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The Philippines, the late 1990s—Experience true terror in Attack of the Radioactive Worms from Outer Space. Can friends Algos, Bishop, Leonard and Mia survive the deadly onslaught of evil alien worms intent on destroying the world, and will Mia and Algos finally realize their love for one another?
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Chapter One
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The cool, crisp summer air swayed through the rustling leaves and branches that made up the brown giants with green tufts that stood all around the face of the mountain. There was a rhythmic fusion of sounds from all over, from the chirping of the birds to the minute footsteps of the marching ants to the flowing waters in the nearby stream.

A ring made up of rocks and stones in varying sizes and cuts stood in the middle of a clearing and inside the ring were pieces of wood crackling against a bright red and orange flame. The heat emitting from the fire gave off a warmth that could be equated to the modern saying ‘warm and toasty.’

Pieces of meat, fish and marshmallows on bamboo skewers cooked against the roaring fire, their tantalizing scents wafting about. Nearby, a cast iron pot filled with cooked white rice was hanging above the fire on a hook. 

Mia poked the burning wood with a long stick, pushing it about to generate more heat. “Hey, can someone toss me another log?” she called out.

“You got it, Mia!” Algos said as he picked up a log from the nearby stack and walked over to Mia, placing the log into the fire. Mia nudged it with the stick, pushing it closer to the rest of the burning logs until the flame began to give off an intense color and heat.

“There we go, that should do it,” she said. “Thanks, Algos.”

“Anytime,” he replied.

“Dinner should be ready in about ten minutes,” she said, carefully touching the skewered meat. “Or sooner, if these cook fast.” She glanced over her shoulder where two other boys were huddled over another cast iron pot. “How are we with the boiled bananas?”

“Should be about done right now,” Bishop said, lifting the lid off. He leaned forward slightly and took a whiff. “Yep, just right.” He lifted the pot off the hook and gingerly walked over to where Mia and Algos were, the pot swaying back and forth from the thin handle. As Bishop lowered the pot, a few drops of boiling water sloshed out from the lid and splashed onto the other boy who was sitting with Mia and Algos.

“Aray! Watch it!” he said as scalding water hit his skin. “Dude, seriously? Are you trying to kill me?”

“Now why would I want to kill the most expressive tagger in Santa Lucia?” Bishop said. “Speaking of which, were you responsible for that graffiti behind the old cemetery, Leonard?”

Leonard was busy wiping himself dry as he glanced at Bishop and replied, “I’m not saying anything.”

“I knew it,” Bishop exclaimed with excitement. “Every time you say that, it’s basically telling us that you really did it.”

“Did you hear me?” Leonard said, repeating himself: “I said I am not saying anything.”

“Sure, pal,” Bishop said. “And everything else about you says otherwise.”

While Leonard began to slowly fume with rage, Mia chuckled as she plucked the skewered meat from the ring of stones and placed them on the plate next to her. It had been a while since the four of them had gone out to relax. After all, working at the hardware and construction store was no walk in the park.

Mia Tomas and Algos Fernandes worked in the admin department while Bishop Santos and Leonard Morales worked in the sales department. The four of them had been friends since their school days and as Mia began preparing their dinner, she couldn’t help but remember the days when they would run and play under the heat of the afternoon summer sun or do after school clean ups. She recalled how she was not like the other girls growing up. While some of the girls had the traditional chestnut-colored skin, black hair and brown eyes, Mia had a complexion so fair one would think she had a foreigner for a father, eyes the color of tiger’s eye stones and black hair often tied in a high ponytail.

While some of girls would spend their time talking about dolls, make-up and who the most handsome member of the Bubble Gang was, Mia preferred learning sikaran, escrima and just about any kind of martial art and sport that society would tell her wasn’t really a hobby that girls ought to have. She had gone through the usual conversation with her disapproving religious aunts when it came to that and how young Filipina girls ought to be more concerned about education, their looks and becoming ideal wives. But she didn’t care. She loved sports and she couldn’t care less if other girls or her aunts perceived her as a tomboy. They didn’t complain though about her swimming. In fact, it was probably the only sport her aunts approved of.

