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Chapter 1: The First Threshold

Silas Marr

The void-silk line snapped with a sound like a breaking femur.

I didn't scream when I fell. You don't waste breath in the Spire, especially not on Floor 99, where the air was so thin it tasted like copper and old ice. I just kept my eyes open, watching the ledge recede. I watched Coriolan Vex, Sovereign Blade of the Cormorant Guild, looking down at me. His expression hadn't changed when Dain Harrow’s blade severed the line that held my harness. Vex just watched me go, measuring the cost of my life against the weight of the Crown they were about to claim.

I had hauled their burdens for twelve years. I had carried their excess iron, their spare rations, their unwieldy ego-driven armaments. When the ice-bridge gave way, I carried the anchor. And when they realized the anchor wouldn't hold all of us, they let me carry the fall.

The dark rushed up. The abyss below the Crown was absolute. I felt the terminal velocity tearing at my drake-hide leathers, the freezing wind stripping the warmth from my blood. I waited for the impact, the final entry in the ledger.

Instead, I tasted dust. Not Spire-frost, not the sterile ozone of the upper floors, but mundane, coal-choked city dust.

I gasped, my lungs expanding with violent, agonizing force. I rolled onto my side, clutching my chest, coughing until my vision swam with dark spots. The surface beneath me wasn't black Spire stone. It was splintering pine.

I lay there for a long time, listening to my own pulse. My hands were shaking. I brought them up to my face, expecting the heavy, frost-bitten calluses and the deep, violet scarring of a decade spent gripping ropes in the freezing dark.

My hands were smooth. Or, smoother than they should be. The calluses were there, but they were the thin, yellowish ridges of a novice, not the armor of a veteran. I stared at my left hand. The ring finger was crooked, jutting at a slight, permanent angle. A bad break from a tavern brawl when I was nineteen, set poorly by a drunk chirurgeon. That much was the same.

I pushed myself up to a sitting position. My joints didn't pop. The deep, grinding ache in my left knee—a souvenir from a rockfall on Floor 41—was gone. My breathing, once the coughing fit subsided, was clear, lacking the familiar wet rattle of Spire-dust accumulation.

I looked around. I knew this room. Four paces wide, six paces long. A slanted ceiling that leaked when the autumn rains hit. A single, grime-caked window looking out over the soot-stained rooftops of Cobble Street, down in the lower districts of Rookmark. I hadn't lived in this room for twelve years. I had moved to the Guild quarter after Vex put me on retainer.

I stood up. The equilibrium in my inner ear felt slightly off, my center of gravity shifting to accommodate a body that was leaner, less layered with the dense, stringy muscle built from hauling three-hundred-pound packs up vertical inclines. I walked to the washbasin in the corner. The water in the cracked pitcher was stale. I poured it into the bowl and splashed my face, the cold shock grounding me.

There was a shard of mirror nailed to the plaster wall above the basin. I looked at the reflection.

Hazel eyes, a sharp jawline untouched by the jagged white scar I’d taken from a glass-hound on Floor 72. Dark brown hair, shaggy and unkempt, lacking the severe, utilitarian crop I adopted later. I was twenty-two years old.

The Crown's toll hadn't killed me. It had rebounded.

In the Spire, nothing is free. Every threshold crossed, every door opened, requires a toll. When Vex’s crew reached the summit, the Spire demanded its final price. Vex offered me. But a porter's life is defined by what he carries, not what carries him. I had never claimed the Crown. The transaction was flawed. The Tally, the silent, unerring ledger-spirit of the tower, must have audited the fall and found it unbalanced.

So it threw me down the stairs of my own life, back to the bottom. Back to the day I first signed on.

I wiped my face with a ratty towel. I didn't panic. Panic was a luxury for people who didn't measure their oxygen intake. I had twelve years of dead men's knowledge locked in a twenty-two-year-old skull. I knew the routes, the traps, the spawn cycles of the glass-hounds in the Reaches, the exact pressure plates in the Sifting Hall on Floor 9. I knew how Dain Harrow liked to cheat at dice, and I knew that Liss Merrow’s stormcalling always pulled slightly to the left when she was tired.

More importantly, I knew Vex. And Vex owed me a life.

I turned away from the mirror and moved to the corner of the room where my gear sat piled.

It was garbage. A wooden frame pack, sturdy but heavy, weighing nearly thirty pounds empty. Modern Spire-crews used deep-forged aluminum or void-bone frames that weighed a fraction of that. My ropes were coiled hemp. Seventy feet of it, thick and abrasive. It weighed twelve pounds dry and nearly double that when wet. I ran my thumb over the coarse fibers. In my previous life, I had transitioned to silk-weaves by year three. The hemp felt like sandpaper against my un-scarred palms.

I dressed methodically. Heavy canvas trousers, reinforced at the knees. A padded cotton undershirt, a boiled leather vest. Stiff, unyielding leather boots that I knew were going to give me blisters by the third floor. I strapped the climbing harness over my thighs and waist, testing the iron carabiners. They clinked with a dull, cheap sound.

I shouldered the wooden frame pack. It felt strange. The straps bit into my shoulders differently. My muscle memory was tuned to a load of two hundred pounds, balanced perfectly against my lower back. This empty thirty-pound frame felt flimsy, like a toy.

I checked the window. The sky over Rookmark was a bruised, predawn purple. The foundries in the east were already belching thick columns of black smoke into the air, raining fine ash down on the cobblestones. And there, cutting through the smog, dwarfing the city like a spear thrust into the earth, was the Spire.

Black stone, seamless and sheer, disappearing into the cloud layer. It had stood for four hundred years. A hundred known floors. The Count. I had seen ninety-nine of them. Now, I had to see them again.

I walked out of the apartment, locking the flimsy door behind me out of habit, though there was nothing inside worth stealing.

The streets of Rookmark were waking up. Hawkers were rolling their carts out, selling hot chicory water and fried dough to the early shift workers heading to the mills. I moved through the crowds, my stride long and measured, keeping my eyes on the uneven cobblestones. A porter always watches his feet first.

As I got closer to the center of the city, the crowd shifted. The mill workers faded out, replaced by men and women carrying steel and ambition. Climbers. They walked with a swagger, their armor polished, their weapons catching the weak morning light. I recognized a few faces, younger versions of people I would eventually haul gear for. Most of them were dead in my timeline. Crushed under rockfalls on Floor 12, poisoned by spore-traps on Floor 27, gutted by Spire-born in the Starving Court.

I looked at them, and all I saw were ghosts.

I didn't stop to chat. I kept my pace steady, breathing in the familiar scent of the upper districts: wet stone, leather polish, and the faint, ozone tang that leaked from the Spire itself.

The Gate of Twenty loomed ahead. It was the massive archway that served as the primary entrance to the Foothalls—the staging area before the first true floor. The arch was built of the same black stone as the Spire, heavily guarded by the city's militia, though they were mostly there for crowd control, not security. The Spire didn't need guards. It killed intruders just fine on its own.

I approached the threshold. The air here was noticeably colder, carrying a static charge that made the hairs on my arms stand up. This was the boundary. The line between the world of men and the world of the Tally.

In my first life, crossing this line had been a terrifying blur. I had been a desperate kid from the lower wards looking for a paycheck, ignorant of the meat-grinder I was stepping into. The Tally had marked me, given me the Packmule class, and sent me on my way to haul ironwood spikes for a crew that wiped on Floor 4.

This time, my boot hit the smooth, obsidian floor of the entryway, and the air around me seemed to crystallize.

The ambient noise of the staging area—the shouts of merchants, the clanking of armor, the grinding of the great lifts—muffled into a dull roar. The smell of ozone spiked, sharp as a blade.

Directly in my line of sight, about two feet away, the air shattered into tiny, slate-gray fragments. They coalesced rapidly, forming sharp, angular script that hung in the empty space. The text didn't glow. It looked like words carved into a chalkboard, smelling faintly of crushed stone and deep earth.

[TALLY] First Threshold crossed. Assessing...

I stood perfectly still, letting the heavy wooden frame pack rest against my hips. I watched the text. It hung there for three full seconds. The Tally was slow. It was auditing. It was looking at a twenty-two-year-old body carrying the psychic weight of a thirty-four-year-old dead man.

The slate-gray script shifted, reforming with a harsh, scraping sound that only I could hear.

[TALLY] Discrepancy logged. The Crown's toll remains unbalanced. [TALLY] Class granted: REVENANT PORTER (Hidden). What you carry, carries you.

I read the words twice, committing the exact phrasing to memory. Revenant Porter. A hidden class. In a world where your class dictated your survival, hiding your true nature was a massive tactical advantage. To anyone else possessing an appraisal skill, I would read as a standard Packmule. But the Tally knew.

More lines scraped into the air.

[TALLY] Burden: 0.

I stared at that one. Burden. Not stamina, not strength. A unique metric. My mind worked through the implications, filtering it through twelve years of Spire logic. The Tally was literal. Burden meant load. But not just physical weight. It meant the consequence of the carry. If I hauled rocks in circles around the staging area, it wouldn't count. It had to matter. It had to be a genuine load, taken on with intent, bearing the weight of someone else's survival. Sandbagging wouldn't fool the ledger.

The final line etched itself below the others, the gray dust of the letters thicker, more pronounced.

[TALLY] Ledger of Debts inaugurated.

The text held for a moment, then dissolved into fine gray ash that vanished before it hit the floor. The ambient noise of the staging area rushed back in, deafening and chaotic.

I let out a slow breath. I reached into my canvas pocket, my fingers brushing the small, leather-bound notebook I always carried. I hadn't written anything in it yet today. In my first life, I used it to track supply counts, rope lengths, and the names of the dead. Now, it seemed the Spire was keeping a ledger of its own.

I walked deeper into the Foothalls.

The staging area was a cavernous, artificial city built into the base of the Spire. Lanterns strung on heavy iron chains provided a warm, flickering light that did nothing to banish the oppressive shadows near the ceiling. The air smelled of stale beer, sweat, chalk dust, and oiled steel.

The floor was divided into different guild territories. The Cormorant Guild had the largest pavilion, draped in deep blue and silver. I didn't look at it. Vex wasn't here. He would be in the Red Gallery by now, pushing Floor 30, years away from needing a high-end union porter.

I headed for the Lantern-union hall. It was a squat, utilitarian building constructed of rough-hewn timber, sitting off to the side of the main thoroughfare. This was where the freelance porters and the low-rank mules gathered to find work. It was loud, crowded, and reeked of cheap tobacco.

I pushed through the swinging wooden doors. The layout was exactly as I remembered. Long wooden tables scarred by daggers and spilled ale. Racks of rental gear along the back wall, most of it substandard. And at the far end, the dispatch desk, elevated on a small dais so the dispatcher could look down at the desperate bastards begging for a contract.

Sitting behind the desk was Auma Hale.

Seeing her was a physical blow, a sudden, sharp pain beneath my ribs. She looked up from her ledger, her sharp brown eyes framed by severe, graying hair pulled back into a tight bun. A long, thin pipe rested in the corner of her mouth, trailing blue smoke.

She was alive. In my timeline, Auma had died in year eight. Lung rot, contracted from an unsealed spore-trap on Floor 14. She had coughed herself to death over three agonizing months. I had paid for her funeral.

Now, she was breathing easy, her skin clear, her gaze sharp and entirely unimpressed as she looked at me.

"Don't block the door, kid," she rasped, tapping her pen against the wood. "You want a job or are you just here to admire the architecture?"

I walked up to the desk. I didn't smile. I didn't offer a greeting. I just unhooked my wooden frame pack and set it heavily on the floor, keeping my hand on the top rail.

"I need a contract," I said. My voice sounded a little lighter than I remembered, lacking the gravel it would acquire later, but the cadence was the same. Deadpan. Exact.

Auma looked me up and down. She noted the cheap hemp rope, the pristine, un-scuffed leather boots, the lack of a guild insignia on my shoulder.

"You're green," she stated. It wasn't a question. "First day over the threshold?"

"Yes." It was the truth, technically.

"You got a class?"

"Packmule." Also true, as far as she could verify.

Auma sighed, blowing a stream of smoke toward the ceiling. "I got twenty guys in here with fifty floors under their belts fighting for scraps, and you think you can just walk up and get a writ?"

"I have a strong back," I said. "And I don't ask questions about the loot split. Standard union rate. Ten silver a day, plus half-shares on raw materials."

She raised an eyebrow. "You know the rates."

"I can read the board." I nodded toward the chalk-scrawled slate on the wall behind her.

She studied me for a long moment. Auma was a shrewd judge of character. She was looking for the panic, the desperation that usually drove greenhorns to the Spire. She didn't find it. I just stood there, breathing evenly, watching the ink dry on her ledger.

"I have a crew," she said slowly, rifling through a stack of parchment. "Bronze-rank. Calling themselves the 'Ironhides' or some such nonsense. Three of them. A shield, a spear, and a fire-spitter. They're pushing Floor 1 today."

"Floor 1," I repeated, keeping my tone flat. The first floor was a wide-open subterranean cavern, full of shifting gravel and low-level scuttlers. It was a glorified tutorial, but plenty of arrogant fools died there because they didn't watch their footing.

"Yeah. They're loaded for bear. Brought too much gear, too many heavy munitions. They need a mule to haul their excess ironwood spikes and barricade supplies. They think they're going to build a fortress at the threshold." Auma snorted. "Idiots."

"They'll pay?"

"They deposited the silver with me an hour ago," Auma said, pulling a stamped writ from the pile and sliding it across the desk. "Contract is for a single day. You haul what they tell you, you stay out of the way when the scuttlers show up, and you don't touch the heavy loot. You do that, you get paid."

I picked up the writ. The parchment was rough, the ink fresh. Three names at the bottom. Kaelen, Boras, and Vance. I didn't recognize them. Which meant they either retired early, or, more likely, they were destined to become Spire-dust before they ever made a name for themselves.

"Where are they?" I asked.

"Waiting at the primary lift. Gate C. You better hurry, kid. Kaelen's got a short temper and a heavy spear." Auma took a drag from her pipe. "Try not to get eaten. Paperwork for dead mules is a pain in my ass."

"I'll keep that in mind," I said.

I folded the writ, tucked it into my vest, and hoisted the frame pack onto my shoulders. The straps bit in. The weight was nothing, but the implication was heavy. I was back on the clock.

I turned and walked out of the union hall, back into the deafening roar of the Foothalls.

I navigated the crowds with the ease of long practice, slipping between heavily armored paladins and frantic supply runners. Gate C was located at the far eastern edge of the staging area. It was one of the massive counter-weight elevators that carried crews up the sheer shaft to the Floor 1 staging platform.

As I approached, I saw them. You can always spot a doomed crew. They were standing near the iron grating of the lift, arguing loudly.

Kaelen, the apparent leader, was a broad-shouldered man in his mid-twenties, wearing a chainmail hauberk that looked too large for him and carrying a spear with a needlessly complex barbed tip. Boras, the shield-bearer, was a head taller, entirely encased in heavy plate armor that would turn him into a slow-cooked ration the moment he faced a real fire-elemental. Vance, the spellcaster, wore ostentatious red robes that screamed 'target' to any predator with eyes.

Piled at their feet was a mountain of gear. Bundles of six-foot ironwood spikes, heavy canvas tents, cast-iron cooking pots, and coils of heavy chain. It was a loadout designed for a month-long siege on the Starving Court, not a day trip to Floor 1.

"You the mule?" Kaelen barked as I stepped into their circle. He looked me up and down, sneering at my canvas gear. "Took your time. We’re losing daylight."

"There's no daylight in the Spire," I said, my voice dry. I didn't look at his face. I looked at the pile of gear. "That's your load?"

"Yeah," Kaelen puffed out his chest. "We’re establishing a forward base near the first resource node. We need it all. Think you can handle it, greenhorn, or do I need to go back and get a real porter?"

I stepped up to the pile. I mentally calculated the weight, the mass, the distribution. Two bundles of spikes, forty pounds each. The cast-iron pot, fifteen. The chain, another thirty. Plus the tents. It was well over a hundred and fifty pounds of dead weight.

I knelt down, unfastened the straps of my wooden frame, and began to pack.

I worked efficiently, entirely ignoring Kaelen’s impatient sighs. I placed the heaviest items—the chain and the iron pot—at the very bottom, close to where my lower back would take the load. I secured the ironwood spikes vertically along the outside of the frame, lashing them tight with my hemp rope so they wouldn't shift and throw off my balance. I draped the canvas tents over the top, buckling them down tight.

When I was done, the pack was a dense, compact cube. It looked heavy enough to snap a man's spine.

I slipped my arms through the straps, planted my boots, and stood up in one smooth, continuous motion. The weight hit my shoulders, driving down into my hips, compressing my spine. My twenty-two-year-old knees protested slightly, unaccustomed to the sheer mass, but my posture locked into place, the muscle memory overriding the physical strain.

I breathed in, feeling the tight restriction of the chest strap.

"I can handle it," I said, looking at Kaelen.

Kaelen blinked, slightly taken aback by how easily I had hoisted a load that weighed as much as a grown man. He recovered his bluster quickly, gesturing to the iron grating of the lift.

"Good. Get on the lift. Try to keep up when the doors open. If you fall behind, we aren't waiting for you."

I stepped onto the heavy metal platform, the deck groaning slightly under my added weight. Boras and Vance followed, their armor clanking loudly. Kaelen stepped on last, pulling the heavy release lever.

The counter-weights dropped. The lift lurched upward with a violently sudden acceleration, plunging us into the dark vertical shaft.

The air grew colder. The smell of the city faded entirely, replaced by the scent of damp earth, crushed stone, and old blood. We rose in darkness for sixty seconds. No one spoke. The only sound was the rattling of the lift chains and the heavy breathing of the three men standing beside me.

Then, the lift ground to a halt.

Above us, a massive set of iron-banded doors loomed in the gloom, ancient and pitted with rust. The threshold to Floor 1.

A deep, mechanical grinding sound echoed through the shaft as the locking mechanisms disengaged. The doors began to pull apart, splitting down the middle, revealing a slit of pale, bioluminescent light that slowly widened.

The smell hit me first. The distinct, dry odor of the shifting gravel plains.

I adjusted the straps on my shoulders, feeling the rough canvas bite into my skin. The weight was real. The climb was real.

[TALLY] Threshold crossed. Floor 1.

I watched the slate text fade into the air. I kept my head down, my eyes on the floor, watching the boots of the three dead men walking in front of me.

* * *


Chapter 2: Dead Weight

Silas Marr

The boots of the three dead men walking in front of me crunched into the gravel of Floor 1, a sound like grinding teeth in the vast, cavernous quiet.

I took my first step off the iron decking of the lift and felt the Spire swallow me whole. The air here was dead. It carried no wind, no shifting currents from an open sky, only the stale, ancient exhalation of pulverized rock and dried lichen. Above us, the ceiling of the Foothalls stretched out of sight, an artificial sky of jagged black stone illuminated by vast swaths of pale blue bioluminescence. The light was static, casting long, unnatural shadows that warped the depth perception of anyone foolish enough to rely on their eyes alone.

My boots sank half an inch into the loose gray aggregate.

I stopped. I closed my eyes for a single second, cataloging the physical reality of the moment. The smell of the dry earth. The ambient temperature, hovering somewhere around sixty degrees. The complete absence of the wet, heavy rot that characterized the deeper floors. And then, the weight.

My pack was a wooden A-frame, lashed together with treated hemp, draped in heavy canvas. It sat high on my shoulders, exactly where I had adjusted it before stepping onto the lift. It weighed ninety-four pounds. I knew the number intimately, having calculated the mass of every item the Ironhides had handed over to me in the staging area.

Forty pounds of that weight was purely ironwood spikes. Thick, dense, foot-long pegs banded in cheap steel, intended for anchoring heavy canvas pavilions into sheer rock faces.

They were useless here. The gravel plains of Floor 1 were miles of loose aggregate; an ironwood spike driven into this ground would pull out under the tension of a stiff sneeze, let alone a Spire-wind. The Ironhides had bought them because some vendor down in the Rookmark markets had seen Kaelen’s shiny new bronze guild-badge and smelled an easy mark. They had packed them, realized they were too heavy, and dumped them onto their hired mule. Me.

I adjusted the rough canvas straps, feeling them bite into the raw, uncalloused skin of my collarbones.

My body felt wrong. The muscles in my back protested the sudden, sheer downward drag of the frame. My left knee, which should have been grinding with the dull, hot ache of a torn meniscus suffered on Floor 40 eight years from now, felt perfectly, horrifyingly smooth. The joint moved with fluid ease. I flexed my hands. The skin on my palms was relatively soft. The deep, yellowed layers of horn and hide that twelve years of hauling gear had built up were gone. Only the crooked jut of my left ring finger—broken in a tavern brawl when I was nineteen and set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon—remained to prove I was the same man.

I was twenty-two years old again. I had the cardiovascular system of a healthy young man, but I lacked the dense, reinforced skeletal structure of a veteran porter. The ninety-four pounds felt genuinely heavy. I was going to have to rebuild myself, one brutal step at a time.

"Keep up, mule," Kaelen snapped, not looking back.

He was already twenty yards ahead, setting a blistering pace across the shifting gray dunes. His chainmail hauberk, at least two sizes too large, jingled incessantly. Every step he took sent a cascade of unnecessary noise echoing across the plains.

I didn't answer. I just locked my knees into the porter’s glide—a stiff-legged, rolling gait that shifted the burden directly down the skeletal column, minimizing muscular exertion—and began to walk.

The Spire is a marathon, not a sprint. Every veteran knows the Count. A hundred floors. The first twenty, the Foothalls, are meant to cull the impatient. The terrain isn't inherently lethal, but it is exhausting. The gravel plains of the first floor stretch for miles, a barren expanse of dunes and scattered basalt outcroppings, designed to drain the water from your canteens and the strength from your calves.

Kaelen was walking like a man eager to find a tavern at the end of the street. He was lifting his knees too high, fighting the sliding gravel rather than riding it. Behind him, Vance, the supposed spellcaster, was struggling to keep the hem of his ostentatious red robes from dragging in the dirt. The heavy wool fabric was already gathering a thick layer of static-clinging gray dust.

And then there was Boras.

Boras was encased in a suit of heavy, interlocking plate armor. It was an older style, thick steel meant to stop a lance on a battlefield, not to navigate the vertical hell of the Spire. He was a head taller than Kaelen, broad and thick, carrying a massive kite shield strapped to his left arm. He was walking directly in Vance’s wake, his armored boots sinking three inches deep with every footfall.

I watched his shoulders. They were already slumping slightly. I did the math in my head.

Ambient temperature: roughly sixty degrees. Relative humidity: near zero. Weight of Boras's armor: eighty-five pounds. Terrain drag coefficient: high.

Within three miles, Boras’s core temperature would begin to spike. The cheap padded arming doublet beneath his steel plates would soak through with sweat, eliminating its ability to breathe. Within five miles, he would begin to experience minor cramping in his vastus lateralis from the unnatural high-stepping required to clear the gravel. He had a standard leather canteen on his hip, holding perhaps two quarts of water. He was already reaching for it, unstopping the cork with his right hand and taking a long, unmeasured gulp.

Dead men walking.

I didn't feel sorry for them. Pity was a luxury you left at the Gate of Twenty. I had watched Coriolan Vex, the Sovereign Blade of the Cormorant Guild, feed far better men than these into the meat grinder of the Glass Reaches just to see the mechanisms of a trap. I had hauled Vex's excess baggage over the corpses of my friends. Kaelen, Vance, and Boras were exactly what the Spire demanded: friction. Bodies meant to wear down the lower floors so the elites could walk on their bones.

My job wasn't to save them. My job, according to the contract sitting in Kaelen's breast pocket, was to carry their gear to the transit threshold of Floor 2, wait for them to secure a camp, and then return to the city.

But my actual job, dictated by the silent ledger-spirit of the tower, was something else entirely.

I kept my eyes on the ground, watching the rhythmic shift of the gravel beneath my boots. Left, right. Lock, roll. Breathe in through the nose, out through the mouth. The rhythmic crunch of our footsteps became a hypnotic metronome.

After an hour of walking, the uniform gray of the dunes began to break. Shallow depressions appeared in the landscape, craters filled with a finer, darker sand that glinted faintly under the bioluminescent ceiling.

"See that?" Kaelen called out, pointing his spear at the horizon. The needlessly complex, barbed tip of the weapon wavered in the air. "Basalt formations coming up. The map says there's a reliable freshwater spring at the base of the largest spire. We make for that."

Vance pulled a crumpled piece of parchment from his robes, squinting at it. "The map says the spring is near a formation resembling a broken crown, Kaelen. I don't see anything like that."

"Maps are a guide, Vance, not a gospel," Kaelen said, his voice dripping with the unearned confidence of a man who had never seen his own blood. "The terrain shifts. Everyone knows that. We head for the rocks."

The terrain of Floor 1 did not shift. It was as static as the stone walls enclosing it. The illusion of shifting came from the sheer, mind-numbing monotony of the dunes, which caused novice climbers to lose their bearings.

I knew exactly where we were. I had walked this specific route forty times in my previous life. The basalt formations ahead were the Jagged Teeth, a cluster of razor-sharp outcroppings that offered shade but no water. The spring Kaelen was looking for was three miles to the east.

I didn't correct him. It wasn't my place, and correcting an arrogant bronze-rank in front of his crew usually resulted in a docked payout. They would figure out they were dry when they got there.

We crested a small dune. The descent on the other side was a gradual slope leading down into a wide, flat basin of darker sand.

Kaelen didn't hesitate. He marched straight down the slope, his boots sliding in the loose aggregate. Vance followed, muttering about the dust on his robes. Boras lumbered behind them, his breathing now a pronounced, wet rasp inside his helmet.

I stopped at the crest of the dune. I looked at the dark sand in the basin.

It wasn't sand. It was crust.

A memory surfaced, sharp and unbidden. Year three. A freelance crew called the Silver Hounds. A porter named Rolo, a kid from the cobble districts with a bad stutter and a good back. He stepped onto a patch of dark sand just like that one. The crust shattered like sugar glass. He dropped thirty feet into a limestone sinkhole filled with stalagmites. It took us three hours to rig a block-and-tackle to pull his body out. He had a stalagmite the size of my forearm driven straight up through his pelvis.

The Spire didn't build traps on the first floor. It didn't need to. The geology was lethal enough on its own. The darker sand was pulverized limestone dust, compressed over centuries over hollow subterranean pockets.

Kaelen was ten yards away from the edge of the dark patch. He was walking straight toward the center of it, entirely focused on the distant basalt formations.

I did the math. If Kaelen hit the crust, he would fall. Boras, heavily armored and lagging behind, would instinctively lunge forward to grab him. Boras's two hundred and eighty pounds of man and steel would hit the compromised edge of the crust, shattering the rest of it. They would both go down. Vance would probably survive, simply because he was too slow and cowardly to try and catch them.

My contract would be voided. I would have to haul the ninety pounds of gear back to Rookmark alone, unpaid.

But it was more than that.

I closed my eyes. The phantom sensation of Rolo's blood slicking the hemp rope during the recovery haul crawled over my palms. I had watched enough people die in the Spire. I didn't care about Kaelen, but I cared about the waste of it all. I cared about the inefficiency of a stupid death.

And then, there was the Tally.

If I wanted to survive this second life, if I wanted to climb the Count and collect the debt Vex owed me, I needed Burden. I needed the raw, quantifiable power granted by my hidden class. What you carry, carries you. I hadn't fully tested the limits of the REVENANT PORTER class yet. The Tally audited intent. It demanded genuine weight.

Did saving an idiot's life count as a carry?

There was only one way to find out.

I didn't yell a warning. Yelling would only make Kaelen stop and turn around, shifting his weight unevenly, which might crack the crust prematurely if he was already on the edge. And explaining how a newly hired, first-time porter recognized a subtle geological hazard would invite questions I could not answer. I couldn't be a prophet. Foreknowledge was a decaying asset, and advertising it was suicide.

I needed to alter their vector physically, without making it look deliberate.

I scanned the ground at my feet. A heavy, jagged chunk of loose basalt sat half-buried in the gray gravel near the top of the dune.

I stepped forward, intentionally breaking the rhythm of my porter’s glide. I let my right foot strike the basalt chunk dead center.

I didn't fake the trip; I let gravity do the work. With ninety-four pounds strapped high on my back, a disruption in forward momentum was catastrophic. The frame pack levered forward, throwing my center of gravity violently past my knees.

I went down.

I twisted as I fell, ensuring I didn't land directly on my face, but I let my shoulder and hip take the impact against the gravel slope. The wooden frame of the pack slammed into my spine, driving the breath from my lungs in a sharp, involuntary grunt. The heavy canvas flap covering the top of the pack tore open under the shifting weight.

A bundle of the useless ironwood spikes, poorly secured by the Ironhides, spilled out. The heavy wooden pegs clattered down the gravel slope, tumbling end over end, making a racket like a dropped crate of hammers.

Two of the heavy spikes rolled directly past Vance’s legs, striking Boras in the steel greave with a sharp clack.

Kaelen spun around, his spear instantly snapping into a defensive guard. He looked past the rolling spikes, past Boras and Vance, and locked his eyes on me, sprawled in the dirt.

"What in the hell are you doing?" Kaelen barked, his voice echoing sharply in the quiet basin.

He took three steps back toward us, walking diagonally up the slope, pulling entirely away from the edge of the dark, hollow sand. Boras shifted his weight backward, turning to look at me, stepping away from the depression. Vance just stared, gripping his robes.

I lay in the gravel for a second, letting the dust settle. My right shoulder throbbed with a dull, genuine ache. I had bruised the meat of the muscle against the stones. The skin on my palms was scraped raw from where I had instinctively thrown my hands out to catch the fall. Tiny beads of blood welled up in the scratches.

"Tripped," I said. My voice was flat, devoid of apology.

I pushed myself up onto my knees, shrugging the heavy frame pack to re-center it on my back. The leather straps creaked. I began to gather the spilled ironwood spikes.

Kaelen marched up the dune, stopping two feet from me. He pointed the barbed tip of his spear at my chest.

"You clumsy piece of Rookmark trash," Kaelen sneered, his face flushing red beneath his helmet. "We are in the Spire. You don't trip. You don't make noise. If there had been a pack of razor-ticks over that ridge, you would have brought them right down on us."

"I'll secure the load," I said softly, picking up the last ironwood spike. I slid it back into the canvas sack and pulled the heavy drawstrings tight, tying off a proper trucker's hitch. I stood up, locking my knees, bearing the weight once again. I looked Kaelen in the eye. "It won't happen again."

"Damn right it won't," Kaelen said, spitting into the gray sand. "You drop my gear again, and I'll dock your pay to zero and leave you here to walk back alone. Now get moving. And stay close. I want to be able to see you."

He turned sharply, leading the way not across the flat, dark basin, but around the rim of the depression, taking the higher, safer ground to keep me in his line of sight. Boras and Vance followed him.

They walked right around the perimeter of the sinkhole.

I stood there for a moment, adjusting the chafing straps against my collarbones. I felt the scrape on my palms stinging in the dry air. I looked at the dark sand they had just bypassed. Underneath that thin crust, jagged limestone teeth waited in the dark.

I had carried them around it.

The air in front of my face shimmered. The ambient pale blue light of the cavern seemed to dim for a fraction of a second. Then, a line of crisp, slate-gray text burned itself into my field of vision, superimposed over the backs of the retreating Ironhides.

[TALLY] Burden 0 → 1. One Toll available.

The text hung there for three seconds, silent and immutable, before fading into nothingness.

A slow, cold breath escaped my lips. I stared at the empty air where the words had been.

Burden.

In my first life, Sera Quill—the strange, outcast tally-scribe I had run with during my middle years—had tried to explain her theories on the deep grammar of the System. The Tally doesn't just measure violence, Silas, she had told me one night around a smokeless fire on Floor 33. It measures reality. A sword strike is real. But so is a debt. So is an oath. Most people get classes that measure the edge of their blade. You... I don't know what you are.

Now, I knew. REVENANT PORTER.

The Tally audited intent. It didn't give me a point of Burden because I was hauling ninety pounds of wood and steel. It had kept me at zero during the entire first hour of the march, despite the physical exertion. Physical weight wasn't enough to satisfy the hidden class.

It gave me the Burden because the weight had a purpose. I had taken on the dead weight of Kaelen's ignorance and Boras's fatigue, and I had physically altered their fate at a cost to myself. The bruise on my shoulder and the blood on my palms was the currency the Spire demanded to recognize the act. I hadn't fought a monster. I hadn't cast a spell. I had simply carried them past their own deaths.

I felt a strange, heavy warmth settle in the center of my chest. It wasn't adrenaline. It was denser than that. It felt like a compressed coil of potential energy, resting just behind my ribs. One Toll available. I didn't know exactly how to spend it yet, but I knew it was there. A reservoir of kinetic force, born from taking on the burdens of others.

"Mule! Move!" Kaelen yelled from twenty yards away.

"Walking," I called back, my voice monotone.

I fell into step behind them, the ninety-four pounds on my back somehow feeling a fraction lighter.

* * *

We reached the basalt formations two hours later.

The transition was abrupt. The sprawling gray dunes yielded to a labyrinth of towering, sheer black rocks that jutted from the floor like the shattered ribs of a colossal beast. The passages between the stones were narrow, varying from ten feet wide to barely shoulder-width, floored with coarse, volcanic glass-sand that crunched loudly underfoot.

The temperature dropped ten degrees in the shadow of the rocks, but the air grew entirely still. Without the vast openness of the plains, the heat emanating from Boras’s plate armor became palpable. He smelled of old sweat, oiled steel, and sour breath. He was leaning heavily on his kite shield now, using it almost like a crutch when the terrain grew uneven.

"Spring should be... just ahead," Kaelen said, his voice lacking its previous sharp edge. He was panting slightly.

Vance was silent, constantly brushing the volcanic dust from his red robes, looking nervously up at the sheer walls flanking us.

We filed into a long, slightly curved corridor of basalt. The walls here were sheer, rising forty feet before curving inward. The ground was littered with larger chunks of broken stone.

I kept my eyes on the floor. In the narrow defiles of the Foothalls, the Spire didn't rely on natural geology to kill you. This was where the deliberate, mechanical malice of the place began.

I was looking for tripwires, pressure plates, or discoloration in the dust that indicated a false floor. The traps on Floor 1 were crude by the standards of the Glass Reaches, mostly leftovers from the ancient architects, designed to maim rather than instantly vaporize.

Ten yards into the corridor, I saw it.

It wasn't a wire. It was a subtle shift in the geometry of the passage.

A large, jagged boulder sat against the right wall, narrowing the path. To get past it, you had to step to the left. On the left side, the floor was covered in a thick layer of fine, white ash, distinctly different from the black volcanic sand.

Spore-trap.

Simple, brutal, and effective. The white ash concealed a fragile, glass-like fungal bulb buried inches beneath the surface. Step on the ash, shatter the bulb, and a pressurized cloud of caustic, lung-rotting spores would vent upward. It wouldn't kill you instantly. It would burn the lining of your throat and lungs, reducing your stamina by half. Over the next week, the spores would germinate in the warm, wet environment of your chest, leading to a suffocating, rattling death.

Auma Hale, the dispatcher back at the Lantern-union hall, had died from a variant of lung rot in year eight of my first timeline. She had stepped on a compromised bulb on Floor 14. I remembered the sound of her coughing up black, fibrous phlegm into a bloody handkerchief.

Kaelen walked right past the boulder. He was skinny enough, and walking rigidly enough in the center of the path, that he completely avoided the ash patch on the left.

Vance followed, stepping gingerly to avoid scuffing his boots on the boulder, but his narrow stride kept him clear of the trap.

Boras came last.

Boras was wide. His armor made him wider. And he was exhausted. He was dragging his feet, his head bowed, blindly following Vance’s red robes. He approached the boulder. To avoid scraping his massive steel pauldron against the rock, he took a heavy, exaggerated step to his left.

His armored boot hovered directly over the patch of white ash.

I was ten feet behind him. I had enough time to say something. I could call out. I could drop another spike. I could throw a rock and hit him in the back of the helmet, startling him into stopping.

I didn't move a muscle. I didn't make a sound.

I needed to know. The Tally rewarded me for carrying their weight, for actively saving them. But was it a requirement? Was I compelled by my class to be their guardian angel, or was my Burden purely transactional? If I let a dead man touch a hot stove, would the ledger-spirit punish me for failing to carry him?

More importantly, I needed to know if I still had the stomach to watch someone die for the sake of gathering intelligence. Twelve years with Coriolan Vex had taught me that sentiment was a liability. If I was going to reach the Crown, I needed to be as cold as the stone I walked on.

I watched Boras's boot descend.

Let's see what the Spire owes me, I thought, my heart beating in a slow, steady rhythm.

Boras’s boot came down squarely in the center of the white ash.

A distinct, sickening crunch echoed in the narrow corridor, like a boot heel coming down on a dried beetle.

Boras froze. He looked down.

A split second later, the ground beneath his foot violently erupted.

A geyser of dense, sickly yellow powder shot upward with the force of a ruptured steam pipe. The cloud enveloped Boras from the waist up in a fraction of a second. The force of the pneumatic burst knocked him backward, his heavy armor clattering against the basalt wall as he went down hard.

"Boras!" Kaelen yelled, spinning around.

Vance screamed, throwing his arms over his face and stumbling away from the expanding yellow cloud.

I had already stopped walking. I took three steps backward, pulling a coarse linen rag from my belt and pressing it hard over my nose and mouth. I watched the cloud billow outward, hanging thick and heavy in the still air.

From inside the yellow fog, Boras began to scream.

It wasn't a roar of pain. It was a wet, desperately high-pitched shrieking of a man trying to draw air through a throat that was rapidly blistering closed. The sound of his heavy gauntlets clawing frantically at the clasps of his helmet rang out over the hissing of the settling spores.

I kept the rag pressed over my face. I didn't look at Boras. I looked up, into the empty air above the shifting yellow dust, waiting for the slate-gray text of the Tally to appear. Waiting to see if the ledger would deduct my Burden for letting him fall.

The air remained perfectly clear.

The Spire didn't care that he was dying. And, to my profound, chilling relief, neither did my class.

The contract didn't cover stupidity, and my back was only broad enough for the weight I chose to bear.

[TALLY] Ledger entry established: IRONHIDES. Status: Bleeding.

* * *


Chapter 3: The Price of a Hold

Silas Marr

The yellow dust hung in the stagnant air of the corridor, dense as mustard smoke, slowly drifting downward to coat the basalt floor in a sickly, pale film. I kept the coarse linen rag pressed tightly over my nose and mouth, breathing shallowly through the fabric.

Three paces away, Boras stopped screaming.

It wasn't a sudden silence. It was a gradual, agonizing reduction in volume as the ruptured steam pipe’s spore-payload finished crystallizing the moisture in his throat and lungs. The violent thrashing of his plate-armored limbs against the stone transitioned into weak, spasmodic jerks. His heavy gauntlets, which had been tearing at the clasps of his helmet, fell limply to his sides, the metal clanking dully against the floor.

Kaelen stood frozen, his broad kite shield lowered, staring at the cloud. Vance, the scout who had missed the pressure plate in the first place, was pressed flat against the far wall, his hands over his ears, trembling like a whipped dog.

I didn't move. I didn't speak. I just watched the dust settle, counting the seconds in my head. Sixty. Sixty-one. Sixty-two.

At eighty seconds, the yellow cloud thinned enough to see the opposite wall. The spores were heavy; they didn't linger in the air unless disturbed. They were designed to punish the clumsy and the swift, dropping fast to form a carpet of dormant hazard.

I lowered the rag, folding the contaminated side inward, and tucked it carefully back into my belt pouch. I tested the air with a shallow breath. Sharp, smelling faintly of sulfur and dried copper, but clear of the tickle that meant death.

"Is he..." Kaelen started, his voice a dry rasp. He took a half-step forward.

"Don't," I said. My voice was flat, carrying easily in the dead acoustics of the defile. "The dust on his armor is still loose. You touch him, you kick it up. You breathe it in, you drown in dry land."

Vance let out a shuddering breath and slid down the wall to a crouch. "He’s dead. Oh, Spire take me, he’s dead. We haven't even seen the stairs to the second floor."

I unhooked the waterskin from my chest strap, took a measured pull, and capped it. "He stepped on a weeping-tile. The grout was a different color. You missed it, Vance. He ignored it. The Spire handled the rest."

Kaelen spun on me, his eyes wide and wild with the sudden, defensive anger of a man who knew he was out of his depth. "Shut your mouth, mule. You're paid to carry, not to lecture."

"I'm paid to carry gear for living men," I corrected mildly. I adjusted the thick leather straps of my A-frame pack. It was already loaded with sixty pounds of climbing rope, iron pitons, torches, and Kaelen’s spare chain shirt. It rested comfortably against my lumbar. "Contract says half-pay if the run aborts before Floor Five. I'll take my coin now, and we can walk back to the Gate of Twenty."

"We aren't aborting," Kaelen snapped. He looked at Boras's body, then up at the dark ceiling of the corridor. The artificial sky of the Foothalls, usually a pale, jagged blue luminescence, was dim here in the narrow defiles. "I took a loan from the Bronze Exchange for the writ to enter today. If we go back empty-handed, I lose my armor to the debt collectors."

"Your call," I said. "But we leave him."

"We leave his body," Kaelen said, his jaw setting stubbornly. "We don't leave his kit. That breastplate is worth three silvers. The maul is worth two. Vance, use your pole-hook. Drag him out of the dust."

Vance looked horrified, but he unslung the ten-foot collapsible hook from his back. Working with trembling hands, he snagged the heavy ring at the back of Boras’s collar and hauled. The corpse slid across the basalt with a terrible, wet scraping noise. A plume of yellow dust puffed up, and Vance coughed, backing away frantically.

"Wait for it to settle," I advised, leaning against the cold stone wall. I crossed my arms, ignoring the twitch in my left ring finger. It was an old ache, a crooked break from a tavern brawl when I was nineteen, long before I ever took a porter’s oath in my first life. The body I inhabited now was twenty-two, but the finger was the same. A permanent reminder of bad choices.

It took them ten minutes to safely strip Boras of his valuables. They did it poorly, knocking loose spores around and coughing into their sleeves. I stood upwind, watching Kaelen pile the heavy steel breastplate, the iron-capped boots, and the massive, two-handed trench maul on the floor.

"Pack it," Kaelen ordered, pointing a gauntleted finger at me.

I looked at the pile. It was easily another eighty pounds of dead, awkward steel. "My frame is rated for a hundred and twenty. That puts me over."

"You're a porter," Kaelen snarled, stepping into my space. He was a head taller than me, built like a brick oven, and currently vibrating with the adrenaline of a narrowly avoided death. "You carry what I tell you to carry. Or I leave you here without a lantern."

I met his eyes. They were wide, bloodshot. He was terrified. He needed to control something, and the man with the pack was the easiest target.

I didn't argue. I unclipped the heavy canvas tarp strapped to the top of my frame, rolled it out on the floor, and began arranging the armor. I nested the boots inside the breastplate, laid the maul flat to distribute the weight across the spine of the pack, and bound it all tight with a spider-silk cord. I worked methodically, testing the tension, ensuring nothing clanked. Noise in the Spire was a dinner bell.

When I hoisted the frame, the weight was staggering. A hundred and forty pounds pulling at my shoulders, threatening to drag me backward. The straps bit viciously into my collarbones through my padded jacket. My knees—twenty-two-year-old knees, entirely free of the deep, grinding ache of my previous life—creaked under the sudden compression.

I stabilized my stance, locking my core, and breathed out.

[TALLY] Burden 12 → 24.

The slate-gray text hovered in the air directly in front of my face for a fraction of a second before fading. The phantom ache of the load lessened marginally as my class metabolized the sheer, unadulterated dead weight of their greed.

What you carry, carries you.

"Walk," Kaelen said, turning his back on me.

We moved deeper into the first floor, leaving Boras in his underwear on the cold basalt.

* * *

The transition to Floor 2 wasn't marked by a grand doorway. It was a brutalist stairwell, carved straight up through the ceiling of the defile, lined with rusted iron handrails that felt greasy to the touch. The air pressure shifted as we climbed, growing heavier, smelling less of dust and more of ozone and old, dried blood.

The Foothalls were designed to cull the impatient. They were a mechanical gauntlet of narrow corridors, shifting plates, and swarming things that lived in the ventilation shafts. In my first life, I had hauled gear through these first twenty floors so many times I could map them with my eyes closed.

"Keep your lantern shuttered," I told Vance as we crested the stairs into a wide, low-ceilinged hall. The floor here wasn't stone, but heavy bronze grating set over deep, dark channels. Copper pipes ran along the walls, hissing with low-pressure steam. "The light reflects off the grating. Blinds you to the ceiling vents."

Vance ignored me, looking to Kaelen for orders. Kaelen nodded sharply. "Leave it open. I want to see what's in front of us."

"Suit yourself," I murmured, adjusting my grip on my pack straps.

We walked for twenty minutes. The weight on my back was a physical presence, a living thing trying to wrestle me to the ground. Every step was a negotiation with gravity. Sweat stung my eyes, stinging the novice calluses on my palms where I gripped the leather tightly. I focused on the rhythm of my boots on the bronze grating. Clang. Clang. Clang.

"There's an armory cache supposed to be in the northern quadrant," Kaelen muttered, checking a crude, hand-drawn map parchment by the light of Vance’s lantern. "If we pull a halfway decent blade, we can cover Boras's share and still make a profit."

"Northern quadrant is flooded," I said. "Pipe burst three cycles ago. It’s waist-deep rust water and rot-leeches."

Kaelen glared at me. "How do you know that? You're a back-alley mule."

I didn't answer. The truth—that I had lived this day twelve years ago, that I had watched Coriolan Vex’s pathfinder drown in that exact flooded corridor—wasn't something I could offer. Instead, I tapped the side of my head. "Word at the union hall. The Silverhounds tried it yesterday. Came back with swamp rot."

Kaelen scowled, but he rolled the map up. "Fine. We cut east. Toward the service shafts. There's a counterweight door that leads to the outer ring."

I stopped walking. "Service shafts are nesting grounds."

"For what?" Vance asked, his voice spiking an octave.

Clack-clack-clack.

The sound didn't come from the corridor ahead. It came from directly above us.

It sounded like heavy iron shears being snapped open and closed, magnified by the metal architecture of the hall.

I looked up. The ceiling was dotted with square iron ventilation grates, shadowed and dark.

"Razor-ticks," I said softly.

Before Kaelen could draw his sword, the nearest grate exploded outward.

A shower of rusted bolts and iron dust rained down on us, followed by a torrent of metallic, scuttling bodies. They were the size of dinner plates, a nightmare hybrid of organic chitin and jagged iron cogs. Six multi-jointed legs ended in scalpel-sharp hooks, and their mandibles were serrated shearing blades designed to cut through leather and bone with equal ease.

Four of them dropped squarely onto Kaelen’s shield. The impact drove him to one knee, the sheer kinetic force of the heavy clockwork beasts staggering him. He roared, swinging his sword blindly over the edge of the kite shield, shattering the chassis of one tick in a spray of black oil and sparks.

Three more dropped on Vance.

The scout shrieked, batting at them with his lantern. The glass shattered, plunging the immediate area into dim, ambient shadow. One of the ticks clamped its mandibles onto Vance’s leather pauldron, tearing through the boiled hide and biting deep into his shoulder. Blood, shockingly red against the bronze floor, sprayed in a neat arc.

"The door!" Kaelen bellowed, shoving forward. "Get to the counterweight door!"

I was already moving.

I didn't run. Running with a hundred and forty pounds on your back was a good way to snap an ankle in a floor grate. I marched, taking long, brutally efficient strides, watching the ceiling.

Two ticks dropped toward my head. I didn't reach for a weapon. I simply threw my shoulders forward, dipping my torso, and let the heavy, steel-plated bulk of Boras's breastplate strapped to my pack take the hit. The ticks slammed into the armor with a resonant CLANG, their hooks skittering uselessly off the curved steel. I twisted hard, shaking them loose, and crushed one beneath my heavy boot as it hit the floor. The carapace gave way with a sickening, metallic crunch.

Ahead of us, at the end of the hall, was the counterweight door. It was a massive slab of vertically grooved iron, currently raised half-open, held in place by a thick hemp rope wound around an iron capstan.

"Go!" I shouted, pointing to the gap.

Vance was stumbling, clutching his bleeding shoulder, sobbing as a tick scuttled after him, snapping at his heels. Kaelen was backing up slowly, his shield heavily dented, swinging his sword in wide, desperate arcs to keep the swarm at bay. There were dozens of them now, pouring from the shattered vent, a carpet of clicking, whirring malice.

I reached the capstan first. The rope was tied off on a rusted iron cleat. The door itself weighed upward of a ton, meant to seal the quadrant in case of a fire or a flood.

"Get under it!" I yelled, dropping my frame to the floor. The sudden release of weight made my spine crack, but I didn't have time to enjoy the relief.

Vance dove under the half-open iron slab, rolling into the safety of the corridor beyond.

Kaelen was ten feet away, but he was pinned. Six ticks were aggressively flanking him, forcing him backward against the wall. If he lowered his shield to run, they would sheer his legs off at the knees.

"Drop the door!" Kaelen screamed, his voice cracking with panic. "Drop it!"

If I dropped the door, Kaelen died.

I didn't like Kaelen. He was arrogant, cheap, and his stupidity had already cost Boras his life. But I was the porter. He was my crew. The Tally audited intent, and if I left a man behind when I had the means to pull him through, my class would treat it as sandbagging. It would gut my Burden.

I pulled my heavy alchemical-wax canvas tarp from my dropped pack.

"Vance!" I roared through the gap in the door. "Grab the rope! Prepare to hold!"

I didn't wait to see if the wounded scout obeyed. I stepped out from the door, gripping the heavy canvas by the corners, and snapped it like a blanket. The thick, weighted fabric sailed over the heads of the advancing ticks, landing squarely on top of the swarm pinning Kaelen.

The heavy wax-treated cloth smothered them instantly. Their jagged legs became tangled in the tough fibers, the shears cutting into the canvas but failing to find purchase. It bought Kaelen a second.

"Now!" I barked.

Kaelen broke into a dead sprint, throwing his shield aside. He dove for the gap under the door just as the tarp began to shred under the mechanical frenzy beneath it.

He slid under the heavy iron slab.

I turned back to the capstan to drop the door and seal the swarm on the other side.

But as I reached for the cleat, I heard a sharp, snapping sound.

Vance, on the other side of the door, had panicked. Instead of holding the line to let me through, he had drawn his hunting knife and slashed the heavily tensioned rope on his side of the pulley, thinking it would drop the door instantly and save himself.

He was half right.

The heavy hemp rope, suddenly severed, whipped through the pulley system with a deafening crack. The one-ton iron slab of the door immediately lost its counterweight. It began to plummet in a free-fall toward the floor.

I was on the wrong side.

If that door hit the bronze grating, I was sealed in a corridor with thirty enraged Razor-ticks and nowhere to go.

Instinct, forged over a decade of surviving the Spire's mechanical traps, took over.

I lunged forward, not toward the gap, but toward the rapidly spinning capstan. I grabbed the flailing, frayed end of the severed rope just before it whipped through the iron ring.

The raw kinetic force of a falling ton of iron hit my hands.

The rope jerked with the violence of a cannon shot. The rough hemp tore instantly through the palms of my leather gloves, biting deeply into the flesh of my hands. My arms were jerked forward, snapping straight, my left shoulder violently hyperextending as the joint was pulled flush against the iron frame of the door mechanism.

The slab of iron stopped its free-fall, hanging six inches above the floor.

I was the only thing holding it.

The physics of it were impossible. No single man, let alone a scrawny back-alley porter with novice calluses, could arrest the momentum of a ton of falling iron. My boots scraped uselessly against the bronze floor as the weight tried to drag me into the pulley mechanism. My bones groaned, a deep, resonant ache that vibrated into my teeth.

I needed an anchor.

"Tally," I gritted out through clenched teeth, spitting a wad of blood onto the grating.

[TALLY] Toll requested. Assessing physical cost.

Pay it,* I thought, my vision blurring at the edges as the muscles in my back began to tear. *Pay the damn toll.

[TALLY] Burden 24 → 14. One Toll Expended: THE ANCHOR.

The change was instantaneous.

It wasn't a magical glow, and it didn't heal the tearing skin on my hands. Instead, a reservoir of cold, dense kinetic force flooded my skeletal structure. The Tally didn't make me stronger; it simply altered my mass relative to the Spire. For a span of ten seconds, I became immovable.

My boots slammed down flat against the bronze grating, locking into place as if riveted to the floor. The brutal tension in the rope, which a moment ago was pulling my arm from its socket, met an immovable object. My spine locked solid.

I stood there, blood dripping from my palms onto the frayed hemp, holding a dead-weight door against gravity itself.

Behind me, the shredded canvas tarp finally gave way. The Razor-ticks spilled out, clicking furiously, rushing toward my exposed back.

"Pull the pack through!" I screamed at the gap beneath the door. My voice didn't sound human; it was a strained, vibrating roar from the bottom of my lungs.

From the other side of the door, Kaelen's wide, terrified eyes appeared in the six-inch gap. He reached a gauntleted hand through, grabbed the strap of my heavy A-frame pack, and dragged it roughly under the iron slab.

"I'm through!" Kaelen yelled.

I didn't say a word. I just let go of the rope.

The kinetic lock of the Toll vanished the exact second my hands opened. The immense weight of the door reasserted itself, and the iron slab slammed downward with the force of a thunderclap.

The bottom edge of the door crushed the first three Razor-ticks that had reached my boots, severing them cleanly in half. Black oil and shattered cogs sprayed across the bronze grating. The heavy thud shook the dust from the ceiling.

I was on the safe side, having thrown myself into a chaotic backward roll the moment I released the tension. I hit the far wall of the corridor and stayed there, breathing heavily, staring at the solid iron wall that now separated us from the swarm.

Silence descended on the hallway, broken only by the ragged breathing of the three of us.

I looked down at my hands. The leather gloves were ruined, the palms torn away. The skin beneath was a mess of raw, bleeding rope-burn, the friction having singed the edges of the wounds black. My left shoulder throbbed with a sickening, wet heat—a minor subluxation. It was partially out of the socket.

I braced my left elbow against the stone wall, gritted my teeth, and violently twisted my torso outward.

A loud, wet POP echoed in the corridor.

Vance flinched, clutching his own bleeding shoulder, staring at me with wide, horrified eyes.

I let my left arm hang limply for a moment, letting the joint seat itself properly, then slowly rolled the shoulder. It hurt like hell, a deep, tearing ache, but the joint worked. The Toll protected against catastrophic failure, not against the agonizing reality of the physics involved.

I looked up.

Kaelen was standing over me, his sword still drawn, but he wasn't pointing it at the door. He was looking at me, at my bloody hands, at the ruined capstan rope on the floor.

"You held the door," Kaelen said. His voice was a whisper.

"Vance cut the line," I replied smoothly, keeping my tone deadpan, devoid of the pain radiating through my upper body. "I caught the slack."

"That door weighs two thousand pounds," Kaelen said, taking a slow step backward. "You didn't catch the slack. You stopped it dead."

He looked at me the way climbers looked at the Spire-born monstrosities on the upper floors. It was the look of a man trying to reconcile his reality with a nightmare. In the Foothalls, porters were packmules. Expendable, weak, meant to carry the water and absorb the trap-blows. They didn't anchor falling portcullises with their bare hands.

[TALLY] Ledger entry established: KAELEN TULL. Status: Indebted (Life). [TALLY] Ledger entry established: VANCE OAKEN. Status: Indebted (Life).

I read the slate-gray text as it hung in the air between us. My Ledger. The Tally acknowledged the transaction. I had paid Burden to secure their lives, and the Spire's spirit recorded the debt. I owed them nothing; they owed me blood.

Kaelen saw nothing of the text, but he felt the shift in the air. The Spire breeds monsters, and right now, he was convinced he had hired one.

He reached into the leather pouch at his hip, his hands shaking slightly, and pulled out a heavy fistful of silver coins. He didn't hand them to me. He tossed them onto the floor at my feet.

"Contract's done," Kaelen said, his voice hard, trying to mask the tremor. "That's full floor pay. Plus Boras's share. Take your kit and walk away, mule."

I looked at the silver gleaming on the bronze grating. It was a small fortune for a day's work. More importantly, it was a dismissal.

"The exit to the stairwell is three corridors east," I said quietly, reaching down with bleeding hands to collect the coins. I dropped them into my belt pouch. "Watch the grating. The grout changes color near the steam valves."

"Get out," Kaelen repeated, raising his sword an inch.

I didn't push it. I had what I wanted. I walked over to where Kaelen had dragged my pack. I unbuckled the heavy canvas, untied the spider-silk cording, and deliberately let Boras's heavy breastplate, boots, and maul clatter to the floor. The sound was deafening in the quiet corridor.

"Your gear," I said.

I slung my now heavily lightened A-frame pack onto my good shoulder. My own kit—ropes, pitons, chalk, a lantern, and a few days' rations—weighed less than forty pounds. Compared to the oppressive burden I had been carrying, it felt like nothing.

I turned my back on them and began to walk deeper into the corridor, toward the service stairwell that I knew would lead cleanly up to the third floor.

I didn't look back. I didn't need to. The Ironhides were done. They would limp back to the Gate of Twenty, drink themselves into a stupor, and tell wild tales of a demon-touched porter.

I stopped at the corner, out of their sight, and set my pack down. I pulled a roll of clean, white linen tape from a side pouch. Working methodically, I wrapped my bleeding hands, pulling the tape tight over the rope burns. The pressure stung, a sharp, clean pain that helped clear the lingering haze of the Toll.

I clenched my fists. The tape held.

I looked up, into the empty air, calling up the Tally.

[TALLY] Class: REVENANT PORTER. [TALLY] Burden: 14. [TALLY] Ledger: 2 Debts Owed. 0 Debts Owed by You.

A grim satisfaction settled over me. Twelve years I had carried gear for these people, watching them die, watching them profit, absorbing their mistakes without a single copper of compensation beyond my daily wage.

Now, the Spire was keeping score.

I picked up my pack, the leather straps settling comfortably over my taped hands. Ahead of me, the heavy iron door to Floor 3 ground open, the mechanical groan echoing in the dark.

I stepped over the threshold, alone.

* * *


Chapter 4: Solo Ascent

Silas Marr

The iron door to the third floor didn't just open; it yielded, groaning on unseen hinges buried deep in the black stone. A rush of cold, dead air spilled out from the gap, tasting of copper, ozone, and undisturbed dust. It was the breath of the Spire, mechanical and apathetic.

I stepped through the threshold, the forty-pound pack sitting awkwardly light on my shoulders. Behind me, the heavy door ground shut with a sound like a tomb sealing. The click of the locking mechanism echoed off the narrow walls, final and absolute.

I was alone.

For twelve years in my first life, I had never once climbed a floor of the Spire without at least half a dozen armed climbers forming a perimeter around me. I had been the center of a heavily armored formation, an essential but fragile piece of logistical equipment. I was the mule. The packhorse. I carried the spare shields, the heavy iron rations, the extra coils of thick hemp, and the unrefined mana-stones that the stormcallers burned through. I walked where they told me to walk, stopped when they told me to stop, and kept my head down while they bled and died to clear the way.

Now, there was no perimeter. There was no pathfinder testing the flagstones with a ten-foot pole. There was no shield-line to absorb the sudden, violent ambushes that the Foothalls were known for.

There was only me, my boots on the stone, and the memory of a dead man.

I adjusted the leather straps on my shoulders, wincing slightly as the movement pulled at the freshly taped rope-burns on my palms. The linen was tight, the pressure a sharp, clean ache that grounded me. I took a slow breath, feeling the cool air fill my lungs. My chest didn't rattle. My left knee, which had ached continuously from my twenty-fifth year onward in my previous life, was perfectly silent. I was twenty-two again. My body was a machine that hadn't yet been worn down to the bone by the weight of other people's ambitions.

The corridor ahead was a long, straight chute of seamless black stone, illuminated only by vast swaths of pale blue bioluminescence that clung to the high, artificial ceiling like glowing moss. This was the entrance to what the old crews called the Grinding Narrows, a section of Floor 3 designed strictly to cull the impatient.

I didn't need a map. The architecture of the lower floors was burned into my mind, etched there by a hundred descents and ascents, by the blood of novices and the curse words of veterans.

I started walking.

I kept my pace measured, matching the rhythm of my breath to the strike of my boots. One, two, three, four. The silence of the solo climb was unnerving at first. No clanking of plate mail, no forced banter to stave off fear, no barked orders. Just the scrape of my leather soles and the distant, rhythmic thrum of the Spire's internal machinery—a sound like a massive, sleeping heart, buried leagues beneath the stone.

At forty paces, the corridor widened into a rectangular chamber. The floor here wasn't seamless stone; it was a mosaic of square iron plates, each one rimmed with a faint crust of red rust. To the untrained eye, it looked like a simple architectural shift. To a pathfinder, it was a puzzle that could take an hour to safely decipher.

I knew it was a meat grinder.

In my first life, Petya Wren had spent forty-five minutes tapping each of these plates with a steel-shod staff, mapping out the safe route while Coriolan Vex drummed his fingers on his sword hilt in irritation. Petya had found the path, but the delay had cost us; the noise had drawn a swarm of glass-ticks from the ventilation shafts, and we’d lost a junior spearman to the resulting infection.

I didn't have a staff, and I didn't have forty-five minutes. But I had Petya's route, locked away in a memory that the Tally hadn't yet let decay.

I stepped up to the edge of the mosaic. I didn't hesitate. I placed my right boot on the third plate from the left.

Nothing happened.

I stepped onto the fifth plate in the next row, then the second plate in the row after that. I moved in a jagged, diagonal line, placing my feet exactly where Petya had placed his markers twelve years from now. The air in the chamber was utterly still, but I could feel the tension in the space beneath me. A fraction of an inch of pressure on the wrong plate, and the ceiling above would drop a barrage of iron spikes designed to impale anything taller than three feet.

Left, center, far right, center.

I kept my eyes on my boots. I didn't look at the ceiling. Looking up didn't change the mechanism; it only wasted focus.

Halfway across, I paused on a solid iron square. I counted to five in my head. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

A deep, mechanical clack echoed beneath the floorboards, shaking the dust around my boots. The internal gears of the chamber had cycled. The safe path had just changed.

I shifted my weight and stepped backward, onto a plate I had just avoided. It held solid. I moved left, then forward twice, weaving through the new safe zone. It was a dance choreographed by a dead pathfinder, performed by a porter who had watched him work.

Twelve steps later, my boots hit the solid black stone of the far corridor.

I didn't stop to admire my work. I just kept walking.

The rest of Floor 3 was a masterclass in efficiency. I moved like a ghost through the labyrinthine defiles. When the corridor branched, I took the left path, knowing the right ended in a false wall rigged with a kinetic snare. When I smelled the sharp, acrid scent of sulfur near a maintenance shaft, I pressed my back against the wall and waited for two full minutes. A patrol of razor-beetles—dog-sized insects with carapaces like sheared steel—scuttled past the intersection just twenty feet ahead of me, completely unaware. I held my breath, listening to the dry, frantic clicking of their legs on the stone, feeling the vibration in my teeth.

Once they passed, I crossed the intersection, entirely bypassing an encounter that would have drained a dozen mana-stones from a typical crew.

My foreknowledge was a blade, and I was wielding it with absolute precision. But I knew the rules. The timeline was already rotting. By saving Ivy on the second floor, by leaving the Ironhides to their fate, by spending a Toll to break a debt—I was throwing stones into a still pond. The ripples were small now, but they were spreading. Soon, the wandering mobs would shift off their usual patterns. Soon, the Spire would react to the missing weight of the climbers I had altered.

I needed to secure an advantage before my memory became a liability.

The service stairwell to Floor 4 was hidden behind a collapsed archway in the northern quadrant. I found it exactly where it was supposed to be, half-buried in rubble. The climb was steep, the stone stairs spiraling tightly upward through the dark. The air grew noticeably drier as I ascended, the heavy scent of rust giving way to a dusty, chalky smell.

I pushed through the heavy wooden door at the top of the stairs, emerging into the Ash Warrens.

Floor 4 was different from the mechanical meat-grinders below it. The ceiling here was lower, the bioluminescence dimmer, casting the wide, cavernous spaces in perpetual twilight. The floor was covered in a thick layer of fine, gray particulate—not ash from wood, but the pulverized remnants of Spire-stone, ground down over centuries by the shifting architecture. Every step kicked up a small cloud that coated the boots and dried the throat.

The route to Floor 5 was relatively straightforward, but I wasn't heading for the stairs just yet. I adjusted my light forty-pound pack, checked the tape on my hands, and veered off the main path, heading into the eastern alcoves.

I was looking for a ghost's secret.

In my previous timeline, during my sixth year as a porter, I had worked a haul for a crew of independent delvers. Their lead mule was an old man named Oakes. Oakes had been climbing for twenty years, a miracle of survival in a profession that usually killed its practitioners in two. He had known the Foothalls better than the architects who built them. But on Floor 18, a kinetic trap had snapped his spine. I had held his hand while he bled out, listening to him rattle off a list of regrets.

Among those regrets was a cache he had built on Floor 4, hidden away for a rainy day he would never see. He had given me the directions, demanding I take it so it wouldn't rot in the dark. I had never been able to retrieve it; the crew had abandoned Oakes' body and pushed on, and I had been forced to carry his load as well as mine. By the time I ever came back to Floor 4 on a descent, years later, the area had been collapsed by a guild turf war.

But right now, the guild turf war was five years in the future. The architecture was intact.

I moved through the dust, keeping my back to the walls. The Warrens were quiet. Too quiet. Usually, there were scavenger-mites sifting through the gray powder, but the floor was perfectly still. I didn't like the silence, but I couldn't afford to waste the opportunity.

I found the landmark Oakes had described: a massive, half-shattered statue of a robed figure, its face sheared off by some ancient impact. The statue had toppled backward, creating a narrow, triangular hollow between its stone shoulders and the cavern wall.

I squeezed into the gap, the dust clinging to my sweat-dampened clothes. The space was claustrophobic, smelling of ancient, trapped air. At the base of the wall, hidden beneath a pile of loose debris, was an iron ventilation grate.

