(1) It is said that in the beginning the world was long in a still quiet. The silence was empty and dark, and how long it spanned may not be told; yet at last, after a moment or a thousand years, it ended. There began the faintest humming, and it was low, and sweet, and unceasing. And as it grew in power, echoing through the vast and shapeless void, the barren rock of the earth began to change. In places it cracked and pushed apart to form wide, deep fissures; in others it rose up to great heights, rough and jagged. Then if there had been any to hear, it might have seemed that the humming, which as yet had been only one unchanging note, was suddenly a music: wrought by varying timbres each playing their own fantastic melodies, which fought and struggled with each other until the world was alive with their dissonant clashing. And with the music a wind rose; out of the newly formed mountains it seemed to come, tearing through the valleys and across the plains. It wore away at the rock and swept up the dust, blowing it in every direction. The music rushed along in its wake in high, shrieking pitches, but was near drowned out by the shrill voice of the wind. Yet just as the crying of the gale crescendoed and seemed about to tear apart the world in its fury, a new tone in the music began, and in its presence the wind subsided. For this new sound, like unto the ringing of pure golden trumpets, called the warring melodies together into a great harmony. And as the music culminated, stronger in its unity, triumphant and regal and full of proud joy, the greatest wonder yet came into the sky, and cast away the darkness: the sun arose.


There were none to see it, but it is said that in its first rising the sun was white and blazing, like a diamond set on fire. For long it hid in the east behind the highest peaks, but at last it came forth in full glory, a living jewel revealing the beauty long hidden by the darkness. For the vivid  colors of the earth awoke under the touch of its light: red and gold soil, and silver and white sand, soft grey stone and black hills rolling toward the horizon. The trumpets went on before it into the pinnacle of the heavens, heralding its ascent, and it climbed into the sky to meet them. Then the shadows it had cast in its first morning were thrown off, and every part of the earth was illumined from the loftiest precipice to the deepest cleft.


But that brightest midday was too fierce for the earth to bear for long, and soon the sun descended into the west, leaving its memory in the fire it had strewn across the sky. The trumpets died down and a sigh shuddered through the music; a new melody began to play. It was softer than the theme of the sun had been, and not so joyous; yet it was sweeter, and almost seemed more beautiful. The sphere it called into the heavens shone with a silver radiance, pale and mysterious. But it was shyer than the sun, and fled swiftly under the horizon. The music then became once more a faint humming, and in that lull at long last awoke the stars. They caught flame in the sky one after the other, burning clear and bright and filled with a quiet loveliness that set them utterly apart from the sun and moon. For no music could be found to match them: austere and sad they were, peaceful, yet at other times they shone with majesty and hope. They were high and noble, yet beckoned to the lowliest of hearts; calm and restful, yet they almost seemed like a solemn council arrayed in white, waiting to pass judgment on mortals. Thus it was the music did not play for them: it had no theme to give them justice.


The world slept under the watch of the stars, and awash in their light the vibrant colors the sun had awakened were muted and still. The music began again, but this time it seemed to have a source: high up in the mountains came the rhythmical song of flutes. The sound flowed down, cascading off the rocks, pouring into little pools and submerging valleys. It caught the starlight, but it was like light itself: dazzling and clear, yet tangible. It went under the ground and crashed along its course in  subterranean rivers, and pounded against the roof of the earth. A great rumbling sound began, like the beating of drums, and grew louder until the ground split open and a fountain rushed upwards to the heavens. It shot into the air with awful power, and fell in a glittering spray back to the earth. And before the fountain, alone and unmoving, cloaked in shadow and starlight, a man stood.


He waited for the fountain to die down, and then, with lightning flashing in his eyes, he opened his mouth in song. And at the sound of his voice green streaks ran across the ground; great dark trees reached out of the earth, their branches covered by countless leaves. Down in the deepest valleys, where the water from the mountains had poured, sea-forests sprang up and waved in the current. The man surveyed all this with his brilliant eyes, and from the shadows of the trees came forth creatures of all sorts: some winged and some that crept over the ground. Bright pink and yellow fish darted among the swaying kelp at the bottom of the ocean; the world, sea and earth and air, was a myriad of colors. And for long the man gazed at it all, as the moon set and the sun rose a thousand times, and he seemed content. The creatures who had flown or swum or crept out of the shadows at the sound of his voice knew him, and loved him; yet he wished for those who could love also the beauty of his song, and comprehend it as he did. And in answer to his thought, from out of the dappled sunlight in the woods, a new race of creatures awoke. Many of them did not notice the man, and dispersed into other regions of the world; but those that saw him were glad, and went up to him with shining eyes, listening to his voice. They were like him; they had his shape, but they found that all creatures who hearkened to him shared his likeness in some way. And he had something to himself that none else possessed; a light, perhaps, that they could reflect, but no more.


