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Pronunciation Guide


	Name

	Pronunciation


	Samnang

	/sɑmˈnaːŋ/


	Sokhanya

	/soːkʰaɲaː/


	Vaddi

	/ʋadiː/


	Someth

	/someːt/


	Kolthida

	/koltʰiːdaː/


	Atith

	/aːtit/


	Bijay

	/bicaːy/


	Thi

	/tʰiː/


	Jayavarman

	/cɨjʋɔːrɔːman/


	Chea

	/ciə/


	Peou

	/pɨw/


	Suon

	/suən/


	Kaliyanei

	/kɑːlyaːnəj/


	Malis

	/maːlis/


	Monti

	/muntiː/


	Vibol

	/ʋibol/


	Naravy

	/naːraːʋiː/


	Rani

	/raːniː/


	Balin

	/baːliːn/


	Jey Kaliyan

	/cɨj kɑːlyaːn/


	Son Molivan

	/sun moːliːʋan/


	Ponharith

	/puɲaːrɨt/


	Chenda

	/cənɗaː/


	Chantrea

	/cɑntriə/


	Khmaoch

	/kmaːc/
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Chapter I
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The rain smelled of banana leaves from the balcony of Sam’s hotel room. From her third-floor vantage point, she watched employees and guests scurry about in search of shelter. She held her hand out into the rain, feeling its warm summer touch against her skin. It was dense, earthy, and completely foreign to her. Raised in Brooklyn, Sam’s experiences with rain were much different. In summers, it pounded the city. Warmed by the rising heat emanating from the concrete and steel jungle that is New York City and partially evaporated in the falling, it usually drove itself into her skin like a thousand toothpicks hell-bent on retribution. In winter, it became blades of ice and stood ready to cut down anyone caught in its path. 

This was not the sharpened rain of Sam’s upbringing, nor even the demure Parisian rain she’d grown accustomed to over the last two decades. This foreign July rain was dull. It melted into her body. An unrelenting assault upon the fools unfortunate enough to be caught out in it. Sam hated it. And for the hundredth time that day, she wondered whether coming to Cambodia had been a mistake. But then she didn’t have a choice, did she? She had to come. 

Ding.

Sam stepped back inside and closed the glass door. The room temperature dropped several degrees instantly now that the air conditioning no longer had the humidity from outside flooding in. Gooseflesh rose on her arms, and Sam walked across the spacious room and adjusted the thermostat up by five degrees. The fan disengaged, leaving her in silence. The damp towel she had used after her shower that morning lay draped over the back of a nearby chair. She dried her hands before reaching for her cellphone, still charging on the bedside table.

An abbreviated notice appeared on her home screen. An email from her editor. The subject line read, ‘Time Off Request Approved.’

“What the hell?”

Sam plopped down on the edge of the bed and nearly slid off. She was unaccustomed to luxury sheets like these. When she was working, she was lucky to find a bed at all. After picking herself up off the floor, she settled into an armchair and entered her passcode. Her confusion over the subject only heightened as she began reading.


Sam, 

Your request for an extended leave of absence has been granted. Effective immediately, I’ve reassigned all of your projects to other freelancers and suspended your access card to the office. I hate to lose such a talented photojournalist, particularly now when there are so many stories needing good reporters. But I understand the importance of family. Please accept our condolences on the recent loss of your mother and well wishes to your father. I know having you closer to home right now will go a long way toward his recovery.

Please notify me prior to your return. Take care and God speed.

Jack Khard

Editor, European Desk




“Extended leave of absence?” Sam questioned. “What are you talking about, Jack?”

She scrolled through her contacts and dialed Jack’s number. He answered after the second ring.

“Khard.”

“Jack! What the heck is this email you just sent me?”

“Ah, Sam.” 

His tone was too jovial for her liking, and she began pacing around the room. “Yes, Sam!”

“Wasn’t sure if you’d see that tonight or not.”

“It’s noon here, Jack. Now, stop avoiding the question. What is going on? Why are you putting me on a leave of absence?”

“Thought you could use the time away, what with your father being ill and all. Nothing wrong with that, is there?”

“Jack.” She hated his penchant for avoiding conflict. “You’re skirting.”

A heavy sigh came over the line, and Sam stopped pacing.

“Jack? Are you alright?”

“Me? Sure!” he said cheerily. “Fit as a fiddle.”

“Then what?”

“Sam, I think you need to take a step back for a while. Get some perspective. Or whatever it is people get these days.”

“Take a step back? Are you kidding me? I’m the best photojournalist you have. Won more prizes and garnered an insane amount of press for the newspaper the past twenty years–”

“I know. I know.”

“And this ongoing immigration crisis in Europe right now. And the Ukrainian situation escalating. Now’s not the time to take a step–”

“You’re too close, Samantha.”

It took her a moment to process his words.

“Too...close? What do you mean ‘too close?’”

“The higher-ups think you’re starting to lose perspective.”

“Perspec–Jack, what are you talking about?”

“They think you’ve gotten too close. Too involved.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Sam.” Jack’s tone became suddenly stern, parental even. 

“You must get close to get the best shot, Jack. You know this.”

“I know.” His chair squeaked in the background, and Sam could almost see the white-haired editor sitting at his desk. “But, Sam, there is such a thing as too close. And I think you passed that point months ago.”

“Jack.”

“I think you know it, too. When you can’t see the fire through the flames, you get burned, kiddo. Bad.”

“Who said something?” Sam was furious. If some hoity-toity publishing executive wanted her head on a plate, she wanted to know who. “Was it Mitchell?”

“Sam.”

“I bet it was Mitchell. He’s always been a sexist pig.”

“Sam!”

“What!?”

Jack sighed. “I’m trying to head this off before it boils over. Can’t you see that?”

“I–”

“Look.” The chair squeaked again. “The shots you took of the dead kid on the beach over the summer really shook some people up.”

“It should’ve shaken people up!” Sam began pacing again, screaming into the phone. “It was a kid, Jack! A kid! Drowned while trying to escape a warzone!”

“I know–”

“Don’t interrupt me! That kid was left there, Jack. Abandoned. No one responsible for him. No one to collect his body. Just a piece of human garbage left out for the scavengers to deal with. It should have upset people. I wanted it to upset people, Jack. These are human beings! Not just numbers on a page.”

She leaned against the wall, partially embarrassed over her tirade. Partially euphoric she had gotten the results she wanted from her work.

“Is it my turn?”

“Sure, Jack. Your turn now.”

“I get you wanted to shake things up. I understand that, Sam. But the politics of the situation–”

“Ugh, the politics. No need to lecture me on politics. Wait... Hang on...” Sam was suddenly pensive.

“What?”

“Are you getting pressure from the paper?” His silence was all the answer Sam needed. “Christ, Jack. Why didn’t you say something?”

He let out a long breath, and Sam could hear the relief in his voice now that they were addressing the real reason for his email.

