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            Dedication

         
         
            To my grandmas, the strongest and snazziest ladies in the whole wide Worlds,

            Mama Nena, Lola Goco, and Lola Polly,

            I love you.

         

         
            To Tita Nanette,

            I’ll never, ever forget your kindness.

            And I’ll miss you.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         This book was inspired by the myths and legends I grew up with.

         
         I know, I know. You’ve heard it many times before. But there’s a reason why authors mention it often.

         
         Myths and legends have existed long before we were born—like, way, way before. Philippine mythology specifically has been around even before colonizers arrived on our shores. These stories were
            told by our ancestors who worshipped the deities that were in them, and have been passed on from one generation to the next.
         

         
         It goes without saying that the interpretation of Tagalog mythology in this book is by no means the only one out there. Some
            of my depictions of the deities, heroes, and magical creatures in the story even deviate from the original myths. Not to disrespect
            them, but to pay homage to the source while staying within the context of modern times.
         

         
         That’s the great thing about our mythologies—the beautiful tales we pass on evolve with their storytellers. We add a little
            bit of ourselves every time we tell these stories, these stories that become time capsules of who we were, who we are, and
            who we will be.
         

         
         I hope you enjoy reading Lulu Sinagtala and the City of Noble Warriors. You might be surprised to find Lulu’s story similar to yours, but just a bit more magical. After all, anybody can be a hero.
            Even you. . . . Especially you.
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         —Gail D. Villanueva
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            Chapter One
Beware the Creepy Lady with the Isaw Sword

         
         Some legends say he was a giant, while others claim he was an ordinary-sized man. There are people who believe he was a supernatural
            being who caused earthquakes, while others say he was just a human king. But if there’s one thing all these stories agree
            on, it’s that Bernardo Carpio was a man with great power—and a symbol of freedom.
         

         
         My favorite tale of Bernardo Carpio says that he was a revolutionary fighting against our Spanish colonizers. It describes him as supernaturally mighty and strong, kind of like the Filipino version of the Greek hero Hercules. It says Bernardo could carry a ship full of armed men without breaking a sweat. He could even crush a stone house to dust with a single punch. Sounds unbelievable, but for some reason, there are people who consider this version of Bernardo’s story historically accurate. 

         
         Weird, right? I thought so too. But our teacher said that the scholar who wrote this Bernardo Carpio tale was just being poetic,
            equating “mighty” with someone who had a lot of money or friends in politics.
         

         
         I mean, Bernardo Carpio won so many battles, he could have single-handedly freed the Philippines from Spain. And I only say
            “could have” because our colonizers found a way to defeat him. They hired a local shaman (a corrupt nobody, I’m sure) to capture
            Bernardo Carpio using magical means. He tricked our hero into a cave. Then the shaman trapped him between two mountain-sized
            rocks, trying to crush him in a boulder sandwich . . .
         

         
         “‘Traitor! How dare you betray your own people to those colonizers?’ Bernardo Carpio bellowed,” I narrate the hero’s last
            words as dramatically as I can. Well, I suppose those were his last words, because that’s what it says in our textbook. I
            squeeze my eyes shut and hold out my arms, reenacting the event. “Every muscle in Bernardo Carpio’s body screamed as the giant
            rocks tried to crush him—”
         

         
         “AHH-TEH LOO!” My younger sister, Kitty, is on the sidewalk, her hands on her hips. She’s far enough away not to get sprinkled with tire dirt from my Bernardo Carpio impersonation. But she’s close enough to scold me. “Get down from there before those stacks of tires collapse on you. They don’t seem very stable.” 

         
         “I heard you. Don’t shout.” I roll my eyes. My sister and I are both eleven and only three months apart, but sometimes she
            acts like a stuffy old lady. The old tires I’m stepping on are stacked perfectly like Lego blocks around Silverio Auto Repair
            Shop, further supported by the concrete wall. And the tire towers aren’t very high either. The one under my feet is about
            half a meter tall, and the ones on either side of me are barely higher than my head. “Geez. Just chill, Meow.”
         

         
         “Meow” is my nickname for Kitty. “Kitty” as in “kitty cat.”

         
         I know, I know. It’s not very imaginative, but I think it fits her well. She gets scared easily, especially when it has something
            to do with me.
         

         
         Kitty bites her lower lip. “I just don’t want you to be injured.”

         
         “I won’t.”

         
         Now, you’re probably wondering how it’s possible for us to only have a three-month age difference. Mom adopted me as a baby
            when she was pregnant with Kitty. So, it’s understandable that Mom and I look nothing alike, but Kitty is her total miniature.
         

         
         They both have miraculously straight brownish-black hair. Mine is very black, and it’s always a mess. They’re tall and willowy, while I’m short and as thin as a toothpick. Their eyes are so small, they disappear when they smile—the total opposite of my big, deep-set eyes. They’re Chinese Filipino. I am not. 

         
         But the most obvious differences of all are Mom’s and Kitty’s fair complexion and high-bridged nose. My very dark-brown skin
            and nose as flat as the rice plains of Central Luzon make it super clear that we’re not related by blood. It’s a fact that
            mean kids and tactless adults never fail to point out. Because to them, my being dark and flat-nosed means I’m not “pretty”
            like my sister and mother.
         

