who could stop what Samuel had begun. And she said that when that person came, I would know them. I would feel it."

The elder Arsène nodded slowly. "And you felt it when you found my grandson?"

Anouk looked at Arsène. "Yes. When I heard what happened here, when I learned that Chronos had been defeated—I knew. I knew you were the one my grandmother had been waiting for. And I knew you needed to know the truth about the Fragmenter."

Arsène leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. "The Fragmenter—how do we stop it?"

Anouk shook her head. "I don't know if we can stop it. Samuel spent years trying to understand it, trying to find a weakness. All he discovered was that the Fragmenter feeds on forgotten moments—the things that slip through the cracks of memory. It thrives on what humanity loses. And the more we lose, the stronger it becomes."

"Then we starve it," the elder Arsène said firmly. "We remember. We hold onto our memories, we preserve them, we refuse to forget."

Anouk's expression was bleak. "It's not that simple. The Fragmenter doesn't just feed on memory—it can take it. Erase it. Leave you with nothing but the knowledge that something is missing. And if it takes enough, if it erases enough of who you are, you stop being you entirely."

Just then, the phone on the side table began to ring.

Arsène and Anouk both startled. The elder Arsène reached for the receiver with a hand that trembled only slightly, his old instincts still sharp.

"Hello?" he said, his voice cautious. "Who is this?"

Arsène watched his grandfather's face carefully. The old man's expression shifted—first surprise, then recognition, then a deep, cold dread that Arsène had never seen before.

"Where are you?" the elder Arsène demanded. "What's happened?"

Silence followed. The elder Arsène listened, his face growing paler with each passing second. His grip on the receiver tightened until his knuckles went white.

"Get out of there," he said finally. "Run. Don't look back. And whatever you do, don't try to find us. It's too dangerous."

A pause.

"I know," the elder Arsène said, his voice dropping to a whisper. "I know. We'll figure this out. But you have to protect yourself. If you're right about this, if the Fragmenter has found you—"

He stopped. His face went completely blank.

"Wait," he said. "Wait, I didn't catch that. What did you say?"

Silence.

"Is anyone there?" the elder Arsène asked. "Hello? Hello?"

The line went dead.

The elder Arsène stared at the receiver for a long moment, then slowly set it back in its cradle. His hands were shaking now, and his face had gone from pale to ashen.

"Grandfather?" Arsène said, his voice tight with concern. "Who was that?"

The old man looked up at him, and for the first time in Arsène's memory, his eyes held genuine fear.

"Maximilian," he said hoarsely. "An old friend. One of the few people who knew about the Blind Watchmaker from the beginning. He's been hiding for years, ever since Chronos first emerged. He called to warn me."

"Warn you about what?"

The elder Arsène took a shuddering breath. "He said the Fragmenter has found him. That it's coming for him. He told me to run, to go somewhere it couldn't find me. But before the line went dead—before it went dead, he whispered three words."

Arsène leaned forward. "What words?"

His grandfather met his eyes, and Arsène saw the weight of a century pressing down on him.

"The Fragmenter lives."

***
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The rain had stopped. The apartment had grown darker, the lamps casting long shadows across the cluttered room. Anouk sat frozen in her chair, her hands clasped so tightly in her lap that her knuckles had gone white. Arsène stood by the window, staring out at the grey rooftops of Montmartre.

The Fragmenter lives.

Three words. That was all it had taken to shatter six months of fragile peace. Six months of believing that the worst was over, that Chronos had been the final enemy, that time could finally be free.

"Maximilian's never wrong about these things," the elder Arsène said, his voice tired and hollow. "If he says the Fragmenter is coming, then it's already here. It's just waiting. Waiting for the right moment. Waiting to feed."

"Then we fight it," Arsène said, turning from the window. "Just like we fought Chronos. Just like we fought the Chronoclast. We find its weakness and we destroy it."

His grandfather shook his head slowly. "It's not that simple, Arsène. Chronos and the Chronoclast were beings of time—they existed within the fabric of reality. They could be understood, analyzed, defeated. The Fragmenter is different. It doesn't exist within time. It exists between the moments. In the spaces where memory doesn't reach. You can't fight what you can't touch."

"Then we learn to touch it," Arsène said fiercely. "We find a way. We always find a way."

The elder Arsène looked at his grandson—truly looked at him—and saw someone who had grown far beyond the thief he had once been. Someone who had become a keeper, a guardian, a force of nature. Someone who refused to give up, even when the odds were impossible.

"I don't know if we can beat it, Arsène," the old man said quietly. "But I know that if anyone can find a way, it's you."

Arsène nodded, accepting the burden as he had accepted so many burdens before. "First, we need to find out where Maximilian was hiding. If the Fragmenter is coming for him, maybe we can beat it there. Intercept it. Learn something useful."

