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chapter one
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My Obasaan told me the story of the dragon that used to visit her at night. A small white one, she said, head as big as a dog, long and snake-like, but with the snout of a pig. She said that instead of scales it had soft fur, and it used to lace about her window at night, like a kite fluttering in the breeze.


[image: ]


‘It was always gone by the morning,’ she said, ‘but it would return again at night, every night, until I turned fifteen. Then I grew bored with it. I thought it was pesky. I opened my window and cried “Shoo!” and it did what I said. I never saw it again.’

I listen to my Obasaan, my heart beating furiously. If only it was that easy to get rid of a monster. If only I were that brave! As I sit at her feet I want to tell her that I understand, I want her to put her old arms around me and tell me what to do. But I know I cannot say a thing.

Mother sends me to bed after a shared pot of tea with Obasaan. I plead with her, as I often do, to let me stay up later or to let me sleep in her bed.

‘No, no, Kumiko,’ Mother growls. ‘Stop being silly. You are perfectly safe in your own bed. You are almost nine years old!’


Mother doesn’t care! I think to myself.

After I wash my feet, I climb the stairs to my bedroom. Each step makes my heart beat a little more quickly and I wish so much to not be afraid. The darkness of my bedroom is getting closer. I am standing in front of my bedroom door ...

This room has not always been my bedroom. I moved into it this year when my little sister, Arisu, was born. She got my old room downstairs next to Mother and Father’s room. I like that room better.

I leave the door open as I jump under the covers of my bed.

My bedroom is dark and quiet. My toys are stacked neatly and the kitchen light shines safely up the stairs. The room is not really such a terrible room, apart from the windows. The windows are what make it so awful. I pull the covers up to my nose.

It doesn’t take long.

You would think that I would be used to it by now, but I am not. The room starts to become breezy, though the windows are tightly shut. The bedroom door is blown closed, and then I hear the deep sound of wind being moved aside like waves. In my old bedroom downstairs I used to hear this same noise at night-time as I settled into sleep. I used to tell myself it was the trees outside rubbing together in the wind. This was easy to believe because that room had shutters on the windows and you couldn’t see what was really outside.

It always starts like an ink blot on a piece of dark blue paper. Outside there is a dark moving shape that spreads across the sky, until you see wings flapping as big as the sails of a boat, a head big enough to swallow an ox. The shape glimmers with thick scales like slices of jade and its eyes flash yellow like a prowling cat.

The dragon lands outside my window. It perches nimbly on the tiled roof and I press myself more tightly into the corner of my bed. The dragon looks at me through the windows, and snorts with a hiss of smoke.

Once the dragon spoke to me. He growled like the belly of a volcano: ‘Tell no one of me, Kumiko.’ It was the most frightening moment of my life. The dragon has not said anything else to me, but I dare not disobey him. From that one time I saw him speak, I know his teeth are sharper than the sword of any samurai.

During the day I wonder often how the dragon knows my name, but each night I can think only that he may want to eat me. I watch him until my eyes hurt with sleepiness and my blood stomps around my ears, as he quietly shifts about the roof, claws clicking, tail swaying.

Every morning I wake up not knowing how I could possibly have got to sleep, and, like in my Obasaan’s story, the dragon has disappeared.

I know I cannot go on like this. What if the dragon haunts me forever? But I wouldn’t dare to speak to the dragon, to approach him, to open the window. I know for sure that I cannot simply tell my dragon to ‘Shoo!’

And then, like a summer breeze through a cherry tree, a sweet thought comes to me, an idea. It is the only thing I can think of, but it soon grows bitter in my throat. It is too terrifying, too daring! If I were to write a note to the dragon during the daytime and stick it onto my window, could he read it? Would it make him angry? But if he really wanted to eat me, surely he would have done it by now.

Yes, I think with a gulp, it is the only way. Tomorrow I will write a letter to the dragon.





chapter two
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It is morning and the sun is shining off the blue tiles on our roof. The dragon has gone. I slowly creep towards the window, right up to the glass, and then I look out, like I do, just to make sure. There is nothing but the misty morning outside.

