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The smell of iron and sea

Sometimes | think the sea was our first enemy. Not the men in shining armor,
not the cross they carried, not their damned language that sounded like teeth
on coral. It was the sea. That stinking, shimmering beast that fed us and ate us
whenever it pleased. | remember the morning when it all began. The sky was
gray like old fish, and the wind smelled of iron. Not iron like the blacksmith's
tools, but this strange iron that tastes of blood, of death. | stood on the beach,
barefoot, the sand clinging to my feet like old flesh. The sun hadn't yet risen,
only this pale light coming off the sea. Men from my island slept somewhere
behind me, the huts breathing smoke from their bamboo ribs. | heard the
snoring, the coughing, the soft moans of the women who, in dreams, lost or
found their husbands. | thought of nothing, only the taste of the night still in
my mouth—palm wine, salt, a residue of ash. Then | saw her.

Out there, in the gray, on the water: dots. First like shadows, then like
mosquitoes, then like teeth. Boats. Not our boats. Too big, too heavy, too
foreign. | had heard stories, yes — of men from Cebu, of fishermen who never
came back, of smoke on the horizon, of strange men who sought gold and
brought gods. But stories are vapor. They stick to your head until they crumble.
| hadn't believed these stories had legs. Now they stood there, walking on
waves. | felt my heart beating slowly, deeply, like a drum that doesn't yet call
for war, but knows one is coming.

The sea pushed their ships closer, like an animal bringing prey. | swore it
grinned. Perhaps | imagined it. The sea never laughs, but sometimes the wind
sounds like mockery. | spat in the sand, wiping the sweat from my brow, even
though it was still cool. A young warrior came from behind me, barefoot, with a
spearhead in his hand. His name was Bago, son of a hunter, tall, with a smile
that softened women and the dead alike. He asked nothing. He just looked at
the sea and cursed under his breath. We both knew this was no trade. No visit.
No peace.

| remember the smell. Iron. A smell unknown before the strangers came. It
crept into your nose, into your throat, making you awake and tired at the same
time. | smelled it on their weapons, on their armor, even in the wind. Like an
animal that rusts and bleeds and yet still laughs. | hate that smell to this day.

Back then, | thought maybe they'd bring back fabrics, glass beads, small
mirrors. Things children play with before they understand that everything is
merely an exchange—life for appearances. I'd seen chiefs accept gifts, nod,
smile, show their teeth, and then be dead within the next moon. Greed eats
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slower than a spear, but more surely. | was no fool. I'd seen enough men die to
know that a smile is a trap.

The sea brought them closer. Their sails were like the bellies of dead fish. | saw
movement on deck, small figures, light. And then—sounds. Metal against
metal. Commands that sounded like coughs. | felt the air grow heavy. The gods,
if there were any, held their breath. | thought of my wife, of the night before,
of her hands on my skin. She had said | smelled of a storm. | laughed, but deep
down | knew: She meant death.

The day came slowly, as if it itself were afraid to open the heavens. The sun
crept cautiously, like a child who doesn't want to tread where blood flows. We
stood on the beach, more and more men, spears, bows, bare skin, sweat. No
one spoke. Only the sea spoke, and it didn't say anything good. | saw one of the
large boats anchor. Men with shining skin climbed into smaller boats, rowing
toward us. Their faces were pale, sick, burned. Their eyes — empty, like those of
men who pray too long.

| thought of my childhood, of my father's stories. He said that every sea has a
heart. If you insult it, it spits you out. If you honor it, it lets you live. | had never
insulted the sea. | had brought it my prey: fish, blood, smoke. But now | stood
here, and the sea brought me enemies. Perhaps that was his sense of humor.

One of the men—a stranger with a beard like the roots of an old tree—shouted
something. | didn't understand anything. His voice was rough, like someone
who believes words are weapons. Maybe that was him. | saw him stand up,
point at his sword, then at us. A sign? A threat? | didn't know. But | felt
something inside me laughing. Not a happy laugh. That bitter laugh you have
when you know it's too late to turn back the river.

"Lapu-Lapu," said Bago, "what should we do?" | looked at him. | could have
said: Wait. Or: Talk. Or: Kill. But | just said: "Listen." We listened. The sea was
still. No wind, no birds. Only our breath, and that damned smell of iron.

Then | remembered last night's dream. | had dreamed that | was breathing
underwater. No pain, no drowning, just peace. | saw fish, corals moving like
people in their sleep. And somewhere deep down, in the darkness, a voice. It
said nothing. It just waited. When | woke up, | knew the sea was calling me. Not
to swim. To fight.

The boats came closer. | saw the faces of the strangers. Men who believed they
were immortal. Men who thought gods sat on their shoulders. But | also saw
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fear. And fear is always honest. It stinks. And | smelled it. Between the iron,
salt, and sweat—the smell of people who realize they're no longer home.

| grabbed my spear. Not out of courage. Out of necessity. Courage is a word for
men who have nothing to lose. | had my wife, my land, my sea. That's enough
to make you angry.

"They're coming," said Bago. | nodded. "Then let them come."

The sea smelled of iron. And iron smelled of blood. | didn't know who would fall
first. But | knew: today the sea would be full.

They came closer, and the sea held its breath. | swear the water slid more
quietly against the stones, as if it didn't want to miss a thing. | saw their oars
bite the water, steady, cold, calculating, like a machine that has forgotten how
to live. Men who hold oars without feeling the sea are like women who love
without breathing. They do, but they don't live. | smelled the smoke from their
boats, that strange oil they poured into the water to keep gods away or to feed
demons, | don't know. | saw my men's eyes, black, calm, but beneath them
vibrated something you can't name. Fear, perhaps. Or that hunger that comes
when you know blood is about to be drawn. | felt both.

| remember old Tano, who was still alive back then. He was the oldest man in
our village, with scars all over his body, each one a chapter he'd never told. He
stood there behind me, leaning on his cane, grinning with the two teeth he had
left. "They smell like rain," he said. | asked him what he meant, but he didn't
answer. Maybe he meant they brought the storm. Maybe he was just crazy. On
Mactan, old people become strange if they look at the sun too much.

| saw one of the strangers raise his hand. A sign. The boats stopped. Then he
stood up. His armor gleamed as if it had been cut from the belly of the sun
itself. A helmet, a sword, all too much. No one needs so much shine unless they
want to be feared. | knew who he was even before he spoke. Magellan. | knew
his name because others whispered it as if it were a curse. The man who sailed
for a king no one saw, who came bearing a cross but only wanted gold. | looked
into his eyes. There was nothing. Just that emptiness you have when you think
you're chosen.

He shouted something. | didn't understand a word, but | understood the tone.
The tone of a man who thinks he can bend the world with commands. | knew
men like that. | had killed them. | laughed. Not out loud, just that quiet laughter
that burns inside. | felt Bago trembling beside me, not with fear, but with rage.
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"He thinks he can convert us," | said. "Or command us." - "Or both," Bago
growled. | nodded. The sun rose higher, the sea glittered, and somewhere
between sky and water stretched that invisible thread that held everything
together: greed, pride, blood.

| thought of my mother. She always said the sea never forgets. If you spit on it,
you'll drink it in the next life. Perhaps Magellan had spat on the sea,
somewhere out there where the water is darker than night. Perhaps that's why
he came here, to receive his punishment. Life is a circle, and sometimes the
circle slits your throat.

One of his men stepped forward, a short, wiry guy with a face that looked like
someone had forgotten to finish carving it. He held up a piece of metal, a cross.
I'd seen things like that before, but | never knew if it was a weapon or a tool.
They prayed to it, said it saved souls. I'd never seen a soul, and I've seen
enough men die to know that when something flies out of them, it's just their
breath. | turned and spat in the sand. "When you pray, pray to your ancestors,"
| said quietly. "Not to wood. Not to metal."

The wind changed. It smelled more strongly of rust now. Iron. Blood. A promise
hung in the air. | knew they would come ashore soon. | knew they thought they
could subjugate us, teach us how to live right, how to die right. Strangers
always think they can die better than you. | wanted to prove them wrong.

| looked at my men. Not great warriors, not heroes from stories. Men who fish,
hunt, love, drink. Men who walk barefoot, wear the sun on their faces. | love
these men. Not because they are brave, but because they are real. No prayer,
no lie, no medal. Just sweat and breath. | nodded to them. They nodded back.
It was silent. That silence before something happens, the one that wants to kill
you and make you alive at the same time. | heard the clang of the waves, the
beating of the oars, the crackling of the bamboo in the heat.

Then they stepped onto the sand. | swear, the ground seemed to tremble as
their iron boots touched it. The sound was wrong. Iron has no place on this
earth. It doesn't belong here. It cut through the air like a lie. | felt my heart
slow. | wasn't thinking about glory. | wasn't thinking about victory. | was
thinking about my children, about my wife's laughter, about the old stories she
told our sons. | didn't want those shining men to blot out our voices.

Magellan stepped forward. He spoke again, more slowly this time, as if he
wanted us to understand. | understood only one thing: He looked at me, and
there was no respect in his eyes. Only that look you give animals before
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skinning them. | raised my spear. No gesture, no sign. Just a response. He
smiled. Perhaps he thought | would bend. | don't bend. | break. But never
downward.

| stepped forward, feeling the sand between my toes, warm and alive. "This is
my island," | said. "My land. My sea." | knew he didn't understand me, but
sometimes you understand without language. Maybe he saw it in my eyes.
Maybe he smelled it—the sweat, the anger, the history. He said something,
half-turned, talked to his men. Then they laughed. That laughter of people who
think they're safe.

| took a deep breath. The sea roared as if it were applauding. | thought of all
the fish out there, of the dead men it had already eaten. It would have its fill
today. And somewhere in my head, | heard the voice from my dream again: No
god on this island. No king. Only men fighting.

| gripped the spear tighter and saw Bago draw his knife. He grinned. | grinned
back. Then Magellan took a step forward. And that was the moment everything
began to tip over.

Magellan took a step forward, and the sea seemed to hold its breath. It was as
if even the wind was waiting to see if this man was truly foolish enough to
tread on another's land with shining iron. | saw him coming, slow, confident,
like someone who has survived too many times to know fear anymore. He had
that look only men have who believe gods are on their side. But gods are bad
friends; they never show up when you need them. | had learned that only the
sea is honest: It takes you when you're weak and carries you when you
struggle. Everything else is talk.

He spoke again, his voice hard, angular, a knife of sound. | didn't understand a
word, but | could hear what he meant: submission. Faith. Power. These men
never came without the word "God" on their lips, but their eyes said something
else. Gold. Glory. Control. | saw his hand move to the hilt of his sword. It
glittered as if it were alive. | swear it was breathing. Maybe it was just the light,
maybe it was madness.

Behind me, my men were breathing heavily. | heard the rustle of spears, the
crackle of bamboo bows, the faint trembling of bare skin in the wind. | knew
they were ready, but | also knew that none of us could prepare for what was
coming. You can't prepare for death. You can only spit in its face and hope it
laughs.



| raised my hand. Just a small sign, but they understood. My men formed up
without a word. We had practiced this, not for strangers, but for pirates, for
animals, for anything that threatened our village. Now we stood there,
barefoot, tanned, sweating, with bamboo spears in the sun, while they
gleamed in their armor over there like walking statues. | thought: What a joke.
Two worlds on the same sand, and both believed they were real.

| took a step forward. Magellan did the same. There were barely twenty paces
of sand between us. | could really smell it now. Iron, sweat, mold from a long
journey. Men who had fermented too long in their own dreams. | wondered
how long they had been on the water, how many of them were already dead
before they even arrived. | wondered if they knew they were now standing on
an island they would never leave.

"You think you're bringing order," | said quietly, almost to myself. "But you're
only bringing more chaos." | knew he didn't understand, but sometimes you
just have to throw words into the air so the gods will listen. Maybe one would.
Maybe not. | didn't care.

Then he did something I'll never forget. He knelt down. In the sand. Right in
front of me. At first | thought he was bowing. But no. He pressed his cross into
the ground as if blessing the land. My land. | felt something tear inside me. Not
anger. Not fear. Something deeper. A kind of shame that | was even allowing
this man to breathe. | took a step forward, and the sun beat down on my
forehead.

"Get up, you fool," | whispered. But he remained kneeling. His lips moved, he
muttered something, a prayer perhaps, or a curse. | thought of all the men who
had died because someone, somewhere, had prayed. Praying is like drinking—
you do it because you want to forget that you don't control anything.

| felt Bago's hand on my shoulder. "He's spitting on you," he said. "No," |
replied, "he's spitting on the sea." Bago grinned. "Then the sea will take him."

| don't know if that was the moment | decided this man had to die, or if the sea
had already decided before | was born. But | knew: we would fight. Not for
glory. Not for pride. But because we had no choice. When you have nothing but
your land, your breath, and your rage, you defend it all until you're empty.

One of the strangers approached, an interpreter, perhaps. He shouted
something, pointed at me, then at Magellan, then at the cross. | didn't
understand a word, but | saw the gesture: they wanted me to bow. To kneel. To
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acknowledge the cross. | laughed out loud. A genuine laugh, raw, like
something torn from stone. | only bow when I'm tying my spear. And even
then, reluctantly.

The interpreter stepped back. Magellan stood up. His face was calm, too calm.
Men who are so calm have either already killed or have no idea what they're
doing. | saw his sword flash. | thought: This is what arrogance smells like —of
iron, salt, and prayer.

Then, for a moment, everything spun. Not in my head—in the air. The wind
shifted. | smelled the sea, | smelled fire, | smelled blood that hadn't even been
shed yet. And somewhere inside me, a voice whispered: Now.

| raised my spear. Not quickly, not aggressively, just decisively. It was like
breathing. A natural reflex. And in that moment, | knew | would make history—
but not the one who wanted to tell it. | saw the faces of my men. No one spoke.
Everyone knew what was coming next.

Magellan shouted something, swung his sword, and pointed at us. His men
formed up, glittering ranks of metal. | heard the clanking, the clicking, the
cursing. | saw their shoes leaving deep tracks in the sand as they tried to move
forward. | thought: The sand will eat you before we do. And | was right. Every
step was a struggle for them. Their armor weighed like sin.

| looked at Bago. He nodded. We started running. No shouting, no drumming.
Just bare feet on sand that smelled like war.

The sea laughed. | swear | heard it. Maybe it was the wind, maybe the blood in
my ears. But | heard it. And | laughed along.

| ran, and the world shrank to this single narrow strip of sand, blood, and
breath. There were no thoughts, no gods, no future, only this roar in my head,
this roaring that came simultaneously from the earth and from me. The sand
splashed high beneath my feet, the spear vibrating in my hand like a living
thing. | saw their faces, pale, sweaty, panicked, and | swore even the sea
paused briefly to watch. The first impact came like a blow of metal and flesh. A
stranger, smaller than the others, ran toward me, shouting something that
sounded like a prayer, and raising his sword. | ducked, the sword whistling over
my head, and | felt the wind sever a strand of my hair. | stabbed. The spear
went through his belly as if it were made of ripe fruit. Warm blood splashed
onto my chest, sweet and metallic, and in that moment | was an animal again,



pure, without thought. | drew back the spear, and the man fell as if someone
had simply severed the thread of his existence.

Behind me, | heard screams, the splintering of wood, the crashing of iron, the
rattle of arrows singing through the wind. | saw Bago catch one of them by the
neck, tearing, pulling, cutting. Blood on bamboo. The sea smelled stronger
now, almost drunk with greed. | felt the sun on the back of my neck, the salt in
my eyes, and somewhere within it, the taste of death, sharp, bitter, necessary. |
screamed. Not as a shout. As an answer.

One of the men, tall, strong, with a beard that hung down to his chest, swung
an axe almost as tall as me. | jumped to the side, the ground shook, the axe dug
into the sand. | kicked, catching him in the knee, hearing the crack of bones. He
roared, | stabbed. More blood. He fell, and | stamped on his chest until his
breath stopped. | remember his look—not hatred, not fear, just that empty
wonder everyone has when they realize their God isn't coming today.

| wiped the blood from my face and saw Magellan. He stood further back,
commanding, gesticulating, talking like a man who believes words can hold
back the sea. His armor gleamed, his sword flashed, but | saw that his eyes
were different now. There was no faith left, only that flickering uncertainty you
see in the eyes of men who realize they are not immortal. | wanted him. Not
for glory, but because he was the head of the serpent, and | hate serpents.

| fought my way through the sand, step by step, every breath a blow, every
blow a wordless prayer. The ground was slippery, red, sticky. One of my men
fell next to me, his throat slashed, his eyes wide open. | stepped over him. You
can't grieve in a moment like this. Death doesn't wait until you're done.

Magellan came closer. Not willingly. The struggle drove him to me. | saw him
fighting with his sword, cleanly, disciplined, like a man who had learned war
but never truly understood it. War is not a dance. It is a belch of hate. | felt the
heaviness of the air, the rage of my men, the laughter of the sea. It was as if the
whole island was breathing—heavy, dark, full of life and death at once.

He saw me. | saw him. Two men with too much history in their bones. | knew
he thought he was fighting for God. | fought because | was alive. That was the
difference.

| attacked. Fast, flat, direct. The spear struck his sword, sparks flew. He was
strong, I'll admit. He blocked, struck back, struck my arm, blood spurted, but
not deeply. | laughed. He stared at me as if laughter were forbidden. | stepped

10



closer, smelling the stench of his armor, the sweat, the old, rotten scent of fear.
He raised his sword, but | was faster. | stabbed downward, striking his leg,
through leather, through flesh. He staggered. | kicked his knee. It cracked. He
fell halfway into the sand.

He raised his head, said something, perhaps praying again. | took a breath. The
wind stood still. Even the waves paused. | knew the sea was watching. | knew
this moment would end in songs later, and | hated the thought. | don't want
songs. | just want this man to stop breathing.

| raised my spear. He looked at me, the sun on his face, blood on his lips, his
eyes wide, amazed, as if he had seen the sky. Perhaps he had. | stabbed. The
spear slid between his ribs, finding the path the sea had shown him. | felt his
body twitch, heard the iron of his sword fall to the sand. He coughed. Blood. A
lot. | leaned forward, whispered, "No God on this island." Then | pulled the
spear out.

Magellan fell. No thunder, no shout. Only the dull sound of a body hitting the
ground it never wanted to understand. | stepped back, breathed. The air tasted
of iron and salt and victory, but | felt no pride. Only fatigue. The fight
continued, yes, but the heart was dead. Without their leader, they were like
headless fish—they still twitched, but the life was already gone.

| saw my men fighting, saw the strangers fall, one after the other. The sand was
red, the sea retreated as if to make way for us. | knew it was about to come,
what always comes after a battle: the silence.

| stood over Magellan, his blood running into the sand, mixing with my sweat,
with the island's salt. | thought: This is what truth tastes like. This is what
freedom smells like. And it stinks of death.

| looked to the horizon, where his ships still lay, silent, distant, with men too
cowardly to come ashore. | raised my hand, not in victory, but as a warning.
Stay where you are. The sea is full today.

Bago came to me, his face smeared with blood, half-smiling, half-exhausted.
"He's dead," he said. "Yes," | replied. "But the sea will spit out his name for a
long time to come."

He nodded. We stood there, barefoot, breathing heavily, and | thought:
Perhaps this was the beginning, not the end. Because gods don't die easily. And
men like Magellan never come alone.
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The sea glittered, calm, innocent, as if nothing had happened. | knew better. It
remembers everything. Even that smell. Iron. Salt. Blood.

After the final scream, nothing came. No wind, no beating of wings, no breath.
Only the sea, gently lapping at the edge of the world, as if trying to wash away
the blood we had poured into it. | stood there, spear still in hand, fingers stiff
with salt and death. The sun was higher now, burning down on the island as if it
wanted to burn away what had happened so no one could ever tell the tale.
But the sand didn't forget. | felt it on my feet, warm, damp, heavy with blood.
The sand absorbs more than water. It absorbs guilt, sweat, memories.

| walked among the bodies. Strange faces, distorted, empty, mouths half-open,
as if they wanted to say something else. Perhaps an apology. Perhaps a curse. |
didn't know any of their languages, but | knew their eyes. Men who had
traveled far, only to end up here, on a piece of earth that had never been
theirs. | bent down to one, looked into his face. Young. Too young. | placed my
hand on his forehead. It was still warm. | murmured something, not a prayer,
just words that fell like stones. Then | stood up again. | hadn't won. | had only
survived.

Bago came to me. His breathing was ragged, his body covered in blood, most of
it not his own. "It's over," he said. | nodded, but | knew it wasn't over. Nothing
is ever over as long as someone can still talk about it. And someone will always
talk. The men from Cebu. The fishermen. The traders. Someone would come
and say: Lapu-Lapu killed the great Magellan. And then the stories would begin.
Stories always lie. They make statues of men and legends of anger. | didn't
want to be a statue. | just wanted to sleep.

| went to the sea, dropped the spear, and knelt down. The water came and
went, as if it knew | owed it something. Maybe | did. Maybe this victory was
only borrowed. The sea takes back what it gives, always. | washed the blood
from my hands. It wouldn't come off. | rubbed and rubbed until my skin
burned. The salt bit into the wounds, and | thought, this is what purity feels
like—like pain. | dipped my hands deeper into the water, watched the blood
loosen, dissolve, red, thin, disappear. For a moment the sea was pink. Then it
was blue again. As if nothing had happened.

Behind me, | heard voices. Men shouting, laughing, screaming. Some cheered,
others wept. One sang, drunk on victory, on palm wine, on life. | didn't turn
around. | couldn't. | didn't want to see this. Man always celebrates that which
destroys him. | thought of Magellan. His body lay somewhere over there in the
sand, his head half in shadow, half in the sun. | wondered if he knew he was
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going to die when he saw the island. Maybe the sea had told him. Maybe he
was deaf to it.

An old man came to me, one of our shamans, small, wrinkled, with eyes that
had seen more than is good for a human. He said, "The sea took him." |
nodded. "No," he then said. "You took him. But the sea will find you for it." |
looked at him, and for a moment | was a child again. Back then, | had believed
the sea was a living being, with a belly full of the dead, digesting them like
stories. Now | knew that was true. And | had just become part of its meal.

| walked on, slowly, across the sand, over bodies, over shadows. The sun
reflected off his blood as if it were gold. | stepped on it, and it felt like guilt. |
wondered if he had children. A wife. Someone waiting for him. Maybe
somewhere on the other side of the world. Maybe she was telling someone
he'd be back soon. People hope until they die. | was no better. | just hoped the
sea would leave me alone for a few more years.

| sat down in the shade of a palm tree, picked up a calabash of palm wine that
someone had dropped, and drank. It tasted of smoke and sugar, of life and
death in one gulp. | looked at the sea. It shimmered, serene, innocent, as if it
had seen nothing. | laughed softly. "You bastard," | said. "You know exactly
what you've done." A wave rolled in, caressing the sand in response. |
continued drinking.

Bago came back and sat down next to me, silent. We drank, said nothing for a
while. Then he said, "Will we be remembered?" | spat in the sand. "Only until
the next person comes to kill us." He laughed. "Then let's hope it takes a long
time." | nodded. We drank again. The wind came back, carrying the smell of
iron and smoke with it. | wondered if the smell would ever go away. Probably
not. Maybe it's mine now.

A few women came out of the village, looking for their husbands, finding some,
not others. | saw them cry, saw them scream, saw them remain silent. The
silence was worse. | thought of my wife. | knew she would look at me, and |
wouldn't be able to say anything. How do you explain to someone that you
killed someone, not out of hatred, not out of joy, but simply because you were
there?

| stood up, slowly, my body aching, my skin burning. | went back to Magellan's
corpse. | don't know why. Maybe | wanted to be sure he was real. Maybe |
wanted to see if gods had blood. | knelt down, placed my hand on his chest.
Cold. Heavy. Final. | whispered, "You should have stayed where you came
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from." Then | took his sword. It was heavy, beautiful, unnecessary. | held it in
my hand, and it felt wrong. Too smooth. Too shiny. | threw it into the sea. The
water took it, without comment.

| stayed there until the sun set. The sky turned red, as if mocking us. The sand
glowed, and everything smelled of iron. | watched the sea carry Magellan's
blood far out, until it was nothing more than a shadow. | wondered if anyone
over there could see that shadow. Probably not. The sea forgets quickly. Only
humans pretend to remember.

When night came, we lit fires. Men sat around, talking, drinking, laughing. |
remained in the dark. | listened to them, but | wasn't with them. | was by the
sea. | thought of the moment the spear went into him. Of the sound. That dull,
final crack. | knew that sound would remain. Some sounds remain. They follow
you, even when you sleep.

| continued drinking until the palm wine was gone. Then | lay down in the sand,
still warm from the sun, from blood, from life. | stared up at the sky. The stars
watched, cold, unconcerned. Perhaps Magellan saw them too, just before | met
him. Perhaps he thought he was making history. | wasn't thinking anything
anymore. Only that | was tired.

Before | fell asleep, | heard the sea whispering. Very quietly. It didn't say
anything specific, just that endless, steady roar you feel when you know you're
part of something greater—something that can swallow you up and yet still
carry you. | smiled. "I know," | whispered. "l know."

And the smell of iron and sea remained.

The night smelled of smoke and salt. | lay half on the sand, half in the shade,
and the wind came off the sea, carrying the stench of blood, burnt bamboo,
and dead iron. Above me were the stars, dull and indifferent, like old eyes that
have seen too often what people do when they think they're doing the right
thing. | could still hear the clanging in the distance—metal moving in the wind,
armor coming off as the flesh beneath grew cold. | drank. Palm wine, warm,
stale, with a lump of ash in it. It burned, but | needed the burn. It let me know |
wasn't dead yet.

The village had fallen silent. Only the dogs barked sometimes, then silence
again, deeper than sleep. Some men slept by the fires, others watched with
empty eyes over the piles of corpses, as if guarding what they themselves had
killed. | couldn't sleep. | looked up at the sky and wondered if Magellan's soul
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was already on its way. Perhaps it was floating somewhere out there, between
the stars and the current, searching for a harbor that would take it in. | wished
it would drift far away, where the wind knows no names.

| thought of his eyes, of that look just before the end. No hatred, no pleading—
just that faint recognition. | wondered if | would look the same when | died. |
hoped someone would forget me then. Memories are only shackles. And every
hero is merely a prisoner of their story. | never wanted to be a hero. | only
wanted to live, fish, drink, sleep, love, breathe. But the sea has other plans for
the men it likes.

| stood up and walked to the shore. The water was calm, almost gentle, as if it
were trying to deceive me. | stepped in, up to my knees, and watched the
waves play around my legs as if greeting me. | smelled iron again. | always
smelled iron. Maybe it was my hands, maybe my head. | bent over, dipped my
face in the water, and washed my eyes. The salt stung, but the burning was
real. | raised my head and looked out. Out there, the strangers' ships rocked,
dark, silent, without lights. | wondered what they were doing. If they were
praying. If they were cursing. If they knew their God had lost today.

Bamboo crackled behind me. Bago came, holding a torch. His face was half in
shadow, half in the firelight. He looked tired, elderly, empty. "You're not
sleeping," he said. | shook my head. "Can you?" - "No." We stood there, two
men who had seen too much, the sea before us, the smoke behind us. "We
killed him," Bago said, as if he needed to remind himself. "Yes," | replied. "And
yet everything smells the same."

He laughed, short, dry, then sat down in the sand. "l thought it would feel
different." | nodded. "Me too." - "How does it feel?" - "Like the sea. Cold,
beautiful, endless, and if you're not careful, it'll eat you." He stared into the
darkness. "Maybe it'll eat us all." | said nothing.

| sat down next to him, took the bottle, and drank. He took it from me and
drank too. We sat there, like two men waiting for a train that never came. |
heard the chirping of crickets, the lapping of the waves, the distant crackling of
fires. | thought of the dead men, their faces, the moment the sea took them. |
wondered if they were free now or just trapped in a different way.

"Will our children be told we killed him?" Bago asked. | looked at him.
"Probably. But they'll lie." - "Like everyone else." - "Like everyone else." We
were silent. Then he said, "Maybe they'll say you're a god." | spat in the sand.
"I'm not a god. I'm just a man who's stared at the sun too long."
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The wind grew stronger. It smelled of rain. | looked up. Dark clouds crawled
across the sky, slowly, heavily, like animals sniffing the land before devouring it.
"It's going to rain," | said. "Good," said Bago. "Then it'll wash everything away."
| hoped he was right. But some things rain doesn't wash away. Guilt, for
example. Or memories.

| stood up and looked out. The sea no longer glittered. It was black, smooth,
deep. | thought: Maybe the sea isn't a place at all, but a memory. It remembers
everything, every blood, every scream, every name. And if you look into it long
enough, you see yourself in it—smaller, older, emptier. | stood there until the
rain came.

It came quietly, almost cautiously, as if he didn't want to disturb me. First a few
drops, then more. | watched them fall onto the sand, blurring the traces of
blood. The sea absorbed them, drank them in, as if thirsty. | stretched out my
arms, let the water run over my skin. It was cool, clean, alive. | breathed
deeply. Maybe it was forgiveness. Maybe just the weather.

Bago stood up and dropped the torch. The rain extinguished it immediately.
Darkness surrounded us, only the roaring sea, the weeping sky, and
somewhere between us the weight of the night. "Let's talk about everything
tomorrow," he said. | nodded. "If there's still something to talk about."

He walked back to the village, his footsteps heavy on the wet sand. | stayed. |
watched the waves wash Magellan's sword back onto the beach, half buried,
half gleaming. | stepped over and looked at it. | could have taken it, kept it, as a
trophy, as a memento. But | left it. The sea knew where it belonged.

| lay down in the rain, feeling it hit me, dripping, cooling me. | closed my eyes.
Above me was the thunder, below me the sand. | heard the waves coming and
going, regular, calm, like the breath of a sleeping giant. | thought: Maybe the
world is asleep right now, while we lie here awake, believing it revolves around
us.

| felt small, and that was a good thing. Heroes are just men who forget they're
small. I didn't want to be a hero. | just didn't want to have any regrets.

| eventually fell asleep, in the rain, in the salt, in the sound of the sea. |
dreamed of bamboo rattling in the wind, of women laughing, of a sky that
knows no history. | saw Magellan in it, he smiled, and | smiled back. Maybe that
was peace. Maybe it was just the wine.
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When | woke up, the rain had stopped. The sea shone again, the sand was
smooth, as if someone had wiped away the night. But the smell remained. Iron.
Sea. Memory.

| stood up, felt the sun rising again, warm and indifferent. | knew the next day
would come, like all the days. | also knew that nothing would be the same.

The sea whispered something. | listened. It said, "Not over yet." | nodded. "I
know."

And somewhere in the distance the dogs barked again.

Morning came as if it had seen none of this. The sun rose over the horizon, as if
testing the sand to see if it still held life. | stood on the beach, the wind blowing
from the east, soft and damp, bringing with it the smell of smoke and salt.
Overnight, the sea had taken most of the bodies, but some remained. They lay
in the shallow water, arms outstretched, as if still trying to cling to the edge of
this world. Seagulls circled above, loud, greedy, and | let them. The sea takes
what is its own. | had no right to contradict it.

My men began to collect the dead—ours first. We laid them on bamboo mats,
wrapped them in palm leaves. No great rituals, no drums. Just the bare
essentials. Everyone knew that words carry no weight in such moments. One of
the elders murmured a prayer, a quiet, crooked thing that tore apart in the
wind before it found heaven. | saw the women's faces, empty, silent, red from
crying. Children clung to their legs, looked at me as if they knew that what
happened yesterday would change their lives. Perhaps | was now their hero.
Perhaps their curse.

Bago came to me, tired, with chapped lips and red eyes. "The ships are still
there," he said. | nodded. "They're not sailing?" "Not yet." We looked out. In
the distance, the ships swayed, three dark shadows on the shimmering skin of
the sea. They barely moved, only the wind gave them a gentle push. | thought
they looked like predators who had smelled blood but hadn't yet decided
whether to strike again. | knew they wouldn't just disappear. Men like Magellan
leave holes for others to fall into.

| went to the water, bent down, scooped up a handful of sea water, and drank.
It tasted of iron. Perhaps my imagination. Perhaps memory. | spat it out.
Behind me, someone called my name, a woman | knew, half crying, half angry.
She pointed at the strangers' bodies. "What do we do with them?" | looked.
Their armor still gleamed, but underneath everything had gone soft. |
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considered whether they should be buried. Then | thought: No. The sea
brought them, let the sea take them. "Leave them there until the water takes
them," | said. The woman nodded without looking at me.

| watched the waves roll in slowly, quietly, patiently, like an animal reclaiming
its prey. One of the dead strangers turned in the water, face up, mouth open. |
thought he looked more peaceful now than yesterday. Perhaps only in death
do they understand that there is no domination here. | stood there for a long
time, until the sun grew hot, until the sand burned my feet.

Then messengers from Cebu arrived, in small boats, cautious, as if they didn't
know if they were welcome. | knew one of them, a merchant with a face like a
dried mango. He looked at me, and | saw in his eyes that trembling men have
when they carry rumors. "They say you killed the great man," he whispered, as
if the name itself were a curse. | nodded. "Then his king will come," he said. "Or
his brothers. Or other men with iron." | shrugged. "Then let the sea tell them
stories too." The merchant lowered his gaze, as if he didn't want to see what
was coming.

| knew he was right. No king lets his dog die unavenged. Somewhere far
beyond the horizon, another man would find our island on a map, point a
finger at it, and say, "There." And then the ships would come again, bigger,
fuller, crueler. The thought didn't make me angry, just tired. | knew the game.
Someone comes, wants more, loses everything, and the sea redraws the line.

| walked through the village. The night's rain had washed everything clean, but
the smell remained. Iron and ash mixed with the sweet scent of damp bamboo.
Children collected arrowheads from the sand as if they were shells. Old women
hung up wet cloths. Life had the nerve to move on. | envied it for that.

| sat down in front of my hut. The palm wine was almost gone, but | drank the
rest because | saw no reason to leave it. | felt it igniting me again, somewhere
deep in my stomach, and | wished | could ignite it—the pain, the thought, the
sea. But nothing burns underwater. | looked at my hands. Calluses, cuts, blood
trapped in the lines of my skin. | rubbed at it, but it remained. Maybe it's mine
now. Maybe it's my new mark, my crown.

A child came to me, a small boy, barefoot, holding a conch shell. "Lapu-Lapu,"
he said. "Have you conquered heaven?" | laughed. It sounded false, dry. "No," |
said. "Just a man who thought he was heaven." The child frowned, not
understanding anything, but nodded anyway and ran away. Children don't
need truth. They only need stories, and the world is full of them.
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| stayed sitting, listening to the wind blowing through the huts, the tapping of
bamboo against bamboo, the distant cry of a heron. Everything sounded
normal, too normal. | thought: Maybe that's the worst thing about any war—
that the world just keeps going while you stay inside.

When the sun reached its highest point, some men went ashore and burned
what remained: shields, broken spears, strangers' shoes, scraps of flags. The
smoke rose slowly, black, thick, and smelled of iron and grease. | watched it
mingle with the clouds. From a distance, it looked as if the sea itself had begun
to smoke. Perhaps it had. Perhaps this was its way of mourning.

Bago came again. "They'll call us legends," he said. | looked at him. "Then they'll
see our scars too." - "Scars disappear." - "Not these," | said, tapping my chest.
He nodded, understanding.

We walked to the water together. The sun reflected on the smooth surface, as
if it had forgotten that it had seen blood yesterday. | thought of the strangers
on their ships. Somewhere there now they would be praying, writing, cursing.
They would inscribe his name on parchment, making it large, larger than it was.
And making mine small. That's how it always goes. The victors write books, the
dead fall silent. | wondered if one of them would write down my language, my
face, my voice. Probably not. Perhaps for the best. Words are traps.

| looked at the sea, that huge, indifferent beast, stretching and basking as if it
were innocent. | knew it would come back, with other men, other names, new
crosses, new promises. But not today. Today it was mine.

| breathed deeply, smelled salt, smoke, blood, bamboo, life. | thought: Maybe
this was all | wanted—to survive this one morning, with my eyes open, my
breath in my chest. No victory, no glory. Only the knowledge that | stood while
others fell.

| took a handful of sand and let it trickle through my fingers. It stuck to me, like
everything in this country—the air, the sea, the guilt. | smiled. Maybe that's
how it should be. Maybe that's the price you pay for saying no.

Someone called my name behind me. | didn't turn around. | looked out, far out,
where the sea ate the light and the sky slowly turned blue again. | thought of
Magellan, of his sword, of his last sound, of the silence afterward. | thought
that maybe somewhere out there the next one was already coming. And that
then I'd be standing here again. Barefoot, tired, but awake.
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The wind came, warm, salty, carrying the smell of iron and sea. | took a deep
breath, letting it in. Then | turned around and walked back to the village.

The day was still young, but | felt old. And somewhere, far beyond the sound of
the waves, the sea laughed.

When the rain falls on bamboo

The rain came early, before the sun had even begun to rise. | awoke to the
sound of a thousand little fingers drumming on bamboo. That steady, quiet
tapping that reminds you that the world goes on, no matter what you do. | lay
on the mat, smelling the damp ground, the smoke from the extinguished fires,
the sweat of the night. It was silent in the village, only the sound of the rain,
the dripping from the palm leaves, the soft cracking of the bamboo walls as
they stretched in the wet. | stayed there. | didn't want to get out. Outside was
the world, and the world still smelled of blood.

But you can't escape the rain. It creeps everywhere. It finds you. | sat up,
rubbed my eyes, watched the water drip from the edge of the roof, steady,
inexorable. | thought, maybe it's cleansing everything we did yesterday. Maybe
it's washing away the ghosts, the salt, the guilt. But rain isn't a priest. It knows
no sins. It just wets you.

| stood up and stepped outside. The ground was soft and slippery; my feet
sank. Water was dripping, splashing, and running everywhere. Bamboo
glistened, leaves bent under the weight of the drops. | smelled earth, life,
decay. | heard the women who were already awake, their voices muffled by the
rain, like old songs no one quite understands anymore. Children were laughing,
somewhere. | wondered if they knew we made history yesterday. Probably not.
Maybe it was better that way.

| went to the beach. The rain fell in thick strands, like threads of glass. The sea
was gray, still, as if it had exhausted itself. No waves, no wind. Only this
constant roar that kept everything moving and at the same time made it calm. |
looked out where yesterday the strangers' ships had rocked. Two were gone.
One remained. | could barely see it through the rain, but | knew it was there.
Like a memory that refuses to disappear.

| sat down in the sand, letting the rain run over me. | thought about the day
before, the blood, the noise, the iron. | thought about Magellan, his face, the
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sound of the spear striking him. | thought that the rain was now falling on the
same sand where he had died. Maybe it was falling on his blood too. Maybe it
was washing it away. Maybe not. It didn't matter. Blood remains. If not in the
ground, then in heads.

Bago came to me, barefoot, soaked, grinning. "You're sitting here like a wet
dog." | shrugged. "Maybe | am." He sat down next to me, the water running
down his back. "The rain doesn't stop," he said. "It shouldn't." - "Why?" -
"Because | like it when everything's quiet." He nodded. We were silent.

The rain softened everything: the sand, the voices, the thoughts. | saw a few
men gathering wood, soaking wet, tired, but busy. Being busy is the best cure
for overthinking. | wished | could do that, too. But | just sat there, breathing,
smelling, listening. | felt the rain running through my hair, down my face, my
neck, my back. It felt like it wanted to dissolve me.

| thought of my wife. She had looked at me last night when | came home, for a
long time, without a word. Her eyes said enough. | smelled of death, and she
smelled of life. We weren't suited to each other at that moment. | lay down
beside her, but sleep didn't come. | heard her breathing, calm, steady. |
wondered if she was proud or just glad | was alive. Maybe both. Maybe neither.
This morning she was gone, probably with the women mending the huts.
Women are stronger than we are. They don't talk about it. They just do it.

| took a handful of sand, wet and heavy, and dropped it again. The rain washed
it away immediately. That's how it all goes. First solid, then gone. | wondered
how long the name Magellan would last. How long until the sea swallowed it,
until someone else made the same mistake. Maybe soon. People never learn.
Neither did I.

"I dreamed last night," Bago said suddenly. | turned my head. "About what?" -
"About Magellan. He was standing in the sea. The water was up to his chest. He
laughed. Then he just kept walking until only his head was visible. And then
nothing at all." | nodded. "Then the sea kept him." - "Do you think he'll come
back?" - "Everyone comes back, somehow. Maybe with a different name.
Maybe in a different body." - "And you?" - "I'm staying here. | belong to the
sand."

He laughed, quietly, but | heard there was nothing funny about it. We looked
out, the rain fell thicker, heavier, and everything was gray. Gray like iron, gray
like time. | thought of my mother, how she always said that rain was the tears
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of the ancestors. | wondered if they had much to cry about today. Maybe.
Maybe just over us.

| stayed seated until the rain subsided. The sky was still heavy, but brighter. |
stood up, my knees aching, my back too. I'm not a young man anymore. |
looked around. The village was breathing. Children were playing again. Women
were cooking. Men were mending nets. Life, that stubborn thing, was returning
as if yesterday hadn't happened. | envied it.

| went to the palm trees, where the rain still fell in thick drops from the leaves.
Each drop sounded different. It was music known only to the island. I placed
my hand on a trunk, felt the wetness, the coolness. | thought: Perhaps this is
what remains—bamboo, rain, wind. Not words, not glory. Just the sound of
water falling and falling and falling.

| heard voices behind me. A few young men were talking, laughing. | didn't turn
around. | knew they were talking about me. The one who killed Magellan. The
one who said no. They spoke as if | were already a story. | wanted to scream at
them that | was no hero. But | didn't. Words are rain. They fall, they hit, they
disappear.

| went back to the beach, where the first rays of sunlight were breaking
through the clouds. The sea sparkled as if it wanted to forget. | smiled. The sea
never forgets. It just pretends.

| stood there until the rain stopped completely. The sky opened, blue, wide,
empty. | took a deep breath, smelled salt, bamboo, life. | thought: Maybe this is
the beginning. Or the end. Maybe it's the same thing.

The wind dried my skin, but the smell remained. Iron. Sea. And somewhere
beneath it — peace. Or something that pretended to be.

When the rain finally subsided, the air hung heavy and sweet, like after a long
illness. | stood in the damp sand, which gave way beneath my feet, and
watched the steam rise from the ground. The sea shimmered again, pretending
to be innocent. | knew better. Behind me, bamboo sticks tapped; somewhere,
someone beat a drum, softly, without rhythm. Perhaps to dry the soul, perhaps
just to fill the silence. | had forgotten what silence sounded like without blood.

The village awoke slowly, like an animal not knowing whether to get up again.
Women hung wet cloths over ropes, children chased each other through
puddles, their bare feet slapping the ground. The dogs sniffed in the sand,
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finding bones that didn't belong to animals. | watched as one dug up something
white—a piece of hand, perhaps, perhaps just shell. | didn't call him away. The
dogs have their own way of speaking to the gods.

Bago came from the other side of the beach. He carried a bowl of fish, raw and
salted, for me. | took it and ate in silence. It tasted of life, of the sea, of what
remains. "The strangers are gone," he said between breaths. "The last ship
sailed at dawn." | nodded. "Then it will be quieter." - "Or louder when they
come back." We didn't laugh.

| sat down in the shade of a palm tree and looked at the horizon. Out there lay
what they called the world. | had no idea how vast it was. Until yesterday, it
had been nothing but water, sky, and hunger to me. Now it was bigger, more
dangerous. | knew that somewhere there sat a king who would soon learn that
one of his men was lying in my sand. And | knew he would send men to avenge
the sand. Kings understand nothing of the sea. They think it obeys.

A few men came to me, young warriors, proud, nervous. One of them held
Magellan's helmet in his hand. He had pulled it out of the water yesterday. It
still shone as if it were alive. The boy placed it in front of me. "For you," he said.
| looked at him. "Why?" "Because you defeated him." | shook my head. "l don't
want memories made of iron." He stared at me as if he suddenly no longer
understood the world. "What should we do with it then?" "Get rid of it. Melt it
down, make knives out of it. Something useful." The boy nodded, took the
helmet back, but | saw that he wouldn't melt it down. He would keep it,
secretly, as a trophy, as a myth. That's how lies begin.

| leaned back and closed my eyes. The wind blew off the land, bringing the
smell of wet earth and smoke. Behind me, | heard the hammering of stone on
stone—someone was driving new spearheads. | wondered if they thought
there would be peace. Peace is only a pause between two rainstorms.

| thought of Magellan lying in the sand yesterday, his blood mingling with mine.
Perhaps the sea had made something of it—a new color, a new sign. |
wondered if he believed his God was carrying him now, somewhere where the
water doesn't stink. | hoped his God was real, just so he could see how useless
prayers are when the spear comes.

| opened my eyes and saw my men. Some were laughing, others were crying,
still others were simply staring into space. Everyone had their own version of
the war in their heads. | wondered how many of them would lie down in the
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same sand that night again, this time voluntarily. War doesn't just eat you
when it's raging. It continues to chew, slowly, quietly, years later.

My wife came, barefoot, with wet hair. She looked at me, without anger,
without joy. Only that silent knowing that women have when they see a man
has seen too much. She sat down next to me, put her hand on my shoulder.
Not a word. She didn't have to say anything. | sensed that she understood me.
Maybe it was love. Or habit. Maybe it's the same thing.

She looked out to sea. "He was a great man, wasn't he?" she asked. | shrugged.
"He was a man. Nothing more." - "But they'll call him king." - "Then let them.
I've seen many kings die." She nodded. "And they'll call you chief." | looked at
her. "l was yesterday. Today I'm just tired." She smiled weakly. "Then rest."

She left, and | was left alone again. The sea glittered as if it were mocking me. |
took a shell and held it to my ear. As a child, | used to think | could hear the sea
in it. Today, | heard only my own blood. Perhaps that's the same thing.

| stood up and walked through the village. Children ran past me, shouting my
name. | didn't wave. A few men were building new huts that had collapsed in
the night's storm. The rain had softened everything, and the sun now clung to
my skin like sweat. | smelled iron again, ever so slightly, like a memory that
refuses to die.

Old Tano sat on a rock, chewing betel nut, his lips red as blood. "You made
history," he said. | stopped. "No," | replied. "I just stopped someone who didn't
belong here." "That's history." "Then | don't want any." He laughed, that hoarse
laugh that sounded like wind through bones. "History chooses its own victims."
| nodded. He was right.

| continued walking, toward the river. The water was clear, cool, and vibrant. |
washed my face and looked at my reflection. It had grown older, more angular,
more tired. | wondered if Magellan looked like that before he died. | dipped my
hands in the water and let it run down my arms. It was the first time in days
that | felt anything like peace.

| heard footsteps behind me. Bago. He was never far away. "What now?" he
asked. | looked at him. "Now? We wait." - "For what?" - "For the sea to decide
whether to forget us." - "And if not?" - "Then we'll drink." He grinned. "Then I'll
drink first."
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We sat by the river, drinking from a calabash, passing it back and forth. The
taste was warm, earthy, real. "You know what's weird?" he said. "l can't
remember what the sea looked like yesterday, before they came." | thought for
a moment. "Maybe it looked the same." - "No. It was innocent." | shook my
head. "The sea was never innocent. We were just blind."

He laughed, and | laughed with him, but it sounded hollow, as if the sound had
been reverberated from within. The day dragged on. The sky became clearer,
the air hotter. The village filled with voices, sounds, life. Everything continued,
but something inside me remained still.

In the afternoon, the children returned to the beach. They played among the
debris, threw stones into the water, shouted, laughed. One found one of the
strangers' muskets, rusty and heavy. He held it up, proud. | went over and took
it from him. "This isn't a toy," | said. He looked at me, not understanding. |
threw it into the sea. It sank quickly, without resistance. | watched the waves
close in, as if nothing had happened.

| stayed there until the sky turned red. The sun bathed the sea in fire, and for a
moment, it smelled not of iron, but of life. | thought, perhaps this was the scent
of peace—a brief, sweet, fleeting moment between rain and storm. | breathed
deeply, closed my eyes, and the last thing | heard was the gentle tapping of the
bamboo in the wind.

As the sun set, the village became quieter, heavier. The heat lingered in the air
like a forgotten curse. | sat in the shade of the large hut, drinking palm wine
from half a calabash. The day had dragged on, as if it had blisters on its feet.
The rain was gone, but its traces remained everywhere: puddles, steam, the
dripping from the palm leaves. The ground was soft and smelled of fresh wood
and death.

The women placed bowls of rice and fish in front of the huts—for the spirits of
the men who never returned. Some spoke to the shadows, others remained
silent. A child cried, softly, until it fell asleep. | heard the steady crackling of the
bamboo in the wind. The sound was like a heartbeat holding the island
together.

| continued drinking, slowly. Palm wine is honest. It tells you when you've had
enough, but you still don't stop. It had warmed up, tasted more bitter, but |
didn't care. | wanted to feel the burn in my throat so that the other burning—
the one in my head—would subside. | saw the fireplaces, the light flickering
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over faces that looked older than yesterday. Some smiled, but there was
nothing in their eyes worth laughing at. Victory makes you tired.

Bago came with a bowl and sat down next to me. "For the ancestors," he said. |
nodded, took the bowl, and tipped it half into the sand, half into my mouth.
"For those who remain," | murmured. The wine ran down my chin, dripping
onto the earth as if | were soaking it. Maybe | was. Maybe something grows out
of guilt.

We sat there for a while, saying nothing. Then, somewhere, a woman began to
sing. One of the old ones, her voice thin but strong. She wasn't singing a song
about heroes. She was singing about the sea. About rain on bamboo, about
children who sleep, about men who leave and don't come back. | knew the
song. It was older than any memory. It smelled of salt and memories. | closed
my eyes and let it flow through me.

"Do you think they'll leave us alone now?" Bago asked at one point. | opened
my eyes and looked into the fire. "No." - "When will they come?" - "When the
sea is calm again." - "And then what?" | shrugged. "Then we'll do what men
always do. We'll stand up and see who falls first." He nodded, drank, and
grinned wearily. "You talk like you're already dead." | laughed. "Maybe | am, a
little. But the sea always gives you something back before it takes you
completely."

A few younger men joined us. They brought more palm wine, roasted fish, and
smoke. One began to speak—Iloudly, quickly, and proudly. He told how he had
hit one of the strangers with a spear, how the blood had spurted, how the sea
had licked it up. The others laughed, cheered, and patted him on the shoulder. |
looked at him, and he fell silent. "Don't talk about blood while the sand still
tastes it," | said. He looked down. | didn't mean it in a bad way, but | couldn't
bear the word "victory."

| stood up and walked a little way away, toward the beach. The wind was
warm, smelling of smoke and dried fish. | looked out at the sea. It was black,
smooth, and vast. No ship anymore. Only stars on the surface of the water,
moving like breaths. | thought of the men out there who hadn't made it. Of
those the sea had taken that night. | wondered if they were now part of it.
Perhaps they whispered with the waves, perhaps they were already forgotten.

| heard footsteps behind me. It was Tano, the old man, with his stick, as tough
as driftwood. "They're drinking again," he said. | nodded. "Better drink than
pray." - "Drinking doesn't help." - "Neither does pray." He laughed hoarsely.
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"Maybe the rain will help. It washes everything, including you." | looked at him.
"He tried. I'm still dirty." - "Then you'll have to wait. Bamboo doesn't grow
overnight either." | smiled. Old men speak in riddles, but sometimes there is
truth in the gaps between the words.

We stood side by side, looking out to sea. Tano spat in the sand. "Magellan," he
said. "A name that will remain." | nodded. "l know." - "And your name will
remain with him." - "Then let it. But | want them to tell me correctly." - "They'll
lie." - "I know." The wind grew stronger, carrying the smell of palm wine and
fire. | closed my eyes. "Then let them lie. I'm too tired to stop them."

He left, and | was left alone with the sea. | heard the cracking of bamboo poles
from the village, the clinking of bowls, the soft hum of voices. Everything
mingled with the sound of the waves into a noise that sounded like memory. |
drank the rest of the wine, threw the calabash into the water. It floated briefly,
spun around, then disappeared. | watched it until there was nothing left.

| thought about the future. Not about kings, not about war. | thought about the
children who would play in the sand again tomorrow. About the bamboo that
would grow again, even if rain and wind broke it. | thought that perhaps that
was precisely our victory: that we stayed.

| returned to the village. The fire had shrunk. Men slept in a circle, women
gathered the leftovers, tucked in the children. | sat down next to my wife. She
was awake, looking at me. "You smell of the sea," she said. | nodded. "And you
of life." She smiled tiredly. "Then we'll be balanced again." | lay down, the sand
warm beneath me, the night heavy. | heard the wind blowing through the
bamboo walls, the song of the elders in the distance.

Before | fell asleep, | thought: Perhaps the sound of rain on bamboo is the only
thing that holds the world together. This steady dripping that says: You're still
alive, even if you've forgotten.

| closed my eyes. The wine rushed through my blood, the sea breathed
somewhere outside, and above me hung a sky that promised nothing. | was
content with that.

| woke up with a head that sounded like someone had thrown stones in it. The
palm wine had been bad or too much, probably both. The sun was already high,
hot, merciless. | smelled myself—sweat, smoke, salt. That was the smell of
survival, Tano once said. | would have preferred to smell of nothing.
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Outside, the village was already awake. Children were laughing again,
somewhere stones were clattering against fish, women were washing dishes by
the river, men were mending nets. Life was tough. It crept back, no matter how
much blood was poured over its head. | stepped outside, my eyes squinting,
the light cutting into my face. The ground was steaming, damp and warm.
Everywhere smelled of earth.

| walked past the huts, nodding to the people. Some looked at me with this
new look—respect or fear, | couldn't tell. Both are exhausting. A small boy
stood in the way, staring at me. | stopped. "What do you want?" He hesitated,
then: "You killed the white king." | laughed; it sounded ugly. "l only killed one
man." The boy frowned and ran away.

| continued on to the beach. The sky was clear, the sea calm, almost too calm.
As if it were waiting for something. Only remnants lay on the sand—broken
spears, torn fabrics, a leather shoe that stank of death. | kicked it into the
water. The sea took it immediately. | thought of the day, of the faces, of
Magellan. His name had already changed in my mind. Yesterday he was a man.
Today he was a shadow.

Bago came with a net on his shoulder, dripping wet. "The catch was good," he
said. "Perhaps the gods are hungry again." | nodded. "Or the sea is trying to
ingratiate itself." He laughed. "You don't even trust the water anymore." - "I
don't trust anything that's stronger than me."

We sat down in the sand and shared the fish. The taste was fresh, metallic,
almost like blood, but better. | asked him, "Are you asleep?" - "No. Whenever |
close my eyes, | hear the sea breathing." - "Me too." We were silent.

The sea was blue today, almost beautiful. | hate postwar beauty. It seems like
mockery. The sun reflected on the waves, little knives of light. | felt empty, so
empty that even the wind couldn't move me anymore. | thought: Maybe this is
the price. Not pain. Not fear. Just emptiness.

At the edge of the village, they burned the last remnants of the weapons.
Smoke rose, gray and sluggish. Women sang along, those songs that sound like
farewells, but are so old that no one knows for whom they were originally
sung. | listened, and for a moment, the war was there again—in the air, in the
sound, in my skin.

Tano came over, leaning on his stick. "You look like you're looking for a god." |
grinned. "If | find one, I'll kill him. Then we'll have peace." He nodded, chewing
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on his nut. "You don't kill gods. You replace them." - "Then you find a new
one." - "l already have mine. He's sitting over there." He pointed to the sea. |
looked out. "Bad god." - "The worst," he said, "but the only one that remains."

Later, | went to the river, washed myself, and drank the cold water. It tasted
like stone, clean, real. My hands were sore, covered in blisters. | rubbed off the
dirt, but the smell remained. Iron. Always iron. | thought of Magellan's sword
lying somewhere in the sea, perhaps already covered in algae. A beautiful
thought—that even iron eventually softens.

On the way back, | met my wife. She was carrying baskets of herbs she had
gathered on the slope. "For the wounds," she said. | nodded and helped her
carry them. We walked side by side in silence. The silence between two people
who know too much is the most honest. She stopped in front of our hut. "Will
you fight again?" she asked. | looked at her. "Only if they come." "They will
come." | nodded. "l know."

She placed her hand on my chest, where my heart beat. "Then at least stay
alive while you do it." I smiled. "I'll try." She went inside. | stayed outside. |
didn't want to sit between walls. | needed some wind.

The afternoon came heavy and sluggishly. | lay down in the shade, listening to
the bamboo tap, regular, like breathing. | thought that maybe the rain was right
— everything becomes soft if you just hold still long enough. | wanted to hold
still. At least today.

But in the periphery of my vision, | saw the sea again. It was barely moving, but
| sensed it still carried something within it—the memory of yesterday, the dead
men, the smell of blood. | wondered if the sea was dreaming. And if so,
whether | was in its dream or it was in mine.

Bago came again, bringing wine. "Just a sip," he said. | took the calabash and
drank. The taste was warm, familiar. "You have to be careful," he said. "If you
drink too much, you'll be talking to the sea." | laughed. "Then at least it'll have
company."

We sat next to each other again, two men without answers, but with enough
wine to forget the questions. | watched the sun set, red, fat, tall. | thought of
the rain, the drops on the bamboo, the silence afterward. | thought that maybe
everything would come back the same way. Blood, rain, bamboo, wind. Always
the same chapters, just different names.
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When it got dark, | got up. "I'm going to sleep," | said. Bago nodded. "Don't
dream." "I'll try." | went into my hut and lay down. | smelled of salt, my skin
was sticky, and so were my thoughts. | closed my eyes, and before | fell asleep,
| heard the sound again—rain, somewhere in the distance, falling on bamboo.

And for a moment the world was peaceful.

That night the dream came back. | lay somewhere between water and sand,
not awake, not asleep, and everything was blue. The sea was calm, but it was
breathing. Each breath lifted me, then lowered me again, as if | were a leaf. |
heard voices in the water, not words, only sounds, muffled, like stones moving
beneath the surface. | wanted to get up, but my body didn't belong to me.
Then | saw him. Magellan. Not as a man, but as a shadow of light and rust. He
stood barefoot on the water that didn't break beneath him. He smiled. Not an
enemy smile, not mockery. Just that empty smile that says: I'm still here.

"Why have you come?" | asked. | didn't know if | was speaking or just thinking.
He raised his hand, pointing at the sea behind him. | saw faces in it. His men.
Their eyes glowed, their mouths moved, but | heard nothing. "You're gone," |
said. "Stay where you are." He shook his head. "We'll never leave," he said, and
the voice sounded as if it were coming from the ground beneath my feet. |
wanted to scream, but the sand rose up to my neck and the sea filled my
mouth. | tasted salt, iron, wine, all of it together.

| woke up drenched in sweat. It was still dark outside. The wind had shifted. It
was now coming from the sea, cold, biting, smelling of seaweed and death. | sat
up, breathing heavily. My wife was asleep, her breathing calm and even. |
envied her peace. | stood up and stepped outside. The sky was clear, the stars
sharp. | saw the sea glitter, saw it move, as if there were something beneath it.
| walked closer, barefoot, the sand cool and damp.

Waves rolled in, shallow, quiet. They were bringing something with them. At
first | thought it was flotsam, then | saw it was a body. A dead fish? No. A
person. One of the strangers, bloated, pale, with his mouth open. The sea had
given him back. | looked at him, and for a moment | thought he would open his
eyes. | bent down, turned him onto his back. His face was unrecognizable,
swollen, but | recognized the helmet. | knew him. One of Magellan's men.
Perhaps his helmsman. Perhaps a nobody.

| stood there, the water up to my knees, the wind in my hair, the dead man
between us. | thought: The sea has a sense of humor. It spits back what it
doesn't like. | grabbed the body by the shoulders and pulled it further out. The
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water was cold, biting. | let it go, watched the waves take it. It turned, drifted,
disappeared. | said nothing. Words are useless when the sea is listening.

| stayed there until my legs went numb. Then | went back and sat down on the
beach. The sky began to brighten. The first birds, the first voices. | lit a small
fire, just to get rid of the trembling. | thought about the dream, about Magellan
on the water. Maybe it wasn't guilt. Maybe just memory. But memory is more
persistent than guilt.

Bago came later, saw the fire, saw me. "You never sleep," he said. | shook my
head. "The sea is waking me." - "What did it say this time?" - "Nothing. It gave
me back a man." He looked at the water. "Alive?" - "Dead enough." He nodded.
We sat there for a while without speaking. Then he said, "Sometimes | think the
sea knows who we are. It remembers names." | grinned. "Then it should forget
mine."

The sun rose, languid, large. The light fell flat across the sand, turning
everything gold, as if it were playing a joke on us. Beauty after blood is always a
joke. I stood up and stretched. My body felt like wood. "l was dreaming," | said.
"He was there." Bago looked at me. "He?" - "Magellan." - "Did he curse you?" |
laughed. "No. He just smiled." - "Then he's really dead."

We returned to the village. The day smelled of smoke and fish. Women were
cooking, children were collecting shells, dogs were barking. Everything was
normal, too normal. | thought that maybe life was just a trick the world was
playing to make you believe there was peace. | looked into the faces of my
men, their skin glistening with sweat, their eyes from lack of sleep. | wondered
if they were dreaming too.

Tano sat under a tree, chewing his nut, staring at the sun. "You're seeing
ghosts," he said as | walked by. | stopped. "Maybe they're real." - "Then talk to
them. Maybe they just want to be heard." - "I've listened to them. They're not
saying anything worthwhile." - "Then drink less." | laughed. "Palm wine brings
them here, not away." He grinned. "Then drink twice as much."

| kept walking, feeling the burning in my shoulders, the pulling in my hands. |
thought: Maybe this is all that remains. The body remembers when the mind
forgets. | wanted to forget. But the sea was too loud.

In the afternoon, the wind returned stronger. It brought the smell of iron.
Again. | swore | smelled it. Maybe just my imagination. Maybe also a warning. |
looked out. Nothing. Just waves, light, sky. But somewhere out there was
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something. | knew it. Men like Magellan don't come alone, and the sea doesn't
forget what it has lost.

| sat there for a long time until the sky changed color again. Then | went back to
the village. My wife was cooking. The scent of herbs hung in the air. | sat down,
ate, and said nothing. She looked at me, didn't ask any questions. That was
good. | didn't want any more words.

That night, before | fell asleep, | heard rain again. First faintly, then heavier.
Drops on bamboo, that sound again. Steady. Peaceful. | thought: Maybe that's
the voice of the sea when it's being kind. Maybe it's trying to lull me to sleep
before it takes me. | smiled into the darkness. "Not today," | whispered. Then
sleep came.

And in the dream there was water again. Always water.

In the morning, the sea was smooth as oil again. No wind, no waves, just that
uncomfortable calm that reeks of a storm. | stood on the beach, barefoot, and
the sand was cool. Behind me, pigs bellowed, children shrieked, someone
hammered on wood. The village was alive. | thought: Life is a stubborn animal.
You can slit its throat, and it will get up and eat again the next day.

Bago came with a net full of fish. He grinned. "Today the sea hasn't forgotten
us." I helped him spread the net. Fish wriggled, silver, alive. One jumped
against my chest and fell into the sand. | picked it up and threw it back into the
water. "One goes," | said. Bago snorted. "You're getting soft." "Maybe | already

am.

We worked for a while, in silence. The sun burned, the air still. Then | heard
voices from the village, hurried, excited. | saw a boy running up, barefoot, wet
with sweat. "Boats!" he shouted. "To the north!" | looked at Bago. He dropped
the net. We ran up the path to the rock above the bay. The wind was from the
south, heavy, damp. | smelled nothing but salt. But on the horizon, where sky
and water kissed, there were dots. Black. Small. Too many to be fishermen.

"They're coming," said Bago. | nodded. "Still a long way off." - "But they're
coming." We stood there, and the wind grew stronger. The palm trees tilted.
The bamboo thumped. | felt my stomach tighten. Not fear. Something else.
That ancient knowledge that peace is only a respite.

We returned to the village. The news had already spread. Men stood in groups,
talking loudly. Women gathered children and carried supplies to the huts. One
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asked, "What do we do?" | looked at him. "Nothing. Not yet." - "When they
come?" - "Then we'll see if the sea likes us or hates us."

| sat down in front of my hut and picked up the spear | hadn't wanted to touch
yesterday. | looked at it. It was old, splintered, but real. | ran my fingers over
the blade. It was blunt. | took a stone and began to sharpen it. The sound was
rough, honest. It calmed me. Every blow said: You're still alive.

Tano came, slowly, his back bent, his gaze clear. "Boats?" he asked. | nodded.
"How many?" - "More than we'd like." He chewed on his nut. "Then the rain
will come again." - "Maybe. Maybe fire too." He grinned. "Fire is more honest."
| looked at him. "I'm tired, Tano." - "Then be tired. But stay put when the wind
changes."

| went to the river and washed my face. The water was cool, sweet. | saw my
reflection, the lines around my eyes deeper, my skin darker. | thought that wars
teach a man nothing but patience. | wanted none more. | dipped my head in
the water, held my breath until it burned. Then | came up, spluttering. The sky
spun, the light blinding. | felt clearer.

In the afternoon, men from a neighboring village arrived. Three boats, ten men,
exhausted. They brought fish, salt, and fear. One told me he'd seen strange
sails on the neighboring island—Ilarge, white, with crosses. | listened, but said
nothing. He spoke of thunder made of metal, of smoke, of men with shining
skin. | already knew that. He looked at me, waiting for an answer. | simply said,
"Then the sea was greedy."

He swallowed, nodded, and left. | stayed seated, drinking palm wine, even
though the sun was still up. Bago came and sat down next to me. "They say
these ships are different. Bigger." | nodded. "Every king builds bigger ships,
until the sea swallows them all." - "And if they really come?" - "Then we'll go
back to what we do. Fight, die, drink. In that order or the other way around."

He grinned, but his eyes weren't laughing. "Sometimes | envy the fish. They just
swim away." - "Fish drown too when the net comes." We were silent.

The sun slowly set, turning the water red. | smelled iron again, or | imagined it.
Maybe the wind was full of it. Maybe that's what the world smelled like when it
remembers. | looked out and thought of Magellan. Maybe he was laughing
somewhere out there right now. Maybe he was waiting.
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That evening, | gathered the men. We sat in a circle, bamboo fires between us.
The smoke rose lazily. | looked into their faces. Some young, some old, all with
the same eyes. | said, "I know what you've heard. Maybe they'll come. Maybe
not. But no matter who comes—we're here. And we were here before their
gods learned to walk on water. We won't forget that."

No one clapped. No one cheered. That was good. Cheering is cheap. They
nodded, quietly, seriously. Then they stood up and went to their huts. | stayed
alone by the fire. The smoke burned my eyes. | thought: Maybe it would be
easier to leave. But where to when the sea knows you?

Later, my wife came. She put a blanket over my shoulders, smelling of herbs
and rain. "I'm scared," she said. | nodded. "Me too." - "Don't say that out loud."
- "Why?" - "Because they need you." | looked at her. "I'm just a man." - "That's
enough." She left, and | stayed with the fire.

| heard the wind. It had changed. It was coming from the north again. | knew
what that meant. | looked out, where darkness swallowed the sea. Somewhere
out there, someone was counting their cannons. | thought: Maybe the sea is
tired of all of us. Maybe it just wants to sleep.

| lay down on the sand, still warm from the day. | smelled smoke, salt, and
bamboo. Above me hung the sky, full of stars that didn't interest me. | closed
my eyes. The sea roared. And for a moment, it sounded like rain again.

