
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	X-Ray feature explained

	 

	Who is that character? – Use X-Ray

	Curious about that city or place – Use X-Ray

	Unique words? – Use X-Ray

	 

	This book utilizes a unique Kindle eBook feature called X-Ray. It allows you to learn more about a novel-specific character, topic, event, place, or any other term, simply by pressing and holding on the word, currency, or phrase that interests you. A description from Wikipedia or an author-provided source will be displayed.
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ONE

	 

	1569 A.D. - A NEW BEGINNING

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Few escaped the isolated cluster of bamboo huts as Duma’s mercenaries torched their roofs and simultaneously slashed or stabbed those fleeing the flames. Patik and his younger brother, Meno, first heard the commotion while gathering firewood near the river. As Patik looked up, out of nowhere, an isolated fighter attacked with drawn sword. Patik sidestepped his assailant’s initial charge, pivoted, and knocked him unconscious with a vicious swing of twisted driftwood.

	After dropping the makeshift club, he momentarily assessed the unconscious body, then turned to Meno.

	“Let’s get outta here before we’re outnumbered and defenseless. Quick. Follow me.”

	They ran into the riverside reeds and hunkered down in the muddy water. Patik’s heart thumped. Time existed in a slow-motion blur. The last ten minutes had felt like an eternity.

	 

	He stared at the clouds through a low-hanging layer of white smoke. Only an occasional moan and the crackling of the fires remained. This relative quiet calmed his racing heart, and that had the effect of lowering his adrenaline levels. His thoughts soon abandoned the surrounding chaos and the cries of terror and focused on how to slip away unnoticed.

	Cold shivers rippled from his feet to his chest, in part because morning dew had dampened his clothes. It tricked his body into feeling cold despite the warmth that filled the air. He and Meno remained perfectly still and, by the grace of their goddess, Bululakaw, unnoticed.

	Whiffs of burning nipa fronds added an eerie dimension to their already tenuous situation. Even the birds sensed an uneasiness as they perched in silence, looking down from the safety of towering acacias. 

	“Meno,” Patik whispered, “we’ve got to move, or we’ll be found and killed where we lie. Stay close, and we’ll swim to the far side of the river. It’ll be safe there, at least for now.”

	Meno rose to follow Patik into the muddy waters, the whole time pressing a hand against his right side where damp red blood covered a long, shallow laceration. An involuntary grimace contorted his face as another burning sensation shot through his side. He knew that he couldn’t be slow, and he definitely couldn’t stop now. He’d stay focused on getting into the water and fighting the pain. The coolness of the river helped. Thankfully, it eased his discomfort as he waded deeper.

	“Patik, before we push out from the concealment of these reeds, grab a handful of water lilies and tuck them under your headband.”

	Each, in their own way, mumbled prayers to Bululakaw, begging her to bless this improvised camouflage and allow it to hide them sufficiently during their swim across open water.

	 

	A desperate plea unexpectedly pierced the silence.

	“No!” an incapacitated villager cried out as Duma impaled him with his makeshift spear. 

	Duma, grandson of the ruling datu, took what he wanted, and he wanted Patik and Meno’s fertile farmland. He’d convinced himself that a swift, brutal killing spree would bring an expeditious and total transfer of its occupancy.

	 

	Patik scrunched low and waded toward the swirls that formed near the shore, head barely above the surface. The ensuing side stroke and scissors kick required more energy than he’d anticipated, and when he looked back at Meno, he noticed him grabbing his side and floundering in the currents. But what could he do?

	“Keep swimming. We’re almost there.”

	They’d remained unnoticed when the shoreline finally came within reach. Patik grabbed Meno by the shirt and pulled him into floating vegetation that provided more than adequate concealment. For the next ten minutes, they lay prone, catching their breath beneath large pancake-shaped lily pads. Meno waited until his energy returned before pointing his puckered lips toward a familiar wooden structure not more than fifty yards in front of them. Patik nodded in response, pushed himself upright, and trudged through three-foot-high riverside reeds. Each step squished into muck until he reached firm ground. From there, he dashed to the rear of the shack. Meno moved in unison as though sloshing in Patik’s shadow.

	 

	They’d played in this shed as kids, and Meno once declared it their country palace. It initially sheltered goats during heavy rains, but over the years, it had fallen into disrepair. What remained of the door, now separated from its hinges, rested against the opening at an angle that partially blocked their entry.

	Patik squeezed past its splintered remains, pressed his face against a slit along the far wall, and squinted his eyes to see outside. His nerves quivered. His muscles ached. Yet he summoned the energy to focus on two tribal fighters as they probed for bodies in an area close to where they’d hidden. Each carried a sword and a narrow bamboo spear ready to swing or thrust the instant they spotted another survivor. They’d have found us for sure.

	He wondered why they’d pushed him from the land he’d occupied peacefully for years. It didn’t make sense, and the death of his family fueled a thirst for revenge. One way or another, he’d make these worms pay. 

	“We’ll watch ‘til dark or until they cross the river,” he half-whispered to Meno. 

	 

	Patik’s eyes grew weary after an hour, and his focus dulled. The usually talkative Meno lay exhausted against the far wall.

	His thoughts drifted. Sitting around the evening fire as a young boy, he envisioned his father’s comical animations and recalled his dramatic vocal tones.

