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                        PROLOGUE                                       

               “Hail to Thee, our Lord of rays,

          Thy rule of Heaven ever-graceful,

          Shine Thy blessed countenance over us,

          Banish the cold and darkness away.

               “Thy beauty delivers joy and hope,

          for all the Seas, and all the Lands,

          In Thy bounty the World rejoices,

     Our love to You returned in prayer.

          "Your Circle’s seasons provide rebirth, 

     our thanks and love forever are bespoken, 

     In purity and faith we pray each day, 

     For all to rise some day as One!"

                  - The Lord's Prayer 

It was three weeks since the beautiful, mysterious new guest‑star first appeared without warning in the heavens above fair Kchai‑sa‑man, and every evening the cobbled streets and lanes filled with knots of hushed onlookers taking time from their business and social affairs to watch it.  Heads tilted back as they gazed skywards in silent wonder most murmured their delight and awe, thanking the spirits of their Ancestors they were privileged to witness such a sight, believing it a much‑needed good omen and a welcome harbinger of peace and prosperity in these unsure times.  Some took dread, it was true, but their superstitious grumblings were largely ignored, for now was the age of reason and learning.  Still, why had the Church of the Holy Circle not prophesied its coming?

The Father‑Senior himself, Cassis III, after days spent in cloistered consultation with his legions of Father‑Scholars and their most talented acolytes, had nothing to say which lessened the riddle.  In the labyrinthine catacombs running higgledy‑piggledy beneath the Holy Circle's great dome countless dusty volumes and fragile scrolls, many in dead languages remembered only by the copyists and librarians, were examined in excruciating detail.  There were medieval charts and tables, drawings and illustrated manuscripts stained and faded by the passage of time, some bearing the scorch‑marks of long‑ago fires; a priceless reservoir of knowledge surpassing even that possessed by the Institute of Learning.  Sadly, the ancient texts offered nothing new, no hint of any similar manifestation in the past.  It could not presage the coming of a savior, for there was no Messianic tradition in the Great Valley.  Nor had there ever been.  Whatever the new star was it was, quite simply, without precedent.

The crumbling Old Church, from which the vigorous Church of the Holy Circle had arisen following the Great Parting 2,260 years ago, was no more forthcoming.  Its priests, conservative and steeped in the ways of tradition, were non‑committal.  Had the visitor been red, the color of blood and war, their Proclamation would no doubt have read differently.

Back at the Institute astronomers peered upwards through their largest telescopes, seeking clues as to the nature of what hung over them.  Frustratingly, their resolving power was too weak.  Their bigger lenses always cracked, or were warped after casting.  All they knew was that it was of consistent brightness, grew neither larger nor smaller, and that its position in relation to the ground never varied by so much as a fraction of a degree.  There had been nothing so long‑lasting in living memory.  The heavens should not behave so!  Planetary and cosmological theories were being rewritten overnight.  The Institute's classrooms and laboratories were a seething hotbed of dissent and wild supposition.  None of the professors or students would have missed it for the world.

Across the length and breadth of the Great Valley the new star's sudden apparition was interpreted in many diverse ways.

In peace‑loving Kchai‑sa‑man it was an auspicious sign, whereas in Sempenan it was declared a Holy Confirmation that the city's aggressive territorial ambitions would soon be rewarded.  In others, far‑away, governments fell.  In strife‑torn Sit'sen‑yan a heretic priest won power, toppling his Ascetic rival and returning it once more to more reasoned methods of spiritual enlightenment than entrail‑readings and animal sacrifice.

Out across the vast countryside the pre‑rains harvest was at its peak.  Hundreds of thousands of peasants scarcely glanced up as they staggered home, exhausted by their back‑breaking toil.  What was the shiny thing up in the sky but something only city‑folk need bother to understand?  One farmer, his name unrecorded, had actually watched it arrive early one morning, growing in brightness before it crawled to a halt.  The befuddled sky‑watchers at the Institute had seen nothing because of rain.  Had they, it might have cleared matters up considerably.  Or perhaps not.  Who could say?

Star‑struck lovers composed romantic poems to one another and coupled fiercely in parks and gardens, ecstatic faces bathed in ghosty pale.  It was as if the Fever had returned prematurely to spread the Laughing Tumult throughout the land.  Many were inspired to take their Vow of Togetherness beneath its ethereal spell.  Artists found new creativity, replacing daylight colors with somber blacks, purples and wan yellows.  Many a masterpiece to compare with Van Gogh's Starry Night was born.  Such paintings sold well.  The value of star‑sapphires skyrocketed.  Fortunes were made by young, shrewd investors.  Progressive new Families ascended into positions of power and Place.  Others failed to move quickly enough.  Some even went broke as the market readjusted.