The rain came back, like a dog that was never really gone. First quietly, then
louder, then quiet again, as if searching for the beat. It woke me up. My wife
was asleep, curled up, her skin glistening in the dim light of the embers. | got up
and stepped outside, barefoot, the ground soft, warm, alive. The village was
silent, only the dripping, the rustling, the whispering. Bamboo in the wind,
water on palm leaves, the breath of the island. | smelled the sea, even though |
couldn't see it. | smelled iron. Always iron.

| walked to the shore. The water was black, choppy. Lightning flashed far out,
where sky and sea kiss. | thought: There they are. Somewhere there. Men who
don't know us, but know we exist. Men who think they bring light, but carry
only fire. | saw the waves coming, steady, patient. The sea spoke again, in that
language no one truly understands. | listened. Maybe it was saying, "Prepare
yourself." Maybe it was just saying, "I'm still here."

| sat down in the sand and let the rain run over me. It wasn't a cold rain. It was
that slow, tropical, lazy rain that wets everything but washes nothing. | closed
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my eyes. | heard bamboo slapping, the wind whistling, a child coughing, a
woman humming somewhere. Everything was normal, and that was precisely
what frightened me. Peace is the most dangerous illusion.

Bago came, of course. | heard him before | saw him. He stepped beside me,
carrying no weapon, just a palm leaf cloak. "You're sitting here again." |
nodded. "The rain is more honest than the sun." - "What does it tell you?" -
"That it will come back, always. That we're all just waiting for the next one to
fall." He laughed softly. "You talk like an old man." | looked at him. "Maybe | am
one. Maybe | already was before | had to fight."

He sat down next to me. We looked out at the Black Sea. "I saw the boats
again," he said. "Three. Maybe more." | nodded. "They're coming slowly. The
sea is testing them." - "And us?" - "It tests us every day."

We were silent for a while. The rain beat harder, dancing on the water, making
the night glassy. | watched the waves roll ashore, breaking and rebuilding. |
thought: This is what we are like. Breaking, building, breaking. | wanted to say
this to Bago, but the words stuck. He knew it anyway.

"Sometimes | think the sea wants to show us something," he said suddenly.
"What?" - "How small we are." | nodded. "Small, but loud." - "Loud enough?" |
grinned. "Never loud enough to be forgotten."

The wind shifted. The rain hit my face. | tasted salt, water, air. | thought of
Magellan. | saw him again, falling, slowly, like a tree. No scream, no thunder.
Just that dull, human sound. | wondered if anyone on his ship was thinking of
him that night. Maybe a boy who admired him. Maybe no one. The sea devours
everything. Even names.

| stood up and looked out. The rain was falling slantingly, the wind was pushing
the sea against the shore. It looked as if it wanted to come ashore. | raised the
spear I'd brought with me. | didn't know why. No enemy, no battle, just rain.
But the body remembers before the head understands. | held it tight, felt the
wood in my hand, rough, real. | breathed deeply.

"Do you think they'll come?" Bago asked. | nodded. "Everyone comes
eventually. Kings, gods, traders, murderers. The sea brings them. And the sea
takes them." - "And if we fall this time?" - "Then we'll fall into the sand. It
knows us. It will gently receive us." He laughed, shook his head. "You're a
strange man." | grinned. "l am a man. That's enough."
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We walked back to the village, slowly, the rain at our backs, the sea behind us.
Small fires burned in the huts. Children slept, women murmured prayers they
didn't understand. The smell of wet earth, smoke, salt, life hung over
everything. | saw my wife in the doorway. She held her hand over the flame as
if trying to tame it. | approached her, and she looked at me. "Is the war coming
back?" she asked. | nodded. "It never stopped."

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then stepped aside. | placed the spear
against the wall and sat down. The rain pattered on the roof, loud, beautiful,
merciless. | took a sip of wine and handed her the bowl. She took it and drank
too. We said nothing. Sometimes two people are only silent because the world
outside is too loud.

| heard the dripping above us, the sound of water on bamboo. It had a rhythm,
like drums. Perhaps it was the song of the gods. Perhaps just the reminder that
we are still breathing. | felt the ground vibrate, as if the island itself were
listening. | thought that this is all we have: rain, sand, sea, breath. And that's
enough.

Later, when the rain subsided, | stepped outside again. The sky was dark, but
the east was already glowing faintly. The night was fading. | looked out,
searching the horizon. The boats were still there, small, patient, waiting. |
thought: They have time. The sea never rushes.

| sat down in the sand. The wind had died down. | heard bamboo dripping,
rhythmically, evenly, almost soothingly. | thought: When rain falls on bamboo,
it always sounds the same, no matter who has died, no matter who comes.
That is consolation. That is a curse.

| stayed until the sky brightened. The sun crept out of the water, red, slowly,
unhurried. | smelled the salt, felt the wind. | knew what was coming. And |
knew | would stay. Not out of pride. Not out of duty. Simply because | was
here, and so was the sea.

The bamboo tapped behind me, rain dripped, softly, steadily. | closed my eyes.
Maybe the sky was crying. Maybe it was laughing. Maybe that's the same thing.
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The Dogs of Mactan

The dogs came first. They smelled death before the wind brought it. Thin,
yellow creatures with ribs like knives, tongues of leather, eyes like glowing
stones in the shadows. They ran through the village, sniffing, growling, licking in
places better left untouched. | watched them from the edge of my hut, skulking
between bamboo and fire pits, silent, clever, free. No fear, no guilt. | envied
them.

The morning was hot and sticky. The rain had stopped, but the humidity
remained, heavy as a blanket. Smoke hung in the air—burned wood, fish, salt,
sweat. | took the first sip of palm wine before sunrise. Just to get the taste of
metal out of my mouth. The wine didn't help. Nothing helped.

The dogs suddenly barked. Loudly. All at once. Not a fight, not a game. A
warning. | stepped outside, barefoot, the sun still behind the clouds. Bago came
toward me, a spear in his hand. "They smell something," he said. "Maybe just
wind," | suggested. "Maybe more."

| followed her gaze. There was something lying down on the beach. Something
large. A body. A whale? No. | saw it immediately. Wood. Dark. Splintered. A
boat. A stranger. It had no mast, no sail, just remains, charred, as if the sea had
spat it out. And inside —two men. White, pale, dead. One without a face, the
other with his mouth open. | saw the wound. Not an arrow. Not a spear. Fire.
The skin blackened, the fingers clenched.

The dogs ran over, licking the salt from their bones. | let them. The sea brings,
the sea takes. We're just in between.

Bago bent over the bodies. "Not from here," he said. | nodded. "From there,"
and pointed to the sea. "The boats from the north." - "Then they're closer." -
"Or the sea got hungry."

We burned the bodies that same day. | didn't want them in the ground. The
smoke rose lazily, carried across the bay by the wind. It smelled of grease, of
sulfur, of memories. Tano came, leaned on his stick, and watched. "The sea
spits out its secrets," he murmured. | didn't answer. | thought of Magellan.
Perhaps this was his last greeting. Perhaps this was a warning.

The village watched the fire in silence. Women held children, men stood there
with empty eyes. One asked, "What if more come?" | turned to him. "Then
we'll know what to do." - "Fight?" - "Live."
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As the sun rose, the smoke thinned. The wind blew off the land, carrying the
stench away. | stood there until the fire was just embers. Then | kicked the
sand, searched for remnants, and found a piece of metal—a knife, perhaps,
bent, rusty. | picked it up. It was warm, heavy. | smelled it. Iron. The sea has the
same smell as blood. | tucked it into my belt. Not as a trophy. Just a memory.

Later, when the sun was over the water, the dogs returned. More than before.
Twelve, thirteen perhaps. They hunted along the edge of the village, eating
scraps, biting into mussels thrown by children. One, tall, gray, with a scar over
his eye, came to me. He stopped, looked at me. | stared back. We understood
each other. Two animals who knew what pain was. He didn't growl. He lay
down. | let him.

Bago saw this and laughed. "Now you have a dog." | shrugged. "Maybe he has

me.

The sun burned brighter, the air vibrated. | went to the river and washed my
face. The water was lukewarm, tasted of clay. | saw my reflection. Tired. Older.
| wondered if warriors age, or if they simply die longer.

When | returned, the village was louder. Men shouted, children screamed, dogs
barked. | saw the reason immediately: two boats approaching the bay. Small,
but fast. No sails, just oars. | grabbed the spear without thinking. Reflex. Old
habit.

The boats came closer. | saw faces—brown skin, black hair. Not strangers. Men
from a neighboring island. | knew them. Traders, sometimes friends,
sometimes thieves. They rowed hard, fear in their eyes. | saw it. | smelled it.

They pulled the boats ashore. One jumped out, almost falling. "Lapu-Lapu!" he
cried. "They're coming!" | looked at him. "Who?" "The men with the crosses!"
His voice broke. "They're burning villages! Smoke everywhere! They say they're
looking for you!"

| looked out to where the sky and the sea met. | felt the blood rushing in my
ears. "How many?" "More than you can count."

| nodded. "Then they haven't forgotten me."

The village was silent. | heard only the wind. And the dogs. They howled. Long,
deep, almost human.
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| went into my hut, took my spear, my old shield. | checked the wood, the
blade, the handle. Everything was fine. Everything was familiar. My wife stood
in the doorway. "Again?" she asked. | nodded. "Again." - "And this time?" -
"This time they're listening."

She approached me and placed her hand on my chest. "Come back." | said
nothing. | couldn't lie.

| stepped outside and saw the men. "Prepare yourselves," | said. "But not for
war. For the sea." "What do you mean?" asked Bago. | pointed to the boats.
"The sea is bringing them. The sea will take them. We're just the knife between

us.

They nodded, no one objected. | looked at the dogs again. The gray one was
still standing there, his eyes half-closed, as if he knew what was coming. | held
out my hand. He came closer, sniffed, and licked my fingers. | grinned. "If
you're smarter than me, you'll run."

He stayed.
The wind grew stronger. | smelled iron again. | smelled fear. | smelled the sea.

| looked out where the waves were beginning to roll. Out there lay the future,
big, black, hungry. | spat into the sand, gripped the spear tighter. "Then they'll
come."

Behind me, the dog howled. And somewhere far away, the sea laughed.

The sky was too still. The sea too smooth. That kind of calm that isn't peace,
but the inhalation before the scream. | stood on the beach, the sun burning on
the back of my neck, and the wind was gone. No rustling, no bird, no dog. Only
this creeping silence. The men stood behind me, barefoot, shields of bamboo,
spears, bows, blades of stone. Arms covered with scars, eyes full of foreboding.
No one said anything. They knew what | knew. That no rain would help today.

Then we saw them. First small dots. Then sails. White, large, impatient. Three,
four, five. Maybe more. They moved slowly, like fat animals sniffing out the
scent of blood. | smelled iron in the wind long before it hit us. | hate that smell.
It makes everything real.

Bago stepped beside me. "They're really coming," he said. | nodded. "They
think they're taking back what they lost." - "Taking back what?" - "Their fear." |
grinned, but my mouth was dry. | knew we were no match for them. Not in
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numbers, not in iron, not in fire. But the sea liked us. It had let us live
yesterday. Perhaps it would do so again.

The dogs came back. They ran along the shore, barking, howling, circling. One—
the gray one with the scar—stood right in front of me. He growled, deep,
rhythmic. | looked into his eyes. There was no hatred, only warning. | nodded.
"I know," | said. "l smell it too."

The village was awake. Women carried water, food, and children. Old men
prayed quietly, with words older than any god from Castile. The bamboo beat
like a heart. | heard someone singing. Not a song of victory. A song of staying.

| went to the hut, took my knife, and tied my hair back. My wife stood in the
doorway. "How many?" she asked. "Enough," | said. She nodded. Not a
tremble. Not a word. Only this knowledge between us that every night could be
the last. | wanted to say something to her—something humane. Nothing came.
| kissed her forehead, tasted salt. Then | left.

We stood in a line on the shore. Barefoot, sweaty, silent. The sea rolled slowly,
evenly. The ships came closer. | saw the crosses on their sails, those white lies

on red cloth. | thought of Magellan. | thought of his face as he fell. | wondered

if any of these men knew him. Perhaps they were sailing for him. Perhaps they
wanted to clear his name with my blood. | laughed softly. "Then let them clean
it."

Bago looked at me. "What are you laughing at?" - "Gods who send men." -
"And men who believe them?" | nodded. "Especially them."

The ships kept their distance, maybe half a mile out. Cannons, black, silent, like
eyes watching. | felt the wind again. It was coming from the east. Good for us. |
hoped it would disturb them. The sea had a sense of humor. Perhaps it would
spit them out again.

A boat detached itself from the first ship. Small, with rowers. | counted six. In
the middle stood a man in metal, shining, ridiculous. A helmet like a pot, a
chest of gold. He looked like a god who didn't know he was made of flesh. |
thought of the spear in my hand, of the line in the air as it flies. | thought that
every god bleeds.

The boat approached. The man stood up. He shouted something, a language |
didn't understand. Words that sounded like wind. | looked at Bago. "What does
he want?" "He's talking to himself." | nodded. "Then let him finish."
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He raised his hand and pointed at me. | understood. He wanted me. The dog
next to me growled again. | grinned. "Yeah, | know, bro."

Then came another sound. Muffled. Heavy. The air vibrated. The first shot. |
saw the fire leap from the boat, saw the water splash, saw the sand explode in
the air. One of my men fell, without a cry. Just a dull thud. | saw his face.
Nothing. No pain, no anger. Just that emptiness when life runs out.

| raised my spear and screamed. Not out of courage. Out of rage. Out of
tiredness. Out of that deep, ancient rage men feel when someone takes their
land, their sea, their peace. The men behind me answered. Their screams
mingled with the barking of the dogs. The sky vibrated. The sea screamed back.

A second shot. Then a third. Smoke, fire, water, blood. | smelled iron, salt, fear.
| saw the dogs run, straight into the water, barking, howling. | swore they
wouldn't come back. | ran after them. Not out of bravery. Out of defiance. If
the sea wants them, let it take me.

| reached the surf, the water up to my knees. | threw the spear. It flew, sliced
through the air, and hit the boat. Not the man in gold, but someone beside
him. | heard the scream, short, ugly. The boat rocked. | screamed again, louder.
| wanted them to hear me, to their kings, to their churches, to their gods. |
wanted them to know that Mactan lives.

Then they turned around. Fast, shallow, cowardly. They rowed back, smoke
trailing them, fire, noise. | stopped. The water around my legs was red. | didn't
know whose blood it was. Mine, theirs, it didn't matter. Blood is blood. It
always smells the same.

The dogs returned. Two were missing. The gray one stayed with me, breathing
heavily. | knelt and placed my hand on his head. "Good dog," | said. He licked
my hand, tasted my blood. | grinned. "The sea likes you."

Bago came, coughing, wet. "They'll be back," he said. | nodded. "Of course." -
"When?" - "When the wind changes."

| looked out. The ships were still there. Large. Silent. Observing. They had time.
We didn't.

| turned around and saw the village. Children were crying, women were
carrying water, men were cursing, mending arrows, bandaging wounds. And
above it all: the bamboo. Beating. Steadily. Like a heart that refuses to stop.
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| sat down in the sand. The dog lay down next to me. | looked at the waves. |
thought: We are the dogs of Mactan. We bark, we bleed, we stay.

And somewhere far out, the sea smelled of iron.

The next morning smelled of smoke and sulfur. The sea was calm, but the sky
looked as if someone had rubbed soot into it. The sun rose sluggishly, without
strength. | stood there, barefoot in the sand, damp with the blood of the
previous day. It stuck to my feet, and | let it. The sand knew who it belonged to.

The ships were still out there, farther away now, but visible. Like wounds on
the water. | counted them. Five. No, six. One smaller, perhaps damaged. | saw
no movement, no rudder, no sail. Only those dark bodies, waiting. | knew they
were thinking. That they were planning. That they were angry. Men who think
they have gods on their side are always angry, if that isn't enough.

Bago came behind me, his feet heavy in the sand. He carried yesterday's spear,
still bloody. "They've retreated," he said. | nodded. "Just to reload properly."
"How many shots do they have left?" | shrugged. "More than we have arrows."

We stood there, silent. The wind was blowing from the west, warm and salty.
The dogs were lying nearby; | counted them—eight. Two were missing, as | had
thought. The gray one with the scar was sleeping next to my leg. His flank rose
calmly, evenly. | envied him. He didn't know what waiting was.

In the village, men were chipping stones into wood. New spears, new arrows,
new hope. The women were collecting water, drying fish, weaving baskets.
Everything looked like everyday life, but every look was alert. Every step was
cautious. Peace after blood is always theater.

| sat down, picked up some sand, and let it trickle through my fingers. It stuck
to my skin, leaving marks. | thought of Magellan. | thought of the Man in Gold
from yesterday. | wondered how many more would come, how many names
the sea would have to swallow before it was full. Maybe it was never full.
Maybe the sea was the only god honest enough to admit it was hungry.

"I was dreaming," Bago said suddenly. | looked at him. "About what?" "About
dogs. They ran across the water, barking until the sky fell." | laughed softly.
"Then wake up before it does." He nodded, grinning crookedly. "I'm afraid to
wake up."

We walked through the village, past men sharpening arrows, women mending

cloth, children pretending to play but looking over their shoulders too often.
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One asked, "When will they leave?" | replied, "When the sea gets tired of
them." He didn't understand, but nodded anyway.

| washed my face at the river; the water was clear and cool. It smelled of life,
not death. | stayed there for a long time, staring into the water, seeing my
reflection, distorted by the wind. | thought: That man down there killed
Magellan. And now what? Nothing. Just a face. Just one more breath. The sea
laughs at such victories.

Tano, the old man, came. He leaned on his stick, his eyes like fire without light.
"You're waiting for something you already know," he said. | looked at him. "I'm
waiting for the sea to decide." - "The sea never decides. It takes because it
can." - "Then let it take." - "And what's left?" - "The dogs."

He laughed, a dry laugh that sounded like betel nut. "You're getting old, boy." -
"I was never young." He nodded. "That's true."

In the afternoon, the wind picked up. Light at first, then stronger. The ships
moved, sails flapping as if waking up. | saw it, felt it, smelled it. Iron. Again. |
hate how familiar this has become. Bago came with the others, looked out.
"They're not coming any closer.” - "Not yet." - "Maybe they're scared." - "No.
They're just counting their dead."

We waited. The wind died down again. The sun set. The sky turned red, so red
that the sea looked as if it were bleeding. | thought maybe it really was
bleeding. All blood ends up there eventually. Maybe that was the color of truth.

When night came, the dogs barked again. First one, then all of them. Loud,
deep, serious. No fighting, no playing. They sensed something was
approaching. | went outside, saw nothing, only darkness, wind, sea. But | heard
something. No shot, no scream. Just a dull thud. Wood on water. Boats. Small,
quiet.

| woke Bago. "They're coming." He jumped up, grabbed the spear. "How
many?" "Not enough to frighten us. But enough to kill." We ran down to the
beach. The men followed. The moon hung over the sea, yellow, lazy, tired. |
saw shadows on the water. Boats, small, flat, gliding.

"Wait," | whispered. We ducked behind the palm trees, the sand cold and wet. |
heard the scraping of oars, the panting of men who think they're being quiet. |
smelled them. Iron, sweat, fear. | breathed shallowly. The dog growled, softly,
long. | placed my hand on his head. "Not yet, brother."

43



Then the boat was close enough that | could see the metal in the moonlight.
Helmets, armor, faces. | counted eight. Maybe ten. Too many for a grave I'd
have to dig myself. | waited until they climbed out of the water, wet, heavy,
clumsy. | saw one stumble, fall. | smiled. Gods stumble, too.

| raised the spear. No command, no shout. Only the sound of wood, wind,
heart. Then it flew. It struck. The man fell, still, wet. The water took him. The
rest ran. Arrows, screams, blood. The dogs rushed forward, barking, biting,
tearing. | smelled iron again.

It didn't last long. No fight. Only death. Fast, ugly, like rain. Three of them lay
still, the others fled back into the sea. | watched them go. "Tell your king he
should learn to swim," | murmured.

| stopped, the water up to my knees. The dog stood beside me, breathing
heavily. | placed my hand on his head. "We're still alive." He looked at me,
perhaps understanding.

The wind came back, strong, salty. | looked out where the ships lay. No light.
No fire. Only darkness. But | knew they had seen it. They would come back.
Always. Until the sea itself grew tired.

| walked back, the men behind me, the dog in front. The village waited, silent,
tense, awake. | just nodded. They understood. | lay down in the sand, staring
up at the sky. Not a star moved. | thought: Maybe this is all just a dream of the
sea, and we are the dogs barking in it until it wakes up.

And again the air smelled of iron.

The next morning, the sky hung low, heavy, and gray. The sun didn't come out,
as if it had had enough of us. The rain waited somewhere behind the clouds. |
smelled it. | smelled everything. Blood, smoke, salt, sweat, death. The island
had a breath of its own, and today it stank of tiredness.

| walked down the path to the beach. The sand was damp, dark, and sticky.
Traces of the night's battle were everywhere. Torn fabric, broken arrows, a
blade half submerged in the water. | kicked it deeper, made it disappear. |
didn't want to see anything that glittered anymore. The sea glittered
deceptively, like an animal with clean teeth. | knew it still tasted blood.

Bago came behind me, barefoot, his spear over his shoulder. His eyes were red
from the smoke. "Three dead," he said. | nodded. "Ours?" "Yes. One on the

beach, two in the water." | took a deep breath. "We'll get them."
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We went into the water, belly-deep, searching. The waves were shallow but
deceptive. | saw the first bodies, drifting, calm, without dignity. | pulled them to
the shore, one by one. Men who yesterday were laughing, drinking, breathing.
Now just skin, water, silence. | hated how silent death is.

We laid them side by side in the sand. The women came, the children watched.
No one screamed. No one cried loudly. We are quiet when we lose. Only the
strangers are loud when they win.

Tano came, leaned on his stick, and looked at the bodies. "They've returned
home," he said. | looked at him. "Where to?" "Into the sand." "That's not
home." "For some, itis." | remained silent. He was right, and that made it
worse.

We burned them, as was customary. No grave, no stone, just smoke. The wind
carried it out to sea, as if to show what remained. | watched the smoke clear
and thought of Magellan. Of his men. Of their bodies lying somewhere out
there on the seabed. | wondered if the sea made a difference.

Bago put a hand on my shoulder. "You think too much." I nodded. "I have
nothing else to do." - "We're still alive." - "Still." He grinned crookedly. "That's
enough."

The dogs came as the fire grew smaller. They sniffed the sand, sat down, and
watched. The gray one with the scar lay down next to me, tongue out, eyes
alert. | stroked him. "You're wiser than most gods." He looked at me as if he
knew | was right.

The village continued to work. Men built new fences, women cooked, children
gathered wood. Life pretends it's stronger than death. Maybe it is. Maybe it's
just stupider.

| went to the river and washed my hands. The water was cold and clear. | saw
my reflection. | didn't see a warrior, a chief, or a victor. Just a man who had
seen the same thing too many times. | thought that maybe that was exactly
what courage was—not fighting, but staying, even though you know nothing
will change.

When | returned, Tano was standing by the fire. He looked at me. "You've
angered the sea." | laughed. "That wasn't difficult." - "It will take you." - "Then
let it come." - "You're tired." - "I was already tired when | was born." He
nodded. "Then you'll live a long life."
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Bago came with a jug of palm wine. "For those who have left." | took it, drank
it, and passed it on. The wine tasted of earth, sweet, sharp, and honest. We
drank in silence. The women sang an old song, softly, without melody. Just
words that were felt more than heard.

| saw the children on the edge of the village, fighting with sticks, playing,
laughing. | thought: This is how it all starts. Always. A game, a stick, a laugh.
Then the sea comes, bringing metal, fire, hunger. And in the end, men like me
stand on the beach, counting corpses.

| sat down, leaned against the bamboo, and closed my eyes. | heard the dogs
barking, the wind through the leaves, the women rustling. | thought there
might not be any meaning, but this is the meaning. That it goes on, no matter
what you lose.

Bago sat down next to me. "Do you know what | believe?" he asked. | opened
my eyes. "What?" - "That the sea and we share the same fault." - "Which one?"
- "We don't forget." | nodded. "Maybe that's why we live."

The sky grew darker, the wind stronger. | looked out. The ships were still there.
Unmoving, patient. They were waiting. | wondered if they were praying. |
wondered if prayers are harder on the water.

The dogs barked again, briefly, then fell silent. | looked out to sea, nothing. Just
waves, light, shadows. But | felt it. That restlessness that comes before
something happens. The gray dog growled deeply, stood up, looked out. |
placed my hand on his back. "I know, brother. | know."

Night came, slowly, with the smell of wet wood and smoke. | sat by the fire and
drank the last of the wine. The dog lay at my feet. | looked into the embers and
smelled iron. | thought: The sea never sleeps. It only dreams. And we are its
nightmares.

| laughed quietly. It sounded fake, but real. Then | lay down, the dog by my
side, the spear beside me. | closed my eyes, heard the bamboo tapping. The
rain came back, softly at first, then harder. | thought: When rain falls on
bamboo, it always sounds like a heartbeat.

And | wondered how many more would have to strike before the sea finally
stopped listening.

Night came quietly, but not peacefully. The sky hung heavy over the island,

dark, like the belly of an animal. No stars, no moon. Only darkness that smelled
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of salt. The wind had died down, and everything stood still, as if the world were
waiting. | hate when the world waits. It never does so without a reason.

The dogs noticed first. They raised their heads, one after the other. No barking,
no yelping, just that deep, slow growl you feel in your gut. The gray one stood
up, staring out to sea. | followed his gaze. Nothing. Just black. But | heard it. A
dull splash, far out. Oars, perhaps. Or waves too regular to be waves.

| stood up, reached for the spear. My body ached, every muscle a memory. But
| moved silently, barefoot, without thinking. Instinct. War is not a craft. It's a
memory that runs in your blood.

Bago emerged from the darkness, a shadow with eyes. "You hear it too." |
nodded. "They're closer." - "How many?" - "Enough that the dogs are awake."

We walked toward the beach. No fire, no light. Only the glow of the embers
smoldering hidden in the bamboo. | smelled the sea, sharp, humid, honest.
Then | saw them. Small dots, far out. At first | thought they were stars, then |
saw they were moving. Torches. On boats. They came in a line, calm,
methodical. Men who no longer test, but know.

| whispered, "Wake the men." Bago nodded and disappeared. | stood still, the
dog at my side. | heard the beating of the oars, steady, hard. The sound was
coming closer, rolling with the wind. | breathed through my nose, slowly,
deeply. It smelled of iron. Again. Always.

The village awoke, quietly, in a disciplined manner. No panic, no shouting. Only
movements, breathing, footsteps. Men came, spears, bows, knives. Women
gathered children and carried them to the back huts. The bamboo stood still, as
if holding its breath.

Tano came, leaning on his cane. "They come in the dark. Cowardly." | nodded.
"Or wise." - "What's the difference?" - "Those who live call it wise."

The boats came closer. | counted ten, maybe twelve. Two or three men on
each, with torches, shields, muscles flexed with fear. | saw the metal flash, the
fire flicker. | thought: They want to see us before they die.

| gave no sign. Not a word. | wanted to hear them breathing. | wanted them to
believe they had surprised us.

Then suddenly—a scream. High, ugly, human. A dog had run ahead. The gray
one. It jumped straight into the water, barking, howling, angrily. | cursed under
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my breath. It was too clever for courage. | ran after it, barefoot, spear in hand.
The water was warm, sticky. | saw the torches sway. One of the men screamed,
slashing an oar. The dog disappeared beneath the surface.

| screamed now. Not a word, just a sound. The spear flew. | saw it hit. Wood,
flesh, it didn't matter. The boat tipped, men fell. | heard the splash, the
screams, the fire hissed as it kissed the water. Then arrows—mine, theirs, it
didn't matter. They sang through the night.

Behind me, Bago ran, screaming, throwing. Men in the sand, men in the water,
men who stopped, men who never began. Everything blurred into a single
sound. Metal on flesh, breath on fear, water on blood.

| saw the face of a stranger before | met him. A young man, barely older than
my son would be, if | had one. His mouth formed something, perhaps a prayer,
perhaps just a curse. Then he was gone. | thought briefly that gods must have
trouble remembering all that.

The dog reappeared. Blood in its mouth, but alive. | laughed, loudly, ugly.
"Good, brother!" He barked as if he understood.

Bago came to me, covered in blood, out of breath. "There are too many of
them!" - "Counting is useless." - "Then what?" - "In the end, it's only those who
live who count."

We kept fighting, but it wasn't a battle. It was chaos. Water, sand, fire, flesh. |
saw men stumble, fall, scream. | heard someone laugh. | don't know if it was
me.

Then—a bang. Muffled, deep. | felt the air vibrate. One of their cannons, from
the ship. | saw the embers, then the light, then the sand rising as if it were
smoke. | was thrown to the ground, the dog yelped, Bago screamed. My ear
buzzed. | tasted blood.

| crawled up, slowly, heavily. The sky spun. | saw the sea glow, red, orange,
black. | saw boats burning, men fleeing, the fire dancing. | smelled death. Fresh.
New.

Then suddenly silence. No shots, no screams. Only the wind. Only the rain,
finally falling. Lightly at first, then harder. It extinguished the fire, washed the
blood, cooled the skin. | stood there, dripping wet, and watched the sea take
everything it wanted.
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Bago came limping. "Are you alive?" | asked. "Still," he said. "How many?" "Too
many dead, too few here." | nodded. "As always."

The dog came, wet, shivering, but with clear eyes. | knelt and placed my hand
on his head. "We're alive, brother." He looked at me, blinked. | knew he
understood.

The sea retreated, tired, sated. Smoke and rain hung over the water. | saw the
ships. Still there. Far out. Watching. They had gotten what they wanted—a few
dead bodies, a few tears, one more reason to come back.

| turned around and saw the village. Destroyed, half-dead, but alive. Women
crying, children screaming, men cursing. All real. All human. | walked through
the sand that clung to my legs, warm with blood. | thought: The sea doesn't eat
cowards. But it eats everything else.

Tano sat at the edge of the village, silent as always. "The sea has spoken," he
said. | nodded. "And what did it say?" "That it's not your turn yet." | laughed,
coughed, and tasted iron. "Then it should hurry up. | don't like long
conversations."

The rain fell harder, the wind picked up. | saw the bamboo sway, heard the
beating, rhythmic, soothing. | thought: Maybe those are the drums of the gods.
Maybe just the wind. No matter.

| sat down, placed the spear beside me, and the dog by my side. Bago brought
wine and sat down. We drank in silence. The rain washed us, making no
distinction between hero and dog.

| thought: When the dogs of Mactan bark, the sea listens. But it laughs
nonetheless.

And somewhere, deep in the rain, | smelled iron again.

In the morning, the sea was as smooth as a mirror, but no one wanted to look
into it. The rain had stopped, and the sky acted as if nothing had happened. |
stood on the sand, the water licking at my feet, warm, deceptive, indifferent. |
watched the waves come and go, regularly, patiently. The sea had eaten. Now
it rested.

Behind me, the village lay in smoke. Half destroyed, half alive. Bamboo walls
shattered, palm leaf roofs half-burned, spears broken, people silent. No crying,
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no laughter. Only that breathing, that heavy, exhausted breathing you hear
when you've survived too many times.

Bago came, barefoot, wet, the spear still in his hand. He looked as if he'd
forgotten to let go. "They're gone," he said. | nodded. "Yet." - "I counted." -
"Don't count anything." - "Seven men. Two women. Four children." | remained
silent. "And three dogs." | turned to him. "Three?" - "Yes. The gray one is alive."
| exhaled. "Then the world isn't completely lost."

We walked along the beach together. The sea had left gifts behind. Pieces of
wood, splintered oars, a helmet, a hand. | kicked my hand back into the water.
Bago saw it. "What if they come back?" - "Then they won't find anything they
recognize."

The dog came toward us, lame, wet, and tired. His coat was sticky, a wound on
his flank, but his eyes were clear. | knelt down and placed my hand on his head.
"Good dog." He licked my fingers, then lay down in the sand, sighing as if he,
too, had had enough of life. | understood him.

We gathered the dead and laid them in a row at the edge of the village. Men |
knew. One had once repaired my boat, another knew every herb for fever. Now
they were all the same. | saw their faces and thought: There are no heroes
when the sea is finished.

Tano came, with his cane, with his calm. "l saw the sky," he said. | looked at
him. "And?" - "It's just as empty as yesterday." | nodded. "Then it suits us." He
grinned crookedly and spat in the sand. "I told you, the sea won't forget you." -
"I didn't want to believe it." - "You never believe until you're wet."

We burned them in the afternoon. No wind, no song. Just smoke hanging in the
air, thick, rotten, real. | watched it drift into the sky, gray on gray. Bago drank,
gave me the bowl. | took it, drank. It tasted of earth, ash, life. | said, "I hate this
taste." "This is the taste of existence," he replied.

The women stood still, the children clung to their skirts. No one asked about
tomorrow. Tomorrow was too expensive. | saw the smoke and thought of all
the times we had lit fires to celebrate. Now we burned to forget.

| washed my face at the river. The water was clear, but | saw nothing in it. No
reflection, no eyes. Only movement. | dipped my hands in, let the water run. It
made no difference. Blood never completely goes away. It sticks, somewhere,
in the skin, in the air, in the gaze.
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When | returned, the dog was sitting by the fire. Next to Bago. They both
looked at me, both equally tired. "He wants to stay," said Bago. | nodded. "He
deserves it." - "He's bitten more than | have." - "Then he's the better warrior."
We laughed quietly. It didn't sound like joy.

| sat down, picked up the spear, and turned it over in my hand. The wood was
split, the tip blunt. | thought about repairing it, but didn't. Maybe you should
leave things broken if they carry history.

The sun sank, slowly, red, thick. The light made the smoke golden. It looked
beautiful, almost holy. | hate when destruction looks beautiful. It makes it
dangerous. The men saw the light, some smiled. Hope, that cheap trick of
heaven.

"What now?" asked Bago. | looked out to sea. "Now we wait until the wind
changes." - "And if it never does?" - "Then we stay. The sea can't hate us
forever." He grinned. "You think so?" | shook my head. "No."

Night came quickly. The rain returned, light, like a hand on the shoulder. | saw
drops fall onto the embers, hiss, and disappear. | thought: That's what life is
like. A hiss, a flash, then smoke.

| lay down, the dog by my side. The wind still smelled of iron. | wondered if the
sea would ever get rid of it. Maybe not. Maybe that's the price of beauty—it
smells of blood.

| thought of Magellan. Of his men. Of the boy who died yesterday, his eyes full
of fear. | thought that somewhere, someone was calling his name, missing him.
| thought that pain sounds the same everywhere, no matter what language you
speak.

| closed my eyes. | wanted to dream, but sleep didn't come. | heard the
bamboo tapping, the rain dripping, the dog's breath. | thought: Perhaps this is
what remains—bamboo, rain, dogs, men who don't know why they live, but do
SO anyway.

| laughed softly. It sounded like a cough. Then | turned on my side, looked out
where the sea turned black. | whispered, "If you want me, sea, then take me.
But not today."

The dog raised his head as if he'd heard. Then he put it down again and sighed.
| stroked him, smelled salt, blood, life.
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The wind returned. The bamboo thumped. The sea breathed. And everything
was as it always was—fake, but real.

The night was black as burnt sugar. No moon, no stars. Just the sea and me.
The dog lay beside me, half awake, half dreaming, its breath warm, its fur damp
from the rain. The fire had long since gone out, the embers a memory. | sat in
the sand, drawing lines with a stick, letting the wind erase them. | thought,
maybe this is all we are—lines the wind forgets.

The sea was calm, but not empty. | heard it breathing. Slowly. Heavy. Like an
animal after feeding. Each wave came closer, as if trying to tell me something,
then retreated, cowardly, blurry, tired. | didn't speak out loud, but in my head, |
spoke to it.

What do you want?l asked. The sea didn't answer, but | smelled iron. Always
that iron. As if the sea were bleeding, or | was. Maybe both.

Bago was sleeping somewhere behind me, as were the men. The village was
silent. No child cried, no bamboo thumped. Only the rustling. | picked up a
handful of sand and ran it through my fingers. It was sticky, moist, grainy, real. |
thought: The soil has more memory than gods.

The dog raised its head and growled softly. | looked out. Far out, a light glowed.
Only one. A small, trembling, floating light. Not a star. Not a fish. A ship. Or a
remnant of one. | stood up, slowly, feeling the sand give way beneath my feet.
The sea smelled of fire, even though there was none.

| took a few steps into the water. It was warm, too warm. | heard the distant
clatter of wood. Maybe it was my imagination, maybe memory. | whispered,
"You always come back, don't you?" The wind carried my voice. The sea
answered with a wave that washed over my legs. Gentle. AlImost friendly. |
laughed softly. "Hypocrite."

| stood there, the water up to my knees. | thought of Magellan. | thought of all
the men who had remained in the water, whose bones lay somewhere out
there in the depths. | thought that the sea isn't a cemetery, but a stomach. It
digests you slowly until you become a wave again. Maybe that was the point.

The dog followed me, lumbering, ponderous. He stopped at the edge and
barked once, deep and short. | turned around. "Stay there, old friend. This is
my conversation." He lay down, his nose on his paws, and watched. | went
deeper. The water reached my waist. | lifted my head, closed my eyes, and
breathed.
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There it was. That sound. Not the normal roar. Something underneath. Like
voices. Quiet, muffled, distorted. | opened my eyes, looked into the blackness.
No light, no face. Only movement. Shadows under the water. | felt something
brush past my leg. Cold. | thought maybe it was just seaweed. Maybe not.

| spoke again, louder this time. "If you want me, take me. If you don't want me,
then stop showing me faces." | waited. Only wind. Only water. Then a wave
came, higher than the others, hit me hard, and threw me back. | fell,
swallowing water, sand, and salt. | coughed, laughed, and cursed. "So it is!" |
screamed. "You have a sense of humor!"

| stood again, wet, heavy, angry. | looked out, raised the spear. "You won't
catch me! Not yet!" | threw it into the water, hard, far. It flew, disappeared. No
sound, no impact. Only silence afterward. | stood there, breathing, feeling the
sea calm down again. As if it had played enough.

| turned around and walked back. The dog stood up, shook himself, and waited.
| looked at him. "We're still alive." He barked once, short, dry. | nodded. "Then
we'll drink to the sea. But not today."

We walked back to the village. The wind had shifted. It was now coming from
the land, smelling of wood, smoke, and people. | sat back down on the ground,
and the dog lay down next to me. | stroked his fur, which was still damp. |
thought of all the things | had lost and those that remained. The dog, the sea,
the sand. Everything else was just a memory.

Bago came, half awake, half drunk. "What are you doing?" he asked. "I'm
talking to the sea." - "And?" - "It's talking back." - "What does it say?" - "That it
knows no gods." He nodded and lay down next to the fire that no longer
existed. "Then it's like us."

| looked out, the sky was brightening. First streaks of gray, then blue. The new
day was coming as if the old one had never happened. | thought: Maybe that's
the curse of life—it just keeps going, no matter how much you scream.

The dog stood up, shook himself, and looked at me. | scratched his head.
"We're the last ones awake," | said. "If the sea takes us, it should know we
barked."

The wind picked up. | smelled iron again. Maybe just my imagination. Maybe
memory. | looked out, where the water lay calm. No ships, no light. Just the
sea, doing what it always does: pretending to be innocent.
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| sat down again in the sand. The dog lay down, his head on my leg. | closed my
eyes. | thought of the noise, the fire, the blood. | thought of Magellan, his men,
their gods. | thought of the sea.

Then | thought nothing more. Only silence. Only waves. Only the quiet, eternal
breathing of the island.

And somewhere in there, between the salt and the wind, | heard a barking
again. Soft. Far away. Perhaps a dream. Perhaps a memory. Perhaps the sea
itself, imitating us because it has finally understood.

Rum, rust and false gods

The war was over, but no one had noticed. The men still ran through the village
with spears, as if they were still needed. The women spoke more quietly, as if
every word were a risk. And |—I woke up every morning as if someone had
forgotten to bury me. The sea looked peaceful, but it had this look. That cold,
content look of an animal that's full, but only until the next hunger strike.

The sun burned early, humid, tough, and merciless. Smoke from the fires hung
over the huts like a blanket of guilt. Bago sat in front of my hut, drinking palm
wine that had already turned sour. "Life tastes like bile," he said. | nodded.
"Then spit it out." "If | do that, there'll be nothing left." He laughed and
continued drinking.

| went down to the beach. The sand had become lighter, but the sea hadn't
forgotten the traces. It still smelled of iron, of fire. | stepped to the water, let it
run over my feet. Warm, smooth, deceptive. | thought of the men it had taken.
| thought of the dog that still accompanied me. The gray one with the scar. He
lay a few meters away in the shadows, his eyes half-closed, but awake. | knew
he never truly slept. None of us did.

| looked out. No ship in sight. Only the horizon, that line that lies. | knew
something was waiting beyond it. Always waiting. People, gods, lies—call it
what you will. Everything wants something.

In the afternoon, men from Cebu arrived. Traders, they said. They brought
dried fish, copper, and stories that stank like old meat. One told me that there
were now Spaniards on Cebu again. New ones. With different names, the same
eyes. They talked about a kingdom, about faith, about trade. About justice. |
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laughed, loudly. "Justice?" | asked. "Does it come in barrels or with a priest in
its belly?" The man grinned nervously. "They have rum," he said. | nodded.
"That explains a lot."

He offered me some, in a small clay bottle. | sniffed it. Strong, sweet, deceitful.
| drank. It burned, but it was honest in its lie. "Tastes like gods," said Bago, who
suddenly stood next to me. | grinned. "Then they have a lousy taste."

The men from Cebu stayed overnight. They talked a lot, too much. About new
masters, about foreign coins, about faiths printed on paper. | listened, drank
their rum, laughed at the wrong places. | wanted to see if they knew they were
talking nonsense. One of them showed me a cross, made of metal, shiny, clean.
"That's their God," he said. | took it, turned it over in my hand. "Heavy," | said. -
"Yes. Made of iron." - "Then it will rust." The man didn't laugh.

Bago came to me later. "What do you think?" he asked. | drank. "I think any
god that shines is suspect." - "Maybe it's the light." - "Maybe it's rust."

We sat there for a long time, the wind smelling of rain. The merchants snored,
talking in their sleep. | saw the sea, still, smooth. | wondered if it was laughing.

The next morning, the men were gone. No goodbye, no thanks. Just footprints
in the sand, an empty rum jug, and that feeling that something had been left
behind, unseen. | kicked the jug, and it rolled into the water, drifting away. The
dog watched me. "Yes," | said, "it stinks of lies."

Tano came, with his cane, as always. "You look tired." | nodded. "I'm waiting for
heaven to say something." - "And?" - "He's silent, as always." - "Perhaps he has
nothing more to say." - "Then he should finally listen."

He sat down next to me. "l heard they're calling you 'the man who kills gods.
laughed and spat in the sand. "Then let them call me that. | only kill men who
act like gods." - "That's almost the same thing." - "Almost enough."

Bago returned, bringing fish and wine. We ate in silence, gazing at the sea. The
dog got the head. He ate it slowly, deliberately, as if he knew that everything
would eventually come to an end.

| thought of Magellan, of the Man in Gold, of the boats, of the blood. | thought
that maybe no one truly dies as long as the sea still remembers how they
screamed. Maybe it stores that, somewhere down there, in the darkness.
Maybe it never stops listening.
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In the afternoon, the wind picked up. Strong, salty, impatient. The waves grew
larger, the water darker. | looked out. Far out, something flashed. Not fire, not
light. Something else. Metal. | smelled it before | saw it. Iron. | said out loud,
"You're back."

Bago stepped next to me. "What is it?" - "You." - "The Spaniards?" - "Or the
sea. Maybe the same thing."

We stood still until the sun set. No ship approached. No shot, no sign. Only the
wind, which grew angry, and the sea, which remained silent. | thought that
silence was more dangerous than noise.

When night came, we drank again. Rum, wine, whatever was burning. | wanted
to forget, but alcohol only reminds you to try. | looked into the embers,
thought of everything | had lost and what remained. Bago, the dog, the sea.
Nothing more.

"What if they come for you?" Bago asked. | grinned. "Then they should drink
before they do it. | want them drunk when they die."

He laughed, coughed, and spat. "You're worse than them." - "I'm more honest.

The wind picked up, the rain returned. Drops on bamboo, drops on skin. |
closed my eyes. | thought of the traders, their shining crosses, their sweet rum.
| thought: All faith begins with thirst.

The dog barked, softly, twice. | opened my eyes. Far out in the darkness, | saw
light. No lightning. No star. A fire on the water. | took a deep breath. It smelled
of rust.

"Rum, Rust, and False Gods," | said quietly. Bago looked at me. "What?" - "A
good title for a dream that's about to end."

He didn't understand. No one understood. Only the sea, which was already
smiling again.

They came back, like rats that know there's bread somewhere. This time they
had more to offer—more stories, more smiles, more rum. The sea was calm
that day, too calm. | stood on the beach, the sun beating down on my neck, the
dog lying beside me, tongue half out, eyes half open. He saw them first, the
boats from Cebu. Three of them. Small, but full. | smelled them before they
landed—sweat, salt, metal, and something new: incense. The smell of guilt
wrapped in gold to make it easier to sell.
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Bago came out of the village, barefoot, his feet in the sand. "The same ones
again?" he asked. | nodded. "No. Worse. Now they think they're bringing
something holy." - "What's holier than fish?" - "Lies, if you tell them straight."

The boats bumped, men jumped into the water, laughing, talking loudly. Their
faces were like masks—always smiling, always fake. One of them approached
me, a slim, smooth man with eyes that felt nothing. "Lapu-Lapu!" he called, as
if he were used to the world hearing him. | didn't answer. He came closer,
bowed, as if he knew that one did so with kings, but not with men.

"I'm Alonso," he said, "from Cebu. We come in peace." | grinned. "That's how
all wars begin." - "We bring gifts." - "l already have everything | want." -
"Faith?" - "Palm wine."

He laughed, too loudly, too cleanly. He beckoned to the others; they brought
crates, barrels, shiny metal, fabrics that smelled of distant lands. Children came
out of the huts, women held them back, men remained silent. The dog stood
up, growling, quietly, seriously. Alonso saw him and took a step back. "Your
animal is wild." | nodded. "And honest."

They built a fire, cooked, laughed, talked of gods, of kings, of a world where
everyone has a place—as long as they kneel. | listened, drank their rum, almost
spat it out. Too sweet. Too clean. No real intoxication, just numbness. | said,
"Your drink tastes like a priest bathed in it." They laughed, nervously, like men
who don't know if they've been insulted.

Alonso spoke again. "You have achieved a great victory," he said. | nodded. "I
survived." - "You defeated Magellan. A hero, some say." - "I'm not a hero. | was
just there." - "He was a man of God." - "Then your God was weak."

He looked at me for a long time, with that look that preaches before the mouth
even opens. | hate looks like that. They reek of conviction, and conviction is
more dangerous than any weapon.

"You are brave," he finally said. - "l am hungry." - "You have strength, but no
direction." - "I have the sea. That's enough."

He drank, coughed, laughed again. "We don't want to be enemies." - "Then
stay in the water." - "We want to trade." - "With what?" - "With faith, with
protection, with the future." | laughed. "l only trade in things you can touch." -
"You can touch it," he said, and pulled out a small cross. "It's made of silver." |
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took it, turned it, smelled it. Cold. Dead. "Nice jewelry," | said, "but it doesn't
talk." - "It listens." - "Then he should listen to me drink."

Bago came with wine, sat down next to me, and drank with me. "He talks a
lot," he murmured. "Yes," | said, "but his words have no sweat."

The traders stayed. Two nights. The first, they sang. The second, they prayed.
Both, they drank. | saw them sitting by the fire, heads bowed, the cross
between their fingers. Their lips moved quickly, like fish in a net. | didn't
understand a word, but | sensed the intent. Every faith wants something. And
this one wanted us.

Tano came to me at night. "They're building an altar," he said. | nodded. "Of
course." - "In your land." - "It's not my land. It's the sea." - "And if they dedicate
it to the sea?" - "Then it'll drown them first."

The next morning, they got up early, put on their clean shirts, and placed their
cross in the sand, right where the waves began. | went and watched. Alonso
gave a speech, full of strange words, full of pathos, emptier than an old jug.
Then he knelt. | saw the waves coming, the water flowing around his knees, his
voice trembling, not with awe, but with fear. The dog barked. Alonso twitched.
| laughed out loud. "Your God doesn't like water."

He finished the ritual and turned to me. "You are a wild man." | nodded.
"Better wild than blind." - "Your people need order." - "They have order. They
have hunger, wind, and bamboo. Enough."

He was silent. | saw the others pulling their crosses out of the sand again, wet
and rust-stained. | grinned. "Your god rusts faster than my blade.” No one
laughed this time.

They left that same evening. No goodbyes. Just those looks—pitying, arrogant,
empty. | watched them until the boats were nothing but shadows. The wind
picked up, the sea moved. | thought: This is how it begins. Not with fire, but
with prayers.

Bago stepped next to me. "What do you think?" - "I think rum is more honest
than faith." - "And what does faith do?" - "It burns longer, but not better."

We walked back to the village. The dog ran ahead, the cross lying half in the
sand, half in the water. | left it there. The moon came out, reflected on the
metal. It glittered, beautiful, deceptive. | kicked it. It fell over, sinking slowly.
The sea took it, quietly, greedily.
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| watched the water until there was nothing left to see. Then | turned around
and went home. The bamboo tapped, the wind smelled of rain, the dog
yawned.

| thought: There is no false god. Only false people.
And the sea nodded. Very quietly.

The days that followed were quiet. Too quiet. No fighting, no screaming, no
smoke — and yet the air smelled of war. Not the old one, with blood and iron,
but a new one. One that begins quietly. One that comes with a smile.

| saw it first in the people's eyes. Some looked different. Not suspicious, not
angry—empty. They talked about the men from Cebu, about their stories,
about the silver cross they had seen in the water before the waves took it. One
said the sea had blessed it. | laughed. "The sea doesn't bless anything. It eats."
But they didn't listen to me like they used to.

Bago saw it too. We sat on the edge of the village, drinking wine that tasted of
smoke, and watched children playing in the sand. "They talk a lot," he said. |
nodded. "Talk is cheap, but expensive if you believe it." - "Do they believe it?" -
"They want to believe. That's worse."

Tano came, the old man, with his cane and his tired eyes. "They'll try again," he
said. | nodded. "Yes. But this time with songs instead of swords." "Songs cut
deeper." | looked at him. "You know that?" "I've heard enough."

He was right. Faith is a knife with a song. You don't feel it until you bleed.

On the third day, one of the younger ones, Naru, came to me. He was a strong
boy, brave, but stupid. "Lapu-Lapu," he said, "why didn't you keep the cross?" |
looked at him. "Because | don't want to worship iron." - "But it glittered." -
"That's what all lies do." - "Perhaps it will protect us." - "Perhaps it will sell us."
He was silent. | saw him twist his face, as if | had insulted his mother. | knew he
would speak. And those who know nothing always prefer to listen when
someone speaks who doesn't think.

The dogs barked in the night, but this time it wasn't an enemy. It was the sea.
Loud, restless, like an animal biting its tail. | stood up and stepped outside. The
sky was clear, full of stars. | looked out and thought: Even the sky has more
holes than answers.
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In the morning, boats arrived from Cebu again. Not many, but enough. They
brought fabrics, rum, metal—and a new man. A priest, they said. He was thin,
with skin like paper; the sun was slowly eating him away. In his hand, he held a
cross, larger than the last, and spoke as if he had never breathed. His voice was
like the rain—steady, incessant, without pause.

| stood there, listening, understanding nothing. Words about sin, about
forgiveness, about heaven, which belongs only to those who kneel. | laughed. "
only kneel when | catch fish." The priest looked at me, serious, sad, as if he
wanted to heal me. "You are lost," he said. | grinned. "I'm home."

The people listened to him. That frightened me more than his words. They
looked at him the way children look at the first crack of thunder—terrified, but
fascinated. Bago came to me. "He talks well," he said. | nodded. "That's the
problem."

In the evening, they cooked with us, drank, and laughed. The priest didn't. He
sat there, barely ate, praying quietly. | watched him. He looked like someone
who would rather die than be wrong. | asked him, "Are you afraid of the sea?" -
"No." - "Then go swimming." He remained silent.

That night, one of my men came to me, secretly, whispering. "Lapu-Lapu," he
said, "Naru has been baptized." | looked at him. "What?" - "The priest pushed
him into the water, told him something, and he believed it." | nodded slowly.
"Then he's clean now." - "What do we do?" - "Nothing. Water doesn't wash
away anything that's rotting inside."

But | knew it meant nothing. Today Naru, tomorrow ten, next week half the
village. No sword, no fire—just words falling like rain, quietly, steadily, until
they soften the ground.

The next day, Naru came to me. He wore a small wooden cross around his
neck, poorly carved but clean. "I've found peace," he said. | looked at him.
"Then you've lost yourself." - "They say our lives were wrong." - "Then they
should live theirs, not mine." - "They say heaven belongs to those who believe.'
- "Then I'd rather stay down here where the rum is cheaper."

He left without answering. | knew he wasn't coming back.

That evening, | sat by the fire with Bago and Tano. The dog lay between us. The
wind smelled of salt, the sky of rain. "It's starting," | said. - "What?" asked Bago.
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- "The silent war." - "How do you fight words?" - "With truth." - "And what is
truth?" - "I don't know. But | know it doesn't taste like rum."

Tano nodded slowly. "They'll bless the sea." | laughed. "Then it'll eat them." -
"Maybe not right away." - "Patience is the only thing the sea has."

| stood up and walked to the water. The waves were small, gentle. | thought:
They think the sea is quiet because it likes them. But quiet is just the way the
sea thinks.

The dog came to me and licked my hand. | looked out, where the darkness
began. | whispered, "They build gods out of wood and hope they don't rot. But
everything here rots. Even faith."

Someone laughed behind me. | turned around — it was Naru. He held up the
cross, the water glistening on it. "He will save you!" he cried. | looked at him for
a long time. Then | stepped closer, took the cross from his hand, and threw it
into the fire. It hissed, crackled, and burned. "If he survives this, maybe I'll
believe it too."

He stared at me, angry, stunned. Then he ran. | watched him go. | knew he
would talk. | knew there would be more of them tomorrow.

| sat down, picked up the jug, and drank. The rum was warm, sweet, and
deceptive. | looked at the embers consuming the cross and thought: Rust takes
time. But it always wins.

The dog barked once, briefly, in response.

The rain came in sheets, long and steady, as if it wanted to tear the island in
half. It smelled of earth and metal, and | swore the sea was laughing
somewhere beyond. It always laughs when we hurt each other. | stood in the
doorway, barefoot, naked to the waist, and watched as people walked through
the mud, from hut to hut. They used to talk about fish, about children, about
wind. Now they whispered about faith. About heaven. About me.

Bago came, wet to the bone, spear still in his hand, even though there was no
enemy left. "They prayed this morning," he said. "Again?" - "Before the river.
With the priest." - "What did they say?" - "That they are clean. That the sea no
longer belongs to us." | laughed, quietly, without joy. "The sea belongs to no
one. Not even to itself."
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He stepped closer. "Some say you're afraid." - "l am too." - "Of what?" - "Of
people who think they're right."

He looked at me for a long time. "You have to do something." | nodded. "I'll
have a drink first." | took the mug, which smelled of smoke, drank, and wiped
my mouth. Rum tastes better when the world is falling apart.

In the afternoon, Naru returned. With him were five men. They carried wooden
crosses, roughly carved but with pride. The priest wasn't there. Perhaps he was
leaving them alone to see if they were brave enough. They stood before me,
wet, determined. | sat there, the dog beside me, Bago in the shade. "What do
you want?" | asked.

Naru stepped forward. "You burned the Lord's sign." - "l burned wood." - "It
was holy." - "Then your god should use better wood."

The men murmured, restless, angry. One held the cross higher, as if it
protected him. | stood up, slowly, leaving the rum jug in the sand. "You think
this will protect you?" | asked. "Ask the sea. It eats everything."

Naru raised his chin. "The priest says the sea belongs to God." - "Then he
should take it. But he should swim."

His face turned red, but he said nothing. | took a step closer, smelled his
breath, sweet from rum, bitter from faith. | said, "I saw Magellan fall. His god
didn't help. And if yours is the same, he'll let you drown too."

He twitched, wanted to say something, but said nothing. The others pulled him
back. They left. | watched them until they disappeared. The dog growled, deep
and long. | stroked him. "l know, brother. It's starting."

Night came early. Dark, dense, warm. The fire burned quietly. | drank, Bago
remained silent. "We're losing them," he said. | nodded. "They belong to a new
master now." - "What do we do?" - "Nothing. Let them believe until they get
hungry. Heaven doesn't feed stomachs."

He laughed, short and dry. "Maybe he's feeding the fear." - "Then it'll get fat."

Tano came, slowly, wearily. "l saw the eyes," he said. "Your people's. They
shine differently. No longer with the sun, but with guilt." | nodded. "Guilt
always shines better than truth." - "They will betray you." - "I know." - "And
you'll stay?" - "Where should | go? The sea follows me everywhere."
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The next day, the village was half empty. Many huts stood open, fires cold.
Only smoke hung in the air like a promise. | walked to the rivers where they had
prayed. The ground was wet, with traces. Footprints, crosses, the remains of
flowers. | stepped on it, slowly, firmly. | wanted them to know | was there.

| saw the water flowing. Calm, clear, deceptive. | bent down, scooped a
handful, and smelled it. It smelled of life, but it tasted of lies. | spat. "You have
insulted the water," | muttered.

The dog growled behind me. | turned around. Two men stood there, holding
crosses. They said nothing, just watched. | nodded to them. "Pray more quietly.
You're disturbing the fish." They left.

| went back to the village. Bago was sitting there, sharpening his knife. "They're
coming soon," he said. | nodded. "Who?" - "The people from Cebu. With
soldiers. The priest was a messenger." - "How do you know?" - "l saw him. He
spoke to the wind, but the wind speaks loudly."

| sat down. "Then we're back where we started." - "Only this time they pray
before they shoot."

We were silent. The dog lay down, his snout on my feet. | looked up at the sky.
The clouds moved slowly, heavy, dark. | thought: Gods always bring weather.

That evening, a girl, maybe twelve, came, barefoot, wet, and frightened. "Lapu-
Lapu,"” she said, "they say you're cursed." | looked at her. "Who says that?"
"The new believers." "Then let them come closer. I'll show them what curses
look like." She nodded, frightened, and ran away. | watched her go. | knew she
wouldn't come back.

Bago drank, Tano prayed, | remained silent. The fire crackled, the bamboo
thumped, the rain fell. Everything sounded as usual, but it was nothing. | saw
the sea, black, still. | thought: Maybe false gods are just more honest. They at
least tell you they want power. The true ones pretend to love.

| lay down, the spear beside me, the dog at my side. | thought of Naru, of the
priest, of the crosses, of the sea. | thought of Magellan. | thought of myself. |
thought that no god understood any of this.

The wind smelled of iron again. | closed my eyes. The sea breathed. The village
was silent.

And somewhere in between, a belief rusted.
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They came on the third day, after the final prayer. Early, when the fog still hung
between the huts like a lie. | smelled them before | saw them—sweat, oil,
leather, iron. The smell of order that comes with violence. | stood on the beach,
the dog beside me, Bago in the shade. The sea was calm, flat, innocent. It loves
days like these. It watches people make mistakes and stores them for later.

The boats from Cebu came slowly, cautiously, in a line. No traders this time.
Soldiers. | counted 20, maybe 30 men. Heavy armor, long rifles, unsmiling
faces. And at the front, in the first boat, the priest. In his hand, a cross larger
than himself, made of wood and metal, shining even though the sky was gray. |
thought: They polish their gods more often than their souls.

Bago stepped closer. "Now?" he asked. | shook my head. "Not yet. They want
to talk. Make them believe that words still mean something."

They landed, stepped onto the sand, and lowered their rifles, but not too far.
The priest came first, his robe wet from the sea. He smiled as if nothing were
wrong with this world. "Lapu-Lapu," he cried, "the Lord sends us with peace." |
laughed. Loudly. Honestly. "The Lord should choose better messengers. Yours
reek of fear."

He approached, holding up the cross. The soldiers behind him looked around,
uncertain. Some looked at the sea, as if they knew what was eating it. The
priest continued, his voice high and clean, like a bell ringing in the wrong
direction. "Your resistance is a sin. The King of Castile wants to forgive you." |
grinned. "How generous. He forgives me for living."

The dog growled. Bago drew his spear. | raised my hand. "No." | wanted to hear
how far the man would go before the sea answered him.

The priest made a sign in the air and muttered something. | didn't understand a
word, but | sensed what he meant: submission. | hate that word. It reeks of
rotten skin.

"Your people need true faith," he said. | stepped closer and looked him in the
eyes. "My people need rain, fish, and peace. Your faith brings only hunger and
noise."

A soldier laughed, nervously, briefly. The priest turned to him, giving him a look
that could kill. Then he looked back at me. "You killed Magellan." - "No. The sea
took him. | just watched." - "The sea belongs to God." - "Then let him take it."
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| stepped even closer until | caught the scent of his breath—wine, incense,
anger. "Tell your God to take me. I'm here." He trembled. For a moment, | saw
he was afraid. Then he did what all people do when they're afraid: He spoke
louder. "You're damned!" he shouted. | grinned. "Then God has taste."

He waved. The soldiers stepped forward. Bago drew his spear again. "Now?" he
asked. | nodded. "Now."

It happened quickly. The first rifle fired, the bang ripped through the air, the
dog jumped, the sand flew. | felt the pressure, smelled gunpowder, blood,
sweat. One of the soldiers fell, the dog at his throat, teeth deep, wild, real. |
screamed, not out of rage, but because it was life. Pure, filthy life.

Then fire. Guns, screams, arrows. The sea spewed spray, the sky roared. | ran,
barefoot, spear in hand. | hit the first one, saw the blood spurt, the metal flash.
| saw the priest raise the cross as if it were a shield. | threw. It struck the wood,
the cross shattered, and he fell. | thought: This is what truth sounds like.

Bago laughed, like a man finally regaining his senses. "For the sea!" he shouted.
| didn't answer. | fought. No hero, no chief, just a body in the dirt.

The battle didn't last long. The Spaniards were too heavy, too slow, too full of
pride. The sand took them, the sea helped. It pulled, swallowed, tugged. | saw
one fall, into the water, sinking. | saw the priest crawl, his cross half buried in
the mud. | stepped to him, picked it up, and held it over him. "He didn't hear
you," | said.

He looked at me, his eyes wide, full of fear, full of faith. "You will burn," he
whispered. | nodded. "We all did. Some once." Then | dropped the cross. It hit
him, dull, definitive. | turned around. The dog was standing next to Bago,
covered in blood, alive.

The sea had become loud. Waves broke, the sky opened. Rain, wind, thunder. |
smelled iron, salt, smoke. | thought even the weather had had enough.

When it was over, they lay there. The dead. Men with crosses, men with scars,
men with empty eyes. | stood among them, breathing, looking at my hands.
They trembled. Not with fear. With memory.

Bago came to me, covered in blood, laughing, coughing. "That's it?" he asked. |
looked out. "Nothing is ever the last." - "How many?" - "Too many to count.
Too few to make a difference."
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We burned them. All of them. Even the priest. | didn't want any ghosts on this
island. The smoke rose high, black, heavy. The wind carried it out to sea. |
thought: Maybe they'll smell it in Cebu. Maybe they'll understand. Maybe not.

The dog sat next to me, silent. | looked into his eyes. There was no pride, no
triumph. Only tiredness. | stroked him. "I know, brother. We haven't won
anything. We've only survived."

That evening, the rain continued. The bamboo tapped, the wind whispered. |
sat alone by the fire, drinking. The rum burned. | thought of the priest, his
words, his God. | thought, maybe he wasn't wrong. Maybe he was just too
clean for this place.

| looked out to sea. It was calm. No boat, no light, no sound. | whispered, "Are
we free now?" The sea answered with a wave. It was small, innocent, but it
reached my feet. Warm. | grinned. "Yes. For today."

| lay down, my dog by my side. | heard the rain, the knocking, the breathing of
the island. | thought: Faith, war, rum—all the same. Everything burns,
everything rusts. Only the sea stays clean, because it consumes everything.

And | wish | could too.

The next morning, the island smelled of burnt metal. The wind came from the
sea, bringing salt, sulfur, and memories. | woke up, barefoot, my head heavy,

my throat dry. The dog lay beside me, silent, awake. He looked at me as if he

wanted to know if it had been worth it. | didn't know the answer.

The rain had stopped. Only drops fell from the palm trees, sluggish, indecisive.

The sand was dark, wet, littered with ash. | stepped outside, feeling the ground
stick beneath me, soft as flesh. Smoke was everywhere, thin, gray, and rotten.

The air tasted of blood.

Bago sat on a tree trunk, his spear between his knees, his eyes empty. Next to
him lay two barrels of rum, half empty, half reason to forget. | sat down next to
him, took a bowl, and drank. It burned, but not strongly enough. "How many?"
| asked. He looked at me, shrugged. "Count yourself. | stopped when | got to
ten."

| nodded. | didn't want to count anymore either. Counting is for victors, and |
wasn't one. | had merely survived, and survival isn't a triumph; it's a reflex.
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The village was half dead. Some huts burned down, others empty. Women sat
with the leftovers, men drank, children searched for anything that was still
intact. | didn't see Naru. Maybe he was dead, maybe a believer, maybe both.

Tano came, slowly, his stick in the mud. "The priest?" he asked. | nodded. "In
the smoke." - "Good." - "No. Just passing by." - "Same."

He sat down, took a bowl of rum, drank, coughed, and laughed. "I thought faith
was harder to kill." | grinned. "It grows back. Like a weed." - "Then we burn it
again." - "Again and again?" - "Until we forget."

| looked out to sea. It was quiet. Too quiet. No wind, no waves, only that
deceptive calm that comes when the sea thinks. | felt it. It was watching us. It
was waiting. It never forgets.

The dog ran ahead a bit, sniffed, and came back. His fur was dirty, but his eyes
were clear. | envy him. Animals aren't guilty. They kill because they have to, not
because they believe they can.

| stood up and walked through the village. The ground was sticky, the blood still
fresh. | saw a woman crying over something | could no longer recognize as
human. | stopped and said nothing. Words are useless when gods have a say. |
kept walking.

A few men were sitting around a fire, drinking, talking. | heard the word
"Cebu." I heard the word "forgiveness." | didn't stop. I'd had enough of both.

The water at the river was murky, red with dirt, heavy with what had been
washed into it. | bent down, washed my face, and looked at my reflection. |
barely recognized it. Wrinkles, scars, salt. | thought: The war has no end, it's
just changing clothes.

Bago came up behind me, carrying a bottle. "We won," he said. | looked at him.
"No. We stopped losing." - "Isn't that the same thing?" - "Not even close."

He sat down, drank, and handed me the bottle. "I can still smell the priest," he
said. | nodded. "That's the smell of conscience." - "I don't have one." - "Then
you're in luck."

We sat there, drinking, silent. The wind shifted, coming from the land, bringing
with it the stench of dead men. | thought that maybe gods really do exist, but
only to watch us kill each other.
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Tano came back, barefoot, his stick like a spear. "Some have left," he said.
"Where to?" "North. They want to join the men from Cebu. They say there's
peace there." | laughed. "Peace is another form of war. Only with prayers
instead of arrows."

He nodded, sat down, took a glass of rum, and drank. "Maybe you're right." -
"Maybe not. But at least I'm drinking while I'm wrong."

The sun was high, hot, merciless. It shone on the dead bodies, on the burnt
wood, on the rum, on us. | thought it saw this somewhere every day. It doesn't
judge, it just burns.

Bago stood up, swaying slightly. "I'm going to the sea," he said. - "What do you
want there?" - "To hear if it still recognizes me." - "If it calls you, run." - "l can't
run anymore."

He left, the dog followed him for a bit, then stayed with me. | sat there, looking
at the smoke, the sky, the sea. | thought: Maybe what remains after victory is
worse than defeat. Because then you have to ask yourself why you're still
breathing.

In the evening, we lit fires again. Not for fighting, just for forgetting. The rum
circulated, the voices grew louder, the songs out of tune. | didn't sing. | just
watched them laugh, scream, cry, all at once. People need intoxication to stop
thinking.

