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CHAPTER 1


Zhi Ging leapt to the shore, pebbles scattering beneath her feet. Behind her, Hok Woh’s glass stepping stones vanished back beneath the waves, leaving no hint of the underwater realm she’d begun to call home. She smiled up at Pou Pou, the giant floating jellyfish Sintou had sent to keep her company, and nodded towards the clifftops.


‘All right, let’s see if you’re as fast as Gahyau.’


They raced up the carved steps, the last of the fog streaming behind Pou Pou’s bubble like a twirling comet. Before Zhi Ging could reach the top, the jellyfish shot past, bouncing to a stop in the tall grass. He waggled his tentacles in triumph, exaggerating the final distance between them. Zhi Ging shook her head, snorting as she tried to catch her breath.


‘Great, you’re somehow faster and smugger than Gahyau.’ But her smile faltered as she peered out across the empty clifftop. Several well-worn paths cut through the grass, each snaking in a different direction. Some vanished into dense forest while others swept towards distant mountains. Zhi Ging took a half-step forward, her earlier confidence wavering as she realised she didn’t even know which province Hok Woh bordered.


She ran a nervous hand through Malo’s feathers. The little phoenix continued to snore, occasionally hiccupping in his sleep. Her feet suddenly felt rooted to the cliff, unable and unwilling to choose between paths. It could take months to search each province for Reishi and the missing Silhouettes. What if I go the wrong way?


She grimaced and turned back towards the sea, searching for the underwater waterfall. Ami had been far too calm when she fell into its depths. What if she managed to escape and return to where she’d trapped the others? Zhi Ging’s hands unconsciously curled into fists, the indecision that had locked her in place melting away.


I have to get there before Ami. Wherever there is.


She rummaged in her pockets and her fingers brushed against the small folded slip Jack had given her earlier.


‘Sintou was right,’ she murmured, half to herself and half to Pou Pou. ‘I could use some help. The floating market can cover Wengyuen faster than me.’ She unfolded the scrap and let green ink drip on to her shoe. The dye pooled across the surface, forming Jack’s smiling face in miniature. He winked up at her then rippled, transforming into a jade-green arrow. Its pointed tip tugged the cloth, pulling Zhi Ging’s left foot forward. She smiled as she veered away from the steps, her shoe marching her confidently along a path that curved round the cliff edge.


‘I wish we had one of these to find Reishi.’ She chuckled as the arrow swivelled sharply, pointing to a new path. Just as Zhi Ging turned, a bright flash shot past her ear, ruffling the loose strands along her braid.


It was a pure white starling.


The bird swept past Pou Pou, wings rustling like paper as it flitted over the surprised jellyfish. Malo’s eyes snapped open and he tumbled out of Zhi Ging’s hood, his tail feathers fanned out in excitement as he waddled furiously after it.


‘Wait, get back here!’ Zhi Ging cried, as both Malo and the starling vanished into the forest. She tried to race after them, but her left shoe wouldn’t budge. The green arrow had transformed into a tiny hand, stubbornly clinging to the path. Its message was clear: the forest was not the right way to Jack.


Zhi Ging turned to Pou Pou as she struggled to take off her shoe, both hands soon splattered in green ink as the miniature hand morphed back into an arrow that weaved furiously between her fingers. ‘Don’t let Malo out of your sight. I’ll be right behind you.’


The jellyfish shot forward and Zhi Ging pulled hard, as if she was paddling over a particularly steep wave at dragon boat training. The ink finally gave up and the arrow split in half, forming a pair of folded green arms, frustration radiating off them.


‘I’m sorry!’ Zhi Ging whispered as she hopped after Pou Pou. ‘But we’re not leaving without Malo.’


A heavy canopy soon blocked out the rising sun and Zhi Ging shivered, the air between the trees somehow both humid and cold. Without the sea breeze, every twig that broke beneath her shoes seemed to echo, but there was no sign of Malo anywhere.


As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, Zhi Ging realised the trees were different to those back in the glass province. Here the bark was made up of bright stripes of colour, streaks of celadon green, hawthorn red and mandarin orange decorating each trunk. She ran a hand along the closest tree in disbelief. With his multicoloured feathers, Malo was going to be even harder to find.


She continued deeper into the forest, finally spotting the top of Pou Pou’s bubble floating behind an overturned trunk. As she clambered over the fallen tree, Zhi Ging let out a small laugh. A disgruntled-looking Malo was trapped beneath the jellyfish’s bubble, his feet kicking petulantly at the leaves around them. Pou Pou waved a serene tentacle up at her while Malo immediately began to chirp, clearly unimpressed with how they’d teamed up against him.


‘Haven’t you learnt by now not to wander off by yourself?’


Malo blew a raspberry at her then turned his back on them. Zhi Ging suppressed a smile and gestured for Pou Pou to release the sulking phoenix. She leant forward, tickling the feathers at the top of his head. ‘Hey, you never know, there could still be some thralls lurking around—’


A loud crack echoed through the trees and Zhi Ging crouched down, her heart pounding as visions of grey-eyed thralls possessed by the Fui Gwai filled her mind. No, she reminded herself. The Fui Gwai’s not a real spirit. Ami’s the one possessing everyone.


The cracks continued, each one creeping closer towards them. Even Malo was silent as Zhi Ging hurried them to a dense thicket of bushes. She pressed against the leaves and peered through a small gap. A hunched figure shuffled back and forth on the other side.


Every so often, they would stoop down, their back to Zhi Ging as they considered the dried curling leaves caught between exposed roots. Although each leaf looked identical to her, some were discarded while others were tossed over a gnarled shoulder to a small but growing collection of kindling in the centre of the clearing. The figure twisted, their profile suddenly outlined against the murky haze and Zhi Ging jerked back.


Even if the shadowy figure wasn’t a thrall, it definitely wasn’t human. Dark bulbous growths covered its spine, rising up along its back in two diagonal lines. The creature knelt, clinking as it bent over the pile of leaves. Zhi Ging glanced at Pou Pou but the jellyfish shrugged his tentacles, equally confused by the curious hollow chiming.


The creature hit two shards of flint together and sparks leapt out, catching the dry leaves. Light blazed across the clearing and Zhi Ging blinked in surprise.


It was a boy.


He looked a few years younger than her, with short black hair that stuck out in every direction, as if he was floating underwater. Strapped across his back were two thick silk braids, different-sized porcelain jars strung along their length, fabric looped through their handles.


Zhi Ging tapped lightly against Pou Pou’s bubble and gestured away from the strange scene.


‘Let’s get back to the path,’ she mouthed. The boy might not be dangerous, but he also wasn’t going to help them find Jack. Zhi Ging nudged the ink on her shoe and the folded green arms begrudgingly unfurled, transforming back into an arrow that twisted back and forth, taking in their new surroundings. Her eyes widened in concern when the arrow continued to spin, showing no signs of stopping. She pointed her foot in different directions while Malo pecked at the whirling ink, but it made no difference. It seemed to be lost, no longer sure of the best way to reach Jack.


