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	Disclaimer

	This is a work of fiction.

	

	The Mindanao War of Independence (2028-2031) depicted in this novel did not occur. All characters, organizations, incidents, and dialogue are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	

	The Mindanao Independence Movement (MIM), the "Mindanao Water Security Initiative," and all government officials, military personnel, and civilians portrayed in this book are fictional.

	

	While this novel draws inspiration from the rich history, cultures, and ongoing struggles of the Filipino people, particularly the Muslim, Christian, and indigenous communities of Mindanao, it does not depict real events, real political movements, or real individuals. The geopolitical scenarios involving the United States, China, and other nations are entirely speculative.

	

	The author acknowledges the complex and sensitive nature of Mindanao's history and the ongoing aspirations of its diverse peoples. This novel is not intended as political commentary or advocacy, but as an exploration of universal themes: justice, sacrifice, identity, and the human cost of conflict.

	

	Any opinions expressed by fictional characters do not necessarily reflect the views of the author.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	Prologue: The Land Before the War

	Mindanao is the second-largest island in the Philippine archipelago, a landmass roughly the size of South Korea, home to over twenty-five million people. It is a place of volcanic peaks and ancient rainforests, of rivers that carve through highlands once untouched by colonial maps. Long before the Spanish galleons arrived in the sixteenth century, Mindanao was a crossroads of trade and faith: connected by sea routes to the Malay sultanates, to the spice merchants of the Moluccas, to the Ming Dynasty's tributary networks.

	

	Islam came peacefully, carried by traders and scholars from Borneo and Sumatra in the fourteenth century. By the time Ferdinand Magellan claimed the islands for Spain in 1521, the Sultanates of Sulu and Maguindanao had already established sophisticated political orders, complete with written laws, diplomatic relations, and flourishing commerce. The Spanish called them Moros, a term borrowed from their wars against the Moors of North Africa, and for three centuries, they fought to subjugate what they could never fully conquer. The Moro Wars, some of the longest-running conflicts in colonial history, ended only when Spain sold the Philippines to the United States in 1898. The Americans inherited the war and prosecuted it with industrial efficiency, but resistance never fully died.

	

	The indigenous peoples of Mindanao, collectively known as the Lumad (meaning "born of the earth"), predated both Islam and Christianity. The Manobo, the Mandaya, the T'boli, the Higaonon, and dozens of other ethnolinguistic groups had lived in the highlands for millennia, their cultures rooted in the rhythms of forest and river. They watched successive waves of lowlanders arrive: first the Muslim sultanates, then the Spanish friars, then the American administrators, then the waves of Christian settlers encouraged by Manila's resettlement programs in the twentieth century.

	

	Those programs transformed Mindanao. Beginning in the 1930s and accelerating after World War II, the Philippine government encouraged landless farmers from Luzon and the Visayas to migrate south. They came by the hundreds of thousands: Ilocanos, Cebuanos, Ilonggos, drawn by promises of fertile soil and new beginnings. They carved farms from forests, built towns where villages had stood, and within two generations, Christians outnumbered Muslims in many parts of the island. The Lumad, meanwhile, were pushed ever higher into the mountains, their ancestral domains shrinking with each new logging concession, each new mining permit, each new agricultural frontier.

	

	By the late twentieth century, Mindanao had become a patchwork of grievances. The Muslim population, concentrated in the southwestern provinces and the Sulu Archipelago, nursed memories of dispossession and broken treaties. The Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF), founded in 1969, waged a separatist war that claimed over 100,000 lives before a peace agreement in 1996 created the Autonomous Region in Muslim Mindanao, a compromise that satisfied few. Splinter groups like the Moro Islamic Liberation Front (MILF) continued the struggle, while smaller factions like Abu Sayyaf turned to banditry and terrorism, their original ideologies lost to kidnapping and extortion.

	

	The Lumad faced a different war: a slower one, fought with bulldozers and legal documents rather than bullets. Mining corporations, many of them foreign-owned, extracted nickel, gold, and copper from ancestral lands, leaving behind poisoned rivers and displaced communities. Environmental defenders were killed at rates that made the Philippines one of the deadliest countries in the world for activists. The Lumad had no army, no international patrons, no seat at the negotiating tables where their fate was decided.

	

	And the Christian settlers? Many had been in Mindanao for three generations by the twenty-first century. They were no longer migrants but natives, their roots as deep as anyone's. Yet they lived alongside neighbors who remembered them as colonizers, on land that others still claimed. They were caught between Manila's indifference and their neighbors' resentment, belonging fully to neither world.

	

	This was Mindanao on the eve of the war: an island of twenty-five million people, rich in resources and resentment, where three peoples with three histories shared one future they had never chosen. The peace agreements had paused the fighting but solved nothing. The poverty remained. The exploitation continued. The promises stayed broken.

	

	All that was needed was a spark.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Part I: The Spark (Early 2028)

	The leak, the declaration, and the first shots.

	


Chapter 1: The Lanao Declaration

	The following is a transcript of an interview with Ibrahim Untal, conducted in Maramag, Independent Federal Republic of Mindanao, in October 2041. It is ten years since the Treaty of Singapore ended the war. He lives in a modest but comfortable home, a deliberate contrast to the palatial residences of Manila's old political class. By his own choice, he holds no official title in the government, but many call him the "Conscience of the Republic," a title that emerged only after the war, his moral stature paradoxically enhanced by his consistent refusal of power. He agreed to this interview, one of the few he has ever granted, on the condition that it be "unvarnished." He is thinner than in the old photos. The revolutionary fire in his eyes has banked to a thoughtful ember. He speaks calmly, but his hands give him away, clenching and unclenching in his lap when a painful memory surfaces. Through the window, you can see the Bukidnon highlands. In the distance, you can also see the construction cranes of a Chinese-funded infrastructure project. His wife, Elena, a Christian from Iligan whom he married during the war, brings us coffee and sits quietly in the kitchen doorway, listening.

	

	Interviewer: Mr. Untal, thank you for your time. For decades, there was unrest in Mindanao. Insurgencies, negotiations, broken treaties. What made this time different? What was the final straw that united Muslims, Christians, and Lumads, who had so often been pitted against each other?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (He lets out a long, weary sigh, looking out at the mountains) The final straw... You know, people always want to point to one thing, a simple cause, because it's easier to digest. But the truth? It was... how do I explain this... it was the crushing weight of a thousand different grievances. We Mindanaoans were a colony in our own country. Just a resource to be plundered. For fifty years, Manila treated Mindanao like its private treasury. They took our nickel, our gold, our fruit, our timber... and what did we get in return? Soldiers. The "development" they sent was a joke. A series of monuments to their own corruption. Every road paved with kickbacks. Every school built with cheap materials by a senator's brother-in-law. I remember visiting a new elementary school, a village outside of Butuan. After one rainy season, the walls were already cracked, mildewed. The roof leaked everywhere. The children were using old soda cans to catch the drips. That was their development. A photo-op for a visiting politician, and then just rot. It was calculated neglect. An entire island of 25 million people, kept in a state of managed poverty.

