

    
        
          Yanggaw: Soft Quarantine

        

        
        
          Warfront Horror Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Jayson Valencia

        

        
          Published by Jayson Valencia, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      YANGGAW: SOFT QUARANTINE

    

    
      First edition. June 1, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Jayson Valencia.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235947771

    

    
    
      Written by Jayson Valencia.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Jayson Valencia

	    

      
	    
          
	      Alpha Kappanot Tales

          
        
          
	          The Siege at Fadriquela House

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Warfront Horror Series

          
        
          
	          Tadtad: After the Clash

          
        
          
	          Yanggaw: Soft Quarantine

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Tales of Haunted Japan: Seven Tales of Horror and the Supernatural

          
        
          
	          Tales of Filipino Terror: Ten Stories of Myth and Fear

          
        
          
	          Dark Tales of Asia

          
        
          
	          Tales of Asian Horror: The Terror Deepens

          
        
          
	          The Gate Has Teeth

          
        
          
	          The Silence Between Bells

          
        
          
	          Malipayon

          
        
          
	          Shoals of the Drowned

          
        
          
	          Pulong Anino

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Jayson Valencia

Dedication

Chapter 1: Movement to Contact

Chapter 2: The Prisoner Breathes Wrong

Chapter 3: Barangay San Roque

Chapter 4: Health Center

Chapter 5: The First Restraint

Chapter 6: Rebel Fire at Dusk

Chapter 7: Patient Zero Is a Lie

Chapter 8: Covered Court

Chapter 9: The House With No Dogs

Chapter 10: Command Wants Terms

Chapter 11: The Rebel Camp

Chapter 12: Blood Brings Them In

Chapter 13: Soft Quarantine Goes Hard

Chapter 14: Split the Squad

Chapter 15: Love Is Bad Noise Discipline

Chapter 16: The Feeding Hour

Chapter 17: Dodong Sober

Chapter 18: Cemetery Path

Chapter 19: No Clean Evacuation

Chapter 20: Night March

Chapter 21: The Bridge

Chapter 22: Bad Dawn

Sign up for Jayson Valencia's Mailing List

Also By Jayson Valencia

About the Author

About the Publisher



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the one whose voice I would always answer.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: Movement to Contact
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The mud remembered every careless man.

JC Saavedra learned it at 0435 in a coconut grove east of Barangay San Roque, when his left boot sank past the sole and stopped with a wet kiss. The rest of him kept going: rifle, vest, helmet, sweat, nerves, and all the extra weight he had accepted during the briefing because refusing would have made him look soft.

He caught himself against a coconut trunk before the stumble became a fall.

Ahead, Master Sergeant Jeoffrey Capulso turned just enough to show he had noticed.

Not fully. Not theatrically. Just enough.

JC eased his boot free and reset his stance. Front-left. Coconut line. Low brush. Black gaps between pale trunks. He breathed through his nose because his mouth tasted like old coffee and metal.

Behind him, Obeja whispered, “Graceful.”

“Watch your sector.”

“I am. It attacked you first.”

“Shut up.”

“Copy.”

Capulso did not look back again. He moved beside Rodante “Dodong” Lacson, their local guide, who wore one rubber boot and one shoe that had surrendered to the barangay road sometime in the previous administration. A bolo hung at his side. A cheap flashlight bounced against his thigh. He smelled faintly of rain, gin, and decisions made before sunrise.

“Dodong,” Capulso said.

“Yes, Sarge.”

“You said short trail.”

“It is short if dry.”

“It is not dry.”

“Yes, Sarge.”

“So what is it now?”

Dodong studied the ground. “Still short, but more emotional.”

Obeja made a sound that did not quite become a laugh.

Capulso stared at Dodong for two seconds.

“Move.”

They moved.

The squad stretched through the grove in a loose file. North rose toward a low ridge where a rebel trail cut behind an abandoned copra dryer. South, if Dodong had not lied past ordinary limits, the barangay road and San Roque center waited beyond the trees. East was more coconut and darker. West was pasture, scattered houses, and ground that gave way under careless feet.

JC kept front-left.

His mind tried to drift back to Dona Salisipan, two positions behind Capulso, medic bag high against her back. During the ride to the patrol base, JC had planned to say something calm and professional to her. What came out was, “Doc, your bag looks heavy.”

She had looked at him once.

“So does your mouth,” she said. “Try carrying it quietly.”

