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Previously: The Rules So Far

The first flicker is no longer a flicker. When a Glitch Block parked itself between two linked exits and made a correct door open onto the wrong place, the team learned not to chase it and not to fix it. They learned to anchor the path. Brick's small green together-dot, named aloud by everyone, held the route still long enough to cross in order. The block went quiet and readable instead of broken, and Guide Cube's voice warned: do not delete the message. Twelve blocks are still flickering. One of them spelled out a word it should not have known: CAPTAIN. Now a new flicker has been seen far off, in the green hills.

The Rules So Far

1. Know your link. 2. Plan your route. 3. Protect your exit.

4. Watch for loops. 5. Solve before you step.

6. Link carefully. Loop wisely. Close the door you are not ready to open. A mystery can wait if your friends cannot.

First fragment of the seventh rule, earned in the crossing: Anchor the path.
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Chapter 1: The Mark That Held
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Brick Bloom knelt in the warm light beside the Home exit and re-painted her dot.

It was the smallest job in the whole park, and it was the one she did first, every morning, the way some people start a day with a stretch. A single bright green dot the size of a coin, low on the stone where the arch let you back into Portal Park after a long day in any of the six worlds. She had painted it two weeks ago, the evening after they saved everything. She painted it again now, the same green, the same spot, the same patient brush, and felt the old warm pride settle in her chest like sun on a wall.

We agree this is the route, the dot meant. This door brings you home.

Two weeks it had held. Brick let the green sit a little brighter over the old green and looked at her work, and the thought came easy, the way a thing comes easy when you have stopped questioning it.

Paint it the same and it stays the same.

She had painted it the same green, in the same spot, the same careful way, two weeks running, and the dot had held two weeks. Six worlds, more comings and goings than she could count, and not once had anyone stepped out of the Home arch and gone wait, where am I. She had made a mark, and the mark had stayed, and the staying felt like the most solid thing she had ever built. It was, if she was honest, the proudest thing she had ever made.

She remembered the first night, the one after they saved everything, kneeling in the dark with the gold gone out of the sky and a borrowed lantern and her thumb cold around the brush. She had thought, then, that a mark was a fragile thing, easy to smudge, easy to lose. She had thought she would have to guard it. So every morning since she had come back and laid the green over the green, exactly, the same arc of the brush, the same lean of her hand, because that was how you guarded a thing: you put it back the way it was before the night could take it. Thirteen times now. She could do it with her eyes shut. She liked that she could. It felt like proof.

And under the liking, where she did not look, sat the other shape of it, the one she kept folded small. If the dot held because she painted it the same, then she was the reason it held. She had made a thing that stayed. But if the dot ever scrambled while she was painting it exactly right, then it had never held because of her at all. It had held by luck. And she was not the reason anything stayed. She did not think that thought all the way through. She never did. She just felt its edge sometimes, cold, the way you feel a draft and look for the window and cannot find it, and then went on painting.

"It held," she said, mostly to herself.

"Course it held." Pip Pop hung upside down off the low wall behind her, antenna brushing the grass. "You painted it. Things you paint stay painted. That is basically your whole thing."

"That is basically my whole thing," Brick agreed, and smiled, because it was nice to have a whole thing and have it be true.

#  #  #
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The rest of the team sprawled across the grass in the lazy off-duty shapes Brick had learned, over two weeks, to love almost more than the adventures. Six worlds linked, six rules earned, the trouble done, and now just a morning, a gate, and gold pouring down like honey too thick to hurry.

Pip flipped right side up and sized up her audience. "Okay. Why did the portal go to therapy?"

"Do not," said Ember Slice, without opening her eyes. She lay flat in the grass with her blue tool-sword balanced across her middle, soaking up sun, doing the most un-Ember thing in the world, which was nothing.

"Because," said Pip, "it had unresolved exits."

A warm groaning silence.

"That is two jokes about portals having feelings," Ember said.

"They are a rich vein. I am not done mining."

Patch Bolt laughed from inside his nest of tools, tightening a bolt on his belt that did not need tightening, because Patch was happiest with something turning under his hands and nothing in the whole park broken. "Keep going. I am easy."

Off by the reading table, Drip Byte sat with his tablet on his knees, thumbs moving in the small steady way that meant he was logging something. Brick watched him a beat. Drip had been quiet all morning, but Drip was often quiet, and the cyan glow on his face looked content enough.

"What is the verdict," Brick called over. "Are we good?"

"We are good." Drip tapped his screen. "Translating block six. Logging it now." Real pride sat under the words. "Sixth one. It is holding still long enough to read. Two weeks ago it would not sit for a scan."

"Read it out," said Pip. "I like when the broken ones start to make words."