	“…Ten Srivijaya datus fled Northern Sumatra with their wives, children, and servants…

	“Rajendra Chola, an evil sultan from India, invaded our ancestral lands, yours and mine, and conquered our kingdom. Our datus rebelled, but to no avail as their efforts fell short, and they soon faced the dilemma of fleeing their homeland or suffering an early death. Brave? Yes, but not foolish. Escape offered a new beginning. Although humbling, the datus gathered their families and embarked on a perilous journey eastward using a small fleet of seaworthy vessels they called balangays …”

	Patik realized that his and Meno’s not-too-distant ancestors had landed on this very island and called it Madja-as. 

	Meno stirred. The movement awoke Patik from his dream. He shook off the hypnotic fog while at the same time imagining that he and Meno mirrored the datus, forced from their land and suddenly in search of a new home.

	 

	Darkening skies behind the shack unexpectedly uttered a low-toned rumble. It forewarned of approaching rain. Patik’s eyes darted toward the door and then to the clouds beyond. Their chance for escape seemed imminent. When the rains begin, those boil-faced fools will seek shelter. That’s when we’ll disappear out the back door.

	“Meno, wake up. We’ll leave soon.”  

	 

	A brief smattering of raindrops served as a prelude to the deluge that followed. Patik and Meno each held two long banana leaves over their head. One leaf draped forward, and the other hung down their back. Neither frond protected them appreciably from the rain, but together blended their human outlines into a backdrop of tropical trees and bushes.

	As they walked in the rain, each knew he’d embarked on a one-way journey toward an unknown future. It brought a feeling of freedom, of being unbound from their past. An inner strength coupled with determination kept one foot preceding the other.

	Within a dozen steps, Patik and Meno became one with the rain. Dry gave way to wet, gloom faded, and a sense of survival took root. Two brothers alone.


TWO

	 

	STRANGE VISITORS

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	They continued walking and discarded their banana leaves once the rain eased.

	“Whoever killed our family will come after us when they realize we’re still alive,” Patik warned.

	“You worry too much.” Meno shot back. Their imminent demise hadn’t struck him as something worth worrying about, at least not yet. “We’re like one of your toy sailboats after the wind has blown it to the point of capsizing. Together, we’re incredibly resilient, and just as your ship’s ballast pulls it upright, our strength will right our personal lives as well.”

	Patik changed the subject.

	“Will your tickle-brained friends in Bamban give you a room?”

	Meno casually nodded, the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Of course, they love my tales of Madja-as, and that alone is reason enough to do so.

	“And you. You’re something of a fix-it master on those stick-boats you love so much. Maybe you can lie, cheat, or steal your way up to working on the larger Chinese junks, or maybe you can sign on to a bangka crew and catch fish. Although I’d consider that a last resort. As I recall, you’ve never caught anything more elusive than a tethered rooster.”

	He winked with an ever-present glow. “Follow your heart. It’ll bring good fortune.”

	“I don’t know,” responded Patik. “My first goal will be to crew a merchant ship. That’s where the money lies, and I want to earn my share of it.”

	 

	As they reached the outskirts of Bamban, the rain stopped, and the sun returned to the sky. Within minutes, their clothes dried, dust again clung to their skin, and the humidity brought beads of sweat to their brow. Shanty life along the road drew their attention from talk of future endeavors to watching feathery cocks run aimlessly in search of food, and stray dogs chase each other as though playing tag.

	Two of them barked in feigned aggression. A carabao passed in the opposite direction, pulling a nipa-filled cart. Patik and Meno had harvested nipa fronds along their river and later fashioned them for sails, roof thatchings, and even crude raincoats. These memories remained fresh and brought a sense of calm. That is, until they approached the town square, where a certain commotion piqued their curiosity. 

	“Why do the shop owners shutter their windows?” Patik asked an older man. “There’s no great storm or imminent peril, is there? It seems odd for this time of day.”

	“Some have heard of a strange ship approaching. It’s neither Chinese nor Portuguese, so there’s an uncertainty that fuels superstition and fear.”

	Patik thought aloud. “Only one ship? That doesn’t sound too threatening.”

	Others in town had left their chores in hopes of seeing the vessel first-hand when it anchored at the wharf. Patik envisioned the crowd gathering abeam the dockside bollards near his ship repair shed. 

	“Come on, Meno, let’s go there as well. After all, what have we got to lose?”

	 

	Ancient volcanoes and tectonic uplifts had shaped Bamban’s centuries-old topography in a way that provided shelter for seagoing vessels. Its harbor lay behind an elevated ridge of land that deflected destructive winds from the east hundreds of feet upward and over the port area. The shoreline along the wharf dropped vertically almost twenty feet and easily supported deep-draft ocean-going vessels. Ship captains dreamed of such ports.

	Patik and Meno continued walking rather than stopping to find a room for the night. Meno recalled his brother’s words, “What’ve we got to lose?”  

	He stretched his legs with more purpose and imagined the smallest glimmer of hope.

	“The strange ship might be a godsend. What if it carries young maidens, or perhaps it brings a business opportunity? In any case,” he continued in a hushed tone, “we should investigate this mysterious ship and take advantage of whatever it has to offer.”

