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​Chapter One: Routine Inspection
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The crack was no wider than a hair. Borin Stonewake might have missed it entirely if the lamp hadn't caught it at the right angle - a thread of shadow running diagonally across the load-bearing wall of corridor seven-fourteen, Lower Midway district, seventeen levels below the surface of the mountain.

He set down his surveyor's case and knelt. The stone here was grey granite, tight-grained, quarried from the eastern vein during the Second Expansion. Good stone. Reliable stone. He'd inspected this corridor four years ago and signed off on it without reservation. The wall had been sound then. The wall should have been sound now.

He pressed his palm flat against the surface. Cool. Dry. No moisture intrusion, no mineral weep. He ran his thumbnail along the fracture line and felt the faintest separation - not a surface scratch, not a chisel mark from the original cutting. This was a stress fracture. The stone had cracked under pressure.

Borin sat back on his heels and looked at it.

The corridor stretched ahead and behind him, fifteen feet wide, nine feet high, lit at intervals by rune-lamps set into iron brackets. The lamps gave off a steady amber glow that had not flickered in living memory. The floor was worn smooth by generations of boots. The walls bore the tool-marks of the original masons - parallel chisel lines, evenly spaced, a signature of the Ironvein clan's stonecutters who had carved this district out of raw mountain six hundred years ago.

It was a good corridor. Competently made. Part of a network of thousands that threaded through the body of Stonefast like veins through flesh, connecting the tiered districts that descended from the mountain's peak to its roots. Residential warrens, market halls, forge levels, cistern chambers, ventilation shafts, fungal farms, ore processing galleries, and deeper still the sealed depths where no one had walked in over a century. Miles of tunnel. A city turned inward, built downward, carved from living rock by dwarves who believed that the only honest direction was deeper.

Borin opened his surveyor's case and took out his instruments. A spirit level, a stress gauge - a flat bronze disc with a needle that measured compression force when pressed against stone - and a leather-bound notebook filled with his own tight handwriting. He'd been a structural warden for thirty-one years. Senior warden for the last twelve. He had inspected every load-bearing wall in the Lower Midway at least twice. He knew this stone the way a physician knew a patient's bones.

He placed the stress gauge against the wall, three inches below the fracture. The needle twitched and settled. He read the number, frowned, and repositioned the gauge above the fracture. The needle settled again. He read that number too.

Then he sat very still for a long time.

The stress pattern was wrong.

In a properly loaded wall, compression force came from above - the weight of the stone and structures overhead pressing downward, distributed through columns and arches and load-bearing walls to the bedrock below. The numbers should show higher compression at the top of the wall, diminishing toward the base. That was how gravity worked. That was how stone worked.

These numbers were inverted. The compression was higher at the base. Pressure was coming from below.

Borin checked the gauge. He recalibrated it, pressing it against a section of wall he knew to be sound - the adjacent panel, still unmarked - and confirmed the instrument was reading true. Then he measured the fractured section again. Same result.

He wrote the numbers in his notebook. He wrote the date, the location, the wall identification code. He sketched the fracture - its angle, its length, its position relative to the corridor's structural geometry. He noted the absence of moisture, the absence of nearby excavation, the absence of any obvious external cause.

At the bottom of the page, in the margin, he wrote: Pressure from below. Inconsistent with archive load specifications for this section. Recommend follow-up survey.

He did not write what he was thinking, which was: This should not be possible.



Stonefast had stood for one thousand and sixty-seven years. That number was carved above the Gate of Echoes at the hold's single surface entrance, updated each year by the calendar-keepers with a new chisel-stroke. One thousand and sixty-seven years of continuous habitation, of deepening, of growth. The hold had begun as a shallow mine - copper and tin in the upper veins - and had expanded downward generation by generation as the clans grew and the stone proved generous. By the third century, the upper levels had been converted to residential districts and the mines had pushed deep enough to require permanent ventilation systems. By the fifth century, the great forges had been established in the mid-depths, where geothermal heat from the mountain's core could be harnessed through rune-channeling to feed smelters and foundries that never cooled. By the seventh century, the hold was a self-sustaining city of forty thousand dwarves, entirely underground, dependent on the surface for nothing but the occasional trade caravan and the thin stream of outside air that fed the ventilation network.

