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Darshima climbed the broad staircase amid the darkness, his leather boots thudding against its granite treads. His gaze lingered upon Tenrai, who ascended the stairs a few paces ahead of him. Powdery flakes of snow clung to his silky black hair, fashioned in a tail. Ice crystals covered the fabric of his black overcoat, glittering in the moonlight. Darshima looked past Tenrai and peered into the night. The sky glowed with subdued moonlight from Ciblaithia, its golden crescent glimmering amid the void. 

An immense temple complex and its imposing silhouette stood against the night, framed by arrays of constellations. Darshima drew in a halting breath of chilly air, exhaling it in a puff of steam. His eyes wandered over the sweeping lines of the eight-tiered central tower, rising above a cluster of large, adjoined buildings. Chains of gems hung from the curved eaves, their graceful outlines partially obscured by the snowfall. Darshima shivered as a frigid gust blew through the dark fabric of his trousers. He dusted a fine layer of snow from his overcoat with a gloved hand and clenched his numb fingers for warmth.  

On either side of him, rows of sentries dressed in pleated black trousers, knee-high boots, black overcoats with wide sleeves, and blue hoods stood at attention. Stationed at either side of the staircase, the tails of their coats fluttered in the wind. Silken black scarves shielded the lower half of their pale faces against the icy winds. Their sapphire eyes glowing softy, the sentries stared intently at Darshima and his companions as they walked. They extended wooden lanterns burning with white flame, illuminating the path ahead, and offered a deferential bow as they climbed the stairs. 

Darshima peered over his shoulder and glimpsed the expressions of Erethalie, Sydarias, Shonan, and Khydius, all dressed in similar black overcoats, gloves, trousers, and boots. Trails of steam rose from their parted lips, awestruck as they beheld the unusual scene. Moments ago, Tenrai had led them into Chryshaihem, the capital of Tiriyuud. The murmurings Darshima remembered from his childhood about Iberwight and its hidden cities failed to capture the mysteriousness of this place. The sound of Tenrai's footsteps thudding faster upon the treads echoed amid the silence.

"We are nearly there." Tenrai pointed toward the soaring crown of steeples at the center of the complex. 

As they neared the top of the staircase, Darshima's eyes unexpectedly met the gaze of a man standing atop the uppermost step. The man's narrowed azure eyes, reminiscent of a cloudless sky, cast a discerning stare as they approached. Appearing similar in age to Tenrai, a thoughtful frown graced his pale, smooth face. A pair of golden threads secured his silky black hair, fashioned in an elegant tail hanging down his back. Darshima noted a series of markings in gleaming blue and red ink curving behind his right ear onto his neck. A stiff black robe embroidered in vivid, golden geometric lines draped over his broad shoulders. He stood still amid the blustery winds, his blue woolen cape fluttering behind him.

Tenrai hurried to the top of the stairway, stood before the man, then offered him a deep bow. The man returned it with an even more profound bow. Tenrai's voice broke the silence, his foreign words coming out in puffs of steam. Darshima's ears pricked at the staccato rhythm of their sentences as they exchanged what he presumed were greetings in their dialect. Though he couldn't understand them, he felt the fondness in their voices and the eagerness of their words.  

"Dydan Waike, wise Sage of Tiriyuud, I offer you my heartfelt gratitude for welcoming us," said Tenrai in clear Vilidesian, his voice rising above the winds.

"Guardian Tenrai Nax, esteemed Knight of Tiriyuud, I am thankful for your safe return," said Dydan, in lightly accented Vilidesian. He reached from beneath the folds of his robe and gripped Tenrai's gloved hands. "I can only imagine the perils you faced during the journey home." 

"It was an experience that I will never forget." Tenrai nodded slowly.

"I look forward to hearing more." The corners of Dydan's eyes wrinkled as he listened to Tenrai. Dydan turned to Darshima and his companions. 

"There are several more people accompanying you than I anticipated." Dydan bit his lip and stared past Darshima.

"You are right, Sage Waike. The circumstances of our journey made it necessary for these Vilidesians to join us." Tenrai glimpsed behind him and beckoned them all forward. "I present my nephews, Darshima and Khydius Nax. I also present their companions Sydarias Idawa, Erethalie Danthe, and her brother Shonan." 

"I am pleased to meet you all." Dydan offered Darshima a bow, then shook his hand. His expression softened and a reserved smile formed upon his lips. 

"Thank you, sir." Darshima bowed in return. As the sage greeted him, Darshima felt his heartbeat slow noticeably. A sense of calm flowed through him, much like when he first met Tenrai. Dydan extended his hands and welcomed Khydius. He then moved over and greeted Shonan, Erethalie, and Sydarias. 

"I must present you all to the council before we discuss matters any further. The other sages are expecting you at the temple." His cape billowing behind him, Dydan guided them past the flanking rows of sentries and through a soaring stone arch marking the complex's entrance. They walked across a vast octagonal courtyard and toward a pair of dark wooden doors embellished with arrays of golden polygons. 

Darshima moved along the glistening black stones, his eyes tracing the radial web of golden lines etched into the pavement. The snowflakes hit the heated surface, evaporating into clouds of vapor that hung over the courtyard in a damp haze. A pair of uniformed sentries pushed the doors, which groaned open and echoed into the night. Tenrai looked over his shoulder at Darshima and his companions, his sapphire eyes gleaming.

"You must stay silent as Sage Waike presents us." Tenrai offered a reassuring nod as he saw their nervous stares. 

"We are entering the Sages' Temple. Please, follow my lead." Dydan beckoned them through the parted doors. 

Darshima and his companions stepped past the threshold. He drew in a breath of warm fragrant air, his nose tingling with aromas of charred wood and smoky incense. He removed his gloves and tucked them into his coat pockets, his fingers tingling as the coldness dissipated from them. Amid the warmth of the temple, Khydius, Sydarias, Erethalie, and Shonan loosened their coats and brushed the snowflakes from their shoulders. They followed Dydan and Tenrai across the gleaming black stone floor, their footsteps echoing throughout the cavernous chamber. 

Darshima's eyes lingered upon the graceful lines of the temple's interior. Shafts of pale blue light filtered through rectangular arrays of stained glass windows set in the ceiling. Muted beams illuminated the floors and carved granite walls, chasing away the veils of shadow. Held aloft by a colonnade of immense stone pillars, the roof sat high above their heads. A crown of stone buttresses supported the large, cantilevered wooden rafters. The cylindrical beams met at the center of the octagonal, vaulted ceiling, opening to the starry sky in a giant, gilded oculus. Darshima peered up at the gleaming aperture, which seemed to float above an array of trapezoidal wooden struts. The oculus emitted a golden curtain of light that cascaded onto the floor, blending with the moonbeams. 

Tenrai, Darshima, and the others followed Dydan through the staid interior. They walked along an arcing path between the columns, toward the center of the temple. Above the silence, Darshima's ears filled with the hushed drone of chanting, the words sounding like the same language that Tenrai and Dydan had spoken earlier. He looked around, trying to identify the source of the stirring voices, his ears guiding him to the veil of light shimmering before them. 
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Darshima waited beside Khydius at the center of the temple. He peered over Tenrai's shoulder and tried to catch a glimpse through the luminous curtain. His pulse thudded with anticipation as he observed several robed silhouettes mingling amid the light. Dydan and Tenrai stood before the radiant beams, their faces bearing solemn expressions. 

