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Chapter 1  -  Gorge of Razors
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Sugarday of Moon, Year 127

As I hoisted the burdened cart overhead and teetered across the swaying rope bridge, a single pan from Master Thorn’s collection fell clattering into the unseen depths of the Gorge of Razors. Master Thorn, atop the cart’s higgledy-piggledy tower of goods, informed me in graphic detail of the thrashing he would deliver once I hauled us across. Jing Jing tightened the clasp of his grasping tail around the cart’s spokes and chattered beside my ear in animated monkey tones. Straining, with every knuckle white, I couldn’t shoo him away.

The wispy point of Master Thorn’s daggerish silver beard preceded his face with its hooked nose and fabulous eyebrows as he leaned out, threatening to topple the cart. “Minimus, stop here! I’ll catch us a gorge cod for supper,” he said.

I didn’t bother to ask myself whether he was serious. Master Thorn was always serious. I lurched forward a step as one of the bridge’s rotten boards snapped underfoot and braced myself in as comfortable a position as could be expected, with the weight of a cutlery merchant’s every worldly possession pressed upon me.

A mottled purple mushroom whizzed to my left, hooked on a glinting thread that Master Thorn spooled past my nose. It descended in an endless blur toward the waters hemmed in far below by the chasm walls. Strain turned to pain in my aching thighs and shoulders as the line jinked, seeking to tease the gorge cod with its payload. I tried to think of something, anything, beyond my overloaded muscles and turned my mind to a favorite subject: my misfortunes.

Master Thorn often treated me as nothing more than a workhorse. Indeed, I took the place of a workhorse, pulling his cutlery cart from town to town. It made sense, I guess. Although Master Thorn tells me I still have much growing ahead, I had been as strong as five normal orphans combined for as far back as I could remember. Even longer, as Master Thorn had assured me, grinning as he remembered the quantities of boiled oatmeal I’d wolfed down as an infant. It was no wonder my mother had abandoned me. Despite the grind of work as a spoonwright’s apprentice, I was grateful he’d scooped up my swaddled, crying form from that grimy alley and trundled me off in his rickety cart.

But enough of my complaints. With Master Thorn shouting, “Got one!” and the fishing line reeling up in a series of jerks, I coaxed my cramping legs into motion. With cautious steps, keen to avoid the planks in the worst state of disrepair, I advanced across the rope bridge.

Even with this extra care, my colossal cargo nearly dropped. A vision crept unbidden into my mind—of a cartload of apparatus bouncing between the gorge walls to bob in the waters below, where the river surged to froth against ocean tide, exposing the sharp rocks that gave the gorge its name. 

My right foot dipped toward a solid-looking plank when my eyes tracked the flapping, cawing progress of a coal rayvn that swooped below the bridge. Its characteristic puffs of fine black powder gusted with each powerful flap, leaving a vague dotted line littering its flight path. With a screech, it passed below the rope bridge, halting my descending foot as I realized a cloud of rayvn dust permeated the intended board, revealing its weakness; if rayvn dust wafted both around and through the wooden slat, it wasn’t safe enough to withstand my weight and the crushing mass of the cart overhead. 

I corrected myself and avoided that board, finding safe purchase on its neighbor. The coal rayvn flew three silent circles around me as I completed the crossing, wheeling away as I angled my aching back forward to let the cart roll onto firm ground. Jing Jing, clad in his tiny leather jerkin, swung free and pranced on the rocky slab beneath the cart’s iron-shod wheels, excited at Master Thorn’s catch.

“Look at the size of this fella!” Master Thorn said. The gorge cod dangled, magnificent. Its scales scintillated in the slanting afternoon light, and its proud tailfin, twice the height of its body, shed the last few drops of river water. “Your beatings will have to wait, Minimus. We must eat this beauty immediately. Prepare a fire.”

