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Chapter One


Elanora’s black scales shone in the early morning
light. She smiled at the effect the sun had on her spiked tail and
also her legs, arms, and claws. The sun came up over the silvery
sea. It was always a welcome sight, the start of a new day on her
island. In the distance, waves rose and crashed before they could
get to shore. A breeze touched her all too human nose, lips, and
ears. It should have been unpleasant, but it wasn’t. She found the
smell of salt in the air invigorating.

Lizards were bothered by the cold, but
despite her lacertilian features, Elanora wasn’t a reptile. She was
a dragon, and regardless of the plume of white coming from her
mouth, she wasn’t shivering. In fact, she preferred a cool climate.
She looked around for company because it was the loneliness that
got to her, not the near frozen air.

She picked up a stick and drew a
rectangle in the sand. A small blackish-grey crab came out of the
rolling surf, and with its eyes on stalks, looked up at her. “These
are the dragons,” she told the creature. “They are on the bottom.
That’s not a good place to be. They’re mutants like me, but I’m
special because I’m a female, and I’m not supposed to
exist.”

The crab continued to stare, and so
Elanora drew another rectangle, placing it above the first one.
“These are the knights. They’re not much better off than us
dragons. If one of them kills fifty of us, he gets to be a
maverick. Only one knight I know of ever did that, and he’s on
Mars.”

With a sideways motion, the crab
scuttled off into some nearby bushes. Out of the water, draped in
seaweed, came another crab which looked up at Elanora as the first
one had done. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll continue my lecture with
you.”

She drew a smaller rectangle, placing
it above the second one. “Now we have the mavericks. If these
fellows behave themselves, they can have long, rich, and fulfilling
lives. They can even marry and become fathers. That a knight can’t
do. If they get up to mischief, then they are downgraded to knight
and end up dead. Oh, you ask me if there are mavericks around
beside the one on Mars. Yes, there are, and they didn’t get to be
mavericks by killing anyone. How do they become mavericks then and
not knights? Be patient; I’m getting to that.”

Elanora drew a fourth rectangle,
putting it on top of the third one. “Here we have maidens. They
cannot marry knights, but they can marry mavericks. They’re female,
of course. Oh, I realize you want me to get on with how knights and
mavericks come about. Do be patient.”

The crab went sideways, shrugged off
the seaweed, and scuttled to its mate in the bushes. Elanora drew
yet another rectangle which she placed above the one for maidens. A
third crab came out of the water and gazed up at her. “To
continue,” she said. “Now we come to the priestesses. Boys reaching
puberty are tested by priestesses. If the boy passes, he
automatically becomes a maverick. If he fails, he is a knight.
Maiden officers with robots are there to make sure upset boys and
parents don’t do anything rash.”

The crab clicked its claws and Elanora
smiled down at it. “No interruptions! Now where were we ... oh,
yes! Priestesses are at the heart and soul of this society I am not
allowed to be part of. They offer spiritual guidance.”

The crab used its claws, once more
making a click-clack noise.

“I agree. I’m no theologian. I am just
telling you what I know. Now a priestess can rise in influence and
power to become a high priestess of a city. One can even go further
and become Highest of the High. I believe the High One of
Wollongong, who has kept me safe, wants to someday become the
Highest of the High.”

The crab click-clacked at her a third
time with its claws as if making a point.

“What do I do here, you ask? I keep
records of vegetation growth and put water samples into test tubes
I take back to my cottage to analyse. Don’t frown. It’s what I am
expected to do. Okay, go, join your friends.”

Elanora waved her arm in the direction
the other crabs had gone, and the third crab left. Soon after this
occurrence, the tide bolted in and washed away her handiwork. She
tossed aside the stick and sighed deeply. She could hear seagulls
squawking a distance away.

On her walk back to where she lived,
Elanora wondered what returning to Wollongong for her would be like
if that was ever an option. It was where she was born and where she
had spent her formative years until it became obvious she was a
female and not a male. It was then, according to Wollongong’s High
One, she had to be moved for her own safety and that of others,
first to a secluded shack in the hills then to where she now
lived.

At her own expense, Wollongong’s High
Priestess arranged correspondence to train Elanora in a number of
the sciences. It had been one-on-one with a blank computer screen
so her teachers had no idea what Elanora looked like.

It was voice and printouts. Elanora had
learned, early on at the beginning of her exile, to control her
hissing and only did so when she got angry or excited. The hissing,
if it was there, could be interpreted as static occurring over the
long distance between computers. Not many teachers expected dragons
of any kind to be intelligent.

Even if Elanora wanted to, during her
years of learning, she could not have made contact electronically
with anyone, save her teachers and Wollongong’s High One. The
computer she was using was set up that way.

From one of her teachers, a maverick
into economics, she had discovered that a loaf of bread in
Wollongong before the great upheaval of the Third World War was
worth twenty dollars. Afterward, thanks to the end of inflation and
the creation of new economies throughout the habitable world, the
same loaf of bread came to be worth fifteen cents.

“We have kept population numbers stable
through knights fighting dragons,” the economist had told her in an
all too calm voice in answer to how prices in the new economy can
be so low. She had imagined him tall in a black suit with red and
yellow stripes but had no idea what he looked like or how he
dressed. “As you no doubt know, dragons are human mutations created
from the last Great War,” he had added. “They kill enough knights
in battle each year to keep population numbers even and thus the
economy stable.”

“Isn’t there a better way?” Elanora had
asked.

“According to the High Ones and the
Highest of the High, the answer is no,” the economist had replied
in a firm voice. “The appropriate numbers of lives are lost, and no
damage is done to the environment or to housing or buildings in
general.”

“What if the appropriate numbers aren’t
killed?” Elanora had to ask.

“The system from city to city is
adjustable,” the economist had told her. “When required, more
knights are made, and so there are fewer mavericks. When more
mavericks and fewer knights are needed, then there are fewer males
made into knights and more made into mavericks. As you know,
mavericks don’t fight.”

