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    This book is dedicated to Col Larry Benson

    for reassuring me that the correct article for mission is a.

  


  
    Preface


			Sometimes you just have to keep pushing forward. My life has been a lot of that these past few years. Getting out of my old environment. Getting into a new one. Working through anxiety, depression, and loss. Writing this volume—through constant interruptions and setbacks. It’s been beautiful, but it’s been a lot.

			I told you previously where I was at when I wrote this, and I hope the fact that I wrote the section focused on will, determination, perseverance—and the recognition that life involves a whole lot of detours—while I was feeling those things adds to the sense of this piece of the story. I was starting to recover, too, and the volume turns toward elements of that humor, that hope, the light emerging in the distance. Of joy.

			Let me tell you about the dedication. As much as there is a canon of Emily breaking through the military culture of older men, those same men provided me strength, inspiration, and advice that has formed a great deal of who I am now. The Bible quote starting the second volume—which was made gender neutral and that was so edgy for this person—was provided on my departure by a good friend and dedicated fundamentalist Christian, who, though he knew I did not share his religion, provided me his own way of encouragement and support. That quote means so much to me, partially because he respected my authenticity while staying true to his. That is friendship.

			As for Colonel Larry Benson, this is a man I think would not mind the direct mention. A hero from the Silent Generation, he gave me so much good advice over the decade I worked on the Air Force Base (if you didn’t know that, yes, I have a whole backstory) and was such a dedicated friend. I was nervous to tell him that I was leaving what he considered a vital field of work, himself having stayed long into what would have been his retirement because, “We can’t let them win.” (Them being the bullies, the bigots, and the crooks. The ones on the inside.) Yet someone told on me, and Larry made a point of tracking me down, with finger extended. “I’m proud of you,” he said. He went on to say he knew I’d make a difference wherever I was. That I would never give up. “A lot of us understand a lot more than you think we do,” he said. And when he signed my going away book, he said they would miss many things about me including my “dedication to a mission” and that wording choice really moved me. Because I’d just spent almost twenty years hearing about the mission (often capitalized). It’s a very specific phrase.

			I learned so much from friends like these. How to just keep going sometimes when you have to, but never abandoning yourself along the way. Hey, guys—I got this.

			On the subject of mentors and heroes, I want to mention the passing of my friend Alonza McKenzie in 2019. His untimely death swiped a piece out of me that I had hoped would heal, but I now realize is gone forever. Al believed in art, education, generosity, hard work, and faith. He loved Detroit. He loved music. He loved community. I will do everything I can to live up to his expectations for me, whatever the detours.

			So much gratitude goes to the entire team, who all contributed to me getting through this one, which now in a new year and with new hopes, I am glad to share with you. So, to a very busy group of editors and friends: Catherine Jones Payne, Kelsey Ronan, Meghan Cusack, Camille Gooderham Campbell, Sasha Kasoff Moore, Laura Johnson, Deborah Reilly (who has continued to proofread through heart surgery recovery!), and Maria Judge—so much love and gratitude. You’re all the actual best. As the kids say. Or, now, me.

			Let’s do this.

			E.D.E. Bell

			January 2020

  


  
    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 about seven 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.

  


  
    All my forty-three years I have been a good soldier. The time is growing late, and I can’t be a good soldier any longer.


    —Shirley Chisholm, 1968
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			Plans

			[image: P]ats of cloved butter dissolved into the fresh stack of flatcakes as Batu poured a dark brew from the stained kettle. Over each steaming mug, she tipped in a measure of castanut cream from a small ceramic pitcher. “There,” she said, sitting down next to Dime at the long, oval table.

			Batu had insisted on another meal before Dime left to start meeting with some of the Free Winds participants in the city. Any impatience she’d felt over her friend’s coddling had disappeared as the batter hit the pan. Far from achieving perfection in her ethics, Dime could absolutely be swayed by food.

			“Do you need anything?” Batu asked.

			Dime held back a snort. Seconds? Instead, she scooped her utensil into the soft cakes, watching them compress and then release as she pulled the bite toward her. “No, this is perfect. Do you make the butter yourself?” 

			“I do,” Batu answered, in between sips of the brew. “I grow the cloves on the deck in batches. When they’re ready to harvest, I mince them in with a three-oil blend, stir in some smashed black pepper and a sprinkling of salt, then let them set into a mold. Usually by the time we’re out, the next batch is ready.”

			Dime shook her head. The flavor was exceptional.

			For a while, Dime had assumed the bright yellow drape Batu was wearing was a cooking apron. She’d almost commented on how nice it was, but then hesitated, as Batu seemed to keep it on regardless of her activity. Then, she realized, she could compliment it either way. “Batu, that yellow is a pretty color on you.”

			Bringing forward the ruffled rose fabric on her sleeves, Batu ran her hands down the yellow outer garment, her smile broadening. “Oh, thank you. I like to wear it during the nighttime, to remind me of Sol. I love nighttime,” she clarified, “but I’ve always been more of a daylight pyr.”

			Dime wondered whether Batu had spent time outside of the city, where the nights were as dark as the glow from the skystones let them be. Here upcity, not far from where Dime used to live, the night was glitter—rows of tower windows twinkled outside, illuminating a maze of sky alleys and outdoor pavilions. Batu had mentioned visiting the Heartland someturn. Only there were the nights truly dark, in the layered cover of the thick trees. Except for in the city, where glowstones hung in every direction, softer, but no less bright than the lamps of Lodon.

