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Chapter 1: A Narrow Escape
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With a painful groan, Bill Zhao forced open his right eye. His vision was still misty as if covered by fog, but it was clear that the once-familiar bus interior was now a wreck. His right eye could not focus properly, and his left eye burned with sharp pain. What used to be an easy act-opening his eyes-was now an exhausting effort. After struggling for a while, he gave up. Seeing shards of glass stuck in the soil, stained with blood, he began to suspect that his left eye might be blind.

He sighed, shifted his aching body bit by bit, and muttered under his breath, "Damn it... blind or not, at least I'm still alive. This feeling of breathing again... damn, it really burns..."

He patted his chest, trying to calm the violent coughs brought on by deep breaths, and wiped away a streak of blood-tinged sweat sliding down from his brow.

After steadying his breathing with eyes closed, he reopened his right eye. The scene finally came into focus.

The once-luxury coach was truly overturned, lying on its side, most of its windows shattered. Tilting his head slightly, Bill could see the blue sky through a broken window above, with a few white clouds drifting lazily and birds chirping nearby.

A faint smile crossed his lips. With trembling hands he unfastened his seatbelt, climbed onto the backrest of his seat, and surveyed the surroundings.

He counted roughly a dozen passengers lying about. Bags and belongings were strewn across the bus. Then he heard faint groans from the driver's area-mixed with low curses in a local dialect. Before long, a boy with a delicate face raised his head from there.

The boy glanced at Bill, slightly startled, then gave a brief nod and a strained smile. Judging by his expression, he was injured as well.

Looking around, the boy asked in a low voice, "You're... Bill, right? Do you know where we are?"

Bill chuckled and shook his head. Bracing himself, he stood, broke off a few jagged pieces of glass from the window, gripped the frame with both hands, and climbed out.

A moment later, his hoarse voice came from outside. "Where are we? Lucky enough, not in hell, I'd say... but you're the tour guide. I should be the one asking you that."

The boy gave a wry smile, unbuckled his seatbelt, and patted himself down as if checking for injuries.

"Kid, didn't think you were this professional," a rough voice came from above.

The boy's body tensed instantly. One hand slipped behind his back, fingers gripping a triangular shard of glass.

When he saw Bill's casual grin peering in from above, he relaxed slightly, shrugged, and said flatly, "A couple of ribs, I think. Luckily, no organ damage."

Bill chuckled without comment, fished out a soft pack of Double Happiness cigarettes from his shorts pocket, lit one, and offered another as a "post-disaster smoke."

The boy shook his head with a slight smile, nimbly climbed over toward the driver's seat. The shard of glass had disappeared from his hand.

Bill flicked off some ash, pried loose the bus's useless "NO SMOKING" sign, studied it for a moment with a mocking grin, then shrugged and tossed it far away.

Looking down, he saw the boy's hands moving quickly over the driver's body, clearly checking for injuries. After a moment, the boy frowned slightly and pinched the driver hard above the philtrum. The driver's eyelids fluttered, his eyeballs rolling beneath them, and he groaned in pain.

The boy slapped the driver's cheeks a few times and then said something that almost made Bill drop his cigarette.

"Maxine, can you hear me? Does anything hurt?"

Bill raised his brows and thought, Maxine? What the hell... wasn't this supposed to be a new route from Hua Travel? Is this some kind of family business?

Hua Travel, formally the Hua National Travel Agency, was a giant nearly monopolizing the tourism industry. It had once been a state-owned enterprise, later thriving under national reforms and policy support. Its leadership also had the vision and boldness to develop new travel routes, often working closely with local governments.

The "Hua Ethnic Journey" that Bill had joined was one such new route, showcasing the customs and landscapes of China's ethnic minorities. Unlike the typical rushed tours, this route allowed visitors to immerse themselves in local village life. The shortest itinerary took over a month. Prices were relatively modest to build popularity and word-of-mouth.

Bill hadn't planned on traveling. He had recently been through some stressful matters and joined this new YunnanYao minority route on a friend's recommendation, hoping to relax. Half a month into the trip, his mood had indeed improved-until fate struck again with this accident.

Lost in thought, he was pulled back by the driver's groaning words.

