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To the pupils at Firs Primary,
Birmingham. Keep reading!









[image: PROLOGUE]


It was the dead of night and the only sound that could be heard was the croaking of crickets in the Jade Palace gardens. Despite the palace looking peaceful and still, something – or someone – was darting around in the shadows, not wanting to be seen. A masked figure, wearing a cloak as black as the night sky, tiptoed silently along corridors and through doorways until they reached the large, engraved wooden door of the Jade Emperor’s private chamber. No one was allowed in that area apart from those very close to the Jade Emperor, and it was protected by the Emperor’s special guards. But the stranger had worked out that the guards drank calming oolong tea before their shift, so administering the sleeping potion was easy.


The stranger turned the corner, then stopped. They stood as still as a statue until they heard bodies thudding to the floor, one after the other. The potion had worked. The special guards aren’t that special, the intruder thought to themselves. The subdued guards lay across the floor outside the Emperor’s sleeping quarters – one on either side of the door. Both women snored loudly, their hair hanging limply over their closed eyes. Their weapons remained sheathed.


“Sleep well. Now it’s time for the fun part,” whispered the hooded figure, amused by the scene. This was too easy. The intruder crept towards the Emperor’s door, slowly pushing it open a little at a time. Then they edged towards the Emperor’s bed, over to the spectacular golden lamp that flickered away in the corner. The figure reached into their cloak and pulled out an orange gemstone the size of their hand. “I have reached the Lamp of Protection, Master,” the figure whispered into the jewel. The Dragon King’s face appeared in the gemstone’s shiny flat surface. His eyes were wide with malice and satisfaction.


“Excellent,” he said. “Now you must extinguish the flame.” The intruder did as they were told, puckering their lips together and giving an almighty blow. Darkness moved into every corner of the room as the light went out. A cold breeze swept through the chamber, bringing with it a chill. The Jade Emperor turned over in his sleep and pulled the silk bedsheets up to his chin.
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“Now the lamp is out, his god-like powers will drain away until he is as vulnerable as a newborn baby. I can finally return and rule as I was always meant to. Let chaos reign! Vengeance will finally be mine!” The Dragon King’s eyes gleamed from within the jewel as it caught the moonlight. “Now go – hurry out of the palace, and prepare for the next stage. Let’s see the ultimate justice carried out!” With a cackle, the Dragon King’s face was gone. And so too was the intruder. In the palace, the Jade Emperor and the guards slept on, unaware that they were all in terrible danger …









[image: CHAPTER ONE]


As Jack left the lunch hall and went out into the playground, he saw something move out of the corner of his eye. He turned to see Victor Smith, one of the biggest kids in his year, shoving someone against the fence. Jack turned away and carried on walking, a knot in his stomach.


“Look, there’s a chicken!” someone shouted.
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For a second Jack thought they were talking about him, then he glanced up and saw Rooster flapping about high up in a tree. His hand went automatically to the coin in his pocket as he groaned. What was Rooster doing out of the coin?


Then he heard a voice in his mind. Rooster wants to know if you want him to peck the big boy’s head for you? He said you look like you need backup.


Jack shook his head. He might have seemed like an ordinary schoolboy, but he had a secret – an amazing secret. He was the Tiger Warrior, and he had a magical coin that gave him the special powers of the twelve animals of the zodiac. His mission was to protect a world called the Jade Kingdom from the evil Dragon King – but he wasn’t meant to use his powers in his world, and definitely not at school!


Go away! he thought to Goat. And tell Rooster to get back in the coin!


Just then the smaller boy called out and Jack couldn’t help looking over. His heart sank as he realised who Victor was picking on – Kyle.


Jack felt his temper rise up as he saw the bully threatening his friend.


“Hey! Leave him alone!” he shouted. Before he could stop himself, he was running over.


“Who’s going to make me?” Victor replied. He had a glint in his eyes, as if willing Jack to try to stop him. Jack had faced down dragons with electricity pumping through their veins, fox demons with claws as sharp as knives, and more. He suddenly thought how amazing it would be to use his Tiger Warrior powers on Victor.


When Jack understood each individual zodiac animal, something amazing happened – he could fully transform into their animal form. So far he’d learnt how to become Tiger, Dog, Rabbit and Monkey. Jack would have loved to transform into his tiger form right now and scare Victor! The thought made him smile, and Victor’s eyes narrowed.


“What are you laughing at?”


Are you sure you don’t need us? Goat’s voice sounded in his head. He looks mean!


Jack shook his head. Goat telepathically talking to him from the coin was not what he needed right now.


Jack tapped the coin and whispered, “HOME.” The coin shook slightly, and Jack knew Rooster was back inside with the others.


“Are you talking to yourself?” Victor said, looking amused.


“I don’t want to fight you,” Jack said, even though he sort of did.


Kyle slowly moved behind Jack like a shy rabbit.


“YOU don’t want to fight me?” Victor laughed. “Don’t tell me – you know kung fu.”


He started doing fake kung fu moves, waving his feet and hands around. To make it worse, he started to make silly sounds.


Jack felt his face turning red. Most people in his school were White, like his mum. But Jack was half Chinese. That’s why Victor was talking about kung fu, because of the old Chinese martial arts films.
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“Hey, that’s racist!” Kyle said, standing up for Jack.


Victor gave a horrible grin as he turned his attention back to Kyle, who shrank back. “You wouldn’t let me copy your homework. And now there are consequences.”


“I didn’t want to get in trouble with Mrs Summerfield,” Kyle said to Victor.


“Now you’re in trouble with me,” Victor snarled. “… double trouble!”


Victor laughed and glanced at his best mate, Logan.


Logan gave Victor a look. Victor nodded and Logan moved forward. Two against one. Jack’s reflexes kicked in and he blocked Logan’s hand, which was aiming for Kyle. Kyle ducked. Jack shoved Logan to the side with his hip. Then, with lightning speed, he had to deal with Victor.
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He grabbed Victor’s outstretched arm, twisting it like he’d seen Princess Li do in the Jade Kingdom. She called it the “grab and disarm” move. The bully knelt in pain. That’s when Jack looked up and saw the red jacket of Mrs Summerfield. Her face was almost the same colour. She shouted, “Jack Zhou! You let him go this instant!” Jack released his grip on Victor’s arm.


“But, Miss … you don’t understand!” Jack pleaded. Kyle looked like he was about to speak, but the bell went. “Kyle will tell you—”


“This behaviour is unacceptable! Everyone to your classrooms, now – not you, Jack. You head to the headteacher’s office!”


“But, Miss—” Kyle started.


“NOW!” she said.


Kyle looked at Jack helplessly.


Jack saw Victor rubbing his arm and pretending he was more hurt than he was. He smirked at Jack as he hurried inside. Victor mouthed “Loser!” but Mrs Summerfield couldn’t hear him. Logan was chuckling too. Jack stormed away furiously.


Once inside the headteacher’s office Jack stood with his hands behind his back. His fists balled in fury. He felt so angry. This wasn’t his fault. He shouldn’t have been in here – Victor should’ve been. Victor and Logan. He hadn’t done anything wrong.
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