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Prologue
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The River Remembers

Listen.

The Chao Phraya is the great river that runs through the heart of the city you may know as Bangkok. It is wide. It is slow. It is the colour of milk-tea where the tide is, and the colour of black silk where the night is. It has carried boats for as long as the people of this land have had boats to be carried, and it has watched dynasties rise and fall along its banks, and it has remembered each of them—the kings, the kingdoms, the small fisherman who built his floating house in the lee of a bamboo grove, the long lines of monks who chanted at its temples in the dark hours before dawn.

The river remembers everyone.

That is the first thing you must understand. The Chao Phraya is not only water. It is memory in the shape of water. And there are, beneath its slow muddy surface, things that do not belong to the world above. The river is a roof over a kingdom. The kingdom has been there longer than the city has had a name. Its people are very old, very pale, very patient, and they have been waiting—on the night this story begins, on the night of an ordinary October full moon in the year 1926—for one particular soul to come back to them.

They have been waiting one hundred years.

✦  ✦  ✦

Above the river, there is a young man named Korn Sutthipan.

He is twenty-two years old. He is a fisherman. He lives in a small wooden floating house in the canal-village of Bang Khun Non with the small old grandmother who raised him from the age of three days. He is, by every account a neighbour might give of him, an ordinary young man. He has dark eyes that take in more than they say. He has, at the centre of the soft hollow of his throat, a small birthmark in the exact shape of a single serpent's scale, the colour of midnight. He has never asked his grandmother where it came from.

She has never told him.

She has been waiting forty years to tell him. She keeps, in a folded square of indigo silk hidden beneath her sleeping mat, a small teardrop-shaped crystal that has been waiting one hundred years to be worn by the right neck. And she counts—very softly, in the old language no one in Bangkok speaks anymore—the moons.

There are two moons left. Then there is one.

✦  ✦  ✦

Beneath the river, in the kingdom no map has ever drawn, the prince of the Chao Phraya Naga court is also counting.

He is tall, and pale, and his hair is very long and very black, and his eyes are the colour of beaten gold. He has waited at the high gold steps of his city's temple every night of the eleventh moon for a hundred years, and a hundred times the moon has risen, and a hundred times the soul he is waiting for has not yet come back.

Tonight, the eleventh moon is rising again.

The warm small crystal he made one hundred years ago—on a night that ended very badly—is glowing softly beneath the sleeping mat of an old grandmother in a floating house in Bang Khun Non. And the prince of the Chao Phraya Naga court, if he were allowed to hope, would say that tonight, perhaps, will be different.

There are many things the prince does not know. There are many things you, gentle reader, do not yet know either. There is, far up the river, an elderly healer who has been making tea for a very long time. There is a queen with a crown of antique gold and burning yellow eyes who has been waiting in the dark deep water for one hundred years. There is, above all of it, the slow patient remembering of the river itself, which is preparing—on this single quiet October night in the year 1926, with one ordinary full moon rising over the gold spire of Wat Arun—to give some of its souls back.

This is the story of how one of them comes home.

It is a love story. It is also a ghost story, a quiet adventure, a story about a grandmother who is much more than she seems, a small girl who once wept by a temple wall, and a kingdom that no map has ever drawn. It is the story of a fisherman who is more than a fisherman, and a prince who has been waiting one hundred years.

The river is ready to tell it.

Come closer. Listen.

— Begin Chapter One —
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Chapter 1

The Fisherman Who Heard the River Sing
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Bangkok, October 1926 — The Night of the Eleventh Full Moon
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THE NIGHT KORN MET the prince of the underwater kingdom began like any other—with the smell of fish and tamarind smoke drifting across the dark water of the Chao Phraya River.

Korn Sutthipan was twenty-two years old, and he had been a fisherman on this river since he was eight. He knew every bend of it between Bang Khun Non and the Royal Palace; he knew which shallow spots gave up silver-bellied catfish in the dry season, and which deep pools held the giant snakeheads that fetched a whole baht apiece at the floating market by Wat Arun. He knew the river the way other men knew their wives—by her moods, by the small sounds she made at night, by the taste she left on his skin when he came home in the morning.

But tonight, the river felt wrong.