“Is that all?” Elanora had asked,
feeling there had to be more to it than that.

“The High One has told me, since you
will be trained in the sciences, to tell you that, when needed,
insignificant maidens are sacrificed through giving birth to
dragons rather than to more human offspring,” the economist had
replied in a succinct, matter of fact voice. “It is all a question
of balance.”

“Why this balance?” Elanora had asked.
She had wagged her tail; glad there wasn’t any carpet around to get
her tail spikes caught in. That had happened long ago when she was
young and posing as a boy dragon. It had been ever so
embarrassing.

“It is a long-held belief that the last
Great War came about because some organization called the United
Nations could not come to terms with large population increases,”
the economist had said. “The population upsurges mostly occurred in
what were designated the Third World. In that region, there was
great poverty, and many who lived there wanted to go to the more
prosperous countries to live. They were the have-nots, made so in
part by ruthless businessmen. The have-nots were the Globalists.
Their enemies were the Nationalists.”

“What were these have-nots like?”
Elanora had asked.

“Unlike the haves or the Nationalists,
they were highly religious in the wrong way, and that was also a
reason why they remained poor,” the economist had answered in a
superior tone. “The male have-nots did not always allow their women
an education even though where women were educated, life improved
for all. Yes, I know it is hard to believe there was a time when
maidens and priestesses in some parts of the world were not in
charge.”

There was silence for a moment before
this maverick continued with the lesson. Elanora had imagined he
was looking over his notes. Then he had said, “Eventually the
have-not resentment toward the haves boiled over, and that is how
the last Great War started.”

“How was order reestablished after this
Great War?” Elanora had asked curiously.

“In factories, maidens were called upon
to design and create robots for war,” the economist had revealed.
“Thanks to the Great Goddess and the first Highest One, they came
to instead build them to restore stability. There was also an
organization of knights that aided the first Highest One in doing
so, and to this day, this special order of knights remains
especially loyal to the Highest One.”

“If there are special knights,” Elanora
had asked, “are there also special mavericks?”

The economist paused for a moment and
said, “As far as I know there has only ever been one maverick with
exceptional powers. His name is Nathaniel, and he takes his orders
directly from the Highest One. He is best avoided if that is at all
possible, or so I have been told.”

“I do believe in the Great Goddess,”
Elanora had reasoned, “but how did this now universal belief come
about?”

“I am no theologian,” the economist had
said firmly. Elanora could imagine him shaking his head sadly. “My
understanding is that the Great Goddess was always there, in the
shadows, especially when the belief in a single male god was
prominent.”

“How so?”

“I think it would be best if you took
this up with either an historian or a priestess,” the economist had
replied.

Fair enough, Elanora had thought at the
time, though a little disappointed.

A week later, Elanora had taken it up
with a tutor who was both a priestess and an amateur historian. She
had imagined this tutor also being tall like she thought the
maverick economist of being, and since she was a priestess, clothed
in shining white.

“Before the prominence of the Christian
and Muslim god there were, in fact, numerous goddesses representing
in their own way the true Great Goddess,” the priestess had
revealed with some enthusiasm. Elanora had imagined her smiling and
opening her hands as if they were spring petals. “My understanding
is the ancient Egyptians had, among other goddesses, Bastet, the
goddess of cats. The Greeks had Athena, goddess of the city of
Athens. Athena had a fondness for owls. The god of the Jews had a
feminine side. Diana was the huntress deity of the Romans and also
the goddess of the Wiccans.”

“But that really was a long time ago,”
Elanora had interrupted. “What does all of that have to do with our
current belief in the Great Goddess?”

The priestess had paused a moment,
cleared her throat then added, “In Catholicism, a branch of
Christianity, there was praise for our Mother Mary. There was a
sect in medieval Europe, banned by the Catholic Church, where the
women were called Marthas. They took care of the spiritual life of
the community, and their men handled the more mundane, earthly
concerns. In the 1970s, there was a woman’s movement in America and
elsewhere calling for the one god to be regarded as female rather
than male.”

“But what made the movement after the
last Great War so special?” Elanora had asked.

“Men had championed human
overpopulation,” the priestess had revealed smugly. “Women, after
the last Great War, set about doing the opposite. There had to be
growth, but it had to be rational based on economic factors rather
than a free for all mess like in the past. Our religion looks to
preserving life but in a more realistic fashion. No more poverty,
rampant disease, or starvation, a near perfect society.”

“Yes,” agreed Elanora, “a near perfect
society.”

“One we can be grateful for,” the
priestess had added in a no-nonsense tone. Elanora had imagined
this priestess smiling contentedly.

“But how did the Great Goddess come to
be recognized as such throughout the world?” Elanora had
asked.

“The first Highest One was most
persuasive,” the priestess had offered, “plus the populace in
general were sick of fighting. Since the major cities were gone,
reduced to rubble or worse, the people wanted a new way of life,
and the first Highest One promised to give it to them.”

“Did the Great Goddess, through the
first Highest One, really bring peace and prosperity?” Elanora had
asked.

“I believe so,” the priestess had said
in a firm voice.

But not to the knights and dragons,
Elanora had thought but did not feel this was wise to say to the
priestess because she felt showing too much sympathy for either
knights or dragons dangerous. Maidens, she understood from previous
conversations, did not sympathise with either knights or dragons,
and to this priestess, as with her other tutors, she had to pretend
to be a maiden. The High One of Wollongong had told her that her
tutors were informed she had a deformed but human face, and that
was the only reason they were not permitted to see her during these
sessions.

“On a side note,” the priestess had
said, possibly with a smug smile, “the term maverick comes from the
western part of the USA. It once meant an independent sort of male.
I believe the first Highest One envisioned males given that title
having a certain swagger, a type of independence to do with being
considered superior to those designated knights. I don’t believe
this swagger has anywhere come to pass.”

