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            Dedication

         
         
            To Marc, the man who holds my hand and doesn’t let go,

            through everything and anything, good or bad,

            my husband, my best friend, my infinity and beyond. . . .

             

            Marc, please read my book!

            Love you!

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Heroes don’t need to have the magical power of Tagalog gods.

            Anyone can be a hero. You can be a hero.
            

            So, chin up, and stand tall.

            Free Palestine.
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            Chapter One
Lulu Sinagtala, Sometimes Salamangkero, Mostly Maligno Exterminator

         
         We’re the main characters in our own myths and legends.

         
         For most people, that’s just a poetic way of saying we get to control how others remember us when we die. With me, though,
            it’s . . . well . . . a bit more complicated.
         

         
         I literally have to main-character my way into what people believe are just myths and legends so I don’t end up in the afterlife.
            The Tagalog myths and legends we learned in school aren’t only real, they’ve also been a pain in my butt for the past six
            months (and still are).
         

         
         “Oh my gods, I thought I’d never catch a break from chasing these escaped malignos,” I say, joining my sister, Kitty, and my best friend, Bart, at the fruit stand that replaced the now-closed inihaw stand. I miss having inihaw, but I love fresh fruits just as much. And they’re healthier too. 

         
         You see, the inihaw vendor was human. Which means he was prone to being possessed by the evil spirits set loose by the evilest
            evil spirit in all three Realms—the Maligno—Restituto. Which also means the inihaw vendor needed to follow lockdown rules set by the government. Thanks to shape-shifting
            undercover creatures, savvy Maharlikan spies, and a little bit of magic, it wasn’t hard to make government officials understand
            that Restituto and his malignos are a real threat to peace and order.
         

         
         Well, “threat” is an understatement. Restituto kidnapped Mom and possessed members of my biological family. He stabbed my
            friend Tala, the goddess of stars, then used her life essence as magical fuel for his escape portal. On top of all that, Restituto
            single-handedly caused a tremor from the Underworld to the entire realm of humans, the Middleworld, forcing the gods to use
            up their magic to erase mankind’s memories of the strange disaster. It’s been six months, but no one’s figured out how the
            Maligno did it. All we know is that the tremor opened a passageway between the Middleworld and the place in the Underworld
            where corrupt souls go and get punished, Kasanaan.
         

         
         Malignos are using that passageway and escaping to our world in droves. And I, being the Salamangkero, have the sacred duty of kicking them back to where they belong. Of course, I get a lot of help from gods, magical creatures, and humans. But we’re all tired and weary. Even priests from the different religions have to work overtime, exorcising a bunch of evil spirits daily. I’m not happy about the government’s lockdown rules, but they are a huge help for me and everyone else fighting Restituto’s maligno minions. It’s so much easier to banish a maligno back to
            Kasanaan when it’s not possessing anyone.
         

         
         “Here you go, Ate Lu,” Kitty says, handing me a cup of peeled and sliced green mangoes topped with shrimp paste. “Sliced manggang
            hilaw with sweet and spicy bagoong, just the way you like it.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Meow. Where’s Haribon?” I look around. Haribon is a tigmamanukan—an omen bird—in the body of a mallard duck. According
            to him, he’s been reborn five times to stay by the current Salamangkero’s side. Kind of like a pet that talks and gives advice
            whether you want advice or not.
         

         
         A maligno-free afternoon like this is rare, and I’ve been hoping Haribon, Kitty, Bart, and I could hang out a bit.

         
         Bart grins and points at the space on the ground beside the fruit vendor. “Over there.”

         
         I roll my eyes. Behind the fruit cart is Haribon, stuffing his face in a bowl of water and chopped cucumbers (ducks can’t eat unripe mango and shrimp paste). I’m pretty sure he’s having those cucumbers off the menu and for free, because Haribon calls himself the Omen-Bringer and he’s an opportunistic mythical omen bird. “You really have no shame,” I say, shaking my head. 

         
         “Pay for mine, then. I’ll send you the money through Salamang-Cash later. I don’t want to get my vest wet,” the duck says.
            He then stuffs his beak back into the bowl.
         

         
         I pull out my wallet. Haribon’s vest has totally leveled up. It used to be just a bulletproof armor vest, but now it has an
            integrated system like a super-advanced smartphone that can even send money through its internal mobile payment app. Even
            his shoes have been upgraded—they protect his sensitive webbed feet while allowing him to easily grab things with his claws.
            The Maharlikans and the deity of crafts really outdid themselves with Haribon’s gear.
         

         
         “No, no, no!” The tikbalang vendor shakes his head, which momentarily changes from human to horse, as he pushes the bills
            back into my hand. “You and your team eat for free, Lulu. Have as much as you want. It’s the least I can give you, considering
            the service you are doing for the Realms.”
         

         
         “No, Manong Vic. We’ll pay,” Kitty insists. “There’s a maligno infestation going on, making it hard to do business. Every
            cent counts.”
         

         
         “It’s all right.” The tikbalang smiles. “I got the cucumbers from the community garden Lady Lakapati created near Inarawan Street.” 

         
         Lakapati is the goddess of agriculture. She’s a very generous deity who feeds people and magical beings for free. Her community
            garden that never runs out of fruits and vegetables is a huge help to everyone here.
         

