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Thump. Thump. Thump.

The loud echoes of the construction works above ground boomed through the tunnels, creating a ruckus throughout Kallang Tunnel Street 11. Their residential area was enclosed, just like every other street, sending loud echoes throughout the stretch of houses.

“They’re back at it again. When will they ever complete removing all the buildings above ground? It has been five whole years!” Kok Heng sighed exasperatedly, slumping down onto the couch, looking at his mother.

It was the year 2067. Five years ago, everyone in Singapore was moved to the new ‘Underground Singapura’, which was part of the Tunnel City Project that the Government had been working on since 2037, when the condition of the world started deteriorating fast, greenhouse gas emissions reaching extreme levels. Mother Earth started sweating profusely, weeping and crying as her body temperature rose steadily. She was down with a fever, and the ‘doctors’ had to do something to save her.

The Tunnel City Project was introduced to the citizens of Singapore, said to be a project that would be completed before 2070. The construction of ‘Underground Singapura’ was completed quickly, with the use of new automated construction vehicles that did not require human assistance. It allowed the working speed of the project to be tripled, completing the process in the span of 26 years.

The city was not run-down or displeasing to the eye, by any chance. It was beautiful, even more than that of the city above ground. ‘Underground Singapura’ was magnificent. The buildings were self cleansing, a system that was in the process of being installed in the HDBs above ground before the project was announced. It looked like any normal city would, bustling with people, with streets for cars, buses. Changi Airport was also incorporated into the making of ‘Underground Singapura’, but it was changed to Changi Railway, where people boarded trains insteads of airplanes.

Life did not change much, of course. Just the additional thumping from the demolishing of the Green City.

“Boy, you must understand that it isn’t easy to tear apart a city.” Kok Heng’s mother said, bringing the dishes to the dining table. The family of two sat at the table, eating their dinner before going to bed. They had a long day awaiting them when they awoke.

The next morning, at the crack of dawn, when the world was still asleep, a loud knock sounded, making Kok Heng jump from his slumber. He pressed the button on his bedside table, a hologram forming in front of him. A petite girl stood in front of her door, her brunette hair tied up into a messy bun, dressed in a black shirt tucked sloppily into her shorts. Jing En is here...this early? Kok Heng thought to himself, groaning and getting up from the comfort of his bed, dragging his feet to the front door.

“Heng! Do you want me to freeze out here? What took you so long?” The brunette exclaimed, crossing her arms across her chest and huffing, looking at the taller male standing in front of her. Kok Heng smiled sheepishly at the other, rubbing the back of his nape.

“Well you see...I just woke up?” He replied, chuckling nervously, earning a slap on his shoulder.

“You’re already 18 for crying out loud! How could you be less responsible than a 16 year old?” Jing En scoffed and took off her shoes, pushing past Kok Heng and entering their humble abode, slumping down onto the couch. The elder ruffled her hair and walked back into his room, taking a quick shower and appearing back in the living room in a fresh set of clothes.

“I’ll go call mum and we’ll go?” Kok Heng asked, placing a cap onto his head. Jing En nodded and smiled at the older, flicking her hand at him, signalling for him to go. After another 15 minutes of waiting, the three of them were out of the house, headed for the ceme-columbarium in Geylang Tunnel. It was June the 13th, the death anniversary of Kok Heng’s grandmother. She was always the one who cared for both Kok Heng and Jing En when their parents were all at work. Grandmother Teo has been the one taking care of Kok Heng ever since he was young, and she had taken Jing En under her wing as well, after finding the little girl who was just 6 years old back then, going around begging for food. 

The ceme-columbarium was as quiet as ever. The air-conditioned area was filled with rows of urns by the side, the middle filled with holo-graves. The panes of glass lined up side by side, with a button that could press to reveal the hologram of those who had passed. It was not something everyone could afford, hence the number of urns lined up totalled up to double the number of holo-graves there were. The trio stepped into the ceme-columbarium, allowing the cool blast of air to caress their face, their heartbeats thumping against their chest, as though construction was taking place within their bodies.

"Grandma Teo, we've co-" Jing En began, but stopped in her tracks as soon as she saw an empty spot that replaced the jade urn that once occupied the place.

"Grandmother's ashes are gone." Kok Heng mumbled under his breath, his hands trembling as he slowly brought them up to his chest. The three of them stood rooted in that same exact spot, staring at the empty space. Their lips seemed to be sewn shut, silence filling the air as everyone kept mum. Grandmother’s ashes were gone. Who had the audacity to take the urn?

Come to me, foolish humans.

“J-Jing En. I hear something. We need to leave. Now.” The petrified young man stammered, grabbing the younger’s wrist and dashing to the door, occasionally throwing glances back at where they were running from, seeing a figure dash past. You’re going to get it. Nobody dares mess with Grandma. Kok Heng thought to himself, hearing a chuckle in reply. 

“Talk to me when you’ve gathered up your courage, boy.” A low voice boomed, making Kok Heng jump, his breath hitching as he approached the voice with caution, signalling Jing En to remain at her spot. The male ventured into a dark room, the door slamming shut right behind him. 

“Foolish being. Her ashes are right here. She doesn’t want to see your mother, hence she chose to hide. I’m the keeper of the ashes, Lord Renderaliz.”

“What do you want from me?” Kok Heng shouted, jumping back in shock as a hologram appeared in the middle of the pitch black room. 

“I don’t want anything from you,” the voice boomed, “Grandmother Teo wants to see you, that’s all.” The hologram flashed and a familiar figure appeared, making the boy tear up and rush forward to get a better look.

“Y-you’re grandma…” He mumbled, tears streaming down his cheeks as he reached out towards the panel of shimmer.

“Kok Heng, you’ve grown beautifully. You’re a young man now, and grandma just wants one thing from you. Take care of yourself and Jing En for me, alright? That witch of a mother you have, don’t rely on her. She’ll bring no good. Grandma loves the both of you so much, Ah Heng. Tell En En I miss her too… okay? On top… It’s a scary place now Ah Heng. Grandma knows it. Empty, deserted, only construction going on. Stay below is good… good…” Hearing the old lady speak in a soft, gentle voice, her lips curled into a smile as she normally would whenever she talked to him, Kok Heng couldn’t help but fall to his knees, breaking down as all the memories of reminiscence flooded back into his mind.

The hologram vanished into a thin line, and a force carried Kok Heng right to the door, placing him down just beside it. The male cleaned his tears and calmed himself down, taking deep breaths and putting on his straight face, turning the knob of the door and pushing it open, revealing the view of the ceme-columbarium.

Jing En was sitting on the floor with her knees to her chest, tears flowing down from her eyes as she trembled slightly. The older male rushed to her and pulled her into a tight hug, stroking her back and calming the girl down.

As the younger finally stabilized her breathing, she looked up at her friend and sniffled, mumbling, “w-where did you go?” Kok Heng let out a slight smile and ruffled Jing En’s hair, looking into the far distance as he remembered everything that happened back in that room.

“I don’t know En, but I saw grandma. She told me that she’s very happy to see us growing up as decent individuals, and wants you to know that she misses you a whole lot. Grandma really does love you okay? So don’t fret.Right, she also told me that the underground is much better than the city above, so let’s just try to enjoy ourselves here alright? No matter how unaccustomed, how unconventional.” Upon hearing those words of comfort, Jing En nodded and let out a faint smile, snuggling into Kok Heng’s chest and humming softly.

“As long as she’s fine, I’m fine. Oh! What about Grandmother Teo’s ashes?” She queried, looking up at the other with puppy eyes, concern gushing from her expression.

“Grandmother’s ashes are somewhere safe. Away from danger.”
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