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​Chapter 1: Arrival at the Edge
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The truck climbed in first gear. Tires sank through mud, the engine coughing under strain until it steadied again. Steam rose where red soil met spilled fuel. No one spoke. Rifles knocked against the wooden rails whenever the truck lurched.

Corporal Boyet Todio wiped grit from the M60’s feed tray with a folded cloth. His lips moved, counting links like prayer. Private JD Valencia reseated his magazine, tugged the sling shorter, and pressed the forward assist with a sweating thumb. Corporal Harold Fadriquela snapped a thermometer strip against his wrist and rubbed his fingers with an alcohol pad. He tucked the pad under his watchband, habit unchanged from hospital drills.

No birds. Only the pulse of the motor and the faint hiss of rain.

Technical Sergeant Antonio Dumlao sat by the tailgate. He watched the ridgeline through mist, eyes steady, jaw still. His hands rested on his knees, fingers moving in time with the engine. The fog ahead flickered once as if breathing heat. When he blinked, it held still.

The road curved. Pangantucan spread below, low houses, blackened fields, and a chapel without a roof. Smoke lifted from piles of ash that still breathed heat despite the drizzle.

Valencia leaned forward and spat over the side. “Sir, are we sure this is the right place?”

Dumlao studied the fields. “This is it. Sit down.”

Valencia nodded and wiped sweat from his neck. he smelled thickened, smoke mixed with rot.

Todio rolled his neck and checked the M60’s charging handle. “Smells like a cookout,” he said. “Except no one’s eating.”

Fadriquela spoke without looking up. “Not pork.”

Todio turned. “What then?”

“Human,” Fadriquela said, eyes on the floorboard. “I’ve smelled it before. Barracks fire near Iligan. Twenty-six casualties.”

Todio’s grin fell. “Hell of a way to start the day.”

“Keep it down,” Dumlao said.

The truck rattled louder. Silence returned.

Erwin Nicasio, the local auxiliary, sat beside the driver in a faded shirt and mismatched boots. He tapped the dashboard twice at each fork, then set his hand still. “Almost there,” he said quietly. “Barangay Kumanon.”

The road narrowed between banana trees and sugarcane. Rainwater pooled in the ruts. Valencia thumbed his safety on and off, then left it on. A dog barked once, then ran under a hut. The sound cut short.

They entered the village.

A woman swept her doorway with a broken broom of coconut ribs. The ash on her floor was fine as bone dust. Each stroke matched the next doorway over. The sound was thin, like paper tearing close to the ear. She kept sweeping as the truck passed, eyes on the ground. Other villagers did the same, silent and bent. A few crossed themselves when the soldiers drew near.

“Keep your mouth shut,” Dumlao said.

“Yes, Sarge.”

Valencia still watched. “They’re cleaning the same ash that’s falling.”

“Sit down.”

The truck stopped beside the ruined barangay hall. Half the roof was gone. Black residue streaked the walls. The flagpole leaned, rope tangled.

“This will do,” Dumlao said. He stepped down first, boots sinking into mud. He checked his watch, then wrote the time and location on a slate card. “Arrival logged at fourteen hundred.” The air pressed heavily on his lungs.

Fadriquela followed, wiping rain from his glasses. “Fire pattern’s inward.”

“They burned their own,” Nicasio said. “Dead or not.”

Valencia jumped down, slung his rifle, and looked around. His hand brushed a folded note in his pocket before he caught himself. “Sir, no welcoming committee?”

“Count your blessings,” Dumlao said.

Todio landed last. A charred plank broke under his boot with a dry crack. He covered the M60’s port from the drizzle. “We’re supposed to stay here three days?”

“Until command says otherwise,” Dumlao said. “Unload the gear.”

They worked in silence. Sandbags, ammo crates, rations. Movements are efficient, mechanical. When Valencia slipped, his curse echoed too loudly. No one laughed.

Inside, the building smelled of mildew and smoke. Broken chairs were piled in a corner. Bullet holes peppered the walls. A half-burned crucifix hung above the dais. Dumlao touched it once and pulled his hand away. The surface was warm, as if it stored leftover heat. The nail in the wall clicked faintly as metal contracted in the damp.

He ordered the windows boarded. Fadriquela unpacked the field kit, muttering contents as he checked them. Nicasio spread a topographic map on a table. “We’re here. The road south collapsed. The next barangay is six kilometers through the forest.”

“Any civilians left?” Dumlao asked.

“Some. They don’t like soldiers.”

Valencia adjusted his sling. “Sir, they think we’re cursed?”

“They say soldiers bring ghosts.”

Todio exhaled through his teeth. “Ghosts of who? The Tadtad?”