         
         As Bart tilts his head to one side, a lock of black hair falls just above his brows. He used to wear glasses to hide the red
            glints that occasionally appear in his eyes. Perfectly normal for an aswang like him, which is kind of cute . . . I mean,
            it’s cute because his aswang shih tzu mannerisms are strong even when he’s in human boy mode (he’s my best friend, okay?).
            “Shrimp paste doesn’t grow in the garden. You can’t get it for free.”
         

         
         “Yeah. That would be so weird, bottles of shrimp paste growing on trees.” I look questioningly at Haribon. In his five lifetimes,
            I’m pretty sure he’s seen a lot of things. “Are there trees like that in the Underworld or Upperworld?”
         

         
         The duck shakes his head, splashing water all over our flip-flopped feet. “I haven’t been to the Upperworld, but I’m certain
            there aren’t any shrimp paste trees in the Underworld.”
         

         
         “I guess there aren’t any in the Upperworld either.” I smell my snack, wincing. “Shrimp paste trees would stink so bad.”

         
         Bagoong is basically fermented krill paste with salt. Some people eat it as is, but I prefer having mine sautéed with tomato, garlic, and onion in pork fat, like Manong Vic’s yummy bagoong. The saltiness with a bit of spice and sweetness goes so well with the crispy, tangy slices of unripe mangoes. But it has this strong, fishy odor that can stick to your mouth and will give you bad breath for hours if you don’t brush your teeth. 

         
         The vendor lets out a chuckle.

         
         Kitty shakes her head disapprovingly at Haribon and me. I’m older than her by three months, but most times, she acts like
            the elder sister. “Manong Vic, seriously, please take our payment. That way, you’ll at least get something for the bagoong
            that we’re getting from you.”
         

         
         Manong Vic looks like he’s going to argue again, but he doesn’t and instead reluctantly takes the money from Kitty. As he
            does, I catch a glimpse of his unkempt toes—or rather, his hooves.
         

         
         Manong Vic used to be a well-groomed tikbalang. He was frequently at the parlor getting regular mani-pedis. But the way the
            nail polish on his hooves is starting to chip . . . It must be too expensive for him to pamper himself as often as before.
            He barely has customers now, with everyone scared of the malignos running about.
         

         
         I get the fear, though. I’ve already seen incredibly scary things a twelve-year-old like me shouldn’t even know exists, but I’m still scared. I keep having this dream every time I sleep of the sun falling while a giant snake slithers in the sky. I looked up possible interpretations of my dream online. But I couldn’t find anything specific, and the articles basically said I’m just worried about a lot of things. 

         
         It’s true, though. I am worried about a lot of things—the possible end of the worlds being one of them. Whatever this dream
            means, I have a feeling it’s not good. It gives me this sense of impending doom that doesn’t allow me to get any rest, that
            insists I should always be ready for—
         

         
         Beep! Beep!

         
         I groan loudly at the approaching sound of a very familiar multi-cab. I just can’t catch a break.

         
         “Just one day,” I grumble as I lift Manong Vic’s fruit cart with one hand. I set it down at the usual place—far from the battle
            that’s about to happen. “All I ask is for just one day without any malignos butting into my business.”
         

         
         You see, our entire subdivision, Silanganan Village, is home to a whole lot of magical beings. Gods, creatures, Maharlikan
            families—you name it. I thought they only lived on our street, Inarawan Street, but I was wrong.
         

         
         The maligno infestation had been the perfect opportunity to shut off our subdivision from anyone non-magical. My family and
            I can walk around the subdivision freely, thanks to the magical protection that automatically repels humans from entering.
            So when law enforcers suddenly appear looking to arrest anyone wandering about, I’m 100 percent sure they’re possessed by
            a maligno.
         

         
         “Ugh.” I bring out my buntot pagi and balisong, gritting my teeth. “Let’s get this over with.”

         
         Toot! Toot! Toot! my sister’s phone chimes.
         

         
         “Wait! Take your meds first, Ate,” she says, handing me a water tumbler and my anti-epilepsy medicine.

         
         “Thanks, Meow.” I pop the tablet into my mouth and down it with water. Now I know what you’re thinking. How can a Salamangkero
            like me, who’s supposed to have been chosen by the Anito, the collective spirits of all things, be an epileptic and save the world from falling into chaos?
         

         
         Well, why not? My epilepsy is not a weakness. I won’t call it a strength either—it’s just part of who I am. Besides, my epilepsy
            hasn’t affected my Salamangkero-ing one bit. I just need to take my meds on time and I’m okay. Kitty makes sure that I do,
            so there’s nothing for me to worry about.
         

         
         Haribon shakes his feathers in impatience. He does that often around me, so it’s nice to see him getting annoyed at someone
            else for a change. “Hurry up and send those malignos back to Kasanaan, Lulu,” he says. “I’d like to return to my merienda.”
         

         
         The multi-cab with the city’s official logo slows down and stops in front of us. Barangay tanods, the community law enforcers,
            get out of the vehicle one by one. Their grouchy party of nine surrounds our group.
         