         
         “Let Lu stay on the tires and break as many bones as she wants. We won’t be the ones who’ll spend Christmas break stuck at
            home.” My best bud, Bart, comes up behind Kitty on the sidewalk, joining the “Let’s Scold Lulu” campaign. He has big eyes,
            and they’re made even bigger by his thick glasses. His skin is as light as a brown Filipino’s can possibly be, even fairer
            than Kitty’s.
         

         
         “Fine.” I snort, causing a cloud of dust to scatter from the tires on my left. Kitty and Bart step back to avoid my sneeze.
            “Move over, unless you want to catch me.”
         

         
         Bart and Kitty take a couple more steps to the side, giving me space to land between them.

         
         “Be careful, Ate.”

         
         Even though I’m not that high up, I can still see a bit of a view from the stack of tires, because Silverio Auto Repair Shop
            is located on the elevated side of the road.
         

         
         Silanganan Village, our little subdivision in Caloocan City, has a hilly terrain. But I like it here. It has this eclectic, old-but-modern vibe. The buildings are mostly small, a bit dilapidated, and built close together. On every street, though, there’s at least a house or two with glass balconies, white concrete walls, and bamboo gardens. Modern, but the traces of Old Manila are still very visible. 

         
         For a boring subdivision where nothing fun happens, Silanganan Village has quite an interesting history. Mom said that people
            have lived here since the nineteenth century, during the time when Spain still colonized our country. It’s near Balintawak,
            where one of our national heroes, Andrés Bonifacio, and his comrades made the historic Cry of Pugad Lawin. This monumental
            event marked the beginning of the 1896 Philippine Revolution against the Spanish Empire.
         

         
         It’s nice to live near a place where Filipino heroes were made. Who knows? Maybe their hero-ness might rub off on me, and
            this place will finally see a bit of excitement.
         

         
         I leap off the pile of old tires, landing on both feet. Then I drop to one knee with a hand on the ground and the other outstretched
            behind me, Black Widow style.
         

         
         “Ate!” Kitty protests, groaning. Bart simply shakes his head in disapproval.

         
         “Where have you been?” I ask Bart before Kitty can start nagging again. “You were behind us when we left school. Then you
            were gone after we went past the beauty parlor. Did you get a mani-pedi?”
         

         
         “No.” Bart clears his throat, fussing over his T-shirt collar. “I had to take care of something.”

         
         I peer at him. “Does that ‘something’ have anything to do with my Christmas gift?”

         
         “Maybe.”

         
         “Ate, Christmas isn’t only about receiving gifts,” Kitty says, shaking her finger like I’ve just gotten myself on Santa’s
            Naughty List. “That’s a very materialistic point of view. Christmas is about spreading love and holiday cheer to everyone.”
         

         
         “Okay, then.” I raise an eyebrow. “Bart can just give me your materialistic Christmas gift instead. You can have all the love
            and holiday cheer you want.”
         

         
         “No way!”

         
         Bart, Kitty, and I burst into laughter. We all know that Kitty loves receiving presents as much as she enjoys giving them.
            But I get what she means. When you live in a country where the holiday season starts in the first “ber” month—as in September—it’s hard not to feel the Christmas spirit. Even the Grinch would have a hard time ruining the holidays here. I mean, can
            you just imagine trying to steal Christmas stuff daily even before Halloween decorations are up? That would be a very exhausting,
            Grinchy nightmare.
         

         
         “Anyway, I gotta go,” Bart says. “I just wanted to check on how much trouble you’ve gotten yourself into already.” He smooths his hair, even though he doesn’t really need to. Bart’s black hair is always neat and clean—closely shaven, kind of like those really short haircuts people in the army are required to have. It suits him, making him kind of cute. . . . Well, not BTS’s Jungkook cute, but cute-in-a-friend-way cute. “My lolo is having some friends over today. He needs help serving drinks and stuff.” 

         
         “Oh!” Kitty claps her hands in glee. “We’ll come with you and help too.”

         
         “No, we won’t,” I say. Running errands for Bart’s ancient grandpa and his equally ancient friends is not how I want to spend
            my first day of Christmas vacation. I love Bart and all, but our best friendship has its limits. “You come with us. I want to have isaw first before heading home.”
         

         
         “No thanks.” Bart shifts his backpack on his shoulder. He’s been using that same backpack for as long as I can remember. And
            that’s a very, very long time. Kitty and I have been friends with Bart since we were babies. It sounds weird, but it’s as
            if his backpack has grown up with him. It’s always had the same plain gray design, and it only gets bigger every year.
         

         
         “Say hi to your lolo and his friends for us.” Kitty smiles at Bart. “See you tomorrow!”

         
         “Yeah,” he says, walking up the street and running into a tall, college-age guy. But Bart’s still too busy texting. Typical. He could run into a boulder and probably never notice it unless the boulder ruined his phone. For his safety, Kitty and I watch him until he turns right at the corner and disappears. 

         
         “You really shouldn’t do dangerous things like that, Ate. You’re lucky you didn’t get a seizure while you were on the tires.
            You could have seriously hurt yourself.” As Kitty tosses me a small bottle of hand sanitizer, we hear a soft chime from her
            pocket. She takes out her phone, turning off the alarm. “It’s time for your epilepsy medicine.”
         

