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Greetings, and welcome to a new short story collection, featuring characters from our latest novel in the Reign of the Eagle series, Old Habits Die Hard. 

These stories are about hopes and dreams and wishes. They’re about characters realizing they’ve wanted the wrong things all along. They’re about characters getting their fondest dream and finding it’s not what they expected. They’re about wishes that can never be fulfilled. They’re about people who achieve their deepest desires, without understanding that it’s all slipping away from them. 

If you haven’t read Old Habits Die Hard yet, don’t worry. You don’t need to have read the book to understand what’s going on in these stories. Old Habits Die Hard is the fifth novel in our Reign of the Eagle series, but you don’t need to have read the previous four books, either. 

If you enjoy these stories, though, you will almost certainly enjoy the series in general, and Old Habits Die Hard in particular, as it follows the adventures of these same people. We’ve got Morwyn Byrne, beautiful and intelligent daughter of a proud noblewoman, who discovers a higher calling. There’s Molly Coburn, running out of money and ready to do anything to change her fortune. There’s Timothy Woolrich, a promising young man who doesn’t yet understand how far down the social ladder he is. And there’s Penny Ostensen, who only wants to find a school to match her intellect, but instead gets a front row seat to her parents’ collapsing marriage. 

These stories were originally emailed to our newsletter subscribers (if you’re not a subscriber yet, you really should be), before being posted on our website (which you should also check out). But we’re not simply recycling old material. As always, we’ve got bonus material, available here for the first time ever. First, we’ve got a story about Lawrence Swithin, Earl of Hyrne, and how he managed to start a relationship with Duchess Flora Byrne, one of the wealthiest and most beautiful women in Myrcia. She’s out of his league, and he’s the most hapless general in the country, but she’s got plans and schemes, and he never sees it coming. (Flora happens to be Morwyn’s mother, by the way.) 

Our other bonus for this volume is a map of Keneshire, the proud and ancient region of Myrcia ruled by Duchess Flora. It’s the primary setting of Old Habits Die Hard, so we thought our readers might like to see where things take place. 

As always, we really appreciate all our readers. And if you don’t mind, please take a minute to leave a review of our books somewhere online. 

J.S. Mawdsley, August 2023 

PS We also have the first part of the next book in the Reign of the Eagle series, A Troubled Peace. Get a preview now, and the full book this October! 
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October, 346 M.E. 

After nearly four and a half years at Atherton, there were very few awards that Morwen Byrne hadn’t won. Plaques and badges, ribbons and commemorative scrolls covered an entire wall of her room at Queen Freyda Hall. If there had been a contest for winning the most contests, she would have won it easily. 

In the gray, stormy days of mid-October, as the rest of the school looked forward to the grand Finstertide feast and ball, Morwen was polishing up her oration in Classical Immani. Only two other girls had entered, and they were only taking part because their governesses had made them do it. Morwen had put her name down the minute the sign-up sheet appeared in the common room, and no one had to twist her arm at all. 

Her speech, entitled “Quo Vadit Athertona,” was full of sweeping plans for the reform of the school, none of which her governess, Miss Pole, thought would ever be adopted. But it was a very pretty speech, with lots of alliteration and clever metaphors, and she had practiced bold, sweeping gestures to grab the audience’s attention. 

She was hardly surprised when she won, but she had won enough prizes to know that the winner had to act as if she were caught unaware by the honor. When she collected the little brass plaque with her name, she made sure to smile shyly and duck her head and look amazed. 

A boy came up to the stage, as well—Stanley Irvine. He had won the prize for the best oration by a boy. There had been a lot more boys competing, but Morwen still fancied her speech had been the best. When he looked at her past the headmaster, she smiled and looked right back at him. She hoped that he understood the unspoken message: “I am just as good as you, if not better. I have a plaque just like yours. Res Ipsa Loquitur, indeed.” 

That had been the title of his speech: “Res Ipsa Loquitur.” The idea was to answer the question, what if the buildings of Atherton could speak? A little too precious for Morwen’s taste, but his use of language had been lovely. Except for those two little mistakes with the subjunctive mood, but really, who was counting? 

After some bored applause by the student body, the headmaster dismissed everyone. Morwen turned to look for Miss Pole, only to find Stanley Irvine at her side. 

“I liked your speech,” he said. 

“I liked yours, as well,” she replied. She came very close to mentioning the subjunctive mood, but she restrained herself. 

“I think I saw you at the game last Saturday.” Stanley played forward for Curtis Hall and had scored the winning try. 

“I was there, yes.” She smiled. “I saw you at the choral concert on Sunday evening.” 

“I thought your solo was lovely.” 

