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Chapter 1: Wrong Door Welcome
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Portal Park welcomed Captain Cubemelon by sending him back where he started.

He stepped through a violet gate, felt a small harmless blink, and found himself standing behind his own footprints.

The blink had not hurt. It was a soundless catch, the kind a stitch makes when it skips one beat in a long row. He stepped forward. The world folded, then unfolded. He stood where he had been a breath earlier, except a breath older.

The being-older did not show. Same feet. Same overalls. Same wrench at his hip, same blue lens at his eye. The difference was small and private. A piece of him had crossed something. Not a distance. A step inside his attention.

He had walked through portals before. None of them had asked him for a share. This one had.

His footprints sat in the soft grass behind him, six small square marks, three to a foot. He counted them, because counting was what he did when a world wanted his attention and he could not yet tell what the world wanted to say.

"You left with confidence and came back with mystery," Pip Pop said.

Pip's stare jumped to the orange of Captain's wristbands, then to the steady blue of his overalls, the way it always did when Pip was checking that Captain was still Captain. The orange and the blue sat where they belonged. Pip let his breath out.

"The exit is linked wrong," Drip Byte said, opening his tablet. The screen warmed under his thumb. A pulse of blue slid along its top edge. Drip read the pulse, said nothing, and tucked the tablet against his chest the way a person tucks a hand into a coat pocket on a cold day.

A purple ring with little legs hopped beside the gate. "Not wrong. Loopy. I am Loopi. Same place, new experience."

The ring bounced twice. The bounces did not match. Loopi was, Captain decided at once, the cheerful kind of creature whose cheer was a job and not a temperament.

Moss Guard looked at the gate, then at the identical gate behind them, then at Captain. "We move slowly here."

Moss's voice carried two things at once. The first was the instruction. The second was permission. Captain caught both. He set the second aside for later and acted on the first.

He nodded.

And his blue lens, while he nodded, had already snagged on something past the path. A tall arch stood at the back of the park with a dark center and a locked seam, and a small label half-hidden under glowing vines, the letters almost surfacing and never resolving.

The almost did something strange inside him. The six worlds had rules. The rules had patterns. Patterns meant someone had made them. If someone had made the Sandbox, then maybe every glitch, every frozen reset, every wrong switch, every missing warning had a reason. The reason had a shape, and the shape had a maker, and the maker had a name, and the name was almost in his lens already, just behind the vines, and stayed just behind them.

He had walked through six worlds carrying a question that did not sit quietly, the question of who built the Sandbox, and the question had learned, over six worlds, to glue itself to every smaller question until his head had no room left, because a curiosity you never set down stops being a tool you use and becomes a current that uses you.

He made his lens stop trying to read the name.

The lens did not want to stop. It kept tugging, half a degree at a time, back toward the vines. He held it steady the way you hold a door against a slow wind. The wind was not strong. The door was not hard to hold. But the wind never stopped, so the holding had to be continuous.

The smell of ozone arrived before Portia did. He could not place it at first. The clean bite of a small storm, the warm metal of a soldering iron at work. It crossed his lens as a faint film, the way breath creeps across a cold window. The film did not blur his sight. It simply was. He noted it.

Beneath the smell ran a hum, and the hum had layers. He counted three before he gave up. Eighty-seven arches, each humming its own pitch, none loud, the way a quiet workshop sounds when many small tools sleep at their stations. Some hums were smooth. Some were grainy. The grainy ones, he understood without being told, were the arches whose labels had not been read in a long time. An unread label hummed differently than a read one. The park kept its records in its sound.

Portia Portal appeared in a swirl of violet light.

"Welcome to Portal Park," she said. "Some doors are paths. Some doors are puzzles. Some doors are closed."

She delivered the sentence in three small even parts. Each part landed without insistence. The smallest extra weight rode the last phrase, and the weight was almost invisible, and his lens caught it anyway.

Captain kept looking at the half-hidden label.

"Which kind is that one," he asked.

Portia's smile softened.

"The kind that waits," she said.