"Feng... my left leg... I think it's broken..." The driver's face contorted in pain, sweat dripping down his cheeks onto the soil.

Feng? Right, Bill now remembered the boy's full name: Justin Feng. Having spent the past two weeks together, he knew the guide was quick, capable, even once catching a venomous snake bare-handed in a village. If not for that, with his almost too-delicate features, Bill might have mistaken him for a tomboy.

"Hey! You up there-look around for a plank or something," Justin suddenly called out.

Snapped out of his thoughts, Bill scanned the surroundings from atop the bus. Soon his eyes settled on the coach's side mirror. With a couple of twists, the already-loose mirror came off.

Jumping down to the ground, he handed over the mirror-about the size of a computer keyboard-and asked with a smile, "Think this'll do?"

Feng had just finished cutting open the driver's trouser leg and was feeling along the shin. Hearing Bill, he glanced back, smiled, and said, "That'll work. Thanks." He took the mirror and put the scissors back into a three-tiered first-aid kit. Bill eyed the kit and pursed his lips thoughtfully.

Measuring with the mirror, Feng then cut the shredded trouser leg into several half-meter-long strips.

"I figure your might need this," Bill said as he returned, handing over a straight, debarked branch about the length and thickness of a hot dog.

Feng nodded and placed the stick in the driver's mouth. "Maxine, ready? On three..." Before finishing, he pressed down sharply, setting the broken bone back in place. The driver's plump face twisted in agony, nearly biting through the stick.

Feng quickly splinted and bandaged the leg, instructing, "If your leg starts feeling numb or cold, tell me immediately. Every half hour, touch your fingers near the splint-if it feels too tight, let me know right away." He then helped the driver sit in the shade of a nearby tree, added, "Stay still," and returned to the bus to check on the others.
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Chapter 2: The Survivors
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By now, the passengers inside the wrecked coach were gradually waking up. For a while the air was filled with groans, curses, questions, and cries, all blending into a ceaseless chorus. Busy tending to the injured, Justin glanced at Bill, who was still wandering outside, and called with a wry smile, "Hey, you out there-mind giving me a hand?"

"Oh," Bill replied and jogged over, climbing back into the bus through the front.

Luck-or fate-had spared those still alive. None of them suffered life-threatening injuries. Most bore only cuts, bruises, or mild concussions. The worst off was the plump driver, whose shinbone had been fractured, perhaps due to his seat at the wheel. Out of the original thirty-five passengers, fewer than a third remained. The sight made everyone feel the fleeting, fragile nature of life. One thing most of the survivors had in common was that they had fastened their seatbelts.

Two hours later, everyone able to move sat together in a circle beneath the shade of a tree. After repeated questioning and examination by Justin, it was confirmed that no one else was in serious danger. He finally took a moment to wrap his own injured ribs.

The group sat in silence, still not quite recovered from the shock of the midnight accident.

A girl in a baseball cap hugged her knees and sighed softly. Her clear, delicate face held an unspoken sadness as she asked quietly, "Do you think... anyone else might still be alive?"

Bill looked across at her but said nothing, fiddling instead with the ZIPPO lighter in his hand. He remembered her-Belinda Wei, a typical Sichuan girl with a heart-shaped face, bright eyes, lips, a rare straight nose for a girl, and flawless skin. Her figure matched her looks. The saying that Sichuan girls rank highest in beauty across the country felt justified.

Next to her, a short-haired girl gently took Belinda's hand, smiled, and said, "Ling'er, I believe there are. Look..." She pointed at the irregular slope that led down from the mountain. "We fell from up there and survived, didn't we? There were trees and bushes all along the way. Even if some were thrown from the bus, some must have lived. We might see them again in a few days."

When she described the crash as "falling down," several people gave faint, wry smiles. Still, the grim mood eased a little.

Bill recognized the voice. The short-haired girl was Arlene Mo, who had joined the tour with her boyfriend, Tracy Wen. Despite their white-collar background, neither showed the arrogance often mocked online, and Bill had a fairly good impression of them.

Privately, he had compared the two women: if Belinda represented the beauty of Sichuan, then Arlene was a typical Shanghai beauty. Her refined features and graceful demeanor embodied the charm of China's only true international metropolis. Her style of dress was equally "Shanghai," a living endorsement of the phrase "cool summer."

