

[image: image]




[image: image]





Dedication

To all the kids who wish they could see a real dragon.

Me too.
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Chapter 1

KOKO GAZED OUT into the garden, watching the delicate movements of a butterfly flutter by. The sun was setting in a dazzling display of pink and purple radiance, and her parents were tied up in tedious court proceedings. Koko just wanted to run outside and play with the garden gnomes. They came alive only at night and would be ripe for fivestone, their favorite game. Koko would never have guessed that gnomes, with their short arms and stubby hands, would be so good at tossing the stone and snatching up the other four so quickly.

The little princess grabbed her five colorful stones and put them in her pocket. This must have been the hundredth set of fivestones that she’d had to paint. Gnomes loved to steal them after the games were over, even when she won. And they were notorious cheats; one would yank at her long blue-black locks or pinch her so hard that her golden skin would turn an angry red, while the other would make off with her fivestones. But still, they were a lot more fun than her lessons.

With a quick glance at her dozing tutor, Koko tiptoed out of the room and into the garden. She knew she wasn’t supposed to stray from her tutor’s side, but history was so boring, and it was so easy to cast a small sleeping spell.

Outside, she could see the gray outlines of the gnomes standing motionless under the rays of the setting sun. It wasn’t dark enough for them to awaken. Koko sighed and dropped down onto the fragrant grass. She sat staring at the hole in the knee of her favorite black pants. With a twirling finger she chanted the sewing spell that she’d hear the maids use when they were working.

No needle no thread.

No needle no thread.

Bind together with magic instead.

The hole disappeared without any evidence it ever existed. Koko smiled proudly. She was a lot faster than any of the maids.

Something fluttered right by her nose, a vision of sparkling silvery light tinted with flecks of green. Koko blinked and rubbed her eyes. It was the most beautiful butterfly she’d ever seen. The wings looked like they were studded with diamonds and emeralds and laced with silver netting. She ran after it, trying to catch it gently with her hands. But the butterfly fluttered just slightly out of reach.

It flew in a slow but rambling course through the garden and out the palace gates. It took her past a pair of sleeping sentries and deep into the forest, where gradually the lights of the palace disappeared in the darkness of the woods. But Koko was unaware of her surroundings as she followed the brightly glowing butterfly away from her home.

A sudden loud snapping sound jolted Koko out of her spell, and she gazed around, uncertain as to her whereabouts. The darkness was oppressive, and the little girl felt fear clench at her chest as she looked all around her. Just then, the butterfly flew close and perched carefully on Koko’s shoulder, as if it could sense her fright. Koko crowed with delight to see how close the beautiful creature was. As she raised her hand to capture it, the butterfly flew gently ahead, and Koko was captivated once again.

She followed the butterfly until it stopped in the middle of a clearing and perched on the large knot of a fallen tree covered in moss. The butterfly’s beautiful wings fluttered ever so slowly. Koko sat next to the butterfly, staring at its delicate wings. Now she could see that they weren’t jewel studded. Instead, small drops of dew seemed to be caught up all along the outline of its wings, which were shot through with silvery veins like cobwebs. It was still the most beautiful thing Koko had ever seen. She wanted to touch it. She wanted to hold it in her hands.

As she reached for the butterfly, something tapped on her leg.

Koko looked down and gasped. Hundreds of tiny green creatures surrounded her. For a moment, she thought they were plants, but as she looked closer, she saw they had alien faces and small leaf-shaped hands with which they were now poking her gently. Koko sat absolutely still, too scared to scream or move. The little creatures pressed closer, whispering in a strange little language that sounded like the rustling of leaves.

“Who are you? What do you want?” Koko asked, trying not to cry.

One small creature came closer, a tiny humming sound emanating from it, almost like the purr of a kitten. In its little leaf hand, it held a small orange-colored persimmon. It climbed onto Koko’s lap and held out the tiny fruit. With a shaking hand, Koko accepted.

“Thank you,” she said. Looking down at the fruit, she found it was a perfectly formed persimmon, except that it was no bigger than a grape.

The creature purred again. It pantomimed lifting its hand to its small mouth. Koko didn’t want to offend it, but she’d been taught to be careful of the unknown. How did she know that the fruit wasn’t poisonous? How did she know that these creatures weren’t dangerous? The princess cautiously observed the tiny green folk surrounding her. Suddenly she knew with absolute certainty that they would never hurt her. She popped the fruit into her mouth and immediately, a sweet explosion of flavor overwhelmed her.

