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Previously: The Rules So Far

The bridge between worlds split into fast, slow, and frozen lanes, and no one could cross it alone. Ember set the beat. Moss learned that a shield can guard a path while the path moves. Stepping in one shared rhythm, the team crossed together, and the pale seventh slot, for the first time, warmed. A fifth word steadied out of the static: THE. Guide Cube said the badge was never hidden; it was waiting for the whole route. Four blocks still flicker, and they have drawn together near the locked arch, forming the shape of a single unstable bridge: the Between Blocks, beginning to build. Everything the team has earned has been pointing here.

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.

Fragments of the seventh rule, earned so far: Anchor the path. Share the signal. Bring everyone through. The whole route, this time.
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Chapter 1: Four Flickers, Drawing Close
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Captain Cubemelon counted to six and stopped at six.

He did it the way some people hum, the numbers arriving on their own behind the blue lens, soft and orderly, one badge at a time. Green Hills, lit. Sand Canyon, lit. Frost Cave, the blue cave glowing steady. Sky Islands, pale and bright. Mech Workshop, the silver gear turning slow. And the loop home, the route that meant you could always come back. Six little suns in a ring around the tall face of the Master Gate, burning where he had left them, and the counting of them was a small private gift he kept finding again, the way you find a coin in a coat you have not worn since spring.

He did not count the seventh slot. There was nothing there to count, only the pale smooth center of the ring where no badge had ever sat, and a leader who counts an empty thing has already started reaching for it. So he counted to six and stopped at six, and the stopping was its own quiet work.

The air near the gate tasted faintly of static, a thin metal tang on the back of the tongue, the way it always did. Off to his left the locked arch hummed its low forever-hum, dark and shut, the half-cube-and-a-line carved cool into its keystone. He kept his back to it. That was the muscle nobody had ever taught him he had, the not-looking, the not-turning-the-page, the daily work of leaving a thing alone.

There was a different number, the one he never said out loud.

Four.

Four flickers still loose on the map, out where the worlds gave way to static. Drip's ledger marked them at four scattered corners of the dark, four faint sparks of unfinished green, and for a whole long season home they had sat far apart and far off, the way the last few lights go out in a house settling down to sleep. You did not talk about a thing that stayed still and far away. Four was the number you left at the edge of the page.

But he knew where they were. That was the part of him he was quietest about. Even content, even with his face to the gold and his back to the trouble, some small reader behind the lens kept a finger on the last four flickers the way you keep a finger on a page so you do not lose your place. He had not turned to that page in days, and he was proud of it in a way he would never admit, because admitting it would mean admitting how hard the not-turning had been.

It was a strange muscle, the not-looking, and nobody had ever told him he had one. For years he had thought a good leader was the one who saw the trouble first and named it first and moved on it first, and the seeing had felt like duty and the not-seeing like cowardice. It had taken a whole long arc of getting it wrong to learn the harder shape of it: that there was a cost to chasing a thing, a quiet cost, paid not by him but by the people standing behind him when he bolted. Every flicker he had ever lunged at he had lunged at alone, and every time he lunged alone he stretched the team thin behind him like a rope pulled to its last fiber. So now he kept the four flickers in the corner of his attention and did not turn to them, and the not-turning was its own small daily work, the kind nobody watched and nobody praised, which was the only reason it had ever taught him anything.

#  #  #
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"He's doing the numbers," Pip Pop said, to no one, fondly. She hung upside down off the low wall with her antenna curled and the little heart on her chest glowing soft morning pink. "You can always tell. He gets the face."

"It's his only face," said Ember Slice. She sat with the blue tool-sword across her knees, not sharpening it, only turning it so it threw one thin idle line of light back and forth across the grass. Tick. Tick. A beat so small no one was meant to step on it. She had learned to be still, and now she filled the stillness with a rhythm nobody had to mind.

Brick Bloom did not look up from her sketchpad. She was drawing the gate in patient brown lines, six lights and all, the kind of lines that made a thing look more like itself than a window would. "He has two faces," Brick said. "The numbers face, and the face he makes right before he says slow."