Drip turned the tablet. A small symbol glowed there, neat and cyan, a block that had stopped flickering, its green crack frozen and tamed into something the screen could finally hold. "Not a whole word yet," he said. "A piece of one. But it is ours now. It is in the ledger. It cannot get lost."

"Six down," said Patch.

"Six readable," Drip corrected, gentle. "The rest still flicker. But six is six."

#  #  #
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Brick stood, knees stiff, and looked up at the Master Gate, and let herself feel it all at once.

The gate rose over the whole park, taller than the orchard trees, its stone face warm in the climbing light. Six world-badges ringed it, each lit from inside: a green hill, a red canyon, a blue cave, a pale sky, a silver gear, and a violet swirl for the park itself. Six small suns in a circle, all awake, all earned.

And in the dead center of the ring, where a seventh badge should sit, there was the pale slot. Empty. Smooth. Waiting. It did not glow. It never had. Brick looked at it the way you look at a chair at the table that has always been there and always been empty: you stop expecting it to fill, but you never quite stop noticing it.

Then her eyes dropped to the lower part of the gate, where the trouble lived, and where it had stopped living. Twelve small black cubes still flickered along the bottom of the frame. That was the count. Brick knew it without counting, the way you know how many steps are in your own stairs. There had been more at the worst of it, drifting and mislabeling and forgetting. The team had pinned two of them down in the saving of the park, read them, tamed them, turned them from nonsense into something the ledger could keep. But the gate-count was the count Brick trusted, the one she could see. Twelve. Twelve little black blocks, still going on, off, on, their green cracks spelling half-shapes that came apart before you could read them.

They did not drift anymore. The team had given them a place to flicker, a low ledge along the gate, in the open, where Drip could watch them and the worst of their misrouting could not reach the routes. Twelve glitches, parked. Twelve broken things, waiting their turn to be read, none of them destroyed, because you did not destroy a thing that was only trying to say something. You read it.

Brick looked from the twelve flickering blocks to her own bright green dot, low on the Home arch, holding steady. The blocks flickered because nobody had pinned their shape down yet. The dot held because she kept its shape exactly. Simple. Steady. The same brush, the same place, and the route stayed true. That was the whole secret of a mark, far as Brick could see. You held the shape, the shape held the meaning, and the meaning held the path.

Behind her, Pip had gone quiet.

Not asleep-quiet. The other kind. The kind where her antenna stilled and the little heart on her chest pulsed once, soft, and she turned a thing over before she said it.

"Or," said Pip.

Brick looked back at her.

"Or it stays," said Pip, "because we still mean it."

#  #  #
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Brick did not know what to do with that, at first.

"It is the same paint," she said.

"Sure." Pip was not arguing. Pip never quite argued; she just set a different shape down next to yours and let you look at both. "But you did not paint it for the paint. You painted it so that when somebody comes home tired and a little turned around, they see the green and they know: home, this way, you made it." She tipped her head. "That is not the green. That is us, still meaning it. You could paint it a hundred more times, and if one day nobody meant it anymore, it would just be a dot."

Brick looked at her dot. It looked, to her, exactly like a dot that meant home. She could not see the difference Pip was pointing at. Paint it the same and it stays the same, and it stays because we still mean it, to Brick, standing in the gold with green on her thumb, felt like the same sentence said two ways. The dot was the same. The meaning was the same. Why would you separate them?

"I think those are the same thing," she said.

"Maybe." Pip smiled and let it go, because that was a Pip thing too, say the true thing once, plainly, and then do not push it. "You would know. It is your whole thing."

"It is my whole thing," Brick agreed, and the easiness came back, and she believed it all the way.

She filed Pip's words in the place she kept things she was not ready to think about. The folder, lately, was not as empty as she liked.

#  #  #
[image: ]


Captain Cubemelon was the only one not lying down.

He stood near the gate with the Gravity Wrench resting easy across his shoulder, his blue lens half-lidded against the brightness, watching the morning the way he watched everything, like he was counting it and finding the count good. But he was not counting steps out loud, and he was not measuring anything, and most of all he was not looking at the arch.

The locked arch stood off to the left of the Master Gate, the way a closed door stands at the edge of a sunny kitchen. Tall stone curve, filled with dark, a clean little half-cube-and-a-line cut into its keystone. It hummed, faintly, always. For a long time the Captain had not been able to keep his lens off it. Now he stood with his face to the orchard and his back half to the arch, and let it hum, and did not reach for it.

Brick noticed, the way you notice good weather. She did not say anything. You did not make a thing of it, with the Captain. You just let him not-rush the arch, and were glad.

"We could open a world," Patch said hopefully from his tool-nest. "Just to stretch our legs. Green Hills, maybe. The orchards are nice this time of year."

