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To my brother, for asking what happens next


大江东去，浪淘尽, 千古风流人物.

—­苏轼,《念奴娇·赤壁怀古》

*

The great river flows east, sweeping away heroes of ages past.

—­Su Shi, Reminiscing at the Red Cliff
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Part I







One

You may burn bamboo, but it will still stand straight. You may shatter jade, but its color will not fade.

—Book of Odes, 856

Time bore the quality of a tangled spool of thread. I could not unravel the knots, could not sense where things ended, could not recall where things began.

I started, like always, from what I knew: I was in the palace dungeons, in the capital city of Anlai, my home. My home when I had no ability to choose where I called home.

I had been here for some time now. I had not tried to count the days, which had bled into weeks or months or years. By the chill in the air, and the fur lining of my jail warden’s coat, winter was fast approaching.

Snow would be settling on the branches of Xiuying’s beloved plum trees, which she pruned every spring. The snow would spread across the garden like colorless jewels, catching the winter sunlight and refracting it in every direction. Rouha would be chiseling out exuberant ice sculptures, and Plum would be trying to eat snow. Uncle Zhou would be simmering his favorite winter melon soup, which tasted heavenly on a cold snowy morning.



The taste of life had been sweet, hadn’t it? But it tasted sweetest when it was taken from you.

I remembered the thrill of unfathomable power surging through my veins, that eddy of sheer delight as roiling waves rose to meet my call. Racing through a darkening forest, fighting side by side with my comrades in arms. Knowing my platoon had my back. Knowing I had friends to call my own.

Friends, they said, before betraying me. But we didn’t think about that anymore.

I remembered climbing onto a terrace railing and looking out over the dark expanse of water, the waiting ocean like a well of black, black ink. The recklessness that felt like a drug, better than a drug, the thrill of knowing the waves would catch me. Will you obey me? I’d asked the sea. Will you obey me as you obey the dragon?

And yet, down here in the dungeons, my memories felt as distant as dreams.

The outer door to my prison cell clanged open. I heard the thud of footsteps, even and heavy. Three sets of them.

“Good evening, sweetheart. Let’s continue where we left off last time, shall we?”

My heart began to stutter. A practiced response, a trained step in the choreography. Already I could feel the nerves in my hand tingling, anticipating the pain to come. Perhaps the anticipation was worse than the pain itself, for these days, pain lingered beneath every waking moment. There was the pain of separation: of no longer hearing the dragon’s voice. The pain of dependency; I needed lixia in my bloodstream like a person needed water. Then there were the more insidious hurts, carved into me like scars: the marks of betrayal, of loneliness. Of knowing there could be no happiness for someone like me.

A perversion. A threat to the state. A girl who desired more.



“Get up.”

I did not move. They unlocked the door to my cell and lifted me. Still I did not resist. I felt them clasp chains around my legs, securing me to the interrogation chair.

“Your greed is unending,” the dragon had once told me. “An ocean’s hunger.”

They fit wooden sticks around my fingers, opting for my left hand this time. Slowly, the guards pulled the ropes connecting the sticks, not enough to inflict pain, only discomfort. Ironically, the zanzhi, finger crushing, was a torture method reserved for women, as it was considered more humane than jiagun, leg twisting. But I had endured both.

“Where are the remaining black magic practitioners hiding?” asked Warden Hu.

I tried to speak but no sound emerged. It must have been days since I’d last spoken aloud.

“Give her water.”

One of the guards forced a canteen of water down my throat, and I sputtered, coughing.

“Where are the black magic practitioners hiding?” he asked again.

I cleared my throat. “There are no others.”

“You lie.” He nodded once. My throat tightened with the ropes.

I gasped as the pain came, sharp and staggering. Although the pain was concentrated along the base of my fingers, my entire arm reverberated with feeling. Despite the chill in the air, I was soon sweating.

They released the ropes. I sagged against the chair, my hand throbbing with pain. I stared at the useless appendage as if it belonged to a stranger. My right hand was too sore to use, and now my left would soon follow. How did they expect me to eat and drink? How did they expect me to live?



Or had this been their intention all along? To bide their time until Sky forgot me, until my family forgot me, until I faded into oblivion, an unnamed scratch in the annals of history?

“The might of the sea,” Qinglong had said, “is yours.”

