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TREES


The tree trunk lay on the ground, split open and hollowed out like an empty shell of decay.


Bai Yulong swept his hand purposefully over the tree’s jagged edges. “These trees were devoured from the inside,” he said. 


My mentor and I crouched beside the massive trunk at Bishan Park, its roots exposed like skeletal fingers clawing at the air. Just days ago, trees all around the city had toppled without warning, falling like dominoes. Social media had dubbed the phenomenon “The Great Tree Collapse of Singapore”. Cars had been dented and rooftops damaged, but fortunately, no one had been seriously injured.


By day, the fallen trees were cordoned off, so Yulong and I could only inspect the aftermath late at night (me, by sneaking out from my room’s balcony, then cloud riding to our destination with Yulong). We were investigating the cause of the mysterious tree collapses—what appeared to be the fifth sign of the Dark Lady’s prophecy.


The scene before us remained eerily untouched: yellow tape fluttering in the breeze, tree roots splayed out in the air and leaves scattered on the ground. At night, Bishan Park looked nothing like the sunny, lush garden where my little brother, Ee Heng, and I used to race on our bikes years ago, yelling for Mum and Dad to catch up. Now, the trees took on a strange green glow under the streetlights, and shadows twitched whenever the wind stirred. Without a soul in sight, the park felt more creepy than before.


“Mik, do you see anything?”


“Trying,” I grunted, pressing my fingers to my temples. My eyes swept over our surroundings as I willed for my true sight to activate, but everything around us remained stubbornly ordinary. “Nothing,” I muttered, my voice strained.


True sight—the ability to see the aura of demons and celestial beings—remained a fickle ally. Despite mastering my qi through meditation and gaining better control over my Monkey King powers, like shapeshifting into a fruit fly and channelling energy through my iron cudgel, true sight eluded me. It seemed to have a mind of its own, appearing sporadically at its whim. On a few occasions, it flickered to life during training with Yulong, revealing a beautiful white celestial glow around him that distracted me enough for him to win our sparring matches.


Yulong could have investigated alone, but he thought my true sight might reveal something hidden. So far, though, I was just another pair of eyes; my true sight remained persistently dim.


Yulong huffed a small sigh before planting his hands on his hips. He let out a measured shout, “Tudigong!” He repeated a few more times, calling for the earth deity that guarded Bishan.


An old man emerged from the ground. He wore a dark blue and yellow robe with a matching hat, identical to the earth deity I had encountered earlier this year at Bukit Brown Cemetery, except this earth deity was thinner, taller and much older, with a wrinkly face and a very long, white beard.


“Greetings, Great Strength Bodhisattva!” The earth deity bowed politely, acknowledging Yulong by his Celestial Realm title in a raspy voice. “How may my humble self assist you today?”


The earth deity’s gaze never strayed my way, which was good because it meant I didn’t need to introduce myself. I stood silently beside Yulong, recalling his advice: the fewer people who knew who I was (ahem, the reincarnation of the Monkey King) and what we were doing—training for a final battle that would come after seven signs of the prophecy had manifested—the better. The prophecy was only made known to selected Celestials, a precaution to avoid drawing the attention of potential saboteurs.


Yulong returned the greetings, cupping his right fist with his left hand. “Tudigong, there has been a spate of tree collapses in Singapore, with Bishan being one of the affected areas. What news have you heard from your fellow deities regarding this?”


“As the incident had only just occurred, the earth deities have yet to convene on the matter,” he said with a long drawl.


Yulong’s brows bunched up. “Earth deities are entrusted with the protection of specific locations in the Mortal Realm. The sudden collapse of so many trees in Singapore surely warrants a meeting. How could you, as the guardian of Bishan, allow a tree to fall under your watch?”


A look of alarm spread across the earth deity’s face. “Great Strength Bodhisattva, please be appeased! Sudden tree collapses have happened throughout the long history of the Mortal Realm for reasons ranging from fungal infection to animal and mortal actions. Surely, I could not be blamed for this.”


“I do not blame you, but I question how you and your fellow deities have not conducted investigations given the severity of the situation. I’m certain you do not see this as something natural?”


“The Great Strength Bodhisattva is wise,” the earth deity hurriedly replied. “While the earth deities have not met upon this matter, I have indeed surveyed the site under my jurisdiction and believe that the tree at Bishan Park had collapsed due to termite infestations.” 