As for her boyfriend, Tracy, he was far less striking-average height, average build, and a very ordinary face. If not for the good-natured smile behind his glasses, Bill might have likened the pair to a flower growing beside something far less appealing.

Nearby, a little boy tugged at his mother's hand and asked, "Mama, is what that said true? Do you think the others are still alive? Are Wei and Lan still alive too?"

The young mother stroked her son's hair, squeezed her husband's strong hand, and said gently, "Yes, what that said is true. As long as there's hope, there's a tomorrow."

Stealing a glance at Belinda, Bill caught the faint curl at her lips-perhaps at the memory of an earlier amusing incident.

The family sitting beside Bill was straightforward enough. The father, Miles Wang, had a plain name but a strong build with thick brows and large eyes, about 1. 85 meters tall-almost like a Western football player. His wife, Lesley Liang, was the picture of a gentle, traditional beauty. Their son, Justin Wang, was unforgettable to Bill because of his lively nature. At the airport, at his parents' prompting, the boy had greeted each of the twenty-odd members of the tour. But when he reached Belinda and Arlene, he hesitated before blurting, "Uh... hello, pretty sisters!"

The group had laughed heartily at the scene, and the two young women had rewarded the boy with plenty of candies and snacks. For the next two weeks he enjoyed the special care of many fellow travelers and, along with two other kids-Wei and Lan-earned the nickname of one of the tour's "three little rascals."

His question today clearly showed he missed his two playmates.

Bill glanced casually at the bespectacled young sitting on his other side-Astrid Lu, if memory served, one of the few solo travelers like himself. There was something odd about the young man's character. Bill still remembered that first night at the first destination, when he had invited Astrid to join him and a few others for dinner in a local restaurant. The reply had been blunt: "I don't know you, and I don't want to know you. You eat your meal, I'll eat mine. Goodbye." The two women at the table had laughed so hard that they spat out their beer. Seeing Bill glance over, they had apologized profusely, while he could only give a bitter smile.

Still idly rolling the lighter in his palm, Bill counted the people in the circle. Including himself, there were nine. Out of thirty-five, only these few were left. He sighed inwardly, not daring to hope much for the others.

Unbidden, the memory of last night's sudden accident surfaced in his mind.

...

Half a month into their trip, the tour group was on the Hua Travel luxury coach, heading for the second destination-a Yao ethnic village said to be over five hundred years old. The village was one of the highlights of the journey. It opened to outsiders only for a single month each year. According to the plump driver, without local guides no outsider could find the remote mountain settlement. Its pristine forests and scenery outshone many hyped tourist spots. This leg of the tour allowed visitors to stay for a full week, experiencing a true rustic life. Some even played the role of hunters. Last year a visitor had famously shot a wild wolf with a village rifle-though most settled for game like pheasants. That experience alone made the two-month, 18, 000-RMB tour worthwhile, and those who had gone last year had widely recommended it. This year's group was fully booked: thirty-two tourists, one driver, one escort from the agency, and one local guide.

At the foot of the mountain, the night sky had been dazzling with stars, as if one could reach out and pluck them. But halfway up the slope the weather changed abruptly.
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At the foot of the mountain, the travelers gazed at the night sky, marveling at the curtain of stars and the crescent moon. The rustling pines in the mountain breeze sounded almost like waves breaking on a distant shore, enchanting anyone who had ever ventured deep into a primeval forest.

An hour later, as the bus climbed halfway up the slope, the weather changed abruptly. It was as if someone had suddenly turned off all the lights in a sion. Except for the faint glow of the two aisle lamps in the coach, the outside world was swallowed in pitch-black darkness.

To make matters worse, the once-gentle forest was now filled with wind and flying sand and stones, a scene that was more than a little unsettling.

Bill stopped fiddling with his ZIPPO lighter, peered out the window, and murmured a few poetic lines:
"Climbing high brings endless sorrow,
Reeds and willows drift by the river's shore,
Clouds rise from the creek as the sun sinks behind the tower..."
Before he could finish the melancholy verse, a downpour lashed the bus.

