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FIGHT


The spear’s silver tip whistled past my face. It pierced the air above my right shoulder, narrowly missing me. With my opponent’s stomach unguarded, I slammed the tip of my iron cudgel into his gut. He staggered backwards with a grunt, his black and golden spear going askew.


An opening! I flicked my cudgel upwards, smartly striking his hand. The spear dropped unceremoniously onto the grass with a soft thud. Without missing a beat, I drove my weapon forward, stopping just a few inches short of his face, the cudgel’s golden base hovering between his eyes. He froze, his shocked expression illuminated by the moonlight glinting off his fallen weapon.


I couldn’t help stating the obvious. “I win,” I said breezily, cocking my head.


Bai Yulong glanced up from his half crouch, irate. But there it was—the subtle quirk at the corner of his lips. Yup, he was also proud of me.


“Not bad, Mik,” he remarked coyly, pushing my cudgel aside as he straightened up. “If only your meditation and shapeshifting could keep up with your cudgel work,” he added, ruffling my hair, like how I always did to my little brother, Ee Heng.


I swatted his hand away and rolled my eyes. Couldn’t he give me a single word of praise without mentioning my weaknesses?


“We’ll go again, then we practise meditation,” he instructed, before silently striding across the garden’s wide arena of carpet grass to take up his position.


I groaned. Training to unlock my inner Monkey King was exhausting and often felt like a chore. For the past three months, Yulong had pushed me relentlessly, training with me almost every night in the garden under a concealment spell that made us invisible unless someone breached its boundaries. Yulong won our sparring sessions most nights, but lately, my win count had been climbing. I might not fight like the Monkey King yet, but I was getting closer.


It turned out that sparring wasn’t the hardest part of my Monkey King training though; meditation was much worse. Besides mastering the cudgel, Yulong decided that it was time for me to unlock the Monkey King’s other powers, like shapeshifting and true sight. We had previously discovered that random swells of emotion could trigger these abilities, and Yulong believed that practising meditation would attune me to my qi, or energy, and help me master these powers.


At first, meditation sounded easy enough. How hard could it be? All you have to do is sit and close your eyes, right? But I quickly realised how wrong I was.


For a start, I had to clear my mind and focus on my breathing.


“Remember, Mik,” Yulong would intone, “your emotions and qi are intertwined. When you’re calm, your qi will flow smoothly. When you feel strong emotions, your qi will fluctuate. During meditation, pay attention to how your qi flows within you—observe the way it rises and falls, how it impacts your breathing and where it feels the strongest in your body.”


I’d try my best, but each time I did, I’d either doze off or find my thoughts drifting between K-pop choreography and my list of undone homework. Juggling schoolwork, tests, projects and world-saving training left me drained. Who could blame me for falling asleep during something as boring as meditation?


Safe to say, the other powers of the Monkey King remained out of reach.


But I continued to persevere; I had promised Yulong I was going to take training seriously. The prophecy of the Dark Lady (aka the Goddess of War or Jiutian Xuannu) hung over us with four more signs yet to be fulfilled before the final battle. While no new signs had emerged since I defeated Princess Iron Fan, we remained in the dark as to how soon the signs and battle would come. The Dark Lady never got to interrogate the demoness for more information as her life force was gone by the time the goddess had returned to the Celestial Realm.


I glanced at my watch: 11pm. Ugh. In an hour, my June school holidays would be officially over. I should be curled up in bed right now, watching Korean girl group BabyMonster’s new music video on YouTube. I hadn’t even learnt any dance routines this holiday! I bet Hui Shuen and Arish were savouring the last few hours of their holiday gaming or watching Netflix. Why couldn’t I enjoy the last day of my holiday like a normal 13-year-old?


Oh yeah, because unlike me, other 13-year-olds don’t have an apocalypse to avert and a slave driver of a mentor.


A spark of resentment flared up but I stifled it as I strode to the other end of the garden, draping my hands tiredly over the cudgel slung across my shoulders so that I resembled a small “t”.