“Oh my goodness!” Koko smiled. “That was delicious! May I have some more, please?”

Excited, several of the creatures pressed more fruit into her hands, and Koko felt her fear dissipate as she sat and played with her new friends. Before long, she was chatting with them and learning their strange whispering language. She learned that they were called namushin, spirits of the Kidahara trees, and that they were so happy she was safely back home with them.

“But this is not my home,” Koko replied in confusion. “I’ve never been here before.”

The namushin rushed to tell her a wondrous story about a time long, long ago, when dragons soared the skies above them and magical creatures roamed the lands in peace.

Hours passed but Koko knew nothing of time. She never heard the frantic cries of her parents as they searched for her. She didn’t hear the baying of the search dogs that circled the perimeter but could never quite find her. Secure in the company of her new friends, the princess followed the namushin into the hollow of an ancient tree and disappeared.





Chapter 2

Five years later . . .

“THE KING CANNOT be allowed to stand in the way of progress anymore! The railway must be built and connect us to our neighbors so that we can trade without fear of bandits and monsters. And the ban on mining in Kidahara Wilderness must be removed if the kingdom of Joson is to survive as a nation!”

Jiho Park sat and listened as the angry man with the northern accent and funny rounded hat yelled at the townspeople. It was market day, so the village was more crowded than usual. The angry man had driven into Hanoe village early that morning in an ornate horseless carriage from the north. The carriage had been enhanced by magic and included an entourage of red-uniformed soldiers who were not citizens of Joson. He said he was the voice of the people, but he called himself Lord Fairfax and dressed in ostentatious fashion, unusual for their kingdom. Tight jacket, tighter pants, and some silken thing that was elaborately tied around his neck. He stood out against the townspeople’s loose jackets and trousers. The biggest tip-off was his sword. Swinging awkwardly against his hip, it was encrusted in jewels and fancier than any killing weapon had a right to be. Lord Fairfax was no soldier, that’s for sure. He was just a glorified mouthpiece, and there was only one person in the entire kingdom he could be working for.

“If the king is not willing to do what is right for his people, then I fear the time may have come for him to step down and allow his brother, Prince Roku, to rule in his place.”

Jiho snorted. Prince Roku was King Suri’s younger half brother, the half being of Orion blood. He’d spent most of his childhood growing up in the kingdom north of Joson. His mother was a niece of the Orion king. Roku returned after her death five years ago to be an adviser in foreign affairs to King Suri. But everyone could see that what he really wanted was the throne.

“That’s treason,” someone muttered in the crowd. Even with the shocked murmurs, no one made a move against the loudmouthed lord. It was a sign of how bad the times were that such treason could be stated in public with no fear of any reprisals.

“But what of Princess Koko?” a hesitant voice asked. Jiho couldn’t see who it was but guessed that it was the innkeeper’s wife, who was a staunch royal supporter and still kept a portrait of the missing princess in her foyer. “If the train tracks are built and the Kidahara Wilderness mined, we may never see the princess again.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Lord Fairfax sneered. “The princess is dead. She’s been dead for five years. The king and queen have been living on a foolish hope that the creatures of the forest might one day return her.”

He laughed derisively. “And this is exactly why we need a new, modern-thinking king like Prince Roku. Not one who still believes in the old stories, like the namushin.”

Jiho smirked as he heard the angry response of the crowd. This close to the Kidahara, there was not one villager who didn’t believe in the namushin, the tree spirits of the Kidahara. There were plenty of shrines to the namushin that dotted the entire Joson countryside. They were the most popular of all the magical creatures, because they were known to be peaceful and gentle and to help those who were lost in the Kidahara find their way out. The tree spirits were connected to all the trees of the Kidahara and knew all that was happening in their world. It was considered bad luck to talk ill of the namushin.

Not recognizing the mood of his audience, the loudmouth continued to spout his propaganda.

“We must not allow sentiment to stop us from the future potential of our country. Progress is the only way we will survive. The advanced technology of the other kingdoms, like Orion, puts our civilization to shame! The Botan bandits have increased their brazen thievery, and the Kidahara monsters have isolated us from the rest of the world. Now we must fight and take back what is rightfully ours!”

This time there was an answering murmur of agreement from some of the men, which was louder than the quieter pleas to support the royals. Jiho couldn’t blame them. The last few years had been rough, and people were suffering. Food was scarce and work hard to come by. Something had to change.

