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  Dear Reader

Origins and Content Considerations


Welcome to THE MISTLETOE MAIDEN, a short story in the Bound by Ravens Novel world. 

This was originally written as a short serial for my newsletter. While I'm focusing on wrapping up my next work-in-progress, I do have other short story serials planned for my newsletter subscribers. And like THE MISTLETOE MAIDEN, it will come with a writing challenge: short, punchy chapters capped at 1000-1100 each. 

This tale takes place twenty-five years before BOUND BY RAVENS, the first published book in the main series, and follows the parents of Farris Leith, the final MMC in the Bound by Ravens Novel series before the spinoff. If you're not familiar with Farris Leith yet, he's a secondary character in THE HEARTBREAK SHOW. 

CONTENT CONSIDERATIONS
	parental abuse and neglect of a child

	colonial themes of genocide and ethnic cleansing 

	mentions of blood and care of a wound

	mildly described, off page mention of a forced kiss




While I keep these descriptions mild-medium and mostly off-page, there is nothing mild or off-page about this reality for many. Please put your mental health first. 

After the story, enjoy the history of several Victorian historical and folklore inclusions in this story as well as a delicious recipe.

All right, I'll let you get to it. Oh and one last thing:

May faerie bargains be ever in your favor . . . 


— Jesikah Sundin 







  
  PRONUNCIATIONS



Ferne Barclay — (fern / bark-lee) 
English (first name) / Scottish (surname): "Fern of the Birch Meadow"


Darroch Garrán — (dahr-rokh / Gahr-RAWN)
Scottish (first name) / Irish (surname): "Oak Tree Grove"

The "roch" in Darroch ends in a slight throaty sound common in Irish and Scottish, same as the word "loch"

The Irish name equivalent of Darroch is Darragh (Dahr-rah). A tree spirit secondary character in my upcoming novel, LAST GREENWOOD WILDS, is named Darragh and why I went with the Scottish variant in CALEDONA. To tree spirits, Dair, Darroch, Darragh is like John to us. A common name.










  
  EPISODE ONE

Ferne Barclay


A light drizzle collected on the loose, unbound strands of my hair. I pulled my threadbare shawl tighter around my shoulders. The knit wool was just as damp, though. Normally I relished the gray, dreary weather while wandering Caledona Wood. But I wasn't sure when I would have heat before sunset. Mam forbade me to return home unless I collected a basketful of edible mushrooms. 
Second born of seven I might be, but I was favored as much as a mop and soapy bucket. Perhaps, less so. Mops served a purpose. Me? I was marked at birth with a strange discoloration on part of my cheek and jaw. A stain on my life my parents could neither clean up nor make another’s problem. Defective girls didn’t marry, after all. 
Or those touched by the faeries as bad luck.
The tips of my fingers and nose burned with cold. 
Pinprick droplets rolled down my face. I wiped away the rain with a damp corner of my shawl. 
Just as I despaired of finding a single mushroom, I spotted a small colony of brown caps growing in the shadows of an old, gnarled oak tree. I angled through the low brambles, careful not to snag my skirt and stockings. Placing my basket atop a log, I crouched, pinched a larger brown cap, and brought the stem to my nose. The spicy, earthy scent was one of my favorites. I collected a few more, leaving several to spore, and neatly lined the floor of my basket.
Perhaps I might return to a warm fire before sunset after all. 
Encouraged, I hummed a light tune and rose to my feet on a stretch.
Mistletoe hung from the oak’s mossy branches just above me. Evergreen even in winter, even in the heat of summer. A part of me felt akin to this wee plant’s resilience. Warmed by the thought, I stood on my tiptoes and pulled free a small sprig. “Oh, now where does thou hide,” I sang to myself, “I’m lonely without thee, my own dear bride. Oh, the mistletoe bough . . .” I twirled the stem of dainty leaves and white berries in my fingers. “Oh, the mistletoe bough,” I sang again while tucking the sprig into my corset. 
My nan once shared that enemies who met beneath the mistletoe would call a truce for the day. But friends? They would be blessed with good luck. It might be nothing more than a faerie tale, but I liked to think it was true. 
Grabbing my mushroom basket, I hooked an arm around the oak’s lichen-dotted trunk and, while singing once more, wistfully swung back toward the path—and locked onto a pair of green eyes.
I jumped back, clapping a hand over my mouth.
A tree spirit.
A male tree spirit propped up between the roots of the oak.
Those Otherworldly emerald eyes fixed on me with an intensity that shivered across my already chilled skin. Muscles down his body stiffened. Long fingers clawed into the dirt, not quite like he was bracing for an attack, though. But more like . . . a grimace of pain. 
Why was a wild fae so close to the village? And alone? 
“Are you hurt?” I dared to step closer.
He pressed his body closer to the oak with a sharp intake of breath, fear flickering in his eyes for the briefest moment. 
My brows pushed together. Was he afraid of me? A mere mortal girl? 
Or did he fear I might report him?
I quickly surveyed his body for an injury, trying desperately not to blush. He wore only a strange, skirted wrap around his waist. Raindrops rolled down the bare skin of his chest, arms, down the fingers covering the side angled away from me . . . fingers covered in blood. 
Oh.
Oh the poor creature.
Was he shot? 
I peered around the wood. How close were the military? The village had whispered of another raid in The Wilds recently.
He must be so terrified.
Slowly, to not alarm him, I rested my basket onto the ground and approached. His shallow breaths quickened. A strange mix of panic and resignation in his rounding eyes gave me pause, but only for a moment. Remembering the mistletoe, I gently plucked it from my bodice.
“I will help you,” I offered, knowing he couldn’t understand me. I pointed to my side and then his. 
While lowering beside him, I presented the mistletoe and he blinked. Perhaps the faerie tales were wrong and the story of mistletoe was a mortal invention. Still, I couldn’t help the small smile lighting across my lips when he tentatively reached for my gift. 
He was . . . stars, he was so beautiful. All fae were. This close, though, I could make out the faint freckles across his skin, the mesmerizing verdant hue of his eyes, the darkest shades of the forest coloring his tied back, rain-soaked hair. 
It was hard to tell age with the fae, but he appeared close to my own.
“Ferne.” I touched my chest, then pointed to him.
Those woodland eyes of his glided across my face and settled on the birthmark marring my complexion. Familiar shame crept up my neck but I refused to look away. Lifting my chin a notch, I hoped he understood my message. I wasn’t damaged goods. Or marked by his kind as an omen of bad luck.
“Ferne,” I repeated, touching my chest once more.
A pained smile ghosted his lips. “Darroch.” 
“Darroch,” I whispered to myself, taken with the feel of his name on my lips. It was such a lovely name. Gesturing to my side, as before, I said, “I will help you, Darroch.”
But first I needed supplies.
I wasn’t allowed home yet, not without consequences. But I knew where I could go for medicine and bandages. Pushing to my feet, I grabbed my basket, followed by a “stay put” motion with my hands. After one last pleading look to not leave, I dashed down the trail toward the old cabin by the river bend.



