
THE RUNAWAY CRATE

Also by Jeffrey L. Carrier

THE GADGET SANDBOX CHRONICLES

Book One: The First Build

Book Two: The Runaway Crate

Book Three: The Frost Cave Reset

Book Four: Sky Islands Save File

Book Five: The Mech Workshop Machine

Book Six: Portal Park

THE GLITCH BLOCKS

Book One: The First Flicker

Book Two: Static Orchard

Book Three: The Loop That Spoke

Book Four: The Broken Save

Book Five: The Moving Line

Book Six: The Between Badge

For Adult Readers

Who Wants To Be Greek?

Stealing First Base

THE RUNAWAY CRATE

The Gadget Sandbox Chronicles

Book Two

by Jeffrey L. Carrier

Carrier Press

Mississippi Gulf Coast

Copyright © 2026 by Jeffrey L. Carrier

All rights reserved.

Published by Carrier Press, Mississippi Gulf Coast.

Paperback ISBN-13: 979-8-950343-28-5

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations included in a review.

Interior design by Carrier Press.

For my two sons.

Contents

Chapter 1: The Door of Dust

Chapter 2: Dusty Gear

Chapter 3: The Route Board

Chapter 4: Patch Takes Lead

Chapter 5: Test One

Chapter 6: Wrong Switch

Chapter 7: Reset Is Not Enough

Chapter 8: A Plan Is a Line

Chapter 9: Pebble Pete

Chapter 10: Mirage Data

Chapter 11: The Canyon Has a Beat

Chapter 12: Build Two

Chapter 13: Tumblebot's Turn

Chapter 14: The Timing Window

Chapter 15: The Gentlest Push

Chapter 16: Boulder Line

Chapter 17: The Listening Plan

Chapter 18: Rule Two

Chapter 19: Honorary Mechanic

Chapter 20: Cold Signal

Sandbox Glossary

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Door of Dust
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The orange portal closed behind the crew with a warm pop, and the first thing Patch Bolt did was read the dust.

He could not help it. In Green Hills Lab, dust puffed and fell and got out of your way. Here it had weight. A grain lifted by a boot hung a beat longer than dust had any right to hang, then slid sideways and settled in a thin pale stripe along the next ledge down. The stripe was not random. It ran along a slow current of warm air, and the canyon, with its dust, was telling him exactly where its air wanted to go. Most builders walked through that and saw nothing. Patch saw a map being drawn for free, and he loved it for about twelve seconds.

Then a crate shot past him so fast it stole the dust from under his boots.

It went by at the height of his knee and the speed of a thrown wrench, and it made a sound on the way that Patch would have trouble describing later. Somewhere between a wooden bell and a complaint. It clipped a rail bumper, bounced, grazed a small rolling thing he barely registered, and vanished behind a sandstone arch as if it had business there and was already late for it.

A second later, something enormous rumbled under the canyon floor.

The rumble was not loud. It was deep. It came up through Patch's boots and registered in his knees before it reached his ears, the kind of deep that a body believed before a mind agreed to it. Up at the top of the cliff, at the far edge of his sight, a single rounded shadow shifted a quarter inch in a long curving channel, then settled back, the way a sleeping cat shifts and settles when a stranger walks into the room.

"Proper problems," Ember Slice said, spinning to watch the crate go, "usually introduce themselves first."

Patch's hand was already at his belt. His thumb found the orange tape on the measuring tool without being asked, then the worn-smooth spot where his thumb had lived for years, and the tool came out the way an old friend comes out of a quiet room.

"Now this," he said, "is a proper builder's problem."

He looked at the ramps stacked into the canyon like giant stairs. He looked at the rail lines curling between cactus towers, catching the morning light along their tops and running it forward in thin shining ribbons that pinged faintly in the heat. He looked at the moving platform swinging on a slow patient hinge. He looked at a red button on a square block at the edge of a track, trembling under a hand-painted sign that read PRESS ME GENTLY, the paint touched up at least four times, the most recent touch only a few days old.

"I can fix that," Patch said.

He said it the way he had said it his whole life. The way a builder says it when he has built more brackets than he has eaten meals. He did not hear the way the canyon took the sentence and gave nothing back. The canyon did not echo. It absorbed. His words went out across the warm sandstone, dropped into the rock, and stopped existing.

