The Spider and The Skull


Dedication
To my wife, Tiffany.
Thank you for believing in me.
I love you.











Filipino Terms
Balisong: A long single edge machete
Karabao: A water buffalo
Moro: An Islamic Filipino ethnic group
Tinikling: A traditional dance routine practiced for several generations



Preface

This is the story of my grandfather, Lucio Tio as told through my mother’s journal adolescent years throughout the 2nd World War in the Philippine Island of Mindanao.  The indelible memories of the family’s great struggle for survival throughout the entire conflict led me to write this; book to reveal the life of Lucio Tio, his exploits, and God’s ultimate provision.  Her story depicts the struggle between good and evil.  It is an story of a family’s struggle over evil, and the ultimate triumph of the human spirit in honor of my mother Fe, who brought the legacy of Lucio Tio to light.   Her memoir testifies of God’s hand through deep trials.  It displays His good plan, His provision throughout their suffering.  This story is an illustration of God’s ultimate purpose to preserve her life.




Chapter 1


In December 1941, after the attack at Pearl Harbor, Japanese forces invaded the Philippines, a protectorate of the US. Within months, Japanese forces have landed on the island of Mindanao.  
The green fields of Bukidnon lay unspoiled and serene.  The imposing mountainous ranges and evergreen rolling hills to the east present a pristine and picturesque beauty untamed by human hands. The flat fields, littered with pineapple plantations tendered by farmers for many generations, embraced the foothills that spanned for countless miles.  Its mountain ranges, swamps, and large rivers weaves seamlessly throughout the island’s grandeur.
Christmas was drawing near.  Most of the people were exuberant to the thought of celebrating a strong Christian and Catholic tradition.  The birth of Christ culminated the month-long celebration that everyone, except for the minority of Muslims, were buoyed by good tidings and blissful thought.  
The sky appeared brighter night, the full moonlight loomed closer than ever as it rested over the horizon; its lunar reflection permeated through every thin crevice across the dense forest and the impregnable jungles.  Its glare reinvigorated the jungle as echoes of the wild flooded by songbirds and crickets crackled through the dark.  Monkeys, and owls howled in merriment as they jostled through the trees.  Wild predators roared with the whistling wind along with the cool breeze under a humid climate.  The wild clamored unabashed; undaunted by the conflict brewing within its midst in Bukidnon.  Bukidnon was one of the provinces in western Mindanao; it was one of the wealthiest areas in the island.  
In the Tio house, a small candle flickered throughout the night. Its small burning wick illuminated the room, seeping through the small windows and every crevice on the upper level. Despite the ruckus, the Tio household relished the lively night, unfazed by the noise as they savored the serenity within the confines of its wall of trees.  
A young, skinny girl sat on her bed and looked intently through the window, leaning her elbows over the windowsill. 
“Fe, stop playing with that candle, we don’t have a lot to go around,” Her mother whispered sternly at her daughter, gently stroking her long, dark, wavy hair. 
Salvacion cherished this ritual every night.  Humming tunes to easer her children to slumber.
Fe leaned back gently, sulking as she turns to her, heeding her mother’s admonishment.  She whispers a few words at her mother as a fleeting attempt to resist the urge to sleep, staring intently at her eyes with a pensive look – her face drowned in deep yearning.
“Sorry, Mama, I have nothing else to do.  Is Papa coming home soon?” she asked.
Salvacion gave her consoling grin and touched her face gently. “You’ll have to wait. Your father will be home soon. He has very important matters to do for his country…important things to do. But he won’t be happy to know that you are still awake.”
“Is he coming home with toys?” she asked.
“I hope so. He loves you and your brother and sisters very much. He has every reason to bring you gifts. So, go to sleep and make sure you do not wake your brother,” she responded.
“But I can’t,” she insisted with a pensive look. “I want to see Papa!”
Slightly agitated, Salvacion looked into her daughter’s eyes and whispered.
“Fe, why don’t you pray? Pray for your father to come home soon, and pray for your brother, Roy, your sisters Leah, and Marion.  Pray that God will watch over us tonight.”
Fe grinned from ear to ear. She sat down at the side of the bed, clasped her hands together, and prayed. “Dear Jesus, thank you for this candle. Thank you for the pineapples we ate today. Thank you for Mama and Papa. Please make sure that Papa comes home soon.  Tell him that I am waiting for him.  Amen.”
Salvacion cracked a subtle smile.  “Thank you for praying, Fe, God heard you.  And he will grant your prayers. Remember, you have to believe in order for your prayers to be answered,” she whispered.
“Yes, Mama,” Fe replied.
Salvacion cracked a wide smile and gently kissed her forehead. “Now, get some sleep, and Papa will come home soon.” She tucked her under a small, thin blanket right next to her brother Roy and proceeded to exit the bedroom. 
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Fe was six years old when war broke out in the Philippines. After Japan attacked and bombed Pearl Harbor, the island nation was suddenly dragged into the war.  The war engulfed the whole country and ushered death and destruction at every town, city, and village.  At that time the country was a colony of the United States in southeast Asia. 
After the Spanish-American War, the Philippines, one of the largest protectorates under American hegemony became the only colony of the United States.  The Philippines was a beautiful country, rich in natural resources and exotic islands. Its natural landscape was untouched and unblemished, it’s with virgin mountainous regions, exotic islands, and pristine coastlines were fixtures of awe that weighed itself as the lush frontier of southeast Asia. Each unique island possessed a distinct identity; its magnificent splendor has been preserved for hundreds of years.  This island nation, with its vast untapped natural resources, was the prize of Southeast Asia. When the Japanese invaded, it was turned into a warzone, caught between the warring countries that pervaded the entire East Asian region.  The Philippine was once known as the Pearl of the Orient, now it is mired in bloodshed, rampant with chaos.  The county was left destitute; its citizens broken and its cities that once stood proud was now left in heaps of rubble. 
That same night, operating under the glare of a moonlit night, hidden behind a veil of secrecy, First Lieutenant Lucio Tio was ordered to hastily resupply the naval base at Cagayan De Oro, a major seaport in northern Mindanao Island.   He was called and activated to assume command of a splintered Filipino group. He was a quartermaster officer for the US Army, and his team was ordered to resupply standing combat units, keep active logistics, and establish lines of communications throughout Bukidnon and across the island.
The tense atmosphere throughout the country was palpable – the silent whispers of impending attack could be felt at ever street level.  Each day passed served news of General MacArthur’s unavoidable demise.  His retreat reverberated like booming thunder from the smoke that billowed from the wake of the Japanese forces blazing its trail of bloodlust across the country.  Lucio and his men were ordered to maintain radio silence, and communications came to an abrupt halt to avoid being spotted by the Japanese. The nights that led to the impending invasion of Mindanao were eerily quiet and subdued as they moved men and materials up and down the coastlines each passing day, preparing for an impending attack.  
On that night, the pier was illuminated and exposed from afar as Lucio and several of his men quickly moved supplies in and out of the supply depot.  
“So, how soon can you get us with more supplies, Lieutenant?” Captain McClish asked.
Lucio thought for a moment, then replied with skepticism.  “Sir, I can only supply you with enough food to last no more than two months,” he asserted, shaking his head subtly.
“Will we be able to get more food…perhaps weapons?” 
Lucio grew pensive. “I don’t know that for certain.  I can tell you that we will have to rely on our communications with the others and the willingness of the locals to supply us with food that can last for maybe…at least six more months?”
“Thanks, L T.  Oh, by the way, before I go, I will need your help in three days.  I have a guest coming through your province, and I need your house to accommodate someone.  Would that be okay?”
“It shouldn’t be a problem, Sir,” Lucio replied. “But may I ask who it is?”
“We’ll have to keep it this way, Lieutenant. We don’t know who else might hear us. It’s getting late. You have a young family to attend to. I’ll let you know in a couple of days. Be sure to keep your eyes peeled and your ears open. Stay vigilant.” He paused briefly. “Go home, Lucio.  That’s an order!” McClish cracked a smile.
“Roger that, Sir!” He salutes the Captain.  “I’ll finish up here, and my men and I will head back home.” Lucio turned and gave an order to his platoon sergeant. “Tong, tell the men to disperse and head home.  Tell them to meet at the rendezvous point in forty-eight hours at 0530.”
“Yes, Sir! Are you going to be okay, Sir?” the sergeant asked.
 	“Don’t worry about me, Tong, I’ll be all right,” Lucio replied confidently.
“So what was that all about?” Tong asked.
“Just talking about food and politics…that’s all…two very important subjects between men.” Lucio responded with sarcasm. “It seems that we’re in this for the long haul, Sergeant.”
He smiled, tapping him on the right shoulder. “I’ll see you in two days, Tong. Put your affairs in order and make sure that the men are given enough money to feed their families for three months.”
“Yes, Sir!” Tong saluted and then left with several men.
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By dawn, while the children lay asleep, the typical ruckus of the wild echoed throughout the villages and its surrounding forest, the countryside remained peaceful.  Bukidnon is one of the largest provinces in Mindanao.  It spans for several hundred miles within the island.  It is fertile, rich with red soil where a wide range of tropical fruit can thrive all season. Salvacion was up early as usual, tending with the help as they prepared breakfast. Fe, undisturbed by a deep slumber, awoke to the obnoxious rooster crows on a typical cool morning. She sat up next to the window and patiently waited for her father’s arrival, confident that she will see her father return, but Salvacion was growing concerned, slightly indignant as the day grows hot.   
He should be home soon, she thought. I know he’s coming home today, but what’s keeping him?
 She immediately came to her daughter’s urgent call from the bedroom window.  Fe called her when she saw her father unlatched the locked wooden gate.  She leaped with excitement as she spotted him from a far distance.  She recognized his walking gait as he approached the gate.
“Papa! Papa!” she cried out.
Salvacion quickly glanced over the living room window and noticed a man outside – it’s Lucio, her anxiety abated as he approached the house, walking haggardly up the stairs, completely exhausted from the work.  She felt insulted for his tardiness.  So, as her natural reaction, she greeted him with a cold shoulder, quite agitated by his prolonged absence.  He was aloof, oblivious to her disdain.  He knew that he was in trouble, and he had an alibi for his unscheduled, spontaneous absence, but he was only focused on settling down.  He needed to rest and did not want to field her query and disrupt his rest. He approached her and kissed her on the right cheek as a show of affection.  But he kept on walking to their bedroom.  
She hesitated briefly and asked, “What took you so long?” He looked on without uttering a word. “You got me worried...The kids…The children need their father.”
He hesitated for a moment, rather than ignoring her question, he paused and then gave her a soft answer, “I’m sorry, Ma, I have to make sure that the men are safe and that their families are taken care of. I had to meet my commander.  Apparently, from the look on your face, it took longer than I had anticipated.” He grinned.  
“Why did it take so long? Is there a problem with the car?” she asked.
“The car is fine. It took us a bit longer to move supplies to Cagayan, and I had to stop by your parents’ house to drop off some food before I came home.  I’m sorry that I got you worried. Oh! And by the way, they are eager to see the children, and they want to visit.”
She brushed off his nonchalant demeanor. “My parents will understand, but they’ll have to wait for now. And I’m certain that we’ll visit them soon.  You know, Fe was up all night waiting for you. She’s really too smart for her age,” Salvacion asserted.
“Well, I heard her call. Was she up early?” he asked.
“Oh, her usual self.”
“Good, I’ll just make it up to her tonight.  It seems that I have two mothers fretting over me,” he muttered with a sarcastic tone. 
“Well, why don’t you take her for a ride tomorrow morning?  She would love just to spend some time with you.” 
He leaned over and whispered, “Yes…I’ll take her and Roy and use one of the cars. Why don’t you get some rest, Ma?  I’ll be right over.” He kissed her gently, barely touching her lips.  He made his way to their bedroom when all of a sudden, Fe came bursting out of the bedroom rushing to her father’s arms.
“Papa! You’re home…did you bring me presents?” she asked.
“Oh, Fe.” He perked up.  “Of course! I brought you some presents.” He reached down to his pockets and grabbed any coins he could find. “Here, here’s two dollars.” He handed her two silver dollar coins, a foolish gesture to appease her excitement.
Salvacion glanced at him with derision. “Fe! Why don’t you help me in the kitchen?”
Fe obliged and aided her mother as Lucio proceeded to the bedroom hoping to make up for lost sleep.
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The following morning arrived with unfettered tranquility.  The sunrise clothed in magenta was receding slowly beneath the blue sky as beams of orange sun rays hovered above the treetops; its leaves glistened under the coat of the morning dew.  The rooster crowed, as was his routine, with reckless disregard for subtlety, waking the residents.  The creature crowed until the residents pegged him with rocks, hoping to knock him off the tip of the wooden beam that protruded from the rooftop. Inside the house, the hardwood floors creaked with dull, thumping sounds of a child’s feet scurrying down the hallway.
“Papa, Papa!” Fe exclaimed as she ran up to Lucio’s bedside, startling her father and her baby sister, Marion.
Marion was suddenly awaken and cried hysterically. Then her older sister Leah followed suit. 
“Fe, why are you up so early?” her father asked.
“I’m not up early. I heard the rooster, and I woke up!” 
Lucio chuckled. “Well, I heard that you stayed up all night last night. Did you listen to your mother when she asked you to go to bed early?”
“Yes, I listened and I prayed just as she asked.”
“Well, why don’t you see if the helpers are up and ask them to make you some breakfast, all right?” Lucio said as he prepared to go back to sleep.
“Yes, Papa. But can we go out and play?” she asked with a smile.
“Yes, but you have to make sure that you eat first and not go far.  Fe, papa needs to sleep.  Think you can help me and be a big girl?”
“Yes, Papa,” she replied.
Lucio poked Salvacion in the arm.  "Ma, Marion is crying."  She turned her head and stared with a mad stare.  He realized that she was not up for it then nodded sheepishly. 
“Oh, don’t get up,” he whispered, “I’ll put her back to sleep,” Lucio whispered to his wife, who responded with a moan, hoping to resume her sleep.  He slowly stood up and walked over to the crib and looked at the two girls sitting on the large crib.  
“Good morning, you two!” he whispered. “So, are you two going to keep Papa and Mama up today?” Marion slowly ceased crying as Lucio picked her up and cradled her close to his chest.  Leah, sat quietly, content and happy.  
He grabbed a small bottle of milk set on the wooden side table next to the bed and fed Marion, who had recently turned two that year. She loved listening to her mother play the piano, and she was quite advanced for her age. She spoke well and understood clearly; she inherited her mother’s musical talents and her father’s intellect. Marion sat inside the crib quietly staring at him, smiling. 
Unable to impede her slumber, she lied down, sucked the nipple of the bottle and resumed her sleep. As he quietly observed his daughter lulling herself to sleep, he heard a knock at the door.  Lucio opened it while carrying Leah who slouched on his shoulder, still fast asleep. Matilda appeared pensive.  
“Sir, I’m sorry to wake you up. But I need to tell you that Fe is outside sitting inside one of the cars.”
“Has she eaten breakfast?” he asked.
“Yes, sir, but she didn’t eat much. I have prepared breakfast for the family. She is out there with Roy.”
“Please watch them and tell them not to go far. I’ll be right there soon.”
“Yes, sir.” The helper answered.
“Matilda, make sure that they drink some milk, understand?” Lucio added.  Lucio closed the door and walked back to the bed and gently laid Marion next to her mother.
He slowly inched to the other side of the bed and reached over his wife and kissed her on the forehead.  Then he whispered in her ear. “Ma, I have to attend to the two kids outside. There’s breakfast on the table. I’ll be outside with Fe and Roy.”
She nodded in reply.  Lucio was walking out of the house when he suddenly heard the fainted air raid siren nearby.  The Japanese forces were flying sorties over Mindanao heading south to attach a US naval seaport in Davao. The sirens blared louder as the planes descended. Its distinct whooping short bursts could be easily heard for miles.  The air raid sirens gave a distinct whooping short burst in short successions warning any residents to immediately seek shelter and find refuge. The sirens went on for at least thirty seconds then stopped when the bombing began.  Lucio ran up to the back of the house to check on Fe and Roy. As he looked, he noticed one of the family cars zooming away.  It crashed head-on into a large mango tree near the white picket fence.  He ran towards the car to aid the driver.  From the back, he noticed a couple of people moving slowly. He approached the left side and gazed at the front.  He noticed the bumper bent in with the hood lifted open. White smoke billowed next to the tree. When he tried to open the passenger door, two small heads popped up in the front seat.
“Oh no! Fe!” he screamed in panic and hastened to open the front passenger side. “Fe, Fe! Vacion! Help!” Lucio shouted.
Lucio couldn’t open the door.  Roy accidentally locked it from the inside. He appeared dazed, but Fe held on to the steering wheel in utter shock; her face unmoved, her knuckles clenched, and her eyes locked in shock.
“Fe? Roy? Are you okay?" He pounded the window.  "Roy, roll the windows down!” He gestured, pointing his finger down.
Fe was still in shock, but the knocking shook her off her daze.  She turned her head and smiled at her father. “Hi Papa,” Fe replied. But then, the pain from the impact took hold.  Then she noticed her father’s anxious, panic-stricken face, and she began to cry. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Roy asked me to turn on the key and drive.”
The children appeared uninjured from the accident, but the car’s front bumper was completely crushed - bent in, it’s hood almost wrapped the tree from the impact. But the old mango tree remained strong, with only a few scuffs on its trunk.  The wreckage seemed surreal; it was miraculous that the two were unscathed, the Ford sedan proved sturdy and reliable. 
“It’s okay,” Lucio said with a sigh of relief. 
“Roy, are you okay?” he asked as he grabbed his hand.
“Yes, Papa,” Roy replied with his head down, slowly raised his right hand and pointed his finger at Fe, indicating the fault lay with his older sister. Feeling ashamed, he mumbled, “Fe and I wanted to go to the market.  Then we heard the sirens, and we didn’t know what to do when the car started to roll.”
He gently took Roy out of the car and held him tightly. “That’s okay, Roy. It’s only a car.  I’m glad that you’re both okay. We’ll get the car fixed,” he grinned.  “But your mother will be mad,” his voice deep and soothing.  
Then he called out to his daughter, “Fe, come here,” he patted her down from her head to her legs. “Are you okay?”
Fe nodded, “Yes, Papa, I’m okay,” she replied, wiping her tears. 
Lucio grinned slightly, “Okay, stop crying,” he said with a tight embrace, the tears from her eyes.
“It’s okay. God was really watching out for you.  He must really love you, Fe.”
Fe, still a bit shocked and shaken from the impact, appeared somewhat relaxed. “Yes, Papa!” she responded in a remorseful, anxious tone.  
Salvacion, unfazed by the blaring sirens, awoke to the loud, metallic crash.  She immediately rushed outside without hesitation and searched for her children. She rushed toward the car barefooted.  Lucio, sensing that his wife was making her way over, he handed the kids over to the two helpers. “Quick! Get these kids inside and get them ready to go!”
Salvacion arrived at the scene a few minutes later.  She was extremely anxious and perturbed. “Pa, Pa…what happened here?” Salvacion screamed, panic-stricken. “Oh God, what happened here?”
Unfazed and hoping not to cause further panic, Lucio responded, “Oh, it’s nothing. Fe and Roy thought that they should go to the market to get us some presents.” He smiled. “Don’t worry, dear. No one was hurt.”
He stared at the car, briefly assessing the damage to the front, and then he walked back and turned to his wife. “We need to take shelter. The sirens just went off, and the Japanese are coming.  Take the kids to the shelter. Go, I’ll be right over!”
The surrounding forest remained calm for several hours.  Later that afternoon, the men started to pour into the compound; Filipino guerrilla freedom fighters living nearby.  Fe held on to her father as the men approached. 
“Wait here with mama. I will be right back.” He hands her over to Salvacion. They looked at each other, sensing that the war had begun.
“Wait here, Ma. I need to talk to the men,” Lucio said to his wife as he approached his men.
Lucio was a junior officer in the Philippine military at the outbreak of war.  He joined the army and served briefly as a communications and logistics officer after college.  After three years in college, he earned his degree in business management and finance.  He graduated magna cum laude from the University of the Philippines in 1922.  Lucio was born as Chiu En Lip on February 1902.  He later adopted a Filipino name, Lucio Tio during the war to conceal his true identity and avoid being captured by the Japanese or turned in by raiding gangs of bandits.  




Chapter 2

The Japanese imprisoned any Chinese they suspected and paid informants handsomely for any information on Chinese residents.  This brought a hefty bounty on Lucio’s life.  To his family, friends and his men, he was known as Lucio Tio, but to the Japanese, he name floated as the wealthy Chinese businessman.  Lucio’s father, Chiu Chen Pik, emigrated from China to the Philippines at the age of twenty-two. Lucio’s mother was a Chinese peasant girl who lived and grew in the Fujian province. She descended from a nomadic clan who lived and made their living selling commodities along the Yangtze River in Fujian. The two met by accident and then fell deeply in love and eloped shortly after. Upon hearing of her pregnancy, the two decided to elope and leave China and board a fishing boat bound for the Philippines to raise their child. Out-of-wedlock pregnancy was deemed a taboo and socially reprehensible in Chinese culture.  The long boat ride to the Philippines took an increasing toll on her health, which led to Lucio’s premature birth. The journey took several months by sea, and she died shortly thereafter while still on board the fishing vessel.  
Chiu Chen Pik was an ardent Buddhist. He was the heir to a wealthy Chinese aristocratic family with ties to a Chinese royalty in southern China. Chen disembarked in Jimenez, a small seaport west of Cagayan de Oro, shortly after Lucio was born.  He buried his late wife there, settled down, and eventually remarried and adopted the name Chen Pik Chiu Tio. For many years Chen established businesses throughout Jimenez and Cagayan De Oro, earning himself a reputable name. His savvy business approach quickly expanded his ventures, which ranged from theaters to fishing boats, farming, and textile. It did not take long for him to accumulate wealth at a young age. Lucio was his only child, and he raised his son as a stern disciplinarian and ardent Buddhist, indoctrinating the child with his Chinese culture, language, and religious dogma. 
When Lucio was only two, his father returned to China to remarry. There the boy learned to speak Cantonese and Mandarin. Chen Pik returned to the Philippines seven years later accompanied by a Chinese woman he was betrothed to marry. When Lucio was twelve, Chen sent him to several prestigious schools throughout Manila, where he learned to speak several dialects along with the Spanish language and the newly adopted English vernacular. He graduated from high school at sixteen, and by seventeen, he was accepted in the University of the Philippines in Manila.  His father urged him to attend college to take over the family business in four years. Lucio was accepted at the University of the Philippines where he excelled in academics. College education during this era was reserved only for the affluent and the political elites; tuition payment was too expensive for the average Filipino.
The University of the Philippines was an academic institution founded in 1908 through a legislative act by the first Philippine legislature.  After the Spanish-American war, the United States inherited the small island nation from Spain as part of the treaty with the US.  The United States granted the formation of the first Philippine legislature, which in turn formed the blueprint for education that mimicked the American academic system. 
During his junior year in college, Lucio met an American Presbyterian missionary who invited him to visit his church in Manila. Lucio became a born-again Christian shortly thereafter, a turning point in his life. When his father learned of his religious conversion, he was indignant that he ceased funding his son’s college tuition.  With little financial support, Lucio was out of options and decided to take a scholarship with the university, enlisting as a cadet for the newly formed Philippine Constabulary Reserve Officers Training Corps. He completed his remaining two years of studies with full academic scholarship. Lucio was convinced that he had to forge his own path and seek a different life outside of his father’s wishes. For several years, Chen vehemently opposed his son’s spiritual conversion; he shunned him for many years, disavowing him from his own inheritance and fortune, severing their family ties for many years. Lucio’s Christian faith strained their relationship heavily - up to the point of isolation. Chen deeply resented his son’s radical transformation. Nevertheless, Lucio kept visiting him. It wasn’t until his wedding day the two began to reconcile. But it wasn’t until Fe’s birth that their relationship was fully restored.
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The Philippine military was formed under the tutelage of General Douglas MacArthur who became the architect of the newly formed National Philippine military after the establishment of the Philippine Commonwealth. President Manuel Quezon sought MacArthur’s service to organize and train the unified Philippine Army and patterned it after the US military. The training provided to the Filipinos originated from their American cadres handpicked by General MacArthur. 
After college, Lucio served two years in the Filipino contingency as an active reservist in Mindanao. He took the opportunity to teach English in a missionary Christian school in Cebu shortly thereafter, two years later he accepted a position as deputy chief editor for the Cagayan De Oro City newspaper. He was later promoted to chief editor and was soon recruited as a deputy governor in the Mindanao provincial government, where he served for several years until Texaco Oil recruited him as a general manager in the Philippine south region throughout Mindanao.  
As a businessman, Lucio bought hundreds of acres of farmlands throughout Mindanao. He employed many Filipinos to till his land, breed his Cattle, and raise his poultry. He provided housing for his workers and donated farm goods to local churches throughout Cagayan De Oro, Manolo Fortich, and Malaybalay. He had a strong conviction to serve in the protestant ministry. He worked as general manager then earned a promotion as the Vice-President of Texaco Oil in the Mindanao region. He volunteered his spare time as a church planter throughout Mindanao. His faith dominated his business affairs, and the people revered him as a good businessman and a wealthy bachelor renowned for his integrity. Lucio also served with several American missionaries in the Philippines. The Woodwards, a long time missionary couple who knew him well, introduced him to a young church pianist named Salvacion Miranda. Bill and Marion Woodward were American Presbyterian missionaries who mentored the church leaders in Mindanao for many years.  Salvacion was the oldest of three daughters of a converted Spanish Catholic Jesuit priest who was also a recovering alcoholic. She was only twenty-four years old when they met. She was petite and beautiful. At four feet nine, she was quite intelligent and talented for an average Filipina, but she compensated her small physical stature with a feisty temperament.
She never hesitated to communicate her intentions, nor did she portray any presumptions.  She held fast to her principles -a set of moral convictions that heavily influenced her faith- which was admirable; she was direct and unapologetic.  She was petite; her dark Hispanic complexion complemented her long dark hair, and her subtle humility – with such a distinct demure demeanor - attracted many suitors.  Lucio wanted to marry her as soon as he saw her playing the piano during an early Sunday-morning service.  He was mesmerized by her beauty the moment he saw her.  He insisted to meet her, and the Woodwards willingly obliged to help the eager bachelor.  For several months she avoided him, claiming that he was too old and seemingly desperate. Lucio was ten years her senior, and during this Victorian age, this age gap was highly unusual for marriage. 
Lucio was a savvy businessman and philanthropist, and she was intimidated by his tall stature; her perceived view of him as a rich debonair kept her reticent; a self-made businessman looking for a younger housewife to tend to his children and manage his household seemed cliché.  She initially doubted his motives, but he remained resolute and persistent. He wooed her despite her father’s inhibitions, lavishing her with gifts and jewelry.  He cherished her faith and her passion to help the needy and the poor. She personified a godly woman -one who had deep conviction and strong biblical principles, and he was enamored by what he saw - a talented, beautiful woman with a bold personality. He knew that they were perfect for each other, but she just couldn’t see the possibility of marrying an older man, although a successful businessman, a man who held similar spiritual beliefs.  For her, this appeared like a fairy tale – a love story that has been set into motion on a stage conducted with divine intervention.  
In those days, women were not allowed to be courted without their father’s blessing.  A courtship signified a serious marriage proposal for the woman’s hand in marriage -which hinged upon her parents’ blessings.  He took care of her family and helped her father recover from alcoholism, and she fell deeply in love with him overtime.   They spoke in different dialects –an uninvited challenge- which made it more difficult during their courtship.
His persistence won her over, and she accepted his marriage proposal. One year later, Lucio and Salvacion tied the knot and moved to Bukidnon.  The following year, they gave birth to Fe Miranda Tio – a beautiful baby girl with porcelain skin.  Lucio named her after his late mother. They raised four children before the war broke out: Fe, the oldest of the children; Roy, the oldest son; Leah, who was three; and then Marion, who was only two when the war broke out.




Chapter 3

In December 1941, after the bombing in Pearl Harbor, Japanese forces invaded the Philippines and drove the Allied forces out of Southeast Asia.  Four months after Pearl Harbor, the Japanese soldiers landed in Mindanao. Lucio and his men, along with their families, moved and consolidated in the mountains of Bukidnon – inside his compound. As Japan expanded its reach, they conducted massive bombing runs on the main cities in Mindanao. 
On a cool morning dawn, the sirens sounded to warn anyone to take shelter.  The sounds grew louder with each following interval.  Lucio and Salvacion, their children, and their helpers took shelter in his compound for several months.  On that beautiful Sunday morning, the blaring sirens sounded as bombs landed in sequential blasts; its loud explosions resonated for hundreds of miles; a traumatizing experience with utter devastation wrought against many innocent victims of war. 
After the attack, several of Lucio’s men arrived outside the front gates waiting for orders; many came to the rendezvous point brandishing American made bolt-action rifles issued from the First World War while others carried handguns crudely assembled with parts salvaged from various weapon systems. The majority were issued used Enfield rifles - which were obsolete and unreliable.  Only a handful of men carried the standard Springfield 1901, which were old but reliable and accurate. A seasoned marksman can shoot the intended target at 400 meters with deadly accuracy. Others could only afford to purchase revolvers, but everyone carried a large, single-edged machete called a Balisong.  These eighteen inch machetes were the primary tools of land farmers and laborers.  Those who joined the ranks later on brought firearms that were crudely assembled from various plumbing materials and salvaged weaponry, many were damaged and inoperable. Lucio’s platoon comprised of a ragtag group of farmers and laborers who enlisted in the Philippine army at the onset of the war.  Several men were hired mercenaries who joined for monetary compensation. Only a handful of his unit consisted of seasoned army veterans.
Lucio led a platoon of thirty to forty men.  Few of them were past their prime, while others were too young to be eligible to vote. Able men who were in sound physical condition were few and far between.  Fighting men, between ages twenty and forty, who joined the army were sent straight to Luzon to fight with the Americans as regular enlistees.  Lucio formed these guerrilla freedom fighters as a patchwork of what remained of a standing military.  Many of them were seasoned hunters who were accustomed to sniping and hunting birds and wild boars.  These expert sharpshooters grew up making their living as hunters and farmers living off the bounties of the land. Many of his men were adept at navigating the island’s terrain; they knew the geography and the layout of the jungles in Mindanao.  A handful of them were novices who had never experienced firsthand combat.  These men volunteered to join as a last resort in a desperate attempt to protect their homes and their villages from the relentless Japanese harassment and lawless bands of marauding gangsters.  Few ventured to fight against a fanatical Japanese soldier in open combat; Japanese soldiers were extremely aggressive, hard charging, disciplined, well-trained, and highly motivated.
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The whole island was thrown into chaos when Japan invaded and occupied the country.  When General Yamashita captured Mindanao, the Philippine police and the regular army disintegrated; those who remained and survived joined any available fighting unit scattered throughout the country. While others whose standing ranks dissipated formed their own resistance groups to defend their homes.  It took Lucio several months to train his men – how to aim, shoot accurately, and execute orders.  Several US army officers, including Captain Earnest McClish, honed their skills with obsolete weaponry and ordnance training alongside his men in mock clandestine operations. The men were adept at land navigation and concealment, and these skills proved very useful in tactical ambush within the jungles against larger units, but due to ammunition shortage and inexperienced officers, their training was limited and frontal assault was scarcely conducted.  Lucio exploited the terrain using smaller units to his advantage. The smaller unit allowed him to react quickly and outmaneuver the enemy. The non-frontal engagements proved effective for small, light infantry squads to conduct hit and run engagements.
Later that afternoon, the men huddled over a bonfire for a briefing.
“Sir, what are your orders?” asked one of the men who waited outside Lucio’s house.
“Lay low and hide. We cannot engage them right now. We must wait for the right time to strike.” Lucio looked at one of the men and calmly ordered him, “Cruz, try and find out what’s going on in the city. Contact the others and find out what you can about the Japs. Come back as soon as you can and give me the update.” He paused and glanced at each of his men. “Men, we’re going to be in this fight for the long haul. It’s not looking good for us. The Japanese have landed in Mindanao, and we have to fight them in our lands. I ask that you remain strong and pray...pray that God will deliver each us from this.”
“Sir, we will fight with you!” one of the young men said.
“What do you think is going to happen with us?” Freddy asked.
“The good news is they’re fighting in our land, where we know the terrain and hold the advantage. The bad news is they’re on our land fighting against us, where they can hold our families hostage.”
“Do we even stand a chance?” a soldier asked.
Lucio, sensing this critical moment as an opportunity to encourage his men, humbly replied, “So long as we’re alive, we’ll always have a chance. Now, if we can get enough supplies and proper training, then we might have a good chance to fight and take them on.  But for now, go back to your families, set your affairs straight.  We’ll meet at the rendezvous point tomorrow night.” He paused and let out a loud sigh. “Remember, we might be gone for days without seeing our families.”
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After the attack on Pearl Harbor, Imperial Japan initiated a massive invasion of the Philippine islands as part of its strategy to defeat the American forces stationed throughout the country. For the Japanese, Mindanao posed a tremendous military risk that required an overwhelming force to conduct combat operations and control the whole region. Several regiments of native Korean conscripts were sent to Mindanao to guard the airbases and coastal areas, many of whom were poorly trained and assigned to senior officers unfamiliar with the rules of war set forth by the Geneva Convention. 
Traversing Mindanao posed serious challenges; the region’s infrastructure was still in its infancy. It could take days or weeks crossing the land to reach the coastal cities.  Its dirt roads were difficult to traverse, often muddy and unstable under the tropical weather.  Its bridges were primitive, lacking in structural integrity - not at all designed to hold heavy machinery, and the hot and humid climate was unrelenting on soldiers carrying weapons and ammunition.  The Japanese were continually met by random guerrilla resistance in the jungles of Mindanao.  The island’s treacherous terrain is unyielding, and the weather is fickle during the monsoon seasons. Its tropical rain-forest is unforgiving and perilous, fraught with poisonous animals that roamed throughout the mountainous regions of Mindanao.  Its rivers provided a natural habitat for giant man-eating crocodiles and pythons breeding along the riverbeds.  Due to its mountainous regions, the Japanese forces were unable to seize full control of the whole island. 
They were continually harassed by guerrilla fighters who hid in the jungles. Since the country’s infrastructure was unreliable and crudely built, the indigenous population lacked established communication lines; most communities relied on mail couriers and word of mouth for media consumption.  
The people in Mindanao were staunchly religious. In the southwest region, the majority of the population was predominantly occupied by the Moros, a Muslim Islamic ethnic group. In the northern and southeast region the Catholics and Protestants populated the villages and cities. Violence constantly erupted between the Philippine government and the Muslim separatists. During the war, many Muslims cooperated with the Japanese forces as an act of defiance. They conducted extreme reprisals against the government and the Filipino Protestants.
Bukidnon was surrounded by hundreds of acres of farmlands flanked by steep mountains to the east and high plateau on the west. Bukidnon means “mountainous” in Tagalog.  The farmlands in Bukidnon primarily consisted of pineapple crops owned by Del Monte foods. In November 1941, an airstrip was constructed within the meadow near Malaybalay City.  Del Monte Airfield was built seventy miles southeast of Cagayan De Oro primarily as a transport hub to import and export goods to the adjacent islands. It was the only airfield built in Mindanao before the war, but it was built large enough to house large bombers. Its strategic location was vitally important for aerial supremacy throughout the region.  This airstrip was essentially used to resupply the cities throughout Mindanao, transporting men and materials within hours - a critical lifeline to a standing military.  It was cleverly hidden and difficult to locate for any invading forces, and due to its remote location and high elevation, it could easily be defended by small contingent ground forces.  When MacArthur left for Australia, Del Monte Airfield provided the only means for a safe and quick extraction.  The airfield transported key government officials and US military attaché to Australia right before the Japanese invading forces completely secured the island. 
For the Japanese, the capture and control of this airstrip was necessary to resupply their military campaign within Mindanao. They used this airfield as a fuel depot throughout the war refueling warplanes in route to Guam and Australia. They also used it to launch reconnaissance missions to detect enemy movement at sea and on land. The Japanese and the Americans were aware of the airstrip's strategic importance; it was a vital logistic apparatus, but it was the guerrillas who exploited its roads, using them as choke points to ambush Japanese patrols and harass their supply lines. 
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In 1943, Corregidor, the largest US military base in Asia deemed to be impregnable by any full assault, fell to the Japanese. The last bastion of MacArthur’s defense was overrun by unrelenting bombing and land assault. The base could not sustain the full brunt of a Japanese juggernaut. General Douglas MacArthur, supreme commander of the Allied forces in the Pacific, was forced to retreat. 
The Bataan Death March marked the height of humiliation for the defeated US and Filipino forces in the Philippines. It signified the ultimate military might of Imperial Japan throughout the Pacific. It challenged the military prowess of the US and obliterated its land forces in a decisive fashion. Within months, one by one, every remaining country in Southeast Asia fell into Japanese hands. It was just a matter of time before the Philippines was completely subdued under Japanese sovereignty. Late in 1943, General Sharp, charged in defense of Mindanao, surrounded and short of supply, surrendered to the Japanese. 
General Yamashita was determined to snuff out any organized resistance who remained, imposing a heavy hand against the populace, and destruction followed in their wake.  In the March 20, 1942, radio broadcast news announced that the US forces had surrendered in Corregidor. General MacArthur was forced to retreat and ordered to leave the Philippines.  Now, he was in route to Australia. In the morning of March 21, the telephone rang in the Tio household.
“Good morning, this is the Tio residence.” Thelma said.
“Hey, this is McClish…May I please speak with Lucio Tio?”
“Yes, please hold.” He places the phone gently on the side of the table and goes outside to the Lieutenant who was attending and playing with his children.
“Sir, there is a phone call for you.” Thelma said.
“Who is it?” He asked.
“It’s Captain McClish, sir.”
“Thank you. I’ll be right there.” Lucio promptly stood and handed his daughter Marion over to her sister Fe.
“Fe, watch your sisters and brother. Roy! Make sure you keep them in line.” He smiled and went inside the house.
“Good morning, sir,” Lucio greeted the captain with enthusiasm, but a subtle concern settled on his eyes. 
“Hey, L T!  Well, I want to ask you if it’s okay for me to stop by tomorrow afternoon,” McClish asserted.  
“Yes, Sir! You’re always welcome here, sir,” Lucio said.
“Great! Oh, by the way, I will need for you to prepare a big meal. I have a special guest who will be visiting with me.”
“Sir, you know that I will always prepare a good meal for you. You can count on me.” Lucio replace with: grinned.
“Thank you. I’ll see you then,” the captain said. 
“See you then.” Lucio hung up the phone and returned to his children.

The Tio family lived in one of the largest houses in the Mindanao.  The four-thousand square-foot, two-story level white house was patterned after a classic Victorian home and was large enough to house a family of six, as well as the helpers residing on the lower level.  The upper level was the main level of the house, and its lower level housed their helpers and their families. Lucio also used the lower level as supply storage.  He built this house soon after the birth of their first child.  The Tio family was one of the wealthiest families in Mindanao.  They were one of the few families in Bukidnon to have a telephone line.  Before the war, Lucio built at least five houses in Cagayan De Oro after he and Salvacion started a family. He owned hundreds of acres of farmlands and ranches. Since Lucio wasn’t entirely fluent in his wife’s Ilonggo dialect, they often spoke in plain English around the house.  
The following morning, the pleasing sounds of a studio piano reverberated on every corridor. Each keystroke resonated off the vaulted wooden ceiling in perfect synchrony.  On a typical morning, Salvacion played an old hymn to lift her spirits and entertain the children.  Fe - always looking out and watching the front yard - sang the hymn songs boldly out of tune. She enjoyed singing hymn songs despite her lack of musical acumen. At six, she barely understood the words to the hymn, but she revel at the classical hymn songs.  Her mother often played at church, which fed her spiritual appetite. Outside, she intently watched Roy playing soldier, pretending to lead a group of soldiers, barking orders to other children gullible enough to participate and indulge the young man’s imagination.
Roy was only four years old when the war broke out.  Being the only boy, he was often spoiled by his father and his overly protective mother.  The boy revered his father deeply, and just like his father, he was adventurous, fearless and rambunctious; an impetuous boy who had a penchant for the outdoors. Unlike his father’s humble demeanor, Roy was brash, he was stubborn to a fault, and his bravado often pinned him at odds with the other boys.  He was intuitive and instinctive; this trait was primarily influenced from his regular exposure to his father’s military exploits during the war. He imitated his father, playing with wooden toy guns, drafting any unwitting children to his cause. Roy was overtly overprotective of his sisters. When no one else was around to satisfy his overactive imagination, he recruited his older sister who adamantly participated in his mocked combat scenes, portraying himself as a soldier, protector, and guide. When no one else dared to indulge him with his games, he easily policed the house during his father’s absence.  Roy was fearless to a fault; fearing no one except the ire of a strict mother who gave little heed to the boy’s strong desire to become a soldier.  Roy extensively sought his father’s attention and Lucio’s military exploits left an indelible impression on the boy’s relentless pursuit for military heroism.




Chapter 4

In March, a rainy night made way for a cool, foggy morning. Outside, the rooster crowed as usual while the birds chirped their ballad. The beautiful rolling hills and imposing green mountains that carved the landscape around Bukidnon remained unscathed despite constant and intense battles. On that morning, Fe was already up, looking out and waiting, staring at the two men guarding the gate. Fe, as usual, wanted to spend time with her father. Lucio had been busy and preoccupied with military matters and business affairs that Fe sulked every time he was away, but her effervescent mood buoyed her longing. She was excited about the day; she was exuberant, easily mused by visitors and familiar house guests. As the Tio household grew, many hired hands came to tend to the children and the farms. Salvacion was a gracious hostess, gifted at prepping the house for celebrations and events. Visitors and usual guests often came to and fro at the Tio household; the property buzzed with Lucio’s business acquaintances, farm workers, fellow church members and relatives. 
The house turned calm throughout that morning, and the surrounding rain forest typically remained subdued. Only the farm animals and household pets clattered around the property as the wild remained calm. The family was expecting guests, but they had no knowledge or slight inkling of their identities. Salvacion was curious to know. She was under the assumption that her husband had invited some important guests. As the host, this was quite an unusual event since she was typically the first to see the guest list. She later found out that this arrival would prove significant and historic. Even Lucio had no knowledge of the purpose of the visit and the names of the visitors. All he knew was that this occasion was highly confidential and critical to the cause. His curiosity peaked when the event was held under strict orders to keep a low profile and confidential.  He suspected that this guest may be a key player in the outcome of the entire Pacific theater of operations.
By mid-day, a large American convoy had arrived at the Tio compound.  It consisted of four personnel carriers and two small Jeeps leading the way.  Someone sporting an officer’s army round top, wearing dark sunglasses, and smoking a pipe cigar sat at the front passenger seat. Behind him sat two officers - an army air corps officer and Captain McClish. When the convoy arrived, the fog that had once settled began to dissipate around the white gated fence.  Lucio saw the two sentries waiving at him anticipating his orders.  He quickly informed the men to open the gate and set up a perimeter around the house.  As the men opened the gate, the family, along with the entire Tio household stood at the front house to greet their guests. Lucio waited until the jeep rolled to stop in front of him.  He recognized the man sitting next to the driver; no introduction needed to be conducted. Lucio had seen him several times on the front page of the newspapers.  The children, the helpers, and some of the men were oblivious to this historic event, but they were keen to the usual practice of greeting a touted guest.  So, as usual, they remained silent until the person was introduced to the master of the house.  The convoy stopped behind the jeep and the men inside disembarked and immediately set a defense perimeter around the compound under barking orders of their superior officers. There were at least fifty to sixty men on board the four army transport trucks.  Finally, the tall man wearing a light brown army khaki uniform stepped out.
He wore an officer’s cap with gold olive branches stitched on the bill. Lucio greeted him with a firm handshake as he eagerly invited them in.  Captain McClish introduced the General with excitement.
“Sir, this is First Lieutenant Tio.  He will be our host for today. Lieutenant, meet General Douglas MacArthur.”
Lucio, brimming with excitement, saluted the general and then shook his hand “It’s a pleasure to see you, sir. Thank you for coming. I am honored to be of your service,” he said with impeccable English.  
The general responded in a calm deep voice, “Thank you, Lieutenant! I’m humbled by your candor and hospitality at such a short notice.”
The general walked briskly toward the house, leading an Entourage of officers with Lucio pacing right behind McClish and tapped him on the shoulder. 
“Wow, you brought some serious backup,” Lucio smiled.
“You got the house, the woman…whole package, Lucio.  Now you got some history behind you.  Don’t screw it up.” McClish smiled.
Fe, holding the hand of one of the helpers, looked up as MacArthur passed by.
She had never seen such a tall, imposing figure with his wife, and child and President Manuel Quezon trailing far behind.  
After an hour had passed, and after all the Filipino dishes had been consumed, all the officers remained seated – each one with a somber face – to hear the general’s orders.  They discussed the current military situation with General MacArthur.  Every one, except for the officers, remained hopeful but anxious during this awkward encounter.  Every one, except Lucio, engaged the general and the President in a dialogue with hopes to sway them to their conclusions.   Only Lucio refrained from engaging the general on an open dialogue.  He knew that his role was simply to host the President and the General along with the senior officers.  
“We can’t guarantee you any more supplies and weapons, Captain. The Japanese will be cutting off our supply lines from Australia as we regroup. I ’m sorry, but you’ll have to live off the land,” General Sutherland replied.  The general, who sat at the edge of the table next to MacArthur, was the general’s attaché.
“With all due respect, Sir, I’m not asking for much.  I just need ammo that your men might not need!” McClish bluntly replied.
“I’m sorry, Ernie, but we gave you all we can give. The rest of it was left to General Sharp. You’ll have to ask him for more,” General Sutherland asserted. Tapping the ashes of his cigar pipe into the bowl, General MacArthur looked at Sutherland and then proceeded to address McClish. 
“We’ll try and send you some if we can get some PT boats off the coast of Cagayan De Oro after I leave.  You’re on your own for now, Captain. You must take the initiative to supply your men. For the meantime, I’ll talk to Admiral Nimitz and ask him to send some boats in with some ammunition. I hate to ask Chester about this after all the pounding he’s been getting lately.  Brigadier General Sharp has a good grasp of the situation here in Mindanao.  He should be able to pull all resources together.”
“Thank you, sir!” The captain nodded.
“Sir, if I may, I can try and pool our resources together with the other units around the province and army supply depot,” Lucio addressed Captain McClish, who was sitting next to him.  Ever staff member around McArthur were aghast at his bluntness.  Their eyebrows raised, surprised to hear a junior officer of a local militia-recently sanctioned by the President-have the gall to insert his opinion.  Nevertheless, Lucio felt the urge to voice his concern at his own property and this was an opportunity he could not pass. McClish relied on Lucio’s insights, as an officer of American Indian descent.   He understood the unwritten rule and the silent prejudices prevalent throughout the military ranks.  
“We can pull our resources together and ration our supply to last us for the next six months.” McClish nodded then smiled at Lucio.
General MacArthur looked at Lucio. “Tell me, Lieutenant, will your men fight? Do they have the will to fight through this war until my return?” he asked with deep concern.
“My men will fight, sir! I’m certain of that,” Lucio replied, as he looked at the general straight in his eyes. “My people will fight…we just need the weapons and the means to fight them.  Give us the weapons and we will fight and beat the enemy in our own land,” Lucio added confidently as McClish agreed with a subtle nod.
“Very well, Lieutenant. You have the qualities of a competent leader. I’m confident that you will succeed with your endeavors. It is evident with your wealth,” MacArthur replied.  
“Gentlemen, we are in a great struggle that will change the course of history.  You must have the will to fight and determination to succeed against the enemy. I commend you for staying here and choosing to fight.  Do not expect the US to send in reinforcements and supplies anytime soon.  But remember, I will return. This I promise!” General MacArthur boldly stated as he stood up.  
The rest of the men followed close by as he left the table.  His family, eagerly waiting in the transport, anticipating his immediate departure, looked relieved.  As he walked right up to Lucio, he grabbed the eager lieutenant’s right arm and shook his hand as a gesture of gratitude. “Thank you for the wonderful dinner, Lieutenant.  Thank you for opening your home to me, my family and my men.  Please tell your wife that dinner was wonderful. Good day and good luck!” MacArthur stated with a firm handshake.
The rest of the soldiers mounted their trucks as the general started his leave.  He sat in the front passenger side of the jeep and tipped his cap to bid farewell. The general’s convoy waited as he and the rest of his staff settled in.  He looked over to his driver, pointed his finger to the hood of the truck, and they proceeded to leave. Before the convoy drove off, General MacArthur took a quick glance at the lieutenant, nodded his head, and saluted.  Lucio obliged and remained his hand until the Jeep departed followed by the rest of the convoy.  The entire column rode off in haste and headed to the airfield several miles away.  
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General MacArthur was the Field Marshal of the Pacific theater.  President Roosevelt appointed him to lead the Philippine government in forming and organizing the Philippine Constabulary (PC). At the outbreak of the war, Roosevelt ordered him to regroup in Australia to initiate a strategic plan for a counter-offensive against Japan. MacArthur was dismayed at leaving the Philippines; he felt the heavy strain for leaving General Wainwright to surrender to the Japanese. His obsession to return grew more intensely as he lobbied for President Roosevelt’s overall Pacific strategy to retake the island nation.  He knew that the fall of Corregidor in May 1942 marked the beginning of a long, arduous struggle for all Filipinos. 
As soon as the convoy left, uncertainty quickly settled in. Lucio knew that they were left to fend for themselves. Nevertheless, he remained resolute and calm to encourage his men and his family.  Fe, realizing that the man was an American grinned at her father.  As soon as the convoy left she shouted from her bedroom window.  
“Papa, who was that?  Was that your friend?”
“Yes, Fe, he is a good friend and a good man. Someday you will know that this day was special,” He smiled and winked as he looked at her.




