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To those who look up and feel the pull of the sky.

And to the ones we carry with us on the climb.

The higher we soar, the smaller we appear to those who cannot fly.

Gravity is not just a force. It is a promise that everything eventually returns to the earth.
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SUBJECT: ASCENT PROTOCOL
LOCATION: SECTOR 0 [THE BASE] TO SECTOR 50 [THE APEX]
By signing this document, the Contestant acknowledges the following:


1.  IRREVOCABLE ENTRY: Once the gate to Level 1 closes, there is no exit save for The Summit or Elimination.
2.  PHYSICAL RISK: The Pinnacle contains active machinery, hostile environmental simulators, and structural hazards. The Corporation is not liable for injury, dismemberment, or biological cessation.


3.  MORAL FLEXIBILITY: Sabotage, betrayal, and psychological manipulation are permitted within the designated zones. The definition of "fair play" is suspended for the duration of the ascent.


4.  THE PRIZE: Only one (1) Contestant may claim the Apex Reward. All alliances are temporary.



STATUS: ACTIVE
CURRENT SURVIVORS: 100
“The climb is the only truth.”
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PART I — THE BASE

Chapter 1 — Awakening at the Base
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The cold was the first thing Jax felt.

It was a damp, heavy cold that settled deep into his bones. He gasped, his lungs filling with misty air, and his eyes snapped open. For a moment, he didn't know where he was. He lay on a hard, gritty surface that felt like polished concrete mixed with dirt.

He pushed himself up, his muscles stiff. He wasn't alone.

Around him, in the dim grey light, other shapes were moving. Groans of confusion and fear rippled through the air. Jax stood up and brushed the dust from his simple grey uniform. Everyone was wearing the same thing: grey pants, a grey fitted shirt, and black climbing shoes with rubber grip soles.

The fog was thick. It swirled around them like a living thing, hiding the world beyond a few meters.

"Where are we?" a woman’s voice whispered nearby. She sounded young, terrified.

Jax turned. He saw a man to his left—huge, with shoulders like boulders and a thick neck. The man cracked his knuckles, looking annoyed rather than scared. To his right, a thin, wire-like woman was bouncing on her toes, her eyes darting around like a trapped bird.

There were a hundred of them. A hundred strangers standing on a vast, circular stone floor.

Then, a low hum vibrated through the ground. It started as a whisper in the soles of their feet and grew into a roar that shook the dust into the air.

The fog began to lift. It didn't drift away; it was sucked upward, pulled by a massive vacuum.

Heads tilted back. A collective gasp echoed through the crowd.

In front of them stood the wall. It was black stone, sleek and wet, curving endlessly to the left and right. But the terror wasn't in the width; it was in the height.

They were standing at the foot of a tower.

The Pinnacle.

It pierced the sky, a black needle shooting straight up into the clouds. It was so tall that looking at the top made Jax feel dizzy, as if the world were flipping upside down. It was a monster of engineering, a 10-kilometer spike of metal and stone.

"Welcome," a voice boomed.

It came from everywhere and nowhere, surrounding them. It was a digital voice, smooth, genderless, and completely without mercy.

"You are the chosen one hundred," the Voice said. "You have volunteered, or you have been taken. It does not matter anymore. Your past is gone. Your debt is erased. Your life is now the climb."

Jax clenched his fists. He remembered a contract. He remembered a signature. He remembered the promise of enough money to change everything—if he won.

"The rules are simple," the Voice continued. "There is one exit. It is at the summit, fifty levels above you. Only one of you will reach it. That winner takes the prize: a life of absolute power and freedom."

The crowd murmured. Some looked excited; others looked ready to vomit.

"However," the Voice cut through the noise. "Ninety-nine of you will not leave the tower. You are currently at the Base. Above you is Level 1. Look closely."

Massive floodlights slammed on, blindingly white. They illuminated the wall in front of them. It was thirty meters high. It wasn't smooth. It was covered in jagged rocks, protruding metal bars, and indentations. It looked like a vertical obstacle course designed by a madman. At the top of the thirty-meter wall, a massive steel gate stood wide open.