Dydan stepped closer to the light, the embroidery upon his robes catching the rays in brilliant flashes of gold. He uttered a series of phrases, and Darshima strained to understand the unfamiliar vocabulary. Dydan's voice came forth in a steady cadence, his clipped syllables echoing in the enormous chamber. As he finished his phrase, a chorus of voices greeted him in the same language. Dydan looked over to Tenrai, then turned back to the light and squared his shoulders.  

"Fellow Sages of Chryshaihem, I come before you with extraordinary tidings," proclaimed Dydan, speaking in Vilidesian. His forceful voice resounded through the temple. Darshima's ears rang with the gentle rhythm of his formal speech. Though Vilidesian wasn't his native tongue, Dydan had mastered the language. Then, in one swift movement, Dydan genuflected, his robes rustling around him. "Guardian Tenrai Nax, distinguished Knight of Tiriyuud, has completed his journey and returned from distant worlds beyond our skies." Tenrai moved closer to the light. He knelt beside Dydan and bowed his head. 

"Sages of Tiriyuud, I offer my salutations and profound gratitude. Please allow me to present my nephews Darshima and Khydius Nax," said Tenrai. "It is also my honor to present their companions, Sydarias Idawa, Erethalie Danthe, and her young brother Shonan." 

Unsure how to proceed, Darshima fell to his knees upon hearing Tenrai pronounce his name. Erethalie, Sydarias, and Shonan did the same, hitting the ground with a thud. Khydius hesitantly lowered himself upon one knee and glared forward. As they waited, a chorus of voices responded to Tenrai in impeccable Vilidesian. Darshima's pulse thudded in surprise as he listened to them speak in unison. 

"Greetings Sage Waike and Guardian Nax. We welcome you and those who accompany you." Their voices faded in the voluminous silence of the temple. Dydan and Tenrai rose to their feet and stepped into the light. Before he disappeared from view, Tenrai beckoned them forth with a wave of his hand. Darshima and his companions stood up and followed Tenrai through the glowing curtain. 

As his eyes adjusted to the brightness, Darshima looked around him. He squinted as the surrounding temple faded into a seemingly distant, pale image. He looked down at the polished stone floor and glimpsed his reflection, tinged in gold. Complex patterns of inlaid crystal arcs and tessellated octagons spread out before him. The intricate design converged upon a raised, circular golden platform positioned beneath the oculus. 

Two dozen men and women sat in a semi-circle atop the gleaming, brushed metal surface. They wore stiff black and gold robes with hoods that partially obscured their pale faces. The assembled sages faced a woman dressed in shimmering red garments embroidered in rays of golden thread. She cast her narrowed sapphire eyes downward in a contemplative expression. The light gave her elaborate garments a subtle glow. Her black hair, fastened in a tail with golden cords, hung down her back. Behind the dais, the temple's thick stone walls gave way to an immense pane of glass, framing an expansive view of the moonlit lake and the surrounding mountains.

As Dydan led them toward the platform, the assembled group rose to their feet. Robes rustling amid the silence, the sages descended from the platform. Several of them approached Dydan, their white fabric, split-toed boots padding softly against the floor. The sage dressed in red stood before Tenrai. 

"Most wise Aodren Ryte, Seer of Chryshaihem, I thank you for your welcome and beseech your grace." Tenrai bowed deeply in her direction.

"Welcome, Guardian Nax, Knight of Tiriyuud. I feel fortunate to see you again. I thank you for your valiant efforts." She returned with a polite bow and then turned to Dydan. "Sage Waike, thank you for personally escorting Guardian Nax and his party to the temple." 

"Guardian Nax is an esteemed member of our Order and my dear friend. I could do no less for him." Dydan bowed toward the seer, then gestured toward Tenrai. 

"I offer my apologies for disturbing your peace." Tenrai looked toward Seer Ryte and the sages gathered behind her. "I present my nephews, Darshima and Khydius Nax. They are the sons of the most revered, Rion Nax." Tenrai rested his hands upon their shoulders and ushered them toward her. 

Darshima drew in an anxious breath as Tenrai mentioned their father's name. Latent questions stirred in his mind but settled as he felt the seer's intent gaze upon him. Darshima lifted his eyes and met her stare. Appearing slightly older than Tenrai, her smooth, oval face bore a contemplative expression. 

"Against all odds, you succeeded in finding Rion's sons." She pursed her lips, trying to mask her evident satisfaction. Following the unfamiliar custom, Darshima, then Khydius bowed toward her in a polite gesture. Darshima looked toward the sages and studied their faces, but their stern expressions and deferred stares yielded nothing. The seer's gaze drifted past Darshima and Khydius. Her eyebrows arched in muted surprise as she looked toward Shonan. Tenrai cleared his throat as he read her expression. 

"I would also like to present Sydarias Idawa, Erethalie, and Shonan Danthe." Tenrai beckoned them forward. "Like Darshima and Khydius, they are refugees who survived the invasion of The Vilides. They have accompanied us during our journey and seek to join the Order." Hushed murmurs rose from the sages, and they exchanged looks of incredulity. 

"This is most unusual, Guardian Nax." Seer Ryte folded her arms across her chest, the rich fabric of her robes shimmering in the light. "I cannot recall a prior instance of outsiders being brought to Chryshaihem, let alone to the inner sanctum of the temple." 

"Please forgive Guardian Nax for this transgression," said Dydan, his face growing flushed. "His intentions are pure." She abruptly raised her hand, and Dydan fell silent.

"Sage Waike, Guardian Nax, I have always placed my trust in your judgment. There must be some explanation for this most unusual aberration." Her brow wrinkled as she waited for their response.

"I have broken the council's tradition, and I offer my regret." Tenrai bowed deeply at the waist, his face bearing a look of contrition. "The circumstances we faced during the voyage made it essential for them to join us."

"Please enlighten me of these extraordinary circumstances." She glared at Tenrai, the sternness of her expression softening slightly. 

Tenrai straightened his posture and cleared his throat. "I rescued Darshima and his friend Sydarias from slavery. They were captured in The Vilides and toiled together in a farming colony on the planet Navervyne. After our escape back to the invaded realm, we met Erethalie and her brother Shonan. She served as our pilot during our flight from The Vilides. Erethalie carried us back to Navervyne, where we rescued Khydius and Darshima's adoptive brother, Sasha Eweryn. They labored together under difficult conditions in a munitions factory in Stebbenhour. Upon rescuing them, we traveled to Gordanelle and returned Sasha to his parents. We then journeyed back to Iberwight." 

"A most harrowing account." The seer's eyebrows arched in surprise. "It appears that these Vilidesians have given crucial support to Rion's sons during an undoubtedly terrible ordeal."  

"Their help was essential, and we wouldn't have succeeded without their bravery and skill." Tenrai looked toward Erethalie and Sydarias as he spoke, his eyes narrowed in tacit recognition of their efforts. "They have shown intelligence, loyalty, and courage that would stand with the best among our Order." 

Darshima listened to Tenrai's acknowledgment of his friends and silently recounted all that Erethalie and Sydarias had done for them. From Sydarias' resolve during their toil in Navervyne to Erethalie's unmatched skill as a pilot during their escape, Darshima knew that he nor Tenrai or Khydius wouldn’t have survived without them. 

"I humbly ask you to accept them into the Order of the Gilded Moon. We will train them in our ways as guardians." Tenrai faced the seer, a determined frown forming upon his lips. 

She stepped back from Tenrai, her eyebrows arching in surprise. 

"The Order has never considered such an unusual request." Seer Ryte shook her head in disbelief.

"These are unprecedented times. Our Order must make difficult decisions if Tiriyuud is to survive," said Tenrai. 