Yulong extended his spear towards me with one hand. “You’re starting off like that?” he asked, raising a brow.


I made a face at him. “Of course not.” Then dramatically, I dropped into a lunge, swinging my cudgel before retracting it neatly along the back of my right arm, my left arm extended correctly. Yulong only grunted. He would rather die than admit it, but I was getting pretty good at these sweeps, which had since become my favourite go-to move.


My other wushu master and schoolmate, Wong Feixue, would have been more enthusiastic. If she were here, she would give me a thumbs up and an encouraging “Good job, Mik!”.


Man, I missed Feixue. Before the June holidays, we hung out a lot and she got me up to speed with my schoolwork. Feixue proved to be as good a tutor as she was a cudgel master; with her help, I managed to pull through and score around 60 to 70 per cent for my term two assessments. My grades weren’t as good as before, but at least they weren’t bad enough for Mum and Dad to demand I drop out of my dance co-curricular activity’s (CCA) performance team.


I hadn’t seen much of Feixue this holiday. While training for an upcoming wushu competition, she had also been waiting tables at a café to earn extra pocket money. Feixue scrimped whenever she could, as her grandmother, her sole guardian, was not physically well and didn’t earn much from washing dishes at a hawker centre.


Knowing that Feixue and Ah Ma weren’t well-off, Yulong once tried to gift Feixue a Celestial Realm gold coin, but she refused to take it. Instead, she put her arms around both of us and said, “I don’t need money from you two. Your friendship is enough.”


The tip of Yulong’s spear flew towards me, shattering my daydreams.


I yelped, deflecting it with my cudgel. “Hey, I wasn’t ready!” I planted a fist on my hip and glared at him.


“An enemy wouldn’t wait for you to be ready.”


Yulong circled his weapon swiftly towards me, the silver metal tip and red tassel merging into a blur. I backed away, parrying evenly with my cudgel before attempting a strike to the head. He bent backwards deftly, my cudgel flying through the air just a hair’s breadth away from his face. Rats! As he retreated with a butterfly kick, I pressed on, swinging my weapon.


We were in the zone, spear and cudgel clashing almost rhythmically under the moonlight, when applause rang out.


We froze and I shot Yulong a wild-eyed look. How could anyone see us under the concealment spell?
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VISITOR


“Greetings, Great Sage and Great Strength Bodhisattva!” a voice sang out, too cheerful for the moment. When I turned, I was startled by the sight—a teenager, sharply dressed in a grey suit, yet oddly sporting white sneakers. He was a head shorter than Yulong, but his stride and posture radiated confidence. From the way he greeted us and walked straight through our concealment spell, I figured he must be a deity. I almost returned the greeting, but there was an arrogance in his steps that held me back.


Yulong’s brows were furrowed. “It’s been a while, Yan Wang.” He cupped his right fist in his left hand and gave a slight bow in greeting.


My eyes widened. Yan Wang? As in, the ruler of the Underworld? The cool night air suddenly felt heavy as shadows crept in. Yulong was tense, but it was that darkness clinging to Yan Wang that made my skin prickle. What was the King of the Underworld doing in my garden in the dead of the night?


Yan Wang gave Yulong a sly smile before turning to me. “Great Sage, it’s been years since we last met. You may look different now, but there’s no doubt: the flair of the great Monkey King is alive in you.”


“Yeah, you look different too,” I said, my eyes narrowing. I recalled Yan Wang as an old guy with a stern face and a beard from Journey to the West. “Aren’t you supposed to have a big beard or something?” 


“I did, but I ditched that look a while back during the Underworld’s great revamp.” Yan Wang’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “Celestials have the ability to appear any age they choose to be. Since the Great Sage is now a teenager, I thought meeting in our teenage forms would help us be better friends. I assumed the Dragon Prince of the West Sea here was doing the same.” He jutted his chin haughtily towards Yulong. “Or has he not been forthcoming about his celestial abilities?”


I glanced at Yulong in surprise, realising I’d never wondered about his appearance before.