There was a faint crackle as the boy shook more leaves over the now dancing flames. Light seeped through the branches around them and Pou Pou gestured back towards the clearing. The boy was struggling to untie a porcelain jar. After a few clumsy attempts, he finally freed a small ornate jar from the centre of the two overlapping braids. With extreme care, he snapped its thick wax seal and tilted the jar over the fire. Thick clouds began to swirl out, tumbling down towards the flames. The movement made Zhi Ging’s breath catch in her throat. For a split-second, she was back in Tutor Wun’s class, Mynah and Pinderent presenting their cloud-carrying ideas.


She watched, hypnotised, as the cloud curled towards the smoke rising from the fire. The two seemed to collide in slow motion, dense cloud pushing down the wisps of grey, trapping smoke beneath a thick layer of white haze. The smoke coiled beneath its new heavy blanket, unfurling and causing it to billow back up. Zhi Ging stared in amazement as a form began to emerge, sealed in cloud and shaped by smoke.


There was a faint rustle and the white starling from earlier landed on Pou Pou’s bubble. It hopped across the surface, causing the inner water to ripple, and turned to peer directly at Zhi Ging.


She gasped, barely able to believe what she was seeing. Each feather on the starling’s body was an elaborate paper cutting, its beak and feet dipped in rich purple ink. Zhi Ging stretched a hand to it, her fingers brushing the delicate cutouts that speckled its pale plumage.


‘Where have you come from?’ she whispered in awe. The only person she knew who could make paper cuttings come to life like this was her mother. What if, just like the paper dragon that had flown her to safety as a baby, this paper cutting had been created to protect her? The dawn air above Fei Chui had regularly been filled with starling song. Had this paper cutting been hidden among them? Zhi Ging felt hope swell inside her, filling her lungs with glittering light.


What if my mother sent this?


Before she could ask, the bird ruffled its wings and swooped between branches, Malo bounding after it in chase.


‘No!’ She barrelled after him and stumbled into the clearing. The boy looked up, mouth dropping open in surprise as they locked eyes. Zhi Ging felt a brief flicker of relief that he didn’t have the grey eyes of a thrall, but her stomach dropped as she saw what was about to happen.


Before she could stop them, the paper starling pierced the shape above the fire. Malo leapt after it but panicked as thick cloud closed in around him. He flapped his wings and the trapped smoke began to swell, distorting the boy’s floating shape. The outer cloud flared with golden light then erupted, smoke roaring out across the clearing. Pou Pou flung his bubble in front of Zhi Ging, shielding her as smoke crashed over them, the thick white surge knocking the boy off his feet.
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CHAPTER 2


Zhi Ging scrambled out from behind Pou Pou, spluttering as warm cloud caught in her throat. She rubbed at her face, trying to clear the waxy mixture of smoke and cloud clinging to her eyelashes. Zhi Ging sank down, crawling beneath the haze to where she’d last seen Malo and the boy.


To her surprise, the air at the centre of the clearing was free from smoke. The boy was already back on his feet, snatching at bits of cloud that had snagged against low-hanging branches. Discoloured tendrils swirled between his fingers as he struggled to squeeze the cloud back into its jar. In his panic, several leaves also made their way into the porcelain, where they fizzed against the cloud. Malo weaved beneath his feet, small fragments of cloud clasped between his wings as he chirped apologetically.


‘What did you do?’ He turned to stare at Zhi Ging, his face pale.


‘I’m so sorry. Malo just ran out and—’ She jerked forward, trying to stop a piece of cloud from floating back out of the jar. The boy flinched and pulled it away from her.


‘Are you the Fui Gwai?’ he croaked, eyes darting between her bright green fingers and Pou Pou rising over her shoulder.


‘What? No, I’m a Silhouette and this –’ Zhi Ging frantically wiped her hands against her cloak – ‘is just ink.’ Her eyes flicked to the snuffed-out fire between them. ‘Let me help you rebuild that.’


‘It’s too late.’ His voice was suddenly small.


‘What do you mean?’


The boy sighed deeply, clasping the porcelain jar tight.


‘This was meant to be my cloud ceremony.’ He looked at her expectantly, his eyes wide with meaning.


‘I …’ Zhi Ging began hesitantly. ‘I’m sorry, we don’t have those in the glass province. What is that?’


‘It’s how everyone from Wun-Wun finds out what they’re meant to be when they grow up. You only get one chance.’ His expression crumpled and Zhi Ging felt her stomach knot with guilt. He looks just how I felt when Iridill got Reishi’s Silhouette invitation instead of me.


She paused then leant forward, peering closely at the boy’s tanned face. It was hard to tell now that the fire was out, but his cheeks seemed to be spattered with purple freckles. Were those there before? They were the exact same shade as the starling’s beak. Zhi Ging spun round but there was no sign of the paper cutting bird anywhere.


‘What, is there cloud stuck to me?’ he asked, wiping the back of his hand across his cheeks. The boy yelped as the purple freckles drifted over his fingers, spreading across his palms in a gentle rolling murmuration.


He hopped on the spot, frantically trying to shake the dots loose. Instead, they whorled along his arm, floating back up to rest across his nose.


‘What are these?’ he asked, tilting his head back to try to watch the hovering freckles.


‘I’m not sure,’ Zhi Ging admitted, still searching for the paper starling. Suddenly, Gertie’s amused face flashed across her mind. ‘But I know someone at the floating market who might!’


‘Really?’ The boy’s face lit up, his cheeks flushing beneath the purple dots. ‘My father rents a stall each time they land near Wun-Wun. I’ve never been allowed to explore it properly, though; I just help set up the snow cloud jars then get sent home. Last time, I didn’t even get to do that. I was stuck doing extra cloud-stitching practice.’ He paused, tucking his porcelain jar under one arm before holding out a hand.


‘I’m Ehn D’Ippitti.’ He grimaced, as if he’d just swallowed another mouthful of warm cloud. ‘Ugh, I don’t know why I said that; people only call me that when I’m in trouble. You can call me Dippy.’


‘I’m Zhi Ging and these –’ she pointed at the jellyfish and phoenix beside her – ‘are Pou Pou and Malo.’ Malo held up a final wisp of cloud and quacked a sheepish apology. She crouched down to collect it and spotted the green ink on her shoe had almost settled. The arrow now bounced between Dippy and pointing back down the earlier path.


‘We were looking for the floating market before Malo ran in here. My friend Jack—’ Zhi Ging paused, shocked at how much had happened since she’d last seen him. He doesn’t even know Reishi’s missing. ‘Anyway, once this stops spinning we should know which way to go.’ She gestured uncertainly at the wriggling arrow.


‘Oh, I know!’ Dippy beamed. ‘Today’s our province capital’s Bao Saan festival. That’s where I was heading after my cloud ceremony.’ He waved towards a cart piled high with porcelain jars, each at least ten times larger than the ones strapped across his back. ‘The floating market always shows up at that. I’ll take you.’


