


The dragon sat high above the sea. Its wingless
form was carved from the rarest jade. Its eyes were
fashioned from emeralds larger than ripe green apples.
Ripping winds howled around the jade dragon and
dangerous waves crashed far below it, yet the dragon’s
serene expression had been sculpted to convey a feeling
of dedicated transcendence—an unshakable calm that
knows no fear.

Behind the dragon stood a hidden cave. For more
than four hundred years, its yawning mouth remained
free of gates or barriers, yet few human beings knew
of its existence or dared to venture beyond the statue
guarding its entrance.

Torches lined the rock passage, which reached deep
into the cliffs. At the end of the craggy corridor, a
large chamber opened up. Here the rough walls became
strangely smooth. The dirt floor turned into a single solid
slab of polished green jade.

Carved into the floor were intricate images: a wolf,
a falcon, a tiger, a monkey. There were forty-seven
emblems in all, placed in a vast circle around the floor’s
edge.

In the middle of the chamber, a suit of samurai armor
hung. The armor was dented and old. Like the jade dragon
at the mouth of the cave, it appeared to serve as some
kind of guardian—an eternal sentry.

Outside, the night sky was calm. Out of the stillness
came the sound of stone grinding against stone. A hidden
door slid open in the cave’s rock wall.

A man stepped into the flickering light. A mask of
green silk loosely covering his nose and mouth became
visible as he emerged from the dark doorway. . . .