	

	Interviewer: (After a pause) The mining. You're talking about the Caraga killings.

	

	Ibrahim Untal: You've done your research. Yes. Caraga. Surigao del Sur. The nickel belt. On paper, it was "sustainable development." "Critical minerals for the green transition." In reality, a slow-motion massacre. They came for our mountains the way they'd always come for everything else: with contracts written in Manila, signed by men who'd never set foot on Lumad soil. Nearly half of every mining tenement in Mindanao sat directly on ancestral domains. The Manobo, seven percent of our Indigenous population, bore a quarter of all the damage. Their sacred groves became open pits. Their rivers ran red with sediment. And the nickel? The ore? It was shipped to smelters in China, processed, and sold to Tesla. To Volkswagen. To Mercedes. The world's richest corporations, building their electric dreams on the bones of our people. We didn't even get jobs. Just dust, cancer clusters, and soldiers.

	

	Interviewer: There must have been resistance.

	

	Ibrahim Untal: Of course. I was a young lawyer by then. We organized. Stood with the Lumad communities who were being pushed off their land. Stood with the Christian farmers whose water sources were poisoned. We filed cases. Endless cases. We documented everything: the intimidation, the threats, the mysterious "disappearances" of village leaders who refused to sign consent forms. We were peaceful. We held vigils. Lit candles for the dead. Lupa ng Ninuno, Hindi Ibibigay. "The Land of Our Ancestors Will Not Be Surrendered." Over and over, until our voices cracked. Manila's response? They called it "counter-insurgency." Sent battalions into the mining zones. They said the Lumad were sheltering rebels. Every farmer who said no was suddenly a communist. I watched soldiers drag a chieftain from his home at dawn. Datu Kaylo. He was sixty-three years old. He'd never held a gun in his life. They found his body three days later in a ravine. (He stops, takes a slow breath. In the kitchen doorway, Elena shifts but says nothing.) Forgive me. Even now... On the news in the capital, he was an "NPA commander neutralized in an encounter." They never showed his face. They never interviewed his widow. They just erased him. "The deadliest country in Asia for people who protect the land." That's what the international reports called us. A third of all the killings were linked to mining. And still, Manila told us to be patient. That was always their answer. Patience.

	

	Interviewer: (Quietly) I've seen the Global Witness reports. The numbers are staggering.

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (A bitter nod) Numbers. Yes. We became very good at counting our dead. And that was just the beginning. When the war came, the disappeared became the massacred. The ravines became mass graves. But I'm getting ahead of myself.

	

	Interviewer: So what finally exhausted that patience?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (Sighs deeply, his voice dropping. He gets up and walks to a small desk by the window, opening a drawer.) It started with rumors. Whispers in government corridors. Late-night phone calls. Something big was coming. Something about the lake. Then I got a call from a source I had inside the Senate. A young man. A junior aide named Michael Lozada. Brilliant, idealistic kid from Cagayan de Oro. His family were good Christian folk. They'd owned a small shipping business that was deliberately bankrupted by a competitor from Manila with deep political connections. Michael saw the system for what it was. He went into politics thinking he could fix it. He told me he had something for me; something that would, as he put it, "break the heart of Mindanao." We met in a crowded cafe in Manila. He was terrified. His coffee just sat there, untouched. He slid a thick brown envelope across the table. "They're selling the water," he said. "They're selling the rain." Then he looked right at me. "My grandmother still lives in Cagayan de Oro. When this comes out, they'll go after her. I know that. I'm doing it anyway." He fled the country the next day. (He pulls a worn photograph from the drawer. It's a young man with earnest eyes, barely thirty. He holds it for a moment before showing it to me.) I found out later his grandmother died in the first year of the war. Natural causes, they said. I don't believe it. I keep this in my desk. I look at it when I need to remember what courage looks like.

	

	Interviewer: The "Mindanao Water Security Initiative." What did it entail?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: The privatization of Lake Lanao. All of it. The bill would grant a single, new corporation, "Aguas de Oro Holdings," sole, uncontestable authority over the lake's basin. The legal language was devious. Full of words like "efficiency," "sustainable management," "public-private partnership." It meant a corporation run by the President's cronies would own the water. They would set the price for irrigation. They would bill our cities for drinking water. They had the legal authority to approve or deny any new construction, any farm, any fishing operation on the lake. It was the legal mechanism for total subjugation. For the Maranao, the lake is sacred. For the Christians and Lumads who live by its shores, it is their lifeblood. This wasn't just another corrupt deal. It was an existential threat. To all of us. And the financial appendices were meticulous. Forty percent of all gross revenue funneled directly into offshore "development funds." It was a receipt for the sale of our soul.

	

	Interviewer: And this led directly to the Declaration?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (He returns to his seat, placing the photograph face-down on the table.) Immediately. Salim Hadji called an emergency meeting. Not in a mosque. No, we were past that. We met in the dusty archives of the university library in Marawi. The air was thick with the smell of old paper and decaying history. It felt... appropriate. It was Hadji, myself, Bishop Reyes from Iligan, who'd been a peace advocate for forty years. And a Higaonon Lumad chieftain, Datu Kamagi, a man whose quiet dignity commanded more respect than any politician in Manila. There were others too. Business leaders, academics, youth organizers. The Bishop, a man I deeply respected, held up the bill. His hands were shaking with rage. He said, "They are baptizing us in greed. It is time we find a new faith. Not in their hollow government, but in ourselves."

	

	The Datu spoke next. He talked about how his people had seen this before, a slow poisoning of their ancestral lands. Then he looked directly at Hadji and said, "My father was killed by men who called themselves Moro freedom fighters. In 1971. I was twenty-one. I want you to know that I remember."

	

	Interviewer: What happened?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: The room went cold. But Hadji didn't flinch. He met the Datu's eyes. "I know," he said. "There is blood between our peoples. Blood I can't wash away with words. I'm asking you to fight beside me anyway. Not because the past didn't happen, but because they want us to keep bleeding each other while they take everything. They have always wanted that." The Datu was silent for what felt like an eternity. I thought he would leave. Instead, he just extended his hand across the table. Hadji took it. Neither of them smiled. It wasn't that kind of moment. Something shifted in that room. After that, there was no more debate about 'if.' Only 'how.' That night, Hadji asked me to draft a document that spoke for all of us. A declaration of independence for one, united, plundered island.

	

	Interviewer: The three of them—Hadji, the Bishop, Datu Kamagi. Did they survive the war?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (His jaw tightens) Hadji died in the Siege of Zamboanga. A sniper. Bishop Reyes... he survived, but something broke in him when he saw the Cotabato Marsh Killings. He lives in a monastery now. Doesn't speak much. And the Datu... (A long pause) He led his people through the worst of it. Fought alongside Maranao soldiers who, forty years earlier, might have been his enemies. He's still alive. We meet sometimes, the two of us, old men now. We don't talk about the war. We talk about our grandchildren.

