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Previously: The Rules So Far

Portal Park is safe. Captain Cubemelon and his friends linked six worlds, earned six rules, and closed the door they were not ready to open. The Master Gate stands with six badges lit in a ring (Green Hills, Sand Canyon, Frost Cave, Sky Islands, Mech Workshop, and the Park itself) around one pale, empty seventh slot. The locked arch is still closed, still humming, still marked with a symbol no one can read. And out at the edges of the worlds, fourteen small black-and-green blocks have begun, very quietly, to flicker.

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.

A seventh rule is still waiting to be earned.
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Chapter 1: One Square Wrong
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Drip Byte sat on the low wall by the Master Gate with the tablet balanced on his knees, and he let himself, for one whole evening, be content.

He did not use that word often. Content meant nothing was wrong, and Drip's job was finding the things that were wrong before they grew into the things that hurt. But the screen glowed steady cyan, and every line on it behaved, and the gold light pooled across the park like warm honey, and for once the careful part of him had nothing to do.

Six routes. He scrolled the ledger slowly, the way some people pet a sleeping animal.

GREEN HILLS, linked, labeled, tested. Green check.

SAND CANYON, linked, labeled, tested. Green check.

FROST CAVE, linked, labeled, tested.

SKY ISLANDS, linked. MECH WORKSHOP, linked. And the loop home to Portal Park itself, less a route than a promise: you can always come home.

Six green checks. Drip had drawn each one himself. He had stood at every arch with the Captain on one side and Moss on the other, watched a friend step in and step out and come back the same friend on both ends, and only then tapped the little symbol that meant this is true.

He stopped on the third one. The Green Hills link. The short clean hop from the old table arch into the start of the hill path, fifteen feet of nothing-much that he had tested three times in one afternoon because something about it had felt too easy. He had stamped that one with the most certainty of all of them. It was the safest fifteen feet in the park, and he had built a small private pride on the fact that he had proved it so.

He looked at the green check sitting on it. He felt good.

The comic version, the one people would tell later, would say we saved the park in a single bright breath. The real version was this: a lot of careful walking, a lot of test it again, and now an evening, a wall to sit on, and gold. Drip looked up from the tablet, which was, for him, a rare and difficult thing to do.

The Master Gate rose taller than the trees. Six world-badges sat in a ring around its face, each lit from inside: a green hill, a red canyon, a blue cave, a pale sky, a silver gear, and a violet swirl for the park. Six small suns in a circle.

In the middle of the ring, where a seventh badge should sit, there was a pale slot. Empty. Smooth. It did not glow. It never had. Drip looked at it for exactly as long as he allowed himself, then looked away, because looking at the empty slot too long made his chest feel like a sentence missing its last word.

#  #  #
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"Okay, okay, here's one," said Pip Pop, who had been promising here's one for several minutes. She was upside down on the grass, antenna curled, the little heart on her chest glowing soft pink with the pure joy of an audience. "What do you call a portal that won't stop talking about itself?"

"No," said Ember Slice, not looking up. She turned her blue tool-sword in the light, throwing thin straight lines across the wall. Ember liked straight.

"A self-portal," said Pip.

The silence was shaped exactly like a groan.

"It's a door," Pip explained, delighted. "A door, but it's all about itself."

"We heard it," said Ember.

"You resisted it."

Patch Bolt laughed, which he could not help, and tried to disguise it as a cough, which fooled no one. He sat in a nest of his own tools, polishing a wrench he had already polished, because Patch was happiest with something in his hands and nothing broken. Brick Bloom did not stop sketching. She was drawing the gate, six lights and all, with the kind of patient lines that made a thing look more like itself than a photograph would.

Drip watched them and felt the contentment settle deeper, like a held breath finally let out. This was the part nobody drew. The after part, where the team was just a team, off-duty, warm and safe, and no one had to be brave about anything.

He looked for the Captain, half out of habit. You learned, on this team, to find the Captain in a room. He was the still point everything else moved around.

And there he was, and that, Drip thought, was the strangest, best small thing of all.

Captain Cubemelon sat on the grass with his back to the locked arch. His back to it.

The locked arch stood off to the left of the Master Gate, the way a closed door stands at the edge of a happy kitchen: present, quiet, unmistakably shut. A tall stone curve full of dark, a clean little shape cut into its keystone, half a cube and a line, that Drip had never been able to read and had learned not to ask about. The arch hummed, faintly, always, a sound you only noticed when everything else went quiet. For months the Captain had not been able to keep his lens off it. Tonight he sat with his back against the cool of the gate and his face to the last light, the Gravity Wrench laid across his lap, and he had decided the arch could wait. The wonderful, almost unbelievable thing was that the deciding had held.