(He had meant to continue reciting lines from Xu Hun's East Tower of Xianyang City, a Tang-era poem renowned for its bleak imagery:
"Storm clouds gather as mountain rain approaches,
Birds settle in the green fields at dusk,
Cicadas cry among the yellow leaves of the autumn palace,
Ask not about the past-rivers still flow eastward.")
Beside him, Belinda glanced at the pounding rain outside and muttered softly, "What a jinx..."
Her remark left Bill slightly annoyed. Come on, the rain would've fallen whether I spoke or not.
At that moment, the refined-looking Justin first instructed the driver to slow down, then picked up the microphone.
"Everyone," he said, pointing at the storm outside with a playful smile, "we've got ourselves an uninvited guest tonight. I've lived in these mountains for years, but I've rarely seen such a rude visitor. On behalf of the company, I'd like to hear your thoughts. If we keep going, we have about an hour before reaching the reception point at the village at the foot of the other side of the mountain. However, given the temper of this 'guest,' there's a slight chance we might encounter a landslide. If we turn back, it'll also take about an hour, but most of that road is flat and safer. What do you think?"
Familiar group members began discussing quietly, but the debate soon turned into a murmur of many voices.

Bill glanced at Justin, raised two fingers in a "V," and silently mouthed, "VOTE," then turned to look out the window.
He used English deliberately-he had seen Justin speaking fluent English to a group of foreign tourists a few days earlier, and had realized then that he had underestimated the young guide.
Catching Bill's gesture and noting the rising chatter in the bus, Justin made up his mind.
Clearing his throat, he spoke again into the mic.
"To save time, I suggest we hold a democratic vote. Majority rules. Does that sound good?"
Most passengers nodded.
"Then," Justin continued, "those in favor of pressing on, please raise your hands."
People glanced at one another. A few raised their hands first. By now, the storm outside seemed to have eased a little, the fierce drumming on the windows softening into a scattered patter. Many thought the storm might soon pass and raised their hands as well.
After all, turning back would mean losing three hours in total-a tempting span for a nap after half a month of busy travel.
Soon the majority had voted to continue. Bill smiled and raised his hand too, muttering under his breath, "Rain or no rain, better keep your seatbelt fastened just in case..."
Those nearby, hearing his words, quietly buckled up.
Seeing the vote decided, Justin leaned toward the driver and murmured a few instructions about careful driving and staying alert.
Then he picked up the mic again.
"Thank you all for your support!" he said. His eyes flicked briefly toward Bill, and he gave a faint, knowing smile.
Bill smiled back and nodded in return.
But under his breath he muttered, "Such a waste of looks if you're not a male model..."
Before long, the coach crested the mountain pass and began its descent.
The rain eased further, and the sound of it grew lighter.
Lulled by the steady hum of the bus, everyone except the driver gradually dozed off.
Though the rain had slackened, the plump driver dared not relax. The sudden downpour had left the already rugged mountain road slick and treacherous. He kept the speed low and alternated between high and low beams as needed.

After about ten minutes, he recalled that just around the next bend the road would straighten out for the long slope down.
He exhaled in relief, the tension on his face easing, and lightly tapped the brake pedal.
But as the bus rounded the bend, the rear wheel jolted over a large stone-and there, barely five meters ahead, stood a black Jeep Commander, unmoving.

The driver's heart leapt to his throat, pounding as if it would burst out of his chest.
On instinct, he slammed the brake and jerked the wheel.
In that stretched-out moment, he clearly saw the Jeep's black-background Guangdong Z-series plate and even the terrified faces of the four young people inside.
The bright headlights revealed the two girls in front screaming soundlessly, their hands flailing, while the boy in the backseat slowly reached out to shield the girl beside him.
The driver of the Jeep had turned back, bent over, one hand gripping the wheel while the other twisted frantically at something beneath it.
At the first jolt, Bill had snapped awake from his light doze.
The next instant left him stunned, and he could only shout, "Seatbelts! Seatbelts!"
Some passengers scrambled to fasten their belts, but most were still groggy and bewildered.

Fortunately, the driver's cautious pace had kept the bus's speed low. Though it skidded on the muddy road, the velocity dropped quickly. A collision now seemed inevitable but at least unlikely to be catastrophic.

