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This collection features short stories involving the characters in our novel, The Teapot of Destiny. That’s the fourth book in our Years of Exile series, which makes this the fourth collection of short stories we’ve released in connection with the series. If you like these stories, you’ll almost certainly enjoy all four novels, but you don’t need to have read any of the previous books (or short stories) in order to enjoy these. 

As usual, many of these stories first appeared in our newsletter and on our blog, and if you want to get new fantasy short stories periodically in your inbox, you will definitely want to sign up for the newsletter and follow the blog. 

However, we always like to have some bonus material in these collections. Appearing here for the first time are “Void ab Initio” and “A Higher Calling.” The first story shows William Trevelyan, captain general of Myrcia, trying to get out of his unfortunate marriage to Alice Sigor, the king’s sister. Everyone agrees that the marriage was a mistake, but can they legally end the union without causing all sorts of other problems, both personal and political? Fortunately, everyone’s favorite devious sorcerer happens to be on the committee to study the problem, and he has ideas. 

In the second story, a young man seeks advice about his future from his uncle, who happens to be Tullius Ursicanus, Emperor of the Immani. The boy’s parents want him to make the responsible, respectable choice, but deep down, he has a different kind of future in mind. Tullius draws on his own experience to give the kid the best advice he’s ever going to get. 

We’re also including a new map showing the entire Trahernian region, which might help you put our stories in context. You can see Lavaria and the southeastern portion of the Immani Empire, where most of The Teapot of Destiny takes place. And you can see where Myrcia is in relation to those places. But for the first time, you can also see all of Annenstruk and Krigadam—two countries that we’ve mentioned in various stories, but haven’t ever shown in full. 

We hope you enjoy the map and the stories, and if you do, go pick up a copy of the novel the stories were originally designed to promote, The Teapot of Destiny. And keep an eye out for the fifth novel in the series, The Debt of the Chosen, coming in December, 2025. 

J.S. Mawdsley, October 2025



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Proper Sword
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February, 352 M.E. 

From his dormer window, Paulinius Severus looked down on the snowy courtyard. Big, wet, fat flakes were still falling, and the gray stone walls of the school were streaked with icicles. The main gate creaked open, and a small, black carriage carved a trail through the drifts as it pulled up to the front steps. 

A boy stepped down, pushed back the hood of his cloak, and gazed around at the stark, gray buildings. Paulinius smiled and waved, recognizing his first cousin, Maurus Severus. But Maurus did not see him and headed up the steps. A man in blue livery followed behind, carrying a large, brass-bound trunk. 

At this school, boys often arrived or departed in the middle of a term, but Paulinius knew this could be hard on them. So, he wanted to make sure his cousin felt welcome. He rushed down the echoing marble stairwell, past statues and busts of famous alumni in formal uniforms. One of the Upper School prefects shouted at him for running, but when Paulinius bowed and explained his cousin had arrived, the older boy said, “Well, that’s alright, then. Just don’t run.” 

When Paulinius got down to the long, vaulted entrance hall, lined with all the hooks for coats and cupboards for boots, Maurus was still getting untangled from his cloak and hat and scarf. His face was pale white except bright spots of red on his cheeks and nose. A number of older boys were around, as well, either tying on their boots before heading for the playing fields, or shaking off the snow after returning from outside. 

“Hello!” cried Paulinius. “Welcome to Volarium! Welcome to Legate Polykrates Academy! Nice to see you.” 

Maurus pushed some hair out of his eyes and looked him up and down. “Oh. Hello. It’s, um...Paulinius, isn’t it?” 

“Um...yes,” said Paulinius, startled. He and Maurus had seen each other only the previous summer. It seemed improbable anyone could forget one of his best friends and closest relations in six months. 

“Right, right.” Maurus looked around the entrance hall, smiling and nodding at the older boys. “Looks good so far, but you never know. It’s not the only school in town.” He took his damp cloak and pushed it into Paulinius’s hands. “Could you do something with this? Thanks awfully. I’ve got to go interview the headmaster.” 

He and the servant disappeared down the hall. Once Paulinius had picked his jaw up off the floor, he went and hung his cousin’s cloak on one of the clearly-marked pegs for visitors, then returned to his room. 

From a drawer of his stark, simple desk, he took a small message scroll of creamy, expensive parchment. It was from his father, and it had arrived two days earlier. 


Son,

Your cousin Maurus will be joining you at Polykrates. Keep him away from the wrong sort, if you know what I mean. Above all, don’t let him spend too much money. His idiot parents won’t thank me if the boy runs up debts. 

Love, etc.

Father



Now that Paulinius reread it, the letter seemed to be hinting at something. He often got this feeling from his father’s letters—the feeling that he existed somewhere at the very edge of his parents’ world, and that most of their lives concerned things he knew nothing about. 

“Well, Father,” thought Paulinius, “I don’t know how I’ll stop Maurus from spending money if he keeps forgetting I exist.” 

He put the letter back and got out his books and tablets so he could study. In History class, they were learning about the First Immani Civil War, and he knew Dominus Ulricus would call on him in class. “Severus,” he would say, “tell us what your esteemed ancestor, King Quintus, did to win the support of the sorcerers of Diernemynster.” And all the boys would laugh if Paulinius couldn’t answer the question correctly. 

