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​Chapter 1: The Tree Ritual
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The first tick clicks above their heads, neat as a metronome. It skips once, like it tripped over their names, and the canopy hushes a beat before leaves remember to chatter. Empoy swats at nothing and grins, “Cicadas in training.” The forest does not laugh. Norman pockets a guava slice like it’s a cheat sheet for hunger. Wilbert lifts his phone to catch the golden hour that refuses to happen under these nag-iinarte trees.

They had come here for a weekend escape, a mix of road trip bravado and Empoy’s vague promise that the ridge trail would “change the algorithm of their lives.” None of them knew what that meant. They only knew the forest was not theirs, and curiosity had its own gravity.

They trudge off the ATV trail into a narra clearing showing its use: undergrowth pressed flat, edges mashed to mud, soil working in a wet grind. Old folks swore the narra roots pinned restless spirits; even the bravest crossed themselves near its bark. Insects go quiet as if coached. The bark-scent picks up a metallic edge. The sound rides above them, soft and regular, counting something none of them agreed to count. The tick slides sideways to a new perch, and the leaves hesitate again.

“Do we have a signal?” Wilbert asks the sky, which keeps its feelings to itself.
“Do we have snacks?” Norman asks the future, which says be patient.
Empoy doesn’t ask anything. He follows the ticking like a moth drawn to a metronome.
At the lip of the clearing, mud cups Norman’s slipper and will not let go until he yanks free. An old man stands under a low branch, arm up, holding a stingray whip that glistens with rainwater and something thicker. From the branch hangs a girl by her ankles, hair touching soil that drinks more than rain. She sways a little, out of step with the leaves. Dirt clings to her hair like it wants to keep her. Between breaths, her throat clicks once, thin and wrong. Empoy’s heart leaps toward her. Wilbert’s sunglasses drop to his nose like a verdict. Norman stops chewing for a second.

“Hoy,” Wilbert calls. “What is this. You cannot do this to a woman.” A second thought lands behind his teeth and stays there. The light sits flat, the rope draws a hard line, hair drags soil into a dark halo, and the shot composes itself without asking him. He hates the honesty of it. He hates that his brain framed it before his heart finished speaking.

The old man does not flinch. His voice is tired of audiences. “Force it out or the tick will never stop.” He lifts the whip again. The strip of hide drips onto leaves, each drop a dark coin paid into the ground’s greedy hand. The tip taps a root twice, quiet and steady, like a countdown answering the sound above.

“Force what out?” Empoy says, already moving, already the hero of the film he casts in his own head. He feels relief under his ribs, sharper than the usual blur of days. He still remembers freezing at a jeepney stop last week while a boy staggered from a snatch-and-grab, bloodied lip, asking for help. Empoy had pretended to scroll. That shame stayed hot. This time, with this girl, he could move.

“The chick,” the old man says. “Her Manananggal aunt made her swallow a black chick. If it stays inside, it scratches her belly and grows claws. That sound above is its timekeeper. If you do not force her to vomit it out, she will become one of them.” He doesn’t whisper it like a myth. He throws it at them like fact.

Norman says, “We are calling the barangay captain.” He has no number. He has pride and a packet of salt, which he claims is for mango slices.

Wilbert advances with a theatrical sweep, eyes on the rope, voice rich with scandal. “Untie her. Give me that whip. What are you, haciendero throwback?” The part of him that watches angles notices how the branch cranes into the frame and how the girl’s ankles bruise to a dull plum. Shame follows fast. He lowers his chin and keeps moving.

The old man lowers the weapon and stares at the trio as if measuring their capacity for regret. He is not afraid of them. He is scared of time. The ticking above the branch clicks again. Empoy hears it and decides that love sometimes sounds mechanical. Which is news. Which is wrong?

“Cut her down,” Empoy tells nobody and everybody. He climbs fast, bark tearing at his soles. A slip rips skin from his heel and leaves a wet sting. The ticking grows closer and meaner. He works the knot with muddy fingers that can’t find purchase. Norman plants himself under the branch, bracing for weight. Wilbert keeps the lens up, then lowers it, torn between proof and help. He cannot crop the whip out.

