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Previously: The Rules So Far

A loop in Portal Park kept repeating a broken phrase until Pip stopped treating it like a trap and started listening. Reversed and re-heard, the loop turned out to be carrying an instruction, bring every friend through, and the team saved the block as a message instead of erasing it. Two more words steadied out of the static: EVERY. FRIEND. Eight blocks are still flickering. Following a far-off pull, the team has crossed into the Mech Workshop, where it has begun to fuse with the unstable space between worlds, and a save-point is stuttering an offer that sounds, to Patch, exactly like something asking to be fixed.

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
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Chapter 1: The Save That Cried
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The broken save did not know it was broken.

It hung at the far end of a stilled conveyor, where the gears had stopped mid-turn and the light had gone amber, and it flickered a single word up into the dim. RESTORE? The word was stuttering light, half its letters missing their bottoms, the whole thing leaning the way a small thing leans when it is tired of standing. It held the word out into the empty workshop like a hand held out for someone to take.

Nobody took it.

It pulled the word back in. It waited. It tried again. RESTORE? Softer this time. Almost like asking. Almost like a thing that had been asking a long time and had begun to wonder if asking was the wrong thing to do. It did not know what it was holding. It only knew it had been built to hold something and give it back when somebody came, and that no one had come in so long that the holding had started to hurt. So it offered the one word it had left, the way a thing that has forgotten everything but its own job keeps doing its job into an empty room. RESTORE? Here. Take it. Please.

Then it went dark, to save what little it had left, and the workshop held its breath the way old machines do.

#  #  #
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Patch Bolt loved this place before he was all the way through the seam.

That was the thing about Patch. Most of him arrived one careful step at a time, but his hands arrived first. They had been awake since the team left the park, reading the air, and the air here tasted of warm oil and stored light, and under that the particular dust-and-metal smell of things that can be mended. He laid a palm flat on the cool gear-iron of the nearest stilled conveyor and the trouble came up through his fingers like a name he already knew. That belt drove that wheel. That wheel wound that arm. That arm set a thing down gently so it would not break. He could read the whole story of it with his eyes shut: the catch-tray at the end worn shiny by ten thousand soft landings. Somebody, something, had built this room to be careful. Built it to set things down soft. That was the part Patch loved most, the part that was not even about fixing.

Mech Workshop, or what was left of it, fused now to the in-between. Half of it was still a workshop, honest gray of worked metal, gears the size of doors, conveyor belts stilled mid-stride with their teeth pointed one patient way. And half of it was the between-space leaking in, the park's violet-gold light bleeding along the seams of the workshop's amber so the air went grainy at the join, like a drawing someone had not finished. Tall pylons stood along the conveyors. Save-points, Patch knew them at a glance, the kind that held a moment so a machine could go back to it if a job went wrong.

His hands wanted to be in it. That was the trouble with a place like this. Every dead conveyor was a sentence he could finish. Every dark pylon was a thing he could wake. His fingers curled and uncurled at his sides, the small idle hunger they got when there was work in a room and nobody had handed it to him yet.

A few of the pylons flickered. Most stood dark.

One of them was crying. Patch did not have the word yet. He felt the RESTORE? tug at the bottom of his chest before his eyes found it, the way you feel a draft before you find the open window.

"Whole place," he breathed. "I thought there would be fragments."

"There were fragments." Drip Byte came through the seam behind him, tablet first, the cyan light of it painting a clean rectangle on the grimy floor. "Now they have fused. The loop led us straight here." His antenna turned, slow, taking the room's measure. "Ninety percent this is one continuous space now. Workshop and between, stitched."

"And the other ten?"

"The other ten is why we do not run," said Captain Cubemelon.

He came last, the way he always came when the ground was new: slow, lens already lit, the soft blue scan line of him sweeping the floor a body-length ahead of his boots. He counted under his breath. Patch had stopped hearing the counting years ago, the way you stop hearing a clock, because it was the sound the Captain made when he was keeping everyone safe. Eleven. Twelve. Seam is clean to thirteen. The Gravity Wrench rode at his hip, catching the amber.

