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To those who keep the world turning:
the public servants,
the gardeners,
the delivery drivers,
and the gnomes who turn the secret cranks




CHAPTER ONE

So there I was in the office, processing paperwork to register a batch of undead ducklings.

Four of the yellow fluffballs crowded the scarred table in front of me, the glint of malevolent intelligence in their beady eyes the only clue that they’d been raised through black magic to serve as familiars. Three were angrily testing the boundaries of the ward circle that kept them penned in, while the fourth fought valiantly to stay awake. None of them were having much success.

Across the table, Seng—short for Chong Jun Seng—watched me, smiling with irritating familiarity. He was a licensed necromancer and the CEO of one of the largest funeral services companies in the country, distractingly handsome, with the slight build and fine, classic features you’d expect from a leading man in a period drama. His charcoal suit and gold watch probably cost more than several months of my salary, their quality a sharp contrast to the worn-out conference room with its wheezing air conditioning and herd of broken office chairs in a corner. New money juxtaposed against the miserly prudence of the Singapore public service.

“Seng,” I said, clicking through the Ministry’s slow, outdated form system on my laptop and consciously unclenching my jaw. “You can’t just walk in here. Appointments exist.”

“Come on, Ben,” he said. “Friends, right? Us against the world and all that.”

Friends. That word. Our families had been neighbours and we’d played together as kids, gone to the same primary school. Back then, he’d made me help him with the most random things. Mosquito bites. Maths homework. Rehearsing talking to a girl he liked. Having his back when he—

I didn’t want to think about that right now.

Later, we even served in the same unit in the army. Since then, we had drifted apart, perhaps because of his not-fully-legal use of necromancy to build his fortune, perhaps because that was just what happened to adults. You lose friends, to death or to life.

I hadn’t heard from him in years, but some things, it seemed, hadn’t changed. He was still making me fix his messes.

And this time, the mess was four baby birds giving me the stink eye.

The ducklings had apparently come to the conclusion that I was responsible for their predicament and were glaring at me with seething fury from inside the hastily drawn boundary of the ward. One of them was obviously trying to memorise my face for later revenge. Even the sleepy one was trying to join in, but its head kept drooping mid-glare, only to snap back up with a stiffness that didn’t seem quite natural.

I ignored them the same way I was intently ignoring the notifications blinking in the corner of my screen—colleagues from my other meeting, I assumed, frantically messaging to ask why I wasn’t there. But I couldn’t very well leave Seng wandering around here unsupervised with this cargo.

“So, let me get this straight.” I squinted at the screen and navigated yet another sluggish drop-down menu. “You want to transfer ownership of these . . . What are they even?”

“Toyols, technically,” Seng said. “Used to be made from human fetuses, but I don’t do those these days. Ethics and all that. Ducks are more loyal, anyhow. If you want, I can—”

“You’re probably thinking of geese. Titus Livius actually credits them for saving Rome from the Gauls—which is apocryphal, obviously, but . . . You know what, it doesn’t matter. You want to give these toyols to your nephew so he can . . . impress some girl?”

“It’s not just some girl. Her family’s important. Powerful.”

“And you thought a set of postmortem poultry was the solution.”

“The family,” Seng said, glancing away as if embarrassed. “They’re jinn. Wei Jie’s got nothing compared to them. And her family . . .” He hesitated. “They’re already talking about forbidding the match.”

Of course. The jinn were big players, notoriously mercenary in all their dealings. I could see why they’d not approve of one of their own hooking up with some human nobody, and why Seng might have thought that a retinue of toyol servants would give his nephew some supernatural cachet.

And I could see why Seng would want this. A connection like this could mean security, legitimacy, maybe even a little respect. For Seng, these were worth almost anything.

I set my laptop aside and took off my glasses, already feeling the beginnings of a headache. “Look, I can do the paperwork to make sure these get proper IDs. The permits should come in within a couple of weeks. I can help you with the transfer forms after that, but I’m really not sure saddling the kid with zombie ducks is the way to go. Please tell me you asked him.”

“No, but—”

Of course not.

“Listen.” I slid my glasses back on. “This isn’t going to solve your problem anyway. You think the jinn family is going to respect your nephew just because he’s got a bit of power from his uncle?”

Seng started to argue, but I held up a hand to stop him. “And you know what’s likely to happen? Wei Jie is going to do something stupid with these things—blow shit up or demonstrate his love or even worse. You remember what jackasses we were back when we were teenagers. Someone’s going to get hurt—maybe the jinn girl—and then the family will escalate, and then my Ministry will have to get involved, and then it’ll end up on my desk next week as some sort of diplomatic incident.”