The green arrow nodded vigorously, transforming into a thumbs up at Dippy’s offer.


‘Thank you!’ Zhi Ging clambered on to the cart after Malo, who immediately hopped into the nearest jar, his chirps echoing off porcelain as he searched for hidden sunflower seeds. The donkey at the front of the cart seemed unbothered by the sudden presence of a floating jellyfish and phoenix. He gave them a cursory sniff before setting off, the cart’s wheels rattling over tree roots.


As they reached the forest edge, Malo wriggled out of the final jar, shaking his feathers in disappointment. Zhi Ging gave him a meaningful look then glanced towards Dippy, who was steering from the front of the cart. The little phoenix sighed and waddled towards the boy, patting his arm tentatively as he quacked a new apology.


‘Don’t worry, I know you didn’t mean it.’ Dippy ruffled his feathers, his eyes focused on guiding them through the final rainbow-striped trees. His purple freckles swirled down, flowing across his left ear to land on the hand resting on Malo’s head.


Dippy turned to look at Zhi Ging and she tried to smile reassuringly, although her entire body tightened in an internal wince.


‘I really hope Gertie knows what to do about those,’ she whispered to Pou Pou.


Pingon, the province capital, was more than half a day’s journey from Wun-Wun and the midday sun soon floated high above them. Zhi Ging stretched out between the spherical jars, letting dappled sunlight warm her face. The sound of cicadas filled the air as they weaved between fields blooming with bright yellow cole flowers. She turned to one side, watching the scenery drift by between porcelain jars. A farmer waved at them from a distant field and she smiled back.


Out here, surrounded by the porcelain province’s wide plains, the previous night felt like nothing more than a bad dream. It didn’t seem possible that a short cart ride was all that separated Ami’s disappearance into the underwater waterfall from this moment. Zhi Ging propped herself on to her elbows and tilted her head to Dippy. Now that they were back on the main road, the donkey’s reins hung loose beside him. He was hunched over the small jar from before, Malo clapping his wings in encouragement each time Dippy pulled a twig loose from what was left of the cloud. Zhi Ging cleared her throat and scooted up beside him, silently gathering the leaves now scattered around the cart.


‘That cloud ceremony you mentioned earlier, can you definitely not try again tomorrow?’


Dippy sighed, purple freckles gliding over the bridge of his nose. ‘No, it’s my tenth birthday today.’


‘Oh!’ Zhi Ging flushed, horrified they’d ruined his day. ‘I didn’t—Should we turn back? You don’t have to take us to Pingon on your birthday.’ She stopped as Malo scrambled up her sleeve, tumbling into her hood before wriggling back out with a single sunflower seed clasped in his beak. He placed it carefully on Dippy’s lap, attempting to chirp Happy Birthday.


‘How long has that been there?’ Zhi Ging murmured, running a dazed hand along her hood. And why do I get the feeling that’s not the only one he’s hidden?


‘Don’t worry about it, I’m happy to take you. Most birthdays are just another day for people from Wun-Wun. Only our tenth is different.’ He paused, struggling with a leaf that threatened to tear in half. ‘When we’re born, we spend our first twenty-four hours swaddled inside a cloud to protect us from illness.’ He spotted Zhi Ging’s confused expression and gestured at the jars around them. ‘Wun-Wun villagers specialise in catching ocean clouds. Healers from all six provinces trade with us, using our clouds in their elixirs,’ he added proudly. ‘Anyway, our swaddling cloud is kept in a jar until our tenth birthday. On that morning, we’re sent alone into the forest and told to build a fire. That’s it, no other instructions.’ Dippy shook his head. ‘My father wouldn’t even say if I was meant to build it out of leaves, bark or moss. No villager ever shares how they built theirs, in case it impacts the final cloud shape. We have to go by instinct.’


‘That doesn’t seem fair,’ Zhi Ging muttered, half to herself. ‘The Silhouette entrance exam was tough, but at least the Scouts gave us questions on the day. This is like being handed a blank scroll and being told to guess what the questions are.’


‘It’s not that bad.’ Dippy shrugged. ‘Everyone gets a shape no matter how they build their fire. You can’t normally fail a cloud ceremony …’ He trailed off, his eyes drifting back to the jar in his hands. Pou Pou floated closer, pointing out a small twig still caught between two grey wisps.


‘Thanks. Anyway, once smoke starts rising, we’re meant to slowly pour our original swaddling cloud over the fire. I spent all year practising just in case it spilled out too quickly and I accidentally put it out. I never prepared for a somersaulting duckling, though.’ Dippy smiled ruefully before patting a sheepish-looking Malo on the head.


‘Ocean clouds are really dense, so the smoke gets trapped beneath it. Since they come from seawater, our swaddling clouds form thin salt crusts during the ten years they’re stored in jars. The flames burn small cracks into that crust and smoke seeps into the ocean cloud. The two temperatures collide, and the outer cloud rises up, creating a shape unique to your fire. That shape—’ Dippy exhaled and started again. ‘That shape shows what you’re meant to be. A cart would mean I’d become a cloud carrier like my father and grandfather, while a boat would mean a cloud stitcher, Wun-Wun’s version of a fisherman.’ Dippy’s ears flushed red. ‘Most of my cousins could guess what shape they’d get years before their ceremony, but I’m not really good at any of it. Any time my aunt brought me out to the bay to practise, I’d fall overboard, scattering the ocean clouds.’


Zhi Ging’s eyes widened, suddenly remembering the boat she had spotted when she and Reishi had first arrived at the clifftop months ago. Is Dippy the one I saw falling overboard? Were those puffy white fish actually ocean clouds?


‘You never know.’ Zhi Ging heard her voice squeak with forced optimism as she pulled a leaf from the jar. ‘Maybe you’ll get a brand-new shape, something no one else in Wun-Wun has ever gotten. At least once Malo and I have helped you rebuild the fire.’


‘Thanks, but I don’t think there’s enough swaddling cloud left to try again,’ he admitted in a quiet voice.


A heavy silence pressed down over the cart, the only sound the faint rattle of wooden wheels trundling along the road. Zhi Ging felt her stomach tighten. She had accidentally taken his future from him, just like Iridill had stolen her original shot at getting into Hok Woh. She had to make things right.


It was late afternoon before they reached Pingon. The city was surrounded by a vast moat, the pale green water glinting in the light. Zhi Ging blinked hard, wondering if the bright sun had dazzled her eyes after months of living underwater. The waves breaking across the moat’s surface seemed to be frozen in place. She shielded her eyes and peered closer. The rippling water was actually thousands of green ceramic shards, the cracked glaze snapped to reveal thick white porcelain.


‘What is that?’ she asked, waving a hand at the strange sight.


‘It’s Pingon’s celadon moat. They—’ The rest of Dippy’s sentence was drowned out by a blast of drumbeat that boomed through the city’s open gates.


Zhi Ging tore her eyes away from the moat and realised with a start that the gates weren’t just flung open, they didn’t exist. How can an entire city be this confident against a thrall attack?