	

	Interviewer: And the declaration itself?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: We wrote it by the light of a single lamp. Every word was a battle. It needed to be a legal document, a moral argument, and a call to arms all at once. When it was done, we gathered in a small, hidden broadcast studio. April 7th, 2028. I remember the date because it was my daughter's birthday. I promised to call her. I never did. She didn't speak to me for two years after that. She happened to be visiting Manila when the war started, and suddenly, she couldn't get out. It was months before she made it home. (He glances toward Elena in the doorway) My wife had to be the bridge between us. We reconciled eventually. She lives in Davao now, with my grandchildren. But she's never forgiven me for that silence. I'm not sure I've forgiven myself. Salim Hadji stood in the center, flanked by the Bishop in his formal cassock and Datu Kamagi with his staff. A professor, a priest, and a king. That was the image we wanted the world to see. Salim read the text. His voice didn't tremble. We declared ourselves independent. Not from the Filipino people, our brothers and sisters, but from the corrupt and predatory government in Manila that had enslaved us both. We laid claim to every resource, every inch of soil, from Zamboanga to Surigao, in the name of all Mindanaoans. We uploaded it using three different satellite links, just praying one would get through. For an hour, there was silence. The most terrifying hour of my life. Then... the internet came alive. We saw a video from a plaza in Davao. A young woman with a Christian cross was holding up her phone to show our video to an Imam. They embraced. We saw a photo of Lumad youth in the mountains, raising a hastily sewn flag. The messages poured in. "We are with you." "God be with you." "For Mindanao!" People were gathering. There was cheering. You have to understand—this wasn't spontaneous chaos. For years, cells had been organizing across the provinces. Community leaders, veterans, former rebels, all waiting. The Declaration was the signal, not the command. When it went out, everyone knew what to do. And then, reports of gunfire from a military checkpoint in Wao. The war had begun.

	

	Interviewer: Looking back now, from this new capital, from this peace... was it worth the cost?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (He is silent for a full minute. Outside, the sound of children playing drifts through the window. Elena appears in the doorway, and something passes between them, an old grief shared and wordless. She places a hand on his shoulder for a moment, then withdraws.)

	

	(He scoffs, just a little.) "Worth it?" That's a businessman's term. As if this was a transaction. Was the profit greater than the loss? I have no idea. I see the children playing in the parks of this new city, and I see hope. I visit the memorial wall with its hundred thousand names. A hundred thousand. Can you imagine? And I see the price. Two million displaced. Families scattered to Sabah, to Sulawesi, to the Gulf states. Villages that simply ceased to exist. (He gestures toward the window, at the distant cranes.) And now we have new friends building our roads, our ports. Friends who remind us, very politely, of what we owe them. Some of my old comrades say we just traded one master for another. I don't know if they're wrong. I can only say the war was necessary. We were dying a slow death before. A death of a thousand cuts, of endless, humiliating compromises. The war was just a faster, more honest way to die. But it gave our children, all of our children, a chance to finally be born free. What they do with that chance, well, that's their burden now.

	

	(He looks out the window. A boy is kicking a ball in the street.)

	

	Yesterday, my grandson asked me what a "colony" was. He learned the word in school. I told him it was a place that belonged to someone else. He just looked confused. "But Lolo," he said, "this place belongs to us." (A long pause. His voice catches.) I didn't know whether to laugh or weep.

	

	Interviewer: And does it? Belong to you?

	

	Ibrahim Untal: (He turns back to me, his eyes tired but clear) Ask me again in ten years. Ask my grandson when he's my age. If he can still say those words without irony, without bitterness... then maybe it was worth it. (He picks up the photograph of Michael Lozada from the table, looks at it one more time, and places it back in the drawer.) That's all I can give you. That's all any of us could give.

	

	



	

	Supplemental: The following brief account was shared by a former MIM organizer in Lanao del Norte, who requested anonymity. It illustrates the chaos that accompanied the Declaration's rollout.

	

	Organizer (anonymous): People talk about the Declaration like it was perfectly coordinated. It wasn't. Our cell in Tubod, we were supposed to secure the municipal armory the night of April 7th. We'd been planning for months. The signal was supposed to come at 9 PM.

	

	It didn't come until 11:30. By then, half our people had gone home, thinking the whole thing was cancelled. Our radio man, God rest him, he'd fallen asleep waiting. When we finally got the word, we had twelve people instead of forty.

	

	We went anyway. We got to the armory and found it empty. Someone (we never found out who) had tipped off the police, and they'd moved everything to Iligan that afternoon. Twelve of us standing in an empty building, holding machetes and two hunting rifles, wondering what to do next.

	

	Three of us were arrested within a week. Two died at the Wao checkpoint; they'd gone to join the convoy without telling anyone. The rest of us scattered into the hills and spent two months just trying to survive before we linked up with anyone.

	

	So when people ask about the glorious beginning of the revolution? I remember an empty armory and a lot of confused men who didn't know what they were doing. The Declaration was beautiful. The reality was chaos. We figured it out eventually. But those first weeks? It's a miracle any of us made it.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 2: "They're Selling the Rain"

	Editor's Note: The following letter was found in a sealed envelope in a small, water-damaged wooden box containing the personal effects of Michael Lozada. Lozada was the Senate legislative aide who leaked the "Mindanao Water Security Initiative" bill to the leaders of what would become the Mindanao Independence Movement in early 2028. He fled the Philippines days before the Lanao Declaration and was never seen again. The surveillance he describes in the letter appears to have been the paranoid vigilance of a man who knew he was doing something dangerous, not the focused attention of security services who had confirmed his guilt. By the time Manila connected the documents to Lozada, he was already gone. The Singapore safe deposit box was registered under a false name: "Jose Lakan," a reference to a pre-colonial Filipino title. It contained this letter, a faded photograph of his grandmother, and a wooden rosary with three beads missing. The letter, addressed to his grandmother in Cagayan de Oro, was never sent.

	

	His grandmother, Corazon Lozada, died in December 2028. The official cause was heart failure. Those who knew her say she died of grief, for her grandson, for her city, for a world that no longer made sense.

	

	As for Michael Lozada himself: there are theories. Some believe he was killed by Manila intelligence operatives in Malaysia within weeks of his flight. Others claim he assumed a new identity and lived out the war in Sabah, working with refugee networks. A fisherman near Zamboanga swore he saw Michael in 2028, thinner and bearded, helping unload medical supplies from a blockade runner. None of this has been confirmed. His body was never found. His name appears on no casualty lists. He exists now only in this letter, in the photograph Ibrahim Untal keeps in his desk, and in the war his courage helped ignite.

	

	



	

	March 28, 2028

	

	[The letter is written on Senate letterhead, the official seal scratched out with a pen. The handwriting is neat at first, growing more erratic toward the end. There are water stains on the page (whether from humidity or tears, it is impossible to say).]

	

	Lola,

	

	I've tried to write this four times. The wastebasket is full of crumpled paper. My hands won't stop shaking. My suitcase is packed: just one bag, everything I own that matters. I've been sleeping in my clothes for three days, always ready to run. There's a car I don't recognize parked across the street. It's been there since Tuesday. Probably nothing. Probably everything.