Chapter 5

A week has passed since MacArthur’s visit. For several days, the Tio household remained quiet and peaceful. Although the Japanese had taken control of the country, parts of the Mindanao region still remained under Filipino control. 
The death march at Bataan signaled a crushing defeat for the US and Filipino forces in the Philippines, yet this setback did not deter the Filipino guerrilla fighters to forge on and fight until MacArthur’s return. 
This inhumane treatment of the prisoners precipitated the unification of the resistance. Filipinos refused to surrender to the Japanese in fear of torture and death. Coupled with extreme reprisals and the brand of shame from the Japanese occupiers, the Filipino insurgency remained active and grew stronger in the jungles of the Philippine islands. All throughout the country, many able men joined the ranks, forming many fragmented, unsanctioned resistance groups. They conducted unorthodox combat engagements primarily at night, when the Japanese were caught off guard. They were perceived as ghosts who wreaked havoc throughout the Japanese encampments, killing many of them, stealing their food, and sabotaging lightly guarded supply lines and laying death traps and staging jungle ambushes on unsuspecting patrols. Although the resistance operated independently throughout the country, it remained active and effective against an organized force. It stifled the enemy’s blunt assault force in many pitched battles. Yet the Japanese were undeterred, not to be intimidated. Due to the popular support of its citizens, the Japanese unleashed a sequence of scorched earth policy, causing severe affliction, pressing hard to subdue the whole country. Any person who openly supported the Filipino insurgency was tortured or killed.  
As the war ensued, General Wendell Fertig, the remaining American senior officer, consolidated all the guerrilla forces in Mindanao. One of his senior executive officers was Edward “Ernie” McClish, a scout infantry officer in charge of the 110th Division in eastern Mindanao.  Lucio was one of McClish’s most trusted Filipino officers.  And in the thick of the struggle, Lucio stood as one of the most respected leaders; one who gained popularity among the locals, resentment amongst his peers and notoriety amongst his adversaries. 
Lucio Tio was ordered to take control of the flow of guerrilla weapons and food supply throughout Bukidnon province.  He conducted tactical ambushes, sabotaged enemy communication lines, deployed spies throughout the land, and used snipers to incite fear in his enemy.  He used cunning methods to disrupt the enemy’s attempt to subdue the population.  He continued to win the people and the support of the American insurgency with his ability to provide necessities such as food, shelter, and clothing for the soldiers.  He knew the men and their families whom he could trust, and he exploited the Japanese defenses, their supply lines, and long-term strategic plans by gathering important information from the local populace. He conducted night raids against enemy patrols and garrisons based on reliable information provided by his spies.  He made sure he remained visible while conducting his own business to gain the trust of the locals. To the Japanese, he was perceived as a ghost.  To the Filipinos, he was hailed as a hero.  To his family, he was a father and a provider.  To his men, he was a dependable leader whom they deeply admired.
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The Japanese forces were stretched thin throughout the South Pacific region. Limited resources were allocated to combat the growing insurgency in the Philippines, especially in Mindanao.  General Yamashita was occupied fighting on several fronts throughout Southeast Asia; he underestimated the American and Filipino guerrillas, who were growing in strength and number, often harassing his forces, inflicting heavy casualties, costing him valuable manpower and resources.
The resistance grew stronger upon its inception.  Each fighting man was emboldened as more guerrilla forces in Mindanao consolidated under the command of Wendell Fertig.  The Japanese high command simply dismissed them as diminutive. Instead of destroying them completely, they reallocated the bulk of the regular military on defensive measures and poorly trained conscripts consisting of Korean soldiers forced to fight for Japan. Yamashita concentrated the bulk of his forces on the coastlines, building defenses against the impending US counteroffensive. 
Despite the lack of ammunition and a shortage of supplies, the guerrilla fighters were extremely innovative and resourceful. Many of them formed plumbing tools and steel metal pipes as gun barrels tied to bamboo pipes. These crude weapons were effective at close range, but unreliable after constant use. At the early onset of the war, the guerrillas, along with their American counterparts, gathered supplies they could salvage, often scrounging off their booty and living off the land. They earned monetary support by providing protection to many wealthy businessmen within their vicinity.  They retrieved weapons and extra ammunition from dead or dying enemy soldiers and comrades. The guerrillas fought against the Japanese forces in spurts, implementing effective hit-and-run tactics while setting traps and ambushes against any incoming and pursuing enemy. 
Lucio’s role was critical to the cause. He was assigned to support the Bukidnon Tenth Mountain Division and tasked to supply food and information to the guerrillas in the central and northeast regions of Mindanao. He sent couriers to relay information to other standing units while posting informants and spies throughout the coastal cities. His role grew increasingly hazardous as the Japanese gradually shifted their attention to combating the insurgency. Lucio stored and hid a variety of perishable and nonperishable items in areas guarded by other guerrilla units. He often traveled throughout the land, being away for days conducting missions tasked to inspect the supply depots and ensure their safekeeping.  Aside from his men, he hired several mercenaries, offering them hefty financial rewards to protect his family and relatives. 
Lucio’s popularity grew within the resistance - which caught the Japanese’ attention and brought a hefty bounty on his head. His identity was compromised as many turned to the Japanese for reward as to his whereabouts, and his missions grew treacherous due to his exposure to roving bands of thugs who roamed the countryside. The Japanese referred to him as “The Chinese businessman,” a key figure to the cause.  As a result, he changed his birth name from Tiu En Lip to Lucio Tio to avoid detection and capture. To protect his reputation and conceal his identity, Lucio donated food to local churches and villages, which he leveraged to gain the people’s trust. He deflected any rousing suspicion to protect his family through bribes and non-monetary rewards. He was indirectly involved with bartering perishable items to the enemy through his business partners in exchange for medicine for his family and his men.
Lucio often traveled with his men to resupply other guerrilla units. His role grew vitally important to the cause. He was an influential figure to Filipino and American guerrillas, but he was cautious to the point of paranoia. He knew that the Japanese spies were cunning and dangerous. During his absence, his wife was left to care for their children, with the help of their three helpers tending his household.  
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In a next few month, right after MacArthur’s retreat, the country gradually turned barren. The people grew desperate for basic essentials such as medicine, shelter, and food. The Japanese imposed strict food ration throughout the country while confiscating food from the local farmers, looting historical artifacts, and stealing valuable jewelries from the local populace.
Most of the population in Mindanao was deprived of food and medicine. The price of rice and fish grew exorbitant, and medicine was scarce. People lived off the land by farming pineapples and bartering non-essential item as the Filipino Peso plummeted, rendering it almost worthless while still in its initial infancy. The value of the dollar inflated exponentially.  People bartered goods for food and vice-versa. 
The Japanese stored food to supply its military and to control the populace.  Food rations were regulated daily, and the people were given little, if any, provisions.  Yamashita’s scorched earth policy reduced food supplies to less than half of what it was in 1942. Countless people died from starvation, disease, or malnutrition.  Month after month, food supplies dwindled.  Lucio's role as supplier of basic items to his men and their families was vitally important to the cause.  It became apparent that he needed to take on a larger role and take greater risks to provide for his family, his men, and their families. He visited Cagayan De Oro more frequently. He showed signs of desperation and anxiety each time he came by to conduct business and buy food.  The Japanese grew increasingly suspicious of him as he frequented the city wharf.
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On a brisk, clear afternoon, while he was away, a Japanese convoy paid an abrupt visit to the Tio property in Bukidnon.  Salvacion was unaware of this unwelcomed visit.  She and three of the helpers were left to tend to the children and manage the plantations.  She was outside with the farmers, tending the fields, when the convoy arrived without notice.  Once the convoy halted, the officer who sat in the front seat disembarked from the front of the vehicle. Both trucks, each loaded with eight men, hastily dismounted from their vehicles.  The two infantry squads immediately set up a perimeter around the area while several men searched the compound.  It appeared that the commanding officer was charged to gather intelligence on the local populace and enemy presence.  He walked briskly up the front steps where Salvacion came to meet him. Anxious of the uncertainty of the outcome, she bowed her head to greet him.  She was nervous but steadfast.  She had nowhere to go, and she couldn’t abandon the children.  They were inside the house when the transport trucks pulled in.  The helpers panicked and scattered about, asking their mistress to greet the unexpected guest.  
The Japanese officer was fairly tall and young—a man in his early twenties.  He was handsome and quite formal.  He appeared calm but alert. His polite manner exhibited a sense of calm to Salvacion and her helpers.  The helpers remained with the children in the living room. The officer pulled out his long samurai sword as he entered the house.  Salvacion grew worried and nervous that the man might find incriminating evidence that could endanger the lives of her children and the helpers.  His relaxed demeanor appeared innocuous to her, yet the sharp weapon he wielded made her feel uncomfortable and fearful.  He moseyed around the house, staring at the beautiful expensive furniture, the petite china set, and the children who stood motionless in the living room.  
“What is your name?” he asked, speaking with impeccable English as he glanced around the large wooden study table.
“Salvacion Miranda Tio,” she replied, emphasizing her Spanish middle name to distract the man’s attention and disguise her Chinese last name.
“Miranda?” he asked in broken English.
“Yes, sir! My father was a Jesuit priest who emigrated from Spain,” she answered softly.
“Spanish!” he mumbled.
As he poked around Lucio’s old wooden desk, he noticed the family portrait under the glass frame that rested on the table.
“You have a beautiful family, Mrs. Tio,” he stated with anticipation. “Where is your husband?”
“He is in Cagayan De Oro, sir. He left yesterday to buy food and medicine for the family,” Salvacion responded in a confident manner.
“When will he be returning?” he calmly asked.
“I cannot be certain, but he said that he’ll be in Cagayan De Oro for several days…depending on the travel.”  He nodded in consent, searching through the old books piled on the side of the desk. He noticed a brown leather-bound book with tattered edges piled under a stack of books.  He lifted the rest of the books carefully as he picks up the leather bound book nestled beneath the rest.  He laid it on the table and carefully scrolled through several pages.  Salvacion noticed him reading through it, quite perplexed to see the man smiling in a delightful manner, as though he was fond of the contents within it. Sensing that his time was short, he briskly flipped through the pages without any hesitation as he held fast to his small samurai sword with his right hand while flipping through the white worn out pages. He couldn’t help himself but smile in amazement. He placed the book on the desk and proceeded to walk out without uttering a single word. He made a subtle glance at Salvacion, gave a farewell gesture, and nodded his head and rushed outside. Salvacion was quite surprised that the man never bothered to finish his search. He simply walked out and ordered his men to mount up the truck and leave. Salvacion was a bit shocked and dumbfounded.  Her eyes wandered throughout the room in such pure bewilderment.  The man departed after he noticed and read Lucio’s Bible.  His engaging smile gave them a sense of ease despite the abrupt and hair-raising predicament. She glanced over Lucio’s study table and noticed his Bible. She took a quick glance at Fe and smiled.  Perhaps the man was familiar with the Bible; perhaps he was a born-again Christian, but that terrifying moment was averted by an ordinary, old worn-out book stacked beneath the others.




Chapter 6

Mindanao fell under the Japanese rule in May 1942. By June 1942, Japan’s conquest of the Philippines was complete.  General Yamashita ordered his troops to confiscate any form of artifacts and valued treasures from the people. Despite realizing that defeat was imminent, many Filipinos remain defiant and resisted.   Many were imprisoned as a result, some of whom were murdered.  Rumors surfaced that many women, between the ages of 14 to 40 were kidnapped, never to be seen again by their family.  Many were imprisoned under false pretense, accused of subversion by Japanese sympathizers. Due process was usurped by complete Martial Law.  There was chaos all throughout the cities and surrounding villages. People were stealing and murdering their countrymen in hopes of holding on to basic necessities such as food, clothing, and money.  The people suffered deeply through the chaos that engulfed the entire country.  Temporary order was established under Japanese sovereignty. The Japanese provided some medical provisions, but only to few Japanese loyalists. Japanese secret police and spies apprehended countless civilians; both the guilty and the innocent were indiscriminately apprehended for any suspicious activity that aided the insurgency.  Filipinos accused of helping the insurgency were brutally tortured and executed without due process or formal legal proceedings.
[image: Spider outline]
In December 1942, the guerrilla resistance continued to thrive.  Constant skirmishes between the Japanese and the guerrilla fighters had intensified throughout the countryside.  In Bukidnon Lucio’s role expanded as a supply and communications officer.  Almost two years had passed since Lieutenant Tio had seen his American counterparts. He had seen many of his men die – some died fighting, others from disease, infection, and malnutrition - many of whom he held in his arms as they drew in their last breath. So many young men died courageously fighting against a tyrannical provisional government. Lucio was charged to lead a company. His command expanded within two years. He lost many men under his command and gained few to replenish his ranks. Lucio led a company of fifty-five men, and within two years, he had lost at least twenty of them. Some died in the firefight, few deserted the unit, and the remaining stayed because of their strong loyalty to the lieutenant. 
Many people had given up hope of winning the war.  As civilian casualties pile from malnutrition and curable diseases, many died as casualties of war.  People died from unnecessary violence-a collateral damage ushered by war.  He had seen his ranches and farmlands ravaged completely.  He had seen villages abandoned. He had witnessed his children suffer from malnutrition and poverty.  The Japanese were not kind to those who were of Chinese lineage; they were completely mistreated with deep contempt.  Any Chinese who were captured were often tortured or killed. The Japanese were merciless to the Chinese, and they paid informants handsomely for information on any Chinese residents.  
Despite continuous threats and constant dangers, Lucio remained steadfast. He was losing faith in the cause, but despite his deep apprehension on the outcome of war, Salvacion fervently encouraged him to remain resolute. Her ardent faith and persevering character ignited a sense of confidence in him.  Lucio had to appear strong for the sake of his men and his family.  Through all the difficult odds, he chose to fight on - there was no other way. His faith in God grew stronger. He relied on God’s provisions to survive each passing day, keeping abreast on daily minutiae. He kept a small, worn Bible inside his back pocket each day. Its edges were wrinkled, and the cracked leather cover withered overtime. It had an old, dried-up scribble of his name on the front cover; it was missing several pages. Inside it contained a photo of family bookmarked on his favorite chapter.  This book gave him a sense of security far more than the pistol holstered on his waist. He prayed each morning by his bedside and tucked it on his back pocket every time he stepped out of the house. He treated like a priceless piece of jewelry. He found solace in the book of Psalms (the Song of David) bookmarked inside was a picture of his family bookmarked on the twenty-third chapter. He relished his daily devotions. It became his guide.  After the war broke, he was rarely able to read the newspaper since it had ceased circulation.  He craved holding it, feeling the soft, crisp pages and savoring the scent of bold ink.  The paper used to be a vibrant source of information that aided the country’s progress in its nationalistic identity - it was hijacked by Japanese propaganda who published distorted facts flooding every news medium. The offensive propaganda degraded Filipino patriotism, often reporting lies of America’s impending defeat.
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The Japanese omitted any reports in any account of the war unfavorable to Japan. One significant event at the Battle of the Coral Sea, which became the first American victory in the Pacific, was reported as a great Japanese naval victory over a desperate American navy. The Battle of Midway and the epic naval battle at the Philippine Sea were left out of the news. Many Filipinos were misinformed, and they were unaware of the US victories that occurred throughout the war until Japan surrendered.  News often faded in transition, its translation distorted over time.




Chapter 7

A thick fog descended upon the Tio household just as the morning caw of a petulant rooster.  Fe, already up before sunrise, turned the radio on.  A traditional Filipino ballad was playing in the background while the radio host announced decisive victories of Japan’s military campaign against the Americans.  Tokyo Rose was the dominant radio personality throughout the war. She was the Japanese spokesperson who possessed a notorious reputation in Southeast Asia.  She carried on with a soft, inviting voice imploring Filipinos to join the Japanese cause to thwart American imperialism. She pleaded in English as well as in Tagalog to those she could reach. She derided and mocked the Filipino and American forces; how they fought in such a cowardly manner. She demeaned the resistance with condescending commentaries and praised the Japanese for their valor and gallantry, fighting valiantly for their emperor.  Her voice reverberated throughout the whole country with impunity, and her daily programs drowned out the media.
“My fellow citizens…join us! Embrace your masters and bask in our kindness. We will be triumphant against the imperialistic Americans who cannot fight as real soldiers,” she bloviated.
“Fe, turn that off!” Salvacion chided her daughter. “Who is that lady, Mama?”
 “Don’t mind her. Just turn off the radio and come and help me prepare the food. You have to help me while your brother and sisters are still sleeping.” She said in a chastising manner.
“Yes, Mama,” Fe replied as she headed off to the kitchen.  
In Lucio’s quaint study room, a small painted portrait of Abraham Lincoln hung behind the door.  A printed copy of the Gettysburg address lay adjacent to the Bible under Lincoln’s picture.  Lucio carried on with his typical day conducting his routine in a similar fashion, kneeling in front of his chair, right by his bedside, praying alone, quietly uttering his petitions. He stood up slowly and gingerly after the rooster crowed, but the rest of the animals, including the family dog -a docile mutt- remained silent.  Only the rooster stood outside in a misty, and foggy morning.  He proceeded to prepare for an upcoming mission.  Lucio sat down by the bedroom window cleaning his soft, inviting voice.  He had grown leery of things, and the events had slowly taken its toll on his physical and psychological condition.  He was accustomed to the dreary days, wearing a grim face; an expression that of a man who faced tremendous odds and deadly obstacles.  His scruffy face was far removed from his joyous days.  His demeanor revealed an emotion suited to his despondent mood.   As he leaned over the window, he noticed one of the helpers standing outside, waiting at the gate.  One of his soldiers had left before daylight under orders to gather information on the Japanese garrison in Malaybalay City, the capital of Bukidnon.  He had had not returned as expected.  His whereabouts remained unknown. 
At mid-day, the soldier returned. He appeared injured and exhausted, limping and panting heavily as he reached the gate. It appeared that he had been running all day and night and got lost around the dense jungles before he found the house.  Lucio recognized him as he came to the gate, then he immediately dropped his rifle, with its firing pin still unlatched, and ran down and met him.  By the time he had reached the gate, he was completely exhausted and fainted at the front steps.
 “Matilda, get my wife and bring me a glass of water. Hurry!” Lucio ordered.
Matilda stood there motionless, shocked to see the man fainting to the ground right before her eyes. She remained in shock for almost a minute; when she regained her senses, she ran back to the house to fetch a cup of water. She was utterly dumbfounded, her eyes glazed with a blank stare, in a complete trance. 
Freddy was in his late twenties when he joined Lucio’s ranks. He was a close friend of the Tio’s, and joining Lucio’s team was the practical sense to fight for a cause. As Freddy regained consciousness, he exhausted and fainted at the front steps.  Lucio pulled him up, slinging his arms over his shoulder to get his blood going.
“Freddy…Freddy! Are you okay?” Lucio softly whispered to the soldier, but Freddy did not respond.
“Freddy! Freddy! Are you okay?” Lucio gently slapped his face to rouse him.
Freddy, barely alive, twitched his eyelids. Then he slowly recouped and steadily opened his eyes. He looked at Lucio and mumbled, 
“They…they’re coming, sir.” Lucio, sensing that he was about to encounter the enemy, looked at him momentarily, his eyes filled with utter disbelief.
“Did they see you coming here? Did anyone see you on this road?”
“No, but they don’t know what I look like. They…they saw me from a distance, snooping around the buildings.”
Lucio gave him a cup of water to drink to quench his thirst and to clear his throat. Freddy ran all night, eluding the Japanese as he fled the city, hiding within the confines of the jungle to elude capture. He never stopped running until he was out of the clearing of the farmlands. He took a shorter, more rugged route to the Tio’s household. On the way, he twisted his right ankle running in the through the jungles under the cover of darkness.  Since the house was several miles away, the roads winded through the hills; traversing this difficult terrain proved difficult if not impossible, and the rainy seasons made the roads more tricky and treacherous due to mud traps. It took hours to drive through the unpaved narrow roads to reach the nearest town. It was more practical to walk through the farmlands and towards the narrow alleys surrounded by dense trees to reach the Tio house from Malaybalay, a small city in Bukidnon province that connected Cagayan De Oro and Davao. Japanese informants found where he lived and sent a squad to arrest him. They were determined to capture the man snooping around and to investigate Lucio Tio for any involvement on the assault on the Japanese convoy two days earlier.
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Two days earlier, a Japanese convoy was dispatched from a small garrison in Cagayan De Oro to reinforce the unit in Del Monte Airfield, the small airstrip in Bukidnon. The convoy’s main objective was to resupply and reinforce the depleted garrison. They carried ammunition and provisions critical to the men guarding the airstrip.  It was escorted by a platoon of soldiers who rode in front of the four supply trucks.  The convoy came to a halt when they came across a cattle farmer struggling to drag two Karabaos hauling a cart filled with coconut timber.  The Karabaos were tired and stubborn, refusing to move further. 
A stodgy Japanese officer immediately stepped out from the front seat of the truck to investigate the scene.  He wore a short-sleeved brown-buttoned shirt tucked under his light-brown khaki shorts.  His brown army boots were strapped from his ankles up to his knees. He started yelling at the man, waving his revolver with his right hand, urging him to move.  The man nodded while he pleaded to the Japanese officer not to shoot him. The Japanese officer ordered his men to disembark and help the man haplessly dragging the animals off the road.  The animals refused to budge, so the Japanese officer took his pistol cocked the hammer of his revolver and aimed it on the animal’s head. He pulled the trigger without hesitation, killing the animal instantly. Then he stepped right next to the second Karabao and shot the animal on the head within seconds. Just as he shot the second animal several gunshots simultaneously went off from the elevated area of the woods. A bullet pierced though his throat and exited through his nape. The second bullet pierced him above the right sternum. The sound of the rifle echoed throughout the forest in synchrony.  The distinct, piercing sound rippled through the leaves straight to its target.  Large trees surrounding the road concealed the shooters hidden at an ideal position. Both men, perched on high ground took favorable positions to maximize the effect of their shots. They took aim and shot simultaneously.   Within seconds, the officer fell to his knees, grabbing his throat as he struggled and gasped to breathe. Immediately, the rest of the soldiers disembarked and began a defensive maneuver in every direction in an attempt to quell the sudden assault.  One of the soldiers tried to stop the bleeding, but to no avail -his throat was missing.  Without proper medical assistance, the officer struggled to breathe, gargling and choking on his own blood.  His breathing grew faint; his body shook uncontrollably, his eyes rolled over as he lay dying. He succumbed to his injuries and died within minutes.  One of his men came to his aid in futile attempt to save his life, he checked his wrist and his pulse was gone.  The rest of the platoon was shocked to realize that they were now trapped within a brazen ambush.
After a brief, tense silence, gunfire erupted from the front and the right side of the convoy behind the tree lines.  The gunner was firing behind the cover of dense foliage.  The man attending to the officer was fatally shot and fell instantly.  Bullets riddled his back as he laid flat on top of him. 	
While the soldiers started firing in retaliation, a crude explosive device exploded at the back end of the last truck.  The loud explosion hurled several men far from the convoy, killing with maximum effect.  Someone lit and tossed a pipe bomb made up of gunpowder, metal shrapnel and ball bearings that exploded in close proximity at the side of the truck maiming them instantly. To keep the rest of the soldiers at bay and to disable the rear column, several of Lucio’s men quickly ran down near the edge of the tree lines and tossed a couple sticks of dynamite at the soldiers guarding the trucks.  The explosion struck several men guarding the rear, rendering the rest of them immobile.  Without a leader, the rest of the platoon panicked; some were shell-shocked while others lay dying.  They couldn’t see or locate the enemy.  They were unable to mount an effective and decisive counterattack.  The snipers picked anyone out in the open with ease.  The driver at the rear column panicked as he attempted to move the vehicle in reverse, clumsily shifting the gear in haste, only to be bogged in the mud.  As he tried to maneuver the vehicle, several bullets broke through the side window and pierced his right eye -killing him instantly.  
The convoy was now stuck in the soft muddy ground and blocked in front by the two dead animals while the vehicle at the rear continued to burn from the massive explosions. Within minutes, the remaining survivors began reloading their weapons, but the rattling machine gun pinned them down. It rattled and buzzed as the shooter fired continuously on the enemy. Bullets poured down ceaselessly as Japanese scrambled for cover; anyone standing was killed instantly. Then the volley of small-arms fire from the front intensified. After several minutes the firing ceased, when the smoke had cleared, the road was littered with the dead or injured. 
The Japanese were killed within a matter of minutes.  Blood was painted everywhere as the vehicles continued to burn from the flammable diesel gasoline. The men behind the tree lines emerged behind their firing nests. One by one they stopped firing at their intended target. A Japanese soldier arose and tried to flee, running and limping on his injured leg, trying to escape. Then a sniper’s bullet pierced his chest, exiting through his back. He fell to his knees and his face flopped in the mud, his body motionless and his eyes still open. There was no place to escape. 
When the firing ceased, no one was left standing. Several men moaned from their injury as they lay dying with their comrades in the mud; blood were dripping from their extremities, their khaki uniforms soaked in sweat and mud that turned crimson. Billows of smoke arose from the scene under an eerie silence. Only the faint sounds of the dying echoed with fading hope, while the rabid smell of gunpowder and burnt rubber brewed a noxious scent. 
The scene was littered with dead soldiers and animals. The whole Japanese convoy was wiped out in less than five minutes.  The farmer became a casualty of war. He had hunkered down with the two Karabaos during the firefight, only to fall victim to friendly fire.  In the thick of the firefight, a stray bullet pierced his left temple -he died instantly. He was one of the guerrilla fighters involved in the ambush. 
The guerrillas - all thirty-five of them - emerged from their perch and swarmed the scene and mopped up and killed any survivor. In the midst of the smoke, Lieutenant Tio emerged from the chaos.
“One minute and thirty,” He shouted to the men. The lieutenant walked around the convoy to check on the dead and their possessions. Anyone breathing was either stabbed or strangled. He took his .45 caliber revolver and shot several rounds into three Japanese soldiers. He emptied his pistol into some of the dead. He reloaded his pistol and shot every dead body until his pistol was empty. 
After he had satiated his thirst for revenge, he ordered his men to leave and return to the jungle.  They left and disappeared behind the tree lines just as swiftly as they came. Several men dressed in jungle-green khakis with leaves patched all over their clothing unloaded the trucks containing supplies. They took all the ammunition and packed it in the wooden cargo hauled by four Karabaos, which was guided by two soldiers waiting nearby. They loaded the weapons, first-aid kits, and canned food into the truck. Some stripped the bloodstained uniform from the dead while others kept trinkets as souvenirs of their victory. Within minutes, the convoy was unrecognizable; bodies littered the road and only the sound of the wild mingled within the scene. Lucio’s plan was executed with deadly proficiency while incurring minimal losses. This effective ambush made a significant impression on his enemies, who now foresaw him as a capable and cunning fighter.
Later that afternoon, a company of Japanese soldiers arrived and investigated the scene of the ambush.  A Japanese officer, dressed in dark-brown khakis with a samurai sword fastened on his left side, gazed upon the carnage littered with corpses.  A platoon of his men got wiped out within minutes.  He was livid and frustrated, surprised to find that the guerrilla fighters were fighting with such gall and tenacity, and willingly risking their lives out in the open. Their tactics had inflicted mass casualties against them was humiliating and insulting. To him, this became personal. The person in charge of this deplorable act must be dealt with. He must be severely punished and be executed as an example to the rest of the insurgents. He walked up to the forest, behind the tree line, and found bullet shells around the area. He discovered that some brass casings came from a Japanese rifle while others came from a Springfield and Enfield rifle. This was the first time that an ambush had occurred on a supply road frequently used by the Japanese to transport man and materials from Cagayan De Oro. He realized that this bold scheme had been carefully planned and perfectly executed.  
Lucio Tio had set this plan in motion months ago, when they carefully observed and timed Japanese protocols.  How could this be? How can a bunch of ragtag group carry such deadly weapons and use our weapons against us? And how were they able to obtain American-issued rifles? he bemoaned.  He ordered his men to load up the dead and return to headquarters.  Those that were burned and unrecognizable were left to the scavengers. While the cold, stiff and bloodied were sorted out by their name tags and piled on the truck.  The officer began to wonder how a back-ward, primitive people could carry out such a precise ambush. They were angry, vulnerable, and frightened.  They knew that the Americans were coming soon, and the last thing they needed was another enemy they could not see.
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Heinous acts of evil were prevalent throughout the war on both sides. The guerrillas, short on supply and lacking in manpower, never took any Japanese prisoners; any captured survivor was killed. The Japanese never tolerated any insurrection and regarded these enemy combatants as primitive and dishonorable, unworthy of pardon or recognition.  They killed any guerrilla fighters after a brutal, inhumane torture. Lucio knew that the Japanese would not tolerate any insurrection from the populace. He knew that they will never relent, that the Japanese will respond without restraint and without mercy. He knew that they would cut off any ration and stop any medical provisions -which violent reciprocity will ensue.  He knew that they would execute any captured insurgents.  He knew that many villagers would suffer from harsh interrogation; that many people would die as violent reprisals, but he had a job to do. He wanted justice for the innocent victims, and he needed an instant morale boost for his men and his fellow countrymen. He wanted to send a message to the rest of the guerrillas fighting alongside their American counterparts.  News of this successful operation resonated throughout the country, and it stirred many Filipinos to join the fight to win back their freedom.
Freddy finally regained consciousness after a brief respite under the cool shade. When he came to his senses, he sat up in the chair behind the dinner table. He informed the lieutenant of the unwanted visit. Lucio received the news he fearfully anticipated.  He was faced with the decision to either flee or stay and face the possibility of execution. Freddy was exhausted and needed medical attention. He was badly hurt, and in no condition to run farther. His sprained ankle was swollen, and he was in constant pain. Lucio couldn’t leave him there. Neither could he stay. He thought of his family and of his men. If he left now, the Japanese would suspect him of aiding and abetting the guerrillas. His family’s safety would be jeopardized.  He had only one choice: hide Freddy before the Japanese arrived. Lucio was now a prime suspect, and the spies firmly collaborated and confirmed their suspicion of his involvement.  There were eyes everywhere; Filipinos who spied for the Japanese. There were Filipino government officials who collaborated with the Japanese out of fear of losing power and position. There were others who simply cooperated with the Japanese for the right price. Those who were bribed and those who were tortured provided the names of men and women involved with the insurgency. Many, out of desperation for food and provisions, gave critical information to the Japanese, including information that accused many innocent people. Countless victims suffered tremendously due to misleading information and malicious reprisals. Yet the rest who refused to comply were placed under the point of the gun.  
The heavy-handed rule of the Japanese brought fear throughout the country. Despite the orders to subdue the populace, there were Japanese soldiers who chose to defy specific orders and secretly gave medical aid to Filipinos who critically needed medical attention. The plight of many residents was grim. Many people died without decent medical attention. Despite this, few Japanese soldiers risked their lives and chose to help the sick in clear insubordination from their superiors.




Chapter 8

The Japanese convoy arrived earlier than anticipated at his compound. A small car with two men sitting in the front seat traversed slowly on the bumpy, dirt road. Behind the car was an old rugged troop transport loaded with a squad of infantry soldiers, all sixteen of them. The car stopped in front of the gate of Lucio’s home. The soldiers were immediately ordered to set a perimeter around the compound. They quickly disembarked under the open canopy.  The men unloaded as the officer opened the door on the right side of the car and stepped out in the open. He stood up and looked around to assess his surroundings. One of his men, a sergeant at arms, ran out in front of him and stood at attention. The Japanese officer barked orders to his sergeant as he grabbed his sword. The sergeant complied and bowed his head and proceeded to order the rest of the men, waving his right arm, pointing at the house while barking his orders to stay vigilant and alert.
Salvacion quickly ran to the gate and proceeded to open as she greeted the officer.  The officer slowly opened the gate.  Looking down, Salvacion knew that she was at his mercy.  She knew that nothing should be suspected of her.  She remained calm; poised with confidence throughout the duration; she kept her head bowed at all times.  A few of Lucio’s men were already missing; they had failed to report back for more than two weeks. Thoughts lingered on her mind, wondering if there was a possibility that her husband’s name may have surfaced with the Japanese secret police. She knew that if the Japanese found out about his involvement, the soldiers would immediately arrest her and her family without any warrant or due process.  
Lucio anticipated these unpredictable moments and gave her specific instructions when faced with volatile scenarios and dangerous predicament. As a response to espionage, Lucio assigned one of his farmhands to work as a laundry helper for the Japanese senior command in Cagayan De Oro. This was a bold move that proved extremely valuable; it provided him the information he needed at such a crucial moment. This lady used to work for the family as the children’s nanny. She was an old lady who provided the Japanese soldiers an invaluable service—she did their laundry and cooked for them at a cheap price.  Lucio knew that she was committed to the cause because her son served under his command.
The Japanese officer held fast to samurai sword with his left while keeping his right by his holster. He stood in front of Salvacion outside the gate waiting to be invited. He uttered a few words in English to Salvacion, who complied and immediately opened the gate as she bowed in front of him. He was prim and stoic. His uniform was neat and straight, almost untouched, with the creases sharply edged from top to bottom. He looked around the property as he made his way to the steps. As he entered the house, he noticed several children looking out at the window towards him. He was cautious and quite suspicious and he took precautionary steps to avoid being killed. He was well aware of the previous engagement that led to costly deaths of many Japanese soldiers under the hands of the guerrilla fighters.  
The brazen ambush that took place earlier displayed some evidence that the guerrillas-a group the Japanese viewed with contempt has turned into worthy adversaries, touted with such notoriety amongst his ranks, including many senior officers who regard them as competent, resourceful, and cunning. He proceeded to enter with caution. Regardless of the purpose of his visit, he came with strong suspicion. Salvacion had to be cautious with every reply and parse her words carefully. How she reacted and responded to the questions could endanger her life and her family. She needed to present a hospitable attitude, be respectful and polite. Japanese soldiers were very suspicious of Filipinos; for her to deny the existence of the insurrection may inflame further suspicion. 
For the Japanese officer, a cautious and careful investigation was critical to exact justice against the men responsible for the attack. Salvacion kept her head bowed. 
“Where is the rest of your family?” The intelligence officer asked.
“They are inside the house, sir. Would you honor us and join us inside, sir?” she asked politely.
The Japanese officer stared at her, ignoring her request. “Do you have any knowledge of what happened in the last few days?”
“Sir, I have heard some people around town saying that something tragic happened.” She kept her head bowed and her eyes open.
The officer stood very close – right up her nose, staring intently waiting for a slight of tongue, but she remained quiet. Within a moment, the Japanese officer entered the gate and proceeded to the house. He glanced around to see if anything suspicious stood out of the ordinary. He listened for any whispers or loose chatter.  He understood a little bit of Cebuano; a Filipino dialect spoken in Mindanao. Then he walked up the long stairs leading to the front door and entered the house. He briefly noticed the austere décor inside; how the furniture was set accordingly, the dining room readied and neat, and the kitchen appeared spotless and undisturbed.  He quickly walked out and examined the area.  He briskly walked right up to the side of the house to examine its surroundings, hoping to find a cache of weapons.  At the back of the house, he noticed a water well entrenched within a three-foot stone wall.
He ordered the sergeant and several men nearby to examine the exterior of the house. The sergeant signaled to his men to search inside and outside the house. The Japanese officer noticed a wilted wooden lid covering it.  He approached it and unsheathed his samurai sword fastened his side.
“What is inside the well?” He asked.
“Stored…water… sir,” Salvacion replied. “Would you like me to open it, sir?”
The Japanese officer waved her off without uttering another word. He approached the well cautiously holding the black leather handle of his sword. A large stone rested over the wilted, one inch-thick plywood to keep it from slipping. He kicked off the lid with his right foot and waved to his men to search it. The men sprung to action and quickly aimed their rifles at the bottom waiting for orders to fire. The officer cautiously approached and looked down to inspect the well. It was dark and deep. Then he picked up a piece of stone the size of his fist and tossed it inside the well. The stone bounced off the walls and splashed in the water. He heard water rippling from the impact. Then he carefully examined the walls inside the well searching for any weapons or any form of contraband, but nothing stood out of the ordinary. He turned and waved his men to continue the search. While several men searched inside the house, one of his men quickly approached him. The soldier bowed in front of his superior officer and then uttered several words in Japanese. 
The officer looked at Salvacion, who stood near the well. Salvacion grew anxious but kept her head bowed. He approached Salvacion and unsheathed his sword; he was growing agitated, his face was turning red. Then he slowly reached for his pistol holstered on his right hip. Just as he unclasped the holster, his sergeant came rushing in from the other side of the house. The sergeant walked briskly bearing pertinent information that required the officer’s full attention. The officer remained still as the sergeant bowed his head. He informed the officer of the incoming call from his superiors. The officer was quite irritated that the urgency came at such an inopportune moment. He asked the sergeant of his search and the man gave his full report of what he found inside and outside of the house. The officer glanced around for a moment and then gave orders to his sergeant. The sergeant saluted and executed his command. He looked down at Salvacion and asked her in broken English.
“Have you…seen any…Filipino guerrillas around? Did you see…anyone passing by your property?” he asked with a forceful tone.
“No, sir…but if I do, I will let you know,” Salvacion replied timidly.
“Where is your husband?”
“He left to buy food for the children, sir. He went to Cagayan De Oro.”
The Japanese officer inched closer, his eyes dark with rage.  He suddenly slapped her with the back of his right hand. “I will be back!” he asserted angrily. “Somehow…I know…I know you helped the resistance. I will find out, and once I do, you better hide, because you and your family will pay for the consequences. You better not be a part of this!” 
Inside the house, Fe was huddled up with Roy, Leah, and Marion in the kitchen. She was nervous, but she remained strong to keep her siblings calm. They remained quiet, not uttering any word to the soldiers who searched the rooms, looking for any clues or any incriminating evidence that would point to their father’s involvement. Once they went inside his study room, they saw no incriminating evidence. The pictures, the letters, the hymnbooks, and the bibles were hidden elsewhere. The soldiers searched every inch of the house.  They emptied the bedroom closets, opened every drawer, flipped the furniture, sifted through the bookshelf, and even stabbed the pillows. They poked the beds and the pillowcases with bayonets, turned over tables and chairs to find any information, clues, or weapons hidden inside the house. Lucio knew that hiding and storing any weapons inside the house not only endangered his family, but they were also unsafe around his children.  The weapons were hidden underground, within the forest, where no one else, except him and his men, knew its location.  
Before the Japanese arrived, Lucio ran off and hid in the woods along with Freddy to hide money, canned goods and books to avoid any Japanese suspicion of his involvement.  The only objects that remained inside the house were the portable battery-operated radio, candles, dolls, cooking utensils, and the piano. The soldiers moseyed around the property checking every corner looking for any contraband. They kept to themselves, whispering in Japanese, while ignoring the children as they inspected the property inside and out. Marion and Leah remained silent, barely uttering any word. Each of them kept their head bowed, quietly standing with their faces stricken white with dread. They grew anxious as the men lingered inside. Fe held on to Marion and Leah while Roy stood in front of her. Fe and Roy kept glancing at the soldiers; poking their eyes on several occasions to see the men wandering inside the house.  They were terrified of what may happen to them and they kept each other calm. The two soldiers stood close by; waiting for further orders, keeping their rifles at ready. Leah and Marion were sobbing quietly but Fe held on to them tightly prodding them to remain calm and avoid further suspicion as they kept their heads bowed throughout the frightening ordeal. 
Outside, Lucio and Freddy hid within the dense forest far behind the tree lines ducking under the thick brown foliage.  They concealed themselves under some dried leaves to blend in beneath the shadows.  If found they will be tortured and executed, along with all their accomplices.  It was almost unbearable for the family; any slight mistake or any slight suspicion would result in the massacre of the whole family and its residents. Meanwhile, the children remained unmoved and silent. They complied without asking a question or uttering a single word. While the two men hid in the jungle, waiting to strike if needed, a couple of soldiers ventured out into their general direction, searching and canvassing the surrounding area pacing slowly, listening for any chatter or movement as they scanned the compound. They came so close to Lucio and Freddy’s location that if they took a step closer, they would have spotted the two men. Luckily, the platoon sergeant called the men to regroup and mount up and leave, before they spotted Lucio. 
After half an hour of searching the property, the Japanese officer found no incriminating evidence that led them to suspect of Lucio’s involvement. Not to linger any further, he ordered his men to mount the truck and leave. When his men were ready, he got in his car and ordered his driver to rush back to headquarters. 
Salvacion anxiously watched the convoy leaving in haste, relieved to see that her husband was safe, that the tense situation has finally ended. The unwanted visit felt surreal when she realized that no one was harmed or taken captive. Once the Japanese were gone, she immediately turned to the children and embraced them.  She briskly walked out of the house to find her husband hiding behind the thick foliage within the forest. She was scared and nervous. But Lucio emerged unscathed.  He calmly smiled to assure her that all was fine.  Once the area was clear and the enemy was out of sight, Lucio walked over to the well and he immediately grabbed and pulled the rope attached to the pulley. 
“Vacion! Come here and help me,” he hollered.  
She quickly ran over and held on to the end of the rope. There were a couple of planks, about three feet in length tied on each end. There was a woman holding the plank with both hands who emerged from the bottom of the well.  Matilda remained calm throughout the ordeal. She was submerged under the water for several minutes.  She bit into a two-foot-long, thin bamboo straw she used to breathe underwater.  Fortunately, the Japanese officer missed the bamboo stick on the side of the well; since the well was at least twelve feet deep. The water was at least five feet high, and luckily, Matilda was only five feet tall. She squatted underwater when the Japanese examined it.  And since the water was too murky from the rainy seasons, she remained hidden under its shadow; only its reflection revealed a faint light. 
Lucio had the well dug when war broke out. He used it to store supplies and weapons and to irrigate the farms during the summer seasons. The family stored their drinking water from a manual water pump at a nearby village. They also collected water through bamboo funnels cleverly placed on the roof of the house. When it rained, the tin rooftop collected rainwater that funneled water into large wooden drums; a common practice perfected by local villagers. This efficient means of retaining a good supply of fresh water was critical to the survival of many Filipinos during the war. 
Later that afternoon, Lucio and Salvacion ate dinner with their children. Dinner was several cups of rice and small portions of boiled chicken soup along with pineapple juice and shredded coconuts for dessert. The couple discussed of leaving their home and relocate to the Del Monte plantation compound where many American plantation owners once resided. 
Due to food shortage, and Japanese suspicion, Lucio figured -that sooner or later- the Japanese will find him, and they will execute him and his family.   It was only a matter of time when his name will reappear with the secret police who has now cast a wider net to apprehend anyone suspected of insurgency. 
“We have to leave right away before dawn.” He muttered with
solemn hopelessness. Looking into her eyes, she consented with a slight nod. “We don’t stand a chance if we remained here, and the children’s lives will be jeopardized.” He looked down and spoke to Fe. “Fe, can you do me a favor?” he asked.
“Yes, Papa, what is it?”
“I want you to go and help your mother pack up…agreed?”
 	“Yes, Papa,” Fe happily obliged.
“Vacion, make sure you pack the necessary clothes and make sure to bring some food and enough rice,” he calmly said as he stood up and headed outside.
“Yes, dear,” she replied with a somber voice.  Lucio looked outside and checked around 
the fences. He walked toward the back of the house and headed over to the tree line. He noticed 
Freddy waiting behind the shadows, emerging from the dense shrub. 
“How are you doing?” he asked Freddy.
“I’m getting better, sir. I should be able to walk with this stick,” he answered enthusiastically.
“Freddy, I need to ask you one last favor.”
“What is it, sir?” Freddy asked. Lucio handed him a piece of thin brown envelope.
“I need you to find Tong and relay this message.  I know that you can’t do much with your injury, but I can’t leave my family, and you’re the only one I can count on to get this message to him.  I trust you, and I know that you can do this.”
“Sir, I can still run. Don’t worry about me. I have plenty of energy,” Freddy responded, seemingly glad and grateful that he was still important to the cause.
“Tell Tong to take six of the men with him and bring them here before sunset. Tell him to bring weapons and plenty of ammo. Remember this, Freddy. I really need his help.”
“I’ll go right away,” Freddy replied.
“Freddy, take this…this should be enough to last you for a few days.” He handed him the blank envelope.
“Oh no, sir! I cannot take that. You have a family.” Freddy shrugged him off, slightly embarrassed. Freddy knew what was inside the envelope, that the money was more important to the lieutenant and his family.
“No I want you to take this. I know that you have a young family and your wife just had a baby. You will need this for the long haul. Besides, this is accepted everywhere.” Lucio placed the envelope in Freddy’s right hand.  Freddy looked him straight in the eyes. 
“Thank you, sir. I will never forget your kindness and how you have helped me and my family. I’ll be right back with Tong.”
“No, don’t come back here. It’s too dangerous. Go back to your family and bring them to the rendezvous point at Del Monte plantation camp 12,” Lucio insisted.
“I will be there, Sir.”
That night, the family packed their belongings and left.  The helpers prepped the two large Karabaos the men brought earlier to tow their supplies.  At least eight men escorted the family from the house and loaded them on a two caravans. The rest of the soldiers were deployed as forward scouts, while two of the men were assigned to guard the rear.  The trip would take several days, but depending on the terrain, the weather, and the health of the group, the trip could take up to several weeks.  
The children were loaded inside the carts along with Salvacion. Two men guided the Karabaos through the forest.  A small amount of canned goods, some milk, a few candles, and sacks of rice were loaded on small baskets saddled to the back of each animal. A goat was tied to the back of the caravan while Fe and Roy were tasked to watch and guard the chickens.  The remaining pig that the family was been taken by the Japanese earlier that day.  Salvacion packed several bags of clothes and bedsheets.   
The family evacuated to the Del Monte plantation camps previously occupied by Americans. They had to cross rivers during the rainy seasons, and crossing wide swathes of land.  Lucio estimated that traversing through the jungles could hinder their progress and slow them down.  He knew that traveling during sundown will minimize detection by the Japanese and Filipino -increasing their chances of survival.  Camping out in foxholes by the rivers surrounded by bamboo trees provided them with a makeshift natural barrier against wild animals and enemy detection.
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It was common for people to abandon their homes during wartime. However, moving a large caravan with several armed fighting men could arouse suspicion.  Although most Filipinos were sympathetic to the cause many Japanese spies easily blended in with the population. There were also many Filipinos, including the Moros who colluded with the Japanese, accusing many innocent people -primarily Protestants and Catholics who were victimized as an act of reprisal for their faith.  Japanese collaborators were rewarded handsomely with confiscated property and possessions, and helping the Japanese. 
For Lucio, hiding out in the forest until they reached the plantations could preserve their lives. Any major clandestine operations were postponed until the teams could regroup and resupply.  During the trek, Lucio kept any pursuers guessing, planning diversions to avoid detection—a basic maneuver to evade capture. He and his men conducted prickly ambush operations to harass enemy supply lines. This method required precise execution and stealth. He needed to keep his family moving to reach their rendezvous point. They must find water, safe passage and seek shelter, and forage along the way until they reach their destination. His familiarity of the land and the jungle was critical to their survival throughout the trip.  
Lucio was a skilled land navigator, but he was a novice outdoorsman, unlike his men who were familiar with the terrain.  This liability was detrimental to his men, his family and himself. He was familiar with the terrain of the island, but he was not used to living off the land which limited his options. His men often advised him how and where to find ideal terrain to set up ambushes.  Before the war, he regularly traveled throughout the Philippines as an inspector general for Texaco Oil. He traveled weekly for a few days throughout Mindanao.  He visited Filipino pastors, newly established churches, and American missionaries and provided them with the financial support necessary for the growth of the Christian church.  His life of luxury became a liability during the onset of the war. 
For a few days, the family sustained themselves with perishable goods and non-perishable items.  They gathered milk from a couple of goats that they bartered.  Because of the length of their travel, they had to forage the land for fruits and vegetables along the way.  They set traps for wild animals that roamed the countryside, roasting anything over a small camp fire during the day. Their diet varied immensely throughout each day, depending on their catch. Sometimes they bartered goods for food, and food for medicine with local villagers.  They lived off the land, and they were extremely resourceful and cunning hunters. Yet despite their hunting and foraging skills, supplies dwindled because the crops were left uncultivated during the war.