#  #  #
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Captain did not move for a while.

He could feel his lens trying to refocus on the arch. It did this on its own. The lens was, in its own way, an instrument with opinions. It wanted to read what it could not read. It wanted to count vines and measure pulse-rates and decode the small symbols woven through the stone. It did not understand not looking. The instruction had never been given to it. Do not look was not in the lens's library. It did not know where to file the words. It kept reaching for the arch the way a hand reaches for a familiar doorknob.

He made his lens look down at the grass instead.

The grass was violet, a softer violet than the arches, the violet of moss in a cool garden. Each blade was a small flat slab, neatly arranged. The grass looked built rather than grown. It did not yield under his feet. It clicked, faintly, when he shifted his weight.

Forced down, the lens found new things to read. Each blade carried a small numeric mark on its underside. Inventory numbers. The park, on the day it was built, had counted its blades and named each one. He had never stood in a place that counted itself this carefully. Guide Cube had counted things this way too. He let the resemblance sit.

The team stood around him.

Pip Pop, small pink hands clasped politely. Brick Bloom, sketchpad already open. Drip Byte, tablet scanning. Ember Slice, who had launched her standing-still routine at once, because Sand Canyon and Sky Islands had taught her that standing still was part of her job now. Patch Bolt, measuring tool in one hand and a small set of brushes Brick had given him as a parting gift from the Mech Workshop. Moss Guard, shield braced, one hand still resting on Captain's shoulder from the moment of stepping through.

Moss's hand had a weight. Not heavy. Placed. The weight of a hand put on a shoulder on purpose and not lifted once the purpose was done. The hand was waiting. The hand was, in its own way, the steady half of the conversation Captain had been having with himself about the locked arch.

The park stretched out around them, and it was beautiful.

The whole park lit itself by its own arches. No single sun. Eighty-seven small suns instead, of different temperatures and colors, scattered across a wide open space. The light overlapped at the edges, mixing into soft transition fields, and where two arches' light met, a small color-blend zone lived. Brick spotted the blend zones at once. She had been drawing them for years. Here they were, breathing.

The arches came in every kind. Stone, crystal, wood, floating. Some showed their cores. Some wore vines. Some were chained shut. Some stood open. Some sat at the tops of little hills. Some hovered above pools of clear water. Some stood in pairs, twins, mirror-positioned, their cores humming a soft duet.

Every arch was a portal. By Drip's count, eighty-seven of them. The tablet had run the count three times. Eighty-seven was the number that happened. Drip had been learning, over six books, to be friends with numbers that were what they were.

"That is too many portals," Drip said.

"That is the right number," Portia said. "Portal Park is the connecting world. Without enough portals, the other worlds drift. With these, the worlds stay linked."

"Each portal goes to a different world."

"Each portal goes to a different place in a world. Or across worlds, if you know how to read the labels."

"That is a lot of label-reading."

"Yes."

The locked arch had no hum Captain could place. It made a quieter sound, not silence, a sound under the edge of his ear. By the tablet's reading the sound was there at a pitch only careful instruments could catch. The locked arch was singing. It just sang at a pitch the team had not learned to hear yet.

He noticed this. He did not lean toward it.

He looked away from the arch at last, on purpose, and turned to Portia.

"Portia."

"Yes."

"How do we save Portal Park."

"By proving you can handle linked systems."

"Define linked systems."

"Multiple portals working together. Some go forward. Some go back. Some go sideways. Some go around. Route through them correctly and you prove the park works. Route through them wrong and the park starts looping you."

"Looping us."

"Sending you to places you have already been. Until you stop trying to go through the wrong doors."

Captain looked, once more, toward the locked arch.

Moss's hand was still on his shoulder. He did not look at Moss. But he did not look at the arch again either.

It was a particular kind of effort, he noticed, the effort of choosing what to attend to. The other worlds had asked for small moments of this. This one was going to ask for all day.

He did not have to be good at not-looking right away. He only had to try.

"All right," he said. "Let's start at the entrance."

Moss's hand stayed for one more breath. Then it relaxed. It did not lift away. It only relaxed. That, Captain thought, was Moss's way of saying I am still here. He answered with a very small nod. The hand felt the nod.

They began to walk.