Dippy caught her eye and nodded to a small bridge that arched over the green ceramic. ‘They say Pingon’s moat can rise up, trapping anyone who crosses the bridge with bad intentions inside an unbreakable porcelain shell.’


‘Have you ever seen it do that?’ Zhi Ging asked, not sure if Dippy was being serious.


He pointed to a series of jagged porcelain vases that lined the lower half of the city wall. ‘No, but my father says those are people trapped waiting for their trial.’


Zhi Ging shuddered as her eyes flicked over them. Some of the vases were almost completely hidden beneath long trailing vines. Just how long are they kept waiting?


‘Um, are Silhouette still welcome?’ she asked in a quiet voice. What if the moat thinks anyone from Hok Woh has bad intentions?


Dippy frowned, a worried crease spreading across his forehead as the bridge loomed up ahead of them. ‘I think we should be OK. But maybe we should get off the cart before—’


Pou Pou soared ahead and raised a tentacle from the centre of the bridge. His message was clear: I’ll test it.


The group held their breath as the jellyfish spun from side to side, scanning for rising pieces of porcelain. But thankfully, the moat remained frozen.


Zhi Ging breathed a sigh of relief as Pou Pou rejoined them on the cart. She pressed a grateful hand to his bubble, only then noticing he had been shaking, anxious ripples shivering through the water.


Dippy gave them a nervous smile then urged the donkey forward, over the bridge and into the chaos of Pingon’s Bao Saan festival.
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CHAPTER 3


The cart was immediately hit by a wall of loud, infectious music. Drums, gongs and cymbals reverberated through the air, pulsing through Zhi Ging’s entire body until her heartbeat matched their excited rhythm.


‘The parade’s started!’ Dippy whooped, his voice barely audible as he helped them off the cart.


‘Maybe it’s safer if you stay hidden for now,’ Zhi Ging suggested as Pou Pou swooped low, dodging the spinning drumstick of an overly enthusiastic musician. The jellyfish nodded, spinning his bubble tighter and tighter until he fitted snugly inside the hollow glass bead at the centre of her gold Pan Chang Knot.


Paper lanterns shaped like giant steamed buns hung between eaves and Zhi Ging had to hold Malo’s wing to stop the little phoenix from flying towards them. Although she had initially felt bad for Pou Pou, the streets were so crammed, she soon began to wonder if he actually had more space inside his tiny glass bead. They pressed through the jostling crowds, searching for any sign of the floating market.


Suddenly, Zhi Ging spotted a ribbon of emerald floating high above them. It was a cluster of Gertie’s weather-wax bees.


‘They’ll lead us to the market, come on!’ she cried, grabbing Dippy’s arm.


They hurried after the bees until the crowds spilled out into Pingon’s central square. Stall owners from the floating market had set up along the outer edges but, for once, no one was looking at their colourful silk tents.


Zhi Ging’s jaw dropped open and she instinctively clasped Malo with both hands before the phoenix could leap out of her hood. There, rising high above them, were three giant towers covered in pillowy white buns. A single tent sat in the middle tower’s shadow, a hastily painted bakery sign hanging above its entrance. Above that, the tent’s canopy was a living, shimmering mosaic of emerald-green bees.


Of course Gertie somehow still has the most eye-catching tent. Zhi Ging beamed, dragging Dippy behind her.


‘Zhi Ging!’ The old woman waved once she spotted them, a slim jade hairpin clasped in her hand like a conductor’s baton. Around her, bees hovered in the air clutching buns, waiting for Gertie to direct them to paying customers.


‘What are you doing here? Is Reishi with you?’


Zhi Ging bit her lip, feeling the crowd press in. She couldn’t tell the truth here, not when so many people could overhear. If others found out the mysterious grey-eyed spirit possessing villagers had been Ami all along, no one would trust a single Cyo B’Ahon ever again. Certain towns and cities were already suspicious of the immortals living in Hok Woh.


Gertie gasped and, for a split-second, Zhi Ging wondered if she had read her thoughts.


‘Your glove!’ The old woman patted Zhi Ging’s bare left arm. ‘I warned you the Cyo B’Ahon wouldn’t know how to fix it. Are you here for a new one? I hope you brought the original fabric.’


‘No, it’s not that. Where’s Jack? I need to talk to you both.’


‘Oh, he’s over by the Scramble.’ Gertie jerked her head towards the bun towers. ‘Now, who are you?’ she asked, smile widening as she turned her attention to Dippy. ‘Let me guess, you’re someone who constantly wishes they had a simple way to stay warm no matter the weather?’


Zhi Ging let the rest of Gertie’s familiar weather-wax pitch wash over her as she stood on her toes, trying to spot Jack. The buns on each tower were marked with a round stamp, their central red symbol changing the higher up the bun was on the bamboo frame. Zhi Ging’s gaze continued up until she spotted six women high above the square. They stood in pairs, two on each narrow tower top. Unlike the crowd, who were dressed in shades of blue to celebrate the porcelain province, these women wore shimmering robes of red silk.


While five of them bustled about, one stood with her arms crossed at the centre of the middle tower, barking orders at the others. She was the only one with a splash of blue to her outfit, butterflies made from lapis lazuli and cobalt kingfisher feathers decorating the ornate headdress balanced above her sharp widow’s peak. Although she was beautiful, a distinct coldness radiated from her features, as if it had been years since her mouth had lifted into a smile or her eyes had looked at anyone with kindness. Her expression soured as she seemed to feel Zhi Ging’s gaze. She strode to the tower edge, her dark brown eyes narrowing as she searched the crowds for the source of the attention, the eight grey rings that decorated her fingers gleaming as her hands curled into fists.


‘Don’t stare at Niotiya, she’s the worst of the Matchmakers,’ Gertie ordered, stepping forward to block Zhi Ging just as the woman’s icy scan swept over them. ‘She’d probably charge you for the honour. The less you have to do with that particular Guild the better.’


Gertie glowered at the red-stamped buns covering the towers before handing Zhi Ging and Dippy buns from her own tray, a smiling green bee stamped across their domed surface.


‘Niotiya hasn’t officially been made Head Matchmaker yet, but she already insists on wearing that ridiculous headdress. Ginsau’s still the Guild leader, but she’s holding on to her power by a thread. Which is bad news for us.’ Gertie spotted Zhi Ging’s confused expression and waved a hand across the rest of the floating market. ‘The Matchmakers’ Guild have been in charge of trading across Wengyuen for centuries, ever since one of them convinced the province rulers it was “simply matchmaking between buyers and sellers,”’ the old woman quoted through clenched teeth. ‘I didn’t agree with a lot of Ginsau’s rulings, but at least she never tried to control where the floating market could land or what we could sell.’ Gertie’s green bees hummed in frustration and Zhi Ging spotted one shake a tiny foreleg at the Matchmakers, a bun almost slipping from its grip.


