
 

 

 

 

The Weight of the Record 
 

 

 

By 

 

Hank Redding 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright Page 
The Weight of the Record 
© 2026 Hank Redding 
All rights reserved. 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are the products of the author’s 
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real 
events or locations, is coincidental. 
 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any 
form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the 
prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly 
discussion. 
  



 

Chapters 

Chapter 1 – The Ledger Begins ........................................................................................................................................ 1 

Chapter 2 – The Old Claim ............................................................................................................................................... 4 

Chapter 3 – Pine Box Morning......................................................................................................................................... 6 

Chapter 4 – Salt and Smoke .............................................................................................................................................. 9 

Chapter 5 – The Stranger and the Shaft ........................................................................................................................ 11 

Chapter 6 – Echoes in the Dirt ...................................................................................................................................... 13 

Chapter 7 – The Man with No Teeth ............................................................................................................................ 15 

Chapter 8 – What the Ground Remembers ................................................................................................................. 15 

Chapter 9 – Ledger Smoke .............................................................................................................................................. 20 

Chapter 10 – The Weight of Ink .................................................................................................................................... 22 

Chapter 11 – The Mark .................................................................................................................................................... 24 

Chapter 12 – Below the Line .......................................................................................................................................... 26 

Chapter 13 – Into the Ledger ......................................................................................................................................... 28 

Chapter 14 – Names in Stone ......................................................................................................................................... 30 

Chapter 15 – The Proxy ................................................................................................................................................... 32 

Chapter 16 – The Surface ................................................................................................................................................ 34 

Chapter 17 – The Final Entry ......................................................................................................................................... 36 

 

  



P a g e  | 1 
 

© 2025 - Hank Redding 

Chapter 1 – The Ledger Begins 

The wagon wheels caught on the ridge just before dusk, and Thomas Mercer stepped down into a 
silence thicker than dust, sharp with the scent of dry sage and something colder beneath it, like iron 
long buried. His boots struck ground that hadn’t decided whether to remain soil or turn to stone, the 
surface cracking underfoot like old parchment. 

Behind him, the sky bruised toward violet, clouds stacked low and heavy over the basin. His father 
stood a few yards ahead, arms crossed, surveying the valley as if his gaze alone could stake it—claiming 
each shadow as it stretched longer across the land. 

“Clean land,” William Mercer said. His voice scraped against the quiet. “No names on it yet. That’s the 
best kind.” 

Thomas tasted grit between his teeth. Four months of trail dust sat deep in his lungs. They had left 
Missouri chasing gold whispered on dry air and found only this: a wide reach of nowhere, the promised 
spring barely a seep—just enough water to wet your tongue and remind you how thirsty you were. His 
hands still burned from gripping the reins too tightly through the last canyon pass, the leather biting 
into his palms as if trying to hold him back. 

A cough sounded behind the canvas flap of the second wagon. Soft. Persistent. His mother. It had 
been there since Colorado—a quiet rhythm of fading he tried not to count, not to memorize. Not the 
sharp kind that demanded attention, but the sort that wore a life down unnoticed, the way water 
smooths stone. He remembered her humming—low, slow melodies that made camp bread taste like 
Sunday supper. There was no humming now. Only the hitch of breath, like she was arguing with God 
in whispers and losing. 

“Stake the north side,” his father called to one of the hired men, already turning his thoughts to 
trenches and frost, to the work of holding. “We’ll need to dig in before winter.” 

Thomas didn’t move. His eyes stayed on the canvas, picturing his mother’s hand—the one that used to 
rest cool against Samuel’s forehead, checking for fevers that never came. Just making sure, she’d say. 

Who was making sure now? 

His hand reached into his saddle roll and came back with the book. Plain. Well made. Good leather, still 
faintly carrying the polish of the banker’s desk it had been taken from in Carson Springs. He’d meant it 
for honest work: weights, wages, figures that stayed where you put them. 

He opened to the first blank page. 
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Mercer, William. 
Head of household. 
Claims 80 acres. 
6 mules. 
2 rifles. 

He wrote what his father believed in. What could be counted. 

Assets: 
3 wagons. 
2 sons. 

His pen slowed. He looked toward the second wagon. The canvas had gone still. 

Could a life be listed that way? 

He wrote the line anyway. 

1 dying wife. 

The words sat stark on the page. He paused, letting the ink settle into the fibers. His hand hovered, 
half-expecting to correct it, but there was no place here for revision. 

Below it, he left a space and wrote a single word. 

Debt: 

The pen hesitated. He dipped it again and drew a circle. 

0 

The mark looked thin. Incomplete. 

The wind shifted along the ridge, lifting dust in brief spirals. It carried a dry, rattling sound—like old 
bones shaken in a jar, or coins spilled from a rotted purse. 

One of the hired men spat and laughed once, sharp and humorless. “Place smells like a grave already.” 

Thomas looked at him, then back to the valley as it sank into shadow. Cold rose through the soles of 
his boots, slow and patient, as if the ground were listening. 

“No,” Thomas said. “Graves have markers. They tell you who’s buried there.” 
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He closed the book. The cover met with a dull sound. It rested in his hands, leather and paper, ordinary 
weight. 

It wasn’t heavy yet. 

But it would be.  
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Chapter 2 – The Old Claim 

The first night on the land settled heavy. Not peaceful—watchful. The kind of quiet that coiled tight in 
a man’s gut and stayed there. Even the coyotes kept their distance, holding beyond the firelight as if 
they knew better. The flames themselves cracked low and subdued, giving off more glow than sound. 

