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Welcome to the first collection of stories for our new fantasy series, Years of Exile. These stories will give you a little backstory about the main characters in the first book of that series, Called to Account, which came out July 24, 2024. If you like the stories in this collection, rest assured you’ll like the novel, too. 

Some of these characters have appeared in our two previous series: Of Duty and Silver and Reign of the Eagle. So, if you find yourself enjoying these stories and Called to Account, you might want to go back and read all those books. But you don’t have to. Called to Account is intended as a separate entry point for our fantasy world, with no prior knowledge assumed on the part of the reader. And these stories are intended to stand on their own, too. 

Most of the stories in this collection were originally sent out with our email newsletter as teasers to build excitement before Called to Account came out. We like to do that with our novels. If you enjoy the stories, consider subscribing, so you can get the latest stories before anyone else does. 

As always, though, we like to have a little bonus material in our short story collections, rather than just recycling stories people have seen before. We’ve got an extra story here called “Faded Time,” which looks at a darker side to the magic of our world—one that we’ve hinted at in the past, but never fully explored. 

In addition, we’ve got a map of the great Immani city of Presidium. It’s been an important setting for several of our novels in the past, and it is the primary setting of Called to Account. We thought our readers might like to see what the place looks like, just for fun. 

Enjoy the stories, and don’t forget to sign up for our newsletter. Just for joining, you get a special novella that’s available only to subscribers. And, as previously mentioned, you’ll get new short stories straight to your inbox every time we gear up to promote a new novel. Which won’t be too long now, because A Tincture of Silver, the second book in our Years of Exile series, will be coming in November, 2024. 

J.S. Mawdsley, September 2024
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Faded Time
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April, 348 M.E. 

“Should I read more of the spell theory book?” Lalita asked.

Shyama smiled politely. Lalita was a nice girl, and Shyama tried not to take advantage of her kindness and amenable nature. Only Lalita would ask if she should continue reading Astrid’s remarkably dull treatise this earnestly. It would be the easiest thing as an instructor to say “Yes,” and be done with assigning her homework. But no one should have to read Astrid every week for a month. The girl deserved a break.

“Only if you want to,” Shyama said. “If you would prefer, you can try the first chapter of Wilheard’s Early Hillichmagy.”

“Very good,” Lalita answered with a smile. “I’ll try to read some of both for next time.”

Shyama smiled again, trying to look sincere as her student. “Only if you want to. It is spring, after all. Make sure you get outside and enjoy the fresh air some.”

Lalita nodded and began packing up her books. If Shyama knew her young charge, she would make time to go outside, as if it were an assignment the same as her reading, as opposed to something a teenage girl ought to want to do at school. Shyama almost felt bad about this, but then she remembered the last young sorceress she had brought to the Atherton School more than 200 years before. She had turned out so badly, Shyama had never wanted to take on the responsibility of another student. In fact, when Astrid had asked her to bring Lalita to Atherton and oversee her early magy training, Shyama had begged to be excused. 

But the only other female magy teacher, Jorunn Unset, had left the school with her one current student, Evika Videle, in tow to serve at the Myrcian court in Formacaster. It was an odd arrangement. Students and their magy teachers usually remained at Atherton until the student was 17. And particularly in these early years, a Lareowess, or magy teacher, did not take on other significant positions, so that they might give their pupils their full attention. 

But Jorunn had convinced Astrid to make an exception. The war between Myrcia and Loshadnarod was so important, it couldn’t happen without Jorunn at the center of it. She had, of course, not put it that way to Astrid when asking for permission to take Evika out of Atherton and to the Myrcian court. Instead, she had emphasized what a good learning opportunity it would be for Evika, and Astrid had approved it.

None of this would have mattered if Shyama hadn’t discovered Lalita on her trip to Themasek. But once Shyama had found her, already nearly a year passed the age when hillichmagnar training should start, she could not ignore the girl. Only around a dozen, at most, hillichmagnars were born every 75 years. And yes, they lived 2000 years, but that only made the core of the hillichmagnar community at Diernemynster, where Astrid made all the important decisions, more determined to see to the early training. So, quite dutifully, Shyama had brought Lalita back from Themasek, thousands of miles away, to the heart of magy on earth—Diernemynster.

From there, she had assumed Lalita would head off to Atherton to study with Jorunn and her other pupil, and Shyama could resume her personal research. But, of course, that wasn’t what happened at all. Instead, she now found herself on a spring day at Atherton with a student she didn’t want. At least Lalita was an eager student and Shyama had a quiet house on the edge of campus where she lived alone. Occasionally, she even managed a bit of her own work.