	 “I agree,” Patik responded.

	 

	They set a fast pace and hiked north toward the beaches where they’d be the first to spot the ship if it came from the east. Patik had convinced Meno that if the ship came from any other direction, no one would see it until it reached the wharf. But if it came from the east, they’d be the first to observe and analyze it, and they could follow the beach around the point of land northwest of Bamban and then south to the wharf. If nothing else, it provided a vastly more scenic walk than the inland route.

	 

	“There it is!” called Patik. “Look at those sails … and see, she has gun ports all along the side.”

	Meno flashed a childish smirk. “I still hope it carries beautiful maidens.” And in a more serious tone, “Or is it a warship?”

	“Maybe explorers,” Patik replied, “I don’t think it’s a warship. There’s only one. It could be something else. Maybe even refugees like us.”

	 

	The strange vessel turned inland.

	“Look at how tall it is,” an old man in the crowd blurted. “It must fly ten sails.” 

	Children looked up in awe. They’d never seen anything so immense. Patik had seen the three large masts hanging multiple rectangular sails. He also noticed triangular ones stretched from the fore- and aft-most masts. Hmmm, he’d have to ask about those. He’d never seen such things, and it included a unique-looking bowsprit where it attached … The old man got it right about it being tall. It appeared to have three or four decks. It felt big, and it looked top-heavy. He imagined it to be uncomfortable in bad weather.

	Another curious onlooker stifled a snicker at what looked like soldiers standing along the gunwales/

	“They’re so colorful, but they wear too many clothes for this heat.”

	 

	He wondered why the galleon anchored in the harbor rather than alongside the wharf. Perhaps a safety or security precaution. Patik noticed the name San Pedro painted along the aft cabins and assumed it to be the ship’s name. Several crewmembers secured the enormous galleon before lowering a small wooden tender from the stern. Twelve of the crew boarded it for the short trip to shore.

	 

	Patik and Meno joined everyone else in gawking at the magnificent structure, except they had an unobstructed view from the front of the crowd. Neither the datu nor any of his family had come to witness its arrival, and as such, no official greeting party existed. Those present stood motionless with excitement when the tender drew near. Only Patik summoned the courage to address the tall, colorfully dressed strangers.

	As the Spanish contingent disembarked onto the wharf, he stepped forward and greeted them, “Welcome to Bamban, I’m Patik, and this is my brother Meno.” He waited for a response, growing nervous as a noticeable pause ensued.

	Then the group’s commander emerged and spoke in the broken Visayan he’d learned while in Cebu.

	“I am Captain Miguel Lopez de Legaspi, and I’ve come at the behest of King Philip II of Spain. Captain de Salcedo, his crew, and his soldiers will take residence here. More will follow in the months ahead, and together we will protect you and the entire island from the Moro pirates who enslave your young men. Our friars will teach you the word of God, and our sailors will bring merchandise to trade.”

	He spoke with great confidence while offering security and trade, the very things Patik and Meno sought. Perhaps Bululakaw did send these strangers to open the door to a better life.

	“My brother and I represent Bamban,” Patik announced, “and we’ll do our best to make your stay successful. I can assist with any ship repairs, provisioning, or other nautical concerns. Meno speaks on behalf of our local merchants and represents Datu Bangkaya in matters of security, commerce, and local customs. Datu is what we call our tribal chief. He’s the one to facilitate order and harmony in our communities and lead us in battle when necessary. Please, rely on us.”

	The part about representing Datu Bangkaya might have been a huge exaggeration, but Patik wanted the Spaniards to consider him and his brother before anyone else. Meno could talk with the datu later and sort things out.

	 

	Arturo Dela Rosa listened while standing amidst the other sailors. He’d cut his mariner’s teeth serving under Captain de Salcedo and, at the same time, had acquired a crusty, ill-tempered perspective on those around him. Life hadn’t been kind to Dela Rosa. An ugly scar crossed his rosacea-inflamed cheek, and when he smiled, which seldom happened, only half his teeth showed. Facial stubble and unwashed hair complemented his dour personality. He impulsively considered Patik and Meno to be little more than uneducated blowhards.

	“These two couldn’t jump the halyards on a good day, let alone provide counsel to our Captain,” he mumbled to himself. “I’m going to keep an eye on them.”

	 

	de Legaspi waved his hand in a single sweeping gesture to the crowd.

	“We’ve brought horses on our ship,” he said to Patik and Meno. “Accompany us on a ride through Bamban. Point out a few open areas. I’m sure it’ll add to your stature amongst the locals.”

	Patik nodded his head. “Yes, of course.”

	 

	Meno turned to Patik with his usual mischievous look.

	“What are horses?”

	 

	 


THREE

	 

	MENO

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Spaniards’ fair skin baked to a near-blistering reddish color under the midday sun. They grumbled about the burning heat while shoveling gravel against the building’s entryway steps. Despite their back-breaking efforts, the overall structure remained in its infancy, unsuitable for meetings or other administrative processes. Its foundation and initial room layout, however, provided more than enough clues to generate rumors of its future grandeur. Meno surveilled the project as he’d done each day for the past week, mostly to satisfy his growing curiosity. A young Spaniard approached and broke his concentration, and before Meno could say anything, handed him a scroll. 