"The Gate to Level 2 will close in exactly ten minutes," the Voice announced. "Only sixty contestants will be allowed through. Once the sixty-first person touches the threshold, or the time runs out, the gate closes."

The math hit Jax instantly. One hundred people. Sixty spots.

Forty people were about to die.

"Sabotage is permitted," the Voice added, almost sounding amused. "Begin."

A siren wailed—a high-pitched scream that shattered the tension.

Chaos erupted.

It wasn't a race; it was a stampede. The hundred bodies surged forward like a tidal wave crashing against a shore. Jax was shoved hard from behind. He stumbled, his knee scraping the concrete, but he scrambled back up instantly. If he stayed down, he would be trampled.

"Move!" the huge man roared. He plowed through the center of the crowd, using his massive shoulders to knock smaller contestants aside like bowling pins.

Jax didn't try to fight the crowd. He looked for a gap. He saw the wire-thin woman—let’s call her Speed—dart to the far left, avoiding the crush. Jax followed her lead, sprinting toward the flank of the wall.

He hit the stone hard. His fingers curled around a cold, wet rock jutting out of the surface.

He pulled.

The climb began.

The first five meters were pure panic. People were grabbing at the same handholds, kicking each other in the face, pulling at ankles. A man next to Jax screamed as someone stepped on his fingers, crushing them against the stone. He fell backward into the crowd below.

Jax focused. Breathe. Look. Move.

He hauled himself up to a metal bar. It was slick with condensation. He gripped it tight, swinging his legs up to find a foothold. He was strong—not bulky like the giant, but lean and efficient. He had spent years working on high-rise construction rigs. Heights didn't scare him. Falling did.

Ten meters up.

The crowd below was a writhing mass of grey. But above him, the wall was getting trickier. The handholds were shifting.

Jax reached for a stone ledge. As soon as his weight settled on it, the stone clicked and slid three inches to the right.

"Whoa!" he gasped, his heart hammering against his ribs.

It wasn't just a wall. It was a machine.

To his left, he saw the giant man—Borg, his mind named him. Borg wasn't climbing with technique; he was climbing with rage. He grabbed a metal rung and hauled his heavy frame up with a grunt. A smaller man tried to grab Borg’s foot for leverage.

Borg looked down, his face twisted in a snarl. He didn't shake the man off. He stomped.

A sickening crunch echoed. The smaller man lost his grip and plummeted thirty feet down to the hard concrete. He didn't move after he landed.

Jax looked away, his stomach churning. Don’t look down. Look up.

He was halfway there. Fifteen meters.

"On your left!" a voice hissed.

Jax instinctively flattened himself against the wall. A rock the size of a microwave tumbled past his head, missing him by inches.

Above him, a man with cold, calculating eyes was climbing rapidly. He wasn't just climbing; he was clearing the path behind him, dislodging loose rocks to slow down anyone following.

That’s the dangerous one, Jax thought. The Ruthless One.

Jax scanned the wall. The middle section was too crowded. The left was blocked by falling debris. He looked right. There was a section of smooth metal with only small rivets for finger holds. It was hard, technical, but empty.

He took the risk.

Jax swung his body to the right, his fingertips screaming in protest as he caught the tiny rivets. He pulled himself up, using the friction of his rubber soles to walk up the smooth metal.

"Five minutes remaining," the Voice echoed. "Forty spots filled."

Already? Panic flared in Jax’s chest. The fast runners, the ones like Speed, were probably already at the gate.

He climbed faster, abandoning caution. He leaped for a hanging chain, caught it, and swung to a higher ledge. His muscles burned with lactic acid, but adrenaline masked the pain.

He was at twenty-five meters. The top was close.

He could see the ledge. He could see the open steel gate. Bright light spilled from inside Level 2, promising safety.

But the wall had one final trick.

Just below the summit, the wall tilted backward, creating an overhang. To reach the ledge, you had to hang horizontally, holding on only with your hands, and swing your legs over the lip.

Jax reached the overhang. His arms shook. He looked to his side.

A young woman was stuck there. She was crying, her grip failing. She looked at Jax, her eyes wide with desperation. "Help me," she whispered. "I can't pull up."