Obeja had coughed for five minutes afterward.

Now, JC watched his sector.

Capulso raised a fist.

The squad stopped.

Rain ticked from coconut fronds. Insects sawed in the brush. Somewhere far off, a water pump coughed and died.

No dogs.

Earlier, near the outer houses, dogs had argued with the moon, the patrol, and their own useless souls. Here, nothing. No rooster either, though the hour belonged to confused roosters trying to command darkness.

Dodong crouched beside a cattle trail and pointed.

Capulso motioned JC and Wilbert forward, then held the rest with a palm.

JC moved three steps and dropped to one knee.

Prints crossed the mud. Bare feet mixed with boot marks and the split half-moons of cattle. Someone had moved fast north to south, then cut back east. Grass beside the trail lay flattened. A red slipper sat under a palm frond, the strap twisted like a broken finger.

A dark smear marked the mud.

Blood.

Dona came forward low. She looked without touching.

“Fresh?” Capulso asked.

“Wet,” she said. “Could be an animal.”

Dodong made a small sound.

Capulso turned to him.

The guide wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Cow went missing two nights, Sarge.”

“One cow?”

“First one.”

No one filled the space after that.

Capulso pointed to a food wrapper under wet leaves, then to a strip of dark green cloth caught on a thorn. Not their uniform. Something had dragged through here hard enough to break stems.

“Jayprel,” Capulso said. “Try higher.”

Jayprel lifted the radio handset and angled the antenna toward the paling sky.

“Sunray, this is Patrol Three. Radio check. Over.”

Static answered.

He tried again.

A broken voice came back, chewed by terrain. “Three... weak... send...”

Jayprel relayed their position and the signs: possible armed movement, blood trail, no contact yet. The reply came in fragments.

“Maintain... report... missing element... armed group... caution...”

The rest dissolved.

Jayprel lowered the handset. “Higher says continue being cautious, sir. Very innovative.”

Capulso held out his hand.

Jayprel winced. “Professional vocabulary from here.”

Capulso looked at the squad, one face at a time. JC felt the look pass over him like a measuring tape.

“We are not chasing ghosts,” Capulso said. “We are following signs of armed movement near a barangay with a missing patrol report. Eyes open. Sectors clean. Nobody crowds the guide, no matter how badly he deserves it.”

Dodong nodded as if complimented.

“Doc, middle. Jayprel with me. Bonjing, rear until the bend. JC and Wilbert, ten meters left. Obeja right. Dodong, point. Do not invent geography.”

“Sige, Sarge.”

They moved again, slower now.

The trail dipped into a shallow creek bed where brown water dragged leaves around roots. Shapes had edges now. That helped and made things worse. Bushes became crouched men until proven otherwise.

JC stepped over the creek, slipped on a stone, and caught himself without becoming a story.

A stick cracked somewhere ahead.

Capulso’s hand closed into a fist.

The first shot snapped the air open.

A frond exploded above JC, spraying water and green strips across his helmet. He dropped late. Not fatally late, but late enough for Capulso’s voice to cut through the grove.

“Contact left!”

JC hit the mud on his chest. Breath punched out. Rifle up. Front sight shaking. Trunks. Brush. Nothing. Everything.

Another shot. Dirt spat near Dodong, who folded behind a root with a noise containing three prayers and one curse.

“Left tree line, thirty meters,” Wilbert called.

Bonjing’s weapon answered from the rear in short, controlled bursts. Bark jumped near the suspected position. Wet leaves fell in sheets.

JC found a flash between trunks. Low. A shoulder. Cloth.

He fired once. Twice.

Training returned in ugly pieces. Sight. Press. Breathe. Do not stare at the impossible because nothing is impossible yet.

“Shift right,” Capulso ordered. “Obeja, hold. JC, Wilbert, cover the ditch.”

JC crawled behind a hump of roots. Wilbert appeared three meters away, rifle steady, sleeves finally muddy. He fired once, paused, and fired again.

A rebel rose from the brush ahead, too fast and too exposed, rifle at hip height. Young, thin, hair plastered to his forehead, face wide with panic. He fired badly. The round went high.

Bonjing’s next burst tore bark near him. The rebel dropped and vanished.

“Movement north,” Wilbert said. “Two breaking.”

“Let them go,” Capulso said. “Scan for wounded. Watch secondary.”

“Sir,” Obeja called. “One crawling.”

JC saw it.

