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Introduction

Deep in a remote village, far from civilization, on a dark night, only a few faint lights from
the stars illuminate the sky. It is the early Buddhist year 2515, during a prolonged cold spell.
Many villages deep in the forest are enduring an unusually long winter.

At dawn, near a small house by the edge of the forest, thick gray mist drifts slowly past
the home, bushes, creeping vines, and clusters of wild plants, leaving behind droplets of pure,
moist water. Beyond that is a small vegetable plot of about two rai, with some types of
vegetables emitting a pungent, greenish smell.

Amidst the fading mist, a faint orange light appears. The glow from a hurricane lamp
hanging from a bamboo post about two meters high reveals the shadows of a man and a woman
busily watering the vegetables that give off that odor. Their conversation, though soft, resonates
in the stillness of the night.

"Are you tired, Nhi?" the man says, dropping down to sit wearily. He stretches, his bones
cracking in relief.

After a brief silence, a voice from the shadows responds.

"No, I'm not tired, Ming. It’s just very cold," the woman replies, walking across the
vegetable patch to sit nearby. "Usually, it’s cool around this time of year, but this year is oddly
cold. Many villagers are getting sick." She takes a sip of water from a small thermos to quench
her thirst.

"Just hang in there," the young man continues. "This year, the onions are selling well,
nearly ten baht per kilogram. We need to take good care of them. | heard that the neighbors sold
onions for nearly ten thousand baht. But, of course, they have more land and workers. If we can
sell this plot for a couple of thousand baht, I'd be very happy." After speaking, they both get up,
grabbing a zinc bucket and the hurricane lamp, heading toward the small creek beside the onion
plot.

The sound of the flowing water nearby mingles with the chirping of crickets, creating an
eerie atmosphere. By the creek, a dirt slope is covered with various trees and weeds, and a
simple earthen path serves as stairs for easy access. The two skillfully navigate down to the
creek, relying only on the dim light from the lamp. Once they reach the water’s edge, Ming sets
down the bucket and hands the small hurricane lamp to the woman. He then walks to the
creek’s edge, carefully dipping the zinc bucket into the water until it’s full. The flickering light
from the lamp dances in the wind, reflecting in the woman’s eyes—eyes that are distant yet
filled with concern.



"I hope it sells well too, because our household money is running low," she paused and
sighed. "It’s been like that ever since our child got sick." Just then, Ming finished filling the last
bucket with water. He slipped a pole between the two metal buckets to prepare to carry it up to
water the vegetable patch above, estimating that it would take no more than five trips to finish.
But he chose to stop, gently setting the pole down and walking over to stroke his wife's head
softly.

"Come on, things will get better soon. Don’t you see? Some days our child seems strong
and walks normally. And on days when she's resting, it’s probably just because the weather is
really cold right now. Many people in this area have been getting fevers," the young wife nodded
in agreement. However, her husband’s comforting words didn’t bring her much reassurance. She
gazed at the flowing water in front of her and continued speaking without looking at Ming, who
was standing beside her.

"I don’t know why, but I've had a bad feeling since | heard that story." Under the dim
light, her face had turned pale, and Ming felt as if he were frozen in place by her words.

Of course, the young man knew what his wife was referring to. He had heard this story
frequently over the past week, whether at the market, the temple, or even at the coffee shop. In
fact, he had tried to forget it and hadn’t thought to remember it at all. Although the whispers
and rumors kept creeping back into his mind, right now, he thought it would be better to change
the subject.

"It's just a story that's been told and embellished beyond recognition. | think it’s best not
to pay it any mind," he said, stepping away from his wife and bending down to grab the last full
bucket of water. "Let's go inside and rest. It's cold outside, and the wind is strong. I'll handle the
rest," he added with concern.
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Nhi could say no more, as suddenly her husband went rigid, halting all movement. He
strained to listen, signaling her to keep quiet. She stood still, wondering if he could hear anything
besides the mixed sounds of nature around them—the chirping of crickets, the rustling leaves in
the wind, or the gentle flow of water. However, there was one sound that felt unnatural, causing
him to freeze. It was as if someone were whispering in his ear, a haunting wail deeper than
anything he had ever heard, colder than the biting wind that swept through. The sound
resonated for a brief moment, and they both exclaimed in unison.