Jax hesitated. He had seconds.

If he stopped to help her, he might lose his strength. If he didn't help, she fell.

"Grab my belt!" Jax yelled over the wind.

He hooked one arm around a steel bar and extended his leg. The woman reached out, grabbing his ankle, then his belt. She was heavy, her weight threatening to drag him off the wall. Jax gritted his teeth, a growl escaping his throat as he strained every fiber of muscle in his back.

"Go!" he shouted.

She used him as a ladder, scrambling over his body, stepping on his shoulder, and throwing herself over the ledge. She rolled onto the safe platform.

She didn't look back to help him. She scrambled through the gate and vanished.

Lesson learned, Jax thought bitterly. Trust no one.

"One-minute remaining. Fifty-five spots filled."

Jax hung from the bar, his energy drained. He had to move. He swung his body, building momentum. One. Two. Three.

On three, he released the bar and lunged upward.

His fingers slapped the edge of the summit platform. He slipped.

No!

His left hand scrambled, fingernails scraping against the stone. His right hand found a crack. He dug his fingers in until they bled. With a primal yell, he hauled his chest over the edge and rolled onto the flat stone floor.

He lay there for a second, gasping.

"Fifty-nine," the Voice counted.

Jax scrambled to his feet. He wasn't safe yet. He had to get through the gate.

He sprinted toward the light.

Ahead of him, the massive steel doors began to hiss. Giant pistons groaned as the gates started to slide shut.

"Sixty."

Jax dove.

He hit the floor, sliding on his stomach. The metal door descended like a guillotine. He saw the shadow of the door falling over him. He tucked his legs in.

SLAM.

The sound was deafening. The gate crashed into the floor, sealing the entrance with a boom that vibrated through Jax’s teeth.

He was inside.

He rolled over, breathing hard. He checked his body. Ten fingers. Two legs. He was alive.

He looked around. It was a large, industrial holding area. The survivors were scattered around—some sitting against the walls, others pacing.

Borg was there, looking barely winded. Speed was stretching her legs. The Ruthless One was cleaning dirt from his fingernails. The girl Jax had saved was huddled in a corner, avoiding his gaze.

The air in the room was heavy with the smell of sweat and fear.

Jax stood up and walked to the back of the room where a thick glass window looked out over the drop. He looked down.

The fog had cleared completely at the base. He could see the concrete floor far below.

It was dotted with grey shapes. Forty of them. Small, motionless specks.

The reality of the APEX tower settled on him like a crushing weight. This wasn't a game. It was a meat grinder.

The Voice returned, louder this time.

"Congratulations to the sixty survivors. You have passed the Base. Welcome to Level 1."

A hidden door at the far end of the room hissed open, revealing a dark, spiraling corridor.

"Do not get comfortable," the Voice said. "The Shifting Wall awaits."

Jax turned away from the window. He looked at the others. The alliances hadn't formed yet, but the lines were drawn. The strong, the fast, the cruel, and the lucky.

Jax wasn't the strongest. He wasn't the fastest. But he was still breathing.

He took a step toward the dark corridor. The ascent had begun.

Survivor Count: 60
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Chapter 2 — The Shifting Wall
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The corridor spiraled upward, tight and claustrophobic. The sixty survivors marched in silence. The adrenaline from the first climb had faded, replaced by a grim, shaking exhaustion. The air here was warmer, smelling of grease and ozone.

Jax walked in the middle of the pack. He kept his head down, massaging his forearms. His fingers felt stiff, claw-like. He needed water. He needed sleep. But the tower didn't care what he needed.

The corridor ended abruptly. They stepped out into a massive, hollow cylinder.

It was like standing inside a giant engine piston. The room was circular, about fifty meters across. The floor was a metal grate, and through the mesh, they could see the deep, dark shaft they had just climbed above.

But it was the walls that stole the breath from their lungs.

The walls were curved, rising another forty meters to a dimly lit platform above. They were lined with hundreds of square stone blocks, protruding from the metal surface like pixelated teeth.

"Move in," the Voice commanded. "The floor will retract in two minutes."

Panic flickered through the group. The floor—their only safety—was going to disappear.