“Incidentally,” the priestess had added
after a pause, “maidens were once unmarried women. Now maiden
refers to any woman not a priestess. In other words, a woman not
wed to the Great Goddess such as a priestess, a High One, or the
Highest of the High. Being wed to a mere maverick in our faith
doesn’t count.”

How odd, Elanora had thought but at
first didn’t say anything. Perhaps, she had also thought, not
replying might give away the fact she was a female dragon rather
than a true maiden.

“Yes,” Elanora had finally said, “we
must have our faith.”

“You’re a good maiden for saying so,”
the priestess had commented. “It is a pleasure tutoring
you.”

At the time Elanora hadn’t at all felt
like a good maiden. She had poked her forked tongue out at the
priestess, fully aware the priestess couldn’t see her doing so.
Despite wanting to, she hadn’t hissed.

“The Great Goddess faith may differ
from city to city in minor ways, but the Highest One makes sure it
remains true everywhere,” the priestess had told her with a touch
of passion. “There is local custom, and there is blasphemy. The
Highest One decides which is which. Remember that if you ever get
to travel.”

“Just how many people died in this
final war you and my other tutors have spoken about?” Elanora had
asked during another session with the priestess.

“I haven’t got exact numbers,” the
priestess had replied. “No one has that. But densely populated
areas were the hardest hit by the nuclear missiles. Indonesia was
virtually wiped out. Thank the Great Goddess there wasn’t a nuclear
winter! It came close to that, but it didn’t happen. New York,
Paris, and Sydney are holes in the ground, but recent excavations
have given us clues as to those final days leading up to the last
Great War.”

“I’m glad I wasn’t around at the time,”
Elanora had commented.

“Oh, and besides the missiles, you had
food shortages, radioactive winds like you still get in some places
even to this day, and plagues in certain minor cities,” the
priestess had added. “But we’ve learned from it. No more
populations out of control, no more wars.”

“Yes,” agreed Elanora, “no more
wars.”

****

Presently, Elanora could only contact,
via computer, a select group of University of Wollongong scientists
plus the High One. When discussing issues with those scientists,
her screen, by order of the High One, remained blank.

She wanted to believe her work on her
small island, off the coast of New Zealand, was important in
gauging the growth and growing complexity of life on locales newly
thrust up from the sea. Fifty years ago, volcanic activity under
the sea had created where she was living. Back then, when it cooled
down, it was naught but a barren rock. Now there was greenery,
birds, and animals. A few small trees tried their luck but without
success whereas the ferns, after initial difficulties, did fine.
Elanora wondered what, if anything, she could learn from the
persistence of those ferns.

“In studying the development of an
early ecosystem, we can learn more about how ecosystems work,” the
High Priestess of Wollongong had told her five years ago before
sending her to this desolate place. She knew, however, there was
more to it than that.

As the only living female dragon,
Elanora understood she was a danger to the society she was born
into, and that was not good.

She shouldn’t be alive, and it was only
through the kindness of the High Priestess of Wollongong that she
lived at all. If others found out about her, they would do her
harm. “You are best protected being away from humanity,” the High
Priestess had told her.

Elanora had monthly food and equipment
drops that also included books, newspapers, magazines, and letters.
She would hear the helicopter before seeing it. Sometimes she
wanted to reach out to whoever was doing the drops, but that was
not permitted. Her hands were claws, and waving them about would
reveal what she was. Her existence meant that people living in
Australia and New Zealand thought of her, if they thought of her at
all, as a recluse maiden and not the creature she was. Hence, she
was expected to hide from the helicopter crew until they were gone
then pick up what had been sent to her.

One feature of the island she never
mentioned in her reports was a cave that was only accessible during
low tide. Once inside, it was possible to first crawl then walk to
higher ground within and thus be out of danger if the full tide
should return. The entrance was not readily visible, even at low
tide, and she suspected that no one could locate it from the air.
She thought of it as her safe haven, in case her High Priestess
guardian ever decided to get rid of her permanently and she had
prior warning of this.

She knew the written and typed
materials sent to her were censored. There were bits cut out of
newspapers and magazines and blacked out areas in letters. Very
little information got to her about knights and dragons.

Elanora was aware of the fighting that
went on in May and November between knights and dragons because of
that time before her exile. Now it all seemed like a bad
dream.

She didn’t have much of an image, even
in her head, of what a male dragon would look like. How different
would he be from her? She knew there were varieties. They no doubt
came about through earlier genetic engineering. Some male dragons
were black-scaled like herself while others had silvery scales and
still others red scales. Would she find any of them attractive? If
only she had a photo or a drawing of one to go by instead of vague
descriptions and fading memories. In childhood, pretending to be a
boy dragon, she did see the males, but being so young she didn’t
have the biological interest she now had in them.

Occasionally, she looked in the mirror
and wondered if the public at large would find her pretty or
hideous. She kept in good shape on her two-mile runs around the
island and during summer, swam in a rock pool. All things
considered, though, she was not quite human. If not the scales,
then the spiked tail was the big giveaway.

Taking stock one day in the full body
mirror she had in her bedroom, she said to herself, “With my
clothes removed, it is obvious I have the downstairs equipment for
mating of any female. My smile, though black, is not dissimilar
from a more human female, and the same goes for my ears and the
contour of my nose. Mind you, I do have scales on my nose that move
about when I smile. Maidens don’t have that.”

She stopped for a moment then went on,
“I have high cheekbones if that means anything to anyone and large
come-hither hazel eyes. The scales I have for eyebrows are of a
lighter hue than the rest of my face and therefore stand out when I
raise and lower them. What else? My tongue is red and
forked.”

Elanora poked out her tongue, then
continued: “I have hips like a maiden. My breasts, though they have
lovely scales that shimmer if the light is good, are the exact size
and shape of any woman my age or so the newspaper and magazine
articles would indicate.”