Thomas sat on a cold rock near the fire, the book resting open across his knees. He hadn’t touched it 
since dusk, but it was there, weight steady against his legs. Moonlight stripped the color from the valley, 
bleaching it to bone and shadow. Nearby, the hired men worked at their tents, muttered curses fraying 
against the dark without ever breaking it. What pressed in wasn’t their noise, but the quiet beneath it—
wide, old, and patient. 

Samuel lay curled near a wagon wheel, arms tucked under his head as if trying to take up less space. 
Fifteen and still mostly elbows and hunger, he hadn’t said much since they crossed into the territory. 
Thomas watched him from the edge of the firelight. The boy didn’t stir. Thomas felt a tightening in his 
chest he couldn’t place. Fear, maybe. Or the long wear of the trail. He hadn’t asked. Words felt heavy 
lately—hard to lift, harder to set down. He felt an urge to shield his brother, fierce and useless, without 
knowing from what. 

His father moved along the perimeter with the musket resting easy in his hands. William Mercer walked 
like a man staking ownership over the dark itself. Not out of fear, Thomas thought, but out of 
certainty—because men like his father believed vigilance was owed to them, that the world should 
stand still while they measured it. 

After a while, Thomas lowered his eyes to the page. 

The ink from earlier was stark in the firelight. 

1 dying wife. 

Below it, the circle he’d drawn sat thin and unfinished. 

There was nothing new to add. Nothing had changed. Still, he turned a page. Then another. Slowly. As 
if something might reveal itself if he looked long enough. 

“What you got there, boy?” 

The voice came from close enough to make him start. Thomas looked up. One of the older hands—
Cain, he thought—stood half in shadow, working a plug of tobacco along his jaw. His posture had the 
look of a man who’d seen more holes dug than fields planted. His eyes took in the light without giving 
any back. 

“A book,” Thomas said. 
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“Already keeping score in this place?” The man’s tone held something between humor and pity. 

“Just keeping track.” 

Cain spat into the dirt. “Place like this,” he said, scanning the valley, “that thing’ll be heavier than a 
coffin before long.” 

Thomas didn’t answer. He watched Cain drift back into the dark, leaving behind the smell of dust and 
cheap tobacco. 

Later, after the fire burned down to embers and the camp sank into shallow sleep, he heard it. 

His mother’s voice, whispering behind the canvas. 

Not prayer. He hadn’t heard her pray since the Rockies, when hope still pretended to be useful. This 
was different. A listing. Soft. Relentless. Names and places slipping out one after another, dates half-
remembered, crossings and losses tumbling like beads from a snapped string. Missouri. Anna’s crossing. 
The fever year. 

It didn’t sound like remembering. It sounded like counting. 

Thomas lay still, listening, until the whispering finally thinned and stopped. He closed the book and 
pulled his blanket tight, the leather cover damp and cool against his fingers. Above him, the stars hung 
sharp and distant, punched through the dark like pinpricks in stretched canvas. 

Sleep came in pieces. 

When it took hold, he dreamed of gold—not nuggets or coins, but a river of it, thick as mud, moving 
slow through the valley. It carried the same cold iron smell as the air at dusk. Wagons slid beneath it. 
Tents vanished. Familiar shapes dissolved without sound. 

He woke with a gasp. 

The air was still. Cold. The fire lay dead and grey. The camp made no sound. 

Thomas pushed himself upright. No coughing. No footsteps. No orders. 

Only that same watchful quiet. 

Then he saw his father, standing beside the second wagon, unmoving, eyes fixed on the closed canvas. 

Thomas didn’t need to look closer. 

He already knew. 

His mother was dead.  
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Chapter 3 – Pine Box Morning 

They buried her before the ground softened, working fast against the chill dawn. The scrape of shovels 
against stony soil was the only eulogy. There was no time for pine planks, no strength left for proper 
words—only a verse muttered haltingly by one of the hired men, the lines half-remembered and quickly 
swallowed by the quiet. William stood over the shallow hole with his sleeves rolled high, his jaw set 
hard beneath weathered skin. Samuel stared at his own worn boots as if they might offer instruction, 
his face pale and emptied. Another man smoked, eyes fixed on the whitening sky, anywhere but the raw 
earth. 

Thomas didn’t cry. There was pressure behind his eyes, a hollow ache in his chest, but the tears 
wouldn’t come. Out here, he told himself, grief was a luxury—something you saved for after the work 
was done. Or maybe the cold had already taken whatever was meant to break. He watched with a 
distant calm as the last shovelfuls fell, the steady thud of dirt on canvas marking time. 

The sun crested the ridge just as they finished. Weak light spilled across the clearing. The soil settled 
soft against the cloth that wrapped her. There was no stone, no cross, not even a board with her name 
scratched into it. Only William’s boot heel pressed down once at the head of the grave, leaving a hard, 
angry mark. 

Graves have markers, Thomas thought, the echo of his own words from the night before tasting like ash. 
They tell you who’s buried there. 

This felt like erasure. 

“She was a good woman,” one of the hands said, offering it to the air. 

William didn’t answer. He turned without a word and walked back toward the wagons. Samuel 
followed, eyes still down, a smaller shadow keeping pace behind a larger one. 

Thomas stayed where he was. The disturbed earth smelled damp and final. The air felt thin, expectant. 
He stood alone before the unmarked mound, listening to the silence settle again, broken only by the 
memory of his mother’s whispering from the night before—the steady listing, the quiet counting. 

He reached into his coat and took out the book. 

The leather was cool against his hands. The pages resisted slightly as he opened them, clinging together 
with dew or something heavier. 

He found a clean page and held his pen above it. 

Mercer, Eliza. 
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For a moment he saw her as she’d been before the coughing—humming over the fire, her hands quick 
and sure, her voice able to steady a room without effort. He thought of the small locket she’d pressed 
into his palm when the sickness first turned serious. For when you need reminding who you belong to, she’d 
said. 