	

	Outside my window, Manila never sleeps. I can hear the jeepneys, the distant sound of a videoke bar, a dog that won't stop barking. Somewhere a man is shouting at his wife, or maybe his child. The city doesn't care. It never does. I have to get this down, even if I can never send it to you.

	

	If you are reading this, it means I'm gone. I am so sorry. Sorry for the silence, and sorry for the trouble that I know is coming your way because of what I've done. Please, don't blame yourself. I pray that one day, you won't blame me either.

	

	I know how proud you were when I went to work in the Senate. I can still hear you telling the neighbors, "Our Michael, he will fix things." I think I actually believed it, too. I came here with so much hope. I thought if I just worked hard, if I learned their game, I could make a difference. For you. For Papa's memory.

	

	I was a fool. There is no game here, Lola. There are no rules. Just power.

	

	Two weeks ago, I had to file a new bill. A routine task. They called it the "Mindanao Water Security Initiative." It sounded so harmless. I read it. Then I read it again. And a cold feeling settled in my stomach that hasn't left me since.

	

	Do you remember Papa's shipping business? Remember how that company from Manila came in, and suddenly our permits were always lost, our contracts cancelled, our ships held in port for "inspections"? How they bled him dry until he had to sell everything, our family's work for two generations, for a tenth of what it was worth?

	

	This is the same thing, Lola. But not for one family. For our whole island.

	

	They are selling Lake Lanao.

	

	I know it sounds crazy. But it's true. They've written a law that gives one private company in Manila total control over the lake, and all the rivers that flow from it. The company is called "Aguas de Oro Holdings." I looked them up. It's the same families, Lola. The same ones who took everything from Papa. And buried deep in the bill, on page 847, a section I doubt anyone else even read, I found it. Forty percent of the money goes to offshore "development funds." They didn't even try to hide it. That's how little they think of us.

	

	Our rivers. The river where you taught me to fish. Do you remember? I was seven, and I couldn't sit still, and you said, "Patience, anak. The river provides, but only for those who wait." I caught nothing that day. But you did, and you let me tell everyone I caught it myself. That river. The same water that fed Papa's rice paddies, that filled our cups every morning, that baptized me at San Agustin church. That company will be able to charge us for the water to grow our food. They will bill our city for the water from our taps. They will have the power to turn it off if it serves their interests.

	

	They're selling the rain. And the men who will own it are the same men who broke our family.

	

	I did nothing for a week. I was terrified. I just thought of you, alone in the house. I thought of Papa's tired face. I told myself, this isn't your fight, you're safe here.

	

	But I kept hearing your voice in my head, the way you used to read me the Bible on the porch after dinner. You always loved Esther. You'd say, "Anak, God puts us where we need to be. Maybe not where we want to be. But where we need to be." And then you'd look at me with those sharp eyes and say, "For such a time as this." I always thought it was just a story. Now I understand. I'm nobody special, Lola. I'm just a junior aide who files papers. But I was the only one who saw this bill who also understood the violence hidden inside its legal words. Maybe that's enough. Maybe that's what "for such a time as this" really means.

	

	It came down to a simple choice. I could be a traitor to Manila, or a traitor to my home. There was no third option.

	

	I chose home.

	

	Yesterday, I met a man in a cafe. I won't write his name. Manila calls him a rebel, a terrorist, worse. He didn't seem like one. He was maybe fifty, gray at the temples, with the calm eyes of someone who has already decided how he will die. He just seemed tired, and patient in a way that is more dangerous than anger.

	

	I was terrified, Lola. My hands were shaking so badly I couldn't lift my cup. He noticed. He didn't say anything, but he noticed. I kept thinking: What if someone recognizes him? What if they're watching me? What if I'm already dead and just don't know it yet?

	

	His coffee went cold while he read the documents. Every page, carefully. Twice. Then he looked at me and asked why. I told him about Papa. About you. About the river. He just nodded slowly, like he'd heard a thousand stories like mine, because he has, Lola. He must have heard a thousand versions of our grief. Then he said, "You understand what happens next?" I told him I thought so. He said, "No. You don't. None of us do." He took the envelope. We didn't shake hands. I wanted to. But my hands wouldn't stop trembling long enough.

	

	I think the world is about to break.

	

	Please, take the money I've been sending. Buy extra food, water, medicine. When this news gets out, they will look for me, and they will come for you. Forgive me for that. I asked myself what was worse: the loud, terrible violence I knew this would unleash, or the quiet, slow violence of watching our people get strangled for another fifty years. I prayed I made the right choice.

	

	I love you more than I can say. Tell Uncle I'm sorry I'll miss the wedding. Tell my cousins to be good. And please, whenever you look at the river, think of me.

	

	Your loving, sorry grandson,

	

	Michael

	

	[Below the signature, in a shakier hand, partially scratched out but still legible:]

	

	P.S. I'm scared, Lola. I'm so scared. I don't want to

	

	[The letter ends here.]

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 3: The Old Man of the Mountain

	Editor's Note: The following interview with Datu Kamagi of the Higaonon tribe was conducted at his home, a simple wooden house on stilts deep in the Bukidnon highlands. To reach him, we drove two hours from Maramag on a road that became a muddy track, then walked for another hour through forest so thick the sky disappeared. Our guide was the Datu's grandson, Tomas, a soft-spoken man of thirty who works as a schoolteacher in Maramag but returns here every weekend. He told us that fewer young people come back each year.

	

	The Datu is said to be nearly ninety years old, though no one knows for certain. He is small and weathered, with hands like gnarled tree roots and eyes that seem to look through you rather than at you. He wears a simple white shirt and a traditional woven sash. Around his neck hangs a yellowed boar's tusk, the sign of a warrior. He does not speak Tagalog or English, so Tomas translated, sometimes pausing to find the right words for concepts that have no easy equivalent. The Datu speaks slowly, often pausing to look at the trees outside his window, as if consulting with them. His memory is not a library of dates and facts, but a landscape of stories.

	

	



	

	Interviewer: Datu, thank you for speaking with us. In Marawi, Ibrahim Untal told us about the meeting before the Declaration, where you stood with Bishop Reyes and Salim Hadji. For generations, there has been mistrust between the Lumad, the Moro, and the Christians. Why did you decide to join them?

	

	Datu Kamagi: (Speaking softly in his native dialect; his grandson translates) The lowlander's memory is short. It is written on paper, and paper burns. Our memory is in the names of the mountains, and the mountains do not forget. You ask why I stood with a Maranao and a Christian. I will ask you: when the forest is on fire, do the deer and the boar and the eagle argue about who owns the river? Or do they run from the flames together?

	

	Interviewer: So Manila was the fire?

	

	Datu Kamagi: They have always been the fire. It just burned at different speeds. When my grandfather was a boy, the loggers came. They were Christians from Cebu. They had papers from a man in Manila who had never seen a tree. They said the trees were theirs. They cut down the ancient lawaan, the trees that held the spirits. They left stumps and mud. My grandfather's people fought them. Many died.

	

	When my father was a man, the planters came. They had papers from another man in Manila. They said the soil was theirs. They cleared the foothills for pineapples. The chemicals they used poisoned the streams where we fished. My father's people fought them. They called the soldiers. More of us died. After that, we moved higher up the mountain.