“It’s my job to protect you, kiddo.”

“I’m forty-two years old, Jack. I don’t need you to–”

“You’re all my kids, dammit. And I’ll protect every last one of you ’til they box my desk and give me the boot.”

She chuckled over his paternal posturing before turning serious again. “How high up?”

“Doesn’t matter. Let’s just say I believe it’d be best right now for you to take some much-needed time off and take care of your father. How is he, by the way?”

He’s changing the subject. Must be pretty high up the ladder, she thought. Sam slid down the wall to the floor, her legs tucked close to her body. “Not so good these days.”

“I’m so sorry, Sam. And so soon after losing your mother.”

She wasn’t going to cry. She’d done enough crying the last six months to last her a lifetime. “Yeah. I think he put off his own health to take care of Mom. And...well...by the time he didn’t have to take care of her, it was too late to take care of himself.”

“Christ.”

“Yeah.”

“Did he go with you? Or is he still–”

“He’s still in New York.”

“I would’ve thought—given his health—leaving New York would’ve been the last thing on your mind.”

“I know.” Sam sighed. “I debated on whether to come or not the past few weeks. Even asked Dad if he’d come with me.”

“He didn’t want to?”

“Said he’d be more of a burden than a help in his condition. I told you he’s in a wheelchair, didn’t I?”

“Yeah, you mentioned it in one of your emails.”

“Dad’s been pushing me to go since Mom passed away. So, I told him if he would agree to my hiring a caretaker, I would.”

Jack laughed. A rich, hearty laugh that never failed to make Sam feel better even under the worst of circumstances. “You drive a hard bargain, don’t ya?”

“Comes from working in this business for twenty years, I guess.”

“He said yes?”

“One of the neighbors is staying with him. Miss Irene is a retired nurse and was always a close friend of Mom and Dad.”

“Since you brought it up,” he began, “I’ve always wondered—why now?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, why take this trip now? Like you said, you’re forty-two, yet this is the first time you’ve been back to Cambodia. Am I right?”

“Yeah. First time.”

“So...”

Sam was quiet for a few moments. “I guess... I guess I wanted to come now because of Mom... And Dad, for that matter.”

“How so?”

“They’re the only two. The only people on earth who know who I am. Where I come from. What my story is.”

“They never talked about it with you growing up?”

“I knew I was adopted. That part didn’t take a genius. White father. Black mother. And me—the little Asian kid. But the details behind it? No. We never talked about it. In fact, it was a taboo subject in our house. Mom would always get mad every time I brought it up.” Sam laughed. “I can still hear her now. Every time I asked where I came from, she’d put her hands on her hips, and bark, ‘Brooklyn. That’s where you’re from, girl. And don’t you go forgetting it.’”

“And your dad? Where was he on the issue?”

“Dad liked peace and quiet. He tried to mediate. Tried to shield me from Mom’s anger. And tried to shield her from my persistent questions. Finally, I just stopped asking.”

“So, they never talked about your heritage? Honored Cambodian holidays or anything?”

Sam laughed. “Dad used to take me to the parade in Chinatown for Chinese New Year.”

Jack roared with laughter. The slap against his desk echoed through the phone line. “Well, I guess that’s in the same general vicinity, right?”

“Right?” Sam said, still chuckling at the memory. “We used to walk around the shops when it was just us. Eating dim sum. Pork buns. Pho.”

“Sounds like he tried to keep the connection alive.”

“Yeah.” Sam nodded. “Anyway, I had to come, Jack. I put it off while Mom was alive because I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”

“Right.”

“But she’s gone now. And with Dad’s diagnosis? I just... It just felt like my only connection to the past was being cut right in front of me. I felt...lost, ya know?”

“Yeah,” Jack said, taking a deep breath. “I can see how that would make you feel lost.”

“Orphaned—all over again. That’s why it had to be now. I didn’t want...” Her voice trailed off as Sam fought against the sadness welling up inside her. A tear ran down her cheek.

“You didn’t want to be left on your own again,” Jack said, finishing her train of thought.

“No,” she admitted, sniffling. The tears fell in earnest now. She didn’t care. She trusted Jack enough to know he wouldn’t belittle her for it. “Jack, I–I don’t know how to say this. I don’t... I don’t know who I am, Jack. I mean, sure, I’m the adopted daughter of Dolores and Mason Keene of Brooklyn, New York. They raised me. They fed me. Put clothes on my back. Took me to school. Picked me up off the sidewalk when I fell off my bike. But–”

“They’re not the only part of your story.”

“Exactly. I just... I need to know the rest of my story.”

“I see.” Jack paused before continuing, and Sam didn’t try to fill the space this time. “Are you prepared for what you’re going to discover when you dig into this?”

Sam picked at the plush robe still wrapped around her. She knew what he was insinuating. “I don’t know, Jack. But I need to know. One way or the other.”

“Okay then.”

Sam smiled. As much grief as she gave him for it, she loved how paternal Jack could be. His blustery veneer hid a teddy bear heart.

“Samantha...” That caught her off-guard. He never called her by her full name. “For what it’s worth, kid, I hope you find the answers you’re looking for.”

She bit her lower lip. “Thanks, Jack. I really appreciate that.”

“Listen. Take the time off.”

“What about my desk?” she asked, grateful for a change in subject.

Jack’s hearty laugh filled the line. “You’ll always have a job with me, kid. No matter whose feathers you ruffle.”

“Thanks, Jack.” A mischievous grin spread across her face. “Just don’t forget my by-line.”

He laughed. “Take care out there, Sam. Let me know if you need anything. Anything!”

“I will. Bye, Jack.”

“Bye.”

She dropped the phone onto the carpet and laid her head against the wall. Tucking her knees against her chest, Sam crossed her arms atop her knees and laid her head down. Heavy sobs broke through her defenses as Sam surrendered to the grief she had been stifling since her mother’s passing.
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Chapter II
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An hour later, Sam walked into Phnom Penh’s Central Market. Humidity hung thick in the air after the morning’s storm, and she was grateful for the respite from the afternoon sun. The building itself was an impressive work of architecture and served as a symbol of Cambodia’s varied cultures and long history. The Art Déco façade of this building, built in the 1930s during the French colonial era, stood imposingly against the azure sky. Locals and visitors alike were drawn into the city's busy center by the central dome, which was covered in elaborate patterns and topped with a pinnacle in the style of Cambodia.

A symphony of activity welcomed her. Vendor calls, laughter, and the hum of conversations in mingled Khmer, English, and occasionally even French, painted a picture of the market's broad customer base.

The market’s interior was a labyrinth of passageways and stalls, each bursting with a variety of delights. Intricate sarongs and jewel-toned silks gently fluttered in the pleasant breeze. The earthy scent of local fresh food, the deep and savory flavor of Cambodian spices, and sweet notes of tropical fruits beckoned Sam deeper inside. Vendors with dexterous hands cooked traditional foods for the hungry, waiting masses. She watched their rhythmic flare, swirling steaming concoctions around in searing woks. Handfuls of ingredients were added one at a time until the dish was just right. With a flourish, the pan was emptied onto a plate and set before a ravenous patron.

