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Humanity’s struggle for survival in a drowning world comes to a head with the discovery 

of Piedras Platas, an island paradise previously believed to exist only in folktales. With 

Berbania’s fleet at the brink of running out of fuel, King Fernando is desperate to find 

some place to land, so he sends his sons to claim the territory before any of their rivals 

can. 

 

This is the account of Diego, the second son. 
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Diego would never admit it to anyone, but he was seized by panic the moment 

he’d caught sight of Piedras Platas’ shoreline. It was unremarkable, really, just a strip of 

black sand that stretched and disappeared into the horizon… but Diego hadn’t been on 

land, on any piece of land, since he was a wee baby in a walker. His mother still had that 

picture, actually, framed in rusting metal and immortalized in their family shrine. 

He gripped the handles of his jet ski so tightly that his knuckles turned white. It 

wasn’t just the thought of land that gave him the creeps, though. There was also the small 

matter of his older brother, Pedro, who’d gone missing after an expedition to the island 

a week ago. 

And the bigger matter was the way the breeze seemed to laugh at him. He’d come 

close to other lands and faux land settlements before — the latter usually atolls of garbage 

instead of coral — but he’d never had to deal with anything like this. He hoped it was 

just his nerves talking, his anxiety trying to sabotage his own self-esteem. 

“Oi, dong,” a voice called out from behind him, and he took another deep breath 

to try to calm himself as an older man on an even older jet ski model slowed to a stop at 

his side. His name was Kulas, a close friend of his father and somewhat of an uncle to 

him by now. Kulas had a kind face and laugh lines around his eyes, which contradicted 

the fact that he was dressed like a soldier going to war, weapons and ammo and all. “Okay 

ra ka? Why did you stop?” 

Diego let out the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “I’m fine, Tito. I 

just…” He shook his head, not wanting to explain himself and be branded a coward. It 

was just land. His father talked about land all the time. 

“Ah, right. You were a baby when it all happened,” the older man said kindly as 

he depowered his vehicle. 

Diego followed suit, wincing inwardly for not having thought of it sooner and 

checking to see if he hadn’t wasted too much fuel from gawking at the sight. 

“Or are you thinking about Pedro?” Kulas prompted after a moment. His tone 

remained cordial, as if they were simply talking about the color of the sky, but his eyes 

watched the younger man like a hawk, trying to glean the meaning behind the constipated 

expression on his face. 



Diego huffed. “Kuya can take care of himself. Dako na to siya oi.” I’m not my 

brother’s keeper was what he really wanted to say, but he knew that would be an outburst 

Kulas would not be able to keep secret, and he wouldn’t want his father knowing that. 

That wasn’t to say he didn’t love his brother, of course. Diego did, and in fact he 

idolized Pedro a great deal. It was just… hard being the younger one. Even on the best 

of days, he was eclipsed by Pedro’s shadow, and on the worst of days, his parents were 

more than happy to remind him that he was merely the moon in their eyes, whereas Pedro 

was the sun, the shining heir to Berbania. 

Or what was left of it, anyway. Berbania was falling apart at the seams, and while 

his father was more aggravated by the thought of losing everything yet again, the brothers 

were actually concerned about their people and what would happen to them if a solution 

to their fuel problem was not found. They could still live off the sea as they’d done all 

these years, sure, but the war around them and the pirates that took advantage of it posed 

even greater threats to their survival.  

Reminded of the high stakes of his mission, Diego shook his head again and 

kicked his jet ski back to life. Whatever happened to his brother no longer mattered, for 

the result was the same: no one from Pedro’s party had made it back to Berbania, and 

thus it remained to be seen whether Piedras Platas was already theirs. If it wasn’t, Diego 

would have to make it so. 

𓅚 

His first few minutes on land were deeply unsettling. 

In the beginning, Diego thought it was only because everything was so… still. 

The ground did not move beneath his feet, something that made him feel queasy. But the 

further inland he and Kulas wandered, with the smell of the sea and the sound of the 

waves fading behind them, the more he felt that something was amiss. 

Looking up at the strange rock formations that gleamed in the midday sun, he at 

least understood how the island earned its name; piedra was Spanish for stone, plata for 

silver. Spanish was one of the languages he actually knew enough to hold day-to-day 

conversations in, having been fascinated by his maternal grandmother’s heritage. He’d 



been the only one of the siblings who sat by their grandmother’s feet to listen to the 

stories she’d also been told as a child, and to learn fragments of the language that had 

been spoken extensively in her household back in the heyday. 