	“What is this young man?” Meno asked with a quizzical look, “I can read the stars in the sky, and I can read your palm. Unfortunately, I most humbly admit that I cannot read this writing.”

	“You are requested to attend a meeting on board the galleon,” the kid sheepishly replied before adding, “Can you come now, please?”

	 

	Meno noticed that de Legaspi had relocated his ship alongside the wharf, which made getting on it much easier. He boarded amidship and followed the young sailor aft into what he surmised to be a navigational planning room. The sailors must have rearranged the tables to accommodate this meeting, as their current positioning seemed non-functional for anything other than hosting a discussion. Windows along the port, starboard, and aft bulkheads had been opened to allow shafts of dust-speckled sunlight to enter while at the same time exhausting most of the heavy odor-filled air. 

	“Good morning, I’m Felipe de Salcedo, and I’ve been charged with establishing a more organized presence in Panay. That’s the name our captain prefers to use for your town.” He pulled a chair out from the table.

	“Here, please join me so we can talk and get to know each other better.”

	Meno nodded slightly and, for the moment, remained silent. He sat down and gathered his thoughts.

	“Well, I’m a good listener. I’m happy to share our way of thinking, and I’m more than happy to persuade even our most stubborn natives into doing whatever it is you might want. Everyone, including me, is curious to hear your plans.”

	de Salcedo turned his head to one of the sailors standing by his side. “Fetch us tea.”

	He looked directly at Meno with warm, authoritative eyes. “I’ve been waiting to hear from your datu, yet he’s remained unseen and unheard. Is this normal?”

	Meno knew that Datu Bangkaya lived to the west and may not have been aware of the galleon’s arrival. Yet his grandson, Duma, should have known. While Datu Bangkaya seemed old and reserved in his interactions with others, Duma possessed the opposite personality. He felt entitled; he did as he pleased, took what he wanted, and ignored those who didn’t interest him.

	Meno suppressed the urge for bluntness and instead spoke in a more reserved tone. 

	“That darned Datu Bangkaya is old, and even though he hears things over and over, he still forgets. He’s one of three datus on our island. Datu Paiburong lives to the south, and Datu Sumakwel lives far away to the southwest. They’re curious men, and I’m sure they’ll soon become aware of your presence. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’ve already caught wind of your horses. Once they see those beautiful creatures, they’ll be praying to Bululakaw for some of their own. Nonetheless, I must agree, Datu Bangkaya’s lack of response is concerning to me as well.”

	“There are issues of trade,” de Salcedo continued. “We’ll need food and supplies in relatively large quantities. I’d like to negotiate those purchases directly with the individuals providing the needed resources. There is also the matter of security. Our ships will stand against Moro raiding parties, and our conquistadores, when here in greater strength, will help to enforce the laws of the land.

	“It’d be wise for the datu to hear of these changes before he unknowingly oversteps his bounds.”

	With that comment, Meno realized the Spaniards fully intended to supplant much of the authority held by the datus. He thought for a few moments, took a deep breath, and expressed his thinking in a soft, measured tone.

	“Sir, I understand these issues are of seemingly immediate concern. I suggest moving forward as though walking through a snake-infested field. Better to walk slowly and avoid getting bitten.

	“I’ll convince our lowly vendors that the engkantos will get them if they don’t source your commodities. I suspect you haven’t yet heard of them. They’re like your fairies, fickle, and if they get mad, they’ll do bad things. We have a huge Balete tree on the edge of town. It’s where the engkantos live. You’ll get better value if you let me suggest an engkanto-approved price list. I’ll set a favorable price for you, and I’ll tell the vendors that anything higher will anger the engkantos. There is no need for you to waste time tracking down everyone who might sell to you and then individually negotiating for what will undoubtedly be an inflated price.

	“And if you don’t mind my asking, exactly how do you intend to pay? I mean, we have our simple currency, mostly fancy stones, and we often trade services.”

	de Salcedo knew his answer would set the tone for all future cooperation and trade. “As you might imagine, we haven’t come provisioned with fancy stones, but we do offer a combination of compensations. First and foremost, we offer lifelong protection from the Moro pirates. Think of it as getting to keep your family members for their entire lives and not just until they’re stolen and forced into a lifetime of slavery.

	“We’ll pay using our currency, which is a combination of coins and paper notes we call pesos. At first, they’ll bring little value because no one else will have them. However, once they become more common, they’ll be the currency of exchange for everything. We’ll offer them at half value for the first year. In other words, we’ll pay you twice the value of your food or service.

	“And, we’ll consider trading tools and utensils. In the end, it’ll be more than fair.”

	Meno knew that de Salcedo’s payment plan would only work if the Spaniards remained here for years. It could be risky, yet the upside seemed worth trying, at least for a year.

	“I think a combination of tools, utensils, and your money might satisfy the natives. I’ll do my best to convince them of the great advantage your plan brings. 

	“If you educate me on your laws and your enforcement system, I’ll find ways to convey my understanding so that everyone on our island also understands.”

	“Yes,” de Salcedo mused, “your concerns are quite valid. Perhaps one of our friars will tutor you before wandering off into the countryside to spread the word of God.”

	Meno hoped to convey a balance of confidence and understanding.