         
         “Of course.” I point at their leader with my balisong. “Don’t you malignos have a maligno group chat or something? These tanods are possessed by you evil spirits like at least once or twice a week. It’s becoming annoyingly predictable.” 

         
         Malignos prefer possessing humans who have malicious intentions and desires. The Barangay tanod leader is a known awful person
            in our neighborhood. Not only is he super corrupt, accepting bribes and all, but everyone knows he’s a bad man who abuses
            his wife and children.
         

         
         It’s not surprising he’s the malignos’ favorite body to possess. I just find it annoying that he is. Because that means I
            have to fight him the same way over and over again.
         

         
         Just like every one of the other twenty-four confrontations we’ve had with these tanods, they start by demanding why we’re
            outside. In three . . . two . . .
         

         
         “Hoy! Bakit kayo nasa labas?” The barangay enforcer waves his baton in the air. “No one below age twenty-one is allowed outside
            their residence!”
         

         
         Like I said, the human government guidelines don’t apply to Silanganan. These possessed tanods are just here to fight with
            me.
         

         
         I load my playlist on the Spotify app on my smartwatch, then sync it to Haribon’s vest. The duck overrides it and plays BTS’s
            “Moon” instead.
         

         
         “Hey!” I complain. “Put ‘Idol’ on. I want something festive.”

         
         “They’re my vest speakers, not yours.” Haribon’s eyes narrow. It’s weird when he does that. Ducks’ eyelids close from below. So when he’s giving me that side-eye, it’s like his eyes are upside down, since they’re half-closed from below instead of from the top. 

         
         “You always play ‘Moon,’ ” I grumble, but I let Haribon have his way. I trust the duck’s taste (apparently, he loves pop music
            as much as I do). He’s never failed to play the best songs whenever we fight Restituto’s evil minions. Having some background
            music while we fight really livens things up a bit. The hopefulness in these songs reminds me why we’re fighting in the first
            place—we’re fighting for the Realms, whose beauty we might lose because of the chaos that Restituto and his nasty maligno
            minions bring.
         

         
         “Sugod!” the tanod leader cries. “Attack!”

         
         I simply hold out my hand and he slams right into my palm, falling to the ground. As he tries to get up, his men surround
            me. Like clockwork, one of them goes for Haribon, who zaps him unconscious with the built-in stunner of his duck vest.
         

         
         These malignos have been everywhere. Fighting them has become routine, like brushing your teeth. Or swatting annoying mosquitos.

         
         Usually, Bart would now bring out his staff and Kitty would start shooting at the tanods with blunt arrows. But they’re just
            sitting on a bench beside Manong Vic, eating their manggang hilaw and bagoong as they watch. Kitty is even texting someone
            on her phone.
         

         
         “Who’re you chatting with?” I demand, lightly flicking a tanod on the forehead. It’s a very soft touch, but its force causes the tanod to slam into another man behind him. 

         
         My sister busies herself with her food. After she swallows, she says, “Isn’t there a spell or an agimat we can put on these
            men so they don’t get possessed again?”
         

         
         “Nah.” Bart waves her concerns away. “They won’t remember anything anyway.”

         
         “It’s fine, Meow,” I assure my sister as I lift a possessed tanod with one hand and toss him inside a nearby drum full of
            trash. Kitty intentionally changed the subject about who she’s texting. I make a mental note to ask her about it once I’m
            done with these malignos. It’s not that I’m being a clingy sister or anything iffy. We promised each other “no secrets,” and
            I just want to hold her to that. Fair, right? “Agimats would need to have extra strong magic to repel the malignos permanently
            from these people. Power-tripping corrupt souls are like magnets to evil spirits. We’ll just be wasting precious Salamangka
            on them.”
         

         
         “That’s true.” Kitty still looks skeptical, though.

         
         “Aren’t you two going to help?” Haribon asks, bringing down another tanod with his stunner.

         
         Bart waves Haribon’s concern away too. “Lu’s doing fine on her own.”

         
         “Yeah. Ate Lu can banish malignos even asleep!” Kitty sets the dish with the cucumber tidbits back on the ground. “You should
            finish your snack, Haribon.”
         

         
         “Okay.” The duck waddles to join them without hesitation.

         
         “Hoy!” I protest.

         
         “You got this, Lu!” Bart gives me a thumbs-up. He then bites into the mango and grimaces. “Ah! Ang asim. So sour.”

         
         “Ha.” I smirk, pushing another tanod into the trash pile. “Serves you right.”

         
         “It’s good practice,” the duck says, his beak full of cucumber bits. “You need to learn to control your strength around these
            insignificant beings.”
         

         
         “Fine.” I grab two maligno-possessed tanods and gently toss them on the ground. They bounce like a couple of basketballs before
            joining their companions in the trash. “You three owe me a mango . . . each!”
         

         
         “Sure, sure.” Haribon bobs his feathery head. “Just hurry up. It’s almost time to head back.”

         
         “Give me a sec.” I rub my hands together. “Okay! Ready for round two? Come on, you—”

         
         I don’t get to finish my sentence. Because the barangay enforcers suddenly convulse like they’re having epileptic seizures.
            They fall to the ground, unconscious.
         