"No rush," said the Captain.

"I am not rushing. I am suggesting."

"Suggestion noted." The Captain's mouth did the small thing that, on him, counted as a grin. "We earned a slow morning. Slow." He said the word the way he said it to himself first, Slow, and then to the team, soft, a rule he was keeping on purpose. "The routes are stable. The dot held two weeks. Let it be a slow morning."

"He is not wrong," said Moss.

Two words, from the big green shape standing quiet at the edge of it all, shield resting against his shoulder. Brick looked over. Moss was not watching the orchard or the jokes. Moss was watching the Captain not-rush the arch, the way Moss watched all the things that might pull at the people he stood between. And what Moss saw seemed to ease him by one degree, because his shoulders came down a notch, and he let the shield settle.

"He is not wrong," Moss said again, which from Moss was practically a speech.

Brick grinned and bent to clean her brush. Seven of them. The whole circle, off duty in the gold, and the dot held, and nothing in the world needed fixing.

#  #  #
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And then, far out at the thin edge of the park, where the gold ran out into the morning blue, something flickered.

Brick almost missed it. Everyone almost missed it. It was so small, and so far, and so deeply not where a flicker was supposed to be.

The twelve blocks flickered down on the gate's ledge. That was allowed. That was where they lived. But this one sat out past the last of the trees, out where the routes ran toward Green Hills, alone, in the open. A small black square going on, off, on, a green crack reaching. And then it caught the sun.

It caught the sun.

That was the wrong part. Brick felt it a half-second before her head explained it, the way you feel a wrong note in a song before you can name which one. The glitches hid in shadow. They hated the high light; everyone knew that, in the loose way you know things about your home. They flickered at the edge of evening, in seams, in the dark. They did not sit out in a square of full gold and flicker anyway, small and stubborn and tired, like something that had run out of dark to hide in and decided to be seen.

It flickered once more, in the sun, where it never should have been. And Brick, watching it, did not feel afraid. That surprised her, after. She felt the way you feel when you find a small bird sitting on the open path in full daylight, too tired to fly, and your first thought is not that it is dangerous but that something has gone wrong for it, that it would be in the hedge if it could, that it is out here because it has run out of better places to be.

There was a small sound, half a green flicker, FZZZT, a worn and tired sound, not a hungry one. It was the sound a thing makes when it is very tired of hiding. Then it went dark, resting, the way frightened things go quiet when they have worn themselves out, and the spot where it had been was just empty gold, and Brick could not have sworn, after, that she had seen anything at all.

"Did you," she started.

"Yeah." Pip was already on her feet, antenna up, little heart pulsing fast. She was not laughing now. "Brick. That was in the sun."

The Captain had turned. His lens was wide open now, a thin blue scan-line spilling out toward the edge of the park, careful, not rushed. He did not reach for the arch. He looked at the orchard line. "Drip. Tell me the routes are green."

A pause. The scrape of Drip's thumbs on glass. Then, in a voice Brick did not like at all, a voice gone careful, the way Drip went careful when the screen said one thing and the room said another:

"They are green," Drip said. "The screen says they are green."

"That is not a yes," said the Captain.

"No," Drip admitted. "It is not."

Brick looked down at her dot, low on the Home arch, bright and steady and two weeks held. Paint it the same and it stays the same. It looked exactly as true as it had a minute ago. That was the part that nagged at her, though she could not have said why. The dot looked exactly as true. But a thing could look exactly as true as it had a minute ago and not be, the way the routes were green on the screen and not, somehow, a yes. She turned that over and did not like the shape of it, and set it down quick, the way you set down a hot pan.

"What does the screen say is wrong," Patch asked, half up out of his tool-nest now, a wrench already in his hand though he was not reaching for anything with it, just holding it the way some people hold a railing.

"That is the trouble," Drip said. "It does not say anything is wrong. It says everything is fine. That is what I do not like." He looked up from the glass, and the cyan glow on his face had gone thin. "A thing that is broken tells you it is broken. This is telling me it is fine, and the room is telling me it is not, and I trust the room."

"Slow," said Moss, from the edge, watching all of them at once.

"Slow," the Captain agreed, and did not reach for the arch, and did not rush. "We look first. We do not fix what we have not read."

Out past the orchard line, in the empty gold where the flicker had been, the morning went very, very quiet. Quiet the way a map goes quiet when it has begun, somewhere out at its edge, to forget a route it was sure of.

"Get your sketchpad," the Captain said. "We are going to go look at it."

Brick was already reaching for it. But her eyes were on her dot, and for the first time in two weeks, she found herself wondering, only a little, only for a heartbeat, whether painting it the same was really the same as keeping it true.