The dog lay next to me, snoring softly. | stroked him, smelled his fur, which
stank of smoke and salt. | said, "We're the last ones to know what it was like."
He opened his eyes, briefly, then closed them again. | knew he understood.

Later, Tano came to me. "You'll become a ghost," he said. | laughed. "l already
am." - "No. You're still breathing." - "Then that's a mistake."

He walked, slowly, into the darkness. | stayed. | saw the glow, thought of
Magellan, of the priest, of Naru, of myself. | thought of the sea, which was still
silent. Perhaps it was laughing softly.

| took the last bottle of rum, drank it dry, and threw it into the fire. It shattered,
the glass glowed, then melted, formed, and dripped. | thought: This is how
everything will turn out eventually. Glass, blood, faith, all one, all sand again.
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| lay down, the earth damp beneath me, the dog warm by my side. | closed my
eyes. | heard the sea, soft, almost friendly. | heard the wind blowing through
the huts, the bamboo beating, the island breathing.

| thought: Maybe this is heaven. Not peace, not joy. Just the sound of waves
repeating until nothing hurts anymore.

Then | slept. Not deeply, not long. Just enough to survive the day.
And the sea was silent. But | swore | heard it thinking.

The sky was red that evening. Not the usual red that comes and goes like a lazy
thought—no, this one was burning. It was the red you keep your eyes on, even
when you want to look away. | sat on the beach, the dog beside me, the rum
empty. The sand stuck to my skin, salt in my hair, blood under my nails. |
thought the sea looked more beautiful when you didn't understand it.

The waves came slow, steady, old. They knew they had time. The wind was
warm, but it no longer carried any promises. Only the smell of smoke, rum, and
dead hope. | raised my head, looked out where the sun was sinking into the
horizon. | thought that it dies every day and no one calls it heroism. Maybe
that's the difference between heaven and man.

Bago came staggering, half a bottle in his hand. "l found it," he said. | grinned.
"What?" "Nothing. And that's more than | expected." He sat down next to me,
drank, and handed me the bottle. | took it and drank. It was warm, emptier
than the sky.

"We're still alive," he said. | nodded. "Unfortunately." - "You're never satisfied."
- "Because there's no reason." - "Maybe that's the trick." | laughed. "If life is a
trick, then rum is the only one that works."

We looked out. The dog raised its head, sniffed, and lay down again. | watched
the waves come, break, and disappear. | thought: Everything pretends to be
free until it's pulled back.

"What are you doing tomorrow?" Bago asked. | grinned. "Same as today.
Survive, drink, don't believe." - "Maybe they'll come back." - "Then I'll bring
them glasses. Maybe they'll drink before they shoot." - "And if they don't?" -
"Then the sea will teach them."

He nodded, remained silent, and drank. | took the bottle from him and drank
too. We sat there like two men who knew they'd lived too long to die young.
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The sun was gone. Only the afterglow remained, that deceptive light that looks
like hope but is only tiredness. | stood up and walked to the water. The dog
followed me, and Bago stayed seated. | stepped into the sea, up to my knees,
and felt the sand give way beneath me. | saw the sky slowly turning black.

"You're patient," | said quietly. "You always wait until we ruin ourselves." A
wave came, hitting me gently but firmly. | grinned. "I know. You have time. |
don't."

| saw my reflection in the water. Distorted, old, ugly. | thought of all the faces |
had seen—Magellan, the priest, Naru, the men who had believed. All gone. But
the water remained. Always. | thought: Maybe we're just waves with bones.
We come, break, disappear. And the sea laughs.

Bago called my name. | turned around. "What?" - "Come out before you
baptize yourself." | laughed and went back. "l just wanted to see if his god
could swim." - "And?" - "He's drinking."

We sat down again, drank, and were silent. The dog lay down between us. |
looked up at the sky, which was now full of stars. One fell. | thought: Maybe
that was the priest. Maybe he's finally done it.

"Do you ever think about the past?" Bago asked. | nodded. "Sometimes. But
the past was just now, with fewer scars." - "And less rum." - "We didn't need it
back then." - "Because we were dumber." | grinned. "Happy, maybe. That's
almost the same thing."

Tano emerged from the darkness, quietly, like a shadow. "You're still awake,"
he said. | nodded. "Still." - "I heard they're planning something in Cebu." -
"They're always planning something." - "They say more ships. More priests." |
laughed. "Then let them come. I'll build them a church out of bones."

He sat down, picked up the bottle, and drank. "The rum is almost empty." -
"Then we'll just pray." - "To whom?" - "To the sea. At least it answers
honestly."

We laughed, all three of us. But the laughter was tired, broken, genuine. | liked
it that way. No false light, no false beliefs, just men who knew they were part
of something bigger—and that this bigger thing would consume them.

The wind shifted, now coming from the land. It brought the scent of bamboo,
ash, and old blood. | smelled it, breathed deeply, and closed my eyes. | thought:

This is what truth smells like. Not of heaven, not of purity. Of dirt. Of life.
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The dog barked once, briefly. | opened my eyes. Far out at sea, a light. Small,
flickering, moving. | saw it, said nothing. Bago followed my gaze. "Again?" he
asked. | nodded. "Perhaps. Perhaps it's just the sea lying to us."

Tano stood up. "l see enough." - "Then you see too little." - "I'm old." - "So is
the sea. It doesn't learn anything."

He walked, slowly, into the darkness. The dog lay down again. Bago took the
last sip of rum and shook his head. "We should drink something else." -
"Water?" - "No. Something that doesn't remind us of yesterday." | laughed.
"Then all that's left is air."

He lay down, turned on his side, and after a while snored. | stayed awake. | saw
the light outside, flickering, disappearing, then coming back. Maybe it was a
ship. Maybe a lie. | just knew the sea would swallow it. Sooner or later.

| stood up and went back to the water. The moon stood above me, pale and
tired. | thought it saw everything and said nothing, just like the sea. |
whispered, "If you know gods, tell them to try something new. I'm tired of
crosses and kings."

The sea responded with a wave, cool and friendly. | stepped deeper, letting it
hit me. | closed my eyes, listening to the roar. | thought: This is all that was ever
true. No word, no name, no belief—just water.

| went back, sat down, and the dog laid its head on my leg. | stroked it, looked
up at the sky, and breathed in the air. | thought of all that was yet to come.
New ships, new men, new false gods. And more blood, more smoke, more sea.

| laughed softly. It sounded like crying. "They don't learn anything," | said. The
dog raised his head and looked at me. | nodded. "Neither do we."

The wind died down. The sea was calm. | closed my eyes, lay back, and listened
to the waves. | thought, the sea forgets nothing, but it also forgives nothing.
And that's fairer than any god ever was.

And so ended the day when the rum was gone, the gods rusted and | realized
that heaven was never here - only the sea that plays us all until we sink.
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The sea doesn't eat cowards

The morning smelled of metal and silence. No fire, no shouting, just the wind
playing with the remnants of the smoke like a child who doesn't know the
game is over. | woke up with the dog by my side, tongue half out, eyes half
open. He was breathing heavily. So was I. Every breath sounded like a
compromise.

| stood up, stretched, felt my joints crack. My body remembered everything my
mind wanted to forget. The sea lay still, shining, smooth, as if it had washed
away its guilt during the night. | don't trust smooth water. It only pretends to
be tired.

Bago was already sitting down on the beach, barefoot, naked to the waist, a
bowl of palm wine in his hand. "You were sleeping," he said. | nodded. "Not
long." - "Long enough to dream again?" - "l only dream when I'm drunk." -
"Then you should drink again." | grinned. "l won't drink until the sea says so." -
"Then you'll stay sober until you die."

We were silent. The dog ran to the water, sniffed, and drank. | watched him.
"He's not afraid," said Bago. | nodded. "Animals don't have heaven, so they
don't need courage."

Someone coughed behind us. Tano came, slowly, his stick in the sand, the sun
on his forehead. "l heard they're talking again in Cebu," he said. "About us?" -
"About you. About the sea. About guilt." | grinned. "They talk too much about
things they don't own." - "They say more ships are coming." - "They're always
saying something."

He sat down and leaned on his back. "They call you the Demon of Mactan." |
laughed. "Then | finally have a title." - "It's not a compliment." - "No good
nickname is one."

The wind grew stronger. The sea changed color, becoming darker, more
honest. | smelled rain, iron, wanderlust. | wondered if the sea smelled of me
too. Maybe. Maybe I'd already reeked of it.

In the afternoon, men from a neighboring village arrived. Thin, ragged,
exhausted. They told of raids. Not by Spaniards, but by men from Cebu—
natives with crosses who thought they were now soldiers. Faith makes
murderers polite. "They came with guns," one said, "and with songs." | nodded.
"Songs are more dangerous."
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| went with them to the fire and gave them a drink. They drank greedily, as if
the wine were healing. | asked, "Why don't you fight?" The elder looked at me,
his lips trembling. "Because they pray before they kill. How do you fight that?" |
replied, "With silence. That carries more weight."

Bago looked at me, shaking his head. "You don't want to do anything?" | took
the jug, drank, and wiped my mouth. "Not yet. The sea only moves when it has
to." - "But when it moves, it eats everything." - "Exactly."

| went to the water and looked out. The sky had turned gray, heavy. | smelled
rain, | heard thunder somewhere in the distance. The sea was restless. | felt it.
It wanted something. It always wanted something. | whispered, "If you want
something, tell me directly." A wave came, hit me hard on the feet. | laughed.
"Yeah, | know."

When the rain started, the dogs came into the village. Three of them, thin, wet,
shivering. | didn't know them. The dog next to me growled, but | held him back.
| looked at them—emaciated, but alert. War always scatters more lives than it
takes. | gave them fish, and they ate as if they'd never done anything else. |
thought: The sea is sending me new witnesses.

That night, | sat with Bago by the fire again. "If they come," he said, "will you
fight?" - "If the sea calls me." - "And if it's silent?" - "Then I'll make it louder."

He laughed, short and bitter. "You're too proud." - "No. Just too tired to be
afraid." - "That's the same thing."

We drank, were silent, watched the embers dance. | thought of Magellan, of
the priest, of Naru, of the dead. | thought that every war only disguises itself
differently. Sometimes it carries iron, sometimes it carries God. | sensed that a
new one was coming. The sea was too calm, the wind too patient.

| went to the water, again, like every evening. The dog followed me. | stepped
in, up to my knees. The rain fell, the drops on the surface like coins. | thought
the sea was already collecting before the game. | spoke quietly, to myself or to
him: "If you still need me, whisper. | can hear you even through the storm."

| stood like that for a long time, the water around me, the sky above me. | felt
light, almost dead. | thought: Maybe I'm already part of it. Maybe I'm the sea in
human form, only dumber.

When | returned, Bago was sleeping in the sand, the bottle half empty, his face

peaceful. | covered him with an old net. The dog lay down next to him. | sat
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down and looked into the fire. | thought of the men from Cebu, the songs, the
guns. | thought that no coward ever dies at sea, because the sea doesn't take
cowards. It wants taste. It wants courage, blood, and remorse.

| lay down, the spear beside me. | watched the embers slowly dying. | thought,
maybe that's what courage is: to keep breathing even though everything is
silent.

The rain stopped. The sky was black, but | knew the light was waiting
somewhere. The sea was breathing. | was breathing with it. | thought: When
they come, they should know that I'm still here. That I'm still salty.

| closed my eyes, listened to the waves. They whispered. And this time |
understood them.

Said:Stand up.

The wind shifted during the night, and that was the first sign. It was no longer
coming from the sea, but from inland, dry and warm, like the breath of an
unfamiliar animal. | lay awake, listening to the bamboo tap, irregularly, as if
frightened. The dog raised its head, looked at the door, didn't growl—it was
listening. | thought: If even the bamboo is nervous, something's wrong.

In the morning, the light was different. The sun came up late, pale, as if
apologizing, and the sky was that color between gray and yellow that reeks of
anger. | stood on the beach, my feet in the sand, and watched the waves roll at
an angle. No rhythm, no order. That's how the sea moves when it's planning
something.

Bago came behind me, his hair wet with the dew, his spear in his hand even
though he didn't need it. "You feel it too?" he asked. | nodded. "Yes. The sea is
in a mood." - "Do you think it's talking?" - "It's screaming, but no one
understands its language."

We looked out. No ship, no smoke. Just movement, too far away to grasp. The
dog barked briefly, once, then sat down. | said, "He already knows." - "What?" -
"That we need to prepare."

We began without discussing it. The men mended nets as if they were shields.
The women fetched water, dried fish, and tied them into bundles. No one
talked about war, but everyone moved as if they were expecting one. The sky
continued to darken, and the wind sang, deep and steady.
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At midday, birds came flying from the sea, flying low, chaotically, screaming.
The dog jumped up, followed them for a bit, stopped, and turned back. "Not a
good sign," muttered Tano, the old man who saw a sign in everything. |
nodded. "The sea doesn't want anyone above it anymore. Not even birds."

| walked through the village, saw the faces. Many looked away. They had
learned to respect me, but no longer understood me. Some prayed. Not to
their old gods, not to my sea. To something new that bore names from Cebu. |
let them. You can't take a man's faith without also taking away his fear. And
fear at least keeps him awake.

Bago came with palm wine and handed me the bowl. "When the storm comes,
we should drink." | grinned. "You drink whatever the weather." - "Yes. But a
storm makes it more honest." We drank. The wind increased, and we held onto
the bowls tightly, as if they could save us.

| wondered if courage is just a form of habit. You live with danger long enough,
and eventually it tastes like salt: bitter, but familiar. | smelled the sea, which
now stank of metal and seaweed. It was irritated, almost offended. Perhaps
because we'd been playing land for too long.

In the afternoon, two boats arrived from the neighboring village. Men jumped

out, breathless, their eyes wide. "Storm," they said, "big." | nodded. "l know." -
"We're looking for shelter." - "There's none here." - "Then we'll stay with you."
| shrugged. "If the sea wants us, it will bring us together."

They helped secure the roofs, tied the bamboo walls with ropes, and placed
stones on the roofs. The village smelled of work, sweat, and fear. | liked that. It
was more honest than any prayer.

Towards evening, the sky turned black. No blue, no red, just black, as if
someone had turned it inside out. The wind came in gusts, throwing sand,
tearing leaves. The sea spoke loudly now, angrily. The waves crashed against
the shore, and | felt the ground vibrate.

"He's coming," said Tano. | nodded. "He was never gone."

We brought the animals into the huts, put out the fires, and tied up the boats.
The dog ran around restlessly, sniffing at everything, barking briefly, then
falling silent again. He knew that noise doesn't stop anything.

When the storm came, it didn't come suddenly. It grew, like all living things.

First the wind, then the rain, then the thunder. | stood at the edge of the
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village, the rain lashing down, the sea a single body, angry, alive. | closed my
eyes, breathed in the salt and mud. | felt the world shake.

Bago came beside me, shouting into the wind: "Come in!" | shook my head.
"The sea wants to talk." - "It's roaring!" - "Then you'd better listen."

| stood there until | could see nothing anymore. Only water, wind, darkness. |
felt no difference between sky and sea. | was wet to the bone, cold, but calm.
There was nothing inside me except this faint realization that the sea doesn't
eat cowards because they never come close enough.

When the wind died down, the night was almost over. The village still stood,
half-destroyed, but standing. Men crawled out of the huts, women called for
children. The dog barked, found one, and brought it back. | watched her cry
and laugh at the same time. | thought, that's life: two sounds that can't decide.

We didn't count losses; we drank. Palm wine, rainwater, whatever. | sat by the
fire, which was barely burning, and thought: The sea wanted to test us. It saw
who would stay when it roared.

Bago sat down next to me, dripping wet, exhausted, content. "He spared us,"
he said. | shook my head. "No. He forgot about us. And that's better."

We laughed quietly and drank. The dog lay between us, snoring. Tano came
later and sat quietly. "What did you hear?" | asked. "The sea," he said. "It said it
was hungry again."

| nodded. | knew what that meant. No storms without causes. No peace
without debt. | looked out, where the sky was brightening, gray over black. |
thought: Maybe another ship will come soon. Maybe a different one, with a
different god, a different flag. But in the end, everyone wants the same thing:
what lies beneath the surface.

| took the last sip and set the bowl down. The wind died down. The bamboo
tapped again, calm and familiar. | said, "If the sea calls us, this time I'll go."
"Alone?" asked Bago. | nodded. "Cowards stay on land."

He laughed, coughed, and spat. "Then we're all lost." - "Then at least be
honest."

| lay down, the spear beside me, the dog at my side. | heard the sea, quieter
now, but with that undertone, that rumble that remains. | thought: It doesn't
eat cowards. But it waits until courage grows tired.
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And that never takes long.

In the morning, the island lay as if it had only dreamed the storm. The sky
seemed innocent, blue and clear, and the wind once again smelled of coconut
and salt. But the sea had left its mark. Tree trunks, torn nets, a boat on its side
that looked as if someone had tried to throw it into the sky. | stood on the
beach, the dog beside me, and thought: It's always the silence afterward that
wears on your nerves.

Bago came, spear over his shoulder, carrying half a calabash of palm wine.
"We're still alive," he said. | nodded. "Because the sea is full." - "Or bored." -
"Same."

We walked through the village. The huts were leaning, but they stood. Women
were collecting palm leaves, men were mending roofs, children were carrying
water. Everyone acted as if everything were normal. Perhaps that's the secret
of life—pretending it goes on.

Tano sat on a rock, his face in shadow. "I heard the night," he said. | grinned.
"And?" - "The sea laughed." - "At what?" - "At us." - "Then it's tasty."

| helped clean up, without knowing why. Bamboo, rope, broken pieces. |
mended what still needed to be mended. Bago brought wine every few hours.
Work without wine is just punishment.

At midday, we sat by the fire, eating fish that tasted of ash. The dog lay in the
sand, eyes closed, ear alert. | looked out at the sea. It shimmered, serene, but
this shimmer wasn't peace. It was that smug smile that things have when they
know they're winning.

"You think it'll come back?" Bago asked. | nodded. "It always comes back. Just
dressed differently.” - "In uniform?" - "Or with prayers."

We were silent. | thought about the storm. How it had shaped us, how it had
made everything equal—the rich, the poor, the believers, the doubters. The
wind doesn't discriminate. | wish people were like the wind.

In the afternoon, a boat arrived from the north. Small, old, exhausted. Three
men, none of them speaking much. They begged for water, bread, and rest. We
gave them everything we had. One of them told me that there were strangers
in Cebu again—new faces, new flags. | laughed. "The sea replaces them when
the old ones get too wet."
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Bago listened, drank, and nodded. "Are you going to do something?" he asked.
| looked at him. "No. Not yet." - "Why?" - "Because | want to know first if
they're men or just playing gods again."

The men from the north slept near the fire. They snored, talking in their sleep.
One murmured a prayer | didn't know. | stood there, listening, not
understanding a word, but sensing that the sea didn't care either.

In the evening, the wind returned, quiet this time, soft. It smelled of earth, not
salt. | sat in the sand, my feet in the water, the dog beside me. Bago came with
a new bottle. "In case the sky forgets us again," he said. | took it and drank. "It
never forgets. It just looks away."

The sun slowly set, blood red, beautiful but not friendly. | thought that even
beauty, if seen too often, becomes tiring. Bago talked about the boats, about
trade, about new weapons. | listened, but only half-heartedly. | thought we
were all talking to avoid hearing the silence.

"You always think of the sea," he said. | grinned. "Because it's honest. It takes
what it wants and doesn't say a word. No king can do that."

Night came, quietly, cautiously. | heard the frogs, the rustling, the breathing of
the island. | felt empty, but not sad. Just burned out, like a fire that's burned
too long.

| thought about everything the sea had already taken from us—men, boats,
faith, pride. | wondered what remained. Perhaps only the sound of the waves,
repeating itself, like a promise no one believes anymore.

The dog laid his head on my leg and sighed. | stroked him, smelling the salt and
smoke. "We're still alive," | said quietly. He lifted his head briefly, looked at me,
and lay down again. | thought that was answer enough.

The wind died down. | saw the stars. | thought, maybe they were just holes
through which the sky breathes. | thought of Magellan, of his men, of all the
names the sea had long since spat out. | thought that none of them were
cowards, otherwise they would still be on land.

| laughed quietly. It sounded like a cough. | drank the last sip of wine and lay
back. | closed my eyes, heard the waves. | thought that maybe that was the
whole point—not to conquer, not to believe, just to stay until the sea calls you.
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And when it calls, go. Without fear, without regret, without prayer. For the sea
doesn't eat cowards. It needs stories.

The morning came clear and sharp, as if the sky had decided to be honest, and
the sea lay flat and awake, as if it wanted to know if we were too. | smelled salt
and distance, that thin burning in the air that means something is moving, but
still so far away that you're lying to yourself. | stood barefoot in the sand, the
dog beside me, the sun scorching, and the water glittering like iron.

Far back, where the line between sky and ocean is so thin it looks like a scar,
something flickered. At first | thought it was a bird, then a shadow, then | knew
better. Sails. Small dots, white, innocent, but | know the game. The sea
announces everything, it whispers before it screams.

| waited until Bago came, spear in hand, mouth full of fish, and sneering. "You
look like you're counting ghosts," he said.

| nodded. "I'm just counting teeth." "How many?" "Not enough to be scared,
but enough to make you stop laughing."

He blinked at the sun, saw it too, those dots slowly growing larger, and said
nothing more. There was nothing to say. When the sea sends a visit, you don't
talk. You count, you drink, you breathe. Nothing more.

The village behind us was silent, no laughter, no quarreling, only the tapping of
bamboo and the scraping of knives that no one uses, but everyone is
sharpening. Women looked toward the horizon, men pretended not to see it.
Even the children played more quietly. | knew the sea already knew their
voices. It has a good memory for sounds that soon fade away.

Bago sat down next to me in the sand. "Maybe traders." | shook my head.
"Traders smile before they come. These ones are still thinking." "Maybe they're
believers." "Then they'll preach until heaven gets tired." "And you?" "l listen.
But | don't believe anyone who doesn't stink."

The wind blew from the east, warm, sticky, and smelled of oil. Not old oil, fresh.
The sea carried it like a rumor. | smelled metal being polished to make it look
more evil. | knew what that meant: new ships, new masters, new excuses.

| stayed still, letting the sun burn until sweat ran down my back. Eventually,
Bago got up, went into the village, and returned with palm wine. We drank in
silence. It tasted of sugar and foreboding.
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The dog barked once, briefly, and then ran to the water, as if to warn it. |
watched him. Animals know when something is wrong; they don't argue about
it. | wish humans were like that.

Towards the afternoon, the sky turned milky, and the dots were no longer dots.
Sails, clear, clean, white like teeth in an oversized mouth. | counted eight. Tano
came leaning on his cane, his face full of wrinkles that came from thought, not
from age.

"They'll come back," he said, and his voice sounded like a wave breaking too
soon. | nodded. "Everything that hasn't learned to stay comes back." "You're
staying?" "Where should | go? The sea follows me everywhere." "Maybe you
should go with it." "Not yet. It hasn't asked me yet." He nodded slowly. "Then it
will soon." | grinned. "It does that every day."

The sun was low as the sails drew closer. | saw the shapes, the hull, the
movement. Too steady for fishermen, too confident for fugitives. | smelled iron
being sharpened. Bago came back, spear in hand. "What now?" | took the
bottle from him, drank, and handed it back to him. "Now we wait. The sea will
start when it wants to." "Waiting isn't a weapon." "Patience is." "You don't
have it." "Today, it does."

The dog came back and lay down next to my feet, panting but calm. | scratched
his ear. "He knows things are getting serious," said Bago. | nodded. "He smells
the metal in the air."

The wind died down, as if it too wanted to listen. Everything stood still, the sea,
the sky, even the bamboo was silent. Then a dull rumble, not loud, not close,
just deep. | knew what it was: the sound of wood moving when it's carrying too
much weight.

| turned around and looked at the village. Some were already there with
baskets, others with spears. Everyone knew it was time, but no one said it out
loud. We sat on the beach, drank again, and didn't talk.

The sky slowly turned red, not pretty, just honest. | thought: This is what
preparation looks like. No drumming, no shouting, just silence stretching until it
bursts.

| said quietly, "When they land, we'll talk first." Bago looked at me. "And if they
don't listen?"
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"Then the sea speaks." He laughed without joy. "It says that every time." "And
it means it every time."

The sun sank over the horizon, and the sails became shadows. | saw them
moving against the last light, black on gold, like memories of old lies. | felt the
sand vibrate beneath my feet, barely noticeable, but real. It wasn't a trembling
of fear. It was the breathing of the earth when it knows it will once again
become a spectator.

| thought of all the times it had started like this—a few boats, a few men, a few
words. And every time it ended the same: with smoke, rum, and a sea that
acted as if it were innocent.

| turned to Bago. "The sea has a sense of humor," | said. "Why?" "Because it
can sell us the same story over and over, and we buy it every time." He nodded,
drank, and grinned wearily. "Then let's hope it at least has a happy ending this
time." "The sea doesn't write good endings. It only erases bad ones."

The dog raised its head, growled softly, then fell silent again. | looked out,
where the darkness grew thicker. No star, no moon, only the dull white of the
sails, which remained even when the sky had long since swallowed them. |
smelled the first gust of wind, which tasted of rain. | knew they were near. |
knew the sea would bring them, as it brings everything: silently, unwaveringly,
without guilt.

| stood up, wiped the sand from my hands, looked out, and said quietly, just to
myself: "Then let it begin."

The next morning, the sea came early. Too early. It beat against the beach as if
saying:Get up, they are here.| stepped out; the sky was gray, but not tired,
more taut like a muscle about to leap. The sails were no longer patches, but
solids—large, smooth, still. | counted seven. Not eight. One must have been
swallowed during the night. The sea devours its own children before they
become disobedient.

Bago came, carrying the spear, but not as if he intended to use it. More like a
thought you hold onto so you don't get lost. "They're close," he said. | nodded.
"Close enough that you can smell them." The wind was coming from the west,
bringing that scent with it—iron, oil, sweat, but also something else. Something
soft. Maybe fear, maybe conviction. | could never smell the difference.
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The village was awake. Men stood still, women pulled children back, as if the
sea were contagious. Tano sat on a rock, smoking something that produced
more steam than smoke. "They come because they have to," he said. | grinned.
"Everyone comes because they have to. Only a few stay because they want to."

The first boats reached the flat sand. No drums, no shouting, just breathing
wood and moving water. Men disembarked, slowly, cautiously, as if unsure if
the ground wanted them. Their clothes glistened damply, too clean for this
place. No weapons in their hands, but the body betrays what the soul hides. |
saw it in their shoulders, in the way they walked. One of them had the face of a
boy who had learned to obey. Another had the eyes of a man who had seen
too much.

| stood there, barefoot, arms loose, the dog at my side. The man in front came
closer until the distance was only a few heartbeats. He smiled, but the smile
was made of stone. "Lapu-Lapu," he said. | nodded. "We come in peace." |
laughed, dryly, briefly. "Then leave your gods at home. They always bring
storms."

He didn't flinch. "We come to talk." "Talking costs nothing here. But listening
does." He looked briefly at his men, then back at me. "We seek trade. Goods
for water, iron for fish." "lron rusts. Fish too. What remains?" "Friendship." |
grinned. "Friendship is the word you use before drawing a sword."

Bago took a step forward, spear loose, face calm. The dog stood up, fur taut. |
raised my hand, leaving both of them behind. The wind shifted, now coming
from the sea, bringing salt, bringing memories. | thought: The sea is watching
us play theater and applauding with waves.

The man in front of me—the speaker, the smooth one—looked at me for a long
time, without blinking. "Your land is beautiful," he said. | nodded. "Because it's
not being sold." - "You can share everything." - "Only if both survive."

He was silent, breathing heavily, looking over my shoulder at the village. "You
have good people. Strong. Workers. We could—" | cut him off. "You talk about
people like wood. You forget that wood burns."

Behind him, men moved restlessly. Not out of fear, but out of habit. They were
waiting for signs. | knew that. Anyone who has listened to orders for too long
eventually forgets how to stand still.
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The wind increased, the sun shone through, bright and merciless. | saw the
smooth man blink. | liked that. It reminded him that light is stronger here than
faith.

"You don't have to be enemies," he said. | nodded. "I'm not either. But | don't
trust anyone who repeats that twice." He fell silent, stepped back, spoke
quietly to someone else. | saw them conferring, nodding, trying to act as if
everything were according to plan. | saw the sea behind them, vast, calm,
dangerously honest.

Bago whispered, "What now?" | replied, "We'll keep talking until one of us tells
the truth. Then we'll know who loses." He grinned. "And if no one lies?" "Then
the sea will lie for us."

The men from the boats began unpacking things. Boxes, fabrics, tools. Things
that shone, that smelled, that held promise. | stepped closer and looked at
them. This wasn't a bargain. This was bait. Everything here had the scent of
temptation.

The smooth one said, "Take what you want. It's a gift." | replied, "Nothing that
glitters is free." He smiled. "You're right. But some things are still worth it." |
nodded. "Like faith?" He was silent. | saw his lips twitch.

The dog growled softly. The wind carried the smell of iron back to us. | took a
step back, looked at the sea, then back at it. "You still don't understand the
sea," | said. "What do you mean?" "It doesn't eat cowards. And it doesn't eat
presents."

He didn't understand, or pretended not to. He nodded, smiled, too politely. |
turned around, took a few steps toward the village, and stopped without
looking back. "If you want to act, come tomorrow. Today the sea is still
watching."

| heard them hesitate, whisper, the wood move. | didn't see it, but | knew they
were retreating again, slowly, to their boats. The sea took them, like an animal
tasting its prey before deciding.

Bago came to me, the dog behind him. "They're leaving." | nodded. "Just to
come back." "They were afraid." "No. They had respect. That's worse. Fear
passes. Respect remains until it collapses."
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We watched as the boats moved away, as the sails became smaller again, but
didn't disappear. They waited outside, keeping their distance. The sea held
them there, between hope and threat.

Tano came later and sat down next to me. "They'll come back," he said. "I
know." "With more words." "Or fewer." "You haven't chased them away." "Not
yet. You don't chase men who are still considering whether they're worth it."

The sun shone, the waves glittered. The sea breathed calmly, but that was the
calm of an animal after feeding. | smelled salt, oil, sweat, and something new:
anticipation.

| said quietly, just to myself, "No coward gets this far." The dog looked at me as
if he understood. | smiled.

"And if they are," | murmured, "then the sea itself will show them."

They came back, two days later, as if the sea had spat them back because it
didn't like their taste. The same sails, the same faces, but this time slower,
more cautious, as if they knew they were being watched. | stood on the beach,
barefoot, the water at my ankles, the dog beside me. The wind was light, but it
carried their voices before they were close enough. Strange voices, smooth
voices, words too easy to be true.

Bago stepped next to me, snorted, and chewed on a piece of bamboo. "They!'ll
come back," he said. | nodded. "The sea is patient, but not polite." - "Perhaps
they've learned something." - "No one learns the first time." - "And you?" - "|
stopped learning when | realized that everything comes back."

The boats glided closer. No noise, no drumming, just rippling water. | smelled
oil and wood, mixed with that artificial scent of people washing themselves to
sell trust. They landed, stepped onto the sand, the same men as before, only
with new smiles. The sea seemed to laugh with them.

The speaker stepped forward, the same robe, the same gaze, that balance
between humility and control. "Lapu-Lapu," he said, as if blessing my name. |
nodded. "l heard." "We don't want a fight." "Me neither. But you always bring
it with you, wrapped in wood and words."

He smiled and pulled out a cloth, red and clean. "A sign of peace." | looked at it
and nodded. "Nice color. Goes well with the blood." He shuddered, only
slightly, and put the cloth back in his pocket. The wind shifted. | could smell
that things were getting serious, although no one raised their voice.
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"We want to trade," he said. "Goods, work, protection." "Protection from
what?" | asked. "From what might come." | grinned. "The sea protects me
better than your words."

He took a step closer. "The sea is unpredictable." "That's why I love it. It doesn't
lie."

He was silent. Behind him, the men opened their boxes again. Fabrics, tools,
small shiny objects. They placed them in the light, and everything shimmered,
as if the sea itself were watching. | saw a few from my village approaching—
curious, hungry, uncertain. | let them. Curiosity kills more slowly than greed.

Bago stood stiffly beside me. "They're tempting," he said quietly. | nodded. "Let
them. Those who shine are afraid of being overlooked."

The speaker held out a piece of metal to me, fine, smooth, light. "A gift," he
said. | looked at it, took it, weighed it in my hand, and smelled it. "Cold," | said.
"Iron is always cold." | nodded. "Even your hearts?"

He didn't answer. | threw the piece back into its box. It clanged, like the truth
no one wants to hear.

The sun was high, the sea shimmered. | looked out at the waves breaking and
thought they were more honest than any conversation here. | turned to him.
"What do you really want?" | asked. He hesitated. "We want to live." | grinned.
"Everyone wants that. But no one knows how."

He stepped back, just a step, but | saw it. The calm was gone, the balance
tipped. | knew he would come back, with a different tone, perhaps with more
men, perhaps with weapons. | also knew it didn't have to be tomorrow. The sea
has time.

He bowed slightly. "We'll return when the wind is right." | nodded. "The wind is
never right for lies."

They left. Slowly, methodically, politely. | watched them until the boats
disappeared into the light again, as if the sea had swallowed them. The dog
barked, once, briefly. Then it was quiet.

Bago stepped next to me. "That's it?" | shook my head. "That was just the
rehearsal. When words fail, steel comes." He sighed. "l was hoping you were
wrong for once." | smiled. "Me too."
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We walked back to the village. The air was heavy, sweet, lazy. Men talked
quietly, women gathered things they wanted to keep in case the sky darkened
again. | looked at them and knew: no one is sleeping tonight.

Tano sat on the edge again, his stick in his lap, his gaze on the sea. "They're
friendly," he said. "Friendly is worse than angry," | replied. "Why?" "Because
you don't know when they'll stop."

Evening came quickly. The sky glowed briefly, then turned black. | sat with Bago
by the fire, drinking, listening to the crackling that sounded like breathing.
"They'll come back," he said. "I know." "And this time they'll stay." "Maybe. But
the sea doesn't eat cowards. And they're not brave, just confident."

He nodded, drank, and remained silent. The dog lay down, the fire reflected in
his eyes. | thought animals always knew when something was coming to an
end.

| looked out at the sea, which lay black and smooth, like a truth no one wants
to hear. | thought: Maybe we're all cowards, but some manage to lie to the sea.

Then the wind came. Light. Cool. Full of salt. The sea answered — quietly,
patiently, like a teacher who knows no one is listening.

| took the last sip, wiped my mouth, and said, "Then let's start again."

At night, the sea smelled of calm, but | knew it wasn't. It was the silence before
something that had already begun long ago. | sat on the beach, the fire small,
the dog beside me, Bago sleeping somewhere behind me. | drank the last sip of
palm wine, tasted smoke, salt, tiredness. The sky was black, but not empty. |
didn't see any stars, but | sensed they were there, somewhere behind the haze,
as if they didn't want to look.

The wind was gentle, almost gentle, but it carried something with it. Not a
sound, not a smell, more a feeling, as if someone far away was thinking your
name. | knew that. That's how the sea talks when it's sure you're listening. |
whispered, "l know. I'm still here." The dog lifted its head briefly, as if I'd been
talking to it, then lay down again.

The village was silent. No laughter, no arguments, no singing. Only the muffled
breathing of many bodies trying to stay calm. | knew no one was truly asleep.
Everyone was listening to something—wind, water, their heart. And everyone
knew something was coming, even if no one knew when.
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| stood up and went to the water. It was warm, almost friendly. | stepped in, up
to my knees. The waves were small, tired, but they had a rhythm that sounded
like questions. | closed my eyes, let the salt burn my skin, and thought: The sea
doesn't eat cowards, but it tests everyone. Perhaps we are the test right now.

| thought of the man with the smooth face, his voice, his eyes that were too
still. | knew he wouldn't sleep, out there on his ship. He was like me—someone
who doesn't trust the wind because it has lied too often. | knew he would come
back. Not with gifts, not with words, but with the kind of conviction that leaves
no room for doubt.

| looked out. No light. No sail. Only darkness. But | felt her. | felt that the sea
was holding her, that it wouldn't let her go. Perhaps it wanted to test us.
Perhaps it wanted to see if we were still standing when the faith of others
landed.

| went back and sat down by the fire. Bago was snoring softly. | looked at him
and thought: He sleeps like someone who knows that fear is useless. | envied
him. Tano came out of the darkness, silent as a shadow. He sat down without a
word.

After a while, he said, "You wait." | nodded. "I'm always waiting." "For what?"
"For what comes when words grow old." He nodded slowly. "Then you won't
have to wait long."

He stood up again and walked back into the darkness. | watched him go. The
wind shifted, now coming from the land, bringing the smell of earth, smoke,
life. | liked that. It reminded me that we were still here, no matter what the sea
was planning.

The dog stirred, stood up, and sniffed into the night. | followed his gaze. Far
away, something flashed. Only briefly, a glimmer, barely visible. But real. | took
a deep breath, felt the sand beneath me grow cold. | said softly, "They're
coming." The dog growled, a deep, calm sound.

| sat down again, staring into the embers. The fire was small, but alive. |
thought: Maybe that's the difference between us and the sea—we burn even
though we know it's pointless.

| took a stick, poked at the ashes, watched sparks rise and disappear. | thought
about everything that had already happened. Magellan. The storm. The men
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with their clean clothes. And | knew it never really ends. That every victory is
just a pause the sea grants you, to remind you that you control nothing.

| heard the wind, | heard my heart. | thought, maybe this is what war is all
about—not the blood, not the fire, but this waiting that eats into your bones.

| looked out again. The shimmer was gone, but the thought remained. | knew
they were closer, that they were preparing. And | knew | was ready. Not out of
courage, but because there was nothing else.

The dog lay down again. | stroked him, felt his warmth. | thought: He knows we
could lose, but he stays anyway. That's enough.

The fire diminished, the night thickened. | heard the sea breathing, slowly,
calmly, deliberately. | thought: It's laughing now. It already knows the end, and
we're just playing our roles.

| whispered, "l know you don't eat cowards. But this time you'll be full."

Then | just sat there, watched the embers die, heard the wind, and waited for
morning to come—that cursed, beautiful morning when the sea would finally
answer.

The Drum at Dawn

Morning came quietly, too quietly. No birds, no wind, just this dull, heavy
silence that settled over everything like a wet rag. | woke before light came
because the sea was restless. It breathed differently. Slower. More
deliberately. Like an animal about to leap. | sat up, rubbed the sand from my
eyes, tasted salt on my lips. The dog was already awake, ears pricked, eyes on
the water.

Bago was still lying there, half-covered with an old blanket, snoring irregularly. |
got up, went outside, and felt the ground cold and firm beneath my feet. A fog
hung over the sea, thick and gray. Not a beautiful gray, but that dull gray that
tastes of metal. | didn't like it. It was the gray of things that wait too long.

| heard something. No wind, no animal. A blow. Muffled, far away. Then
another. | stopped. Counted. One. Two. Three. Then silence. | knew what it
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was. No wave makes such a sound. No axe, no wood. A drum. Slow. Heavy. Like
a heart trying to be forgotten.

| looked out, couldn't see anything. The fog held everything, as if trying to hide
it. But the sound came again, closer this time. More evenly. | knew this wasn't
nature. This was intentional. | whispered, "So there she is."

Bago came, sleepy, spear in hand. "What's going on?" "Listen." He listened,
blinked. Then he looked at me. "That's music." | shook my head. "No. That's
memory."

We stood there, two men, barefoot, half-naked, half-awake, listening to the fog
think. The drum beat again, slower now, as if it wanted to teach us the rhythm.
The dog barked briefly, then fell silent.

"They're close," said Bago. | nodded. "The sea has been whispering for hours."
"What do we do?" "Breathe. And listen."

| went to the water, which was calm but not peaceful. | knelt down and dipped
my hand in. Warm. Too warm. | smelled iron. Not sea iron. Human iron. |
looked up, and for a moment | thought | saw movement in the fog—shadows
coming, but not yet brave enough to reveal themselves.

The drumming didn't stop. It came and went like heartbeats. The sea didn't
respond, and that frightened me more than anything else. When the sea is
silent, it means it's watching.

Tano came out of the village, leaning on his stick, the fog clinging to his skin like
sweat. "l heard," he said. | nodded. "Then you know what it is." He was
breathing heavily. "The drum at dawn." "Yes." "That was always the sign." "For
what?" "That someone had decided to stop talking."

Bago looked at me, waiting, as if he wanted to know if we were going to fight
now. | shook my head. "Not yet. If you run too early, the sea laughs. If you run
too late, it eats you."

The dog growled, took a few steps forward, and stopped. | smelled smoke, faint
but real. Wood smoke. Maybe oil, too. | felt my hands shaking, not from fear,
but from that strange calm that comes when you know you have no choice.

The drumming grew louder. More even. Now it sounded like footsteps. | saw
nothing, but | knew they were out there, in the fog, with their ships, their flags,
their prayers. | wondered if they were trembling too.
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| turned around and saw the village. Men were coming with spears, women
were carrying water, children were being brought into the huts. No one was
screaming, no one was crying. Just movement. Pure, simple, human
movement. | liked that. No heroes, no martyrs. Just people who remain.

Bago stood next to me. "When they come?" | replied, "Then we'll talk. Perhaps
for the last time." He nodded. "And if they don't listen?" "Then we'll listen for
the sea."

The fog moved. Slowly. As if it were making room. And then | saw them.
Shadows, many, round, tall, angular. Sails, masts, bodies. | took a deep breath.
The sea smelled of iron, smoke, rain. | said quietly, "So there they are."

The drumming paused briefly, then began again, faster now, more determined.
It no longer sounded like music, but like a threat with a heartbeat. | felt the
sand vibrate.

"So that's it," Bago murmured. | nodded. "Yes. That's the sound before the sea
decides."

We stood still, three bodies against a horizon of mist and sound. Neither of us
spoke again. The sea was silent, but it breathed deeply. | knew it was laughing.

The fog lifted, as if the sea had decided to be honest. Slowly at first, then with
that sudden, impatient breath that tears everything open. The gray receded,
and beneath it emerged movement—wood, sails, bodies. They were there. No
more shapes, no more rumors. They came in rows, the boats stabbing through
the water like knives through soft skin.

| stood still, the dog at my side, Bago a few steps behind me. The wind was
light, but it carried enough to carry the smell of oil, iron, and damp leather. |
didn't like it. It was the smell of order.

The drumming didn't stop. It came in waves now, as if they were trying to tame
the sea. | knew that couldn't be done. The sea laughs at drumming. It only
stops when it wants to. | felt the sand tremble beneath my feet. This wasn't a
storm, this was an arrival.

Bago said quietly, "There are many of them." | nodded. "They always have
been." "More than us." "They don't count any more."

The sun broke through, a thin ray, hitting the water, which immediately
shimmered like silver. It was beautiful, but not friendly. Nothing so bright
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means well. | saw the boats aligning, the men standing on deck, silent, waiting.
No chaos. No shouting. Just control.

| thought: That's their strength. Not courage, not numbers—control. They talk
about faith, but they love order. The sea is their enemy because it knows
neither.

Tano came over, leaning on his cane, his face like stone. "l saw her in a dream,"
he said. "Then you'd better wake up," | replied. "Sometimes dreams are more
honest." "Then finish your dream quickly."

The dog growled, deep but quiet. | looked out, saw a larger ship break away,
pull up. Differently built, heavier. It carried something on its mast—a cloth,
gold and red, so bright it hurt. | didn't know what it meant, but | didn't like it.
Flags are just lies hung high enough that no one can touch them.

Bago stepped next to me. "Shall we talk?" | nodded. "Yes, for now. Maybe not
later." "What do you tell them?" "That the sea is not an altar."

The first boats touched the shallow sand. Men jumped out, held the ropes, and
stood upright. They looked tired, but not weak. Tired men are dangerous. They
no longer have patience for the truth.

| took a few steps forward. The sand clung to my feet, warm and heavy. The
wind brought that smell again—metal, oil, sweat. But this time | smelled
something else: fear. Not ours, theirs. They hid it well, but the sea betrays
everyone.

The man from before was back, the smooth-faced speaker. He stepped
forward, the ground crunching beneath his boots. "Lapu-Lapu," he said, as if it
were a prayer. | nodded. "You have returned." "We are men of peace." "Then
you choose strange hours for peace."

He took a breath, looked briefly at the boats, then back at me. "We want to
talk." I grinned. "You talk too much. The sea only hears when it's quiet." He
raised his hands, calmly, slowly. "We don't come with weapons." "Weapons are
just wood and metal. Faith is worse."

A brief shadow passed over his face. | knew he understood, even if he would
never admit it. Behind him, men moved, erecting something, a small cross
made of light wood. | laughed. "Even in the fog, you'll find room for your
heaven."
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He said, "He belongs to everyone." "Then let him defend himself."

The dog barked, short and sharp, as if it wanted to have the last word. The sea
was silent. Only the drumming remained. It had become quieter, farther away,
as if it were no longer for us, but for them.

Bago whispered, "They think the sea obeys them." | nodded. "Then they'll learn
something."

The sun rose, the fog retreated. The world was clear again, but it looked
different. The air was thicker, as if there was a weight on it that no one wanted
to bear. | looked at the men's faces—young, old, burned, determined. None of
them knew that the sea is never on their side.

| stepped closer, now almost level with the speaker. He smelled of salt and
foreign lands. "I don't want war," he said quietly. | nodded. "Then you shouldn't
have sailed."

He was silent. Behind him, the water shimmered, still and heavy. | turned
around and saw my village. Small huts, smoke, children, women, men—
everything that mattered. | knew they were watching us, that they saw our
every move. | also knew the sea couldn't protect them. Not this time.

| said quietly, almost to myself: "The sea doesn't eat cowards, but it tests
anyone who challenges it." Then | looked back at the speaker, who was
searching for his smile and couldn't find it. "Let's talk," | said. "Yes," he replied.
But the sea was laughing, quietly, hissing, somewhere behind us—and | knew it
had long since decided who was allowed to listen.

We stood facing each other, only a few feet of sand between us, the sea behind
me, the silence behind him. The wind had died down, as if trying to hear who
would lie first. The speaker smiled, but his gaze remained cold. It was that
polite smile that means nothing.

"We're not coming as enemies," he began, calmly, practiced, like someone
who's had many such conversations. | nodded slowly. "That's what everyone
says before they stay."

He ignored the sentence, stepped closer, his hands open. "Our world is big, and
so are yours. They can touch without biting." | grinned. "Worlds don't touch,
they collide."

92



He paused briefly, searching for the right words. "We want to share—
knowledge, faith, goods." | spat in the sand. "Sharing sounds good, until
someone sets the measure."

He smiled thinly. "Your people are strong. With us at your side—" "With you at
our side?" | interrupted. "Or on our skin?"

He took a breath, calmly, like someone skilled at drowning anger in politeness.
"We believe in the same gods," he said finally. "Your god wears metal," |
replied. "Mine wears salt."

He fell silent again, but his eyes spoke. | saw that look in them—no hatred, no
mockery, just conviction. That's the worst thing about people who are
convinced: they're quiet because they're sure they're right.

"We could be allies," he said. "l don't ally myself with men who raise flags
before saluting." "You confuse pride with fear." "And you confuse grace with
possession."”

Bago stood beside me, his face dark, his hands firm on his spear. The dog
barked once, briefly, as if he'd heard enough. The wind returned, carrying the
drumming again, quieter this time, but fitting the rhythm of the words.

"You defeated Magellan," said the speaker, "and yet you still make no
progress.”" | grinned. "There's no need to run when the sea is moving." "You are
isolated." "l am free." "You confuse loneliness with freedom." "And you
confuse salvation with chains."

He smiled again, but the smile was tired. "You are a wise man, Lapu-Lapu. But
wise isn't enough. You'll grow old, and your children will go with the wind.
What will remain then?" | pointed to the sea. "That remains."

He looked, followed my finger, but | knew he didn't understand. No one
understands the sea who merely crosses it. It belongs only to those who stay
when it rages.

"We could make you great," he said. "I'm already here," | replied. "The world
doesn't know your name." "The sea knows it."

He took a deep breath and took another step closer. | saw the sweat glistening
on his forehead. Not from the weather. From the weight of his own words.
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"If we don't agree," he said quietly, "the sea will turn red." | nodded. "Then
things will finally be honest."

He stared at me. For seconds. Not a word. Not a breath. Just that look,
searching for any fear left in me. There was none. Only salt.

"You think you can stop us," he whispered. "No," | said calmly. "I think | can
show you what you are."

He smiled, genuinely this time. Not a polite smile. Not a fake one. One of those
that hurts. "You're proud, Lapu-Lapu.” "I'm awake." "Then you'll see what
happens." "l can see it."

He turned around and walked back to his men. | stopped and watched him. The
sun rose higher, the sea shone like a sharp blade. Bago stepped closer. "And?" |
replied, "He's already lost. He just doesn't know it yet."

Tano approached slowly, leaning on his cane. "They'll try." | nodded. "Everyone
tries. The sea lets them." "And if they succeed?" "Then it spits them out."

The dog barked again, the wind shifted. | smelled the sea—fresh, clean, calm. |
knew this wasn't peace. This was the sea grinning.

| said quietly, more to myself than to the others, "The sea doesn't eat cowards.
But today it might be full."

They walked, slowly, methodically, like men who think they have time. Their
boats glided out again, the drum grew quieter, and the sea closed behind them
as if nothing had happened. | stood there until they disappeared. Then | turned
around and saw the village waiting for me. No questions, no panic. Just glances.
You can tell how serious this is by the fact that no one is talking.

Bago stepped beside me, spear over his shoulder, his eyes fixed on the horizon.
"That wasn't it," he said. | nodded. "No. That was just the beginning of waiting.'
"Waiting is worse than fighting." "Yes. Waiting is the war before the war
begins."

We walked through the village. Men were mending nets, tying ropes,
sharpening blades, without instructions, without haste. Women were gathering
supplies, water, roots, cloths. Children were sent to huts farthest from the
beach. Everything was quiet. Too quiet. | liked that. Fear in motion is better
than fear in the head.
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| stopped by Tano, who was sitting on a wooden block, his hands in his lap, his
eyes on the sea. "They'll come back," he said. "Yes." "With fire?" "Maybe with
faith. It burns longer." "And you?" "I'll stay wet."

He grinned wearily. "The sea loves you." "No," | said. "It knows me only too
well to like me."

The wind blew from the west, bringing warmth, but no joy. It smelled of oil and
wood—of other people's work. The sea was flat, unnaturally calm. | walked to
our fishermen's boats and saw the ropes frayed, the sails torn. They had
survived the last storm, but they looked tired. Like everything else here.

Bago came carrying a box. Inside were blades, spearheads, and old pieces of
metal that had long since gathered rust. "That's all," he said. "Enough," |
replied.

“Against what?” “Against what’s coming.”

He looked at me as if he wanted to say something, then he let it go. Words
change nothing. Only hands that do.

In the evening, small fires burned. No one drank. That was new. Palm wine
tastes like courage, but it also blinds your eyes. Today, no one was allowed to
be blind. | sat alone on the beach, my dog beside me. The sea shimmered
darkly, almost black. The sun was gone, but the sky was still burning.

| thought about the conversation. The words echoed within me, each one, like
waves eating away at each other. | knew the speaker believed what he said.
And that made him more dangerous. A liar is predictable. A believer is not.

Bago sat down next to me. "You're thinking too much." "I'm just calculating," |
said. "With what?" "With guilt."

He grinned. "Then you need more fingers." | nodded. "Or fewer memories."

We looked out, where the darkness grew thicker. No light, no sound. Only this
distant rumble that wasn't thunder. Wood. Sails. Patience. | knew they were
out there. | felt them like you feel a stone in your shoe—not visible, but
constantly there.

"When?" asked Bago. "If the sea permits," | replied. "And if it remains silent?"
"Then we speak for it."
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The dog raised its head, listened, then lay down again. | smelled salt, smoke,
fear. They all had the same scent. | thought the sea must have choked on it
long ago.

Night came quickly. The sky darkened, no stars, no moon. Only blackness. | sat
for a long time until the tide came in, slowly, steadily. The water lapped around
my feet, cool, familiar, patient. | spoke softly, "If you want her, take her. But
let's be real."

Bago had his eyes closed, but | knew he wasn't asleep. He said, "If they come,
and we lose—" "Then they'll never know how much courage the sea can
drown."

We were silent. Only the roar remained, steady, soothing. | thought of
Magellan, of his men, of their flag burning back then. | remembered the
speaker's face—calm, convinced, blind. And | knew history only repeats itself
because no one is listening.

| lay down, the spear beside me, the dog at my feet. The wind picked up, and
somewhere far away a drum beat again. Slowly. Regularly. Not loudly. Just loud
enough for me to hear it.

| closed my eyes. The sea was silent, but | felt it laughing.

The night smelled of damp wood and tiredness. No fire, no words, no singing.
Only the muffled breathing of many bodies pretending to sleep. | lay on the
sand, half awake, half lost in thought, and listened to the sea. It wasn't silent. It
spoke, but softly, like someone who's sure you're listening.

| turned around and saw the dog lying awake, ears pricked, head toward the
water. The moon wasn't visible, but its light was somewhere out there, behind
the clouds, faint enough to cast shadows. | sensed the sea moving, but not in
waves. It was breathing. Slowly, deeply, with a rhythm that sounded almost
human.

| stood up and walked to the water. The sand was cold, damp, heavy. The sea
reached up to my ankles, warm, as if it were welcoming me. | stopped and
looked out into the darkness. Nothing to see. But | felt that something was
there. Not ships. Something deeper.

The wind blew from the east, carrying salt, seaweed, and that tang of iron that
never goes away when men think too much. | breathed deeply, letting the taste

stay with me. | thought of the speaker, of his voice, which remained calm no
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matter what | said. It wasn't fear that drove him, but the firm belief that the
world belonged to him. Such men are more dangerous than any tide.

Bago came quietly, without making a sound. "You're not sleeping," he said.
"Can you sleep when the sea is talking?" He stepped beside me and looked out.
"I can't hear anything." "Then you'd better listen."

He listened. For a moment, there seemed to be nothing, only wind. Then it
came. A dull sound, far out. No drumming this time, no wood, no people. Just
that deep sound the sea makes when it remembers. Bago looked at me. "What
is that?" "The sea, thinking." "About what?" "About us."

He nodded slowly, looking down at the water lapping around our feet. "If it
thinks about us, does it like us?" | grinned. "The sea doesn't like anyone. It only
knows hunger."

We stood there for a long time, saying nothing. The dog came and sat down
next to us. His eyes glowed faintly in the darkness. | placed my hand on his
head. "Do you feel it?" | asked. He didn't move, only his tail flicked briefly
against the sand. | took that as an answer.

Something moved in the village. A woman stepped out of a hut and looked out
at the sea. | didn't recognize her; she remained in the shadows. She held
something in her hands—a small vessel, smoke rising from it. She placed it in
the sand, knelt briefly, then left again. | knew what it was. A prayer. But not for
her god. For the sea. Old customs die slowly, even when new gods are loud.

| sat down, feeling the cold sand on my knees. | thought of all the nights before,
of the storms that came and went, of the boats that never returned. Everything
was repeated. Only the faces were new.

Bago sat down next to me. "If they come back," he said quietly, "will we still
talk?" "Maybe. But words are like nets—at some point they break." "And
then?" "Then there's the sea."

He nodded and laid the spear beside him. We both looked out in silence. The
waves came and went, evenly, calmly. But they carried something within them.
Something that was growing.

| knew they would come back soon. | also knew that the sea wanted this.
Maybe it needed blood to feel alive. Maybe it just needed witnesses.
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Tano arrived later, slower than usual, his stick deep in the sand. "l was
dreaming," he said. "Nice?" "Honestly." "That's worse." He nodded. "l saw the
sea speak." "What did it say?" "That no one belongs to it. Not even you."

| laughed quietly. "I know that. But | understand his language." "Then tell me
what it wants." "Truth. And sacrifice." "From whom?" "From everyone."

He nodded, left again, and | stayed with the sound of the water. The wind died
down, the sky opened a little. Stars, pale, tired, but there. | thought: Maybe
they're seeing the same thing we are—just from a safer distance.

| lay down on the sand, the water reaching my hips, but | stayed there. | heard
the sea whispering, the same sentence over and over again, quietly, barely
audible, but clearly:

No coward survives the morning.

| closed my eyes and let the water roll over me. | knew it meant all of us.

The morning came with a calm that wasn't real. No wind, no birds, no sound.
Only the soft slurping of the waves tasting the sand, as if testing its vitality. |
opened my eyes and knew immediately that something had changed. Not
visible, but tangible—like a breath held too long.

The fire was out. Only ash, gray and cool. Bago was already sitting on the shore,
spear in his lap, his face blank. The dog lay beside him, awake but silent. | went
over and sat down. "You weren't sleeping,"” | said. "l wanted to, but the sea is
talking too loudly." "What does it say?" "That we'll have to answer soon."

| nodded. The sun hung low, pale, weak, as if afraid to begin the day. A line of
haze lay over the sea, thin but heavy. | looked closely. Behind it, there was
movement. Small, distant, but there.

"They're back," said Bago. "The sea brought them." "And this time?" "This time
they're staying."

The village slowly awoke. Men emerged from their huts, carrying baskets, nets,
and weapons. Women collected water; children were sent away. No one spoke
loudly. Everyone knew what was coming, and no one wanted to swear to it. |
liked the silence. It had weight.

Tano came, his stick deep in the sand, his face rigid. "They're out," he said. "I
know." "Do you want to negotiate?" "l want to breathe." "This will be hard." "It
always has been."
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| stood up and looked out. The sun was fighting its way through the haze,
glittering on the water. It was beautiful—too beautiful. This is what the sea
looks like just before it bites. | felt it in the ground. A tension coming from
below. The island was awake.

| said quietly, "She feels it too." Bago nodded. "Maybe she wants it." "Maybe
she wants to test us."

| walked through the village, saw the faces. Men silently binding their weapons,
women holding children, old men pretending to just wait. No one cried. No one
prayed aloud. That was our way of believing—silently, without spectators.

| stopped at the edge, where the sand softened. The sea shimmered, peaceful,
almost friendly. It lied well. | closed my eyes and listened. There was the
drumming again. Quieter, deeper. Not from them, this time from the sea itself.
A vibration that vibrated in my stomach, steady, unstoppable.

Bago stepped next to me. "I don't know that." "Because you're still alive."
"What do you mean?" "The sea doesn't drum to warn. It calls."

He looked out, blinked. "And who answers?" "We. Always us."

The dog stood up, ran into the water up to his knees, then stopped and barked
into the distance. Three times. | knew this was no coincidence. | had learned to
listen to animals. They sense the end long before humans suspect it.

| approached him and placed my hand on his back. The water was warm,
sluggish, sweet. Not a good sign. When the sea gets warm, it gets angry.

Tano came back, slower, breathing heavily. "l saw them," he said. "How
many?" "Too many to count, too few to scare." "Then it's fair."

He gave a short, ragged laugh. "You talk like someone who's already lost."
"Perhaps. But losing is also a way to stay."

| looked out, the sun dazzling. Sails glittered on the horizon. Small dots
growing. Steadily, inexorably. The sea was calm, but it was breathing faster.

"Now," said Bago. | nodded. "Now."

We went back. Men gathered, weapons, spears, bows, everything sharp.
Women stood in their huts, silent, ready. The village was one body, and
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everyone knew their part. No one ran, no one screamed. Only this one sound—
the sea, drumming again, deep and steady, as if it were counting.

| looked up at the sky. Not a bird, not a cloud. Only light. | said quietly, "The sea
doesn't eat cowards. But it loves witnesses."

Bago grinned crookedly. "Then we'll give him something to talk about." |
nodded. "Until he's full."

The sun was now full. The water glittered like a blade. | knew they would land
soon. And the sea—it smiled.

The drum stopped as the sun sliced across the horizon. No sound, no echo, only
silence. The kind of silence that burns because it's too full. | stood in the sand,
my feet wet, my spear in my hand. The sea was smooth, too smooth, and that
was precisely the problem. When it becomes calm, it only gathers strength.

The boats came closer. | counted six, maybe seven. The sails gleamed like bone,
the wood creaked, and over everything hung this smell: salt, oil, faith. Faith
smelled the worst. | smelled it immediately, sweet and cold.

Bago stood beside me, silent, his eyes narrowed. "They have courage," he said.
"No," I replied. "Just orders." "Then they will obey to the end." "Yes. And the
sea will thank them."

The men gathered behind us. No shouts, no speeches. Just breathing. Everyone
knew what they were doing. Everyone knew it wasn't about winning. Only
about staying.

The boats hit the ground. Men jumped out, chest-deep in the water, rifles
strapped to their backs, eyes fixed. No hesitation, no scream. They came like
machines. But the sea slowed them down. The bottom was soft, the current
strong. Every step became tougher, slower, heavier. | saw it and thought: The
sea has a sense of humor.

| stepped forward, feeling the water against my knees. Warm, murky, sticky.
The dog barked, the first real sound in hours. The men looked up, startled,
briefly. The sea rippled, only slightly, but enough to throw them off balance.

One fell, got up again, cursed, something in a language that sounded like iron. |
didn't understand a word, but | understood the tone. Fear. They were afraid,
after all. Only quietly, only deep inside, but it was there. The sea hears it.
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| saw the speaker. He was standing in the first boat, his gaze fixed, his face pale.
| shouted, "Go back!"
He called back something that was lost in the wind. | knew it wasn't a yes.

Then a shot rang out. A dull, short sound that ripped through the air. No target,
just a warning. But warnings are also wars. The sea hissed as if it were laughing.

| raised the spear, not as a threat, just as a sign that | was still there. Behind me,
movement. Men stepped into the water, shoulder to shoulder, silently. Not
heroes. Just people who had waited too long.

The second boat hit the bottom. One man jumped out and fell as the ground
gave way. Bago ran forward, fast, silent, a shadow in the light. | saw him throw
the spear. The first man fell, without a sound, just a dull splash. No scream, no
word. Just water turning red.

Then everything was in motion. Screams, waves, metal. No plan, no lines. Just
instinct. | saw arrows fly, spears break, water foam. The sea raged, but not
angry—alive.

| didn't fight. | watched. The sea did what it always does: took what was its own
and gave nothing back. | saw faces disappear, bodies tip over, hands grasp for
air. The sky remained bright, the water darkened.

| heard Bago call, briefly, then he fell silent. | turned around, searching for him,
and saw only waves. | called his name, but received no answer. Only the sea
answered—with that dull gurgle that comes when it's content.

| ran forward, feeling the water on my hips, cold now, cold as metal. | grabbed
an arm and found only cloth. No one was touching it anymore. | let go.

Then it was over. Not suddenly, just quieter. The sea calmed down, as if it had
had enough. No more screams, no more shots, no more words. Just waves that
came and went.

| stood there, alone, the water up to my chest, the salt burning my eyes. The
dog stood on the bank, whining softly. Behind me, no more drumming, no
wind. Only the sun, rising, indifferent as always.

| walked back slowly, step by step. The sand sucked me in, heavy and sticky.
Every step sounded like a heartbeat stopping. When | reached the beach, |
stopped and turned around. The sea was smooth again, empty, peaceful. It lied
well.
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| said quietly, "You don't eat cowards, that's true. But you're hungry for
anything that's real."

| walked through the village. Smoke. Silence. Life and death, mixed like salt and
blood. The men who remained looked at me, waiting. | just nodded. No more
words.

Bago's spear lay at the edge of the beach. | picked it up and watched the water
dry on it. No more blood, just salt. | held it tight, felt the weight, which was
more than wood.

The wind came back. Weak. Gently. And the sea whispered softly, almost
friendly, as if after a game it had won:
That was just the beginning.

| smiled. No pride, no joy. Just this quiet knowledge that no one owns the sea.
We all belong to it, someday.

Magellan smells of incense

The sea was calm, too calm, as they counted the dead. No waves, no wind, just
that sluggish, greasy silence that reeked of guilt. The sun was high, burning on
wet skin, and the water shimmered as if trying to wash itself clean. Men in
armor knelt in the sand, collecting bodies, one by one, silently, with gazes that
hovered somewhere between duty and disgust.

Magellan stood off to the side, his hands behind his back, his face half in
shadow. He smelled of incense, of metal, and burnt wood—that smell of faith
simmered too long. The priest beside him murmured prayers that were
swallowed by the wind. | watched them from afar, from the edge of the forest,
through the thin layer of bamboo and smoke. They seemed lost, not defeated,
just exposed.

Bago was dead. The sea had kept him. | didn't know where his body lay, but |
knew the sea knew him. It had taken him away like everything that must not be
forgotten. | felt no anger, only that hole that remains when something is
missing, something that lived too loudly.
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Magellan spoke quietly to the priest. | heard nothing, but | saw his lips moving,
his forehead shining. His armor was clean, as if he wanted to make himself
forget himself. | thought: This is what power smells like when it's afraid—clean.

His men stood in a semicircle, some standing, some kneeling. One had his arm
in a sling, one missing. Their faces looked blank, burned by sun and shame.
They had underestimated the sea. Everyone does that at some point.

| stayed in the shadows, barefoot, silent, spear in hand. The blood on the tip
had long since dried. It was sticky, but | let it go. It was a memory, not an
ornament. | saw Magellan turn around, gaze out to sea, long and calm. Perhaps
he was searching for something. Perhaps he was waiting for his god to answer.

The wind blew gently off the sea, carrying the scent of salt and incense. |
smelled it before | saw it—that thick, sweet smoke that doesn't purify anything,
but only covers it. | thought: This is how they hide their dead. Not with earth,
but with smoke.

| remembered his eyes when he first landed. They were silent, but not empty.
He wasn't someone who came for gold. He came for significance. And that
makes men dangerous. Gold ends. Significance continues to eat away.

The sun was slanting, the sea shimmered like oil. | saw them dragging their
dead into the water, with ropes, their faces blank. No scream, no song. Only
the dull splash as bodies float. | wondered if they thought the sea would give
them back. It never does.

The priest raised his hands, murmured again. Magellan closed his eyes, the
smoke wafting past him. | saw him lower his head, briefly, just for a breath. Not
a prayer. A thought. | knew what he was thinking: that men like him must not
lose because they believe they themselves are faith.

| turned around and went deeper into the forest. The village was silent, the sea
spoke again in the distance. | smelled wood, fire, life. | knew they would come
back. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow. But Magellan wasn't one to stay
still. He was like the sea—calm until it broke.

| stopped at the edge of the forest and looked out once more. He stood there,
the sun behind him, the smoke around him, the sea before him. | thought:He
smells like incense because he doesn't want to smell like a human.

| whispered, "You're not a god. You just got wet."
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The wind carried the words away, out onto the water. The sea was silent, but |
knew it had heard.

Night fell heavily upon the camp. No wind, no moon, only that thick, sweet
darkness that tasted of smoke and iron. Light flickered in the tents, but it was
tired, like the men themselves. No one spoke aloud. Only the crackling of
wood, the quiet shuffling of boots in the sand, and, over and over, that little
sound of someone drinking to keep themselves from thinking.

Magellan sat in his tent, his helmet beside him, his sword at his side, but he
didn't touch it. His hands were open, empty, his fingers weak, his nails black
with salt. The priest squatted opposite him, murmuring Latin words that
dissolved in the smoke. Incense burned in a small bowl, thick and sweet. The
smell settled on everything: on skin, on fabric, on breath. It was meant to
purify, but it only made everything heavier.

Magellan was sweating. Not from the fire, but from his thoughts. His forehead
glistened, his eyes deep-set. He had that look men get when they try to explain
to God something they no longer understand themselves. "They were savages,'
he said quietly. The priest nodded without looking up. "And the Lord tests his
servants."

Magellan laughed briefly, dryly, without joy. "Then he's been testing me for too
long." "God tests those he loves." "Then he should stop."

