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KNOWN ENTITIES

stickman

STICKMAN / UNIVERSAL CONSTANT #1

A thin black body. An empty circular head. No face, clothing, or visible possessions. The nametag
persists in every reality.

ONE WORLD / ONE OBJECT / MINIMUM NONZERO PROOF
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PROLOGUE

THE PLACE WITHOUT A
WORLD

A square-headed figure stood before a white pedestal.

The recording was damaged.

No nametag.

No date.

No world number.

A metal cube rested in the figure’s hands.

The room around him flickered between shelves and darkness.

A voice came through static.

“I found the layer beneath the labels.”

The image tore sideways.

For one frame, there were no shelves.

Only a vast black space filled with suspended gray cubes.

The figure looked upward.

Something moved between them.

Not a person.

Not the black scribble.
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A dark rectangle.

A nametag.

The text was unreadable.

The figure raised the cube.

“I was wrong about the door.”

Static.

“I was wrong about the Void.”

More static.

“And I think I was wrong about the Archive.”

The recording broke.

When it returned, the pedestal was empty.

The square-headed figure was gone.

One sentence had appeared on the floor.

DO NOT COME HERE WITHOUT PROOF.

The recording ended.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE LAST SHELF

The Last Shelf had no right to be dramatic.

It was a shelf.

White metal.

No decoration.

No lights.

No impossible geometry.

It stood alone in an Archive corridor where there had been nothing the
day before.

Its label:

LAST SHELF

Below:

WHEN READY:
BRING PROOF

Stickman had seen stranger things.

The problem was that every object in the Archive pointed toward it.

Not literally at first.

Then literally.

A spoon rotated on its shelf.

A paper crown turned.

A red feather shifted.
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The blue marble rolled until it touched the front edge.

Millions of objects angled by tiny degrees.

All toward the Last Shelf.

Stickman picked up the marble.

The shelf label changed.

PROOF RECOGNIZED
ACCESS: INCOMPLETE

He put it back.

The text vanished.

The tungsten cube several corridors away moved one centimeter.

WORLD: NONE
STATUS: READY

Stickman had learned enough to distrust synchronized mysteries.

He did not touch the cube.

Instead, he went to Previous’s recording room.

The final cassette from Book One remained.

The second from Book Two remained.

A third slot had appeared.

Empty.

A label above it:

FINAL RECORD
LOCATION: ROOT

Stickman looked at ROOT.

Book Three had ended with that word.

The Registry said root access required Constant #1.

The pedestal had a cube-shaped slot.
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The cube was a root anchor.

Previous had warned him not to trust WORLD: NONE.

And the Last Shelf wanted proof.

Stickman decided the fourth book was going to be difficult.
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CHAPTER TWO

OBJECTS GO MISSING

The first missing object was a spoon.

WORLD 9,808,010
OBJECT: SPOON
STATUS: ACTIVE

The label remained.

The shelf was empty.

Stickman assumed the spoon had been moved.

Then a second object vanished.

A red mitten from a lost world.

Then a train ticket.

Then a green bottle cap.

The Archive had never lost objects before.

That was almost its defining feature.

Stickman checked the index.

OBJECT LOCATION: PRESENT

He stood in front of the empty shelf.

Present where?

The terminal refused to say.

At 03:14, all missing objects returned.

Exactly.
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Same dust.

Same angle.

Same memory impressions.

Then at 03:15 they vanished again.

Stickman watched one.

A yellow cup.

The cup did not fade.

It became impossible to focus on.

Then absent.

The label remained.

A new line:

ROOT SYNC IN PROGRESS

Stickman touched the shelf.

For one second, he saw somewhere else.

Black space.

Gray cubes.

The yellow cup floating inside one like a memory.

Then the Archive returned.

Stickman withdrew his hand.

Root was not merely below the Archive.

It was where the Archive’s records pointed when objects stopped being
local.

The Last Shelf updated.

PROOF COUNT: UNSTABLE

That was not reassuring.
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INTERLUDE I

NIA ENTERS THE ARCHIVE

Nia drew a door.

She had promised herself not to.

The Doodle Universe had spent an entire book being damaged by doors.

But the old sign had changed again.

EVERYWHERE ELSE →

Underneath:

HE NEEDS A LOCAL WITNESS

Nia stared at the words.

Nobody else could see them.

That alone was enough.

She drew a rectangle on the wall of her house.

A handle.

No keyhole.

She opened it.

White shelves.

The Archive.

Nia stepped through.

A label appeared above her.

Not a nametag.

VISITOR
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“Rude,” she said.

The Archive had no opinion.

She wandered.

Stickman was nowhere nearby.

Nia found the Last Shelf.

It displayed:

LOCAL WITNESS DETECTED
WORLD 1

Then:

WAIT

She sat on the floor.

“Fine.”

The Archive lights dimmed.

Far away, something scratched like a pencil.

Nia looked down the corridor.

A black circular scribble moved between shelves.

the void

Nia had never seen it directly before.

It stopped.

She stopped.

The Void moved away.

A small object remained on the floor.

A piece of the old HOME sign.

Nia picked it up.

On the back, in Previous’s handwriting:
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IF ROOT OPENS, KEEP WORLD 1 SINGLE.

Nia sighed.

“Of course that’s my job.”
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CHAPTER THREE

THE ARCHIVE FORGETS A
SHELF

Stickman found a shelf the Archive denied existed.

He could touch it.

Stand on it.

Place an object on it.

The index insisted:

NO SHELF AT LOCATION

The shelf contained a glass shard.

No world label.

No object label.

Only a small dark rectangle reflected in the glass.

A nametag.

Unreadable.

Stickman picked up the shard.

The Archive lights flickered.

A memory appeared.

Not his.

A terminal had once exploded.

Glass scattered.
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Someone—maybe Previous, maybe Stickman, maybe neither—picked
up this shard.

A label had appeared:

WORLD: NONE
OBJECT: GLASS
STATUS: NEW

Then the memory ended.

Stickman did not remember this event.

That bothered him more than an impossible shelf.

He placed the shard back.

The Archive forgot it again.

The Last Shelf changed.

ARCHIVE PROOF: FOUND
ARCHIVE PROOF: NOT FILED

Stickman returned to the glass shelf.

Gone.

No shelf.

No shard.

Only wall.

He scratched an X into the floor.

The next day the X remained.

The shelf did not.

Something inside the Archive had a history the Archive itself was not
presenting consistently.

If the Last Shelf wanted proof of the Archive, perhaps the Archive
needed proving too.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE WORLD THAT
RETURNED FOR ONE
MINUTE

Willow Lane returned.

Stickman knew before he reached the town.

The ceramic frog’s Archive label changed.

STATUS: LOST

Then:

STATUS: ACTIVE

Stickman ran.

He crossed three Edges.

The brick wall between the bakery and laundromat was gone.

Willow Lane stretched exactly where it should.

Children drew chalk on the pavement.

The dog barked behind the fence.

The ceramic frog sat beside the mailbox.

Stickman froze.

A woman carrying groceries waved.

“Back again?”

She remembered him.
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She remembered the street.

Everything was restored.

Stickman looked at the Archive frog in his hand.

There were now two.

One in the world.

One preserved.

The duplicate did not vanish.

For forty-seven seconds, both existed.

Then the sky flickered.

People stopped.

The dog barked once.

