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CHAPTER 1: THE RETURN TO THAR-KAZAD
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Scene 1.1 – The Descent

The tunnel smelled of old heat and older stone.

Vrenn walked at the front of the expedition, her bare feet finding holds in the worn basalt that she had not walked since childhood. The stone was warm—not the feverish heat of the deep vents near Nysha’ren, but a steady, pulsing warmth that seemed to rise from the planet’s core. Every few paces, a geothermal vent hissed steam into the passage, painting the walls with mineral deposits that glowed faintly amber, like dried blood catching firelight.

Behind her, Mikk’s white-furred ear twitched constantly, tracking frequencies that the others could not hear. He had been silent for the last hour, his usual half-grin absent. The pressure was already building in his skull, a dull throb behind his eyes that made him want to press his palms against his temples.

“I can’t filter it,” he said finally, his voice tight. “The deeper we go, the more the stone talks over itself. There’s the hum from the forges, the grind of the gears, the heartbeat of the miners above us, and underneath all of it—something else. Something slower.”

Vrenn did not turn. Her voice came from ahead, distant, as if she was already somewhere else. “Then stop trying to filter. Feel the rhythm underneath.”

“That’s not how my ear works.”

“Then learn a new way.” There was no harshness in her tone. Just distance. As if she was speaking from the bottom of a deep well, operating on a wavelength he could not quite reach.

Mikk’s ear flattened. He looked at Thalira, who walked between them, her copper-threaded coils catching the geothermal glow. Her bare feet were cold despite the warmth of the stone—a strange contrast that made her hyperaware of every step. She touched her spiral mark, pressing her palm against her sternum. It was warm—not the cold warning of the core, not the fever of Nysha’ren. Heavy. As if the mountain itself was pressing against her skin, testing her.

“The Pressure Clans have been down here for generations,” Vrenn said, her voice echoing off the wet walls. She still did not turn. “They don’t trust the upper tiers. They don’t trust the network. They trust pressure.”

“And you?” Thalira asked.

“I used to trust it. Now I listen to it.” Vrenn touched her chest. Her heartbeat had slowed since they entered the deep vents. Slower than it should be. Slower than any elf’s. Thalira could hear it now—a low, steady drum that seemed to sync with the groan of the stone around them. “The stone changes you. If you let it.”

Mikk winced, pressing a finger to his ear. “It’s not changing me. It’s giving me a headache.”

The tunnel opened into a wider chamber—a natural cave that had been hollowed by geothermal activity, then reinforced with Builder pillars. The pillars were ancient, etched with harmonic equations that had been worn smooth by centuries of condensation. The air was cooler here, but heavier. Moisture beaded on the walls, running down in slow, dark tears.

Ahead, the ceiling gave way to a vast cavern. The outer edge of the Forge Depths.

Pressure Clan forges glowed in the distance, their amber light hazy through the steam. The sound was not the clean hum of Ka’Meyra’s resonance pools—it was a grinding, percussive rhythm. Hammers on metal. Gears cycling. Stone groaning under weight. The air smelled of sulfur, old iron, and something else—something that reminded Thalira of the core chamber, of the gray mist that wept from the cracks.

Vrenn stopped at the threshold. Her heartbeat was now audible—slow, deep, a drum that seemed to resonate with the stone itself. She pressed her palm against the wall, feeling the vibration travel up her arm.

“We’re here,” she said. “Thar-Kazad.”

Her voice was quiet, but it carried.

The stone listened.

Scene 1.2 – The Clan Circle

ELDER GRUSSA MET THEM at the outer gate of the main forge complex.

She was broad, even for an orc, her clay-red skin scarred from decades of working near open vents. One eye was gone, replaced by a smooth patch of scar tissue that gleamed in the amber light. Her remaining eye was sharp, tracking Vrenn’s heartbeat before her lips moved. She leaned on a heavy mallet, its iron head worn smooth by decades of use.

“You’ve changed,” Grussa said. Her voice was like grinding stone—low, rough, with an edge that could cut.

“The mountain changed me.”

“It’s not the mountain. It’s the network.” Grussa’s gaze shifted to Thalira, then to Mikk, then back to Vrenn. Her one eye narrowed. “You brought outsiders. Listeners.”

“They brought themselves.”

Grussa grunted. She turned and walked into the complex, her footsteps heavy on the iron-grated floor. The gate closed behind them with a deep, resonant clang. “The circle meets at the second bell. You’ll speak. They’ll listen. Or they won’t.”

The clan circle was a massive ring of obsidian benches, carved from a single block of cooled magma. The benches were worn smooth by generations of miners, their surfaces polished by the constant pressure of calloused hands. Representatives from every Pressure Clan sat in a loose semicircle, their faces hard, their hands calloused. The air was thick with soot and the smell of unwashed wool, of sweat and ore dust and the faint, metallic tang of fresh blood.

Vrenn stood at the center. The double spiral carved into the floor beneath her feet was old—Builder work, but not the rigid geometry of the Ministry. Softer. As if the stone itself had been asked to remember, not commanded to obey. She pressed her bare toes against the grooves.

“The Source is resting,” Vrenn said. Her voice carried across the circle, amplified by the chamber’s acoustics. “Not dying. Not collapsing. Resting. The chains that hold the Giants were never cages. They were treaties.”

A murmur ran through the circle. Some leaned forward, curious. Others leaned back, suspicious. A few spat on the stone.

“A treaty?” a young foreman called out from the back, his arms crossed over his broad chest. “You don’t sign papers with the foundations of the world, Vrenn. What did we trade?”

Vrenn met his gaze. “The Giants agreed to hold the wound. Voluntarily. They traded their freedom for the world’s survival. And the Builders traded their fear for chains.”

The circle erupted. Voices overlapped, frequencies clashing, a jagged noise that made Thalira’s teeth ache. She touched her spiral mark, felt it pulse in warning. The old system was failing. The room itself could not listen.

Grussa raised her hand. The room fell silent.

“You’re asking us to believe that our ancestors—our parents, our grandparents—were lying to us for generations. That the Hollowed were not collateral. That the silence pockets were not accidents.”

“I’m asking you to listen to the stone. It’s been telling the truth the whole time. We just weren’t hearing it.”

A commotion broke out at the edge of the circle. Someone was shouting. Pushing. Bodies shifted, and a young orc stumbled into the open space, his chest heaving, his eyes wild. He was thin, younger than the others, his skin pale beneath the clay-red. His hands trembled.

“Korr,” Grussa said. Her voice was sharp. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

The boy’s heartbeat was audible from twenty paces
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