The priest was silent. The fire crackled. Outside, weapons clanged, quietly,
muffled, as if afraid to be heard. A few men whispered, coughed, and prayed.
The camp was a cemetery that didn't yet know it was one.

Magellan leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He smelled blood. It
was no longer visible, but it was there—in his skin, in his beard, in the fabric of
his clothes. He had washed, with seawater, with alcohol, but it remained. The
smell didn't go away. It mingled with the incense, became part of it. A holy
stench.

"They call him Lapu-Lapu," he said after a while. "A heathen," answered the
priest. "A man." "An enemy." "A mirror."

The priest raised his head and blinked. "You are tired." "l am awake. Too
awake." "You have won." "Have we?"

No one answered. The smoke stood still. The fire was small, almost

extinguished. Magellan stood up, walked to the entrance of the tent, and
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looked out. The sea was black, smooth, infinite. No star, no light. Just this
emptiness, moving without purpose. "l can still smell them," he said. "Who?"
asked the priest. "The dead. The waves carry them. You can't hear them, but
they talk."

He stepped out, barefoot, onto the sand. The ground was cool, damp. The wind
blew gently off the sea, carrying salt and memories. The scent of blood was
everywhere. He smelled it in the air, on his skin, on his breath. He wondered if
God smelled it too, or if heaven was too high to stink so deeply.

The priest followed behind him. "Come back, my lord. It's night." Magellan
didn't turn around. "I'm not afraid of night. At least it smells honest." "You
need rest." "l need truth."

He looked out into the darkness. Something flickered in the distance, faintly,
perhaps a fire, perhaps just a memory. He thought of the men who had
disappeared into the sea. He could still see them—their faces, their hands
grasping for air, for the sky, for something.

He whispered, "If the Lord loves me, why does he let me drown before | sink?"
The priest said, "Because he wants you to learn." "What?" "To trust the sea."
Magellan laughed again. "The sea is not a disciple of Christ. It devours
everyone, even those who pray."

He took a few steps further until the water touched his feet. Warm, murky,
alive. He looked down, and for a moment he thought he saw something—
shadows, movement, a hand emerging briefly from the depths and then
disappearing again. He blinked, but there was nothing.

He stood still for a long time. The wind shifted, the incense dissipated. Only the
smell of blood remained. Behind him, the priest said quietly: "You carry the
faith of your men." Magellan replied: "I carry them all. And they stink."

He turned around, went back into the tent, and sat down. The priest continued
praying, whispering patiently, like someone who already knows no one is
listening. Magellan closed his eyes, and in the darkness he smelled the sea
again—not of salt, but of something human. Of fear.

He opened his eyes and whispered, "If God is here, may he forgive me." Then
he lay down, unable to sleep. The sea murmured softly, as if it were laughing.

The morning came pale, almost reluctantly. No wind, no color, only that dull

light that made everything seem the same. The sea was calm, too calm, like an
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animal that has satiated itself. The men crawled out of their tents, their faces
gray, their hands trembling. They spoke little. Some prayed, others stared at
their boots as if searching for answers.

Magellan was already standing, his helmet under his arm, his sword shining.
The priest was beside him, silent, his lips dry from praying. The air smelled of
old smoke and sweat. The incense had dissipated, but its aftertaste remained,
sweet and heavy, like a memory one cannot shake off.

"Count the men," Magellan said quietly, his gaze fixed on the sea. The captain
nodded, walked down the ranks, and wrote numbers in the sand that no one
wanted to see. "Twenty-two dead," he said finally. Magellan nodded. No curse,
no prayer. Just that brief twitch of his mouth, somewhere between pain and
order.

"Buried?" asked the priest. "The sea has them," answered Magellan. "And
those it doesn't want?" "Then they should learn to swim."

A few men laughed, briefly and uncertainly. One spat in the sand and wiped his
mouth. No one dared to look at Magellan. The wind blew faintly from the
coast, carrying the scent of bamboo, smoke, life. It bothered them.

Magellan looked over to the island. The haze still hung between the trees and
the sky, but he could see the huts, small, quiet, almost peaceful. Nothing
moved there. No smoke, no boat. "They're watching us," he said. The priest
nodded. "Like animals." "No," said Magellan. "Like gods."

He walked to the shore, his boots in the sand, the water on his soles. The surf
was soft, but it pulled. Every step sank a little deeper. He stopped and looked
out. He smelled the salt again, the oil, the blood. The scent had permeated the
air. He thought, perhaps the sea itself was now made of blood.

"We march at sun's high," he said without turning around. "My lord," said the
captain, "the men are exhausted. Some are sick. We should—" "We march,"
repeated Magellan. No anger, no shout. Only certainty. "Yes, my lord."

The captain left. The priest stayed. "You are chasing death," he said quietly.
Magellan turned around. "l serve him."

The priest bowed his head. "You smell it too." "What?" "Death. It's stuck to
you." Magellan gave a thin smile. "Then at least I'm not alone."

106



He returned to camp. Men mended sails, cleaned weapons, pretended to
believe in tomorrow. One coughed blood into the sand, wiped it away as if it
were shame. No one asked about him. Everyone knew that asking makes you
weak.

The sea retreated briefly, as if taking a breath. Then a wave came, dull, heavy,
slow. It almost reached the camp, washing away traces of blood, sweat, and
traces. Then it retreated again. The men stared at the water. No one said
anything.

Magellan stopped and looked at the wet sand. "It cleanses itself," he said. "Or it
extinguishes us," the priest murmured. Magellan looked at him. "God doesn't
extinguish. He tests." "Then hope he lets you pass."

The sky darkened. Clouds, gray and heavy. No thunder, no rain. Just pressure.
Magellan closed his eyes and breathed in. The smell had grown stronger—
incense and blood, mingled, inseparable. He thought perhaps this was his
perfume now.

A scream. Short, far away. A scout came running, almost falling into the sand.
"Movement in the forest!" Magellan opened his eyes. "How many?" "Unclear.
Shadows. Many." "They're preparing." "Perhaps they're fleeing." Magellan
smiled. "No one flees the sea."

He drew his sword, the metal gleaming in the gray light. No anger, only
purpose. The priest took a step back and made the sign of the cross. Magellan
turned toward the sea and spoke softly: "If you are God, then open up. If not,
remain silent forever."

The sea didn't answer. It was silent. But there was something in the silence.
Something that vibrated. Not faith. Expectation.

He looked out, and for a moment it seemed as if the water was breathing—and
it smelled of incense.

They set out when the sun was up. No shade, no mercy. The sky was bright like
a sword that had been sharpened for too long. The sand glowed, the sea
shimmered, and the wind held its breath. Magellan led the way, his hand on
the hilt, his eyes on the horizon. The men followed, silent, in rows, like teeth in
an old mouth.

The water was shallow, but it was pulling. Every step became heavier. The

ground gave way, sucking in their boots, then releasing them again. Some
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cursed, quietly, looking up. The sea didn't react. It simply took. No storm, no
breaking waves. Just this constant, sticky movement, as if testing how far they
would go.

The priest carried the cross, holding it high above his head, the light glittering
on it, bright and mocking. Sweat ran down his brow, the cloth clinging to his
body. He murmured prayers, but the words were drowned before they reached
heaven.

Magellan didn't speak. Everyone knew what to do, and no one understood
why. The sea was now knee-deep. Warm, murky, alive. The ground softened,
swallowing everything. One fell. Two picked him up, pulled him onward,
without a glance, without a word. The sand was an animal. It bit, slowly but
surely.

The sun beat down on them, burning the faith out of their skin. The smell of
sweat, salt, and metal hung heavy in the air. Flies everywhere, no birds. Not a
sound except for their breath.

Magellan paused briefly and looked back. The men behind him looked like
mirror images of his own guilt—dull, tormented, too silent. The priest
stumbled, caught himself, and continued muttering. Magellan smiled. It wasn't
a good smile. It was the smile of a man who had decided that everything must
have meaning, even that which consumes him.

He continued walking. The water was now waist-deep. The ground suddenly
dropped away, a step lower, then flat again. The sea played with them. It pulled
at their legs, pressed against their armor, filled their shoes. Every step sounded
like the end of a prayer.

A man screamed. Somewhere in the distance. Only briefly. Then silence. No
one turned around. They already knew the sound. The sea is quieting.

Magellan looked ahead. The island was close, yet it seemed far away. The heat
shimmered, making it soft, unreal. He saw houses, palm trees, shadows.
Nothing moved. It was like a picture painted by someone who hates peace and
quiet.

"Faster," he said. The men obeyed, but the sand slowed them down. Every step
became a struggle. The sweat ran into their eyes, burning. One fell to his knees,
prayed, and stood up again. Magellan saw it, but said nothing.
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The sea began to roar. Not loudly, just differently. The tone was deeper, more
even, almost friendly. | think it was laughing. Not mockingly, more knowingly.
Like someone who already knows the outcome.

Another man fell, this time in front. He didn't scream. He sank as if someone
had pulled him under. Just a bubbling sound, then nothing. The priest stopped,
raised the cross higher, and shouted words no one understood. The sea
answered with a wave, small but accurate. It hit him, the cross fell, and
disappeared into the water.

Magellan turned around and saw the spot where the priest had stood. Only
foam remained. No shout, no body. He looked into the faces of the men, who
were no longer worshipping, but breathing. Fast, shallow, like animals in a net.

"Forward!" he roared, his voice harsh. "Forward, in the name of the Lord!" No
one objected. Some walked, others stumbled. One wept. The sea pushed them,
pressed them, pulled them again.

The sky had no color left, only heat. Magellan felt the water grow heavier, the
sun burning his spine. He breathed shallowly, smelling salt and death.

Then, suddenly, silence. No wind, no rustling. Only heartbeats. The sea stopped
laughing. It waited.

Magellan stopped. He was close. The island was there, within reach. He smiled
again. "Almost there," he whispered.

Behind him, a man sank. In front of him stood the sun. And the sea—it held its
breath.

The sand beneath their feet changed. First soft, then firmer, darker, warmer.
They had reached land. No cheers, no shouts. Only this collective, exhausted
exhalation that sounds like remorse. Magellan went ashore first, helmet in
hand, sword still drawn. The water dripped from his armor, ran in small lines
down the sand, and disappeared.

The sun was high, hot, merciless. The sea behind them glittered, as if it already
knew how this would end. The men stumbled, knelt, some kissed the ground,
others choked. Their faces glistened, their lips chapped, and faith clung to their
skin like sweat.

Magellan looked around. Palm trees, bamboo, smoke, silence. No wind. No
movement. Only the buzzing of insects and the soft hiss of the sun on wet
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metal. He smelled the soil, the humidity, the salt, the life. And above it all, this
scent he couldn't identify—warm, human, lurking.

He shrugged his shoulders and turned to his men. "Rest," he said crisply. No
one sat down. They remained standing, like figures in a dream. He sensed their
fear, but it was useful. Fear was better than faith. Fear keeps you awake.

Then came movement. Barely visible at first, only shadows between the trees.
A line of darkness, moving. No sound, no command, no drum. Only silence,
growing thicker.

Magellan felt it. He raised his sword, very slowly, the light refracting on the
blade. The wind shifted, coming from the land, carrying the smell of smoke,
earth, and people. "Prepare," he said. A few men raised their rifles, others
trembled. He waited.

Then Lapu-Lapu stepped out of the shadows. Barefoot, spear in hand, his skin
glistening, his eyes still. No anger, no triumph. Just the calm, dry gaze of a man
who knows what's coming and does it anyway.

Magellan saw him, and for a moment nothing happened. No movement, no
word. Two men, two worlds, one breath. The wind was silent, the sea was
silent. Even the insects were silent.

Then Magellan took a step forward. "I've come to speak," he said. Lapu-Lapu
nodded. "Me too." "Then say it." "There are too many of you." "And you're too
proud." "The sea knows no pride."

They looked at each other. The sand crunched. Men stepped out from behind
Lapu-Lapu, spears, bows, bare feet. No noise, no orders. Only that calm clarity
that comes when fear has long since been replaced by courage.

Magellan raised his sword, slowly, as a sign, not as a threat. Lapu-Lapu lowered
his spear, in salute. For a moment, there seemed to be peace. Then the wind
returned. Hot. Hard. Full of salt.

It hit the men from behind, blowing sand and smoke into their faces. One
coughed, another cursed. A single sound—and the sea interpreted it as a
command.

Lapu-Lapu moved first. Not a shout, not a scream. Just a step. The spear flew. It
struck the ground at Magellan's feet, deep, solid, trembling. Magellan looked at
him, then at Lapu-Lapu. "You have courage," he said. "l just have no choice."
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The sea breathed in. Loud, deep, heavy. The air vibrated, the water pushed
closer to the shore, as if it wanted to see.

Behind Magellan, men loaded their weapons; in front, men raised their spears.
No one wanted to start. The sea did it for them. A wave crashed against the
sand, strong, loud, sudden. And everything broke loose.

Screams. Sand. Smoke. Water. No drumming, no commands, just pure survival.

Magellan shouted orders, but his voice was drowned. One of his men fell, then
two. Spears struck, arrows whirred. The sea roared, every crash of waves
sounded like a heartbeat.

Lapu-Lapu moved through the sand, light, confident, naked, and awake.
Magellan fought, heavy, shining, loud. Two ways to stay alive.

The sea watched, indifferent but attentive. And above all — the smell of
incense. Sweet, thick, out of place. Magellan smelled it too. He knew where it
came from.

Nothing came from the sky. Only sun. And the sea laughed again.

The water rose. At first barely noticeable, then palpable. It crept over the sand,
into the men's legs, between their bodies, mingling with blood and sweat.
Every step became heavier, every movement slower. The ground gave way. The
sea drew them in, like an animal that has satiated itself.

Magellan fought, but it was no longer a fight, more a rhythm. Blow, breath,
footsteps, pain. His men screamed, fell, cursed, prayed. The air was full of
everything—metal, sand, smoke, fear. Every breath tasted of rust.

Lapu-Lapu moved through the chaos like someone who knows the rhythm. No
noise, no haste. He was part of the water, and the water was on his side. It
lapped against the men's chests, tugged at their armor, making it heavy. Their
shining helmets became anchors.

Magellan stumbled, caught himself, and raised his sword again. Before him
were only faces, shadows, and light. He glimpsed Lapu-Lapu—naked, calm,
barefoot, with that look that promised nothing. No hatred. No triumph. Only
clarity.
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"Back to the boat!" someone shouted behind Magellan. "No one is leaving!" he
roared. "We are the light of the Lord!" But the sea didn't listen to commands. It
pushed. It pulled. It willed.

A wave came, higher, heavier, hitting them from the side. Men fell, weapons
flew. Magellan briefly lost his footing, fell to one knee, and felt salt in his
mouth. He tasted iron, sand, blood. All the same.

He looked up at the sky. No God there. Only sun. He laughed briefly, in despair.
"This is how faith ends," he murmured.

A spear struck the ground beside him. Water splashed, sand flew. He stood
again, staggered, raised his sword, struck, struck air. Lapu-Lapu dodged, a
shadow, a gasp. The sea roared as if applauding.

Another blow, a step back, another. Magellan felt the water pressing on him.
Every retreat became more slippery, more difficult. He reached for a foothold,
but found none.

His men shouted for him. "Back! Back!" He half-turned, looked at the sea. The
boats lay out there, small, far away, unapproachable. Between him and them
only water—and everything he didn't understand.

He took a deep breath. "I'm coming," he said, but his voice sounded strange.
He took a step, then another. The sea pulled.

Lapu-Lapu stood at the edge, motionless, spear in hand. His men kept their
distance. No one spoke. It was as if they understood that the sea itself was now
speaking.

Magellan turned around again, the sun at his back, the sea before his chest. He
raised his sword, held it high, as a sign, as defiance. The light slid across the
metal, bright, beautiful, meaningless.

Then came the wave. Not big, not wild—just right. It hit him from behind,
knocked his legs off, the sword flew, the sky spun.

He landed, tasted salt, sand, faith. He wanted to scream, but the sea filled his
mouth. He saw light above the water once more, saw faces, heard voices. Then
nothing.

The sea closed over him, calmly, almost lovingly. The water slid over his body,
taking with it the incense, the blood, the story.
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Lapu-Lapu stood on the beach, watching the waves come and go. He said
nothing. Only the dog barked briefly, then he too fell silent.

The sun slowly set. The men gathered themselves, breathing heavily, looking
out. No one cheered. No one prayed. The sea had decided.

Lapu-Lapu stepped into the water, up to his knees, and looked down. The sea
was calm, clear, and honest. He whispered, "Take him. He was brave."

Then he turned around and walked back to land. The sea was silent. But it
smelled of incense.

Night came quietly, without wind, without rain. The sea was smooth as oil, and
the air smelled of iron, smoke, and fatigue. The men sat scattered on the
beach, no one speaking. Their skin glistened in the moonlight, salt clung to their
lips, and every breath was heavy, like a confession. The battle was over, but no
one felt alive.

Lapu-Lapu stood by the water, barefoot, his spear held loosely in his hand. The
sand beneath his feet was warm, moist, streaked with what had been left
behind. The sea had calmed down, as if nothing had happened. It had taken
what it wanted and forgotten the rest.

Behind him, small fires flickered, weak and indecisive. Men laid down their
weapons, wiped their faces, and said nothing. One laughed briefly, harshly and
nervously, as if he had forgotten how. The dog ran among them, sniffing, and at
one point stopped beside Lapu-Lapu, his gaze fixed on the sea.

He knelt down and dipped his hand into the water. Warm. Too warm. He
thought: The sea is thirsty, and we're giving it a drink. Perhaps it's always been
this way. Perhaps we're all just a sip of it.

He raised his hand, watched the water slip between his fingers. No more blood,
no more color. The sea had swallowed everything. It wasn't pure, but it was
honest. Water never lied, only people did.

Bago was gone, and so was Magellan. Two men, two sides of the same wave.
He thought both had been looking for something, and both had found it: the
point where pride ends and the sea begins.

He stood up and looked up at the sky. No stars, no gods. Only darkness.
"Perhaps that's enough," he said quietly.
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Tano approached slowly, his stick deep in the sand, his face tired. "It's over," he
said. Lapu-Lapu nodded. "No. Just be quiet." "They'll be back." "Of course. Man
can't stop lying to the sea."

They stood side by side, looking out. A faint breeze came, carrying the scent of
salt, sweat, and ash. No more incense. Only life. "He wasn't a coward," said
Tano. "No," answered Lapu-Lapu. "But he was blind." "And you?" "I'm tired."

The dog lay down at her feet and closed his eyes. The sea murmured softly, as
if agreeing with him.

Further back, near the huts, voices hummed; women sang old songs, muted,
slow, like prayers without hope. Children slept, men drank, and somewhere a
fire crackled, providing more warmth than comfort.

Lapu-Lapu walked a short distance along the beach. Traces everywhere—sand,
footsteps, shadows. He saw where they had fought, where the sea had
breathed. And he knew: It would be like this again. One day. Only with different
names.

He stopped and looked at the water gently lapping against his legs. "You won,"
he said. "But you never lose, do you?" The sea didn't answer. It didn't need
words.

He smiled weakly. No triumph, no peace. Just that quiet, weary smile of a man
who has done all he can and knows it's never enough.

He returned to the fire. Men made way, said nothing. He sat down, placed the
spear beside him, and stared into the embers. Sparks rose, disappearing into
the night.

"Are you asleep?" asked Tano. "No," he said. "I'm listening." "To whom?" "The
sea. It's whispering again." "What does it say?" "That we own nothing. Not
land. Not victory. Not name. Only breath."

The embers grew fainter, the night thicker. The sea retreated, very quietly, as if
it didn't want to wake anyone. Lapu-Lapu closed his eyes. In the darkness, he
still smelled incense—very faintly, somewhere between dream and memory.

He whispered, "Even gods stink when they fall."

Then he fell silent. And the sea — it continued to breathe.
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A knife between teeth

The morning came gray, hesitant, like a man who has seen too much. The
smoke of the night still hung over the sea, sluggish, heavy, directionless. The
sand was full of tracks, ruffled, smeared, wet with the breath of the sea. No
more blood, only that dark sheen that remains when the water is full.

Something was moving on the horizon. The ships. They drifted further out,
broken in the silence, without order. Rip sails, faint lights, shadows of men who
didn't know whether they were still alive or already memories.

Lapu-Lapu stood on the shore, barefoot, his skin damp with morning dew. His
hands smelled of salt and wood. He gazed out for a long time until his eyes
burned. Beside him was the dog, silent, attentive, as always. No barking, no
sound. Only the shared breathing of two beings who had survived without
knowing why.

Tano approached slowly, his stick deep in the sand, his eyes fixed on the ships.
"They're not leaving," he said. "Not yet," Lapu-Lapu replied. "They're waiting?"
"Or they're counting." "What?" "Guilt."

The wind came off the sea, carrying the scent of smoke, oil, and dead faith. It
was a different scent than usual—not of life, not of victory. It smelled of what
remains when everything has been said.

"They're afraid," said Tano. "No," said Lapu-Lapu. "They're looking for a new
lie."

He turned away and walked along the beach. The water followed him, like a
shadow of glass. Everywhere lay scraps of wood, broken weapons, a shoe, a
helmet. Things no one wanted anymore. The sand absorbed them, slowly,
patiently.

A few men gathered the remains. Not out of greed, not out of need, just out of
that instinctive urge to restore order where there was chaos. One found a
sword, held it up, and looked at his reflection in it. Then he threw it back into
the sand. It glittered, briefly, then became dull.

Lapu-Lapu stopped and watched. "Iron lies," he said quietly. "Why?" someone
asked. "Because it shines before it kills."

They nodded, half-understanding, but that was enough. No one asked any
further questions. They had heard enough that night.
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The sun rose slowly, wearily, but it came. The sky turned pale, a hint of blue,
almost innocent. The sea shimmered again, as if it had done nothing. Lapu-
Lapu felt the weight in his chest shift. No triumph, no relief. Only this quiet, dull
knowledge that nothing ends.

Behind him, children stirred; women emerged from their huts, carrying water,
firewood, life. They looked at him briefly, gratefully, cautiously. They knew that
men are different after a battle—quieter, heavier, but never for long.

He sat down in the sand, the water lapping at his feet. The sea was clear again.
No blood, no foam, just waves, steady, patient. "See?" he said to the dog. "It
acts as if nothing had happened.”

The dog blinked and lay down. Lapu-Lapu smiled weakly. "That's how all gods

are.

A raven flew overhead, screeched, and turned west. Lapu-Lapu followed it with
his eyes until it disappeared. "Over there," said Tano from behind him, "they're
waiting." "Then they should wait," said Lapu-Lapu. "The sea won't explain
anything to them anymore."

He looked out once more. The ships drifted, lazy, exhausted. A flag hung
crooked, wet, half-torn. The wind played with it briefly, then dropped it.

Lapu-Lapu stood up, walked a little way into the water, stopped, and looked
down. He saw his reflection, distorted, trembling. "I look like him," he
whispered. "Like who?" asked Tano. "Like the man who came to convert me."

He smiled, but it wasn't a smile. It was that short, sharp twitch that comes
when a thought is too true.

The sea barely moved. Only a slight twitch, a whisper. Lapu-Lapu leaned
forward and spoke softly: "l won. But you kept it. That was the deal, wasn't it?"

No answer. Just a wave lapping around his feet, soft, almost friendly. He
nodded. "l understand."

Then he turned around and walked back to the beach, where the men were
waiting, where life went on as always. The sea behind him was silent. But
somewhere deep down, very quietly, it laughed.

The ships drifted as if empty. No sails set, no course, no destination. Only wind,
salt, and that slow, tortured breath of wood that has seen too much. The sun
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burned, the sea glittered, and on the deck lay men who looked like shadows
who had forgotten where they belonged.

One coughed, a dry, hollow cough. Another mumbled a prayer, but the words
stuck between his teeth. The priest sat at the railing, his head in his hands, his
lips chapped by the salt. Beside him lay the cross, blackened by smoke, bent,
but still there.

Magellan was gone. The spot where he usually stood was empty, but no one
dared to enter. It was as if someone were still standing there—invisible, heavy,
inexplicable. Even the light was evasive.

The captain counted the survivors. Forty-one. Maybe two more, maybe three
less. It didn't matter anymore. No one wanted to hear numbers. Numbers were
a reminder that there used to be more.

A sailor opened a barrel, drank, wiped his mouth, and looked out. The sea was
smooth, almost friendly. "It's laughing," he said quietly. The captain looked at
him. "What?" "The sea. It's laughing at us."

"Then it laughs at everyone." "Maybe. But we hear it louder."

The priest raised his head and looked at the sky. No bird, no cloud, just this
endless white light that made everything equal. "God is testing us," he said
tonelessly. The captain laughed bitterly. "He didn't even introduce himself."

The deck was hot, the wood splintered. There was a smell everywhere—salt,
sweat, blood, but underneath it all, this one note, this sweet residue of incense.
It came from the cracks, from the wood, from the clothes. No one could say
where. It was as if Magellan had left it there.

It was worse at night. Then everything smelled of it. Some said they saw him —
at the bow, sword in hand, silent, half-transparent, half-memory. Others swore
they heard footsteps, quiet, slow, heavy.

The captain didn't believe any of it, but he didn't argue against it either. Men
needed spirits when they had no more hope. And these men had nothing left.

They repaired sails, mended ropes, and moved slowly, mechanically. No one
talked much. When they did, it was quietly, as if they were afraid the sea was
listening. One said the water smelled of incense. Another laughed, saying it
smelled of corpses. Then they both laughed, briefly, too loudly, and fell silent
again.
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The priest tried to pray, but the words sounded hollow. "Dominus vobiscum,"
he whispered, but no one answered. He looked around, searching for eyes that
believed. There were none left.

In the evening, they sat together, a few men, with bread, water, and silence.
One asked, "How far is Spain?" The captain replied, "As far as God." No one
laughed.

The sea remained calm. Too calm. No storm, no wind. Only sun, day after day.
The men burned, shriveled, talked in their sleep. One woke up screaming that
Magellan was standing at his bunk, dripping wet, sword in hand. The next
morning he was dead. Just like that. No wound, no sign. Just that smell.

The priest said it was a sign. The captain said it was the heat. The sea said
nothing.

At night, they sat on deck, staring into the darkness. The stars were there, but
they felt strange, too far away, too clean. The priest whispered, "He was a man
of God." "Then let his God take him," one said. "Perhaps he did it." "Then let
him take us too."

Nobody laughed this time.

The sea glittered black, languid, but there was something new in its rhythm—a
hesitation, a whisper that didn't come from the wind. Some heard it, others
didn't. Those who did fell silent.

The captain stood at the bow, his hands on the wood, his eyes fixed on the
horizon. He thought not of home, nor of rescue. He thought of the smell of
incense that never fades.

“Perhaps,” he said quietly, “the sea was the better god.”
The wind shifted. Very slightly. And the sea smiled.

The sun was slanting as the ships appeared off Cebu—slow, broken, like old
animals that no longer know why they breathe. The sea was calm, almost
pitiful. No wind, no thunder, no storm. Only that shallow, steady breath that no
longer questions anything. The sails hung limp, the wood was dark, saturated
with salt and silence.

They were seen early in the city. Fishermen on the shore covered their eyes,
children ran, women stopped. No cheering, no noise. One knew immediately
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that this was not a homecoming. The sea brings back no heroes—only proof
that they existed.

When the ships docked, no one came to meet them. No welcoming shout, no
drum. Men disembarked, thin, burned, confused. Some wept, others laughed,
too high, too empty. One fell to his knees, kissed the ground, and remained
lying there.

The priest led the way, the cross over his shoulder, his eyes red, his lips pale.

Behind him was the captain, his face hard, his gaze blank. They said nothing.

What could they say? Magellan was gone, the sea had kept him, and the land
reeked of questions.

The locals looked at them—silently, suspiciously, knowingly. It wasn't long
before one whispered:“Lapu-Lapu.”

The word spread like fire in dry grass. Not loudly, not hysterically, just
inescapably.

Lapu-Lapu.The man who said no. The man the sea didn't take.

The alleys smelled of fish, smoke, and fear. Cebu was silent, but the silence
wasn't empty. It was taut, like a rope about to break. Those who had spoken
with Magellan knew what that meant. Order had been broken, and nothing
grew faster than doubt.

The priest stepped before the governor, bowed, and muttered something
about martyrdom. But the governor was only half-listening. He looked out at
the sea, where the ships lay, sluggish, lifeless. "How many?" he asked. "Too
many," said the captain. "And Magellan?" "He stayed where he fell." The
governor nodded, slowly. "Then he stays here now. In stories."

The priest started to object, but the governor raised his hand. "Save the
prayers," he said. "The sea doesn't listen."

At night, candles burned in the church, flickering, whispering, dying. The smoke
rose, drifted through the open windows, down to the bay, over the ships. There
it mingled with the sea mist, sweet, heavy, familiar. Incense. Again.

On Mactan, the night was silent. No wind, no drumming, no fighting. Only the
sea, breathing in short, weary breaths. Lapu-Lapu sat at the water's edge, his
face to the west, where the light disappeared.
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Tano came, slowly, wearily. "You saw him," he said. "I know." "And?" "You'll
tell."
"What?" "That he was a hero."

Tano nodded and sat down next to him. "And you?" "I'm the reason they can
say it."

They looked out into the darkness. The sea was still, but they could hear
something—not a roar, more like a humming, deep down, like a heartbeat
remembering.

"What happens next?" asked Tano. "Nothing," said Lapu-Lapu. "And
everything." "Explain it to me." "When a man dies, he becomes history. And
history consumes life."

Tano remained silent, understanding enough. The fire behind them burned,
small, persistent. Women sang softly, children laughed, not knowing what
about.

Lapu-Lapu reached into the water and let it run through his fingers. It was cool,
clean, still. No blood, no trace. The sea forgives, but it never forgets.

"He will return," Lapu-Lapu said quietly. Tano looked at him. "How?" "In songs,
in books, in tongues | don't understand." "And you?" "I'll stay here. Between
waves and silence."

He smiled faintly. No pride, no pain. Just the smile of a man who has
understood that fame is always a bargain—and the sea demands the better
price.

Night closed over them. The sea continued to breathe. And somewhere, far
away, the scent of incense wafted again.

In Cebu, the air smelled of candles and fear. The church was full, but no one
spoke loudly. Men with blank faces held crosses, women whispered prayers,
children stared at the altar, where a name quietly took shape.Magellan.The
man who fell. The man who came to teach and left to be remembered.

The priest stood at the front, his hands raised, his voice hoarse. "He died for his
faith," he said. But his eyes were empty. He knew that the sea doesn't make
martyrs. It only makes residue. Salt, stories, guilt. Nevertheless, he continued
speaking, because people have to believe—in something, or they sink.
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Outside, people gathered: merchants, fishermen, mothers, soldiers. Some
prayed, others listened, still others simply gazed at the sea. It shone serenely,
innocently, as if it had nothing to do with any of this.

Flags hung at the harbor, wet, sluggish, half-hearted. The surviving men stood
there, still, silent, like shadows of a thought. One held Magellan's helmet,
wiped clean and shining. The priest blessed him. The crowd nodded. No one
asked where the rest of his body was.

A boy shouted, "He's coming back!" The people smiled faintly. The priest said,
"In heaven." But everyone knew that heaven was too far away. The smell of
death was closer.

At night, they wrote reports. Words meant to bring order. Paper absorbed lies
well. Magellan died in the service of the Lord. A hero. A sacrifice. A
confirmation. The ink dried, and with it the doubt.

But in the huts, whispers were different. They said the sea had taken him, not
the enemy. They said his god had abandoned him because he had believed too
loudly. They said the sea had kept his name, only to return it someday.

On Mactan, Lapu-Lapu sat by the fire, his face calm, his eyes fixed on the
flames. Men retold the story, each time changing its tone. In one version,
Magellan was a demon, in the next, a fool, in the third, a warrior who believed
too soon.

"They're making him big," said Tano. "Because they're afraid of little ones,"
answered Lapu-Lapu. "And you?" "l just stopped him."

He took a stick and poked at the embers until sparks rose. "The world loves the
dead who fight back," he said. Tano grinned wearily. "And it hates the living
who do." "So I'd rather keep quiet."

The sea was calm, but it sounded different. Not like water, more like breathing.
Sometimes Lapu-Lapu thought it spoke in voices he didn't recognize—deep,
strange, familiar. Perhaps it was already retelling its story. Perhaps it was
transmitting it to other islands, to other waves, to other people.

A child came to the fire, holding up a conch. "l heard him," it said. "Who?" "The
man who drowned. He's whispering in the water." The men laughed, quietly,
without mockery. Lapu-Lapu took the conch and held it to his ear. No sound,
just the rustling. But there was something in it—not a voice, not a word, just

weight.
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He handed it back to the child. "Then listen further," he said. "The sea tells the
truth. Just slowly."

In the distance, above the water, the sky briefly flared up—no lightning, just
light that came and went. Tano looked. "A sign?" "Just a memory," said Lapu-
Lapu.

He stood up and walked to the shore. The water was cool, soft, clean. No
marks, no wounds. Everything was quiet again. But something inside him
remained open, raw, awake.

He thought of Magellan. Not of the battle, not of the voices, only of the
moment the sea closed. "He will stay," he said quietly. "But not in the way they
think."

The sea didn't respond. It didn't need to. It had time.

Behind him the fire flickered, the men spoke more quietly, more tiredly. The
night smelled of wood, salt, and beginnings.

Lapu-Lapu whispered, "A no is stronger than any prayer." Then he turned
around and went back to the fire.

And the sea, wide and calm, took the words with it.

The wind blew from the north, carrying voices, songs, half-truths. First quietly,
then louder. Fishermen told the tales on the beach, traders on their boats,
children in the villages. Names floated across the sea like driftwood.Lapu-
Lapu.The word took on weight. It resonated with courage, with blood, with a
story no one knew exactly, but everyone wanted to know.

In Bohol, it was said he defeated the stranger single-handed, with his bare
hands. On Leyte, it was said the sea itself rose up for him, swallowed Magellan,
and crowned him. In Cebu, they whispered that he was not a man, but a spirit
living in the waves. Everywhere, the stories sounded different, but they carried
the same rhythm: a man who said no, and the sea that listened to him.

Lapu-Lapu heard them, sometimes directly, sometimes through others. Men
came from far away, bringing stories about him, and he didn't recognize
himself in any of them. Sometimes he was a king, sometimes a demon,
sometimes both. He laughed about it, quietly, but the laughter stuck in his
throat. Fame is just another name for guilt.
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That evening, he sat on the beach, watching the sky burn. The sun set, red,
heavy, as if apologizing. The dog lay beside him, snoring. The sea was calm. It
had already carried the story on.

Tano came and sat down next to him without a word. They were silent for a
while. Then Lapu-Lapu said, "l haven't changed anything." Tano snorted. "You
killed Magellan." "No. The sea took him." "But you were there." "Yes. And
that's enough for them to remember me."

He took a stone and threw it into the water. No crack, no sound. Only rings that
spread, faded, and disappeared. "That's the thing with stories," he said. "They
float until they sink."

"They say you're a king," said Tano. "I'm a man with sand between my teeth."
"And a knife in my heart." "Not yet," said Lapu-Lapu. "But it's coming."

He stood up and walked a little way into the water. The waves reached up to
his knees, cool, familiar, almost comforting. The sea hadn't forgotten him, but it
treated him differently. Not hostile, not friendly. Just vigilant.

In the distance, boats drifted by, small shadows against the light. Men sang,
softly, shaky. Words about him, about Magellan, about the sea. Lapu-Lapu
didn't understand everything, but enough to know that his name no longer
belonged to him.

He thought: People lie to survive. But the sea doesn't lie. It simply remembers
things wrong.

Later, in the village, they talked about visitors, about gifts, about trade. He
listened, nodded, and said little. They saw more in him than he was. And that
was dangerous. Anyone who is believed too much eventually stops thinking.

At night he lay awake, the fire almost out. He heard the wind, the breathing of
the sea, the whispering of the waves. Somewhere someone called his name,
softly, in his sleep, perhaps a child. He turned on his side, closed his eyes, but
the name remained.

He smelled salt, smoke, memories. Everything that remained smelled the same.
He whispered, "l just wanted them to leave us alone."

The sea responded with a wave that gently lapped against the shore. No anger,
no comfort. Only memory.
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He thought of Magellan. Not of the battle, not of death, just of the look he had
just seen before the sea took him. Perhaps he had understood him. Perhaps he
had simply wanted the same thing—peace.

Lapu-Lapu opened his eyes and looked up at the sky. No stars. Only darkness.
"Now they're talking about me," he murmured. "Soon they'll be praying to me.
Then I'll be lost."

The dog briefly raised its head, looked at him, and lay down again. The sea
breathed. Evenly. Indifferently.

And Lapu-Lapu, the man without a crown, felt that fame is just a knife —
between the teeth of those who tell it.

Weeks passed, and with them the silence. The sea brought new boats, new
faces, new voices. Traders from the West arrived, bringing fabrics, metal,
rumors. Missionaries came with them, carrying crosses, books, and smiles that
said nothing. They spoke of peace, of trade, of faith, and everywhere the
namelLapu-LapuAlways different, always louder.

It was said he was the man who killed Magellan. The one who refused to kiss
the cross. The one who had the sea on his side. A chief, a rebel, a barbarian, a
king—depending on his tongue, his intentions, his listeners. No one wanted to
know the truth. It was too silent.

In the villages, people gathered, listening to strangers who sold his story like
dried fish. For copper, for salt, for faith. Lapu-Lapu was now a name that was
traded. A label for courage or anger or pride, depending on what was needed.

On Mactan, Lapu-Lapu heard the rush of words even before the boats docked.
He sensed the wind shift. Words travel on the wind, faster than people.

He saw the missionaries approaching—clean, friendly, determined. They
carried crosses and parchment, smiling as if they were gods with sandals. One
stepped forward and bowed deeply. "Great Lapu-Lapu," he said in a broken
dialect, "the victor over Magellan."

Lapu-Lapu looked at him, long and calm. "I have not defeated anyone," he said.
The man smiled undeterred. "Yes, | have. And that is why we bring you
friendship." "And books," another added. "Your name shall be written down."
"So that it belongs to you?" asked Lapu-Lapu. The man hesitated, smiled again.
"So that the world may know it."
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Lapu-Lapu nodded slowly. "The world eats what it knows."

They didn't understand him, or they didn't want to. They continued talking,
about order, about kingdoms, about grace. Lapu-Lapu listened, silent, looking
out at the sea. It was silent with him. The sea didn't like talking.

Later, after they had left, he sat in the shade of a palm tree. Tano came, his
face filled with suspicion. "They're writing your name," he said. "Then it won't
be mine soon." "Why do you let them?" "Because you can't stop the wind."

He pulled a piece of wood from the sand, a fragment of an old oar, and threw it
into the water. It drifted out, slowly, inexorably. "That's how stories drift," he
said. "One throws them, another fishes them out and calls them true."

In the evening, the elders talked about the strangers. Some said they should
act, others that they should fight. Lapu-Lapu remained silent. Words were
tiring. He gazed into the embers, saw faces burning and fading.

"They call me king," he said quietly. "But all | want is peace." Tano nodded.
"Kings have no peace." "Then I'm not one." "The sea decides that," said Tano.

They laughed briefly, but it wasn't a happy laugh. It was the kind of laughter
that comes when you feel something being lost and you can't stop it.

Rain came at night, gentle, steady. It washed the sand, filled tracks,
extinguished fires. The sea was calm, but the sound of the drops was like
whispers. Lapu-Lapu lay awake, listening. In every drop was a word. In every
word, a shadow.

He thought: The strangers aren't dangerous because they fight. They're
dangerous because they write.

In the morning, the air was clear. The sun shone as if nothing had happened.
Children laughed, men fished, women sang. Everything was as usual. Only the
words remained—invisible, heavy, real.

Lapu-Lapu stood on the beach, looking at the boats in the distance. "They're
taking me," he said. Tano looked at him. "Where?" "Anywhere. Without asking

me.

He smiled weakly. "That's the knife between the teeth. Words cut more quietly
than steel."
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Then he went into the water, up to his knees, and let the waves come. The sea
was silent, but it listened.

Days passed, and the sun returned as if nothing had happened. The island
breathed calmly, the sea was friendly, almost soft. Strange boats came and
went, bringing goods, songs, lies. Words were spoken everywhere, and each
word was a new nail in the truth.

Lapu-Lapu sat on the beach, his gaze fixed on the water. His hands were still,
his skin tanned by sun and salt. Around him, children, women, and men—
everyone was talking, laughing, planning. Only he remained silent. He had
learned that silence lasts longer than fame.

The missionaries were gone, but their voices remained. On other islands, the
stories continued. In each story, he was a different person. A warrior, a king, a
savage, a prophet. He sometimes heard this from returning fishermen, and
each time it was as if someone were speaking about a dead man.

"They pray for you," Tano said one evening as the fire burned. Lapu-Lapu didn't
look up. "Then they should pray for themselves too. | am not a god." "But they
believe you are." "Belief is only hunger, Tano. And they are full of false things."

The wind came from the sea, carrying the scent of seaweed, smoke, and
something old—a memory, perhaps. The waves moved languidly, calmly,
surely. Lapu-Lapu gazed out, as if searching for an answer that never came.

"They say you commanded the sea," said Tano. "No one commands the sea."
"But you did." "No," said Lapu-Lapu. "l just didn't look away."

He stood up and walked slowly to the water. The light fell flat, golden, warm.
The sea was clear, and in the depths, shadows shimmered, ancient and still.
Perhaps it was just light. Perhaps memory. Perhaps Magellan.

He knelt down and dipped his hand in. Cool, familiar, infinite. The sea pulled
gently at him, not hostile, more curious. He whispered, "I did what had to be
done. Nothing more."

The water responded with a small ripple that splashed against his fingers. It
wasn't a no, not a yes. Just the sound of "Continue."

He stayed like that for a while, motionless, until the sun set. Then he stood up
and went back to the fire. The children laughed, the dog barked, women sang.
Life. Real. More silent than fame.
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"You think too much," said Tano. "l only think before others do it for me."
"What remains when they forget you?" "The sea," said Lapu-Lapu. "And that's
enough."

He sat down and gazed into the embers. Sparks rose, burst, and disappeared.
The fire spoke the same language as the sea—short, honest, transient.

"You will be worshipped," Tano said after a while. "Then they shall worship the
sea. | was only the mirror." "And if they break the mirror?" "Then they will see
themselves."

He smiled wearily, laid his spear beside him, and looked out. The moon hung
over the sea, pale, round, indifferent. Everything was silent, as if just before a
breath.

"They'll write books," whispered Lapu-Lapu. "They'll paint me, celebrate me,
twist me. And one day, someone will say | never existed." "And?" "Then I'll
have done it."

He lay back on the sand, his hands under his head, the sea in his ears. The wind
blew softly, almost tenderly. It sounded like a heartbeat. Not a human one, not
one that's ending.

"The sea is my witness," he said. "And witnesses don't lie."

Then he closed his eyes. The dog lay down beside him. The fire burned softly.
And somewhere between the waves and the wind, the world continued to
speak his name—softly, falsely, but inexorably.

Lapu-Lapu.

The sea listened, was silent, and did what it always did: it remembered.

Men with scars don't tell fairy tales

The years had made them quieter. Their voices sounded like wood that had lain
in the water too long. Some returned to Spain, others stayed somewhere
between the islands and the wind. No one liked to talk about it. Those who did,
drank while they did.
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When they spoke, it was late, by lamplight, when the rum tasted sweet and the
waves were quiet. Then the stories returned, fragmented, blurred, without
heroes. Just men, salt, and a sea that had seen too much.

"I was there," said one, an old man with gray hands that smelled of rope. "l saw
him fall. He wanted to prove God. Instead, he found water." The others
nodded. They'd heard it all before, a hundred times. Still, they let him talk. Men
with scars were allowed to lie, as long as they were shaking while doing it.

They were sitting in a tavern in Seville, the smoke thick, the air filled with noise
and stories. Outside, it smelled of horses and harbor, inside of salt, sweat, and
the past. On the wall hung a map of the world—half empty, half invented. A
man pointed with his finger at the spot where Mactan was supposed to be.
"There," he said. "There the sea ate his pride."

Another laughed hollowly. "No. That showed us that we never owned
anything." They drank to that, slowly, in silence.

One had been a priest, but now he no longer wore a habit. His hands trembled,
his eyes glazed over. "He was convinced," he murmured. "He believed the sea
was just water." "It was," said one. "No," whispered the priest. "It was hunger."

A young man at the next table listened, curious, his eyes shining. "Was he
brave?" he asked. The old men looked at each other, no one answering
immediately. Then one said, "Courage is when you stay even though you know
you shouldn't." The boy nodded, didn't understand anything, and later wrote a
song about it.

In the harbors, the stories continued to be told, embellished, altered,
simplified. One said Magellan drowned, another that he walked on water.
Some claimed that Lapu-Lapu sank him himself, others that the sea itself
swallowed him.

The truth didn't matter. No one wanted to hear it. It was too quiet, too empty,
too dry.

The captain—the one who survived—never spoke. He lived on the coast, alone,
fishing, drinking, and sometimes writing in a book that no one was allowed to
read. When asked how it was, he simply said, "Long."

And when asked if it was worth it, he looked out to sea and remained silent.
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The sea there was different, colder, but the sound remained the same. Always
that breathing, that indifferent coming and going. Even here, a thousand miles
away, you could hear it. It no longer laughed, but it hadn't forgotten either.

Once, late at night, the captain stood on the shore, bottle in hand, feet in the
water. "l can still see him," he whispered. "Standing there in the middle of the
sea, sword raised, sun shining on him. Like a prayer unheard." He drank, looked
at the waves. "He smelled of incense," he said. Then he laughed briefly, harshly
and hoarsely. "And |, of fear."

Behind him, a dog barked, a barrel fell somewhere, voices grew louder. The city
never slept, but it wasn't listening. No one wanted to know what had really
happened. Stories are easier to bear when they shine.

Meanwhile, in the churches, people prayed for Magellan. In the bars, they
drank to Lapu-Lapu. And in between, in the wind, the sea remained—the only
witness that never took sides.

The captain threw the bottle into the water. It floated, swayed, and
disappeared. "There," he said, "in there is everything. The truth, the lie, and the
rest of me."

He turned around and walked slowly up the beach as the waves swallowed the
shards.

The sea continued to breathe. Evenly. And somewhere, far away, someone was
telling the same story—only differently.

Lisbon smelled of rain, salt, and the past. The city was loud, but its sounds had
grown old. Horses, bells, voices that came from too far away. Down at the
harbor, ships rocked that would never sail again. Upstairs in the taverns sat
men who had arrived long ago, unaware of where they were.

They met once a year. The same faces, only deeper, edgier, more tired. They
called it a reunion, but it was really a confession. No one came to celebrate.
Everyone came to forget, and no one succeeded.

The captain was there, older, quieter, his hair thin, his hands stained. Next to
him was the priest, without a habit but wearing a cross. A sailor whose eyes
never found the same spot twice. And someone who ate only with his left hand
because his right had remained somewhere between Mactan and memory.
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They sat down, ordered wine, and talked about everything except the sea. But
eventually, it happened. It always happened.

"It was hot," said the sailor. "So hot that even God sweated." "And quiet,"
murmured the captain. "No," objected the priest. "The sea spoke." "Nonsense.
Water doesn't talk." "Yes, it does," said the priest. "We just stopped listening."

They drank. The conversation fell apart like old wood. Everyone was stuck in
their own images, stuck, lonely.

"I remember the smell," one said. "Not blood, not smoke. Iron. And incense. |
smelled it everywhere, even when we came back." "I still smell it," said the
captain. The priest nodded. "You can't wash away faith. Not even with salt."

They laughed briefly, forcedly, then silence again. Outside, the sea beat against
the wall, steady, persistent, almost mocking. The wind blew in, smelling of
seaweed and rain. For a moment, it was as if Mactan stood before them
again—hot, blazing, endless.

"Sometimes | dream," said the sailor. "That I'm there again. But this time
there's no one there. Just the sea. And it's looking at me." "And?" "I wake up
before it says anything."

The priest placed the cross on the table as if he wanted to get rid of it. "We
thought we were bringing light. But we only brought fire." "Fire would at least
be honest," said the captain. "He wasn't a bad man," whispered the priest.
"Magellan?" "Yes." "No," said the captain. "Just a blind man."

They continued drinking, slowly, quietly. The wine was cheap, but it warmed
them. Some words need alcohol to even come out.

"I hear," said the sailor, "they're calling him a saint now." "Saints are always
dead," said the captain. "And what about him?" "He's history. That's worse."

The priest looked up, his eyes shining. "And Lapu-Lapu?" The captain smiled
wearily. "He lives in every no."

Outside, the sea crashed against the rocks again. Drops splashed through the
open window and landed on the table. Salty, cold, real. They all looked briefly,
then looked away.

"I have children," said one. "l won't tell them anything about it." "Right," said
the captain. "Men with scars don't tell fairy tales."
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The priest raised his glass. "To those who stayed." The captain raised his. "To
those who should have left."

They clinked glasses, quietly. The wind whistled through the streets, the rain
mingled with salt. The sea below continued to beat, steady, patient, unfazed.

Later, as they parted, the captain remained alone. He stepped out into the
darkness, smelled the sea, heard it breathing.

"I know," he said quietly. "I know you remember."

Then he turned around and walked slowly up the path, his back bent, his
shoulders heavy. The sea was silent, but it watched him go.

And somewhere deep down, at the very bottom, rolled a wave as old as guilt.

The night was damp, heavy, and smelled of metal. The harbor wasn't asleep,
but it pretended to be. Lights, tired shadows, and muffled voices were
everywhere. Ships lay still, ropes creaked, and the sea sounded like a man who
knew too much to talk. The captain walked slowly along the quay, his coat
tightly around his shoulders, his bottle in his hand.

He stopped where the wood was dark, wet from the rain. Below him, the
water, black, shining, restless. It smelled of seaweed, oil, and memories. He
pulled the cork, drank, and wiped his mouth. The wine was cheap, but honest.
He felt as if the sea were watching him—calm, expectant, like an old friend who
doesn't ask, but knows.

"We believed we could tame it," he said quietly. "We believed faith was
enough." He laughed, short, harsh, dry. "Faith is never enough."

The waves crashed against the rocks, small and regular. The wind rippled
through the sails of the empty ships, making them groan like animals in
dreams. The captain sat on the edge, his legs over the water, the bottle beside
him.

He thought of the day, the heat, the smell of salt and iron. Magellan standing in
the water, sword in hand, motionless, almost beautiful. He remembered the
screams, the sand, the sun burning everything. He remembered the moment
the sea closed—quietly, peacefully, like a door no one opens anymore.
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He took a deep drink. "l was there," he whispered. "l saw it. | saw faith die."
The sea responded with a wave that crashed higher against the wall, as if to
nod. Drops splashed onto his shoes, cold and salty.

"They call him a saint now," he said. "And they call him a traitor, the other one.
Both are right. Both are lying." He leaned forward, looked into the water. His
reflection was distorted, flickering, half-real. "I was there when the sky turned
away."

A gust of wind came, bringing with it the smell of algae, mold, and ship's wood.
It was the same smell as on the return trip, when no one was singing anymore.
Just waves, wind, and silence.

He closed his eyes, heard the sea. Not a roar, not thunder—more like a deep,
steady breath. And in between, very quietly, something that sounded like a
voice. "You let him die," she whispered. He didn't answer. "You didn't do
anything."

"I couldn't." "Yes," said the voice. "You didn't want to."

He opened his eyes. No one there, only water. But he felt it in the air — the sea
didn't speak with words. It spoke with guilt.

He drank again until the bottle was empty. Then he threw it into the water. It
floated briefly, spun around, and disappeared. The circle it left behind grew
larger, then dissolved.

"I just wanted to go home," he said quietly. "I just wanted to go home." The sea
was silent, but the waves were coming closer.

He stood up, swayed, stepped back, and looked out. The moon hung over the
water, pale, cold, unconcerned. The sky was cloudless, too clear. No place for
guilt.

He whispered, "He was a fool. And | was his shadow." Then he took a few steps
and stopped again. "But he smelled of incense. And | smelled of fear."

The sea responded with a single wave, higher than the others, heavier. It hit
the quay, splashed over his feet, and for a moment everything was silent.

He smiled weakly. "l know," he said. "You don't forget."

He turned around and walked slowly away. The wind shifted, coming from the
sea, carrying the scent of salt, guilt, and truth.
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Behind him, the water continued to breathe. Evenly. Patiently. Like a judge who
doesn't need a gavel.

The captain lay in a room that smelled of medicine, dust, and wet wood.
Outside, the sea roared, muffled but steady. The window was open, the
curtains moving as if breathing. On the table lay a Bible, beside it a half-empty
bottle. In the corner, a chair sat unoccupied.

He had grown old, thin, with a face that looked like a map made of wrinkles. His
hands trembled, but they still searched for the sea, even in his sleep. He rarely
spoke, and when he did, it was to someone no one could see.

"You're still here," he whispered. "I hear you. Every night." The wind came off
the water, bringing with it salt, cold, and memories. It sounded as if the sea
were seeping through the walls, very slowly, drop by drop.

He coughed, sat up halfway, reached for the bottle, and took a sip. He
preferred the burning in his throat to the silence. "I know you're waiting," he
said. "l know you want to hear it."

He looked out the window, saw the sea in the moonlight. It was barely moving,
only that rhythmic breathing he'd known for years. No storm, no anger, just
patience.

"I saw him die," he began, quietly, haltingly. "I stood there. | could have helped.
But | stayed. | stayed because | was afraid. Because | believed faith would save
him. And it didn't. No God did."

He paused, breathing heavily. The wind shifted, the sea sounded closer. "l saw
him standing in the water, sword in hand. He looked up, as if something were
there. | looked up, and there was nothing. Just sun. Just fire. Just us. And the
sea. Always the sea."

His voice broke briefly. "He wasn't a fool. He was convinced. And that's worse."

He closed his eyes and leaned back. The bed creaked, the wood breathed. "I've
been praying ever since," he whispered. "Not to God. To you." He meant the
sea.

Outside, the sound grew louder, almost as if in response. A wave crashed
against the rocks, dull and steady. "l thought you'd forget," he said. "But you
never forget. You wait. You remember. You might even laugh. I'd understand."
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He reached for the Bible, opened it, and read a line he didn't understand. Then
he closed the book and placed his hand on it. "They say the truth sets you
free," he murmured. "But no one says it binds you first."

He coughed again, long and dry. The wine on his tongue tasted of iron. His eyes
flickered, searching the sea. "l just wanted to live," he whispered. "But life was
dearer than guilt."

The sea was silent. Only wind, only water. No judgment, no consolation.

"I'll tell you the truth now," he said, slowly, almost solemnly. "He didn't fall
because they were stronger. He fell because he believed the world was his. And
none of us said no. Not one."

His voice was barely audible. "I'm saying it now. No."

A pause. The wind died down, the air became heavy. The sea was still, as if
listening.

"I was there," he whispered. "And | let him go."

Then his head sank back onto the pillow. His breathing became shallower,
irregular, and then stopped altogether.

Outside, a wave broke, far out, strong, deep. It rolled onto the shore, hit the
stones below his window, hissed, and slid back.

The room smelled of salt.
And the sea continued to breathe.

The news came with the morning, unspectacular, like all things true. A
messenger brought it, young, clean, clueless. He delivered the letter to the
tavern, where three old men sat, looking as if they'd long since finished with
everything. The innkeeper read aloud, slowly, haltingly. The captain was dead.
Cardiac arrest, they said. Peacefully, in his sleep. No one believed it, but no one
said anything.

The priest, who had never worn a cross again, closed his eyes and made the
sign anyway. "Finally," he murmured. The sailor beside him, half-blind, half-
drunk, just nodded. "He's finally told the sea."
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Outside, it was raining. Gently, steadily. The pavement shone, the air was gray.
No wind, no thunder. Just drops falling as if they had something to tell.

"He was the last one to feel it," said the priest. "The sea?" "No," he said. "The
guilt."

They ordered wine, cheap, red, sweet. The sailor held the glass with both
hands, as if he might otherwise lose it. "l can still see him," he said. "There he
stood, in the middle of the water, his sword raised, and the sea grinned."

The innkeeper looked up briefly and smiled. "You old men always talk about
the sea." "Because it's the only thing that remains," said the priest.

A ship's horn sounded in the distance, dull and lonely. The sailor raised his
head, listened, and smiled weakly. "It's calling him back." "Who?" "The captain.
Or Magellan. Or all of us. Who knows?"

They drank, slowly, in small sips. The rain drummed on the roof, drops ran
down the windowpanes as if they wanted to get in. "You know," said the priest,
"he had more courage than all of us. He said it in the end." "What?" "No."

The sailor laughed briefly, harshly and hoarsely. "No. That's the hardest word
to say when you say it too late." "Better late than never." "That's what the one
who never said it said."

They were silent, listening to the rain. The innkeeper set out bread and cheese,
but no one ate. Words are more satisfying than meals when you're old.

The priest looked out into the gray air. "l didn't understand him then," he said.
"The island man. Lapu-Lapu. | do now. You have to be able to say no, otherwise
everything will consume you—God, war, glory, even memory." The sailor
nodded, wiped his mouth. "He said no before we could."

They drank to him, to Magellan, to the sea. Not out of reverence, but out of
weariness. Old men don't drink to celebrate. They drink to be still.

Later, when the rain subsided, only the dripping from the roof remained. The
sailor stood up, swayed, and walked to the door. Outside, it smelled of salt,
even though the sea was far away. He stopped and took a deep breath, as if he
were listening to it again.

"He's out there now," he said. "Who?" asked the innkeeper. "Everyone,"
replied the sailor. "He. Magellan. The priest. Soon | will be too."
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He laughed, toothless, turned around, and raised his glass. "To the sea!" The
priest did the same. "To the sea that never forgets."

They drank, and no one noticed that the rain had started again. The roof was
dripping. The air was humid. And somewhere outside, beyond the fog and
water, the sea roared—calm, steady, endless.

The priest set out at dawn. The city was still asleep, only a few merchants were
setting up their stalls, and doves fluttered over the rooftops. He carried no
cross, no Bible, only his cloak and a step that sounded like a farewell. The rain
had stopped, but the air was damp, heavy, as if hung with memories.

The path to the sea was short, but every step felt longer than necessary. He
knew that smell—salt, seaweed, oil, iron. The same as when they returned,
half-dead and half-awake. It was the same smell, only older, like him.

When he saw the water, he stopped. No storm, no noise. Just the sea, calm,
smooth, as if asleep. He walked closer, his shoes in the sand, the water cool
around his ankles. He looked out as far as he could. Gray, boundless,
indifferent.

"There you are," he said quietly. "l missed you."

He sat down on a rock, his hands on his knees. No prayer, no sign. He had
stopped praying when he realized that answers are quieter than questions.
Instead, he listened. The wind swept across the surface, waves drifted, broke
away, and returned.

"He told you," he whispered. "And you remembered." He meant the captain.

The sea roared louder for a moment, as if it were nodding. The priest smiled
weakly. "Of course. You were there."

He thought of Magellan. Of the sun over Mactan. Of the water that swallowed
everything, without haste, without judgment. He thought of Lapu-Lapu, the
man who had said no. And of himself, the one who had remained silent.

"I've prayed," he said. "For years. For forgiveness, for meaning, for you. But you
never answered. And now | know why. You don't speak with tongues. You
speak with waves."

He closed his eyes and listened to the rhythm. No pattern, no beat, just
movement. It was the most honest conversation of his life.
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"We've given you so many names," he murmured. "God, Mercy, War, Honor.
But you're always you. Salty, old, hungry."

A seagull screeched, flew low, and disappeared. The sea remained. It did what
it always did—it took, it gave, it forgot, it remembered.

The priest pulled his cloak tighter; the wind grew cooler. He looked out, his
eyes wet, but not from the wind. "l wanted to save them," he whispered. "But |
only survived. Maybe that's too much."

He stood up and took a few steps into the water. It reached up to his knees,
then to his hips. He felt the pull, the pressure, the weight. No resistance, no
fear. Only this silent understanding between body and sea.

He stopped and closed his eyes. "If you have mercy," he said, "then don't show
it to me. | just want peace."

The water slid over his coat, over his hands, over his face. No struggle, no
sound. Just the sea, embracing him like a sentence spoken too late.

A few fishermen later found his coat on the shore, empty, heavy, and covered
in sand. No one searched any further. The town talked about it briefly, then fell
silent again.

But at night, when the wind came from the sea, it smelled of incense.
And the sea, patient as ever, continued to whisper.

The last of them was a sailor without a name, as old as the wood beneath his
feet. No one asked where he came from or where he was going. On a merchant
ship, he sailed east, where the sky burns early and the sea smells as it did back
then—of salt, blood, and beginnings.

He barely spoke. His hands worked as if by themselves, ropes, sails, knots. At
night, he sat alone at the bow, a pipe no longer burning between his teeth, and
gazed out. The sea was calm, but he knew it was never still. It was only silent
when it was thinking.

"I'll be back," he whispered. "After all this time." The wind carried the words
away, twisted them, dropped them. The sea took them as it took everything.

He had survived many years, too many. He had seen cities grow, countries
rename themselves. But no matter how far he sailed, the sea remained the
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same. It didn't age. It remembered. And somewhere within it, deep down, lay
everything he could no longer say.

Sometimes he thought he heard voices. A laugh, a shout, a whiff of incense.
Perhaps the captain. Perhaps the priest. Perhaps just the sea sorting out his
thoughts.

He thought of Lapu-Lapu, the man who had said no. Then he had hated him.
Now he understood him. It takes more courage to say no than to swing a
sword. And the sea had understood that long before they did.

He took his pipe from his mouth and gazed into the darkness. The waves
shimmered, calm, alert. "You kept him," he said. "The Portuguese, the faith, the
blood. Everything." He smiled weakly. "You collect stories better than we do."

The wind grew stronger. The ship creaked, the ropes sang, deep and hoarse. He
loved this sound—the song of memories. It sounded like farewell and
homecoming at the same time.

"You know," he murmured, "we thought we could defeat you. But all you
wanted us to do was listen." He pulled his coat tighter, sat on the edge of the
deck, and stared into the darkness. Waves, darkness, eternity. No boundaries.
Only movement.

He took a small wooden pendant from his pocket—a piece of the oar he'd been
carrying for years. The last piece of the ship they'd lost. He held it, looked at it,
then threw it into the sea. It spun, swam, and disappeared.

"There," he said. "That's where you belong."

The sea responded with a gentle thump against the bow, barely audible, almost
friendly. The sailor nodded. "l know," he said. "I'll be there soon."

Later, as the night deepened, he lay down. No prayer, no song, just a last
breath that tasted of salt. The wind shifted, and the sea drew closer. Very
quietly, very gently.

When the sun rose, they found him on deck, still, his eyes open. The sky was
clear, the water smooth as glass. No storm, no anger. Only peace.

A young cabin boy covered him, took the pipe from his hand, and looked out.
"He was smiling," he said. The captain nodded. "He must have been home."
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The ship continued on, slowly, steadily. And the sea closed behind them. No
sign, no grave, no word. Only movement.

Somewhere far below, where light becomes memory, lay everything they had
been — voices, breath, guilt, courage.

The sea held it. Not out of love, but because there was no one who could do it
better.

A king without a crown

The sun rose lazily over Mactan, as if it knew it would see nothing new here.
The palm trees rustled like old men telling the same story over and over again.
Lapu-Lapu sat in front of his hut, his feet in the sand, his gaze out to sea. His
hair had turned gray, his back bent, but a remnant of that old fire still burned in
his eyes—quieter, smaller, but indestructible.

He rarely spoke. Words had become too many since the world had turned him
into a story. Silence used to be strength; now it was refuge. The boys in the
village knew him only as the old man who no longer wanted anything. They
knew he had once fought, but to them that sounded like a fairy tale from a
time that had never truly existed.

Sometimes travelers came. Traders, fishermen, the curious. They brought
stories of distant lands, of gods of stone and kings of gold. They wanted to see
him, the man who had defeated Magellan. The King, as they called him. He
would laugh, short, harsh, toothless. "I'm not a king," he said. "I'm just the one
who said no."

But no one heard that. They looked at him as one looks at a statue—reverently,
but without understanding. And as they left, they continued to tell him they
had been to a king.

Lapu-Lapu knew that legends live longer than humans. But they lie better.

He looked out at the sea, which lay calm, as if nothing had ever happened. No
blood, no fighting, no screams. Just the same water, coming and going, coming
and going. He smiled weakly. "You don't forget anything," he whispered. "But
you pretend."
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His dog lay beside him, old, almost blind, but as faithful as the tide. Lapu-Lapu
stroked his head. "We two know better, don't we?" The dog wagged his tail
almost imperceptibly.

A child passed by, barefoot, carrying a basket full of shells. "Grandfather, tell
me about the battle," he said. Lapu-Lapu shook his head. "The sea tells it
better." "But the sea doesn't talk." "Yes, it does," he said. "You just have to get
old enough to hearit."

The child laughed and ran away. He watched him go and thought:Maybe that's
a good thing. That they forget. Maybe you have to forget in order to remain
free.

He looked over to the shore. Where the blood had once stood in the water,
children now played. The sea had cleansed everything, swallowed every piece
of evidence. Only he remained—the last piece of memory the sea had
forgotten to take.

In the evenings, he sat by the fire. The wood crackled, sparks danced. Women
sang, men talked, life went on. He listened without participating. He was here,
but no longer fully a part of it.

"You've become silent," said Tano, who had also grown older. "Words don't
bring anything back." "But they hold on." "I don't want to hold on to anything
anymore."

They were silent. Above them, stars sparkled, clear and indifferent.

"You know," said Lapu-Lapu after a while, "freedom sounds nice when you're
young. But it slowly eats you up when you have to keep it." Tano nodded.
"Kings have it easier. They just lose it." "I'm not a king," said Lapu-Lapu. "l just
don't have a master."

The wind came from the sea, bringing the smell of salt, fish, and memories. He
closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

"They call you king," said Tano. "Then the word has become empty."
They sat there until the fire died down. The sea roared steadily, patiently.

Lapu-Lapu looked into the darkness. "Perhaps that's the trick," he murmured.
"You fight to be free and realize too late that freedom is nothing more than an
empty house that no one wants to enter."
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Tano added wood, the fire sizzled. "Then you are the King of the Void," he said,
grinning. Lapu-Lapu gave a short, genuine laugh. "A king without a crown," he
said. "That's fitting."

The sea responded with a roar that sounded almost like approval.

The morning was clear, the sea still as a breath. Lapu-Lapu sat under the old
palm tree, the weapon beside him, a mere symbol, no longer a tool. He wasn't
thinking of anything in particular when he saw them coming—boats, painted,
shining, with men in fine fabrics, their faces meaningless. The wind carried the
scent of oil and cinnamon, foreign, but familiar enough to make him suspicious.

They came bearing gifts. Fabrics, glass, knives with gold handles. Things that
glittered but reeked of debt. Lapu-Lapu took nothing. He looked at them,
wordless, as they bowed, smiling too much and blinking too little.

The leader, a man with a shaved head and a too-smooth voice, stepped
forward. "The governor of Cebu sends greetings," he said. "He wishes peace.
And alliance."

Lapu-Lapu nodded almost imperceptibly. "We have peace," he said. "Yes," the
man replied. "But peace can be shared—and secured."
"Secure?" "With trade. With trust. With gold."

Tano stood beside him, arms crossed. "Gold like back then?" he asked. The
envoy smiled thinly. "No. Today it's different. Today gold comes with
blessings."

Lapu-Lapu laughed softly. "Blessings from Cebu always smell of chains."

The men exchanged glances. One touched his amulet, as if reassuring himself
that his faith protected him. Lapu-Lapu remained calm, but something stirred
within him—not anger, not pride, more like weariness. He had heard it all
before, in different words, with different faces. Power always comes across as
friendly before it bites.