There is a terrible feeling in my stomach, like taiko drums beating a wild dance. What can I possibly write to a ferocious dragon?

I think about this as I go down the stairs. I ponder it over breakfast. I consider it fully while doing my chores. And when I am supposed to be doing my schoolwork all that fills my head is: Oh, I am to be eaten for sure!

When I get home from school, Mother is with Arisu in the kitchen.

‘Hello!’ I say, then hurry to sit down.

Mother frowns. ‘What is wrong with you, Kumiko? You look very pale. Are you feeling ill?’

I shake my head.

‘Perhaps you should go to your room and lie down?’

‘No!’ I shout, almost tipping a bowl of loquats. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Alright,’ says Mother, still frowning as she returns to cutting up fish.

Beyond the kitchen window the sky is turning the colour of melons in summer, or perhaps it is the horrible orange fire of dragons getting closer. I look at the sky and at my school bag under the table in turn. I have to do it now or I may never bring myself to do it. Pulling my schoolbook from my bag, I neatly tear out a page. The words form themselves in black across the paper:

To the honourable dragon 
No sitting on this roof please

It is firm but polite, and straight to the point but not too hurried. Surely this is the best I can do.

When Mother turns to the stove and throws the fish into a pan, I dig my fingers into the sticky rice, to make my letter sticky. I run out of the kitchen and creep up the stairs. As the first star appears in the sky, I press the letter onto my bedroom window.

Back in the kitchen, Mother sees me staring sadly at sticky hands.

‘Kumiko?’

‘Yes?’

‘Go and wash those before dinner, please.’

By the time dinner is finished, the sky has been emptied of the sun, and the moon is hanging feebly like a paper lantern in the dark. Mother decides it is time for bed. My feet decide they will not move off the tatami floor.

‘I cannot go to bed, Mother,’ I tell her with tears in my eyes.

Mother sits beside me, her expression a mixture of anger and confusion.

‘Kumiko, why must there always be something? I remember when you were afraid of dogs, afraid of your teacher Mr Takahashi, and afraid of mice! Mice, of all things! And now you are afraid of the dark. This is silly. I want you to go to bed without another word. Maybe it won’t be today, maybe it won’t be tomorrow, but one day you will realise that there is nothing in your room to be afraid of.’

I want to tell Mother that she is wrong. I want her to be terrified of my dragon too, but I know she will think I am making up stories. I just look at her and hope that she is terribly sad and sorry when I have been eaten by a dragon.
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I do not say goodnight to Mother or even give her a hug. I just go up to my room as she told me to, without another word.

I tread slowly, letting my feet feel for the last time the loveliness of each wooden step.

In my room I stand for a moment looking at the letter I’d written. I could remove it, I think. I could just take it off right now! But as much as I long to do such a thing, I know that there is nothing worse than being afraid forever.

The dragon appears past the paper moon, coming directly towards my window.

I jump into bed just before he lands, and even though I desperately want to hide I can’t help but watch. He lands in silence with his tail lashing the air like a ribbon. He snorts. He turns. He looks right at my letter!

Smoke rises out of his nostrils like incense. He seems to be reading.

He looks at me. Oh no!

He reads the letter again.

Just as I have been dreading, he opens his mouth. I see knife rows of teeth before he suddenly blows fire at my letter, which shrivels up like dry tea-leaves and blows away in the wind. He must be offended.

Still looking at me, the dragon opens his mouth again, and then he speaks, the sound of stones rolling: ‘You wrote this?’

I considered shaking my head, but a nod comes out instead.

‘You are afraid of me?’

A silly question, I think, sweating. Who would not be afraid of a dragon? I make no response.

‘You should not be afraid of me,’ he says. ‘Don’t you know why I am here?’

I relax my grip on the bedsheets a little and shake my head. He does not seem to be angry. He scratches his head, as if confused.

‘You really do not know why I have been sitting here outside your window every night since you were born?’

I shake my head again. I had not known it had been that long, but this is not a happy thought.