Then disaster struck again.
The right front wheel of the coach plunged into a large rut.
The sliding bus tipped sideways, its massive body toppling onto the Jeep-
and the two vehicles together tumbled down the mountainside.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4: The Chosen

[image: ]


The plump driver wasted no time. He snapped his seatbelt tight and, in a mental blur, called on every god he knew-heavenly kings, Buddhas, saints-vowing that if he survived he would burn incense to them every single day.

The other awake passengers, regardless of whether they believed in the Jade Emperor, the Buddha, God, or Allah, all prayed fervently.
This was the true meaning of the saying: clutch the Buddha's feet at the last moment.
Bill grabbed the inflatable neck pillow behind his head and held it between himself and the window, muttering to himself, "Damn it... misfortune never comes alone..."
At first the coach slid down the slope without too much speed because of the angle and the dense trees.
Bill even thought, What is this? A slow-motion roller coaster?
Moments later, he cursed himself. Talk about jinxing it...
The slope, while not extreme, still dropped at nearly forty-five degrees. And gravity had its own rules.
As the bus gathered speed, it bumped off tree trunks here and there. The Jeep that had been tumbling alongside them vanished into another direction.
Their "two-vehicle slide" instantly became a "solo performance"-and soon escalated to spins, loops, even backward flips, none of which anyone could applaud.

Dizzy and with his heart hammering, Bill felt his consciousness begin to fade.
Well, at least Hua Travel really invested in these buses... this bullet-resistant glass is holding up-
He didn't have time to finish the thought. A moment later came the sound of shattering windows, followed by someone's furious shout: "Damn it! Jinx!"
...

Blinking back to awareness, Bill saw a delicate white hand waving before his eyes and heard a teasing voice:
"Hey! You alive in there? HELLO? ANYBODY HOME?"
The survivors were all looking at him with suppressed smiles. Half-crouched in front of him, Belinda was grinning mischievously, her big bright eyes sparkling as she asked, "So... who were you calling a jinx just now, hmm?"

Bill was still in a daze-mainly because of the two soft half-spherical shapes beneath the sky-blue cartoon T-shirt right in front of his eyes. The way they shifted slightly as she waved her hand left a vivid impression in his mind-almost as if he could map their size and position.

I love summer. I love ultra-thin lingerie, he thought wildly.

Belinda followed his gaze, blushed crimson, raised her hand as if to smack him in the forehead, then hesitated-perhaps feeling it would be too suggestive-and let it drop instead.
As she stood up to leave, she tossed back a single word over her shoulder: "Pervert."
The others broke into good-natured laughter.
Young Justin, too innocent to grasp the joke, tugged at his mother's hand and asked, "Mama, what's so funny? Are you laughing at that brother?"
The accused "pervert" coughed twice and forced a look of calm.
"Uh... sorry, everyone. First time I've been in an accident like this. Still a bit woozy. What were you discussing just now? Have you decided?"
Justin gave him a look equal parts exasperation and amusement.
He mentally reviewed what the group had just settled on, then explained:
"Everyone's injuries are minor. Here's the plan we agreed on.
First, we'll send one or two people with me to seek help. There's a military radar station about five to seven kilometers ahead. Our satellite phone is completely smashed, and none of us can fix it. We'll ask the soldiers there for help so we can get back here and move everyone safely to the village reception point.
Second, the rest will camp here by the bus tonight and wait. There are six boxes of bottled water and enough biscuits and chocolate for now. I also found two fire axes on the bus.

Once we reach the radar station, we'll report the situation to the company and request immediate assistance. Compensation and other matters can be handled after everyone is safe."

He spread his hands and smiled.
"That's about it. Zhao, do you have any questions? If not, we'd better get going."
"Oh... no questions. You explained it clearly.
Wait... hold on... did I hear you right? When you said 'we,' who exactly did you mean?"
"Us," Justin said breezily. "Me... and you, Mr. Zhao."