Behind him came the rest, and the workshop got warmer for it. Moss filled the seam doorway, stepped through, and set himself a body-length inside it where he could see both the room and the way back, shield low, eyes already moving, not at the gears but at the gaps, the places a friend could fall through. Ember Slice slid in along the wall, blue tool-sword dark at her side, reading the stopped conveyors like sheet music. Brick had her sketchpad open before both feet were down, pencil already chasing the color the old light went. And Pip bounced through last, antenna curling, the little heart on her chest throwing soft pink into the amber, so that for a breath the room had three colors instead of two.

"It smells like a garage hugged a sunset," Pip announced. "I love it. Is that weird. That is weird."

"It is not weird," said Patch, with feeling.

"It is warm oil," said Brick, already drawing, "and stored light. The light has been kept here a long time. You can tell. It is the color old light goes." She said it the way she said everything, like she was naming a thing so the rest of them could agree it was real.

Pip drifted along a stilled conveyor, trailing one finger through the dust. "It is quiet, though." Her voice changed on quiet, dropped half a step, went thoughtful in the way that meant she had felt something the data had not found yet. "Not empty-quiet. Holding-its-breath quiet." She glanced down the line toward the crying pylon, and her antenna gave a small uncertain curl. "Something in here has been waiting a long time for somebody to show up."

"We showed up," said Ember.

"Yeah," said Pip, and the joke came back into her, and she bounced. "Showing up is, like, our whole brand."

"Patch loves it because it is full of broken things," said Ember. Dry. Not unkind.

"Patch loves it because it is full of fixable things," Patch said, and grinned, and did not notice that the two were not the same sentence.

#  #  #
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His hands were already moving toward the crying pylon. He told them to wait. They mostly listened.

"Captain," he said. "There is a save-point up the line that is still live. Most of these are dark, drained, whatever knocked the place loose took them out. But that one." He pointed. The pylon stood at the end of the stilled conveyor, taller than Moss, its casing scarred and one long crack running up its face, and from the crack the broken word pulsed. RESTORE? On. Off. On. "That one is still trying to do its job."

The Captain's lens drifted up the line and settled. The scan held there, blue and patient. "Slow," he said, to himself first, the way he always did. Then, to the room: "Nobody touches anything yet. Drip. What is it."

Drip was already crossing to it, tablet raised, fans of cyan reaching out to taste the pylon's glow. "Save-point pylon," he said. "Industrial. Old. Older than the rest of the workshop, I would say, the casing is a different grade." His thumbs moved. "It is holding a saved state and offering to put it back. That is all a save does. You make a moment, and if the next moment goes wrong, the save undoes it. Restores you." He read the flickering word and frowned at it. "It is offering. Over and over. Which is strange, because nothing has asked it to."

"Then why is it offering?" said Brick, not looking up from her sketch of the broken casing.

"Because it is broken," said Patch, gently, because it was the kindest true thing he could think to say, and because his hands ached, and because somewhere in him a small certainty had lit up warm and sure. He knew this feeling. He lived for this feeling. "It is stuck on a loop. The mechanism that waits for the ask is jammed, so it just keeps offering, like a doorbell with the button pressed down. That is a clean fix. That is, honestly, a five-minute fix." He could see it. He could see the inside of the thing already, the jammed bracket, the seated pin, the little wrong angle his thumb would correct with one push. "I open the casing, I find the jam, I unstick the wait-pin. It stops crying for help and goes back to sleep."

He heard himself say crying and did not catch it.

But the broken save did. Or something in the room did. Because right then the pylon flickered the word again, RESTORE?, and this time it came out so soft, so frayed at the edges, that for one strange second it did not sound like a machine at all. It sounded like a question somebody was afraid to be told no.

Patch felt it land in the middle of his chest, the way the draft had, and for half a breath he forgot it was a machine. Oh, something in him said, the way you would say it to a small thing that had lost the grown-up it came with. Oh, hey. Hey, it is okay.