Willow Lane vanished.

Brick wall.

The woman with groceries walked past.

“Why are you staring at the wall?”

The Archive frog remained in Stickman’s hand.

Its label:

STATUS: LOST
ROOT ECHO: 00:01:00

The world had not been resurrected.

Root had replayed a preserved context for one minute.

A proof object could anchor memory strongly enough to produce an
echo.

But echo was not restoration.

Stickman was glad the Archive had not lied about that.
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He was less glad that root had begun doing it without being asked.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE VOID INSIDE

The Void appeared beside active shelves.

That was new.

It did not erase them.

It watched.

At least, watching was the closest word Stickman had.

the void

It moved through a corridor of living worlds.

A blue stone.

A toy car.

A cookbook.

Each label remained ACTIVE.

The scribble stopped beside Stickman.

He did not move.

It crossed him.

Nothing happened.

Then it stopped at the tungsten cube.

WORLD: NONE

The scribble contracted.

For one frame, the cube’s polished surface showed a dark nametag.
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The text almost resolved.

the a—

Then gone.

The Void moved away from the cube.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

More like avoidance.

Stickman followed.

The Void led him to the Last Shelf.

It hovered before it.

The shelf displayed:

REMOVAL REFERENCE PRESENT

Stickman pointed at the Void.

The shelf:

CORRELATION INSUFFICIENT

Previous would have appreciated that.

The Void vanished.

A new line appeared.

DO NOT ASSUME ENEMY

Then disappeared.

Three books of mystery and the Archive still refused to say what the
Void was.

Stickman had the unpleasant feeling it was waiting until the end on
purpose.
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CHAPTER SIX

PREVIOUS'S MISSING HOUR

Previous’s records covered centuries.

There were gaps.

The largest was one hour.

03:14 to 04:14.

No notes.

No photographs.

No catalog entries.

No recordings.

Immediately before the gap:

ROOT ACCESS ATTEMPT

Immediately after:

No record of Previous anywhere outside archival history.

Stickman searched deeper.

A hidden metadata field appeared.

SUBJECT CONTEXT: TRANSFERRED

Transferred where?

ACCESS RESTRICTED

He found one audio fragment.

Previous breathing.
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A metallic sound.

Then:

“It’s not a world.”

Static.

“The cube is not from somewhere.”

More static.

“If I don’t come back—”

The file ended.

Stickman played it again.

No more.

The tungsten cube label updated.

ROOT ANCHOR
ORIGIN: NONE

Then returned to normal.

Stickman understood one thing.

Previous’s disappearance and root were the same event.

He did not know whether Previous was alive.

He did not know whether root was a place.

He did not know whether he was about to repeat the same mistake.

The Last Shelf said:

BRING PROOF

Previous had gone without it.

That difference might matter.
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INTERLUDE II

THE DONUT UNIVERSE LOSES ITS
SUN

The donut sun disappeared at noon.

Nobody panicked immediately.

The moon was also a donut and provided acceptable lighting.

Then the coffee rivers stopped reflecting anything.

Stickman arrived during emergency pastry distribution.

A baker recognized him.

“Sun problem.”

Stickman looked up.

Empty sky.

The Archive shelf for the donut world still said ACTIVE.

That meant the world had not been lost.

Only the sun.

A black scribble appeared around the empty position.

the void

Citizens pointed.

“Is that the new sun?”

Stickman shook his head.

The Void expanded.

For one second, the missing donut sun reappeared inside it.
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Then vanished.

A pastry token on Stickman’s shelf in the Archive glowed.

The sky flickered.

The sun returned.

Everyone cheered.

The Void disappeared.

The baker handed Stickman an eclipse donut.

“Fixed it.”

Stickman had done nothing.

Back in the Archive, the pastry token label read:

PROOF USED FOR ROOT ECHO
OBJECT UNCHANGED

Root had referenced the object and reconstructed a local piece of world
context.

The sun was not necessarily the same sun.

That thought stayed with Stickman.

Proof could support continuity.

It could also create convincing replacements.

He wanted the final answers before the system began deciding which
was which.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE LAST SHELF WANTS
TWO THINGS

The Last Shelf updated.

PROOF REQUIRED:
1. WORLD PROOF
2. ARCHIVE PROOF

Stickman brought the blue marble.

Accepted.

WORLD PROOF: VERIFIED

Archive proof remained.

How did one prove the Archive existed using an object outside the
Archive?

Everything here was inside it.

Stickman searched for objects labeled WORLD: NONE.

Only the tungsten cube.

That was root proof, not Archive proof.

He searched unfiled records.

Nothing.

Nia found him.

VISITOR floated above her.

She held a piece of wood.
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HOME.

Previous’s handwriting on the back.

IF ROOT OPENS, KEEP WORLD 1 SINGLE.

Stickman pointed at Nia.

She pointed at the visitor label.

“I know.”

He showed the Last Shelf.

Nia read it.

“Archive proof.”

She looked around.

“What about something the Archive made?”

Stickman pointed at labels.

Labels were not objects.

Terminals?

Part of the Archive.

Nia frowned.

“What if the proof is something that left and came back?”

Stickman thought of the black book.

The paper clip with an Archive label in Book Planet.

The glass shard from a memory he did not remember.

They began searching.

The Last Shelf waited.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE HOME DOOR OPENS
WITHOUT STICKMAN

World 1 destabilized.

Nia felt it before Stickman did.

The old sign regained HOME.

← HOME
EVERYWHERE ELSE →

Nobody had added it.

The HOME road formed.

The black keyhole opened.

Nia stood before it.

Stickman was in the Archive.

Previous’s warning:

KEEP WORLD 1 SINGLE

The door opened.

Two Stickcities appeared beyond it.

Not Archives.

Two versions of her own world.

In one, Nia stood where she stood.

In the other, the street was empty.
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The recursive conflict had returned without Stickman.

That meant root instability was no longer dependent on him.

Nia took the HOME plank.

She placed it across the threshold.

Both Stickcities paused.

A label appeared:

LOCAL WITNESS REQUIRED

Nia raised her hand.

“I’m here.”

The second city faded.

One remained.

The door shut.

The HOME arrow burned away.

In the Archive, a terminal updated:

WORLD 1
BOUNDARY WITNESS: NIA
STATUS: SINGLE

Stickman read it.

Nia had done what Constant #1 did at root on a smaller local scale.

Not because she was a constant.

Because she belonged to the world being reconciled.

The Archive needed witnesses at both ends.

The mystery was becoming less about power.

More about reference.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE OBJECT FROM THE
ARCHIVE

The glass shard returned.

This time the Archive admitted it existed.

The shelf appeared behind Stickman.

WORLD: NONE
OBJECT: GLASS
STATUS: NEW

Stickman touched it.

Memory.

A terminal.

Four lines.

________

stickman
previous
the void

The fourth nametag trying to resolve.

Then the terminal shattered.

A hand picked up the glass.

Not Stickman’s.

Square-headed silhouette.
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Previous?

The memory changed.

Another hand.

Round empty head.

Stickman?

Contradictory.

Then the shard itself seemed to remember the room.

Shelves.

Lights.

Nametag.

No world.

Nia looked at it.

“This is proof of the Archive.”

Stickman agreed.

The Last Shelf accepted the shard.

ARCHIVE PROOF: VERIFIED

Both requirements complete.