The locket lay with her now. 

He wrote again. 

Deceased. Age 42. 

Such small words for a whole life. 

Cause: Unknown. Cough worsened. 

He paused. The line felt insufficient. Or maybe dishonest. He thought of the trail, his father’s 
insistence, the way this land seemed to pull at them even before they arrived. 

Last Words: Not recorded. 

He knew it wasn’t true as he wrote it. Her last word had been his name, breathed into the dark like a 
question. Thomas? As if she needed to be sure he was still there. 

His hand moved again, slower this time. 

Debt: Carried. 

He didn’t know what the words meant—not fully. Whether it named something owed by a son, or a 
burden passed down, or a weight the ground itself had taken on. He only knew it felt accurate. The ink 
settled into the page and stayed there. 

For a moment, the paper beneath his fingers felt warm. 

The air shifted. A breeze moved through the grass at the edge of the clearing, cold and sudden. 
Something passed at the edge of his sight—no shape he could name, only motion enough to register. 
The birds that had begun to stir fell quiet. 

Thomas looked up, then back down. He closed the book. 

It felt different in his hands. Denser. As if something had been added without being seen. 

That night, he rose to relieve himself and saw his father seated alone beside the grave. William didn’t 
speak. He stared down at the dirt, his shoulders trembling. One hand lifted, as if to say something to 
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the earth, then fell back useless into his lap. A moment later he hurled a rock into the dark, cursing low 
and hoarse. 

Thomas turned away before he was noticed.  
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Chapter 4 – Salt and Smoke 

By midmorning the wind came up sharp and scouring. It didn’t cool anything. It only worried the dust 
and carried the low, persistent buzz of flies that had arrived with the dawn, settling on the wagons and 
water buckets as if they’d always been meant to be there. William put the men to work along the 
creekbed, his orders loud and constant, as if noise alone might press the land into compliance. 

Thomas drove stakes until his hands went numb. The post driver rose and fell in a steady rhythm, each 
impact echoing the sound of dirt striking canvas from the morning before. Samuel hauled water nearby, 
shoulders rounded, eyes fixed on the ground. He flinched when anyone passed too close, moving as 
though he hoped not to be noticed at all. 

The sun burned clean in the sky, but the light carried no warmth. And threaded through the wind was 
something else—something sour and unsettled. Not rot. Not ash. The smell of smoke long cooled, 
scraped from stone and brought back into the air. It came and went with the gusts, never staying long 
enough to name. 

“You catch that?” 

Thomas turned. Cain stood a few paces off, working tobacco along his jaw, his eyes narrowed as he 
tested the air. He had the look of a man who paid attention because he’d learned what happened when 
you didn’t. 

Thomas nodded. 

“Ain’t woodsmoke,” Cain said after a moment. He spat into the dust. “Ain’t rot neither.” He went back 
to his work, but his gaze kept drifting toward the valley floor. 

William’s voice cut across the clearing. “Thomas. Bring the book. Time we put some order to this—
stakes set, hours worked, feed counted. I want it straight before anyone gets ideas about what they’re 
owed.” 

The request tightened something in Thomas’s chest. He hadn’t meant to open it again so soon. He 
retrieved the book from the wagon, the leather cool and unremarkable in his hands. He carried it 
beneath the lean-to, where the shade offered little relief from the sense of exposure, and opened it. 

He turned past his father’s entries. Past the neat lines of acreage and animals. When he reached his 
mother’s name, he stopped. 

Beneath what he had written the day before—beneath Debt: Carried—there was another word. 
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It wasn’t his hand. The script was precise, older than anything he knew, the ink dark and settled as if it 
had never been wet. 

Settled. 

He stared at it. The word did not move. It did not fade. He touched it once. The ink held. The page 
beneath his finger felt worn smooth, as though that spot had been pressed more than the rest. 

A mule screamed near the creek. 

Someone shouted. Tools clattered. 

Thomas looked up in time to see dust lift from the creekbed in a tight spiral—nothing large, nothing 
dramatic. Just a brief, violent motion that pulled loose dirt into the air and then dropped it again. The 
men stepped back. The mule strained against its tether. 

Then it was gone. 

The air stilled. The flies returned. The dust settled. 

Cain appeared beside him without sound. He glanced from the creek to the open book in Thomas’s 
hands and said nothing at first. 

“Sometimes,” he said at last, “a place don’t take kindly to being measured.” 

Thomas closed the book. The sound was louder than he intended. 

The weight in his hands felt unchanged. And yet— 

He didn’t voice the thought. He didn’t need to. 

The land had not been waiting for them.  
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Chapter 5 – The Stranger and the Shaft 

They found the shaft by accident. Or the land offered it up. 

Two men were digging a latrine trench west of camp when a shovel struck something that wasn’t stone. 
The impact rang hollow through the handle—wood, thick and spongy with rot. The sound drew 
attention. Cain was the first to pry the splintered planks back with his shovel tip. 

Beneath them was blackness. Not shadow, but an absence that swallowed light whole. Cold air 
breathed up from it, stale and damp, carrying the smell of deep earth and stone—and beneath that, a 
faint metallic tang, like rusted coin. 

William came at the sound of voices, muttering as he knelt at the edge. He leaned forward, sniffed 
once, then straightened. “Old shaft,” he said, though the certainty wasn’t there. “Abandoned, most 
likely. Could be decades. Might be caved in further down.” 

Cain struck a match. The flame flared bright in the daylight. He dropped it. 

It didn’t tumble or flicker. It simply disappeared. One moment the flame existed, the next it was gone. 
No hiss. No echo. No reflection from water below. 

