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    This book is dedicated to Gwynn, Vance, and Vera

    who are confident being themselves

  and tell me to be, too.

  


  
    Preface


			Dime’s journey and my own have intertwined more than I expected. The beginning was intentionally meta: Dime quit her career just as I quit mine. But that’s where it was supposed to end—her plans were derailed, but mine were supposed to continue smoothly. It didn’t quite work out that way. Apparently I still had my own cliff to fall over. My own identity to find.

			When I started this project, I was in a state of deep exploration—about our values as a shared society and our approaches to progress. If you know me, you know I don’t like to offer conclusions; I like to offer ideas. I like people to think for themselves and learn from each other. And I thought Diamondsong would be that kind of series: an enjoyable, unique tale, but maybe one that would invoke thought and discussion too.

			As the series has gone on, our real-life discourse has grown increasingly tense—more openly disconnected. Less nuanced. More conflated. This is for a whole lot of important reasons, but we still have choices how we engage with each other. Which paths we take. And sometimes it leaves me feeling lost, as a voice.

			If you don’t know, I deal with disordered anxiety, and I had a triggering incident right before I wrote this volume, as well as Part 07. A friend of mine was expressing how upset he was online and asking for answers, and I, also upset, tried to add some thoughts of comfort and hope, indicating my belief in independent thought, keeping pressure on all leaders, continued dialogue, and compassion—along with recognizing the complexities of a shared society. I was attacked repeatedly by someone with their own reasons to be upset, who, in my view, misrepresented these informal comments as complacency and harm, with no desire to understand my perspective or the experiences that have shaped it. The words were severe and the judgment swift, and onlookers delighted in this calling out, including people who hadn’t read what I’d said. Any words in defense were offered privately.

			This was compounded by both the stress of this era as well as the underlying stress a lot of Gen-Xers have been feeling, and don’t feel able to express, of having friends and family who continue to proudly hold ideas we believe to be harmful. And of knowing our own pasts hold ideas we were taught, that we’ve broken through and now repudiate. And of the implication we’re not trying to help when the ways that we do are more tailored to our abilities—and more quiet. We didn’t grow up on social media (and had our own pressures) and so, for many of us, our approaches are more direct. Less promoted. We’re constantly told by public voices that we’re not doing enough. That we’re not enough. And then, our anxiety is openly mocked.

			Like Dime, it left me feeling less excited about exploring ideas and more just scared to talk. Scared of being around anyone not familiar. Like I should crawl into a cave.

			I didn’t crawl into a cave; I kept writing, through what was truly an open wound. But the only way I could write something genuine was through my own feelings, and so Dime’s journey for these next two volumes is heavily influenced by my own struggles at that time. Despite being scared now to tell this story, I’ve decided to be open with you—to let Dime’s journey be read the way it evolved. I hope that you will enjoy it.

			I have deep gratitude to Donnie Martino for his insight on this volume, and especially for his candor. (Donnie: Thank you.) Thank you to Catherine Jones Payne and Kelsey Ronan for their guidance and care, and thanks to the team, who stick with me and give me the will to persevere: Meghan Cusack, Camille Gooderham Campbell, Sasha Kasoff Moore, Deborah Reilly, and Maria Judge. I couldn’t get by without my friends.

			Now, to Dime alone in a forest.

			Cheers,

			E.D.E. Bell

			October 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 about six 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.

  


  
    I was free; but there was no one to welcome me to the land of freedom.


    —Harriet Tubman, c1868

  


  
    


    [image: Act 1]


			Away from Here

			[image: E]mptiness settled into the forest around her and Dime realized, once again, she was alone. Being around the others had energized her, she now understood. And while she’d always enjoyed her times of solitude, she’d had enough of it these last turns.

			As with Dayn, as with her children, even now with Rock and the new friends she’d made—the stride she found them again, they were already out of reach. Or maybe she was. She’d lived in Juni’s burrow, then in Ella’s tower, then the den, then the hut. A sleep here or a sleep there, on the forest floor or in Volana’s generously-offered bed. And here she stood, alone in the deep, chattering forest, still shivering from Neimano’s cruel attack.

			It was all wearing on her.

			Yet, if Dime wanted to avoid such things, she should have hidden and stayed hidden. She hadn’t. She’d gone to the city, then again. She’d traveled to the forest, then again. Even her family had stayed hidden a good total of one bell before taking to the waters of the almost mythical Sha to find their scaled, feathered friends.

			Even at Ferala’s speech—or Seat Layanie’s speech, as it had gone—she’d been surrounded by hundreds of pyrsi yet still ended up here, alone in the shadow of the ominous rope net, with even her child asking for space as ve trudged off into the forest. And after what had happened. She was still grappling to understand any of it.

			That’s right; she’d been here too long. She should go.

			While she didn’t think Neimano or Ulkanet had looked in any shape to return, it would do no good to stand here, giving them the chance.

			As Dime made her way to her chair, the flapping of wings grew from the direction of Pito. With no energy for another confrontation, she strapped in and lifted up, Volana’s spare chair still tied awkwardly to one side. The wood of the two chairs clattered in an annoyed manner as she rose above the ground and then moved forward. Away.

			It was easy now, the valence. She knew it was her pendant. Her confidence. Overconfidence, even. A touch. But she wasn’t dealing with fearmongers and non-believers for the moment. She didn’t have to.