“Where are the remaining black magic practitioners hiding?” Warden Hu asked a third time, his voice as calm as a still lake.

“I know of no others,” I said hoarsely. “But perhaps . . . there could be minor spirit summoners in the south? They are more open to lixia practitioning in Ximing . . .”

“Ximing?” He leaned in. “Is that where—”

“Let me through!”

Warden Hu startled at the sounds of a scuffle. A figure clad in white shoved past the stationed guards, striding toward me like a mirage. His complexion was so fair and his robes so clean, he looked like he belonged in a heavenly realm, one set apart from the filth of this place.

“Warden Hu?” Sky’s surprise was evident. “What are you . . . ?”

His eyes flicked to me—and I caught the horror in them. Without meaning to, I shrank from his gaze, as if I had anywhere to hide here. It stung for him to look at me like that, to see me with pity, and beneath it, revulsion.

Sky whirled on the warden. “What are you doing to her?”

Warden Hu straightened his shoulders. “Your Highness—”

“My father strictly forbade torture of any kind!”

“The Imperial Commander authorized me to conduct this interrogation,” Warden Hu said, careful to keep his tone neutral.

Sky glared at him. “Then why sneak around like this—in the middle of the night, as if . . .” His face changed as the answer came to him. “To keep me from finding out,” he finished flatly.

Sky was always like this, as expressive as an open flame. It endeared him to me, but also, it made me resentful. Because no woman could live like that. No, what we were trained to do was conceal, conceal, conceal. Every emotion flung far beneath a smiling mask of good humor and grace.

“Your father believes you have more pressing matters to attend to, Your Highness. You need not concern yourself with the welfare of a state traitor.”

Sky ignored him, seizing the bars of my cell. “Meilin,” he said urgently, and up close he was so lovely and clean and pure it was difficult to look at him. He radiated health and vigor, like nothing else in these dungeons. “I’m going to get you out of here. I promise,” he said. “Just—hold on a bit longer. I’m sorry.”

I did not feel any particular emotion, and yet my eyes filled with tears. I did not know why I was crying.

“Meilin,” Sky said again, but his face had become an indistinct blur in my vision.

“Conserve your qi,” the dragon had warned me. “You must learn to harness your power.”

The Azure Dragon had lied about many things, but he had not lied about this. No matter—I had not listened. At first, I’d fled from my power, and when I’d finally embraced it, I’d broken every rule, believing myself the exception. I’d overused my lixia, draining my qi—all to keep going, to keep fighting. For what? To save my family, my kingdom? Yes, I had saved them. Yet still I felt empty. Because all along, what I’d really wanted was to prove myself.

I’d wanted to show everyone that I belonged. No—more than belonged. I’d wanted to become the hero of legend, to have my name whispered through the streets, my deeds etched in the stones of history.

Instead, Warden Hu had informed me I had become a stain in the war annals, a cautionary tale passed from parent to child. Like my mother before me, my legacy would be one of madness and decay—a rot spreading in dark places, remembered not for what it built but for what it destroyed.

That young girl from a year ago, the one who’d dreamed of adventure, of seeing the world beyond the women’s quarters. She had sought wonder, wildness. She had believed in the world’s capacity for beauty.

Only a year had passed, and yet I could no longer recall what that felt like. To believe in the goodness of people. To seek justice but live with compassion. To hope for better days.

There was no hope for someone like me.

*

Some time later, I woke to a dark silhouette against my cell, slashing the light of the flickering lantern. His long shadow stretched across the length of the corridor like a grasping hand.

“Did I wake you?” the Ximing prince asked. Against the icy air of my cell, his low baritone felt like the crackle of a warm fire.

I pushed myself upright, wincing as I put weight on my throbbing hands. “I no longer sleep these days.”

“That doesn’t sound healthy,” he said, his tone light and teasing.

I was in no mood for his banter. “What do you want, Lei?”

He peered down at me through the bars, his eyes narrowing. “I heard you’ve been refusing food.”

I looked away. “I’m not hungry.”

It was a lie. I was hungry all the time. Hungry for lixia, for the intoxicating surge of spirit power in my veins. I needed it, craved it, ached for it all the time. I could feel the nearness of my jade, its energy thrumming just out of reach. The lack left me breathless and off-balance, as if I were missing a vital sense. 