         
         “I haven’t had any seizures in a while, thanks to you,” I say, beaming. Kitty brings out a plastic medicine box and a water
            bottle from her messenger bag. I take them from her without hesitation, swallowing my medicine like an obedient trouper.
         

         
         Kitty can be an annoying worrywart, but I understand where she’s coming from. Four months ago, I didn’t notice that I’d been
            missing taking my pills a bit too often. And because of that, I had a major seizure in school and nearly fell off the stairs.
            My social status took a nosedive along with my unconscious, shaking body. From “respected athlete” I became “Tremor Girl,
            the Girl Who Shakes.” Never mind that I could have died. . . . There are just some kids who choose to be mean to people with conditions they don’t understand.
         

         
         Since that day, my sister has taken it upon herself to make sure I don’t skip any scheduled medication. I didn’t want to become
            an added task for her to do, but she insisted.
         

         
         My biological parents are gone, but fate has made up for it by leading me to Kitty. I’m super happy to have her.

         
         I put an arm around my sister. “Let’s get isaw.”

         
         Kitty returns my grin with her usual bright smile. That’s another thing she shares with Mom—a smile that can brighten up a
            gloomy day.
         

         
         And it’s definitely not a gloomy day today.

         
         The late afternoon sky is blue with featherlike clouds that say it won’t rain anytime soon. The residents and shop owners
            showcase their holiday spirit by hanging garlands, parols (star-shaped bamboo and paper lanterns), and fairy lights. They’re
            awesome reminders that we won’t need to go back to school until after New Year.
         

         
         Woof! Woof!

         
         A tiny black shih tzu approaches us as we arrive at the barbecue stand. It’s Tannie, our neighborhood handy-lady’s beloved
            pet. Tannie is always well-groomed, with his breed’s typically long fur cut super short. His owner loves to dress him in dog
            clothes, and his attire always depends on the season. For example, he wears a sleeveless Kobe Bryant jersey in the summer.
            Then he’ll don a waterproof coat in the rainy season. Today he’s wearing a red-and-white-striped Christmas sweater with gold
            ruffled cuffs as garish as our neighborhood’s holiday decor. Tannie is a shaved canine fashionista with a closet full of clothes.
         

         
         Tannie’s human got him four years ago. Though we often see her taking him on walks in the neighborhood, Tannie usually follows
            Kitty and me around, bumming treats whenever he chances upon us eating.
         

         
         “Hey, there!” I greet the dog. Kitty does the same, bending down to pat the shih tzu on the head. As usual, Tannie avoids
            her hand. He’s like Bart—they’re both allergic to affection. “Grouch.”
         

         
         “He’ll be friendlier once we have food,” Kitty says with a laugh. The barbecue stand is usually crowded around this time.
            Luckily, there’s only a couple of customers ahead of us, a middle-aged lady and a teenage boy ordering inihaw.
         

         
         We love street-side inihaw. The food from the street-side grill is cheap and delicious, plus it’s all cooked right in front of you.
            It’s kind of like a lemonade stand, except they’re selling grilled pork and innards marinated in this sweet and slightly spicy
            barbecue mixture. You dip it in either sweet sauce or spicy vinegar (I prefer a mix of both), straight from the grill. Yum!
         

         
         “Apat na isaw baboy, anim na isaw manok, dalawang pork barbecue, isang balunbalunan, at isang dugo.” I order four sticks of
            pork intestines, six chicken intestines, two pork barbecue, one gizzard, and one dried chicken blood. Kitty will have the
            dugo and I’ll have the gizzard. I don’t like dried blood, while Kitty has trouble eating the tough and chewy balunbalunan.
         

         
         Kitty tells the vendor we want our orders toasted. “Tustado po.”

         
         “One hundred pesos,” the inihaw vendor says. He spreads our selection on the hot grill. “You can pay after you eat.”

         
         “I’ll get us melon juice,” Kitty says, pointing her thumb at a nearby cart. Then she shakes her index finger at me. “Behave.
            Don’t pick a fight. I won’t be long.”
         

         
         “What do you mean— Oh. Her.”
         

         
         As Kitty makes her way to the juice stand, I look to my right, where a girl our age is crossing the street. We’re not in the
            same class, but I know Carmen and always avoid her. She’s the one who seeks me out and calls me a freak. Carmen is the reason
            why Bart and Kitty are my only friends in school. Nobody wants to annoy her, but they don’t mind being on the bad side of
            the infamous Tremor Girl.
         

         
         I brace myself for a round of Carmen insults, but thankfully, she doesn’t see me and keeps walking. She joins her family at
            the secondhand store. I’m sure they’re her parents and older brother, considering they all look like her.
         

         
         It must be nice, being part of a family like that. You know, the kind of family that other people don’t doubt you belong to.

         
         Sighing, I touch the pearl-like, oval-shaped pendant inside my shirt. On the back, flat side of the pendant, there’s a silhouette of a man in a squat, his arms folded on his chest, but it’s barely noticeable. This jewelry was a gift from Mom’s best friend, and I love to wear it. It’s so simple and light and doesn’t stick out at all. 

         
         Don’t get me wrong. I’m happy to have Mom and Kitty. But I’m always the odd one out—in school, in my family, everywhere. Sometimes
            I wish I could just blend in.
         

         
         “What the—” I jump as something wet touches my toes. Tannie is sniffing my foot. “Oh. It’s just you.”