Jax moved toward the wall, scanning it. The blocks looked solid. They were arranged in a chaotic pattern, some jutting out a few feet, others only a few inches. It looked climbable. Easier than the first wall, even.

"Too easy," whispered a man next to Jax. He was older, wearing glasses that were cracked on one side. He looked like a math teacher who had taken a wrong turn into hell.

"What do you mean?" Jax asked.

"Look at the seams around the blocks," the man pointed. "They aren't fixed."

Before Jax could reply, a loud CLUNK echoed through the chamber. The entire wall shuddered.

Suddenly, a ring of blocks at eye level hissed. With a mechanical thump, they retracted instantly into the wall, leaving a smooth, unclimbable metal surface. At the same moment, new blocks popped out three meters to the left.

"The Shifting Wall," the Voice announced. "The pattern resets every thirty seconds. If you are holding a block when it retracts, you fall. If you are too slow, the floor takes you."

A countdown timer appeared on a digital band running around the top of the room. 01:59... 01:58...

"Go!" someone screamed.

The sixty survivors rushed the wall.

Jax didn't rush. He watched. He saw the blocks glowing faintly red a second before they moved. It was a warning system.

Red means dead, he thought.

He jumped onto a low block, pulling himself up. The stone was rough, offering good grip. He scrambled up three meters, finding a rhythm. Reach, pull, step.

To his right, the giant, Borg, was climbing like a gorilla, skipping handholds and using his raw upper-body strength to haul himself up. To his left was the wire-thin woman, Speed. She moved like a spider, her limbs finding holds before her eyes even seemed to register them.

CLUNK.

The sound vibrated through Jax’s chest.

Ten meters above him, a climber—a young man with a red bandana—screamed. He was standing on a large block, trying to catch his breath. He hadn't noticed the faint red glow beneath his feet.

The block retracted.

It shot back into the wall with the force of a hydraulic press. The man dropped instantly. He clawed at the smooth metal wall, but there was nothing to grab. He fell past Jax, his eyes wide with realization, and slammed into the metal grate below.

He groaned, alive but broken.

"One minute to floor retraction," the Voice warned.

The urgency spiked. The people on the ground scramble desperately to get up the wall.

Jax climbed higher. He was fifteen meters up. The teacher with the cracked glasses was right below him.

"Watch out!" the teacher yelled.

Jax looked up. The block he was reaching for turned red. He froze, his hand hovering inches from the stone.

Thump. The block vanished.

If he had grabbed it, his fingers would have been sheared off.

"Thanks," Jax breathed out.

"Don't mention it," the teacher grunted, pulling himself up alongside Jax. "Pattern seems to move clockwise. We need to drift right."

Jax nodded. "Right. Got it."

They moved together, a temporary, fragile team. They traversed sideways, chasing the new blocks that popped out of the wall.

But the wall was getting crowded. As the survivors funneled upward, the path narrowed. There were fewer blocks near the top.

Jax reached a cluster of stable blocks twenty meters up. He paused to rest his burning calves. Below him, the metal grate floor hissed.

"Time is up," the Voice said.

The grate split open like a camera aperture.

The three people who hadn't made it off the floor didn't even have time to scream. They simply dropped into the black abyss below. The sound of their bodies hitting the bottom never came up. It was too deep.

Now, falling meant death.

"Thirty seconds to shift," the Voice counted.

The wall groaned. The rotation began. The entire inner cylinder started to spin slowly, disorienting them.

Jax looked up. He was halfway there. But directly above him, the path was blocked by a knot of four climbers fighting for the same three handholds.

"Move!" one of them yelled.

"There's nowhere to go!" another screamed back.

It was the Ruthless One—the man Jax had seen earlier. He was directly below the arguing group. He didn't argue. He didn't ask.

He reached up, grabbed the ankle of the man above him, and yanked.

It wasn't a pull to climb up. It was a pull to drag down.

The man above kicked out, losing his grip on the stone. He flailed, sliding down the Ruthless One’s body. The Ruthless One calmly stepped on the man’s shoulder, using him as a stepping stone, and propelled himself upward.

The man fell. He tumbled backward, silently plummeting into the dark shaft.