When the rope gives, the girl drops. Her ankles slam into Norman’s forearms; he buckles and hugs her hips on instinct. Empoy takes a knee to the ribs and loses air. They stumble and hit the ground in a scrape of dirt and elbows. Hair sticks across Empoy’s mouth. Isabel coughs once, a dry click, then drags a thin breath. Wilbert swears. The next tick slaps the sound flat.

The old man steps forward. He doesn’t say thank you. He says, “You fools. She is not done. You must make it vomit.” His words are pebbles thrown at the tide.

“Make what?” Wilbert says, blinking. “Please, sir. Keep that word out of lunch hours.” The forest does not care about scheduling. Under the girl’s cloth, something ripples once as if a small living thing turned in its sleep. From above, the tick answers with a neat new beat.

“The chick.” The old man lifts the whip by its tail and points at the girl’s stomach. “That cursed bird scratches her from the inside. The ticking is its claws against her ribs. If you do not purge it, the body splits. She will fly tonight and feed.” His voice is dry with certainty.

The girl, Isabel, though they do not know that name yet, shivers. Her breath rattles like a drawer that does not close all the way. Her eyes open just enough to show a sheen that could be tears or oil. Empoy cups her face, absurd and tender. “You are safe,” he lies.

She flinches at the word safe, as if the syllable itself scraped her throat raw. She tries to sit up and fails. The old man reaches for her, and the trio forms a wall made of outrage, loyalty, and fashion. The whip points at the dirt. A drop slides from leather to leaf with a tiny, obscene pat. The clearing concentrates the smell of blood until it feels like the whole forest is breathing through a nosebleed. It stings the eyes. Iron films the tongue.

“Back off,” Norman says. He does not raise his voice. He raises his bulk, which is more persuasive.

The old man looks past them at the branch, at the place where labor broke and nothing was born. He mutters in a tone that wandered out of church and never found its way back. Empoy ignores him. Wilbert narrates for the phone that may never upload. Norman offers Isabel water from a bottle he swears he washed, which is a lie on a good day.

She sips, coughs, and retches once. The sound is empty, an attempt with no content. Her breath catches on the same syllable and scrapes dry, and the smell shifts from bark to bile. The old man flinches, ready to jump in with his ugly tool, but Wilbert snaps, “Don’t you dare.”

Isabel pushes the bottle away. “No more,” she whispers. The voice is dry and polite, two words that pay rent on their way out.
“See,” Wilbert tells the world. “Consent.”
The old man steps back. He gives the whip a small shake like a fisherman checking a net. “You have done a thing that cannot be undone,” he says. “I told you the rule.” He doesn’t repeat it. He doesn’t need to. Some rules stick even if you pretend to laugh at them.

Empoy helps Isabel stand. She sways, weightless for a heartbeat, then heavy in a way that suggests a debt hanging from her bones. Norman and Wilbert flank her with the competence they did not know they had. The old man watches with a sadness that forgets anger, or maybe it only pauses.

“Her house,” he says, pointing with his chin toward a path that slips between trunks like a rumor trying to hide. “Bring her home. If you still care after she thanks you, bring garlic and salt. Carry courage for the morning.” He flicks a look at Isabel’s midriff. After the word courage, the tick pauses, then resumes.

They hesitate, but the man’s urgency lands harder than his menace. For once, Wilbert doesn’t have a comeback. Empoy nods as if he collects quests. “We will come,” he says. He points at himself, then toward the path. He thinks that is leadership. Norman thinks of rice porridge.

They leave the clearing with the old man kneeling beneath the narra, hands on his thighs like a penitent who has run out of verses. The whip rests against the trunk, its edge still wet, a line of dark that won’t dry properly. Above, the ticking brushes their ears again, a polite brush that chooses not to scratch yet. Empoy glances up and smiles, because love makes fools courteous to predators. Wilbert adjusts his sunglasses like shade can block superstition. Norman pats his pocket to feel the garlic clove he pretends is for hypertension. Sap thickens around the trunks. A bird call cuts mid-note and does not return.