He stood barefoot at the bow of his longtail boat, the wet teakwood slick beneath his calloused feet. His loose cotton trousers, the colour of weak tea, were rolled up to his knees, and a faded indigo pha-khao-ma was knotted low around his slim waist—the only thing he ever wore above his bare brown chest in flood season, when the air was so thick with humidity that a shirt would have clung to his skin like a second layer of wet bark. His black hair, cropped short above the ears in the modern Bangkok style, was damp from the river spray. He smelled of fish-scale and lemongrass and the cheap palm-oil soap that Yai Phaeng made in a clay pot behind the house.

At his throat, half-hidden beneath the indigo cloth, there was a mark the colour of midnight—a single curved scale, no larger than a thumbprint—and tonight, for the first time in his life, it was warm.

Korn touched it with the back of his knuckles and frowned.

He had been born with that mark. Yai Phaeng said it was a kiss from the river, given on the day his mother had drowned bringing him into the world. Korn did not like to think about it. He did not like to think about his mother at all—the woman who had no face in his memory, only a long black braid floating in dark water, only the sound of a voice singing something that might have been a lullaby and might have been a prayer.

He shook the thought from his head and looked up.

Above him, the eleventh full moon of the year hung low and enormous, the colour of an old gold coin polished by too many hands. Its light spilled across the surface of the Chao Phraya in a long silver road, broken only by the slow swirling of the flood current. The river was rising tonight. Korn could feel it in the way his boat sat heavy at its mooring, in the way the floating houses along Bang Khun Non creaked on their bamboo stilts, in the way the water smelled—muddy and rich and alive, like something vast and patient breathing in its sleep.

Somewhere upriver, a temple bell rang twice. Eleven o'clock.

✦  ✦  ✦

Behind him, on the floating house where he had lived all his life, a single coconut-oil lamp burned in the upstairs window.

Yai Phaeng was still awake. She had refused to sleep for three nights now. She sat by that window in her old rattan chair, her white hair coiled tight at the nape of her neck, her wrinkled hands folded over a long string of black wooden prayer beads carved in the shape of lotus pods. Each time Korn had passed her this evening, she had been whispering—not in Thai, not in the Teochew that the old Chinese shopkeepers spoke down at Talat Phlu, but in something else. An older language. A soft language, full of sliding vowels that hissed at the back of her teeth like water against stone.

When he had come down to untie the boat at the eleventh hour, she had finally spoken to him in Thai.

"Lan." Her voice was paper-thin. Grandchild. She had reached out and gripped his wrist with fingers like dried lotus stems. "Not tonight. Not this moon. Do you hear me, Korn? Stay."

"Yai, we have no rice for tomorrow."

"Then we eat boiled morning glory. We eat the dry shrimp paste from the jar. We eat nothing—nothing at all is better than what comes from this water tonight."

Her dark eyes, milky at the edges with age, had held his with a fierceness that surprised him. For a moment he had almost obeyed. He had almost stayed. He had almost gone back up the narrow ladder to the floating house, lit the second lamp, helped her boil rice porridge, and asked her—finally, after twenty-two years—what it was she was so afraid of.

But the moon was already climbing.

And the river in flood season was full of fish—silver catfish with bellies like polished tin, freshwater prawns the length of his forearm, sometimes a single giant snakehead that would feed the two of them for a week. So Korn had bent and pressed his forehead briefly against the back of her trembling hand—a *wai* of respect, and of apology—and he had untied the rope, and he had pushed off into the dark.

Yai Phaeng had not called after him.

She had only begun, very softly, to weep.

✦  ✦  ✦

Korn poled his boat out into the middle of the river.

The current here was strong tonight—he could feel it tugging at the bottom of the hull like a hand—but he was used to that, and he braced one foot against the stern bench and worked the long bamboo pole through the silty water with the practised ease of a man who had done this ten thousand times. His arms, lean and corded with muscle from years of pulling nets, moved without thought. The lantern at the bow swung gently on its iron hook, casting a yellow circle of light no wider than his outstretched arms.

Beyond that circle, the river was very dark.

