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Previously: The Rules So Far

In Green Hills the orchard kept saving itself wrong, restoring the team to the same starting tree with one small detail changed each time, until Pip noticed the change wasn't wrong, it was scared. Brick learned that repeating a mark is not enough; the team had to remember, out loud, what it meant. They learned to share the signal. A block steadied and showed a single readable word, BRING, the front of a sentence left open. Guide Cube said a thing no one has stopped turning over since: some saves were made to keep someone out; some were made to keep someone safe. Ten blocks still flicker. And in the loop-pockets of Portal Park, one of them has started to repeat a phrase.

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.
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Chapter 1: The Park That Hums
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Behind the third teleport pad, in a pocket of folded light no one had set running, a little sound went around.

It was not a loud sound. It was a half-word, the front edge of something a voice had started to say and then dropped. It rose. It curled. It came back to the start and ran again, exactly the same, like a swing someone had let go of that had never once stopped.

ev,

That was all. The front of a word. Ev. Then a hiccup of static, VVVV, and the pocket folded the sound back to the start and played it once more.

ev,

It did not know it was repeating. That was the saddest part, though no one was close enough yet to be sad about it. It only knew it had been told to carry something, a long time ago, by something that had cared whether the something arrived. It was still trying. It had been trying for longer than it could count, which was not far, because counting was one of the things it had lost.

ev,

The pocket folded. The word came back. Behind the third pad, where the gold did not quite reach, the little loop went around and around and waited, the way a held breath waits, for one single person to turn their head.

Out on the warm grass, six people and a heavy shield were not turning their heads. They were too busy being happy.

#  #  #
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Pip Pop hung upside down off the low wall by the shift bench so her curled antenna brushed the grass, and the glowing heart on her chest pulsed a contented pink, and she read the weather, because reading the weather was the thing she was for.

She read it the way Drip read a tablet. She read it the way Brick read a line that wanted to be drawn. The team was scattered across the violet-gold light pooling thick as honey over Portal Park, and every one of them was a small front of weather, and Pip ran her eye along the whole row of them and felt the loose, good, after-the-orchard ease of them and thought, the way she always thought, that her job was the after. Anybody could be brave in the orchard. It took a special kind of attention to keep a team from going quiet and tired and a little bit lonely in the safe stretch between one trouble and the next.

So she lit them up. One by one. That was the lamp. That was the proudest tool she had.

"Patch. Patch." She swung right side up in one bounce, antenna whipping, easy as a kid who knows the ground will be where she left it. "Why did the wrench feel left out?"

Patch Bolt looked up from the lantern he was not fixing. Nothing was broken, which Patch found nearly unbearable, so he had taken a perfectly good lantern apart for the joy of putting it back together. "Why did the wrench feel left out," he repeated, in the careful tone of a person who has been burned before.

"Because everybody else got bolted to the team," Pip said, "and he just kept getting turned down."

A pause shaped like a long, slow groan.

Then Patch laughed, a real one, helpless, that came up out of him before he could stop it and knocked two lantern screws off his knee. "That is terrible," he said, scrambling after them. "That is genuinely terrible. Turned down." He laughed again, and his hands, busy now with a reason to fumble, settled. Pip had handed him the joke and the joke had given his fingers a job, which was nearly as good as fixing something. Good.

"Do not tell Ember," Patch said.

"Ember already heard it." Ember Slice sat on the flat stone with her blue tool-sword laid across her knees, catching the last light along its edge. She did not look up. "Ember is choosing to survive it."

Dry and still, the way she liked, but she had answered. Ember only bothered to be sarcastic at people she had decided to keep. Good.

Pip flicked her eyes down the row. Drip next. She found him over by Maplet's reading table, bent over his tablet, the glow of it cool on his face while everything else went gold.

Not as good.

#  #  #
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Drip Byte was checking the routes again.

He had checked them at noon. He had checked them after lunch. Pip knew, because Pip noticed, that he had checked them the way other people pick at a loose thread: not because he expected a hole, but because his fingers would not believe there was not one until they had been over the cloth twice.

"Drip," she called, lightly. "The routes are still there. I checked. With my eyes. Six of them. All present."

"I know." He did not look up. The six green checks glowed in a tidy column off his screen. "I am not worried."

