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Previously: The Rules So Far

In the Mech Workshop, Patch learned the hardest thing his hands could do was wait. The save-points weren't begging to be fixed. They were holding a buried record, and a fast repair would have erased it. The team documented before they touched, labeled the breaks REST, and translated instead of restored, recovering a fourth word: THROUGH. But the deepest thing they found was older than the workshop: a toolmark matching Captain's Gravity Wrench and the dial on Wrongway Widget's chest, three things stamped by one hand. Captain has begun to wonder if his own wrench belongs to the same system as the glitches. Six blocks still flicker. And in the space between worlds, a line of hexagon-static has started to move, a bridge that won't hold still.

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.
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Chapter 1: The Door He Holds
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Far out past the edge of Portal Park, where the worlds stopped being worlds and the light forgot which way was up, a path was trying to lie still.

It could not.

It was made of hexagon tiles, hung in the half-dark like stepping stones across a stream nobody could see the bottom of. Each tile wanted one thing, the way a tired animal wants only to lie down. It wanted to stay put. To be a place. A path is supposed to be a place that keeps being where it was, so the friend behind you can step where you stepped and arrive where you arrived. That is the whole promise a path makes.

This one could not keep it. Every tile drifted. A hand's width here. A hand's width there. Slow, and patient, and sorry. It was not tricking anyone. It had lost the thing that told it where put was, and now it floated, and apologized, and floated, the way you keep saying sorry when you bump someone in a crowd and cannot stop being bumped.

VVVV. The whole span shivered, once, and tried again to hold.

It almost held.

Then it slid.

Nobody was out there to see it. Nobody was looking that far yet. They were back at the gate, packing.

#  #  #
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Moss Guard liked packing.

It was a thing you could finish. You set out the supplies, you counted them, and then there were the right number of them, and that was that. Done, closed, safe. Moss did not have many feelings he could say in words, but he had a great many he could say by setting a thing down in exactly the right place, and this morning he was saying all of them, quietly, on the flat stone by the Master Gate, while the violet-gold light came up over the park the way it always did.

Rope. Counted.

Spare labels, blank, for whatever they would find. Counted.

Drip's pack, with the old map folded inside it. Set down gently, because the map was old.

Moss laid each thing in a row and looked at the row and felt, for one more morning, that the world was a place you could hold.

The Master Gate rose over all of it, taller than the trees. Six world-badges sat lit in a ring around its face: a green hill, a red canyon, a blue cave, a pale sky, a silver gear, a violet swirl for the park. Six small suns, all of them glowing the steady glow of we figured you out. Moss looked at them and felt the old good thing. Six routes. All known.

In the middle of the ring sat a seventh slot, pale and empty, and Moss did not look at that one for long. None of them did. It was like a chair pulled up to the table for someone who had not come yet.

Off to the left stood the locked arch. Tall, dark, shut, humming its faint always-hum, the clean half-cube-and-line cut into its keystone. Moss had stood angled toward that arch for the better part of a year, ready, in case the dark in it ever reached for the Captain again. This morning the Captain had his back to it and his face to the work, and Moss let himself stand square instead of angled, just for a little while, the way you set down a heavy thing to flex your hand.

Square felt good.

Square was the trouble, and Moss did not know it yet.

#  #  #
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"Okay," said Pip Pop, bouncing her staff against the stone in a soft, glad rhythm, "okay, but consider. What if we just do not go to the scary nowhere place between the worlds, and instead we have a second breakfast, and that is the whole plan."

"Considered," said Ember Slice. She stood on a teleport pad a few steps off, stepping on, stepping off, on, off, marking each one with the flat of her blue tool-sword. Not cutting, never cutting, just touching the tile on a beat, the way you tap a table while you think. Tik. Tik. Tik. Each tap landed in the exact middle of the one before it. "Rejected."

"You did not even feel the second breakfast in your heart."

"I felt it," said Ember. "It was slow." Tik. "We are not going slow today."

