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CHAPTER 1


Gold threads billowed over Zhi Ging as she stepped into Fei Chui’s roaming pagoda. In front of her, six heavy paper banners draped down from the central ceiling beams.


‘Jack, are you seeing this?’ She spun back towards her friend, but instead of his excited grin Zhi Ging now faced a solid wall. The floating door had vanished, taking her final glimpse of Omophilli and the entire paper province with it. She thumped against its heavy surface, but there was no response.


In her rush to discover whether her mother was waiting on the other side, Zhi Ging had forgotten Fei Chui’s pagoda was famous for its ability to roam. By passing through the door, she could have immediately been transported anywhere across Wengyuen’s six provinces.


In the silence, an uncomfortable thought slithered across Zhi Ging’s mind, wrapping tight down her spine. Is this a trap? Was Ami about to leap out at her?


If she really was in Fei Chui’s roaming pagoda, where was Aapau? Her old guardian should be here. Why hadn’t she appeared?


Her worries were interrupted by Malo’s sudden loud chirping. He flapped his wings defiantly, tugging at the banners with his beak.


‘We have to be quiet,’ Zhi Ging said, bundling him into her arms. ‘If this isn’t the right pagoda, we can’t let anyone know we’re he—’ Her whispered warning was cut off as the banners began to whip back and forth, caught in an invisible gale.


The sound of tearing parchment sliced through the air and six figures leapt from the banners. They thudded down in a tight ring around Zhi Ging and unfurled into towering warriors, each at least twelve feet high. Thick armour, made from overlapping layers of paper, rustled as they closed around her.


She gulped, tilting up to stare at the tallest warrior. Balanced above his featureless face was a jagged three-pronged helmet. Although made from paper, its serrated edges looked more than strong enough to pierce metal.


Warning flames roared across Malo’s wings as the warriors slashed their blades up, six paper swords meeting above Zhi Ging’s head.


Before she could do anything, the tallest warrior flicked his wrist, turning the tip of his sword towards his face. Zhi Ging watched in open-mouthed shock as he expertly traced it over the smooth paper, slivers curling between his boots as he first cut out eyes, then a nose and finally a mouth. She spun in a dazed circle, watching the others mirror his bizarre behaviour. Once they were finished, all six warriors replaced their swords and folded into low bows.


Malo chirped in confusion as he landed on Zhi Ging’s shoulder, the flames that had crackled across his body fading to a cautious glimmer. They stared at the warriors; each one had bent so low their newly cut-out noses brushed against their knees. It was only now, with her panic fading, that Zhi Ging realised each warrior was a different colour; the banners they had leapt from dyed to represent Wengyuen’s six provinces. Red for carved lacquer, yellow for gold, green for glass, blue for porcelain, purple for paper and white for silk.


‘Um, hello?’ she croaked, her braid swinging towards her own knees as she tilted sideways, trying to make out the closest warrior’s face. All six sprang up, each pressing an open palm against a closed fist.


‘Oh yes, nice to meet you too,’ Zhi Ging agreed in a fluster, hands shaking slightly as she imitated their formal greeting. Malo nodded, attempting to curl his right wing into what could pass as a fist. The warriors stilled again but this time Zhi Ging had the distinct feeling they were waiting for instructions.


‘Does anyone else live here?’ she asked, waving her arms around the dark room. ‘I was hoping to find someone. Two people, actually,’ Zhi Ging corrected herself, balancing the twin hopes of being reunited with Aapau and finally meeting her mother.


The purple warrior patted his face, checking his newly created features. Two willow-leaf eyes hung beneath long eyebrows while a curling goatee circled his thin mouth, and for one bewildering second Zhi Ging was reminded of the Binlim performer’s masks at her Recall challenge.


The far wall flickered into view as the warrior stretched his mouth wide, testing its ability to move. His face raced through a series of expressions, twitching between snarl, pout, wince, gasp and scream before settling on a welcoming smile. He nodded silently and pointed behind her.


Zhi Ging spun round, squeezing Malo’s wing in excitement as the blue warrior pulled what remained of his banner aside to reveal a door. The white warrior slid it open and Zhi Ging blinked hard, forcing her eyes to adjust while a burnished glow danced across her face. Bright dawn blazed through the door, luminous colours spilling through a stained-glass wall. A squat figure rose from the chair facing the glass, rainbow light haloed around their face.


‘Zhi Ging?’ The familiar voice wrapped around her like a lost comfort blanket.


‘Aapau!’ She raced forward, shoes slipping against worn floor tiles as she barrelled into her old guardian.


‘What are you doing here?’ Aapau asked as she hugged Zhi Ging tight, gently tucking in strands that had come loose from her braid.


‘I came through the Omophilli pagoda. Jack and I—’ Zhi Ging shook her head, forcing herself to start from the beginning. So much had happened since Aapau was sent away. ‘I got into Hok Woh!’ she cried with a proud smile. ‘I convinced Reishi to let me be a Silhouette and Hok Woh’s amazing. They have these things called homei spoons and—’ Zhi Ging took a deep breath, the words unable to keep up with her excitement. ‘Iridill’s there too, but even she can’t ruin it. There’s dragon boat racing and—Oh, I’ve not even introduced you to Malo!’


Aapau chuckled and reached a wizened hand towards the phoenix’s outstretched wing. Zhi Ging winced as the movement caused the woman’s wrist to click loudly. She twisted her Pan Chang between both hands, sneaking a second, more careful glance at Aapau. Has she always been this old?


Her stomach twisted tight as she realised she couldn’t actually remember the last time she’d paid proper attention to her guardian’s appearance.


Aapau had always just been there. A solid, comforting presence that bustled around their home, humming along to starling song while smelling of white flower oil.


Zhi Ging breathed in slowly, eyes tracing the laughter lines that draped along either side of Aapau’s flat nose and the dark sunspots that clustered like constellations over her broad cheeks, determined to remember everything.


‘Let’s get some tea before you lose your voice.’ Aapau gestured at the paper warriors floating around them, unaware of Zhi Ging now anxiously tracking her every creaking move.


The yellow and green warriors swept towards a small kitchen at the side of the pagoda, their feet hovering inches above the ground. After some mild clattering, the yellow warrior returned, a heavy porcelain teapot hanging from the tip of his sword. The green warrior flitted behind him and placed matching cups down before shyly opening his left hand, offering Zhi Ging a slightly squashed egg tart.


