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PART ONE: THE HOLLOW BAMBOO

Chapter One: The Empty Chair
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There were seventeen steps from the front gate to Lola Puring's door, and Mari Reyes had counted them every single time she visited for as long as she could remember. That afternoon she counted them again, out of habit, even though Lola wasn't waiting at the top with a plate of suman and a lecture about sunscreen.

Lola Purificacion Reyes had died six weeks ago, on a Tuesday, in her sleep, in the same bed she'd slept in since 1971. The house still smelled like her — like eucalyptus oil and old paper and the particular green smell of the garden she'd spent forty years growing behind the kitchen. Nobody had touched her study yet. Mari's mother kept saying "this weekend" and then the weekend would come and go and the door would stay shut.

Today, though, Tita Baby had declared it was time. "We can't leave it forever, anak," she said, handing Mari a roll of garbage bags like they were a peace offering. "Just the easy stuff. Old newspapers. We'll do the important things together."

Mari did not think there was such a thing as "easy stuff" in a room that had belonged to her grandmother.

She pushed open the door. Sunlight came in slanted through the wooden jalousies, cutting the room into stripes. Lola's desk was exactly as she'd left it — a fountain pen uncapped and dried out, a cup of pandan tea long gone cold and furred with dust, a stack of index cards covered in her small, slanting handwriting. Botanical names. Sketches of leaves. Dates going back decades.

Mari's little brother Diego appeared in the doorway, eight years old and holding, for no reason she could determine, a plastic dinosaur.

"Are we allowed in here?" he whispered, like Lola might still hear him.

"Tita Baby said yes." Mari didn't whisper. She wasn't sure why Diego did. "You can look. Just don't touch her books without asking."

Diego ignored this immediately and went straight for the bookshelf, which sagged under the weight of decades of accumulated botany texts, most of them in Spanish or Tagalog, a few in English with titles like *Flora of the Philippine Islands* and *A Manual of Philippine Silviculture*. He pulled one halfway out, decided it was boring, and pushed it back in crooked.

Mari sat down at the desk. She picked up one of the index cards. In careful cursive, her grandmother had written: *Tinospora rumphii — found near San Mateo, along the river, climbing a mango tree. Bitter as regret. Ask Ernesto about the old name for it.*

She didn't know who Ernesto was. She set the card down and felt, for the first time since the funeral, a small hot flare of anger — not at anyone, exactly. Just at the fact that there were so many things she'd never asked her grandmother, and now there was no one left to ask.

"Mari." Diego's voice had changed. Not scared exactly. Curious in a way that made the hair on Mari's arms stand up. "There's a bamboo behind here that isn't attached to anything."

She turned around. Diego had pulled the bookshelf a few inches from the wall and was staring down at a length of bamboo, thick as his arm, propped in the gap like it had been forgotten there. Except bamboo didn't grow indoors, and this piece wasn't part of any furniture Mari could see.

"Put it down, it's probably just—"

"It's got a lid," Diego said.

Mari crossed the room. He was right. One end of the bamboo stalk had been cut clean and fitted with a wooden cap, carved so precisely it was almost invisible unless you were looking for the seam. Someone had made this. Someone had made this on purpose, and hidden it behind a bookshelf that hadn't been moved in years.

"Diego," Mari said slowly. "I don't think that's a plant stand."
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Chapter Two: The Bamboo Grove
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They didn't open it that day. Tita Baby called them for merienda before Mari could work the cap loose, and by the time she thought of an excuse to come back, it was dark and her mother was tired and everyone wanted to go home.

But Mari couldn't stop thinking about it. She lay awake that night doing the math of it in her head — a hollow bamboo tube, sealed, hidden behind a bookshelf that faced the garden, in the study of a woman who had spent her whole life around plants. It wasn't just a hiding spot. It was a hiding spot her grandmother had built like she expected someone, someday, to go looking.

"You have to let me help," Diego said the next morning, trailing her down the seventeen steps to Lola's gate with his backpack already on, like this was a school field trip and not breaking into a dead woman's study. "I found it. Finders get to help."

"Fine. But you can't tell Mom yet. Not till we know what it is."

Diego zipped his lips with his fingers, which Mari knew from experience meant absolutely nothing.

The house was quiet. Tita Baby was at the market. They let themselves in with the spare key from under the flowerpot shaped like a chicken — a detail so exactly like her grandmother that Mari felt her throat go tight — and went straight to the study.

The bamboo tube was heavier than it looked, and cold, the way old wood gets cold even in Philippine heat. Mari turned the cap slowly. It resisted, then gave with a small sigh of dry air that smelled like dust and something sweeter underneath — dried leaves, maybe, or the ghost of ink.

Inside, wrapped in a scrap of old batik cloth, was a book.

Not one of the printed ones from the shelf. This one had a plain cloth cover, soft with age, and when Mari opened it her breath caught. The title page, in faded printer's type, read: *The Medicinal Plants of the Philippine Archipelago.* Underneath, in her grandmother's handwriting, added later in a different ink: *Property of P. Reyes. Do not lose this again.*

*Again.* As if she had lost it once before.

The pages inside were dense with old-fashioned botanical writing — plant families, uses, descriptions, all in formal, scientific English from a much older time than Lola's own life. But scattered through the margins, in her grandmother's hand, were notes that had nothing to do with botany at all. Numbers. Arrows. Little sketches of what looked like rivers and mountains. Beside an entry on a plant called *Tinospora rumphii*, she'd written: *37, 12, east of the falls.* Beside an entry on ginger: *ask E. about the grove past San Mateo — he'll know why.*

"It's a code," Diego breathed, leaning over her shoulder. "Like in the dinosaur museum escape room."

"It might just be her notes," Mari said, but she didn't believe it, not really. Her grandmother didn't hide notes inside sealed bamboo behind a bookshelf. You hid things that mattered. You hid things you didn't want found by the wrong person.

She turned to the very last page. Someone — Lola, it had to be Lola — had glued in a folded map, hand-drawn, showing a stretch of coastline and mountains that didn't match any map Mari recognized, though something about the shape of the bay looked achingly familiar, like a word on the tip of your tongue.

At the bottom of the map, in small, careful letters, her grandmother had written five words that Mari would turn over in her mind for the rest of that day, and the day after that, and every day until she understood them.

*Find it before they do.*
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Chapter Three: The Book Inside
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"Find *what*, though," Bea Villanueva said around a mouthful of banana cue, three days later, when Mari finally worked up the nerve to show someone. "And find it before *who*?"

They were sitting on the low wall outside Bea's house, the book between them wrapped carefully back in its batik cloth like it might bruise. Bea was Mari's best friend in the particular way that only survives constant, ruthless honesty — she'd told Mari, at age seven, that her front tooth gap made her look like a vampire bat, and she'd meant it as a compliment, and somehow it had become one.

"I don't know yet," Mari admitted. "But look at this part."

She opened to the entry on *Tinospora rumphii* — makabuhay, the book explained, a Tagalog name meaning roughly "to give life." The old text described it in careful, formal language: a climbing vine found throughout the islands, its bitter stem long used in traditional medicine for fevers, for weakness, for restoring strength to the sick. *Uses:* the entry read, *Makabuhay is one of the most widely known and used plants in the islands, employed as a tonic and febrifuge; the bitterness of the stem is proverbial.*

Beside it, Lola had written: *Not this kind. The other one. The one Apo Iddawa told me about. If it's real, it isn't in any book — because I never wrote it down. On purpose.*

Bea went very still. "Okay," she said. "That's not normal grandma notebook stuff."

"I know."

"That's *secret plant* stuff."
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