"Please elaborate, Guardian Nax." Seer Ryte shot an inquisitive stare at Tenrai. 

"The Vilidesian Realm was challenged and defeated by a previously unknown yet mighty nation. Within a matter of months, the Navervynish conquered Benai's four moons. They have not yet reached Tiriyuud, but we cannot expect our seclusion to protect us forever." 

"The fall of the Vilidesian Realm and its effects are incalculable. We mourn the devastation and loss of life." Seer Ryte bowed her head. "We must have faith that Tiriyuud will avoid a similar fate."  

"The Navervynish are unrivaled, and we must prepare ourselves in every aspect. Whether they are Tiriyuusian or foreigner, we must accept all who want to serve the Order of the Gilded Moon," said Tenrai. 

"Guardian Nax, You have experienced more in your journey than most of us will ever truly understand. Your request is without precedent, and I must confer with the council. I will share your words of support." Seer Ryte stepped away from them and rejoined the sages. 

Darshima's pulse thudded in his ears as he listened to the sages, their hushed voices rising and falling in conversation. He tried in vain to understand their unfamiliar words, but his feelings of frustration only grew.

Dydan lingered beside Tenrai, his arms folded across his chest as he watched the other sages conferring.

"As always, you have my full support Tenrai, but I will face difficulty in convincing my fellow sages to agree to your request." Dydan faced Tenrai. 

"What more can I tell them?" Tenrai glimpsed over his shoulder at Sydarias, Erethalie, and Shonan. A look of concern spread upon Tenrai's face as he registered their anxious expressions.  

"As you know, the seer and the sages have vast powers. The council has the authority to grant residence to anyone who seeks to live in Tiriyuud." Dydan gestured toward Seer Ryte and the sages surrounding her. "The council also has the right to banish anyone from the kingdom."  

"We must accept them. Their homelands have been devastated. There is nowhere else for them to turn." Tenrai clenched his jaw in frustration. "They have sacrificed everything to be here with Darshima." 

"The only foreigners Tiriyuud has accepted were rare Omystikai, centuries ago. They ventured from the dominions here on Iberwight and sought to learn our ways. We have no history of permitting any others." Dydan's lips curled into a worried frown.  

"We must convince the council. Accepting them is the right thing to do," said Tenrai. 

"I will do my utmost." Dydan offered a gracious nod and joined the seer and the other sages, who congregated near the dais. 

Darshima and Khydius moved beside Tenrai and watched as Seer Ryte and her sages spoke among themselves. Khydius glared at the council, his brow furrowed in an intense expression. Several sages gesticulated toward Tenrai amid their deliberation, while others furtively stared in their direction.

"I don't understand what this means for us," whispered Khydius. 

"They must decide whether to break with tradition. You and Darshima are both half Tiriyuusian. You are Rion Nax's sons and my nephews. I am confident that you both will be accepted." Tenrai solemnly bowed his head. "Sydarias, Erethalie, and Shonan have no Omystikai heritage whatsoever. Accepting them into the Order is a difficult decision without precedent." 

"If the sages don't accept them, then I cannot stay on Iberwight," said Darshima, his voice catching in his throat. "I will do whatever it takes for them to stay." The possibility that his companions could be turned away because of their heritage left him stunned.

"This is preposterous," fumed Khydius. "I was a Vilidesian Prince. This entire moon was once my domain. Your sages mustn't forget that." Khydius clenched his fists, his growing frustration becoming evident. "Erethalie, Shonan, and Sydarias must be accepted without reservation."

"My nephew, circumstances are not as they once were. The era of Vilidesian rule upon the four moons has passed. Their realm is no more." Tenrai rested his hands upon Khydius' tense shoulder. "We must have faith that the council will make the right decision and accept your companions." Khydius fell silent at Tenrai's pronouncement, and a resigned expression spread upon his face. 

His thoughts racing, Darshima glared at the floor. Tenrai had mentioned nothing of a formal acceptance into his Order when describing his plans for their exile in Tiriyuud. He hadn't even considered the possibility that the Order might reject them from the kingdom. Amid his frustration, he suppressed a sigh and scolded himself. Tiriyuud was the most geographically and culturally isolated territory among the moons. They were outsiders and couldn't expect an unconditional acceptance into this hermetic place. As Tenrai noted, they were no longer privileged Vilidesian subjects but refugees from a defunct realm.

After what felt like an interminable wait, the chattering among the sages ceased. Darshima lifted his gaze as Seer Ryte and the Council of Sages approached them. She stood before Darshima and Khydius, her eyes glowing softly.  

"These young men are Rion's sons. I can feel his strength and spirit within them." She rested her hands upon their shoulders. "They are home, and they belong with us. We accept them." She then turned to Sydarias and Erethalie, who pulled Shonan closer to her.

"Per Guardian Nax's account, you both have achieved great feats under difficult circumstances." Her gaze shifted between them. Erethalie and Sydarias exchanged a stare, then faced the seer.  

"We did our best to serve both Darshima and Prince Khydius," said Erethalie, turning to Sydarias. 

"There is no previous instance of outsiders with no Omystikai heritage joining our Order." Seer Ryte stepped closer, peering intently into their eyes. "Do you believe you have the strength to submit to our training and learn our ways?"

"We have what it takes to serve your kingdom." Sydarias bowed his head. 

"You must be willing to renounce your former lives and train with us. If you succeed, you will become a citizen of Tiriyuud and a Guardian of the Order. We will regard you as a fellow Tiriyuusian and an Omystikai in all aspects." 

"We are willing to devote ourselves to Tiriyuud and its cause," said Erethalie. 

"Your acceptance into our Order, into our kingdom is the most sacred commitment you will ever make. It is an unbreakable bond. If you harbor any doubt or hesitation in your hearts, you must not join our Order." A studied frown formed upon Seer Ryte's lips. 

"We are ready," said Sydarias. He and Erethalie nodded in unison.

"I believe Guardian Nax. If what he says bears any truth, then you belong with us. Tiriyuud welcomes you." She rested her hands upon their shoulders, and her frown lessened some. Seer Ryte then faced Tenrai.

"While I trust you and your fellow guardians in the training of new recruits, I must insist upon a slight modification, given the extraordinary circumstance with which you have presented me." Her eyes narrowed with an unflinching seriousness. 

"I do not understand, Seer Ryte." Tenrai's eyebrows wrinkled in confusion. 

"You have requested that we induct these foreigners into the Order. Therefore I cannot leave their training solely to the guardians." She folded her arms across her chest.  

"Training of recruits has always been the province of the guardians. Who else would be involved?" Tenrai shook his head in disbelief. 

"Sage Waike will train these young recruits alongside you. He served with you as a guardian before joining the council. I believe that he will be of much help to you."  

"My duty is to the Order, whatever the circumstance requires." Dydan bowed at the seer's pronouncement. Tenrai stared at both of them and drew in a measured breath.

"With regard to Sage Waike, I shall honor your request," said Tenrai. He offered a respectful bow to Seer Ryte and Dydan.  

"I expect no less, Guardian Nax." Seer Ryte moved toward Shonan. "The boy is much too young. Training with the guardians entails rigors that are not meant for a child." She gently rested her hand upon Shonan's cheek. "We will find a family to care for him here in Chryshaihem." 

"I understand." Erethalie pursed her lips in resignation. 

"It's for the best." Sydarias rested his hand upon her shoulder. 

