Chapter 1 — The Disturbance in the Woods

The first sign of it was so small Tom almost missed it.

The road had been quiet for most of the day, the kind of quiet that settled in after long miles and let the group move without speaking. Trees rose on either side in dense green walls, their branches arching high enough to break the light into shifting gold and shadow. The ground underfoot had felt ordinary for hours—alive, yes, but in the broad, harmless way of old roots and distant water.

Then Falion stopped.

Not gradually. Not uncertainly.

He stopped with the stillness of someone who had heard something no one else had.

Tom noticed immediately and slowed. Charlie nearly walked straight into them, catching himself at the last moment with a sharp shift of his footing.

“A little warning would’ve been nice,” he muttered.

Falion didn’t respond.

He had gone completely still.

Not tense like someone expecting danger.

Listening.

Marlowe saw it next. Max a breath after. Within seconds the entire group had come to a halt in the middle of the road beneath the trees, the quiet around them no longer settling naturally.

Tom stepped closer.

“What is it?”

Falion didn’t answer right away.

His head had turned slightly toward the western trees—not along the road, but into the deeper forest where the land dipped and the undergrowth thickened between older trunks.

“At first,” he said quietly, “I thought it was a tear in the current.”

Charlie exhaled. “That sentence did not improve my day.”

Falion drew in a slow breath.

“It isn’t a tear.”

Tom’s focus sharpened. “Then what?”

Falion listened again.

The pressure was faint, but clearer now. Not the natural crossing of living things. Not the steady movement of the forest. Something narrower. Sharper. A presence holding itself apart from the land around it.

“A threshold.”

The word settled heavily between them.

Tom glanced toward the trees. Max shifted his stance, alert but controlled. Marlowe’s hand rested loosely near his side, steady as ever. Charlie looked from one to the other, already bracing for where this was going.

“I don’t like that word,” he said.

Falion stepped off the road.

No hesitation.

The others followed.

The forest thickened quickly. The ground dipped slightly as they moved between roots and low branches, the light thinning into a muted green. The deeper they went, the more the forest changed.

Birdsong faded.

Not all at once. Just... gone.

Even the wind seemed to pass around this place instead of through it.

Tom felt it then.

“It’s holding itself apart.”

“Yes,” Falion said.

Max crouched beside an exposed root and pressed his fingers lightly into the soil.

“The current’s wrong,” he said. “Not chaotic. Diverted.”

Charlie looked down at him. “You say that like the forest made a bad decision.”

Max stood. “It didn’t.”

They moved farther in until the trees opened into a narrow hollow.

Stone and roots ringed the clearing. Two ancient trees stood apart just enough to frame the space between them—

And there it was.

At first glance it looked like a distortion in the air. A vertical shimmer, pale along the edges, darker at the center. Not large, but far too deliberate to ignore. It didn’t spin or flare. It held itself with quiet instability, like something waiting.

Charlie stopped immediately.

“No.”

Tom didn’t answer.

He stared at the space between the trees and felt something in him resist it—not because it looked violent, but because it was too controlled. The forest around it bent slightly toward it, then failed to settle.

“That’s a portal,” he said.

Falion nodded.

“Yes.”

Marlowe stepped forward, studying the clearing, the trees, the space itself.

“Recently opened?”

Max moved closer, examining the edges where the distortion met the air.

“No,” he said. “Not recently.”

Tom glanced at him. “Meaning?”

Max pointed to a faint fracture of pale light near the base.

“It’s active. But not newly formed. This has been sustained long enough to affect the ground around it.”

He looked up.

“That’s worse.”

Charlie exhaled sharply. “Of course it is.”

Falion stepped to the edge of the hollow.

Up close, the portal felt older than it appeared. Not ancient like buried ruins, but not improvised either. Its current carried layers—one to hold it open, one to conceal it, and something deeper beneath both.

That deeper current—

He felt it.

Different land. Different structure. Something precise. Something distant.

Recognition stirred before he could name it.

Tom saw the change in him.

“You know where it leads.”

Falion didn’t answer immediately.

He hadn’t expected this.

Not here.

Not like this.