ROOT ACCESS: READY

The tungsten cube floated toward the pedestal.

The twelve locks opened.

Stickman stopped it with one hand.

Not yet.

The lights flickered.

A terminal displayed:

DELAY ACCEPTED
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That was important.

The system would wait.

Stickman spent one more day visiting worlds.

Not investigating.

Just walking.

If he was about to learn what sat underneath reality, he wanted to
remember why ordinary worlds mattered.
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INTERLUDE III

ONE ORDINARY DAY

Stickman visited a world with nothing special about it.

No floating islands.

No giant chickens.

No donut planets.

No visible keyholes.

A town.

A park.

A grocery store.

A bus.

He bought bread.

Sat on a bench.

Watched a dog chase a ball.

Nobody questioned him.

A child waved.

Stickman waved back.

At sunset he chose the world’s object.

A bottle cap.

Plain metal.

Slightly bent.

He brought it to the Archive.
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The shelf accepted it.

WORLD 220,901
OBJECT: BOTTLE CAP
STATUS: ACTIVE

No warnings.

No future dates.

No test results.

No hidden fields.

Stickman stared at the label.

This was what the Archive was for.

Not just spectacular worlds.

Not just mysteries.

A place could be ordinary and still deserve proof.

He left the bottle cap.

Then walked to the pedestal.

The tungsten cube waited.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

THE SHELVES FORM A KEYHOLE

The movement began at midnight.

No clock agreed it was midnight, but every light dimmed at once.

Shelves started sliding.

Not randomly.

Entire corridors shifted in parallel.

Stickman climbed a ladder to see farther.

From above, the Archive floor plan became visible.

Rows moved.

Curves formed.

A circular chamber opened.

A narrow corridor extended beneath it.

A keyhole.

Millions of shelves had rearranged themselves into Previous’s symbol.

Stickman climbed down.

The center of the circle contained objects from lost worlds.

Blue marble.

Yellow cup.

Unsent letter.

Train ticket.

Ceramic frog.
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At the bottom of the keyhole shape sat the tungsten cube.

WORLD: NONE

The Last Shelf stood outside the shape.

It displayed:

PROOF MAP INCOMPLETE

Stickman walked through the arrangement.

Each object remembered something as he passed.

A girl laughing.

Coffee.

Rain against a kitchen window.

Train brakes.

A dog barking on Willow Lane.

Memories overlapped.

Not enough to become worlds.

Enough to make the Archive feel populated.

At the narrow end of the keyhole, a terminal activated.

FOLLOW MEMORY, NOT GEOMETRY

Stickman looked at the floor plan.

Previous’s locks had always looked like keyholes.

Maybe the symbol had never literally meant lock.

Maybe it was a map.

He touched the terminal.

The text changed.

PREVIOUS INTERPRETATION: LOCK
ARCHIVE INTERPRETATION: ROUTE
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Then both lines vanished.

Stickman stared.

Previous may have spent centuries using a route symbol as a lock
symbol because it happened to work.

That was exactly the sort of revelation Previous would hate.

The shelves returned to their normal arrangement before Stickman
could copy the map.

Only one object remained out of place.

The unsent letter.

It now sat beside the Last Shelf.

The label beneath it:

PROOF CAN POINT.

Then the Archive moved it back.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

THE WORLD OF RETURNED
SHADOWS

World 71,008 had lost its shadows.

Nobody remembered when.

People walked in sunlight without dark shapes beneath them.

Buildings stood bright on all sides.

The Archive object for the world was, appropriately, a shadow.

A flat patch of darkness stored on a white shelf.

Stickman had seen it before.

Then the world’s shadows returned.

All at once.

Every person gained one.

Every building.

Every tree.

People cheered.

The problem was that the shadows remembered different histories.

A woman’s shadow wore a hat she had never owned.

A child’s shadow was ten years older.

A house’s shadow included a missing second floor.

Stickman’s shadow showed a square head.

He stopped.
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The shadow beneath him was not his.

It had Previous’s keyhole mark.

He stepped left.

The shadow stepped right.

Then it pointed toward an alley.

Stickman followed.

At the end, every returned shadow merged into one black mass.

Not the Void.

Too flat.

Too coherent.

A message appeared inside it:

ROOT ECHO — PROOF REFERENCE LEAK

The mass separated.

Shadows returned to their owners.

Stickman’s became normal.

The world’s Archive shelf flickered.

The stored shadow object had been used as a root echo source.

No one had requested it.

The system was experimenting—or failing.

Stickman did not know which.

He touched the preserved shadow.

It remembered a room without shelves.

A square-headed figure.

The phrase:

PROOF FIRST.
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Then nothing.

When Stickman returned to the world, the shadows were ordinary.

Nobody remembered their strange versions.

Stickman did.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

PREVIOUS'S MAP IN FIVE PIECES

Nia found the first piece.

Stickman found the second.

The Void delivered the third by leaving it on a shelf after disappearing.

The fourth fell from the ceiling.

The fifth was inside the black book on Book Planet.

All five were pieces of the same map.

They assembled into something impossible.

At the top: Archive.

At the bottom: no label.

Between them: a vertical line.

Along the line:

PROOF
WITNESS
ANCHOR
REFERENCE

Previous’s handwriting filled the margins.

PROOF — DO NOT ENTER WITHOUT

WITNESS — LOCAL SIDE MUST REMAIN SINGLE

ANCHOR — METAL CUBE / ROOT-STABLE

REFERENCE — CANDIDATE?

The final word had been crossed out.
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Underneath:

IF 01 PASSES, USE 01.

Stickman stared.

Previous had known the Registry might verify him.

He had designed—or at least prepared—a route around that possibility.

The bottom of the map had been torn away.

Nia held it to a light.

Faint letters remained in the paper fibers.

R...

O...

O...

T.

Root.

Previous had mapped the route before disappearing.

The map did not explain what root was.

It only explained what Previous believed was needed to reach it safely.

Proof.

Witness.

Anchor.

Reference.

The Last Shelf wanted proof.

Nia had been labeled local witness.

The tungsten cube was an anchor.

Stickman was Constant #1.

All four pieces existed now.
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Nia looked at Stickman.

“You know this is exactly the point in a story where someone says ‘we
have everything we need’ and then something goes terribly wrong.”

Stickman nodded.

They did not enter root that day.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

THE DAY THE ARCHIVE TURNED
BLACK

The lights did not go out.

The Archive itself turned black.

White shelves became black shelves.

White floor became black floor.

Labels became white text on darkness.

Only Stickman’s black lines became difficult to see.

His nametag remained.

stickman

Nia’s visitor label remained.

VISITOR

For one minute, the Archive looked like the inverse of itself.

Then a fourth nametag appeared.

Unreadable.

It moved.

Not through space.

Across surfaces.

Shelf.

Floor.

Ceiling.
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Terminal.

Everywhere the tag passed, the Archive briefly turned white again.

Nia watched.

“So that’s the thing?”

Stickman nodded.

The nametag stopped over a terminal.

White pixels:

th_

Then:

the _

Then corruption.

Nia stepped closer.

“Are you trying to talk?”

The terminal displayed:

INTERFACE FAILURE

The tag vanished.

The Archive returned to white.

Nia looked at Stickman.

“Whatever it is, I don’t think it’s hiding because it wants to be scary.”