"We are grateful for refuge in your kingdom, even if it means we must be apart," she whispered. Shonan looked up at his sister. A somber frown formed upon his lips, and he turned away from her. Seer Ryte whispered something in Tenrai's ear, and he offered a pensive nod.

"I know of a good home for him. The family will care for him as if he were their own son." She rested her hands upon Shonan's shoulders. 

"Most wise Seer, let us spare you the trouble of traveling. I will gladly take them." Dydan stepped forward, gesturing toward Erethalie and Shonan.

"Given the extraordinary nature of this request, the seer should escort us." Tenrai leaned toward Dydan. "She is the leader of Chryshaihem, and the citizens will listen to her."

"You are right," said Dydan. "We shall travel together." 

"Let us depart before the sun rises. The child needs his rest." Seer Ryte stepped past them, beckoning them to follow her. 

The other sages resumed their seats atop the platform, their stares lingering upon Tenrai. Darshima and his companions followed Tenrai, Dydan, and the seer through the curtain of light. A sigh of relief escaped Darshima's lips as they walked through the shadows of the temple toward the entrance. He and his friends would find refuge in Tiriyuud, but they would have to earn their welcome. 
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Erethalie and Shonan walked hand in hand under the pale morning sun. The snow showers had slowed, leaving behind cold grey skies. They followed Seer Ryte, Dydan, and Tenrai along the snow-covered roadway of a bridge. Giant stone pillars supported its arched span, meeting the dark, flowing waters of an icy river far below. 

Khydius and Sydarias trudged beside Erethalie and Shonan, their boots thudding against its cobbled surface. Darshima lingered a few paces behind them, intently surveying the wintry terrain. They had set out from the Sages' Temple at dawn and walked through the labyrinthine streets of the capital. As they journeyed through the city, Darshima gazed upon the stately edifices of wood and stone, elegant temples with soaring steeples, venerated shrines with tiered roofs, and sanctuaries with their ornate arches. The city felt ancient, but he sensed a distinct vitality that he couldn't fully describe. Chryshaihem intrigued him like no other place. 

Darshima and his companions crossed the bridge, which led from the capital's dense central island, toward a smaller outer island, further from the lakeshore. The terrain spread out before them in a series of snow-covered hills, verdant stands of coniferous trees, and gently terraced fields. Jagged outcroppings of crystal jutted through the snowdrifts at sharp angles, lining the road like bowing sentinels. The terrain sloped toward the rock-strewn shore, covered in fractured slabs of ice. Darshima's ears filled with the gentle sound of lapping water, interrupted by the crunch of their footsteps upon the powdery snow.  

"We are almost there." Dydan glimpsed over his shoulder, his cape billowing behind him. 

"It seems so far away." Erethalie squeezed Shonan's hand.

"It is not so far that you won't be able to visit him." Seer Ryte looked over to them. "I understand the importance of your kindred ties. This family will protect him." 

His eyes narrowed against the gusts of wind, Darshima looked toward the mountain range encircling the lake. He eyed Benai's sphere through an opening in the clouds. Its halo of red and white rings dipped behind the jagged peaks, fading against the brightening sky. Amid the fields, Darshima glimpsed rows of neat, wooden multistory homes. The fluted, black ceramic tiles upon their roofs glistened with a fresh layer of snow. Billowing trails of white steam rose from their cylindrical chimneys, trailing into the sky. A square wooden arched gate marked each plot, its triple crossbeam supporting a large, cast bronze bell. 

Darshima glimpsed over his shoulder toward the city. Soaring clusters of jeweled spires and temples greeted his eyes. An unexpected smile crossed his lips as he viewed the dense skyline rising above the surrounding snows and the lake.

"Chryshaihem almost reminds me of The Vilides,” said Darshima. He recalled the striking skyline view during his trek through the Ciblaithian desert with Sydarias, days before the invasion. 

"In some ways, it does." Sydarias followed Darshima's gaze, squinting as he looked upon the urban vista.  

"Chryshaihem couldn't be any more different than The Vilides," murmured Khydius. "It is an isolated lakeside city presiding over a small, snowbound archipelago." He peered at the buildings and shook his head.  

"Even so, it's beautiful in its own way. We have to adapt to life here." Darshima glared at Khydius.

"Listen to your brother." Tenrai turned to Khydius. "Tiriyuud is a part of your heritage. This place is your new home, and you must learn to embrace it."

"Try to find something familiar amid the unfamiliar," added Dydan. A resigned frown settled upon Khydius' face. He stared at the ground and trudged in silence ahead of Darshima.

Though they had arrived on Iberwight only two days prior, Darshima already saw the profound differences between Tiriyuud and the territories of the former realm. He yearned for the warmth and familiarity of Gordanelle but understood that those days were past. Growing accustomed to life in this strange land would be difficult, but Darshima was thankful to find refuge here. He and his companions would need to learn from the Omystikai if they had any chance at surviving in this harsh climate. 

A sigh escaped Darshima's lips as he thought of his brother's unexpected reaction. Though Khydius no longer used his title, he was no less a prince in exile. Darshima shook his head in disbelief as he pondered how different their lives had been until the invasion. He had an unremarkable upbringing in Ardavia, with uncertain prospects. Khydius led a life of extraordinary opulence and realm-wide influence as the heir to the now-defunct Vilidesian throne. If the invasion had never happened, Khydius would have one day been their emperor and ruled the four moons. His thoughts swirling, Darshima caught a furtive glimpse of Khydius as they trudged through the snows. He needed to find a way to bridge the seemingly insurmountable chasm that separated them. 

Darshima moved along the winding stone path, the intemperate gusts blowing through his uniform. The houses grew more sparse as they neared the shore, separated by large stands of towering green trees. Their spindly boughs sagged under the weight of snow and icicles. Darshima looked out over the lake, and his eyes darted toward a row of rapidly moving objects in the distance. He lifted his hand to his brow and made out the giant, blade-like silhouettes of a dozen ships. They sped in tandem across the shimmering surface, skimming above the waves. Sprays of water jetted from their paired rear fins, catching the sunlight in a refracted burst of color. 

"Where are those ships going?" Darshima pointed to the sophisticated craft as they raced toward the horizon. 

"They are freight ships traveling from Chryshaihem's harbor. They must be on their way to one of the southern islands of the archipelago," replied Tenrai.

"They don't look like they're from any Vilidesian firm.” A quizzical frown formed upon Sydarias' lips. 

"Those vessels are manufactured by an established Tiriyuusian enterprise. Their shipyards are on the kingdom's southernmost island," said Dydan. "We rely on our own means of transport." Impressed, Darshima stared at the ships. As he made out their details, he recalled the unique farming pyramids they saw on their journey to Foseidem, Tenrai's ancestral village. It was becoming clear to him that Tiriyuusians relied much less on the Vilidesians for their needs than the other peoples of the former realm. 

Darshima looked toward the mountains in the distance, their peaks obscured by a layer of clouds rolling over their peaks. The sun dimmed, and the skies grew dark as the clouds moved overhead. He shivered as the temperature dropped and the snowfall resumed. His nose tingled in the biting air, thick with the scent of firewood. Darshima drew his overcoat tighter and shook his limbs, trying to stave off the unrelenting cold. He looked around him as the landscape faded into subdued, monochromatic tones beneath the swirling snowflakes. 

A few paces ahead, Erethalie drew a shivering Shonan closer to her. Darshima's heart rose into his throat as he saw them trudge unsteadily through the surrounding snowdrifts. Memories of his last moments on Gordanelle with Sasha floated before his eyes, and he understood their sadness. Darshima moved ahead of Khydius and walked beside Erethalie. 