			She remembered the little gardens growing around the base of the trees in the neighborhoods of Pito, often with a long bench and a border of flowers. Dime could hardly imagine what Batu could do with one of those, given what she’d been able to craft from just deckside planters.

			Not to say Batu’s home was small. This was the largest kitchen table she’d ever seen, despite only two pyrsi living here. Their main room, which opened to the generous stone deck, was sectioned into a foyer, a table area, and then a gathering of fine seats. Two sleeping rooms had private wash spaces, and beyond them was a separate library and office. Circling around much of the tower’s side, the space was designed such that all the main rooms had wide windows looking out on the city.

			Dime continued to gaze out at the city lights as she finished every last bite of the meal. “Batu, you mustn’t tell Dayn, but your flatcakes are strictly the best.”

			Batu grinned. Ador and Dayn had been best friends for so long, there was no doubt Dayn already knew.

			“I’m ready to go, after this,” Dime said. “Fears and posters and all.”

			Her expression growing serious, Batu nodded. To Dime’s relief, the fe’pyr had taken the news of Dime’s origin without so much as a blink. Though Dime couldn’t attest to what she’d thought inside, she hadn’t made any deal of it, something Dime had appreciated a lot.

			Yet Batu knew, as Dime did, that flyers throughout the city declared Dime’s fairy origins and that she’d used those powers to commit the Violence. There was no way for her to interact anymore without invoking strong reactions. Fear, disgust, outrage—or worse.

			Admittedly, her now full crop of white hair wouldn’t help, but Dime liked it and so she was keeping it. If nothing else, it felt like the one thing she could choose for herself lately. Or maybe the Underground had influenced her a touch. There, her hair really hadn’t been of note, and that feeling—the feeling of nothing—had been one she could get used to. Part of her had wanted to stay. A greater part had known she couldn’t. Off she’d gone. Again.

			After leaving the hidden city, Dime had arrived here without much incident. She’d become used to flying around the buildings while avoiding being seen, partly because in a city without flying beings, pyrsi weren’t used to looking up. Yet there were still plenty of windows, so Dime used the tower walls and sky alleys to her advantage, keeping to solid sections and zig-zagging so she didn’t stray into anyone’s view for long. The precision of her valence much improved, she’d set the chair down right on Batu’s outdoor deck. Which, now that she thought about it, did smell strongly of clovebulbs.

			She’d returned here at Ador’s insistence, for Ador and Batu had a fully-furnished guest suite. Dime knew her presence would be discovered in time; she’d worried about putting their home at risk.

			Batu had silenced that immediately. “You’ve provided pyrsi the catalyst to finally spread open discussion regarding the fairies. You think I’m going to stay here, hiding, when we can help?” Batu hadn’t wanted to hear a word elsewise.

			Yet Batu didn’t know the change that had occurred in Dime over her stay at the Underground. She knew there’d been some trouble at one of the talks, and sure, it’d been a small thing, but the doubt that one exchange had planted continued to sap her energy like a hot coal sitting on snow. In words she wouldn’t speak aloud, she almost wanted to stay here, not think about anything that had happened, and let other pyrsi deal with it. Pyrsi with thicker skin. Or no emotions. Or an unquestionable past. Or whatever it was.

			That wasn’t right either; Dime did want to help. But she also didn’t want to be scared of every action, of every bell spent awake, not having anywhere she could feel safe.

			It had taken her a great deal to work up to talking to Batu about it. The two fe’pyrsi hadn’t really been close, not like Dime was with Ador. But she couldn’t let the uncertainty wear her down further than it already had, so she’d finally told Batu she needed to talk.

			“I’m just so scared, now, to be in the open. And it’s not like I don’t think I should be told if I’m wrong; we all learn so much from each other. You know that.” She’d glanced in mild desperation at Batu, just hoping she’d understand. “But never knowing when someone is going to attack me over some unnuanced ideal—without even knowing me—I don’t know. I feel ridiculous. Even talking about it feels selfish.” She’d glanced away.

			Batu had paused. “I wish I could tell you to ignore them.” She sat back in the chair. “But I’ve seen it myself, with the Winds. One unkind voice drowns a thousand calls for reason. And if you’re affected, as you’ve been, we need to help you heal.” The clicking of her fingernails against the wood let Dime know Batu was still thinking.

			“I have an idea,” she finally said. “Ador is used to speaking. He deals better with the reactions. Your piece is helpful too, but we’ll measure it out. Smaller groups. Pyrsi we know, at least for now. We’ll give pyrsi the opportunity to hear your story and perspectives, but the organization will be the outward face.” Batu looked up. “What do you think?”

			Dime hadn’t known what to think. Honestly, it felt like she was backing out, or that she wasn’t strong enough, or that she was as awful as they’d said. After all, lots of pyrsi were being affected; her own issues didn’t compare to that. “There’s just so much urgency,” she’d muttered, not wanting to burden Batu with the rest of it.

			“Everyone contributes in their own way,” Batu had said. “You wearing out does no one any good. Trust. Trust in all of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			[image: scene break]
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