I sighed, softened at the look on his face. The confidence he always wore like armour—it was cracked at the edges. He had looked like this, that one day when we were thirteen. He’d asked me for help then, too.

“Look,” I said. “What we . . . what you need to do is have a little faith. Let the kids work it out themselves. In the meanwhile, I can reach out to the jinn side, see if there’s a way to nudge them in the right direction. It’s way above my pay grade, but I’ll see what I can do.”

Seng’s shoulders relaxed a fraction, and he gave me a small smile. “I knew you’d come through for me.”

“I haven’t come through yet,” I said.

“You always do, Ben. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

And there it was. He’d been saying versions of that since we were kids. Most of the time, I’d indeed come through for him. But we both remembered the one time I didn’t.

He’d forgiven me. I hadn’t.

Seng left without looking back, taking the ducklings with him. As the door clicked shut, I wiped the ward circle from the table and slumped back in my chair, a familiar tug of resentment twisting in my chest. It was a sharp-edged feeling, a thorned weed I had to burn out before it took root.

Seng shouldn’t have put this on me. But he also knew I couldn’t turn him away.

So that was one more thing on my plate. I eyed my laptop screen, the accusing blink of notifications, the column of tiny red flags marking out emails I needed to respond to today. A few from the Strategic Planning team, requesting inputs on the workplan slides and how our projects for the next year would fit into the key pillars of the Ministry’s work. A couple from the Heritage Sites division, who were in charge of this year’s Ministry-wide Sports Day, asking me to make sure the team signed up. More from our PS and DS—Permanent Secretary and Deputy Secretary, the head honchos around here—with PDFs of articles on psychology or philosophy or leadership they thought we should read. One from Rebecca, my boss, asking about the status of this email update I’d been working on.

I felt my headache get worse. The update was our quarterly report to Minister, who for all intents and purposes seemed like a very nice, very reasonable man. The problem was that Rebecca was his gatekeeper, convinced that he would be scarred by any contact with inconsistently indented paragraphs, the active voice, or reality. We were now on our fifth round of edits, each iteration improving in elegance of phrasing but diminishing in actual content.

I thought I could catch the tail end of the meeting I’d missed, so I could at least know what next steps they’d agreed to. Then I could get those edits for the update to Minister done in an hour or so. After that, if I skipped lunch and really focused, I might be able to give everyone the replies and inputs they needed by five. Then I’d have the last part of the day to do the part of my job I actually cared about—what I’d done for Seng, if I was being honest with myself. Not bureaucratic bullshit but something more tangible.

On my list, there was a minor avatar of the goddess Annapurna, who’d put her pride aside to ask for help with racist landlords, and a goblin family who couldn’t get their kid into any public schools but also couldn’t afford the exorbitant fees for a private school. I could help them navigate the bureaucracy, get their issues seen by the state, as long as there were no last-minute interruptions—

A knock on the door of the meeting room, and then, without waiting, a young woman poked her head in. She was maybe twenty, short, her T-shirt printed with some anime thing and the tudung that hid her hair an alarming shade of pink. Her smile was bright but uncertain.

“Sorry! Mr. Toh? Ms. Saanvi from HR said to find you here.”

“Wait, who are you?”

“Oh! Sorry, I’m Fizah. I’m here for my internship?”

Right. The new intern—jinni, if I remember her application correctly. Jinni, like the girl Seng’s nephew is dating.

I blinked at Fizah, staring for a fraction longer than I meant to. What were the odds . . . ? No, it couldn’t be. There were enough jinn families in the city that jumping to conclusions would just make my headache worse.

Coincidence, I decided. I was overthinking things again. With all my other work, I’d forgotten she was starting today. Jimmy was supposed to be in charge of the internship programme, so it really should be him giving her the onboarding talk, but this poor girl looked frazzled enough as it was, and I didn’t want her first experience with us to be getting turned away. My day was probably shot anyway.

I set aside my headache and pushed my laptop away, composing myself, with some effort, into a semblance of friendliness.

“Come in,” I said. “Let me tell you about the team.”

My team was the Division for Engagement of Unusual Stakeholders, or DEUS—the post-colonial irony of a government team with a Latinate acronym was not lost on any of us. We were part of the Ministry of Community, the MOC, and I suppose it was a quirk of history that we were here instead of, say, the Ministry of Home Affairs or the Internal Security Department. Unlike most other developed nations, Singapore had quickly made it policy to count our spirit mediums and sorceresses, our hantus, our devas and asuras, as citizens to be served and regulated rather than monsters to be suppressed. This didn’t spring from particularly liberal ideals about equality or moral community. Rather, it came from anxiety about Singapore’s lack of natural resources and the pragmatic conviction that we needed everyone to work together if we were to survive. We could not afford to completely sideline our traditional gods and demons. We needed them to contribute to our nation’s actual gods and demons—our government, our economy, our security, our new Leviathan and Moloch.