“No echo,” Thomas said, standing back. The cold lifting from the opening raised the hair along his 
arms. 

William glanced at him. “What’s that?” 

Thomas didn’t answer. He kept his eyes on the dark, struck by the sense of depth—not distance, but 
something heavier. As if the ground didn’t end so much as give way. 

That night the camp was subdued. The men drank more than usual, their voices low, laughter thin and 
forced. Cain sat apart with a tin cup and told a story. A town he’d seen once, built too close to a salt flat 
where nothing grew right. Wells turned bitter. Livestock sickened. Then one Sunday morning the 
ground opened beneath the new church and took it whole. Dropped straight through, choir and all. 

Cain stopped there. 

No one laughed. No one asked questions. 

Thomas lay awake long after the others slept. The book lay against his chest, its weight familiar now, 
steady and close. He hadn’t opened it since the word beneath his mother’s name appeared. He didn’t 
need to. It was there. He could feel it the way you feel your own spine—present without effort. 
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Sometime after midnight, the wind shifted. Thomas sat up at once. The fire had burned down to coals. 
His eyes went to the far side of camp. 

Timbers had been dragged over the shaft. A crude cover, thrown together sometime after dark. But the 
dirt around it lay too smooth, pressed flat as if something beneath had exhaled. Cold moved through 
the air there, sharper than the night. 

Thomas reached for the book without thinking. 

He opened it by feel, turned to the page he knew by heart. 

Beneath Settled was a new name. 

Carson Wills. 

He didn’t recognize it. Not a hired man. Not a trail companion. Nothing. 

Below the name, two words. 

Debt: Owed. 

Thomas stared at the page until the coals dimmed further. He traced the name once, then closed the 
book. Sleep did not return. 

At dawn he walked to the edge of camp. 

The timbers were gone. 

Not broken. Not shifted. Simply absent. 

The shaft lay open again, its dark mouth unchanged.  
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Chapter 6 – Echoes in the Dirt 

The shaft remained open. 

No one admitted to removing the timbers, and no one hurried to replace them. William ordered it 
sealed again, his voice sharp with strain, but the men moved slowly, circling the opening with their eyes 
down and their tools held loose, as if closeness alone carried risk. No one volunteered to climb near the 
edge. No one offered suggestions. 

Cain walked to the lip and looked down for a long moment. Then he spat into the black and turned 
away. 

They compromised. A loose ring of rope went up, barely waist high, more gesture than barrier. Tools 
were piled nearby, left as if work might resume later. By evening, talk of the opening had faded. But the 
ground around it stayed empty. Men crossed wide of it. Even at night, no one went near. 

From the lean-to, Thomas watched Samuel sit by the fire. The boy stared into the flames without 
blinking, his face drawn and pale, his hands folded in his lap as if waiting. He hadn’t spoken since 
morning. Thomas felt a cold pressure settle low in his gut whenever he looked at him, a sense of 
attention being paid from somewhere beneath their feet. 

That night brought rain. Not enough to wash anything clean—just a cold, needling drizzle that slicked 
the ground and sharpened the wind. Thomas lay awake with the book wrapped in oilcloth beneath his 
bedroll. He did not plan to open it. The memory of the name and the missing timbers was enough. 

But before dawn, certainty took hold. Not fear—certainty. Something had changed. 

He unwrapped the book and opened it just enough to read by the thinning dark. 

Carson Wills. 

The line beneath it was different now. The ink darker. Set. 

Debt: Claimed. 

The word settled into him like cold stone. Claimed. Not owed. Not pending. Finished. 

He closed the book and sat there for a long moment, listening to the rain. When the first light crept 
into the sky, he slipped the book under his coat and rose. 

The ground near the shaft lay bare, swept clean of tracks and debris as if brushed by an unseen hand. 
Thomas stopped at the edge and listened. 
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From deep below came a sound. Not loud. Not fast. A slow, deliberate scrape—stone against stone. It 
stopped. Then came again. 

Thomas looked back toward the camp. No one stirred. 

He opened the book and found the page. His hands shook as he tore it free. The sound was sharp in 
the still air. 

He held the paper a moment longer than he needed to, then let it fall. 

It drifted down a short distance and stopped, suspended. Then it slid inward, out of sight. 

The wind died. 

The quiet pressed down all at once, complete and airless. Thomas turned away and walked back toward 
camp without looking behind him. 

He did not speak that day. No one asked him to. 

That evening, when the men gathered, Cain did not return from his perimeter walk. 

His rifle was found later, leaned carefully against a post near the rope. 

Cleaned.  
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Chapter 7 – The Man with No Teeth 

By morning, the silence where Cain should have been was unmistakable. 

There were no tracks leading away from his bedroll. No sign of struggle. No blood darkening the dirt. 
Only his rifle leaned against a mesquite post near the cold firepit—cleaned, upright, placed with a care 
that felt more deliberate than any violence. It hadn’t been dropped. It had been set down. 

William ordered a search. Practicality was his refuge. Two men were sent toward the northern ridge. 
Another took Samuel to walk the creekbed again, the boy moving stiffly at his side. Thomas stayed 
behind. No one questioned it. His place, for reasons no one named, was here. 

He waited until the searchers were distant and the camp fell quiet again. Then he opened the book. 

He turned first to the page that should have been gone. 

The name was still there—faint, bled into the paper like an old bruise. Carson Wills. The word beneath it 
had thinned to a pale shadow. Claimed. He ran his fingers over the place where the ink had once been 
dark. The page felt worn smooth there, thinned as if pressed from the other side. 

Whatever he had done, it had not undone anything. 

The search parties returned empty-handed in the afternoon. Not long after, a man appeared at the edge 
of camp. 