She touched her breasts and smiled. “My
nipples are free from scales if that would interest anyone. My legs
are scaled like much of my person. They are strong and lean from
all the exercise I do. Oh, and I have claws for hands, and I have
big feet. My spiked tail does get in the way sometimes. It is
difficult to get in and out of the short pants designed for
dragons, but I do manage. And that should complete this
inventory.”

After her morning jog, she had lunch in
her cottage where she sent off information, via her computer, to
the scientific research team situated in Wollongong that, for
safety’s sake, had no idea she was a dragon. It was enough they
appreciated her fine work. Often, she received messages thanking
her for her contribution to the study of developing life on
earth.

In the afternoon, a pair of magpies
knocked with their beaks on her backdoor. She fed them leftovers
from the previous night’s meal. To her, they were great listeners,
better than the crabs, even if they didn’t understand a word she
said. “Well, my fine friends, you don’t mind what I look like, do
you? How kind of you to accept food from me. Please call again.
When you have young, please bring them here.”

She then read over other scientists’
reports on ecology and ecosystems sent to her by her Wollongong
University contacts. Some included areas of Australia where the
radiation was down enough to consider reintroducing humans. She
typed up letters she sent, via her computer, to the scientific
research team to forward on to other scientists. They too had
limited computer access, and this forwarding was generally done via
the post office. There, mail coming in and going out, was monitored
by lower order priestesses for anything that might be deemed of a
subversive nature.

Sometimes, Elanora was miffed that her
computer only allowed her access to this team and the High
Priestess. She wondered what the Internet was like when it existed,
but that was long before she was born. Occasionally, something
would turn up in a magazine, newspaper, or letter sent to her, via
helicopter dump, that got her thinking about her situation. The
Internet, if it came into being once more, would make her life so
much better, giving her much wider access to the world, though it
might also expose her to the dangers of discovery.

From her scientific contacts in
Wollongong, she learned that robots had run amok in Lyon, France,
and a priestess, for some reason, had committed suicide. There was
an article in a newspaper about Mars and the hope the colony left
there, on that planet ages ago, might still exist.

No one wanted to discuss dragons with
her. She had always been led to believe robots couldn’t kill unless
programmed to do so. But why would anyone do such a thing? No one
seemed to know, or if they did, they didn’t share that information
with her.

Before retiring, she ate a simple meal
of seaweed and dried fish washed down with lemon juice. Then she
did instrument checks on the weather via a control board set up for
her to read. It was connected to a measuring device on the roof of
her home near the solar panel that provided her with
electricity.

Then she went outside to look at the
sky. Unless the fog rolled in and it rained the next day, it would
be clear with lots of stars. She breathed in the night air, finding
it exhilarating, her nostrils flaring and a contented hum from her
throat showing no one but herself her appreciation of those dark
hours.

Every Sunday, the High Priestess would
contact Elanora to see how she was doing. It was also, no doubt, to
check up and make sure she was still on the island. “Are you
getting plenty of exercise?” the High Priestess would often ask.
Then she would want to know if Elanora was bored and, if so, what
she might do to help alleviate that boredom. When asked about
Wollongong or any other city, the High One would say life is dull
there and she wasn’t missing much. In fact, life was much better
where she was, and so she should continue to appreciate where she
had been placed.

Elanora was smart enough to know that
her benefactor could not afford to have her disappear and then turn
up elsewhere. She might then have to explain how a female dragon
could possibly exist, and that would never do.

Elanora wondered what it would be like
to be a maiden or a priestess. She had a white scarf she played
with when pretending to be first one and then the other. She knew
too well that dragons were at the bottom of the social ladder,
followed by knights, then mavericks.

She had seen pictures of knights. They
were brutish in their armour. Flipping through fashion magazines,
she had to admit to herself she thought mavericks looked ridiculous
in their brightly coloured suits.

After five years on her island, it was
time to move on, but the High Priestess would not hear any argument
for such a move.

“I cannot live here any
longer,” said Elanora one day to the High One. “I am wasted
here!”

“You stay at my command,” replied the
High Priestess.

“And if I refuse to stay?” asked
Elanora.

“Death awaits you in Australia,”
revealed the High Priestess. “If maidens, mavericks, and
priestesses see you, they will hunt you down until you are caught,
and then terrible things will happen to you. What’s more, I will
not help you. I may even be called upon by the Highest of High
Priestesses to do you harm.”

“But I have heard all that from you
before.”

“And you will hear it from me again and
again!”

“But my only crime wassss being born,”
Elanora snapped in her defence. She spoke with a lisp at times
because of the forked tongue all dragons have.

“That is crime enough.” The High
Priestess’s voice was stern.

“But is it truly enough?” asked
Elanora.

“Yes, it is,” confirmed the High One
and broke off the connection.

Like every other dragon, Elanora had
clawed her way out of her mother, thus killing her. It was not
something she was aware of having done, since she was an infant.
Even so, it marked her in ways her appearance alone couldn’t. It
was because of this, more than anything else, she was among the
damned. It was why knights fought dragons.

“You can do better on your island than
anywhere else in the world,” the High Priestess often told her.
This used to satisfy her, but she had become restless, taking
longer and longer walks each morning. There had to be a way to
escape her cushy prison. Maybe the outside world had changed since
she was exiled and it wasn’t so bad, and she had a greater destiny
elsewhere.

Then one day she thought up a plan.
First, she would put aside enough food from every drop over the
following three months to last her three weeks without further
rations. She could ask for more chocolate bars, cans of peaches,
cans of rice-cream, and packets of dried fruit. Then she would take
bedding and other material and make a comfortable place for herself
within the cave. The idea being that if she could vanish for three
weeks, and search parties sent to find her failed to do so, then
the assumption would be she had already found a way off the island,
drowned while swimming off shore, or had been attacked and eaten by
a flying shark or some other predator. Then, when the searching for
her had died away, she could leave her hiding place and head off
with minimum risk of being caught.

She could dismantle part of her cottage
to build a raft. She could sew her bed sheets together to make a
sail and cover it in a mixture of salt water, flour, and mud, to
stiffen it for added strength, against the high winds once out at
sea.