"We want to help you," said the envoy. "A share of the trade, a seat on the
council. Your name carries weight. You just have to use it." "My name has tired
me," said Lapu-Lapu. "Then let him work for you." "I've worked enough for him
to stay."
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Tano took a step closer. "You want to buy him," he said. "We want to honor
him," the man replied. "A king without a crown is like a song without a
melody."

Lapu-Lapu looked at him. "Then sing somewhere else," he said calmly.

A gust of wind blew off the sea, driving sand against their feet. The envoy
blinked, wiped his face, and for a moment the smile fell. Beneath it was cold.
"You're old," he said. "You should remember what happens when you refuse."

Lapu-Lapu smiled. "l remember well. One who didn't bow down is still lying in
the sea."

The man remained silent. The others withdrew, gathering their gifts. Only the
leader stayed a moment longer. "Your 'no' will become history," he said. "Then
it will be a good story," Lapu-Lapu replied.

They walked, and the sea took their scent with it. Only the imprints of their feet
remained in the sand until the wind smoothed them away.

Tano stepped beside him. "They'll come back," he said. "I know." "And then
what?" "Then I'll say it again."

He looked out at the sea, which lay calm as if it had heard everything.

"That's the only thing left for me," said Lapu-Lapu. "To say no until no one asks
anymore."

Tano nodded. "And if they call you king?" "Then let them." He smiled weakly.
"A king without a crown can at least sleep."

The sea responded with a long, deep breath, as if to say:/ understand you.

The days grew shorter, the sea calmer. Sometimes it lay there like glass, so still
that even the children played more quietly. At night, the drums from the
villages could be heard, but they sounded different—no longer like a
celebration, but like a question. Lapu-Lapu sensed it before anyone said it.
When people begin to whisper, the sea knows it first.

He walked through the village, saw the faces of the boys—bright, tense,
restless. They looked at him with that mixture of respect and impatience. For
them, he had become history, a shadow sitting in the sun. They wanted more.
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Trade, wealth, perhaps even peace with those from Cebu. They wanted life, not
principle.

Tano arrived in the evening. He sat next to him, as before, but now there was
something invisible, something heavy between them. "They say you're
stubborn," said Tano. "I always have been." "They used to call it courage."
"Now they call it obstacle?" "Some."

Lapu-Lapu nodded, without anger. "They are young. They only know hunger,
not pride." "And what's the difference?" "Pride lets you starve without

begging."

The wind shifted. A faint thunder came from the sea, deep and distant. Lapu-
Lapu looked across to where the horizon began and thought:Maybe it's
time.Not to die, but to be silent.

A boy came, about twelve, barefoot, his hair covered in salt. "The men from
Cebu are bringing rice," he said. "And iron. They want to talk." "Again," Tano
muttered. Lapu-Lapu waved his hand. "Let them. | won't talk."

The boy looked at him with that youthful hardness born of impatience. "They
say you're keeping us small." "They say a lot." "But maybe it's true."

Tano wanted to say something, but Lapu-Lapu raised his hand. "Let him." He
looked at the boy calmly. "Do you want to grow up?" "Yes." "Then learn to say

no.

The boy grimaced, not understanding. "But no, it doesn't bring rice." "Yes, it
does," said Lapu-Lapu. "It brings dignity." "What can you eat it with?" "Nothing.
And that's precisely why it's real."

The boy left, shaking his head. Tano sighed. "He's right, you know that." "Yes,"
Lapu-Lapu said quietly. "But the sea only feeds us if we don't owe it anything."

They sat there in silence for a while. The fire crackled, and in the distance,
there was a smell of rain.

"They don't understand you anymore," said Tano. "They shouldn't understand
me either. I'm the reason they're still free, not the reason they're fed up." "And
if they forget you?" "Then it was right."
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He looked up at the sky. The clouds moved slowly, gray and heavy. "Freedom,"
he said, "is not a gift. It's a weight. The young will notice when they have to
bearit."

Tano nodded, but his eyes said something else—tiredness, worry, perhaps even
fear. Lapu-Lapu saw it and remained silent. He had learned that one cannot
fight against time.

The sea roared louder, as if it were listening.

"I wish they would see you as | see you," Tano finally said. "Then they would be
old," Lapu-Lapu replied. "And that's worse than being hungry."

They laughed quietly, briefly, like men who know that they will soon be nothing
more than stories.

Rain came during the night. Gently, evenly. It fell on palm trees, rooftops, and
sand. The sea absorbed it, without discrimination. Water to water, memory to
memory.

And Lapu-Lapu sat there, old, calm, awake—a king without a crown, but with a
kingdom made of no.

The news came as always—through voices that sounded too friendly. Men
from Cebu spoke his name on the neighboring islands. They told stories in
which Lapu-Lapu appeared as an ally, as a symbol of strength, as a banner to be
raised when doing business or wanting to demonstrate power. His name was
now currency. Everyone pronounced it differently, but everyone profited from
it.

Lapu-Lapu heard about it, first from Tano, then from fishermen, then from
children. They laughed when they told the story, proudly, as if his fame
warmed them. But he felt only cold. Fame that grows when one remains silent
is like a fire that burns because one forgets wood.

He sat for a long time on the shore, his feet in the sand, the sea before him.
"They did it," he said quietly. "I'm part of their game again." Tano stood beside
him, silent. "First | was an enemy, then a hero. Now I'm a tool." "Perhaps you're
both," said Tano. "No. I'm just history now. And history always belongs to the
one who tells it louder."

He took a shell and threw it into the water. Small rings floated out, dissolving.
"That's my name," he murmured. "It swims until it sinks."
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Tano knelt beside him. "You can change it. Say something, do something."
Lapu-Lapu shook his head. "Words against words? The sea laughs at that."

He stood up and took a few steps into the water. It was cool, sluggish, ancient.
"I fought with the sea, Tano. Not with men. | said no when no one dared. And
now they say yes in my name. This is the greatest victory of the strangers."

The wind picked up. Waves approached, small, determined waves. The sea
spoke in its ancient language, which no one understood anymore. Lapu-Lapu
listened.

"Perhaps it wants me back," he said. Tano looked at him, his brow furrowed.
"The sea?" "It never forgets those it has once tested."

He turned to him. "I'm tired, Tano. Not old—tired. My name lives on without
me, my people cease to understand me. Perhaps this is the moment to leave.'

Tano shook his head. "You are Mactan." "No," said Lapu-Lapu. "Mactan was
never me. | was just the one who could listen when the sea spoke."

He looked out, far away, to where the sky kissed the water. "l have no
kingdom, no crown. Only this place, this name—and neither belongs to me
anymore."

Tano stepped closer and placed a hand on his shoulder. "And what do you want
to do?" "I want to be quiet before they make me loud."

They stood there for a long time, until the sun set. The sky was red, heavy, like
a fire over the sea. Lapu-Lapu watched, saying nothing. It was the same sky
Magellan had seen, just before the water took him.

"When the time comes," said Lapu-Lapu, "don't follow me." Tano nodded. "I
won't catch you anyway."

They laughed, tired, honestly.

At night, Lapu-Lapu sat in front of the hut, listening to the wind. The dog slept
beside him, the stars hung silently over the island. He knew that if he left, they
would come looking for him. He also knew that they would only find his name,
not him.

He took the spear, leaned on it, and stood up. "The sea calls," he said.
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Tano, half asleep, opened his eyes. "Where to?" "Home."

He walked down to the beach, barefoot, step by step, until the waves touched
his feet. He looked out, took a deep breath, and for a moment he was young
again—the same man who had said no that time, in the middle of the storm.

The sea roared, evenly, patiently.
And Lapu-Lapu smiled. "I'm coming."

Morning came quietly. No wind, no birds, no smoke. Only the dull, steady
breathing of the sea, which sounded so ancient that one believed its every
secret. Lapu-Lapu stood on the shore, barefoot, spear in hand. Above him, the
gray of a sky that knew everything and said nothing.

Behind him, the village slept. Fires smoldered, dogs dozed, children murmured
in their dreams. No one saw him leave. No farewell, no word. Only traces in the
sand, already known to the sea.

He walked slowly, step by step, until the waves reached his knees. The water
was cool, but not cold. It felt like memory—soft, heavy, and inescapable. He
stopped, took a deep breath. The spear slipped from his hand, fell into the
water, and disappeared.

“I’'m back,” he whispered.

The sea answered not with words, but with movement. A wave came, small,
steady, brushing against him, pulling gently, as if testing his readiness.

He smiled. "l was never gone."

He continued, deeper, until the water reached his waist. Then he stopped and
looked out. It was as if the horizon had opened up—vast, silent, a single breath
of light and salt.

Tano came to the beach later. He had felt it, without knowing why. The wind
had changed, the air smelled of farewell. He saw the tracks in the sand ending
in the water. No boat, no body, nothing. Just the sea, smooth and calm, as if it
had swallowed itself.

He called his name, once, twice. No answer. Only the rustling, quiet, ancient,
indifferent.
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He knelt down, feeling for something, for a trace, a remnant, a sign. But there
was nothing. Only sand, water that came and went, and a piece of bamboo that
floated like a finger.

"You left," he said quietly. "Like a king who doesn't need a crown."

The sea rolled closer, as if it wanted to touch him, then retreated. A rhythm as
old as the world's first "no."

Tano sat down in the sand, his feet in the water, and looked out. "Did you take
it?" he asked. The sea was silent, but a wave lapping at his knees was enough of
an answer.

He stayed there until the sun was high. Fishermen came, saw him, and kept
their distance. One asked, "Is he gone?" Tano nodded. "No," he said. "He's
where he always was."

They looked at the sea, which glittered like metal, unapproachable, sacred. No
one spoke further.

Later, the village arrived. Women wept, men stood silent, children gazed
curiously at the water. One of the old men whispered: "The sea called him
back." Tano nodded. "Or he called it."

They didn't build a grave. They didn't lay a stone. Just a bamboo bowl
containing a little salt, some rice, and a drop of palm wine. Tano let it slide onto
the water. It floated briefly, turned, and sank slowly, without a sound.

"He said no," Tano said. "Until the very end."

The sea took the shell, swallowed it, and smoothed itself over as if nothing had
happened.

And somewhere out there, where light becomes memory, something flickered
—no body, no shadow, just movement.

The sea breathed.
And you could have sworn it was smiling.
Weeks passed. The sea remained calm, almost too calm. No storm, no dead

fish, no sign. Only this silence, which grew heavier the longer it lasted. The
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village grew accustomed to it as one grows accustomed to pain—hesitantly at
first, then silently.

The children played on the beach again, building castles, hunting crabs. The
women dried fish, singing soft songs about rain and harvest. Only sometimes,
when the wind blew from the west, did they suddenly fall silent, as if they had
heard something only the sea understood.

Tano went to the shore every evening. Always at the same time, always to the
same spot. He didn't speak, just threw a piece of wood into the water and
waited for the waves to take it. Sometimes he thought he heard a voice, very
faint, beneath the surface. Not a word, just sound. But he knew who it
belonged to.

At night, the elders told stories. Of spirits who walked on water. Of a man who
understood the sea. Of a king without a crown who needed no land to rule.
Some laughed, others swore they had seen him.

"He comes when the moon is low," said an old woman. "Then you'll see him, at
the water's edge. No shadow, just movement. Like wind in the water."
"Nonsense," said the boys. But they still didn't go to the beach alone anymore.

One night, Tano got up because he felt it—that faint tugging that had kept him
awake for days. He walked out, barefoot, through the damp sand. The moon
was large, the sea smooth. And there was something. An outline. Not a person,
not an animal. Just a shadow, moving, slowly, calmly.

“Lapu,” he whispered.

The shadow paused briefly. Then a wave crashed onto the shore, higher than
the others, hit his feet, and retreated. The water was warm.

Tano smiled. "l know," he said. "You're not gone."

He stayed there until morning, watching the light recolor the sea. No more
signs, no more shadows. Only sun, salt, life.

The next day, he didn't talk to anyone about it. But word got around in the
village. One person had seen him, they said. Others swore they had heard a
figure rise from the water during the night.
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The children began throwing small wooden figures into the sea—as gifts, as
greetings. The women placed flowers on the shore while singing. The men
remained silent, but they looked out more often.

The sea remained the same. Only when the wind blew, it smelled more strongly
of iron. Like back then. Like a memory.

Tano grew old. He rarely spoke, laughed even more rarely. But sometimes,
when the sea was particularly calm, you saw him smile. Then you knew he was
hearing him again—the man who had said no, and had never completely
disappeared.

"He became the sea," he once said to a child. "And the sea doesn't lie."

The child nodded, not understanding anything, but gazed out for a long time.
He saw the water come and go, come and go, without end.

And somewhere out there, between the sun and the depths, something was
moving — slowly, surely, eternally.

Years passed, and Mactan grew louder. New boats arrived, larger, heavier, with
sails that reeked of power. Men in armor climbed ashore, talking of order and
progress as if they were things one could pull from crates. The village grew,
trade flourished, the sea remained. It watched as everything changed without
changing itself.

The old people died, one by one. The young people built houses of stone,
believed in new gods, and learned new words. Tano was the last to remember.
He often sat at the water's edge, old, broken, but calm. The children thought he
was crazy because he spoke to the sea.

"To whom are you talking?" they asked. "To him who set us free," he said.
“The king?” “The man without a crown.”

They laughed and ran away. Only the sea remained silent. It responded with a
wave of waves that quietly rolled onto the shore—as if it still understood him.

One evening, a storm came. Not a violent one, not one that bore fury—just this
persistent, endless rain that softened everything. The sea rose, swallowing one
piece of land, then another. When morning came, the beach was different.
Smoother. Fresher. Younger.
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Tano stood there, leaning on a stick. "This is how forgetting begins," he said.
Then he smiled. "But you don't forget, do you?" The sea was silent, but a single
wave came and touched his feet.

He nodded. "Good. Then it's safe with you."

He stood still until the sun rose. Then he slowly walked back to the village,
which was already a different place. Men in uniforms spoke of borders, women
wove cloths with new patterns, children learned words Lapu-Lapu would never
have heard.

Only occasionally, when the wind blew from the sea, did someone stop. You
heard nothing, but you felt something—a trembling, a sound, barely more than
a thought.

The fishermen said it was the sea speaking. Old men claimed they heard a voice
saying "No," quietly, firmly, endlessly.

Over time, no one spoke about him anymore. Not because they forgot him—
but because they knew him like one knows breathing. Something that's there
without being named.

The Spaniards came, built churches, roads, and laws. The island received new
names, new rulers, and new stories. But sometimes, at night, when the wind
blew over the palm trees and the water was still, you could hear it—a whisper,
ancient and clear, somewhere between the waves and the wind.

Lapu-Lapu.

No one knew whether it was a prayer or a memory. But the sea continued to
speak, like a promise that keeps itself.

And when morning came, everything was quiet again. The sun rose, people
worked, boats set sail. Only the sea knew that nothing was truly past.

For the sea never forgets. It preserves what the world loses. And somewhere,
deep down, sleeps the king without a crown, the man who said no—and never
had to answer again.
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Smoke over Cebu

Cebu awoke in a haze of smoke and bells. The morning smelled of burnt wood,
of oil, of old promises. A gray fog hung over the rooftops, heavy as guilt. Men in
armor walked through the alleys, talking loudly, laughing too loudly. Children
watched them with that mixture of curiosity and fear that only arises when
order is being rewritten.

Churches grew faster than fields. Where trees once stood, crosses now stood.
The sound of hammers had become prayer. Wood became confession, stone
became power. And those who weren't gods had to at least be obedient.

The women wore white shawls, the men wore silence. Some spoke Spanish,
others learned it because they had to. Those who didn't want to learned to
remain silent. Cebu was no longer a place, but proof—that you don't have to
occupy a country once you've occupied its tongue.

Ships from Castile moored at the harbor, heavy, sluggish, hungry for gold. Men
unloaded crates—wine, weapons, crosses, laws. Everything smelled the same:
of iron. One of the soldiers said Cebu was the new heart of the islands. But
hearts only beat as long as they aren't sold.

In a hut on the outskirts of town sat an old man who used to tell stories. Now
he was silent, because stories were forbidden unless they were in strangers'
books. He had seen Lapu-Lapu, back when it all began. When asked if it was
really him, he just nodded. Not a word. Words had become expensive.

In the evening, the villagers gathered at the edge of the market, where the fire
burned. Missionaries preached, talking about light. People's faces glowed in the
light, but no one understood what kind of light they meant. Light can warm,
but it can also blind.

A boy stood in the crowd, barefoot, thin, his eyes alert. He heard the words,
didn't understand them, but felt the rhythm within them — loud, clear,
unstoppable. Something inside him objected, without knowing why.

"That's the truth," said the priest, his voice full of brilliance. The boy whispered,
"Truth sounds different."

No one heard him. Only the wind blowing through the streets carried his words
away—down to the sea, which murmured softly at the edge of the city,
unfazed.
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Later, as the people dispersed, the boy remained on the shore. He looked out,
toward where the water turned black. Something inside him vibrated, still,
deep.

"They say the sea belongs to God," said a voice beside him. An old fisherman,
with salt in his hair and a face that looked like grooved stone. "Does it?" asked
the boy. "No," said the old man. "The sea belongs to itself."

The boy nodded. "And who did Lapu-Lapu belong to?" The old man looked at
him for a long time. "No one," he said. "That's why he's still alive."

The boy was silent. Birds flew above him, the sky was black with smoke. Cebu
wasn't burning—it was just changing.

On the horizon, the lights of the ships flickered like a lie too good to be true.

And somewhere between the smoke and the waves, the sea whispered, barely
audible, but real:
No.

The boy's name was Aro. No one knew who his father was, and his mother
never spoke about it. He grew up among boats and prayers, among fishermen
and priests, between hunger and hope. By day, he worked in the harbor,
hauling crates, sweeping planks, learning words that weren't his. At night, he
listened to the old people whispering when they thought no one was listening.

He learned that the sea knows everything but says nothing. And that men who
spoke loudly were rarely right. He saw priests raise crosses and people kneel,
not out of faith, but out of habit. Faith had become duty, and duty reeked of
fear.

Sometimes he went to the beach and sat on the same stone where the old
fisherman used to sit. He was dead now, but Aro swore his voice still hung in
the wind. "The sea belongs to itself," he sometimes heard as the waves broke.

The foreigners continued to build. Churches became schools, commandments
became laws. Children had to learn Spanish. They learned what was permitted
and forgot what was not mentioned. No one spoke of Lapu-Lapu anymore. His
name was a shadow in old songs, a word not spoken aloud.

But one day, Aro found a knife on the beach. Old, rusty, with a wooden handle.
Engraved on it was a symbol—a sun over waves. Not a Spanish symbol. He
didn't know who it had belonged to, but he sensed it wasn't one of the
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Newcomers. He kept it, tucked into his belt, as a reminder of something he had
never experienced but had never forgotten.

In the evening, when the bells rang, he looked out at the sea. It glittered,
indifferent, endless. "What was he?" he asked quietly. "A king?" The wind
answered with a barely audible whisper: "Free."

He began to ask questions. Why they were no longer allowed to fish wherever
they wanted. Why the men from Cebu set the prices. Why they had to say
"thank God" when they got bread, but not when they were hungry. His mother
asked him to be quiet. "Words are dangerous," she said. "More dangerous than
weapons."

But Aro didn't remain silent. At school, he asked the teacher why a god needed
gold. He was beaten for it. Later, he stood bleeding by the river, watched the
water flow, and thought that even rivers have more courage than humans.

He met others who whispered like him. Fishermen, laborers, women who had
seen too much. They talked in the night, shallow, hushed, about things not
written in the books. One said, "They say he's still alive, deep in the sea."

Aro asked, "Who?" "The one who said no."

The words stuck.The one who said no.lt wasn't a name, but it felt like one.

The next day, Aro went back to the beach. He picked up the knife and held it up
to the sun. The rust glistened, as if it wanted to show him something.

“When | grow up,” he said, “I'll say it too.”

The wind came from the sea, warm, calm, ancient. It smelled of salt, iron, and
memories.

Aro closed his eyes, listened to the water. And there it was — the quiet, eternal
murmur, sounding like a word carried through the centuries.

No.

Aro was seventeen when he first understood that freedom doesn't begin
loudly. It begins quietly, with a thought that refuses to die. Cebu was cleaner,
brighter, more obedient by then. The streets were paved, the churches larger,
and the faces smoother with routine. Order had become the new word for fear.
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He now worked in the warehouse at the port. Barrels, sacks, bricks—the same
routine day after day. The overseer was a Spaniard with a face like a brass
knob. When he laughed, it sounded like metal. "He who talks works twice," he
often said. Aro remained silent—but only when the man was nearby.

At night they met behind the old shipyard. Five men, two women, Aro, and the
wind. They didn't speak of rebellion, not of war. Only of dignity. "We aren't a
people if we can't say no," one said. "Then we're just hands doing the work."
Aro nodded. He now understood what the old man had meant.

He always carried the knife with him. He had sharpened it, oiled it, and
removed the rust. It shone again, like a memory that refused to be forgotten.
When he looked at it, he didn't see a tool—he saw a voice.

One day, a priest arrived from Manila. He preached in the market, loudly, with
hands that cut through the air like swords. He spoke of obedience, of sin, of
rewards in heaven. The people listened, silent as stones. Aro stood at the back
of the crowd. He felt something burning inside him. Not anger, not hatred—
more like tiredness with a heartbeat.

”
!

“And whoever contradicts,” cried the priest, “contradicts God!” Aro whispered,

“Then God should listen.”

The man in front of him turned around and looked at him. Their eyes met,
briefly, razor-sharp. But the priest didn't hear him.

In the weeks that followed, things got worse. New taxes, new rules, new faces
at the gates. Those who spoke disappeared. Those who remained silent
remained. And Aro realized that while silence was safe, it was eating away at
him. From within.

He wrote words in the sand at night, where the waves erased them. A single
word, over and over again:No.And every time he wrote it, he felt lighter, even
though it was disappearing.

Then came the day the soldiers searched the village. A boy had hung a cross
upside down, out of spite or as a game. They took him away and beat him. Aro
saw it. He wanted to intervene, but didn't. Later, he sat alone by the river, knife
in hand. "That's how it starts," he said.

He began collecting stories. About Lapu-Lapu, about battle, about the sea.
Everything the elders could still whisper. Some laughed, others spat on the

ground when he asked. But he continued listening.
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One night he came home and found his mother crying. She had been visited by
two men in uniform. They wanted to know where he went at night. "l didn't say
anything," she whispered. "But tell me what you're doing." "l remember," he
said.

She hit him out of fear, not anger. "Memories kill you." "Then it was worth it."

The next day he continued working as usual. But there was something new in
his eyes—stillness with direction.

The sea was calm. Too calm. He stood on the shore, knife in his belt, and felt
the waves not speaking his name, but breathing.

He smiled. "I know," he whispered. "I'm not ready yet."

But deep inside him, at the very core, something began to grow—not hatred,
but memory with teeth.

The day began like all the others—sun, dust, voices. The men carried sacks, the
women swept the market, children ran barefoot through the mud. The smell of
fish and tiredness hung over everything. Only today, something different hung
in the air, something no one could name. It wasn't a storm, not rain. More like
a breath, waiting silently.

Aro stood at the dock, his hands rough from work, a knife beneath his clothes.
The overseer walked by, loud, confident, whip in hand. He shouted because
shouting was the only thing that gave him power. Aro didn't listen.

Then a barrel fell over, burst open, and rice spilled onto the floor. One of the
workers bent down to pick up a few grains. The overseer saw it and kicked him,
hard, twice. "Dirty!" he yelled. "This isn't yours!"

Something inside Aro froze. Then it moved. He stepped forward without
thinking. "Enough."

The guard turned around slowly, his face devoid of surprise. "What did you
say?" "I said enough."

The word hung in the air, inconspicuous but sharp. It wasn't a cry, not a call.
Just a sentence too heavy to go unheard.

The warden stepped closer, grinning. "You want to play hero, boy?" "No," said
Aro. "Just human."
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The warden's smile froze. One blow, then another. Aro fell, got up again. Blood
on his lip, but his eyes clear. He wiped his mouth, spat on the ground. "This is
my land," he said. "My breath. My no."

It became quiet around him. No birds, no wind. Only waves, far out, quiet,
steady. Then there was movement—not from him, but from the others. One
person stood beside him, then another. No one spoke. Only this silence, which
was louder than anything else.

The overseer stepped back, looking into faces he had commanded only
yesterday. He raised his whip, but his hand trembled. "Back to work!" he
shouted.

Nobody moved.

A single gust of wind came from the sea, strong, salty, and ancient. It smelled of
metal, of memories, of Lapu-Lapu.

"I know the word," whispered one of the old men. "That's how it started."

The overseer backed away further. "You'll regret this," he said, but his voice
already sounded hollow.

Aro stood there, bleeding, upright, calm. "Then | repent as a free man," he said.

The soldiers came that same evening. They searched for him but didn't find
him. It was said he had gone into the sea, like the other one long ago. Some
swore they had seen him swimming out into the darkness, knife in hand.

The night was silent. Only the water spoke, shallow and endless. And
somewhere in it, between the waves and the wind, one heard it again — the old
word that never grew old.

No.

The next morning, the workers found the knife in the sand. Clean, shiny, and
bloodless. One of them picked it up and looked out to sea.

"He said it," he murmured. "And?" asked another. "Now we say it too."

And so it began. No war, no uprising—just a word that spread through the
streets like smoke, like memory, like breath.

And Cebu smelled of iron again.
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At first it was just a word in the wind.No.You could hear it while sweeping the
streets, carrying sacks, mending nets. It wasn't a scream, a slogan, a call for
war. It was the opposite of silence. And that was enough.

The soldiers were the first to notice. The people's expressions changed—not
hostile, but alert. No more hunching, no more quick steps when a helmet
passed. Only this silent knowledge in their eyes: We don't belong to you.

In churches, the "Amen" was shorter. In the market, one heard songs whose
melodies no one knew, whose words sounded ambiguous. And at night, small
fires burned far out on the beach, where men whispered, unafraid of the echo.

The governor doubled patrols. He sent priests to strengthen the faith, soldiers
to maintain order, and spies to find the truth. But truth has no address. It
dwells in faces, not in houses.

One evening he summoned the overseer—the man from the harbor. He came
with his eyes downcast, a whip at his belt. "Where is the boy?" asked the
governor. "Dead or the sea," said the man. "And yet they say his name."
"Names die slowly."

The governor stepped to the window. Outside, the horizon glowed—no fire,
just sunset, but he saw danger in it. "Then put them out," he said. "How?"
"With fear."

The next day, three men were hanged. Fishermen who had talked too much.
Their bodies were left hanging until the sun silenced them. The people
watched, silently, without tears. Fear was meant to frighten, but it only made
them more silent. And silence is patience with teeth.

During the night, someone carved a word into the church door:No.The next
morning it was painted over, the next morning it was back again. It appeared
on walls, on crates, on barrels. In schools, on boats, even in prayer books.
Always the same, always simple.

The governor ordered the word banned. Anyone who said it was jailed. Anyone
who wrote it disappeared. And yet it was heard everywhere. Women
whispered it while washing, children played it in rhyme. Even priests murmured
it, quietly, after mass, when no one was listening.

The sea remained calm, as if it knew that something greater was breathing.
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One morning, the wind blew from the west, heavy and salty. Smoke hung over
Cebu—not a fire, but a sign. In the distance, warehouses, ships, and flags
burned. No one knew who had done it. But everyone knew why.

An old soldier stood before the fire and said quietly, "This is how it began on
Mactan." Another replied, "Then it ends here."

But nothing ended. Only fear changed direction.

The governor had new crosses erected, made of iron instead of wood. They
gleamed in the light like weapons. But in the night, shadows came and toppled
them, one by one. No words, no blood, only the dull sound of metal falling.

The sea was silent, but it was smiling. You could see it in the waves.

And in every village, on every island, in every heart, this one thought flickered,
quietly, constantly, indelibly —

No.

No one knew when it began. Perhaps one night, when a man overturned a
cross and moved on. Perhaps with a whisper carried by the wind. Or perhaps it
was never a beginning—just something that had long slumbered and was
finally breathing.

Cebu was filled with smoke. Not the smoke of a fire that destroys, but the
smoke of a people awakening. Shards of order lay in the streets, and the gray,
sweet smell of change hung over the rooftops.

The soldiers patrolled nervously, their fingers on their rifles, their eyes scanning
in all directions. They searched for faces, found mirrors. Everyone looked at
everyone else, and no one knew who feared whom anymore.

In the churches, candles burned for peace, but the wax dripped like blood.
Faith smelled of oil and dust. Priests preached about obedience, while they
themselves saw on the walls the Word that refused to die.No.

Aro was gone, but his story remained. One said he was on another island.
Another said he had been swallowed by the sea. Some believed he had
returned, as wind, as a shadow, as a whisper among the palm trees. No one
knew, but everyone needed him.
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At night, drums could be heard from the hills. No war, no march—just
remembrance with rhythm. People gathered in small groups, not with
weapons, but with courage. They spoke quietly, acted quickly, and dispersed
again. No leader, no flag. Just breath, shared breath.

The governor locked himself in his house. The windows were boarded up, the
doors guarded. Outside, the city sounded different—muffled, unpredictable.
He wrote reports, asked for help, sent messengers, but no one came. Manila
had enough fires of its own.

"They no longer believe," said his priest. "In God?" asked the governor. "In
you," answered the priest.

Boats burned in the harbor. Some sank, some drifted out, burning like signs in
the sky. The smoke rose, black and calm, and settled over the sea.

Tano's grandson, now old, saw it from afar. "This is what it looks like when
history begins again," he said. His voice was shaky, but his eyes were clear.

Women stood in the market with baskets, children nearby. A soldier
approached, raised his weapon. No one moved. A woman stepped forward,
raised her hand, empty, calm. "No," she said. The gun trembled.

And there it was again — that silence that was louder than any battle.
The bells rang, not for God, but for remembrance.

The sea roared louder. It pressed against the shore as if it wanted to listen. A
wind rose, heavy and salty. The palm trees bent, the sand swirled. Cebu
breathed, for the first time in years.

The smoke slowly cleared. No victory, no doom. Only change.

In the morning, the sea was calm. A shell lay in the sand, open, empty, and
shining. A child found it, picked it up, and held it to his ear. He heard nothing—
or everything.

The sea, the city, the wind—they spoke the same word. Not loudly. Just
constantly.

No.
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On the third day, the rain fell. First hesitantly, then with force. It came from the
west, heavy and warm, and extinguished what remained—the fire, the dust,
the fear. The smoke over Cebu thinned, dissipated, mingled with the sky, until
no one knew where the war had ended and the rain had begun.

People emerged from their houses, cautiously, as if entering a new world.
Some held children in their arms, others shovels, still others simply had empty
hands. No one spoke. Words still belonged to the old, which was being washed
away.

Burned ships stood at the harbor, black as memories that can never be
completely erased. The sea licked at the planks, slowly, incorruptibly, as if
testing what could remain. The wind smelled of iron and salt.

In the streets, water dripped from the roofs. Men removed crosses from the
walls, women wiped ash from the doors. Life returned, shyly but persistently.

A child found a flag in the mud. Tattered, wet, useless. He pulled it up, looked
at it, then dropped it again. "It doesn't fly anymore," he said. "Then make
yourself a new one," his mother replied.

There were candles in the church that no one had lit. The priest sat alone, his
hands over his face, murmuring a prayer that was no longer a prayer, but an

apology.

The sea had become calm. Only gentle waves, alternating with one another,
like breaths. On the shore lay the old knife, half in the sand, half in the water.
The handle was dark, the blade blunt. A fisherman picked it up and weighed it
in his hand. He knew the name that went with it, even if no one said it out loud
anymore.

He tucked the knife into his belt, looked out, and smiled briefly. "So you're
back," he said. "Always in good time."

In the evening, they sat on the beach. No fire, no song, just the rustling of the
wind. One spoke quietly: "We have lost." Another replied: "Perhaps losing was
the price of remembering."

The wind shifted, coming from the sea. It carried the scent of wanderlust, fish,
salt, and something older than all names.

Cebu breathed. No cheering, no triumph. Just that quiet, invisible rising that
happens when people realize they're still here.
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The sun set, red and calm. The water glowed briefly, then went dark. In the
distance, between the waves and clouds, a glimmer could be seen—like a flame
beneath the surface, small but real.

The sea took a deep breath, took in the last smoke, the last screams, the last
prayers —and smoothed itself out.

In the silence that followed, only one sound remained. No echo, no thunder.
Only the simple, persistent word that endured everything.

No.

And this time it didn't sound like resistance, but like peace.

Pisces, women and fire

The morning smelled of fish again. Of life, of salt, of something that couldn't be
put into words because it was too simple to be called history. The women
stood on the beach, their hands rough from work, their feet deep in the sand.
Men pulled in nets, children laughed, seagulls circled. Cebu was alive again—or
at least pretended to be.

The fire was gone, but the smoke remained in the air, invisible, like a memory
that cannot be shaken off. Every breath tasted of what was. And yet—life had
patience.

The nights had become peaceful. No drumming, no screams, only the chirping
of insects and the gentle lapping of waves against the wood. In the huts, the
old people told stories again, but they never started with war. Only with the
sea. "It comes, it goes, and it stays," they said. Nothing more.

Aro was now a legend. Some said he had returned, another Lapu-Lapu, who
had returned to the water when his time was over. Others said he was merely a
name, born of longing. The truth didn't matter. The sea turned everything
strong enough not to die into myth.

Cebu's alleys smelled of dried fish and wet bamboo. Merchants called out,
women haggled, children ran barefoot through puddles. Everyday life had
consumed the heroes, just as time consumes everything. But beneath the
surface, something still lived—a small, stubborn spark that could not be
extinguished.
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Sometimes in the evenings, men would meet on the edge of the village, drink
palm wine, and talk about nothing. They laughed loudly, but in their pauses,
you could hear the sea. It wasn't the laughter of the forgetful, but that of the
survivors—rough, tired, genuine.

"Do you know what remains?" one asked. "Fish, women, and fire." The other
nodded. "And the sea." "The sea is not a possession," said the first. "No," said
the other. "But it doesn't forget who once told it so."

They drank, laughed again, and above them hung the moon, pale, old,
unimpressed.

The next day, a merchant arrived from Manila. He brought new goods, new
words, new prices. His voice was smooth, his eyes watchful. He spoke of
progress, of peace, of the future. The people listened, but no one nodded.

After the speech, an old woman stepped forward, her face like salt in the sun.
"Peace is good," she said. "But it comes at a price." "What?" asked the
merchant. "That it must be defended when it comes."

He smiled politely, understood nothing, and moved on. The people watched
him go, silent, and returned to their nets.

The sea was calm. Only occasionally, as the sun set, did it turn red. Not
threatening—more like a memory.

The children played by the water, throwing stones, laughing. One stopped,
looked out, and asked, "Mom, who owns the sea?" The woman smiled. "No
one," she said. "And anyone who can say no."

The child nodded, not understanding, and continued running.

Life on Cebu was simple again. Fish, women, fire—and the sea, which saw
everything, took everything, and gave everything.

And somewhere in its murmur, deep and almost inaudible, lay a word that
refused to die.

No.

Weeks passed. The rain came on time, the fish were biting, life had become
predictable—and that's precisely what made it beautiful. People spoke more
quietly, laughed more genuinely, and worked longer hours. No one talked of
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rebellions or kings anymore. Only the sea whispered, sometimes at night when
everyone was asleep.

One day, a stranger came to the village. His boat was small but well-
maintained. He wore clothes that didn't smell of work and had eyes that had
seen too much. The children ran after him, as they always did when someone
came who didn't belong. The women watched him from a distance, the men
remained silent and waited to see what he wanted.

He sat at the edge of the market, bought fish, drank palm wine, and spoke
little. Only in the evening, as the sun set, did he begin to speak—calmly,
without haste, in a voice that sounded as if it knew that words carry weight.

"I come from the other side of the island," he said. "The place where Lapu-Lapu
is remembered."

People looked up, paused briefly. Then some laughed, others exchanged
glances. It was as if someone had started singing an old song that no one dared
to sing anymore.

"He's dead," said one. "No," said the stranger. "He's just sleeping."

The laughter died down. The wind shifted, coming from the sea, carrying salt
into the streets.

"They say," the stranger continued, "he wakes up when the sea becomes
restless. When people forget who they belong to."

A woman shook her head. "He's gone. The sea took him." "Then it kept him,"
said the stranger.

The crowd fell silent. Children approached. The merchant who had sold the fish
stopped working.

"What do you want to hear?" the man asked. "A story?" No one answered. But
he told it anyway.

He spoke of Mactan, of the morning of battle, of men who fought without
armor because they had nothing but courage. Of a king without a crown who
said no when the world demanded yes.

It wasn't a sermon, not a fairy tale. Just a memory, raw and silent.
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When he finished, it was night. The fire in the village had burned down, and the
sea sounded louder than before.

"Why are you telling me this?" asked a young man. The stranger smiled.
"Because memories mustn't die once they were free." "And what if freedom is
no longer worth anything?" "Then it's all the more necessary."

He stood up, drank the rest of his wine, and headed toward the beach. No one
stopped him.

Later, the fishermen found his boat. Empty, drifting, close to the shore. No
body, no trace, just the water, shimmering calmly.

"He's gone," said one. "Where to?" asked another. "To where everyone goes
who knows when enough is enough."

The sea was silent, but it moved differently — shallower, more evenly, like a
breath after a long sentence.

And that night, when the wind rose again, a sound was heard in the distance
that was no storm. No thunder, no animal.

Just one word, deep, old, familiar.
No.

The next morning, the whole village was talking about him. No one had seen
him leave, no one knew where he came from. Only his boat, empty and silent,
still lay on the beach, like a thought that was no longer needed but also refused
to disappear.

"He was a merchant,"” some said. "A fool," others said. "A ghost," the children
whispered. But no one laughed.

The women returned to their work, washing fish, mending nets, pushing
baskets through the sand. But they spoke more quietly than usual, looked out
to sea more often. The men drank more, talked less. Even the wind seemed to
blow more cautiously.

At night, the water was restless. No storm, just movement. Waves came,
shallow and dense, as if searching for something. The sea smelled different—
metallic, old, like a memory that can't be washed away.
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Tano's grandson, now old himself, stood on the shore. He heard the rushing,
looked out, and thought of stories that had long since ceased to be told. "It's
starting again," he said quietly. No one was there to hear it.

The next day, children found signs in the sand. Circles, lines, traces that looked
as if someone had written with a stick. No one understood them, but the elders
said that's what it looked like when the sea wanted to talk.

A priest came from the city, young, ambitious, with a face reminiscent of fresh
paint. He said the signs were from the wind. "The sea doesn't speak," he
explained. "Only humans do." An old fisherman replied: "Then humans started
talking like the sea."

The people laughed, but only briefly. Because that same night, the wind
suddenly died down. No sound, no rustling, no animal. Only the sea,
breathing—slowly, deeply, awake.

The dogs barked, then fell silent. Women held their children, men stepped out
and looked at the horizon. There was nothing to be seen, no light, no ship, only
darkness, living.

And then came the sound. Not a word, not a shout—more like a deep note
rising from the water, ancient, hollow, clear. It lasted only a heartbeat, but
everyone heard it.

In the morning, everyone acted as if nothing had happened. But while they
worked, ate, and slept, they looked at each other differently—with this quiet
certainty that something out there was awake again.

"It's just the sea," said the priest. "No," said the old woman from the market.
"It's what lives in the sea."

And as the sun set, that glow appeared again over the water. No fire, no ship—
just a faint red light pulsing to the rhythm of the waves.

No one said the word out loud. But everyone thought it.
No.

The days became harder. Not hotter, not darker—just denser, as if something
invisible hung over the island, something that breathed when no one was
looking. The fishermen caught fewer fish, the women woke up at night without
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knowing why. Children talked in their sleep, murmuring words no one had
taught them.

The sea had changed. It no longer shimmered blue, but greenish, restless, as if
carrying something it didn't want to keep. Some evenings it was as smooth as
glass, then suddenly furious, without wind, without reason. The old people said
the sea remembers. And memory is not a gentle thing.

A woman said she saw a man in a dream, barefoot, with a spear, his skin like
bronze, his eyes like salt. He stood at the water's edge and said nothing. Just his
gaze was enough to wake her—drenched with sweat, trembling, but not with
fear. "He looked at me," she whispered, "as if he wanted to know if we'd
forgotten."

The priest spoke of temptation, of devils, of trials. But his voice lost its weight.
Even he began to speak softly as he passed by the sea. One could preach the
faith, but one could not convert the sea.

One morning, a boat was found on the beach, half-rotted, without oars or sails.
It was old, too old to still belong. A symbol was carved into the side—sun over
waves. The same one Aro once wore on his knife. No one said anything, but
those old enough looked at each other as if they had recognized something
that didn't need explaining.

At night, the glow returned. This time, closer. A red shimmer moving on the
waves, still, alive, like a heartbeat of light. Children tried to run out, men held
them back. The air tasted of metal, of iron, of memory.

Then the dreams began. Everyone had them—men, women, even the elderly
who barely slept. Always the same image: an island, a battle, spears against
gunfire, a scream that wasn't pain, but refusal.

"It's trying to tell us something," said one woman. "Perhaps that it's that time
again," replied another.

On the fifth day, the sea tore open. No tide, no storm—just a sudden
movement, deep, heavy, silent. Fish floated to the surface, the water foamed,
then everything fell silent. No wind, no sound, only the breathing of the island.

The next morning, the beach was different. Shells, pieces of wood, splinters of
bone—things the sea had left behind, as if to prove that it remembered.
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The children collected them, built towers, and made patterns in the sand. An
old woman watched and whispered, "The sea is talking again." The priest
turned away. "The sea can't talk." She smiled. "Then you'd better listen."

And as the sun set, the smell of iron returned. The air was still, the light
reddish, and somewhere between the waves and the wind lay that word,
ancient, inescapable.

No.

The next morning, the beach lay silent, but no one dared to step onto it. The
sea was clear, too clear, as if it had washed itself. In the sun, the water glittered
like glass that had seen pain for too long. No one spoke. Only the waves, rolling
in and out again, steady, relentless.

Then the children came. They walked barefoot across the sand, collecting the
shells, the bones, the pieces of wood. They used them to build circles, lines,
and symbols. No one had told them how. They just did it. A woman watched
and wept quietly, not knowing why.

In the evening, people gathered on the shore. They looked at the shapes the
children had made. One of the old men stepped forward, sat down, and
studied the pattern. He muttered something, then nodded slowly. "That's old,"
he said. "Very old." "What does it mean?" someone asked. "That something
will come back."

The air was heavy. Even the wind was silent.

A young man picked up a piece of wood. Carved into it: a sun above waves. The
symbol that no one had forgotten, even though no one understood it anymore.
"Perhaps the sea wants to remind us," he said. "Remind us of what?" "Of the

no.

A murmur went through the crowd. No one said it out loud, but they knew it
lived deep within them, like fire beneath ashes.

During the night, fog came. Thick, damp, white. It crept over the huts, settled
over the fields, swallowing every sound. One could only hear the sea. It no
longer roared—it breathed. Slowly, steadily, awake.

Some saw shadows in the fog, moving shapes, without direction or destination.
One swore he saw a spear stuck in the sand. Another saw a hand briefly
protrude from the water, then disappear again.
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The next day, the priest said it was his imagination. But his voice sounded shaky
as he spoke. Perhaps because he had seen what he denied.

People began to lay offerings—rice, fruit, palm wine. Not out of fear, but out of
respect. They placed the gifts on the bank and whispered ancient words that no
one could translate anymore.

On the third night, a wind blew from the sea, strong and warm. It smelled of
iron, smoke, and memories. The palm trees bent, sand rose, and the water
sparkled red in the moonlight.

A girl stood up, went outside, and stood at the water's edge. Her mother tried
to call her back, but she remained standing, motionless, as if in a trance. Then
she raised a hand, slowly, calmly, and whispered a single word.

No.

And the sea answered—not with sound, but with movement. A single wave
came, flat and clean, touched her feet, then retreated as if it had obeyed.

People approached and looked at the girl. No one knew what this meant, but
everyone felt that something had begun. Not war, not disaster—rather, a
memory finally finding a voice.

The priest sank to his knees, his face in the sand. "Lord, have mercy," he
whispered. The old woman replied, "Mercy is not needed. Only respect."

The sea glittered, the light vibrated, and somewhere deep down, something
moved—slowly, surely, like a heart beginning to beat again.

The night was silent, too silent. No wind, no animals, no sound. Only the sea,
lying there, smooth as oil, heavy as a memory kept silent for too long. The
people slept restlessly. Dreams came in images, not sentences—water, faces,
hands reaching from the depths, then disappearing again.

In the morning, the sky was gray. No rain, no light, just a dull silence that
settled over everything. The fishermen ventured out, but the sea remained
strangely empty. No fish, no movement, as if it had decided to rest.

At midday, the wind blew. First weak, then stronger. It carried salt, sand, and
something that tasted of metal. The women closed their doors, children ran

into their huts, and the elderly sat at the edge of the village, gazing out, as if
they knew what was coming.
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The sea began to rise. Slowly, almost cautiously, as if testing the island. Waves
crashed against the beach, steady, impatient. The first nets tore, the boats
danced. Not a storm, not anger—more like a ritual that no one understood.

"It wants to see something," said an old woman. "What?" asked the young man
next to her. "Do we still know who we are?"

In the afternoon, the streets filled with water. Not much, but enough that
everyone felt it—in their feet, in the walls, in their hearts. People stood still,
looked out, waited.

Then the light came. Not from the sky, but from the water. A glow, white, calm,
deep. It slid beneath the surface, like something searching, feeling, testing. No
one spoke, no one stepped back. They simply stood there, wet, silent, awake.

The light moved toward the harbor, circled the boats, and disappeared. For a

few heartbeats, everything was silent. Then the water level fell again. Quickly,
almost like relief. The sea retreated, leaving traces in the sand, shining, clean,
still.

People breathed a sigh of relief, but no one cheered. This was not a victory, not
an end. Just a conversation the sea had had — wordless, but clear.

In the evening, fires burned on the hills. Not out of fear, but out of gratitude.
People sat together, recounting what they had seen, and everyone knew it was
the same.

"It wasn't a punishment," said the priest. "No," replied the old woman. "Just a
reminder that you can't own the sea."

The children danced around the flames, barefoot, loudly, freely. Their shadows
swayed across the sand as if ghosts were dancing with them. The wind
returned, cool, gentle, almost tender.

In the distance, the water shimmered again. Calm. Peaceful. And yet, you could
sense that it never sleeps.

The island breathed. Not fearfully. Just awake.

The next morning, the air was clear, the sky vast, the sea calm. It looked as if
nothing had ever happened, but everyone knew something was different. Not
visible, not tangible—just this subtle, new feeling, as if the island had taken a
deep breath and finally decided to live again.
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The fishermen launched their boats, carefully and respectfully. The nets slid in
silently, and when they pulled them back up, they were full. No coincidence,
the elders said. The sea only gives gifts when you listen.

The alleys once again smelled of wood smoke and fried fish. Women laughed,
children played, men drank palm wine. But beneath it all lay a calm that wasn't
indifference, but insight. They now knew that peace is not a state of being, but
a conversation—with themselves, with the wind, with the water.

In the evening, as the sun set, they sat on the beach. The fires burned slowly,
shallowly, the flames reflected in the waves. No one spoke of the past few
days. Words would have carried too much weight.

An old man, his hands shaking, held a shell to his ear. He listened for a long
time, nodding, smiling. "It's good," he said quietly. "The sea is speaking kindly
again."

His granddaughter sat next to him, looking out. "Is it getting angry again?" she
asked. "Everything gets angry eventually," he said. "But if you understand it,
you don't have to be afraid."

She remained silent, looking at the waves glittering in the light.

Behind them came voices, quiet laughter, the clatter of plates. Life was back,
calm, real. No heroes, no kings, just people who had finally realized that
strength can also be silent.

The priest walked along the beach, his hands in his robe, his feet in the water.
He looked old, tired, but peaceful. As he passed the people, he nodded to
them, and no one moved aside. For the first time, he was not the man who
taught, but one who learned.

Night came, warm and gentle. There was no glow, no sign over the sea, only
stars—many, clear, endless. The water was calm, the air soft.

A child placed a piece of bamboo in the sea and watched it drift away. "Where
is this going?" he asked. "To where everything the sea once loved goes," his
mother answered.

The flames of the fires flickered in the wind, gliding over faces, over eyes, over
old scars. It was as if Cebu had forgiven herself.
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At some point they all fell asleep, there on the beach, side by side, while the
sea continued to breathe — evenly, calmly, contentedly.

And as the sun rose, the morning once again smelled of salt, fish, and wood.
Completely normal. Completely right.

The sea was silent. But this time it wasn't a silence of defiance, but one that
said:Now it's good.

The deal with the devil from Castile

It began with a dot on the horizon. A dark spot in the shimmering blue, so small
that at first it was mistaken for a cloud. But the sea knew the difference. It
reacted immediately — a different rhythm, a dull undertone, like a breath taken
too deeply.

The fishermen were the first to notice. Their nets felt heavier, the water tasted
saltier. One of them spat into the sea, muttering something about bad omens.
The sky was clear, but the air smelled of metal.

Three days later, the ship appeared. Large, sluggish, unnaturally white in the
sun. No wind drove it, yet it came closer. The men on board sang, loudly,
monotonously, words no one understood. It wasn't a song, it was a claim of
ownership.

The villagers gathered on the beach. Children climbed on rocks, women
clutched their shawls, men stood silently. It had been a long time since a ship
from Castile had docked here. Too long.

The ship carried a flag with a red cross. Below it glittered a coat of arms,
golden, boastful, like a lie disguised as the truth. When the anchor dropped,
the sand trembled.

A boat was lowered. Four men rowed ashore. One stood at the front, wearing a
hat so wide it looked like an umbrella. His face was smooth and well-groomed,
but his eyes were cold, like wet iron. He wore a gold chain that clinked with
every step—a sound that sounded not of faith, but of commerce.
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The priest from Cebu approached him, his hands in his robe, his head bowed.
"Welcome," he said, "in the name of God." The man smiled thinly. "I speak for
Castile," he replied. "And for the king."

The wordkingsounded like a knife in the air.

He introduced himself as Don Esteban de Morales. Merchant, diplomat, servant
of the faith — that's what he said. But his eyes told a different story.

He spoke of alliances, of trade, of new times. His voice was soft, smooth, and
well-trained. But every promise had the taste of chains.

"We come as friends," he said. "Friends with weapons?" asked one of the
fishermen. Don Esteban smiled. "Friends with opportunities."

The men on the beach looked at each other. No one answered. Only the sound
of the sea—louder than usual, impatient, suspicious.

That evening, Don Esteban invited the priest and the elders onto the ship. "A
celebration of peace," he said. "A toast to the future."

They left. Not out of trust, but out of duty.

At night, the ship shone above the water like an animal with too many eyes.
Music drifted over—muffled, strange, false. The island listened.

And the sea began to whisper again. Not in words, but in sounds. Deep, long,
restless.

Cebu wasn't sleeping. It was waiting.

The party on the ship was a stage, and Don Esteban played his role with the
calm of a man who never doubted anything. The air smelled of wine, wax, and
money. On the table lay fruit, bread, and meat—too much, too clean, too
shiny. The guests from Cebu sat stiffly, reverently, uncertainly. The sea beneath
them was silent, as if holding its breath.

"I do not come as a conqueror," said Don Esteban. "The times of swords are
over. We act, not rule." The priest nodded, but his gaze remained cool. "And
what do you wish to act for?"

Esteban laughed softly. "Anything that enriches your heaven and our king."
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He spoke of gold veins, of new harbors, of protection. Protection was his
favorite word. It sounded friendly, but reeked of shackles.

"Cebu is conveniently located," he said. "It can be more than anisland. It can
become a hub." "And what do you ask for it?" asked the oldest fisherman, his
hands smelling of salt and life. Don Esteban looked at him for a long time, with
the polite patience of a man accustomed to others bowing down. "Only that
you become part of the kingdom. A kingdom that doesn't forget who nourishes
it."

The priest placed his hands together. "We already have a Lord." "A God, yes,"
said Esteban, and the smile returned. "But no king can rule without hands. We
offer you ours."

The sea slapped against the hull, harder than before. The wood creaked as if it
were protesting.

The men from Cebu looked at each other. No one spoke. The priest felt
something tighten in his stomach. It wasn't hunger, not anger—it was the
knowledge that he was sitting opposite a man who offered nothing that didn't
belong to him first.

Don Esteban finished his wine, slowly, with relish. Then he leaned back. "You
don't have to decide right away," he said. "The sea doesn't run away. But
opportunities do."

He let her go. No pressure, no command. Just that smile, like a seal.

Out on the water, the sky had turned dark. The wind stood still, as if even it no
longer had any direction.

People waited on the shore. They saw the elders returning—silent, pale, with
faces that had seen more than they wanted to say.

"What does he want?" someone asked. The priest replied, "He wants to buy us
without us noticing."

The night was long. No one slept. Dogs barked, seagulls circled, and the sea
lapped restlessly against the shore.

The next morning, Don Esteban stood on deck, his hands on the railing, his face
to the sun. He looked like a man in control of everything—except for what
really matters.
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Behind him lay Cebu, silent, warm, watchful.
He smiled. "A simple people," he murmured. "But every gold needs a bearer."

Then he turned around, went to his cabin and wrote a letter — to Manila, to the
king, to the man who believed that God and profit had the same sound.

There was only one sentence in his writing:
The island is ripe.

On the third night after the feast, Don Esteban came ashore. No fuss, no
welcome. Just him, a dagger at his belt, a smile on his face. He asked for a
conversation with the priest—"among men of faith," he said. The priest
nodded, even though he knew that men like Esteban knew no faith, only
purpose.

They met in the old church, whose walls still smelled of smoke. A candle
flickered between them, the wax slowly dripping, as if listening.

"I know what you're thinking," Esteban began. "You think of me as a man who
only takes." The priest remained silent. "But | also give," Esteban continued. "I
give order, protection, a future." "And what do you take?" asked the priest.
"That which all order costs—freedom."

The words fell quietly, but they fell heavily.

The priest leaned forward. "You're not afraid to speak so openly?" Esteban
smiled. "Only fools fear the truth. I'm honest because | can afford it."

He stepped closer to the candle, his face shimmering in the light—beautiful,
smooth, empty. "l offer you a choice," he said. "Submit and live in prosperity,
or remain proud and die poor. The king needs no heroes."

The priest took a deep breath. "And what does God need?" "God needs
victors," Esteban replied.

For a moment, only the crackling of the flame could be heard. The priest
lowered his gaze, not out of fear, but out of anger he had to hide.

"You talk of trade, but that's blackmail," he said quietly. "No," Esteban replied,
"it's logic. Your island lies on our path. You have what we need. And we never
take without something in return."
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"And what will you give in return?" "A blessing for your children. A place in
history. A name that will not be forgotten."

The priest smiled bitterly. "You'll delete any names you write later."
Esteban laughed, quietly, almost friendly. "Then pray faster before we do it."

He turned to leave, stopping at the door. "I'm not a devil, Father," he said. "I'm
just @ man who knows how the world works." "No," said the priest, "you're a
man who thinks it belongs to him."

Esteban didn't turn around. "Your chief once thought the same thing. The one
who stopped Magellan. And what remained of him? A story. And stories
change when they're paid for."

The door closed. The candle flickered. The priest remained alone, his hands
folded, but his prayer was no longer a prayer. It was rage, silent, pure, ancient.

Outside, the wind shifted. The sea began to press restlessly against the shore,
as if it wanted to listen.

And that smell hung over Cebu again—not of fire, not of salt, but of betrayal
that had just begun.

The next morning, Don Esteban stood in Cebu's marketplace. The sun burned
fiercely, the sky was cloudless, the air still. A moment that reeked of decision.
He wore a robe of pale linen, gold on his wrists, and a cross on his chest.
Around him were his men—calm, disciplined, armed.

The villagers came slowly, hesitantly, but they came. The priest stood a little
way off, his hands deep in the sleeves of his robe, his eyes fixed on the ground.

Esteban spread his arms, like one blessing but not praying. "People of Cebu,"
he began aloud, his voice clear, smooth, trained. "I come on behalf of the king
and in the spirit of the Lord. | offer you a future, trade, wealth, and protection.’

He let the words sink in, looked into the faces. "Your land is beautiful, your
people strong, your faith pure. But you won't survive alone. The world is
changing. Castile is your bridge to this new era."

A murmur went through the crowd. One of the fishermen shouted, "And what
do you demand?" Esteban smiled. "Only your trust. And a token of your
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loyalty—trade under the king's flag, the payment of a tenth of your produce,
and the promise that no other power will gain a foothold here."

People looked at each other. Some nodded, others remained silent. Ten
percent didn't seem like much for security. But the word/oyaltyechoed — it
sounded like a thread wrapped around necks.

The priest stepped forward. "And who protects us from you?" he asked.

A brief silence. Esteban smiled, as if he had been expecting the question. "No
one," he said calmly. "Because we're friends."

Laughter, quiet and uncertain, from the crowd. One shouted, "If friends want
gold, what do you need enemies for?" Another whispered, "Perhaps they're
buying peace to possess it."

Esteban approached, slowly, with the poise of a man accustomed to power. "I
understand your doubts," he said. "But look at yourselves—you live simply, but
without a future. We will bring you schools, roads, tools, books. Your children
will learn to read, your women will trade, your men will travel. You will become
part of the world."

"And what do you lose for that?" asked the fisherman from the previous day.
"Only what holds you back," answered Esteban.

The crowd was silent.

Then a woman stepped forward. Old, barefoot, with a face that had seen more
time than years. "You bring gifts," she said, "but gifts are traps with bows."

A murmur went through the crowd. Esteban looked at her briefly, coolly.
"What's your name?" "Lira," she answered. "Then you'll be the first to gain
wealth, if you believe it." "I don't need wealth," she said calmly. "I need
dignity."

The soldiers laughed. Esteban didn't.

He leaned forward slightly. "Dignity is fine, Sefiora. But it doesn't feed
children." "Freedom does," she said.

It wasn't a scream, not an accusation. Just a sentence, quiet, clear. And yet it
felt like a blow.
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The crowd fell silent. The priest raised his head, and in his eyes lay something
that had long been dormant.

Esteban remained silent. For a moment, nothing could be heard except the
wind blowing through the grass and over the heads of the people—a soft, dry
rustling that sounded like approval.

Then Esteban smiled again, thin and impatient. "Think about it," he said. "I'll
stay until the end of the week. Then | want your answer."

He walked, slowly, carefully, accompanied by the clinking of his gold chain.

The priest watched him go and knew that what had just begun was not a deal —
but a test.

After Esteban's speech, there was no peace, but a trembling. Not loud, but
palpable. Like the first crack of a beam before a house collapses. The village
was divided in thought before it was divided in words.

Some said, "He's right. The sea doesn't last forever. Trade is better than war."
Others whispered, "He brings chains, not coins."

The evenings grew quieter. Families barely spoke at mealtimes. The wind
carried snatches of conversation through the huts—gold, the future, children,
fear. Everyone had their own truth, and each sounded reasonable.

The priest visited house after house, speaking calmly, warning, pleading. But
words had no power against hunger. "He doesn't want to help you," he said.
"He wants to possess you." "And what do we possess?" a man answered.
"Nothing but nets and shoulders. Perhaps that's enough for God, but not for
children."

Lira, the old woman, became the voice of the doubters. Every evening she sat
on the beach, telling the boys stories from back when men could still say no
without asking permission. The children listened to her, quietly, attentively.
They weren't fairy tales, but memories, raw and uncomfortable.

"The man from Castile talks about the future,” she once said. "But the future
isn't something you can buy. It's something you earn."

The fishermen began to argue. Friendships shattered overnight, old shoulders
separated at new boundaries. One hit the other for defending the offer. A net
was torn, a boat was burned. Not war, just rage that had no name.

177



On the fourth day, Don Esteban returned, accompanied by two soldiers. He
distributed gifts: cloth, knives, and shiny coins. Children grabbed them, women
held them back.

"Take what's yours," said Esteban. "It costs nothing—just trust."

Lira stepped forward, her face shadowed, her voice ragged. "Everything costs
something. Only stupidity is free." The soldiers laughed, but Esteban raised his
hand. "Leave them alone. Old tongues have old scars."

He walked through the village, looking people in the eyes. Some lowered their
gaze, some remained standing. At the end of the path, he stopped and looked
toward the sea.

"You have beautiful waves," he said quietly. "They don't know who they belong
to. But that will change."

As he left, the air was heavy. The wind shifted, and the sky darkened.

Rain came during the night. Hard, fast, like a thud. The huts dripped, the
ground turned to mud. Children cried, men cursed. And above it all stood the
ship, illuminated, unmoved, as if it didn't belong to this world.

The priest stood before his church, his robe soaked, his eyes fixed on heaven.
"Lord," he murmured, "if you remain silent, they will hear him."

No lightning, no thunder — just the sea roaring again, louder, more demanding.

By morning the rain had stopped, but the division remained. On one side, those
who held the gold. On the other, those who remembered.

Cebu was no longer a village. It was a market.
And Don Esteban knew he had won — at least first prize.

On the sixth day, the sun rose early. Too early. The light was harsh, almost
white, like a blade. There was no wind, the sea was still. No sound, no breath.
Only anticipation.

Don Esteban rang the ship's bell. Three times, slowly, then silence. Down on
the beach, the men of Cebu waited—some with bowed heads, others with
staring eyes. The priest stood among them, silent, his fingers tightly around the
cross around his neck.
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Esteban stepped forward, elegantly, confidently, the sand not sticking to his
boots. "It's time," he said. "For your answer."

The village elder stepped forward. His face was stony, his voice harsh. "We take
your protection. But not your law." Esteban nodded slightly. "That's a start." "A
compromise,”" murmured the priest. "A bargain," Esteban corrected.

He pulled out a scroll, clean, sealed, immaculate. The paper shone, as if afraid
of dirt. He read aloud: "In the name of the King of Castile and in the spirit of the
Lord..." His voice echoed across the beach like an alien prayer.

When he was finished, he handed the quill pen to the elder. "One sign is
enough," he said.

The man hesitated. The wind didn't move. Then he put the pen to his pen,
slowly, trembling. A single stroke. No name, just a gesture. A symbol of
survival—or surrender. No one knew.

Esteban smiled contentedly. "You chose wisely." "We didn't vote at all," said
Lira, who was standing behind the priest. "We lost."

He turned to her, studied her. "Loss is only a matter of time. Sooner or later,
everyone loses. The smart ones negotiate beforehand."

He turned around and walked back to the boat. The soldiers followed. The bell
rang again, this time faster.

But no sooner had the boat reached the deep water than the sea drew in. A
jolt, a dull rumble. Waves rose, dark, heavy, like awakened animals.

The ship rocked. Men screamed, ropes snapped. The sky darkened without a
storm, as if the sun itself had been offended.

On the beach, people stood silent. No cheering, no horror—only silence. The
sea had decided as it always does: wordlessly.

A breaker hit the ship sideways. Wood cracked, gold sparkled briefly in the
light, then everything was gone. No thunder, no fire, no scream. Just water,
taking what wasn't its own.

As the waves calmed, a piece of wood drifted ashore. A torn piece of paper was
stuck to it, the writing blurred, but one word remained legible:Castile.
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The priest picked it up and looked at it for a long time. Then he let it go and
watched as it was swallowed by the water.

Lira stepped beside him. "Was that punishment?" "No," he said quietly. "Just a
memory."

The wind returned, gentle but real. Children ran along the beach again,
laughing as if nothing had happened.

The sea glittered, calm, innocent. Cebu breathed.

And somewhere beneath the surface, deep and still, lay the gold — shining,
heavy, forgotten.

A blow, a scream, a prayer

After the ship sank, silence fell, but it wasn't a peaceful silence. It was heavy,
tense, like breathing before an argument. The days passed, people worked,
laughed, loved — but everyone knew that the sea had only told one side of the
story. The other was still waiting.

On the beach lay flotsam, shattered and salt-encrusted. Wood, ropes, broken
barrels, a shoe, a chain. The children collected pieces and built boats from
them, while the elders said, "Leave that. It belongs to the sea." But curiosity
prevailed over respect.

At night, one could sometimes hear the creaking of wood, even though nothing
was floating. A sound like the echo of past guilt. The women lit candles and
placed them on the shore, whispering cautiously, as if they weren't supposed
to disturb the sea.

The priest held a mass the morning after the storm. The church was packed,
the air smelled of salt and fear. His voice was calm but shaky. "God has
spoken," he said. "Not in fire, but in water. And water never forgets."

People knelt and prayed, but in many faces, faith was no longer evident, but
rather relief that the gold was gone. You can only defeat the devil when you no
longer need him.

On the third day, a fisherman returned with a piece of metal—round, black,
strangely heavy. He had found it in his net. The priest looked at it and knew
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what it was: a cannonball. Castilian iron. It now lay on the altar, a silent symbol
that some gods speak differently.

The men began to go out to sea again, but they stayed closer to the coast. No
one dared to fish in the deeper waters anymore. Even the boats were built
smaller, flatter, and lighter, as if they wanted to escape more quickly if
necessary.

That evening, Lira sat on a rock, her face turned to the wind. "The sea has
spared us," she said. "But it has not forgiven us." The priest stepped beside her,
looking out at the smooth surface. "Forgiveness is a human word," he replied.
"The sea knows only balance."

A child came running up, holding a shell in his hand. "Listen," he said. "It sounds
like someone's praying in there."

Lira picked up the conch and put it to her ear. A rustling sound, deep, rhythmic,
almost human. She closed her eyes and smiled wearily. "Maybe it does."

Behind them, the sun colored the water red, then black. It looked beautiful, but
no one trusted that light.

Night fell quickly. And somewhere out there, far beyond the reef, a sound
could be heard—muffled, metallic, lonely. Not a storm. Not a ship. Just a
memory returning.

Cebu seemed quiet, but every footstep echoed longer. People were talking
again, but they weren't listening to each other. The sea was full, but the land
was empty. Trade was gone, supplies were dwindling, and no one wanted to
admit it.

The nets brought fewer fish, the markets became quieter. People no longer
traded; they hoarded. Gold was lost, and trust along with it. What remained
was mistrust—that invisible disease that grows quietly until it consumes
everything.

The priest spoke of faith, but the people wanted bread. "Prayer doesn't
satisfy," one said. "And the sea only feeds when it wants to." Lira replied, "Then
you have to listen to him." But no one listened.

A man disappeared. Then another. Both fishermen. Their boats were found
empty the next morning, unharmed, but without people. No trace, no blood,
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no struggle. Just the water, still, crystal clear, as if it had simply wiped them
out.

The village began to whisper. "The sea takes what it wants." "No," said others,
"they're robbers. Perhaps from another island."

The priest went from hut to hut, offering comfort, but the eyes that looked at
him no longer believed him. They had heard too many sermons, seen too few
miracles.

In the evening, the men met in the shade of the church. It wasn't a gathering,
but an escape into conversation. "We need trade again," one said. "With
whom?" "With anyone. The gold may have been a sin, but sin fills stomachs."
"And what if the king returns?" "Then we'll talk. More wisely this time."

The priest heard her, but said nothing. Words were arrows that had missed too
often.

Later, as night fell, Lira saw light on the horizon. No fire, no ship—just a dull
shimmer, like metal resting underwater. She stood there for a long time until it
disappeared. Then she murmured, "The sea is still thinking about us."

In the days that followed, the first families tore down their huts and moved
inland. "Just until the sea calms down," they said. But everyone knew that
there was no escaping the water.

The priest stayed. He held mass every morning, even though hardly anyone
came. His voice echoed through the empty church, lonely but steadfast. "A
blow, a scream, a prayer—that's all that remains when people forget what they
live for."

Lira sat outside on the wall, listening, closing her eyes. "Perhaps," she said,
"that's enough."

But in the distance, where the sea ceased to be calm, something was moving
again —slowly, surely, inevitably.

And Cebu, believing it had learned its lesson, felt that history was not yet
finished.