“Yes,” he said at last.

Charlie blinked. “That was not a casual yes.”

Marlowe looked at him directly.

“Where?”

Falion met the portal again.

“Toward my homeland.”

Silence followed.

The forest held itself around the clearing. The portal shimmered quietly, as if it had all the time it needed.

Tom spoke more quietly now.

“Valemyris.”

Falion nodded.

“Yes.”

Charlie dragged a hand down his face. “So we went from walking to this in... what, five minutes?”

Max answered without looking away from the portal. “Yes.”

“I’m starting to think the road has opinions.”

Tom ignored that and turned back to Falion.

“You think this was meant for you to find?”

Falion listened again.

Not invitation.

But not random.

“It was meant to be found,” he said. “By someone who could hear it.”

Marlowe stepped to the edge of the clearing.

“Can we trust it?”

No one answered right away.

Tom listened.

No immediate threat. No instability in the structure itself.

Max saw no trap in the surface.

Falion felt tension, concealment—age—but not hostility.

“I think we can enter it,” Falion said.

Charlie pointed at him. “That is not the same as trusting it.”

Tom exhaled once.

“And if we don’t?”

Falion looked into the dark center of the threshold.

“Then we keep walking,” he said. “And leave this unanswered.”

He paused.

“I don’t think we should.”

That was enough.

Tom looked at the others.

Marlowe nodded once.

Max said, “We learn nothing by ignoring it.”

Charlie looked upward through the trees like he was appealing to something that had clearly stopped helping them a long time ago.

“Right. Of course we do this.”

Tom looked back at Falion.

“You’re sure?”

Falion met his eyes.

“No.”

Tom almost smiled.

“Good.”

They didn’t enter the portal that evening.

Instead, they made camp at the edge of the hollow.

Marlowe insisted on it, and no one argued. If the threshold led where Falion believed it did, they would meet it with clear heads and daylight—not fatigue and failing light.

So they stayed.

Watched.

Waited.

The portal remained between the trees as dusk settled, pale-edged and steady. The forest did not grow friendlier around it, but it became familiar enough that the tension shifted into something quieter.

Not gone.

Held.

Long after the others had settled, Falion remained awake, facing the threshold.

Listening.

He understood something now he hadn’t when they first stepped off the road.

This was not just a path forward.

It was a return.

And whatever waited beyond it—

It had already begun.

Chapter 2 — Before Valemyris

The fire burned low beneath the trees, steady and unhurried, the way a good road-fire always did when no one rushed it.

Night had settled cleanly around the camp. Wind moved softly through the branches overhead, carrying the cool hush of higher ground and the faint mineral scent of stone somewhere ahead in the dark. The road had climbed most of the day and would climb again tomorrow. For now, it rested with them, curving onward through unseen land toward Falion’s homeland.

Toward Valemyris.

The name had been with them for days.

Spoken more often as they drew nearer. Felt even when no one said it aloud. It lay ahead like something half legendary and half inevitable—the next shape the road had been building toward for longer than any of them had admitted. A city of mages. Falion’s home. Towers, old power, and deeper truths beneath beauty polished so thoroughly it was easy to mistake it for peace.

Tonight, though, it was still only a direction.

Tom sat nearest the fire, forearms resting on his knees, watching the embers shift and brighten in slow red pulses. Charlie had stretched out on one side of the clearing in the posture of someone claiming comfort before the world had a chance to object. Max sat a little apart, close enough to be with them, far enough that it didn’t look like sentiment. Marlowe rested with his back against a tree, broad-shouldered and still, steady even at rest. Falion sat across from Tom, firelight warming one side of his face while his attention drifted now and then toward the dark beyond the trees.

For a while, no one spoke.

It wasn’t uneasy. It was road silence—the kind that comes after enough miles together that quiet becomes part of the company instead of the absence of it.

At last Charlie looked through the fire at Falion.

“So. Last night before the great magical homeland reveal. On a scale from completely calm to secretly unraveling, where exactly are you?”

Tom glanced at him. “Subtle.”

“I’m being supportive.”

“Debatable,” Max muttered.