He hadn’t walked in. He was simply there, standing among the scrub to the west, in the direction of the 
opening. His coat was threadbare, split at the elbow. His boots were cracked and old. He stood 
motionless, watching, his eyes flat and unreflective. 

And his mouth— 

There were no teeth. Just a collapsed line of pale flesh, closed and unfinished. The air around him 
carried a cold trace of stone and depth. 

William approached, one hand near the pistol at his belt. “You lost?” he asked. “Come down from the 
pass?” 

The man did not move. 

“What’s your name?” William said. 

Slowly, the man raised one hand. 
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He did not point at William. He did not point at the camp. 

His finger lifted and held, aimed squarely at the book tucked beneath Thomas’s arm. 

The gesture was precise. Final. 

For a moment his empty eyes flicked to Thomas’s face. Then he lowered his hand, turned, and walked 
back into the scrub. He did not hurry. He did not look back. 

No one followed him. No one spoke. 

That night, Thomas sat by the fire with the book open across his knees. The pages lay still. Then a faint 
breeze moved through the camp, turning one corner gently. 

A new line had appeared. 

Cain, R. 

Beneath it, a single word. 

Inherited. 

Thomas closed the book. 

It was no longer asking anything of him. It was simply proceeding. 

And he understood, without needing to name it, that the book had never belonged to him at all. 

It had only been waiting for his hands. 
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Chapter 8 – What the Ground Remembers 

By morning, the camp had entered into a brittle agreement not to speak of the man with no teeth. 

No one mentioned him. William kept his attention fixed on tools, on schedules, on the business of 
occupying ground, as if refusing to name the strange might undo it. The others followed his lead. 
Conversation stayed shallow. Eyes turned away from the western scrub. It was a shared pretense, thin 
and easily cracked. 

Only Samuel seemed untouched by it, and that was worse. 

He sat apart from the others, pale to the point of translucence, his frame smaller than it had been days 
before. His eyes drifted past the wagons and men and fire as though listening for something none of 
them could hear. 

The ground near the shaft felt wrong. No one measured it, but men noticed all the same—the opening 
sat a fraction lower than it had the day before, as if the earth had eased itself downward around it. As if 
it had settled. 

Thomas felt it under his boots. Before the coffee was boiled, he opened the book. 

He did not linger. He turned past the faded remnants of older names and stopped when he saw his 
brother’s. 

Samuel Mercer. 

Beneath it: 

Debt: Undetermined. 

He stared until the words blurred. His hand went to the pen at his belt and stopped there. He 
remembered the rifle leaned just so. The page that had thinned instead of vanished. The finger that had 
pointed without accusation. 

Slowly, he capped the pen. 

He closed the book and carried it down to the creek where Samuel sat with his hand trailing in the 
water. 

“You sleep any?” Thomas asked. 

Samuel didn’t look up. “I heard Mom.” 

Thomas sat beside him. The creek barely moved. “In a dream?” 
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Samuel shook his head. “She was humming. From under the ground.” 

Thomas said nothing. He watched the water slide past, dark where the light failed to reach, and felt 
something inside him draw tight and hold. 

Later that day, William announced his decision. 

“We’re opening it proper tomorrow,” he said, loud enough to prevent argument. “Shore the walls. Rig 
a hoist. Can’t leave a hole like that untended.” 

No one mentioned Cain. No one mentioned the stranger. No one mentioned the ground. 

That night, Thomas wrapped the book in oilcloth and set it beneath a flat stone near the firepit. The act 
felt deliberate. Careful. He left it there and did not touch it again. 

For three days. 

He worked. He ate. He slept. He did not look toward the firepit. 

On the third evening, the waiting became worse than the knowing. 

The stone was gone. 

The book lay half-hidden beneath a scrub bush, its wrapping disturbed. When Thomas lifted it, warmth 
pulsed through the leather—not heat, but something dry and internal, like stored breath. 

He opened it. 

The names had shifted. Not rewritten—reordered. 

His father’s entry sat lower now. Another name was gone entirely. And Samuel’s— 

Samuel’s name had moved closer to the top. 

That night, Thomas took the wrapped book back to the firepit. He drew a coal from the embers and 
held it near. 

The warmth pushed back. 

Not flame. Pressure. 

The coal slipped from his fingers. He stepped away, breathing hard, and understood without needing 
proof. 

It could not be burned. 
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It could not be buried. 

And it was not finished. 
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Chapter 9 – Ledger Smoke 

The book was warm in Thomas’s hands. 

Not hot—dry and steady, as if holding something back. When he opened it, the pages no longer sat as 
he remembered. Names had shifted. Some were struck through with heavy lines that pressed deep into 
the paper. Others had been overwritten, the ink darker, older. Along the margins, unfamiliar marks had 
appeared—tallies that were not quite numbers, symbols that suggested value without belonging to any 
currency he knew. 

Beside one name, a final notation had been added. 

Harlan. 

Below it: 

Paid in Full. 

Thomas closed the book without turning another page. Harlan had not come in the night before. His 
tools still lay by the wagon he’d been repairing. 

The air carried a smell Thomas hadn’t noticed before. Smoke—but not from the cookfire. This was 
sharper, threaded with the tang of burned rope and something metallic beneath it. He stood and 
followed it west. 

The shaft breathed. 

Thin strands of pale vapor slipped up from the opening, curling low to the ground before dissolving. 
They did not rise. They did not drift. They emerged and vanished, steady as breath. 

Thomas approached without calling out. He moved carefully, the book held tight against his chest. The 
vapor thinned as he neared, growing colder, until it no longer looked like smoke at all—just air made 
visible for a moment. 

He set the book down on the ground beside him and turned to the last page. 

It was blank. 