	

	When I was a man, the miners came. They had papers. Always, they have papers. They said the rock beneath our feet was theirs.

	

	First the loggers for the trees. Then the planters for the soil. Then the miners for the stone. They took and they took. And we fought, and we died, and we moved higher. But this last time, with this new law, they were not coming for the trees, or the soil, or the stone. They were coming for the water itself. For the blood of the land. There was nowhere left to retreat. The fire was everywhere.

	

	Interviewer: You’re talking about the "Mindanao Water Security Initiative." The plan to privatize Lake Lanao.

	

	Datu Kamagi: We do not use that name. We call it Ang Pagbenta sa Ulan. The Selling of the Rain. When the news of this law came to us, the other elders said, "This is a lowlander problem. Let the Maranao and the Christians fight it." They remembered the old pains. The Moro who took our people as slaves. The Christians who took our land for their farms. The memories are long. The blood is real.

	

	Interviewer: But you disagreed.

	

	Datu Kamagi: I remembered the old fights. When a man wants your land, he comes with a weapon. You see his face. You fight him. You win or you lose. But Manila... Manila is a ghost. It comes with a piece of paper signed by a man you have never seen, and it tells you the mountain where your grandfather is buried is no longer yours. How do you fight a piece of paper? I knew this was different. This was not about one tribe taking from another. This was a different kind of hunger. A hunger that would eat the whole world. I knew we could not fight this ghost alone.

	

	Interviewer: So you went to the meeting in Marawi. Ibrahim Untal said you challenged Salim Hadji there.

	

	Datu Kamagi: I had to see his eyes. I told him, "My father was killed by men who called themselves Moro freedom fighters. Not soldiers from Manila. Maranao men. I want you to know that I remember."

	

	Interviewer: What was his response?

	

	Datu Kamagi: (A long pause. He looks at his hands.) If he had lied, if he had made an excuse, if he had said the past did not matter, I would have walked out. All my life, lowlanders have lied to me. But he did not. He looked at me, and he did not look away. His voice was quiet. He said, "I know. There is blood between our peoples. Blood I cannot wash away with words. I am asking you to fight beside me anyway." He said the men in Manila wanted us to stay focused on that old blood, so we would not see them taking everything from all of us. He said that was their oldest trick. For the first time in my long life, a leader from the coast did not lie about the pain of the past. He simply asked to build a future anyway.

	

	Interviewer: And you believed him?

	

	Datu Kamagi: Believed? Belief is for children and gods. I did not believe him. I trusted the truth in his eyes in that moment. It was enough. We did not fight for their new government, or their flag. We fought for this ground. For our children to know the names of the trees.

	

	Interviewer: What did your people do during the war?

	

	Datu Kamagi: (He gestures toward the forest outside.) We know these mountains. Every trail, every stream, every cave. The AFP soldiers would come with their maps and their satellites, and we would disappear. We guided MIM fighters through passes Manila didn't know existed. We hid the wounded in sacred places the helicopters could not find. We fed the fighters when their supply lines broke.

	

	(Tomas, translating, adds quietly: "My uncle died in '29. He was carrying medicine to a field hospital when an AFP patrol found him. They said he was a combatant. He had never held a gun in his life.")

	

	Datu Kamagi: (Continuing, as if he heard his grandson's words) My warriors did not fly the MIM flag. They fought with the blessing of the mountain. Forty-three of my people died in that war. I know all their names. I speak them every morning at dawn.

	

	Interviewer: Salim Hadji died at Zamboanga. A sniper. Did you hear?

	

	Datu Kamagi: (A long silence. Tomas looks away.) I heard. I lit a fire for him that night. Not a Higaonon fire; we have different ways. But I made smoke rise, so the spirits would know a good man had crossed over. He was not perfect. None of us are. But he did not lie about the blood. That is worth remembering.

	

	Interviewer: And now, ten years later? From this mountain, you can see the cranes of the new capital. And the cranes of the Chinese companies. Was it a good trade? Manila for Beijing?

	

	Datu Kamagi: (He smiles, a rare, sad smile.) The fire has passed. Now we see who has come to pick through the ashes. These new men, they also come with papers. They promise partnership. They use new words for the old hunger. But for now... there is a Lumad man who sits on the council in Maramag. His name is Datu Gawilan. He is Manobo, not Higaonon, but he speaks for all of us. When he speaks, they must listen. That is new. It is not everything. But it is not nothing.

	

	(He looks out the window again. In the distance, a hornbill calls.)

	

	The fight for the land is never over. It just has new seasons. We have learned how to wait. And we have learned who our true neighbors are when the forest is burning. That is something the men with papers will never understand.

	

	(Tomas walks us back to the road in silence. At the edge of the forest, he stops and says: "My grandfather never told anyone about the fire he made for Hadji. He trusts you. Please don't waste that.")

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 4: A Line We Didn't Know Was There

	Editor's Note: The following interview was conducted in a small carinderia in Tondo, Manila, in late 2040. The fluorescent lights buzzed. A television in the corner played a soap opera on mute. The subject, a former Corporal in the Philippine Marine Corps, sat with his back to the wall, facing the door. Old habits. He agreed to speak on the condition of absolute anonymity. He was part of the unit stationed at the checkpoint on the outskirts of Wao, Lanao del Sur on the night of April 7, 2028, the night the war began. He served through the first eighteen months of the war before being medically discharged. He now works as a forklift operator at the port. His hands shook when he held his coffee cup.

	

	



	

	Interviewer: Thank you for meeting me.

	

	Anonymous: You have twenty minutes. Then I have to get back to my shift. And you don't use my name. You don't describe my face. Agreed?

	

	Interviewer: Agreed. Let's talk about that night. April 7th, 2028. What did you know before it happened?

	

	Anonymous: (Shakes his head, stares into his cup of coffee.) Know? We knew nothing. It was just another Tuesday. Hot. So many mosquitoes. We were at a temporary checkpoint on the highway into Wao. We'd been on high alert for a month, but that meant nothing. We were always on high alert. You just get tired. You check IDs, you look in the back of trucks, you wave people through. Mostly, you sweat and you wait for your shift to end. We were joking around. Corporal Jimenez—he was my best friend in the unit—he was talking about the Taiwan thing. Whether the Americans were really going to send ships, whether it would go nuclear. Arguing with Sgt. Pascual about whether China would actually invade or if it was all just posturing. Normal stuff. The kind of thing everyone was talking about back then. Jimenez said he was going to propose to his girlfriend when his tour ended. He kept showing me the ring. Cheap thing, but he was so proud of it.

	

	Interviewer: Had you seen the Lanao Declaration? The video?

	

	Anonymous: The what? No. Command just told us intel reported a "high probability of coordinated hostile movement." That's the kind of language they use. It means 'we don't know what's happening, so don't get killed.' We thought maybe it was guns, maybe drugs. Or maybe nothing, like all the other nights. You never know. So you treat it like it's real, but you don't really believe it. Does that make sense?

	

	Interviewer: What happened next?

