
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  Disclaimer 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotations in critical articles and reviews and as permitted by U.S. copyright law. 
Copyright © 2025 by Aurora Springer
All rights reserved.
Beyond Oakenwald comprises Books 3 and 4 in the Oakenwald Chronicles.
Book 1: Princess Shuka and the Pirate King
Copyright © 2024 by Aurora Springer 
Book 2: Primrose Pringle and the Warrior Elf
Copyright © 2025 by Aurora Springer










Acknowledgement
This illustrated edition of Beyond Oakenwald was produced for a Kickstarter campaign. I am grateful to everyone who supported my project. 
[image: image-placeholder]

BEYOND OAKENWALD 
Princess Shuka and the Pirate King, Book 3 in the Oakenwald Chronicles.
An elf princess in exile. A pirate with a promise. A war that will unite or destroy them.
Princess Shuka, a proud and pampered elf, is stranded in the treacherous Marshes of Mu after a dragon attacks. She is rescued by the jaunty pirate, Captain Rolf Fox. 
Rolf vows to restore Shuka to her father, but the challenges escalate when he learns Shuka’s father has already left her for dead. An enemy fleet threatens the Marshlands, and Rolf must organize the defense. With war on the horizon, he is torn between his duty to his people and his promise to Shuka.  
Shuka must swallow her pride and join forces with the pirate and the barbaric Marshmen to defeat the enemy invaders. Will they triumph over a relentless enemy or be torn apart?
 
Primrose Pringle and the Warrior Elf, Book 4 in the Oakenwald Chronicles. 
A cynical mercenary. An elf warrior with a secret. A bond tested in a savage battle.
The brutal invaders’ march toward the Northlands sends battle-hardened mercenary, Prim the Grim, riding to defend the border. On her journey, she intervenes to warn two travelers of a goblin ambush and meets Thorn, an elven warrior. His combat skills, calm authority and sharp wit spark an attraction she had sworn to avoid. She is unaware he is Swordmaster Thorson Brightblade, a legendary hero she has long admired. 
Drawn together by their shared mission to repel the invaders, their perilous trek through the mountains ignites a bond between Prim and Thorn. But dangers multiply when they join the allied armies at the border. Treachery stirs within their own ranks and dragons darken the skies. As the enemy army advances, Prim must choose between her love for Thorn and her duty to a commander she no longer trusts. Will their love be a beacon of hope or a casualty of war? 
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As blue-scaled and deadly as an angry demon, the dreadful dragon swooped down. 
Shuka fled. 
Pulse thudding in terror, she sprinted toward the barrier of tall sedges on the fringe of the marshes. Taller than a man, the bullrushes offered concealment and perhaps safety. 
A gust of wind from the beating wings of the great beast blew a narrow gap in the wall of rushes. 
Her hood slipped off her head, exposing her veiled face, and her cloak billowed out. She clutched the folds of her cloak and dashed into the gap. Brushing aside the tall reeds, she ran along the narrow strip of mud between stretches of swampy water. The back of her neck itched in anticipation of the hot breath of the dragon. 
Shouts and cries sounded from behind. A battle? 
A woman shrieked. 
Was that Musa? 
Shuka’s foot slipped in the mud. 
She clutched at a swaying stalk and regained her balance with an effort. Consigning the fate of her fusspot attendant to a distant part of her mind, she hastened deeper into the perilous Marshes of Mu. She jumped over a small stream of smelly brown water and hopped from one clump of reeds to the next. 
The noises of combat faded as she ran. Instead, the wind rustled the dry sedges on all sides. This gentle susurration did not reassure her. The forest of reeds might conceal her from an enemy on the ground. But that demonic dragon could fly. 
Cringing in fear of an attack from above, she skidded to a halt and glanced up. The gloomy clouds held no winged beast. Or not yet. 
She looked down. Half-sunk in the sticky sludge, her travel boots were soaked and filthy. She plucked her feet out of the mud, one by one, and hurried onward.  
The track veered around a murky pool. 
Weary from her unaccustomed run, Shuka slowed and edged along the mud bank. She eyed the sluggish stream warily. Did evil demons lurk in the depths? 
Water gurgled. 
A hideous creature leaped out of the pool. Half toad and half man with scrawny limbs, the yellow slimy thing seemed the embodiment of evil. 
She screamed. 
A second toad-man hopped onto the muddy bank. 
The hideous creature dove at her and dug its clawed fingers into her leg. 
She fell. 
Pain flared in the side of her head. 
She sank into oblivion.  
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Rolf Fox poled his wooden punt along the water channel that meandered toward the western edge of the Marshes of Mu. 
Poggle, his orange-striped ferret, propped its front paws on the side of the punt and peered into the reeds. The ferret was invaluable for warning of danger. Its sensitive nose and ears would register the scent and sound of any prowlers lurking in the tall grasses. 
For the past week, Rolf had stayed with his Aunt Polly and Uncle Marlin Fisher. Their homestead lay on the northern border of the marshes by the foothills of the Gray Mountains. His usual habit was to visit in this season to help his kin prepare for the stark winter months. 
News of an attack on Ebbasmouth had percolated to the homestead via a trio of travelers rom Bogstown headed for the mountain trail to Lake Rindlemere. Some days earlier, a fleet of dragon ships had invaded the harbor of Ebbasmouth. Enemy soldiers rampaged through the streets, burning houses and killing townsfolk. The travelers described the exodus of townsfolk fleeing the ruthless invaders. With the port town held by the enemy, the travelers feared the lower stretches of the River Ebba were no longer safe from the dragon-prowed ships. 
Aunt Polly had exclaimed in horror, while Uncle Marlin looked grim. They relied on trade with the townsfolk of Ebbasmouth for anything they could not grow in their fields or garner in the marshes and the adjacent forest. 
Many of the Marshmen must also be uneasy about the enemy ships in the harbor and the battle for the town. The entire south coast was vulnerable. The invaders with their dragon ships threatened the lives and livelihood of Rolf’s people. The fishermen could not sail in safety, nor could he and his crew ply their less orthodox trade of assailing defenseless merchants ships. 
Aware of the danger, Rolf abandoned his plan for a month-long visit with his kin and resolved to rejoin his crew in the coastal marshes. In the morning, he decided to make a detour to the tiny village of Wallow on Riker’s Creek in the western marshes. The freshest news of Ebbasmouth could be found at Wallow since the villagers maintained close connections with the townsfolk.
Poggle’s nose twitched and the ferret gave a low growl. 
A commotion ahead caught Rolf’s attention. 
Such loud splashes often heralded the scaled water devils or the marsh wights fighting over their prey. He thrust the long pole into the muddy bottom of the stream and sent the shallow boat gliding silently toward the noise. 
Around a shallow curve, the water channel flowed into a pool of deeper water. Two wights were jostling over a long brown object lying on the mud bank. Two strides farther along the bank, a third wight tossed a swath of red cloth over its shoulder and plunged into the stream. A vee of ripples marked its rapid passage underwater. 
Rolf narrowed his eyes to focus on the object of the wights’ dispute. The brown body was not, as he had initially supposed, one of the water beasts. A slim brown arm drooped into the water. Some unwary person lay unconscious or dead, trapped under the squabbling wights. 
Poggle uttered an angry hiss.
Rolf hated the wights’ predilection for human meat. Tempering a flare of rage, he gripped the weapon in his hands. He swung his pole at the wights, knocking one wight into the water. Reversing the direction of his swing, he slammed the second wight backwards onto the mud bank. 
They must not escape and fetch their entire lodge to assault his boat. 