“Nhat!”

Ming dropped the bucket with a loud thud against the gravel. He ran back the way they
had just come, with his wife following closely behind. They both hurried up the dirt hill, anxious.
Nhi was sure that as she climbed, she had been scratched by the grass growing along the



riverbank more than a few times, while Ming, in front of her, likely sustained even more. But that
wasn’t what concerned her; something more troubling lay ahead.

They ran swiftly past the vegetable patch, moving as quickly as their bodies and eyes
accustomed to the dark would allow. The soft, moist ground often made Nhi slip, nearly causing
her to fall.

Once they passed the vegetable beds and wove through the chest-high cassia bushes,
they stopped in front of a small house—their home. Then, something strange happened: the
wind that had been howling suddenly died down.

Nhi stared at the dim light from the oil lamp inside the house, barely visible through the
window. Everything looked just as it had an hour ago when she had stepped outside.

Ming walked hurriedly to the front door of the house. Suddenly, the lamp that had been
shining bravely against the wind went out, as if someone had intentionally blown it out. He
paused for a moment before telling Nhi, who stood nearby, to hand him the key and the storm
lantern she was holding. He quickly unlocked the door, removed the padlock, and tightened the
chain used to secure the door, ready to use it as a weapon if necessary. He then slowly pushed
the wooden door open, which creaked loudly in the darkness.

Creeeak...

He held the lantern in front of him and called for his daughter, but there was no
response. He called again several times, but as usual, it was eerily quiet, as if no one else was
there except him and his wife.

The two walked straight toward their daughter's bedroom at the far end. The light from
the lantern illuminated the center of the house, gradually revealing various items. The flickering
flame crept through the darkness until it stopped at the shadow of someone sitting against a
wooden post on the floor.

Nhi gasped in shock.
“My baby!”

They both rushed toward her, calling out several times, but the girl remained still, as if
lost in a deep slumber. Ming lifted Nhat up onto the bamboo bed beside her, while Nhi ran to
rummage through a drawer and returned with a bottle of balm. But as she got a clearer view of
her daughter lying flat on the bed, she noticed something unusual. Nhat's face was pale, as if
drained of blood. But that wasn’t as strange as her stomach, which appeared swollen as if she
were in the early stages of pregnancy—impossible, because Nhi was sure her daughter was not
pregnant.



As Ming anxiously continued to call out to their daughter, the scene before Nhi pulled her
back to the strange tales she had heard. She reached out a trembling hand to place it on her
daughter's stomach, praying that her fears were unfounded. She pressed gently on the girl’s
belly, and suddenly, the swollen abdomen slowly deflated like a balloon releasing air. What
appeared before her shocked her to the point of nearly losing consciousness.

Thin blood flowed from Nhat's nose and mouth, staining her once pale face a deep red...

Chapter 1

The first feeling upon waking was the intense cold that made Yard want to snuggle under
her warm blanket. At that moment, she would have traded anything to fall back asleep for just a
little longer. However, that thought was too risky. She had learned her lesson before about doing
that. Her father was known for being strict. If she let her drowsiness win and lay back down, her
father would surely find her and she'd receive a two-foot-long rattan cane as a "gift" to start her
day. With such biting cold in the air, being hit with a cane would be especially dreadful, as the
pain would double alongside the bruises on her legs, which would take days to heal. Realizing
this, Yard slowly shifted out of bed, carefully folded her bedding, starting with the pillow, then
the warm blanket, and topped it off with a thin cloth. Finally, she pulled back the white mosquito
netting and stepped out.

The wind that slipped through the room made Yard wish she could dive back under the
net. Reluctantly, she got up to untie the strings on each side, putting the netting away in the
cupboard at the foot of her bed. She then looked over at the empty space beside her, where a
neatly folded pile of bedding sat.

Her home was a single-story house built on about seventy square meters, spacious
enough to accommodate the family but small compared to the surrounding farmland.

More than half the floor was still dirt, packed hard from years of use, and needed
watering occasionally to keep the dust down. Only a few rooms had cement floors, just like some
walls that were still made of long wooden planks nailed together. Yard had once asked her father
why they didn’t just cement the whole house. He replied that it would make the house hot and
stuffy, which settled her curiosity.