	“All three datus will resist unless they find benefit,” he cautioned. “They must not be made aware that their perceived authority will weaken. Perhaps your friars can educate the datus in your religious ways and convert them into spiritual leaders.”

	de Salcedo made a mental note about getting the friars involved with the datus. The datus almost always incited problems. They’d initiated resistance on a whim in other locations, killed Magellan forty years earlier at Cebu rather than submit, and had proved to be quite resourceful warriors in Maynila. de Salcedo considered young Meno to be wise beyond his years, and he’d need to trust him.

	“As for Duma,” Meno continued, “he’ll do as he pleases unless Datu Bangkaya intervenes. I have little advice concerning him other than to remain vigilant.”

	“At least you’re honest,” replied de Salcedo.


FOUR

	 

	DUMA DID IT

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Gatherings in the town plaza most often consisted of celebrations of one sort or another. Today’s assembly would be different. Meno asked Bamban merchants to join him so he could convince them to accept their new relationship with the Spaniards.

	He stood on a raised portion of the plaza monument and spoke softly. Those standing toward the rear soon found themselves nudging closer to hear his words. They’d laughed at Meno’s jokes in the past and hoped this would be another of those times.

	“As you may know, the Spanish galleon unexpectedly appeared out of nowhere and eased into our port several weeks ago. Its captain asked me about building a residence, and as our conversation progressed, he soon came to appreciate my ideas for procuring food and supplies. In fact, I suspect he found them to be brilliant. More importantly, he wanted me to share those ideas with you. What I want to explain is how you can milk this rare opportunity to your best advantage.

	“Don’t forget that I’ve saved you from painful one-on-one negotiations with those tall, smelly heathens who don’t understand our culture. I’ve convinced Señor de Salcedo that together, he and I can control our impossibly temperamental engkantos. That’s when he asked me to implement the unique plan I’m about to reveal. Here’s how it works.

	“I will make known to you a list of requirements, you know, food, water, nipa, manpower, those sorts of things, and you can determine with me what will be your most reasonable price. Of course, you’ll make a decent profit, and the Spaniards will feel like they’ve stolen your goods. I promise that no one will be left out.

	“In addition to food and building supplies, they have an interest in things like beads, combs, woven cloth for women, and decorative weapons for men. Come to me with those items, and I’ll convince Señor de Salcedo that our gods made them.”

	Meno’s countrymen took everything in stride. Why should they worry about the newcomer’s way of life as long as it didn’t interfere with feeding their families? Meno sensed this as the native’s more carefree nature left little time for concern about such things. He concluded that these new processes wouldn’t upset anyone’s apple cart as long as he could convince them to accept the payment arrangements.

	He paused for a minute to sip water from a cup he’d placed nearby.

	“Okay, in terms of security, we must know their laws so that we more clearly understand when things are right or wrong. Yes, I know, we already understand right and wrong in our way. Even so, with the Spaniards, we must also educate each other so that we all understand things in the same way. They have brought six friars who are most focused on religious matters, and I’ve found they understand many of our customs. A couple of them are quite funny, and I think you’ll chuckle while listening as they explain the new laws.

	“Their strength of leadership will bring us together in an orderly and prosperous way. We need to be smarter than our goats and find ways to profit from all this. After all, we have little to lose, and the alternative of resisting them now would risk unwanted conflict.

	“You might ask, ‘How will I be paid?’ and it could be in any of several ways. They might sell you tools or utensils, or they might pay you pesos. I can tell you, if at all possible, take the pesos. They’ll pay twice the value of your goods for the first year, and pesos will soon become the common currency for everything. Now is your chance to get rich, and the risk is very low.

	“And one last quirky thing. The Spaniards prefer to call Bamban by the name Panay. In their language, it means “mouth of the river,” which makes sense. When you hear them refer to Panay, they’re talking about our town.

	“I’ve heard them describe Madja-as as Isla de los Pintados, which refers to your tattoos in a complimentary way and is kinda nice. I think it’s their way of honoring you. So, Isla de los Pintados is the same as Madja-as.”

	Meno stepped down. 

	“They’ll soon steal our freedom and take our lands,” a young man grumbled.

	Another joined in. “How can we trust them?”

	“Discuss these things amongst yourselves,” Meno responded in a loud voice. “Consider both the good and the bad, and if your answer is to resist, then come to me. I’ll address your concerns more forcefully with the Spaniards. Together, we’ll forge an agreement that works in our best interests.” 

	 

	Meno found a room above one of the local stores where he slept at night. The owner had been a friend of his father and gave him the space. Its austere interior contained no more than a bamboo-slat bed, a desk, and a chair. One corner had been stacked with numerous dusty old hand tools. The cluttered corner hid neither rats nor other rodents, and in Meno’s mind, the room appeared to be pretty bare. It did, however, beat sleeping in the grass on a rainy night, a place where a warm-blooded snake might slither against his side. He walked along a street while returning to his room when another acquaintance approached.

	“Meno, what about Datu Bangkaya? Is he yet aware of the Spaniards?”

	“I don’t think he knows, or maybe he knows and doesn’t care. I’ve talked to the Spaniards about potential conflict with the datus and suggested a way to keep things peaceful. I’m more concerned about Duma’s reaction. He’s impulsive and often feisty.”