The depth was the pride of Stonefast. Other holds clung to the surface, half in daylight, ashamed of neither sun nor sky. Stonefast went down. Forty-one inhabited levels at its greatest extent, from the Gate of Echoes to the sealed doors of the deep districts, nearly two vertical miles of carved stone. The deeper you lived, the higher your status - an inversion of surface logic that felt perfectly natural to anyone born inside a mountain. The deep clans were the old clans, the founding clans, the ones who had cut the first shafts and breathed the first stale air and proved that dwarves could live where nothing else would.

Borin's own clan, the Stonewakes, had been wardens since the hold's sixth century. Not rulers - Stonefast had no kings, no lords in the surface sense. Authority came from craft and responsibility. The Wardens maintained the structure. The Forgehands kept the fires. The Blackledgers kept the records. The Deepdelvers cut new tunnels. Status was earned through competence and endurance, inherited through the continuation of duty. A clan that had kept the walls standing for five hundred years had earned its place at the council table. A clan whose walls cracked had earned something else.

That thought sat heavy in Borin's chest as he packed his instruments and stood. The fracture stared back at him from the wall - a hair-thin line that meant nothing, or everything.



He filed the formal concern that evening, in the Warden's Hall on the eighth level. The hall was a broad, low-ceilinged chamber lined with stone shelves holding generations of survey records - leather-bound volumes organized by district, level, and year. The current survey logs sat on a long table at the room's center, where the duty clerk recorded incoming reports and routed them to the appropriate review boards.

The duty clerk was a young dwarf named Halda, barely into her second decade of service. She took Borin's written report, read it with the careful blankness of someone trained not to react, and stamped it with the date seal.

"Pressure from below," she said, not quite a question.

"That's what the gauge read."

"Water table shift?"

"No moisture. No mineral intrusion. The stone is dry."

Halda looked at the report again. "I'll route it to the review board. Standard timeline is - "

"I know the timeline." Borin kept his voice level. The standard review timeline for a non-critical structural concern was forty days. Adequate for a cracked flagstone or a worn lintel. Possibly adequate for this, if this was what it appeared to be on the surface - a single hairline fracture in a single wall in a single corridor. But the pressure reading nagged at him like a splinter buried too deep to reach.

"I'd recommend an expedited review," he said. "The stress pattern is anomalous."

Halda hesitated. Expedited reviews required a senior warden's authorization. Borin was the senior warden. But requesting expedited review of one's own report was unusual - it implied urgency, which implied that the filing warden believed the situation was more serious than the report stated. It drew attention. In Stonefast, drawing attention to structural concerns was a delicate act. The hold's integrity was a matter of collective pride. Suggesting that the stone was failing was, in some quarters, nearly as offensive as suggesting that a clan had failed in its duty.

"I'll note the recommendation," Halda said carefully.

Borin nodded. He'd done what the procedure required. He'd inspected, measured, recorded, and filed. If the review board moved quickly, a follow-up team would survey the corridor within ten days. If they moved at the usual pace, it would be thirty. Either way, the formal record existed. Whatever that crack meant, it was documented now.

He left the Warden's Hall and walked the long corridor toward his quarters on the twelfth level. The route took him through three district transitions - the administrative warrens of the eighth, the market terraces of the ninth and tenth where late vendors were closing their stone-cut stalls, and the residential corridors of the eleventh and twelfth where the air smelled of coal-smoke and rendered fat from the communal kitchens. Dwarves moved past him in both directions - workers coming off shift, families heading to evening meal, a group of apprentices carrying toolkits and arguing about the tensile strength of different granite compositions. Normal life. The life of a hold that had endured for a thousand years and expected to endure for a thousand more.

