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Sage pushed through another snare of rough green leaves, moving into the soft light beyond. Brambles caught his boots and thorns scratched his leathers, but they didn’t slow his pace. He hadn’t seen the sky in hours through the dense trees of Quilmire Wood, and the light filled him with hope. 

A jagged edge of one of the treacherous leaves sliced into Sage’s chin as he heaved the branch aside. Beyond it, small patches of sun filtered through intertwined boughs shielding the ruins of a little village.  

The perfect place for a witch to imprison a princess, if he had to guess.

But fortunately, he didn’t have to guess at all. Sage removed a jeweled ring and a little glass vial of black ash from a pocket beneath his protective leathers. He poured ash over the ring in his calloused palm and curled his fingers tightly over it, closing his eyes and whispering the incantation to the forest spirits. When the ring ignited nearly hot enough to make him drop it, Sage opened his eyes and blew the ash over the ruins.

It took only seconds for traces of a faint glow to emerge along the ground, leading through the crumbled, stacked-stone wall and into the mossy village. It faded from view almost as quickly as it appeared.

Even if he’d had doubts, the spell was unmistakable. This was Princess Mary Elizabeth’s trail.

As he tucked the ring away again, a small black form suddenly burst through the trees. Short swirls of wind tugged at his auburn ringlets, kicked up by leathery wings circling on the air above him. 

The bat finally settled against the back of Sage’s shoulder with a plop. 

“You didn’t even reach for your sword,” he chided in his scratchy little voice. He gnashed his tiny teeth for emphasis. “What if I’d been the dragon?”

Sage just rolled his piercing green eyes. “Only in your dreams, Poe. Did you see any movement?” 

“None.” One of Poe’s wings extended toward the ruins sprawling before them. “One building near the edge of the dale sticks out, though. It doesn’t seem as tumbledown as the rest.” 

Sage hummed. “We’re still on the princess’s trail, but the witch could be there as well.”

“Or her dragon.”

“Did you see a sign of it? A fire, ox carcass, trail of dead knights?”

The bat only scrunched his already-squashed nose and shook his head.

Sage sniffed the air, smelling no smoke. “Right,” he sighed. “Guess we’ll find out.”

Poe hung on with his claws as his human companion crept to the entrance of the ruins. “This could be my self-preservation, or sticking up for other non-humans,” he said slowly. “But...are we really getting ready to slay a dragon? Reward aside, the messenger was a bit odd, to me. And in case it bears repeating: dragon, Sage.”
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