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"The Starburst Stranger will cross the
Burning Sea and bring the Light to set the people free." -An
ancient prophecy


BOOK ONE: ALLIES


Chapter One

 


He floated through nothingness, alone in the
void. He was dimly aware of the passage of time, but he didn't
care. It was enough just to float. He was alone, at rest, at peace.
He didn't even really know who or what he was. He just floated. He
would have been content to continue like that forever, but as with
all things, eventually Daniel Marten's time of rest came to an end.
It started with a subtle shift in the darkness's consistency as the
impenetrable blackness bled out to gray.

Daniel looked around in dismay and a barely
remembered feeling of dread washed over him. He didn't know what
the shifting colors meant, but he knew it precluded more changes,
great and awful changes. He was afraid and so he resisted. He
closed his eyes and turned from the light that beckoned, drawing on
a steely will that would never break. Mighty though his resolve
was, even it was no match for the fast-approaching light. It raced
toward him like a summer gale, uprooting him from peace and
tranquility. The darkness disintegrated and he was enveloped by
fleeting images that shot past him, spinning in great circuits.
Daniel's eyes pried open as he stood in the eye of the storm,
catching pieces of the speeding images, putting them together to
form memories. Some images led to memories of a wife and children,
and though it broke his heart, he knew he couldn't return to
them—at least not yet.

Finally memories of the accident returned.
Daniel remembered the people of Naphthali and the Empire—and the
damnable Prophecy. With an inward sigh, he resigned himself. He
understood that it was time to go back, time to continue what had
been started on a wintry night so long ago. He bowed his head and
allowed himself to be carried away by the vortex.

 


~ * ~

 


The first thing Daniel was aware of was the
fresh, loamy scent of soil. He frowned. Dirt? Where'd that come
from? The last thing he remembered was the causeway stretching
across the Burning Sea, an acidic lake that was part of Daniel's
destiny. He remembered that—and pain—and death. He gave a soul-deep
sigh as remembered pain brought back memories of his friend Soren.
The warrior had been the most resourceful of his protectors and the
last to fall. He died on the sailing car, pierced by Imperial
arrows as they fled from the sorcerer Malthion's army.

Daniel pushed sadness away and opened his
eyes, fully expecting to see pitted tracks and the acidic sea.
Instead he saw an extreme close-up of vividly green grass. His
forehead rested on the ground and the blades poked his nose. He
flinched and started to push himself up until electric jolts of
fire shot through his right arm.

He yelped in surprise and rolled to his back,
gritting his teeth as pain washed over him. When it receded to a
dull throb he shifted to a sitting position with his left arm,
careful not to jostle the right. He heaved a ragged sigh and
examined the blackened and desiccated arm lying in his lap. The
petrified limb was completely numb when he probed the cool skin,
but it roared to life when bumped, buzzing with white-hot
intensity.

Daniel gritted his teeth and thought,
nothing new there. With a grimace his eyes wandered over the
rest of his body but he gasped in surprise. He remembered falling
from the sail car, breaking ribs and dislocating his shoulder. He
remembered the puddle of acid that burned into his body. The round
holes were still there in his robes, but the skin underneath was
fully healed, leaving mounded scars. Daniel slowly raised his right
shoulder, grunting in surprise as the joint moved smoothly.

"Hmm," he mumbled as he took in his
surroundings for the first time. He sat in a meadow filled with
summer flowers. In the distance thin columns of smoke rose from the
chimneys of homes nestled between two large grass-covered hills.
Closer at hand a small herd of sheep munched meadow grass, paying
him no mind. The signs of civilization for some reason unnerved
him, so he quickly looked away, taking in a dark forest on his
other side. The trees were set closely together, their interlocking
limbs and dense foliage making the space between them appear as
twilight even though the sun was directly overhead.

Somehow just seeing the murky forest
comforted Daniel. My friends are there. He didn't know where
the idea came from, but he recognized the certainty in it just the
same. While he studied the trunks he noticed, out of the corner of
his eye, the sheep were moving closer, and fear gripped him. I
can't be seen.

He laid his hand on the ground to push to his
feet, but stopped when he felt something hard and cold. He glanced
down and saw the sheathed A-blade. It was made of forged steel and
shaped like a capital letter "A". The outer edges of the two
slanted sides were razor-sharp and tapered to a deadly point. The
crosspiece was the leather-wrapped handle. If Daniel were to grip
the weapon, the point would extend five inches beyond his fist and
the sides would stretch past his wrist, protecting his hand like a
gauntlet. Just seeing it made Daniel's panic evaporate, sadness
filling the void.

The A-blade was Soren's. He'd been Daniel's
first friend and guide in Naphthali, the man who always knew what
to do. Would he have ever made it to the Burning Sea without Soren?
No. He would have died in Stonefall, murdered by Gelnar. Thinking
of the Imperial captain made Daniel glance at his petrified right
hand. The captain did that, with his wicked blade. Magic,
Daniel thought with a shudder.

He pulled the A-blade to his chest, wishing
its owner were there. He'd relied on Soren for everything,
following where he led. Now there was no one left to lean on. Not
long ago that would have frightened him, but the steely resolve he
found on the Burning Sea buoyed him. He would face any challenge.
Win or lose, at least he wouldn't cower in fear of the risks. He
searched the grass and saw a worn leather sling. He gently strapped
it in place, securing his right forearm across his abdomen where it
would minimize jarring.

With a final glance around, Daniel stood and
lifted his robe's cowl, his face disappearing in deep shadows. He
darted for the safety of the wood, clutching the A-blade to his
chest. Minutes later a group of men wearing navy tabards emblazoned
with a silver fist emerged from the valley. Fearful glares were
thrown at the trees as the Imperial troops kept a prudent distance,
crossing the meadow and continuing their appointed rounds.

 


~ * ~

 


Daniel was exhausted. He'd fought through the
forest's undergrowth for several days, moving into its dark heart.
Every step was a struggle. He never walked more than a few strides
before either climbing over deadfalls or picking his way through
massive briar patches. His off-white robes, which were worn and
frayed to begin with, were falling apart. They'd been snagged and
torn so many times the fabric was actually disintegrating before
his eyes. It seemed only mud and stains were holding them
together.