Patch Bolt laughed, the way he could not help, and went back to checking the strap on his tool belt for the fourth time, because a strap was a thing you could check. "She is not wrong. The loop's been answering for two days now. Whatever is out there in the between, it wants us to come look."

"That is exactly the part I do not love," said Pip. But she said it with her heart glowing, soft and pink and unafraid, because the part of Pip that joked and the part of Pip that meant it lived very close together. "Loops that want company. Last time a loop wanted company it had a whole sad story to tell us."

"This one might too," said Brick Bloom, not looking up. She was sketching the gate, six lights and all, with the patient lines that made a thing look more like itself than a photo would. "Most things that keep calling are just saying the one word they have left."

Nobody answered that. It sat in the gold, true and gentle, and then Pip bounced her staff again to move them all past it.

Drip Byte came around the base of the gate with his tablet up. "Three days of supply if we ration, two if we do not, and we will not, because Patch eats like the world is ending." He did not look up either. He was scrolling his ledger, the long cyan column of everything the team had ever made true. "Routes are stable behind us. All the way back to the workshop. I logged the last leg twice."

"Ninety percent?" said Ember, dry.

"Ninety-four," said Drip, with dignity. "I slept."

He had not. Moss noticed. Moss noticed most things. He just kept them.

#  #  #
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The Captain came last, the Gravity Wrench across his shoulders and his blue lens half-lit in the new light, and the team did the thing they always did when he arrived in a space. They settled, by a degree, the way a room settles when the person who counts the exits walks in.

"Listen up," he said. He did not raise his voice. He never had to. "Quick version. The loop in the workshop has been answering from somewhere it should not be able to answer from. Out past the linked worlds, in the between." He set the wrench down, head to the stone, and leaned on it. "We do not know that part of the map. Nobody does. There is not a map. So we go slow. We test every step. We protect our exit." He looked around at each of them, one at a time, the way he counted things he loved. "And we stay together. Whatever is out there, it has been alone long enough to start calling. We do not add ourselves to the list of things that got lost looking."

"Solve before we step," said Patch, like a kid who had done the reading.

"Solve before we step," the Captain agreed. His mouth did the small thing that counted, on him, as a smile.

Then he turned to Moss, because Moss had not picked up his pack.

"You are with me at the bridge mouth," the Captain said. "I want your shield on the first crossing. If the between is anything like the loop, the first step out is the one that catches you."

"I hold the gate," said Moss.

#  #  #
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It came out quiet. It always came out quiet. That was how Moss said the biggest things. Small, and flat, and final, so they would not take up more room than they had to.

The team did not stop all at once. Pip's staff came down a half-beat late. Ember's tap missed its middle, just once, and she heard it miss and went still. Drip looked up from the tablet, which for Drip was a rare and difficult thing.

"You will." The Captain started, and stopped.

"Hold the gate," Moss said again. He turned and looked at the Master Gate, at the six lit suns and the one pale empty slot, and he said the rest the only way he could, in pieces small enough to carry. "Six routes. Behind us. If something comes loose out there." He tipped his head a fraction toward the dark beyond the park's edge, where the world thinned to blue and then to nothing. "The way home has to stay. Someone holds the door. So you can all come back through it."

It was, every word of it, true. That was the thing about Moss. He never lied. He just told you the true thing that let him stand still, and called it the whole truth, and most of the time it was close enough that no one looked underneath.

The Captain looked underneath.

He did not say so. He set the wrench's head a little more carefully against the stone, which was the Captain's version of taking a breath, and when he spoke it was without the order in it. "We may need you out there," he said. "On the crossing. More than here."

Moss thought about that.

He thought about it the way he thought about a strap, or a count, or a thing set down in the right place. All the way to the end, to make sure it would hold.

A bridge that moved. A path that would not keep its promise to stay where it was. Moss turned the picture over and looked for the part where a shield helped, and he could not find the part.

