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Chapter 1: The Up Portal
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The team had been on Sky Islands for one breath, and Pip Pop was already in the air.

He had not planned to be. He had planned, very seriously, on the walk through the portal, to scout before he announced and to wait before he moved. He had repeated the plan to himself the way you repeat a song you do not want to forget. Then his boots touched the floating grass, the sign over the platform read FALLING RESET ENABLED in clean white letters, and his whole round face went up with the words.

"Captain," he said. "Captain. The sign."

"I see it."

"It says FALLING RESET ENABLED."

"It does."

"That is the best sign I have ever read in any world ever built."

"You have not read very many signs, Pip."

"That is also true, and it is still the best one."

The letters slid a half square left, a quarter back, then settled where they had started. The slide had a shape. The shape was wind. Pip did not know that yet. He knew the letters were good letters and the grass was good grass and somewhere off the edge there were balloons, and a place with balloons and a falling-is-fine sign was, by every measurement his small pink body could take, the greatest place ever made.

The air smelled like the five minutes before a summer storm. Not a warning. A quality. Sky-air doing sky-air things.

"I live here now," he announced.

His voice came out higher than he meant. He had not meant to announce anything. Announcements went after the scout. Captain had said so in three worlds. Scout first, announce after. Pip had heard the rule. He had even said it in his head on the way in. But the sign was bright and the morning was big and one announcement could not cost anyone a thing.

This was the part Pip did not understand yet, the part the sky was about to teach him with great patience and no cruelty. His feet were a separate country with their own government, and they had bounced him through fourteen years of worlds before his head could vote, and every time the bounce had been a joke and the joke had been the point, and no one had ever shown him the bill until the bill came due in the middle of the sky.

The bill was not due this morning. This morning the feet only leaned.

They leaned toward a blue fan pad set into the grass, a small painted arrow on it pointing straight up. The fan pad was a good color. The fan pad was waiting. His feet leaned, and his head, which was supposed to be in charge, watched the feet lean and tried to recall whether it had approved the motion.

"Together," Captain said, "can include enthusiastic previews. It does not include solo launches."

Captain Cubemelon's lens, the small blue cyber goggle on the left of his cube head, turned a half-tick. A full click meant worried. A half-tick meant paying attention. Pip had spent a lot of time learning the difference. He rocked his weight back onto his heels. Still ready. A little less ready.

In Captain's other hand, the Gravity Wrench hummed against his palm, low and even, the way it had hummed since Green Hills Lab. The hum did not float off the way the rest of the morning seemed to want to. It stayed down. It held the ground steady under Captain even where there was barely ground.

A small white cloud drifted down toward them. Two dot eyes. A half-circle mouth. It moved with the air, not against it.

"Welcome to Sky Islands," the cloud said. "I am Cloudle. Please enjoy your visit. Please anchor your save. Please do not confuse safe falling with useful falling."

"Falling," Pip said. "She said falling."

"She said three pleases," Drip said. "Pip. Three of them."

"I heard falling."

"You heard one word out of the third please."

"Was it the important word?"

"That is what we are about to find out."

Cloudle did not repeat the warning. Clouds who repeat polite warnings only teach builders to stop hearing them. The other words drifted out the back of Pip's head, and only falling stuck, the way a burr sticks to a sock.

Then the wind lifted him off his feet.

Not a strong wind. A polite one. Sky Islands gusts were almost always polite the first time, the way a host is polite before deciding what kind of visitor you are. This gust decided Pip was the kind who wanted a ride. It slid under his pink suit, found the place where his small body curved away from the grass, and lifted him with neat, practiced efficiency.

The efficiency surprised him. The gust did not lift him sideways or forward. It got under his center and went straight up, the way something does when it has done the job a long time. He spun once, twice, three times. He waved at the team. The wave was already a habit, the part of him that remembered everyone even when the rest of him forgot to remember anything. The wave went out, and he vanished below the edge of the island with a long bright "Wheeeee."

A blink later he popped back onto the start pad.

Not a thud. Not a click. The pop was the sound of a small pink body set back exactly where it belonged by a system that knew exactly where that was. The grass did not bend. His suit did not ripple. He was simply where he had been, plus three seconds of being somewhere else.

"Again," he whispered.

He whispered it the way you whisper a wish you do not quite expect to be granted. His pink hands were already lifting toward the fan pad. His feet had not received the news that the trip had been a problem. His feet had received different news entirely, which was that the trip had been wonderful.