Daniel's body wasn't faring much better. His
only source of sustenance was the occasional berry bush and water
from the many streams that bubbled through the forest. One day he
leaned over a still pool for a drink and was taken aback by his
appearance. He stared at the rags hanging from his body, bloody
scratches covering his arms and face. Man, I don't look so
good. An image came to mind of a man wandering a desert in
camel hair robes and he snorted. No honey and locusts for
me. He shrugged, wincing at the burning pain lancing up his
right arm.

Daniel made another half mile before slipping
below the shelter of a fallen trunk. The dark canopy blocked out so
much sun the days never seemed to last long, and the deeper
darkness of dusk was already settling over the forest. He felt a
stab of fear as he clutched the A-blade to his chest, dreading the
endless night that approached. He'd not seen many animals, but
heard large predators hunting. The screams of their prey followed
him in his dreams. His mind's eye conjured images of dragons from
the Great Northern Swamp, or the massive black cats that lived in
the Naphthalian hills. He gritted his teeth and gripped the A-blade
all the tighter, holding it as a talisman to ward off the night's
hunters.

In truth if a predator came for him he
probably couldn't have defended himself, even with the A-blade. His
left hand had grown strong, but it was clumsy and unsure. An
effective A-blade wielder needed to be agile and fast, neither of
which applied to the middle-aged pharmacist. So he cowered through
the long night as he'd done the ones before, praying he wouldn't be
hunted and sleeping very little.

Dawn eventually came and Daniel stumbled to
his feet to plod on. Only his resolve kept him moving day after
day. The long days and longer nights blurred together, and after a
while he didn't even have the energy to consider a course. He
wandered aimlessly, clinging through the pain and fatigue to one
certainty; somewhere within the forest were friends, friends who
would help him and his people. That thought would have given him
pause not long ago. Not once had he previously considered the
Naphthalians his people, no matter how many sacrificed
themselves for him. Now it was second nature. He was of Naphthali,
and friends were…somewhere in the forest.

He looked around with listless eyes and let
out a heavy sigh. His gaze started to drop as he trudged toward a
stream bank, but something caught his eye and brought his head up.
A bald man stood at the top of the ravine, dressed in off-white
sleeveless robes. He stared down at Daniel with piercing intensity,
electric blue eyes shining from a clean-shaven face. His arms hung
at his sides, but muscles were bunched and tense, ready to
react.

Daniel froze, returning the man's stare as
joy soared within his heart. A smile turned up the corners of his
mouth and he dipped his head in greeting. "Hello," he croaked from
a dry throat. His eyes returned to the man, or rather to where he'd
been. The bank was empty and Daniel's smile drifted from his face
as he looked around. His brows furrowed. Am I seeing things?
Daniel considered it for a second before dismissing the idea. He
was tired and weak, but he was also focused. The man was
there, and he'd be back. He'd bring friends.

He put his head down and plodded along, his
heart lightened. He didn't see anyone for two more days, but Daniel
sensed eyes on him, marking his progress. He took comfort in the
feeling, knowing he wasn't alone. They would show themselves when
they were ready. At dusk of the second day he took refuge in a
small cave, barely deep enough for him to crawl into. He almost
immediately drifted off and slept more soundly than he had since
entering the forest.

When day's first light penetrated the wood
Daniel stirred. He knew something was amiss before he even opened
his eyes, the unnatural silence almost deafening. He scrambled from
the cave and froze, half bent over with the A-blade gripped in his
left hand. Thirteen people surrounded him, standing in a silent
ring encircling the cave entrance. They silently studied him as he
did the same. The men and women wore robes in various shades of
green and brown, blending in seamlessly with the forest's hues.
Most were armed either with staves or bows, but some also wore
steel daggers or swords at their belts.

Daniel slowly pivoted, studying each person
until he'd turned one hundred eighty degrees and faced the cave
entrance. Above it stood three people. A tall man stood in the
middle of the trio, flanked by the bald man Daniel saw before and a beautiful young woman with long dark
hair. The bald man's well-muscled arms hung loosely at his sides as
the woman's dark eyes searched Daniel's face. He returned her gaze
for a moment before turning to the man in the middle. He was at
least a foot taller than the bald man and his close-cropped hair
and beard were light brown. His hands were empty, but the pommel of
a large sword extended over his left shoulder and a steel dagger
was sheathed at his belt. Bright green eyes studied Daniel as his
spirits soared. The corners of his mouth turned up once more. He'd
found who he was looking for. He'd found his friends.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


"Why are you here?" The tall man's voice was
calm and pleasant.

"I'm loo—" Daniel's long-unused voice was a
dry whisper that soon faded. He tried again but only coughed. The
man nodded to a woman standing near Daniel, who offered him a water
skin. He took it with a nod of thanks and drank deeply. When he was
finished he murmured, "Ma-many thanks."

With a nod the man repeated, "Why have you
come?"

Daniel searched his face before answering.
"I'm looking for friends."

The man's eyebrow rose. "Why look here?"

Daniel considered that. Why did he
come into the forest? No answer came to mind so he shrugged. "I
don't know. But this is where to look." The tall man
frowned. Rationally his response didn't make any sense, but he knew
at the deepest level he was right, so he let the silence stretch
out as he stared back.

Finally the man asked, "And what would you
have these friends do?"

Daniel replied without hesitation. "My people
have fallen to the Empire. Our king has been assassinated, we are
enslaved. We suffer. I need help."

Before Daniel was finished speaking the tall
man's nostrils flared and high color came to his cheeks. "This?" he
hissed, his calm demeanor evaporating. "This is what you ask for?
Vengeance?" He spat out the last word as if it were a
curse.

Daniel was so taken aback his mouth fell
open. He wanted to say something, anything, to placate the man but
no words came. His vision doubled and he felt himself tilting
crazily to the side, as if any moment his legs were going to fall
out from under him and he'd crash to the ground. He staggered to
the side and closed his eyes, hoping to stop the dizzying spin.
When he opened them again all was black.

 


~ * ~

 


Daniel was alone in the darkness. He didn't
know where he was, but he was sure he'd left the forest behind.
Then the scent of cinnamon and spices wafted to him. Without
realizing it Daniel murmured, "Home Sweet Home." The words brought
a realization that made him gasp and sent tears streaking down his
face. The scent was a candle his wife Ashley liked to burn. At
home. Home. He spun and the darkness lifted, the first light
of dawn shining through windows. He stood in a doorway, looking
into a tidy kitchen, the intoxicating candle sitting on the
counter.