“Funny,” said Lei, his expression unreadable. “You used to strike me as a survivor.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped, losing my temper. How dare he judge me from his seat of privilege? “Go gloat somewhere else, will you?”

He crouched in front of me, so that we were eye level through the bars. “From one prisoner to the next—” He tilted his head, his amber eyes seeming to absorb the flickering firelight. “If you lose your will to live, it’s simple. You die.”

With that, he rose to his feet. “Do you want to die? If you die, they win. Remember that.”

*

I started eating again. The food upset my stomach, forced me to use my broken hands, and heightened my lixia cravings, but at least I started to feel strong enough to stand again. To take a few steps around my cell. To think beyond the span of a day. Two days, a week—that was the limit of what I could take.

The warden’s questions kept coming, though they were no longer accompanied by torture. Vaguely, I wondered what Sky had done to achieve such a feat—what he might have bargained with. For there was always a price. I hadn’t known that the first time.

“Though you were initially accused of black magic practitioning,” said Warden Hu, watching me, “it seems now your accusers have retracted their allegations. Any guesses as to why?”

I shook my head.

“Let’s say you did know a thing or two about black magic,” he said. “How might one access such a power?”

I told him nothing more than what was common knowledge.

“But why can only some access such a power?”

I said I didn’t understand.



“Why are some stricken with seizure and lunacy when confronted with spirit power, while others retain clarity of mind?”

For the first time in a while, I recalled that strange, rippling haze outside the inn in New Quan. The bandits who had wandered near were drawn by the lure of spirit power, moving toward the portal as if in a trance.

“It is a tear in the veil,” the dragon had told me. “So that any human, not just those with seals, can enter our realm. But only those with strong enough spirit affinity can survive such a place. The rest . . .”

The rest lost their minds.

“Are more gates appearing?” I asked, raising my head.

“Gates?”

“Portals into the spirit realm,” I clarified.

“What are they caused by?” asked the warden, more urgently now. “Why are they forming?”

“I-I don’t know,” I said, taken aback. “But I wonder if it has something to do with overuse of lixia,” I added quietly, thinking of a similar rippling haze I’d once found in my mother’s chambers, which were now sealed and boarded up.

If there were more gates appearing, that meant there were more spirit summoners at work. But who? Chancellor Sima was dead. I was locked away in an iron dungeon. Could there be someone else? Someone who’d been biding their time?

Lately, I’d begun to feel a prickling to my senses, though I’d chalked it up to lixia withdrawal. An uncanny sense, as if the spirit realm were somehow nearing. As if the worlds had begun to merge.

Before I could respond, the passageway door burst open. Sky raced toward us, his face alight with undisguised joy. “Father’s agreed!” he exclaimed, skidding to a stop in front of my cell. “Meilin can go free.”



I blinked at him, unable to process his words.

“Did you hear me?” he asked. “You can come out with me, now. Your maids are waiting for you—they’ll help you wash and prepare for court. I asked Mother to set aside a few dresses for now, but once we get your measurements I’ll send for . . .” He trailed off as he took in my expression. “Meilin . . . why are you shaking?”

I could not answer. Cold fear coiled around my neck like an insistent noose.

Sky tried to enter my cell but found it locked. He impatiently motioned for the key before barreling inside. But I shrank from the proximity of him.

“Meilin, what’s wrong?” asked Sky, kneeling before me, and his voice was so tender it made my eyes sting. I tried to push him away, but my broken hands were useless, unable to do what I wanted from them.

He caught my left hand and I gasped in pain. Immediately he let go, as if my touch burned him. “Meilin. Speak to me, please.” His eyes were wide and filled with feeling. It broke something within me, to see myself through his eyes. A pitiful creature, better left alone in the dark. “Don’t you want to be free?”

I was sobbing so hard now that I could not form words. He gave me his handkerchief, but my fingers would not close around it, and the fine cloth fell uselessly to the floor.

“Meilin, I made a promise to you. I want to marry you. Did you think I would go back on my word?”

He tried to draw me into his arms, but I flinched away again. Hurt flashed across his face as he backed away, raking his fingers through his hair. “Please. Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I-I can’t. I can’t go to court,” I said, and I meant it. I couldn’t imagine myself in fine dresses, eyes painted like a doll’s, and—like a doll—face vacant but smiling, sitting silently by Sky’s side as I’d seen the warlord’s consorts do. “I want to . . . to leave this place—”

“I’ll take you out of the dungeons,” Sky said, but I shook my head.