“I’m sure Yan Wang didn’t drop by in the middle of the night to discuss appearances,” Yulong said calmly, sidestepping his question. “What brings you here tonight?”


Yulong had subtly shifted in front of me, as though silently shielding me from the Underworld visitor. A spark of irritation flared. Was Yulong doubting my ability to handle the situation?


Yan Wang strolled along the edge of the garden, hands clasped behind his back, shadows trailing his steps. “My apologies for the unannounced visit, but I was anxious to pay my respects to the Great Sage upon hearing of his return to the Mortal Realm.”


“How did you come to know of this information?” Yulong asked, his voice laced with suspicion.


“Nothing escapes the eyes of the Underworld,” Yan Wang replied cryptically with a sneer. His gaze swept over me, sending another wave of goosebumps. “So, what brings the Great Sage to the Mortal Realm?” 


Yulong’s jaw tightened, but he forced a smile. “Yan Wang, we thank you for your concern,” he said evenly, his tone barely concealing the steel beneath. “But this is a matter for the Celestial Realm. We have no obligation to share this information with you.”


I could tell Yulong didn’t like Yan Wang’s sudden arrival, but he was trying to keep things civil as Yan Wang was obviously a higher-ranked deity.


Yan Wang’s smirk only widened, relishing Yulong’s restrained hostility. He clicked his tongue and sighed dramatically. “As always, the Underworld is excluded, even though we hold such an important role in keeping balance among the realms.”


He returned his probing gaze at me. “I couldn’t help but notice your little sparring match with your pal, Great Sage. How about a round with me instead?” 


“She doesn’t—” Yulong started just as I said, “Sure!” 


Yulong glared at me. “Mik, I don’t think—”


I spun my cudgel into position, silencing his protest with a swish. “Ready when you are.”


I never backed down from a challenge. Besides, my curiosity was piqued. A deity offering to spar with me? How could I pass that up? Other than Yulong, I had never sparred with anyone else, let alone with another deity. The King of the Underworld would be a formidable opponent—I wanted to see what he could do and what I was capable of.


“The Great Sage is as forthright as I had remembered.” Yan Wang smiled.


“Please call me Mik.” The mention of the Great Sage was jarring. The essence of the Monkey King may live within me, but as far as I was concerned, we were two separate individuals.


“All right then, Mik.” Yan Wang grinned, withdrawing a small dagger from his pants pocket. As he unsheathed it, the blade caught the moonlight, revealing a mesmerising silver-blue gleam that seemed almost alive.


“The Seven Stars Sword!” Yulong exclaimed. “Doesn’t this belong to Taishang Laojun?”


Yan Wang’s lips curled into a cocky smile. “You might recall that the Seven Stars Sword was stolen by the demon brothers, the Golden Horned King and Silver Horned King, who were Taishang Laojun’s former furnace keepers in the Celestial Realm.”


I vaguely remembered this part in Journey to the West. Such inside jobs where roguish Celestials pilfered magical artefacts before running away to the Mortal Realm were common in the Celestial Realm.


“The brothers had captured Tripitaka and had been defeated by Sun Wukong. After Taishang Laojun took them back to the Celestial Realm, the brothers got bored watching his furnace again, so they took some of his treasures, including the sword, and escaped to the Mortal Realm once more,” Yan Wang continued. “When the demons arrived, they fought over which mountain to set up camp and ended up tumbling down to their demise.”


“Ha!” I snorted. One thing I never liked about Journey to the West was how demons, who were former Celestial residents, usually got away with their misdeeds with just a slap on the wrist. Never mind that they had terrorised an entire village or eaten a human or two. It sounded like those two met their deserved fate.


My reaction drew a curious smile from Yan Wang. “As the Celestial Realm and Underworld work on a finders-keepers system when it comes to items left behind by the dead, the Seven Stars Sword became the Underworld’s possession when Underworld guards collected the brothers’ souls.”


“I would say it is a system created and only followed by the Underworld. Items rightfully belonging to the Celestial Realm should be returned to the Celestial Realm,” Yulong put in indignantly.