What he didn’t understand was how the island seemed to be deserted. His father’s 

spies had reported that nations were scrambling to get a foothold on this patch of paradise, 

but there had been no one for miles in any direction when he and Kulas had come to 

shore. There were no traces of other vessels, no signs of any exploratory teams — 

including Pedro and his conquistadores — and no hints of the island’s indigenous people. 

There was nothing but the sea and the rocks, an oppressive heat that was starting to make 

Diego’s vision blur, and the singing. 

He blinked. “Tito…” He grabbed Kulas by the forearm, forcing the older man to 

stop. From somewhere ahead of them, possibly behind the oddly shaped cluster of stones 

they were trying to get around — someone with enough imagination would say they were 

a tangled mass of human heads and limbs — he could hear the faint traces of music in 

the air. “Do you hear that?” 

At first Kulas only gave him a confused stare. It took him a moment to realize 

that his companion was looking rather ill and sweating profusely, and he seemed to not 

have heard Diego at all. “Init kaayo, dong,” came Kulas’ entirely unrelated answer, 

proving his suspicions, but damn right was it sweltering hot. 

“Let’s take a break,” Diego decided, guiding the older man toward a crevice he’d 

spotted in the rock formation. The stones in the shade were warm but thankfully not 

scalding, and together they moved to sit cross legged on the ground, taking long drafts 

from their water packs. He knew he shouldn’t be draining his supplies so quickly, 

especially since they’d seen no sign of a freshwater source thus far, but his thirst was that 

of a dying man. 

Kulas leaned back and closed his eyes, and Diego was struck by how old he now 

appeared. Out on the water he’d seemed invincible, a modern knight speeding through 

the sea in his jet ski, fearsome in his armor and weapons of death. Now he looked ready 

to lie down. 

Was this what dry land did to people? Was it vengeance when the oceans rose 

and flooded the world, or had it been an act of salvation all along? 



𓅚 

It didn’t take much to convince Kulas to continue resting, and while Diego found 

comfort in the man’s presence as he explored the unfamiliar terrain, his unwillingness to 

jeopardize the other’s life was even stronger than his desire for companionship and 

safety. So he continued on alone, or at least over the top of the rocks they’d been trying 

to find a way around earlier. 

Toward the voice he swore he’d heard. 

It wasn’t a hard climb; he’d scaled mastheads before, and even crawled vertically 

up a sinking ship in the middle of a storm. But these rocks were stranger than anything 

he’d ever encountered in his lifetime, so smooth he hardly had anything to hold on to, 

and most especially not with sweaty hands. 

He felt almost ready to lie down, too, when he finally managed to haul his entire 

body over the summit with a loud grunt. His victory was short-lived, however, for in the 

next moment he’d lost his footing and slipped, rolling down the other side of the 

formation. Thankfully it wasn’t a long fall and the ground plateaued quickly enough, 

slowing his descent before he could crash into another rock wall. 

His world spun all the same, so when he heard the singing again, he was almost 

convinced that it was his grandmother singing to him that old Spanish lullaby he loved. 

But the ground was much too warm, much too still, for him to feel comfortable, which 

reminded him of his mission and the fact that it was going rather badly. 

He rolled to his side with a groan, clutching his head with his hands. 

“Hola, señor,” a sweet voice greeted, and Diego looked up to find a beautiful 

young woman kneeling next to him, her dark hair flowing majestically down her back 

and trailing on the ground behind her. She was so pale her skin almost seemed 

translucent, and her eyes were startlingly bright, though he was probably just struck by 

how exquisite she looked. 

No, there was something else. Had he seen her before? 

“Be still,” she cooed, her hands gently coaxing him to lie on his back. Her touch 

was feather-light, but they were as warm as the ground upon which he lay. 



“Who are you?” he tried to ask, but she only shushed him and started singing. 

He wanted to protest, but… why, even? She sounded so nice and her voice was 

so soothing that he saw no reason why he shouldn’t comply. He was tired, anyway. It 

had been a long ride and an even longer trek. A nap wouldn’t hurt— 

“How do you know that?” Diego suddenly said, sitting up and frowning at her 

suspiciously. 

“Hm?” The strange girl batted her eyelashes at him. 

