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    This book is dedicated to the attendees of my first reading.

    Where, through laryngitis, 
I read the scene with Jura in the lions’ den.

  To Dianne and Doreen of the Wichita Vegans.

  And especially to the two gamer dudes in the audience
 for encouraging me to use my voice.

  


  
    Preface


Well, it was quite a spring. I’m feeling much peppier than at our last installment. Since then, we’ve published three wonderful books: Five Minutes at Hotel Stormcove, A Spatial Surprise, and The Traveling Triple-C Incorporeal Circus. The sun is warm and I’m regaining spirit.

			I really just want to say how happy it makes me that you’re still here reading my serial, five books in. I knew this concept was different when I started working it in January 2017, but in a world where voices were feeling very loud, it was important to me to try and write something quiet. When I’m done with Diamondsong I’ll go back to something a bit more colorful, but this is a place I needed to be.

			And if you’re enjoying it, that’s just . . . awesome.

			Speaking of which, as always I have deep gratitude to Catherine Jones Payne. She can make the most simple of comments which cause me to do the most sleeve-rolling rewrites. This was certainly true on this volume, so I appreciate it. I’d also like to thank the otherworldly Cat Rambo for jumping in on a tight timeline, especially staying up late to finish edits right before the Nebulas! So grateful.

			And to the team, I couldn’t do it without you. My best thanks to Meghan Cusack, Camille Gooderham Campbell, Sasha Kasoff Moore, Laura Johnson, Deborah Reilly, and Maria Judge.

			Now, sorry for that slight cliffhanger (a reference Dime would not appreciate), but I do believe Dime and Dayn just saw lamps coming toward that IC den where they’d been hiding out.

			Cheers,

			E.D.E. Bell

			July 2019

  


  
    The World of Ada-ji


    The Ja-lal: A humanoid species, dwelling in the foothills and plains of Ada-ji, characterized by broad advancements in construction, invention, and health. The Fo-ror call them brutes.


    The Fo-ror: A winged humanoid species, dwelling in the forests of Ada-ji, characterized by their natural living and the use of magical powers, known as valence. The Ja-lal call them fairies.


    The Ja-lal and Fo-ror are similar in form, with gray skin, but differences between them in composition and culture. Pyr is singular for a Ja-lal or Fo-ror and pyrsi is plural.


    The pyrsi of Ada-ji hold many gender identities. While this doesn’t clarify all aspects of gender, it is polite to introduce oneself with a prefix, indicating the appropriate pronouns:


    Fe’ indicates a set of feminine identities, using the pronouns she/her/her(s).


    Ma’ indicates a set of masculine identities, using the pronouns he/him/his.


    Ji’ indicates a set of spectrum identities, using the pronouns ve/ver/vis.


    When gender is unknown, it is polite to refer to a pyr with xe/xem/xyr(s). Any group of pyrsi (plural) would be referred to with they/them/their(s).


    A pyr may be generically referred to as Burge, short for the more formal Burgess, often for purposes of polite address or getting a stranger’s attention. This is similar to the use of Sir or Ma’am on Earth. For those who hold social prejudice based on class, the term implies some sense of status or honor.


    Ja-lal and Fo-ror may live up to 50 cycles. Their lives are divided into defined epochs, aligning with societal expectations:


    Aoch Age 0-9 Characterized by upbringing, education, and exploration


    Bakh Age 10-19 Centered on building family, performing and completing apprenticeships, and finalizing life plans


    Gamh Age 20-29 Fully immersed in their specialty or role, contributing full-time to society


    Dorh Age 30-39 Respected in leadership and/or advisory roles; it is normal to take some time for self


    Eroh Age 40+ Expected to retire and engage in craft or occasional consulting, through the life expectancy of around 50 cycles.


    Expectations differ for each culture. For example, while a Ja-lal must develop xyr profession into a career, a Fo-ror’s profession and rank are set based on xyr social class and other historical and cultural factors.


    A cycle on Ada-ji is perhaps up to four times the length of an Earth year. So, our main character, at age 20.5 cycles, has lived more than 80 Earth years but, in relation to her life span, could be considered at the maturity of her early forties on Earth.


    Each turn on Ada-ji, a period of day and then night, is significantly longer than an Earth day. As such, pyrsi do not sleep according to light or dark, but instead based on their own needs, lifestyle, profession, and schedule.