I guess other orphans’ misfortunes were more serious than mine. Threats of punishment for being too clumsy, too strong, or not smart enough often concluded this way, unfulfilled. Master Thorn likely wouldn’t discipline me once our bellies stretched, full of gorge cod seasoned with spices from a tiny drawer secreted deep within the cart. One time, Master Thorn flogged me with a stringy noodle. Another, he lashed with a blade of long grass on my palms, more tickle than viciousness. Maybe a lesson lay buried in his threats. But was the moral to have more respect for kitchenware? Don’t become an orphan? Avoid the rope bridge across the Gorge of Razors? Steal a donkey so I could glide atop the cart with Master Thorn and Jing Jing? I’d never learn.

I assembled a ring of small stones while the knee-high monkey scrabbled for twigs and tinder. Soon, the three of us snacked on snakefruit pulp, while its stripped rind segments smoldered into wisps of aromatic smoke, cuddled up to the blue-white gorge cod flesh. Master Thorn’s elegant, thin-hammered pan was the best vessel for cooking the meal at hand, and I wiped a trace of drool from my chin.

I’d have preferred to complete the second stage of crossing the Gorge of Razors before settling in to dine, but we’d negotiated the longer bridge and paused on the aptly named Island in the Sky, a flat-topped pillar of rock that rose from the gorge and offered a place of respite in neither the queendom of Inner Pang nor Outer Pang. We squatted in a purgatory, mid-gorge, grateful for the slanting afternoon sunshine’s warmth. It would take only ten minutes of cart-pulling to cross to the next, shorter bridge. The scrubby bushes and pebbled soil clumps that clung to this improbable pillar cared neither for queens nor cutlery artisans, ignorant to the fact that they salted an unruled territory. Or maybe a secret earth-wish acted—the Island in the Sky huddled closer to Outer Pang, with its farms, plains, and red sand beaches, and further from Inner Pang, with its untamed, dusty wastes. Perhaps the slab we’d settled on secretly crept from Inner to Outer Pang, so slowly that nobody noticed.

Just as Master Thorn, poised with a narrow-slotted spatula, prepared to slide a steaming slice of gorge cod onto my gorgeous, polished brass plate inlaid with a spidery ivory pattern, a meek, high-pitched voice interrupted my anticipation.

“I hope you’ll excuse me, but might we dine with you three?” the voice said.

Master Thorn looked around, as confused as I about the source of the voice, but Jing Jing’s ears twitched as his gaze settled on a bloated, half-eaten gourd that lay discarded beneath a nearby bush. As I peered, a pair of tiny human heads peeked through the jagged opening in the gourd’s lumpen orange skin. Rich red curls framed the first face, chin resting on finely boned, alabaster fingers that clung to the gourd’s punctured skin. The opening obscured the rest of her body, but I glimpsed a ruffle of lace and the hint of an embroidered top. The second impossibly small person’s long hair burnt an even deeper red and fell like a cascade of water. I saw only half of her face, the rest obscured behind her curly-haired companion. I was toothstruck; something about the shape of her fine nose and the radiance of her uneven smile stirred memories deep within me.

I’m not even sure if people use the term toothstruck across all nineteen queendoms. Or are there only seventeen? Master Thorn once said he thought a twentieth queendom might lie hidden behind the Quartz Mountains, wherever they lurked. But if you aren’t familiar with being toothstruck, it means pleasantly surprised. As if a drifting tooth from a hovering goat hit your face unexpectedly. Especially if it was a molar, because they are worth ten front teeth at the currency exchanges. This tiny girl toothstruck me like a molar.

None of us replied, so the closer of the two gourd-lurkers slipped free of the husk, revealing herself to be a little taller than two hand spans. The scarlet top I’d noticed earlier dovetailed into a quilted floor-length dress, and glossy black shoes scuffed at the dusty ground as she spoke again.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but might we have some food?” she asked. 