She smiled up at the glass province warrior, spotting his features had been cut out a little less neatly than the others’, with one eye noticeably larger and higher up. Despite this, there was something immediately likeable about his lopsided grin. It made him look no older than her, despite his towering height.


‘Thank you.’ She smiled, before breaking off a piece of tart for Malo. It was still warm, buttery pastry crumbling between her fingers. She bit into its creamy centre, sighing appreciatively at the taste of the silky vanilla custard.


The other warriors glanced at one another then shot back towards the kitchen. They reappeared seconds later, each jostling to be the next to hand Zhi Ging a freshly baked treat.


‘I see the Bannermen have taken to you,’ Aapau noted as she filled both their cups with chilled jasmine tea.


‘The what?’ Zhi Ging asked, now struggling to keep a selection of fruit-filled mochi, pandan cake and pineapple buns out of an extremely excited Malo’s reach.


‘The Bannermen,’ Aapau repeated, nodding towards the six warriors now eagerly watching Zhi Ging. ‘They’re the guardians of Fei Chui’s roaming pagoda. Officially, they’re meant to remain in their paper banners, watching out for intruders, but it seemed a shame to keep them in that dingy little entry room.’ The old woman chuckled as Malo managed to sneak a mango mochi from between Zhi Ging’s fingers, the chewy rice cake temporarily glueing his beak shut.


‘They’ve turned out to be exceptional bakers, just as skilled at pastries as protection. I never ate this well over my entire time in Fei Chui!’ She spotted Zhi Ging’s expression drop.


‘Don’t be upset; I’m enjoying my Final Year. It’s a full twelve months without the Lead Glassmith’s constant complaining. What more could anyone ask for?’


‘But afterwards—’ Zhi Ging broke off, staring dejectedly at her amber reflection in the tea. She didn’t want to think about a Wengyuen without Aapau. The old woman sighed, placing her hands over Zhi Ging’s.


‘My little lek neoi, you know we all only have a number of years in Wengyuen. Not everyone can become an immortal Cyo B’Ahon. Healers are already lucky that we can see our Final Year approaching; most don’t even get that.’


‘But why did you have to tell the Lead Glassmith it was happening? We could have kept it secret.’


‘Oh, Zhi Ging,’ Aapau sighed, her collective decades suddenly weighing heavy on her shoulders. ‘It wouldn’t be fair to leave Fei Chui without a healer. It’ll take the Lead Glassmith at least ten months to find a replacement who understands the risks of the jade mountain.’


Zhi Ging bit down on a pineapple bun, forcing back the frustration that threatened to bubble out. She swallowed the mouthful of fluffy dough and looked away. They had argued right before Aapau left for her Final Year; she wasn’t going to ruin their reunion too.


‘Maybe you could stay in Hok Woh with me for a bit, leave the Bannermen in charge of the roaming pagoda,’ Zhi Ging murmured, watching six pairs of paper cutting eyebrows shoot up in surprise. ‘I bet you know stuff even Wusi, our sick bay healer, doesn’t. We should at least ask Reishi; you’ve been friends for so long he could probably convince Sintou to say yes.’


A strange expression flickered across Aapau’s face. She opened her mouth hesitantly, only to be interrupted by Malo, who had finally unstuck the last of the mochi from around his beak and immediately began demanding more. Aapau laughed, draining the last of her tea before nodding at Zhi Ging’s suggestion.


‘Maybe,’ she agreed, though her eyes looked unusually sad. ‘I’ll send him a letter later. For now, though, I want to hear all about your time in Hok Woh.’


That evening, Zhi Ging and Aapau sat in companionable silence, enjoying the sunset through the stained-glass wall. Colours that had already glowed throughout the day took on rich, jewel-like tones, transforming the pagoda into a treasure trove of shimmering light. Behind them, the six Bannermen flitted around the kitchen, working in perfect sync as they took turns pushing Malo’s greedy snuffling beak out of whichever bowls they were stirring.


‘Can they speak?’ Zhi Ging asked in a low whisper, watching the Bannermen pass ingredients back and forth without a word.


‘I’m not sure,’ Aapau admitted. ‘None of them have said a single thing the entire time I’ve been here, but that doesn’t mean they can’t. Oh! Just a moment, they always need my help for this bit.’


All six Bannermen had stopped and were now staring expectantly at the old woman. The glass province warrior was hopping from foot to foot in anticipation, his wobbly smile stretching the full length of his smooth green face. Aapau heaved herself up, struggling to straighten her knees as she stood. Zhi Ging leapt up and wrapped an arm around her, helping her old guardian towards the kitchen.


Once there, Aapau placed both hands over a large bamboo steamer and nodded sombrely at the Bannermen.


‘Oh, it’s never that bad!’ She tutted, shaking her head in amusement as three Bannermen drew their swords. ‘Ready?’ Aapau lifted the bamboo lid and a thick plume of steam erupted out, billowing over Zhi Ging to cover the stained-glass wall in a droplet haze. The Bannermen leapt out of the way, ducking and rolling as more steam continued to cascade around them. All six paper swords now swished through the air, fighting the advancing condensation.


Zhi Ging burst out laughing and raced towards them, flapping her arms wildly to keep the steam from hitting their paper bodies. Malo hopped up and down, attempting to swallow the haze while his flaming wings dried the air around him. The green Bannerman’s sword wilted as it accidentally brushed the stained-glass wall, water seeping across its surface.


‘They’re very brave, risking themselves daily for desserts,’ Aapau chuckled, holding a steamer filled with ma lai goh. She handed one of the spongy brown sugar cakes to Zhi Ging, who carefully peeled back its paper wrapper, blowing on her fingers to cool them down.


‘It’s perfect!’ she cried, biting into the fluffy cake and immediately reaching for a second. The Bannermen beamed, nodding proudly at one another on a job well done. Aapau collected the now-empty paper wrapper and handed it to the blue Bannerman.


‘Have a taste. I think it’s your best batch yet. Not too sweet.’ The six paper Bannermen gathered excitedly around the wrapper, taking turns to drop it through their paper cutting mouths, before the next warrior caught it and tried it for themselves.


‘Can they really taste it?’ Zhi Ging asked in an awed whisper as Malo began to hop between their boots, keen to also have a go.


‘They shouldn’t be able to, but I have a sneaking suspicion your mother boosted their abilities when she stepped through.’