“Starting tomorrow morning, our work crews will clear the Kidahara forest so that we can start to build the railway. We will work from Hanoe all the way to the border between Joson and Orion, where the railway companies are waiting to begin laying down the tracks. But they won’t do it unless they can be assured that the tracks will lead somewhere. Specifically, here to Hanoe. Your village has been chosen to be the most important railroad station. A transport hub for all of Joson. Your economy will be revitalized and Hanoe will become the most influential village in all of Joson. More important than even the capital.”

The first time the railway tried to put down tracks, they didn’t even make it a day when the entire team of workers vanished without a trace. This time, the Orion men were starting from within the kingdom and working their way out. Jiho didn’t see what difference it made; they would still have to go through Kidahara. And the forest didn’t like humans.

“We need your help. We need local Hanoe men to go with our rail party and show them the way through the forest.” Lord Loudmouth was finally getting to the heart of his speech. “You will be well compensated for your work. Ten pieces of silver per day.”

The muttering of the crowd turned into surprise. Ten pieces of silver a day was a lot of money. Even Jiho found himself tempted by the offer. But not enough to venture into the Kidahara.

“Foolish men. They know not what they will unleash.”

Jiho turned around to find the old lady monk, Yoon, squatting by his side.

“Where’d you come from?” he asked. He was always surprised at how stealthy the monk could be. “And what do you mean by that?”

Yoon straightened up and lowered her straw hat over her forehead, but not before Jiho caught the pitying look she gave him from her sharp green eyes. “Your father is one of the smartest rangers I know,” the monk said. “He taught you to respect the forest.”

A vision of his father filled Jiho’s mind for a moment. He was a big, burly man with a shock of thick black hair that surrounded his serious face. It was a happier time when his father was still around, before his mother died.

Jiho looked away in bitter anger. “Don’t talk about my father. He deserted us.”

The monk shook her head and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “No, he didn’t. The forest took him. For what reason, we don’t know.”

Furious, Jiho shook off her hand. “You’re wrong. My father packed a bag and walked away. No explanation. The forest didn’t take him. He abandoned us. Plain and simple.”

“Nothing is ever that simple, my friend. Especially when it comes to this forest.” She gestured to where the border of the Kidahara Wilderness ran past the eastern boundaries of the village.

Jiho shrugged. “Welcome to the story of my life.”

“You are a Park,” the monk replied. “You come from a long line of rangers. You know the dangers of the forest. The trees of the Kidahara are not like others. They are special. Your father knew which were safe and which would unleash the dark monsters. These men, with their fancy weapons and silly gadgets, know nothing.”

Bitterness swelled within him. His father knew the Kidahara better than any person in the kingdom. And he had chosen it over his family. Jiho didn’t want to hear about his father anymore.

“Perhaps it’s time to burn down the forest and get rid of the monsters once and for all,” he said. “After all, it’s the Kidahara that keeps us from advanced technology. Even our closer neighbors have become modernized and can use small objects to talk over long distances.”

“Modern witchcraft will never last! No, child, nothing stops the forest,” Yoon replied. “You know that. Don’t listen to these men. We can’t go against the Kidahara. It always wins.”

Jiho hunched his shoulders. Picking up his knapsack of traded items, he started walking home.

“Dark times are coming, and the Kidahara knows,” the monk yelled after him. “Remember, you’re a ranger’s son. When you are in the forest, you must think like your father.”

Jiho snorted. He might be a ranger’s son, but he hated the Kidahara. Jiho didn’t want to learn about the forest and fighting off the more dangerous monsters. He never wanted to be a ranger. Jiho’s talent was not in fighting or tracking, but in making things. Even though he was only fourteen years old, his stone arrowheads were top sellers at the marketplace. And it was his carving skills that kept his family from starving. Today, he’d traded his whole stock of arrowheads for a bag of rice and other badly needed supplies.

Jiho loved his uncle and aunt Lee and did everything he could to help around the farm. Not for fear of being kicked out. His uncle and aunt were the kindest and most loving people he knew. Not having any children themselves, they’d always doted on Jiho and his little sisters. Aunt Lee was his mother’s older sister. When Jiho’s mother died after giving birth to his youngest sister, it was Aunt Lee who came and took care of the baby. It was Uncle Lee who’d brought food and took care of them while Jiho’s father wandered the forest alone. And five years ago, when Jiho’s father packed a bag, along with his heavy walking stick, and walked out the door without a word, it was his uncle and aunt who’d come to pick them up and bring them to their new home.

