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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      You hold in your hand the prequel to The Tharassas Cycle, which I jokingly call my “four book trilogy.”

      The three tales in this volume were written at different times over the last few years, and together they provide a backdrop to the events of The Tharassas Cycle that will fill in some of the gaps, enlighten (and hopefully delight) you.

      The idea to create this volume came to me about a month before the publication of book one, The Dragon Eater, because who needs more than a month to craft a new release? As it happened, I already had two of the three stories written and published, and so it was only a matter of writing the third.

      I figured it would be easy! Then I found out how wrong I was. Crafting The Fallen Angel was emotionally draining, but in the end, I am really happy with how it turned out.

      The stories in this volume are presented in chronological order, not in the order in which they were first written.

      
        
        The Fallen Angel

      

      

      The first story in this collection, The Fallen Angel, was finished four days before publication, after a mad race through writing, beta reading, rewriting, sensitivity reading, and final proof. It’s one of the only stories I have ever written that explicitly deals with race, and this proved to be a huge challenge for me. I want to thank Ryane Candyce for her part in making sure I got the details right (and please attach no blame to her for any that I didn’t).

      This is the origin story for the ce’faine. It tells the tale of Charlie Fah, a young man in what’s then called Gully Town, as he deals with the injustices heaped upon him and others who are different - the differs - by the mostly white, blond and blue-eyed denizens.

      
        
        The Last Run

      

      

      The second story, The Last Run, takes place in the same city, now called Gullytown. It was the first story I ever wrote that was set on Tharassas, and is the origin story of the Hencha Queen.

      It was inspired by a conversation with Jim Comer, a friend of mine, in which he insisted that FTL (faster-than-light) travel would never be possible. The story explores how an inter-solar civilization might work if all travel between the stars had to max out at just below light speed.

      The Last Run was also my first story with two lesbian protagonists, though the main characters’ sexuality does not play a large role in the story.

      
        
        The Emp Test

      

      

      The Emp Test has a strange, circuitous history. I originally wrote it in the 1990’s. It was first titled Autumn Wind, and was the coming out story of a young gay cowboy who broke his leg and spent a couple months recuperating in the care of a young Native American man.

      This was long before I became aware of the concept of “cultural appropriation” - the idea that it’s not okay to steal parts of someone else’s culture to sell a story, especially if you don’t do your homework to get the details right.

      And although I sold it in 2014 to a Pacific Northwest journal called Poplorish, I grew increasingly uncomfortable about this fact. Not that there was anything overtly racist about the tale, but it did lean heavily on some stereotypes about Native Americans, and was drawn mostly from my osmotic knowledge of the culture from growing up in Tucson, Arizona.

      So when prepared to rerelease the story, I recast it in the Highlands of Tharassas, added some sci-fi pieces and lengthened it considerably. The dynamic between the two protagonists remains the same, but both the culture and details have changed. The emp in this story - a symbiont that plays a key role - was one of the new pieces, and laid the groundwork for much that comes later.

      So sit back and enjoy these three tales, and then dive in to the Tharassas Cycle with The Dragon Eater.
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            THE FALLEN ANGEL

          

          167 AL, 209 AL
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      Author’s Note: The Fallen Angel takes place on the colony world of Tharassas in the only city called Gully Town. The bulk of the story takes place in 167 AL (after landing), about 250 years before the events of the Tharassas Cycle. The latter parts of this story (the “present day”) occur around 209 AL. Gully Town and The Heartland are undergoing a racial reckoning…
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      “Grappa, tell me a story.”

      I sit back and stare at little Ellya, looking up at me from my lap—all of six years old, and beautiful, her skin the color of the wet earth down by the river. Lighter than mine, but her hair is kinky too, a throwback to one of our ancestors. Probably an Angel.

      Wind whips the heavy cloth of the tent. Outside, a summer storm lashes the mountain valley where we make our home in the warmer months. Their parents are likely happy for the break from all those inquisitive minds.

      Inside it’s warm and comfortable, and all the children of the village have gathered here for story time, seated on the woven purple rug that takes up a good part of the tent.

      Ioyo, my grandson, sits in the front row, next to his best friend Onley, watching me eagerly.

      I kiss Ellya on the forehead, feeling her eagerness through the emp nestled in its pouch on my neck. “What would you like to hear?”

      I have many stories from my life of almost seventy years—more than fifty of them spent here in the mountains, taking care of my little flock. In that time, the ce’faine have grown to almost five hundred, living a nomadic life spanning three generations. They are my family in the truest sense, my proudest accomplishment.