“No,” I rasped. “I want to leave the . . . palace. The city.” The world.

His face fell. “My father’s terms were for you to remain within the Forbidden City,” he admitted, “and to return to the ways of womanhood.”

The noose drew tight around my neck. So it was the old offer, made again. I would have to relinquish my sword, my freedom, my knowledge of the world beyond. I could be Sky’s pretty ornament, or nothing at all.

Yet memories of the outside world, however undesirable, still called to me. I missed the morning sunlight and the reflection of the moon upon water. I missed my family and the ability to run with the wind at my back. When the Imperial Commander had first offered me this choice, I hadn’t understood the stakes. I understood them now.

But there was a third factor I hadn’t weighed. Here in the dungeons, I was suffocated by iron. There was no possibility of the dragon’s presence, his influence, his sly whispering voice in my head. The last time I’d seen him, he’d tried to kill me. Just like he’d killed my mother.

Perhaps once I was freed, he’d finish the job.

“Meilin? Do you want me to call your maidservants here?”

I shook my head. “Can you . . . can you give me some time?”

I could feel his sadness like a millstone, dragging me beneath its weight.

“I’m sorry, Sky,” I said, and the sound of his name hurt us both. “Please go.” When he didn’t move, I turned my back on him. Eventually, I felt the strength of his presence recede.



I didn’t know myself anymore. The girl he’d loved . . . I didn’t know if she still existed. So many conflicting desires battled within me at once, until I couldn’t make sense of any of them. I wanted to be free—of my loneliness, of my captivity, of my weakness. I wanted to be confined—I couldn’t be trusted with power, with responsibility, with choice. And all those people above, judging me, mocking me, wanting something from me . . . the thought made me want to hide forever.

Who was I anymore? And if I couldn’t trust myself, who could I possibly trust?







Two

After physicians deemed Emperor Zhuan’s illness incurable, he vanished for forty-nine days. Upon his return, fully restored to health, he gave no clear explanation, hinting only at Zhuque’s eternal spring. Word of his recovery spread far and wide, prompting many terminally ill patients to seek the spring, believing it could heal both body and spirit.

—A Comprehensive Overview of Lixia-Induced Disorders, 910

The very next day, I had visitors. Visitors I hadn’t seen since the start of the war.

“Jie!” Rouha broke free from Xiuying’s viselike grip first. She ran toward me on her sturdy, small legs, legs that were not so small anymore. How had she managed to grow so much in the span of a year? I struggled to sit up on my pallet, not wanting to appear weak and sickly in front of my family.

Rouha reached my cell and stuck her little arms through the bars. Unable to deny her, I held my hand out and let her grasp my cold fingers with her warm ones. The weight of her small palm in mine, the softness of her skin, the simple, trusting gaze she beheld me with, as if there were nothing I could ever do to harm her . . . it was too much. As I tried to release her hand, she clung to me. When I forcibly pulled away, she began to cry.

Plum, who had waddled forward on his own, took this cue to also burst into tears. Xiuying scooped him up, darting an anxious glance at the soldiers standing guard down the hallway. “They missed you,” Xiuying explained. As our gazes met, I saw that her eyes were full of tacit meaning. “As did I.”

Even Uncle Zhou had come. “Despite your father’s fall from favor, your prince asked for an exception to allow us to enter the Forbidden City,” he explained, and I was reminded of Sky’s shrewd decisiveness as commander general. He knew what he wanted, and more importantly, he knew how to get what he wanted.

Uncle Zhou continued: “He said you were reluctant to leave your confinement.”

I stiffened at his choice of words. For they reminded me of my mother.

My mother, who had refused to leave her rooms. Who had shut herself away in her final days, unwilling to see or hear from anyone. That was how one gave up on life, wasn’t it?

“If you lose your will to live, it’s simple. You die,” Lei had told me. “Do you want to die? If you die, they win. Remember that.”

I did not want to die. Rather, I wanted life as the migrating birds did, flying thousands of li to stay warm and outlast the winter. I wanted life as did the wolves, who, when crippled by hunters, still came limping back for leftovers, determined to eat their fill. The naïve parts of me that had survived the war wondered if life in the imperial palace would not be lovely and delightful, like a storybook character’s happy ending. Yet the lie was as flimsy as rice paper. I could not even convince myself.