‘Niotiya refused to let me organise this year’s festival buns. Instead, she’s brought a batch all the way from her private kitchens in Omophilli. Let’s see how many children choose her stale day-old buns over one of mine, though,’ she muttered, her eyes gleaming. ‘I’ve been making buns for the Bao Saan festival for decades. Families are already buying mine rather than waiting for a free tower bun after the Scramble.’ Gertie gestured at the empty trays stacked around her tent.


‘Why are the Matchmakers up there anyway?’ Zhi Ging asked before biting into her bun. Warm, rich lotus seed paste coated her tongue, the delicate nutty flavour just the right level of sweet.


‘They’re guarding the paper cuttings. Can’t have those disappearing before the Scramble,’ Dippy explained, trying to keep his own bun away from Malo’s eager snuffling.


Zhi Ging’s head snapped towards him. ‘Paper cuttings?’


‘Those are the main prize; it’s why people take part in the Scramble.’ Gertie pointed to the top of the closest tower. There, balanced on a stand between the two Matchmakers, was a single white paper cutting of a steamed bun.


‘In the Scramble, each climber will race up their chosen tower, filling a cloth sack with as many buns as possible.’


Malo chirped in approval from Dippy’s shoulder; this was clearly his idea of the perfect sport.


‘The first climber to reach the top gets that tower’s particular paper cutting, and that’s where it gets interesting.’ Gertie’s face creased into a wide grin, wrinkles dancing across her features. ‘Each level of buns along the tower has a different value, so the higher you climb, the more they’re worth. At the end of the race, the three winners have a choice. They can either keep their paper cutting bun or trade it for another climber’s entire sack of real buns, doubling the amount they earn.’


‘What’s written on the paper cuttings?’ Zhi Ging asked, struggling to spot the character cut out across their flat surface.


‘It’s not what’s on them; it’s what’s in them that makes the Scramble brilliant,’ Dippy cut in, his arms flailing with excitement. ‘All three paper cutting buns have a different reward. One of them, when you break it in half, will shake loose enough gold coins to last a whole year – it’s worth more than if you somehow collected every single bun from all three towers. Another bun will shake out a jewel-coloured lantern. Once you light it, any passing trader will know to give you a lift in their cart; you can even ask the floating market to carry you between provinces.’


‘Actually,’ Gertie cut in gently, careful not to ruin his enthusiasm, ‘Niotiya has changed that prize. It’s now an amulet which supposedly protects against the Fui Gwai.’


Zhi Ging and Malo exchanged a sideways glance. She really had to tell Gertie and Jack the truth about Ami. But how do I do that without Dippy overhearing?


‘Then why would anyone ever swap a paper cutting for a sack of buns?’ Zhi Ging asked quickly, feeling Gertie and Dippy turn to her with near identical looks of confusion, puzzled by her silence.


‘Ha! That’s because of the third paper cutting.’ Gertie cackled, a delighted glint entering her eyes. ‘No one knows which of the three towers holds which paper cutting, but there’s one bun everyone wants to avoid. Break that in half and all that’ll shake out is –’ she paused dramatically, waggling her eyebrows – ‘a cha siu bao.’ Gertie and Dippy roared with laughter. ‘One measly pork bun worth less than every other bun collected during the race.’


Zhi Ging shook her head, chuckling at the idea. At least everyone had liked when Pinderent and Mynah made custard buns rain down from their homework cloud. Her smile crumpled as she thought of her friends: one frozen in Hok Woh’s sick bay and the other still missing. She winced and reached for Gertie’s sleeve. ‘I really need to tell you—’


The square suddenly filled with exploding firecrackers and the drumming reached a fever pitch, the soundwaves almost visible from the way Gertie’s bees bounced in the air.


‘You two get to the front of the Scramble,’ Gertie encouraged as the crowd surged past them towards the towers. ‘Come and find me after with Jack; we’ll talk then.’


Zhi Ging and Dippy squeezed their way forward until they were just a few feet from the climbers. While some crouched at the base of their chosen tower, others jogged between them, desperately searching for any hint whatsoever of which paper cutting would be waiting for them at the top.


The crowd fell silent as Niotiya peered down from the middle tower. She plucked one of the kingfisher feathers from her headpiece and held it high, a faint breeze threatening to tug it loose from her ringed fingers. In a flash of blue, she slashed the feather down and the Scramble began.


Each of the climbers had a different strategy. Some frantically grabbed at the lowest buns before even starting their climb, while others shot up, aiming for fewer but higher value buns. Several tried to snatch multiple buns in each palm before shoving them into the cloth sack tied across their backs, but the buns would slip from their grip, bouncing off climbers further down the tower. One woman noticed and quickly untied her sack, simply holding it open beneath the more frantic racers above her.


Zhi Ging’s eyes darted between the climbers and the cheering crowds at the base of each tower. Where was Jack?


There were screams from the crowd as one climber, already halfway up the middle tower, slipped, buns coming loose beneath their feet. They plummeted down past others before their emergency rope pulled tight, their back to the crowd as the force flipped them upside down. The climber stretched their hands frantically towards the tower’s bamboo frame and their sack ripped, tangling them in cloth while their buns tumbled to the ground.


The crowd around Zhi Ging leapt forward, cheering as they snatched at the more valuable buns, hoping to be the first-ever spectators to win prize money at a Scramble. Only Dippy and Zhi Ging remained standing, Malo flapping his wings in delight as he caught a bun that bounced off someone’s head and into his beak.


‘Didn’t you just eat most of Dippy’s bun?’ Zhi Ging laughed, her voice trailing off as she stuffed Malo’s half-eaten bun into her pocket. A sudden shift had rippled through the square. The entire crowd was now silent, gawping. Zhi Ging turned slowly, following their gaze, and her mouth dropped open.


The three paper cuttings had floated free from their stands. Matchmakers tried to snatch them back, but the paper fluttered between their fingers. The three cuttings twirled between the frozen climbers, drifting down the towers to land softly … in Zhi Ging’s hood.


Every pair of eyes snapped towards her, and time seemed to stretch, a single moment congealed in confusion.


‘Zhi Ging?’ The voice was a muffled gasp as the upside-down climber finally pulled the sack from their face.


It was Jack.


He looked down at her, the surprise in his flickering green and blue eyes quickly turning to concern as he took in the crowd’s scowling faces.


‘Thief!’ Niotiya screeched, her imperious voice ripping through the silence. ‘Get her!’


The spell broke and the crowd roared forward, lunging for Zhi Ging.
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CHAPTER 4


Dippy unfroze first and pulled Zhi Ging between the bun towers, weaving amid outstretched arms as he raced away from the square. Gertie’s weather-wax bees appeared around them, a blurring wave of green that fought to keep the crowd back.


‘Pou Pou!’ Zhi Ging yelled as they raced into an alley, the furious pounding of Matchmakers’ feet echoing behind them. The jellyfish shot out of her golden Pan Chang, his tentacles curled into protective fists.


‘Don’t, there’re too many of them,’ Dippy shouted over his shoulder.