Bill blinked at the blazing sun outside. The heat didn't seem unbearable, yet he felt as though he himself might be cooked like an egg. He raised his hand with a grimace.
"May I object?"
After all, Justin had said "about five to seven kilometers" and used the word "request."
In other words, even if they somehow aged to find that supposedly five-to-seven-kilometer-away radar station in this trackless forest, there was still the question of whether the soldiers there would be willing to help a group of city dwellers who'd come sightseeing only to wreck a bus in the wilderness.
The soldiers had their own duties, after all. And why should they believe the visitors were tourists and not spies?
Justin merely shrugged.
"Of course you can object. Ask what you need to. You may not get the chance later."
"First-how do you even know about that radar station? Is it safe for us to go barging in there?"

"Oh, I grew up in that village before university. I used to follow the hunters into the hills as a boy. I've known about the station since then. Satisfied?"

"Fine... but is the route safe? I heard someone once hunted a wolf out here."

"Don't worry. Our villagers hunt in these woods all the time. You won't find wolf packs here. That much is certain.
Now, if there are no more questions, let's move. If we're quick, we can make it back before sunset."
He picked up a cardboard box, pulled out four bottles of water, tossed two to Bill, then adjusted the combat knife at his belt and started off.

Bill stuffed the water bottles into his waist pack, accepted a packet of biscuits from Miles, and strode after Justin.
"Hey, Nangong!" he called as he caught up. "What was with that weird smile just now? Come on-don't tell me you're keeping secrets. Slow down!"
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Chapter 5: Hidden Tensions
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After Bill and Justin left, Arlene strolled casually over to sit beside Belinda. With a sly smile she asked, "Hey, what do you think of him?"

"Him? Who?" Belinda looked puzzled.

"Oh, come on. Stop pretending. He's your life-saver after all," Arlene teased.

"Oh, you mean that lecher." Belinda gave a look of sudden realization.

Arlene gave her a once-over before saying, "In that situation he still thought to fasten your seatbelt for you. What more do you want?" She then smirked mischievously. "Besides, that night when you invited him to dance the folk dance, both A-Wen and I thought you were trying to seduce him."

Belinda's mind flashed back to the moment right before the coach slid off the slope. The passengers had barely recovered from the first scare when the front-right tire sank into the mud again, throwing them into renewed panic.

From safety back into danger in an instant-many were paralyzed, not knowing what to do. Belinda knew the first thing to do was to fasten her seatbelt.

But no matter how she tugged and pulled, the belt wouldn't lock. She glanced around for help. The girl beside her had already lost control and was screaming hysterically.

She shouted Arlene's name for help. Arlene and Tracy turned their heads. Arlene was about to unbuckle herself to help, but Tracy held her back and tried to reach over his own seatbelt since he sat directly in front of Belinda.

Suddenly both of them froze, staring blankly at Belinda.

A moment later, she felt her right hip lifted as someone's cropped head bumped into her chest, arms sliding around her waist to click the buckle shut.

Given that the bus was already tilting at that moment, such awkward contact was understandable.

Before she could react, the figure disappeared with a swish.

She could have sworn she heard a muttered, "Hmm... feels pretty good..." Whether he meant the feel of his head or his hands-or both-only he would know.

Then she had seen Tracy hastily refasten his own loosened belt, and next came the tumbling chaos of the crash. When she regained consciousness later, the lazy Bill had been waving his hands in front of her, shouting something, and then Justin's face appeared.

At first, sitting under the trees after leaving the wrecked coach, she hadn't realized who had helped her at that critical moment.
Later, she realized that if she had stayed calmer, she would have noticed one end of the seatbelt had been pinned beneath her own hip-no wonder it hadn't latched.
But that was hindsight, as people often say.

Given that the passengers behind her were Bill and another girl, the answer to who had rescued her was obvious.

Feeling a gentle poke at her side, Belinda came back to herself and teased and laughed a bit with Arlene before asking, "Hey, you didn't come over just to say all this nonsense, did you?"

Arlene leaned in close and whispered, "Don't look so surprised. A-Wen asked me to come talk to you. He thinks we should ally... and maybe bring that Bill along too."

She stood up as if nothing had happened and strolled back to sit beside her boyfriend.

Belinda kept a faint, stiff smile on her face for a moment, then hid her unsettled emotions by taking out her MP4 player and putting on earphones.
She listened to the music while mulling over Arlene's words.
An alliance? Do we need one? Alliances exist to unite against an opposing side. But who are we uniting against?