‘Come here,’ says the dragon. He steps back from the window a little. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

Inside, my heart is jumping about, like a fish that has just been caught. Something strange is happening. The dragon seems to think I should know why he is sitting out there on the roof. Perhaps it is a trick to get me closer to his sharp teeth. Perhaps he will eat me after all. But strangely I do not think so. There is a knot in my belly but it hasn’t come undone. His eyes do not seem to be lying to me.

I lower the bedcovers and step with shaking legs towards the window, without taking my eyes off it for a second. The window latch is cold but I keep my fingers there for a long time, looking at the dragon, the dragon looking at me. I slide the latch open.

Behind me, the curtains rush to meet the wind outside. They flap around my face as I lower myself onto the roof.

‘Now,’ says the dragon quietly, ‘carefully look down and tell me what you see.’
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I hold onto one of the flapping curtains and edge across the tiles. I look down like the dragon says and ... I gasp so deeply that I almost lose my balance on the roof. What does this mean?

Down below, near the closed shutters of Arisu’s bedroom, is another dragon! It is a fat blue one, smooth and round like a great balloon. He looks sleepy, as he wheezes smoke out of his fat nose. He does not look as terrifying as my dragon, but still, there are two dragons at my house, two of them! And I’ve been spending my time being afraid of only one.

I hurry back inside my room and, with all the strength I have before I cry, I say to the dragon, ‘Why are you here?’

He smiles at me and he winks at me, and then he says, ‘To look after you and Arisu. We are your guardian dragons.’





chapter three
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Guardian dragons? I think to myself. How can this be? I’ve never heard of a guardian dragon before. Then I think of my Obasaan, and the dragon that used to visit her at night. Mother had always told me it was a made-up story, that my Obasaan was just filling my head with nonsense. Even when I believed Obasaan and believed in dragons, I never thought that our two situations might be one and the same. Now there are so many questions filling my head it’s like I’m stuck inside a well on a rainy day! Why do I have a guardian dragon? Why was I never told? Why does Mother not believe me? And, most of all ... What could possibly be so bad that I would need a dragon to protect me?


‘Shhhh ...’ the dragon whispers. ‘So many questions all at once. How do you expect to hear an answer?’

Can the dragon hear me thinking?

‘A little,’ he says at once. ‘I hear curiosity.’ He laughs. ‘But never have I heard so much from something so small!’

I hug my arms to my chest, determined to keep all my thoughts inside.

The dragon peers downwards and calls out, ‘Otto-wan!’

With a thump, the round blue dragon jumps up from the ground like a bouncing ball and lands beside my dragon on the roof.

Now both dragons sit in front of me with wide-eyed expressions, much like two chickens that have just laid eggs. Only these two are a hundred times larger and one thousand times more foreboding than any chicken.

‘Otto-wan, we are misunderstood,’ says my dragon to the other. ‘Kumiko does not know why we are here at all!’

The blue dragon shakes his round head. ‘Is this true, Tomodo?’ His voice is as soft and low as a song.

‘Yes, it is! And Farelli’s to blame, that arrogant little dragon. He started this, years ago, disappearing just because someone was rude enough to tell him to “Shoo!‘ Of course, his son, Bertolli, performs the tasks of a guardian dragon, but he has been invisible for all of Kumiko’s mother’s life!’
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‘And?’ says Otto-wan.

‘And,’ says my dragon, ‘now her family does not know why we are here and the story has been lost. How careless this has been!’

Otto-wan wheezes and smiles sleepily. ‘No, Tomodo, it is not lost. Little Kumiko is right here, isn’t she?’

The two dragons turn and look at me standing by the edge of my window. I am like a mouse among humans.

Otto-wan nods at Tomodo, winks, and then rolls his giant body off the roof, back onto the ground with a yawn, as my dragon, Tomodo, leans in to me.

‘If you can trust me, Kumiko, I will show you who you are and why you are so precious.’ He lies flat against the tiles and says simply, ‘Come with me.’

Outside it seems that time does not pass. No breeze blows and no birds stir. Only my feet move, as I cross the roof in step with the beating of my heart, and with the warm breath of the dragon on my feet. Slowly I reach my hand out and onto the dragon’s nose. Soft bristles push up around my fingers, like moss with whiskers. The bristles twitch as my hand moves over them. For a moment I pause and listen to my mother’s voice in my head: ‘Don’t go, Kumiko. You’ll be killed!’