"You're staring at me," the Captain said, not opening his lens fully.

"I'm cataloguing you," said Drip. "You're a stable route now too. I'm very proud."

The Captain's mouth did the small thing that, on him, counted as a grin. "Six routes."

"Six routes." Drip could not keep the warmth out of it. He turned the tablet so the Captain could see the long column of green. "Look at that. The whole park pointing at itself correctly. Every door knows where it goes."

He believed it, too. That was the thing he would remember later, with a small wince. That he had held up the screen, shown a friend the green, and believed it all the way.

A little apart, big and quiet, Moss Guard stood with his shield resting against one shoulder, its circular mark glowing low. He was not watching the gold. He was watching the Captain not watch the arch. Something in the heavy green figure eased by one degree.

"Good," Moss said. That was all. The Captain heard it anyway, and his lens warmed a shade, and neither of them said anything else, because they did not need to.

#  #  #
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Drip wandered to the reading table because he could not entirely stop working, even content.

Maplet lay unrolled across it, weighed at the corners with smooth stones, breathing the slow paper-breath of something very old and not quite asleep. Maplet remembered every route the park had ever held, in faded ink and the warm smell of stored sunlight, and tonight Maplet was drowsy and pleased, the way a library is pleased when all its books are home. Drip liked to lay his clean cyan ledger beside the old ink and watch the two agree. New truth, old truth, same lines. It was the most reassuring thing he knew.

"Six routes stable," he said, mostly to himself, smoothing a corner flat. The green checks glowed up off the tablet onto the parchment, six little reflected suns. "All linked. All labeled. All tested. The whole park."

Maplet's surface rippled, slow, the way a face moves toward sleep. A word formed across the worn middle, faint, drowsy, almost too soft to read.

Almost.

Drip's antenna gave a single small twitch. He looked at the word. He looked at the six green checks. He looked back at the word.

"Almost?" he said.

The map did not answer. Maybe it was only sleep-talking. Maps did that here, said the last true thing they had known and then forgot they had said it. The ink drifted back to gray, and the almost faded until Drip could not have sworn it had been there at all. But he felt it sit down in his chest beside the contentment, and refuse to leave. He told himself he would check the routes again before bed. He told himself they would be green.

#  #  #
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He did check them. Three times, in the dark, the column glowing calm at him each time, six green checks, behaving. Almost, the map had said. Maps sleep-talked. He knew that. He knew it all night, lying in the dark with the word on his chest like a small cool stone that refused to be a stone he could put down.

So at the gray edge of morning, when the gold had not yet arrived and the light was still the thin blue of not-quite, Drip came out to the pads tablet first, the way other people came out face first.

The park was quiet. The Master Gate stood over everything with its six suns dimmed to embers and its seventh slot pale as ever. Drip did not look at the slot. He had gotten good at not looking at the slot. He looked at the tablet.

ROUTES: 6. STATUS: STABLE.

"See," he told the screen, quiet, the way you reassure a nervous animal that is actually reassuring you. "Fine. You're all fine."

The screen agreed. The screen always agreed. That was the trouble with screens, though Drip would not learn to call it trouble for a while yet.

He was about to go back inside and pretend he had slept when Blue Blink hopped onto its pad to start the morning test, and Drip, with nothing better to watch, watched.

#  #  #
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Blue Blink was a small glowing tester the size of a fist, blue as the cold part of a flame. It did not have many thoughts. It had one, and it loved it. Step, pause, return. Three little moves that proved a pad still worked. It had done them ten thousand times and would have done ten thousand more and called every one a good day.

It stood at the near edge of the pad. Its light brightened once, a ready pulse. Then it went.

Step. One square forward, a clean small hop onto the next lit tile, the way it had a thousand mornings. The tile lit under it, soft and blue and pleased to be stepped on.

Pause. Blue Blink held there. One beat. Two. The careful part, the part Drip had always privately admired. Solve before you step, the Captain always said, and Blue Blink lived it without being taught.

Return. Blue Blink stepped back.

And came down one square to the left.

#  #  #
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Drip's antenna twitched. It was so small. So small that for one whole second his brain smoothed it over, the way your eye fills in a word it expects to see, and he almost let it go.

But he had watched Blue Blink do this ten thousand times. He knew the shape of it the way you know a friend's walk across a park. Step forward, pause, step back. Back, straight back, onto the tile you left. The same tile, still glowing, right there, holding the warm little dent of where Blue Blink had stood.