Rolf rotated the pole down into the water and shoved the boat toward the wight. In one smooth motion, he drew his sword from its sheath and jumped onto the bank. 
The wight thrust the sharpened tip of its spear stick at him. 
Dodging aside, Rolf stabbed the maneater in its foul heart. 
It sank to the ground. 
Poggle squeaked.
Alerted by the ferret, Rolf spun around. 
The first wight leaped out of the water. Claws extended, it dove at his legs. 
Rolf slashed his sword into the wight’s neck. 
Blood spurted. Its claws slipped off his leather-clad legs. 
Twisting the blade, Rolf hurled the wight onto its back. 
He stood, catching his breath and surveying the remains of the skirmish. Two dead wights and a slim brown corpse. 
The third wight had vanished. No bubbles marked its underwater passage.
No matter. He could slip away well before the wight summoned its lodge mates for a fresh attack. 
But first, he ought to remove the corpse. 
Sharing his impulse, Poggle scampered to the body. The ferret nosed the limp arm and gave an uncertain mew.  
Rolf crouched by the half-clad body. The wights had torn off the outer garments, leaving only a long undershirt. Its original color disguised by the mud, the wet undershirt clung to the slim torso and thighs. A woman, judging by the rounded contours of the chest. As he watched, her chest rose and fell in shallow breaths and the woman uttered a tiny moan. She still lived. 
He wiped off a layer of gooey mud to examine her face. Under the mud, he discovered the face of a young woman with a dusky complexion and long black hair tied in a braid. The delicate elegance of her features shone through the layer of grime. He had never seen such an attractive face. Her beauty far outshone the loveliness of his youthful betrothed, a girl long dead at the hands of the wights. 
Astonished by his discovery, he pulled his hand away and sat on his heels. Questions swirled through his mind. Who was she? Where had she come from? And how had she been caught by the wights? Had she wandered unwarily into the marshes? Or had the wights grown bold enough to raid her home? Her dark features suggested she was not a native of this region, however, the port of Ebbasmouth attracted many foreign traders. The unfortunate woman might have traveled on a merchant ship from a distant land.
The port town lay some miles to the south and west. According to his recent news, many townsfolk had fled from their homes to escape the invaders. Refugees might travel up the Ebba to seek shelter in the Rindle villages, or perhaps hide in Trogsden, if the trolls were amenable to their presence in the caves. This woman might have fled with those frightened refugees. 
Poggle chittered a sharp reminder. 
They were alone in dangerous territory and should decamp swiftly ere the wights regrouped. 
Acknowledging the warning, Rolf patted the animal. He gathered the woman’s slight body in his arms and jumped onto his punt. 
The ferret leaped into the prow, resuming his station as watch guard. 
On a quick examination, Rolf found no bleeding wounds. He wrapped the woman in a blanket and laid her gently on the bottom of the boat. A flash of blue on her wrist caught his attention. Partly concealed by the long sleeve of her chemise, a gold bracelet around her wrist bore a shiny blue stone. Why had the wights not stolen the bracelet along with her clothes? Surely they must have seen the gleaming jewel. 
He peered closer. The sky-blue stone held curving white lines like wave crests or thin streaks of cloud. Did the azure stone hold a magic spell to repel the wights? He placed a cautious fingertip on the rounded edge. The tiny buzz, although not repellent, convinced him of its power. 
He shook his head. Such wizardry was beyond his ken. He might learn more when the woman awoke. 
Picking up the pole, he pushed off downstream in the opposite direction to the fleeing wight. 
Where should he go? The unconscious woman would need proper clothing, and likely she would benefit from a healer. Few people lived in the marshes. His kinsfolk, Polly and Marlin and their children, were the nearest inhabitants. The Fishers’ stockaded homestead was proof against the marsh wights and other predators. They would be surprised to see him again so soon. He had bade them farewell at daybreak and poled southwest toward the village of Wallow. 
He shrugged. No problem. The Fishers would welcome him and whomever he brought. They had spare clothes and Aunt Polly was a notable herbwife. He thrust the pole into the mud at the bottom of the stream and angled the punt into the side channel leading north. 
As he poled toward the dwelling of his kinsfolk, he pondered the mystery of the lovely woman lying in his punt. Once she woke, he might learn where she came from. He felt honor-bound to restore her to her family if possible. Elsewise, he could leave her in the care of the kindly Fishers.  
[image: image-placeholder]










  
  [image: image-placeholder]

Awareness trickled into Shuka’s mind. 
A stab of terror jolted her into full consciousness. The dreadful dragon. Her thoughts moving at a slow crawl, she reviewed her memories. A fierce blue dragon had chased her into the marshes. She had slipped. Slimy demons had grabbed her. Was her awful flight through the swamp merely a nightmare? Yet, her arms and legs ached. Her head felt like a sodden weight. Her whole body felt icy cold. She shivered. 
Where was she? 
She flexed her fingers, tentatively exploring her surroundings. She lay on a rigid surface instead of her comfortable silken hammock. A coarse cloth was wrapped around her body. A shroud? A fresh pulse of terror shook her. 
Wary by instinct, she stilled her body and kept her eyelids shut. She focused her other senses on her surroundings. She inhaled a shallow breath to scent the air. A cool breeze wafted the stink of rotten vegetation. Recalling the perilous marshes, she suppressed a shudder and listened. Dried stalks of rushes whispered in the wind. A gentle swish and faint gurgle signaled the movement of water. The sounds and scents confirmed her suspicions. She lay somewhere in the marshes. 
The hard surface swayed beneath her. Its shallow rocking motion suggested a boat propelled over water. Someone must be rowing the boat. Her father’s guards taking her to their sailing ship? A sense of incongruity dashed her flicker of hope. They would wrap her in silk and lay her on feather pillows. Some other person, or thing, steered the boat. Were they friendly or hostile? 
The tiny cry of an animal made her tense. 
Something touched the side of her face. 
She cracked her eyelids open. 
The pink nose and wide brown eyes of a small furry creature hung above her face. 
She gasped. 
The creature uttered a soft mew and withdrew its nose. It was the size and shape of a sleek mongoose. The straw-colored fur on its back and head bore distinctive tiger stripes of reddish orange. Why should she fear a mongoose? It acted like the tame animals in her mother’s house. The naga-killers were revered in her homeland.  
At that thought, she relaxed. Her gaze drifted past the mongoose to the low side of a flat-bottomed boat. Beyond the wooden rim, a thin mist hung over the yellowed stems of reeds. Reeds and sedges, their dried seed heads rustling, towered on both sides like a swaying wall. The endless sedges of the marshes, the perilous Marshes of Mu. The bleak sight gave her a pang of dread. 
A tap on her shoulder startled her. 
Turning her head, she discovered a man bent on one knee and staring at her. A wide-brimmed hat with a jaunty pair of striped feathers shadowed his features and he wore a leather jacket. Not an elf, but a repulsive human. 
“Don’t touch me,” she cried. 
He leaned away and spoke. 
The throb in her head competed with the rumble of his deep voice. At first, she could not interpret his words. 
Perhaps her confusion was apparent. He removed his hat and held it against his chest. Stray curls of damp fox-red hair framed his tanned face, and an unelvish mustache in a darker shade of auburn emphasized the generous curve of his mouth. 
Cocking his head, he offered a sympathetic smile. He tapped his hat and spoke again, more slowly, “Rolf Fox at your service, my lady. You are safe on my punt.” His voice resonated with sincerity.  
This time, the meaning of his words penetrated her shocked mind. He spoke the common human tongue, not her native elvish language. 