At first, he thought the rebel had fallen into the ditch. The man was thirty meters forward, half in the open, dragging himself through mud and grass. His left leg trailed wrong. Blood marked the ground behind him. His hands clawed at roots, pulling his body toward the squad.

Toward them.

Not away.

“Hold fire,” Capulso said.

The crawling man’s rifle was gone. His shirt was torn. He made a wet sound with every pull. His head lifted. His mouth worked.

“Hands,” Capulso shouted. “Show hands.”

The man kept crawling.

Dona’s voice came from behind cover. “If he’s unarmed and bleeding, I need him secured before I touch him.”

“Agreed. JC, Wilbert, cover. Obeja, with me. Dodong, stay down before the ground shoots you.”

“I was planning that, Sarge,” Dodong said into the mud.

Capulso moved in a crouch with Obeja offset right. JC covered the ditch. Wilbert watched the trees where the rebels had vanished.

The wounded man stopped.

His forehead lowered until it touched the mud.

Then he sniffed.

Small. Wet. Animal.

He turned his head toward Dona.

JC felt the skin tighten between his shoulders. Dona was behind cover, partly hidden, twenty meters back. The rebel should not have noticed her.

Obeja saw it too. “Sarge?”

Capulso stepped to the man’s left, rifle trained. “Do not move.”

The rebel smiled.

Not mocking. Embarrassed, like a child caught stealing food.

“Gutom,” he whispered.

Hungry.

Then he lunged at Obeja’s boot.

Obeja kicked back and nearly fell. Capulso drove the man down with a knee between the shoulder blades. Obeja dropped onto his legs, cursing.

“Hands,” Capulso barked.

The wounded rebel twisted.

He had lost blood. He should have been weak. His leg should have been useless. Instead, his torso bucked hard enough to shift Capulso’s knee.

“JC,” Capulso shouted.

JC was already moving. He dropped beside Obeja and pinned the rebel’s right wrist. Wilbert came in on the left, boot near the shoulder, rifle still oriented toward the trees.

The wrist under JC’s hand was hot. Not fever-hot. Wrong hot. The rebel’s fingers flexed and scraped grooves into the dirt.

“Stop fighting,” JC said, too loudly. “You’re wounded.”

The rebel turned one eye toward him.

“Corporal,” he whispered.

JC froze.

Maybe the man had seen the insignia. Maybe he guessed. Maybe rank was easy.

The man sniffed again.

“You smell scared.”

Obeja, breathless over the legs, said, “Congratulations. Your nose is promoted.”

“Shut up and tie him,” Capulso said.

Dona arrived low and fast, gloves already half on. “Security?”

“Temporary,” Capulso said. “Make it fast.”

“No such thing as fast with a patient who thinks wrists are optional.”

She knelt near the rebel’s head, just outside his mouth’s reach. JC hated that she had judged the distance first.

“Name,” Dona said.

The rebel breathed through his teeth.

“Name.”

His lips moved. “Berto.”

“Berto, what?”

He shook his head. “Tinik.”

Alias, probably. Maybe a joke. Maybe a thorn indeed.

Dona cut away the torn shirt. Her hands stopped.

Capulso heard the stop. “Doc?”

She exposed the wound along Berto’s ribs.

Not a bullet. Not shrapnel. Not bolo.

A crescent of torn flesh sat under the mud and blood, deep and black-red around the edges. Human spacing. Too wide. Too many pressure points. Some tissue looked chewed.

The smell came up then. Raw meat left in the heat. Sour sweat. Old copper.

Obeja stopped joking.

Dona’s voice stayed even. “These are not from this contact.”

“Animal?” Capulso asked.

“Maybe if the animal had a family name.”

Berto laughed once. It broke into a cough. He turned his mouth toward Dona’s glove.

JC tightened his grip.

Dona did not flinch. “Do not bite me.”

The rebel’s face crumpled.

“I am trying, ma’am.”

That made it worse.

Jayprel crouched nearby with flex ties from Obeja’s pouch. “Sarge, higher wants an update if shots are fired.”

“They can want quietly,” Capulso said. “Wrists and ankles.”

Dona did not look up. “Elbows too. Torso if we move him.”

Capulso gave her a flat look. “You want him wrapped like relief goods?”

“I want him not to use his teeth while I’m keeping him alive.”

Berto began to shiver. His eyes rolled east, where weak light pressed between trunks.

“No sun,” he whispered.

“It’s morning,” JC said.