Patch Bolt laughed, the helpless bark he was always trying to swallow. He sat in a loose nest of his own tools with his hands folded on top of them, which was, for Patch, a small daily act of heroism. Nothing was broken. There was nothing to fix. He had learned that hands folded over good tools were better than hands reaching for a thing that was not broken yet, and so he sat on his fingers and laughed instead.

"Thirteen home," said Drip Byte, from the wall, the cyan ledger glowing up off his tablet. It was thick now, thicker than it had ever been. Thirteen entries, each one a small block that had once flickered nonsense and now sat readable, logged, labeled, kept. Not deleted. Never deleted. Drip had built his whole self around that one rule. He scrolled the column slowly, the way some people pet a sleeping animal. "Thirteen safe," he said again, because counting them was a thing he liked.

"Mm," said the Captain, who was listening to all of it while he counted. Six routes. Thirteen blocks. The two best numbers he knew.

Thirteen logged, the ledger said, and four flickering. That was the real count of the world this morning, and only the Captain and Drip carried both halves of it without flinching. Thirteen they had kept, one cold square at a time, across a season of careful mornings: thirteen frightened scribbles read and labeled and tucked warm into the cyan column, every one a friend they had decided to keep instead of erase. And four still loose. He let himself not say the four. He had gotten good at not saying the four. It was one more shape of the same muscle, the leaving-a-thing-at-the-edge-of-the-page, and he had practiced it so long that it almost passed, most mornings, for peace.

It was the kind of morning nobody knew what to do with, no trouble in it, no fall, no bright brave thing to point at. Just seven people in the gold, each holding the small piece of the day that was theirs, none of them holding it alone. Pip held the laughter. Ember held the beat. Brick held the meaning of six. Drip held the record. And the Captain held the count, and the count held them all, and the holding was so quiet and so complete that for one more breath nobody felt the fourth number leaning in from the cold edge of everything.

Then the Captain looked at the four flickers.

His lens drifted out on its own, past the six lit badges, past the warm ring of safe, out to the far cold edge of the map where the four faint sparks had sat scattered and quiet for so long.

And they were not scattered anymore.

#  #  #
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He did not say anything. That was the first thing.

A younger Captain, the one who chased every flicker the instant it twitched, would already be three steps toward the edge of the park, wrench out, counting fast. This Captain stood still in the gold and made himself look slowly, made the numbers behind the lens slow down to match.

One. Out past Frost Cave's edge. It had drifted in.

Two. It had been at the far north corner for a whole season. It was not at the far north corner now. It had come down, and in, and to the left, toward.

Three. Toward the third one, which had moved to meet it.

Four.

The four faint flickers, which had sat at four lonely corners of the dark for as long as the team had been home, the four flickers nobody talked about because they never did anything, had pulled in close. Not scattered. Not still. Drawn together near the far gray reflection of the locked arch, into a loose trembling cluster, four lights leaning toward one shared center the way four cold things lean toward one small fire.

And they were braiding. That was the only word for it. The four faint greens had begun to thread between one another, in and out, slow, reaching, half a bridge trying to remember how to be a bridge, four lonely ends groping in the dark for a middle they had lost.

The Captain felt something he did not have a number for. It was not fear, exactly. It was the thing under fear, the thing you feel a beat before you understand why. Standing in the warm gold with six safe routes at his back, he looked at the four far flickers leaning into each other out in the cold, and before the leader in him could name a single mechanic, the person in him felt it first: that they had been very far apart, for a very long time, and that they were trying, finally, to get to one another, and that there was something in the trying that ached.

He did not know yet that one of them already knew his name.

He knew only that he could not look away, and that the not-looking-away had a familiar shape. The reach. The old leader's twitch toward a thing he had not decided to move toward yet. His hand had found the Gravity Wrench at his belt without his asking it to.

Slow, he told himself, first, the way he always did. Slow.

