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I invite you to explore this collection of short tales set in rich and diverse worlds. These stories will weave their way into your consciousness, offering an escape during those brief moments when you can relax with a cup of tea and immerse yourself in another place.

Priss Starwillow & the Wolf and The Last of the Glenning Crows are the first installments in the prequel story of two beloved characters from my paranormal romance series, The Starlight Chronicles. Explore my novels for more about Sam and Priss.

Taking breaks between novels to write these stories for fun and various competitions has been a joy and a welcome opportunity for growth as a writer. Thank you for sharing them with me. ~ Darci
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Priss Starwillow & the Wolf
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The fae realms are at odds with the witch covens. Yet, in the Tsuga Kingdom, no actual clashes have occurred because the Nightshade Sisters have sequestered themselves in a dark forest, claiming it as their covenstead.

Then, the witches abduct an innocent victim treasured by all, prompting King Trevan Starwillow to seek help from a rogue wolf shifter from Montana, rumored to have special knowledge of the covens and an unmatched reputation as a mercenary. The king’s daughter suspects there’s another reason Fate brought the shadowy, emerald-eyed warrior to her land.
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BUNCHBERRY BOMBS.

The black wolf paused as a fat bunchberry splattered his muzzle with its sticky pulp. Another one dropped onto his ear with beautiful precision. His fur was more purple than black at this point in his journey, and his ambusher showed no sign of leaving to go after other victims.

Unfazed, the wolf licked at the juice and continued on his way, padding soundlessly over the grassy floor of Cedarbirch Forest.

His shadows could hide him from even the keen eyes of the mischievous fairy princess, but where would the fun be in that? Given a choice, he would dodge her fruit bombs forever if it meant savoring the high, sweet notes of her laughter as she flitted from tree to tree.

Another shower of brilliant green fairy dust drifted through the dappled morning light, signaling another attack. The berry struck his chest. His smile widened as he listened to her softly fluttering wings. The sound comforted him, making the messy trek through the forest worthwhile despite the indignity. He would ignore—for now—the mystery of why the colorful imp’s attention pleased him.

Water shimmered through the trees, drawing him back to his task. The Yew River would free him from the goo, carry him swiftly to his destination, and sadly, leave his charming attacker behind. It wouldn’t do for his tiny huntress to interfere with his mission.

Wrapping his shadows around himself, the wolf crept through the vegetation until he reached the river’s edge. He dove in without a sound, the swift current carrying him along, agitating the pulp from his fur and sending purple clouds downstream. As he suspected, the sight left him feeling bereft.

Reaching a bend he sensed was near his destination, he pushed off from the riverbed and shimmied up the embankment again, gathering his shadows like a cloak. Only the faintest sounds of nature greeted him as he pressed himself to the earth to read it and assess his surroundings.

Confident he was alone, he all but became invisible in the inky blackness of another forest—this one rife with worse dangers than an impish fairy because it was occupied by an old enemy.
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A SISTER’S WOE.

Fern sobbed on our father’s knee while he stroked her golden braids, staring through the towering window at the lake. My sister was unaware of his struggle to control his anger, but his dark mood was clear from where I stood.

The lightness in my heart from playing with the handsome wolf sank like a stone.

“What is wrong, little sunflower?”

Two beloved heads swiveled towards me.

“Priss!” Fern leaped up from Father’s lap and flew into my arms. “Ebun was caught in the witches’ snare as he gathered mushrooms.”

Ebun, a woodland gnome and Fern’s match as an empath, was her best friend, constant companion, and fellow apprentice healer. He was also one of the gentlest souls across the three kingdoms. This was indeed bad news.

“I am sorry, dearest,” I soothed, cradling my sister under my chin. “Ebun understood the order not to forage near the coven. What was he thinking? How do you know they have him?”