#  #  #
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Moss Guard had not moved.

He stood at the edge with one large hand flat on the grass before he leaned to look over it. The hand was a brace. He braced before he looked, because bracing first was the whole difference between a careful look and a long fall. He had taught the habit to himself a long time ago, before there were teammates to teach it to. Habits stayed around longer than the situations that built them.

Far below, the clouds spread soft and endless and nowhere near close enough to land on.

"No one lives over an edge until we understand the edge," Moss said.

"That is what makes it an edge," Pip said, and his feet leaned again.

This time Captain caught him. The grip closed on the small fabric loop sewn into the back of Pip's suit, firm enough to hold, gentle enough not to bruise. Captain had been catching small bouncers all day, all week, across all the worlds, until catching had become a skill he sometimes wished he had less use for. The loop had been earned the hard way, the first night in Green Hills Lab, when Captain had scrabbled for somewhere to grab and found nothing.

"We test together," Captain said.

"I know," Pip said. "I am working on it."

"That is good."

Drip crouched by the open toolbox at the team's feet. He had meant to scan the wind. The toolbox lid was up from when Patch had been hunting earlier, and Drip's eye went down into it the way other people's eyes went to a watch. Drip counted tools the way other people counted seconds.

He started to file the breeze's texture, then stopped himself. Frost Cave had taught him that filing first was sometimes a habit and not a help. He looked at the team. Fine. He looked at the world. The world was the world. He let it be both before he let himself look back into the box.

Brick already had her sketchpad out. She mixed a color in her head and did not paint it yet. Anchored green. She tucked the name into the corner of her notebook in her smallest hand, a curl on the f, a hook on the p, the writing only the island was meant to read.

"Forty islands," Patch said. He had his measuring tool in his hand, the one with the worn handle and the small notch he had filed into the side on his second day. Patch collected measuring tools the way Pip collected bounces. His head measured things even when his hands were still.

"Forty?" Drip looked up.

"That I can count from here. Probably more."

"Some of them are not actually there," Brick said.

She had seen it first. Painters notice when a thing is not quite present. She pointed at an island in the middle distance, a green shape that did not hold still in the eye.

"That one is not stable. It comes and goes."

"In what pattern?" Drip asked.

"Roughly every six seconds."

Drip's tablet beeped on its own. The tablet, calibrated in Frost Cave to listen before it scanned, had noticed too. It put a small label on the wavering island. AS-IF.

"As-if islands," Drip said. "That is what the tablet calls them. As if they are there. Partly real. Partly draft."

"How many?" Captain asked.

Drip scanned the sky. The scan came back busy. He held the number a moment, the way you hold a number you do not love.

"About half of what we can see flickers."

"Half of Sky Islands is draft."

"Roughly."

Captain's lens clicked one full notch, into worried, then eased back to the half-tick. He had spent half a day in a draft scene once. He did not want to spend another. He filed the worry where Pip could not see it and kept his voice level.

Pip heard the part where Moss had said no one lives over an edge, and the part where the tablet said half the world was a draft, and a small new thing happened in his chest. The word falling, which had always been the fun word, the word for the part of bouncing where you rode the air for a second before landing, turned over in him and showed a different side. Falling, all by itself, with no landing attached, was a longer word. It went on. It did not end at the grass.

He did not have anywhere to put that, so he tucked it into the small inside pocket of his suit, the one where he kept his bounce-toy, the one where the day's noticings went. The pocket felt a little heavier with the word in it. He would find it later.

#  #  #
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He turned away from the fan pad.

It cost him something to do it. The fan pad was blue and the arrow pointed up and the whole machine of it was practically begging. He turned anyway. He took one careful step backward. He set his pink hands behind his back, which was the small dull lever his head had lately learned to pull, and his feet, outvoted for once, settled flat on the grass.

The grass held him. He held the grass. It was the smallest agreement on Sky Islands, and he was, for the first time in fourteen years of bouncing, one half of it instead of a thing the world had to keep catching.

He kept his other hand in the pocket, near the bounce-toy without taking it out. The bounce-toy was the size of a marble and it bounced against his palm where no one could see, and that was the whole trick of it: a bounce that did not leave the ground, a fun that did not cost the team a thing. One pink stripe, one white stripe, a small scratch from a hard patience-moment in Sand Canyon. He did not squeeze it. He only knew it was there. Knowing it was there helped.