Lalita was just about to leave Shyama’s parlor where they met for lessons, when she came to stop in front of the window. The curtains were pulled wide open to let in the brilliant sun. It had been a long winter, as it always was up here in the mountains, and everyone sensible would celebrate these first, sunny spring days. But for some reason, Lalita was frowning.

“Is something the matter?” Shyama asked.

“Your Ptitska, ma’am. You might want to move it away from the window. The paint has faded in the sun.”

Shyama’s stomach clenched. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, yes. Just look.”

Lalita stepped to the side and pushed back the tendrils of some ivy so that Shyama had a good view of the figurine. It was a bird, carved from ash wood that could sit in the palm of your hand. In Loshadnarod, especially in recent years, they were often carved even smaller and hung from a cord around the neck. Shyama had been given hers many years ago by a Loshadnarodski student in this very room. Only, when it had been gifted, it had been brightly colored, and not merely by paint. The student had imbued both the carving and the painting with magy. It was made as an exercise in enhancement spells, and the student had done very well. The spells were focused and properly applied. Since simply maintaining the fantastical colors required no additional magy, the colors should have never faded. Only one thing could have caused the little bird’s rainbow plumage to fade to gray.

“Ma’am? Are you alright? You’ve gone as pale as the Ptitska.”

Shyama took a deep breath. And then another. She cleared her throat. “Lalita.” She paused to clear her throat again. “Sit back down for a minute. There’s something about the nature of hillichmagy I need to explain.”

***

[image: ]


“I KNOW SOME HILLICHMAGNAR’S will simply use the word ‘mear’—which means ‘more’ in Old Trahernian, of course—and they will achieve reasonable results,” Shyama explained. “But can you think of better words?”

Daryna frowned at the tiny pile of hot coals Shyama had placed in a cast iron skillet on the coffee table next to a faded flower that sat beside a tarnished teapot. All these objects could be improved by magy, but which spell might be best to use was not necessarily obvious. Working through the question was something Shyama had been saving for Daryna’s final year at Atherton. It took a maturity of mind, as well as a knowledge of magy. But as the pretty girl frowned, a crease appearing between her cold, blue eyes, Shyama wondered if she should have saved it for a few years later. After all, hillichmagnars, like their normal human classmates, might leave Atherton at 17, but their training continued an additional eighty years or so. This was the great benefit of living 2000 years and having extraordinary powers to manipulate the world around you with a thought.

“Can I have the weekend to think about it?” Daryna asked. Normally, she would either guess if she did not know an answer, or simply say she did not know. Not that she was a bad student, but asking for the weekend to contemplate an answer was a new level of studiousness. Shyama agreed.

Monday morning came around, and Daryna came bounding into Shyama’s parlor. The school had been snowed in all weekend, although Shyama had heard that Daryna had used magy to quite literally blaze a trail between the girls’ dormitory where she lived and Curtis Hall, the closest Upper School boys’ dormitory. Since the students were still supervised, the girls by their governesses and the boys by the housemaster, everyone had decided Daryna’s little adventure was just a bit of fun. Honestly, Shyama was rather pleased with her student’s ingenuity in using repeating ignition spells.

Shyama had used her own spells to clear a path to her door for her student, as well as to start the fire they both needed to take the chill off. While Daryna shed her damp cloak and boots, they discussed the weekend and ignition spells, as well as Marcy Ellis’s growing crush on Tom Ackerman that had been inflamed by his digging her out of a snowdrift.

“I thought about just using a levitation spell to get her out,” Daryna explained. “But I thought it would be more fun to encourage true love.”

Shyama chuckled. “Very wise. Also, I’ve heard her governess mention that Marcy’s father has been in the south, visiting prominent families on behalf of the king, and he and Lord Ackerman got on especially well.”

“I hope they invite me to the wedding, then,” Daryna said with an open laugh. “But don’t think I was just playing matchmaker over the weekend. I also made this.”

Daryna was kneeling in front of the fireplace, digging through her bag. Most young ladies at Atherton studied in their rooms with their governesses, making occasional trips to the library. When carrying books from one place to another was required, they typically secured them with adjustable book bands and then handed them to a porter to carry. Daryna, though, was neither rich nor noble, and the idea of asking a porter to carry her books down to Shyama’s cottage surely never crossed her mind. Instead, she used the same, sturdy horsehide bag she had brought with her from her home in Loshadnarod. It had probably been made by her mother from one of the family’s horses after it dropped dead from a life of hard work. Daryna never showed any embarrassment for her humble background, which Shyama found extremely admirable.
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