Three days after the fishermen disappeared, a boat arrived from the south. It
wasn't a large one, just a simple boat with a sail made of coarse cloth. But what

182



was on board was enough to set the island in motion—a man who looked as if
he wasn't from around here, yet spoke as if he belonged.

He introduced himself as Silvio. No one knew if that was his real name, and no
one asked. He wore a necklace made of shark teeth, his hands scarred, his eyes
bright and calm, like water just before a storm.

He spoke little, but when he did, everyone listened. He had this way of
arranging words, as if he were laying stones in a row, and each one fit perfectly.
"I know the sea," he said. "I've learned to read it."

People believed him because they wanted to believe.

In the days that followed, he observed the water. He stood on the beach for
hours, speaking to no one, moving his lips as if he were counting. In the
evening, he returned to the village, drank palm wine, and talked about
currents, depths, and moods.

"The sea is like an animal," he said. "If you feed it, it stays calm." "And what do
you feed it?" asked Lira. "With respect," he replied, "and sometimes with what
you love."

People laughed uncertainly. But they continued listening.

On the third evening, the priest came to him. "You're playing on their fears," he
said. Silvio looked at him calmly. "l take them seriously. You pray to the sea, |
talk to it." "And what does it tell you?" "That it's hungry."

The priest remained silent. He knew what this meant, but didn't want to know.

Silvio began to suggest rituals. No sacrifices, no gods, just gestures. Sprinkle salt
on the sand, place candles in the water, throw wood on the fire before fishing.
It sounded harmless, but it gave people a sense of control—and that's more
dangerous than any weapon.

Within a week, everyone was talking about him. Some said he was a fraud,
others called him a wise man. Children ran after him, women gave him fruit,
men asked for advice.

The sea was calm these days. Almost too calm. No storm, no wind, no waves
higher than the knees. Some saw this as a sign. Others sensed that silence is
often just the polite form of a threat.
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Lira watched him suspiciously. "You remind me of someone," she said. "Who?"
"Everyone who came to get something and said they just wanted to help." He
smiled. "I'm not getting anything. I'm returning what's yours."

But his eyes said something different.

That night, as the moon hung over the sea like an unblinking eye, Silvio stood
motionless on the shore, his feet in the water. The wind died down, the sea
shimmered, and for a moment it seemed as if the water was whispering to him.

He nodded. Once. Then he turned around and walked into the village as if he
had just made a deal that no one had heard.

In the days that followed, no one spoke of the king, no one of the priest. Only
of Silvio. He was everywhere and nowhere, always where the unrest was
greatest. He helped mend the nets, made children laugh, shared his bread. He
worked like one of them, but spoke like someone who already knew the
answers before the questions were asked.

"The sea doesn't mean any harm," he said. "It just wants to be seen."

He began gathering people on the beach in the evenings. No prayer, no
singing—just talking. About the sea, about time, about the things you don't
understand but can feel. He spoke slowly, with pauses longer than his
sentences. And every silence said more than any word.

People were happy to come. It was easier to listen to him than to wait for a
miracle.

The priest watched. First from afar, then closer. He recognized the pattern.
Faith always begins with consolation, but it ends with obedience. "It doesn't
replace hope," he said to Lira. "It just sells it differently." "And you?" she asked.
"What are you selling?" He didn't answer.

Silvio spoke of "connection." Of a force between sea and human that doesn't
punish, but responds. He said that the sea responds to love, to courage, to
sacrifice. He always spoke this last word quietly, almost reverently.

One night, he asked the men to light a line of fire along the coast. "So the sea
would see us," he said. And they did. Torches burned, flames reflected on the
waves, the air smelled of resin and hope.
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The priest came over and shook his head. "That's superstition," he said. Silvio
smiled. "Just because your God doesn't need flames doesn't mean the world
doesn't see us burning."

Lira stood between them, silent but alert. She saw something in Silvio's face
that she couldn't name—a calm that was too certain to be honest.

With each day, his influence grew. The fishermen only went out when he
allowed it. Children learned his signs in the sand. Even the elderly began to call
him "the Speaker."

The priest continued to celebrate Mass, but his church became emptier. People
said they were now praying outside—closer to the sea, closer to that which
answers.

One evening, as the sun set, Silvio was seen again standing by the water, alone,
his hands raised. The sea was smooth and still. Then a gust of wind came,
gentle and round, as if someone had breathed. The people on the beach
murmured, "It hears him."

The priest turned away. "The sea hears everyone," he said. "It's just that some
people talk too loudly."

And Lira, who remained, sensed that what was growing in Silvio was not faith.
It was possession.

The line between faith and fear was thin, and Silvio stepped on it ever more
firmly. He talked less about connection now, more about guilt. About things
that had been done or forgotten. About the sea that never forgets. His words
became harsher, his pauses longer. People listened anyway—or perhaps
because of that.

He spoke of the sea sending signs. That the missing fishermen weren't victims,
but warnings. "It tests us," he said. "And those who don't pass will be taken."

Some began to go to the shore at night, candles in hand, their faces to the
water. Others threw in small offerings—fruit, coins, sometimes a drop of blood
from their palms. They said it kept the sea calm. The priest called it a sin. Silvio
called it a necessity.

Lira saw the change coming like the wind before a storm. "He talks now like the
men who used to come by ship," she said. "He says freedom, but he means
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obedience." But the people no longer listened to her. Those who were full
believed in reason; those who were hungry believed in miracles.

The sea remained calm, but that was the disturbing thing about it. No waves,
no wind, just this motionless surface that looked as if it were thinking. One
night, a low rumble came—not a storm, more like a humming deep in the
ground. The earth vibrated briefly, barely perceptibly. Silvio said, "It's talking."

The next morning, a dead shark lay on the beach. Large, flawless, without
wounds. Only its eyes were open, and they looked as if they reflected fire, even
though there was no sun. Silvio called it a sign. "The sea has sent us its
guardian," he said. "Now we must respond."

He had the men burn the shark. The smoke rose black, thick, bitter. Lira
protested, the priest shouted, but no one listened. Silvio stood before the
flames, his face serious, his hands raised to the sky.

"We've been seen again," he cried. "Now we must show our worth."

In the evening, the wind returned—strong, wet, and irregular. The waves
crashed against the beach without rhythm. Lamps flickered in the huts.
Children cried, dogs howled.

The priest ran through the village, calling people to the church, but many
stayed outside. They believed Silvio could calm the storm.

He stood on the beach again, alone, his coat wide open, his arms raised. The
rain lashed at him, but it didn't let up.

"See us!" he shouted into the darkness. "We obey!"

Lira stood behind him, barefoot in the sand, her hair tousled by the wind. "You
don't understand,"” she cried. "The sea doesn't want obedience—only
humility."

But her voice was drowned out by the noise, the thunder, the sound of the
water that began to answer.

A wave, higher than any before, broke in the distance. A dull thud, no scream,
no light—just the raw sound of water gaining weight.
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And when it was over, Silvio was still standing there, but he no longer looked
like a man, but like someone who had heard something that no one should
hear.

The storm lasted until morning, but no tree fell, no roof cracked. It wasn't
anger, it was a warning—brief, pointed, unmistakable. When the sun rose, the
sea was calm, smooth, almost beautiful. But the island was different.
Something had broken, not visible, but tangible, like an untidy seam.

Silvio sat on the beach, alone, his gaze fixed on the horizon. The sand clung to
his skin, his shirt was soaked, his hair covered in salt. There was no triumph in
his face, only weariness. Lira approached him, slowly, barefoot, her steps
cautious.

"It heard you," she said. He nodded. "Yes." "And?" "It laughed."

She remained silent and sat down next to him. The sea roared steadily,
unperturbed. A seagull cried, somewhere far away, and it was the loudest
sound of the day.

In the village, people gathered the remains of the night—broken jugs, wet nets,
overturned torches. They barely spoke. No one asked who was to blame.
Everyone knew that together they had gone too far.

The priest held a mass at noon. The church was full but silent. His voice
sounded different—deeper, more broken, more authentic. "We thought we
could understand the sea," he said. "But you can't understand anything older
than language."

A few were crying, others just stared at the ground. Lira stood in the back, her
face in shadow. Silvio didn't come.

He stayed on the beach until the sun set. Then he stood up and walked slowly
into the water until it reached his knees. He gazed out, his hands at his sides,
calm, almost peaceful.

"I wanted to help," he said. "l wanted them to believe." The sea didn't answer.
It didn't have to.

He turned around, looked back at the island, at the huts, at the smoke from the
fires. Then he nodded slightly—not as a gesture of farewell, but more like
someone who finally understood.
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Lira saw him from a distance. She knew he wouldn't drown. He would just
disappear—like all the others who went too close to the water to find answers.

At night, the sea lay still again. No storm, no wind, no sound. Only this
rhythm—a beat, a scream, a prayer.

The village slept, exhausted but lighter. Perhaps because it had learned that
silence is sometimes the most honest form of faith.

In the morning, tracks were found in the sand. Not feet, just lines drawn by
something that had walked, without weight.

And the priest, seeing them, smiled wearily and said quietly: "Now the sea
prays for us."

The sand sticks to the skin

The sun returned as if nothing had happened. Warm, bright, indifferent. The
sand steamed from the rain, and the air smelled of salt, fish, and wood smoke
again. The people did what they always did when they'd experienced too
much—they were silent and worked. Cebu seemed alive, but its vitality was
tired.

The storm had destroyed little, but changed much. The sea was no longer an
enemy, but no longer a friend. It was simply there, like an animal that's sated
but not tamed. No one spoke of Silvio anymore, no one asked where he had

gone. They knew without saying it.

Lira returned to her daily routine. She mended baskets, dried fish, and fetched
water from the well. Her hands worked, but her gaze often remained on the
sea. "It looks peaceful," someone said to her. "Peace is only the stillness
between two waves," she replied.

The priest had found his voice again, but it was different. He spoke less of
heaven and more of earth. "We don't pray to be heard," he said at Mass. "We
pray so that we can hear ourselves." People nodded, some smiled. It wasn't the
old faith, but it was enough to carry on.
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Children were playing on the beach again. They built sandcastles, letting shells
glitter in the sand. One asked, "If you dig long enough, will you come back to
the sea?" Lira laughed. "No, child. Then you'll only find yourself."

The village had become quieter, but in an honest way. No fear, no arguments—
just a quiet awareness that life requires more patience than one might think.
The men went out again, the women sang while washing, the sun burned more
fiercely than before.

In the evening, when the wind blew off the sea, everyone carried the scent of
salt on their skin. It was not a blemish, not a sign—just a memory. The sand
remained on their feet, on their hands, in their hair. It could be washed off, but
never completely.

You got used to it. Just like you get used to anything that stays, even though it
hurts.

And when night came, the sky settled over Cebu like a blanket of ash and
radiance. The stars watched, old and indifferent, the sea breathed, and in the
huts the people slept—exhausted, peaceful, not happy, but there.

The sand stuck to their skin, and no one tried to get rid of it completely.

Life found its rhythm again. Early in the morning, the nets, at midday the
market, and in the evening, the fire. Voices filled the air, children laughed, men
argued over prices, women haggled over salt. Cebu sounded like an island
again, not a prayer.

But sometimes, amidst the noise, a moment of silence would fall. Brief, barely
noticeable, like a breath missing. Then you could hear the sea. It hadn't gotten
louder—just more present, closer, as if it were standing behind every word,
waiting.

A fisherman returned one morning with a catch so large it was almost
unbelievable. "The sea gives back what it has taken," he said proudly. Lira
looked at him and replied, "The sea doesn't give back. It only lends." He
laughed, but later, as the sun set, he understood what she meant.

The priest had begun blessing the water before the boats set sail. No great
ritual, just a quick, quiet gesture. The men pretended not to care, but they
waited each time until he was finished.
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One evening, a child found a piece of wood on the beach, smooth, black, and
burnt. It was small, but neatly carved, with a trace of writing on it—foreign
letters, almost erased. The priest took it to the church and placed it in a bowl of
water. The next morning, it was gone. Only the water shimmered slightly, as if
it had remembered.

Some said Silvio had sent it. Others said the sea had renewed its word. No one
argued about it. Some things were easier if they weren't explained.

In the heat of the day, the sand glittered like metal. The air shimmered, and
you could almost believe the sea was breathing—slowly, evenly, contentedly.
But at night, when the surf grew stronger, you could sometimes hear that other
sound, deep and muffled, like a heartbeat underwater.

Lira didn't talk much anymore. Every evening she went to the shore, sat on the
same rock, and looked out. "It's watching us," she once said to the priest. "And
you?" he asked. "I'm watching back."

He nodded. "Perhaps that's all God ever wanted—for someone to look without
fleeing."

The sand was everywhere—in the baskets, in the hair, in the wounds. It
rubbed, scratched, reminded. You washed it off, but it always came back. Like
stories no one wants to tell because they never really end.

And so Cebu lived on, with sun, salt, and silence. A place that had learned to
talk to the sea without waiting for an answer.

For weeks, the horizon remained empty, until one morning a sail appeared.
Small, bright, with a symbol on it that no one recognized—a circle crossed by a
line. No cross, no coat of arms, no king. Just a symbol that looked like balance.

Three men came ashore, without weapons and without gold. They wore simple
clothes, spoke calmly, and smiled a lot. People looked at them suspiciously, but
their appearance was too inconspicuous to immediately inspire fear.

They said they came from the islands beyond the south to hear stories, not to
trade. "We seek knowledge," said the eldest among them, "not possessions."

The priest greeted her cautiously. Lira stood beside him, silent, observing.

"Knowledge for what?" asked the priest. "So we can understand why the sea is
silent here," one answered. "Everywhere else it rages, but here it is quiet."
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That wasn't entirely wrong. For weeks, the sea had been unusually calm, too
calm. The fishermen continued to sail, the boats all returned, and yet everyone
sensed this tension beneath the surface—as if something were waiting there.

The strangers asked many questions: about Silvio, about the storm, about the
signs in the sand. They listened attentively, taking notes on sheets of paper that
looked like thin leather.

Lira asked, "Why are you interested in our story?" The youngest replied,
"Because stories are power. Those who know them don't need to carry
weapons."

They stayed for several days. They spoke amiably, shared their bread, and
helped with the fishing. But at night, when the villagers were asleep, one could
see light in their hut. Quiet writing, whispering voices, as if they weren't talking
to each other, but to something invisible.

The priest sensed something was wrong. He sought them out and spoke
directly. "You talk of knowledge, but you seek proof. For what?" The elder
smiled thinly. "For truth. We believe the sea has spoken here—and we want to
understand in what language."

"You don't understand the sea," said the priest. "You either hear it or you
drown." "Then let's hope we're good swimmers," said the man, closing the
door.

The next day, the fishermen found their nets torn open. No storm, no rocks—
simply cut, clean, precise. The men looked at each other, said nothing.

That evening, the strangers disappeared. No farewell, no sail, no trace. Only
footprints in the sand, glowing in the moonlight as if seared into iron.

Lira stood on the bank, her face calm, but her hands trembling slightly. "It's
starting again," she whispered. The priest stepped beside her and looked out.
"Perhaps it never stopped."

The sea was silent, but it was a different kind of silence. Not peace—more like
patience.

And the sand on my feet suddenly felt colder again.

After the night the strangers disappeared, a strange tension hung over Cebu.
No storm, no visible sign, just a feeling felt in the shoulders, in the hands, in the
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breath. Even the sun's light seemed harder, sharper, as if it had lost some of its
goodness.

The fishermen went out again, but they did so with their heads bowed, quietly,
as if they didn't want to wake the sea. It was as smooth as glass, and that was
precisely what frightened them. When the water was too calm, it never meant
peace, only reflection.

Lira spoke little. Every morning she went to the shore, looked out, and smelled
the wind. "It smells different," she said. The priest nodded, understanding. Salt
can have different faces.

One night, the water began to glow. Not a strong light, just a shimmering
shimmer, like breath through glass. The children found it beautiful, the old
people found it disturbing. "The sea is revealing itself," some said. "No," said
Lira, "it's remembering."

The next day, traces were found on the beach. Deep furrows, as if someone
had drawn lines in the sand with a giant finger. No human could have done
that. The priest wanted them covered up, but the fishermen refused. "You
don't erase words you don't understand," they said.

The nights grew brighter. The sea shimmered in the darkness, and the light
settled on the faces of the sleeping like a silent breath. Some awoke drenched
in sweat, with images in their heads—ships, flames, voices in languages never
written down.

The children began to play differently. They drew circles in the sand, small
symbols like the ones Silvio had once used. No one had taught them. They said
they had dreamed it.

Lira visited the priest and found him sleepless, his eyes blank. "I heard the sea
praying yesterday," he said. "And?" "It forgot our names."

She was silent. Then she said, "Perhaps this is grace."

The village continued to work, eat, sleep, and talk—but nothing felt like normal
life anymore. Even the voices sounded flatter, as if they were lost in the air.

The sand now clung more firmly to my skin. Not just physically, but like a
pressure, a memory that wouldn't go away. Even the water that washed it
away left it behind again, finer, denser, inescapable.
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In the evening, as the sun set, a light was again visible on the horizon. No ship.
No fire. Just a glow that came and stayed, as if checking to see if anyone was
still looking.

Lira stood on the shore and looked back. "We never let go," she whispered. "It
was here the whole time."

The priest didn't answer. He knelt in the sand, dug his hands into it, and closed
his eyes, as if trying to sense what truly lived beneath the surface.

And the sea was silent. But its silence was louder than any prayer.

The days grew hotter again, but no one spoke of summer anymore. There were
no seasons anymore, only phases between fear and oblivion. The sea remained
calm, almost too calm, and people began to understand that this calm was not
a gift, but a task.

The priest said peace is not a state of affairs, but a compromise. "Between
what we have done and what we are not yet willing to admit." He spoke
quietly, but everyone understood. The church had become fuller again, but
there was less prayer. People came to remain silent.

Lira sat in the last row, her hands in her lap, her face motionless. She knew the
sea hadn't forgotten anything, but she had learned that you can live with
memories if you don't feed them.

The fishermen began throwing small stones into the water before they went
out. No sacrifice, no ritual—just a silent sign. "So it knows we're here," one
said. And that was enough.

One evening, as the wind blew warmly, the villagers gathered on the beach. No
one had planned it. They simply came, carrying lamps, and sat down on the
sand. The sky was clear, the sea dark. Children slept in their mothers' arms,
men gazed silently at the waves. It was no celebration, no prayer—just
presence.

The priest stood behind them, watching the light from the lamps dance across
the waterline. "Perhaps this is forgiveness," he said to Lira. "What?" "When you
stay even though you're afraid."

She nodded. "Maybe. Or if you learn to share the fear."
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An old man began to sing. No melody, no lyrics, just that deep, hoarse hum that
can't be learned. One by one, others joined in. No chorus, no rhythm, but it
sounded as if the sea were listening—and not judging.

As the night deepened, Lira stood up and walked to the shore. She let the
water run over her feet and looked down at the sand. "It's still sticky," she said.
The priest stepped beside her. "It will stay," he replied. "It has become part of

us.
She smiled slightly. "So that's it. No curse. Just a memory."

Behind them, the lamps went out, one by one. The sea shimmered faintly,
breathing evenly, as if tired.

And for a moment, Cebu felt like what it had never been—calm, simple, guilt-
free.

But when the wind changed, it carried that smell with it again: salt, iron, and
time.

Because peace, everyone now knew, was not an end — just a quiet space before
one had to live again.

The days flowed into one another, like water over stones. No major events, no
new storms, no strangers. Just everyday life—raw, honest, necessary. Cebu had
stopped waiting for signs. There were no more prophets, no speeches, no
promises. Only people breathing and working, while the sun came and went as
it pleased.

The priest spoke less often, but when he did, people listened to him again. He
no longer preached about heaven and punishment, but about balance. "The
sea is not an enemy," he said, "it is only a mirror. Whoever looks into it sees
what he bears." The people understood. Not everyone immediately, but little
by little.

Lira grew older. Her gait slowed, her voice quieter. But she stayed by the sea,
every evening, on the same stone. Children came to her, sat down, and listened
as she told stories—not about gods, but about times. About things that had
happened because people believed they could possess more than they were
entitled to.
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"And what did they learn?" asked a boy. "That nothing really belongs to you,"
she said. "Not the land, not the water, not even your name. Everything is only
borrowed as long as you breathe."

The sea responded with a soft murmur that sounded like approval.

The fishermen returned regularly. The nets were fuller, the weather more
predictable. No miracle, no curse—just regularity. Some said the sea was
calmed, others said it had forgotten the people. But it made no difference
anymore. Forgetting was sometimes the most merciful form of peace.

In the evening, the villagers sat together around the fire. No celebration, no
occasion—just warmth. The sand stuck to their feet, their hands, their faces.
No one wiped it off anymore. It was a part of them, like skin, like memory.

The priest walked to the water's edge one last time. He knelt down, dipped his
hands in, and felt the salt in the small cuts on his fingers. It burned, but
pleasantly. "We've arrived," he murmured.

Lira stood behind him. "No," she said gently. "We just stopped running."

The sky was clear, the sea calm. No wind, no sound—just that deep, steady
breathing you only hear when you've learned to be still.

There was no promise, no end in this silence — only acceptance.

Cebu no longer had heroes, prophets, or kings. Only people who knew that life
is nothing more than movement between waves and sand.

And when night came, it settled softly over the island, like a cloak of darkness
and grace.

The sand stuck to my skin. And this time no one washed it off.

No God on this island

It began with silence. No divine sign, no thunder, no dream—only this deep,
indifferent silence that lasted longer than any sermon. Cebu had learned to live
with the sea, but now it faced a new emptiness. If there was no representation
from God, no king, no command, what could one cling to?
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The church was still standing, but it was empty. The priest was no longer
holding mass; he sat in the last pew, his hands folded, his eyes open. He wasn't
praying—he was thinking. Perhaps for the first time, truly.

Lira came by every morning, bringing him water, sometimes rice, sometimes
just a word. "You look tired," she said. "I'm awake," he replied. "And?" "That's
worse."

Outside, life continued. The children grew, the boats came and went, the sea
remained still. But beneath this calm lay something reminiscent of ancient
beliefs—not religious, but human. The need for something to listen, even when
there is no answer.

People began to find their own ways to fill the silence. One man wrote poems
in the sand and watched them blown away by the wind. A woman began
collecting shells and placing them on the altar, as if each one were a prayer.
The fishermen drank palm wine in the evening and said, "We now speak for
ourselves. That is enough."

But not everyone could accept it. Some said that without God, the sea would
be mere water and life would be mere work. Others said that was exactly the
truth. Lira listened, smiled, and said, "Perhaps work is the most honest prayer."

The priest began walking through the village at night. No destination, no
purpose. Just footsteps, sand, silence. He saw the sea glittering, the light of the
stars on the waves. "Perhaps," he thought, "God was never above us, but in
what we endure."

In the morning, Lira found him on the beach, asleep, his hands in the sand. She
didn't wake him. The wind played with his hair, the sea breathed calmly. It
wasn't a holy image—but a peaceful one.

The village no longer had God's representation, but it had order. Not through
fear, but through habit. People did the right thing because it was right, not
because someone was watching.

And that was perhaps the most honest form of faith Cebu had ever known.

The priest awoke at dawn. The sand was cool, the sea calm. Above him hung a
sky so clear you could almost believe he was listening. But he remained silent,
as everything here remained silent. The priest sat up, wiped the sand from his
hands, and looked out. "Very well," he said quietly, "then we'll talk without

words."
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He began sitting by the sea every day, silently, without a book, without prayer.
Just him and the waves. At first, no one came, then a few children, then a few
old people. They didn't speak, they simply sat there. And so silence became
community. No ritual, no dogma—just breathing in time with the sea.

Lira saw him from afar. She understood what he was doing. "He hasn't lost his
god," she said. "He has stripped him of his clothes."

In the village, people were talking about meaning again. Not in a religious tone,
but in questions that resonated with life. "Why are we here?" one asked while

mending a net. "Because we can stay," his friend replied. It sounded banal, but
honest.

The priest heard such conversations and smiled. Once he would have
responded, but now he let them stand. Words that are sufficient in themselves
need no blessing.

One evening, a young man came to him. "Father," he said, "l asked the sea
yesterday why it was still carrying us.” The priest looked at him. "And?" "It
didn't say anything." "Then you asked it correctly."

He realized his faith had changed. He no longer believed in a figure in heaven,
in rules or the Kingdom of Heaven. He believed in balance, in what remains
when everything else falls—silence, time, memory.

"Perhaps," he thought, "God was never a being, but a state. And we lose him
when we call on him too loudly."

Lira found him again one evening on the beach. "You talk less," she said.
"Because | understand more." "And what do you understand?" "That I'm not
needed. And that's good."

She nodded. "Then you've arrived."

The sun set, slowly, softly. The sea shimmered, as if tired but content. No
storm, no voices, no signs—just life going on.

The priest looked at his hands, rubbed the sand between his fingers, felt it
stick. "No god on this island," he murmured. "But perhaps enough people."

The island had stopped looking up. The sky was beautiful, yes, but empty.
Everything important now took place in the tangible—in the nets, the hands,
the breath, the little things that held life together. Faith remained, but it had
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changed direction. It no longer flowed from the lips to the sky, but from the
hands to life.

People no longer prayed, they did. And that was enough.

The priest watched the village grow quieter, yet more vibrant, each day. He
saw the men briefly dip their hands into the water before setting sail, not to
bless, but to feel connected. He saw the women pause and smile briefly before
grinding rice. Not a prayer, just thanks.

"They still believe," Lira said one evening. "But this time in themselves." The
priest nodded. "Perhaps that was the plan from the beginning. We just talked
too much to hear it."

The children played new games. No heroes, no kings. They built small villages
out of shells, let waves roll over them, laughed when they collapsed, and
started again. It was as if they had understood that everything you build is only
a blueprint.

In the evenings, when the village gathered, they talked not about miracles, but
about days. Who had been caught, who was sick, who needed help. The church
had now become a meeting place, not a place for sermons. The walls smelled
of salt and wood, the pews of sweat and labor.

Sometimes the priest still told stories. No longer parables, but memories. Of
times when people thought gods came with ships or swords. The children
listened, but they saw in his eyes that he no longer believed it himself.

Lira had started painting shells. She wrote little words on them —
patience,Time,breath,QuietThen she placed it in the sea. "So it can hear
something nice for once," she said.

The sea took her as it takes everything, without answer, but also without anger.
And sometimes it washed one back, polished, shining, as if to say:/ listened.

Cebu no longer had a god, but it had meaning. Not the great, brilliant meaning
that fills books, but the small, quiet meaning that sustains each day.

People began to realize that perhaps this was enough. No kingdom of heaven,
no atonement—only balance.

The priest said one evening, "We have learned that silence also speaks." Lira
replied, "And that answers are overrated."
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The sea glittered in the last light. No storm, no sign, no whisper. Only the
steady, eternal roar—like a breath finally free.

The days now flowed like music, without beginning or end. No one counted
them anymore, no one questioned their meaning. The rhythm came naturally—
work, wind, sea, sleep. The sun rose, the sun set, and in this simple sequence
there was something that felt like comfort.

The village had learned to live without sermons. Every day was a small
ceremony, unconscious yet complete. The beating of the rice, the creaking of
the boats, the whistling of the wind in the bamboo—everything resonated
together, like a silent prayer spoken by no one.

The priest often said, "We stopped believing. And that's exactly where it all
began." He didn't mean it as defiance, but as liberation. No one needed to be
saved anymore because no one was lost anymore.

Lira smiled when she heard that. She saw the children playing on the beach,
the men holding their hands over the sea before heading out. Small gestures,
quiet and honest. It was as if life itself had taken on the role God once had—
demanding, incorruptible, but just.

Sometimes people would sit together in the evening and tell each other not
stories, but days. "Today the sea smelled of iron," one said. "Then the wind will
come," another replied. That was all it needed. No prophecy, no fear, just
experience.

The priest had opened the church. The doors remained unlocked day and night,
and anyone who wanted could simply walk in. No altar anymore, just a long
driftwood table covered with shells, stones, small figurines, anything anyone
considered important. It was a museum of the present.

“No God on this island,” he said one evening, “but enough memory to remain
human.”

Lira brought him a shell. On it she had written just one word:Stay.He placed it
on the table, between stone and wood.

The sea remained calm during these days, almost too calm. No storm, no
waves, just this steady, endless breathing. It was as if it had understood that no
one wanted anything from it anymore.
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People lived with this silence, and the silence lived with them. Sometimes a
wave reached the huts, sometimes it carried something away. No one
complained. Everything that went belonged to the sea; everything that
remained belonged to the moment.

Thus, everyday life became a religion without dogma, a prayer without words,
a life without guilt.

And Cebu — this small, forgotten island — was, for the first time, no longer
afraid, but free.

The priest had grown older. His gait was heavier, his voice deeper, but clear. He
hardly spoke anymore, and when he did, it was with the calm of a man who no
longer had anything to prove. People listened to him again, not out of duty, but
because they knew he wouldn't speak much longer.

One morning, shortly before sunrise, he asked the villagers to gather in the
square. There was no occasion, no holiday—simply a request. They came as
one would come to an old friend. Lira stood in the front row, silent, attentive.

The priest looked at them all, one after the other, slowly, as if trying to
memorize each face. Then he began to speak, quietly, almost casually. "For a
long time, we believed that someone was watching over us. And we were
afraid when we realized no one was coming. But look at you—you live, you
work, you share. You've learned to get by without promises. That's not a loss.
That's maturity."

A few nodded, one smiled, a child yawned. Life was always life.

"I searched for God," he continued. "In words, in waves, in wind. But | didn't
find him. And now | know why. Because he was never where | was looking. He
was in the work, in the waiting, in the sharing. In you. And maybe that was
always enough."

He was silent. The wind blew through the village, light, cool, almost like
approval.

Lira stepped forward and placed her hand on his shoulder. "You speak like
someone who's finished." "No," he said, "like someone who's understood that
nothing is finished."

She nodded, and that was answer enough.
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The sun rose over the sea, golden and warm. The light fell on the people's
faces, and they looked peaceful—not enlightened, not redeemed, just genuine.

The priest raised his gaze to the horizon. "No God on this island," he said
quietly, "and yet we are not alone."

In the afternoon, he walked down the path to the beach and sat down on the
same stone where Lira had often sat. She found him there in the evening, his
gaze fixed on the sea, his face calm, his hands in his lap.

He was sleeping, but not like someone who was dreaming. More like someone
who had arrived.

Lira sat down next to him and looked out. The sea breathed evenly, almost
friendly. She felt the wind, the salt on her skin, the weight of the years—and
that was a good thing.

"Peace is not a gift," she said quietly. "It's work. Every day anew."

She stayed there until the sun went down, and the light over the water
crumbled like old gold.

The next morning, the priest lay there silently. No pain, no struggle, no final
sound. Only silence. Lira found him on the stone, his face turned toward the
sea, his fingers still slightly open, as if he had been trying to grasp the light. She
called to no one. The moment was too clear, too perfect to be disturbed.

The sea was calm, the sun serene. No waves, no wind. Cebu held its breath.
And then, very slowly, the day began again.

The men came and carried the body back to the village. No funeral march, no
bell. Just footsteps in the sand. They laid it in the church, on the driftwood
table. Next to it, Lira placed the shell on whichStaystood. No one spoke. No one
cried. There was nothing to complain about.

In the evening, everyone came to the beach. The sky was red, the water still.
One by one, they took a handful of sand and threw it into the sea. No ritual, no
farewell—just a gesture. The sand fell, sank, disappeared, and the waves took it
as they took everything: indifferently, but kindly.

Lira was the last one standing. She said nothing, she didn't need to say
anything. She looked at the sea she had watched for so long and knew: It
hadn't taken anything, it had only waited.
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She turned toward the village, heard voices, children, life. Cebu continued to
breathe.

The church remained open, the table empty, the sea calm. Sometimes
someone sat inside, placed a shell on the table, or just a piece of wood, a sign
that someone was still there. No one called it praying, but it felt like it.

Lira grew old, as the land grew old. The wrinkles on her face were like maps of
a time no one wanted to forget. Sometimes she spoke to the sea, quietly,
casually, like one speaks to an old friend.

"He's gone," she once said. "But you're still here." The sea answered with a
breath so gentle it was almost inaudible.

The days became slower, but easier. Cebu was quiet, but not empty. No god,
no commandment, no judgment—just existence. And that was enough.

When the wind blew through the palm trees at night, one could sometimes
hear a faint humming, as if old prayers were echoing in the darkness. Not as a
memory, but as part of the wind itself.

The sand clung to my skin as always, finer, warmer, more familiar. No one
washed it off anymore.

And when the first light crept over the sea in the morning, the island shone as if
it had been blessed for a very short time — not by God, but by life itself.

Blood on mussels

Time didn't pass on Cebu like it did elsewhere. Here, it wasn't counted, but felt.
In the lines of faces, in the weight of silence, in the breath of the sea. A
generation had passed since the priest left. The children who once painted
shells were now parents themselves. They talked less, worked more. The island
was quiet—but no peace lasts forever.

Faith had become history, but history never completely forgets. It remains in
the wood of the doors, in the sand of the paths, in the voices of the elderly.
And one morning, as the sea shimmered again as it had then, the first sign
came that the peace was not forever.
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A boy found a shell on the beach. Nothing unusual, except that it was open—
and red inside. Not from color, but from something that looked like dried
blood. He brought it to Lira, who had long since turned gray and slow, but her
eyes retained their old gleam. She took the shell, looked inside, smelled it. No
death, no animal. Only iron.

“The sea remembers again,” she said quietly.

The news spread quickly, whispering, and restlessly through the village. The
fishermen spoke of currents, the women of signs. No one wanted to say the
word "curse," but everyone thought it.

In the evening, they met in the church—or what remained of it. The table was
still standing, sand had eaten into the cracks. Lira placed the shell on it. It
glowed red and silent in the lamplight.

"Perhaps it's just a coincidence," one said. "Perhaps," she replied. "But
coincidences rarely come from the sea."

The night brought wind, and the wind brought with it old sounds—the creaking
of wood, the calling of voices no one recognized. They said it was just the storm
in the palm trees. But Cebu had learned that wind rarely lies.

The next morning, there were even more shells on the beach. Open, red, and
shiny. Like little hearts that had forgotten how to breathe.

The children collected them and held them up to the light. The elders said they
should leave them alone. But children don't listen to fear; they listen to
curiosity.

Lira stood at the water's edge, her dress fluttering in the wind. She looked out,
far away, until the sky swallowed the sea. "It's not coming back," she said, "it's
only remembering."

The sea was silent, but the sand beneath her feet vibrated slightly, almost
imperceptibly.

Cebu was awake again —and no one knew whether this was a blessing or the
beginning of the end.

By the third day, the red shells were everywhere. Not many, but enough to be
seen. They clung to the sand, glittering in the light, silent and intrusive at the
same time. The children secretly collected them, held them to their ears,
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waiting for the familiar rustling sound — but this time they heard nothing. Only
silence, heavy, like a breath that refuses to expel.

Lira watched them. She had grown old, but was not blind to signs. "The sea
speaks again," she said. A young man, perhaps twenty, laughed. "The sea never
speaks. It eats and gives." "Only when you forget," she replied.

The boys no longer believed in gods, curses, or stories. They believed in things
they could see—fish, wind, work. But the blood in the shells could be seen,
smelled, and felt. And that was precisely what made it dangerous.

The fishermen brought home fewer catches. Not because there were no fish,
but because they refused to go further out. "The sea has changed," they said.
"It pulls differently." Some threw sand overboard as they set sail, as they had
done in the past, out of habit. Others laughed at them.

But at night, the boats began to drift. No storm, no wind, just a current. Some
drifted far out, others returned, empty, wet, silent.

Lira went to the priest's grave more often again. It was just a stone, no name,
no cross. She sat down next to it and placed a shell on it. "They've forgotten
what you knew," she said. "That silence also speaks."

The young people began to ask questions. They wanted to know what had
happened before, why no one talked about the storm anymore, why the sea
always remained so calm. "Because you shouldn't know everything," the older
ones said. But curiosity has its own hunger.

One night, when the moon was shining on the water, one of the boys took one
of the shells and threw it back into the sea. "If you want something, take it," he
shouted. It was youthful defiance, nothing more. But the next morning, the
same shell lay on the beach again. Open, clean, without blood—but inside, it
reflected the light so that it shimmered red, as if the sea had responded.

From then on, no one spoke about it out loud anymore, but everyone knew
that something was happening.

The air became thicker, the water darker, the birds fewer. Even the wind had a
different sound.

Cebu had started listening again — and that was rarely a good sign.

204



The young men said the sea no longer had power over them. They were strong,
sunburned, their shoulders glistening with salt, their hands calloused. They
looked down on the old men, on their caution, their superstitions. For them,
the sea was just water, to be tamed, as long as one was brave enough.

They sailed farther than anyone before. Without sacrifice, without signs,
without prayer. They laughed as the elders called after them. "Your sea sleeps,"
they said. "Ours works."

Lira watched them go, her eyes narrowed, her face calm. "Every generation
thinks they're the first," she murmured. "And each one learns that the sea is
older."

The boats returned late, sometimes not at all. When they did arrive, they were
heavily laden, full of fish, as if the sea itself were trying to deceive them. The
catch was good, too good. Golden scales, large bodies, clear eyes. It looked like
a blessing, but smelled like a warning.

"The sea wants to test us," said one of the old men. "There's too much for us to
forget what it can take." The young men laughed. "The sea has no intentions.
Only depth."

But at night, sounds were heard again—muffled, distant, metallic. No storm, no
animals. Just something moving, too slow for waves, too regular for
coincidence.

On the fourth day, one of the boats returned, damaged but not broken. The
men on board didn't speak. Their faces were silent, their eyes wide. Lira went
to them, asking nothing. One handed her a shell. It was blood red. Fresh. Still
damp.

"We saw them out there," one whispered. "Who?" "Not people. Shadows."
The elders looked at each other. They knew that shadows at sea are not lies.

But the boys continued to laugh, building new boats, better, bigger. They called
themselves "Children of Light" because they sailed by day, never by night. They
believed that was enough.

Lira sat in front of her hut in the evening, listening to the sea. It sounded
different. No rushing, no humming—a deep, rhythmic pounding, as if an old
and angry heart were beating down there.
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“You have awakened what was sleeping better,” she said quietly into the
darkness.

In the morning, dozens of mussels were found on the shore, open, red, clean,
laid out next to each other — as if laid down, not washed.

The boys saw her, but none touched her. One said, "The sea threatens."
Another, "Or reminds."

But Lira knew that both were the same.

The next day, the sea was calm, almost too calm. No wind, no waves, just a
smooth surface of light. The young men saw this not as a sign, but as an
invitation. They laughed, drank palm wine, and said the sea had finally
surrendered. It was a sentence older than they were—and every time it was
spoken, something began to shift.

They set out in five boats, packed, loud, and safe. The old people stood on the
beach, silent. Lira sat on the stone by the shore, the same spot where the priest
had died. She didn't look at the boats, but at the water, which barely moved.

“If it’s too quiet,” she whispered, “it breathes in.”

The sun was high, blinding. The horizon shimmered, the sky reflected, and for a
moment it was impossible to tell where the sea ended and the sky began. The
boats shrank, dots of color, then shadows, then nothing.

In the village, work began as usual. People ground, mended, gathered, and
cooked. But the conversations were brief, the glances long. Everyone acted as if
it were a day like any other, yet everyone knew it wasn't.

As the sun set, the wind picked up. Not a storm, just a movement that began
too late. The sky turned red, but not beautifully—more like rust, like a wound.
Lira stood up and walked slowly to the water. The old people followed her. No
one spoke.

Then, just before dusk, the first boat was seen. It was drifting, empty. No men,
no oars, no nets. Only traces—shells, dozens of them, open, red, scattered
across the bottom like small eyes.

A second boat approached, capsized, and hit the sand. Two men inside, alive
but silent. Their hands were open, their faces gray. One held a shell in his fist,
tightly gripped as if it were the last thing that had sustained him.
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"What did you see?" someone asked. He opened his mouth, but no words
came out. Only a sound, dry and brittle, as if his throat were trying to spit out
salt.

Night came quickly. The sea remained still, too still. The stars reflected on its
surface, but they flickered as if they didn't know whether they were above or
below water.

Lira knelt down and picked up one of the shells. It was still warm. "It's just
bringing back what we've forgotten," she said quietly.

The next morning, two boats were missing. No wood, no trace, no scream. Just
the sea, smooth and cool, as if nothing had happened.

The young men who had returned stopped talking. They looked at their hands
as if they didn't know what they could still hold.

And on the sand lay a trail of shells—straight, precise, to the water's edge,
where it ended, or began.

The days that followed were quiet, but different from before. No peace, no
storm—only that tense silence you hear between heartbeats. The air was
heavy, the light too clear. You could smell the heat, taste the salt, and yet it felt
as if everything was muted, restrained, observed.

The young men who had returned no longer spoke. They worked, but their
gaze was empty. They didn't laugh, they didn't sing. When they saw the sea,
they turned away. One began to light a fire at night, high up on the hill, as if
trying to drive it away with light. But the sea didn't react. It remained silent,
unfazed, patient.

Lira walked toward them, slowly, using her cane to steady herself. She looked
at them, her shoulders strong but her eyes tired. "You didn't do anything
wrong," she said. "You just forgot to listen."

One replied, "We wanted to live, not believe." "It's the same thing," she said.
"Just in a different order."

She led them to the beach, to where the shells lay. "Look," she said. "They're
open. Not because they died, but because they let go of something. You must
learn to do that, too."

The boys looked at the sand. It glittered as if the sea itself had shed tears.
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"We are not afraid," one said defiantly. "Then you haven't understood
anything," Lira replied calmly. "Fear is memory. Without it, everything repeats
itself."

In the evening, she gathered the village. Old, young, children. No prayer, no
sermon—just words that sounded like wind. "The sea doesn't seek revenge. It
wants us to remember. Every drop in it was once life. Every wave a breath. If
you treat it as if it were just water, it will show you that it is more."

She remained silent, letting the silence sink in. Then she said: "The sea never
forgives because it has nothing to forgive. It never forgets because it was
everything. So listen. Don't go out when it calls. Wait until it breathes again."

People nodded, some cried. One of the boys placed a shell on the sand, then a
second, then all of them. Soon the entire beach was covered—a carpet of red
shimmer in the moonlight. No sacrifice, no trade—just a gesture.

The wind rose, soft, carrying salt through the air. The waves began to breathe
again, calmly, evenly, as if they had understood.

Lira closed her eyes. "That's good," she whispered. "That's how you remember
without suffering."

And the sea answered with a gentle murmur that spoke louder than any
prayer.

In the days that followed, movement returned, quietly, cautiously. The boats
went out, but not far. No one challenged the sea anymore, no one spoke of
power or courage. They sailed, they fished, they returned. The sea gave, and
they took—with gratitude, not with pride.

The red shells remained. Some bleached, others disappeared. But some
remained, untouched, as if keeping watch. Children drew circles around them,
placed small stones next to them, and made stories out of them that had
nothing to do with fear. They said the shells preserved the voices of those who
had been forgotten. And no one contradicted them.

Lira went to the beach every morning. The sand had become harder, denser,
darker. She sat on the same rock and looked out. She knew she was getting old,
that time was finally beginning to shorten for her. But she felt no fear. Only a
deep, clear calm that had nothing of faith, but everything of understanding.
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One morning, when the wind blew from the south, it brought with it a different
sound—deep, distant, steady. No storm, no animal. Only the sound the sea
makes when it remembers. Lira closed her eyes and listened.

"You haven't taken anything from us," she whispered. "You've only shown us
how little belongs to us."

The sea was silent, but its silence was warm. No more threats, no more mirrors,
no more scrutiny. Only presence.

In the village, life began to sing again. Not loudly, not festively—simply
rhythmically. Work sounded like music, the breaks like peace. The people had
understood that the sea was not an enemy, but the memory that connected
them all.

One evening, one of the boys came to Lira. "Why do they say blood on shells?"
he asked. She smiled. "Because life always leaves traces. And because nothing
that breathes ever completely disappears."

He nodded, sat down next to her, and looked out. "And if we forget again?"
"Then the sea reminds us," she said. "Always. It has patience."

The sun was setting, and the light colored the water red. No omen, no sign—
just light. The mussels glowed faintly, as if drinking the last fire of the day.

Lira stayed until darkness fell. The wind blew through her hair, bringing salt
with it. She felt the sand on her feet, rough, familiar, real.

"No blood, no wrath, no God," she murmured. "Only memories."
The sea took a deep breath, and Cebu breathed with it.

And so the time of signhs ended — not with a storm, but with a silent agreement
between land and water, between oblivion and peace.

The Night of the Empty Bottles
There had been silence in Cebu for a long time. Too long, perhaps. The sea was

calm, the days alike, and at some point, the quiet began to itch. There was no
turmoil, no anger—just this quiet need for noise, for laughter, for intoxication.
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Humans can't endure silence forever. Peace is beautiful, but it tastes like water
if you drink it for too long.

So someone came up with the idea of throwing a party. No occasion, no
reason—simply because they were still there. Palm wine was cooked, fish was
fried, drums were brought out that had been gathering dust in huts. The young
people carried wood, the old people shook their heads, but their lips smiled.

In the evening, the beach filled with light. Torches, fire, voices. Music that no
one had practiced, but everyone knew. The sand vibrated, the air smelled of
smoke and sweetness. And for the first time in years, Cebu laughed out loud.

Lira sat a little way off, in an old bamboo chair that had long since turned gray
from the salt. She watched the people drinking, dancing, screaming. It wasn't
excess, not madness—ijust life that had forgotten what it sounded like. She
smiled wearily. "Finally," she murmured. "Finally, some noise again."

The music grew louder, the drums beat deeper. Men threw palm wine bottles
into the fire, women clapped, children ran through the shadows. It was raw,
honest, human.

A young man approached Lira and handed her a bottle. "Drink," he said. She
took it, tasted it, and grimaced. "Tastes of sugar and regret," she said. "Then it's
good," he laughed.

The night dragged on, and the sea remained silent, as if listening. No one spoke
of ancient signs, no one mentioned blood or shells. This was a different faith—
that of the now.

When the wind picked up, sparks flew across the sand, dancing like little stars.
The sky was clear, and for a moment it seemed as if fire and water stood still,
unafraid.

Later, when many were already asleep, a few men sat on the shore, drinking
the last drops from their bottles and looking out to sea. "Do you think it can
hear us?" one asked. "Always," said another. "But today it might laugh along
with us."

Lira heard this, closed her eyes, and the sound of the sea mingled with the last
drums.

That night, Cebu was human again—loud, weak, imperfect, but alive.
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And as the last bottle fell and lay empty on the sand, one could hear, very
quietly, the sea inhaling, as if it were briefly forgetting peace — just for the taste
of life.

Night ate deeper into the sand, and the wind carried voices away as if trying to
mix them. The fire burned crookedly, the bottles grew emptier, and
somewhere between music and tiredness, something began that no one had
planned: honesty.

Drinking softens people, and that had become rare in Cebu. One after another,
people began to talk—about old mistakes, lost names, forgotten loves. The
wine opened what the silence had closed.

"I barely remember his voice," a woman said. "Whose?" asked Lira. "The

priest's." Lira nodded. "Then you understood him. He didn't want to be
reminded."

A man laughed loudly, too loudly, and held up a bottle. "To the sea!" he cried.
"It hasn't eaten us yet!" Everyone laughed, but the laughter sounded too
bright, too thin, as if everyone knew they were drinking with a sleeping animal.

The wine continued to flow, and with it came the confession. One spoke of
guilt, another of greed. A woman said she sometimes hoped the sea would
finally take everything away so that there would be peace. No one objected.

Lira listened, stopped drinking, and looked at the flames. The light flickered
across faces, erasing age, making everyone equal. Drunken truth has its own
beauty—raw, ephemeral, real.

A young man, barely twenty, sat down next to her. "You've seen a lot," he said.
"Enough to know we're learning nothing," she replied. He grinned, his teeth
bright in the firelight. "Then at least we'll drink honestly." "Yes," she said. "But
honesty is a poor thirst quencher."

The music slowed down. The drums stopped, the singing faded. Only the sea
remained, steady, even, almost ironic.

A few began to dance, heavy, staggering, but peaceful. Others slept in the sand,
their hands open, as if offering something.

Lira got up and went to the water. Bottles were lying everywhere, empty,
glittering, like glass seashells. She picked one up, held it to her ear, and heard
the sound of the sea inside.
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"You're back," she said quietly. "But this time without blood."

The wind picked up, carrying the smell of salt and smoke. She looked back at
the people, at the fire, at the shadows. And in all the chaos, there was
something new: no fear, no guilt—just being.

The sea roared, the fire crackled, and for one night everything was the same —
people, water, wind, past.

Cebu was alive. Not pure, not perfect—but real.

At some point, the point was reached where everything sounded too good to
be real. The fire had become smaller but brighter, faces blurred, and the sea
seemed to have moved closer, as if it wanted to listen. Laughter turned into
shouts, shouts into songs, and songs into something that sounded more like
remembrance than celebration.

Lira sat at the edge of the light, watching the people. The wine had
transformed them, made them younger, softer, less guarded. They spoke
louder, laughed more vigorously, as if trying to drown out the silence of the
past few years. It was beautiful, but it was too much. Peace had turned into
intoxication, and intoxication is patient until it tips over.

A man stumbled into the water, laughing, broad-eyed, invincible. Others
followed, dancing in the waves, calling to the sea as if it were an old friend. Lira
stood up, about to say something, but the music was louder. Perhaps it was for
the best. Some truths are more easily lost in the noise.

The wind shifted, bringing with it a chill. The fire flickered, drifting smoke
across the beach. The bottles were almost all empty. You could hear the clink
as they fell over, the dull roll as they were swallowed by the sand.

A boy sat down next to Lira, barely sixteen, his eyes glassy, his heart wide.
"Why don't you cry when you drink?" he asked. "Because | know where that
leads," she said. "And where?" "Always back to the sea."

He nodded, not understanding, but that didn't matter.

The laughter became less frequent, the voices deeper. The night took on
weight. In the pauses between the songs, the sea could be heard breathing
louder, as if interfering.
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A man by the fire began to talk, drunkenly, honestly. He spoke of the time
when they were afraid, when the sea turned red, when they thought they had
won. No one laughed. They listened to him as if he were recounting something
that had never happened, but was inside everyone.

"We forgot ourselves," he said. "And the sea just waited."

Lira looked into the fire. The sand around her glowed faintly, as if from within.
She thought of the priest, of silence, of everything that had passed. It seemed
to her as if life had drawn a circle—from faith to fear, from fear to calm, from
calm to ecstasy.

"People drink when they think they have peace," she said quietly. "Because
they sense it will never last."

The boy next to her had fallen asleep. The music had stopped. Only the sea was
still speaking—and this time it didn't sound angry, but awake.

Cebu lay silent under the moon. Bottles in the sand, smoke in the air, salt on
the lips.

It was the night in which no one cried, because everyone already knew that joy
is always only a loan.

By morning, the beach had become silent. No more laughter, no more singing,
only the crackling of half-burned wood. The air was heavy with the smell of
smoke, salt, and wine. Bodies lay everywhere on the sand, peaceful, exhausted,
half asleep, half forgotten. The fire was only embers, a red glow that reminded
more than warmed.

Lira walked slowly between them, the bamboo pole supporting her step. She
looked at the faces — young, old, empty, content. No one had won, no one had
lost. It had simply been a night in which, for a few hours, people had forgotten
that the sea is always listening.

She collected the empty bottles, one by one. They sounded hollow as they
clinked against each other. Glass and wind—two things that hold nothing but
reflect everything. She lined them up by the water. The moonlight refracted off
them, and for a moment, it looked as if the beach itself had eyes.

A few children rolled around in the sand, asleep. One murmured in his sleep,
and the word heard was "sea." Lira stopped, listened, and smiled. Even in their
sleep, they talked about it. Perhaps the island's fate was never truly forgotten.
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The wind died down, and the sea was once again breathing shallowly. The
waves rolled gently in, licking at the bottles, taking one with them. The sound
was barely audible, like a soft sigh.

Lira sat down on the stone she knew like the back of her hand. The wood of her
staff lay beside her, the fire smoldering behind her. She looked out over the
calm water, on which the first streaks of morning appeared.

"You were merciful," she said quietly. "You let us drink without drowning us."

The sea responded with a murmur, soft, almost loving. It wasn't approval, not
comfort—more a reminder that every end is only a pause.

The sun rose over the horizon, and the light fell on the bottles still standing on
the shore. They glittered like little lanterns, each filled with a remnant of the
night—breath, laughter, silence.

Lira closed her eyes. She heard the sand crunching beneath her feet, the sea
murmuring, the wind stirring. No prayer, no promise—just existence.

"So this is truth," she whispered. "When everything is quiet and yet alive."

The embers went out, the smoke rose, and the day came like a quiet promise
that no one had to make.

The sun rose over the sea, as if it had waited until everything was still. The light
was soft, almost timid, and settled over the beach like a blanket. People awoke
slowly, one by one, blinking, heavy, with the taste of smoke and salt on their
tongues. Not a word was spoken, only the sound of movement—sand beneath
their hands, breath that knew where it belonged again.

Lira was still sitting on her stone, her staff beside her, her eyes half-closed. She
didn't look like someone who had been awake, but rather like someone who
had long known that nights are nothing more than tests no one passes.

The men stood up, stretched, and laughed quietly, that post-drinking laughter
that always sounds the same—honest, rough, small. Women collected
leftovers, children searched for shells, found shards. The bottles that the sea
had taken during the night were gone. Only their imprints remained in the
sand, clean, orderly, like signs of a silent agreement.
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One of the young men approached Lira. "We've drunk too much," he said, as if
apologizing. She nodded. "You can't live too much," she said. "Only understand
too little."

He sat down next to her, gazing at the sea. "l thought we'd found peace."
"You've confused it," she said. "With forgetting. Peace isn't when you feel
nothing. It's when you feel and remain."

He nodded slowly. In the distance, a boat could be heard hitting the dock. A
sound like a heartbeat, steady, soothing.

The village awoke. Women laughed at men who could barely walk, men cursed
heads that were too heavy. Children gathered the remains of the feast, finding
shells, small coins, a piece of wood that had been left in the fire.

Lira watched her. There was no tiredness in her gaze, only calm. She knew that
this morning wasn't the beginning of something new, but simply what always
follows: life.

The sea was still, but not empty. It was breathing again, calmly, evenly, as if it
had tested the people and found them worthy to continue.

The sun rose higher, the light grew stronger. The shadows of the bottle prints
in the sand began to fade. Only Lira remained seated, her face turned toward
the sea, smiling slightly.

"No God, no curse, no promise," she said. "Just a new day."

And Cebu took this day as it took all of them — quietly, patiently, with open
hands.

On the second day after the festival, the island was quiet, but not empty. The
sea once again smelled of salt and iron, the land of extinguished fire. Cebu
breathed slowly, as if it had rediscovered itself. The people spoke little. The
tiredness was not a punishment; it was purification.

The bottles still lay in the sand, half-buried by the wind, half-forgotten by the
sea. Children built towers out of them, women threw the shards into the water,
men mended nets. No one talked about the night. There was no need to
explain it—it had happened, that was enough.
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Lira walked through the village, her pace slow but steady. Everywhere smelled
of ash and palm wine, a strange mixture of endings and beginnings. People
greeted her, and she simply nodded. Words would have been distracting.

On the beach, she collected the last bottles. She held them up to the light—
transparent, empty, but each bore traces: fingerprints, sand, traces of smoke.
Stories no one told anymore, but everyone knew. She placed them side by side,
a row of glass and memory. The wind blew through them, making soft sounds,
almost like music.

A young man approached her. "What are you doing?" he asked. "I'm listening,"
she said. "Looking for what?" "Looking for what remains when everything has
been said."

He remained silent, looking out to sea. The water was clear, almost too calm.
"And what do you hear?" "That we're still here," she replied.

He smiled and returned to the village. Lira stayed and sat on the rock. The sun
slowly set, the light falling softly over the water.

The sea was peaceful, but you could sense that it wasn't asleep. It was there,
awake, silent, as if listening.

Lira lifted one of the bottles and emptied it into the sand, even though it was
long empty. "That's life," she said. "You drink, you empty, you fill. And in the
end, the taste remains."

She put the bottle back, closed her eyes, and breathed deeply. The wind
smelled of wood and salt, of things you can't keep.

Children laughed in the distance, a boat bumped against the dock, and a drum
sounded somewhere. All very quiet, but enough to know that Cebu was moving
on.

As the sun set, the bottles lit up briefly, like tiny fireflies in the sand. And in that
light, it looked as if the night had never ended—it had simply become silent.

Lira smiled, looking out to sea. "We're still alive," she whispered. "And that's
enough."

The sea answered with a breath, slow, deep, steady—as it always had.
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And Cebu, full and tired, accepted the evening as one listens to an old song that
one has long since learned by heart.

Lapu-Lapu doesn't laugh

The days following the festival passed quietly, but beneath the surface,
something began to ferment. Cebu had become quiet again, but it was no
longer calm—more like waiting. As if the island sensed the return of something
old, a shadow that had remained silent for too long.

Lira sat by the sea, the wind playing with her hair, and in the distance she saw
children fighting in the sand—sticks for spears, shells for shields. They
screamed, laughed, fell, and got up again. One shouted, "l am Lapu-Lapu!" and
lunged at the others. The word hung in the air like smoke, both ancient and
alive.

Lira felt her heart skip a beat. It had been decades since anyone had said that
name out loud. No one had forbidden it—they had simply stopped. Too much
blood, too much pride, too many stories weighing heavily.

That evening, everyone said the children hadn't known the name. They had
simply made it up while playing. But Lira knew there was no such thing as
coincidence. Names have their own patience.

She went to the church, which had long since ceased to be a place of prayer,
merely a refuge from the sun and rain. Inside, dust lay over everything. The
driftwood table still stood, rough and gray, corroded by salt. She ran her fingers
over it, feeling the grain, the rhythm of the years.

"Lapu-Lapu," she said quietly. The word sounded strange in her mouth, but not
wrong.

That night she dreamed of water—not the sea, but rain, heavy, warm, metallic.
The sky was gray, the land smelled of iron. She saw men in the fog, faceless
voices, and somewhere in between, a deep, tired laugh.

When she awoke, it was still dark. The wind was blowing from the east,
carrying salt with it. In the distance, she heard drums—not loud, more like
heartbeats from another time.
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In the morning, she didn't speak to anyone. She went to the beach, looked out,
and knew that the island had stirred something that would never be forgotten.

Lapu-Lapu isn't laughing, she thought. Not because he's dead, but because he
never stopped watching.

In the evening, as the light hung softly over the sea, Lira sat on her rock, and
the boys came to her. It was as if someone had called them, even though no
one had said a word. They sat down in the sand, waiting, curious, like children
who sense that stories carry more truth than days.

"Who was Lapu-Lapu?" someone asked. His voice was bright but serious. Lira
paused briefly, looking at the sea, which lay calm, as if it were listening itself.

"A man," she finally said. "No more, no less. But one who said no when
everyone nodded."

The boys exchanged glances. They had heard of warriors, of victories, of
heroes. But there was none of that in Lira's voice. No pride, no myth. Only
weariness, as old as salt.

"He stopped Magellan," she said. "That was his reputation. But that wasn't his
story. The story was that he knew what would come next—silence, guilt, blood
that doesn't dry."

She took a handful of sand and let it trickle through her fingers. "He wasn't a
king. Just someone who didn't want others to bow down. And when the dust
settled, nothing was sacred anymore. Not the sea, not the land, not the
people."

The boys listened. One asked, "Did he win?" Lira smiled sadly. "Winning is a
word for people who weren't there."

The sea gently lapped against the rocks. The sky was red, the light vibrated, and
for a moment it looked as if the water were breathing.

"Why doesn't anyone talk about him?" another asked. "Because stories are
dangerous," she said. "If they're told too often, they start to sound like the
truth."

The boys were silent. Lira looked at them, their faces young, open, still free of
the weight of the past.
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"He showed us that courage isn't about making noise," she said. "Courage is
when you stay, even though you know you won't change anything. And he
stayed."

A wind blew across the beach, carrying the smell of salt and wood. The sun
sank lower, and the sea turned dark.

"Lapu-Lapu doesn't laugh," Lira said quietly. "Because he knows no one
understands what it means to say no—until he has to."

The boys nodded, slowly, without speaking. It wasn't a story to be applauded. It
was one to be embraced.

The sea was silent, but its silence had depth. And somewhere within it, barely
audible, was the echo of a breath that never quite faded away.

"It wasn't a war," Lira began, "just a morning when two worlds decided they
didn't fit together." The boys moved closer. Their shadows lay long on the sand,
and the sea began to roar again, as if it wanted to listen.

"They came with shields of iron and faces made of God," she said. "They said
they were bringing light, but they were bringing fire. And Lapu-Lapu said, 'We
already have enough sun.""

She spoke calmly, almost tonelessly, as if all this had been said long ago. "He
was no hero, no prophet. He was just a man who knew that freedom is not a
gift. He had no armor, no blessing. Only anger, salt on his skin, and the belief
that no stranger should decide when to kneel."

The wind blew across the beach, picking up dust, then depositing it again. "He
had no idea what Magellan really wanted. No one knew. But when they came,
with flags, with crosses, with words that smelled of heaven, he saw that they
wanted to destroy something unseen: dignity."

Lira paused briefly. Her hands trembled slightly, but her voice remained firm.
"They fought, yes. But the fight wasn't a spectacle. No scream, no victory. It
was simply the moment a man stopped being afraid. And that was enough."

The boys looked at her, silent. There was no enthusiasm in their faces, only
amazement. Lira smiled sadly. "They call him the victor because the other one
died. But the sea knows better. It wasn't a victory. Just the end of a sentence
no one could repeat."
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She picked up a small shell and held it up to the sun. "This remains," she said.
"Not the blood, not the iron, not the name. Only the sound of the water hitting
the shore. That was the sound of that hour."

One of the boys whispered, "Did he regret it?" "No," said Lira. "But he never
laughed either. Because he knew that once you say no, you're left out forever."

The sea was silent, as if nodding.

"The strangers left," she continued. "But they left something behind that
cannot be seen. A question. And every generation asks it anew: Would you
kneel?"

The sun had almost disappeared. The light colored the sand red, and Lira slowly
stood up. "That's why Lapu-Lapu doesn't laugh," she said. "Because he knows
we still have to answer."

The wind blew harder, the waves crashed against the rocks. And for a moment,
it was as if the name itself was breathing.

"Freedom is not a state," said Lira, "it is a burden. Everyone who carries it
knows that at some point." She stood in the sand, the wind playing with her
hair, and the boys listened quietly, as if they could hear between her words
something older than history.

"Lapu-Lapu knew this," she continued. "He won, but he saved no one. The price
of his no was loneliness. People praised him, but they also feared him. Because
whoever says no reminds others that they said yes."

The sun was low, the sea smelled of copper and wind. Lira took a few steps,
barefoot, her feet sinking lightly into the sand. "After the battle, there was no
cheering," she said. "Only emptiness. The strangers were gone, but the
guestions remained. Who are we now? What protects us? What remains when
the enemy is dead, but the feeling of being threatened remains?"

One of the boys asked quietly, "Did he keep fighting?" "No," she answered. "He
built. Houses, boats, silence. But even in that silence, he was never free.
Because freedom is loud when you have it, and silent when you lose it."

She sat back down on her stone and looked out to sea. "People made him a
name, a symbol. But symbols are cruel. They leave no room for tiredness. And
Lapu-Lapu was tired."
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The boys looked at her as if they wanted to understand him, not the statue, not
the warrior, but the person. Lira nodded, as if she sensed that. "He was no
hero, no martyr. Just someone who one day stopped being silent and never
found peace again because silence was more comfortable."

The wind grew stronger, pulling at the leaves, and the sea threw small waves
onto the shore. "Pride and Freedom," she said, "are brothers. But they often
fight. And both die young."

The boys were silent. One reached for a shell and held it tight. "So we should
remain silent?" Lira smiled. "No. Just know that every word carries weight. And
that the sea listens when you speak."

She pointed to the horizon. "Out there, where the water meets the sky, lies
everything that has been forgotten. And sometimes it brings back what you
said too carelessly."

The light softened, the shadows lengthened. A bird called in the distance, and
the sound echoed strangely.

"That's why Lapu-Lapu doesn't laugh," whispered Lira. "Because he knows that
freedom has no end. Only breaks."

The sea took a deep breath and in its sound there was something that almost
seemed like agreement.

Dusk came quickly. The light fell flat on the sea, and the sky had that color
between blue and gray that smacks of memory. Lira remained seated while the
boys waited in silence. It was as if they knew something was still missing—not
the end, but the meaning.

"I'll tell you something," she said. Her voice was calm, but there was something
of wind and age in it. "Once, many years after the battle, Lapu-Lapu went out
to sea. Everyone said he was seeking peace. | think he was seeking answers."

She picked up a shell from the bottom and turned it in her fingers. "He sailed
alone, no sail, no rudder, just himself and the water. He stayed away for three
days. When he returned, he said only one sentence: 'The sea has no memory,
but it also doesn't forgive.' And then he remained silent for the rest of his
days."
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The boys looked at her, unsure whether to believe what they were hearing.
One asked, "What did he mean by that?" "That pride fades," said Lira. "But its
waves always come back. You can't own them, only swim with them or sink."

She smiled slightly and looked out. The sea was calm, but its color changed
with each minute, as if it were listening. "The sea doesn't remember names,"
she said. "Only deeds. And if you believe in yourself too loudly, it will remind
you how small you are."

The wind picked up, bringing with it the rustling of the palm trees. The boys
shivered slightly, but none of them got up.

"He was proud," she continued. "But pride is like fire—it warms when you
control it, and burns when you think it's yours."

She looked at the faces, young and alert, with that mixture of defiance and awe
that only people have who still believe they can change history. "You think
you're different," she said. "But you're the same. You'll meet your own
Magellans. Maybe they'll wear uniforms, maybe they'll have words. And you'll
have to decide whether to kneel or stand. And if you stand, know this: Lapu-
Lapu isn't laughing. He's just watching."

The sea responded with a dull thud, like a wave breaking. It wasn't loud, but it
was enough to silence everyone for a moment.

"He's not laughing," Lira repeated quietly. "Because he knows that every
victory costs laughter."

The sun disappeared. Only the roar remained, steady, calm, ancient.

Lira placed the shell back in the sand. "And that's how every story ends," she
said. "Not with a hero. But with the sea."

After the boys left, Lira stayed on the beach for a long time. The moon hung
low over the water, and the waves shimmered as if carrying light on their
backs. She heard the sound, regular, soothing, but not empty. It was the same
sound as when she was a child, when she believed the sea could understand
everything anyone told it.

She knew no one wanted to hear the story the way she told it. Too quiet, too
human. People loved heroes, not men who doubted. But the sea only took the
real. It didn't devour myths, only truth.
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Lira stood up slowly, the bamboo pole supporting her. Her feet sank lightly into
the damp sand. The wind was soft, carrying salt and a hint of cold. She looked
out, far away, where the horizon faded into darkness.

"He doesn't laugh," she whispered. "And that's his greatness."

The words fell quietly into the noise, becoming part of it. No echo, no
reverberation. Just a recording.

She walked to the water, her dress reaching her knees, the sand cool under her
skin. The waves rolled in cautiously, as if they didn't want to scare her. Lira
closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and for the first time in a long time, she felt
no difference between herself and the sea.

"Everything repeats itself," she said quietly. "But each time a little more
quietly."

The water retreated, returned, always the same, always new. It was as if it
were listening to her and simultaneously forgetting everything. She smiled, a
small, silent smile that demanded nothing.

On the beach, the remains of bottles glittered from the night. The moonlight
refracted in them, and for a brief moment, it seemed as if they were glowing—
like little ghosts of past voices.

Lira saw them and nodded slowly. "You're still here," she whispered. "Then it's
good."

She returned to the rock, sat down, and watched the sea until her eyes grew
heavy. The wind died down, and the night became thicker, but peaceful.