Jax watched in horror. The Ruthless One didn't even look down. He just took the empty spot and kept climbing.

"Animals," the teacher muttered, his breath coming in ragged wheezes. "We're turning into animals."

"Keep moving," Jax said, his voice hard. "Don't look at them."

They climbed. Twenty-five meters. Thirty.

The fatigue was setting in now. Jax’s arms felt like they were filled with lead. Every pull was a battle against gravity. The sweat on his palms made the stone slippery.

CLUNK.

The shift happened again. This time, it was violent.

A section of the wall right next to Jax retracted. A woman clinging to it shrieked as her handhold vanished. She swung wildly, holding on by one hand to a nearby bar.

Her legs kicked in the air, searching for purchase.

"Help!" she cried.

She was dangling right next to Borg.

The giant looked at her. She was in his way. Her swinging legs were knocking against his support.

Borg lifted his massive boot.

"No!" Jax yelled, though he was too far away to do anything.

Borg kicked her hand.

It was a brutal, efficient stomp. Her fingers shattered. She released the bar instantly, falling backward into the void. Her scream was long, fading as she dropped deeper and deeper into the tower’s throat.

Survivor count: 55.

Jax felt a cold rage burning in his gut. This wasn't just survival. This was slaughter.

"Five meters!" the teacher gasped. "Jax, look!"

Jax looked up. The top ledge was close. But the blocks were glowing red. All of them.

"They're all retracting!" Jax yelled.

The mechanism was changing. The entire top section was about to flush flat.

"We have to jump!" the teacher shouted. "To the maintenance ladder!"

Jax saw it. A rusted iron ladder bolted to the very top rim of the cylinder, just out of reach of the blocks. It was a leap of faith.

"On three!" Jax prepped his legs, coiling his muscles.

CLUNK.

The blocks started to recede.

"Jump!"

Jax lunged. He threw his body upward, fingers outstretched. He felt the air rushing past his ears.

His hands slapped the cold iron of the ladder. The impact jerked his shoulders, shooting pain down his spine, but he held on.

He scrambled up, hauling his body over the lip of the platform.

He rolled onto the solid floor, gasping for air. He spun around to check on the teacher.

The teacher had jumped a fraction of a second too late.

He was hanging by one hand, his fingers slipping on the rusty rung. His glasses had fallen off. His eyes were wide with terror.

"Jax!" he wheezed.

Jax scrambled back to the edge. He reached down, grabbing the teacher’s wrist.

"I got you!" Jax grunted, bracing his knees against the floor.

But the teacher was heavy, and Jax was exhausted. The sweat on their skin made the grip slick.

"Don't let go," the teacher pleaded, his voice cracking.

"I won't," Jax strained.

Then, a boot stepped on Jax’s hand.

Jax cried out in pain, his grip loosening. He looked up.

The Ruthless One was standing over him, looking down with dead, shark-like eyes.

"He's dead weight," the Ruthless One said calmly. "Let him go. Save your strength."

"Get off me!" Jax snarled.

"Have it your way." The Ruthless One pressed his heel down harder, grinding into Jax’s knuckles.

The pain was blinding. Jax’s hand spasmed.

The teacher slipped.

"No!" Jax screamed.

The teacher fell silently, vanishing into the darkness below.

Jax scrambled back, clutching his crushed hand, staring up at the Ruthless One.

"You killed him," Jax whispered, his voice trembling with fury.

The Ruthless One shrugged, turning away to walk toward the next gate. "The tower killed him. I just sped up the process."

Jax sat there on the cold metal floor, cradling his hand. He looked around.

The survivors were gathering. They were fewer now. Fifty of them stood on the platform. The ones who had fallen—the woman Borg kicked, the teacher, the others—were gone, erased from existence.

Borg was sitting nearby, eating a nutrient bar he had found in his pocket, completely unbothered. Speed was checking her shoes.

Lena, the girl Jax had saved in Level 1, walked over to him. She looked at his swollen hand, then at his face. She didn't say anything, but she sat down next to him, offering a silent solidarity.

Jax looked at the dark exit ahead. Level 2 was done.

