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PROLOGUE


The sun was shining brightly on the shimmering lake next to the Summer Palace, but the tall woman had no shadow. She pulled her white fur coat around her as she glared across the water. Silently, a fox with three tails crept up to her side, its head bowed. She stroked it with her slender fingers, the nails long and pointed, scratching the creature’s back. “Soon, this will all belong to us,” she said. The fox looked up at the Summer Palace, with its curved golden roof and whitewashed walls. All around, people were working and the small dock was busy with fishing boats.
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The fox shook its head. “It doesn’t look that great,” he barked.


“Ah, but the Summer Palace isn’t just a building,” the woman explained. “It is the beating heart of all summer in the Jade Kingdom. When we conquer it I will have the power to bring an everlasting winter. The Dragon King will return, and revenge shall be mine!” The woman lifted her hands to the sky and let out a barking laugh. In the distance, more barking could be heard, echoing her laughter.


The woman in white fur, and her fiendish fox commander, began to walk towards the palace. As she passed the lake her true appearance glinted on the surface of the water – a white fox with burning yellow eyes, hungry for revenge.
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CHAPTER ONE


Jack’s hand twitched by his side like a cowboy in a gunfight as he stared at his opponent, whose glistening amber eyes glared back at him. Jack felt his heart thumping. The wrong move now could lose him the battle. Who was going to win? Him … or the massive tiger in front of him? “I can do this, I can do this,” he muttered to himself. He began to hop from one foot to another to psych himself up, jabbing the air in front of him with his fists like a boxer. He looked around at the hopeful eyes on the sidelines as the others all watched, holding their breath.


Can I do this? he thought – but before he had time to work out his next move the ferocious tiger leapt at him. Its jaws opened as it let out a mighty roar, revealing its sharp, glistening teeth. In that instant, Jack knew what he had to do!


He reached into his pocket for the coin he carried everywhere and flipped it high into the air. “ROOSTER!” he called, and a chicken suddenly appeared on his shoulder. Just as the tiger was about to flatten him, Jack raised his arms and soared up into the air, using Rooster’s magic power to fly!
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They swooped above the garden and landed on a thick knobbly branch of a nearby tree. Jack’s legs wobbled slightly as his trainers balanced on the branch, which was only as wide as his arm. He grabbed another branch to steady himself.


“Can’t get me now, can you, Tiger?” he crowed as Tiger crashed into a flowerbed full of thorny roses. Jack looked down and grinned at the others.


Watching on the sidelines was an old man and a row of magical animals. There was Dog, Goat, Dragon, Ox – and all the other animals of the zodiac. And they all had a special skill, like Rooster’s flying power. Jack waved down at them happily. Dog was laughing, Rat was whooping and cheering and nervous Rabbit was hiding his eyes under his paws.


“Next time you won’t be so lucky!” growled Tiger, shaking dirt from his face.


Jack grinned. Tiger could be moody sometimes, but he was still the animal he had the closest connection to. After all, Jack was the Tiger Warrior, even if he still found it hard to believe.


No one would guess that he was the guardian of a magical world called the Jade Kingdom. His grandad, Yeye, had passed him down the magic coin that let him control the zodiac animals’ powers – but Jack still had a lot to learn. He was getting better, though, and at least this time he’d got feather-brained Rooster to do what he wanted!


“Good work, Rooster!” Jack turned, looking to his shoulder where the bird had been just a second before. “Rooster?” Jack turned to see his feathered friend flapping frantically as he landed back on the lawn. Rooster clucked his way over to a yellow broken bucket in the corner and began pecking it.


And with him gone, Jack’s ability to fly had gone too!


“Hey! Rooster, don’t leave me stuck up here! It’s too high … come back up and help me down,” Jack demanded, putting both arms around the tree trunk. He suddenly felt very high up!


“What goes up, must come down,” laughed his grandad, Yeye.


Tiger began to laugh too. Yeye patted the now not-so-ferocious beast like a kitten. “Practice will make perfect; it’s not a computer game, Jack. You can’t press buttons and hope for the best. You have to use your head a little better. Think a few moves ahead of your opponent,” said Yeye.


Rooster had moved on to pecking the door of the shed. Jack sighed. He should have known better than to rely on Rooster!


“Not bad, Jack,” Dog shouted up at him. “But you do know that running away up a tree isn’t going to help you beat Tiger. Trees are only good for one thing in my opinion.” Dog lifted his leg.


“Dog! That is not well-mannered!” Goat scolded. All of the animals hollered with glee. Monkey did a backflip in delight.


“Dragon, can you fly up here and get me down?” begged Jack.


Dragon nodded her great head. She soared up and was by Jack’s side in an instant. She picked him up gently and carefully glided back down, placing him on the ground next to Yeye and Dog.


“Thanks,” Jack said, patting her scaly neck and feeling bad. He was training as hard as he could but he still wasn’t anywhere near as good a Tiger Warrior as Yeye had been.
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“Why the glum face?” Dog said, nudging Jack’s leg and wagging his tail. “You did pretty well for someone who’s only just had a few weeks of training.” Dog licked Jack’s hand and Jack instantly felt less alone. Jack ruffled his friend’s furry head. Loyal Dog always managed to cheer him up.


“Don’t be disheartened. Let’s just go through it again. You’ll get it, I know you will,” Yeye said.


Jack sighed. Another training session on top of this one? “Argh! All we do is train. Can’t I just go and visit the Jade Kingdom and hang out with Li? Please?”


“Not yet, Jack. Remember what happened last time – you need to be prepared,” Yeye said, a serious look on his face. Jack had seen that look only a few times: when Yeye talked about Jack’s father, who was no longer alive, and when Jack came back from his first visit to the Jade Kingdom and told him about his epic battle with the Dragon King. Yeye was worried.


Jack sighed again. “It’s been so long since my adventure there! If I didn’t have these guys” – he looked at the zodiac animals – “I’d think I dreamed it all!” Did I really battle dragons and fight the Dragon King?


“Adventure? You make it sound like one of your computer games. It’s serious, Jack. You are the protector of the realm.” Yeye began coughing, and stopped for a second to catch his breath. “The Dragon King has been waging war on the Jade Emperor and his kingdom for centuries, and his training and experience far outweighs yours. Come, another sparring session. Tiger, get ready for one more round.”


Jack took out the Jade Coin. But as he brought it out of his pocket, he almost dropped it in surprise. The coin was glowing green, the engraved zodiac symbols on it all lighting up in his palm.


[image: images]


“Um, Yeye, something’s happening!” Jack said. “Did you know it could do that?”


Yeye frowned. “Of course I did. The emperor is summoning you.”


“He wants me to go to the Jade Kingdom?” Jack asked excitedly, butterflies bubbling around his belly. Dog barked happily and his tail began to wag.


Yeye sighed, putting his hands on his hips. “I’m afraid so. I was hoping you would be more ready.”


The zodiac animals gathered round Jack. “We’re ready when you are,” Dog said.


Yeye gave Jack’s back a pat and then stepped back, still looking worried.


“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine,” Jack said.


“We’ll look after him,” said Dragon. The other animals nodded.


“OK,” Yeye said, with a half-smile. “But you’ll still have to do your training session when you get back. After all, time stands still while you are in the Jade Kingdom, so there’s no getting out of it!”


Jack grinned back at him, then he flipped the Jade Coin into the air and yelled: “JADE KINGDOM!”


The Jade Kingdom needed him – he had to go!
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