"How are you and Shonan doing?" Darshima rested his hand upon her shoulder.

"As well as can be expected." Her eyes glistened with tears, and she cleared her throat. Erethalie pulled Shonan closer. "It seems like only yesterday we were living normal, hectic lives in The Vilides. Now here we are, struggling to survive on the furthest moon, at the edge of the realm. We are refugees in this kingdom." Her voice trailed off in a puff of steam. 

"You aren't alone. We are all exiles here. We will only survive together." Darshima squeezed her shoulder. "We wouldn't have even made it here without you. Your skill as a pilot saved our lives." 

"What right do I have to complain?" Erethalie's gaze drifted toward the grey skies. "You, Prince Khydius, and Sydarias experienced far worse as slaves on Navervyne." 

Darshima drew in a sharp breath as he listened to Erethalie. Vivid images of his toil on Navervyne flashed before his eyes. For a moment amid the cold, he almost felt the oppressive heat of the farming colony envelope his skin. His nostrils filled with the sickly-sweet redolence of the ripening fields. Darshima put a hand over his stomach as it twisted into a queasy knot. He cleared his throat and tried to push aside the haunting memories. 

"There is no use in comparing our suffering. You lived through a difficult period in the occupied capital with Shonan. Moreover, you risked both of your lives for us all back on Navervyne." An earnest smile formed upon Darshima's lips as he remembered their harrowing escape. "You're one of the bravest people I've ever known." 

"I only did what was necessary." Erethalie shook her head as she dismissed Darshima's praise. "I will be fine, but my brother will have to adapt to life here." 

"I can do it," said Shonan, his voice rising above the gusts of wind. He looked up at Erethalie and offered a timid smile, his face framed by his snow-covered hood. "But it's freezing here." Shonan's nose wrinkled, and a shiver coursed through his slender frame.  

"I know you can." Erethalie patted his shoulder. "You always find a way." 

"He will be safe, and that's the most important thing," said Darshima. 

“I couldn’t ask for anything more." Erethalie bowed her head as she trudged with Shonan through the accumulating snow.  

Seer Ryte, Dydan, and Tenrai came to a stop at a paved walkway beneath the arch. Darshima and his companions stood behind them. Her bright red robes trailing in the powdery flakes, the seer moved under the sweeping structure of the gateway. The dark wooden crossbeams rose high above the glistening white snowdrifts. Beyond the arch stood a modest, multilevel dwelling perched upon a gently sloping hilltop. 

"This will be your new home." Seer Ryte beckoned Shonan with her gloved hand, her eyes glittering in a sincere expression. She reached for a carved wooden rod resting against the sturdy post beside her and shook off the snowflakes clinging to it. In a swift motion, she struck the large bell hanging over their heads. Darshima's ears rang as a low, clear tone resounded through the chilly air. The peal stirred a group of birds roosting atop the gate into a frenzied burst of flight. The flock soared into the clouds, their black and white plumage fading amid the falling snow.  

As the sound and the commotion dissipated, Shonan moved nearer to Erethalie. She pulled him closer, and he glared at the ground.  

"You will be okay here." Erethalie tried to catch his gaze. Darshima's heart sank as he saw the Shonan's somber expression. He wished there was something he could say to put him at ease, but he realized that no words would make this circumstance any easier. 

"It seems to be a very comfortable home," said Sydarias, his brow knit in concern as he observed Shonan. 

As the bell tone faded, Darshima heard the crunch of footsteps upon the snow. He looked through the gate to see a man and woman, followed by a boy and a girl, walking toward them. The man and the boy wore loose-fitting black jackets that covered their pleated grey trousers. The woman and girl were dressed in patterned dark blue robes cinched at the waist by broad, folded grey cloth belts. They all wore split-toed leather boots and black woolen cloaks upon their shoulders that fluttered in the gusts of wind.

The man and woman approached Seer Ryte. They offered a bow and issued a greeting in the Tiriyuusian dialect.  

"Greetings, Hezion Byx. I thank you, your wife Sera, and your children for welcoming us on such short notice," said the seer, transitioning into Vilidesian. She nodded curtly in their direction. 

"Aodren Ryte, Seer of Chryshaihem, I offer you and your companions our sincere greetings," replied Hezion, in accented but clear Vilidesian. As he bowed in their direction, his shoulder-length black hair briefly draped across his pale face. His sapphire eyes glittered in surprise as he glanced at Darshima, Khydius, and the others.  

"Greetings, most wise one." Sera stepped forward and bowed politely toward the seer, Darshima, and the others. The corners of her cerulean eyes wrinkled in a warm expression as she looked upon them. "I, my husband, and our children welcome you all," she said in impeccable Vilidesian. The porcelain skin of her face flushed against the cold gusts. Her shimmering black hair was fastened with a white silk ribbon and hung in a tail over her shoulder. 

Appearing similar in age to Shonan, their children gazed curiously at Darshima and his companions. Their glowing sapphire gazes contrasted boldly against the glistening snowflakes clinging to their long eyelashes.

"I would like you to meet Sage Dydan Waike and Guardian Tenrai Nax." Seer Ryte gestured toward the pair. 

"We thank you very much for your hospitality," said Tenrai. He and Dydan stepped forward and bowed toward Sera and Hezion. 

"Accompanying them are Darshima and Khydius Nax, Erethalie and Shonan Danthe, and Sydarias Idawa." The seer beckoned them forward. "They are refugees from the fallen realm." 

"Welcome, please join us." Sera ushered them through the gate. 

They followed Hezion, Sera, and their children along the cobblestone path, up a curving stairway, hewn into the hill. They reached the top of the stairs, and Darshima eyed a comfortable, three-level home amidst a stand of mature, snow-covered trees. A fleeting smile crossed his lips as he thought of his childhood home back in Ardavia. Hezion slid open the large wooden door and ushered them past the threshold into the anteroom. They removed their outer garments and boots and followed him down a narrow hall into a bright central room. 

Polished dark wood floors clad in bright woolen rugs, simple but elegant wooden furniture, and a blazing hearth in the center gave the space an inviting atmosphere. A spiral wooden staircase sat in the far corner, leading to the upper levels. Darshima's eye lingered upon its unique form, appearing as though it had been carved from a massive tree trunk. Panes of clear glass formed the room's opposite wall, giving a sweeping view of snowy fields and the city spires in the distance. 

"Please make yourselves at home.” Sera approached the hearth, gesturing toward a set of leather cushions surrounding a low-lying, rectangular wooden table nearby. Tenrai and Dydan took their seats beside Darshima, Sydarias, and Khydius. The seer moved toward Erethalie and Shonan and sat beside them, her robes ruffling about her. 

"We will return with some tea and join you in a moment." A reserved smile crossed Sera's lips as she and Hezion excused themselves. The young boy and girl followed closely behind them, their footsteps padding softly against the smooth floorboards.

The seer's gaze lingered upon the family as they disappeared down the corridor. "Hezion and Sera Byx are dear friends of mine. We have known each other since childhood." Her eyes narrowed, and she appeared to sift through her thoughts. "They will take good care of Shonan." 

"We thank you very much." Erethalie glared at the bright flames rising from the hearth, a restrained expression forming upon her face.  

Moments later, Hezion and Sera returned with their children in tow. They carried lacquered wooden trays bearing translucent porcelain cups and an iron kettle of boiling tea. Hezion and Sera rested the items upon the table, then took their seats beside the seer.  