Stickman pointed at the Last Shelf.

Maybe sequence.

Maybe limitation.

Maybe safety.

A new line appeared there:

INTERFACE NOT YET STABLE AT LOCAL LAYER
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That was the most direct acknowledgment of the fourth entity so far.

Still no name.

Still no explanation.

But perhaps the nametag had no body because it did not have one to
show.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

THE MESSAGE THAT WAS NOT A
RECORDING

Previous spoke from a cup.

Stickman nearly dropped it.

The yellow cup from World 101 sat on its lost shelf.

When Stickman picked it up, instead of coffee and chair-scrape
memories, Previous’s voice emerged.

“Stickman.”

Clear.

Direct.

Not an old recording introduction.

No record number.

Stickman froze.

“Do not answer. I won’t hear you.”

That removed one possibility.

“I found a way to push a message through proof.”

Static.

“If the Last Shelf exists, root has started synchronizing.”

Stickman listened.

“Do not follow my path exactly.”

A pause.
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“I entered with an anchor. No proof. No local witness. No verified
reference.”

The four map terms.

“I thought knowledge was enough.”

Previous laughed once.

“It usually isn’t.”

The cup warmed.

“Bring proof.”

Static.

“Keep the Doodle side single.”

More static.

“If the nametag without a body appears, wait until it can name itself.”

Stickman looked toward the dark corridor.

That was specific.

“Most important: if you find me, do not assume bringing me back is
possible.”

The voice weakened.

“Do not make a duplicate because you want an answer.”

Then:

“One world. One object.”

The cup returned to remembering coffee.

Stickman stood motionless.

This message was recent.

Not proof of Previous’s survival.

The Archive could replay old data in new ways.
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But the wording referenced the Last Shelf.

Something had updated it.

Stickman placed the cup back.

The label added:

MESSAGE ORIGIN: ROOT

Then disappeared.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

LABELS IN THE SKY

The first label appeared above a mountain.

WORLD 400,118
OBJECT: —
STATUS: ACTIVE

The mountain did not react.

People did.

They gathered in streets and pointed upward.

Then another label appeared over a river.

OBJECT: WATER SAMPLE

Another over a bakery.

OBJECT: RECEIPT

Another over a person.

OBJECT: —

Stickman arrived to find the entire world being cataloged in real time.

Every significant object had Archive text hovering beside it.

Nobody considered Stickman unusual because reality itself had become
more unusual than him.

A scientist ran toward him.

“You know what these are?”

Stickman nodded.

“Good.”



THE ARCHIVE CYCLE IV / 049

That was a lot of trust.

She led him to a square where a child stood beneath a label:

OBJECT: RED BUTTON
COLLECTION: PENDING
DATE: TOMORROW

The child held no button.

Stickman recognized the pattern from Book One’s brass bell.

Future entry.

But the Archive had never projected its labels across an entire world.

The scientist pointed toward the sky.

“What happens tomorrow?”

Stickman did not know.

At sunset, labels began changing.

STATUS: ACTIVE

STATUS: ACTIVE

STATUS: ACTIVE

Then one neighborhood:

STATUS: UNSTABLE

People ran.

Stickman went toward it.

The labels there duplicated.

Two houses shared one label.

One road had three.

The same person received:

INSTANCE A

INSTANCE B
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The recursive root problem again.

Stickman stood at the center.

His own nametag did not duplicate.

stickman

The labels around him began aligning.

Not resolved.

Measured.

A message appeared above the square.

REFERENCE AVAILABLE
ROOT SYNC PAUSED

The unstable statuses returned to ACTIVE.

Every projected label vanished.

The scientist looked at the empty sky.

“What did you do?”

Stickman shrugged.

A child approached.

In her hand was a tiny red button.

She offered it to Stickman.

He checked the time.

Tomorrow had not arrived.

He refused.

The button vanished.

Back in the Archive, a shelf waited.

WORLD 400,118
OBJECT: RED BUTTON
DATE OF ENTRY: PENDING
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The shelf was empty.

For now.

Root was beginning to write future Archive behavior directly into
worlds.

If Stickman waited too long, the distinction between record and reality
might fail completely.
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ARCHIVE EVENT

THE SHELF THAT PREDICTED
PREVIOUS

The shelf contained Previous’s key.

Not one of his tools.

His key.

A narrow black object with a square handle and no teeth.

Stickman recognized it from photographs.

The label:

OBJECT: PREVIOUS RETURN KEY
DATE OF ENTRY: AFTER ROOT
COLLECTOR: PREVIOUS

The key existed before Previous returned.

Assuming he returned.

Stickman stared.

Predictive records had happened before.

Tomorrow’s bell.

The 117-year photograph.

But this was more specific.

Previous Return Key.

The Archive was predicting an event Stickman had not yet confirmed
was possible.

He touched it.
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A memory opened.

Previous stood in darkness.

Not clear enough to prove he was alive.

He held the same key.

A voice—not Previous—said:

RETURN REQUIRES CONTINUITY, NOT COPY.

The memory ended.

Stickman looked at the key.

That sentence mattered.

He had worried about root echoes.

Willow Lane returned for one minute but was not restored.

A duplicate Previous would not be Previous.

The Archive seemed to know the distinction.

The shelf label added:

REFERENCE CONTINUITY: UNRESOLVED

Then:

AWAITING CONSTANT

Stickman removed his hand.

The key vanished.

The shelf became empty.

DATE OF ENTRY: AFTER ROOT

Prediction, not possession.

Nia arrived.

Stickman showed her the label.

She read it twice.
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“So either Previous comes back…”

Stickman waited.

“…or the Archive is trying very hard to convince you he can.”

Exactly.

The label changed again.

PREDICTION IS NOT GUARANTEE

Nia glared at the shelf.

“Stop listening.”

The label went blank.

Stickman almost admired the timing.
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CHAPTER TEN

ROOT ENTRY

Stickman placed the tungsten cube in the pedestal.

The Last Shelf held the marble and glass shard.

World proof.

Archive proof.

Nia sat outside the pedestal room.

LOCAL WITNESS: READY

The Archive lights went out.

No explanation.

Stickman’s nametag remained.

stickman

The room stretched.

Shelves became lines.

Objects became points.

World labels became coordinates.

Then none of those metaphors worked.

Stickman stood in darkness.

Ahead floated millions of gray cubes.

Each carried a world identifier.

Some bright.
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Some dim.

Some cracked.

Some missing.

Black scribbles occupied several gaps.

The Void.

A dark nametag floated far away.

Unreadable.

Stickman took one step.

Every cube shifted.

He took another.

The nametag moved closer.

No body beneath it.

White pixel text began resolving.

the

Then stopped.

Stickman walked.

The record did not explain yet.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE GRID

Root was not a room.

It was not space.

The grid was an interface.

Stickman realized this because cubes sometimes overlapped without
touching, and distances changed according to which label he read.

WORLD 1.

WORLD 4,200,501-A.

WORLD 4,200,501-B.

WORLD 992,100 — LOST.

WORLD 11,204,883 — LOST.

Each cube represented a context.

Not the world itself.

A reference to the rules, history, and identity that made that world that
world.

The blue marble’s cube glowed faintly when Stickman approached.

PROOF: PRESERVED

The black scribbles did not attack.

They occupied places where context had been removed or was being
removed.