The job of DEUS was straightforward—keep the weird people content, get them to be productive members of society, and keep them out of sight. That is, don’t bother the good, normal citizens of Singapore with disturbing things, and certainly don’t bother your bosses (or other Ministries) with that stuff. They had more important things to worry about.

Thankfully, keeping the supernatural from normal human beings and senior management wasn’t hard. People don’t see what they don’t want to see, and our minds are marvellous confabulators.

That lady on the MRT with frangipanis growing where her eyes should be? Don’t look at her face, don’t remember seeing her, focus on your phone and the K-drama you’re watching.

That temple near your old house, where you’ve only seen people leaving but never entering, where you’ve seen something enormous and many-limbed and holy dancing inside? Well, it’s usually dark, and it could have been something else.

That canteen stall you went to all the time in primary school, where you could pay with promises and the food tasted like thunderstorms? Your friends don’t admit to recalling anything like that, so you probably just misremembered. You know how fanciful children’s imaginations can be.

So we whistle to ourselves as we walk deserted streets home at night, singing tuneless little songs, our brains protecting us from the horrors around us. Officially, this phenomenon is known as Deviant Occurrences Blind Eye Syndrome, or DOBES, following the British government’s understated (and poorly chosen) name for it, but no one calls it that except in official reports, not even the Brits. They call it “the jumblies,” I heard, and here in Singapore, we call it the DKP effect. Don’t kaypoh, don’t be a busybody, mind your own business.

The DKP effect did make life easier for those of us who had to manage the supernatural stuff, that being the four of us on the team. Jimmy was our resident goofball and psychic—precognition, psychometry, all the usual. He spent an hour every morning, after his tea break, contemplating a printed map of Singapore and using a dowsing pendulum to sniff out neighbourhoods with unusual supernatural activity. Mei was our spell-slinging bomoh, always perfectly poised in her enchanted heels, and she had been doing this for a long time—don’t let her pixie haircut and apparent youth fool you. Rebecca was our boss, the head of the department, but she also double-hatted with two other teams, so she was always at other meetings and never around. I was a Gardener and our ersatz field agent, for whatever that was worth.

And now, we also had a jinni.

“Technically, half-jinni, um. Sorry. My dad’s just a teacher,” Fizah said, fiddling with the edges of her notebook. “How old is Mei, anyway? I mean, because . . .”

“Probably not the best idea to ask,” I said.

“Sorry, sorry!” She flipped through her notes, her handwriting neat and perfectly aligned. Perhaps there was hope for the next generation yet. She looked up. “Um, so what do I, like, do around here?”

It was a valid question.

“For today, why don’t you go check with Mei or Jimmy and see if they need any help.” I knew real work was unlikely to get done—Jimmy would brag about his daughters, Mei would rant about third-wave feminism and the societal pressures forcing her to use magic to look young, and then they would all go out for cake. But hopefully that would give me the space to clear my emails, check in on Mdm. Annapurna and the goblin kid, and tackle that damned update in the evening.

Her face lit up at my suggestion. “Okay! Should I introduce myself, or—?”

Before I could answer, my phone buzzed. Against the sandy landscape that was my lock screen—a photo of Mars taken by the ill-fated rover Opportunity—notifications blinked. Missed calls from an hour ago from my father and from Adam, this guy I was seeing, and a message from Jimmy on the DEUS group chat:

Ghost cat! L3 pantry, come now!

We threaded our way out through the labyrinth of cubicles that made up the third floor. This close to lunchtime, every department had bifurcated into two camps. First: the sprinters, desperately trying to dash off their last four emails or final annex to a paper so they could leave. The second: the defeated, so far from the finish line they’d given up on leaving for lunch, picking at cold noodles while staring at their screens with dead eyes. They don’t call it a rat race for nothing.

By the time we reached the pantry, Jimmy and Mei had cleared the area, blocking it off along with a whole section of the adjacent corridor with signs that said SENIOR MANAGEMENT FILMING IN PROGRESS.

Clever. There was no better way to make civil servants avoid a place than with the threat that their bosses might be there.

“Get me a cup,” Mei said the moment we stepped in, her manner imperious. “Quickly. Water from the tap will do.” She had her back to us and was spreading her scarf—peacock green and gold—on a table. Jimmy waved a broom around threateningly.

There had been rumours about this cat for months—gossip about scratching in the walls once the sun had set. How stationery on your desk would wind up in a different place from where you left it. How papers sometimes looked like they had been chewed on. Sok Ling, from Legal, was convinced that the perpetrator was the ghost of her cat’s late best friend.