Fern looked back at our father before turning to me, her luminous eyes as golden as her hair, pleading with me. She sniffled, even as she stuck out her chin. “Our exams are coming up. We needed Lion’s Mane Mushrooms, and he was confident he could stay hidden while he collected our quota. You know as well as I do his skill at vanishing into nature. I can’t imagine what kind of snare could trap a gnome.”

I had come to the throne room to see my father, King Trevan Starwillow, about his contract with the shifter, whom I had delighted in impeding with my sticky missiles. Father hadn’t shared much beyond the wolf’s scheduled arrival.

Letting the stunning creature know I had something to say about his intrusion into my realm had been great fun, no matter that he continued his course, ignoring the mess I made of his shiny black coat—the gleam in his emerald eyes the only reward for my efforts. I sighed, pushing the encounter aside and focusing on the crisis at hand.

The coven that took our small friend was sequestered in the Faint Woods. The mysterious witches posed the greatest threat to our realm in two centuries, and theirs was just one of many such clandestine invasions across the Fae kingdoms.

The conflict began after another coven brazenly kidnapped an elf prince for his body parts, but the plan failed when a young witch, destined to lead, decided she would rather leave the handsome prince intact, choosing him and his kingdom over her coven.

Though the fairy folk of the Tsuga realm were peaceful farmers, scholars, and artisans, we were capable of warfare. We tolerated the interlopers because, along with our King, we sought to maintain peace. We had so far achieved this because the witches avoided testing my father outright, satisfied to stay within the confines of the Faint Woods... until today.

Nevertheless, my wise father, anticipating the escalation, tried something new: hiring an outside contractor—a shifter spy from the human world. How he discovered Samuel Harrison remains a mystery.

Pacing with long strides in front of his throne, the king finally spoke. “The coven sent their demand for a ransom by way of Old Murdock.”

He named a very old crow that had lived in our realm even before my father’s time. Old Murdock had inexplicably sided with the witches and seemed to delight in sending us taunting threats in notes tucked into his beak—the coven reminding us they were here and preparing for who knew what. This was by far their most threatening message.

My father, ruffling his impressive silver-edged white wings, looked pointedly at Fern. “At least the coven revealed their dangerously thorough understanding of our household.”

His youngest child was what humans would call his Achilles' heel. Fern was the last of his eight offspring born before our mother was lost to us in a tragic accident. Fern’s golden form and gentle nature bore a striking resemblance to our beloved queen.

My other siblings had long since flown the kingdom to pursue their destinies. Fern and I were all the king had left.

“It is always encouraging when you spin their affronts to our advantage, Father. What do they want?”

He ceased pacing and turned to face me, his regal presence enhanced by flowing white hair, black and jade robes, and a silver crown as splendid as his wings. He avoided answering my question. “The witches took advantage of an opportunity. We will wait to consult Samuel Harrison after his investigation.”

I started to protest. Waiting was a bad idea, but I held back my words because my sister was already upset enough. Fern would never be the same if something happened to Ebun. It was hard to imagine anyone harming such an innocent being, but the witches were unpredictable. We had to rescue him before he came to harm.

My father read my thoughts. “We must proceed cautiously, Priss. That’s why I brought the mercenary here. I need his unique skills as both a spy and a commander who understands the enemy.”

What did that mean?

“Promise me you'll work with him. I know he’s a novelty and fascinates you, but this situation has become serious.”

“I will do my part as always, Father.” I cocked my head. “You put great store in this rogue. What is his story?”

“If I knew that, he wouldn’t be good at his job, and trust me, he’s good at what he does. Let’s have tea while we wait. Your sister could use some.” When I stared at him, he offered more. “All I know for certain is that the man is from a place called Montana, and there is more to him than shifter blood.”

I wasn’t surprised to hear that. I’d sensed it the moment I laid eyes on him.

The king took Fern under his arm, and we made our way across the vast room with its brown marble floors and two-story windows overlooking the sweeping views of his kingdom. A loud squawk interrupted our progress.

Old Murdock flew inside, boldly landing on the king’s throne.

The giant black bird with the white of age speckling his head clamped something bloody in his beak.