Anouk spoke up, her voice still shaky but growing steadier. "I know where he was. Samuel's journals mentioned a safe house in Prague. It's where Karel Visser used to hide when things got dangerous. If Maximilian was still alive, still connected to the old network, he would have gone there."

"Prague," the elder Arsène repeated. His face darkened. "Karel's House of Mirrors. Where the second piece was hidden."

Arsène nodded. "I know the way. I'll go. Anouk, stay here with my grandfather. Keep him safe."

"Absolutely not," Anouk said, rising from her chair. "I know more about the Fragmenter than anyone alive. If you're going to face it, you need me. I've read everything Samuel wrote about it. I know how it thinks, how it hunts, how it feeds."

"We don't even know what it looks like," Arsène argued. "How can you possibly—"

"I know what it looks like," Anouk interrupted. Her voice was steady now, but her eyes held a haunted quality that made Arsène stop. "I saw it. The night I broke into Samuel's workshop. I saw it watching me from the corner of the room. I saw what it did to the person who tried to stop it."

The room fell silent. The rain had started again, a soft patter against the glass.

"What happened?" Arsène asked quietly.

Anouk swallowed, her throat working. "I was fifteen. Young enough to be curious, foolish enough to think I could handle anything. My grandmother had told me not to go near the workshop, not to touch anything. But I didn't listen. I found the entrance beneath the floorboards of the old house. I went down, and I saw—I saw Samuel's notes, his drawings, his tools. And I saw something else. Something moving in the shadows."

She paused, her hands trembling. "There was a man in the workshop. He had been one of Samuel's assistants, a young watchmaker named Pieter. He was covered in blood, but the blood wasn't his—it was from the machines. The gears, the springs, the tools. He had tried to destroy the Fragmenter, and it had... it had turned him inside out. His body was still standing, but his face—his face was gone. There was nothing there. Just emptiness. And the Fragmenter was watching me from his eyes."

Arsène felt a chill run down his spine. "What did it look like? The Fragmenter?"

Anouk shook her head. "It doesn't have a shape. It doesn't have a face. It's just absence. A void that you can't quite see, can't quite touch, but you know it's there. You feel it. And when it looks at you, you feel all your memories slipping away, one by one, until you don't even remember who you are."

The elder Arsène had gone silent, his face a mask of grim acceptance. "I've heard stories about the Fragmenter," he said quietly. "Samuel told me once, in a moment of weakness. He said it was created not by Chronos, but by the very act of breaking time. A shadow cast by the first tear in the fabric of reality. It had always been there, waiting, patient."

"Waiting for what?" Arsène asked.

The elder Arsène met his grandson's eyes. "Waiting for us to make a mistake. Waiting for us to break time beyond repair. And we did, Arsène. When you defeated Chronos, you didn't destroy the Fragmenter—you freed it."

Arsène felt the weight of those words settle on his shoulders like chains. He had thought defeating Chronos was the end of the war. He had thought the victory was complete. But now he understood—he had merely opened a door.

"We should go now," Anouk said, her voice urgent. "If Maximilian is still alive, we need to find him before the Fragmenter does. And if he's not—we need to know what he knew."

Arsène nodded, reaching for his coat. "We'll go to Prague. We'll find the safe house. And we'll find a way to stop this thing."

"Arsène," his grandfather said, his voice soft but firm. "Before you go—there's something you should know."

Arsène turned back. "What?"

The elder Arsène hesitated, his eyes distant. "The Fragmenter doesn't hunt by sight or sound. It hunts by connection. It finds you through the memories you've shared, the moments you've forgotten. If you want to stop it, you have to break those connections. You have to forget."

"Forget what?" Arsène asked, unease creeping into his voice.

His grandfather met his eyes, and for the first time, Arsène saw something terrible in them.

"Forget me," the old man said. "Forget that I exist. Break the bond between us. It's the only way to keep the Fragmenter from finding you through me."

***
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The words echoed in Arsène's mind long after he had left the apartment, long after he had boarded the train to Prague, long after the lights of Paris had faded into the darkening countryside.

Forget me.

How could he forget his grandfather? The man who had raised him, trained him, loved him. The man who had given him his own years just so Arsène could live. The man who had been the center of his universe for as long as he could remember.

Forget me.

It was impossible. It was unthinkable. And yet, as Arsène watched the rain streak across the train window, he knew that his grandfather was right. The Fragmenter fed on connection—on the bonds between people, on the memories that defined them. To protect his grandfather, he would have to break that bond. To protect himself, he would have to forget the greatest love he had ever known.

The train rattled on through the darkness, carrying him toward Prague, toward the unknown. The pocket watch in his palm ticked steadily, marking the seconds, marking the minutes, marking the slow erosion of everything he had once been.

And in the spaces between those seconds, in the silence between heartbeats, Arsène thought he felt something—a presence, a hunger, a void.