A shield was a wall, and a wall went somewhere and stopped going. You put it between the friends you loved and the bad thing, and you did not move, and that was the whole of how Moss kept anyone alive: by not moving, by being the one fixed point in a sliding day. But the world had grown out past every fixed point, out into the between where nothing held, and a held square in a place where nothing holds is not a shelter, it is an island, and the friends you love have to walk around it. A wall is no good on a road. He had known it in the slow stone of himself the instant he heard the bridge was moving, and he had not had the second half of the sentence yet, the half that might have saved him from believing the road had no use for him at all.

He did not say any of that. He looked at the Captain, and at the gate behind him, and he said the only words he had room for.

"I hold the known part."

#  #  #
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The Captain held his gaze a moment longer.

And here was the thing the Captain had learned, across four hard books, the thing it had cost him the most to learn. That a measurement felt like a decision, and it was not. He could see Moss the way his lens saw a route, standing still, weight square, angle wrong, and he could feel the pull to fix it, to reach in and set Moss right the way he set a link right. To say no, you are coming, that is an order, I have measured you and you are hiding.

He did not.

"All right," the Captain said. "Hold the known part."

And only Moss, who noticed most things and kept them, heard the small ache the Captain folded into the word known. The way you would say a friend's name when you had just learned how small a place they had agreed to live in.

Because that was the thing none of them said, in the gold, with the supplies counted in their neat row.

The known part had gotten very small.

There had been a time when the known part was the whole park, all six worlds, every door pointing where it said. Moss had stood guard over a country. Now the known part was one gate and a row of supplies and a stretch of stone he could see the edges of. The world had grown, out past the worlds, into the between, and Moss's safe square had stayed exactly the size it always was. Every day the world got bigger, the part Moss could guard got smaller by exactly that much.

You could feel it sit down in the gold and refuse to leave.

Moss could not. Not yet. Moss just felt that square was good, and held to it, and started, very gently, to be left behind by his own friends without anyone meaning it.

#  #  #
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They finished the packing.

Pip tried one more joke. "If you change your mind, the door is wide open, get it, because it is a door." Moss did the thing that, on him, counted as laughing, which was that the circular mark on his shield glowed up half a shade and then settled. Ember walked past him and stopped, which Ember did not usually do, and looked at him for the length of one held beat.

"You are not slow," she said. It was not quite kind. Ember was not quite kind. She was exact, which from Ember was a closer thing than kindness. "You think going out there means going fast. It does not." Tik. She tapped the flat of her sword once against the edge of his shield, light, on a beat, the way she tapped everything she was thinking about. "It means going right. You are the rightest one we have got."

Moss looked at the place on his shield where she had tapped.

"I hold still," he said. "Out there." He searched for it, found two words, gave them to her because she of all of them would understand a thing said in the fewest words it would fit in. "Nothing's still."

"No," Ember agreed. She did not argue it. That was why he had told her. "Nothing's still." She turned the sword in the light, and the thin straight line of it lay across the moss and stone of his arm. "But a beat is. You can stand on a beat." Tik. "Even when the floor will not."

She walked on before he could decide whether that was true.

Moss stood with the small bright line of where she had tapped fading off his shield, and turned the idea over, all the way to the end, looking for the part where it held.

He could not find it.

But he did not quite set it down, either.

#  #  #
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They went without him.

That was the part Moss had asked for, and it was still strange to watch. The team filing out toward the dim edge of the park in the new gold, Drip first with the tablet up, Pip bouncing, Patch checking his strap one last unnecessary time, Brick with her sketchpad already open, Ember marking the pace at the front, tik, tik, tik, so that even their walking had a middle to land in. The Captain came last and did not look back, which was how the Captain told you he trusted you to do the thing you had said.

Moss watched them go small. He stood square at the gate, shield resting against one stone shoulder, its circular mark glowing low, the way it glowed when he was guarding well and nothing had gone wrong.

The known part. He had it. Six routes behind him, all green, the way home kept open and safe.

He felt the good thing of it. He really did.