###
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THE COVENSTEAD.

None of the bustling inhabitants noticed the shadowy mass moving among them because the interior of the Faint Woods was as dark as Sam in his wolf form. Its only illumination was a few stolen fairy lights and the scant sunlight slipping through the canopy.

Six women of varying ages gathered around a cauldron, one stirring while the others watched as if waiting for something to happen. More were busy sorting, bottling, and labeling a shimmering blue liquid that looked like the mixture in the pot. Two stood as sentries at either end of the covenstead, yet their eyes overlooked the wolf surveying the clearing from within his cloak of darkness.

No structures existed in the dense forest. The industry was conducted out in the open, with furniture crafted from the natural surroundings. Giant Reishi mushrooms served as tables, and stones were stacked against trees to support woven grass shelves that held what appeared to be orchid-like flowers at various stages of processing. The same white flowers grew in bunches in the shadows of the trees.

More Reishi mushrooms fanned out to form stairs that wound up the more ancient yews, where hammocks were strung among the heavy branches. Natural niches held books and other personal items.

The largest tree had a trunk so thick that a door could fit at its base. If one existed, it was invisible. Sam headed in that direction, believing it to be the coven’s headquarters.

As he approached, another of the oldest yews caught his eye. He scented blood inside and deviated from his original goal to investigate.

Inside a hollow as tall as a man, a gnome was sleeping on a bed of leaves. He was not alone. Rabbits, hedgehogs, squirrels, and even a doe with her fawn surrounded the small being as if shielding him. The woodland creatures stiffened as the wolf approached, so he released his shadowy magic as a calling card, letting it wrap around each furry body. Their worried faces lit up with hope.

He paused at the gate blocking his way and looked through for a closer view. The gnome appeared young, based on his smooth, unwrinkled face—probably in his fifties. Brown hair stuck out from a blue cap, and his nose was roughly the size of a button.

When the wolf’s eyes landed on what should have been a pointed, shell-shaped ear, he became furious. The tip was missing. Blood pooled around the gnome’s neck and dripped over his face. Why would they take his ear?

Twigs snapping caused him to pull his shadows closer and slip behind the tree to watch and listen. Two women appeared at the gate where he’d been standing.

“We must wrap his ear immediately, Giselle,” the taller one said. “The King won’t be open to negotiations if he discovers his daughter’s best friend is damaged beyond repair.”

“That’s what we’re here for, Naomi. I’ve brought my kit. Look how peacefully he slumbers. Should we wake him?” This one’s cruel face belied her sympathetic words, which she followed with a vicious kick. She glared at each animal, her scowl warning them to move away, but they refused to leave their friend.

The gnome moaned, his eyes fluttering open as he tried to sit up. He covered his ear with his hand, staring wide-eyed at the unfriendly faces.

“Stand, gnomeling,” The one called Gizelle demanded.

He complied with dignity, his chin jutting out as she roughly hoisted him up to clean and dress his ear while Naomi shooed the animals to the back of the hollow, right where the wolf crouched in his shadows. He was impressed that they didn’t give him away.

The gnome bore the pain stoically, then braved a question. “What reason do you have for taking the top of my ear?”

Giselle’s mouth twisted in scorn. “Princess Fern is probably fainting at the sight of your bloody appendage right now.”

“I see,” the gnome replied, his gentle face turning stormy. “What is it you’re demanding in exchange?”

“That is for Raine to discuss with the King. What is your name, little mushroom?”

“I am Ebun.”

“Well, Ebun, here is a flask of water and a barley cake. Make it last.”

Naomi moved to the back gate, close enough to catch the wolf’s scent, but she showed no sign of detecting him. She pulled a pouch from her flowing skirts and sprinkled the powder she took from it over the gate. She repeated the process at the front gate before she and Giselle disappeared down the path.

Vines sprouted from the saplings that formed the gate posts, winding upward and twisting together to trap the prisoner and his friends inside the hollow. The wolf jumped through before the spreading vines finished their work.