Something glittered among the gourd’s seeds and pulp, but the tiny woman’s companion stepping through the rough-skinned fruit’s opening distracted me. She fussed behind her companion, brushing specks of detritus from her padded shoulders. Meanwhile, the first woman regarded our open-mouthed stares with a hint of amusement, idly twirling a shoulder-length curl.

Interruptions perpetually distracted me from important matters, and it would have saved me significant wear and tear on my leather sandals if only I’d investigated the glittering object. I promptly forgot it as the girl leaned from behind her mistress, smiling at me and gesturing with one hand that someone should respond to the question.

Words failed me, and even Jing Jing fell uncharacteristically silent. Master Thorn, ever a stickler for manners and potential sales, bowed low. “Of course, you may, my ladies. The surroundings are scenic, the gorge cod exquisite, and you may even find our company amusing.”

He spun to the cart and pinched the knobby handle of a narrow drawer in the bank of hodgepodge cabinetry, squeaking it open with a slight jiggle to overcome the minor warp. With a flourish, he produced a pair of tiny silver platters and fished out two five-piece sets of miniature cutlery. Had he expected such miniscule guests, or had he worked these wondrous items for a royal doll’s house? I’d never know the answer; Master Thorn would confound me with mumbles, elisions, or a side story about the shrinking woman of the Jade River if I bothered to ask.

“Dinner is served!” he said. “Join us, ladies.”

The young woman and her attendant strode toward the sizzling pan, their footsteps a little too urgent to hide the losing battle between hunger and manners. The girl smiled in relief, but the elegant woman spoke, her vowels ripe and pleasant to the ear.

“Noble sir, our thanks given. We were riven by hunger and fear. We know no one around here.”

She curtsied as she approached the campfire and settled to a cross-legged position, dusty dress hem concealing her feet. Master Thorn prised the juiciest-looking morsels from the pan and slid them elegantly onto the silver platters, offering them with a flourish to our guests before serving Jing Jing and me. I got my favorite bronze plate and Jing Jing, a more rudimentary, pounded steel circle that we often used while traveling. Master Thorn gave himself the last portion on his preferred plate, a thin and inconceivably worn copper oval that he often said his great-grandfather fabricated.

“The sight of your food put me in a good mood,” the woman began. “I am Tasha of Evermere, and this is Rayne, here. We’d no plans to roam this far from home, but took a chicane. I’ll let my handmaid explain.”

Chicane should have been my middle name—it seemed every road I hauled us along objected to straightness, finding virtue in each meandering. The girl took up the story, eyeing her waiting plate as her mistress dug into the gorge cod. The name Rayne reminded me of stormy weather, but her voice drifted to us like sunshine.

“Technically, we’re not supposed to venture beyond the walls of Evermere, but my lady enjoys sneaking out from time to time. I told her she hadn’t dressed properly, but it seemed harmless to climb into the hollowed-out gourd there.”

“Evermere?” Master Thorn asked. “Are you from the Red Bean Queendom? I’ve visited only once, when young. That explains your ... um ... stature.”

Our guests both nodded. Crossing the delicate cutlery on her half-finished plate, Tasha replied. “Kind sir, you may not look the part, but you too remain young, like your heart.”

Master Thorn had often told me he never blushes, flinches, or stammers. He’d probably say he wasn’t blushing now, but Rayne spared him from saying anything by continuing the story.

“It’s wild boars and lightning snakes you’d normally worry about outside the walls. Even so, dangerous wildlife encounters rarely happen. Nevertheless, the prin—I mean, Tasha—her mother doesn’t approve of such wanderings. And who’d’ve thought a drift goose could cause so much trouble?”

The clink of cutlery on plates accompanied the rest of the tale about the snatched gourd’s voyage from the Red Bean Queendom across the width of Outer Pang. I imagined thermals lifting the drift goose’s broad wingspan. The young woman and her enchanting handmaid had snatched glorious but nervous views of the landscape as they bobbed to the wingbeats, hands sinking into the gourd’s flesh for stability. Just as suddenly as the goose snatched them up, the honking flyer had deposited them here, on the Island in the Sky, taking only a few lazy pecks at the gourd before flapping away on some other inscrutable mission. The pair had cowered for two days, gnawing bits of gourd and drinking dew before we’d arrived.