Swimming, her aunt Marita would say, is simply an exercise of grace and elegance in the water. And wear somewhat revealing and body-hugging swimsuits to attract the right husband, her aunt would add. But Mia did not care for those things. She just loved swimming, both as a sport and as a pastime. She loved the feeling of just soaking herself in the water and surrendering to the sounds of the whispering water and the endless blue sky above her head.

During the summer days, she would ride her bicycle all the way to the nearby river and swim in its cool, clean water. It was on one particular day that she met Algos and, by extension, Leonard and Bishop. And while she worried about the possibility that she would be treated differently, she was completely surprised to find that they treated her normally, like she was one of them. They didn’t care for gender or any of that. To them, Mia was one of the guys. And for as long as she could remember, she was content with that.

“Man, am I starving!” Bishop said as he picked up a paper plate from the collapsible table nearby. He piled his plate with rice and picked up three of the skewers and sat at the fallen log in front of the fire. He took a big bite and settling into the log, he said, “This is the life. Good food, a blazing fire and sleeping under the stars with your best friends. This is living.”

“Yeah,” Leonard said. “Thanks for catching the fish, Bishop.”

“Thank you for cooking it!” Bishop said. “Hey, mind turning on the radio, Algos? I hear Eraserheads is releasing their new song today.”

Algos smiled and turned the radio on, tuning it to NU 107 in time to hear the DJ make the announcement: “And here is the debut of the new song by the phenomenal band, Eraserheads. A love song to bygone days and memories growing up—“Ang Huling El Bimbo.”” The radio began to emit the first chords of the song followed by the lyrics.

“Whoa... this sounds really good,” Leonard said as he began to sway his head to the song’s rhythm.

“No kidding,” Mia said, her head swaying to the song as well as she sat on the log. “It’s like they’re telling a story of their lives as kids.” She looked up at the night sky and said, “Kinda makes me think the song is talking about us.”

***
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Algos Fernandes was a bold boy of eight when he went swimming one day in the nearby river. He had been going to the river almost every day every time his father would come home early from work and smelling like a wine barrel. He hated seeing his father like that and even more so when his father would, in his drunken haze, slap and beat him. It wasn’t always like this, he would say. His father would be a better man if he wasn’t drinking. But ever since his older brother had died in a tragic bus accident, Algos could barely remember the last time he’d seen his father looking and acting respectable. But despite all the beatings, he still loved his father.

Going to the river was the only place he knew where he wouldn’t be entertained by thoughts of harming his father or tormented by his own mind. At the river, he could skip stones or fish. At the river, he could simply jump into the water and have himself a good swim. At the river, he could cry as much as he wanted.

He approached the large acacia tree at the edge of the riverbank and sat underneath it. He leaned his back on the gnarled trunk and closed his eyes, listening to the sounds of the rustling waters and the chirping of the birds. Last night, his father had come home even more drunk than usual. Perhaps it was because his brother’s fortieth day after death had come to pass and his father was even more emotional than ever.

“Why did you have to die, Kuya?” Algos asked himself. He sighed and looked at the water, fondly thinking of those now sweet and precious memories of he and his brother in the river.

Just then, Algos heard a splash nearby, as if someone had just jumped into the water. He brushed it off and settled back once more. Maybe it’s another person swimming, he thought. Anyway, it’s a river. There’s bound to be people coming and going.

“Hello there, boy,” a soft but firm voice called out, snapping him out of his reverie. Algos sat right up once more and looked in the direction of the voice. By the edge of the riverbank, Algos saw a girl wading close by, her wet black hair sticking to her neck and shoulders and her white T-shirt soaked and sticking to the skin and arms of her body. She waved at him and said, “Hello there. What are you doing over there?”