Yulong’s eyes narrowed. “Termite infestations?” 


“Yes, this has happened in Singapore before,” the earth deity added quickly. “In the past, there had been cases of termites entering trees from beneath the ground, leaving no visible signs like mounds outside the trees. The trees had looked to be of good health from the outside.”


Yulong nodded thoughtfully, though his frown remained. “I appreciate your assistance, Tudigong.” 


The earth deity bowed as he bade us farewell.


“He said termites, so demons didn’t cause this?” I asked Yulong as we headed out of the park. We knew the first three signs of the prophecy had been caused by the demons Princess Iron Fan and Karasu Tengu. The cause of the fourth sign was still inconclusive, but Yulong thought we should investigate this latest sign to see if demons were behind it too.


“We can’t draw any conclusions until we’ve checked the remaining sites.”


I glanced at my watch—it was already 11pm and there was school tomorrow.


“Mik, it’s getting late,” he said, catching on. “I’ll send you home before I inspect the other sites.”


I nodded and climbed onto his cloud gratefully. Ever since Yulong realised I had been burnt out from school and Monkey King training, he had been cutting me more slack to give me some downtime. But with the falling of the trees, five signs of the prophecy foretold by the Dark Lady had come to pass, leaving two more before the final battle. Despite my fatigue, I felt torn between the lure of my bed and the urge to chase down the cause of these prophetic signs with Yulong.


We were investigating the prophecy without help from the Celestial Realm. Powerful Celestials were barred from meddling in Mortal Realm affairs to avoid disrupting its qi, though I know most Celestials were either too busy or didn’t care about the Mortal Realm anyway. Since Yulong was only considered a lower Celestial, he was able to move freely in the Mortal Realm to help me. While I felt a twinge of guilt that he would have to carry on without me, Yulong didn’t have school the next day and could better afford these late-night ventures than I was able to.


There was another reason why I was anxious to get to bed and start the day early tomorrow—the results of the K-pop boot camp dance audition would be out at 6am!


Last week, I stood in the audition room, heart pounding, as I showcased my dance moves for a spot in a K-pop boot camp in South Korea. Fifty contestants would be selected for the camp but only one would earn a full sponsorship. I so wanted to be that one—not just to experience the life of a K-pop trainee but to prove to Ayesha Yusof and the rest of Crescent K-Crew that I was good enough to be an official member, not just a reserve. After all, I used to be front and centre of my school’s K-pop dance team. I was only relegated to be a reserve last term when I was overstretched—balancing schoolwork, dance practice and training to save the world—and Ayesha deemed my performance subpar. Anyway, if I were going to apply to South Korea’s School of the Arts after my O-Levels, I needed an impressive portfolio. Being a reserve with limited stage time wasn’t going to cut it for my K-pop aspirations.


I had left the audition room with a confident stride, replaying my performance in my mind. My original routine, filled with intricate steps and memorable point moves, had flowed seamlessly. The judges’ smiles and nods felt like silent applause. I was pretty sure I had nailed it.


Right now, nothing was more important than getting back to K-Crew—not even a doomsday prophecy.
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RESULTS


My phone screen was a blur of refreshes all morning as I religiously checked the dance school’s website. They had promised to announce the successful auditionees at 6am, but the page remained annoyingly unchanged. Between classes, I kept refreshing the page, hoping for an update, but there was nothing. I finally gave up after Mr Duran issued a stern warning, threatening to confiscate any phone he saw during maths class. Maybe the dance school had meant 6pm instead. Ugh.


When recess finally came, I quickly checked the website again—only to be met with a painfully slow loading screen. I trudged down the stairs, my mind buzzing with frustration as I headed to the garden trellis to meet Yulong and Feixue to discuss the latest findings on the tree collapses.


As I passed the canteen, a loud “OMG!” rang out. I spotted Cora near the canteen entrance, frozen, her eyes glued to her phone.




“Hey Cora, what’s up?” I called.


Cora’s eyes shone with excitement when she saw me. “Did you see the dance school’s announcement?”


“The results are out?” I blurted, frantically unlocking my phone and tapping at the browser.