         
         Tannie doesn’t answer, of course. Thank goodness. I’d freak out if he did.

         
         The inihaw vendor switches on his mini electric fan, pointing it in the direction of the grill. The coals turn redder, blasting
            my face with smoke.
         

         
         “Hey!” I cough, stepping backward. My heel lands on someone’s foot. I look up and see a teenage boy in a basketball jersey
            who’s also waiting for his order. “Sorry po.”
         

         
         “Okay lang—” As the boy tells me it’s fine, his head slides back and his brown irises turn red. Like, literally bright red.
            He stares at me with his odd crimson eyes and spits on the ground beside Tannie. “Fraternizing with spineless followers. How
            typical.”
         

         
         “Huh?” I try to put distance between us, but instead, I bump into another customer, the middle-aged lady. “Sor—”

         
         “Run and hide under the Balabal, little brat,” the lady customer says in the same monotonous tone. Her eyes are red like the
            teenage boy’s. “Once he reclaims what is rightfully his, even the gods can’t stop him.”
         

         
         Balabal? As in, “veil”? Why would I hide under one? I don’t even own a balabal.
         

         
         “What’s your problem?” I demand. But the lady and the boy just stare back at me with their red eyes and blank, expressionless
            faces.
         

         
         My pendant starts to feel warm on my chest, as if it’s come alive in the presence of these weirdos. Tannie, who’s usually
            so friendly and chill, snarls at the lady and the boy. He crouches down, ready to pounce.
         

         
         Goose bumps prickle my skin. What in the world is going on?

         
         The inihaw vendor turns around to face me, pointing with the brush he uses to baste the meats. His eyes have also turned to
            that creepy red color. “And he shall.”
         

         
         Kitty. My heart is pounding so fast and so loud I can almost hear it. I need to get to Kitty!

         
         But the teenage boy blocks my way. He slowly tilts his head to one side. “Soon, our brethren shall all break free.”

         
         Behind him, I see my sister patiently waiting for our drinks at the juice cart. Across the street, Carmen and her family are
            still busy sifting through preloved clothes. It’s as if the bubble of weirdness is just around the inihaw stand.
         

         
         The middle-aged lady holds her half-eaten isaw baboy in the air as if it were Excalibur. “No more suffering!”

         
         The inihaw vendor nods in agreement. “It is our time to shine.”

         
         “From the darkness”—the teenage boy’s face forms a grotesque grin—“we will come and take what they stole from us.”

         
         I clutch my pendant, only to realize it’s not only warm, it’s also starting to glow blue. Tannie keeps barking angrily at
            the super weird people.
         

         
         The three of them take a step toward me and Tannie, boxing us in. They look at my pendant and then at each other, their faces
            contorted with identical sinister sneers.
         

         
         “Go away!” I exclaim, my voice cracking. The three just keep moving closer and closer. My heart pounds louder. Tannie is shaking
            in fear, but he doesn’t leave my side.
         

         
         “It has begun,” the vendor says.

         
         The middle-aged lady lets out a shrill, hyenalike laugh. “He shall rise to power once again!”

         
         The boy lifts his cup of spicy vinegar, as though making a toast. “The sun will fall.”

         
         “And the worlds are ours,” the inihaw vendor says. His head rolls back, and dark smoke leaves his body. He cracks his neck,
            then takes a plastic cup and looks at me. To my surprise, his eyes have returned to a normal dark brown. “Matamis o maanghang?
            Sweet or spicy.”
         

         
         “Halo, please,” I blurt out, taking the bundle of grilled skewered meats from him without thinking. I shake my head. “Wait.
            What? Are you talking about the sauce or the sun or the worlds or whatever?”
         

         
         “The sauce, of course.” The inihaw vendor raises an eyebrow as he hands me a cup of my preferred dip—a mix of sweet sauce and spicy vinegar. “Are you all right?” 

         
         “I’m fine,” I murmur, exhaling deeply as my pulse slows down. My gaze falls on Tannie. He’s scratching his chin with his hind
            leg. It’s as if he’s been calmly waiting for a piece of meat beside me all along, and not on the verge of going into battle
            in his ugly Christmas sweater.
         

         
         The teenage boy is making his way to the junk shop across the street with his cup of vinegar and bag full of inihaw takeout.
            The middle-aged lady eats her skewered isaw, the same one she brandished at me like a sword, then pays for her meal. She tells
            the inihaw vendor to keep the change, smiles at him, and leaves. The inihaw vendor himself is humming under his breath as
            he fulfills orders for delivery.
         

         
         Everyone who was super weird just a minute ago now looks normal. Their irises are ordinary brown in color, no red in sight.
            It’s as if that creepy moment never happened at all.
         

         
         “Let’s just wait for Kitty over there,” I tell the dog, sighing. “No one is going to believe me even if I have you for a witness.
            It’s not like you can talk. Or can you?”
         

         
         Tannie tilts his head to one side, raising an ear. For a second, it’s almost as if he’s throwing the question back at me.

         
         “That’s ridiculous. Dogs can’t do pseudo-intellectual question-and-answers,” I say to no one, chuckling at myself. With Tannie in tow, I take a seat on a wooden bench reserved for inihaw customers. The dog lies in a comfortable sprawl beside my right foot, the perfect spot to bum leftovers from both Kitty and me. 