Borin walked through it and felt the weight of the mountain above him - not as metaphor, but as physical fact. Seventeen levels of carved stone overhead. Millions of tons of rock, held in place by arches, columns, load-bearing walls, and the structural rune systems that reinforced the most critical junctions. All of it measured, calculated, recorded. All of it maintained by wardens like him, generation after generation, in an unbroken chain of inspection and repair and quiet, unglamorous competence.

The chain held because the measurements held. The measurements held because the records held. And the records said that corridor seven-fourteen could bear its load for another eight hundred years without intervention.

The records said the pressure should come from above.

Borin reached his quarters - a modest suite of three rooms carved from the same grey granite as everything else, furnished with a stone sleeping platform, a desk, a shelf of reference volumes, and a single rune-lamp that brightened when he entered and dimmed when he left. He sat at his desk and opened his notebook to the day's entry.

He read his own numbers again.

Pressure from below.

He thought about what could cause that. Thermal expansion from the deep forges, perhaps - but the forges were four levels down and their heat was channeled through insulated shafts specifically designed to prevent thermal stress on residential stone. Geological shift - possible, but the mountain's base rock was stable granodiorite, seismically inert for recorded history. Water pressure from an underground aquifer - but there was no water. He'd checked.

The remaining explanation was structural. Something below corridor seven-fourteen was pushing upward. Something was being compressed from a direction that the load calculations said should be bearing the weight comfortably. Either the load had increased beyond the design parameters, or the design parameters had been wrong to begin with.

Borin closed the notebook. He was tired. He was sixty-three years old - middle-aged by dwarven measure, but old enough that thirty-one years of crawling through tunnels with a stress gauge had settled permanently into his knees and lower back. He wanted to eat, rest, and return to the problem in the morning with fresh eyes and the archive's original survey data for the Lower Midway.

But he didn't move from the desk for a long while. He sat in the dim light of his quarters, deep inside a mountain, and thought about pressure. About the weight of stone. About numbers that should have been right and weren't.

Outside his door, the hold continued its evening routines. Boots on stone. Voices echoing through corridors. The distant, constant hum of the ventilation system pushing air through miles of ductwork. The deeper sound, almost below hearing, of the forges - a vibration that lived in the walls themselves, a heartbeat of heat and industry that had not stopped in five hundred years.

Stonefast breathed. Stonefast endured. Stonefast held.

But somewhere below, in the stone that held everything up, a crack had formed that should not exist. And the pressure was coming from the wrong direction.

Borin turned down his lamp and did not sleep well.
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​Chapter Two: Apprentice Eyes
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The reinforcement project on level twenty-three had been running for six weeks and was, by Runa Ashmark's private estimation, at least two weeks behind schedule. Not that anyone would say so publicly. The senior engineer in charge - a broad-shouldered, grey-bearded dwarf named Durn Ironfold - had a way of describing delays as "thorough methodology" and schedule slippage as "the stone setting its own pace." Runa had learned, in her three years as his apprentice, that this was not wisdom. It was institutional inertia dressed in craft language.

She kept that opinion in her notebook, along with everything else she wasn't supposed to say aloud.

The project was straightforward in principle: reinforce a series of support columns in a residential sub-corridor that had been flagged for hairline degradation during the last survey cycle. Standard work. Replace the worn facing stone, injectite-ite paste into the micro-fractures, re-carve the structural runes where they'd faded, and sign off. A competent crew of six could have finished in four weeks. Durn's crew of eight was in their sixth and still had four columns to go, because Durn insisted on re-measuring every column from scratch rather than trusting the survey data, and because he would not allow anyone to carve a rune without his personal inspection of the blank stone first, and because he took a two-hour midday rest that he called "letting the paste cure" but that everyone knew was a nap.