Leaning back against a still-warm stone that restrained the campfire’s embers, our little lady guest hesitantly asked a question we’d all been considering.

“I know it’s not your task, and perhaps too much to ask, but might we hop aboard here and influence you toward Evermere? There’d be a reward.”

With the sun setting, Master Thorn declared that we’d cross from the Island in the Sky to Outer Pang tomorrow morning, setting our sights on Mossmarch, the capital city of Outer Pang. From there, we could hop a barge up the Moss River to Evermere in the Red Bean Queendom. 

As I staked the flaps of our nightly below-cart shelter, I realized we’d embarked on a quest. Or an adventure. Or maybe a mission. Whatever it was, we had a purpose beyond making and selling cooking equipment. And the promise of a reward. What an offer!

I heard the faint exhalations of our new travelling companions as I lay awake, many wonderings meandering through my mind while Tasha and Rayne slept.
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Chapter 2  -  Island In The Sky
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Pepperday of Moon, Year 127

Master Thorn had a philosophy about education that was not, to my knowledge, shared by any school, tutor, or palace of learning. He believed that I should absorb all understanding of the world through the medium of puppetry. Each day began with felt figures cavorting about a miniature curtained stage that Master Thorn plopped on the cart’s rear ledge, and it seemed we would not break this daily ritual on account of our visitors. The messages of these little performances varied from life guidance, through philosophy, to zoology, and accounting. Many were inscrutable, but all were enthralling, accompanied by Master Thorn’s endless selection of voices and occasional interludes of discordant playing of homemade musical instruments. I assumed my traditional position, seated cross-legged on the ground behind the cart, just as I’d done since I had run around bare-chested in a cloth diaper. Tasha and Rayne joined me, exchanging quizzical glances at the unusual spectacle.

Today, Master Thorn used marionettes, his hands scrunching and tugging at the threads of two worn wooden figures with felt clothing. One wore a golden crown, and the other had a shock of white hair and a pair of glassless spectacles attached to its featureless wooden head. The scholarly-looking one held a book between its two hands, and Master Thorn worked his expert fingers to open and close the book as the person addressed the queen.

“Behold, your majesty! I have brought forth a copy of the Catalog of Lands, Waters, and Beasts from the Royal Library,” the scholar said.

“Lord of the Lakes, it’s such a fancy-looking book!” said the queen’s voice, sounding less regal and more like an old man attempting to imitate a woman. “Whatever can be written inside?”

“Your majesty! This part contains maps and lists of all the world’s rivers, mountains, and forests. The back section contains a description of every known beast, complete with sketches. Which one might you like to see?”

I would never dare to heckle a puppet performance, but our guests didn’t know the protocol and probably didn’t care. “Drift goose!” Rayne called out.

There was a pause in the puppetry before Master Thorn took up the scholarly voice again, jinking the strings to close and open the puppet’s book. “Indeed, here it is, your majesty. The drift goose. Known to inhabit the western queendoms, it can fly long distances. It may occasionally seize upon young ladies and fly them across the width of a queendom.”

* * *
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Our tiny new companions sat atop the cart on a pair of delicate silk beanbags that Master Thorn normally used to weigh down the corners of the stall’s tablecloth when we set up in town. Jing Jing capered ahead, impatient with my plodding pace as I pulled the cart. He was as eager as I to cross the stubby bridge from the Island in the Sky to Outer Pang proper, but the monkey didn’t have to drag a vondabeast’s weight of possessions behind him.

As I approached a clump of shrubs around which the path bent, Jing Jing appeared from his advanced scouting position and skidded to a stop in a low cloud of dust, gibbering and gesturing at the way ahead. I ignored him and tried to imagine what a finer pair of sandals would feel like on my calloused feet.

