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    To the ones who stayed when the house was falling down, and to the version of myself I finally stopped trying to outrun. 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We do not heal the past by running from it, nor by rewriting it in our minds. We heal it by showing up to the present—scarred, tired, and finally, present."

— An anonymous monk of the Banahaw slopes
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Prologue: The Tally on the Bark
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The rain on Mount Banahaw didn’t fall; it pushed. It was a thick, vertical river that smelled of ancient rot and bruised ferns, soaking through Lamberto Imperial’s windbreaker until the fabric felt like leaden skin.

At fifty-five, Lamberto’s lungs were a pair of rusted bellows. Every step up the limestone spine of the mountain was a negotiation with a body that had spent three decades saying no. He leaned against a Balete tree, its roots twisting like the limbs of men trying to escape the earth.

He reached out to steady himself, his fingers brushing against a patch of smooth bark hidden beneath the moss. He paused. His touch found something jagged.

With a trembling hand, he wiped away the grime. There, carved into the wood, were four vertical lines crossed by a fifth. A tally. And beside it, another. Row after row of them, weathered by years of storms but unmistakably deliberate.

Lamberto stared at them, a coldness blooming in his chest that had nothing to do with the rain. They looked like his own handwriting—the frantic, slanted script of a man running out of time.

"I haven't been here," he whispered, his voice swallowed by the canopy. "I’ve never been this high up."

But as he stared at the marks, a flash of white-hot migraine pierced his skull. For a split second, he didn't see the gnarled tree or the gray mist. He saw a mirror. He saw his own face, decades younger, smooth-skinned and arrogant, laughing as he held a knife to a piece of wood.

The vision vanished as quickly as it came, leaving him gasping in the mud.

"Just the altitude," he wheezed, clutching the strap of his bag. "Just the desperation."

He looked up toward the peak, where the clouds swirled like a closing eye. Somewhere up there was Tatang Igme. Somewhere up there was the Balic-Balic—the chance to unmake every mistake, to unsay every cruel word, to be the man he was supposed to be.

Lamberto didn't look at the tally marks again. If he had, he might have noticed that the last mark was fresh. The sap was still weeping from the wood, sticky and red, like a wound that refused to heal.

He turned away and continued the climb, a ghost chasing a ghost, unaware that the mountain wasn't just a place. It was a witness.
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Chapter 1: The Inventory of a Ghost
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The ceiling fan in Lamberto’s apartment didn’t circulate air; it merely stirred the scent of stale coffee and damp newsprint into a sluggish gray soup. It wobbled on its mount, a rhythmic clack-hiss, clack-hiss that sounded like a mechanical heart failing one beat at a time.

Lamberto sat at a laminate kitchen table that had lost its shine during the Estrada administration. In front of him lay the ruins of his week: a final disconnection notice from the electric company, a half-eaten sleeve of crackers, and a legal manila envelope from a brother he hadn't spoken to in five years.

He didn't open the envelope. He knew what was inside. More "final" things.

At fifty-five, Lamberto Imperial was a man of vanishing edges. His hair had retreated to a silver fringe, his posture had surrendered to a permanent slouch, and his bank account was a series of zeroes that looked like eyes staring back at him in judgment.

"Fifty-five," he whispered, the word tasting like copper. "The speed limit of a life."

He stood up, his knees popping—a staccato reminder of every mile he’d walked in shoes he couldn't afford. He walked to the cracked mirror in the hallway. He didn't see a man; he saw a map of bad decisions. The scar on his chin from the 1998 bar fight over a business deal that didn't exist. The deep hollows under his eyes from the nights he’d spent gambling on "sure things" that went south by dawn.

Then, there was the space beside him where Elena should have been.

That was the void that hurt the most. It wasn't just that she was gone; it was that he had been the one to drive the car, metaphorically and literally, until she simply climbed out at a red light and never looked back.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled flyer he’d found tucked into a niche at a local chapel. It wasn't a prayer or a novena. It was a hand-drawn map of the Dolores trail up Mount Banahaw, with a single name scrawled at the top in charcoal: Tatang Igme.

Underneath, in Tagalog, a promise that felt like a threat: Ang bukas ay maaaring maging kahapon. (Tomorrow can become yesterday.)

"Nonsense," he muttered, but his fingers traced the lines of the mountain.

He looked around his apartment one last time. If he left now, no one would notice for weeks. The landlord would find the dust, the unpaid bills, and the ghost of a man who had spent thirty years waiting for a luck that never came.

Lamberto grabbed a tattered rucksack and began to pack. He didn't pack clothes; he packed the few things that still had weight. A photo of his mother. A compass that didn't point North. A heavy, blunt kitchen knife.

He wasn't going to the mountain to find himself. He was going there to kill the man he had become.
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Chapter 2: The Whispering Canopy
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The bus ride to Dolores had been a vibration of rusted metal and the smell of diesel that clung to Lamberto’s lungs like soot. By the time he stepped off at the trailhead of Mount Banahaw, the sun was a bruised purple, dipping behind the jagged teeth of the peaks.

Most pilgrims came here for the pwestos—the sacred spots to pray for healing or fortune. They stayed on the beaten paths, lit candles, and bathed in the cold springs. But Lamberto wasn't looking for a blessing. He was looking for a back door.

"Tatang Igme?" a young hiker asked, pausing to adjust his neon-bright backpack as Lamberto inquired near the trailhead. The boy looked at Lamberto’s worn loafers and thin jacket with a mix of pity and amusement. "Old man, nobody sees Igme unless the mountain wants them to. And usually, the mountain wants people to stay in their own time."

Lamberto didn't answer. He just tightened the straps of his rucksack and began to climb.

The transition from the world of concrete to the world of green was abrupt. Within twenty minutes, the sound of distant tricycles was replaced by the oppressive, rhythmic hum of cicadas—a sound so loud it felt like it was vibrating inside his teeth.

The trail narrowed. The air grew thick, tasting of crushed ginger and ancient rot.

As the light faded, the forest began to play tricks. Lamberto stopped to catch his breath, his heart hammering a frantic rhythm against his ribs. He leaned against a moss-covered boulder and looked down at his feet.

There, half-buried in the damp mulch, was a scrap of fabric.

He reached down and pulled it up. It was a necktie. A silk, navy-blue necktie with a pattern of tiny gold anchors. Lamberto’s breath hitched. He knew this tie. He had bought it in 1994 for a job interview he’d arrived at drunk. He’d lost it years ago—or so he thought.

"How?" he whispered. The silk was pristine. No rot, no stains. It looked like it had been dropped five minutes ago.

He stuffed the tie into his pocket, his pulse skittering. Coincidence, he told himself. A hiker with similar taste.

But as he looked up, the trail ahead seemed to shift. The trees weren't just standing; they were leaning in, their branches like long, skeletal fingers pointing toward a ridge hidden in the mist.

Then he heard it. A whistle.

It wasn't a bird. It was a human whistle—low, melodic, and hauntingly familiar. It was the tune of a song his mother used to hum while she hung laundry on the line.
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