Half asleep, she could still hear a wave crashing against the stone, soft, almost
familiar. And somewhere within, barely audible, was a sound—not laughter,
not crying, just breathing.

The sea breathed, and Lira breathed with it.
No end, no beginning, no victory. Only silence remains.

And above all - the name of a man who never laughed because he understood
too much.
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When the wind changes

The days following Lira's story were quiet. The sea remained calm, the weather
clear, and people lived as if there had never been a shadow. But sometimes the
sign of change lies not in noise, but in silence. And Cebu remained too
consistently silent.

The wind blew from the west, softer than usual, but with a different tone. It
wasn't a storm wind, not a rain wind—it carried a chill that had nothing to do
with temperature. When it blew through the palm trees, it sounded as if
someone were speaking softly, too close to the ear. The old people said the
wind had changed. The young people laughed. Wind was wind, they said. But
Lira knew that the sea rarely moves alone.

She sat on her rock, the sea before her, the back of the island in view.
Everything was quiet, too quiet. The birds flew lower, and the dogs barked into
the void. Signs that no one wanted to read anymore.

In the evening, the light suddenly stopped shining through the clouds. The sky
became heavy, even though not a cloud was in sight. It was as if the sun were
hesitating to leave the island.

People felt it without naming it. Conversations became shorter, laughter
quieter. Even the children's playing became more subdued, as if someone had
muted the world.

Lira watched the wind. It came, turned, disappeared, came again. No pattern,
no rhythm. Just unrest. "This is how memory begins," she murmured. "Not with
thunder, but with breath."

She couldn't sleep at night. The wind blew through the hut, cold, restless,
searching. She heard the sea gently lapping against the shore, regular, almost
nervous.

The next morning, shells were found in the village. Not on the beach, but
between the houses, in the dust, in bowls and pots. Open, clean, empty. No
one knew how they got there.

The elders looked at each other. One whispered, "The wind brought them."

Lira picked one up and turned it over in her hand. No blood, no salt, no smell—
just emptiness. "Then he wants us to listen," she said.
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The wind blew stronger. Not loudly, but persistently.

And somewhere, behind the noise, it sounded as if the sea were beginning to
speak again of something that had been silent for a long time.

The next day, the wind grew stronger, not loudly, but persistently. It came in
gusts, sharp, restless, as if it didn't know where it belonged. It smelled of salt,
old wood, and something metallic—a smell Lira recognized. Iron. Memory.

The palm trees swayed, the sea wrinkled, but it remained calm. No storm, no
rain. Just movement without a destination. The fishermen didn't dare venture
out, not out of fear, but out of superstition. They said the wind talked too
much. And whoever talks wants something.

Lira sat in her hut, her bamboo pole beside her, and listened. The wind beat
against the walls, whistled through cracks, pushed doors open and shut. There
was something restless, almost human, in its sound. Sometimes like laughter,
sometimes like tears, sometimes like breathing that was too heavy.

"This isn't weather," she said quietly. "It's visitors."

In the evening, people came to her. Men with serious faces, women with
downcast eyes. "The wind doesn't stop," one said. "It moves through the
houses as if searching." "It's searching," Lira answered. "It's searching for
memories."

She went out with them. The sky was open, but the light was strange. No blue,
no gray—something in between, as if the day refused to end.

Small eddies could be seen across the sea, barely visible, only in the way the
light refracted. The wind swirled as if playful, but without joy.

"It's starting again," Lira murmured. "What?" someone asked. "The listening."

Things got worse during the night. The wind blew from all directions. Doors
slammed, roofs creaked, and animals retreated. No thunder, no rain—just a
wind that wouldn't sleep.

Lira went out, barefoot, stick in hand. The sand blew in waves across the
ground, sweeping away footprints and creating new ones. The wind caught her
hair, tugged at her clothes, but she stood her ground.

"I know what you are," she said. "You don't come from heaven."
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The wind answered with a rustling that sounded like many voices, one on top
of the other, old, brittle. Words she didn't understand, but felt.

She closed her eyes, letting it pass through her. And in that moment, she knew:
the sea had begun to remind her. Not of blood, not of war—but of guilt.

When she opened her eyes, she saw movement on the horizon, barely visible,
but real. Something old had awakened.

And the wind — he had only spoken the beginning.

The wind spoke louder on the third night. Not in words, but in rhythms you
could feel. The houses creaked, bamboo bent, roofs creaked. No storm, no
violence—just this steady pounding that was more than just weather.

Lira sat awake, listening to a draft through the cracks in her hut. Every time the
wind grew stronger, she thought she heard a voice. No name, no call. Just
sounds that formed memories. It sounded like someone trying to say
something that had been swallowed for too long.

In the village, people said the wind brought them dreams. Some saw faces,
others heard music no one recognized. One woman swore she saw men rowing
in the wrong direction at sea. No one laughed.

In the morning, the village lay silent. People spoke quietly, as if afraid of waking
the wind. Sand was found in the corners of the huts, even though the doors
were closed. On the roofs lay shells, white, smooth, empty. No one knew
where they came from.

Lira collected one and held it to her ear. No noise, no sea. Only silence. But a
silence that resonated with meaning.

"The wind doesn't carry messages," she said. "It carries memories. And it brings
them back when we've buried them for too long."

People looked at her, exhausted, restless. They knew she was right, but no one
wanted to listen. Too much memory is like too much wind—it makes
everything unstable.

In the evening, as the sun set, the sound changed. The wind became softer,
almost friendly, but that made it worse. It swept through the alleys, lifting old
leaves, whispering into broken window frames. Children said it was calling their
names.
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Lira walked toward the sea. It was calm, but the air trembled. She felt it on her
skin, in her hair, in her bones. The wind touched her, gently but firmly, and she
suddenly understood that it wanted something.

"He remembers us," she whispered. "But not because we're important—but
because we're part of his story."

She raised her hand as if to touch him, but he moved away. Not hostilely, more
respectfully.

Then she heard it—a distant echo, hidden deep in the wind. It sounded like
drums, but irregular, slow, like heartbeats from another time.

“The sea is calling back,” she said quietly.

The night grew thicker, the wind stronger. And somewhere above the water,
something began to move—not a storm, not a shadow, just a memory taking
shape again.

The fourth day brought no storm, but unrest. The sea remained calm, the sky
clear, but the island seemed awake, as if it had dreamed too much. The wind
continued, sometimes loud, sometimes soft, sometimes not at all — like a
breath that couldn't decide.

People began to find things. Pieces of wood lay on the beach, too old to be
from today. A knife, half-rusted, a piece of cloth that smelled of salt. Children
found a shard with a cross carved into it. No one knew what it meant, but
everyone looked at Lira.

She took the shard and held it up to the light. "This isn't a sign," she said. "This
is a memory. Things the sea has held onto for too long."

In the evening, voices came again. The wind played them through the huts,
making them dance, repeat, break. It sounded unhuman, but familiar—like
speech without words.

The ancients said the sea told of what it had swallowed. And at night, one could
hear the wind creeping between the bamboo and palm trees, not threatening,
but searching.

Lira went out, stick in hand, her hair loose. The wind nipped in, but she
remained calm. "You're bringing back too much," she said. "We've learned to
forget."
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The wind answered with a long, deep cry. Not a howl, not a whistle—more like
a breath that couldn't be stopped.

"You want us to remember," she continued. "But we already know what we've
lost."

The wind shifted, coming from the other side, swirling across the ground,
picking up sand, carrying it away. Lira saw traces appear and disappear, as if
someone was writing a story that was erasing itself.

She smiled weakly. "That's what time is like," she murmured. "It tells, erases,
tells again."

The sea responded with a wave, quiet, steady, as if in agreement.

Night came early. The wind picked up, driving sparks from the fires, rattling
doors, singing through bamboo canes. Some said they heard their name, others
swore they saw footsteps where there were none.

Lira knew the sea meant no harm. Memory is never evil. Just uncomfortable.

She sat on the rock by the shore, letting the wind blow through her. "When you
turn," she said, "don't turn us with it."

But the wind doesn't listen to pleas. It takes what's easy, and on Cebu that was
almost everything—words, sand, peace.

The wind continued to change, the sea remained calm and somewhere in
between something began to end that no one understood.

On the fifth day, the wind changed. It became warmer, heavier, almost sad. The
whistling gave way to a deep, steady roar that no longer searched, but told
stories. No anger, no storm—just words without language. The island listened,
whether it wanted to or not.

Lira stood on the beach. Her feet sank into the damp sand, the wind playing
around her, almost gently. There was something in the air that was
intangible—a mixture of salt, smoke, and memory.

"Now he's speaking quietly," she said. "Now he's saying what you're supposed
to understand.”
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People came out of their huts, one after another. No one spoke. They looked
out where the sea glittered and listened. There were no voices, no music, no
sounds—only the wind blowing through palm trees, over rooftops, through
open hands.

One of the boys asked, "What does he want from us?" Lira didn't answer
immediately. She let the wind blow through her hair, looking at the waves that
were barely lapping anymore. "He doesn't want anything. He just reminds us
that nothing disappears. Not even us."

An old man stepped beside her, placing a hand on his cane. "But why now? It
was quiet." "Because quiet is deceptive," she said. "And because every island is
reminded at some point of who it belongs to—the water."

The wind blew stronger, carrying sand through the air. The sky turned pale, and
the light took on a strange, silvery shimmer. It wasn't a storm, but you could
feel movement, as if the air itself were breathing.

Lira looked out, far across the sea, where the horizon shimmered. "He takes
the guilt with him," she whispered. "But he leaves the memory here."

Then suddenly something new was heard—a sound, deep and soft, almost like
singing. No one could say where it came from. Perhaps from the sea, perhaps
from the wind, perhaps from the interior of the island. It wasn't a song, just a
rhythm, old, heavy, familiar.

People stopped and let it pass through them. You could feel something old
passing away. Not pain, not loss—more like liberation.

The wind died down. The sand settled, the sea calmed. Lira breathed deeply,
the bamboo stick trembling slightly in her hand.

"This is how memories end," she said. "Not with sounds, but with silence.
When the wind has said everything we didn't want to hear."

The people nodded, no one spoke. The wind finally died down, and the island
smelled of life again.

Lira looked out once more. The sky was clear, the sea vast, the air still.

"He turned," she said. "But this time toward us."
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Then she turned around and walked slowly up the path, the sea glittering in the
sun behind her—as if nothing had ever happened, and yet everything was
different.

The next morning, everything was different. No sound, no rustling, no
trembling. The wind was gone—not abated, not blown away, but gone. The air
was still, clear, slightly salty. It was as if the island had held its breath, testing
whether it was still alive.

People woke up early. Some stood in front of their doors, gazing at the sea,
shimmering in soft layers. Others walked barefoot through the sand, searching
for traces, but found nothing. Not a trace of sand, not a leaf moving. Only
peace.

Lira sat on her rock again, her face in the sun, her eyes half-closed. It was the
same spot, the same view, but the world was different. The wind had taken
something with it that was unseen, but felt. The island had become lighter,
somehow empty and whole at the same time.

“Now he is carrying us,” she said quietly.

A woman came over and sat down next to her. "Do you think he'll come back?"
Lira smiled. "Everything comes back. But never right away."

She remained silent, listening to the sea. No sound, only that gentle twitch as
waves roll onto the shore and disappear again. A steady, soothing rhythm, as
old as time.

"What did he bring us?" the woman asked. "Ourselves," Lira replied. "Memory
isn't something you lose. It only changes the place where it resides."

Life began again in the village. Children ran, dogs barked, wood clanged against
wood. Men laughed, women shouted, and the sounds sounded fresh, as if
newly born.

The wind had stopped blowing, but something remained in the people's
faces—a calm that wasn't silent, but alert. They spoke more quietly, moved
more deliberately, as if they knew that every word and every step could be
heard, even if no one was listening.

Lira stood up, leaned on her stick, and looked out once more. The sea
shimmered, peaceful but not harmless. It was as it always was—still, vast,
patient. Only this time it felt as if the people were part of it, not its guests.
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"When the wind changes," she whispered, "everything changes. Including us."

Then she walked up the path, slowly but without hesitation. The sun was high,
the sand was warm, and there was no longer silence over the island, but a
sense of balance.

The wind had done its work.

And Cebu finally breathed again, not against the sea, but with it.

A man falls into the sea

It happened without a storm, without wind, without warning. Just a boat
setting out like every morning. Three men, a net, a cloudless sky. Cebu was
quiet, the sea calm, the air clear. No sign, no omen—just everyday life. And yet,
this day was different.

One of the men was named Rano. A young father, strong, and loud. He had the
laugh of someone who believes the sea knows him. He had been fishing since
he could walk. The water was home to him, not a risk. He knew every current,
every sound, every color. But the sea has no names, only patterns.

They cast their nets, waited, and talked about nothing. One smoked, the other
whistled, and Rano sang. It was a song without words, the song of those who
believe that days repeat themselves.

Then there was movement. Not a wave, not a gust of wind—just a moment in
which the boat vibrated, as if something had breathed beneath it. Rano
laughed, thought of fish. But the movement came again, stronger, deeper. The
boat tilted slightly, settled, tilted again.

"Current," said one. "Maybe," said Rano.

He leaned over the edge and looked into the water. It was clear, still, and
reflective. And that was precisely what frightened him. No fish, no shadows, no
reason for movement. Just depth.

Then —a jolt. No scream, no jump. Just the faint sound of water giving way.

Rano was gone.
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The others called, jumped, searched. No splash, no arm, no call back. Only
circles in the water that quickly closed again. The sea took him, without anger,
without haste.

In the village, it wasn't heard until evening. The men returned, empty, pale,
wet. No one spoke. You could see it in their faces.

Lira was sitting on her stone when she heard the news. She just nodded, not
shocked, not a word. "Then it starts again," she said quietly.

People asked, “What?” “Remembering.”

The next morning, a shell lay on the beach. Large, smooth, closed. Rano had
always collected shells. His wife recognized it.

She picked it up and opened it slowly. Inside, it was empty, but damp, as if
she'd just lost something.

The sea was calm, too calm. The sky was clear, almost indifferent.
Lira went to the water, bent over, and looked at her reflection.
"You're not angry," she whispered. "You just remember differently."

And somewhere, deep beneath the surface, the sea answered with a sound like
a breath—slow, tired, old.

The news spread across the island like a shadow with no direction. No one
knew exactly what had happened, but everyone knew the sea had returned.
Cebu reacted as islands react—with silence. No crying, no screaming, just
glances that lasted longer than words.

Rano's wife sat on the shore, her gaze fixed on the spot where the horizon
swallowed the water. Her hair was plastered to her face, her hands buried in
the sand. She didn't speak. Only occasionally did she open her mouth, as if she
wanted to say something, but the wind swept the words away before they
could form.

Lira stood at a distance, looked at her, wanted to go over, but stopped. There
are moments when no consolation is appropriate. The loss of a person on an

island is never silent—it expands in all directions. Everyone feels it, even if no
one talks about it.
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"He was careful," someone said. "He knew the sea." Lira turned around. "The
sea knows no one," she said. "It only remembers when it needs to."

That evening, Rano's wife came to her. Her eyes were red but dry. "Why?" she
asked. "Why now, when everything was quiet?"

Lira didn't answer immediately. She looked at the sea, flickering in the last light,
like a coin that can't be grasped. "Because peace isn't eternal," she said.
"Because we think peace is a gift, but it's just a pause."

"I want him back," the woman said quietly. "Then you must learn to let him
go," Lira replied. "The sea only returns what has been forgotten. Not what one
holds on to."

The woman shook her head, looked at her, angry, desperate. "You talk as if you
knew it." "I know it," Lira said calmly. "But it knows me better."

They walked to the shore together. The water was black, still, and deep. No
trace of wind. Only the steady breathing that surrounded everything.

"He's there," said Lira. "But not where you're looking. The sea takes bodies, but
it keeps souls moving. And if you listen, you'll hear him—not with your ears,
but with your heart."

Rano's wife knelt down and placed a shell in the water. She closed her eyes, the
wind caressing her face.

"I don't hear anything," she whispered. "Then you started it," said Lira.

Behind them, the village began to move again. Fires flickered, voices mingled
with the night. But on the beach, silence remained.

The sea shimmered in the moonlight—calm, tired, indifferent. But somewhere
deep within it, something moved, as if the sea remembered the sound a person
makes when they fall.

Since Rano disappeared, Cebu sounded different. Not louder, not quieter—just
different. The wind was in a different direction, the sea a different color.
People felt it, even if they didn't say so. On an island, you can't hide silence.

On the third day, the sea bore signs. Fish drifted closer to the shore, the water
was murkier than usual. Shells lay in patterns no one had laid. Children found
nets no one had lost. And every time someone looked into the sea, they
thought they saw movement where there was none.
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Rano's wife stopped speaking. She went to the same place every morning, at
the same time, with the same attitude. She didn't speak to the others, not even
to Lira. Only the sea caught her attention. It was as if she had stopped living on
land.

Lira watched her from a distance. She understood. There are kinds of pain that
no human being is allowed to share, otherwise they lose their meaning. Some
wounds need solitude to breathe.

Whispers began to erupt in the village. Some said the sea was restless because
Lapu-Lapu was angry. Others believed it was demanding sacrifices because the
people had become too complacent. Still others simply remained silent and
stayed away from the water.

One night, Lira heard something. No wind, no animal, no person—just this faint
pounding, deep in the sea. It wasn't a sound you could hear, but one you had to
feel. Like a heartbeat underwater. She stood up and walked out, barefoot, the
moonlight on her skin.

A row of shells lay on the beach, arranged like a path. They followed a line
leading into the sea. Lira saw them, knelt down, and touched the first one. It
was warm.

“You’re still here,” she whispered.

In the distance, a wave glided closer, silently, as if bearing weight. It reached
her feet, wrapped itself around her like a hand. Then it retreated—leaving a
single trace behind it: a small fish, dead, silver, with its mouth open.

Lira picked it up and looked at it. "He brought you something," she said quietly,
as if she weren't talking to herself.

The next morning, the village found the fish on a rock, next to a shell. No one
knew who had put it there. But Rano's wife returned to the village for the first
time in days.

She just said, “He said goodbye.”
Lira nodded. She knew the sea rarely says something twice.

People breathed a sigh of relief, but the calm was different — a calm that knew
they had seen something they shouldn't have seen.
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Cebu lived on. But an echo hung in the air, a faint shadow of water and loss.

The sea was silent, but it was no longer a peaceful silence. It was the silence of
someone who remembers.

In the days that followed, everything seemed to return to normal. The
fishermen went out again, the village spoke loudly again, children laughed as if
the sea were just sea again. But beneath it all lay a tension, a silence between
the sounds that couldn't be explained away.

Lira felt it most strongly at night. When the island slept, she stayed awake. The
wind was still, but the sea breathed heavily. Sometimes it sounded as if
someone were speaking within it—no word, no language, just this dark rhythm
that could not be interpreted.

One night, she heard her name. Very faintly, almost a thought. She opened her
eyes and sat upright in the darkness. The sea was black, no moon, no
movement. But the calling came again. This time more clearly. Not
commanding, not pleading—more like a memory that had taken form.

She stood up, took her stick, and walked to the shore. The sand was cold,
damp, and soft. There were small footprints everywhere, as if someone had
just stood there. Lira continued walking, slowly, step by step, until she reached
the water.

"I'm here," she said. "But you're speaking in riddles."

The sea didn't answer immediately. A wave came, gently, brushed against her
feet, and retreated. Then a second, stronger, colder. And with it came a sound,
deep and vibrating, like the hum of metal.

Lira closed her eyes. There was something human in that sound, but not pain.
More like a test.

“What do you want?” she asked.

The sound faded, drifted away, and returned. She didn't understand a word,
but she sensed meaning. Not sadness, not anger—something in between.

The next morning, an old oar was found on the beach. It was heavy, covered in
seaweed, the wood dark, almost black. No one recognized it, but Lira knew it
wasn't there by chance.
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She looked at the men who had found it. "The sea is testing us," she said. "For
what?" one asked. "If we can listen."

In the evening, a thick, damp fog rolled in. The sea disappeared as if it had
extinguished itself. The village closed its doors, lit fires, and spoke little. Only
Lira remained outside.

The fog smelled of iron. Not of blood, but of memories that had lain dormant
for too long.

"So you remember again," she said. "Then tell me."

But the sea didn't speak with words. It spoke with silence—that thick, heavy
silence in which every sound sounded like a lie.

Lira stood still, her face to the water. "l understand," she whispered. "You want
to know if we've forgotten you. We have. And that's our fault."

The fog slowly receded. The sea lay there again, still, innocent, vast. But Lira
knew it had heard her.

And somewhere in this calm, deep beneath the smooth surface, something was
moving that no longer wanted to sleep.

The next day, the sky was colorless. No blue, no gray, just light coming from all
directions. The sea lay flat, reflective, almost too still. People hardly dared to
speak, as if they knew every word was being heard.

Lira went down early. She carried no tools, no net, nothing. Only herself and
what she understood. The sand was soft, almost warm, even though there was
no sun. Every step left traces that disappeared immediately.

Something lay on the shore. Not wood, not a shell, but a piece of cloth. Dark,
heavy, saturated with water. She picked it up, turning it over in her hands. It
was old, torn, but on one corner she recognized embroidery—simple lines, a
pattern of three crosses.

She recognized it. Rano had worn a scarf just like it around his neck as a lucky
charm. His wife had embroidered it for him.

Lira closed her eyes. "Thank you," she whispered.
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The sea responded with a wave, quiet, barely noticeable. It was neither a
threat nor a comfort—just confirmation.

She placed the cloth on the stone where Rano's wife had sat every day. When
the woman came, she saw it, fell to her knees, and didn't touch it. Only her
fingers trembled, as if they knew it was more than just fabric.

“He’s back,” she said quietly.
Lira nodded. "In what remains."

There was no celebration in the village that evening, but people were talking to
each other again. Children ran to the beach again, men mended nets, women
laughed cautiously. It wasn't an end, but a beginning that knew what it cost.

As the sun set, Lira sat alone by the sea. She watched the light glide across the
water, slowly, softly, and then disappear. The sea was peaceful, but she knew
that peace was nothing more than a moment truly understood.

"You gave what you had to take," she said. "And we learned to listen."

She looked out, and for a brief moment, she thought she saw movement.
Something rising, transparent, barely visible—as if, for a split second, the sea
had a face.

Then it was gone.

The wind returned, gentle, barely noticeable. No longer the wind of
remembrance, but the wind of moving on.

Lira smiled. "Good," she said. "Then we're back in balance."
The sea was silent, but this time its silence was different. Not empty, but full.
It had spoken and Cebu had listened.

Night came without a sound. No wind, no birds, no sound. Only the sea,
shimmering in the darkness as if it had finally decided to sleep. The stars
reflected on its surface, tiny dots of cold light that trembled when a wave
brushed against them.

Lira sat on the stone, which had now turned gray from the salt. She held her
hands on her knees, the bamboo stick lying beside her. Her body was old but
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calm, and her thoughts were clear. She wasn't thinking about Rano, not about
what the sea had taken—but about what it had given: consciousness.

Cebu had become quiet, but not in fear. People worked, laughed, and lived.
Sometimes you could see Rano's wife on the beach, gazing into the distance
and smiling. Not a bitter, not a desperate smile—one that knew you never truly
lose someone as long as you remember.

Lira smiled when she saw this. It was what she had expected: that the sea not
only takes, but teaches. Every wave, every sound, every loss was part of a
circle. No end, no beginning, only movement.

She looked out. The sea lay flat, almost as smooth as glass. No wind, no sign, no
shout. But she knew that everything continued beneath—silent, relentless,
true.

"You tested us," she said quietly. "And we finally understood."

The sea responded with a breath so gentle it was barely noticeable. Only a
wave, breaking away, reached their feet, cool, friendly, ancient.

She placed her hand on the water. It felt alive, warm despite the night. No
threat, no mystery—simply existence.

"Now you may be silent," she whispered. "We'll remember ourselves."

The waves receded, the sky cleared. A faint blue glowed on the horizon, the
beginning of a new day, quiet, modest.

Lira sat until the light came. She watched the dawn creep over the sea, bit by
bit, cautiously, as if it didn't want to destroy anything.

The island slowly awoke. Children ran, dogs barked, fires were lit. Life took
shape again, without fanfare, without pathos.

And Lira thought that it had to be so: that the sea only gave peace when one
stopped demanding it.

She took her stick, stood up, and looked out over the water once more. The sea
shone, calm, perfect.

"You're right," she said. "Memory doesn't need an echo."
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Then she turned around and walked up the path, step by step, the light behind
her, the smell of salt in the air.

The sea remained still, but in its silence lay gratitude.

The Last Dance of the Spears

The sun was low in the sky, and the sea smelled of iron again. It was one of
those days when the air vibrated, as if it were holding something back. Cebu
was quiet, but within this calm lay tension, like the moment before a
thunderstorm that came not from the sky, but from the ground.

The men gathered on the beach. Young and old, with faces marked by life but
not broken. One had a drum, another held an old spear—blunt, rusty, more
symbolic than weapon. They said it was tradition, but no one remembered the
last time they had danced.

Lira sat a little way off, her gaze fixed on the movements. She knew what they
were doing, even if they didn't understand it. The dance was never a
celebration. It was a memory. A way of dusting off history without rewriting it.

The drummer began slowly. The rhythm was simple, almost brittle, like a heart
beating again after a long pause. The men lined up in a circle, the sand dusted
up, and with the first beat, the spearman moved. Not fast, not aggressive—
more searchingly.

It wasn't a dance for spectators. It was one for those who knew him, even if
they couldn't remember where from. Every step was a mark in the sand, every
thrust an attempt to touch something invisible.

Lira watched as the sun slowly sank lower. The sand shone, sweat glistened on
their bodies. Some laughed, others remained serious. The spear spun,
becoming a shadow that remained in the air even after it had stopped.

The drumbeat grew louder, wilder. The circle tightened, then loosened again.
Movements that came from instinct, not memory. The dance was ancient,
older than any Cebu word.

A child asked, "Why do they dance like that?" Lira replied, "Because otherwise
they would forget that they once stood when others knelt."
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The drum continued to echo, dull, harsh, raw. Not a rhythm of joy, but of truth.
The spearman turned, thrust into the air, and cried out briefly—not pain, but
rather liberation.

Then it suddenly ended. No applause, not a word. Just breath, sweat, and the
sea slowly creeping closer, as if trying to smooth the sand again.

Lira looked over and nodded slightly. "The last dance of the spears," she
whispered. "And no one knows if it was the last, because it's ending—or
because no one is dancing anymore."

The sea was silent, but there was something like consent in its radiance.

The men returned to the village, one by one. Only the spear remained, stuck in
the sand, alone, silent, rusty.

Lira stood up, walked over, and placed her hand on the wood. It was warm.
"You belong here," she said. "But you don't need war anymore."

Then she turned and walked slowly up the path, the sun setting behind her and
the spear remaining in shadow—like an old thought that had finally found rest.

Night slowly descended upon Cebu, heavy and warm. No wind, no rain, only
the slow descent of darkness over sand and sea. The drum had fallen silent, but
its echo lingered in the air, like a thought that won't let go.

The village slept restlessly. Children tossed and turned, dogs barked in the
shadows, women stood at the window, gazing out, not knowing what. The men
who had danced lay awake. Their bodies were tired, but their minds were not
still. Something had moved—not in the world, but within them.

Lira sat in her hut, the light of a small lamp flickering across the floor. She heard
the sea outside, calm, almost friendly. But beneath the roar was something
else, a sound that didn't come from the waves. She knew the sea didn't forget.
It was just quietly remembering.

She took her bamboo staff, stood up, and went outside. The moon was half-
dawn, pale but clear. The spear was still stuck in the sand, its shadow long and
thin, like a line between time and memory.

Lira approached and stopped in front of it. "You've been silent for a long time,"
she said quietly. "Perhaps too long."
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Behind her, the grass crunched. A boy stood there, barefoot, curious. "Why are
you talking to a spear?" he asked. "Because he's listening," she replied.

The boy stepped closer, saw the wood, the rusty tip, the old handle. "He looks
dead," he said. "Dead is he who has nothing left to say," said Lira. "This one was
just waiting."

The sea gently lapped against the shore. It was as if each wave were a breath,
calm and steady. The boy watched as if expecting something.

"Before," said Lira, "the dance was a warning. Not a call to war, but a reminder.
So that no one would forget what would happen if they became too quiet."
"And now?" asked the boy. "Now they dance to know they're still there."

He nodded, not understanding everything, but enough. Then he pointed to the
sea. "He's out there," he said. "The man with the spear." Lira smiled weakly.
"Perhaps," she said. "Or perhaps he's long since returned to us."

She looked at the spear; the moon reflected on its tip. For a moment, it looked
as if it were glowing. Not brightly, just alive.

"The last dance of the spears," whispered Lira. "Perhaps it wasn't the last."

The boy looked at her, then out to sea. "Will it be like this again?" "Perhaps,"
she said. "When the wind remembers."

The boy nodded slowly. Then they walked back to the village, step by step,
without speaking.

The spear remained on the shore, still, upright, unshakable. And the sea that
never sleeps beat softly on, like a heart that knows that stories never truly end.

Shortly before dawn, it started again. No one saw it coming, no animal warned.
There was no wind, no storm, no distant sound—just a dull pounding,
somewhere between a heartbeat and a drum. Quiet at first, then louder, more
regular. It didn't come from the village, not from a hut. It came from the
ground.

Lira opened her eyes before she realized what she was hearing. Her body knew
the sound long before her mind could name it. She stood up, barefoot, and
walked outside. The sky was still dark, but the sea glowed faintly, as if the light
were coming from below.
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The spear still stood, narrow and rigid, and every time the drum beat, its shaft
vibrated, barely visible. No wind moved it. Only sound.

In the village, people awoke. Men came out, women followed, children ran
barefoot to the beach. No one spoke. It was as if they had all had the same
dream.

Lira stopped, letting the sound resonate through her. It was old, restless, but
not hostile. A sound that didn't warn, but reminded.

"He's calling us," someone whispered. "No," said Lira. "He's just reminding us
that we can still hear."

The pounding grew louder. The sand vibrated, small grains leaping. The spear
moved slightly, rotating almost imperceptibly, as if following an invisible
melody. No one dared to touch it.

An old man fell to his knees. "That is the spirit of war," he murmured. Lira
shook her head. "No. That is the breath of those who have left. It is not a call to
battle—it is the memory of the soil."

The sea responded with a long, flat wave that rolled up the beach as if it were
listening. It touched the spear and retreated, leaving a shining trail in the sand.

Lira stepped forward and placed her hand on the wood. It vibrated beneath her
fingers, warm, almost alive. The rhythm pervaded her until she felt as if she
were part of it.

"This is the last dance," she whispered. "But this time it's not the human who's
dancing."

The drum from the depths fell silent, as if cut off. Only the sea continued to
roar, steady and soothing. Then light fell over the horizon—the first ray of
sunlight, long, golden, clear.

The people stood there, blinded, silent. No one spoke, no one asked questions.

Lira looked out, her eyes fixed on the spear. It stood steady, firm, like a sign no
one had set, but everyone had understood.

"It ended," she said. "Not with blood. With memory."

The sea was silent and Cebu breathed as if it had just learned to be still again.
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The morning came softly, slowly, as if it didn't want to disturb anything. The
sun was low, its light creeping cautiously across the island, grazing bamboo
roofs, waves, and faces. No one spoke, no one moved. The people were still
standing on the beach, their eyes fixed on the spear, which now lay still in the
sand, as if it had never trembled.

Lira sat beside her, her bamboo cane on her knees. Her breathing was calm,
even, her face alert but expressionless. She knew something had ended, but
not what exactly. Perhaps a song, perhaps an era, perhaps just a shadow in the
island's memory.

A boy approached her, the same one who had seen the spear that night. "Was
that the dance?" he asked. Lira nodded. "Yes. The last one the sea itself
danced." "Why?" "Because it was time for us to be still."

He sat down next to her and looked at the spear. The metal glittered in the
light, dull but proud. "It looks sad," he said.
"No," Lira replied. "He's just tired. Weapons age faster than people."

The others began to move. Some walked, others knelt, some touched the spear
cautiously, as if it were sacred. But Lira knew that holiness never lay in the
object. Only in the moment.

"In the past," she said, "they would have celebrated the spear. They would
have made sacrifices to it, sung songs. Today they know that none of this
changes anything. Today they know that peace isn't danced—it's recognized."

The boy nodded, understanding, even if he didn't fully comprehend everything.
The sea murmured softly, evenly, without anger, without weight. It was as if it
were relieved.

"And now?" he asked. "Now," said Lira, "life is coming back."

The sun was now burning more intensely, the sand glowing slightly. A woman
began to laugh, quietly, warmly, for no reason. Another joined in. Children ran
off, drawing lines in the sand, as if it were once again just a playground and not
an altar.

Lira smiled. "This is how memories end," she said. "Not with silence, but with
noise that belongs to us again."
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She stood up, walked slowly to the spear, grasped it, and pulled it from the
sand. The ground gave way, easily, almost willingly. She turned it once, checked
its weight, then laid it down.

“He did what he had to,” she whispered.

The sea glittered as if it had understood. The sun continued to rise, dazzling,
gracious, new.

And in this brightness the spear lost its shadow and Cebu breathed as if after a
long sleep.

The next day, the spear was gone. No one had taken it, no one had seen it
leave. It was simply no longer there when morning came. The sand where it
had stood was smooth, flawless, as if the sea had reclaimed it during the night.

Lira stood on the beach, barefoot, the early morning light on her skin. She
wasn't surprised. Some things only last as long as they're needed. The spear
had served its purpose—it had reminded. Now it had once again become part
of that from which everything came: salt, water, time.

The village didn't talk about it. It was visible in the looks, in the silence between
the words. Everyone knew what it meant. The dance was over, but its echo
lived on in the bodies, in the voices, in the hands that worked without shame.

Lira walked through the village, slowly, her stick lightly positioned in front of
her. People greeted her, some nodded, others just looked. It wasn't a farewell,
just recognition. She sensed that Cebu no longer needed her. The island had
learned to listen for itself.

She stopped at the edge of the village and looked out to sea. The water was
calm, the light soft. No storm, no wind, no voice. Only that rhythm that never
completely disappears—the breathing of the sea.

"Everything repeats itself," she said quietly. "But this time it's different."

She saw children playing on the beach, using sticks as spears and shells as
shields. They laughed, fell, and got up. No war, no dancing—just play. This was
exactly how it should be.

Lira smiled, turned around, and walked up the path that disappeared between
bamboo and palm trees. Her steps were light, confident, unhurried.
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At the top of the hill, she turned around once more. The sea glittered, wide,
open, still. No sign, no spear, no shout. Just vastness.

"This is how memory ends," she said. "Not when you lose it, but when you
understand it."

Then she continued until she disappeared behind the green.

Down on the beach, a wave crashed onto the sand. Quiet, rhythmic, like a final
salute.

The sea was silent, but in this silence there was peace.

Magellan loses his shadow realm

The night was clear, the moon sharp as a blade. The sea lay there, calm,
pristine, as if it had forgotten it had ever seen blood. But the sea forgets
nothing. It only remembers when it wants to. And on this night, it wanted to.

Cebu slept, but the water was awake. Something moved beneath the surface,
not fish, not storm, only memory in the form of a current. It was as if the sea
were rewinding its own story, quietly, insistently.

Something flashed on the horizon. Not lightning, not light from the sky—more
like a shimmer coming from the depths. It was brief, but real, a flash like metal
that had been dormant for a long time. Then darkness again.

The next morning, the sea was different. Heavier. The fishermen were the first
to notice. Their nets sank faster, the boats sat deeper in the water. One said
the sea was breathing again. Another laughed nervously, then fell silent.

Lira was long gone, but her name remained in conversation. People said she
had sensed things before they happened. Some said she had gone into the sea,
others that she had simply vanished, like mist. But this morning, it felt as if she
were back—in the air, in the wind, in the gaze of those staring at the water.

A boy spotted it first. There was something lying on the beach. Not a wreck, not
wood, not an animal. A piece of metal, green with salt, heavy and old. The men
lifted it and cursed when they saw what it was—part of a helmet, semicircular,

rusty, but recognizable. European.
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"Magellan," someone whispered. The word fell like a stone.

The ancients said that the sea brings things back when it has had enough of
their weight. Perhaps this was the moment.

The piece of metal was brought to the village and placed on the table, around
which everyone gathered. It was cold, heavy, and strange. No one touched it.

"The sea has spat out its shadow," said one. "But why now?" "Because
everything that has been forgotten returns," said another.

That evening, they carried the helmet back to the beach. No one wanted to
keep it. They placed it on a rock, right where the water came in at high tide.

As the sun set, the first wave touched the metal, washed over it, and retreated.
And the moment the sea touched the helmet for the second time, a sound
emerged—deep, muffled, like a breath returning after centuries.

The men stepped back, no one spoke.
The sea took what was its own. And Magellan's shadow began to fade.

The next morning, the sea smelled of metal. Not strong, but palpable, like a
shadow in the wind. The sun was shining, but the light seemed dull, as if
something invisible hung in the air. People spoke little. Those who passed by on
the beach did so quietly, almost reverently. The helmet still lay on the rock, half
washed by the tide, half buried in the sand.

No one dared to touch it. Children were kept away, dogs avoided it. Even the
seagulls circled higher than usual, as if they sensed that this place was no
ordinary beach.

An old fisherman stood there, arms crossed. "The sea wants to tell us
something," he murmured. Another shook his head. "Or it wants to remind us."
"Of what?" "That nothing is lost. Not even guilt."

For a long time, Magellan had been just a name, a story told in a half-hearted
voice. Now a piece of it lay there again, tangible, heavy, real. The men didn't
know whether to be proud or uneasy.

At midday, a stranger came to the village. He was from the city, wore shoes,
and spoke differently. He heard about the discovery and wanted to see it. The
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people showed him the helmet but said little. The stranger bent over it,
brushed away sand, and examined the indentations.

"Spanish," he said. "Perhaps Portuguese. Old. Very old." "The sea brought him,’
someone said. "Or the sea spat him out," the stranger answered.

His words hung in the air, heavy as the metal itself.

That evening, the stranger sat down with the elders by the fire. He asked about
the story, about Magellan, about Lapu-Lapu. The elders told their stories, but
not as chroniclers. They told their stories like people who had seen something
greater than the truth.

"Magellan came with iron," said one. "And left with salt." "He came to rule,"
said another. "But the sea kept him. Until now."

Lira wasn't in any of their stories, yet someone mentioned her. A woman who
spoke to the sea long before anyone understood what it was saying. The
stranger listened, skeptical but silent.

"And what do you think," he finally asked, "why now?" The elder looked into
the fire. "Because the sea tolerates no shadow. It brings light when the time is
right."

Nobody objected.

Later, when the tide came in, the helmet was gone. Only the stone remained,
glistening wet, as if something had been lying there and had dissolved.

The sea was calm. No wind, no sound, just that gentle breathing that never
stopped.

A faint glow glowed on the horizon, barely visible but real —and Cebu knew
that the sea does not forgive, but sometimes it forgives.

The stranger stayed longer than planned. He said he wanted to explore, but in
truth, he was looking for something that couldn't be found. Every morning, he
went to the beach and gazed out, as if the sea owed him an answer. The
villagers let him be. They knew that the sea spoke to everyone differently.

He carried notebooks, drew, wrote, measured the sand, the current, the light.
But the more he jotted down, the less he understood. The sea eluded him. It
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appeared friendly, still, but impenetrable. Sometimes he sat by the water for
hours until the tide came in and erased his traces.

Once he spoke to the old fisherman. "You don't have any records?" he asked.
The old man shook his head. "The sea writes itself." "And where?" "In us," said
the old man. "But only if we listen."

The stranger smiled wearily. He didn't believe in such things, but he listened.
Perhaps it was respect, perhaps desperation.

One evening, when the sky was deep red, he went to the beach again. The sea
smelled of rain, and the wind was blowing from the west. He found a shell,
large, intact, and shining. He picked it up, turned it in his hand, and held it to
his ear. No rustling. Only silence.

Then he heard something. No sound, no word—just deep, steady breathing.
For a moment, he thought he heard his own blood. But it was different, older,
slower.

He dropped the shell, frightened at himself. It broke into two halves in the
sand, smooth and empty.

He slept badly that night. He dreamed of water pouring over him, not cold, but
heavy. In the dream, he saw a spear, rusty, without a shadow. When he awoke,
his heart was calm, but his body felt strange.

The next morning, he went back to the beach. The sea was calm, almost too
calm. The stone on which the helmet had lain glinted in the sun. He went over
and placed his hand on it. Warm.

“What are you trying to tell me?” he whispered.

A wave came, light, barely noticeable, washing over the stone, over his hand.
When it receded, his hand was wet, but the stone was dry.

He looked around. No one was there. Only the sea, motionless, attentive.

Then he understood something that couldn't be put into words: that the sea
didn't preserve history—it tested it.

He stood there for a moment, then slowly walked back into the village. The
people saw him, nodded, and said nothing.
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The sea was silent, but its silence sounded like a memory that had just begun.

Over the next few days, the stranger changed. He spoke less, wrote more. His
notebooks filled with sketches of waves, lines of currents, and incomplete
sentences. At night, he could sometimes be heard murmuring, as if talking to
someone only he could see.

The village watched him without judging. They were familiar with this kind of
possession. The sea had reflected many in itself. Some returned to life
afterward, others didn't.

One morning he got up early, before the light rose over the horizon. The sky
was gray, the sea calm. He walked barefoot to the beach and found something
in the sand—a piece of wood, smooth, curved, with carved symbols. They were
almost gone, but shapes could still be made out: circles, lines, a cross.

He picked it up, turned it, and examined the grain. It was old, too old to have
just happened to be lying there. He sensed it belonged to the helmet, or to
what the helmet had meant.

In the village, he showed it to the old men. They saw it, but no one touched it.
"It's from him," one said. "From Magellan?" "From his shadow," the old man
replied.

The stranger wanted to laugh, but it wouldn't leave his lips. Something in the
wood felt alive, almost warm. That night, he laid it beside him, unable to sleep.
Again and again, he heard sounds—footsteps, water, a whisper that wasn't in
any language.

The next morning, he went back to the sea. He carried the wood with him. The
beach was empty, the light cool. He sat down on the same stone, placed the
piece next to him, and waited.

The tide came slowly, quietly. As the water reached the stone, the wood
moved slightly, turning as if guided. The stranger stared at it, unable to move.

Then he felt it—not a wind, not a wave, but something deeper. A pull, a
connection. It was as if the sea were looking through him, not with eyes, but
with memory.

He saw shadows in the water before him, indistinct, distorted, but human.
Figures moving, weightless, silent. One wore a helmet.
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The stranger whispered: “What do you want?”

The figures remained silent. Then the one wearing the helmet slowly raised its
head. No face, only emptiness, but in this emptiness lay something like
recognition.

The sea receded briefly, then a wave came, large, smooth, silent. It touched the
stone, the wood, his legs—and then everything was silent again.

The wood was still there, but the markings on it had disappeared. Only the
smooth surface remained, unmarked and pure.

The stranger breathed heavily. He knew he had seen something no one could
explain. And he also knew it wouldn't let him go.

The sea had moved, not to threaten, but to remind us that shadows only
remain when we don't understand them.

The next day, the stranger was silent. He spoke to no one, barely ate, and
didn't look anyone in the eye. Only the sea still attracted him, like a magnet
that had forgotten what repulsion was. The people let him be. In Cebu, you
know when someone has rowed too far out—not on the water, but in their
heads.

He packed his few belongings and stowed them in an old bag. He left his
notebooks behind. No one opened them. Perhaps because they knew one
shouldn't read what the sea dictated.

Before he left, he stood on the beach once more. He had the piece of wood
with him, smooth, without marks, almost as good as new. He placed it on the
stone where the helmet had once lain. It fit perfectly, as if it had always
belonged there.

"I understand now," he said quietly. "It was never about him."

The sea was calm, almost friendly. A small wave came, washed over the wood,
and receded. Afterward, it shone brighter, almost like gold. The stranger
nodded. "You kept it," he whispered. "And that's good."

He stood still for a while, looking at the expanse before him. No wind, no
sound. Only that eternal, steady breathing that has told the same story for
centuries—that everything that seeks possession perishes.
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Then he turned and left. No goodbye, no gesture. Just footsteps in the sand,
which the wind immediately smoothed away.

The villagers watched him go. No one spoke, no one waved. Some believed he
would return, others knew he had long since become part of the sea before he
left the beach.

In the evening, as the sun was low in the sky, a faint rumble came from the
distance. Not a storm, not thunder—more like a sigh. The sea had said enough.

The stone remained, the wood remained, the island remained. Only the
shadow was gone.

Cebu breathed calmly. The wind blew from the west, mild, salty, light. It was
the same wind that once drove sails, sharpened spears, and carried men to
glory and death—but now it was just wind, nothing more.

The night fell softly, the sea glittered in the moonlight, and if you listened
closely you could think you heard laughter — short, distant, almost human.

Magellan's shadow had finally dissolved. Not in battle, not in fire, but in the
light that came to stay.

Silence after the storm

The sea lay still, as if it had said it all. No wind, no movement, just this mirror-
smooth surface that ate the light instead of refracting it. Cebu was quiet. The
village slowly awoke, in a silence that was not empty, but full.

People went about their business, leisurely. Nets were cast, boats were
pushed, fires were lit. Everything happened as usual—but differently. It was as
if an invisible burden had been lifted, as if something ancient that had carried
the island for centuries had finally disappeared.

The old people sat together, staring out, and barely speaking. Sometimes a
sentence was spoken, then a long silence. One said, "The sea is tired." Another
replied, "No. It's just resting. Like us."

No one had spoken of Lira for days, and yet she was felt everywhere. In the
way the children laughed on the beach, in the way the women looked out at
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the water, in the rhythm of the fishermen rowing without anyone giving the
command.

The sea had changed them all. Not through fear, but through understanding.
They now knew that what one fights only grows stronger, and that what one
embraces eventually falls silent.

It had rained lightly the night before. The sand was dark, hard, and crisscrossed
with tracks. You could see where children had played, where men had stood,
where the water had come. It was a pattern of life—chaotic, honest, beautiful.

A child asked his grandmother in the morning why the sea was so calm. She
replied, "Because it's listening." The child nodded, content.

The sun rose higher, bathing everything in a warm, gentle light. The salt
glittered on the boats, the air smelled of wood and life. Cebu seemed alert but
serene—as if it had rediscovered the rhythm of its own heart.

The stone still lay at the edge of the beach. The one on which the helmet and
later the wood had lain. Now it was empty, dry, pale. No one touched it. It had
become a silent monument—not to a hero, not to a victory, but to the end of it
all.

The tide came as it always did. Steady, punctual, reliable. It touched the stone,
washed the sand, and retreated.

And for the first time in a long time, nothing of any weight remained.

The days that followed passed slowly, almost tediously. No one pushed, no one
hurried. It was as if Cebu had decided to be less in order to feel more. People
woke up early, worked in the sun, slept in the shade. The sea remained calm,
the same every day, as if to prove that consistency is also a language.

In the evening, the fishermen sat by the fire, no longer telling stories of battles,
but of catches, of wind directions, of weather. It was as if they had released the
heroes of their past into the depths, and the silence that remained was not a
loss—it was a relief.

An old man said, "We used to listen to the sea to survive. Now we listen to it to
understand." No one objected.
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The village had changed without anyone intending it. Children played again,
women laughed louder, men looked each other in the eye without the mistrust
that usually remains when history demands too much.

They built new huts on the edge of the bay. Nothing large, nothing magnificent.
Just shelter, just space. A roof that could breathe. Cebu began to grow, but
differently—quietly, modestly, with roots in the present instead of the past.

The sea bore this change. In the morning it glittered brightly, at midday softly,
and in the evening golden. No misfortune, no signs, no trials. Just water,
coming and going, like all that is real.

The ancients said that sometimes silence is the greatest gift. No peace
proclaimed, no triumph—only the absence of necessity.

One afternoon, the rain came, short and heavy, then it was gone again. The
sand steamed, the sky smelled of salt. No one ran inside, no one cursed. They
just let it happen.

When the rain stopped, a rainbow appeared over the bay. Children ran out,
laughing, pointing, and drawing lines in the wet sand. An old fisherman looked
over and said, "The sea is smiling."

No one laughed at him. People believed him.

Cebu had become silent, but this silence was alive. It belonged to no one, it
needed no name.

It was the silence after the storm — not empty, not fearful, but filled with
everything that remains when nothing is missing.

A few days later, the people decided to celebrate. Not because there was a
reason, but because they realized one was no longer necessary. The sea was
calm, the sky clear, and somewhere between the two lay a feeling that reeked
of joy.

They dug out old drums, patched them up, and re-stretched the hides. Children
gathered wood, women prepared food, men carried torches to the beach. No
one called it a ritual. It was simply movement—the opposite of stagnation.

As the sun set, the sky turned copper. The sea reflected the light, so still it
seemed to glow from within. The people stood in a circle, no stage, no leader.
Just bodies that remembered how to dance, without having to prove anything.
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The first drumbeat was hesitant, almost timid. Then came a second, firmer,
calmer one. Soon the hands found their rhythm. It was different from before—
no call, no challenge. Just the heartbeat.

The children laughed, jumping in the sand, their feet kicking up dust that
danced in the torchlight. Old women clapped, men stamped their feet, and the
sea responded with waves that rolled in time. Not loud, not demanding—
accompanying.

An old fisherman said quietly, "Now they no longer dance for the sea. Now the
sea dances with them."

No one answered, but everyone felt it. The water was close, the air soft, the
night light.

Long after midnight, the torches still glowed. The sand was warm, the drums
muted. No alcohol, no trance, just that quiet feeling of being part of something
greater than fear.

A child asked, "Are we celebrating Lapu-Lapu?" The grandmother smiled. "No,
child. We're celebrating that he rests within us."

The music faded, the fire burned quietly on. The people remained seated,
gazing at the sea, which lay dark but peaceful. No god, no hero, no enemy—
only water and time.

And in that moment, they realized that silence wasn't the end. It was the space
where everything began.

It was the silence after the storm — not empty, not fearful, but filled with
everything that remains when nothing is missing.

The morning after the festival was quiet. No hangover, no chaos, no fatigue—
just that gentle, natural calm that remains when nothing superfluous remains.
The smoke from the fires drifted slowly over the water, thin, bright, almost
transparent. It smelled of salt, ash, and a little of a new beginning.

The people went back to work. They spoke quietly, not out of exhaustion, but
out of contentment. The sea seemed to be listening, as if testing whether the
island had truly found its balance.
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Boats glided across the smooth surface, nets were cast, voices echoed across
the water. No sound was superfluous, no word too many. Every note carried
weight, but no longer the burden of times past.

An old man stood on the bank, looking out. "It's never been this quiet," he said.
"Perhaps it's always been this quiet," a woman beside him replied, "only we
were too loud."

The children collected shells and stacked them into small towers. Each wave
took one away and brought another. No one was bothered. It was a game of
balance.

At midday, a wind blew up, barely noticeable and warm. It carried the village's
laughter across the bay, rustling bamboo roofs and making fish jump. The sky
was vast and cloudless, and the sea caught the wind without resistance.

In the afternoon, several men sat on the beach, staring out, talking about
nothing. One said, "Perhaps peace is only what remains when no one wants to
be right anymore." The others nodded.

A feeling hung over the island that was hard to define. Not euphoria, not
pride—just a kind of silent acceptance of the world. As if Cebu had stopped
bearing history and begun to simply exist.

At night, the sea glittered under the moon. It barely moved, only gently, evenly,
breathing like a sleeping animal. The light settled over the waves, and anyone
who looked could believe the water was smiling.

It was the silence after the storm — not empty, not fearful, but filled with
everything that remains when nothing is missing.

In the days that followed, the sea remained the same. No surprises, no signs,
no movements that meant more than they were. The island accepted it as
something natural, something that should never have been any different. Cebu
had arrived—not at a destination, but at a state.

The nights were clear, the water black and shining. Sometimes small dots
shone in it, tiny creatures glowing like stars in the depths. Children called them
"light fish," and the elders smiled, knowing that the sea is never completely
shrouded in darkness.

During the day, people worked quietly. The noise of tools, the lapping of waves,
the calls of boats—everything had a rhythm, everything belonged together. No
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one spoke of Magellan anymore, no one of Lapu-Lapu. Both had become
stories, dust in the wind, teachers who no longer needed to be quoted.

An old woman told a boy that the island was now breathing. He put his ear to
the ground and said, "I hear it." She nodded without protest. It didn't matter
whether he heard something or just thought he did—the important thing was
that he remained silent to try.

In the evening, they sat by the fire again. No celebration, no intention, just
habit. One played a melody on a bamboo flute, slowly, freely. It wasn't a song
about heroes, not a song about victory—just notes that sounded as if they
accompanied the sea.

The sun set, the sky turned purple. The light glided across the water, which
barely showed a ripple. It was the kind of silence that wasn't dead, but awake—
the silence of a world that had finally made peace with what it was.

Later, as night fell, no one sat on the beach. Only the sea remained awake. It
continued to breathe, calmly, evenly, undeterred. No whispering, no shouting,
no shadow.

And somewhere in this infinite vastness there resonated a faint thought that
everything that ever stormed raged only so that one day it would be allowed to
become quiet.

It was the silence after the storm — not empty, not fearful, but filled with
everything that remains when nothing is missing.

Salt in the eye, anger in the heart

The calm didn't last forever. It never breaks loudly, but insidiously, with small
cracks that no one notices until they're large enough to split everything apart.
On Cebu, it began with wind. Not a storm, just a breath, rougher than usual,
saltier, more impatient. The fishermen noticed it first. Their boats were
heavier, their nets dragged strangely. The sea had changed—not angry, but
awake.

The sun burned, but the air was humid, thick, like a thought that won't let go.
On the horizon lay a line, sharp, dark, immobile. The old people said it was
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nothing. But there was a hesitation in their voices that revealed more than any
words.

The people continued to work. But they looked more often at the sea, as if
checking whether it still liked them. And every time a wave rose higher than
usual, they held their breath.

On the third day, a dead animal floated ashore. A large fish with glassy eyes
and a wound that looked old. Children found it, shouted, and laughed until
someone touched it. Then it fell silent. The fish was warm.

The news spread as news does on islands—unhurriedly, but inevitably. No one
spoke of omens, but everyone thought of them.

That evening, they sat on the beach again. No celebration, no fire, no song. Just
guestions that no one asked. Finally, one said: "Perhaps the sea has forgotten
that we've become still."

A woman replied, "No. Perhaps we forgot that it is allowed to remember."

The wind picked up, whipping gently across the sand, playing with the
children's hair. The air tasted of salt. A sign, some said. Just a change in the
weather, others said. But there was something in their eyes that no weather
could explain—that old, primal fear that peace is always only borrowed.

At night, the wind beat against the huts. Nothing strong, just a noise that kept
you awake. The dogs barked, then silence again. The sea remained dark but
restless, as if something were moving beneath it, stretching after a long rest.

In the morning, the beach was different. The sand was different, the shells
deeper, the water closer. It didn't look dangerous, but it did look wrong.

A boy said quietly, "The sea is breathing heavily." And everyone knew he was
right.

It was the beginning of a new movement—not loud, not visible, but real. It was
the silence before the anger, and Cebu was listening again.

The wind remained. Not strong, not destructive—just constant. Day after day,
it swept across the island, as if testing whether Cebu had truly learned to be
still. It was warm but restless, carrying the scent of salt and something metallic
no one could name.
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The fishermen went out anyway. They said one shouldn't show fear to the sea,
otherwise it would remember too soon. But they stayed closer to shore, cast
their nets shallow, and said little. Even their laughter sounded more cautious.

At night, the pounding was heard again. No drumbeat, no heartbeat—just this
deep, dull thumping from the depths, coming and going without reason. Some
said it was a current, others, a memory.

On the third evening, a woman stepped to the water, barefoot, her skirt hiked
up. She was young, calm, but there was weariness in her eyes. "If you're angry,"
she said into the darkness, "then come. But don't come secretly."

The sea didn't answer. It breathed, rolled, and remained silent. Only the wind
took her words and carried them away.

The next morning, the village lay silent. The sky was clear, but the air heavy. No
one spoke about the night, but everyone knew something had been felt. The
sea was different. The color was darker, the surface denser.

An old man said, "It carries memories in its stomach. That's how it always is
before something tips over." Another replied, "Maybe we'll tip over first."

The children stayed in the village. No swimming, no playing. The women
fetched water, speaking in hushed voices. Even the animals seemed cautious,
as if they had understood that it was time to become small.

In the distance, above the horizon, lay a strip of haze. Gray, motionless, almost
like smoke. No one knew whether it was a storm or just an illusion, but no one
asked. People learned to observe things without naming them.

As the sun set, there was a smell of rain, but the rain didn't come. Only the sea
moved, steady but with a rhythm that sounded strange.

A boy said quietly, "It's practicing." No one laughed.

It was the beginning of a waiting that no one expressed—not loudly, not visibly,
but truly. It was the silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

In the night, the light came. No moon, no lightning—a shimmer rising from
deep in the water, slow, heavy, like a memory that had slept for too long.
People saw it from the shore. At first they thought it was a fire, then a sign,
then nothing that could be understood.

258



The sky was clear, the sea smooth, but the light remained, undulating, vibrant,
strangely familiar. Children wept, old people prayed, men stood still. No one
spoke. The glow didn't last long, perhaps five breaths, then it disappeared, as if
someone had extinguished it.

The next morning, the sea was different. The water smelled of iron, the fish
stayed away. The boats drifted heavier, and the men said the current had
shifted. That wasn't a good sign.

Lira would have gone to the beach by now, some would have said, but she was
gone. Instead, they went themselves—in groups, silently. They looked out,
searching for the light, found nothing. Only the sea, lying still, too still, too
smooth.

In the afternoon, something else drifted ashore. No fish, no wood, just a piece
of rope, thick, rotten, corroded by salt. From it hung an old iron eyelet, which
no one recognized, but everyone feared. They threw it back into the water. But
the next morning, it was there again, clean, shining, as if it had spent the night
in the fire.

People began to whisper. Not about ghosts or curses, but about what remains
in the sea when you hope too much. One said, "It's made us sleep too long."
Another replied, "Or we've pretended sleep is peace for too long."

The air became heavier. Even the wind seemed suspicious. The dogs barked
toward the water, and the children stayed with the adults.

That night, many dreamed of storms. No thunder, no rain—just wind, salt, and
shadows. When they awoke, everything was calm, but in their eyes lay that
tiredness that leaves only fear.

In the morning, a boy asked, "Will the sea become angry again?" The eldest
looked out, was silent, then said, "The sea never becomes angry. It only
reminds."

No one objected. They knew he was right.

It was the beginning of a premonition—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

The next day, the sun stood pale over the sea. No clouds, no wind, but the air
was different—electric, tense, as if holding something back. The fishermen
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ventured out, but none went far. The water was murky, greenish, restless, with
no apparent cause.

The nets remained empty. Some boats returned early, others not at all. In the
afternoon, a man appeared, barefoot, his clothes soaked. He had spent the
night outside. His eyes were red, his voice shaky. "The sea has spoken," he said.
No one asked what he meant.

He sat down on the beach, remained silent for a long time, then spoke quietly,
almost tonelessly. "I heard voices. No screams, no singing. Just words you don't
know, but understand. They came from below. Slowly, like waves thinking."

People listened without reacting. An old man murmured, "That's how it was
back then. First came the whispers, then the storm."

In the evening, the air was heavy as lead. No wind, no sound. Only the sea,
lapping gently against the shore, steady, stoic, like a heart that's found the
wrong rhythm.

A child stood by the water, looked out, and said, "It's looking at us." His mother
pulled him away, but she looked around again herself. For a brief moment, she
thought she saw faces beneath the surface—fleeting, shadowy, too fast to be
sure.

Later, as night fell, fog rolled in from the water. It settled over the village, crept
through the streets, and crept into the huts. It wasn't a cold fog, but damp,
heavy, and alive. The people closed their doors, lit fires, and remained silent.

The fog lingered throughout the night. Only at sunrise did it lift, slowly and
reluctantly. A smell reminiscent of salt and iron remained. No one talked about
dreams, but everyone had them.

When they went to the beach, the water was once again clear, smooth, and
peaceful. But on the rock that had once been empty, there now lay a single
shell. Large, shiny, flawless.

Nobody touched her.

It was the beginning of resentment—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before anger, and Cebu listened again.

In the morning, the village was quieter than usual. Not a bird, not a dog, not a
child. Even the wind seemed to have waited before blowing through the trees
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again. People walked cautiously onto the beach, as if they might shatter the
day.

The shell still lay on the stone. It shimmered in the sun, almost white, too
beautiful to be from there. Some said it brought good luck, others that it should
be thrown back. But no one dared to touch it.

An old fisherman finally stepped forward, barefoot, his skin tanned by salt. He
looked for a long time, then said quietly: "The sea has brought us a memory."
No one answered. The word "memory" had become too big.

He lifted the shell, slowly, reverently. It was heavier than it looked. He held it in
his hands for a moment, then stepped out, step by step, until the water
washed over his knees. He placed the shell on the surface and let it go. It didn't
sink; it floated. The sea accepted it, carried it out, unhurried.

The village watched. No one shouted, no one clapped. There was a silent
understanding, an unspoken contract between people and water.

In the afternoon, the wind picked up. No storm, no thunder—just movement.
The sky brightened, the sea softened, and in this change there was something
that felt like relief.

The women began to laugh, children played in the sand again. Men mended
nets, spoke loudly, sang. Everything returned, but different—more cautious,
clearer, more honest.

In the evening, they sat on the beach, watching the sun touch the sea. The sky
burned, the water glowed. There was no anger left in it, only radiance.

And when darkness came, it remained gentle. No whispering, no rumbling.
Only silence, which didn't threaten, but supported.

It was the end of the unrest—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the silence
before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

The man who said no

His name was Tano, and no one remembered the last time he had smiled. He

was no elder, no fisherman, no warrior. Just a man who used to speak louder

and eventually stopped speaking altogether. People said the sea had made him
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silent. Others said he had taken it from himself, because silence was easier
than disappointment.

Tano lived on the edge of the village, in a hut made of old boards and palm
leaves, close enough to hear the voices, far enough to ignore them. Every
morning he went to the sea. Not to fish or pray, but to see if it was still there.
He didn't believe in signs. He only believed that things stay the same if you
ignore them long enough.

That day, the sea was bright, calm, too calm. The sun hung low, the wind was
still, and the air tasted of copper. The village had awakened, but more slowly
than usual. Perhaps because no one knew whether the calm after the last
turmoil was already peace or just the pause before.

Tano stood there, his feet in the sand, his hands clasped behind his back. He

looked out as if searching for something that didn't want to show itself. Then
he saw it—far out, small, blinking. No boat, no fish, no bird. Just a dot in the

water, too far away to be sure, but close enough to feel.

He stood there for a long time until the dot disappeared. Then he walked into
the village. His steps were slow but firm. The people saw him coming; some
nodded, others turned away. Tano wasn't someone you went to see. He was
someone who came when something was wrong.

He sat down by the fire, drank water, looked into the flames, and finally said,
"Something's coming." No one asked what he meant. The words were enough.

Later, as evening fell, it was said that Tano gazed at the sea until it became still.
That he didn't pray, didn't beg, just gazed. And that, for a moment, the sea
returned his gaze.

No one knew what that meant. But everyone sensed that something was about
to begin, because someone had finally said no again—to fear, to gods, to fate.

It was the beginning of a resistance—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

Tano rarely spoke, but when he did, the words stuck, like salt on his skin. He
didn't say much, only what couldn't be avoided. "Something's coming," he had
said, and that was enough. People pretended not to believe him, but you could
tell from their movements that they were becoming more alert.
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He worked all day on the shore, carving something out of driftwood that no
one understood. It looked like a spear, but it wasn't. The point was blunt, the
shaft smooth. Some said he was building himself a shelter, others that he was
speaking to the sea in its language—with tools, not words.

That evening, he stood there, the finished piece in his hand, and looked out.
The sky was pale, the sun setting silently. It was one of those evenings when
even the air conceals something.

"So you want to talk again," Tano said quietly. "Then talk."

The sea remained calm. Only a small wave rolled over his feet, then receded.
He nodded, as if he understood the answer.

Fires burned in the village. Children played, women laughed, men told stories
to fill the silence. But beneath the surface of these voices lay something
unnameable. It wasn't disaster, not misfortune—more anticipation.

Later, when the wind picked up, they heard it again: the pounding. This time
deeper, clearer, more regular. The elders said it was just the movement of the
tides. But Tano knew better. He listened, counted, memorized the rhythm.
Three beats, a pause, three beats, another pause. No coincidence.

He didn't go to sleep. Instead, he stayed outside, the piece of wood beside him,
the sea in front of him. The night was warm, the sky open, the stars seemed to
tremble.

"I know what you want," he said. "But not this time."

No echo, no resistance. Just the waves, coming and going smoothly, as if
waiting for what was never meant to be said.

In the morning, he was found on the beach. Awake, calm, barefoot, with the
piece of wood in his hand. Someone asked, "Were you sleeping?" Tano replied,
"I was listening."

People looked out and saw nothing. Just water, just wind.
But there was something in Tano's voice that was unquestionable.

It was the beginning of a decision—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.
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On the third day, the wind blew from the east. Not strong, but strangely steady,
as if it knew where it was headed. It brought with it a smell—salt, seaweed,
something heavy that couldn't be named. The people did what they always did,
but their eyes searched the sea, and their hands trembled slightly as they held
nets or scooped water.

Tano stood on the shore again. He had the piece of wood with him, holding it
loosely as if it were just a part of his body. He didn't speak a word, but
everyone who saw him sensed that he heard something others couldn't.

A group of young men approached him, curious but respectful. "What do you
see out there?" one asked. "Something that shouldn't have come," Tano said
calmly. "Is it a storm?" "No. A memory."

The men looked at each other, unsure what to do. One laughed nervously,
another cursed quietly, then they left. Tano stayed.

In the afternoon, a swell rolled in. Small waves, steady, almost friendly. But
there was tension between them, as if the sea were breathing faster. The boats
were tied up, the fires were extinguished. No one said anything, but everyone
knew the sea wanted to listen again.

At night, as the wind shifted, Tano could be heard singing. Not a song, not a
prayer—more like a rhythmic hum, rough, deep, like the echo of stones in
water. He sang not for the people, but against the silence.

By morning, it was gone. No traces, no signs, just the piece of wood stuck in the
sand. The tip pointed toward the sea, the sun shone on it, and the light slid
over it as if it had understood.

People searched for him, called his name, and found nothing. The sea remained
calm but alert.

A woman said, "Perhaps he gave the no to the sea." An old man replied, "Then
it will hear him."

They left the wood in place, as a sign. No one touched it. It stood there, simple,
upright, immobile, as if waiting for the return of the man who had said no.

In the night, the sea lit up briefly — a faint, bright shimmer, barely visible, but
real.
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It was the beginning of a silence that was stronger than fear—not loud, not
visible, but real. It was the silence before anger, and Cebu listened again.

The next morning, the piece of wood was still standing, firmer than before,
smoothed by the wind, coated in salt. No one knew why it didn't fall over. The
tide came and went, but it never completely touched it. It was as if the sea
tolerated it—not out of respect, but out of curiosity.

People went about their daily lives again, but differently. They spoke more
quietly, moved more cautiously, as if afraid of disturbing the balance. But at
night, there was a sense of unrest in the air, a tension that grew without
revealing itself.

Some said they heard Tano. A shout, far out, deep in the darkness, short, harsh,
like the crackling of wood in a fire. Others said they saw him, standing upright
in the water, his back to the land, his hands open, as if he were giving
something back.

The elders kept quiet. They knew that stories told too soon lose their weight.
They waited.

On the fourth evening, a wave came, higher than the others, smooth, clear, and
silent. It reached the stone on which the shell had been lying, and the piece of
wood trembled slightly, but remained still. After that, the sea was calm again.