“Sir,” Wilbert calls back, because drama demands an exit line. “We are filing a complaint.”
“File it with the dawn,” the old man says without turning. It is both a permission and a sentence.
On the path, Isabel’s steps find a rhythm that belongs to somebody else. Empoy steadies her, hand hovering near her elbow, careful like a schoolboy with a borrowed gadget. Norman offers her the guava slice, then eats it himself when she shakes her head.
“Old wood,” Norman mutters.
“Violence,” Wilbert insists.
“Help,” Empoy blurts.
Fronds hang lower across the path, leaf edges angling toward them to narrow the corridor of air. A leaf-shiver follows them and stops when they stop. Her slipper scrapes a buried stone, and she tilts before catching herself. Isabel’s steps slip off the rhythm, then catch again.

The air around Isabel’s throat vibrates with breath that threatens to fail. The tick above them recedes, then returns, as if whatever is keeping time is circling back to check attendance.
“Are you okay?” Empoy asks, as if the answer would change his plan.
Isabel nods once, the kind of nod that lies for survival. She glances at the canopy where light arranges itself into indifferent strips. Her mouth opens like a cupboard with a broken hinge and closes without finding a word.
“Do you have family nearby?” Wilbert asks, softening. He has a voice for sympathy. It arrives wearing a scarf.
“An aunt,” she says. “She is away.”
“Boyfriend,” Norman says, because he is incapable of pausing.
“No,” Isabel says, with a tone that discourages follow-ups.
Empoy beams inwardly. He beams outwardly, too. The narrator rolls invisible eyes.

They brought her to a small house that looked like it had grown from the soil by accident and was embarrassed about it. The door drags on swollen wood, and the hinge scrapes thin across the frame. Inside, the air holds heat like a throat. A window latch refuses to catch. Empoy finds a stool. Isabel sits with a sigh that could be relief or surrender. Norman hovers at the edge of the kitchen. Wilbert checks the windows because he likes light, not because he suspects anything. The tick lingers in the ear canal, a late click arriving half a beat after each breath.

“Rest,” Empoy says. The word feels like he is offering more than sleep. Somewhere, a cup ring wobbles on the table and settles wrong.

Isabel nods and looks at the floor. The old man’s voice lingers on the back of everyone’s tongue, a taste like iron. “Force it out or the tick will never stop.” He had said it like a line he knows is going to be ignored again. The boys were not built for compliance. They were built for jokes and rescue attempts. The forest, however, is built for repetition.

“Let’s go before it gets dark,” Norman says to no one in particular. He is thinking of food again. You knew that already. The hunger is a rhythm like the tick, easier to admit.

Empoy stands and tries to make leaving sound romantic. “We will come back,” he tells Isabel.
“Water,” she says, then shakes her head.
Wilbert blows a kiss at the air, which refuses delivery. “We will bring snacks next time,” he says, then turns to Empoy. “We will not bring old men with whips.” Isabel’s breath snags once, small and sharp.
Empoy laughs with the relief you get when a terrible thing is behind you. The terrible thing is not behind them. It sits right there on the stool, breathing. It also sits above the trees, counting. But let them have a moment of ignorance; the invoice will arrive.

They step outside. The clearing looks normal in a way that the ground disagrees with. Two sets of footprints head in, and one set leads out. A damp patch under the branch keeps darkening. They hold a blink on it as the color deepens. Above, the tick repositions, faint and smug. Wilbert trails last, filming a closing shot because documentation is devotion. The frame tries to be pretty. He keeps it ugly.

The tick brushes them again, softer now, as if amused, but they still mislabel it. It shifts position overhead as if pacing the roof of the sky. Empoy squints up, mouth open, then shrugs. “Cicadas,” he says.
“Ugly sound,” Wilbert says.
“Counting sound,” Norman says, and for a rare second, his joke muscles rest. He does not know why he said it. He does not think about the chick the old man described. If he did, he might feel it pacing in the belly like a bantam practicing its first daylight. He might hear claws on the inside of a rib cage, ticking the seconds someone else has left. He does not. He thinks of soup.
Back under the narra, Mang Domeng wipes the whip on grass with a gentleness that contradicts everything. He stares at
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