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Far away from here, following the Jade River, there was once a black mountain that cut into the sky like a jagged

piece of rough metal. The villagars called it Fruitless Mountain because nothing gres on it and birds and anirmnals did
mokt rest thera.

Crowded in the comer of wivere Fruitless Mountain and the Jade River met was a village that was a shade of faded
brown. This was because the land around the village was hard and poor. To ooax rice oult of the stublborn land, the
field had to be flooded with water. The villagers had to tramp in the mud, bending and stooping and planting day
after day. Working in the mud so much made it spread everywinere and the kot sun dried it onto their clothes and hair
and homes, Ower time, everything in the village had become the dull color of dried mud.

One of the housas in this village was so small that its wood boards, neld together by the roof, made one think of a
bunch of matches tied with a plece of twine. Inside, there was barely enowgh room for three pecole to sit arcund the
table—which was lucky because only three pecobe lved there. One of them was a young girl called Minli.

Minl was not brown arsd dull like the rest of the village. She had glossy black hair with pink cheeks, skining eyves al-
ways pager for adventure, and a fast smile that flasked from ker face 'When people saw her lively and imoulsive spirt,
they thought her name, which meant quick thinking, suited her well. *Too well,” her mother sighed, as Minl had a habit
of quick acting as well.