"I see that your home remains warm and welcoming as always." The seer looked around her, then let out a contented sigh. "Aten and Ione are growing up so quickly." She gestured toward the boy and girl, her eyebrows arching in surprise. 

"We do our best to raise our children and manage Hezion's workshop." Sera lifted the kettle and poured the steaming, milky brew into the cups. She offered the first cup to Seer Ryte, then one to everyone else.  

"Thank you." Darshima held the delicate cup, inhaled the sweet, buttery aroma, and drank the rich brew. The seer took a sip from her cup and looked around the room. 

"Hezion is a master carpenter. He learned the craft from his father, who learned it from his father. It is a skill that his family has passed on for generations. The Byx family produces some of the finest wooden furniture in the kingdom." The seer gestured toward the furnishings surrounding them. 

"You are much too kind." Hezion bowed his head, his cheeks reddening at her compliment. 

"I am quite serious." A polite smile formed upon the seer's lips. 

The conversation lulled, and the seer narrowed her in a serious expression. "All pleasantries aside, I have come here to discuss an important matter with you." She rested her cup upon the table with a firm thud. Hezion and Sera exchanged a cautious glance, then looked toward her. 

"As you are surely aware, a hostile foreign power invaded The Vilides and the four moons. Their realm has fallen." Seer Ryte's lips wrinkled into a somber frown. 

"We have heard the reports of this unthinkable tragedy. It is hard to imagine how any nation could have vanquished the Vilidesians." Sera briefly closed her eyes in a saddened expression. 

"I cannot fathom the terrible things that are happening out there." Hezion turned to Tenrai.  

"The scale of the devastation to their realm is difficult to comprehend." Tenrai rested his cup upon the table. 

Darshima listened to their conversation, his chest growing heavy as fiery images of the invasion clawed at the corners of his mind. A sharp lump formed in his throat as he relived the painful memories. Darshima turned toward Hezion and his family, and he tried to forget those difficult moments. His thoughts flashed with the realization that the Byx family knew little of the events apart from the invasion. Like countless other Tiriyuusian families, they were mercifully unaffected by the raging turmoil beyond the sheltered islands of their kingdom.

"Guardian Nax has returned from a harrowing journey to distant worlds in service to our kingdom." Dydan gestured toward Tenrai.  

"He has succeeded in rescuing his highness, Khydius, Prince of The Vilides. He also rescued these Vilidesian subjects from the horrors of slavery and foreign occupation. For reasons I cannot fully disclose, the people seated before you are important to our kingdom," said Seer Ryte.  

"I would believe no less, o wise one. You have personally escorted them here." Hezion bowed his head.  

"They will be training with the guardians." The seer turned to Darshima, Khydius, Erethalie, and Sydarias.  

"I imagine that the boy is far too young to train." Sera looked upon Shonan, a concerned expression spreading upon her face. 

"Indeed, he is," said Seer Ryte. "Shonan is a young refugee and needs a good home." 

"We would be happy to have him." An earnest smile formed upon Hezion's lips. He looked to his son and daughter, whose eyes glowed with excitement. "What do you both think about having a new brother?" He playfully tousled their shoulder-length, braided black hair and wrapped his arms around their shoulders. They giggled in response, smiling shyly at Shonan. 

"He will have a good home here with us." The corners of Sera's eyes wrinkled in a sympathetic expression. 

"As your friend, I give you both my eternal gratitude for your kindness. As your seer, I assure you the full faith and support of the Order for your generosity." She bowed toward Hezion and Sera, and they both returned the gesture.  

Shonan turned toward Erethalie, then faced Hezion and Sera, the corners of his lips forming a subtle frown.  

"Say hello to your new family, Shonan." Erethalie looked toward Sera, her voice wavering. Shonan rose from his seat, glared at the floor, and approached the Byx family.  

"Welcome home, young one." Sera stood up and wrapped him in a warm embrace. Shonan hesitantly hugged her in return. 

"We are glad that you are here, Shonan." Hezion joined his wife and rested his hand upon the boy's shoulder. Erethalie clenched her jaw and tried to stifle the expression of sadness spreading upon her face. 

"I apologize for the brevity of our visit, but it is time for us to leave." Seer Ryte stood up from her seat, and everyone else rose to their feet. 

"Be respectful to your new family, and stay strong. I will visit you soon." Erethalie stepped over to Shonan and wrapped him in a tight embrace.

"Be careful, Erethalie. Please don't forget about me," said Shonan, his voice wavering with sadness. 

"I could never forget you, Shonan. You'll always be my little brother." Erethalie fought back her tears. "I will come back for you as soon as I can." She pursed her lips in a determined expression.

Shonan's eyes grew damp. "If you find our brother and sister during your journeys, please bring them back." He sniffled softly. 

"I promise." Erethalie held onto Shonan for a moment longer as a shudder coursed through him. "Until we meet again, you have my love." She let him go, then gave him a nudge toward the Byx family.  

"Do not worry, Erethalie. We will care for him as if he were our own son." Sera drew Shonan closer to her.  

"I thank you from the bottom of my heart," said Erethalie, her voice catching in her throat. She bowed her head, then stepped back. Erethalie straightened her garments and moved beside Darshima. 

Seer Ryte, Tenrai, and Dydan bid the Byx family farewell. They ushered Erethalie, Darshima, and the others toward the entrance. Darshima rested his hand upon Erethalie's arm as they approached the door. He didn't know what to say but wanted to offer his support. She glanced over her shoulder at Shonan, who stood with his new family.  

"I don't want to forget him as he is right now," she whispered. 

"What do you mean?" asked Sydarias. 

"This place will change Shonan." She shook her head in frustration. "I won't be there to guide him." 

"Tiriyuud will change all of us." A pensive frown formed upon Khydius' lips. 

"I sense much kindness among the people here. Hopefully, it will change us all for the better." Darshima turned to Khydius, who avoided his gaze and glared at the ground.  

"I sense it too," said Sydarias. 

While the seer, Tenrai, and Dydan dressed, Darshima and his companions laced their boots and put on their outer garments. They stepped out of the dwelling, back into the falling snow. The door closed softly behind them, and Erethalie walked forward, dashing away her tears. 

"This is so hard." She drew in a breath, then cleared her throat. "But there's no other way." 

"I'm sorry," said Darshima, unsure what else to say. His thoughts raced to that moment in The Vilides when she beseeched him to be their pilot. He never would've imagined that her decision would have resulted in her separation from Shonan. "Your sacrifice will not be in vain." Darshima faced her, his chest tightening as he pondered the effects of her decision. 

"They will keep him safe," she said. Her voice wavered with a note of uncertainty. Darshima rested his hand upon her shoulder and drew her nearer to him. They descended the stairway with Seer Ryte, Tenrai, and the others, back into the snowdrifts.  
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Chapter 4
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Tenrai and Dydan followed Seer Ryte across the smooth pavement of a vast, octagonal courtyard. The falling snowflakes hit the heated black stones, evaporating into clouds of steam. Darshima, Erethalie, Khydius, and Sydarias walked closely together, shivering in the biting gusts of wind. Darshima looked around the imposing space, his gaze sweeping over its myriad details. Flanked by a quartet of immense, eight-tiered, square towers, the complex's courtyard gleamed under the afternoon light. A grand colonnade of pale stone arches encircled the space, abutting the chamfered, granite buildings. Chains of crystal hung from the sloping eaves, swaying with the wind.  

The snow showers grew heavier, darkening the subdued grey skies. Darshima lifted his face toward the falling snow. He pulled his scarf closer as the icy flakes landed upon his cheeks in a fleeting sting of cold. Darshima looked above the roofline of the peristyle and glimpsed the temple complex where they met with the Sages of Tiriyuud earlier that morning.