         
         Still, I keep an eye on the inihaw vendor. This time I’ll be ready with my cell phone. I’ll take a video of him being weird
            for proof. Proof for others, but mostly for me.
         

         
         “Ahh-tehh Looooo!” Kitty calls, arriving with two cups of melon juice in her hands. “Drinks are here! What did I miss?”

         
         I don’t really feel like eating anymore, but Kitty will notice if I don’t. There’s no use worrying her about something that
            I’m not even sure happened. I force myself to smile as I take a bite of isaw with one hand and give my sister her share with
            the other. “Here’s your food.”
         

         
         I’ve always had a very active and vivid imagination. Like, I had a clear picture in my mind when I did that Bernardo Carpio
            dying reenactment on the junk tires. I imagined the falling debris and crushing boulders so well, they seemed real.
         

         
         But seeing random strangers act like they’re possessed by creepy spirits reciting bad poetry? I shake my head. Schoolwork
            and mean girls like Carmen must have finally gotten to me.
         

         
         I toss my remaining half stick of pork barbecue to Tannie. I’ve totally lost my appetite now.

         
         “Are you okay, Ate?” Kitty studies me, her small brown eyes brimming with concern. “You’re awfully quiet.”

         
         “I’m okay, just stuffed.” Well, I’m not totally lying. Really. I am full, and I’m okay now because Kitty is here. I give her a smile—a genuine one, this time.
         

         
         We watch the dog carry the barbecue meat in his mouth as he makes his way up the street. He’s probably heading home to his
            human, to that person he calls his family.
         

         
         Like Tannie, I also have my people—my family, my Kitty. Everything is going to be fine. I’m sure of it. . . . And it’s all
            because I have my sister with me.
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             Chapter Two
Hello from Inarawan Street

         
         It takes around ten minutes for Kitty and me to reach the crossroads leading to Inarawan Street from the inihaw stand. Thankfully,
            we don’t meet any more spooky rambling people along the way. Still, I can’t help but breathe a huge sigh of relief as Inarawan
            Street’s Sangang-Daan Tree comes into view. For once, I’m glad to see this ancient, sinister-looking tree.
         

         
         The Sangang-Daan Tree is exactly as its name indicates in Tagalog; it means “crossroads tree.” Because, well, it’s an old
            tree that’s right in the middle of a crossroads. It’s not in a traffic island and doesn’t have fancy landscaping; it’s literally
            just there. The city builders obviously didn’t want to cut down the tree, so they just constructed the road around it. 

         
         A tree in the middle of a street like the Sangang-Daan Tree isn’t unheard of, though. There’s another tree in the middle of
            the road in Antipolo City, and that one is right smack in front of a mall. Interestingly, trees left untouched by city builders
            are almost always balete trees.
         

         
         A balete tree is basically a strangler fig that starts out as an innocent seedling beside another healthy tree. As it grows,
            the balete engulfs the host tree with its vines until it totally entraps and kills the host tree.
         

         
         Maybe that’s why most people think there’s something sinister about the balete. They say bad things will happen to anyone
            who tries to harm a balete, because magical creatures live on it. Or that the balete is under some powerful being’s protection.
            I don’t really believe in myths or superstitions, but I totally get it. I mean, if you’re a tree that lives and thrives on
            the death of another, you shouldn’t have to wonder why you have such a bad rep.
         

         
         “The tree looks brighter today,” I say, taking my sister’s hand as we cross the street. “It doesn’t have its usual gloomy
            feel to it. Like it finally woke up after a hundred years of sleep or something.”
         

         
         “It looks the same to me.” Kitty takes a step forward. “Well, they seem to have cut some leaves—”

         
         Beeeeeeeeeeeep!

         
         “Watch out!” I pull my sister back to my side just in the nick of time. A bucket truck drives by on the very same spot where Kitty’s foot had been. “Geez. If you don’t watch where you’re going, you’ll end up like roadkill, Meow.” 

         
         “Sorry.” Kitty gives me an apologetic smile, and I find myself smiling back. It’s hard to stay mad at my sister. I hold her
            hand tight as we cross the street, making sure that there aren’t any passing vehicles this time.
         

         
         “Thank goodness we’re almost home,” I say. A huge wave of relief washes over me as soon as we step onto the corner of Inarawan
            Street. It’s like covering your head with a thick blanket while a storm rages on outside your bedroom. The noise and the chaos
            seem muffled, and you finally feel safe.
         

         
         But my relief turns to annoyance when I see the bucket truck that almost ran Kitty over parking beside a utility pole. The
            service crew brings out their equipment. Judging by their uniforms and the logo on their truck, they’re from the electric
            company.
         

         
         “Oh, great. Wala na namang kuryente,” I say with a sigh, watching the boom lift a worker in the basket. “No electricity again.”

         
         I don’t envy the lineman. I’d pee in my shorts going up on a bucket truck that’s parked at a forty-five-degree angle. I’m sure he’s got a great view, though. Well, probably not as awesome as the view he’d get from our apartment building (which is at the end of the street and its highest peak). But it’s pretty enough that he’ll want to bring out his phone and snap a picture if it’s his first time seeing it. 

         
         Inarawan Street is one of those places blessed by the sun god, Apolaki. Okay, fine, I’m exaggerating. But really, whoever
            designed our street knew a great deal about the positions of the sun. Our neighborhood is the best place to watch the sunset,
            and the view at sunrise is even more amazing. It’s like being inside an oil painting—it’s surreal.
         