Falion let out a quiet breath of amusement and looked into the embers.

“I’m not unraveling,” he said.

Charlie tilted his head. “That was not actually a number.”

“No,” Falion said. “It wasn’t.”

The fire cracked softly.

Falion folded his hands loosely, gaze still on the coals. “I think...” He paused, searching for it. “It feels stranger the closer we get.”

Tom’s expression softened.

“Because you’re going back.”

“Yes.”

The word held more than it should have needed to.

Falion looked up then, meeting them.

“I know what Valemyris is,” he said. “Or what it was. I know how it lives in memory. But memory is kind to places when you’re far from them. It smooths things. It makes old beauty easier to hold than old tension.” His mouth shifted slightly. “I don’t expect the city itself to be so generous.”

Marlowe nodded once from the edge of the firelight.

“That tends to be the way of home.”

The line settled quietly.

Tom leaned back just enough to look up through the branches at the stars.

“You’ve talked about it enough that I feel like I know pieces of it already,” he said. “The towers. The bridges. The runes in the stone. The way the air hums there.” He looked back at Falion. “But hearing about a place and standing in it aren’t the same thing.”

“No,” Falion said. “They aren’t.”

Charlie pushed himself up onto one elbow.

“For the record, I’m excited. Concerned, obviously. Deeply suspicious of anything described as a city of mages. But excited.” He gestured into the dark. “You can’t spend this long building something up and not expect people to want the entrance.”

Tom’s mouth twitched faintly.

“That’s fair.”

Max had been quiet, turning a knife slowly in his hand, but now he looked up.

“You think it’s changed?” he asked.

Falion met his eyes.

“Yes.”

No hesitation.

“Enough that I’ll feel it,” he added. “Maybe enough that all of you will.”

Tom’s attention sharpened.

“Not just growth.”

“No.”

The camp settled around that.

They all knew what it meant when Falion said he would feel something in the land. It rarely stayed small.

Marlowe’s voice came low and steady.

“And you still want us beside you when you enter it.”

Not a question. A truth offered.

Falion looked at him, then at the others.

“Yes,” he said. “I do.”

Charlie sat up fully, all humor gone for a clean second.

“Well,” he said, “that part’s easy. You’ve still got us.”

The words landed harder than he intended.

Tom nodded. “Yeah.”

Max didn’t look up.

“Obviously.”

Marlowe held Falion’s gaze for a moment, then inclined his head once.

That was enough.

The fire burned lower.

Beyond the clearing, the road ran unseen through dark land and rising stone. Somewhere ahead waited the city Falion had once known well enough to call home without thinking about it. Tomorrow it would stop being distance and become place again.

Charlie leaned back again, folding his hands behind his head.

“So,” he said, “important tactical question.”

Tom looked at him. “Why do I feel like it isn’t?”

“Because you lack faith.” Charlie grinned. “If Valemyris is as magical as described, what are the chances they have food so enchanted it ruins every ordinary meal forever?”

Max looked at him. “That’s your concern?”

“One of several.”

“Name another.”

Charlie considered. “How many things in the city can evaluate us on sight.”

Tom laughed softly.

“There it is.”

The tension eased.

Falion smiled despite himself, and for a while the conversation drifted—bridges of glass Charlie was convinced would insult him personally, arcane customs Max expected to dislike, whether Marlowe would be silently adopted by the city’s sense of discipline within an hour, and how long it would take Tom to start listening to the place the way he always did when the land grew old enough to matter.

Eventually, the talking thinned again.

The fire settled into embers. The stars climbed higher. One by one, the quiet motions of camp gave way to sleep.

Falion remained awake a little longer.

He sat with the last warmth of the fire at his knees and listened to the road ahead.

Not far now.

He could not yet feel Valemyris clearly. Only the suggestion of it. A pressure in the distance. A gathering of old current and deliberate design. Something bright. Something buried.

Something waiting.

Home.

Or something near enough to make the difference matter.

After a while, Tom’s voice came softly from the ground beside the fire.

“You all right?”

Falion looked over.

Tom’s eyes were half-closed.

“Yes,” Falion said.

