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[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.

[image: image]
“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 …
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