	“Yes, yes, that’s good.” His friend spoke softly as he looked to the ground, clearly uncomfortable. He took a deep breath.

	“Meno, I need to explain about Duma.

	“Some fishermen overheard Duma and his small band of followers talking about seizing and controlling more fertile lands. A nervousness spread about town, but no one thought they’d do as they boasted. He wanted it to increase his stature, which is impossible because people around here hold no respect for him. Anyway, he wanted to grow corn, lanzones, and rambutans.

	“I think the datu suspected Duma’s intention and, despite that, tolerated it, which only emboldened him. You know how he thinks. If he can take something, he feels it’s his. Period.

	“Duma amassed more followers during the past months, to whom he paid a meager stipend and the promise of food. I’m ashamed to say that I knew one of them. He dreamed that his family would have a place to farm if he fought for the land, and once the fighting concluded, he’d return to a more peaceful life.

	“Meno, I only realized later that he planned to steal your land. I’m sorry.”

	Meno stood silent. Well, they had to be someone, and now I know who. His respect for Datu Bangkaya lessened, and his relationship with Duma would forever be adversarial.

	“Thank you for sharing this. That Duma is a pecker-headed scoundrel whom I should feed to the rats. In time, all will receive their just due.”

	Meno knew the datu didn’t care whether or not his grandson attacked him. As for Duma, the Spaniards could deal with him … and perhaps he could help them do so.



	




	FIVE

	 

	CAPTAIN ZHENG CHU 

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Patik busied himself reviewing the construction drawings of a well-worn Chinese junk when a stranger approached him.

	“Do you mind sharing a cup of tea and talking about the Spaniards for a few minutes? I won’t take much of your time.”

	Patik looked up and recognized the slightly built Chinese Captain from when his vessel docked two days earlier. A casual full-length cotton tunic hung perfectly from his shoulders. He wore a dark, unadorned skull cap and simple leather footwear. No jewelry. Curiosity, more than anything else, convinced him to hear what this well-traveled merchant/seaman had to say.

	“Hmm, I could use a short break from designing this tricky little rudder upgrade. And that creaky old bilge bucket over there certainly isn’t going to sink while we talk.”

	The mariner seemed curious as he straddled a well-worn plank beside an equally weathered makeshift table. Patik moved to join him when he noticed an attending servant approaching with a pot of hot tea. An odd intuition flowed across his skin. The Chinese seemed clever and likely scripted whatever he planned to say. He’d be careful.

	“As you might have guessed, that’s my junk over there, beyond your … bilge bucket.” He pointed to a sleek vessel with a keel rounded fore to aft in the shape of an elongated sickle, Patik might have used to harvest nipa.

	“I’m Captain Zheng Chu. My grandfather’s brother, Zheng He, became one of China’s most esteemed admirals. Ever since his epic voyages to India and beyond, my family has continued to sail these seas, and we remain deeply rooted in their commerce.” 

	 

	Unknown to Patik, Zheng habitually understated his wealth, position, and vast experience in the region. Commercial shipping to and from China had been prohibited for years, yet enterprising merchants like Zheng sailed and traded clandestinely, and quite successfully. He possessed a fleet of nearly one hundred junks that moved goods into and out of every major port in the region.

	He’d survived extreme weather, sheltered along uncharted shorelines, and created friendships seemingly everywhere. He’d established safe passage through numerous pirate-infested waters and sank several overly aggressive vessels that had challenged his prowess.

	 

	“That’s why I’m quite interested in what the Spaniards are up to,” Zheng continued. “I suspect they’ll bring major changes to this region and, at the same time, introduce new trade opportunities for us. Have you sensed the same?” 

	Patik hadn’t sensed any such thing. He’d only thought of a local opportunity. This sounded interesting. What did the Spanish want? What would they trade? What would they give in return? He’d find out.

	He sipped his tea slowly while quickly formulating a response that would gain the captain’s confidence while at the same time leaving him wanting more.

	“There’s much I’ve yet to learn about these Spaniards. They’ve talked of trade, religion, and security. Be that as it may, at the moment, they are only one hundred and forty in number. They’ll hardly change much with such a meager force. However, I suspect that more will arrive before long. It’ll take time and clever questioning to discover their true long-term intent. It seems to me that with strange and faraway ships visiting our port, great opportunity visits as well.

	“Their galleons are large and have traveled a great distance.”

	Zheng leaned back in thought before speaking.

	“They seem a lot like the Portuguese whom I’ve had to endure at Malacca. They smell and they bring disease, but they buy our tea and silk in large quantities. I wonder if they’re hostile, easily incited, or, more importantly, if they have intentions to restrict the relatively free trade we struggle to preserve.

	“What I’d like to know is whether we should oppose them, tolerate their smells and feisty disposition, or should we embrace them as trade partners.”

	“Yes,” Patik injected as though he’d considered these alternatives.

	Zheng viewed the world through a wider lens. Patik realized it would serve him well if he also assumed that perspective.

	“As they establish themselves, I’ll remain close and ferret out the true benefit they bring. I’ll ask leading questions that’ll slowly reveal their true intent, like, ‘Do you consider others in this region to be your enemies?’ If we are wise and careful, we can find ways to shape their objectives to our benefit.

	“Would you consider a partnership in sorting this out and pursuing future business?”