Before the website appeared, Cora exclaimed, “None of us made it, but at least Ayesha did!”


My breath caught in my throat. No. It couldn’t be.


With trembling fingers, I refreshed the website. Finally, the page changed. Instead of the blank screen I had seen all morning, a banner screamed, “Congratulations!”, and beneath it, a list of the selected participants’ names. I scanned the list, my eyes darting from line to line. There. Ayesha’s name. She hadn’t won the sponsorship, but she was one of the 50 invited to the boot camp.


My name wasn’t there.


The floor beneath me seemed to tilt. My stomach hollowed and my hand tightened around my phone as if gripping it harder might change the reality staring back at me. But it didn’t matter; I wasn’t on the list.


“I…I didn’t make it,” I murmured.


“Aiyah, never mind lah. We can try again next time,” Cora chirped.


My eyes darted over the list again, as if my name might magically appear if I looked hard enough. But no matter how desperately I looked, it still wasn’t there.


“You didn’t make it too. Why are you so happy?” I uttered, barely glancing up from my phone. Keya, Ishani and James had auditioned as well, but they weren’t on the list either.


“Oh, I wasn’t expecting to make it—the competition is so tough!” came Cora’s reply. “I’m just glad Ayesha is flying Crescent K-Crew’s flag high.”


I glanced up at Cora, her face beaming with genuine happiness for Ayesha. But that only deepened my frustration.


It was supposed to be my name on that list. Cora was supposed to feel proud of me for flying Crescent K-Crew’s flag high. I was supposed to prove to my team that I deserved a spot in K-Crew.


But I had failed. My mind raced with self-doubt as my eyes turned misty. What had I done wrong?


Cora must have noticed my crestfallen face and her smile faltered.


“It’s okay, Mik. There will be other opportunities in the future. Don’t take it so hard. You know how these auditions are; they usually look for a certain it factor…” she rattled on before finally adding, “Maybe this time… it just wasn’t meant to be.”


How could Cora understand that it was not okay? She wasn’t stuck as a reserve on the performance team, sidelined and overlooked. She didn’t have to prove herself to everyone. She couldn’t grasp how much I wanted—needed—this. And now, my chance had slipped away.


I couldn’t face her anymore. I turned on my heel and left, her calls for me fading into the background.


Cora’s words replayed in my mind as I wandered aimlessly: it just wasn’t meant to be… Doubts gnawed at me. Was I not destined to be a K-pop star? Had I not tried hard enough? These judges were professionals, not amateurs. Surely, they would recognise talent… Was I not talented enough?


I kept walking until I found myself in an empty corridor. I slid down against the wall, burying my face in my hands as tears streamed uncontrollably. Disappointment and frustration roiled within me. I wanted this so badly. I had pictured myself at the boot camp, training alongside the other auditionees in South Korea. I honestly thought I had it. How did it slip through my grasp? I gave it my all, yet it still wasn’t enough. What more did I need to do?


Footsteps and voices echoed down the corridor. I hastily wiped my tears with the back of my hands, knowing my eyes were red and puffy. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to see me like this. So I did the only thing that made sense: I let out a breath and focused on the qi thundering through my veins. Embracing it, I began to smooth it out, guiding the turbulent currents to a strong, steady flow. Then I transformed into a fruit fly.
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I landed on the stool beside the stone table under the garden trellis, unnoticed in my fruit fly form. Feixue and Yulong, dressed in our Crescent Hill School uniform—white shirt and olive-green bottoms—were already deep in conversation. A few other students lingered nearby, so I decided to stay hidden until they left.


“All the tree collapses were caused by termites?” asked Feixue, surprised.


Yulong nodded solemnly.


“I remember reading about a tree in Singapore that collapsed due to termites,” Feixue mused. “There were no external signs of damage, but the report said such incidents are very rare.”


“Exactly,” Yulong replied. “That’s why I find it odd and too coincidental that the other eight trees across the island also collapsed from termite infestations.” 


“Could something or someone be causing these infestations? After all, the first three signs were caused by demons,” Feixue speculated.


“It is likely,” Yulong agreed. “If we can identify the source of this fifth sign, we might delay the remaining prophecy signs and give Mik more time for all the Monkey King’s powers to manifest before the final battle.”


“Speaking of Mik, where is she?” Feixue glanced around.