‘She’ll be sorry she didn’t listen to me,’ I say to myself as my bare legs stretch over leathery scales. Feeling somewhat safer behind the dragon’s teeth than in front of them, I flatten my whole body over his back and press tightly. With one quick breath and a stomach-turning jerk we leap off the roof and rush up towards the stars.
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chapter four
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I have never been on anything in my life that moved so quickly. Tomodo and I speed across the land like we are made of the wind itself, slipping between the mountains and making holes in the clouds. It is at once the most wonderful and the most terrifying thing I have ever done. I hold on to Tomodo so tightly my hands hurt. But I hardly notice this because, looking down, I see we are flying over places I have never seen before, and I know I have never been so far away from home. Below us, our moonlit shadow races over rice fields, and in the distance I see only black, as though the land is coming to an end. Tomodo flies more slowly and I see that we are near the ocean. Many small houses crowd near the water and all around them fishing boats sway up and down. We land on a roof with green tiles.

Shaking, I slide off Tomodo and squat beside him, wondering why he has brought me to this place.

‘I have brought you here, Kumiko, because this is where your story begins,’ says Tomodo, answering my curiosity.

He looks around at the boats, he looks at the water and the stars, and then he says to me: ‘A dragon should never be underestimated. Though some may be small, no bigger than mice, they could be the most powerful dragons of all. Every dragon is born with different abilities. For instance, I have the gift of speed and I can hear the curiosity of all creatures. Some dragons are wise, others breathe fire or ice, others sing songs that can make the wind turn back in fear or the sun brighten with joy.’

The pounding of my heart has begun to subside.

Tomodo gives me a small smile. ‘Now that you know this, I can tell you a story that happened a long time ago, a story I know well. And yes,’ he says with a wink, ‘you will see why soon.’

I wrap my hands around my knees, curious to hear Tomodo’s story.

‘It begins in a kingdom that existed in the sky, a kingdom of dragons, a palace in the clouds. In this palace lived a dragon king who was terribly important because in his blood lay the most powerful magic that dragons knew, the magic that kept all dragons alive. If the dragon king were to die, then so would every dragon that existed in the world.’

‘I think I’ve heard this story before,’ I say. ‘My Obasaan told me when I was very young. The king of dragons had two sons.’

‘Very good,’ says Tomodo. ‘Rycoo and Raman were twin brothers. The magic that lay inside the blood of the dragon king was passed on to them. But the twins had another power, too, the ability to change from dragons into any animal they wanted to be. They could be a bird one day and a fish the next – seemingly a very useful power to possess.’

‘Very!’ I say and imagine myself turning into a tiny beetle whenever it was time to have a bath.

Tomodo gazes around him. ‘Now this, right here, is where the story comes to – this very fishing village we are sitting above right now.’

I look between the lurching boats and the houses on the water, and I try to imagine what this village could possibly have to do with dragons.

Tomodo laughs, which takes me by surprise, and continues: ‘You see, one day Rycoo was flying across this part of the ocean and, as he came nearer the shore, he saw a maiden from this village standing by the water, looking out to sea. Though she was a human, she was so beautiful that Rycoo forgot how to fly properly and fell into the ocean waves, overcome with love. When he climbed out of the water, he had changed himself to look like a man. He married the maiden and decided to live here on the earth with her forever.
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‘This might sound like a happy story, Kumiko, but it is not. Dragons were arrogant and disliked humans. They thought people were weak and foolish and possessed no wisdom at all. Because of this, Rycoo’s decision to remain a human was not taken well. When the dragon king died, soon after the marriage, the other brother, Raman, became the new king. He was so angry with his twin for choosing to live on the earth that he told Rycoo never to return to the palace in the clouds.’

Tomodo sighs sadly, a sound like the wind before it rains. ‘So, Kumiko, the years eventually drifted by, and neither brother spoke to the other.’

‘Not once?’ I ask.