I knelt in the dust, uncorking my canteen to take a small sip of water before setting to work. The grate was secured by four heavy, rusted bolts. I didn't have a wrench, but I had a crowbar strapped to the side of my pack. I slid it free, wedged the flat edge beneath the top left bolt, and applied pressure.

The rust flaked, but the bolt held.

I grunted, wrapping both taped hands around the iron bar, planting my boot against the wall for leverage. I threw my weight backward. The bolt gave a horrific screech and snapped off entirely. I repeated the process for the other three, the physical exertion warming the chill out of my muscles.

With the bolts gone, I wedged the crowbar under the lip of the grate and heaved. The heavy iron plate shifted, then fell outward with a dull, heavy thud that puffed a massive cloud of gray dust into the narrow space.

I coughed, waving the dust away, and shined my lantern into the dark cavity beyond.

It was a small maintenance hollow, no larger than a coffin. Inside, wrapped in heavy, oiled canvas, was a rectangular bundle.

"I found it, Oakes," I muttered into the quiet.

I reached in and hauled the bundle out. It was shockingly heavy, dragging through the dust with a solid scrape. I dragged it out of the hollow, back into the dim twilight of the main cavern, and knelt beside it.

I undid the leather ties and pulled back the canvas.

Inside sat a masterpiece of utilitarian engineering. It was a porter's packframe, but unlike the cheap wooden slats rented out by the Lantern-union, this was custom-built. The frame was constructed of Spire-ironwood—a dense, nearly petrified timber found in the upper reaches of the Starving Court—reinforced with crossbars of blackened steel. It had wide, padded leather shoulder straps and a thick kidney belt to distribute the load perfectly across the hips. Welded to the sides were multiple load-bearing rings and quick-release hooks.

It was designed to carry a hundred and fifty pounds of dead weight without snapping the wearer's spine. It was a rig meant for a master mule.

Beside the frame lay a tight, neat coil of gray rope, shimmering faintly in the lantern light.

I reached out and touched it, my fingers tracing the impossibly smooth fibers. Spire-spider silk. Harvested from the arachnid colonies on Floor 33. It was thinner than standard hemp, light as a feather, but it possessed a tensile strength that defied logic. You could hang a dead anvil from a single strand and it wouldn't snap. But it was dangerous to use; if you didn't wear heavy leather gloves, a sudden taut pull would slice through flesh and bone like a wire garrote. It was a rare, expensive tool, usually reserved for elite trap-scouts.

I carefully picked up the silk and secured it to one of the iron rings on the new frame.

Next, I unbuckled my current pack. I transferred my rations, my chalk, my pitons, and my lantern to the various pouches affixed to the ironwood rig. I rolled up the canvas tarp and strapped it to the bottom. I placed my crowbar into the dedicated side-sheath.

When the transfer was complete, I stood up and stretched my back. I approached the ironwood frame, gripped the heavy shoulder straps, and hoisted it up.

The weight hit me instantly.

Empty, the frame weighed a solid forty pounds on its own. With my gear added, I was looking at eighty pounds of dead weight. But as I settled the straps over my shoulders and buckled the thick kidney belt tight across my waist, the burden vanished into a perfect distribution of gravity. The frame hugged my back, pulling my posture straight, anchoring my center of mass.

It was heavy, yes. But it was a weight that belonged there. It was the weight of a dead man's legacy, pulled from the dark and put back to work.

I stood in the dust of Floor 4, rolling my shoulders, feeling the steel and ironwood settle into the muscles of my back.

Above me, the empty air shimmered.

[TALLY] Burden 14 → 18. [TALLY] Weight recognized. Legacy shouldered.

The slate-gray text hung in the air for a second before dissolving into the gloom. The Tally audited intent. Sandbagging a pack with rocks wouldn't earn me a single point of Burden. But carrying Oakes' rig, carrying the tools he had died without using, was a real, tangible load. The Spire acknowledged it.

I adjusted the straps one last time. "Appreciate the gear, old man," I said softly.

I turned away from the eastern alcoves and set a brisk pace back toward the main route. I needed to cross the Dust Gallery and reach the Rusting Stairs that led up to Floor 5. With the new frame, my mobility was slightly reduced, but my stability was flawless. My boots left deep, even tracks in the gray powder.

I walked for twenty minutes, the silence of the Ash Warrens pressing in from all sides. I passed the shattered pillars of the central concourse, bypassing a known pressure-plate cluster by simply walking along a narrow stone berm that hugged the western wall. My memory was holding up perfectly.

I was about half a mile from the stairs when the first sign of divergence hit me.

It wasn't a visual cue. It was a smell.

I stopped dead in my tracks, freezing my momentum so abruptly that the heavy frame on my back swayed slightly. I closed my eyes and breathed in through my nose, filtering out the smell of dry chalk and stale air.

Underneath it, distinct and foul, was the scent of wet copper and old meat. It was the smell of a slaughterhouse left to rot in the sun.

My eyes snapped open. I lowered my hand to my thigh, unclasping the strap that held my crowbar. I didn't draw it yet, but my fingers rested on the cold iron.

That scent doesn't belong here.

Floor 4 was dust and ash and clockwork. Scavenger-mites smelled of ozone. Razor-beetles smelled of sulfur.

Wet copper meant blood. Blood meant beasts.

I moved forward, my pace slowing to a deliberate, silent stalk. I hugged the shadows of the massive stone pillars that lined the corridor, placing my feet carefully to minimize the crunch of the gray particulate. The corridor—marked on old guild maps as 4-B—was supposed to be a straight shot to the Rusting Stairs. It was supposed to be empty.

The smell grew stronger.

Then came the sound. A heavy, rhythmic clicking, like steel spikes being dragged across solid stone. Interspersed with the clicking was a low, wet, rasping breath.

Click. Scrape. Huff.

Click. Scrape. Huff.

My pulse, which had been steady since I crossed the Gate of Twenty, spiked. I recognized that sound. I had heard it echoing in the Red Gallery, twenty floors higher than where I stood. I had watched a creature making that exact noise tear a shielded Bulwark in half during my ninth year as a porter.

I pressed my back flat against a pillar, edging my face around the curved stone just enough to peer down the corridor.

The passage narrowed fifty yards ahead, forming a chokepoint before it opened up into the stairwell cavern.

Prowling back and forth across that chokepoint was a massive, quadrupedal nightmare.

It was the size of a draft horse, its body entirely devoid of skin. Thick, braided ropes of dark crimson muscle were exposed to the air, glistening with a viscous, wet sheen. Jagged bone-spurs protruded from its spine and the joints of its heavily muscled legs, functioning as natural armor. Its head was an elongated skull, completely covered in that same raw, pulsing muscle, terminating in a jaw filled with multiple rows of serrated, uneven teeth.

It was a Gore-hound.

My grip tightened on the crowbar until the tape on my knuckles creaked.

A Gore-hound was a mid-tier apex predator native to the Red Gallery. They were pack hunters, designed to shred heavily armored climbers who lingered too long in the slaughter-pens of the twenties. Sometimes, a lone, starving outcast would wander down into the late Foothalls—maybe Floor 12, or Floor 8 on a particularly bad cycle.

But a Gore-hound on Floor 4? That was impossible. The Spire's internal pressure mechanics shouldn't allow it. The wards between the floor bands were designed to keep the deep terrors from trivializing the lower floors.

Unless the timeline is rotting faster than I thought.

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. Had my actions on Floor 2 caused this? Had the system registered the sudden absence of the Ironhides, or the early survival of Ivy Kessler, and compensated by shifting a predator downward to balance the ledger? Or had some massive, unseen shift in the upper floors driven this beast out of its territory?

It didn't matter. The why was a luxury for scholars and tinfoil-hat pathfinders.

The what was standing fifty yards away, blocking the only viable path to the fifth floor.

I assessed my options, measuring the environment with cold, porter's logic. Option one: Retreat. Hide in the Warrens, wait for the hound to cycle out of the area or starve. Result: I lose time. I lose the element of surprise. And Gore-hounds don't starve; they hibernate. I could be waiting for a month.

Option two: Bypass it. Find another stairwell. Result: The next nearest service stairwell was three miles back, on the western edge of the floor, through a zone dense with kinetic traps that I hadn't reviewed in my head. A massive risk.

Option three: Kill it. Result: I was one man, carrying eighty pounds of gear, armed with a crowbar and a roll of Spire-spider silk. I had no shield, no armor, and no stormcaller to blast it with localized lightning. In my first life, it took four armed veterans to bring down a single hound.

I looked at the beast again. It was pacing frantically, its heavy, clawed paws clicking on the stone. It looked agitated. Hungry.

I let my eyes flick past the hound, studying the chokepoint it was guarding. The corridor narrowed to a width of just ten feet. The walls were sheer, unbroken black stone. No alcoves to hide in. But above the hound, about fifteen feet up, the artificial ceiling dipped slightly, supported by two heavy, iron crossbeams that spanned the width of the narrow passage.

I looked down at the ironwood packframe secured to my back. I looked at the shimmering coil of spider-silk hanging from the load-bearing ring.

A cold, grim clarity washed over me. The Spire wasn't a game. It was a machine. And like all machines, it had levers and pulleys. You just had to know how to apply the weight.

I stepped out from behind the pillar.

I didn't try to mask my scent. I didn't try to hide my footsteps. I simply unclasped the crowbar from my pack, letting the heavy iron slide free into my right hand, and began walking down the center of the corridor.

Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.

My boots ground the gray particulate loudly against the stone. The sound echoed down the chute, a deliberate, rhythmic announcement of my presence.

Fifty yards away, the Gore-hound stopped pacing.

The massive, skinless head snapped in my direction. The low, wet huffing sound died in its throat, replaced by a sudden, absolute silence.

I stopped thirty yards away. I planted my boots shoulder-width apart, the eighty pounds of ironwood and gear anchoring me to the stone. I let the crowbar hang loose at my side, the taped grip solid in my palm.

The Gore-hound turned its body fully toward me. The ropes of raw muscle rippled along its flanks. Thick, viscous saliva dripped from its serrated jaws, sizzling faintly as it hit the dusty floor.

I didn't blink. I didn't speak. I just watched it, measuring the distance, measuring its weight, calculating the exact moment it would commit to the kill.

In the dim, twilight gloom of the narrow corridor, the beast locked its pale, pupil-less eyes on mine.

* * *


Chapter 5: The Rusting Stairs

Silas Marr

The air in the corridor was dead, heavy with the smell of old copper and ozone, but the void ahead breathed.

Just beyond the thirty yards separating me from the Gore-hound, the corridor opened into the vertical expanse of Floor 5. We called it the Rusting Stairs. It was a massive, cylindrical shaft plunging down into the dark, lined with a spiraling descent of corroded iron gratings, bolted walkways, and sheer drops. The ambient bioluminescence from the Foothalls’ ceiling didn't reach down here. The only light came from the scattered, flickering lumen-strips embedded in the stonework, casting long, jagged shadows across the iron lattice.

Every step on that grating echoed like a dropped anvil. It was a terrible place to fight. The footing was treacherous, slick with centuries of condensation and flaking oxidation. The gaps in the metal were wide enough to catch a boot heel or snap an ankle. And there was nowhere to back up.

The Gore-hound knew it.

It was a mid-tier apex predator of the Red Gallery, native to the twenties and thirties, a brutal thing of exposed muscle and bone spurs that hunted in packs. What a solitary one was doing down here on Floor 5, I didn't know. The Spire’s ecology was a machine, and machines sometimes threw gears out of alignment. But the beast's instinct was flawless. It had me pinned in the throat of the corridor, with the drop of the Rusting Stairs at my back.

It didn't roar. Roaring was for territorial disputes. This was just dinner.

The beast lowered its elongated skull. The thick ropes of dark crimson muscle along its shoulders bunched, the jagged white bone-spurs protruding from its spine scraping against the low stone ceiling. It weighed roughly eight hundred pounds. I weighed one hundred and eighty, plus eighty pounds of gear.

The math was terrible.

I widened my stance, letting the ironwood packframe settle hard against my spine. I adjusted my grip on the crowbar. The taped steel was warm from my palm. I kept my breathing slow, forcing the air down into my belly, deliberately unclenching my jaw. My left ring finger, crooked from that tavern brawl three years ago—or fifteen years ago, depending on how you kept the ledger—throbbed a dull, rhythmic ache.

Thirty yards.

The hound dug its claws into the stone floor, the sound like nails on a chalkboard, and launched itself forward.

It didn't run so much as it propelled itself, an explosion of raw, skinless mass hurtling down the gray, dust-choked chute. Twenty yards. Ten yards. The huffing of its breath sounded like a bellows working a forge. The smell hit me before the impact—a sickening wave of rotting meat and hot copper.

I didn't swing the crowbar. You don't swing at eight hundred pounds of momentum; you just break your own wrists.

Instead, I dropped.

At five yards, as the beast gathered its hind legs to leap, I killed my own vertical profile. I threw myself hard to the right, dropping to one knee, letting the sheer weight of my pack drag me down faster than gravity alone would allow. I planted the base of the heavy ironwood frame squarely on the stone, turning my back slightly, making the eighty-pound pack the first point of contact.

The hound soared through the space my chest had occupied a fraction of a second before.

Its hindquarters clipped the top of my pack. The impact was like getting hit by a runaway ore-cart. The force drove the ironwood frame into my spine, snapping my head back and skidding my heavy boots two feet backward across the abrasive floor. The breath vanished from my lungs in a sharp, involuntary hiss.

The hound crashed into the stone wall behind me, a wet, meaty thud that shook dust from the ceiling, but it recovered with terrifying unnatural agility. It twisted its spine in mid-air, its multiple rows of serrated teeth snapping empty space, its pale, pupil-less eyes already re-acquiring me.

I scrambled backward, using the crowbar as a crutch to haul my weight up. My left knee, blessedly free of the deep grinding ache it had carried in my previous life, held firm.

The beast didn't give me time to set. It lunged again, a sweeping strike with a massive, spurred foreleg.

I brought the crowbar up in a two-handed block, catching the strike.

The sheer concussive force vibrated up the steel shaft, rattling my teeth and deadening the nerves in my forearms. The bone-spur sparked against the iron. I pushed, using the leverage of my hips, redirecting the blow outward rather than trying to halt it entirely. The claw deflected, tearing a deep gouge into the stone wall to my left.

I snapped the hooked end of the crowbar around, aiming for the soft tissue behind the hound's jaw.

It was a good strike, born of twelve years watching Sovereign Blades and shield-line veterans work the Red Gallery. But I wasn't Coriolan Vex. I didn't have a Sovereign's speed, and I didn't have a veteran's muscle. My hands were still too smooth, the calluses too new.

The hook bit into the heavy muscle of the beast's neck, but it didn't penetrate deep enough to sever anything vital. The hound snarled—a wet, gurgling sound—and ripped its head back.

The violent motion tore the crowbar cleanly out of my grip.

The iron clattered uselessly away into the dark.

"Right," I muttered, the word tasting like dust.

The hound lunged, its jaws snapping wide, aiming for my center mass. I threw my forearms up, twisting my torso to present the thickest part of the canvas pack. The beast's jaws slammed shut on the heavy waxed canvas and the bundled tent-poles strapped to the side.

Wood splintered. Canvas tore. The beast shook its massive head, trying to disembowel the pack, and me with it. I was lifted entirely off my feet, suspended for a terrifying second in the beast's jaws, my hands scrabbling uselessly against its slick, skinless snout. The saliva burned where it touched my wrists, highly acidic, eating into the cuffs of my jacket.

I drew my right knee up and drove my heavy climbing boot directly into the hound's pale, pupil-less eye.

It let out a high-pitched, warbling shriek and dropped me.

I hit the stone floor hard, rolling backward over my injured shoulder to absorb the impact. I came up on my feet, already moving backwards, putting distance between us. The corridor ended abruptly ten feet behind me, dropping away into the vast, open shaft of the Rusting Stairs.

The hound was thrashing, shaking its head, thick black blood weeping from its ruined eye. But it was only blinded on one side. It recovered its orientation in seconds, the single remaining eye fixing on me with a malice so pure it felt like physical heat.

It stepped forward, blocking the only exit back into the Foothalls.

I backed up until my boot heels hung over the edge of the corridor's lip. Behind me, the first iron grating platform jutted out over the void. The sound of shifting, groaning metal drifted up from the dark below.

I reached down to my hip pouch. I didn't have a weapon. The crowbar was gone. I carried no sword, no spear, no stormcaller's focus. I was a porter. I carried what kept other people alive.

My fingers found the familiar, stiff coil of spider-silk rope.

Quarter-inch thick. Braided by the weavers in the lower rings of Rookmark. Rated for two thousand pounds of dead weight. I'd hauled Vex's entire team up a sheer incline on Floor 40 with a single strand of this. It didn't stretch, and it didn't snap.

I pulled a ten-foot length free, letting the coil drop to the stone beside my boot. I kept one eye on the hound as it began its slow, limping advance.

I stepped backward onto the iron grating.

The metal shrieked under my weight, a high, agonizing sound of rusted joints taking an eighty-pound load. The platform was a narrow tongue of metal, maybe four feet wide, extending out over the drop before turning sharply down a flight of skeletal stairs. To my right, a thick, rusted iron stanchion jutted up from the stonework, the remnant of an old railing that had long since rotted away into the abyss.

My hands moved with twelve years of ingrained muscle memory.

I whipped one end of the spider-silk around the rusted stanchion. I didn't look down at my hands. A half-blood knot, doubled over, pulled taut with a sharp jerk of my wrist. The silk dug into the deep, pitted rust of the iron, biting hard.

The hound reached the edge of the corridor. It paused, sniffing the air, its massive paws testing the edge of the stone. It didn't like the look of the grating. Predators rarely liked unstable footing.

I had to give it a reason to commit.

I took two steps further out onto the tongue of grating, unwinding the spider-silk from the coil at my feet, keeping the line taut between the stanchion and my right hand.

"Come on," I said. My voice sounded thin in the massive, echoing space of the shaft. "I'm right here. Dead weight."

The hound bared its multiple rows of teeth. It gathered its hind legs, bunching the thick ropes of crimson muscle. It didn't care about the drop. It only cared about the meat standing at the end of the line.

I wrapped the free end of the spider-silk around my right forearm, twice, and locked the tail in my fist.

The beast launched itself.

It didn't jump onto the grating; it jumped over it, aiming to tackle me squarely in the chest and ride my body down to the platform, crushing me under its eight hundred pounds.

It was a perfect arc. A beautiful, brutal trajectory of apex violence.

I waited until the beast reached the apex of its leap, hanging suspended in the dead air between the stone lip and my position.

Then, I dropped to my knees and brought my right arm up, pulling the spider-silk violently taut across the path of its flight.

The line snapped rigid, a nearly invisible wire stretched from the iron stanchion to my braced arm, sitting precisely at the height of the beast's lower chest.

[TALLY] Burden 14 → 11. One Toll expended: The Anchor.

The slate-gray text burned across my vision for a fraction of a second. I felt the Toll leave me, a cold, heavy subtraction from the weight in my chest. It wasn't magic. The Tally didn't conjure a shield or strike the beast with lightning. It simply took the conceptual weight of the Burden I had accumulated and rendered it physical.

For three seconds, my arm became an immovable point in space. The spider-silk, anchored to the stanchion on one side and my fist on the other, became a solid bar of iron.

The Gore-hound hit the tripwire at full momentum.

The spider-silk didn't give a millimeter. The beast's eight hundred pounds of airborne mass met the unyielding line. The sound was sickening—a wet, heavy crack as the line bit deep into the raw muscle of the hound's chest, arresting its forward momentum instantly.

The physics of the collision were absolute. The hound's upper body stopped dead. Its lower body, carried by momentum, whipped forward in a violent, uncontrollable somersault.

The beast flipped entirely over the taut line.

Its massive claws scrambled at empty air. Its single eye went wide. It cleared the narrow tongue of the iron grating completely, missing the metal mesh by inches.

The weight on my arm vanished as the beast's momentum carried it over the edge and into the void.

I scrambled forward, grabbing the rusted stanchion with my left hand, pulling myself to the edge of the grating. I looked down into the dark.

The Gore-hound was falling. It didn't shriek. It just thrashed in the empty air, swallowed by the gloom of the Rusting Stairs.

Three seconds passed. Four.

Far below, a muffled, wet crunch echoed up from the dark, followed by the sound of snapping iron and a secondary, heavier thud. Then, absolute silence.

I stayed on my knees, my breath coming in ragged, tearing gasps. The stale air of the Spire tasted like cold metal. My right arm was trembling violently, the muscles screaming from the momentary, impossible strain the Toll had demanded of them. I unwrapped the spider-silk from my forearm. The thick braid had dug deep into my jacket, leaving a bruised indentation in the leather.

I let my head rest against the rusted iron of the stanchion.

One,* I counted silently. *Two. Three.

I pushed myself back up to my feet. The iron grating shrieked again under my boots. I retreated from the overhang, stepping back onto the solid stone of the corridor lip. I unbuckled the heavy chest strap of the ironwood frame and let the pack slide off my shoulders. It hit the dust with a heavy, dead sound.

My left shoulder was burning.

I shrugged out of my canvas jacket, wincing as the coarse fabric pulled against the wound. The beast hadn't caught me flush during its first charge, but a stray claw had bypassed the packframe, tearing a jagged, four-inch gash across my left deltoid. It wasn't deep enough to sever the muscle, but it was bleeding heavily. The blood was dark, soaking the sleeve of my rough-spun undershirt.

This was the problem with the Spire. A Sovereign Blade could afford to take a hit, relying on a cleric's restorative prayers or an alchemist's high-tier poultice to seal the flesh. A porter couldn't. I had eighty pounds of gear to haul, and my left shoulder was the primary load-bearing pivot for the straps. A torn deltoid wasn't just pain; it was a severe logistical failure.

I knelt beside the pack, opening the top flap with my good hand. I dug past the rations, the spare iron spikes, and the coil of heavy hemp, pulling out a small, waxed paper parcel.

Standard porter med-kit. Coagulant powder made from dried cave-moss, a roll of boiled linen bandages, and a small tin of numbing salve.

I ripped the paper open with my teeth. I dumped a generous handful of the gray-green powder directly into the open wound on my shoulder.

The burn was immediate and blinding. It felt like someone had driven a hot iron spike into the joint. I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, tasting copper as my own blood mixed with the dust in my mouth. I didn't make a sound. The Spire listened to pain. It fed on it.

I waited out the burn, my vision swimming in the dim light. After thirty seconds, the fire receded to a dull, throbbing ache. The powder had clumped, forming a thick, ugly scab over the torn flesh, sealing the capillaries.

I took the boiled linen and began wrapping the shoulder tightly, looping it under my armpit and over the collarbone. I used my right hand and my teeth to tie it off, pulling the knot mercilessly tight to maintain pressure.

I picked up my canvas jacket. The acidic saliva from the beast had burned a neat, smoking hole through the left cuff. I put it back on, moving the injured arm with slow, deliberate caution.

I knelt again and began checking the pack. The ironwood frame had held. The canvas was torn in three places, and two of the spare tent poles were splintered beyond use, but the core structural integrity was intact. I strapped the broken poles to the bottom crossbar. Dead weight was still weight.

I hoisted the pack. I adjusted the straps, pulling the right side tighter, deliberately shifting seventy percent of the eighty-pound load onto my good shoulder. My spine protested the uneven distribution, but it was better than tearing the scab open.

I stood in the dusty corridor, adjusting the balance, measuring the ache in my bones against the long climb still ahead.

The air in front of me shimmered, the faint bioluminescence catching on the dust motes.

[TALLY] Threshold Survived: Mid-Tier Apex (Solo). [TALLY] Burden 11 → 27. [TALLY] Two Tolls available.

I stared at the slate-gray text hanging in the air.

Twenty-seven.

It was a massive spike. The Tally audited intent, and it audited risk. A porter wasn't supposed to fight a Gore-hound alone, let alone kill it. The System recognized the sheer, unadulterated weight of what had just happened. It was a massive influx of power, a heavy coin I could spend when the time came.

But it didn't feel like a victory.

I stared down the corridor, back the way I had come. My jaw set in a hard, tight line.

A solitary Gore-hound on Floor 5.

It shouldn't have been here. I knew the routes. I knew the spawn cycles. I had twelve years of dead-man's knowledge locked in my head, a flawless map of the first fifty floors of the Spire. In my first life, a Vex vanguard squad had cleared the Rusting Stairs without seeing a single predator larger than a cave-centipede. Gore-hounds didn't migrate below Floor 20.

But I had saved Ivy Kessler on Floor 9. I had shoved her out of the way of the Sifting Hall's crush-plates, a deliberate intervention that had fractured the timeline.

This was the ripple.

My foreknowledge was already decaying. The Spire was adjusting to the anomaly of my presence. The ecosystem was shifting. I couldn't rely on prophecy anymore. I was going to have to rely on competence, on weight, and on the brutal mechanics of the climb.

I took a slow, deep breath, testing the pull of the bandage against my shoulder.

"Messy."

The voice came from the shadows to my right, near the jagged gouge the hound's claw had left in the stone wall.

I didn't flinch. I didn't reach for a weapon I no longer had. I just turned my head slowly, letting the weight of the pack settle on my right hip.

A figure detached itself from the gloom.

She was small, perhaps five foot four, wrapped in a heavy, slate-gray overcoat that was far too large for her, the hem sweeping the dusty floor. Her dark hair was cut in a sharp, pragmatic bob, tucked tightly behind her ears. A pair of wire-rimmed spectacles, severely bent at the left hinge, perched on the bridge of her nose.

In her left hand, she held a thick, leather-bound journal. In her right, a brass-nibbed fountain pen. Her fingers were heavily stained with dark blue ink.

She wasn't a Spire-born. She didn't have the pale, translucent skin or the hollow eyes. She looked like a scholar who had taken a wrong turn in the academy archives and ended up in a war zone.

But she was perfectly calm. She was looking at the spot where the Gore-hound had vanished over the edge of the grating, then at the shattered tent poles on my pack, and finally, directly at the empty space in the air where my Tally text had just faded.

She was looking exactly at the spot.

I kept my face perfectly blank. "The stairs are closed."

The woman stepped into the dim light of the corridor, her boots making almost no sound on the stone. She didn't look at my face. She looked at the blood drying on my sleeve, then at the spider-silk coiled in my hand.

"You used a dynamic anchor point on a quarter-inch braided silk line to arrest eight hundred pounds of moving mass," she said. Her voice was precise, clipped, devoid of any inflection or awe. It was the voice of an auditor finding a mathematical error. "The tensile strength of the line is sufficient, yes. But the human skeletal structure is not. The kinetic transfer should have ripped your right arm entirely out of its socket. The joint capsule should have ruptured. The collarbone should have splintered."

I didn't say anything. I just watched her ink-stained fingers.

She tapped the brass pen against the leather cover of her journal. Tap. Tap.

"Yet, your right arm remains attached," she continued, her eyes drifting back to the empty air in front of me. "And for approximately three seconds during the point of impact, the local gravity around your center of mass inverted. You didn't anchor the line to the floor. You anchored the floor to you."

She took another step closer. I could smell parchment, dry ink, and a faint hint of peppermint.

"You're bleeding from the left shoulder, which means your pack balance is compromised," she noted, her gaze dropping to the uneven hang of the ironwood frame. "But you're breathing clearly. No shock. You executed a mid-tier predator with a crowbar, a piece of rope, and a rusted stanchion. You are currently registering to the local System ward as a Packmule."

She stopped three feet away from me. She pushed the wire-rimmed spectacles further up her nose. Her eyes, pale and sharp behind the smudged glass, finally met mine.

"I've been watching you since the threshold of Floor 4, Silas Marr," she said softly.

A cold prickle of adrenaline, sharper than the pain in my shoulder, washed over the back of my neck. I hadn't given anyone my name since the Gate of Twenty.

"You write down every toll," she said, tapping her journal again. "You count every footstep. You measure the weight of the air. You look at the Spire not as a dungeon, but as a ledger."

I shifted my weight, letting my right hand drop slowly toward the heavy iron buckle of my waist strap. It wasn't a weapon, but it was heavy enough to crack a skull if swung right.

"Who are you?" I asked. My voice was a low, flat rasp.

The woman didn't look at my hand. She looked past me, into the dark of the Rusting Stairs.

"My name is Sera Quill," she said. "I am an Annotator. I read the deep text. The grammar of the Spire's debts."

She turned her gaze back to me, and the corner of her mouth twitched in a very small, very dry smile.

"And I know, Silas, that whatever you are... you are absolutely not a Packmule. Because right when that hound hit the line, your signature in the Tally flickered. It stopped reading as a Class, and started reading as a collection notice."

She opened her journal, the pages thick with dense, microscopic script.

"So," Sera Quill said, her pen hovering over the blank page. "Let's talk about what you owe."

* * *


Chapter 6: The Annotator

Silas Marr

My breath pulled slow and even through my nose. Four seconds in. Four seconds out. A porter’s rhythm, designed to oxygenate the blood while giving nothing away to the dark.

My right hand stayed hovering an inch from the heavy iron buckle of my waist strap. The cold prickle of adrenaline at the base of my skull hadn't faded. It mingled with the deep, throbbing ache in my left shoulder where the anchor rope had bitten into the muscle, leaving a bruise I already knew would be the color of crushed plums.

"I carry bags, scribe," I said. The words came out like dragging a stone across rough timber. "That's what a Packmule does."

Sera Quill didn't blink. She pushed her wire-rimmed spectacles further up her nose. The left hinge was severely bent, giving the frames a permanent, drunken tilt that contrasted sharply with the profound sobriety of her pale eyes. She smelled of dry parchment, dark blue ink, and a faint, incongruous trace of peppermint.

"Packmules have a distinct syntax in the deep text," she said, her voice clipped, precise, and entirely devoid of the awe or terror most people carried on the lower floors. "Their Tally entries read as vessels. Empty spaces waiting to be filled by the labor of others. It is a subservient grammar."

She tapped the heavy, leather-bound journal resting on her forearm. Her fingers were heavily stained with that same dark blue ink, ingrained into the cuticles like permanent grease.

"When that glass-hound hit your line," she continued, "your entry didn't read as a vessel. It read as a vault. A closed ledger. For three-tenths of a second, the Spire couldn't reconcile your physical mass with the conceptual weight you were anchoring. Your Class designation threw a localized syntax error. It flickered from Packmule to a collection notice."

"A trick of the light," I said, letting my hand drop from the buckle. There was no point in braining an Annotator. They were physically harmless, and her death wouldn't scrub the Tally. It would only add a murder debt to my own ledger.

"There is no light here, Silas Marr. Only bioluminescence and bioluminescent logic." Sera uncapped her brass-nibbed fountain pen. "You are twenty-two years old, assuming the Spire hasn't artificially preserved your cellular structure. Yet your anchor-tension response was that of a man who has spent a decade hauling dead weight across a fault line. You don't have the calluses of a veteran, but you have the muscle memory. You owe something massive. And I want to know what it is."

I looked at her, really looked at her, for the first time. She wasn't Spire-born. The heavy slate-gray overcoat was Rookmark tailoring, practical and insulated against the city's coastal chill, not the dead, stale air of the Spire's Foothalls. She wore her dark hair in a pragmatic bob, tucked tightly behind her ears so it wouldn't obscure her peripheral vision.

She looked like a scholar who had wandered into an abattoir to study the rust on the meat hooks.

"You've been following me since the fourth floor," I said.

"Since the threshold of the fourth," she corrected. "When you adjusted the tension on your left bootlace exactly three seconds before the floor shifted its gravitational slant. You predicted a mechanical anomaly."

"I felt a draft."

"The Spire has no drafts."

"Then I have sensitive ankles." I turned away from her, stepping over the shattered remains of the glass-hound. The ambient light of the Foothalls—a pale blue wash from the jagged artificial sky high above—caught the edges of the silica shards scattered across the gravel.

"I'm making camp before the transition to Floor 6," I told her, my back turned. "You can share the smokeless coal if you want to boil water. Or you can sit in the dark and read smudges."

"They aren't smudges," she said to my back. But I heard the soft thud of her heavy journal closing, and the scuff of her boots on the basalt outcropping as she followed me.

* * *

We set up in a shallow defile a half-mile from the Rusting Stairs. The Spire's internal machinery thrummed through the soles of my boots, a massive, sleeping heart beating a slow, mechanical rhythm beneath the gravel plains.

I unpacked my rig methodically. Eighty pounds of gear. Tents, spikes, rope, dried rations, canteens, and the taped steel crowbar that served as my primary argument against the Spire's flora and fauna. I laid it all out, checking for damage, weighing each piece in my hands before repacking the load-bearing essentials.

Sera sat on a flat slab of basalt across the small, blue-flamed fire of Spire-coal I’d ignited with my striker. She didn't offer to help, which I respected. Scribes who pretended they knew how to pack a rucksack usually ended up breaking their own spines on a slip-fault. Instead, she watched me, her pen flying across the pages of her journal in microscopic, erratic bursts.

I stripped off my outer jacket, wincing as the cold air hit my sweat-damp shirt. I rolled my left shoulder. The joint popped, a loud, wet sound that echoed off the stone walls. My left ring finger—crooked from a tavern brawl when I was nineteen, set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon—ached with the drop in temperature. It always did. Twelve years of hauling for elite crews hadn't cured the ache, and dying on Floor 99 hadn't reset it either. The Spire brought you back as you were, scars and bad bones included.

I reached into my medical pouch and pulled out a tin of arnica salve and a roll of linen bandage.

"You don't talk much," Sera observed, not looking up from her writing.

"I get paid to carry, not to speak," I said. I dug two fingers into the salve and began working it into the bruised flesh of my shoulder. The pain was sharp, grounding. It reminded me that this wasn't a dream. Death here would be final. There would be no second return. The Crown's toll had rebounded once. I couldn't spend a coin I no longer possessed.

"You aren't carrying for anyone right now," she pointed out. "You're climbing solo. A Packmule without a master is an anomaly. The Tally usually forces a Class-shift if a porter remains unbonded for more than three floors."

"I like the quiet."

"You like the control." She finally looked up, her pale eyes catching the blue light of the coals. "I know who you used to be, Silas."

My fingers stopped rubbing the arnica. The silence of the Spire pressed in, heavy and dense.

"You were a Cobble Street rat," she continued smoothly. "You hauled garbage in the lower wards of Rookmark before you took a union badge. The Guild records show a Silas Marr registered as a novice porter three years ago. But the man in those records doesn't match the man sitting across from me."

"People change in the Spire."

"Their souls might. Their skeletal structure doesn't." Sera tapped her pen against her chin. "The way you walk. You favor your left knee, but there's no physical injury there. No grinding ache. I watched you bound up a forty-degree incline. The knee is perfectly healthy, yet your brain insists on protecting it. Why?"

Because a stormcaller named Liss Merrow shattered it with a miscast kinetic bolt on Floor 61, seven years from now.

I didn't say that. I wrapped the linen bandage tight around my shoulder, pulling it taut with my teeth and my right hand.

"Why were you expelled from the Academy, Quill?" I asked, shifting the attack. "You wear Rookmark wool, but it's threadbare at the cuffs. You have an Annotator's Class, but you don't wear the silver chain of a licensed Guild scribe. You're out here in the Foothalls alone, reading the deep text of a man you think is a ghost. That speaks of a catastrophic career failure."

Her pen froze. For a fraction of a second, the perfect, detached calm cracked, and a flash of raw, bitter anger showed through the smudged spectacles.

"I wrote my thesis on the grammar of the Tally," she said, her voice dropping a half-octave. "The Academy teaches that the Spire's System is a neutral arbiter. A divine scale. You kill a beast, you earn a reward. You clear a threshold, you gain a Class. A perfect, closed-loop economy of merit."

"And you disagreed."

"I proved them wrong," she corrected softly. "I demonstrated mathematically that the Tally doesn't run on merit. It runs on debt. It is a predatory lender. Every Class granted is a loan. Every stat point is a borrowed asset with an undisclosed interest rate. The Spire isn't testing us, Silas. It's farming us. It lets the strong climb high so they can accumulate enough debt to feed the upper floors when they inevitably fail."

I stared at her. She was twenty-six, maybe twenty-seven. In my first life, I had never heard the name Sera Quill. But looking at her now, hearing the cold, undeniable truth of the Spire laid bare by a scribe who had only seen the first five floors, I understood why she had been expelled. The Guilds built their entire economy on the myth of the climb. If the climbers believed they were just cattle fattening themselves up for the Crown, the entire structure of Rookmark would collapse.

"They burned my thesis," Sera said, her gaze returning to the fire. "And they stripped my credentials. Told me I was suffering from Spire-madness before I even crossed the threshold."

"But you crossed anyway."

"I needed primary sources." She looked back at me. "Which brings me back to you. You are a walking primary source, Silas. You are carrying a debt that shouldn't exist. Let me study you. Let me map your deep text. In exchange, I'll provide full tactical readouts of any Tally traps or ward-lines we encounter. I can see the Spire's tripwires before they manifest physically."

It was a good offer. Better than good. An Annotator who could read ward-lines was worth their weight in unbroken health-potions.

But I didn't work with partners. Not anymore. Partners were liabilities. Partners were people you had to watch die when the Sovereign Blade made a bad call on Floor 99.

"I travel heavy, Quill," I said, pulling my jacket back on. "I don't stop for rest unless the floor mandates it. I don't take detours for research. And I don't answer questions about my past."

"I can keep up."

I looked at her heavy overcoat, her soft, ink-stained hands. "Your pack weighs forty pounds. Mostly books. You'll blow out your calves before we hit the Sifting Hall on Nine."

"Then I will discard the books."

I stood up, walked over to her side of the fire, and picked up her leather rucksack. It was dense. The straps were cheap, unpadded canvas.

"No," I said. "You won't."

I hauled her pack over and strapped it to the top of my own rig, securing it with a length of heavy-duty climbing twine. The added weight settled against my spine. A hundred and twenty pounds total. My knees didn't buckle. The Revenant Porter Class didn't operate on standard muscle-density physics. What I carried, carried me.

As the canvas straps pulled tight across my chest, the slate-gray text of the Tally bled into my vision, overlaying the dark stone of the defile.

[TALLY] Acknowledged. Burden 19 → 21. [TALLY] The weight is freely taken.

Sera's breath hitched. She pushed her glasses up again, staring at the empty air in front of my chest.

"Did you... did you just weaponize my luggage?" she whispered.

"Get some sleep, scribe," I said, turning my back to the fire. "We push for the Rusting Stairs at dawn."

* * *

Floor 6 wasn't a biome. It was a bottleneck.

The heavy iron doors of the Rusting Stairs ground open at our backs, sealing shut with a finality that made the air pressure drop sharply. We stepped out into the Staging Ground.

The transition from the dead, quiet gravel plains of Floor 5 to the overwhelming sensory assault of Floor 6 was jarring. The ceiling here was low, held up by massive, iron-banded pillars of black basalt. The air tasted of chalk dust, stale sweat, and cheap, sulfurous lantern oil.

This was where the independent crews and the naive glory-seekers congregated before attempting the Sifting Hall on Floor 9. The Foothalls culled the weak, but the Sifting Hall crushed the competent. To survive it, you needed numbers. You needed meat.

The cavernous hall was packed with dozens of temporary camps. Campfires burned erratically, casting long, jumping shadows against the walls. Voices echoed—shouts of recruiters, the clatter of armorers beating out dents from breastplates, the low, frantic murmurs of clerics praying over wounded climbers who hadn't made it to the threshold in time.

I adjusted my straps, letting the 120 pounds of gear settle deeper into my center of gravity. Behind me, Sera walked with her hands in her overcoat pockets, her eyes darting everywhere, taking in the invisible text of a hundred different Tally signatures.

"It's a slaughterhouse," she murmured, her voice tight. "So much red ink. Half these people are carrying terminal debt-loads. The Spire is just waiting to collect."

"Don't look at their text," I told her, keeping my eyes fixed on the path through the tents. "Look at their boots. Boots tell you who survives."

We navigated through the sprawl. I ignored the recruiters shouting for cheap frontline shields and the scavengers trying to hawk dented helmets. I was looking for a specific kind of expedition. I needed a large, heavily funded crew pushing hard for the tenth floor. The faster they moved, the more gear they would need carried, and the more Burden I could accumulate.

Near the center of the hall, occupying a prime spot of elevated stone, a massive expedition was forming up. They had standardized tents, a dedicated armorer's anvil, and a perimeter guarded by men wearing actual chainmail, not just boiled leather.

A banner hung from a halberd stuck into the stone: a silver gauntlet clutching a broken arrow.

"The Ironclad," I muttered.

"You know them?" Sera asked, stopping beside me.

"I know the type."

The leader stood by a makeshift map table, barking orders at a group of haggard-looking scouts. He was broad-shouldered, wearing a silver badge on a polished breastplate that hadn't seen a drop of real Spire-blood yet. He had the sharp, impatient movements of a man who thought throwing money at the Spire would buy him the summit.

I remembered crews like this from my first life. They usually died screaming somewhere around Floor 14.

"They're hiring porters," I said, nodding toward a pile of massive, canvas-wrapped supply crates at the edge of their camp. A harried-looking quartermaster was arguing with a pair of prospective mules who were shaking their heads at the size of the loads.

I walked up. The quartermaster, a balding man with a nervous twitch in his left eye, looked at me, then at the massive rig I was already wearing.

"We're full up on solo walkers," the quartermaster snapped. "Move along."

"You're not full up," I said, my voice deadpan. "Those crates are eighty pounds each. Spare plate armor and anvil tools. Your current mules are balking because they don't have the knee strength for the incline on Floor 7."

The quartermaster blinked. "How do you know what's in the crates?"

"I know how armor sits in canvas. It sags at the corners. The weight distribution is bottom-heavy." I didn't wait for permission. I stepped past him, knelt, and grabbed the thick leather handles of the nearest crate.

I didn't lift with my legs. I lifted with the Burden.

The Revenant Porter Class engaged. The deep, heavy ache in my bones vanished, replaced by a cold, rushing current of raw kinetic potential. The eighty-pound crate came off the stone as if it were filled with goose down. I swung it up, clipping the carabiners to the side rings of my rig.

Two hundred pounds total. My boots ground into the basalt floor.

[TALLY] Acknowledged. Burden 21 → 25. [TALLY] You carry the Iron.

The quartermaster stared at me, his jaw slightly slack. The two prospective mules took one look at me and quietly backed away into the crowd.

"Two silvers a day," the quartermaster said, finding his voice. "And half-rations. We're moving fast. Vane wants to hit the Sifting Hall by tomorrow night."

Tomorrow night. They were pushing entirely too fast. Floor 7 and 8 were brutal incline-mazes that drained stamina. Hitting Floor 9 exhausted was a death sentence.

"I'll take the coin," I said. "And the scribe comes with me. She walks light, documents the kills. You don't pay her, but she eats your rations."

The quartermaster looked at Sera, who offered a perfectly neutral, unsmiling nod. "Fine," he grunted. "But if she falls behind, we leave her."

"She won't fall behind," I said.

I turned away from the supply pile to survey the rest of the Ironclad crew. There were about forty of them in total. Too many. A footprint that large would trigger swarm-spawns on Floor 8.

As I scanned the perimeter, counting the heads and identifying the exits, my gaze snagged on a small figure sitting on an overturned barrel near the armorer's fire.

She was young, barely twenty. She wore a mishmash of oversized leather armor that had clearly been scavenged. Her hair was chopped short, an uneven blonde mop that fell into eyes that were entirely too bright for the Spire.

As I watched, she casually leaned back, laughing at a joke a nearby guardsman told. At the same time, her left hand dropped behind her, two fingers hooking a small, silver-chased compass from the guardsman's belt pouch. The movement was impossibly fast, a kleptomaniac twitch born of pure instinct, not necessity. The compass vanished into her own sleeve in a fraction of a second. She laughed again, a high, clear sound that cut through the gloom of the hall.

My breath stopped in my chest.

Not a four-second count. A full, dead stop. The two hundred pounds on my back suddenly felt like a mountain.

Ivy Kessler.

Everyone called her Jinx.

She was a trap-scout. Fast, undisciplined, and entirely incapable of keeping her fingers to herself. In my first life, I hadn't met her until the Sifting Hall on Floor 9. She had been hired by a different crew. A crew that triggered a pressure plate because she had been busy trying to pick the lock on a decoy chest.

I remembered the sound of the ceiling coming down. I remembered the wet, terrible crunch. I remembered hauling the heavy, blood-soaked canvas bag containing what was left of her back to the threshold, because her crew had abandoned her and the Tally demanded the corpse be removed to clear the debt.

I stared at her laughing face, the crooked little grin as she secured her stolen prize.

Twelve years of dead-man's knowledge. I knew the routes. I knew the spawn cycles. I knew the traps. But knowing them as abstract concepts was one thing. Seeing the ghost of a girl I had bagged and carried, breathing and laughing twenty feet away from me, was a blow the Burden couldn't absorb.

Sera stepped up beside me. She didn't look at Jinx. She looked at the empty air in front of my face.

"Silas," Sera whispered, her voice laced with sudden, genuine alarm. "Your text. It's... it's hemorrhaging."

I forced my lungs to work. Four seconds in. Four seconds out.

"Get your gear, scribe," I said, my voice sounding like it belonged to a dead man. "We're moving out."

* * *


Chapter 7: The Trap-Scout

Silas Marr

The two hundred pounds on my back suddenly felt like a mountain.

Ivy Kessler.

Everyone called her Jinx.

She was a trap-scout. Fast, undisciplined, and entirely incapable of keeping her fingers to herself. In my first life, I hadn't met her until the Sifting Hall on Floor 9. She had been hired by a different crew. A crew that triggered a pressure plate because she had been busy trying to pick the lock on a decoy chest.

I remembered the sound of the ceiling coming down. I remembered the wet, terrible crunch. I remembered hauling the heavy, blood-soaked canvas bag containing what was left of her back to the threshold, because her crew had abandoned her and the Tally demanded the corpse be removed to clear the debt. It had weighed exactly one hundred and fourteen pounds, plus the soaking, coagulated weight of her own blood.

I stared at her laughing face, the crooked little grin as she secured her stolen prize from the expedition leader's pack. She was twenty years old. She looked younger. She had a shock of choppy black hair, eyes that darted around the cavernous stone hall like trapped birds, and a nervous energy that translated into constant, unnecessary motion. She tossed a small, heavy coin in the air, caught it, tossed it again.

Twelve years of dead-man's knowledge. I knew the routes. I knew the spawn cycles. I knew the traps. But knowing them as abstract concepts was one thing. Seeing the ghost of a girl I had bagged and carried, breathing and laughing twenty feet away from me, was a blow the Burden couldn't absorb.

Sera stepped up beside me. She didn't look at Jinx. She looked at the empty air in front of my face.

"Silas," Sera whispered, her voice laced with sudden, genuine alarm. "Your text. It's... it's hemorrhaging."

I forced my lungs to work. Four seconds in. Hold. Four seconds out.

The Spire was a mechanical engine of malice, but it was also an auditor. The Tally, the invisible ledger-spirit that watched every soul who crossed the threshold, measured reality in cold, hard lines of slate-gray text. Whatever conflict was happening inside my head—the violent friction between the timeline I remembered and the timeline I was currently breathing in—the Tally was registering it as an anomaly.

"Get your gear, scribe," I said, my voice sounding like it belonged to a dead man. "We're moving out."

"You're not listening to me," Sera hissed, adjusting the leather straps of her own much smaller pack. She was a Tally-scribe, Class: ANNOTATOR. A disgraced academic who could read the deep grammar of the Spire's system, seeing the margins and footnotes of the text the rest of us only saw as basic status updates. "The slate lines around you are fracturing. It looks like a physical wound in the air. What did you just see?"

"I saw an expedition that's burning daylight," I said. I grabbed the coarse canvas straps of my frame pack and hauled upward, letting the two hundred pounds of iron pitons, bundled rope, salted meat, and extra chain settle against my collarbones. The weight was an anchor. It grounded me. It reminded my twenty-two-year-old body that we were in the present.

I looked down at my hands. They were smoother than they should have been. The deep, yellowed calluses I had earned over a decade of hauling were gone, replaced by the blistering, tearing novice skin of a man just starting out. My left ring finger ached—a dull, familiar throb from a poorly set break three years ago in a tavern brawl. It was the only part of my body that felt truly mine right now. My left knee, which had been shattered by a panicked stormcaller named Liss Merrow on Floor 61 in my past life, was entirely silent.

That was the reality. I had one return. One single rebound of a terrible toll, bought with a dead man's blood at the top of the world. It wasn't a loop. I didn't get to try again if I messed this up.

"Listen up!" the voice echoed off the black stone walls.

Vargus. The expedition leader. He was a Silver-badge climber from the Ironhides, wearing a polished breastplate that had seen more buffing rags than actual monster claws. He had a broad chest, a voice trained to carry over the din of a tavern, and the situational awareness of a dropped brick.

"We push through Floor 7 today," Vargus bellowed, standing on a slightly elevated slab of basalt to make sure everyone was looking at him. "The Rust Galleries. It's a maze, it's cramped, and it's full of shifting plates. Keep your eyes on the scout. Shield-wall stays up front with me. Porters in the back. Do not drop the gear, or the noise will bring the iron-wasps down on us."

I watched Jinx. She was standing near Vargus, nodding along with an exaggerated expression of solemn duty, while her right hand absentmindedly slipped a small, silver fob watch out of Vargus's open side-pouch. She palmed it with terrifying speed, slipped it up her sleeve, and went back to tossing her coin.

Undisciplined.

Fast fingers were useless if they were guided by a brain that couldn't prioritize survival. A trap-scout who stole from her own expedition leader was a scout who would absolutely ignore protocol to pry a ruby out of a pressure-plate socket. Which was exactly what had killed her in the Sifting Hall.

The ripple in the timeline was already obvious. In my first life, Jinx hadn't been with Vargus's crew. She had been with a completely different outfit, and our paths had only crossed in the aftermath of her failure. But here she was. Was it because I had delayed Vargus's departure by a day down in the Foothalls? Had that tiny shift in scheduling caused him to hire a different scout at the Bronze Exchange?

It didn't matter. The Spire's malice was highly synchronized. The variables had changed, but the math was trying to resolve into the same bloody sum.

"Load up," I told the other porters.

There were four of us hauling for Vargus's twenty-man expedition. Me, two veterans with dead eyes and permanent stoops, and a kid named Elian who couldn't have been older than nineteen. Elian was sweating before we even started walking. His frame pack was loaded wrong—top-heavy, the center of gravity pulling backward away from his spine.

I walked over to Elian. I didn't say a word. I just reached around him, unhooked a fifty-pound coil of rusted chain from the top loop of his frame, and swung it onto my own left shoulder.

"Hey," Elian blinked, his knees straightening slightly as the pressure lifted. "You don't have to—"

"You're off-balance," I said flatly. "In the Rust Galleries, a rightward lean means you scrape the wall. You scrape the oxidized wall, the flakes fall. The flakes are razor-sharp iron, and they hit the grating. The grating rings. The wasps come. I don't want to carry you out of here in pieces."

I adjusted the coil across my chest, securing it with a length of leather cord. The fifty pounds dug into my already strained traps. The total weight on my frame was now creeping toward two hundred and fifty pounds. For a normal man, for a normal Packmule, it would be a spine-compressing nightmare.

For me, it was fuel.

[TALLY] Burden 28 → 32.

The slate-gray text materialized in my peripheral vision, crisp and cold. The REVENANT PORTER class didn't run on mana or divine favor. It ran on the literal, genuine weight I took on from others. It audited intent. If I carried a rock just to get heavy, the Tally gave me nothing. If I carried the gear another man couldn't bear, or the consequences of another man's ignorance, the Burden grew. And I was going to need every ounce of that power for what was coming.

"Form up!" Vargus yelled, drawing a needlessly complex, barbed spear.

The expedition fell into line. At the very front, marching just behind Jinx's erratic, darting movements, was Brannoc Tull.

Brannoc was forty-one. He wore a massive, dented tower shield strapped to his left forearm, and chainmail that had been repaired so many times it looked like a quilt of steel. He was a BULWARK class. A shield-line veteran. In my past life, Brannoc had eventually been drummed out of the elite Cormorant Guild for refusing a direct order on Floor 33. I didn't know what the order was, only that it had cost him his reputation. Watching him work now, I could see why the elites would hate him. He didn't rush. He didn't perform. He moved like a glacier—slow, inexorable, and utterly unconcerned with the impatience of the men behind him.

"Moving," Brannoc rumbled, his voice a low vibration that barely carried past the front ranks. He raised his shield, taking the vanguard position, and stepped into the massive archway that led to Floor 7.

I fell in at the rear, the chain digging a new bruise into my shoulder.

* * *

The Rust Galleries lived up to their name.

The Spire was seamless black stone on the outside, a needle piercing the cloud layer above the city of Rookmark. But inside, the environments changed with brutal, mechanical whimsy. Floor 7 was a cramped defile of oxidized metal. The floor was a suspended grating over a drop into pure blackness. The walls were jagged, flaking iron. The air smelled of old blood, ozone, and wet rust.

It was a floor designed to test a crew's discipline.

Vargus was failing the test.

"Keep the pace!" he barked, his voice echoing dangerously off the iron walls. He jabbed his spear forward, urging Brannoc to walk faster. "We need to hit the midpoint threshold before noon. Come on, Tull, pick up your feet."

Brannoc ignored him entirely, maintaining a slow, sweeping, heel-to-toe gait that checked the grating for structural integrity before he committed his weight.

Ahead of the shield-wall, Jinx was a nightmare of motion. She danced across the grating, her boots barely making a sound. She was undeniably gifted. She spotted three separate tripwires made of spider-silk and disarmed a wall-scythe by jamming a stolen iron piton into its gears before anyone else even registered the danger.

But she was careless. After she disarmed the scythe, she hopped back, grinning, and tossed a small handful of oxidized flakes over the edge of the grating, leaning over to listen to them fall into the dark.

"Stop playing, Jinx," Vargus snapped, oblivious to his own hypocrisy regarding noise discipline.

I kept my head down, focusing on my breathing. Step. Pivot. Balance. Portering in the Spire wasn't just about strength; it was about geometry. You had to keep your center of mass perfectly aligned over your hips. You let the skeletal structure do the work, not the muscles. If you tried to muscle two hundred and fifty pounds for six hours, your calves would cramp, your back would seize, and you would die.

Sera was walking a few paces ahead of me, carrying her light scribe's satchel. She kept dropping back, letting the combatants pass her, until she was walking parallel to my right flank.

She watched the way my boots hit the grating.

"You're not shifting," she observed quietly, her voice pitched just below the ambient groan of the metal floor.

"I'm walking, scribe," I said, my eyes fixed on the back of Elian's neck to monitor his fatigue.

"No," Sera insisted, her dark eyes narrowing behind her spectacles. "A Packmule under heavy load shifts their shoulders every hundred paces to redistribute the pressure. It's a subconscious muscular reflex. The human spine demands it. You haven't shifted your shoulders since we left the threshold. You're carrying... what? Two hundred and forty pounds? Plus the chain."

"Two hundred and fifty-six," I corrected deadpan. I knew exactly what every item weighed. I had weighed it all in my mind a thousand times over the last twelve years.

"And yet your respiration is steady," she murmured. "Your text... the slate lines around you. When you took that kid's chain, I saw the Tally flash. But it wasn't a standard Packmule load-bearing notification. The grammar was different. It didn't say capacity reached. It said something else."

I shot her a sideways glance. "Don't read my mail, Sera."

"I can't help it," she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "I got expelled from the Academy because I couldn't stop looking at the underlying architecture. The Tally isn't just a list of stats, Silas. It's a ledger of debts. It enforces transactions. When you took that chain, you entered into a transaction with the Spire. What are you buying?"

I didn't answer her. I couldn't. I didn't entirely understand the REVENANT PORTER class myself yet, beyond the grim reality that my power scaled with the suffering and weight I chose to bear.

"Hold up!" Vargus shouted from the front.

The line came to an abrupt, jarring halt. I had to lock my knees and lean forward to keep the momentum of the pack from throwing me onto my back. Elian stumbled, his boots scraping loudly against the grating.

I looked forward.

We had reached a wide chamber. The suspended grating ended, replaced by a massive chasm. Spanning the chasm was the feature that made Floor 7 infamous: The Weighing Room.

Instead of a solid floor, the chamber was filled with massive, rectangular plates of dark iron, each suspended on a central, rusted fulcrum. They looked like the platforms of giant scales. To cross the room, you had to walk across the plates. But the plates pivoted. If too much weight shifted to one side of the fulcrum, the plate would tip violently, dumping whatever was on it into the black abyss below.

"Pivot plates," Jinx announced cheerfully, skipping back to Vargus. "Looks like a straight run, but the hinges are rusted to hell. They're going to groan like a dying ox when you step on them."

"Can you lock them down?" Vargus asked, eyeing the sheer drop with a frown.

"Nope," Jinx popped the 'p'. "The mechanisms are sealed underneath. We just have to cross them. Fast and light."

"Fast and light," Vargus repeated, nodding. "Alright. One at a time. Jinx, you go first. Show the path. Then the shield-wall, then the fighters. Porters bring up the rear."

It was standard procedure. It was also incredibly stupid.

"If the heavy combatants go first," I spoke up, my voice cutting through the damp air, "the rusted hinges are going to warp under the stress of the armor. By the time the porters cross with the supply loads, the fulcrums will be compromised. The plates will tip faster."

Vargus turned around, his face flushing beneath his helmet. He looked at me like I had just spoken in tongues. In his mind, I wasn't a person. I was a pack animal that happened to walk on two legs.

"Did the mule just speak to me?" Vargus sneered.

"The mule is doing the math," I said evenly. I didn't raise my voice. I didn't posture. I just stated the facts. "Brannoc weighs two hundred and sixty pounds with his armor and shield. You weigh two hundred. Between the ten fighters, you're putting over two thousand pounds of moving, uncoordinated stress on four-hundred-year-old iron pivots. If you warp the track, the porters lose the supplies. You lose the supplies, you starve on Floor 8."

Brannoc turned slowly, looking back at me. His heavy, scarred face was unreadable, but his eyes locked onto mine. He didn't say a word, but he gave a single, microscopic nod of agreement.

Vargus noticed Brannoc's reaction and his sneer deepened. "The protocol is fighters first to secure the far side," Vargus snapped. "I'm not sending my supplies across unprotected. We go as ordered. Jinx, move."

Jinx laughed, a bright, inappropriate sound, and bounded onto the first iron plate.

She weighed nothing. Maybe a hundred and ten pounds in her light leather armor. The massive iron plate didn't even register her presence. She danced across the center line, hopping from one plate to the next, clearing the fifty-foot chasm in seconds. She reached the far stone ledge, spun around, and took a theatrical bow.

"Easy!" she called out.

Vargus grunted in satisfaction. "Tull. You're up."

Brannoc stepped forward. He didn't leap. He placed one heavy, steel-shod boot directly on the center line of the first plate. The iron groaned, a deep, terrifying shriek of protesting rust. Brannoc shifted his weight perfectly, keeping his center of gravity aligned over the fulcrum. The plate dipped a fraction of an inch, then held. He moved with agonizing, deliberate slowness, crossing the plates like a man walking a tightrope. It took him two full minutes, but he reached the other side without the plates dipping more than an inch.

Then Vargus went. Then the rest of the fighters.

With every man that crossed, the screech of the rusted hinges grew louder. I watched the pivot points. I watched the flakes of rust snowing down into the abyss. The iron was fatiguing. The tolerances were widening. By the time the tenth fighter crossed, the second plate in the sequence was visibly slanted, the fulcrum having ground away a millimeter of its housing.

"Alright, mules," Vargus called from the far ledge. "Bring it over. And don't dally."

The two veteran porters went first. They were old hands; they knew how to read a slanted floor. They kept to the high side of the plates, using their body weight to counterbalance the droop. They made it across, sweating heavily.

That left Elian and me.

"Go," I told Elian.

Elian was pale. The noise of the plates had terrified him. He stepped onto the first plate. It groaned, but held. He moved to the second plate—the one that had warped.

Elian didn't read the slant. He stepped directly onto the center line, forgetting that his pack was loaded wrong. His top-heavy, unbalanced load pulled him slightly to the right.

He overcorrected, stepping hard onto the right edge of the plate to catch his balance.

The plate shrieked.

The iron surface tipped violently, the right side plunging downward like a trapdoor.

Elian screamed, his boots scrambling for purchase on the slick, oxidized metal. He fell onto his stomach, sliding toward the edge, the weight of his badly packed gear dragging him toward the abyss.

I didn't think. Instinct, forged over a decade of keeping idiots alive, took over.

I vaulted forward, my two hundred and fifty-six pounds of gear slamming against my back. I hit the first plate, ignoring the groan of the metal, and lunged onto the upward-tilted left side of Elian's plate.

I hit the iron with both boots, driving all my weight downward.

Crack.

The plate arrested its plunge with bone-jarring violence. The sheer, concentrated mass of my body and my pack violently counterbalanced Elian's weight on the far side. The plate leveled out with a sickening screech of tearing metal, hovering precariously over the drop.

The impact shot up my legs. The shockwave blew through my left knee—silent, thank god, perfectly silent—and slammed into my lower back. The canvas straps bit into my shoulders with enough force to draw blood through my tunic.

I dropped to one knee, driving my taped, crooked left hand onto the iron surface to stabilize myself. The rough rust tore through the novice skin on my palm, scraping it raw in an instant. I felt the hot slide of my own blood against the iron.

"Elian," I grunted, my teeth gritted against the strain. The torque on the fulcrum was immense. I was essentially leg-pressing a tilted iron bridge with a man hanging off the other end. "Crawl. Center line. Now."

Elian was paralyzed, staring over the edge into the blackness.

"Move your ass, kid!" I roared, a flash of genuine, un-deadpan anger bleeding through. "I can't hold this forever!"

The shout broke his freeze. Elian scrambled, clawing his way up the incline until he was straddling the center line over the fulcrum. As his weight shifted off the edge, the plate tried to violently buck me upward. I had to drop my center of gravity entirely, plastering myself flat against the iron to keep the plate from seesawing him back down.

"Go," I gasped, the iron pressing into my cheek. "Off the plate."

Elian scrambled onto the third plate, then the fourth, and collapsed onto the far stone ledge, vomiting a thin stream of bile.

I was left alone on the second plate. It was ruined. The fulcrum was completely shot, grinding loosely in its housing. If I stood up, the shift in my center of mass would tip it.

I had to crawl.

Dragging two hundred and fifty pounds on your stomach across rusted iron is a specific kind of hell. I dug my bleeding hands into the grating holes, pulling myself inch by agonizing inch along the center line. My muscles screamed. The lactic acid burned like liquid fire. My breathing fractured, the controlled four-second count shattering into ragged, desperate gasps.

It took me three minutes to cross the remaining plates. When my hands finally hit the solid stone of the far ledge, Brannoc stepped forward.

The massive shield-bearer reached down, grabbed the shoulder strap of my pack, and hauled me up onto solid ground in one smooth motion. He didn't say a word. He just set me on my feet and stepped back into formation.

I stood there, swaying slightly, wiping the blood from my left palm onto my trousers.

[TALLY] Burden 32 → 41. [TALLY] A physical anchor held. A life balanced. Debt recorded.

The slate text flashed bright enough to make my eyes water. Nine points of Burden in a single action. It was a massive influx of power, a testament to the raw physical trauma I had just subjected my body to for someone else's sake.

Sera was staring at me. She was pale.

"That was impossible," she whispered, stepping close so Vargus couldn't hear. "The torque on that plate... Silas, your spine should have snapped. The load-bearing limits of a Packmule's physical frame—"

"I'm built different, scribe," I muttered, pulling a roll of tape from my pocket and wrapping it tightly around my bleeding palm. The crooked ring finger throbbed furiously, a sharp, localized pain that cut through the total-body exhaustion.

Vargus marched over, his face a mask of irritation. He didn't look at Elian, who was still shaking on the ground. He looked at me.

"You damaged the track," Vargus accused, pointing his spear back at the ruined plate.

I looked at him. I looked at the Silver badge on his chest. Twelve years ago, I would have kept my mouth shut. Twelve years ago, I was a mule who believed the elites knew what they were doing.

"The track was damaged when you sent a ton of armor over a rusted pin," I said, my voice deadpan, completely devoid of the adrenaline that was still shaking my hands. "I salvaged your supplies. We need a ten-minute halt to clear lactic acid. The kid's legs are gone."

Vargus's eyes narrowed. "I didn't ask for an assessment, porter. We are behind schedule because of your little stunt. We don't stop. We push to the threshold of Floor 8."

I recognized this rhythm.

It hit me with the force of a physical blow. The specific cadence of Vargus's impatience. The refusal to rest. The compounding fatigue of the crew.

This was it. This was the exact sequence of cascading failures that led to the exhaustion on Floor 9. In my first life, another crew leader had pushed exactly like this, wearing down their trap-scout until she was making mistakes, until her hands were shaking too badly to feel the tension in a pressure plate.

I looked at Jinx. She was standing by the entrance to the next corridor. She wasn't tossing her coin anymore. She was leaning against the wall, subtly rubbing her calves. The constant, bouncing motion from earlier had taken a toll she was trying to hide.

The variables had shifted. She was with Vargus now. But the equation was solving itself exactly the same way. The Spire was steering us toward the Sifting Hall, and it was ensuring we would be dead on our feet when we got there.

"Get up, Elian," Vargus barked, turning away. "Move out!"

Elian tried to stand. His legs buckled.

I walked over to the kid. I reached down, unhooked his frame pack entirely, and lifted it. It weighed eighty pounds. I swung it onto my front, resting it against my chest, counterbalancing the massive weight on my back.

Three hundred and thirty-six pounds.

My knees groaned. My lower back compressed. The world tilted slightly as my brain tried to process the sheer, crushing gravity of what I was holding.

Sera gasped out loud, stepping back as if the invisible weight radiating off me was a physical heat.

"Silas," she said, her voice shaking.

I didn't look at her. I looked down the dark, oxidized corridor leading toward the stairs. I could already smell the rot drafting down from Floor 8. It smelled like wet soil and old decay.