When the last few students left and the area was clear, I whispered, “Expand.” The energy within me obeyed and my view of the stone table shrank as my body grew. In seconds, I was back in my human form, seated on the stool, staring at my friends’ surprised faces.


“Go on,” I said, waving my hand listlessly. “I heard everything—termites, demons, buying time, all of it.” 


Yulong blinked in confusion. “Why did you need to shapeshift?”


I lowered my gaze, unsure how to start.


“What happened?” Feixue asked, her eyes searching mine, quiet and concerned.


My voice trembled as I tried to speak. “I…I didn’t make the boot camp.”


Feixue’s hand found its way to my arm, her touch gentle. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Mik. I know how much this meant to you.”


“Without the boot camp, at least you can focus on your training,” said Yulong earnestly, as if that was a good enough consolation for not getting in.


I glared daggers at him. “Is training all you care about?”


“Of course not!” Feixue jumped in. “Yulong cares about you.” She rubbed my arm reassuringly while Yulong scratched the back of his neck with a sheepish smile.


I knew she was right, and that I shouldn’t have snapped at him, but… “UGH!” I groaned, burying my face in my folded arms on the table.


“You know,” Yulong started, and I looked up to find a mischievous glint in his eyes, “I could always cast a spell and change the judges’ minds.”


I blinked and imagined it for a second—the judges’ vacant expressions as they nodded in unison under Yulong’s spell. A laugh escaped me. “That’s the last thing you’d do!” I said, certain his kind heart would never allow him to manipulate others.


“Even if I could, you wouldn’t let me,” Yulong returned with a knowing smile. “Mikaela Kong would want to get into the boot camp by her own merits, not through some Celestial magic.” His words lit something warm in my chest, but it faded quickly as doubt crawled in. What if my own merits weren’t enough?


“Mik, you’ll make it back on the team. Some way, somehow. I know you.” Yulong’s eyes met mine with unwavering confidence.


“I have confidence in you too.” Feixue nodded, her voice filled with encouragement.


I wanted to believe them, but the uncertainty in my mind lingered like a fog that refused to lift.


“Let’s just forget about this for now.” I sighed and rubbed my face with my palms, trying to push away the disappointment. “So, how are we going to find out who or what caused the trees to collapse?”


“I’m going to investigate further at the various sites,” Yulong replied. “Mik, you’ll need to work harder to awaken all your powers. There are just two more signs left.”


It dawned on me with a jolt: we were running out of time.
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UNEXPECTED


By the time I closed my science textbook, it was 9pm. My stomach growled, reminding me of the dinner I had barely touched.


Auntie Rose, our domestic helper, had outdone herself with a spread of sweet-and-sour fish slices, gong bao chicken and my favourite Hokkaido scallops stir-fried with asparagus. But even the sight of those scallops couldn’t whet my appetite.


I had pushed the food around my plate as Ee Heng chattered on about his school day; he had just started Primary One this year and school was still fun for him. His voice bounced around the table like it always did, filling the silence. Mum and Dad didn’t speak to each other; they just nodded and asked questions at the right times. It was one of those dinners again.


Anyway, they hadn’t mentioned the audition either—maybe they forgot, or maybe they just didn’t care. They never really understood how much being a K-pop star meant to me, and had never been supportive of my aspirations. To them, my K-pop dream was just a distraction from my studies, and they would much rather I stay a reserve in K-Crew. I had forced down a few bites and excused myself, explaining that I had homework to finish.


With Yulong out investigating the tree collapses, training was off for the night. I had dutifully buried myself in my homework—a dreadful chemistry worksheet on moles and a maths assignment on angles—for two hours when my stomach grumbled.


I quietly made my way downstairs. In the living room, Dad was absorbed in his phone, the news droning on the TV. I slipped into the kitchen, grabbed a pack of cream crackers and settled down beside Dad on the sofa, the crinkle of the wrapper breaking the silence between us.


“Mik, are you all right? You didn’t eat much during dinner,” Dad said, finally taking his eyes off his phone.


I didn’t think he’d noticed. “Dad,” I started, his unexpected concern loosening my tongue. “I…I didn’t make it to the boot camp.” Even as I said it, my voice quivered and my vision turned misty.