She stepped to the side—out of the way of passing locals—and reached for her camera hung around her neck. She took several shots of the cooks performing their culinary magic. A couple of small children stood on their parents’ laps. Leaning over the counter, they watched with rapt attention. She hung around long enough to capture their surprised expressions over that first bite before moving on.

As she continued deeper into the market, Sam passed by walls and booths adorned with tapestries, paintings, and carvings that showed scenes from Cambodian folklore and daily life. Every piece seemed to have a narrative, demonstrating the nation's fortitude. These beautiful indigenous handicrafts lay side by side with the modern and the mundane. T-shirt stalls, piled several feet thick, were everywhere alongside stands selling jeans in every shade of blue imaginable. 

Sam’s path led her into the very heart of the market—the central dome. Sunlight poured in through stained glass windows, casting a kaleidoscope of colors across the polished silverware, ceramics, and ornate handicrafts. As she meandered through the throngs of people shopping and hawking their wares, her nose caught the faintly sweet smell of something she couldn’t quite place. She found it three stalls down.

A haggard-looking, petite woman stood before a large wok, flipping over several golden-brown pieces of something Sam couldn’t make out. The frying oil popped and sputtered as the woman kept guard, careful not to overcook whatever was in there. The woman’s hair was wrapped in a green plaid scarf that hung down below her shoulders. Still watching her wok, she reached behind her neck and clutched the end of her scarf. She pulled it forward and wiped the sweat from her weathered face and brow. An absent gesture. One, Sam understood, she had done for decades.

She smiled as Sam approached. Sam smiled back as she took a step closer so she could see what the woman was cooking.

“One, please,” she said, holding up her right index finger in case the woman didn’t understand English. She still couldn’t figure out what the fried snack was, but she decided to take the risk. If it tasted half as good as it smelled, she’d be okay.

“Two thousand riel.” The equivalent of fifty cents.

Sam handed her two one-thousand riel notes, and the woman tucked it into her skirt pocket. Taking her slotted spoon, she pulled one of the fried concoctions from the wok and wrapped it in a paper towel. Passing it to Sam, the woman smiled and bowed her head in thanks.

“Akun,” said Sam. “Thank you.” 

The residual oil ran down the towel, burning the tips of her fingers. Sam winced and switched hands. Taking a reluctant nibble off the end, Sam chewed slowly. Within the sweetened, crispy shell was a soft—almost nougat like—core, and Sam smiled as her taste buds made sense of it. A banana. Perfectly cooked, it warmed her belly as she took another delicious bite. Sam thanked the woman again and made her way back out to the street. Taking another glance at her map, she crossed the street and walked along the Mekong River.

She passed a young couple camped out in front of a tacky t-shirt stand, taking it all in. The wife—a blonde woman in a flimsy, low-cut top and shorts that came halfway to her knees—droned on about how ‘atmospheric’ it all was, and Sam coughed to stifle the laugh in her throat. Her husband—a bookish, swish-stick of a man a foot taller than his wife—adjusted his Ray-Bans, held his selfie stick above everyone’s heads, and snapped another picture of the crowd.

Americans, Sam mused. No wonder people think we’re idiots.

The ramshackle high-rises, built decades earlier, showed the age but also the resiliency of the Khmer people. In true city-life fashion, they had found a purpose for each usable square foot of space. Retail stores and small restaurants inhabited the ground floors, while overhead were three, four, and sometimes even five residential floors. Painted in various, often mismatched colors, each unit reflected the tastes of its inhabitants. Balconies overlooking the street served multiple functions: dining room, garden, playroom, living room. Neighbors shouted across the noise of passing tuk-tuks and motorcycles about the day’s news. A dog barked somewhere above her at a languid cat sunning himself on the railing next door.

Nibbling on her fried banana, Sam pondered the adventure that lay ahead. Armed with her original birth certificate, which she had secured several weeks ago through the Khmer Embassy in New York City, Sam had tracked down the orphanage where her adoption had taken place. It was a school now, apparently, and when Sam reached out to the school’s director for guidance, she had received a swift reply, inviting her to visit the school at her convenience.

But that, however, was tomorrow’s adventure. Tomorrow she would set off across the Cambodian countryside for Sisophon, which lay on the western edges beyond the ancient ruins of Angkor Wat. Today, however, she wanted to explore. She had just reached the river and sat down on a bench to finish her banana when she heard children laughing in the distance. A group of boys were kicking a soccer ball around. Beyond them, several wooden boats floated amiably down the Mekong, their outboard motors chugging away. Setting aside her wrapper, she lifted her camera, adjusted the focus, and snapped several shots.
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Early the next morning, Sam waded through the crowd surrounding the main bus station near Central Market. Unlike most people, she took comfort in this chaos. This reminded her of home. She could get lost here. Become a fly on the wall and observe human nature. She loved those moments. Immersing herself so deeply in a foreign culture and then watching. Discovering how people, regardless of how strange and different they may appear from her on the outside, were just like her on the inside. It reminded her of why she travelled and why she had become a photojournalist to begin with.

She made her way through the throng of people who sat or stood in no particular order, half-masking the ticket counters behind them. She had to politely push through the crowd—reticent of moving for fear they might lose their place—to get to one of the windows where an ambivalent teenager asked her where she wanted to go. Sam scanned the schedule board on the wall behind the ticket agent. There were only two buses to Siem Reap each day, and they both left before 8AM.

Having secured the last available seat on the second bus, Sam zigzagged her way through the crowd again to a small food stand she had seen across the station. The vender was a surly woman who cautiously guarded her wares. She was selling pastries, it looked like to Sam. Without giving much consideration to what was in them, Sam bought two, as well as a bottle of water. The woman grabbed two pastries and dropped them into a small, brown paper bag and handed it to Sam as she passed her a couple bills to pay for her purchase. She thanked the woman and walked into the mass of people around her. She found a seat toward the front of the station where she could keep an eye out for Bus #8. 

Sam dropped her knapsack on the ground between her legs and fished one of the pastries out of the paper bag. She was about to take a bite when she noticed two local men staring at her. 

“Good morning.”

The men merely shook their heads and resumed their conversations, but Sam still caught them glancing in her direction when they thought she wasn’t looking. No doubt she was a strange sight to the men—a young woman travelling alone. Or perhaps it was just her outfit: well-worn jeans, a baggy Rolling Stones t-shirt she had kept from an ex-boyfriend (to remind her not to make the same mistake twice), and a very scuffed pair of red Doc Martens. Whatever their logic, she didn’t mind the stares and confused glances. She’d grown used to being the ‘odd woman out’ in the group, regardless of where in the world that group might be. Her disheveled appearance and attire didn’t mesh with most cultures’ acceptable views of women. 