“The Celestial Realm tasks the Underworld with record-keeping of all deceased in the Mortal Realm. Since the weapon came with the deceased, we collected everything we found at the scene.” Yan Wang said matter-of-factly. “The system doesn’t matter though, does it, if the Celestials come to take what they want? Like a certain Banana Leaf Fan?”


Yulong’s expression turned grim. “The Banana Leaf Fan was originally a sacred treasure of the Celestial—” 


“I’m not here to debate on the rightful owners of magical weapons,” Yan Wang cut Yulong off curtly. He returned his attention to the dagger, sweeping his fingers purposefully over it. As he did, it lengthened and grew into a sword. The blade, sharp, thin and unsullied, shone with brilliance while seven silver stars glinted from the guard of the hilt.


“Yan Wang, this is just a sparring session. Dian dao wei zhi,” Yulong cautioned with a dark expression. The Chinese term meant to skim the surface; in sparring, it meant not to hurt your opponent. A flash of annoyance surfaced again. Even if I wasn’t the Monkey King, I wasn’t that awful a fighter.


“Given that she was the Monkey King, perhaps you ought to caution her instead.” Yan Wang flashed a wry smile as he removed his jacket, smoothed it out and draped it neatly over the fence. With a confident smile, he took up a forward stance and aimed his sword at me.


Adrenaline, from a mix of excitement, anticipation and uncertainty, rushed through me. I moved to the opposite end of the garden and braced my cudgel against my chest; one end rested on my outstretched left arm, the other end firm in my right grip.


Seconds ticked by as we held our positions, each daring the other to make the first strike. In the taut silence, a delicate breeze rustled the leaves on the palm trees, while crickets chirped in the distance.


I charged forward, slicing my cudgel through the air in a powerful arc.


Yan Wang’s sword blocked my cudgel with a swift, decisive upswing. The force of the impact jolted me, the strength of the blade far greater than its slender frame had suggested. I recovered quickly and tried another angle, swinging my cudgel low, which he nimbly dodged and parried with his sword.


Yan Wang’s swordplay was so different. While Yulong’s moves were steady and meticulous, Yan Wang’s strikes defied patterns, his swings veering wildly and unpredictably. My heart raced, not just from the physical exertion, but from the thrill of facing such an exciting new opponent.


Yulong had trained me well, but when he fought me, it was to teach; our sessions were similar to a series of choreographed steps. This was completely different; Yan Wang fought to win.


“Careful, Mik!” Yulong called.


A silver streak shot towards me. I flicked it away with the end of my cudgel, a clang sounding out. The gleaming object flew towards Yan Wang but it swiftly U-turned. It was one of the stars from the Seven Stars Sword.


The star’s sharp, glinting tips whirled dangerously towards me like a shuriken. I gave it a hard swing, like a baseball player hitting for a home run. My aim was perfect as I sent it out of the garden. Another two stars shot towards me. Like glowing wisps, they darted around while I dodged and swiped at them. Yan Wang joined the fray. My muscle memory and heightened senses guided me on where to duck, shield and strike in the three-pronged attack.


I was keeping up, but finally, Yan Wang made an unexpectedly rapid strike, and I found the blade of the Seven Stars Sword at my throat.


“You’ve lost, Mik.” Yan Wang sneered gleefully, the sharp blade inches from my skin, just as the two stars returned to the sword’s hilt.


“You sure about that?” I countered between heavy breaths. I motioned with my eyes for him to look down: my cudgel, shrunk to half its size, was aimed at his heart.


The arrogance on his face evaporated.


Yan Wang twisted his lips into a thin smile. “You are interesting, Mikaela Kong,” he said, lowering his sword.


“It’s a tie,” Yulong announced.


“The Great Sage’s fighting skills are alive in you.” Yan Wang nodded, his expression thoughtful. He circled two fingers in the air and almost immediately, the star I had hit out of the garden soared back to his sword. “I have learnt much from our sparring session tonight. Thank you, Mik.”