         
         “The transformer must have overloaded again.” Kitty purses her lips, shaking her head. “Don’t forget to put citronella oil
            on your skin before bed, Ate. The mosquitoes will feast on you again if you don’t.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I know,” I say with a groan. Mosquitoes love to bite me, but they leave Mom and Kitty alone. For every twenty bites
            I get, they only get one, or even none. Bart said maybe the tiny vampiric insects just find my blood yummier, the same way
            I prefer seafood over beef. “I’m like an all-you-can-eat buffet for them—a Lulu buffet!”
         

         
         “Oh, we can’t let that happen. The mosquitoes might get indigestion,” quips a beautiful trans woman in her early twenties,
            flashing us a dazzling smile from behind the overgrown bush she’s trimming. She has this thick, very curly black hair that
            goes past her shoulders, and big brown eyes. Her skin is dark like mine. Unlike me, though, she’s tall and has a high-bridged
            nose, so she still fits people’s definition of a “morena beauty.”
         

         
         “Ate Mariel!” Kitty and I grin.

         
         Ate Mariel is the “handy-lady” of Inarawan Street, and she’s Tannie’s human. Technically, Kitty and I should refer to Ate
            Mariel as “tita,” or auntie, out of respect. But she says it makes her feel old, so we just call her “ate,” or older sister,
            instead. Ate Mariel is also our next-door neighbor, so she’s like an older sister to us already.
         

         
         “Nice shirt,” I tell Ate Mariel, admiring her purple shirt that has a huge black-and-white print of her favorite BTS member,
            V. Ate Mariel loves BTS, the world’s awesomest Korean boy band, just like I do (though my favorite member is Jungkook). I’d
            buy BTS stuff too if I could, but it doesn’t come cheap. Ate Mariel takes a lot of odd jobs here and there, so I guess that
            lets her afford nice things.
         

         
         To be honest, I’m 100 percent certain that Mom would buy me expensive things if I asked. But Mom’s job as a medical assistant
            in the neighborhood clinic doesn’t pay much. It’s hard enough for her to make ends meet as it is, with my epilepsy meds and
            regular brain checkups. I don’t want to add another burden.
         

         
         “You never know, Santa might give you a Jungkook shirt this year,” Ate Mariel says with a wink. She chops the top of the shrub
            with her pruning shears, making the air around us smell leafy. The plant now looks like the top of Bart’s semi-shaved head.
            “Hang out with me and Tannie outside the store later if you want. I’m manning it tonight. It’ll take a while before the electricity
            comes back.”
         

         
         “We will!” I say while Kitty thanks Ate Mariel, who waves her away with a pretty grin.

         
         Everyone in Inarawan trusts Ate Mariel. If she were able to split herself into many Ate Mariels, the whole neighborhood would
            probably hire her and her clones to do everything for them. Well, except for me. It’s not that I don’t trust her . . . it’s
            just that I prefer to do things on my own, you know? Because if something goes wrong, the only one I’ll have to blame will
            be myself.
         

         
         Kitty and I continue our walk up the hill. Every neighbor we meet is ready with a smile and a cheery greeting. It’s like this
            every day, but today something feels different. Not in a creepy way like at the inihaw stand, but there’s just something off
            about the too-friendly greetings from the too-beautiful people of Inarawan Street.
         

         
         “Don’t you find it weird that our neighborhood handyperson is a gorgeous lady like Ate Mariel?” I ask my sister as another
            person offers us a good afternoon. “Everyone seems so perfect, even Tannie, with that adorably perfect fur-cut of his. Inarawan
            Street is like a movie set for a Hollywood flick.”
         

         
         “I never really thought about it, but now that you mention it . . .” Kitty frowns, looking around as we keep walking. “Yes,
            I have to agree. It’s almost like being in a different realm.”
         

         
         “You mean like the Mirror Dimension in Doctor Strange?”
         

         
         “Sort of,” says my sister. K-pop is my thing, and Asian dramas are Kitty’s, but we both love watching superhero movies. “I’m thinking more like the Realms of Tagalog mythology, the ones we learned about in school. None of the funky stuff and psychedelic lights of Marvel’s Mirror Dimension.” 

         
         “Ah. Yeah. I get it.”

         
         Ancient Tagalogs believed that the universe is made up of three Realms—the Upperworld, the Middleworld, and the Underworld.
            The Upperworld is where the gods and other immortals live, like a heaven of some sort. The Middleworld is here, where we mortals
            live. And the Underworld is where spirits go when they die. Good souls go to Maca, while corrupt souls are made to suffer
            eternal punishment in Kasanaan.
         

         
         “If Inarawan Street is too extra to be the Middleworld and too sunny to be the Underworld . . .” Kitty tilts her head to one
            side, something she always does whenever she’s thinking. “Maybe the Upperworld—”
         

         
         “Oh, definitely not the Upperworld.” I point to the neighborhood sundry store that comes into view. “Something with a name and a sign that ugly
            can’t be in heaven!”
         

         
         Kitty and I laugh at the sari-sari store’s funny sign.