"Walk, kid," I told Elian, my voice a low, gravelly rasp.

I wasn't going to bag another ghost. Not today. I adjusted the straps, feeling the wetness of my own blood under the tape, and stepped forward into the dark.

* * *


Chapter 8: Auditing the Ledger

Silas Marr

The stairs from Floor 7 to Floor 8 were exactly seventy-four steps of uneven, water-slicked basalt. I knew the count because I had walked them a dozen times in my previous life, though never quite like this.

Three hundred and thirty-six pounds.

It turns every step into a localized gravity well. The human skeleton isn't engineered to support the dead weight of two adult men hanging off its frame. You don’t walk with that much mass; you manage a controlled, forward-leaning collapse. You let gravity start to take you, and then you throw a boot out to catch the fall, letting the shockwave travel up your shins, through your femurs, and directly into the base of your spine. Over and over.

My left ring finger throbbed—a ghost ache from a badly set tavern break when I was nineteen, a petty reminder of a life before the Spire. But the rest of my body was screaming in the absolute, undeniable present. The heavy canvas straps of my main pack dug into my collarbones like dull wire, seeking bone. Elian’s eighty-pound rig rested against my sternum, compressing my ribs, making every breath shallow, hot, and expensive.

I took the stairs two at a time, not out of eagerness, but because momentum was the only thing keeping me upright. Stop moving with this much weight, and you have to fight inertia to start again. Inertia is a cruel bastard on the best of days; inside the Spire, it’s a killer.

Sera walked ahead of me, glancing back over her shoulder every twelve steps. Her pale eyes were calculating, measuring my gait, looking for the inevitable falter. She was waiting for my knees to buckle or my spine to give out. She didn't understand why they hadn't yet.

Behind me, Elian stumbled up the steps, unburdened but hollowed out, coasting on the last fumes of his adrenaline. He looked at my back like I was a localized deity of heavy lifting, but I wasn't doing this for worship. I was doing it to keep him alive, and because my class demanded it. What you carry, carries you. The Burden was a physical pressure, but it was also a fuel source. The heavier the truth of the load, the more the Tally fortified the frame bearing it.

Vargus and Jinx took point at the top of the landing. As we crested the final step, the dry, dead chill of the lower Foothalls vanished, replaced by something thick, cloying, and violently organic.

Floor 8 was an arboretum designed by a butcher.

The corridor walls were overgrown with a pale, weeping fungus that gave off the smell of wet potting soil, sweet decay, and oxidized copper. The floor wasn't stone here; it was a thick, yielding carpet of gray moss, punctuated by bulbous, melon-sized polyps that pulsed sluggishly in the dim, blue-white bioluminescence of the artificial ceiling. The air was visibly hazy, laden with moisture and things you didn't want inside your body.

Vargus paused at the threshold, holding up a hand. The silver-rank emblem on his pauldron gleamed dull in the spore-light.

I didn't stop. I couldn't. I shifted my weight, bringing both boots parallel, and locked my knees just short of hyper-extension, allowing my skeleton to take the load off my burning quads. Only then did I let myself breathe, a long, rattling hiss through my teeth.

"Spire-rot," Jinx muttered, taking a half-step back. She pulled her scarf up over her nose, her eyes darting across the swollen polyps. Her bravado from the earlier floors was entirely gone. She was twenty years old, fast, and clever, but cleverness didn't do much against airborne necro-spores.

"It's a straight shot," Vargus said, his voice muffled as he tied a thick rag over his lower face. He pointed his sword down the main corridor. The path cut directly through the densest part of the rot, a hazy tunnel extending maybe two hundred yards to the next set of heavy iron doors. "We push through. Cover your mouths, keep your heads down. Jinx, path us through the polyps. Find the solid footing."

Jinx nodded nervously, her hand drifting down to tap the bronze coin in her pocket. A superstitious tell. She stepped up to the edge of the moss.

In my first life, a different crew had pushed through a rot-zone just like this one, higher up on Floor 14. We were hauling for a gold-rank spearman who didn't like delays. A porter named Corin had been carrying the reserve water. He was tired, his boots were heavy, and he misjudged his footing by two inches. He stepped on a polyp.

It hadn't exploded with a bang; it had burst with a wet, heavy sigh. A cloud of fine, black dust coated his legs. We wiped it off and kept moving. Three days later, on the stairs to Fifteen, Corin started coughing. Two hours after that, he drowned in his own fluids, his lungs turned to a black, sludgy slurry. The spearman had just cursed, cut Corin's straps, and made me carry the extra water.

I looked down the hazy, spore-choked corridor. Then I looked at the intersecting side passage twenty yards to our left—a switchback route that hugged the outer wall of the floor. It was barren basalt, completely free of the fungus. It also added at least a mile and a half of walking to reach the same set of doors.

"Hold up," I said.

My voice was a dry, gravelly rasp. It sounded loud in the damp quiet of the corridor.

Vargus turned, his brow furrowing above his mask. "What is it, Marr? Gear issue?"

"Route issue," I said. I didn't move. I stayed rooted to the stone, a mountain of canvas and iron. "We're not taking the main hall."

Vargus’s eyes narrowed. "I'm the expedition lead, mule. I set the path. We're taking the direct route. We have a timetable to keep if we want to hit the Floor 10 rest zone before the cycle darkens."

"That corridor is a saturation zone," I said, keeping my tone perfectly flat. "Those polyps are pressure-sensitive spore traps. You step on one, it detonates. The spores embed in the fabric of your clothes. You breathe them in. In forty-eight hours, your internal organs liquefy."

Vargus scoffed, a harsh, dismissive sound. "That's why I told Jinx to path us around them. She's a trap-scout. It’s her job."

I shifted my gaze to Jinx. She was leaning slightly on her right leg, subtly trying to keep weight off her left calf. The endless, bouncing movement she had used on Floor 6 to dodge the tripwires had shredded her stamina.

"Jinx is dragging her left leg," I said, stating it as a simple measurement of fact.

Jinx flinched, her eyes widening. She immediately tried to stand straight, but the wince gave her away.

"Her calves are shot," I continued, looking back at Vargus. "She's physically compromised and mentally fatigued. Tired scouts drag their heels. A dragged heel clips a polyp. We all breathe the slurry. We take the side passage."

Vargus stepped toward me. He was a tall man, heavily muscled, wearing the scarred leather and mail of a veteran climber. He was used to giving orders to people who were paid to carry things and shut up. In his world, porters were walking pack animals, devoid of strategic input.

"Listen to me very carefully, Marr," Vargus said, dropping his voice to a dangerous, vibrating register. He rested his hand on the pommel of his short-sword. "I am paying you a premium to haul that gear. I am not paying you to think. I am not paying you to give me orders. You take the long way, you do it without pay. I will dock your entire share for insubordination."

"Dock it," I said.

I didn't blink. I didn't shift my stance. I just stared at him with the dead-eyed apathy of a man who had already seen him die once in a different timeline.

Vargus’s face darkened. He drew the sword an inch from its scabbard, the metal hissing against the oiled leather. "I'll do more than dock it. I'll leave you here. I'll strike your name from the manifest and let the Spire eat you."

"No, you won't."

"You want to test me, mule?"

I didn't raise my voice. I didn't need to. I just tilted my chin down, indicating the massive, canvas-wrapped bulk strapped to my front and my back.

"I have the primary food rations," I said, measuring the inventory out loud. "I have the medical kit, the antivenoms, and the coagulants. I have all the heavy rope, the pitons, the spare lantern oil, and Elian's reserve water. I have three hundred and thirty-six pounds of your survival strapped to my chest and spine."

I looked back up into his eyes.

"You leave me, you leave your lifeline. You try to take it from me, you'll have to unbuckle it yourself. And to do that, you'll have to kill me. So, ask yourself, Vargus: do you want to carry this?"

The silence that followed was absolute, broken only by the wet, sluggish pulsing of the fungal polyps in the rot-zone.

Vargus stared at me. I could see the math working behind his eyes. He was a silver-rank. Elite climbers didn't carry gear. That was the foundational rule of the Spire economy. If a climber carried a seventy-pound pack, they couldn't fight. If they couldn't fight, they died. Killing me meant condemning himself to carrying the load, which meant condemning himself to death. I was the structural integrity of his entire expedition.

I had the leverage. I was the fulcrum.

Vargus shoved his sword back into its scabbard with a sharp clack. His eyes were murderous. "Fine. We take the side passage. But you’re in the red, Marr. I’m writing a formal complaint to the Lantern union the second we hit Rookmark. You'll never carry for a recognized Guild again."

"Take a number," I muttered.

I turned slowly, letting the massive weight pivot on my heels, and began walking toward the clear stone of the side passage.

The detour added an hour and forty-five minutes to the march.

A mile and a half doesn't sound like a vast distance until you walk it carrying another man's weight on your chest, your own weight on your back, and the Spire's ambient malice pressing down on your skull.

My vision tunneled within the first twenty minutes. The world shrank to a three-foot radius around my boots. The pale blue light faded into the periphery. There was only the gray basalt of the floor, the rhythmic sound of my own breathing, and the agonizing friction of the canvas straps grinding against my collarbones.

Step.* The left knee held. *Breathe.

Step.* The lower back compressed. *Breathe.

You're spending your body, Silas,* a voice in my head whispered. It sounded exactly like Liss Merrow, the stormcaller from my first life. It was her voice from the day she deliberately shattered my knee on Floor 61 to buy herself a clean line of retreat. *What happens when the cartilage goes? What happens when you can't walk anymore?

I shut the voice down, burying it under the physical cadence of the march. I carried the weight because I had to. Because the alternative was letting them walk into a trap I knew was there. The Tally audited intent. Sandbagging—carrying weight just for the sake of working out—didn't count for Burden. It had to be a genuine load, bearing real consequence. If I had dropped Elian's pack and let them walk into the rot, the System would have known.

My hands, still wrapped in the taped steel of my makeshift crowbar-brace, were slick with sweat. The tape rubbed against the novice skin of my palms. In my old body, my hands were entirely scar tissue and hardened calluses. In this twenty-two-year-old body, they were still too soft, blistering under the friction.

We walked in total silence. Elian was dragging his feet, head down. Jinx was limping openly now, no longer trying to hide it from Vargus. The detour was draining them, but they were breathing clean air.

Finally, the narrow side passage widened out. The oppressive humidity of the rot-zone dissipated, replaced by the cool, sterile draft of the inner stairwells. We stepped into a large, dry annex room made of smooth, polished black stone. On the far side of the room were the massive, iron-banded doors that led to Floor 9.

As I crossed the threshold into the safe zone, the temperature dropped, and the slate-gray text of the Tally manifested in the upper corner of my vision, sharp and uncompromising.

[TALLY] Burden 31 → 38. [TALLY] Action recognized. A fatal threshold bypassed by force of load. [TALLY] Ledger Entry: Debt of Safety (Vargus Crew). Outstanding.

I blinked, my dry eyes stinging, but the text remained burned into my retinas for a few seconds longer before fading.

A Debt of Safety.

The Tally wasn't just a leveling mechanic; it was a cosmic accounting firm. It recognized that I hadn't just carried canvas and rations; I had carried their lives through the detour. I had forced the issue, bore the physical cost, and saved their lungs. They owed me for that, and the Spire had documented it.

"Rest cycle," Vargus barked, his voice ragged. He didn't look at me. He unbuckled his sword belt and dropped heavily to the floor. "Four hours. Eat, sleep, check your gear. We push Floor 9 before the lights dim."

I found a corner of the annex, turned my back to the smooth stone wall, and let gravity do the rest. I slid down the wall in a controlled fall, the immense packs settling around me like a canvas fortress.

I didn't unbuckle the straps.

If I took the packs off, my muscles would cool down. The lactic acid would pool, and my back would lock up. Putting three hundred and thirty-six pounds back on after a cold stop was infinitely harder than just wearing it. I let the weight rest on the floor, but kept the harness engaged.

Elian collapsed instantly, wrapping himself in his thin bedroll and falling asleep before his head fully hit the stone. Jinx pulled off her boots, massaging her cramped calves with a wince, digging into her pack for a tin of muscle salve. Vargus was gnawing on a strip of dried meat, scowling at a map parchment in the dim light, stubbornly ignoring the rest of us.

Sera didn't rest immediately.

The scribe took her time. She carefully unrolled a small velvet mat, arranging her ink vials, her brass-nibbed pens, and a thick, leather-bound journal. She spent five minutes writing, her hand moving in tight, precise strokes.

Then, she capped her ink, stood up, and walked over to my corner.

She crouched down just outside my arm's reach. Close enough to keep her voice at a whisper, far enough away to respect a wounded animal. She sat cross-legged, smoothing the skirts of her long, gray coat.

"You didn't even flinch," she said softly.

"At what?" I asked. I kept my eyes closed, focusing entirely on my heart rate. One beat. Two beats. Slowing it down. Letting the oxygen return to my muscles.

"When Vargus threatened to leave you. When he drew steel on you." Sera’s voice was analytical, devoid of the panic that usually accompanied Spire violence. "Most mules would have caved. The Guild doesn't take kindly to porters who dictate terms. Vargus wasn't bluffing about the blacklist. He’ll make sure you never haul for a Rookmark crew again."

"Guild politics don't matter much if your lungs are bleeding out on Floor 8," I said, not opening my eyes.

"You knew exactly what those polyps were," she said. "Not just a vague warning. You knew the specific timeline of the necro-spore infection. Forty-eight hours until liquefaction. That’s deep-Spire biology, Silas. The kind of thing scholars argue about in the Academy. How does a young Packmule from Cobble Street know that?"

"I read a book."

Sera let out a quiet, breathy laugh. It wasn't amused. "I looked at you, Silas. When you were standing there, refusing to move."

I opened my eyes. I met her gaze. Her pale eyes were intense, reflecting the faint blue light of the room.

"I did the math," she murmured, leaning in slightly. "You are carrying three hundred and thirty-six pounds. That is more than twice the operational load limit for a peak-condition Packmule class at your level. An iron-rank mule would snap their spine trying to carry that up a single flight of stairs, let alone detour for a mile and a half."

"I eat a lot of oats," I said deadpan.

She didn't smile. "I saw it, Silas."

"Saw what."

"The deep text," Sera whispered. Her voice was barely a breath, masked by the ambient, sleeping hum of the Spire's inner machinery. "When you forced Vargus to detour. The air around you... it warped. Just for a second. The Spire was writing something. I'm an Annotator. My class doesn't just let me see my own Tally lines. I can see the grammar of the System itself. The syntax of how it binds the tower."

She pointed a slender finger at the space just above my head.

"It wrote a debt. A big one. Right over you. The System doesn't write debts for normal porters who just carry bags. It writes them for people who carry consequence."

I kept my face perfectly blank. A deadpan mask I’d perfected over twelve years of watching rich climbers die and keeping my mouth shut about it. Inside, my pulse spiked, but I forced my breathing to remain slow and even.

Sera was dangerous. Not because she was strong, but because she could read the code of the world. She had seen the Ledger update.

"You spend too much time reading invisible books, Quill," I said, shifting slightly against the wall.

"I was expelled from the Rookmark Academy because I proved the Tally isn't just a basic level-up mechanic," she continued, ignoring my deflection, her academic fervor bleeding through her composed exterior. "They thought it was heresy. But it's an accounting system. It operates on karma, weight, and blood. You are gaming it, aren't you? You took Elian's pack back there not just to save him, but because you needed the weight. To trigger something. Am I right?"

I adjusted my left arm. The crooked ring finger caught on a frayed canvas loop. I pulled it free, methodically re-taping the steel rod against my palm.

"If you're so smart, Sera," I said, keeping my voice low and flat, "why are you on a suicide run with a silver-rank idiot like Vargus?"

She stiffened. The counter-attack landed flush. Her shoulders drew tight.

"Because I need the Spire-data to finish my thesis," she said defensively. "And no elite crew will hire an expelled, disgraced scribe. Vargus was the only one desperate enough for a tally-reader to take me."

"So we're both stuck here," I said. "You with your thesis, me with my bags." I shifted again, letting the back frame settle deeper into the wall, taking the pressure off my lumbar. "Don't look too closely at my ledger, Sera. You might not like what you owe."

She stared at me for a long moment. There was fear there, but a clinical kind of fear. A scientist looking at a new, highly dangerous specimen through a pane of glass. She noticed the lack of heavy calluses on my hands, the way I moved like an old veteran trapped in a young man's body.

"I'll keep your secret," she said finally, her voice tightening back into a professional whisper. "I won't tell Vargus you're holding a hidden class. But when you do whatever it is you're planning to do... I want to be looking right at it. I want to record it."

"Suit yourself," I said, closing my eyes again, dismissing her. "But if you stand too close when the bill comes due, you're going to get splashed."

She didn't reply. I heard the soft rustle of her coat as she stood up and retreated to her corner of the room. The silent partnership was struck. She wouldn't out me to the crew, and I wouldn't stop her from studying the impossible math of my existence.

We rested for three and a half hours.

The Spire doesn't have a sun, just the relentless, artificial twilight of bioluminescence that fades and flares on a twenty-four-hour cycle. When the dimming began, casting deep, elongated shadows across the annex, Vargus kicked the bottom of Elian’s boots.

"On your feet," Vargus barked, his voice echoing off the smooth stone. "Rest cycle is over. We hit Floor 9 before the dark sets in completely. Check your gear. Move."

I didn't need to be kicked. I was already awake. The dull ache in my knees and the tight, fiery knots in my shoulders had kept me from finding anything deeper than a light doze.

I leaned forward, finding my center of gravity, and pushed off the wall. The groan of the canvas and the loud pop of my knee joints were the loudest sounds in the room. Three hundred and thirty-six pounds settled onto my frame once more. I was acclimating, but the Burden was a heavy, suffocating cloak. It made me slow, but it also made me immovable.

We formed up and marched toward the massive iron doors.

Floor 9.

I knew this place. Even standing outside the doors, I knew the smell of it—ozone, pulverized stone, and the phantom, coppery scent of old blood. In my first life, this was where the Spire stopped being a test of endurance and started being an abattoir.

Vargus and Jinx put their shoulders against the heavy iron doors and pushed. The metal ground against the stone floor with a shrieking wail, opening into a colossal, cavernous space.

The Sifting Hall.

The corridor opened up into a room so large the far walls were lost in the gloom. The floor was a patchwork of massive, interlocking stone plates, some raised, some depressed, forming a jagged, uneven terrain. High above, suspended in the shadows, the ceiling was a mirror of the floor—jagged, ten-ton blocks of basalt held in place by ancient, grinding gears that echoed through the dark like a sleeping giant chewing on boulders.

It was a mechanical labyrinth of shifting pressure plates.

I looked at Jinx. She was walking slightly ahead of me, twirling her bronze coin between her knuckles, trying to look brave. Her left leg was still stiff, her limp pronounced.

In the original timeline, twelve years ago, she had stepped on the wrong plate right here. The gears had unlocked. A ten-ton block of basalt had dropped from the ceiling in the blink of an eye.

It hadn't been clean. The block had caught her from the waist down. It took her four agonizing minutes to die while the rest of the crew watched, screaming, entirely unable to lift the stone. I had stood there, a young, naive porter, watching the life drain out of her while the Spire ground its teeth.

My hands tightened on the canvas straps of my pack. The rough fabric bit into my blistered palms.

The timeline was rotting. I had changed things by saving Elian, by forcing the detour. I couldn't rely on perfect prediction anymore. The Spire adjusted to anomalies. But I knew this room. I knew exactly which plate she had stepped on, and I knew the mechanical rhythm of the gears.

"Watch your step, scouts," Vargus called out, drawing his sword again as if a piece of steel could parry a falling ceiling. "Keep a tight line. Follow Jinx's path exactly."

Jinx pocketed her coin, took a deep breath, and stepped onto the first massive stone plate.

I stepped in right behind her, letting the crushing weight of my pack drive my boots hard into the stone. The Tally was watching. My Burden was loaded.

And I was ready to spend.

* * *


Chapter 9: The Sifting Hall

Silas Marr

The Sifting Hall smelled of pulverized limestone, ancient iron, and the sharp, metallic tang of ozone. It was a scent that coated the back of the throat and stayed there, dry and unforgiving, long after a crew had either passed through or become a permanent part of the mortar.

I stood at the threshold, eighty pounds of canvas and steel settling into the bruised grooves of my shoulders, and looked out over the ninth floor.

It was a cavernous space, vast enough to swallow a cathedral whole and leave room for the spire-born to nest in the rafters. But there were no rafters here. The floor was a sprawling, uneven patchwork of interlocking basalt plates, each one roughly ten feet square. Some were raised, forming blunt pedestals; others were depressed, creating shallow, shadowed pits.

And directly above, hanging in the gloom, was the mirror.

The ceiling was identical to the floor, composed of the same massive basalt blocks. But the ceiling blocks weren’t set into a foundation. They were suspended. Thick chains, each link the size of a grown man’s torso, connected the upper stones to a colossal network of iron gears grinding away in the unseen heights.

When a plate on the floor was compressed by enough weight, the gears high above reacted. The mechanical logic was absolute and entirely indifferent to flesh. Step on the wrong sequence, or linger too long on a trigger plate, and the corresponding ceiling block detached from its locked position, plummeting to meet its twin on the floor.

A ten-ton hammer meeting a basalt anvil.

Vargus, the mercenary captain who currently held our contract, stood at the lip of the threshold with his hands on his hips, projecting a false sense of command. He wore scale armor that had seen more polish than combat and carried a broadsword he kept drawing at the slightest provocation. You couldn't parry gravity, but I wasn't getting paid to teach him physics.

"Alright, listen up," Vargus barked, his voice echoing off the sheer walls. "The Sifting Hall. We maintain a single-file line. No breaking formation. You follow the scout’s path exactly. If she steps on a seam, you step on a seam. If she stops, you stop. We need to clear this before the hounds from Floor Eight pick up our scent."

Jinx was standing just ahead of me. She was twirling a rusted bronze coin between the knuckles of her right hand, the metal flashing dull gold in the ambient glow of the lantern moss. It was a nervous tic. Her left leg was still stiff from a bad landing two floors down, the limp subtle but undeniable if you knew how to read a climber's gait.

In the first timeline, twelve years ago, this was exactly where she had died.

My memory of it wasn't a hazy, distant thing. The one-time regression had deposited my thirty-four-year-old mind into my twenty-two-year-old body, bringing every nightmare back with perfect, high-resolution clarity. I knew the Sifting Hall like I knew the crooked ache in my left ring finger.

I remembered Jinx stepping onto the forty-third plate. I remembered the sudden, deafening clack of a gear slipping its pawl. I remembered looking up, seeing the iron chain snap taut, and watching the massive block of stone detach.

It had taken less than a second to fall.

It hadn't killed her instantly. That was the part that had kept me awake for the next decade. The block had caught her from the waist down, shattering her pelvis and pinning her legs beneath thousands of pounds of unyielding stone. She had survived for four minutes. Four minutes of screaming, thrashing, and begging while Vargus panicked, Brannoc threw his back out trying to lift the impossible weight, and I—a green, terrified porter—stood there with my hands trembling, watching the blood pool out from under the rock, filling the gaps between the plates.

My jaw tightened. I reached down and rubbed my left knee, a phantom twinge echoing from an injury that hadn't happened yet in this timeline, a gift from Liss Merrow seven years down the line. But my knee was silent today. My chest was clear.

The timeline, however, was already rotting.

I had saved Elian back on Floor Four. I had forced a detour that altered our pace. The Spire was a closed system; it felt the ripples of divergence. I couldn't rely on perfect, minute-to-minute prophecy anymore. The traps might shift. The hounds might roam differently. But the mechanics of the Sifting Hall were immutable, set in stone and iron four hundred years ago. I knew exactly which plate she had stepped on.

"Put the coin away, Jinx," I said, my voice flat, pitching it just loud enough for her to hear over the distant grinding of the gears.

She jumped slightly, her hand snapping shut over the bronze. She glanced back at me, her young, pale face smudged with chalk and sweat. "Just keeping the blood flowing in the fingers, Silas."

"Keep it flowing on your tools," I said. "Drop your safety line."

She frowned, confusion warring with the defensive pride of a twenty-year-old trap-scout who hated being told what to do by the man carrying the cooking pots. "Vargus said to keep the line slack, not drop it."

I didn't argue. I didn't have the time or the inclination to massage her ego. I unclipped the heavy steel locking-ring from the left side of my canvas harness, stepped forward, and grabbed the thick hemp rope trailing from the back of her leather belt.

"Hey—" she started.

"Slack management," I said, cutting her off. I pulled two feet of her safety line through my hands, wrapped it in a figure-eight bite, and locked it directly into the load-bearing ring on my own chest harness. I checked the locking sleeve, spinning the steel gate until it clicked shut.

I was anchoring her directly to my center of mass. I currently weighed one hundred and eighty pounds. My pack weighed eighty. Total ballast: two hundred and sixty pounds.

"What are you doing?" she hissed, looking at the shortened tether between us. "If I fall into a gap, I'm supposed to have six feet of runout before the line catches. You just cut it to three. And you tied a hard-catch knot. You want to snap my spine?"

"If you fall into a gap in here, it's not a pit," I said, staring past her at the stone plates. "It's a trigger. A short tether keeps you from reaching the center of a bad plate. And a hard catch is better than a flat scout."

Jinx opened her mouth to argue, but the heavy, rhythmic tread of boots against stone interrupted her.

Brannoc Tull moved up the line. The forty-one-year-old Bulwark was built like a siege engine wrapped in cured leather and scarred steel. He carried a massive iron-wood tower shield on his back, the bottom edge resting just above his calves. He didn't say anything right away. He just looked down at the knot I had tied connecting Jinx to my harness.

His slow, heavy gaze tracked from the heavy-duty steel ring on my chest up to my face. He knew knots. He knew load-bearing limits. And he knew that a porter had absolutely no business hard-tethering a scout without an explicit order.

"That's a dead-weight anchor, Silas," Brannoc said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble. "You expecting her to pull a cart?"

"Just keeping the line from dragging on the plates, Brannoc," I said, keeping my face a deadpan mask. Twelve years of dealing with elite climbers had taught me how to lie to them: never give them an excuse, just give them a boring logistical reason. "Dragging rope catches on the seams. Seams trigger the gears."

Brannoc considered this. He looked at the floor, then back at me. He didn't entirely buy it, but he couldn't fault the logic. "Keep your feet wide, then. If she trips, she'll pull you face-first into the stone."

"I'll watch my feet," I said.

"Watch your step, scouts," Vargus called out from the front, entirely oblivious to our quiet exchange. He pointed his sword toward the expanse of the Sifting Hall. "Keep a tight line. Follow Jinx's path exactly."

Jinx pocketed her coin, took a deep, shuddering breath, and stepped onto the first massive stone plate.

I stepped in right behind her. I let the crushing weight of my pack drive my boots hard into the stone. The hemp line between us pulled taut for a fraction of a second before I matched her stride, keeping exactly three feet of slack between her belt and my chest.

Clack.

The first plate depressed half an inch under Jinx's weight. Above us, a massive chain rattled, the sound echoing like a dying beast in the dark. A shadow passed over us as a ten-ton block of ceiling lowered exactly two feet, then stopped with a violent, teeth-rattling thud. Dust rained down on my shoulders.

Jinx froze.

"Keep moving," Vargus ordered, standing safely on the threshold block. "It's a delayed drop. As long as you don't stay on it, it resets."

Jinx swallowed hard and stepped forward onto the next plate. The one behind her groaned, slowly rising back to its original position, while the ceiling block above retracted with the grinding shriek of rusted iron.

We fell into a brutal, terrifying rhythm.

Step. Clack. Wait for the ceiling block to shift. Step again.

I kept my eyes on Jinx's boots. Leather soles, worn at the heels. I watched the exact placement of her feet. I knew the map of this room. The safe path wasn't a straight line; it was a jagged, meandering route that tested the nerves of anyone forced to walk it.

Every ten paces, I felt a prickle at the back of my neck. Sera Quill, our twenty-six-year-old Tally-scribe, was walking directly behind me.

Sera was an Annotator, a rare class that allowed her to read the deep text of the Spire's System—the ledger-marks that governed the rules, the debts, and the hidden architecture of the climb. She had been expelled from the Academy for digging too deeply into the Tally's debt-grammar, and she was far too observant for my comfort. She was the only one in the crew who suspected my class wasn't a standard Packmule. She hadn't figured out the Revenant part—the Tally wouldn't let her read that deep—but she knew something was violently wrong with my stat distribution.

"You're walking heavy today, Silas," Sera murmured, her voice barely carrying over the grind of the gears.

"I'm carrying eighty pounds of gear, Sera," I replied without turning around.

"No," she said softly. "Not the gear. Your anchor point." I felt her eyes on my back, analyzing the thick canvas straps of my harness. "The Tally-script around you is dense. It's pooling around the tether to Ivy. It reads like..." She hesitated, searching for the word. "Like collateral."

I didn't answer. I just adjusted the strap on my left shoulder, the rough fabric biting into my blistered palm. The skin on my hands was still too smooth, bearing only a few months of novice calluses instead of a decade's worth of hardened leather, and the rope burn from the lower floors stung fiercely.

She was right, of course.

[TALLY] Burden 14 → 17.

The slate-gray text hovered briefly in the corner of my vision, sharp and exact, before fading away. My power stat. It only grew with what I genuinely carried—not just the physical weight of the iron spikes, the coiled ropes, and the rations, but the psychological, tangible weight of consequence. Sandbagging didn't count. If I put rocks in my pack to artificially inflate the number, the Tally audited the intent and gave me nothing.

But I was currently carrying the safety tether of a woman who was destined to die in this room. I was carrying the absolute certainty of her death, and I was planning to physically intercede. That was a real load. The Tally recognized it. My Burden was loaded, coiling in my chest like a tightly wound spring, hot and dense.

And I was ready to spend it.

We reached the twenty-yard mark. The center of the Sifting Hall.

The heat in the cavern was oppressive, radiating from the friction of the colossal gears above. Sweat ran down the small of my back, soaking into the canvas of my pack. Jinx paused, lifting a hand.

"Hold," she called back.

The line stopped. Brannoc’s boots ground to a halt behind Sera. Vargus, who had finally moved off the threshold and was trailing at the rear, pushed his way forward, his hand resting impatiently on his sword hilt.

"What is it, scout?" Vargus demanded.

Jinx was kneeling at the edge of a massive, slightly elevated plate. It was plate forty-three. My chest tightened. This was the one.

"The plate is jammed," Jinx said, pointing to the seam between the stone we stood on and the elevated block ahead. "There's a piece of debris wedged into the pressure track. Looks like a chunk of fractured basalt, maybe a bone fragment from a hound. It's keeping the plate depressed by a fraction of an inch."

Vargus frowned, wiping sweat from his forehead. "So? Step over it."

"I can't," Jinx said, her voice thinning with anxiety. "The seam is too wide, and the next safe plate is four feet past this one. If I jump, the impact will trigger the kinetic sensors in the stone. We have to walk smoothly. But if I step on this jammed plate, my weight might dislodge the debris, causing the plate to snap down suddenly instead of a controlled depression."

"And if it snaps down?" Vargus asked, his tone dangerously flat.

"The ceiling block doesn't lower," Jinx swallowed, looking up at the ten-ton square of basalt hanging directly above the jammed plate. "It drops. Free-fall. The gear will read the sudden shift as a catastrophic failure and unlock the chain entirely."

Twelve years ago, this was the exact conversation. Word for word.

Brannoc stepped forward, his massive shield shifting on his back. "We route around it. Back up three plates, take the western diagonal. It adds twenty minutes, but it's stable stone."

"We don't have twenty minutes," Vargus snapped, turning on Brannoc. "The rear-guard traps on Floor Eight are already tripped. The gore-hounds will be inside the Sifting Hall in ten. If we're halfway across a diagonal route when a pack of eight-hundred-pound muscle-dogs hits this room, we're dead. The noise will trigger every plate in the sector."

Vargus turned back to Jinx. He pointed a gloved finger at the jammed seam. "You're a trap-scout. Clear the debris. Wedge it, disable the kinetic sensor, and smooth the track."

Jinx looked at him, her eyes wide. "Sir, standard procedure for a fouled pressure plate is—"

"I don't give a damn about the Guild handbook right now, Ivy," Vargus snarled, using her real name like a weapon. "I am holding the contract. I say clear the plate. Now."

Jinx looked at Brannoc, but the Bulwark, despite his obvious disapproval, stayed silent. He was a veteran; he knew the chain of command, and until Vargus's orders breached a lethal red-line, Brannoc wouldn't mutiny. Sera was perfectly still, watching the exchange, her eyes darting between the Tally-script on the walls.

I looked at Jinx. Her hand went to her pocket, tapping the bronze coin three times through the fabric. She was terrified.

She reached into her tool roll, pulled out a slender iron pry-bar and a set of heavy steel shims. She crept forward on her hands and knees, positioning herself right at the edge of the safe plate, her hands reaching out over the fouled block.

I widened my stance.

I slid my right boot backward, finding a shallow groove in the basalt plate we were standing on. I wedged the hard leather heel into the groove, creating a flawless, immovable anchor point. I bent my knees slightly, dropping my center of gravity. I shifted the eighty-pound pack on my shoulders, settling the weight perfectly over my hips, turning myself into a solid block of ballast.

My left hand gripped the hemp safety line that tethered Jinx to my chest. Three feet of slack. I wrapped the rough rope once around my left palm, ignoring the sharp sting of the burn.

"Stay back, porter," Vargus barked at me, noticing my movement. "Give her room to work."

I didn't look at him. I didn't speak. I kept my eyes locked on the ten-ton block of basalt suspended by thick iron chains directly above Jinx.

"Silas," Sera whispered from behind me, her voice trembling slightly. She was reading the shift in my posture. She was reading the sudden, violent spike in my Tally-script. "What are you doing?"

I ignored her. I breathed in the limestone dust. I measured the exact distance from my chest to Jinx's waist.

Clink.

The sound of Jinx's iron pry-bar sliding into the seam.

"Got the debris," Jinx muttered, her voice tight with concentration. "It's a piece of a femur. Wedged deep. I'm going to slide the shim in to hold the plate steady, then pry the bone out."

"Do it," Vargus said.

The Sifting Hall seemed to hold its breath. The distant grinding of the gears faded into a heavy, oppressive silence, leaving only the scrape of metal against stone.

Twelve years ago, she had slid the shim in exactly like this. Twelve years ago, the bone had snapped under the pressure of the pry-bar, not cleanly, but in a jagged shear that instantly shifted the weight distribution on the plate.

I watched her knuckles turn white as she applied pressure to the pry-bar.

Crack.

The sound was sharp, like a rifle shot in the cavern.

The femur fragment shattered.

The shim Jinx had placed failed to catch the sudden kinetic shock. The massive stone plate beneath her outstretched hands didn't depress slowly. It slammed downward a full inch in a fraction of a second.

Snick.

High above us, a massive iron pawl slipped its teeth.

"Look out!" Vargus yelled, stumbling backward.

Jinx looked up, her eyes wide, the pry-bar slipping from her numb fingers.

The ceiling groaned. A horrific, deafening screech of tortured metal tore through the air as the locking mechanism completely disengaged. The chain went instantly slack.

The ten-ton block of basalt detached.

It was a free-fall. No delayed drop. No grinding descent. Gravity asserted its absolute claim over thousands of pounds of rock, and it was plummeting straight toward Jinx's back.

She didn't even have time to scream. She tried to scramble backward, her boots slipping uselessly on the dust-slicked stone, but she was entirely in the kill zone. The shadow of the falling block swallowed her whole.

I didn't shout. I didn't warn her. Warnings were for people who didn't know the future.

I moved.

I lunged forward, throwing my entire body weight into the three feet of slack between us. I didn't try to pull her back with my arms—human arms couldn't out-pull gravity. I let my anchored right heel hold the line, and I threw my center of mass violently backward, pivoting on my waist, turning the eighty-pound pack into a brutal counterweight.

The hemp line snapped taut with the sound of a cracking whip.

The force of the tether hit my chest harness like a battering ram, driving the breath from my lungs in a violent rush. The rough rope tore into the palm of my left hand, ripping through the fresh calluses and finding blood instantly.

But the leverage held.

Jinx was yanked backward, her body violently airborne, dragged out from under the shadow of the falling stone just as the basalt block crossed the halfway mark of its descent.

But I was too close. The physics of the pull meant my momentum had carried my upper body forward, right into the edge of the drop zone.

The air pressure above me spiked violently. The wind of the falling stone hit my face like a physical blow. The jagged edge of the massive basalt block was coming down perfectly aligned with my left shoulder.

I couldn't dodge. There was no time to step back. If I moved my feet, I'd lose the anchor, and the tether would drag Jinx right back into the impact crater.

I had to hold the ground.

The Tally flared in my vision, a blinding, slate-gray strobe.

[TALLY] Burden 17. One Toll available. [TALLY] Toll Invoked: The Weight Bore Willingly.

I planted my boots, locked my spine, and raised my left arm, shoving my forearm directly up toward the descending ceiling. I burned the Burden. I spent it all.

The stone hit me.

* * *


Chapter 10: Divergence

Silas Marr

The stone hit me.

It didn't strike with a hollow thud or a sharp crack. It connected with the deep, tectonic shudder of a collapsing world. The sound bypassed my ears entirely, ringing straight through the marrow of my bones.

A basalt block, roughly the size of a carriage and weighing somewhere north of twelve thousand pounds, dropped from the artificial sky of the Sifting Hall. It was designed to pulverize whatever triggered the pressure plate beneath it. It was designed to turn bone into powder and armor into scrap.

Instead, it met my left forearm.

[TALLY] Toll Invoked: The Weight Bore Willingly. [TALLY] Cost: 17 Burden. Balance: 0.

The slate-gray text burned behind my eyelids, cold and exact, anchoring the impossible reality of the moment.

The Burden vanished. I felt it leave me in a rush of hollow cold, draining the reservoir I had spent nine floors agonizingly building. Every ounce of extra gear, every uncomplaining shift of the yoke, every mile walked under genuine strain—gone in a heartbeat.

In its place, the Tally granted me leverage.

The magic of the Spire isn't flashy. The System doesn't offer golden shields or walls of light. The Toll simply took the sheer, unyielding reality of the Spire's malice and forced it to acknowledge my right to stand beneath it. For exactly three seconds, my skeleton became the strongest architectural support in the Sifting Hall.

My boots, thick leather and iron-shanked, drove into the floor tiles. The stone beneath my soles shattered instantly, a spiderweb of cracks spidering out in a six-foot radius. The shockwave of the impact traveled down my raised arm, through my locked shoulder, down my spine, and into the earth.

I didn't bend, but I felt the violent tearing of my own biology.

The muscles in my back screamed, stretching to their absolute limits. The novice calluses on my palms, freshly earned and soft compared to the twelve years of leather I used to wear on my hands, ripped open completely against the tension of the hemp rope still wrapped around my right fist. Warm blood spilled down my wrist.

My left ring finger, the one set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon three years ago, throbbed with a sickening pulse. But my left knee—the one Liss Merrow would shatter on Floor 61 in a timeline that was rapidly ceasing to exist—remained perfectly silent.

Above me, the basalt block ground against the interference, groaning like a wounded beast. Dust showered down into my eyes, tasting of ancient copper and dead air.

"Silas!"

The scream came from behind me. It was distant, distorted by the rushing blood in my ears.

One second.

I kept my spine perfectly aligned. If I tilted my chin a fraction of an inch, the geometry of the hold would fail, the Toll would break, and I would be reduced to a red stain on the floor.

I looked down, past my own locked torso. The hemp tether attached to my chest harness was pulled taut as a bowstring. At the other end of it, Ivy Kessler—Jinx—was violently airborne, dragged backward out of the drop zone by the counterweight of my eighty-pound pack and the sheer momentum of my initial pull.

In my first life, she hadn't made it.

I remembered it with perfect, agonizing clarity. Twelve years ago, I had been standing thirty feet further back, carrying an extra coil of chain. Jinx had stepped on the plate. There was no tether. There was no warning. Just the mechanical click, the rush of air, and the sickening, wet crunch that haunted my sleep for a decade. The expedition leader had cursed the loss of a scout. I had spent two hours cleaning her blood off the gear we salvaged.

Two seconds.

Jinx's boots cleared the shadow of the block. She hit the stone floor hard, tumbling backward into a tangle of limbs and rope, safely outside the impact radius.

The cold emptiness in my chest spiked. The Toll was ending.

The Spire was realizing it was being cheated. The weight of the stone began to transition from the Tally's conceptual hold back into raw, physical gravity. My left shoulder popped, a dull, agonizing sound that meant the joint was beginning to separate.

Three.

I dropped my arm and threw my entire body laterally, abandoning the anchor.

I didn't jump; I let the sheer, crushing pressure of the descending block violently expel me. The air displacement from the falling basalt acted like a physical wall, catching my chest and throwing me backward.

The block slammed into the floor where I had been standing a fraction of a second before.

The impact was deafening. The entire Sifting Hall shuddered violently. A shockwave of displaced air and pulverized stone blasted outward, knocking me off my feet entirely. I hit the ground hard, my eighty-pound pack driving the breath from my lungs for the second time in a minute. I rolled twice, skidding across the rough stone, the hemp rope burning a deep trench across my shoulder as it caught on the debris.

Then, silence.

It wasn't a true silence. The internal machinery of the Spire still thrummed beneath us, a massive, sleeping heart beating in the dark. But the immediate, violent noise of the trap had ceased.

A thick cloud of gray dust hung in the air, choking the weak bioluminescent light of the Sifting Hall.

I lay on my back for a long moment, staring up at the jagged black ceiling. I forced my lungs to expand. Once. Twice. The air was thick with grit, but it moved freely. My ribs ached, bruised by the harness, but nothing felt broken.

I rolled onto my side and methodically checked my limbs. Right leg, responsive. Left leg, knee still silent, responsive. Right arm, palm torn open and bleeding freely, but the fingers flexed.

I reached across my chest and gripped my left shoulder. The joint was angry, swollen with immediate inflammation, and a deep, grinding ache radiated down to my elbow. But it hadn't dislocated. The Toll had taken the brunt of the structural damage.

I had survived.

And more importantly, the timeline had fractured.

The slate-gray text of the Tally flickered to life in the dust cloud above me, rendering itself line by deliberate line.

[TALLY] Trap sprung. Floor 9 Sifting Mechanism deployed. [TALLY] Target fatality avoided. [TALLY] Anomaly registered. The Spire observes the discrepancy.

I sat up slowly, wincing as the pack shifted on my back. I unclipped the chest harness, letting the heavy canvas straps fall away, and looked at the text.

The Spire observes the discrepancy.

That was new. The Tally didn't usually offer commentary. It was a ledger, an impartial accountant of the climb. But I had just reached into the gears of a four-hundred-year-old machine and ripped a life back from the jaws of its history.

My twelve years of dead-man's knowledge was built on the foundation of what I had seen the first time. I knew the routes, the traps, the glass-hound spawn cycles, the exact temperament of every climber in Vex's elite crew. But all of that knowledge relied on the timeline playing out as it had.

By saving Jinx, I had thrown a stone into a still pond. The ripples were starting. From this moment on, the map in my head was compromised. The future I was relying on was beginning to rot. I could never again be absolutely certain of what waited behind the next door, because the Spire would adapt to the anomaly I had just created.

It was a terrifying thought. I had traded certainty for a life.

I looked through the settling dust. Jinx was sitting against the far wall, coughing violently. She was alive.

It was a fair trade.

The Tally flashed one final time, the text bold and sharp enough to make my eyes water.

[TALLY] Ledger Entry Updated. [TALLY] Creditor: Silas Marr. [TALLY] Debtor: Ivy "Jinx" Kessler. [TALLY] Value: One Spire-Death. Debt Recognized. (Unpayable).

I blinked the text away. An unpayable debt. The System didn't deal in gratitude; it dealt in ledgers. I had bought her life with my Burden, and the Tally had recorded it. If I ever called that debt in, the Spire would enforce it with lethal absolute authority. I had no intention of doing so, but the System didn't care about intentions outside the act of carrying. It only cared about balance.

"Report!"

The voice cut through the dust, sharp and furious. Corbal, the expedition foreman. We were currently running as attached scrub labor for his Vanguard unit—a stepping stone to get me back into the upper echelons of the Guild.

Corbal came striding through the gloom, his heavy plated boots ringing on the stone. He was a veteran of the Foothalls, a man who survived by treating his porters as expendable shock absorbers. In the first timeline, he had written Jinx off as a cost of doing business.

He stopped at the edge of the crater left by the basalt block, waving the dust away from his face. His eyes darted from the massive stone to the shattered floor tiles, then settled on me.

"What in the name of the Crown was that, porter?!" he barked, his face flushed. "You nearly took out the rear guard! Who triggered the plate?"

I didn't answer immediately. I reached into my side pouch, pulled out a roll of canvas tape, and began wrapping my bleeding right hand. The rough fabric stung against the open flesh, but I needed the grip tight. I kept my eyes on my work, counting the wraps. One, two, three.

"I asked you a question, packmule!" Corbal stepped closer, his hand dropping to the hilt of his short-sword. It was an intimidation tactic. I'd seen Vex do it a thousand times, and Vex actually meant it. Corbal was just projecting.

"The plate was triggered," I said quietly, testing the tension of the tape. "The block fell. We avoided it."

"Avoided it?" Corbal spat, gesturing wildly at the crater. "You dropped your pack! You broke formation! If that block had sheared left, it would have caught my shield-line! You don't break formation in the Sifting Hall unless I give the order, you dead-weight piece of—"

"She stepped on the seam."

The voice was quiet, but it carried.

I looked up. Brannoc Tull stood ten feet away, completely unmoved by the dust or the shouting. The Bulwark veteran had his massive kite shield resting casually against his shin. He wasn't looking at Corbal; he was looking at the floor near the block.

"The scout," Brannoc continued, his slow, deliberate voice cutting through Corbal's bluster. "She placed her boot half an inch off the safe-line. The seam depressed. The trap fired."

Corbal whirled on Jinx. She was still sitting on the floor, pale beneath the grime, her chest heaving. She looked incredibly small, her kleptomaniac fingers trembling where they clutched the slack hemp tether.

"You," Corbal hissed, taking a step toward her. "You worthless gutter-rat. I hired you to find the plates, not test them with your face. You cost me time, you damaged the floor integrity, and you almost got my crew flattened."

Jinx shrank back, her eyes wide. She was twenty years old, fresh from the outer rings of Rookmark, playing a game she didn't fully understand yet. She had the instincts, but not the armor.

"Leave her be," I said.

Corbal stopped. He turned his head slowly, looking at me like I had just spoken in tongues. In the hierarchy of the Spire, porters do not give orders to Vanguard leaders. We carry the weight, we keep our mouths shut, and we die quietly when the math demands it.

I finished taping my hand and stood up. The eighty-pound pack was still on the floor. I bent my knees, grabbed the reinforced top handle with my good hand, and swung it smoothly onto my right shoulder, letting it settle into the groove it had worn there over the last nine floors.

I walked over to the tether, knelt, and untied the knot from my chest harness. I coiled the rope methodically, measuring the lengths elbow to palm.

"She stepped wrong," I said, not looking at him. "The Spire corrected her. I corrected the Spire. The block is down. The path is clear. Yelling at her doesn't change the geography of the room, Corbal. It just wastes breath, and the air in here is already stale."

Corbal's face darkened into a shade of violent plum. "You insolent back-alley mule. You think because you pulled a lucky rope-trick you can speak to me? You're carrying my gear. You eat my rations. I should leave you both here for the polyps."

"You could," I agreed, clipping the coiled rope to my belt. "But I'm carrying eighty pounds of your climbing pitons, all of your medical supplies, and the spare core-stones for your lantern. If you leave me, you carry it. And you have a bad lower back. I noticed you favoring your right side on Floor 6."

Corbal froze.

I wasn't trying to be clever. It was just the truth. A porter watches feet, backs, and packs. Corbal's gait was uneven. He was carrying a hidden injury, masking it so his crew wouldn't see him as weak. But the Spire doesn't care about bravado. It exploits weakness.

"You don't know what you're talking about," he muttered, but the volume had dropped out of his voice.

"I know weight," I said simply. "Let's move."

I turned my back on him and walked over to Jinx. She was staring at me, her mouth slightly open. I reached down and offered her my taped hand.

She looked at it, then up at my face. "You... you anchored the stone," she whispered, her voice barely carrying over the hum of the machinery. "I saw it. I was flying backward, and I looked up. You didn't just pull me. You stood under it. You held it."

"I braced it," I corrected quietly, keeping my voice low so Corbal wouldn't hear. "For a second. Long enough for you to clear."

"No Packmule can do that," she breathed. "That block weighs... it weighs tons. You should be paste."

"I had good leverage," I lied smoothly. "Get up. We have to clear the floor."

She didn't take my hand immediately. She looked past me, toward the crater, her eyes tracking the sheer size of the basalt block. Then she looked back at me. A profound shift happened behind her eyes. The terrified street-thief vanished, replaced by something harder, something forged in the sudden realization of a survived death.

"You saved my life," she said.

"I pulled a rope," I replied.

"Don't bullshit me," she snapped, a sudden, fierce spark in her tone. "I know what I saw. Corbal was going to let me die. He didn't even flinch. You threw yourself into a crush zone."

She finally reached up and grabbed my hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong. I hauled her to her feet. She swayed for a second, her equilibrium shot from the violent pull, but she caught herself against my shoulder.

"He's right, you know."

The new voice belonged to Sera Quill.

The Tally-scribe stepped out from the shadows near the far wall, where she had been observing the entire exchange. Sera was an Annotator, an academy outcast who had been expelled for digging too deeply into the mechanics of the System. She was twenty-six, sharp-featured, with eyes that always seemed to be reading text in the air that no one else could see.

She walked toward us, stepping carefully over the shattered floor tiles, her small leather notebook open in one hand. She stopped a few feet away, her eyes locked firmly on my chest. Or rather, on the invisible space right in front of it.

"Corbal is an idiot, but he's not entirely wrong to be confused," Sera said, tapping her charcoal pencil against the notebook. "The physics of that anchor point were entirely invalid. The kinetic energy of a twelve-thousand-pound block traveling at terminal velocity, even for a short drop, cannot be diverted by a human skeleton. The compression force alone would have shattered your spine, driven your femurs through your pelvis, and liquefied your internal organs."

She looked up from my chest, meeting my eyes. Her gaze was uncomfortably perceptive.

"Unless," she continued softly, "you didn't absorb the kinetic energy. Unless you spent a currency the Spire recognized as a valid counterweight."

I kept my face perfectly blank, the deadpan mask I had perfected over a decade of carrying secrets.

"I planted my boots," I said. "I held the line."

Sera smiled. It wasn't a warm expression; it was the predatory gleam of a scholar who had just found a missing variable in a grand equation.

"I see the deep text, Silas," she murmured, stepping closer so only Jinx and I could hear. "I don't see your class. You register as Packmule to the Vanguard, same as any other grunt. But I see the ledger lines. When that stone fell, the ambient malice of the room spiked, and then... it vanished. It was paid off."

She leaned in, her eyes tracing the invisible space around my head. "I don't know what you carry, Silas Marr. But it is infinitely heavier than that eighty-pound pack."

I held her gaze for a long moment. I couldn't afford to have an Annotator digging into my status. The hidden class—Revenant Porter—was the only thing keeping the Tally from broadcasting my regression to the entire Spire. If Vex found out I had returned from the Crown... the consequences would be catastrophic.

Before I could formulate a response that wouldn't confirm her suspicions, Corbal barked again from the front of the column.

"Enough standing around! Scribe, get back in line. Scout, get to the front. We are behind schedule. Move!"

Sera snapped her notebook shut, giving me one last, lingering look before turning away.

Jinx didn't move. She stood beside me, her fists clenched at her sides. She looked at Corbal, then at the massive basalt block, and finally down at her own trembling hands.

"No," Jinx said.

The word was quiet, but it hung in the stale air like a dropped coin.

Corbal stopped. He turned around, his face tight with disbelief. "Excuse me?"

"No," Jinx repeated, louder this time. She stepped out from behind me, walking toward the Vanguard leader with a slow, deliberate stride. "I'm not going to the front. I'm not scouting your pressure plates so you can write me off when the floor drops."

"You signed a contract for Floor 10," Corbal snarled, his hand back on his sword. "You break it, you forfeit your cut. You'll go back to Rookmark with nothing but the dirt on your boots."

"I'd rather have dirt on my boots than my brains on the ceiling," Jinx shot back. She reached up to her collar, grabbed the brass Vanguard token pinned there, and ripped it off. She tossed it onto the stone floor. It clattered sharply in the silence. "I quit."

Corbal stared at the token, then laughed. It was a harsh, ugly sound. "Fine. Die down here. The polyps will have you digested in forty-eight hours." He looked at me. "Porter. Get moving."

I didn't move. I looked at Jinx, standing defiant but completely isolated in the middle of a Spire floor that actively wanted her dead. She had no gear, no weapons, and no crew. In the first timeline, she died here. In this one, she was actively choosing to sever her safety net.

I looked at the heavy pack on my shoulder. I looked at the dark corridor leading toward the stairs to Floor 10.

I reached up, unbuckled the Vanguard insignia from my own chest harness, and let it fall to the floor beside Jinx's.

"My back is acting up," I said deadpan. "I think I need a break."

Corbal's jaw dropped. For a second, I thought he might actually draw steel. But he was a pragmatist, and killing a porter meant carrying the gear himself. He sneered, turning his back on us.

"Suit yourselves. Dead weight, the both of you." He waved his men forward. "Shield-line, advance!"

The Vanguard crew moved out, their heavy boots tramping away into the gloom. Brannoc Tull was the last to leave. The massive Bulwark paused as he passed us. He looked at Jinx, then at me. He gave a slow, barely perceptible nod, adjusting his grip on his kite shield, and followed the column into the dark.

I stood in the silence of the Sifting Hall, adjusting the straps of my pack. Jinx let out a long, shaky breath, her adrenaline finally crashing. She turned to me, her eyes wide.

"You didn't have to do that," she said. "You just threw away your pay."

"He was underpaying me anyway," I said, checking my rope knots.

"Well," a voice said from the shadows. "This is a statistically terrible idea."

I sighed, not looking up. "You didn't leave with them, Sera?"

Sera Quill stepped out from behind a shattered pillar, her notebook already open again. "Corbal is a known quantity. He will die on Floor 33, predictably and violently, because his tactical imagination is limited to hitting things with a sword. You, on the other hand..." She smiled. "You break the math. I want to see how far the ripples go."

I finished my knot and looked at the two of them. A skitterling thief who laughed at the wrong times, and a tally-scribe who saw too much. It was the skeleton of a crew. It was a divergence.

"Let's move," I said, turning toward the heavy iron doors that marked the threshold of the next floor. "The Spire doesn't like it when you linger."

We walked to the end of the hall. I put my hand on the cold iron of the door to Floor 10 and pushed. The hinges groaned, a sound of rust and reluctance.

The door swung open. The air that hit my face was different. It didn't smell like the damp rot I remembered.

I stepped onto Floor 10. I looked at the walls.

Twelve years of dead-man's knowledge told me this hallway should be lined with pale, luminescent blue moss, growing in thick vertical stripes. I had memorized the pattern. I had mapped it.

The moss on the walls was jagged, violent crimson, pulsing in erratic, horizontal streaks.

I stopped. The weight of the eighty-pound pack felt suddenly, infinitely heavier. I had saved Jinx. I had broken the timeline.

The Spire was already changing the locks.

[TALLY] Threshold crossed. [TALLY] Recalibrating route. [TALLY] Welcome to the climb, Silas Marr.

* * *


Chapter 11: Fractured Paths

Silas Marr

Twelve years of dead-man’s knowledge is a heavy thing to carry, but it is lighter than ignorance. For the first nine floors of the Spire, I had walked a path I already knew. I knew where the stones were loose. I knew which shadows hid glass-hounds. I knew exactly how the Sifting Hall on Floor Nine was supposed to end: with the ceiling coming down, crushing a young, panicked trap-scout named Jinx, leaving her blood in the dust and the rest of the crew a little richer for her absence.

I had changed the math. I had grabbed Jinx, dropped the primary strongbox, and pulled her out of the collapse zone.

Now, standing on the threshold of Floor Ten, I was looking at the receipt.

The heavy iron door groaned on its hinges behind me, resting open. The air that washed over my face wasn't the damp, rot-scented draft I remembered. It was dry. It smelled of hot copper and ozone, like a forge left unattended.

And then there were the walls.

In my first life, the staging corridor of Floor Ten was lined with pale, luminescent blue moss. It grew in thick, vertical stripes, cold to the touch, providing a steady, ghostly light that made torches unnecessary. I had mapped it. I had spent hours staring at it while waiting for elite crews to finish butchering the local fauna.

The moss on these walls was jagged, violent crimson. It didn't grow in vertical stripes; it pulsed in erratic, horizontal streaks, bleeding across the masonry like open wounds. It radiated a low, steady heat.

I stopped. The straps of my eighty-pound pack dug into my shoulders. The weight suddenly felt infinitely heavier.

I had saved Jinx. I had broken the timeline. The Spire was already changing the locks.

[TALLY] Threshold crossed. [TALLY] Recalibrating route. [TALLY] Welcome to the climb, Silas Marr.

Before the slate-gray text could fade from my vision, the sound of heavy, undisciplined boots echoed from the stairwell behind us.

"Marr!"

Corbal’s voice was a bark of raw fury, rough with inhaled stone-dust. I didn't turn immediately. I took a slow breath, feeling my chest expand—silent, clear, none of the wet rattle that had plagued my last years in the previous timeline. I was twenty-two again. My body was whole, even if my mind was thirty-four and tired.

I turned. Corbal burst through the iron doorway, followed by the two surviving members of his vanguard. Corbal was a big man, broad-shouldered and thick-necked, wearing half-plate that was newly dented from the falling masonry on Floor Nine. He was bleeding from a shallow scrape above his left eye, and his face was purple with rage.

Behind him, Varg, his shield-bearer, was limping, favoring a knee that had taken a glancing blow from a falling brick. The third man, a spearman whose name I hadn't bothered to record in my ledger, looked pale and ready to bolt.

Corbal marched straight toward me, his hand resting aggressively on the pommel of his broadsword.

"You dropped the load, porter," Corbal snarled, closing the distance until I could smell the sour sweat and old ale on his breath. "You dropped a hundred-and-forty-pound strongbox of refined Spire-glass into a sinkhole."

"I secured the perimeter," I said. My voice was flat. I kept my eyes on his chest, measuring the distance, watching for the subtle twitch of muscle that would indicate he was actually going to draw the blade. He wouldn't. Men like Corbal yelled to avoid fighting. "The floor was compromised."

"The floor was compromised because this little rat touched the wrong plate!" Corbal pointed a thick, gauntleted finger at Jinx.

Jinx was standing a few feet to my left. She looked young, her pale face heavily smudged with chalk and gray dust, her choppy black hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. Her hands were shaking, and her fingers kept twitching toward the pockets of her leather vest, searching for something to steal or fiddle with to burn off the panic. She pulled out a rusted bronze coin and began twirling it over her knuckles. It was a nervous tic I had watched her perform in the staging yards before the climb.

"The plate was a decoy," Jinx said, her voice high and tight. "I told you it was a decoy, you thick-necked bastard. You told me to force the lock anyway."

"You're a trap-scout!" Corbal roared. "You're supposed to disarm it!"

"It was a load-bearing trigger!" Jinx shouted back, the adrenaline of her near-death finally boiling over into anger. "You can't disarm a load-bearing trigger with a lockpick! I told you we needed to bypass, and you pushed me forward. If Silas hadn't grabbed me, I'd be a smear under fifty tons of granite right now!"

Corbal sneered. "And that would have been a tragedy for the ages. Instead, my porter—whom I paid a silver advance to haul my earnings—threw away a fortune to pull a street-thief out of a hole." He turned his glare back to me. "You’re done, Marr. Hand over the expedition pack. You forfeit your remaining pay, and you can find your own way back down."

I didn't argue. I didn't raise my voice. I simply swung my pack off my shoulders and set it on the ground with a heavy, controlled thud. I unbuckled the top flap.

"What are you doing?" Corbal demanded.

"Taking inventory," I said.

I reached in and pulled out a heavy coil of hemp rope. "My rope." I set it aside. I pulled out my taped steel crowbar. "My iron." I set it aside. I pulled out a pouch of climbing chalk, a dozen steel pitons, a hammer, a roll of copper wire, and a spare canteen. "My gear."

I reached into the side pocket and pulled out six small glass vials of healing draughts, and a bundle of pitch-soaked torches. I set them at Corbal's feet.

"Your expedition supplies," I said. "The pack is mine. I bought it in Rookmark. The gear is mine. You hired me to carry your haul. You have no haul. Therefore, my burden for you is concluded."

Corbal stared at the small pile of torches and vials. The veins in his neck bulged. He took a step forward, trying to use his sheer physical mass to intimidate me.

I didn't flinch. I just stood my ground. I had spent twelve years working for Coriolan Vex, hauling gear for the Sovereign Blade of the Cormorant Guild. Vex was a man who could cut the air in half with a flick of his wrist. Corbal was just a thug with a guild charter. I looked at Corbal with the deadpan mask I had perfected over a decade of watching better men die.

Corbal stopped. Some primal instinct in his meat-thick brain recognized that the twenty-two-year-old porter standing in front of him wasn't reacting the way a novice should. My hands were smoother than they should have been, the deep calluses of my first life gone, but the stance was the same.

"Keep the pack, then," Corbal spat. "But you aren't getting another copper from me."

"I nullify my contract as well."

The voice came from the shadows near the door. Sera Quill stepped forward, pushing her wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose. The tally-scribe looked completely out of place in the Spire, wearing a neat, dark coat and carrying a thick, leather-bound book that she held pressed to her chest.

Corbal blinked. "What? Quill, you're our scribe. You map the route."

"My contract stipulates a reasonable expectation of competent leadership and safe working conditions," Sera said, her voice crisp and precise. "You commanded a scout to force a known decoy plate. You demonstrated a catastrophic lack of spatial awareness. Continuing to map for you is a statistical death sentence. I am severing the agreement."

"Fine!" Corbal threw his hands up, spraying a few droplets of blood from his forehead. "Rot, all of you! Die in the dark. Varg, grab the torches. We're taking the main artery."

Varg grunted, scooped up the torches and the vials, and limped after Corbal. The spearman gave us a wide-eyed look before hurrying to follow his shield-bearer. They marched down the wide, central corridor, their heavy boots crunching loudly against the stone.

I watched them go until the shadows swallowed them.

"He’s going to die," Jinx muttered, still twirling the coin furiously.

"Floor Thirty-Three," I said quietly, mostly to myself. "A glass-hound pack will isolate his vanguard. He'll order Varg to hold a choke point while he tries to retreat. Varg will fall. Corbal will get run down in the open."

Jinx stopped twirling the coin. She looked at me, her dark eyes darting like trapped birds. "How do you know that?"

"I'm making an educated guess based on his tactical limitations," I lied. The truth was, I had read the incident report in my first life. I bent down and began repacking my gear, slotting the pitons and the crowbar back into their designated loops.

Sera walked over to the wall. She reached out and touched one of the glowing, crimson streaks of moss.

"Fascinating," she murmured. "It's warm. The cellular structure is vibrating."

"It's supposed to be blue," I said, hoisting the pack back onto my shoulders and adjusting the straps. "And cold."

Sera turned to look at me, her eyes bright with sudden, intense curiosity behind her lenses. "Supposed to be? According to whose map? Floor Ten hasn't been charted by a low-tier guild in six months, and the major unions keep their staging ecology strictly confidential."

"I have a good memory," I said. I pulled my small, battered paper ledger from my breast pocket. I uncapped my charcoal pencil. I found the page for Floor Ten. I crossed out the words Blue moss. Damp. Safe run to transition stairs. Beneath it, I wrote: Crimson moss. Dry heat. Hostile recalibration.

Sera watched me write. "You understand what this means, don't you, Silas?"

"It means my map is burning."

"It means the Spire is a closed economic system," Sera corrected, tapping the cover of her own massive tome. "I wrote a thesis on this at the Academy, before they threw me out. The Tally—the system that assigns our classes and tracks our burdens—isn't just a passive observer. It's an active accounting engine. It balances the books."

She gestured down the hallway. "On Floor Nine, the Spire budgeted a death. The traps in the Sifting Hall are designed with a specific lethality quota. Jinx triggered the sequence. Her death was calculated into the ambient pressure of the floor. When you pulled her out, you created a deficit. A blank space in the ledger."

I looked at Jinx. She was staring at her own hands, swallowing hard.

"So," I said, putting my ledger away. "The Spire alters the environment on the next floor to balance the equation. It makes the path harder to collect the debt."

"Exactly," Sera smiled. It wasn't a malicious smile; it was the pure, terrifying joy of a scholar seeing her highly illegal theories proven correct in real time. "You cheated a death. Now the Spire is actively recalibrating to kill us. Your previous knowledge of this floor is now not only useless, it is actively dangerous. The Spire will know what you expect, and it will invert it."

I stood there for a long moment, feeling the heat of the crimson moss against the side of my face.

Grief is a strange thing. Most people grieve for the dead. Standing in that hallway, I grieved for my certainty. For twelve years in my previous life, I had been dragged through this tower by men and women who treated me like a pack mule. I had paid for my knowledge with a broken body, a rattling chest, and eventually, a long fall from the ninety-ninth floor. Coming back, that knowledge was my only weapon.

Now, I was watching it rot.

I couldn't just walk the path anymore. I had to actually climb.

I turned to Jinx. She flinched slightly under my gaze.

"Put the coin away," I said gently.

She caught the bronze coin in her fist and shoved it into her pocket. "I don't have a crew," she said, her voice small. "I don't have a guild charter. I'm just a stray now."

"You're a trap-scout," I said. "And I don't know the way forward anymore. We need eyes. Real eyes. Not a map."

She looked at me, searching my face for the punchline. She didn't find one. I didn't do jokes.

"I can scout," Jinx said, her spine straightening a fraction of an inch. "I'm fast."

"I know you are," I said. In my first life, I had never seen her work. I had only seen the aftermath of Corbal rushing her. "Sera, you stay in the middle. Read the deep text if you see it. Warn us of any wards."

