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About the Author

When Melda, eight months pregnant, joins her husband Harold and his drunken childhood friends on the porch, she only expects another night of noise and cheap gin. Instead, she finds a pale face watching from the hedge and footprints smeared with spoiled marrow leading to her door. What follows is a siege of the old kind: aswangs in shifting forms, a retired teacher who drills grown men like terrified schoolboys, and a house turned into a trap where laughter buys a breath while fear feeds the dark. Brutal, grotesque, and absurd, The Siege at Fadriquela House delivers folk horror mixed with drunken bravado and kitchen-sink comedy, a story where survival means obeying the rules or bleeding by them.
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​Author’s Note
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The beings in this story come from the oral traditions of the Philippines, where the boundary between everyday life and the supernatural remains porous. Foremost is the aswang, a shape-shifter feared for its hunger for unborn children and its gift for disguise.

Legends describe many forms. In some provinces, the aswang appears as a winged woman with a hollow back. Elsewhere, it prowls as a black pig or a dog that moves with unnatural stealth. Despite the differences, each tale carries the same warning: what looks familiar can hide a predator.

This novel builds on those long-told accounts with respect and a dark sense of humor. The characters and events are imagined, but the folklore remains alive in the Philippines and continues to evolve in the stories people still share.
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The Four Iron Rules

The unborn is always the target.

Salt and garlic repel but never destroy.

Never trust the familiar face after nightfall.

Fear feeds them; steadied breath and shared laughter blunt their reach.

––––––––
[image: ]


They were not written in books but whispered in kitchens, behind locked doors.

Mothers taught them while stirring pots, fathers muttered them while sharpening blades.

Those who broke the rules were never buried whole.

Those who kept them lived long enough to warn the next.
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​Chapter 1: The Garden Gaze
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Liquor hung low, undercut by marrow-sour that would not go down. Dusk pressed the porch boards; one dry snap answered.

Melda eased into the chair, one hand on the armrest, the other over the hard curve of her belly. A tremor ran along her thigh; she stilled it with her heel. The child shifted once, a slow turn that felt like listening, then went still.

Harold’s friends sprawled across the yard, chairs dragged into crooked rows, bottles sweating on the step. They were already loud. Erwin had a story again about strangling something in a field and dragging it across a ditch, though his voice cracked as if even he did not believe it. Jayson and Alex did not believe a word. Alex clicked his tongue and scoffed, yet his thumb rubbed a small, round edge in his pocket as if worrying a coin. They bellowed when Erwin lifted his arms to measure his victory. Roger laughed until he hiccuped. One chair tilted too far back and scraped before it toppled. Roger caught himself by grabbing Jayson’s arm, which sent Jayson’s drink down his own shirt. Jayson fished a folded scrap from his bag without thinking, a child’s bib with a duck stitched on it, dabbed his shirt, then tucked the bib away as if the night could forget it.

Harold and his childhood crew, now in various stages of heroic baldness, called themselves the Alpha Kappanots, a fraternity built on beer, thinning hair, and bad ideas.

From the hedge, a thin wet rustle slid against a leaf as their laughter peaked, the sound arriving under the noise like a blade under cloth.

“Salute the hero,” Jayson called, and the men lurched to their feet. Two bottles rolled from under chairs, one clinking until it cracked at the lip of the step. Their shout scraped the hedge as if sound itself could thin air. A thin run of gin leaked from the cracked lip and slid toward the threshold, beading along the sill where the salt had held sharp. Glasses tipped too high, one splash landing on Alex’s hair.

Jayson tried a crooked martial-arts pose as he sat, throwing his elbow wide. The move sent his chair skidding. Its leg scraped the sill and dragged across the thin salt line there, smearing the crust to powder. The new trickle from the cracked bottle met the smear and turned it to paste that spread under his heel. He grinned, unaware, as the wood groaned. He ground his heel as if to seal the line back in, but the crust powdered thinner and left a damp shine that crept along the groove. From the doorway, the teacher’s voice cut flat, unseen but certain: “Spirits feed rot. Every spill weakens the lines.”