“Oh.” Dad’s brows lifted slightly. Was he surprised that I hadn’t made it, or had he simply forgotten I’d auditioned at all? “Mik, actually—”


“Dad, I know you’re going to say it’s not a big deal,” I blurted, tears already welling up in my eyes. “But it is. It’s a big deal to me. I worked so hard, and they didn’t even pick me.” I sniffed, trying to keep my voice steady.


Doubt and disappointment coiled in my chest. The instructors from my old dance classes had always told me I was talented. Ayesha had said the same, since I was the only Secondary One student good enough to be selected for K-Crew. Had I been wrong all along? Was I not as good as I thought I was?


Dad parted his lips, and for a moment, I braced myself for his nagging and empty reassurances that K-pop was not that important. Instead, his voice was soft and careful.


“I get it,” he said. “It hurts when something you care about doesn’t work out. Especially when you gave it everything and tried your best.” His gaze was distant and something in his tone hinted that he’d been through the same thing.


His hand landed gently on mine, a brief, hesitant pat. “Is there anything I can do?”


I shook my head. What could Dad do? It was all on me.


“I just…feel like maybe I’m not good enough,” I whispered. “Like I thought I was, but…maybe I was wrong.”


Dad’s lips pressed together as his eyes held mine. “You’re more than good enough, Mik. But sometimes, life doesn’t line up the way we want. And it’s not because of us… It’s just timing, or people or things we can’t control.”


He gave my hand another gentle pat. “You don’t have to figure everything out right now. Just know I’m here. And no matter what happens, stay positive. Things will work out.”


It wasn’t what I expected. No lecture. No “you’ll do better next time.” I nodded gratefully, not trusting my voice. He didn’t press, but just sat there beside me, quiet and steady.


The news droned on in the background, headlines flashing across the screen, but none of it registered until Dad remarked, “That looks bad.”


“Blackened waters have been sighted in the seawater around several locations in Asia today, including the Straits of Malacca, near Singapore,” the news anchor reported sombrely. “They have also been spotted at the Gulf of Thailand near Phuket, in the Java Sea close to Surabaya, Indonesia, as well as the South China Sea near Hainan Island in China. Experts believe that the blackened waters are caused by oil spills or illegal dumping.”


As the news anchor reported on how maritime authorities were planning to collect water samples for testing, aerial footage showed a huge splotch of black in the deep, blue ocean.


Giants tumble. Waters blacken…


I sprang up from the sofa.


“Mik, you okay?” Dad asked in surprise.


“Yeah. I…I’m going to bed.”


I hurried up the stairs, a pack of crushed crackers in my hand.
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Unsurprisingly, Yulong was waiting for me on the balcony when I returned to my room, looking visibly stressed in the moon’s faint glow.


“The sixth sign. I saw it on the news,” I said, the words catching slightly. The speed at which everything was happening now should have terrified me, but oddly, I wasn’t feeling as panicky as I thought I would.


“The signs never had a fixed pattern. But the fact that the sixth sign appeared just days after the fifth means that the final sign could come any day now, and the battle would be imminent.” Yulong’s jaw was tight, his brows furrowed in concern.


“I haven’t unlocked all the Monkey King’s powers yet, but maybe I could still go into the battle with what I have now,” I began. “After all, Yan Wang thought I could handle—”


“Mik, we have no idea what you’ll be facing. What if your powers are not good enough? We need to err on the side of caution. I would rather we overprepare and ensure you’re truly at your best.”


A sinking feeling washed over me. What if I’m not good enough?


“Tree collapses are now happening in other countries—Thailand, Vietnam—but I still haven’t figured out what caused them in Singapore,” Yulong muttered, his gaze sinking to the floor. “Since the sixth sign is unfolding at sea, perhaps there are others who can help us figure out what’s blackening the waters.” 


I hugged my knees to my chest. “Oh yeah? Who?”


“My family.”


“Oh, right!” Yulong was the son of the Dragon King of the West Sea. His family would surely have insights into the mysteriously blackened waters.


“But that’s only if they’re willing to help,” he added, his voice tinged with uncertainty.


“Why wouldn’t they?” I asked, then winced. “Oh yeah, your dad sentenced you to death for damaging his magic pearls.” Yulong was only spared after the Goddess of Mercy persuaded the Jade Emperor to let him serve as Tripitaka’s steed in penance.