###
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YOU’RE NOT HERE TO Eat Me?

Ebun sank heavily onto the bed of leaves, the animals nestling close once more, their noses pressing against his neck to offer comfort.

“I messed up good, my friends,” he said mournfully. “I see no way to fix it. If I remove myself from the equation, Fern will be devastated. I can’t do that to her. Yet, how can I be the means to force the King’s hand?” He propped his elbows on his crossed legs, his chin in his hands, and sighed.

Shadows suddenly formed, twisting through the hollow and rolling beneath him. Ebun froze, searching for the source. His eyebrows shot up, vanishing into his cap as the inky clouds parted to reveal a black wolf lying on its stomach, its muzzle resting on its paws.

Mesmerizing emerald eyes gazed into Ebun’s brown ones.

His friends were surprisingly unafraid of the predator that, in mere seconds, could transform them into bloody scraps for leisurely snacking. Instead, they seemed eager. So, Ebun relaxed and tilted his head expectantly.

The wolf stood tall, dominating the entire assembly and filling the hollow with his powerful presence. Energy crackled like lightning, shooting out in arcs, bouncing off the walls, and swirling around the great beast. When it calmed, a man stood in place of the wolf.

The man crouched in front of Ebun, smiling at him and his friends in turn. Then, he spoke in a quiet voice full of assurance. “You won’t have to make such decisions today, little woodling. I’m Sam. How would you like to ride a wolf to the castle and make a grand entrance for your friend?”

###
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A REMORSELESS CROW.

“What is that in his beak?” Fern cried, her breath seemingly leaving her lungs with the question we all dreaded to have answered.

Father squeezed his eyes shut, his jaw muscles bunching. My heart felt heavy. That couldn’t be what it looked like. Father and I quickly pulled ourselves together and glared at Old Murdock. The big crow cast a wicked eye at us as he tauntingly dangled the bloody tip of an ear.

I was reminded of our long history. The cranky bird had the annoying habit of dive-bombing me when I flew up the north side of Mount Farr in the spring to gather snowdrop blooms for my potions. His fiercest attacks happened when I got too close to Macon Crag, his timing perfect as he flapped his noisy black wings at my face while I teetered over a precipice, trying to reach the choicest of my elusive quarry. It was clear that he wouldn’t mind if I fell to my death, even though he knew that was unlikely for a fairy.

Father handed Fern to me, and I held her close because her knees were buckling and her golden wings drooped alarmingly.

Our normally benevolent fairy king was a sight to behold in his fury, his wings spreading imposingly as they lifted him above his throne. His rarely raised voice thundered, “If that’s what I think it is, Old Murdock, you’ve pushed me too far. You will suffer along with the perpetrators.”

The crow dropped the piece of flesh, gave me a menacing glare, squawked, and flew off. Fern started crying.

Father grimaced, then gave me a determined look before scooping up the ear and using his magic to seal it in a protective bubble.

It wasn’t long after I settled my distressed sister in the library with her herbal books and cinnamon tea so I could talk more with Father about his plans when a commotion broke out in the lower part of the castle.

Fern burst through the library door, shrieking, “A shadow is winding its way up the stairs!”

Just as I noticed the knowing smile Father wore, the dark mass arrived, and a growl echoed through the chamber, rumbling along the marble floor. The shadows receded, revealing my berry bomb victim in all his glory, emerald eyes gleaming. How can a wolf be that large or boast such a stunning shade of black?

My heart soared because, clinging to the wolf’s back, small hands gripping the thick ruff of his neck, was a grinning Ebun.

“Fern! Fern! I am here!” cried my sister’s dearest friend.

Fern, instantly revived, rushed to embrace Ebun, pulling him off the wolf’s back and falling with him to the floor, where they clung together, laughing.

I locked eyes with the fierce emerald beauties, glowing with mysterious magic, and nodded in gratitude.
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VERTICAL MINGLING.
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