         
         Like most sari-sari store signs, it’s made of wood and perched above the wide, metal-barred window in front of the shop. But the fairy lights around it make it look as if the Grinch had tried to take them, then changed his mind midway, leaving half a strand of lights hanging awkwardly on one side. The sign itself has this unique but badly drawn cartoon painting of Bugs Bunny wearing sunglasses and smoking a cigarette. 

         
         Bads Bunny Sari-Sari Store is the only convenience store on the entire stretch of Inarawan Street. You know, “Bads” as in
            “bad” and “Bugs” combined. It’s a ridiculous pun, but absolutely something that its owner would think of.
         

         
         Bads Bunny belongs to Manong Sol, as does the Sikaran gym beside it and the whole multipurpose building where they’re located.
            There are apartments on the second floor, one of which we’re renting, while the other three are rented by Mom’s best friend,
            Bart’s family, and Ate Mariel. So that makes Manong Sol our landlord and, unofficially, my Sikaran teacher.
         

         
         I say “unofficially” because I don’t pay for formal lessons and only join the classes whenever I want to. I’m not allowed
            to spar with anyone at the gym except Manong Sol himself, though. Maybe it’s because I’m so tiny. But to his credit, Manong
            Sol has never kicked me out of his gym when he holds classes.
         

         
         I’m so glad he hasn’t, because Sikaran is such an awesome traditional Tagalog martial art. It involves hand fighting but mostly kicking. Imagine being able to take down somebody as tall as a doorway using only your foot when you’re as tiny as I am. Sikaran makes me feel like I can protect Mom and my sister, even though I’m so small and scrawny. It makes me feel powerful. 

         
         “Hoy! Bumalik ka dito. Kulang bayad mo!” Manong Sol’s loud voice carries all the way down the street to where we’re at. One
            of the Sikaran gym regulars, a man who’s, like, twice as wide and twice as tall as Manong Sol, stops dead in his tracks. From
            the looks of it, this guy didn’t pay enough for whatever it is he bought at the store and is now being called back by the
            grumpy old man. Even from here I can see the big guy hunch his shoulders, cowering in fear as he does what Manong Sol orders
            him to do.
         

         
         I don’t blame him. Manong Sol scares a lot of people, even those who are bigger and younger than he is. He’s around seventy
            years old (he’s wrinkly and everything), but he’s really buff and strong. Just imagine a grandpa who’s built like Captain
            America—that’s Manong Sol.
         

         
         “Look, Meow. Tita Cecile is back!” I exclaim. Crossing the street to Bads Bunny are Mom and Tita Cecile. Kitty and I refer
            to Tita Cecile as tita, or auntie, even though Tita Cecile is Mom’s best friend and not her sister. Like me and Kitty, they
            look nothing alike. Tita Cecile is a plus-sized lady with short, bleached hair, and she’s a head shorter than Mom. She has
            dark-brown skin like me. But Mom and Tita Cecile are such besties, they might as well be siblings. “I hope she got us stuff from Baguio. The strawberries and ube from there are super yummy.”
         

         
         “And peanut brittle!” Kitty quickens her steps to match my stride. “Glad to see Mom’s off early from work today too.”

         
         Mom’s boss must have known it’s the first day of Christmas break and, being the world’s greatest and nicest boss, let Mom
            off early to spend the rest of this awesome day with us.
         

         
         Maybe the start of our school holiday isn’t so bad anymore. I almost forgot about that weird thing at the inihaw stand—well,
            almost.
         

         
         “Mom! Tita Cecile!” Kitty and I call, waving our arms out of their sockets.

         
         They wave back. Tita Cecile gestures for us to hurry, taking a seat on the wooden bench in front of Bads Bunny Sari-Sari Store.
            Mom walks up to the counter, probably ordering karioka for each of us. Every afternoon around this time, Manong Sol sells
            these yummy fried and skewered rice balls covered in caramel sauce.
         

         
         They’re my absolute favorite. I may be full from the inihaw, but I always save space in my tummy for karioka.

         
         “Even Tannie is already here.” Kitty points to the dog lounging on the wooden bench across from Tita Cecile. “He runs so fast—
            Oh! I feel dizzy.”
         

         
         The ground beneath our feet shakes.

         
         “Lindol!” People scream “earthquake” around us.

         
         “Get down, Meow!” I yell.

         
         Kitty and I drop to the ground at the same time, bracing ourselves. I cover Kitty’s head with my hand. It won’t do much if an electrical post or some structural thing collapses on us. But it’s better than doing nothing. I’ll always do everything to protect my sister, no matter how hopeless it is. 

         
         “We’re okay. We’re okay,” Kitty murmurs, almost like a prayer. I can feel the fear in her voice. I hold her tighter. I can’t
            stop the earthquake, but I’ll protect her with every last inch of my body.
         

         
         “It’ll be over soon,” I assure her, wincing as we hear a loud crash behind us. My heart is racing, but I’m trying my best
            not to show Kitty how terrified I truly am. I’m her ate, after all. I need to keep her safe and calm. “Earthquakes don’t last
            long—”
         

         
         A tremor ripples through the ground. It lifts the asphalt layer of the road, curling into an arched form as it moves toward
            us. It’s like when the sea rushes in and breaks on the shore. But unlike those harmless shoreline waves, this ripple upends
            the people who are running to safety as well as the vehicles parked on the sides of the road.
         