They raced blindly down streets that twisted and splintered, each unknown path threatening to trap them in a dead end.


‘What if the moat stops us from leaving?’ Zhi Ging cried, the vine-covered vases suddenly flashing across her mind.


Dippy skidded to a stop as they spotted Niotiya and another Matchmaker blocking the far end of the path. Zhi Ging lurched sideways, dragging them down a narrow lane filled with thick steam. She rushed forward, one arm stretched wide, desperately searching for a way through the blistering haze. The heat turned Pou Pou’s bubble opaque and the giant jellyfish began to spin in confusion, unable to see. Around them, the anxious hum of Gertie’s bees reverberated against the walls.


‘We have to keep going,’ Zhi Ging urged as Dippy began to splutter, hot air stinging each breath. She stepped towards him and screamed as the floor suddenly crumbled beneath them, an ancient wooden hatch giving way beneath their weight. They tumbled down a flight of stairs into a sweltering basement. Dippy groaned. Several of the porcelain jars tied across his back had broken and heavy ocean cloud spilled down round his ankles.


Zhi Ging yelped, racing to help him up. ‘Are you OK?’


‘Fine,’ he croaked in relief as his fingers brushed against the small jar that held his swaddling cloud. It had survived the fall. The weather-wax bees buzzed in concern as beads of glistening steam gathered across their wings, weighing them down and making it difficult to fly.


‘Get back to Gertie,’ Zhi Ging urged them. ‘It’s not safe for you down here.’


She and Dippy hurried further into the steam-filled basement, searching for another way out. As her eyes adjusted, Zhi Ging realised they were at the edge of a vast porcelain workshop. The floor tilted away from them at a steep angle and long cylindrical kilns stretched in different directions, creating a maze-like series of alleys that mirrored the streets of Pingon above them. Zhi Ging jumped as footsteps crunched down the stairs on the other side of the kiln, Niotiya’s low voice hissing through the steam.


They hadn’t lost the Matchmakers yet.


‘Let’s just give the paper cuttings back,’ Dippy whispered, his eyes wide as the Matchmakers began searching the kiln passages, dry earth cracking beneath their silk shoes.


‘I’m trying!’ Zhi Ging murmured, both hands fumbling in her hood. Each time her fingers brushed against a cutting, it would flit away, refusing to be caught. Malo flapped on to her shoulder to help, but the paper cuttings simply twisted over his outstretched wings, bouncing across his beak to land back in her hood.


A Matchmaker suddenly appeared from the steam in front of them, a torn half-bun clenched in either fist. Her scowl deepened as she took in Zhi Ging, the three paper cuttings now rolling up and down her braid like a slide.


‘I didn’t mean to take them,’ Zhi Ging babbled, her voice a high squeak. The woman’s eyes narrowed, a sinister smile stretching tight across her perfectly painted lips. She leant forward, not to collect the paper cuttings but to press the red-stamped bun towards Zhi Ging’s face.


‘You won’t cause any more trouble after one of these.’


‘What are you doing?’ Zhi Ging spluttered as the Matchmaker became more insistent, trying to force-feed her the bun. Malo’s feathers flared white hot and he snatched the bun away. It blazed in his beak and crumbled to ash. At the same time, Pou Pou shot forward, headbutting the woman. His bubble rippled dangerously as the Matchmaker collapsed backwards into the steam with a muffled thud, dazed by the force of his blow.


‘Malo, stop,’ Zhi Ging whispered as flames continued to crackle along his wings. ‘You’re evaporating the steam. That’s all that’s hiding us from the Matchmakers.’


‘Has he always been able to do that?’ Dippy asked in astonishment as Malo’s feathers immediately returned to normal.


‘Actually, he only started yesterday,’ Zhi Ging admitted, pulling them between two sloping kilns. They froze as Niotiya and another Matchmaker stalked past the exit ahead of them.


‘Just give up,’ the shorter Matchmaker called out, wiping steam from her clammy face, heavy eyebrow paint smearing across her cheeks. ‘We’ve sealed the staircase; there’s no way out.’


‘Start lighting the dragon kilns,’ Niotiya barked. ‘They’ll give up pretty quickly once these heat up.’ She slapped the kiln chamber, and the four grey rings that rested above her knuckles clinked against the brick surface. Zhi Ging pressed back into the steam then shivered, staring in surprise at the base of the kiln.


‘We need to turn around,’ Dippy mouthed, ‘before the other Matchmaker wakes up.’


‘Wait.’ Zhi Ging watched as the three paper cuttings fluttered down, tumbling over one another beside the kiln. She crouched softly as Niotiya and the other Matchmaker went off in search of firewood. ‘Put your hand here,’ she said, spreading her fingers wide between the dancing cuttings.


Dippy jumped in surprise as a cool breeze streamed through a gap between the weathered bricks, flowing out from the heart of the dragon kiln.


‘How’s it doing that?’


‘There must be all sorts of escape routes down here,’ Zhi Ging said, frantically pressing different bricks. ‘There’s no way people working with fire would build a workshop without several ways out. They’d have to be easy to find while crawling to avoid smoke too.’ Her fingers brushed a small sliver of celadon fused into the brick, a dragon’s face carved across its pale green surface. Zhi Ging pushed its snout and there was a muffled click. Several bricks swung inwards to reveal a door.


‘Let’s go!’ Dippy squeezed in after Zhi Ging and pulled the bricks shut behind them. They wasted no time hurrying after Pou Pou, the jellyfish’s faint glow illuminating the inside of the escape kiln.


They crawled along the slanted tunnel in tense silence, the scorched earth beneath their hands and feet eventually giving way to thin grains of silt. Zhi Ging blinked up into the new gloom. The kiln had led them to the mouth of a large limestone cavern, hundreds of stalactites reaching down towards their heads.


Zhi Ging lifted Malo back into her hood, the three paper cuttings scooting over to make room for the little phoenix. There was no sound of the Matchmakers following them, but there was also no sound of Pingon’s Bao Saan festival above them. Just how far underground were they?


Dippy took a step forward and stumbled, his foot hitting a thin rod half buried beneath the dull grey sand. He bent down and Pou Pou strengthened his glow, revealing an abandoned metal track leading into the cavern’s depths.


‘Where do you think that goes?’ Dippy asked, his breath clouding in front of him. The breeze was stronger now, tugging wisps free from Zhi Ging’s braid.


‘Guess we’ll find out,’ she murmured, facing the cold head on as she stepped on to the track. Wherever that gust was coming from, it had to be a way out.


They followed the track in silence, both straining to hear the first warning sound of Matchmakers emerging from the escape kiln behind them. Eventually, the metal track split in half, curving down two identical tunnels. On the path that swept to the left, a rickety cart had been abandoned between two limestone pillars, thick knotted ropes tangled inside it.


Dippy lifted one out with a puzzled expression. ‘What animal is meant to steer this?’ he asked in a hushed voice. The heavy white cord looked nothing like the reins on his own cart. It was made up of several strange loops, as if designed for a creature with no legs.