This was not an easy thing for them to do, Jiho knew. Generations of Parks had lived for centuries on their homestead at the outskirts of the Kidahara. Their estate was long considered a magical void, because the Parks were the only people in Joson that nullified magic. Having Jiho and his sisters on the farm meant that the Lees couldn’t use any of the magic spells to help them manage the work.

Which was why Jiho worked so hard. The past few years had been especially difficult on all the farms. But it hit theirs the hardest. His uncle’s farm bordered too close to the Kidahara. With several seasons of poor harvests, their supplies were low. Jiho knew it was because of their presence that his uncle couldn’t use growing spells or repelling spells. And in the house, his aunt couldn’t even use a simple washing spell because of his sisters. He could feel how burdensome their presence was, and yet his uncle and aunt never complained.

To make up for the inconvenience of housing and caring for them, Jiho woke up early every morning to help his uncle around the farm and then carved his treasures into the wee hours of the night to make sure there would always be rice in his little sisters’ bowls. But he worried that it wasn’t enough.

As he walked out of town, he kept a wary eye on the forest boundary. He hated the forest with a passion. It was still daylight, but one never knew what Kidahara creatures might be lurking in the shadows.

From ahead, he heard the steady approach of horseless carriages. Stepping off the road to let them pass, Jiho stared curiously at the unusual vehicles. These were the larger horseless carriages called trucks, used in Orion, the closest neighboring kingdom. They were filled with men, women, and young boys, none of whom were from Joson. These machines usually couldn’t survive this close to the forest. But like Lord Fairfax’s fancy carriage, they’d all been enhanced by magic. Jiho whistled to himself. Someone had spent a fortune to magic them all.

Suddenly, the trucks came to an abrupt stop and Jiho became keenly aware of the change in the atmosphere of the Kidahara. Jiho had a sixth sense when it came to magical creatures. It was an ability all the members of his family had. He felt an intense chill and became aware of the unnatural silence. He could feel it in his stomach; the churning of his gut. Danger was near.

A few men on the trucks jumped off and started running into the forest. A man in a black suit stepped out of the lead truck and yelled in alarm. “Where are you guys going? Get back here this instant! That’s an order!”

A sickly sweet aroma assaulted Jiho’s nose, causing a wave of dizziness.

“Vorax,” he whispered. He plugged his nose and breathed through his mouth. Running toward the yelling man, he shouted, “Tell everyone to cover their noses and don’t run into the forest!”

“But my men,” the man in the black suit replied. Suddenly his angry expression turned strange and vacant. He swayed from side to side before trying to walk into the forest. Jiho grabbed him and pushed him back toward the truck.

“Let me go!” The man was trying to shove past Jiho. “I must find out who wears that glorious perfume. It smells like heaven.”

“Boy, would you be surprised,” Jiho said as he fought back the struggling man.

“Cover your noses!” he yelled at the Orion workers, staring from the trucks. “Tell everyone to cover their noses or they will run into the forest and be lost forever.”

Two men with face masks came and grabbed the man in the suit and pulled him back into the truck, while another group of masked soldiers approached Jiho. They wore dark green uniforms and carried what looked sort of like a rifle, but with strange attachments like nothing Jiho had seen before. Before Jiho could figure out what they were, the lead soldier motioned him forward.

“Boss man says we need all our crew,” the lead soldier said. “Do you know where they went?”

Jiho sighed. The last thing he wanted to do was enter the Kidahara, but he knew exactly what had happened to the Orion men, and he couldn’t in good conscience leave them to their fate. It was too horrible.

He dropped his knapsack on the side of the road.

“Follow me,” he said. “But be quiet. We don’t want to invite anything else to this party.”

He took in whiffs of the sickly aroma to locate where the Vorax could be. The Vorax’s magic didn’t work on Jiho, but the smell made him nauseous.

“What was that odor?” the leader asked. “Why aren’t you covering your nose?”

“Magic doesn’t work on me,” Jiho explained. “I’m immune to it.”

“Magic?” the leader asked incredulously. “You’re saying magic caused our workers to run into the forest?”

“It’s a Vorax,” Jiho said. “A spiderlike creature that lures its prey with an aroma that bewitches humans into its web and then eats them.”

“A spider? Just how big is it?”

“It’s bigger than your truck,” Jiho said.

At his words, the Orion men grew silent.