Hauntings like these were fairly common where we worked. We were in a heritage site that used to be a police barracks, and people said that terrible things happened here when the Japanese occupied Singapore during World War II. The occupation only lasted for about two years, but the pain, fear, and depravity that soaked into the brick and plaster during that time remained. Supposedly the building sat on a conjunction of ley lines and dragon meridians, and so the structure itself stayed, even as everything else around was torn down and rebuilt into shopping centres and skyscrapers, becoming a powerful node for spirits of the darker kind. Or so I have been told by those knowledgeable in such things. History speaks. Stones remember. Buildings accrete memories and excrete ghosts.

But now the inside of the building had been remodelled into air-conditioned government offices, rows of cubicles and meeting rooms, and it was civil servants instead of prisoners of the regular variety who spent their days there. The torture had gotten slightly more sophisticated, the shootings had become (for the most part) metaphorical rather than literal, and we had Wi-Fi. But the decor hadn’t improved much, and now you had to buy your own snacks. So, you know, win some, lose some.

The cat didn’t seem to think we were winners. It turned out to be a small tabby, one of those kucintas you’d find lounging around any housing estate—except this one was sitting very securely about two metres off the floor on absolutely nothing. It glared at us, slow-blinking with supreme indifference—at me, at Mei bent over her scarf and muttering, at Jimmy brandishing a broom, and at Fizah grinning with open delight. Then, as if to underline just how little it cared, the cat started licking a paw. It was a little insulting being ignored like that, to be honest.

I edged past Jimmy and got Mei her cup of water, which she placed on her scarf. The water gleamed momentarily, opalescent.

“Can we help?” I asked.

Mei shook her head, not breaking off from her chanting. Fizah came over to peer into the mug, then up at the cat, then into the mug again. She was practically vibrating with excitement.

“It’s so cute!” she squealed. “And this is all so cool. Maybe it’s not the only one—maybe there are, like, ghost kittens? Do you think there might be ghost kittens? Could we keep one? Like, what would we do with ghost kittens? Is there like an SPCA or . . . wait . . .”

She looked at Mei’s water, a look of dawning horror on her face. “Are we . . . ?” she said, swallowing. “Are we going to exorcise it?”

All right, that was enough. Mei needed space to do her work.

“Hey, Fizah,” I said. “Can you help guard the entrance? No, the other one. We need you to watch and see if PS or DS pass by, and distract them if they want to come in. Can you do that?”

We had to get this done under the radar. If Rebecca found out we were doing exorcisms without official clearance and a risk management plan, there would be hell to pay.

Fizah parked herself dutifully at one of the doorways, but she looked a little glum, her earlier enthusiasm for the work dampened now that she knew what Mei meant to do. All this on her first day. I’d have to find a time later to explain that ghosts were just echoes, not conscious things, and exorcisms were less like murder and more like wiping a cassette tape. Not that someone her age would even know what a cassette tape was.

Throughout all this, the cat remained unconcerned by what we were doing. It blinked slowly at us, then rolled over in mid-air, exposing a fuzzy white belly.

That was when Mei threw the cup of water on it, and all hell broke loose.

The cat yowled and shot straight up, tail rigid and bushy with indignation. It bolted through the air, landing on the back of a couch before springing to a table, Mei’s scarf getting caught in its scrabbling claws. Then it launched itself onto a shelf, knocking off a tower of plastic cups and piles of mismatched paper napkins. Amidst all the clattering, the cat took a moment to turn and scowl at us before walking with injured dignity through the back of the shelf. We watched as the scarf disappeared behind it.

It was definitely a ghost.

“It is not a ghost,” Mei announced. “It is something else.”

“It walked through a wall!” Fizah said. “I mean, that’s a ghost thing, right?”

Mei shook her head, patting her hair back in place. “It is not a ghost. If it were, my Working would have dealt with it. Few ghosts can ignore the blessed waters or have enough physical presence to tear up a couch like that. Jimmy, Fizah, come with me. We must figure out what it is.

“We will find it,” she declared, her sharp glare making clear her new personal vendetta. “I will get my scarf back.”

I was just about to add “scarf retrieval” to my very reasonably sized mental task list when Jimmy lowered the broom and turned to me, his expression serious.

“Hey, uh, boss,” he said. “Since I have you here. I got a signal earlier. Clementi, Block 375. Energy spike. Ghosty one.”

I froze for a moment. Jimmy’s morning dowsings didn’t catch everything, but what they did catch we couldn’t afford to ignore. Especially not in a residential housing district.

“Define ghosty,” I said.