He took one step toward it when a toddler's
plaintive whimper came to him. He looked to his right and saw a
hallway with two doors on each side, the child's voice coming from
the last on the right. "Ethan," he breathed, his heart in his
throat as he lurched toward his youngest. He glanced into the first
door on his right as he passed it, expecting to see his older son
Nate asleep in his bed.

What he saw brought him to a halt, and
realization sank in as pain jarred his heart. Nate wasn't there,
and in fact it wasn't a bedroom at all. He saw a roll-top desk
covered in books, a filing cabinet next to it threatening to
disappear under its load of untidy paperwork. The rational part of
his mind murmured, Of course. Nate's room was the office
before Ethan was born. So if Ethan wasn't born yet, then
this was their old house, the first he and Ashley bought before
moving to the farm. Heartache stabbed again and with it came full
understanding. He wasn't home, this was only a memory.

He uttered a soul-deep sigh while at the same
time someone else sighed behind him. He froze until he heard the
ruffling of a newspaper. Daniel slowly turned, not even daring to
breathe. Behind him the hallway opened into an empty living room.
There was no furniture, no toys. They come later, his mind
offered. Daniel padded down the hall and found that it wasn't
completely barren after all. A round table covered with a white
drape and crowned with a fern sat before a bay window. His mind
offered another random comment, this one giving Daniel's
heartstring a painful tug. Ashley killed that. She never had
much luck with plants.

Daniel pushed sadness away, focusing on the
man standing beside the table looking out the window. There was
something strangely familiar about him. He was in his mid-twenties
and wore a red-and-black checked bathrobe, bare feet exposed below
the hem. His thick black hair floated in crazy curly-cues around
his head, and a shadow of dark stubble covered his cheeks. Daniel
stopped a couple of feet from the man, surprised recognition
flooding him, though he really shouldn't have been too surprised.
After all, he'd seen the face thousands of times. He looked at
himself.

Daniel took a closer look at the younger
Daniel and grunted in surprise once more. He didn't realize the
toll his adventures took on his body until he was able to compare
himself face-to-face. The differences didn't stop at the dead arm
and the scars covering his body either. The young Daniel was much
heavier, his eyes softer. He also had a full head of hair without a
hint of gray or thinning. Daniel looked at his reflection in the
bay window, seeing the emaciated cheeks and thin hair. His eyes
burned with a hard edge and stark intensity contrasting sharply
with the carefree ones he'd had then.

Young-Daniel fidgeted with the local
newspaper, pulling the older Daniel from his reverie. His hand
covered part of the date, but what Daniel could read said September
twelfth, twenty-something. That triggered a memory and he looked
out the window in the same direction as his younger self. Across
the street his neighbor's flagpole glistened in the first rays of
morning sun. An American flag hung limply at half-staff.

The older Daniel looked back to the paper,
seeing the remembered image he knew would be on the front page. A
frowning man stood before his house, holding a hammer in one hand
and resting the other hand on a large sign he'd evidently just
planted in his yard. The sign was at least four feet tall and in
wide garish red letters was splashed the word "Vengeance!"
Young-Daniel looked at the image and sighed again. Daniel looked
more closely at him and revised what he'd been thinking earlier.
Maybe he wasn't so carefree after all. Another plaintive cry came,
this one much more insistent. The younger Daniel murmured, "Okay,
Lizzie. I'm comin'."

He tossed the newspaper face-down in the
window sill and went to rescue his daughter. As he turned, for a
brief moment the younger and older Daniels looked into each other's
eyes. The older Daniel thought he saw recognition flicker in the
younger face before all faded to black.

 


~ * ~

 


His vision doubled and he stumbled, closing
his eyes until the crazy tilting feeling passed. When he opened
them he was in the forest. The tall man still frowned at him
waiting for a reply as the loose ring of people silently waited.
Daniel hadn't moved, nor had anyone else, and only the bald man
appeared to sense anything happened. He considered the leader's
response in light of the post-9/11 memory and shook his head.
"No—never vengeance. Justice."

Silence stretched out. The tall man and the
woman to his right shared a look and he sighed as his gaze returned
to Daniel. "Come with us."

Daniel exhaled a breath he didn't realize
he'd been holding. It wasn't until that moment he understood how
close he'd come to losing them. If not for his vision they'd have
either killed him outright or at the least abandoned him. Daniel's
mind flashed back to the endless hours on the Burning Sea and he
knew he would've preferred death to being left alone. He nodded to
the leader, his voice too full of emotion to speak.

The bald man vaulted over the cave entrance,
spinning a double somersault and landing beside Daniel. He ignored
Daniel's slack-jawed look of amazement as the others formed two
lines behind them. The leader and the young woman stepped to the
front of the group and they headed off without a word. As they
trekked silently through the woods it occurred to Daniel the man
didn't ask who he was. It was almost as if he already knew, as if
they were waiting for him all along.

 


~ * ~

 


They pushed through the underbrush for most
of the day. Near dusk they came to a small clearing and the leader
turned to Daniel. "Welcome to our home, Stranger."

Daniel glanced around the empty clearing,
frowning in confusion. "I don't—" he started, but when he looked at
the leader he fell silent. His head was bowed, his face pinched as
if he were deep in concentration. After a few seconds he opened his
eyes and raised his head, silencing Daniel with a gesture before he
could speak again.

Daniel's frown deepened until movement from
above drew his attention to a descending wooden platform. Its rope
railings and woven lattice roof reminded him of the Watch Tower's
lift in Stonefall castle. He was taken on that lift during a tour,
prior to the sorcerer Malthion's arrival, before his beating, and
before the Emperor murdered Thosten's children. Oh Thosten,
Daniel thought with a sigh. He pushed the sad memories away and
focused on the tall man. "You live in the trees?"

He nodded. "The undergrowth is too dense to
live on the ground." With a shrug he added, "There are other
benefits to living in the boughs. We're safer above." With a
gesture to the lift he added, "Please." Daniel nodded and climbed
aboard, joined by the leader and four others. The tall man dipped
his head again and in moments the lift rose smoothly. Daniel
gripped the railing until his fingers turned white as they climbed
an impossible height. The ground was lost from view by branches
below but the sky was still hidden above as well.

Finally the lift rose through a hole in a
wooden platform and came to a halt. The others stepped out, but it
took Daniel a few seconds to relax his death grip on the rail so he
could follow. The wide platform was surrounded by a waist-high
railing and had several paths splitting from it, running in many
directions through the leafy branches like streets. Spaced evenly
along the paths were long poles holding glowing crystals
illuminating the way. At each massive trunk a narrow path branched
from the main avenue and led to small doors fashioned right into
the trees.