Jiho moved swiftly through the forest, easily following the trail of the four men. The sickly odor was so strong he could taste it.

He put up a finger to his mouth to warn the others. “We’re close, please be very quiet.”

Slowly creeping forward, he led the soldiers around a clump of trees and froze. A gigantic web sprawled through a large open space and was woven around the trunks of nearly ten trees that surrounded it. Trapped along one section of the web were the unmoving forms of four Orion workers. But the worst part of it all was the enormous black Vorax in the center, busily wrapping one of the men into a silken cocoon, using six of its twelve long hairy legs.

“That’s the biggest web I’ve ever s—” The voice trailed off as the soldiers took in the horror of the Vorax for the first time.

The legs of the Vorax stopped, and it began to turn its body around as Jiho and the men frantically ducked out of sight. If the back of a Vorax was frightening, the front was far worse. Twelve large red eyes and a gaping mouth, with pincers dripping acid that burned through the foliage below it.

“So if magic doesn’t work on you, then that thing can’t hurt you, right?” the lead soldier whispered.

Jiho glared in annoyance. “That thing doesn’t need magic to kill me.”

“I say we shoot it,” another soldier offered.

Jiho shook his head. “It has an impenetrable shell. All you’ll do is make it mad.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’m going to make a birdcall,” Jiho said.

“A what?”

Ignoring the soldiers, Jiho remembered the training that he had done with his father the first time they’d trekked through the Kidahara. He could hear his father’s voice in his head.

The only thing that a Vorax fears is the Aquila. Even the mere hint of its call will send the Vorax scuttling away to its deepest den.

The Aquila was one magical being that Jiho had never seen in the Kidahara. He knew of it only from books and hand drawings that were in his father’s library. It was the largest bird in the world. An eagle with the body of a lion. With a resolute nod, Jiho turned to the Orions.

“As soon as you see the Vorax enter its burrow, you have to cut the men down as quickly as possible,” Jiho said. “But be careful not to tug at the strings, just slice them with your knife, or the Vorax will be having a smorgasbord for dinner tonight.”

The soldiers pulled out their knives and stood behind Jiho, who moved as close to the web as he dared. Cupping his mouth, he let out a loud piercing caw with a deep shrill. The Vorax froze. But as soon as Jiho let out another round of caws, it skittered backward into a large burrow at the other end of the web.

“Now,” Jiho said.

They all rushed under the web to free the trapped men. Jiho crawled to the farthest man, the one who was being cocooned, and sliced the silky threads free until the man fell to the ground. Jiho cut the dazed man out of the cocoon and gave him a hard slap.

“We have to get out of here,” Jiho whispered, and urged the man to begin crawling out from under the web. But as they reached the others, Jiho noticed the web begin to tremble. He looked up to see that while all the trapped men had been freed, one of the Orion rescuers had gotten her arm entangled in the web.

“Stop moving!” he whispered as loud as he could, but it was too late. They heard a chittering sound and watched in horror as the Vorax emerged from its burrow once more.

Jiho tried his Aquila call again, but this time the Vorax would not be fooled.

“Run!” he screamed as he cut through the threads holding the trapped soldier and pushed her free.

They all fled for their lives, just in time. Jiho glanced behind him to see the Vorax bound off the web and into the trees above them, nearly bending them horizontal with its weight. Then, with another mighty jump, the Vorax leaped in front of them and let out a high-pitched shriek. It stopped the team in their tracks, screaming from the pain in their eardrums. Jiho, unbothered by the magical shriek, whipped out his slingshot, picked up several large stones, and aimed them right into the Vorax’s cavernous jaws. As the enormous spider gagged, Jiho led the agonized Orions away.

The reprieve lasted seconds before the Vorax bounded into the trees again. Its twelve eyes were now fixated on Jiho, and it jumped into the tree directly in front of him.

Jiho screeched to a halt and tried to backpedal as he watched the Vorax readying itself for the attack. But then a thunderous caw filled his ears. The skies darkened as a mighty wind assailed them. Before the Vorax could move, gigantic lion’s claws pierced through its mighty shell, sending twelve of the spider’s legs flailing in pain. A large eagle’s beak caught hold of a few legs and ripped them off, swallowing them in a quick gulp. The eagle’s head turned its golden eye on Jiho and once again let out its booming caw. It nodded as if to say thank you for the meal and then spread its wings and soared into the sky, carrying the Vorax in its claws.

Jiho collapsed onto the ground.

He had finally seen the mysterious Aquila.
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