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    For the vendors of Manila, whose weary hands feed a city's soul, and for the teachers who believe that a piece of chalk is as powerful as a scepter.
And for Aileen—who knew the harvest was coming long before the seeds were even sown.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The only wealth which you will keep forever is the wealth you have given away."— Marcus Aurelius 

      

    


Prologue: The Weight of a Kernel

THE HUMIDITY IN ERMITA doesn’t just sit on you; it breathes with you. It carries the scent of frying garlic, the exhaust of passing jeepneys, and the salt of a bay that has seen too many storms.

In the small room on the fourth floor of a building that had forgotten its own name, Fred de Llanas lay still. He was no longer the man whose signature could move markets or level city blocks. He was a man of skin and bone, held together by the prayers of people who had nothing else to give.

At the foot of his bed, Negi sat like a gargoyle carved from midnight. The black cat’s eyes were two unblinking coins of gold, watching the rhythm of Fred’s chest. Every time the breath hitched, the cat’s ears would twitch, a silent vigil for a king without a crown.

On the bedside table—a crate covered in an old newspaper—sat a single, small bowl of sweetcorn. It was steamed, yellow, and glistening with a bit of margarine. It was a gift from a nurse named Elmo, delivered with a hand that shook not from fear, but from a debt of love.

Fred looked at the corn. To anyone else, it was a snack sold for a few pesos on a street corner. To Fred, it was the currency of a kingdom far greater than the one he had lost. Each kernel was a memory: a lesson taught on a sidewalk, a child’s laugh, a wife’s dying wish finally understood.

He reached out a trembling hand, his fingers brushing the side of the bowl. He didn't have the strength to eat, but he had the heart to remember.

He had once built towers of glass that reached for the clouds, thinking he was touching heaven. He had been wrong. Heaven wasn't in the clouds. It was here, in the steam of a plastic cup, in the fur of a stray cat, and in the hands of a boy he had once "bought" away from the streets.

The empire of glass was gone. The empire of sweetcorn had begun.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Glass Horizon
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The De Llanas Building didn't just pierce the Manila skyline; it defied it. While the rest of the city hummed with the chaotic, wet heat of July, the 50th floor remained a constant, sterile 18°C. It was a climate controlled by money, an atmosphere where the air was filtered so thoroughly it lacked any scent of the world below.

Fred de Llanas stood at the apex. At sixty, he was a man of sharp angles—his suit, his jawline, his logic. He didn't look at the city; he looked over it.

"The merger with San Lucas Holdings is finalized, sir," his assistant, Marco, said. He remained three paces back, well outside Fred’s "dead zone."

"And the displacement of the settlers in the North District?" Fred asked, not turning.

"The legal teams have handled the evictions. The demolition begins Monday. We’re on schedule for the new luxury hub."

Fred nodded. To him, "settlers" were variables in an equation. "Evictions" were just the friction required to create a polished surface. He was a man who believed that progress required a vacuum—that to build something great, you had to clear the "clutter" of human life.

The heavy mahogany door groaned open, a sound that usually signaled an intrusion. But the footsteps that followed were light, rhythmic, and familiar.

"The board is waiting for you, Fred," Aileen said.

He turned then. Aileen was dressed in a simple linen dress that looked out of place against the marble and chrome. She carried a small paper bag that smelled faintly of salt and steamed corn. The scent was an affront to the filtered air of the office.

"You’re late, Aileen. We have the gala for the Children’s Hospital tonight."

"I was at the public hospital, Fred. Not the one with your name on the wing. The one with the folding chairs and the leaking ceilings." She walked to his desk and set the paper bag down right on top of the San Lucas merger documents. A small grease stain began to bloom on the high-bond paper.

Fred looked at the bag as if it were a ticking bomb. "What is that?"

"Lunch," she said simply. "I bought it from a boy named Elmo. He’s ten. He should be in school, but he’s selling corn because his father’s dialysis isn't covered by the 'foundations' you donate to for tax breaks."

Fred sighed, the sound of a man tired of a recurring argument. "Aileen, we’ve discussed this. Poverty is a systemic failure. I solve it by creating jobs and infrastructure. I don't solve it by buying a twenty-peso snack."

"You don't solve it at all," she countered, her voice dropping to a whisper that cut sharper than a shout. "You just build the walls higher so you don't have to see it. One day, Fred, the glass is going to break. And when it does, I hope you know how to walk on the shards."

He reached out to touch her hand, but she pulled away, leaving him alone with the smell of sweetcorn and the cold, blue light of the afternoon.
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