    The Ja-lal measure time by the periodic sounding of bells; they refer to the resultant time periods with the same term. The Fo-ror are less rigid about time-keeping and refer to the equivalent time period as a span. Each bell, or span, consists of more than two Earth hours. Smaller amounts of time are referred to by both cultures as takes, which can be thought of as about ten Earth minutes.


    In Earth terms, it has been more than five weeks since the beginning of our tale.


    The Ja-lal and Fo-ror live on separate sides of the Great Cliff. They have not interacted since the Great War, an event most noted for being the end of the Violence on Ada-ji.

  


  
    But I am what I am.


    —Murasaki Shikibu, personal writings, c1009
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    A Duet


    [image: B]y their faces, her children already knew something was wrong. And it was hard to say it to them. Again. But she had to.

			“I’m sorry. We saw lamps outside. Don’t know who, but we need to go. I’ll use valence to get us out, but we need to pack quickly. Please—stay quiet and do what I say.”

			Though it hurt her to see their resolve harden, Dime couldn’t have been prouder of her children as they curtly nodded and set to packing with haste. She wasn’t going to ask them to leave their items behind, especially since they’d been able to carry away so few from their home in Lodon. The lamps had been at a distance, and it was hard to move quickly over the rocky plains, especially in the dark. If they hurried, they should be able to get away, hopefully without being seen at all.

			She just wasn’t willing to risk a situation where the Violence could be provoked, not if she could help it. Or maybe the events outside Lodon were still too fresh in her mind: the twinkling lamps, pursuing them out across the plain. She breathed in then exhaled, trying to rid herself of the images of the pyrsi pushing each other, of their howls as they were touched with force. In either case—whatever the visitors’ intent, her family needed to be on their way. She was glad that Dayn agreed.

			Dime didn’t have much to pack; since returning from the Heartland by way of Ella’s tower, she hadn’t even opened the drawers in the small room. Conditioned by the last turns of moving, she’d grown used to living out of her backpack. At least when it concerned her own items; the den’s stocked supplies had provided small comforts.

			So she took her notepad from the nightstand, slid her washroom items into a bag, hefted the carved owl from the center table, and walked the backpack over to the chair Ella had made her. The bag was bulging again, and Dime was barely able to fit it into the attached wooden box. Distracted, her hand scraped against the rough wood and she drew it back, wincing. She wished she could have a home again. Not an overloaded bag.

			She turned to see if Tum needed help, but Luja had already been working with her, and together they were almost done gathering their things. Tum was in her chair and Agni had jumped up with her. Luja turned to Dime, holding the little dish they’d used to feed the kita. Ve held it out, hesitating.

			“It’s fine to take it,” Dime reassured ver. “I’ll settle up with the IC when there’s a way to do so.” She said it, remembering she wasn’t allowed there anymore. Too much to parse. They needed to leave.

			Luja packed the dish, as well as the bag of fermented grain that Agni liked to eat, into Tum’s bag. The two moved over toward the stairway. Noting the tall closet next to them, Dime pulled out a few of the full-size tools and tied them with strands of twine to the side of her chair.

			“Dayn?” She turned around, looking to see where he was.

			“Ready,” he said from the other room, walking out to join them. As he passed the stove and cabinets, he pushed a few more items into his bag. She hoped that included what was left of Ella’s brew beans. He stopped in front of their children. “I’m sorry. We’ll get through this. For now, trust your mother. Do what she says.”

			Still quiet, their children nodded. Dime’s heart ached for what they’d endured, and her resolve only strengthened to find a way out. But, first, away from here.

			“Dayn,” she began, pushing her emotions back and focusing on the task at hand. “Get Tum up the stairs first. I’ll lift her; you help guide. Then come back.”

			After a bit of confusion passed over his face, he nodded, wrapping his fingers around Tum’s chair handles.

			Dime took a breath, and gently lifted Tum’s chair with her in it, enough that they hovered, wobbling over the ground. Dayn, not hesitating, guided her up the staircase and through the door. He returned quickly to the underground room, concern wrinkling his face for leaving Tum alone outside.

			“Each of you, grab a chair.”

			Luja moved first. Though vis eyes were wide, ve moved to the chair ve normally used, the one by the side table, and swung it around in front of ver. Seeing vis book still on the table, ve grabbed it and tucked it away.

			Dayn took vis cue, and with a shaky breath, he stood behind his own preferred chair. They both looked at Dime as if awaiting instruction.

			“Last call to make sure you’re not forgetting anything. If you have what you need, go to Tum.” She paused. “Take the chairs with you.”