Tomodo shakes his head. ‘Not even once. By the time fifty years had passed, which is a short time for dragons but a long time for humans, Rycoo had grown to be an old, old man. Because he lived a human life and not a dragon life, one day, like all humans, he died.

‘When the news that Rycoo had died came to the palace in the clouds, Raman was very sad that he had not stayed friends with his twin. He decided he had to go down to earth to attend the funeral and say goodbye. After some thought, Raman turned himself into a deer so he could watch the funeral quietly from behind the trees and not frighten anybody or appear to be a stranger.

‘But something terrible happened, a tragic mistake. A hunter saw Raman there and, thinking that he really was a deer, shot him with a bow and arrow. Sadly, that was that. Both brothers were dead.’
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Tomodo stops for a second to see if this has upset me, but I draw my knees up to my chin and he goes on with his story.

‘Back in the dragon kingdom, all the dragons wept for their king and for their human prince, Rycoo, and they cried in misery that soon every dragon would die because King Raman had not yet had any children to pass on the magic of dragon life.’

‘But it wasn’t true!’ I interrupt. ‘Because you are a dragon, Tomodo, and you are ... You are alive, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, I am alive and the magic is too.’ Tomodo’s mouth curls into a grin. ‘At first, even the wisest dragons could not understand how the magic could still exist with both the brothers gone. Some started to believe that maybe it had never been there at all. But then they remembered that Rycoo and the maiden he had married fifty years earlier had had one child, a girl.’

‘A human girl?’ I ask.

‘Oh, yes.’ Tomodo’s voice rumbles. ‘It angered some, but for most it was simply amazing. A human was carrying the sacred magic that kept all dragons alive! So no matter how the news was taken, they all agreed that from then on a powerful dragon should be made a guardian for Rycoo’s daughter, his granddaughter, his great-granddaughter and so on, for all who carry the magic – to prevent us from ever coming so close to extinction again.’

Tomodo looks straight into my eyes. ‘The great dragon Rycoo was your ancestor, and though he lived a thousand years ago you and your sister carry in your blood the magic that keeps all dragons alive. This is why I guard you, Kumiko, for my life and for that of all dragons.’

Tomodo turns to gaze at the sky, and I know that his story is true. But what a story it is. Mother simply would not believe it. But more than that, it is frightening to think that perhaps I am not the same person I was yesterday.
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chapter five
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I am sitting on an unknown family’s rooftop far away from home, with a dragon nobody would believe existed. Inside I don’t feel any different, and yet there is some magic in me that nobody else knows is there, not Mother, not Father, not even my Obasaan. Only the dragons know.

Tomodo peers up at a shooting star. ‘We may have company,’ he says.

As I look in the same direction, I see that one shooting star is actually many shooting stars splayed like beautiful fireballs about the sky. But then I see the dark shapes behind them, which hiss, growl and chatter like dry bones in a bowl.

Dragon shadows begin to stretch over the fishing village, filling the crab pots outside the houses with darkness.

Too frightened to speak, I crouch between Tomodo’s legs and feel his hot belly press up against my back.

There is a whisper nearby: ‘She’s here!’

A hundred voices roar in response, a sound so unified and so loud that I almost believe it is about to rain. A shadow near us moves closer.

‘Hello, Tomodo,’ a slow voice growls. ‘Where is she, the little one? Are you hiding her from us?’

Peering out from behind Tomodo’s legs, I see masses of scales, mouthfuls of sharp teeth, and countless pairs of wings cloaking the rooftops. Egg-yellow eyes fix themselves on us and wait for Tomodo’s answer.
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Scared though I am, I find myself wondering whether there are such things as good dragons and evil dragons. How I wish I had asked that before I stepped out of my bedroom window tonight!

I think of the old man across the street from our house, who lights incense sticks each morning above little dishes of rice cakes. Mother once told me that this was because he believes that a gift for the good spirits helps ward off the evil ones. But we never left anything by our door in the mornings.

Tomodo straightens up as I crouch lower. He speaks to the crowd: ‘Yes, it is true. Kumiko is here with me.’ Feverish whispering follows. ‘But she is worried about your intentions. Perhaps you should tell her why you’ve all come.’