“No sun.”

He tried to bury his face in the mud.

Dona checked the skin near his neck with two gloved fingers. Berto moaned when she touched him, but not like a man in pain. More like a man smelling food.

She withdrew her hand. “Fever at the neck. Cold wrists. Pulse irregular.”

“Meaning?” Capulso asked.

“Meaning his body is arguing with itself.”

Berto whispered into the mud.

Dona leaned slightly. “Say again.”

His eyes opened. For a moment, they looked fully human. Young. Exhausted. Ashamed beyond fear.

“Tie me before sunset.”

No one spoke.

Obeja said, very softly, “It is five in the morning.”

Berto began to cry.

Mud stuck to his lips. His blood soaked into the cattle trail, mixing with rainwater and dung.

“Before sunset,” he said. “Before I smell them.”

Dona’s eyes met Capulso’s.

JC saw the decision pass between them: patient, prisoner, threat. All three are trying to occupy one body.

Capulso looked at Jayprel. “Report contact. One enemy wounded captured. Others withdrew north toward the ridge. Visible bite trauma. Possible civilian risk. Request medical support and guidance.”

Jayprel nodded.

“And Harana?”

“Yes, Sarge?”

“If you say medically impolite on the radio, I will assign you to carry Dodong.”

“Professional vocabulary only.”

Dodong had risen halfway from the mud. His face had gone the color of wet ash. He stared at Berto’s wound, then toward the unseen barangay.

Capulso noticed. “Dodong.”

The guide blinked. “Sarge.”

“You know him?”

“No.”

Too fast.

Wilbert’s head turned. “He’s lying.”

Dodong looked offended. “I answer quickly because bullets improved my memory.”

Capulso took one step toward him. “You know something.”

“I know people get hungry when wounded.”

Dona did not look up from wrapping the injury. “This is not that.”

Berto’s head rolled toward her. His nostrils flared.

“Doc,” JC said.

“I see it.”

She pulled her forearm back before his mouth could reach. His teeth snapped weakly at the air. Then he began apologizing.

“Sorry. Pasensya. Sorry.”

Dona stared at him for half a breath.

Then she took out a marker and wrote the time on the dressing.

JC had seen medics do practical things before. He had not understood until now how frightening practicality could be. Dona did not call him a monster. She documented. She tied. She made the impossible wait its turn.

“Bite trauma before capture,” she said. “Severe hunger response. Light sensitivity. Abnormal strength relative to blood loss. He needs isolation.”

“Closest structure is San Roque,” Capulso said.

Dodong made a faint noise.

Capulso turned. “Use words.”

“We can go around.”

“Around what?”

“The barangay.”

“Our mission is the barangay.”

“Yes, but maybe today the barangay is not very mission-friendly.”

Obeja stared at him. “You guided us here.”

“I guided you near. That is different.”

Capulso’s face did not change. “Dodong, if there is a threat inside San Roque, now is your chance to stop being decorative.”

The guide’s eyes went to Berto.

The wounded rebel whispered without looking at him, “They tied Sisiw wrong.”

Dodong stepped back.

Capulso lowered his voice. “Who is Sisiw?”

Berto’s jaw worked. “He chewed through.”

“Through what?” Dona asked.

Berto’s eyes slid to her. He smiled with bloody teeth, then seemed horrified by his own mouth.

“Rope first,” he said. “Then his uncle.”

The radio cracked.

Jayprel pressed the handset to his ear. Static washed through, then a clipped voice arrived in fragments.

“Patrol Three... confirm contact... proceed San Roque... secure barangay hall... recover missing... hold... follow-on...”

Capulso took the handset. “Sunray, Patrol Three. One enemy WIA captured. Other armed elements withdrew north. We have medical irregularities and possible civilian risk. Request medical support and detainee handling guidance. Over.”

Static.

“Copy enemy WIA... continue mission... San Roque... coordinate local officials... report further rebel movement... over.”

“Say medical support availability again. Over.”

Static answered.

Nothing else.

Capulso handed the handset back. His face stayed the same, but something behind it had hardened.

“Command heard rebel and stopped listening after that,” Obeja said.

“No,” Capulso said. “Command heard what we can prove.”

Dona cinched the last restraint with more force than kindness. “Then let me prove he should not be beside civilians.”

“You will. In San Roque.”

Dodong opened his mouth.

Capulso pointed at him. “Do not.”

The guide closed it.