Zhi Ging went still. Hopes of meeting her mother had trickled away with each second she’d spent in the tower; it had become obvious there was only Aapau and the Bannermen.


‘So she was here?’ Zhi Ging asked in a tight voice.


Aapau nodded slowly. The paper Bannermen glanced at one another and drifted back towards the kitchen, giving them some privacy.


‘When did she pass through?’


Aapau shut her eyes, deep in thought.


‘The roaming pagoda was in the gold province when she appeared, which was just under four months ago.’


‘So around the time of my Perception challenge,’ Zhi Ging murmured, frowning to herself. ‘I wonder why she left then.’


‘I tried to convince her to stay but I suspect she was done listening by the time she escaped the Matchmakers. She was searching for you. I said you were still in Fei Chui but she refused to believe me, which –’ Aapau winced – ‘turned out to be for the best. I’ll never forgive the Lead Glassmith for not telling me you had left for Hok Woh!’


‘So all we know is my mother’s definitely not in Fei Chui,’ Zhi Ging sighed.


‘Hmm … Perhaps some fresh air will help us think.’ Aapau’s eyebrows furrowed together as she turned towards the stained-glass wall.


Far below them was an unfamiliar valley. Zhi Ging’s eyes widened, barely able to believe what she was seeing. Weaving along dusty paths were hundreds of floating jellyfish, dancing in the air without a bubble in sight.


‘Just where in Wengyuen are we?’
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CHAPTER 2


Zhi Ging raced down the pagoda steps, eager to see the jellyfish up close. She skidded to a stop by the main doors while Malo hopped up and down, sending up plumes of dust while they waited for Aapau.


‘Go ahead,’ the woman’s voice called after them, amusement sparkling between each word. ‘The Bannermen and I are right behind you.’


The door sprang open beneath Zhi Ging’s fingers and she leapt out, the last of the day’s sunlight tickling across her arms. She spun in a wide circle, taking in the lines of jellyfish waiting for them further down the path.


The air smelt different here. In Omophilli, there had been a constant shifting mix of scents: sweet, savoury and even spicy steam wafting between carts on each packed street. Back in Hok Woh, it was calmer but still distinct, sea air drifting down after dragon boat training and the occasional burst of popcorn whenever Ai’Deng Bou’s sheep escaped, bolting between corridors.


Here, though, the air felt pure. Zhi Ging inhaled deeply and held on for as long as she could, not wanting to lose the freshest breath of air she had ever taken. No wonder the jellyfish had chosen this valley for their dance.


If only Gertie could bottle this. She smiled to herself. Or, even better, turn all air back to this. Zhi Ging laughed as a vision of Gertie’s weather-wax bees filled her mind, tiny sponges and pails of soapy water clutched between their forelegs as Dippy guided them towards patiently waiting breezes.


She hurried forward, waving her arms wide so she didn’t startle the jellyfish in the fading light. However, as Zhi Ging drew closer, she noticed there was a strange stiffness to their movements. Her pace slowed as she spotted a dark wooden pole rising up under the closest jellyfish.


‘They’re province parasols,’ Aapau explained, appearing beside her. She sat in a sedan carried by four of the Bannermen. The other two smiled at Zhi Ging from above Aapau’s chair, their paper bodies bending together to form the sedan’s canopy.


‘What are they for?’ Zhi Ging asked.


‘Showing off!’ the old woman snorted, tugging at one of the dangling paper strips that Zhi Ging had mistaken for a tentacle. She held it out, gesturing for Zhi Ging to read the dense calligraphy along its surface. ‘Each parasol represents a different province village, town or city. You’ll find them along most borders. Local leaders like to claim their province is better than their neighbour’s, so each strip is filled with the successes of children who have gone on to become Cyo B’Ahon.’


‘Why are they here though?’ Zhi Ging asked, glancing around the deserted path. ‘Wouldn’t it make more sense to have these in the province capitals?’


‘Not necessarily,’ Aapau smiled. ‘Most travellers want to avoid the midday sun and where better to rest than under one of these province parasols? The paper strips hang low so they can read the achievements while cooling down in the shade. Can you create living paper cuttings now too?’ Aapau added, a poignant smile tugging at her mouth as she considered the Bannermen beside Zhi Ging. ‘I’ve missed so much of your life recently.’


‘No,’ Zhi Ging sighed, shaking her head. ‘Reishi and I tried once or twice, but they never worked. They just float down like normal paper.’


‘There must be some sort of knack to it.’ Aapau rubbed her chin while the sedan continued along the deserted road. ‘But without your mother’s help, it’ll be nearly impossible to work out for ourselves.’


‘Did she mention anything when you saw her? Maybe she left a clue?’ Zhi Ging pressed, trying not to let the hope show in her voice.


‘Hello there!’ A loud booming voice caused them both to jump, the Bannermen raising their swords until they spotted figures waving in the distance. A tall woman leant forward in her own sedan while others stepped out from beneath parasols, their faint outlines barely visible against the deep-blue dusk.


‘Who are they?’ Zhi Ging whispered, hoping the breeze wouldn’t snatch her words in their direction.


‘Only one way to find out,’ Aapau murmured, signalling to the Bannermen to take them forward. Soon, smiling faces were illuminated by faint moonlight, squat woven baskets hanging from bamboo poles balanced across their shoulders. Unlike Sintou’s sedan, or even the one the Bannermen had created for Aapau, the one belonging to the woman who called out wasn’t carried on others’ shoulders. Instead, large ornate wheels had been attached to either side of her wooden seat. She spun the wheels in their direction and Zhi Ging realised with a start that she recognised her. The last time she had seen this woman, she had been leaning out of the carved lacquer delegate box in Omophilli, shouting angrily at the Lead Glassmith after Niotiya had revealed the chandelier covered in kidnapped glass children. Zhi Ging smiled; anyone who yelled at the Lead Glassmith was all right by her.


Aapau nodded warmly as the Bannermen drew up beside the other sedan. ‘I’m Aapau, Fei Chui’s former healer. Now in my Final Year.’


‘I’m Peoni and—Oh!’ The woman’s smile dropped when she spotted the gold Pan Chang Knot glinting against Zhi Ging’s cloak. ‘Are you a Silhouette too?’ she asked gingerly. ‘Several from our village have just returned.’