She was cute, he had to give her that. But he’d recognized her song and a word 

of it had jarred him back to reality. “That song,” he mumbled, his mouth going dry. He 

searched for his canteen to take even just a sip, but then he remembered that he’d left it 

with Kulas. He backed away slowly, an awkward motion since he was still mostly on the 

ground, and it was made even more awkward by the fact that she closed whatever gap he 

put between them. “Only Lola would sing it like that.” The original lyrics of that lullaby 

he liked involved an owl, but his grandmother had swapped it for rabbit, which was an 

animal he’d been fascinated with as a child — since he’d never seen one. 

The girl didn’t answer. Instead, she started singing again, and there was a taunting 

edge to her voice this time. It also sounded exactly like his grandmother’s. “El conejo, el 

conejo…” 

Diego would never admit it to anyone, but he ran. 

𓅚 

Kulas was dead by the time Diego got back. 

Dead, and… petrified? His body had hardened into some manner of smooth, 

silver material similar to the rocks around them, although Kulas’ statue instead felt cold 

to the touch. Diego didn’t know how long he’d stood there just gaping at the sight of his 

fallen friend, unable to wrap his mind around everything that had happened since they’d 

set foot on the island. 

“Tito,” he tried anyway, springing into action when he finally could and moving 

to kneel by the side of the man he’d considered his uncle. “Hoy, ayaw pag joke ba.” He 

was in tears as he stared at Kulas’ stone face, his gut clenching all the more when he saw 



the frozen expression of pain there. “Tito!” He attempted to shake the older man as 

though he was only rousing him from sleep, gripping his rock-solid shoulders, and when 

Kulas didn’t wake, he let go with a frustrated cry. 

And he’d let go with enough force that the statue of Kulas shattered when it hit 

the glossy wall behind him. A final desecration that sent Diego howling and cursing. He 

swore vengeance upon the island and upon all those who inhabited it, and he swore that 

Berbania would strip the island of all that it had in recompense for all that it had taken. 

“Don’t worry, señor,” the girl’s sing-song voice returned, and he turned around 

to find her standing outside the crevice, watching him. She appeared even paler in the 

sunlight, almost like she was some sort of apparition, but when she spoke, she sounded 

like she was right next to him, whispering in his ear. “You’ll sleep, too.” 

Diego grabbed a gun from a compartment in Kulas’ vest, which lay among the 

broken rocks that used to be his friend’s body, and aimed it at her, holding it with both 

hands. His hands were shaking, and it wasn’t because he’d never used a gun before. 

“You’ll never take me.” 

She tilted her head to the side, like a bird, and regarded him curiously. Then she 

smiled. “Everybody goes to sleep.” 

He fired at her head, roaring with anger and grief, and the shot went right through. 

He felt no remorse, only a wicked sense of satisfaction that justice had been served for 

his friend. Then he fired seven more shots, for good measure — one each for Pedro and 

the six conquistadores who’d accompanied his brother on his mission. 

But when the smoke cleared, she was still standing there. 

“Everybody goes to sleep, señor,” she repeated, her tone that of a mother soothing 

a crying child. Her image flickered a few times before fading out, and her smile was the 

last to disappear, the curve of her lips hinting at secrets that he would never get to 

uncover. It infuriated him, enough to tempt him to fire his weapon one more time, only 

to find out that he was out of bullets. 

Without her form to obscure his view, though, Diego could now see the beach 

from his vantage point, and it was a welcome respite, the sight of open water bringing 

him the calm he desperately needed. He let that feeling wash over him, abandoning the 

gun and Kulas’ resting place and making his way back down to the shore. He longed for 



the water, for scent of the ocean, for the steadfast rolling of the waves, and the more he 

thought about it, the faster he went, until he literally stumbled onto the beach, tears 

streaming down his face as he scooped up seawater in his hands and poured it over his 

head. 

He had to leave. He’d figure out what to tell his father later. He would need an 

excuse, or someone to blame. With Pedro gone, he was the heir to Berbania now, wasn’t 

he? He couldn’t go back home screaming like a lunatic about a mountain woman who 

sang people to sleep then turned them to stone. And Kulas, what would he tell everyone 

about Kulas? Did it really matter though, when Kulas was dead? He could call the man 

a traitor and it would be his word against a pile of rocks. 

Satisfied with himself, Diego turned to where he’d left his jet ski… only it wasn’t 

there. He couldn’t locate Kulas’ vehicle, either. In fact, the beach appeared untouched, 

much like how it had looked prior to their approach hours ago: an unremarkable strip of 

black sand that stretched and disappeared into the horizon. Only this time the sun was 

setting, painting the sky with reds and oranges and casting dark shadows on Piedras 

Platas’ gleaming stones, and he could hear the breeze singing. 
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