Chapter 9

As the war reached its pinnacle, food supplies to the island halted as the Japanese restricted imported goods. Their control of the supply routes at sea caused enormous food shortage in Mindanao. There were men who smuggled goods from the nearby islands, and these were sold at exorbitant prices. 
Smuggling was highly risky and rare but lucrative. The wild animals that roamed the countryside and the mountainous forests offered little comfort to Lucio and his family.  And the dangerous mosquito bites caused severe malaria pandemic throughout the island during the war.  This deadly disease turned widespread.  It affected anyone without prejudice. Clean water was also difficult to obtain due to lack of public funding and poorly maintained infrastructure. Lack of proper medical treatment led to the deaths of many children and elderly people suffering from curable diseases.  Electricity was almost nonexistent except in the highly populated cities under Japanese occupation. The Japanese controlled the island’s main utilities such as water, gas, and electricity.  They restricted its use; an inhumane treatment used to subdue the whole populace.  
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Lucio estimated the trek to take a few days, but the thick jungles and the unpredictable weather turned the journey into weeks.  For a few weeks, the voyage became physically strenuous as food and supplies dwindled. Many of his men suffered from severe malnutrition.  Morale gradually sunk, and the group teetered in the brink of mutiny.  During the day, the family hid in caves and sometimes camped out in the forests while Lucio and his men conducted clandestine reconnaissance missions against small Japanese garrisons.  But this turned secondary as they began hunting animals and foraging the land, eating and cooking anything they deemed edible. Prickly ambushes were temporarily halted due to capacity. They conducted stealth operations at night, stealing supplies and gathering pertinent enemy formations throughout the land relaying confidential information to other guerrilla units. They were often gone for two to three days at a time, leaving their families behind to fend for themselves when food ran out. Sometimes they brought food and sacks of rice for the family, and other times, they came back empty-handed. These small, clandestine operations were conducted frequently for several weeks until they reached the Del Monte plantations.  The difficult terrain and prolonged travel coupled with dangerous operations inflicted a heavy toll on his physical health and mental state.
It appeared difficult to cross, but the obstacle that stood between the family and their intended destination was the powerful Agusan River, an imposing body of water that flowed throughout the whole island. Traversing the river was dangerous during the rainy seasons. The river spanned approximately forty feet wide and up to fifteen feet deep depending on the amount of rainfall. It stretched from Cagayan De Oro all the way south to Davao City. During the monsoon season, six to eight inches of rain could fall within an hour. The river could rise between five to fifteen feet at any point. The strong current could sweep anyone down, including large animals, through the jagged rocks or down the steep waterfalls. The Agusan River was also a natural habitat for large crocodiles that grew from ten to fifteen feet. They were the dominant species that lived along the river; their natural habitat. Crossing this river posed a perilous undertaking for the entire family.  They had no choice, but to move forward. They could cross the river and save time, or they could survive off the jungles and risk capture. Due to heavy Japanese presence west of Agusan, it was critical for them to cross before nightfall to the east and reach camp safely. 
When they arrived at the wide riverbed, they noticed dark clouds and ominous skies hovering over them. The rain came and went for consecutive days. It rained for days; some days it poured, some days brought in drizzles. Right at the minute, the clouds quickly began to dissipate under the scorching sun, a highly unusual weather event. Lucio saw this opening as a sign, it was the opening he needed.  He was cautious, aware that the weather remained unpredictable. Severe thunderstorms could arrive on a short notice. Showers could linger for hours causing water level to rise, flooding the shallow embankment. This was highly unusual for a rainy season.  
Severe thunderstorms could arrive at any time without warning and the pouring rain can linger for hours, causing severe flooding.  This did not bode well for the entire convoy preparing to cross the large river gap. They began to cross from the shallow end where the beach stretched wide along a receding embankment. Lucio and Salvacion agreed for him to take lead and cross the river to gauge the river’s depth. First, he dragged one of the Karabaos behind him with a rope tied to its neck. Two other men pushed the animal from behind.  The animal was quite fickle, moving forward then halting; swerving from the left to the right as it stubbornly rebuffed its guide repeatedly. The water was waist deep, shallow enough for him to cross safely.  Lucio arrived at the other bank with little trouble, but the Karabao was lagging behind.  He tied the animal to the nearest mango tree on high ground, and then he saw the clouds closing in.  Then it began to rain.  Sensing the time may be short, he rushed back along with the two men waiting for him at riverbed. He immediately ordered them to tie their ropes to the trees nearby. 
“Quickly! Get everyone over!” he screamed.
“There isn’t much time to waste.” He glanced at the mouth of the river, looking for any signs of rising water. Once the ropes were tied to the trees, the rest of the party could cross safely.
Several women, along with their children were guided by the soldiers standing along the path as they crossed.  They took the children on their backs. Matilda held on to the rope, dragging the bleating goats behind her. Salvacion brought up the rear. Then the rain began to pour heavily, causing the water level to rise. The last karabao, being hauled in by the two men at the rear, remained obstinate.  He refused to move as Lucio struggled to haul him through the water.  It appeared that the animal had gotten stuck on the soft, muddy sand -bogged down by its heavy weight.
As the three men started to cross, the water level arose reaching up to their necks.  Fortunately, the first Karabao tied to the tree hauled in the other at a slow pace as Lucio pushed it up hastening the creature to move.  It took several minutes for the animal to finally maneuver its footing from the soft ground beneath the water.  By the time the last creature made it safely to the other embankment, the water was over six feet deep, which caused his children and his wife to panic, but by divine intervention, everyone, except Lucio and the animal, was able to cross safely right before the water was up to his chin.  On the shallow bank of the river, the rest of the men pulled on the rope to haul Lucio in who was treading water with the last karabao.  Fortunately, the rest of the supplies were towed to the other side before they could be lost.  Lucio and the stubborn animal could have been swept under the strong current if it were not for his quick thinking, divine intervention, and help from his men who braved the treacherous crossing.  Once they have crossed the other side of the river, the family gathered and recited the Lord’s prayer, thanking God for safe passage. The whole crew rested until the rain ceased. They traversed through the night until they reached their destination before sunrise. 
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Camp 12 at the Del Monte plantations was located approximately 160 miles south west of Malaybalay.  It was surrounded by hundreds of acres of pineapple plantations where Japanese presence was minimal.  
Several miles off their destination, the family had to cross flatlands of pineapple crops. Since daylight was fast approaching, the rest of the party had to cross in small groups. Crossing flatlands could be tricky and treacherous; Japanese scout planes could easily spot groups traversing through the open fields, strafe down, and kill them.  They could zero in on their location and relay information to land forces nearby.  Being spotted by Japanese airplanes will endanger the entire group.  Lucio knew that he had to send someone to reconnoiter the pass to the camp and report any activity and obstacles along the way.
“Tong, you know what to do,” he whispered to his trusted subordinate.
“Right away, sir. I’ll be right back by mid-day,” Tong responded.
“We’ll wait here behind the tree line by noon.  At nightfall, if you don’t return, we’ll know that you’ve been captured, and we will proceed to take a different route.”
Lucio knew that he could not jeopardize the safety of his family if he divulged any information on the backup plan in case the man was apprehended. Tong knew that there was a chance that he might fall into enemy hands. So he withheld any questions he wanted to ask the lieutenant. His capture could lead to their whereabouts; it can yield valuable information on the location and capacity of the resistance.
Tong was the most experienced soldier in the unit.  For this he became a valuable asset to Lucio. He was a quiet man, stoic in nature; a simple man who possessed a calm, decisive demeanor.  His real name was Francisco, named after a Spanish priest in Mindanao; but the men called him Tong, a surname for an experienced, old man respected for his wisdom.  He was a farmer and a carpenter by trade, and a seasoned veteran before the war. He once served in the military as a reservist in the Philippine constabulary.  He had combat experience before the war during the Moro uprising in Mindanao.  Tong knew the terrain and how to exploit the land. He was the source of pertinent enemy information, and the Japanese relentlessly pursued him, placing a bounty on his head.  His wife and his child had recently been apprehended. Tong knew what were recently apprehended.  Tong knew what was going to happen to them and he was resigned to the reality that they were likely to be killed. There was nothing he could have done. An informant pointed into his involvement in the recent ambush.  
On his way home before nighttime three days prior, several Japanese soldiers raided his home and apprehended his wife and his young son.  They tied ropes on their hands and bound their necks and hauled them into a convoy along with other suspected Filipino insurgents. Luckily, Tong arrived at a later time, assisting Lucio and the rest of the team, restocking their supply depot secretly hidden in Bukidnon.  By the time he arrived home, it was already too late to rescue his family.  He saw the Japanese convoy leaving the area with his family and his home burning down.  He followed the convoy for several miles, running behind the tree lines.  When the convoy arrived at its destination, he saw his wife and his child hauled into the base.  He understood what would happen next, but he was powerless to save them.  Any attempt for a brazen rescue was futile.  All he had was a bolt action Springfield rifle and several rounds of ammunition.  
The garrison was surrounded by barbed-wire fence coupled with heavy sandbags, and guarded by a company of least one hundred and fifty soldiers manning machine gun nests guarding each entrance and each corner of the camp. Tong knew the situation was hopeless; if he surrendered, he will be tortured and killed.  Their chance for rescue was impossible.  Despite of this, he held on to hope – as long as he was free to fight. For Tong, helping the Tio’s was a noble cause. He was loyal to his leader, and he believed that Lucio possessed the leadership and tenacity to exact a heavy toll against the enemy and persevere throughout the war.  Lucio valued his insight and his combat instincts, but he also knew that Tong was reaching his breaking point; a man could only take so much.  Lucio knew that these recent events will complicate the matter, and when a man’s family safety is jeopardized, he could lose focus and the will to fight, further endangering the lives of his teammates or invite suicidal tendencies.   A man devoid of reason, empathy, and purpose can be dangerous and unrelenting. Lucio was cognizant of the volatile issue; he knew that Tong needed to keep his mind occupied - to stay on task. There was nothing he could do until they met with other guerrillas; perhaps these men could help them mount a daring rescue to save his family.  Lucio never insisted on discussing this matter until he could offer him some hope to save his family. In wartime, standing armies never discussed any possibility of negotiation against any guerrilla could perhaps mount a daring rescue to save his family. 
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A standard militia was recognized by the Geneva convention, which governed their well-being and treatment as prisoners of war. However, guerrilla adversaries were considered as insurgents, unrecognized as enemy combatants under the Geneva convention. The Japanese mistreated prisoners of war - both enemy combatants and non-combatants. Under the Geneva convention, regular soldiers must be given quarters and treated humanely and guaranteed safety.
The Japanese treated their prisoners with contempt and extreme cruelty, which completely violated wartime laws. Insurgents were not granted any quarters, nor were they guaranteed safety. Any captured guerrilla fighters relied on the mercy of their captors. Captured guerrilla fighters were either tortured or killed. The Japanese soldiers saw Filipino guerrillas as inconsequential menace posing minimal threat, so they never showed any leniency or mercy towards them.    As far as Lucio was concerned, negotiations were unacceptable to the Japanese.  Suing for truce was apprehensible to the Japanese, and surrender was deemed dishonorable.  The Japanese deplored any thought of a defeatist attitude. They were extremely loyal to their superiors and dedicated to their cause. They were willing to die in the field of battle as a badge of honor - it is ingrained in their psyche. For them, dying in the battlefield was an honor reserved only for the brave and few who were willing to sacrifice their lives for their emperor.   
After Tong left, Lucio and his family waited several hours to cross the pineapple farms. Fe, Roy, Leah, and Marion slept under a makeshift green canvas tent with Salvacion and the helper. By this time, Fe, who had just turned eight, had contracted malaria. She had been bitten by mosquitoes during the river crossing. Reaching the rendezvous point was now an urgent matter. Without any medicine, her condition had deteriorated.   
Each day that passed without treatment could be fatal for the little girl. Fe lost tremendous amount of weight; she weighed less than fifty pounds, which was highly abnormal for an eight year old.  Lucio had to act decisively to save his daughter, but the whole crew had to wait until Tong returned. While some of the men stood by and rested, a couple remained alert to guard the perimeter. Lucio sat against a large rock, looking into the fields under the shadows of the forest. He anticipated that Tong should be back anytime soon.  He grew anxious as time went on.  Instead of ordering the group to move, he decided to stay and wait.  He could not risk taking a step forward without knowing if Tong had made it through, and he couldn’t risk Fe’s health moving through the forest and take a different route.  He couldn’t rest until he was certain that everyone was safe. 
On the south edge of the forest, Lucio spotted a man wearing a tattered boonie hat approaching from a good distance.  The man’s silhouette grew larger as he approached closer.  The afternoon sun descended slowly on him, revealing his face.   It was Tong, wearing a hat that concealed his face.  Lucio looked around to see if Tong was being followed or if there were any spies within the vicinity.  Tong was physically exhausted; everyone noticed the dark circles on his eyes weighing heavily on his haggard face.  He returned with good news.  He obtained critical information that would allow safe passage for the entire group.  He noticed that the Japanese soldiers were moving men and materials closer to Del Monte camps, setting garrisons and checkpoints along the main roads that connected the cities throughout Mindanao.  He found out that one of the small bridges over a small river -the one they recently crossed- was reconstructed and recently finished.  
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The Japanese expanded their antiaircraft batteries and garrisons to reinforce the Mindanao coastlines.  Since they were able to transport men and materials over one of the major rivers, was able to elude enemy detection as he made his way to camp 12. Camp 12 was the last remaining Allied base that was well supplied and heavily guarded by guerrillas.  He found that many of the guerrilla units at the Del Monte plantations brought supplies to the camp and were regrouping for defensive measures.  This secret base was their last bastion of hope to regroup, regain strength, resupply and reinforce their depleted numbers - a logistical strategy necessary to re-ignite the resistance.  
The positive news energized the weary lieutenant. “I was really getting worried about you. I didn’t know if you were coming back to us,” Lucio replied with a dubious grin.  
“Shouldn’t you know by now that I can handle the Japanese?” Tong responded with slight sarcasm. “I thought you were leaving, sir?” he added.
“No, I had to wait.  You can elude the Japanese, but you can never be too sure of what will happen. If you assume something, unfavorable turn of events can take its place,” Lucio answered and tapped him on the shoulder. “How are you holding up? Why don’t you go ahead and eat some food and drink some water?   I....I want you to go ahead take the Karabaos and guide the convoy through the fields and through the trees.  We’ll follow.”
“Sir, your wife and the helper can use that. I’ll be fine to walk…besides, how will it look to the men?” Tong said with apprehension.
“Tong, my wife and Matilda will ride together behind me.  The kids will follow, and I’ll have one of the men to guard the back end. Cruz, go and take point. I’ll be thirty meters behind with the rest of the men. Tong, you need to rest. The rest of the men will understand.”
The family packed their belongings, buried their waste, and concealed their tracts, dragging tree branches tied to the carts as they trekked through the open fields. Lucio stayed with his family as the whole convoy moved while the two men guarded the rear. The rest of his platoon proceeded ahead. His platoon was at least fifty yards ahead of him and his family. The distance grew as his wife and children grew tired, bogged down by the difficult terrain within the forest.
Crossing water streams seemed difficult for him and his children.  They finally reached their intended destination by nightfall.  Due to exhaustion and the darkening skies, Lucio unwittingly deviated from the path, and his men were nowhere to be found, he had lost track of the last column.  Before they were able to reach the safe areas around Del Monte plantations, Lucio, along with two of his men who came up from the rear, surveyed the entire perimeter to spot anything out of the ordinary to tag the other group.   They searched for anything suspicious to ensure that they would not fall into a trap. Any clues revealing enemy presence would help them avoid falling into enemy hands. Lucio was extremely careful and cautious, so their movement was painstakingly sluggish. He knew that there were Filipinos who could not be trusted and spied for the Japanese. There were also secret Japanese police disguised as Filipino civilians throughout Mindanao.  
Everything seemed fine when they came within close proximity to the compound. The camps were seemingly undisturbed. He proceeded to use a chirping bird call to his men, but no one responded. Once again, he called out to his men, this time louder. Still, he received no response. He grew anxious and slightly suspicious. He paused and repeated the call for the third and time as he anxiously searched.  By this time, he assumed that something had happened to his men. So he proceeded to return to his family to make sure that they were safe and plan his next move. He signaled to both of his men, ordering them to head back as he lingered around before returning to his family. As he retreated, he heard leaves rustling nearby.  He slowly took out his sidearm and readied himself for a tense confrontation. He quietly slid his pistol up and slowly turned his head around to see who was behind him.  He aimed the pistol in the direction of the noise; he heard some rustling close by.  Caught unaware, he suddenly felt the barrel of a rifle on the side of his head - inches from his right temple.  He noticed a man’s figure standing next to him pointing his rifle.  
He appeared out of nowhere, inching his way closer.  He was short in stature and he was bent on using extreme measures if Lucio made any sudden move.  He turned out to be a Filipino soldier who was completely disguised from head to toe.  He wore a tattered straw hat and his clothes sagged over his skinny frame.   He sported black trousers and a dingy shirt, with dried mango leaves randomly strewn on his back.  His face was completely covered in charcoal, and his black hair was covered in mud.   He appeared young - a teenager no older than seventeen; there were no evidence of  facial hair around his jaw except for several acne bumps on his face, and his brown eyes were cold, casting a shadow of naiveté born out of innocence.  The young man appeared out of his cover and caught Lucio unwittingly scanning the area.  Lucio failed to recognize anyone hiding beneath the mango leaves. Throughout his movement, the boy had been hiding from a short distance, moving stealthily under the leaves while observing Lucio’s movement.  The boy watched his every move.   His reconnaissance team was set outside the camp’s perimeter to alert the guards to any intruders or encroaching enemy soldiers.  He brandished a bolt-action Springfield rifle wrapped in strips of brown canvas that concealed and disrupted the outline of his weapon. He was impossible to spot as he blended in with the landscape. He suspected that Lucio was a spy for the Japanese.
 	“Don’t move!” the boy whispered. “Put your weapon down.”
Lucio was completely caught off guard. He didn’t make any sudden move and provoke him into action. He knew that the boy was part of the lookout team deployed by guerrillas. But he did not want to escalate the situation guerrillas.  Lucio could not afford to escalate the tense encounter and cause an incident that may prove disastrous; he complied without uttering a word.  He gently crouched and slowly placed his pistol on the ground and raised his left hand to ensure that he complied or the boy could easily pull the trigger.
“Who are you?” The boy whispered. “Did you come alone?”
Lucio noticed the boy’s right index finger was set on the trigger, so he responded very carefully, “I’m Lieutenant Lucio Tio. I’m a part of the Filipino resistance, and I’m here to meet your commander.” 
“How do I know that you’re with the cause?” the boy asked. 
“Well, why don’t you take me to your commander? He’ll sort this out.  But please, do not make any rash decisions.  I promise you…I’m a part of the guerrilla resistance,” he pleaded.
The boy raised his left hand, signaling to a hidden observer nearby. There was a swift, loud turkey call, but Lucio couldn’t tell where it came from. The boy had sent the signal that the intruder was friendly and then slowly eased his finger off the trigger and pointed the barrel down without taking his eye off the lieutenant.  Then several of the guards emerged from the old mango trees while two other men rappelled from tall eucalyptus trees.  One of the men waved to Lucio and approached the other man and told him to fetch the commanding officer and notify them of the arrival of another guerrilla unit.  The young man nodded and immediately ran towards the compound.  The rest of Lucio’s platoon were already there waiting for him.  They lost track of him and sent a couple of men to find him and his family. One of the men arrived several minutes later. 
 	“It’s good to see you, sir!” said Freddy as he saluted. 
“It’s good to see you too, Freddy,” Lucio replied, excited and relieved. “I thought you’d be coming in later.”
“I got here a few days ago and told the others that you were coming.”
“Who else knows we’re here?” Lucio asked.
“Just several of the commanding officers, Sir.” Lucio tapped Freddy on the shoulder with his right hand.
“Good, we don’t want everyone to know where I am. We don’t want everyone to know.”
Lucio noticed Tong approaching with the others and greeted him with a slight nod. “Tong, go ahead and establish contact with the camp commanders.  Get everyone there 
as soon as you can. I’ll go ahead and get my family,” he ordered his trusted sergeant.  Tong nodded, turned around, and waved his right hand to the rest of his men who immediately followed suit. 
Lucio returned to his family with Freddy while the rest of the sentinels returned to their posts.  When he came to his family, he noticed that Fe’s fever had worsened. Roy was also missing. He called out to him several times, but Roy didn’t answer. He walked over to Salvation to inquire of the boy’s whereabouts. 
“Vacion, where’s the boy?” He asked her sternly.
“He went off on his own to follow you! Isn’t he with you?” she answered tersely.
“No, how can he be with me? Why didn’t you watch over him? How could you lose a five-year-old boy? Why did you let him go?” Lucio was growing frustrated and angry.
“Well, I cannot leave the rest of the children to go and look for Roy,” Vacion responded anxiously.
“Where’s Matilda? Why isn’t she here to help?” He was sorely aggravated, excoriating her for the unnecessary but scary moment.
In no less time, at about one hundred yards away, Matilda appeared out of the dense trees waking towards them. She was holding Roy’s right hand. Roy, looking sheepishly, shook off Matilda’s hand and walked towards his father. Lucio ran to him.  Lucio was relieved, his anxious, racing thoughts dissipated at the sight of his son. He picked up his son and embraced him without any chastising remarks.
“Son, where have you been? I’ve been looking for you!”  He asked in a soft, somber tone.  Roy kept quiet, his face filled with remorse. He remained quiet for a moment as he searched for answers to satisfy his father’s direct question. 
“I went to look for you, Papa!” He bluntly replied. 
“Why? Didn’t I tell you to look after your sisters?”
“I want to fight with you!” Roy asserted.
Lucio grinned.  "Son, I know you can fight, but I need you around your mother and sisters. You must protect them…Your mother and sisters need someone who will protect them while I’m gone.”
“I’m sorry, Papa. I just want to fight.” He answered remorsefully, feeling chastised.
“You will someday, son…you will. Right now, I need you to look out for them, okay?” Lucio asked with a wink and a grin. He looked at Matilda and asked, “Where did you find him?”
“He was right there where all the other men were, sir,” Matilda responded wearily.
“Thank you, Matilda…thank you,” Lucio calmly replied with a slight grin.
He carried Roy back to the rest of his family. He noticed his wife was wiping her tears as soon as she saw them.  She ran over to them and embraced her son tightly.
“Roy! Why did you run off? You got me so worried!” she blurted.
“I’m sorry, Momma. I just wanted to help Papa,” Roy answered in a weary, remorseful tone.  She clutched on to him looking at her husband who felt the shame of scolding his wife.
“Thank God you’re okay. Don’t you ever run off like that again!” she scolded him.
“Yes, Momma!” Roy quipped as he clung to her arms.
“Now we have to go and catch up with the rest. So get all our belongings and the kids. We need to meet the rest before sundown!"
That night, the family, the helpers, and several of the men joined the rest of the group at Camp 12. Lucio, Salvacion and the children settled in a small unoccupied home recently abandoned by Americans. The one-story ranch had three small bedrooms, a kitchen, and a living room adjacent to the dining room.  The American family who previously occupied the house fled in haste, leaving the rest of the furniture, cooking utensils, and appliances behind. Other Filipinos looted the place for silverware and clothing.  They bartered some of the furniture for food and medicine. A soldier guided Lucio and helped his family acclimate to their new home, informing them that they would be staying at this residence for a little while.  Lucio asked him for information pertaining to the chain of command at the compound, but the man shook his head with ambiguity - unsure how to answer his query.  Then the man told him that a captain was in charge of the camp.  Lucio pleaded for quinine to treat his daughter's malaria and the man obliged and reported the urgency.   
Several hours later, several medics arrived and gave Fe some quinine to ease her pain and mitigate her fever.  Upon his initial observation, Lucio noticed that the camp was in great order, but there was some confusion on who was in charge of the entire camp.




Chapter 10

Lucio stood in the doorway in the adjacent bedroom and saw his wife and the rest of the children sitting on the floor in the middle of the room. A short, lit candle flickered with delightful ambiance as it enveloped the bedroom.  Fe leaned on his mother’s right side while Roy sat across the room. Salvacion held Leah with her left arm who eventually succumbed to exhaustion while Marion was left on the floor, wrapped in a thin blanket quietly dozing off from the sound of her voice. Lucio relished the moment as he listened to sound of her gentle whispers telling the story of Christ. Fe and Roy struggled to resist their impending slumber; they were very receptive, but they grew increasingly tired hearing her soothing voice, yet they hung on to every word.  He stood by the hallway door, soaking the moment, quietly staring at the children and ogling at her beauty.  For him, the moment seemed timeless; the scene frozen in his thoughts.  She glanced and smiled at him as he mimicked her gestures and reciprocated in a silly fashion. She proceeded to reveal the rest of the story to the children.  Fe and Roy eventually succumbed to their slumber, unable keep their eyes peeled for the ending.  Her story ended shortly, and she proceeded to close with a brief prayer. 
“Father, thank you for this day. Thank you for keeping us safe. Thank you for the food. Thank you for the rain. Thank you for keeping Papa and the other soldiers safe. Keep us safe today as you have protected your son. Give us provisions for tomorrow and watch over Papa and the rest of the men. This we pray in Jesus’s name, amen.”
Lucio looked and grinned at his wife whispering sweet words, and kissing them on their foreheads. She tucked the children under their blankets on the floor.  Fe and Roy proceeded to sleep without uttering a single word.  They were quite fatigued from the day’s journey.  Salvacion blew out the candle, primed her hair and her dress and proceeded to join her husband at the living room.  
As she came into the living room she noticed her husband standing at the kitchen, leaning against the cracked kitchen countertop, slouching, quietly snacking on a small banana and bits of pineapple slices.
“Pa, why are you still up? It’s late, and you need to get some rest for tomorrow.” He remained silent for a brief moment, unmoved.
“I’m fine. I was hungry, and I just thought that I needed to figure what is going on here.”
“Are you okay? You seemed very concerned.”
“I’m fine. Just a bit tired, but I’ll be okay. I need to stay up until one of the men reports back,” he replied with a slight smile, shrugging off the fatigue.
Tucking her arm on his back, she looked up and smiled.  "Well, I’ll stay with you. I don’t want to go to sleep without you.  I’m sorry for putting you through this, Ma. I wish that there was more that I can do to provide,” he said as he turned toward her.
“Pa, you’ve done more than enough.  I would have never asked for this any other way. God has certainly looked out for us through these trials.”
“Yes, God has certainly placed a veil of protection over us.  I just wish that this war would be over soon…now, I’m not so sure,” he replied with a deadpan look and a timid voice.  His wife noticed a cloud of doubt stemming from his tone and in his posture.
“We don’t know when God will stop this war. We have to keep strong and have faith.  There’s nothing more we can do but pray,” Salvacion assured her husband as she embraced him. 
“Are you worried about the farms and the houses in Cagayan?”  she asked. 
“Not a day passes when I don’t think about these matters,” he lamented. “You know….after this war is over, if I’m still alive, I’m going to sell all of our lands and put up a hotel to make our lives easier.”
“I trust that you will make the right decision just as you always do.” She smiled.
Lucio appeared defeated, feeling overwhelmed, but he held on to hope of the outcome of this war. “God knows what He’s doing. He knows what’s going on. I wish-” He paused. “-I wish that this war never happened. It would have been better if I didn’t join.” He hung his head in defeat.
“He knows what to do, Pa. He knows what will happen.  He’s looking out for us. But we need to stay strong,” she whispered confidently.
“I don’t know how long this senseless war will drag on. I don’t know how long I can keep you all safe…I don’t know how long I can fend off the enemy…I don’t…” Lucio responded in crackled, sobbing voice.
“Pa, you have us. We’re still here. We are all here, and we are still safe. Your men admire you. They follow you wherever you go.  They believe in you. I...believe in you.  The children depend and look up to you. We all have faith in you. God…God has faith in you.” She held on to him tightly to assure him as he sobs.  
“These are the darkest days of my life. I never asked for this.  I feel so helpless, and I cannot seem to see any brighter days ahead.” His eyes glistened as he lifted Salvacion’s chin and gazed into her eyes. “But I’m still here. And I will never leave you and our children. You and the kids are the reason I keep fighting. You and the children are my reason to live and fight on.  And God’s the only one who can deliver me from all this madness.” He hung his head. “But...where is He?”  Outside, a man’s shadow crept in at the kitchen door.   
It was Tong, who arrived to brief the lieutenant on the status of the rest of the men and other guerrilla units within the camp. Without prodding her husband any further, Salvacion, sensing that her husband needed to attend to the matter at hand, she kissed him gently on the lips and returned to the children.  Lucio’s eyes locked on to her as she entered the bedroom. He turned and walked to the door to unlock it and debrief with the man waiting outside. He looked outside and noticed that there were two other men who accompanied him.  He couldn’t see their faces except for their short, skinny stature and the rifles flung over their shoulders. Lucio opened the door to invite them in, but they refused.  Tong nodded to the men behind him, and they proceeded to leave. Tong entered and placed his rifle on the wooden countertop.
“So what’s the news from the man in charge?” Lucio asked pensively.
“Major Hedges is the one in charge,” Tong answered. “Isn’t he the executive officer of Colonel Fertig, sir?” Tong asked.
“Yes, he is.  I thought that he left with the colonel after MacArthur?” Lucio asked. “Well, I’m glad that there’s a ranking officer in charge of this compound.”
“Sir, he’s a little young. He’s young enough to be my son,” Tong answered in a sly, jovial tone.
“I know. I’ve met him before. Captain McClish introduced him to me. I was surprised at how young he is. I think he’s related to one of the senior officers under MacArthur’s command. I heard that he’s a son-in-law of a major general, but Captain McClish wouldn’t elaborate on the matter when I asked.  But I trust his judgment, and I must admit…he’s got the fortitude to stay behind and fight with us.”
“Sir, I was told that there’s an officer’s briefing at 0600. I believe that your presence is required,” Tong asserted.
 “Thank you, Tong. Thank you for standing in for me as I tend to my family.” Lucio tapped him on the left shoulder. “How are the rest of the men?”
“They’re fine, sir. Two of the men are in the front, and there are two more guarding the back of the house. We have a one hour rotation watch.”
“Good. Make sure that all of them are given proper rations and rest.”
“Yes, Sir!” Tong nodded then exited the house.
“Tong, get some rest and eat something, will you?” Lucio grinned at the man as he escorted him to the door.
Lucio briefly glanced at his watch and noticed that it was almost a quarter past eleven.  It was late, and he had to rest for the next day’s briefing.  He proceeded to the master bedroom and saw his wife sound asleep. He kissed her on the forehead and whispered in her ear, “Good night, love.”
Then he whispered a short prayer. “Thank you for helping us get through the day, Father. 
Thank you for keeping us safe.  I pray that you’ll preserve our lives for the next day.  He sighed. “Amen,” he minced in pain as he closed his eyes and fell asleep.