Sam observed the pastry in her hand, which was still warm to the touch, and took a bite. Unlike the pastries she usually found in Parisian bakeries, this one wasn’t slathered in icing, nor was it filled with a sickeningly sweet raspberry jam, for which she was grateful. It was plain-looking, about the size of a standard hamburger bun, and inside contained a warm substance that the vendor had said was ‘chicken.’ While it wasn’t exactly the same as her mother’s chicken pot pie, it was still tasty and slightly savory. Sam soon finished them both off. 

As she sat waiting, men and women of all ages—mostly locals—milled around, patiently awaiting the arrival of their respective buses. Women whose wrinkled grandmotherly faces seemed to have been carved by time itself. Middle-aged and elderly men grouped together, many of them smoking and playing some Cambodian card game as they passed the time. Their hearty laughter rang out as one of them would best the others, only to be drowned out by the cacophony of screaming and playing children as well as their chastising mothers. 

There were few tourists that Sam noticed, and none of them were American as far as she could tell. She recognized the quick succession of Cantonese behind her. She glanced behind her and saw a couple bent over a tourist map with the colorful image of the Angkor Wat temple on the exterior. There were a handful of German backpackers nearby, all of whom looked to be in their twenties. The three boys were grungy with half-grown beards from not having shaved in weeks. Their female companions looked only slightly better. As she stood to stretch her legs one last time, Sam slowly took in all three-hundred sixty degrees of the scene. Not a single word of English reached her ears. She was truly in a very foreign place. With an air of nonchalance, she tucked her hands into her jeans pockets and scrounged around like she was trying to dig something out. The money pouch she wore under her jeans was still there. She needn’t have bothered. She was, Sam realized, just another face in the crowd. She loved that.

Sam went back to the food vendor’s cart and bought a third pastry. She ate only half of it when she realized the gnawing feeling in her gut wasn’t hunger. It was longing. Standing there amongst the throng of locals around her, Sam wondered for the first time, Are any of you my people?

The old men still watching her curiously, she questioned, Could they be my uncles?

At the woman not five feet away from her who sat watching her children skip merrily around the crowd, she thought, Are you my sister?

Apart from the smattering of foreigners, they all looked...like her. They were the same height. The same jet-black hair. The same facial features. The resemblance was both striking, frightening, and surprisingly, painful for Sam. It had been that way ever since she landed in Phnom Penh two days ago. Sam was used to Paris’ diversity where she could allow herself to get lost. She was just one of a multitude of races there. But here? Here, she saw similarities all around her. Shadows of distant relations that she might have known...could have known...had circumstances been different. More than once, she found herself staring into the eyes of a stranger, thinking, Do I belong to any of you? Am I part of your family?
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At 7:45, Sam boarded her bus and bid farewell to the chaotic capital city. She filed onboard with several dozen others who politely took their assigned seats according to their tickets, and they were underway without incident. They stopped at an intersection and a dozen tuk-tuks closed in around them. They packed themselves tightly around the bus into the confines of their side of the two-way street. Quickly, however, they spilled out of their designated lane into the sidewalks and finally into the opposite lane. Horns blared around her as the bus driver slowly maneuvered his way through the intersection and continued on. 

Not only were there endless cars out on the two-lane road, but there were also plenty of country folk on motorbikes. Most people casually drove down the middle of the road, avoiding the potholes that infested the road’s brittle edges. The bus driver, a jovial middle-aged man with a broad smile of several missing teeth, honked the horn incessantly at the motorbikes that were in his way, making it impossible for Sam to sleep during the trip. The horn seemed to be a universal signal though, and bikers would quickly maneuver out of the way just as the bus barreled past them, only to move back to the middle of the road again.

Sam was an instant hit with the children who walked cautiously up to the strange female who looked like them but wasn’t dressed like them. They chattered away with each other, occasionally pointing at her, and smiling warm-heartedly. When she made eye contact with them, however, they would scamper back to their mothers’ sides, giggling. 

When the children were no longer spooked by her every move, Sam took out her camera and began taking candid shots of people on the bus. A woman sound asleep, her head lolling side to side as the bus maneuvered down the highway. A little girl playing hide and seek with a boy roughly the same age. A shot of the little boy running toward the front of the bus. Another of him peeking out from his seat. Only the top of his head and his eyes were visible. She snapped several frames of wary teenagers, catching their cautious, half-interested side glances. A toddler, clutching people’s legs and hands as she awkwardly made her way down the aisle. She was barely old enough to walk, Sam surmised. 

Catching sight of Sam, the child paused and stared unabashedly up at her. Curious at this pale stranger to her world, the girl pointed a chubby finger in Sam’s direction and glanced around to the other locals. She gave a shrill half grunt, half yelp, as Sam took another shot.

“What are you thinking, little one?” Sam whispered.

The girl stared up at Sam who smiled down at her. The babe burst into a fit of giggles, her plump cheeks bouncing as she laughed. Sam caught the moment on film, just as the child’s mother scooped her up from the floor and carried her laughing daughter back to their seats. 

The bus arrived in Siem Reap in the early afternoon. Sam had chosen to stay at The French House—a historic property dating back to colonial times situated in the old part of town along the Siem Reap River. Originally a private residence, its rich sienna and ochre façade and ornate white trim was in stark contrast to the more modern structures now surrounding it. She had also read online that the hotel’s restaurant played host to a weekly shadow puppet show, and was excited to watch the live performance.

She checked in at the front desk where a young bellhop in a freshly pressed uniform politely snatched her bags from the floor, where she had deposited them, and escorted her upstairs to her room. Hardwood floors, polished so recently, they shone in the light trickling in through the wooden blinds. It was like stepping into the rainforest. The walls were wallpapered with lush, dense vegetation. Every piece of furniture looked homemade, the wicker adding a colonial touch. Mountains of plush, creamy pillows were piled atop a thick mattress draped in a matching cream coverlet. Centered on the bed, housekeeping had left a baby elephant arranged out of hand towels.

She tipped him ten dollars and locked the door as he withdrew. Weary, Sam made her way past the king-size bed and into the bathroom. She flicked on the lights. There in the corner stood, not the small shower she was expecting, but a pearly-white porcelain clawfoot tub. Suddenly, Sam didn’t mind the size of the room anymore.

Smiling, she turned on the hot water and bent down to unlace her boots. She kicked them off, removed her clothes and money belt, and stepped into the tub. She pulled her ponytail loose and leaned back against the side of the tub, allowing the rising, warm water to wash over her tired, naked body.
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The air was pale and frigid around Sam. Half asleep, she felt the change in the room as she opened her eyes. The bathroom was empty save for Sam and a heavy blanket of steam emanating off her bath. Through the open door to the bedroom, Sam thought she saw movement.

“Hello?”

She hadn’t heard anyone come in. But then she didn’t exactly have full possession of her faculties at the moment.