"I will annotate accordingly," Sera said, adjusting her grip on her heavy book.

"Let's move," I said.

We didn't take the main artery. I pointed us toward a secondary tunnel that branched off to the right. In the old timeline, this was a long, boring bypass that skirted a gargoyle nesting ground. It added two hours to the climb, but it was physically safe. Just a dark, sloping walk to the transition stairs.

As we stepped into the tunnel, the air pressure shifted.

It was a subtle thing. The hairs on my arms didn't stand up, but the ambient noise of the Spire—the distant groaning of stone, the faint rushing of subterranean wind—suddenly fell dead.

I stopped. "Hold."

Jinx froze instantly. "What is it?"

"The mortar," I said, shining my lantern toward the right wall.

The stones of the Spire were ancient, cut from seamless black basalt. But between a cluster of blocks near the floor, the mortar looked slightly darker. Fresher.

"Jinx," I said. "Knee height. Right side."

Jinx nodded. She dropped to a crouch, her movements suddenly fluid and completely devoid of her previous panic. This was her element. She pulled a tiny, silver-backed mirror attached to a telescoping brass rod from her vest. She extended it, angling it to look at the seams between the stones without placing her head in front of them.

She held her breath. Then, very slowly, she pulled a small leather pouch from her belt. She pinched a tiny amount of white powder—bone-dust—between her fingers and blew it gently across the hallway.

The dust drifted. About a foot off the ground, a thin line of dust caught mid-air, hovering suspended.

"Glass thread," Jinx whispered. "Tripwire. Invisible to the naked eye. Thin enough that you wouldn't even feel it snap against your shin."

"What's it attached to?" I asked, keeping my voice low.

"Pneumatic triggers behind the stone," she said, looking through the mirror again. "Venom darts. If you break the thread, the pressure releases, and a dozen needles coat the hallway in a paralytic toxin."

She looked up at me. "If we had just walked down this hall..."

"We didn't," I said. "Can you bypass it?"

Jinx didn't answer immediately. She pulled a set of finely machined calipers and a spool of thin copper wire from her toolkit. She crept forward, her knees hovering inches above the stone floor. She was sweating again, a single drop rolling down the bridge of her nose. She didn't blink. She didn't wipe it away.

She carefully looped the copper wire around the anchor point of the glass thread on the left wall, pulling the tension taught against a heavy iron piton she wedged into a floor crack. She was creating a secondary anchor, taking the load off the tripwire.

Watching her hands, I realized something. In my first life, she had been a statistic. A name I barely remembered until she died. But looking at her now, moving with surgical precision, I saw the truth. She hadn't died because she was a bad scout. She had died because Corbal was a terrible leader. She had always been this good.

With a soft, almost inaudible click, Jinx secured the wire. She reached out with a pair of snips and severed the glass thread in the center of the hallway.

The wall didn't trigger.

Jinx exhaled a long, shuddering breath and slumped back onto her heels. "Clear."

"Good work, Jinx," I said.

She flinched slightly at the praise, her shoulders hiking up, before she forced a shaky grin. "Don't get used to it. Next one might cost you extra."

We stepped over the secured wire and continued down the tunnel. As we walked, I felt a familiar, heavy settling in my chest. It wasn't pain. It was the physical manifestation of my class mechanic. The weight of keeping these two alive was no longer a theoretical exercise. It was real, and the Tally recognized it.

The tunnel began to narrow. The ceiling sloped downward, ribbed with rusted iron grates. In the old timeline, this had been a ventilation shaft, drafting cold air up from the lower floors.

Now, the air was dead and heavy.

Sera stopped abruptly, holding up a hand. She was staring intently at the archway leading into the narrowed section of the corridor.

"Wait," Sera said. She pulled a pair of spectacles with thick, amber-tinted lenses from her pocket and slid them over her regular glasses. She squinted at the bare stone. "There's deep text here."

"What does it say?" I asked.

"Tare Weight," Sera read, her voice dropping to a whisper. "It's a localized ward. An environmental trap."

I looked down. The floor of the narrowed corridor wasn't made of individual cobblestones. It was a single, massive slab of black basalt, spanning ten feet long and the entire width of the hallway.

I looked up. The ceiling above the slab wasn't vaulted. It was a flat, solid block of stone, with faint seams visible where it met the walls.

"It's a kinetic dead-fall," I said, the realization settling like ice in my stomach.

"A what?" Jinx asked, edging backward.

"A scale," I explained, gesturing to the floor slab. "The floor is a pressure plate. The ceiling is a suspended block, held by hidden counterweights. If you step on the floor, you depress the scale. The counterweights release, and the ceiling drops."

Jinx moved to the edge of the slab, examining the seam. "I can't disarm this. The mechanism isn't exposed. It's behind three feet of solid granite. It's purely mechanical weight."

I looked at the ten-foot gap. We couldn't jump it. There were no handholds on the smooth walls to climb across. Turning back meant facing whatever the Spire had spawned to herd us this way.

"Sera," I said, shrugging my heavy pack off my shoulders. "What's the tolerance on the ward?"

Sera peered at the invisible text again. "The grammar implies a strict binary state. Empty or burdened. Zero mass, or mass. If it detects significant weight, it drops."

I looked at my pack. Eighty pounds of gear. I looked at my taped steel crowbar.

"I'm going to bridge the plate," I said.

Jinx stared at me. "What?"

"The walls of the hallway are angled slightly inward right here," I said, pointing to the seam between the pressure plate and the solid stone floor we stood on. "If I wedge my crowbar into the seam, and brace it with my body, I can physically lock the floor plate from depressing. The angle will transfer the downward force laterally into the walls."

Jinx looked from me to the massive block of stone suspended above the plate. "Are you insane? If that plate shifts an inch—half an inch—fifty tons of rock will crush you into paste."

"Then you need to go across quickly," I said.

I didn't wait for her to argue. I knelt at the edge of the pressure plate. I slid the flattened end of my steel crowbar into the hairline fracture between the slab and the solid floor. I angled the bar upward, resting the middle of the steel shaft against the solid lip of the threshold.

I slid my left shoulder under the heavy iron hook of the crowbar. I placed both of my hands flat on the edge of the pressure plate.

In my first life, my left ring finger had been broken in a tavern brawl when I was nineteen. It was set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon, leaving it crooked and prone to aching in the cold. It ached now, pressing against the cold basalt.

I took a deep breath. I dug my boots into the solid stone behind me. I pushed up with my shoulder, locking the steel bar against the stone, creating a physical wedge against the plate.

"Go," I grunted.

Jinx hesitated for a fraction of a second. Then she bolted.

The moment her boots hit the pressure plate, the sheer, agonizing force of the trap activated. The floor slab tried to sink. The mechanical counterweights groaned in the walls, trying to pull the ceiling down.

The energy transferred directly into the pressure plate, which transferred into the crowbar, which transferred into my shoulder and down my spine.

It felt like the entire Spire had just stepped on my back.

I gritted my teeth, my jaw locking so hard I thought my molars would crack. The muscles in my arms tore and burned. The crooked finger on my left hand screamed in protest as the stone dug into my skin.

I needed leverage. I needed the weight of my past to hold the weight of the present.

I called upon the Tally.

[TALLY] Burden 17. Use of force authorized. [TALLY] Toll Paid: The Anchor's Wedge. Burden 17 → 16.

A surge of cold, slate-gray energy snapped through my veins. The agonizing pressure didn't vanish, but my skeleton suddenly felt like it was forged from the same iron as the Spire doors. My muscles locked into immovable granite.

The crowbar bowed under the pressure, the taped steel groaning, but it held.

Jinx cleared the ten feet in three strides, diving onto the solid ground on the far side.

"Clear!" Jinx yelled, her voice echoing sharply.

Sera was next. She didn't run; she walked with rapid, precise, terrifyingly calm steps, her ledger clutched to her chest. She stepped onto the plate. The pressure spiked again, grinding my shoulder into the steel.

"Clear," Sera said softly, stepping off the far edge.

Now I was alone on the near side. I had to cross ten feet of pressure plate, and the moment I removed the wedge, the floor would sink, and the ceiling would fall.

I grabbed the strap of my eighty-pound pack with my right hand.

I pulled my shoulder out from under the crowbar, transferring the brace entirely to my hands.

"Silas!" Jinx screamed.

I yanked the crowbar free.

The floor gave a sickening, heavy clack.

I threw myself forward, launching my body across the slab in a desperate, horizontal dive.

Above me, the retaining pins snapped.

The sound of the ceiling falling was like an exploding mountain. The air was violently displaced, creating a concussion wave that slammed into my back, propelling me forward faster than my legs ever could have.

I hit the solid stone on the far side, tucking my shoulder and rolling hard to protect my gear.

CRASH.

The dead-fall slammed into the floor slab with an impact that shook the dust from the walls for a mile in every direction. Stone chips exploded outward like shrapnel.

I slid to a halt, gasping for breath. The air was instantly choked with thick, choking gray dust. My ears were ringing, a high, piercing whine that drowned out everything else.

I lay there for a moment, feeling the cold stone under my cheek. My chest didn't rattle. My heart was hammering, but I was breathing.

I sat up slowly, coughing the dust from my lungs. I checked my body. Arms, legs, ribs. All intact. I looked down at my left boot.

The heel of the leather boot was sheared completely off, severed with razor precision by the falling block. If I had been a fraction of a second slower, the block would have taken my foot.

Consequences. The Spire always collected.

Through the settling dust, I saw Jinx staring at me. She was pale, her mouth slightly open.

"You're crazy," she breathed. "You are actually, certifiably insane."

Sera brushed a layer of stone dust off the cover of her ledger. She looked at the massive, solid wall of granite that now completely sealed the tunnel behind us.

"A rather definitive door closing," Sera noted dryly. "We are committed to this path."

I picked up my crowbar. The steel shaft was visibly bowed in the center, permanently bent by the weight of the Spire, but it was still functional. I strapped it to my pack and stood up. My left leg was slightly uneven because of the missing boot heel, giving me a slight limp.

"We're alive," I said, my voice hoarse from the dust. "That's what counts."

I took a step forward.

Then, I stopped.

Through the solid stone of the corridor ahead of us, a sound was vibrating. It was faint at first, muffled by the distance and the ringing in my ears, but it was rhythmic. Deliberate.

Thud.

Clang.

Heavy metal striking solid stone. Then heavy metal striking metal.

Jinx’s hand twitched toward her pocket. "Sounds like fighting."

I listened to the cadence. It wasn't the frantic, panicked swinging of a novice. It was measured. Defensive. One strike to break an assault, one strike to hold the line. It was the rhythm of a man who treated survival as a grueling, hourly wage.

I knew that rhythm. I had walked behind it for years.

Shield-bashes.

"Sounds like someone is having a worse day than we are," Jinx muttered, stepping behind me.

I adjusted the straps of my eighty-pound pack. The Tally had taken its toll, but the burden remained.

"It's Brannoc Tull," I said, looking down the dark corridor. "Let's go help him carry it."

* * *


Chapter 12: Rotting Prophecy

Silas Marr

A missing boot heel changes the geometry of a man’s entire life.

It was a small thing, physically. An inch of hardened leather and cobbler’s nails ripped away during our narrow escape on the floor below. But with eighty pounds of canvas, pitons, iron rations, and coiled hemp riding on my bruised clavicles, that missing inch translated to a brutal, asymmetrical shock wave traveling up my left leg with every step. My heel struck the stone unevenly. My ankle overcompensated. My knee absorbed the torque. By the time the force reached my lower back, it felt like a dull hatchet burying itself in my spine.

Clack-thud.

Clack-thud.

"You're limping," Jinx said. She walked half a pace behind my right shoulder, where a scout belonged when the path was supposed to be clear.

"I'm adjusting my center of gravity," I said, keeping my eyes on the corridor ahead.

"You sound like a three-legged mule."

"Mules are reliable."

"Mules get turned into glue."

"Only the ones that stop walking."

We pushed deeper into Floor 10. The air here was thicker than the dead, stale drafts of the lower Foothalls. It clung to the skin, heavy with an unnatural humidity and the sharp, copper tang of old blood and fresh growth. The walls of the corridor were not the seamless, polished black stone of the entry levels. They were porous, weeping a slow, sluggish moisture that fed thick patches of crimson moss.

The moss was wrong.

I kept my deadpan mask fixed in place, but my pulse ticked up a notch against my collar. In my first life, I had walked Floor 10 a dozen times. Vex’s crew used to bypass it entirely if they could, taking a known stairwell straight from the Sifting Hall on 9 up to the Gallery transit on 11. But when we did cross it, it had been a barren expanse of gray dust and dry echoes. There had been no humidity. There had certainly been no crimson moss bleeding from the walls.

Far ahead, muffled by layers of granite, the sound continued.

Thud. Clang.

Heavy metal striking solid stone. Heavy metal striking chitin. Brannoc Tull.

We were moving toward him, following the acoustic breadcrumbs down the winding transit tunnel, but the environmental discrepancy was clawing at the back of my mind.

"Silas," Sera said. Her voice was quiet, analytical. She was trailing us, her eyes locked not on the path ahead, but on the deep text of the Spire that only an Annotator could see. "The masonry here. It’s… unsettled."

"Define unsettled," I said, pausing at a junction where the corridor split left and right.

"The microscopic stress fractures in the stone don't match the age of the Spire," she murmured, running her gloved fingers lightly over the porous wall. "The Tally’s syntax in this sector is in flux. It reads like a ledger that has just been audited and heavily redacted. The moss is a localized ecosystem. It shouldn't be here."

I looked down the left-hand path. According to twelve years of dead-man's knowledge, the left path was a straight, uninterrupted half-mile shot to the central rotunda. The right path led to a series of blind dead-ends heavily populated by glass-hound dens.

"We go left," I said, adjusting the straps of my pack to shift the weight off my aching left side.

I took the lead. Three paces past the archway, I expected the floor to level out. I expected the walls to widen. I knew this route. I had carried Vex’s spare armor through here while Dain Harrow complained about the lack of ambient light.

I stepped forward. My boot came down on a flagstone.

It didn't ring solid. It sank, barely a millimeter.

Twelve years of muscle memory, honed by carrying for the best and watching the worst die, screamed at me. I didn't think. I dropped my center of gravity, planting my good right foot, and twisted my torso violently backward, letting the eighty-pound pack swing my momentum out of the threshold.

Thwip.

A shadow blurred past my face, so close the displaced air kissed my cheek.

There was a sharp, percussive crack behind me. A glass-needle dart, thick as my thumb and half as long as my forearm, had buried itself three inches deep into the stone wall exactly where my throat had been a fraction of a second before. A sickly yellow fluid wept from the shattered glass casing, hissing as it ate into the granite.

Jinx dropped into a crouch instantly, two slim throwing knives materializing in her hands. Sera froze, pressing her back against the wall.

I stood perfectly still, my breathing strictly controlled. My chest didn't rattle—the wet, dying lungs of my thirty-four-year-old self were gone—but my heart was hammering against my ribs.

I looked at the flagstone. I looked at the dart.

There had never been a pressure plate there. Not in my first life. Not for twelve years.

"Trap," Jinx whispered, her eyes darting across the ceiling and walls. "Trip-wire? Plate?"

"Plate," I said, my voice dangerously flat. "Center of the threshold."

I reached back and touched the heavy canvas of my rucksack. The dart had missed me, but it had sheared clean through one of the outer webbing straps before hitting the wall. The canvas was already smoking where the venom had touched it.

I pulled my taped steel crowbar from its loop. It was permanently bowed in the center, bent by the weight of a stone door on the floor below, but it was long enough. I reached out and carefully pressed the curved iron tip against the flagstone adjacent to the one I had triggered.

Click.

Thwip-thwip-thwip.

Three more darts fired from microscopic slits in the ceiling, embedding themselves in the floor in a tight, lethal triangle exactly where a man’s torso would fall if he dove forward to avoid the first one.

"Well," Sera said, her voice tight. "That is an aggressively layered defense mechanism."

I lowered the crowbar. My hands, smoother than they should have been, gripped the taped steel tightly. My left ring finger, crooked from a poorly set break in a tavern brawl three years ago, gave a familiar, dull ache. It was an anchor to reality.

My reality was rotting.

The foreknowledge I had been spending like coin since I woke up in my twenty-two-year-old body was decaying faster than I had anticipated. The rules of regression were absolute: the timeline was not a track; it was a fabric. I had pulled a thread. I had stopped Jinx from being crushed in the Sifting Hall on Floor 9. She was a destined casualty of the Spire, and I had denied the house its due.

The Spire was recalibrating. It was actively writing new defenses into the architecture to balance the books. My memory of the "safe" routes was no longer an asset; it was a liability. If I navigated purely by a dead man's map, I was going to walk us straight into a grave.

"Silas?" Jinx asked, watching my face. "You look like you just swallowed a copper piece."

"The route has changed," I said.

"Changed how? You said this was a transit line."

"It was. It isn't anymore." I looked at the Skitterling. She was small, fast, and had hands that belonged to a kleptomaniac ghost. In my first life, she had died before ever getting to do her job properly. I needed her to do it now.

I stepped back, yielding the narrow front.

"Jinx. You're up."

She blinked, surprised. Usually, climbers treated trap-scouts like expendable canaries. You shoved them to the front and yelled at them to hurry up. You didn't yield the line with respect.

"You want me to take the point?" she asked.

"This is your trade," I said. "The floor is lying to me. Read it."

Her surprise vanished, replaced by a sudden, razor-sharp focus. This was what she was built for. She slid her throwing knives back into their sheaths and pulled a set of fine, steel shims and a spool of spider-silk wire from her pouches.

"Stay exactly in my footprints," she ordered, dropping to her hands and knees. "Sera, watch the ceiling. If the mortar looks damp, tell me."

"Understood," Sera said, adjusting her spectacles.

For the next hour, the corridor became a masterclass in slow, agonizing tension.

Jinx moved like liquid. She didn't just look for tripwires; she read the dust, the airflow, the microscopic variations in the humidity. She found three more pressure plates in the first fifty yards. She bypassed the first two by sliding steel shims into the hairline cracks around the stone, jamming the mechanical depression triggers.

The third one was a problem.

"It's a localized dead-fall," Jinx whispered, lying flat on her stomach, her cheek pressed against the cold stone. She was staring into a tiny, dark crevice at the base of the wall. "The entire section of the ceiling above us is rigged to drop. It’s on a counterweight system. The trigger isn't just pressure; it's tension. There's a trip-wire strung an inch off the floor, perfectly painted to match the shadows."

"Can you cut it?" I asked, kneeling behind her.

"If I cut it, the tension snaps, the counterweight releases, and we get squashed like beetles," she said. "If we step over it, we might brush it. The tolerance is too tight."

"Can you trace the wire to the mechanism?" Sera asked from the rear.

"I can," Jinx said, pointing a slender finger toward a metal grate set into the wall, about waist-high. "The spool is behind that grate. If I can get my hands on the main gear, I can lock it with a piton. But I can't reach it while maintaining the tension on the wire."

I looked at the grate. Then I looked at the ceiling. A solid block of black granite, ten feet long and four feet wide, hung directly above us. It weighed easily a ton. If it came down, my eighty pounds of gear wouldn't mean a damn thing.

"What do you need?" I asked.

"I need someone to hold the counterweight," Jinx said, looking up at me. "There's a secondary access panel directly above the grate. If you pry it open, you can physically grip the chain attached to the ceiling block. But it’s under immense tension. If I start working on the gear below, the safety catch will disengage. For about ten seconds, you will be holding the entire weight of that block."

"Just the counterweight transfer," I clarified. "Not the full ton."

"Still a few hundred pounds of sheer vertical pull," Jinx said grimly. "If you let it slip an inch, the gears engage the drop, and we die."

I didn't hesitate. "Open the panel."

Jinx scrambled up, slipping a pry-bar from her kit. She wedged it into the seam of the upper stone panel and popped it loose. Dust and the smell of ancient grease spilled out. Inside the cavity, a thick, iron chain was wrapped around a massive internal pulley.

I stepped up to the wall. I didn't take my pack off. A porter never takes his pack off when he needs stability. The weight anchors you. It forces your center of gravity down, making you harder to move.

I slid my bare hands into the cavity. My fingers, stripped of their twelve-year calluses, wrapped around the cold, greasy iron of the chain. My crooked left ring finger slotted perfectly into the gap between two links.

"I have it," I said. I set my boots shoulder-width apart, my uneven left heel digging into the mortar of the floor. I bent my knees, letting my thighs take the strain, and braced my right shoulder against the wall.

"Taking the safety off," Jinx murmured, reaching into the lower grate. "Three. Two. One."

Clunk.

The sound echoed in the confined space. Instantly, the chain in my hands jerked upward with the force of a wild stallion rearing back.

The physical shock nearly ripped my arms from their sockets. The muscles in my forearms corded, burning instantly as the sheer, brutal weight of the stone block above tried to tear the chain through my grip.

My boots slid half an inch on the floor before catching. My left knee, perfectly healthy in this timeline but doomed to be shattered seven years from now by Liss Merrow, ground in its socket. The eighty pounds of gear on my back felt like an afterthought compared to the tearing force in my hands.

"Hurry," I grunted through clenched teeth.

"I'm on it," Jinx said, her voice tight. I heard the scrape of metal on metal down below as she fought to wedge a piton into the gear teeth.

The chain slicked with grease. My grip began to slide. The crooked finger on my left hand flared with hot, white agony as it took the brunt of the tension.

I closed my eyes. I didn't think about the pain. I thought about the ledger. I thought about Coriolan Vex, and Dain Harrow, and the long, terrible fall from Floor 99. I had carried their ambitions. I could carry this.

[TALLY] Burden 14 → 15. The stone acknowledges the mule.

A sudden surge of dense, quiet strength settled into my bones. The burning in my forearms didn't fade, but the sheer capacity to endure it doubled. My grip locked like a vise. The chain stopped moving.

"Got it!" Jinx hissed, slamming the heel of her hand into the piton. "The gear is jammed. Release the tension slowly."

I exhaled a ragged breath and eased my grip, letting the chain pull against the jammed gear. The mechanism groaned, the metal screeching in protest, but it held. The ceiling block didn't drop.

I pulled my trembling hands from the wall cavity. My palms were slick with grease and blood where the iron had bitten into the soft flesh. I wiped them mechanically on my trousers.

"Nice hold," Jinx said, looking at the blood on my hands, her tone lacking its usual mocking edge. "Most guys would have let that slip."

"I hold what I carry," I said quietly. I picked up my bent crowbar. "Keep moving."

We pushed forward. The corridor grew darker, the crimson moss thickening until it covered the walls in a soft, suffocating velvet.

Sera walked beside me for a moment, her eyes tracking the glowing slate-gray Tally lines that hung in the air only for her.

"The Spire is angry with you, Silas," she said softly.

"The Spire doesn't have emotions, Sera. It's a house of rules."

"Rules can be violated," she countered. "You broke a fundamental sequence on the floor below. I don't know how, and I don't know why, but the Tally is auditing this entire sector. The moss, the traps... this isn't random generation. This is an active quarantine. It's trying to eliminate an anomaly."

"Then we make sure it fails," I said.

"Just be aware," she said, her precise voice dropping to a whisper. "Prophecy is only useful if the future remains static. The more you change, the more the Spire will rewrite to compensate. Eventually, you will be flying blind."

"I've been blind before," I said. "I know how to use a cane."

The muffled sounds of combat we had been tracking were no longer muffled. They were loud. Deafening.

THUD. CLANG.

SCREECH.

We rounded a final bend in the corridor, Jinx checking the threshold one last time before waving us clear. We stepped out of the narrow transit tunnel and onto a wide, circular balcony overlooking one of Floor 10's grand atriums.

The air here was foul, reeking of ozone, crushed biology, and sweat.

The atrium below was a bowl of smooth black stone, roughly the size of a city square. The crimson moss here hadn't just grown; it had thrived, forming massive, fleshy polyps that clung to the pillars. I knew those polyps. In my first life, I had seen a novice climber touch one on Floor 22. His internal organs had liquefied in forty-eight hours.

But the polyps weren't the immediate threat.

The center of the atrium was a writhing sea of jagged, translucent blue chitin. Glass-beetles. Hundreds of them. Each one was the size of a mastiff, equipped with mandibles that could snap a steel broadsword in half. They moved with a terrifying, clicking synchrony, a hive-mind focused entirely on a single point of resistance.

At the far end of the atrium, backing into a narrow archway that led to the next transit zone, was Brannoc Tull.

Even from fifty feet above, the man was unmistakable. He was a mountain of scarred iron and grim resolve. He wore heavily dented plate armor over padded gambeson. His class, BULWARK, radiated from him in every deliberate motion. He didn't wield a weapon in his right hand; he held a massive, rectangular tower shield in both, planting its spiked base into the stone floor.

Thud.

A glass-beetle lunged, its mandibles snapping for his face. Brannoc didn't flinch. He drove the shield forward, catching the creature squarely under its thorax.

Clang.

The impact shattered the beetle's front carapace. It fell back, screeching, only to be instantly trampled by three more climbing over its dying body to reach the man.

Brannoc was holding a choke-point. He was bleeding from a dozen shallow cuts where chitin fragments had bypassed his armor, but his rhythm was unbroken. One bash to break the assault, one plant to hold the line. He was an immovable object entirely surrounded by a lethal tide.

But what caught my attention wasn't the beetles. It was the archway behind him.

The heavy stone door of the archway was grinding shut. And standing on the safe side of that door, peering through the narrowing gap, were three climbers wearing the colors of a minor Rookmark guild. They weren't fighting. They weren't supporting their Bulwark. They were running.

One of them, a lanky man with a terrified face, reached out and pulled the final release lever. The gears shrieked.

Brannoc glanced over his shoulder. He saw the door closing. He saw his crew abandoning him.

His face didn't change. There was no shock. No betrayal. Just the weary resignation of a man who had seen the bottom of human nature too many times to be surprised by it. He turned his eyes back to the swarm, planted his boots wider, and gripped his shield. He was going to buy them the time they needed to escape, and he was going to die doing it.

"Cowardly bastards," Jinx hissed, gripping the railing of the balcony. "They're locking him out."

"Standard operating procedure for cheap crews," I said, my voice dead flat. "Drop the heavy to slow the swarm."

"He can't hold that indefinitely," Sera noted, adjusting her spectacles as she analyzed the swarm's density. "His stamina will fail in approximately four minutes. After that, he will be consumed."

I looked at Brannoc. In my first life, I had met him precisely once, years from now, in a filthy tavern in the Guild Quarter. He had been a drunk, broken man, drummed out of the Cormorant Guild by Coriolan Vex for refusing a direct order on Floor 33. I didn't know what that order was, but I knew what it cost him.

He was a man who carried his conscience like an anvil.

I adjusted the straps of my eighty-pound pack. The raw, bleeding cuts on my palms burned against the canvas. My crooked left finger throbbed.

I had twelve years of dead-man's knowledge. I had a rotting prophecy. I had a class that the Tally itself didn't fully understand. And I had a ledger with an immense amount of blank space.

"He's buying time for people who don't deserve it," I said.

I unhooked my taped steel crowbar and checked my footing on the balcony edge. The drop was fifteen feet.

"What are you doing?" Jinx asked, her eyes widening.

"I'm cashing in," I said.

I stepped off the edge.

[LEDGER UPDATE] BRANNOC TULL. A debt of iron. Pending collection.

* * *


Chapter 13: The Bulwark

Silas Marr

Fifteen feet is a precise measurement. It is the height of a two-story tavern in Rookmark. It is a distance that will snap an ankle if you fall straight, shatter a tibia if you lock your knees, and drive your own spine into your skull if you land on your heels.

I fell with eighty pounds of canvas, iron pitons, coiled hemp, and salted rations strapped to my back. Gravity is the Spire’s oldest accountant, and it always collects.

I hit the slate floor of the antechamber and let the weight carry me forward. My boots struck first—toes, then the balls of my feet—and I immediately collapsed my right knee, throwing my shoulder forward into a tight roll. The slate was unyielding. The pack ground against my spine, the heavy iron pots inside clanking a dull, muffled rhythm against the tightly packed bedrolls. I came up out of the roll sliding, the momentum bleeding off in a shower of gray dust, my crooked left ring finger throbbing in time with my pulse.

The air down here smelled entirely different than it had on the balcony. Up there, it had been old stone and Sera’s chalk dust. Down here, the air was choked with ozone, crushed flint, and the sick-sweet scent of insectoid ichor.

"Silas!" Jinx’s voice drifted down from the balcony, thin and tight.

I didn't answer. You don't waste breath when you're on the floor.

Thirty feet ahead, the corridor narrowed into an archway of pale, bone-white limestone. Filling that archway was a man, a shield, and a tide of jagged, chittering horror.

Glass-beetles. Floor 10 variants. They weren’t insects, not really. The Spire didn't breed natural things. They were the size of starving hounds, moving on six multi-jointed legs that ended in razor-sharp barbs. Their carapaces were faceted, reflecting the dim ambient light of the corridor in a thousand fragmented shards, like broken mirrors glued over wet, pulsing muscle. They moved with a terrifying, mechanical efficiency, throwing themselves forward in overlapping waves.

And in the center of the archway, holding the choke-point, was Brannoc Tull.

He was a Bulwark, a class that usually meant you were meant to stand still while smarter people killed the things hitting you. In my first life, I had seen a dozen Bulwarks break under pressure. They trusted their armor too much, trusted their shields too much, forgot that physics didn't care about a steel plate if the mass behind the blow was heavy enough.

Brannoc wasn't breaking. He was bending.

He wielded a massive kite shield, heavy ironwood banded with blackened steel, scratched and gouged by a hundred different climbs. He had his left shoulder driven into the center of the wood, his right leg braced far back, his boot seeking friction in the grooves of the slate. He didn't hack wildly with his short sword. He used it purely for space-making—a short, brutal thrust to the underside of a mandible when a beetle climbed over the dead to get to his face, a twist of the wrist, a yank backward.

But he was losing ground. Every five seconds, the sheer kinetic force of the swarm pushed him back a half-inch. His boots left wet, dark smears on the stone. The heavy oak doors ten feet behind him—the doors to the safety of the transition chamber—were shut tight. The massive iron crossbar was dropped into place. From the inside.

His crew had run, bolted the door, and left him as the stopper in the bottle.

I drew my crowbar from my belt. Two feet of solid forged steel, the grip wrapped tight with cured leather tape. It weighed six pounds. It wasn't a sword. It didn't have an edge. It was a tool of leverage, and right now, the ledger of this room was drastically unbalanced.

I closed the distance in a low, gliding run, keeping my center of gravity beneath the sway of my pack. My chest didn't rattle. My breath came smooth and clear. In my first life, carrying eighty pounds at a dead sprint would have had my scarred lungs whistling like a broken kettle, but this twenty-two-year-old body was a clean engine. I just had to make sure I didn't get it killed before it had a chance to decay.

"I need angles, Sera!" I shouted, my voice flat, meant to cut through the high-pitched clattering of the swarm.

"Right wall!" Sera’s voice snapped back instantly from fifteen feet above. I didn't need to look up to know she was leaning over the stone railing, pushing her round spectacles up her nose, her Annotator’s eyes reading the deep structural text of the Spire’s architecture. "The masonry is compromised two feet above the archway! It’s bearing a tertiary load!"

"Jinx!" I yelled.

"On it!" Jinx replied. I heard the sharp, metallic clink of her unhooking a heavy blasting flask from her bandolier.

I hit the line right as a beetle the size of a warhorse threw itself over the top of Brannoc’s shield. Its front legs hooked the iron rim, and its massive, razor-lined mandibles snapped at his faceplate. Brannoc shifted his weight, trying to throw it off, but his right boot slipped in a puddle of ichor. His knee buckled. The shield dipped.

The swarm surged forward, sensing the collapse.

I stepped into the space beside him. I didn't announce myself. I didn't swing for the heavily armored carapace. I drove the hooked end of the crowbar straight up into the soft, unarmored joint beneath the beetle's primary foreleg.

The steel sank deep. The impact vibrated up my arm, a solid, heavy shock that set my crooked ring finger burning. I planted my boots, engaged my hips, and pulled down with every ounce of leverage my frame could generate.

The beetle shrieked—a sound like glass grinding against slate—and its leg buckled. The shift in weight tore its grip from the shield.

"Hold the line!" I grunted.

Brannoc didn't flinch. He didn't turn to look at who had just materialized beside him. A veteran didn't question an advantage; he used it. With the pressure momentarily relieved, he drove his back leg straight, shoved his shield forward in a brutal, explosive push, and slammed the injured beetle backward into the swarm.

"You're on the wrong side of the door, kid," Brannoc growled. His voice was like stones rolling down a dry riverbed. Deep, slow, utterly exhausted.

"Door's locked," I said, sidestepping a lunging mandible and bringing the heavy flat of the crowbar down on a faceted eye. It shattered with a satisfying crunch, spraying pale fluid. "I prefer out here."

"Idiocy," Brannoc said, but he adjusted his stance, angling his shield to cover my left side. It was a professional shift, an automatic reflex of a man who had spent a lifetime covering the flanks of people who didn't appreciate it.

"Incoming!" Jinx yelled from the balcony.

A glass flask the size of an apple plummeted from the darkness above. It smashed perfectly against the pale limestone two feet above the center of the archway. It didn't explode with fire. Jinx was a Skitterling; her tools were mechanical and chemical. The flask released a concentrated, corrosive acid that ate into the mortar with a violent, hissing crackle.

The archway groaned. Dust rained down on our helmets.

"It's not enough," Sera called out, her voice clinically precise despite the panic edging it. "The load-bearing keystone hasn't shattered. The swarm’s physical mass is actually holding the archway up by pressing against the pillars."

"I need to drop the frame," Brannoc said, breathing hard. "If I step back, the swarm pours in. You can't outrun them, kid. Get to the balcony. Give me room to die working."

He meant it. I could hear the absolute finality in his tone. He was forty-one years old. He had given his life to the Cormorant Guild, taken their orders, held their lines, and today, some arrogant, fresh-faced crew leader had decided Brannoc was expendable weight. Brannoc had accepted the math.

I rejected it.

"I carry the weight," I said.

A massive beetle, its carapace darkened with age and thick with jagged barbs, forced its way to the front. A breach-breaker. It reared up, a solid four hundred pounds of Spire-born muscle and glass, and slammed its full body weight into Brannoc’s shield.

The impact sounded like a cannon shot.

Brannoc groaned, a deep, ugly sound of tearing muscle. His left arm gave way. The shield slammed back against his chestplate, driving him to one knee. The line was broken. The swarm flooded forward, clambering over the downed Bulwark, their mandibles clicking in anticipation of the meat beneath the steel.

I stepped behind him.

I didn't swing the crowbar. I didn't try to pull him away. I wedged my right shoulder tight against the center of his armored back. I planted my boots wide, locking my knees at a strict thirty-degree angle, finding the grooves in the slate. I took the eighty-pound pack on my back, the two-hundred-and-fifty pounds of armored man in front of me, and the four hundred pounds of monstrous pressure bearing down on him, and I claimed it.

Tally,* I thought. *Auditor of the dark. I am holding the line.

The air pressure in the corridor plummeted. The slate script of the System flared in the periphery of my vision, cold and absolute.

[TALLY] Burden 14 → 17. One Toll available. [TALLY] Class: REVENANT PORTER. [TALLY] Toll declared. Cost accepted.

The fatigue that had been building in my forearms, the burning in my crooked finger, the ache in my lower back—it all vanished. It wasn't healed. It was extracted. The Tally took the pain as payment, and in return, it poured dense, immovable mass into my bones.

For the span of exactly three seconds, I was no longer a twenty-two-year-old man in a canvas coat. I was an architectural feature of the Spire. I was a load-bearing pillar.

The swarm pushed against the shield. The shield pressed against Brannoc. Brannoc pressed against me.

We didn't move. Not a fraction of an inch.

The sudden, impossible halt sent a shockwave back through the swarm. The breach-breaker beetle, confused by the physics of a man who suddenly weighed as much as a mountain, scrambled for purchase, its legs skittering uselessly on the stone.

"Now, Brannoc!" I roared, the sound tearing out of my throat, raw and loud. "Up!"

Brannoc didn't understand what had happened. He didn't know why his back suddenly felt supported by solid iron. But he was a professional. He used the anchor. He pushed off his back foot, driving his knees straight, his massive shoulders rolling forward.

We surged up together. The kite shield threw the breach-breaker backward, sending it tumbling into the swarm, crushing three smaller beetles beneath its immense weight. The sudden outward pressure cracked the left pillar of the archway.

"Sera! The keystone!" I yelled.

"Structural failure imminent!" Sera shouted. "Three, two..."

I reached down, grabbed the heavy leather strap of Brannoc’s chestplate with my left hand, and hauled backward with everything I had. The Toll was still active in my blood. A Bulwark in full plate armor should have been impossible to drag with one hand, but under the gaze of the Tally, his weight was just a number I was permitted to carry. I yanked him backward three feet, out of the archway, just as Jinx dropped a heavy iron piton straight down from the balcony.

The iron spike struck the acid-weakened masonry of the keystone.

Physics did the rest.

The archway gave way with a deafening, catastrophic roar. Tons of pale limestone, ceiling slate, and centuries-old mortar collapsed downward in a suffocating cloud of white dust. The massive blocks crushed the front line of the swarm, burying the breach-breaker and sealing the corridor completely.

The noise was a physical blow, ringing in my ears, rattling my teeth. Small stones pelted our armor and canvas. And then, as abruptly as the violence had started, it stopped.

The silence of the Spire flooded back in, heavy and absolute, broken only by the settling of dust and the ragged, wet sound of Brannoc Tull trying to draw breath into bruised lungs.

I let go of his harness. The Toll evaporated from my system.

The loss of the Burden hit me like a swinging beam. My knees nearly buckled. The eighty-pound pack suddenly felt like it weighed a hundred and eighty. My raw palms screamed in delayed agony, and the crooked finger on my left hand pulsed with a sick, deep-seated ache. I leaned on my taped crowbar, resting my forehead against the cool steel, forcing my breathing to remain slow, measured, and quiet. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Count to four.

I looked down.

Brannoc was sitting on the floor, his back resting against the heavy oak doors that his crew had barred against him. His heavy gauntlets rested loosely on his knees. His armor was gouged, covered in slick, pale fluid and stone dust. Blood leaked from a split in his lip, tracking down his thick, graying beard.

He unlatched his heavy helm and pulled it off, tossing it onto the slate beside him. He looked up at me. His eyes were pale blue, entirely exhausted, but completely clear.

"You're not one of Harrow's," Brannoc said slowly.

"No," I said. I spat a wad of stone dust onto the floor. "I carry my own gear."

"I noticed." Brannoc gestured weakly toward the collapsed archway. "That was a cave-in waiting to happen. You saw the fracture?"

"My scribe saw the fracture," I corrected. I glanced up toward the balcony. "The Skitterling primed the trigger. I just bought the time."

"You bought the time," Brannoc repeated, rolling the words over in his mouth as if tasting them for lies. He looked at my frame. He saw a rangy, lean twenty-two-year-old with a canvas coat and a battered crowbar. He looked at my hands, lacking the thick, knobby calluses of a veteran. "When I went to one knee, a four-hundred-pound drone hit my shield. The kinetic transfer should have snapped my spine. Instead, I hit a wall."

He held my gaze. "I'm a Bulwark, kid. I know what an anchor feels like. What the hell are you?"

"I'm a porter," I said. My voice was utterly flat. It wasn't a lie. The Tally knew what I was.

"A porter." Brannoc let out a short, humorless bark of a laugh that ended in a bloody cough. "Right. And I'm the Guildmaster of the Cormorant."

At the mention of the Cormorant, a cold shadow passed over my mind. Coriolan Vex. The Sovereign Blade. The man I had hauled gear for, for twelve years. The man who had eventually weighed my life against a summit push and found me entirely affordable. I had met him earlier in this timeline, at the Gate of Twenty, and the interaction had been... wrong. He hadn't recognized me, of course, but the timeline was already fraying, rotting at the edges because of my choices.

I looked at Brannoc. In my first life, he was a ghost. A cautionary tale whispered by the squires in the Guild Quarter. Don't be like Tull. Don't ask questions. Don't refuse an order. I still didn't know what the order on Floor 33 had been. But I knew the man sitting in front of me had chosen a barroom and a broken life over obeying it.

He had a conscience. In the Spire, a conscience was heavier than iron.

I unhooked my canteen from my belt. I tossed it to him.

He caught it awkwardly with one gauntleted hand, weighing it. Water was precious down here. Offering it freely was a statement of intent. He popped the cork, wiped his bloody mouth with the back of his wrist, and took a slow, measured pull. He didn't gulp. He didn't waste a drop. He handed it back.

"Much obliged," he said.

"Your crew locked you out," I stated the fact cleanly, without pity. Pity was an insult to a man who had survived what he just survived.

Brannoc glanced over his shoulder at the heavy oak planks. "Dain Harrow's crew. I signed a temporary contract. We were supposed to push to Floor 15. The pathfinder missed a pressure plate, triggered a spawning vault. Harrow ordered a retreat. I told him I'd hold the choke while they got the gear through."

"And they dropped the bar," I finished.

"Standard operating procedure when the heavy is compromised," Brannoc said quietly. There was no anger in his voice. Just a profound, hollow fatigue. "If the swarm breached the door, they'd lose the scribe and the scout. It was the correct tactical decision."

"It was the decision of cowards," Jinx said.

I looked up. Jinx had rappelled down from the balcony, landing lightly on the slate. Sera was right behind her, using the rope with a rigid, academic stiffness, her boots hitting the ground with a heavy thud. Sera adjusted her spectacles, staring intently at the space directly above Brannoc’s head. She was reading his Tally-marks, the deep text that only an Annotator could see.

"Brannoc Tull," Sera said, her voice crisp. "Level 14 Bulwark. Contract: Nullified by abandonment."

Brannoc frowned at her. "You have a sharp-eyed scribe, porter."

"She’s adequate," I said. Sera shot me a glare that could have etched glass.

I turned back to Brannoc. "Harrow won't pay you out for this run. Your contract is burned. You have no supplies, no rations, and half a lungful of stone dust. If you walk out of here alone, a stray glass-hound on Floor 8 will finish the job the swarm started."

Brannoc leaned his head back against the wood. "You're a bleak bastard, aren't you?"

"I deal in weights and measures," I said. I pulled my ledger from my inner coat pocket. The small, leather-bound book felt heavy in my hands. The Tally vibrated in my peripheral vision, a low, expectant hum. "You need a crew."

"And what do you need?" Brannoc asked, his pale eyes narrowing. "A man to stand in front of the doors?"

"I have a scribe to read the math," I said, pointing a thumb at Sera. "I have a Skitterling to break the locks," I nodded to Jinx. "And I know the route. What I need is a wall."

I held his gaze. "I'm offering a full share. Equal split on all salvage, no withholding for consumables. You hold the line, we kill what hits it."

Brannoc looked at Jinx, small, twitchy, and visibly vibrating with adrenaline. He looked at Sera, stern, clean, and out of place in the blood-slicked antechamber. Then he looked at me, a man whose class read as a joke, but who had just anchored an archway against a localized apocalypse.

"You're a lunatic," Brannoc said.

"Yes or no, Tull," I said.

Brannoc sighed. He placed his massive hands on his knees and pushed himself up. His armor clattered, the sound echoing loudly in the quiet chamber. He stood a full head taller than me, broad as a barn door, smelling of old iron and survival.

He held out a thick, scarred hand.

"I'll take the share," Brannoc said.

I reached out and gripped his forearm. He gripped mine.

[LEDGER UPDATE] BRANNOC TULL. A debt of iron. Struck and formalized. [TALLY] Crew complement: Four.

The slate text flashed and vanished, settling deep into the bones of the Spire.

"Good," I said, releasing his arm. "Let's move. We're camping before the transition to Floor 11."

"You want to camp now?" Brannoc asked, wiping his brow. "We just secured the room. We could push through the door, track Harrow down, and have a word about my back pay."

"Harrow's gone," I said, turning toward the heavy oak door. "He won't stop running until Floor 12. And we aren't tracking him, because my knowledge of the route from here on out is compromised."

Jinx paused mid-step, her hand hovering over a stray dagger she had been about to scavenge from a dead beetle. "Wait. What do you mean, compromised?"

I stopped. I didn't turn around. I looked at the dark grain of the heavy oak wood in front of me, the iron rivets sealing it shut. In my first life, I had walked these floors a hundred times. I knew every pressure plate, every spawn cycle, every safe room.

But I had saved Jinx on Floor 9. She was supposed to be dead, crushed in the Sifting Hall. I had met Vex early. And now, I had recruited Brannoc Tull years before he was supposed to hit rock bottom.

The timeline was rejecting my memory. I could feel it. The subtle shifts in the Spire’s architecture, the variant beetles on Floor 10 that shouldn't have spawned for another three days. My prophecy was rotting. I was no longer walking a paved road; I was bushwhacking through a jungle I had only ever seen from a distance.

"My instincts," I said carefully, using the lie I had prepared. "A scout's intuition. It relies on patterns. The patterns are shifting. The Spire is reacting to us. From Floor 11 onward, we are flying blind."

Sera stepped up beside me. She didn't buy the "intuition" excuse—she knew I was working off something much deeper and more impossible than instinct—but she didn't call me out. She just looked at the heavy door.

"A blind push," Sera noted, her tone dry. "Statistically, blind pushes on the lower Red Gallery thresholds result in a forty percent mortality rate within the first forty-eight hours."

"Which is why we rest, repair armor, and synthesize traps tonight," I said. I gripped the heavy iron crossbar of the door, ignoring the sharp protest of my crooked finger, and heaved upward. The bar slid out of its brackets with a heavy, metallic shriek.

I pulled the heavy door open. The darkness of the corridor beyond smelled of damp earth, stale blood, and the deep, grinding machinery of the Spire.

"Welcome to the crew, Brannoc," I said, staring into the black. "Let's go find the dark."

* * *


Chapter 14: Blind Ascent

Silas Marr

Eighty pounds of gear settles into the meat of your shoulders in stages. First, the straps bite, a sharp and immediate announcement of gravity. Then, after about an hour of sustained climbing, the weight stops being something you carry and starts being a part of your anatomy—a dense, unyielding tumor of canvas, iron pitons, coiled hemp, and hard rations. By the third hour, the pain dulls into a deep, structural ache in the lower lumbar, a familiar rhythm that sets the cadence for every step.

I adjusted the right strap, ignoring the dull throb in my left ring finger. The crooked bone always ached when the Spire’s temperature dropped, a lingering ghost from a tavern brawl when I was nineteen. A drunk barber-surgeon had set it poorly, and the Spire, in its infinite bureaucratic malice, had perfectly replicated the flaw when it pulled my thirty-four-year-old mind into my twenty-two-year-old body.

We crossed the threshold of Floor 11. The air in the corridor ahead was thick, smelling of crushed damp earth, rusted iron, and the coppery tang of stale blood.

In my first life, carrying for Coriolan Vex and his Crownbearers, Floor 11 had been the Weeping Halls—a vast, relatively flat expanse of porous white stone that leaked a steady, freezing brine. It had been miserable on the boots, but structurally predictable. You marched north by northwest, avoided the deeper puddles where the bone-leeches nested, and hit the stairs to Twelve within six hours.

I stepped off the threshold plate and my boot crunched on something dry and brittle.

I looked down. Black basalt, jagged and uneven, jutting up like broken teeth. The walls were choked with thick, ropy vines of crimson moss, pulsing with a slow, bioluminescent rhythm. The ceiling was lost in a canopy of hanging root-structures, and the corridor didn't go north. It twisted sharply to the east, dropping down a steep, treacherous incline.

"Watch your footing," I said, my voice flat. "Stone's loose. Keep to the wall."

"Fascinating," Sera murmured from behind me. She paused at the threshold, her head tilted slightly as if listening to a conversation happening in another room. As an Annotator, she was reading the deep text of the Tally—the raw, architectural code of the Spire that floated invisibly in the air. "The foundational grammar here is entirely rewritten. It isn't just an aesthetic shift. The Spire has aggressively recompiled this sector."

"Meaning what?" Jinx asked. She was already five paces ahead, her Skitterling class making her light and unnervingly quiet. She tossed a bronze coin from hand to hand, a nervous habit that meant she was already looking for traps. "Meaning we take a left instead of a right?"

"Meaning the house knows we're counting cards," I said.

I looked at the crimson moss. It was the same variant we had seen bleeding into Floor 10. It shouldn't have been here. It shouldn't have existed this low in the Red Gallery. The timeline wasn't just shifting; it was calcifying into something hostile, actively trying to scrub away the anomaly of my presence. I had saved Jinx from being crushed in the Sifting Hall on Floor 9. I had recruited Brannoc years before he was supposed to hit rock bottom on Floor 33. I had spent my dead-man's knowledge like cheap coin, and now the Spire was collecting on the inflation.

Brannoc Tull stepped past me, his heavy boots grinding the basalt to dust. He was forty-one, built like a siege engine wrapped in dented iron plating. He carried a tower shield strapped to his left forearm that weighed nearly as much as my pack, but he moved with the slow, deliberate economy of a veteran who knew exactly how much stamina he had in the tank.

"If the map is dead, the formation changes," Brannoc said. His voice was a low, steady rumble, like grinding millstones. He didn't look at me for permission; he just stated a physical reality. "Scout at my back. Scribe in the center. Porter on the rear-guard. If something comes out of the dark, it hits the wall first."

He tapped his shield. The Bulwark class. He was offering to take the brunt of an unpredictable floor, asking no questions about why my 'intuition' had suddenly hit a brick wall.

"Formation holds," I agreed. "Jinx, five paces behind Brannoc. Call the tripwires. Sera, keep your eyes on the Tally-tells. Let's move."

We descended into the dark.

For the first two hours, the descent was grueling but quiet. The red moss provided a dim, blood-colored illumination that played tricks on depth perception. The incline was steep enough that I had to uncoil twenty feet of hemp rope, driving iron pitons into the basalt to create handholds for the trickier drops. It was honest, blue-collar porter work, the kind of physical labor that quieted the anxiety humming in my chest.

Measure the drop. Check the rock integrity. Swing the hammer. Thread the line. Test the weight.

I fell into the rhythm, my breathing steadying. My twenty-two-year-old body didn't have the deep grinding ache in the left knee that Liss Merrow would eventually cause on Floor 61, seven years from now. My chest didn't have the wet rattle of a man who had breathed too much glass-dust in the Reaches. I was young, but my hands moved with the ghost-memory of a decade of hauling.

At the bottom of the fourth drop, the tunnel widened into a jagged cavern. Brannoc held up a closed fist. We stopped.

The air here was warmer. A faint, sulfurous heat drifted up from cracks in the floor.

"Movement," Brannoc said softly.

From the shadows near the cavern roof, something detached itself. It was the size of a mastiff, but its anatomy was all wrong—too many joints, limbs folded like a praying mantis, carapace slick with moisture. A Chitin-Stalker. Usually native to the Starving Court, thirty floors higher.

It dropped silently, aiming straight for Sera.

"Contact above!" Jinx yelled, her hand a blur as she flicked three weighted throwing darts upward. Two sparked harmlessly off the creature's armored underbelly; the third sank into a softer joint near its foreleg. It shrieked—a sound like metal tearing—and twisted in the air.

It never reached the scribe.

Brannoc stepped into the creature's falling arc. He didn't swing his shield; he simply planted his feet, angled the heavy iron kite upward, and let gravity do the work.

The Stalker hit the shield with a sickening, heavy crunch. Brannoc’s boots skidded backward half an inch on the basalt, scraping sparks, but his posture didn't break. The impact shattered the creature's forward mandibles. Before it could recover, Brannoc rotated his shoulder, driving the reinforced rim of the shield into its neck joint.

Black ichor sprayed across the stone. The creature thrashed twice and went still.

Silence returned to the cavern, save for the faint hiss of the sulfur vents.

"Clear," Brannoc rumbled. He pulled a rag from his belt and wiped the ichor from his shield, methodical and unbothered.

I looked at the corpse. It was a juvenile, but its presence here meant the Spire's ecosystem was entirely broken.

"Well," Jinx said, her breathing a little fast. She knelt and expertly yanked her dart free from the carcass, wiping it on the red moss. "That wasn't a bone-leech. Your intuition is officially garbage, Silas."

"It is," I admitted.

I stepped into the center of the cavern, dropping my pack. It hit the stone with a heavy, authoritative thud. I looked at the three of them. Jinx, wired and twitchy. Sera, calm but calculating, her eyes darting between me and the invisible Tally text. Brannoc, a silent mountain of rusted iron.

"Listen to me," I said, keeping my voice level. "I told you on the other side of that door that my instincts were misfiring. That was an understatement. The truth is, whatever pattern I was reading before, the Spire has changed the cipher. I don't know the layout of Floor 12. I don't know the spawn cycles of Floor 13. Every advantage we had in the Foothalls is gone. We are blind."

Sera adjusted the leather strap of her ledger. "A scout relying on intuition over empirical mapping inevitably faces regression to the mean. You've simply exhausted your luck."

"Let's call it that," I said. She knew it was a lie, but she offered me the out. "The point is, I can't thread the needle for us anymore. I can haul the gear. I can manage the load. But if we try to sprint this the way we did the first ten floors, we die."

Jinx tossed her coin, caught it, and slipped it into her pocket. The nervous energy settled slightly. "So we walk slow. Check the corners. Standard protocol."

"We survive on fundamentals," Brannoc said. He looked at me, his eyes dark and heavy beneath the rim of his helm. "You brought me here to hold the line. That hasn't changed. Just point me at the dark."

I felt a strange tightness in my chest. In my first life, carrying for Vex, I had been a tool. A mule to be loaded, a piece of meat to be positioned. Vex had known every route, every boss mechanic. He led from the front, and I just tried to keep up and keep his stormcaller supplied with mana-vials.

Now, I was the one holding the compass, and the needle was spinning wildly. They were looking at me. They were trusting me, not because I was a Sovereign Blade with a royal mandate, but because I had hauled them out of the fire when it mattered.

I was building a crew. A real one. And if I got them killed, that debt would be on my Ledger, carved in Tally-stone, forever.

"Alright," I said. I picked up my pack, swinging it onto my shoulders. The eighty pounds felt heavier now, conceptual and dense. "Brannoc on point. Jinx, eyes on the ceiling and the vents. We push to the Floor 12 threshold, clear the landing, and make camp. No heroic shit. We see a fight we don't have to take, we walk around it."

We moved.

* * *

Floor 12 was a vertical nightmare.

The basalt gave way to narrow, winding staircases carved directly into the exterior wall of the Spire. To our left was black stone; to our right, a sheer drop into a grinding abyss of gears and venting steam. The Red Gallery was living up to its name, the temperature spiking until the air felt like the inside of a forge.

We spent five hours navigating a single mile of horizontal distance, creeping along ledges that were barely wide enough for Brannoc’s boots. The physical toll began to mount. Jinx’s manic chatter died down, replaced by the ragged sound of her breathing. Sera moved with tight, economical steps, her face pale in the dim light.

My role shifted entirely to load management. When we reached a gap in the stairs where a section had crumbled away, I hammered pitons, strung a heavy traverse line, and physically hauled Jinx and Sera across the ten-foot void. The hemp rope burned through the novice calluses on my young hands, peeling the skin back on my palms. I welcomed the sting. It grounded me.

Midway across the traverse, a tremor shook the Spire. Dust and small stones rained down from above.

"Hold the line!" I grunted, wrapping the slack around my right forearm and bracing my boots against the wall. The sudden tension tried to rip my shoulder from its socket, but I locked my back, letting the heavy frame of the pack counterbalance the pull.

Brannoc was the last across. He didn't use the harness; he just grabbed the line hand-over-hand, his immense weight bowing the hemp until I thought it would snap. I gritted my teeth, my crooked finger screaming in protest as I anchored him.

When his boots hit the solid stone of the ledge, I let out a harsh breath, my arms shaking.

"Solid anchor," Brannoc noted, not out of breath in the slightest. He looked at my bloody palms. "Your grip strength is unnatural for a man of your build, Silas."

"I lift heavy things," I deadpanned, unwrapping the rope. "It's a lifestyle."

"It's a statistical anomaly," Sera corrected, brushing stone-dust from her tunic. "A packmule class grants passive endurance, but your kinetic output during load-bearing stress spikes beyond standard class parameters."

She was getting too close. My hidden class, Revenant Porter, allowed me to spend the conceptual weight of my Burden to perform physical impossibilities, but right now I was just using raw, desperate strength.

"Write a thesis on it later, scribe," I said, coiling the rope. "Let's find the threshold."

We found it an hour later.

The door to Floor 13 was massive, cast in a dull, heat-warped bronze. The lintel above it was choked with thick, gray webs that pulsed with a faint inner light. The air here was suffocatingly hot, filled with drifting flakes of white ash.

"Threshold," Jinx gasped, dropping to a crouch and resting her head against the cool stone wall beside the door. "Finally. My calves are screaming."

"We camp here," I ordered. "Brannoc, secure the perimeter. Jinx, set a wire alarm on the stairwell behind us. Sera... tell me what we're looking at tomorrow."

I unshouldered my pack, setting it down with a heavy thud. I pulled out four ration bricks—dense, tasteless blocks of compressed grain and dried meat—and tossed them out. I unscrewed my canteen, took a measured mouthful to wash away the copper taste of exhaustion, and passed it to Jinx.

Sera was standing directly in front of the bronze door, her eyes tracking invisible lines in the air.

"The Tally markers are aggressive," she said softly. "High density. A convergence of debt-lines, suggesting a territorial anchor. A boss room."

"I assumed that much from the giant glowing cobwebs," Jinx muttered around a mouthful of ration brick.

"The structural grammar defines a hazard of extreme heat and particulate matter," Sera continued, ignoring her. "It references... suffocation. Blindness. Silk."

I closed my eyes, digging through twelve years of dead-man's memories. Floor 13. In my past life, this was supposed to be a hollowed-out reservoir guarded by a water-elemental. But the webbing, the ash, the heat.

"An Ash Weaver," I said, the name tasting like grit in my mouth.

Brannoc looked back from his post at the edge of the stairwell. "I've heard of them. Starving Court terrors. They build nests near forge-vents. Spin webs out of liquid glass and breathe cinder-dust."

"Correct," I said. "Usually found above Floor 50. The Spire dropped one down to 13 just for us."

"Can we kill it?" Jinx asked. She wasn't tossing her coin. Her hand was hovering near the hilt of her dagger.

I looked at my crew. They were battered, dirty, and exhausted. They didn't have the magical firepower of the Crownbearers. We didn't have a stormcaller to short-out the Weaver's nervous system, or a pathfinder to map its blind spots. We had a shield, a knife, a ledger, and a crowbar.

But we had something the Crownbearers never did. We knew we were bleeding for each other, not for a Sovereign's glory.

"It's an insect," I said, my voice deliberately flat, stripping the myth away from the monster. "It has legs. It has eyes. It breathes. Therefore, it dies."

I pulled a roll of grip-tape from my pack and sat down, taking my taped steel crowbar from my belt. The metal was warm to the touch.

"We fight it blind," I said, wrapping a fresh layer of tape around the handle. "Which means we rely on mechanics. Ash Weavers are ambush predators. They try to blind you with cinder-dust, then drag you into the silk. Brannoc, you take the center. You are the anvil. You don't chase it; you let it break its teeth on your iron."

Brannoc nodded slowly. "Understood."

"Sera, you stay glued to Brannoc's back. The Weaver's attack patterns are telegraphed in the Tally a fraction of a second before it moves. The Spire has to register the kinetic shift. You read those shifts. You call the angles."

Sera’s eyes widened slightly. "You want me to act as a combat-processor? Transmitting raw Tally data in real-time?"

"I want you to be our eyes when the room fills with smoke," I corrected. "Can you do it?"

She considered it, her fingers tracing the edge of her ledger. "Statistically... yes. Assuming the Bulwark can react to audio cues within point-four seconds."

"Try me," Brannoc grunted.

"Jinx," I said, turning to the scout. "You are the hammer. But you don't strike until the Weaver is committed. You stay on the periphery. Wait for it to rear up to breathe dust. When its throat is exposed, you sever the silk-glands under its jaw."

"And what about you?" Jinx asked, raising an eyebrow. "You just gonna stand there and hold our coats?"

"I'm the porter," I said. "I manage the load. When the fight breaks, the Weaver is going to try to control the space. I'll break its control."

It was a threadbare plan, built on nothing but grim pragmatism and trust. But as I looked around the dim, ash-choked landing, I saw them nod. There was no hesitation. No one suggested turning back. The door was locked behind us anyway. The only way out was up, through the dark.

I finished taping my crowbar.

[TALLY] Burden 26 → 29. [TALLY] Acknowledged weight. Not all loads are canvas and iron.

I stared at the slate-gray text floating above my boots. The system audited intent. It knew I wasn't just carrying gear anymore. I had sworn to get these three to the top, to square my ledger with Coriolan Vex, and the Tally was binding that promise to my soul, converting it into raw, physical power.

Three points of Burden. Enough to pay a Toll when the moment came.

"Rest," I ordered. "Four-hour shifts. I'll take the first watch. Tomorrow, we open the door."

* * *

The Spire has no sun, but you can feel the dawn. The temperature subtly shifts, a microscopic tightening in the atmospheric pressure as the vast, grinding gears of the tower reset for a new cycle.

I woke Brannoc with a tap to his boot. He was up instantly, his shield already half-raised. Jinx was stretching her legs, her joints popping like dry twigs. Sera was staring intently at the bronze door, her ledger open, transcribing the final, erratic shifts of the threshold's grammar.

"It's agitated," Sera reported quietly. "The Spire knows we're camped here. The entity inside is pacing."

"Good. Let it tire itself out," I said.

I strapped my pack on. It was lighter today, having consumed our rations, but the conceptual weight of the Burden pressed down on me, a heavy, reassuring mantle. I checked my belt. Crowbar, secure. Three heavy iron spikes. Fifty feet of hemp rope.

I walked up to the heavy bronze door. The heat radiating from it was intense enough to make my eyes water. The gray webs across the lintel thrummed with a low vibration.

"Helmets locked," I said. "Visors down if you have them. Breathe shallow. The ash will try to coat your lungs."

Brannoc stepped up beside me, his massive shield planted, effectively blocking half the doorway. Jinx faded into the shadows just behind his left hip, a pair of throwing knives already in her hands. Sera stood at his right shoulder, her ledger pressed flat against her chest.

"Ready?" I asked.

"Strike the door," Brannoc grumbled.

I gripped the heavy iron ring in the center of the bronze door. My crooked left ring finger flared with pain as I twisted the locking mechanism. The latch disengaged with a sound like a breaking spine.

I threw my weight backward, hauling the door open.

A wave of blistering heat rolled out, carrying a thick, choking cloud of white ash. The smell was horrendous—burning hair, sulfur, and the sweet, sickly rot of digested meat.

Beyond the threshold, the room was a vast, dome-shaped chamber. The walls were lined with immense, glowing veins of liquid slag. The floor was completely obscured by a sea of gray, pulsing silk, piled high into mounds that looked suspiciously like wrapped corpses.

In the center of the ceiling, hanging upside down by thick ropes of glass-threaded webbing, was the Ash Weaver.

It was larger than a draft horse. Its abdomen was a swollen sack of molten orange light, encased in black, jagged chitin. Eight long, segmented legs ended in viciously sharp hooks. Eight cluster-eyes, glowing like hot coals, snapped toward the doorway.

It didn't roar. It hissed—a sound like cold water hitting a hot forge—and dropped from the ceiling.

"Contact!" I yelled, stepping into the room and immediately moving to the right flank, drawing my crowbar.

"Incoming!" Sera shouted, her eyes fixed on the empty air in front of the beast. "Trajectory direct! Center mass! Heavy kinetic load!"

Brannoc slammed his boots into the stone, angling his shield.

The Weaver hit him like a runaway carriage. The impact sounded like a cannon shot. Brannoc skidded backward a full yard, his boots carving twin trenches through the silk-covered floor, but the shield held. The Weaver’s massive front legs scrabbled against the iron, trying to find purchase, its mandibles clicking furiously inches from Brannoc’s helm.

"Hold!" Brannoc roared, leaning his entire body weight into the shield, locking the creature in a grapple of pure brute force.

"Left flank opening!" Sera yelled over the din. "It's balancing its weight—"

Jinx was already a blur. She used the wall, running up three steps of vertical stone before launching herself outward. She landed directly on the Weaver's left middle joint, driving a dagger deep into the soft, unarmored gap between the chitin plates.

The creature shrieked, a high, mechanical grinding noise, and violently bucked. Jinx was thrown clear, twisting in the air like a cat to land softly in a crouch ten feet away.

But the strike had done its job. The Weaver broke its grapple with Brannoc, skittering backward, its wounded leg dragging slightly.

"It's inhaling!" Sera warned, her voice tight with panic. "Tally shows a massive thermal spike in its thorax!"

The Weaver reared up on its hind legs. Its swollen abdomen flared with blinding orange light, the heat washing over us in a suffocating wave. Its mandibles opened wide, and the air around its mouth began to shimmer with raw, superheated cinder-dust.

It was preparing to flood the room. If it loosed that breath, our lungs would scorch to charcoal in seconds.

Foreknowledge or not, mechanics were mechanics. An area-of-effect blast required a clear channel.

I didn't think. I spent the Burden.

[TALLY] One Toll paid.

The heavy, conceptual weight in my chest vanished, converting instantly into a surge of explosive, unnatural torque in my shoulders and core. I didn't reach for my crowbar. I reached for my pack.

Eighty pounds of canvas, iron pitons, and tightly packed gear.

I ripped the harness from my shoulders, pivoted on my right foot, and hurled the entire pack like a massive boulder directly into the air.

The Toll guided the arc. It wasn't just a throw; it was a perfect, load-bearing transfer of momentum.

The pack flew across the chamber and slammed squarely into the Weaver's open, glowing maw just as it began to exhale.

The eighty-pound mass of canvas and iron wedged violently between its mandibles, entirely blocking its throat. The superheated cinder-dust had nowhere to go. The creature gagged, its eyes widening in what looked distinctly like panic. A muffled explosion ripped through its jaw as the blast backfired, shredding the canvas pack and detonating several of my iron pitons like shrapnel inside its mouth.