After half an hour, a knock came at his door, and he opened it to find Dominus Neronius, master of his dormitory, Armenium House. In his shadow stood Maurus. 

“Hello, Severus,” said the master, “We’re not disturbing you, are we?” 

“Oh, no, sir.” Paulinius bowed. “Come in, please.” 

“No need. Just stopping by for a moment. Listen, it seems Maurus here is your cousin, and the headmaster thought you might like to stay together.” Neronius gestured at the empty bed on the far side of the room. “Especially as you’ve got no roommate.” 

His previous roommate, the son of a Naval Legate, had left the school in November when his father was transferred to the Middle Sea Fleet at Corumbriga. Paulinius had really enjoyed having his own room to himself for three months. But there was nothing for it. Maurus was family, after all. 

“Sure, absolutely, sir. It’s no problem.” Paulinius tried a smile on Maurus. “Come on in.” 

Maurus dragged his big trunk past Neronius and into the room. He looked at the bed at the far end of the room and the desk beside it. Then he looked at Paulinius’s bed and desk. “I like the light better over here,” he said. 

“Yes, but...I already have all my things here,” said Paulinius. 

The house master clapped his hands and said, “Well, I’ll let you boys settle this among yourselves. When you’re unpacked, maybe you could take a tour of the school. Good luck, now.” 

When he was gone, Maurus went and sat on the far bed, slumping his shoulders and hanging his head. He gulped a few times, and big, fat tears started rolling down his cheeks. Paulinius, who at 10 years old was a year younger than Maurus, felt utterly mortified to see his cousin in that state. 

“So...maybe we could switch,” Paulinius said. “You could have this bed this month, and next month, I can have it, and you can take the other one.” 

Maurus wiped his eyes and stuck out his lower lip. “I...I suppose that’s fine. Sure.” 

Once he had stopped crying, Paulinius helped him unpack. Maurus had brought far, far too many clothes, and a lot of them were fancy, impractical, grown-up sorts of clothes that nobody wore at school. Then Paulinius took him down the hall and showed him the privies and the baths. He pointed out the slate with the work schedule for the week, and explained how they had to take turns doing the cleaning. 

“You mean you don’t have servants for that?” said Maurus. “Back at Gracchus, servants did that sort of thing.” 

Emperor Gracchus II College, in the nearby capital city of Albus Magnus, had been Maurus’s old school. Though supposedly one of the finest schools in the world, Paulinius’s father said it was for “people with more money than brains.” 

“Here at Polykrates,” Paulinius said gently, “we do the cleaning ourselves. Sorry. You do get used to it after a while.” 

He showed Maurus the rest of Armenium House, and the neighboring dormitory, Vinopolis House, named after another famous battle, where some of his friends from the archery club lived. Then they went through the cavernous gymnasium to the dining hall. Maurus wrinkled his nose when he saw the long, plain tables and the simple benches, and the big counter and crockery basins where students had to serve themselves. 

“At Gracchus,” he said, “we had servants to bring us the food, and we had linen tablecloths.” 

“Well, here we don’t,” said Paulinius. 

After that, they saw the playing fields, where boys were running and practicing with the javelin even in the snow. Then Paulinius showed his cousin the parade ground, as well. 

“Do you think you’ll join the cadets?” Paulinius asked. 

“I brought a sword,” said Maurus. “But do I really have to join?” 

“Nobody has to, but a lot of people do. This school is, well...it’s famous for producing military officers.” 

“A lot of officers go to Gracchus, too,” said Maurus. 

“Um...I suppose so.” 

Most of the boys who went to Gracchus served a few years as Military Vice-Tribunes or Tribunes on the staff of some proconsul, but only as the first rung on the famous Cursus Honorum, the series of civil and military appointments a man had to earn in order to qualify for high office. Most boys at Polykrates, in contrast, intended to make the army or navy their career. Both schools were famous, and they drew from some of the exact same patrician and senatorial families. But the educations they offered had entirely different goals. 

“In any case,” Paulinius went on, “do you think you might join the cadets? It’s hard work, but it’s a lot of fun, too.” 

“It’s not strictly necessary. A fellow can still get a military appointment if he was never a cadet in school.” 

“Yes, but if I join the army, I’d like to have some idea what I’m doing. Wouldn’t you?” 

“I...I guess I’ll try it.” Maurus kicked lightly at a pile of snow. “I think I’m supposed to.” 

“Good,” said Paulinius. And for the first time that day, the two cousins smiled at each other. 

Maurus stayed up late that night reading some very exciting novel. Every few pages, he would let out a gasp, or whisper, “Good gods, I didn’t see that coming!” Paulinius pulled the covers over his head to block out the light, and he stuffed little wisps of cotton in his ears, so he finally managed to get to sleep. 

The next day was Sunday. After breakfast, like he always did, Paulinius put on his cadet tunic and walked over to the Temple of Sophia with some of his friends. He invited his cousin, but Maurus, who had missed breakfast, burrowed deep into his blankets and grumbled, “Why are you waking me up in the middle of the night?” 
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