#  #  #
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"You're not looking at the gold," said Moss Guard.

The Captain did not startle. You did not startle when Moss arrived. Moss arrived the way a wall arrives, which is to say he had been there for some time and you simply had not finished noticing. He stood a half-step off the Captain's right side, big and green and quiet, the moss soft on his stone shoulders, the shield resting low with its circular mark glowing a calm steady blue. He was not looking at the four flickers. He was looking at the Captain looking at them.

That was Moss's whole job, and always had been. Not to watch the trouble. To watch the people he loved decide what to do about the trouble, and to stand where he could catch them if they decided wrong.

For a whole season he had stood half-angled toward the locked arch, ready, because for a whole season the trouble had been that, the way the arch pulled at the Captain, the way it made him reach for a door instead of for his friends. Lately Moss had let that angle go. The Captain had stopped reaching, and Moss had eased one degree, like a held thing set gently down. Now the Captain's lens was out at the far edge of the map, and there was something in the set of his shoulders that Moss knew the shape of from a long way off. The reach, pointed somewhere new.

The Captain heard the unasked question in it. Are you reaching again.

"I wasn't going to open it," the Captain said, quietly. The arch hummed at his back, dark and shut. He had not been looking at the arch. But Moss's worry and the arch lived in the same place in him, and he answered the place. "I wasn't. I'm just." The lens stayed fixed on the four braiding lights. "Look."

Moss did not look where the Captain looked. Moss kept looking at the Captain.

"I know," Moss said.

Two words. They held more than two words ever should. I know you weren't. I know you're better. I know whatever is pulling at you now, it is not the arch. The Captain's lens warmed one shade, the way it did when Moss said a small true thing, and for a breath the two of them stood in the gold, the leader and the wall, the way they had stood at the foot of a hundred routes.

Then the Captain made himself say the rest of it, because not saying it would have been a kind of reaching too.

"The flickers moved," he said. "All four. They've come together, out at the edge. They're making something."

He felt Moss's stillness change. Not break, just change, the way a guard shifts his weight onto the watchful foot. Moss looked, finally, where the Captain was looking, out at the four faint greens braiding slow in the cold, trying to be a bridge.

"Far," Moss said.

"Far," the Captain agreed.

But it was the kind of far that was getting less far, and they both knew it. You did not have to be a tech reader to read four lonely lights deciding, after a whole season of staying apart, to lean in close and reach for a middle. You did not have to measure anything to read, in the slow brave shy way they were doing it, that they were not reaching toward each other for nothing.

They were reaching the way you reach when you have finally, finally heard someone calling.

Something in that snagged at the Captain, low and unplaceable, and he set it aside before it could become a thought. Somewhere at the very start of all of it, on the first cold night any of them could remember, a block had flickered seven broken letters at him in the dark and the team had read it as a label, this belongs to the green one, and Drip had never logged it, only written, underneath, in a small unsure hand, do not delete. The Captain had not thought about that night in a long while. He did not think about it now, not all the way. But the snag stayed, the way a name you cannot place stays, and he kept a finger on it the way he kept a finger on the four, and turned, for the moment, to Moss.

#  #  #
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"Drip," the Captain said, not turning around. His voice was the calm formal one, a shade more careful than usual, which was how you could always tell. "When you've finished counting the thirteen we kept."

"Mm?" Drip looked up.

"Count the four we haven't," the Captain said. "And then come tell me they're standing still."

Drip's antenna gave a single small twitch. He looked at the Captain's back, then out past the six lit badges to the far cold edge of the map, and his thumbs went quiet on the tablet, because the four faint flickers his ledger had marked at four scattered corners for a whole safe season were not at four scattered corners anymore.

They had come together. And the gap between them and here was, by the smallest readable amount, no longer as wide as it had been at dawn.

"Huh," Drip said.

It was the smallest word. It carried a great deal.

Pip had gone quiet too. She had drifted upright without anyone noticing, the laughter folded away, the heart on her chest dimmed to a careful listening pink. She tilted her head at the far edge the way she tilted it at a sad pad or a quiet crack, the instinct that heard the weather in a room before the rest of them felt the cold.

"It's not coming at us," she said softly. "Everybody hear me. It's not pushing." She watched the slow braid of the four greens, the shy reaching of them. "It's leaning. There's a difference."