He watched as ink darkened the paper, seeping into place without sound. 

Beneath. 

The word finished itself and stopped. 
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The vapor surged once, quick and close. Cold closed around his throat—pressure without weight, 
breath stolen rather than crushed. Then it was gone. 

Thomas fell back, gasping. The ground was wet beneath his hands. When he looked again, the opening 
lay still. 

He took the book and backed away. He did not look at the pages again. 

He did not sleep that night. 

By morning, Harlan’s tools were found stacked neatly by the creek. His work lay unfinished. 

Harlan did not return. 
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Chapter 10 – The Weight of Ink 

Thomas didn’t eat that day. He drank half his coffee and set the tin aside untouched. The others 
noticed the hollowness in his face but said nothing. Hunger was common enough out here. Men lost 
their appetite for all kinds of reasons. Thomas felt as though something inside him had already been 
taken up and used. 

The book, wrapped in oilcloth beneath his bedroll, hadn’t cooled since the night before. Even from a 
distance, he was aware of it—present without sound, holding a dry warmth that did not fade. Not heat. 
Retention. 

He spent the morning hauling scrap timber for the fire, lifting and stacking with deliberate care, as if 
the task mattered. William put the remaining men to work reinforcing the supply tent frame, a pointless 
effort against a sky that showed no sign of weather. It felt like misdirection. As though keeping hands 
busy might keep eyes from drifting west. 

That afternoon, Samuel spoke behind him. 

“I saw her again.” 

Thomas didn’t turn at once. “Where?” 

“Down past the bend,” Samuel said. “In the water.” 

Thomas set the timber down. “You’re sure.” 

Samuel nodded. His eyes were unfocused, watching something beyond the camp. “She wasn’t moving. 
Just looking. Like she knew I was there.” 

Thomas said nothing. He had moved past disbelief somewhere between Cain’s rifle and Harlan’s tools 
stacked neatly by the creek. There was no ground left for it to stand on. 

That night, a storm crossed the hills without rain. Wind tore through the camp, snapping canvas and 
scattering embers across the dirt like sparks shaken loose from bone. It raged for minutes, then stopped 
as if cut short, leaving the air ringing and bare. 

When the camp settled, Thomas took the book from beneath his blanket and opened it by firelight. 

There were no new names. 

In the center of a clean page, a line had been added. 

Balance approaches. Prepare the mark. 



P a g e  | 23 
 

© 2025 - Hank Redding 

He turned the page. 

Blank. 

Another. 

Blank. 

Then he stopped. 

Pressed into the paper—not written, not drawn—was a shape formed by force alone. A triangle seated 
perfectly atop a circle. The page around it was stretched thin, smoothed as if rubbed from beneath. 
When he traced it with his finger, the indentation felt both polished and sharp. 

He closed the book. 

Later, lying awake beneath the stars, Thomas tried to speak his mother’s name. 

Nothing came. 

He tried again. The sound failed before it formed, caught somewhere deep in his throat. The name 
itself felt unreachable, as though it had been removed from him, not forgotten. 

He lay still until dawn, staring at the sky, and did not try again. 
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Chapter 11 – The Mark 

Three days passed without resolution. The opening remained exposed, circled by a slack rope no one 
trusted and everyone avoided. Men worked around it, not near it. The air carried a held quality, as 
though the ground itself were waiting. 

William broke the pause. 

“Supplies won’t last,” he said one morning, too loudly. “We can’t leave a hole like that untended.” His 
eyes flicked toward the opening, then away. “We shore it, rig a hoist, and see what’s down there.” 

No one answered. 

The men shifted their weight. Boots scraped. A few stared at the rope as if it might object for them. 

Jonas stepped forward. Younger than most. Lean. He didn’t look brave so much as finished with 
hesitation. “I’ll go.” 

They worked without conversation. New rope was uncoiled, thick with the smell of hemp. A lantern 
was lit and handed over, its flame small and steady. Jonas let the rope be tied around his waist. Before 
stepping onto the platform, he looked once at Thomas. Not for help. Just acknowledgment. 

They lowered him without ceremony. 

The rope slid through gloved hands. The lantern’s glow dropped, shrinking until it was no more than a 
moving ember. No sound rose from below. The quiet stretched. The rope stayed taut. 

Then it changed. 

“He stopped,” someone said. 

“Pull him up.” 

They hauled. The winch groaned. The rope came back too easily, lighter than it should have been. 
When the end emerged, it was frayed and wet, the fibers eaten away. The lantern was gone. 

Jonas did not come back. 

No one spoke. 

Samuel stood pale at the edge of the group. “Shouldn’t dig here,” he said, barely audible. “This place 
remembers.” 
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No one contradicted him. 

That night, Thomas left the fire and walked down toward the creek. The moon hung high and 
colorless, flattening the land into hard angles and shadow. The water lay still, reflecting the stars—until 
he saw something interrupt the surface. 

A plank floated in the center of the pool. 

Not driftwood. Not debris. It sat squarely, placed. 

He waded in and drew it to the bank. The wood was old, waterlogged, heavy. Fresh cuts scarred its 
surface. 

A symbol had been carved into it: a triangle seated atop a circle. Below it, two words, cut deep and 
deliberate. 

MARK ONE. 

Thomas turned the plank over. 

On the back, carved with less care but equal intent, was a name. 

Thomas Mercer. 

He set the board down and stood there as the wind moved through the grass, breaking the reflection in 
the water into fragments. He tried to speak—tried to shape his mother’s name with his mouth. 

Nothing came. 

The sound failed before it formed. 

He stood alone at the creek until the stars faded and the night finished with him. 
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Chapter 12 – Below the Line 

Samuel was gone by sunrise. 