“Is someone there?” she called. No response. She moved to get up, and, reaching for a towel hanging nearby, Sam caught the faintest glimpse of a shadow move past the doorway.

“Who’s there?” Sam yelled. She lost her balance and fell backward into the warm water.

Sam woke, gasping for air as she thrashed about like a snared fish, attempting in vain to right herself. Her wet hands slid across the slick surface of the clawfoot tub as she tried to catch her breath. Finally, she caught hold of a nearby hanging towel. Her heart pounded in her chest as Sam glanced around her. The white-tiled floor was completely soaked from her splashing.

Sam’s arms tingled with goose pimples even though the water was still quite warm. She opened the hot water tap and pulled her legs into her chest, wrapping her arms around her knees. Her teeth chattered violently as if she were standing in the middle of a winter storm, and Sam watched as her foggy breath leave her trembling body. Freezing, she laid her head between her knees and began to cry.

“Why is this happening?” she whispered to the empty room. She cast a wary glance at the empty bedroom. “Who are you?”

The room never answered.

Sam switched off the water and sat in silence, staring at the wall. Listening to the room. Waiting for whoever it was to move...or leave...or something. By the time her skin had wrinkled, whatever—or whoever—had been there faded like steam into nothingness. She dried off and slipped into a faded olive-green t-shirt and gray sweats.

Sam looked at her watch. Dinner was still hours away, and she had no intention of sitting in her room obsessing. Or worse, falling asleep again and having another dream. She swapped her sweats for a threadbare pair of Levi’s and went for a walk around the city.
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Shortly before seven, Sam made her way downstairs to the restaurant. She had traded her t-shirt and jeans for a short sleeve, turquoise dress that came just to her knees. Her red Doc Martens, she swapped for a black pair of heels. Sam had arranged her hair, and it cascaded in luxurious curls over her right shoulder. The ‘casual’ look might work in the field, but Sam loved dressing up and going out with her girlfriends. Her mother would’ve been proud of her choice of outfit tonight, Sam thought, but still, she’d rather be in a questionable-looking café splitting a pizza and beer with friends.

The restaurant, which was located at the front of the hotel, was almost full by the time Sam arrived. A server greeted her at the entrance and asked if she had a reservation.

“Yes.”

“Name, please?”

“Samantha Keene. Or perhaps Sam Keene.”

The young man scanned the list of names in front of him and quickly found her.

“Yes, Miss Keene. Please follow me.”

The young man tucked a menu under his arm and ushered her across the dimly lit restaurant and up a flight of stairs to a smaller dining space where the puppet shows were presented. He led Sam to a square table at the front where a red ‘RESERVED’ marker sat on the table’s edge. He removed it from the table and, with one fluid motion, pulled back a chair for Sam. She sat down, and he placed the menu, bound in a thick leather case, in front of her.

“Your server will be with you shortly, miss. Enjoy your evening.”

“Thank you,” she managed to say before he disappeared into the darkness. She glanced around her, taking in her environs. The table next to hers was the only remaining vacant table she could see. A larger marker—similar to the one taken from her table—sat in the center. Despite the dimmed lighting, Sam read, ‘OWNER’S TABLE—RESERVED.’

It was an intimate space with tables that formed a U-shaped pattern surrounding the stage and musicians’ area directly in front of it. Sam’s table and the owner’s table were in the middle, directly facing the stage. She had, Sam realized, the best seat in the house. The tables were elegantly set with heavy, white china and silverware. At each table’s center, a small flame danced over a candle. Sam flipped open her menu and scanned the wine list.

“Good evening,” said a young woman who suddenly appeared by her side. “Welcome to The French House. Can I interest you in a glass of wine this evening?”

She ordered a glass of white wine, and the lady left as quietly as she appeared, leaving Sam to look through the rest of the menu.

“Bonsoir, mademoiselle.”

Sam found an older, thin man dressed in a white linen suit standing next to her table. Not elderly, per se, but she could see the salt color of his stringy hair. He wore no tie, his shirt being open at the collar. His French accent was unexpected. She hadn’t anticipated finding a fellow countryman here.

“Hello,” she said apprehensively as he offered his hand in greeting. She shook it, his long fingers curling around her much smaller hand.

“My name is Jean Philippe Bouillevaux. I am the owner of this establishment.”

“Of the restaurant?”

“The restaurant,” he smiled, “and the hotel.”

“A pleasure meeting you, Monsieur Bouillevaux. You have a lovely hotel.”

“Thank you, mademoiselle. Enjoy your evening.”

“Thank you.” 

The man took a seat at the neighboring table, and Sam watched as a young female server returned with her glass of white wine.

“Would you like to start with an appetizer tonight, miss?” Her pen was poised at the ready, awaiting Sam’s order.

“I’ll have the spring rolls, please.”

“Very good, miss,” the woman said as she scribbled down the order. “And for your entrée?” 

“The chicken with pineapple.”

“Very good.”

She collected Sam’s menu, nodded respectfully to her employer, and walked away.

The lights flickered twice overhead, signaling the performance was about to begin, and the noise in the room began to quiet as people’s conversations ceased. Sam noticed several servers rushing to bring out the last of the appetizer and drink orders. Her attention distracted, she failed to notice the server depositing a plate on her table as well as another and a snifter of brandy on Jean Philippe’s. When she finally noticed, the lights flickered once more and then dimmed as a trio of musicians in matching traditional outfits made their way out.

The evening began with traditional song and dance routines. The accompanying musicians were seated on the floor in front of the stage. Their monochromatic attire had been intentional so as to blend in with the darkness and not distract guests’ attention from the dancers onstage. In their laps were various handmade wooden instruments: recreations of what ancient Khmer minstrels once used in court centuries prior.

On stage, a chorus of girls in vibrant emerald-green, knee-length dresses sang and danced. Sam gauged their ages to be between five and ten with the littlest one, a scrawny little gem, so short she’d barely come to Sam’s waist. The child’s smile illuminated the room with such delight that it warmed Sam’s heart to watch her delight in her performance.

She plucked one of the three spring rolls from the plate and dipped it into a small dish of sauce. It was sweet and savory, hot and refreshing all at the same time. The sauce dripped off the remainder of the roll and onto Sam’s chin. She nearly reached for a second when she caught Jean Philippe smiling at her out of the corner of her eye. She set her napkin back in her lap and watched as the next act began.

A second group of older girls entered and positioned themselves around the stage as their younger members filed offstage. Their shiny black hair was all pulled back in a French-knot style. Their vibrant gowns of blue and green silk, highlighted by gold embellishments, shimmered in the stage lighting and accentuated their slender, teenage frames. Gold bracelets on their little wrists and chandelier-style earrings jingled ever so slightly as they danced. They performed several classical folk dances, bending their arms and hands into positions so unnatural Sam felt the girls might twist their arms out of their sockets. But the movement appeared effortless for the girls, and Sam wondered how extensive their training had to be to perfect such fluid movements.