He sang to them a long while, and they understood his song as he had desired. But it was not their part to remember all he said, and the beginning and end of Elahan that he had spoken of fled to the darkness of their minds. Of all who hearkened to him, only the great trees remembered all his words, and they would not reveal all that they learned. And he spoke to them, saying,


“Behold! I have called thee out of darkness, to be my own: the People of Song, the Niarís. This realm I have made, Elahan, the Earth; it was not for thee contrived, but fashioned for its own self, for it is great and glorious thou none live to perceive it. And you, you have come here to love it, and learn from it. Joy and the names of the Niarís shall be intertwined so long as you hold it and all parts of it with reverence, remembering that all is come from my music. For I am Elu, and what I have sung to thee can be heard in all life: in the yellowed stalk of grass as in thou.”

(2) The Niarís bowed before him. With great joy they went out into the world, learning the names and natures of all creatures they passed. There was one only who stayed by the man, and he did not fully understand why. He saw his brethren in delight speaking and singing with one another, and he longed to join them—yet there he stood, rooted to one spot, burning under the terrible gaze of Elu.


“My son,” the voice of Elu spoke, “Amar, my son, why dost thou linger?”


“Father,” Amar replied, “I do not know myself. But maybe it is that I am too full of the joy of my own self: my sight, my thoughts, my heartbeat. It is too much to bear, that I should know also the splendour of Elahan. O Elu, what have I done, that such beauty should be mine?”


Elu regarded him with thoughtful eyes, and did not speak for a long while. “It is not for what you have done, my son,” he said at last, “but for what you may do. Yet that is not why I have given thee life, Amar of the Niarís. There is only one reason for that, and the only thou shalt ever need: I love thee, and the very fabric of the world has bent to create thee, commanded by the power of my love.”


Amar gasped and stepped back from Elu, his dark eyes wide in wonder. “For me, Lord?” he cried. “For me, so undeserving?”


“For the yellowed stalk of grass as for thou,” said Elu, and as he spoke it seemed to Amar that his figure was less clear, or else Amar’s eyes deceived him. And by the end of his words the voice of Elu was all that remained, echoing hauntingly through the expanse of green that Amar stood in. He looked about himself, but in vain; there was no one to be seen beside his own people. He turned to meet them, then, a little sad; but too young and full of spirit to feel the loss for long. And as he began to walk toward the Niarís, his head high and face bright with curiosity, Elu spoke again. “Not undeserving,” he said, and the sound of his words rang in the ears of Amar.

Then Amar rejoined his people, and walked singing under the shadows of the forest with his sister, Ethélo. They spoke with the trees and rested beside them, drinking the cool waters of the forest stream when they thirsted; and the trees offered them the fruit of their boughs, that they might not hunger. At the end of the day they returned to the green knoll the rest of the Niarís had gathered on, and they spoke of what they had found, and took thought for the future. On the matter of this Sian, a friend of Amar, had the most to say; he had spoken with the trees and learned much from them about the lay of the land. So it was that he suggested they make their homes in the caves on the outskirts of An Emlun, the First Wood, and raise food from the wide lands about them. Under the direction of Sian they planted all manner of seeds and tended them through the summer. In autumn they walked through their fields, and such was the love of the earth for the People of Song that at their asking the fruit they had raised cast itself into their open arms.


In this way they lived for many years, content with their lot, and Elu was among them. From time to time he appeared to them, and he gave them answers that they could not find elsewhere, not even from the oldest of trees. Amar saw him most often, and what he learned he told freely to the Niarís, so they might also comprehend the will of Elu. Thus they grew a people wise and fair, adored by Elahan; and when they sang praises of Elu their voices rose in the sky to the troubling of the heavens. They delighted in making music, and in dance, and in all that was beautiful. Some  loved most the forest and learned the ways of the creatures that lived there; others gazed at the sky and tracked the movement of the heavens. There were many arts the Niaris shared with each other, and they were all eager to learn and make things of their own. And among them, he who burned most with the desire to create was Sian. He delved the earth and uncovered the jewels that were buried, polishing them until they shone brilliantly. He scattered them in the pools of An Emlun,   where they glittered beneath the water, and set some of them in gold and silver for the Niaris to wear. The other metals he found he worked into bowls and cups and knives, and made gifts of them to his friends. 