Not missing—gone. His bedroll lay smooth and untouched, as if it had never been used. No tracks led 
away from camp. No note lay tucked beneath a stone or scrap of canvas. Only the empty space where 
he should have been, and the sound of the creek nearby, suddenly too loud in the morning quiet. 

Thomas did not call out. He did not wake the others. He searched anyway. 

He walked the ridge twice. Checked the sparse treeline. Followed the creek until the water thinned and 
slowed. Looked behind the supply tent, inside the crude privy, anywhere a boy might hide or fall. 
Nothing shifted. Nothing answered. The search became mechanical, his feet moving without 
expectation. 

He returned to camp and opened the book. 

Samuel’s name remained where it had been. Unchanged. 

Thomas’s own name sat below it, marked. 

Beneath that, a new line had been added. 

One must go below. 

He closed the book carefully and set it aside. The words did not fade. They did not need to. 

William noticed Samuel’s absence near midday. “Where’s the boy?” he asked, scanning the smaller 
camp. 

Thomas kept his eyes down. “Wandered off.” 

William snorted. “He’ll come back when he’s hungry.” He turned away, already dismissing the question 
along with everything else that resisted explanation. 

Thomas said nothing. He looked west. 

That evening, he walked to the opening alone. The rope lay coiled beside the winch, neat and ready. 
The pulley shone faintly with fresh oil. The preparation had been done without discussion, without 
order. 

He stood at the edge and looked down. The dark did not move. It did not echo. It waited. 
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“I’ll go,” Thomas said. 

Nothing answered. 

A moment later, warmth pressed against his ribs, steady and contained. The book shifted beneath his 
arm, its pages stirring despite the still air. 

From deep below came a sound. 

Humming. 

Low and familiar. A tune he had not heard since the trail, before the coughing worsened, before nights 
had grown thin and restless. It rose and fell once, then again. 

Thomas stepped back. 

“Not tonight,” he said. 

The humming continued a moment longer, then stopped. 

The wind passed through the clearing and was gone. The opening remained. 

It did not hurry. 
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Chapter 13 – Into the Ledger 

Morning came without color. The light was flat and cold, less like weather than a pause before 
something final. Thomas didn’t eat. He wrapped his hands in rawhide strips with care, knotting and re-
knotting until the motion steadied him. When he looked toward the opening, there was no hesitation 
left. It was simply where he was going. 

William kept himself busy with small, unnecessary tasks. He did not look up. The remaining men did. 
They watched Thomas move toward the rig with open unease, their murmurs falling away as he passed. 
One by one they stepped back, leaving a clear path. No one offered help. No one spoke. 

Thomas tied the rope around his waist and cinched it tight. The book rested inside his coat, warm and 
unmoving, pressed flat against his chest. He did not open it. He did not need to. 

The winch groaned. The rope slipped. Darkness closed in. 

The air changed almost at once—not colder, not warmer, but heavier. Pressure gathered behind his 
ears. The walls slid past, slick with moisture that was not water. Old beams emerged and vanished, their 
nails rusted into orange spirals. Pale growth clung to the stone in places light had never reached. The 
shaft was not silent. It made small sounds—clicks, sighs, faint movements that might have been settling 
rock or memory loosening its grip. 

He stopped counting distance. The circle of daylight above narrowed, thinned, and disappeared. 

He struck his lantern. 

The flame caught and held. Light spread just far enough to show the walls. 

They were carved. 

Symbols covered the stone—cut deep, layered over one another, some sharp, some worn smooth by 
time. Triangles seated atop circles. Tallies that were not numbers. Marks repeated until they lost 
meaning and became surface. They did not glow. They did not move. They simply existed. 

The shaft widened below him. He slowed as the rope paid out and then stopped. A narrow stone shelf 
jutted from the wall, barely wide enough to stand on. 

Something rested there. 

A book, bound in dark leather, cracked and softened by age. Its edges were worn thin, its pages open as 
if left mid-use. It did not look placed. It looked returned. 
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Thomas signaled to stop and stepped onto the shelf. He reached out and set his own book beside the 
older one. 

In the stillness of the chamber, the pages stirred. 

Not all at once. Not dramatically. Just enough to settle open. 

The air filled with a dry scent—cedar, old wood, and something faintly metallic beneath it. Preserved. 
Spent. 

Thomas leaned closer and looked down at the open pages. 

The marks were familiar. 

Not because he could read them—but because he had been copying them without knowing. 

He stood there, the rope taut at his back, the lantern burning low, and understood that he had not 
brought anything new into this place. 

He had only arrived with what already belonged to it. 
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Chapter 14 – Names in Stone 

The pages were not blank. 

They held no ink, but every sheet bore names—countless of them—scorched into the surface as if fire 
itself had remembered. Some were faded to a pale shadow. Others remained sharp, the letters pressed 
deep, still carrying a faint residue of heat. Nothing here had been written. It had been recorded. 

Thomas passed his hand slowly across the page. The names did not move, but they seemed to shift 
under his gaze, as though the eye could not settle on them all at once. 

Some were familiar. 

Harlan. 
Cain. 

Their names were there, burned cleanly into the page, no different from the rest. And then— 

Eliza Mercer. 

His breath caught. Her name was no darker, no deeper than the others. She was not marked as special. 
She was simply present. Accounted for. 

Beyond her, the list continued. Names older than the camp. Older than the trail. Layered one over 
another, reaching back into a history that had no edge he could see. 

His eyes followed the column downward. 

Mercer, Thomas. 

The name was etched deeper than the rest. 

Beneath it, a single line: 

Status: Proxy. 

He did not recoil. The word settled with a weight he recognized. Not ownership. Not authorship. Not 
loss. 