The wind came again. Three steady, then a gust, then three steady. He felt it on the back of his neck where his suit ended, and he noticed it came from the same direction as the first one. He had no tablet to log it. So he tucked the noticing in beside the falling word. The pocket was getting busy.

The gust had a personality. Polite the first time, less polite the second, exactly the same on the third. It did not change with how he reacted to it. It came when it came. It did not care about him. He had never once been treated as not-the-center before, and he turned the feeling over, and it did not feel bad. It felt true.

"Pip," Captain said.

"Yes."

"You are standing very still."

"I am working on it."

"That is good."

"Is it?"

"It is."

Pip tried not to feel proud about standing still. Pride about standing still was a sneaky feeling. It made standing still feel like a thing you had finished, which made you want to stop. Pride was an enemy of patience. He had not known that this morning. He knew it now.

He turned away from the fan pad. He set his pink hands behind his back. He waited.

He was very bad at waiting.

#  #  #
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Chapter 2: Cloudle
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Cloudle drifted close, slow, the way she did everything.

She did not push the air. The air pushed her. The drift had three speeds. Fast was moving with the wind. Slow was holding still against it. Stopped was Cloudle deciding to be a fixed point in the sky. The team was about to see all three.

Pip Pop watched her come and noticed something before he noticed her face. She bulged. The bulge had two flavors. When she was about to say a polite thing, her body rounded out on the left. When she was about to say a true thing, it flattened out on the right. He had studied faces his whole life. Bulges were a new field. He suspected, watching, that he was going to be good at bulges.

"Welcome," Cloudle said. "First time?"

"First time," Brick said.

The left side rounded. "You have six islands to visit and link. The main island, where you landed, is your start pad. The other five hold the anchors. Anchors are the things you plant your save into. The anchors stabilize the world."

The right side flattened. "Without anchors, the world fragments."

"Fragments how?" Drip asked.

"It splits. Into different versions of the same place. We call them save fragments. They look almost like the main world. They are not."

"How do we keep from fragmenting?"

"By anchoring each island in the right order."

"What is the right order?"

"You will figure it out."

"That is a Sandbox kind of answer," Drip said.

"It is the only kind I have."

The right-side bulge swelled when she said it. Drip filed the bulge. He was beginning to read Cloudle as a helpful weather system, and helpful weather systems did not lie. They simply could not say everything they knew. Their job was to be polite, present, and a little tired. The tiredness was the part Drip watched. Cloudle had been a cloud a long time, and the length showed in the slow drift and the long pauses. His tablet seemed a young thing beside her, and it beeped, polite, in agreement.

Pip bounced once on his toes before he caught himself. "Where is the first anchor?"

"On the second island. The one to the east."

The east, Pip noted, was a direction he had not used much. He had used up, and forward, and that way. Directions had mattered less when you bounced. Walking was different. Walking went one direction at a time, and it made you learn the direction you were going. He tucked east into the pocket.

"Falling," he said. "She keeps not saying falling. Cloudle. Can we fall across?"

"You can fall across. Falling resets you to your last anchor. If your last anchor is the start pad, falling brings you here. So you can fall as many times as you want, and the world will keep returning you. Until."

"Until?"

"Until the world realizes you are doing it on purpose, and starts splitting the save."

"So falling is safe," Pip said, "until it is not."

"Yes."

"How many falls until it is not?"

Cloudle considered. Her shape did the polite-then-true thing, left first, then right, and she gave him the number plainly, the way you hand a child something sharp by the handle.

"Three. Maybe four. Then the world treats you as a fragment-causer, and gives you a slightly different version of the island each time you come back."

This was the thing Pip would spend the day learning by living it. Falling did not hurt you in Sky Islands; falling only sent you home, until you did it carelessly enough times that the world stopped being sure which home was yours, and Cloudle had said the number plainly: three falls, maybe four, and then the sky started keeping the wrong ones.

"What changes?" Drip asked.

"Small things first. A missing crate. A different sign. A tool in the wrong place. The bigger the fragmentation, the bigger the change. Eventually you come back to a version with a different team in it. Or no team. Or a team that does not remember you."

Pip heard that, and it was the first thing all morning that did not sound like fun. A tool in the wrong place. He thought of the toolbox at Drip's feet and did not know why. A team that does not remember you. He had been waved at and caught and teased and reminded all day, and he had not once stopped to think that being remembered was a thing that could stop. It had never occurred to him that he could be forgotten by the people he loved. It occurred to him now, and it did not go back where it came from. He put a hand behind his back. The other hand found the pocket, found the small marble shape of the bounce-toy without taking it out, and stayed there.