Behind her, the others frowned, knuckles whitening around their bamboo poles. Zhi Ging glanced across at Aapau, suddenly unsure if this group would welcome anyone linked to Hok Woh.


‘That’s right, she’s been returned to me,’ Aapau said quickly, squeezing Zhi Ging’s shoulder. Her grip sent a silent message between them. The less said the better. At least for now.


‘Then you must join our celebration! We’re hosting a feast tonight for all returned Silhouettes.’ Peoni smiled broadly.


‘Returned but not recovered. My great-great-uncle still seems very confused,’ a man sighed, the longest moustache Zhi Ging had ever seen swishing from side to side. ‘He keeps trying to tell us how he was inside a fish that somehow became a dragon. The Cyo B’Ahon who brought him back kept blowing furiously into a whistle too. I swear both his memory and hearing have been damaged.’


That sounds just like Bucbou! Zhi Ging smiled to herself. The carp-shaped dragon boat she and Reishi had helped Pinderent create must have worked on the real waterfall.


‘A party sounds great,’ she said quickly, before more villagers could begin grumbling about the Cyo B’Ahon. Zhi Ging fell in beside Peoni’s sedan. Every few minutes a basket would slip to one side, forcing the woman to readjust the bamboo pole between her shoulders.


‘Can I help? Malo and I could carry some of …’ Zhi Ging trailed off. ‘What are you carrying?’


‘They’re for tonight’s celebration. We’re removing false achievements from the province parasols.’ She reached sideways, tugging out a paper strip. ‘It was only after our Silhouettes returned that we realised the letters we’d received for decades were nothing more than lies.’ Peoni’s voice caught in her throat, the slip crumpling between clenched fingers.


‘That Cyo B’Ahon who possessed our relatives,’ another villager continued, ‘the one who was meant to look after them—’


‘Ami,’ Zhi Ging murmured, the name causing her stomach to clench tight.


‘It turned out she was the one writing back to families, pretending to be hundreds of Silhouettes. Once they “became” Cyo B’Ahon, she rejected countless invitations to come home, claiming to be far too busy to visit.’


Zhi Ging’s entire body suddenly went cold as a memory erupted inside her, new understanding crackling through her like dragon lightning. Jack had mentioned something similar months earlier when explaining why he had never taken the Silhouette entrance exam. His previous words washed over her, now with a sinister current neither had been aware of.




‘I’ve met a lot of people whose kids have made it as successful Silhouettes. They’re always incredibly proud, but also sad. Once their kids become full Cyo B’Ahon, they never seem to leave Hok Woh again. They don’t even visit their families.’





Now Zhi Ging realised in mounting horror it was because they never became Cyo B’Ahon. Instead, they had been trapped as Ami’s grey-eyed thralls for decades. She clutched her own Pan Chang tight, the small knot rattling under her shaking fingers. Now that Ami had escaped, how long would it be before her possessions began again?


Peoni guided them down village streets towards a crowded lake, red blankets arranged like overlapping petals along its banks. A few villagers nodded at Zhi Ging as she squeezed past, sympathetic grimaces flickering over their faces when they spotted her Pan Chang. She pulled her braid over the gold knot, feeling a strange tickle of guilt that they were mistaking her for another returned Silhouette.


In the distance, the blankets slowly shifted in colour, red replaced by purple before fading to white as they curved around the far bank.


‘This lake borders the paper and silk provinces,’ Peoni explained. ‘Villages from all three provinces are taking part in tonight’s fireworks.’


‘Is that what the celebration is?’ Fireworks?’ Zhi Ging asked in excitement.


‘Yes, but not the ones you’ve seen in the glass province,’ Peoni said proudly. ‘Ours can fly up and down.’ She gestured for Zhi Ging to join the other returned Silhouettes on the lake shore, several already clambering on to small boats.


Zhi Ging hurried forward, squeezing on board behind two carved lacquer Silhouettes. Those who were taller were forced to duck low as they set off, hundreds of paper strips brushing against their heads. Zhi Ging reached up, spotting they were hanging from thin strings that criss-crossed above the water.


The boats eventually came to a halt in the centre of the lake and the man Zhi Ging had met earlier with the outrageously long moustache pulled a strip forward, careful not to tug it free.


‘Each of these is a fake achievement. Paper strips we’ve removed from the province parasols and dipped in charcoal powder.’ His features flared to life as he clicked two pieces of flint together. ‘Fire can be dangerous, but it’s also healing, and tonight we’re going to burn away the final traces of Ami’s lies.’


Light rippled across the water as torches were passed between boats, all three provinces working together to light them as quickly as possible. Once done, the villagers raised their torches towards the strips and the lake bloomed with flames. Thousands of glittering embers fell like blazing snow, their reflections rising back towards the moon.


Zhi Ging reached out a hand in awe, watching the embers dance against her skin like starlight. Above her, paper strips charred and crumbled, twisting into golden wisps that shimmered over the Silhouettes.


Torches passed slowly from bow to stern, each Silhouette given a chance to burn away Ami’s deception. Just before the torch reached Zhi Ging, a large, bird-shaped flame shot overhead.


‘Malo?’ she yelped in surprise, but he was still in her hood, snapping happily at falling embers as if they were glowing sunflower seeds. The flame twisted towards them, nuzzling briefly against Malo before flitting away. He chirped in surprise, rubbing a wing across the tip of his beak in dazed recognition.


Zhi Ging leant forward out of their boat, peering through the shimmering light to follow the flame as it soared gracefully between distracted Silhouettes. It eventually settled above an unlit torch, looking identical to the flames around it.


Zhi Ging’s eyes blurred, her vision wavering as she waited for it to take flight again. Suddenly a fiery beak tilted forward, tapping the torch holder’s shoulder. The man spun round and Zhi Ging gasped.


There, standing in a boat filled with silk province Silhouettes, was a man with flickering green and blue eyes.


Eyes just like Jack’s.


Before she could think, Zhi Ging leapt out of the boat towards him. The glowing water was difficult to splash through, and for one flustered second she felt like she was wading through space, movements clumsy as she pushed past falling stars.


The man spotted her and whispered to the flame above his lantern. It soared up, wings stretching to set a final row of paper strips alight. Their charcoal coatings erupted, creating a dazzling firefall of blinding golden light.


When it faded, the man had vanished.


Zhi Ging looked around desperately, avoiding the hands attempting to pull her back on to nearby boats.