The central area of the house served as a simple reception space, featuring several
mismatched tables and chairs. At the back against the wall was a shrine for the household spirit,



a belief among the Chinese. Slightly offset was her brother’s room, followed by her parents'
room, and finally, the kitchen at the far right.

But there was one thing Yard particularly disliked: the bathroom located outside the
house.

The room that Yard shared with her two younger sisters was on the far left, opposite the
kitchen, adjacent to the shrine. It was quite spacious, allowing the three of them to live
comfortably without feeling cramped. One wall was made of sturdy bricks, with a small window.
The other side was constructed with wooden planks, equally solid, but since it was made of
wood, it wasn’t as opaque as the brick wall, leaving a small gap along its length. The downside
was that in winter, the wind would whistle through, just like today. However, it would also be an
advantage come summer, which would be arriving in a few months.

After neatly folding up the mosquito net, Yard quietly tiptoed out to the central area of
the house and jumped slightly when the large clock struck six, signaling morning. She scanned
the area, straining to listen, and smiled; luck was on her side this morning—her father had not
yet returned from the garden. Otherwise, she would surely have faced a scolding for the grave
offense of letting the sun rise before her.

Though she didn’t hear her father’s voice, the bustling sounds from the kitchen indicated
that more than one family member was present. Typically, in the early morning, Yard and her
sisters had to wake up at four o'clock to get various chores done, including watering the
vegetables in the garden, applying fertilizer, weeding, and helping their mother cook. However,
since she and her brother had worked late into the night, they were likely allowed an extra hour
of sleep this morning, but definitely not two hours like today.

After washing her face, the girl walked into the kitchen and saw a middle-aged woman
busily preparing food. Several large pots were lined up on the stove, with white smoke wafting in
the air, and the aroma of freshly cooked rice filled the room.

Her mother was named Boonyen, but everyone called her Yen for short. She was a well-
rounded housewife, and her cooking skills rivaled those of the renowned restaurants in town
that her father used to take them to. In fact, her dishes were even tastier, which was something
Yard took great pride in. Many people had remarked that her cooking style closely resembled
that of her mother, who was the original source of their family recipes.

As soon as Yard stepped into the kitchen, she was greeted by the familiar cheerful voices
of her two younger sisters. “Yard!”

The first was named Yaem, around fifteen years old, a little younger than Yard. She was
the perfect blend of beauty, with a fair complexion resembling a ripe banana from their Chinese
heritage through their father, and a round face with bright, expressive eyes and proportionate



features inherited from their Thai mother. Not only was she lovely in appearance, but she was
also diligent, with sweet manners and a hardworking nature. Yard had heard more than a few
times that their younger sister would likely marry before her.

The youngest sister was named Yi, about two years younger than Yaem. She was almost
the complete opposite of Yaem in every way. Yi was a cheerful and lively child, a bit clumsy, and
she was closer to their brother than to her sisters. However, their close ages meant that the
three of them were very close and shared a strong bond.

“Waking up late, are we? Good thing your father isn’t back yet, or there would be a
ruckus,” her mother said, frowning when she saw Yard walk in. “Hurry up and eat. You need to
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get to school; it’s already past the time

Yard smiled sheepishly and sat down next to Yaem, who had just finished eating. She
whispered softly about how she didn’t want to wake her younger sister, making Yaem chuckle a
little as she collected the used plates to wash.

“Well, | didn’t want to wake you since | saw you stayed up late last night. But don’t worry,
Yaem took care of filling the water jars for you.”

Yard smiled at her sister, grateful for the help. One of her other tasks was to fill the water
jars outside, but today that was already taken care of.

She then started to prepare the food in front of her. Most meals at home were simple,
with plenty of vegetables to choose from in the garden. The siblings often brought fish home
almost every day.

“Speaking of brothers, when will Yak come back, Mom?” Yard asked, her mind drifting
back to her older brother.

Yes, Yard had three older brothers. The one named Yak had recently returned from
military service. He had always wanted to be a soldier since she could remember, and Yard
thought that with his personality, no other profession suited him better. Yak was meant to be
standing tall with a rifle, defending the country, rather than working with a hoe in the fields.