The striped mongoose leaped onto the man’s knee and gave a chirp. 
The rufus-haired man stroked the animal’s furry back. Looking at her, he said, “Be sure, Poggle and I will not harm you.” 
Under their benign scrutiny, she relaxed and considered his words. Poggle? Was that the animal’s name?  
The man unhooked a leather flask from his belt, uncorked the top, and held it out. “May I offer you a sip of liquor? A mouthful will warm you and ease your aches.” He leaned forward to touch the rim of the flask to her mouth. 
She squirmed away, demanding, “Do not touch me. Unclean.” 
The shadow of a frown crossed his face. Shrugging, he laid the flask beside her. “Serve yourself, my lady, if you wish.” 
She raised her head and pushed on her elbows in an attempt to rise into a seated position. 
Her head spun. 
She sank onto the blanket. Tears of vexation pooled in her eyes. She was too weak to sit. 
“Lie quietly,” he advised. “You’ve suffered an ordeal. You need to rest.” 
She gave a little sob. Stifling her misery, she mumbled, “What … What ordeal? The dragon?”  
“We saw no dragon,” he said firmly. “We rescued you from marsh wights. They caught you and dragged you through the muddy channels. They had stolen your garments before we found you.” His frown deepened. “You are fortunate. They might have bitten off an arm or leg.” 
She touched her bare neck. “My necklace?” 
“Gone.” He added laconically, “You may blame the wights for your losses. The hellish man-eaters are fond of bright things.” 
Her fingers strayed to her left wrist. She still wore the bracelet with her wind caller gem.
No clothes. No necklace. Her muscles were as limp and shaky as jelly. She was chilled to the bone, and penned in a boat with a stranger. Her head pounded with renewed vigor. Yet, she might have lost a limb, or her life, without this uncouth human. She breathed a sobbing sigh. 
Her pride flared. An elven princess must reject any weakness. Consigning her losses to the depths of her mind, she shut her eyes. 
After an interval of silence, broken only by the rustling of dry reeds, he spoke again, “If you willing, I will help you to drink.” 
This time, she admitted defeat and gave a tiny nod of consent. 
He propped her shoulders on one sturdy arm and tilted his flask to her mouth. 
Grasping the flask, she ventured to swallow a mouthful. The aromatic liquor burned in her throat. She coughed. The warmth slowly spread through her body. Desperate for the relief, she took another gulp. 
Her mind fogged and her hand dropped. 
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After the dark-complexioned lady swallowed his firewater, her eyelids closed and she lapsed into a feverish slumber. 
Rolf could spare no more time to tend to her. He had to pole upstream as fast as the sluggish punt could move to reach the safety of the Fishers’ homestead before the wights returned to claim their prey. In anticipation of an assault, he buckled his sword on his belt, grasped the pole and propelled the punt to the north. 
Poggle resumed its watch at the prow. 
The boat glided on between the overhanging reeds. Low-lying mists drifted across the marshes. Erratic gusts of wind sliced through the fog, revealing a glimpse of the pine forests on the lower slopes of the Gray Mountains. 
A low whine from Poggle sounded the alarm. 
A moment later, Rolf heard a low humming sound. The sound he had been dreading since the fight with the wights. It rose to a shrill crescendo and then dropped to a croaking howl. The wights were in pursuit. They had caught the scent of their prey. 
How had they had tracked his boat? Their ways were mysterious, although of late, the wights had become bolder. 
Spurred to greater effort, he thrust the pole against the muddy bottom of the water channel. 
The punt shot forward. 
Alas, he could do little to speed the flat-bottomed punt along this shallow, sluggish stream. 
The winds stiffened. The dry sedges shivered and danced. 
A good sign. He was approaching the northern border of the marshes where the Fishers lived. Their stockaded homestead lay at the foot of the valley that extended into the foothills of the Gray Mountains. The valley formed an overland passage for folk traveling to the village of East Rindle. Marshmen often took that route to visit Padraig’s Inn. 
The fog, whipped into streamers by the wind, dissipated to reveal the valley nestled between the marshes and the mountains. 
Far behind, the croaking ceased. 
Had the wights abandoned the chase? Or were they closing in silently? 
Even more anxious to reach the secure homestead, Rolf steered the punt around the last bend. The stockade lay in front. Built of sharpened stakes, the formidable barricade rose twice the height of a man. Its solid bulk could withstand an assault by marsh wights. Luckily the wights used only simple tools. A sharp-pointed stick was their favored weapon. 
A chorus of barks from the guard dogs announced their detection of his arrival. 
He slowed the boat and coasted toward the closed gate. 
Someone quieted the dogs. 
In a short space of time, a head capped with ginger hair appeared above the top of the gate. One of the lads had climbed up to check on the intruder. 
“Hoy,” he yelled.  
Waving a hand, Rolf shouted, “Hoy, Gar. Let me in. Hurry, the wights are howling on our track.”  
“Aye, Uncle Rolf.” The lad’s head vanished. A shouted exchange told of his urgent errand.  
Rolf flicked his gaze backward along the stream, held his breath and waited. Would the wights arrive before the gate opened?  
The rapid stomp of boots announced new arrivals. 
Chains clanked and the heavy gate rose slowly out of the water. A metal grate formed the lower portion, designed to prevent intruders from swimming under the stockade. 
When the bottom of the gate lifted to his shoulders, Rolf ducked and gave the pole a sharp push into the stream bed. The punt slid under the gate and upstream into the familiar homestead. 
The guard dogs yipped a welcome.
Behind him, the gate creaked down to seal the entry to the homestead. 
In the bogs behind the gate, a long wail signaled the wights’ disappointment. 
His Uncle Marlin and nephew Gar stood by the gate posts. 
“Hoy, Rolf,” Marlin said. “What’s sent you back in such haste?” 
Leaning on his pole, Rolf explained, “I’ve brought a wounded lady for Aunt Polly’s care. The wights caught her. I guess they were dragging her along the waterways to their lodge. I interrupted their squabbles over the spoils.” 
Marlin compressed his sandy eyebrows and shook his head. “Too bad. Them wights is grown right fierce this winter.” He gestured towards the family residence. “Bring the poor woman into the house.” 
His progress paralleled by the watchful dogs, Rolf poled the punt to the mooring stakes near the buildings. 
The stream ran past a cluster of four round buildings and disappeared into a pile of boulders. The buildings had walls of the local gray stones and thatched roofs. Smoke rose from the chimneys of the two houses occupied by the Fishers and their married daughter. The other two buildings served to shelter their livestock and store their hay and grain. 
Brant came out of the barn they used as a workshop to observe the newcomer. The big blond man gripped a chisel in his right hand as if he meant to smash any intruders. In reality, he was a calm man, a fine craftsman, and handy at all physical tasks. The Fishers’ eldest daughter had introduced him into the family after the midsummer festival in Bogstown two years ago. Now they had a child with a second on the way. 
Before Rolf halted by the mooring posts, more of his kinsfolk burst out of the doors, two women and their flock of five children. Aunt Polly and her eldest daughter, Marigold, wore aprons over their smocks, evidently fresh from a task in the kitchen. 
Squealing in delight at his unexpected presence, the children raced to the punt, shouting, “Cousin Rolf.” 
Poggle abandoned the boat, jumping out to greet the dogs and play with the little ones.   
Uncle Marlin ordered the children to stand clear, while Gar lashed the mooring rope to a stake. 
Lifting the unconscious woman out of the punt, Rolf carried her to the Fishers’ house. 