      She reaches up to touch my cheek, her little fingers warm against my skin. “Tell me about the Long Trek.”

      I close my eyes, a mixture of pain and pride filling me. Such a long time ago, but I still dream about it often, that rough passage that brought us out of Egypt and into the holy land.

      I laugh at my own erudition. None of the children here have even the slightest idea what Egypt was. What Earth was.

      In our great wisdom, or perhaps our obstinate stubbornness, we decided to make a clean break with the old culture of the Heartland, discarding everything we've been taught and beginning fresh.

      I rub my wrinkled chin. “Let's see. It was a very long time ago. You weren’t even a wisp in your mother's eye.” I look at her—my granddaughter—so perfect in every way. I don't want the world to change her. I don't want her to face the ugliness that I did, growing up in a repressive culture. I want to shelter her from all of that.

      Of course, none of us can protect our children from the beauty and peril that life brings.

      I stretch out my hands, cracking my old knuckles—a bad habit, that. I take a sip of the herbal tea Merwyn, Ellya’s mother, made for me, measuring my time. It’s a poor substitute for akka, one of my only regrets about leaving the Heartland.

      So many years passed. So few left to me. I must teach them while I can, this new generation.

      I clear my throat, and the chatter of little voices silences. “Once upon a time, I lived in a wicked place, a cruel city by the sea called Gully Town. There were five islands, like five long fingers—we called them spines. And beyond, only a few small villages and many farms.” I close my eyes, remembering that dark time. “They called me Charlie back then. Or Cha’Fah…”
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        * * *

      

      “Charlie, come in for supper.” Mama's voice emanated from our house down Acton Lane, a small but tidy two room cottage built from flopwood planks. The sun was close to setting in the green sky, but I didn’t want to go inside just yet.

      “But mama, we’re playing tolus!”

      “Five minutes.” Her shadow disappeared back inside. She didn’t come outside much—her skin was even darker than mine, and people often laughed when they saw her.

      It made my temper boil. I didn't understand why they would do that. She was so beautiful, her lovely hair different from anyone else’s on the street. I didn’t understand how the world worked then.

      “Why do you look like that?” Tom’Mer—we called him Tommer—was a latecomer to our little group of friends. His parents had moved to Gully Town from one of the newer settlements along the southern rim of the great valley of the Heartland—I couldn't remember the name of it. Cornish? Corrint?

      “Like what?” I looked like I always had.

      “Why is your skin so dark?” I hated Tommer. Before he arrived, no one in my group of friends had ever made fun of me. Not like that.

      I didn't let his question bother me, much. I’d answered it too many times before. “Why is your skin so light?”

      Juli laughed. She usually took my side. “He’s right. You look like you live in a cave.”

      Tommer growled, and all the other kids laughed at him. “Mom says you and your family are dirty. That your kind shouldn't live here.”

      That was it. I threw myself at him, knocking him to the ground, punching him in the ribs.

      He grabbed me and rolled us over, and started pummeling me back, his face twisting in red rage. “You stupid dirty differ!”

      I snarled and pushed him off. We separated, getting to our feet and staring warily at one another, like a couple caged eircats.

      Our friends encircled us, looking unsure. We’d never had a real fight in our group.

      I didn’t care. It was bad enough that he was insulting me, but to go after my family? “I may be different, but you're the dirty one,” I shot back, feeling reckless. “I saw that aur stye you call home. How does it feel to live in your own filth?”

      “Take it back.” Tommer pushed me, knocking me back to the ground.

      I hit my head in one of the cobblestones and yelped.

      “Leave him alone.” Juli put herself between Tommer and me, her hands balled into fists on her hips.

      “What’s it to you?” Tommer still sounded belligerent, but also unsure what to do. Probably didn’t want to hit a girl.

      I scrambled to my feet and pushed past her, slamming into him hard and pushing him back into Mim Asha’s house and knocking the wind out of him.

      He sank to the ground, gasping for breath.

      “Don’t you ever talk about my family like that again.” I was shaking all over.

      Then my mother was there, towering over us, a scowl on her face. “You all right, Charlie?”

      I hated when she used my full name in front of my friends. “I bumped my head, but I’m fine.”

      She nodded. “Go home. I have something I need to take care of.” She grabbed Tommer’s arm and hauled him up. “Your mother and I are going to have a little talk.”