Runa didn't resent the slowness, exactly. She resented what it cost. Every day this corridor stayed under scaffold was a day the residents had to route around it, a day the ventilation flow was disrupted by the temporary barriers, a day the district's already strained infrastructure bent a little further under the inconvenience. She'd calculated the flow disruption on her second day and presented it to Durn, who'd looked at her numbers, grunted, and said, "Stone sets its own pace, girl."

She was twenty-six. She had not been a girl for some time. But she was an apprentice, and apprentices in Stonefast did not correct their masters. They watched. They learned. They carried tools and mixed paste and carved practice runes on scrap stone until their hands ached, and they waited for the day they'd earned the right to an opinion.

Runa was not good at waiting.



She was on her knees at the base of column nine - the fourth from last - scraping old facing stone away from the granite core when she noticed the fractures. Not the ones in the facing - those were expected, the whole reason they were here. These were in the core stone itself, visible only where the facing had been removed, running in fine diagonal lines from the column's base upward.

She stopped scraping and leaned closer. The rune-lamp on her belt cast sharp shadows across the stone, and in that light the fractures showed clearly - a network of hairline cracks, none wider than a thumbnail's edge, spreading upward from the floor junction in a pattern she recognized from her training manuals. Stress fractures. Compression damage. The column was being squeezed.

That was normal, to a degree. Columns existed to be compressed - they bore the weight of the stone above and transferred it to the bedrock below. Some micro-fracturing was expected over centuries of service. The manuals called it "settling" and listed acceptable parameters: fractures no wider than a quarter-line, no longer than six inches, no more than three per square foot in a non-critical column.

Runa counted the fractures in the section she'd exposed. Seven per square foot. Some longer than a handspan. And the pattern was wrong - they ran diagonally, not vertically, which meant the compression force wasn't coming straight down.

She sat back and looked at the column. It was nine feet tall, two feet in diameter, one of sixteen that supported the sub-corridor's ceiling. According to the survey data, it had been carved from a single block of Eastgate granite during the Fourth Expansion, roughly three hundred and fifty years ago. Its load rating was certified at six hundred tons - well above the estimated four hundred and twenty tons of structure overhead. Comfortable margin. Nothing to worry about.

But stone didn't develop diagonal stress fractures under vertical load. Diagonal fractures meant lateral force. Something was pushing sideways, or twisting, or shifting in a way that the column's geometry wasn't designed to handle.

Runa pulled her notebook from her belt pouch and began sketching. She drew the column, the fracture pattern, the orientation of each crack relative to the column's vertical axis. She measured the widths with her calipers - the finest barely registered, the widest at just over a quarter-line. Right at the edge of acceptable. She noted the count, the distribution, the direction.

At the bottom of the sketch, she wrote: Diagonal stress pattern. Lateral force component? Not consistent with vertical load profile. Check adjacent columns.

She checked the adjacent columns. Wherever the facing had been removed, she found the same pattern. Not identical - the fracture density varied, the angles shifted slightly from column to column - but the diagonal orientation was consistent. Every column in this row was experiencing lateral stress that the survey data did not account for.

Runa brought her findings to Durn during the midday rest. He was sitting on an upturned stone block, eating bread and hard cheese, his survey instruments laid out beside him with the casual precision of long habit.

"Diagonal fractures in the core stone," she said, showing him the notebook. "Columns nine through twelve. The pattern suggests lateral compression, not vertical."

Durn chewed slowly. He looked at her sketches with the expression of a dwarf who had been shown something he did not want to see.

"Settling," he said.

"The orientation is wrong for settling. These are diagonal, not - "

"Settling doesn't always follow the manual, Ashmark. Stone is stone. It finds its own pattern." He took another bite of bread. "The facing is your concern. Replace the facing, re-carve the runes, sign off. The core is sound."

"The fracture density exceeds parameters in columns nine and ten."

"By how much?"

"Seven per square foot. The threshold is three."

Durn paused in his chewing. That was a significant exceedance and they both knew it. But he looked at the column - standing solid, bearing its load, showing no visible deformation to the naked eye - and made the calculation that every senior engineer in Stonefast made when confronted with numbers that contradicted appearance: he trusted what he could see.

