
  Other Books by Juliet E. McKenna 


  Tales of Einarinn


  The Thief’s Gamble 


  The Swordsman’s Oath 


  The Gambler’s Fortune 


  The Warrior’s Bond 


  The Assassin’s Edge


  



  The Aldabreshin Compass


  Southern Fire


  Northern Storm


  Western Shore


  The Eastern Tide


  



  Chronicles of the Lescari Revolution


  Irons in the Fire


  Banners in the Wind


  Blood in the Water


  



  The Hadrumal Crisis


  Dangerous Waters


  Darkening Skies (forthcoming)


  
    Contents


    Cover by Jock, colouring by Matt Brooker


    Foreword


    Halice by Staz Johnson


    Win Some, Lose Some


    Livak by Jock


    A Spark in the Darkness


    Ryshad by James Hodgkins


    Absent Friends


    Sorgrad and Sorgren by Mike Collins


    Why the Pied Crow Always Sounds Disappointed


    Shivvalan and Livak by Andy Hepworth


    The Wedding Gift


    Planir by Steve White


    About the Author

  


  


  Foreword


  [image: ]


  Some people are natural short story writers. For them, the oft-quoted writerly advice to establish themselves in that form before attempting a novel is perfectly sound. (As long as they understand how very different these two styles of writing are; it’s not just a case of scaling up or padding out the storytelling. But I digress.)


  I’m a natural novelist. More than that, I’m a natural fantasy novelist, with my love of the genre born from my abiding fascination with history and the eternal and ever-shifting tensions between change and continuity in human life and society. Such complexities are so often what incline the best epic fantasy towards multi-volume series and subsequent series spinning off from those. There are always loose threads to tease and tantalise the writers as much as the readers.


  But not all of those threads, those ideas, are long or robust enough to sustain a whole novel. They may fascinate some readers if they’re included in a subsequent book; others fans will find such digressions detract from the narrative in hand. Fortunately, the short story still thrives in Science Fiction and Fantasy. Our magazines and periodicals have endured through tough times that have seen other genres lose their shorter fiction. This gives writers the opportunity to work with those non-novel ideas for our own and our readers’ entertainment. In doing so, those natural novelists like me can explore the challenges and rewards of shorter writing and hone our skills in this different form.


  It’s fitting that our genre of imagination and speculation has always been at the forefront of utilizing the Net to increase and enhance communication between reader and writer. Increasingly we’re seeing a resurgence in shorter writing so long uncommercial for traditional publishers. Now the advent of the ebook makes publishing a collection of short fiction a viable proposition for an individual author, to give those readers who may have missed a story’s first publication a chance to read it.


  So I am delighted to offer this collection featuring characters from the Tales of Einarinn, beginning with the full story of an early adventure which Livak sometimes alludes to, followed by encounters and incidents slipping into the interstices between those books and finally concluding with one of the marriages promised in the final volume.


  I’d like to thank those original editors who persuaded me to try my hand at short stories. Without their initial persistence and invaluable feedback, I wouldn’t be receiving the anthology invitations which I currently enjoy.



  No one would be enjoying this collection without Elizabeth Campbell of Antimatter ePress who has tackled the technical aspects of ebook production for which I have neither the time nor the skills. This project would never have happened without her initiative and persistence, for which she has my profound thanks. http://antimatter-epress.com/


  I am similarly grateful to Cheryl Morgan and Wizard’s Tower Press for taking this completed book to the wider marketplace. http://wizardstowerpress.com/


  And yes, we are working towards epublication of The Tales of Einarinn novels, of The Aldabreshin Compass series and of the Lescari novella, Turns & Chances.
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  Halice by Staz Johnson
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  Halice is Livak’s best friend of many years, frequent partner in gaming scams and petty crime when she’s not pursuing her successful career as a mercenary captain. At the beginning of the Tales she has suffered a potentially crippling injury. Gradually healed through sorcerous intervention in The Swordsman’s Oath, Halice feels herself under an obligation to help Livak and the mages in their on-going quest. With her martial skills and contacts, by the time of the Fifth Tale, The Assassin’s Edge, she has become an important figure in the development and defense of Kellarin, the colony on the far side of the eastern ocean. 