The leader turned to Daniel as the lift
descended once more and smiled. "Welcome. I am called Broken
Bow."

Daniel bowed. "Thank you for your kindness,
Broken Bow. I am Daniel Marten." He looked around once more and
murmured, "This is amazing."

Broken Bow's smile broadened. "You've hardly
seen any of our village yet, but many thanks for the kind words."
He turned to the young woman, still standing at his side. "This is
Meadow Song. She will take you to quarters where you may find rest
and fresh clothing. We will meet in the morning."

Daniel nodded and dipped a bow to the young
woman, his heart catching in his throat when she offered him a
radiant smile. Her eyes danced and white teeth shined between full
lips. Meadow Song's soft brown hair framed her face, adding to the
contrast of her bright smile, and fell midway down her back. Daniel
found it hard to look away, but he forced himself to turn back to
Broken Bow. "Again, thank you."

Broken Bow nodded. "Rest well, Friend." He
turned and walked down a path, pulling everyone else at the lift in
his wake.

Daniel turned back to Meadow Song, his
stomach suddenly full of butterflies. She reached out and took his
hand in her own. "Come," she said in a soft voice, gently pulling
him away from the lift. She led him down a different path with
fewer glowing crystals, making the light softer and more
inviting.

Daniel smelled the soft flowery scent of her
skin and while he tried not to stare, he was very conscious of her
supple body as she gracefully glided along beside him. He felt a
stab of self-consciousness when he glanced down at himself, seeing
the mud, blood, and threadbare robes barely covering him decently.
He was also suddenly aware of how badly he smelled. Sweat and dirt
clung to him, making his own eyes water. He looked away, wishing
Broken Bow had assigned someone else to guide him when she
murmured, "Peace, Daniel. You are among friends."

He glanced at her, almost losing himself once
again in her deep brown eyes, and stammered, "Thank you. Your
people are very kind." He forced himself to look away as he asked,
"What is this place?"

"You are in the village of Valendale, within
the great forest known as Darl'non." With a shrug she added, "Our
home." The main path branched onto a narrow walkway leading to the
trunk of a massive tree that was at least forty feet in diameter.
"This is a Valenwood tree, namesake for our village." At the
walkway's end stood a door that blended in with the tree's gray
bark. Meadow Song took several glowing crystals from a box
fashioned into the wood and led Daniel inside.

He walked through the door into a large
circular room encompassing the whole interior of the tree. To his
right were two chairs and a cushioned couch arranged around a small
table. To his left was a kitchen area, beyond which sat a bed and
chest of drawers. The remainder of the room was partitioned off by
an opaque screen. There were several windows around the room
looking out through gaps in the tree's bark. The bark covered the
openings like slats, and Daniel imagined from the outside they
probably completely hid the windows from view. "Wow," he
murmured.

Meadow Song sat a crystal on the small table
and another on a larger table in the kitchen area before walking
toward the partition. A large wooden tub carved from the floor
dominated the area, complete with a wooden spout extending from the
wall. She waved her hand over the tap and steaming water rushed
out, filling the tub. She offered Daniel a smile, but it faltered
when she saw the fear on his face.

"How did you do that?" he whimpered.

Meadow Song stepped toward him, concern
etched on her face. "Do not fear, Daniel. It's only a bath."

In a quavering moan he asked, "Is—is it
magic?"

She shook her head and pointed at the wall.
"There's a water tank behind the wall. If you press there, it opens
the spout."

Daniel's knees were weak, but he forced
himself to step toward the tub until he saw a button above the
spigot made of the same wood as the tub and walls, blending in
seamlessly. He let out a ragged sigh as his shoulders slumped.
"Sorry."

Meadow Song gave an understanding smile.
"There is nothing to forgive." She motioned toward the sleeping
area and added, "There are clothes in the chest, food and drink in
the kitchen…"

Her voice trailed off and it was a few
moments before he realized with a jolt he'd gotten lost in her eyes
again. "Oh. Thanks, Meadow Song," he said, his ears burning.

It felt like Daniel's heart would burst from
his chest when she offered another smile. "Be welcome," she
murmured as she glided across the floor. When she reached the door
she turned back a final time and said, "Until the morning,
Stranger."

Daniel nodded and as the door closed and the
butterflies in his stomach settled he considered the immediate
attraction he felt for her. Where was it coming from? He'd never
reacted that way toward anyone other than Ashley. Just the thought
of his wife made him feel guilty. Ashley was his one-and-only,
there could never be another. He sighed as he looked at the door,
which only stared mutely back.

 


~ * ~

 


The food was heavenly. After more than a week
of eating almost nothing, the fresh fruit, bread, and dried meats
sang to him in a voice that couldn't be ignored. He devoured half
the meal where he found it, not even bothering to sit down. Then he
threw back a large mug of ale and collapsed at the table, groaning
as his stomach stretched to its limit. He idly picked at a slice of
bread until he glanced down at his filthy rags and remembered the
bath.

He laid the A-blade on the table and stripped
off his robes, grunting when he bumped his right arm. Ignoring the
stab of pain, he sank into the hot water with a groan. Along the
edge of the tub was a small box filled with fine sand, similar to
what he'd used to clean himself in Stonefall so long ago. He
scrubbed the dirt and sweat from his body before scrubbing his
sling clean as well. By the time he climbed out of the tub, the
water was dark gray but he felt a world better, and his sling
wasn't nearly as rank as before.

Daniel found robes in the chest, similar to
what the villagers wore. As he pulled a light and airy garment over
his head he gave a jaw-popping yawn. His eyes wandered to the table
where more food waited, but he shook his head and turned to the bed
instead. He climbed between the soft, clean sheets and stared up at
the rough ceiling, idly counting the tree rings that arced
overhead. With a great sigh he murmured, "I made it." He smiled as
his eyes drifted shut and his breathing slowed. He found friends.
Now he just needed to convince them to help.


Chapter Three

 


Daniel rolled over, trapping his right
forearm between his body and the mattress. The bed was soft, but it
didn't take much to anger that sleeping giant and the electric jolt
was enough to flip him onto his back with a hiss. He cradled his
maimed arm with his left and gritted teeth as the pain cycled
upward. There was nothing he could do but lay still until it
reached its crescendo and then slowly faded back to the usual dull
throb.