The Weaver collapsed forward, thrashing wildly, its head smoking and ruined.

"Jinx!" I roared.

She didn't need the prompt. She was already moving, a shadow darting through the falling ash. She slid under the thrashing front legs, came up directly beneath the Weaver's exposed, pulsing throat, and drew both daggers across the silk-glands in a single, vicious scissor-cut.

Liquid fire and black ichor sprayed the stone floor.

The Weaver shuddered violently, all eight legs curling inward, and collapsed into the silk.

Silence crashed back into the dome, broken only by the crackle of the ruined webbing and the heavy, ragged breathing of my crew.

I stood there, my hands empty, staring at the smoking carcass of a monster that shouldn't have been on this floor, killed by a crew that shouldn't have survived the week.

"Well," Brannoc said slowly, lowering his shield. He looked at the mangled, smoking remains of my pack jutting from the creature's jaw. "That's one way to unpack."

I rubbed my crooked left ring finger. It wasn't aching anymore.

"Check the corners," I said, my voice deadpan. "I need to go get my iron back."

Across the room, the heavy stone door on the far wall ground open, revealing the dark stairs to Floor 14.

* * *


Chapter 15: The Ash Weaver

Silas Marr

The smell hit me first. It was a suffocating mixture of burnt ozone, scorched canvas, and the copper-penny reek of boiling arachnid blood.

I stepped up to the carcass of the Ash Weaver. It was a massive, crumpled heap of gray chitin and twitching limbs, resting heavily on the cracked stone of Floor 13. The heat radiating from its ruined head was like standing too close to an open forge. My primary pack—twelve years of perfected packing habits, seventy pounds of survival, and a reinforced steel frame—was lodged sideways in its shattered mandibles, still smoking from the blast.

I rubbed my crooked left ring finger out of habit. The ache from the poor setting it took in a tavern brawl three years ago had faded, replaced by the immediate, stinging throb of minor rope burns on my palms. These hands were still too smooth. They didn't have the deep, leathery calluses of my first life yet, but the Spire was working hard to fix that.

"Check the corners," I repeated into the silence, my voice flat. "I need to go get my iron back."

Jinx didn't argue. She wiped her daggers on her thighs, leaving streaks of black ichor across her leathers, and melted back into the shadows of the dome. Brannoc simply grunted, keeping his heavy tower shield raised as he began a slow, deliberate patrol of the room's perimeter. He walked with a slight limp, his left greave scorched white from the Weaver’s cinder-breath, but his posture was the immovable wall it always was.

I knelt in the ash next to the monster’s head.

The blast had done its job. The Weaver’s primary silk-glands, located in the throat rather than the abdomen, had been expanding to unleash a wave of cinder-dust when my pack went in. The resulting backfire had blown the jaw apart from the inside.

I reached into the smoking ruin, wrapping my hand around the bent D-ring of my pack. The canvas was entirely charred, flaking away like dead skin. Inside, the heavy canvas sacks I used to separate my iron from my soft goods were shredded.

"Damn it," I muttered.

Iron pitons are expensive in Rookmark. More importantly, they are heavy, and their weight is predictable. Predictable weight was the currency of my survival. I started fishing them out of the gore. One was bent into a U-shape, useless. Another was half-melted, the iron compromised by the Weaver's internal heat. I found six intact, wiping the thick, bubbling ichor off on the creature's gray carapace.

"Boss is clear," Jinx called out, dropping from a ledge I hadn't even seen her climb. She landed lightly next to me, eyeing the Weaver. Her fingers twitched. It was a Skitterling trait, but also just Ivy Kessler. If it wasn't nailed down, she considered it inventory. "We taking pieces?"

"We are," I said, dropping the salvaged pitons into a small leather pouch at my belt. "But carefully. The primary venom sacs are ruptured, which means the blood is toxic if it gets into an open wound. See the ridges behind the mandibles? The gray ones."

Jinx leaned in, her eyes wide, completely fearless. "Yeah."

"Cut beneath them. There's a secondary gland. Cinder-pearls. They look like lumps of raw coal. They're dense, about two ounces each. Guild quartermasters pay twenty gold a pop for them. Extract them, wrap them in oiled cloth, don't let them touch your bare skin."

"Twenty gold," Jinx breathed, pulling a slender gutting knife. "I'm going to carve this bug a new smile."

"Just the pearls, Jinx," I warned, standing up. "We don't have the frame-pack anymore to haul heavy chitin. Leave the carapace."

She was already working, her hands a blur of practiced, violent precision. I watched her for a moment, measuring the reality of her breathing, the unbroken line of her neck. In the first timeline, she died on Floor 9, crushed in the Sifting Hall because a pathfinder panicked. She shouldn't be here. She was a ghost hacking away at a monster I used to read about in Guild reports.

The timeline was rotting. My foreknowledge was decaying faster than I had anticipated. The Weaver wasn't supposed to spawn on 13. It was a Floor 18 boss. The Spire was shifting, compensating for the ripples we were making. Prophecy was a dying asset; competence was all we had left.

Brannoc returned, his heavy boots crunching on the ash. "Corners are clear. Door's open. The threshold is waiting."

"Injuries?" I asked him, looking at the scorched greave.

"Armor took it," the veteran Bulwark said, his voice a slow rumble. "Knee is hot, but the joint is sound. I'll need to hammer out a dent in the boss of the shield before we climb again."

"Sera?" I called out, looking back toward the entrance of the dome.

Sera stepped out from behind a stone pillar, her slate-gray eyes fixed not on the monster, but on me. She had her ledger out, her quill resting against her lower lip. As an Annotator, she didn't just see the Spire; she read its margins. She was the first to realize my Packmule class was a lie, even if she didn't have the full truth yet.

"I'm fine, Silas," she said quietly. "Though I think my understanding of basic Spire mechanics just suffered a fatal blow."

"That happens a lot in this tower," I said.

I turned back to the remains of my pack. I couldn't salvage the frame. It was twisted scrap metal. I pulled a spare canvas rucksack from the debris—a heavy-duty sack I usually kept rolled tight for emergencies. It didn't have shoulder pads, just thick hemp straps that would bite into my collarbones.

I began the grim work of repackaging. Spare rope, bandages, the remaining rations, the water skins, the iron. I distributed what I could. I handed a coil of rope to Brannoc, who looped it over his broad shoulder without a word. I handed a medical kit to Sera. I took the heaviest, densest items—the iron, the hammer, the extra water—and packed them at the bottom of the rucksack to keep the center of gravity low.

When I hoisted the awkward sack onto my back, the hemp straps dug immediately into my shoulders. It was thirty pounds lighter than my main pack, but it felt worse. It wasn't balanced. It fought me.

[TALLY] Burden 42 → 45. The weight is unrefined. The debt remains.

I closed my eyes for a fraction of a second, letting the slate-gray text fade from my vision.

"Alright," I said, adjusting the straps. "Let's move into the threshold. We camp there. We don't sleep in boss rooms."

* * *

The transition threshold between Floor 13 and Floor 14 was a standard safe room. Cold, polished black stone, devoid of the aggressive red moss that had choked the lower halls. The heavy iron door ground shut behind us, sealing with a final, booming click that echoed up the narrow, winding stairwell leading to the next floor.

The moment the door locked, the tension drained out of the crew like water from a slashed skin.

Jinx collapsed against a wall, sliding down to the floor, her daggers clattering beside her. Brannoc set his massive shield against the door, an old habit of a man who trusted no lock, and sat heavily on an upturned stone block. He immediately pulled a small peen hammer from his belt and began tapping at the scorch-dent on his greave.

I set up the stove. It was a simple brass rig, running on alchemical heat-tabs. We had three left. I struck a match, lit the tab, and set a small tin pot of filtered water over the blue flame.

The silence of the room was heavy, filled only with the tink-tink-tink of Brannoc's hammer and the quiet hiss of the boiling water. It was the good kind of silence. The silence of people who had just stared death in the face and watched it blink first.

"Five pearls," Jinx said suddenly, her voice cracking slightly. She tossed a small, oil-cloth bundle onto the stone between us. It clinked heavily. "One hundred gold. Divided by four. That's... twenty-five a piece."

"Math checks out," Brannoc murmured, not looking up from his armor.

"Twenty-five gold," she repeated, laughing a little. It was a slightly hysterical sound, the adrenaline finally leaving her system. "I've never had twenty-five gold in my life. I could buy a real bed in the Outer Ring. I could buy a whole tavern's worth of roasted pork."

"Don't spend it in the Spire," I said, tossing a brick of hardtack to her. She caught it out of the air. "Money weighs nothing up here. Calories do. Eat."

She gnawed on the hardtack, still staring at the little bundle of pearls.

I prepared the tea. It was cheap, bitter stuff, cut with dried mint to hide the taste of the Spire's stale water. I poured it into four tin cups, handing them out. The heat of the cup felt good against my palms. It eased the sting of the rope burn.

My body felt... decent. That was the strangest part of this second life. When I was thirty-four, sitting in a threshold room after a boss fight meant an hour of agonizing joint pain. My left knee, shattered by Liss Merrow's careless stormcalling on Floor 61 and healed poorly, would throb like a buried drum. My chest would rattle with the lingering effects of spore-inhalation. But now, at twenty-two, my breathing was clear. My knee was silent. The only thing that hurt was the superficial damage of the day.

It was a terrifying kind of wealth, this youth. I knew exactly how easily it could be spent, because I had seen Coriolan Vex spend it.

"I'll take first watch," I said, sipping the bitter tea. "Brannoc, you take second. Jinx, third. Sera, sleep through. You've been burning a lot of focus reading the tells on that Weaver."

"I can take a shift," Sera said softly from her corner.

"No, you can't," I replied, deadpan. "You look like you're going to fall over sitting down. Sleep."

Nobody argued with the roster. In a Spire crew, you didn't debate the porter on logistics. That was the rule, even if they didn't fully understand why they trusted me yet. They just knew that when I measured things, we survived.

Within twenty minutes, Brannoc was snoring quietly, his back against the stone wall, his hand resting near his mace. Jinx was curled up in a tiny ball, using her cloak as a blanket, clutching the pouch of cinder-pearls like a teddy bear.

Sera, however, wasn't sleeping.

She sat cross-legged across the dying blue flame of the stove, the shadows dancing across her sharp cheekbones. She had her ledger open on her lap, but she wasn't writing. She was just staring at me.

I didn't acknowledge it. I pulled my whetstone and began running it along the edge of my utility knife. Shhhk. Shhhk. The repetitive motion was grounding.

"You don't sleep like a twenty-two-year-old," Sera said softly, her voice barely carrying over the hiss of the dying stove.

"I sleep like a man who owes money," I replied without looking up.

"That's exactly what I want to talk about." She closed her ledger. The sound was unnervingly loud in the quiet room. "When you threw your pack into the Weaver's mouth, the Tally reacted."

I kept sharpening the knife. "The Tally always reacts to weight shifting."

"Not like that," she said, leaning forward. Her slate-gray eyes caught the light. "I'm an Annotator, Silas. I don't just see the bracketed text. I see the root code. The grammar of the Spire. When a Packmule drops a load, the Tally registers a decrease in burden. But when you threw that pack... the Tally registered a transaction. A payment."

Shhhk. Shhhk.

"You spent a Toll," she whispered.

My hand stopped. I looked up at her. "Keep your voice down."

Sera didn't flinch. She had been expelled from the Academy for her thesis on the Tally's debt-grammar. The scholars thought she was a heretic, or just mad, for suggesting the Spire operated on a literal ledger of souls and favors rather than pure, raw magic. She had spent her whole life looking for proof. And she had found it in a broken-down porter on Floor 13.

"A Toll," she continued, her voice trembling slightly, not with fear, but with vindication. "A deliberate expenditure of accumulated consequence. A Packmule doesn't have Tolls, Silas. A Packmule has inventory."

I wiped the blade on a cloth, checking the edge. "And what does your deep text say I have?"

"I caught a fragment of your class tag when the transaction processed," she said. "It flickered under the Packmule overlay. It was partial. I saw the word Revenant."

The room felt suddenly colder. I looked at Brannoc, making sure his breathing was still deep and steady. I looked at Jinx. They were out.

"A Revenant," Sera said, her eyes searching my face, looking for a crack in my deadpan mask. "In Tally grammar, a revenant tag implies a massive, unresolved debt. Specifically, a debt paid in death, rebounded by the Spire's own ledger because the math didn't balance. It means you are paying a toll for something dead."

She was too smart. She was always going to figure it out eventually. In my first life, I barely knew Sera Quill. She had died on Floor 21, part of a failed scout team. Vex had stepped over her body without a second glance.

"Are you asking a question, Sera, or just reading me my rights?" I asked quietly.

"I'm asking who died, Silas," she said. "I'm asking whose ghost is giving you the tactical layouts of boss rooms that shouldn't be here, and whose memories you're using to keep us alive. Because if we are carrying a dead man's debt, I need to know how deep the hole is."

I looked down at my hands. At the crooked finger. At the smooth palms that didn't belong to the mind driving them. I thought about the ninety-ninth floor. The cold wind. The look on Coriolan Vex's face when he calculated that my life was an entirely affordable price to pay for his summit push. The feeling of falling.

I couldn't tell her the whole truth. The Tally wouldn't allow a temporal paradox to be spoken aloud without consequence, and I couldn't risk the Spire auditing the divergence. I could only give her what the Ledger would accept as truth.

"I died, Sera," I said.

She froze. The breath hitched in her throat.

"I died," I repeated, my voice hollow, stripped of the dry humor I usually used as a shield. "And the math didn't balance. Someone spent my life to buy a threshold they couldn't afford on their own. The Spire... the Tally... it didn't accept the coin. So it threw me back. It gave me a new ledger."

I looked up, meeting her eyes. "You want to know my class? I am a Revenant Porter. I carry the weight of what happened, and I spend that weight to keep this crew moving upward. I am going to climb to the top, and I am going to collect the bill from the people who spent me."

Sera stared at me. Her intellect was warring with her instincts. She was trying to parse the impossibility of it.

"You're a dead man," she whispered.

"I'm a porter," I corrected. "I just have a very long memory."

"And us?" she asked, gesturing to sleeping Brannoc and Jinx. "Are we just tools? Are we just hands to help you carry your vengeance up the tower?"

"If you were just tools," I said, "Jinx would have died on Floor 9 in the Sifting Hall, where a careless pathfinder crushed her. And Brannoc would have been overwhelmed on Floor 11 when his shield-arm gave out. You aren't tools, Sera. You're my crew."

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "I am not dragging you to your graves. I watched enough crews die to know exactly how it happens. I won't let it happen to you. That's my debt to you. That's what I carry."

Silence stretched between us, thick and heavy.

Then, Sera picked up her quill. She opened her ledger. She didn't write on the parchment. She stared at the air above it, her eyes tracking the invisible slate-gray text that only she could read deeply.

[TALLY] Debt recognized. The Annotator bears witness.

"I'm logging it, Silas," she said quietly. "In my own mental ledger. I accept the half-truth for now. But you owe me the rest of it eventually."

"Put it on my tab," I said.

I leaned back against the cold stone. "Get some sleep, Sera. Tomorrow we have to climb the Chimney."

* * *

Morning in the Spire was marked by the grinding of gears deep within the walls, and a subtle shift in the ambient light from pitch-black to a bruised, sullen gray.

We packed up in silence. My body was stiff from sleeping on stone, but a few basic stretches worked the kinks out. I helped Brannoc strap his shield to his back, checking the buckles. Jinx was bouncing on the balls of her feet, chewing on a piece of dried meat, her energy boundless.

I hoisted the awkward canvas sack onto my back. The hemp straps immediately found the bruises from yesterday. I adjusted the load, leaning forward slightly to let my lower back take the brunt of the weight.

"Floors 14 and 15 are transition zones," I told them, checking the rope coils on my harness. "Narrow corridors. Slate walls. There shouldn't be any major spawns, just Glass-Hounds and maybe a few wandering Scavenger-Crabs. We move fast, tight formation. Brannoc in front, Jinx on the ceiling or walls scouting the corners, Sera behind Brannoc, I watch the rear."

"Standard diamond," Brannoc confirmed, hefting his mace.

"We don't stop to mine or harvest," I added, looking at Jinx. "We are pushing straight through to 16. The climb is going to take everything we have."

We pushed the door open and stepped into Floor 14.

The next six hours were a brutal, monotonous grind. The Spire didn't always try to kill you with monsters; sometimes, it just tried to grind your cartilage to dust. The corridors were steep, angling upward at a punishing thirty degrees. The air grew thinner, carrying the metallic tang of old blood and ozone.

My foreknowledge held up for these floors. We bypassed a pressure-plate trap on 14 that would have dropped a portcullis on our heads. On 15, we skirted the edge of a chasm where a nest of blind, clicking Scavenger-Crabs waited for someone to slip. We moved efficiently. We moved like a crew that had survived a Weaver together.

But the physical toll was real. By the time we reached the final heavy iron door at the end of Floor 15, Brannoc was breathing heavily, sweat cutting lines through the ash on his face. Sera looked pale, leaning against her staff. Even Jinx had stopped bouncing.

My shoulders were screaming. The hemp straps had rubbed the skin raw through my shirt. But my breathing was steady. I had hauled twice this weight, with a chest full of fluid and a shattered knee, in my first life. This was just a Tuesday.

"Take a minute," I said, dropping the sack to the floor with a heavy thud. I handed out the water skins.

"Are we there?" Sera asked, wiping her forehead.

"This is the threshold to 16," I said.

I walked past them and put my shoulder against the heavy iron door, shoving it open.

There was no room beyond it. No floor. Just a ledge, three feet wide, dropping off into a staggering, abyssal darkness below.

Above us, a vertical shaft stretched upward, easily a thousand feet of sheer, slick black stone, disappearing into the mist. Iron rungs were driven into the stone at erratic intervals, some rusted, some missing entirely. A cold, howling wind tore up from the abyss, whipping my hair across my face.

This was the Chimney. Floor 16 wasn't a dungeon. It was a climb.

Brannoc stepped up to the edge, looking down into the dark, and then up into the mist. He let out a long, slow breath. "Well. That's a lot of up."

"Check your harnesses," I said, pulling my static line from the sack. I began tying a figure-eight knot with practiced, mechanical efficiency. "We tie in together. If one falls, we all hold the weight."

I clipped the carabiner to my belt, feeling the familiar, terrifying pull of the void below.

[TALLY] Floor 16: The Ascendant's Flue. [TALLY] Gravity is the oldest debt. Pay it.

* * *


Chapter 16: Deep Text

Silas Marr

The wind tore up the thousand-foot vertical shaft of the Ascendant's Flue, howling like a starving hound. It carried the smell of ozone and crushed stone, biting through my canvas shirt and numbing the sweat on my neck. I had my carabiner clipped to the static line. I had the figure-eight knot dressed and tightened at my waist. My hand was on the rusted iron rung driven into the black stone wall.

Then I looked back at the crew.

Jinx was swaying. Just a fraction of an inch, shifting her weight off her left ankle, but I saw it. The adrenaline from the Floor 15 threshold guardian—a hulking construct of bronze and razor-wire we’d taken to calling the Brass Warden—was bleeding out of her. Her face was chalky under a smear of oil and stone-dust.

Brannoc stood by the threshold, his broad shoulders stooped. His shield arm hung heavy. The heavy iron bulwark strapped to his forearm was scored with fresh, deep gouges where the Warden had tried to hammer him through the floor tiles. He was breathing through his nose, slow and deliberate, the way men do when they are trying to hide a broken rib.

Sera was holding the heavy iron door open, leaning against it with her shoulder. Her ink-stained fingers were trembling.

I looked down into the abyssal dark of the Chimney. I looked up into the mist. It was a thousand feet of sheer vertical climbing, battered by artificial crosswinds that could peel a man off the wall like dead skin. In my first life, it had taken Coriolan Vex’s crew nine hours to summit this shaft, and they had been fresh, fed, and arrogant.

"Belay," I said.

My voice barely carried over the roaring wind, but Brannoc heard it. He blinked, heavy eyelids rising. "What?"

"Unclip," I said, stepping back from the ledge. I unhooked my carabiner and pulled the slack of the static line toward me. "We're not climbing. Not yet. We rack out here."

"Are you sure?" Sera asked, raising her voice over the gale. "The door is open. The floor is clear. If another crew comes up behind us—"

"Nobody is behind us," I said, catching the heavy iron edge of the threshold door. "And if we go on the wall right now, one of you is going to fall. I can catch a fall. But if I catch you, you’re going to be dangling over a mile of empty air with a harness cutting off your circulation while I haul dead weight up a slick wall. We rest."

I didn't wait for a debate. I put my back against the iron door and shoved. The hinges shrieked in protest, a long, grinding squeal of ancient metal, and then the door slammed shut with a concussive boom.

The silence in the antechamber was immediate and deafening. The roar of the Chimney was cut off, leaving only the sound of our ragged breathing in the dim, slate-gray light of the threshold room.

I dropped my heavy canvas sack to the stone floor. The dull thud vibrated through my boots.

"Drop the packs," I ordered, turning to the pile of gear we had hauled out of the Warden’s chamber. "Sort the salvage. Jinx, boot off. Let me see the ankle."

Jinx didn't argue. That was the first sign of how exhausted she truly was. Usually, she had a barbed comment ready, a defensive mechanism to prove she was untouchable. Today, she just collapsed against the wall, sliding down the smooth black stone until she hit the floor. She unlaced her leather boot with clumsy fingers.

Brannoc let out a long breath, unbuckling the straps of his shield. It hit the floor like an anvil. He sat beside it, resting his forearms on his knees. "That bronze bastard had a heavy swing," he murmured, his voice a low, gravelly rumble.

"He was supposed to be a gatekeeper," Sera said, sinking to her knees beside her pack. She pulled out a canteen and took a slow, measured sip. "The text in the Warden's chamber… the deep script… it kept referencing a toll of endurance. Not a test of strength."

"Same thing, when the hammer hits you," Brannoc said dryly.

I knelt in front of Jinx and took her ankle in my hands. My left ring finger—the one broken in a tavern brawl when I was nineteen, set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon—ached with a dull, persistent throb. It always did when the temperature dropped. I ignored it, pressing my thumbs gently around Jinx's malleolus.

She hissed, her breath catching.

"Not broken," I said, keeping my face impassive. "Strained tendon. You rolled it when you dodged the wire-whip."

"I thought I cleared it," Jinx muttered, leaning her head back against the wall. "I'm fast enough. I used the Skitterling dash."

"You were fast enough," I agreed. "The stone floor was slick with the construct’s oil. You lost traction. It happens. Bind it tight, take two mild-weed tablets, and keep weight off it for the next three hours."

I tossed her a roll of linen bandage from my kit and stood up, turning my attention to the salvage.

We had broken the Brass Warden down into its constituent, valuable parts. It had taken an hour of brutal, ugly work with my taped steel crowbar and Brannoc’s mace, but we had extracted the prize.

Sitting on the floor in a canvas tarp was the Warden’s mainspring. It was a coil of dark, tempered brass, as thick as my forearm and tightly wound, humming with residual kinetic energy. Beside it sat a heavy glass vial containing the construct's aether-core—a swirling, viscous fluid that glowed with a faint, sickly yellow light. And surrounding both were roughly forty pounds of jagged, heavy bronze carapace plating.

"It’s too heavy," Sera said, watching me evaluate the pile. She pulled a piece of hardtack from her pouch and broke it in half. "We can’t take it all up a vertical climb. The mainspring alone must weigh fifty pounds."

"Forty-two," I corrected instinctively. I ran my hand over the cold brass. "And the plating is another forty. The core is negligible, but it's volatile. If we smash it against the wall, it'll eat through the ropes."

"So we leave the plating," Brannoc suggested.

"No," I said. "Bronze plating from a Floor 15 Warden sells for three silvers a pound in the Rookmark guild-markets. That's a hundred and twenty silvers. That buys the healing drafts that keep your blood inside your body when we hit the Red Gallery on Floor 21. We carry it."

Jinx groaned from the wall, wrapping her ankle tightly. "Silas, I love money more than I love most of my living relatives, but I can't haul forty pounds of scrap metal up a thousand feet of rusted ladders. Not today."

"You aren't carrying it," I said.

I unrolled my canvas pack. I began systematically transferring our standard gear—the spare pitons, the iron spikes, the extra water skins—into Brannoc and Sera's packs. I redistributed the weight evenly, calculating the exact strain on their shoulders.

Then I took the heavy canvas sack and lined it with our spare cloaks. I placed the volatile aether-core in the center, swaddled in thick wool so it wouldn't shatter against my spine. I packed the forty-two-pound brass mainspring around it. Finally, I wedged the heavy bronze plates into the gaps, securing them tightly with twine so they wouldn't shift and throw off my center of gravity.

I hefted the sack. It was easily a hundred and ten pounds of dead, awkward weight. Combined with the eighty pounds of rope, harnesses, and climbing gear I was already wearing, I was looking at hauling nearly two hundred pounds up the Chimney.

It was a staggering load. It was exactly the kind of load that made my class hum in the dark.

[TALLY] Burden accepted: 110 lbs raw material. [TALLY] Intent audited: Load borne for the crew. [TALLY] Burden 17 → 18.

The gray slate-text flared in the corner of my vision and faded. I felt the familiar, subtle shift in my musculature—not a magical surge of strength, but a deepening of endurance. The ache in my lower back muted. The weight didn't disappear; it just became a part of me, another debt I was equipped to carry.

"Get some sleep," I told the room, setting the sack against the wall. "Three hours. I'll take the watch."

"Nobody is coming up behind us, Silas," Jinx said, her eyes already half-closed.

"Sleep," I repeated.

Brannoc didn't need to be told twice. He was a veteran of the shield-line; he knew how to sleep on cold stone with his armor still strapped to his chest. Within minutes, his breathing evened out into a slow, rhythmic snore. Jinx curled into a tight ball near his side, seeking the residual body heat, and went under just as fast.

I sat on a flat piece of rubble near the door, pulling my whetstone from my pocket. I began running it down the edge of my utility knife. The rhythmic shhh-shhh sound was grounding. It kept the memories of my first life at bay.

I had climbed the Ascendant's Flue before. I had carried a hundred and fifty pounds of Coriolan Vex’s luxury provisions up that howling shaft, my chest rattling with fluid from a botched healing potion, my left knee a constant, grinding agony. I remembered the exact rung on the ladder—about four hundred feet up—where Dain Harrow had slipped, nearly dragging me off the wall because he had been too lazy to tie his knot correctly.

I checked my left knee now. I pressed the joint. It was silent. The terrible, jagged ruin Liss Merrow would cause on Floor 61 in seven years hadn't happened yet. My body was twenty-two years old, lean and whole, save for the crooked finger and the memories of a dead man.

A shadow shifted in the periphery of my vision.

I didn't stop the whetstone. "You need to sleep, Sera."

Sera Quill stepped out of the gloom. She hadn't laid down. She was holding her leather-bound journal, her charcoal pencil gripped tightly in her ink-stained fingers. In the dim light, her eyes were sharp, bright with an unsettling, academic intensity.

She was an Annotator. A scribe-class that read the Spire's deep text, the administrative ledger-lines that governed the dungeon's physics and rules. The Academy had expelled her for her thesis on the Spire’s grammar, calling her a heretic. They were fools. She was the only person in Rookmark who understood that the Spire wasn't a game; it was a bank.

She sat down on the rubble across from me, wrapping her arms around her knees.

"I can't sleep," she said softly, keeping her voice pitched below Brannoc's snoring. "My mind is running the equations. The text in the Warden's chamber was dense. So many overlapping contingencies."

"Don't read the deep text if it burns you out," I said, turning the knife and drawing the stone down the other side of the blade. Shhh. Shhh.

"I have to read it," she said. "If I don't, we walk blindly." She paused. She watched my hands for a long moment. "I saw your text, Silas."

The whetstone stopped.

I didn't look up. I kept my eyes on the steel. "Everyone has text, Sera. The Tally marks us all."

"Not like yours," she whispered. She leaned forward. "When the Warden brought that hammer down on Brannoc, and you shoved your crowbar into the construct's knee-joint to leverage it backward… you spent something. I saw the slate-lines flare around you. The raw System grammar."

"I spent a Toll," I said flatly. There was no point in denying the mechanic. She had the sight for it. "My class uses Burden to offset physical force. I paid a Toll to anchor the Warden."

"I know what a Toll is," Sera said. Her voice was trembling, just a little. "It's the modifier that scares me, Silas. I read the structural tag on your class. You told us you were a Packmule. A heavy-hauler. But that's just the surface text. The camouflage."

I looked up at her. Her pale slate-gray eyes were wide, reflecting the faint glow of the aether-core in the pack beside me.

"The Tally isn't a voice," Sera said, the words spilling out of her in a rushed, hushed breath. "It's a ledger. It has a syntax. A grammar of debts. Classes aren't just given; they are defined by the state of the user's account with the Spire. A Bulwark is a class that owes protection. A Skitterling is a class that borrows space."

She opened her journal. The pages were covered in frantic, charcoal diagrams—syntactical trees breaking down the Spire's invisible language.

"Your hidden tag is Revenant," she said.

The word hung in the cold, still air of the threshold room.

I stared at her. I felt the familiar, cold weight settle in the pit of my stomach. The secret of my return—the one-time rebound of the Crown's toll that had thrown my thirty-four-year-old mind back into my twenty-two-year-old body—was the only thing keeping me alive. If the Guilds found out I had a map of the next hundred floors in my head, Vex would have me vivisected to extract it.

"Do you know what that word means in System grammar, Silas?" Sera asked, her voice tight. "It isn't a ghost. The Spire doesn't care about ghosts. A revenant is an operational modifier. It means 'balance forwarded from a closed account.' It means a debt owed by a dead man, or to a dead man, that was so massive the ledger refused to close."

I slid the whetstone into my pocket. I sheathed the knife.

"You're overthinking it, Sera," I said, keeping my voice perfectly level. Deadpan. The same mask I had perfected over twelve years of hauling gear for arrogant elites who treated me like furniture.

"I am translating it literally," she insisted, leaning closer. "You can't be a revenant unless you died. But you're right here. You're twenty-two years old. You bleed copper when you get cut. So how is your account closed? How do you know exactly where the traps are? How did you know Jinx would die in the Sifting Hall on Floor 9 if she stepped left instead of right?"

"I know the routes," I said.

"You know things that haven't happened," she countered.

We stared at each other. The silence stretched, thick and heavy, broken only by the scrape of Brannoc's armored chest rising and falling in his sleep.

I could lie to her. I could tell her it was a unique divination class, a quirk of the Tally. But Sera wasn't Jinx. She didn't buy deflections. She read the foundational code of the world. She saw the math.

I leaned forward, resting my forearms on my knees, getting closer to her face.

"Listen to me," I said softly. My voice had lost the deadpan porter's drawl. It was the voice of a man who had fallen from the ninety-ninth floor, who had felt the wind tear the breath from his lungs for an eternity before the dark took him. "The Spire owes me. Or I owe it. I don't know which, and I don't care. The ledger is open, and the debt is mine. I carry it."

Sera swallowed hard. "If your ledger defaults… does it pull us down with you?"

"I've never dropped a pack," I said. "And I've never dropped a climber."

"That's not an answer, Silas."

"It's the only answer you're getting," I said. I met her eyes, holding the stare until she flinched. "I am not dragging this crew to a grave. I am taking us to the top. I am going to do the climb right this time. That is the contract. If you don't like the terms, you can walk back down the stairs to Rookmark right now, and I will hand you your share of the silver."

Sera looked at me for a long time. She looked at my hands, smooth but scarred from the ropes. She looked at the massive, impossible pack I had built to spare them the weight.

Finally, she closed her journal.

"I'm not walking down," she said quietly. "But I'm logging this. You owe me the truth eventually, Silas. And I collect my debts."

"Get in line," I muttered, leaning back against the wall.

* * *

Three hours later, the chronometer on Brannoc's wrist clicked.

I was already on my feet. The threshold room was freezing, the residual heat of our bodies sucked away by the cold stone. I kicked Jinx's boot gently.

"Up," I said. "Break time is over."

She groaned, a terrible, creaking sound of protesting muscles, and rolled over. "Five more minutes. Or a swift death. I'll take either."

"You get a rope," I said.

I hauled the heavy salvage pack onto my shoulders. The sheer mass of it pressed me down into my boots. My knees locked for a second, adjusting to the strain, and then the Burden mechanic smoothed out the spike of agony in my lower back, distributing the force evenly across my skeleton.

Brannoc stood up, rolling his thick shoulders. He checked the straps on his shield, tightened them, and nodded to me. He didn't complain about the ache in his ribs. He was a Bulwark; pain was just information.

"Check your harnesses," I ordered.

I pulled the coil of black static line from my shoulder. This was the critical moment. This was where lives were bought and sold on the wall.

"Line up," I said. "Sera behind me. Jinx behind her. Brannoc on the rear."

They formed up. I stepped to Sera first. I pulled a bight of the static line and tied an alpine butterfly knot—a beautifully symmetrical, multi-directional loop that wouldn't slip no matter which way the force was applied. I clipped a heavy steel carabiner through the loop, then reached out and clipped it to the hard-point on Sera's harness. I checked the locking mechanism, spinning the gate shut.

"Locked," I said.

I moved to Jinx. Another bight of rope, another alpine butterfly. I clipped her in. I tugged the carabiner violently to ensure it held. She grimaced but didn't complain. "Locked."

I walked to the end of the line. For Brannoc, I tied a figure-eight on a bight, creating a secure terminal loop. I clipped it to his heavy leather harness. He weighed two hundred and forty pounds with his armor on. If he fell, the sheer kinetic shock would try to snap my spine in half.

"Locked," I said to him.

Finally, I walked back to the front of the line. I tied a figure-eight follow-through directly into my own harness, threading the rope through the loops to bypass the need for a carabiner. It was the strongest connection possible. I was the lead anchor.

I stood there, feeling the slight tension in the line between the four of us. The physical connection. The rope was more than just nylon and core-strands; it was a physical manifestation of my Burden. I was tied to them. If they fell, I caught them. If I fell, I pulled them down.

[TALLY] Ascendant's Flue. [TALLY] Total payload: 4 lives, 220 lbs dead weight. [TALLY] Burden 18. Anchor recognized.

"Listen to me," I said, turning to face them. The dim light cast long shadows over their faces. "The Chimney is a thousand feet of vertical climbing. The rungs are rusted. The crosswinds will try to tear you off the wall. We move together. Three points of contact at all times. Hand, hand, foot. Foot, foot, hand. Do not rush."

"What if we slip?" Jinx asked, her voice small.

"If you slip, you yell 'Falling'," I said, my voice hard and flat. "You don't panic. You don't scream. You yell the warning so I have half a second to brace for the shock on the line. And then I hold you. You will swing into the wall, you will get bruised, and you will get back on the rungs."

I looked at Brannoc. "If I call a halt, we halt. If the wind spikes, we plaster ourselves to the stone and wait it out."

"Understood," Brannoc rumbled.

"Let's go to work," I said.

I turned and put my shoulder against the heavy iron threshold door. I pushed it open.

The roaring howl of the Ascendant's Flue slammed into us instantly. The cold air rushed into the room, kicking up stone-dust and tearing at our cloaks. The abyssal darkness below gaped like an open mouth, and the mist above swirled in violent, chaotic eddies.

I stepped out onto the three-foot ledge, the void pulling at my boots.

I reached out with my right hand and grabbed the first iron rung. The metal was freezing, pitted with ancient rust, but it felt solid in the stone. I tested it with my weight. It held.

I looked down the sheer drop once more, measuring the darkness, calculating the cost. Then I pulled myself up.

[TALLY] Threshold crossed. Floor 16 begun.

* * *


Chapter 17: The Sheer Face

Silas Marr

The iron was colder than I remembered. It tasted like ozone and old pennies in the air, a metallic tang that coated the back of my throat with every breath. I hung by three points of contact on the sheer inner face of the Ascendant’s Flue, five rungs up from the threshold of Floor 16, and waited for the rhythm to settle.

Below me, the abyss gaped. The Spire didn't bother with a visible bottom here. There was only a churning sea of black mist that smelled faintly of crushed stone and rotting velvet. If you fell, you didn't hit the ground. You just fell until the Spire decided you were done, or until starvation took you in the dark.

"Rope is taut," Brannoc called from the bottom of our formation. His voice was a low, steady rumble, easily cutting through the rising howl of the wind. "Shield is strapped flat to the pack."

"Good," I called down, not looking back. "Sera?"

"I am adequately secured to the death-trap," Sera answered. Her tone was academic, dry, but I could hear the slight waver in her breathing. She was ten feet below me, clipped to my harness by a length of braided silk-and-hemp dynamic line.

"Jinx?"

"I hate this floor," Jinx yelled. She was twenty feet below Sera, ten above Brannoc. "I really, really hate this floor."

"Don't look down," I said. It was a porter's platitude, empty and useless, but the cadence of the instruction mattered more than the words. "Look at the rung in front of your face. Look at the rust. Count the pits in the iron. Hand, hand, foot. Move when I move."

I reached up with my left hand and tested the next rung. The metal was thick as my wrist, driven deep into the black basalt, but four centuries of Spire weather had pitted the surface. Red-brown flakes of rust sifted down, catching in my eyelashes. I blinked them away, clamped my grip, and hauled.

Hand, hand, foot. Foot, foot, hand.

We settled into the grueling, methodical rhythm of the ascent. The Ascendant’s Flue was an eight-hundred-foot vertical shaft, a hollow throat in the architecture of the Spire. In my first life, I had climbed this wall five times. I knew the distances. I knew the drafts. I knew the exact physical toll it took to haul a hundred pounds of gear up a sheer face while the Crownbearers floated past on Liss Merrow’s updrafts.

Liss used to complain that her hair got tangled by the thermals. Dain Harrow used to ride the current with his arms crossed, complaining about how long it took the porters to navigate the iron. I had climbed this wall with my chest rattling, my bad knee grinding, and my crooked left ring finger screaming against the cold.

Today, my twenty-two-year-old body was silent. My chest was clear. My left knee, untouched by the future shatter it would take on Floor 61, moved with oiled precision. Only my left ring finger ached—the old break from a tavern brawl when I was nineteen, set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon. The cold always found that crooked joint. It was a familiar, grounding pain. It meant I was awake. It meant I was here.

"Wind is picking up," Sera called out, her boots scraping for purchase on the stone before finding the rung. "It's… erratic."

"Crosswinds," I yelled back, keeping my face close to the wall. "They vent from the inner ducts. Brace when I call it."

I counted the rungs in my head. In the first timeline, the first major wind shear hit exactly three hundred feet up, sweeping from the east. It was a vicious, sudden gust that tried to peel you off the wall like a dried scab. I had measured it perfectly back then.

Two hundred and seventy rungs,* I thought. *Two hundred and seventy-five. Two hundred and eighty…

A heavy, roaring pressure slammed into my left shoulder.

I clamped down instantly, locking my elbows and driving my knees into the stone. "Brace!" I roared.

The wind hit the crew a second later. The dynamic rope between us snapped taut, thrumming like a plucked bass string. I felt the sharp, sudden drag of Sera's weight as the draft pushed her outward, followed by the heavier, stabilizing counter-anchor of Brannoc leaning into the stone below.

The wind held for ten seconds, screaming through the Flue, trying to tear our fingers from the iron. Then, as abruptly as it arrived, it died away, leaving a hollow ringing in my ears.

"Everyone on?" I called down.

"Still here," Jinx gasped. "Lost my hat, though. Good hat. Picked it off a dead guy on Floor 12."

"We'll find you another dead guy," I said deadpan.

But my mind was racing, calculating the discrepancy. Two hundred and eighty rungs. The wind shear had hit twenty rungs early. Twenty feet lower than it had in the first life.

The timeline was decaying. My dead-man's knowledge was no longer a perfect map. Every divergence we made—saving Jinx on Floor 9, altering the clear-times, changing the Spire's internal math—was rippling outward, fraying the edges of my prophecy. I couldn't rely on exact timing anymore. I had to rely on the underlying mechanics. The wind was still there, the direction was still the same, but the trigger was shifting.

Competence had to replace memory.

"Keep moving," I called. "We're a third of the way up."

"Is that supposed to be encouraging?" Sera asked.

"It's supposed to be math," I replied.

I hauled myself up another rung. My forearms were beginning to burn, the lactic acid pooling in the muscle bellies. The climbing harness bit into my thighs. I was carrying my own pack—sixty pounds of ropes, pitons, Tally-chalk, and rations—but I was also carrying the slack of the line. Whenever Sera hesitated, I bore a fraction of her weight. Whenever Jinx scrambled too fast and slipped, the line transferred her kinetic energy into my harness.

I didn't resent the weight. I welcomed it. It was the only currency the Spire respected.

[TALLY] Burden: 26 → 28. Active load recognized.

The slate-gray text materialized in my peripheral vision, hovering against the black basalt. The Tally, the Spire's cold, accounting spirit, audited my intent in real-time. My class, REVENANT PORTER, didn't grow by killing monsters or finding shiny trinkets. It grew by carrying what needed to be carried. Real weight. Real consequences.

"Silas," Sera said, her voice floating up over the rush of the air. "I'm reading a Tally anomaly in the stone here. The deep text."

Sera was an Annotator. She saw the Spire's source code, the ledger lines beneath the physical reality. Most climbers just saw a wall; she saw the architect's blueprints and the blood-debts that mortgaged them.

"Read it on the ledge, Sera," I said, my breathing remaining steady, measured through my nose.

"It's relevant now," she insisted. "The stone is heavily scarred with old Tally-marks. Expenditures. It looks like... structural reinforcement, paid for in blood. Something breaks the stone here frequently."

I stopped. I looked up.

Above us, the darkness of the Flue was absolute, but the ambient silver light from the Spire's inner aura cast faint, shifting shadows against the upper reaches. Four hundred and fifty feet up.

In the first timeline, the Basalt Shrikes nested at six hundred feet.

"Timeline decay," I muttered under my breath.

"What?" Sera asked.

"Hold steady!" I yelled down the line. I hooked my left arm entirely through the iron rung, wrapping it up to the armpit to free my right hand. I reached down to my harness and unclipped the taped steel crowbar.

High above, a piece of the darkness detached itself from the wall.

It was the size of a large dog, jagged and gray, moving with the heavy, scraping sound of stone grinding against stone. It didn't fly so much as it fell with purpose, its wide, flat, granite-like wings catching the updrafts to steer its descent. A Basalt Shrike. A Spire-born gargoyle that fed on marrow and gravity.

Then another detached. And another.

"Incoming!" Jinx shrieked. "Topside!"

They didn't dive at us. That wasn't their hunting method. They hovered in the drafts a hundred feet above us, their claws tearing at the loose, weathered masonry of the Flue's upper walls.

A chunk of black stone the size of a melon came hurtling down out of the dark.

"Rock!" I roared.

The stone smashed into the wall three feet to my left, shattering into razor-sharp shrapnel. Dust and chips of basalt sprayed across my face, stinging my cheek.

"Helmets to the wall! Look down! Don't watch them fall!" I ordered.

Another rock dropped. This one was the size of a cobblestone. It whistled past my shoulder and struck Sera's pack with a dull, heavy thud. She grunted, the impact driving her hips into the stone, but she kept her grip.

"Brannoc!" I yelled.

"Shield is up!" Brannoc bellowed. I glanced down. The massive Bulwark had managed to unstrap his tower shield with one hand and angle it over his head like an iron roof. He was a rock, immovable, absorbing the smaller debris that rained past us.

But Brannoc couldn't cover Jinx or Sera. And he couldn't cover me.

"Keep moving," I gritted out. "They're trying to freeze us on the wall. If we stay static, they'll just drop bigger rocks until we break. Climb!"

I drove upward, forcing the pace. Hand, hand, foot. The rhythm shattered, replaced by an ugly, frantic scramble. My breath sawed in my throat. I ignored the burn in my forearms, my eyes fixed on the rungs above.

A Shrike swept lower, its stone wings emitting a grating shriek. It released a jagged slab of basalt directly over my head.

I couldn't dodge. There was nowhere to go. I jammed the taped steel crowbar between the iron rung and the stone wall, creating a wedge, and drove my shoulder upward into the falling slab, glancing it off my heavy leather pack before it could hit me square. The impact jarred my teeth. The shockwave traveled down my spine, but the deflection worked. The slab spun out into the abyss.

"They're tracking our movement!" Sera yelled.

"Jinx, watch your—" I started to shout.

It happened fast. A Shrike dropped a fist-sized chunk of iron-ore. It didn't hit Jinx. It hit the rusted rung her right hand was reaching for, right as her fingers closed around it. The rusty metal, already compromised, sheared off under the sudden impact.

Jinx's hand closed on empty air. Her footing, unbalanced by the sudden loss of a contact point, slipped on the slick stone.

"Falling!" Jinx screamed.

It was the exact right thing to do. She didn't flail. She didn't try to grab empty air. She tucked her chin and yelled the warning.

I had half a second.

I slammed my boots against the wall, threw my right arm over the rung above me, and seized the dynamic safety line with my left hand, wrapping it once, twice around my palm.

Jinx dropped. Twenty feet of slack vanished in a heartbeat.

When the line snapped taut, the kinetic force of a hundred-and-ten-pound Skitterling in freefall hit my harness and my left hand simultaneously.

The sound my crooked ring finger made was like a dry twig snapping under a boot.

Pain, bright and white-hot, exploded up my arm. My shoulder threatened to dislocate. The iron rung I was hanging from groaned, the rust cracking, pulling a quarter-inch out of the basalt.

I didn't scream. I clamped my jaw shut so hard my molars ground together, tasting blood.

[TALLY] Critical Load. Burden Check required.

I hung there, the entire weight of Jinx’s fall suspended by the grip of my left hand and the screaming muscles of my back. If my grip failed, the shock would transfer fully to Sera, pulling her off, and then to Brannoc. Brannoc might hold, but the dynamic line would likely snap under the combined weight of three climbers.

I looked at my left hand. The leather glove was pulled taut, the rope digging a trench into the material. The crooked finger was bent at a sickening angle, screaming in agony.

"I've got you," I hissed through my teeth.

"I'm off the wall!" Jinx yelled, her voice echoing up from the dark. She was dangling in the void, swinging like a pendulum. "Swinging back in!"

"Brace for impact!" I ground out.

Jinx slammed back into the wall twenty feet below Sera. I heard the breath rush out of her lungs, the ugly sound of a body hitting stone. But she didn't cry out. She scrambled, her boots finding purchase, her hands slapping against the basalt until she found a rung.

"Weight is off," Jinx gasped, coughing violently. "Weight is off."

The tension in the line slackened. I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding. My left hand was shaking so badly I could barely unwrap the rope. I pulled it free, flexing the fingers. The crooked ring finger was throbbing, swollen, but the joint hadn't fully dislocated. The pain was just a reminder. I was alive.

[TALLY] Concept realized: The Anchor’s Price. [TALLY] Burden 28 → 32. One Toll Available.

I stared at the slate text hovering in the dark. The Spire was paying me out. The Burden had solidified.

"Status," I barked, my voice cracking slightly.

"Alive," Jinx wheezed. "Bruised ribs. Pride is entirely gone. Let's get off this wall."

"Sera?"

"I am questioning my life choices," Sera said, her voice tight. "But functionally intact."

"Brannoc?"

"Line is secure. Shield is holding," the Bulwark replied.

"Two hundred feet to the ledge," I said. "The Shrikes are out of ammunition for now. They'll have to climb higher to pry loose more stone. We beat them to the top. Move."

We climbed.

The last two hundred feet were a blur of mechanical endurance. The cold seeped into my bones. My left hand was a claw of agony, nearly useless for gripping, so I relied on my palm and wrist, pressing them flat against the iron to push upward. Hand, wrist, foot. Foot, foot, wrist.

The wind died down as we neared the top of the Flue, the air growing stagnant and heavy. The ambient silver light grew brighter, casting long, stark shadows against the curved wall of the shaft.

I saw the lip of the threshold. Floor 17.

I reached up, my right hand finding the flat, polished stone of the ledge. I hauled myself over, dragging my legs up, and rolled onto my back. The floor was smooth basalt, coated in a thin layer of centuries-old dust.

I didn't stay down. I rolled to my knees, reached over the edge, and grabbed the line.

"Come on," I grunted, pulling the slack.

Sera's head popped over the edge a minute later. She scrambled onto the ledge, her chest heaving, her precise, academic demeanor entirely stripped away. She collapsed onto her back, staring at the dark ceiling.

I kept pulling.

Jinx came next, favoring her left side, her leather armor scuffed white with stone dust. I grabbed the back of her harness and hauled her up like a sack of grain. She hit the floor and rolled, coughing.

Finally, Brannoc's massive, armored bulk crested the ledge. He didn't look tired, just heavily inconvenienced. He stepped over the lip, checked his shield, and looked at me.

"Clean climb," Brannoc said.

"Clean enough," I muttered, sitting back on my heels. I pulled off my left glove with my teeth. The crooked ring finger was an angry purple, swollen thick. I reached into my pack, pulled out a roll of stiff linen tape, and bound the finger tightly to the middle finger, creating a splint.

"You took the brunt of my fall," Jinx said quietly, sitting up and hugging her ribs. She looked at my hand, her eyes losing their usual manic gleam for a moment. "You could have dropped the line. Let the harness take the shock. Saved your hand."

"The harness would have transferred the shock to Sera," I said, biting the end of the tape and tearing it. "Sera doesn't have the grip strength to hold a dynamic shock. We move together. Three points of contact. You yell falling, I hold."

Jinx looked away, swallowing hard. "Right. Thanks, boss."

"Don't thank me," I said, putting the glove back on. "Thank the rust for holding."

[TALLY] Class Milestone Reached: REVENANT PORTER. [TALLY] Tier I Carrying Capacity Solidified. [TALLY] You haul the weight. The weight anchors you. [TALLY] Physical resilience increased proportional to active Burden.

I read the slate lines, feeling a subtle, heavy warmth spread through my chest and down into my legs. The ache in my muscles didn't vanish, but it shifted, becoming a dense, compact strength. The Spire wasn't healing me, it was reinforcing me. The more I carried, the harder I became to break.

Vex's porters in the first life were meant to be disposable. Packmules who died when the math demanded it. But the Revenant Porter class operated on a different economy entirely.

"Alright," I said, standing up. My left knee was perfectly silent. I looked around the room.

Floor 17 was a transition hall. It was wide and low-ceilinged, the black basalt columns carved with intricate, weeping faces. There was no natural light, only the dim, sickly yellow glow of the Spire's ambient lumina-moss growing in the corners.

At the far end of the hall, about sixty feet away, stood the heavy iron door leading to the inner maze of the floor.

I walked forward a few paces, my eyes scanning the ground. The dust here was thick, undisturbed for decades... except for the center of the hall.

I stopped. I crouched.

There were bootprints. Lots of them.

Fresh.

"Company?" Brannoc asked, stepping up behind me, his hand resting on the rim of his tower shield.

"Fresh tracks," I said softly. "Heavy boots. Not Spire-born. Humans."

I traced the edge of a footprint with my good hand. The tread was deep, aggressive. Guild-issue.

"Someone passed through here recently," Sera noted, adjusting her spectacles as she peered at the floor. "But why aren't they deeper in the floor? The door is still shut."

"Because they didn't pass through," I said, my voice flattening into a cold, deadpan drawl. I stood up, sweeping my gaze across the shadows behind the weeping columns. I looked at the angles. I measured the exits. I checked the headcounts. "They stopped. They waited."

"Waited for what?" Jinx asked, drawing a pair of slender iron daggers.

"Us," I said.

I remembered Floor 17 from the first timeline. It was a known choke point. A place where petty Rookmark nobles and third-rate Guilds hired muscle to ambush successful crews coming up the Flue, bleeding them for their loot before they could reach the Red Gallery. We had killed an Ash Weaver on Floor 14, and the Spire gossip network down in the Foothalls was fast. Someone knew we were carrying silk.

"They're setting up," I said quietly, addressing the crew. "Brannoc, front. Sera, behind him. Jinx, flank."

"We're tired," Brannoc noted objectively. "We just climbed an eight-hundred-foot wall."

"I know," I said. I opened my coat, reaching into the inner pocket. My fingers brushed the rough leather binding of my Ledger. I felt the physical weight of the debts stored inside it. The Tally audited everything. What I owed, and what was owed to me.

"They know we're tired too," I said. "That's why they're here. They think we're weak."

I took a breath, letting the cold air fill my lungs, letting the ache in my taped finger sharpen my focus.

"Let's show them the math."

I stepped forward, putting my hand on the iron door of Floor 17, and pushed it open.

* * *


Chapter 18: Rival Claim

Silas Marr

The iron door of Floor 17 ground outward, its rusted hinges shrieking like a dying bird. I didn’t push it fast. I leaned my shoulder into the frozen metal, letting the friction of my canvas coat do the work, testing the resistance. Resistance meant weight, and weight told a story. It opened too easily for a door that hadn't been breached in weeks, the iron sweeping a clean arc through the thick layer of limestone dust on the floor.

Someone had swept the threshold. Someone wanted a quiet, unobstructed swing.

Cold air spilled out of the dark, smelling of ozone, wet stone, and the sour tang of cheap lantern oil.

I stepped through, my boots finding the solid flagstones of the Tollgate. That’s what the old union porters called Floor 17. After the vertical, lung-shredding agony of the Flue, the Spire flattened out into a vast, horizontal transit hall supported by rows of weeping limestone columns. In my first life, Vex’s crew had breezed through here, fully supplied, our boots echoing like thunder while the lesser scavengers hid in the shadows.

Today, we weren't Vex’s crew. We were four battered climbers carrying fifty pounds of premium Ash Weaver silk, our muscles flooded with lactic acid, our lungs raw from an eight-hundred-foot vertical push. We looked like a payday.

I stopped ten paces into the hall. The weeping columns, thick with condensation, formed narrow corridors of shadow that swallowed the light from the moss-lanterns scattered along the walls.

"Hold," I said, pitching my voice low.

Behind me, the scrape of boots ceased instantly. Brannoc’s tower shield settled onto the flagstones with a dull, heavy thud. Jinx vanished from my peripheral vision, melting into the blind spot behind the nearest pillar. Sera stopped exactly two paces back, her hand hovering near her satchel, the faint scratch of her charcoal pencil already whispering over parchment as she began to read the room.

"What is it?" Brannoc asked, his voice a slow rumble that vibrated in my chest.

"Fifty feet, ten o'clock," I said, staring into the dark. "Heavy breathing. Chainmail shifting under canvas. Two on the flanks, elevated. Crossbows, by the click of the tension gears."

"They stopped. They waited," I had told Jinx moments ago. Now, looking at the angles, the math settled into a cold certainty in my gut.

A slow clap echoed through the cavernous hall.

A man stepped out from behind a central column, holding a Spire-glass glow-globe in one hand and a drawn rapier in the other. The light cast harsh, upward shadows on a face that was entirely too clean for the Spire. He wore a fitted leather cuirass reinforced with steel filigree, the kind of armor tailored by Rookmark artisans for petty nobles who wanted to look dangerous in taverns.

Four others stepped out of the periphery, moving with the sluggish, heavy-footed cadence of hired muscle. Two held heavy arbalests, tracking us from the top of a fallen rubble pile. Two more flanked the leader, gripping poleaxes with sweaty, white-knuckled tension.

"Good ears on the mule," the leader said. His voice was a practiced, theatrical drawl. He smiled, revealing perfect teeth. "I was told a ratty little crew managed to crack an Ash Weaver nest on Fourteen. I didn't believe it. But look at you. Dragging your feet, bags bulging. You did the hard work for us."

I looked at his boots. The leather was pristine, the soles barely scuffed. He hadn't climbed the Flue. He had taken one of the inner-wall freight lifts—the ones controlled by the Rookmark merchant houses—as far up as it went, then camped here to wait for a tired crew.

"Who are you?" Brannoc asked, stepping forward, letting the bulk of his shield cover Sera and me.

"Gareth Vane," the leader said, puffing out his chest. "Second son of House Vane. And you are currently standing on a private claim."

"The Spire has no private claims," Brannoc stated, absolute and immovable.

"It does when I have five weapons pointed at you," Vane corrected, his smile turning thin and cruel. He pointed the tip of his rapier at my chest. "Drop the packs. The silk, the unrefined cores, whatever else you pulled from the Weaver. Leave the bags and walk back to the stairs. I’m feeling generous today. I’ll let you live."

I didn't look at Vane's face. I looked at the tension in the crossbowmen's shoulders. They were nervous. They had the high ground, but their fingers were inside the trigger guards, resting heavy on the release levers. Rookie mistake. A sudden noise could cause a misfire. The poleax men were leaning too far forward, their balance compromised by the weight of their own armor.

They were equipped, but they weren't climbers. They were tourists with sharp sticks.

"Silas," Sera whispered from behind Brannoc. "Their gear. It’s heavy."

"I know," I murmured.

"Too heavy for them," she continued, her voice clinical. "They haven't earned the density. The Tally sees it."

She was right. The Spire was a ledger. It measured the exact weight of a soul, the exact density of a climber's resolve. You couldn't just strap on eighty pounds of steel and expect the Tally to respect it if you hadn't carried it up the hard way. These men were sandbagging—wearing the aesthetic of strength without paying the toll of the climb.

I reached inside my coat. My left ring finger—crooked, aching in the damp cold—brushed the rough leather binding of my Ledger. I felt the physical pressure of it against my ribs.

I had been carrying this crew for sixteen floors. I carried the navigational burden, the trap knowledge, the exact measurements of rope and ration. I carried the physical weight of the spare gear, the water, the medical supplies. I had carried the psychological weight of knowing exactly how the Spire would try to kill us, step by step, for days.

That was a lot of weight.

According to the Tally, it was a debt. And debts could be spent.

"Hey, Packmule," Vane barked, his patience fraying at our silence. "Did you hear me? Unstrap the bags. Now. Or my men put bolts through your shield-bearer's knees."

I stepped out from behind Brannoc's shield.

"Silas," Brannoc warned, a low scrape of stone.

"It's fine," I said, my voice deadpan. I kept my hands away from my taped crowbar, away from the hatchet at my belt. I just walked forward, the sixty-pound pack on my back shifting with a familiar, comforting gravity.

I stopped ten feet from Vane. Close enough to smell the lavender oil in his hair.

"You're making a mistake, Vane," I said. "You think you're hunting. But you're just standing in the road."

Vane laughed, a sharp, barking sound. "Bold words from a guy who hauls trash for a living. You don't have a Guild badge. You don't have a crest. You're nothing. Drop the silk."

"The silk weighs fifty pounds," I said, my tone conversational, like I was discussing the price of oats back in Rookmark. "The canvas bags weigh four. The rigging, the carabiners, the moisture-seals... let's call it sixty pounds total."

"I don't care about the exact—"

"I do," I interrupted, staring blankly into his eyes. "I measure everything. I measured the climb up the Flue. Eight hundred vertical feet. Hand over hand. The lactic acid buildup in the calves. The micro-tears in the latissimus dorsi. The sheer, crushing exhaustion of breathing dead air for six hours straight."

Vane frowned, his rapier wavering slightly. "Are you insane? Shoot him in the leg," he ordered, glancing up at the crossbowmen.

"They won't shoot," I said.

Before Vane could process the words, a shadow dropped from the weeping column directly above the left crossbowman. Jinx. She didn't yell, didn't make a sound. She landed on the man’s shoulders, her boots hooking under his armpits, and drove the pommel of her dagger into the base of his skull. As he slumped, she ripped the heavy arbalest from his hands, spun the weapon entirely by its own momentum, and leveled it at the second sniper across the hall.

The second sniper froze, staring down the barrel of his partner's loaded weapon, held by a girl who looked like she weighed less than his armor.

Vane whipped his head back to me, panic finally fracturing his polished mask. He lunged, driving the rapier toward my chest in a desperate, uncoordinated thrust.

I didn't draw a weapon. I didn't try to dodge.

I just reached out my rough, rope-scarred left hand, and caught the bell-guard of his rapier, stopping the thrust dead. The steel edge bit into my palm, but I barely felt it. I was focused on the Ledger burning against my chest.

[TALLY] Burden 17. [TALLY] Target identified. Sandbagger. Unearned weight.

I looked at Vane. He was straining, trying to wrench the blade free, but my grip was locked, fueled by a decade of hauling gear up sheer cliffs.

"You want the weight of our climb?" I whispered. "Take it."

[TALLY] One Toll exacted. [TALLY] Transfer: The Porter's Share. [TALLY] Burden 17 -> 10.

I pushed the metaphysical debt of our exhaustion straight down the steel of the rapier and into Vane's arm.

It wasn't magic. There was no flash of light, no concussive shockwave. It was just gravity. It was the sudden, undeniable arrival of an invoice.

Vane's eyes went wide, the pupils blowing out to the edges of his irises. The physical reality of an eight-hundred-foot vertical climb—every torn muscle fiber, every ounce of lactic acid, the sheer, crushing fatigue of hauling a sixty-pound pack up a sheer rock face for six hours—hit his pristine, un-warmed body all at once.

He didn't scream. He didn't have the breath for it.

His knees buckled with a sickening pop. The ligaments simply gave out under the phantom weight. He dropped like a stone, the rapier clattering to the floor as his hands went to his chest. He hit the flagstones face-first, vomiting instantly, his body convulsing as his heart tried to pump blood through veins that were suddenly screaming with exhaustion.

He curled into a fetal position, gasping for air that felt too thick to breathe, his expensive leather armor suddenly feeling like a coffin of lead.

The two poleax men stared down at their master in absolute horror. He hadn't been cut. He hadn't been struck. He had just touched the porter and collapsed like he'd been crushed by a falling boulder.

"Drop them," Brannoc's voice boomed.

The shield-bearer didn't wait for a response. He closed the distance in three massive strides, his boots cracking against the stone. The first poleax man tried to swing, but the weapon was too heavy, the arc too wide. Brannoc stepped inside the guard and drove the steel rim of his tower shield upward, catching the man right under the chin.

The crack of the jaw breaking echoed off the weeping columns. The man went down in a heap of tangled limbs and chainmail.

The second poleax man looked at Brannoc, looked at Jinx aiming the crossbow from the rubble pile, and looked at me, standing over the writhing, vomiting form of Gareth Vane.

He dropped his poleax. It clattered loudly on the stone. He raised his hands, shaking violently.

"Smart," I said.

I let out a slow breath. The ache in my left ring finger throbbed, a sharp counterpoint to the sudden lightness in my chest. Dropping a Toll felt like setting down an anvil. My muscles were still tired, but the deep, bone-weary exhaustion—the debt of the climb—was gone. Vane was paying it for me.

"Clear?" I called out, my voice flat, professional.

"Clear," Jinx chirped from above, hopping down from the rubble pile. She tossed the heavy arbalest to the side like it was a toy, her kleptomaniac fingers already twitching toward the unconscious crossbowman's pockets.

"Clear," Brannoc rumbled, kicking the dropped poleaxes away from the standing thug.

Sera walked forward, her eyes wide, her charcoal pencil forgotten in her hand. She stared at Vane, then at me. I could see the reflection of the deep slate-gray text scrolling in her irises. She was reading the Tally's audit of what I had just done.

"You didn't hit him," Sera whispered, her voice tight with suppressed academic fervor. "You... you transferred the kinetic toll of the Flue. You weaponized the physical debt of a porter. Silas, that’s not... a Packmule can't do that. A Packmule can only carry."

"I am carrying," I said, turning away from Vane. "I'm just choosing where I set the load down."

I pulled a coil of cheap hemp rope from my pack. It wasn't our climbing rope—I’d never waste good silk-weave on trash like this. It was salvage from a previous floor.

"Jinx, tie the sniper up. Brannoc, secure the jaw-breaker," I ordered. "You," I pointed at the standing thug. "Sit against that column and put your hands behind your back."

The thug scrambled to obey, his eyes darting wildly.

I knelt beside Vane. He was still twitching, his breath coming in ragged, wet wheezes. The physical shock was beginning to recede, leaving behind a paralyzing muscle soreness that would take days to clear. He looked up at me, his eyes rimmed with red, a string of spittle hanging from his lip.

"You... you broke... my legs..." he rasped.

"Just the ligaments," I said, working a tight constrictor knot around his wrists. I pulled it taut, checking the tension. "You shouldn't carry weight you haven't earned, Vane. The Spire doesn't care about your bloodline. It cares about your density."

I finished the knot and stood up. Then, methodical and precise, I reached down and unbuckled his pristine leather boots. I pulled them off his feet, tossing them into the shadows.

"Hey," the standing thug protested weakly as Brannoc tied him up. "You can't take his boots. The cold—"

"I'm taking all your boots," I said, my voice deadpan.

I moved to the other men, stripping their footwear. In the Spire, mobility was life. You leave an enemy tied up with boots, they might figure a way out and follow you. You leave them barefoot on freezing flagstones, they hobble back to the stairs and pray they don't step on a glass-hound pup. It was an old union rule. Never kill a man if you don't have to—the Tally remembers murder—but never leave him the means to chase you.

"What about their gear?" Jinx asked, weighing a heavy coin purse she'd lifted from the sniper.

"Leave the armor and the weapons," I said. "Too heavy. We're already hauling fifty pounds of silk. Greed gets you killed on the higher floors. Just the boots and the loose coin."

Brannoc frowned, looking down at the groaning men. "They set up an ambush. They meant to kill us for the silk. We're just leaving them?"

"They're tied tight. Someone will find them," I said, shouldering my pack. "Maybe another crew. Maybe a scavenger patrol. Either way, they're not climbing any higher, and they're not going back down without paying a humiliating toll to whoever cuts them loose. The Spire will sort them out."

I looked at the weeping columns, measuring the distance to the far wall. The air here was dead, stagnant. It lacked the kinetic hum of a proper Spire floor.

"Let's move. The door to Eighteen is across the hall."

We formed up again. Brannoc took the front, his shield a solid wall against the dark. Sera fell in behind him, her eyes still darting to me every few seconds, her mind working furiously to categorize the impossibility of my class. Jinx took the flank, her daggers back in her sleeves, her pockets slightly heavier.