It was only when she looked up that she spotted a glowing dot shooting away from the lake.
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CHAPTER 3


The next morning, Zhi Ging woke before dawn. She crept past Aapau and into the kitchen, where she’d left her shoes drying by the fire. Malo ruffled his feathers impatiently as she slipped them on, eager to solve last night’s mystery.


They hurried back towards the lake. It was transformed now, no sign at all of the thin strings that had hung above its entire surface. Zhi Ging glanced down at her palms, the faint charcoal smudges the only proof any fireworks had ever taken place.


Seconds after the man had vanished, Aapau had splashed into the lake, her trousers rolled up past her knees as she pulled Zhi Ging out. The six Bannermen had created a temporary screen, their backs to Zhi Ging as they tossed dry clothes over their shoulders. She had then been forced to watch the last of the falling fireworks back on the blanket beside Aapau and Peoni.


But while everyone else had been focused on the hypnotising rise and fall of embers on the mirror-like lake, Zhi Ging had continued to peer at the actual stars, desperate to catch another glimpse of the man who’d had Jack’s eyes.


No one in his boat had reacted. Not even the returned Silhouettes, who would have recognised it as a mark of Ami’s previous possession. There was no way he could have been on board from the start. Zhi Ging puffed out her cheeks, skimming pebbles across the water. He had to be from the same village as Jack. If only she’d had a chance to speak to him.


There was a faint rustle and Zhi Ging spun round to see the green Bannerman waving sheepishly. ‘Any chance you saw when he arrived?’


He drooped, shaking his head before pointing back towards the village, clearly keen to get away from the lake.


She could understand why he and the other Bannermen hadn’t enjoyed the falling fireworks last night. Watching paper burn couldn’t be too fun when you were made from it yourself.


So are you, a watchful part of Zhi Ging’s mind whispered. She glanced down at the charcoal staining her arms, relieved the fireworks hadn’t revealed her secret. But if I am a cutting, why don’t I look like the Bannermen?


‘There you are!’ Aapau tutted when she spotted the water already seeping back into Zhi Ging’s shoes. The other Bannermen floated behind her, holding steaming bowls of tomato congee.


The old woman eased herself on to a tree stump, tasting a bowl before turning towards the paper warriors. ‘Hmm, needs more white pepper.’ All six nodded eagerly and flitted back towards the village, determined to be the one to find it.


‘I thought we could do with a little privacy. They’ll be searching for a while.’ Aapau smiled, revealing the white pepper pot in her pocket. She sighed and leant back, peering at the clouds above them.


‘You know,’ Aapau began, ‘I’ve been thinking about the white starling. The one I mentioned in my letter that seemed to be made of paper. It’s not the first time I’d seen one.’


‘What do you mean?’ Zhi Ging asked.


‘A couple of times a year, particularly around your birthday, a great murmuration of them would rise up through the cloud sea, circling above Fei Chui.’


‘I don’t remember that.’


‘They never stayed long. Although when you were a baby I would occasionally find one or two hopping about your crib.’ Aapau smiled, taking Zhi Ging’s hand. ‘After seeing the one your mother sent, I’m sure those were also created by her. There were fewer in the past few years, which makes sense if her paper-cutting powers were fading, but she never missed a birthday. What I can’t work out though is why she finally chose to leave the Omophilli pagoda.’


Zhi Ging frowned. She couldn’t shake the feeling that they were missing something.


‘I wonder if your mother’s somewhere in the porcelain province. Trying to stay as close to Hok Woh as she can.’


‘I want to find her, but how are we meant to do that? The province is huge.’


Aapau was silent for a moment then smiled, spotting something over Zhi Ging’s shoulder.


‘If her paper starlings could find you, we can do the same. After all, we’ll have our own paper helpers.’ The old woman spun Zhi Ging round and they burst out laughing at the sight of the returning Bannermen. Drowsy but amused villagers had been raised triumphantly above paper arms, their personal white pepper pots ‘volunteered’ for the Bannermen’s search for seasoning.


The next two weeks passed in a gentle blur. Although the roaming pagoda was considerably slower than Hok Woh’s lanterns, Zhi Ging found she enjoyed the new pace. The carved lacquer province drifted by on the other side of the tower’s stained-glass wall, entire fields and villages dyed dazzling rainbow hues.


‘Your turn.’ Aapau’s voice brought Zhi Ging’s gaze back from the colourful glass. She glanced at the checkers board between them, green and purple marbles scattered across its surface. Her hand hovered above a purple marble and the six Bannermen immediately began to rustle their heads, helmets shaking back and forth.


‘You lot aren’t even helping her cheat subtly,’ Aapau scolded. ‘Not that she needs it.’ She huffed appreciatively as she peered at Zhi Ging. ‘You’ve improved a lot since we last played. Have you been practising with other Silhouettes?’


‘Something like that.’ Zhi Ging smiled to herself, thinking back to her game against Sintou and the Cyo B’Ahon’s surprise when she had landed a marble in the woman’s starting corner.


Aapau leant back as Zhi Ging considered her next move, helping herself to peanut mochi made by the green Bannerman.


She chewed enthusiastically while he soared up in pride, the other Bannermen applauding his latest baking triumph. Malo suddenly abandoned his spot directly beneath the plate, wings flapping in wild excitement as he scrambled towards the stained-glass wall.


‘What is it?’ Zhi Ging asked, hurrying to join him. She pressed her face flat against the cool glass, straining to see through the whorls and bubbles that covered its surface.


Racing through the air towards them was a familiar cluster of shapes.


‘The floating market!’ she yelped, waving an arm as stall owners began to come into view.


Aapau hobbled towards the wall, counting the number of tents under her breath before gathering the Bannermen around her.


‘How many egg tarts can we rustle up in the next five minutes? We’re about to have a lot of guests.’


‘Aapau, it’s been years!’ Gertie beamed, pulling the healer into a warm hug.


‘You know each other?’ Zhi Ging looked between them in surprise.


‘Everyone in the market knows Aapau. Twenty years ago, our tents accidentally flew through fireworks above Fei Chui. If it wasn’t for Aapau’s salves, most of us would still have the scars to show for it.’


‘I nearly lost my voice from shouting at the Lead Glassmith.’ Aapau chuckled at the memory. ‘What kind of fool sets off fireworks early, just so they coincide with the final hour of his own birthday?’