"Micro-fractures at threshold in a three-hundred-year column," he said. "I've seen worse in younger stone. The paste will stabilize it. Finish the facing."

Runa opened her mouth, closed it, and returned to her work. She did not finish the facing. Not yet. Instead, she spent the next hour, while Durn napped, examining every column in the row with the facing still intact, pressing her ear against the stone and tapping with a small hammer - a crude technique, but effective. Sound stone rang clean. Fractured stone buzzed.

Four of the sixteen columns buzzed.

She wrote it all down. The measurements, the sketches, the tap-test results. She noted the date, the location, the column identification numbers, the exceedance of fracture parameters. She noted Durn's assessment - settling, core sound - and her own, which she underlined: Lateral compression. Source unknown. Recommend deep survey.

Then she closed the notebook and went back to scraping facing stone, because she was an apprentice and apprentices did not file formal concerns. That was a privilege reserved for journeymen and above. Her findings would go into her notebook, which no one would ask to see, which would sit in her quarters gathering dust until she earned the right to speak or until someone who already had that right noticed what she'd noticed and cared enough to say it aloud.



That evening, in her quarters on level nineteen - a single room barely large enough for a sleeping platform and a workbench, standard apprentice housing - Runa spread her notes across the bench and tried to make sense of the pattern.

She'd been trained in structural analysis at the Engineering Hall on level six, a three-year program that covered load calculation, stone composition, rune theory, ventilation dynamics, and the history of Stonefast's construction. She'd graduated second in her cohort - would have been first if old Master Fenrik hadn't docked her marks for "insufficient deference to established methodology," which was his way of saying she'd questioned him in front of the class. She knew the theory. She knew what diagonal fractures meant.

They meant the load model was wrong.

Every structure in Stonefast was built to a load model - a mathematical description of how weight and force moved through the stone, calculated from the known mass of the structure above and the known strength of the stone below. The models were derived from survey data, refined over centuries, and stored in the archive. They were the foundation of everything. Every column, every arch, every load-bearing wall was sized and positioned according to the model's predictions of where force would flow and how much force there would be.

If the model said the force on column nine was four hundred and twenty tons, vertical, then the column was built to handle four hundred and twenty tons, vertical, with a safety margin. If the actual force was different - more tonnage, different direction, lateral component - then the column would fail. Not immediately. Stone was patient. It would fracture slowly, over years or decades, the cracks propagating through the grain like frost through soil, until the cumulative damage exceeded the stone's ability to hold itself together. Then it would let go. All at once.

Runa stared at her sketches and thought about the survey data for level twenty-three. She'd reviewed it before the project started - standard preparation. The data was clean, thorough, consistent with the records she'd studied in the Engineering Hall. Load models for the sub-corridor showed comfortable margins on every column. No flags, no concerns, no history of anomalous readings.

But the stone was telling a different story. The stone was saying that something had changed. Either the load had shifted, or the load had always been different from what the records claimed, and the stone had been bearing it in silence until it couldn't anymore.

Runa didn't know which possibility was worse.

She pinned her sketches to the wall above her workbench, next to the diagrams from her training and the reference tables she'd copied from the Engineering Hall's library. She'd add to them tomorrow, and the day after, and however long it took to finish Durn's project. She'd keep watching the stone, keep measuring, keep writing it down.

Someone would ask eventually. Someone with the rank to do something about it. And when they did, Runa would have the data.

She turned down her lamp and lay on the sleeping platform, listening to the sounds of the hold around her - the ventilation hum, the distant forge-vibration, the muffled footsteps of neighbors in adjacent rooms. Level nineteen was mid-range, neither prestigious nor lowly. The stone here was sound. She'd checked.

But four levels below, in a sub-corridor that should have been routine, sixteen columns were bearing a load that didn't match the records. And no one who could act on that information wanted to hear it.