To his left, the lights of Bang Khun Non receded—a handful of oil lamps in floating houses, the duller red of joss sticks burning at little spirit shrines on stilted piers. To his right, the great mass of Bangkok proper rose against the moonlit sky: the pointed silhouettes of temple roofs, the gold spire of Wat Arun catching the moonlight like a knifeblade, and far in the distance, the glow of the new electric lamps that had been installed last year along the road in front of the Royal Palace. Korn had seen those lamps once. They had frightened him more than he had been willing to admit. They burned without fire, without flame—a cold white light, like the eyes of something that did not blink.

Tonight, he kept his back to them.

He poled past the old teakwood pier of Wat Suwannaram, where his father had once unloaded sacks of rice for the monks. He poled past the Chinese cemetery, with its low white walls and its hungry-ghost lanterns hung in long red rows. He poled past the place where, three years ago, a French steamship had run aground in the flood and broken its back across a sandbar—the wreck was still there, just below the waterline, a dark and ribbed shape that he could feel rather than see beneath his hull.

And then the river opened wide.

This was the deep bend below Wat Rakang, the place the old fishermen called *Khung Phraya*—the King's Curve—where the Chao Phraya turned south and the channel dropped to nearly ten *wa* in depth. The flood current was slowest here. The big fish came up to feed on the suspended silt. It was the best spot on the river for a man with a cast net and a sharp eye, and Korn had been fishing it for fourteen years.

He cut the engine that he did not have—his boat had no engine, only the bamboo pole and the small spare oar—and let the longtail drift.

He took up the cast net.

✦  ✦  ✦

The first cast brought up nothing but weed.

The second cast brought up a single small catfish, gasping, its whiskers fine as embroidery thread. Korn tossed it into the wet wooden box at the stern and re-coiled the net over his left arm in the practised loop his father had taught him.

The third cast was when things began to change.

He felt the weight of the net the moment it hit the water—too heavy, far too heavy, as though he had cast over a sunken log instead of into open river. He hauled it in slowly, hand over hand, the wet rope burning his palms. Whatever was inside the net was alive. It was alive and it was struggling, but it was not struggling the way a fish struggled. It was not thrashing. It was *pulling*—long, slow, deliberate pulls, like something testing the strength of the line.

When the net broke the surface, Korn nearly dropped it.

Inside the woven hemp, tangled in the soft folds, was a fish—but a fish such as he had never seen in twenty-two years on this river, or in any river. It was nearly the length of his arm. Its body was the colour of the moon itself: a pale, luminous silver that seemed to *give off* light rather than merely reflect it, so that the inside of the net glowed faintly, as though Korn had hauled up a lantern. Its scales were enormous—each one as broad as his thumbnail—and along its spine ran a single line of darker scales, blue-black, like ink pressed into pale silk. Its eyes were not the flat dead-coin eyes of an ordinary catfish or snakehead. Its eyes were gold. Not yellow. *Gold*—the rich gold of temple leaf, of the inside of a wedding ring, of the spire of Wat Arun at sunset—and they were looking at him.

They were looking at him the way a man might look at another man.

Korn's breath caught somewhere beneath his ribs. The scale at his throat went suddenly cold against his skin—so cold it stung, as though he had pressed a chip of ice to his collarbone.

The fish opened its mouth.

For one impossible moment, Korn thought it was going to speak.

Then, very calmly, with the slow grace of something doing a thing it had decided long in advance, the fish reached up with its small pale fin—*reached up*, not flapped, not thrashed, but reached the way a hand reaches—and it touched the inside of the net. The hemp parted. It did not tear; it did not break; it simply *parted*, as though the net had agreed, on some quiet level, to let the fish go.

The fish slid free.

It hung in the air for a heartbeat, suspended above the river, its silver body painting the dark water with reflected light. Its gold eyes never left Korn's face.

And then a voice—low, soft, amused—spoke from behind him.

"Forgive him, fisherman. He is young, and he was curious. He had never seen one of you so close before."

✦  ✦  ✦

Korn turned.

He turned slowly, because every part of his body had become heavy and strange, as though the air around him had thickened into clear river-mud. He turned with the cast net still hanging useless in his left hand, with the small silver-gold fish still hanging in the air behind him, with the moonlight pouring down on his bare brown shoulders like a benediction or a sentence.

And there, on the stern bench of his own longtail boat—on the very plank where Korn ate his rice each morning, where he had sat as a child of five and watched his father mend nets—sat a man who had not been there a moment ago.