	

	Anonymous: It was... I think around 10 PM. We saw headlights. A lot of them. Not the usual one or two cars. It was a convoy. Old trucks, passenger vans, jeepneys. Maybe ten, twelve vehicles. Coming fast. Our sergeant, Sgt. Pascual, got on the radio and told them to slow down, standard procedure. They didn't. He shouted on the loudspeaker. "This is a military checkpoint! Stop your vehicles now!" They just kept coming.

	

	Interviewer: What were you thinking?

	

	Anonymous: I was thinking, 'This is stupid.' Drunk civilians? A funeral procession? We couldn't see who was inside. It was dark. The lights were in our eyes. Torres screamed 'Warning shot!' and one of our guys fired a round into the air. Pop. Nothing. They were maybe a hundred meters out, still moving. Then, I saw a muzzle flash from the window of the lead truck. A real one. And I heard that crack... the sound of a bullet going past your head. It's a sound you never forget. After that, there was no more thinking.

	

	Interviewer: What do you mean?

	

	Anonymous: There's a line. Before the shooting starts, you're a guy at a checkpoint. You have a job. After the shooting starts, you're just a target. And your job is to shoot back. Everything just... narrows. It's you, and the guy next to you, and the noise, and the shapes in the dark that are trying to kill you. You don't think about politics. You don't think about their reasons. You just follow your training. You find a target, you fire. You find another. You reload. The world shrinks down to the size of your rifle sights. That's the line. The line between peace and war. We didn't even know we were standing on it until after we had crossed it.

	

	Interviewer: How long did it last?

	

	Anonymous: Five minutes? Maybe ten? It felt like an hour. And it felt like a second. It ended as fast as it started. Just... silence. And screaming. And the smell. Cordite. Burning oil. We advanced on the vehicles. It was a mess. The lead truck had crashed into our barrier. Inside... there were men with rifles, yes. Old hunting rifles, some shotguns. But the other trucks... they were full of people. Men, women. Some were old. They had bolos, homemade pistols... some had nothing at all. They had the MIM flag, the one we had never seen before, painted on the side of a truck. One of the women we pulled out, she wasn't even a fighter. She was a schoolteacher. She kept crying, "We just wanted to be heard."

	

	Interviewer: Did you know then? That this was the start of it all?

	

	Anonymous: No. Not then. Then, it was just a failed attack on a checkpoint. It was just... a bad night. My friend, Corporal Jimenez, he bled out on the road next to me. We put him in a truck. We started counting their dead. It was only later, the next day, when the whole province was on fire and we saw the news, that we understood. We were the first ones. We fired the first shots of the war.

	

	Interviewer: (After a moment) How do you live with that?

	

	Anonymous: (He drains his coffee cup. Doesn't look at me.) You don't. Not really. The generals get medals. The politicians write books. But they weren't there. They didn't have to look those people in the eyes. They didn't have to clean the blood out of the asphalt. They just drew a line on a map and told us to stand on it. We stood there. We did our job. And I haven't had a full night's sleep in twelve years. (He stands up, puts some coins on the table.) My twenty minutes are up.

	

	Interviewer: Wait—one more question. The ring. Jimenez's ring. What happened to it?

	

	Anonymous: (He stops. His jaw tightens. For a moment, I think he's going to leave without answering.) I took it off his body. Mailed it to his girl. She never wrote back. (A pause.) I still have the receipt. I don't know why I kept it.

	

	He walked out into the Manila evening without looking back.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 5: Signal Scrambled

	Editor's Note: The following is an edited transcript of an emergency press briefing held at Malacañang Palace, Manila, at 9:47 AM on April 8, 2028, roughly twelve hours after the Lanao Declaration and the Wao incident. The briefing was broadcast live on state-run television and radio, and streamed online to an estimated audience of 30 million. Secretary Benito "Benny" Vargas, the Presidential Communications Secretary, led the briefing. Vargas would remain in his post for another eight months before resigning "for personal reasons." He now lives in Los Angeles and has not spoken publicly about the war.

	

	



	

	(SOUND of a microphone being tapped repeatedly. Indistinct SHOUTING from a large crowd. Secretary Vargas approaches the podium, his face strained but attempting a calm smile. A press aide calls for order. Microphones are everywhere.)

	

	Secretary Vargas: Ladies and gentlemen, please. Please, may I have your attention! Order! Order in the hall!

	

	(SHOUTING slowly subsides to an angry murmur.)

	

	Secretary Vargas: Thank you. Thank you. Good morning. I know you all have many questions regarding the events of the past twelve hours. Let me assure you, the situation is fully under control.

	

	Journalist 1 (ABC-GMA): Secretary Vargas, "under control"? We have confirmed reports of armed clashes in Lanao del Sur, Zamboanga, and Cotabato! The so-called "Lanao Declaration" has been broadcast worldwide! What is the government's official response to this act of rebellion?

	

	Secretary Vargas: Let me be very clear. There has been no "act of rebellion." There was a regrettable, isolated incident last night at a routine military checkpoint outside Wao, Lanao del Sur. A group of heavily armed lawless elements attempted to breach a security perimeter. Our brave Armed Forces of the Philippines responded with professionalism and restraint, neutralizing the threat. As for this so-called "declaration," it is nothing more than a desperate propaganda stunt by a handful of misguided individuals.

	

	Journalist 2 (PNN News): Secretary, with all due respect, "misguided individuals" don't broadcast a declaration of independence. And they certainly don't engage AFP units in multiple provinces simultaneously! What is the government doing to address the widespread unrest?

	

	Secretary Vargas: The government is taking all necessary steps to ensure peace and order. We urge our citizens in Mindanao to remain calm and vigilant, and to report any suspicious activities. The AFP is fully deployed and prepared to defend our sovereign territory and protect our people from these terrorist elements.

	

	Journalist 3 (The Wrap): Terrorist elements, Secretary? The Lanao Declaration explicitly stated a secular movement, uniting Muslims, Christians, and Lumads against government corruption! It denounces religious extremism! How can you label it as terrorism?

	

	Secretary Vargas: These groups often use flowery language to mask their true intentions. Let us not be naive. History has shown us that behind every so-called "liberation movement" in Mindanao, there are always those who seek to sow discord, destabilize the region, and terrorize innocent civilians for their own extremist agendas. This is a clear and present danger to our national security.

	

	Journalist 4 (International Press - Reuters): Secretary, there are persistent rumors that this declaration was triggered by a leaked bill, the "Mindanao Water Security Initiative." Allegations of a secret deal to privatize Lake Lanao and funnel profits to government cronies. Can you comment on these corruption allegations?

	

	(Secretary Vargas visibly stiffens. He clears his throat, takes a sip of water.)

	

	Secretary Vargas: Those are baseless rumors, entirely fabricated by those who seek to discredit the legitimate efforts of our government to bring prosperity to Mindanao. The "Mindanao Water Security Initiative" is a vital economic development plan. It aims to modernize water management, attract foreign investment, and ensure sustainable resources for all. Any claims of corruption are malicious attempts to undermine this progress.