“Just sitting against the tree,” he replied. “Why are you swimming in the river?”

“It’s a nice day to swim. Besides, the water’s cold.”

“Yeah, but you’re a girl,” he said. “Aren’t girls supposed to stay inside and play with dolls?”

“Aren’t boys supposed to be in the basketball courts at this time?” Mia asked.

Algos blinked and then let out a chuckle. Mia chuckled as well and said, “Well, you look like you want to swim. So why not? The water’s great!”

A girl was asking him to swim in the river with her. More importantly, a girl was swimming in the river. “Well?” she called out again. “Are you gonna just sit there? Jump in. Wait, don’t tell me you don’t know how to swim?”

“I do, too!” Algos said as he got up and made a running dash towards the river’s edge and jumped into the water. A loud splash of water was followed by the sound of laughter as Algos and the girl began swimming and laughing with one another. Algos had never laughed that much for some time. He felt lighter than before and not just because he was wading in the cold river. It was a warm lightness, the kind one would feel when a heavy weight was taken from you.

He looked at the girl as she bobbed her head into the water and resurfaced. “My name’s Algos,” he said. “What’s yours?”

“It’s Mia.”

***
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“They’ve done it again!” Leonard exclaimed, his voice cutting through Algos’s thoughts as the music slowly began to fade. “Mark my words, I have a good feeling about this song. I think they can actually make it international!”

“Kinda ambitious, wouldn’t you say?” Mia said as she ate her rice and cooked meat. “I mean, I don't recall hearing Eraserheads having thoughts of going international.”

“They should hire me as their manager then,” Bishop said, puffing out his chest. “I can make things happen!”

“Yeah, like making this fried fish disappear in one gulp,” Leonard said with a snicker. Mia and Algos let out a laugh as Bishop threw a wet towel at Leonard, a playful scowl on his face.

“All right, you two. That’s enough,” Mia said. “You better eat your dinner or else I just might take it.” She reached for another skewered fish when her hand touched Algos’s as he himself reached for the same fish. “Oh, did you want this?” she asked.

“No, no, you take it,” Algos said, quickly withdrawing his hand from the skewer.

“You sure?” Mia asked. When Algos nodded, she smiled and picked up the skewer. “Salamat!” And she happily munched on the fish.

Algos set his plate down and got up saying, “Okay, I’m going to get some boiled bananas. Want any?”

Mia nodded, her mouth full of fish and rice. “I wan shum.”

Algos chuckled and walked towards the pot where the boiled bananas were and as he lifted the lid to get some, an arm found itself on his shoulders. “So, when are you going to tell her?” Algos looked to see Bishop standing next to him.

“Tell who?” Algos asked.

“Pare, don’t be dumb,” Bishop chuckled. “You know—Mia. When are you going to tell her how you feel?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Algos said, picking up a couple of boiled bananas and placing them on a paper plate.

Bishop sighed and said, “Pare, I’ve known you for a while now. And I can tell you have feelings for her. It’s written all over your face.”

“Shh,” Algos said, quickly shushing him. “Okay, okay, it’s true. I kinda have feelings for her. But don’t you think it will be weird or awkward for us if I told her how I felt?”

Bishop glanced over his shoulder in Mia’s direction and then back at Algos. “You can’t hide the fact. Besides, we’re not kids anymore. I’m sure if you told Mia, she wouldn’t reject you,” he said. “Besides, if you don’t act now, you’ll regret it. And unless my eyes are deceiving me, I think Leonard also likes Mia. So if you don’t make a move now...”

Algos was silent. Leonard had always been an expressive type of person, especially when he would create graffiti poetry. If Leonard could do that with confidence, he could easily tell Mia how he felt. And that would mean Algos would have lost his one and only chance to tell her. Maybe Bishop was right. Maybe he ought to tell Mia while he had the chance.

That’s right. I can tell her now, he thought. Leonard hasn’t made his move yet. I have an opening. He then walked back towards the bonfire and sat beside Mia.