He was sitting with one long leg crossed over the other, the way a nobleman from the old court might sit, his back perfectly straight and his hands folded loosely in his lap. He was not soaking wet. He was not even damp. The wood beneath him was dry as bone.

He was beautiful in a way that hurt to look at.

His skin was the pale, faintly blue-tinged white of the inside of a seashell, of milk left standing in moonlight. His hair was black—true black, the deep black of wet ink—and it was long, longer than any man wore his hair anymore in Bangkok, longer than the old uncles who clung to the royal court traditions. It poured down past his waist and pooled on the bench beside him like spilled lacquer, and small silver beads were woven into it, tiny as fish scales. He was dressed in a *chong kraben* of dark blue silk shot with thread of gold, knotted at the hip in the old palace style, and around his bare upper arms were heavy bracelets of green jade and beaten silver, carved with shapes that Korn's eye could not quite hold—snakes, perhaps, or rivers, or the long sinuous lines of a script that no living scribe knew how to read.

And his eyes.

His eyes were gold. The same gold as the fish. The same gold as temple leaf at sunset. And they were looking at Korn the way the fish had looked at him, only more—with something that was not curiosity, not surprise, not even hunger.

With recognition.

Korn could not move.

He could not breathe. His left hand, holding the wet net, had begun to tremble, but he could not feel it. The whole world had narrowed to the small yellow circle of his lantern light, and to the man sitting in it, and to the impossible fact that the scale at Korn's throat was now burning, *burning*, as though a single drop of molten gold had been poured into the hollow of his collarbone.

[image: ]

THE MAN ON THE BENCH smiled. It was a small smile, gentle, almost sad. He inclined his head—a slight bow, the kind a king might give to a man he had not seen in a very, very long time.

"Korn," he said. "You have grown."

The fisherman's mouth opened. No sound came out.

"Forgive me." The man's voice was low and slow and carried the cadence of an older Thai than anyone in Bangkok now spoke—the Thai of old palace records, of monastery chronicles, of court poetry written before any of Korn's grandparents had been born. "I have frightened you. I did not mean to come so soon. But the moon would not wait, and neither would I."

Korn finally found his voice. It came out cracked, scarcely above a whisper.

"Who—who are you?"

The man on the bench looked at him for a long moment. The silver beads in his black hair caught the moonlight and threw it back like small stars. Behind him, on the dark water, the impossible silver fish circled once, twice, and then sank slowly out of sight, leaving rings of pale light spreading on the surface.

"My name," said the man, very softly, "is Ananta Nakharaj. But you—" and here his gold eyes softened, and for an instant something terrible and tender moved behind them, something that looked very much like grief, "—you used to call me Ananta."

[image: ]

THE WORLD TILTED.

Korn felt it tilt. He felt the boat beneath him, the river beneath the boat, the city of Bangkok all around him with its temples and its electric lights and its sleeping millions, and he felt all of it tilt sideways, as though the whole of creation had been set on a single delicate axis and someone had just leaned against it. The scale at his throat blazed. His knees buckled. The cast net slipped from his fingers and fell into the bottom of the boat with a wet slap.

And in that moment—just for a moment, no longer than the space between two heartbeats—Korn *remembered*.

He remembered a hand holding his, white as bone, cool as river water.

He remembered a voice saying, *I will find you again. In this life, in the next, in every life that follows—I will find you, my heart.*

He remembered dying.

✦  ✦  ✦

Then the memory was gone, and Korn was a fisherman again, twenty-two years old, kneeling in the bottom of his own boat with the river roaring in his ears.

The man on the bench—Ananta, *Ananta*, the name tasted of salt and silver and something older than language—had risen to his feet. He was tall. Taller than any man Korn had ever stood next to. He moved across the boat without rocking it, as though he weighed nothing at all, and when he knelt in front of Korn the dark blue silk of his *chong kraben* pooled around him like a slow tide.

He reached out. His pale fingers stopped a hand's breadth from Korn's face.

"May I?" he asked.

Korn did not know what he was asking permission for. Korn did not know anything anymore. He nodded—a small, stunned nod—because his mouth would not form words.

Ananta laid his cold palm against Korn's cheek.