When they finished, the house lights came back on and guests, who had been silent during the performance, now threw themselves into conversation during this brief intermission. Sam’s server arrived with a second glass of wine and her entrée.

“You’ll keep for now,” she whispered to the remaining spring rolls as the girl deposited her plate of food, then delivered the second entrée she was carrying to Jean Philippe. 

The servers made quick work of things and as they began making their way back to the kitchen, the house lights flickered briefly, signaling the next act was about to begin. The house darkened and the stage lights were switched off, plunging the entire restaurant into darkness. The candles on the tables allowed just enough light for diners to continue eating as the show progressed.

From behind the back wall of the stage came a row of lights that illuminated the upper half of the wall, which was nothing more than a white cotton sheet that had been stretched to span the width of the stage. A child’s voice rang out across the room as she began to sing in Khmer. As she sang, intricately designed puppets on rods appeared, which were handled by people crouched beneath the lower half of the wall and out of sight of the bright lights above. Each one was unique and in the shape of a man or woman. Roughly two feet tall, they were large enough for the audience to see the detailing that had gone into each one, and there was a lot of detail, Sam noticed. Sadly, however, the story was being told in Khmer, which she did not speak. Jean Philippe leaned across and whispered, “Would you like me to translate, Miss Keene?”

Not wanting to disturb the other patrons around them, she politely shook her head and mouthed a quiet, “no.” The gentleman nodded.

Sam watched as a procession of characters made their way across the screen. She assumed, given the mournful music, it was a funeral procession. As the procession cleared, a young woman and young man walked hand-in-hand back across the stage with a small child between them. 

It was an ingenious trick, Sam thought. Rather than having the puppet walk off stage or simply “fall” through the floor, the puppeteer took a step back from the screen, and then another, and then another. Each step made the image less distinct until it “disappeared” from the stage altogether.

Characters came and went as the story continued until a crowd began gathering around a central figure. A crown was placed on his head and the people moved excitedly. Sam assumed they were applauding a new king. The procession of people, escorting the newly crowned king, marched across the stage as the sun and moon changed back and forth several times in the upper corner of the screen. 

Several events Sam couldn’t make out transpired but judging by the changing of the sun and moon, she assumed several days or weeks had gone by. The show reached its climax as a large figure of a woman appeared center stage. The other figures walked hurriedly away and disappeared as the iconic image of Angkor Wat came into view beside the woman. It towered over her and took up much of the stage.

As the song ended and the houselights were brought up again, a ripple of applause ran through the audience. Some clearly enjoyed it more than others, but all were respectful and impressed with the children’s performance. Marching single-file, the children and musicians walked across the stage, and standing side-by-side, took their bow. With smiles on their faces, several of them giggled nervously and waved to various people in the audience. As they made their way offstage, restaurant guests began to leave. 

Sam finished her wine—her third glass for the evening—and looked for her tab. Finding none, she caught Jean Philippe’s attention.

“Compliments of the house, mademoiselle,” Jean Philippe said as he rose. “I do hope you enjoyed the evening.”

“Yes, I did. Thank you. And thank you for the meal, monsieur. But I would at least like to pay for the wine.”

“Owner’s prerogative,” Jean Philippe replied. “But if you feel so inclined, you may leave a little something on the table. For the students.”

He was gone before Sam could protest further. Wait staff were already clearing tables as Sam stood. She reached into her handbag and withdrew a twenty-dollar bill.

“Akun,” Sam said, nodding respectfully as an elderly woman approached her table to clear it. “Thank you.”
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Chapter IV
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Back at her hotel room, Sam changed into the same ratty NYU t-shirt and gray sweats she had been wearing before dinner. Tired and a little drunk from the wine, she switched off the bedside lamp. She fell asleep quickly and dreamed of her little kitchen in Paris, the crisp flake of a day-old croissant, and the distant bells of Notre Dame.

In her dream, Market Street looked like something out of a Tim Burton movie. It was eerie. The clouds hid the sun’s light, masking the row of Brooklyn brownstones on each side of the street. They were blurred beyond recognition. She walked cautiously down the fragmented pavement, trying to take in what her eyes were showing her. But her mind refused to believe it. The old oak trees that had once lined the streets of her neighborhood had been twisted by some unfamiliar hand, leaving only the trunks which resembled the taffy she was so fond of as a child. Sam had always twisted the candy, bringing it to a point, before playfully biting off the tip. Green apple had been her favorite. However, there was no green left on the canvas set before her now. The steel grays of chopped-up asphalt melted into the dying browns of the gnarled tree trunks. The grass had been stripped of its color, leaving only a dull, inert hue to cover the ground in front of each lifeless house. Splintered furniture, shards of discarded clothing, random tchotchkes; they littered the earth. Catching the wind, they moved ever so slightly, making the ground appear as if it were moving under Sam’s feet.

It smelled of freshly cut firewood. And lilac.

Lilac? Where is that coming from? Sam thought. Wait. I remember. Old Miss Davenport’s house had lilacs in front of it.

But as she came closer to the Davenport residence, Sam saw no comforting white blooms. Bare limbs seemed to jut out from the earth and, in the haze of Sam’s eyesight, they looked more like tiny black streaks of paint that had been diluted too much. She caught her reflection in a piece of mirror driven into a nearby tree during the storm. The hairs at the nape of Sam’s neck stood at attention. Awaiting something. Anything. But what? Observing herself in the shard, Sam watched as even her jet-black eyes, once ebony, dulled to an imperceptible gray. Comatose and banal, they peered back at her disconsolately.

Sam ran her hands up and down her arms, trying to warm herself as the temperature around her cooled. Underdressed in a black-and-white t-shirt and jeans, she pressed forward. Overhead, gathering clouds darkened the city sky.

“Looks like rain.”

A sudden rustle behind her made Sam spin around, her fists raised to ward off her attacker. It was only the wind. Yet, Sam sensed the presence of someone else there. Very close by. She could smell the faint wisp of the woman’s perfume. Could feel eyes on her as she maneuvered her way through debris. Someone was there. Or at least...something else.

An old, tattered red, white, and blue checkered blanket fell lazily from the sky and landed on top of the remnants of Old Miss Davenport’s lilacs.

Where did that come from?

The blanket fluttered gently, exposing its many rips and holes. As she walked toward it, stepping over debris, the hairs on her arms rose, warning her not to venture too far from the road. But she ignored the warning as she reached to catch a piece of the checkered fabric in her hand. Its cotton texture yielded to her touch as she rubbed it between her index finger and thumb. She felt its stitching and, as she flipped it over in her hand, she read:

‘To Sam

Love Aunt Eunice’

Clutching the torn fabric, Sam continued down Market Street. She was alone. Quite alone, which was odd as this was one of Brooklyn’s busiest neighborhoods. She couldn’t exactly figure out the time with the cloud cover, and glanced at her wrist. Her watch, its face scratched nearly beyond recognition, read 9:42PM. That was impossible. She looked up at the sky. The sun was there. She could see it. Even partially covered by storm clouds, she could feel some of its warmth. Were it not for the graying clouds that seemed as still as gravestones, it would’ve been a picture-perfect day.