NOTE:
Don't miss the real history of "The Mistletoe Bough" at the end of this short story.






  
  EPISODE TWO

Ferne Barclay


On the edge of the riverbend, where the shadows of the forest held a remnant breath of winter in spring and the decay of autumn in summer, sat the rotting remains of an old cottage. The last time I had ventured here, the blind crone had accepted a fortnight of my slumbering dreams for medicine to save my wee sister. 
Offerings by nearby villages skirted around a smattering of large rocks. Milk gleamed bright in hallowed stones. Heels of fresh bread and a portion of newly churned butter were left in a communal basket. Tiny jars of honey also dotted the soil around the rock.
Hunger pinched my stomach at the sight, but I didn’t dare touch a single offering. 
The cottage was decorated with those who hadn’t respected the old ways, deliberately or unknowingly. As more settlers arrived from the east, peaceful relations with our Good Neighbors waned and long held traditions abandoned. Those born and raised along The Wilds had traces of fae magic etched into their bones, I was convinced.
I crept up to the front door, my heart pounding in my chest, in my ears.
Fear trembled down my body. But I promised to help Darroch. He didn’t deserve the cruelty of my kind. He belonged to the Greenwood. We did not. Closing my eyes, I pushed out a shaky breath, then squared my shoulders.
“Mistress,” I called out, “I wish to bargain.”
“Enter, pet.”
A shiver crawled along my skin at the unnatural death rattle in her raspy voice.
The hinges creaked as I slowly opened the door. Stars, I knew what dwelled in her cottage. I had seen the ornaments before, but it was no less disturbing this time as well.
Taxidermized skunks in fashions from both the past and present crowded the floors, hung from the ceiling, and precariously perched on shelves. All had human or elven hair of various lengths and styles too.
Gripping the mushroom basket tight to my chest, I forced my feet to move forward. 
The crone sat in a chair before her hearth, petting one such skunk in her lap.
“Sit, pet.”
I shut the door behind me and tiptoed toward the empty chair, careful not to knock over a single spelled person. The shelves around me were lined with peculiar items and, in glass jars, even more peculiar ingredients. Jewelry sparkled from bowls or dangled from small drawers. I slowed by the nook table and swallowed. The remains of bread and butter topped with honey crowded around half-empty stones of milk.
Moons above, I was hungry. 
And cold. I wasn’t sure if I were shivering from the rain-soaked chill or from fear.
I lowered into the empty chair, setting the basket beside me, and nearly moaned at the burning heat on my skin.
The old witch continued to stroke a blonde-haired skunk while staring, unseeing, into the fire. Patches of long, white brittled hair tumbled around the wrinkled points of her ears and
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