Her thoughts were interrupted by startled exclamations from the others.
She pulled off her earphones and stood.
From the nearby trees emerged two pairs of young men and women.
One supported a girl while the other carried one on his back.
On Belinda's side, Miles and Tracy had already gripped the only available weapons-the two fire axes.

Everyone looked at the approaching strangers with a mixture of caution and curiosity.
A guess formed in Belinda's mind. She glanced at Arlene and saw her nod slightly.
The two pairs stopped beneath a tree near the group. The taller one, with a long face and a hooked nose, spoke first.
"Hello. Our car crashed last night as well. Looks like we're in the same boat. Do you have anyone who knows first aid? One of the girls is unconscious, the other may have a fracture..."
Astrid spoke up coldly, stressing certain words: "So you were in the crash with us last night."

With that hint and the bits of chatter they'd heard earlier, the others quickly realized these four were the cause of the accident.
Murmurs rose at once, agitated and overlapping.
Belinda stepped forward, nodded, and said, "I'll help. I have first-aid training."

The hooked-nosed young smiled politely. "Thank you."
The other young man, more excitable, gushed his gratitude until his companion tugged at his sleeve to quiet him.
Had Bill been there, he would have been impressed. Belinda's first-aid skills were clearly more professional than Justin's.

She asked for a certain medicine, gave it to the unconscious girl, whose strained breathing eased into steady sleep.

She examined the second girl, pressed and palpated her leg gently, then smiled.
"You're fine. No fracture. Just a pulled muscle. Rest for a couple of days."
After settling the two girls, the hooked-nosed youth introduced them.
"My name is Berg Song. This is my friend Renee Yan. The one asleep is my girlfriend, Monica Lan. The one with the pulled muscle is Chong's girlfriend, Miriam Li."
Belinda introduced herself briefly.

Berg looked at the couple with her and asked with a friendly smile, "And you two?"

"Oh, I'm Arlene, and this is Tracy. We're Ling'er's friends."

With that, Arlene pulled Belinda along and said to the newcomers, "We have things to sort out. You can rest here for now. We've got plenty of water and biscuits-help yourselves if you need any."

She gave Belinda a meaningful look before leading her and Tracy back to their group.
Once out of earshot, she said in a low voice, "Ling'er, don't you realize? If not for them, we wouldn't be stuck here. Because of them, so many from our tour died. Why did you help those two girls?"
Belinda frowned slightly.
"I was trained to save lives. You expect me to watch them suffer and do nothing? If that's what you want, I'm sorry-I can't."
Tracy gently patted Arlene's hand and said apologetically to Belinda, "Ling, don't mind her. She's just upset. She only found out two days ago that one of the girls in our group was actually her college senior... and now this."

Realizing the reason, Belinda quickly grasped Arlene's hand and apologized.

Arlene aged a smile.
"It's fine. I shouldn't have lost my temper and taken it out on you."
The two young women soon put the quarrel behind them and began chatting again as if nothing had happened.

The two groups remained in their separate spaces, their relations balanced on a subtle edge.

Meanwhile, the daylight was fading.
Tracy kept glancing at the darkening sky, a faint trace of worry on his face.
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Chapter 6: The Map
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Night fell completely.

Taking the chance to bring over firewood for the night's bonfire, Berg sat down beside Tracy.

He offered him a cigarette. They smoked in silence for a few puffs. Noticing Sima's occasional cough, Song chuckled.
"Brother, looks like you haven't been smoking for long."
Sima coughed a few more times to steady his breath before replying flatly,
"Yeah. I wasn't allowed to smoke before."
Seeing that the ice was broken, Song asked,
"By the way, you seem to be waiting for someone?"
"Oh, yes. Our guide went out with one of the group to get help."

"Oh? You mean that radar station?"

Sima paused, unable to hide his slight surprise.
"That's right. But how do you know about the radar station? You have connections in the army?"
Song shrugged with a mild smile.
"Not exactly. My family knows a few people in the military.
You know how it is in remote mountain areas-one of the biggest problems is lack of reliable communication with the outside world.
GPS here, especially domestic systems, still isn't mature enough.
As for mobile phones, forget it.
My family learned about the radar station so we'd have a fallback in an emergency, in case we couldn't reach anyone else."
"So you four were on a self-drive trip?" Sima shifted the topic.