      I watched them go, full of anger and embarrassment and a sense of familial pride.

      Juli touched my shoulder. “You okay, Charlie?”

      I reached out to touch the back of my head. It was wet with blood. “I… think so. Just a cut.” I looked over my shoulder at our little house, tucked in the long row of small houses. “I gotta go.”

      She squeezed my hand. “See you tomorrow.”

      I went home, unhappy with the day, wishing mama would come back. The word differ spun around in my head.

      In a few moments, she did, closing the door tightly behind her and leaning against it as if she meant to hold it closed against an invading army. “Well, that’s that.” She sat me on a stool next to the counter where she prepared our meals and checked the back of my head.

      “Is it… bad?” I imagined gushes of blood, running down my neck.

      Mama shook her head. “Just a little gash.” She took a clean cloth and some soap and a little warm water from the hearth. “This is going to sting, but we best get that cleaned up. You’re gonna have a good bruise around your left eye, though.”

      I stiffened as she dabbed away the blood, but it wasn’t so bad. Mama’s touch calmed me.

      Our house wasn't fancy like Juli’s—five rooms on two stories—but mama kept it meticulously clean, often with my unwilling help. Much cleaner than Tommer’s.

      Papa came home early, for once. He often pulled the late shift at the tanner’s shop, taking the hours no one else wanted. I didn't know it then, but he was treated badly for having married a woman that most of his friends found unsuitable.

      Unsuitable. A word that disguised a multitude of ugly thoughts.

      “What's the little scamp done now?” Papa peeled off his jacket, hanging it to air out on the clothes rack on one of the side walls of our main room.

      I bobbed my head, embarrassed. I hated disappointing my father.

      Mama squeezed my shoulder. “Just a little trouble with some of the neighborhood kids. Nothing he couldn't handle.”

      I looked up my mother gratefully.

      “Looks like you’re going to have a shiner there.” He hugged me, and the stink of the day fell away. “Proud of you, son.”

      My chest swelled.

      Mama handed me a bowl of soup, filled with hearty vegetables and what looked like aur meat—a special treat. We really had meat in our household. She must've traded one of the other mothers for it.

      There wasn't much, so I savored it, biting it into little pieces and chewing on them contentedly to extract all the rich flavor.

      When she tucked me into bed later that night in the smaller second room we shared for sleeping, she knelt beside my ear and whispered. “Life is always going to be different for us, my little one. It's something your father will never understand, though gods bless him, he tries.”

      I thought about it. “I don't want to be different.” I remembered how Tommer had looked at me and shuddered.

      Differ.

      My other friends had never treated me that way, but they seemed to follow his lead all too easily.

      “I know. But you stood up for yourself today.” She kissed me on the forehead, gently brushing my bruised cheek with her warm, lithe fingers. “I'm sorry you had to see how ugly the world can be, but I am proud of you, Cha’Fah. Tomorrow will be a better day.”

      Her use of my formal name made me feel all grown up. “Promise?” I stared into her kind brown eyes.

      “Promise.” She pulled the covers of the hand-knitted blanket over me and touched my cheek again with her warm hand. “Sleep tight, Charlie.”

      My mother was right about many things, but she was wrong about that.

      The next day was worse.
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      Years later, when I was almost an adult, a difficult time descended on Gully Town.

      Every year in late winter, the storms descended upon the spines for a full month, filling the valley of the Heartland and dusting the mighty slopes of Heaven’s Reach with snow, making the air as thick as soup.

      Then when I was seventeen, the rains didn’t come.

      At first, no one was too worried. Water still flowed down the Elsp, diverted into fields to grow our crops. The Heartland was fairly comfortable year-round, not like our mountain home now, where the winters will freeze your toes off. And we had gotten comfortable there, too.

      But as the weeks passed into months and the weather remained dry, people started to worry. And they did what they always did when they were afraid—looked for someone to blame.

      My old nemesis Tommer had moved away, but his slur didn’t leave with him. Most of the neighborhood kids had taken to calling me differ.

      I’d broken a few noses over it, and that shut them up, mostly.

      There were others like me, or rather, unlike them—scattered around Gullton—skin a dozen different hues, hair that was red or brown or black, eyes that weren’t “gully town blue.” I’d see them on the street, and we’d nod, bonded by our difference.

      Then into the midst of the dry kindling of the drought, a Run from Earth arrived. The news spreading ahead of it like wildfire.