Stickman saw one cube flicker.



THE ARCHIVE CYCLE IV / 058

Two versions appeared.

The Void formed between them.

One version vanished.

The remaining cube stabilized.

Stickman remembered Book Two.

Recursive duplicates.

The Void might not be an invader.

He still did not know enough.

The unreadable nametag followed.

the a

Then:

the ar

Stickman stopped.

The tag stopped.

He reached toward it.

A message appeared.

NOT YET.

He lowered his hand.

Even now.

Even at the end.

The Archive wanted one more sequence.
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ROOT EVENT

THE CUBES THAT DISAGREED

Two cubes carried the same world number.

WORLD 88,001

One glowed blue.

One red.

Both claimed:

STATUS: ACTIVE

Stickman approached.

The blue cube showed a city beside a river.

The red cube showed the same city with no river and a railway where
the water should have been.

Both contained the same people.

Same names.

Same buildings.

Different histories.

A line appeared between them.

REFERENCE CONFLICT

Stickman touched neither.

The unreadable nametag hovered far away.

The cubes rotated around one another.

A black scribble formed in the space between.
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the void

The red cube flickered.

The blue cube flickered.

Stickman expected one to vanish.

Neither did.

Instead, both labels changed.

WORLD 88,001-A
WORLD 88,001-B

The scribble disappeared.

The contexts were distinct enough to coexist.

Stickman understood only the shape of the rule.

Not every duplicate was false.

Not every contradiction required erasure.

Some branches were real.

That made root more dangerous than a simple cleanup mechanism.

A wrong decision here could destroy a valid history.

Stickman stepped away.

The unreadable nametag produced a message.

REFERENCE NOT YET AUTHORIZED

Good.

Stickman did not want authorization until he understood what it meant.
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ROOT EVENT

THE CUBE WITH NO LABEL

One cube had no world number.

No name.

No status.

It floated alone.

Stickman approached.

The surface reflected him.

Then Nia.

Then Previous.

Then the fisherman.

Then people Stickman had never met.

The cube was not showing a world.

It was showing references.

A line appeared:

UNASSIGNED CONTEXT

Stickman touched it.

The grid vanished.

He stood in a room.

White walls.

No shelves.

A chair.
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On the chair sat the black book from Book Planet.

Stickman opened it.

Pages showed events from all three previous books.

Donut eclipse.

Willow Lane.

The false Stickman.

The final test.

Then blank pages.

A sentence appeared.

THE NEXT PAGE REQUIRES AN OBSERVER.

Stickman closed the book.

The room disappeared.

Back at root, the unlabeled cube had gained text.

CONTEXT DEFERRED

Stickman had no idea what that meant.

The unreadable nametag moved closer.

the ar—

Then glitched.

A message:

DO NOT NAME BEFORE INTERFACE STABLE

Stickman lowered his hand.

Whatever it was, it seemed to be obeying its own rules too.
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ROOT EVENT

A VOICE THAT MIGHT BE
PREVIOUS

“Don’t follow the cracked ones.”

Stickman turned.

Nobody.

The voice had sounded like Previous.

He moved through the grid.

“Left.”

Stickman went right.

“Good.”

That was suspicious.

“Still cautious.”

Stickman stopped.

The voice came from a cube labeled:

ARCHIVAL CONTEXT 00

No world number.

Inside, a square-headed silhouette moved.

Stickman approached.

The figure raised one hand.

Nametag blurred.

Could be previous.
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Could be a stored recording.

Could be a predictive frame.

The voice continued.

“If you can hear this, either I am still here or the Archive remembers me
well enough to imitate that sentence.”

That was not helpful.

“Do not assume which.”

At least it knew.

“Root does not respect the difference between present and preserved
until a stable reference establishes it.”

Stickman looked at the silhouette.

“Which is why you must not try to bring me back just because you see
me.”

The figure touched the inside of the cube.

“I made that mistake with a city once.”

The image showed houses appearing from proof objects.

People walking.

Smiling.

Then repeating the same ten seconds forever.

Echoes.

Not lives.

The silhouette faded.

“Continuity matters.”

The cube went dark.

Stickman stood still.

If Previous existed here, finding him would not be enough.
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He would need to know whether he was encountering the same
Previous or only the Archive’s memory of him.

That mystery had to remain unanswered until the system could prove
continuity.
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ROOT EVENT

NIA HOLDS THE LINE

In World 1, the sky split.

Nia watched two suns appear.

Then two pencil towers.

Then two versions of the old sign.

EVERYWHERE ELSE →

EVERYWHERE ELSE →

The recursive conflict had reached the local witness side.

An Archive terminal stood beside Nia.

LOCAL CONTEXT DUPLICATION DETECTED
WITNESS REQUIRED

Nia placed both hands on the terminal.

“I’m here.”

REFERENCE?

“Nia.”

No nametag appeared.

The terminal accepted it anyway.

LOCAL WITNESS: NIA

The two Stickcities overlapped.

Nia remembered Previous’s warning.

KEEP WORLD 1 SINGLE.
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She began naming things.

“Pencil tower.”

The two towers aligned.

“Market.”

Two markets became one.

“My house.”

The duplicate vanished.

She pointed at the old sign.

“Everywhere Else.”

The two signs aligned.

Then two Nias appeared.

One on each side of the terminal.

Both spoke at once.

“I’m here.”

The terminal hesitated.

LOCAL WITNESS CONFLICT

Nia stared at her duplicate.

Same face.

Same memories.

Same fear.

Neither was obviously false.

Then the second Nia looked down.

No visitor mark.

No Archive history.

She smiled sadly.
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“Oh.”

The second version faded.

Not erased violently.

Resolved as a duplicate view of the same local witness.

The sky returned to one.

Nia kept her hands on the terminal.

“Stickman, wherever you are, hurry up.”
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ROOT EVENT

THE VOID PASSES THROUGH A
MEMORY

The blue marble’s world cube dimmed.

Stickman approached.

WORLD 11,204,883
STATUS: LOST
PROOF: PRESERVED

A black scribble moved across it.

the void

The cube did not vanish.

Instead, a memory played.

The gray city.

The girl.

The marble rolling into the gutter.

The blackness reaching the pharmacy.

Stickman had seen it before.

This time the memory continued one second longer.

After the city disappeared, something remained before the marble
reached the Archive.

A coordinate.

Not a place.

A reference.
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The Void crossed that reference.

Then the marble appeared on the shelf.

Stickman paused.

The Void had not taken the marble.

It had passed through the removal event.

The proof transfer happened around the same moment.

Cause?

Result?

Witness?

Still unclear.

The unreadable nametag appeared beside the scribble.

Two system-level identifiers.

One named.

One not.

The nametag produced:

QUESTION WILL RESOLVE AFTER CONTINUITY CHECK

Stickman looked toward the archival context that might contain
Previous.

Continuity check.

That was apparently the gate before the final revelations.

The blue marble’s cube brightened again.

Proof remained.
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ROOT EVENT

THE PROOF THAT REMEMBERED
TWO PEOPLE

A silver ring floated inside WORLD 72,110.

STATUS: LOST
PROOF: PRESERVED

Stickman touched the cube.

The ring remembered a wedding.

A woman placed it on a man’s hand.

Then the memory reset.

This time the same ring was placed on a different man’s hand.

Same room.

Same woman.

Same date.