"You have your not-worried face on."

"This is my normal face."

"Your normal face is your not-worried face," Pip said. "That is the whole problem with it." But she said it warm, and bounced over, and did the thing she had learned to do with Drip, which was not to take the tablet away. You never took the tablet away. She leaned her shoulder lightly against his arm until the screen had to share him with at least one warm thing.

He let out a breath. Some of the tightness went with it. "Six routes," he said. "All green. All tested. The whole park pointing at itself correctly."

"Mm hm."

"It is just." He stopped. His antenna gave one small twitch. "Maplet said almost, the other night. In its sleep. I cannot make it stop sitting in my chest."

Pip looked at the old map on its table, breathing its slow paper breath, weighed at the corners with smooth stones. She did not have data the way Drip had data. She had the other thing, the thing under the data, the weather. The map felt, to her, like a tired old friend who had said something true on the way to sleep and then forgotten saying it.

"Maybe it just misses being needed," she offered. "Everything is so fixed. Maps like a little bit of trouble to remember." She bumped his arm. "Do not you go borrowing some for it."

Drip almost smiled. Almost. "That is not how trouble works," he said.

"It is exactly how trouble works," said Pip, who was, in fact, right about that, though neither of them knew it yet. She had nudged him one degree less guarded, and that was a win, and she left it there. The lamp moved on.

#  #  #
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The Captain was at the Master Gate, and the Captain was the hardest read of all, so she saved him for the part of her that liked the hard ones.

He stood the way he always stood now, which still surprised her every single time: with his back mostly to the locked arch. For most of the last hard stretch the arch had owned the corner of his eye. You would be talking to him and his blue lens would drift left, toward the tall closed curve of stone and its single cut symbol, that clean little half cube and a line, and you would lose him for a second to the humming dark behind it. He would close a door he was not ready to open, then stand outside it and ache, and the whole team had learned to talk a little louder when his lens started to slide.

He was not sliding tonight. Tonight he faced the gate itself, the Gravity Wrench resting easy in one hand, his orange knob tipped up toward the badges, and he was counting. Pip could tell because his mouth moved very slightly and his weight rocked from boot to boot in a small even rhythm, the way it did when he was measuring a thing to love it.

She came up beside him quietly. She had a whole bright thing ready to say. She did not say it.

Because the Captain was not counting steps. He was counting friends.

"Six," he said, without turning. He had heard her bounce, the way he heard everything. "Six lit. I counted them. Twice."

The six badges sat in their ring around the gate's face, each one lit from inside: green hill, red canyon, blue cave, pale sky, silver gear, violet swirl, six small suns in a circle. And in the middle, where a seventh badge should sit, the slot lay pale and smooth and empty. It did not glow. It never had. The Captain looked at it the way you look at a chair at a table with one empty place. Not sad, exactly. Just aware.

"They are not going anywhere," Pip said gently. "We checked. With Drip's eyes and my eyes. That is two kinds of checking."

"I know." The lens warmed half a shade, his version of a smile. "I am not chasing it." He nodded, the smallest tip of the knob, toward the pale slot. "I just like to know it is still there. The empty part. Knowing where the hole is," he searched for it, "is its own kind of safe."

That, Pip thought, was about the most Captain sentence she had ever heard, and she loved him for it. A leader who had learned to look at the missing thing without lunging for it. Six somethings ago, six long hard things ago, he would have already had one boot up on the gate, trying to fill the slot by being first to the answer. Now he counted the friends, noted the gap, and stood still in front of it on purpose, his back mostly to the arch, looking at the hole without falling in.

She could have lit him up. She had a line ready, something quick about how he was getting downright wise in his old hinges, and on another night she would have sent it and watched the lens warm and felt the small good click of having done her job. Tonight she held it back. There was a tenderness to the way he stood that did not want a joke laid over it. So she only set her shoulder near his, the way she had set it near Drip's, and let the number be enough, and let him have the slot, and the dark behind it, and the slow even rock of his counting. That was a kind of lamp too, she thought, the kind that did not need to be turned all the way up. She filed the thought somewhere quick and did not look at it long.