Chapter 11

The morning dawn was blanketed by torrential rain that soaked the entire compound.  The loose dirt and the hard soil turned soft and muddy from the thunderstorm as the rain poured through the night, soaking the entire compound that following day.  The rushing water from the hilltops made matters worse; the heavy downpour caused a mud slide that rushed down from the foot of the mountains surrounding the edges of the compound. The ground remained wet until early scorching sun arrived; its rays bursting over the cloudy sky. The compound was engulfed in silence. The green mountains surrounding it were blanketed by the early morning fog. The tree branches bristled against each other as the wind blew through the rustling leaves.  The howls, chirping, and the whooping noise of the wild echoed through the forest as the hot, humid day greeted its residents. 
By 5:00 a.m. Salvacion and the children were still asleep, exhausted from the grueling trek from the previous day. Lucio went in one of the empty bedrooms and knelt in prayer for a brief moment. He arose and adamantly placed his belt harness with his pistol around his waist as he fought through the grogginess. He heard a knock on his front door and proceeded to greet his right hand man. He grabbed his white notebook, which he kept hidden under the kitchen countertop and proceeded to join the men, forgetting his bible. When he opened the door, he was surprised his men waiting for him, anticipating his orders.  He was supposed to be up and ready before his men arrived, but due to the rain and the heat, he succumbed to a lengthier slumber overnight.  
Lucio noticed Tong waiting outside the door while the rest of the men stood from a distance.  Lucio immediately noticed that several of his men had recently acquired new weapons. Many were issued an M1 Garand rifle - a standard rifle issued to regular U.S. infantrymen. Lucio was curious but abstained from inquiring further. He approached Tong and took him to the side; away from the rest of the team.
“Sergeant, I thought that I told you to come alone?” Lucio asked him sternly. 
“I’m sorry, sir, but the men insisted on joining. They were already wide awake when I got ready to leave,” Tong replied.
Freddy approached them and interrupted their conversation. “Sir, we want to make sure that you’re safe. Some of the men chose to stay with your family to make sure that they’re taken
care of.”
“Thanks, Freddy!” Lucio answered, satisfied but slightly concerned. “But you all need to rest.”
  	The men sat idly by the front door waiting for their leader to appear, reclining against the wall, sitting, and nibbling on fruits.  They appeared light-hearted; everyone wore a large grin on their face.  Lucio felt the rising morale among his men and it made him smile.  For them, this was highly unusual for their commanding officer to appear tardy for briefing.  Lucio’s group proceeded to walk towards the center of the compound to join the meeting while two of his men remained to guard the house.  Freddy looked at him and gave him a dubious grin. “Slept well, Sir?” he said as he nibbled on a jackfruit.
Lucio smirked.  “No…you?”
“Nah, my belly is hurting.  I need to take a cra-”
“-Good to know.  You want us head back and wait for you?” Lucio pointed his thumb to the house. “I’m sure someone can dig a hole for you at the back.” Lucio shook his head in jest.
“Would you mind?”  The man laughed.
“I don’t think you should be eating that Freddy.  That can do a number on you,” Lucio said.
 	“Women love a strong man.  And eating good food will get them into my arms-”
“-Right, and slap you in the face for that bad breath.”  One man laughed.
“Hey, comes in handy if captured by the Japs,” Tong asserted.
“Then we should all eat one,” Freddy replied.
Lucio smiled.  “You look uglier with that in your mouth.” 
“Hey, its’ all in the approach.  Besides, I’m much of a better shot with this.”
Lucio chuckled.  “Great, let’s get you in the front on the next patrol.”
“No jap wants any of this.”
“Let’s hope so, Freddy.  We could use your mouth to fight,” Lucio scoffed.
 	“Let’s go…we all need to go, but after the meeting.” Tong asserted.
“Being old must really get you constipated huh, Tong?”
“You know what Freddy…I’m going to dig a hole and put you in it.  This old fart can dig faster than you,” Tong replied tersely.
“Ugh, thanks for that picture, Tong.”  One of the men replied.
“Well, at least we’ll get to see some action today.” Lucio asserted as the men laughed.
The ground remained wet despite the sun’s bursting rays.  The compound was engulfed in silence. The green mountains surrounding it were blanketed by the early-morning fog as the tree branches bristled; its leaves rustling under the forceful wind.  The howls, chirping, and the whooping noise of the wild echoed through the forest as the hot, humid day greeted its residents.  
They arrived shortly thereafter at the middle of the compound where several of the men congregated under a large green tent in the middle of the compound; it spanned at least twenty feet long and about ten feet high, anchored by eight large wooden planks on four corners. As they approached, Lucio noticed several Filipino regulars wearing their brown khaki army uniforms; their ranks pinned on the edge of their lapels, their faces still fending off the grogginess as they meandered under the green canopy along with their noncommissioned officers standing by.   
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It was an unprecedented event - Christian and Muslim Filipino guerrilla fighters gathered at the same meeting, working in tandem to fight a common enemy. Lucio also noticed that several of the men looked familiar; some arrived from his own province, others were former employees and townsfolk.   There was a good mixture of regular Filipino soldiers and guerrilla fighters dressed in plain clothes mingling quietly.  He noticed a man wearing a familiar straw hat who towered over everyone as he stood among the crowd.   Lucio was embarrassed for their tardiness, but he was relieved to see that many others arrived much later.  Luckily, the briefing proceeded on schedule - it started earlier than he anticipated.  He greeted the men from the other groups – men whom he knew well and officers who served with him during his brief service after college.  He came to the middle of the open tent to join the rest of the officers while the rest of his men remained outside, awaiting orders. When he approached the man in charge, he was surprised to see Ernie McClish, his commanding officer smiling at him.
McClish appeared gaunt, his limbs disheveled as he moved gingerly around the tent - like a man beyond his age. His varnished complexion reveals a pronounced distinction of his American Indian heritage; of a Choctaw descent. His tanned skin appeared lighter than usual due to shorter exposure to the sun. His high cheekbones had grown coarse and prominent due to his considerable weight loss from a restricted, limited diet of fruits and vegetables.  His barrel chest bulged out over his skinny frame, a stark contrast to the typical Filipino physique, and the Japanese could easily recognize him from a group of Filipinos.  His face appeared to be that of a Latin descent.  McClish spoke with a coarse voice that was muffled by his thick, peppered beard.  He sported torn khaki shorts and a worn-out brown khaki shirt wrinkled from top to bottom that sagged over his lanky frame. The struggle against attrition, facing overwhelming odds, living on short rations on a brutal war hastened his aging.  He appeared haggard from traversing the land while eluding the enemy with his men. Captain McClish had been promoted to senior officer after General Sharp’s surrender.  At the onset of the invasion, McClish was ordered to return to Mindanao from the Visaya Islands to coordinate guerrilla efforts prior to MacArthur’s impending return. 
When Lucio inched closer, McClish did not recognize him.  Lucio looked at him with a dubious grin. McClish recognized this grin and the dimple on the right side of his face.  McClish shed some tears as they tightly shook hands and embraced each other.  The uneventful day led to a joyful reunion between the two embattled veteran fighters.  Both men had formed a special bond at the start of the war, but communication was limited that eventually dissipated throughout the war. 
McClish was Lucio’s senior cadre upon his military reenlistment and the two men buoyed each other to fight on.  Tithe Japanese secret police were growing concerned of McClish’s successful military exploits throughout the war.  He was illusive and cunning; a resourceful soldier who fought with tenacity, and a popular figure within the resistance.
“It’s good to see you, sir!” Lucio greeted him enthusiastically.
“How long has it been? It’s been what…eighteen months, since we last met?”
Despite Lucio’s casual appearance, McClish was delighted to see his friend once again. “It’s good to be seen once in a while, but I’m glad that you’re okay, Tio.”
“How are you holding up, Sir?” Lucio asked.
“One day at a time.  Aside from that…I can use a fan, I’m hot.” McClish blurted.
 	“I heard about the news, sir. I’m glad that you eluded capture.  I’m delighted to see you alive again…but I’m quite surprised by how a man your size is difficult to spot!” Lucio noted facetiously.
“It’s good to be free, Lucio.  I’m thankful for each day that I’m free. The Japs don’t want any part of me, I guess!” McClish noted, shaking his head. “You know, I’m smart, but they’re smarter for
getting out of my way!” He smirked.
“I noticed that you have been promoted to lieutenant colonel…I guess Fertig couldn’t make it?”
“A lot of the officers deserted, and some were either killed or captured by the Japs,” McClish replied.
“Well, I’m glad that you’re here, sir. At least I know whom to trust,” Lucio said.
“Well, I’m not entirely in charge of this whole campaign, Lieutenant. The governor of this region is in charge. He just asked me to brief and aid the rest of the men on Mindanao…I’m just here to help,” McClish responded.
“Is he here? I don’t see him around.” Lucio asked as he glanced around the tent.
“No, he’s not here. I doubt that he’ll make it here on time.  There are other Filipino town officials who joined us today.”
Everyone was packed under the large, green canopy. Some stood on the outskirts, quietly jostling each other for a view on the middle as the meeting proceeded. There were four benches surrounding the tent where most of the officers sat. In the middle was a large table with a map of the Philippines on one side and a drawn out map of Mindanao on next to it. Colonel McClish greeted the men and proceeded.
“Gentlemen, thank you for coming to this briefing. I’m Lieutenant Colonel Ernie McClish. Unfortunately, General Fertig is currently on assignment, so I have been invited to brief you of our current situation.” The colonel spoke firmly and confidently.  He paused briefly, looked on, and continued his course.  “We are currently in short supply of ammunition and food. We have not heard much from command on when the liberation will arrive.  We do not have enough manpower to keep the enemy at bay. Our options are to survive and fight another day. If we can engage and disengage the enemy without incurring heavy losses on men and weapons, we can keep them off balance and keep them easily distracted.  Although there is a shortage of food and necessities, we can rely on the indigenous population to resupply our basic needs.  Let me reiterate this clearly…we must conduct operations only at night.  Daylight operations are officially postponed until further notice from central command.” He steps away from the table.
“As of now, the Japanese forces are sending in more troops to reinforce the coastal areas and the airfields around Mindanao.”  He walks around to the other end of the table. “General Yamashita assumes that the U.S. invasion of the Philippines will take place either late this year or by early summer of next year.  For this matter, this is may be the last time we will meet. Our intelligence sources indicate that the enemy has increased and stepped up its military operations throughout Mindanao.  Our first objective is to build and maintain the communication lines throughout Mindanao.   Our second objective is to gather intelligence on the enemy and the morale of the populace.  The third objective is to consolidate our forces under General Fertig in order to withstand a stronger, well-equipped enemy.  The fourth objective is to continue resupplying our bases with weapons and ammunition.  Lastly, keep fighting. Fight the enemy on your own terms. Engage the enemy only as a last resort.  Ambush must be critical to any nighttime operations. Lastly, we must not…I repeat, we must not bring harm to or loot the populace. They are our only way of getting supplies.  Minimize rations.  Soon our friends will come to rescue us. Expect little support for reinforcements.  Your best recruiting tool is your cause to fight for independence. Keep in mind that we are here to win it all.” He paused briefly as she slowly paced around the table. “As you can see, only a handful of Filipino officers could make it here today. You may wonder why our number has drastically declined.  Look around you and see that many of us have sacrificed more than we can offer. For that, I thank you.” He went on to encourage the men as he paused and looked each of them in the eyes.  “Many of you are here because of your wits, your courage, and your dogged determination.  Yet there are some who have not made it.  Many of our good buddies did not make it, and we are honored for their sacrifices.  We must continue to fight and win this, so that their sacrifices will not be in vain. Many of you may not return to your families or never see your country gain its independence. But rest assured, you’re sacrifices will not be forgotten.” He paused and breathed a long sigh. “Any questions?”
One of the officers, Aber Jamaar, raised his hand and stood up in a cocky manner.  “Sir, if I may?”
“Yes?”
Aber Jamaar appeared slightly perturbed and agitated. “Sir, if we consolidate our forces how can we protect our families?  Isn’t this the reason why we formed separate guerrilla units?”
“Lieutenant, your orders are clear. If we stand apart, we will fall. If we band together, we will survive and stand a better chance of winning.” McClish asserted.
“And our families, sir?  Our way of life? Who’s to protect them if we’re away?”
“Your families are welcome to join Lieutenant,” McClish responded confidently. “I understand your concern for your loved ones and your despair. We all have to sacrifice dearly for the sake of our cause. I’ve never asked nor forced any one of you to join the ranks. You volunteered for this fight! I’m humbled by your candor, Lieutenant, and I thank each and every one of you for the great sacrifices you made.  Many of you have given more than blood and tears. There is no greater consolation for the grief you endured through this calamity, and for that, I am honored to serve with you.” McClish briefly paused. “Men, orders are orders, and we must execute orders regardless of our reservations and inherent inhibitions, but I expect you to follow them.” McClish said.
Lucio nodded in agreement, staring straight at McClish. The rest of the men remained silent. One of the men raised his right hand among the crowd.
“Yes, you…stand up!” McClish pointed at the man.  
“So, what do we do for supply, then, sir?” The man asked.
“Ah! Lieutenant Fernandez, thank you for joining us.” McClish replied with a grin, 
disappointed at the question and the man. “Well, you will have to live off the land for now. Our main supplies are running low on ammo and food. I commend Lieutenant Tio for providing the food and ammunition to many of us.  He has been more than gracious to share. On that note, you must try to salvage what you can from your farms and try to barter for food.” He paused. 
“Yes, Lieutenant Aber-Jamaar.” McClish pointed his palm straight at him.
“Sir, why don’t we just confiscate cows, pigs, and poultry from the farmers?” Aber-Jamaar asked.
“And why should you do that?” The colonel asked.
Aber-Jamaar stood up. “Well sir, they must know that they have to contribute to the cause. That way we won’t have to ask.  Besides, the Japanese will just take it from them anyway.” He said.
Lieutenant Colonel McClish looked on, seemingly convinced as the crowd began to murmur amongst each other.  Lucio stood up and intervened. 
“Sir, if I may…I believe that the people need the food just as much as we do, but taking it from them may not work in our favor. If we take their way of living without asking, then we are just like common thieves trying to live through the sweat and hard work of another person.” Lucio stared Lieutenant Aber-Jamaar straight in the eyes.
“Thank you, Lieutenant. Both of you have a valid point. One way or the other, we still need to gather food for ration,” the colonel said.
“Sir! If I may add,” Lucio insisted.
“Go ahead!”
“Sir, if we ask the people for food, if they wish to donate to the cause, then at least we will know who is with us and who is against us. We’ll empower them to get involved and show compassion not only to us but to their countrymen as well.” The rest of the crowd murmured and nodded amongst each other.
“That’s a very good point, Lieutenant. Thank you,” McClish replied in a jovial tone.  “Everyone…try to help the population and do not impose on them with whatever you need. You must first ask. I learned that when a soldier takes valued things from civilians without asking, he will turn them into his enemies. I’m reminded of the US civil war. Gentlemen, we must remind ourselves that we are not fighting for our own lives that we are fighting for this country.” There was an ominous silence that blanketed the crowd. “Are there any other questions? All right, you’re dismissed!”
Lucio seemed quite perplexed to see such a short briefing from his superior. He remained seated while the rest adjourned the meeting. He was somewhat disappointed with what transpired.  He expected more—perhaps some useful information to lift up his hopes of quick victory over the Japanese.  He never expected this briefing to be pithy; he was worried as he gathered his thoughts when McClish approached him.
“You have a lot of questions in your mind, Lieutenant?”  
“No, sir! I’m just trying to remember what you said.”
“I’m sorry that you’re disappointed, Lucio. I know that that was not what you wanted to hear,” McClish responded. “What are you thinking about?”
“Oh, it’s nothing, sir, I’m just a bit concerned…that’s all,” Lucio replied with a worried tone.
 	“I know you too well, Lieutenant, and I trust your judgment,” the colonel said.
“Sir, I don’t like to disagree with other officers in front of the rest of the officers and the rest of my men, but it had to be addressed. For that I’m sorry.”
“I don’t care about that. Lieutenant Aber-Jamaar is a very confident officer who will speak his mind,” McClish responded.
“Aside from that, what is bothering you?”
“Sir, in boldness, I’m concerned about our lines of communication.”
McClish crossed his arms. “What do you mean?” 
“Well, sir, a lot of my men and a lot of people were killed and murdered because they had information pertaining to the guerrilla fighters in their vicinity. Being in charge of communications here in Mindanao has taught me that sometimes, having to operate independently from one another allows us greater room to operate and better chance of survival. The enemy is thrown out of balance, and they get confused.”
McClish responded calmly, “Tio, that’s a very good observation. I like that strategy, but unless we can operate freely without having to resupply, communication is critical. Open lines of communication are essential to our mission. I understand your dissent. Nevertheless, orders are orders and we must all maintain open lines of communication either by courier or radio.” McClish added, “Make it happen!”
“Right away, sir!” Lucio responded with slight apprehension.
“I know that I can depend on you, Lieutenant. That’s why I am confident that you’ll get through this. Good luck.”
“Sir, there is one more thing. There is a bridge that the Japs built that would lead them directly to this camp within a day’s trek. This bridge is a key strategic supply line to reinforce every garrison west of the Agusan river. If we do not destroy this bridge, I’m fairly certain that they will overrun our camp. What do you suppose we do about this?”
McClish was aware of the bridge, but he did not address this issue since it was not part of the mission. 
“If you have the resources, Lieutenant, you have my permission to destroy it. I suggest you act quickly.” 
As he was walking off, Lucio asked him, “Will I see you again soon, Sir?”
McClish shook Lucio’s hand and assured his friend that the Americans would arrive soon to liberate the county. He embraced him with his left hand then proceeded to walk outside the tent. He paused and glanced to his right, slightly looking back. “I hope you do, Lieutenant. Let’s hope we do.”  He proceeded and greeted the rest of Filipino officers waiting outside eager for answers. After a brief stint, he rejoined his men and left the camp.  
Lucio trotted back to his men and ordered them to eat breakfast and remain on standby for the time being.  He greeted several of his counterparts, fellow officers, and acquaintances before he proceeded to return and attend to his family.  Back in the house, Salvacion, along with the helper, was cooking some sweetened pork, while the children slept. From the hallway, Salvacion heard tiny footsteps scurrying from the bedroom.  It was Leah, crying out to her mother. 
“Mama, I’m hungry.” She clasped her stomach in a desperate attempt to garner her mother’s attention; her messy, straight black hair covered her face.  
“Oh, it will be there soon, Leah. You’ll have to be patient.” Salvacion nudged her. “Why don’t you go wash your face first so you can help me cook?”
“Yes, Mama.” She replied.
Leah contracted malaria right after Fe; she was only four, but the immediate inoculation from a readily available medicine, she quickly recovered, unlike Fe who suffered tremendously from the disease that nearly ended her life. Fe was lucky that while it took her several weeks to recover from the malaria, it did not affect her as heavily as it had affected other children, some of whom died shortly after contracting it due to vaccine shortage. Salvacion stored plenty of medicine for the children, and it was her foresight and thrift mentality that made it possible for the family to deal with deadly illnesses. The medicine she saved were critical to the survival of the family throughout the war. They were fortunate to have bought quinine to alleviate Leah’s condition. Malaria devastated the countryside throughout the war, and many men, women, and children died from this deadly but curable disease.
“Matilda, would you mind attending to Leah and the children please?” Salvacion asked the helper.
“Yes, ma’am.”
Salvacion was getting the food ready when Lucio entered the front door. She immediately came and poured some tea and gave it to her husband.
“Good morning!” her husband greeted her with a smile.
“Good morning to you as well! Go ahead and sit down, and I’ll have some tea ready for you.”
“Thank you. Are the children up?”
“Leah is up, but the rest of them are sleeping. Matilda is helping Leah at the bathroom,” Salvacion responded.
“How’s Marion?”
“Well, she’s always asking for meat. I don’t know how else we’re going to feed her since all she keeps asking for is meat, and we don’t have much.”
“Milk? Is she drinking milk?”
“Yes, she drinks plenty. But she wants meat. That child has been losing weight because she won’t eat anything else except meat and drink milk.”
Lucio stared out the window, unable to offer any solution to his daughter’s demands. 
“McClish was there today,” he murmured as he grabbed a chair and sat down.
“Really? He’s still around here? I thought he’s still in the Visayas?” Salvacion asked as she handed him the porcelain teacup.
 “Apparently, he’s here to make an assessment on the situation here in Mindanao, and he’s taken over command since Fertig charged him with 110th Bukidnon.”
“So what does that mean? Are the Americans coming back?” Salvacion asked her husband with zest.
“I don’t think that it will be anytime soon.  He briefed us on what we need to do to survive. He indicated that MacArthur may not return anytime soon. He may not return at all. But I’m confident that he knows what is going on.”
“So, what does this mean for us?”
Lucio carefully sipped his tea and grinned. “We’ll have to keep fighting and hang on until they return. We can hope that we can survive through this and continue the fight until God delivers us from this chaos…this mess!”
Lucio slowly reached out to hold his wife’s hand over the table to ease her mind about the uncertainties that lay ahead.  They gently gazed into each other’s eyes for seemingly timeless
moment until they noticed Marion watching them from the other end of the table, her eyes barely reaching the edge, gazing innocently at her father holding her mother close; a moment of
bliss broken by their oldest daughter rushing by his side, gasping for breath, eager to spill her mind.
“Papa!”
“There she is! How are you, Fe? Did you sleep well last night?” Lucio sat his daughter on his lap.
“Yes, I slept well…Did you sleep well, Papa?” Fe smiled.
“Ahh…somewhat!”
“Why not?” Fe asked.
“Well, someday, when you grow older, you’ll understand.  Want some of my tea?” he asked to divert her attention.
“Yes,” she replied softly.
“Ma, would you mind getting some food for us? We’re hungry,” Lucio asked his wife as he held the cup of tea over his daughter’s lips.
Matilda stood at the doorway speaking to someone outside.  She then approached him at his table as he frolics with the teacups entertaining his daughter.
“Sir, Tong wants me to ask you if you have a moment to speak to him.” Matilda timidly asked.
“Tell him I’ll be right over. Here, take Fe and feed her.” Lucio approached Tong, who was anxiously waiting outside the door. “Is there something wrong?”
“We may have some bad news.”
“What is it?”
“While some of the men who guarded the compound went to establish a perimeter, news came that your house in Bukidnon was looted and burned down by the Japanese.  I was also told that some of the guerrilla fighters may have deserted their units as well.”
Slightly perturbed by the news, Lucio responded without hesitation.  “Anything else?”
“Sir, the Japanese would be on their way here.”
Lucio sighed deeply. “Well, sooner or later, they’d figure out that we’re here. I expect them to come after me and my family. I’d be surprised if they didn’t find out.”
“What are your orders, sir?” Tong asked.
“Tell the men to rest and be ready for briefing at 1230 here… at the back of the house.” Lucio calmly replied.   
Tong nodded and walked off to inform the rest of the group as Lucio retired to the bedroom alone to gather his thoughts and pray. 
As he sat down, he began to sob. “Lord! How long will you ignore my plea? How long will you keep silent? How long will you allow injustice in this land? How long will you allow my enemies to trample me? When will you answer my prayers? I am losing hope, and I will remain steadfast…for my family and my men. Please, help me!”
Salvacion sensed her husband sobbing entered the room, sat next to him, and embraced him.
Later that afternoon, Lucio met with the rest of his men, along with two other guerrilla leaders behind the house. The briefing was short and simple; destroy the bridge, inflict mass casualties, and report back. Lucio knew that they had to make the first move before it’s too late. He believed that taking the initiative to surprise the Japanese was absurd and highly ambitious, but it was the only choice he faced. He knew that if he waited, they would lose the advantage of surprise and ambush that if he waited for another day, his window of opportunity will close, causing the enemy to cross and endanger the lives of many under his watch.  
Forcing the enemy to fight on their own terms at the time of their choosing gave him the flexibility to make necessary adjustments if the mission failed. One of the men dissented and challenged Lucio’s decision to take on a dangerous, costly undertaking. “
“Sir, is it wise for us to take on the enemy when we’re short of supply? How will this help us? We don’t have the advantage.” Lucio replied sensing the man’s strong apprehension was affecting the morale of the group looked him straight in the eyes, he was seething with indignation. 
“If we remain here, sooner or later, they will overrun us. We do not have any other choice but to take the initiative and use surprise to our choosing.” He paused. “We do not have much, and the enemy does not expect an attack, that is why we will succeed.  This is what we are good at and we must use our experience to our advantage.” He stated confidently.  
After hearing this, the men remained quiet.   No one dared to speak their mind. Lucio believed that they had enough supply and ammunition to face the enemy and inflict severe casualties before they had to move on.  For him, it was a risky undertaking, a task that requires significant amount of resources and manpower.  The outcome could be great; the operation might bring further harm to his men, which could lead to mounting casualties detrimental to his overall strategy. That afternoon, the men packed up and left to execute a daunting mission.




Chapter 12

They arrived less than a mile away from the bridge on the third day, just before dawn, carrying light equipment, walking tirelessly day and night, taking short rests at noon until they came at the outskirts of a small village near the bridge. The bridge, which spanned at least fifty feet long and fifteen feet wide, was a critical logistical apparatus for the Japanese who must now face and combat the growing insurgency in eastern Mindanao.  Lucio knew that this connector must be severed to deter the Japanese from their camp; it also presented itself as a tremendous opportunity for a tactical ambush where he can inflict mass casualty and raise morale. Using the bridge as a chokepoint would give them the advantage against an overwhelming force. It would also allow more time for the team to establish a well-fortified perimeter and conduct a sound and safe retreat if they chose not to fight.  
The bridge was approximately fifty-six miles northwest of their compound. Lucio and his men surveyed this bridge several months prior to their mission and found it to be hastily and roughly built, mainly by laborers comprised of Filipino civilians and American prisoners of war forced at gunpoint by the Japanese.  Lucio and his men saw the bridge upon its completion several weeks earlier and knew that it must be destroyed in order to prevent enemy encroachment, an unavoidable undertaking to avert a massive collision course that leads to costly civilian deaths. 
The trek was grueling, but the daunting mission had yet to commence.  Lucio was surprised that the bridge he thought to be only fifteen feet wide was actually twenty-five feet wide. The Japanese built and added another section to the bridge in less than two months. They expanded the bridge with great efficiency and limited resources - a remarkable feat. Now, the bridge was wide enough to allow vehicles to cross the river with ease.  
Nestled on the left entrance of the bridge as a manned by two men inside a wooden pillbox, it was a small but sturdy machine gun nest.   It was surrounded by brown sandbags stacked three feet high.  To Lucio’s chagrin, he realized that he made a serious miscalculation.  The enemy could now send more men to bring the fight to them.  The bridge enabled them to move supplies and reinforcements quickly, consistently resupplying their outposts.  Lucio was faced with a difficult problem and a daunting task: eliminate the guards, destroy the bridge, implement the assault within a short timeframe and avoid any casualty. He needed a new plan to accomplish his mission.  He had to implement a plan of attack; initiate contact, inflict severe casualties, destroy the bridge, and flee the scene with minimal losses. Once he came up with a plan, he needed to execute the assault under a set time frame, having limited resources and requiring minimal effort.  He must act decisively and put his plan into action to avoid further delays. Blowing down the bridge would require mass amounts of dynamite - which they lacked.   Forcing the enemy to cross the bridge would mean defeat and death. Lucio knew that the river’s current was running strong and high due to the monsoon season. Sabotaging the bridge underneath was time consuming and tedious, which could prove disastrous.  He had only one option: burn the bridge down. This would require gasoline or kerosene and gunpowder to speed up the process. This approach was practical and simple, which might or might not work if it rained. 
Fifty meters from the other side of the river was a platoon of Japanese contingent force tasked to guard the bridge. There were at least two sentries on each end who were being rotated every four-hour intervals.  
To initiate the plan, Lucio acted quickly. He needed to execute this assault at nightfall, when the moon hid behind the clouds. As dusk turn into night, Lucio set the plan into motion. He sent two of his men to the nearby village. When they returned they brought a Karabao hauling a wooden cart that they bought from the local farmers. They loaded the carts with wooden barrels filled with gunpowder and kerosene oil. Their mission was to haul the cargo across the bridge, kill the two guards, pour kerosene on the bridge, and set the cart on fire while the rest of the men were ordered to initiate contact with suppressing fire against the gun emplacements. The explosion will alert the whole garrison who will rush on to put off the fire and protect the bridge. Once enemy reinforcement arrives, Lucio could spring the trap and burn the whole bridge and shoot anyone who escapes.
The plan was sound and simple. However, due to the unpredictable weather, any rain could exterminate the fire and jeopardize the mission.  So, in order for the fire to intensify, Lucio
added some coconut oil mixed with the kerosene and poured it on the small barrels loaded on the cart. Once the gasoline ignited, the coconut oil would cause the flame to burn hotter.  He ordered his men to mix gunpowder with the concoction to boost the fire, an effective and efficient way to destroy the bridge.  For him, it was worth the try, especially when faced with limited resources necessary to accomplish the task.  Several minutes after the sunset, the night sky quickly grew dim, its ambient light faded to darkness as the crescent moon concealed itself behind the ominous sky. Only the tiki torches planted on each corner lit up the bridge. A window has opened for them, and the time was ripe to ready the men and initiate the assault. Two of Lucio’s men wore disguises as local farmers. One man guided and pulled the Karabao while the other pushed the cart behind until they reached the entrance of the bridge.  
As they approached the bridge, they were immediately stopped by the two Japanese sentinels.  The sentinels shouted in plain English, “Halt!” 
Then one of the soldiers aimed his rifle at the man pulling the rope tied to the Karabao. The man halted and raised both hands as the guard cautiously approached them. The other soldier spoke little of the local dialect, which brought more confusion to the encounter. The soldier approached the man to check for weapons while the other aimed his rifle as a precaution. He inspected the cargo behind the Karabao while the other soldier stood five feet away with his rifle on hand, ready to fire. 
Once they began the inspection, one of the soldiers manning the machine gun on the far end noticed something rustling on the thick foliage at the bank of the river.  He slowly glanced around and cautiously shifted the barrel of his gun in the general direction of the noise, but the dark concealed the creature moving around the riverbank.  The gunner could not identify or recognize the rustling sound, thinking that it may have been a wild animal wrestling the foliage – nothing appeared out of the ordinary.  He slowly turned his head then shifted the gun back at the bridge and resumed his attention at the event unfolding.  The soldier inspecting the cargo noticed several unmarked wooden barrels stacked on top of another inside the makeshift wooden cart. He assumed that the cargo was intended to supply the garrison with kerosene and water.  
The moment grew intense as the two Filipinos remained calm, and they did not utter a single word. The Japanese were privy to the visit and knew that the wooden barrels were typically used by farmers to store water or food. This was a usual occurrence for the Japanese to see several of these farmers passing through the bridge on a typical day.  As a precaution, the guard kept aiming his rifle at the approaching farmer. Suddenly, a gun went off, and a bullet pierced through his chest. He flopped on his knees and fell facedown. The other soldier inspecting the package heard the gunshot; he saw that his comrade had been shot, and he immediately aimed his rifle in the direction of the gunshot and started yelling as he tried to fire his weapon to warn the guards manning the machine gun, but the rifle’s firing pin jammed. He tried to unhinge the bolt, panicking uncontrollably, pulling back as he screamed for help. 
Suddenly, several random shots went off, the bullets riddled his chest and pierced through his back as he stumbled back against the cargo.   The man behind the cargo shot him several times with a pistol at point-blank range.   Then a gunfight ensued. A hail of bullets quickly neutralized the closest gun emplacements, and within a matter of seconds, the sentinels manning the pillbox began firing at the man pulling the Karabao along with its cargo, riddling the animal with bullets.  The two men quickly took cover behind the cart and grabbed their rifles hidden inside the cart, and began firing back. Then they immediately moved and ducked under the edges of the bridge, volleying gunfire at the other end of the bridge to knock out the remaining Japanese machine gun nest. 
The guards hidden behind the open pillbox manning the first machine gun were immediately overrun by a brazen assault and continuous fire - they were killed instantly. Under the cover of darkness Lucio’s men swiftly overran the initial defenses. The pillbox on the opposite side kept firing with ferocity, pinning Lucio’s primary assault team.  Several men on Lucio’s team returned fire behind the tree line to keep the gunners at bay. Then he ordered his second squad to flank and eliminate the second gun emplacement once they stopped to reload. Several of his men swam across the river under the cover of darkness and crept near the pillbox and waited for the right moment to strike. As the firefight intensified, they snuck in behind the gun nest and tossed several hand grenades on the wooden slots; the explosions immediately killed everyone inside.  The counterattack was blunted and neutralized within minutes of the assault.  Lucio deployed two squads of six men to hinder and repulse an initial counterattack by the Japanese, while the rest of the team were ordered to prep the explosives. 
Once they were ready, the rest of the team retreated back to their initial line of assault and waited for enemy reinforcements to arrive. The platoon stationed in the nearest garrison rushed to the scene after hearing several explosions and gunfire from the bridge. 
The Japanese commander was shocked to see Lucio’s bold attempt to destroy the bridge.  He immediately dispatched three squads to reinforce the guards, but when the men arrived at the bridge, they quickly noticed the fire was quickly spreading. 
As they approached the bridge, they were immediately repelled by excessive firepower from the left and the right side of the bridge across the river.  Two of Lucio’s men lit the fuses connected to the barrel in the cargo, pushed it toward the incoming Japanese, and then slit the Karabaos’ throat. Then they ran back to their group under covering fire. One of the men was badly wounded when a bullet pierced through his thigh. 
Lucio used the dead animal as a wedge to block off the middle of the bridge and prevent an effective response and repulse an enemy counterattack. When the rest of the reinforcements arrived, they could not cross the bridge. The bridge was engulfed in flames on each side. They were surprised to see the cargo burning in the middle of the bridge. And by the time they arrived at the river, the fire had spread, and the flames had grown fierce, consuming every inch of the wooden bridge.
As the firefight continued, several of Lucio’s men hunkered down at the edge of the bridge to repel the enemy advancing across the river. The Japanese saw that the bridge was impassable, so they attempted to cross the river by foot. The water depth was waist high, but they trudged through holding their rifles above the water, but the weight of their rifles and ammunition strapped to their waist bogged them down as they waded through.  One by one they were met with overwhelming firepower; most of them died attempting to cross while the rest quickly retreated for cover behind the tree line to avoid the hailing gunfire.  Lucio’s men rushed down to keep the pressure on and suppress the counterattack, ducking and firing behind the trees until the enemy retreated. The rest began throwing bottles of oil on the bridge to keep the fire burning.  The raid took only several minutes, and the fire that engulfed the bridge raged through the night. And by sunrise, nothing was left of the bridge except for the charred planks anchored in the shallow riverbed.
The night assault was a success. Lucio and his men had delivered a severe blow to the Japanese. They killed at least twelve Japanese soldiers, sustained some casualty, and burned the bridge down, rendering it completely inoperable.  At least two of his men were shot in their extremities. Tragically, one of the men died from several gunshot wounds when he attempted to rush the machine gun head-on. At least four suffered first-degree burns on their extremities. After they completed their mission, they immediately retreated back to the camp.  Lucio and his men had temporarily halted the Japanese advance, but he failed to realize the weight of Japanese retribution against the nearby village and the rest of the populace. He knew that what he and his men did had stirred a hornet’s nest.  Now the Japanese were more determined to crush the guerrilla insurgency.
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The counterinsurgency caused deeper animus from the enemy that led to high casualty, tremendous loss of supplies and irreplaceable manpower. Lucio failed to realize that the Japanese would allocate more resources to crush them. To the Japanese, guerrillas were cowards who refused to engage in pitched battles and that insurgency must be dealt with a decisive blow.  
Since their last assault on the bridge Lucio decided to avoid any direct contact with the enemy, unless they found themselves under extreme duress.  Firefights were sparse.  When supplies and ammunition dwindled, their numbers continued to shrink as the war dragged on for two more years.  Shortage of supply meant limited combat operations and low morale. Conducting ambushes proved more difficult to accomplish. Due to the uncertainty of MacArthur’s return, guerrilla operations continued to suffer from attrition. This daring raid may have inflicted a heavy blow to the Japanese and boosted the morale of the local populace, but it also caught the attention of the Japanese high command. 
The Japanese were now more determined to quell any resistance, and many innocent civilians suffered at the hands of the Japanese as a decisive retaliation; a violent means to quell the growing insurgency, but they neglected the resistance’s tactical importance, and they
underestimated the Filipinos’ resolve. Therefore, the resistance grew; the daring attacks emboldened the fighters and the much needed support for them gained momentum. As newly
formed guerrilla units sprouted throughout the country, General Yamashita acted decisively. The Japanese high command reciprocated with tremendous violence, a blunt force to dissolve the resistance; he wanted to peel off layers of rebellion using blunt force to get to the heart of the insurgency. Yamashita’s soft political approach was failing with the entire populace. The Filipino’s reception of the occupiers had reached the precipice. The perception of their Japanese masters had soured; their outlook had turned gloomy and pessimistic.




Chapter 13

“I’m pregnant,” Salvacion whispered to her husband abruptly as she placed a white porcelain platter with fried scrambled eggs in front of him.  The surprising news swiftly came without hesitation or any hint of her physical transformation.  Lucio, stunned to hear the news, took his eyes off the plate and slowly shifted his attention from the dinner table to his right, straight into her waistline, slowly inching his way to her eyes.  The petrified look in his face left little to curiosity and slight amazement. He was taken aback, with his mouth agape; no words in the English and Filipino vernacular that he could muster to offer as an appropriate response. He slowly lifted his head and smiled.  The news of a new baby came at such an awkward moment. He waited for her to repeat her statement.  Again, he looked at her waist and then straight into her eyes and gave her precocious smile. She smiled back and nodded.
“When?” he asked.
“I just found out last night! It’s been two months since…well; I thought that…that it was just a coincidence.  But I was also nauseated. I’ve felt sick almost each waking moment for the
past few days. I’ve never felt this way since I was pregnant with Marion.” All these symptoms indicate that we’re going to have another baby.” 
 “How far along are you?”
Slightly anxious and uncertain Salvacion replied, “I’m not sure, I would have to say at least three months?”
Lucio let out a long, quiet sigh. He couldn’t seem to find the words fitting for such an occasion. His gesture was enough to assure her that he was thankful but worried. He had to remain positive – that his reaction must be quick and jovial, yet through these perilous times, uncertainty of the future loomed close.  He felt the burden weighing heavily over him, and nothing could ease his mind as the troubled days were yet to pass.  The grim outlook bogged him down, its invisible strain manifested by the whiskers on the corner of his eyes. Aside from this, he felt a tremendous sense of urgency for him, his men, and their families, but she needed his support on that moment, revealed by the quiet, comforting gesture. And without missing a beat, he turned and kissed his wife on the forehead as she bent forward to kiss him.  
“I really do not know how to react to this. I’m happy and saddened. I’m happy that we will have another member of the family. But I’m saddened that he will come to this world at a time when the world is engulfed in hopelessness and conflict.  I’m thankful that God has blessed us with such a great gift. but I’m fraught with disdain for the world that he or she is about to see, where there is only the evil and depravity of man. There’s nothing else that I would ask for from the Lord but peace in my lifetime. I don’t know what will happen from this point on…only God knows. I don’t understand God’s timing…if this was part of his plan. We will get through this.  You and I will endure this long tribulation and welcome our new baby with joy and thankfulness.” Their eyes locked, and they gently kissed.
“Should I tell the kids? Or would you rather break the news to
them?” Salvacion asked.
“Go ahead and tell Fe, Roy, Leah and Marion. Tell them that they will have a new baby brother or sister.” He replied with a somber face. 
That night, Lucio went into a secluded area of the camp near the briefing place where no one was near. There he wept quietly as he fell in deep melancholy. He gently whispered to himself hoping for an audience, anticipating for someone to hear his plea.  
“Why? Why now? What should I do?” he asked with fervent rage anticipating no answer.  
“What else could I have possibly done to earn such a burden? Why have you brought me to this place?  What should I do now?” After a long pause, he continued. “I have a baby coming along in a time such as this? What should I do to protect this child? Protect him? Protect him…protect him with what?” His voice cracked. “Where should I go? How can I protect my family? I have limited resources for my family and my men. My men and my family rely on me for strength and sustenance. Please Lord, help me!” 
Tears slowly rolled down the side of his face. Lucio couldn’t earn a moment’s sleep from that moment on. He often lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling, drowning in worry and uncertainty. His thoughts, jumbled and spontaneous, streamed ceaselessly through his mind every night.
That following morning, Lucio took three squads and set off to execute a reconnaissance mission to scout any Japanese movement surrounding the camp. Reports revealed that the Japanese contingency was quickly moving to secure the surrounding areas in Mindanao. The raid at the bridge proved futile to halt further enemy intrusion. Although the successful raid on the bridge boosted the men’s morale and bolstered local support, it did little to hinder the Japanese; it only delayed the enemy’s advance to sweep and secure the countryside.  
As the fog settled at dusk, the unit of twenty-four men, along with Lucio and Tong, proceeded to move northwest toward Cagayan De Oro. After wading through the stream and traversing through the dense jungles, when they reached a hilltop, one of Lucio’s forward scouts spotted an enemy scouting patrol approximately six hundred meters moving southeast and heading towards them, sweeping through the jungles, seeking to engage and destroy any threat.  Lucio approached his point man to determine the enemy’s movement.  The scout slowly pointed
straight towards the northeast side of the valley.  Lucio called and gathered his men to execute a plan of attack. Suddenly he heard several gunshots coming from his right side at a distance.  Looking through a pair of binoculars and scanning the nearby dense hilltop, he noticed several silhouettes approximately two hundred yards away, its dense vegetation revealed some open space where he saw two Filipino men dressed in tattered brown khakis hunkering on a prone position under some dry banana leaves firing at the Japanese. The Japanese appeared unfazed, but a bit stunned by brazen attack. They seemed to have anticipated enemy contact, but they were unsure of the guerrilla’s location. Lucio immediately raised his right fist to signal his men to stand down and find cover. 
The two men doggedly kept firing, but the Japanese remained steadfast and rushed them with fixed bayonets forcing them to retreat hastily to avoid being overrun. After several minutes of sporadic exchange, the firefight intensified as the Japanese moved closer to engage the men at their firing position. When they came within range, another barrage of gunfire erupted at the south end of the hill opposite to Lucio’s current position. This time, it came at the front of his column approximately one hundred meters to his left. Lucio quickly assessed the situation and noticed a standard ambush formation. The L formation was the most effective method of ambush to inflict heavy casualty.  Unbeknownst to the other guerrilla fighters firing at the Japanese, Lucio almost walked inside the crossfire. His men remained calm, quietly looking on—their eyes narrow and fixed, their ears perked - awaiting his orders, their instincts salivating for the intoxicating adrenalin rush, their faces frozen and their gaze fixed, their fingers itching for a trigger squeeze.
 	“Sir, your orders?” One of his men asserted. Lucio was quiet, observing the firefight.
“We wait here…for now,” he calmly replied.
Whether to fight or not, they relied on his decision. After assessing the situation, Lucio decided to halt his advance to aid the other team.  He proceeded to wait, knowing that the other team was unaware of his position, did they expect his arrival.  He knew that if he proceeded to reinforce the two other men, his team might be mistaken as the enemy. He decided to wait further. After twenty minutes of shooting, several whistles echoed into the scene straight from the Japanese side.  As the whistles blew louder, the gunshots intensified as more Japanese soldiers arrived to reinforce the unit caught in between the crossfire.  They immediately engaged the guerrillas on each side, bent on killing the shooters.  

Lucio knew that this skirmish would fail.  The Japanese reinforcement grew stronger within a short period of time.  Having brought only three squads of lightly armed men, he had no choice but to retreat from the area and avoid contact. His unit’s purpose was to gather pertinent information on any Japanese movement, and his team was not equipped for a direct engagement against the enemy.  As he signaled to his men to retreat, he glanced back to his right and saw the two men to disengage the enemy. They immediately abandoned their position and retreated in haste.  They eventually got hit. One man fell down as he stood up and ran. Several bullets pierced through his chest.  The other continued to shoot randomly in the enemy’s direction as he fled in a futile attempt to fend off the enemy. After several volleys, he was hit on the thigh, he fell face down. Lucio turned to his left and noticed that the gunfire had turned sporadic and ceased. This ambush resulted in utter failure as the other Filipino fighters retreated southwest. Lucio and his men ducked behind the foliage to avoid being spotted. He decided to head east then turned north to avoid any contact with the Japanese. He acted quickly to elude the Japanese, who might have spotted him and his men nearby.  The Japanese may have spotted them but remained on task to see their mission through. Fortunately for Lucio’s team, the enemy pressed on with their pursuit against the other team who retreated southwest.
Four days after Lucio’s departure from the camp, the uncertainty of the mission began to unravel; it weighed heavily on his family. On the fourth day, as the morning dawn ushered in the brightest of days, rolling up the cloudy skies that had lingered on for seemingly endless nights. The rain had dissipated under the radiant sun revealing the countryside revealing the entire camp. Several nights of serenity settled on the camp.  The residents felt a sense of calmness, although short-lived and illusive - permeating through.  There was a sense of tranquility coupled with restless anticipation among the residents. Although gunfire still echoed randomly outside of the area, firefights were seldom, often conducted at the outskirts of Bukidnon province. News of American victories in the Pacific brought a sense of confidence among the residents.  Peace could now be ascertained momentarily. 
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Back at camp 12, the men appeared calm and sober as they huddled in separate squads in quiet anticipation of an impending attack.  Whispers among the men were amplified by the ominous silence, which was broken only by glaring sounds of the wild. Lucio and his men had yet to return. For several days, his recon team failed to report.  They simply vanished into the jungle within the mountains. Two of the four reconnaissance teams failed to report back to camp. Lucio failed to relay any information of his team’s whereabouts, while the other team who engaged the Japanese failed to relay any reports of their mission.  The men’s families feared for the safety their loved ones, worried that they may have been captured or, worse, they may have been killed. Hope faded as their whereabouts remained unknown. The idea that no one had returned with any feedback or information about Lucio and his team offered little comfort as hopelessness lingered on. If the men were captured, they would certainly be tortured or executed. If they had been killed in action, they were certain to have acquiesced to the forces they have encountered, subjected under a relentless enemy and a merciless terrain.  Faint hope remained in the hearts and minds of their loved ones.  The women simply refused to accept the thought of loss. They understood the risk, that it was imperative that they remain strong and steadfast for the sake of their children and for the morale of the entire camp.  Any rumors or a slight hint of defeat could devastate the entire camp and potentially cause a mutiny.  By the fourth day, the camp’s anticipation had reached its climax.  
The four teams, including Lucio’s, are still missing. No one knows their whereabouts.  Unsolicited rumors crept throughout the camp, causing tensions to boil as gossip of the team’s plight spread throughout the camp like a contagious blight.  To ease the tension, the camp leader summoned an informal meeting to quell the rumors and prevent widespread panic from the anxious residents. 
That afternoon, an ominous cloud descended throughout the camp as darkness settled.  The meeting was morose and brief; the majority of the officers agreed that messengers must be dispatched to ascertain the status of Lucio’s team and the other teams. Several hours after the meeting, later that night, one of the sentries guarding the east perimeter r spotted a man’s silhouette.  His approach seemed predetermined and planned. The sentry, calm and silent, carefully aimed his rifle in the direction of the man approaching.  He kept his eyes on him, quietly scrutinizing his every move.  Then, he made a subtle but soft bird call at the intruder to see if he was a friend or a foe. He leaned forward with heightened trepidation, keeping his breathing slow and steady, his finger caressing the cold trigger, feeling the weight of its pull. Any unverified response, any slight deviation or any hint of aggression will warrant a deadly response. The man’s silhouette was barely recognizable under the cloudy night sky. 
Approximately twenty-five yards from the shadowy figure, the sentry repeated his signal bird call—the sound of a wild turkey.  The silhouette suddenly stopped moving. The sentry whistled again. By this time, the call was distinctly louder. The man approaching responded with a distinct monkey call—it was the right response.  The man was one of Lucio’s men dispatched in advance from his group to relay information to the camp.  He appeared shriveled, extremely exhausted, and dehydrated.  He was almost delirious.  They lifted him up then escorted him safely back to the camp.
After debriefing, the man provided the information they all needed to hear: the survival of Lucio’s team and the impending destruction of the remaining teams that reverberated through the camp. It was apparent that Lucio and his team were consistently hindered by the region’s difficult terrain. Eluding the Japanese was a daunting task. Despite of the obstacles they faced, their light equipment and weaponry allowed them to move quickly, eluding detection, forcing pursuers off track, and avoiding enemy traps, while feeding off the land as they moved. They took quick, evasive maneuvers to avoid contact with the Japanese. When they were finally spotted and reported to the Japanese, a company of Japanese soldiers were dispatched to search, locate, and engage his team. Lucio decided to move quickly and head east to divert the enemy away from his camp. For several days, he and his men evaded capture and avoided potential engagements by crossing deep riverbanks, trudging through the swamps, and hiding within the jungles. 
The group carried little ammunition, and they were running low on food. Lucio could not risk facing a larger force and risk further losses. He dispatched one of his men to report back to camp on the fifth night. The young man relayed to the other officers of the camp that Lucio needed reinforcements to save his team, and he needed to rendezvous with other teams southeast of Bukidnon. He also notified the commanding officer that the other teams dispatched earlier had been totally decimated by the Japanese. Upon hearing this, the camp leaders conveyed and opted to deny any reinforcements for the sake of protecting the camp’s defenses fearing that Lucio and his team could not be rescued.  The disheartening news cautioned the leaders to atone for lofty ambitions and refrain from further military action to avoid a heavy toll for risky gain.  All the while, Lucio and his team eluded the enemy for days traversing during the night, hiding through the day and resting at dusk.  They constantly moved for eighteen hours, only to rest during the peak of the day, setting simple fox traps to hinder and discourage the enemy.




Chapter 14

Back at the camp, Salvacion grew weary of her husband’s absence.  She was now several months pregnant tending to four young children requiring her full attention. Although the helpers eased the burden of caring for the children, the pregnancy brought grim uncertainties. The future was bleak, but her faith kept her strong. She possessed a keen sense of the outcome; she held a strong spiritual bond with her husband. Deep down she knew that he would find a way to return to her.
Fe and Roy grew restless each passing day, an instinctive and unusual reaction to with Lucio’s unwelcomed absence.  Fe appeared tremendously affected by his absence. She understood her father's predicament; resigned to the thought that he may never return.  At eight years old, she became a surrogate to her two young sisters while her mother carried on through her pregnancy. To make light of their situation, Salvacion encouraged the children to sing hymns that she used to play during church services. Roy, on the other hand, grew anxious of his father’s return, constantly nagging her to find him. As they anxiously await his return, Salvacion immersed the children in Bible stories to raise their hopes and remain optimistic.  As Lucio and his team zigzag their way back to camp, eluding capture.  One of his men displayed symptoms of malaria that worsened over time. Sensing this dilemma could lead to further complications, Lucio decided to take the group to the nearest village to seek some help and rest his men.  Many of his men were in dire need of medical attention. In Mindanao, most of the villages in isolated regions lacked basic infrastructures.  Without continuous flow of trade and commerce, and with the absence of basic infrastructure such as paved roads and telephones, most of the surrounding villages in Mindanao relied on word of mouth or letter carriers to maintain communication and to obtain news of the war. Having a battery-operated radio or electricity was a luxury.  A village could remain in isolation for months due to its primitive communication infrastructure. One of the nearest village was only half a day’s walk.  They arrived and settled outside the village at dawn, hiding behind the tree lines to avoid exposure. Lucio approached the outskirts of the village and waited there for an hour.  He needed to observe the village before going in.  They needed to find help and he took the risk of exposing his men to the villagers potentially exposing themselves to the enemy close by.  He sent two of his men to enter and scout the village and ordered him to meet the village elders and bribe them with some money. 
By noon, the two man reconnaissance team had returned bearing positive news.  They reported that the entire village was willing to aid and provide them with food and other necessities so he and his men could recuperate, but they adamantly refused to house them for several nights since they were leery of any outsiders.  Despite his apprehension, Lucio took his team and entered the village. 
They arrived to a quiet welcome, greeted by a small and frightened crowd. Lucio welcomed their hospitality despite their reservations. The villagers were keenly aware of the serious repercussions the Japanese could unleash against any suspected sympathizers.  If news of their collaboration reached Japanese spies, any signs or hint of aiding the insurgency would stir the ire of the occupiers, and punishment came at a high price; abetting the guerrillas could lead to their execution, but they had to choose a side, and the bribe -which they gladly accepted - swayed them to his side.  They were adamant at first, but after a cogent dialogue, Lucio convinced them to take his side.  He simply assured them that the land will be allocated to them after the war.  If they refused and aided the Japanese, their land and possessions will to be confiscated by the Philippine government once the war was over.  Lucio assured them that this was a cause to advance freedom. They agreed to care for the young man and volunteered to help Lucio and his men giving them enough provisions make it back home.
Lucio had no choice but to leave his man behind under the care of the villagers. They stayed for the night to rest and recuperate then they moved the following morning.  He decided to leave him along with two of his men who had dysentery, and as restitution; he compensated the village elders with monetary rewards, despite their apprehension, to ensure the well-being of his men. Then he ordered the men to return safely to base once they had recovered from their illness and injuries.  He was well aware that if the Japanese found the men in this village, the risk of collateral damage was enormous. On one hand, taking the men with the team would slow them down to the point of capture. On the other hand, the whole village could get massacred.  But for Lucio, this was the best decision for the injured men and his team. Lucio implored them to hide the men inside the nearest jungle with provisions and attendees to see them through until they had fully recovered.
For Lucio, leaving the man under the care of the residents was necessary - there was no other option.  The only way to stay alive was to keep the team mobile.  They left the three men to the care of the villagers hoping that no further harm would beset the villagers. He knew that this short stay at the village may have endangered the life of his men and those around them.  Despite of this, the villages benefited from the monetary reward. The unexpected visit brought them hope that the struggle for freedom was active and spreading.