I brought up the rear. I looked back once at Gareth Vane. He was curled against the base of a column, barefoot, weeping softly from the sheer agony of a climb he never made.

My Ledger felt a little lighter in my pocket.

We crossed the expanse of Floor 17 in silence, the only sound the steady, rhythmic crunch of our boots on the limestone dust. As we walked, the ambient temperature began to drop, biting through my canvas coat. The weeping columns grew closer together, their condensation freezing into jagged icicles that pointed toward the floor like teeth.

"Floor Eighteen," Brannoc rumbled, staring into the gloom ahead. "The upper Foothalls. I haven't been this high since..." He trailed off, his broad shoulders tensing under his armor.

"Since the Cormorant Guild?" I asked quietly.

Brannoc didn't stop walking, but his pace slowed by a fraction of a second. "You know about that."

"I know you used to wear their colors," I said. "And I know you don't wear them anymore."

In my first life, I had heard the rumors about Brannoc Tull. Coriolan Vex’s guild was notorious for breaking its own people to achieve a summit push. The Cormorants were elite, but their attrition rate was a heavily guarded secret. Brannoc had been one of their best shield-lines, right up until he was drummed out in disgrace. The official story was cowardice. The unofficial story, whispered among the union porters, was something else entirely.

"Floor Thirty-Three," Brannoc said, his voice suddenly sounding very old, very tired. "The Ash Barrens."

I nodded, even though he couldn't see me. Floor 33 was a nightmare of burning ground and toxic smoke.

"We were pinned down," Brannoc continued, the words coming slow, like he was pulling them out of a deep well. "A brood of Cinder-Stalkers. Captain ordered a charge. A suicide break to clear a path for the summit team."

"And you refused," I said.

"I told him no," Brannoc said, his grip tightening on his shield until his knuckles turned white. "I told him it was a waste of lives. We could hold the line. We could bleed them out. But the Captain didn't want to wait. He wanted the glory of a fast clear. He drew his sword and told me to advance or be executed for mutiny."

"What did you do?" Jinx asked, matching his stride, her usual twitchiness stilled by the gravity of the story.

"I broke his jaw," Brannoc said simply. "I put my shield in the dirt and I broke my commanding officer's jaw. Then I held the line myself while the rest of the squad retreated. Took me three days to crawl back to the stairs. When I got to Rookmark, they stripped my pension, took my badge, and blacklisted me from every major Guild in the city."

He stopped, turning his head slightly to look back at me.

"I owe nobody," Brannoc said, his voice hard. "And I don't follow blind orders. If you ever ask me to throw my life away for a faster climb, Silas, I'll break your jaw too."

I met his gaze, feeling the familiar, quiet rage burning in my chest. Coriolan Vex. The rot ran so deep in his organization, and it had been there for years before he ever spent my life on the ninety-ninth floor. He chewed people up. He called it acceptable losses.

"I won't," I said, my voice deadpan, masking the heat beneath it. "I'm a porter, Brannoc. My job is to make sure everything we carry makes it to the top. That includes you."

Brannoc stared at me for a long moment, measuring the truth in my words. Then, slowly, he nodded.

"Good."

He turned back around and resumed walking.

Ahead of us, the dense array of frozen columns finally parted, revealing the massive stone archway that housed the door to Floor 18.

But it wasn't a standard iron gate.

The archway was choked with a dense, shimmering fog. It rolled out over the flagstones, heavy and viscous, glowing with a faint, sickly luminescence that cast eerie shadows across the ice. It didn't dissipate in the cold air; it clung to the ground like a living thing, swirling in slow, deliberate patterns.

"What is that?" Jinx asked, taking a half-step back, her hand dropping to her dagger. "I've never seen weather on the transit floors."

Sera moved forward, her eyes narrowing as she stared into the mist. "It's not weather."

I stepped up beside her, feeling a deep, instinctual cold settle into my bones. The Spire was changing. In my first life, the transit to Floor 18 was a straightforward, miserable slog up a winding staircase. There was no fog. There was no luminescence.

I looked at the archway, waiting for the familiar deep-slate text to render.

It appeared, hovering in the mist, but the words were jagged, glitching slightly at the edges.

[TALLY] Floor 18: The Sunken Gallery. [TALLY] Anomaly Detected. [TALLY] Timeline divergence: 14%. [TALLY] Proceed at your own peril.

I stared at the number. Fourteen percent. My actions—saving Jinx on Floor 9, bypassing the known routes, striking debts early—they were rippling outward. The dead-man's knowledge I carried was decaying. The Spire was rewriting itself in response to my presence.

"We need a rope line," I said, pulling a fresh coil of silk-weave from my pack. I didn't let the fear show in my voice. I fell back on the math. I fell back on the procedure. "Five-foot intervals. Carabiners locked. Nobody steps off the flagstones."

"You know what's in there?" Brannoc asked, hefting his shield.

"No," I said, tying the first knot off on my own belt. I handed the line to Jinx. "But I know how we survive it. Together. Tie off."

We stood at the threshold of the shimmering fog, the weight of the Spire pressing down on us, heavy and inescapable. I checked my knots. I checked their knots.

Then, carrying the burden of a rotting timeline, I led my crew into the unknown.

* * *


Chapter 19: Ambient Pressure

Silas Marr

The fog tasted like chewed copper and stagnant water.

It hung in the archway of Floor 18 like a physical curtain, dense and faintly luminescent, swirling with sluggish intent. In the old timeline, the Sunken Gallery had earned its name through simple, miserable architecture: a sprawling descent into dark-stone corridors that sat slightly below the Spire’s aqueduct lines, prone to dampness and black mold. It was a slog. It was hard on the knees and worse on the lungs, but it was predictable.

This fog was not predictable. It was a reaction.

I checked the carabiner at my waist for the third time. The silk-weave line pulled taut against my harness, a steady, physical reminder that I was not alone in the dark. Five feet ahead of me, Jinx stood half-swallowed by the mist, her daggers sheathed, her fingers nervously tapping the buckles of her thigh-rig. Five feet behind me, Sera had one hand tight on the rope and the other hovering near her ledger, her eyes tracking deep text in the air that only an Annotator could see. Taking up the rear, another five feet back, Brannoc stood like a monument of scarred iron and quiet breathing, his tower shield anchored to the flagstones.

"Tension," I called out. My voice sounded flat, muffled by the heavy air.

"Tension," Jinx echoed, her voice tight.

"Tension," Sera said.

"Set," Brannoc finished.

"Keep the intervals tight," I told them, staring into the shimmering grey. "If you feel the line slacken, you stop. If you feel it jerk, you drop your center of gravity and brace. Do not step off the flagstones. Do not touch the walls unless you have to."

I adjusted the straps of my pack. Eighty pounds of gear, rations, rope, and steel. In this body, twenty-two years old and free of the wet rattle in my chest that had defined my last decade, eighty pounds was manageable. But as I took my first step past the threshold and fully into the anomaly, the weight changed.

It didn't just feel heavy. It felt malicious.

The ambient pressure of the floor hit me like a physical blow to the sternum. It was like walking into the deep end of a freezing river. The air resisted the movement of my limbs. My boots dragged against the slick basalt of the floor. Behind me, I heard Sera let out a sharp, involuntary gasp.

"Breathe through your nose," I said, not turning around. "Short, shallow breaths. The air here is dense. Don't fight it, just let your lungs adjust."

"It feels like... like the walls are pushing in," Jinx whispered from the front.

"It's atmospheric compression," Sera managed to say, her voice strained. "The Spire... the Tally is compensating for something. A load-bearing adjustment in the floor's architecture. The local gravity is fractionally higher."

I knew exactly what the Spire was compensating for. A fourteen percent divergence. I was a foreign object in the Spire's bloodstream, carrying twelve years of dead-man's knowledge that didn't belong here, spending it to cut corners, strike debts early, and drag a crew of dead people out of their graves. The Tally audited everything. It was attempting to balance the books. By increasing the pressure, it was testing if we could carry the weight of our own altered fate.

"Keep moving," I said. "Pace is a slow march. We grind it out."

We pushed deeper into the Sunken Gallery. The corridors were massive, built of rough-hewn black stone that wept slow trails of condensation. The fog clung to the floor, rising to our knees, obscuring our boots and the cracks in the masonry. Luminescent lichen, a sickly pale yellow, dotted the upper reaches of the vaulted ceilings, casting long, distorting shadows.

Every step was work. It wasn't the sharp, adrenaline-fueled exertion of combat. It was the slow, methodical destruction of muscle fibers, the kind of grind that wore away morale long before it broke the body. My calves burned. My left ring finger—crooked from a bad break three years ago in a tavern brawl—ached with a dull, throbbing rhythm in the damp cold. I welcomed the ache. It kept me grounded in the present. It kept me from thinking about the long fall from the Crown.

Ten minutes in, the rope snapped taut in my hands. Jinx had stopped.

I dropped my center of gravity immediately, boots planted, knees bent, left hand wrapping the silk-weave twice to lock it down. Behind me, I felt Sera and Brannoc hit their anchors perfectly.

"Talk to me, Skitterling," I said softly.

Jinx was crouched low, one knee deep in the fog. Her hands were moving carefully, sweeping the air an inch above the flagstones. "Tripwire. Glass-thread. Anchored knee-high across the corridor."

I moved forward, sliding my hand along the rope until I was right behind her. I knelt, squinting into the mist. She was right. A nearly invisible filament of spun glass stretched horizontally across the hall, bolted into the mortar on either side.

"Standard tension release?" I asked.

"No," Jinx said, her voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "It's a double-pull. If you snap it, whatever is in the ceiling drops. But if you try to unhook it and let the tension slacken, the same thing happens. It's a dead-man's rig."

I looked up. The ceiling was thirty feet above us, shrouded in shadow. In the old timeline, the Sunken Gallery had simple pressure plates. A few spiked logs, a few pitfall traps. A dead-man's glass-thread rig was something you found in the Starving Court, thirty floors higher. The Spire was escalating.

"Can you bypass?" I asked.

"I can slip under it," she said. "I'm small enough. But you're not. And Brannoc definitely isn't."

I measured the clearance. Roughly sixteen inches between the floor and the thread. In eighty pounds of gear, I couldn't slide under that without snagging. Brannoc, with his broad shoulders and his bulwark plating, didn't stand a chance.

"Alright," I said, unbuckling my pack. "We don't bypass. We anchor it."

"Anchor it how?" Jinx asked. "The thread is too brittle. You clamp it, it shatters."

"We don't anchor the thread. We anchor the mechanism." I pulled my taped steel crowbar from the side loop of my pack. "Sera, I need you up here. Brannoc, hold the rear line."

Sera moved up beside me, her breath hitching slightly against the atmospheric pressure. She looked at the glass thread, then up at the ceiling.

"Look at the mortar where the thread connects to the wall," I told her. "What do you see?"

Sera squinted, her eyes tracking the invisible syntax of the Tally. "It's... complex. There's a sequence of kinetic triggers buried in the stone. A localized weight-drop mechanism. Granite blocks, I think. Heavy ones."

"Can you find the primary sear? The pivot point where the tension is held?"

She traced a finger through the air, reading the blueprint of the trap written in the Spire's code. "There. Three inches above the anchor bolt. The stone is hollowed out behind that block."

I moved to the wall, pressing my ear against the cold, damp basalt. I tapped the stone with the pommel of my knife. Thud. Thud. Hollow click.

"Got it," I said. I jammed the chiseled end of the crowbar into the mortar line three inches above the glass-thread's anchor. I drove it in with the heel of my hand, feeling the scrape of steel against stone. "Jinx. I'm going to pry this facing block loose. The moment I do, the tension sear is going to be exposed. It'll look like a rusted iron pin. You have three seconds to jam your thickest lock-pick into the gear assembly before the thread snaps from the shifting stone. Understood?"

Jinx wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. In the cold damp of the floor, sweat meant fear. "Three seconds. Gear assembly. Jam it. Right."

"You're faster than three seconds," I told her, my voice deadpan. "I've seen you steal a man's coin purse while he was using it to pay for a drink. This is just a pocket that happens to drop a ceiling."

A short, ragged laugh escaped her. "Right. Okay. I'm ready."

I gripped the crowbar with both hands. "Sera, step back. On three. One. Two. Three."

I threw my weight into the steel. The muscles in my back coiled and locked. For a second, the stone refused to give. The ambient pressure fought me, the very air pressing down on the lever.

[TALLY] Burden: Passive strain registered. Strength is not merely mass; it is leverage against consequence.

I didn't spend a Toll. I didn't need to. I just grounded my boots, engaged my hips, and pulled.

With a grinding crack, the basalt block popped loose, raining grit and ancient dust. It fell away, exposing a dark cavity in the wall.

Ping. The glass thread, destabilized by the shifting stone, began to vibrate.

Jinx's hands were a blur. She didn't hesitate. She lunged forward, thrusting a thick steel torsion wrench into the cavity. There was a harsh, metallic screech as the internal gears tried to turn and slammed violently against the jammed tool.

The glass thread snapped. A sharp sound, like a breaking icicle.

Above us, a heavy, mechanical groan echoed through the ceiling. Dust rained down on our shoulders. A massive weight shifted, grinding against the stone above, but the gears wouldn't turn. The wrench held. The ceiling stayed put.

"Clear," Jinx breathed, her hands shaking slightly as she pulled back.

I retrieved my crowbar and picked up my pack, swinging it back onto my shoulders. The eighty pounds felt familiar, comforting in a way the Spire's ambient pressure wasn't.

"Good work," I said. "Let's keep moving. Stay sharp. There will be more."

There were. Over the next three hours, we encountered four more traps, none of them documented in my memory of the Sunken Gallery. A false floor over a pit of rusted iron spikes. A series of weeping gargoyles that sprayed a caustic, lung-burning mist when a shadow crossed their sensors. A heavy, iron-bound door rigged with a contact-poison on the latch.

We dismantled them all, methodically, brutally. It wasn't flashy. There was no glory in it. It was the blue-collar labor of survival, grinding through the Spire's malice one inch at a time. The crew operated like a machine that was slowly learning how its parts fit together. Jinx found the edges; Sera read the instructions; Brannoc provided the wall; I carried the weight and set the pace.

But the pressure was taking its toll. By the time my internal clock—honed over twelve years of shifts and ascents—told me it was mid-afternoon, the crew was dragging. Brannoc’s steps were heavier, his shield scraping the floor occasionally. Jinx was silent, her nervous chatter entirely suppressed by exhaustion. Even Sera was leaning heavily on the rope.

"Halt," I said, bringing us to a stop in a small, semi-circular alcove that branched off the main corridor. The ceiling here was lower, the fog slightly thinner. It was a defensible cul-de-sac. "We bivouac here. One hour."

Nobody argued. Brannoc unhooked from the line and immediately set his tower shield across the mouth of the alcove, forming a makeshift barricade. He sat down heavily behind it, his broad back resting against the cold stone, his chest heaving. Jinx curled into a tight ball against the far wall, pulling her cloak tight around her small frame. Sera sank to her knees, massaging her temples.

I dropped my pack by the barricade. I didn't sit down. I pulled the hex-burner from a side pouch, set it on a flat stone, and sparked the crystal. A pale blue flame sputtered to life, casting a cold, clean light. I set a small tin pot of water over it.

"Drink," I said, tossing my canteen to Jinx. "Small sips. Don't shock your stomach."

I walked the perimeter of the alcove, checking the walls for deep-set pressure plates or hidden vents. Finding none, I knelt by Brannoc. I checked his boots. The leather was holding, but the damp was seeping through.

"How are the knees?" I asked him quietly.

Brannoc looked at me, his weathered face impassive, though the deep lines around his eyes spoke volumes. "They complain. They don't rebel. Yet."

"Keep your legs straight," I told him, handing him a slab of dried salt-pork. "The cold floor will lock your joints if you bend them too long."

Brannoc took the ration, chewing it slowly. He watched me as I moved to check Sera, who was writing furiously in her ledger despite her exhaustion, then back to the hex-burner to toss a pinch of tea leaves into the boiling water.

"You don't sit," Brannoc noted, his deep voice carrying over the crackle of the hex-flame.

"I sit when the floor is cleared," I said, pouring the tea into three tin cups. I handed the first to Sera, the second to Jinx, and brought the third back to Brannoc. "A porter on his ass is a porter who isn't watching the exits."

Brannoc took the cup. The heat leached into his thick, calloused hands. "You know, Marr... I've climbed with a lot of men. Mules, pathfinders, blade-hands. Some were brave. Most were fools. But you move like a man who knows exactly how he's going to die, and just disagrees with the scheduling."

I crouched beside him, keeping my eyes on the dark corridor beyond his shield. "I don't plan on dying at all, Brannoc. It's bad for the ledger."

He gave a low, rumbling chuckle that sounded like stones grinding together. "Everyone dies in the Spire eventually. The Crown demands a toll."

I looked at him. Really looked at him. Brannoc Tull. Forty-one years old. Bulwark class. He was a man who had hit his ceiling in the Red Gallery and refused to go higher. When we first met, he had been drinking away a black mark from the Cormorant Guild. He owed nobody. He trusted less.

"Why didn't you pay it?" I asked, my voice flat.

Brannoc paused, the tin cup stopping halfway to his mouth. The silence in the alcove stretched, filled only by the hiss of the hex-burner and the distant, muffled dripping of water in the dark.

"Floor 33," Brannoc said softly. His eyes lost their focus, staring into the blue flame. "The Ash-Wastes. Two years ago."

I knew Floor 33. It was a miserable expanse of grey dunes and howling, cinder-choked winds. It was where the Spire started throwing pack-hunters at you in earnest.

"I was a shield-captain for a Cormorant expedition," Brannoc continued, his voice devoid of emotion, reciting facts. "Not a summit push. A lateral salvage run. The Guildmaster, Vex, had contracted us out to a sub-captain. A man named Vane. Aristocrat. Wore polished plate that had never seen a wet stone. We were looking for a specific vault, supposedly filled with pre-Count artifacts."

I stayed silent. I knew Vane. I had hauled for him exactly twice in my first life. He was a man who viewed his crew as an expendable resource, a ledger of meat to be balanced against the value of the loot. He had died on Floor 48, gut-stabbed by a trapped chest he ordered a porter to open. I had felt nothing when it happened.

"We hit a bad spawn," Brannoc said. "Glass-Hounds. A whole pack of them, bursting from the ash. We were caught out of position. Vane ordered me to take the shield-line—six men, all heavy armor, slow movers—and plug a defile between two ruins. He said he was going to take the assault team, circle wide, and flank the hounds while we pinned them."

Brannoc took a slow sip of the tea.

"It was a good tactical call," Brannoc said. "Textbook. The shield-line takes the brunt, the hammers swing around and crush the anvil. So I formed the line. We locked shields. And the hounds hit us."

He tapped a thick finger against the heavy rim of his tower shield. "You ever hold a line against Glass-Hounds, Marr?"

"I've seen it," I said, remembering the jagged white scar that had run across my ribs in my first life from a hound on Floor 72. "They don't bite. They shatter against you and bleed you out with the shrapnel."

"Exactly," Brannoc nodded. "We held. For ten minutes, we held. The noise was... it was loud. The ash was turning black with blood. I lost two men in the first wave. Hounds got over the top, tore their throats out. But we held the defile. We waited for the flank. We waited for Vane to swing the hammer."

He stopped talking. He stared into the tea as if he could read the leaves.

"He didn't swing it," I said quietly. It wasn't a question.

"No," Brannoc said, his voice hardening into something cold and final. "He didn't. I looked over my shoulder when the line started to buckle. Vane wasn't flanking. He had taken the assault team and run straight for the vault while the hounds were busy with us. We weren't the anvil, Marr. We were the bait."

From across the alcove, Jinx let out a soft curse. Sera had stopped writing, her pen hovering over the paper, her eyes wide.

"Vane needed time to crack the vault," Brannoc said. "And the cost of that time was my shield-line. He did the math. He decided we were worth the artifacts."

"So what did you do?" I asked, though I already knew the shape of the answer.

"I did my own math," Brannoc said. "I broke the line. I grabbed the three men I had left, ordered a full retreat, and we fell back into the ash-storm. We abandoned the defile. The hounds flooded through and chased Vane all the way back to the stairs. He lost half his assault team fighting them off."

Brannoc finally looked up from the cup, meeting my eyes. "When we got back to Rookmark, Vane brought me up on charges before the Guildmaster. Dereliction of duty. Cowardice. Mutiny. Vex listened to Vane's report. He looked at the artifacts Vane managed to bring back. Then he looked at me."

"And he stripped your pension," I finished.

"He drummed me out," Brannoc said. "Blacklisted me from every sanctioned crew in the city. Said a shield that decides when to hold is worse than no shield at all." Brannoc let out a breath. "They didn't pay us to die, Marr. They paid us to hold the line. There's a difference."

"Vex doesn't see the difference," I said softly, looking away from him, out into the heavy fog of the corridor. "To him, an expense is an expense. Whether it's paid in silver, or sweat, or blood. If it advances the climb, he'll spend it."

I felt the phantom ache of the ninety-ninth floor beneath my boots. The memory of the wind. The sight of Vex, standing at the precipice, doing the math, deciding that my life was an affordable toll to open the gate to the Crown.

The rot wasn't just at the top. It wasn't just Vex, or Dain Harrow, or Liss Merrow, or Petya Wren. The rot bled all the way down to the Foothalls. It infected captains like Vane. It poisoned men like Brannoc. The Cormorant Guild was an institution built on the arithmetic of acceptable losses.

I reached into my pack and felt the rough leather of my ledger. The book I carried. The book the Tally enforced.

"You did the right thing, Brannoc," I said. "You saved your men."

Brannoc grunted. "I saved three. I lost two. And I lost twelve years of service." He drained the rest of his tea. "But I sleep. Most nights."

"We move in twenty minutes," I announced, raising my voice slightly so Jinx and Sera would hear. "Rest your legs. Tape your blisters. The back half of this floor isn't going to get any easier."

We sat in silence for the remainder of the hour. The ambient pressure seemed to press closer, the fog creeping right up to the edge of Brannoc's shield. The physical toll was one thing; the psychological weight of the Spire was another. It fed on memories. It fed on regrets.

When the hour was up, we broke camp. The hex-burner was stowed, the packs strapped tight. We formed the line again.

"Tension," I called out.

The responses came back, tighter this time, anchored by the shared silence of Brannoc's story.

We waded back into the mist.

The final stretch of the Sunken Gallery was a descent. The flagstones sloped downward, and the stagnant water we had been smelling finally appeared. A section of the corridor had flooded, a deep pool of black, freezing water that stretched for a hundred yards.

"Check your seals," I ordered. "Hold packs high."

We waded in. The cold was an absolute shock, cutting through my boots and trousers instantly, biting deep into the bone. The water rose to my thighs, then my waist. I unbuckled the chest strap of my pack, hoisting it up by the shoulder straps to keep the bottom clear of the water.

Behind me, I heard splashing as Jinx, the shortest of us, struggled. The water was up to her chest.

"Brannoc," I called back. "Grab Sera's pack. Sera, grab Jinx's."

We redistributed the weight in the middle of the freezing water. I took Jinx's pack and hooked it over my left shoulder, the extra forty pounds digging a deep groove into my collarbone. The water resisted every step, a heavy, dragging current that felt like hands pulling at my legs.

[TALLY] Burden 28 → 30. [TALLY] A heavy load carried in deep water tests the anchor, not the sail.

I gritted my teeth. The cold sank into my crooked left ring finger, turning it stiff and useless. It sank into my left knee, a joint that was perfectly healthy in this twenty-two-year-old body, but which carried the phantom memory of being shattered by Liss Merrow's errant storm-strike on Floor 61, seven years from now. I felt the grind of bone on bone, a ghost-pain entirely manufactured by the Spire's ambient pressure.

I ignored it. I watched the water line. I measured the distance. I took another step.

It took us thirty minutes to cross the flooded section. When we finally dragged ourselves up the sloped flagstones on the far side, we were soaked, freezing, and shaking. But the corridor was widening. The rough-hewn basalt gave way to smoother, older stone.

"The architecture is shifting," Sera said, her teeth chattering loudly. She wrung out the hem of her cloak, her eyes fixed on the walls. "The syntax of the mortar is changing. We're approaching a threshold."

"The exit door," I said, dropping Jinx's pack on the dry stone. I kept mine on.

We rounded a final, massive pillar of dark stone and stepped into a cavernous chamber. There were no traps here. There were no glass-threads or gargoyles.

There was only the door.

It stood at the far end of the chamber, a massive archway of dull bronze, deeply etched with the cyclical runes of the Spire's Count. But something was wrong.

In my first life, the door from 18 to 19 was a straightforward heavy-lift. You turned a massive iron wheel, the counterweights engaged, and the door ground open to reveal the winding stair of the next floor.

Now, the wheel was gone.

Instead, the archway was choked by a wall of the same thick, shimmering fog that had plagued the floor, but here it was concentrated, hyper-dense, swirling with an oily iridescence. It didn't look like weather. It looked like a membrane.

I stopped. The rope pulled taut behind me.

"Marr?" Brannoc asked, his voice echoing in the large chamber. "That doesn't look like a standard gate."

"It's not," I said.

I took a step closer, my boots squelching on the stone. As I approached the threshold, the deep-slate text of the Tally rendered in the air, right across the surface of the iridescent fog. The letters were large, jagged, and bleeding light.

[TALLY] Threshold Reached: Ascent to Floor 19. [TALLY] Anomaly Critical. Timeline Divergence: 18%. [TALLY] Local System Ward engaged. The Ledger of Regrets requires auditing.

I stared at the number. Eighteen percent. It had jumped four percent just from us surviving the floor. The Spire wasn't just reacting anymore. It was hunting me.

Before I could issue an order, before I could tell Jinx to check for physical triggers or Brannoc to set his shield, the rope tied to my harness abruptly lost all tension. It went completely slack, falling to the stone floor with a wet slap.

I whipped around.

The cavern was empty. Brannoc, Sera, Jinx. They were gone. The rope trailed off into the mist behind me, severed cleanly.

I was alone at the gate.

And from the swirling, oily fog of the door, a voice I had not heard in twelve dead years, a voice that belonged on the ninety-ninth floor, whispered my name.

"Marr..." Coriolan Vex’s voice drifted from the mist, calm, aristocratic, and steeped in finality. "Did you really think the math would change?"

I dropped my hand to the taped steel of my crowbar, my chest tightening as the ambient pressure spiked to a crushing weight.

[TALLY] Proceed at your own peril.

* * *


Chapter 20: The Illusion of Regret

Silas Marr

"Marr... Did you really think the math would change?"

I did not answer right away. Twelve years of hauling the Sovereign's weight had conditioned me to recognize rhetorical questions, even when they drifted out of an iridescent fog on a floor where they had no right to exist. Coriolan Vex was currently thirty floors below me, comfortably entrenched in the Cormorant Guild’s pristine halls, completely unaware of the debt his future self had written in my blood.

Yet the voice was perfect. It carried the exact aristocratic cadence, the quiet, unyielding certainty that had convinced a hundred men to die for him.

I looked down at the rope trailing from my harness. Fifty feet of braided hemp, rated for two thousand pounds of dead weight, treated with alchemical wax to resist the Spire’s damp. I picked up the severed end. The cut wasn't frayed. It hadn't snapped under tension, and it hadn't been sawed through by a blade. The material simply ceased to exist at the threshold of the mist, the hemp fibers ending in perfectly smooth, featureless cross-sections. The Spire had redacted my lifeline.

I was alone.

I turned my back to the fog for a three-count, looking over my shoulder at the empty cavern. No Brannoc standing like a rusted iron wall. No Sera sketching desperate geometry in her notebook. No Jinx grinning with a stolen copper coin dancing over her knuckles. The silence was absolute, heavy and damp, pressing against my eardrums until they popped.

I drew a breath, testing the air. No wet rattle in my chest. I shifted my weight. No grinding ache in my left knee. I was twenty-two. My body was intact. The phantom voice was just that—a phantom.

But the text burning in the air above the threshold was real.

[TALLY] Anomaly Critical. Timeline Divergence: 18%. [TALLY] Local System Ward engaged. The Ledger of Regrets requires auditing.

Eighteen percent. In my first life, Floor 19 had been the Carrion Sinks. A sprawling, knee-deep marsh of acidic mud and blind, shrieking polyps that tried to liquefy your boots. We had crossed it in six hours, mapping the solid stone pathways beneath the muck while Dain Harrow complained about the smell. There had been no iridescent fog. No Local System Ward.

My dead-man's knowledge, the only real currency I had in this second life, was actively rotting. The Spire was rewriting its own geography to quarantine the infection I represented.

"I don't owe you an audit," I said aloud, my voice flat, swallowed instantly by the mist.

I tightened my grip on the taped steel of my crowbar and stepped fully through the gate.

The temperature dropped sixty degrees in a single heartbeat.

The wet squelch of slate beneath my boots vanished, replaced by the slick, frictionless slide of polished obsidian. The damp, ozone-heavy air of the Foothalls was violently expelled from my lungs, replaced by air so thin and freezing it felt like inhaling powdered glass.

I stumbled, my center of gravity thrown completely off. The pack on my back—eighty pounds of rations, ropes, and iron spikes—suddenly didn't feel like eighty pounds. It felt like one hundred and forty. The straps, which had been simple padded leather a second ago, transformed into the heavy, rune-etched harnesses of a Sovereign pack, digging viciously into my collarbones.

"Move up the line, Marr," a voice snapped over the howling wind. "We're losing the light."

I snapped my head up.

The fog had cleared, shattered by a gale-force wind that carried the unmistakable, shrieking pitch of the Crown's Breath. We were on a ledge no wider than a dining table. To my left, a wall of sheer black ice and jagged obsidian stretched upward into an eternal, starless night. To my right, a drop of three thousand feet into the swirling gray abyss of the lower floors.

Floor 99.

My chest seized. A wet, deep-seated rattle echoed in my lungs as I tried to draw breath. My left knee—silent and whole just moments ago—screamed with a sudden, grinding agony, the ghost of the shatter-wound Liss Merrow had accidentally given me on Floor 61 screaming back to life. I looked down at my hands. The smooth, novice skin of my twenty-two-year-old body was gone, replaced by the cracked, rope-scarred, weather-beaten hide of a thirty-four-year-old mule. My left ring finger, crooked from a tavern brawl at nineteen, throbbed with the deep, bone-deep ache that only the Crown's extreme cold could coax out.

It was perfect. The illusion was flawless. The Spire hadn't just built a room; it had reached into my skull, gripped my final hour, and pulled it out into the physical world.

Ahead of me, anchored to the ice wall with heavy adamantine pitons, were the Crownbearers.

Dain Harrow, massive and dull-eyed, his greatsword strapped to his back, grunting as he pulled himself up the fixed line. Petya Wren, huddled against the ice, her pathfinder’s astrolabe glowing with a faint, useless blue light as she tried to map a route that didn't exist. Liss Merrow, her stormcaller's robes whipping in the violent wind, her hands sparking with residual lightning that pulled slightly to the left—her tell when she was dangerously exhausted.

And Coriolan Vex.

He stood at the head of the line, his Sovereign Blade sheathed, his posture impossibly straight against the gale. He looked exactly as he had on the day I died. Calm. Aristocratic. Calculating.

"The anchor is failing," Petya yelled, her voice barely carrying over the wind. "The ice is too brittle here! We need to redistribute the weight!"

"There is no alternative route," Vex replied smoothly. "The summit is four hundred yards above us. We push."

"Vex," I heard my own voice say. It sounded rusted, ancient, exhausted beyond measure. "The line won't hold the Sovereign pack and the four of you. The math doesn't work."

I watched it happen, trapped in the passenger seat of my own body, locked in the forced perspective of my greatest regret. The Spire's Local System Ward had found the deepest wound in my ledger and decided to pry it open with an iron crowbar.

"The math is what I say it is, Marr," Vex said, not looking back. "Bring the gear."

I took a step. My bad knee buckled, grinding bone on bone. The wind howled, a physical force trying to peel me off the wall. I reached for the fixed line, sliding my ascender up the frozen rope. The mechanics of the climb were burned into my muscle memory. Weight on the right foot, lock the ascender, pull, step with the bad leg, drag the hundred-and-forty-pound pack up an inch. Repeat. For twelve years, I had performed this exact rhythm. I was the engine that powered their glory.

Above us, the ice cracked.

It sounded like a cannon shot. The sheer wall of black ice shuddered, and a fissure spider-webbed outward from the primary adamantine piton.

Dain Harrow slipped. Three hundred pounds of armored muscle dropped, hitting the end of his slack with a sickening jolt. The force transferred directly to the piton. The fissure widened.

"Brace!" Liss screamed, lightning flaring wildly from her palms, striking the ice and melting it, only to freeze again instantly, making the surface completely frictionless.

I didn't have time to think. I didn't have time to unbuckle the Sovereign pack. I slammed my boots into the narrow ledge, locked my ascender, and wrapped the trailing end of the main rope around my forearms. I threw my entire body weight backward, acting as a human counterweight against Dain's fall and the failing anchor.

The rope snapped taut.

The friction burned through my heavy leather gloves in a fraction of a second. I felt the rough hemp bite into the flesh of my palms, tearing skin, finding meat, grating against the bone. The pain was blinding, absolute. It was the exact pain I had felt in my first life. The phantom rope-burn was so vivid, so perfectly rendered by the Spire's malice, that I could smell my own blood vaporizing in the freezing air.

"Hold the line, Marr!" Dain bellowed, his boots scrambling uselessly against the smooth obsidian.

"I've got it," I grunted. The weight was monstrous. My left knee felt like it was filling with shattered glass. My ribs compressed under the tension of the harness. I was holding three hundred pounds of Harrow, plus the slack tension of the others, anchoring them all with nothing but my own broken body and the friction of the ledge.

But the ledge was crumbling.

The black ice beneath my boots began to give way, shaving off in razor-sharp sheets into the abyss. I was sliding. Half an inch. An inch.

"Vex," Petya said, her voice dropping the panic, replaced by the cold, dead-eyed calculation of a pathfinder who had just solved a fatal equation. "The anchor is gone. Marr's weight is dragging us all down."

I stopped breathing. The rattle in my chest went completely still.

I looked up. Vex had turned around. He was looking down the line at me. The gale whipped his dark hair around his face, but his eyes were perfectly calm. He wasn't looking at a man who had hauled his water, cooked his rations, and bled for him for twelve years. He was looking at a sum. A calculation on a ledger.

"He's carrying the Sovereign pack," Liss said, panic leaking into her tone. "The summit gear is in there."

"If we don't cut the weight, we all go over," Dain grunted, still hanging.

I kept pulling. The rope was digging deeper into my forearms, my blood freezing to the hemp. I could have let go. I could have dropped the rope, let Dain fall, and saved myself. But I was a porter. The Lantern-union had beaten one rule into my skull since I was nineteen: What you carry, carries you. You do not drop the load. You do not let your crew fall.

I was waiting for Vex to pull a miracle. To use his Sovereign Blade, to command the stone, to do something that elite climbers did to cheat death. I trusted him. I had bought his myth wholesale.

Vex looked at the failing piton. He looked at the crumbling ledge beneath my boots.

Then he drew a hunting knife from his belt.

"Marr," Vex said. His voice cut through the howling wind, clear and perfectly modulated. "The Crown requires a toll."

"Vex, no!" I didn't know if I had yelled it in the memory, or if I was yelling it now, in the illusion. The desperation tasted like copper. "The pack! Let me drop the pack!"

"The gear is secured to your harness," Vex said smoothly. "We do not have the time. I'm sorry, Silas. The math is simple."

He reached out and pressed the edge of the blade against the main line, right above my ascender.

"I carried for you," I whispered.

"And you carried well," Vex said.

He drew the blade across the hemp.

The tension vanished. The sudden absence of weight was more violent than the pull had been. I staggered backward, my boots finding nothing but empty air. The edge of Floor 99 rushed past my face. The abyss opened its jaws, a swirling vortex of gray mist and freezing wind.

I was falling.

The sensation of the drop was total. My stomach leaped into my throat. The wind tore at my clothes, roaring in my ears like a dying god. I saw the ledge shrinking above me. I saw Vex turning his back, already resuming the climb. He didn't even watch me fall. I wasn't a tragedy; I was a discarded oxygen tank.

For twelve years I had kept my head down. I had ignored the insults, the bruises, the terrible pay. I had told myself that proximity to greatness was enough. I had liked them. I had actually, genuinely liked the people who spent me like copper wiring.

The ground wasn't coming. The fall was endless. The Spire suspended me in the free-fall, stretching the seconds of my death into a frozen eternity. The ambient malice of the local System Ward pressed down on my mind, a physical weight crushing my skull.

[TALLY] The Ledger of Regrets demands payment. [TALLY] Yield.

The slate-gray text hovered in the air beside me as I fell. It didn't burn; it was cold, bureaucratic, and utterly indifferent.

The psychological toll finally caught up to me. It wasn't the fear of hitting the ground. I had already hit the ground once. It was the absolute, crushing futility of it all. I had come back. I had my twenty-two-year-old body. I had a new crew. I had twelve years of dead-man's knowledge. And none of it mattered. The Spire was a closed system. The math never changed. Men like Vex reached the summit, and men like me fell in the dark.

I closed my eyes. The phantom rope-burns on my hands pulsed in time with my heart. The exhaustion, the bone-deep weariness of a life spent hauling other people's dreams, flooded my veins like lead.

Why was I fighting this?

I had died on Floor 99. Everything after that was just a rounding error. I was a ghost hauling gear through an anomaly. Jinx, Brannoc, Sera—they were better off without a Revenant dragging the Spire's wrath down on their heads.

The wind howled, a lullaby of freezing pressure.

I reached down to my chest. In the illusion, I was wearing the heavy, rune-etched harness of the Sovereign pack. I found the central brass buckle. My crooked, frostbitten ring finger fumbled with the clasp.

"I'm done," I whispered to the dark.

I didn't have the Burden stat to spend on this. I didn't have a Toll to strike. You can't spend Burden to save yourself from a regret; you can only spend it on a true carry. And right now, I was carrying nothing but my own ghost.

I undid the buckle.

The heavy Sovereign pack slipped from my shoulders, plummeting faster than I was, swallowed by the gray mist below.

I let my arms fall to my sides. I stopped bracing for the impact. I let the dead-man's mask slip entirely, exposing the hollow, burned-out core underneath. I surrendered. I let the Spire win the audit. The dark rushed up to meet me, cold and welcoming, promising an end to the math, an end to the hauling, an end to the endless, vertical grind.

My eyes were closed. My breath stopped.

And then, something violently arrested my fall.

It wasn't a rope. It wasn't an ascender catching on black ice.

It was a hand.

Small, calloused fingers, moving with the frantic, kleptomaniac speed of a Skitterling, slammed into the collar of my jacket, gripping the thick canvas with desperate strength.

"Got him!" a voice shrieked, raw and tearing over the sound of the wind.

Before I could open my eyes, a second impact hit me. A massive, gauntleted hand, heavy as a rusted iron wall, clamped onto my shoulder harness. The sheer kinetic force of it rattled my teeth, jarring the breath back into my lungs.

"Pull!" Brannoc's voice bellowed, deep and slow, vibrating through the metal of his armor straight into my bones.

The endless free-fall shattered. The howling wind of the ninety-ninth floor cut off with a sickening pop. The freezing cold vanished, replaced instantly by the damp, ozone-heavy air of Floor 19.

I hit the solid slate floor hard, my knees slamming into the wet stone, my hands scraping against the rock. I gasped, a harsh, tearing sound, sucking the heavy air into my twenty-two-year-old lungs. My chest didn't rattle. My knee didn't grind.

I opened my eyes.

The iridescent fog was swirling violently, disturbed by the physical bodies that had just thrown themselves through it. I was on my hands and knees on the nineteenth floor.

Hovering directly in front of my face, cutting through the dissipating mist, the deep-slate text of the Tally rendered with stark, brutal clarity.

[TALLY] Burden 17 → 24. [TALLY] Audit forcibly closed. [TALLY] A new debt is written.

I stared at the slate-gray letters until they dissolved into the gloom, leaving nothing but the cold bite of the nineteenth floor seeping through the knees of my trousers. Seven points of Burden in a single jump. The Tally didn’t hand out weight for good intentions; it only measured what you actually dragged across the line. I had dragged three lives through a closing threshold while the Spire tried to crush us. The Spire had noticed.

I pushed myself up, my palms slipping on damp, slick flagstones. The crooked ring finger on my left hand gave a familiar, dull throb—an old tavern break protesting the cold. I ignored it. I listened to my chest. No rattle. I tested the left knee. Silent, holding my weight without the grinding agony Liss Merrow’s hammer would give me seven years from now. I was still twenty-two, still whole, and we were breathing.

To my left, Ivy was a tangled pile of limbs and leather straps, hacking up the residual mist. Beside her, Brannoc was already on one knee. His Bulwark shield was planted firmly in the wet stone, a habit of defense that didn’t require conscious thought. His breathing was heavy, a slow, rhythmic churn like a bellows drawing air.

"Sound off," I rasped, my throat raw with ozone and stone-dust.

"Ribs are intact," Ivy managed, spitting a wad of gray phlegm onto the stones. She immediately began patting down her belt pouches, her Skitterling fingers frantic until she confirmed her lockpicks and whatever shiny garbage she’d palmed three floors ago were still there. "Spire's teeth, Marr. Next time you decide to play human battering ram, give a girl a warning."

"There wasn't time for a warning," Brannoc said, his deep voice carrying a tremor of pure adrenaline he was trying hard to swallow. He looked at the empty air behind us, where the fog had been. There was no door. The threshold had sealed itself into a seamless wall of black basalt. "That wasn't a standard gate cycle. The Spire tried to drop the ceiling on us."

"It audited the route," Sera said.

She was sitting flat on the wet stones a few paces away. She wasn't checking her limbs or her gear. Her eyes were unfocused, tracing the empty air where my Tally notification had just faded. As an Annotator, she couldn't see my exact stats, but she could read the structural syntax of the System's decrees. She could see the margins.

Sera blinked, focusing on my face. Her eyes were sharp, calculating, and far too calm for someone who had nearly been crushed into paste. "A Packmule doesn't generate an audit of that magnitude, Silas. The syntax was hostile. The Tally treated you like an anomaly it needed to correct, and then it... aborted."

"It closed the ledger," I said evenly, checking the tape on my crowbar. "We crossed the line. The transaction finished."

"No," Sera said, pushing herself up and wringing the stagnant water from the hem of her coat. "Transactions resolve. Audits find a deficit. The Spire didn't correct you because it couldn't balance the equation. It wrote a debt instead, didn't it?"

I didn't answer her. I didn't need to. In my first life, carrying gear for Coriolan Vex, the Tally had never once audited me. I was a mule. Mules didn't disrupt the ecology of the Spire. But I wasn't a mule anymore, and I had spent the last eighteen floors ripping up the tracks the timeline was supposed to follow. Saving Ivy on the ninth floor had been a pebble in the pond. Surviving the Chimney had been a rock. Pulling them through that closing threshold was a boulder.

The timeline was rotting, and the Spire was starting to smell it.

"Check your packs," I ordered, turning my back on Sera’s piercing stare. "Water skins, rations, bandages. We're on the nineteenth floor. The Drowned Cloisters."

Ivy paused her pat-down, squinting into the dark. "Cloisters? I don't see a ceiling. I don't see anything."

She was right. The nineteenth floor didn't feel like a dungeon. It felt like an endless, subterranean lake trapped beneath a starless, obsidian sky. We stood on a wide causeway of sunken flagstones. An inch of black, freezing water covered the path, rippling outward into the absolute dark. The smell of the place was heavy—stagnant water, old copper, and the faint, bitter tang of blind, pale things that swam where the light couldn't reach.

"Stay on the submerged stones," I told them, tightening the straps on my pack. "The water is shallow here, but step off the edge of the causeway and it drops three hundred feet into the breeding pools. There are blind-eels in the deep water. They hunt by vibration. Walk softly, don't drag your boots, and if you drop something, leave it."

Brannoc hoisted his shield, his face set in a grim mask. "How long is the causeway?"

"Two miles," I lied. It was closer to three, but morale was a consumable resource and I wasn't going to burn it on a technicality. "Straight line. It dumps us at the antechamber for the Gate of Twenty."

The Gate of Twenty. The end of the Foothalls. It was a major milestone, a checkpoint where the real climbers separated themselves from the corpses. It was also where Coriolan Vex and his Cormorant Guild were currently making camp, waiting for the dawn cycle to push into the Red Gallery.

In my first life, I had walked into that camp as a nobody, a hungry union porter looking for a contract. Vex had looked at my broad shoulders, tossed me a silver coin, and bought my life.

I swept my lantern beam across the black water, watching the pale reflections dance on the submerged stones. About twenty yards ahead, something caught the light. It wasn't stone. It was a jagged piece of steel driven deep into the masonry.

I waded forward, the freezing water biting through my boots. When I reached it, I crouched, running my thumb over the cold metal. It was a piton, heavy-gauge, stamped with the unmistakable crest of a diving bird.

Brannoc splashed up beside me, his shield raised. "What is it?"

"A trail marker," I murmured, staring at the fresh scrape marks on the steel. "Someone came through here less than a day ago. They're moving fast."

I stood, looking into the dark where the causeway led.

[TALLY] Ledger entry updated. Coriolan Vex. Collection pending.

* * *


Chapter 21: Carried

Silas Marr

The water of the Drowned Cloisters was a specific kind of cold. It wasn’t the sharp, biting freeze of a winter wind that woke you up and kept your blood moving. It was a heavy, sinking cold, the kind that seeped through treated leather and wool, found the marrow of your bones, and decided to stay there.

We waded in a single-file line along the submerged causeway, the black water lapping just above our knees. With every step, my boots filled with a slurry of silt and freezing brine. I carried eighty pounds of gear in my union pack—tents, iron rations, spare coils of hemp rope, and the reserve oil for the lanterns. Under normal gravity, on dry stone, eighty pounds was a Tuesday. In thigh-deep water, the drag coefficient multiplied the effort of every stride.

"Keep the slack out of the line," I said, my voice echoing off the unseen vault above us. "Two yards between climbers. No more, no less."

I had rigged us on a static line using figure-eight knots on a bight, clipping heavy steel carabiners to the load-bearing loops of our harnesses. Brannoc took the vanguard, his massive frame parting the water like the prow of a dreadnought. Behind him was Jinx, then Sera, and I took the rear guard. It was the standard formation for a blind ford. If the vanguard stepped off the edge of the causeway into the abyssal drop on either side, the three behind him could brace and haul. If the rear guard slipped, the three ahead pulled forward.

Blind-eels brushed my calves, their smooth, scaleless bodies feeling like submerged velvet ropes dragged against the current. They were scavengers, drawn to movement but lacking the teeth to break leather or skin unless they smelled open blood. Still, the sensation of them threading between my legs in the pitch dark was a constant tax on the nervous system.

"I don't like this," Jinx muttered, her voice tight. She kept her hands high, near her chest, trying to keep her lockpicks and primary knives dry. "I feel like I'm walking through a giant's stomach."

"Just watch Brannoc's back," I told her, shifting my shoulders to redistribute the pack's weight. "Keep your rhythm to his. Step where he steps."

Ahead of us, the beam of Brannoc's lantern cut a weak, yellowish cone through the dark. Beyond the edge of the light, a thick, slate-gray mist was beginning to form on the surface of the water, rolling sluggishly over the ripples we created.

I kept thinking about the piton.

Coriolan Vex and the Cormorant Guild had come this way. They were fast, heavily provisioned, and ruthless. In my first life, Vex's summit push had been a machine of pure, violent efficiency. They didn't explore; they excised. They cut through the Spire's defenses like a scalpel, leaving nothing but dead stone and looted chambers in their wake. Finding that fresh steel driven into the masonry meant they were less than a day ahead of us. They were likely sitting in the dry antechamber before the Gate of Twenty right now, resting their muscles, waiting for the dawn cycle to reset the floor's lock.

Sera broke my train of thought. "Silas," she called back, her voice carrying a strained, metallic edge. "The ambient script. It's... changing."

"Changing how?"

She had her hand pressed to her temple, her eyes narrowed against the mist. As an ANNOTATOR, Sera saw the Spire differently than the rest of us. She saw the Tally's underlying code—the architectural blueprints of the system’s intent. Where I saw a wall, she saw a load-bearing parameter. Where I saw water, she saw the mechanics of a trap.

"The text in the water is thickening," she said, her breath fogging in the cold air. "It's not just environmental hazard coding anymore. There are mnemonic triggers. Cognitive pressure lines. It’s pooling around our knees."

A psychological trap.

The Spire was famous for them, usually in the Red Gallery or the Glass Reaches. The Foothalls were supposed to be blunt force—falling rocks, pit traps, pressure plates, and starving beasts. But the timeline was rotting. I had known that since Floor 9, when I saved Jinx from the Sifting Hall and proved the Spire wasn't a fixed loop. By altering the sequence of deaths, by dragging my dead-man's knowledge into a twenty-two-year-old body, I was accelerating the Spire's immune response.

The tower was adapting to me.

"It's a memory-sink," I called out, raising my voice to cut through the sudden, oppressive silence that seemed to have descended with the mist. "The Spire calls it Dumb-Fog or the Sirens' Murk. It reads what you're carrying in your head and tries to make it heavy. Do not look down into the water. Focus on the lantern. Focus on the back of the person in front of you."

"Memory sink?" Jinx asked, her pace faltering for a half-second. "What does that mean?"

"It means if you owe money, you're going to feel the weight of the coins in your pockets," I said dryly. "If you lost a dog when you were ten, you're going to hear it barking. It’s an echo chamber. Acknowledge it, but don't entertain it. Keep walking."

I had barely finished the sentence when the mist swallowed us entirely.

The temperature dropped another ten degrees in the span of a single breath. The pale light of Brannoc's lantern was smothered, reduced to a smoldering ember floating in a sea of gray static. The sound of our splashing boots faded, replaced by a rushing noise that sounded less like moving water and more like high-altitude wind.

Keep walking, I told myself, stepping forward.

My left knee flared with a sudden, blinding agony.

I stumbled, my boot hitting the submerged stone hard. The pain wasn't a dull ache; it was a bright, white-hot grinding of bone on bone, right under the kneecap. I gasped, freezing in place.

It was impossible. My knee was fine. My knee was twenty-two years old. It wouldn't be shattered by Liss Merrow's errant storm-strike on Floor 61 for another seven years. The Spire's trap wasn't just pulling from my current life.

It was pulling from the corpse.

[TALLY] Anomaly detected: Mnemonic mass exceeds local volume. [TALLY] Reconciling temporal paradox.

The slate-gray text flared behind my eyes, bright and aggressive. The rushing sound in my ears grew deafening. It wasn't the water. It was the roar of the slipstream off the Crown. It was the sound of the atmosphere tearing past my ears during a terminal velocity freefall from the ninety-ninth floor.

“Silas?” Sera’s voice came from infinitely far away, muffled by the roaring wind in my head.

I tried to answer, to tell her to keep the line taut, but my chest hitched. A wet, rattling wheeze tore from my throat. It was the breath of a thirty-four-year-old union porter whose lungs had been scarred by black-spore rot and decades of stone dust. My lungs felt like they were full of crushed glass.

The water around my thighs felt like a physical grip, pulling me down. The eighty pounds of gear on my back suddenly felt like eight hundred. I felt the phantom weight of every pack I had ever carried for Coriolan Vex, every coil of rope, every iron spike, every spare sword. Twelve years of carrying the Crownbearers on my back, condensed into a single, crushing point of gravity.

I couldn't move my legs. The cold had numbed my crooked left ring finger—the one broken in a tavern brawl when I was nineteen—and the ache spread up my arm, paralyzing my shoulder.

This is the trap,* my rational mind screamed. *It’s an illusion fueled by your own mass. Step forward.

But I couldn't. I was caught in the paradox. The Spire was trying to reconcile a man who had already died with a man who was still walking, and the resulting friction was tearing my nervous system apart. The mist swirled around me, forming jagged, hallucinatory shapes. I saw the edge of the ninety-ninth floor. I saw Dain Harrow's sneer. I saw the absolute, unbroken fall of a mile and a half of empty air.

"I'm falling," I rasped, the words barely audible over the phantom wind.

I felt the tether at my waist pull tight. I was acting as an anchor, stopping the line.

"Silas!" Jinx's voice cut through the static, high and panicked. "Move! The water is rising!"

It wasn't rising. I was sinking. My knees gave out, buckling under the sheer, unadulterated weight of my previous life. The freezing black water hit my chest, shocking the air from my lungs. The blind-eels writhed around my forearms.

You are going to drown them,* the union porter in my head said. *You are dead weight. A mule with a broken leg. Unclip. Drop the line. Let them go.

My numb, crooked fingers fumbled blindly toward the heavy steel carabiner at my waist. If I unclipped, the slack would snap forward. Brannoc, Jinx, and Sera could keep moving. They would make it to the antechamber. They didn't need a ghost dragging them down to the bottom of the Cloisters. I had brought them this far. I had spent my knowledge to keep Jinx alive. That was enough.

I found the gate of the carabiner. I pressed my thumb against the locking mechanism.

Click.

Before I could slide the gate open, a hand clamped over mine.

Small, calloused fingers—kleptomaniac fingers, strong from scaling masonry and picking rusted locks—dug violently into my knuckles, forcing my hand away from the carabiner.

"Don't you dare," Jinx snarled, her face suddenly materializing through the gray mist, inches from mine. Her eyes were wide, terrified, but furious. She had waded backwards, fighting the drag of the water to reach me.

"Unclip," I choked out, a mouthful of brackish water spilling past my lips. The phantom wind was deafening. "Dead weight. Go."

"Shut up!" she screamed, her voice cracking. She didn't let go of my hand. With her free arm, she grabbed the reinforced webbing of my union harness, right at the collarbone. She hauled backward, her boots slipping on the submerged stone. She wasn't strong enough to lift me—not with eighty pounds of soaked gear and a paralysis born of temporal shock.

But she wasn't alone.

The water violently displaced beside me as a massive shape slammed into the space. Brannoc Tull. The Bulwark. He had unclipped his shield, letting it hang by its shoulder strap, and waded back through the line.

He didn't speak. He didn't ask what was wrong. He took one look at my face, pale and locked in the throes of a phantom death, and he reached down into the freezing water. His hands, the size of dinner plates and scarred from decades of holding the line, found the load-bearing straps of my union pack.

"Brace," Brannoc grunted, the single syllable rolling like thunder in the mist.

He pulled.

The physical sensation was shocking. For twelve years in my first life, and for every day of this new one, I had been the one carrying. I was the mule. I was the anchor. I hauled the rations, I rigged the lines, I dragged the wounded. I bore the Burden. That was the contract. That was what my class—REVENANT PORTER—demanded of me. What you carry, carries you. I took the weight of the Spire so others could swing the swords.

For the first time in two lifetimes, my feet left the floor, and I was not the one doing the lifting.

Brannoc hoisted me up with a sheer, terrifying display of physical power, dragging me and my eighty-pound pack completely out of the water. Jinx kept her grip on my collar, hauling backward to keep my head up. Together, they dragged me through the Dumb-Fog.

The phantom wind of the ninety-ninth floor vanished the moment I was out of the water. The agonizing grind in my left knee ceased instantly. The wet rattle in my chest cleared, leaving me gasping sweet, damp cavern air into twenty-two-year-old lungs.

"Keep moving!" Sera yelled from ahead of us. "There's a structural deviation ten yards ahead. A dry point. A raised dais. Go!"

I was a sack of grain, dead weight, entirely useless as my crew dragged me the final thirty feet. My boots dragged through the water, but my chest and head were clear. I stared up at Brannoc's jawline, set like granite, and Jinx's pale, strained face. They were burning immense amounts of stamina to haul me. In the Spire, stamina was life. They were spending their lives to carry mine.

Splash. Splash. Splash.

The causeway inclined sharply. Brannoc hit the dry stone of the dais, his boots finding purchase. With a final, roaring heave, he dragged me up out of the water and dumped me onto the cold, hard masonry. Jinx collapsed next to me, her chest heaving, her hands braced on her knees.

I rolled onto my side and vomited brackish water and bile onto the stone.

My body shook violently, the adrenaline crash hitting me like a physical blow. The damp chill of my clothes clung to me, but the psychological crushing weight was gone. The Dumb-Fog swirled around the edges of the dais, but it didn't cross the threshold of the dry stone. We were on an island in the dark.

I lay there for a long moment, staring at the wet stone inches from my nose. I was breathing. The air went in smooth and clean. I flexed my left leg. Silent. Intact. I looked at my left hand. The ring finger was still crooked, still ached with the memory of a bad tavern break, but it was just a finger. I was alive.

"You forgot to keep breathing, boss," Jinx said between pants, wringing out the end of her sodden braid. "Bad habit."

I pushed myself up into a sitting position, my arms trembling. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. "I was pacing myself," I lied, my voice sounding like crushed gravel.

Brannoc stood over me, his lantern casting long, distorted shadows across the dais. He didn't smile. He didn't offer a quippy comeback. He just looked at me with those steady, veteran eyes. "Pace yourself above the waterline next time."

Sera knelt beside me, unhooking her canteen. She held it out. "Drink. The water in the Cloisters tastes like copper and bad choices. You swallowed a pint of it."

I took the canteen, my hands still shaking slightly. I took a slow sip. It was cold, fresh, and real. I looked at the three of them. Jinx, the SKITTERLING who should have died on Floor 9. Brannoc, the BULWARK who had been drummed out of his guild for having a conscience. Sera, the ANNOTATOR who saw the world in code and debt.

I had been treating them like an escort mission. I had been guiding them, feeding them, keeping them alive with my dead-man's knowledge, entirely out of a sense of obligation. I thought I had to be the lone anchor because I was the only one who knew the ending. I thought I had to endure the Spire's psychological rot alone because it was my paradox that was causing it.

But I wasn't alone. They had just physically ripped me out of a temporal death-spiral. They hadn't asked questions. They hadn't hesitated. They saw their porter go down, and they carried him.

[TALLY] Threshold Event Recognized. [TALLY] Class Logic Audited: REVENANT PORTER. [TALLY] What you carry, carries you. [TALLY] The weight is shared. The anchor is hauled. [TALLY] Burden 17 → 28. (Three Tolls available). [TALLY] Ledger Entry: Ivy Kessler. (One haul). Debt logged. [TALLY] Ledger Entry: Brannoc Tull. (One haul). Debt logged.

The slate-gray text cascaded down my vision, bright and validating. A jump of eleven Burden points in a single instance was staggering. It usually took carrying a wounded climber for miles to generate that kind of mass. The Tally audited intent. It knew what had just happened. The jump wasn't from physical exertion; it was the sheer, conceptual mass of letting myself be carried, of trusting them with my life, and acknowledging the debt I now owed them.

My internal reservoir of power surged, feeling deep and cold and solid. Three Tolls. I had three massive, rule-breaking acts of physical leverage ready to spend. I was going to need them for the Gate of Twenty.

"Thank you," I said. It was a simple phrase, but in my voice, it carried the weight of the Tally lines flashing before my eyes.

"Don't mention it," Jinx said, checking the edges of her throwing knives for rust. "Literally. If word gets out I hauled a union mule out of a puddle, my reputation in the cutpurse dens will be ruined."

"You were trying to unclip," Brannoc said quietly. It wasn't a question.

I met his gaze. There was no point in lying to a man who had held the shield-line on the thirty-third floor. He knew what a sacrifice play looked like. "I was an anchor. I was dragging the line down. Standard protocol for a fouled tether is to cut it so the rest of the crew survives."

"Standard protocol is for cowards who don't know how to pull," Brannoc rumbled, rolling his massive shoulders. He adjusted the straps of his shield. "We don't cut lines in this crew, Marr. Not yours. Not ever. You carry the rations. If you sink, I have to eat hardtack for a week. Unacceptable."

It was a veteran's grace. He was giving me an out, a way to laugh off the fact that I had just broken under the pressure. I took it.

"Understood," I said, getting my feet under me. I stood up, testing my weight. The eighty-pound pack settled familiarly onto my hips and shoulders. It was just canvas and iron again. The phantom weight of Coriolan Vex and the ninety-ninth floor had vanished. "Next time I decide to take a nap in a haunted puddle, leave me the good jerky before you walk off."

Sera offered a tight, knowing smile. She had seen the text. She knew the anomaly that had hit me was massive. "Your internal mnemonic mass is... complicated, Silas. The Spire doesn't know how to process you. That trap was designed to make people feel guilty about lying to their mothers. It hit you like a falling cathedral."

"I've got a lot of mothers to lie to," I deadpanned. I checked the seals on the lantern oil. Dry. I checked the buckles on my pack. Secure. "How far to the edge of the Cloisters?"

Sera closed her eyes, reading the unseen architecture of the floor. "The causeway remains intact. The Dumb-Fog dissipates a hundred yards from here. After that, it's a straight shot. Half a mile, maybe less, to the Antechamber of Twenty."

"Good." I pulled the heavy steel crowbar from its loop on my pack, checking the taped grip. "We're losing time, and I want a dry camp before we push the Gate. Jinx, check your boots for leeches. Brannoc, take the point again. I'm right behind you."

We reorganized the line. I didn't take the rear guard this time. I took the second position, right behind Brannoc, keeping the tether between us taut. I was still the porter. I still carried the load. But the geometry had shifted. I was part of the line, not just the mule dragging it.

We waded back off the stone dais into the freezing water. The cold was immediate, a shocking bite against the skin, but it was just water now. Just physics.

We marched. The rhythm returned—Brannoc's steady, splashing strides, my boots following in his wake, Jinx and Sera keeping pace behind. We pushed through the last remnants of the gray mist, breaking out into the clearer, albeit pitch-black, expanse of the Cloisters. The blind-eels returned, brushing our calves, but no one flinched.

It took us another forty minutes of grueling, thigh-deep wading before the causeway began to angle upward permanently. The water dropped from our thighs, to our knees, to our ankles.

Finally, Brannoc's boots hit dry, unbroken flagstone.

We dragged ourselves out of the water, our clothes heavy and dripping, and collapsed onto the smooth, dark stone of the antechamber. The air here was different. It didn't smell of stagnant water and rot. It smelled of old ozone, dry dust, and the metallic tang of heavy machinery.

It smelled like a threshold.

I stood, my boots squelching, and unclipped the static line from my harness. I walked forward, holding my lantern high.

The light hit the far wall, illuminating a sight that made the breath catch in my throat, regardless of which timeline I was in.

The Gate of Twenty.

It wasn't a standard floor door. It was a massive, forty-foot-tall archway of black iron and brass gearing, built directly into the bedrock of the Spire. The doors were currently sealed shut, heavy locking mechanisms engaged in the center. Above the arch, carved into the stone in jagged, aggressive strokes, was the roman numeral XX.

This was the end of the Foothalls. This was the graduation point. Everything below us was the Spire's equivalent of a weed-out course. Everything above this door was the Red Gallery. The real climb.

And camped in the massive, cavernous space before the gate, illuminated by a dozen high-quality alchemical lanterns, was a small army.

I immediately killed the shutter on my lantern, dropping us into darkness. I crouched, motioning for the others to do the same. We were behind a ridge of broken masonry, out of sight from the camp, but I wasn't taking chances.

"What is it?" Jinx whispered, dropping to a crouch beside me, a throwing knife instantly appearing in her hand.

"The Cormorant Guild," I murmured, peering over the edge of the stone.

There were perhaps twenty of them. A massive, well-funded expeditionary force. They had canvas pavilions set up, armor stands, and portable smithing braziers. It was an offensive forward operating base, designed to punch a hole through the floor boss the moment the dawn cycle opened the gate.

At the center of the camp, sitting on a folding camp stool and polishing a long, curved blade with a piece of oiled chamois, was Coriolan Vex.

He looked exactly as he had in my first life. The sharp jawline, the immaculately maintained armor, the easy, aristocratic grace that hid a brutal, calculating mind. To his left sat Dain Harrow, rolling dice against a crate. To his right, Liss Merrow was braiding her hair, sparks of static electricity dancing between her fingers.

The Crownbearers. The people who had bought my life for a silver coin, worked me to the bone for a decade, and pushed me off the ninety-ninth floor because I was too broken to carry the last load.

My left knee, perfectly healthy in this body, gave a phantom throb.

"They're heavily dug in," Brannoc noted quietly, low-crawling up beside me to observe the camp. "Professional rotation. Sentries on the flanks. They aren't taking any chances."

"They're waiting for the gate to open," I said, my voice deadpan, betraying none of the absolute, cold fury pooling in my gut. "The Warden of the Foothalls is behind that door. Vex intends to kill it and claim the first-clear bonus for the Red Gallery."

"We can't take them," Sera whispered, her eyes wide as she counted the numbers. "Silas, that's a Sovereign Blade and a full veteran retinue. If we try to push past them, they'll slaughter us."

"We aren't going to fight them," I said.

I looked down at my hands. The crooked ring finger. The smooth, unscarred palms of a twenty-two-year-old. I felt the deep, cold reservoir of twenty-eight Burden points waiting in my chest. Three Tolls.

"We're going to set up camp back in the dark, dry our gear, and eat," I instructed, my tone shifting. I wasn't just surviving anymore. I was leading. "We check every strap, sharpen every edge, and optimize our loadouts. Sera, I need you to prep your strongest structural-analysis scripts. Brannoc, I want you to brace for impact trauma. Jinx, you keep to the shadows and watch their sentry rotations."

"And what are you going to do, boss?" Jinx asked, looking at me sideways.

I stared across the cavern at Coriolan Vex. In my previous life, I had walked up to him as a beggar. Tomorrow, when those doors opened, I would walk past him as a creditor.

[TALLY] Ledger entry updated. Coriolan Vex.

"I'm going to prepare an invoice," I said softly.

The gears inside the massive iron doors of Floor 20 gave a sudden, groaning shift, echoing through the cavern. Dawn was coming. The Spire was turning.

And the dead-man was coming to collect.

* * *


Chapter 22: Consolidation

Silas Marr

Wet leather smells like a copper coin left too long in a clenched fist.