         
         “Ugh!” I groan as I recognize the tiyanak walking over the fallen tanods. The two-foot-tall, very ugly toddler ghoul is the
            last face I want to see. “Not you again.”
         

         
         “Sorry to spoil the fun, but it was taking too long,” he says, waving a Taser in his hand. “We must go. Now. The sun god is waiting for you, Lulu Sinagtala. And you know as well as I do how much he hates doing that.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
Mission Impossible by the Order of Apolaki

         
         The last time I saw John Lloyd the tiyanak, he watched as Tita Cecile was forced to go to the Underworld. So you can understand
            why I’m not so happy to see him. He’s a walking reminder that Tita Cecile doesn’t live next door anymore and she won’t be
            there to welcome me and Kitty home because she has to fulfill her duty as the goddess of broken homes and an agent of Sitan
            in the Underworld.
         

         
         Sure, Tita Cecile video calls us almost every day (the internet connection in the Underworld is pretty good), but it’s not
            the same as having her around.
         

         
         I must have been staring at Tita Cecile’s apartment too long because even John Lloyd notices it.

         
         “Lady Cecile misses you,” he says. “She’ll send you another care package soon.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         John Lloyd seems like he’s about to say more, but thankfully, he doesn’t. I’m really not in the mood to explain myself, especially
            when things are complicated enough already.
         

         
         “Where did your creepy Iron Man suit go?” I ask. The tiyanak used to have this automaton suit that looked like a real human
            being. It was made of gold and ran on Salamangka power.
         

         
         “I had to have it repaired.” John Lloyd grimaces as he scratches his butt. Gross. He opens the door to Manong Sol’s apartment
            and climbs over the boxes of weapons blocking the door. “The maligno infestation is getting out of hand, both here and in
            the Underworld. I’ll tell you all more at the meeting. Lord Apolaki needs to hear it too.”
         

         
         John Lloyd offers his hand to help Kitty, but Kitty respectfully declines. From the disgust on her face, she witnessed the
            tiyanak scratch his butt too. “I’m fine, thank you,” she says.
         

         
         We enter the living room and find Manong Sol sitting on the couch in front of his gigantic floor-to-ceiling smart TV. Well, it’s not just an ordinary flat-screen. You can watch any channel, any show, any live stream, any movie—basically, any watchable thing—from all three Realms and the In-Between. Like, Kitty can watch her favorite Middleworld K-dramas, then switch to a cooking show from the Underworld. Why she likes watching creepy-looking tiyanaks cook meals for the dead doesn’t make any sense to me, but the point is, she can on Manong Sol’s TV. 

         
         Right now, though, Manong Sol is using the universe-wide video conferencing feature of his awesome TV. Streaming live from
            an island city in the In-Between, Maharlika City, is my biological older brother, my kuya, Yani.
         

         
         “Hi, Kuya, Manong Sol,” I greet my brother and the sun god, then look around the apartment turned war room for Manong Sol’s
            assistant. “Where’s Ate Mariel?”
         

         
         “She’s helping your mother at the clinic. They’ll join us soon,” Manong Sol answers just as his phone rings. He glances at
            the name flashing on the screen and groans. “It’s Lord Bathala. I have to take this. We’ll start as soon as I get back. I
            won’t be long.”
         

         
         Among the gods (or all beings in the Realms, for that matter), Bathala and Anagolay are the only ones Manong Sol will drop
            everything for. Bathala is the god of gods. Anagolay isn’t the goddess of goddesses (she’s the goddess of lost things, actually),
            but she is Manong Sol’s mother. When the creator of all beings or your mom calls, you stop everything you’re doing and answer, even
            if you’re Manong Sol, known in Filipino textbooks as Apolaki, the sun god and the patron of warriors.
         

         
         As Bart, Haribon, and John Lloyd raid Manong Sol’s kitchen, Kitty and I catch up with Kuya Yani.

         
         “How’s your mom?” My older brother gives us a smile through the giant screen. “She sent me this delicious kalamay and everyone loved it.” 

         
         “Really? That’s great!” Kitty beams. I love that she’s getting along well with my biological family. We had a rocky start.
            Kitty thought she was losing me to them, but she gained an extended family instead—including a big brother she never had.
            Kitty and Kuya Yani are like siblings now, and that makes me really happy. “Mom has been buying a lot from home cooks within
            the community lately.”
         

         
         “Mom’s really tired. She’s basically handling the clinic by herself,” I tell my brother. Mapulon, the god of seasons and the
            deity of good health and medicine, visits human hospitals, churches, and witch doctors’ houses to assist with the possessed.
            “Mapulon put a protection spell on Mom, but he still doesn’t want Mom to risk getting controlled by a maligno, so she’s just
            at the clinic with the magical creature patients.”
         

         
         “That’s good, in a way. At least she’s keeping safe.” Kuya Yani sighs. “We had to lock down an entire street when a Maharlikan
            visiting from the Middleworld accidentally brought in an evil spirit. The maligno infestation has reached even the In-Between,
            unfortunately.”
         

         
         We talk a little bit more about the escaped malignos and the weapon upgrades we got to round them up.