However, despite his dreams, he hadn’t achieved them. The family business was
structured in such a way that the eldest son was expected to manage everything. Ultimately, due
to their father’s constant complaints and arguments every time Yak returned home, combined
with their mother’s pleas—which could more accurately be described as begging—this former
soldier had no choice but to come back and help with the family business. Aside from their
father, he was the only brother Yard felt a bit intimidated by. It had been nearly two months
since she had last seen him.

“Maybe in a day or two. He sent a letter saying so,” her mother paused for a moment
before continuing, “but that letter reached me last week, and Yak still hasn’t shown up.”



Boonyen complained like a bear with a thorn in its paw, focused on seasoning a large pot
of mixed vegetables that she prepared for the workers. Their father occasionally hired help to
gather whatever harvest was too much for the family to handle alone.

“Maybe he ran off with a woman!” Yard joked, still able to tease her mother, though she
would need a bit more courage and experience to do the same with her father.
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“Let him hurry back! I'll throw in an extra sack of rice. Actually, let’'s make it two
Boonyen, Yard, and Yaem all laughed together, leaving Yi confused and clueless.

In truth, while Yard and her sisters respected Yak, their fear was intertwined with love
and admiration. About six months ago, Yard and Yaem had helped with a relative’s ordination
ceremony and were teased by young men from the neighboring village until they cried and
returned home to complain to their brother. When Yak heard about it, he grabbed his bicycle
and rode over to confront the culprits, nearly escalating the situation. Thankfully, nothing serious
came of it.

As she reminisced about the past, their mother urged them to get ready for school. Yard
didn’t want to dawdle and face their father either. Meanwhile, Boonyen and Yaem prepared
lunch boxes for the three of them, filling them with leftover fried fish, the hot mixed vegetables,
and freshly cooked rice. Once they finished their tasks in the kitchen, Yard and Yaem stepped
outside and saw Yi waiting in front of the house.

In front of the house was a spacious yard. On the left side stood a dense banana grove
that bore fruit throughout the year without fail, while on the right were two tall pine trees that
her father had carefully nurtured, pruning and shaping them into beautiful bushes reminiscent of
the Chinese pines Yard had seen in the Chinese brush paintings above her parents' bed. Beneath
those pines sat a large bench and a sturdy wooden table that had weathered the sun and rain for
over a decade. In his free time, everyone in the house, especially her father, loved to sit at this
table sipping tea while reading a newspaper.

This area was a playground for Yard and her sisters. They all enjoyed running around after
finishing their daily chores or during holidays. Occasionally, local children would join in their fun,
kicking up dust and causing them to get scolded more than once. This was in stark contrast to
the back of the house, where Yard didn’t like to engage in any activities unless necessary
because it was overrun with thick bamboo that felt stifling.

Every day, they had to walk to catch a ride to school in the district town. Yard and her
sisters walked in a line through the banana grove, where a small hidden path could be
considered a shortcut.



The last thing their mother shouted before they disappeared from view was a reminder
to return quickly that evening and not to dawdle, as their parents planned to take them to the
annual golden festival. The three of them smiled broadly, overjoyed at the thought.

In a small village far from the district and even further from the province, festive events
were a rare occurrence. The annual golden festival was highly anticipated by the locals, as it was
filled with lights, colorful stalls, and served as a gathering point for friends and relatives who
lived far apart. Additionally, it offered an opportunity to make merit and enhance one's good
fortune.

As Yard dreamed of tonight's festivities, she and her sisters walked past their fields. They
meandered along a raised embankment that acted as a boundary between the neighboring
farms and their own. This embankment also organized their land, making it easier to allocate
sections for neighboring families to rent for farming.

Beyond the embankment lay a narrow path wide enough for a small cart to pass through.
On either side, low bushes gradually thickened into a dense forest. Even though Yard walked this
path almost daily, she always felt a chill run down her spine, perhaps due to the thick canopy
that filtered the sunlight, casting a dim light below. The forest was rich with various plants, some
edible and others used for traditional medicine. This small patch of woods was a treasure trove
for the local villagers. In the middle of the path stood a massive banyan tree, its branches
sprawling out in all directions, draped with hanging vines. At the base of the tree was an old
wooden shrine. Yard had never felt the urge to peek inside; she simply raised her hands in
respect every time she passed by. Occasionally, villagers hoping for a quick fortune would stop to
seek lucky numbers, but she had never heard of anyone actually striking it rich—though perhaps
someone had, and she just didn't know.