Sian let many of the Niaris to see him as he worked, for he was not jealous with his knowledge. Amar he asked to visit most often, and he showed him how to gather the dead wood fromAn Emlun, and burn it until it was hot enough to melt the metal he had uncovered. For it seemed to him that Amar might make things even more radiant than his own, if he learned to craft the deep things of the earth. But Amar had no wish to work with the lifeless stones, however dazzling they were, and it was sad to him that the once-living trees should in death lose all their beauty and become a cloud of smoke. He took thought as to how to preserve the wood that he loved, and make it anew while keeping its beauty. He went into An Emlun and took the pieces he liked best: the red, rich grain of the taraias, the black unor,  the luminous white alma. Ethelo went with him in some of these ventures, and he gathered her favorites as well: the soft grey elemad and the oladin, with its deep chocolate color. All these he brought back to their cave, and

It was on such a night as this, when all the People of Song were gathered beneath the midnight, that the stars fell in love with them, and could bear no longer their separation. They fell in a bright rain to earth, and came into the hearts of the Niarís; and if the Niarís had been fair before, now they were reckoned as near to Elu in beauty. For their red skin now glowed like fire, and their hair was as the moonless night, and their dark eyes were radiant with the light of the stars that dwelt within them. Flowers grew beneath their feet, and where they walked all manner of creatures strayed near; for many years, until the coming of the Alcaris, their very presence was peace.

(3) It happened that, in the midst of the glory and the joy of the Niarís, Ardis, a friend of the lady Ethélo, went one evening deep into An Emlun, and did not return until the full moon had waned to the crescent. Ethélo received Ardis joyfully and with much surprise, for though it was often that one of the Niarís ventured alone, it was seldom that he or she was absent for more than a few nights. Nevertheless, Ethélo thought little of it when she welcomed her friend. To one who had never known fear or pain, it was impossible to recognize the sadness touching the countenance of Ardis.


“Inirya,” began the tentative voice of Ardis, when Ethélo waited expectantly for an account of her adventures. “My dear one, what I have to relate to you, I am afraid, will bring you little happiness. For I have travelled, as has been my wont, to the depths of An Emlun, where the trees are ancient and wise. I thought only to dwell with them a few days when I came to them. But they bid me stay longer, for they intended to leave An Emlun and not return.


“You smile at this, Ethélo—as I did—for how may one of those old rooted ones move even one foot beyond the space they were born in? Yet the old ones did not laugh with me, and said they were soon to leave the wide stretch of Elahan entirely; and I realized their meaning—that they would go the way of the yearly harvest, and become the dead wood that stokes our fires, and their spirits would be lost to me.” Ardis paused and turned away, and it seemed to Ethélo that she saw something far off, invisible to others.


“When they told this to me,” Ardis went on, “something was recalled to me that I had not thought on in years, so many that it was almost beyond memory. I remembered what Elu spoke to us in the beginning when first we awoke. Do you know of what I speak?”


Ethélo shook her head.

“He told us that we would not stay in Elahan; that we would seek for him beyond it when we wearied of life. There is more of it that the old ones remembered to me, but I will not tell you of it now. What I will say is, the old ones have gone to seek Elu. And I, losing them, have wearied of Elahan—the first of the Niarís. Thus shall I bring sorrow to you who live in bliss, and I weep at that knowledge. But all have this choice to make, and I make mine now. Do you understand, my sister?”

“I do not,” Ethélo cried, horrified. “Elu is here, with us. What purpose does it serve to seek him elsewhere? The harvest gives it life for us, but it dies yearly whether we have need of it or not; so it is with the old ones, though their span of time is far longer. But we, Ardis, we need not die! It is no part of our nature! You speak of this because you have lost your loved ones, and my heart mourns for them as well, but there is still light in the world to rejoice in, and you will heal.”


Ardis smiled sadly at her. “Only those who desire it will heal, Ethélo,” she said gently. “I have wearied, and I am content to leave. I have bid farewell to those else whom I love, and they did not understand, as you do not, for we have all forgotten what Elu spoke to us in the first days, save the little we recorded. But I saw Elu when I journeyed back here, and I know it all now.”


“What did he speak of, then, that you so desire to abandon Elahan?”


“I will not tell you about that. It is long, and I am tired. You may ask your brother if you will; he more than I comprehends the mind of Elu. I will just say this—you need not worry for me, inirya, where I am going. I know I cause you pain, but know we will meet again, and trust in Elu to put all things right in the end. I ask for your blessing, sister. Will you give it to me, at this last farewell?”


“I will,” said Ethélo, though her face was drawn in sadness. She took up Ardis’ hand, and kissed it, and together they walked onto the green knoll the Niarís had often gathered on, where others beloved of Ardis stood. Into their midst she walked, and laid herself down on the verdant grass. She closed her eyes peacefully, and she slept. Then, as if its light had been freed as her spirit departed, the star in her heart glowed bright and brighter until most of the company there had to turn away and close their eyes to it. It did not dim as the minutes passed, illumining all those who stood round, its light reaching even to the eaves of the forest. Yet at last it dwindled, slowly shrinking to a spark of fire. Then that vanished as well, and there was nothing left. The hilltop was scorched where Ardis had lain, and only her ashes remained, mixing with the charred soil. Ethélo knew then there had been two deaths that day, and she closed her eyes against the tears that threatened. She turned away, a sob rising in her; she stumbled off the hill and headed for the forest, wanting to get away, anywhere, far away from this pain she had never felt and did not understand. Her stumble turned into a run, and soon she was sprinting toward the woods with tears streaming down her cheeks. She heard someone behind her, and ran faster, darting between the trees with nimble feet. But her grief wearied her, and she wavered. “Alone!” she cried out as her brother caught her, “Leave me!” She pounded his chest in a fury, screaming for him to go. But he held her still, and slowly she settled against him, crying softly as he smoothed her hair. 