Tom studied him for a moment longer, then nodded once.

“Good.”

That was all.

Falion looked back into the embers.

Tomorrow, the road would rise. Tomorrow, the city would stand before them. Tomorrow, memory would give way to truth.

But for one last night before Valemyris became real again, there was only the fire, the dark, the road, and the quiet presence of those who had walked it with him.

That was enough.

Chapter 3 — Through the Portal

Morning came cool and pale through the trees.

The clearing looked smaller in daylight.

Not less strange. Not less deliberate. Just smaller in the way things sometimes do after a night spent measuring your sleep around them. The portal still stood between the two ancient trees at the far edge of the hollow, its pale-edged shimmer steady in the early light with the same patient presence it had shown the evening before.

It did not pulse.

It did not flare.

It simply remained—

Vertical and waiting, like a decision already made, leaving them to catch up to it.

Tom had been awake for a while.

He stood near the dying remains of the campfire with a cup warming his hands, his gaze drifting again and again toward the threshold. Charlie was awake too, though less by discipline and more because he clearly did not trust himself to sleep too deeply beside an unexplained magical passage to Falion’s homeland.

Max was already near the portal, checking the ground again as if expecting structure itself to behave more reasonably in the morning. Marlowe had packed his things in the quiet, efficient way he did everything. Falion stood closest to the threshold, not touching it—only listening.

The forest had returned to itself.

Birdsong threaded cautiously through the air. The breeze moved through the leaves without hesitation. The sense of pause from the night before had lifted.

Only the portal remained apart.

Charlie came to stand beside Tom and stared at it for several long seconds.

“I would just like the record to show,” he said, “that if we step through this thing and immediately arrive upside down, underwater, or in some magical checkpoint that judges me personally, I was against all of this from the beginning.”

Tom glanced at him. “You were not.”

“I was spiritually against it.”

Falion turned from the threshold.

“The current is steadier this morning,” he said.

Max looked up at once. “Steadier how?”

“Less concealment. Less strain in the outer hold.” Falion’s eyes moved across the pale distortion. “It wants to open cleanly.”

Charlie frowned. “You say ‘wants’ about magical structures a lot for someone expecting me to stay calm.”

A faint smile touched Tom’s expression.

Marlowe stepped forward.

“Same answer as last night?” he asked.

Falion met his gaze.

“Yes,” he said. “I think it will take us where it means to.”

Charlie folded his arms. “Still not a trust statement.”

They broke camp soon after.

There was no reason to linger. The road had already changed the moment the portal was found. Whatever lay beyond it had weight now, and all of them could feel it. Falion most of all.

For him, the threshold was not only mystery.

It was memory.

Recognition.

Return—

And the quiet certainty that whatever he thought he was going back to would not survive the truth unchanged.

Tom approached the threshold first, but did not cross.

He stopped at its edge and let himself settle into the moment, listening the way he had learned on the road—quieting everything else until the next shape of the world began to reveal itself. The portal answered him strangely.

The next moment beyond it existed—but not as forest. Not as road. It carried the shape of continuation with its details withheld. Like standing at the edge of a sentence before the final word had chosen its language.

He exhaled once.

“It goes somewhere real,” he said.

Charlie looked at him. “That is the least comforting reassurance possible.”

Max stepped beside him, studying the seam where pale light held against open air.

“The transition is cleaner than it should be for something hidden out here,” he said. “Whoever made it knew exactly what they were doing.”

Charlie’s expression tightened. “That is not helping.”

Falion stepped forward at last.

The current on the other side touched him more strongly now. Not enough to fully resolve—but enough to stir something deeper.

Structured air.

Higher stone.

Deliberate design.

A place where the land had been taught to hold posture.

Home.

Or something near enough to make the word tighten in his chest.

Tom looked at him.

“You should go first.”

Charlie blinked. “Bold of you to say that like it wasn’t the obvious mystical choice.”

Tom ignored him.

Falion held the threshold for one last breath.

Then he nodded.

“All right.”

Marlowe adjusted his stance, ready to follow. Max shifted his grip on the rod. Charlie looked deeply unhappy about how much sense everything was making.