         
         “Bart gave these to us last Christmas,” I say, showing him my smartwatch. “It produces a Salamangka shield like those your soldiers have. But now it has a cloaking feature that gives the illusion that we’re adults so we can do maligno extermination without getting arrested by human law enforcement. You should ask Aman Sinaya for an upgrade too.” 

         
         Kuya Yani then tells us about the renovations he’s done to our house in Maharlika City.

         
         “The adjacent guest room is now connected to your bedroom via a shared bathroom, bunso. I also had the decorators put posters
            of your favorite bands on the walls. Gamila picked them; she’s more updated on pop culture than I am.” Kuya Yani tilts his
            head to one side, as if he’s suddenly remembering something. “Speaking of Gamila, I think I saw her and Paloma—”
         

         
         “Enough chitchat!” Manong Sol barks as he enters the room. He’s more scowly than usual, so I’m guessing the call with Bathala
            didn’t go well. Bart and John Lloyd follow behind him as he takes a seat in front of the TV with Kitty and me, while Haribon
            climbs up and perches on my right shoulder. “Let us begin. John Lloyd Tiyanak, what news of the Underworld?”
         

         
         John Lloyd’s update on the Underworld is far from positive. They’re experiencing constant tremors of varying intensity, destroying buildings and injuring many. He just said “injured” not “dead,” so I’m guessing death works differently in the Underworld. The most troubling update, though, is of John Lloyd and Tita Cecile finding shards of a device around the blast site that Restituto used to escape the Realm. They didn’t see it before because the blast looked magical instead of electronic. 

         
         “It was technology worthy of Aman Sinaya,” says the tiyanak.

         
         Kitty frowns. “Could Aman Sinaya be on Restituto’s side, Manong Sol?”

         
         From the corner of my eye, I glimpse Bart scowling. He’s a huge fan of Aman Sinaya. But while I totally understand the feeling
            of needing to defend your idol when others point out they’re not as perfect as you believe they are, I think my sister asked
            a fair question.
         

         
         You see, Aman Sinaya is the deity of crafts, and our provider of weapons and tech. If they’re a Restituto supporter, that’s
            obviously going to be a huge problem for us.
         

         
         “Definitely not.” Manong Sol shakes his gray, almost-bald head. “Aman Sinaya is a creator, not a destroyer.”

         
         “Okay,” I say. “But why is their tech blasting holes in the Underworld?”

         
         Bart the Aman Sinaya stan lets out a hiss, but I ignore him.

         
         “I did not say it’s Deity Aman Sinaya’s tech. You weren’t listening,” the tiyanak huffs. “I just said it’s worthy of their tech.”
         

         
         Manong Sol’s worry lines deepen, but he doesn’t say anything more. He simply beckons at Kuya Yani to give his report. It’s
            similar to John Lloyd’s—malignos running amok and causing trouble everywhere.
         

         
         “Lord Apolaki, there have been rumors going around in the City. . . .” my brother says. “Well, I have discussed this with Tita Ligaya too. We worry that all the chaos Restituto is causing could potentially lead to the serpent god’s escape.” 

         
         Haribon and John Lloyd heave a sigh at the same time. Manong Sol frowns and nods. “I’m afraid the rumors are correct,” the
            god says.
         

         
         My heart skips a beat. Serpent god. That giant snake I keep seeing in my dreams. . . . That can’t be a god, can it?

         
         I feel a pressure on my right shoulder as Haribon gives it a firm squeeze. He gives me a look that clearly says, Tell me later. Maybe it’s because we’re together all the time or he’s just really observant, but this duck has mastered the art of guessing
            what I’m feeling at the moment.
         

         
         “Who is the serpent god, Manong Sol?” my sister asks, biting her lower lip. “What does he have to do with the Maligno?”

         
         “Everything, I believe.” Manong Sol’s wrinkly lips form a grim line. “At first, I thought the Maligno was simply a power-hungry
            vengeful spirit whose hatred had overcome him. But now I can see what he is trying to do. He is seeking to sow enough chaos
            in all the Realms to empower the Ulilang Kaluluwa to escape its prison.”
         

         
         “Ulilang Kaluluwa?” I look at Kitty and Bart. The two simply shrug. They’re as lost as I am.

         
         “He’s the serpent god. Keep up!” John Lloyd scrunches up his tiny, ugly face, then lets out a loud snort. “You don’t know
            about the legend of the coconut tree?”
         

         
         Kitty shakes her head. “We haven’t learned about it in school yet.”

         
         The alamat of the coconut tree sounds like one of those tales that you’d only look up in the library if you were doing a special
            project. I shrug. “Yeah. Never heard of it.”
         

         
         “Hay! You learn about Western gods but not your own legends,” Manong Sol huffs. “Bayani, tell them. I am certain this alamat
            is part of the Maharlikan school curriculum.”
         

         
         “Of course, Lord Apolaki.” Kuya Yani clears his throat. “In the beginning of time, there were three gods. Bathala, the creator
            of everything. The Galang Kaluluwa, the wandering spirit. And the Ulilang Kaluluwa, the orphaned spirit. These three gods
            reigned peacefully over the universe until the Ulilang Kaluluwa became greedy. He wanted all the Realms and sought to conquer
            Bathala’s and the Galang Kaluluwa’s domains. So Bathala fought the Ulilang Kaluluwa in battle. As they were evenly matched,
            their war stretched on for many years.
         