Then the mechanic came back, because the mechanic was easier, and the mechanic had a five-minute fix.

#  #  #
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The team liked that he knew the machinery. He could feel them liking it, and he would be lying if he said it did not warm him right through.

"Good," the Captain said. "You read it faster than my lens did." That, from the Captain, was a medal. Moss made the low sound that meant agreed. Pip said, "See, this is why we bring the Patch," and bounced, and Patch ducked his head and grinned at the floor and felt, for one bright second, exactly the way he always wanted to feel.

When his hands closed a break, the room turned toward him, warm and grateful, and he was the one who knew the machinery, wanted, easy to keep. But a mechanic in a room with nothing to mend was just a yellow shape standing still, and he had started to wonder, in the cold place he did not look at straight, whether the team kept him for the fixing and not for himself, and whether every time he sat on his good quick hands and did the slow waiting thing instead, he was spending the only reason they had ever had to keep him.

He never said it out loud. He could have drawn it, if he drew the way Brick did. It would look like an empty workshop. Not a scary one, just a tidy one, every gear oiled, every belt tracking true, nothing left to mend, and Patch in the middle of it with his belt full of tools and no reason to open it, while somewhere through the wall the team laughed at a thing that did not need a wrench. A room where everything already worked and nobody turned to look for him.

He remembered the first time he had ever felt he belonged: a portal arch had jammed half-open and he had it swinging clean in under a minute, and the Captain had said good hands, and Patch had carried those two words around for a week like a warm stone in his pocket. Good hands. That was who he was. You did not get to keep a name like that by sitting still.

He shook it off. There was a thing in front of him that did not work. That was the cure. That was always the cure.

"Five minutes," he promised, and reached for his tool belt.

"Patch." The Captain again, not sharp, just slow. "Document first?"

It was a thing the Captain said sometimes. Patch heard it the way you hear someone offer you a coat you do not need: politely, gratefully, already shrugging it off. "It is a jammed wait-pin, Captain. There is nothing to document. It is the same break that is in every doorbell in every world ever." He was at the casing now, fingers finding the seam, the four bolts, the satisfying give of a panel that wanted to be opened. "I am not going to change anything. I am going to put it back. That is the whole job. Put a broken thing back the way it was before it broke."

He believed it all the way. That was the part he would wince at later, that he knelt there in the warm amber light, his friends believing in him and the broken save asking RESTORE? in its small frayed voice, and he believed, all the way through, that putting it back was the kind thing to do.

The first bolt came loose with a soft tik. The second turned, stuck, then gave. The third spun free into his palm, warm from the pylon's slow flicker, and he set it on the conveyor edge instead of pocketing it, because you put the parts where you can find them, a rule his hands kept even when his head was somewhere else. He lined the three bolts up in a row, biggest to smallest, the way he always did, a small tidy habit that meant I will put this back exactly as it was. The fourth bolt sighed loose. The casing swung wide on its old hinge with a low vvvv, and a breath of trapped air came out, dry and metallic and very old, the smell of a closed thing that had not been opened in longer than the workshop had stood.

Drip's tablet, set on the conveyor edge to watch, threw a clean cyan square onto the floor and began, very quietly, to fill it with text. Patch did not look. His whole self had narrowed to the warm dark inside the casing and the one small wrongness waiting for his thumb.

And there it was, the inside of the save, exactly as he had pictured it: the jammed bracket and the wait-pin seated one degree wrong, the obvious break, the five-minute fix. His chest did the happy thing it always did when a problem turned out as solvable as he had hoped. He reached in. He set the flat of his favorite tool against the wrong-angled pin.

This much pressure, his hands said. One push. There.

#  #  #
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He did not push. Not quite. Not yet.

Because the save chose that moment to flicker its word one more time, right up close, right against the back of his reaching hand, RESTORE?, and this near, this far inside it, he could see what the word was made of.