Aunt Polly waited by the door. Wiping her hands on her apron, she demanded, “Who have you brought?” 
“Good day, Aunt,” Rolf said calmly. “She’s a stranger, a foreign lady. She’s been mistreated by the wights. I found no bloody gashes, though she might have other injuries.” Sweetening his tone, he pleaded, “Dear Aunt, won’t you tend to her? You’re the best healer in the marshes.” 
Polly raised her eyebrows, grumbling, “A strange woman? What in the world was she doing out in the marshes?” 
Unperturbed by her grumbles, Rolf said, “When she wakes, she may tell us.” 
“You’d best come in and lay her on a bed.” Crooking a beckoning finger, Polly hurried in through the open door. 
Rolf followed, holding the slender woman gently in his arms. He lowered her onto the straw mattress indicated by his aunt. 
His uncle shooed the children and dogs away, while the two women came to the bed. 
Bending down, Polly lifted the edge of the blanket to look at the woman’s face. “She’s right grimy,” she retorted. “Why didn’t you wash her clean?” 
“Why, she’s beautiful,” Marigold exclaimed.  
Rolf said, “I was in haste to escape the wights. She roused for a brief spell. Scared at first, then Poggle calmed her.” Watching his aunt unfold the blanket wrapped around her patient, Rolf added, “She didn’t say much. Mumbled something about a dragon. After that, she remembered the wights.” 
“Dragon?” Uncle Marlin said. “We’ve enough to worry about without mythical beasts.” 
Venting a huff of exasperation, Polly cried, “Oh, go away, you useless men. The girl’s near naked under this blanket and we’ll have to clean her afore we tend to her wounds.” She turned to her daughter. “Heat a kettle of water and fetch the big tub.” 
“Yes, Ma,” the girl said cheerfully. “And, I’ll get a towel.”  
Uncle Marlin clapped Rolf on the shoulder. “Let’s go. Polly knows her business.” 
Rolf nodded. Looking at his aunt, he asked, “Call me if she wakes. I’d like to hear her story.” 
“We’ll let you in once she’s made respectable,” Polly said. 
Still uneasy about the new burden he had dropped onto the Fishers, Rolf allowed his uncle to steer him out of the house. 
Once outside, he gazed around. Little had changed since his departure earlier in the morning. Near the upper boundary of the enclosure, the goats and sheep were grazing in the pasture, while chickens pecked in the dirt around the buildings. 
The dogs, a motley bunch of mongrels, came up to sniff at him. 
Poggle was still entertaining the children. The ferret’s concern about the dark lady seemed to have vanished once they entered the fenced homestead. 
During his visit, Rolf had helped his uncle to prepare stores for the winter. They had baled hay for fodder, cut branches for firewood, and felled small trees to replenish the stockade fence. The logs lay in a pile by the barn. 
Uncle Marlin broke the silence, “It’s a nasty business. Them wights assaulting travelers. And Ebbasmouth in disarray. Townsfolk fleeing north.” 
“Aye. It’s bad,” Rolf agreed. “The fleet of dragon ships must have sailed past Emmet Island toward Ebbasmouth. We could do nothing to repel such a well-armed enemy.” 
Marlin nodded. “Padraig Innkeeper is afeared his village will be overrun with townlings. We’re nigh on winter and cannot restock our food stores to feed more hungry visitors.” 
Rolf suggested, “Mayhap this dark lady is one of the refugees from Ebbasmouth.” 
“Aye.” Marlin shook his head. “Poor woman. She cannot return to that town.” 
“I doubt she’s a native of this region. Traders from the Southern Lands oft have dark complexions like hers. She might have traveled to Ebbasmouth on one of their ships.” 
“Do you reckon she belongs to a trader clan?” 
“She’s no drudge. She wears a gold bracelet and a silk chemise. The wights stole her outer garments and whatever else she wore.” Rolf sighed, “Once she wakes, we may learn her clan and homeland. And whatever mischance brought her into the marshes.”  
Marlin frowned. “Maybe we’ll hear about that dragon.” 






  
  [image: image-placeholder]

Anxious as he was to speak to the strange lady, Rolf did not hang around the door. The inhabitants of the homestead had many daily chores, more so with two extra visitors, and the day was drawing to a close. His aunt would call when the lady was ready. 
His uncle pointed to the northwest where a lighter patch in the gloomy clouds on the horizon indicated the setting sun. “Daylight will soon fade. We’d best prepare.” 
Marlin and his sons, Gar and Tad, brought the goats into the barn for milking. The younger girl, Violet, carried a basket of eggs to the house, while her little brother shooed the chickens into their pen. 
In the gathering gloom, a cold wind raced down the valley, shaking the pine trees in the forest. 
Rolf paused to examine the boats in the stream flowing to the gate. The two punts, his and his uncle’s, were secured at both ends. The children’s coracles were piled upside down by the barn. 
In anticipation of a long, chilly night, Rolf fetched an armful of logs from the stack under the eaves of the barn and placed them beside the door of the Fishers’ house. He returned to collect a load of logs for Brent and Marigold’s house, and a second load for his aunt and uncle.  
Aunt Polly appeared at the door, waved and shouted, “Come in. The girl’s clean and decent.” 
Impatient to see the lady he had rescued, Rolf strode back to the house with the logs. 
Alerted by the inviting call, Poggle jumped out of the huddle of children and galloped toward the house. 
Dropping the fire logs by the door, Rolf bent down and extended his arm to let the ferret scramble up to its favorite perch on his shoulder. 
Polly stepped aside to allow her daughter to go out. 
Marigold carried a basket of barley cakes. She smiled at Rolf. “We’ll take the young’uns to sleep in our new house. Ma’s house will be quieter for you and the poor lady without their noise.” 
Rolf smiled. “It’s a kindly act.” 
“’Tis no trouble. I’m used to caring for the children while Ma is busy.” She patted the bulge in her belly. “We’ve another one due soon.” 
As Marigold headed for the second house, she called, “Come in for supper, chicks,” to summon the younger members of the family.
Tired and hungry, the lads and lasses trooped after her. 
Brent left the workshop and followed the children. 
Marlin and his sons came out of the barn, also eager for their suppers, and perhaps also keen to eye the injured lady. 
In the western quadrant, the lingering rosy glow of sunset lit the slopes of the distant hills. Gloomy clouds gathered to the north above the mountain peaks. A bank of dark clouds rolled toward the valley, and icy gusts of wind portended a stormy night. 
As the sky darkened into night, his uncle and cousins trooped into the house.  
Ever cautious, Rolf stayed outside for a moment and cast a wary gaze around the enclosure. The hens and goats were penned in the barn for the night. The hounds were gulping their scraps of meat. A stout bar secured the gate over the stream to prevent unwanted visitors. He could not see the swamp beyond the wooden stockade or detect any sign of the vicious wights. But the wights could not climb over the high barrier of the stockade.  
Confident of their safety, Rolf turned to enter the Fishers’ house. 
Poggle wriggled on his shoulder and mewed a complaint as if he wished to hasten into the warmth. 
Was the ferret also cold and hungry? Rolf brushed his fingers over the little animal’s soft fur. 
Just as he opened the door, a hound bayed. 
He swung around to look for the source of disturbance. Far into the marshes to the south, flickering red lights blossomed. 
Holding the door ajar, he called, “Marlin, take a peek at this fire.” 
His uncle came out and stared south. “Sure looks like a blaze.” He frowned at Rolf. “A wights’ lodge lies thereabouts.” 
“Aye,” Rolf said. “What can have started the blaze?” 