They were prepared to move.

Berto was searched, disarmed, bound at wrists, elbows, ankles, and chest, and tape, ties, and a field bandage were allowed. Between surges, he cooperated. Sometimes he apologized. Sometimes he sniffed. Once, when Dona cut the cloth away near the bite, he whispered the name Mara and began to sob.

JC helped lift him onto an improvised carry made from a poncho and two cut poles. Bonjing covered north, weapon trained toward the ridge trail.

“Movement?” Capulso asked.

“No visual,” Bonjing said. “But something is watching from the dryer side.”

Everyone looked north.

The low ridge sat beyond coconut rows, still shadowed. The abandoned copra dryer was hidden from here, but its direction had weight. Smoke smell drifted that way faintly, though no cooking fire should have been there.

“Rebels?” JC asked.

“Maybe,” Bonjing said.

“Helpful.”

“I did not want to lie.”

Obeja adjusted his grip on the carry pole. “We appreciate honesty during possible death.”

Dona wiped blood from the outside of one glove with gauze and looked at the remaining packet in her kit.

Not enough gloves, JC guessed.

She caught him looking.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Good. Carry front-left and do not trip dramatically.”

“Yes, Doc.”

“Front-left is his romantic side,” Obeja said.

Dona did not look at him. “Then we will amputate if it slows us down.”

JC wanted a clever answer. Nothing arrived. Perhaps his cleverness had sunk in the mud.

Capulso formed them fast. Wilbert and Obeja on the carry, JC rotating in when the trail widened. Dona is close enough to monitor Berto, not close enough for his teeth. Jayprel near Capulso. Bonjing rear security. Dodong ahead, no longer trusted with full silence or full freedom.

They left the contact site with the sun still caught behind clouds and fronds.

Behind them, the grove returned to noise by degrees. Insects first. Water drops. Gear creak. Still no dogs. Still no roosters.

And now JC could hear Berto breathing from the poncho.

Wet inhale.

Hold.

Wet exhale.

Under it, sometimes, a whisper.

“Before sunset.”

The trail rose and curved southwest toward the first outer houses of San Roque. The ground changed from cattle mud to packed earth scattered with coconut husk fibers. A broken fence appeared to the right. Beyond it lay a pasture where the grass was bent flat in circles, as though animals had run there in panic.

In the middle lay a cow.

Most of one.

JC saw the pale belly first, opened too neatly and too messily at the same time. Flies moved in a black sheet, but not over all of it. They gathered at the edges, lifted, gathered again, restless. The head was turned too far around, eyes filmed.

Dodong stopped.

Capulso nearly walked into him. “Move.”

“That is Mang Nestor’s,” Dodong whispered.

“You said one cow is missing.”

“That was the first one.”

Dona stepped near the fence without touching it. “Recent.”

“How recent?” Capulso asked.

“Recent enough, I do not like the flies.”

Obeja swallowed. “For my education, Doc, when do we like flies?”

“When they act normally.”

A sound came from the fence.

Scratching.

JC’s rifle came up. So did Wilbert’s. Bonjing shifted rear to flank under the weight of his gun. Capulso stepped between the carry and the pasture.

The scratching came again.

Not from the cow.

From a wooden post where something had gouged five long marks through dirt and moss. Deep. Repeated. Higher than a dog. Lower than a man would stand comfortably.

JC looked at Berto.

The wounded rebel had turned his head toward the cow. His nostrils flared. His eyes filled with naked want, and JC felt ashamed for seeing it.

“Do not,” Dona said.

Berto clenched his teeth until his jaw trembled.

“Hungry,” he whispered.

“Yes,” Dona said. “I gathered.”

“Please.”

“No.”

“Just blood.”

Obeja stared. “Did he say just blood?”

Capulso’s voice dropped. “Nobody answers that.”

From somewhere ahead, beyond the bend in the trail, a child began to cry.

The sound cut short fast, as if a hand had covered the mouth.

Dodong crossed himself.

“San Roque,” he said.

Capulso looked at the gray line of dawn above the trees, then at the wounded prisoner strapped to poles, blood already soaking through the field dressing and mud.

“Move,” he said. “We secure the barangay hall. We find the captain. We account for the missing patrol. We keep this man alive and restrained until higher tells me what they were pretending to hear.”

“And if the barangay is not friendly?” Wilbert asked.

Capulso started walking.

“Then we will be professionally unwelcome.”