It was not just light. Down at the bottom of the broken letters, under the corrosion, half-buried in the scarred old metal of the bracket, there was a mark. A faint pressed shape, older than the rust, older than the workshop smell, older, Patch felt the thought arrive without knowing why it mattered, than the workshop had any right to be. He could not read it. It was a groove, a worn curve of a thing, the kind of dent a tool leaves when it seats into the same place ten thousand times.

And the strangest part, the part that made the hair on his arms stand up under the warm amber light, was that the groove looked familiar. Not the way a stranger looks familiar. The way your own handwriting looks familiar on a note you do not remember leaving. He had seen that curve somewhere. He had seen something make that curve. The thought slid away before he could hold it, and he was left with the prickle of it and a sudden, stubborn unwillingness to bury that little worn shape back under a closed bracket where no one would ever see it again.

His tool hovered a hair off the pin.

If he pushed, the pin would seat, the bracket would close, the save would stop crying and go to sleep and put everything back the way it was. He knew that the way he knew his own hands. He just, for no reason he could have named, did not want to close that bracket over that old, worn, half-buried mark.

"Patch." Drip's voice. Tight. Not Drip's ninety-percent voice, the other one, the do-not-delete one. "Patch, wait, my tablet is."

The tablet was flashing. Patch had not looked at it. It sat on the conveyor edge where Drip had set it to watch, and its clean cyan had gone to a blinking amber warning, a line of text Patch was too far inside the casing to read, scrolling once, twice, patient as a wrong answer, while his tool rested one breath from the pin.

RESTORE WILL OVERWRITE. RECORD WILL

The line cut off there. His tool was already in position. And the broken save held its word out into the dark,

RESTORE?

and asked him, very softly, one more time, to fix it.
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Chapter 2: I Can Fix That
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The broken save held its word out one more time, RESTORE?, soft and curling at the end, and Patch Bolt did the thing he had never once been wrong to do. He reached.

His tool found the wait-pin. He set the flat of it just so, the way he had ten thousand times, and it was the most natural thing in the world, more natural than talking. The whole loud uncertain room narrowed to a seam and a pin and the small honest question of which way the wrong thing wanted to turn, and a kind of quiet came over him, a settling, like a room going still when the right person finally walks in. He loved that quiet more than almost anything. He would have told you it was the fixing he loved. It was not, not quite, but he had not found that out yet.

"This much pressure," he murmured to it, soft, so the team would not hear how soft. "There you go. Hold still."

Behind him the team had gone loose and easy in the warm amber light, the way they went when Patch had a tool in a break and the room was his. He could feel them at his back without looking. Moss at the seam, a body-length off, shield low, watching the gaps. Ember somewhere along the stilled belt, reading angles, dry and patient, the blue tool-sword dark, a timing-mark and never anything worse. Brick's pencil whispering at the broken casing. Captain just behind his shoulder, lens narrowed on the work, letting Patch be the one closest to the break because the break was machinery and Patch was the team's hands. The being-the-one-who-could was the warm part, warmer than the fixing, though he would not have said so. It held him up, and so he never looked at it.

"You sure," Ember said, on his other side now, arms loose. Not a warning. Just a question, dry, exact.

"Em, I could do this with my goggles off," said Patch.

"That is not what I asked."

"It is easy," he said, and there was the faintest catch under the easy, because Ember asking you sure was Ember being careful, and careful was for things that were not easy, and Patch did not want this to be a thing that was not easy. "It is a four-move fix. Watch. You will see."

Ember watched. She had a way of not saying things that left room for you to hear yourself, and Patch heard himself say watch, you will see, and felt, for just a second, how much he wanted them to.

And he pushed.

#  #  #
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It worked.

It worked beautifully. The jammed wait-pin gave way under his thumb and seated true, the bracket-arm came up clean and sweet and slotted toward its four good corners, and for one bright instant Patch felt the pure and perfect joy of a thing going right under his fingers, the joy he had built his whole self on. The crooked
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