The Captain knew the difference. He had spent a whole arc learning that there was one. A thing that pushed, you stood against. A thing that leaned, you had to decide what to do with, and deciding was harder than standing, and far harder than reaching, because reaching answered the question before you had asked it.

He looked at the four far flickers, and the want stirred in him quiet and old. Somewhere out past the place where the worlds gave out, four scattered things had spent a season finding each other, and a part of him, the part that had named the whole first long arc of him, wanted to go to them now, first, alone, before they could drift, before the trouble could finish arriving. The leader chases every flicker. That had been the shape of him once, every morning, for years.

The trouble with the want was that it never arrived looking like a want. It arrived looking like care. It said, very reasonably, in a voice he trusted because it was his own, that he was the one who could read the far thing, that he should spare the others the cold and the not-knowing, that a leader who let his friends stand in front of a riddle he could solve himself was not a leader at all. Every word of it was nearly true, and the nearly was the dangerous part. He had learned, slowly, to listen for the place where the care turned and pointed back at him, at the oldest small wish under all of it, the wish to be the one who reached the answer first and laid the solved thing down at his friends' feet like a gift. He could not always find the turn. Some mornings the care and the wanting lived so close together he could not tell which one was speaking.

He kept his hand on the wrench and he made the hand ease, and he did not move.

Not yet. Not first. Not alone.

Far out at the edge of the dark, the four little lonely blocks found one more thread of the bridge between them, and held it, and trembled, and did not let go: four scared small things who had each spent a whole season believing they were the only one left, learning, very slowly, that they were not. And the braided thing they were building leaned, ever so slightly, toward the warm gold ring of the Master Gate, toward the pale seventh slot and the locked arch and the team, the way a frightened thing leans toward the only light it has ever seen, hoping, this time, that the light will not look away.
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Chapter 2: The Bridge That Wasn't There Yesterday
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The four little blocks were not trying to be a bridge.

They were trying to find each other. Out past the lip of Portal Park, where the violet-gold thinned into the gray static everyone had learned to call the between, the four flickers drifted toward one center the way cold hands drift toward one small fire. They did not know they were the last four. They did not know thirteen of their kind had already been read and labeled and tucked warm into a teal person's ledger like names in a book. They knew only the long ache of a route with no anchor, the job of holding a path open with nobody on the other end, and they knew, dimly, that holding was easier together than alone.

So they braided. Edge to edge, crack to crack, the way you lean four tired shoulders into one wall. A hexagon steadied. Then another. A half-rendered portal-mouth opened between them and breathed. It was not a trap. It was not a wall. It was four frightened things building the only thing they knew how to build, hoping that if they built it well enough, someone would finally come.

Nobody had, yet.

But somebody was coming now.

#  #  #
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"Six routes stable," the Captain said, the way he said it every morning. "Six badges lit. One pale slot. One arch, closed."

"You don't have to count it," Pip said, bouncing along beside him on her staff. "It's the same every day. That's the whole point of it being good."

"I count it because counting it is how I hear that it didn't change," the Captain said.

Pip considered this, upside down, her antenna trailing in the grass. "That is the saddest reassuring thing I have ever heard. I love it. Keep it."

He almost smiled. He was getting better at almost-smiling. A season ago he would have walked this scout the way he walked everything, first and fast, the lens already open and reaching, measuring the trouble before the trouble had finished arriving. This morning he walked it in the middle of his team, a place he had had to teach himself to stand.

The middle was harder than the front. Nobody warned you about that. At the front you only had to be brave, you faced the dark and the rest of them faced your back, and bravery turned out to be the easy part. In the middle you had to wait. You had to feel the pull of the unread thing ahead and not answer it, had to let Drip's tablet reach for it instead of your own lens, let Pip's quiet listen for it instead of your own count, and trust that seven slow readings braided together would arrive somewhere truer than one fast one ever could. It went against every wire in him. He kept doing it anyway. That, he was beginning to understand, was the whole of the job now: not to be first to the answer, but to keep
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