  A native Yorkshireman, Staz Johnson began freelancing in 1986, firstly for the UK RPG market, before graduating onto comics, working for British publishers Fleetway and Marvel UK. In 1993, following a two-year-sojourn in the world of advertising, he returned to comics, this time for the ’big two’ American publishers DC Comics and Marvel Comics, for whom he continues to work to this day.


  
    

  


  


  Livak by Jock
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  Offspring of an ill-starred love affair between a servant girl and a travelling minstrel, Livak was a teenage runaway, from a boring future as a housemaid rather than towards anything particular. Not unsurprisingly, that soon landed her in trouble. Surviving initially thanks to her quick wits, she soon acquired a variety of skills, as a gambler and occasional thief, as well as a circle of trusted friends, living like her on the edges of morality and legality. This rewarding if occasionally hazardous life comes to an end when she finds she is trying to sell a stolen piece of silver to a wizard, whom, as it turns out, has a use for her more nefarious talents and is prepared to blackmail her into working for him in the First Tale, The Thief’s Gamble. Accordingly, Livak turns her wits to extracting the maximum advantage for herself from this turn of events.


  Mark Simpson, known by the pen name Jock, is a British comics artist, best known for his work in 2000AD™ and on THE LOSERS™ working with writer Andy Diggle for DC Vertigo. Since his first commercial work for the SLA Industries role-playing game produced by Wizards of the Coast UK, Jock’s dynamic, emotive style has since graced Wizards of the Coast’s ARS MAGICA™, MAGIC; THE GATHERING™ and BATTLETECH™ as well as commissions for companies including MTV, British Airways, Playstation and Nintendo. He won the Best Newcomer Award at The National Comics Awards in 2001.
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  A Spark in the Darkness


  According to my friend Halice, summer solstice is the favourite festival out in the fields and farms. All through For-Summer everyone’s longing to drop their hay rakes and spend a handful of days idling and drinking before the back-breaking labour of harvest. She should know; she was born in one of those hamlets so far off the high road, it was reputedly founded by some peddlar who got lost trying to sell ribbons to the peasants for their frolics around the ricks and stooks.


  Any peddlar with any sense heads for a town with stout walls, welcoming inns and open-handed merchants for the winter solstice festivities. I was born and bred in Vanam, proudest of the cities grown rich on the trade between forest and plains, mountains and sea, so winter solstice has always been my preferred festival. As we rode into Kadras, the port’s gates and buildings were decked with evergreen boughs and garlands of ivy. I saw lively anticipation on faces all around. The children were the most excited; bright eyed and rosy cheeked as they hugged their hopes to themselves. Let slip what they longed to find crowned with mistletoe before the hearth on Solstice morning and they risked finding that Trimon, god of travel and music, had brought only a bare yew wand from the depths of the forest, so their parents could switch them for their greed.


  Even with the hum of expectation thrilling through Kadras, I couldn’t recall a solstice when I’d felt less festive. Not even the year when I’d realised it was pointless hoping for anything special, because my gift would be whatever the mistress chose to discard and graciously allowed my house-keeper mother to claim. I stole a sideways look at Halice as we jolted across uneven cobbles in the carrier’s cart. She looked more grim faced than those elders who would be quenching all the lights in the house to mark the passing of the year. Once the happy children were safely abed, the adults would be remembering those who had died, and those who had never been born, before kindling new flame on the hearth.


  ‘This is as far as you go for a silver mark.’ The carter pulled his shaggy coated gelding up short and looked back over his shoulder.


  ‘You can take us a bit further, can’t you?’ I wheedled, smiling at the coarse faced man in his shabby sacking hood as if we’d been friends all our lives.


  ‘This is good enough, Livak.’ Halice reached down among the sacks of dried beans and tight-sealed barrels of salt beef for her crutch. She slid awkwardly along the narrow bench seats on either side of the wain and dropped to the road before I could help. Trying not to let my exasperation show, I grabbed our modest baggage and jumped down, ready to offer her a hand. Balancing on her sound foot, she warned me off with a glare as she settled her crutch in her armpit and tested it on the slippery cobbles. The carter clicked his tongue at his horse without a backward glance and the wagon rumbled away.


  ‘Where do we go now?’ I couldn’t recall the last time we’d stopped in Kadras for longer than it took to get a change of horses and a scanty meal from one of the eating houses pressed up against the outer face of the town wall.


  ‘Somewhere with a fire where I can get a bottle of white brandy,’ Halice scowled. Pain was carving deeper lines in her face with every passing day. I was achingly stiff after spending most of a day perched on that wagon, bracing myself against every frozen rut in the road, so Saedrin only knew how much worse she felt.