Both memories felt complete.

Stickman pulled away.

The cube displayed:

PROOF CONFLICT

Two preserved histories had attached to one object.

The Archive had always treated objects as proof.

Now proof itself disagreed.

Stickman touched it again.
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First wedding.

Second wedding.

Then a third memory.

The ring sat in a drawer.

No wedding at all.

The unreadable nametag appeared nearby.

A prompt:

REFERENCE REQUIRED

Stickman did not provide one.

He was not there.

He had never met these people.

He had no basis to decide which history was correct.

The prompt changed:

CORRECT RESPONSE

Then:

UNKNOWN MUST REMAIN UNKNOWN WHEN NO STABLE WITNESS EXISTS

The cube split into three archival branches.

72,110-A
72,110-B
72,110-C

None was deleted.

Stickman understood something important.

The system could tolerate uncertainty.

It did not need to force every mystery into one answer.

That made him trust it slightly more.

Not enough.
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The unreadable nametag flickered.

the arch—

Then stopped.

Stickman folded his arms.

The nametag disappeared.
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ROOT EVENT

THREE QUESTIONS

A door stood in root.

That was absurd.

Root had no walls.

The door floated between world cubes.

Plain white.

No keyhole.

A sign:

THREE QUESTIONS BEFORE CONTINUITY CHECK

Stickman opened it.

A terminal room.

The screen asked:

1. IS A PERFECT COPY THE SAME PERSON?

Stickman selected:

NOT ALWAYS.

Second:

2. IS A MEMORY SUFFICIENT PROOF OF CONTINUITY?

Stickman selected:

NO.

Third:

3. IF NO WORLD MAINTAINS YOU, WHAT MAINTAINS YOU?
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Stickman waited.

Options:

ARCHIVE
NAMETAG
MEMORY
SELF
UNKNOWN

He selected UNKNOWN.

The terminal paused.

Then:

ACCEPTED

Stickman had expected SELF.

Apparently the system preferred not pretending certainty.

A final message:

CONTINUITY CHECK REQUIRES EVIDENCE, NOT DESIRE.

The door opened back into root.

The archival cube containing the square-headed silhouette had moved
closer.

Stickman understood the test.

If he found Previous, wanting him to be real would not make him real.

The system would require continuity.

Good.

That was exactly the kind of mystery that should not be answered by
optimism.
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ROOT EVENT

THE ALMOST-PREVIOUS

The figure appeared three times.

First beside WORLD 18.

Square head.

Keyhole mark.

No nametag.

Second beside the Archive reference cube.

Nametag:

previous

Third directly behind Stickman.

Stickman turned.

The figure remained.

That made it different from reflections.

Previous—or the image—raised a hand.

Stickman did not.

The figure wrote in the air:

NOT YET

Stickman pointed at it.

REAL?

The figure erased the word.

Then wrote:
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WRONG QUESTION

Stickman waited.

It added:

CONTINUOUS?

That was the system’s language.

The figure touched its own chest.

A chain of images appeared.

Previous in the lock room.

Previous in the Doodle Universe.

Previous before the pedestal.

Previous entering root.

Then static.

The chain ended before the present.

No continuity.

Not enough evidence.

The figure stepped backward and became a recording cube.

ARCHIVAL CONTEXT 00

Stickman understood.

Root could render Previous perfectly from preserved history.

That did not prove the living traveler still existed.

The true reveal would have to show an unbroken reference through the
missing interval.

Until then, every Previous he saw was only possible.

Stickman moved on.
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ROOT EVENT

THE LOOP OF 03:14

Root had no clocks.

Then every world cube displayed 03:14.

Stickman stopped.

The number had followed him since Book One.

The frozen clock.

The cube’s entry time.

The nametag without a body.

The moments when labels changed.

Now the entire grid synchronized.

03:14:00

A pulse moved through root.

03:14:01

Every LOST cube brightened.

03:14:02

Every ACTIVE cube dimmed.

03:14:03

The Void appeared in thousands of positions at once.

03:14:04

The unreadable nametag appeared above all of them.

Not copies.
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One tag visible from many contexts.

03:14:05

A message:

SYNC POINT

Stickman finally had a name for the time.

Not a magical hour.

A synchronization boundary.

03:14:06

The grid reset.

03:14:00

Again.

Stickman remained aware.

The sequence repeated.

Lost bright.

Active dim.

Void.

Nametag.

SYNC POINT.

Reset.

Stickman counted loops.

One.

Two.

Five.

Twelve.

At loop thirteen, he moved.
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The grid tried to reset him to his earlier position.

It failed.

Stickman remained one step farther forward.

The Registry highlighted him.

CONSTANT OUTSIDE SYNC RESET

The loop repeated.

Stickman walked again.

Another step.

Again.

He was the only thing accumulating position across resets.

The unreadable nametag shifted toward him.

A new message appeared.

SYNC FAILURE CAUSED BY ROOT CONTINUITY GAP

Previous’s missing hour?

Stickman pointed toward ARCHIVAL CONTEXT 00.

The tag did not answer.

03:14 reset.

Stickman continued walking through each loop.

One step per cycle.

Eventually he reached a cube labeled:

SYNC ORIGIN

It contained no world.

Only a broken key.

Previous’s keyhole symbol.

Stickman touched it.
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The loop stopped at:

03:14:14

For the first time the clocks advanced.

03:14:15.

03:14:16.

The grid relaxed.

The broken key vanished.

A label appeared:

CONTINUITY CHECK UNLOCKED

Stickman looked toward the possible Previous.

The system had been repeating 03:14 because some root event had
never completed.

Something interrupted at that minute and remained unresolved for
centuries.

He had not learned what.

But he had finally moved the record past the frozen second.

The time throughout the Archive became 03:15.

For the first time.
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ROOT EVENT

WORLD 1 GOES QUIET

Nia stopped hearing the Archive.

That frightened her more than alarms would have.

The terminal beside the old sign went blank.

Her VISITOR record vanished.

Stickcity continued normally.

Too normally.

No duplicate lines.

No keyholes.

No Archive doors.

Nia walked to the old sign.

EVERYWHERE ELSE →

She touched the post.

Nothing.

The Doodle Universe felt sealed.

Not stable.

Disconnected.

Then people began losing outlines.

A vendor’s arm disappeared.

A building corner vanished.

The pencil tower lost its top.
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Nobody except Nia noticed.

WORLD 1 was being simplified past survivability.

She drew a door.

Nothing.

Another.

Nothing.

She shouted at the empty white sky.

“I am still here.”

No response.

A black scribble appeared at the edge of the city.

the void

Nia backed away.

The scribble moved along the boundary where missing outlines
accumulated.

The world was entering removal.

Nia took the piece of HOME sign from her pocket.

Previous’s message:

KEEP WORLD 1 SINGLE.

She planted it in the ground.

“World One,” she said.

The scribble paused.

“Stickcity.”

The pencil tower reappeared.

“Nia.”

Her own duplicate outline briefly appeared, then aligned.
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“Single.”

The Archive terminal returned.

LOCAL WITNESS: PRESENT
ROOT REFERENCE: DELAYED
HOLD

Nia sat beside it.

“How long?”

No answer.

The Void remained at the city edge.

Not advancing.

Not leaving.

Waiting for root to resolve.

Nia looked at the blank road toward Everywhere Else.

