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Chapter 1: Blue Light
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The hit reached Drip Byte before the cube did.

He heard the wall take the impact first, a small clean thunk that arrived at his audio sensors at a clean tick, and then, almost half a beat later, he watched the cube actually shoot sideways across the ice and slam into the wall it had already, by his ears, struck. Two readings. One event. They sat on his tablet refusing to be the same number. The audio scan logged the wall hit at 0.412 of the cave's next beat. The visual log read 0.498. Eighty-six thousandths of a second between two readings that, in any room he had ever stood in before, were supposed to be one reading split into two channels, the same news told twice.

The cave had split the news.

Drip turned the tablet over in his palm and read the disagreement again. He did not delete the slower number to make the screen tidy. He let the gap stand. He had been tidying the cave onto a screen for an hour, and the cave, patient as a held breath, had been waiting for him to look up from it.

The Frost Cave had not roared when it opened. It had whispered. The whisper was the first thing he had logged, three full seconds before any visual marker hit the portal map, and he had filed it under PORTAL EVENTS in the row where he had logged the slow green gust of Green Hills Lab and the dry churn of Sand Canyon's air. Frost Cave's row was smaller than the others. It was small the way a held breath is small.

Now the portal stood open behind the team, and the cave waited beyond it, blue all the way down. Crystals hung from the ceiling in square clusters. Blue platforms floated over dark gaps. A button sat on a raised slab, wrapped in thick ice, and on his tablet the reset-access line blinked red at the cave's own slow pace, a second to brighten and a second to dim.

"That seems important," Pip Pop said.

"Everything is important before we know what it means," Drip said.

The loose test cube had skated out across the ice on its own, stopped, and sat. Drip had pointed at it as proof. See, he had said. The cube was behaving. The cube was a flat fact.

Three seconds later the cube shot into the wall.

Now he stood holding the gap between his two readings, and no one spoke. Guide Cube's voice crackled thin through the map. World Three loaded. Frost Cave. Caution: delayed triggers. Caution: slippery surfaces. Caution: reset function frozen.

"How can reset be frozen," Pip said. "Reset is a button, not a snack."

"The button housing is below operational temperature," Drip read off the tablet. "Also, the cave appears to store movement before releasing it."

Captain Cubemelon looked at the ice path. "Meaning."

Drip had smiled, an hour ago, with the confidence of someone who trusted numbers. Meaning we solve slowly and calculate everything. He did not smile now. He lowered the tablet a fraction and gave the honest answer, the one the two disagreeing numbers had just taught him.

"Meaning the cave does not lie. It told the truth on a delay, and a delayed truth you had to time, and the team had exactly one run to time it right."

Captain looked at him a long beat. "Where did the team part come from."

"I do not know yet," Drip said. He filed the sentence anyway. He gave it a row he did not understand.

#  #  #
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His tablet made a faint clicking sound at the bottom of its housing.

He knew the sound. He had heard it once before, in a maintenance bay, when a fellow scanner ran their unit through three weather presets without rest. The clicking meant the tablet was working harder than its design intended. It was thinking too fast.

The tablet read the world and shrank it onto a screen, and the shrinking was its job, and the cave was too wide for the screen, so the tablet reported, politely, a smaller cave than the one Drip was standing in.

He had not, until now, looked up.

He looked up. The ceiling was a forest of square crystals, hanging like frost grown on a windowpane left alone for a hundred years. Each crystal caught the cave's blue light and gave it back at a slightly different temperature, some near-white, some the color of a pool's deep end, some so dark they were almost the color of night. They had grown in clusters, and the clusters had four-sided symmetry. His tablet drew a dim grid over them. The grid did not quite line up. The crystals were close to a grid. They were not on one.

He did not file that. He looked at it. It was an arrangement laid out by a patience he had not yet earned the right to understand, and the tablet's polite grid sat over it like a label that was wrong about the thing it labeled.