         
         “Bathala eventually emerged victorious, but his joy was short-lived. His friend the Galang Kaluluwa became ill and died. Bathala buried the Galang Kaluluwa on top of the Ulilang Kaluluwa so his friend would be able to protect the universe from the serpent god forever,” Kuya Yani continues. “On the Galang Kaluluwa and Ulilang Kaluluwa’s burial place sprouted the first coconut tree. The tree bore leaves similar to the Galang Kaluluwa’s wings and had a slim trunk like the serpent god’s scaly body.” 

         
         “Thank you, Bayani.” Manong Sol nods at my brother, who bows to the god in return. “So, there you have it. The Ulilang Kaluluwa
            is the embodiment of chaos. The chaos the Maligno is causing within the Realms feeds the serpent god’s strengthening power
            while weakening the Galang Kaluluwa’s. It has been worsening in the past six months. If the Maligno continues at this rate,
            I believe the Ulilang Kaluluwa will fully awaken by the coming equinox.”
         

         
         Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. “Oh, okay. Great! We still have time to prepare, then.”

         
         Haribon, Kuya Yani, and John Lloyd Tiyanak sigh collectively once again. Their gloomy, doomy mood is starting to annoy me.

         
         “What now?” I ask, rolling my eyes.

         
         Haribon gently nibbles at my hair. “The equinox is two days from now.”

         
         “No way.” I gasp. “You’re not serious.”

         
         The duck ruffles his feathers. “I’m always serious. I’m an omen bird. Knowing the worlds’ alignments is built into my being.”

         
         Bart checks his phone, and his face goes pale. “He’s right. It’s on September twenty-second at exactly 9:31 in the evening.”

         
         “The Omen-Bringer and Bartolome are correct,” Manong Sol confirms.

         
         “What?!” I exclaim.

         
         “What should we do, Manong Sol?” Kitty sounds like she’s about to cry. “Isn’t there a way to stop the Ulilang Kaluluwa from
            getting out?”
         

         
         I totally get why Kitty is terrified. I am too. The threat of a primordial serpent god (who is literally the embodiment of
            chaos) wreaking havoc across the Realms is definitely something to be terrified of. I mean, I wouldn’t be exaggerating if
            I said it’ll be the end of the worlds.
         

         
         “We just need to stop Restituto, right? We stop the Maligno, we stop the serpent god.” I take my sister’s hand in mine protectively,
            giving it a squeeze. “Honestly, I’m surprised Restituto is helping the Ulilang Kaluluwa escape. He’s evil and selfish and
            all, but he doesn’t seem like someone who would want to share a throne with a powerful ancient god.”
         

         
         “Unfortunately, it is more complicated than that,” the god says, his expression unchanged. “Anyway, Aman Sinaya believes the
            Ulilang Kaluluwa will escape, one way or another. It is simply a matter of when he will escape.”
         

         
         “WHAT?!” Everyone but the god of warriors gasps this time.

         
         Aman Sinaya is a very smart god. They are, after all, the patron of crafts and creative inventions. If they believe the Ulilang
            Kaluluwa is going to escape, then we might as well just accept the fact that we’re totally doomed.
         

         
         “Ay! Don’t despair. We will get through this,” Manong Sol assures us as he stands up. I thought he was going to do his god-of-warriors thing and give us a much-needed confidence boost. But instead, I hear him mutter under his breath, “I hope we will.” 

         
         “How?” I ask in a voice that’s an octave higher than usual. I really wish Manong Sol would stop looking unsure and so worried
            like this. He’s been like a pillar of strength for us. Seeing him crack even just a bit makes what’s left of my courage go
            crumbling down.
         

         
         “In war, the victor’s narrative is usually what history remembers. Almost always, they only tell you what they want you to
            hear.” Manong Sol taps the TV screen. Kuya Yani’s live stream shrinks to half the screen, and an illustrated animation of
            the coconut tree legend appears beside him. “The last primordial war was no different, as I have recently found out. Aman
            Sinaya was around to bear witness and told me what really transpired after the war.”
         

         
         “Let me guess.” I raise a finger. “That tree didn’t just sprout out of the blue.”

         
         “Correct. Lord Bathala convinced Aman Sinaya they needed a fail-safe should the Ulilang Kaluluwa return to power, especially now that the Galang Kaluluwa is gone and can no longer tip the scales in their favor. So the deity created a vessel that can be used to harness power from the Galang Kaluluwa’s essence—the fruit of what became the coconut tree.” Behind Manong Sol, the screen shows the coconut tree starting to flower. “But as the tree grew and took shape, it became evident that its fruit would allow the wielder to harness not only the power of order from the Galang Kaluluwa, but the Ulilang Kaluluwa’s chaos power as well.” 

         
         I heave a sigh. “I’m assuming Restituto knows about this magical coconut too and wants to use it to control the Ulilang Kaluluwa.”

         
         “My sources say yes, he does.” John Lloyd confirms my fears with a grimace. “This is why he wants the Ulilang Kaluluwa to
            escape—the Maligno wants to use the serpent god to conquer the worlds.”
         