Nicasio looked up. “Don’t joke about them.”

“Why not?”

“Because what they started here isn’t finished.” He hesitated, then added, “The old women here don’t use incense. They use salt. To keep the count out.”

Todio frowned. “Count?”

Nicasio met his eyes. “The measure between living and dead. You break it, they come back to finish it.”

No one spoke. The rain’s rhythm filled the gap until Dumlao said, “Keep working.”

A burst of static cut through the room. The field radio crackled, then a faint voice: “Outpost One-Seven, confirm establishment. Sitrep at sixteen hundred.”

Dumlao pressed transmit. “One-Seven copies. Establishing perimeter. No contact.” The signal dropped back into static.

“Command’s alive,” Todio muttered. “That’s something.”

Rain thickened on the roof. Dumlao spoke without looking up. “We’re here for documentation and perimeter control. No ghost stories.”

Valencia nodded. Fadriquela sealed the med kit. Todio paced by the doorway, fingers tapping the wall. The sound blended with the rain.

Water leaked through a crack in the ceiling. Valencia set a bucket beneath it. Drops landed in uneven beats. He peered through the slats. Villagers still swept ash under gray light, none looking up.

“You see them?” he asked quietly.

“Leave them alone,” Dumlao said.

“I’m just saying, Sir. It’s like they’re—”

“Leave them.”

At dusk, they ate sardines with cold rice. The taste was metallic. Flies gathered at the edges. Todio shook an empty bottle of gin. “Figures,” he said. “Even the gin’s gone AWOL.”

“Keep watch rotation,” Dumlao said. “Two-hour shifts. Valencia first.”

“Yes, Sarge.”

The generator sputtered once and died. The hall dimmed to two lanterns. One flame bent sideways, though the air was still. Insects outside droned with unnatural rhythm. Then a single clink sounded, metal on metal, and stopped. Nobody moved.

Valencia stood near the doorway, rifle ready. He listened to the rain, then to faint murmurs from nearby huts. Words too soft to catch. He told himself it was prayer.

Fadriquela wrote in his log. “Rations contaminated,” he said softly. “Temperature steady at thirty-one.”

Todio stared. “You really wrote that down?”

“Someone has to.”

The lantern flickered. They fell quiet.

Dumlao kept writing his report, letters neat and measured.

A faint sweet scent drifted through the smoke, like oil burned too long. It clung to their sleeves. Nicasio stiffened.

“You smell that?” he asked.

Valencia sniffed. “Burning oil?”

“Not oil,” Nicasio said. “Ointment. For the dead.”

Dumlao looked up. “Explain.”

“They anoint the body before the Vigil. The smoke carries the soul back.”

“That’s superstition.”

“Maybe. But it works. Sometimes they move.”

Todio gave a short laugh that faded fast. “Move where?”

No one answered.

Rain filled the silence. Dumlao looked again at the crucifix. The figure seemed smaller than before. He turned away.

Outside, a dog barked once. After it stopped, a low chant began. The rhythm matched the rain, each word landing where a drop should fall. Dumlao checked his rifle’s safety.

“Locals praying,” Nicasio said. “They do it every night now.”

“For us?” Todio asked.

“For themselves.”

They slept in shifts. Dumlao stayed awake longer than needed, eyes on the doorway and the silent radio. Every few minutes, he noted the time and weather. The sound of sweeping returned, lighter now, like a broom over wet leaves. Somewhere outside, villagers still swept ash.

At midnight, he stepped out to relieve himself. The air was cooler. Mist hung low across the huts. The same woman from earlier stood by the chapel ruin, still sweeping. Her hair clung to her face. The broom moved with steady precision and made no sound. Dumlao glanced at his watch, 0023, then looked again. The woman was gone. The broom lay in the mud. Its handle was slick with something that smelled of incense and rot.

He went back inside and said nothing. The sweeping came once more, faint and distant, then stopped.

Near dawn, Valencia woke him for rotation. The boy’s face was pale. “Sir, I heard something by the truck,” he whispered.

“What kind of something?”

“Someone praying. Cebuano words. Over and over.”

Dumlao listened. The jungle hummed. Rain dripped from the roof. Nothing else.

“Go sleep,” he said.

“Yes, Sir.”

When Valencia lay down, Dumlao checked the truck. Mud around the tires held bare prints too deep for a child. They ended in a patch of soot where water had crusted. The same sweet oil lingered in the air.

Morning came in weak light. Smoke rose again from the fields. The air smelled of metal and old blood. Dumlao wiped sweat from his forehead and wrote: “Morning clear. Footprints present. Count increased.” He stared at the words a moment too long.