Tenrai led them toward a pair of large bronze doors leading into the temple. Two uniformed sentries stood guard beside them, their long blue overcoats fluttering in the winds. As they approached the center of the courtyard, Seer Ryte and Dydan faced Tenrai. 

"Thank you, Guardian Nax. "We must return to the Sages' Temple to prepare for our evening meditations. Sage Waike and I will take our leave." Puffs of vapor trailed from her lips as she spoke. 

"Certainly, o wise one." Dydan bowed toward her and looked toward the Sages' Temple in the distance. 

"Thank you, Seer Ryte and Sage Waike, for accompanying us to the Guardians' Shrine." Tenrai bowed toward them. "We have already taken enough of your time." 

"You and Sage Waike have much work ahead of you in preparing these four Vilidesian subjects for life here in Tiriyuud." Seer Ryte gestured toward Darshima, Khydius, Erethalie, and Sydarias, a delicate layer of snow sloughing from her sleeve. Her eyes glowed as she appraised them.

"We won't disappoint you," said Dydan.

"I am putting my full faith in you. The Order and the kingdom are depending on your effort." A contemplative frown crossed her lips. 

"You have our word and our resolve," replied Tenrai.  

"Tenrai, I will meet you and your charges at dawn for the journey to the training grounds." Dydan looked toward Darshima and his companions. 

"Though it has been some time since you served as a guardian, I am sure you will be helpful," said Tenrai. 

"I haven't been a sage for so long that I forgot the important work that we did together as guardians." A smile crept upon Dydan's lips.

"I am thankful for your assistance. We will be expecting you," said Tenrai, as he tried to suppress a frown. 

"Fare thee well." Seer Ryte waved to Tenrai, Darshima, and his companions. She and Dydan walked toward the colonnade and the temple complex in the distance. Darshima's eyes lingered upon their silhouettes as they faded beneath the falling snow. 

"Let us continue to the shrine." Tenrai turned around and hurried his pace. They drew nearer to the doors, and Darshima jogged to match Tenrai's stride.  

"What will we do there?" asked Khydius as he moved alongside Darshima.

"We are heading to the shrine's monastery, where we will rest until tomorrow morning," said Tenrai. 

With a heave, the sentries pushed the doors, which yielded in a low groan. Darshima, Khydius, Erethalie, and Sydarias followed Tenrai across the checkered marble tiles of a vaulted, torchlit foyer. The doors slammed shut behind them with a booming thud. Tenrai slowed his pace, seemingly more at ease within the confines of the building. A fragrance of incense and aged wood suffused the warm air. Darshima drew in a deep breath and tried to forget the cold wind outside. 

Darshima and his companions followed Tenrai through a long hallway, their footsteps echoing against the smooth stone floors and wood-paneled walls. Darshima's eyes adjusted to the softly lit space, illuminated by white crystal orbs hanging from the arched ceilings. His eyes traced the arrays of golden polygonal symbols and complex circular seals etched upon the imposing stone columns. 

As Darshima walked through the halls of the monastery, he felt his tension ease. A sense of timelessness and peace seemed to emanate from every corner. He tried to imagine the events that happened within these walls over the ages, both insignificant and crucial.   

"This shrine is immense," whispered Erethalie as she peered around the staid space. 

"The Guardians' Shrine is one of the most important buildings in Chryshaihem. It is more than twelve hundred years old." Tenrai gestured around them. "Many distinguished guardians have trained in this sacred space."

"So this complex alone is centuries older than the Vilidesian Realm," mused Sydarias. 

"Indeed it is." Tenrai drew in a contented breath. The corners of his eyes wrinkled as he looked around him, appearing as if he were sifting through his old memories. 

"The Omystikai have lived upon this moon for a very long time," said Khydius. A studious frown formed upon his lips as he appraised the space. 

"I hadn't realized," whispered Darshima, shaking his head in disbelief at Tenrai's description. Nearly everything he remembered learning as a child was about the Vilidesians and the Ardavians and their achievements. Though he had only been on Iberwight for a few days, Darshima was learning that the Tiriyuusians had a unique history of their own.

They followed Tenrai through another hallway, filled with groups of pupils returning to their quarters for the afternoon. Pale-skinned, with narrowed sapphire eyes and unshorn black hair that hung either loose or braided in a tail, they appeared similar in age to Darshima and his companions. Their uniforms consisted of simple black and blue robes with varied golden patterns, pleated grey trousers, and split-toed leather boots. Many of them wore wooden sandals with patterned stockings. 

Darshima stared at the young men and women as they moved through the corridors, gripping their fabric satchels and leather-bound books. The stone floors reverberated with the sound of their footsteps as they milled about the staid space. Many of them entered and exited through the doors and passages lining the hallway. A few students briefly countered Darshima's gaze, turning away as they hurried to their destinations. 

"There's no one like us here," whispered Darshima, his eyes widened in surprise. 

"You are correct," said Tenrai. Khydius, Erethalie, and Sydarias peered around them, worried expressions forming upon their faces. 

"What will they think of us?" asked Sydarias, his voice weighted with nervousness. 

"We are so different from them. Will they even accept us?" Erethalie clenched her jaw as the crowds of students brushed past them.  

"You are the only foreigners in all of Tiriyuud, but make no mistake, you are welcome here." Tenrai offered them all a confident nod. "Let us continue. We are nearly at your quarters."       Tenrai ushered them down the hallway. Darshima stared at the crowds as they moved through the monastery, his thoughts drifting. During their journey from Gordanelle to Iberwight, he presumed that their presence among the Omystikai would be a rare exception. It was now abundantly clear to him.  

Darshima and his companions followed Tenrai up a large, winding stone staircase and down another long hallway. They moved through the thinning crowds and stopped before a wooden door at the end of a dim corridor.

"Though our time in Chryshaihem will brief, you will share these quarters for the duration of your stay." Tenrai rested his hand upon its dark surface. "Make yourselves comfortable." Tenrai gestured past the threshold. He pressed a circular golden seal in the center of the door, and it slid open to reveal the bright interior of a spacious suite. Their footsteps creaked softly against the dark wooden floorboards as they entered.  

Rectangular in shape, the suite contained four separate apartments and a common area in the center. A square window set in the opposite wall gave a sweeping view of the snow-capped spires and temples surrounding the shrine. A circular, sunken stone hearth sat in the middle of the space and crackled with soft flames. Low lying wooden furniture and woolen rugs gave the suite a simple yet inviting ambiance. 

"Please take a moment to rest. I have a few matters to which I must attend. When I return, we will have supper together in my quarters." Tenrai peered around the room. 

“Thank you, Tenrai,” said Erethalie. 

"How much time do we have?" Darshima's eyes drifted toward the hearth.

"I will return soon. We have a very long day ahead of us tomorrow. I advise you all to rest while you can." Tenrai offered a curt bow and closed the door behind him.  

Darshima stared at the wooden panel as it slid closed. He listened as Tenrai's footsteps faded into silence.  

"We should sit down and rest." Khydius pointed toward a circle of rugs arranged around the hearth. He slid off his boots and rested them beside the door. He then reached toward a wooden rack resting against the wall and grabbed a pair of split-toed, black woolen slippers.

"The Omystikai are strict about wearing shoes in their private quarters." He looked toward Darshima and the others as he put on the slippers. "They are quite fastidious and strive to keep their personal and sacred spaces protected from outside impurities." Khydius removed his gloves and overcoat, neatly folded them, then took a seat around the hearth. 