He also felt, far down, in the slow stone of himself, in the place where he did not have words and so usually did not have feelings either, that he was standing very still in a doorway while everyone he loved walked off the edge of the map.

Still safe, he told himself, which was the truest two words he owned.

He held to them.

#  #  #
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Out at the edge of the park, where the gold thinned to blue and the blue thinned to nothing, the team reached the place the loop had been calling from.

Moss could not see it from the gate. He could only see them stop.

He saw the line of his friends reach the lip of the park, and pause, and bunch together the way people do at the top of a stair they did not expect to be there. He saw Drip's tablet come up. He saw the Captain's hand go out, slow, wait, the count-the-exits hand.

He saw, very faint, very far, a light that should not have been a light. A pale shivering glow out past the last solid stone, hexagons of it, hung in the half-dark. And the glow moved. Not blinking. Not flickering like the little lost cubes, the six that still flickered out there in the worlds, waiting for the team to find them. This was not that. This drifted. The whole far shape of it slid a hand's width sideways and then a hand's width back, slow and patient and sorry, like something that wanted very badly to lie still and had forgotten how.

Moss did not have the word for what he was looking at yet. The team did not either. They were still bunched at the lip, reading it.

But Moss felt the slow stone of himself go cold, one degree, the way it had gone cold the morning the Captain first could not look away from the arch. The body knowing a thing a long beat before the head got there.

The way out was moving.

He had stayed behind to hold the door so they could come home through it. And out past the edge of everything he could guard, the door they actually needed, the bridge, the path, the only way across to whatever had been calling, would not hold still long enough to be a door at all.

Moss took one step toward the edge of the park before he knew he had done it.

Just one.

Then he made himself stop, and stand square, and hold the known part, the way he was built to.

But his eyes stayed out on the moving light, and the slow cold stayed in his chest, and somewhere underneath the two words he lived by, a third was trying to get in, small and unwelcome and true.

Watch.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: A Path That Will Not Hold Still
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Moss could not stay.

He held the gate for the length of three slow breaths, square and low and exactly where he had said he would be, and then his feet were already carrying him off the flat stone and down toward the dim edge of the park, and the part of him that always finished a thing was furious about it, because holding the gate was a thing you could finish and he had quit it after three breaths.

He did not run. Moss did not run. He went the way a wall would go if a wall could go anywhere, slow and certain, shield against his shoulder, the circular mark glowing low, and he caught up to the team at the lip of the park where the gold thinned out into the half-light and the half-light into nothing.

The Captain looked at him and did not say anything about the gate. He just moved over a half-step to make room, the way you make room for a thing you are glad to see.

"Watch," was all Moss said. It was the third word, the one that had gotten in past his two, and he gave it to them the only way he could, out loud, flat, like setting a stone down where it belonged.

#  #  #
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The first hexagon did not want to be stood on.

It could not say so. It was a flat blue-gray tile the size of a tabletop, floating in the half-light past the edge of the park, and it drifted, gently, the way a leaf drifts on still water, the way nothing solid is supposed to drift. It had been a good tile once. Part of a good road. You could feel that about it, if you were the sort of person who felt things about roads. It still wanted to carry someone. It just no longer remembered how to stay where you left it.

Nobody felt that yet. They were all looking at the whole bridge, because the whole bridge was the strangest thing any of them had ever seen.

It ran out from the lip of the park and away into the half-rendered dark, a long broken line of floating hexagons, blue-gray, lit faintly from inside, hung over nothing at all. Not nothing the way a canyon is nothing, with a bottom you fall to. Nothing the way the space between two thoughts is nothing. Soft gray-violet static going down forever and meaning nothing, and the static between the tiles tasting faintly of cold pennies. Half-rendered portals hung along the span, started and not finished, edges that faded into static like a drawing someone had set aside. At the far end the bridge thinned to a held breath and then to a guess.

And all of it moved.

Moss stood at the bridge mouth and did not like the floor. That was the first thing. Before the size of it, before the half-light, before the far end fading into static, Moss looked down
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