JC took the front-left pole. The weight came into his shoulder at once, warm and human and wrong. Berto’s blood smell followed every step. Dona walked beside the carry, close enough to see him, far enough to survive him.

JC kept his eyes forward.

He managed almost thirty seconds.

“Doc,” he said.

“What?”

“If he tries to bite you, I’ll...”

“Hold your side of the pole.”

“Yes.”

“Do that heroically.”

Obeja whispered from the rear, “Beautiful. Wedding vows almost wrote themselves.”

JC stared forward, face burning.

Then Berto laughed.

It was soft at first. A wet chuckle. Everyone heard it anyway.

Dona leaned slightly. “What is funny?”

The rebel’s eyes remained closed.

“Not him,” Berto whispered.

Capulso stopped.

So did the squad.

Berto opened one eye and looked past JC, past Dona, past the trail, toward the unseen houses of Barangay San Roque.

The voice that came from him was still his, but thinner now. Practiced. As if something inside had found words on a shelf and chosen the ones most useful.

“Someone there is already hungry.”

From the barangay ahead, no rooster answered the morning.

Only the child cried once more, and this time the sound ended in a scream.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Prisoner Breathes Wrong
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The creek bed gave them cover and no comfort.

Capulso chose the hollow because it cut the trail in two and hid the squad from anyone watching the road. Coconut roots gripped both banks. Brown water dragged leaves around stones. Ferns shivered where boots scraped past.

“Set security,” Capulso said.

The squad unfolded around the creek bed. Bonjing took the northern bank with the heavy gun aimed toward the ridge and copra dryer trail. Wilbert watched the eastern trunks. Obeja slid west, finally quiet enough to be useful. Jayprel crouched where the antenna had a chance. Dodong stayed where Capulso pointed him, because fear had improved his obedience.

JC helped lower Berto onto the flattest strip of mud.

The prisoner landed with a wet gasp.

Dona was beside him before the poncho stopped shifting. “Do not crowd him.”

JC stepped back and almost put his boot in blood.

“Not there either,” she said.

He corrected. “Sorry.”

“Be sorry farther away.”

From the west bank, Obeja said, “Doc, for the record, he is trying to be useful.”

“Then he can usefully stop standing in my workspace.”

JC moved another step and turned his rifle toward the eastern grove. Heat crawled under his helmet. Humidity, he decided. The whole province had become personal humidity.

Berto lay on his back, wrists tied, elbows bound, ankles lashed, chest strapped down with bandage and tape. He did not look secure. He looked paused.

His breathing came too shallow, then too deep. Too fast, then a space that made JC wait for the next pull. Each breath scraped low in the throat, followed by a click at the jaw.

Dona leaned over him with her penlight. “Berto. Look at me.”

His eyes rolled toward the light and away. “No sun.”

“It is not the sun.”

“No light.”

“It is my light. You can hate it after I check your pupils.”

His lips pulled back from his teeth.

JC tightened his grip on the rifle.

“Saavedra”, Capulso said.

“Sarge.”

“Sector.”

JC looked back at the grove. “Sector.”

Behind him, Dona clicked the penlight off. “Pupils are slow. Reactive, but delayed.”

“Can he move?” Capulso asked.

“Not far if his body remembers physics.”

“That's a yes?”

“That is me expressing professional doubt.”

Jayprel lifted the handset. “Sunray, Patrol Three. We are halted short of San Roque with one enemy wounded, secured, and under treatment. Other armed elements withdrew north. Patient has bite trauma and abnormal behavior. Request detainee evacuation and medical support. Over.”

Static chewed the air.

A voice came through in pieces. “Copy one enemy WIA... proceed San Roque... secure barangay hall... coordinate local officials...”

Jayprel glanced at Capulso.

“Again,” Capulso said.

“Sunray, request medical support. Patient presents unusual symptoms and possible exposure risk. Over.”

Static. Then, “Say exposure again...”

Jayprel repeated it.

The radio answered with creek water and insects.

“Signal dropped,” he said.

Capulso crouched beside Berto. “Command heard rebel. That is the box we are in until we bring them something they recognize.”

Dona did not look up. “Respectfully, Sarge, this one has teeth.”

“Noted.”

Berto laughed.

It started weak and human. Then the sound scraped lower, dirty with another breath.

Dona’s hand stopped over the dressing.

Berto’s eyes were closed. He smiled without knowing it.

“Funny,” he whispered.