"We must do as they do." Darshima slid off his boots and removed his outer garments, then put on a pair of slippers. Erethalie and Sydarias did the same. They all settled beside Khydius around the flames. Darshima let out a sigh of relief as he felt the warmth against his skin.  

"It's unbelievably cold here." Sydarias stretched his hands toward the glowing hearth. "How does anyone manage to survive on this moon?" 

"It's cold, but at least we're finally in Chryshaihem," said Darshima. His shivers abated as he acclimated to the warmth of the room. An unexpected smile formed upon his lips as he thought of their experience thus far on Iberwight. From their turbulent landing in Foseidem to their journey to the gates of Chryshaihem, everything here felt so unfamiliar compared to the other moons. Even so, Darshima was thankful that the sages had allowed them to stay in the kingdom.  

"We are so far from home." Erethalie turned away from the flames and glimpsed through the window. The rectangular panes creaked as fierce winds and driving snows lashed against the glass. The city's shadows grew longer beneath the lengthening rays of the late afternoon sun. One by one, the numerous clustered towers illuminated their windows against the darkening grey skies. Their tiered roofs and glittering spires glowed softly against the snowfall. Darshima's eyes swept over the cityscape, his pulse thudding with an inexplicable feeling of familiarity.

"The climate here in Tiriyuud is particularly inhospitable." Khydius folded his arms across his chest and stared blankly into the fire. "I am accustomed to the way things are in Gavipristine. Fauridise and the other dominions are much closer to Vilidesian standards of living."

"Is Tiriyuud so different from the rest of Iberwight?" asked Erethalie. 

"The culture here is best described as orthodox and somewhat antiquated." Khydius peered around the room, and his eyes narrowed in subtle resignation. "They've been under a self-imposed isolated from the wider realm for many centuries." 

"Though it is different here, we must be no less thankful." Darshima glared into the flames, his pulse thudding at Khydius' terse assessment. He drew in a breath and tried to calm himself. "They have given us refuge."

"The Tiriyuusians could have turned us away, but they chose to accept us. I will do whatever it takes to earn my welcome here." Sydarias stared at Khydius. His eyes grew damp and glittered in the flames. 

"I will do the same." Erethalie moved closer to Sydarias and nudged her shoulder against his.

"Tiriyuud is our home now, and we all must find a way to grow and to thrive here." Darshima stared pointedly at Khydius. "The people of this kingdom are placing their trust in us. We must embrace their way of doing things."  

"I believe you are correct, Darshima." Khydius glared at the hearth, avoiding Darshima's gaze. "Forgive me, but I am finding it hard to adjust to our new lives here." He bowed his head, and a contrite frown formed upon his lips. 

"You're not alone. We're all here with you." Darshima rested his hand upon Khydius' shoulder.

"Despite everything that awaits us, I'm thankful that we at least have warm beds for tonight." Erethalie rose from the floor and walked toward the door closest to her. "Let's go and see our rooms." 

Darshima and the others joined Erethalie and looked at their accommodations. Darshima approached a door near the window and rested his hand upon the smooth wooden surface. He gripped the curved wrought iron handle and gently slid the door open. His eyes swept over a low-profile wooden bed, wardrobe, desk, and a pair of tall iron lamps flickering with yellow flame. A rectangular window set in the opposite wall gathered frost at its edges. The city spires and their hazy silhouettes were barely visible amid the snowfall. Darshima closed the bedroom door behind him and turned to the hearth. 

"I wonder where the baths and latrines are," murmured Darshima. 

"In Omystikai monasteries, the residents share those facilities," answered Khydius. "I believe they are at the end of the hallway." He gestured past the entrance. "The Omystikai also bathe in outdoor thermal springs from time to time." 

"I don't think I could get used to that." Sydarias rubbed the back of his arms as a shiver coursed through him. "It must be cold."

Darshima looked toward his companions, who closed the doors to their rooms and resumed their seats around the hearth. 

"What do you think tomorrow will be like?" Darshima settled beside Sydarias.  

"I hear that training with the Omystikai orders is difficult." Sydarias drummed his fingers against his knees.  

"The first few months are the most challenging, and Tiriyuud's tradition is the toughest of them all." Khydius rubbed his chin in contemplation. "If a recruit survives training with the Order of the Gilded Moon, they will be inducted as a guardian."

"What do you mean, survive?" Darshima shot a concerned glance toward him.

"I am only relaying what my counselors told me," said Khydius, speaking in measured tones. "Gilded Moon is, without a doubt, the strictest of the Omystikai orders."

"But we will survive, won't we?" asked Erethalie, her voice wavering with a hint of nervousness.  

"Once a recruit begins training, they must complete it. Training with the guardians is physically and emotionally taxing. In ages past, Tiriyuusian recruits have perished during the exercises." Khydius glared through the window at the falling snowflakes. 

"That cannot be true nowadays." Sydarias shook his head in disbelief. 

"Their methods are tough, but most of the recruits they select are strong enough to succeed," said Khydius. 

"We've survived much worse in The Vilides and on Navervyne." Darshima's brow wrinkled in contemplation. "We all have more than enough strength to survive and succeed." 

"You're right, Darshima." Sydarias nodded confidently. "We are ready." 

Darshima glared at the hearth, and his mind focused upon Khydius and his doubts. Tenrai had warned him of the dangers of the journey during their escape. Darshima had fully committed himself, and there was no turning back. He had already made it this far and had risked death more than once. Darshima wouldn't let the difficulty of training with the guardians discourage him. 

As they relaxed amid the warmth of the flames, a soft knock at the entrance interrupted the silence. Darshima rose to his feet and opened the door to find Tenrai waiting patiently. Erethalie Khydius and Sydarias left the hearth and joined Darshima. 

"Hopefully, you all have taken some time to rest. You will be training elsewhere for your first few months here in Tiriyuud. If all goes as expected, you will then return to these quarters." Tenrai beckoned them into the hallway. "Please join me, and we will go to my quarters for supper." Darshima's stomach growled at the thought of food. They had yet to eat anything for the day. He followed his companions past the threshold and joined Tenrai in the corridor.
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Chapter 5
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Darshima, Erethalie, Sydarias, and Khydius followed Tenrai up a narrow staircase toward a pair of doors at the end of the hallway. Their shadows loomed large against the walls as they followed the torchlit path. Tenrai stopped before the doorway and pressed a gold, octagonal seal at its center. The wooden panels slid apart with a muted whirr. He stepped forward as soft beams of light spilled into the hallway.  

"Welcome to my quarters." Tenrai slid off his boots and placed them beside the entrance. He stepped into a pair of woolen slippers laying neatly beside the doorframe and walked past the threshold, his footfalls thudding against the floorboards. Darshima and the others followed him through the spacious suite, past a pair of closed doors. Tenrai led them toward a low, oval obsidian table, positioned before a large wall of windows. A glowing circular hearth set in the center of the room radiated warmth. 

Tenrai gestured toward a set of dark woolen cushions arranged around the table, and they took their seats. His back against the window panes, Tenrai faced Darshima and his companions. Beams of waning sunlight filtered through the snow squalls, casting a subdued glow upon the surrounding roofs and spires. Darshima unfastened his collar amid the warmth of the flames. 

"Please make yourselves comfortable. Supper will arrive shortly." Tenrai folded his legs and settled upon his cushion. 

The room filled with the clear note of a chime, and Darshima looked over his shoulders to see the doors
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