“I reckon somebody lit a fire.” After another long stare south, Marlin said, “Don’t matter to us. The dogs will alert us to any trouble.”  
Rolf nodded. “Then it’s time for supper.” He followed his uncle into the house. 
A cheerful fire blazed in the hearth, emitting light and warmth. An enticing aroma rose from the steaming pot on the grill over the fire. A lighted lamp and a basket of flat bread were set on the table. At one side of the hearth, a vertical mat of woven reeds in a wooden frame had been placed to screen the sick lady on her bed. 
Poggle slipped off his shoulders and scampered behind the screen.  
“Is the lady awake?” Rolf asked. “May I talk with her?” 
Polly wrinkled her forehead. “Nay. She’s right befuddled. She shivers and moans or mumbles something in a strange language. She’s delirious from the wights’ maltreatment.” 
“Aye.” Rolf grimaced. “I’ve seen that fever in others who escaped from the vile clutches of wights.” 
“Look for yourself.” Polly gestured to the bed behind the screen. 
Accepting her suggestion, Rolf peeped behind the screen. His dark lady lay on her back with her eyes shut. A pillow was tucked under her head and a fleece blanket covered her. 
The ferret sat by her head, sniffing at her hair. 
She did not move, even when Rolf crouched by the bed to examine her.  
Her brown face was taut and strained, yet still beautiful. 
Rolf made no attempt to touch her. Instead, he crooked his finger to summon Poggle and they retreated to the table. 
Uncle Marlin sat in the chair at one end of the table, while his sons, Gar and Tad, occupied the bench on the side. 
Standing by the cooking pot, His aunt said, “I gave her a potion to calm the fever. ‘Tis best she sleeps.” She waved at the table. “Sit and eat supper.” 
Uncle Marlin invited Rolf to sit on the bench beside him. “I doubt you’ll be leaving us tonight,” he said. 
“Nay.” Rolf gave a cynical laugh. “Not with a gang of wights waiting to pounce on me.”  
Marlin nodded. “They’ll lose interest ere dawn and seek other prey.” He waited while Polly placed a bowl of stew on the table in front of him. Then, he looked at Rolf. “What about your crew? Don’t they expect you?” 
Rolf said, “My men won’t worry. Or not yet. They’ll guess I’ve a good reason for delay.” 
His aunt served him a bowl of stew. Leaning toward him, she said, “Don’t fret about the young woman. I’ll tend to her. She can stay with us while she recovers. You’re free to return to the ship as soon as you please.” 
Rolf propped his elbows on the table and cupped his chin. If he left the foreign lady in the care of his aunt and uncle, he’d be glad to resume command of his crew. Yet, he also felt honor-bound to ensure the lady’s welfare, and if possible, to restore her to her own kin. After a moment, he replied, “I’d as lief wait to hear her story ere I depart. It’s best to be aware of any new hazard in these troubled days.”  
When they had eaten, Aunt Polly cleaned the bowls, while the men leaned back in their seats and sipped ale. 
Yelps from the hounds shattered the peace.  
Poggle hissed. Leaping down from Rolf’s lap, the ferret galloped to the door. 
Danger. Wights or another predatory beast?
Grabbing the sword he had laid aside, Rolf ran to the door, slid aside the bolt, and flung open the door. 
A second later, his uncle and two cousins arrived beside him. 
Gar held up a lantern. 
Lamplight pierced the darkness. 
Dogs were racing toward the gate. 
Venting another hiss, Poggle bounded after the dogs. 
A spurt of adrenaline sent Rolf running to the entrance. The stomp of booted feet from behind announced his uncle and the lads were following his lead. 
Erratic moonlight offered glimpses of the scene. The moon’s light fluctuated as clouds sailed over the silvery orb. 
The dogs uttered low, menacing growls, aiming their noses at the gate and the stream. 
Rolf arrived first at the heavy gate. 
Something was hammering on the gate. Its stout timbers shook, but held firm. 
Glancing backward, Rolf checked on his comrades. 
Gar and Tad were close at his heels, while older, heavier Marlin stomped at the rear. 
Haloed in lamplight, Brant stood outside his house in an alert stance. He rested one hand on the doorframe, while the other hand clasped the hilt of a heavy sword. His narrow-eyed stare indicated his distrust of the noise. A slow-spoken man, he was prepared to protect his family, although he wished to learn the cause of the disturbance before he acted. 
Sure of their support, Rolf leaped up the ladder by the gate and peeked down through the sharp tips of the fence stakes. 
Wights gathered by the entrance. Three of the slimy yellow beasts banged their fists on the wooden gate, two scrabbled in the stream at the base of the gate, while another four scratched at the fence posts or brandished sharpened sticks. One wight was clad in a scarlet tunic, incongruous amid the strips of hide worn by the others. That bright red garment must have been stolen from the dark lady. 
One wight spotted Rolf and thrust a spear stick at his head. 
Rolf ducked. Evading the stabbing point, he jumped to the ground and reported, “Nine wights. I reckon they’re the ones that captured the lady I brought.” 
The hammering sound increased in volume, rocking the stout wooden gate. Adding to the clamor, the wights began to wail their hunting song. 
Their eerie howls sent shivers down Rolf’s spine. 
Frowning at the swaying gate, Marlin averred, “Our gate will hold tight.”  
“The gate might not break,” Rolf said. “But they are poking in the streambed. They might scoop a tunnel under the grate and swim inside.” 
Marlin spat a curse and grumbled, “Something’s riled the fiends. They have a lodge in the bogs to the south. But they don’t usually bother us. They hate the dogs.”  
“I killed a couple,” Rolf offered. 
Marlin shook his head. “So do we when they make a threat. Reckon something bigger and nastier stirred the wights.” 
“A dragon?” Rolf suggested. “Could a dragon light the fire we spotted?” 
“Don’t know a mite about the beasts,” Marlin grunted. “Whatever roused the fiends, we’ve got to keep them out of our home.” He scowled at Rolf. “Do you have a plan?”  
“Aye,” Gar seconded his father. “What’s the plan, Captain Fox?”
Venting a grim laugh, Rolf gestured at his cousins. “Let Gar and Tad fetch their axes. Brant and I have swords. You have a knife and brawny fists. With our steel weapons, we’re more than a match for nine wights with wooden spikes.” 
“Don’t care for a tunnel under my gate,” Marlin remarked. 
Rolf patted the hilt of his sword. “We won’t wait.” He turned to beckon to Brant. Two swordmen would suffice for the scheme he had in mind.  
When Brant joined them at the entrance, Rolf outlined his plan. “We’ll raise the gate.” He held his hand up to forestall the burst of protests from his comrades. “Not fully open. Merely enough to allow a single wight to wriggle underneath the grate.” 
“Aha.” Marlin grinned. “We can deal with one at a time.” 
“Sneaky,” Brant said in an approving tone. 
Gar laughed. “Our pirate cousin is famous for his foxy cunning.”  
Buoyed by their unanimous approval of his scheme, Rolf unsheathed his sword. He and Brant took positions on opposite banks of the stream, while Marlin and Tad raised the gate, inch by inch. 
A wight’s head bobbed up. Its face contorted with rage, it leaped at Rolf. 
He swung his sword. 
Brant killed the next wight. 
One by one, hapless wights popped into sight, and were slaughtered. 
After his third kill, Rolf grew nauseated by their mindless enmity. 
One wight dived lower in the water. Its scrawny yellow body appeared three paces farther upstream. 
The dogs pounced. A big hound fastened its jaws on the wight’s arm.
Bone cracked. 
The wight screeched.
Gar ran up and swung his axe to silence the wight. 