“What is funny?” Dona asked.

“Boxes.”

Capulso stepped closer. “What boxes?”

Berto’s nostrils flared. His head turned toward the radio. “They put him in a box.”

“Who?”

“Sisiw.”

Dodong made a small sound from the bank.

Capulso turned. “You keep reacting to names.”

The guide lifted both hands a few inches. “Many people have names, Sarge.”

“Few make you look ready to run.”

“I always look like that. It is my face.”

Wilbert said, without taking his eyes off the eastern line, “He knows Sisiw.”

Dodong glared. “You are very judgmental for a beautiful man.”

“My hair is not the witness.”

“Both of you,” Capulso said.

Dona peeled the cloth away from Berto’s side. The fabric came free with a tacky sound. She checked the bite, then the abdominal wound, then his wrist. Her mouth tightened.

“Bleeding slowed,” she said. “Pulse stronger.”

Capulso heard the problem inside the good news. “Stronger?”

“He should be weaker.”

Berto’s fingers flexed against the restraint. The bandage creaked.

Dona looked at the hand. “Don’t.”

He went still.

Shame moved across his face, quick and terrible. “Sorry.”

Dona’s voice lowered. “Are you in pain?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

His eyes opened and found her.

“Everywhere that is still me.”

The creek held the sentence.

Dona looked back at the bite. “Who bit you?”

Berto’s lips pressed shut.

Capulso leaned where the prisoner could see him. “Your people fired on us. You are wounded, captured, and being treated. If your group is sick or under attack, you tell us now.”

“Not sick.”

“Then what?”

His throat worked. “Hungry.”

Berto’s eyes slid toward Dodong.

Dodong looked away.

Dona followed the look. “Who is Sisiw?”

“Nickname,” Dodong said. “Many young ones called Sisiw. Chick, you know. Small boy. Small man.”

“Rebel?” Capulso asked.

“I do not know.”

Wilbert said, “He knows.”

Dodong rubbed his mouth. Sobriety did not improve him. It only removed padding from the fear.

Berto breathed in.

His nostrils flared wide, then fluttered. He pulled air through his nose like scent had weight. His head tilted toward the west bank.

Obeja froze. “Why is he smelling me specifically?”

Dona looked over. “Are you bleeding?”

“No.”

“Check.”

Obeja checked his sleeves, vest, and neck. Then he lifted his right hand. A thin red line crossed the base of his thumb where bark or stone had cut him during contact.

Berto’s mouth opened.

Dona shifted between them. “Eyes on me.”

Berto tried. His eyes watered. His jaw trembled.

“Cover that cut,” Dona said.

Obeja fumbled for gauze.

“Now.”

“Yes, Doc.”

Capulso’s rifle lifted a fraction. “Prisoner.”

Berto began to shake. “Sorry. Sorry. Sorry.”

“Stop apologizing and control your mouth,” Dona said.

“I am trying.”

“Try harder.”

The words were sharp enough to sound cruel. JC understood they were not. They were a handhold thrown to whatever part of Berto still obeyed.

The prisoner squeezed his eyes shut.

For a few breaths, it worked.

Then a drop of Obeja’s blood slid onto the white gauze.

Berto lunged.

The restraints held, but his body dragged half an inch through mud and stone. Dona fell back on one hand. JC stepped forward before he thought, then stopped with his rifle between Dona and the prisoner instead of reaching for her. Capulso pinned Berto’s shoulder with his boot. Bonjing’s weapon shifted from the ridge to the creek bed, smooth and terrible.

Berto’s teeth snapped shut on empty air.

The sound was small.

Obeja had gone pale under the mud. “That cut is not even impressive.”

Dona recovered her knee. “His eyes were closed.”

Capulso looked at her.

“He smelled it,” she said.

Berto began to sob. “I am sorry. Please.”

Dona stared at him for one breath, then gripped his jaw from below, careful of distance, and turned his face toward her.

“Listen to me. Are you going to bite someone?”

“Not morning.”

“That is not what I asked.”

“Morning, I can be good.”

Capulso’s voice was quiet. “What happens later?”

Berto looked toward the canopy, where daylight gathered behind the leaves. “Later, I hear them inside.”

“Them who?”

“The people I love.”

Dodong muttered something.

Capulso caught it. “Say it properly.”

The guide closed his eyes. “Yanggaw.”

The word came out small and old.

Obeja looked from Dodong to Berto to Dona. “We are not using that officially, correct?”