What the Giver gave with one hand, he sometimes took back with the other.

                        (white space)

Alone in the paved private forecourt of her parents' double‑storey mansion overlooking Kchai‑sa‑man's woodland Commons, the lady Kal F'haita Caarin, daughter of First‑Minister Kal Marric and his Life‑mate Faarin, sat on a polished stone bench with her knees tucked up under her chin, contemplating the heavens.

How vast is the night, she sighed, wishing she could spread her arms and fly up to visit the stars in person.

The knots and swirls of the River of Paradise glittered like handfuls of diamonds cast upon the blackest velvet.  The twin moons, Karos and Penam, shone down upon the rooftops and parks, their crescents hanging in the east like mocking smiles.  Directly above, brighter than any star, twinkled the Newcomer.

Caarin had watched it from the very first night and knew its course intimately.  It was moving slowly, almost imperceptibly, into the constellation of the Newlyweds, leaving the Lonely Spinster behind.  Huddled in the darkness, her head filled again with thoughts of frustrated romance.  If only it shone for her alone, her special guardian watching over her while she held her imaginary Life‑mate close beneath its gaze.  All but two of her childhood friends had made the Choice, while here she was, still unclaimed. 

It wasn't fair!

Was her body not slim and inviting, promising Heavenly delights?  Was she not bright and easy‑going when she wanted to be, her mind sharp and inquisitive to boot?  Soon she would pass from Finishing School with flying colors, a Lady in every way.  What more could any man want?  She was well known throughout the city, for was her father not the Director of the Institute of Learning, one of the most prestigious positions in all of Kchai‑sa‑man?  Many fellow students had cast eyes her way, but as yet the Drive had failed to seize her.  Some were close friends with whom she liked to flirt with and attend fancy balls, but none did she half‑seriously consider as potential companions‑for‑life.  

Why?  

What was wrong with her?

Longing coursed through her abdomen, leaving her Secret Place tingling with desire.  She shivered and drew her cloak snugly around her shoulders, her legs warmed by a pair of baggy trousers made from the softest halk‑hide and worth a small fortune at Haf Paalir's exclusive 'Ladiesware Emporium', where all the wealthiest Families purchased their fashionware and the poor could only dream of shopping.

The front door swung open, interrupting her sorrowful reverie.  Warm yellow lamplight flooded out.  She expected Kirra's matronly voice, but instead her father called forth.  "Caarin?  It's high time you came back inside lest you catch your death of cold, d'you hear?"

She had only been outside for half an hour.  It wasn't even that chilly, but for once she didn't feel like arguing.  Always getting your own way grew boring eventually.

"Yes, father," she replied obediently.  "I shan't be long."

When the door swung closed she sat waiting for her eyes to readjust to the darkness.  Gazing up again at the wonderful new star, she wondered what it might possibly herald.  A birth?  A death?  A turning point?  Such things happened all the time, didn’t they?  Surely it had to be something else.

     In the outer hall she hung her cloak on a hook and joined her parents in the Pink Livingroom, where they sat relaxing in sumptuous leather armchairs before a small fire.  After pouring herself a cup of warm fhwal from the old silver service she tipped the liqueur down her throat, set the tiny cup back on the tray and collapsed into a chair opposite her mother.

Faarin glanced up from her needlework.  "Caarin, you shouldn't remain out so late, even if you are in the yard.  Some of those young dandies from the tavern might cause you shame and botheration."

Caarin chose to be caustic.  After all, she was sixteen now, and well able to take care of herself.  "That might be the best way to find myself a Life‑mate, mightn't it."

"Caarin!" her father exploded, ears back at the indecency of the suggestion.  "I'll not have such gutter‑talk in this house!  Apologize to your mother at once."

Caarin ducked her head knowing, this time, she'd gone too far.  She pricked up her ears with an effort, but her apology was sincere all the same.  "I'm sorry, mother.  I've been feeling a little depressed lately.  I had no right to say such a thing to you."

She got up and sat on her mother's knee, smiling impishly.  "Forgive?"

Faarin's stern expression melted in a helpless display of maternal affection. "Tsk, how can I refuse such a smile?  You'd make a fine Councilor with a smile like that.  Who could ever say no to you?"

She kissed her younger daughter on the forehead.  "Now begone, and let me sew in peace."