Eventually the cycle finished and Daniel was
able to blow out a sigh, squinting around the room. The first rays
of dawn were muted by the bark overlays on the windows, polarizing
the dim light and diffusing it. His wandering eyes landed on the
table. The remains of his meal had disappeared, along with the
light crystals. Someone came into the room while he slept and
tidied up, perhaps Meadow Song. Meadow Song. Just the name
conjured images of her beautiful face, and Daniel could feel the
butterflies in his stomach take flight. With a stab of guilt he
pushed the images away. He'd never betray his family. While the
truth of that fact gave him solace, he was still disturbed by how
strongly he was attracted to her. Did she use magic on me?
The thought was unsettling but he quickly discarded it. She was far
too gentle and, well, pure to use anything as dark as magic.

He climbed out of the soft bed and strapped
his arm in the sling, his elbow sitting in the deep pocket and
blackened fingertips extending out the open end. When it was
situated he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, blowing out the
pain that always accompanied the procedure. When he reopened them
he saw a bowl of fruit sitting on the table alongside the A-blade.
He managed to ignore it just long enough to strap the weapon over
his chest before his stomach roared at him.

He picked up a large golden apple that sat in
the middle of the bowl and groaned when he bit into it. It was the
sweetest fruit he'd ever tasted, the juice running unheeded down
his chin. His taste buds came alive with the first bite, his mind
launching into full consciousness as the whole room brightened with
intense colors and hues. He felt stronger and lighter, boundless
energy flowing through all his body except for the dead arm. He set
the stripped core aside and grabbed a bunch of grapes, followed by
a smaller apple, all the while his legs bouncing with the energy
thrumming through them. The rest of the fruit was delicious, but
none had the intoxicating effect of the golden apple.

He sat back and pushed the bowl away, the
vitality coursing through him bringing him to his feet. He decided
to see what he could of the village, but pulled up short when he
opened the door and a man stood outside. The man smiled and bowed
before closing his eyes, his face pinched in concentration. When he
opened them he said, "Meadow Song will be here in a moment,
Stranger. She requests you wait here."

Fear stabbed into Daniel, his bowels turning
to water. The villager frowned but before he could say anything
Daniel stammered, "Oh…Okay." He retreated inside and closed the
door, goose flesh rising on his arms and the back of his neck.
Magic!

He fingered the A-blade's handle, the energy
flying through him augmenting his fear. This doesn't make any
sense, he thought. It felt so right when he saw Broken Bow
standing over the cave, but suddenly he wasn't sure. How could
these people be his allies if they used magic?

He paced the room, so drawn into his own
thoughts he didn't hear the knock. As he passed the door it opened
and Meadow Song peaked around its edge. He jumped and backpedaled,
his hand straying to the A-blade once more. She stepped inside,
concern creasing her brow. "Morning's blessings," she murmured. "Is
all well, Daniel?"

He hesitated before lifting his shoulders in
a half-hearted shrug. "How did you know I was awake?" His voice was
high and uneven.

Meadow Song frowned. "Jasper told me. I asked
him to wait for you." Her voice trailed away into silence and his
hand slowly caressed the A-blade's handle, his eyes wide, face
pale. After a moment she asked, "What ails you?"

His voice quivering, Daniel asked, "But…but
how did he tell you?"

Meadow Song's face clouded in confusion until
her eyes lighted on the blackened tips of Daniel's fingers. With
understanding came a look of sadness. "My people are called the
Tene'breon. We are…not like others." She tapped her temple. "We can
speak with our minds. That is how Jasper told me. It was
not—magic—as you understand it." When Daniel continued to stroke
the A-blade she added, "We are friends."

Silence stretched out as they stared into
each other's faces, Daniel's lined with worried uncertainty and
Meadow Song's filled with anxious sincerity. Finally Daniel looked
away. This is crazy, he thought. He knew he was supposed to
be here. Anytime he even thought about Meadow Song or Broken Bow,
he had the overwhelming feeling he was meant to be here, so
why was he frightened? Summoning his iron will, Daniel thrust the
fear away and swallowed his worry. He tried on a tentative smile
that didn't make it to his eyes and said, "Alright, I believe you."
In an undertone, he added, "God help me, I do." As Meadow Song
relaxed, Daniel asked, "What do we do now?"

She offered a tentative smile that threatened
to carry his heart away and asked, "Would you like to see more of
our village?"

Daniel was giddy, looking into her dark eyes.
He distantly felt himself nodding. His voice, as if from miles
away, said, "Sure, that sounds great."

Meadow Song took Daniel's good hand into her
own. He looked down at her slender fingers on his rough and
calloused ones. Her light grasp barely brushed his skin, and yet he
felt like his whole world rested in that grasp. "Come with me," she
murmured. He felt the puff of her breath on his cheek and nodded as
she turned for the door, leaving fear behind.

Meadow Song led him down the leaf-canopied
avenues in silence, both lost in thought. Daniel's thoughts didn't
wander far, though. He was aware of her every move, the way she
glided alongside him, the way her hair rested on her shoulders and
draped down her back. He felt butterflies building in his chest
again and distantly thought, I haven't felt this way since high
school, when I started dating Ashley.

The name brought a flood of memories, and
roaring along with them were feelings of guilt and sadness. Daniel
looked down at his hand, loosely grasping Meadow Song's, and jerked
away. I love Ashley. Meadow Song gave him a curious glance.
He steeled himself as he looked into her face and saw a beautiful
girl, one that could capture the hearts and minds of many men. The
problem was she wasn't Ashley. Her beauty and kindness distracted
him from the loneliness he'd felt for so long. For a moment he'd
truly lost himself, but he was back. Of course, none of that was
Meadow Song's fault. Daniel covered his shock with a smile and
asked the first thing that came to mind. "So, what else can you
do?"

She frowned. "Do? I don't understand."

Daniel tapped his temple. "Other than
telepathy." To answer her blank look he added, "Speaking with your
mind."

"Oh." Meadow Song considered for a moment.
"Well, there are other…abilities…" Her voice trailed off until
finally she added, "Many apologies, Daniel, but you must speak to
Broken Bow about this."

In spite of his efforts to push it away, the
old fear crept up his spine. Before he could stop it, his
rebellious mind screeched, what is she hiding? He couldn't
take his eyes off her, but it was different than before. Now he was
wary.

Meadow Song's brows knitted together and she
spoke in a whisper. "Please, Daniel. Put away your doubt. Your
questions will be answered in time."