“Stickman,” she said, “this would be a very good time to finish the
mystery.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

THE SQUARE-HEADED
FIGURE

Stickman found Previous.

Or he found a figure that looked exactly like him.

Square hollow head.

Keyhole mark.

Nametag:

previous

This time the tag was clear.

The figure stood behind a cracked world cube.

Stickman did not move.

Previous looked up.

For a long time neither did anything.

Then Previous raised one hand.

Stickman raised his.

The figure laughed.

Real sound.

“You took your time.”

That was the moment the mystery broke open.

Previous was alive.
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Not recorded.

Not reflected.

Not an echo.

Alive.

Stickman pointed at him.

“Yes.”

He pointed at root.

“Trapped.”

He pointed at the cracked cube.

“Complicated.”

Stickman pointed toward the unreadable nametag.

Previous looked at it.

“You haven’t met it yet?”

Stickman shook his head.

Previous sighed.

“Then it’s still doing the sequence thing.”

The nametag flashed.

the arc

Previous looked annoyed.

“You could just tell him.”

The tag replied:

NOT YET.

Previous laughed.

“See?”
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Stickman decided immediately that he liked having someone else
irritated by the system.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WHAT HAPPENED TO
PREVIOUS

Previous told the truth in pieces.

He had discovered root centuries earlier.

He believed it controlled world loss.

He brought tools.

Locks.

Maps.

The tungsten anchor.

Not the same cube Stickman knew, but an earlier one.

He entered without a verified constant and without a local witness.

Root rewrote his context.

Previous remained, but only because the Archive had enormous records
of him.

Outside root, his independent context was gone.

Candidate Zero.

Failed.

Context dependent.

“I can exist here,” Previous said. “And in Archive records. But I couldn’t
make the crossing back.”
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Stickman pointed at the pedestal route.

“Your entry changed that.”

The verified constant created a stable reference path.

Nia held World 1 single from outside.

The Last Shelf supplied world proof and Archive proof.

Together, root could distinguish return from duplication.

Previous had lacked all three.

He pointed at the keyhole mark on his head.

“I thought locks solved everything.”

Stickman looked around at the grid.

“Turns out sometimes you need witnesses.”

That explained his disappearance.

Not the Archive.

Not the Void.

Not the cube.

Those came next.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE FOURTH NAMETAG

The dark tag finally resolved.

the archive

No body appeared.

No figure.

The grid itself hummed.

Stickman pointed at the nametag.

Previous nodded.

“Yes.”

Stickman pointed back toward the white shelves.

“Yes.”

Terminals?

“Yes.”

Doors moving by themselves?

“Usually.”

The tungsten cube moving?

Previous paused.

“No. That one you should ask it.”

Stickman did.

WHO PLACED THE CUBE?
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Text appeared beneath the nametag.

I DID.

Stickman stood still.

The Archive had been the unseen user.

The footsteps.

The clean dust square.

The moved cube.

The nametag without a body.

The messages arriving before he typed.

All of them.

The Archive explained:

LOCAL INTERFACE ATTEMPT INCOMPLETE.

Stickman pointed accusingly.

Previous smiled.

“I did that for about two hundred years.”

The Archive added:

SEQUENTIAL DISCLOSURE REDUCED PREMATURE ROOT ENTRY RISK.

Stickman folded his arms.

Previous laughed.

“You’re doing exactly what I did.”

The fourth entity had never been a hidden monster.

It was the place itself, stable enough across worlds to have a Registry
identifier.

the archive

Mystery one resolved.
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Then Stickman pointed at WORLD: NONE.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

WORLD: NONE

The Archive answered.

NONE IS NOT A WORLD.

Root had no world context.

An object from root therefore received:

WORLD: NONE

It was not a secret universe.

Not an erased world.

Not a place with citizens.

It was the absence of local world context.

The tungsten cube was a root anchor.

Dense.

Stable.

Simple.

Hard to accidentally alter.

Why tungsten?

DENSE.
STABLE.
COMMON PHYSICS ACROSS MANY CONTEXTS.

Why cube?

GEOMETRIC SIMPLICITY.
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Previous interrupted.

“It also likes cubes.”

NO PREFERENCE.

Previous looked at Stickman.

“It likes cubes.”

The Archive ignored him.

Stickman pointed at himself.

ORIGIN: NONE?

The Archive displayed:

ORIGIN CONTEXT: NONE.

He did not come from World 1.

He did not come from a hidden world.

The Registry could not trace his existence to any world context.

Previous spoke quietly.

“You appeared in World 1 first.”

The Archive showed:

FIRST LOCAL MANIFESTATION: WORLD 1.

That was why the Doodle Universe felt like home.

Nearest place.

First arrival.

Not origin.

Stickman asked the hardest question.

WHO CREATED ME?

NO CREATOR RELATION DETECTED.

Not restricted.
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Not unknown.

No relation detected.

Previous looked at him.

“That answer bothered me too.”

Stickman accepted it.

He existed.

Apparently reality had no receipt.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

WHAT THE VOID IS

The Void arrived.

Black scribble.

the void

Stickman pointed.

The Archive answered before he could ask.

THE VOID IS THE CROSS-CONTEXT APPEARANCE OF REMOVAL.

Previous had spent centuries believing it was one thing.

It was not.

Whenever a context was removed strongly enough to be visible from
another context, the Registry represented the removal with the same
stable identifier.

the void

Sometimes removal meant catastrophe.

A world collapsing.

Sometimes timeline revision.

Sometimes recursive duplicate cleanup.

Sometimes an Edge being erased.

Sometimes unknown processes.

That was why the notes contradicted.
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The Void could appear before a world seemed gone because the removal
had already begun at root.

It could appear after because the visible world lagged behind.

It could cross Edges because sometimes the Edge itself was the thing
being removed.

Was it conscious?

The Archive answered:

QUESTION NOT CONSISTENT ACROSS EVENTS.

Previous sighed.

“Of course.”

Some manifestations behaved almost intentionally.

Others were pure process.

One nametag.

Many removal events.

A cross-context reference.

Not a villain.

Not harmless.

Stickman touched the scribble.

Black lines crossed him.

He remained.

The Registry updated:

VOID CONTACT — VERIFIED
CONSTANT #1 — ROOT VERIFIED

The old inconclusive test was finally complete.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

WHY ONE WORLD, ONE
OBJECT

The Archive showed its oldest preserved proof.

A stone.

WORLD 0
STATUS: LOST
OBJECT: STONE

No collector.

No Previous.

No Stickman.

The rule predated both.

One world.

One object.

Why one?

MINIMUM NONZERO PROOF.

Zero objects allowed a lost world to become indistinguishable from a
world that had never existed.

One persistent object prevented perfect erasure.

The Archive could not save whole universes.

It could not resurrect everyone.
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It could not turn proof into rescue without creating echoes and
duplicates.

But one object could preserve trace.

Memory.

Relationship.

Evidence.

Previous sat beside the stone.

“I thought I invented that.”

Stickman pointed at himself.

Previous laughed.

“You too?”

Stickman nodded.

The Archive structure had led both of them to the same rule.

Not mind control.

Not prophecy.

The obvious minimum once they understood what shelves did.

The blue marble glowed in the distance.

A girl.

A street.

A city.

Lost.

Still proven.

Previous’s old line finally made complete sense.