Runa closed her eyes. She thought about diagonal fractures and lateral force and the difference between what the archive said and what the stone said.

The stone didn't lie. That was the first thing they taught you in the Engineering Hall. Stone doesn't lie.

She wondered if anyone had considered the corollary: if the stone says one thing and the records say another, it isn't the stone that's wrong.
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​Chapter Three: The Sealed Doors
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The sound came at third shift, when the tunnels were quietest.

Uldrik Deepdelver heard it the way he heard everything underground - not with his ears first, but with his feet. A vibration in the stone floor, low and rhythmic, like something massive turning over in its sleep. It rose through his boot soles and settled in his knees, and by the time it reached his conscious mind he'd already stopped walking and pressed one hand flat against the tunnel wall.

The wall hummed. Faintly. Briefly. Then it stopped.

Uldrik stood still in the corridor and waited. Behind him, his crew - six dwarves, all experienced tunnel workers - had stopped too. They knew the protocol. When the captain stopped, everyone stopped. When the captain listened, everyone listened.

Forty seconds of silence. Then Brecca, his second, said quietly: "Felt that."

"Aye."

"Third time this tenday."

"Fourth," Uldrik corrected. "You missed the one two nights ago. Came during the shift change."

Brecca grunted. She was a stocky dwarf, even by dwarven standards - wide through the shoulders, arms thickened by twenty years of swinging picks and hauling rubble. She'd been Uldrik's second for seven of those years and she didn't rattle easily. But she was looking at the wall the way you looked at a dog that had started growling for no reason.

"Same as the others?" she asked.

"Same." Low frequency. Short duration. Sourced from below. Uldrik had felt it four times now, always during the quiet hours, always in this section of the boundary tunnels. The boundary tunnels ran along the perimeter of the sealed depths - the lowest accessible level of Stonefast, a ring of service corridors that separated the inhabited hold from the sealed districts below. Uldrik's crew maintained them. Patched cracks, cleared drainage channels, checked the pressure seals on the sealed doors. Routine work, the kind the Deepdelver clan had done for generations.

The sealed depths had been closed for a hundred and twelve years. The official reason, recorded in the archive and taught in the history halls, was resource exhaustion - the deep veins had been mined out, the lower districts had served their purpose, and the hold had consolidated upward to more efficient levels. A natural contraction. A sign of maturity, the historians said. A hold that knew when to stop digging.

Uldrik had never entirely believed that. He'd grown up in the boundary tunnels, apprenticed here under his father, who'd apprenticed under his father. Three generations of Deepdelvers working the edge of the sealed zone, and in all that time, not one of them had been given a satisfactory explanation for why the sealing had been done so hastily, or why the pressure seals on the doors were military-grade - the kind designed to hold back flooding or explosive decompression, not to mark the entrance to an exhausted mine.

You didn't seal an empty room with runes rated for ten thousand tons per square foot. You sealed something you were afraid of.

Uldrik kept that thought to himself, as his father had, as his grandfather had. The Deepdelvers maintained. They didn't question. That was the arrangement.



They continued their patrol. The boundary tunnel was eight feet wide, seven feet high - smaller than the main corridors above, built for function rather than grandeur. The walls were rough-cut, unfinished, the tool marks of hasty excavation still visible. Rune-lamps were sparse down here, mounted every fifty feet instead of the usual twenty, and several had dimmed to a faint orange glow that barely reached the floor. Uldrik made a note to submit a replacement request. He'd submitted one three months ago. It hadn't been fulfilled. The boundary tunnels were low priority. Everything about the sealed depths was low priority, right up until the moment it wasn't.

The crew worked through their checklist. Drainage channels clear - the boundary level sat above the water table, but condensation collected in the channels and needed regular flushing to prevent mineral buildup. Wall integrity checks - visual inspection, tap tests on the stress points, notation of any new fractures or deformation. And the sealed doors.