The following day, as dawn descended on the tiny isolated village, a scout from Lucio’s team returned with urgent news.  It was Tong, his trusted sergeant. He quickly approached Lucio,
breathing heavily from his recent endeavor, his expression was devoid of any emotions, his delivery was dull and his face was unfazed. 
“Sir, I have bad news.” He relayed the message in a raspy voice.
“How far are they?” Lucio asked.
“Less than half a day’s walk to the south of us. I also saw that the company split into two platoons.”
“We’ll have to move right away and draw them away from this place and into the jungle during the night.” He responded, slightly anxious.
“If we move now, we can still have the chance to escape them,” Tong said.
“Tong, tell the rest of the men to make sure that we grab all the supplies we can and leave no trace of our arrival. Make sure that we do not leave any belongings with the villagers that
would hint of their involvement. That includes the money that we used and the things that we have bartered with the villagers,” Lucio instructed.
“I’ll get the men, sir,” Tong said.
“Tong, thank you…and good job.”
Within fifteen minutes the men regrouped and left, leaving the three injured men to the care of the villagers.   The team moved quickly and they headed north back to Bukidnon province. Along the way, Lucio figured that the Japanese company had split into two groups, forcing him and his team into a deadly trap.  If he continued north, there is a good chance that they could walk straight into an ambush.  So he decided to find the nearest river, follow it heading north and head east once they have reached their intended destination. In order to avoid getting trapped, he positioned one of his squads on higher ground to stay ahead of the two groups. He knew that moving closer to the enemy along the river gave them a better chance to elude pursuit and avoid contact. They followed the river heading north, resting few and far in between.  By dusk, he ordered Tong take several men and move ahead of the group.
“Tong, take Armando with you and stay on point. Make sure that you leave a good distance from the rest of the group. Do not engage the enemy.  No matter what, avoid contact at all cost.”
Tong responded with a quiet nod.  He signaled to Armando and took a quick glance at the rest of the team and waved his right hand halfway up, indicating a quick and fast movement.
“Sir, during the night if we lose contact what is the rendezvous point?” Tong asked Lucio.
“Meet up back at the camp in forty-eight hours.”
The night descended rapidly on the humid jungles of Mindanao.  Lucio’s team moved stealthily through the valleys following the Liboganon River, heading north toward Cagayan De Oro.  Lucio knew that it was difficult to traverse the jungles with limited visibility under a cloudy night sky.  Zero light discipline was critical to the survival of the team; no one was to light a match and risk detection. Lucio knew that if a Japanese ambush would take place, the river gave them a chance to escape. 
The river offered a clear path to safety.  Lucio knew that traversing the ridgeline would reveal their silhouettes under the clear night sky.  So he took his team by the largest river gap and rested there to wait for Tong’s return.  After half an hour, while the men rested and kept watch, a silhouette appeared upstream about fifty yards away. He made a bird call, and the team responded with a similar bird call.  It was Tong and Armando reporting to provide their assessment of the path ahead.  Lucio and his men could not recognize their faces, just their silhouettes.  So each man remained silent and then squatted down on one knee to anticipate any unwanted surprise. Each one slowly aimed their rifles toward the approaching figures.
“Don’t shoot!” Tong whispered. “It’s me, Tong!”
The men lowered their weapons. “Where’s Lucio?” One of the men at the head of the column pointed to Lucio’s location, who stood in the middle of the firing line.
“What is it, Tong?” whispered one man as Lucio approached the head of the column.
“Sir, the Japanese are just right across the river on the valley to the west of us,” Tong whispered to Lucio as he gazed toward the river.
“Tell everyone to follow me.” Lucio waved his left hand to his right side and then to his left then ordered his team to split in two; one to keep the enemy pinned while the other retreated.
The rest of the men followed quietly with ease, anticipating a firefight. As the team moved up toward the ridge to take the high ground, they immediately took cover, cocked their rifles, and aimed at the opposite end of the riverbank, quietly waiting with heightened acute senses; the pupil of their eyes dilated, their gaze cold and stiff, their breathing slow and steady, and their fingers keenly locked. Lucio whispered to the man to his left then to his right.
“Wait for my shot. Aim high. Make each round count. Pass the word.”
While the team waited, a man’s figure slowly appeared at the opposite side of the river—his figure grew larger and distinct from the luminous, crystalline water casting a moonlight glare.  A Japanese soldier, a boy no older than eighteen, appeared from under the shadows of the tree line at a short distance, his slight, skinny figure became obvious as he moved closer, inching his way into the edge of the beach.  He was alert, holding a rifle in hand while hauling a square rucksack strapped to his back.  He stood quietly on the beach and then slowly turned his head to the right and to the left, scanning the area for any unwanted ambush.  Then his eyes widened and locked on the other side of the river.  He slightly lifted his right hand as he tucked the rifle under his arm. Random patches of green leaves and small branches covered his tattered, light-brown khaki uniform and his gray helmet.  Lucio noticed that the boy was not alone.  He was a forward scout sent ahead of the platoon to spot and report any possible threat.  Wearing a stern, cautious face, the soldier slowly dropped his right hand. Within seconds several silhouettes quickly appeared behind him.  The rest of the group emerged from the tree lines, behind the curtains of the shadows.  They carefully approached the riverbank in need of a brief respite.
About one hundred yards away, Lucio continued to observe them as they unwittingly set their weapons down, unaware of their enemy within a striking distance. His men kept their rifles straight down at the unwitting enemy.  Lucio assessed the situation and decided to refrain from any engagements fearing that the other Japanese platoon could be nearby - this could be a trap. His ambush might fail if the other Japanese team heard the shooting, although this moment presented a perfect opportunity.  He knew that if he engaged, he could inflict severe casualty to the Japanese unwittingly exposing themselves in the open. The enemy walked right into his crosshairs, a perfect and ideal scenario to inflict maximum casualty. But the unknown loomed larger; the other platoon was nowhere to be found. He needed to make a difficult, swift decision: avoid contact or engage the enemy exposed in the open at their most vulnerable position.  
Without warning, a bullet pierced through the soldier’s chest - right before a loud pop.  He stood at the edge of the river, then he fell on his face like a rag river, then he lay motionless.  Everyone saw him getting hit and heard the gunshot from the far distance on the other side of the ridge, but none of his men took the shot. Within seconds, a hail of bullets descended on them.  Bullets zinged through the trees, hitting anyone in its path.  Lucio was startled of the gunshot.  His men reacted instinctively and laid out a barrage of gunfire down across the river towards the Japanese.  It appeared that the shot came from the opposite side of the river behind the Japanese.  As soon as the shots were heard, the Japanese soldiers began to cross the river firing back at the shooters as they fled from the gunfight.  They were caught unaware by Lucio’s men hunkered on top of the ridge aiming straight at them.  
Within a minute, the firefight intensified.  The Japanese soldiers ran up the ridge to find cover against Lucio’s men unaware of the other shooters firing on the other side.  Others waded through the water in a futile attempt to retreat from the fight.  A hailstorm of bullets crashed down on the river; anything in its path were mowed down.  One by one the Japanese soldiers fell as bullets found its way inside their bodies - through the soft tissues.  Within minutes, the dead soldiers floated along the shallow water.   Lucio signaled and shouted to his men. “Cease-fire! Cease-fire!” Slowly, the water turned red as their bodies turned stiff. 
There was no one left to shoot. When the firefight ended, no one was left standing; everyone in the river was hit and presumed killed. He immediately yelled out to the other side of the river,
“Who’s there?”
Lucio heard a faint response.  He shouted again “Who’s there?” a man yelled out in English
“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! We’re friendlies.” It sounded familiar.  
Lucio grinned upon hearing this voice.  “It’s okay, men, it’s McClish!” he called out to his men in a faint whisper. He signaled them to move closer to the river. Perhaps he would link up with McClish. He could sense his heart beating faster and louder than he could think. He thought to himself, How can this be a coincidence? Did they find us? 
When approached the river’s edge, he saw Tong approaching from the other side.  Tong signaled and waved to the rest of the team to cross the river. Lucio ran down to the river and saw his commanding officer approaching.
“It’s good to see you, sir!”
“It’s good to see you too, Lieutenant!” McClish responded with a grim face.
 “Are you okay, sir? Are you hurt?” Lucio asked anxiously.
McClish shook his head in disbelief.  "One of my men just got shot. It doesn’t look like he’s going to make it.”
They shook hands. “I have some water,” Lucio said as he glanced over him to see the injured man.
They both walked along the bank of the river toward the other Filipino fighters who were rummaging through the dead bodies.  He moved closer as McClish knelt beside the man’s shoulder, grasping his bloody hand. The young Filipino guerrilla was mortally wounded. The bullet pierced through his chest, and he was bleeding profusely.
“Did we get them all, sir?” the dying man asked as he struggled to breathe.
“Yes, we got them, Paolo. Save your breath ’cause we’re taking you home to see your wife and kids,” McClish replied in a sobering tone.
“It’s really bad, isn’t it, sir?” Paolo asked rhetorically, coughing blood while struggling to breathe, his eyes twitching with fear.
“You’ll be fine, Paolo.” McClish whispered. “Save your energy for now.” McClish held his hand tightly.
“It’s okay, sir. I know that this was going to come sometime.”  The man paused. “We gave them a good fight…didn’t we, sir?”
“Yes, we did!” McClish grinned slightly as he held on to Paolo’s cold hand. “You fought well, Paolo. I’m very proud of you.”
“Sir, tell my wife and kids that I love them very much,” Paolo said as Lucio’s medic rushed to stop the bleeding.
“Sir!” The medic gave him a hopeless, subtle nod, hinting that the man was dying as McClish pleaded to save him. 
“Sir, there is nothing that we can do.  There’s a big hole in his back.  
The bullet went through his chest and punctured his left lung.  He’s bleeding profusely, and he’s lost a lot of blood,” the medic whispered, shaking his head -his eyes was deadpan.  Paolo’s skin turned pale, and his breathing grew faint every second. Tears trickled down the side of his face, and then his eyes rolled up as he struggled to breathe with a raspy voice as his body shook uncontrollably.  When Paolo was about to speak further, he let out a long and shallow breath -his eyes and his mouth wide open, and his chest ceased oscillating. McClish, at a loss for words, lowered his head in despair, quietly closed his eyes and remained still. His prolonged silence was all that he could offer.  
After a brief silent pause, he slowly looked on to his men. He stood up and ordered one of his men. “See to it that his wife and child are taken care of.” He lamented.  Suddenly several gunshots went off in sequence and startled everyone. The loud shot came from the river. Apparently, the soldiers had spotted one of the Japanese soldiers survived and was attempting to flee.  He was badly wounded when a bullet pierced his right shoulder. When he awoke, he found himself alone, floating along with his dead comrades. As soon as he trudged out of the water, a bullet pierced through the back of his throat, and he fell back; within seconds, his body laid motionless on the river. 
Lucio immediately ran towards the direction of the gunfire to see if the other enemy platoon had arrived. He approached one of his men to assess the situation.  He noticed Tong and another man several yards away standing by the river, aiming their rifles at the dead soldier, wondering if he was still alive, anticipating his next move.  
 	“Anyone else you see out there, Tong?” Lucio calmly asked, but Tong kept quiet. “Tong!” Lucio lightly tapped the man’s right shoulder, “Is there anyone left?”
“No, sir! There’s no one else left,” he whispered.
“Tell the rest of the men to check every floating body and make sure that we grab all the weapons and ammo.”
Tong looked at one of the men close by and motioned for him to follow. Lucio walked back and resumed his dialogue with McClish.
 	“How did you find us, sir?” Lucio asked.
“We actually found your man out there, and we almost shot him,” McClish replied with a slight grin. “If it wasn’t for his straw hat, he’d be dead by now.”
“Well, thanks for not shooting him. We’d be lost without him out here in the jungles. He knows this land well, even with his eyes closed.”
“We heard that you and your men were under pursuit, and I had the feeling that you would have gotten caught or killed.” 
“You just couldn’t keep away from the action…could you?” Lucio grinned. 
“Well, I just had to see for myself. Besides, your wife is getting worried…from what I’ve heard.” McClish replied.
“Well, I hope she has a hot meal ready!” Lucio replied. “By the way, are you on your way back to the camp, sir?”
“We’ll escort you and your men so that you make it safe to your camp. After that, we have to keep moving and coordinate communications.”
“That’ll be fine, sir. I’ll send Tong to take point. Sir, if you do not mind me asking you a question… how did you hear about me and my men?”
“Nassir told me where you were going to be. Looks like you made quite an impression on him.”
“Aber Jamaar?” Lucio asked, a bit dumbfounded, and McClish
nodded in agreement. “How did he find out where we were going to be?” He asked, his eyes worrisome. 
“You’ll have to ask him yourself, Lieutenant.  As far as I’m concerned, Nassir knows the locals around these places.”
“Well, at least you found us, sir. It’s great to see you again! McClish nodded in reply.”
“We need to put a good distance between us and this place.  So we’ll need to move quickly before daybreak or we risk being spotted,” McClish told Lucio as he and the rest of the group hastily departed the ambush scene. “Make sure that your men do
not bunch together…get everyone in single file.”
They traversed the jungles throughout the night. By daybreak, a Japanese officer stood at the riverbank assessing the situation after the brutal massacre from that previous night. His quiet, steely gaze hinted a sense of remorse that caused the death of his men. With his tightly held fists by his side, he grew furious and hopeless each time he looked at the floating carcasses being pulled aside by his men. Their bodies, cold and stiff, floated along the shallow water. Several of the bodies were mangled by crocodiles while others simply drifted away and vanished during the night.  He grew anxious and vengeful, eager to meet and kill the enemy responsible for such a heinous, deplorable act. He took hold of one of the dead bodies floating face down, he picked him up and turned him around, he was shocked to see a baseball-sized hole through his throat. The soldier’s mouth was agape and his eyes bulged.  His torso had ballooned, completely filled with water. 
He proceeded and surveyed the ambush site and found brass casings and footprints indicating that the Filipino guerrilla fighters were responsible for the ambush.  After a brief moment, he paused and pondered his next move.  He waved to his radioman and ordered him to relay the urgent message back to camp to inform the commanding officer that the other platoon was utterly decimated. The officer was determined to punish the guerrillas responsible for the attack. Open war was the only course of action as reprisal against the Filipino insurgency, civilians and freedom fighters alike, would feel the ire of the mighty Japanese. 
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The Japanese indiscriminately punished community leaders for this complete and utter humiliation. This, coming from a primitive society, was an egregious offense. He concluded that the Filipino guerrilla fighters had grown bolder each day despite their lack of supplies. Their tenacity posed a serious threat to the Japanese supply lines. The officer, sensing that he was running low on supplies, picked up the radio and requested reinforcement.  To his dismay, he was ordered to cease pursuit, report back to camp and regroup.  He was livid to hear such a cowardly directive. Sensing that he was susceptible to another nighttime ambush, he withdrew with his men, making a hasty retreat back to base. He promised himself that he would punish those responsible and punish anyone - any locals involved – especially those who enabled and supported the guerrillas. This miniscule ragtag group had now caused the loss of countless lives, and valuable resources.  This skirmish brought high casualty rate against the Japanese who underestimated the guerrilla’s fighting capacity.



Chapter 15

After trekking through the mountainous jungles and dense valleys for several days, Lucio and his men finally reached camp.  Tong arrived first, greeted with great enthusiasm by the sentries.  News arrived that Lucio and his men had survived and would return soon.  Before long, his name and stories of his bold attacks had spread throughout the countryside.  His legend grew, morale grew, and many local civilians were emboldened to join the cause and fight against their Japanese oppressors.
Salvacion was overjoyed the moment she heard of his safe return. She gathered the children together to welcome their father.  By now she had reached her second trimester, and the burden was buoyed by this delightful news. She felt an overwhelming sense of peace knowing that her husband was coming home, perhaps never to leave the family again.
The camp planned a small feast to celebrate the return of Lucio and his men.  As soon as they arrived, the entire camp greeted them with shouts of hoorah, rejoicing in their triumphant return and brave undertaking.  Stories of their heroic feat winning against the mighty Japanese raised their popularity.  What once seemed uncertain had dissipated upon the group’s successful return.  News of their arrival overcame the angst and overshadowed the hopelessness that permeated through the entire camp.  With a raspy voice, Lucio dismissed his men and ordered them to return to their families.
It has been several weeks since Salvacion had touched her husband.  When he emerged from the crowd, she noticed him dragging his feet.  He appeared exhausted and disheveled, completely emaciated, evident by his bulging cheekbones and more pronounced nose above his sunken face. His pale skin is randomly covered with spots of sunburn seared on his wrinkled forehead.  His face was gaunt, and his eyes were deep and weary.  His temples - dry and wrinkled - depicted a man more advanced in season. She barely noticed him due to his scruffy jaw and peppered, shaggy hair.  His knuckles, elbows, and knees protruded, while his feet were covered with scratches and calluses.  His tattered clothes - stained with blood, sweat, and mud - disguised his lanky frame. He appeared worn out, down trodden, and helpless. He and his group had been living on small rations, moving continuously throughout their mission fending off the enemy and mother-nature. When he called out her name, she heard and recognized his voice. She hastily ran up and embraced him tightly. When he felt her strong embrace, he felt at home, his hopes renewed as he pressed her head under his arms. Then he rested his chin over her head and breathed a long sigh. They paid no heed to the cheering crowd—oblivious to their adulation. They were quite satisfied with each other’s touch. Their faces glowed under the fading sunset. Their grin emanated unbridled peace as they felt their burdens lifted as they remained on each other’s embrace until they stood alone under the vanishing light.
When darkness arrived, the entire camp celebrated with music and tinikling. For several days, the camp enjoyed a serene and well deserved respite. Lucio and his men needed the rest; and for several days, they resisted the urgency to stay alert and apply battlefield awareness. Combat readiness became almost unnecessary and inconvenient throughout the camp. The sentries and the leaders grew lax and unprepared against direct assault. The defenses were complacent; they failed to recognize necessary precautions to defend the camp against surprise attacks. 
By this time, Lucio, although relieved, have yet to earn a well-deserved sleep. He often grew restless and anxious, pacing to and fro within the confines of his bedroom, struggling to comprehend the plight of his family and his men.  He was brooding and his face revealed it plainly. Much to his dismay, rather than be able to celebrate his arrival with his family, he was instantly greeted with disturbing news that his home in Bukidnon had been occupied by the Japanese and turned into an officers’ quarters.  The enemy had turned his entire property into a radio command post.  He also found out that the home he had built for his daughter Fe in Cagayan De Oro had been burned down by the Japanese upon their knowledge of his guerrilla involvement.  For Lucio, this was a serious offense. The loss of his property and the illegal confiscation of his home brought a great deal of stress on him and his family. Lucio grew more despondent over time; he was frustrated over these unpleasant events. His house in Bukidnon was the largest and most beautiful house in the mountains.  It was an ideal headquarters for the Japanese to launch air reconnaissance missions in southern Philippines because of the nearby airfield in Bukidnon that General MacArthur visited just before he fled the country. 
At night, he would lie awake, unable to comprehend the struggle that lay ahead.  Amid his deep despair, he was comforted by his wife’s strong resolve.  And he cherished the memorable moments to witness the growth of his children. Seeing Fe and Roy’s typical jovial reception gave him a sense of purpose.  Their innocent demeanor brought him a sense of tranquility. Leah’s loquacious behavior and Marion’s spirited personality lifted his spirit. Despite the ongoing struggle to survive, he was thankful for God’s provision and his faith remained strong as the prayers calmed his restless soul, which kept his sanity intact. He deeply relied on God, more than he once did in the past.  He felt a spiritual calling to stand against the blatant injustice imposed on his people. Through it all, he felt a sense of purpose to push on despite staggering odds. It was his family that kept him strong and determined, yet he could not fathom the daily struggles of his men who had lost their loved ones, their property, and their freedom.  
Those who died under his watch made widowers of women and orphans of children.  Some lost a brother, a sister, or a close relative, while others like Tong lost their entire family under the hands of the enemy. Lucio was well aware of his tremendous struggle, but he knew that God was faithful. He was fully resigned to the grim reality he faced—that sooner or later, his demise might arrive before the end of the war, but if God was willing, he might yet live to see his children grow old and live in peace and die on his deathbed surrounded by cherished loved-ones. 
Three days after the men’s victorious arrival, the camp was engulfed in a foggy mist brought on by the cool breezy air coupled with high heat and thick humidity. By dawn, the entire compound appeared eerie and abandoned. About eight hundred yards on the high mountainous ridge, northwest of the camp, a Japanese officer stood under the shade of a large mango tree, peering through his binoculars, gathering information of the camp’s inhabitants, scanning every detail before his assault.  Intel gathered earlier informed him that many freedom fighters resided in this camp. Japanese spies verified that scores of ambushes were conducted from this camp.
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After the brutal massacre in the Agusan River, it became apparent that the insurgency had spread throughout the countryside. The guerrillas were growing audacious with each mission. General Yamashita, commander of the Japanese forces in the Philippines, noticed this mounting insurgency and shifted his attention on growing resistance under Colonel Wendell Fertig. These pesky freedom fighters were continuously harassing their supply and communication lines, and Yamashita needed to act decisively and neutralize the imminent threat.  This was necessary to crush and completely eradicate any remaining pockets of resistance to secure the entire country and consolidate his defense against MacArthur’s return. But from the Japanese officer who lost his men from the previous ambush, the unwarranted subversion could no longer be tolerated.  Now it was personal and he was itching for a fight - he was salivating for this chance.  He was here to clear his conscience and avenge his comrades. He hated the guerrilla fighters; the gall of an unsophisticated, unorganized force stood boldly in defiance like a sharp, crooked stick standing in the mud. He was incensed at their audacity, that they remain unchecked. This mission was personal; these insurgents must be snuffed out in the open – either dead or alive. The whole countryside must bear witness to the merciless retaliation of the Japanese military, Japanese zealot, bent on annihilating the resistance, will be their avenger.  
Once his men got into position, the commanding officer signaled his company to advance stealthily. He whispered to his staff officers to assemble the mortars. No one inside the camp noticed the enemy incursion. Several of the sentries guarding the perimeter noticed their approach and immediately sent a signal to the nearby guard post to sound the alarm. One Filipino sentry perched on a treetop watching from a distance spotted the Japanese soldiers advancing. Without hesitation, he slowly aimed his rifle on a Japanese soldier and waited quietly for a clear shot.  Breathing calmly, he softly squeezed the trigger of his Enfield rifle.  The bullet made its way straight through the target, and the man immediately fell.  
After the first shot the rest of the soldiers immediately returned fire, volleying at the general direction of the sniper’s fire.  The Japanese zeroed in on his location and fired several shots, one of which pierced through his chest, killing him instantly.  The sound of gunfire alerted the whole camp. The men guarding their post immediately rang the bells to alert the residents.  Lucio was stunned and a bit shocked by the sudden explosions nearby. Without uttering a word, he hastily grabbed his rifle and ammunition belt at the foot of the bed and gently tapped his wife from her sleep. Sensing that they were under attack, Salvacion noticed her husband’s anxious anticipation, so she quickly ran to the other room to gather the children.  To her surprise, Fe and Roy were already awake, perched at the window, staring at the mountain ridge where the popping noise had sounded.
“Fe, Roy, come here quickly!” Salvacion calmly called her children. Matilda quickly took Leah and Marion, who were crying hysterically from the shock of the explosions nearby, and without uttering a word she immediately whisked them both in her arms and headed to meet Salvacion who held Fe and Roy on each hand waiting in the kitchen.
“Quick, grab the children’s belongings…anything you can pack!” she ordered Matilda.
Salvacion hurriedly took the children into the kitchen and waited for her husband. Matilda quickly returned to the bedrooms and hastily packed the children’s clothing. As she waited for her husband, she chided Fe and Roy. “What were you doing staring outside? You could have been hurt! Why did you not hide under your beds?”
Fe and Roy remained quiet, chastened and feeling their mother’s ire.  They were confused and shocked, unable to process the gravity of the moment while Marion and Leah cried hysterically in their mother’s arms.
“Vacion! Do you have all the children?” Lucio yelled from his bedroom.
“Yes, they are all here with me.”
Lucio rushed to her and the children. “Make sure that you gather take them along with the helpers. I’ll send the men to get you. Stay here and gather all you can until my men arrive.”
She responded with a quick nod of approval, her eyes deep in worry. “Be careful!”
“Do what I tell you and we’ll be all right,” he told her. 
Mortar rounds exploded intensely and randomly within the confines of the camp. Men, women, and children lay helpless from the deadly blasts. Bodies were flying randomly as explosions caused severe panic throughout the camp; the loud cries for help from mothers and children was deafening.  Shards of metal, pieces of wood, and rocks pierced through their bodies as they attempted to flee their homes; their endless bombardment went on for several minutes.
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In the Tio household, the bombing seemed endless. The explosions came indiscriminately, killing and maiming anyone within close proximity. After a seemingly long and endless barrage and explosions, silence fell.  The ear-shattering bombardment had finally ceased. For several minutes, the silence was drowned out by cries for help from the victims inside and outside their homes. Lucio ran outside to muster most of his men who immediately reacted to the first gunshot before the assault. Upon hearing the initial gunshots, the entire camp was alerted to the impending attack.   
Lucio rushed to the meeting site to gather the rest of his men. He found himself alone; everyone else took shelter.  They had instinctively taken cover under their houses to avoid being hit by shrapnel. The mortar shells caused considerable damage on open ground; maiming any victims within the blast radius.  But the Japanese-made mortars were ineffective against concrete walls. Only a handful of houses were destroyed when the mortar rounds penetrated through the tin roof. Upon arriving at the tent he found himself exposed in the open. 
Everyone seemed to have hidden inside their homes, protecting their families. He saw Tong arriving within minutes afterward, just as a second barrage of mortar rounds landed in the camp.  The second bombing assault was more intense.  A shell landed within ten meters behind them inside one of the houses which was completely obliterated, knocking them face to the ground.  Lucio felt the ground shake violently as flying debris flew around him as he and Tong lay face down in the mud. 
For several minutes, the mortar explosions seemed to grow louder as people began to panic, running amok, and searching for cover.  Lucio looked around in shock as the mortar rounds hit all around him. When Tong grabbed him to get him back to his senses, he regained his composure and ran to his family’s rescue.
“Sir…sir…sir! Orders!” Tong yelled out. “Sir…orders!” Tong looked into Lucio’s eyes, they were hollow and wide open, and then he shook his rigid arms, urging him to snap out of it.  
The blasts around him shook him to the core. Shell shocked and barely able to hear anyone due to the prolonged ringing in his ear, Lucio yelled to his man. “Get everyone out of here.  Gather the men and tell everyone to abandon the camp and head northeast away from the barrage.”
“What about you?” Tong asked.
“Do it!” he screamed, quite agitated. “Get everyone out of here. Don’t leave anyone behind!”
Both men rushed out of their positions and headed in opposite directions. As soon as he arrived, he heard Leah crying hysterically as Salvacion carried her at her hip while holding on
to Marion’s hand with her left hand. Fe calmly implored Marion to remain quiet as she held tightly to Roy.
“It’s Papa! See, Marion? It’s Papa. He’s here to save us!” Salvacion said. 
When Lucio arrived, he was relieved to see his family anxiously waiting for him. As he approached Fe she held out her arms to reach for her father’s hands for comfort only to be shunned.  Lucio quickly slung his rifle back and lifted Marion to his left hip and grabbed Fe with his right. He looked at Roy with ease and a slight grin. “Roy, follow me! Don’t look back, son.”
“Yes, Papa,” Roy replied.
Lucio rushed his family along outside the camp as a barrage of gunfire and mortar rounds exploded above him, repeatedly ducking to avoid getting hit. When the explosions ceased, he immediately took his family and evacuated the premises.  They reached the northeast end of the camp outside the wooden fences where all the rest of the men had regrouped, but the others were still unaccounted for; they were either dead or captured.  Only fifteen of Lucio’s twenty-four-man platoon made it to the rendezvous point.
“Sir, this is all I can gather,” Tong said to Lucio as Lucio
approached the group.
“Weapons and ammo?” Lucio asked his men.
“This is all we got, sir,” Tong replied, holding out the bag. “This is it…we’re holding them.”
“Get all the men and save your ammo. Tell everyone to save ammo. Don’t shoot unless you see the enemy up close.” 
“The families, sir?” Tong asked.
Lucio pondered momentarily, his eyes moving to and fro, searching for quick, safe answer to save what he could.
“Take a group of men with you and move ahead of the group.  Keep the families behind you but put a good buffer between you and them. Make sure that you take the goats and the horses and have them walk behind you. Make sure that everyone not able and willing to fight follows after the caravan. Make it happen!”
Lucio ordered.  He looked at the rest of the men awaiting his orders. “The rest of you…stick with me. Do not fire until they’re close. Keep your head down, and we’ll get through this,” he said to the rest of the group as Tong and the rest of the caravan carrying Salvacion and the kids resumed their hasty retreat. Fe, holding on to the back of the caravan, unwittingly ran back to her father, no one noticed her leaving the group. Hearing all the gunfire, she ceased running and hid under a guava tree, peering around the side of the tree trunk.  
After a minute Salvacion noticed that Fe went missing. She quickly ran back, leaving the rest of her children to the care of the helpers.  She returned to her husband and found Fe hiding and peering around the side of the tree, watching her father firing his rifle at the pursuing Japanese soldiers. Salvacion came to her daughter’s side and shielded her with her body from any shrapnel or bullets flying through.  Fe kept on staring at her father and his men fighting through with such ferocity and tenacity trying to repel the enemy’s advance.  Lucio and his men found good cover on the higher ground at the edge of the forest outside of the compound.  She watched her father take cover behind a large tree log next to another man who was bleeding to death from a gunshot wound lodge inside his left torso.  He was agonizing in pain trying to stay alive, holding out for rescue. One of Lucio’s men came to help him and tried to stop the bleeding, but within seconds his face grew pale and his breathing stopped.
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The firefight lasted for several minutes as the Japanese pressed hard upon their assault.   At least a company of fifty to sixty Japanese soldiers continued their advance toward Lucio and his men.  Lucio knew that fleeing would only cause more casualties as the day dragged on.  He knew that if they remained, the Japanese will eventually overrun their left flank, and it was almost impossible to run from the Japanese machine guns that kept them cowering.  He could hear the cries of agony from several men, women, and children.  Without immediate medical attention and with little ammo, he needed to retreat and regroup.  If they stayed, sooner or later, the perimeter defenses would break, leading to their capture and death - with no chance of survival.
As the fighting enraged, little droplets of rain began to fall.  The cool rain brought down a cool morning mist.  The entire landscape was blanketed with the morning dew.  The cool, foggy air descended swiftly from the mountains creeping quietly over them, leaving a wave of clouds and diminished any visibility that kept the enemy guessing.  The fog gave Lucio the opening he needed to flee and it gave him and his men the time they desperately needed to disengage, retreat, and regroup.  He quickly called out all of his men to rally and retreat. As he went backwards, he saw his wife and daughter in front of him - waiting for him, watching him. He approached Salvacion, astounded and irritated; his eyes seething with anger.
“What are you doing here? Why are you here?” he scolded her.
“Why did you bring Fe with you? You two are not supposed to be here. You could get hurt!”
“I came to find Fe. She came back for you!”
Lucio was upset.  “Never mind that you risk your life and hers! You need to keep hold of them, Vacion! You should have never let her away from your side.” He paused, shaking his head in disbelief. “At least you two are fine. Now, we need to move fast. I’ll get one of the men to help you.” Lucio said.
“Fe, you need to stick closer to Mama. You’re a big girl now, and you have to look after your sisters,” urging her with a gentle voice.  Fe whimpered and nodded quietly.  He waved to one of his men to take his wife and his daughter and then regrouped with the rest of the caravan.
“Cruz!” he called out to his men who were bunched together.
“Sir!” Cruz replied.
“Gather all ammo and tell the rest to rendezvous at the southwest of Lapinig. I’ll take six of you. Take the rest of the team with you.” Lucio ordered. “Cruz, you know what to do.” Cruz nodded tacitly.
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Guerrilla warfare is conducted in an unconventional method of combat intended to inflict maximum rate of casualty against a larger, conventional force utilizing mobility and the element of surprise.  An effective guerrilla force uses the terrain with optimal results where they can avoid open field engagements and turn the fight to their favor.  So, for Lucio, their main purpose is to hinder and disrupt enemy plans, undermine their superior firepower and diminish their force capacity. Guerrillas will apply speed and maneuverability to their advantage, implementing a hit-and-run tactic with a potent, smaller force to maximize their firepower aimed at a concentrated area.  It was a simple method with a high probability of success and failure.  
Guerrilla fighters utilize unconventional methods of ambush as means to inflict maximum casualty by setting booby traps and conducting surprise attacks directed against an unsuspecting enemy, exploiting their weak spots with calculated, deadly effect. They apply the element of surprise at peak time in the place of their choosing against a stronger, well equipped combat unit. Guerrilla fighters are skilled land navigators, accustomed to the terrain and the climate. They easily blend in with the local populace and they are highly motivated. It is the backing of the local populace that keeps them intact and operational. Guerrilla warfare is fraught with unexpected engagements with the enemy and conventional armies are not designed to fight unwinnable battles.  Military leaders prefer to avoid unnecessary operations involving guerrilla warfare; it is a logistical nightmare that leads to unnecessary losses of valuable manpower and drains financial resources.  The Japanese military recognizes local insurgents as unsanctioned enemy combatants, but their existence and their potential capacity to disrupt communication and supply lines cannot be ignored.  At this point of the battle, the Japanese military – consisting of a larger number of better equipped soldiers – possessed standard, sophisticated equipment, but these offered little advantage against an unconventional combat force well-adapted to the terrain and familiar with the enemy’s standard operating procedures; they could easily blend in with the environment.  
By this time, the bulk of the guerrilla force was comprised of highly motivated fighters waiting to inflict serious damage against their witless, impetuous pursuers. Lucio’s group was adept with the terrain, they are mobile and elusive, and Lucio held the upper hand against a visible enemy.  Yet time was not on his side.  Japan was winning the war against the Americans in the Pacific theater, and the uncertainties of the war left little hope for survival.  While the United States completed its full retreat to Australia, Lucio was left with a faint hope for a victorious end as he and his men hastened to retreat. He inherited a fading hope of fending for his family.  He knew that time was against him, that holding out for rescue was unrealistic as he faced impossible odds, having no knowledge of the outcome of the war. His hope was to survive and elude the Japanese until MacArthur’s return. But this was a lofty and naive ambition -to say the least. His naïve assessment of MacArthur’s early return in 1943 was overshadowed by his thought of American military superiority and economic might. Lucio hoped for an early end to the war, but this notion was premature and benign as the struggle intensified. As the war dragged on year after year, he began to lose hope. He conceded to the thought that he might never live to see the end to this struggle.




Chapter 16

The Japanese forces pressed on, through the fog and through the defensive perimeter, and finally overran the compound.  Any survivors, dead or dying, women and children alike, were stabbed indiscriminately with eighteen-inch bayonets to save any ammunition they had left. Then they pressed on and kept their pursuit.  They were hindered by a veil of thickening, low fog that engulfed the surrounding mountains and low lands.  They moved slowly, quietly waiting for stragglers as they pressed forward.  Each soldier carefully reconnoitered the surrounding land through the fog, and the commander dispersed the whole company into squads to engage and destroy any retreating forces.  One by one, the Japanese soldiers began to broaden their search; each man gave at least a good distance from each other.  
As the sun evaporated the morning mist under the humid air, a Japanese platoon found themselves in the middle of the valley in search for stragglers.  It was eerily quiet and calm; sounds of the wild echoed through the jungle, unseen under the billowing fog.  Suddenly the popping sound of gunshots came without warning; a barrage of gunshots suddenly opened on them in short bursts.  Then it stopped and stood quiet for several seconds. They returned fire, aiming in front of them. Then a sudden explosion went off without warning, killing several men.  A crudely made explosive device was tossed in their midst.  The Japanese fought back, firing aimlessly at the direction of the gunfire. After two minutes, they stopped firing and reloaded their weapons as they hunkered for cover behind the trees.  They waited for the enemy guerrillas to appear and give away their position.  The leader of the group signaled to several men to move to the left flank to find and engage the enemy.  
After a brief silence, they got up and moved forward. Once again, a barrage of gunfire poured in, then a second explosion. This time, more Japanese soldiers lay dead or dying.  The three men who move at the flank were shot and killed.  For the second time, the Japanese responded in kind, firing at the direction of the gunfire. In less than ten minutes, at least fifteen Japanese soldiers lay dead or dying on the wet ground; the rest retreated to regroup—the whole platoon was nearly wiped out.
The Filipinos set ambushes by luring the pursuing enemy into a trap at a narrow cleft surrounded by tall grass and thick foliage.  They waited and prepared where they anticipated the   enemy to walk straight into their line of fire. Lucio and his men took the high ground to gain advantage over their enemy and retard their pursuit.  The Japanese commander was unable to pinpoint the source of the ambush. Realizing this, he continued to press on, dividing his forces in pursuit of the remaining pockets of guerrillas refusing to acquiesce against any setback.  He was more determined to forge ahead, crush any resistance and utterly annihilate the insurgency.  Despite the losses, they kept their pursuit, but once again, several volleys of gunshots poured in from their flanks.  After several minutes, the firing ceased, leaving several dead and injured Japanese soldiers.  Nevertheless, they pressed on, charging bravely into the gunfire, hoping to meet the enemy within reach and kill them face-to-face.  Again, more volleys of random gunshots came from the opposite side of their column. The Japanese officer, hoping to hit back, ordered his men to open fire in the direction of their enemy as they charged on, but when they approached the ambush spot, they found nothing but dead branches on the side of the hill.
The Japanese had figured out that they were being lured into a trap, a ruse set to retard their pursuit.  The ambush came from several directions; Lucio regrouped with his men who were joined by fleeing stragglers from other units.  Knowing that he had little chance of survival with a slow-moving caravan, he decided to split his unit into two groups to keep the enemy guessing.  He took six of his men to guard the families and take them straight to Laping (a small province to the south), then he ordered the rest of his group, and those who were unable to fight to cross the river.  The rest of the fighters remained to fight to halt the Japanese advance; their sole purpose is to distract them with series of volleys and keep them pinned down to buy Lucio some time.  Tong was charged to stay and fight, while Lucio took the rest to follow him down to the river.  For Tong, this was a suicide mission; he knew that it had to be done. Tong and the rest of the men headed southwest, where he anticipated an enemy engagement. 
They set an ambush with a wide V formation with the machine gun at the center (each group gave at least one hundred yards of distance to avoid hitting each other). Fratricide was fairly common throughout the war when each side could not identify each other from the threat.  Tong and his men served as a diversion. They laid down small dry branches and dead leaves to cover their trail; the leaves would also warn them of the approach of an aggressor in pursuit. This detection technique was used frequently to alert them, as they randomly laid out the small branches and dead leaves scattered along the path. Tong knew that this was the only way to assess the enemy’s movement. To confuse the enemy further and delay their movement, they set some smoke screens by burning piles of dry leaves covered by wet branches to build smoke and cover their rear.  Upon hearing the crackle of the branches, he and his men shot a burst of three shots at the direction of the noise. This was a risk he was willing to take.  He learned this method from indigenous farmers who hunted wild boars throughout the jungles. He applied this concept and taught his men to fire in quick succession to inflict maximum damage and impose high casualty rate, save ammunition, and keep the enemy at bay.  This technique was simple but effective; it allowed them to elude enemy capture. This was a simple tactic used to repel any advancing force and a highly effective method to fight against a superior military force comprised with a small contingency unit. Lucio perfected this unorthodox method throughout the whole campaign, and he constantly trained his men with these simple techniques. The pursuing Japanese were helpless, and they were easily struck down, their numbers dwindled as they pressed on. The soldiers were simply demoralized, and they were incensed by this unfair exchange. The ongoing firefights kept the enemy pinned down and allowed Lucio and the other group to stay ahead.
Once they have regrouped, Lucio took his men and their families, along with some stragglers, and moved through the forest fleeing the enemy who was in hot pursuit.  They headed south towards the Agusan River and cross over to the other side in order to gain the initiative against a pursuing enemy before they came close.  After they have crossed over, the men set up an ambush site while the rest of the group, those who couldn’t fight, continued their hasty retreat. Once again, Lucio split his men in two groups to divide and confuse any pursuers.  They set another ambush site to retard and distract the Japanese. Unless he acted decisively, he and his team would be overtaken.  Lucio and his team finally arrived at the riverbank.  He was surprised to see that everyone was standing around, waiting to cross the river.  
When he arrived, he noticed that the water level was slightly higher due to the early torrential rain. He and his family gazed at the strong river current by the river’s edge. This was a treacherous crossing, and he could not risk endangering the lives of others, especially his family crossing a strong rushing current over large boulders and jagged rocks hidden underneath. While he searched for a shallow part of the water, he noticed several men crossing the river upstream. They were McClish’s team.  Several Filipinos and a handful of American soldiers were crossing the river waist-deep where the water was calm.  He quickly ran up to them and hollered. Hearing the noise, one of the men immediately aimed his rifle at the direction, setting his finger on the trigger, ready to fire. He noticed that it was McClish. He and his men were on their way to visit the camp before the assault. When they heard loud explosions from camp 12, they quickly ran to the camp, only to find it under Japanese assault. They decided to wait for any fleeing soldiers to join their ranks, but McClish could not risk unnecessary loss of lives to a lost battle. So he decided to leave and retreat, hastening back to the river. McClish took a careful aim at the man, waving at him.  He couldn’t tell if it was friend or foe. The man wore a light brown button-up khaki shirt and dark brown khaki pants. 
McClish was ready to pull the trigger when he noticed a little girl holding the man’s hand. He recognized that beautiful little girl and realized that it was Lucio, holding his daughter Fe, waving at him and his men. McClish immediately hastened to Lucio’s aid. He ordered his men to help the rest of the group and cross the river. Without uttering any word, the two men embraced and proceeded to cross the shallow end of the river. Lucio left Tong and a handful of his men to guard their rear. Miraculously, the enemy halted their pursuit to wait for reinforcements.
At the rendezvous point, Lucio, his family, his men, and the rest of McClish’s men regrouped. Then he got with the rest of his team and assessed the time and resources allotted to them. Lucio had few men remaining with limited ammunition and depleted resources. He needed to resupply and rest. So, he and McClish decided to disperse the group in order to have a better chance of eluding the enemy and survive. They understood that the Japanese would not relent. General MacArthur’s return was uncertain, and they simply could not control the ration as a larger force. For Lucio, he needed to protect his family. He couldn’t risk conducting any major operations with few resources in a time of uncertainty.  
That night, he and McCish and few remaining officers gathered to formulate a strategy.
“What do you think about this?” McClish asked him.
“I think the plan may work, sir. But we’ll have to find a way to win over the hearts of the locals. They know me well, and those who do are loyal to this country.”
“Well, I’ll have to start this communication and recon the land and find out the enemy’s weak spots,” McClish said. “But I’ll rely on you to provide me with the supplies to continue our
communication with central command.”
“I’ll take my family and a few men with me and we’ll provide you with supplies that you may need to carry on,” Lucio said.
“Good! As soon as I find out the landings, you’ll be the first to know.” McClish grinned slightly at his hopeful lieutenant.
“Good luck, sir. Let me know if you have further orders.”
“I will…you know I will,” McClish answered. “Let’s make this happen. Soon you and I will be done with this mess.”
“What mess?” Lucio replied with slight sarcasm. 
McClish let out a slight groan and a brief, quiet laugh. “That’s right. You’re definitely in a much worse mess than I am, Tio.”
“Maybe so, but I’m still here living in my own country.” Lucio answered with a slight grin.
“Your country huh?” McClish replied.
“I guess it is. You’ve bled more than I have for this land. But you’ll always be my American friend.”
“I’ll see you soon. Good luck and I hope the baby will be fine,”
McClish said as he and Lucio shook hands. “Too bad we won’t be traveling together.” added McClish. Lucio nodded quietly.
“I agree. We will not stand a chance and expect to elude capture at this pace. We need to split our forces and divert the enemy.”
 “Take some of my men with you.” McClish suggested. “They can help you and your family.”
“I respectfully disagree. That will not make any difference, Sir!  My men and I and our families will manage. You need your men to fight.  And if you want to slow them down, you will need all the help you can get.”
“Okay, if you insist. I’ll make sure I get their attention…so where do you plan to go from here?” he asked.
“I need to move south, then east to Loretto and rendezvous with
the rest of my team.
From there we can start moving up northeast. We’ll stand a better chance against the enemy. With little supplies we have, we may need to head north to Agusan Del Sur region to see some of my old business acquaintances and see if we can stay there until this mess is over. The ports are heavily guarded, and heading to any major cities pose too much risk for us if we decide to leave and head north,” Lucio said. 
“Well, good luck and be safe. May God watch over you and your family.” McClish embraced him and bid him farewell.
“Sir, if I don’t see you…Thank you for helping me and my men. I will never forget this. I too pray that God will watch over you and keep you safe. I hope that when this war is over, that we can get together over a cup of tea. Good-bye and good luck…For now!”
Lucio ordered Tong to take his group and wait for the enemy to cross the river as the rest of the party retreated to the mountains.
They remained hidden preparing for an ambush. By now it was past noon, and the sun had opened the veil of the foggy mist. The Japanese suffered heavy casualties upon their pursuit.
By now their numbers had dwindled. They were able to push through the traps and resumed their pursuit up to the river’s edge where they finally stopped. There, the Japanese commander knew that crossing the river would expose his flanks and stretch his company too thin - a losing pursuit that leaves them vulnerable against an ambush. He started yelling and cursing in Japanese as he approached the river’s edge. He was fuming with rage, and he was exasperated. He provoked any Filipino fighter to fight by inciting sexual overtones in broken Tagalog, the dominant Filipino dialect. He screamed and cursed toward the other side screaming in broken English mixed with thick Japanese accent.  Tong and several of his men watched on from behind the ridgeline at the opposite side of the bank, hidden from plain view.
The sun stood behind them as they waited over the ridgeline.  He and the other men looked on as they carefully cocked their rifles and prepared to fire. Tong aimed his rifle at the Japanese officer standing at the river’s edge waiting for a perfect shot.  As he readied his weapon, one of his men gently squeezed his left shoulder.
“Tong, we need to go! We don’t have enough time! We’ll catch up with him again,” Freddy whispered.
Tong, exhausted and quite perturbed, hesitated for a moment. Sensing the urgency to flee, he carefully lowered his rifle and backed away, tiptoeing back as he gazed on the enemy, eagerly waiting and hoping to see him step into the water and cross the river. Within seconds, the rest of the men disappeared, leaving the Japanese officer, along with a few remaining men, at the opposite side of the river.  The Japanese were hungry for a fight to avenge the loss of their comrades, but the fight was unwinnable without further reinforcements. 
Lucio’s group crossed the Agusan River safely.  By nightfall, they had reached the open fields of Bukidnon. Lucio’s primary agenda is to find shelter nearby to rest his family and his men. They set camp inside the forest behind the tree lines. By daybreak, he sent advance observers to reconnoiter the area. They found a nearby village and decided to stay at the village for a brief respite. With his money and some dowry, he was able to barter for a home and some chickens for his family and the rest of his men.  
Salvacion noticed that their finances were in disarray, but her husband kept the matter to himself.  She had left everything, her home, her way of life and her favorite past times.  The war has transformed her emotional state - taking a physical toll on her.  She lost weight, her hair is commonly frizzy and her demure demeanor has turned sour and her.  She has evolved into a pragmatic, fearful woman.  Lucio noticed this transformation, but his concerns remained centered on the short term.  He was certain that as the war dragged on, they would have to scavenge for food and provide service and protection to the local populace in exchange for food. He and his men would often farm for coconuts, pineapples, and bananas on the nearby unattended farms. For several days, they scavenged for coconuts that fell to the ground to use the oil for fire as they bartered with the locals. The village was fairly small, with several farming residents who managed to stay under the fray - absent from foreign occupation. These farmers had lived in this village for generations, farming rice, pineapples, and coconuts.