As I rounded the shrub, I halted, lowering the cart arms to the stone pathway with the gentlest bump so as not to dislodge any of its riders, despite my astonished despair. The path straightened and revealed that the short bridge was gone. Ten cartlengths ahead, only the wooden posts staking each end remained.

“By the great hairy beard of the Soup King!” Master Thorn exclaimed. “What’s happened here?”

The path ahead ended in a slight ramp, where the wooden plank bridge formerly began. Its meander continued, a shade lower, after the brief interruption of the Gorge of Razors’ northern channel. What was normally an easy cart pull now posed a problem.

Master Thorn dismounted and offered a palm to each lady, lowering them to the ground. We approached the gorge lip as a team.

“Hmmm,” Master Thorn said. After a pause, he added, “I have a plan.”

I knew full well that whenever he said this, he never had a plan. It foretold improvisation. After much experience, I had learned to accept this approach, because somehow, his impromptu actions tended to work out. Like the time we ended up rolling the cart backwards down a steep hill, my legs freewheeling as I clung to its up-thrust handles. We escaped the pursuing city guards and ended up matching speed and blending in with the departing caravan of the Iron Merchants’ Guild. Not only did we stock up on raw materials, but our cutlery sales came fast and easy as the guildsters marveled at Master Thorn’s handiwork. I became temporarily famous for repairing the bent and twisted tools and implements of the caravanners, owing to my uncommonly powerful hands and lack of other hobbies or prospects.

But this time, I wouldn’t trust some vague daydream of Master Thorn’s that he’d doubtless bring to life. After sizing up the gap, inspiration fizzled in my head. I figured I could impress Rayne, so I spoke up.

“Wait, Master Thorn, I know what we can do,” I said. “Look how narrow the gorge is. I can easily jump across!”

Despite a little shriek from the red-headed woman, I showed how easily I could clear the deep gorge, taking only a two-step run up.

“See? Easy!” I called from the other side. The gap was barely as wide as I was tall. I jumped back again.

“What about the cart, smarty pants?” Master Thorn asked. “You can’t make that jump with the cart on your back.”

I shook my head but smiled. “True. But look—over there it’s lower. If I get a good run up, the cart’s momentum will take it clear across.”

Master Thorn pulled a short ruler from a back pocket in his knee-length robe and made a great show of measuring the height of the ramp that led to the former bridge. He flicked through a series of impenetrable finger calculations and let out a sigh. “I think you are right, Minimus. This is quite close to my original plan. Let me tie down everything on the cart, and then you can jump it across the gap. We’ll wait to one side here, so we can congratulate you on your success without the risk of sharing in your failure.”

Congratulations came only occasionally and begrudgingly from Master Thorn’s lips, so I looked forward to the possibility. I wouldn’t fail. Rayne flashed a smile at me over her lady’s shoulder, and I felt a surge of pride course through my cheeks and chest.

With every clanking and swinging item on the cart tied or strapped down for what was likely to be a hard and bouncy landing, I swiveled the vehicle on its sturdy wheels to face the other direction. Now I could use the handles to push the cart toward the gap, allowing me to lean in and propel it with all my strength rather than dragging it behind me. I wiped my grimy palms on even grimier trousers and gripped the wooden handles with knuckle-bulging familiarity.

“Stay clear!” I called.

The replies consisted mostly of monkey chatter, but I heard Rayne’s tinkle of a voice urge me to be careful. 

My first four steps coaxed the heavy cart into motion, sandals slipping before they gained traction on less dusty sections of the rocky path. The next four were all acceleration, and the final four steps after that were a breeze—simple adjustments to the cart’s course so it would hit the ramp square on.

I was airborne—or prayerborne, as Master Thorn likely would have said—flying across the gap and praying I had thrust enough speed into the clattering mass of the cart. The cool, wafting breeze from the gorge waters far below fluttered across my flying form before I came to a shuddering stop as the cart’s wheels landed and stuck in some unnoticed rut on the chasm’s far side.