The Fragmenter had already found him.

It was only waiting for him to forget enough to become its next meal.
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Chapter 2: The Time Between Seconds
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The train cut through the French countryside like a silver blade, its windows streaked with rain that seemed to fall in rhythm with Arsène's heartbeat. He sat alone in a first-class compartment, his coat collar turned up against a chill that had nothing to do with the weather. The pocket watch in his palm was warm against his skin, ticking steadily—but there was something different about the sound now. Something hollow. As if the watch itself was aware of the threat that had begun to stir.

Forget me.

His grandfather's words haunted him, looping through his mind like a broken record. Forget the man who had raised him. Forget the love that had defined his entire existence. It was impossible. It was unthinkable. And yet, as the train rattled on toward Prague, Arsène found himself examining the edges of those memories, testing their weight, wondering if he could ever truly let them go.

He couldn't. He knew that. But he also knew that his grandfather was rarely wrong about matters of survival. The old man had spent a century evading death, outsmarting enemies, and protecting the things he loved. If he said the Fragmenter hunted through connection, then it hunted through connection. And if the only way to break that connection was to forget, then forgetting might be the only way to survive.

But Arsène was not built for forgetting. He was built for remembering. For holding onto every detail, every moment, every scrap of beauty and pain that had shaped him. He was the Keeper of Time, the guardian of lost days, the one who had repaired the fabric of reality with his own hands. Forgetting was not in his nature.

The train's whistle shrieked, startling him from his thoughts. He glanced out the window and saw the outskirts of Prague emerging from the grey haze—dilapidated buildings, industrial smokestacks, and, in the distance, the spires of the old city reaching toward a sky that looked ready to weep.

Arsène tucked the watch back into his pocket and gathered his bag. He had a long night ahead of him.

***
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The House of Mirrors had changed.

Arsène stood in the narrow street that ran behind the Týn Church, staring at the building where he had once faced his own reflection in a labyrinth of glass. The structure was still there, its Gothic arches and moss-covered stones still bearing the weight of centuries. But the windows were dark, and the iron gates had been sealed with a new lock—one that gleamed with an almost unnatural brightness, as if it had been forged from something other than metal.

He approached cautiously, his senses extended like invisible threads. The air around the building felt wrong. Thin. Stretched. As if the space itself had been pulled too tight and was about to snap.

His grandfather's words echoed in his mind: The Fragmenter feeds on forgotten moments. The gaps between seconds. The pauses where memory doesn't reach.

Arsène pressed his palm against the iron gate. The metal was cold, almost unnaturally cold, and he felt a faint vibration through his fingers—not the vibration of movement, but the vibration of absence. As if something was not there but should have been. A vacuum where presence had once existed.

He pushed the gate open. It swung inward with a low groan, the sound swallowed immediately by the oppressive silence that filled the courtyard beyond. The cobblestones were wet with recent rain, and the fountain at the center—once a lively centerpiece of the courtyard—was now dry. Empty. As if it had forgotten how to flow.

Arsène crossed the courtyard slowly, his footsteps echoing in the silence. The House of Mirrors loomed before him, its entrance gaping like a dark mouth, waiting to swallow him whole.

He stepped inside.

The lobby was as he remembered it—tall ceilings, gilt mirrors, the faint scent of dust and old perfume. But there was a layer of something else beneath those familiar smells. Something metallic. Something cold. And the mirrors themselves had changed. They no longer reflected the room around them. Instead, they reflected fragments—broken images, half-formed shapes, glimpses of faces he didn't recognize.

Arsène moved deeper into the building, his hand resting on the pocket watch in his coat. The watch was ticking faster now, its rhythm almost frantic, as if it sensed something that he could not yet see.

He reached the heart of the labyrinth—the central chamber where he had faced his clone in a battle of wits and mirrors. The room was empty now, but it was not still. The air moved in currents that had no source, stirring dust and shadows into patterns that seemed almost alive. And in the center of the room, on the floor, lay something he had not expected.

A body.

Arsène approached cautiously, his heart pounding. The body was that of an old man, dressed in worn clothing, his face turned toward the ceiling. His eyes were open, wide and glassy, fixed on something that wasn't there. His lips were parted, frozen in the act of speaking a final word.

Arsène knelt beside the body, his fingers reaching for the man's throat to check for a pulse. The skin was cold. Cold and wrong—as if the warmth had been drained from it through no natural means. He noticed a small journal clutched in the man's hand, its leather cover stained and cracked with age.

He gently pried the journal free and opened it. The handwriting inside was cramped and erratic, as if written in moments of great distress. The first page was dated six months ago—the same day Chronos had been defeated.

"The Fragmenter is free," the journal read. "I knew it would happen. We all knew. Samuel's shadow was never truly destroyed—it was merely waiting. And now that Chronos is gone, it has no master. It has no purpose. It
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