Dona checked the dressing again. “We are not using anything officially until I can prove more than folklore and one patient with terrible manners.”

Berto whispered, “Not patient.”

“You are bleeding on my gauze. You are patient until you earn a different category.”

“I am not sick.”

“You are absolutely sick. The question is how rude the sickness plans are to be.”

Jayprel, pale but trying, said, “Current diagnosis: rude.”

Dona did not smile. “Tentative.”

Capulso pointed to the radio. “Try the net.”

Jayprel climbed halfway up the south bank with the handset raised. “Sunray, Patrol Three. The detainee has an abnormal response to blood and possible bite exposure. Request medical evacuation priority and isolation guidance. Over.”

Static rolled.

“Patrol Three... maintain security... proceed San Roque... local health...”

“Say again. You are broken. Over.”

“Proceed San Roque... establish control point... further...”

The voice dissolved.

Jayprel lowered the handset. “They still want us to proceed.”

Capulso took out his notebook and wrote. Time. Contact. Captive. Symptoms. He wrote standing in mud, under trees, while a prisoner tried not to eat a corporal’s thumb. His handwriting stayed steady.

JC watched that and understood something that weekend training had not taught him. Capulso did not make fear smaller. He made it usable.

“Doc,” Capulso said. “Can he survive movement?”

“Survive, yes. Improve, no. He needs surgery we do not have, isolation he will resist, and guards who enjoy owning fingers.”

“Risk to the squad?”

“Bite risk. Fluid risk. Unpredictable strength. Reacts to blood without seeing it. Lucid enough to answer. Unstable enough to lunge.”

“Recommendation?”

“Restrained transport. No one was alone with him. No faces near his mouth. Cover blood. Keep him out of direct sun if you want cooperation, in light if you need weakness. Do not let civilians touch him.”

“That last part will go well in a barangay.”

“It will go badly in a medically predictable direction.”

Berto turned toward the south. “Do not bring me there.”

“Why?” Capulso asked.

“Because they will smell me.”

“Who?”

His voice dropped until the creek almost took it. “The ones tied wrong.”

Dodong stepped on a dry twig. It snapped.

Everyone looked at him.

He raised his hands again. “Maybe he is fever talking.”

“Maybe,” Capulso said. “Tell me why his fever has local knowledge.”

The guide looked toward the trail. He no longer seemed afraid of the squad hearing him. He seemed afraid of the trees hearing first.

“Some families tie sick relatives at night.”

Dona’s face sharpened. “Sick how?”

“Hungry sick.”

“That is not a category,” Obeja said.

“It is in San Roque.”

“When did this start?” Capulso asked.

Dodong swallowed. “Three days. Maybe more. First livestock. Then one young man from the hillside. The family said the fever. Then screaming at the copra dryer. Then the captain said nothing to report.”

Capulso stared at him.

Dodong wilted. “I was drunk.”

“That is not a timekeeping system.”

“No, Sarge.”

A tap came from the ridge.

Then another.

Wood on wood, or stone. A signal from the north, beyond the coconut line.

Bonjing lowered his cheek closer to the weapon. “Movement north.”

Capulso lifted a fist.

The creek bed locked down.

JC dropped behind a root and sighted toward the grove. Dona lowered herself over Berto, controlling his head and the dressing. Jayprel folded around the radio. Wilbert shifted to a gap between trunks. Obeja tucked his wrapped thumb close and brought his rifle up.

A voice called from the north.

Faint. Female. Frightened.

“Berto!”

The prisoner went rigid.

Dona gripped his jaw. “Do not answer.”

“Mara,” he whispered.

The voice came again. “Berto! Hali ka!”

Come here.

Capulso signaled hold fire.

Wilbert said, “Female voice. No visual.”

Bonjing said, “Could be bait.”

“Everything is bait now,” Obeja whispered.

“Quiet,” Capulso said.

“Berto!”

He strained against the bindings. “Mara. No. No, no.”

Dona bent close enough for him to hear and no closer. “Who is Mara?”

“Tell her to run.”

“Who is she?”

“Tell her to run!”

His shout cracked down the creek bed.

The grove answered with a shot.

The round hit the south bank above Jayprel and kicked mud into his face. He dropped flat, radio under him.

“Contact north,” Wilbert called.

Bonjing fired a short burst toward the muzzle flash. Bark exploded from a coconut trunk. Another shot came
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