A small crack ran along the wall to his right. It was not new. It had been there long enough to be smooth at the edges, and inside it a faint pulse of light beat on the cave's six-count. The crack was, in some way, a holding place for sound. Audio was a thing this cave stored, the way Green Hills Lab stored build pieces. The walls held sound. The walls released it later. He did not yet know what for.

There were other cracks. He counted six along the wall to his right, four along the wall to his left, and a long thin one at the base of the slab. Eleven cracks, eleven small pulses, and the pulses were not on the same beat. They were offsets of the same beat. Crack one pulsed on the cave's first hum. Crack two on the second. The cracks were an audio queue, each holding one delayed signal, each releasing it on its own count.

He filed eleven cracks, eleven pulses, offset queue. He left out the part he could not prove, that the cracks were probably how the cave remembered older builders. He suspected they were. He did not write it. He had been writing too many suspicions as facts all morning. He left this one as a question.

#  #  #
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He crouched and set the tablet flat on the ice to look at the floor without it.

The ice had layers. The top was glass-smooth. Below it ran veins of pressure he could see when he tilted his head, old, patient, holding the steps of everyone who had walked the cave before. Faint records of feet, of dropped tools, of test cubes, of builders who were not his team. The records were not in time order. They overlapped, the way a stack of unsorted photos sat side by side.

In one place he could see, dimly, the curved edge of a previous builder's boot. The curve had a small notch in the heel. Captain's boots did not have a notch. The curve was not Captain's.

He stared at it. It was a record of a person who had stood here once and not finished. He did not know which of the failed builders had left it. He did not need to know. The cave had recorded it and had not deleted it when the builder failed. The cave had simply added it to its quiet patient stack. He filed the curve, gave it a row, owner unknown, and moved on without explaining it, because there was nothing to explain it with.

"Captain," he said. "I think the cave keeps records."

"Of what."

"Pressure. Maybe motion. The ice has marks in it that look like footprints. They are not ours. The cave seems to have been recording a long time."

"Recording how."

"I do not know."

Captain considered the cave. He held the Gravity Wrench loosely, and its blue core was dim. Drip noticed that too, and filed it. The cave was colder than the wrench liked.

"Walk slowly," Captain said. "Look up. Look down. Look behind you. Ask questions. Do not run."

"That last one was for Ember," Drip said.

"That last one was for Ember," Captain agreed.

Ember Slice raised one hand in a small gesture of acknowledgement and did not protest. She had been running into worlds for two books. She had been about to slow down anyway. She just had not, until now, decided. She decided, and sat down on the cave floor with the controlled grumpiness of a sprinter being asked to be a pedestrian. The floor accepted her with a faint glow that lasted three seconds and faded.

#  #  #
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Drip stood, picked up the tablet, and stepped further in.

His feet, used to flat unforgiving ground, almost went out from under him. He caught himself on a crystal outcrop. The crystal hummed at his touch and kept humming for four seconds after his hand left it. He logged the hum, then logged the four seconds.

He took another step. He slid further than he had stepped. The sound of the slide reached him before the motion registered in his lens, a small skittering scrape under his boots, and his lens caught up to where his feet had already gone.

He took a third step and, by some sliding-bot grace, kept upright.

"Drip," Captain said. "How do we walk on this."

"Carefully."

"Define carefully."

Drip thought about it. "I am working on a definition."

He took a slow breath, and it came out as a small visible cloud. He had not breathed visibly in any of the other worlds. Green Hills Lab had been temperature-regulated. Sand Canyon had been hot and dry. Frost Cave was the first world that asked his body to participate in the scan by exhaling proof of itself. The cloud lifted a hand-span and held its shape for two full beats before the cave absorbed it.

He filed the two beats. The breath was a sound he had not been logging. The cave had been logging it for him. Each breath was, by the cave's count, a contribution he had been making all morning without knowing it.

He filed that under BODY DATA. It was a new column. He had not built it on purpose.

The tablet had built it for him.