But looking at the Ruthless One’s back, Jax realized something terrifying. The traps weren't the most dangerous thing in the Pinnacle.

The other players were.

"Proceed," the Voice said, devoid of emotion. "The Balance Path awaits."

Jax stood up. The pain in his hand was sharp, a constant reminder.

Survive, he told himself. Just survive.

He stepped forward, leaving the ghosts behind.

Survivor Count: 50
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Chapter 3 — The Balance Path
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The door to Level 3 didn’t slide open; it was blown open.

A gust of wind, powerful enough to knock a man backward, screamed through the corridor. Jax shielded his eyes, ducking his head as dust and grit pelted his skin. The air was colder here—much colder. It smelled of ozone and storm clouds.

"Move," the Ruthless One—Viktor—said, shoving past Jax. Viktor didn’t seem to care about the wind. He walked with a predator's confidence, his eyes locked on the challenge ahead.

Jax followed, cradling his throbbing hand. He stepped out onto a metal platform and stopped dead.

They were in a cavern.

It was immense, a hollowed-out section of the tower that stretched upward into darkness. On the far side, fifty meters away, a glowing green gate awaited them.

Between the platform and the gate, there was no floor.

There was only a drop. A drop so deep that the bottom was lost in a swirling gray mist. Spanning the gap were dozens of narrow wooden beams. They looked fragile, barely thicker than a human foot, crisscrossing over the abyss like a chaotic spider web.

And then, there was the wind.

On the walls of the cavern, massive industrial fans—each the size of a house—spun with terrifying speed. They were positioned on both sides, creating a crosswind that howled like a banshee.

"Welcome to the Balance Path," the Voice boomed, barely audible over the roar of the turbines. "Gravity is patient. The wind is not."

Jax looked at the beams. There were no handrails. No safety nets. Just slick, rounded wood and a fifty-meter walk over death.

"Fifty survivors," the Voice continued. "The gate will remain open for fifteen minutes. Anything still on the beams after that will be... removed."

A timer projected onto the cavern wall flickered to life. 15:00.

"I’m not waiting," said the wire-thin woman, Speed.

She adjusted her ponytail, took a deep breath, and sprinted.

The crowd gasped. She didn’t crawl. She didn't hesitate. She ran across the narrow beam like a gymnast. The wind buffeted her, blowing her hair wildly, but her momentum kept her centered. In ten seconds, she was halfway across. In twenty, she was at the green gate.

She turned back and gave a mock salute.

"She’s crazy," a man next to Jax muttered. He was stocky, with a nervous twitch in his eye. "If a gust hits her mid-stride..."

"She knows what she's doing," Jax said. "Momentum fights the wind. If you go slow, you wobble."

"But if you run and slip, you're dead," the nervous man countered.

Borg, the giant, stepped up next. He didn’t run. He didn't crawl. He simply walked. His mass was his anchor. The wind slammed into his broad chest, but he leaned into it, treating the hurricane-force gale like a gentle breeze. He marched across the beam, the wood creaking ominously under his weight, and reached the other side without breaking a sweat.

"Two down," the nervous man whispered.

"We have to go," Lena said, appearing at Jax’s side. She looked at his bandaged hand. "Can you balance?"

"I don't need my hands to walk," Jax lied. His equilibrium was fine, but the pain in his hand was making him dizzy. "We should go together. One behind the other. If one slips, the other grabs."

Lena nodded. "I'll go first. I’ll break the wind for you."

"No, I'll go—"

"I'm smaller," she interrupted firmly. "Low center of gravity. I can crouch if the wind gets bad. You stay close."

She stepped onto the nearest beam. Jax followed.

The wood was slippery. Condensation from the mist had coated it in a thin, slick layer. Jax placed his foot down, testing the friction. It was like walking on ice.

Step. Step. Step.

They moved out over the abyss.

The sound of the wind was deafening. It wasn't a constant blow; it was rhythmic. The fans would spin up, blasting a wall of air for ten seconds, then slow down for five.

Whoosh.

A gust hit them from the left. Jax dropped to a crouch, his heart leaping into his throat. The beam swayed. He dug his fingers into the wood—ignoring the screaming pain in his injured hand—and held on.

