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    To every child who has ever gone to sleep hungry,yet woke up dreaming of changing the world.
And to the invisible oneswho fight their battles in the silence.
This is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The world is not governed by elections or armies. It is governed by a sequence of numbers that most people will never see. If you control the numbers, you control the fate of nations."
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ACT I — THE BOY WHO WAS NEVER MEANT TO BE FOUND
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CHAPTER 1 — Breadline Hours

The heat in Tondo was heavy. It did not just sit in the air; it pressed down on you. It smelled of wet trash, burning rubber, and the salty tang of the Manila Bay, which was black with oil and sewage.

Elias Rivera stood in the mud. He was fourteen years old, but he looked twelve. His shoulders were thin, his ribs visible through his oversized, gray t-shirt. He wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of a dirty hand.

He was number eighty-four in the line.

Ahead of him, eighty-three other people waited for the same thing: a plastic bowl of lugaw—rice porridge with tiny bits of ginger and chicken skin.

Elias watched the woman at the front. She was a volunteer from the church, wearing a white apron that was slowly turning brown. She held a metal ladle.

Splash. Pour. Next.
Splash. Pour. Next.
Elias narrowed his eyes. He didn’t just watch; he calculated. It was a habit he couldn’t stop. His brain saw the world in numbers.

The pot is an industrial cylinder. Radius approx 30 centimeters. Height 50 centimeters. Volume is roughly 140 liters. But it’s only half full now.

He watched the ladle.

150 milliliters per scoop. She is being generous today. Maybe 160.

He looked at the line behind him. It wound through the narrow alleyway of tin shacks like a tired snake. There were at least two hundred people behind him.

Elias did the math in two seconds.

70 liters left. 160ml per person. That’s 437 servings. The people at the very back won’t eat.

He felt a strange sadness, not for himself—he was number eighty-four, he would eat—but for the numbers. The equation didn’t balance. It never balanced in Tondo. There was always more hunger than rice.

"Move up, boy," a man grunted behind him.

Elias stepped forward. His sneakers were held together by silver duct tape. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his most valuable possession.

It was a Samsung Galaxy S4. It was ancient. The screen was a spiderweb of cracks. The battery only lasted three hours, so he kept it off most of the time. But it was his lifeline. He had found it in a recycling dump three years ago, repaired the motherboard with a soldering iron he borrowed, and guessed the passcode on his fifth try.

He pressed the power button. The screen flickered to life.

14% Battery.
No Signal.
He held it up higher, trying to catch a stray Wi-Fi signal from the internet cafe three blocks away. Sometimes, if the wind was right, he could steal a bar of connection. He wanted to read. He wanted to know what was happening in the world outside the slums. He wanted to learn about coding, about servers, about the invisible streams of data that flew over the tin roofs of the poor.

But today, the screen remained blank. No connection.

He sighed and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

"Next!"

Elias stepped up to the table. The smell of the ginger porridge made his stomach cramp. He hadn't eaten since yesterday morning.

"Bowl," the woman said, not looking up.

Elias held out a cracked yellow plastic container.

Splash.

The hot porridge hit the plastic. It wasn't much, but the steam rising from it was beautiful.

"Salamat po," Elias whispered. Thank you.

He walked away from the line, carefully cradling the warm bowl. He navigated through the maze of shacks, stepping over puddles of stagnant water. He found his usual spot—a concrete ledge overlooking the canal. It was quiet here.

He sat down, his legs dangling over the edge. He took a spoon from his pocket and took the first bite. It was hot, salty, and perfect.

For a moment, the hunger vanished. For a moment, he was just a boy eating dinner.

But as he scraped the bottom of the bowl, the loneliness returned. It was louder than the noise of the city. Elias had no parents. His mother had died of a fever when he was six. He never knew his father. He was a ghost in the system. No birth certificate. No school records. Just a boy who was good at math, living in a shack made of plywood and stolen billboard signs.

He finished the last grain of rice.

He reached for his phone again. He just wanted to see a screen. A light. Anything to distract him from the empty bowl.

He pressed the button.

The screen lit up.

13% Battery.

And then, something strange happened.

Usually, the phone was silent. No one called him. He had no friends. His number was a recycled prepaid sim card he had found in the trash.

But suddenly, the phone vibrated. A short, sharp buzz against his palm.

A notification icon appeared at the top of the cracked screen.

Elias frowned. A text message?

The signal bars were empty. How did a message get through without a signal?

He tapped the screen. The phone lagged, struggling to process the command. Then, the message app opened.

It was a notification from a banking app he didn't even have installed.

ALERT:
You have a new deposit.
Elias blinked. He wiped a smudge of dirt off the screen. It must be a spam message. A scam. People in Manila got them all the time. You won a lottery! You won a car!

He was about to delete it. He was too smart for scams.

But then the phone buzzed again. Longer this time.

The screen turned bright green. A single line of text appeared in bold white letters, glowing in the dim evening light of the slum.

+$5,000,000.00 RECEIVED.

Elias froze. He looked at the number. He counted the zeros.

Six zeros.

Five million dollars.

He looked around quickly. Had anyone seen? The alley was empty. A dog barked in the distance.

He looked back at the phone. The number was still there, burning into his eyes.

"This is impossible," he whispered to the dirty canal water.

But the phone buzzed a third time.

Status: CLEARED.
Available Balance: $5,000,000.00
Elias’s heart hammered against his ribs. He gripped the phone so tight he thought the cracked screen would finally shatter.

The world was quiet. But in his hand, something loud had just happened.
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CHAPTER 2 — The Impossible Notification

Elias stared at the screen until his eyes burned.

Five million dollars.

In Philippine pesos, that was... he tried to convert it in his head, but the numbers were too big. Two hundred and eighty million pesos? Maybe more. It was enough to buy the entire slum of Tondo. It was enough to buy the high-rise buildings across the bay that mocked the poor with their glittering lights.

"Glitch," Elias muttered. His voice shook. "It's a UI error. A pixel bug."

That was the only logical explanation. He was a coder, self-taught on broken keyboards and stolen manuals. He knew how software worked. Sometimes, the display code broke. It showed numbers that weren’t really there.

He tapped the screen again.

Balance: $5,000,000.00

He shook the phone. He turned it off. He waited five agonizing seconds. He turned it back on.

The boot logo Samsung flashed. The cracked screen lit up.

The notification was still there. Silent. Glowing. Real.

Elias stood up. His legs felt like water. He shoved the phone deep into his pocket, his hand clamping over it as if it were a live grenade. He had to know the truth. He needed a real
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