Caarin returned the kiss and danced to her feet, intending to placate her father.  He was sitting slumped in his chair with his chin on his chest, gazing over the pair of spectacles balanced on his muzzle.  They were the latest development by a group at the Institute experimenting with telescope optics.  He was frustrated by his failing eyesight, but too embarrassed to wear the clumsy contraption in public.  Caarin realized he couldn't see her.  She suppressed a giggle.  How worried he looked.  And vacant!  She bit her tongue to keep silent.  When her silliness had passed she returned to her chair for a final cup of fhwal in front of the fire.

Faarin looked up from her tabouret.  "It's time you were in bed, my dear."

"Yes, mother.  I was just on my way."

"Have a pleasant sleep, then.  Don't forget to say your prayers."

"I won't," she promised.

Deciding not to waken her father, she kissed her mother on the cheek and climbed the staircase to her room at the end of the upper hall.  There she undressed before her expensive new mirror, a huge piece of flawless glass as tall as she was.  With her trousers puddled on the floorboards around her feet she turned slowly on the spot, admiring her figure, smoothing down her fur where it was ruffled untidily.  She stopped when she was facing her reflection again and cupped her breasts in her hands, lifting them as if in offering.

Why? she sighed, full of lonesome melancholy.  Why is it I must wait so long, Lord?

There she stood for several minutes, lost in her closest‑held dream: that of having a man to love and a body other than her own to explore and delight in.

Folding her lightweight chemise neatly away, she extinguished her two wall‑lamps and slipped into bed.  Snug and warm, she offered up a prayer that her night would be undisturbed by the spirits‑of‑nightmare, blew out her sole remaining candle and fell asleep at once.  

Downstairs, far from sleep himself, her father was lost in deeply troubled thought.

                        (white space)

First‑Elder Dar Farran's private office was modestly appointed, remaining unchanged as he had risen through the ranks of Kchai‑sa‑man's upper Council, quite at odds now with the importance of his position as nominal head of Andaar State.  He himself, however, suited the role admirably.  Tall and dignified, seasoned by a lifetime of political in‑fighting and intrigue, he sat in his strait‑backed chair with his favorite long‑stemmed pipe clenched between his teeth.  The fur on his muzzle was flecked with grey.  A childhood nick in his left ear lent him an added air of toughness.  He inhaled, directed a plume of aromatic smoke towards the high ceiling, and leant forwards to address his waiting First-Minister.

"Well, my friend," he rumbled, his manly voice deep and superbly modulated, "what can you tell me that my advisors, priests and fellow Councilors cannot, or will not?"

Like all of their class born to wealth and education, they spoke the scholarly High Andaarhish, an ancient tongue ornate in grammar and flowery in vocabulary.  First‑Minister Marric twisted the heavy gold signet ring on his left forefinger, a nervous mannerism as he answered carefully, "I speak for myself only and a small band of colleagues, you understand, and we have reached a singular conclusion which we can, reluctantly, accept, though it may fail to satisfy you, my Elder."

"Go on," prompted Farran, frowning.

"For many hours have we studied and debated the new‑star, and several anomalous facts remain unaccounted for.  Firstly, we know Engsa is spherical, and that it rotates to make the stars traverse the sky as they do.  Therefore, to remain fixed above us this 'star' must be matching the World's spin."

"So it would seem," Farran nodded, sucking on his pipe.

"Then, it shines not by itself but by reflected light, just as do Penam and Karos, only it is brighter in proportion to its size.  It arrived suddenly, is oddly shaped ‑ yea, even misshapen ‑ not to mention very close to us, yet behaves like a moon, even showing phases as the night passes.  How could it arrive so rapidly?  Even comets grow large as they approach, then shrink as they recede.  Never in the history of the Institute has a body such as this been recorded.  Never!  There is no precedent for its behavior.  None whatsoever."

"And..." Farran encouraged gently.

Marric shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  "We are forced reluctantly to conclude that it is...that it is being controlled in some manner beyond our meagre comprehension."

"Impossible."

"Is it impossible for there to other more advanced cities than we?  What other explanation can you offer for its conduct?"

"Perhaps it is a trick worked by the Mad one to confound our reason."

"In the Giver's realm?"

Farran's ears fell.  "No, perhaps you may be right.  But then, what is your conclusion?"

Marric wished he were someplace else, that there were some other plausible explanation.  "W‑we believe it to be a vessel of some sort."

"A vessel?" Farran barked.  "Dost thou seek to mock me, old friend?  Some would stand up and accuse you of heresy for such idle fancy!"