An old desert mechanic in a gear-marked hat climbed onto a ledge and waved both arms. His goggles glowed blue. His moustache was white as an old letter read too many times, and it bounced when he shouted.

"Howdy, builders. I am Dusty Gear, and if you could avoid standing on the boulder line, that would make this introduction friendlier for everybody."

The crew looked down at their boots. Nobody was standing on a boulder line, mostly because nobody knew what one was yet.

Dusty Gear winced. It was a polite wince, the wince of a man who had heard many opening sentences and had come to know a certain optimistic flavor that the canyon, by midmorning, would correct out of them.

"That," he said, "is what the last three route mechanics said."

The crew went still.

"Last three," Pip Pop repeated. "Last three."

"That seems like a lot of mechanics," Brick Bloom said carefully.

"Sand Canyon is a generous canyon," Dusty Gear said. "It gives you all the chances you can stand. Sometimes a few more than that, to be polite." He climbed down. Sandstone dust fell off his boots in tidy little squares, the way canyon sandstone did and other sandstone did not, and the squares held their shape on the floor a beat longer than dust had any business holding a shape, then slumped, slow, the way a small carefully made pile slumps when no one is looking. He did it without thinking. The canyon did it along with him. "Stand still a moment. I will do the welcome the canyon prefers, and then we will get into the trouble."
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Patch tried to stand still. He got most of the way there.

His body stood. His hand crouched it at the nearest rail. The rail was warm under his palm, not hot, warm the way a pan is warm an hour after use. He had built rails in Green Hills out of slick green polymer that matched the temperature of the air, which was no temperature at all. This rail had been baked by a high sun for a long time and it remembered the sun in its metal. He set the tool to it. Six squares to the inside flange. Standard gauge, but wider than he had expected. He noted that, and stored the noting in a place inside him that had no name yet, only entries.

A heavy hand came down on his shoulder.

"Patch," Moss Guard said.

"Sorry."

"Stand still."

"Sorry."

Moss did not move his hand. He let it rest. It was the weight of a guardian's hand, not a controlling weight but a present one, a hand the size of a sandstone block that said I am here, and you are also here, and the rest of you can stop now. Patch let the tool hang loose at his side. He felt the canyon hum up through Moss's hand into his shoulder, his spine, the soles of his boots.

It was not a hum you could complain about. It was the kind you noticed once and then knew had been there the whole time.

Click. Wait. Slide. Click.

The click sat in his ankles. The wait sat behind his knees. The slide ran the backs of his thighs. The second click landed in the small of his back. Four parts of a beat, divvied across four parts of him. He had stood on a great many floors. None of them had divided itself across his body this way. The Green Hills floor had been the same beat as the air, which was no beat. This floor had a four-part beat, and his body had taken up the four parts without asking his permission.

He had not asked his measuring tool to listen for that. The tool was not built to. It read distances, and distances were honest, and the canyon's wait was not a distance, so the tool sat in his hand and reported, politely, that everything was fine.

He noticed the small mismatch.

He stored it.
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"Welcome," Dusty Gear said, "to Sand Canyon. We have ramps. We have rails. We have switches. We have moving platforms, sliding stones, rolling crates, and at least one boulder line we are not currently friends with. You will hear the canyon humming. That hum is the timing. You ignore the hum and the canyon ignores you back, often loudly."

He pointed up at the trembling red button.

"That is Sandy Switch. He is shy. He likes to be pressed gently and not yelled at, and he is the only gate switch we have, so we are doing our best to keep his mood up."

Sandy Switch trembled. From a distance the trembling looked like an apology in advance for whatever the canyon was about to do.

"Welcome, friends," Sandy whispered.

"Hello, Sandy," Brick said warmly, and Sandy trembled in a more hopeful direction.

"The route crate," Dusty Gear went on, "is supposed to roll down the main rail, take the moving platform at the right beat, hit Sandy from a respectful angle, and open the canyon gate. It has not been doing that. It has been taking the side rail, missing Sandy entirely, and waking the boulder line."

"What is the boulder line," Captain Cubemelon asked.

He had lifted the Gravity Wrench when the rumble came, and he was holding it now by its middle, not its handle. The middle was a less ready grip. It did not whisper ask me. It let him carry the wrench the way a person carries a walking stick, a thing to lean on rather than a thing to swing. He had decided, on the portal hop over, that this would be Patch's build, and that decision was turning out to be a long series of small refusals, each of which cost him something. Do not lift the wrench. Do not measure. Do not correct. He held the middle. His thumb found a ridge it had never bothered to find before.