      At first, it was hailed as salvation. The Angels would save us. Some said they would bring a miracle technology that would feed a hungry world. Others claimed there would be seeds that would grow without water.

      People will say the stupidest things when they’re scared. But they needed something to believe in, and the approaching cargo ship from Earth supplied what they required most—hope.

      I’d taken to staying home with my mother during those harsh times, only venturing out occasionally for my weekly school lessons, or to get something from the Open Market. I shaved my head and went out at night, often wearing a hood, when it was easier to pass for a “normal” Gullander.

      Nevertheless, I decided to go see the Landing.

      It was an event, a grand festival—something that happened only a couple times in a lifetime. Earth was an impossible distance away, farther than you could ride an aur in a thousand years. Maybe a million.

      So I put on my finest clothes—a newer, pressed ochre tunic and pair of breeches that mama had made for me the year before, bleached a bright white that looked beautiful against the rich tones of my skin, and finished it off with a pair of boots my father had made for me himself, dyed to match my shirt.

      The crowd gathered at the edge of the landing field, behind the stone markers, and watched the ship descend. The grasses there were dry… the council had ordered a twenty-foot fire break be cut along the far side, where the huge open patch of land backed up against the farmlands and the hencha field, just in case.

      Half the town must have been there, surging across Landing Bridge in waves to gawk at the new arrivals. People were laughing and pointing at the empty sky, each gully bird or cloud spotted starting a new round of excitement. They drank hencha wine served by vendors who had popped up along the roadway that bordered the field and chattered excitedly about the coming event.

      I kept to myself as much as possible in the crowd, but I was buffeted by others and given dirty looks when they noticed that I was different. There were a few others like me there—most had wisely decided to stay home—but I was determined to witness the rare miracle with my own eyes.

      You’ve never been to Gully Town, but the populace there is overwhelmingly white. They came here to escape the “oppression” of Old Earth, foisting its diversity on them and forcing them to conform.

      People like us were born into their world, and we only lived there with their forbearance. The crowd awaiting the landing was Gullton norm, and those like me who weren’t stood out like sore thumbs.

      A stranger bumped into me and growled something that chilled me to the bone. “Go home, you dirty differ.” The voice’s owner was an old woman, her hair long faded from blond to a scraggly gray, plastered to her wrinkled forehead by sweat. The look on her face was venomous, as if she’d just glimpsed the man who’d killed her first-born son.

      “Sorry.” I hated myself for apologizing. Confused, I backed away, taking refuge in the crowd. How did she know that word?

      “It’s coming!” Someone pointed at the sky and a thrill went through the crowd.

      For a moment, I let myself forget about the incident, about the unexpected slur.

      I looked up in wonder, staring at the tiny lick of flame. For a moment, I was just like everyone else, caught up in the excitement as we awaited our salvation.

      The ship grew rapidly from the size of a pebble to a giant boulder that plummeted out of the sky toward us. It was both scary and awe inspiring, the idea that people like us—like me—could build something like that, a carriage to cross the vast gulf between stars.

      It wasn’t at all what I expected, something sleek and silver. Instead it was blocky, like someone had stuck a bunch of pricks together. It was silver-ish, though the surface was pitted and scarred.

      With one last roaring burst of flame that threatened to deafen us all, it settled slowly to the ground, shaking the earth beneath my feet, somehow miraculously not starting a fire. It came to rest, and a sudden, shocking silence settled across the land.

      The crowd was still for one long, quiet moment, the only sound the lonely lowing of the wind through the dry grass.

      Then a great cheer went up, and we all surged forward.

      It was run or be trampled, so I ran with the rest of them. I was young and strong and healthy—not the wasted shell of a man you see before you today—and so I was near the front when the ship’s hatch opened.

      The crowd stopped, uncertain, as a panel opened and a wide ramp descended to the ground. I squinted, trying to make out what was inside, behind that bright light. I didn’t have to wait long.

      Three Angels descended from on high, like in the Old Faith. I said a prayer to El’Oss, crossing my chest in the symbol for infinity, blending both faiths as a just in case.

      They wore full body suits and helmets, as if they were unsure if our air was safe to breathe, and I swear they shone with their own light, though maybe it was just the refraction from the sun behind them.

      Then, one by one, they lifted them off.

      The first Angel could have been straight out of the Gully Town theater. She was tall and blond and beautiful, with perfectly symmetrical features and piercing ice-blue eyes.

      I didn’t realize how conditioned I was by my oppressors until that moment. She was beautiful to me too, but it
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