         
         “Wait. Deity Aman Sinaya wouldn’t miss something that huge,” Bart says, his jaw clenching. The defensiveness in his tone is
            obvious even when he’s being respectful to the sun god. I see even the possible wrath of Manong Sol won’t stop Bart from defending
            his idol.
         

         
         “I agree.” Manong Sol nods. “But you must remember that this all happened in the beginning of time. Aman Sinaya was not the
            same deity back then. The important thing is, Aman Sinaya eventually realized that such power could potentially destroy the
            balance in the universe, even in the hands of someone with good intentions like Bathala.”
         

         
         I notice the old man says that last sentence with sadness.

         
         “I’m sorry, Manong Sol, I don’t understand,” Kitty says, frowning. “Why is ridding the universe of evil so bad? Wouldn’t that
            make it a better place?”
         

         
         “Ay, Katrina, my child. Do not confuse chaos with evil,” Manong Sol reminds my sister. “The Ulilang Kaluluwa may be the embodiment of chaos, but that does not mean he is evil.” 

         
         “And you can’t have order without chaos. The two go hand in hand,” Haribon adds, bobbing his head. “Salamangka, the magical
            life energy of the Anito, works the way it does because of this balance. Without it—”
         

         
         “Everything in the universe will get all messed up,” I finish for the duck. Salamangka makes sure that the Realms intersect
            in harmony, and even gives the gods their powers. It’s what gives me my powers. And I haven’t verified it yet, but I think Salamangka is the reason why magical beings exist.
         

         
         So yeah, it’s safe to say that we’re looking at an end-of-the-worlds level of catastrophe. I don’t say this out loud, though.
            Kitty’s horrified expression tells me that she already understands and my saying it will just scare her even more. I reach
            over and give her hand a squeeze.
         

         
         “Anyway, as I was saying . . . Aman Sinaya delayed the formation of the fruit. It has remained a flower even as the worlds
            have grown older, the gods have been born, magical creatures emerged from the different Realms, and human civilization began
            to flourish in the Middleworld,” Manong Sol continues. “When the Anito sent the First Salamangkero, Aman Sinaya finally felt
            safe to allow the tree to fruit. They hid the coconut fruit until it matured to a niyog. With the First Salamangkero’s assistance,
            they broke the niyog into three pieces and hid them across the Realms.”
         

         
         “So Bathala has one?” I frown. Yikes. Good intentions usually mean nothing if your actions include potentially destroying the worlds. 

         
         “No.” Manong Sol shakes his head. “Aman Sinaya and the First Salamangkero convinced him that he would not be able to take
            the Sacred Niyog with him into the Upperworld, as it was formed from the remains of the Ulilang Kaluluwa and the Galang Kaluluwa,
            who were from that Realm.”
         

         
         “He believed that?” I raise an eyebrow. I’m pretty sure I can come up with excuses better than Aman Sinaya’s.

         
         “Of course,” the sun god says with a shrug. “Aman Sinaya was, is, and will always be the smartest and wisest among us gods.”

         
         From the corner of my eye, I see Bart is nodding in total agreement. What did I say? He’s such a huge Aman Sinaya fanboy.
         

         
         “Lord Bathala agreed with Aman Sinaya.” Manong Sol sighs. “Well, he did back then, at least.”

         
         John Lloyd looks alarmed. “He doesn’t anymore?”

         
         “He doesn’t,” says the sun god, shaking his head sadly. “He’s been consumed by his need to defeat the Ulilang Kaluluwa.”

         
         It may seem like a shallow thing, but you have to remember that Bathala is a god—an immortal. He’s been living with that grudge since literally the beginning of time. I’d probably be the same if I were in his place. I mean, imagine living forever but still not being able to change something where you think you’ve failed. 

         
         Still, I totally get why Manong Sol feels sad. He admires Bathala, looks up to him even. Then he realizes that the god of
            gods isn’t as perfect as he’d thought. I’ve watched celebrities get canceled, kicked off bands or teams, and removed from
            endorsement deals for saying or doing harmful things (and rightfully so). It’s disappointing and hurts to see the pedestal
            we put our idols on crumble before our very eyes.
         

         
         Manong Sol must have caught me studying him, since he’s obviously avoiding looking at me. He clears his throat. “The First
            Salamangkero took one piece of the niyog and hid it in the Middleworld. Aman Sinaya gave one to his trusted friend, an aswang,
            who then brought it to the Underworld. The last one, he gave to me, which I eventually left in Andrés Bonifacio’s care.” Manong
            Sol gestures at Kuya Yani on the screen.
         

         
         “Yes, it is inside the Maharlikan vault. There is no safer hiding place in our Realm than that. Even Papa can’t—” My brother
            clears his throat, loosening his collar. “Anyway, it’s safe.”
         

         
         We all know what happened to Papa, our biological father and the Supremo of Maharlika City. Well, former Supremo. Because Papa is now Restituto’s human vessel. He offered his body so the Maligno would release Kuya Yani from possession.
         