Gertie’s familiar crown of emerald bees had changed significantly since Zhi Ging last saw her in Omophilli. Now, what looked like bright iridescent gems hung down in neat rows on either side of her silvery hair. One of the gems fluttered, sunlight creating prisms through its glass wings.


‘Are those the butterflies the Matchmakers used to listen in on people?’ Zhi Ging asked in surprise.


‘Well, it’s not like that Guild needs them any more.’ Gertie chuckled as it flitted across her forehead. ‘Besides, these butterflies were inspired by my weather-wax bees.’ She eased the glass-winged creature back on to its string, others shuffling to make space. ‘Even if something was originally used for bad intentions, that doesn’t make them evil. We just need to find a new, better purpose for them.’


Zhi Ging looked at the colourful strings of butterflies, wings of glass, silk, carved lacquer, porcelain and paper fluttering above Gertie’s shoulders.


‘Hang on, where are the gold ones?’ she asked, the province delegates’ greedy faces flashing across her mind.


‘They’re out there,’ Gertie chuckled, pointing towards the top of her tent. It was only when Zhi Ging squinted that she saw the outline of wings glinting against layers of gold fabric.


‘Turns out they can spot fake gold from a mile away!’ Gertie continued. ‘I’ve gifted one to everyone else in the market so no one ever accidentally accepts counterfeit coins again.’


A stall owner appeared then, hurrying up the pagoda steps towards them. Although only in his early twenties, the oddly familiar man was already completely bald.


‘Ah, Vrile,’ Gertie smiled, accepting a bundle of paper slips from him. ‘Any luck?’


Zhi Ging blinked up at him with sudden recognition. He was the stall owner who had gone back to Pingon after the Scramble, stopping children from eating the Matchmaker’s spirit sand-filled buns.


‘Afraid not; still no sign of her or that dragon.’ He struggled with the last word, syllables clattering out between his teeth.


‘Her?’ Zhi Ging murmured, eyes flicking back towards Gertie’s hands. Her stomach dropped, icy talons crushing it tight. The paper slips were identical to the ones she had used months earlier to find Reishi. But now it was Ami’s snarling face stamped across each surface.


‘Do you think she’s hiding nearby?’ Zhi Ging asked, her voice hoarse.


‘We’re not sure,’ Vrile admitted, running a hand over his smooth head. ‘Ever since the post pipe was destroyed, it’s been much harder for Scouts to keep us updated on sightings of Ami. Not that there’s been any,’ he added with a sigh.


Zhi Ging looked down, a sharp pang of guilt twisting inside her. It was her fault the post pipe didn’t exist any more. After she had released the sand spirit cub, it had shot straight for the pipe, simultaneously transforming itself into a glass dragon and destroying Wengyuen’s fastest communication system.


‘Is the Lead Glassmith building a new one?’ Aapau asked, scowling at the idea. ‘I hadn’t realised the post pipe shattered across all six provinces.’


‘Shatter isn’t really the right word.’ Vrile rubbed the back of his neck. ‘After the pipes around Omophilli twisted up to become that dragon, the rest of the glass disintegrated back to sand. Post pipe workers in each province have been scrambling to fill old mailing bags with the sand, hoping it can be melted back to glass but, ironically, the fastest way to send these bags back to Fei Chui is now gone.’ He sighed, shooting Zhi Ging a rueful smile.


‘Could the floating market deliver the mailbags back to Fei Chui?’ Aapau asked. ‘Surely these tents travel faster than carts.’


‘We only go where we’re welcome,’ Gertie cut over Vrile before he could reply. ‘You know better than most what the Lead Glassmith’s like. He thinks those without glowing hair aren’t worth speaking to, which rules out everyone beneath the cloud sea. I won’t allow our tents to land anywhere we’re treated poorly.’


Before Aapau could argue, Dippy appeared through the door, a plate piled high with perfectly golden daan saan held above his head.


‘Zhi Ging!’ he cried, purple freckles dancing across his nose. ‘We’ve so much to catch up on! First, though, have a taste of these.’


Zhi Ging smiled gratefully at her friend, glad he hadn’t noticed the tense atmosphere that had settled over the others.


‘What is that?’ She laughed in amazement as he swept his arm down, offering her the first pick. The twisting pieces of fried dough had been sprinkled with sugar but were also covered in a thick green drizzle.


‘Their wax is green, so what colour did you think the bees’ honey would be?’ Dippy snorted. ‘It tastes different depending on which flowers I collect for them too. This is my latest experiment,’ he added, gesturing at a terrarium strapped to his back filled with white six-pointed petals. ‘Some of the braver bees agreed to eat nothing but these for an entire week.’ Around him, a few buzzed loudly, flexing their forelegs in pride.


‘What are they?’ Zhi Ging asked, sneezing loudly as she sniffed the blossoms.


‘Chilli flowers! It makes their honey spicy; perfect for wok-fried chicken.’


‘Well, as long as that’s not the honey you’ve used here.’ Zhi Ging laughed, biting into a warm daan saan. The crispy dough was light and soft, green honey mixing perfectly with the egg batter.


‘These are amazing!’ she sighed, passing the plate across to Aapau. The old woman’s eyebrows shot up in appreciation as she took her first bite.


‘It took me years to get this right. Let me fetch the Bannermen; they’ll be very keen to swap recipes.’ She struggled to her feet but Gertie eased her back into her chair.


‘Rest up. Zhi Ging can bring them over. You’re in your Final Year; you should be relaxing.’


Zhi Ging paused, Aapau’s murmured reply drifting after her into the kitchen.


‘I’ve been thinking about the long rest at the end of my Final Year,’ the old healer admitted quietly. ‘To be honest, I’m ready for it.’


What was left of Zhi Ging’s daan saan crumbled between her fingers. It wasn’t fair. She somehow needed time to both stand still and race forward. Each day spent searching for her mother meant one day closer to the end of Aapau’s Final Year.


Would she ever get to share a day with them both?
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CHAPTER 4


‘How’s this one?’ Dippy asked, holding up a freshly stamped slip.


‘It’s closer, but the hair still isn’t right,’ Zhi Ging admitted, peering at the smiling face outlined in green ink. After explaining they were using the roaming pagoda to find her mother, Gertie had immediately offered to split the search slips in two, leaving half to scour the six provinces for Ami and the rest to help in Zhi Ging’s search.