But it wasn’t.

Sam stopped next to the crumpled remains of a child’s bike, half-wrapped around a tree. There it was again. The sense of being watched. And that smell. The perfume was familiar to her, but at the moment, Sam couldn’t put a name to it. Steadying herself against the tree, she slowly took in the scene around her. Step-by-step, she searched the street for other survivors. She was alone. There was no one to be seen. And yet she wasn’t. More importantly, Sam knew she wasn’t.

As she stepped tentatively around a shattered dining chair, Sam noticed a lonely little rag doll in the middle of the road. It took her a few moments to realize what it was as the doll’s blonde ringlets and yellow sundress seemed to melt into the broken yellow line running down the middle of the street. As she stooped to pick it up, the wind, which had been relatively quiet up until now, unexpectedly grew stronger as if Sam had angered it. It hissed and growled at her as it tugged at the little doll, furiously trying to pry it out of Sam’s hands. It was as if she had taken something which didn’t belong to her. A cold sweat came over Sam and she panicked. She focused all her energy and attention on maintaining her grip on the little doll. She clutched at the doll’s leg but, just as she felt her grip was secure, the wind changed directions, and Sam felt her grip slacken. She caught the doll by the waist, which only seemed to further anger the wind as it billowed and darkened the skies overhead, completely blotting out the sun.

The miniature bows in the doll’s pigtails were yanked painfully out of her head. Polka-dotted strips of blue and white cloth flittered away in the distance, leaving the doll naked. Sam was losing her. She knew it. But she had to hold on. A maternal instinct Sam never knew she possessed took over as she tightened her grip. She had to keep her safe. She had to keep her here.

In that moment, the cold black wind collected itself into the figure of a woman. She was three times Sam’s height. Long strands of black hair tossed wildly about her head. Great hollow eyes glared out in fury and the sounds that came out of her gaping mouth made Sam’s blood run cold. 

In a final effort, Sam adjusted her grip and was able to pull the doll tight against her chest, which sent the demon into a rage. Instantly, it changed from pitch black to blinding white. Instinctively, Sam threw up her hands, still clutching the doll, to shield her eyes from the light. The specter disappeared and then reappeared behind her. It reached for the chair fragments Sam had just stepped over and hurled them, striking her in the middle of her back. As she felt the breath knocked out of her, Sam dropped to her knees, desperately clutching the doll’s little hand. Seeing Sam’s grip grow tenuous, the specter charged again; this time, knocking the doll out of her hand completely. As the doll melted into the distance, Sam could only see her terrified blue marble eyes staring back at her and, as Sam closed her own eyes to block out the sight, she heard the demon scream, “My...daughter!”

Sam woke, screaming. For a moment, she thought her eyes were still lost in the nightmare she’d just come out of. It was too bright in the room. But as the haziness of waking from sleep too quickly cleared, Sam screamed again. But this time, no sound came. There...at the foot of the bed stood the apparition from her dream. A woman dressed in white. Her head crowned with an elaborate headpiece of some kind. A crown perhaps, but Sam didn’t look long enough to observe it. She buried her face in the bed sheets, as if the cotton linens would shield her from whatever horrors stood mere feet away. But an unseen hand ripped them from her grasp no sooner than she did. Sam tucked her head into her chest and shut her eyes tight. Desperate to block out the sight of the specter.

“It’s just a dream,” she muttered to herself. Frightened tears poured down her face. “Just a dream, Sam. It’s just a dream.”

Though the visitor was nowhere near her, Sam felt a cold, wispy finger reach under her chin and lift her head. She clinched her eyes tightly as her tears, apparently more frightened of the demon than she was, ceased flowing.

“Wake up, Sam,” she whispered to herself. “Wake up. Wake up. Wake up!”

Each time she repeated the mantra, she grew louder until the fourth and last time she said it, she was screaming at the top of her lungs.

At that moment, Sam’s eyes flew open of their own volition. There...nose to nose with her...was the woman. Sam’s voice caught in her throat. She could feel her vocal cords forming words inside her, but her mouth refused to relay them. To her surprise, the creature reached out and with the tip of its index finger, wiped the tears from Sam’s eyes. It studied her momentarily. As it did, its features changed. Random shapes within the fog amalgamated themselves into a human face. Sam’s face. Her nose. Her eyes. Her mouth. It was as if Sam were looking into a mirror. 

The ghost remained the same consistent shade of pale white, save for a green necklace. At its apex, resting just below where her breasts would have been had this been a real person, was a strange stone that glowed like fire.

Sam couldn’t move. Couldn’t look away. Couldn’t close her eyes. And the apparition just studied her. And then—as quickly as it appeared—it was gone, plunging the room into darkness.

Sam woke up with a start. She was covered in a cold sweat and trembling. Her hand reached for the bedside lamp to switch it on but in her fright, she knocked it over. The crash of porcelain and glass against the hardwood floor echoed off the dark walls. Cursing, she rolled over to the other side of the bed and this time found her query. The soft click scattered the inky murk that surrounded her. Revealing that she was, in fact, alone.

Sam sat up in bed, her body still pulsing from what had just happened. She slipped out from under the covers, using the other side of the bed to avoid the shattered lamp, and crossed the room to check the lock on the door. It was still engaged. She switched on the floor lamp by the door and returned to bed, spending the rest of the night sleeping fitfully with the lights on. Silently observing, the darkness waited patiently in the shadows.
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Chapter V
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The following morning, Sam made her way back upstairs to the restaurant where she discovered they were about to stop serving breakfast. Exhausted from lack of sleep, she didn’t bother dressing up. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she was wearing a pink polo and black slim-fit jeans. If they say no, Sam thought, I’ll just order room service.

“It is almost nine thirty, miss,” the woman scolded her when Sam asked for a table.

“That’s quite all right,” a man’s voice called out from the corner of the room. It was Jean Philippe. “Bring our guest whatever she requires.”

The woman huffed, clearly unhappy, but showed Sam to a nearby table where she practically threw the menu onto the table and stormed away.

“Do excuse Boupha,” the Frenchman apologized. “She’s rather set in her ways, I’m afraid. Any unexpected alteration to her scheduling puts her in quite the mood.”

“I do apologize for the inconvenience, monsieur.”

“Please call me Jean,” the man replied, dipping his head in greeting. “Would you care to join me, mademoiselle? The morning light is so much nicer here by the overlook.”

“No, thank you. I’m fine here.”

“Oh, come now,” he clucked. “I don’t bite. And besides, it would be nice to share a meal with someone from the home country.”