"A line of boulders that used to live high on the cliff," Dusty Gear said. "Now they live in a holding loop up there, and they only come down if something hits the wrong switch hard. We would prefer they keep living in the loop. They are excellent boulders. They just need to stay where they are."

"Excellent how," Ember asked.

"Excellent in the sense of large, round, and consistent. The canyon does not breed mediocre boulders. This is a high-standards canyon."

Patch tilted his head back. The cliff ran for what looked like a quarter mile, warm orange sandstone streaked with bands of darker rust, and near the top, at the edge of his sight, he found them: a line of round shadows tucked into a long curving channel, sitting where they had been told to sit, looking from down here like an old necklace someone had hung on a peg and forgotten.

He counted seven.

Then he stopped, because seven might be only the ones he could see. The thought arrived too large to do anything with yet. He set it down beside the measuring tool.

"The boulder line only came down if something hit the wrong switch hard," Dusty Gear said, following his eyes. "It had come down once already, and it was still counting."

Patch heard that as the kind of sentence a builder files and does not yet feel. He filed it.
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He stared at the rail line. He stared at the moving platform, the gauge, the angle of the side rail's diverging switch.

"I can fix this," he said again. Quieter this time, and more careful, with the weight of a builder who had just heard, for the first time, the canyon's low patient click-wait-slide-click coming from somewhere under the dust.

"That is the canyon," Dusty Gear said. "That is the timing. You will get used to it."

"I am already getting used to it," Patch said.

He did not yet know how much of a lie that was.

The thing was, he had felt this once before, and the feeling had a face he did not know he was making. It had happened in Green Hills, on a bright clean tutorial morning. In Green Hills he had built a ramp at exactly the angle the math required, and it had launched Pip Pop two squares too far, and the number had been right and the throw had been wrong, and he had never once thought the number could be the problem. He had measured the ramp again afterward. The ramp had been correct. The throw had still been wrong. He had filed the contradiction in the nameless inner place and had been carrying it, quietly, ever since, the way you carry a small stone in a boot you keep meaning to empty.

He looked at the canyon. He looked at the cliff. The contradiction stirred in the boot.

The canyon answered him the way it answered everyone. It clicked. It waited. It slid. It clicked. And up in the boulder line, that single rounded shadow shifted its quarter inch again and settled, patient, like a thing that had all morning and most of the afternoon to wait him out.

Captain saw the shift. He did not mention it. He was watching Patch's face, where the brow over the left goggle had drawn down a quarter inch and the lips had pressed to a thin line at one corner, the exact look Patch had made in Green Hills the day the correct ramp threw Pip wrong. Captain had filed that look under things to never point out. He had spent the week before Sand Canyon practicing reading Patch without saying a word, because today the reading would be the only way he could lead without leading.

That had been a small wrong angle.

Looking at Patch's face now, Captain suspected this one was a great deal bigger.

He kept the suspicion to himself. He kept his hand on the middle of the wrench. The wanting to lift it arrived, the way it would keep arriving for as long as he was a leader, and he let it pass through his hands like wind through a window and did not let it reach his fingers.

Ember drifted up beside him, looking at the canyon and not at him, which was her way of asking a question without asking it.

"That was the fastest crate I have ever seen," she said.

"Yes."

"It went past me before I could decide to chase it."

"Yes."

"I do not think I can outrun this canyon."

"No," Captain said.

She nodded once, small, and turned and walked slow toward the arch the crate had vanished behind. Walking slow in Sand Canyon was a different thing than walking slow in Green Hills. The slabs shifted under her boots, small shifts, on the canyon's beat, when she paid attention. Walking on the canyon was a beat too. She filed that, and did not test it, and felt very mature about not testing it.

Patch barely heard any of it. He was looking up at the boulders, and down at the diverging switch, and the warm tape on his tool ran warmer than it ever had, and the small stone shifted in the boot, and he thought, with the whole confidence of a builder who had built more brackets than he had eaten meals: I can fix that.

He did not yet know how much of a lie that was, either.
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Chapter 2: Dusty Gear
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Dusty Gear had a face like a worn but cheerful instruction manual. A hundred suns had drawn the lines on it. His eyes had watched a great many crates not arrive where they were supposed to. His moustache moved when he talked, white as an old letter read too many times, and a wrench hung from his belt with the easy comfort of a tool used so often it had become part of his outline.

