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The silvery claws of Sakramor clacked against the marble floor, a fearful sound that sent echoes into the darkest corners of the temple. Even he, with his fine shining scales and long, powerful jaws, felt apprehensive about entering the Witch-Queen’s abode. Elin, perched on his back with one hand pressed gently to the dragon’s neck, could feel the tension in his muscles. In truth, she was not overjoyed to be there herself, but there were some questions that demanded answers, some truths that would not bring peace until they were known. She urged him forward with a soft word, and he rumbled a growl in response. 


To either side of them stood statues of fabulous beasts and storied heroes, each stolen, so it was said, from all the kingdoms the Witch-Queen had plied her trade. No one had travelled further, they said, no one knew more of the world, and consequently no one was wiser. Piled around the bottoms of the statues were the dry bones of those who had sought the Witch-Queen’s wisdom and found instead her displeasure. She was terrible in her wrath, but she was wise. 

Good, thought Elin. She will be able to tell me what I need to know.


In front of them was a tremendous throne carved from the black marble of the night-lands. It was enormous, large enough perhaps for Sakramor to stretch out on, and at the very centre of it sat a slim woman with golden skin. She looked no more than a child sitting there, but Elin knew it was she. The Witch-Queen raised her arms to them in a gesture of greeting.

“Come forward, Elin of the Scaled Riders. Come forward and ask your questions, girl.”


Elin swallowed hard. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised that the Witch-Queen knew her name- she knew everything, after all- but it unnerved her all the same. Sakramor made a low noise in the back of his throat, perhaps responding to the sound of his rider’s name, and she stroked the bony white horns on his head for comfort before urging him towards the throne.


“That is far enough,” said the Witch-Queen when they had drawn closer. “He is a fine beast, is he not?”

Elin dismounted smoothly and stood for a moment longer with her hand on the dragon’s neck. He bent his great head towards her, his yellow eyes holding hers for a second. The lamps to either side of the throne threw a bloody light on his grey scales and for a second her courage was lost. To anger or bore the Witch-Queen was a death sentence, and those without worthy questions were used to serve her own amusement, often for days at a time. But she had come so far, her and Sakramor together. She turned to the woman on the throne.

“I come before you with a question, Witch-Queen.”


“Of course you do, girl. Everyone does.” The Witch-Queen smiled, revealing a row of sharpened teeth. 


“Your wisdom is known throughout all the island kingdoms, to all the peoples ever known.” Elin had rehearsed this every day for months and was determined to say it all correctly. “You know the movements of the stars and the turnings of the earth.”


“Yes, yes.” The Witch-Queen was sitting on a scarlet cushion and she shifted from side to side now, growing impatient. “Spare me the supplications and ask.”

“Witch-Queen, why is it I do not love?”


“What?”


Elin took a deep breath.


“I long since came of age, and my blood quickens just as any other Scaled Rider, but I do not love. No man has filled my heart, nor woman, and their faces are as to ashes to me. I love no one, Witch-Queen, and I never have. Why is it I do not love?”

The Witch-Queen regarded her for a long moment, her exquisite golden features pinched into an expression of puzzlement. Eventually she stood, and raised her hands out in front of her.


A terrible blinding light filled the temple then, an explosion of noise and colour, and Elin was thrown to the ground. When she picked herself up again the Witch-Queen was still standing by the throne, but Sakramor was on the far side of the temple, his body a smoking bloody ruin. 


Elin screamed wordlessly and ran to him, slipping on the marble floor that was now covered in his rich purple blood. The Witch-Queen had killed the dragon in one terrible blast of magic. Elin knelt and cradled his head in her arms, stroking his long bony snout.


“Why?” she cried. It was all she could think of to say. The Witch-Queen appeared next to her, faster than any human could move. There was a queer smile on her lips. 


“You ask me why you do not love? I say to you, Elin of the Scaled Riders, that you have loved, and deeply.”


Something was moving within the carcass that had once been Sakramor. As Elin watched, a slim grey hand emerged from a pile of dragon flesh, followed by a slim grey arm. A man emerged from the ruins of the dragon; a man with grey skin and white hair and golden eyes that were so familiar. He was the most beautiful man she had ever seen.


“I have loved,” whispered Elin. 

The End.