  The carter had dropped us where the main road escaped the cluster of houses around the Northgate and sprawled wider for a stretch. I glanced around so Halice wouldn’t see the concern in my eyes, on her account and on account of other worries I would rather not acknowledge. I tried to keep my voice neutral. ‘Where do you suppose Sorgrad and Sorgren have got to?’


  There hadn’t been room in the wagon for our travelling companions, even if we’d been willing to pay a second silver mark, and I’d lost sight of them in the press of people, pack animals and vehicles waiting their turn at the gate.


  ‘Probably arguing the toss over paying the gateward—’ Halice broke off and nodded. ‘There they are.’


  Sorgrad was wearing a caped hood neatly tailored in russet wool against the raw wind coming up off the sea. Gren goes bareheaded in all but a blizzard and his blonde hair was bright as pale flame as the noon brightness faded to grey overcast above. He waved cheerily as the two of them drew closer, his cornflower blue eyes alight with mischief. ‘Had a comfortable ride in your elegant carriage, my ladies?’


  Halice ignored him, turning to Sorgrad. ‘Do you know a decent inn anywhere close?’


  ‘I can find one.’ Sorgrad pushed back his hood to reveal hair as blonde as his brother’s. ‘But we generally stay down towards the docks when we’re passing through.’


  ‘On our way to Col.’ A scowl clouded Gren’s sunny smile.


  Halice kept her sombre gaze on Sorgrad. ‘I don’t want to go anywhere where we might be known.’


  There was a moment of awkward silence between us amid all the bustle of the townsfolk.


  ‘Mind your backs!’ A shout went up as a small flock of sheep came down the road, brindled dogs keeping them in a tight huddle. The aged, barren ewes watched their captors with jaundiced eyes, as if they knew they had only been fed their turnip tops through the autumn so they could play the part of fresh mutton in the winter festivities.


  ‘This way.’ Sorgrad headed for a side road twisting between two wooden-framed houses whose stepped upper stories nearly met over the cobbles. I tried to keep an unobtrusive eye out for any filth or loose stones that might hinder Halice.


  ‘You want to find your skirts when you unpack your bag,’ Gren observed with amusement. ‘I don’t think these good folk are used to seeing such a shapely arse as yours in buff breeches.’


  ‘They’ll be too busy wondering what autumn storm blew such an undersized runt down from the mountains,’ I retorted with a grin.


  Mind you, with Kadras being a trading port in its own right and more importantly, the main stopping place for folk on their way to the seductions of the mighty city of Col, there were other people around with the shorter, stockier stature of the hill folk. Sorgrad and Gren weren’t particularly noticeable, even if the locals mostly lacked the true golden hair of the Mountain race. There were heads as coppery as mine here and there; we weren’t so far from the Great Forest where my father had been born, before he took to wandering, before he left my mother with me as token of their ill-starred liaison.


  While I was the only woman I could see in breeches, boots and a thick winter jerkin, I didn’t think that was what was drawing curious covert glances our way. Halice might be wearing plain indigo skirts and the heavy black cloak of a respectable matron but she was still taller than four out of every five men we passed and as broad across the shoulders as most. Added to that, there was the mystery of her twisted leg, her foot barely touching the ground and plainly unable to support her weight as she leaned heavily on her crutch. I could see the question in the faces we passed; just what injury or deformity was concealed beneath her sturdy flannel petticoats?


  ‘Over there?’ I looked to see Sorgrad pointing at a sign announcing the inn in question was called The Speckled Duck.


  ‘It’ll do,’ Halice said curtly.


  Sorgrad pushed open a nail-studded oaken door that had seen better days. The timbers of the walls hadn’t seen a fresh coat of pitch this winter or for several past and the plaster coating the wattle between them was dingy with mossy stains. Still, I’m used to trusting Sorgrad over far more important things than where to find a bug-free bed and unwatered wine. Gren held the door for Halice, winning a narrow glare for his pains. I followed her inside.


  The inn proved more prepossessing inside than out. The walls had been fairly recently limewashed and the lamps in their niches glowed with neatly trimmed wicks beneath polished glass cowls. The boot-scarred floorboards were clean swept and a fresh yew bough rested on the chimney piece. Brass fire irons gleamed and the hearth was well tended. I always like to see such signs of a well-ordered house, even if I had run as far and as fast from a housemaid’s life as I could.