Chapter 17

Lucio’s mission was to ensure the continuous the flow of supplies and maintain open lines of communication with other standing units - a daunting undertaking needed to establish hidden communication lines exclusive to the resistance until the Americans regained the upper hand on the war. He was gravely concerned for the safety of his family and the lives of his men.
In order to maintain combat effectiveness, he must establish contingent plans to elude capture while sustaining his men and minimize casualty.  He knew that morale was tantamount to any successes, yet it was also very volatile among his men.  Knowing full well that the safety of his family depended upon the stability of his platoon, he had to provide protection to the men’s families and relatives as a compensation for their services and loyalty. This became a daunting task that required continuous movement, which could endanger the lives of many civilians.  Lucio knew he had to keep paying his men with his own money.  He promised them portions of his land and guaranteed them opportunities to work in his plantations after the war.  He bartered with locals and the indigenous who sympathized with the freedom fighters, but he was well aware of the Muslim insurgents who fought with them against the Japanese.  The relationship between the Christians and the Muslims was fragile and tenuous throughout the war, but the Muslims were easily swayed by the outcome of the war and throughout the conflict, they maintained a tremendous, deep seated animosity against the Christians and the Catholics that has persisted for hundreds of years since the Spanish occupation.
Supplying the guerrilla fighters with food and weapons was key to maintain a continuous flow of communication throughout the country. Lucio found that many Filipinos eagerly provided shelter and food to the guerrillas.  McClish informed him that there were US submarines patrolling the country whose mission was to gather pertinent information from the locals regarding Japanese garrisons, force capacity, and airfields. Counterespionage was vitally important to keep it from falling into enemy hands since many Filipinos were paid to spy for the Japanese. Confidential information was held with utmost secrecy to avoid compromise of critical information that can influence the outcome of the war.  Many Filipinos, those loyal to the cause, paid dearly with their lives after they were caught spying for the Americans.
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Day by day, the Japanese continuously harassed the local populace as they pursued pockets of resistance to finally quell the insurgency in Mindanao. Many villages were ravaged in their wake.  The local populace continued to suffer from constant threats day after day as the web of Japanese control began to solidify throughout Mindanao.  The Japanese aggressively snuffed out any signs of resistance with vicious reprisals. They used any means at their disposal to destroy the resistance through brutality, murder, and mass executions. Anyone supporting the guerrillas was dealt with severity and extreme measures, with no trial or adjudication.  Suspected insurgents were executed in public, inciting fear and loathing. Controlling the local populace through terror was common practice under General Yamashita’s heavy hand. Occupation and governing the entire country propagated martial law to the entire populace. The Japanese understood the strategic importance of Mindanao as a one of the major supply routes in the South Pacific, and they were bent on forcing the country to comply.
The Japanese military carried out search-and-destroy operations throughout Bukidnon.  Every village they found was thoroughly searched for any link to or indication of guerrilla support. They searched for weapons in each village and imprisoned men ages fourteen to forty.  The Japanese were extremely careful and thorough in questioning the village leaders for any possible leads to the local insurgents within the area.  They were aware of the effective Filipino insurgency that caused tremendous losses of Japanese soldiers through constant harassment and brutal skirmishes. The Japanese strategy to suppress and defeat the insurgency, conducted through brutality, led to countless acts of injustice and unaccounted murders that remained unresolved years after the war.
Lucio was informed by one of his men that the Japanese routinely conducted random search and destroy operations throughout Mindanao. They had concentrated their efforts in Bukidnon, primarily to protect the Del Monte airstrip where traffic has intensified as Japanese Air Force flew more sorties over Mindanao. Lucio understood that the innocent villagers would be punished for any hint of aiding and abetting the guerrillas. Any involvement places the locals at a precarious, dangerous position that could jeopardize their lives.




Chapter 18

Before daybreak, on a rainy Sunday, several figures appeared over the mountain; their silhouette grew as they approached the village.  A platoon of Japanese soldiers swiftly descended on the nearest village east of Bukidnon. They came with bayonets fixed on their rifle muzzles.  One of the villagers ran over to Lucio and reported the sighting. When Lucio stepped out of the nipa hut, he noticed grey smoke billowing from the entire village adjacent to the mountain. The village was approximately two thousand meters to the west of his location. He could hear the echoes of gunshots as thick black smoke rose and spread over the fire set on the village huts. 
Lucio had to act. He ordered his men to gather their weapons and ammo and prepare to vacate the area. He rushed back to warn his family to leave immediately. His wife was sitting with their children, almost eight months into her pregnancy, singing and teaching their children new hymns that she used to play at her old church.  
“Quickly! Get the children and pack up all their clothes.   Pack everything you can and wait for me outside,” he instructed, hanging on to his calm and confident demeanor.  Salvacion acted quickly without asking any questions.  She understood the gravity of the situation, and by now she and the children were privy to the evacuation routine.  The enemy could come at any time, so they are accustomed to the practice of packing and leaving. Every night, they packed their clothes and little belongings, knowing that they might need to flee at a short notice.
The family hastily gathered their belongings into the Karabao drawn carts. Salvacion had everything ready.  She was aware of the uncertainties that might arrive any given day. She packed all the children’s belongings in three bags.  The rest she placed on carts, ready for transport.  
Echoes of gunshots grew louder, and they could hear children and women screaming from a good distance.  They pleaded with the whole village to leave before the Japanese arrived, but many refused and stayed while some came with them as they fled the village.  Lucio had no choice but to return to Bukidnon.  He discussed the matter to his wife that night, slightly hesitant to broach the topic.  Nevertheless, he broke the sad, painful news with utter despondence of their bleak future. 
“We can’t continue to run from the Japanese.” he stated abruptly, his voice was devoid of hope. 
“I know that you have our best interest at heart,” she replied
“If we continue to run, we will eventually get caught. We will run out of food and shelter quickly since the Japanese have a stranglehold of this region. The whole island is held hostage.” 
He paused and breathed a deep sigh. “Our only choice is to return to Bukidnon, hide, and hope that the Japanese would overlook our location.  At least we’ll be able to live easier and have a better chance of survival.  Since we cannot rely on the Filipino government or the Americans to liberate this country, we will have to live in a place where we know the locals and the terrain.  In this way, we will have the upper hand to fight the enemy.”
“I agree!” Salvacion replied. “The children will have a safer place to live.”
“I’ll go and tell the men,” Lucio replied.
His men huddled around a small fire pit that night, waiting for orders and a new plan discussing among themselves the livelihood of their family.  Each man wore a somber face, mentally and physically drained from the trek after eluding the enemy all day.  Every man appeared emotionally spent, almost to the point of melancholy as they faced a grim reality for the safety of their families, but their hopes were raised slightly at the sight of their confident leader. 
“Men, we will have to decide where to find a place to hide and live until the war is over,” Lucio stated. “We do not have any choice but to return to Bukidnon, where we have a better chance of surviving. We need to be where enemy activity is minimal.  Judging from the enemy movements, we may be able to avoid any engagements until we are ready at full capacity.” His men kept silent.
“Sir, why are we going back to Bukidnon? Are the Americans coming?” one of his men asked.
“I can’t tell you if they are coming or if they are going to lose this war,” he replied with a doubtful tone, his face worrisome. “Honestly, I don’t know. We need to do what we have to do to survive. We can’t fight the enemy while they are getting stronger.  We can only hope that the Americans will come back to the Philippines and drive out the Japanese. If the war is truly lost, the Japanese will kill us and our families.  Our only hope is to live until we have the means to fight back and win the war.  We cannot continue to fight when we do not have the means to finish it. We can’t afford to lose any more men.  Our goal is not to win...but to survive. We cannot surrender,” Lucio said with a hollow tone. “You know what they will do to freedom fighters and their families. We can’t hold off any attacks from the enemy. We will have to do and accomplish what we know we can do to win - survive. The only chance we have on gaining on the enemy is to continue the flow of supplies to other fighters and maintain communications with central command, wherever it may be,” Lucio explained to his men.
“Sir, we will follow you where you want to go!” Tong said.
“Good, we move at first light back to Bukidnon,” Lucio responded. “I will need you to start recon. Take one of the men with you and scout the area heading there. Give us a few minutes to follow. Any signs of enemy movement, send the man to alert us.”
“Will do, sir!” Tong replied. “I’ll take Mon to go with me he can run faster than I could.” He added in a facetious tone.
“Leave me signs to follow, and to use the dead branches on trees to point the direction. We will follow suit and head west,” Lucio said. “We will see you then.”
The following day, the whole caravan arrived at the outskirts of Malaybalay city in Bukidnon.  The party consisted of at least forty men, women, and children.  Tong was waiting on the doorsteps on his farmhouse; his face was completely somber, and his eyes were petrified.  The place had turned dilapidated.  Lucio realized that he could not afford to feed the rest of the group or continue the same ration for several weeks.  He needed to save any ration he had and salvage what he could find to feed them, and moving the entire party was dangerous and risky. He and the rest of his men held a brief meeting and decided that the men and their families were free to leave, so he sent them home without any guarantee of safe passage or protection.
In order to avoid detection, Lucio decided not to return to his home until the area was completely surveyed - free of enemy combatants. The Japanese occupied his property for several months and utilized it as an officer’s quarter to guard the small airfield on the Del Monte pineapple plantation. 
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The airfield in Bukidnon was critical to the Japanese who expanded the runway where small reconnaissance planes were stationed at the airfield.  It needed to be secured to solidify their positions throughout Mindanao coastlines in order to repel any possible invasion. They kept pressure on the entire region through continuous operations to uproot insurgency and subjugate the entire country.  The Japanese senior officers occupied Lucio’s home almost through the end of the war. Their violent mistreatment of the locals played a vital role in unifying the whole country and precipitated abhorrent acts of violence against thousands of innocent people.  Harassment of innocent noncombatants is a violation of the Geneva Convention, but there was a lack of centralized authority to uphold the rules of engagement and hold authorities accountable.  The locals were treated with contempt throughout the war, and indications of massacre and injustice - from rape to theft and murder - was commonplace.  That night, the whole party arrived at one of the farmhouses in Lucio’s plantation.  Lucio sensed that Tong seemed distraught and angry. 
“What is it?” .
“Sir, I don’t think that it is a good idea for you or your family to—to enter this house!”
“What happened here?” Lucio asked, sensing that a terrible act had been done.
Tong was enraged.   He looked at Lucio, his eyes turned glassy and narrow, fury spilled from his face. 
“The entire family is dead!” His voice raised and percolating with rage.  “Mother and children!”
Lucio looked Tong straight in the eye with unbelief. “Let me go and look.” He immediately proceeded to enter.
Lucio slowly opened the door and entered the house quietly, covering his nose with the tip of his sleeve to avoid the rabid stench.  He looked down and immediately saw a woman lying on the floor facing up; her eyes wide open, her skin pale, and her body stiff.  The white of her eyes appeared larger - full of horror, and her pupils were dilated and rolled up.  Her hands were clenched, and her left arm reaching towards the hallway of the house.  There was a gunshot wound on the right side of her throat, and a good portion of her neck was gone; splatters of dark red blood covered the floor where she lay. She wore a clean white apron over a pink dress, and it remained unstained, bright and clean.  Her blouse contained spots of blood clustered together. Lucio briefly gazed at her eyes as he squatted by her side.  Then something caught his attention from the corner of his eye; he was aghast of the whole scene and taken aback, quite shock at what he saw, unable to comprehend the tragedy, his eyes grew with dread.  There, in front of him, were two young boys in the hallway: one, about three years old, had been shot through the back, the other, approximately eight years old, about the same age as his daughter Fe, had been shot twice, one bullet pierced his leg and the other went through to his back.  He lay next to his younger brother on the floor with his eyes closed and his mouth wide open.  It appeared that the younger brother tried to flee into the bedroom while his older brother had tried to shield him from the soldiers.  
The rotting flesh hinted that the three victims had been dead for several days, evidenced by the maggots feeding on their carcasses, eating their way to the bones.  The whole house reeked of rotting corpses, and the foul stench, which lingered inside for several days, was felt from a good distance which was unbearable to the children.  He slowly glanced around and spotted bloody footprints; several boots on the floor hinting that they were standard boots commonly issued to Japanese infantrymen. The senselessness of the massacre angered him and his family. Lucio couldn’t endure the foul stench and walked out.  His wife approached him, having already known from Tong of the murders. Lucio looked at her with deep sadness; his eyes gave a blank stare, his face was pale and his shoulders sunk. He appeared shocked of what transpired.
“Who were they?” she asked and waited for a brief moment, but Lucio remained silent. “Pa! Who are they?”
“I…I don’t know,” Lucio replied reluctantly. “None of them were someone we knew.” He looked at her. “Take the children out to a safer area while we clean up.”
“We need to bury their bodies,” Salvacion urged him.
Tong and the rest of the men appeared calm and numb to the abhorrent act perpetrated by a merciless enemy.  They have repeatedly seen such heinous acts inflicted against noncombatants, but the death of the woman and her two young boys was extremely heartbreaking.  Lucio waived his hand at the men to huddle. “I need a couple of you to bury the bodies in the forest.”
The men nodded and carried out his orders. Under cover of night, the whole party stayed within the forest behind the tree lines to avoid any detection by the locals or enemy reconnaissance operating at night. Lucio cautiously calculated that the locals might report them to the Japanese if they were spotted.  He decided to return to his home once Tong had completed his mission. He sent Tong to recon his property for any Japanese activity.  By now, the Japanese would have abandoned his property, but he was certain that they would return. Tong returned with news the following morning. 
“Sir, we cannot return to your home,”
“How many soldiers did you see?”
“I don’t know. But there were certainly officers that occupied your house. I got spotted and barely escaped. Now they are aware of our presence.”
“We will have to find a new place to stay,” Lucio said. 
“I know some missionaries who lived in Bukidnon, many of whom were sent to prison camps. Those who escaped were forced to evacuate, perhaps we can have a look at some of those vacated properties.”
They traveled and stopped at a small open field on their way to their destination.  The family camped at a harvested pineapple plantation field within a dense forest.  The darkness was an ideal cover from the enemy. Later that night, the faded-moonlit receded under a luminous indigo sky littered with countless stars stretching from the treetops that reached towards the edge of the horizon. As the children settled down, Lucio briefed his men and ordered them to remain vigilant and refrain from lighting any fire to avoid detection.  Lucio left the group and walked by himself a short distance to pray and gather his thoughts, not noticing his daughter Fe trailing behind him. Fe hollered to her father, Lucio was stunned to see his daughter approaching from a short distance.
Back at the tent, Salvacion noticed that her daughter was missing. Then she heard her daughter yelling out to her father, so she came out and followed the sound of her voice.  She saw Fe holding her father’s hand as they stood in the middle of the field.
“Pa! Why are you two out here?” she called out.
“Shhh,” he whispered as they kept their gaze up at the beautiful clear sky.
“Pa! What is it?”
“Do you hear that?” he asked in a soft voice—calm and a bit excited, his eyes appeared glassy and his brow raised from hope that eluded him for many years.
“What is that sound?”
“I think…I think they’re airplanes,” he said as the faint sound of the plane propellers grew louder each passing minute.
“We need to find cover in case they find us!” Salvacion grabbed Fe to return to the tent and seek cover.
“No, these are not Japanese planes. They don’t fly at night!  You’ll notice a blue star painted at the tip of their wings.”  Lucio said as he glanced at the sky toward the direction of the buzzing noise.
The large propellers that spun in unison gave a distinct booming noise.  The booming, buzzing sounds revealed a mass armada of planes fast approaching.  As they looked up, they saw a flock of birds scattering across the sky, fleeing the jarring noise of the flying behemoths. Lucio pointed to the sky as he noticed the first plane appear above the tree lines.
“Look, Fe! Those planes…they’re coming to rescue us!”
“Pa, are those Americans?” Salvacion asked as Fe kept peering up at the planes hovering low.
 	“Yes, those are Americans, Fe!” her father replied. “Thank you, Lord!”
There it was, under the clear luminous night, a large group of American heavy bombers, several squadrons of the B-29 Super fortress, appeared unchallenged over the skies of Mindanao.  Their magnificent frame and countless machine guns protruding on every direction were an awesome sight. Lucio and his men had never seen such a spectacle of technological marvel.  Their imposing size, flying together enmasse was enough to lift the hearts of many hopeless residents. Their intimidating presence could be a dreadful sight to a hapless enemy.  The bombers were in route to Cagayan De Oro to bomb the Japanese naval base.  The American insignia that glistened under the lunar reflection loomed large at the tip of their wings. This was a moment that Lucio never anticipated to see. He felt that his prayer was answered that night, that the war was about to end. He and Salvacion held each other and returned to the tent to share the good news.  As the bombing began in Cagayan De Oro, its impact was felt for hundreds of miles.  Lucio held to hope and regained his composure.
The following night, the group came across one of the farmhouses in the Tio farmland, a nipa hut that Lucio’s ranchers used as temporary shelter before the war.  The farmhouse stood four feet above the ground supported by eight bamboo logs, each six inches in diameter.  The walls were covered with interwoven abaca leaves held by thin strips of bamboo; each bamboo was horizontally strapped on each side and nailed to a large coconut log vertically planted on the ground and fastened from the base to the top of the wall.  The roof was made of interwoven dried coconut leaves thatched by thin straps of dried tree barks and dead banana leaves; the hut was approximately two hundred square feet. It was old and decrepit, but it was enough to shelter the family. Some of the abandoned farmhouses near the area were smaller, good enough to accommodate two to three full-grown adults.  The family and the rest of the party settled in and around the farmhouses.  Lucio’s men erected their tents while he and his family stayed in the nipa hut.  Lucio was quite aware of the property.  He built these makeshift shelters to house his ranchers who ran the cattle trail.  
The home was located approximately forty-five miles south of his property in Bukidnon.  The family settled in the farmhouse for the duration of Salvacion’s pregnancy.  The family remained safe in this property for a brief period. It became their new home for several months, hidden from the Japanese.




Chapter 19

The family lived in a period of peace for several months. There was growing optimism over the inevitable defeat of the Japanese forces. General MacArthur was making strong headway, advancing closer to the Philippines and the Japanese mainland.  
In June 1944, the decisive defeat of the Japanese Navy in the Philippine Sea ensured the possibility of an American invasion; MacArthur’s return seemed inevitable.  In October 1944, MacArthur landed in Leyte.  It marked the beginning of the end for the Japanese occupation of the Philippines.  MacArthur immediately headed north to the island of Luzon to liberate the capital city of Manila. 
The island of Mindanao was cut off from Japanese reinforcements when MacArthur decided to concentrate his forces north.  The Allies were gaining momentum from the series of victories in the Pacific theater.  The war on the Atlantic theater was finally reaching to its conclusion; the Nazis were being pushed back and squeezed on both fronts by the Allies, Italy had surrendered, and Japan was growing desperate running low on materials, machine and manpower.  News of Japanese kamikaze pilots attacking American naval ships on suicidal missions displayed a desperate attempt to halt MacArthur’s advance.   
Japan’s consecutive battlefield defeat, coupled with MacArthur’s advance and Hitler’s absolute demise was evident to the world that the war was approaching its decisive climax. Nevertheless, this did nothing to deter Japanese fanaticism to fight on.  From December 1944 to February 1945, the Japanese concentrated their forces around Mindanao, primarily in Davao, Cagayan De Oro, and Zamboanga City.  The Japanese soldiers were now cut off and isolated, desperately seeking for food and supplies as their rations were reduced. Japanese morale spiraled down as US forces made a strong push eastward from Zamboanga, and northward from Davao, pushing the enemy further inland. 
General Yamashita grew increasingly desperate after the Japanese defeat at sea. The Japanese continued to fight on as they retreated to the mountains; completely cut off from any supply and reinforcements. It was now a desperate fight for survival. As the fighting raged on, pockets of Japanese unit, those that were free to fight grew more hostile against the locals.  They foraged for food, supplies, and medicine, threatening anyone who stood in their path. They often conducted night raids on local villages and inflicted unfettered brutality against the residents indiscriminately.  The enemy was free to harass and abuse the locals within their path. Incidents of mass killings, theft and rape grew blatant and remained unchecked. While the US forces fought their way to the major cities in Mindanao, General MacArthur forged on gaining ground as he consolidated his forces in Luzon and the Visaya region while the battle for Mindanao intensified. Due to the vastness of the geography of Mindanao, the majority of the American forces were deployed to the three major cities in Mindanao, forcing remnants of many Japanese units—fanatic and dedicated to their cause, who refused surrender—to flee farther inland. Many of the Japanese soldiers staunchly refused to surrender to the local militia, fearing deadly reprisals. For an imperial Japanese soldier surrender was an act of cowardice unworthy of Bushido - the Japanese warrior’s code. Those who were tired of war simply wanted to surrender, but they were easily deceived by their superior officers, chiding them over the shame of surrender and desertion.  
Once the tide has turned for the Allies, the Japanese forces deployed the rest of their resources to defend the cities and repel the Allied forces. They concentrated the bulk of their combat forces in and around the coastal cities to fend off the Marines.  Their plan was to defend the city, pull back into the jungles, and repel any incoming attacks using the difficult terrain of Mindanao. Japanese commanders believed that General MacArthur would land the bulk of his forces on the beaches of Davao and Zamboanga, which were ideal landing zones for amphibious assaults.
After the battle of Iwo Jima, it was apparent to the Japanese high command that defeat was inevitable.  They simply lacked the weapons and manpower to withstand the US juggernaut. 
By the end of 1944, General MacArthur had seized the capital city of Manila and reconquered Luzon. MacArthur’s liberation of the Philippines forced the Japanese to shift their attention to the inevitable invasion of Mindanao. Constant skirmishes between the Filipino insurgents and the Japanese military dwindled as the Japanese strategy shifted to repel MacArthur’s advance. The Japanese were now cut off from their main supply from Malaysia and Japan. They needed to resupply and sustain twenty-five thousand fighting men to defend Mindanao in order to defend and delay MacArthur’s advance.  Their objective was to force the Americans to come in  to fight without artillery and air support.  This method demoralized the Allied forces; it delayed and disrupted the Allied advance, further prolonging the war.  
Rumors grew and swirled throughout the region amidst the chaos, and misinformation swirled that the majority of the Filipino officers in Mindanao—those actively engaged in the fight—were either captured or killed.  Lucio found that he was one of the few officers remaining; that the Japanese had placed a bounty on his head.  His role as a supply officer turned more critical to the Filipino guerrillas and the Japanese forces.  He was in charge of the majority of supplies - primarily food, medicine, and ammunition.
In the morning of December 13, 1944, a thick humid air ushered in a muggy heat under the rising sun. The dawn brought with it the distinct propeller sound of Japanese fighter planes.
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The Japanese Kates, known as the Nakajima B5N Navy Type 97 Carrier Attack Bomber, a sister of the venerated Mitsubishi A6M Zero fighter plane were deadly and effective against ground forces.  A squadron of four flew routine reconnaissance to assess any potential guerrilla movements, near Lucio’s location. 
Under the clear skies, the Kates flew unopposed, searching to hit enemy targets before the American Marine Corsairs came and shot them down.  On this typical morning dawn, an unsuspecting group of guerrilla fighters hunkered along a mountain ridge was spotted out in the open by a Japanese pilot descending from the west.  The planes immediately started their descent in a standard attack formation on a single file.  The guerrillas, panicked stricken, scrambled for cover behind the tree lines at the other side of the ridge hoping to elude the enemy bend on killing them. They came in fast and loud, their menacing figure and shrieking sounds magnified by their booming propellers petrified everyone in their path as they flew straight down in a steep angle.  One by one they steadily strafed the mountain ridge killing anyone within their sights. The sound of their propellers grew louder and more deafening as they maneuvered aggressively.  Two of the planes dropped their bombs with precision on the guerrilla machine gun nestled along the ridge. Then they returned for a second, quick strafing run, shooting at any remaining survivors.  These attacks happened near the farmhouse where Lucio and his men were encamped. The devastating blasts shook the ground so violently that the impacts were felt from miles away, like an earthquake aftershock blasting in quick successions.
The loud, frightening explosions terrified Salvacion who grew tremendously anxious. Her heightened anxiety triggered sudden contractions to her pregnancy and intensified her fragile physical state that caused a premature labor.  The obnoxious sound of chugging propellers above the sky, the loud explosions along the mountain ridges, and the gunshots caused horrific panic nearby.  The children were crying hysterically, covering their ears, calling out to their mother for help. Salvation grabbed Fe’s arm and immediately told her to call for help.  Fe sensed that her mother was going into labor, quickly ran out the room over to Matilda, who was sleeping on the floor of the adjacent room.
“Matilda! Matilda! Come quick! Mama needs you!” Fe urged Matilda as she kneeled right next to her.
Matilda sat up straight. “What is it, Fe?”
“It’s Mama! She is having a baby!” she replied with a loud, fearful tone.
“Okay, I’m coming!” Matilda waved Fe to go get her father.
“Go tell your papa that the baby is coming.” She calmly patted Fe on the buttocks.
Fe ran outside with such urgency that she unwittingly tripped on the bamboo floor.  Lucio was nearby with several of his men under the shade of large trees when he heard his wife screaming in pain and glanced back to the house, only to see his daughter stumble at the doorway, quietly crying as she sat on the floor.  He left his men and quickly ran back to the house and picked her up by the doorstep.  Then his wife screamed for help. 
“Fe, what is going on? Are you okay? Why is Mama screaming, and why did you run?” Without hesitation, Fe, gasping for air wiped her tears, looked up to her father as she eagerly tried to catch her breath.  Her breathing was quick and shallow; which hinted symptoms of a minor asthma attack. After a short moment, she finally gathered herself.
“Pa, mama is having a baby!” she cried.
Lucio quickly took her to the kitchen and sat her down. “Good! Now be a good girl, wait and calm down.  Once you catch your breath, go inside and watch over your sisters and brother.”
Lucio went into the house, waving to one of his men and ordered him to call the medic into the house.  The man nodded and ran to inform the whole group. Salvacion quickly went into labor.  It was intense and excruciating, but due to the sudden, unexpected event, she needed to push through and deliver the baby.  She was nearly ten centimeters dilated within minutes of contraction and there was no time to spare and rush to the nearest clinic or hospital. 
At any moment, the child could breach, and complications may occur. She struggled with the labor pains that grew worse every minute.  The children stood outside of the house with the helper, waiting for her pain to subside. They grew worrisome as the screams grew louder each passing moment the baby was coming. Lucio stood by her side holding her hand, waiting for the medic to arrive.
“Pa, I don’t think I can hold on to this baby any longer. He’s coming, and I cannot hold him back.”
“What do you want me to do? We need to wait for the medic, he’ll be here soon. Just hang in there.”
“Go!” she panted. “Get in front of me in case the bay - the baby comes out - ahhh! Grab a clean cloth and wait there—make sure that you keep your eyes on me.  I don’t think I can hold this any longer!”
Lucio got up and stood at the foot of the bed, expecting the medic to arrive anytime soon.  He anticipated the worst outcome.  He quickly washed his hands in the white porcelain bowl on top of the bedside table, then he placed a clean cloth on his right shoulder and held his palms together and then waited, stretching his arms out to catch his head.  Salvacion quickly lifted and bent her legs and grabbed the back of her knees and waited.  She was sweating profusely struggling to hold on, anxiously waiting for the medic to arrive. She held on despite the intense labor contractions, panting heavily, crying through unbearable labor pains. She shouted and prayed simultaneously, watching her husband standing close by quietly and calmly heaving and breathing deeply, prodding her to remain calm and mimic his rhythm. Lucio kept glancing at the door every moment he exhaled.  He kept on panting until he was startled by a sudden knock on the door. 
“Who is it?” Lucio yelled.
“Nando.” The medic answered.
“Come in!”.
The medic arrived just then, and as he came in, Salvacion sneered at him, chastising him for his tardiness.
“Sir, is she having a baby?” he asked as he rolled up with shirt sleeves.
“Come here and get this baby out, will you?” Lucio said.  
The medic immediately took over Lucio’s spot and saw the top of the baby’s head, its thick black hair protruding out of her.
“Okay, push!”
“What? What? Why are you telling me to push?  Do you think I’m doing this for fun? 
Ahhhh! I am pushing, you idiot!” she screamed.
The medic was embarrassed and kept his mouth shut.  He figured that she was doing fine without his help.  
Fernando was only twenty two years old when the war broke and became the team’s platoon medic. He was raised on Lucio’s plantations. His mother died while he was only three, and his father, a local yeoman was the most experienced laborer who worked for Lucio. His father was also tasked to fix and maintain farming machineries. Lucio noticed the boy’s high mathematical acumen and took it upon himself to pay for the boy’s high school and college education. Fernando’s extraordinary intellectual gift was something that Lucio appreciated and he wanted Fernando to succeed where his father could not.  Lucio paid for his tuition through high school and college, and after high school he attended medical school in Cagayan De Oro, but the lore of combat lured the eager young man to delay his studies and join Lucio’s ranks. Lucio was adamant with Fernando’s decision to volunteer. He wanted Fernando to finish school so that he could take care of his father and his step-mother. But Fernando insisted despite his father’s apprehension. He joined Lucio’s team despite Lucio’s strong inhibitions. Lucio trained the young man for military combat upon his father’s behest to protect his son.
Fernando wanted to be in the middle of the action, and he was itching for combat.  Nevertheless, Lucio was in need of a medic for his team. Lucio needed to keep him close and took him and kept him at the rear on every combat engagement. 
Fernando played a vital role in the team through the whole duration, and in those days, no medical personnel volunteered to join without a handsome reward for their services. Medical personnel were often sent to vital areas of the country to serve with the Americans and large guerrilla units. These men were valued assets during the campaign; medics were in great demand on both sides, and the Japanese offered the highest bounty for their heads because the fighters relied heavily on their medical skills for survival.  
Fernando quickly held the baby’s head and caught his body with Lucio’s clean white shirt. He examined the baby, and heard his faint cry. He came out within minutes of the labor onset; he was vibrant, but his cry was shallow and faint - almost muted. He barely moved, unlike a spritely, new born baby. Fernando determined that the baby might be suffering from congenital deafness.  Nevertheless, the baby appeared physically healthy.  Fernando handed him over to his father and proceeded to sever the umbilical cord from the mother.
Lucio held his son as the baby’s cries grew stronger, but it was still faint, and it did not deter Lucio to wear a proud face meeting his new son as tears smoothly trickled from his eyes.  He held the baby and placed him down and wrapped him with a clean white pillow case.  He looked at the baby and kissed him on the forehead. He looked over at his wife, extremely exhausted and gasping to catch her breath. “It’s a boy! What do you want to name him?”
 “Pa,” she responded without a slight hesitation, “his name is Lucio!” Then she slowly succumbed to sleep.
“Junior!” Lucio said as he looked at the baby. “I’ll call you junior!” He exclaimed.  His eyes wide as he smiled with renewed merriment.
Lucio felt a sense of peace as he looked at his newborn son, perfect and joyful, he could feel his innocence, uncorrupted by the horrors of war.  Salvacion gave him the name to honor her husband’s resolute desire to serve with dogged determination and push through and fight on. Junior seemed happy, bursting with energy as cried for his mother's milk.  Lucio’s thoughts swerved to and fro – over the events in the past weeks, the long anticipation of their arrival, their current predicament, and their future all woven together had come to this moment - a frozen scene packed with indelible bliss.  He looked into his child’s eyes. He could not help but reflect upon the beauty of life that only he and his wife could cherish. A battle was raging, and his son was born. He couldn’t think of anything else except the beautiful baby crying in his arms.
“Thank you, Lord!” he whispered. “Thank you for such a gift at such at a time as this.” He gazed upon his son’s eyes with compassion and deep reflection, but he was slightly worried that junior’s cries were faint and weak.
Junior was born several weeks premature in a time of great struggle in a country under upheaval where basic necessities were scarce, a time where humanity had reached the brink of extinction. Junior’s untimely arrival precipitated his fragile health that caused a tremendous strain on the family during and after the war.




Chapter 20

Salvacion gradually fell ill and suffered from Beriberi right after childbirth.  The severity of the illness caused by premature delivery and lack of nutrition weakened her immune system to the point of death. Due to lack of thiamine nutrients, she suffered tremendous weight loss, mental confusion, vomiting, and swelling of her lower legs. Any prolonged exposure to this illness can lead to coma, congestive heart failure, and death.
The family was quickly running out of medical supplies and food, including milk for the baby. Lucio sent one of his men to the nearest town, but after a few days the man never returned.  Sensing the urgency to find medicine for his ailing wife, Lucio decided to leave with four of his men to head to a nearby town to buy some food and medicine. Fernando advised him to look for thiamine supplements. 
Lucio had no choice but to find a cure for his ailing wife.  If he stayed, his wife would surely die.  He had to take action; risk being spotted and captured or watch his wife suffer and die.  He was confident that the road was safer to reach the city than many people had previously said. Salvacion urged him to stay, pleading with him to send some of his men to gather supplies in his stead, but he could not rely on another man to return with the right medicine. Lucio sensed that it was now safe to venture off to the nearest town and gather supplies. He was told that the Japanese had abandoned the countryside and concentrated their forces in the coastal areas and the major cities, contrary to factual reports.   He adamantly refused to delegate the task to his men, knowing that the war was nearing its end.  He sensed an obligation to accompany his men; he needed to lead them rather than stay behind.  He also wanted raise the team’s morale and lead his men to see the mission through. 
That night, before he left, Salvacion urged with him to stay by her side, to tend to the children and ease her restless spirit.  While the children slept, Lucio and Salvacion stayed awake, quietly holding each other. Lucio remained by her side, embracing her as she writhed in agony, groaning every minute from the numbing pain.  Under the cracked ceiling, the glare of the full moon penetrated through, blasting glitters of light on their faces that revealed the sadness on their faces, they could sense each other’s emptiness from the glisten in their eyes.
“Pa! You do not need to go,” she whispered in a weak voice.
“Your men could fetch the supplies that we need.”
Lucio, sensing her fear, held her hand gently, quietly stroking her arm.
“I need you here with the children. Send the men. It is still not safe to go to the towns and villages where the Japanese can find you,” she said in a gentle voice. “Pa, I had a dream…a premonition that you…got captured.”
Lucio shrugged off her remark and assured her there was nothing to her concern. “I have to go and find food and medicine for the children, for you, and my men.  The rest of the men I’ve sent on patrol have yet to report back. I’m afraid that if I wait too long, something really bad will happen. You and Junior are in dire need of medicine, and we do not have enough of these where we stay. Nothing is going to happen to us. We will be back before nightfall with food and medicine.” He stared at her to reassure her. He cuddled her weak body as tears flowed down from their eyes.
At around 5:00 a.m., Lucio and four of his men set out to the nearest town in Valencia. They needed to cross a river before they could reach the nearby town. The river current seemed stronger that morning due to the torrential rain that fell before daybreak. So he and his men waited for the current to ease.  By 7:00 a.m., they were finally able to cross at the shallow embankment in front of the mountain cliff. Once they had crossed the thirty-foot-wide river, they were faced with another roadblock - an imposing mountain ridge. They could either walk around the mountain cliffs, through the dense jungle and lose valuable time, or they could climb straight up to reach Valencia before dusk - draining their energy and prolonging their mission.  
Lucio concluded that walking around the mountain cliff would cost them valuable time; climbing the steep mountain side would cut their time in half. For him, this was a risky undertaking.  He and his men decided to climb the steep seventy-foot high mountain cliff - a straight shot to Valencia. 
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Valencia was a small city located in a valley shadowed by several mountain cliffs to the east. It was a vibrant city located between Cagayan De Oro and Davao. Unbeknownst to Lucio, several Japanese units retreated, regrouped, and surrounded the city after the US arrived in Mindanao. Lucio had no choice but to climb and take a shorter route.  So, he and his men chose to forgo the difficult terrain flanked by steep river beds and infested with man-eating crocodiles, a non-viable route under such time constraints.  The mountain cliff gave him the best option to reach the town without being detected. It was clear that they must climb the rocky cliffs since the Seyre road, the main road to link north and south, posed a clear and present danger. 
Pockets of Japanese soldiers and loyalists had placed checkpoints and garrisons along the road for vehicles heading in and out of the main cities.  General MacArthur’s landing in Leyte forced many Japanese to retreat farther inland to retreat to Batchelor Airfield for a possible last-minute rescue. They fought as they retreated, fending off the American forces that landed in Mindanao with such ferocity.  The Americans quickly moved farther into the major port cities to cut off reinforcements.  They continued to push on, forcing pockets of Japanese resistance to retreat at a very slow pace. They also struggled to subdue the enemy due to the land’s difficult terrain.
Lucio and his men reached the foot of the mountain cliffs at a good pace. Once they reached the edge they pushed farther up the mountain cliffs with their rifles slung on their backs.  The climb took longer than expected.  As they ascended, one of his men stepped on a loose rock with his left foot and suddenly slipped off the rock. He then lost his grip and fell almost thirty feet.  Luckily, a tree branch broke his fall and saved his life when he landed.  He jumped ten feet to the ground that sprained his ankle; the loud groans from the pain alerted anyone nearby. He looked up and noticed Lucio looking straight at him - completely astonished.  
“Are you alright?” Lucio yelled while he held on from a tree branch from the mountain rock forty-eight feet above ground.
“It’s my ankle!” the man yelled.
“Can you still climb up?” Lucio shouted.
“I don’t know, sir. It looks like it’s sprained.”
When the sun rose earlier that morning its light revealed their location from a distance that made them vulnerable from enemy patrols.
A platoon of Japanese soldiers patrolling the area spotted them climbing up the cliff; the daylight gave the Japanese a clear view of the men climbing the mountain cliffs. The weapons slung on their backs brought rousing suspicion and gave the Japanese a reason to pursue.  They sensed that these men were guerrilla fighters and quickly reacted and fired at them.  Lucio failed to notice the enemy on the ground.  He easily got distracted checking on one of his men who sprained his ankle.  Lucio descended down to help him, right before the Japanese spotted them.  Just as the man began hollering at Lucio to come to his aid, a bullet suddenly ricocheted inches above his head from the previous spot - which grazed him - missing his head. They began to panic, their heads turning like a swivel-as bullets bounced around them.  Lucio looked around to see who were shooting at them.  He was surprised to see several Japanese soldiers firing at them.
They reacted quickly and hastened their ascent without uttering a single word. Knowing that he and his men had been spotted, he had no choice but to proceed and move quickly up the mountain to avoid getting hit. If he returned and help the injured man, he would never be able to return to his family.  He did not have any choice but to move on and leave the man behind.
The Japanese kept firing at them.  They did not notice Tong climbing up behind the tree lines. The Japanese officer in charge of the patrol saw Lucio and his men through his binoculars and ordered his men to split in two groups.  Lucio had at least thirty feet of rock to climb, and the bullets struck dangerously close by.  As he continued his ascent, one of his men, the one who fell, ran away from the pursuing Japanese.  As he ran, a barrage of bullets zinged past him, until one ripped through this thigh, and then he stumbled and fell down.  The enemy quickly overran him and took him captive.  Lucio and his men spared no time to rescue him. They continued their ascent against the treacherous rocky edges of the cliffs. Its majestic natural formation offered little, if any, assurance to the safety of the men. Any man who dared to scale it faced the uncertainty of success and the certainty of a gruesome death.
As Lucio continued his ascent, a bullet pierced his left calf, and it rendered him incapacitated, but he pushed on, urging his men to keep moving.  They continued to climb, moving parallel to the river’s edge, where they were less visible to the enemy.  A large black crow flew out of the ledge as they approached the edge of the cliff revealing a small concave on a ledge upon his ascension, and he immediately waved to the others and took Lucio in to rest and tend to his wound. It was a perfect spot to rest. Lucio waved to his men to keep moving to elude the enemy and escape capture. The bullet pierced straight through his calf, and one of the men wrapped a white bandage around it to stop the bleeding, the bullet missed an artery by a few centimeters. Lucio cringed through the antagonizing pain. They had no choice but to push through. If they stayed longer, the enemy would intercept them at the top before nightfall. They needed to rest briefly and move quickly to avoid being trapped.  
After a brief respite, Lucio told the men to move on. But instead of leaving him, his men encouraged him and helped him move farther up the steep climb. As they all pushed through, a second squad of Japanese soldiers, positioned at the other side of the mountain heard the gunshots and quickly moved in to intercept. 
They worked their way up to the top, avoiding further enemy fire while carefully navigating through the sharp, rocky edges. The climb took almost two hours, longer than they had anticipated. They tried to move faster, but Lucio’s bullet wound continued to bleed, weakening him each passing minute. Tong was slow to climb the cliffs.  His age and small physical stature made the climb intensely difficult.  He was far behind when the rest of the team made it to the top.  But when Lucio and the three men reached the top, they were surprised to see a squad of Japanese soldiers standing there waiting for them.  They had no choice but to surrender.  One of his men quickly ran downhill to flee.  Then several Japanese soldiers shot him that pierced his left thigh. He stumbled forward, yelling out in pain.  Undeterred, he got up again and began to run but the enemy caught up to him, shot him, and stabbed him repeatedly until he was dead.  Quietly, Lucio and his men lowered their rifles, handed their weapons over, raised their hands and surrendered.  They were extremely exhausted and frightened.  He tried sitting down to rest, but the Japanese would not allow him.  They repeatedly beat him with the rifle butt, urging him to move.  One of the Japanese soldiers approached him and slapped him down to the ground. Then he grabbed him by the neck, lifted him up, and began choking him. Enraged, one of the soldiers spat on his face and threw him to the ground. They repeatedly kicked him as he lay hapless on the ground, “Filthy Chinese!” they shouted, inciting vulgarity in broken Tagalog.  The Japanese soldiers were so incensed that they began squeezing their bullet wounds.  One of the soldiers slowly inserted his finger into Lucio’s bullet wound. Lucio calmly pleaded for them to stop, clasping his hands together as a gesture for clemency. 
They bound them with one piece of rope.  Each man had a rope tightly bound around his neck and another piece of rope tied to his hands behind his back. Lucio was tied in the front of the three men. Tong straddled after him while the other two walked behind them as they grimaced in agonizing pain, trying to endure their injuries that needed serious medical attention, but they remained quiet throughout the grueling march.  Freddy limped along the road with his sprained ankle, which was severely swollen.  He groaned repeatedly, agonizing in pain as he struggled to keep up with the rest.  He fell several times along the way, slowing the entire group and causing further delays to reach their destination.  Their injuries dragged the whole group slowly.  Each time he fell, his captors brutally kicked and slapped him, screaming death threats until he resumed walking. As they approached the city, Freddy spoke to Lucio in strained, shallow voice.
“Sir, I can’t make it!” He said.
“You can’t give up, Freddy! They’ll kill you if you do! You have to keep up and take it.”
“I’m sorry, but there’s no way I can make it…I’m done! They can kill me if they want to, but I can’t make it. If you make it, please tell my wife and daughter—” he pleaded, but Lucio
refused to acquiesce. 
“We’ll make it…and I’m not going to leave you out here on your own. We may yet have a chance since the Americans are well on their way…They’ve landed in Mindanao.”
Tong held Freddy up and slung his left arm over his shoulder as they walked for several miles until they reached the garrison.  Each of them was utterly exhausted, barely clinging to every ounce of energy they had left without water or food.  They were fatigued and dehydrated; their hands were pale and calloused, their feet blistered and swollen.  The coarseness of the rope left open sores and burnt marks on their wrists and necks, and the constant tugging and pulling caused severe abrasions on their skin, and their faces were swollen from repeated blows.  They begged several times for water or food, but their captors replied hastily, striking them indiscriminately with the rifle butt.  They denied the prisoners any rest, forcing them to march under the blistering heat, nevertheless, the four men survived through the grueling trek and made it to the garrison despite repeated mental abuse and violent beatings-under the point of the gun.  Lucio’s face was badly bloodied after the several hits; his eyes were swollen and purple, his nose broken, his face drenched in sweat, and blood poured down from his forehead. The Japanese were infuriated, and they took their frustrations of retreat on their prisoners.
Late that afternoon, the Japanese soldiers and their captives arrived at one of the forward bases garrisoned several miles outside of Valencia, at the heart of Mindanao. The city was heaped in rubble. Houses within the city kept burning for several days despite the heavy rain. Thick, dark smoke billowing within could be seen from far distances. 
They marched the whole day on the road to Valencia and arrived at dawn and settled southeast outside of the city.  When they arrived, a high-ranking Japanese officer emerged from the hut and approached them.  His light brown button shirt was stained with splatters of blood, and his cold demeanor revealed his intent to brutalize the captives.  He stood in front of them, gazing in anger.  He ordered his men to untie the ropes on their necks while their hands remained tied behind their back. The officer gestured to his men to pat them down for any hidden weapons.
“What is your name?” he asked in broken English. 
Sensing that he might still have a chance to live, Lucio decided to cooperate. “My name is Lucio Tio.”
“You are First Lieutenant Tiu En Lip! Correct?” Lucio obliged and nodded, barely able to retain his composure.
“Good, we have been looking for you!  You are a difficult man to find,” he scoffed.
Lucio was a bit shocked by this remark.  He glanced over to his men, confounded by the enemy’s knowledge of him. Lucio was well aware that the Japanese soldiers were devoid of mercy; they never offered any quarters to any guerrilla fighters or regular soldiers. 
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Insurgents were either shot or tortured for information. He knew that their plight was bleak since the enemy refused to recognize them as regular army enlistees sanctioned by the Philippine government.  He knew that many of his fellow officers had been captured, tortured, and killed, and any display of resistance or contempt would result in a swift and brutal execution.  He remained calm and cooperated with his captors for the sake of his men and his family.
“You’re the Chinese officer that we have been looking for!” the Japanese officer whispered.  Somewhat confused, Lucio looked around to see if one of his men might have revealed the information to their captors, but everyone was quiet.  
As dusk fell, the torches were lit all over the camp - which was hastily assembled outside of the city.  Several bags over three-feet surrounded the garrison.  Japanese machine guns posted on each corner guarded the perimeter.  These soldiers held little ammunition, and to conserve ammunition, most of them relied on their bayonets and on hand-to-hand combat to fight any assault.  As their supplies dwindled, they resorted to looting and harassment of local towns and villages to maintain control and subjugate the local populace.  There were approximately twenty-four men in the entire garrison, and they were led by a seasoned Japanese officer.  Exhausted, Lucio told the officer, “I am a Filipino soldier under General Fertig.   I am protected under the Geneva Convention.  I asked to be treated as a prisoner of war.”
The Japanese officer struck him on the left side of the face with his knee. “Are you telling me that you are a soldier?”
“Yes, I am a military officer.”
“No! You are an insect! You are not a prisoner. You will die here today…with the rest of your men.”
“Bring the prisoner!” the officer yelled, and two Japanese soldiers dragged a man out of the hut. “Do you know him?” he asked, and Lucio shook his head in denial. “He knows who
you are!”
The prisoner was barely alive.  He had been badly beaten and could barely walk as his captors took him by the elbows and dragged him across the ground. When he came closer, one of the Japanese soldiers swiftly struck him in the back with his rifle.  The man fell face down in front of the Japanese officer - on top of his boot.
“Is this the Chinese officer you told us? Is this him?” the Japanese officer screamed.
The man looked at Lucio and slowly turned his head, nodding in agreement without uttering a single word. Then the officer slowly planted his left foot on the prisoner’s neck, choking him as the man struggled to breathe. 
“You have ten seconds to run!” the officer blurted as he lifted his foot from his neck.
The man slowly moved and lifted himself up from the ground. Lucio could barely recognize him. At first he couldn’t make out the face of this man who knew him. The man’s face was severely bruised, and his eyes were badly swollen. Then in the light of dusk, as the sunset beamed down his face, Lucio looked closer and he recognized the man’s face, but he didn’t utter a single word.  Tong gazed up and glanced at Lucio, and his eyes grew wider, and his face grew fierce. He wanted to scream, but he feared for their lives and he remained quiet. The wounded man gathered himself, then he looked up at Lucio.
“I’m sorry!”  He uttered in a raspy voice as he looked at Lucio and his men. “They told me that they’d let me go.”
Lucio, confounded and indignant, looked at his eyes without saying a single word.  Then he slowly turned his head in disgust.
“Ten…nine…eight!” the officer started counting in broken English as he reached down for his pistol.
The man got up quickly and started running haggardly, swerving from side to side as he moved forward.  As soon as he reached the edge of the camp - a few feet away from the tree line - a gunshot went off.  The bullet pierced a hole through his chest from his back.  He fell down, crouching on his side while Lucio and his men gazed on in fear.  He lay on the muddy ground, his eyes wide open as blood gushed down from his torso.  Then one of the soldiers slowly approached him and stabbed him in the back with his bayonet to stop him from breathing.
Lucio summoned the energy and pleaded for his life in front of one of his captors.  He slowly got up and knelt down and clasped his hands together as he began to pray, hoping for rescue. He muttered in English as his eyes wandered, fearful of the outcome of his predicament.  His men followed suit.  They all knelt down and begged the Japanese to spare their lives. Lucio looked on to them, and then he turned and faced the Japanese officer and pleaded for his life, bowing his head repeatedly.  The officer laughed, gazing with contempt for his prisoners.  He ordered his men to thump the prisoners with their rifles, as he kicked Lucio in the abdomen. Lucio fell down but gathered himself back up and knelt down.   “There is no honor in surrender!” the Japanese officer shouted. “You Chinese people have no honor! You will not be shown mercy as a coward!” Lucio looked again to his men. “It is with great thanks,” he uttered softly. “You have served well with great courage. I am honored…” He paused. “To have served with each of you…”
As he spoke these words, one of the soldiers approached him and stabbed him on the left thigh with a bayonet.  Immediately, he screamed and grimaced with pain while the rest of his men were kicked and beaten.  The Japanese officer squatted down in front of him and grabbed his jaw, inching himself closer.  
“Where is the supply depot? And where is the American officer?”
Lucio remained silent, sensing imminent death at the hands of his captors.
“If you tell me…I might let you live!”
Still Lucio remained quiet, tightly grasping his thigh in agonizing pain. The wound was deep, he was bleeding profusely as he drifted in and out of consciousness.
“Tell me!” the officer screamed, slapping him repeatedly.
Lucio remained silent, struggling to fend off unconsciousness, thinking only of his wife and children, begging his captors for mercy, telling them that he had a family.  The officer stood up and kicked him on the chest, knocking him to the ground. Lucio, barely conscious, summoned every ounce of strength he had and knelt back up pleading to the officer again to spare his life as he clasped his fingers tightly bowing his head repeatedly begging him for mercy.
The officer ordered his men to pour kerosene on their prisoners. They taunted them by lighting up their matches, intent on burning them alive. The officer, enraged and frustrated, grabbed his pistol with his right hand, pointed it against Lucio’s left temple.  He looked at him straight in the eye.
Lucio got quiet and remained still, and hung his head as he stared at straight on the ground while the barrel touched the side of his head.  The officer swung his pistol to his left and shot the man next to Lucio.  Lucio twitched; blood splattered on his shirt and his face. He was stunned. He quickly grabbed Freddy as Freddy slumped to the ground, his skull torn open at the back and his eyes bulging and streaming with blood. The officer then shot the man next to Freddy. He fired several shots into his chest, instantly killing him. Lucio wailed in desperation for his men. As daylight faded, the jungle that surrounded the small Japanese camp shook from the bombing runs conducted by the US SDB Dauntless dive bombers in the nearby cities. The animals shrieked in panic, howling as the booming sound pounded, piercing through the air as it echoed from a distance. The trees shook, and the wind blew stronger; the branches crackled from the forceful impact.
The heavy sound of the rustling trees in the nearby forest coupled with the shrieking sound of the wild grew blaringly obnoxious. Lucio, along with Tong on his side, wailed in anger over the death of their comrades.  The officer fixed his gaze on him.  He holstered his pistol and grabbed his samurai sword at his side, then he unsheathed his sword, looked on the side of his blade, and suddenly stabbed Lucio on the right shoulder.  The blade broke his collarbone and penetrated through his back. Lucio shouted in great agony.  Still he persisted and staved off the urge to sleep as he grasped his left thigh with his right hand while holding on to his right shoulder with his left.  He glanced up at his captor as he kept pleading for his life, his eyes glistening as tears streamed down his face.  The two men stared at each other as the officer pulled his pistol with his right hand. He walked over behind Lucio and pointed the pistol at the back of his head.
“I will not ask you again! Where is the supply depot?”
Lucio remained silent. He refused to utter another word.  Slowly he clasped his hands together and prayed - his eyes closed.  He muttered several words, Bible verses he once recited to his children.  Without warning, the officer pulled the trigger. The bullet pierced Lucio’s head, killing him instantly.  Lucio’s frail, battered body fell to the ground, his hands clasped in prayer as blood poured from his head. The shot echoed through the rustling trees around the camp.  The whistling sound of a falling bomb reverberated and shook the ground impact as it landed in close proximity to the camp.  Its powerful blast came with such fury that it shook several men down to the ground; the small fire around the camp began to die out from the powerful wind caused by the explosion.  The Japanese soldiers, stunned and shocked, immediately hunkered down for cover.  Seeing them under duress and distracted, Tong mustered every ounce of energy he had left.  He quickly got up and hastily ran and jumped over the sandbags and limped toward the closest tree line.  Several Japanese soldiers, still disoriented from the loud explosions, noticed their prisoner’s audacious flight.  They instinctively cocked their rifles and opened fire. But the sequential explosions kept them pinned to the ground. Several men aimed their rifles and squeezed their triggers, but their rifles failed. 
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The moisture and the sand inside rifle, when left uncleaned, impeded the Arisaka 99’s effectiveness, often causing it to jam or misfire. Mud and humidity made the rifle unreliable in a firefight. The late models during the twilight of the war had been produced crudely, which rendered it inoperable under a hot, humid climate.  The Japanese soldiers randomly fired in the dark in Tong’s direction, missing him entirely. The officer pointed his pistol and shot the man until his magazine was empty.  The officer gestured for assistance and waved at his men to pursue him. The fading sun with the billowing smoke obstructed their aim to shoot accurately, but they kept firing.  
Tong was hit from behind; the bullet pierced him in the right abdomen—right below the kidney, but that didn’t stop him; he continued to run.  He kept running under the cover of night without turning, then he slipped over a cliff and rolled down the mountain.  He stumbled thirty feet and right into a deep ravine.  When he landed, he immediately dove behind thick foliage under a tall eucalyptus tree and ducked under a large boulder surrounded by fallen tree branches. Soon enough, he was able to elude his captors, sneaking his way to the river.  Tong clasped his hands at his sides to stop the bleeding. He immediately took some aloe vera and lemongrass and applied it to the bullet wound, tore the sleeves off his shirt and wrapped it around his waist.  He remained under the cover of the foliage throughout the night.  He drifted in and out of consciousness, managing to evade enemy capture for several days.  
There were several hair-raising moments when the enemy came at close proximity that detection seemed inevitable.  Luckily, the Japanese lost him. The next day, he came to an abandoned village several miles from the garrison.  He found a brook that flowed down to the nearest river and hid on the edge of the embankment, in the wide shoal of the river bend, to avoid detection.  He stayed there for a few days to tend to his wounds and recuperate, feeding off the insects he caught and fruits he managed to scavenge.  He remained there for several nights to regain his strength in order to make an arduous trek to reach Salvacion. The bullet lodge inside his body caused an infection, and within a few days, gangrene began to set in.  
When the enemy abandoned their search for Tong, thinking that he must have died from his gunshot wound, they broke camp and set out to pillage any villages close by.  Tong, knowing that enemy had fled and broken camp, walked his way back to the abandoned camp. Undeterred, he set out to confirm his comrades’ fate. He needed to see if their bodies remained where they lay. He found Lucio’s charred body where he died; only ashes remained of the rest of the men. He took Lucio’s belt buckle as proof for the murder.  It was a gold plated square buckle with letters ‘UP’ imprinted on the middle.  This was a buckle that Lucio received as a gift after he graduated from the University of the Philippines. He immediately walked his way back to Lucio’s family.  He needed immediate medical help, and he wanted to tell Lucio’s widow of the tragic news, before it was too late. Due to constant bombardment by the US bombers, the Japanese decided not to bury the dead.  They simply burned the bodies to avoid any evidence of murder.  They burned their victims’ bodies where they lay, including the informant.  Only their belts and their military tags remained buried under the ashes.
As Tong made his way back to his team, he couldn’t bear the shame for the death of his friends.  He felt a great sense of guilt for allowing their brutal murder and blamed himself for their violent demise.  He knew that the Japanese officer who killed his teammates looked familiar.  Then he remembered the man’s face; It was the same man who stood near the river in front of his crosshairs.