Elanora knew the High Priestess would
see this move as a betrayal, but there was nothing she could do
about that except to remain where she had been placed. She had
already been there too long. Most of all, she wanted to find out
more about dragons and why they were the lowest of the low. It had
to be more than the way they came into this world.

“I hate disappointing the High
Priestess and turning her against me,” said Elanora to the magpies
who took food from her, “but I must be free. I need to know what it
means to be a dragon and if I can make things better for my
brethren. I’ll leave food for you here and there in various bushes,
my treasures, but you will have to go back to fending for
yourselves. You have been good company, and I do wish you the
best.”


Chapter Two


The High Priestess of Wollongong was a tall, lean
woman whose white robes were augmented by a silver ring of office
on her left hand and a white stone on a silver chain around her
neck. In the decades she had been a priestess, she had made two
mistakes that could destroy her. One was allowing Dreadnought, the
knight turned maverick, to live and fulfill his life’s ambition.
Thank the Goddess he was now on Mars. The other was showing
scientific curiosity and compassion toward a female
dragon.

She breathed heavily when she got the
letter. It was from the Highest of High Priestesses calling on her
to explain how any knight could kill fifty dragons and thus become
a maverick. It was a demand for the truth which the High One of
Wollongong could not provide without risking her position. Neither
the High Priestess nor the Highest of the High believed in
miracles. They were supposed to, but despite their religious
trappings, they were both practical women.

Something had been off about
Dreadnought, the slayer of fifty dragons. Since he had been a
Wollongong knight, the Highest of the High wanted to know, in
detail, what the trick for his success had been. All the High
Priestess could do to save herself from demotion was to write back
and state that Dreadnought had been unique for reasons unknown. She
could not inform the greatest living priestess that Dreadnought had
been born a dragon that shed his scales and tail without condemning
herself. When he was a newborn, she had her chance to end his life
and hadn’t. Now she faced problems with her female dragon,
Elanora.

The female dragon she should have
eliminated soon after birth had gone missing. She let two days go
by without contact then decided she had to send a squad of robots
to that island on a kill mission. There was no evidence the dragon
in question had left that locale, so she had to still be there or
dead and washed out to sea. Now, of all times, the High Priestess
could not allow any connection she had with Elanora to expose her
to ridicule or worse.

She knew the Highest of the High could
do more than demote her if she was found to be a traitor. Messing
with the order of life and thus the priestesshood would make her
that. The majority of the world’s citizens had to think of dragons
as male and not male and female, or questions about how dragons
came to be would be asked. Dragons had to remain the lowest of the
low. For that to happen, they had to be regarded, in this society,
as male-only. A female dragon would spoil all of that.

Rumours had it that the Highest One
employed well-trained knightly assassins. The High Priestess’s
fondness for Elanora had put her at risk once too often. If Elanora
had stayed in touch on that island, all would have been well. Now,
she had to close all links to past indiscretions for good. The High
Priestess sighed, a tear rolling down her cheek at the thought of
ending Elanora’s life.

The robots were to be flown onto the
island by flyer with Malcolm, the dark-haired flyer pilot, who was
an expendable maverick. Since any maverick could easily be demoted
to knight by a high-ranking priestess, all were deemed disposable
by someone in the High One’s exalted position. This included the
clever ones like Malcolm. The robots were to eliminate him once the
death of Elanora had been established. There could be no witnesses
to Elanora’s demise. When they got back, the robots would be
reprogrammed to accept any lie she cared to fill their electronic
brains with; thus, they too would be silenced.

Then, when all that was done, the High
Priestess could claim the so-called maiden, who had lived in the
cottage on the island, had passed away from some unfortunate
accident. No one of importance then need ever know she was really a
dragon. It was now time to make up for past indiscretions if she
was ever to someday make it to Highest of the High status and thus
reside in Rome for the rest of her life.

****

Malcolm was nervous about going to some
remote dot on the map with six robots, and no technician or maiden
officer there in case the robots went haywire. He could not,
however, refuse the High Priestess since to do so could mean
demotion to knight.

“Are you sure you can’t turn this
down?” Megan, who was Malcolm’s wife, a silvery-blonde haired
maiden, asked him the night before the flight. “You don’t look
well. You’re shaking at the very idea of going. If you’re sick, the
High One can just get someone else.”

“It’s the robots that spook me,”
offered Malcolm. “I suppose they do that to everyone. It will be
all right. I’ll go. As you know, getting the High One annoyed with
me would be disastrous for both of us.”

“Yes,” agreed Megan. “She does have
that much power.”

The robots had arms, legs, chests, and
torsos that mimicked humanity. It was the faces that struck a nerve
in the living. Two red eyes and a slot for a mouth made them alien
even to the maiden officers who worked with them. Malcolm knew this
from conversations he had overheard in various wine
bars.

Megan, his wife, wanted to help Malcolm
by going along, but he didn’t think that was a good
idea.

“If it is a harmless flight, then I can
go,” said Megan. “I’m a maiden. You can’t stop me unless you can
come up with a good reason why I can’t join you.”

“I want you safe.” Malcolm looked away
from Megan.

“The robots are programmed never to
harm a maiden,” offered Megan. “If I go, there will be less chance
of something going wrong with them. So, I’m going!”

“I have a bad feeling about this. I’d
rather you stay.” Malcolm was still looking away from
Megan.

“The robots have given you the jitters,
that’s all. Any real reason I can’t come along?”

“There’s none that I can think of.”
Malcolm looked in her eyes, noticing how her glasses sat snugly on
her face. He also saw determination.

“Then it’s settled. I’m coming along.
Besides, I want to make sure your new robot hand and leg are
working properly.” Megan added a disarming smile. “I’m no expert at
robotic replacement parts, but I have read up on them. I feel that
someone, even with only a little knowledge about them, should be
with you until I’m sure they are in proper working
order.”