‘Where is the animal?’ Zhi Ging whispered back.


They instinctively huddled closer together, peering back at the reins. Several of its loops appeared chewed through, leaving what remained looking like a frayed and tattered Pan Chang Knot.


‘Let’s keep going,’ Zhi Ging said with a shudder, squeezing between the cart and pillars towards the cold air whistling down the left tunnel. The breeze grew stronger, forcing them to inch forward with eyes half shut. The three paper cuttings rose out of her hood, rustling loudly as they tried to shield her face from the worst of the wind. The crackling sound filled the tunnel, and Zhi Ging couldn’t help but remember a similar sound from long ago, when a dragon had coiled its scaly tail round her on Fei Chui’s jade mountain, lightning swelling between its jaws.


After a while, the path tilted steeply upwards, the tunnel walls closing in around them. Their climbing slowed and Dippy had to help each time Zhi Ging’s hood caught on a low stalactite.


‘At least the Matchmakers don’t seem to be following us,’ he whispered reassuringly as he released her cloak for the fifth time. ‘And the paper cuttings finally seem happy to leave your side. Maybe we can give them back after all.’


Zhi Ging watched the three cuttings swooping in front of them, the corners of their paper bending as if beckoning them forward, further into the tunnel.


‘Maybe. Although I feel like all of Pingon will still be mad at me for ruining the Scramble.’ Zhi Ging said with a small grimace.


‘At least it’s a Scramble they’ll never forget. Who knew you and Malo were just warming up when you interrupted my cloud ceremony,’ Dippy said with a grin, trying to lighten the mood. ‘If it makes you feel better, I’ve accidentally ruined loads of cloud-stitching trips. It’s not like you did it on purpose. Once we give back the cuttings, they’ll have no reason to stay mad.’


His smile faltered when one of the paper cutting buns bumped into his nose. Dippy nudged it aside, frowning as he watched it rejoin the others.


‘Why do you think that Matchmaker tried to feed you a bun?’


Zhi Ging paused while Pou Pou floated ahead, Malo perched atop his bubble. Before she could answer, the phoenix’s low reassuring chirps stopped, and the entire tunnel filled with blinding light.


‘Malo!’ Zhi Ging clambered up the rest of the slope, one arm shielding her eyes from the strength of his glow. Her free hand hit the top of the rocky climb, and she hauled herself up, wheezing hard. Her fingers brushed against wood and then something solid yet strangely soft.


Zhi Ging blinked away the remaining bright spots then yelped, snatching her hand back with such force that she almost fell backwards on to Dippy. Staring up at her was Iridill’s frozen scowling face.
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CHAPTER 5


Malo inched forward and tapped his beak against the girl’s nose but there was no reaction. Iridill’s eyes were clouded with thick grey smoke and she was leaning forward out of a cart, her two sidekicks, Cing Yau and Kaolin, squeezed in beside her. Dippy clambered up behind Zhi Ging and gasped, his eyes moving past Iridill as Pou Pou filled the cavern with light.


‘Who are they?’ His question echoed, reverberating against the frozen Silhouettes packed in tight across eight linked carts that stretched back to the far wall. Water dripped down on them from sharp stalactites, but none of the grey-eyed Silhouettes seemed to even notice.


‘Thralls,’ Zhi Ging whispered. ‘Possessed Silhouettes.’ She inched closer, unable to shake the feeling she had stepped into a nightmare version of Hok Woh’s dorms.


She tried to lift Iridill’s arm, but it was like attempting to bend a carved statue. Although the girl was breathing softly, there was no other sign of life. Zhi Ging watched as the three paper cuttings fluttered over the frozen Silhouettes, tapping each one lightly on the head as if they were checking no one was missing.


Is that what the cuttings were trying to do all along? Zhi Ging wondered. Lead me here? But how did they know where the Silhouettes were?


There was a faint grunt as Dippy tried to push the front cart away from the cavern edge, clearly worried Iridill and the others might tip forward. Zhi Ging’s mind flashed back to the stone macaque from her first challenge, and she glanced across at Dippy. She and Iridill had struggled to lift that heavy chimera, and Dippy was even smaller than her.


How are we going to move these carts?


Each Silhouette Zhi Ging recognised caused her stomach to twist, as if she’d swallowed one of Ami’s oily grey jellyfish and it was now trying to slither towards her heart. Dippy shuffled ahead in a daze, his features frozen in horror as he counted the motionless Silhouettes.


Zhi Ging staggered to the final cart, her knees threatening to give out.


Mynah and Hiulam had toppled sideways at the back of the cart, the two Silhouettes back to back with their arms raised in defiance against some unseen figure. Ami must have frozen them in place once the possession took hold.


‘You’re here!’ Zhi Ging cried, her voice cracking as she reached for her friends, struggling to lift them upright. For a second, Mynah’s cheek patches appeared to flicker a soft yellow before fading back to grey. ‘I promise I’ll work out how to fix this. I’ll …’ She trailed off, as a series of marks in the sand caught her eye.


‘Dippy,’ Zhi Ging called out hesitantly, ‘you haven’t already walked around here, have you?’ She had to force the question out between her teeth, already dreading the answer.


‘No,’ he replied, his voice growing louder as he hurried to her from the other side of the cart. ‘I was still counting … Why?’


Zhi Ging pointed a shaking finger at the faint footprints that circled the final cart. It looked like someone had recently inspected the frozen Silhouettes. The paper cuttings rolled into the cart and began to bounce up and down beside Zhi Ging’s friends. She leant forward into the cart to collect them, and her breath caught in her throat. The Matchmakers’ red seal had been stamped across both Mynah and Hiulam’s left palms. The symbol was identical to the one used to decorate the higher-up buns. What is going on?


Zhi Ging raced back to Iridill, bending to check the palm of each Silhouette she passed. Every one of them had been marked with a Matchmakers’ seal.


‘Where were they taking you?’ Zhi Ging wondered out loud, tapping Iridill’s hand, the red ink smearing as water continued to drip down from an overhanging stalactite.


‘Oh!’ Dippy’s eyes widened in realisation. ‘I don’t know where, but I bet I know when they were going to move the carts.’ He hurried over to Zhi Ging, his knuckles whitening as he gripped the wooden frame. ‘The Matchmakers never stay for the feast at the end of the Bao Saan festival, when all the uncollected buns from the Scramble are handed out to local children. I bet they were planning to move these carts right after the Scramble winners were announced, when no one would hear them trundling beneath the city.’


Zhi Ging breathed in sharply, her head snapping back to Mynah and Hiulam.


‘If we’d gotten to Pingon even an hour later, none of them would’ve been here.’ She hissed in disbelief. She glanced gratefully at the paper cuttings floating back into her hood. ‘They must have known there was only one chance to find them.’


‘Then we’ve even less time to get everyone out.’ Dippy grimaced, peering back down the dark tunnel. ‘Maybe that’s why the Matchmakers split up earlier. Some were heading back here instead – we just happened to find a shortcut through that kiln.’