“I think that’s very kind of you to say.” Morwen made a little curtsy. “If you’ll excuse me....” 

“Wait a moment. Would you like to go to the C&G for a drink after supper tonight?” 

“A drink?” She dipped her head and bit her lip and tried to look as if his question were as unexpected as her prize in Classical Immani Oration. “Oh, that would be lovely, yes.” 

She curtsied again; he bowed. Then she went back to her room and lay in her bed for an hour, daydreaming about Stanley while she was supposed to be working on her mathematics homework. The brass plaque she had just won lay on her desk, entirely forgotten. 

Stanley had started at Atherton that fall, even though he was the same age as her. He had been at the Brancaster School in Severn before this. But according to rumors she had heard, some wealthy relative had died and left Stanley’s family a lot of money. So now, rather than being a clerk in some shipping office, Stanley was preparing to go into the church. 

Morwen thought the change suited him. He was too pretty for poverty. Very, very pretty. 

She giggled and squeezed a pillow tightly to her chest. Would Stanley be her grand schoolgirl crush? Would he be her first real affair? She could certainly imagine getting him to kiss her. But could there be more? She knew of a few girls had gone further than kissing with boys. Could she bring herself to do the same, if he wanted to do it? 

For a few minutes, she imagined her reaction to the proposition. She would be surprised, certainly. A good girl didn’t anticipate that sort of thing. Surprised, perhaps even a little alarmed. But also maybe a little intrigued. “But...but Mr. Irvine, I...I never knew you felt that way about me. This is all so...sudden.” 

A knock came at her bedroom door. It was Miss Pole, wearing a practical tweed walking dress and carrying an easel under her arm. “Morwen, dear, it is time for your art lesson.” 

“Oh, right.” Morwen rolled out of bed and went to her wardrobe, where she quickly found herself an outfit very similar to Miss Pole’s. It had a lot of little pockets and leather patches to reinforce the elbows. Morwen thought it made her look very dashing—like she might hike a glacier or something of that sort. 

She was sorry to leave her fantasy of Stanley Irvine, but she had always liked drawing classes. Miss Pole said that only certain very fortunate people had “the gift of artistic discernment.” And she said it in such a way as to imply that she and Morwen were counted among that blessed few. 

As they left Queen Freyda Hall and headed into town through the Scholars’ Gate, Morwen watched the street life around them, appreciating the colors and the sharp contrast of form and shadow in the slanting autumn sunlight. Everyone could see those things, of course. But ordinary people didn’t appreciate them the way artists did. Every student at Atherton knew the façade of the Crown and Gown tavern, but only those with “artistic discernment” could see the way the darkened windows and grimy old sign formed an ironic contrast with the cheerful groups of students who lingered drunkenly around the doorstep. 

Morwen asked Miss Pole if she could draw the C&G, but Miss Pole shook her head. “Perhaps a different day. Traffic is too heavy here on the High Street just now. I was thinking we might go down to the cathedral churchyard. There are some fine architectural views there, and many of the tombs have lovely carvings in a wide variety of styles. There are even a few that are noted in local guidebooks.” 

When they reached the cathedral, half a mile farther down the High Street, Miss Pole went in to speak with the Dean, who was a friend of hers, while Morwen set out the easel and her box of paints and pencils beside the white gravel path. She could already see quite a few interesting possibilities, like the row of mossy buttresses along the nave, or a big oak tree, nearly naked of leaves now, surrounded by graves. And then again, as Miss Pole had indicated, there were some very impressive funerary monuments with huge sculptures. 

Where to begin? Morwen took a pencil and a little notebook out of her bag and set off between the rows of tombstones, looking for artistically interesting views. She had been in the churchyard several times before, so she knew there was a small bench along the eastern boundary wall, and she decided, on a sudden whim of her artistic mind, that she would like to sit there among the quiet graves and contemplate the view for a few minutes, soaking in the atmosphere, before she started drawing. 

As she walked between the monuments, she glanced casually from side to side, reading names and dates. A few of the names she recognized as belonging to prominent local families, like the Shepherds and the Wulfricks and the Athelings. 

To her left, the figure of a weeping woman on top of a little column caught her attention, and she pondered whether to do a quick sketch of it or not. She took a few absentminded steps forward and her foot landed on something smooth and hard. Embarrassed at her carelessness, she quickly stepped back from the grave marker. It was a rectangle of plain white marble, though dirt had settled in the inscription, making it clearly legible without crouching down. In large block letters, it said:

Morwen Burns

Morwen gasped and took another step back, then another, and another, until she was back on the path. It was her name. Or at least the same first name. And a last name that was suspiciously close to “Byrne.” 

She turned and looked around, wondering if someone had placed this here as a joke. But there was no one around. She
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