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PROLOGUE


Beneath a hidden waterfall, at the base of a mountain, lay a damp cave full of jagged rocks and green moss. No human had stepped into that cave for centuries, and only scuttling insects and spotted beetles called it home. But the Dragon King wasn’t human, and neither was the creature he was looking for …


“Where is she?” the Dragon King muttered as he ventured further into the maze of tunnels. He clicked his fingers, and a floating flame lit his way. He moved the flame around, hoping to find what he was looking for.


In a dark corner, a large grey rock began to move. It shuddered and unfurled into a strange-looking beast. It was a baku! The Dragon King grinned nastily as he found the special creature he had been searching for. It wasn’t very big or frightening, but it had a power that he needed. Out of the shadows, a bluish-grey trunk appeared, twisting in the air. The figure scurried along the rocky walls of the cave. Its trunk made a sniffly sound as if it had a cold.


“Ah, it’s been a long time, baku! Stop fooling around in the shadows. Come and be part of something greater than yourself. I’ve spent enough time under this mountain.” The Dragon King shuddered, remembering the long years when he was imprisoned here. “Come with me, baku, and I will give you everything you desire …” The Dragon King smiled. He knew how to convince those with weaker minds to join his cause.


With a snorting sound, the baku stepped forward, then hesitated and looked at the ground. The Dragon King was beginning to become impatient. He was about to shout at the baku, but then changed his mind. He tried a different approach, bending down towards the creature and making his voice soft and convincing.


“I admit it. I need your assistance. I need someone with your unique abilities to get me something I very much desire. Come closer, and I can tell you more about it.” The Dragon King held out his hand as if that would make the baku feel safer.


Slowly out of the darkness, the creature moved forward. Its trunk slowly unfurled and moved towards the Dragon King’s outstretched hand. In an instant, the Dragon King grabbed the baku by her trunk, ignoring her struggles and squeals and pulling her painfully towards him.


[image: The Dragon King, in human form, in a cave with the baku.]


He stuck a pink jewel on to the baku’s head and instantly the creature’s eyes glazed over. The Dragon King laughed as the baku became entranced. The magical beast was now under his power.


“You could have made this much easier. Now you will go and do my bidding! One day he will call for you, and when he does, you will be working for me!” The baku nodded.


“Bring me the Jade Coin. Without it, the Tiger Warrior is nothing but a powerless, puny boy!”
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CHAPTER ONE


“Arghhh! He’s here!” Jack screamed, sitting straight up in bed. His head was drenched in sweat and his palms were clammy. His mum ran in wearing pyjamas covered with fluffy sheep.


“Jack! You’re having a nightmare. There’s no one here,” she said. She pulled him close and hugged him. Jack felt his breathing calm as his mum gave him a hug. She was right – there was no evil villain from another realm in his messy bedroom. But Jack didn’t feel completely better. Because although the Dragon King wasn’t here now, he was real.


His mum had no idea that Jack wasn’t just an eleven-year-old boy – he was also the Tiger Warrior, the guardian of a magical world, just like his dad, his grandad and all his ancestors before them had been.


“Don’t worry, it’s just a bad dream. We all get them from time to time,” she said. She sat on the bed and looked Jack in the eyes. “Do you know what your dad used to do whenever I had a nightmare?” Jack shook his head. His mum didn’t often mention his dad, who had died when he was five. He sat up eagerly. He always wanted to hear more about him.


“Your dad told me all about an ancient Chinese legend, a creature called a baku, who would come and eat your nightmares. It would suck them away with its trunk. It used to make me laugh thinking about a little elephant-like creature sucking dreams out of my ears!”


[image: Jack in bed, with his mum making him laugh.]


Mum pretended her arm was a trunk and acted out vacuuming Jack’s ear. Jack wriggled. “Get off!” he laughed.


“Go back to sleep. I’m just in the other room if you need me.” She smoothed his hair as he lay back down, and she pulled the bedsheets up towards his chin. “Goodnight, darling.”


“I wish Dad were here now to tell me about the baku,” Jack said as she reached the door.


“I know. Me too,” Mum said sadly. “Love you.”


“Love you, Mum.”


His mum went back to her own bedroom, but left the door open a little so he could see the light from the hallway.


“Thanks, Mum,” Jack said, watching her leave. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to sleep.


He thought about the Dragon King’s face in the nightmare. It had been so close to him, it made him sweat and his heart race. He couldn’t tell his mum about the evil Dragon King – or that he was the one who had killed his father. She would be super worried if she knew that he had taken his dad’s place and was now the current Tiger Warrior, protector of the Jade Kingdom, a realm beyond his own where creatures from myth and legend really existed.


He turned over and felt under his pillow. His fingers felt the reassuring coldness of the Jade Coin. He knew the zodiac animals were only a command away. The coin was the way into the Jade Kingdom, and it gave him access to the superpowers of the twelve zodiac animals.


Jack closed his eyes. He was determined to go back to sleep. Nightmares were just bad dreams. “They’re not real,” he told himself. “He’s not here; he’s in a different world. Mum and Yeye are safe. I’m safe.” Jack’s eyelids felt as heavy as if they were metal shutters, but every time he found himself falling asleep, the image of the Dragon King’s face from his nightmare made him jerk awake again. Maybe he should call the baku? Mum thought it was just a legend – but in the Jade Kingdom loads of creatures from the legends were real. No one here would believe the creatures he’d already seen and battled: fox demons, child-eating beasts, and even the goddess who lived in the moon. Maybe he should try and summon the baku, if it would help him get back to sleep. He really needed to rest; he had a history test in the morning. He’d already failed it once and the teacher was making him do it again tomorrow. But he was sure he was going to fail again. The facts just wouldn’t stay in his brain, and it would be even worse if he was tired. Jack shrugged. He might as well give the baku a try.


“BAKU! Come help me!” he called out.


For a while, Jack waited, but nothing happened. He rolled over and looked at the time. 4.15 a.m. It was way too early to get up. If only he could go back to sleep …


Suddenly, Jack heard something. It sounded a bit like a balloon being deflated. What’s that? Jack thought. He sat up in his bed. Perhaps one of the zodiac animals had come out of the coin? Rooster was always trying to find crumbs under his bed. Jack bent down to look under his bed, expecting to see Rooster or even Pig. But the noise wasn’t made by any creature Jack had met before.


“Baku, it’s really you!” Jack whispered. He spied a grey-blue creature with a small trunk. It had short hairs on its head and large sad eyes. It was just like Mum had described; it had a trunk, but it wasn’t an elephant. Its skin was sort of rubbery and it wasn’t much bigger than Jack. It looked quite sweet, Jack thought, like a soft toy given to a baby, only much bigger. “Wow, you’re here! My dad used to call on you to help with his nightmares. Can you help take my nightmare away?” Jack looked at the creature. He expected some kind of reaction, like a nod, or maybe it could talk? But instead, it looked blank in the eyes. Then it began to move, snuffling around Jack and the bed. Jack sat back and let the baku do its thing. The baku began sniffling on top of the bed and then under the pillow. Jack stroked the baku’s fluffy head.
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