"Slow," the Captain murmured to himself, and rocked back on his heels, and let the slot be empty. Out across the map etched into the gate's lower face, ten tiny green flickers blinked here and there among the six worlds, small, scattered, far apart, the leftover glitch lights they had been told would keep drifting and quietly mislabeling things until somebody got round to reading them. Ten now. There had been more, once. The team had learned not to fear the flickers, only to keep count.

Ten. The Captain counted those too. He always counted those.

#  #  #
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Moss Guard stood a little apart, as he did, big and stone quiet, shield resting against one shoulder, its circular mark glowing low. He was not watching the badges. He was watching the Captain not watch the arch, and somewhere in the heavy green of him, something eased by one degree.

He did not say I am proud. He never said the long sentences. He shifted his weight half a step off the angle he had held toward the arch for weeks, and let the shield settle.

"Good," Moss said.

Pip caught it and grinned. One word. From Moss, one word was a whole speech. She would treasure that one.

"Best review the Captain is going to get all year," she told Moss, and Moss did the thing with his shoulders that, on him, counted as a laugh.

Over by the gate's base, Brick Bloom had her sketchpad open across her knees and was drawing the whole scene, the six suns, the pale slot, the Captain's tipped knob, all of it, in patient brown lines that made the gate look more like itself than the gate did. "Hold still, all of you," she said, not meaning it. "You are being a good picture."

"I am always a good picture," said Pip.

"You are a moving one."

"That is the fun part of the picture."

It was such a good evening. Pip stood in the middle of it, antenna loose, heart glowing soft, and let herself feel the whole warm shape of it: Patch and his screws, Ember and her edge of light, Drip one degree less guarded, the Captain looking at the hole without falling in, Moss easing off his angle, Brick turning all of them into careful lines. She loved them all, lit up and laughing in the gold. She was the lamp. The lamp was loved.

And that was the thing about the lamp, the thing she did not look at straight. When she was funny, everyone leaned in, and the room turned toward her, warm and laughing, and she was the bright thing at the center, wanted, easy to keep. That was the safe Pip. That was the one a team kept. She did not finish the thought past there. She never did. She just turned the lamp up a little higher, to be sure, and let the gold pour over all of it.

This, Pip thought, is what we fought for. The boring gold. The after. Six worlds linked. Six rules learned. Everyone home. Nobody lost.

And that was the moment the quiet part of her lifted its head.

#  #  #
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Or it was not a sound, quite. Not yet. It was a feeling first.

It came from behind her, from the dim edge of the park where the pads sat in their row and the gold thinned into the blue of coming evening. It was under the laughing, under Brick's pencil, under the low always hum of the locked arch. Most of her, the loud bright most of her, went right on grinning at Brick.

But Pip Pop had a quiet part. It lived under the jokes, and it felt the weather of a room before anybody read the data, and right now that quiet part lifted its head like an animal that has caught a thread of something on the wind, and turned toward the dim behind the pads where a small flat voice had been talking to no one for a very long time.

Something behind the pads was unhappy.

Not angry. Not loud. The hum from the locked arch was a steady, settled sound, a closed door minding its own business. This was different. This was small. This was the particular feeling of a voice that has been talking for a very long time to no one, and has gotten so used to no one that it has half forgotten it ever wanted anyone, and is still, underneath, very faintly, hoping.

Pip turned her head toward it before she decided to.

"Pip?" Brick said. "Lost my model."

"Hang on," she said, and heard her own voice go different. She heard herself go different, the lamp dimming under her own hand without her choosing it, the antenna uncurling flat. "Do you guys hear that." It was not a question. It trailed off before the end, because she could already tell.

They did not. She could see they did not. Patch was fitting his lantern back together. Ember was watching the light on her blade. The Captain was counting friends. Drip was deep in his green column. Moss was easing. Brick was waiting for her to be a good picture again. The evening rolled on, gold and warm and certain, and not one of them had turned.

She had. She was the only one who had.

For half a heartbeat, the cold roomy fear flicked at the back of her, the one she did not look at: that the only one who ever turned toward the dim was the quiet Pip, the one nobody followed, the one who turned the lights down. She set the fear aside. The dim was asking. She went.

She took one bounce toward the pads, soft, slow, her staff coming down quiet on the grass, and the feeling got stronger, and clearer, and turned, just at the edge of hearing, into a sound after all.