He stared at the tablet for a long second. It was doing a lot of things on its own today. It had opened BODY DATA. It had widened AMBIENT AUDIO to fit chimes and clicks and hums, and a label he had not typed but which the tablet had already drafted: cave heartbeat. It had moved the visual readings down a row and put audio on top. The tablet was, in its small mechanical way, adapting.

He turned the screen brightness down a click, then back up. Brightness, on his command, behaved. The columns were the strange thing. The tablet had two layers, he understood now. A lower one that took orders, and an upper one that had quietly decided to be a partner. He had been using the lower layer for a year. He had not known the upper layer existed.

He scrolled the morning's events. Six of them, each logged twice, once at origin and once at delayed arrival. The tablet had kept a double-entry log for the entire hour. It had not flagged the doubling. It had simply done it. The tablet, in its careful way, had been more honest than he had. It had logged the cave's behavior. He had been filtering its logs through his own assumption that events happened once.

#  #  #
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A piston fired far ahead with a slow patient thunk that echoed for nearly four seconds. The echo did not fade evenly. It dropped a little, leveled, dropped again, leveled, then stopped. The cave's audio had stairs in it.

His tablet listed the thunk twice, once at the original time and once at the end of the echo, as if the cave insisted on counting it as two events. He did not delete the second entry. He left it.

He thought, briefly, of Patch's first tour of Green Hills Lab, when Patch had walked through a quiet room and said, the room is doing something. Patch had been right. The room had been queueing a build sequence in the background. Frost Cave was, by every available sign, also working, the working buried under a layer of polite hum that a normal scanner would log as ambient and move past.

He had been a normal scanner until forty minutes ago.

A small ping arrived from his left. Then a third, farther, near the slab. Then a fourth, fainter, from the back wall. The pings were not on a uniform interval. They were on what he was beginning to think of as the cave's count, two beats, one beat, two beats. The cave was, in a small steady way, doing something he had not encountered in any other world. The cave was introducing itself.

He took the introduction seriously. He filed it.

His own career sat behind him while he did. He had spent his whole career being the one who scanned while the others did not, and he had called it being the scanner, and the word scanner had hidden the truth, which was that he had been carrying the team's reading alone and calling the carrying a job. He had not seen that this morning. The cube hitting the wall in two different times had loosened something. He could feel the loose thing without yet being able to name it.

The cave whispered. It was, in some way, glad he had arrived.

He breathed out. The cloud lifted hand-spans high and held longer than a breath cloud held in a workshop, because the cave was a slower room and gave each small thing more time to be what it was. He watched the cloud thin. He did not file the watching. He let the cloud be a cloud.

The cave told the truth on a delay.

He had not been prepared for that.

#  #  #
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Chapter 2: Chilly Chip

[image: ]


Ember Slice slid past Drip in a streak of red, hit a snowdrift, and tumbled into it with great dignity.

"Hi," Ember said from inside the snowdrift.

"Hi," the snowdrift said back.

There was a small pause, the shape of a person inside a snowdrift considering, on a slight delay, that the snowdrift had answered. The pause was longer than a normal pause. The cave, on this point, was not at fault. The pause was Ember.

The snowdrift had a face.

"Oh," Ember said.

"It is okay," the snowdrift said. "I am Chilly Chip. Welcome."

She was a small plump drift with two chips of obsidian for eyes, a half-moon scoop for a mouth, and a tiny icicle for a nose. The icicle dripped. The drip did not fall. It held on, caught the cave's blue light, and turned a smaller blue at its tip. Drip Byte watched it without meaning to. He had been named for one of these. He had never met one in a face.

For a thing made of snow, Chilly Chip was surprisingly warm to talk to.

Brick Bloom helped Ember out of her with the patient care of someone who had once watched a small character get eaten by a half-built portal and had been waiting for an excuse to be careful again. The snow she brushed off Ember's shoulders did not fall to the floor. It drifted, slowly, sideways. Brick watched the drift. She tilted her head a quarter inch. She was, Drip noticed without filing it, already reading the cave.

"You are not the first," Chilly Chip said. "I have been collecting builders all morning. None of them stay."

"Why not," Pip Pop asked.