Falion stepped forward.

The threshold took him without resistance.

The forest vanished—not into darkness or light, but into suspension.

Sound thinned.

Weight shifted.

The world became motion without distance.

He did not feel himself pulled or pushed.

He felt himself translated.

The current moved through him, reading what it needed, carrying what it allowed. Holding him between departure and arrival in a place where neither fully applied.

There was no time.

Only passage.

And within that passage—

Recognition.

Not the threshold recognizing him.

The place beyond.

Ground returned.

Falion stepped out onto pale stone and cold morning air sharp enough to catch in his lungs. He steadied at once and turned.

The others emerged behind him.

Tom came through with a sharp inhale, recovering quickly, already taking in everything. Max stepped out and immediately checked the space around them as if expecting reality to argue. Charlie stumbled, caught himself, and looked personally offended. Marlowe emerged last and cleanest, though even he paused for a breath as the new place settled.

“I hated that,” Charlie said.

Tom glanced at him. “You’re in one piece.”

“That is not my standard for success.”

They stood on a high approach road cut into a rising ridge.

Behind them, the portal now stood between carved boundary pillars instead of forest trees, its edge already thinning. Ahead, the road climbed into open light.

The air was different.

Not only colder.

Clearer.

Structured.

Even the silence felt deliberate.

Tom turned slowly.

“This isn’t the same forest.”

“No,” Falion said.

Marlowe looked back at the fading portal. “Can we return?”

Max studied it. “For a while.”

Charlie exhaled. “Excellent. Temporary reality.”

Falion looked up the road.

“It will be worth it,” he said quietly.

They walked.

The road climbed once more.

Falion felt the change before he saw it.

The current deepened beneath the land, gathering into something older and more deliberate. The air sharpened. The silence ahead felt shaped, held, refined.

Tom slowed beside him.

“It’s stronger,” he said.

“Yes.”

Charlie narrowed his eyes at the ridge ahead.

“That has never once led to a relaxing outcome.”

Max said nothing, but his focus sharpened. Marlowe’s posture shifted subtly.

The road turned.

And Valemyris revealed itself.

The city rose beyond the ridge like something remembered and rebuilt beyond ordinary limits.

Towers of pale stone climbed in layered heights, their crowns set with crystal catching the light in soft gold and blue. Bridges of enchanted glass stretched between them, vanishing into the sky until the current within them caught the sun. Rune-veins moved through walls and terraces in precise, living lines. Higher still, observatories and suspended structures floated with the quiet authority of old, practiced magic.

And over all of it—

Clarity.

Not comfort.

Not peace.

Clarity.

Valemyris did not blend into the land.

It defined itself against it.

No one spoke at first.

Then Charlie let out a breath.

“Well,” he said, “that’s aggressively magical.”

Tom smiled faintly.

“It is.”

Max studied the skyline.

“It’s too clean.”

Charlie turned. “That’s your problem?”

“Yes.”

Marlowe stood still, taking it in.

“It’s beautiful,” he said.

Falion listened deeper.

Beneath the visible order, something older moved.

Not broken.

Not yet.

But under strain.

Memory had softened it.

Distance had hidden it.

Now—

It was here.

Tom glanced at him.

“You all right?”

Falion didn’t look away.

“Yes,” he said.

Then, after a moment:

“No. But not badly.”

Tom’s attention sharpened.

Falion drew a breath.

“It’s stranger than I remembered.”

Charlie looked at the skyline. “That does not narrow it down.”

A faint smile touched Falion’s mouth.

“No,” he said. “It doesn’t.”

They moved forward.

The road descended into the outer approach.

Trees thinned. Stone replaced earth. The city’s influence began before its boundaries. Marker obelisks stood along the road, etched with containment runes so precise they were almost beautiful.

Tom noticed.

“The city starts before the walls.”

“Yes.”

Valemyris never trusted a boundary to speak for itself.

At the gate, the arches rose high—white stone, crystal banding, layered runic metalwork. Not barriers. Definitions.

As they passed beneath, the city read them.

The runes flared once.

A cool resonance moved over them.