"Why could it not be so?" cried Marric, knowing the delicate religious ground upon which he trod.  "We possess balloons which ascend high into the air, and model flying machines which glide as do the birds and Divers.  There is talk at the Institute that we could construct such a device to carry a man aloft ‑ think of that!  Why, then, could not some inconceivably more complex craft journey higher still, into the very heavens?"

Farran puffed furiously on his pipe.  Pragmatic and wise, he was a devout disciple of the Old Church nevertheless, as were many of his generation.  "I like not the thought of there existing some thing from another city hovering up there, perhaps ready to fall upon our anointed heads."

"The Fathers of the Holy Circle, the priests of the Old Church...yea, even the Seers agree the omens bode well," Marric soothed him, couching his defense in orthodox terms as he made the Sign of the Circle.  "It may be that they are here to help."

"Possibly," Farran grumbled crossly, doing likewise.  "Yet all the while the people grow restless and the tyrant threatens to march upon our very gates."

Having diverted their discussion to a topic less controversial, Marric shrugged fatalistically and uttered the time‑honored phrase reserved for such moments.  "It is in the Giver's hands, my Elder."

Everything was preordained.  What could mere mortals do to change the Lord's will?

                        (white space)

In a log cabin far from bustling Kchai‑sa‑man, on the uncharted fringes of Andaar State, the hunter Wan Orrin sat cleaning his brand‑new rifle, rubbing its twin barrels lightly with a cloth damp with the finest oil.

The weapon's sculptured stock was crafted from a flawless piece of zhuteek wood, its length inlaid with loops and curls of silver wire.  The dark grain writhed almost as if it were alive.  It was Master‑Gunsmith Par Tarron's latest creation, a work of art in its own right.  It had cost Orrin the fabulous sum of ten sri‑ami pelts, a fortune in anyone's terms ‑ but to a poor hunter such as he!  His passion for hunting was surpassed only by his love of fine sporting guns.  He would have been prepared to pay twice that amount had it proven necessary.  Fortunately, old Tarron ensured that half his output ended up in the hands of those who would use them as intended and not just in the display‑cases of the landed gentry in self-important Kchai‑sa‑man.

Orrin drew a special cloth through the barrels with a leather thong and inspected the bores critically.  Spotless, he noted with pride, contemplating them lovingly.  Nobody could ever accuse him of neglecting such a beautiful firearm, he thought, admiring the way the metal gleamed in the lamplight.

This time he had decided to hunt away to the south, along the wooded flanks of the Blue Hills.  Tracking north‑east of the village a few weeks earlier had proven a complete waste of time.  With the late‑season heat nearing its peak there might even be young lhat‑zin stalking the sheltered gullies there.  A good lhat‑zin pelt would keep him provisioned for many months.  

Clearblue would end soon, the soaking rains of Hotwet not far behind.  He had six weeks at most, maybe seven.  Then the plains would turn into saturated wetlands and canoes or small boats would be the only way to move around.  Orrin, like everyone else, disliked taking to the water.  Besides, the animals all retreated to the high ground, out of reach.  

Above all, Orrin was an ethical hunter, dedicated to the spirit of sportsmanship, ever‑pleased to pit his nerve and aim against the speed and cunning of his quarry.  Killing lhat‑zin demanded concentration.  In thirty years he had been bettered only once, and somehow had avoided having his intestines spilled out on the ground.

He had caught only a glimpse of the creature as it leapt from ambush silent and deadly, a flash of snarling fangs and piercing yellow eyes before he was struck down hard.  Incredible that such a huge beast could move so soundlessly!

He regained consciousness an unguessable time later, in the most grievous pain, at the bottom of a small vegetation‑choked gully, his feet resting in the tiny stream at its bottom.  There he had lain for two days, afraid to move because of the seriousness of his wounds, waiting for death to deliver him to his final rest.  But the Bystander had not come for him.  Finally, he had clambered free of his grave and staggered back to his village, clutching his belly in case his guts fell out, his legs caked with dried blood.

Only later did he suppose that his fall had saved him, the lhat‑zin forgetting about him the moment he disappeared from sight.  But Orrin had not forgotten.  His scars were too vivid a reminder of how luck had favored him that day.

Now he was preparing to face his foe again.  Perhaps he would even meet up with his attacker.  Yes!  This time the confrontation would end differently.  He had his small tent, supplies, his new rifle and plenty of ammunition, and his emergency crossbow along with a good number of bolts.  

Orrin smiled determinedly as he worked.  Soon he would be on his way back towards the Mother Jungle to temp the Fates again.