Yulong flinched slightly. “It’s…not really like that.” He glanced away, then back at me, like he wasn’t sure how much to say. “He didn’t actually sentence me to death. The story you mortals read is not entirely accurate.” 


He shifted on the cool balcony tiles, the moonlight catching the nervous crease between his brows. “That night, I was bored of studying and wandered into the Dragon Palace’s Treasure Room. The room always had so many interesting magic trinkets. It was stormy, and I only had a small pearl to light the way. Then, I saw this beautiful lightning dagger and was admiring it when a sudden crash outside startled me. I dropped the dagger, and it sent a spark of lightning across the room, hitting and destroying Father’s magic pearls.”


He paused, discomfort etched clearly on his face as the memories surfaced. “When my father found out, he was furious. We never had a good relationship, and he thought I did it on purpose to spite him. Because gifts from the Jade Emperor are sacred, he had to report it. The penalty for damaging sacred gifts is death, but I don’t think he wanted that. He was just…doing what he had to and following the rules.”


I scrunched my lips, anger flaring up inside me. “But he knew what would happen if he told the Celestial Court! He should have kept quiet.”


“If it were discovered that the pearls were destroyed and that he had covered it up, the punishment would have extended to our whole family. He was trying to protect everyone,” Yulong explained hastily, though his gaze dropped, as if he wasn’t fully convinced.


“By sacrificing his youngest son? It was an accident! He should have taken that risk for you.”


When Yulong’s eyes met mine, I knew he felt the same way, even before I said it. He sighed. “I wish he’d protected me too…but in a way, I knew that he wouldn’t,” he said as he looked wistfully at the sky. “My mother died giving birth to me, and he’s never really forgiven me for that. I think part of him sees me as the reason she’s gone.”


“That’s not even your fault.”


“I know it’s not.” He smiled sadly. “But it doesn’t stop him from feeling that way. He has my older brother and sister. They’re everything he wants—strong, capable, perfect. I’m just the one who broke things.”


“Hey,” I shot him an admonishing glare, “that’s not true! You’re not some screw-up, okay?”


He blinked, surprised by my sudden fierceness. Then, slowly, he nodded with a small smile. “Thanks, Mik. I’m trying to believe that. I really am.”


There was a long silence before he spoke again. “Maybe if he really got to know me and everything I’ve accomplished…he would be proud of me and finally forgive me.” Yulong’s eyes shone with hope.


“For the record,” I said, “I don’t think you need to prove anything to your father, and there’s nothing to forgive. But if you want, I’ll come with you.”


“You will?” Yulong’s eyes brightened.


“Yeah, if your dad refuses to help, maybe I can persuade him. After all, I was the Monkey King. He might want to avoid another episode of me causing havoc in the Dragon Palace.” I waggled my eyebrows at Yulong.


“That wasn’t my father. That was my uncle, the Dragon King of the East Sea, whom you harassed for a weapon and magical gifts.”


“Oh! Well, I can’t keep track of all the Dragon Kings. There are so many!”


“There are just four,” Yulong said with a smile. “We can go tomorrow after school.”


“Oh… I can’t go tomorrow. I have dance practice,” I said, a flicker of disappointment catching me off guard. I quickly asked, “The day after tomorrow?”


Yulong nodded. “Yes, that’s fine. Thanks for offering to come with me.”


“No problem.”


I wasn’t really planning to intimidate the Dragon King. I just wanted to support Yulong; meeting his father wouldn’t be easy. Besides, I was actually going to the Dragon Palace! I was giddy with excitement. For the rest of the night, I imagined what the Dragon Palace would be like, my wretched audition results forgotten.
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On the first day of the third month of
the Water Tiger year, a prophecy was
made known to the Celestial Court by
the Goddess of War:

The Fire Dragon year marks the end
Blazing heat sears the land
An abnormal rain sows disorder
A mist of black veils the sky
Mountains shed their heavy cloaks
Giants tumble
Waters blacken
Fractures and fissures scar
the grounds
Seven signs completed, comes
forth the battle
Of good and evil, hope and fear
The Mortal Realm’s future
hangs precarious
Only a mortal girl born of divinity
can change its fate
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