Chapter 21

Fe was excited to see her baby brother, doting over him and tending to her mother who remained bedridden.  Several of the men had just recently returned from Malaybalay City. It had been a week since Lucio and the four men departed.  There was no word of their whereabouts.  Tong had not returned since they left.  The ones who remained decided to go to Malaybalay City to gather supplies—primarily food and medicine. They used whatever they had, along with Lucio’s money to help their families.  They also left to inquire of the whereabouts of the other members of the team. 
By now, the Japanese forces were in complete retreat from the major cities, heading back to Del Monte Airfield in a futile hope for rescue. The family helper left to reunite with her family and care for her parents in Cagayan De Oro. Salvacion gave her money as a recompense for her loyal service and sacrifice to assist her family. She also urged the rest of Lucio’s men to return to 0their families now that the war was coming to an end.  Only four soldiers remained to care for her and her children.  They wanted to ensure that she and the children were safe since many Japanese soldiers—those who refused to surrender—roamed large within the countryside, foraging for food and harassing the local populace. The Japanese were aware of their inevitable defeat as they continued to retreat farther inland, completely cut off from the outside. The American navy had severed Japan’s supply lines in the Philippines, but the Japanese refused to surrender, and many fought to their death.  They fought with such ferocity that it prolonged the war and caused further casualties to the US forces in Mindanao. For the Japanese, surrender was not an option; many chose to fight fearing the shame and detestable act of surrender.
It had been eight days since the last time they said good-bye.  Each morning, Salvacion prayed fervently, reciting verses she remembered from the Bible. She would often ask Fe, Roy, Leah, and Marion to huddle together with her to say a little prayer for their father’s safe return. Unbeknownst to Salvacion, news of Lucio’s death had not reached them. Within days, Salvacion slowly recovered.  Her health improved as the medic was able to provide her enough sustenance to make a quick recovery.  She was oblivious to the news of the American forces landing in Luzon and of the liberation of the Philippines.  She was not aware of the death of her husband at the hands of his captors, but deep down, she had a slight foreboding, a spiritual inkling that somehow her husband was either captured or worse - killed.  Knowing how the Japanese brutally treated any guerrilla fighters, she suspected that her husband may have been killed if he was captured. She grew anxious each passing day, eagerly awaiting and hoping for his return.  She was troubled, desponded and deeply worried that he may never return to her.  She feared the outcome of the mission, and their fate remained elusive. One night, as Fe and Roy frolicked by the doorway, a man appeared from the tree line. As they laughed and played, Fe stared outside and noticed the silhouette approaching. She stared long and hard; her eyes squinted and her head leaned forward, hoping to pick out the man.  Apparently, the two sentries failed to notice him. Roy noticed when he asked his sister a question and she didn’t reply.  Seeing her petrified stare, he looked up and noticed a man approaching.  He could barely open his mouth, unable to mutter the words. When he finally broke from his stupor, he yelled out to his mother, “Ma, someone’s coming!”
Salvation, still bedridden and physically weak mustered the energy and sat up, then she turned her head toward the window and gazed in the direction where Roy was pointing.  She squinted, to make out the man who was slowly approaching.  She could barely recognize the man from a distance. At first, she could not make out the face or the figure as the man walked haggardly.  Salvacion couldn’t recognize the man as limped.  The man, worn down and frail, summoned enough energy and continued his approach, limping on his right side, dragging his right leg, he was barely alive.  As he approached her, she wept quietly.  She feared for her children’s fragile state if she expressed any signs of anger and sadness.  She could hardly summon the energy, so she decided to lie back down.  When the man arrived, the children recognized him and greeted him in a sobering gesture.
“Ma! It’s Mr. Tong!” Fe blurted.
“Tong?” she asked in a faint voice. “Tong, is that you?”
“Mrs. Tio! It’s me, Tong!” He blurted in a raspy tone.
Tong sat down outside the window and leaned against the bamboo peg of the nipa hut. His wound hadn’t healed completely since the bullet remained lodged inside him. Without proper medical attention, gangrene had set in. 
During his miraculous escape, he had stumbled upon a ragtag group of Filipino militiamen who took arms to fend off the Japanese and protect the civilians.  This motley crew of ill-equipped and poorly trained men decided to take up arms to maintain order and prevent any looting throughout the villages.  They were able to escort Tong and gave him some food and water for his journey, but they were unable to provide him with necessary medical treatment he needed to heal and recuperate. He inched closer by the window as he grimaced in pain. He looked up to the window and wept bitterly. “I’m sorry.” He paused for a moment. “I’m so sorry.”
Salvacion, sensing the bad news, was indignant for his offered, uninvited apology. She noticed that only Tong had returned.  She was very anxious. Her demeanor sank in despair when he confirmed her husband’s absence.  Her face turned pale as grief beset her. “Where is my husband?” she yelled with a raspy voice.  Tong couldn’t utter any comforting word as he sat quietly, wearing a somber face feeling the weight of loss sinking in. He felt the weight of burden pushing against him, and he couldn’t offer any good news to console the woman.  
“I’m sorry Mrs. Tio, I…I didn’t.” He shook his head.
A brief silence engulfed the house.  Then a faint, shallow cry intensified. Fe began to wail. 
“Ma! Where is Papa?” She asked with anger in her eyes.
Salvacion, sensing that the children were growing anxious, bottled up her emotions. She slowly sat up and looked Tong straight in the eye.  She knew that the news of her husband’s plight was dismal at the least, but she wanted answers, regardless of the outcome of her husband’s death. Fe cried incessantly. “Papa has been killed by the Japanese!” she screamed.  Salvacion gently embraced her and looked at Tong for answers.
“Where is Lieutenant Tio?” she asked in a stern, calm voice.
“The Japanese killed him!” he bluntly muttered, his voice gargled.
“Where is he?”
Tong nodded his head shamefully. He was unsure of how he would divulge any the details. So he kept quiet for a moment and wept quietly.
“Tong?” Salvacion insisted.
Tong hesitated briefly. “They killed him at their campsite near Valencia. I was the only one who got away.”
His shorts and his shirt were stained with dried blood, dirt and sweat.   He clasped his side with his hand, so he would not frighten the children.  Roy stared down intently as his sister cried and his mother sobbed.  The signs of fatigue had overtaken his physical condition - a vivid display that his health was deteriorating.  His skin grew pale as he struggled to gather himself to give the widow the details behind the terrible news.  Salvacion could not bear the thought of her husband’s passing.  The war was almost over; no more soldiers were supposed to die.  Not after all the tribulations they overcame.  This news came with such heaviness and confusion, and the lingering questions and doubts eluded her, as fear swirled through her mind.  How could God take her husband away after the trials he had been through?  How could a merciful, gracious God take her husband away from his young family? How could God take her husband away from his unfinished ministry? And how could a merciful God allow such a brutal death of a God-fearing man?  She remained speechless as she slowly sank into a deep melancholy.  She stared at the children without offering any explanation, except for her empty embrace to console them for such great loss.  All she could offer was her deep, uninhibited embrace.  The thought of them growing up without their father in such dire times was inconceivable for anyone suffering from a severe illness.  She embraced all her children as Junior cried incessantly; a faint cry begging for his mother’s comfort. She could hardly muster enough energy to maintain a subtle composure; her solemn assurance was premature at a time when they needed her because her loss was too great.  
Tong sat outside, unable to soften the pain of the grieving widow. Fe and Roy embraced each other, sobbing over the nightmare that felt surreal.  They approached Tong and gave him some food and water to drink at the behest of their mother.  They stood right next to him as he sat still, unable to console these children whom he barely knew.  After disclosing the details of their previous missions, he asked her if she needed to be alone to grieve with her children. She calmly refused and continued to inquire of her husband’s previous ventures.  He was flustered, bogged with guilt.  The loss that weighed heavily in his heart emanated vividly on his face. His fragile physique gave no hint of any hope.  There was no silver lining, only the grim uncertainty of the future.  There was no offer of reprieve to console a sickly widow for the tragic end of her husband. Shame engulfed his conscience.  He doubted himself, blaming himself for the violent demise of his team - why they never resisted against their brutal captors.  For him, there was no honor in killing an unarmed soldier.  His anger surpassed the pain of his festering wound. Seeing his teammates and his leader, a confidante and a close friend, suffer an agonizing death nearly numbed the pain that lingered by his side. The loss opened an old wound once inflicted by the tragic loss of his family. He was faced with pinning the burden on a young mother who faced a lifelong torment of losing her champion.  Without further offer to alleviate her grief, he departed without any abiding wishes but only to offer his solemn condolences. And it was fleeting; no words or deed would ease the heart-wrenching loss for a deprived widow, to watch her fatherless children thrive after the war is over.
“Tong, thank you for letting me know,” Salvacion whispered.
“You answered my question.” She paused. “Please tell me where he was killed.” She asked as she resumed her attention the baby’s fainted cries.
Tong wrote down the name of the campsite on a piece of paper and gave it to her.  Then he stepped back and walked out quietly - never to turn back. After all, how could he?  His
friend is dead and his widow is left to fend for herself and her young children; the irony felt surreal.
“Before you go…I need to know how they captured him,” she asked hesitantly.
 	“It was Nassir Aber-Jamaar! He gave the name of the supply officer to the Japanese after he was caught,” Tong answered with displeasure, hoping to never utter his name again.
“Who is he?”
“Misses Tio–“
“-Tong!”
“He was one of the officers of another guerrilla fighting unit that got decimated last year by the Japanese. He and your husband had a major disagreement…That’s all I know.”
Salvacion was crushed to hear the news. She was deeply distraught and heartbroken. Hearing the news of her husband’s unforeseen brutal death near the end of the Japanese occupation, betrayed by a fellow soldier, brought insurmountable grief.  She would have preferred not knowing of his death or how the incident unfolded at the hands of his enemies.  She would rather remain oblivious to the whole tragedy.  She never heard of Tong again from that moment on.  He left with a life-threatening gunshot wound still lodged to his side, a warrant for his death sentence, and Salvacion never knew if he survived the whole ordeal.




Chapter 22

For several days, the family remained in the makeshift nipa hut.  All the other soldiers - those who remained to guard them - left to tend to their families and return to their civilian life. Salvacion asked all of them to leave and tend to their loved ones.  The two soldiers who left to find medicine never returned, and she was left wondering if they had been captured or killed by the enemy.  All the while, Fe and Roy ran errands to fetch water and barter for food with anyone close by.  They often traversed back and forth to the nearest river to fetch water and gather pineapples for the family.  
While Salvacion remained bedridden the two foraged for food for their younger siblings. Salvacion was unable to produce any sufficient breast milk for her newborn son. Instead, Fe and Roy fed him with pineapple juice they gathered from the surrounding farmlands.  The two often ventured out into the woods to gather coconuts, bananas, pineapples, and any food they could find, wrapping anything on their clothes, and worn-out baskets weaved in green coconut leaves.  At dawn, they headed out to a nearby river infested with leeches and crocodiles trudging carefully and hiking along the river’s edge to avoid the Japanese. 
During monsoon seasons, the water level arose ten to fifteen feet within a matter of minutes.  The two children relied on each other to avoid any accidents. Each time they crossed the river, they tied pieces of rope on their hips in case one of them could get swept off the river crowded with large boulders. Fe and Roy bravely ventured through the woods for the survival of the family.  They were the only two who were capable enough to gather food.  The two went out with utter hardihood under physical duress, out in the open risking life and limb to gather food to eat while their mother remained to care for the two girls and her baby. This continued for many days until the unexpected arrived. 
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On March 1945, the monsoon season subsided. The two men who were once missing had finally returned with medicine and food. They came at the hut and informed Salvacion that the Americans were on the verge of liberating the whole island.  They wanted to move her and the family back to Cagayan De Oro. Salvacion asked the men to take her and her family back to their home in Bukidnon. The men countered and vehemently protested, urging her to reconsider. They noted that it was unsafe to return to Bukidnon since pockets of Japanese units roamed the countryside. She insisted, and the men acquiesced.  Salvacion, almost at full strength, needed to retrieve the family heirloom and some money buried outside their home. When they arrived, they saw that the house had been completely burned to the ground.
Salvacion sobbed loudly when she saw the house; the Japanese burned it down after they abandoned the property.  There was nothing left; everything inside had been looted.  The only thing that remained were heaps of gray ashes and charcoal piled above the concrete cinderblocks.  Fe and Roy embraced her, but her loss was beyond consolation.  That night, they pitched a makeshift tent around the property.  Early the following morning, she asked the men to look for any food or ammunition they could find around the property while she retrieved the money Lucio left as a provision for her and the children; a set of priceless objects he buried behind the tree line.  The men were adamant to leave her without security, but she insisted and they finally obliged.  She told Fe to watch her siblings while she and Roy went on to retrieve the heirloom. She implored Roy to fetch a digging tool, Roy obliged and returned with a large silver cooking spoon and a small knife.  It took them several minutes before they found the location. On a tree there was a small initial that Lucio carved in Chinese. He carved this knowing that only his wife would recognize it.  The Japanese did not notice this during their stay, and the Filipinos could not read the Chinese handwriting.  The Chinese initials were the initials of their family last name Chiu. This was the sign that revealed the location where she would find the money he buried for them; a backup plan they could use in their time of need.
“Roy, help me dig,” she prodded.
Roy quietly started digging. After he had dug into a foot of dirt, he found a metal box.
“Ma, I think I hit something in the ground!”
“Here, hand me the tool and let me get the box.”
She dug around it before she finally took a hold of the handle. She noticed another box, a shorter, wider box hidden beneath the other. She knew the contents inside the boxes; the top box was an old, rusted ammunition canister.  The metal container was painted green, it was stamped with a black eagle was stamped on both sides. The smaller package was an antique
jewelry box wrapped in a newspaper.  
At the onset of the war, Lucio stored these boxes and buried them outside of the house in case they were robbed. He didn’t want them to be illegally confiscated by the enemy, and he couldn’t risk hauling it with the group in fear of losing it.  He buried it knowing that only He and his family could find it. The green canister contained money, while the jewelry box contained the family heirloom he inherited from his father and grandfather in China. His father gave it to him on his wedding day as it was customary in Chinese tradition.  When Salvacion opened the boxes, she noticed a small package wrapped inside an old newspaper at the bottom, stacked beneath the jewelry. The package was the money Lucio hid in case of an emergency.  It contained several hundred American dollars in smaller bills bound together with a rubber band. 
The newspaper was once a popular medium that Lucio ran as a chief editor in Mindanao. When Lucio graduated from University of the Philippines, he took a job offer as the deputy chief editor of the paper. He was offered the editor position when his predecessor retired. The article on the rugged paper was written by Lucio about the growing evangelical churches in Mindanao. Then she pulled the second box and untied the strings.  Underneath stacks of old wedding and family photos were jewelry and precious stones that Lucio inherited from his father. It was a family heirloom passed on for many generations through the Chiu bloodline.  After she pulled the money from the canister, she noticed a folded letter at the bottom. Lucio left this letter for his wife in case of his death or capture.  She took the boxes and returned to her children; she kept the letter on her pocket and hid the boxes inside the pillowcases.  Then she read her husband’s news editorial to her children, but she kept the letter to herself. 
That night, she read the letter quietly.  She never uttered a single word of it to her children. She read it to herself, repressing her emotions.  Although her heart was broken, and her soul lamenting, she was encouraged by what she read. She never revealed the contents of the letter to her children; it was an intimate farewell letter he wrote to comfort her.  She kept it to herself until her last days when she told her children that the letter was a ballad he wrote to her the first day they met. But she never revealed the details of the letter through her dying days.  The soldiers found a small nipa hut at a nearby farmland that they purchased for their stay. Salvacion gave some money to the men and for their families and instructed them to buy some food and medicine from the nearest barrio, a marketplace where people around the countryside routinely gathered to barter food, clothing, farm animals, and medical supplies. The men obliged and decided to visit the barrios nearby, but after several days the men never returned as expected.  Fearing their capture, Salvacion decided to send Fe and Roy to search for food and forage for any fruit they could find around the farm.  
The family stayed in the nipa hut outside of their compound near their home for several weeks. Salvacion decided to stay for several nights until was fully healed.  Then on a clear Sunday morning of dawn, six weeks after Lucio’s death, four men appeared along the tree line outside the hut. Fe quickly spotted the men and rushed back to her mother to give her the news.
“Ma! Ma! There are soldiers outside coming to our house?” she shouted, panic-stricken, waking everyone in the hut.
“Who?” she blurted, her face flustered with fear.
“They look like American soldiers. Two of them look like Filipinos!” she said. “They’re Americans…I think!”
Salvacion’s face immediately beamed with excitement. “Quick, help me up! Roy, help me up!”
“Mrs. Tio! Mrs. Tio!” yelled one of the Filipino men.
She noticed them coming up to the steps of the hut.  Poised, she slowly stood up and gathered herself.
One of the men looked up and saw her. “Are you Mrs. Tio?”
“Yes, I am Mrs. Tio.” She answered boisterously.
“We have come for you,” one of the men stated. “These two soldiers came with us to help you and your family evacuate to Cagayan De Oro.”
One of the American soldiers approached her. “Are you Mrs. Tio? I’m Gunnery Sergeant Acevedo, US Marines!”
“Yes, I am Salvacion Tio, wife of Lieutenant Lucio Tio.”
“We were assigned a special task by Colonel McClish to come and take you back to our base camp in Imbatog. We were informed by one of Lieutenant Tio’s men that you were here and you needed to be rescued. Corporal Craig and I will escort you and the men safely back to the base.”
“Thank you, Sir!” she said as she embraced the man with a hint of relief.
The men arrived with two female Karabaos, baskets of food, and some medicine.  Two of the men were regular Filipino soldiers who once served under Lucio’s command.  Since she wasn’t in good shape to walk, the men made a makeshift stretcher from blankets held together by bamboo trees tied vertically with straps of linens and belt buckles.  The men loaded Roy, Leah, Marion, and Junior into each of the baskets saddled in the backs of the Karabaos.  Fe walked with her worn-out sandals alongside one of the soldiers, who held her hand while Salvacion lay down on the stretcher throughout the whole trek.  Fe asked if she could ride the Karabao, but one of the soldiers guiding the animal refused, saying that the load would be too heavy.  He used his spare clean socks and gauze and wrapped it on her feet to keep her feet dry and clean. Fe endured through the trek with blisters on her feet.  Nevertheless, she remained resolute as she persisted through the agonizing walk. They gave Salvacion enough medicine and vitamins that restored her back to full health.




Chapter 23

Upon MacArthur’s return, Seyre road, a route that linked Davao city to Cagayan De Oro, which passed through Malaybalay City and Manolo Fortich - remained treacherous.  The American forces continued to push relentlessly against pockets of fierce Japanese resistance. The Japanese continued to fight savagely, inflicting tremendous casualties on the US forces while killing any civilians in their path.  Seyre Road was then called Highway 1.  It was heavily patrolled by the Japanese at night and came under constant attacks by American fighter planes, but the Americans kept pushing, clearing the roads as they forged through a gauntlet of brutal enemy attacks.  The group trekked during the night through the dense forest alongside the river heading northwest from Bukidnon to Imbatog - a small army base south of Cagayan De Oro. They moved at night and slept most of the day to avoid heat and exhaustion. The men knew that the Japanese often conducted night raids using the roads, moving men and materials to avoid aerial strafing by US fighter planes.  To avoid being detected by roving enemy soldiers, the group moved near the river parallel to the highway to evade capture and survive.  The men dug foxholes at dawn for the day while sentries posted watch over Salvacion and her children.  As they moved along the roadside, they heard spurts of gunshots from firefights happening around them.  The pungent odor of rotting human flesh and animal carcasses strung along the roadside was unavoidable.  The reeking burnt human flesh was almost unbearable; the odor could be felt for many miles.  Crows and vultures fed on the carcasses at night, and wild dogs roamed the roads by day, eating the rotting flesh of the dead.
At night, when the family settled in, they often prayed and sang hymns while the soldiers took turns watching over the family.  With enough food and nutrition, Salvacion’s improved, and this allowed them to move faster.  She tried breastfeeding, but Junior refused to latch on.  He was used to the bottle and the sweet taste of pineapple juice that he refused any milk for sustenance.	
Day after day, they traversed through thick jungles and crossed rivers with strong currents from the heavy rain.  On Thursday morning, four days after the initial rescue, as the group approached the outskirts of Malaybalay City, the family came under abrupt gunfire. Random gunshots whizzed over their heads, hitting the trees around them.  Luckily, no one in the group was hit.  The gunshots came from the top of the ridge, just behind the thickets. The loud muzzle bang echoed throughout the forest, making everyone frantic.  The two American soldiers immediately ducked for cover and hunkered down. Without hesitation, they took evasive maneuvers to rush the family into safety while the Filipino soldiers shielded Salvacion and her children from any incoming fire.  As the gunfire continued Gunnery Sergeant Acevedo noticed something distinct about the random firing - the distinct sound of an old bolt-action Springfield rifle, completely distinct from a Japanese rifle.  He noticed several Filipino guerrillas unwittingly firing at them.  Acevedo quickly ran toward the front of the firing line, braving hails of bullets that zinged past him.
“Don’t shoot…Cease fire! Cease fire!” When he couldn’t get their attention due to the confusion, he threw up his arms and once again yelled out to the unsuspecting Filipinos. “Cease fire, dammit!” When no one listened, he shouted again. “Cease fire! Cease fire! Cease fire! We’re friendlies! Dammit! Cease fire! We’re friendlies!”
When the firing ceased, the guerrillas yelled to each other to stop firing. Altogether, there were at least ten Filipino guerrillas who stood up to see who it was they were carelessly shooting at the bottom of the ridge. Due to the confusion, one of animals carrying the load had been shot several times.  The karabao fell in front of the children and died slowly, several bullets had gone through the baskets the animal had drawn.  Luckily the basket was empty. During the gunfire Filipino soldiers were quick to respond and moved the children from the back of the
Karabao into the ground behind the trees. Gunny Acevedo, along with Corporal Craig, came up to the guerrillas. The two Filipino soldiers were quite relieved at the sight of the guerrillas.
“It’s okay! They’re Filipinos!” one of the soldiers yelled out.  
Amazingly, the four children kept quiet throughout the loud gunfire. Salvacion was carrying Junior, who was crying incessantly, albeit faintly. She then instructed Fe to tend to her
younger siblings. Sergeant Acevedo returned just then, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Stupid chipmunks!” he muttered, looking at Corporal
Craig grinned with amazement. “Good thing they were not US Marines.  We’d be dead by now!”
The Filipino soldiers got up and walked up to the guerrillas, waving toward them. They seemed embarrassed for the mishap that could have caused serious fatalities.  They approached
Salvacion and the soldiers; their old, improvised rifles slung over their shoulders.  They huddled with the men and discussed among themselves the events unfolding from the information they gathered from the guerrilla fighters. They weighed their options whether to stay and fight and protect the flank of the American forces or flee and fulfill their mission. The Filipinos protested to Sergeant Acevedo’s decision, but needless to say, they followed his orders.
Corporal Craig approached Salvacion to give her the news.  “Mrs. Tio. I have something important to tell you.”
She nodded in reply.
“We have been informed that the Japanese soldiers have been driven from Cagayan De Oro.”
Salvacion was amazed, this was the good news that she had been longing to hear for so many years. “Then what is the problem? We should be able to head to Cagayan De Oro safely.”
“Ma’am, unfortunately, the Japanese are being driven from Davao, Zamboanga, and Cagayan De Oro, and they have consolidated and regrouped in Bukidnon to mount a fierce resistance. Further on, these guerrilla fighters were sent to recon the area around Malaybalay and Valencia City. Right now, the roads from Davao to Cagayan, including in Malaybalay and Manolo Fortich, is still controlled by the Japanese.  This would make our travel more dangerous.”
“Well, I’m confident that you and Sergeant Acevedo will help us get back,” she insisted.
“Ma’am, Sergeant Acevedo asked us to join with the group to protect Malaybalay. Whatever is left of the Filipino contingency here needs our help and Sergeant Acevedo’s leadership.”
Salvacion was indignant. “I thought that your orders were to bring us back?”
“Ma’am, our orders were to get you back to base at Imbatog, but we can’t make it there since the Japanese have retreated in between us and the base. We have no choice but to stay here.”
With this news, she proceeded to talk to Sergeant Acevedo.  “Sir, I was told that you would be staying here to help the men fight against incoming Japanese?”
“Mrs. Tio, we cannot go any farther. If we move forward, I am certain that we will get caught by the Nips!” he said adamantly.  
“We don’t have a choice.  You can stay here with us, but you are not in a condition to stay with your children when they start shelling us with mortars.  You don’t want to be around when
bullets start whizzing by.  You must go and protect your family.  The men and I will have to stay with these men if they are to stand a chance to fight.”
Corporal Craig knew that this would endanger her family.  He spoke briefly with Acevedo and received a nod of approval.  He needed to reassure Salvacion. “Mrs. Tio, there is a small village northeast of us, not far from here. I will take you there, and you must stay there until we come back for you. That is better than sending you away.”
Corporal Craig and another Filipino soldier escorted Salvacion and her family out to safety to a small village fifteen kilometers southeast of Manolo Fortich. The soldier took them there to hide them from the Japanese.  
The village had been abandoned by its inhabitants. The nipa huts were very small, which indicated that the village used to be occupied by the indigenous natives called Bagobos. The Bagobos often lived in isolation in the mountain regions of Mindanao. They lived within tight knit clans often intermarrying within their own kin. They spoke a  different dialect embedded within a distinct cultural and social practice. These natives rarely interacted with the general population. Filipinos called them pygmies. These dark-skinned natives, also known as Igorots, were short in stature compared to a typical Filipino. A full grown pygmy was typically three and a half feet tall.  They wore little or no clothing and worked as farmers for many generations.  The soldiers felt that this village would be a safe haven for Salvacion and her children as the pygmies were typically shy and timid but friendly and accommodating to any visitors.  As the war dragged on, the pygmies fled to isolated mountainous areas to hide from the Japanese. The family remained in this abandoned village for over a week it was safe to venture out and resume their travel.  
Within a week during their stay, a firefight erupted at the outskirts of Malaybalay, when a retreating Japanese company stumbled upon a contingency of Filipino guerrillas and two American soldiers.  The firefight continued until the dark of night, with brutal hand-to-hand combat as the Japanese overran the ambush with sheer, overwhelming numbers.  They were not about to be stopped by a small band of guerrillas.  Sergeant Acevedo and Corporal Craig died when they were hit by a mortal shell.  One of the Filipino soldiers survived and returned bearing the news of their demise.   The rest of the group either scattered about or were killed.  It was clear that the futile attempt to halt the enemy advance had failed - leading to their demise.  The remaining survivor who returned suffered from a gunshot wound to his side. There was no cure or means to save his life as he slowly succumbed to his wound.  He slowly fell asleep and died on her arms shortly thereafter.
Salvacion was left on her own with five children, including a newborn baby who still lacked sufficient nutrients to survive such an ordeal.   The children were very frail and exhausted; Fe and Roy suffered from minor sunburns, and the baby was sickly and lethargic. She had no choice but to move forward.  In the aftermath of the firefight, she decided to take the children and head north to Manolo Fortich to reunite with her parents, who lived there throughout the war.  Salvacion headed north, following the river. She figured that it was easier to travel and follow the river that would take them to Imbatog and then to Manolo Fortich.  As she prepared to leave, a couple of Bagobos arrived shortly thereafter towing food and a skinny heifer.  Salvacion bartered some of her husband’s clothes with the man to take her and her family down the mountains into the closest village. She also bartered some medicine for food; primarily cow’s milk and vegetables.  The man spoke a different dialect and could not understand the Cebuano dialect spoken in Mindanao, which made it more difficult to communicate.  
Since the pygmies were detached from mainstream communities, they lived within tight knit clans often intermarrying within their own kin.  They spoke a separate dialect embedded within their distinct cultural practice.  Salvacion approached one of the men and spoke to him, using simple gestures.  She pointed her finger to the spare clothes that belonged to her late husband and indicated that she wanted to barter with the man to help her carry her children and their belongings.  The man agreed to help her in exchange for several items of clothing that she could offer.  The brown heifer towed a wooden cart made of bamboo planks approximately four feet wide and five feet long. Both wheels were made of flat coconut wood pieced together in an imperfect round shape and several planks of bamboo fenced the three sides.  The cart was crudely built, but it was sturdy and large enough to carry the children.  Salvacion grinned several times when she saw the man put on her husband’s shirts, which covered the man from head to toe. She loaded Junior, Marion, Leah, and a box full of family heirloom on the cart as she held on to Roy and Fe. Once they had descended to the nearest river, she offered to purchase the cart from the man, and the man obliged.
She decided not to enter Malaybalay since there were rumors that some Japanese soldiers had barricaded themselves inside the city, killing any civilians indiscriminately.  She came across fleeing civilians, who told her that the roads were being patrolled by the Japanese and that mass killings occurred daily. But Salvacion had no choice. She had to veer off the roads and avoid cities and towns, unless the town was liberated by the Americans. She stuck to her initial plan to follow the river and headed north.




Chapter 24

Several days had passed since the Tio’s left the small village.  For days, the family trekked through the forest, foraging and scavenging for food. It was on a Tuesday morning, three days after the firefight, when they came across a narrow bridge. The bridge would allow them to cross into the western region of Bukidnon, closer to Cagayan De Oro. 
That day, heavy torrential rain flooded the river for several days.  The water level rose high, flooding the makeshift bridge, which had been hastily made up of four flat coconut beams closely juxtaposed and held together by worn-out ropes and rusted nails.  Salvacion had no choice but to cross since wading in the water would deem treacherous.  This bridge was the only one that remained intact.  The closest one could be miles away, and Salvacion couldn’t take further risk traversing through the riverbanks looking for another, more secure bridge to cross.  She noticed several people crossing, braving the strong current under a tumultuous storm.  She placed Marion and the baby on the makeshift cart along with several boxes wrapped inside the pillowcases, and then she covered the cart with woven coconut leaves.  Fe held on to her sister Leah while Roy helped Salvacion pull the cart across the bridge. Roy held on to a small piece of rope tied to the cart as Salvacion pushed it forward. Fe and Leah held on to her skirt as they began crossing the bridge.  
When they reached the middle, the planks began to creak louder.  Salvacion heard the unexpected sounds and started to push harder. She noticed that the current was breaking the bridge apart, and in a matter of minutes, the inevitable destruction will come - causing their demise.  “Ma, the bridge is going to break!” Fe yelled out in distress.  Salvacion did her best to defuse the tense situation.  She remained calm and steadfast to ease her children’s fear. “Let’s keep moving! Walk faster so we can reach the other side.”
The old, decrepit planks slowly bent at the middle of the bridge. Soon it shook under the force of the river current as water rushed down beneath their feet.  The family was caught in a precarious place, stuck in the weakest part of the bridge facing the brunt of nature’s cast.  As they moved, the bridge began to split in half.  The sturdy planks began to give way to the rising current. Without warning, the rushing water dislodged the wooden rail, washing off one off the only plank that stood between the children and the unrelenting current. There was no rail except for a thin piece of rope tied to a tree across the river.  Salvacion’s small, skinny frame could barely push the cart faster, but she pushed through, forcing herself and refusing to look back. There was no time now.  The bridge was about to collapse at any moment.  She could not go back since Fe and the other children were now halfway through.  She knew that if they went back, they might never be able to cross the bridge for several more days.  She prayed as she moved closer to the other side. For several minutes, they all held on to the rope as she calmly assured the children, encouraging them to pray and move quickly.
When they finally reached the end of the bridge, a large tree branch fell on the other side behind them, severing the rope tied to each end and blocking the way back, causing the bridge break at the seams. Salvacion held on and pushed the cart through as Roy pulled harder uphill.  Fe and Leah helped push the cart, and once they reached high ground, they quickly ran up to the ridge to avoid falling over the slippery, muddy edge. It had taken Salvacion and the children over three minutes to cross a twenty-foot-long bridge.  She immediately took the children over to safer ground, and she knelt down and cried, thanking God for surviving such a harrowing moment.
“Children, let’s kneel down and pray and thank the Lord that he saved us from drowning.”
When they finished praying, the bridged collapsed under the weight of a forceful current rushing through. Salvacion and the rest of the children remained quiet stunned to see the bridge washed away in pieces, its debris floating along the water.
Later that night, the family came across a small village.  The villagers accommodated them, and she was able to purchase some food with the money she had.  The village was also a weekend barrio, an ideal place to swap information on news of the ongoing war.  The village ballooned during weekends, as people from surrounding villages converged regularly to barter goods.  The family arrived at the market on a dreary, Friday night, and Salvacion paid the owner of a hut to let them stay and rest for the night.  It was late April when she and her children briefly settled at this small village.  
The following morning brought with it a rare foggy, warm, sunny day that broke the incessant monsoon rain.  People throughout the surrounding areas brought their livestock, clothing, medicine, and food to barter or sell. The family enjoyed a brief respite and relief from the food and the medicine the local villagers sold them. When Salvacion arose early that Saturday morning, she noticed Fe kneeling down, gazing at the window, her eyes fixed on the dark corner of the lintel. She approached her daughter cautiously curious to know she was looking at.  When she came closer, she noticed a huge spider spinning its web where the sun’s rays permeated under the small crevice of the window; its spindle glistened in silver from the ray of light penetrating through.
“Ma!” Fe whispered. “Look! It’s Papa!" She smiled from ear to ear.
Salvacion looked and saw a large spider tirelessly spinning its web, but she could not see what her daughter saw. 
“Where?” she asked her gently.
“There! On the web. It’s Papa. He’s smiling at us!” Fe whispered in amazement.
Salvacion was taken aback, unable to comprehend her daughter’s vision. She couldn’t see what her daughter was seeing, but she could not deny the joy and amazement she saw in her eyes.
“Do you see it?” she asked. “He’s smiling!”
“No, I don’t. I’m sorry,” she answered calmly, a bit surprised.
“But tell Papa that we miss him and we love him dearly.” 
Salvacion could not comprehend this supernatural occurrence, but she could not deny the love and innocence she saw in her daughter’s eyes, perhaps this was a sign from her husband spoken through her daughter.  She started to believe that God was looking out for them, seeing them through these difficult times.  She smiled at Fe and instructed her to watch over her baby brother while she left for the marketplace.
Salvacion noticed that people had converged from the surrounding villages nearby. Many had brought their livestock and poultry. Others brought bags of rice, fruits, and vegetables while few brought clothing and medicine.  These townsfolk came primarily to mingle, barter and trade. Salvacion brought some money to purchase necessities for her children, primarily food and medicine for the baby. Here, she learned that the American forces had liberated the Philippines, that Cagayan De Oro had been liberated from the Japanese forces - who gradually surrendered – although some of them had continued to fight on, waiting for rescue. She also learned of the heinous acts committed by the Japanese who went on murderous rampage killing innocent civilians who supported the cause. There were pockets of Japanese soldiers who stubbornly refused to surrender due their deep seated hatred for the Filipinos and disdain for Americans.
That afternoon, people flooded the small marketplace.  There was a feeling of relief, a sense of hope and adulation, that the end of the war was near and the Japanese are losing and in full retreat.  But rumors swirled that pockets of Japanese resistance were still roaming around the jungles, many of whom had fled and hid in the mountains.
As the midmorning sun appeared, people arrived and flooded the marketplace, hoping to barter every item they brought.  Salvacion was busy buying food, medicine, and other necessities such as candles and blankets. She came and went back and forth to the hut to bring more food and to tend to the children.  At sundown, as she approached the edge of the village, she heard faint cries of people attempting to flee the marketplace.  The screams grew louder within every second.  She grew anxious to hear all the hubbub, the shrieking noise was intense; people crying hysterically screaming for help. Concerned for her children’s safety, fearing the worst, she decided to return to her children and flee.  
All of a sudden, gunshots went off; people scrambling in every direction to find a way to escape while some frantically searched for a place to hide. She quickly ran back to her children, and that was when she noticed that a group of Japanese soldiers, numbering around twenty-five, had surrounded the village and entered the marketplace, indiscriminately shooting any civilians within sight as people ran amok desperately seeking for cover.  They shot anyone moving within their sights.  The whole village was in complete pandemonium and the marketplace was in total disarray. Bullets whizzed by Salvacion as she ran back to her children. When she arrived at the hut, she noticed that the children were hunkered down on the floor stunned and amazed to see her.  Marion and Leah were crying hysterically while Roy kept calm, tightly holding on to his sisters.  Fe appeared shocked but held on to Junior, who was crying with a faint, weak voice.  Salvacion huddled with her children in great distress as she tightly held on to them praying and whispering bible verses, hoping for the soldiers to pass by.
“Roy, go shut the door! Fe, take your sisters and Junior to the back and hide.”
They hid at the other end of the hut, away from the door, on the adjacent room, waiting for the Japanese to pass by.  As they huddled and prayed, she heard several Japanese soldiers shouting, shooting their rifles in every direction.  As they waited quietly, Salvacion noticed someone appeared on the front door with a dark shadow seeping through the crevice.  Suddenly, the door was kicked open. The force of the impact knocked the door off of its hinges.  Three Japanese soldiers stood outside, holding their rifles, which had eighteen-inch bayonets mounted at the barrel.  They barged in and searched the entire house, kicking and stabbing any suspicious-looking object.  Then they finally came to Salvacion and the children. They screamed at her and the children, looking for a reason to kill them.  Salvacion took Fe and started kneeling and praying in front of the two men.  
Two of the soldiers pointed their rifles at her and her daughter; the tip of their bayonets barely touching their forehead.  The other soldier continued to search the entire hut.  They searched for food and anything that might be useful or edible. They seemed agitated, talking amongst themselves. They appeared exhausted, and their light-brown khakis were worn out; their eyes revealed a hint of despair. They continued to hurl insults at Salvacion and her children in Japanese in broken English as she continued to beg for her life and her family’s.  This went on for several minutes.  One of the soldiers cocked and bolted his rifle and aimed the muzzle directly at Salvacion’s forehead.  He was bent on shooting her and the children.  He waited for the other to act and execute the children.  Suddenly, one of the soldiers searching the hut called out to them.  Sensing that their comrade might have found something, both soldiers went over to him to check the items that he accidentally found.  Salvacion glanced around to hear the chatter; they seemed excited and amazed at what they uncovered.  They were so excited that they started laughing, congratulating one another.  The soldier who searched the rooms found the two boxes that Salvacion hid inside the pillowcases.  As he was searching the hut, he stabbed the pillowcase with his bayonet, and he felt a hard wooden material inside the pillow, and then he ripped it open, and found Lucio’s Chinese family heirloom.  As he sifted through the jewelry, he called out the other men. 
When they opened the boxes, they were stunned to see rare Chinese jewelry: priceless rubies, pearls, and diamonds.  They ignored Salvacion and left the hut without harming the family. Panic-stricken, Salvacion and her children continued to beg for mercy crying and praying in English, begging the men to spare their lives.  She received no response.  She could hear the children crying, but the men were quiet.  Curious, she slowly opened her eyes and looked up. Then she breathed a long sigh of relief when she noticed that the men were gone.  She was relieved to see the children unharmed. After a brief moment, Salvacion slowly glanced around, fearful of the soldiers’ return.  They left as swiftly as they came. Fe and the children quietly huddled together while Junior continued to cry.  Salvacion took the baby into her arms and instructed the children to start packing.
“Fe, help me with your sisters!”
“Roy, help me gather all our belongings so we can leave.”
As they gathered together, she noticed that Roy was missing.
“Roy? We need to go!” she cried out. “Roy! Where are you?  We need to go!” She looked around the hut. “Fe, where is your brother?”
“I don’t know, Mama.”
“Quick, we need to look for him. Maybe the Japanese soldiers took him.” She urged Fe to stay with her siblings while she searched for Roy.
“Roy! Roy!” she called out, but Roy never responded. “Roy! We need to go!” She began to panic, fearing that the soldiers might have taken him. She went out of the hut to search for her missing son for several minutes. The village was eerily silent. She could smell gunpowder and burned flesh. Several huts were burning, and people were crying out for help while others wailed in pain.  
There were several survivors lying on the dirt on the main road; they survived by pretending to be dead, as the Japanese soldiers stabbed any survivors they found.  Only she and her family were left unharmed.  The village was littered with the dead and the injured; few remained alive, clinging to life and hoping for rescue.  She saw women and children lying on the ground, dying from their bullet and stab wounds. Those who hid and survived searched for their loved ones among the dead. Salvacion had no time to attend to the other victims.  She continued her search, desperately looking for her missing son.
After an hour of searching, she did not find Roy.  She temporarily abandoned her search and tended to the rest of her children. She decided to leave the village in case the Japanese returned. She took her children and dug a foxhole outside the village in a densely wooded area near the river to hide and wait for Roy’s return. She grew anxious as minutes turned to hours and hours turned to days. She hung on to the hope that her son would return safe and unharmed. She continued to pray each hour, asking for God’s providence.  As time passed, she resigned to the notion that the Japanese may have taken her son away.  The thought of losing her son after she had just lost her husband was almost unbearable.