‘Just a second.’ Zhi Ging raced back along the carts while Dippy and Pou Pou began searching between limestone pillars for more metal tracks. She counted under her breath as she ran, her eyes darting between the faces in each cart. Every Silhouette from Ami’s Perception challenge was there; the only person still missing was Reishi.


‘Dippy, can you see anyone else? Not in the carts, but maybe hidden behind a stalagmite? I’m looking for someone with …’ Zhi Ging hesitated. She had been about to say, ‘with a beard’, but Reishi could have ageshifted down. What if he now looked eleven again? ‘He won’t be dressed like the others,’ she said instead. ‘He’ll be in yellow robes.’


‘No, sorry.’ Dippy anxiously drummed his fingers on the carts as he made his way to her. ‘What do we do now? Should we follow this track?’ A blast of cold air rippled through his hair as he stopped beside her, each strand swaying like blades of ink-black grass.


Zhi Ging shook her head. ‘I’m not sure what’s at the other end, but it can’t be anything good if that’s where the Matchmakers planned to take them.’ She moved to the far cavern wall, where the wind whistled between two wide limestone pillars.


Zhi Ging crouched by the rocks, her eyes streaming as a strong gust hissed over her. Hidden behind one of the pillars was a large hollow in the cavern’s sheer surface.


‘There’s another way out!’


‘But how?’ Dippy pointed at the end of the metal track. It stopped at least four feet away from the pillars.


‘Give me a minute,’ Zhi Ging said, frowning at the space between the carts and the hollow.


All of a sudden, a loud clang echoed up the tunnel and the metal track began to rattle. The cavern filled with overlapping arguments, the sound of bickering Matchmakers growing louder by the second.


‘Minute’s over.’ Dippy gulped, crunching across the sand towards her. He bent down, gripping a stalagmite as he leant out of the wide opening in the rockface. Wind soared up from a field far below, the glass post pipe winding between pavetta shrubs that promised to soften their fall. He took a deep breath, his eyes focused on the large cumulous clusters of white flowers.


‘Can’t be worse than landing in an ocean cloud,’ he whispered to himself.


Before Zhi Ging could stop him, Dippy pulled out his porcelain jar and emptied the last of his swaddling cloud across the cavern floor. He tugged expertly at its uncurling corners, tying two edges to the metal tracks before handing the other two corners to Malo and Pou Pou.


‘Fly these down to the field – we’re going to make an escape slide.’


‘But your cloud ceremony!’ Zhi Ging stared at him wide-eyed.


Dippy grimaced then shrugged, plucking a final leaf from the cloud’s surface as it stretched past them. ‘I guess I’d rather an unknown future than the one we’re guaranteed if the Matchmakers catch us.’ He stood up, grabbing the side of the cart. ‘Come on! I’m not sure how long it’ll last.’


Zhi Ging scrambled to her feet to help push the carts on to the cloud. Her hair was soon plastered to her face from the effort and Dippy’s purple freckles became clearer than ever as his cheeks turned bright red from pushing. Her breath caught in her throat each time a cart dropped from the track on to the swaddling cloud, the cracks along its salt crust deepening with every thud. Behind them, the rumble of the Matchmakers’ cart grew louder, Niotiya’s sharp voice filling the air.


Once the final cart had landed on the makeshift slide, Dippy raced back to the pillars and peered down, waving at Pou Pou and Malo.


‘They’re ready! The cloud’s stretching all the way to the grass now.’


He leapt into the front cart and held out his hand. Zhi Ging gulped and clambered up beside him. They leant forward and the three cuttings shot to the last cart, giving it one final push. Zhi Ging shut her eyes as they began to roll towards the sharp drop. For a second, their cart seemed to hover, caught by a strong gust of wind, then Zhi Ging’s world tilted sharply forward in a near vertical drop. The carts shot down the slide, rust sparking as their wheels spun faster than should have been possible.


There was a strange sound as they hurtled downwards, like a sudden flash of metallic rain. Zhi Ging peeked through one eye and saw the Silhouettes around her juddering wildly.


‘Uh-oh,’ Dippy whispered, his voice barely audible over the screeching wheels. Zhi Ging opened her eyes fully to see what he was staring at. Large strips of salt crust had begun to fall away as they sped to the ground, leaving patches of dangerously soft cloud between them and the end of the slide.


‘Malo, Pou Pou, watch ou—’ She didn’t even have time to finish her sentence before their cart sank through the cloud, sending the others behind it soaring past in a wild arc. Zhi Ging and Dippy screamed as they tumbled through the air to land in a dense shrub, white petals erupting around them. She struggled to pull herself free, the force of the fall having pushed her down between gnarled branches. Two of the paper cuttings fluttered around her, checking her for injuries.


‘Is everyone OK?’ she shouted, her voice hoarse and dry.


There was a muffled grunt to her right as Dippy pulled his head out from between whiskery pavetta blossoms. They stuck to his face, momentarily giving him a beard that rivalled Reishi’s.


Zhi Ging looked down at the pair of cuttings now balanced on her wrist. ‘Where’s the third one?’


The closest cutting drooped, tapping its centre before shuddering.


Dippy croaked, still coughing up petals, as he pointed back to the base of the cliff. There, scattered directly beneath the cliff, were hundreds of gold coins. That’s what that odd metallic noise was, Zhi Ging realised, her heart sinking. The paper cutting must have caught on something while pushing the cart and torn open.


Zhi Ging felt frustrated tears blur the edges of her vision. She’d already lost the paper starling that morning. She should have been able to keep the cuttings safe, especially after they helped her find the Silhouettes. She took a half-step forward, wondering if she could put it back together. But before she could start searching, Pou Pou shot towards them, gesturing urgently with his tentacles. She and Dippy hurried after the jellyfish. There, beside the last evaporating sliver of ocean cloud, was Malo. The little phoenix was curled into a tight ball, shivering.


‘What happened?’ White petals scattered around Zhi Ging as she raced forward to scoop him up. ‘Was he hit by one of the carts?’


Pou Pou shook his body, his tentacles wringing together in concern.


‘We need to get back to Wusi,’ Zhi Ging murmured before turning to the jellyfish. ‘Can you send a message through the post pipe? Tell the Cyo B’Ahon we need help carrying the Silhouettes back to the sick bay.’ She eyed the water-filled pipe anxiously. Although she now knew it was filled with jellyfish that could send messages back to Hok Woh, the sight of it still made her skin itch. Zhi Ging grimaced, wondering if she would ever see the sprawling glass pipe as anything other than the dangerous fate she had escaped by fleeing Fei Chui. Would she have made it this long as a post pipe scrubber or, like many others, would she have drowned in her first month?


Pou Pou nodded and soared towards the post pipe, rolling along its glass surface in search of a mailing hatch. Malo coughed and spluttered as Zhi Ging gently lowered him into her hood, the colour in his feathers turning pale.
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