‘To be honest, it’ll be good for the slips’ morale,’ Gertie had added. ‘They start to wilt if it takes too long to find the face stamped across their surface.’


A weather-wax bee collected Dippy’s latest attempt, adding it to a neat pile of rejected slips. Zhi Ging’s stomach pulled tight as she looked at the growing number of familiar, but flawed, faces.


Apart from the memory that had swirled between her and Ami in the catacombs, she had only ever caught glimpses of her mother’s face. First in the sodden paper dragon head, then in the flame beneath Sintou’s floor and, finally, in the mirror maze during her Perception challenge.


What if she was misremembering and a slip she’d already discarded was actually perfect?


‘How about this?’ Aapau asked, interrupting her spiralling thoughts. The healer pointed at a slip in the green Bannerman’s hand. Although she had initially tried to carve her own stamps, Aapau’s gnarled fingers had struggled to grip the small blade. Instead, all six Bannermen had taken over, their paper armour rustling as they industriously carved away at each block of cherrywood she handed them.


Malo meanwhile had been banished to the very top of one of the jumbled towers that filled Gertie’s tent, after some overly enthusiastic support had led to a stack of clean slips being covered in dozens of phoenix footprints. He had spent the last few hours trying to convince the weather-wax bees to smuggle up sunflower seeds.


‘That’s it!’ Zhi Ging yelped, spinning the green Bannerman around in excitement. ‘This is perfect.’ He shrugged modestly, but she could tell by the way his wobbly smile crinkled that he was thrilled to have helped.


‘All right, let’s get stamping!’ Gertie snapped her fingers and order ants spilt out of every hidden crack, slips of paper fluttering behind them like miniature capes.


‘No, you stay there,’ she added quickly as Malo scooted towards the edge of his tower, two stained-green feet kicking in the air.


While the Bannermen oversaw the stamping, Aapau gestured for Zhi Ging to join her outside.


‘I was hoping we’d have found your mother by now,’ she admitted with a deep sigh, eyes fixed on the night sky above them.


‘Me too, but now we have the slips …’ Zhi Ging trailed off, her gaze following Aapau’s towards the moon. It gleamed down over the market, only one slim sliver left in darkness. Jack’s voice swirled through her head, transforming the glowing sphere into the fast-filling base of an hourglass.


‘If you don’t make it back before the next full moon, I’ll come find you. I promise.’


‘I’m so happy we’ve been able to spend this time together, but at midnight tomorrow you’ll have to make a choice,’ Aapau murmured, squeezing her hand tight. ‘If you stay with me, we can continue searching for your mother together. I’ll take you anywhere in Wengyuen you want. But …’ Her eyes drifted to Zhi Ging’s gold Pan Chang Knot.


‘I’d miss my next Silhouette challenge.’ Zhi Ging grimaced.


Aapau nodded, her eyebrows knitting together. ‘Now, I don’t know what happens if you miss one, but—’


‘It wouldn’t be too bad. I’d just have to wait until that challenge came round again in a year’s time.’ Zhi Ging smiled weakly, thinking of Mynah. Maybe her friend would become a Cyo B’Ahon before her after all.


Aapau held up a hand, her face turning serious.


‘Before you decide, I spoke with Gertie earlier and there’s something we want to share.’


On cue, the other woman stepped out of the tent. Zhi Ging gulped as her crown of weather-wax bees swarmed up, creating a shimmering green wall that tactfully blocked Dippy and Malo from overhearing.


‘Over the past few months, you’ve left Hok Woh several times outside your challenges. I know Sintou agreed to let you search for Reishi and the missing Silhouettes, but she definitely didn’t allow that disastrous trip to the waterfall on a stolen dragon boat or your lantern flight to Omophilli with Jack—What?’ Gertie snorted, eyes crinkling at Zhi Ging’s surprised expression. ‘Do you honestly think I didn’t use the entire flight back from Omophilli to pester Jack about his new life in Hok Woh?’


‘The truth is, we’re worried that if you miss your next challenge, the rest of your time in Hok Woh will be very different,’ Aapau said.


‘What do you mean?’ Zhi Ging asked, anxious bubbles fizzing inside her as she stared at their twin frowns.


‘Jack’s not the only one I spoke to on our way back from Omophilli,’ Gertie continued, fixing Zhi Ging with a stern gaze, no sign of her usual mischievous glint. ‘According to Reishi, even before Ami escaped and the Cyo B’Ahon were focused on the Matchmakers, he and Sintou had already told you they were considering keeping you inside Hok Woh. Unsure if it was safe for you to join the next challenge.’ Gertie paused, her right eyebrow rising slowly, pushing through rows of furrowed wrinkles. ‘Which you somehow took as an invitation to sneak off again.’


‘Now that Ami’s back, Sintou will be even more concerned. As she should be,’ Aapau added with a sigh. ‘But if you miss the next challenge, we think she’ll force you to miss the others too. Once there’s a precedent, she could order you to stay in the dorms until the threat of Ami has passed. It’s unlikely you’d even be allowed out for dragon boat races.’ Aapau took a deep breath, crouching down so her own sombre face was level with Zhi Ging’s. ‘There is a very real chance that the next time you step out of Hok Woh will be in over a year’s time, when your missed challenges finally come back round. And that’s only if Ami is stopped before then.’


Zhi Ging shivered, suddenly hyper aware of the soft moonlight tickling her skin and the breeze rustling through her braid. Could she really go that long trapped beneath the waves, never seeing the sun?’


‘But I just want to help,’ she croaked. ‘Ami ended up in the underwater waterfall because of me and I wasn’t even able to do anything when she escaped.’


Aapau shut her eyes, the wall of weather-wax bees humming around her.


‘The best way to help the Cyo B’Ahon is to become one. Until you can ageshift, you’ll always be vulnerable. Cyo B’Ahon will have to split their time between fighting Ami and protecting you.’


Zhi Ging glared up at the hourglass moon, frustrated at how time refused to run smoothly.


‘But if I go back tomorrow and do the next challenge, that still means I won’t become a full Cyo B’Ahon until after your Final Year.’


‘You can’t base this on me, my dear,’ Aapau said softly.


Zhi Ging squeezed her eyes shut, the hundreds of Silhouettes Ami had trapped in the catacombs as thralls flashing through her mind. She couldn’t let anyone else get possessed. Zhi Ging took several deep breaths before hugging her old guardian tight.