Behind him, Todio rubbed his eyes and tried to laugh. “First day done. Guess the welcome’s over.”

“We just arrived,” Dumlao said. “It hasn’t started yet.”

The smell beneath the smoke stayed faint and wrong, sweet even after the storm.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Outpost
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Morning came gray and wet. The air pressed low against the roofline, hiding the treetops in haze. The smell from the night before still clung to the walls: oil, smoke, and faint sweetness. Inside the barangay hall, the squad began to build their post.

Dumlao assigned tasks without raising his voice. “Todio, perimeter sandbags. Valencia, secure the radio table. Fadriquela, clear that corner for medical use. Nicasio, check the windows.”

The men moved with rhythm, but the building resisted. Nails bent. Boards warped under the hammer. Each strike made the structure shudder, vibration spreading through the damp wood like pressure through cloth. Dumlao paused. The walls trembled once, as if something beneath them shifted. He noted it silently, then went back to work.

Dark stains marked the east wall where an altar once stood. Rosaries hung beside bullet holes. Some beads had fused into the wood and dulled the lantern light. When Fadriquela wiped one, the surface stayed warm. He checked the temperature on his wrist gauge. The screen blinked twice, froze, then filled with lines that looked like sound instead of numbers. He tapped it. The display steadied at thirty-three degrees and climbed. He reached for the analog gauge. The needle quivered in small pulses.

He touched a bead with forceps. It cracked, releasing heat and a faint click, steady at first, then irregular. The next bead answered, slightly off-time. The clicks drifted out of sync, one chasing the other. “Thirty-three,” he said. “Still rising.”

He kept wiping. Another bead broke apart and ran down the wall as powder. The sound stopped, then started again, still uneven.

“There’s a pulse,” he said. “But it’s not steady. Close to the radio interference last night, just slower.”

“Then log it,” Dumlao said.

The medic nodded and wrote quickly. His pen tip shook, tapping in the same hesitant rhythm.

Outside, Todio shoveled dirt into sandbags. His shirt clung to his back. “Smells like that Digos checkpoint,” he said. “They burned the chapel too.”

Valencia carried more bags. “I wasn’t there, Corporal.”

“Good,” Todio said.

The shovel struck earth in dull beats. Inside, the clicks missed those beats by a breath.

At the radio table, Valencia tightened mounts. On the fifth shovel strike, the S-meter twitched, lagged, then fell still. He frowned and touched the casing. It felt warm, almost alive. “Sir, the set’s pulsing again. Different pace from the hammer outside.”

Dumlao placed his palm on the metal. It vibrated in a faint cycle, a beat behind his own pulse. “Note it,” he said.

Nicasio moved from the window. “That’s not interference,” he said quietly.

Dumlao looked up. “What then?”

“They’re listening,” Nicasio said. “They used to mark thunder rhythm. Said it was the ground breathing. When it changed tempo, they knew something beneath was waking.”

Valencia stared at him. “Sir, he’s serious.”

Dumlao straightened the antenna. “Maintain rotation. Two hours each.”

By noon, the rain stopped, but the humidity held. Steam lifted from the mud and hovered low. Heat pressed on their chests. Fadriquela wrote: Temperature thirty-four. Air poor. Mold active. Beads have an inconsistent pulse.

Valencia unpacked rations. “All sardines again. Even the crackers smell like fish.”

Todio grinned. “Seafood deluxe, Private. You’re in Mindanao.”

Valencia grimaced. “You’re in hell.”

“Same thing,” Todio said. Their laughter died when a faint click from the wall answered a second late.

By dusk, Dumlao got the radio connected. The hall filled with bursts of sound, wet, mechanical, almost rhythmic but never exact. The static lagged behind the shovel outside, then jumped ahead. Dumlao timed both and saw the pattern tighten.

“HQ, this is Dumlao, Pangantucan detachment, over.”

A hiss answered, then silence. He wrote: Pulse near constant. Multiple rhythms attempting sync. Environmental alignment is partial. The letters curved tighter near the end.

Dark fell fast. The jungle disappeared beyond the windows. The smell of sardines and fuel hung in the smoke.

Todio spoke. “Sarge, permission to talk useless?”

“Granted.”

“Why’d they nail rosaries to the wall?”

“Superstition,” Fadriquela said.

“Defense,” Nicasio added. “They thought prayers could stop bullets. When it failed, they burned what didn’t protect them.” He looked at the wall. “You shouldn’t keep them inside. If they start clicking, they’re feeding.”

“Feeding what?” Valencia asked.

“Faith that doesn’t die,” Nicasio said.

The wall clicked once, precisely. No one spoke.

Later, Valencia swept near the door. He found loose beads in the dust. Each one was warm. When
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