Blue Blink had not come down on that tile. It came down beside it, one square left, onto a tile that lit late and surprised, as if it had not expected company. Blue Blink stood on the wrong square with its steady light going on, off, on, not alarmed, not hurt, just faintly, deeply confused, the way you feel when you reach for the last stair and there is not one. It looked down at its own feet. It looked at the tile it had meant to land on, still glowing, empty. It did not understand.

Drip's chest did something cold and quiet, and for half a breath he was not a tech reader at all. He was somebody watching a small careful thing try its hardest and end up one square wrong, through no fault of its own, with no idea why. Oh, he thought. Oh, you poor little thing.

Then the tech reader came back online, because the tech reader was easier.

"Do that again," Drip said.

Blue Blink, of course, did not speak. But it was built to test, and a watching face was as good as an instruction. Step. Pause. Return. One square left. Again.

"Okay," Drip said softly. "Okay. That's not you."

He crouched at the edge of the pad and did the part he was good at, the kneeling-down, the close-looking, the cataloguing, thumbs moving across the tablet. He set it flat on the pad's edge so it could see too, and asked it the question he asked everything.

Is this route correct?

The tablet considered, fans of cyan light moving over the pad, measuring the link the way it had measured everything in the park, faithfully, a thousand times. Then it answered.

ROUTE: CORRECT.

Drip stared at the words. He looked up at Blue Blink, who had just, while he was not watching, returned one square left again. He looked back at the tablet.

ROUTE: CORRECT.

"No," Drip said, to the screen, almost gently. "No, it isn't."

#  #  #
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This was the moment. He did not know it was the moment. Nobody ever does.

But this was it. The small cold place where a careful teal person knelt on a pad in the not-quite light and found, for the first time in his life, a gap between the two things he trusted most. The screen that said correct, and the room that said wrong. He had never had to choose between them. They had always agreed. The tablet was his way of knowing, the way the Captain's lens was the Captain's, and a tool that knows for you is a wonderful thing right up until it tells you a confident lie.

And, this is the part he would wince at later, he sided with the screen.

Not all at once. He logged the mismatch, carefully, time-stamped, because he was too good a record-keeper to pretend he had not seen it. But the believing part of him, the part that decided what was real, reached for the tablet, because the tablet never argued and the morning was cold and he had not slept.

"Ninety percent of the time," he said, to Blue Blink, to himself, "a weird pad is a tired pad. Pads dim. They drift a tile when their light's low. You ran your whole routine before sunup. Of course you came down soft." He built a whole self on percentages. Ninety was a number you could stand on. Ninety meant go back inside.

He almost stood. But Drip Byte was the kind of person who kept the ten percent even when he ignored it. The ten percent was the part of him that found things wrong before they became things that hurt, and it would not let him close the tablet all the way.

He did not have his ledger mark properly yet, not the way it would matter by the end. But this was where it started. He tapped the little symbol he had designed himself and used only on routes he fully trusted, a small cyan log-mark, a circle with a line through its center, that meant this is true. He hovered it over the pad. And stopped.

Because it was not true, was it. The pad said correct and behaved wrong and he did not know which to believe, and the honest answer was I don't know yet, and you could not stamp I don't know yet with a mark that meant this is true. So he drew the log-mark anyway and left it open, uncolored, an outline of a thing instead of the thing itself. Recorded. Not trusted. He did not have a name for that yet. Under the time-stamp, in his own clipped shorthand, he wrote: Pad N-quad: return drifts 1 tile W. Tablet reads CORRECT. Tablet is wrong, or I am. Don't delete. Check at full light.

Don't delete. He underlined it twice without knowing why.

"There you are," he told Blue Blink, soft. "You're in the record. Whatever you're doing, you're not doing it for nothing. Somebody saw."

Blue Blink, who could not understand a word, understood the tone, the way frightened small things do. Its light steadied. Not fixed, still landing one square left when it tried, but steadier, the way you breathe easier when someone finally believes you that the stair was missing.

#  #  #
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Then the first real sun came up over the Master Gate, and the six little badges woke one by one, green, red, blue, pale, silver, violet, and the gold came pouring back into the park, warm as honey, hiding everything small.

Blue Blink brightened in the warmth. It gathered its light, hopeful, certain that now, with the sun in it, it would land true. Step. Pause. Return.

One square left.

It looked down at its feet. It did not understand. And this time, watching it not understand in the full gold light, when the it's-just-the-low-light answer should have been the easiest one to believe and instead lay there in pieces, because the light was high now and the square was still wrong, Drip felt the cold thing in his chest sit up.