Up close, his goggles were not a single piece of blue glass. They were two lenses hand-set in old brass frames, with a thin line of canyon dust caught in the seam. The dust had been there long enough to stop moving. Dusty had stopped wiping it. The dust had become part of the goggles, and the goggles had become part of his face, and Patch noticed all of that in the time it took to walk three steps, and stored it, because storing things was what he did when he was nervous and would not say so.

Dusty led the team along a low ledge above the canyon. The rails branched in three directions below them. The moving platforms swung like patient teeth. At the end of a stretch of rail, Sandy Switch sat looking faintly hopeful and trying very hard to look composed, which made him look about twice as small as he was.

Dusty's walk had a beat to it. Not the canyon's beat exactly, but close, a hitch on the second step of every four, the small hitch of a man who had taken one hard step on a long-ago morning and walked around it ever after. Patch noticed the hitch. Patch did not mention it. The hitch was the kind of honest mark a long career left on a body.

The ledge ran narrower than it had looked from below. Brick caught that first, setting her hand to the canyon wall and stepping sideways a few steps before she clocked that nobody else had bothered, then straightening and pretending she had been running a routine wall check. Under her glove the wall ran warmer than the air. She felt the layers through the leather, bands of cooler stone alternating with bands of warmer stone, like a layered cake pulled from two ovens. Dark bands warmer. Pale bands cooler. She wrote nothing down. She filed it. In about an hour she would mix one of her warmest sandstone yellows by remembering the dark band against her glove, and she did not know that yet, but the canyon, in its patient way, did.

The canyon smelled, which Patch had not expected. Green Hills had smelled green and a little electric, like grass after rain on a circuit board. Sand Canyon smelled like warm rock, like a slab left in the sun. Under that ran a thinner smell, hot metal, the kind you got near rails used recently. And under that, too thin to catch on the first try, a smell Patch could only call dry electric. It came in the breath of air just before a moving platform shifted. A dry tingle at the back of the nose. Then the platform moved. Then the smell was gone.

He stored that too. He did not yet know what to do with it.

Dusty paused at a bend where the ledge opened onto a small natural shelf. He patted the canyon wall once. The wall did not respond, the way it had never responded to a patting hand in all the years he had been patting it, and he patted it anyway, the way some men nod at their dogs.

"Three weeks ago," he said, "Sandy Switch worked just fine. Two weeks ago the side rail started flickering. One week ago the moving platform changed its beat. Then yesterday the route crate came down the line, missed Sandy by a full square, woke the boulder line, and we have not had a clean run since."

"Why did the platform change its beat," Drip Byte asked.

"That is the question I have been asking the canyon. The canyon has not answered. The canyon is a quiet conversationalist."

"What about the side rail," Drip said.

"Older than I am. We use it for crates the size of houses. We do not normally use it for route crates. Today the route crates keep ending up on it."

"And the route crate," Patch said. "The one we saw."

"That is the third one this morning."

He said third the way another man might have said fourteenth. Weary acceptance. The patience of someone keeping a tally in a private notebook far longer than a tally usually needed keeping. Patch heard that, under the words: three weeks, three mechanics, three crates this morning, the canyon counting in threes the way it counted in fours, patient, generous, exact.

Patch crouched at the rail. He pulled a small red flag from his belt and planted it where the diverging switch sat. He pulled another and planted it at the moving platform. He pulled a third and planted it at Sandy Switch.

They were the same flags he had carried in Green Hills, the ones he used to mark a problem before he solved it. He liked planting them. The planting was, to Patch, the first concrete sentence of a build. Three flags, three sentences. He could feel a paragraph forming in his hands.

"Three points," he said. "I can chart the route. I can chart the failure. I can rebuild the switch."

"Patch," Captain Cubemelon said.

"I know."

"Patch."

"I know, Captain."

"What does he know," Ember asked.

"He knows he is doing the thing he does," Captain said, "which is decide a problem has one fixable shape. And he knows I am about to ask him to look at the whole canyon first."

"That is exactly what I was about to do," Patch said, standing. "Look at the whole canyon first."

"Were you."

"I was."

"Were you really."

Patch paused. He looked at the three flags he had planted. He looked at the measuring tool still in his hand. He looked at the parts of the canyon he had not yet measured, which were most of it. He looked at Captain.

"I was about to," he said. "Yes. About to."