The cave's old whisper of unsaved moved in Drip's chest. The word was different. The feeling was the same. He had carried that whisper out of Frost Cave the way a person carries cold out of a freezer, and it had warmed a little but had not gone. There was no icon on his tablet for it. The tablet logged words and approximated feelings, a curved line for worry, a straight one for steady, a wavy one for unclear. There was no shape for unsaved. It would have been a shape the tablet did not know how to draw.

"That is worse trouble than Frost Cave," Drip said.

"Yes."

"And we navigate it with Pip Pop."

Cloudle looked at Pip. Pip looked at Cloudle.

"Hi," Pip said.

"Hi," Cloudle said.

"I am Pip Pop. I bounce. Also I have been working on not bouncing."

"That is good."

He had a bigger thing he had been planning to say, something loud about being important to the day. He felt it come up his throat, and then he looked at the bulges, the tired patient bulges of someone who had greeted a long line of builders and would greet more, and the loud thing did not fit the moment. He set it down.

He lowered his voice instead, to the smallest version of it, the one he usually saved for telling himself jokes during quiet parts. "Hi, Cloudle," he whispered. "I am Pip Pop. I am here to learn things."

The whisper felt right. It said I am paying attention. It said I will not disturb the work. It was a Cloudle-sized voice for a Cloudle conversation.

"That is also good," Cloudle said.

#  #  #
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She drifted higher, slow, with the air.

Pip watched her go and felt a small confusing thing that was not quite jealousy but lived next door to it. Some characters had been built to do the thing they did. Other characters, by which he meant himself, had been built to do a thing they kept having to work on.

Cloudle was built to be a cloud. She had not been working on it. She had simply done it, all her life, the way grass did grass. Pip had been built to bounce, which his body did without being asked. Today he was being asked to not-bounce, which his body had not been built for at all. The two jobs lived together in the same small pink suit, and the fit was tight.

The tightness was not bad. It was a working tightness, the way a glove is tight on a working hand. He had been a loose-fit character his whole life, bouncing inside himself the way a small thing bounces inside a big box. The not-bouncing made him fit the suit. He felt it on his shoulders. He felt the seams at his sides. He felt the loop on the back where Captain caught him. He and the suit were the same shape, briefly, in a way they had not been before.

He suspected Cloudle had a working shape too, even though she looked like she did not work. Her work was being a cloud. She was tired the way long-time workers are tired, the kind that does not stop them showing up. He respected the tired. He had not respected tired before today, because tired had been a thing his teammates got and he did not. He was starting to get tired himself, a little, from all the standing still. He suspected he would respect his own by evening.

"All right, team," Cloudle called from above. "Take a moment. Look at the layout. Plan your first jump. Do not skip the anchor." She paused, and the left side rounded, polite. "And try to keep an eye on Pip Pop."

"Cloudle," Pip said, with great dignity, "I am working on it."

"I believe you," she said.

"You do?"

"I believe you are working on it."

That, Pip noticed, was a careful and specific thing to say. It was not quite the same as I believe you. It had a smaller, truer shape to it. He put it in the pocket and decided to think about it later.

#  #  #
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The team did the thing Cloudle had told them to do. They took a moment.

Captain went to the edge and looked east, where Bert's island floated higher, a wooden ladder hanging from one corner. Patch crouched and ran the measuring tool along the grass. Same height as Green Hills Lab grass, except this rooted into something that was not soil, and he could not figure out what. He filed grass without dirt in a corner of his head.

Brick sketched. The start pad as a soft green circle. Bert's island as a brown rectangle with a balloon on top. The five anchor islands as numbered circles. The flickering islands as dotted ones with a small wavy mark beside each, the mark she had invented in Frost Cave for cracked ice.

Ember stood at the edge and did not move. She was the one who most wanted to move, so she had picked the spot that took the most holding still. Ember was learning, slowly, that picking the hardest spot for herself was easier than waiting somewhere comfortable. Behind her, Moss stood close enough that if she leaned he could set one heavy hand on her shoulder. He did not. The hand, available, was enough.

Pip watched them work without joining in. The watching was strange. It had no bounce in it. It had an itch in it, the bounce-want, always there, the way a
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