“Hear that?” Alex said, half turning toward the hedge and slipping on a handful of peanuts he had scattered earlier. He caught himself on the back of a chair that squealed. “Thought I heard a word.” He tried to fix what he saw and only made it worse, rubbing at the salt with a damp sleeve as if he could press the line back into place. He straightened with a little flourish as though he had saved it, but the sleeve left a gray streak that refused to crust. A cold thread of odor answered him from the leaves, then flattened. His cough bent him double and spoiled the bravado. A single peanut husk rolled into the porch groove and lodged there, holding damp. They sat back down in a scrape of plastic against concrete.

Melda smiled because smiling was easier than shaming them. Harold glanced toward her with that tight look he wore when he wanted the night to pass without a scene. He was already damp with sweat. The heat held close even as the sky cooled. He wiped his forehead with the back of his wrist and pretended the wipe was a wave to his friends. The moment his hand lifted, the air by the hedge breathed warm against her throat and cooled again.

They cheered and went back to needling Erwin, though Roger muttered loud enough for the others to hear that Harold’s mother would tan their hides if she walked past and saw this display. The men straightened a little at the mention, then slouched again once they told themselves she was nowhere near. Roger raised his bottle and said nothing in this town scared him. The grin held until Melda shifted and the round of her belly caught the porch light; he glanced away and drank instead.

Melda kept her breath level and her shoulders steady. The baby’s weight pulled low. That was fine. Heavier meant nearer. She told herself that and did not say it aloud. When they asked for more peanuts, she called into the house, then stopped. Better to let them grumble than to hand out food that would keep them another hour.

Erwin’s story swelled again. He swore he had found the monster near the river, with teeth sharp as knives. He stretched his arms, and the others booed and laughed. The noise rose and fell, ragged but constant.

She looked past them. The hedge along the front boundary was thick and overgrown. Tonight, a cluster near the middle faced inward, held there against no breeze. That was how she knew the shape she saw now did not belong to leaf or gap or wind.

The porch bulb lifted and sank once, a breath of light that felt more like interference than any true dimming. When it steadied, a face waited between the leaves. Too pale for that light. The gums showed wet where teeth should have been, the lines of flesh curved backward as though the mouth had once grown in the wrong direction. The eyes held a slick darkness that caught no glint from the bulb, as if whatever sat inside them refused to let the light touch. A heat gathered under her chin and along the rim of her belly as if the air there had been warmed for inspection. She could not see the neck. She could not see the shoulders. She saw only the face and the hedge around it and the way the focus of that face fell on her belly.

Her tongue stuck dry to her teeth, and no word rose. A sound tried to climb her throat and scraped it raw. Metal touched the back of her mouth as if a coin had been pressed there. She set her palm more firmly over the curve and felt her skin jump under her own hand. The child kicked hard, a cramped movement that came only when danger pressed near. She kept it small. The hedge stilled as if holding breath.

Harold leaned back in his chair so he could see her at the same angle as the yard. “You good?” he asked. His voice sounded easy. His fingers tapped the bolo at the door without looking at it, the sheath a step farther than felt safe if anything moved. The tapping stopped on its own. Melda nodded. He nodded back and turned to Erwin like that was a finished thing.

“Tell them how you killed a second one,” Harold said, almost cheerfully, which told her he was not. The bulb ticked once as if something crossed it, and the hedge gave a soft weight-sound that no one else seemed to hear. Erwin stiffened his smile, and the men hollered. Melda would have laughed on another night. The sound clanged wrong in her chest now.

The face held its place. It did not bob with the wind. It did not blur with shadow. It watched. Every part of her felt it. Her breastbone thudded. The skin along the sides of her belly tightened and stayed tight. Someone poured more gin, and the scent climbed to sit with the marrow-stink already in her mouth. The run at the sill crept a finger’s width farther, wetting what remained of the line.