The distance from home to the spot where they waited for the shared bus was about two
to three kilometers. Every day, Yard and her sisters walked to this point to catch a ride to school
in the district. The locals referred to the bright yellow shared bus as "Wahn Yen*" because it was
the slowest vehicle imaginable. Today, as usual, the bus arrived to pick them up, moving at a
leisurely pace. The bus was typically crowded during this time, but there was always space for
children like them. Most of the villagers were familiar faces, both adults and kids.

The bus slowly began to move, not exceeding twenty kilometers per hour, which was its
maximum speed, heading towards the district as it did every day. The journey usually took at
least half an hour, a standard duration that Yard cherished as her golden minutes for napping.
She often dozed off while her younger sisters playfully teased each other. However, today, the
two aunts sitting across from them were talking so loudly that she couldn’t fall asleep. So, Yard
decided to look out the window, observing the scenery and the morning mist. It felt refreshing to
change her focus for a while.



But whether by coincidence or not, Yard overheard something from the loud
conversations of the passengers, making it unnecessary to even try to eavesdrop. One of the two
aunts was telling a story about an incident that happened three days ago, just before dawn, in
the neighboring village—a girl had died. Yard noticed the aunt who was speaking nodding in her
direction, making it easy to guess that the deceased girl was likely around her age.

Upon hearing that someone had died, Yaem, who had been playing with Yi, froze and
grabbed her sister’s hand tightly. By nature, she was sensitive to such matters; scared even of
having to sleep alone, which was why she had Yi sleeping with her every night.

Yard shook her head slightly as a way to comfort her, silently conveying the message of
"there's nothing to worry about." Whether what she had just heard was true or a rumor felt
quite distant. Sometimes, Yard thought her younger sister was overly fearful, often bursting into
tears over minor scolding from their father.

Yard yawned widely, beginning to feel that the conversation was far from pleasant, and
slowly closed her eyes again.

In the darkness, her auditory senses were still working perfectly. In fact, perhaps too well.
Yard could still hear various sounds, including the two aunts continuing their lively discussion.

But what she overheard made it impossible not to listen intently.

"The girl who died? It’s Nhat, the daughter of Ming and Nhi from the neighboring village,"
one of the aunts said. Yard jolted awake, replaying the words she had just heard.

The girl named Nhat, daughter of Ming and Nhi from the neighboring village...

Her friend!

Typically, school would let out at three-thirty, but by the time they waited for their
younger siblings, waited for the bus, and considering the slow speed of the bus, it was nearly five
o'clock by the time they arrived here. The bus came to a stop, dropping them off at the usual
spot alongside a man and a woman. Yard felt she vaguely recognized them but couldn't recall
when or where she had met them.

The sky was starting to shift from a bright yellow to a reddish-purple hue, and various
birds were chirping loudly. From the bus stop, the dense forest they had to walk through looked
much darker than it had on the way there. The large and small trees swayed in the wind, giving
the impression that they were alive, but the sisters seemed to have grown accustomed to it.
Besides, today they had adults accompanying them.



As they walked, Yard reflected on what she had heard on the bus that morning. The
conversation hadn’t ended there; it had been expanded upon by the teachers and students at
school throughout the day.

In fact, although she wouldn’t call them close friends, Yard and Nhat had participated in
activities together from time to time, and she had also met Nhat's mother a few times. However,
about a week ago, Nhat had stopped coming to school due to illness. Yard had completely
forgotten about her friend's absence until she learned of the sudden news of her passing, which
left her feeling quite shaken.

Noticing her sister walking silently as if deep in thought, Yaem walked closer and said,
"Tonight, when we go to the festival, can you treat me to some rice crackers? It's a reward for
helping to fetch water this morning."

Usually, Yaem would call Yard "Sis" in everyday life, but if there was something troubling
or a serious topic to discuss, she would call her "Big sister." Everyone in the house or those close
to her family knew this well.