Ethélo was silent the next day and the next. Amar worried for her, that she who so loved to dance laughing beneath the sun would sit thus quiet and withdrawn. She stayed inside, not hearing the whisperings that accompanied the death of Ardis, as the Niarís slowly recalled together the words Elu had spoken to them at the beginning. They found that the world was not so sorrowless as they had first imagined, and with this knowledge the bright careless expressions that had marked their faces vanished forever.


They were now wise beyond all other races of Elahan, since the old ones had gone. But Ethélo heard nothing that they spoke of, and she alone therefore was ignorant still. Amar despaired to see her troubled and alone, away from the lights of the sky. He waited for her to recover and become once more her laughing self, but this was in vain, and at last he confronted her.


“Isiya,” he said, standing over her as she wove together the soft bark of the óladin tree, “little one, I fear for you as you sit here in darkness.”


“It is not dark,” Ethélo replied. “The light comes in there, and there; I have enough to see by.” She went back to her weaving, turning away from him.


“My sister,” Amar said, kneeling down beside her and taking her hands, “It does me ill to see you troubled so. Will you not let me speak with you, that whatever I know might ease your sadness?”


Ethélo looked up at him. “What is there, Amar? What can you tell me that will make me happy, when I will never see Ardis again?”


“You may follow her one day.”


“I will never follow her,” Ethélo said, and her dark eyes flared. “I will never choose death, which is the end to all things good.”


“That is not true, Ethélo. I cannot think of anything that would make me wish to leave Elahan, which is wide and beautiful. But Elu has spoken to me of death, and he has said that through dying we return to the place we first lived in, and that place is good, and closer to him than we are now.”


“And Ardis is there, with him? But why do we live in Elahan at all, if the place you speak of is closer to him?”


“I would tell you, if you wished it. But it is long, and I am sure your weaving is far more interesting.”


Ethélo smiled and put aside the strips of óladin, and rested her head on his shoulder. “Tell me,” she said. And thus Amar spoke:

When we sing in praise of Elu, we sing only of the beginning of Elahan, of its glory and beauty. But there is another beginning we do not speak of, another place that was once known to us and then forgotten. Os is the name Elu gave to me to call it, but it has no real name, for those who live there have no need of names spoken with tongues. We lived there once, unembodied; we were of spirit, almost like the wind—yet even the wind may be felt and is made of air. As spirits we dwelt together. We were closer to some than to others, in thought and nature, yet these differences could only be felt, not seen—there was no sight, nor any other sense that we are now accustomed to use.


We were content then to be in communion with each other. I do not know what we did, nor how we could be considered content, without sight or music or feeling. Elu has said that it is as if we slept and did not know the brilliance that we would see waking. He says we cannot be content again, now we are awake—that is our sacrifice.


I know not how long we dwelt thus. Os, Elu has said to call it: the name of the place, and our existence there. How we came to Os I do not know—perhaps we had always been there, though my mind cannot comprehend that. But being there, we did not dream of any other way of being.


The beginning I now speak of is the time that Elu came to us and dreamt for us. We felt his light and his power, and we were drawn to it, all of us. I call it light and power, but it was life that was and is in him. We did not know that then, and did not understand what we were drawn to, but in many of us was a stirring. He felt our desire to be near him and feel him. Then he went away, and we who had been stirred felt a vague discontent at his absence that we did not recognize. But that discontent set us apart from our fellows, and while they returned to contentment we felt ill and could not again be satisfied with what we had known before.


Elu came back to us and all hearkened to him once more, but we who had felt his absence moved closer to him, for our need for the life in him had grown. He spoke to our thoughts, asking us if we desired it for ourselves, and all said yes. He said we could become like him if we so wanted. And at the thought of this we who had been stirred were flooded with joy, and the first faint spark entered into us, and we were chosen. We were spirits still but not of Os any longer, and those who had until then been our kindred shrank from us, for we were strange to them. Thus we answered him, and he spoke to us, saying, “The joy that is in you now is the smallest part of what I am. If you follow me, you will also know sorrow. I cannot describe what it is, for you have not felt it, but it is not something you should desire. Yet to become like me you must feel it, for it is a greater part of what I am than your simple joy, though not all. Knowing this, will you still follow me, and become as I am, being immersed in what you cannot now even comprehend?”


And we cried out with the voices of our thoughts, “Yea, Lord, we cannot now refuse to follow; we are changed forever.”