A cautionary note sounded in my head. What did he learn?


Yan Wang retrieved his jacket from the fence and extracted a calligraphy brush with a dark wooden handle and bristles tipped with a golden hue. Aiming it at the ground, he made small, deliberate strokes, as if tracing out a Chinese character. An eerie light flickered from the grass, intensifying and casting sinister shadows around us before enveloping the ground in a pulsing, unsettling glow.


“Farewell, Mik. Yulong.” He flashed me a charming smile, barely glancing at Yulong before stepping into the glowing portal. Before I knew it, the light consumed him, and he vanished.


When Yan Wang and the portal disappeared, Yulong let out a long breath.


“Wow… What was that about?” I contracted my cudgel and slipped it into my pierced earlobe.


“I don’t know, but it’s definitely not just a courtesy call. There’s more to this than meets the eye.” Yulong’s brows drew together, his gaze fixed on where Yan Wang’s portal had been moments ago.


Seeing how stressed he looked, I tried to reassure him. “I’m sure it’s nothing we can’t handle. After all, we tied in our match, and he is a deity!”


But Yulong’s brows stayed knitted. “Yan Wang’s known for being difficult in the Celestial Realm. He disregards rules and does as he pleases because he has his own ideas of justice and an army to do what he wants. The Jade Emperor tolerates him as long as the Underworld continues guiding the deceased into the afterlife, but…” he trailed off distractedly, still trying to decipher the purpose of Yan Wang’s visit.


I shrugged, not wanting to delve into Celestial Realm matters now. The adrenaline had faded and exhaustion was seeping into my bones. Without thinking, I muttered, “Well, at least he is honest about looking like a teenager.”


Yulong locked his gaze accusatorily on me, as if I had just questioned his integrity. “Before I came looking for you,” he began slowly, through great effort of self-control, “I brought myself closer to your age so that I wouldn’t frighten you, and we’d click better. An immortal inhabits the mindset and disposition of the age they choose to appear as, while retaining all of their wisdom,” he explained. “Besides, I thought ageing down would help you avoid inconvenient questions from your family. I can’t even remember how old I am now. 1,500? I’ve lost track.” He threw up his hands, a hint of exasperation on his face. “When you’re an immortal, age becomes inconsequential! There’s no deception on my part. I thought you’d know that about me by now.” 


The hurt on his face was obvious. “I didn’t say you were lying!” I tried to backpedal. “It would just have been nice to know because we’re friends.”


I didn’t really care about Yulong’s appearance or his age—he was my friend no matter what—but the defensive edge in his voice pricked at me.


He let out another frustrated sigh. “Mik, there are many things in the Celestial Realm that you don’t know about. The rules, politics, decorum—”


“You could have explained them to me!” I cut him off, annoyed.


“Of the many things I have to do and explain to you, this was the last thing on my mind!”


I knew our conversation was veering off course but there was no reining it back in now.


“Hey, you’re not the only one with lots of things to do! I’m here working my butt off, making sacrifices to help the Celestial Realm with their doomsday prophecy, but I don’t even know these basic Celestial rules because no one up there tells me anything! None of the other Celestials have even bothered with us since the third sign! Forgive me if I feel a little overlooked by the Celestial Realm.” I huffed, folding my arms across my chest.


“This is not about the Celestial Realm. It’s about the survival of the realm you live in. Don’t you understand yet?” 


“Yes, I get it! But it would be nice to be taken seriously as part of ‘Team Celestial’!”


“What do you want? A plaque or medal? A trip to the Celestial Realm?”


“Oh yeah, why not?”


“The Celestial Realm doesn’t work like that, Mik!” 


“Yeah, if it works at all,” I retorted sarcastically. The long night was really bringing the worst out of me.


“Whatever,” he muttered. “Look, I’m heading back to the Celestial Realm. I have a meeting with the Dark Lady about searching for the fourth sign. Have an early rest. We’ll meditate another time.” With that, he leapt and took off into the skies.