			She was leaving.

			A force tugged at her chair, pulling it backward. Valence! They’re pulling my chair with valence!

			Dime grew annoyed at what seemed like an inappropriate gray area, no, not even a gray area. Pulling a chair was no different than pulling a pyr and that was the Violence. How did she become the only pyr to see how far everyone had gone? Pyrsi needed to stop and gather themselves!

			Irritated, she turned and zipped back toward the approaching Fo-ror. In the strides before they realized it, her own valence joined the force of those who tried to slow her, and she accelerated, zooming right through the midst of a large group of gawking fairies.

			She wasn’t sure exactly with whom she was dealing, but they didn’t have a terrible air to them. Illuminated by small, hanging glowstones, they wore normal Fo-ror clothing and held kind faces. Their wings shimmered in the chill forest breeze. She didn’t think Intinpalo would have sent them, but she couldn’t be sure.

			Wide with surprise, their eyes tracked her as she passed through them.

			While a moment ago Dime had just wanted to get away, she now stopped to face them, hovering both chairs in mid-air. The fairies fluttered and circled around her, expressions ranging from confusion to shock. The layers of their indigo-hued wings highlighted the lack of her own, yet she kept steady, between them. She knew the power of her pendant now. She no longer feared for herself. And no one else was here. Her children were safe.

			“Why do you hinder me?” she asked. “Why don’t you ask to talk, like normal pyrsi?”

			Each seemed stunned, their wings flapping in place. Finally, a pyr responded, his voice trembling. “We have to stop you. We can’t let you bring . . . the Violence. Seat Neimano, we saw him. He was . . . harmed.” A buzz grew around her at the truth of the harsh language. “He pointed us this way and said we must find and arrest you, on his behalf. Our Seat. Sha’s chosen. He said to follow the unusual valence. We didn’t know . . . Ja-lal had valence.”

			Dime wasn’t touching that. And there was a more critical point to clarify, if she wanted any chance of leaving without further incident. “I didn’t cause his harm.” Dime spoke clearly, letting the truth shine from her eyes. She almost mentioned that Neimano had harmed her, but she didn’t want to incite nor escalate, nor bring the newts into it.

			“Look,” Dime implored instead. “Look at you, pulling me back from my path. The Ja-lal aren’t bringing the Violence here.” She swept her arm around, hoping to make the point without accusing them directly. “You only need to stop. Listen. And think. Let’s set down. Let’s talk a while.” She pointed downward and started to lower herself that way.

			And just as she thought someone might listen, that perhaps they could gather on the ground and have a rich conversation in the peace and shelter of the trees, one young pyr darted toward her, his light face full of fear and nobility, the charge of obeying his Seats. Then, not tonight.

			Sighing, Dime reached into her diamond and did what the fairy wings could not. She shot upward like a pressure pipe, weaving by all senses through the branches and breaking out of the canopy into the dark night sky. And without further hesitation, she sped away, shielding her eyes from the harsh air that pressed against them, flying back over the top of the Great Cliff and over the plains, toward the old woods.

			She considered what rumors would start when they realized the valence she used felt not unusual, but just as their own. Considered its power. She should have worked harder to calm them, directed them to the Foundry, perhaps. She couldn’t worry about it anymore. What was done was done.

			The leaning silhouette of the hut emerged in the dark clearing. Another wave of emptiness pitted Dime as she approached. These moments of fear and tension always caused a tightness in her blood, and once they passed, she felt drained. Beyond that odd physical sensation, she knew that again, she would be alone. Not only could her family not have made it back so soon, she knew they were not there. She would have sensed them. And so she set down on a pad of brush, unsnapped her belt, and dragged her bag back into the impromptu dwelling, devoid of any real comfort—devoid of the companions who had given it purpose before.

			With her melancholy an unpleasant yet heavy blanket, she welcomed the pull of sleep.

			[image: scene break]

			Dime felt guilty wandering around the base of the old woods trees, the light of Sol streaming through them in bold stripes, so different than the filtered flickers of the deep Heartland forest.

			Guilty because she’d slept too long, been slow to rise, and wandered a while around the brush. Guilty because despite all the trouble now stirred, she wasn’t sure she’d made any progress at all. The Violence was escalating on both sides of the cliff, and now with the newts as well. Unrest had grown, and she still had no plans other than to get pyrsi talking, something that could have been done much more artfully, she was sure.

			At least she wasn’t hiding anymore. Even here, she wasn’t hiding, just resting. But she was still running, and avoiding, and evading. Sure, it was all for the purpose of not escalating tension, but at what point was she making the tension worse? At what point should she act more boldly?

			A crack of thunder sounded out over Sha, and a rain wafted over the waiting forest. Dime rushed to find her bowl and set it out in the clearest spot she could find. Grateful for the shelter of the hut, she sat inside, watching the rain drip down through the trees, the drops much heavier than she was used to.

			Rock’s abrupt departure wouldn’t leave her mind, and she felt guilty about that too. Rock was a grown pyr, a brilliant pyr. If Rock couldn’t engage like one, Dime couldn’t always fix it. Yet her absence felt wrong. Not as a couple—those times had simply passed and there was no road left that led to them together. But as a team. Rock was right; there was balance between them. They seemed to cover each other’s missteps. Whatever
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    [image: End of Act 1]
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