Charlie stopped.

“Nope.”

Max nearly walked into him. “Move.”

“I don’t enjoy being evaluated on entry.”

Marlowe’s stance shifted slightly. Tom’s focus sharpened. Falion held still.

The scan passed.

A voice came from the terrace.

“If the gate disapproved,” it said, “it would have done so more loudly.”

They turned.

A robed figure descended.

Tall. Composed. Exact.

Falion stopped.

Everything narrowed.

“Falion,” the man said.

The name landed with weight.

Falion inclined his head.

“Archmage Serion.”

Tom’s attention flicked between them.

Serion’s gaze passed over the others—measured, precise.

“You did not come alone.”

“No.”

A pause.

Then:

“Good.”

That changed something.

Small.

Important.

Serion stepped aside.

“Come,” he said. “There is much to discuss.”

They entered Valemyris.

The city unfolded in layers—terraces, arcane light, elevated walkways, people moving with quiet precision.

Beautiful.

Ordered.

Alive.

And beneath it—

Strain.

Tom felt it.

“The city’s tense.”

Serion did not turn.

“Yes.”

Falion listened.

Now he knew.

This was not just a return.

Not just a reunion.

Valemyris was holding something beneath itself—

And hoping it would remain quiet.

He lifted his eyes to the towers.

Home.

And home was not whole.

Chapter 4 — House Vaelorin

They passed deeper into Valemyris beneath a sky turning slowly toward amber.

Inside the first terraces, the city unfolded in layers. Streets of pale stone opened into broad ascending ways lined with crystal lanterns whose contained light did not flicker so much as breathe. Arched walkways crossed overhead, some carved in white stone, others shaped from clear enchanted glass that seemed to borrow color from the air around it rather than possess any of its own. Rune-veins moved faintly through walls and pillars—not bright enough to dominate the eye, only enough to remind anyone walking beneath them that in this city, even stone had been taught to hold intention.

Tom kept looking up.

Not because he was trying to be impressed. That part had already happened. It was the current he followed—the way power moved through the city not as bursts or visible strain, but as a controlled lattice threaded through everything.

It should have felt seamless.

It didn’t.

Not quite.

There were catches in it. Tiny ones. The sort of held correction most people would never hear, because the city was too beautiful to listen past. But Tom heard them anyway—small uneven places where one flow handed off to another a little too carefully, as if Valemyris had learned to hide effort inside elegance.

Falion led them without once checking whether they followed.

That alone said something.

He moved through the city with the same old-house certainty he had once carried before the road reshaped him, though now it was steadier, fuller, and edged with the quiet tension of return. Cloaked figures and city retainers stepped aside when they saw him and the Archmage ahead of them—some with recognition, some with curiosity, and more than a few with a kind of sharpened attention that had little to do with ordinary regard.

Charlie watched all of that with narrowed eyes.

“I’m trying to decide,” he murmured to Tom, “whether this place is reassuringly organized or one corridor away from politely evaluating my soul.”

Tom kept his voice low. “Probably both.”

They climbed by terraces and broad stairways through districts that grew quieter the higher they went. The lower approaches gave way to older inner roads where the city’s grandeur changed shape. Here the beauty felt less public, less performative. Towers did not compete for height so much as answer one another across distance. Courtyards opened unexpectedly between long walls. Obelisks hummed low behind wrought arcane lattices. Fountains spilled pale current-light into shallow basins rather than ordinary water.

The city remained magnificent.

But in the upper districts, magnificence had gone inward and learned restraint.

And still, beneath it, the pressure held.

Falion felt it more sharply with every step.

He had imagined this return too many times to count. In memory, Valemyris had always risen around him whole—bright, disciplined, serene, impossible in all the old familiar ways. But memory had not kept the strain. Or perhaps it had, and distance had only taught him to mistake omission for mercy.

Serion turned off one of the main ascending roads at last and led them through a high arch worked with old sigils Tom could not immediately read—but Max’s gaze caught and held for a fraction too long.

“What?” Charlie whispered.

“House marks,” Max said.

“That doesn’t answer the tone.”

“It wasn’t meant to.”