“I’m not sure. Something dead and left over, maybe? It showed up for a few minutes, then disappeared. Not like a normal haunting. Felt . . . deep, but not strong. Not old, not big. You know what I mean?”

“Nope.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’ll go over there tomorrow morning and take a look.”

Fizah was still staring at the spot where the ghost cat had vanished, looking shell-shocked and lost. Her notebook was clutched tightly in both hands.

“How do you feel about coming along?” I said.

She blinked at me. “Me? For real?”

“Yes, for real,” I said. “Clementi, tomorrow. Ghosts aren’t dangerous, and it sure beats sitting in the office on your second day. You’re just there to observe, but you might learn something.”

Jimmy snorted. “You’ll learn that Ben is entirely too chipper in the morning.”

Fizah’s grin was so wide I briefly worried that she might spontaneously combust. “Thank you, Mr. Toh! I’d love to!”

I sighed, already regretting my decision. Ghosty was new, and the last time Jimmy had invented a new word to describe something weird, it had cost me three nights of sleep, four email reports, and one pair of perfectly good shoes.

Surely this couldn’t be that bad.




CHAPTER TWO

I was operating on five hours of sleep when I arrived at Clementi. The whole intern and cat thing had thrown off my schedule the day before, so by the time I had finished up in the office and gotten home from the gym to the apartment I shared with my father, he was already asleep. In the relative quiet, without the distraction of small talk, I had ended up clearing a few more emails at the kitchen table. Someone had to protect the team against requests to sign up for this course, or to file your emails in this new way, or make a banner for Sports Day, all coming from well-meaning but overzealous colleagues.

Speaking of overzealous, I found Fizah already waiting for me at the site when I arrived, sitting at the playground on a plastic pogo-pony. The playground nestled in the open space between older flats, one of those modern designs with primary-coloured synthetic surfaces and spongy rubber flooring. A fort took pride of place in the middle, a series of raised platforms and low walls that allowed children to pretend at being medieval European knights. The wear marks and the scuffing on the equipment indicated that this playground was well-used and well-loved, but at this time of morning, with the kids in school, things were quite peaceful. A few domestic helpers were about, walking dogs, carrying groceries, taking the chance to catch up with friends. An older couple sat on the swings, giggling. Someone on the higher floors of one of the blocks was hanging up blankets to sun, laying them over the parapet of the common corridor, splotches of bright colour against the cream of the flats.

It was all very normal, suggesting that whatever occult thing Jimmy had detected was likely to be minor. Something good to ease Fizah into her first day of fieldwork.

She jumped to her feet when she saw me, leaving the pogo-pony to wobble absurdly behind her. “Mr. Toh! Oh no, I didn’t know I had to dress so formal,” she said. “Sorry, sorry, I can go home and change.”

I looked at her, in her graphic tee and jeans, then down at myself. Tailored blue shirt, chinos, brown belt, sturdy Oxfords, navy blazer. I had fourteen sets of the same shirt and pants at home, and three sets of belts, shoes, blazers. It just kept things simple to rotate through them and not have to think about what to wear every morning. I supposed I was a little overdressed for today, and maybe would have taken off my blazer if I’d been alone. But now I was committed, so the blazer stayed on. “No, it’s fine. Wear whatever you want. And call me Ben, please.”

“Okay, sorry. What do we do now?”

“Let’s go look around, see if we can figure out what’s going on. Shall we?”

OAR—Observe. Analyse. Respond. That was the DEUS framework for field observations around deviant phenomena. There was even a very nice set of slides, featuring clip-art people rowing a kayak together, that showed how the OAR framework could help us navigate complex situations. Naturally, Jimmy and Mei ignored it despite my nagging, but today was a good opportunity to show Fizah how it was properly done.

First, observe. Pay attention to the small things—the iconography on dropped pamphlets offering salvation through Jesus. Footprints in the ash of burnt paper offerings. The presence of banana trees. Something would reveal itself. If you looked hard enough, something always did.

Fizah trailed me as I wandered around the area, just getting a feel for the place. HDBs, or public housing built by the Housing Development Board, were where the vast majority of Singaporeans lived. Common areas like this playground and park were the government’s attempt to replicate the fabled olden times when Singapore was a fishing village and everyone was friendly and outgoing instead of hiding at home watching Netflix. Of course, the government never could resist an opportunity to educate, so there were little plaques everywhere explaining things—the name of this flowering shrub, which philanthropist sponsored this bench, what the fine is for littering. Walking around and pretending to read these signs gave us the perfect excuse to investigate everything.