  The men around the tap room glanced up, incurious, and returned to low-voiced conversations and half-drunk tankards of stout winter ale. Like the inn, they could have done with some refurbishing. Long-sleeved jerkins were worn shiny at the elbows or boasted patches from some garment sacrificed to keep a few others wearable that bit longer. A couple boasted leather gaiters, dark with age, against the winter cold and damp. Most had simply wrapped their lower legs with sacking secured with knotted twine. There were no wanton girls displaying gooseflesh and dyed chicken feathers; working men came to The Speckled Duck to drink and that was all.


  Gren looked at a trio playing a desultory hand or two of runes by the fire. ‘I don’t see us getting into any very lucrative game here.’


  ‘Then we won’t be fouling our own nest,’ I countered. Besides, I wasn’t in the business of fleecing poor but honest folk. Plundering the rich and greedy makes far better sense for so many reasons.


  Gren’s thoughts had taken the same turn. ‘The fattest game in Kadras won’t hold a candle to what we could find in Col.’ He slid a sideways glance at Halice.


  ‘We’ll talk about that in the morning. I need to sit down and I need a drink.’ The unguarded pain in her harsh words rang


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Ryshad by James Hodgkins
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  Ryshad is first encountered as the mysterious yet friendly stranger in an inn, becoming the male voice of The Swordsman’s Oath and The Warrior’s Bond as he follows the same quest for ancient truths. He however is working on the orders of his master, the head of the Tormalin House of D’Olbriot. Where Livak is an outsider, by choice and inclination, Ryshad is a man with firm ties to family and well-trained loyalty to his prince. Those ties are tested and in some cases snapped as he comes to terms with to the new realities of the complex Tormalin political landscape, as the consequences of their initially successful quest to find the lost colonists of Kellarin unfold. On a personal level, he and Livak have to balance their mutual attraction against all the differences in temperament and outlook that divide them.


  After working for UK and international advertising companies, the comic book field beckoned James Hodgkins. Initially inking for Marvel UK, he moved to producing full art for DC with THE BIG BOOK OF URBAN LEGENDS and BLACK CANARY. As a finishing artist, he worked on DC’s CATWOMAN, DETECTIVE COMICS and assorted BATMAN specials. His full art for DC includes a Man-Bat tale for THE GOTHAM CHRONICLES. More recently he has inked DAREDEVIL, SPIDER-MAN; TANGLED WEB, SUPERBOY and KRAVEN. He partnered Staz Johnson on the prestige series BATMAN Vs ALIENS II. Outside of his comics work, Hodgkins has achieved considerable success as an artist in his own right, working on set of the Batman Begins movie as a production illustrator and producing many hundreds of illustrations for Topps of New York, on both their Lord of the Rings and Star Wars collector’s card series.


  


  Sorgrad and Sorgren by Mike Collins
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  Sorgrad and Sorgren (or ‘Gren’ as he’s more commonly known) are brothers mentioned from the start of the Tales. It is really only in The Gambler’s Fortune that we meet them and learn why they have long been such valuable allies and trusted friends for Livak and Halice. We also see something Livak can be wilfully blind to; just how dangerous they can be as enemies. They are outsiders, even more so than Livak or Halice, since they are Mountain Men, unusual in the lowlands of Einarinn. The Mountain Men are the last remnants of an ancient race who may hold vital lore that Livak seeks. Whether the uplanders will give up their secrets is a complex question, given their bitter grievances long held against the lowlanders.


  Writer and artist in British and American comics for more than 25 years, Mike Collins has worked on key characters such as 2000AD’s SLAINE™, JUDGE DREDD™ and ROGUE TROOPER™, DC Comics’ SUPERMAN™, BATMAN™ and WONDER WOMAN™ and Marvel’s X-MEN™ and SPIDER-MAN™. He has worked on licensed comics properties such as STAR TREK™, BABYLON 5™ and DR WHO™ and as cover artist for STAR TREK™’s e-books. He also illustrates for TSR/Wizards of the Coast trading cards, manuals and magazines, particularly FORGOTTEN REALMS™ and HARRY POTTER™. 