She stood and tucked the brush away and did not say the wondering out loud. It went into the folder with Pip's words, the not-empty folder, and the lid did not quite close on it this time.

Seven of them gathered toward the orchard line. The dot held behind them, bright and green and sure. Out at the edge of the park, a frightened thing rested in a square of light it had no business sitting in, and somewhere past it, gentle as a name going thin on the tongue, the morning had already begun to forget the way through.
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Chapter 2: A Flicker in the Sun
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The little black cube had been hiding from the sun all morning, and it was tired.

It was a different cube than the one out at the edge of the park, the one that had flickered in the gold and gone dark. This one was smaller, if a thing with no real size can be smaller, its green crack worn dimmer, its one square edge gone soft. It had drifted up out of the dark between the worlds the way a leaf drifts down a drain, not meaning to, not knowing how to stop, and come out blinking into a place all wrong for it. A place of warm gold and stored light, where the air smelled like ripe fruit and every slope held the sun like a cupped hand.

Green Hills.

The cube did not know it was Green Hills. It knew only that the light hurt. Not the way fire hurts, but the way a too-bright room hurts when you have just woken. It wanted the dark back. So it tucked itself against the underside of an old route-line on the map, where the parchment shaded the ink, and there, in that one thin strip of shadow, it did the only thing it knew how to do.

It ate a little.

Not on purpose. The cube did not decide to eat the label any more than you decide to lean on a wall when you are tired. It just leaned, and where it leaned, the ink went away. A small dark gap opened in the warm middle of a route everyone had always known, a little nothing-place the size of a single bite. The cube did not know what it had taken. It did not know the route had a name, or that the name was safe, or that safe had ever meant anything to anyone. It hugged its worn edge tighter and wished, with the whole small wattage of itself, that someone would come and tell it where it was supposed to go.

Half a green flicker, KRRK, soft as a swallow. Then nothing.

Nobody was looking at the map.

#  #  #
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They were looking at Brick's sketchpad, because Brick had finally finished the dot.

She held it up and turned it so the morning caught the green. The together-dot on the Home exit had held two weeks now, and that was good, that was very good, but a held thing made you greedy. Brick had spent the off-hours since the far flicker drawing a second one. A better one. Fuller in the center, the green warmed a half-shade toward gold so it would read against any wall, the kind of mark you could put on a route and know it would stay.

"It is the same dot," said Pip Pop, peering. Her antenna curled with interest. "It is a very nice same dot."

"It is the same dot but more," Brick said.

"More." Pip nodded the way she nodded at things she fully intended to keep teasing about. "The dot, but it went to dot college."

Patch leaned in from his nest of tools. "What is it for?"

"For the next one," Brick said, and said it plainly, because to her it was plain. A mark was how you told a route you meant it. A good mark was how you told it you would keep meaning it. Since the flicker in the sun, she had been turning it over, and the answer she kept arriving at was a dot. A fresh together-dot, drawn careful and meant hard, dropped right on the broken place like a seed in a furrow. Paint it the same and it stays the same. She believed it this morning the way you believe a thing you very much want to be true.

She did not say all that. She turned the pad so they could see, and let the green do the talking.

"It is good," said Ember, which from Ember was a paragraph.

"It is good," Brick agreed, content.

Then Glint came across the grass, and the morning changed its shape.

#  #  #
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Gatekeeper Glint did not hurry. Glint had never hurried in his life. He came the way a tall clock comes, one even step after another, staff in one hand and his recording-board cradled in the other, and the team quieted before he reached them, the way you quiet when the careful person walks in carrying news.

"Good morning," Glint said. Formal. Precise. He always said good morning, even when the morning was about to stop being good.

"Glint." The Captain had risen to his feet without seeming to decide to. "What is it."

Glint angled the board so the Captain could see, and read it aloud anyway, because Glint believed a thing should be both shown and said. "Maplet has reported a change. I logged it at first light." He paused, the small precise pause of someone making sure his words are exactly right. "There is a blank bite in the map. Over Green Hills."

Nobody moved.

Brick felt the wrongness of it before she understood it, the way you feel a stair that is not there. Green Hills. Green Hills was the safe one. Green Hills was orchards and slow slopes and stored sunlight, the world where the flickers never went because the flickers did not like the sun. It was the place you sent a tired friend to rest. The easy badge, the green one, the first little sun in the ring. You did not get a blank bite over Green Hills. That was like getting a hole in the floor of the safest room in the house.

"Over Green Hills," the Captain repeated, very evenly, and Brick heard it, the thing the Captain did when he was scared. He got more exact. Not less. "Show me where."

#  #  #
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They went to Maplet.

The old map lay unrolled on the reading table by the gate, weighted at its corners with smooth stones, and it was not drowsy now. It rippled
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