‘I think I have to go back.’ Her voice was muffled against the woman’s soft worn robes but she felt Aapau nod.


Late the next evening, the roaming pagoda arrived back at the clifftop and Zhi Ging spotted the familiar sight of Wun-Wun’s houses beneath them.


‘Which one was yours?’ she asked, turning to Dippy. He, Gertie and almost a hundred weather-wax bees had joined her journey back to Hok Woh.


He pointed at a house right in the centre of the village. ‘My family has lived there for centuries.’ Above him the bees formed a glittering replica of his home, a miniature Dippy waving beside it.


Once the pagoda rumbled to a halt, the six Bannermen lined up by the door, each clutching their final baked treat for Zhi Ging.


She thanked each of them in turn, raising the cakes out of Malo’s snuffling reach. The green Bannerman was the last to present his treat, a steamer filled with the largest, fluffiest ma lai goh she had ever seen. The very same brown sugar sponge cake she had tried on the day they met. He placed it in her hands then patted his pocket nervously, his lopsided eyes flicking between Zhi Ging and Aapau.


‘Go on,’ the old woman encouraged him. ‘You put so much work into it.’


The green Bannerman nodded and pulled something small from his pocket, shyly handing it to Zhi Ging. Her breath caught in her throat.


It was a bright-green paper hairpin, identical to the one Aapau had given her on her last birthday. The present that had been destroyed by dragon lightning back on the jade mountain.


‘I noticed you didn’t have the original one any more,’ Aapau said, running a hand down Zhi Ging’s braid. ‘And he offered to help create a new one.’ The green Bannerman sheepishly pulled his sword out from its sheath and Zhi Ging choked back a tearful laugh, spotting the new cutting that now ran across its blade; paper pieces that slotted together to create the intricate hairpin.


‘Thank you, both of you. This is the best present I’ve ever had.’ Zhi Ging beamed as she eased the pin through the top of her braid. The green Bannerman helped her adjust it then flung his arms around her in a huge hug.


‘Don’t worry, you’ll see her again soon!’ Aapau soothed, wrapping her arms around them both.


‘Really?’ Zhi Ging and the green Bannerman looked up in sync.


‘Of course! While the post pipe’s down, I’ll be sending the Bannermen to hand-deliver my letters. Should’ve done that from the beginning rather than trusting the Lead Glassmith,’ she added with a faint grumble.


Zhi Ging nodded, adjusting the cakes in her arms before turning to say goodbye to Dippy and Gertie.


‘We’re not leaving straight away.’ Gertie flapped her hands, bees bobbing between them. ‘Once you’re back in Hok Woh, let Jack know the market wants to see him. Ask him if he can slip out for a bit.’ She frowned, nodding as a bee whispered urgently in her ear. ‘Ah yes, good point. Maybe don’t say that in front of Reishi or Sintou though. I don’t want either of them thinking I’m encouraging any Silhouettes to sneak out.’


Zhi Ging snorted, thrilled she could share the surprise invitation with her friend.


They stepped out of the pagoda and a strong sea breeze immediately pulled at Zhi Ging’s cloak, tugging her towards Hok Woh’s hidden stepping stones, as if the ocean itself had missed her. The Bannermen huddled together at the tower entrance, five of them attempting to comfort the now uncontrollably sobbing green Bannerman.


A sharp familiar whistling cut through the air and Zhi Ging squinted out over the water. Green racing cloaks flashed against the sunset as more furious whistling soared up from a dragon boat.


‘It’s Team Bolei! Oohf.’ Zhi Ging winced as the boat tipped sideways off a cresting wave, figures tumbling into the sea. ‘Glad I’m missing those drills.’ Her arms ached in sympathy for her crewmates, fingers curling around an invisible paddle.


‘Guess I was never the only one falling overboard,’ Dippy chuckled, watching Bucbou haul the rest of the team back on, the whistle clamped in her mouth now emitting a constant shrill blast. ‘I just never looked towards the horizon during cloud-stitching practice.’


He took a step forward to follow her down the cliff, but Gertie placed a hand on his shoulder, looking meaningfully between Zhi Ging and Aapau. Dippy nodded, wrapping an arm around the weeping green Bannerman and together they waved them off.


‘Where are you going next?’ Zhi Ging asked once they reached the bottom of the cliff. She kicked at the hydrophobic pebbles around them, desperate to delay their goodbye. Sadness burnt up her throat and when she tried to push it down it felt like swallowing one of the firework slips. It erupted back up, worry now laced through it. What if Sintou decided to keep her inside despite getting back in time for the next challenge?


She shut her eyes tight but it did nothing to stop the next thought blazing through her, knocking the air from her lungs.


If that happens, this is my final moment with Aapau. Ever.


‘I’ll continue searching for your mother, which will hopefully be easier now we have the stamped slips. And I think I’ll help those trying to rebuild the post pipe,’ Aapau mused, adjusting the gold Pan Chang on Zhi Ging’s cloak. ‘The roaming pagoda might not travel much faster than a cart but, unlike donkeys, it doesn’t need sleep. I’ll steer it back towards Fei Chui and deliver as many mailbags stuffed with post pipe sand as I can.’ She turned to face the sea. Every so often, one of the glass stepping stones would catch against the waves, momentarily appearing like a fragment of moon caught beneath the water.


‘I hope you know—’ Aapau began, her own voice suddenly as shaky as Zhi Ging’s. ‘I hope you know that even after we find your mother, you’ll always be a daughter to me. I’ve enjoyed a century in Fei Chui, but my final twelve years with you have shone the brightest.’


She pulled Zhi Ging into a tight hug, the parting they’d deserved months earlier crashing over them. Their previous goodbye, with Zhi Ging scrambling to reach Aapau before the Lead Glassmith sent the roaming pagoda away, was wiped away like ocean spray, leaving a shimmering moment just for them.


‘Once you’ve delivered the sand, maybe you could visit me. In Hok Woh?’ Zhi Ging asked, her arms still wrapped tight around Aapau.


‘I would love to.’ The old woman straightened up, tucking a loose strand back into Zhi Ging’s braid. ‘Now, you’d better go.’


Zhi Ging nodded and waded out on to the first stepping stone. Once she had clambered up, she spun round, leaping backwards so she didn’t lose sight of Aapau until the last possible second, her old guardian waving at her until she sank into Hok Woh’s entrance stepping stone.
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