He took a deep, ragged breath and closed his
eyes. When he blew it out he opened them and nodded. "Okay. Then
how did your people make this town in the trees? And the bath.
Where'd the water come from?" He was afraid of what she would say,
but at the same time he was curious. To his relief she brightened
at an apparently safe subject. He was able to withstand the charm
of her smile that time, though, an image of Ashley beaming even
brighter within his heart.

Meadow Song chuckled. "That's not magic,
Daniel. It's just—manipulating nature."

She shrugged and Daniel frowned. "You mean
engineering?"

With another shrug she said, "I don't know
that term, but I can show you."

Daniel nodded and held his left hand out
before him, as if to say after you. "I would like that very
much." She smiled once more and set off with more purpose than
before. They passed several intersections, Meadow Song nodding to
villagers they met along the way. All returned her greeting before
bowing to Daniel as he passed.

With a sigh Daniel remembered Broken Bow and
Meadow Song calling him 'Stranger'. Evidently the Prophecy was as
well known in Valendale as it was everywhere else in Enialé. His
left hand drifted to his cheekbone and brushed the scars that
spread across his face, reaching like tendrils past his eye to his
hairline, just under his nose, back to his ear, and toward his jaw.
The scars marked him as a Messiah, a mantle he refused to wear when
he was pulled into Naphthali from his own world. They also set the
stage for his role in the struggles between Soren's Resistance and
the invading Empire. Daniel didn't even entertain the possibility
he was a savior, instead focusing on finding a way home.

That was before. Before the Burning Sea,
before the voice compelling him to his last extremity. The voice
awakened an iron will in him that he didn't know he possessed. One
that pushed him past pain and suffering until it was satisfied. He
collapsed in a deep sleep, finally awaking before the Darl'non
Forest. Now he accepted he was the One. A soul-deep yearning
screamed for him to get back to Ashley and the kids, but he had
work to do first. Uncertainty and unworthiness were still constant
companions, but the uncertainty was tempered with an absolute
certainty that he would act. Hopefully his steely will would
see him through, at least until the voice acknowledged he'd
suffered enough.

He smiled to the villagers as they made eye
contact and nodded as they rose from their bows. With each
eye-to-eye connection, the villagers gazed after Daniel in wonder,
sometimes tears streaming down their cheeks. With each, Daniel felt
the weight of responsibility that much more. I have to
succeed. His eyes strayed from the last villager and wandered
around the path, suddenly recognizing the surroundings as Meadow
Song came to a halt in the plaza containing the lift.

It sat motionless, filling the hole in the
floor cut to accommodate it. Daniel took in the empty plaza before
looking up, where the stout ropes suspending the lift disappeared
into the branches above. He glanced at Meadow Song, and this time
it was her turn to lift a hand as if to say after you.
"We're going down?" he asked as he glanced over the railing, seeing
only leafy branches below.

"No," Meadow Song said with a smile. "We go
up."

 


~ * ~

 


The ride wasn't nearly as nerve-wracking as
Daniel's first. Perhaps it was because he couldn't see the ground
falling away below, or maybe it was because the ride was in the
full light of day rather than dusk. Whatever the reason, he managed
to only loosely grip the rail as they ascended. He glanced at
Meadow Song, standing without fear in the middle of the platform.
He offered her what he hoped looked like a smile, but was probably
closer to a grimace.

Within minutes the lift rose through a hole
in another wooden platform and came to a halt. That platform was
smaller than the one below, terminating at a wide wooden staircase
climbing through noticeably smaller branches. The thin branches
swayed in a breeze, giving Daniel a moment of vertigo as he stepped
from the carriage. He expected the platform to sway with the
branches, but it was just as sturdy as those in Valendale. Just the
same, he focused on his footing as he stepped to the staircase,
gripping the railing before looking up and gasping.

Meadow Song glowed. She stood three steps up
in a shaft of brilliant sunlight, her hair shining like gold.
Daniel had grown accustomed to the half-light under Darl'non's
boughs, and the bright sunshine made him squint as he looked up at
her, but she took his breath away just the same. Oh my, he
thought as the butterflies in his stomach took flight yet again.
She looked like an angel. Even the blinding glow couldn't outshine
the light dancing in her eyes, or her radiant smile.

"Come," she said, holding out her hand.
"Above lay the secrets to Valendale's survival." With an effort,
Daniel forced down the butterflies and took her hand. The flight of
stairs was not long, but they moved slowly so Daniel's eyes had
time to adjust to the brilliance surrounding them. As they neared
the last step the fact that light did surround them sank in
and Daniel's eyes shot to the side. They were even with the topmost
branches of the Valenwoods, with still more steps to go before they
topped the stairs. His knees nearly buckled when he realized the
tree supporting their staircase ended below them.

He dropped Meadow Song's hand and grabbed the
railing, staring in disbelief at the ocean of green stretching out
as far as the eye could see. A light breeze approached, as
evidenced by the swaying branches that bent in its wake. It was
strong enough to lift the thin hair off his forehead, but not
nearly strong enough to throw him from his perch. That didn't
really matter though, because panic drove Daniel to bear down on
the railing, his hand going white and the wood creaking in protest.
"How…?" he croaked before licking his lips and trying again. "How
is this possible?"

Meadow Song murmured in his ear, "Peace,
Daniel. Come with me and all will be well." He forced his gaze from
the swaying treetops as she motioned toward the top of the
staircase. With a comforting hand on his shoulder she repeated,
"Come."

It took every ounce of Daniel's will power to
convince his rebelling muscles to comply, but eventually he was
able to plod up the rest of the flight. When they reached the top,
his fear was nearly forgotten in surprise. Stretching out from the
top of the stairs were wooden platforms erected on stout wooden
poles that disappeared through the foliage below. Each platform was
a rough square, twenty feet per side, and each had a double railing
of rope and wood surrounding their perimeters. Most were only
separated by a few feet, but some spread even farther away, all
connected with rope bridges.

Some of the platforms were covered with
gardens, all manner of fruits and vegetables growing under the
watchful eye of villagers patrolling them. On others workers knelt
around something too far away for Daniel to see. A few held wooden
benches, sunny refuges for the villagers when they needed a break
from the murky forest. It was the last of the platforms that really
surprised Daniel. Five scattered throughout the collection
contained massive wind turbines stretching another fifty feet into
the air. The blades, made of thin wooden slats overlaid with
fabric, slowly turned in the constant breeze. The closest was
directly behind them, and from that one Daniel could see a series
of gears and pulleys running down the length of the turbine shafts.
Two villagers monitored the machinery, standing ready at a
rudimentary set of controls.