The path was paved in soft hexagons. They lit faintly as the team stepped on them, then dimmed again behind. The lighting changed nothing practical. He understood it as a kind of bookkeeping. The park, in its own way, was already counting their steps.

The wrench at his hip was heavier than it had ever been. Not in pounds. In gravity, or in something like gravity. It leaned, just slightly, toward the locked arch. The blue core inside it was unusually awake. The lens-tug he had felt on his first step through the entrance was, he understood now, partly the wrench's tug too. The tool wanted what its operator wanted. The tool was honest about it.

He shifted his hip so the wrench pointed forward instead of sideways. The wrench did not argue. But the wrench did not relax either.

Half a heartbeat before they reached the next active arch, he felt the pull. Not strong. A direction. The portal was reading him. The reading was polite. The portal noticed.

And with that, the lens refocused without permission. It refocused on the back of the park. It refocused on the locked arch.

He turned his head. He brought the lens back.

The lens came back, a little slower than the first time. A small fraction of his attention had gone into the bringing-back. He counted the fraction. He paid it, the way a person pays a small coin he can spare. The bank was open. He would pay attention-coins all afternoon. He had been paying them all morning. The bank could take it.

He breathed. The pull settled. The team kept walking.

#  #  #
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Chapter 2: Portia Portal
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Portia Portal drifted beside the team. Up close she was small: a flowing violet body, two little eyes, and a swirl of light that served as her hair. She moved in soft drifts and never quite settled on the ground.

She was, Drip's tablet noted, partly not-solid. The tablet defined the term, then added a footnote saying it was not sure it had defined the term correctly. Lately the tablet was more honest about being unsure. The footnote read, in Drip's small careful font, partly: more than zero, less than all. Maybe changes when you look. He had written that two books ago and used it more since than he had expected.

Captain watched the way she drifted. Not a straight line. Small gentle curves, the way a leaf moves on a slow river. Her feet, if she had feet, never touched the path. The hexagons stayed dark when she passed over them. The park did not count her.

The park considered Portia part of itself, he understood. She did not register as a visitor. She registered as a host.

He watched her trailing edge. Her violet body had no clear end. It frayed into a fine mist that traveled with her but never stayed attached. When the mist brushed a hexagon, the hexagon stayed dark. When his own foot came near that same hexagon, it brightened ahead of his step. The park had two ways of noticing. One noticed visitors. The other noticed itself. Portia lived in the second.

The mist did not always travel the same direction as her body. Sometimes it lagged. Sometimes it led. He watched for the pattern and found it: the mist led when she was about to drift around a corner, lagged when she was about to slow. In her own way she broadcast her next half-second. He could read it by watching her edges. He kept the reading to himself. It was a small private courtesy he paid himself for not being allowed to look at the arch.

Her body had a faint inner motion too. Tiny violet sparks moved through her like fish in a slow shallow stream. Connection traffic, each spark a sibling-arch signaling her. Fast sparks for the active ones, slow sparks for standby. One spark moved very slowly and never reached the surface. The locked arch. She carried it inside her at a depth he was not meant to see, and the depth was a kindness. He did not lean toward it.

It was a strange thing to be. To be a place's quiet.

He thought of Guide Cube, who had moved through the team's lives the same way. Guide Cube had never arrived. Guide Cube had simply been there, the way a wall is there, except this wall sometimes spoke. Portia was the same kind of presence. He set the comparison down. It would keep.

"Portia," Brick said. "How do we know which arch leads where."

"You read the labels."

"Where are the labels."

"Inside the arches. Not on the outside."

"Inside."

"You step partway in to read the label."

"Partway."

"Partway. Step all the way in, and you commit to the portal."

"How do we step partway."

"Carefully."

Patch tilted his head, the measuring tilt, the one he used right before a precise follow-up. Captain had seen it a hundred times. He let it happen.

Drip stared. "That is not an answer."

"It is the only answer."

"How do you do it."

"I do not do it. I am a portal myself. I read the labels by reading my siblings' frequencies."

Each sibling returned a small soft signal when she focused on it. Some were clear. Some were not. Clarity depended on a portal's age, condition, and willingness to be read. Portals had moods. Some moods read better than others.