People stood on the shore, silent, attentive. No one spoke, no one moved. The
air was heavy, warm, electric. Then, very slowly, the wind died down.

In the distance, a dot appeared, black, motionless, barely recognizable. It came
closer, grew larger, and took shape. It wasn't a boat. It was something else,
something that wasn't floating, but was being carried.

As it reached the beach, the light fell on it—a piece of cloth, rolled up, soaked,
old. The color had faded, but you could still see lines, patterns, symbols. No
one recognized them, but everyone felt them.

"From him?" someone asked. "No," said another. "From the sea."

Tano remained missing. The sea remained still. But the island was no longer the
same. She had heard something she couldn't forget.

And as night fell, the air smelled of metal, of movement, of memory.
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It was the beginning of a realization—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

The next morning, the sea was clear. No fog, no shimmer, no strange
movement. Just light, water, silence. It looked as if someone had repainted it,
as if the salt itself had decided to become pure again.

The piece of wood still stood in the sand, but the tip was now dark, stained by
the water. Some said the sea had touched it during the night; others said Tano
had returned, silent, invisible, just for a breath. No one asked aloud.

The children ran back to the beach, hesitantly at first, then freely. They threw
stones, jumped into the waves, laughed. The sea remained calm, almost
friendly. No rumble, no sign, no warning.

The elders sat on the sidelines, watching. One said, "He did it." "What?" a
woman asked. "He said no—and the sea listened."

The village accepted this without cheering or celebrating. Some laid flowers on
the beach, others small pieces of wood, round and smooth, as a token. No one
spoke his name. In Cebu, people know that some deeds are greater than the
ones they perform.

In the evening, the wind returned, gentle, steady, like a breath regaining
confidence. The huts rustled, the sand danced, and the sea began to send small
waves onto the shore—cautious, playful, almost grateful.

A woman stepped out and stood where Tano had been. She looked into the
water for a long time, without fear. Then she said quietly: "Enough."

The sea responded with a wave that brushed against her, barely noticeable,
warm. She nodded, turned, and left.

The piece of wood remained. It stood there, still, upright, unmoving, as if it had
long since become part of the land.

At night, the stars sparkled over Cebu, clear, close, and unwavering. The island
breathed calmly, and the sea was silent. Not out of defiance, not out of
exhaustion, but out of respect.

It was the end of the resistance—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the rage, and Cebu listened again.
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Islands of smoke and guilt

The smoke came in the morning, quiet, gray, almost friendly. It rose above the
sea, where there was no island, no fire, no boat. People saw it, pointed with
their hands, and talked over each other. There wasn't much smoke, just a veil,
moving like a thought you can't shake.

Cebu smelled of salt and ash. The wind carried the taste, bitter, metallic, like
old guilt. No one knew where it came from, but everyone sensed it brought
something with it. The old people said smoke was a memory that doesn't want
to be forgotten. The young people laughed, but more quietly than usual.

Everything on the beach lay still. The piece of wood still stood, firm, unmoved.
The wind blew past it as if it didn't belong there. Some said the smoke was
coming from where Tano had gone. Others thought the sea itself was breathing
out again.

The days grew warmer. The sky remained clear, but the smoke didn't
disappear. It drifted lower, hung over the huts, and crept between the palm
trees. At night, it glowed in the moonlight, as if illuminating. It wasn't thick
smoke, more like haze, but it smelled of something that wasn't of this time.

An old fisherman said, "The sea has forgiven us, but it has not forgiven itself."
No one knew what that meant, but everyone felt it was true.

The children coughed, the sand tasted of soot. Women burned herbs, men
stood watch on the shore, but the smoke lingered. It was as if the island had
begun to exhale something it had swallowed for too long.

At night, sparks could be seen over the sea, small, flickering dots that came and
went, as if they were life that flared up briefly and then faded away again.

A boy asked, "Are these souls?" His grandmother replied, "No. These are
debts."

The smoke continued to move, drifting over the water, breaking into shreds,
then reuniting. No wind could dispel it, no prayer could interpret it.

The next morning, the sky was clear, as if nothing had happened. But the smell
remained—sweet, heavy, persistent.

It was the beginning of a remembering—not loud, not visible, but real. It was
the silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.
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On the second day, the smoke came closer. It drifted in wisps across the sea,
slowly, persistently, as if it had a destination. You could see it before you
smelled it. First a thin line above the horizon, then a gray expanse, soft and
formless, growing until it consumed the light.

People stood on the beach, silent, watching. No one knew what to do. It wasn't
a fire to be extinguished, a storm to hide from. It was memory in motion—
silent, patient, inevitable.

An old man said, "This is what it smells like when the world thinks." No one
disagreed.

The children were no longer playing on the shore. The women were hauling in
laundry, locking windows even though there was no wind. The smoke settled
over the island, thin but palpable, like a veil of things that had been kept secret
for too long.

By evening, the sun was just a faint circle, pale and strange. The light no longer
shone clearly; everything seemed soft, distorted, silent. The men sat by the
boats, barely speaking, smoking, staring into the void.

"Perhaps another island is burning," said one. "Perhaps memory is burning,"
said another.

Tano remained missing. Some said the smoke was his work—not destruction,
but return. That he had unleashed something that was never truly gone. Others
said the sea had begun to pay its old debts, and the ash was the price.

At night, the sky was red. No fire, no thunder—just this dull glow that came
from far away, sluggish, steady, like the pulsation of a wound that never heals.

A woman stood outside, looked up at the sky, and said quietly: "The sea never
forgets. But we forget too quickly."

The next morning, ash lay in the sand. Thin, light, almost beautiful. When
touched, it crumbled as if it had never been solid. The smoke was gone, but the
smell remained—sweet, muffled, like guilt breathing.

It was the beginning of an understanding—not loud, not visible, but real. It was
the silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

The days that followed were clear, almost too clear. The sky seemed washed,
the sea smooth, as if someone had polished its surface. Only the smell
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remained. It clung to the huts, to people's skin, to the wood of the boats. A
sweet, metallic scent that wouldn't go away, no matter how much wind blew.

People did what they always did, but they did it differently—slower, more
cautiously, with eyes searching without knowing what. It was as if the smoke
had left behind something that you couldn't see, but could feel if you remained
silent.

A child asked his mother why the air smelled of the past. She replied, "Because
we have to think about it again." Then she pulled him to her, as if that would
protect him from thoughts.

Ash lay on the beach, light and fine. It formed patterns that changed with each
tide, as if the sea were writing. Some said they were signs, others, mere
coincidence. But even those who didn't believe read them.

One morning, the fishermen found a piece of wood in the water. Dark, old,
with burn marks. Not a boat, not a wreck, just a remnant of something lost.
They pulled it ashore, looked at it, and remained silent.

"The sea brings nothing without a reason," said one. "Then we should ask
why," said another.

But no one asked. They left the wood lying there, right on the bank. It lay there
like a monument, meaningless, but with weight.

In the evening, the wind picked up. The smoke was gone, but the air vibrated as
if it wanted to say something. The dogs barked toward the sea, then fell silent,
as if they knew no sound would help.

The water glowed in the darkness. Not bright, not dangerous, just like breath in
sleep. Cebu breathed with it. It was not peace, not doom—just that in-between
state that lasts longer than you think.

The old people said the sea owed nothing to anyone. The young people
believed the island bore the world's debt. No one knew who was right, and no
one dared to find out.

The next morning, the ash was gone. The sand was smooth, bright, untouched.
But the smell remained, gentle, deep, familiar—like a memory that refuses to
g0 away.
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It was the beginning of a return—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

In the night, light returned. No fire, no storm, just this dull, flickering glow over
the water, moving like a thought that wouldn't let go. It seemed to come from
the depths, steady, calm, but wrong. No one went out, no one spoke about it.
People knew by now that some things only become stronger when they are
named.

The elders sat awake, gazing out. One said, "The sea remembers everything we
keep quiet about." Another just nodded. They knew this wasn't a warning sign,
but a mirror.

In the morning, the water was murky. The sky remained bright, but the light no
longer penetrated properly. Fish drifted closer to the shore, slowly, heavily.
Some were still alive, turning as if trying to breathe, but unable to. The children
collected them, placed them in the sand, and watched as they fell still.

An old fisherman approached, looked at the dead fish, and said nothing. Then
he went to the sea and washed his hands, as if trying to cast off something that
didn't belong to him. "The sea bears guilt," he murmured. "But it doesn't want
to bear it alone."

It became hot in the afternoon. No wind, no shade, just this oppressive, heavy
silence. The air tasted of iron, skin felt sticky, and people blinked as if the world
had become too bright.

A boy found a piece of metal in the sand, small, bent, and sharp. He brought it
to his father, who looked at it and said, "This was once part of something that
killed." Then he threw it back into the sea. It sank quickly, without resistance.

During the night, the smoke began again. This time it came not from the sea,
but from the ground. Thin, gray threads rose, quietly, hesitantly, as if they
themselves didn't know why. People watched, did nothing.

The smoke no longer smelled of guilt, but of memory. Not of punishment, but
of return.

And somewhere, deep beneath the sea, something stirred that had no name,
but carried the breath of centuries.

It was the beginning of a return—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.
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The next morning, a haze hung over the island. Not heavy, not threatening, but
palpable. It came from the ground, from the cracks between stone and sand,
from the earth itself. It was as if Cebu had decided to exhale its own history.

People woke up early. No one spoke loudly. The children stayed in the huts, the
women collected water, the men stood on the beach and gazed out. The smoke
that had hung over the sea yesterday was now everywhere. You could see it if
you saw the sun through it—soft, shimmering, like memories that refuse to
fade.

An old man said, "Perhaps the island just wants to show us what we did to it."
Another replied, "Or what we wanted to forget."

Something else lay on the shore. No metal, no wood—just a small bowl of fired
clay, old, cracked, half buried in the sand. Inside lay ash, fine, bright, pure. No
one knew where it came from. No one asked. A woman took it in her hands and
blew it into the wind. The ash rose, floated briefly, then fell into the sea. The
water accepted it without resistance.

"Now it's back where it belongs," she said. And for the first time in weeks,
someone smiled.

In the afternoon, the sky cleared. The smoke receded, slowly, reluctantly, like
something that had taken a long time to be allowed to dissipate. The light fell
again, harsh, clear, honest.

People worked as if nothing had happened. But there was something new in
their movements—not mistrust, not fear, but this cautious knowledge that guilt
is not something you lose. You just learn to bear it without passing it on.

As the sun set, a final streak of smoke remained over the sea. It floated silently,
dissolving into the darkness, without sound or resistance.

A child pointed and asked, "Is something burning there?" His grandmother
replied, "No. That's what remains when you finally understand."

The night came calmly. The wind was mild, the sea was calm, and the sky was
wide.

It was the end of the memory—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the silence
before the rage, and Cebu listened again.
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Death smells of palm wine

The heat hung low over the island, and even the sea seemed to breathe
wearily. The days were long, the light too bright, the salt too heavy. Everything
felt sluggish, as if Cebu had lost the rhythm left by the silence. Only the palm
wine flowed as usual.

In the evening, the men gathered in the hut on the edge of the village. The fire
burned low, the air smelled of sugar, smoke, and tiredness. The wine was
strong, sweet, with that aftertaste that first laughs and then bites. One drank,
then the next, and soon the laughter sounded the way it used to—too loud, too
short, too honest.

"The sea is asleep," said one, "and we would do well not to wake it." Another
replied, "Perhaps it isn't asleep at all. Perhaps it's only pretending." Laughter.
Glasses clinked.

Tano was still missing, and no one spoke of him anymore. But his name was
sometimes mentioned—quietly, casually, in the pauses between sips. Like a
hiccup of memory.

An old fisherman recounted seeing him in a dream, standing in the water, his
face half-illuminated. "He looked calm," he said, "but not content." "Then it
wasn't a dream," one murmured. "Just a memory that came back."

Later, when the jugs were empty, the laughter died down. The wine settled on
their tongues like dust. The men looked into the fire as if they knew it held
something within it that no one wanted to speak.

Outside, the wind rustled. No waves, no thunder, just the rustling of the palm
trees, which sounded as if they were whispering. The smoke from the fire
drifted upward, mingling with the night.

A young man suddenly said, "I'm not afraid of the sea." Another laughed.
"Everyone says that before they go in." "I mean it," he said. "I'm afraid of what
stays on land."

Silence. A sentence that stuck with me, heavy, true. Then they drank again.

At the end of the evening, the smell of palm wine hung in the air—sweet,
rotten, familiar. It mingled with salt, with smoke, with time. And those who
awoke that night, sweating, thirsty, didn't know whether they were dreaming
or remembering.
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It was the beginning of a frenzy—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the
silence before the rage, and Cebu listened again.

The next day, the village was quieter. There was no wind, the sky hung leaden
over the island, and the sea looked as if it were holding its breath. Only the
smell of palm wine remained—sweet, sticky, rotten, like a memory of
something one wanted to forget.

The men from the previous evening woke up late. Some outside, on the sand,
others under the palm trees. Their mouths were dry, their eyes red. No one
spoke. The wine had left its mark, not only on their minds, but also on their
eyes.

A young man who had been sleeping by the fire got up, staggered, and walked
to the water. His steps were unsteady, the sand clung to his feet. He bent
down, scooped water with his hands, and drank. Then he remained silent. A
shadow passed over his face, and for a moment he seemed no longer there.

The others saw it, but said nothing. They knew that look. Sometimes it was just
the intoxication, sometimes more.

In the afternoon, a rumor spread. One of the men had disappeared. Not gone,
just no longer there. His boat was still there, his clothes hanging on the piling,
but he himself was gone. People said he had laughed too loudly, drunk too
much, the sea had heard him.

"The sea takes what is offered to it," said an old man. "Then the palm wine was
the sacrifice," said a woman.

Nobody objected.

In the evening, the wind returned, quiet, cool, almost friendly. But it carried the
scent of fermentation, of ripeness, and decay. The huts smelled of sugar, salt,
and silence.

A child asked, "Why do they drink when they know the sea is listening?" The
mother replied, "Because sometimes it's easier to be heard when you can't
speak clearly anymore."

That night, the men sat around the fire again. No one laughed. One poured
palm wine into the sand, slowly, evenly. "For him," he said. "Or for us," another
murmured.
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The wind whispered through the palm trees, the fire crackled, and somewhere
in the darkness a single wave rolled onto the shore, gently, almost tenderly.

It was the beginning of a loss—not loud, not visible, but real. It was the silence
before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

In the morning, two boats floated empty in the water. No bodies, no nets, just
this emptiness that spoke louder than any words. The sea was smooth, too
smooth, as if it didn't want to explain anything. The sun burned, the salt bit,
and the air still smelled of palm wine—sweet, warm, deceptive.

The women stood on the beach, looked out, and held each other. No one
screamed, no one cried. In Cebu, one doesn't cry for the sea; one waits to see if
it gives something back. But on this day, there was nothing. Only reflection.

An old man, a former warrior, said, "When death smells of palm wine, you
know he's drunk before he comes for you." No one laughed. The fire in the
village wasn't burning. Even the smoke had stopped rising.

In the afternoon, no one drank. The wine stood in the jugs, unmoved, as if it
itself were frightened. The men sat there in silence, looking at their hands,
which were sticky with sugar, and thinking of those who hadn't returned.

"Maybe they were just sleeping,"” said a boy. "No one sleeps in the sea," one
answered quietly.

The wind died down. The island remained silent, as if listening for footsteps
that would never come again. The sand bore no trace. Only the roar remained,
steady, merciless.

At night, the smell grew stronger. Palm wine, salt, and underneath it all,
something else—iron, old, honest. People closed their doors, but the scent
crept in, settled in the blankets, in their hair, in their dreams.

Some said they heard voices, flat, distant, drunk on the wind. They were
laughing, cursing, singing. Voices that the sea had taken away and now threw
back, like echoes from another time.

A man stood up and walked out, barefoot, jug in hand. He didn't drink; he
poured the wine into the sand, slowly, until the ground absorbed it. "For those
who don't come home," he said.

Then he sat down, looked out, and the night smelled of farewell.
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It was the beginning of an understanding—not loud, not visible, but real. It was
the silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

The next evening, the entire village smelled of palm wine. The air was thick
with it, sweet and heavy, like before a storm. No one said it, but everyone
knew they would drink again. Perhaps out of grief, perhaps out of habit,
perhaps because silence without alcohol was too loud.

The men sat on the beach, the fire flickering, and the wind carried the flames
almost to the water. They drank in small sips, without laughing. The sea lay
dark before them, motionless, like a listener who knows too much.

"We drink for those who are gone," said one. "And for those who must stay,"
replied another.

The wine burned, sweet and sharp at the same time. It softened the tongue
and hardened the heart. They talked about old days, about the time before the
sea became angry. About Tano, about fish, about children who were now men.
And among all the words, one thing came up that no one wanted to hear—
guilt.

It hung in the air like smoke, invisible, but there. Everyone felt it, no one spoke
it.

Then a gust of wind came from the sea. No storm, no omen, just a movement
that flattened the fire and turned the flames bluish. The palm wine suddenly
smelled different—bitter, cold, metallic. One of the men dropped his cup. It
rolled across the sand, clinking against the stone where the shell once lay.

"The sea is drinking with us," someone said. No one laughed.

They continued sitting, silent, rigid, as the wind grew louder. Lights moved
across the sea, faint, flickering, like reflections of something remembering.

"We took too much," said the eldest quietly. "No," said the youngest. "We gave
too little."

Then it fell silent again. The wind died down, the fire went out, and only the
smell remained—sweet, salty, and somewhere in between, the hint of iron.

The sea was silent, but it wasn't a peaceful silence. It was the silence of a
witness waiting for the next confession.
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It was the beginning of a remembering—not loud, not visible, but real. It was
the silence before the anger, and Cebu listened again.

The next morning, the air smelled sweet and stale, like a night that had lasted
too long. A thin, pale mist hung over the sea, and the light was so soft that
even the shadows seemed tired. No one spoke about the evening. They went
about their work, fishing, mending, carrying water—but all with that cautious
calm, as if something had broken beyond repair.

An empty bottle lay on the beach. No label, no markings, just glass glinting in
the sun. The sand had half swallowed it, but it stood upright, as if waiting.
Children found it and brought it to the village. One of the old men picked it up
and turned it slowly. "It's not from around here," he said.

No one knew where she came from. Some believed the sea had brought her.
Others said she had simply been forgotten, by one of the men who hadn't
returned. But everyone looked at her as if she had significance, and that was
enough.

In the evening, they sat by the fire again. No wine, no laughter. Just water,
bread, and stories. One told of a storm that had never happened, another of
fish that glow in the dark. The words sounded tired, but they held together
something that would otherwise have fallen apart.

When the sun disappeared, the eldest took the bottle, filled it with sand, sealed
it with a piece of cloth, and carried it to the water. He threw it far out, and it
drifted, slowly, quietly, until it was swallowed by the light. No one clapped, no
one spoke.

"He wanted us to do this," the old man finally said. "Not because it helps.
Because it reminds us."

The wind died down. The sea remained calm, but the scent of palm wine still
hung in the air, sweet, flat, seductive—like a warning that keeps slipping away.

Then came the sound: a soft, clear clink, far out, barely audible. As if the sea
had accepted the bottle—or smashed it.

The men gazed out for a long time without a word. The sky darkened, the stars
fell on the water like salt.
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Cebu breathed deeply, slowly, and all that remained was this feeling that
sometimes guilt just evaporates—not resolved, not forgiven, just risen up,
somewhere where no one can smell it anymore.

Not a hero, just a human

The stories on Cebu had ceased to have heroes. There were only names, faces,
and movements. Men fishing, women waiting, children counting the spirits in
the waves. But somewhere amidst all this forgetting, people began to talk
about Lapu-Lapu again. Not as a warrior. Not as a god. But as someone who
had also made mistakes.

An old man sat in front of his hut and told the boys how he imagined him:
barefoot, hungry, with sweat on his brow, and a gaze that always seemed too
far-reaching. "He wasn't one for fame," the old man said. "He just didn't want
to lie."

The children listened, but they understood it differently. For them, Lapu-Lapu
was the one who stopped Magellan—that sounded great, that sounded like
strength. But the old man shook his head. "He didn't win," he said. "He
survived. That's a difference."

The sea roared as if it were proving him right. It sounded tired, but sincere. The
sun was low, casting long light over faces, and in that moment, Cebu seemed to
hold still.

"Sometimes," said the old man, "all you have to do is stand upright when
everyone else is kneeling. That's enough to become history."

The children nodded, not understanding. They would only realize later that
standing upright is harder than fighting. That saying no takes more courage
than a spear.

That evening, as the sky burned, the men sat on the beach, gazed out, and
thought of those who had come before them. No one spoke of heroes. No one
spoke of glory. Only of the weariness that remains when one has done what
had to be done.

One fisherman said, "He was like us. Just in the wrong place at the right time."
Another replied, "Maybe he was just the only one who didn't hide."
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The sea retreated, slowly, steadily. The sun set, the air smelled of smoke, and
over everything hung this strange feeling of pride—not loud, not glorious, but
quiet, human, real.

Maybe that was all that remained: no hero, just a man who stood when
everyone else had already left.

At night, when the wind blew off the sea and the huts creaked, the elders
continued to talk about Lapu-Lapu. Not loudly, not solemnly—the way one
speaks about someone one misses but doesn't want to idealize. They said he
wasn't a hero, but a man who stayed up too late because he knew that sleep
was cowardice when the sea whispered.

Some said he had doubts before fighting. That he acted not out of pride, but
out of defiance. "He wanted to live without belonging to anyone," said a
woman who had never seen him but spoke as if she understood him.

In the stories, he sweated, cursed, argued with his followers, was tired of his
faith, and suspicious of anyone who gave orders. He wasn't a man of arms, but
of decision. Someone who said no when saying no was still dangerous.

"Heroes die before they understand," said the old man with the broken voice.
"People live long enough to bear guilt."

The sea roared in the darkness, calm, steady, like a memory that knows its
rhythm. No one prayed to the old gods anymore, no one feared the new ones.
People lived, they worked, they remembered—not deeds, but attitudes.

The children drew his figure in the sand, crudely, childishly, with sticks and
fingers. A circle for the head, lines for the spear and legs. Then the tide came in,
erasing everything. And they laughed, knowing they would draw again
tomorrow.

Around the fire, they said that Lapu-Lapu sometimes walked across the island
at night, barefoot, silently, through the smoke. Not as a ghost, but as a thought.
When someone tells a lie, they said, the air stops for a moment, and
somewhere there's a crackling sound — that's him.

"He never wanted to be worshipped," the old man said quietly. "He just
wanted no one to forget what "no" sounds like."

The fire collapsed. The flames hissed, the smoke drifted toward the sea.
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And somewhere out there, between the salt and the memory, someone
seemed to be smiling quietly — tired but content.

The sun was low over Cebu, and the days felt longer since the stories had
resurfaced. They came not from books, not from temples or scrolls, but from
voices, rough and brittle, from throats that had already swallowed too much
smoke, too much salt, too much silence. Everyone told them a little differently,
but one thing always remained the same: Lapu-Lapu was not someone who
sought fame.

A man who could never have known him said while mending his nets, "If you
live long enough, you'll either become a legend or tired. He became both."
Another nodded. "Tiredness is more honest than heroism," he said.

They spoke of him as they worked. While splitting wood, fishing, carrying
things. Not as a myth, but as a reminder of courage without uniforms. It was as
if Cebu had decided to explain itself by making its men human again.

A boy once asked, "If he wasn't a hero, why are we still talking about him?" The
old man replied, "Because he stood. And because standing is the hardest thing
when everything falls."

In the evening, they sat on the beach again. The sun sank red into the sea, the
air smelled of fish, sweat, and firewood. One of the fishermen recounted how
his grandfather had claimed Lapu-Lapu never died. That he had simply stood in
the sea until he became part of it.

"And what if that's true?" asked the youngest. The old man smiled thinly. "Then
he's swimming beneath us now, and the sea is ashamed when it gets angry."

A wind blew up, gentle but cool. It carried the scent of seaweed and the
distance. For a moment, it seemed as if the horizon were moving. No storm, no
boat—just movement, like a breath.

"Perhaps we are all just echoes," said one. "Perhaps," replied the eldest, "but
someone must have played the note first."

Then it fell silent. The waves rolled evenly, the sky darkened, and over the sea
hung this feeling that no one could name—not pride, not sadness, but
something in between.

This is how he was told: not as a hero, but as proof that sincerity alone is
resistance.
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In the weeks that followed, his name became commonplace again. It was
spoken without whispering. Not reverently, but casually, the way one speaks
about someone who belongs, even if they're long gone. Lapu-Lapu was no
longer a symbol, but a neighbor from old times, who in the evenings might still
be sitting somewhere in the darkness, listening, smoking, silent.

The children grew up with his name as if it were a wind blowing through the
houses. In the stories of the elders, he always had the last word, but never the
loudest. It was said that he didn't lead, he only prevented others from
submitting.

"He was no king," said a woman while mending nets. "He just had more
patience than pride." The people liked that because they recognized
themselves in it. Cebu was tired of kings, tired of glory. It no longer needed
gods—only people who stayed when things got tough.

One afternoon, a stranger came to the village. His clothes were unfamiliar, his
language broken, but he knew the name. "Lapu-Lapu," he said, "was a hero."
The men laughed quietly, the women shook their heads. One said, "Only those
who didn't understand him say that."

The stranger stayed for a while, listened, drank palm wine, and walked by the
sea. After three days, he asked: "Why do you talk so quietly about him? In my
country, he is worshipped." The old man with white hair replied: "Because he
was human here. Only those who remain human deserve to be remembered."

The stranger nodded, but he didn't understand. He wanted stories of blood, of
battle, of victory. But Cebu only spoke of silence, of perseverance, of sweat and
fatigue.

When he left, he left behind a small statue, crudely carved and glossy. They
placed it on a rock on the beach. Two days later, it was gone. The sea had taken
it.

No one was looking for her. They just said, "He doesn't want a pedestal. He

wants breath."

And so it remained. His name remained in the wind, in the water, in the way
people looked at each other—not with admiration, but with that quiet,
understanding look that says: We all carry some of this within us, whether we
want it or not.
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The days grew brighter again, the sea calmer, and Cebu breathed more evenly.
The island had learned to live with memory without idolizing it. People spoke of
Lapu-Lapu like rain—inevitable, real, but without miracles. It was as if the land
itself had decided to make it not sacred, but honest.

In the evenings, they often sat around the fire, men and women, young and
old, all with that mixture of weariness and peace. One began to tell how Lapu-
Lapu once challenged the sea, not with spears, but with words. "He asked the
sea if it also knew guilt," said the narrator. "And the sea remained silent. That
was his answer."

People nodded. They liked stories that promised nothing, that remained open-
ended. Perhaps because they themselves had experienced enough endings that
weren't.

Later, they sang. No songs of victories, no marches. Just these simple, deep
melodies that spoke of hunger, work, pride, and wind. In them, he lived on, not
as a hero, but as a voice among the voices.

A child asked, "Where is he now?" The mother replied, "Where men stand
when others duck."

In the distance, the sea rolled calmly against the shore, without anger, without
urgency. It was no longer holy water, no longer a judge, only a mirror. And in
this mirror, one saw not gods, but faces—old, young, real.

An old fisherman said quietly, "Perhaps he just wanted us to understand that
strength is not something you wear, but something you let go of."

Night fell over Cebu, mild, warm, and understanding. No wind, no thunder, only
silence—that honest, human silence that smells of work and salt.

And whoever looked out to sea that night saw nothing supernatural, nothing
divine, only the gentle glow of the moon on the waves —and knew that was
enough.

Not a hero. Just a human. And that was enough.
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The stranger remains dead

The wind came from a direction no one knew. It smelled not of salt, but of rust.
The palm trees leaned lazily, as if they knew this day would bring something no
prayer could prevent. A body lay on the beach. Not washed ashore, not fallen—
laid down, almost orderly. The skin pale, the clothing unfamiliar, the face calm.

The men found him at dawn. They stood in a semicircle, saying nothing. One
touched his arm with a stick. No sound, no twitch. Just that smell—water,
metal, and something that wasn't from here.

"A stranger," said one. "Again?" asked another.

He wasn't the first one the sea had brought, but this one was different. Not a
sailor, not a merchant. His hands were soft, without any signs of labor. A small
knife hung from his belt, not for fighting, but more for eating. And on his chest
was a piece of cloth embroidered with symbols no one could read.

They brought him to the village and laid him in the shade of a hut. The women
came, the children stayed away. No one asked who he was. The sea offered no
explanations, and no one had stopped asking for it.

In the afternoon, the elder arrived. He looked at the dead man for a long time,
without hurrying. Then he said: "He has traveled far. But he has chosen the
wrong place to arrive."

They washed him and wrapped him in cloths usually intended for weddings.
Not out of pity, but out of order. Death was supposed to remain clean, even if
life wasn't.

As the sun set, they carried him out to the beach. The men stood in a circle, the
women holding hands. No words, no singing. Just wind, water, sand.

Then they lifted him, slowly, heavily, and placed him back into the sea. The
waves received him, almost tenderly, as if they recognized him.

"Should we pray?" someone asked. "For what?" the old man replied. "He's a
stranger. And the sea doesn't accept strangers. It makes them one of us."

The men nodded. The water glittered, the sky burned, and the body
disappeared. No scream, no sign. Just that calm, final sinking that looked like
peace—or indifference.
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Night came early. The wind remained warm, but restless. No one spoke in the
huts anymore. And those who couldn't sleep swore they had heard a foreign
language in the sound of the sea—soft, flat, like a prayer that had landed on
the wrong shore.

The next morning, the sea was quieter than usual. No wind, no seagulls, just
that deep, steady breathing that sounded like reflection. The spot where they
had given the stranger to the water was even darker than the rest, as if the sea
were holding him—not out of anger, but out of duty.

The men went out early, doing what they always did. Fishing, keeping silent,
observing. But their movements were heavier. Something lingered in the air, a
heaviness that couldn't be grasped. One said he had dreamed that night that
the stranger was standing upright in the water, his face to the sky, as if
listening. No one laughed.

The huts still smelled of the cloth they had wrapped him in—of herbs, oil, and
death. The women burned leaves to dispel the smell, but it remained, sweet,
persistent, and honest.

That afternoon, a boy found a piece of wood on the beach. It was smooth,
round, as if polished by the sea. Engraved on it were symbols, not large, but
clear. No one could read them. They placed the piece next to the fire, where it
slowly dried, crackling, smelling like wet rain.

"Maybe he left us something," said one. "Maybe he just wanted us to ask," said
the old man.

In the evening, when the light was flat over the water, they saw something
drifting again—a shadow, small, misshapen, too far away to be sure. At first
they thought it was flotsam. But then it moved differently, more rhythmically,
as if it had a purpose.

The men didn't go any closer. The sea had become rough, but without waves. It
remained silent in a way that was wiser than any answer.

"If the sea brings something back," said the elder, "it's not out of grace. But
because it was wrong."

During the night, a wind rose. Doors banged, fires flickered. The smell of salt
mingled with smoke. Some heard footsteps outside, in the sand, steady, quiet.
No one went out.
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In the morning, the beach was empty. Only the piece of wood remained, but
the markings on it had disappeared. Smooth, clean, as if someone had washed
them away.

They left it there. No one talked about it. But since then, one could see how
people laughed less often, spoke more quietly, and looked out to sea more
often—as if checking whether the water was still the same.

On the third day, the sea began to ferment. It didn't look any different, but you
could feel it. The air tasted more bitter, the salt felt heavier on the tongue. The
fishermen said the water had become thicker, as if it had retained something it
couldn't digest.

The men went out anyway. They did what you always did when the sea
behaved strangely—you ignored it. But when they pulled in the nets, there was
hardly anything. Just scraps of grass, wood, rope, and in between a piece of
cloth that no one wanted to touch. It was bright, clean, too clean, as if the
water itself had purified it.

"From him?" one asked. "Or from us," another murmured.

They placed the canvas on the bow, didn't say another word, and when they
returned, no one let the boats drift ashore. They pulled them up and tied them
down, as if to prevent the sea from taking them back.

The village smelled of smoke and rain. Children no longer played outside, dogs
barked into the night, and the elderly were silent at meals. Something had
slipped, not visible, but noticeable.

Later, a storm arose—not violent, just persistent. No thunder, no lightning, just
wind that knew too much. The roofs held, but the fires went out. And
somewhere between the gusts, that strange language could be heard again,
flat, rolling, brittle. No one understood it, but it sounded tired, almost sad.

The next morning, the sea was calm. No tracks, no waves, nothing. Only the
piece of cloth lay on the beach, neatly folded. No one had moved it.

The women said it should be burned. The men said it should be returned. The
old man said, "Leave it. It doesn't belong to anyone anymore."

So it remained there, day after day, shifted by the wind, buried by sand,
uncovered again. A relic without purpose, but with weight.
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The nights grew colder. And sometimes, when the moon hung low over the
water, one thought one could see a figure—where they had once consigned it
to the sea. Upright, motionless, half-swallowed by the light.

No one talked about it. In Cebu, people knew when to keep quiet. Some said
the sea had remembered him. Others said it was simply too slow to forget.

And maybe both were true.

A few nights later, the dogs began to howl. Not loudly, not in panic—that deep,
plaintive howl you only hear when something invisible passes by. People woke
up, listened, and said nothing. No one lit a candle. They knew it was better to
watch things without seeing them.

In the morning, the sea was peaceful again, but they found footprints on the
sand. Not deep, not cool, just slightly pressed, as if someone had walked
slowly, step by step, to the water and back again. Barefoot. The men looked at
them, followed them for a bit, then broke off. "The stranger remains dead,"
one said quietly, almost like a prayer.

Nevertheless, they remained restless. No one in the huts slept through the
night anymore. Children cried for no reason, and in the eyes of the old people
lay that quiet recognition that comes only from living too long to be surprised.

On the third evening after the tracks, a light appeared over the sea. Small,
round, pale—no moon, no lamp. It drifted just above the surface, moving
slowly and evenly until it stopped directly in front of the village. Then it
stopped. No sound, no wind, just this light, tearing open the water as if it were
breathing.

People stood on the beach. No one stepped forward. It was as if the sea were
waiting. After a while, the light flickered, twitched, sank, and was gone. Only
darkness remained.

A man whispered, "Perhaps it was just a soul." The old man replied, "Then it
was late."

They went back to the huts, one by one. No one slept. Some later said they had
dreamed that the sea became as flat as glass and that a face lay within it—
calm, awake, without anger.
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The next morning, everything was as usual. The water was clear, the air still.
Only on the stone on the beach, where shells usually lay, was a single hair
found. Light, smooth, foreign.

No one touched it. They knew the sea had remembered again. But this time
without waves, without storms—only with a sign, so faint it could almost be
missed.

And that's exactly what made it scarier.

In the days that followed, no one spoke of the stranger. The traces on the
beach disappeared, the stone was empty, the sea still. The people did what
they always did: they worked, they waited, they listened. But something was
different—not visible, only tangible, like an aftertaste in the air.

The children played by the water again, but they stayed further up, where the
sand was dry. When they found shells, they laid them out in lines, as if trying to
trace something they didn't understand. The old people watched them silently,
with that look that was half concern, half pride.

One evening, when the sky was red like hot iron, the wind blew back. It carried
the scent of strange wood, wet cloth, and a hint of metal. It was the same smell
as the day they found the body. No one said it out loud, but everyone smelled
it.

The old man sat in front of his hut, his face turned toward the sea. "The water
never forgets," he said. "But sometimes it chooses not to remember." Then he
took a handful of sand and let it trickle through his fingers. "Perhaps that's the
difference between us and him—we must forget in order to continue living."

The sun set, the sea fell silent. It was a silence that was not empty, but full—
filled with everything that had been said, thought, and lost.

When night came, the sky remained clear. No storm, no sign. Only stars, bright,
indifferent, infinite.

A child asked quietly, "Will he come back?" The mother replied, "He was never
here."

The sea glittered in the light, calm, flat, perfect. No whisper, no echo. Only the
movement of the breath, sufficient unto itself.
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And so it remained. The stranger remained dead, the sea remained calm, and
Cebu lived on—with that small, invisible crack in the balance, which at some
point was no longer visible but never completely forgotten.

The sea never forgets

The sea had calmed down again, but Cebu knew it was only a pause. It wasn't
peace, just that deceptive breath between two waves, when you briefly believe
everything is over. But the sea didn't forget. It waited.

On the beach lay scraps of wood, old nets, shards of glass, fish bones, and
shells stuck in the sand like little ears. When the wind blew over them, it
sounded as if someone were whispering. The children said the sea was talking
to them. The old people said the sea was laughing at them.

Once, a storm came that wasn't one. No thunder, no lightning—just water
rising from the depths as if the earth were breathing. It didn't sweep anything
away, but it brought things back. Pieces of boats, ropes, wood that no one
recognized. And in the morning sun, all of it shimmered like mirrors, revealing
nothing but sky and salt.

"It brings what it wanted to keep," said the old man, who was always first on
the beach. "Sometimes it remembers against its will."

The women gathered the flotsam, piled it in heaps, and wiped the salt from
their hands. Their faces looked as if they knew the sea was watching them. No
one said it, but everyone felt something stirring again—a thought too big for
their heads, too quiet for their mouths.

In the evening, the wind grew stronger. It carried the smell of old wood and
iron, and the dogs barked, without reason or purpose. The fire in the village
flickered restlessly, and even the children's laughter sounded too loud, too
bright, too nervous.

"The sea never forgets," the old man said quietly. "It only reminds you later,
when you long ago believed you were free."

Then he lay down to sleep, his face turned to the wind. No rain fell during the
night, but the sand was wet in the morning. No water, no dew—just wet, as if a
hand had just brushed it.
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And when the sun rose, the sea looked like an eye that had just woken up.

On the second day, the sea began to speak again. Not loudly, not
threateningly—more like someone clearing their throat before saying
something that might be unpleasant. The waves beat flatter, more evenly, but
they carried that dull sound within them that you don't hear, but feel. It crept
into the ground, into your feet, into your dreams.

The fishermen said the sea spoke of old things. Of boats that never arrived, of
voices that were never found. One said he felt a piece of metal as he cast his
net, smooth, cold, too heavy for his hand. He dropped it without looking. "I
didn't see it, so it wasn't there," he said. But his gaze remained different.

During the night, clouds gathered, gray and heavy. No rain came, only a
pressure in the air, as if just before a word no one wanted to say. The sea
smelled different, of mud, of old things, of something coming from below.

The women collected water in clay jars, as they always did when they knew
something was coming. They didn't speak of storms or waves. But their
movements were faster, harder, like the hands of people who have learned to
listen to signs, not words.

That evening, they all sat on the beach. No one laughed. The sky was still
bright, but the light had that tinge of farewell. The old man gazed out to sea for
a long time, then said: "It remembers us because we never promised it
anything."

The others nodded, no one asked. They knew the sea doesn't like lies. It takes
what's real and spits out the rest.

Then the wind came, not strong, but biting. It tugged across the skin, burning
slightly, and everyone knew the water was now awake. The dogs howled,
children cried, and in the rushing sound, it sounded as if someone was calling a
name.

"Who does it mean?" asked a boy. "Everyone," said the old man. "Always
everyone."

At night, the sea turned black. No shimmer, no stars, only depth. And
somewhere out there, far beyond the horizon, a faint light glowed, like a
thought repressed but never completely lost.
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The next morning, the beach looked different. The sand was firmer, darker,
almost gray. Among the shells and flotsam, small pieces of wood were found,
neatly cut, as if they had been placed there intentionally. On one of them, a
layer of dried salt, shaped like a hand, clung. No one touched it.

The men spoke quietly. One said he heard footsteps in the night, right by the
water. Not heavy, not fast—just those steady ones that sounded like someone
was counting something. Another swore he heard the name Lapu-Lapu, not in
his voice, but in the wind, strange, distorted, restless.

The women collected the flotsam, but this time they burned it. The smoke
drifted high and narrow into the sky, black and salty. Children stood nearby,
holding their noses, but they watched without asking.

"You can't give back to the sea what you don't understand," said the old man.
"It takes it back, but it changes it first."

Around midday, the wind blew from the west, dry and hot. The sea seemed to
steam, as if it wanted to release everything it knew into the air. The sky took on
that flat sheen you only see when salt begins to evaporate.

People felt it—that pulling in their chest that couldn't be explained. No pain, no
fear, just the feeling that something was moving that couldn't be stopped.

By evening, the sea was as smooth as oil. Not a sound, not a foam. The
fishermen said the water had "forgotten how to breathe." Someone threw a
stone into it. No splash, no ripple, nothing. The stone simply disappeared.

"The sea remembers stones," said the old man. "They know where they came
from."

The night smelled of metal. The wind was still, and in the distance, a sound
could be heard that no one could identify. It wasn't thunder, not an animal, not
a ship. More like a deep hum, like a song coming from the ground.

People slept badly. Some dreamed of hands reaching out of the water—not to
take, but to show. Others heard voices whispering something they immediately
forgot upon waking.

And when the sun rose, the sea was calm again. Too calm. So calm that you
could tell: It hadn't forgotten. It was just thinking.
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The next day the rain came. First timidly, then thickly, heavy, with that smell of
earth that never comes from the sky, but from deep within. It pattered down
on roofs, on faces, on the sea itself—and yet the water didn't seem to absorb
it. As if it had had enough.

People stayed in their huts. The fire burned quietly, the wood hissed, and
smoke crept out through the cracks, as if it wanted to see what was happening.
You could no longer hear the sea, only the rain, which drowned everything. But
sometimes, when the wind shifted, there was this deep, slow rolling sound—
like a breath you felt from a distance.

In the afternoon, the rain stopped. The air was cool, clear, and the island
smelled of new life—and old salt. People stepped out cautiously. Traces of
water lay everywhere: small rills, torn leaves, remnants of foam. And amidst all
of it, something no one could explain: circles in the sand. Large, even, as if
someone had drawn them with a stick.

"The sea remembers shapes," said the old man. "It writes them back to us."

They gazed at the circles for a long time. No one dared to enter them. Even the
children kept their distance. The wind came from the sea, carrying the scent of
seaweed and something else—something sweet, but wrong.

Towards evening, the sky turned purple. The sea glittered metallically, and the
circles slowly began to blur. The wind blew them away, but not completely. Just
enough so that they never completely disappeared.

The men sat by the fire and drank quietly. One asked, "If the sea never forgets,
why does it always bring us the same thing?" The old man replied, "Because we
never understand. And because we always think we can."

Then he fell silent, looking out into the twilight. The sea was no longer calm,
but not restless either. It was in that state you only recognize when you've seen
too much—agitated, but intentionally so.

When night came, you could hear the waves singing again. No song, no rhythm.
Just this long, deep hum that sinks under your skin and stays there.

And there was no anger in that hum. Only memory.

The next morning, the sea was peaceful, almost tender. The waves came softly,
rolling lazily over the sand, as if trying to make amends for something they
didn't understand. The sun was low, the light flat, and the water shone like oil.
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It was quieter than usual, but not empty. The kind of silence that resonates
with something.

People stood on the shore, watching as the circles from the previous day finally
disappeared. The sand smoothed, the tracks dissolved. Only the smell
remained—that smell of salt and something human, something that didn't
belong in the sea, but had remained there.

The old man stepped forward, walked to the water, and let the foam wet his
feet. "You can't retain everything," he said, "but the sea can. It carries us, it
forgets us, and sometimes it tells us again what we were."

The others watched him, silent. The wind blew from the west, bringing warmth
and that taste of metal that wouldn't go away. A boy asked, "And what
happens when it remembers everything?" The old man smiled. "Then it will be
quieter. Because there's no one there to listen."

The sun climbed higher. Children ran to the water, swirled their feet, threw
shells, and laughed. Their laughter sounded clear, bright, and free—and for the
first time in days, the sea responded with a sound that wasn't threatening, but
playful.

"Perhaps," said the old man, "remembering isn't the problem at all. Perhaps it's
forgetting that makes us small." Then he turned away, slowly, deliberately, his
hands clasped behind his back, his eyes half-closed against the light.

Behind him, the sea murmured quietly on. Steady, reliable, endless. No storm,
no whisper, no secret—just movement.

In the evening, as the sun sank into the sea, the air smelled sweet, warm, and
peaceful. And for a moment, you thought the sea had truly forgotten. But then
a wave came, gentle, clear, cool, and it left a word in the sand.

No one read it aloud. No one stepped on it. But everyone understood it.

The sea forgets nothing.
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Bamboo grows over the bones

As the sun rises over Cebu, you can see how greenery slowly reclaims the land.
Bamboo, grass, small trees—everything grows over what once was. Between
the roots lie remnants of wood, old nets, stones, shards of glass, and
sometimes something else. Things that can no longer be named. The earth
doesn't speak of them; it absorbs and remains silent.

The elders say that every leaf that grows here is a name no one speaks
anymore. Bamboo grows over bones because it isn't afraid of memory. It grows
straight, strong, incorruptible. It doesn't ask who the bones belong to. It simply
lives on.

A boy was once digging for shells and found something round and smooth. He
called the others, but the old man waved them away. "Leave it," he said. "Some
things the land wants to keep." The boy dropped it, and the wind covered it
with dust.

At night, when the moon hung low over the fields, you could sometimes hear
the bamboo cracking. Not a storm, not an animal—just the act of growth. This
quiet, unstoppable cracking sounded as if the earth itself were stretching.

"That's what memory sounds like," said the old man's wife. "It never breaks. It
only makes room for new things."

In the morning, the stalks stood taller. Their shadows fell over old paths, over
fireplaces, over stones that had once been part of huts. Everything that was
once life became landscape. The land breathed again, but differently. Slower.
More thoughtfully.

Sometimes, when the wind blew across the fields, it looked as if the bamboo
were bowing. Not to gods, not to the dead—only to time.

And in this movement lay everything: the sea, the guilt, the voices, the silence.
Everything beneath the earth, everything part of it again.

Bamboo grows over bones. Not to hide. But to carry on.

On the edge of the village, the bamboo grew denser than anywhere else. The
stalks stood close together, tall, and when the wind blew through them, it
sounded like whispering. People said something ancient lay down there. Not
evil, not holy—simply ancient. Something that shouldn't be disturbed.
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The children ventured in anyway. They threw stones, laughed, listened to the
echo between the trunks, and shouted back. But sometimes the echo didn't
come from them. It answered differently, deeper, slower, as if the bamboo
itself had a voice. Then they ran back to the village, barefoot, breathless, and
swore never to go there again—until the next day.

The elders watched them silently. They knew that fear fades when one is
young, but awe remains when one grows old. "Bamboo grows over
everything," said the old man. "Even over us, when the time comes."

In the shade of the forest, it smelled of earth and iron. The ground was soft,
moist, and when you touched it, you could feel life working beneath it. Roots,
worms, water—everything in motion. No part still, no part dead.

A man expanding his field found a piece of stone while digging, smooth and
round, with notches on the side. He turned it over in his hand, wiped off the
dirt, and finally put it back. "No tool," he said. "No accident." Then he trodden
earth over it, firmly, twice.

The woman watching him said quietly, "Sometimes the land wants you to look.
But not to understand."

It rained during the night. The bamboo bent, knocking against each other, and
the noise sounded like heartbeats—irregular, real.

The next morning, everything was quiet. No wind, no sound. Only the smell of
wet earth and new life. The stalks seemed even taller, stronger, as if they had
been drinking.

And people knew that the rain had nourished not only the land, but the
memory beneath it. What is no longer visible continues to grow—just
differently.

A few weeks later, the light over the bamboo forest changed. It became
warmer, yellower, but with a tinge of ash—as if the sky had burned something
it couldn't get rid of. People noticed it first in the air. It was thicker, heavier,
and tasted of metal and memory.

The children stopped going in. Even the brave ones stayed at the edge. The
wind had changed. No more rustling, no more whispering. Just this slow, steady
sway, as if the bamboo were breathing.
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Once, during the night, a crash was heard. Not loud, but definitive. In the
morning, a stalk was found, split, cleanly broken, as if something had ripped it
open from within. The edges were smooth, the interior empty. No insect, no
fungus, no animal. Just emptiness.

"The ground is getting restless," said the old man. "It remembers too much."

People began to take detours. No one wanted to cut down the bamboo, no one
wanted to touch it. Even the birds avoided it. They circled over it but never
landed. It was as if the forest had decided to retain a memory of its own.

At night, the wind knocked against the stalks. Not chaotically, but
rhythmically—like someone banging on a door they built themselves. Some
counted the blows, trying to recognize patterns, words, signs. Others simply
closed their ears.

Once, after a silent night, they found something in the ground at the edge of
the forest. No bones, no tools—just a handful of black earth that felt different.
Heavier, warmer. They put it back, threw sand over it, and didn't say a word.

"The land tells us that everything stays the same," said the old man. "We only
think it's over because we no longer look."

In the evening, the wind blew down from the mountains. The bamboo moved,
bent, and straightened again. The sound was soft, almost friendly. For a
moment, it looked as if it were bowing.

And anyone who looked closely swore that the ground beneath was breathing
—slowly, deeply, gratefully.

Over time, the bamboo forest became a boundary. Not drawn, not declared,
simply created. No one went in anymore, but everyone made sure it stayed.
The men cut the stalks that grew too far into the field and laid them side by
side, like lines, like silent markers between what was living and what was
dormant.

The old man said, "There's no need to fear bamboo. It just knows too much."
And perhaps that was true. Because sometimes, when the wind blew through
the stalks, you could hear voices. No screams, no words—ijust that harsh
humming that was reminiscent of the sea, but drier, more earthly.

The women said that at night, small lights shone between the tree trunks. Pale,
restless, but beautiful. Children who dared to look said they saw faces—not
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angry, not sad, just awake. No one argued about it. In Cebu, people had
learned that things can be true, even if they can't be proven.

One day, a stranger came to the village. He saw the bamboo, smiled, and said,
"This is good wood. It could be sold." The men looked at him and said nothing.
The old man stepped forward, placed his hand on his shoulder, and said, "If you
touch something that grows over bones, you'll take more than you can carry."

The stranger didn't understand, but he left. That same evening, he moved on
without saying goodbye. The people watched him until he disappeared into the
dust. Then they looked back at the bamboo, and the wind blew through him
like a throat that wanted to sing but wasn't allowed to.

At night, the wind blew from the west, cool, soft, almost tender. It carried the
scent of earth and fire, and the stalks moved in rhythm with the island's
breathing.

"He grows because we forget," said the old man's wife. "And we live because
he remembers."

In the morning the sky was clear, the light bright, and the bamboo had that
subtle shimmer that you only see when something old has remained still —and
yet continues to grow.

Over the years, the bamboo grew so thick that no one could pass through it.
From a distance, it looked like a wall, but alive. Light shone through the trunks
only in thin stripes, and the ground beneath remained moist, dark, and warm—
like skin. People said the bamboo breathed for those who lay beneath it.

People hardly spoke about it anymore. It was simply there, like the sea, like the
sky, like something you can't change. But every time a storm came, the men
went out and checked to see if it was still standing. If it bent, they knew: the
land was alive. If it held, they knew: it remembered.

Once, a piece of the forest broke away. The wind had blown too hard, and a
dozen stalks lay flat in the mud. The next morning, the old man stood there,
looked at the broken trunks, knelt down, and touched the ground. He smiled,
as if he felt something only he could feel.

"It's growing again," he said. "But this time it's different."
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And indeed: after a few days, new stalks sprouted. Thinner, lighter, but more
numerous. They grew quickly, huddled together, seeking the light. The ground
beneath them shifted slightly, as if helping.

People saw this and knew that you don't really lose anything. You just lay it
down deeper. The earth carries it further, transforms it, mixes it with what
remains. And if you're lucky, something grows out of it that provides just
enough shade to breathe beneath.

One evening, as the sun sank behind the hills, the villagers sat quietly at the
edge of the forest. The wind blew through the stalks, steady, soothing, and the
rustling sounded like voices—not sad, not happy, simply there.

The old man said, “This is the song of those who have not been forgotten.”

Night fell softly over the island, and in the moonlight the bamboo shone like
silver. It swayed, it whispered, it lived—above bones, above stories, above
everything that was once pain.

And somewhere deep in the ground, between earth, salt and time, lay what
people leave behind when everything has been said: no grave, no names, only
roots that continue to speak.

Heaven has no king

It hadn't rained for weeks. The sun burned down on the fields, and the air was
so still that even the birds had lost their voices. Cebu glowed, but not with
life—with tiredness. The sea shimmered flat and pale, like a knife left in the
embers for too long.

People sought shade under palm leaves, under roofs, under their own skin. No
one worked, no one sang. The village had fallen silent, not from fear, but from
exhaustion. The earth was cracked, the wind smelled of dust and salt, and
above everything hung a sky so bright it hurt.

The old man sat in front of his hut, his gaze directed upwards. He saw no
clouds, no birds, no signs. Only this boundless, dazzling blue that promised
nothing. "The sky has no king," he said. "Only eyes that see everything, and no
hand to intervene."
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The people heard him, but no one answered. They knew it wasn't their fault.
Some prayed, others cursed, still others simply looked up and waited for
something to move. But the sky remained empty, motionless, unmoved.

At night, it became black, clear, endless. The stars burned harshly, too sharply,
too coldly. The children asked if anyone lived up there. The old man shook his
head. "No," he said. "The sky belongs to no one. It's like the sea—it only
absorbs, it gives nothing back."

A man who still believed in gods whispered a prayer into the darkness. His
voice sounded small, lost among the huts. When he finished, he looked up. No
wind, no sound, no answer. Only silence.

"Perhaps he hears us," he said quietly. "Perhaps he just doesn't listen
anymore," the old man replied.

A light flickered on the horizon. No flash, no fire, just a brief glimmer, like a
thought fading away. Then everything was silent again.

And in this silence there was no comfort, no sign, no threat—only this
realization, which no one spoke aloud: that even heaven can grow weary.

The next morning, dust hung over the island. No wind, no birds, no movement.
The bamboo stood still, the sea shimmered as if made of metal. You could hear
the heat—that hum that comes from the air itself when it's become too heavy.

People began to ration water. They drank less, spoke less, and sweated more
quietly. Children lay under wet cloths, and women stirred jugs with palm leaves
to keep the water cool. But nothing stayed cool. The earth was thirsty, and
everything given to it disappeared immediately.

"We used to pray," said a woman, "but now we're just waiting." "For what?"
asked the old man. "That heaven remembers we're here."

But the sky remained empty. The sun was almost vertical at midday, and the
shadows were so short that even they sought refuge. No sign, no flight, no rain.
Only this vast, indifferent blue that covered everything that moved.

In the evening, as the light turned golden, the men came out of their huts and
sat down on the sand. They looked out at the sea, but they talked about the
sky. "He sees everything," said one. "But he doesn't judge." "Perhaps he's
learned," said the old man. "That judgment changes nothing."
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The heat persisted. Nights that knew no sleep because even darkness was too
warm. One could hear the cracking of bamboo, the trembling of leaves, the
groaning of the earth. Everything sounded as if the island were breathing,
heavy, slow, tired.

Then, just before sunrise, the wind came. No rain, no storm, just wind. It
smelled of ash and sea, and people looked up. But the sky remained clear—too
clear. No sign, no life, no God.

"Perhaps," said the old man, "heaven was never empty. Perhaps it was only
silent so that we would stop praying and start living."

And for the first time in days, people lowered their gaze — away from above,
towards the earth that waited for them.

In the days that followed, the light became even harsher. It cut through
everything—leaves, water, skin. Even the air flickered, as if it were no longer
sure whether it should stay. Cebu was silent, like an animal breathing but not
moving.

The old man went to the beach early in the morning. The sea was as smooth as
glass, as if someone had placed a glass ceiling over it. He saw his own face in it,
wrinkled, burned, restless. It didn't look back. "Heaven has no king," he said
again, "but the sea has no memory without us."

He knelt down and touched the water. It was warm, almost lukewarm, like
blood. No sign of life in it, no smell of salt, only silence. The sun crept over the
horizon, and the warmth immediately shot through his body.

"Before," he said, "the sky was full of voices. Thunder, rain, wind. Now you hear
nothing. Maybe this is punishment. Maybe it's just peace."

In the village, the wells were dug deeper. Men dug with their hands, with
stones, with anything they could find. The ground was dry, cracked, and tired.
Every blow sounded hollow. The children collected shells to hang on the walls
of their huts—as a symbol of water they couldn't see.

"Sometimes," said the old man's wife, "heaven thinks we can get by without it.
And it's right." She poured the last of the palm wine into the sand and watched
it disappear. No steam, no sound. Just vanishing.
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The nights were now clearer, colder. One could see stars so sharp they almost
cut through the sky. The children counted them, gave them names. Not kings,
not gods—names of animals, of people, of things they knew.

"That's not heaven anymore," said a boy. "That's just space above us." The old
man nodded. "And that's enough."

Then he fell silent, and the stars continued to burn—silent, endless, indifferent.
Yet something in this indifference felt honest. As if the heavens had finally
trusted them to stand alone.

In the third week, the air began to move. No wind, no rain—just that
shimmering trembling you only see if you stare into space long enough. It was
as if the sky were breathing, cautiously, hesitantly, after a long swoon.

People felt it in their skin. The light became softer, the blue deeper, the silence
lighter. The old man stood at the edge of the bamboo forest, looked up, and
said, "Perhaps he won't come back because he never left." No one asked who
he meant.

In the evening, the sky turned coppery red. The sea reflected it, and suddenly it
looked as if the world were quietly burning. The children stood on the beach,
holding their hands over their eyes, and for a moment they thought they saw
faces in the clouds—not threatening, not benevolent, just awake.

"They're not gods," said the old man's wife. "They're mirrors. The sky only
shows us what we already know."

And she was right. Because the longer you looked, the clearer it became that
the faces weren't unfamiliar. They bore the features of people you had known,
loved, lost. The light changed them, distorted them, dissolved them again. But
for that one moment, everything was there—memory in color.

The men saw it too, but said nothing. One placed his hand on the ground,
feeling the warmth. "Perhaps it will rain," he whispered. The old man shook his
head. "No. It's just the sky dreaming again."

Night fell quickly. No moon, no stars, just that deep, pulsating red on the
horizon, slowly extinguishing like an ember in the sand.

Then came silence. Not a heavy silence, not a threatening one—more like one
that breathed. And the island breathed with it.
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"Heaven has no king," said the old man, "because it doesn't need one. It rules
by remaining."

And in this realization lay comfort—raw, quiet, real. Not the comfort of faith,
but that of understanding.

The next morning, the light was different. It was no longer a harsh white, no
longer a hot blue. It was soft, almost gray, as if the sky had realized it had been
too loud. The sun shone, but it didn't burn. The wind blew off the sea, cool,
friendly, lively.

People stepped out of their huts and looked up. For the first time in weeks,
they saw clouds—small, unfinished, but real. They moved slowly, as if they
themselves didn't yet know where they were going. A boy raised his arm and
pointed upwards. "It's back," he said. The old man smiled. "No. It was never
gone. We just stopped looking."

The village breathed a sigh of relief. The women laughed, children ran, and
somewhere in the bamboo a new shoot cracked. The sea glittered again, that
old, honest sparkle that cannot be interpreted. Only felt.

Around midday, the first drop fell. Then a second. No rain, no storm—just
drops. Slow, regular, like the beats of an old song. They fell on roofs, on skin, on
earth, and the ground greedily absorbed them. The bamboo bowed slightly, as
if in thanks.

"Heaven has no king," said the old man, reaching out and catching the water.
"But it has a memory. And sometimes it remembers us when we least expect
it."

The drops grew thicker. Children danced, women held up clay jugs, men gazed
at the sea. Everything smelled of life, of salt, of new beginnings.

And then, in the midst of this silent jubilation, came a sound—deep, warm, like
the world breathing a sigh of relief. It wasn't thunder. It was the sound of the
earth drinking.

In the evening, the sky was clear, calm, and vast. No king reigned over it, no
god spoke from it—only light, which remained because no one demanded it
anymore.

The old man sat alone on the beach, his face to the sky, his feet in the wet
sand. "It's enough," he said quietly. "That he's simply there."
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A cloud glided past above him—slow, heavy, peaceful. And Cebu breathed. For
the first time, without asking.

A quiet smile over Mactan

Morning came slowly, as if even the sun had hesitated to rise over Mactan once
more. The sea lay calm, peaceful, like an old warrior finally allowed to sleep. No
smoke, no blood, no prayer. Only the smell of salt and earth, fresh and familiar.

The village awoke without drums, without shouts. Children ran through the
sand, drawing lines with sticks, laughing softly, as if they had learned that joy
can also be silent. The elderly sat in front of their huts, gazing out to sea, and
on their faces was that smile — the one you only know when you've lost
everything and still retained something.

The old man stood on the beach. The surf played against his feet, warm and
gentle, like a memory that no longer carries pain. He looked out, to where
Magellan's ships once lay, and for a moment he thought he saw the shadow of
the sails, but they immediately vanished—like fog forgotten by the sun.

"He came from far away," murmured the old man. "With fire in his hand and
gods in his head. And now he's just a story the sea tells when no one wants to
hear it."

Beside him stood the woman who used to be called Lira. Her hair was gray, her
skin etched by wind and salt. She nodded, looked at the water, and said,
"Perhaps he was never an enemy, just someone who had forgotten that one
can possess nothing on this earth, not even heaven."

The sea retreated briefly, took a deep breath, then returned. A silent greeting,
a quiet agreement.

Seagulls circled above them, lazy, sated, silent. No harbingers, no ghosts. Just
life, moving on without asking where it was going.

The old man smiled, and the smile was small but genuine—a quiet, calm, final
smile.

For the sea had spoken. The earth had answered. And the sky — it had simply
remained silent.

301



In the afternoon, light hung over the island, soft and warm like forgotten music.
The palm trees barely moved, and the sea shimmered as if it had finally
reconciled itself with what it had once swallowed. No one spoke of wars or
kings, guilt or victory anymore. There were only people—barefoot, brown,
alive.

A boy asked the old man, "Was he evil, the man from the West?" The old man
thought for a long time, looking at his hands, which were as old as the land
itself. "No," he finally said. "He was just sure he was right. And that's worse."

The boy nodded, not understanding anything, but sensing that it was true.
Children sense the truth earlier than adults because they haven't yet learned to
talk it away.

The women washed fabrics in water that was now as clear as glass. Their voices
sounded calm, tired, honest. They no longer talked about the past, but about
rice, about nets, about the little things that piece life back together, piece by
piece.

A man brought fish from the sea and placed it on the stone that had once been
used for sacrifices. Today it was merely a table, a smooth stone, polished by
salt. No one prayed, no one gave thanks aloud. But as they ate, they all glanced
briefly at the horizon—not out of fear, but out of respect.

The sun was setting, the sky turning golden. The old man was sitting on the
beach again, his knees drawn up, his chin resting on them. Lira sat down next
to him, and they didn't speak. Words had long since become superfluous.
Between them lay the sea, between the sea lay memories, and above it all, that
calm that only comes when you've stopped trying to prove something.

"Do you remember the noise?" Lira asked. The old man nodded. "l remember
the moment afterward," he said. "That was the beginning of everything."

And then they both smiled, that quiet, unobtrusive smile known only to people
who have survived without hatred. A silent smile—about Mactan, about time,
about guilt, about everything that disappeared into the sand and yet remained.

As night fell, darkness gently settled over Mactan. No storm, no wind, only that
languid, breathing silence found only in places that have seen everything. The
sea shone black as oil, and the moon hung overhead like an ancient witness
with nothing left to say.
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The village fell asleep early. Only the fire in the center remained, small, steady,
as a sign that everyone was still there. The old man sat there, his hands on his
knees, staring into the embers. The crackling reminded him of voices, of orders,
of screams—and of what came after: silence.

"They say heaven has no king," he murmured, "but perhaps the sea has no
judge either." Lira, sitting next to him, replied calmly, "Perhaps there is no need
for one. Perhaps it is enough that we remember."

They looked out to sea. A wave broke, came closer, rolled out, barely touching
the sand. Then it retreated again—quietly, controlled, like someone who has
learned not to have to say everything anymore.

Behind them in the village, one could hear the breathing of sleepers, the small
sounds of life: the rustling of fabric, a cough, the creaking of a roof stretching in
the night. It wasn't total silence, but that natural silence that cannot be
commanded—it simply happens when peace is genuine.

"l used to think gods wanted sacrifices," Lira said. "Now | think they just want
people to stop inventing them." The old man smiled. "Maybe we were the
gods, and we forgot."

The flames danced, casting shadows across their faces. A wind blew, barely
perceptible, bringing the smell of salt and wet wood. A cloud glided past over
the sea, drifting slowly, then dissipating.

"He deserves to stay there," the old man said quietly. "Magellan. Not in the
water. In history." Lira nodded. "And we—we're staying here. Where we can
breathe."

Then they both fell silent, as the sea rolled on, steady, unwavering, calm. And
over Mactan spread that quiet smile—not proud, not wistful, just true.

The next morning, fog rolled in from the sea. It crept across the beach,
stretched through the huts, and settled like a blanket over everything living.
The air tasted of salt and memories. You could barely see your own hand, but
you could hear the sea—deep, steady, awake.

The people moved slowly, silently, as if they didn't want to disturb the fog. It
was as if the island had decided to hold its breath, just for a moment, to listen
to see if the world was still there.
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The old man walked down the path, barefoot, his stick held loosely in his hand.
Lira followed him. They didn't speak. Words had no place in this light. The fog
was thick but friendly—not a veil of death, but one of forgetfulness, which
heals.

They stood side by side on the beach and gazed out. The sea was barely visible,
but they could hear every wave, every breath. "He's calmed down," said Lira.
"Yes," replied the old man. "He's learned to forget without losing."

A piece of driftwood lay on the shore, smooth, round, polished by the water.
The old man picked it up and turned it over in his hand. "Sometimes something
remains," he murmured. "Something that doesn't belong to a story." He placed
it back in the sand, very carefully, as if it were alive.

The fog thinned. The light grew. One could see the outlines of the palm trees,
the shimmer of the nets, the shadows of the people working again. Life
returned, calm, quiet, natural.

"We've waited too long for signs," Lira said. "Perhaps the sign was that nothing
more is coming." The old man nodded. "And that this is enough."

Then they both looked out at the sea, which was slowly taking shape again. The
fog lifted, the sun broke through, and for a moment the water looked as if it
were smiling—wide, peaceful, free.

A silent smile that wanted nothing, demanded nothing. Just being.

As the day drew to a close, the island stood bathed in golden light. The bamboo
rustled, the sea whispered, and the people worked quietly, without haste,
without fear. It was as if Cebu had stopped thinking about yesterday. The sky
was clear, the water warm, and the land bore everything that had been,
without revealing it.

The old man was sitting on the beach again. His hands rested calmly on his
knees, his eyes half-closed. Lira came with a bowl of rice, placed it next to him,
and sat down. They didn't speak. Words would have only been distracting.
Clouds drifted above them, large and soft, each one looking like a thought
never fully spoken.

"You know," Lira said quietly, "l used to think peace is when nothing happens
anymore. But maybe peace is when everything happens—and you don't have
to fear it anymore." The old man nodded. "Then we've found him."
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The sun touched the horizon. Its light grazed the sea, making it glow as if it
were burning from within. Seagulls circled, children laughed, somewhere
someone was chopping wood. Everything was moving, but without direction.
Simply being.

The old man stood up and looked out. "He'll never come back," he said.
"Who?" asked Lira. "The stranger. The war. The fear. Everything that was loud."
She nodded. "Good."

Then he stood still, for a long time, silently. The sun disappeared, and the sky
became soft, almost violet. He smiled. No triumph, no pride—just that quiet,
tired, honest smile that remains when you understand.

The sea breathed, the earth was silent, the sky watched. No god, no king, no
hero—only humans who were finally part of it.

Lira stood beside him, placing her hand on his shoulder. "It's fine," she said.

And in that moment, as wind, salt, and silence became one, Mactan smiled
back.

No thunder, no sign, no end—only the sea rolling on, and a silent smile over the
island that never faded.
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