There were fourteen sealed doors along the boundary ring, each one a slab of reinforced granite three feet thick, set into a frame of iron-bound stone and covered with pressure runes. The runes were the work of Forge-Runemaster Alda, who had overseen the sealing a hundred and twelve years ago. Each door bore her mark - a small anvil stamp in the lower right corner - and each was rated for the same crushing pressure, designed to hold even if the stone around it failed.

Uldrik checked them in sequence. Doors one through six were unchanged - cold to the touch, runes glowing a faint steady blue, no visible stress, no sound from beyond. Normal. Expected. Dead stone on the other side, according to the records. Nothing to push back.

Door seven was different.

He noticed it before he touched it. The runes on this door had shifted color - not dramatically, not to the red that would indicate imminent failure, but from the standard blue to a blue-green that suggested increased load. The runes were working harder. Something on the other side was pressing against the door with more force than it had been designed to nominally resist.

Uldrik placed his palm against the stone.

Warm.

Not hot. Not uncomfortable. But distinctly, unmistakably warmer than the surrounding wall, warmer than the air, warmer than any sealed door should be. Stone at this depth maintained a constant temperature - cool, stable, unchanging. Warmth meant energy. Energy meant force. Force meant something was happening on the other side of this door that wasn't supposed to be happening.

He held his hand there for a full minute, feeling the warmth seep into his palm, feeling the faintest vibration beneath it - not the deep pulse from earlier, but a constant, barely perceptible tremor, like a wire pulled taut and plucked too softly to hear.

"Brecca."

She came and placed her own hand on the door. Her eyes narrowed.

"That's new," she said.

"Check the others."

She moved down the line while Uldrik stayed at door seven. He took out his survey kit - simpler than a warden's, designed for tunnel work rather than structural analysis - and measured the door's surface temperature with a contact thermometer. Sixty-one degrees. The ambient tunnel temperature was fifty-four. Seven degrees above baseline.

He checked the rune color against the reference chart in his kit. Blue-green: moderate load exceedance, within operational tolerance but above design baseline. The runes were holding, but they were telling him that the load had increased. Whatever was behind door seven was pushing harder than it used to.

Brecca returned. "Doors eight and nine are reading warm too. Eight is marginal - fifty-seven degrees. Nine is sixty. Runes are still blue on both."

"But trending?"

"If seven is any indication, aye. Trending."

Uldrik wrote it all down. Temperature readings, rune colors, dates of last inspection, comparison to baseline. He was thorough. Every Deepdelver was thorough. Thoroughness was how you survived in tunnels - you checked everything twice because the one thing you missed was the thing that killed you.



They finished the patrol and ascended to the crew quarters on level thirty-two - still deep by most standards, but four levels above the boundary ring. The quarters were utilitarian: a long bunkroom with stone sleeping platforms, a washroom with a gravity-fed cistern, and a common area where the off-shift crew gathered to eat, mend equipment, and argue about nothing in particular.

The crew settled into their routines. Uldrik sat at the common table and wrote his patrol report by lamplight. He was not a natural writer - his letters were blocky, his sentences blunt - but he was precise. He described the vibrations. He described the temperature readings. He described the rune-color shift on door seven. He recommended a follow-up inspection by a qualified structural warden and a rune-specialist from the Forge Hall.

He stamped the report with his crew seal and handed it to the duty runner, a young dwarf who carried reports up through the levels to the appropriate offices. Standard procedure. Reports from the boundary tunnels went to the Tunnel Oversight Board, which reviewed them, assessed priority, and either acted or filed them.

Uldrik had filed eleven reports in the past year noting unusual vibrations in the boundary section. None had resulted in a follow-up inspection. The Tunnel Oversight Board's responses, when they came at all, were variations of noted, filed, no action required at this time. The boundary tunnels were the hold's basement, and nobody cared about the basement until the ceiling fell in.