She moved the chair leg with her heel until the board under her did not wobble. Small work. Small control. She kept her eyes half on the face and half on Harold’s shoulder. If she told him then, he would stand, and he would try to show he was not afraid. That might help. It might also invite the others to mock and keep mocking, which would make the thing in the hedge wait for the moment when the noise went thin again. She could not choose which way was safer. She could only keep still and let the baby settle if he would.

“Salute the second kill,” Jayson shouted. They stood up again because they could not resist their own rituals. Glasses lifted. The cheer that followed shook the leaves until a single fruit dropped and split on the path. The stone inside steamed in the night air. The face did not flinch. Jayson nearly toppled backward as his chair slid when he sat down again, saved when Roger grabbed him by the sleeve. The rescue knocked Roger’s glass into his own lap, and the men howled at his bad luck. Their laughter rang false but loud. The splash sent a fresh sheet down the step that sought the porch groove where the peanut husk sat, fattening it into a slick plug.

Roger, flushed from drink, cupped his hands and shouted at the hedge. “Come out if you dare!” The answer was a rustle that bent leaves in one direction, followed by a fruit bursting rotten against the stone. The stench rose sharp and close, a fat-burning heat that clung, each breath coated. For a blink, the porch bulb dipped before catching again. A faint draft slipped through the smeared sill and stroked Melda’s ankle as if the house had acquired a new seam.

Harold picked up the fruit and tossed it toward the compost without looking. He gave Erwin a look that said Carry on. Erwin carried on. The others settled, though not by much. The chair legs shrieked on concrete. Someone cracked a knuckle and pretended it was a shot. Someone else laughed at nothing. Melda kept her breath slow. The baby eased into a slow turn, as if tracking the dark. His weight turned as if to keep one side pressed toward that gaze. She knew this as surely as she knew her own breath.

She tried to decide if she had truly seen gums where teeth should be. The face denied comfort. She wanted the light to go one step brighter or one step darker. Half-light was the place where the hedge could hold anything.

“Mel,” Harold said, quietly this time. He used the short name only when the room was full and he wanted to fold her into a pocket where no one else could reach. “You hungry?”

“No,” she said, and her voice scraped. “I am fine.”

She looked back at the hedge. The face was gone. The gap where it had been looked harmless and common as laundry. Leaves shifted at the edge without a pattern. Relief flickered and failed in the same breath; heat still clung in the new prints below as if the weight had just stepped away. She let a breath go and took a new one that tasted like a room after meat has been boiled too long. She stood, slow, then stepped off the porch. Harold watched her over his shoulder but did not stop her. The men paid no attention except Roger, who raised his glass in a lazy arc that missed her by a wide space.

She walked to the hedge. The yard light behind her turned her shadow thin. Her feet felt too heavy for the small distance. She did not push into the leaves. She looked down. The soil there was neither dry nor fully wet. It held a record well. The first print sank hard near the border stone, heel dragging in the dirt. Warmth clung in the sink as if the weight had only just lifted. Beyond those, the ground tore into scuffs, the weight dragging itself rather than walking. A single leaf trembled against no wind, then went still when she leaned close. The hedge beyond those marks showed a parting that did not fit the usual pattern. Leaves bent inward where they usually curled out, a shape’s trace left behind.

Her mother had warned, “Mind the gaps: doors, leaves, breath.” Melda had laughed at the phrasing then; now the words fit like a tool in her hand.

She stood until the muscles in her back shook. Harold rose and came as far as the bottom step. He did not cross to her. His foot slid a little on a damp board he had not seen. His throat worked. He stared at the prints as if he could see them change shape if he looked long enough.

“What do you see?” he said. Not a question the men could hear. A question meant only for her.

“Footprints,” she said. “And something else.” She did not say the word face. She did not say the word gums. Saying those words would make the night take them in like bait.

He nodded, once, then twice. He kept his hands at his sides so the others would not see him reach for the bolo. His mother would scold him for leaving it near the door
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