“Here you go, Mia,” Algos said, offering her a boiled banana. “Get it while it’s hot.”

Mia had just finished her meal and was now drinking cold water from her tumbler. She took one of the boiled bananas, peeled it and threw the peelings into the bonfire. “Thanks, Algos,” she said as she took a big bite of the steamed plantain.

It’s now or never, Algos thought. He looked at Bishop and Leonard, who were busy gathering the garbage and placing it into garbage bags. This was his chance. He took a deep breath and let it out. “Umm, Mia,” he began.

“Uh-huh?” Mia replied. She swallowed her meal. “What is it?”

“Umm, we’ve been friends for a long time, right?” Algos said. “Almost... well, almost twenty years, right?”

“Yeah. I even remember the first time I met you,” she said. “You were so hesitant to go in the river.”

“Well, it wasn’t every day a girl would go swimming in the river and ask me to join her,” Algos said. “Anyways, I’ve been thinking about it for a while and I realized that we’ve done almost everything together.”

“Well, if you put it that way,” Mia said. “I mean, we have gone through so much together. I think it’s amazing we’ve done a lot.”

“And we can be honest with one another, right?” Algos said.

“Yeah.” Mia raised an eyebrow. “Where are you going with this?”

Don’t beat around the bush, Algos told himself. Just tell her. He was about to reply when suddenly Mia looked up and exclaimed, “Oh my gosh, you guys. Look at the sky!”

Mia gazed up at the sky and said, “Do you guys see what I see?”

Algos, Leonard and Bishop followed Mia’s gaze and looked up. The four friends stared in awe at the sudden appearance of a million stars. “I don’t remember seeing this many stars earlier,” Algos said.

“You’re right.” Leonard said. “There was even a forecast for a cloudy night sky.”

“I have to admit, though,” Bishop said, “those are some pretty amazing stars.”

“Yeah,” Algos said breathlessly. He looked at Mia. Maybe next time, he thought. I still have a chance.

The four friends continued to stare at the starry sky when something unusual caught their eye. A bright white streak of light flew across the sky. “Is that a comet?” Leonard asked. “Do you think it’s that new comet? The Hale’s Comet or something?”

“Yeah. Could be,” Bishop said as he reached into his backpack and pulled out a camera. He began to take random pictures of the comet. “Man, I’m getting really good shots with this comet.”

“Is it just me or is that comet coming down towards us?” Mia asked. They looked once more and true to Mia’s word, the comet seemed to be making a fast-paced descent towards their campsite. It grew closer and closer until the campsite was illuminated by the bright, otherworldly light. They could feel the strange heat emanating as it approached them.

“Hit the deck!” Algos cried out as he pulled Mia down and covered her head while Bishop and Leonard crouched down as the comet flew over the heads and crashed nearby, followed by a deafening boom. The four friends looked up from the ground and saw large flames engulfing what looked like a large rock.

“What do you think that is?” Algos asked as they slowly got up.

“It’s probably the comet,” Leonard said. “But they shouldn’t still be large rocks? Right?”

“I say we check it out,” Bishop said.

“Are you crazy?” Mia asked. “We shouldn’t go anywhere near it. We just have to call the tanods, that’s all.”

“And where do we call them?” Bishop asked. “We’re like twenty-five minutes away from town. Besides, they’re probably asleep right now.”

“Well, if we do check it out,” Leonard begun, “we can do that as long as it’s safe.”

“It’s safe. I can tell,” Bishop said. “Come on, where’s your sense of adventure, everyone? Let’s go!”
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Chapter Two
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The first thing you should do when encountering something unnatural is to practice extreme caution. Logic and common sense dictates that you adhere to the following tenements of survival: one—avoid close contact. Keep a safe distance; two—if there is an injured party, call for an ambulance and for the police as well; three—in case of something extra terrestrial, don’t even go near the specimen.
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