Meadow Song allowed Daniel to soak in what he
was seeing before she spoke. "This is the beating heart of
Valendale. This is what makes living in the trees
possible."

"Wow." Daniel's voice was barely more than a
whisper. He motioned to the turbine and asked, "Does that run the
lift? Meadow Song's eyebrows rose in surprise. "It does. Have you
seen wind harvesters before?"

Daniel shook his head. "Not exactly. We
have…similar machines where I'm from."

She studied his amazed face before pointing
at the turbine's base. "Those controls operate the lift. The
harvested wind raises or lowers it as needed. It is rare that the
wind doesn't blow. When that happens, hand cranks can be used."

Daniel's gaze never left the wooden gears and
pulleys. "Amazing." It was nothing compared to cars and cell
phones, but it was far and away the highest technical
sophistication he'd seen anywhere in Enialé. He turned to take in
the whole compound again and noticed the other turbines were
concentrated near the far end of the platforms. "What do the
other—um—wind harvesters control?"

Meadow Song dipped her head in that direction
and said, "I'll show you." She led him to the bridge connecting the
first platform to the next and Daniel's nerve gave out. The walkway
was suspended by ropes as thick as his wrist, with a floor of
sturdy wooden planks, but the bridge swayed in the constant breeze.
Daniel's legs grew weak just looking at it. The thought of stepping
out into thin air brought the half-forgotten fear of how high up
they were roaring back. The gap was only about five feet, and
Meadow Song was nearly across before she looked back to see him
staring at the swaying leaves below, his face turning nearly the
same shade of green as the foliage.

Meadow Song returned and murmured, "Stay
where you are, I'll be back." She passed him and dashed down
another bridge that connected to the first wind harvester. Daniel's
heart jumped in his throat when he saw her scamper across the
bridge, not even holding onto the railing. She spoke to one of the
villagers and returned a moment later carrying a length of stout
rope. "Many apologies, Stranger. I forget not everyone is as used
to Valentop as we are." She motioned with the rope and asked, "Do
you know how to fashion a Galder's knot?" Daniel didn't trust
himself to open his mouth. Consequently, it didn't matter that he
had no idea what a Galder's knot was as he shook his head. Meadow
Song held up the rope and asked, "May I?"

After another shaky nod Meadow Song wrapped
the rope around Daniel's waist. She tied it into a cinching knot
that wouldn't loosen if it was tugged on, but rather only tightened
more. As she leaned forward to check the knot, Daniel breathed in
the scent of her hair and found even vertigo couldn't stop his
butterflies. She tied the other end of the rope around the railing
in a similar cinching knot and turned to Daniel. "There, you are
safeguarded."

Daniel felt the pulse beating behind his eyes
as he studied the rope before giving it a sharp tug. He gasped as
it tightened around his waist. Finally he took a deep breath and
gave the briefest of nods. "Let's go," he whispered.

Meadow Song turned back to the bridge, this
time moving slowly and staying close to Daniel. Even with the
lifeline, the first step felt like he was plunging to his doom.
When his foot came down on planking he gave a whimper. The bridge
was solidly built, though, and didn't give the slightest with his
weight. He forced himself to take another step, and then another as
he followed Meadow Song across the gap.

The next platform held empty benches. Meadow
Song helped Daniel undo the Galder's knot at the railing and raised
her eyebrows, an unspoken offer to rest. He grimaced and shook his
head. "No, I…I think I'm alright. Let's keep going."

They crossed the platform and retied the knot
to the next railing. Daniel felt more reassured and his body didn't
lock up when he stepped onto the bridge. The next square was
covered with neat rows of vegetables. Villagers walked among the
rows harvesting peas and beets. They glanced at Daniel and dipped
deep bows. As they rose, Daniel locked eyes with each before
nodding.

The next bridge led to another garden, and
yet another after that. Daniel kept his eyes down as he crossed the
bridges and undid the knot after each, so when he finally raised
his eyes at the fourth platform he was completely taken aback to
see a glorious tree growing at the center of the terrace. It stood
fifteen feet tall, silver-white leaves covering every silver-barked
branch. Weighing down the branches were plump golden apples.
Daniel's mouth watered just looking at them.

Meadow Song smiled. "Golden apples. If the
gardens and harvesters are the heart of Valendale, these are its
life's blood." They walked along a path bordered by strawberry
patches and grapevines to the center of the garden, where she
squeezed a couple of the apples before plucking one. She held it up
and said, "This could sustain a man for weeks with no other
nourishment. Its juice can also speed healing and calm overwrought
nerves."

She handed the apple to Daniel as he gave a
wry smile. "'Overwrought nerves', eh? Sounds about right." He bit
into the apple. From the moment sweet juice dripped into his mouth,
he could feel vitality race through his body. It did seem to calm
his fear as well.

Meadow Song picked a bunch of grapes and
popped them in her mouth while Daniel devoured the apple. When both
were finished she asked, "Are you ready to continue?" Daniel
nodded, but then froze in surprise when Meadow Song reached out and
traced a gentle finger through the salt-and-pepper hair on his jaw
line. Every nerve zeroed in on the slight touch, longing for more.
Even as he unconsciously leaned toward her a part of him threw up
an image of Ashley. She had caressed his cheek in the same way,
hundreds of times. He pulled back, hating himself for the feelings
burning through him, but Meadow Song didn't notice. She pulled her
finger away and showed him the small chunk of apple on its tip.
"You missed some," she said with a chuckle and flicked it away.

"Oh, thanks—they're delicious." Daniel's
cheeks burned. He cast around for something to change the subject
and noticed the next platform was completely bare. He motioned
toward it and asked, "What's that one for?"

Meadow Song glanced that way and said, "Let's
go."

She stepped away and Daniel sighed, partly in
relief, partly in regret. I have got to get a hold of
myself. He followed her to the next platform but then pulled up
in confusion, his boiling emotions forgotten. The whole of the
platform was made of translucent crystal, save a pathway around the
perimeter and another across the center. Through the crystal he
could see water sloshing and swaying in time with the branches all
around. He watched transfixed for several minutes, trying to piece
together what he saw. Finally his eyes trailed to the edge of the
platform, where he saw walls descending into the water. With a gasp
he realized he wasn't walking on a floor suspended on poles, but
rather a roof. "It's full of water?"