Life came with responsibility. Given freedom, I was afraid of what I might do. Could I still be trusted, I, a corrupted state traitor, who desired lixia more than air itself?

“I know the Imperial Commander’s pardon pertains only to your freedom in the Forbidden City,” said Uncle Zhou, “but I wonder if, with time and good behavior, he might lessen his restraints. Perhaps come spring, you could be permitted to visit Willow District. You’ll find our home much changed since you last saw it.”

“Why?” I asked hoarsely.

“His Highness wanted to make sure we were well equipped for winter. Our household lacks for nothing now.”

My mouth twisted. Father would have no trouble filling his pipe, then.

“How is Father?” I asked.

Uncle Zhou and Xiuying exchanged a glance. “As well as one can expect.”

“I’m sure he was thrilled to hear news of my treachery.”

Xiuying shook her head. “Meilin,” she said. “Be free. Remember what you once wanted.”

Xiuying spoke softly, choosing her words with care. I scrutinized her face, but as always, she wore her mask of polite civility. We both knew the warlord’s soldiers were listening.

I got to my feet gingerly, gripping the bars of my cell for balance. “Sister,” I said quietly. “I’m afraid. I’m afraid I no longer know how to live. I’m afraid I can no longer tell right from wrong. I’m afraid of who I am now, and, given freedom, of who I will be up there.”

As ghastly as they were, the dungeons were also safe, and predictable, and unvarying. My days here were routine, without stimulation. All I had were my memories, but even those were safe, for the past could not change. I could not alter my prospects from here.

But out there, the future was permeable. I could change my fate—for better or for ruin. The warlord had condemned me as a traitor—to the kingdom and to our social order. But perhaps my legacy could still be rewritten.

“Mei Mei, your fears are only natural,” said Xiuying. “Be glad you have them, for they will keep you safe. Fear your own power and you will not become a slave to it.” She leaned in, so that we were only a hair’s breadth apart. “And I trust you. I trust even your basest of instincts. Remember that no matter how far you have fallen, you can be no lower than those above us both, those who occupy the throne today.”

My mouth fell open. Xiuying caught my eye before busying herself breaking apart Rouha and Plum’s squabble, once again playing the role of good and faithful mother. But this was the most subversive, insurrectionary comment I had ever heard from her.

Xiuying—optimistic, ever cheerful, the very paragon of a dutiful Anlai woman—had no faith in those who held power today.

How many others were like her, I wondered—disillusioned by the status quo, waiting for a spark of change?

It was then that I felt it—what I hadn’t felt for a very long time. The first stirrings of desire.



*



They had to leave soon after. Rouha and Plum could not stand the dankness of the air and the wafting scent of rotting flesh. Only Uncle Zhou managed to linger, glancing furtively over his shoulder as Plum started a screaming tantrum in front of the guards. Under the cover of Plum’s echoing wails, Uncle Zhou said to me, “I meant to give this to you before you left for your husband’s household. Of course, you didn’t bother saying goodbye.”

“I’m sorry—”

He waved my apology away. Opening his cloak, he passed me a worn leather-bound book, its binding warped and the ink on the cover no longer visible.

“Your mother’s diary, Meilin. I found it on her body the night she drowned. Many of the pages are ruined, but miraculously, some survived. I tried to decipher her words but . . . I think you may understand more than I do now.”

With one last look, he hurried down the hall, joining Xiuying in soothing the children.

I waited until the guards had returned to their usual posts before poring over the unexpected gift. It amazed me to think my mother had once touched this artifact, had once written and caressed these pages. I did not remember her keeping a diary, but then again, there were many things that I did not recall.

The pages were deformed from extensive water damage. Most of the ink had run, but as I flipped through the wrinkled pages, I found a few passages where the characters were still faintly legible.

I plan to use him— my mother had written, in her sprawling, confident handwriting.

How thrilling, to finally be able to—

And she laughed and kissed me—

But surely, the tide will—

I kept leafing through the pages, until I was more than halfway through the book. Here a greater extent of the writing had been preserved, the ink less blurred. On one such page, a whole paragraph was readable: He is using me. Just as I am using him. But he is winning. His will overrides my own these days, in moments that I cannot recall. Is he stealing my memories? I worry my body is no longer my own—

Gradually, I saw, her handwriting had become like bird scratches, sparse and thin.