  


  Shivvalan and Livak by Andy Hepworth
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  Shiv becomes one of Livak’s closest friends over the five Tales despite being the wizard who blackmailed her into joining his quest in the first place. He is seeking out ancient artifacts that may solve a particular mystery puzzling the Archmage Planir. As Shiv travels in the wider world of Einarinn rather than staying on the cloistered island of wizardry that is Hadrumal, he becomes increasingly independent in outlook. With the answers to mysteries from the past throwing new light on the present role and nature of magic by the Fifth Tale, The Assassin’s Edge, Shiv begins to see a new path for himself and like-minded mages.



  Edinburgh based freelance, Andy Hepworth works in real and digital media on fantasy, educational, and comic projects, partwork illustration, book adaptation, and concept design for game, film, and TV. Clients include Alderac Entertainment, Cubicle 7, DeAgostini, Osmo Productions, Games Workshop, White Wolf CCP, and Tern TV. Andy likes to work with a rich historical theme and much of his work is medieval in context.



  
    

  


  


  Planir by Steve White 
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  Planir remains one of the most mysterious characters throughout the five Tales. His status, as the lofty Archmage, requires constant negotiation and deal making, with the political powers of the mainland and with the various factions within Hadrumal. His interest in and friendship with individuals such as Livak, Ryshad and Shiv can sometimes come into conflict with his role. However, it would take a bold man to be certain that any eventual outcome wasn’t just what Planir had intended all along. 



  About the Artist: A ‘Navy baby’ born in Malta, Steve White was drawing dinosaurs as soon as he could hold a pencil. From working at Marvel UK on titles such as CARE BEARS™, THUNDERCATS™ and TRANSFORMERS™, he went freelance after the release of JURASSIC PARK™ meant an artist could make a living drawing dinosaurs. His notable work for 2000AD includes ROGUE TROOPER™, VENUS BLUEGENES™, BLACK LIGHT™ and VECTOR 13™. He progressed from graphic novels editor for Titan Books to work as a senior editor for Titan Magazines comics. 


  


  About the Author 


  Juliet E McKenna was born in Lincolnshire in 1965, later moved to Dorset, and now lives in Oxfordshire with her husband and two teenaged sons. 


  Since she started reading folk tales, Greek myths, the Narnia stories and the Hobbit somewhere around the age of five, other worlds and times, magic and mystery have fascinated her. Consequently, her favourite subjects at school were History, English and Latin. Out of school, she read fantasy and SF, crime, thrillers and historical fiction. Classics offered the best way of combining all these enthusiasms in a degree, so she studied Greek and Roman history and literature at St Hilda’s College, Oxford. She also took up table top and live-action role playing and Aikido, a Japanese martial art.


  After university, she worked in personnel management, got married and wrote her first complete novel. Publishers’ and agents’ responses can be summed by the letter she got saying ‘there’s nothing to distinguish this from the half dozen competent fantasies that land on my desk every week.’ She learned how true this was as she later combined motherhood and bookselling by working part-time for Ottakars, and began attending the Crime and Mystery Weekends run at St Hilda’s each summer. Friendly, accessible and often very famous authors offered advice and encouragement, most frequently telling that her publishers want ‘the same but different.’


  So Juliet created Livak, heroine of The Thief’s Gamble, an independently minded female looking at a high fantasy world from new angles. After collecting a file of far more encouraging rejection slips, one unforgettable Friday, she got a phone call saying Orbit would like to publish her novel. In fact, could they make it a two book deal? The success of those books led to a further three Tales of Einarinn. This series was followed by the four volume Aldabreshin Compass sequence, beginning with Southern Fire. Popular in the UK and the US, her work has been translated into 13 languages, including Russian and Japanese. 


  A novella, Turns & Chances, proved to be the inspiration for The Chronicles of the Lescari Revolution trilogy published by Solaris. She is currently working on the final volume of The Hadrumal Crisis trilogy, to follow Dangerous Waters (2011) and Darkening Skies (2012). The short story that introduces this trilogy, The Wizard’s Coming, is available as a free download from Solaris Books. 


  Juliet also writes diverse shorter fiction which has included tie-in stories for Doctor Who, Torchwood and Warhammer 40K as well as contributions to anthologies in the UK and the US. Working from time to time as a creative writing tutor she also reviews books for print and online magazines, notably Interzone and Albedo One. She regularly attends UK conventions with trips to Ireland, Europe and the US as and when the diary and funds permit. Somehow she fits all this around her family and vice versa.
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