Malcolm’s flyer was standard. It was a
circular twin-engine job with flow back wings. It could carry six
seated passengers plus a pilot. The robots could go as cargo since
they did not require seating during the trip and could lie down
without being damaged.

The takeoff from Wollongong airport was
smooth. They travelled down the coast, trying to avoid the foul,
radioactive winds rising up from Melbourne. Even so, the winds
buffeted the plane, and Malcolm had to use all his skill as a top
airman to zigzag out of the trap made long ago by a nuclear
explosion.

“Hey!” cried Megan, almost losing her
glasses with one of the zags. “Hey!” she cried again when another
of those zags occurred. She didn’t wear contacts because her eyes
were too sensitive for their use. Right then, she thought how much
trouble they would be if they did fall out. Searching for them
would have been a real nightmare. She was glad when they were far
enough away from that swirling hellhole not to be pulled in and
ripped apart. They had flown off centre, away from the heart of
that forlorn city, but still, they could have lost their
lives.

“Someday, Melbourne will be clear of
radiation,” said Malcolm. He felt the need to say
something.

“I can hardly wait.” Megan sighed
deeply. “I’m so glad the flyer was able to shield us from those
deadly rays.”

“A crash landing in that mess would
have been fatal,” said Malcolm calmly.

“I notice there aren’t any problems so
far with your artificial hand and leg.” Megan smiled
warmly.

“None that I have noticed,” said
Malcolm.

As they approached Tasmania, a storm
kicked up. The sky blackened, lit up now and then by lightning.
Rain spattered against their windscreen. There was the cry of a
nearby giant albatross.

A robot got to its feet and said in
monotone, “There is a threat.”

Megan looked into its red eyes and
said, “There’s no threat.”

“There is danger,” insisted the robot,
reaching for its weapon.

“There is no danger,” said Megan.
“Please resume your lying position. All is well. The pilot knows
what he is doing.”

Thankfully, the robot complied with
Megan’s instruction, lying down once more with the other robots.
She had been calm and matter-of-fact with the robot. Now she
exhaled and shivered over what might have happened.

“The last thing we need is a robot
taking shots at a huge bird capable of tearing our vessel apart
with either beak or claw,” reasoned Malcolm. “If bullets from that
gun had reached the outside and didn’t cause decompression, then a
stray one that hit the feathered creature might have gotten it
angry enough to attack.”

“Thank the Goddess, I decided to come
along.” Megan smiled a smug smile.

Then the sky began to clear, the
albatross turned out to be all noise and quickly lost interest in
the flyer.

“The last thing we needed was a
shootout in the air.” Malcolm shook his head and smiled at the
windscreen. Part of him was glad Megan was around, and the other
part wished she was home and out of jeopardy.

“Have you wondered why we have these
mechanical creations onboard instead of maidens, mavericks, or
knights?” Megan offered up a question Malcolm wished he had had the
guts to ask the High Priestess.

“Maybe the machines have better
eyesight?” Malcolm knew this was lame but said it anyway. He
shrugged his shoulders for emphasis.

“I hope that is all it is.” Megan
suspected it was more than that but couldn’t figure out what. Her
crossed arms told Malcolm as much.

“We’re coming into Hobart now,” said
Malcolm.

At Hobart airport, they refuelled then
waited for the weather, which had turned nasty once more, to clear.
Malcolm wasn’t about to risk his life and that of Megan flying into
rough conditions searching for a locale that would barely register
on his flyer’s radar.

Megan assured the robots the delay was
in everyone’s interest. She knew she had to use calming words and
non-threatening motions to get her message across to them. Unless
programmed otherwise, they wouldn’t ever harm a maiden. Even so,
she didn’t trust them. Something about their inhuman faces made her
want to run as far away from them as possible. She had to refrain
from wincing when they all nodded their agreement to
her.

“We will wait,” said the lead robot in
monotone.

Megan and Malcolm spent half a day in
Hobart. Megan bought bags of apples and strawberries from a market
not far from the airport and Malcolm, a newspaper.

It was the first of May, so there were
stories about the upcoming bouts between knights and dragons. Some
wished Dreadnought would return to the fight. The new champion was
Tarsus with fifteen dragon kills to his credit. He would last till
the end of May, then die from injuries sustained in an arena in
Madrid.

The sun was shining when they left
Hobart. There was a chill in the air. Malcolm and Megan knew it was
going to get colder as they drew closer to Antarctica. They put
jumpers on to combat the cold. After circling Elanora’s island a
few times to figure out the best place to land, Malcolm brought the
flyer down a few hundred yards from the cottage.

“We’re here!” cried Malcolm, switching
off the aircraft. The robots then got to their feet and marched out
of the flyer with Malcolm and Megan bringing up the
rear.

A thorough search of the cottage
revealed nothing of interest to any of them. Night was coming, and
so Megan and Malcolm decided to stay there rather than risk falling
down a crevice or finding a large pothole. The robots were also
prepared to wait for better light.

The following morning, an hour after
sunrise, the robots left Megan and Malcolm sleeping. Special lenses
in their eyes revealed the cave and its entrance plus the female
dragon. They only had to walk a quarter of a mile west to end their
quest.

“We go inside,” commanded the lead
robot in a flat voice as they approached the cave’s mouth. All six
of them crawled inside, oblivious of everything apart from
eventually standing up and executing their prey. Elanora watched
them coming and hoped for something, anything that would stop them.
“I pray to the Great Goddess for salvation,” she whispered in
earnest. Her only reply was a distant sound that grew louder as the
robots came closer.

A gurgling was followed by a great rush
of water. The tide had come in! Elanora was safe from the flood
where she was but not so the robots. They were engulfed and drawn
out to sea. One of them tried to claw its way to Elanora, despite
the water pressure, but she used her tail to knock it off balance,
so it was sucked out with the rest.