“So be it,” Elu said to us. And the rest of the story you know: for the love of Elu clothed us in our bodies, that we might feel and sense and have breath. All were clothed according to their natures; so we who are the Niaris in spirit as well as body are different than the trees and flowers and the creatures that swim and creep and fly. It is perhaps because we are unlike each other that we are blessed with elo, for as spirits we forsook being one with each other to follow Elu, no longer being content our sameness. Yet through love we are united—our stars have spirits other than ours, but for love we dwell together who were together before the world was made. And in one other way we are akin, and that is death: for the flower and the tree dies, and the fish dies, and the bird and the deer.So too we die; our flesh returns to the earth, and our spirit goes to Elu. What then befalls us I do not know. Perhaps we become like Elu—maybe there is something we must yet do. But whatever happens, we are with Elu; to him Ardis has gone, and thither we shall one day follow.

(4) After the death of Ardis the Niaris went on much as before. The knowledge they had newly recalled to themselves made them closer to Elu, and in their music now they sang of new themes they had not before comprehended. Yet though their joy was no longer untouched, the purity of their hearts endured, and they became if anything more lovely than before. In later days this time would  be seen as the height of the beauty and wisdom of the Niaris, and recalled longingly beneath the midnight.


In this time, it came to the minds of the Niaris to explore Elahan, for they might not have it forever. It was as if the spirit of curiosity had been renewed within them with the recogition of their mortality. They made maps of their great land, recording all they discovered to the north and east and west. For it seemed most good to the Niaris to follow in the direction of the rising sun, and sometimes toward the north star and the sunset; to the south they ventured little. In the beginning of their journeys a few sought the southward border of An Emlun, but the forest was wide, and all turned back daunted before they reached their goal, for the depths of the wood were dark and unchanging.


To the north of the forest they saw only wide plains that stretched long in all directions, and the source of Isialme the stream from which they drank. To the west they then turned, yet for many days they found little that interested them, and when they saw that their path would lead through a marshland greater than Vanahan on the east border of An Emlun, most turned back. But the heart of Sian could not rest, for he longed to pursue the sunset that brought upon the night he loved, and he felt that something profound lay a ways before him. He went forth through the marshland alone, and then through green fields for a moon almost, until he had begun to despair that Elahan held anything beside the lush grassland. Still in doubt he pressed on, until at length he heard the sound of a torrent before him, and he gathered up his hope, and went forward; and he met and named Tamak, the rushing, the vast river of silver that would mark the border of all westward journeys of the Niaris. It was wide and raging, and it cast up spray higher than the head of Sian as he stood there. Its water was now clear, now white, now blue, now black as it crashed along the rocks in fury. He sat before it in awe for many days, and he watched its droplets gleam under the light of Ila, and his heart was full. But after some time he rose and returned to An Emlun, for he had never seen the like of Tamak, and he wished to share it with those whom he loved. He entreated Amar his friend to come with him, and to bring Ethelo if she would come.


“It is well named, Sian, asantyin,” breathed Amar when he had seen it, and his eyes were lit with wonder. But Sian looked to Ethelo. “What do you think, lady?” he asked her.


Ethelo turned to him and smiled, and said, “It is beautiful, Sian, and it has no likeness in all of Elahan that I have known.” For the Niaris had gazed only upon the quiet, peaceful streams of An Emlun; to see this power thus embodied had been, until then, beyond them.


They walked north upstream along Tamak, and in places where the current was slower Ethelo delighted to watch the red fish darting to and fro beneath the water. Then the heart of Sian was glad, for Ethelo was joyful because of something he had found, and his face was radiant. Already he purposed to cross the river, and see what wonders might be on the other side, and he said so to Ethelo. She was pleased and turned to Amar for his agreement. But he was troubled and a shadow fell across his face; it seemed to him that he could see many of the Niaris crossing the river, he and his sister among them, and there were tears on her cheeks. “No,” he said, “for my heart tells me that the day we cross it shall be an evil one for the Niaris.”


“There may be many days we cross it, and only one of them evil,” Sian replied. But he did not say more, for he saw that Ethelo wished no longer to cross Tamak, if Amar thought it ill. “So be it, adan,” he sighed; and the happiness of that day was ended, and the three returned to An Emlun. There Sian told the Niaris of what he had found, and many of them went west to see it for themselves; yet none of them thought of crossing it, and when all the Niaris had seen Tamak at least once, they seldom ventured that way thereafter.