Chapter 25

Salvacion took what she could find soon after she left the village.  She brought the children just outside the village and settled in a large foxhole near the river.  She needed to wait and see if her son would return often revisiting the village to look for him. She entrusted Fe to care for the other children upon her absence.  She would leave for an hour and return with little food she could gather.  She fed the children small amounts of fruits and fresh vegetables essential for their nourishment.  She wasn’t able to fish for food since she had to tend to her youngest child, nor did she possess the skills to catch fish. She constantly fed her baby with pineapple and coconut juice from a wooden colander. 
The baby never latched on to his mother for breast milk and his growth was stunted.  The children suffered from minor malnutrition due to lack of proteins and carbohydrates. Both Marion and Leah lost tremendous weight, but Fe suffered the most.  She was severely underweight, weighting at forty pounds at the age of nine. She suffered weight loss due to continuous work tending to her siblings and helping her mother feed the baby barely sleeping through the night keeping watch as her mother slept. Salvacion gave what she could, rationing food for the children. Sometimes she refrained from eating to ensure that the children were fed. Fortunately, the children were not affected by any serious ailments while many people suffered from common waterborne diseases such as cholera and dysentery.  Salvacion boiled any water and food she gathered. She kept the children clean and isolated to avoid any infectious diseases that ravaged many villages throughout the countryside.  Medical supplies were scarce and slow to arrive in the major cities due to poorly built roads and infrastructures.  Until she could find help or barter for food, Salvation knew that keeping the children away from any serious ailments was a priority.  Any contracted diseases could devastate the whole family.
Salvacion and her children remained in the foxhole for three days hoping and waiting for Roy’s return. She never lost hope, but as days passed, she began to wonder if her son would be found, or worse, that he was abducted by the Japanese. On the third day, before dusk, she took the children down to the river on the wide shoal over the embankment to fetch water.  
As the sun began to set, the sunset beamed brightly over the rising shadows revealing the rocks under the shallow water. Fe was fetching a bale of water when she noticed a skull slowly drifting near the edge of the river.  The glare of the orange sun peering through the lavender sky illuminated the skull under the luminous water flowing smoothly over it. Salvacion squatted on the far side of the river, dipping a wooden cauldron to scoop water. She glanced around to check on her children when she noticed Fe bending down, unmoved, and curiously fixated on an object under the flowing current. The radiance on her face reflecting from the sun’s fading light revealed such unfettered tranquility. She heard her daughter whispering a few words at an object. She calmly approached Fe at the edge of the river, curious to see what her daughter found. “Fe, what are you staring at? And who are you talking to?” she calmly asked.
“Ma! Do you see Papa? He’s smiling at me!” she exclaimed.
The jovial look on her face convinced her mother that God might have revealed this spiritual manifestation to her daughter.
She paused briefly and came up right next to Fe and embraced her. She looked and saw the skull floating gracefully under the gentle, weaving crystalline water.
“Pa, we’re okay now,” Salvacion calmly said. “Go, rest in peace. The children and I will be fine. God will take care of us,” she added with a slight grin, her eyes growing misty as she slowly embraced her daughter, smiling at the skull.
“Ma, did you see Papa?” she asked.
Salvacion hesitated and smiled gently, assuring her daughter that all would be well. Yet she remained cautious and worried of her son’s whereabouts. As they walked toward the edge of the embankment, she noticed a figure kneeling down, bending at the edge of the river to drink.  The figure of a young boy appeared as they drew closer.  He remained oblivious, unaware of their presence nearby.  She slowly drew closer and recognized him.
“Roy! Roy!” Salvacion shouted with excitement as she rushed to her son. She embraced him tightly.
“Roy! Thank god you’re okay!” she exclaimed, her face glowed and her eyes were glassy. 
“Are you okay?” she asked as she probed and felt his arms, chest, and legs for any signs of injury.  
She did not see any bruises or wounds, although she did notice several minor scuff marks on his hands, arms, and inner thigh.  Roy appeared exhausted and frail. It had been three days since he had sneaked out of the house.
“Roy! Where have you gone? We looked all over for you. Did the Japanese soldiers take you?” Salvacion calmly asked him, hiding her anxiety.
“No, Mama. I ran away and hid at the tree.” Roy replied anxiously.  He was panting heavily, his voice raspy due to the dryness of his throat.  He could sense that his mother was upset and began to console her.
“its okay, Ma. The Japanese never caught me.” He smiled.
“Why did you leave us?” she asked.
“I ran away when the Japanese came into our hut,” he replied in with a defiant tone.
She couldn’t help but ask him in order to understand why he ran away and know where he ran off to. “Where did you go?”
“I ran as fast as I could, and when I couldn’t run, I climbed the tallest tree.”
“Where?” she asked again.
“Outside the village.” Roy replied nonchalantly.  He recently turned eight when this harrowing ordeal occurred.  Salvacion was relieved to see her son; that God answered her prayer. Yet she was extremely perturbed of Roy’s actions.  
That night, Salvacion took her family north to Manolo Fortich to reunite with her parents. They forged ahead along the river to ensure that they would not get lost and wind up getting caught by the Japanese. Salvacion was even more determined to survive a dreadful ordeal beset upon her and her family.  As they camped, Roy appeared distraught, distant, and shocked.  He remained quiet throughout the night. She felt that her son might have gone through a very traumatic experience being alone. She calmly embraced him to comfort him and reassure him with her presence, but he was distant and refused to be consoled.
“Roy, I’m thankful that God looked out for you. You are going to be okay,” she said softly. “Would you like to tell me what happened?”
Roy hesitated.
“You can tell me.”
With his head down, Roy slowly looked up at her.  “I’m sorry that I ran away,” he said timidly. “I saw Japanese soldiers coming down the mountain, and I was afraid that I would get caught, so I hid up at the top of the tree.” He paused.
“I thought they would come back. I got thirsty and ran to the river to drink.”
Salvacion sobbed quietly, her eyes grew hazy as she embraced her son tightly.
“I thought that you were dead, Mama! He whispered as she continued to sob quietly.”
Her son’s return strengthened her faith. She grew bolder as days passed. The war was coming to an end, and her hopes began to grow. She and her children were now on their own, but she was confident that they would reach Manolo Fortich safely.




Chapter 26

The following day, the family safely reached the outskirts of Malaybalay, a town west of Bukidnon.  They traversed through the treacherous rivers and highway 1 braving the unpredictable.  Now that the Japanese had been defeated, the roads were finally cleared of enemy incursions, but pockets of Japanese fighters stubbornly resisted against the US forces and the local populace as they retreated deeper into the jungles of Bukidnon.  They continuously harassed the locals, often conducting night raids until they were completely subdued in May 1945. Even after the war, several groups of Japanese soldiers refused to surrender and chose to live within the jungles, stealing, kidnapping and murdering innocent civilians.  Salvacion knew that she was running out of money.  Food remained scarce as relief poured in slowly from the coastal cities. Still, few isolated towns and villages throughout Mindanao remained under siege by bands of roaming Japanese fighters; this conflict continued throughout MacArthur’s campaign to retake the island nation.
The Americans were determined to take control of the island, but due to the harsh weather and the difficult mountainous terrain, complete control of Mindanao proved to be a grueling and daunting undertaking.  Seyre Road, which would take them to Manolo Fortich was unpredictable, chaotic and fraught with danger. The family took shelter in makeshift tents that Salvacion purchased from the marketplace.  
They got up early at sunrise and kept moving until sundown, following the river upstream heading north.  There were days when gunshots and firefights erupted between the American and the Japanese forces. The US forces were well equipped, highly motivated, and aggressive, while the Japanese forces launched futile, suicidal attacks against the Americans, screaming “Bonsai” upon their assault and suffering massive casualties in the process.  The Japanese forces were completely isolated and desperate; morale sank as thousands surrendered.  Despite this, many refused to surrender and died fighting against the Americans.  The Americans applied overwhelming firepower, both from sea and air, which obliterated any Japanese resistance in land, in the skies, and at sea.  
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The Japanese air force was almost nonexistent due to attrition; they simply lacked the raw materials and manpower necessary to replace experienced pilots.  General Yamashita’s forces were almost completely annihilated in Mindanao, with only a few remaining who refused to surrender.  Many died from starvation while some committed suicide.  
After several days of traversing through the mountains and the jungles, Salvacion came across a village in a mountainous region of Bukidnon near the border of Lanao Del Sur province, a province predominantly occupied by the Moros.  The village possessed a gloomy atmosphere. The foggy air carried with it the gross stench of rotting carcasses. When they arrived that night, Salvacion sensed something amiss inside the village - which appeared eerie and morose.  The obnoxious sound of the wild drowned the peaceful night; the sounds of monkeys screeching, owls hooting, and crickets chirping dominated the scene.  No one greeted them upon their arrival.  The village was completely abandoned.  There were no lights, no kerosene lamps, or people mingling. The only light that illuminated the dark of night was small kerosene lamp that Salvacion placed on the hood of the cart.  The light was enough for her to see the path but not enough to see the surrounding area.
Salvacion, sensing that the Japanese might have driven the villagers away, decided to camp outside the village, away from any potential danger.  Darkness blanketed the night sky as they walked through. Surrounded by mountains and tall trees, the area was so dark that they could barely see anything in front of them. They held on to one another’s hands as Salvacion guided them through the muddy path. The mountains and the trees surrounding the village dissipated any illumination from the moonlit night.  They felt the ground - it was wet and cold – the mud was slippery and their ankles sank into the muddy ground each step they made.  It rained the previous day, but the ground seemed extremely wet, unusual for a terrain located within a mountainous region.  They couldn’t recognize the squishy feeling in their feet as they carefully trudged through the main path. Salvacion continued to push the cart through, often hitting bumps on the path. Junior, Marion, and Leah rode on the cart while Fe and Roy held on to the hem of their mother’s worn-out skirt.  
They settled and pitched camp outside of the village beyond the tree lines. The following day, she and her children awoke to the sound of warplanes hovering over them as bombs exploded from the nearby towns. The American fighter planes swooned and strafed the retreating Japanese forces along the roads, dropping bombs as they dove. The explosions shook the ground where they slept, alarming them from the shrieking noise in the air. When they looked down, their eyes widened, their feet were covered with blood, and the stains reached up to their ankles. They were surprised to find that they had stepped on the dead bodies of the local villagers. It was now apparent that the whole village had been massacred prior to their arrival.  Salvacion reacted instinctively and her children to stay put and pack up.
“Fe, Roy, stay here and pack up our things. Do not go anywhere until I return. If I do not return, head to the nearest road and ask other Filipinos to help you get to your grandparents in Manolo Fortich,” she sternly said as Fe looked in shock at the blood on her feet.
Salvacion returned to the village to search for any survivors, to see if there were any children that she may be able to save.  She saw dead bodies strung out throughout the village—men, women, and children littered the whole area.  There were pets that roamed the streets licking the blood of the dead; the rotting flesh eaten by worms, vultures feasting on human flesh and wild boars tearing through the skin of the dead.  The massacre took place the previous day before they arrived.  There were no survivors. Salvacion decided to leave immediately because of the rancid stench. She returned to her children and found Fe and Roy washing off the blood from their ankles with damp cloth. Salvacion gathered herself, not giving any hint of panic or worry. She quickly packed their belongings and swiftly led the children away from the village.  She forged ahead and took her children east, closer to Seyre Road, avoiding any villages nearby.  She often tried to nurse her four-month-old baby along the way, only to be rejected, while Roy and Fe pushed the cart as they made their way to Manolo Fortich.
When they came to Seyre Road, they were met by other travelers. The road appeared safe. People walked on carrying some of their belongings and heading up to Cagayan De Oro. Fe noticed other people around them were walking empty-handed except for the clothes they wore. There were many families forging on, heading in the same direction. She saw people walking barefoot, haggard and exhausted, their frail bodies sweating from the tropical heat under the blistering mid-day sun.  There were elderly people who fell by the wayside and died from heat and exhaustion.  Other people hitched a ride on the back of a Karabao hauling five to six people for miles. There were no automobiles in sight, just people pushing their carts and water buffalos pulling carts overloaded with people seeking shelter, searching for hope.
The family arrived at Manolo Fortich on late April 1945.  The city had recently been liberated from the Japanese several weeks before, and was considered safe, but martial law was still in place to prevent any disorder and potential enemy incursions.  When they arrived, they found a vibrant city occupied by people rejoicing at the sight of American soldiers handing out candies to children as they marched on both sides of the road, heading south to push the Japanese to surrender.  
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The Japanese forces were being squeezed from the south at Davao, and they were retreating from the north at Cagayan De Oro.  They were being squeezed from the east and the west, between Zamboanga and Cotabato City. Many of them fled to the mountains of Bukidnon, harassing the local populace along the way, clinging on to false hope. 
When Salvacion and the children arrived at her parents’ home, there was no one around except for her cousins.  They remained to tend and protect the property from any looting bandits.  One of her cousins came out and greeted her with enthusiasm, excited to see her and her family. But she also seemed hesitant to give her the news about her parents. Her cousin, who had grown up with her, embraced her.
“Salvacion! It is good to see you. You are alive and well…with a newborn baby!”
“I’m so glad that you are doing well, Isabella,” Salvacion replied.
“Where is your husband?”
Salvacion paused for a brief moment. “He died at the hands of the Japanese two months ago.”  Isabella paused, stunned to hear of Lucio’s death. “I am saddened of your husband’s death. He was a good man who was loved by many and admired by those who knew him.”
“Isabella…where are my parents?” Salvacion asked.
Isabella couldn’t summon the words to inform Salvacion of the sad news. She looked Salvacion straight in the eyes. “I’m sorry, but your…” She paused for a moment. “Your parents…they died a few weeks ago.”
Salvacion was stunned, taken aback by the news.  She appeared confused as anxiety set in. Quietly, she began to sob, tears rolling down at the side of her face. “My parents are dead?” Isabella nodded in silence. She couldn’t bear the thought of giving her the news of the death of her loved ones.
“But…how?” She was enraged, her face revealed a sullen look.
“They died from dysentery. Your father and your mother were sick for many days, and we didn’t have enough medicine to help them. They sent for you, but we couldn’t find you in Bukidnon or Cagayan.”
Salvacion was in complete shock.  She took a step back and refused to be consoled.  She hastily walked away and returned to her children.  She felt alone, abandoned, and betrayed.  She had lost her husband in the war when the Japanese took him from her and his family.  Now it was her parents who were taken away from her during her absence.  She felt the weight of guilt for their plight, but most of all, she felt that God had abandoned her for allowing such unbearable heartache and tremendous suffering.  And now, she found no one to aid her.  The news broke her heart and crushed her spirit. She grieved for the death of her husband, feared for the safety of her children, and angry over the loss of her parents.  She was destitute, abandoned by those she loved.  She carried a heavy burden to care for the young children and she couldn’t bear the thought of losing them.  The war had taken away the people who took care of her, and she couldn’t understand how God would allow such horrible calamity to arrive at such a tumultuous time.
That night, she took her children to her parent’s home.  The emptiness and the nostalgic feeling flooded by childhood memories had merged with reality, looping every emotion that she must endure in a surreal atmosphere.  The house was empty temporarily occupied and barely recognize by her children. The following day, she visited their grave to mourn their death. She kneeled in front of their gravestones, quietly praying, asking God how and why he would allow such dreadful loss, but she could not bear the thought of abandoning her faith.  It was the only thing that kept her sane. She believed that God, despite the loss of her loved ones, was the only one who could comfort her, that he was the only one who kept them alive.  And despite her resentment, she reluctantly sang hymns with her children at night and prayed with them, often reciting Bible verses from Psalms. But it was the verses on Psalm 13 bookmarked inside her husband’s Bible that epitomized her pain.  The verses spoke to her. They didn’t comfort her, but they were exactly what she needed to move forward. She had no choice but to survive for the sake of her children. That night, Fe consoled her, she gently embraced her to ease her troubled soul.
“Ma, I’m sorry for Lolo and Lola,” Fe lamented.  She understood the gravity of her mother’s loss. She felt the burden of tending for her younger siblings during her mother’s grief.  She felt her brokenness, and she understood her plight.
The following week, Salvacion took her children and headed west to Cagayan De Oro. They packed everything they could in the makeshift cart. Fe, curious to know why they were instructed to pack up their things, asked her mother, “Ma, are we going to stay here?”
“No, Fe, we have to head back to Cagayan.”
“But we have a place to stay,” she protested.
“No, Fe, Papa has several houses in Cagayan. We need to move there. There is nothing here for us. We must keep moving.  Do you remember the house that your papa built for you after you were born?”
“No. Does Papa have a house there?”
“Yes, all of you have a house there except for your baby brother Junior. He never got the chance to have one built for him,”
Salvacion answered. “You, Roy, Leah, and Marion have a house built for you in Cagayan De Oro. They were built side by side.  By far, your house was the first and the biggest your father has ever built,” she added with a delightful smile.
“Well, what are we waiting for? We should go right now so we can get there this afternoon!” Fe exclaimed.  
Cagayan De Oro was approximately seventeen miles from Manalo Fortich.  News had spread of the complete and absolute surrender of the Japanese forces in Mindanao.  Salvacion and her children walked for seventeen miles on the dirt road, camping and sleeping by the roadside at night and walking through the day.  It took them three days to reach their destination.  Fe and Roy continued to push the cart carrying their three siblings.  Roy often kept to himself, barely interacting with his siblings.  He appeared distant since his return, and Salvacion did not quite understand the reason behind her son’s timid demeanor.  Before, Roy often interacted with Fe, but since his return, he hardly uttered complete sentences, often replying in gestures and nods when spoken to.  Yet Fe kept his spirits up, staying patient with him, tending to his needs, fetching his food, and washing his clothes to break his silence and appease his resentment.  By this time, the baby still remained malnourished. At five months, Junior’s cries had grown faint. He barely fussed or cooed.  Nevertheless, he gained weight at a slow rate.  Salvacion sensed something amiss with Junior’s health. She knew some doctors who might provide her with the medical diagnosis of her baby’s physical ailments.
As they approached the outskirts of the city, Salvacion noticed American soldiers posting sentries at the entrance, manning checkpoints. Filipinos came to and fro, carrying carts packed with bags of rice from the city while others entered the city carting their sick and wounded.
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The city bustled with people, farm animals, automobiles, American tanks and Jeeps jostled for limited open space on the unpaved roads.  The chaotic scene was filled with a hodgepodge of people from all walks of life.  There were people lining up for medical attention while others jostled for position to collect bags of free rice handed out by American soldiers.  People were elated at the liberation of the city.  They greeted and embraced their American liberators with open arms.  The GIs reciprocated with chocolates and candies issued for their rations.  Salvacion came upon a mob of Filipinos huddling over the plaza square; they were screaming obscenities, mocking and hurling rocks towards the center of the huddled mass. Salvacion approached one of the men outside the mob, tapped him on the right arm, and inquired about the commotion.
“What is going on?”
“Filipino traitors!” the man exclaimed.
“Who?”
“I don’t know. There are several of them…Men and women,” he answered. “Kill them!” he shouted. “Let them hang!”
Salvacion pushed her way into the center and came up behind a man holding one of their captives.  She couldn’t recognize any of them.  Their dejected expression gave no hint of hope for a fair trial.  There were three men and two women being held captive.  People spat on their faces; others threw feces at them, some came up and punched and kicked them while many took turns slapping them with their sandals.  The mob demanded retribution.  The scene turned into complete pandemonium. The chaotic scene was too large to control. Filipino guerrillas nearby stood idly by, unable to control the ensuing chaos. Since there was no established law and no police to enforce it, the mob simply took them outside of the city, tied a noose around their necks, and hanged them with cardboard signs tagged on their necks.  The sign said: "Tra-i-dor" or traitor. 
Salvacion felt a sense of satisfaction and justice impugned upon the Japanese collaborators. She felt a sense of closure for the victims. She identified with angry mob who felt betrayed by their fellow countrymen; people who brought great tragedy and shame to their country.  She witnessed the harsh treatment of these collaborators against other Filipinos who were tortured and killed. She felt a sense of injustice and hatred towards the collaborators, but it seemed deficient to fully satisfy her need to avenge her husband’s murder.  She wanted to join the mob to capture and bring others who might have conspired and fraternized with the enemy, but her children needed her to survive, and that she might be given another opportunity to exact revenge.  They needed to reach their intended destination, and she could not afford to leave her children.
As they approached the family compound, she was surprised to see the houses in rubbles. She was greatly troubled, deeply distressed to see all four of the houses burned to the ground.  As she came to the front gates, she began to cry hysterically at the sight of the carnage.  Nothing was left worth salvaging. She proceeded to inquire of the fire from the neighbors. She saw an old woman sitting across the street, sipping tea on the corner, manning her fruit stand.  She approached her to inquire of the houses. 
“Ma’am, can you tell me what happened to these houses?”
“The Japanese burned down these houses after they left. Why do you ask?”
“My husband owned these houses.”
“You are Lucio Tio’s wife…correct?” the woman asked.
“Yes, I am his wife.”
“He was a benevolent man. But...where is he?”
Salvacion hung her head, her eyes flooded in sorrow. "He died.” She paused briefly. “He was killed by the Japanese a few months ago.”
The woman’s mouth was agape. “I am truly sorry for your loss.  Your husband was well respected throughout the city.” She gently shook Salvacion’s hand. “I’m sorry to tell you, but the Japanese used these houses as their headquarters.  Your husband built the four most beautiful houses in this city, and I am deeply saddened by your loss. I pray that God will reward your for persevering.”
“Thank you. But God cannot bring back my husband and those houses. How can God ever reward me when he took the things that meant the most to me?” she murmured disdainfully.
“I don’t know how and why God allows these things. I don’t understand,” she replied and paused briefly. “You know, I lost my son and my husband at the hands of the Japanese last year. I understand how you feel.”
Salvacion felt a sense of shame for sharing her loss, unaware of the woman’s bereavement. “Do you have other children?” she asked with a slight hesitation.
“No, my only son died fighting alongside his father. I was angry at God for my son’s death. But anger does not bring him back.”
“I could never bear the thought of losing a husband and a child. This war has taken so much from us. I thanked God for watching over us, preserving our lives through all these years, but one of these days, we will have the answers we’ve been longing for,” Salvacion replied with a somber face.
“I hope that you will find peace as I have found peace through these tragic times. I pray that God will watch over you and your children and protect you wherever you go.” The woman bid her farewell.
“Thank you. I must return and tend to my children,” Salvacion said.
As she departed, the woman tapped her on the shoulder and stretched out her hand, holding out a small bag of rice and bread.
“Please, here…take this.”
Salvacion knew what was inside the brown bag. “Oh no, I can’t take that…that’s your food!”
“Oh no, I insist. Please take it.” She grabbed Salvacion’s hand, glanced at the children, and handed her the bag. “And…judging from the look of your children, they need these more than I do.  Besides, I have plenty stored.”
Salvacion was surprised by the woman’s graciousness. “Thank you for your kindness. I will never forget you for helping me.”
“I hope that you will find peace through these tumultuous times. And I hope that God will bless you and your children for years to come.”
Salvacion and the woman embraced and then waved goodbye never to see each other again.  With the houses having burned down, Salvacion had nowhere to go and no place to stay.  All that remained were heap of ashes piled over the concrete slab. She could not return to Manolo Fortich. Her parents were gone, and only heartbreak awaited her return.  That night, Salvacion and the children camped inside their compound.  Fe and Roy slept together on a separate mantle. Roy rarely uttered a sentence, often deferring to Fe for assistance. Fe understood her brother well.  She had grown up and matured quickly, often tending to her siblings upon their mother’s absence. She sensed Roy’s distant demeanor and his state of shock following the massacre at the village.  She often aided her brother with his dirty clothes. She offered him food and snacks each opportunity she had to keep her brother close.  She was worried about his subtle gestures, anxious of his unknown experiences, and fearful of his reactions. That night, as they lay down to sleep, Fe softly sang some hymns to lull her baby brother to sleep. As she turned to blow out the candle and put the baby to rest, Roy touched her arm, anxious to engage her for attention.
“I was not scared, Fe!”
“What were you scared of?”
“When they came down. I was not scared at all.”
“Roy, I think you’re very brave, but why were you not scared?” She knew what he was referring to, and she just wanted to listen.
“They came down that mountain, and I saw them. There were many of them. Some of them had no shirts on, and they carried their guns and their swords when they came.”
“To the village?”
Roy paused briefly. “You know, Fe, I think that they killed Papa. I’m not afraid of them, and I wished I was bigger so I could fight them.”
“Roy, killing them will not bring Papa back…Even if they were the 
ones who killed him.” He kept on. “I saw the whole thing, Fe. I saw them with their swords and their guns.”
“Did they hurt others? What did they do?”
Without hesitation, he responded, “They killed everyone in that village. And I saw the whole thing.  They even killed little babies like Junior. They tossed them up in the air and caught them with swords on their rifles.”
Fe couldn’t bear the thought of this evil and heinous act, and she began to sob quietly as she looked at her baby brother sleeping peacefully.
“I hate them, Fe. And someday, I will fight them…for what they did to Papa. When I grow up, I will buy guns and fight.  I will never let anything bad happen to each of you, especially Junior.” His eyes were cold, his face filled with rage.
“Is that why you ran to the river?” Fe asked.
Roy shook his head. “I ran because I was thirsty…I was a bit scared. I will never be scared again. I will…I will never run away!”
“Both of you…go to sleep!” Salvacion abruptly interrupted their unexpected conversation as Marion and Leah lay in her arms fast asleep.
Salvacion heard the whole conversation. She closed her eyes as tears trickled down to the side of her face.




Chapter 27

The following morning, Salvacion brought her children to a physician nearby to assess her son’s physical condition.  For ten dollars, the physician took her in and checked Junior to assess his condition. With little medicine he had, the doctor gave her son a polio shot and some flu shots and vitamins for her and the rest of the children. The doctor diagnosed Junior with malnutrition and abnormal cognitive development or slight mental retardation.   The doctor assessed that the child’s poor nutrition contributed to his slow development.  Salvacion was angered to hear the news of her baby. She began to sob as the doctor walked away.  When the children gathered around her, she broke down in tears and cried hysterically, not knowing how to handle or care for a child who was mentally handicap. She had no time to grieve for her son, she needed to take the children to Jimenez to ease their plight. That afternoon, she took the children at the pier to catch a ferry to Jimenez City and reach her father-in-law.  She needed to inform him of his son’s death and find shelter for herself and her children. Perhaps he might tend to her and her children.
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Jimenez City was approximately sixty miles west of Cagayan De Oro.  It would take a few weeks trek if they traveled by land, where they would swing around the peninsula to reach the city.  This would require a longer route to travel on a dirt road, which would be a treacherous undertaking.  This would also take weeks for them to reach their intended destination which could take further physical toll on the children’s health.  Traveling by boat would take them only a few days to reach the coast of Jimenez.  She needed to reach Jimenez for the sake of the baby’s health.  
As they approached the pier at Cagayan De Oro, she came across American soldiers and a handful of Filipino guerrillas guarding Japanese prisoners of war. The bulk of the Japanese forces that remained in Cagayan De Oro had surrendered to the Americans a few days earlier. She was quite surprised to see that hundreds of Japanese soldiers had surrendered openly to the Americans.  They appeared broken, utterly humiliated; their faces exuded a sense of shame and fright.  After years of enduring poor treatment from the occupiers, she never imagined the Japanese would be defeated and surrender to the Americans.  She had looked forward to the day that the war would end, but she never imagined the scene where she would see the day when the Japanese would bow their heads in shame, bend their knees in humility, completely defeated, pleading for mercy at the hands of their captors to keep them safe from an angry mob.
As she approached them, her anger grew fierce.  This was highly unusual, but she relished the moment to see the enemy broken and utterly humiliated.  This was the only chance she had to do as she pleased. She hastened to the scene and made her way through the sentries without being noticed.  Then she found a Japanese officer sitting on the concrete floor, his head hung in shame. She kicked his foot and looked him straight in the eye.  The officer and his men were standing by, awaiting their fate from their captors whom they once deemed inferior.  They feared for their safety as the angry mob intensified.  Filipinos stood in front of the Japanese prisoners in a growing frenzy - yelling, taunting, and spitting at them. She came closer and stood in front of the officer. Fuming with rage, she began slapping his face, cursing at him. She kicked him with such fury that one of the Filipino guards took notice and held her back.
The Japanese prisoner lay on the ground, hapless before the angry mob eager to accept his fate. The rest of the American soldiers turned around and restrained the angry mob.  As the crowd grew more incensed, she saw one of the Filipino guards restraining some men from the prisoners.  While he was preoccupied, she walked over and quickly grabbed his revolver from his waist. Without hesitation, she walked towards one of the prisoners, raised the pistol and cocked the hammer.  The soldier failed to notice that Salvacion had snagged his pistol holstered to his side. Salvacion aimed the pistol at the face of one of the Japanese soldiers - time slowed down. The clamor of the crowd drowned her mind away.  She was bent on exacting revenge to ease her pain from the loss she suffered at the hands of evil men.  She stood there, aiming the pistol, unmoved but seemingly reluctant, waiting for an answer.  All her grief was now fully realized at such an opportune moment that seldom arrived.  Her face was devoid of any emotions; she simply stared at the man pointing a pistol aimed straight on his forehead.  This was the moment she had been waiting for. The pistol weighed heavy and her hand as she began to shake.  She took a deep breath and squeezed the trigger.  As the trigger retracted, one of the Filipino soldiers quickly pulled her hand down, aiming the pistol to the ground.  She never took her eyes off the prisoner. The moment was tense and almost surreal. Sensing that someone intervened, she conceded without protest.  The soldier quickly wrestled the pistol from her hand, staring at her, shaking his head in disapproval and disbelief.  She did not utter a word. She wanted to kill the prisoner, but she could not summon the nerve to kill a person. She backed away from the mob and saw her children’s innocent gaze.  Roy was standing by her side.  He saw the whole incident. He stared at one of the Japanese soldiers without uttering a single word, his face devoid of any emotions.  He stood there holding on to the hem of her dress, waiting and watching the prisoners. Salvacion failed to notice that her son was standing by her side as she aimed the pistol at the Japanese officer. 
The guards were now forced to restrain the angry mob and protect the men they once fought while the crowd continued to holler at the prisoners with obscenities.  She took Roy’s hand and quietly returned to her children.  As she turned to leave, one of the Filipino soldiers approached her. “We do not kill prisoners of war. We are not them,” he calmly said. “God help me if their captors did not exact vengeance,” he muttered.  Salvacion looked at the soldier briefly without uttering a word.  How could she justify her actions to her children if she had killed one of the soldiers? She had longed for this moment, only to come short of brief satisfaction and instant gratification to satiate her need for vengeance. She realized that this would not change her plight, nor would it ease the pain of her loss.  Her husband and her parents were now gone and further bloodshed would not console her grief. She knew that any acts fraught with a violent reciprocity could not repay her great loss. All she could hope for was her children’s well-being; that she could leave a legacy of mercy and forgiveness that would transcend generations.  Several hours later, as they proceeded to their intended destination, she remembered the soldier; his face appeared familiar but she couldn’t piece her memories together.  She knew that she has seen or perhaps met the tall, young Japanese officer in the past.
Before noon, she took her children at the docks to search for a ferry to Jimenez. To reach Jimenez City by boat, she had to take a boat through Iligan Bay. When they arrived, she was surprised to see that no one dared to venture out to sea and risk an attack by Japanese patrol boats. She approached several fishermen and barge captains, offering to pay a handsome price for safe passage to Jimenez, but no one would risk sailing out to unsafe territory.  Apparently, rumors began circulating that Japanese patrol boats roamed the seas, shooting and confiscating any civilian boats they spotted. It was reported that several fishing boats that ventured out to sea periled under the hands of the Japanese navy. No one at the pier was willing to sail and risk their lives for the sake of fishing. Everyone she approached refused to take her and her children out to sea.
When Salvacion came to the far end of the beach near the rugged cliffs, she saw several fishermen folding their fish nets and dragging their boats out to sea. These fishermen used bankas, small sailboats that used a lateen, or a triangular sail, to propel it.  The boats were old but sturdy, and lacking paint. The sails were made of makeshift green canvas tents looted from a Japanese supply depot. On one side was a five-inch-diameter bamboo log nailed to the planks used to balance the boat and keep it from capsizing. Each end had a paddle for two people to wade through the rough sea. The men moved hastily out to sea to make time for great haul.
“Sir, are you heading out to sea?” she asked one of the fishermen.
“Yes, we need to fish to feed our families,” the man answered without looking.
“How much do you typically make on a good day?”
“A good day would net me at least thirty to forty pesos. Why do you ask?”
“I would like to pay you double to triple the money if you take me and the children to Jimenez.”
“Jimenez? It will take me over a day to take you over to Jimenez.”
“I will pay you five dollars now and five dollars when we reach Jimenez,” she said, and this time she had his attention.
His eyes grew wide, his eyebrows perked up. “Dollars?” 
“Yes, pesos do not have much value right now since our country is still in disarray, but five dollars will pay you double the money you will make in a good day.”
“How many people are going with you?” he asked.
“Me and my four children, including my baby.”
“Sorry, but I can only take three people with me to balance the boat,” he said. “But I can ask my brother if he can go with us, but you will have to pay him. And in case something happens, not all of us will drown.”
“I can only pay you ten dollars and five dollars to your brother for a safe journey,” she said.
“Okay, I’ll take your word for it.”
The man took the payment and loaded her and the children onto the sailboat, including their belongings. She held on to the baby as Fe took her father’s Bible and Roy held on to Leah.  The fisherman’s brother came and loaded Fe, Roy, and Leah onto the second boat. At noon, they sailed off to Jimenez, risking their lives out in the open sea, where they can be easily spotted by enemy patrols.  For several hours the boats sailed along the coastlines through high tides.  No other boats dared to venture out to sea. At twilight, when the tide grew calm, their anxiety subsided. Salvacion was curious as to why the two men easily agreed to her offer. She couldn’t help but ask why they agreed to ferry her and her children through dangerous waters.
“Sir, do you know if the Japanese have fled?” she asked.
“The Japanese already surrendered. Why do you ask?” he hand as she began to shake.
“I was told that Japanese patrol boats have been shooting at civilians sailing on Iligan Bay.”
The man paused briefly. “Who told you that?”
“The sailors back at Cagayan told me. They said that there were fishermen who were killed at sea.”
After hearing this, the fisherman was annoyed. “No, no, I was not aware of this…Why did you not tell me?” He responded angrily.
“I thought you knew. You are a fisherman, are you not?” she asked in amazement.
By this time, the sun had already set, and they were more than halfway away from their destination. As the winds died down, the men took their sails down and paddled to Jimenez.  The night sky grew dim as the moon hid behind the luminous clouds.  The darkness made the trip more precarious.  The men sailed through the night under the glare of the moonlight.  They navigated under the direction of the stars - since they were accustomed to fishing at night, moving slowly as they waded lightly on rough seas.
They kept on and paddled their way to Jimenez.  First the sounds came in a faint sound.  Then the noise grew louder as the thumping rhythmic sound of diesel engines became more distinct and recognizable.  As they heard the sounds of diesel engines approaching, echoing from the horizon and closing in on their location, they quickly paddled to the shallow waters near the beach and reached a rocky steep embankment that stood about fifty feet.  The fishermen were very familiar with this area, so they rushed and hid among the mangroves to avoid detection. The engine sound was very distinct and loud, and as it intensified, they lay flat on the wooden, narrow floor in the dark of night under the shadow of the steep rocky cliffs.
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The luminous horizon revealed a vessel the size of a large warship heading east on Bohol Sea, north of Iligan Bay.  Bohol Sea was a critical supply route of strategic importance to the Japanese.  The sea separated northern Visaya island from Mindanao.  The warship that passed through had been sent to cut off the American forces in Mindanao.  It was escorted by two smaller vessels patrolling near the beach.  The two small crafts were approximately twenty-feet in length. It was coated in light gray, with the Japanese Navy flag planted on the stern. These boats emerged in the latter stages of the war, and it became apparent that Japan had built smaller naval vessels with limited raw materials. It was a Japanese version of the American PT boats - fast and agile. As the warship drew closer, the two smaller boats went silent when their engines were turned off.  Then their searchlights came on and beamed toward the long coastline. The light beam moved randomly, searching for any boats or possible threats along the coastline.
Salvacion poked her head up, and she saw one of the vessels fast approaching, its searchlight slowly moving to and fro along the beach searching for any possible threats along the coastlines. The boat came so close to them that she could hear the men muttering to each other in Japanese. One of the boats stayed far behind while the other vessel floated closer, its searchlight searching through the mangroves. The vessel moved slowly along the beach for several minutes until the other boat sent a distress signal over the radio. 
There was an apparent night raid by American warplanes that spotted the warship. A squadron of F4-U marine corsair was attacking the warship. The smaller escort vessel revved its engine and headed back toward the horizon to protect the warship.  As it made its way back, one of the searchlights spotted the other fishing boat where Fe and Roy hid. The light was fixed on them, but the Japanese made no effort to fire their weapons. The Japanese sailors decided instead to conserve their ammunition to repel the attacking warplanes. As the warship left, Salvacion saw the white flag with the red sun beam flapping on top of a pole on the stern.  Miraculously, the boat never fired a shot at them while they hid. After the Japanese were gone, the fishermen proceeded to move again toward Jimenez. The fisherman, sensing that they might not be as fortunate moving forward, hesitated.
“We cannot move forward…I will have to leave you here. I’m sorry, but it is too dangerous,” he said, a bit pensive.
“Why? We are almost there! We should be able to reach Jimenez before sunrise,” Salvacion protested.
“I’m sorry, but I cannot risk myself and my brother in these waters. We almost got killed!”
“All right! I will double your pay for you and your brother.” She handed him $10.
“Ma’am, I cannot take you there! Can’t you see? We got caught and almost got killed!”
“If you leave us here, we will never make it safe to Jimenez.  If you take us there, you’d earn more money.  More than you could have made in a good week! Please help us!” she pleaded.
He paused and whispered to his brother alongside of him.  The brother seemed convinced and nodded in approval.
 	“Okay, we will take you to Jimenez, but you must let us stay there until the following afternoon when we can sail back in the cover of night,” he said.
The two fishing boats arrived on the beach of Jimenez before sunrise. When they disembarked, several people who spotted them came over and greeted them at the beach.  One of the people who spotted them was the maid of Salvacion’s father in law.  She was walking along the beach carrying a basket full of fish she had recently purchased. She saw Fe climbing off the sailboat and holding her brother Roy and the helper instantly recognized her face.  
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Before the war, Chen Pik Chiu often sent her bearing gifts to the family. When she recognized them, she rejoiced.  After greeting Salvacion, she hastened to report the good news to everyone who had gathered around. She cheerfully informed the townsfolk, strangers and friends alike. 
Salvacion thanked the men for braving the night that was fraught with hair-raising and life-threatening event.  She invited them to stay with her father-in-law until the following day, an invitation they openly accepted. Jimenez was a small fishing town before the war, but the population ballooned during and after the war.  The Japanese never occupied the city but rather, sent patrols to the town, which was few and far in between.  Chen was fortunate to have gained the loyalty of the residents and had been granted reprieve during a tumultuous time.  He eventually changed his name from Chiu to Tio at the onset of the war to avoid imprisonment by the Japanese. Chen Pik Tio had become the wealthiest man in Jimenez.  He was a reputable businessman in Mindanao. He was now old, suffering from minor dementia, approaching the twilight of his life. His long gray hair, neatly tied in a ponytail - with his silk shirt and pressed trousers – revealed a man who was staunchly traditional and wealthy.  He made his wealth as a skilled business owner. Only his son surpassed his name as a man with good stature throughout the whole province.  He was revered by the local residents in Jimenez.
As they disembarked, a group of people stood idly by, watching them, seemingly amazed at their arrival. When they approached the town marketplace, they were greeted by a friendly crowd. When they arrived at the gate of a large mansion, the children saw their grandfather running out to greet them, his arms wide open. Fe and Roy ran straight into his arms.  They had not seen their grandfather in over three years.  Their grandfather never found out about their plight. He was unaware of their whereabouts throughout the war and he begun to lose hope - until his helper told him that they had landed safely on the beach. Chen Pik was overjoyed, his spirit was lifted at the sight of his grandchildren.
Salvacion held on to her baby boy as she greeted her father-in-law.  She was exhausted, frail, and hungry, but she was exuberant.  Without uttering a word, Salvacion and Chen embraced firmly.  Then she presented Junior to him.  He wept as he held on to his new grandson who was bearing his son’s name.  He was joyous, amazed to see the uncanny resemblance between his son and his grandson as he reminisced on the day he once held Lucio in his arms.   As they embraced, they began to sob. Tears of joy streamed down their faces. Despite their turbulent past, they both savored the blissful moment of fellowship.  Despite their loss and tragedy, they were given a new hope, a future with promise blessing and a renowned sense of purpose.  Salvacion looked at her children and smiled, her eyes puffed with tears and her face effervescent.  She looked up and thanked God for saving them.  Lucio’s legacy lived on through the testimony of his widow and beloved children.  Their survival was a revelation of God’s faithfulness, and Lucio’s legacy lived through the testimony of his daughter Fe. 


The End




Afterword

Fe Tio later on went on to establish a feeding center, an orphanage, and a Christian elementary school in the Philippines in the 1980s. Several of the orphans that she accepted into the orphanage went on to become missionaries throughout the world.  She gave birth to eight children and has been blessed with nine grandchildren and two great grandchildren. She was a teacher for most of her career and retired as a high school principal in the Philippines. She emigrated to the US with her family in 1990 and took a position as a special education teacher in Bronx, New York. She retired soon after 911 at the age of seventy.  She missed the attack that took place on the twin towers in September 11 as she arrived half an hour early that fateful day. She continues to enjoy her retirement tending to her children, grandchildren and great grandchildren.  Fe Tio Colinco has been married for fifty-five years to a retired surgeon. To this day, Fe continues her ministry, serving as a guidance counselor in a crisis pregnancy center in Summerville, SC.

Major Roy Tio went on to serve as a Special Forces infantry officer.  He served in the military as a decorated soldier throughout his career and retired as an army Major.  He was the last remaining survivor and commanding officer during the Moro uprising in Jolo, Mindanao, in 1976. He continues to serve in church ministry in Bukidnon to this day.

Leah took charge of managing the family’s farmlands and lived a fruitful life, having served as a nurse in Mindanao.  She died in 2010 from a severe stroke. She is survived by her four children who currently serve in the church ministry in Mindanao.

Marion went on to become a teacher in Bronx, New York.  She is a brilliant pianist, having taught accomplished musicians.  She retired soon after 911. She continues to enjoy her retirement with her only daughter and son-in-law in Miami, Florida.

Junior never fully recovered from his brain tumor. He was mentally handicapped throughout his adult life. He was a gifted musician and a talented singer. He died from a complicated physical ailment in 1984. He was only forty years old.  

Salvacion Miranda Tio never remarried.  The tragedy and the events that followed strengthened her faith and her spirit. She kept her journal about the war, her husband, and the trials she endured. She suffered from diabetes and died in 1972, passing peacefully in her sleep. She once told her daughter Fe that her husband visited her in her dream the night before she died. “He glowed like the sun, handsome as the day we met.  He was at the prime of his life,” she said. She lived a long and fruitful life, having tended to five healthy children who went on to bear
witness to God’s faithfulness.
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