"How about you actually do it before you measure," Captain said.

"That feels backwards."

"It is not."

Patch frowned, the careful considering frown of a builder told very politely that his instincts were not, this morning, the right instincts. He nodded. He put the measuring tool back in his belt, and the belt took it with the small leather snick it had made for years.

He walked the canyon.
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The team walked with him, and the strange thing was how much there was to see once he stopped pointing a tool at it.

Brick caught the colors. The deep amber of the sandstone, the lighter butter-yellow of the rails, the dusty green of the cactus blocks, some of them carrying small blue flowers. She wrote in the sketchbook on her hip: cactus plus small blue flower equals canyon palette is warmer than I thought. She underlined warmer than I thought. In about an hour she would decide this was the reason she mixed the brightest orange of her career, but she did not know that yet either.

Drip caught the patterns. The rails curved in spirals. The switches clustered around bends. The platforms followed a rhythm that did not quite match the count he was used to. He had counted in straight fours since he was first booted up, and most worlds counted in fours, and Sand Canyon was almost in fours but not quite. A stretch in the middle of every beat made the world seem to wait. A quarter beat of nothing, then the slide, then a click. Click, wait, slide, click. He kept restarting his counter to match it, and his counter did not like waiting. His counter ticked when it was told to tick. It had been correct in every prior world. Here it was wrong, not broken, just wrong, because the canyon was not counting in straight fours and his counter could not learn the wait.

He frowned at his tablet.

Then, very gently, he turned the counter off.

Ember caught the gaps. Where you could run, where you could not, where a misstep would slide you fifteen squares before stopping. The floor was not flat. The slabs tipped, ever so slightly, toward the rail lines, so a small misstep here meant a long slide there. She set the toe of her boot to a slab and pressed. The slab gave half a degree, then returned when she lifted her toe. The slab had memory. It knew where it wanted to sit. She approved of a canyon where the stones knew where they wanted to sit, and she did not test it at speed, and she filed that too.

Patch walked through all of it and felt his hands itch for the tool and did not reach for it. It was harder than measuring. Measuring had a shape, an answer, a number at the end. Walking had no number at the end. It only had a canyon, getting larger and stranger the longer he refused to reduce it to a gauge.
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Moss noticed Sandy Switch.

He crouched beside the small switch and lowered his head until they were eye to eye.

"You are doing a good job," Moss told him.

Sandy Switch trembled.

"I am not," Sandy said. "Crates miss me. The boulder line wakes. I am supposed to be a gentle, friendly switch. I am being a stressed switch."

"You are a switch with a hard week," Moss said. "There is a difference."

"There is?"

"There is."

Sandy Switch trembled a little less. Up close he was a small thing, the size of a child's fist, set on a block of sandstone, the red button cap rounded smooth by countless presses. The red had been brighter once. A small scuff marked one edge of the cap, where, Patch guessed, a crate had clipped him on a wrong angle long ago and Sandy had not quite forgotten. Underneath, something ran in Sandy all the time, a small apology-machine that did not switch off, ready to come out the moment the canyon raised its voice. Moss did not know it had been running only three weeks. Moss did know an apology-machine when he saw one.

Pip Pop, who had been silent for nearly a full minute, a personal record, leaned over Moss's shoulder.

"Hi Sandy."

"Hi," Sandy said.

"You are doing great."

"I am pressing things wrong."

"That is okay. I once pressed a spring pad at the wrong time and got launched through a portal and ended up in an unsaved partial scene. Things happen."

"That is a much bigger problem than mine," Sandy said.

"Different problems," Pip said. "Same family."

Sandy Switch trembled in a way that looked almost like a smile.
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Captain watched all of it from a few squares back, the wrench heavy in his hand, held by the middle. Patch was, for once, not measuring anything. He was just looking. That was good. Good for a builder, good for Patch. Captain felt the small confirming click of a leader who had done the right thing, and he let it sit and did not make a face about it and did not lean over to announce it to anyone.

Dusty Gear walked beside him and glanced sideways.

"Quiet one, you," Dusty said.

"I am trying to be."

"Trying."

"It is not natural to me."

"Few good things are, the first time." Dusty kept his eyes on Patch's back. "I have seen a lot of route mechanics walk through that portal. Most of them measured first. Most drew their line first. The ones who lasted longest were the ones who walked the canyon first. I am telling you what I have seen, not what
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