To the east, then, the Niaris set their sights, finding a country of shining lakes, which they called the Almas; beyond that was a set of mountains that spanned far to the north and south. They called them the Alu aret, and there most of the Niaris ended their journeys and returned to An Emlun. But some few crossed the Alu aret and found to their amazement a land of fine gold with creatures they had never before known: a land where it never rained and Aiya was close in the sky above them. This place they named Aiahan. Sian was among those who visited Aiahan most often. Though the east did not call to him as did the west, the desire was yet hot within him to see for himself all Elahan had to offer, and to see if he might with his own hands transform what he found into some new beauty. Still, even the most adventurous of the Niaris did not stay in Aiahan for long, for the sun beat down on them and they longed for the cool springs of An Emlun. They carried the sand back with them and spread it inside their caves, where it glittered under the light of their hands, and Sian took it and melted it over fire until it was clear as the forest streams. Then he molded it and blew it into different shapes, and the ones that were spheres he filled with the light of the star within him. He gave them to Ethelo, that she might have light to do her weaving with, even at night, and when others saw the globes of glass she hung beside her, they asked Sian to make more so they might also have light in darkness. Thus Sian returned to Aiahan, and he brought others with him to gather the sand. Among them were Aiyaïs, daughter of Asantyel, Vanais, Irdena and their son Mionat. Eselila came too, and her lover Emlunat. Elasan went with them, and Ethadan with his brother Aluar, sons of Athier. Their names are recorded, for the nine of them and Sian went forth to gather sand, and they saw there in Aiahan a sight that would change the lives of the Niaris forever, and break the peace of their spirits.


This was the coming of the Alcaris. Those ten of the Niaris came down from the heights of Alu aret, and their eyes saw what they thought must be a desert illusion, for was it not a race of creatures like them, hundreds of them, that came toward them? And was it not as their keen eyes perceived through the air made thick with sand, a race unlike any they had seen? For the Alcaris had eyes of blue or grey or green, and their hair lay gold upon their heads, or the color of the sunset. And their skin was white, fairer even than those of the Niaris who shied away from Aiya all their days; and there was hair on the faces of the men. They were haggard, and they looked dry with thirst, almost ready to collapse. Those on the slopes of Alu aret looked at each other in wonder, and as one stepped toward the people before them. When the people had come a ways they noticed the Niaris, and stopped in fear; yet there was awe also on their faces, and hope. The Niaris went to them, speaking softly, and Aiyais took the water she had brought and gave it to a child in the arms of his mother, whose face spoke of terror. But the child laughed in pleasure, and the mother knelt and wept before Aiyais in gratitude. Then many others looked on the Niaris with trust, for they were desperate and had no time for council. The Niaris turned back into Alu aret, and led them to the springs of Alahin where begins Etirinya that joins Isialme. When the new people saw the water some laughed, and many wept, but on all their faces was there joy. Their children drank from the pool around Alahin, while the older of them moved farther down Etirinya, and they danced in the water and they sang, uttering a language strange in the ears of the Niaris. Thus the Niaris called them the Alharis, he lovers of water, and when later the Alharis learned what this name meant, they smiled thinking of their day of meeting in Aiahan, and they put away their old name, so it is lost.

In the moons that followed the Alharis began to learn the language of the Niaris, though it sounded heavy on their tongues. The Niaris taught them their ways, and of their communion with the earth, and the Alharis followed all they learned. They put away their spears and daggers, and forsook the diet of flesh. The creatures that lived in An Emlun, friends of the Niaris, began to approach the new people without fear; and the Alharis learned to love them for their own sake who before had seen them as sustenance only. 


In the spring they helped the Niaris make new fields of corn and wheat, and though the seeds they planted did not grow as tall as those of the Niaris, still they were beautiful. The earth did not offer them the harvest as it did to the Niaris, but they were content to let the fruit be gathered for them, and they taught their children to respect Elahan and never take from it what it would not give willingly. Many of the Niaris took some of them into their caves, and taught them. Those ten who had first met them taught the most, and among these Aiyais took the greatest number. She showed twelve of the women of the Alharis how to weave raiment of the oladin tree, and sleep on beds of hesya flowers, and many other things that the Niaris did in their daily life. Sian taught nine of the Alharis how to make their fields better, and to use fire to make the necklaces of gold and silver which he crafted with delicate fingers. Those of the Alharis who did not live with one of the niaris stayed together in the largest caves the Niaris could find, to shelter from the rain and the wind.

The time came, after the Alharis had lived in An Emlun for two years, that Naion of the Alharis desired to be apprenticed to one of the Niaris, for his thirst for knowledge was great, his mind quick, and his hands skillful. Many of his friends had gone to learn with the Niaris, who taught much the same thing: the lay of Elahan and its beginning; how to sow and reap; and how to speak the language of the Niaris. Naion knew most of this already, for he had learned from his friends. What he wished to learn most was a craft, for he longed to create and shape things with his hands. His friends told him to ask Sian if he would teach him, or Emlunat. But Naion took little thought for the deep cold things of the soil, though they were beautiful. He thought rather of the forest of An Emlun, for he had known few trees in his life, and he loved the feel of their bark under his skin, and the color of the wood. It was with this on his mind that he went to see his father’s brother Amech, who had been the leader of the Alharis before they came to An Emlun. In the house of Amech he saw a small box, crafted of the wood of An Emlun, that was stained a red he knew wood could never be. It had an eight-pointed star upon its cover, which fit seamlessly atop it; and Naion gazed at it as it shone, and wished to make its likeness. Therefore he asked his uncle, “Amech, who among the Niaris made that for you? For I did not think you were apprenticed to any of them.”