We eavesdropped on the elderly couple, but based on what little I could understand with my rudimentary Cantonese, they were just trading dirty jokes. Nothing supernatural there, unless it was about how love could persist across decades. A group of four women jogged by, middle-aged, slightly out of shape, all wearing new shoes. They were sweating hard, footsteps heavy, clearly pushing themselves.

Fizah grunted once they were past.

“They have the same haircut. And they’re wearing the same clothes,” she said.

“What?”

“I mean, clothes from the same place.”

“What?”

“Actually, those ones over there, too. And over there.” She cocked an elbow to indicate another two clusters of women. “Love, Bonito.”

“What?”

“It’s, um, a Singaporean designer—”

“I know what it is. All of them?”

“Yeah. All newly bought on clearance, too—I thought I saw a tag. That’s weird, right?”

“Yes. I think so. Let’s think through this.”

OAR. Next step was to analyse. I chewed on my lip, mentally scanned through the DEUS Fieldwork Playbook that I’d, as part of my duty, committed to memory. Similarity in dress was flagged in a subsection under Section 4A: “Indicators of Deviant Phenomena,” with subcategories ranging from low-level cult activity (see Footnote 3) to metaphysically significant—

Out of nowhere, a deluge swept over us, an ocean of water dark and cold.

Sound vanished. We were submerged in crushing depths, the morning sunlight suddenly refracted and filtered to dim shadows as we drowned in an impossible sea. Brutal, chest-squeezing pressure. Cold. The taste of brine, burning my eyes and throat. Tugged by unseen currents in water that was somehow abstract, surreal, like from a nightmare, something from a different reality.

This colossal wave rolled over us, washed over the world, a long, slow ripple, alien and freezing, a lazy shrug in existence that turned everything strange. The world around us was sinking. Everything was deforming under a crushing tide. Beneath us, the sidewalk we were on twisted, curled down to somewhere unfathomably far away. A nearby tree split from the pressure, a crack like a gunshot, and inside were masses of roots or tentacles, massive as mountains, each strand somehow larger than the tree itself.

I tried to turn, to shield Fizah from whatever this was, but movement was for when the world made sense. I was suddenly and hideously aware that I was but a node of flesh, a polyp dangling in a deep and incomprehensible ocean, my too-many limbs spastic and flailing in cold currents. I was bloated and elongated across benthic dimensions, suspended like an insect in taffy. The air was simultaneously too thick and too thin. It was hard to breathe. And getting harder.

I’d heard people say that drowning was a good way to go. Peaceful, they said. But this felt anything but. There was no grace here, only the need for oxygen clawing from my chest with increasing madness, only my desperate and futile fight to place myself between Fizah and whatever this was.

In that frozen moment, something wavered above us. It was the floor with the brightly coloured blankets—the sixth storey, I counted—blurry and shifting as if we were looking at it through water. Another slow ripple, and it receded in a way my mind could not grasp. Like a sinkhole collapsing, but the perspectives were all wrong, like the horizon was too close. The blankets, the corridor, the flats on that floor, they grew distant, sank incomprehensibly into nothing, and vanished.

Nothing made sense.

Then.

The wave receded partially, and the pressure eased. Sound returned, but muffled, like when you have water in your ear. A dog barked. The sidewalk was only slightly skewed, mostly obeying the rules of Euclidean geometry. The split tree remained split, but inside it were merely regular-size splinters and torn wood.

A gasp, two. I could breathe.

The hammering of my heart slowed only when I saw that Fizah was next to me, wide-eyed, gasping but unharmed. Thank god. I didn’t know how I would have lived with myself otherwise.

But what had just happened? It was clearly no mere haunting. My brain raced. A natural phenomenon? The doing of a paranormal beast? Some sort of black magic? I didn’t know. But whatever it was, it was something new, non-routine, and definitely dangerous. Bringing Fizah along, it turned out, had been a terrible idea. Guilt sprouted inside me, a familiar plant, but I quashed it. No time for that now.

“Should we go?” Fizah said. She was looking up at the missing sixth floor.

“No,” I said. “Absolutely not. Go back to the office.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“I’m ordering you to go home.”

“I don’t care.”

“What?”

“You can’t order me to do anything. Um. Anyway, you might need help.”

These goddamn Gen Z’s, I swear. I thought about physically bundling her into a taxi and must have made some frustrated sound as I considered the logistics of kidnapping a teenager, even if it was for her own safety.

“I’ll be careful,” she said. “Promise.”

I sighed, beaten. What else could I do? “You run the moment anything funny happens, okay? Don’t be a hero.”

We jogged over to the block with the missing sixth storey, though it felt like wading through shallow water. The noticeboard in the lift lobby was plastered with flyers. A poster from the town council warning residents about mosquitoes that carried dengue fever. Five or six different advertisements offering piano lessons for children. Someone with a lost parakeet. Fairly normal stuff, no real clues.