	

	Journalist 5 (Manila Tribune): But Secretary, multiple sources indicate the bill grants a private corporation exclusive rights, with significant portions of revenue going into unaccounted "development funds." Can the Palace release the full text of this bill for public scrutiny, given its alleged role in sparking this crisis?

	

	Secretary Vargas: The bill is undergoing standard legislative procedures. It was quietly consolidated from several prior measures and is scheduled for final reading. It will be made public once it is ratified and enacted. There is nothing untoward about attracting private sector investment to accelerate development. These are complex financial arrangements. The opposition, these lawless elements, they prey on public ignorance. They twist facts.

	

	Journalist 6 (PBC News): Is it true that members of the Senate leadership and other high-ranking officials are implicated in these alleged "development funds"?

	

	Secretary Vargas: (Pounds the podium lightly.) I will not dignify unsubstantiated smears with a response! This is precisely the kind of irresponsible journalism that fuels chaos! We must stand united against those who seek to divide our nation!

	

	Journalist 7 (Al Jazeera): Secretary, how does the government respond to reports that the United States has offered increased military aid to Manila, while China and several ASEAN nations have issued statements urging "restraint" and "dialogue," implicitly criticizing Manila's aggressive stance? Is this conflict becoming a proxy war?

	

	Secretary Vargas: Our alliances remain strong. The United States is a steadfast partner in our fight against terrorism and for regional stability. As for other nations, we appreciate their concern, but this is an internal matter. We are confident in our ability to resolve this situation swiftly and peacefully. There is no proxy war. There is only a sovereign nation defending itself against violent extremists.

	

	Journalist 2 (PNN News): Secretary, how many people died last night? We're hearing reports of civilian casualties—women, children. Can you confirm the body count?

	

	Secretary Vargas: I am not in a position to release casualty figures at this time. The AFP is conducting a full assessment. What I can tell you is that our forces acted with restraint and professionalism in the face of armed aggression.

	

	Journalist 1 (ABC-GMA): Will the President declare martial law across Mindanao? Are there plans for a full-scale military offensive?

	

	Secretary Vargas: All options remain on the table. The President's paramount concern is the safety of our citizens and the integrity of the Republic. I assure you, decisive action will be taken against anyone who threatens our peace and national unity. Now, I believe that is all the time we have for today.

	

	(Secretary Vargas attempts to exit the podium, but is surrounded by shouting journalists. The SOUND of cameras flashing and microphones thrust forward intensifies. His security detail struggles to clear a path.)

	

	Journalist 4 (Reuters): Secretary, what about the reports of AFP casualties in Lanao del Sur?!

	

	Journalist 3 (The Wrap): Is the President aware of the scale of the uprising?!

	

	(SOUND of Secretary Vargas's voice, muffled, saying, "No further comment." The cacophony of questions and shouts slowly FADES as the security detail escorts him away.)

	

	[Archival note: Within hours of this briefing, the hashtags #SellTheRain and #MindanaoRising were trending worldwide—amplified by diaspora networks in the Gulf, Europe, and North America who had pre-arranged to spread the Declaration the moment it went live. The government's attempt at media containment was outdated; they were fighting a 21st-century information war with 20th-century tactics. The full text of the "Mindanao Water Security Initiative" was leaked on social media that afternoon by an anonymous account. Secretary Vargas did not hold another press briefing for three weeks.]

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Chapter 6: The Malacañang Insider

	Editor's Note: The following interview was conducted in Singapore in 2041 with a former member of the Malacañang Palace staff who served as a personal secretary to the President through the end of the regime. She requested complete anonymity, fearing reprisals from former regime loyalists who still hold influence in the rump Philippine government. We have honored that request and refer to her only as "Linda." She now works as an administrative consultant for an international NGO. Throughout our conversation, she spoke in measured tones, but her hands trembled when recounting certain memories. "I was there," she said at the outset. "I saw everything. And I said nothing. That's my sin."

	

	



	

	Interviewer: Thank you for agreeing to speak with me. Can you describe your role in the Palace?

	

	Linda: I was what they called a "confidential secretary." That sounds grand, but really I was a glorified assistant. I managed his schedule, screened calls, handled correspondence that was too sensitive for the regular staff. I'd been in the civil service for twenty-three years. Served under three presidents. I thought I'd seen everything. (A pause) I was wrong.

	

	Interviewer: When did you first sense that the Mindanao situation was different from previous crises?

	

	Linda: The night of the Declaration. April 7th. I was working late; there was always something. Around ten in the evening, General Villanueva burst into the anteroom. His face was gray. I'd never seen him look like that. He demanded to see the President immediately. I told him the President had retired for the evening. He said, and I remember his exact words: "Wake him. Mindanao just seceded."

	

	I thought he was joking. Secession? This was the Philippines, not some country falling apart on the evening news. But his eyes... I called the President's private quarters. Fifteen minutes later, I was summoned to take notes at an emergency meeting in the Crisis Room. By then, the video of the Declaration was playing on every screen.

	

	Interviewer: What was the President's reaction?

	

	Linda: At first? Disbelief. Then anger. Then this strange, almost childlike confusion. He kept asking, "Who authorized this? Who authorized them to do this?" As if secession was a permit that required his signature.

	

	The military chiefs were talking over each other. The AFP Chief of Staff was advocating immediate deployment of all available forces. The National Security Advisor was arguing for a media blackout and diplomatic containment. The Secretary of the Interior kept saying it was just a publicity stunt by the usual troublemakers. Nobody was listening to anyone.

	

	And the President just sat there. Staring at the screen, where Salim Hadji was speaking. The professor, the priest, the tribal chief, standing together. He watched it three times. Then he said, "These people are not serious." He went back to bed.

	

	Interviewer: He went back to bed?

	

	Linda: You have to understand: he was a man who had never been told no. Not really. He'd been born into one of the old political dynasties. Every problem in his life had been solved by money, by connections, by loyal generals. He couldn't conceive that this was something he couldn't fix with a phone call to the right person.

	

	The next morning, he had Secretary Vargas give a press conference. I helped prepare the talking points. We called the Declaration "a terrorist statement" and promised "swift justice." I watched him deliver the lines with that familiar confidence. The cameras loved him. But when he came back inside, away from the cameras, his hands were shaking. He asked for a drink at 9 AM. That had never happened before.

	

	Interviewer: How did things evolve over the following weeks?

	

	Linda: The war started, but the Palace was fighting its own war, a war against reality. Every briefing was an exercise in denial. If the generals reported a setback, the President would question their loyalty. If intelligence suggested the MIM was gaining support, he'd accuse the analysts of being "infected by propaganda."

	

	I remember a meeting in July, after the Cotabato Ambush. An entire convoy destroyed. Fifty-three soldiers dead. The AFP Chief presented the casualty figures. The President looked at him and said, "These numbers are wrong. Fix them before the press conference." Not "investigate what happened." Not "support the families." "Fix them." Make the problem disappear.

	

	And it worked. For a while. The state media reported twenty casualties. The opposition was too fractured to push back. Social media was flooded with posts calling the MIM "butchers" and "Chinese puppets." The troll farms were working overtime.