The shadows turn to one another and murmur like the west-wind across the chimney tops.

‘Well,’ ventures the same slow voice, ‘we can’t all be guardian dragons like Tomodo. But when we heard of this opportunity, we had to come. To meet the Great Kumiko would be an honour.’

Part of me wants Tomodo to fly us far away, but I press my forehead against his scales and make myself think about what has been said. I decide that the dragons must be sincere. There are so many of them and so little of me, there wouldn’t be enough to go around if all they wanted was dinner.

I take a deep breath but all that emerges is a whisper: ‘Alright,’ I say, ‘I’ll come out.’

Everything is silent. I crawl nervously out from behind Tomodo’s legs, and a hundred faces lean in towards me. Some are small, most are large, but all are the faces of dragons. I stand up to cries of ‘Waah!’, like I am the fireworks of Hanabi season.

‘She’s wonderful,’ exclaims a beetle-black dragon.

‘Yes, precious, like a diamond,’ growls a dragon with a head the size of a small mountain.

‘We must take her to see the castle in the sky!’ shouts another.

A very fat dragon who is squashing some unfortunate person’s chimney shouts, ‘We’ll have to have a feast!’

I pretend to be happy but secretly wonder if I am the feast.

Tomodo laughs loudly from behind me. ‘You’ll have to stop wondering that, Kumiko. I promise you will be safe. You’re with me, after all, and ...’

‘Oh, hurry up and let’s go. I’m going to die of starvation,’ whines the fat dragon. He begins to jump and flap his tiny wings. The roof shakes and groans in a concerning manner, but then his feet lift up and he starts to huff and puff his way through the midnight air.

I climb onto Tomodo’s back and fit my hands between his scales like warm gloves. As tails of all colours stream skywards behind prancing dragons more beautiful than a street parade, more exciting than the new-year, I realise that I am not afraid anymore. Not even a little. Not at all.
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chapter six
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We leave the fishing village together, the dragons and I, a shooting rainbow of giants. We reach a sea of clouds and sail through them as fast as warships, with waves of white breaking on every side. The dragons’ hollow roars carry on the wind like strange, excited songs. A small dragon I hadn’t noticed before wriggles its way up to me.

‘Hello, Kumiko.’

‘Hello.’

‘I just came to say—’

What the small dragon was going to say I will never know, because Tomodo tips down suddenly towards a great mass of clouds.

But it is not a mass of clouds; it is something more, something so vast that I can only look at it in parts. It is something like my dreams but bigger than they could ever be. It moves towards us quickly – thousands of spires that twist up to misty peaks that blow away in the wind, white archways thick and winding like blurred tree roots. The closer it gets, the more I have to crane my neck to see it all – the tree-like shapes pulling up from the cloud, the stairs like waterfalls of white. In the midst of it all, dragons begin to land, cloud puffing out from under their feet.

We fall after them, straight down against the rushing wind. I shut my eyes and hold on tightly, ready to land hard. But then ... nothing. Tomodo turns and grins, as though a great beast should never weigh more than a feather! But what if only dragons can stand on clouds? What if little girls fall straight through them?

I hold my breath and jump. The ground catches me, soft and cool, like water but drier and emptier. The strange, misty surface is easy to stand on. A long, furry dragon glides over. ‘Do you like it, Kumiko?’

A million things to say! ‘Yes!’

‘Well, it’s yours,’ she says. ‘You carry the sacred magic inside you, and so in this place you are royalty. You belong here.’

I am not sure what to say, but I don’t get a chance. Before there is time to think, I am whisked off by two small dragons whose tongues hang eagerly out of their mouths.