Beyond the arch, the city shifted again.

House Vaelorin did not rise from the district like a challenge. It stood within it like something older than competition and no longer interested in proving its right to remain. The estate walls were pale stone threaded with gold-fine rune-work and set with crystal not for display, but for structure and warding. Terraces stepped inward through small gardens, study courts, and open training spaces before the main house revealed itself fully beyond.

Tom had expected grandeur.

What he had not expected was warmth.

The house was large enough to belong to a powerful old family, certainly—broad-roofed, many-windowed, with layered upper galleries and elegant carved supports shaped from a style older than the lower city had worn. But nothing about it felt hollow. Light lived in the windows. Books could be seen through some of them. A practice ring cut with old geometric marks occupied one lower terrace. One side court held a line of stone benches beneath climbing green.

Even from here, before they set foot inside, the place felt inhabited rather than maintained.

Charlie let out a soft breath. “All right,” he said. “Now that is a home.”

Falion’s expression changed at that.

Not dramatically. Just enough that Tom saw the word land where it mattered.

Serion said nothing as they crossed the final terrace.

He did not need to.

The house had already seen them.

The doors opened before they reached the steps.

A woman emerged first, descending with a pace too quick for ceremony and too controlled for panic. She wore deep blue layered with silver-threaded robes cut in the style of the higher houses, though the force of her presence had very little to do with what she wore.

Her face held the same old clarity Falion carried in quieter form—but warmer, more openly human in its concern.

She did not stop until she stood directly before him.

For one breath she only looked.

Not at his clothes.

Not at the dust of the road.

Not at the companions at his side.

At him.

Then she reached up, touched both hands to his face as if proof required contact, and exhaled a breath that had plainly been waiting far too long to leave her.

“You came back,” she said.

Falion’s composure slipped in the smallest, most telling way.

“Yes, Mother.”

Whatever restraint she might have meant to keep dissolved at once. She pulled him into her arms, and for a moment the city’s great structures and ancient tensions and polished beauty all fell away before something simpler and older than any of them.

Home.

His father came down the steps more slowly.

Not colder. Only built from steadier stone.

He was taller than Falion by a little, broad-shouldered still despite the silver at his temples, his expression controlled in the way old duty teaches men to carry feeling without displaying it cheaply. But when Falion’s mother stepped back, he set one hand on his son’s shoulder and held it there long enough that the gesture became more than greeting.

“There were reports,” he said. “Not of this.”

His voice was low, even, but the strain beneath it was clear.

Falion met his gaze. “We didn’t expect it either.”

That answer was enough for now.

A second figure had come down the steps by then and stopped one level above the terrace, arms folded, gaze sharp enough to cut through pretense before it formed.

Falion’s sister.

She looked him over from head to boot, then said, “You look tired.”

Falion glanced up at her. “That’s what you open with?”

“You prefer dishonesty?” She came down the remaining steps with calm efficiency. “You’re standing like someone who hasn’t slept properly in days, and you’re listening to the walls before anyone has spoken.”

Charlie leaned slightly toward Tom. “I like her.”

Tom murmured, “I noticed.”

Falion smiled—faintly, but truly.

“It’s good to see you too, Lyris.”

Her expression softened, if only slightly.

And then the youngest of them made subtlety impossible.

He came down the steps too quickly, nearly missed the last one, corrected with stubborn determination, and reached Falion with all the force of relief he had been holding.

“Falion!”

The embrace was half collision and half grip, and Falion caught him with a startled laugh that changed his whole face.

“Teren,” he said. “You’ve gotten taller.”

“I have not.”

“You absolutely have.”

“That doesn’t matter. You were gone too long.”

“Yes,” Falion said softly. “I was.”

Teren’s expression shifted then, his attention moving past Falion to the others.

“These are them,” he said.

Not a question.

Falion turned slightly.

“Yes,” he said. “These are them.”

His mother stepped forward next.

“You are welcome in House Vaelorin,” she said.

No ceremony.

No performance.

Only truth.

Tom bowed his head. “Thank you.”

Marlowe inclined his head. Max followed with precise economy. Charlie
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