"Huh," he said. It was the smallest word. It carried a great deal.

He stood, slow, tablet against his hip, and looked back across the waking park toward the gate, where six green checks glowed up off a long column that said everything was fine. Six routes. All green. All tested. The whole park pointing at itself correctly. And one small blue tester stepping back onto the wrong square, over and over, while a screen called it correct.

He had been ninety percent sure it was the light. He was, he understood, somewhere south of that now. Eighty, maybe. The number was dropping, one square at a time, and he did not like the direction.

"Stay careful," he told Blue Blink. "I'll be back when somebody believes me."

He tucked the tablet under his arm and walked back toward the gate through the new gold, and he did not see, because he was looking at his own thoughts the way he always was, the faint green flicker that ran, just once, along the seam at the pad's western edge. A small tik-krr, there and gone. A square that had no business glowing, glowing for half a heartbeat, as if something tucked just out of sight had heard the word correct and quietly, sadly, agreed to keep being wrong.

Six routes glowed green behind him. He had stamped all six himself, and the third one, the Green Hills link, the proudest check of the lot, he had stamped with the most certainty of all.

One of them, he would learn, would not be true. One square would be wrong, and then another, and then it would come, square by square, for the very check he was surest of.
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Chapter 2: The Blank Bite
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Drip Byte arrived at the reading table already arguing with himself, which was, for Drip, a kind of breakfast.

The Blue Blink thing from the morning, one square left, sat in him like a pebble in a boot. He had checked the pad route four more times after the sun came up. Four. Each time the tablet had shown him the same clean line, step to pause to return, and each time the green check had lit, calm and certain, and each time Drip had told himself: ninety percent. Pads drift. Testers wobble. He had even believed it, mostly.

But ten percent is not nothing, and Drip's whole job was the ten percent. So he did what he always did when his confidence had a draft coming through it. He brought the tablet to Maplet.

"Morning," he said, smoothing a corner of the old parchment flat. The reading table was cool under his hands, the corner stones still holding a little of last night's chill. "I want to lay something next to you. Tell me we agree."

Maplet woke the way old maps wake, not all at once but in patches, ink warming and settling across the worn surface like sun moving over a field. The faded routes brightened one by one.

Drip set the tablet beside the parchment and pulled up the link he had worried at since dawn, the short hop from this very table arch into the start of the Green Hills path. Entrance here. Exit there. A clean cyan line connecting them end to end, with a green check sitting on it like a held breath. His proudest check. The safest fifteen feet in the park.

"There," he said. "Entrance. Exit. One link. I've tested it three times this season. It's the one I trust most." He looked at the old ink for the matching line, the reassurance he came here for, the thing he loved best. New truth and old truth, same lines.

The old line was there. Entrance, glowing faint and sure. Exit, glowing faint and sure.

And between them, where Maplet's ink should have run unbroken from one to the other, nothing.

Not gray. Not faded. Nothing. A patch of the parchment had gone smooth and pale and empty, a little blank island in the middle of a route the map had known for years, as if someone had taken a clean eraser to exactly that span and lifted the road right off the page.

Drip's antenna twitched once, hard.

"Huh," he said.

He was very proud, later, that the first thing he said was huh and not something with more confidence in it.

#  #  #
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He looked at his tablet. Cyan line, unbroken, entrance to exit. Green check.

He looked at the map. Entrance, exit, and between them a blank bite.

He looked at his tablet again, because surely the looking had been the problem, surely he had misread his own screen. He had not. The link was perfect. The link was correct. Every pixel of it agreed with every other pixel. The tablet did not wobble, the tablet did not get tired, and the tablet had never, in all the days Drip had carried it, been wrong about a link.

"That's not possible," Drip said quietly.

Maplet's surface rippled. The ink near the blank patch gathered itself, drifted inward toward the empty span, and could not fill it, the way your tongue finds the gap where a tooth used to be and keeps finding it. A few faint letters formed at the edge of the white. They were not a label. They were a question.

Why did the map forget the middle?

Drip read it twice. The second time it landed lower, somewhere under his rotor, in the place where almost had sat down two evenings ago and refused to leave.

"You didn't forget it," he told the map, surprised by how much he wanted that to be true. "I have it right here. Look. The whole middle. It's fine."

He turned the tablet toward the parchment, the way you turn a photo toward someone to prove a memory. The green check glowed up off the screen and onto the blank patch, six pixels of cyan certainty laid across the empty white.

The map did not take it. The blank stayed blank.

A link can look right, Drip thought, and did not yet know he was thinking the truest sentence of the whole season, and the map can still refuse to trust it.
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