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Welcome to our third collection of short stories associated with our Years of Exile series. If you are new to our Myrcia stories, then we’re glad you found us! If you’ve been a reader for a while, then you know we like to use these stories as promotional teasers to introduce the POV characters of our novels. These were the teaser short stories for An Ally by Surprise, the third book in the series, which is on sale now wherever ebooks are sold.

Four of these stories, “The Foul-Weather Friend,” “The Silver Arrow,” “On One Condition,” and the title story, “Those Left Behind,” were originally sent out to our newsletter subscribers and posted to our website. The fifth story, “Finding a Keeper,” shows the first meeting of Aldwin Dryhten and Henrietta Kirkenwell—two characters who are important to the plot, but whose POVs you never actually get to see in the novel. We hope you enjoy it, and we hope all these stories inspire you to go read An Ally by Surprise, as well as the first two books in the series, Called to Account and A Tincture of Silver.

In addition to the bonus story, we’re including a family tree that shows how Sir Rodney Sigor, one of the protagonists of An Ally by Surprise, is related to the Sigors and the Gramirens, the two dynasties fighting for control of Myrcia. If you’re a longtime reader, and you’ve ever wondered (for example) exactly how Queen Merewyn’s late lover, Earl Fransis Sigor, was related to Princess Elwyn or King Broderick the usurper, then now you can trace the family tree and find out.

If you want to be the first in your neighborhood to read the new stories for upcoming novels, be sure to subscribe to our newsletter (you get a free novella, too, just for signing up). Keep an eye out for the next book in the series, The Teapot of Destiny, which continues the adventures of the Sigor siblings in exile, and which we hope to have ready near the end of August 2025.

J.S. Mawdsley, July 2025
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The Foul-Weather Friend
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Aug. 12-15, 356 M.E. 

“Don’t give her that much,” said Lady Wilma Innes. “She doesn’t need it, and she doesn’t deserve it.” 

Katie, the kitchen girl, paused with the ladle over Jennifer Stansted’s bowl. 

“It’s alright,” Jennifer whispered. “I’m not hungry.” Her stomach rumbled, though, betraying her. 

“Sorry, my lady,” Katie murmured, as she doled out a much smaller helping of the mutton stew. 

Jennifer took her supper to a dark corner of the massive old kitchen, where she could almost touch the low end of the big vaulted ceiling, if it weren’t for all the cobwebs. In the ten years of Jennifer’s life, she couldn’t ever remember seeing cobwebs in the kitchen before. She hated the corner, but deep in the shadows, far from the big, warm hearth, Lady Innes might forget her. 

Lady Innes sat at the big oak table near the fire, talking and laughing with two of her friends from the village. Their husbands, like hers, were traitors. They had all broken their oath to Jennifer’s father and were part of the usurper’s army. 

Everybody took their meals here in the kitchens of Stansted Castle, rather than in the great hall or the family dining rooms, because Sir Murdoch Innes, her ladyship’s husband, insisted those were for “special guests” only. Jennifer had been trapped here for a year, however, since the fall of Leornian, and in that time, she had never once seen a “special guest” stop by. 

The garden door that led in from the stables slammed, and a minute later, Sir Murdoch himself came stomping into the kitchen. He was a big, barrel-chested knight with a thick black beard. Jennifer remembered in the old days, he would let her ride his gray charger, and he would call her a “wee bonnie lass.” Now, when he noticed her at all, he called her, “hey, you.” 

His wife did not like it when he noticed Jennifer. Lady Wilma Innes seemed of two minds where her captive was concerned. Most of the time, she treated Jennifer like a willful toddler. But sometimes she made vague and confusing accusations about Jennifer’s supposed “wantonness.” Earlier that day, she had accused Jennifer of “flaunting” herself, because her dress was getting too short, and her calves were showing. Which, as Jennifer had immediately pointed out, was hardly her fault, since Lady Innes hadn’t let her buy any new clothes. 

“Well, ladies,” Sir Murdoch said, smiling around at his wife and her friends, and completely ignoring Jennifer. “Earl Cedric’s army is almost finished out west. The crown prince has them on the run!” 

The women cheered and clapped. They stood and curtsied to Sir Murdoch, giggling and calling him, “My lord!” “How do you do, my lord?” “Won’t you take me for a ride in your carriage, my lord?” “Won’t you take me to the feast at Wealdan Castle, my lord?” And the two friends called Lady Innes, “Countess,” too, which made Jennifer stab at the thin stew with her spoon. 

This was a game the Inneses and their friends played from time to time. They all believed Jennifer’s father, Earl Cedric of Stansted, would be attainted, and his title would revert to the crown, and then the usurper would give it to the turncoat, Sir Murdoch, who administered the castle and the lands of the ancient Stansted earldom for him. 

Sir Murdoch fell to his dinner, and the ladies all had second helpings, far larger than what Jennifer had been given. When they were done, Lady Innes shouted for Jennifer to come clear the table while her husband poured drinks. Katie the kitchen maid helped, and they rushed around, grabbing bowls and silverware, while Lady Innes snapped at them for being too careless with the crockery. As if it were hers. 

The Inneses sat drinking and talking with their friends about how they would redecorate Jennifer’s home when it was theirs. But Jennifer didn’t care. In all the commotion of clearing the table, nobody had noticed her slipping a knife in her pocket. 

Late that night, after the Inneses had gone to sleep and their friends had gone back to the village, Jennifer crept from her room. Lady Innes usually locked her in, but tonight she had been too drunk to remember. And in any case, Jennifer had known how to slip the latch from the inside since she was 6. 

When Sir Murdoch had taken over, his wife had made the servants clear all of Earl Cedric’s belongings from the master bedroom. All the trunks with his clothes, and the carefully-preserved trunks with the clothes of Jennifer’s late mother, were now in a lower storeroom of the central keep. Jennifer tiptoed down there and changed into trousers, a wool tunic, and a leather jerkin. She had to roll up the pantlegs quite a bit, and she had to cinch in the waist with a belt. Her father was more than a foot taller than her, still, and a lot bigger in the chest and shoulders. But his clothes felt comfortable, and comforting, as well. She would have liked to take one of her mother’s dresses, too, but she didn’t have room in her little knapsack, and it would be safer on the road if she pretended to be a boy. 

She had tried playing a boy before, without much success. Twice, she had tried to run off and join her father’s army, and she had gotten caught both times. She felt sure, however, that the benefit of this experience would make her more convincing this time around. 

With a silver mirror that had belonged to her mother, she studied her long, curly, red hair. She really didn’t want to cut it off, and she rationalized her decision by telling herself that plenty of boys wore their hair long, particularly up in the hill country north of town. 

“I’m just a typical Kenedalic lad, off to seek his fortune,” she said to herself. 

She left the castle of her forefathers through an old postern gate and jogged up into the hills along darkened, dusty lanes between snug little farms and cottages. For food, she had a hunk of cheese and some sausage she had scavenged from the kitchens. She really wasn’t sure how far west she would have to go to find her father’s army, but she had fishing line and hooks, plus some rope to make snares, and she knew which berries and mushrooms were good for eating. She could even make herself a hunting bow, if she needed to. Her father had taught her all of that. 
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