Ugh! What was that?
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TOUR


As soon as the recess bell rang, I dashed for Feixue’s classroom. I bet she would flip when I tell her I met and even sparred with the King of the Underworld!


When I skidded over, she was still at her seat explaining some work to a clueless-looking boy while two others, clutching their Chinese composition papers, waited on the other side of her desk. Looks like a queue. I bounced impatiently on my toes, trying to get her attention from between the window slats.


“Hi, Mik.” A familiar voice called out.


I turned to see Yan Wang in the Crescent Hill’s uniform of white shirt and olive-green pants. In the bright light of day, his features were striking: sharp cheekbones, strong jawline, long dark lashes framing stormy grey eyes. He leant nonchalantly against the wall, an air of mystery shrouding him.


I stifled a yelp. “What are you doing here?” My shock at the King of the Underworld’s sudden appearance was mingled with annoyance. What was with these deities appearing as and when they liked? Yulong did the same when he was trying to convince me to take on the job of world saviour.


He swaggered over. “I came to invite you to the Underworld for a tour.”


“Nah, it’s all right. I’ve been to Haw Par Villa. I know how the Underworld looks like.”


I had visited the cultural park in the south of Singapore with my parents and Ee Heng a few years ago. It was filled with statues and dioramas depicting scenes from Chinese mythology and folklore. One of the attractions in the park was the Ten Courts of Hell, which showed punishments and sufferings meted out to sinners in the Underworld, such as souls being thrown into volcano pits and crushed by boulders. I definitely didn’t need to see it live.


Yan Wang rolled his eyes. “That was eons ago. The Underworld is the most modernised place across the realms. It’s unbelievable that the Mortal Realm still depicts the Underworld in such an unflattering manner.” His face scrunched up like he was really offended. “Come with me. I promise you’ll be amazed.”


I glanced at Feixue. She was still busy with her classmates. She looked up briefly and caught my eyes, mouthing the words “sorry” and “after school” at me. I smiled weakly and nodded.


“Well?” Yan Wang pressed.


“But we can’t go now. My recess is only half an hour.” 


“Time works differently in the Underworld. An hour in the Underworld is only ten minutes in the Mortal Realm. You’ll be back in time for lessons.”


I guess I didn’t mind a quick tour since Feixue was busy. “Fine then.”


Yan Wang’s lips widened into a smile. “Is there a quiet place where I can open a portal?”


I led the way to the science laboratories at the far end of our campus, which would be empty during recess. Along the corridor, heads turned as Yan Wang passed, his striking appearance drawing more than a few glances from curious students. Unlike Yulong, who was simply oblivious to the admiration thrown his way, Yan Wang soaked in it. He strutted coolly with his head held high and nodded occasionally at those who glanced his way, as if they were his subjects.


At the stairwell, Yan Wang pulled out the same calligraphy brush he used last night and began to draw in the air, bright light seeping from his strokes. As white light enveloped the spot, he stepped into it.


“Ready?” He grinned, extending his hand towards me. I paused, taking a deep breath to steady myself before the swirling portal crackling with dark energy. With one final breath, I grabbed his hand and leapt in, letting the eerie light swallow me whole.
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I peeked through narrowed eyes, bracing myself for a macabre scene of horrors and a cacophony of screams from tortured souls. But when the light cleared, my jaw dropped in astonishment.


We were in a huge lobby with majestic columns that stretched far and wide. The colossal emblem of the Underworld—a blazing red inferno ringing the Chinese characters “Di Fu” (地府) inscribed in bold, commanding brushstrokes—loomed above us, exuding a foreboding aura.


In the heart of the lobby, a squarish white stone fence veined with grey sat slightly out of place against the lobby’s red and golden walls. It was embellished with elaborate carvings depicting scenes of souls being judged and spirits toiling in endless tasks.


“A tribute to the old Underworld,” said Yan Wang, brushing his hand over one of the spirits enduring a trial of fire. As he did, the carvings came alive, shadows dancing and shifting, such that it looked like the punishments were in perpetual motion. I shuddered, both entranced and horrified.
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