The lift smelled like bleach with a hint of old cigarettes, and the button for the sixth floor was missing, replaced by smooth metal. We hopped off at the fifth floor and hoofed it up the stairs. The plastic sign on the walls said 5, then up one flight of stairs, 7. Nothing in between. No seams in space-time, no portals, nothing. Just stairs and railings and then those two damn numbers. How do you investigate something that isn’t there?

And then it was. The wave of unreality ebbed further, and the sixth floor re-emerged like a rock at low tide. Between one step and the next, it was just there, as if nothing had happened. The staircase contained a pair of someone’s discarded slippers. The common corridor had someone’s plants, and a bicycle locked to a rack, and some brightly coloured blankets draped over the parapet. A cat looked at us through the grille of someone’s front gate. The only evidence of anything strange was a lingering smell of something sweet, almost rotten.

Of course, none of the residents remembered anything when Fizah and I spoke to them. They were friendly enough, and several invited us inside their homes when we said we were from the (made-up) Singapore Heritage Youth Community, interested in the history of the place. An older makcik, eyes enormous behind thick glasses, offered us freshly made kuehs, telling us about other people who had visited recently—some guy (“Like you, very handsome,” she said) who was thinking of moving to the area, and also NEA officers who had been by recently to check for mosquitoes. Another auntie asked us, weirdly enough, where she could buy a piano. An old uncle gave us tea and told us about his grandchildren studying in Australia, his time as a firefighter with the Singapore Civil Defence Force, and his late wife’s favourite stalls at the nearby hawker centres. It was all a lot of useless information, and nothing about the unreality wave that had swallowed parts of the urban landscape.

I mean, how do you even begin to ask about that? “Hello, ma’am, do you remember not existing for a few minutes earlier this morning?” What we needed, I realised, was someone who wasn’t subject to the DKP effect. Someone who could remember what happened.

We needed an Other.

Others was what we called people like Fizah, Mei, Jimmy, or me. No one really knew who originally coined the term—it’s been attributed to Rajaratnam, to Edwin Thumboo, to William Farquhar—the usual big names of Singaporean history. The way it was widely understood, correctly or not, was that it was based on CMIO—Chinese, Malay, Indians, Others—the racial classification first designed by the government as an administrative tool, quickly internalised by the public and ossified into identities. We, of course, were in the last category, which included jiangshi, diviners, and elves right alongside Eurasians, Filipinos, Arabs—all the ones who had to tick a special box and fill something in when they entered National Service or applied for an HDB. Over the decades, as different ethnicities found their identities as Singaporeans, Others had come increasingly to mean just those of us who lived halfway in the world of the supernatural.

And because we were halfway in, we couldn’t ignore the strange things that regular people might overlook, and the DKP effect was muted on us. An Other would be able to give us more information about the wave.

“Come on,” I said to Fizah. “Let’s see if we can find someone who remembers something.”

We walked downstairs and looked back out at the playground. The sun was a little higher now, starting to burn away the cool morning damp from the air. Fizah pointed towards a group of women huddled together, several of them with plastic bags of groceries. In the middle, half-hidden by the rest, was someone crying.

“They look fine,” I said. There was no indication any of them were Others. And public displays of emotions like that . . . ugh.

“She’s, like, freaking out,” Fizah said. “And you said we had to pay attention to small things.”

“Fine,” I said, trotting over. “Could be dangerous. You wait here.”

“Sorry, nope,” Fizah said, and followed.

The person crying was a woman, a little younger than the ones around her, dressed in a loose T-shirt and paisley shorts. One of our migrant domestic helpers, if I had to guess. She squatted on the ground, sobbing, stroking a dog . . . or what used to be one. Extrusions like fingers erupted from the side of the poodle, and its back half seemed diminished in a way strangely hard to focus on. The dog was vomiting up what looked like water but clearly wasn’t, likely the same unreal fluid that made up the wave earlier. I thought of that feeling of drowning, the sense of extra parts, of being extended. I thought of the sixth floor of the flats, withdrawing and disappearing. Was this what it was like to be taken by that wave?

The women around us steadfastly paid no attention to the dog’s oddities, making calming sounds and speaking in what sounded like Bahasa.

“Are you okay? Did something happen?” I said, keeping my voice level, professional. Just find out what happened and move on. But no one paid me any attention.

Fizah squeezed past and knelt by the crying woman, taking her hand. She said a few soft words, then turned to me before giving a significant look at the ground. That’s when I saw it—the tears never made it to the pavement, instead transforming into moths mid-air. This one, she was Other.