We crouched in the shadow of a fallen column, four hundred yards from the Gate of Twenty. The stone beneath us was jagged and cold, carrying the ambient chill of the Drowned Cloisters we had just climbed out of. My boots were soaked through. My padded gambeson weighed an extra six pounds from the stagnant water, clinging to my ribs like a frozen second skin. I didn't shiver. Shivering burned calories we didn't have, and it made noise we couldn't afford.

Across the vast, cavernous expanse of the nineteenth floor’s final staging ground, the Cormorant Guild had made their camp.

It was a beautiful camp. They had raised four pavilions of oiled canvas, dyed the deep, arrogant blue of their guild colors. They had three smokeless alchemical braziers burning, casting a warm, steady glow that illuminated the polished steel of their armor and the rich fur of their cloaks. I could smell roasted meat drifting across the dark—real meat, likely hauled up by a dedicated team of half a dozen porters who had broken their backs on the lower floors just so Coriolan Vex could have a hot meal before a boss threshold.

I looked down at my own hands. My left ring finger, crooked from a poorly set break when I was nineteen, throbbed with a dull, familiar ache in the cold. I worked the joint, pressing my thumb into the unscarred palm of my twenty-two-year-old body. The novice calluses I had woken up with were gone, replaced by the hardening ridges of the past nineteen floors.

"They have hot soup," Jinx whispered, sliding out of the darkness and dropping into a crouch beside my left knee.

She moved without making a sound, her Skitterling class rendering her footsteps lighter than dust. She was soaking wet, her dark hair plastered to her forehead, but her eyes were bright, fixed on the distant blue pavilions.

"Soup isn't tactical," Brannoc muttered. He was sitting on a flat slab of shale, his massive tower shield resting across his thighs. He was methodically rubbing down the iron bands of his armor with a tallow rag, staving off the rust of the Cloisters.

"It's warm," Jinx shot back, pulling her knees to her chest. "Warm is tactical. I could sneak over there. Just to the edge of their perimeter. I bet their porters left the kettle on the outer ring."

"You cross the midline of this cavern, and Dain Harrow’s trip-wires will take your legs off at the shin," I said, my voice low and flat. I didn't look at her. I was unspooling sixty feet of hempen rope, checking every inch by touch for fraying or rot. "He uses razor-wire, painted matte black. He sets it at ankle height, and he overlaps the vectors."

Jinx blinked at me in the dark. "How do you know that?"

"Because Dain Harrow is a creature of habit, and he thinks he's smarter than the dark," I said. It wasn't a lie. In my first life, I had carried the spools of razor-wire for Harrow. I had watched him set those traps for twelve years. He always favored the left flank, and he always tied off on load-bearing masonry. "He also cheats at dice. Don't go near their camp, Jinx. We are ghosts until the doors open."

I finished inspecting the rope, satisfied it would hold a vertical drop, and began to coil it over my forearm.

We weren't just surviving the climb anymore. The Foothalls had tested us, stripped us down, and nearly killed us in the Sifting Hall and the Chimney. But we had crossed the Cloisters. We were here. And for the first time since I woke up in this younger body, I wasn't just suggesting routes or pointing out pressure plates. I was taking the full weight of the crew.

"Strip your gear," I ordered, keeping my voice in the register of a foreman on a tight shift. "If it's wet, wring it out. If it's dull, stone it. If it's broken, tell me now so we can tape it or ditch it. We're carrying exactly one hundred and forty pounds of collective gear into the Warden's arena. Not an ounce more. We need speed."

Brannoc stopped rubbing his armor. The big veteran looked at me, his slow, deliberate gaze catching the ambient light of the distant braziers. He had been drummed out of the Cormorant Guild. He knew exactly who was sitting in those blue pavilions. He knew what a Sovereign Blade’s retinue looked like.

"You're calling the cadence, Silas," Brannoc said softly. It wasn't a question. It was an acknowledgment.

"I'm calling it," I agreed.

I reached into my pack and pulled out a tin of waterproof grease and a roll of heavy canvas tape. I slid them across the stone to Brannoc. "Your shield took a beating from the blind-eels. The central boss is loose."

Brannoc looked down at his shield, then up at me. "The rivets are giving way on the inner brace. I can hold it together, but if something hits me with the mass of a falling boulder, the kinetic transfer is going to shatter my forearm."

"Then we reinforce it," I said.

I crawled over to him, leaving my rope. The tower shield was a massive slab of banded oak and iron, weighing nearly forty pounds on its own. In a straight fight, Brannoc was the wall that kept us alive. If the wall crumbled, the roof came down.

I pulled out my taped steel crowbar. It was a heavy, ugly tool, but it had saved my life on Floor 9 and every floor since. I wedged the flattened end under the iron rim of Brannoc's shield, testing the leverage. The wood groaned, water seeping from the grain.

"Hold the top edge," I told him.

He gripped the rim, his massive hands locking into place. I used the crowbar to pry back the bent iron, exposing the loose rivets. They were cold iron, standard issue, but the damp had eaten at the seating.

"Jinx, I need the heavy spikes we pulled from the portcullis on Floor 16," I said, holding out my hand without looking.

A second later, three solid, square-headed iron spikes were dropped into my palm. Jinx's kleptomania had its uses. She collected heavy, jagged things like a magpie.

"Sera," I called softly.

Sera Quill shifted from the shadows behind Brannoc. She had been sitting cross-legged, staring at the distant camp, her Annotator's stylus twirling endlessly between her fingers. She wore a heavy leather duster that had seen better days, and her eyes held the permanent, slightly unfocused look of someone who was constantly reading text no one else could see.

"I'm listening, Silas," she said, her voice crisp, carrying the precise diction of the Academy she had been expelled from.

"I need a structural-analysis script on this shield," I said. "Not a combat buff. I don't care if it hits harder. I need the Tally to recognize this piece of wood and iron as a load-bearing column. I need you to rewrite its density."

Sera knelt beside the shield, pushing her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. She stared at the scratched and dented surface. I knew what she was looking at. The Tally—the slate-gray ledger-spirit of the Spire—rendered the world in code and debt to those who could see it. Sera read the deep text. She saw the math behind the wood.

"It's going to cost me," Sera said quietly. "Writing a localized density augmentation onto a mundane item without a Spire-core anchor... the Tally will tax my stamina directly. It's a heavy grammar."

"I'll carry the deficit," I said immediately.

Sera looked at me, a sharp, analyzing stare. She was the only one who suspected my true class. To the world, I read as a Packmule. But Sera had seen the discrepancies. She knew my burden wasn't just physical.

"Fine," she breathed. She drew her stylus, a rod of etched glass and silver.

As she touched the tip to the iron boss of the shield, a faint, slate-gray light bled from the glass. She began to write. The script didn't sit on the surface; it sank into the iron, burning into the grain of the oak with the faint smell of ozone and hot dust. The characters were sharp, geometric, and completely illegible to anyone without her class.

[TALLY] Burden 28. No change. Intent logged.

The Tally audited everything. It knew I meant it. If Sera collapsed from the stamina drain, I would literally carry her. The System accepted the collateral.

"Drive the spikes," Sera whispered, sweat beading on her forehead as she carved the final character into the wood.

I took the flat of my crowbar and brought it down on the first square-headed spike, driving it through the iron rim and deep into the oak beside the loosened rivet. The sound was a dull thwack, muffled by the heavy dampness of the cavern. I hit it again. And again. I didn't stop until the spike was flush with the iron, clamping the rim down with brutal, ugly efficiency.

I moved to the second spike, angling it to cross the grain of the wood, creating an internal wedge against the kinetic force. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

"You hit like a blacksmith," Brannoc noted, watching my hands.

"I hit like a guy who knows what happens when the gear breaks," I replied.

I drove the third spike into the lower brace. The shield looked terrible now—scarred, taped, and bristling with scavenged iron—but when Brannoc lifted it, the groaning slide of the wood was gone. It was a single, solid piece of defiance.

"Density script is anchored," Sera said, sitting back on her heels and wiping her brow with the back of her sleeve. She looked pale. "The Tally recognizes it as a barricade now. It won't splinter. But the blunt force trauma will still pass through into your arm, Brannoc. You have to ground yourself."

"I know how to stand," Brannoc said. It wasn't arrogance; it was a statement of fact from a Bulwark.

"Alright," I said, wiping the sweat and grease from my hands onto my pants. "Let's talk about tomorrow."

I sat back, leaning against the cold stone column, and pulled my knees up. The three of them gathered closer, forming a tight, unseen circle in the dark. A hundred yards away, Liss Merrow stepped out of the largest blue pavilion. Even from here, I could see the faint, crackling glow of static electricity crawling over her shoulders. She was a stormcaller, ambitious and ruthless. In my past life, she had been the first one to endorse spending my life on Floor 99. She kept score.

I watched her for a moment, letting the dead-man's grief wash over me, cold and clinical. I didn't hate her. Hate was a luxury. I just owed her a bill.

"The Gate of Twenty," I began, dropping my gaze back to my crew, "is a threshold floor. There is no maze. There are no puzzle-locks. It is a single, massive arena. The doors will grind open at dawn, and they will lock behind whoever crosses the threshold first."

"Vex is camped right on the center line," Brannoc noted. "He intends to take his retinue through the moment the gears catch."

"He does," I agreed. "A Sovereign Blade wants the first-clear bonus. The Tally pays out a heavy sum of raw attributes for being the first to break a threshold Warden. Vex isn't here for the loot. He's here for the prestige, and to feed his own legend."

"So how do we beat him to the door?" Jinx asked, leaning forward, her fingers twitching. "I can lay a caltrop field on their left flank. Slow them down. Make them check their boots while we run for it."

"No," I said flatly. "You don't engage. You don't try to out-trick a veteran crew. Dain Harrow has eyes in the dark, and Vex is fast enough to cross this cavern before you finish throwing the spikes."

I picked up a piece of loose chalk-stone and drew a rough semicircle on the floor.

"The doors are sixty feet high," I explained, tapping the center of the arc. "They open from the middle, pulling inward. They take exactly forty seconds to fully separate. But a single person can slip through the gap after eight seconds."

I looked at Jinx. "You are going to be on the wall, twenty feet above their camp, clinging to the masonry. When the gears shift, they will be looking at the doors. You will drop down, burn your Skitterling dash, and go through the gap at second nine."

Jinx swallowed, nodding slowly. "I can do that. I'm small. I slide."

"Once you cross the threshold, the Tally registers the floor as engaged," I continued. "Vex won't be able to lock us out. Brannoc, you and I will be directly behind her. We walk right through the center of their camp."

"They'll cut us down," Sera said, her voice tight. "Silas, that's suicide."

"They won't draw steel," I said. "Not in front of the threshold. Vex is a Sovereign. He operates on the Tally's high grammar of honor and challenge. If a crew of cast-offs and a porter have the nerve to walk past him to the door, he won't stab us in the back. He'll let us go in first, assuming the Warden will crush us, leaving the door open for him to step over our corpses and claim the kill."

Brannoc let out a low, rumbling chuckle. "You know him well."

"I hauled his tent for twelve years," I said, tapping the stone. "I know how he breathes."

"What about the Warden?" Sera asked, bringing us back to the real problem. "What's inside?"

I paused. The cold air of the cavern seemed to settle heavily on my shoulders. I looked at the floor, measuring the words.

In my first life, the Warden of the Foothalls had been a towering construct of pale marble and bronze, wielding a massive two-handed hammer. It had been slow, predictable, and devastating. I knew its attack patterns. I knew it swept right to left, and that its recovery time after an overhead strike was exactly four seconds.

But the Spire was listening. The timeline was rotting.

I had saved Jinx on Floor 9, a girl who was supposed to be a stain on the Sifting Hall. I had bypassed the chimera on Floor 16, breaking the sequence of the climb. I had carried weight I wasn't supposed to carry. The ripples were compounding, echoing up the shaft of the tower.

"I don't know," I said.

The silence that followed was absolute. Even Jinx stopped fidgeting.

"What do you mean, you don't know?" Brannoc asked, his deep voice carrying a note of genuine surprise. Since the day I hired them, I had known every trap, every spawn cycle, every hidden cache. I had been their prophet of the dark.

"I know its bones," I said, choosing the truth. "The Warden is a construct. It is designed to test structural integrity and raw staying power. It won't cast magic. It won't use poison. It will try to crush us with physical mass. But..." I tightened my jaw. "The Spire adapts. We've been moving too fast, climbing too efficiently. The Tally balances the scales. I don't know what flesh the Spire will put on it today. The weapon might change. The speed might change."

Sera was staring at me, her eyes tracking the invisible text that only she could see hovering around my shoulders. "You're flying blind."

"I'm flying on mechanics," I corrected her. "Prophecy is a crutch. Mechanics are a foundation. If it swings heavy, Brannoc, you angle the shield to deflect the kinetic energy into the floor, not your chest. If it moves fast, Jinx, you don't try to flank it, you kite it toward the pillars. Sera, you stay within thirty feet of Brannoc. Do not let the construct break your line of sight, or it will register you as an isolated target and charge."

"And you?" Jinx asked.

"I'm the load-bearing pillar," I said simply. "I carry the slack."

I pulled my pack toward me and began the final inventory. This was the ritual. In my past life, I had done this for Vex, packing his spare blades and health tinctures while he slept. Now, I did it for myself.

"Five healing salves," I counted, placing the small clay jars in the quick-release pouches on my belt. "Three rolls of canvas tape. Fifty feet of secondary line. The taped crowbar. A short-sword I pulled from a dead crawler on floor fourteen. Four iron pitons. Two flasks of clean water."

I strapped the pack tight, feeling the familiar, comforting drag of the weight against my shoulders. It was exactly eighty pounds. Not enough to slow me down, but enough to remind the Tally what I was.

[TALLY] Class: REVENANT PORTER (Hidden). What you carry, carries you.

The deep, cold reservoir of twenty-eight Burden points hummed in my chest. Three Tolls available. Three decisive, reality-bending acts of leverage I could spend if the world broke down. I wasn't going to use them unless I had to. A Toll cost something real. It cost blood, or bone, or a piece of the soul. You didn't spend it to make things easy. You spent it to make things possible.

"Eat," I commanded, passing out the last of our dried rations. Hardtack and jerky that tasted like old boots. "Drink half your water. We sleep in shifts for the next two hours. Brannoc, you take first watch. Wake me if Vex’s camp changes posture."

We ate in silence. The hardtack scraped the roof of my mouth, but I chewed it methodically, breaking it down, letting my stomach process the calories.

When I laid back against the cold stone, I didn't sleep immediately. I watched the distant glow of the Cormorant pavilions.

I saw Dain Harrow emerge, adjusting the heavy spaulders of his armor. He was laughing at something Liss Merrow had said. He looked young. They all looked so young, untouched by the brutal attrition of the upper floors. They hadn't seen the Red Gallery yet. They hadn't starved in the Starving Court. They hadn't watched their friends turn on each other in the Glass Reaches.

They thought the Spire was a game to be won.

My left knee was silent. The joint was smooth and perfect. In seven years, on Floor 61, Liss Merrow would shatter it with a stray bolt of compressed lightning because she was too tired to aim properly, and Vex would dock my pay for slowing the march.

I closed my eyes. Not this time.

The two hours passed in a slow, freezing blur of half-sleep. The ambient temperature of the cavern dropped steadily as the night cycle reached its nadir. The dampness in my clothes tried to sap the heat from my core, but my body ran hot, fueled by the baseline physical conditioning of a floor-twenty climber.

A hand shook my shoulder.

I opened my eyes. Brannoc was looking down at me, his face impassive in the gloom.

"It's time, Silas," he rumbled.

I sat up. The cavern had changed. The heavy, oppressive silence of the night was gone, replaced by a deep, vibrational hum that seemed to emanate from the very bedrock of the Spire. The air felt thick, charged with the ozone scent of massive gears preparing to turn.

Across the staging ground, the Cormorant camp was in motion. The pavilions were already struck and packed by their porters. Vex’s retinue stood in a loose, confident formation at the center of the cavern, directly facing the massive iron doors of Floor 20.

I stood, rolling my shoulders to settle the pack. I checked the buckles. One, two, three. Snug.

"Status," I said quietly.

"Armor braced," Brannoc said, lifting the heavy oak shield.

"Knives sharp," Jinx whispered, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet.

"Scripts primed," Sera answered, her eyes glowing faintly behind her spectacles.

I looked at the three of them. A disgraced shieldman, a street-thief, and an expelled academic. To the rest of the Spire, we were less than nothing.

"Remember the cadence," I said. "We don't stop. We don't flinch. We walk past them like they aren't there. Jinx, get on the wall."

Jinx didn't say a word. She faded into the shadows, her hands finding purchase on the rough-hewn stone of the cavern wall, scaling it with the unnerving, fluid speed of her class. Within seconds, she was twenty feet up, clinging to the dark, invisible to the naked eye.

"Brannoc, Sera. Form up on me. Single file. Wedge formation. I take the point."

I stepped out from behind the fallen column.

We didn't sneak. We didn't hug the shadows. I walked directly into the center of the cavern, my boots hitting the stone with measured, deliberate thuds.

The distance closed. Three hundred yards. Two hundred.

As we hit the perimeter of the light cast by their dying braziers, someone in the Cormorant formation shouted a warning.

"Hold!" Dain Harrow’s voice barked across the cavern.

I didn't stop. I kept my eyes locked on the massive iron doors towering ahead. They were monolithic, forged from black iron and etched with the brutal, angular geometry of the Foothalls. A seam ran down the center, sealed tight.

"I said hold, you rats!" Harrow yelled, stepping out from the formation. I heard the scrape of steel as he drew his blade.

"Stand down, Dain," a new voice cut through the air.

It was a voice I had heard in my nightmares. Smooth, resonant, and dripping with an absolute, unshakeable authority.

The formation parted. Coriolan Vex stepped forward.

He was thirty-eight years old, at the absolute prime of his physical and tactical life. He wore articulated plate armor enameled in midnight blue, and a long cloak of silver fox fur draped over his left shoulder. His Sovereign Blade rested on his hip, the hilt wrapped in pristine white leather. He had the face of a patrician lord, sharp and handsome, framed by perfectly groomed dark hair.

He looked at me. He looked at my taped crowbar, my worn leather pack, and the ragtag crew behind me.

"Well," Vex said, his lips curling into a faint, amused smile. "It seems we have scavengers trying to poach a threshold. You're a long way from the Foothall scrap-heaps, Packmule."

I didn't look at him. I kept walking.

Fifty yards to the door.

"Guildmaster," Liss Merrow said, her voice crackling with static. "They're making a run for the threshold. Do I fry them?"

"No," Vex said smoothly, his eyes tracking me with cold curiosity. "The Tally demands respect before a Warden's door. Let them walk. They have no idea what is waiting behind that iron. The Spire will grind them to paste in thirty seconds. We will simply step over the mess and claim the clear."

Thirty yards.

"You hear that, trash?" Harrow sneered as I walked past him. "You're doing our trap-sweeping for us."

I didn't blink. I didn't turn my head. I focused on the seam of the door. My crooked left finger pulsed, a steady, rhythmic beat in time with my heart.

[TALLY] Ledger entry audited. Coriolan Vex.

Ten yards.

Deep within the walls of the cavern, a massive, grinding mechanical groan echoed through the stone. It felt like the heartbeat of a dying god. The floor trembled beneath my boots. Dust rained down from the ceiling in thick, choking sheets.

"The gears," Brannoc rumbled behind me.

The seam down the center of the monolithic iron doors began to crack. A sliver of absolute, suffocating darkness appeared between the plates.

One second. Two seconds.

The air pouring out of that crack didn't smell like cold stone. It smelled like hot grease, burning coal, and crushed iron. It smelled like an abattoir.

The timeline is rotting, I thought, my grip tightening on the crowbar.

Four seconds. Five seconds.

"Now, Jinx," I breathed.

Above us, a shadow detached from the cavern wall. Jinx dropped twenty feet, hitting the stone floor without a sound. She burned her Skitterling dash, becoming a blur of gray motion. At the exact nine-second mark, she hit the gap in the doors, turning her shoulders sideways, and slipped into the darkness.

[TALLY] Threshold crossed. Floor 20 engaged. Lockout initiated.

A heavy, resounding slam echoed behind the iron, a mechanism locking into place. The doors continued to slowly grind open, but the Tally had spoken. The floor belonged to us. Vex couldn't enter until we were dead.

I stopped right at the threshold, the gap now wide enough for two men to walk abreast. The heat radiating from inside was oppressive.

I finally turned my head and looked back over my shoulder at Coriolan Vex.

His amused smile had vanished. His eyes were narrowed, a flicker of genuine confusion crossing his patrician features. He couldn't understand why a porter was looking at him like he was a line item on an invoice.

"Keep the soup warm, Vex," I said, my voice deadpan, carrying over the grinding roar of the doors. "We'll be back for it."

I turned, stepped into the dark, and drew my crowbar.

The dead-man was on the clock.

* * *


Chapter 23: The Gate of Twenty

Silas Marr

The iron doors of the twentieth floor slammed shut behind us with the finality of a vault. The echo rolled across the dark expanse, a heavy, booming percussion that rattled the dust from my gear and settled deep in my chest. Then came the grinding of internal tumblers locking into place, a sound like tectonic plates shifting under the mountain.

We were sealed in. Coriolan Vex and his gilded crew were locked out. We had the floor.

I didn't waste time celebrating. Surviving the antechamber was just the admission price. Now we had to pay the toll.

The air in the room was suffocating. The draft bleeding out of the darkness didn't smell like the cold, stagnant stone of the Foothalls. It smelled like a foundry in the middle of a triple shift. Hot slag, burning coal, and the sharp, metallic tang of crushed iron. The heat was an immediate physical weight, pressing against my face and instantly drawing a sheen of sweat from my skin.

"Everybody breathe," I said, my voice deliberately flat. I kept my eyes forward, letting my pupils adjust to the gloom. "Shallow breaths. The air in here will scorch your throat if you pull it too deep."

Eighty pounds of gear settled against my spine as I unbuckled the sternum strap of my pack, letting the weight sit perfectly on my hips. I rolled my left shoulder, feeling the familiar, dull ache in my crooked ring finger. It always throbbed when the temperature spiked.

"Dark in here," Jinx muttered. She was already in motion, pacing the periphery of our tight group, her Skitterling class making her movements jittery, like a spark looking for tinder. Her boots made no sound against the uneven stone floor. "I don't like the smell. Smells like the ash-pits in the lower wards."

"It's a kiln," Sera said. She was standing a few paces behind Brannoc, her eyes wide, tracking invisible lines of slate-gray text that only her Annotator class could read. Her fingers twitched, tracing the deep text of the Spire's architecture. "Silas... the ambient thermal output in here is massive. The Tally is writing a constant environmental damage variable. We can't stay in here long."

"We won't," I said.

I drew my crowbar. The taped steel felt solid and reassuring in my hand. In my first life, twelve years ago, I had walked into this exact room hauling a hundred and twenty pounds of Coriolan Vex's excess baggage. I had stood in the back, hugging the far wall, watching Vex's summit team dismantle the Warden of the Foothalls. It had been a slow, methodical execution. The Warden had been a towering brute of black stone and iron, wielding a massive, flat-faced stone hammer. It was slow. It moved like a glacier. Vex had let Dain Harrow kite the behemoth while Liss Merrow systematically shattered its joints with precision lightning strikes.

It had taken forty minutes. One of the junior porters, a kid named Elian, had been crushed by a piece of flying shrapnel twenty minutes in. Vex hadn't even blinked. He just tallied the lost gear and adjusted the pay scale.

I remembered the safe zones. I remembered the timing of the hammer swings. I remembered the exact structural weakness in the golem's left knee.

But as the cavern slowly began to illuminate, that dead-man's knowledge began to curdle in my gut.

Deep, glowing fissures of molten orange cracked open across the floor, running in concentric circles around a massive, central arena. The light crawled up the walls, revealing a vaulted ceiling entirely obscured by thick, churning black smoke. The arena itself was two hundred yards across, ringed by jagged pillars of basalt.

And in the center of the arena, kneeling in a pool of dim, red light, was the Warden.

It was larger than I remembered. It didn't look like a statue of stone; it looked like a rusted, heavily armored boiler that had been given limbs. Thick, interlocking plates of black iron covered a core that glowed with an angry, internal fire. Plumes of superheated steam vented from grates on its back, hissing like a nest of disturbed vipers.

But it was the weapon resting on the floor beside it that made my grip tighten on the crowbar.

There was no stone hammer.

Instead, a massive iron tether lay coiled in the ash. It was a chain composed of links the size of a man's head, culminating in a vicious, spiked wrecking ball that looked like a deep-sea mine cast in pig iron.

The timeline is rotting, I thought.

My intervention on Floor 9, saving Jinx. My disruption of the standard routes. My very existence as a Revenant Porter, carrying the weight of a dead future. The Tally wasn't just adjusting minor variables anymore. The Spire was mutating to match the anomaly. It was adapting.

"Silas," Brannoc said. His voice was a slow, deep rumble. He didn't turn his head. He had already unslung his tower shield, planting the heavily reinforced bottom edge into the stone floor. He stood with his feet shoulder-width apart, an immovable object waiting for the storm. "That doesn't look like a hammer."

"It's not," I said. "The playbook is out the window. It's an iron tether. That means sweeping attacks, massive kinetic force, and a huge engagement radius. Sera, stay behind Brannoc. Do not step past the first ring of pillars."

"I'm reading its start-up sequence," Sera said, her voice tight with panic. "Silas, its agility stat is drastically inflated. It's not a heavy brawler. It's..."

The golem's central furnace roared to life. A blast of heat washed over us, intense enough to dry the sweat on my face instantly.

The Warden stood up.

It didn't heave itself up. It didn't groan or creak. It simply snapped to its feet with horrifying, mechanical efficiency. The iron plates shifted, snapping into place with the sound of a guillotine dropping. Its 'head', a heavy iron cowl with a single, glowing horizontal slit for a visor, locked onto us.

"Brannoc," I barked. "Brace."

The golem's arm whipped out.

It didn't wind up. It just violently snapped its arm backward and unleashed the tether. The chain uncoiled with the sound of a sonic boom, the spiked iron ball tearing across the hundred yards between us in a fraction of a second.

Brannoc leaned into his shield, engaging his Bulwark class. A faint, geometric dome of translucent gold flared around the curved iron of his shield.

The wrecking ball hit him dead center.

The sound was deafening, a catastrophic crash of metal on metal that vibrated my teeth. The kinetic force of the impact was absolute. Brannoc, a man who weighed two hundred and forty pounds without his armor, was shoved backward. His heavy iron-shod boots dug trenches into the solid basalt floor as he slid six feet backward, a sharp grunt escaping his lips.

The shockwave blasted out laterally, throwing a cloud of ash and stone dust over us. I raised an arm to shield my eyes, coughing as the particulate matter hit the back of my throat.

"By the void," Brannoc rasped, his voice strained. He shoved the shield forward, violently redirecting the iron ball so it crashed into the floor beside him, shattering the stone. "That... carries some weight."

"Jinx!" I yelled over the ringing in my ears. "It's a ranged combatant now. It needs room to swing. Get inside its guard. Target the exhaust vents on the back of its knees, nowhere else. Do not let it trap you against the pillars!"

"Right. Inside the blender. Got it!" Jinx didn't hesitate. She vanished into the shadows, a blur of gray motion skirting the edge of the arena, moving too fast for the naked eye to track perfectly.

The Warden yanked the chain back. The tether whipped through the air, tearing a chunk out of a basalt pillar on its return trajectory.

I unslung my pack, dropping it heavily to the floor. I didn't need the dead weight for this; I needed the tools inside it. I moved with the practiced efficiency of a man who had done this for twelve years. I kicked open the main clasp, exposing the organized compartments.

"Sera, read the heat sinks!" I ordered, pulling out a thick, leather-wrapped canteen of highly concentrated stamina draft and a spool of reinforced alchemical wire. "Where is it venting pressure?"

Sera was pressed against a pillar, her eyes darting furiously across the empty air. "Left shoulder! It's building pressure in the left rotary cuff before it throws the chain. It takes two point four seconds to cycle the heat!"

"Brannoc, you have two seconds between strikes to breathe," I called out, sprinting out from behind the cover of the pillar.

The arena was a nightmare of heat and noise. The Warden took two massive, thudding steps forward, closing the distance. It swung the tether in a wide, horizontal arc.

"Down!" Brannoc roared.

I dove, hitting the hard stone floor and skidding on the ash. The spiked iron ball screamed over my head, missing my skull by inches. The wind of its passage pulled at my clothes. It slammed into the pillar behind Sera, shattering the upper half of the column and showering the perimeter in razor-sharp stone shrapnel.

I scrambled up, my left knee twinging—a ghost pain from a future that hadn't happened yet, but the Spire's memory was long. I closed the distance to Brannoc.

He was holding the line, but I could see the strain. The Bulwark class was designed for absorption, but the sheer kinetic transfer of the tether was breaking down his stance. His shoulders were locked, his boots buried in the rubble he had created from sliding backward.

"Here," I said, sliding the canteen into the small gap between his arm and the shield.

He took it without looking, popping the cork with his thumb and downing half the bitter, alchemical liquid in one swallow. It wouldn't heal him, but it would forcibly reset the lactic acid in his muscles and spike his stamina for another three minutes.

"It's too fast," Brannoc grunted, tossing the canteen back to me. He brought the shield up just as the Warden lashed out again.

CRACK.

Another deafening impact. Brannoc's golden dome flickered dangerously. A hairline fracture appeared in the iron rim of his physical shield.

"It's zoning us," I said, assessing the battlefield. The deadpan mask I had perfected over twelve years of watching people die clamped down hard over my face. I watched the chain recoil. I measured the length of the tether. I measured the arena. "It's keeping us pinned at the door. If we stay here, it batters Brannoc into paste, and then it mops us up."

"I can't push forward," Brannoc said, his jaw tight. "If I drop the anchor, it sweeps the floor and cuts you and Sera in half."

"You don't push," I said. "We force it to turn."

Across the arena, Jinx found her opening. The Warden had its back to her, its focus entirely on battering Brannoc. Jinx launched herself off a jagged piece of rubble, soaring through the superheated air. She landed squarely on the back of the golem's left leg, her daggers flashing in the dim light. She drove both blades directly into the heavily armored exhaust vent behind its knee.

A jet of high-pressure, scalding steam erupted from the wound.

The Warden let out a sound that was half mechanical screech, half metallic roar. It didn't stagger. It didn't fall.

It simply rotated its upper torso one hundred and eighty degrees without moving its legs, the rusted gears screaming in protest.

"Jinx, off!" I yelled.

She was already moving, kicking off the metal plating, but the Warden was terrifyingly fast. It brought its free, heavy iron hand down in a crushing backhand swat. Jinx contorted mid-air, barely avoiding a direct hit, but the backwash of the massive fist clipped her shoulder.

She was thrown backward, skipping across the stone floor like a skipped stone, rolling violently before crashing into the base of a pillar.

"Jinx!" Sera screamed.

"Sera, eyes on the text!" I snapped. "Don't look at her, look at the golem!"

I sprinted toward the center of the arena, drawing the crowbar. Jinx was groaning, pulling herself up with her right arm, her left arm hanging limply at her side. She was alive, but she was out of the primary rotation.

The Warden turned back to Brannoc. The vent on its leg was hissing violently, a continuous stream of white-hot steam bleeding into the air. It was leaking pressure.

"It's overcompensating!" Sera yelled from the back line. "Silas, the right leg is taking the entire load balance. It's shifting its center of gravity!"

The Warden didn't swing the chain this time. It gripped the iron tether with both hands, raised it high above its head, and brought it down in a devastating, vertical overhead smash.

"Brannoc, angle it!" I shouted.

Brannoc locked his boots, raised the shield, and canted the surface at a forty-five-degree angle.

The spiked ball descended like a meteor. It struck the angled shield with a concussive boom that sent a shockwave of displaced ash rolling across the floor. The angle worked—the wrecking ball deflected, skidding off the iron surface and smashing into the floor inches from Brannoc's foot, burying itself three feet deep into the solid basalt.

But the sheer weight of the blow was too much.

The golden dome of the Bulwark class shattered like spun glass. Brannoc's left knee buckled, slamming into the stone floor. A terrible, rending screech echoed across the arena as a foot-long crack split the center of his tower shield, right down the steel boss.

Brannoc spat a mouthful of blood onto the ash. He tried to stand, but his left arm was trembling violently, the muscles seizing under the impossible stress.

The Warden yanked on the chain. The spiked ball didn't come loose immediately; it was wedged in the shattered floor. The golem planted its feet, the steam venting fiercely from its back, and hauled on the tether with massive, mechanical leverage.

It had exactly three seconds before the chain came free.

Brannoc couldn't take another hit. His shield was compromised. His stance was broken.

I didn't think about it. I didn't weigh the odds. I was a porter. My job wasn't to slay the monster; my job was to make sure the load didn't crush the crew. I had spent twelve years watching the Cormorant Guild sacrifice pieces on the board to buy time. Vex would have let Brannoc take the fatal blow to create a five-second opening for a kill shot.

I wasn't Vex. I didn't spend my people.

I sprinted the remaining twenty yards, the heat searing the inside of my lungs.

"Brannoc, drop the shield!" I yelled.

"It's... mine," Brannoc grunted, refusing to let go of the cracked iron. He forced himself up a few inches, his boots sliding in the blood and ash.

I hit the ground sliding, driving myself right into his shadow. I didn't try to pull him away. I wedged myself beneath his braced arm, my shoulder pressing directly against the unyielding steel of his backplate. I jammed my boots into a fissure in the floor, locking my knees, and pushed upward with every ounce of leverage I possessed.

"I'm the load-bearing pillar," I gritted out, the heat radiating off Brannoc's armor burning my skin. "Hold the line. We hold it together."

[TALLY] Burden applied. The weight of a life held.

The text flashed in my peripheral vision, slate-gray and cold. I felt the familiar, heavy, suffocating pressure of my Burden stat pressing down on my spine. It wasn't physical weight; it was the metaphysical density of taking on a debt. I was holding Brannoc's life. I was carrying the consequence of his failure.

The Warden yanked a final time. The basalt floor erupted in a shower of stone splinters, and the spiked ball ripped free.

The golem raised the tether, preparing to swing horizontally and cut both Brannoc and me in half.

But it stopped.

The gears ground to a halt. The hissing steam pitched into a strange, rhythmic whine. The massive iron construct slowly lowered its weapon, the visor sweeping across the arena.

"Sera, what is it doing?" Jinx rasped from the sidelines, clutching her shoulder.

Sera was pale, her eyes tracking furiously. "Silas... Silas, it's auditing the field."

"Auditing?" Brannoc asked, his breathing ragged.

"It's a Warden," I said quietly, a cold realization pooling in my gut. I kept my shoulder pressed against Brannoc's back, maintaining the physical link. "It evaluates threats. In the Spire, threat isn't just about how hard you hit."

"It's about weight," Sera whispered, loud enough to carry in the sudden, eerie silence of the arena. "The deep text... it's shifting its targeting parameters. It's looking for the heaviest object on the floor."

In the first timeline, the heaviest object had been Coriolan Vex, heavily laden with rare artifacts and a Sovereign Blade class that reeked of authority. The Warden had focused on him, which was exactly what Vex wanted, allowing him to control the pace of the fight while his lackeys died.

But Vex wasn't here.

And the Tally, precise and humorless as ever, knew exactly what I was carrying. It knew about the twelve years of dead-man's knowledge. It knew about the accumulated guilt of a hundred dead porters. It knew about the vow I had made to see this climb done right.

I was a Revenant Porter. My class didn't rely on magic or armor.

What you carry, carries you.

I felt the Burden pressing down on me, heavy enough to crack stone.

The Warden's visor stopped sweeping. The glowing horizontal slit locked perfectly onto me.

"It sees the ledger," Sera yelled, genuine terror in her voice. "Silas, it's resetting aggro. It's assigning maximum priority to your Burden!"

The golem didn't roar. It didn't posture. It simply took a heavy, thunderous step forward, its entire chassis reorienting to face me. It ignored Brannoc completely. It ignored Jinx bleeding by the pillar.

"Brannoc," I said, my voice eerily calm. "Stay down."

I stepped out from behind his cracked shield. I stood in the open, the heat of the central kiln washing over me. I rolled my neck, feeling the joints pop. I tapped the heavy, taped end of my crowbar against my thigh.

"Come on, then," I murmured. "Let's see what the freight costs today."

The Warden charged.

It was terrifyingly fast, a runaway locomotive of iron and fire. It didn't swing the tether; it held the chain taut between its fists, using the spiked ball as a battering ram, intending to crush me flat beneath a localized avalanche of metal.

I didn't have a Bulwark's shield. I didn't have a Skitterling's dodge. I was a man in standard leather work-gear with a crowbar.

But I knew the exact dimensions of my own body, and I knew how to move under weight.

I waited until the iron behemoth was ten feet away, the heat of its furnace searing my eyebrows. Then, I dropped my center of gravity entirely, folding my knees and dropping flat to the floor in a slide.

The Warden blasted over me. The heat was a physical blow, blistering the back of my neck. Its massive iron boots hit the stone inches from my face, shattering the floor.

I scrambled up instantly, not looking back, sprinting toward the outer ring of pillars.

"It's turning!" Sera called out.

The golem skidded, massive sparks flying from its iron boots, and pivoted. It lashed out with the tether.

I dove sideways, rolling behind a thick column of basalt. The iron ball obliterated the stone where I had been standing a second before. Shrapnel peppered my back, stinging like a swarm of hornets, but nothing pierced the heavy leather of my coat.

"Keep it moving, Silas!" Brannoc yelled, finally managing to pull himself to his feet, his shield arm hanging uselessly. He drew a heavy mace with his right hand. "I'm coming in!"

"No!" I shouted, vaulting over a low wall of rubble as the chain swept horizontally, shearing off the top of the wall. "Stay out of the radius! You can't take the kinetic transfer!"

I was kiting it. I was doing exactly what Dain Harrow had done in my first life, but without the benefit of magical speed or a Sovereign's buffs. I was running entirely on adrenaline, dead-man's timing, and the stubborn refusal to die on Floor 20 again.

I ducked under another sweeping strike, the chain humming as it sliced the air above me. My lungs were burning, the hot ash coating my throat with every breath. I needed to slow it down. I needed to break its momentum.

"Jinx!" I yelled, throwing myself behind another pillar. The tether smashed into it, shaking the foundation and raining dust on my head. "The right leg! The joint is taking the load from the overcompensation. Can you hit it?"

Jinx pushed herself off the wall, her face pale beneath a layer of soot. "Left arm is numb. But my legs work."

"Hit the joint!"

I broke cover, running openly across the center of the arena. The Warden immediately tracked me. It vented a massive cloud of steam, building pressure for a devastating forward thrust.

Jinx burned her class ability. She became a gray blur, sweeping in from the blind side. She didn't jump this time; she slid across the floor, aiming directly for the massive, piston-driven right knee of the construct. She drove her remaining dagger straight into the gear housing.

A shower of sparks erupted. The blade jammed perfectly between two massive, rotating cogs.

The Warden let out a horrific screech of grinding metal. Its right leg locked entirely. The forward momentum of its charge violently conflicted with the seized joint. The behemoth staggered, pitching heavily to its right side, the iron plates groaning under the immense torque.

"It's vulnerable!" Sera screamed. "The deep text is flashing—core stability compromised!"

But the Tally is never entirely kind, and the Spire does not surrender its Wardens cheaply.

Instead of falling, the Warden used its massive weight to pivot entirely on the locked right leg. It spun, sweeping its left arm out in a desperate, wild arc.

Jinx was still on the floor, trying to wrench her dagger free.

The backhand swing caught her. It wasn't a direct hit, but the massive iron gauntlet clipped her side, sending her tumbling violently across the floor. She crashed into a narrow alcove formed by two leaning basalt pillars, effectively pinned in a dead end.

The Warden didn't look at me. The Tally logic shifted violently. A target attempting to disable its mobility was suddenly a higher threat than the heavy Burden running around the arena.

The iron giant righted itself with a shuddering heave, dragging its locked right leg. It turned its glowing visor toward the alcove where Jinx was struggling to sit up.

It raised the iron tether with both hands, winding up for a final, lethal overhead strike. There was nowhere for Jinx to dodge. She was boxed in.

"Silas!" Sera shrieked, her voice cracking. "The text—it's executing a lethal strike! Two seconds!"

Two seconds.

Brannoc was thirty yards away, limping, his shield broken.

Sera was a non-combatant, shivering by the door.

Jinx was trapped, her eyes wide, staring up at the descending mass of iron. In the first timeline, she had died on Floor 9, crushed beneath stone. The Spire was simply trying to balance the ledger. It was trying to collect the debt I had stolen.

Not today,* I thought, the deadpan mask cracking entirely. *Not my crew.

I gripped the taped handle of my crowbar. I felt the immense, accumulated weight of the Burden I had been carrying since we crossed the threshold. It wasn't just a stat. It was currency. It was the price of a Toll.

"Brannoc!" I roared, my voice tearing through the heat of the kiln. "Give me a step!"

Brannoc didn't hesitate. He didn't ask what I was planning. He saw me sprinting toward him, and he understood the geometry of the play. He dropped his mace, locked his hands together, and dropped his good knee to the floor, forming a perfect step.

The dead-man was off the clock. It was time to pay the bill.

* * *


Chapter 24: Breaking the Core

Silas Marr

Thirty yards. Two seconds. The math was impossible, and the Spire did not grade on a curve.

The heat of the kiln-arena pressed against my face like a physical wall, thick with the smell of scorched iron and ancient, powdered bone. Ahead of me, the iron giant—the Warden of the Twentieth Floor—was already bringing its tethered morningstar down in a terminal arc. Jinx was backed into the alcove, her small frame pressed hard against the unyielding black stone. Her daggers were useless. Her speed was negated. The geometry of the trap was absolute.

In my first life, she had died eleven floors ago, crushed beneath the grinding gears of the Sifting Hall. The timeline had rotted since I pulled her out of that mechanism. The Spire knew a debt had been stolen, and for eleven floors it had been trying to balance the ledger. It wanted her dead.

Not today. Not on my watch. Not my crew.

I sprinted.

I didn't drop my pack. The sixty pounds of rope, pitons, medical supplies, and iron rations strapped to my back were not a hindrance. They were the engine.

"Brannoc!" I roared, the syllables tearing my throat. "Give me a step!"

My boots hammered the uneven stone, kicking up sparks and ash. I felt the left knee—the one Liss Merrow would shatter seven years from now in a life that no longer existed—grinding with the sudden, violent torque, but it held. It was silent. It was young.

Brannoc Tull didn't ask questions. He was a veteran of the shield-line, drummed out of the Cormorant Guild for refusing a bad order, a man who spoke slowly and moved like continental drift. He saw me coming. He saw the Warden winding up. He calculated the trajectory in the space of a heartbeat.

He dropped his shattered tower shield. It clattered against the flagstones, useless scrap. He dropped to his good knee, interlaced his thick, heavily callused fingers together, and locked his arms straight out, creating a makeshift stirrup hovering eighteen inches off the floor.

Fifteen yards. Ten.

The Warden's tether reached the apex of its swing.

"The text—it's executing a lethal strike!" Sera's voice was a high, thin wire of panic from the heavy doors. "Central chest plate, Silas! The furnace core! The script is thin there!"

Five yards.

I didn't slow down. I gripped my taped steel crowbar in both hands, my crooked left ring finger screaming as I locked my grip into a vice. The tape dug into my palms.

I hit Brannoc's hands with my right boot.

All my forward momentum, the sixty pounds of my pack, the hundred and eighty pounds of my body, drove down into his interlaced fingers. Brannoc grunted, a short, explosive exhalation of air, his massive shoulders taking the kinetic shock. He heaved upward, a perfectly timed surge of brute strength.

I launched into the air.

[TALLY] Burden 24. One Toll available.

The slate-gray text hovered in my peripheral vision, indifferent to the heat, the noise, the impending death of my scout. I felt the immense, suffocating weight of the Burden I had accumulated since the first floor. It wasn't just the physical gear. It was the weight of leading this crew. It was the crushing reality of knowing exactly how they could all die, and the sheer, exhausting effort of standing between them and the dark.

I didn't hold it back. I spent it all.

Strike,* I thought, aiming the intent directly into the Tally's audit. *Pay the bill.

[TALLY] Burden 24 → 0. Toll Expended.

The transaction was instantaneous. The sheer, metaphysical mass of twenty-four points of Burden evaporated from my soul and rushed down my arms, down the handle of the crowbar, condensing into the forged steel tip. For a fraction of a second, the crowbar felt heavier than a mountain. My shoulder joints popped, threatening to dislocate under the sudden, impossible density of the weapon.

I was ten feet in the air, level with the Warden's glowing, horned visor.

The iron giant didn't look at me. Its programming was locked onto Jinx. The tether was already descending.

I twisted my core, bringing the crowbar back, and swung with everything I had. I didn't aim for the head. I aimed for the glowing seam in the central chest plate, right where Sera's Annotator sight had found the flaw in the deep text.

The steel tip of the crowbar struck the iron plate.

There was no ringing clash of metal. There was only a concussive shockwave, a deafening crack like a thunderbolt striking a bell inside a sealed vault.

The kinetic transfer was absolute. The crowbar violently bent backward, the steel screaming as it deformed, nearly snapping my wrists. The taped grip tore free, leaving deep friction burns across my palms. My left ring finger flared with white-hot agony.

But the strike held. The Toll was paid.

The Warden's chest plate crumpled inward. The dense, layered iron armor shattered like cheap glass. The crowbar punched through the plating and buried itself deep into the roaring, elemental furnace of the golem's core.

For a single, suspended moment, everything stopped. The giant's arms locked in place. The massive morningstar halted inches above Jinx's wide, terrified eyes.

Then the core detonated.

A blast of blue-white fire and scalding steam erupted from the Warden's chest. The concussive force hit me mid-air, throwing me backward like a ragdoll.

I hit the stone floor hard, tucking my chin to my chest out of pure reflex. The sixty-pound pack took the brunt of the impact, saving my spine, but the air was still driven from my lungs in a violent rush. I rolled twice, skidding across the grit and ash, until my boots slammed into a heavy stone pillar.

I lay there for a second, staring up at the vaulted ceiling of the kiln, gasping for breath that wouldn't come. My chest spasmed. My vision swam with gray spots.

Across the arena, the Warden let out a sound like a dying locomotive. The iron joints seized. The glowing light behind its visor flickered, dimmed, and went entirely dark.

Gravity reclaimed the colossal machine. It toppled backward, its locked knee buckling under the dead weight, and hit the floor with a crash that rattled the fillings in my teeth. Dust billowed out in a massive, choking cloud.

Silence descended on the Twentieth Floor, heavy and absolute, broken only by the hiss of escaping steam and the ragged, shallow sound of my own breathing.

I forced myself up onto my elbows. Every muscle fiber in my arms felt like it had been shredded and glued back together with hot sand. My left hand was trembling violently, the crooked finger locked in a claw. I ignored it. I blinked the sweat and soot out of my hazel eyes and searched the dust cloud.

"Jinx," I croaked. It came out as a whisper. I swallowed dryly and tried again. "Jinx. Sound off."

For three long seconds, there was nothing.

Then, a cough. Small, wet, and thoroughly miserable.

"I'm keeping the morningstar," a voice rasped from the alcove. "It fell on my foot. I claim salvage rights."

I let my head drop back against the stone, a short, humorless bark of laughter escaping my chest. It hurt to laugh. "It weighs four hundred pounds, Ivy."

"I'll drag it," she shot back, stepping out of the settling dust.

She looked like hell. Her leather armor was scored with glancing burns, her face was covered in a thick layer of soot, and her left arm was clamped tightly against her ribs. But she was standing. She was breathing. The timeline had tried to correct the error of her survival, and it had failed.

I sat up properly, unbuckling the chest strap of my pack to let my lungs expand. I looked to my right.

Brannoc was still on one knee. He was looking down at his hands. They were covered in my boot prints, the skin split across the knuckles where the force of my launch had driven them against the stone. Blood was welling up, thick and dark, dripping onto the floor.

I pushed myself to my feet. My legs felt like lead, but the deep, grinding ache in my left knee—the phantom pain of a future that hadn't happened yet—was blessedly absent. I was twenty-two again. The body could take the abuse.

I unslung my pack, letting it drop to the floor with a heavy thud, and walked over to Brannoc. I knelt beside him.

"You stepped on my hands," he said slowly, his deep voice devoid of accusation. It was merely a statement of fact.

"You offered them," I replied, opening the top flap of my pack and pulling out the waxed canvas medical roll.

"I did." Brannoc slowly unclasped his fingers, wincing as the torn skin stretched. He looked at the ruined heap of the Warden. "You hit that thing with a crowbar."

"It was a heavy crowbar."

"It's a bent piece of scrap now," Brannoc noted, nodding toward where the steel bar lay half-melted in the ruin of the golem's chest.

"Cost of doing business." I pulled a tin of bitter-root salve and a roll of clean linen from the kit. "Let me see them."

Brannoc held out his massive, bloody hands. I went to work, my movements mechanical and precise, honed by twelve years of patching up elite climbers who thought themselves invincible. I cleaned the grit out of the cuts, applied a generous layer of the salve to numb the pain and stave off the Spire's ambient rot, and wrapped the linen tight.

"Your knee?" I asked, tying off the bandage.

"Bruised. Nothing broken," Brannoc said, testing the joint as he stood. He picked up the shattered remains of his shield. The heavy steel banding was sheared clean in two. He sighed, a low rumble in his chest. "I liked this shield."

"We'll find you a better one in the Gallery," I promised, standing up to meet his eye. "Good hold, Brannoc."

He nodded once, slowly. That was all the acknowledgment needed. In the Spire, crew banter was just a way to say I was scared. Acknowledging a good hold meant you kept us alive.

Sera emerged from the shadows by the heavy entrance doors. She looked exhausted, her face pale, a fine layer of chalk dust coating her fingers where she had been rapidly transcribing the golem's attack patterns on the floor. Her Annotator class didn't give her combat stats, but it let her see the Spire's deep text, the underlying code of the floors. Reading it while it was in motion took a massive toll on her nervous system.

"You broke it," Sera said, her voice filled with a mixture of awe and profound exhaustion. She walked over to the cooling corpse of the Warden, keeping a safe distance from the venting steam. "The text... it didn't just register damage, Silas. When you hit the core, the command script literally shattered. I saw the syntax break apart."

She turned to look at me, her sharp, intelligent eyes scanning me up and down. "You didn't use a standard kinetic skill. I couldn't see the text of what you did. It was hidden."

"Packmule trick," I said deadpan, returning my medical roll to the pack. "Put your back into it."

Sera narrowed her eyes, clearly not buying a word of it. She was too smart by half, the academy outcast whose thesis on the Tally's debt-grammar had gotten her expelled. She knew my class wasn't PACKMULE. She had suspected it since Floor 5. But she also knew not to press it while we were still bleeding on a boss floor.

"Whatever it was," Sera said, pulling a leather-bound journal from her satchel and beginning to sketch the golem's shattered chest plate, "it zeroed out the room's hostility parameters. The floor is clear."

As if on cue, the heavy, suffocating atmosphere of the kiln began to lift. The ambient heat rapidly dissipated, drawn upward into the high vents of the ceiling. The red, angry glow of the floor runes faded to a dull, inert gray.

And then, the Spire paid out.

With a sound like grinding stone, a section of the far wall began to retract. Dust poured from the ceiling as a massive alcove revealed itself. Inside sat a stone dais, and upon it, the spoils of the Twentieth Floor.

At the same time, the slate-gray text of the Tally erupted across my vision. It wasn't the usual single-line notification. It was a solid block of text, heavy and permanent.

[TALLY] FLOOR 20: KILN-WARDEN DEFEATED. [TALLY] Milestone Reached: Foothalls Cleared. [TALLY] Class: REVENANT PORTER. [TALLY] Burden Capacity Expanded. [TALLY] Toll expended: Kinetic Transfer (Catastrophic). [TALLY] Ledger Expansion: Vitiated Contracts unlocked. [TALLY] You have carried the weight of the dead. [TALLY] You have carried the weight of the living. [TALLY] The Red Gallery awaits the toll of your passing.

I read the text twice, committing the exact phrasing to memory, before waving it away.

Vitiated Contracts.

I pulled my physical ledger from the inner pocket of my coat. The leather binding was worn smooth from years of handling. In my first life, it had just been a habit, a way to keep track of the gear I issued to Vex's crew and the debts they accumulated and ignored. Now, the Tally enforced it.

I flipped to the back pages. A new section had inscribed itself on the parchment, the ink looking fresh and wet, though I hadn't written it.

Vitiated Contracts. The phrase meant a contract made invalid, corrupted, or voided. The Tally was giving me a mechanism to interact with debts that had been broken or denied. It was a tool, and knowing the people ahead of us in the Spire, I was going to need it.

Coriolan Vex, the Guildmaster of the Cormorant, was currently somewhere in the Red Gallery. He and his elite team, the Crownbearers, had crossed the Gate of Twenty days ago. In my previous life, I had hauled his gear for twelve years, right up until the ninety-ninth floor, where he had found my life 'entirely affordable' to spend for a clear path to the summit.

He didn't know me in this timeline. We had passed each other at the Gate, years early. He had looked right through me, unable to place why the random twenty-two-year-old porter stared at him like a collection agent.

He would find out soon enough. The bill was coming due.

I snapped the ledger shut and tucked it away.

"Let's see what we bled for," I said, walking toward the dais.

The crew gathered around. Despite the bruises, the burns, and the exhaustion, the atmosphere shifted. The oppressive fear of the kiln was replaced by the mercenary anticipation that drove every climber in the Spire.

On the dais lay three items, resting on a bed of dark velvet that seemed entirely out of place in the industrial grime of the floor.

The first was a spherical object, about the size of a melon, pulsing with a faint, warm orange light.

"The Warden's Heart," Sera breathed, leaning in close, her eyes reflecting the glow. "A pristine core. The Artificers Guild in Rookmark would pay a year's wages for this just to study the thermal loops."

"We're not selling it," Brannoc said softly. "That's forge-fuel. A good smith could use that to temper Spire-iron without it turning brittle."

I nodded. "It goes in the pack. We'll find a smith in the Gallery."

I picked up the core. It was surprisingly heavy, dense as lead, but warm to the touch. I wrapped it carefully in a spare canvas sack and stowed it in the center of my pack, burying it under the coiled rope to protect it from impacts.

The second item was a massive, rectangular slab of dark metal, slightly curved and etched with geometric patterns.

Brannoc let out a low whistle. He reached out and ran his bandaged fingers over the cold metal. "Slag-iron plating. High carbon, Spire-forged. Unbreakable under standard loads."

"Looks like a shield-face to me," I noted.

"It's heavy," Brannoc warned. "Eighty pounds, at least. I'll need a frame for it before I can wield it."

"I can carry it until we camp," I offered.

Brannoc looked at me, then at my pack, then at my sweating brow. "You are already carrying sixty pounds of gear, Silas. You just hit a golem so hard you bent steel. You are not strapping eighty pounds of raw iron to your back."

"I'm the porter. You're the shield. Without a shield, you can't block. Without you blocking, I can't port. The math is simple."

"The math is stupid," Jinx chimed in, leaning heavily against the dais. She poked the third item on the velvet. "Besides, I want to know what this is."

It was a cylindrical tube made of polished bone, capped at both ends with brass. It looked fragile, almost delicate.

Sera reached for it, her fingers trembling slightly. She twisted the brass cap. With a soft hiss of breaking a vacuum seal, the cap came away. She tilted the tube, and a roll of thick, vellum parchment slid into her hand.

She unrolled it, her Annotator sight flaring as she read the dense, tiny script covering the page.

"It's a topography map," Sera whispered, her eyes wide. "The Red Gallery. Floors twenty-one through thirty. It details the primary routes, the static traps, and... oh my gods."

"What?" Jinx asked, craning her neck to see.

"It marks the spawn cycles for the Glass Hounds on Floor twenty-four," Sera said, looking up at us. "Silas... this is incredible. Information like this, verified by the Spire's own text? Crews spend years mapping these floors and dying for it."

I kept my face perfectly still. I already knew the spawn cycles for the Glass Hounds. I knew the routes. I had twelve years of dead-man's knowledge in my head. But my knowledge was rotting. It was decaying with every divergence we caused. A Spire-verified map, however, didn't decay. It was hard data.

"Good find," I said dryly. "Roll it up. Keep it safe."

Sera nodded, carefully returning the vellum to the bone tube and sealing it tight. She placed it securely in her satchel.

"Alright," I said, turning back to the heavy slag-iron plate. I pulled a length of leather strapping from my pocket. "Let's rig this up."

Brannoc sighed heavily, but didn't argue further. He helped me thread the straps through the pre-drilled holes in the iron plate, lashing it securely to the external frame of my pack. When I hoisted the pack onto my back, the sheer weight of it drove me down an inch. The straps bit savagely into my collarbones.

[TALLY] Burden 0 → 4.

The weight registered. The Tally acknowledged the intent. I wasn't just carrying loot; I was carrying the literal survival of my shield-man. The Burden began to accumulate again.

I adjusted the straps, centering the load. "Everyone breathe. We're moving out."

"Moving out where?" Jinx asked, gesturing to the empty arena. "We killed the boss. Where's the door?"

I didn't answer. I just looked toward the far end of the kiln, beyond the ruined golem.

Slowly, accompanied by the deep, grinding groan of stone grinding against stone, the floor itself began to shift. A massive section of the back wall split down the middle and folded outward, revealing a dark, yawning archway.

Beyond the archway, a grand staircase spiraled upward into the gloom. The stone of the stairs was not the black basalt of the Foothalls. It was a deep, polished crimson, veins of darker red running through it like coagulated blood.

The air drifting down from the staircase smelled different. Gone was the dust and ash of the kiln. The new air smelled of ozone, old copper, and something sharp and chemical that burned the back of the throat.

The Red Gallery. Floors twenty-one through forty-five.

"Well," Jinx muttered, wiping a streak of soot off her cheek, leaving a smear of clean, pale skin. "That looks inviting."

"Check your gear," I ordered, my voice steady, betraying none of the ghosts screaming in my memory. "Water skins full. Weapons secured. Sera, stay in the center. Brannoc, you take the rear until we get a handle on that shield face. Jinx, you're on point. Ten paces ahead, no further. Watch the ceiling."

The crew fell into line. There was no hesitation, no questioning the orders. We had bled together, and we had survived. We were a functioning unit now, forged in the heat of the kiln.

I took a final look around the Twentieth Floor. The dust was settling completely over the shattered remains of the Warden. We had beaten the count. We had broken the floor.

I felt the dull, throbbing ache in my crooked left finger, the raw friction burns on my palms, and the crushing weight of the pack on my shoulders. I felt alive.

"Let's go," I said, stepping onto the crimson stairs.

The door to the Foothalls ground shut behind us, sealing us in the dark. The climb continued.

* * *


Chapter 25: The Spoils of the Foothalls

Silas Marr

The basalt door ground shut behind us with the finality of a tomb being sealed.

The sound was a deep, resonating scrape of stone on stone, vibrating up through the soles of my boots and settling in my teeth. When the latch finally caught—a heavy, mechanical thud that echoed into the dark above—the ambient heat of the twentieth floor was severed instantly.

The kiln was gone. The Foothalls were behind us.

I stood on the first landing of the crimson stairs, my left hand gripping the taped steel of my crowbar. The air here was entirely wrong for the Spire we had just climbed. Gone was the choking dust, the dry ash, the smell of pulverized rock and ancient, baked clay. The air drafting down from the spiraling gallery above smelled of ozone, old copper, and a sharp, metallic chemical tang that pricked the back of the throat. It smelled like the air right before a lightning strike, trapped indoors for a century.

"Well," Jinx muttered, her voice hoarse. She wiped a streak of soot off her cheek, leaving a smear of clean, pale skin against a canvas of grime. "That looks inviting."

"Sit down," I said.

My voice was a flat, rasping thing. I didn't wait to see if she obeyed. I turned my back to the sheer crimson wall, hooked my thumbs under the heavy leather straps of my pack, and let the eighty pounds of gear slide down my shoulders. The pack hit the stone with a dull, heavy thud.

The sudden absence of weight was a physical shock. My spine decompressed, protesting the sudden change. I rolled my shoulders, feeling the raw friction burns where the canvas had eaten through my tunic over the last three hours of combat. I flexed my hands. The palms were rope-scarred and blistered, though the calluses were still the softer, less established leather of a twenty-two-year-old's hands, not the hardened horn they had been at thirty-four.

My left ring finger throbbed. The crooked break from the tavern brawl three years ago always ached when the temperature dropped, and the Red Gallery's draft was freezing the sweat to my skin. I ignored it. I ignored the phantom ache in my left knee—a knee that was perfectly silent in this body, a knee that wouldn't be shattered by Liss Merrow for another seven years.

"Check your gear," I ordered, dropping to a crouch beside my pack. "Water skins first. Then we bleed. Sera, stay in the center. Brannoc, give me your shield arm. Jinx, sit still before you fall over."

The crew collapsed. There was no argument, no banter yet. The adrenaline was draining out of us, leaving the hollow, trembling exhaustion that followed a threshold fight.

We had broken the Gate of Twenty. We had beaten the Warden of the Kiln.

In my first life, Vex’s crew had lost two men to the Warden’s sweeping ash-blades. I had carried their bodies out, hauling dead weight because Vex insisted on burying his own. This time, I hadn't lost anyone. But the margin had been razor-thin, and the timeline was rotting faster than I could track. My dead-man's knowledge was fraying at the edges. The Warden had swung wide where I remembered it swinging tight. It had flared the furnace vents three seconds earlier than the old Count dictated.

Because we were fighting it differently. Because my presence here, leading a crew instead of hauling a tarp behind one, was a pebble thrown into the Spire’s gears.

Brannoc Tull unstrapped the splintered remains of his tower shield and let the ruined oak and iron clatter to the crimson stone. The big man slumped against the wall, his breath coming in slow, heavy hitches. His Class, BULWARK, meant his body took the structural stress his shield couldn't. His left forearm was a canvas of purple and black bruising, swelling visibly.

"Nothing broken," Brannoc rumbled, his slow voice steady. He prodded the swelling with a thick thumb. "Muscle deep. The shockwave bypassed the wood."

"Keep it elevated," I said, pulling my medical kit from the top flap of the pack. I tossed him a small tin of arnica salve. "Slather it. Don't wrap it yet, let it breathe."

I moved to Jinx. The SKITTERLING was huddled on the stairs, her knees pulled to her chest, her fingers twitching. In my first life, she had died on Floor 9, crushed in the Sifting Hall. I had pulled her out of the trap in this timeline, a deliberate divergence. Now, looking at her shivering on the twenty-first floor, breathing the copper-scented air, I felt the cold, hard knot of the Tally in my chest loosen slightly. She was alive. The rot of my foresight was worth it.

"Let me see the arm, Ivy," I said softly.

She flinched at the use of her real name, then extended her right arm. The sleeve of her leather armor was scorched away. Beneath it, the skin of her forearm was angry red and blistering from where the Warden's furnace-vent had caught her during a dodge.

"It hurts," she whispered, the bravado completely stripped away by the adrenaline crash.

"It's supposed to," I said, my tone even. I uncorked a water skin. "I need to wash the ash out. It's going to sting."

"Do it."

I poured the lukewarm, stale water over the burn. Jinx hissed, her jaw locking, but she didn't pull away. I worked quickly with a clean piece of linen, wiping away the caustic kiln-dust without breaking the blisters. When it was clean, I applied a thick layer of burn paste—smelling heavily of mint and rendered fat—and wrapped it loosely in clean cotton.

"Keep it dry," I told her, tying off the bandage. "Don't pick at the edges."

"I never pick at things," she lied, forcing a weak grin.

"Right." I turned my attention to Sera.

Sera Quill was seated on a flat stretch of basalt a few steps up, her staff resting across her lap. She wasn't injured. Her breathing was under control. But her eyes were dilated, entirely blown out, staring at the empty space above my head.

Her class, ANNOTATOR, allowed her to read the deep text of the Tally—the foundational grammar of the Spire's ledger-spirit. Right now, her mind was being flooded.

"Sera," I said, snapping my fingers in front of her face. "Eyes on me."

She blinked, the focus returning slowly. "Silas. The text... it's torrential. The Spire is re-evaluating the debt architecture of the Foothalls. We didn't just clear it, we routed it. The Tally is practically singing."

"Let it sing on its own time," I said. "Drink some water."

I handed her my skin. She took it, drinking deeply.

As if waiting for her to finish, the air in the stairwell dropped ten degrees. The dim light of our lanterns seemed to flicker and gray out.

The Tally arrived.

It didn't appear in the air like an illusion. It simply existed in our field of vision, slate-gray script etched into the back of the eyes, undeniable and exact.

[TALLY] Threshold crossed. The Gate of Twenty is broken. [TALLY] The Foothalls (B1) are sealed. [TALLY] Count recognized. Four survivors. [TALLY] Disbursing remnants.

A heavy, metallic thud echoed from the landing above us. Then another. And another.

"Loot," Jinx breathed, her eyes lighting up, the pain in her arm momentarily forgotten. The kleptomaniac fingers twitched.

"Wait," I commanded, holding up a hand. "I clear the drops. Nobody touches anything until I weigh it."

I stood up, my knees popping in the quiet stairwell. I walked past Sera, up five steps to the wide landing where the crimson stone flattened out before spiraling higher.

The Spire didn't drop neat wooden chests. It didn't leave glowing motes of magic. The Tally dealt in remnants—physical, heavy, undeniable proof of a debt paid by the floor's inhabitants.

Resting on the stone were three items.

The first was a massive, jagged chunk of metal, about the size of a human head. It was the Warden's core. I crouched next to it, pulling a rag from my pocket to grip it. It was still radiating residual heat. Ash-iron. Incredibly dense, virtually unbreakable once cooled. It was the premier forging material for Tier 3 armor plating.

I hefted it. Fourteen pounds. It was an awkward shape, sharp edges threatening to tear canvas. I would have to wrap it in my spare cloak and pack it low, near the lumbar support, to keep the center of gravity stable.

The second item was a length of chain, perhaps six feet long. The links were a dull, matte black, but they felt slick to the touch, almost oily. A Binder's Chain. Sera could use it as a focus, or Brannoc could use it to anchor a shield-wall.