A small front half of a word. Rising. Curling. Coming back to the start.

ev,

VVVV.

ev,

Behind the third pad, in a pocket of light no one had set running, something was repeating itself, and Pip Pop stood very still in the last of the gold and felt the laughing go far away behind her, and understood, the way she understood things, before she had any words to prove it, that it had been saying that same broken half word for a very, very long time, and that it had been waiting, all this while, for somebody to come and hear the rest.

She crouched. She set the heart on her chest close to the dim, not because the heart could hear, but because when she got the heart close to a stuck thing, the quiet part of her listened better. It pointed her. And it pointed her, now, at the small flat going-around voice, and what it told her was not danger. It was alone.

"Oh," she said softly, to no one, to the dim, to the little folded pocket and the lonely half word going around inside it. "Oh, you have been stuck."

Behind her, the team laughed at something. The gold poured on behind her, warm and full and certain, and she was the only one who had turned, and the loop went around again, ev, then the catch of static, then ev, and this time, because she was finally listening, it sounded less like a glitch and more like a question, and she leaned her quiet self toward it and did not call anyone yet, and did not fix anything, and only listened, and waited to hear what it had been trying all this long time to say.
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Chapter 2: Go Back Forward
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The pocket did not want to be found, and it did not know how to hide. Those were different things, and Pip felt both at once.

She came around the side of the third pad slow, staff down. There it was: a place in the air where the light folded over on itself, the way a page folds when somebody dog ears it and the crease never flattens out again. Not a door. Not a portal. Portals stood up tall and certain, one arch in, one arch out, knowing exactly what they were for. This was a little crease in the evening, low and dim, behind the pads where the gold gave up. A short scrap of route looped back on itself like a circle of string laid in the grass.

And the loop was talking.

ev.

VVVV.

ev.

"Hey," she said, very soft. "Hey. I am here. Take your time."

The loop did not take its time, because the loop did not have a time anymore. It went around. ev. The front half of a word, again, rising and dropping and folding back, patient as a wrong answer, the way Blue Blink's careful foot had come down one square left a whole book ago, sure it was doing the routine right.

She waited. She did not fix anything. Do not fix anything, she had told herself, and she held to it, which for Pip was its own kind of holding a line.

On the next go round, the loop got a little further.

ev.ry.

"Oh," Pip breathed. "There is more of you."

It was like watching a tired swing find one more inch of arc. The pocket folded, opened, folded, and each time it opened the voice inside reached a little past where it had reached before, the way a sleeper who feels a hand on the shoulder swims up one more layer toward waking.

every.

A flat voice. That was the thing that caught at her. Not a scary voice. No growl, no edge of teeth, none of the things the comics would have wanted. It was flatter than scary. It was the voice of something that had said the same thing for so long it had worn all the feeling off the words. A signpost voice. A please mind the gap voice. A voice built, a long time ago, to keep somebody safe, still trying to do its one job into a dark where nobody stood.

The pocket folded once more. This time the whole shape came out.

GO BACK FORWARD.

Flat. Even. Three words, square and certain, and then VVVV, the loop swallowed them and started over, ev, building back up to say the same impossible thing again.

Pip sat down in the grass. She did not decide to. Her legs did it, the way they had at the orchard when the apples ran backward. Because go back forward was not a sentence that could be true. You went back, or you went forward. You could not do both, not in the same breath, not pointing the same way. It was an instruction that argued with itself, a road sign painted over twice so neither arrow won. And the flat voice said it anyway, with the worn down patience of something that did not know it was asking for two opposite things at once. It just knew it had been told to say this, once, by something that cared whether the saying landed.

Here was the part she would not say out loud yet. The word back did not sound like a trap. Traps had a held breath feeling, a waiting to spring feeling, and she knew that feeling, she had felt it in worse places than this. This was the other thing. Back did not sound like come closer so I can get you. It sounded like back, the way you ask somebody to come back, the way you say it to a friend whose name you have called four times and who has not turned around.

"I hear you," she told it, so quietly the words barely left her. "I do not get it yet. But I hear you."

#  #  #
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"Pip?"

The gold side of the park called her name, and it took her a second to remember the gold side of the park existed. She had gone all the way into the dim with the listening, and she had to climb back out of it.

They were coming, strung out across the grass
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