“So I am not,” Amech replied, “Yet when we first came to An Emlun I spoke with that great one of the Niaris, Amar, and he promised me this gift. You have not noticed it until now? It has not been hidden.”


“No,” Naion answered, and his eyes gleamed, and he returned to his friends and told them he wished to be apprenticed to Amar. They laughed at him, for Amar did not teach any of the Alharis, and did he think himself so unique as to become the first? But Naion would not be daunted, and that night he went to the cave of Amar, and asked to speak with him.


“Aretya, I am Naion son of Canoch of the Alharis, and I have come to ask if I may be apprenticed to you, for I love the trees of An Emlun, and I wish that I might also 


Yet for all they learned, the Alharis were stilla race apart from the Niaris. The blood of the stars did not run in their veins, and they did not have the choice of death, which came to them heedless of hteir desires. They were afraid of the wild creatures of the forest, the bear and the wolf, and they ventured never deep into An Emlun. But what troubled the Niaris most was how the Alharis revered them. They looked on the Niaris not only as protectors and friends but as gods to be adored. The Niaris spoke to them of Elu, of his glory and mercy, and of the creation of Elahan. Yet the Alharis had never seen Elu, and found it hard to believe in one who had not appeared to them, though the Niaris felt his prsence in all of Elahan; while the Niaris had saved them out of Aiahan and raised them up. And the Niaris were beautiful beyond the dreams of the Alharis, and in their hearts they would not be dissuaded that the glow of the Niaris was other than divine.

So the Niarís lived in joy for untold years, becoming ever more glorious but never sinking into pride. And while the stars beat in their hearts they knew no death, unless they chose it for themselves. This happened seldom, for many of the Niarís felt that they had much to love and learn in Elahan; but there were some who sought elsewhere for contentment. When these left their people, there was mourning among the Niarís, who had never known tears before. Yet they could not be sorrowful for long, for they knew their departed kin were in peace, and they trusted in Elu to make all things right in the end.


Nonetheless many of the People of Song did not understand the desire to leave Elahan, whose quiet streams and great dark trees they held beautiful beyond measure. Ethélo, sister of Amar, was one of these, and when she saw the death of Ardis, who was cousin to Sian, she was distressed. She strayed to the dark parts of the wood, seeking knowledge from the trees, but they had no answers to suit her.


“There is nothing I would not do to avoid death, which is the end to all happiness,” she told them, and they brushed their leaves against her face to comfort her. “Death,” they told her, “is not an end, but a beginning.” But she shook her head, and after awhile they said no more. Thus Amar found her, alone and troubled; and he took her hand and led her beneath the sun, to banish all dark thoughts from her mind.


“Isiya,” he asked her, “little one, what is that leads you to that part of the forest, where it is cold and lightless?”


“I am not so little as all that,” Ethélo replied, looking at him reproachfully; but she rested her head on him and he stroked her hair. “But I do not understand why Ardis would want to leave Elahan. Did she not find joy here?”


“I cannot answer that,” her brother said. “Surely the world is beautiful and I would never want to leave it. But I will tell you where Ardis has gone, and all those before her, if you so desire.”


“I would like that,” said Ethélo, “For I do not understand.”


The Niarís were a lofty race, and the most radiant ever to dwell upon the earth. It is said that they alone conceived the beauty of the world in truth, and it was this thought, which they call Maise, that sundered their fates from those of other men. For they were not created in different forms than their brethren, and it was their love of Maise which set them apart. Yet in time the resplendence of their thought grew to be such that the stars loved them, and many of them fell to the earth in a bright rain, and came to rest in the hearts of the Niarís. Then their appearances were changed, and their skin glowed with the scarlet brilliance of sunset, and a light came into their dark eyes. And a great desire to share their love came into them, and they told the lesser men, whom they called the Akalis, of Maise, and their efforts were not wholly in vain. For it is now that the love of Maise dwells to some extent in all spirits, though few are born with it and most must be taught. Maybe with the hearts of starlight came a measure of foretelling to the Niarís, with which they saw their end and the end of Maise if they did not preserve it in the Akalis.

It was a quiet night. Across the land no sound was heard beneath the midnight and the stars:

These things are holy: the blood and tears of man. They shall not be spilled in vain, nor brought forth by another with ill-will. For these are Gifts: I send the one forth to you that you might know yourself, and the other I give unto you that you might know Me. And he that spills the blood of another, yea, even his own blood, unless he does so in preservation of his life or a life dear to him, holds My Gift in contempt. Yet there is forgiveness; weep for him thou hast wronged, and in my own tears thou shalt have absolution.