Five pounds.

The third item was a small, velvet-wrapped bundle. I peeled the velvet back. Inside was a perfect, unblemished prism of hardened kiln-glass, roughly the size of a fist. A heat-sink core. It could absorb and store ambient thermal energy.

One pound.

"Twenty pounds of salvage," I called down to the crew. "High density. Ash-iron core, Binder's chain, heat-sink prism. Good haul."

"Any coin?" Jinx asked, craning her neck.

"The Spire doesn't mint money, Jinx. You know that. We sell the iron to the Guild quarter when we get back down, or we trade it at the midway markets." I carefully wrapped the prism back in its velvet.

I carried the items down to my pack. I didn't just shove them in. Packing is an architecture. I pulled out my fifty feet of static line, my climbing pitons, and my spare lantern oil. I laid the heavy ash-iron core in the bottom of the canvas sack, swaddled tightly in my heavy woolen cloak so the jagged edges wouldn't abrade the pack's lining. I placed the chain in the center, coiling it tight so it wouldn't shift and throw off my balance during a jump. The glass prism went in a side pouch, wrapped in spare bandages.

Then I repacked the rope, the pitons, and the oil. I tightened the compression straps, locking the weight into a single, unshifting mass.

Eighty pounds became one hundred.

I gripped the top handle of the pack and lifted it, testing the heft. The weight was a solid, undeniable fact. It pulled at my shoulders, demanding effort, demanding sweat.

It felt perfect.

As I settled the pack back against the wall, the slate-gray text flared behind my eyes again.

[TALLY] Load recognized. Intent verified.

The text cascading in my vision shifted, isolating me from the others. This was a private audit. The Tally was auditing my class. I stood perfectly still, letting the ledger-spirit read the weight of the iron in my pack and the weight of the three lives sitting on the stairs behind me.

Sandbagging didn't count. Carrying rocks for the sake of getting stronger yielded nothing. The Tally only rewarded Burden when the weight mattered. I was carrying the spoils of a threshold boss to fund my crew's survival, and I was carrying the knowledge of a timeline that ended with my murder. It was genuine. It was load-bearing.

The slate lines locked into place.

[TALLY] SILAS MARR [TALLY] Class: REVENANT PORTER (Hidden). [TALLY] Burden 38 -> 45. [TALLY] Milestone Reached: Gate of Twenty Cleared. [TALLY] Two Tolls available. [TALLY] Ledger Capacity: Expanded. [TALLY] Sub-Ledger: Guild-tier debts may now be struck. [TALLY] Active Debts Owed: 3. [TALLY] Active Debts Owned: Coriolan Vex (Life). [TALLY] Passive: Dead-man’s Grip (Weight anchors the bearer against displacement). [TALLY] Next Threshold: Floor 45 (The Red Gallery Apex). [TALLY] What you carry, carries you.

I exhaled slowly, the breath whistling slightly through my teeth.

Burden forty-five. It was a massive jump. The ash-iron core was heavy, but the true weight the Tally was acknowledging was the milestone. Bringing a crew of cast-offs through the Foothalls with zero casualties.

Two Tolls available. I had spent one to shatter the Warden's kneecap, throwing its swing wide. I had earned it back and then some. A Toll let me spend Burden for a single, physics-defying act of carrying or holding. It was my only combat trick, and it was entirely dependent on me keeping the weight high.

But the real prize was the Ledger Capacity. Guild-tier debts may now be struck.

Until now, the Tally only let me enforce debts against individuals. A man owes me a favor, the Tally ensures he pays it or suffers the weight of the default. But now, I could hold a Guild accountable. I could hold the Cormorant accountable.

I looked at the line: Active Debts Owned: Coriolan Vex (Life).

Vex.

Twelve years I had carried for that man in my first life. I knew his pack weight. I knew how he liked his coffee boiled over a smokeless fire. I knew how his Sovereign Blade class required him to keep his footing perfectly level, so I always cleared the rubble from his strike zones. And I knew exactly how his voice sounded when he told Dain Harrow to cut my safety line on Floor 99 because my broken ribs were slowing the summit push.

“An affordable loss,” Vex had said.

My crooked finger throbbed again. I pushed the memory down, locking it in the dark where it belonged. We were on Floor 21. Vex was miles above us, years ahead of us in power. But the debt was recorded. The Tally never forgets an unpaid bill.

"You're staring at the wall, Silas," Sera said softly from her perch. She was leaning on her staff, her eyes narrowed, studying me. "Your text. It was heavy, wasn't it? The grammar was... dense."

"Standard Packmule progression," I lied smoothly. "Increased carry weight limit. Better stamina routing."

Sera tilted her head. "I'm an Annotator, Silas. I can't read your specific lines, but I can read the margins. Your margins don't look like a Packmule's. They look like a ledger."

"A porter is a walking ledger," I deflected, turning to check Brannoc's arm again. "We measure pounds, miles, and rations. It's all numbers. How's the swelling, big man?"

Brannoc grunted, flexing his thick fingers. "Tight. But it'll hold a new board, once we find wood."

"Good." I tossed a ration bar to Jinx, who caught it with her unburned hand. "Eat. Drink. We rest here for twenty minutes, then we push up the stairs. The Red Gallery safe zone should be at the top of this flight. It’s a transition floor. No spawns, just waystations."

"Real beds?" Jinx asked, her mouth full of dry oats and honey.

"Stone slabs," I corrected. "But no ash, and no heat. And water that doesn't taste like it was boiled in a dirty boot."

"Luxury," she quipped, a genuine smile finally cracking through the soot on her face.

The crew settled into a companionable silence, the kind earned only through shared violence. The only sounds were the slow chewing of rations, the rustle of bandages, and the distant, moaning draft of the Spire winding its way down the crimson staircase.

I took out my paper ledger—a small, leather-bound book I kept in my breast pocket. I uncapped a charcoal pencil and began writing. I didn't need to write the Tally's numbers down; they were burned into my retinas. I wrote down the physical facts.

*Floor 20 cleared. Warden defeated. *Casualties: None. *Injuries: Brannoc (contusion, left arm), Jinx (second-degree burn, right forearm). *Loot: Ash-iron (14lb), Binder chain (5lb), Heat-sink (1lb). *Current Pack Weight: 100lbs.

Writing it out grounded me. In my first life, I had kept a ledger because Vex demanded perfect accounting of guild property. Now, I kept it because it was the only thing anchoring me to the reality of this second chance. The Tally was magic; the paper was real.

I closed the book and slipped it back into my pocket.

"Time," I said quietly.

It had only been fifteen minutes, but the chill of the copper-scented air was starting to seep into our sweat-soaked clothes. If we sat much longer, the muscles would lock up, and getting moving again would cost more energy than the rest restored.

Brannoc was up first, moving with the slow, deliberate momentum of a boulder. He retrieved the iron boss of his shattered shield, leaving the splintered wood behind, and hooked it to his belt. Sera used her staff to pull herself up, shaking out the stiffness in her legs.

I walked over to Jinx and offered her my right hand. She looked at it, then at my face, before gripping my forearm. I hauled her up in one smooth motion. She was light. Too light. I'd need to force extra rations down her throat at the safe zone.

"Pack it up," I said, turning to my own gear.

I crouched, sliding my arms through the heavy leather straps. I leaned forward, letting the weight settle onto my hips, then drove upward with my legs. The hundred pounds of gear settled into place. The straps dug into the raw burns on my shoulders, a sharp, familiar pain that let me know I was working.

"Form up," I ordered. "Jinx, you're off point until that arm heals. Sera, take the front. Keep your lantern high. Brannoc, you're behind me. We take the stairs slow. The Red Gallery steps are uneven—crimson basalt shears differently than the black stone. Watch your footing."

We began the climb.

The staircase was a massive, sweeping spiral carved directly into the outer wall of the Spire. To our left was the smooth, coagulated-blood-red wall. To our right was a sheer drop into the central shaft of the tower, descending down into the darkness of the Foothalls.

The higher we climbed, the stronger the smell of ozone became. The air felt charged, making the hairs on my arms stand on end. The Red Gallery was infamous for its electrostatic traps and the Glass Hounds that roamed its corridors. I knew the spawn cycles. I knew the safe paths. But after the variations on Floor 20, I knew I couldn't trust my memory blindly anymore. I had to rely on the weight on my back, the crew behind me, and the raw mechanics of the climb.

We walked in rhythm. The soft scuff of leather boots on stone, the clink of metal gear, the rhythmic tapping of Sera's staff. It was a porter's lullaby. For thirty minutes, we ascended the spiral, the only light coming from our brass lanterns casting long, swinging shadows against the curved red wall.

Finally, the stairs began to level out.

The tight curve of the wall opened up into a massive, cavernous hall. The ceiling was lost in the gloom above, but the floor was perfectly flat, polished crimson stone. Along the walls were shallow alcoves—the stone slabs I had promised Jinx. A waystation. Floor 21.

A safe zone.

"We made it," Jinx whispered from behind me, the relief palpable in her voice.

I stepped fully onto the landing, swinging my lantern in a slow arc to check the corners. The light caught the far end of the hall, illuminating the base of the next set of stairs leading to Floor 22.

And it caught something else.

Footsteps.

They weren't the heavy, dragging steps of Spire-born monsters, nor the cautious, synchronized tread of a struggling crew. These were confident, crisp strides. Heels striking stone with authority.

Coming down the stairs from Floor 22.

I raised a hand, signaling a hard halt. Brannoc stopped instantly behind me. Sera froze.

"Company," I murmured, my voice barely audible over the draft. I reached back, my hand resting on the taped grip of my crowbar.

Four figures descended into the light of our lanterns.

They were impeccably dressed. No soot. No blood. Their armor was polished steel and dark leather, expertly tailored. They carried themselves with the relaxed arrogance of predators walking through a pen of sheep. They were scouts, moving between the safe zones, likely charting the lower floors while their main element pushed higher.

They wore deep blue cloaks, clasped at the shoulder with silver pins shaped like a diving bird.

The Cormorant Guild.

My breath caught in my throat. I felt a cold, jagged spike of adrenaline punch through the exhaustion.

The man leading them stepped off the final stair onto the landing. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with perfectly groomed blond hair and piercing blue eyes. He moved with a lazy, liquid grace, an unsheathed rapier resting casually over his right shoulder.

It was Coriolan Vex.

He was younger than I remembered him. At thirty-eight, he was in his physical prime, radiating charismatic authority. He didn't have the faint scar over his left eyebrow yet—I knew exactly which Spire-beast on Floor 72 would give it to him.

Vex stopped, spotting us. A polite, predatory smile touched the corners of his mouth. He looked at Brannoc's bruised arm, Jinx's bandaged burns, and my soot-stained canvas pack. He looked at us the way a merchant looks at cheap, unrefined ore.

"Well now," Vex said, his voice a rich, perfectly modulated baritone that echoed off the crimson walls. "It seems we have some fresh climbers stepping out of the Foothalls. Victorious, by the look of it."

He stepped forward, closing the distance, his eyes sweeping over my crew. He was scouting. Looking for cheap talent to absorb into the Cormorant machinery.

Then his eyes locked onto mine.

For a fraction of a second, his smile faltered. His brow furrowed, a flicker of confusion passing over his flawless face. He didn't know me. In this timeline, I had never carried his gear. I had never brewed his coffee. I had never died on his orders.

But as I stared back into the face of the man who had murdered me, the Tally flared so brightly behind my eyes it nearly blinded me. The hundred pounds of gear on my back felt like nothing compared to the sudden, crushing weight of the debt recorded in the ledger.

Vex stopped a few paces away. "Have we met, Porter?"

I tightened my grip on the crowbar.

"No," I said, my voice deadpan, hollow, and perfectly cold. "Not yet."

* * *


Chapter 26: Unwanted Attention

Silas Marr

The words hung in the stale, blood-scented air of the twenty-first floor’s threshold.

"Not yet."

Coriolan Vex did not blink. His smile didn't crack, but it froze, the polite warmth leeching out of it like heat from a dying hearth. He was thirty-eight in this timeline, still in his physical prime, a Sovereign Blade whose armor gleamed with an expensive, unnatural polish. He didn't have the faint, jagged scar over his left eyebrow yet. I knew exactly which glass-hound spawn cycle on Floor 72 would give it to him, just as I knew the exact pitch his voice would take when the beast tore his helm away.

But right now, he was pristine. Untouched by the real horrors waiting in the upper Count.

For a fraction of a second, his dark eyes searched my face. He was looking for a slight, a forgotten tavern insult, a botched delivery from the lower wards. He found nothing. In his reality, I was a ghost he hadn't yet created. In mine, he was a debt that anchored me to the stone.

The steel of the taped crowbar bit into my rope-scarred palm. My left ring finger—broken in a tavern brawl when I was nineteen and set poorly by a drunk barber-surgeon—throbbed with a dull, rhythmic ache. It always ached when the temperature dropped, and the air around Vex had suddenly grown very cold.

"Not yet," Vex repeated, the rich baritone of his voice rolling the words around as if testing them for poison. He let out a soft, measured breath. "An interesting presumption, Porter. But I suppose the Spire breeds a certain... feral confidence in those who manage to crawl out of the Foothalls."

He broke eye contact, dismissing me with a microscopic shift of his shoulders. It was a calculated move. A Sovereign Blade didn't engage in staring contests with packmules. To acknowledge my hostility was to validate it, and Vex only validated power.

He stepped past me, his gaze sweeping over my battered crew.

"Pack up," I said, my voice perfectly flat. I didn't turn to watch Vex. I looked at Jinx. "We're moving to the inner gallery."

Jinx blinked, her small hands hovering over the latch of a core-box. The white gauze wrapped around her palms was stained yellow from the healing salves Sera had applied two floors ago. She was twenty, a Skitterling trap-scout who had died on Floor 9 in my first life, crushed by the Sifting Hall's mechanisms. She was breathing. She was alive. But her eyes were wide, darting from Vex's polished chest plate to my rigid shoulders. She had lived in Rookmark long enough to recognize a predator, even one wearing a polite smile.

"Right," Jinx muttered, her kleptomaniac fingers suddenly clumsy as she fumbled with the brass latches. "Packing. Yeah."

"Let me help," Brannoc said. His voice was slow, a deep rumble of shifting tectonic plates. The forty-one-year-old Bulwark knelt beside her, his massive frame blocking Vex's line of sight to the scout. Brannoc’s left arm was a canvas of black and yellow bruises from shoulder to wrist, the result of holding the line against a frantic scythe-mantis on Floor 19. He moved stiffly, but he moved with deliberate, immovable purpose. He didn't look at Vex. He looked at the gear.

Behind Vex, the heavy iron doors of the stairwell ground open, and the rest of his entourage stepped into the crimson-lit chamber of the safe zone.

I didn't need to look at them to know who they were. The dead-man's knowledge in my head provided their names, their habits, and the exact way they would die, or kill, in the decades to come.

Dain Harrow came first. He was Vex's blade-hand, a massive slab of muscle and blind loyalty. He carried a steel-banded maul resting easily on one shoulder. Dain didn't think; he just swung when Vex pointed. I remembered hauling Dain's spare armor up the Glass Reaches. I remembered he cheated at dice, favoring the left side of the cup when he rolled.

Next was Liss Merrow. The stormcaller. She stepped lightly, her eyes sharp and constantly calculating the room's geometry. The air around her smelled faintly of roasted ozone. She was twenty-five now, ambitious and cruel in a perfectly acceptable, pragmatic way. In my first life, seven years from now, Liss would miscalculate a localized pressure-front on Floor 61. The resulting concussive wave would shatter my left knee. My current knee was silent, young and whole, but a phantom grind echoed in the joint just looking at her. Also, her stormcalling pulled slightly to the left when she was tired. It was a flaw she hid well, but a porter carrying her lightning-rods notices these things.

Finally, Petya Wren. The pathfinder. Small, wiry, quiet.

They were the Crownbearers. Vex's summit team. The crew that would, twelve years from now, make a push for the ninety-ninth floor. The crew that would stand by while Vex did the math, weighed the odds, and decided my life was an entirely affordable cost to secure the threshold.

"I couldn't help but notice," Vex said, ignoring my order to pack and addressing Brannoc's broad back. "Your shielding technique on the nineteenth floor. We were observing from the upper gantry. You held the central pivot against a scythe-mantis without giving an inch. Remarkable anchor-work for someone lacking proper Guild plating."

Brannoc didn't stop buckling the heavy canvas straps of the spare-plating roll. He didn't turn around. "It's just geometry," Brannoc rumbled. "You put the heavy thing between you and the sharp thing. Doesn't require a guild stamp."

Vex chuckled. It was a warm, inviting sound. It made my teeth grind. "Humility. A rare trait. But false humility serves no one in the Spire, my friend. You have talent. Raw, unfiltered, and currently bleeding out in a public safe zone."

I knelt beside my pack. It was a massive, soot-stained canvas monstrosity, reinforced with iron wire and leather strapping. It was empty of supplies—we had eaten the last of the hardtack on Floor 18—but it was heavy with the spoils of the Foothalls.

I began to load it. I needed to move. I needed my hands full. If my hands weren't full, I was going to swing the taped crowbar at the back of Coriolan Vex's perfectly sculpted head, and Dain Harrow would cave my chest in before I could finish the arc.

Clack. Three glass-hound cores, wrapped in oiled cloth, went into the bottom. Ten pounds. Clack. Two coils of silk-rope. Eight pounds. Clack. Brannoc's spare iron bracing. Twenty pounds.

"My name is Coriolan Vex," the Guildmaster said, stepping closer to Brannoc and Jinx. He was projecting his voice, ensuring the entire chamber heard him. "I am the Sovereign of the Cormorant Guild. And I am currently looking to expand our roster for the Red Gallery push."

Jinx froze. She looked up, the brass latch forgotten. "The Cormorant?"

"Indeed," Vex smiled, turning his charisma onto her. He knew how to play to the hungry. He knew Jinx was a street-rat from Rookmark, a girl who probably stole her first pair of boots. He looked at her bandaged hands and saw leverage. "We provide our scouts with Class-four healing drafts. No more dirty gauze. We provide enchanted lock-picks that don't snap in the cold. We provide hot meals, safe beds in the Guild quarter, and a guaranteed cut of the floor dividends."

I hoisted a fifty-pound sack of raw spire-ore and shoved it into the center of my pack, burying the cores to protect them from impact. I adjusted the load-bearing straps.

"We look for survivors," Vex continued, his voice echoing off the vaulted crimson ceiling. "And you four... you have the stench of survival on you. You cleared the Foothalls without a sponsor. You pushed through the Sifting Hall. You are exactly the kind of raw material the Cormorant machinery requires."

He pulled a scroll of Spire-vellum from a lacquered tube at his hip. The parchment hummed with faint, bound magic. A Guild contract.

"I am offering you a fast-tracked ascent," Vex said, holding the scroll out toward Brannoc. "Exclusive rights to Cormorant logistics. We front the gear, we front the healing. You provide the muscle and the blood. You sign this, and your days of scrounging for rat-meat in the lower wards are over."

Brannoc finally stopped packing. He slowly stood up, turning to face Vex. The veteran Bulwark was three inches taller than the Sovereign Blade, but Vex didn't give off a single aura of intimidation. Vex just looked mildly amused.

Brannoc wiped a streak of grease from his jaw. He looked at the contract. He looked at Dain's maul. Then, deliberately, Brannoc looked past Vex and met my eyes.

I was kneeling by my pack, eighty pounds of gear perfectly balanced, holding the heavy canvas straps.

I gave Brannoc a microscopic shake of my head.

Brannoc turned back to Vex. "I don't sign paper I can't read," Brannoc said, his voice slow and heavy. "And I don't follow men who smell like perfume in a slaughterhouse. Keep your contract."

Liss Merrow stepped forward, the smell of ozone sharply spiking in the air. Sparks danced across her knuckles. "Watch your tone, Foothall trash. The Sovereign is offering you a lifeline."

"Liss," Vex murmured, raising a single, gloved hand. The stormcaller instantly stepped back, though her eyes remained locked on Brannoc with venomous intent.

Vex sighed, a perfect portrait of patient disappointment. "I understand your hesitation. You've been independent. You trust only yourselves. But the Spire does not reward independence above Floor Twenty. The Red Gallery will strip you to the bone. The beast-cycles are faster. The traps are systemic, not localized. You will freeze, you will starve, and eventually, one of you will make a mistake that kills the rest."

Vex's eyes drifted past Brannoc. He looked at Jinx. He looked at Sera, who was standing quietly near the wall, her eyes unfocused as she read the deep Tally text none of the rest of us could see.

Then, finally, Vex looked back at me.

He had deduced the hierarchy. It wasn't the giant Bulwark calling the shots. It was the quiet, deadpan packmule kneeling in the dirt.

Vex walked toward me. His polished boots made no sound on the stone. He stopped two feet away, looking down at me as I adjusted the final buckle on my pack.

"You're the anchor," Vex said softly. It wasn't a question. "They look to you. Fascinating. A porter leading a strike team. What is your name?"

I didn't answer. I pulled the left strap tight. The crooked ring finger throbbed.

"He offered you a fortune, boy," Dain Harrow growled from the back. "Show some respect."

I stood up.

I didn't do it quickly. I didn't spring to my feet with combat readiness. I stood up the way a man who has hauled a hundred pounds up forty flights of stairs stands up. I drove from the heels, locking my silent left knee, letting the massive canvas pack settle onto my shoulders. The weight was immediate, a crushing, familiar pressure that drove my boots into the stone.

Eighty pounds of gear. Four lives. Twelve years of memories.

Behind my eyes, the gray slate of the Spire's ledger flared to life.

[TALLY] Burden 42 → 68.

The numbers shifted, heavy and cold. My class, REVENANT PORTER, didn't care about sandbagging. It cared about what I genuinely carried. Right now, I was carrying the refusal of a Sovereign Guild, the protection of my crew, and the absolute certainty of violence. The Tally audited the intent, found it authentic, and granted the weight.

I stepped forward, placing myself physically between Vex and my crew.

"My name is Silas," I said. My voice was dry as stone dust.

Vex smiled. "Silas. A solid, reliable name. Silas, I am offering your people a future. What is the standard tithe for an independent crew down here? You scrounge, you bleed, and the merchants in Rookmark give you pennies on the pound. The Cormorant Guild takes a flat forty percent of your hauls, but the volume we provide access to will make you rich beyond—"

"No."

The word was a flat, heavy stone dropped into a still pond.

Vex blinked. The polite smile finally fractured, just a hairline crack at the corner of his mouth. "Excuse me?"

"No," I repeated. I didn't cross my arms. I let them hang loose, near the crowbar taped to my thigh. "We aren't signing your paper. We aren't taking your beds. We aren't hauling your gear."

Vex tilted his head. He studied me, truly studied me for the first time. He was looking for the angle. He assumed I was holding out for a better percentage. He assumed I was playing politics. He had no context for the sheer, unadulterated hatred I held for him, because I had perfectly sequestered it behind twelve years of a deadpan mask.

"Forty percent is standard, Silas," Vex said, his tone shifting from charismatic to corporate. "But for a crew with your raw durability, I could authorized thirty-five. It would be foolish to let pride rot your bones in the Gallery."

I looked into his eyes. I saw the summit of the ninety-ninth floor. I saw the Crown. I felt the biting wind that ripped through my canvas coat. I heard his voice, older, colder, saying, 'The path is locked. The threshold requires a toll of mass. We are out of stones, Silas. And you are the heaviest thing left.'

I remembered the hands shoving me backward into the void.

"It's not pride," I said, my voice dropping an octave, becoming something hollow and dead. "I know your contracts, Vex. I know the clauses hidden in the fourth addendum. The ones that allow Guild-assigned triage in a critical threshold event."

Vex's eyes widened a fraction of a millimeter. The crack in his smile widened.

He didn't know how I knew that. A back-alley porter from the Foothalls shouldn't know the legal architecture of a high-tier Guild contract. But I knew it because I had spent twelve years listening to his scribes argue about it over campfires on Floor 40. I knew it because I had seen him invoke it to leave three scouts behind to bleed out in the Starving Court so his summit team could make pace.

"You don't buy crews to train them," I said, my gaze locked on his. "You buy them to spend them. You front the gear, you run them up the floors until they hit a meat-grinder you don't want to risk your Crownbearers on, and then you invoke the triage clause. You use rookies as ablative armor."

Silence slammed into the threshold room. It was absolute.

Behind me, Brannoc shifted his grip on his iron shield. The metal groaned in the quiet. Jinx had stopped breathing. Sera was staring at me, her eyes wide, reading a sudden flurry of deep text that must have been cascading around my head.

Dain Harrow unshouldered his maul. The massive steel head hit the stone floor with a resounding CRACK. "Sovereign," Dain growled, his thick neck flushing red. "Give me the word. I'll cave the mule's teeth in."

Liss Merrow raised her hands, the ozone smell thickening into a physical pressure. Sparks arced between her fingers, illuminating the crimson walls with stark, blue flashes.

I didn't look at them. I kept my eyes on Vex. I measured the distance. Two feet. If Dain swung the maul, it would take him 1.2 seconds to cross the gap. If Liss threw a static-arc, it would take 0.4 seconds.

I had 68 Burden. I had one Toll available.

If they moved, I was going to spend that Burden to step inside Dain's guard, shatter his knee with the crowbar, and use his falling mass to block Liss's lightning. It would cost me everything, it would likely get Jinx killed in the crossfire, and it would end our climb.

But I didn't break eye contact with Vex. I let him see the absolute, dead-end finality in my eyes. I let him see that I wasn't posturing. I was calculating the exact cost of his life.

Vex felt it. For all his arrogance, he was a Sovereign Blade who had survived the upper floors. He had instincts. He felt the irrational, freezing gravity of the situation. He was looking at a packmule who was perfectly willing to burn the entire world down over a piece of paper.

[TALLY] Ledger Entry Recognized: Coriolan Vex. [TALLY] Status: Debt Unpaid. Collection Pending. [TALLY] The Spire keeps the count.

The slate-gray text burned behind my eyes.

Vex held my gaze for three long seconds. He was weighing the variables. He had a summit team. We were battered rookies. He could slaughter us here and claim we went feral from Spire-sickness. The Guild magistrates in Rookmark would stamp the paperwork without a second thought.

But it would be messy. He would have to explain why his pristine strike team took damage in a Floor 21 safe zone. He would have to delay his push. And, somewhere deep down, his predatory instincts were warning him that the math on this specific encounter didn't add up.

Vex raised his hand again.

Dain stopped moving. Liss let the sparks die, though she glared at me with undisguised murder.

The polite smile returned to Vex's face, though it was entirely hollow now. It was a mask painted on a wall.

"You are gravely misinformed about the operations of the Cormorant Guild, Silas," Vex said, his voice smooth, professional, and dripping with venom. "But I do not force charity on those who spit on it."

He smoothly slid the scroll of Spire-vellum back into the lacquered tube at his hip. He adjusted the cuffs of his pristine gauntlets.

"We are pushing into the Red Gallery," Vex said, speaking to the room at large but looking only at me. "The floors above are notoriously unforgiving to independent crews. The beasts are hungry. The traps are old. The stone does not care how tough you think you are."

He took a half-step back. The immediate threat of violence receded, replaced by a cold, lingering promise.

"I imagine the Spire will correct your attitude soon enough," Vex said softly. "Try not to die too quickly. It ruins the lesson."

He turned on his heel, the heavy cloak snapping behind him. "Dain. Liss. Petya. We move. The vanguard is waiting at the Gate of Twenty-Two."

His crew fell in line. Dain shot me a look that promised a very slow death, spitting a wad of phlegm onto the stone near my boots. Liss Merrow didn't look at me at all; she was already calculating the path ahead, her ambition overriding her anger. Petya Wren just ghosted behind them.

We stood in silence, listening to the heavy, synchronized thud of their boots echoing up the wide basalt stairs leading deeper into the Red Gallery. We waited until the sound faded completely, swallowed by the oppressive, ancient silence of the Spire.

Brannoc let out a breath that sounded like a bellows deflating. He lowered his massive shield, the iron scraping against the stone.

"Well," the veteran Bulwark rumbled, his slow voice entirely devoid of panic. "That was one way to handle a Guild recruitment pitch."

Jinx sank back onto a stone bench, her bandaged hands trembling slightly. She looked at me, her wide eyes a mix of terror and awe. "Silas. Are you out of your mind? That was Coriolan Vex. The Sovereign Blade. He owns half the upper wards in Rookmark. He could have turned us into a red smear on the floor without breaking a sweat."

"He couldn't," I said. My voice was still flat, but the adrenaline crash was starting to hit my system. The crooked finger ached fiercely. I adjusted the eighty-pound pack on my shoulders, letting the physical pain ground me. "He's on a schedule. Murdering independents in a safe zone takes paperwork. Vex hates paperwork."

Sera Quill stepped out from the shadows of the vaulted archway. The Annotator was staring at me, her precise, calculating eyes tracking the invisible lines of Tally text that were still fading around my head. She pushed her wire-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose.

"He wasn't going to kill us," Sera said quietly, her voice carrying the clinical detachment of an academic dissecting a dangerous specimen. "But he was going to try and kill you."

"I know," I said.

"You deliberately provoked a Sovereign Blade," Sera continued, stepping closer. "You cited contract law that a Foothall porter has absolutely no way of knowing. You exhibited hostile intent so dense the Tally almost materialized it as a physical barrier. And you looked at him..." Sera paused, searching for the right word. "...like you were waiting for him to bleed."

I turned to look at her. I didn't deny it. I couldn't. The regression rules were strict, and the timeline was already starting to rot around the edges. I had saved Jinx. I had met Vex early. The ripples were spreading, and the dead-man's knowledge in my head was going to become less of a map and more of a ghost story with every floor we climbed.

"We're marked now," Brannoc said softly, stating a simple fact of Spire geometry. "The Cormorant Guild won't let that slight go. They own the Red Gallery. We're going to have to watch our backs at every threshold, every camp, every boss-door."

"We were always going to have to watch our backs," I said, turning toward the heavy iron doors that led deeper into the twenty-first floor. I felt the immense, crushing weight of the pack, the burden of the crew, and the singular, burning debt in the ledger. It was heavy. It was exhausting.

It was exactly what I needed.

"Check your gear," I told them, my voice returning to its normal, deadpan cadence. "Drink your water. We have three miles of crimson stone before the first beast-gate. Stay off the center tiles; the pressure plates are rusted but they still fire."

I started walking.

"Silas," Jinx called out, her voice small in the cavernous room.

I paused, looking back over my shoulder.

"Why did you do that?" she asked, clutching her bandaged hands to her chest. "Why didn't you just let Brannoc handle him? Why did you step in?"

I looked at Jinx. I remembered her crushed body on Floor 9 in the previous timeline. I remembered the cold calculus of Coriolan Vex. I remembered the sound of the wind on the ninety-ninth floor.

"Because I carry the heavy things," I said.

I turned back to the dark corridor of the Red Gallery, the eighty-pound pack settling into the familiar grooves of my shoulders. The Spire was waiting. And the debt was counting.

[TALLY] Current Floor: 21. [TALLY] Status: Marked.

* * *


Chapter 27: Refusing the Leash

Silas Marr

The air in the Red Gallery tasted like old pennies and pulverized brick. It coated the back of the throat with every breath, a fine, iron-rich silt that settled into the weave of our cloaks and the creases of our knuckles.

I kept my breathing even, measuring the intake, feeling the expansion of a chest that did not rattle. In my previous life, by the time I was thirty-four, drawing breath in the Spire had sounded like wet paper tearing. Now, in a twenty-two-year-old body, my lungs were clear, but the phantom memory of the ache lingered. The only real pain was the dull throb in my left ring finger—a poorly set break from a tavern brawl three years ago. It throbbed in time with my pulse, a metronome counting the steps across the rust-colored, octagonal tiles of Floor 21.

My pack weighed eighty pounds. It contained the bulk of our camp supplies: fifty feet of braided hemp rope, iron pitons, a canvas half-tent, sealed rations, and two flasks of high-grade lamp oil. Eighty pounds was nothing. I had hauled twice that up the Glass Reaches for men who didn't know my last name. But eighty pounds still had geometry. It still had gravity. It cut into the trapezius muscles, shifted on the hips, and required constant, micro-adjustments to keep the center of balance over the balls of the feet.

"Watch the grout lines," I said, my voice flat, pitching it just loud enough to reach the three people walking behind me. "If the mortar is black, step over the tile. It’s a pressure plate. The mechanisms are rusted, but they’ll still fire a volley of iron-glass darts from the ceiling."

"Got it," Jinx muttered from my left flank. She was moving lighter than usual, her Skitterling class lending a terrifying, silent grace to her steps. Her bandaged hands were tucked close to her chest. I had saved her from being crushed in the Sifting Hall on Floor 9, a deliberate fracture of the timeline that had kept her breathing. She was supposed to be dead. Every time she laughed, every time she picked a lock, it was a reminder that the script I knew was bleeding out at the edges.

Behind Jinx, Brannoc walked with the steady, concussive rhythm of a siege engine. His massive shield was slung across his back, clearing the corridor walls by inches. He didn't speak. He rarely did unless the situation required a wall or a warning.

Sera brought up the rear, her eyes darting across the empty air only she could see, tracing the deep-text of the Tally. Her Annotator class made her the most dangerous kind of fragile; she saw the Spire's source code, the invisible ledger of debts and thresholds that governed the stone.

We had been walking for two hours since crossing the threshold of the twenty-first floor. The Red Gallery was a sprawling band of the Spire, spanning floors 21 through 45. It was a place of endless, interlocking corridors, vast open courts of crimson stone, and predators that bled acidic sap. It was also the sovereign territory of the Cormorant Guild.

"Lantern light ahead," Brannoc said, his deep voice carrying over the sound of our boots.

I stopped. I braced my boots against the stone and shifted the eighty-pound load higher on my shoulders, letting the blood flow back into my arms. I looked down the corridor.

The ambient light of the Spire was a sickly, sourceless gray, but the light spilling around the bend a hundred yards ahead was crisp, yellow, and steady. It didn't flicker. It didn't smoke.

"Refined whale-oil," I said. "Filtered twice. Expensive."

"Who burns money like that out in the open?" Jinx asked, dropping into a half-crouch, her hands drifting toward the twin daggers at her belt.

"People who want you to know they own the room," Sera answered softly, adjusting the strap of her satchel.

I knew who it was. The timeline was rotting, and the Spire was starting to smell it. In my first life, the Cormorant Guild hadn't pushed a forward camp into this sector of Floor 21 until the end of the dry season, months from now. They had been busy consolidating their hold on the upper Foothalls. But things were changing. We were changing them. We had cleared boss-doors faster than we should have. We had bypassed bottlenecks. The ripples were propagating outward, and my foreknowledge was degrading from a precise map into a vague, unreliable compass.

I couldn't predict the day-to-day movements anymore. But I knew the players.

"Swords sheathed," I said. "Keep your hands visible. Brannoc, keep the shield on your back. If we walk in looking like a vanguard, they'll treat us like one. We're just a crew moving through."

"You think it's them?" Brannoc asked. He had been drummed out of the Cormorant Guild for refusing an order. He knew the colors of that particular leash better than anyone.

"I know it is," I said.

I started walking again, setting a deliberate, unhurried pace. A porter's pace. It was a rhythm I had perfected over twelve years of hauling gear for the elite. It said: I am carrying something heavy, I have a destination, and I am not looking for trouble. It was a mask of sheer, blue-collar utility.

We rounded the corner, and the corridor opened into the Court of Veins.

It was a massive, circular chamber, two hundred feet across, the ceiling vaulted and lost in the gloom. The floor was a mosaic of crimson and obsidian glass. And in the center of the court, a fortress of canvas and iron had been erected.

Four massive pavilions, dyed the deep, bruised purple of the Cormorant Guild, stood anchored to the stone with heavy steel pitons. Crates of supplies were stacked with geometric precision. At the perimeter, half a dozen indentured porters—mules, they called them—were hauling water from a nearby condensation trap. They looked exhausted, their backs bowed under the weight, their eyes fixed firmly on the ground.

I watched them. I knew the ache in their knees. I knew the exact amount of chafing under those cheap canvas straps.

And standing at the edge of the camp, watching us approach with casual, predatory interest, were the Crownbearers.

There was Dain Harrow, thick-necked and heavily armored, running a whetstone down the edge of a greatsword. I knew for a fact the man cheated at dice and had a blind spot on his left side when he swung heavily.

There was Liss Merrow, leaning against a stack of crates, a faint halo of storm-static dancing across the collar of her silken coat. She was the stormcaller. In seven years, she would shatter my left knee on Floor 61 because I didn't move fast enough to cover her flank. I felt a phantom twinge in the joint, but the bone was solid. Silent.

And in the center, speaking quietly to a scribe, was Coriolan Vex.

Guildmaster. Sovereign Blade. The man who had found my life entirely affordable on the ninety-ninth floor.

He was thirty-eight, but the Spire's vitality made him look a decade younger. He had the kind of sharp, symmetrical features that looked good stamped on a coin. His armor was an immaculate blend of dark leather and gilded steel, utterly impractical for a porter, but perfect for a man whose only job was to deal death and look unbothered doing it.

He finished his conversation with the scribe and turned his head. His eyes, a pale, assessing gray, locked onto us.

"Hold the line," I murmured to the crew. "Do not speak unless spoken to. Let me handle the weight."

We didn't stop. I maintained the steady, grinding pace of a pack-hauler, aiming our trajectory toward the far archway that led deeper into the Red Gallery. We were going to skirt the edge of their camp. It was the polite thing to do.

"Well," a voice rang out, carrying effortlessly across the cavernous space. Smooth, resonant, and entirely too pleased with itself. "That's a familiar silhouette."

Vex detached himself from his retinue and walked toward our path, cutting off our angle to the exit. Dain Harrow stopped sharpening his sword and stood up. Liss Merrow pushed off the crates, her static flaring slightly—a sign she was tired, which meant her stormcalling would pull slightly to the left if she fired. Dead-man's knowledge.

I stopped. The crew stopped behind me.

Vex stopped ten feet away. He ignored me completely. He ignored Jinx and Sera. His pale eyes were fixed on the massive, armored wall of Brannoc Tull.

"Brannoc," Vex said, his tone conversational, as if he had just run into an old friend at a tavern. "They told me you were running the Foothalls with a scrap-crew. I didn't believe them. The man who held the line against the Ashen Court on Floor 33, reduced to slumming it with..." Vex finally let his gaze drift over us. He took in Jinx's ratty cloak, Sera's ink-stained fingers, and finally, me. He looked at my faded canvas jacket, the taped steel crowbar at my hip, and the massive pack on my shoulders. "...novices."

Brannoc didn't shift his stance. His hands rested on the top edge of his shield. "Guildmaster," he said, his voice slow and heavy as grinding stone. "We are bound for the stairs. We require no quarter."

"It's a wide Spire, Brannoc," Vex said, stepping closer. "But the Red Gallery is Cormorant territory. You know the bylaws. Unaffiliated crews in this band are subject to... taxation. For their own protection, of course. The beasts here are organized. They hunt in packs."

"We manage our own risks," Brannoc replied.

"I'm sure you do," Vex smiled. It was a polite smile. It didn't reach his eyes. "But loyalty is a commodity, my friend. You walked away from the banner. That left a deficit. Deficits must be balanced."

I felt the shift in the air. This wasn't a shakedown for coin. This was an assertion of gravity. Vex was testing the structural integrity of our crew, seeing where the cracks were. He wanted Brannoc back, or he wanted Brannoc dead. There was no middle ground for a Sovereign Blade.

Vex looked at me again. He was trying to measure my threat level. I could see the slight narrowing of his eyes as he assessed my stance. I didn't hold myself like a fighter. I held myself like a load-bearing column. My hands were at my sides, rough but lacking the thick, deep-layered calluses of a master swordsman. My eyes were hazel, deadpan, and locked entirely on his collarbone—a porter's trick to watch for sudden movement without engaging in an ego-driven staring contest.

"Who runs this outfit?" Vex asked, addressing Brannoc but looking at me. "I don't recognize the mule."

"I do," I said.

My voice was dry. No inflection. No deference. I didn't tack on a title. I didn't call him 'sir' or 'Guildmaster'. I spoke to him the way I would speak to a merchant asking the price of rope.

Vex's eyes snapped up to my face. The sheer lack of respect didn't anger him immediately; it confused him. Men like Vex were used to two reactions: fear or fawning. A flat, transactional nothingness was outside his daily experience.

"You do," Vex repeated, tasting the words. He took a half-step toward me. Behind him, Dain Harrow's hand dropped to the hilt of his greatsword. "And what exactly are you, friend?"

[TALLY] Inquiry registered. Concealment holds. [TALLY] Class reads as: PACKMULE.

"I'm the one carrying the supplies," I said. "And the one charting the route."

I shifted my weight, deliberately stepping a half-pace forward, placing my body slightly in front of Brannoc's. It was a subtle geometric shift, but in the unspoken language of the Spire, it was a declaration of ownership. Brannoc was my crew. The debt of his presence was on my ledger.

"A porter leading a combat crew," Vex chuckled, though the sound was entirely devoid of warmth. "The Spire truly does gather the desperate. Listen to me, packhorse. I'm feeling generous today. The Cormorant is pushing a new supply chain up to Floor 25. We need bodies to haul the iron-glass and clear the vermin from the side-tunnels. Sign a vassal-contract with the Guild. You haul our excess, you fight when we tell you to fight, and I'll see to it you don't bleed out on the stairs. I'll even forgive Brannoc's past... indiscretions."

It was a leash. Gilded, but a leash nonetheless. In my first life, I had taken that leash. I had carried his tents, his armor, his vanity. I had hauled the weight while Liss Merrow complained about the damp and Dain Harrow gambled away the rations. I had kept them alive, step by step, all the way to the top of the world.

And when the Crown demanded a toll, Vex had looked at me with those exact same pale eyes and decided my life was the spare coin in his pocket.

The memory of the wind on Floor 99 rushed through my ears. The terrible, absolute silence of the fall. The feeling of gravity taking over.

My left hand twitched, the crooked ring finger scraping against the rough canvas of my trousers.

"No," I said.

The single syllable dropped into the cavernous space like a lead weight.

Silence stretched out in the Court of Veins. Even the indentured porters at the water trap stopped moving, sensing the sudden drop in atmospheric pressure. Behind me, I heard Jinx suck in a sharp breath through her teeth.

Vex tilted his head. The polite smile vanished, replaced by a look of clinical calculation.

"No?" he repeated, his voice dropping an octave.

"No," I said again, maintaining my deadpan stare. "We are not looking for a leash. We are not hauling your excess. We are clearing our own path to the stairs."

"A leash keeps you from stepping off a ledge, porter," Vex said smoothly, though the edge of his Sovereign Blade aura was beginning to bleed into the air, a heavy, oppressive psychic weight that made the hairs on my arms stand up.

"I know exactly where the ledge is," I said.

I stared right into his pale eyes. I let him see the absolute, unshakeable finality in my gaze. I wasn't posturing. I wasn't acting tough. I was simply stating a structural fact. He could try to kill me here, and maybe he would succeed. But I knew his blind spots. I knew Liss's pull to the left. I knew Dain's weak side. If they pushed this, they would bleed, and Coriolan Vex did not spend his elite pieces in the mud of Floor 21 just to appease his ego. He was a pragmatist.

Vex searched my face. He was looking for the bluff. He was looking for the tremor of fear.

He found nothing but twelve years of dead-man's knowledge and a ledger full of debts he didn't know he owed me.

"You're a long way from the Crown, packhorse," Vex said quietly, the threat entirely unconcealed now.

"So are you," I replied.

For a long, agonizing moment, the air held still. I could feel the eighty pounds of gear on my back, settling into my bones.

[TALLY] Burden: 41 → 46. [TALLY] The weight of a Sovereign's attention is added to the load.

Then, Vex laughed. It was a sharp, barking sound. He took a step back, raising his hands in a gesture of mock surrender.

"Have it your way," Vex said. "The Spire is a brutal teacher. We'll see how long your independence lasts when the glass-hounds catch your scent on the twenty-second floor. Brannoc. Try not to die for a mule."

Brannoc said nothing.

Vex turned his back on us, a deliberate show of dismissive arrogance, and walked back toward his pavilion. Liss Merrow threw a sneer in our direction, and Dain Harrow spat on the floor, but they followed their Guildmaster.

"Walk," I said softly to the crew. "Do not run. Do not look back."

I set the pace again. One foot in front of the other. The steady, unbroken rhythm of the carry. We skirted the edge of the camp, stepping over the cables and avoiding the gaze of the indentured porters. The purple canvas of the Cormorant pavilions rippled in the draft of the cavern.

We walked into the dark archway at the far end of the Court of Veins, leaving the crisp, yellow lantern light behind, plunging back into the Spire's ambient gray gloom.

We walked for another half-mile in absolute silence.

Finally, when the geometry of the tunnels had twisted enough to completely deaden any sound from the camp, I stopped. I braced my hand against the cold crimson stone of the wall and let out a long, slow breath.

"Did we..." Jinx started, her voice shaking violently. She leaned against the opposite wall, her knees visibly trembling. "Did we just tell Coriolan Vex to go chew on stone?"

"Yes," Brannoc said. He unslung his shield and planted it on the ground, rolling his massive shoulders. He looked at me, his weathered face entirely unreadable. But he gave a single, solid nod. It was the deepest sign of respect I had ever seen the man give.

"I thought he was going to draw on us," Jinx laughed, a slightly hysterical, breathless sound. "I had my hands on my knives, Silas. I was doing the math on how fast I could reach his throat before that stormcaller turned me to ash. The math was bad. The math was very, very bad."

"He wouldn't draw," I said, unbuckling the chest strap of my pack to let my ribs expand fully. "Not in the Red Gallery. Not over a perceived slight from a crew he thinks is beneath him. Vex is an accountant of violence. He only spends blood when the return on investment is guaranteed."

"You speak as if you know him," Sera said.

I looked at her. Sera was standing in the center of the corridor, her quill twirling absently between her ink-stained fingers. Her eyes were fixed on me, analytical and piercing. She wasn't looking at my face; she was looking at the air slightly above my head.

"I know the type," I said smoothly.

"Your Tally text spiked," Sera noted, her voice quiet but precise. "When you stepped in front of Brannoc. The grammar of your class... it inverted. I've never seen the deep-text do that. It was as if the Spire itself was bracing for an impact."

"The Spire reacts to intent," I said, deflecting the observation. I couldn't let Sera dig too deep into the Revenant Porter class. Not yet. "We held our ground. The Spire noted it."

"He marked you, Silas," Brannoc said slowly. "Vex doesn't forget a face that refuses to bow. We just painted a target on our backs for the rest of the climb."

"We were always going to have a target," I said.

I reached into the inner pocket of my canvas jacket. My fingers brushed against the taped steel of my crowbar, sliding past it to retrieve the object I kept closest to my chest.

It was a small, leather-bound ledger. The cover was scuffed and scarred, the binding holding together by sheer stubbornness. It was a mundane object, bought from a stationer in the lower city years ago. But since my return, the Tally had recognized it. It was the physical anchor for the system's accounting.

I flipped it open. The pages were thick, rough parchment. Most of them were blank, waiting for the long climb ahead. A few bore the names of debts owed and struck.

I pulled a stub of charcoal from my pocket.

The crew watched me in silence. They had learned not to interrupt the bookkeeping. It was my ritual. It was my madness.

I turned to a fresh page. The charcoal scraped against the paper, a harsh, abrasive sound in the quiet tunnel.

Coriolan Vex.

I wrote the name in block letters. I didn't write the title. I didn't write the class.

Underneath it, I drew a single, heavy tally mark.

Collection pending.

I stared at the black mark on the page. The timeline was decaying. Vex was moving faster, pushing deeper, altering the board. My dead-man's knowledge was becoming a blunt instrument. I couldn't rely on knowing exactly where the traps were or when the bosses would spawn. I was going to have to rely on competence. I was going to have to out-climb him.

I closed the ledger with a soft snap and slid it back into my breast pocket. The weight of it against my ribs felt right. It felt grounding.

"Alright," I said, clapping my hands once to break the stillness. "Adrenaline crash is over. Check your canteens. Jinx, re-wrap those hands if the bandages are slipping. We have another mile of corridor before we hit the actual stairs to Floor 22."

Jinx let out a long exhale, shaking out her arms. "Right. Sure. Tell the most powerful Guildmaster in Rookmark to rot, then check the canteens. Just another Tuesday in the Spire."

"He's just a man," I said, bending down to grab the straps of my eighty-pound pack. "He bleeds like anyone else if you cut him deep enough."

I hoisted the pack. The weight settled back onto my shoulders, familiar and crushing. The straps bit into my collarbone. The crooked ring finger ached.

"Brannoc, take the point," I instructed. "Sera, keep an eye on the ambient Tally lines. If Vex sends a scouting party to shadow us, I want to know before they get within bowshot."

"I'll watch the deep-text," Sera promised, her eyes already tracking the invisible slate-lines in the air.

"Let's move," I said.

We fell back into formation. Brannoc's shield led the way, Jinx scouting the periphery, Sera mapping the invisible, and me carrying the weight.

We walked until the crimson tunnels of the Red Gallery opened up into a massive, vertical shaft. The air here was colder, smelling of ozone and crushed glass. Carved directly into the curving wall of the Spire was a grand, spiraling staircase, the stone steps wide enough for ten men to walk abreast. It vanished upward into the oppressive dark.

This was the true ascent.

I stood at the base of the stairs, looking up. The Spire was a machine that ground people down to their component parts. It took your strength, your breath, your loyalty, and left you hollow. I had let it hollow me out once. I had carried other men's ambitions to the summit and paid the toll for their glory.

Not this time.

This time, I was the one doing the accounting.

I shifted the pack on my shoulders, stepped onto the first stone stair, and began the climb.

[TALLY] Current Floor: 22. [TALLY] Burden: 46. [TALLY] The ledger remains open.

* * *


Chapter 28: Looking Up
Silas Marr
The ambient chill of the grand stairwell did nothing to cool the sweat slicking my back. I stood perfectly still at the base of the massive spiraling steps, listening to the echoes of Coriolan Vex’s departure fade into the oppressive dark of the Spire. The heavy, measured footfalls of the Sovereign Blade and his vanguard didn't echo so much as they seemed to swallow the silence, dominating the acoustic space of the cavernous hall until they were finally gone.
My pulse hammered against my ribs, thick and slow. My left hand was clamped around the taped steel of my crowbar, the knuckles entirely white. The crooked ring finger on that hand—a poorly set break from a tavern brawl when I was nineteen, courtesy of a drunk barber-surgeon—throbbed in time with my heartbeat. It always ached when the temperature dropped, but right now, the pain was a grounding wire. It kept me in the twenty-two-year-old body I was currently wearing, stopping me from drifting back to the thirty-four-year-old corpse that had fallen from the ninety-ninth floor.
Vex was gone. For now.
I forced my hand to relax, unpeeling my fingers from the cold steel one by one. I checked my breathing. Smooth, deep pulls of air. No wet rattle in my chest. My left knee, bearing the brunt of the eighty-pound pack strapped to my shoulders, was entirely silent. Seven years from now, on Floor 61, Liss Merrow would shatter that knee with a stray, careless concussive blast because she was tired and her stormcalling pulled slightly to the left when she didn't check her stances.
Not in this timeline. She wouldn't get the chance.
"Well," Jinx said, her voice piercing the heavy gloom. She was perched on a crumbling stone balustrade, tossing a small, glittering gear she’d undoubtedly palmed from a dormant trap three floors down. "That was completely, spectacularly suicidal."
"We politely declined a contract," I said, adjusting the heavy leather straps on my collarbone.
"Silas, that was Coriolan Vex," Jinx said, the gear flashing as she caught it, her forced nonchalance slipping around the edges. She had died on Floor 9 in the first timeline, crushed in the Sifting Hall. Every breath she took now was stolen time, and sometimes I think she felt it. "Guildmaster of the Cormorant. The Sovereign Blade. The man who basically owns the upper tier of the Rookmark climbing economy. He looked at you like you were a bug that somehow owed him rent."
"He looked at me," I corrected quietly, "like a variable he hadn't accounted for. There's a difference."
Brannoc shifted his massive tower shield, the iron-banded wood groaning slightly. He hadn't lowered it the entire time Vex was in the room. The veteran Bulwark had been drummed out of the Cormorant Guild long before I’d ever hauled a pack for them. He knew exactly what Vex was.
"He's scouting the lower floors," Brannoc rumbled, his voice like grinding stones. "The Crownbearers usually don't bother descending below the Red Gallery once they establish a forward camp. If Vex is down here, he's looking for something specific. Or someone."
"He's looking for anomalous Tally spikes," Sera said. She was standing a few paces away, her eyes unfocused, tracking the invisible, slate-gray text that governed the Spire's esoteric mechanics. As an Annotator, she read the deep-text, the underlying grammar of the system that the rest of us only experienced as brutal physics. "When we cleared the Gate of Twenty, the Spire registered a resonance shift. A crew with a hidden class creates ripples. Vex's mages probably caught the echo of it."
She blinked, her focus snapping back to the physical world, and fixed her sharp gaze directly on me.
"You were waiting for him," Sera said softly. It wasn't a question.
"I was watching the exit," I said, keeping my tone flat. Deadpan was a mask I had perfected over twelve years of hauling gear for elites. You didn't let them see you sweat, you didn't let them see you judge, and you definitely didn't let them see you calculate their worth.
"No," Sera insisted, taking a step closer. "When he walked in, your Burden spiked. The ambient Tally lines around you didn't just register stress, Silas. They registered a transaction. You looked at him like..." She searched for the word, her brows knitting together. "Like a ledger."
I didn't answer her immediately. Instead, I reached into the deep cargo pocket of my reinforced trousers and pulled out my physical ledger. The leather binding was worn, the pages thick parchment. I uncapped a stick of charcoal.
The silence in the stairwell deepened as the three of them watched me. I flipped past the logistical notes—rope lengths, water rationing, the spawn cycles of Glass Hounds I wouldn't need until the Reaches, the specific pressure-plate mechanisms of the Sifting Hall that we had already survived. I found a blank page near the back.
I pressed the charcoal to the paper and wrote a single name.
Coriolan Vex.
Beneath it, I wrote: Collection pending.
I didn't need to explain it to them. The Spire understood.
[TALLY] Ledger aligned. [TALLY] Debt recognized. Magnitude: Lethal.
The slate-gray text hovered in the air directly over the open book, visible only to me and, presumably, Sera, judging by the sharp intake of breath she suddenly took. The text hung there for a heartbeat before dissolving into ash that vanished before it hit the stone floor.
I snapped the ledger shut and shoved it back into my pocket.
"He killed you," Sera whispered, the realization dawning in her eyes. "In your... before. Whatever it is you are. He's the one who did it."
"He authorized the expenditure," I said coldly. "He found my life entirely affordable during a summit push. It was a simple math problem for him. I intend to ruin his math."
Jinx stopped tossing the gear. She looked from me to Sera, then to Brannoc. "Okay. Cool. We are actively beefing with the apex predators of the Spire. I just wanted to make sure we were all on the same page about how completely doomed we are. Excellent. Love the clarity."
"If you want to walk away, Ivy, the stairs go down, too," I said, looking at her. "I saved you on the ninth floor. Your debt to me is paid. You don't have to carry this."
Jinx scoffed, pocketing the gear. "Walk away? Are you kidding? My sticky fingers are the only thing keeping you meatheads from walking into a tripwire. Besides, you're the only porter in Rookmark who actually checks to see if the scout makes it back before locking the doors. I'm staying."
Brannoc simply tapped the rim of his shield against the stone floor, a dull, heavy thud of agreement. He owed nobody, but he had chosen this crew.
"Alright," I said, the tension in my shoulders easing by a fraction of an ounce. "Then we climb."
I turned my back to the landing and faced the grand staircase. The Red Gallery awaited. Floors 21 through 45. The architecture here shifted from the rough-hewn basalt of the Foothalls into something more refined, more deliberately cruel. The stone of the stairs was polished to a dull gleam, marbled with veins of deep, oxidized crimson.
"Brannoc, take the point," I instructed, falling back into the familiar cadence of a crew leader. "Sera, keep reading the ambient lines. Jinx, ten paces ahead of the shield. Watch the risers on the stairs; the Spire likes to hide trip-triggers in the shadows of the steps. We're entering the Gallery. The ambient temperature is going to fluctuate, and the air will smell like ozone and crushed glass. Don't breathe too deep if you see red dust accumulating in the corners."
"What's the red dust?" Jinx asked, already moving lightly up the first few steps, her eyes scanning the stone.
"Spores from Crimson Polyps," I said, adjusting my grip on the crowbar. "They grow in the ventilation shafts. If you inhale them, your internal organs liquefy in about forty-eight hours. I knew a pathfinder in the Cormorant Guild who brushed a cluster on Floor 24. He didn't make it to twenty-five."
Jinx immediately pulled her crimson scarf up over her nose and mouth. "Noted. No breathing the red dust."
We began the ascent.
The physical act of climbing the Spire is a grueling, mechanical reality that the ballads in Rookmark's taverns conveniently leave out. It's not just swinging swords at monsters. It's gravity. It's the relentless, grinding friction of your own body weight and the gear you carry dragging you down step after step.
One hundred steps. My calves began to burn, a low, steady heat that I welcomed.
Two hundred steps. The air grew thinner, the chill giving way to pockets of sudden, oppressive heat that smelled of scorched iron.
I kept my eyes on Brannoc's broad back and the rhythmic sway of Jinx's cloak ahead of him. My dead-man's knowledge was a massive asset, but I knew it was decaying. Every floor we cleared, every divergence I created—like keeping Jinx alive—caused ripples. The timeline was rotting, and the Spire was starting to smell it. It would adapt. It would change the locks. I couldn't rely on perfectly predicted encounters anymore; I had to rely on the competence I had beaten into my bones over twelve years of hauling.
Five hundred steps.
I stopped.
"Hold," I called out, my voice echoing slightly in the vast shaft.
Brannoc froze instantly, his shield dropping to cover his lower legs. Jinx froze a few steps ahead of him, holding perfectly still like a flushed quail.
"What is it?" Sera asked softly, coming up beside me.
I stared at the section of stairs Jinx was about to step onto. In my previous life, on the first climb, a crew of independent glory-seekers had triggered a deadfall trap right about here. A massive block of masonry had swung down from the darkness, crushing their vanguard into paste. I had walked past the bloodstain a week later while hauling Vex's tents.
"Step five-hundred-and-two," I said, pointing with the crowbar. "Left side. There should be a pressure plate the size of a copper coin hidden in the mortar."
Jinx dropped to a crouch, pulling a slim iron piton from her belt. She crept forward, her movements agonizingly slow, hovering over the step. She brushed a thin layer of grey dust away.
"Nothing," she whispered. "Mortar's solid."
I frowned. The timeline rot. The Spire had moved it.
"Check the right side," I said. "Check the vertical risers. Don't touch the wall."
Jinx shifted, her eyes narrowing as she inspected the stone. Suddenly, she hissed in a breath. "Got it. But it's not a plate. It's a tension wire, thin as hair, strung right across the ankle line. If I had taken a full stride..."
She didn't finish the thought.
"Can you disarm it?" Brannoc asked, his eyes scanning the darkness above us, anticipating the deadfall.
"It's... weird," Jinx muttered, leaning closer. "It's not a simple trip. The wire is connected to a series of counterweights inside the wall. If I cut it, the tension releases, and whatever is up there comes down. If I step over it, the slight vibration of our footsteps on the next stair will probably shake it loose anyway. It's rigged to a hair-trigger."
"A Toll-Gate trap," Sera deduced, looking at the invisible text hovering around the stone. "The Tally is demanding an audit of our physical weight. It knows we're here. It's weighing the party."
I stepped up beside Brannoc, my mind calculating the physics. "If the wire controls counterweights, we don't cut it. We jam the weights."
"The mechanism is behind two inches of solid Spire stone, Silas," Jinx pointed out, tapping the wall lightly. "Unless you've got a pickaxe and an hour, we're not getting to the gears."
"We don't need to get to the gears," I said, sliding the heavy pack off my shoulders. I let it hit the stone with a dull, heavy thud. Eighty pounds of essential gear. "We just need to replace the tension."
I looked up at the ceiling, trying to pierce the gloom. "Brannoc, if that deadfall drops, can your shield hold it?"
Brannoc looked up, then back at me. "Depends on the weight. If it's a standard masonry block, maybe three seconds before my arms snap. If it's iron, it crushes me instantly."
"Then we don't let it drop." I turned to Jinx. "Where does the wire anchor into the wall?"
She pointed to a minuscule hole in the stone, no wider than a needle. "Right there. It feeds inside."
"Stand back," I said.
I took my taped crowbar. It wasn't a weapon; it was a tool. Forged of high-carbon steel, designed to pry open the jaws of the world. I found a microscopic seam in the stone block housing the anchor point, right where the mortar had begun to flake from centuries of ambient vibration.
I wedged the flat edge of the crowbar into the seam.
"Silas, what are you doing?" Sera asked, her voice tight.
"Applying leverage," I said.
I leaned my weight into the steel bar. The crooked finger on my left hand screamed in protest, but I ignored it. I braced my boots against the stair below, bent my knees—checking the left one for stability—and pulled.
The muscles in my back and shoulders, built from over a decade of carrying loads meant for mules, locked into place. I didn't use a magical surge. I didn't call on a flashy skill. I just used mechanical advantage and brute, blue-collar force.
Crack.
The stone shifted. Just a fraction of an inch, but enough.
"Jinx!" I grunted, the strain making my vision blur around the edges. "The gap! Jam it!"
Jinx was there in a flash. She shoved three iron pitons into the widening crack, hammering them in tight with the butt of her dagger.
"Got it!" she yelled.
I released the pressure, panting, the cold air burning my lungs. The stone settled back, but the pitons held it open, exposing a hollow cavity within the wall. Inside, a heavy iron counterweight hung suspended on a thick chain, resting against the trigger mechanism.
"The wire is slack," Jinx reported, her fingers dancing over the gap. "But the weight is unstable. The pitons are holding the housing, but if that chain slips, the deadfall still drops."
"I see it," I said.
I reached my hand into the dark cavity. The iron weight was massive, cold, and coated in decades of Spire grease. I wrapped my fingers around the rough iron chain directly above the weight.
"I've got the load," I said, my voice strained. "Jinx, sever the wire and pin the tumblers."
Jinx looked at me, her eyes wide. "Silas, that weight is connected directly to the ceiling trap. If I sever the wire, you're going to be holding the entire trigger mechanism by yourself. If you drop it..."
"I'm a porter, Ivy," I said, looking her dead in the eye. "I don't drop the carry. Cut the wire."
She swallowed hard, drew a pair of wire-snips, and severed the hair-trigger.
Instantly, the tension vanished. The massive iron weight inside the wall plummeted downward.
It hit the end of my grip like an anvil.
Pain shot up my arm, tearing through my shoulder socket. My boots skidded a half-inch on the stone stair. I gritted my teeth, locking my elbow, turning my body into a solid structural column. The sheer, crushing force of the Spire's gravity tried to rip my arm from its socket, to force me to let go, to crush my crew.
But this was what I did. I bore the weight.
My class, Revenant Porter, wasn't about flashy combat magic. It was about the immutable law of the carry. What you carry, carries you. My power stat, Burden, only grew when I genuinely bore the weight of my crew's survival.
[TALLY] Burden recognizes the load.
I felt a subtle shift. The tearing agony in my shoulder didn't vanish, but it solidified. The burden became structural. I wasn't just holding iron; I was holding a promise.
"Pin it," I rasped through clenched teeth.
Jinx worked furiously, sliding steel shims and iron pins into the internal gears, locking the counterweight's track in place. It took her ten seconds that felt like an hour.
"Clear!" she shouted, diving back down the stairs.
I slowly released my grip on the chain. The weight settled against Jinx's pins with a heavy, metallic groan. The pins held.
I pulled my arm out of the wall, shaking it out. My fingers were cramped into claws, the rope-scarred palms raw and burning. I breathed in deep, clearing the white-hot spots from my vision.
"Show-off," Jinx breathed, staring at the jammed mechanism. But there was real respect in her eyes.
"Just clearing the path," I said. I picked up my eighty-pound pack and hoisted it back onto my shoulders. The straps dug into muscles that were already screaming, but it was a familiar pain. A manageable pain. "Let's keep moving. The trap is dead, but the noise might draw scavengers."
We climbed in silence for another hour. The stairs spiraled relentlessly, the red veins in the stone glowing faintly in the dim light provided by Brannoc's lantern.
The timeline rot was real, and it was dangerous. The trap had changed. Vex was down here early. The Spire was shuffling the deck because I was cheating. I knew how Dain Harrow cheated at dice, I knew Liss Merrow's stormcalling pulled left, and I knew how I had died. I was spending dead-man's knowledge like coin, but eventually, I was going to run out of change.
When that happened, we would survive entirely on our own merits.
We reached a massive landing. The stairs flattened out, leading toward a towering archway carved from pure, unblemished obsidian. The air here was noticeably warmer, the smell of ozone thick and heavy.
Beyond the archway, the true Red Gallery began. Corridors of blood-red stone stretching into a labyrinth of heat, glass, and predators.
I stopped a few feet from the archway. The threshold.
"Floor 23," Brannoc said quietly, lowering his shield to rest on the floor.
Sera stepped up beside me, her eyes tracing the invisible architecture of the archway. "The deep-text is thick here, Silas. There are heavy wards. The Spire is treating this threshold differently than the Foothalls."
"It should," I said. "This is where the mortality rate for climbers quadruples. The Foothalls weed out the weak. The Red Gallery grinds down the strong."
I adjusted my grip on my crowbar and looked at the three people standing with me. A kleptomaniac scout who was supposed to be dead. A disgraced shielder with a conscience too heavy for his guild. An academic outcast who read the code of the world.
They weren't the Crownbearers. They weren't elite.
They were better. They were mine.
I stepped through the obsidian archway, carrying the weight of the climb into the crimson dark.
[TALLY] Current Floor: 23. [TALLY] Burden 46 → 49. [TALLY] Coriolan Vex remains on the board. One Toll available.
* * *
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