"They slide further than they step. They get frustrated. They press the reset button. The reset button is frozen. They try other things. The other things have delays. They press the wrong other things. They get launched. They leave."

"That is a lot of leaving," Brick said. She said it without judgment, the way a painter says a brush has walked off, with the understanding that things did sometimes walk off and the next step was to find a new brush. The cave, hearing her, hummed a quarter-step lower for one breath and returned to its main hum. Drip caught the dip on his audio scan and did not yet know what to call it.

"How many builders," Brick asked.

"Three this week."

"That tracks with Sand Canyon," Drip muttered. "We are apparently following a pattern of arriving in worlds that have lost three previous teams."

"It is not personal," Chilly Chip said. "The cave is just being itself."

The cave hummed.

Drip filed Chilly Chip's being itself. By his usual standards it did not contain enough information to file. He filed it anyway, with the feeling he had begun to have about small things this morning, that he would come back to it. The cave was being itself. The cave was not, in any sense, being against them. It was simply being a cave that had waited three weeks. The wait was the cave's own season. The team had walked into the season. The team had not caused it.

Caves that were being themselves could be worked with. Caves that were being hostile could not. He suspected, looking up at the ceiling, that the cave's hum had been telling him the difference all morning. He had not been hearing it. He was, perhaps, beginning to.

#  #  #
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Chilly Chip led them in. The path was wide and beautiful and covered in crystals that chimed when the team passed. The chimes did not all chime at once. They chimed in the order the team passed them, but a heartbeat late, so the sound of the team walking trailed behind the team walking. Drip listened twice, once with his audio scan and once with his lens. The lens version ran a half-step ahead of the audio. Backwards from what he expected. He filed it.

The path held small glowing pressure plates set into the ice at regular intervals. Each had a number etched on it: 1, 2, 3, 4.

"What are these," Drip asked.

"Pressure plates."

"For what."

"For warming the reset button."

"All four."

"Yes."

"In what order."

Chilly Chip paused. "That," she said, "is the question."

"You do not know the order."

"I have not had a builder finish a save in three weeks. The previous builders did not finish. The cave's official sequence is in the cave's memory. The cave has not been asked properly lately."

"How do we ask the cave."

"By figuring out the sequence."

"That is not an answer to my question."

"I know," Chilly Chip said. "I am a snowdrift. My job is to greet people, not to teach algebra."

Pip Pop laughed. "I love her."

"I love her too," Brick said.

Drip's tablet beeped a soft warning. Not a normal beep. The kind it used when it was unsure. The tablet had not used this beep in months. It had been confident in Green Hills Lab. It had been confident in Sand Canyon. It was not confident here. He glanced down. A faint icon sat beside each plate, and it kept correcting itself.

PLATE 1: HEATS PLATE 3 if pressed (probably).

PLATE 2: HEATS PLATE 4 if pressed (probably).

PLATE 3: HEATS PLATE 1 if pressed (probably).

PLATE 4: HEATS PLATE 2 if pressed (probably).

The word probably appeared four times. Drip read it four times. No previous scan had ever given him probably this often. The cave was already making his tablet more careful than it had been.

"The plates loop," he said.

"They what."

"Each plate heats another plate. Plate one heats three. Plate three heats one. Press the wrong order and the loop stays open. The reset button stays cold."

"How do we find the right order," Captain said.

"By testing."

"How many tests do we have."

"One."

Drip stared at the plates, then at the tablet, then at the cave. Behind him the cave hummed.

"This is a worse problem than I expected," he said.

"Yes," Chilly Chip said.

"I expected a cold problem. This is a cold problem. I expected a math problem. This is also a math problem. I did not expect a cold delayed math problem with only one test run."

"That is exactly what this is."

#  #  #
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Drip closed his tablet. He took a breath.

"Okay," he said. "I am going to need a moment."

"Take all the moments you need," Chilly Chip said. "The cave is patient. Mostly. Things will start dropping if we wait too long, but they will drop on a delay."