He'd considered going over the board's head - bringing the reports directly to the Warden's Hall, or to the Engineering Council, or to one of the senior wardens who had the authority to order an independent inspection. But the chain of command existed for a reason, and Deepdelvers who bypassed it were not treated kindly. His father had warned him about that. "We maintain," the old dwarf had said. "We report. We don't make noise. The day a Deepdelver starts making noise is the day they stop listening to us entirely."

So Uldrik reported. And the reports went up. And nothing came back down.

He ate his meal - salt pork, hard bread, a mug of the weak ale that passed for hydration on the deep levels - and listened to his crew talk. They talked about the vibrations, as they had every night for the past tenday. Theories ranged from geological settling (the official line) to deep-water movement (possible but unsubstantiated) to "the old stone remembering" (superstition, but Uldrik didn't shut it down; you let tunnel crews talk, because silence bred fear and fear bred mistakes).

Torven, the youngest, was the one who said what the others were thinking. He was a lanky dwarf of twenty-two, barely two years into his tunnel service, still young enough to ask the questions that experience taught you to swallow.

"What if something's moving down there?" he said. "Behind the doors?"

"Nothing's down there," Brecca said. "Empty tunnels and played-out mine shafts. That's what the record says."

"The record says the veins were exhausted. But my granddad said they sealed the depths in a hurry. Middle of the night, work crews pulled off other jobs to do it. Doesn't sound like an orderly shutdown to me."

Brecca looked at Uldrik. Uldrik looked at his ale.

"Your granddad was a storyteller," he said evenly. "The depths were sealed because the resources ran out. It's in the archive. We maintain the boundary. We report what we find. That's the job."

Torven nodded, not quite satisfied but smart enough to drop it. He was a good worker - quick, careful, strong for his size. He'd make a fine tunnel dwarf if he learned when to stop asking questions.

Uldrik finished his meal and went to his bunk. He lay on the stone platform, a wool blanket pulled to his chest, and stared at the ceiling. Rough-cut granite. Stable. Sound. He could feel the faintest vibration through the platform - the constant background hum of Stonefast, the aggregate of a thousand systems and forty thousand lives, conducted through the stone like sound through water.

And beneath it, if he held his breath and listened with his bones, something else. The deeper vibration. The slow pulse from below.

He thought about door seven. Sixty-one degrees. Warm where it should have been cold. The runes holding but strained. Something pressing from the other side with a force that wasn't in the records.

Uldrik closed his eyes. He had reported it. He would report it again tomorrow, and the day after that, and every day until someone with the authority to act decided to listen.

He did not expect that day to come soon. He'd learned that much from his father.

The mountain breathed around him, slow and deep, and somewhere far below, the sealed doors held against a pressure that no one had predicted and no one wanted to name.
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​Chapter Four: The Collapse
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The sound woke the entire district.

It came at first shift - a deep, concussive boom that rolled through the stone like thunder trapped underground, followed by a grinding roar that lasted nearly ten seconds. The rune-lamps in Borin's quarters flickered. Dust sifted from the ceiling. His water cup rattled off the edge of his desk and shattered on the floor.

He was dressed and in the corridor within a minute, surveyor's case in hand, moving against the flow of confused and frightened residents streaming toward the upper stairwells. The noise had come from below. He could feel it in the floor - a lingering vibration, the stone still ringing with the memory of sudden violence.

The Warden's Hall was already active when he passed through the eighth level. Junior wardens were receiving reports from message-runners, plotting the origin of the disturbance on the great hold map that covered the hall's eastern wall. The map was carved into the stone itself - a three-dimensional cross-section of Stonefast showing every level, every corridor, every major structure from the Gate of Echoes to the sealed boundary. Red marker pins indicated reported damage.

There were three pins clustered in the lower-mid district. Level twenty-one. Sector four.

"What happened?" Borin asked the duty warden, a dwarf named Fenrik Ironwalk.

"Collapse. Section of corridor between the grain stores and the secondary ventilation hub. No casualty reports yet, but the sector's been evacuated." Fenrik's face was professionally calm, but his hands were tight around his stylus
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