         
         “So, if I understand this right . . .” I say, breaking the awkward silence, “we’re supposed to find three pieces of the most ordinary-looking coconut shell scattered across every Realm in the universe, which makes hunting for a needle in a haystack seem like a piece of cake. Then we have to do this before the equinox, which is like two days from now . . . all while trying not to get killed by Restituto and his malignos and Bathala and his gods, who both, by the way, want the coconut shell pieces too.” 

         
         “Not every Realm,” Haribon corrects me. “Just the Middleworld, the Underworld, and the In-Between.”

         
         “Great. That narrows it down, then.” I roll my eyes. The duck always states the obvious.

         
         “We already have one piece—the one in the Maharlikan vault. The Salamangka in you will guide you to the two other hidden pieces.
            I understand you do not know how to do that yet, as it requires years of practice and diligent study. Even previous Salamangkeros
            who were much older than you had trouble mastering the skill of using Anito magic to find the Sacred Niyog pieces.” Manong
            Sol scratches his chin. “Then again, no other Salamangkero but you has needed to find the Sacred Niyog pieces.”
         

         
         “Geez.” This mission is getting impossibler by the minute.

         
         “Aman Sinaya created an app for your digital watch and phone that will help you pinpoint the exact location of the other pieces,” Manong Sol assures me. He then taps the TV once more. This time, the animation panel disappears and Kuya Yani’s live stream occupies the whole screen again. “Bring the piece hidden here in the Middleworld to Aman Sinaya as soon as you find it. The last piece . . . The one in the Underworld is tricky, but Mansisilat is there in that Realm, and she will do everything she can to help you. Do not worry, Luningning. We will prevent the destruction of the universe.” 

         
         “Okay . . .” I say, frowning. This plan sounds really off to me. “What’s the point of gathering the pieces of the Sacred Niyog
            if they’re hidden anyway?”
         

         
         “Good question,” Manong Sol says, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I have considered leaving the pieces in their hiding places.
            But if we can find them, surely Bathala and Restituto will as well. Bathala is the god of gods, and Restituto has many supporters.
            They both have the resources to look for the coconut pieces. Besides, Aman Sinaya still needs to study the Sacred Niyog if
            we are to use it to our advantage.”
         

         
         “Wait. What? You’ve got to be kidding.” I raise my hand. “No, no. Don’t say it. I know you’re not kidding. But seriously?
            Aman Sinaya doesn’t know how it works? But they were the one who created the tree!”
         

         
         Everyone pauses and turns to look at Manong Sol and me.

         
         “Yes, that is true,” the god confirms. “Aman Sinaya broke the niyog as soon as it appeared. However, they weren’t the one
            who hid the coconut shell pieces. It was the First Salamangkero.”
         

         
         I notice Manong Sol still didn’t answer why. He gave us the “what” and the “how,” but not the “why.” And the “why” is what we need for all this to make sense. 

         
         “Great!” John Lloyd says. “I will ask Lord Sitan for permission to speak with her—”

         
         “Sitan wouldn’t know where she is.” Manong Sol actually looks uncomfortable when he says this. “None of the gods do. I am
            not aware of the specifics, but Aman Sinaya should be able to explain more about it.”
         

         
         “In other words, you have no idea.” Ugh. Just as I had suspected. I cover my face with my hands and groan. “The worlds are
            so going to end.”
         

         
         Haribon pecks me hard on the head.

         
         “Hey!”

         
         “Get ahold of yourself.” The duck looks at me reproachfully. “You’re the Salamangkero!”

         
         Kitty doesn’t say anything, but she reaches for my hand and holds it tight.

         
         “Deity Aman Sinaya will figure it out,” says Fanboy Bart. For once, though, I detect a hint of apprehension in his voice.
            “Right?”
         

         
         “I suppose. No, I mean, yes, they will.” Manong Sol looks even more uncomfortable. “There is a lot Aman Sinaya and I do not
            know. But I assure you, we are doing our best to learn as much as we can. For now, we need to focus on our goal, which is
            to retrieve the niyog pieces and bring them to Aman Sinaya’s dambana on Gilmore Avenue so they can study them.”
         

         
         “Okay. Whatever you say.” But there’s one more thing, a very important thing. Something’s still bothering me about this mission. “But Manong Sol . . .” 

         
         “Yes?”

         
         Instead of answering, I stare at my fingers.

         
         I’ve been trying to make sense of my recurring dream the wrong way. I was interpreting it like a normal human dream. But I’m
            the Salamangkero, and I should have known better than to think stuff that happens to me is normal.
         

         
         The giant serpent in the sky is obviously the Ulilang Kaluluwa. Now I have no doubt the falling sun is Manong Sol. He’s the
            sun god, after all.
         

         
         So how do I tell Manong Sol that I’ve been having dreams of him battling the serpent god and then failing?

         
         “Lulu?” Haribon prompts, squeezing my shoulder. But I simply shake my head.

         
         I can’t say it.

         
         I’ll definitely tell Haribon about my dream later, but not right now. Not with everyone around. Not when our team’s confidence
            is hanging by a thread.
         

         
         “I have faith in you, Luningning. I have faith in all of you,” Manong Sol says, his wrinkly lips forming a tight line. He
            stares at me, his eyes burning right into mine. “It’s about time you have faith in yourself too. Or it will cost us the safety
            of the Realms.”
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