His playfulness caught her off-guard, and he chuckled at the surprise on her face. She considered him for a moment, now able to see him better in daylight than she was last night. The sun shone brightly, casting a warm glow on the white linen tablecloth and vibrant flower arrangement on the man’s table. The panels of the restaurant—or what Sam had thought were walls—when drawn back, transformed the enclosure into an open-air space. 

Monsieur Jean-Philippe had a slim, elegant physique and a small build of muscle. His wiry hair was combed back and clearly saturated with perspiration. He was wearing a crisp white linen suit, which was the exact same color as the tablecloth, and cognac Oxford shoes. The perfume of the French-pressed coffee he was sipping filled the space between them. He was a man used to the finer things in life. And, Sam assumed, to getting his own way.

“Plus, I could help safeguard you against Boupha’s displeasure. Please,” he said as he rose and pulled out the chair across from him. “It would be my honor if you would join me.”

“All right.”

Sam made her way to the man’s table where he remained standing until she had taken her seat. He had just resettled himself across from her when Boupha appeared, shaking her head in displeasure at Sam’s change of table. She set a fresh pot of French-pressed coffee between them and stared down Sam, almost daring her to place an order. Sam glanced quickly at the breakfast menu and ordered the Eggs Benedict with toast and fruit. Boupha retreated without acknowledgement.

“Coffee, mademoiselle?”

“Yes, please.”

Jean Philippe poured them both a cup. “You’re from Paris, monsieur?”

“Oui. Born and raised. Unfortunately,” Jean Philippe raised his hands in exasperation, “my ex-wife got the city in the divorce.”

“You were married?”

“Indeed,” Jean replied with a huff. “Three times.”

“Three?!”

“Miserable business, marriage. Avoid it, mademoiselle, if at all possible.”

Sam laughed.

“I trust you slept well?”

Sam’s joviality evaporated instantly.

“Actually, no. I didn’t.”

Jean Philippe’s brow furrowed. “I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Keene. Might I ask why? Was there a problem with your accommodation? Perhaps I can have the staff move you to a more comfortable suite.”

“No, no,” Sam interjected, slightly embarrassed at the fuss. “It had nothing to do with the room.”

“Oh?”

“A nightmare is all. Perhaps a combination of the shadow puppet show last night and my overactive imagination. And maybe a bit too much wine.”

“I’m sorry if the performance caused you any distress.”

“Don’t worry about it, Monsieur Bouillevaux. It wasn’t your fault. Or the performance last night. The children were lovely.”

“Perhaps you will sleep better tonight.”

“Perhaps. I do hope my screaming didn’t cause too much of a fuss for the other guests.”

“Screaming, Miss Keene?” Jean Philippe looked at her curiously. “There were no reports of anyone screaming last night.”

“But...” Sam’s face reddened with embarrassment. “I was screaming at the top of my lungs. It was quite a nightmare.”

“I’m sure it was, mademoiselle,” replied Jean Philippe as his tone took on a more paternal quality. “But there were no screams that I can recall last night. And I can assure you I would’ve heard them. My own personal quarters are just a few doors down from your suite and I’m a light sleeper. Had I heard a woman screaming in distress, I would have been at your door quite quickly.”

“But...” Sam didn’t know what to make of this. She distinctly remembered screaming. Several times.

“Perhaps you screamed in your dream,” the Frenchman offered, seeing the confusion on Sam’s face.

“Yes,” replied Sam, whispering. She was still racing through the remnants of her memories. “Perhaps you’re right.”

“Then no harm done, mademoiselle.”

His broad smile was intended to comfort her, and Sam knew it. But it felt more patronizing than comforting. She faked a smile as if to confirm his assumptions, anxious to be rid of the topic. The matter resolved; they both took another sip of their coffees.

“Not to dwell on your recent unpleasantness, mademoiselle,” Jean Philippe said after several moments, “but tell me, did you enjoy the performance last night?”

“Very much. In fact,” Sam grew more animated at this new topic of conversation, “I’m glad you brought it up. Can you tell me more about it? How are they made? The puppets, I mean.”

“I can do better than that.” His smile broadened with pride as he rose from his chair. “I’ll show you. Please, give me a moment. I’ll be right back.”

Sam sipped her coffee during his absence. Its robust flavor sent jolts of caffeine coursing through her as she took it in. Dark roasted, but not overly bitter, she made a mental note to ask Jean Philippe what brand it was. 

“Here we are.” He tenderly set the puppet of the Empress herself in Sam’s anxious hands. Sam gingerly ran her fingers across its surface.

“Leather?”

“Very good,” the Frenchman confirmed. “After the cow is slaughtered, we purchase the hide where...”

“We?”

“The school,” he explained. “We purchase the hide, and our students are taught the old ways of cleaning and preparing it before it eventually becomes the puppet you see here.”

“Extraordinary. You manage a school in addition to the hotel and restaurant?”

“Sponsor would be a more accurate assessment of our involvement, I think. While the restaurant here serves as the venue for the performances, the performers themselves are actually village children. In addition to the basics of elementary education, the school also teaches the cultural arts, which were nearly lost during the 1970s under the Khmer Rouge. It is these cultural arts that the children perform here for the restaurant’s guests.”

“I’m glad to see local businesses so actively involved with the community,” Sam commended him. “Especially when it comes to childhood education. I’m glad to see you’re reviving the old arts.”

“Thank you. It teaches the children something of their own lineage. Their stories. Their music. Their songs. Their dance. Their history, in short.”

“I see.”

“So, what did you want to ask, mademoiselle?”

“The legend of the White Empress.”

“Yes?” Judging by the old man’s arched eyebrow, she had piqued his curiosity. Or at the very least his amusement. Boupha returned, balancing a tray in her left hand, as Sam was about to respond. When the woman placed the tray in front of Sam, she removed the silver dome cover with a flourish as the sun danced off the tray's rim. 

“Your morning meal, miss. Enjoy.”

The meal was a masterpiece of cuisine. Under the light of the sun, two exquisitely poached eggs were covered in a silky layer of hollandaise sauce. Golden toast pieces with a little bowl of homemade jam and some cream were placed next to them. The masterpiece was finished with a colorful assortment of berries, mango, dragon fruit, and cantaloupe slices. Two crystal glasses stood alongside: one of water, the other orange juice.

As Sam took in the meal before her, her eyes shone with excitement. “Magnifique!” she muttered. “Thank–”

However, the woman had already left.

Sam looked to Jean Philippe, a confused look of consternation on her face. “Something I said?”

He laughed, spilling his coffee onto the starched tablecloth.

“She isn’t normally so disagreeable with guests. I apologize for the slight, Mademoiselle. It is always hard going the morning after performances. And we








































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
In her quest to find
home, she discovers

2 a lineage that runs
& A to the heart of an

empire.

F.D. ]\[zc/yoly





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
12





d2d_images/image000.png
O





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image005.png





d2d_images/image006.png
J.D. NICHOLS





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/image004.png
w\WHITE
EMPRESS