She said drop on a delay the way someone else might say raining a little. No alarm. She had been warning visitors so long it had stopped sounding dramatic to her. Drip took it more seriously than her tone did. He filed it under a row he labeled Chilly Chip knows more than she performs.

Brick crouched next to him. "What can we do."

"Watch. Listen. Tell me what you see and hear. I am going to scan, but the scan is going to be wrong." He looked at her. "Your eyes are going to be better than my tablet."

He had never said that out loud before. He had thought it, once or twice, in Sand Canyon, when Pebble Pete explained that he listened to crates. He had not said it.

Saying it felt like a small bone breaking. It also felt like a small door opening.

The breaking was the loss of a small mechanical pride, and the pride had been I scan, you do not. A clean division of labor. It had also been, on quiet inspection, a way of carrying the team's tasks alone. He had been calling it being the scanner. The job description had hidden the carrying.

The door surprised him more. It opened onto a room he had never thought worth entering, the room where he asked teammates for input. Small room. By his estimate, the room he would spend the rest of his career in. He did not file it. He let it stay a door.

Brick smiled. "Got it," she said. She put a hand on his shoulder, briefly, then stood to start watching the cave. The hand was warm. His tech-suit registered it, and he filed the warmth in the same row he had filed Captain's warm hand a few minutes ago. He had never filed warm hands before. The column had two rows. He decided, on a small private impulse, not to delete it when this scene was done.

#  #  #
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Pip Pop sat down next to him. His pink suit made a small zipping sound against the ice. The cave caught it and echoed it back, faint, four seconds later, from across the path, and for a second the echo was the cave's version of Pip sitting. Then it was gone.

"Drip," Pip said.

"Yes."

"You okay."

"I am thinking."

"What are you thinking."

"That I do not know things."

Pip considered that for a bouncing moment, though the bounce stayed internal. The cave had already taught him that external bouncing was not the way to be in this room.

"That is fine," Pip said. "I do not know things either. We can not know things together."

Drip looked at Pip. A dusting of snow sat on the pink shoulders from where Pip had brushed one of Chilly Chip's edges. Pip looked small in the cave. He also looked settled, which was unusual. Pip Pop in motion was a frequent fact. Pip Pop standing still was a rarity. Pip Pop sitting was a kind of weather event.

"Pip," Drip said. "You are sitting."

"Yes."

"Why."

"Because the cave is sitting. I am trying to match."

That, Drip thought, was a more thoughtful sentence than anyone gave Pip credit for. The cave was sitting, and the bounciest member of the team had read that hours before the team's scanner had, and had simply done the thing the cave was doing, with no instrument at all, with his whole pink body. Drip looked at Pip a beat longer than he meant to.

#  #  #
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Brick walked the path of the four plates slowly. She did not step. She glided, the way a person glides on a polished floor in clean socks, arms out for balance. Drip watched her over the top of the tablet. Her chin tilted forward and her mouth hung slightly open. She looked at things from the corner, then from the side, in small loops, the kind a painter walks when reading a wall before painting it. One side of a plate, then the other, then behind, then in front.

Then she walked the path backward a few squares, then forward, then backward again, watching the plates from both directions. Plate three glowed a slightly different blue from the back than from the front. Drip had not been looking at the plates from the back. He had been looking from his approach.

Brick moved to see. He had been standing to see. Not the same thing. She had three positions a minute. The tablet had one.

"What do you see," he called, soft, so the cave would not echo it.

"Snowflake."

"Where."

"The plates are arranged in a snowflake. The four numbered plates are at four of six points. The other two points are raised spots, too smooth to be accidental."

"Two more plates."

"Maybe. The other two do not glow. They are there. They are hiding by being unlit."

He let that sit. He did not write it down yet. Brick was still in the early-look part, and he had learned, slowly, that writing down a teammate's observation too soon made them feel quoted before they were certain. He waited.

She came back and crouched and took a long careful look at his tablet from over his shoulder, and did not touch it. She read the screen the way she had read the floor, chin forward, eyes moving in small loops. She did
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