As they pull me through the misty streets of what turns out to be a cloud city rather than a cloud castle, new dragon faces erupt from every wispy window shouting ‘Hello’, ‘Konnichi-wa’ and ‘Good evening’. The pearly white walls turn a glowing orange and the dragons blow embers like fireflies that float about lighting the things they touch. The talking grows louder. Soon there is no more sleepy silver, only the blazing gold of sunset and the jabbering of a busy market. On clawed feet the dragons dance in stomping circles and roar and sing wild songs I do not understand. They make my legs move, my feet jump, my arms swing and my voice shout loud enough to wake towns far away. I am not a little girl anymore. I am a dragon. There’s fire in my belly and claws in my heart, and I like it. I like being a dragon. Dragons don’t have to follow rules, or do sums at school. They go to bed whenever they want to and the old ones listen to the young ones. Best of all, dragons are wild and fierce and not afraid of anything.
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We spend the night roaring and blowing the cloud into fish and rabbit shapes and rings to jump through. Some dragons aren’t careful enough when they blow, and their fire turns the clouds into water that falls away as heavy drops down towards the earth. I play hide-and-seek in a forest of dragons’ tails and learn how to smell with my tongue. As a fire dance of flames slashes around the sky, a golden dragon with a lion’s face jumps down beside me, a green fabric hanging out of his mouth. He places the fabric by my feet. It is the most exquisite thing I have ever touched, a cape heavy with chips of emerald in shapes that resemble dragon scales.

‘Put it on! Put it on! We have a big announcement!’ he growls.
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Excited, I pull the cape on over my nightwear, and he hands me a little gold crown, which I place on my head. The lion-dragon lifts me up over his waving mane and shouts to all the assembled dragons: ‘Three cheers for our Princess Kumiko, princess of all the dragons!’

‘Wait …’ I say.

‘HaRahhh,’ they shout. ‘HaRahhh.’

They throw me with smiles into the air and catch me. ‘Let’s sing to a new era. Let’s sing to all as it should be.’

There is a feast of glowing sparks, warm as freshly laid eggs and as sweet as honey. There are bowls of rainwater flavoured with starlight, cups swirling with ocean spray. None of it is like anything Mother would make. Nothing like it at all.

When most of the dragons have fallen asleep in billowing nests or on the tops of the strange white trees, their bellies all fat and rolling from the feast, I sit on the edge of a little cloud and look down at the world below.
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Tomodo creeps up behind me. ‘I think I can see your house down there,’ he says softly.

I nod.

‘Kumiko,’ Tomodo says with a chuckle, ‘you know I can hear your curiosity.’

I look at him, alarmed. I had forgotten he could do that!

‘You’re wondering how your mother will feel if you are not there in the morning.’

‘Yes.’

‘But you know the answer already, don’t you, Kumiko?’

When Tomodo says this, something inside me falls very hard and I feel like crying. I know Mother will be afraid if I am not there, maybe even more afraid than I was of my dragon.

I remember a time when I was lost in the markets. It was only for an hour or so, but when Mother found me she hugged me like I had been gone forever.

A tear falls off my cheek and swirls into the cloud.

‘But you said to me, Tomodo, that you would show me who I really am, and why I am so precious, and now we are here.’ I point to my emerald scales and to the shimmering castle of clouds. ‘This is who I really am, and this is what is so special about me.’

Tomodo is quiet for a little while and then he says, ‘But is that true, Kumiko?’

I don’t understand what he means.

‘Ah, well,’ says Tomodo. ‘Do you recall the story I told you on the roof?’

‘Of course.’

‘Good,’ says Tomodo, ‘because that story is important. Not because of what it tells us about the past, but because of what it tells us right now. Do you know what the saddest part of that story is?’

‘That the two brothers died?’ I say.

Tomodo shakes his head. ‘What is sad is that the brothers did not live together, that they were not at peace with one another. That is what was so terrible. But do you know what the happiest part was?’

I shake my head.

‘That as a human or a dragon, Rycoo knew who he wanted to be and what would make him happiest of all. Because of that, I am here talking to you right now.’

When Tomodo says this, I finally understand what has to be done.

With Tomodo’s help, I climb up onto a tall pillar of cloud and call the dragons to attention. One by one they hear me, and it doesn’t take long before I hold their firm but silent gaze.

‘As much as I love being a dragon and living in a castle in the sky,’ I say, ‘I cannot stay with you forever.’