	

	Interviewer: You say it worked "for a while."

	

	Linda: You can't lie to reality forever. By October, there were reports of defections. Not just soldiers, whole units. Colonel Villanueva's company. That shook him. Villanueva was Mindanao-born but he'd been a loyal officer. Decorated. The President had personally pinned a medal on him two years earlier.

	

	But you have to understand: the AFP was rotting from within. Regional commanders in Mindanao had always operated with considerable autonomy. Manila was far away. And so many officers were themselves Mindanaoan. When the orders came to fire on their own communities, conscience clashed with duty. Years of counterinsurgency had exhausted them. Fighting isolated rebels was one thing. Fighting an entire population? That was different.

	

	When the news came, he threw a paperweight at the wall. Missed my head by inches. Then he sat down and wept. Not for the soldiers. For himself. "They're all betraying me," he kept saying. "After everything I've done for them."

	

	Interviewer: "Everything he'd done for them"?

	

	Linda: (A bitter smile) That's how he saw it. Every appointment, every contract, every development project: gifts from his benevolent hand. He genuinely believed Mindanao should be grateful. He couldn't understand why they weren't.

	

	There was a map in his private office. A big one, showing the Philippines. He would stand in front of it for hours, moving pins, drawing lines with his finger. Sometimes he'd call me in to take notes on his "strategic insights." They were nonsense. The ramblings of a man who'd never served in the military, never commanded anything larger than a household staff. But I wrote them down anyway. That was my job.

	

	Interviewer: Did anyone push back? Challenge his assessments?

	

	Linda: Early on, yes. There were still a few honest voices in the room. Secretary Ramos from Finance kept warning about the economic costs of prolonged conflict. General Dizon from the Marines submitted a memo (I typed it myself) saying the blockade strategy was creating a humanitarian crisis that would turn international opinion against us. The Human Rights Commissioner requested a meeting to discuss reports of abuses.

	

	The President didn't fire them. That would have looked bad. He just stopped including them. The inner circle got smaller and smaller. Eventually it was just the generals who told him what he wanted to hear, the cronies who profited from the war, and the family members who were terrified of losing their positions.

	

	Interviewer: And you?

	

	Linda: I was furniture. That's how I survived. I sat in the corner and took notes and brought coffee and never, ever expressed an opinion. When he raged, I was silent. When he wept, I was silent. When he made decisions that I knew would cost lives, I was silent.

	

	Interviewer: That must have been difficult.

	

	Linda: (Long pause) In late May 2029, a decision was made. There was a meeting (I have the notes somewhere; I've never been able to throw them away) where they discussed "population management" in areas with heavy MIM support. The euphemisms they used. "Denial of sanctuary." "Resource control." "Strategic relocation." I wrote them all down.

	

	Two weeks later, I saw the photographs from Cotabato. The marsh killings. Bodies floating in the water. Children. I recognized the operation name from my notes. (Her voice breaks) I typed the orders that made that happen. My fingers on the keys. I didn't pull any triggers, but I was part of the machine.

	

	Interviewer: Why didn't you leave?

	

	Linda: Where would I go? I had no savings; civil service pay barely covers rent in Manila. My entire family depended on my income. And I knew things. Dangerous things. People who know dangerous things don't just walk away. They disappear.

	

	There was a moment, in early 2030. The Siege of Zamboanga was ending. The AFP was losing. The President called a meeting at 3 AM. He wasn't sleeping anymore. He started talking about "extreme measures." Chemical weapons. Naval bombardment of civilian areas. "Burn it all and let history judge."

	

	General Villanueva, of all people, finally pushed back. He said if those orders were given, the military would not follow them. There might have been a coup right there in that room. I saw the President's face: fear, real fear, for maybe the first time. He backed down. Called it "just thinking out loud."

	

	That's when I knew it was over. Not the war, the man. He was disintegrating.

	

	Interviewer: And yet he held on for another year.

	

	Linda: Momentum. Inertia. The machinery keeps running even when the driver has lost control. The loyal generals kept fighting. The cronies kept profiting. The troll farms kept posting. But inside the Palace, it was chaos. Advisors screaming at each other. Everyone trying to position themselves for whatever came next.

	

	In the end, when the coup came in March 2031, it was almost a relief. I was there when they came for him. He was sitting in his private office, staring at that map. The pins were all over the place by then; nothing matched reality anymore. When the soldiers entered, he looked up and said, "It's about time." Like he'd been waiting for someone to end it.

	

	Interviewer: Do you feel any sympathy for him now?

	

	Linda: (Very long pause) He was a weak man given too much power. The system created him as much as he created the system. But sympathy? No. I was there. I saw what he authorized. What he allowed. What he ignored. Sympathy is for those who suffer. He only made others suffer.

	

	Interviewer: And yourself? How do you live with what you witnessed?

	

	Linda: I don't know if I do. Every night, I still see those photographs. I think about the people who died because I was too afraid to speak, too comfortable in my complicity. I should have leaked documents. I should have gone to the press. I should have done something.

	

	But I did nothing. I took notes. I brought coffee. And now I live in Singapore and work for an NGO and try to convince myself that my silence didn't matter. That history would have unfolded the same way regardless.

	

	(She looks at me directly for the first time)

	

	It wouldn't have. That's the truth I can't escape. One voice, at the right moment, can change everything. I had that voice. I had those moments. And I stayed silent.

	

	[The former secretary declined any follow-up interviews. When asked if she would consider testifying before the Independent Federal Republic of Mindanao's Truth and Reconciliation Commission, she said she would "think about it." As of this publication, she has not done so.]

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Part II: The Mindanao Battlefields (2028-2029)

	The uprising phase, the guerrilla war, and the battles that defined the conflict.

	


Chapter 7: The Cotabato Ambush

	Editor's Note: Kumander Tala (nom de guerre, meaning "Star" in Tagalog) was a key figure in the early days of the Mindanao Independence Movement. Before the war, she was a respected elementary school teacher in a small, predominantly Christian village outside Cotabato City. She led the ambush that destroyed an AFP convoy in July 2028, marking the MIM's first major military victory. The following interview was conducted in October 2041, in her modest office in Cotabato City, where she now oversees a veterans' support program for the new Republic. Her hands, once accustomed to chalk, are now scarred. Her eyes, though kind, hold a deep weariness.

	
	

	
	Interviewer: Kumander Tala, thank you for agreeing to this. History records the Cotabato Ambush as the MIM's first major victory. You were a schoolteacher. How did you become a guerrilla leader?

	
	Kumander Tala: (She offers a small, dry smile.) I did not choose it. It chose me. I loved teaching. I loved seeing the light in a child's eyes when they finally understood something. But how do you teach a child to dream when their village has no electricity for homework? When their parents' land is taken for a pineapple plantation owned by some general's cousin? When the river they drink from is poisoned by mining waste?

	
	Interviewer: So the corruption.

	
	Kumander Tala: The corruption was everywhere. It was in the classrooms with no books. It was in the empty promises from Manila. After the Lanao Declaration, after the first shots were fired at the checkpoint
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