My plan was mostly a success. The cart cleared easily. But I had expected a further roll along the path, dragging me along to safety. Not stranding me, dangling by only two fingers of a single hand, above a drop that would give me plenty of time to consider my miscalculation before I hit the bottom. If the cart wriggled free from the rut, the handle I clung to would dip, and I’d slide to my doom. The weight of a piccolo bird landing in the wrong place could spell disaster.

“Minimus!” my three human companions called, almost in unison. Only Master Thorn offered advice, though.

“Grab on with your other hand,” he shouted. Not a particularly insightful morsel of guidance, but I was glad to hear encouragement rather than scolding.

I often amused the children of shoppers at Master Thorn’s cart by demonstrating a one-fingered chin-up. I knew I could lift my entire body weight using a single finger, but I normally showed off on a narrow bamboo bar. Two fingers—two nervous, sweaty fingers—on something as thick as the cart handle might be too much, even for my prodigious grip strength. Far more inspiring than my master’s voice was the ill-advised glance down at my swaying feet. A glint of sunlight from the distant bay showed me how far I’d drop if my grip failed.

Straining, with sweat droplets falling from my eyelashes to sting the corners of my narrowed eyes, fingers three and four eventually joined the original two, followed by my free hand. I swung myself to the gorge lip, teetering between the cart handles. A few graceless arm circles saved me from losing my balance and toppling backwards into the Gorge of Razors. 

I turned and tried to look as casual as possible, dusting myself off with shaking hands. “See? The cart is across. No problem,” I said. 

There was a chorus of applause from the other side of the vanished bridge, and it heartened me to see that Master Thorn clapped with enough vigor to waggle his beard. Was that dust or a tear that he wiped from the corner of his eye?

Rounding the cart, I squatted and pulled the right-hand wheel from its rut, then rolled the cart a short distance along the path, clearing a better landing area. I prepared for the easy leap back across, but Master Thorn held up a palm. “Bring that spare suspension spring when you come, Minimus,” he said. “We may need it.”

I grabbed the spring from a compartment beneath the cart’s wheel arch, a coiled metal shape that I was often ordered to spitz with olive oil. I wasn’t sure why we’d need it, but as usual, I followed Master Thorn’s instructions without question. Hefting the large spring, I made the return jump.

Our two tiny companions ran to me and hugged either side of one leg while Jing Jing climbed knee-high on the other.

“What a jump! And a bump—I was sure you would fall,” Tasha said. “But I’m so relieved you’ve returned to us all.”

“You’re so brave, Minimus Mu,” Rayne added, her smile wider than ever before.

“Okay, thanks, everyone. I’m all good. Although, I must admit that two-fingered pull-up had me worried for a second. Now, should I jump everyone together, or will you take it in turns?” I asked.

“Jump? Holding us? No, no, my boy,” Master Thorn said. “That’s so uncouth. If you simply lean across and grab the far lip, we can cross using your back. Much more proper. That’s why my plan needs the spring.”

I hoped the flush I felt at Master Thorn’s criticism of my manners didn’t show. I also remained unclear about the spring’s purpose. Yes, I could stretch across the span, with toes on one side and fingers gripping the rocky ledge on the other, but how was that more proper than being carried across?

Tasha and Rayne objected, saying they had no problem being carried across. “We let a drift goose carry us across the width of Outer Pang. I’m sure one little jump won’t besmirch my lady’s good name,” Rayne said.

But Master Thorn was having none of it. With the intricacies of his code of honor, there was no point in arguing. I soon faced the depths of the Gorge of Razors once again, this time suspended by only my fingertips and toes.

Jing Jing sprang across first, only a single landing on my lower back before I heard his chatter from the far side. Tasha and Rayne crossed my calves and hamstrings with careful footfalls, one on each side. I imagined them holding hands as they made their way up my back and then edged their way along my triceps and forearms. They were safely across.