The touch was like being plunged into the river in winter. It was like being plunged into the river and finding, at the bottom, a fire burning underwater. Every nerve in Korn's body lit up at once. The scale at his throat sang. His vision swam with gold, and with blue, and with the colour of moonlight on dark water.

And from somewhere very, very deep beneath the boat—from somewhere far below the silt of the Chao Phraya, far below the broken wreck of the French steamship, far below even the dreaming roots of the temples on the shore—a long, low sound began to rise.

It was not a sound a fish could make.

It was not a sound a man could make.

It was the sound of something enormous turning in its sleep, deep in the dark beneath the world, and beginning, slowly, to wake.

Ananta's gold eyes flickered. The gentle smile vanished from his lips, and for the first time since he had appeared, he looked—not afraid, no, his kind did not feel fear the way mortals did—but *grave*. He turned his head sharply toward the south, toward the great open mouth of the river where it met the sea, and he murmured a single word in that older language, the language Yai Phaeng had been whispering for three nights, and his beautiful pale face had gone very still.

"What is it?" Korn whispered. He was clinging to Ananta's wrist now without remembering when he had reached for it. "What is that sound?"

Ananta did not look at him. His gold eyes were fixed on the dark southern horizon, where the moon lay closest to the water.

"They have felt your wake," he said softly. His grip on Korn's face tightened, just slightly. "My enemies. The ones who killed you the last time."

He turned back. His gold eyes were terrible now, and full of an old, old grief.

"Korn," he said. "My heart. Listen to me carefully. We have very little time."

— End of Chapter 1 —

Continue to Chapter 2: "The Language Yai Phaeng Refused to Teach"
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Chapter 2

The Memory That Was Not His
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Bangkok, October 1926 — The morning after, and the night that followed

Korn woke to the sound of rain.

[image: ]

IT WAS THE SOFT, SECRETIVE kind of rain that fell in late October—the kind that did not pour but only whispered against the bamboo roof of the floating house, gentle as a hand smoothing the hair of a sleeping child. The river beyond his window was the colour of old pewter. The air smelled of wet wood and cold mud and the faint sweetness of jasmine that Yai Phaeng had hung in a clay pot above the door three nights ago, for protection.

He did not remember coming home.

That was the first strange thing.

He lay on his thin reed sleeping mat, staring up at the rafters, and tried to put the pieces together. He remembered going out in the boat. He remembered the eleventh full moon, low and gold and enormous, hanging over the Chao Phraya. He remembered—

A pale hand. Cool as river water. Pressed against his cheek.

A voice, low and old as a temple bell: *My heart. Listen to me carefully. We have very little time. *

Korn sat up so quickly that the world tilted sideways.

His blanket—a faded blue cotton thing that his grandmother had woven for him when he was fourteen—fell away from his bare chest. He was wet, he realized. Not soaked, but damp, as if he had walked through fog. His hair was damp. His skin was cool. And at his throat, half-hidden as always beneath the loose collar of his cotton shirt, the small midnight-blue scale that he had worn since birth was *warm*. Not burning, as it had been the night before. Just warm, like a coin held too long in a closed fist.

He reached up and touched it with the tips of his fingers. It pulsed, very faintly, beneath the skin. Once. Twice. In time with his heart.

"Yai?" he called softly.

No answer.

He could hear her moving in the front room, though—the slow shuffle of bare feet on teakwood, the small clatter of a clay pot being set on the cooking stove. She was awake. She had probably been awake for hours. Yai Phaeng was always awake before he was.

Korn rose. He moved to the small square window that opened onto the river and pushed back the bamboo shutter.

The Chao Phraya was high. The flood had risen another hand's breadth in the night, and the water was a brown-grey rush that pulled at the bamboo piers of the floating house and made the entire structure sway, very gently, like a boat at anchor. Bang Khun Non was quiet. The other floating houses along the canal were closed against the rain. A single longtail boat moved slowly upriver in the grey light, its lone fisherman bent over his pole.

Korn leaned out the window and looked down.

And there, in the dark water against the side of the floating house, he caught his own reflection.

[image: ]

FOR A HEARTBEAT, HE could not breathe.

The face in the water was not his face.