Within a few minutes, the influx of wights ceased. 
While Brant watched the slimy bodies, Rolf climbed the ladder and peered over the stockade. 
Beyond the gate, the stream ran dark with blood. No bubbles rose from submerged wights. The gurgle of flowing water was the only sound. 
He jumped down, calling, “Nothing outside. Count the bodies.” 
They counted eight corpses. The ninth might have escaped, or else its body might lie in the mud at the bottom of the stream. 
Rolf said, “What a bloody mess. Shall we dispose of the corpses?” 
Marlin scratched his head and crunched his forehead before saying, “Nay. Leave it till morning. Dogs won’t bother with dead wights. Their slime tastes awful bad.” 
The following morning, Rolf and Brant got rid of the goblins’ remains. They shoveled bodies onto a punt and poled the gory load away from the stockaded homestead. They piled goblin corpses at the edge of the woods and scattered bloody fragments across the bog. 
Meanwhile, the foreign lady tossed and turned in the throes of fever. 
Another full day elapsed without any further disturbance. 
Rolf itched to head homeward. But he had to learn how the lady had fallen into the claws of the wights. 
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The scaled monster’s breath burning on the back of her bare neck, Shuka raced for her life. She dodged into the tall reeds. Blood pounded in her ears as she fled deeper into the marshes. At every other step, she slipped in the stinky mud. The hem of her cloak caught on a thorny bush. She ripped it free. Heedless of the filth and her torn clothes, she jumped across a streamlet. 
A vile yellow demon popped up from the dark water. 
Too terrified to scream, she swung around in search of an escape. 
Sharp claws bit into her arm.  
Nightmarish demons lurched at her. 
A nightmare?
A spark of defiance forced her awake. 
No demons. No dragon. Only a fearful dream. 
She lay on a soft surface, a fur rug by the feel. Another fur, heavy and warm, covered her body from neck to toes. Angling her head from one side to the other, she surveyed the place. She lay beside a stone wall. Overhead, crossbeams and a thick thatch of reeds formed the ceiling. On the interior side, the flickering yellow light of a fire shone through the woven rushes of a screen. 
What was this place? She did not recall entering the stone hovel. It smelt of smoke and fish and unwashed humans. 
Snippets of memory flashed into her mind. The blue dragon swooping down. Musa’s shrieks cut short. Her frantic stumbles through the mud and reeds and the slimy yellow demons. How had she escaped? 
Thrusting the nightmare out of her thoughts, she tried to pierce her foggy memory to the moment she had wakened after her rescue. A head. Two heads, an orange-striped mongoose and a foxy-haired man. Rolf Fox and Poggle were their outlandish names. The man had spoken kindly to her in the traders’ tongue. He must have brought her to this stone hut. An old woman had nursed her, coaxing her to swallow water or infusions of bitter herbs. 
The sound of laughter came from outside. High-pitches giggles suggested children at play. A woman sang a merry tune with a rhythmic beat. How could these folk laugh and sing? Why were they not oppressed by their poverty? Contempt suppressed her curiosity. Mere human scum were unworthy of her interest. 
Her thoughts fled back to the dragon and the mission that brought her to this miserable Northern country. Her father, Deva Ganja, had intended to bestow her hand on a prince of Everholm to consolidate their proposed alliance with the elf Queen, Krisolde Whitestar. This nascent alliance had fractured when the selected prince had rejected her hand. The defiant elf had wed his lover, a paltry human woman far beneath his rank. 
In disgrace for her outspoken disgust, Shuka had been glad to depart from Everholm with her father and his men. They traveled down the river on the way to their ship in a secret harbor off the coast. The dragon had plunged upon them while they were still on the riverbank. Its attack had sent her scurrying into the dreary marshes and a new evil. 
A shudder shock her slender frame. How long had she lain in this stone hut? She had been ill, perhaps delirious. Why had her father not reclaimed her? Had he and his men fallen under the dragon’s vicious assault? Was she left alone in this cold wasteland? 
A new purpose fired her thoughts. She must go to her father’s ship and sail south to rejoin her people. Surely she could persuade the ginger-haired man to escort her to the coast. Men should obey the demands of an elven princess. And this marshman, Rolf Fox, seemed kindly disposed toward her. 
A hearty female voice interrupted her schemes, “Hey dearie, you’re awake.” The old woman appeared by the screen. A smile creased her red-cheeked face, and she laid her fingers on Shuka’s brow. 
“No.” Distressed by this blithe familiarity, Shuka turned her head away. 
“There now,” the woman said, “don’t fret, dearie. The fever’s gone and you’re on the mend. Lie there and I’ll fetch a bowl of broth.”   
The mention of broth made Shuka aware of her dry throat. She murmured, “Water. Bring me water.” 
“Water? For sure, dearie, you’re thirsty from the fever’s heat.” The woman disappeared behind the screen.  
The woman’s cheerful sympathy elicited fond memories of Imara, Shuka’s childhood ayah. This human woman could serve as an attendant until she recovered her strength. Comforted by this notion, Shuka relaxed under the fur blanket. 
The orange-striped mongoose appeared. It scampered to her bed, stretched alongside her, and chittered. 
Was the animal saying hello? 
The woman returned carrying a clay cup. 
Shuka raised her head, and pushing on her elbows, attempted to sit up. Her weakened muscles refused to cooperate. Giving a moan of disappointment, she let her head fall back onto the pillow. 
Kneeling beside her, the woman said, “Hush, dearie. You’ve been abed, ill and fevered ever since Rolf carried you in two evenings ago. You’ll take a mite longer to regain strength enough to stand.” 
Accepting the reality of her illness, Shuka allowed the woman to raise her head onto a cushion and hold the cup to her lips. She sipped cold water. 
“You’ll be safe with us, dearie,” the woman said. “I’m Polly Fisher and my husband’s Marlin.” Tilting the cup to pour more water into Shuka’s mouth, she continued, “Don’t you worry about talking yet. Rest awhile. I’ll call for Rolf. He wants to know what got you into this muddle.”  
Shuka murmured assent. This man, Rolf, her rescuer, seemed a person of importance to the woman. 
The woman went behind the screen to fetch him. 
Conscious of her unkempt condition, Shuka brushed strands of hair from her face and pulled the furs up to her chin. 
The ginger-haired man came in and crouched on his heels by her bed. In a gentle tone, he asked, “How do you feel this morning?” 
“Well enough,” she said coolly.  
“Are you well enough to tell me your name and your story?” He indicated the old woman standing at his back. “Aunt Polly said you are free of fever.” 
His soft questions grated on her bruised ego. She frowned. Why should she submit to queries from a paltry human? But she had to tell him where to find her father’s ship. Elsewise, she would be marooned on this cold northern continent.  
Stifling her annoyance, she said, “I am Princess Shuka, daughter of Deva Ganja.” 
“A princess?” He sounded unconvinced. 
Piqued by his evident disbelief, she raised her head and assumed a severe tone, “Yes. An elven princess. I would never choose to lie in a dirty hovel among uncouth humans. Elves of Ukkaddish do not mingle with mere men.” 
Laughter sparkled in his blue eyes, although he said, “Please forgive my lack of respect, Princess Shuka. You are indeed an elevated lady.” He raised his hand to tap his temple. “Permit me to introduce myself. I am the King of the Marsh Pirates.” He bent in a low bow. “Captain Rolf Fox at your service, my lady.” 
Bewildered by his announcement and too weak to question his credentials, she fell back upon the lumpy pillow. Was he really a king? Or was he mocking her?
