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Welcome to our latest collection of short stories. As with all the novels in the Years of Exile series (and our two series before it), we enjoy writing shorts about the characters in those novels to give readers a taste of the folks they will find in those books. This collection focuses on the characters featured in The Debt of the Chosen, Years of Exile Book 5, a court mystery wherein the brave corgi is the true hero of the piece.

But where did Roberta Barras, Wislicshire Corgi breeder and enthusiast, learn her passion for dogs, and her unique naming convention for them? Find out in “A Teachable Moment.” Other stories in this collection include “A Woman’s Duty” and “Making Way for the New.” The first focuses on Senior Lieutenant Karina Swithasdatter, an officer in the Krigadamite navy, as she juggles her commitment to her ship and possibly an arranged marriage. The title story features Roberta again, as well as her brother, Stanley, and her best friend, Alice, and Roberta’s attempts to spur the love she is certain they feel for each other. 

The three above stories have been available before to our newsletter subscribers and on our website. But we have two new stories, as well. The first is “More Than in Your Books” about a young Muriel Ostensen, before she married Broderick Gramiren and became, arguably, the world’s worst human being. The second is “Managing Margaret.” This is a fun story from Princess Alice’s POV, with appearances by regulars like Roberta and a corgi, as well as Queen Rohesia. But what’s interesting about this story, and the reason we wanted to share it with our readers now, is the real star of this story is Margaret Llamu. She’s popped up a little in the Myrcia world, as she is the sister of the current Duke of Leornian, Robert Dryhten. She is also the POV character of the novella Perfectly Suited, which can be found in the free collection Above His Station: And other Stories of Myrcia. But she’s never been featured in a novel before the upcoming Years of Exile series finale, Home is the Huntress. This will be a great teaser for her in that book, which we think you will all love, especially if you like Margaret here.

So, enjoy these stories, along with a Gramiren/Ostensen family tree, and a preview of Home is the Huntress.

J.S. Mawdsley, March 2026
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More Than in Your Books
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February, 320 M.E. 

Muriel still wasn’t tall enough to reach the good books. The huge volumes on the lower shelves tended to have music or maps or pictures of great foreign castles. That was all well and good, but Muriel, only a few weeks shy of her 7th birthday, did not like people thinking that she was still reading picture books. Plus, the big folios were hard for her to hold, and they tended to fall off her lap. 

The trouble was that the smaller books that were easy for her to hold and carry—the octavos and little duodecimos—were up on the higher shelves, which she couldn’t reach. Muriel had long thought this was a fundamental flaw in library design. Her brother Arthur said this had something to do with weight and balance, but that didn’t make sense to her, because the shelves in her parents’ library were built into the walls, and there didn’t seem to be much need to worry about their balance. 

There was also the problem that the books higher up tended to have more interesting information in them. Or, as Arthur might put it, the value of the contents seemed inversely proportional to the size of the book. The smaller books up top explained things like why money was worth what it was, or which common mushrooms would kill you horribly, or how babies got made. Although, to be fair, that last one had left Muriel with far more questions than answers. Questions which her nurse and governess were stubbornly refusing to answer. They kept deflecting her queries with irrelevant questions of their own, like “Where did you learn those words?” and “Do you want me to tell your mother you said that?” 

Still, Muriel persevered in trying to read every one of the smaller books, even when she had to drag over a chair to reach them. On the best days, though, Arthur was in the library when she arrived, fresh from her lessons, and she could simply ask him to get down whatever book she wanted. 

Then they would settle into one of the wide, cushiony window seats together to read—he with his long legs stretched out, her curled up into a nest of pillows. Sometimes, on the rare occasions when she actually wanted to look at one of the big folios, he would bend his knees and let her use his feet and shins as a bookstand. 

That was how they were sitting one bright, bitterly cold February afternoon, wrapped in thick knitted blankets and sharing a big mug of mulled cider that Arthur had brought up from the kitchens. As always, they read in companionable silence, except when one or the other ran across an interesting passage and felt compelled to share it. “Did you know,” Arthur began, “that there was a King of Odeland who canceled all his people’s taxes?” 

“He must have died a very poor man,” said Muriel, looking up from her book. 

“You’d think so, but it says here he became the richest king ever, and during his reign, Odeland was incredibly prosperous. How odd.” 

A few minutes later, it was Muriel’s turn. “Our handsome prince has decided he has to go fetch a jeweled dragon egg from Shangia to prove his love for the fair maiden. Seems a bit stupid to me. Why not just stay home and buy her a diamond necklace or something?” 

Arthur grinned. “Because then there would be no story.” 

She sighed. “Oh, I suppose so.” 

It had taken Muriel some time to come to grips with fiction. At first, she found it difficult to understand why someone would spend her time reading things that were made up when there were so very, very many books in the library that told about the world as it really was. Then Arthur had explained that the authors were trying to represent essential truths by showing imaginary situations. 

“So it’s a kind of systematic lying?” she had asked. 

“Well...I suppose that’s one way of thinking of it,” he had replied, frowning. 

After that, she had decided that she liked fiction, after all, even if some of the plots seemed terribly contrived. 