Once away from shore, the robots sank
to the sandy bottom. Then a creature with great rows of teeth,
whose ancestors may have been whales, played with five of them as
if they were its favourite chew toys. The sixth, whose sense of
direction had been muddled by water, noted what had happened to its
fellows. It then started what turned out to be a long, undersea
walk of three months back to Hobart. Somewhere along the way, its
torso was crushed by a giant octopus. Unfortunately for the
octopus, the robot’s right arm was free of this embrace. Through
its gun use, the robot was able to get away from the octopus and
continue on. Apparently, the gun could fire only once, but that had
been enough. Rust wasn’t a factor since the gun was made of
rustproof material. Water pressure, however, had been the issue
preventing the gun from firing multiple times.

What washed up on the shores of Storm
Bay was too wrecked to be able to impart why it had come out of the
sea or even where its journey had begun. The only thing in the
robot’s damaged memory circuits was information on what a sea
monster could do to five robots that could not get to their
holstered guns fast enough. Octopus ink was found inside some of
the damaged robot’s parts.

Elanora waited for the tide to recede
before venturing out of her cave. She looked around, unsure if the
robots had really all gone out to sea. Were they meant to take her
back alive to the High Priestess or do away with her? She didn’t
know. With their inhuman red eyes, they looked like they had a
deadly purpose. She also reasoned they had not come alone. There
has to be a flyer and, with a flyer, a pilot, thought Elanora. She
knew enough from newspapers and magazines to be aware that robots
were not programmed to pilot aircraft. According to what she had
read in a newspaper, a helicopter could not take the weight of so
many robots. A flyer could. Thus, there had to be a flyer on her
island.

She came upon the flyer and found it
empty. Over the last two years, thanks to articles in magazines and
technical manuals from airdrops, she had pieced together how a
flyer worked. So her first instinct was to simply take it to either
Australia or New Zealand. Still, she was smart enough to realize
she was better off with a pilot at the controls that knew more than
she did about flying. There was learning from a book, but there was
also firsthand experience.

The smell of fried bacon
and eggs came wafting to her from the cottage. Someone is cooking in my kitchen, thought Elanora. She circled around the place, looking in all
the windows to see who was there. A man, probably a maverick by the
fancy clothes he wore, was preparing the food. A maiden wearing
glasses was putting cutlery on Elanora’s table. Neither the
maverick nor the maiden was armed.

Elanora hadn’t had a good meal in days,
and so, when she did burst in, her first thought was to go for the
bacon and eggs. The gasp of horror from the maiden changed her
mind. Instead, she encircled the maiden’s neck with her tail and
pressed her barbs into unwilling flesh.

“Don’t!” Malcolm cried in
alarm.

“Don’t? Is that a command? Forgive me
if I refuse to obey you.”

“Please let her go!” There was emphasis
on the word please.

“You will take me back to Wollongong,
or I will end her life.” Elanora’s nostrils flared. Her forked
tongue poked out, and she hissed. Megan softly moaned.

“I agree! Now please let her go!”
Again, please was emphasized.

“First, I will take your food. Put the
bacon and eggs on a plate. I’m hungry.” Elanora’s mouth was
watering, her forked tongue wet with saliva.

“Do as she says,” pleaded
Megan.

Malcolm put all the bacon and eggs he’d
cooked onto one plate, and Elanora sat down to eat. In doing so,
she released Megan, who was bleeding ever so slightly.

“What did you do to her?” Upon seeing
the blood, Malcolm curled his hands into fists.

“It’s minor,” said Elanora between
bites. “There’s a first-aid kit in my study. A few sticking plaster
bandages should be enough.”

Malcolm got the first aid kit and
applied the bandages. It was as Elanora said. No lasting harm had
been done so far to Megan. Still, Malcolm didn’t want Megan further
hurt. He knew his fists wouldn’t do much good against this
creature’s scales, but he would do what he could to save Megan,
even if it was only to give his wife the chance to run as this
creature spent time ending his life.

“I know I could have killed her,” said
Elanora coolly. “I’m sure I could have snapped her neck. Give me
something to drink.”

Malcolm sighed, shook his head, and
handed Elanora a bottle of orange soft drink straight out of the
fridge. Elanora continued eating. She drank as well, feeling her
full strength returning.

“Who are you?” asked
Malcolm.

“What are you?” asked Megan. Elanora
was like no other dragon Megan had ever seen before. The curves
were wrong for a male creature and could not be hidden by the shirt
and pants it wore.

“My name’s Elanora,” answered the
female dragon between gulps of soft drink. “As for what I am, you
can guess.”

“You shouldn’t exist!” Megan shook her
head and sighed deeply. She checked her wounds. The bleeding had
stopped.

Megan had been taught from infancy
onward that there was no such thing as a female dragon. Yet here
was one, and she had injuries to prove it was so!

“And yet here I am, and you are taking
me to Wollongong.” Elanora smiled at the look of dismay on Megan’s
face.

“You want to go to Wollongong?” asked
Megan in a shaky voice. Why should something that shouldn’t exist
want to go to a major city? That didn’t make sense.

“Yes, I want to go to Wollongong,”
confirmed Elanora. Her smile did not reassure either Megan or
Malcolm. Those claws looked sharp, and her tail was flicking
about.

“We’ll take you without all the
hostility,” proposed Malcolm in as restrained a voice as possible.
“Besides, we’re expecting the robots sent with us to return at any
moment.”

“They’re not coming.” Both Malcolm and
Megan were open-mouthed shocked by this revelation.

“They’re not?” Megan’s voice sounded
like a squeak toy.

“No.” Elanora waved a dismissive claw.
“You got more food?” Megan could see that Elanora had put aside a
piece of bacon.

“Apples and strawberries in the flyer,”
said Megan.

“You can show me where in your machine.
Let’s go.” Elanora got up and herded Megan and Malcolm out of what
had once been her home.

Malcolm and Megan had to wonder what
could have happened to six well-armed mechanical men that terrified
most people. Neither was game to ask.