Assignment. 

He closed the older book and opened the one he had carried down. 
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The pages matched. 

Not in order, but in form. His handwriting was gone, replaced entirely by the same burned script. The 
names were the same. The structure was the same. He had not been keeping a record—he had been 
copying one. 

He looked again at the stone shelf. 

It was not a shelf. 

Set into its surface was the same mark he had seen pressed into paper and carved into wood: a triangle 
seated atop a circle. The stone around it was worn smooth, as if hands had rested there for generations. 

Thomas knelt. 

He placed both books over the mark. 

The cavern grew warmer—not suddenly, not violently, but with the steady heat of something long 
contained. The lantern’s flame dimmed. The air pressed close. 

The question did not arrive as sound. 

It formed between his breaths. 

Will you account for the debt. 

Thomas did not speak. He did not need to. 

His hands stayed where they were. 

The stone beneath them warmed further, heat moving slowly up through his arms, into his chest, 
settling there. Not pain. Weight. 

Function. 

The record closed around him, and the place went still. 
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Chapter 15 – The Proxy 

Thomas did not know how long he knelt on the stone. 

Time had thinned in the dark, stretching without measure. His hands rested flat where the books lay, 
palms pressed to leather and weight. The warmth beneath them was steady—not the heat of fire, but 
something older. Memory without image. Pressure without pain. It moved through him slowly, settling 
into bone and breath. 

He drew one hand back and tried to close the older book. The pages resisted, stirring faintly, as if 
unwilling to be shut. Not frantic. Persistent. He pressed again, firmer this time, until it yielded. 

The understanding arrived without words. 

One must hold the record. 

It was not instruction. It was condition. 

He opened the second book and saw his name where it had been burned before. 

Mercer, Thomas. 
Status: Proxy. 

The word did not explain itself. It did not need to. He felt its meaning in the way the weight did not 
lessen when he shifted it, in the way the warmth did not fade when his hands moved away. 

Proxy was not witness. A witness stands apart. 
Proxy was not victim. A victim is consumed. 

Proxy was tether. 

From far above, voices echoed down the shaft—shouts, indistinct and thin. They belonged to another 
place now. Another scale of concern. He did not answer them. 

He closed both books and rose. The stone ledge beneath his boots felt narrow, the dark above him 
deeper than before. And yet he stood without swaying. The weight he carried did not pull him down. It 
held him where he was. 

He lifted his lantern and looked beyond the stone. 

The cavern opened wider there. Its walls were layered with carving—old marks worn smooth beneath 
sharper, newer ones. Names spiraled outward in slow, deliberate arcs, circling the same symbol again 
and again. Always the triangle seated atop the circle. Always at the center. 
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Not a throne. 
An anchor. 

Thomas did not feel chosen. 

He felt placed. 

The fear that had driven him for weeks drained away, leaving something colder and more durable 
behind. He was no longer passing through this place. He was part of how it continued. 

He did not signal to be pulled up. 

Not yet. 
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Chapter 16 – The Surface 

He signaled to be pulled up near dawn. 

The ascent felt different from the descent—not harder, not easier, but altered. The rope held steady in 
his hands, drawn taut from above. Each groan of the pulley echoed in the shaft, close and confined, as 
if the space resisted letting go of what had settled into it. 

Light met him without warmth. 

He emerged into a flat, bleached morning, the valley stripped of depth. It took a moment for his eyes to 
adjust. When he stepped onto solid ground, the weight beneath his coat pressed close against his ribs, 
unchanged. 

The camp was silent. 

Tents sagged where they’d been left. The firepit was cold, its ash undisturbed. No voices rose. No 
animals stirred. The place looked less abandoned than emptied, as if it had been worked through and 
left behind. 

Only William remained. 

He sat on an overturned crate near the fire, his rifle across his lap. It rested there more as habit than 
readiness. He did not look up at first. 

“Thought you fell,” he said. 

“I came back,” Thomas answered. 

William lifted his head slowly. His eyes were red, rimmed and raw. “You went down,” he said. “Then 
they started leaving. One by one. Didn’t make sense.” He gestured vaguely at the empty camp. “Just 
gone.” 

Thomas sat across from him. Neither spoke for a while. 

“I found what was down there,” Thomas said at last. 

William gave a short, humorless breath. “Figures.” His voice carried none of its old force. “You always 
were the one with your head in pages.” 

“It keeps its own,” Thomas said. The words came easily now. 

William looked into the ashes. When he spoke again, his voice had thinned. “Does it forgive?” 
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Thomas shook his head. 

“No,” he said. “It remembers.” 

They sat together as the sun climbed, the light flattening the valley until it felt stretched and bare. Wind 
moved dust through the camp, carrying a faint metallic tang that did not linger. 

Nothing else stirred. 

The opening in the ground lay quiet behind them. 
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Chapter 17 – The Final Entry 

William was gone when Thomas woke. 

There were no signs of struggle. No tracks leading away. Only a careful stillness, the same unnerving 
order Cain had left behind. William’s rifle leaned against the crate where he had last sat, cleaned and 
oiled. Beside it, on the cold ash of the firepit, lay a scrap of paper burned down to a single legible word. 

Owed. 

Thomas did not search. He did not call out. He stood for a long moment, then turned away. 

He moved through the motions of the morning without urgency. He stirred the ashes. He filled a 
bucket with water no one would drink. The tasks were familiar, precise, and unnecessary. When they 
were done, nothing had changed. 

He opened the book one last time. 

The page that had once held his name was blank. Not crossed out. Not faded. Empty, as if it had never 
been there. 

He closed the book. 

At the edge of the opening, he set it beneath a flat stone and stepped back. 

The valley was quiet. 
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