She read on, and the story became considerably more interesting, because the handsome prince met an equally handsome sorcerer, and the two men were becoming very friendly, indeed. The prince was experiencing all sorts of strange and uncomfortable feelings when he slept near the sorcerer at night, and Muriel realized there were some new questions she was going to need to ask her nurse and governess. 

She had just reached a rather obscure passage, where she suspected everything had suddenly become metaphorical, and she was just about to ask Arthur to clarify some things about boys, when the door to the library banged open, and their sister, Silvia, stomped over in a huff. 

“What are you doing up here?” she demanded, looking at Muriel. 

“We’re reading,” said Arthur pleasantly. 

“Yes, Silvia,” said Muriel, “it’s this new thing where you look at words on a page, and you string them together one after another, and they make up a story. You might like to try it.” 

“I can read!” Silvia said. “I’m two years older than you.” 

“One and a half,” corrected Muriel. “Closer to one, actually.” 

Silvia’s face was starting to redden. “We’re both supposed to be down in the great hall with the dancing master right now!” 

“I already know how to dance,” said Muriel. “It’s not my fault it takes you so long to learn the steps.” 

“I’m going to tell mother!” Silvia stamped her foot. “I’m going to tell her that you were up here reading books you’re not supposed to read.” 

“Silvia, wait...,” said Arthur. But she was already sprinting out of the library. 

A few minutes later, their mother arrived, tall and imperious, glaring down at Muriel as Silvia lurked behind her, grinning nastily. 

“You will go down to the great hall this instant,” said their mother. “I will not say it a second time. And Arthur, you’re not to encourage your sister in disobedience. Go down to the stables and shovel something for a while.” 

So poor Arthur got punished, even though he’d done nothing wrong, and Muriel was sentenced to the most tedious afternoon possible. The air in the huge, open great hall was somehow even colder than the air outside, except for the tiny little circle of warmth by the big open hearth, which was where the dancing master sat. Muriel and Silvia had to trace the exact same steps over and over and over, even though Muriel knew she was doing everything perfectly and Silvia was the one who was making mistakes. 

And then, when they were finished with that, the dancing master gave them lessons in “etiquette and courtesy,” which meant teaching them things about how to act like well-born ladies. He would make them practice different curtsies, depending on whether they were meeting a queen, a countess, or the lord mayor’s wife. He had a thick pack of cards in his pocket with the coats of arms of every noble family in Myrcia, and he would choose one at random and demand the girls tell him which family it represented. Muriel, of course, was much better at this game than Silvia. 

“That’s the earldom of Telga!” cried Silvia, looking at a card with a black bull and two haystacks. 

“No, it’s the duchy of Haydonshire,” said Muriel. 

“Very good,” said the dancing master. “And can you tell me why the arms of the Dukes of Haydonshire so closely resemble those of the Earls of Telga?” 

“Because they’re both from the Halifax family,” said Muriel. “The first Duke of Haydonshire was actually the Earl of Telga before the War of Independence. The current earls are a cadet branch of the family.” She gave Silvia a smug grin. “You might know that if you ever read a book.” 

The dancing master had a little wooden switch that he used to point with when he taught them new steps. He also used it for “correction,” and the moment Muriel stuck her tongue out at Silvia, the switch lashed out suddenly, stinging the back of her left hand. 

“A little less impertinence from you, young lady.” He tucked the switch under his arm and picked up a gray, dusty old book from a stool next to him. “This here is the only book that you ever need to study.” He stepped forward and balanced it carefully on Muriel’s head. “Now, walk three times around the hall. And when you can do it without dropping the book once, you are finished for the day.” 

Silvia giggled and went skipping off to go play, and Muriel spent most of the next hour making her way slowly and smoothly around and around the hall, while her neck muscles burned and locked up stiff. When she finally managed to complete a third lap of the hall, the dancing master snatched the book from her head, bowed, and left without a single word of praise, or even a brief, “farewell.” 

Aching and rubbing her neck with both hands, Muriel made her way stubbornly back in the direction of the library, intending to spend the entire rest of the day reading. When she reached a landing, though, she happened to look out a narrow, leaded glass window, and she spotted her sister down in the snowy courtyard. Silvia was playing ball with some of the other palace children—the daughter of the cook and the son of the stablemaster and so on. And of course, because she was the duke’s daughter, they were letting her win. And shamefully, she was letting them do it. She ran around grinning and clapping and cheering for herself like she had actually scored a goal. When in fact the blacksmith’s daughter had deliberately stepped aside to let it through. 

Muriel glared at her sister through the glass, putting her fingers against the little panes and digging her nails into the soft leading until there were deep marks there. Then she turned around and headed for the armory tower. 

The heavy, iron-bound door was open, as it usually was. Knights and squires were running in and out of the armory all the time, and most of them had seen Muriel in there before, so no one stopped her as she roamed the racks of swords and shields and helmets. After a few minutes, she found what she was looking for: a small war mace. 

It was less than two feet long, with a knobbed metal head only a little larger than Muriel’s own fist. She swung it back and forth a few times and found she liked the feel of it. In some of the books in the library, she had seen pictures of knights with maces twice the size of a person’s head. But that was just another kind of systematic lying, another kind of fiction. The armorer had explained once, when she had asked, that when you put a bit of solid metal at the end of a stick, it didn’t have to be huge or heavy to do tremendous damage, providing you swung it hard enough. 
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