			Despite Dayn’s clear desire to get back to his younger child, he waited as Luja bumped up the curved stairway, balancing vis bag and trying not to knock the chair against the steps or the walls. He looked back at Dime, and she nodded him forward.

			Dime followed behind, taking her own chair—already loaded with her bag—and floating it in front of her as they walked up the stairs. About halfway up, she almost tripped, realizing the casual way she’d used valence to lift the heavy chair, this time without thinking of it. She breathed in, and continued up the stairwell.

			“Da-da,” Tum cautioned as they stepped through the door and out into the night. No question about the lamps now: several drew closer in an arc, coming from the direction of the village.

			“We’ll just go the other way, then.” For a stride, she considered if she should just ask the visitors’ intent. But they had not announced themselves; they’d not come in the openness of daylight. Instead they gathered in silence, their lamps creating an eerie arc of wavering dots.

			“Maybe we should talk to them,” Tum whispered.

			“Yes, I was thinking the same thing,” Dime responded, “but I just can’t risk—”

			She didn’t want to finish that sentence. The idea that pyrsi would conduct the Violence wasn’t new anymore. Yet she didn’t want to voice it. She remembered the rift she’d made in her own fear, and tried to shake the guilt from her mind. Yet she couldn’t stop seeing the pyr, howling as xyr companions sought to lift xem.

			“No,” Luja said, interrupting Dime’s silence. “If they were here to talk, they’d announce themselves. They’d continue walking toward us and call out ‘hi,’ not just stand there. There’d be a pyr or two. Not a whole group. It’s too weird.”

			The Aoch’s candor jarred her back. Yes, they needed to leave. She’d be willing to talk, but this didn’t feel like talking.

			“Everyone, line up and link arms. Tum . . . will Agni stay here? Until I can return for her?” She knew how much it would upset Tum to leave the little kita at the den, but she couldn’t keep her secure in flight.

			“She’s fine, Ma-ma. I’ve wrapped my scarf around her. She knows to stay close when I do that. It’s how we ran with Juni. She never leaves my scarf; she knows it’s safe there.”

			Dime still felt uneasy, but, she considered, she could hold the kita in her awareness as well. Maybe she could use valence to save her if anything happened.

			Do you hear what you are saying? Oh, this was much too much pressure to put on herself. At that moment, she realized how reckless this whole idea had been—and berated herself why she’d considered it so casually a stride ago. It wasn’t as if her family would be safe either, so high in the air. What if something happened to them? They needed to just stay here and deal with the visitors. Maybe it would all be fine.

			She saw the lamps, drawing near. The rift flashed before her. The screams.

			“Ma-ma,” Luja whispered. “You can do this. Don’t be scared. We believe in you.”

			“Just . . . just stay low,” Dayn offered. “Until you feel sure.”

			They believe in me.

			She saw the fairies standing at her door, glittering ropes in their hands. But Dime had gotten away then. Everyone was safe. They could be safe now. Her breath quivering and mind overwhelmed, Dime thought, well, she could at least try to see if they would lift. Just to try it.

			Dayn wheeled Tum next to Dime, then swung his own chair beside Tum’s. As he sat down, Luja moved in on Dime’s other side, bumping the chair awkwardly against the ground. Ve wrapped vis arm around Dime’s and it felt strong and comforting there, nothing like a ch’pyr’s. Tum’s hand wrapped around her as well.

			Trying to calm her nerves, Dime focused again on flying. Just like Squid the Squip, she reminded herself, but she could not regain that sense of calm. Seeing the lights ahead, she jolted, and they all lifted into the air. Involuntarily, Luja yelped. They wobbled back and forth, and Tum began to whimper. She saw Rock’s back, sliced open by the sharp stone. Her blood. The statues shattered.

			I can’t.

			Dime set everyone down as the chairs creaked in protest. Her hands felt weak. She saw the lamps.

			“Look, this was a wild idea. Let’s just start walking. It’s dark; they won’t see us— Harm.” Now the lights were definitely moving faster. Clearly, they’d seen the group lift up against the soft glow of the sky. Or heard them. Or something. Dime was starting to panic.

			“Dime,” Dayn whispered.

			She looked over, feeling stunned.

			“If they saw us, then the rumor will be there were fairies here with you.”

			Dime was a fairy. Gossip about that. “I can’t control every rumor,” she muttered instead. “Let’s just get out of here.”

			“Alright, then, what didn’t work there? I’m sorry, this is sort of your thing . . . I’m trying to help.”

			Yes, of course
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