His goal is far more ambitious than anyone could have known. It is long-drawn-out, and yet, what is time to an immortal? He has been biding his time for centuries.

I must stop him, before it is too late.

From her final entry:

I can feel myself fading, losing bits and pieces of myself day by day. Is it too late for me? And yet I cling to hope, that obstinate creature. I must hold out until the end of winter, when I can make my last journey to the Red Mountains—and save myself—

I slammed the book shut, my heart hammering in my chest. I could not keep reading. It was too painful, like trying to excavate shrapnel buried deep in the flesh.

My mother had died trying to thwart Qinglong’s plans, whatever they were. Stealing Zhuque’s seal? But he had not succeeded. No, his goals had always been far more ambitious than my own. He had likely wanted Zhuque’s seal for a larger purpose.

Thoughts of the dragon inevitably led to my jade. Its absence gnawed at me, leaving me weak and depleted. Perhaps the only thing sustaining me now was the overpowering presence of iron in these dungeons. Once I left, how could I possibly function without my seal? My hands twitched compulsively, until I finally drifted into sleep. In my dreams, my jade found me. In my dreams, I was made whole.



*


The clang of the outer door woke me. I heard the furtive rush of whispers, before a familiar shadow cut across the guttered prison walls. I recognized him by the slope of his gait, like a jungle cat’s. Cao Ming Lei.

Now that I thought about it, I had no idea how he’d managed his visits to me thus far. As a prisoner of war, his movements were surely restricted. But if anyone could bend the rules, it was the prince of Ximing.

What else could he manage, I wondered. What other rules could he circumvent?

“So you’ve been offered a way out,” said Lei, hands clasped behind his back as he studied me. “Will you accept?”

“How have you managed to visit me?” I asked, disregarding his question. “Surely the Imperial Commander would not allow it.”

Lei smirked. “Using your little brain again. I’m glad to see it.”

I scowled at his condescension. “Bribery?” I guessed. “But where have you the means?”

“There are things people want more than gold,” he replied. The knowing glint in his eyes told me he had the means to help me. Few were as charming or as cunning as he was. And what I needed was something no one else would dare attempt.

I still despised him for what he’d done to me in the Three Kingdoms War, the way he’d exploited and manipulated me as his prisoner. We were by no means friends but . . . I had few allies in this place. And after what we’d endured together to survive on Mount Fuxi, we were no longer exactly enemies either.

“Lei,” I started, struggling to keep the desperation from my voice. “Can you help me? I-I need my spirit seal.”

He opened his mouth to speak but I cut him off. “I can’t live without it,” I said in a rush. “I-I’m off-balance all the time. It’s hard to sleep, hard to think, hard to even breathe. If I’m to return to the palace, if I’m to stand a chance at court, I need it. Lei,” I said again. “I-I think my life force is tied to it now.”



“So you will accept, then,” he asked, his face as inscrutable as ever, “the Imperial Commander’s offer?”

I thought of my mother’s diary, which was hidden within the folds of my tunic. And yet I cling to hope, that obstinate creature. I must hold out until the end of winter, when I can make my last journey to the Red Mountains—and save myself—

In the end, it had been too late for her, and she had not lasted to catch the blossoms of spring. But she had wanted to save herself; she had not given up on this world as I had so often imagined. What had Qinglong done to her? And what was he planning now? I was no match for the dragon in my current state, but I could not surrender myself as I’d once believed my mother to have done. I would fight—until my bones were dust, I would fight.

“It’s a surprising offer,” I told Lei. “I don’t know why the Imperial Commander would agree to it, but . . .”

“Not for your sake, certainly,” said Lei. “Despite the official reports, legend of the woman warrior has spread far, and the people are restless. In the aftermath of war, famine has devastated the land. Do you know—news of your imprisonment has been met with anger, and in some cases rebellion? The warlord’s position is precarious, and now he needs his prisoner on a pretty pedestal, to comply with and promote his agenda. And will you obey?”

A yawning restlessness was building inside me, one I hadn’t felt since I’d fled my father’s house, all those months ago.

“You know how obedient I am,” was all I said.

Lei’s smile was like a knife in the dark.
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