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This is the second collection of short stories connected with our Years of Exile series. Three of these stories, “Bouncing Back,” “The Birthday Surprise,” and “An Easy Mistake” serve to introduce the three POV characters of the second novel in that series, A Tincture of Silver, which is on sale now at any ebook retailer. As always we sent these three stories out to our newsletter subscribers before posting them to our website, so if you haven’t signed up for our newsletter, you might want to do that so you can be the first person on your block to get our upcoming stories. 

We always like to have some bonus material in these collections, though, and this one is no exception. We’re including two new stories that have never been published before: “One Good Reason” and “Away from It All.” The first of these stories explains how Prince Bayan ends up as governor of a province (where our heroines, Alice and Jennifer, encounter him), even though he’s not really cut out for that kind of responsibility. The second story shows how Alice and Jennifer came to be traveling so far from home in the first place. 

In addition, we’re including another map of the region where A Tincture of Silver takes place. None of our books have ever taken place in Dommolia and Teralia before, so if you’re a regular reader, you might like to know a little bit more about the setting. 

We hope you find the map helpful, and as always, we hope you enjoy the stories. And keep an eye out for the third book in the series, An Ally By Surprise, which continues Jennifer’s adventures, and which should be coming out at the end of April, 2025. 

J.S. Mawdsley, January 2025
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March-May, 312 M.E. 

“This is when I like summer the best,” said the old scholar, easing into the wicker settee. 

Down by the pond, the wind stirred the cherry trees. Their long, trailing branches were still nearly bare, with only a hint of buds. 

“It’s hardly even spring yet,” Jian-Hong Wen said, shivering. He and his teacher had hurried north to be here, teased by the hint of forbidden knowledge, and his silk robes weren’t thick enough for this weather. 

His teacher, Tatiana Zielenska, took a seat next to the scholar. Her thin silk dress clung tightly to her, but she didn’t seem affected by the cold at all. Simply watching her made Wen feel warmer. 

“No, it’s only spring by the calendar,” the scholar continued, “you see all the potential of summer here, but without the heat and the insects and having to wait forever for the sun to go down. Of course, young people like you trust what you feel, Mr. Wen, and you always feel the wrong things.” 

Wen might have replied that he wasn’t as young as he looked, but Tatiana caught his eye and shook her head. 

“Lord Sun, we would very much appreciate an opportunity to view the royal archive of Mablao,” Tatiana said with a gracious smile. 

His lordship drew Tatiana’s note from his pocket. 

“You say you studied at Diernemynster and once trained sorcerers at the Vizierate of Magy in Roshan.” Lord Sun looked up and removed his tiny spectacles. “I’m afraid I don’t recall ever hearing of you, my lady.” 

“You...you...you haven’t?” Wen’s temper flared. “Sir, this is Tatiana Zielenska, renowned throughout the world!” He saw Tatiana trying to silence him with a look, but he ignored her. “She’s been a scholar of magy for centuries!” 

Lord Sun put his spectacles back on and peered at Tatiana. “Are you sure you’re a hillichmagnar, my dear? You’re looking a bit old to be immortal. A bit too middle-aged to be ageless, if you’ll forgive me.” 

Tatiana’s beautiful face flushed, and said, “That’s a common misconception, actually. Hillichmagnars aren’t immortal; we age very slowly, so—” 

“She doesn’t look old!” cried Wen. “Or even middle-aged!” 

In truth, she had turned 500 two years earlier. In fairness, she looked like a woman in her early thirties. In Wen’s eyes, she looked as young as any hillichmagnar in her second or third century. 

“Sir,” Wen continued hotly, “she fought at the side of Edmund Dryhten and helped to found the nation of Myrcia. She was one of those who killed the dark hillichmagnar Kuhlbert at Oasestadt!” 

Lord Sun’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Oh, then you must know Faustinus!” 

The blush deepened along Tatiana’s perfect cheekbones. She slumped in her chair and tipped her head back, exposing her long, graceful neck. She took a deep breath, which left Wen speechless. 

“Yes,” she finally said, sitting up again. “I know Faustinus.” 

Her reaction had not gone unnoticed by their host. In a gleeful tone, he said, “I remember reading that one of the lady hillichmagnars was sleeping with Faustinus at the time. Was that you?” He stopped and frowned. “Seems to me I remember reading that woman died, though.” 

In a low, weary tone, Tatiana said, “No, no. You’re confusing me with a different lady hillichmagnar.” 

“Ah. An easy mistake to make, no doubt,” said Lord Sun. 

“Perhaps,” said Tatiana. “And the person you’re thinking of, she...she wasn’t the one sleeping with Faustinus.” 

“But you were!” said the old scholar, chortling to himself. “I notice you don’t deny it.” He gave a quick, dubious glance at Wen before turning back to Tatiana. “I also notice you’re not with Faustinus anymore. Did you two have a falling out?” 

“My lord, that is...ancient history.” She started biting her thumbnail. 

“Is it? I’ve heard he has a great rivalry now with some beautiful sorceress of the steppes. Some woman from Loshadnarod or Polynarod or somewhere in that area. That’s not you, is it?” 

“Again,” said Tatiana weakly, “you’re thinking of someone else. Faustinus and I are...simply friends.” 

“Are you?” Lord Sun’s eyes lit up. “Do you think you could write to him? If you had a letter of introduction from him, then I’d be happy to let you see the archive.” Half to himself, the old scholar added, “And I could frame it and put it up in my study. Imagine—an actual, signed letter from Servius Faustinus. Not even the king has one of those!” 

The color drained from Tatiana’s face. “My lord, I think Faustinus is...rather busy these days. He travels with the Immani court much of the time. It might take months, even years to get a reply here from Presidium or Albus Magnus.” 

“Oh, very well,” grumbled the old scholar. “What a pity. But I suppose there’s no good reason to deny you access to the archive. How long do you think you will be here?” His tone had turned colder again, as if he considered their presence an imposition, and he wanted to be rid of them as soon as possible. 

“We’re planning to be here until midsummer, at least,” said Tatiana. 

Lord Sun wrote them a quick letter of introduction to the chamberlain and chief archivist and dispatched them to the palace archive in a hired carriage. 

The royal archive of Mablao filled a tall wooden tower on the outer wall of the palace. An odd, ramshackle place, it was crammed with scrolls and books in cubbyholes and crooked shelves. From the entrance hall, Wen looked up at a dizzying view of precarious lofts and narrow balconies stretching into the gloom. 

Wen found himself climbing up ladders and steep, rickety staircases behind Tatiana. He almost fell several times, because from that angle, he could not make himself pay attention to where he was placing his hands and feet. 

For her part, Tatiana seemed in a bright and cheerful mood, as she usually was when they met new people. She looked properly impressed by all the well-worn old scrolls of the archive, and she traded well-worn old library jokes with the chief archivist. Sometimes, though, she would stare off into the darkness, and she would bite her nails, and her eyes would glisten in the orange light of the safety lamps, before she would recollect herself and smile again. 
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