Meadow Song smiled. She pointed to the sky
and said, "Sunlight warms the water for cooking, cleaning…or hot
baths at the touch of a button."

"Not magic," Daniel murmured.

She shook her head. "No, not magic."

He watched the water slosh and murmured,
"Well I'll be…" Meadow Song waited with an expectant smile on her
lips until the other shoe dropped. Daniel's eyes went wide. "How
did you get it up here?"

She raised a finger and said, "Now
that is a good question. The answer is the secret to
surviving in the trees." Meadow Song motioned for Daniel to follow
as she continued to the next platform, which held another wind
harvester. A winding staircase at its base led to a small door
carved into the trunk of a Valenwood. She opened it and a strong
mineral scent wafted over them as they stepped inside, stopping on
a narrow walkway that encircled the tree's interior. A series of
ropes and chains hanging from the ceiling disappeared into the inky
depths of a massive water tank, waves lapping just below the
walkway.

Daniel's jaw dropped. "How is this
possible?"

"Deep below the forest there is an
underground sea called Lin'Hroungal, which means 'Forest Basin'."
Meadow Song spoke the Tene'breon word with a strange lilting tone
that was both beautiful and haunting. Daniel was sure no matter how
many times he heard the name he could never give it the same beauty
and inflection as Meadow Song.

"That is beautiful," he murmured. "What's
your name, in your language?" Meadow Song's smile faltered and she
looked away, making Daniel's heart lurch in his chest. She opened
her mouth to answer but before she could speak he blurted, "I'm
sorry—I didn't mean to intrude."

Meadow Song forced a strained smile.
"Apologies are not necessary. That is a topic that must be left for
another time." Daniel's ears burned as she shrugged and turned to
the water. "Lin…" she paused and corrected herself before
continuing. "The Forest Basin is a bountiful source of fresh
water."

Eager to change the subject, Daniel asked,
"How is it brought up?"

Meadow Song pointed to the ropes and chains.
"The wind harvester operates pumps that lift water through a series
of chambers running the length of the Valenwood. From here it is
pumped into the warming tank, and from there to our homes."

Daniel saw a large clay pipe below the
water's surface that exited in the general direction of the warming
tank. "Fascinating," he murmured. "This must've taken a long time
to build."

Meadow Song nodded. "We have lived in
Valendale for three generations. My grandfather led us here and
started construction of the wind harvesters."

Daniel nodded as his gaze strayed back to the
inky depths. While he watched, the water rippled as the tree swayed
in the breeze. No matter how many times he looked at it, his mind
kept insisting that this couldn't exist inside a tree. A tree.
Amazing! Eventually he and Meadow Song returned to the upper
level. Daniel walked to the edge and steeled himself for a quick
look as he glanced down at the camouflaged clay pipes running from
the tree to the warming tank. Dappled colors were painted along its
length, making it nearly impossible to see.

Meadow Song walked over and rested her arms
on the railing beside him. Still studying the tank he said, "You've
built something incredible here."

Meadow Song nodded. "Yes, we have." She
nudged his arm and added, "Come, there is more to see."

Daniel turned toward her, ignoring the
butterflies taking flight. "Why are you showing me all of
this?"

Meadow Song considered him for a moment
before answering. "Because we want you to understand, Daniel. To
understand what you are asking of us."

Her response rocked him back. There was so
much more here that he didn't understand. For the second time that
morning, Daniel found himself thinking, what is she hiding?
Unsure, he asked, "You will help?"

He and Meadow Song searched each other's
faces for a few minutes, neither willing to look away, both looking
for something hidden within the eyes staring back. Finally Meadow
Song sighed and shrugged. "That is up to Broken Bow. He will speak
with you soon, but he wanted you to know us. To truly know
us—before he did." As her voice drifted off, her gaze too wandered
from Daniel's, staring aimlessly over the trees. After a minute she
came back to him. "Will you see more?"

With a sigh Daniel tried to push away his own
uncertainty and shrugged. "Lead on." Meadow Song silently nodded
and turned.

The two walked to the next platform, which
was also bare. A few villagers moved along it, frequently kneeling
and arranging something on the floor. As Daniel unhooked his
Galder's Knot from the railing he could see what looked like neat
rows of white stones covering the whole of the wooden floor.
Glancing at Meadow Song, he asked, "What are they doing?"

She picked up a stone and offered it to him.
Daniel turned it over in his hands, realizing that it wasn't really
a stone at all, but rather an opaque crystal. "These are the
crystals that light our nights." She motioned toward the sun and
added, "They take in the sunlight and release it in the dark of
night."

Daniel nodded. "Ah, I see. They glow in the
dark." When Meadow Song nodded, he murmured, "So you don't need
fire."

She offered a grim smile. "Fire is too
dangerous when you live in the trees." She pointed to the crystal
and said, "Our ancestors found them in the caverns of Lin'Hroungal.
They noticed the crystals reflected light long after their torches
were extinguished. We call them the Elt'nar, which means 'cold
fire'."

Meadow Song was so absorbed in teaching
Daniel that she slipped into using the Tene'breon language without
realizing it. Daniel tried not to let it show, but the lilting
beauty made a shiver run down his spine just the same. "Your
grandfather must have been a very wise leader."

Meadow Song smiled radiantly at Daniel,
making his heart flutter no matter how many times he saw it. "He
was a great man."

Daniel offered a weak smile of his own as he
replaced the Elt'nar crystal. He glanced at the platforms still
stretching before them and asked, "Do the other wind harvesters
control more tanks of water?"

Meadow Song nodded. "Two of them do. The last
is a second lift." She glanced that way and did a double-take at
the next platform before returning her eyes to Daniel. "There is
someone I want you to meet." Daniel followed her to the next
platform, which was sparsely covered with benches.

In the middle of the terrace, sitting
cross-legged on the floor, was the bald man Daniel saw twice in the
forest. His back was ramrod straight, hands resting palm-up on
folded knees. His eyes were closed, and as they approached Daniel
could see the steady rhythm of the man's chest expanding with each
deep breath. Meadow Song stopped three feet in front of him,
waiting to be acknowledged.

Daniel waited beside her, studying the man.
He wore an off-white sleeveless robe of a lightweight material
pulled tight at the waist by a wide leather belt. His arms were
lean and covered in tight muscles, all of them appearing to be
tensed simultaneously. It looked as though the man were ready to
burst into action at a moment's notice, belying the relaxed stature
implied
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