Ahead of him, Lena was flat on her stomach, hugging the beam.

"Hold!" she yelled.

To their right, on a parallel beam, a group of three was trying to cross. They were crawling on hands and knees. The wind hit them hard. The man in the rear lost his balance. His legs slipped off the side.

"Help!" he screamed, clinging to the beam with his arms.

The woman in front of him turned. She reached back. "Grab my hand!"

He reached out.

Another gust hit.

The woman wobbled. The fear on her face was instant and terrible. She realized that if he grabbed her, his weight combined with the wind would pull her off too.

She pulled her hand back.

"I'm sorry!" she shrieked.

"No! Don't—"

The man’s grip failed. He slid off the smooth wood silently. He fell, tumbling into the gray mist.

Jax squeezed his eyes shut for a second, forcing the image away. Focus. Just focus on Lena’s back.

"Move now!" Lena shouted. The wind had died down.

They stood up and scrambled forward. Ten meters. Twenty.

They were halfway across when the betrayal happened.

It wasn't on their beam. It was two beams over.

A man in a torn business suit—let’s call him Paul—was walking shakily. Behind him was a younger guy, barely eighteen, terrified and freezing.

"Keep going, kid, you're doing great," Paul was shouting, sounding encouraging. He looked like a father figure, calm and reassuring.

They reached a section where two beams intersected, creating a small platform, barely a meter wide. It was a rest point.

Paul hopped onto the platform. The kid followed, shaking violently.

"I can't," the kid sobbed. "I can't move my legs."

"Sure you can," Paul said, smiling. He looked at the timer on the wall. 08:00.

"I’m going to fall," the kid cried.

"No, you're not," Paul said. He looked back at the starting platform. Then he looked at the wind turbines. A massive gust was building up. The fans were roaring louder than before.

Paul looked at the single beam leading from the platform to the exit. It was very thin. If they both tried to cross, the vibration might knock them both off.

"Only one way to be sure," Paul whispered.

Jax watched, horrified, as Paul’s smile vanished.

Paul placed two hands on the kid’s chest.

"Wait," the kid said, confusion replacing fear.

Paul shoved.

It wasn't a panic move. It was a calculated, hard push. The kid flew backward off the platform. He didn't even have time to grab the edge. He just vanished into the crosswind.

Paul adjusted his tie, waited for the gust to pass, and then calmly walked the rest of the way to the exit.

"Did you see that?" Lena hissed, her voice trembling.

"I saw," Jax said, his blood turning to ice. "Keep moving."

They were close now. Ten meters left.

But the tower wasn't done with them.

The fans on the right side stopped. The fans on the left revved up to maximum power.

"Brace!" Jax roared.

The wind hit them like a physical hammer. It was so strong it bent the wooden beam sideways.

Jax’s feet slid.

He fell to one knee, his injured hand slamming onto the wood. A jolt of agony blinded him. He gasped, his vision blurring. He was slipping. His center of gravity was tipping to the right, toward the drop.

"Jax!"

Lena had reached the end. She was standing on the stone ledge of the exit. She spun around, seeing him teetering.

He was three meters away. Too far to reach.

The wind was pushing him relentlessly. He couldn't stand up. If he tried, he would be blown off. But he couldn't crawl; his hand was useless.

He was stuck.

"Jump!" Lena screamed.

"I can't!"

"You have to! The beam is cracking!"

Jax heard it then. A sharp snap. The wooden beam, stressed by the torque of the wind and his weight, was splintering at the base.

He had one second.

He ignored the pain. He ignored the wind. He channeled every ounce of strength into his legs.

The beam snapped.

As the wood gave way beneath him, Jax launched himself forward.

He flew through the air, arms flailing.

He hit the stone ledge of the exit chest-first. The air left his lungs in a painful whoosh. His lower body dangled over the abyss. He clawed at the stone, but his sweaty shirt was sliding.

He was slipping back.

A hand grabbed his collar. Then another hand grabbed his wrist.

It wasn't just Lena.

Borg, the giant, had reached down. With one effortless heave, he yanked Jax up and threw
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