His Aunt Polly broke in, saying, “Aye. He’s the chief captain of our ships. Captain Fox is a famous leader in the marshlands. None of the marshmen dispute his cunning and bravery.” 
Giving a dismissive shrug, Rolf Fox dared to place his hand on the fur blanket over her knees. “Are you not far from your homeland, Princess?”
She swallowed her irritation at his presumption in daring to touch her, instead saying, “My father, Deva Ganja, is the senior envoy for the Kaddish King. Our King chose my father to negotiate an alliance with Queen Krisolde and her elves in the northern realm of Oakenwald. My father ordered me to accompany him and his elf guards on this journey.” 
“How did you fall into the clutches of the wights?” 
She blinked in confusion. “Wights? What manner of creature are they?” 
“Evil creatures that lurk in the swamps. I found three wights fighting over your senseless body. Do you not remember?” 
She shuddered. “I remember slimy yellow demons.” 
“Beasts with toad heads and skinny limbs with claw-like hands? They hide underwater and leap out to grab their victims.” 
“Yes, those demons.” Forestalling his next question, she explained in a shaky voice, “We left Oakenwald for our journey homeward. We had almost reached our rowboat when a blue dragon descended upon us. I fled into the marshes. Ran into those demon wights.” Exhaling in a moan, she added, “I remember nothing more.”     
“Poor dearie,” the old woman murmured, “you fainted from the shock.” 
“Aye,” Rolf said. “The wights drag their victims through the waterways to their lodge. When I found you, the vicious beasts had stolen all your belongings apart from your bracelet and chemise.”  
Despicable as humans were, she felt obliged to court his favor. She stammered, “I…I owe you thanks for saving me.” 
He shook his head. Giving a rueful smile, he said, “Don’t thank me. Thank Poggle for alerting me that you were still alive. I thought the wights were squabbling over a corpse.” 
The idea made her shudder. She touched the mongoose’s soft fur. “I’m grateful, Poggle.” 
The little animal responded with a coo and rubbed its nose against her fingers. 
Rolf crouched on his heels and gazed at her. “I will restore you to your father as soon as you are able to travel. My problem is the uncertainty about the place and time of the dragon’s attack. Nor do I know how far the wights dragged you across the marshes.” 
Burning with humiliation, she pleaded, “Will you look for my father?” 
His voice rang with sincerity, “I will try to find your father.” 
Tears slid down her cheeks, exacerbating her sense of vulnerability, and she mumbled, “Please.” 
Rolf asked, “Can you describe the place where the dragon attacked you?” 
Horrid memories of her flight flooded into her mind. Her tears surged and she trembled uncontrollably. 
Polly cried, “Oy, Rolf, let the poor lady rest. She’s weary of your questions.” 
“I will,” he said. “Though this matter is urgent.” He patted Shuka’s hand. “If you wish, I will leave you to sleep.” 
Rather than increasing her distress, his gentle touch served to soothe her terror. Her shivers gradually ceased and her tears dried. After a moment, she murmured, “Wait. I will try to describe the place.” 
“Good,” he said. “Go slowly, and tell me if you wish a respite.”  
She paused to recollect the sequence of events prior to the terrifying attack. “We camped overnight on the eastern bank of the big river, the Ebba,” she explained. “At daybreak, we walked downriver toward the creek where our rowboat was hidden in the trees by the marshes. We were within sight of the creek when the dragon plunged upon us.” 
“Does the creek run through the marshes to the sea?” 
“Yes. Our galley is, or it was, anchored in a cove on an islet near the western end of a string of islands. We had a chart with directions to Oakenwald. The directions led us to the mainland opposite the islet and a creek flowing from the big Ebba River.” 
He nodded. “I recognize the place. It’s called Riker’s Creek. It makes a good passage from the coast to the Ebba. The creek is a good distance south of here and there’s no swift path to the Ebba. The marshes are honeycombed with streams and most are clogged with reeds.”  
“Talk to Marlin,” Polly suggested. “He knows the best paths in the water channels hereabouts.” 
“Aye.” Rolf smiled at Shuka. “Rest now, my lady.” He clicked his tongue to summon the mongoose and walked out. 
After he departed with the mongoose, Polly said, “Well dearie, You’re welcome to stay with us. We can always use an extra pair of hands.” 
The woman’s sincere offer held little appeal to Shuka. She guessed she would be asked to perform some drudgery. 
As if offering pleasant entertainment, Polly continued, “You could help with the cooking, sew clothes, or play with the children.” 
Shuka shook her head. “I want to find my father and go home.” 
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Leaving his aunt to tend to the elf lady, Rolf went to find his uncle. 
Attracted by the children’s giggles, Poggle ran off to join them by the stream. 
Marlin and his eldest son Gar were stacking hay in the barn to feed their livestock over the winter. 
When Rolf reached the barn, his uncle stopped work and leaned on his pitchfork, saying, “Hoy, Rolf. How is the wretched woman? Did she speak to you?” 
“She is weak, but determined to return to her father.” Asserting his quirky humor, Rolf lofted his eyebrows. “She claims to be Princess Shuka, an elven lady from the Southern Lands.”   
Marlin exclaimed, “An elf princess? In my house?” 
Pausing in his task, Gar swung around to stare at Rolf. His eye wide in awe, he gasped, “An elf lady?” 
“Aye.” Rolf chuckled. “We don’t see many elves in our marshes.” 
“Nor princesses.” Marlin shook his head. 
Rolf shrugged. “Her father is an envoy from their king. He brought his daughter on a diplomatic mission to the elves of Oakenwald.” After summarizing her story, he said, “She described where the dragon attacked her father’s party on the bank of the Ebba. The place is a little upriver of Riker’s Creek.” 
Marlin nodded. “Makes sense. The Ebba offers the fastest travel from the coast to Oakenwald. But when did this dragon attack these elves?” 
Pleased with his uncle’s swift assessment of the problem, Rolf said, “I reckon she fled into the marshes earlier on the same morning I found her.” 
“Two days ago.” Marlin furrowed his brow. 
Keeping an even tone, Rolf said, “I can imagine two opposite outcomes of the conflict with the dragon. Either her father and his men killed the dragon, or else the dragon killed them.”  
Marlin grunted in agreement. 
“I must visit the site by Riker’s creek,” Rolf said. “If there is a vicious dragon roaming near the marshes, we must warn our folk. While if her father gained the victory, where is he?”
Marlin scratched his head thoughtfully. “Surely, he would search for his daughter.”  
Rolf said, “Finding her would be a challenge. Wights use the water channels and leave little trace of their passage. She lay a few miles into the marshes when I found her. Poggle and I caught no hint of any folk in the vicinity apart from the wights.” 
“A search party would tread warily,” Marlin said. “The rustling of reeds stifles fainter sounds. You might easily miss any elves.” 
“Aye,” Rolf agreed. “The foreign elves might have come and gone while I was poling here with the lady.” He vented a sigh. “I promised to look for her father. Gives me little choice except to scout around the site by Riker’s Creek.” 
Glancing at the clouded sky, Marlin said, “The day is fading. If you set out early in the morning, you’ll be back before dusk.” He beckoned to his older son. “Gar can go with you and give a hand with the pole.” 
Gar chuckled. “Aye. I’ve a fancy to peek at a dragon.” Cocking his head, he asked, “Can we take a dog? Holdfast is our best scent hound.” 
Rolf grinned at his cousin. “Thanks, Gar. Be ready for an early start tomorrow.”  
Marlin averred, “Few predators hereabouts would risk an attack on two armed men and a hound.” 
“Angry wights might,” Rolf said. “Luckily, they did not trouble us last night.” 