“Those robots...,” began Megan in a
whisper.

“I know,” Malcolm whispered back. He
shrugged his shoulders. “For now, let’s just stay
alive.”

Along the way, Elanora threw the piece
of bacon she could have eaten into some bushes. The meat was
quickly snapped up and shared between two magpies. Despite evidence
to the contrary, Megan wondered if Elanora was as fierce as she
made herself out to be. Do monsters have pets? Megan asked
herself.

“Why Wollongong?” asked Megan as they
climbed into the flyer. “I take it we were supposed to bring you
back anyway, though the use of robots did seem heavy-handed. But no
one said we’d be dealing with a female dragon.”

“You thought it was some maiden gone
astray?” asked Elanora. She shook her head and smiled.

“That’s what we were led to believe,”
said Malcolm.

“Yes. I can imagine that being the
case. I’ve thought about it. The robots are the clue in all of
this.” Elanora rubbed her claws together. “Would it surprise you to
know I was never meant to leave this island alive?”

“I don’t know what to say to that,”
said Malcolm as they flew away from the island.

“We’re not killers.” Megan wanted to
make that clear to Elanora.

“I might be, but not today.” Elanora
was for keeping her options open.

“So, are there many female dragons?”
asked Megan. She didn’t think there were but felt she should
ask.

“I doubt it, but I believe there are
plenty of male ones.” Elanora knew she was going mostly by distant
memory, hearsay, and the rare newspaper article she was allowed to
see on the matter.

“Do you know any?” Megan was curious
and needed her curiosity to take her over. She was still afraid but
wanted small talk to ease tensions, have her breathe without
shivering.

“No. I believe I will be as much a
surprise to them as they will be to me.” Elanora leaned back in her
seat and sighed deeply.

Malcolm, after radioing in to the
airport flight tower, put down in Hobart for topping up and to then
receive clearance to go on to Wollongong. While that was happening,
Elanora had her claws on Megan’s throat in the back of the flyer to
prevent Malcolm from calling out for help. After takeoff, Megan
warned Elanora about the dangers of Melbourne, so she didn’t panic
when they worked their way past the outer edge of that disaster
area. Also, Malcolm noted, Megan had a tendency to talk a lot when
she was nervous. With a dragon without a pain collar so close to
her, she had to either talk or faint.

“So this major city became a hazard?”
asked Elanora. “I think I read about it sometime ago.”

“Yes,” replied Megan. “It happened a
long time ago.”

When they did get close to the outer
edge of Melbourne, Elanora gasped in horror at what had occurred to
what must have been a large metropolis. “And they think I am evil?”
said Elanora contemplatively. “I could never have done
this!”

They landed safely at Wollongong
airport. There Elanora had to rely on Malcolm and Megan not to
spread the word about her.

“What are you going to tell the
authorities?” asked Elanora.

“An abridged version of the truth,”
said Malcolm contemplatively. “You’ve told us the robots went out
with the tide from a cave. They were obviously searching for you
when the mishap occurred.”

“That takes care of the robots,” agreed
Elanora. “What about me?”

“Once we leave this flyer, we can
honestly say we don’t know where you are,” said Malcolm, “because,
by the time they question us, it will be the truth. You will be
elsewhere.”

“We’ll expect you to go from here, and
that will be that,” added Megan calmly.

“You’d do thisss for me?” asked Elanora
hissing emotionally, her forked tongue getting in the
way.

“It’s for all of us,” said Malcolm. “If
female dragons are not supposed to exist, and we bring one into a
major city, I know there will be priestesses that won’t be happy.
Who knows what they’d do to us, especially if we weren’t supposed
to make it here at all with you?”

“There’s a coat with a hood in the
back.” Megan didn’t quite know why she was trying to be helpful,
except she took her cue from Malcolm. “The hood will hide your
face, and the rest of it will go with the clothes you are already
wearing. The coat will also hide your tail if you don’t move it
about too much. You’ll be hot in it, but you’ll be safer. Take the
apples and strawberries and, for Goddess’ sake, be
careful.”

“Go to Demons, a bar not far from here,
to meet dragons,” advised Malcolm, “but don’t do it right away.
Take a couple of days to think about what you are going to do, what
you are going to say to those dragons. And good luck!”

Malcolm and Megan left the flyer
without looking back. When it grew dark, Elanora made her move. In
the meantime, Malcolm reported to the High Priestess that the
so-called recluse maiden they were meant to locate could not be
found. The fate of the robots sent with him to fetch her, he said,
was now uncertain, being somewhere out at sea.

The High Priestess did her best to
hide her surprise in seeing Malcolm alive. She accepted his story
because it was too fantastic not to be true, and this saved his
life.


Chapter Three

 The High Priestess of Kiama,
a portly woman in her mid-forties, was paying the High Priestess of
Wollongong a visit when everything went wrong. Thanks to Malcolm,
word had come to Wollongong’s High Priestess about the missing fake
maiden and the loss of those six robots. A helicopter was
dispatched from Hobart to check out Malcolm’s story to see how much
of it was true. As it turned out, it was possible the robots were
now somewhere out at sea, hence Malcolm got to remain among the
living. Even so, a female dragon could be on the loose. If she was
discovered, it would not bode well for the High Priestess of
Wollongong’s future.

To impress the High Priestess of Kiama,
the One Hundred Knights versus One Hundred Dragons’ annual event
included the use of pikes, long poles with nasty metalwork on the
end. In this instance, there was a spearhead as well as a chopper
on each pike. They weighed twenty pounds and were best used when
those with them coordinated their efforts, especially in the
attack. When this happened, the wielders were like a deadly forest.
They were handed out to the collarless dragons as they entered the
arena. The knights had swords and shields.

The battle, which lasted the
traditional hour and a half, resulted in thirty-nine knights slain
to twenty-five dragons butchered. Thanks to the pikes, it was a
clear win for the dragons.

Tarsus, the lead knight, managed to
slay
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