"Can you read for us," Drip asked.

"I can read for some of them."

"How many."

Portia drifted in a small circle. Her swirl-hair flickered. The flicker was counting, Brick saw: Portia polling her siblings, her hair catching once each time one answered. Brick counted twenty-six flickers before she stopped.

"About thirty," Portia said.

"Thirty out of eighty-seven."

"Yes."

"That is not great."

"It is not great."

"What about the other fifty-seven."

"You will have to read those yourselves. By stepping partway in."

Captain ran the math. Eighty-seven arches. Thirty pre-read. Fifty-seven to step into partway, a minute each, nearly an hour of reading alone, not counting the actual walking.

"There has to be a shortcut," he said.

"There is."

"Define shortcut."

"The Master Gate. The central arch of the park. When it is activated, it shows the labels of every other arch at once."

"Where is the Master Gate."

"Past the locked arch."

"Of course it is past the locked arch."

"The locked arch is not the Master Gate."

"But the Master Gate is past it."

"Yes."

"That is not great."

"It is not great."

Pip Pop, who had been listening, raised a hand. "Portia. Can we go around the locked arch."

"Yes. It is one arch of many. You do not need to open it."

"But it is between us and the Master Gate."

"Geographically, yes. But the park is not strictly geographic. You can reach the Master Gate from many directions, as long as you take the right portals."

Captain looked at the locked arch.

The vines moved, a little. The label glowed, a little. The letters lifted toward being words, the way the surface of water lifts toward a shape that never finishes, and the name was almost in his lens already, just behind the vines, and stayed just behind them.

The almost held him a half-second longer than he had meant. He clocked the half-second as extra weight in his lens. He counted the weight. He paid it. He turned away from the arch, on purpose.

"All right," he said. "Let's start reading."

#  #  #
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Portia drifted closer. Her swirl-hair brushed past his ear with no sound and no weight, just a faint cool sense of being looked at. Attentive.

"Captain."

"Yes."

"You are doing well."

"I have done nothing yet."

"You have not pulled."

"That is a low standard for doing well."

"In this park, it is the highest standard."

He nodded, small, and let her see it. Six worlds had taught him a small clear nod was more reliable thanks than a big spoken one. The big ones got swallowed by the noise of a clearing. The small ones landed where he aimed them. Portia caught it. Her drift settled a hair lower. A you are welcome.

Even then, the lens kept its small tug, a low pull at the back of his head. Not loud. Constant. The pull a fishing line has on a finger when something small has taken the bait and is moving in slow tight circles below the surface. He held the line steady. He did not reel. He did not let go. He held.

Every earlier world had taught him reel or cut, pull the thing in or let the thing go, and this world was teaching him a third option none of the others had: hold, neither reeling nor releasing, keeping the line steady while the thing on the end of it moved in slow tight circles below the surface, because some questions were not meant to be answered today and were not meant to be thrown away either.

He was using the new instruction for the first time, and using it imperfectly. The imperfection was, by the park's count, acceptable. The map had not collapsed yet.

Portia drifted back to her place. Her smile, softened earlier, stayed soft. He understood, in a way he could not yet put into words, that she knew more about the locked arch than she was telling. Not because she was hiding it. Because she had decided telling him would not help him. There was a difference between secrets and patience. Portia was being patient.

Patience had a face. He had seen it on Guide Cube, in the moments after a chapter ended and before the next began. Patience was not a smile. Patience was a soft refusal to lean. Portia did not lean. She held her drift at exactly the distance where he could see her clearly and never feel pressed, the same distance Guide Cube had always held. He let the match stand. He did not press.

Brick had her sketchpad out, already mapping Portia: the way her body trailed into mist at the edges, the way the swirl of her hair caught the violet light. She drew without looking at her hand. Five books had taught her to draw what she saw, not what she expected to see. The drawing made Portia look both younger and older at once. It had caught the patience in her shoulders without ever describing the shoulders.

Portia drifted over to look. "That is me."

"It is."

"I look."

"Tired."

"Tired."

"You can take the tired version off the page if
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