It was close. It was almost his. The same dark eyes. The same lean jaw. The same close-cropped hair. But the man in the water was older. There was a thin scar across his left eyebrow that Korn did not have. There were faint lines at the corners of the eyes, the kind that came from years of squinting against sun on water. And his expression was not Korn's expression. It was the expression of a man who knew something terrible and tender, all at once, and who was looking up out of the water with eyes that recognized the man looking down.

Korn blinked.

The face was gone. His own face stared back at him, twenty-two years old and pale beneath its tan, eyes wide as a frightened animal's.

He stepped back from the window so quickly that he struck his hip against the edge of the wooden cabinet behind him. Pain flared. The pain was good. The pain was *real*.

He stood there in the grey morning light, his heart hammering against his ribs, his fingers pressed hard against the small scale at his throat.

He had been dreaming. That was all. He had gone out in the boat last night, and he had fallen asleep, and he had dreamed something so strange and so vivid that it had followed him home. Men dreamed strange things on the river in flood season. Old fishermen said the river breathed harder then, and breathed things into the sleep of those who floated upon it. That was all.

He told himself this twice.

He did not believe it either time.

✦  ✦  ✦

Yai Phaeng was making rice porridge.

She knelt in front of the small clay stove in the corner of the front room, her white hair coiled tight at the nape of her neck, her thin hands stirring the pot with a long bamboo spoon. The porridge bubbled softly. The smell of it—rice and ginger and the dried shrimp that she crushed into it with a wooden pestle each morning—filled the floating house like a quiet prayer. When Korn stepped through the doorway, she did not look up. But her hands, he noticed, slowed.

"Sit, *lan*," she said softly. "Eat first. Talk after."

He sat.

He sat on the woven reed mat across from her, and he watched her ladle the porridge into two earthenware bowls, and he tried to find the words. He had brought home a thousand questions from the river last night, and they were all tangled together in his throat like fish in a net, refusing to come out one at a time.

Yai Phaeng pushed a bowl toward him. She added a small spoonful of fermented soybean paste on top. She added a sliver of pickled ginger. She did all of this the way she had done it every morning for twenty-two years, with the slow patient love of a woman who had nothing in this world to give except food and time.

Korn took a breath.

"Yai," he said. "Did you ever know a man named Khanet?"

Yai Phaeng's bamboo spoon stopped moving.

It was only for a heartbeat. If Korn had not been watching her with the careful attention of a fisherman who watched water for the smallest sign of fish—if he had not, on some level he did not yet understand, been hunting—he would have missed it. But he was watching. And he saw.

Her hand resumed stirring. She smiled. It was the same gentle smile she always gave him, the smile of a grandmother for her only grandchild.

"Khanet?" she said. "What an old-fashioned name. No, *lan*, I have never heard of such a person. Why? Did someone speak of him?"

Her voice was perfect.

Her voice was so perfect that Korn knew, with the cold sudden certainty of a man who has just seen a snake among the lotus, that she was lying to him.

She had never lied to him before in his life. Or—he corrected himself, and the correction tasted strange—she had never lied to him in any way he had been able to catch.

He looked down at his porridge.

"I dreamed it," he said quietly. "That is all. A name in a dream."

Yai Phaeng's small hand reached across the mat and rested, very briefly, on top of his. Her fingers were as thin and dry as dried lotus stems. They trembled, just slightly.

"Dreams in flood season," she said, "are like fish in flood season. Many. Strange. Best not held too long."

She did not look at him as she said it.

They ate the rest of the meal in silence. Outside, the rain continued its small whispered conversation with the river. Inside, Korn ate his porridge slowly, and tasted nothing, and thought:

She knows. She knows who that name belongs to. And she is afraid for me to know.

Which means—

Which means I will have to find out by myself.

✦  ✦  ✦

By afternoon, the rain had thinned to a fine grey mist, and Korn went down to sit on the low platform at the back of the floating house, where the bamboo deck met the river.

He had told Yai Phaeng he was going to mend his casting net. He had brought the net with him, draped across his bare brown shoulders, and he had even spread it on the wet teak to make the lie look honest. But he was not mending nets. He was thinking.

All his life, Korn had caught more fish than any other young man on this stretch of the Chao Phraya. The old fishermen of Bang Khun Non said it was because he had been born from the river—because his mother, who he had never known, had died bringing him into the world with her blood in the flood-water of October. They said the river
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