	“You are a wise young shipwright,” Zheng laughed. “And perhaps you are correct. Consider this: when I return from my next voyage, we’ll talk again. If you can convince me that you know their true intentions and their willingness to trade with me, I’ll propose a more formal arrangement.”

	Patik simply nodded before catching Zheng off guard.

	“May I examine your vessel so that I might better understand what sorts of cargo you can stow, and in what quantities?

	“My brother Meno talks to their leaders daily and has even better insight into their motives than I do. Together we’ll uncover the details you’ll need.”

	Zheng bowed his head slightly, arose, and took several steps in the direction of Bamban before stopping and looking back toward Patik with a warm grin.

	“Please come to my vessel at first light tomorrow.”

	 


SIX

	 

	BROTHER GASPAR DE SAN AUGUSTIN

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Late morning clouds turned dark purple, and the air felt heavy with moisture. Meno looked up as a friar approached.

	“I’m Brother Gaspar de San Agustin of the Augustinian order.” And in a somewhat more exasperated tone, “I’ve spent half the morning trying to track you down. You’re as slippery as a well-oiled eel. I’m glad I finally found you,” he teased before continuing. “Señor de Salcedo asked me to explain our ways to you. Do you have time before those pesky rains soak us into submission?”

	Meno hoped this conversation would be the first of many to follow. He didn’t feel that slippery, and his mischievous look morphed into a broad smile.

	“Good morning, Brother Gaspar. I’ve been in the surrounding farmlands looking for supplies and invoking our engkantos to demand favorable prices for Señor de Salcedo. I find myself too often chasing these kinds of ghosts with little to show for the effort. With that behind me, I’m delighted you’ve come by.”

	Gaspar’s engaging warmth accompanied an infectious energy when he spoke.

	“May I ask a question or two before we start?”

	Meno already felt at ease and nodded his willingness to listen.

	“I’ve always been curious about these islands and the beliefs of the natives who live on them. Do you have gods or spirits to whom you pray? And if so, can you tell me about them?”

	Meno thought for a moment.

	“Well yes, of course, let’s see. First, there’s Bululakaw, our supreme goddess. We pray to her and cross our fingers that she’ll listen. My brother Patik and I once climbed Mt Madja-as to visit her. That is, until we ran into a tribe of super-human little dark-skinned Atis who threatened to take our souls if we didn’t go back down the mountain. I offered them Patik’s if they’d let me continue alone, but I don’t think his soul is what they wanted.”

	He laughed, hoping Gaspar understood his exaggeration. He didn’t. 

	“Another one is Sidapa, our handsome god of death. He and Bululakaw are friends. One or two other gods flit about the mountains. We seldom think of them, except for the engkantos, and they’re of little importance to us.”

	“That’s interesting. We have only one God. He represents love and peace, and he offers redemption and life hereafter for those who believe in him. Think of him as a combination of all the best parts of your gods. He’s definitely unlike the Moro pirates who raid your towns and sanction cruelty, treachery, murder, and piracy. We can talk of these things later, as they are the true purpose of my coming to Panay.

	“For now, I’d like to explain how our Spanish administrators organize everyone to produce the goods we trade, plan the communities in which we reside, and enforce the laws under which we can achieve a better life. King Philip II resides far away yet reaches out to places like this in hopes of establishing civilized rule, educating the natives, and at the same time spreading the word of our God. Of course, trade will be a natural by-product of these initiatives. Again, my piece of that pie is bringing everyone to know our God. The administrative part is left for Señor de Salcedo and the others.

	“I want you to know that the friars are not under the direct control of civil authorities like Señor de Salcedo or the conquistadores. Despite that, we are often quite influential in guiding the decisions they make.” 

	Meno enjoyed listening to Gaspar. He spoke softly, yet confidently, about his role. At the same time, Meno wondered about de Legaspi’s motives. 

	“Brother Gaspar, how exactly will you educate us? We’re often running around chasing our goats, and when the wives or neighbors become angered, we tend to live widely separated.”

	“It’ll be a challenge. At the same time, I think everyone can spare a few hours once or twice each week. We’ll start here in Panay, and after a while, the other five friars will travel into the countryside.

	“We’ll construct a mission. In time, the learning will become routine, and I suspect you’ll look forward to those sessions.”

	Meno wiped the back of his hand across his nose and squinted his eyes several times.

	“You’ll have to bathe more often if you want the women and children to listen for any length of time. Have you smelled one of our piggeries? For us, it would be like listening to you in such a place. If you bathe in the river, I’ll bring you mint leaves and sampaguita petals to rub on your body. Everyone will sit still and listen to you then.

	“And, you should wash your robes at the same time. It’ll make you feel better, and I guarantee, it’ll allow you to get closer to our natives.”

	Gaspar hadn’t thought about how he smelled. However, if it would help, he’d do as Meno suggested.

	“Captain de Legaspi talked of trade and commerce,” Meno continued. “Do you know the types of commodities he finds of interest? And do you know what he’d offer in return?”

	Gaspar spoke honestly on these matters, even though de Legaspi in all likelihood, would disapprove.

	“Yes, the trade is an important aspect of our visit. In the past, I’ve seen great interest in things like gold, fabric, porcelain, spices, and gems.