I remind the dragons of the story of the brothers, and they too understand that I cannot be their princess. ‘But,’ I say, as I remove the crown, ‘I hope that I can always be your friend.’

First there is silence, as the dragons take in this news. Then I hear a few sniffles, a few snorts and a few great big wails from the fat dragon whose tears were plopping like raindrops onto his great big tummy.

‘Oh, you dragons are not so fierce after all,’ I say. ‘There’s no need to cry. Just because I won’t live here forever doesn’t mean you can’t see me tomorrow!’



[image: ]


When I say this, the dragons begin to smile and chuckle and slap each other on the back, and when I am safely between Tomodo’s wings, they blow a cheerful stream of fiery stars that light a path through the night, all the way back home.





chapter seven
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When Tomodo and I land once more on the blue tiles of my house, I actually feel excited to see my room again. Peering in through the window, all I can see are familiar things, the most safe and comfortable things I know.

Tomodo curls up by my window like he has always done and I sit beside him on the window sill. Before I have time to ask, he says, ‘Yes, Kumiko, there is something else I haven’t told you.’

My tummy leaps as I try to guess what it might be.

Tomodo says, ‘There is another power you possess.’

‘There is?’ I look at my arms and feet to see if there might be some magic part of me I missed. ‘What is it?’

‘The power of courage, Kumiko.’

My heart sinks like a stone in a pond. ‘I’m not brave,’ I tell him. ‘I have been afraid of everything and I was terribly afraid of you for a long time before I wrote that letter. I almost didn’t write it.’

Tomodo’s eyes gleam. ‘Perhaps,’ he says. ‘But brave and not brave is the same as do or do not. You did write the letter, didn’t you?

‘Yes.’

‘And stood up to a whole kingdom of dragons?’

‘Yes.’


Tomodo chuckles. ‘Well, not even Rycoo did as much in one day!’
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I take a blanket from my bed and curl up on it beside my dragon on the roof. Now there is a light shining, only this time it isn’t coming from downstairs, it is in me and around me. With a yawn I shut my eyes and hear the wind through the trees, the dragon’s breath over the tiles, and perhaps even the sound of sleepy songs in the sky.


[image: ]







First published 2007 by University of Queensland Press

PO Box 6042, St Lucia, Queensland 4067 Australia


www.uqp.com.au

© 2007 Briony Stewart

This book is copyright. Except for private study, research, criticism or reviews, as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any foram or by any means without prior written permission. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

Typeset by Peripheral Vision

Cover design: Briony Stewart

Cataloguing-in-Publication Data

National Library of Australia

Stewart, Briony

Kumiko and the Dragon

For children.

1. Fear in children – Juvenile Fiction.

2. Dragons – Juvenile Fiction. I. Title.

A823.4

ISBN 9780702236198 (pbk)

ISBN 9780702256455 (pdf)

ISBN 9780702256462 (epub)

ISBN 9780702256479 (kindle)



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
IS

SaANA 5\;;

gumiko
and the
Df()(gon






OEBPS/images/35.jpg





OEBPS/images/36.jpg





OEBPS/images/33.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Briony stewart

and the

DFO,(;OD





OEBPS/images/37.jpg





OEBPS/images/38.jpg





OEBPS/images/31.jpg





OEBPS/images/32.jpg
4
(

7
(X






OEBPS/images/28.jpg





OEBPS/images/29.jpg





OEBPS/images/18.jpg





OEBPS/images/21.jpg





OEBPS/images/24a.jpg
a
/f%‘:§

\Y

s A

~ —





OEBPS/images/25.jpg





OEBPS/images/22.jpg





OEBPS/images/24.jpg











OEBPS/images/14.jpg






OEBPS/images/16.jpg
4‘5
» % e
o

[LNTI
R

“





OEBPS/images/11.jpg






OEBPS/images/13.jpg





OEBPS/images/17.jpg





OEBPS/images/06.jpg





OEBPS/images/09.jpg





OEBPS/images/01.jpg





OEBPS/images/05.jpg
- F)
I r,r 570y

2 /’ 2 l/,ugu//m
74
\,,(,/,// ”””