“Mayhap, their rage has faded.” 
Rolf grimaced. “Or else, we killed all the wights in the local lodge. Whatever the reason, we’ll keep alert and hasten to finish our errand.” 
Next day, the entire Fisher family rose at dawn. 
Rolf and Gar swallowed a quick breakfast of oatcakes and scrambled eels. 
Hovering over them like a mother hen, Aunt Polly gave the travelers two cheese and onion pasties and a flask of ale to share on the journey.  
Marlin offered a gruff farewell, advising, “Steer clear of wights. And don’t tarry on the river. A storm’s stewing in the mountains.” 
While Shuka slept behind the screen, Rolf fastened his sword on his belt and lifted Poggle onto his shoulders. He stepped out into a frigid morning. The sun hung low on the horizon beneath ranks of gray cloud, portending a storm. Rolf sent a silent prayer to the gods to delay the storm until he was safe again under the Fishers’ roof.   
Armed with a spear, Gar went to fetch his favorite hound.  
Rolf inspected his punt, and as a precaution, borrowed a second pole from his uncle’s punt. 
Restraining an eager Holdfast on a leash, Gar hopped into the punt, sat down, and called for his brother to open the gate. 
Steering downstream to the gate, Rolf dropped onto one knee and laid the pole lengthwise.  The twisted bars of the grate were a handsbreadth above his hat as the punt slid under the raised gate. 
Rolf sprang upright and pushed the pole on the bed of the stream. Alert for wights or other dangerous beasts, he peered around. 
A hazy morning fog clung to the sedges on the banks and obscured the view across the marshes. 
His companions were also alert for danger. Poggle stood watch at the prow. Gar stared into the marshes on either side of the punt, while the hound gazed rearward. 
The punt glided through patches of fog. At times, even Poggle’s orange stripes vanished for an instant. 
The stream curved around a bend. Water swished around the stems of reeds. A dull splash signaled some creature’s dive into the water. 
The mist muted other, more distant sounds. Wights might be lurking around the next bend.
Rolf gave an inward groan. They must rely on the sharp noses and ears of Poggle and the hound, Holdfast. 
Guided by his mental map of the marshes, Rolf angled the punt into a narrow side channel leading southwest. That rivulet ran well south of the wights’ lodge. 
Tall rushes fenced both banks, curving above the travelers’ heads to create a tunnel. The punt and its occupants would be invisible to any creature beyond the ranks of sedges. 
As the morning wore on, the mist thinned. 
Gar broke the silence, musing, “Mayhap I’ll have a chance to see my pal, Annalee. Her family lives in the marshes on the east bank of Riker’s Creek.” 
“The village of Wallow?” Rolf asked. 
“Yep.” Gar nodded. 
“Good idea.” Rolf grinned. “We’ll stop at Wallow. You can chat with your lady friend, and I’ll ask if anyone spotted a rowboat of dusky-faced folk on the creek.” He waved to the west. “First, we’ll head to the Ebba and hunt for signs of the dragon’s attack.”
“If you like,” Gar said, “I’ll take the pole for the homeward journey.” 
Rolf nodded. “A rest would suit me.” 
In midmorning, judging by the sun’s position in the cloudy sky, they burst out of the tunnel of arching rushes into the wider channel of Riker’s Creek, a short distance downstream of the Ebba. 
A bevy of startled ducks flapped into the air, and quacking in alarm, flew away into the marshes. 
Keeping in the shallow water near the bank, Rolf swung the punt up the creek. Bulrushes, their brown seedheads swaying in the breeze, provided cover for their passage.   
They passed a heron, standing on the opposite bank, a pair of moorhens, and more ducks. The usual, inoffensive inhabitants of the marshes. 
Rolf said, “Luckily, the water devils are quiet in this wintry season.” 
“Aye,” Gar said. “They grow sluggish in the cold.” 
Poggle uttered a tiny cry. The ferret slid off the prow and crouched low with its nose pointed skyward. 
An instant later, the hound gave a low growl. 
The animals sensed danger. 
Shoving the punt into the reeds by the bank, Rolf stared up. 
Prominent against the overcast gray sky, a black shape sped south far above the marshes. The distant flyer had outstretched wings, a long-necked head, and a trailing snake-like tail. Not a bird, but something larger and stranger. Could it be a dragon? He had never seen one of the legendary beasts, although they were deemed to be huge and their physical form matched the dark shape far overhead.
Rolf held his breath. Once the creature had passed out of sight, he exhaled and whispered, “A dragon. It must be a dragon.” 
“Stars save us,” Gar grunted. “What’ll we do now?” 
Poggle stood on its hind legs and squeaked in accord with the query. Scampering to Rolf, the clever ferret leaped onto his shoulders.
Rolf quirked a grin and responded in a bracing tone, “We’ll move cautiously. That beast was flying toward Ebbasmouth. It shouldn’t bother us.” Privately, he hoped it would not swing back upriver and catch sight of them. 
After waiting a few minutes, he resumed poling upstream toward the River Ebba. As a precaution, he kept the punt hidden in the shadow of the tall rushes fringing the bank. 
Soon they approached the junction with the great Ebba.
Veering into the reeds, Rolf drove the punt into the mud and wedged the pole upright as an anchor. He looked at his companion. “Wait here, Gar. I’ll scout along the bank.” 
“Be careful,” Gar said. 
“I won’t go far. By Lady Shuka’s account, the dragon attacked only a short distance upriver of this creek. Reckon I’ll find corpses or signs of a struggle.” 
Gar shivered. “Rather you than me.” He patted his hound. “Do you want to take Holdfast?” 
“You keep him. Poggle has acute senses.” Keeping a protective hand on the ferret, Rolf stepped out of the punt onto the base of a clump of reeds. He drew aside the reeds, and took another cautious step. Before he had taken three paces from the punt, he looked back at Gar. “Watch your hound. If he’s nervous, hide as best you can. If I yell out, loose the hound to search for me.” 
Hopping from one clump to the next, Rolf edged along the fringe of the marshes. Soon he grew impatient with the slow progress. Parting the reeds, he peered across the river. Nothing moved but the slow-flowing water. Beyond the reeds, a narrow grassy strip separated the marsh from the Ebba. A few paces farther south, Riker’s Creek split off from the wider Ebba. He gazed northward. Farther upriver, a spur of the Gray Mountains dwindled into a low ridge near the northern border of the marshes. No bulky shape on the riverbank marked a dragon’s corpse. 
A pair of ducks glided over the reeds and landed in the river. They seemed unaware of any danger. 
Taking the ducks as a good omen, Rolf stepped boldly into the open and surveyed the bank. A grove of willow trees stood between him and the river. Were those willows the ones the elf lady had mentioned? Their location near Riker’s Creek matched her description. 
Lifting Poggle off his shoulders, he dropped the ferret to the ground, and strode toward the willows. 
Abou twenty paces upriver of the trees, scuffle marks in the ground caught his attention. A stretch of the riverbank had been disturbed, long ruts scaped in the grass-covered soil, and stones scattered aside.
Poggle squeaked. Not an alarm cry, merely its expression of interest. The ferret ran to investigate the ruts. It poked its nose into a groove, and ran along, tracing the curved rut to its end. Then, it scampered off to sniff at an adjacent rut. 
Confident that Poggle’s keen senses would detect any significant clues, Rolf watched it zigzag over the disturbed area. 
The ferret slowed. Grasping a stick-like object in its jaws, it loped back to Rolf and rose on its hind paws to give him the find. 
A glance showed a set of torn feathers at
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