Seeing her sister wanting to chat, Yard nodded with a smile. She thought that no matter
how much she missed her friend, Nhat was gone now, and being sad wouldn’t change anything.
So, she said out loud for both her sisters to hear.

"Sure! I'll treat you both to rice crackers and cotton candy, how about that? But there's a
condition: you two have to run ahead and reach the entrance to the house before me!"

As soon as she finished speaking, Yi, who had been playing ahead, burst into laughter and
took off running quickly. Seeing this, Yard and Yaem picked up their pace to catch up. After a
short while, Yaem began to fall behind, which often happened during any competition that
required more physical strength than brainpower.

"If you want free snacks, pick up the pace!" Yard called out, keeping her head down and
continuing to run. She was determined to win this sibling bet today. But regardless, when the
time came, Yard would still pull out money to buy snacks for her sisters, as usual.

While lost in thought, Yard looked ahead and saw Yi, who had taken the lead, standing
still and staring into the dense thicket beside the path.

When she arrived, followed by Yaem, both were out of breath, and Yard quickly asked
her sister, "What are you waiting for? Don't you want your favorite cotton candy anymore?"

But Yi pointed her small hand at the large tamarind tree by the roadside and said, "Just
now, | saw a shadow of a person hiding behind the tree. They waved for me to come closer, but |
was too scared to go."

Yard and Yaem exchanged glances immediately.
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The cold wind that blew caused the leaves to rustle again. The air was starting to cool
down, with the sun soon to disappear behind the mountains, casting an eerie atmosphere that
sent chills through them. Yard looked back at the villagers who were accompanying them, but
they had already run ahead, and it would take a while for them to catch up.

At that moment, they faced two choices: one was to hurry home, and the other was to
find out if someone was truly hiding there.

Whether it was curiosity typical of children or not, they chose the latter. At least Yard
herself thought that way. She instructed her younger sisters to wait in place while she cautiously
stepped closer to the tamarind tree, keeping a little distance in case of any unforeseen
circumstances. She still had plenty of energy left since they had only covered less than half the
distance to the entrance of their home. Yard glanced behind the tamarind tree.

The sound of crunching leaves was nearby. Someone—or at least some animal—was
stepping on the tamarind pods scattered all over the ground. Her sister wasn’t lying; there was
indeed a shadow lurking.

As she was about to step back, the shadow suddenly lunged out from behind the tree so
quickly that Yard couldn't react in time. She stumbled back, falling on her bottom, screaming at
the top of her lungs, covering her eyes and looking down, too scared to see what was in front of
her. When she finally heard laughter, she looked up and found a man standing in front of her—
sharp-featured and unmistakably her brother, Yod.

Yod was the third child in the family and was known to be quite charming in the
neighborhood, but he hardly ever showed it. He worked in the fields all day, and his once fair
skin was starting to tan a reddish-brown. Besides her sisters, Yard was closest to him since they
were of similar ages and could talk about anything, almost like friends.

"l just got back from the garden," Yod said, walking over to pinch his sister's cheek lightly
as an apology and helping her up from the ground. "l happened to run into Yi and thought I'd
play a prank, but it turned out that you were the one who got pranked."

Yard ignored his explanation and complained loudly, brushing off the dust from her skirt,
which made dust fly everywhere, much to the amusement of both Yod and Yaem.

"Come on, it's all in good fun. Remember last night when you played a prank on me? You
didn't even wash your hands after handling the leaves and rubbed them on my eyes! | was
burning all night!" Yod said, before taking Yi by the hand and turning to his two sisters, one of
whom looked annoyed and the other was giggling.

"Don't be sulky; let’s hurry up. If we take too long, we won't finish in time to go to the
festival."
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When Yard remembered that they had an important event to attend, her mood
brightened. She forgot all about being pranked and the other thing she had been trying to forget.

She and Yaem followed closely behind.

At that moment, Yi, who was walking beside her brother, turned to look back at the
tamarind tree and stared for a moment. After a while, she turned back to exchange glances with
her two sisters, shaking her head slightly as if to say something...

But she decided to remain silent...

- End of Chapter 1 -
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