	“Of course, we aren’t yet aware of what commodities exist in this area. Once we travel throughout the island, we’ll know more clearly what brings significant value. I’ve heard Captain de Legaspi talk about establishing the trans-Pacific galleon trade. I suspect he might bring silver from Mexico, as well as tools and other useful objects.”

	 

	Silver. Patik needed to hear about this.

	 

	 


SEVEN

	 

	MEET DUMA

	________________________

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Duma and four of his unkempt fighters rambled along the wharf toward the galleon’s boarding ramp. A simmering anger drove his churlish personality ever since the Spaniards somehow insulted him by not preannouncing their arrival or so much as sending a runner with their arrival news. Duma’s ire only intensified when he heard they’d asked Meno to provide counsel.

	“It’s time those Spanish wanderers learn who I am.” 

	Captain de Salcedo had assigned the ship’s youngest sailor the task of guarding the vessel’s boarding ramp in the quiet of the evenings. The kid normally struggled to stay focused, but as the unruly group drew near, his skin slowly turned cold. His brain flushed with anxiety, and his knees began to quiver once he realized he’d have to stop their advance before they attempted to board the galleon. He couldn’t count on the conquistadores as they’d occupied themselves with an early dinner belowdecks. Most others had left for town, leaving only Señor de Salcedo to help defend the ship, and he’d retired to his cabin.

	“I’m here to see de Legaspi,” demanded Duma loud enough for the entire wharf to hear. “He is docked in Bamban without permission and has yet to make arrangements with the datu.”

	Duma unexpectedly stepped toward the gangway as though planning to board the empty ship. The guard stiffened, drew his sword, and struck it across the walkway, barring further approach.

	“You may not board unless cleared by our Captain to do so.” 

	Hands reached for knives. Fighters tensed, ready, waiting for Duma’s signal before attacking. Fortunately for the nervous young sailor, de Salcedo appeared from his aft cabin. 

	“And who are you to come here with a band of armed fighters and make demands?” he asked in a firm, no-nonsense tone.

	“I am Duma, the grandson of Datu Bangkaya. I’ve been told you employ that beetle-headed fool, Meno, who has no authority. I should have killed him when I took his land, and yet you listen to him rather than me.”

	de Salcedo realized that Duma’s temperament mirrored exactly what Meno had advised. He would put Duma in his rightful place for now and deal with him later, on his terms.

	“You are not the datu and, as such, have no authority. At the same time, you are threatening my ship and my peaceful sailors. We’ve reached out to your datu and have been patiently awaiting his response. In the meantime, we’ll remain here, and we’ll not be threatened by you. There are more than enough conquistadores on board who stand ready to enforce what I say.

	“If you come with matters worthy of discussion, I suggest you return in the morning when I might consider your words. Now, leave us in peace before you test my mettle further.”

	Four conquistadores appeared from the aft cabins and moved behind de Salcedo. Their large size, fitted armor, and arsenal of hand weapons immediately impressed Duma, who froze in place.

	 “We’ll be back.”

	With that short proclamation, Duma and his fighters turned and left. 

	 

	Duma brooded most of the following day. With a bow and a handful of arrows in hand, he headed toward a large tree behind his house, the whole time rambling on to himself.

	“I won’t, I can’t allow that pompous de Legaspi to order me around. He and his Spaniards have to be stopped before they can gain a foothold on our lands. Grandfather will understand.”

	 

	Patik joined Meno several days later outside his friend’s home-front store. They habitually sat beneath its large Balete tree and shared confidential tidbits about any number of issues. Meno had always referred to the shop as a tianggê because it resembled a mini-market selling various small items, including an alcoholic drink of fermented coconut tree sap called tuba. Two wooden stumps along the side of the tianggê and a cooling breeze created a pleasant setting in which to sit and drink. 

	“Have you heard anything of Duma since he stole our land?” Patik asked. “He confronted de Salcedo at the galleon two nights ago.”

	“Aah yes, Duma. He showed up in town a couple of days ago, sniffing around for answers to his questions, and left shortly thereafter. He knows about the Spaniards, and I think one of the friars intends to visit him later. They’ll probably draw straws, and the loser will have to go.”

	He chuckled at the thought and continued, “I’ve talked with Gaspar about Captain de Legaspi’s interesting concept of owning land. I have to admit that I only half-listened to his words because he got me dreaming of acquiring farmlands that stretched as far as I could see. He explained that in Spanish law, all land comes under the ownership of the King of Spain. In special cases, small sections of it might be granted to individuals or more likely to the church. It raised many questions about what ownership means. How can one own land? We simply occupy it and own the crops it bears. It’s just there and is available to everyone, not possessed. Unfortunately, Gaspar had neither the time nor the inclination to answer my questions.”

	“I too, wonder about what it means to own land,” Patik mused. “Is it only to occupy, or to farm, or can it be controlled and the profits taken if others do the work? If you own it, can you also sell it?”

	“Well, those are highly profound questions,” Meno teased with a hint of a smile, “and I don’t know any of the answers. I did ask Brother Gaspar about acquiring land and if I could own some. He gave me honest answers and clarified that even though I’m incredibly handsome and highly intelligent, it’s unlikely that I’d be given the title to any land because I have neither power
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