         
         One of those vehicles is the bucket truck. The linemen who were working on the electrical lines somehow managed to get to
            safety. But the driver is still stuck behind the wheel, screaming for us to move. “TABI!”
         

         
         The loud screech of metal plowing through the asphalt drowns out his voice and the truck’s honks. The driver seems to be desperately trying to stop the vehicle from crashing into us, but he can’t. Gravity and the road’s steep slope are making sure the truck annihilates everything in its path. Everything, including me and my sister. 

         
         Kitty and I have nowhere to go.

         
         We’re going to die.

         
         Everything around me slows down, even my pounding heart. On the other side of the street, I see Tita Cecile holding on to
            a hysterical Mom while Tannie pulls on Mom’s shirt. They’re obviously trying to stop her from coming toward us.
         

         
         Listen to them, Mom. There’s no use. You won’t reach us in time. Just save yourself! I want to shout, but nothing comes out of my mouth.
         

         
         I need to think.

         
         There must be a way.

         
         There has to be.

         
         I can’t let Kitty die.

         
         I look down at my sister, who’s frozen in terror and trembling in my arms.

         
         “Please help me!” I pray to God and Papa Jesus and Mama Mary. If Tagalog deities exist and there’s a god who watches over
            desperate kids like me, I beg them too. “Help me save my sister!”
         

         
         Luningning, listen to me. I hear Manong Sol’s voice in my head. Stand up and spread your arms in front of you.

         
         “But I can’t let go!” I say, holding Kitty tighter. I’ll do anything to save her.

         
         Do as I say! You do not have any other choice.

         
         I must be so close to death that I’m hearing the old man’s voice in my head. Manong Sol runs toward us from across the street.
            He even begins to resemble a streaking ray of light. Kind of like the sun when it’s shining bright.
         

         
         I hold my arms out in front of me. My hands glow blue, and so does my pendant.

         
         Be ready to catch the truck.

         
         That’s ridiculous. I’m just a tiny toothpick of a girl.

         
         I believe in you.

         
         The bucket truck will probably toss us into the next street when it hits. But what choice do I have? We’re going to die anyway,
            so I might as well listen to this imitation of Manong Sol’s voice in my head.
         

         
         I am not an imitation. I am real. You can do it, Luningning. You will save your sister.

         
         The bright light around my hands grows brighter as the truck gets closer. I don’t know how or why it’s doing that, but I keep
            my hands in front of me.
         

         
         The truck will plow right over my tiny body, but maybe I can get it to slow down a little bit. And maybe—just maybe—my desperate
            act will give Kitty a fraction of a chance to live.
         

         
         I brace myself for the impact.

         
         The truck’s front grille touches my fingers, and I’m surrounded by intense bright-blue light.
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             Chapter Three
My Weird Neighbors Get Even Weirder

         
         My dream is really weird. And I don’t just mean “weird.” This one is next-level weird. Like, weirdest of the weird kind of
            weird.
         

         
         In this dream, I am Bernardo Carpio, complete with the long hair and bahag, a loincloth worn by men in ancient Tagalog times.
            I’m pushing against two giant rocks that are trying to crush me. These rocks are as big as mountains, exactly like in the
            scene I tried to reenact outside the auto repair shop.
         

         
         “Get me out of here!” I scream. But no one can hear me.

         
         I look down and notice that I’m also wearing my pendant, but it’s strung on an abaca fiber rope instead of the metal chain
            I always wear.
         

         
         The dream scene changes.

         
         This time, though, I’m stopping a bucket truck with my bare hands—bare hands that are glowing with blue light.

         
         It doesn’t end there. The blue light explodes, and the sun falls from the sky while a snakelike shadow slithers in the clouds.
            Then a beautiful woman in a traditional Tagalog baro’t saya suddenly appears in front of me. She seems to be about the same
            age as Mom, but her eyes make her seem older—much, much older.
         

         
         The lady looks at me, as if she realizes that I’m staring at her. She says my name. “I’m so sorry, Luningning, but it’s almost
            time. The Salamangka in you has awakened. Soon you will have to choose.”
         

         
         “What do you mean? Who are you? What’s awaken—” I try to hold on to the lady, but something pulls me backward. It’s like getting
            into a fight with someone and you have long hair for them to grab on to. But this is unlike any fight I’ve had with Carmen
            and her crew. The force pulls me so hard, I feel as though my soul is getting yanked out of my body. Everything around me
            is moving fast, but in reverse.
         

         
         Then I wake up.

         
         I’m suddenly blasted with sunlight. I rub my eyes. As my vision clears, I realize I’m not in our bedroom. I’m not even at
            home.
         

         
         “Where am I?” I yawn. The strong scent of nail polish and hair spray wafts under my nose, making me gag. “Gross!”

         
         The person leaning on my shoulder stirs. It’s Kitty.

         
         “Yoo-kay-ah-teh,” she mumbles. Kitty’s asking me if I’m okay. Having been roomies since forever, I’ve long learned to decipher her sleep
            talk.
         

         
         “I’m fine, go back to sleep,” I whisper, tucking a stray hair off my sister’s face and behind her ear. I gently lay her head
            on a throw pillow on the sofa’s armrest so she’ll be more comfortable.
         

         
         I stand and stretch, looking around. Somehow, my sister and I are camping out in the reception area of Marites and Tolits’s
            Beauty Salon. On the receptionist’s counter there’s a
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