“Ask her what exactly she saw,” I said.

Fizah ignored me, let the woman clutch at her hand too tight and gasp out some words.

“She says her employers don’t see the sickness,” Fizah said, translating for my benefit. “Won’t let her take the dog to the dukun . . . the medicine man. She says it got worse each time.”

“Each time? What do you mean each time?”

“She says—” But the rest of Fizah’s translation was lost as the dog retched again, gave one last confused whimper, and slipped away before our eyes, front paws and head receding in the same way its back legs already had, the same way the flats had. In a moment, it was gone, and the young woman let loose a wail of grief.

I stiffened, useless. What do you even say in the face of this?

Then the woman started whispering something, voice dulled with loss. All I caught was tiga, tiga, tiga.

“What’s she saying?” I asked. We needed to know.

“She says we mustn’t tell her employer. She says . . .”

Fizah looked up at me, eyes wide with dismay.

“She says this was the third wave this month. She says the sea will come again, and sweep us all away.”




CHAPTER THREE

Next to the office were a few shopping centres. Naturally. This was Singapore, where we had shopping centres the way other countries had forests and fields. If The Lord of the Rings had been set here, the journey to Mordor would have involved a lot more escalators and air conditioning.

These shopping centres all had their niches. One catered to people looking for high-tech gadgets and electronics, another to the Japanese diaspora. Yet another was filled entirely with stores that sold cameras, sound systems, and ritual implements—zoom lenses, subwoofers, small urns for home use, big urns for temples, prayer mats, crucifixes, crystal geodes, painted gods, reflexology charts. This last one always smelled like incense and piss, but it was our favourite. The kind of team that we were, with the kind of work that we did, we felt a kind of warm kinship with a place so strange and so incongruous with the modern vision of Singapore.

On the second floor of this mall, tucked away in the back between a reiki practice and a gong shop, was a small eatery. It had four plastic tables and the coffee was a war crime, but it was open around the clock and had very adequate biryani. It also had a small window, which was useful for reminding us when it was dark outside and that we should go home. This little place was our go-to for team meetings, and sometimes we would spend hours there under those fluorescent lights, convincing ourselves that maybe the coffee was actually only a minor infringement to human rights and arguing about the best way to respond to an email from senior management.

This time, it was just Jimmy and me, catching a quick discussion before I had to go for my late-afternoon meetings. Earlier, I’d taken Fizah to Dr. Kamini and Mei, the former to check her for physical aftereffects of yesterday’s incident, the latter to check for supernatural aftereffects. Mei had then taken advantage of Fizah’s presence to try using Fizah’s jinn energies for a tracking spell for the missing scarf, which was why the two of them were off in some meeting room doing magic.

“Fifty bucks says they’ll trip the fire alarm,” Jimmy said, sipping his coffee.

I considered my own and thought about whether I was desperate enough to drink it yet. I wasn’t. “Mei knows better than that.”

“She’s never used a live jinni before. Can you imagine? Don’t you want to—”

“No,” I said, already pretty worried about it. “Absolutely not. Can we get back to this?” I gestured at the heap of off-brand Ziploc bags on the table, nestled in the space between our laptops and coffee cups. Each bag contained something small I had filched from the Clementi incident site, fodder for Jimmy to do his thing. A splinter of wood from a ruptured tree. Some rust scraped from a bicycle spoke. Sand from the playground. A more professional department with an actual budget might have used actual evidence bags, I guess, based on what I see on TV, but this was just DEUS. We made do with cheap bags from the supermarket.

Jimmy poked at one of them, brought it up to his nose, and grimaced. “These all smell funny. I don’t know how to describe it. Like the sea. Like they’re . . . damp.”

My turn to make a face.

“Damp. Like, you know, moist.”

“Stop it.”

“But seriously, these feel like they’d been submerged. Somewhere deep.”

It made sense, inasmuch as anything did. The experience had felt like drowning, and the dog-lady had talked about some current. But what sort of water swallows dogs and HDB flats, and feels wet only to psychics? The DEUS databases might have something helpful.

“Have you checked—”

“Binder Two? Yes, obviously,” Jimmy said. “I spent all day looking, while you were taking Fizah to Dr. Kamini. System must have crashed on me twenty times. What’s the point of making us do all this filing and note-taking if the stupid search doesn’t work? It’s ridiculous.”

“Okay, okay, I know. Find anything useful?”

What was unspoken was that our databases were barely worthy of the name. Even putting aside the inadequacies of the last-decade software, the information we had in there was pathetically meagre. Sure, we had thousands of filed minutes of meetings and Steering Committee decisions and programme after-action reviews, but real data about Others? Like
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