And thou that art wronged, fear not: in my tears your pain is not an evil; you are surely closer to Me. But harbour not in your mind thought of revenge. What is done is done, let past be past; you will have enemies enough the new day: fight them. For thou knowest thou hast wronged others in thy turn: how if they forgive thee not? Shalt thou live always in war? Nay, better thou shouldst take steel through thine own breast than spill the blood of thy brother in a battle he does not desire.

Yet if against your will war is brought upon you, you shall not flee; neither shall you become slaves; neither shall you lay down your lives as if they were not precious to you. You shall sell your land, your freedom, and yourself dearly in the face of peril. And if indeed your blood is spent, and still you have not won the day, your deeds were not in vain. Mourn the world you shall not see again, mourn the red earth and the midnight sky; yet let not your grief be bitter, for a far brighter sun awaits you. I have called you home.

For though Amar knew more of the mind of Elu, she understood better the hearts of men: their triumphs and their failings. Her brother held her the dearest of all the creations of Elu, and she stood by him and followed his word, for he seemed to her great beyond even the account of their people.

Life = life on earth, signifying eventual death, with the express purpose of becoming god-like, aka understanding god, aka becoming closer to god, when referred too by Elu and the Niarís. Life refers to all creatures and plants on earth, as well as the stars. 

Second meaning of life = existence, in the way the Niarís and all creatures and plants lived before becoming embodied, in their ancient home. This ancient home, at the time of creation, held many akin spirits who did not wish to ‘live’ in the first sense. The spirits of the ancient home do not know pain or suffering and thus cannot comprehend Elu. The alcaris do not distinguish between the the first and second meaning, but in the language of the Niarís they had two different words.

A Niarís!

In ancient age when Elahan was green

You told the tale of the oldest time

Before beauty had begun on earth

All was void, and the voice of Elu was not heard.

Sing now of the silence and the stone

Of the wind, light, and water in the world ere you awoke

Speak of the elements, that we may honor them

And tell how harmony sweet and high

Was ruined, and the radiance of your race diminished.

Of the beginning of Elahan

The earth was lightless, silent, still

And ages passed this way until

In joy unlooked for came a sound

Of such low sweetness, heard all 'round

The sphere of stone that dismal hurled

Through darkling spaces of the world.

Unceasing went that humming fair

And cracked the rock that yet was bare

Til deep abyss was formed, and high

The mountains climbed to unmade sky.

Then vain and loud the music brayed

And split apart to texture made

Of dissonance and savage clash

Of shrieking themes arcane and brash.

A wind was borne upon this roar

And violently through rock it tore

That strange, yet not unlovely shapes

Stared down at barren dust terrene

Still pure, unscarred by paths of men.

Then just as crying gale seemed

To rend the world with wrathful theme

A new tone in the song appeared

Of trumpets ringing proud and clear:

The winds died down as regal strains

Of triumph eastern sky attained

And called to greater unity

The loud and warring melodies.

In farthest east a sudden sheen

Beyond the highest peaks was seen.

The sun! Bright Aiya gleaming came

White-blazing, like a diamond flame

And lit the earth of Elahan

Red gold, with streaks of silver sand.

Yet not for long that brilliant day

The world might stand, and dazzling rays

Of golden sunk below all ken:

The sky was reigned by night again.

The sound of trumpets faint became

The music sighed and gently changed.

To muted strumming of a lyre

Awoke the light of silver fire

The pale moon, sweet Ila shy 

With swiftness clomb and fled the sky.

The music humming was once more

The midnight darkling as before.

Then in this lull, when all the airs

Were still, with burning clear and fair

The stars came forth in radiance

In glory and in loveliness.

Unlike they were to moon and sun:

With them no new song was begun.

Austere and sad, but full of light

To kindle hope in darkest night;

August, high in empyrean

Yet stirring lowly hearts of men;

They softly gleamed, serene, sedate

But almost seemed the know the fate

Of all the world, and judge its worth.

No music thus played at their birth.

No theme could match their majesty

Their beauty and nobility.

Beneath them all the world did sleep

Until at last from mountains steep

The song that drove the world once more

Began. Unlike the notes before

It took on shape, and sweet and clear

It flowed on down from lofty mere

To fill up quiet pool, and stream.

As dazzling as the stars it gleamed.

Like gentle flutes it flowed along,

A soft and tuneless pouring song.

Its current grew as it went by:

At first it seemed to speak, or sigh

But then it rushed more swiftly past—

It swirled, it churned in rivers fast

And joined the sea, where blue and wide

It rose and fell with stormy tide.

It tossed with roaring, violent sound,

Then rumbling, it dove underground

To crash with fury and with force

Along its subterranean course.