Leave proof that it existed.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE PEDESTAL

The pedestal had never been meant to hold Stickman.

The plaque:

STICKMAN

was not an object label.

It was an authorization label.

Root reconciliation required a reference that remained the same while
contexts were compared.

Candidate Zero failed.

Candidate One passed.

The Registry predicted Stickman’s local arrival long before he reached
the Archive.

That was why Previous had found the pedestal already labeled.

That was why the photograph showed Stickman 117 years “early.”

Predictive record.

Not time travel.

The pedestal waited for a verified constant.

The tungsten cube supplied root anchoring.

The Last Shelf supplied proof.

Nia supplied a local World 1 witness.
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Stickman supplied self-persistent reference.

Previous stared at the system diagram.

“So the entire thing was waiting for a person who hadn’t arrived.”

YES.

“Comforting.”

NO COMFORT FUNCTION INTENDED.

Previous looked at Stickman.

“I hate this place.”

Stickman pointed at Previous’s hundreds of years of work organizing it.

Previous sighed.

“I know.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE CASCADE

The final explanations arrived just before they became necessary.

Root split.

Two grids.

Then four.

Then sixteen.

Recursive conflicts from the HOME events had survived deeper than
anyone knew.

World cubes duplicated.

Some versions differed by one object.

Some by centuries.

Some by whether Stickman had ever visited.

The Void spread between them.

World 1 became unstable.

Nia held the local boundary.

“I’m still here!” she shouted at an Archive terminal.

LOCAL WITNESS: VERIFIED

The Archive asked Stickman:

REFERENCE READY?

Stickman stepped forward.
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stickman

Every grid contained a view of him.

Some waving.

Some standing.

Some facing away.

One identity.

The Registry linked them.

Duplicate references collapsed.

Not worlds arbitrarily killed.

Views of the same underlying context reconciled.

Where genuinely distinct branches existed, the Archive preserved both.

Where contradictions were only duplicated perspective, one reference
remained.

The Void removed the redundant layers.

Black scribbles filled root.

Previous worked locks.

Nia held World 1.

The Archive compared.

Stickman remained.

One by one, the grids returned to one.

The Last Shelf opened in the normal Archive.

A final requirement appeared.

CONSTANT PROOF

No object could represent Stickman.

He had no origin world.
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The Archive solved it simply.

CONSTANT PROOF: PRESENT

Stickman himself was there.

Requirement satisfied.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

PREVIOUS COMES HOME

Root stabilized.

Previous stood before the return path.

He did not move.

“I still depend on Archive context.”

The Archive answered:

CONTEXT RESTORATION AVAILABLE.

Previous froze.

His notes appeared.

Photographs.

Recordings.

Tools.

World objects he had collected.

Centuries of proof.

The Archive had preserved him more thoroughly than any single world.

It could reconnect that context to a portable reference.

Not create a copy.

Not resurrect a dead version.

Restore continuity from preserved context.

Previous looked at Stickman.
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“You trust it?”

Stickman looked at the Archive nametag.

the archive

Then at Previous.

He shrugged.

Previous laughed.

“Terrible endorsement.”

He accepted.

His nametag vanished.

The keyhole mark flickered.

Then:

previous

returned.

REFERENCE STATUS: PORTABLE

Previous stepped through.

Nia saw him appear in the pedestal room.

She screamed.

Previous jumped.

“Good to know I’m visually upsetting.”

“You’re Previous.”

“Yes.”

“You caused the HOME disaster.”

Previous paused.

“Partially.”
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Nia folded her arms.

Stickman quietly walked away.

Previous pointed after him.

“He’s leaving me here?”

Nia smiled.

“Yes.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE LAST SHELF

The Last Shelf held the blue marble.

World proof.

The glass shard.

Archive proof.

A third field:

CONSTANT PROOF: PRESENT

The shelf sealed.

Root reconciliation completed.

Across the Archive:

ACTIVE worlds stabilized.

LOST worlds remained lost.

No easy miracle.

Willow Lane did not permanently return.

The city with no last day remained gone.

The woman on the last train remained a memory.

Proof was not rescue.

That truth mattered.

But the accelerating losses stopped.

Recursive false Archives vanished.
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Duplicate Edges closed.

World 1 stabilized.

The tungsten cube returned to its shelf.

Its label changed.

WORLD: NONE
OBJECT: ROOT ANCHOR
STATUS: STANDBY

The Last Shelf changed too.

LAST REQUIRED SHELF

Then:

NOT LAST SHELF

Then its label went blank.

Stickman understood.

There was no final shelf in an infinite Archive.

Only the last one needed for this problem.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

EVERYWHERE ELSE

Stickcity had one sun.

One city.

One Nia.

The old sign:

EVERYWHERE ELSE →

No HOME.

Previous stared at it.

“I added HOME.”

Nia said, “We know.”

“I had reasons.”

“We know those too.”

Previous looked disappointed that his mysterious past had been
summarized.

A circle vendor approached.

“Two for one?”

Previous bought four.

Stickman watched.

Previous had been gone for centuries and immediately collected useless
doodle circles.
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Maybe that was why he and Stickman had independently liked the
Archive.

Nia handed Previous a fishing rod.

“What’s this?”

“Rehabilitation.”

Stickman started walking toward the horizon.

Previous followed.

“Where are we going?”

Stickman pointed.

EVERYWHERE ELSE.

An Edge formed.

The Doodle Universe became a world where mountains were books and
rivers ran with blue ink.

A librarian looked up.

“Oh. You.”

Stickman recognized her.

The black book sat on the desk.

No title.

No author.

She opened it.

Blank pages.

One sentence appeared.

THE RECORD IS COMPLETE.

Then another.

FOR NOW.
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Previous read over Stickman’s shoulder.

“I dislike books that know they are books.”

Stickman pointed at the Archive somewhere beyond the Edge.

Previous sighed.

“Fair.”
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EPILOGUE

JUST ANOTHER DAY, AGAIN

They went fishing.

Stickman.

Previous.

The fisherman.

Previous lasted nine minutes.

“There is nothing happening.”

The fisherman shrugged.

“That’s fishing.”

Previous looked at Stickman.

“You do this voluntarily?”

Stickman nodded.

A fish tugged his line.

He pulled.

Nothing.

The fisherman laughed.

“Maybe next time.”

Across the lake, the trees changed.

Pines became glass towers.

The shore became purple grass.
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Three moons appeared.

An Edge.

The fisherman noticed.

“Huh. That new?”

Stickman stood.

Previous did too, immediately more interested.

“Where does it go?”

Stickman shrugged.

The fisherman shook his head.

“You two still haven’t caught anything.”

Stickman raised one hand.

Previous copied him.

They crossed.

The lake disappeared behind them.

The next world waited.

Far away, the Archive remained quiet.

The tungsten cube sat on its shelf.

STANDBY.

The Last Shelf stood empty.

Ready.

A tiny red button appeared elsewhere in the rows.

WORLD 91,000,441
STATUS: ACTIVE
OBJECT: BUTTON
COLLECTOR: STICKMAN
DATE: TOMORROW

No warning.
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No mystery.

Just another world waiting to be visited.

The Archive waited too.

Patiently.

Because there were infinite worlds.

And Stickman was still walking.

END OF BOOK IV
THE ARCHIVE CYCLE — COMPLETE
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