Master Thorn came last. He was not particularly heavy, often referring to his state as slimbo—desirous of being stronger but trapped in his skinny body. My fingers, wrists, and core muscles burned with the strain of preventing my body from dipping. Anything less than full extension would mean a nasty drop to certain death. But he crossed swiftly and light-footed.

It was only then I realized we had a problem. I could lean across and support myself in the bridge’s former position, but there was no way I could get myself upright again. Moving my toes even a fraction would mean one end or the other of my fully extended body would clutch nothing more than cool air. Master Thorn hadn’t the strength to pull me up, and Jing Jing and our two new companions were as good as useless against my bulk. My only choice was whether to let go of my fingers or my toes. Did I want to dive into the gorge, or plummet feet-first?

A quiver of fear colored my voice. “Uh, Master Thorn? I’m kind of stuck. Any ideas?”

“Of course I have an idea, boy,” he said. “Why do you think I made you attach that spring to your belt?”

I thought it odd that he’d stuck the hook at the spring’s end through a belt hole at the back of my belt, but it was just another in a series of his odd behaviors, so I’d given it no further thought. No ordinary belt would encircle me, so mine was composed of two belts, linked. The spring attached just shy of where the belts joined at the small of my back.

“Let me tie the rope from the spring onto this tree over here,” I heard him call. “Then we’ll follow the plan. You can let go, and the spring will bounce you back up.”

Master Thorn sounded confident, but then he excelled at over-optimism. This still sounded like a poor plan to me.

“What if my belt breaks?” I asked.

“Breaks? Impossible! Don’t worry. It’s made from the toughest ox hide. My great-grandfather passed it down to me. Don’t you remember the story of how he used it in the fighting pits of Droz to hold back the mighty Lion of Og?”

I knew that story well. It was one of his favorites, and I was sure he’d regale Tasha and Rayne with the full version soon. I gave a silent prayer that I, too, would hear it at least once more. “But Master Thorn, what about the other belt? The one you attached to the tougher-than-dragonhide one your great-grandfather gave you so that it would fit my waist?” I asked.

“Let’s not think about that right now. I’ll check its strength once you stop fooling around and join us up here.”

There was no arguing against that kind of logic. In fact, there was no logic at work to argue against. Master Thorn called that he’d secured the rope from the end of my belt-spring, and that I should continue with the next part of the plan.

I held my breath and counted slowly down from ten while I tried to imagine what my mother’s face might look like. I made it to three before Jing Jing kicked my fingers from their tenuous grip on the rocks at the gorge’s edge, and I plummeted head-first into the depths.
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Chapter 3  -  Forest of Daggers
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The Same Day

I forgave Jing Jing as my fingernails scraped the gorge wall in vain, even before my toes lost purchase on the Island in the Sky. I knew in my heart that I would have counted down to zero and still clung on. Probably started from ten again. And again. Until my fingers or abdominals lost their strength, and I folded into free fall. The monkey had done me a favor.

I extended my arms overhead, as I’d seen divers do as they sprung from the smooth overhanging rock at the beach on Consternation Bay. Less graceful than those professionals, I was about to be bounced like a discarded snakefruit from wall to wall as I sped into the dim depths of the gorge. Had Master Thorn used the wrong knot? Or maybe failed to tie the rope’s other end onto my spring? I seemed to fall further than his so-called plan would have suggested. But at least I hadn’t hit the gorge wall yet.

And then I did. The rope screamed tight, and the pair of belts dug into my waist as the giant spring yawed open, pinned between my back and the rough chasm wall. Upside-down, my heels hit the stone hard, the impact absorbed by the mass of callouses that clustered there. Luckily, the spin kept my head from striking anything. I heard the belts creak but not snap, and the spring lengthened until I decelerated to a momentary pause. My pant
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