"Yeah, that's right."

"Did you make it to the village?"

Song gave a wry smile.
"We were on our way that night. If not for the... accident... To be honest, we planned our route almost the same as your tour group's.
A friend who had been there before said the villagers preferred self-drive visitors.
Tour groups feel disruptive to them.
Self-drivers seem more like respectful guests."
"So you must have a map then, right?" Sima asked abruptly.

After a short pause, Song grinned.
"Yeah, we do have a detailed map of the area.
If you'd like to see it, I can get it."
Sima responded without false modesty.
"Ah, that would be really helpful.
Maybe it could help all of us."
Song nodded, went back to Renee's side, and pulled a map from his pack, handing it over.

Sima unfolded it and froze. His eyes shifted to Song with a complex expression.

Song shifted uncomfortably under the gaze.
"What is it?"
"You said your family merely knew some people in the army, right?" Sima asked, raising the two maps he was holding.

Song regained his composure and smiled faintly.
"Yeah. That's what I said."
"But what I'm holding is a standard military map... and a digital military map.
Is that just coincidence?"
Song looked at him for a moment, then glanced around at the darkening forest.
"Getting dark. Time to light the fire."
With that, he stood and went back to help Renee.
Sima gave a helpless smile, then opened the maps, using his phone screen for light.
He traced a finger across the paper map, the military one.
Soon his finger stopped over a circular region.
Arlene had quietly come to sit beside him.
"Wen, what's wrong? Did you find something?"
She leaned closer, curious, and saw his finger hovering over a circle marked in red ink with the word "Danger".

Sima suddenly put the paper map down, grabbed the other one-the digitally printed map-and pointed to a pale circular area.
His finger trembled slightly.
Arlene followed his gaze and saw, printed in stark letters, "Unknown".

His unusual reaction unsettled her.
She tugged at his sleeve and whispered,
"Wen, what is it? What did you find? Tell me!"
Sima forced a thin smile and patted her hand.
"Wait. I'm not certain yet."
Then, as if propelled by springs, he leapt to his feet and scanned the surroundings before running to a towering tree.
In a few agile moves he climbed more than twenty meters up to the canopy.
He scanned the distance by the last traces of sunset.
A few minutes later, he climbed back down, shoulders slumped, and sat heavily on the ground.

Arlene clutched his arm, shaking it gently.
"What is it? What's going on?"
Sima sighed, spread the map out again, pointed at the ominous circular region, and said bitterly,
"Looks like we won't make it back in time for your grandfather's birthday at the end of the year..."
Arlene stared at the map, lost in thought.
Then both of them gasped at the same time.
"Oh no! Justin and Bill..."
Just then, a voice came from beside them.
"Do you think we're here... or here?"
The newcomer pointed to two spots on the maps-one on each-and sat down beside them.

They turned to see Berg's face, dark with concern.
His finger had tapped the red-marked "Danger" circle on the paper military map, and the printed "Unknown" circle on the digital one.
In the days, when maps were drawn by hand, the surveyors collected data from the land and often consulted local inhabitants-especially those with long ties to the region-about peculiar weather, strange terrain, or dangerous wildlife.
Thus, a red "Danger" mark on a military map meant the area was considered truly hazardous.
Later, with advanced instruments and satellite support, the newer digital military maps labeled such areas as "Unknown"-not contradicting the earlier warnings but rather implying that even modern high-tech reconnaissance could not explain what was there.

Now, the two labels together-Danger and Unknown-meant only one thing: extreme danger.

And the three of them, however unwilling to admit it, had to face the likelihood that they and the other survivors had already wandered unknowingly into that very circular zone on the map.

Song sighed, studying their faces as the initial shock gave way to forced calm, and said quietly,
"For now, let's keep this between the three of us.
No need to panic the others yet. Agreed?"
His reasoning was clear-until the truth was confirmed, there was no need to frighten the group.

Sima and Mo exchanged a look, then both slowly shook their heads.

Perplexed, Song asked,
"Why?"
Sima gave a bitter smile.
"Not just the three of us... it'll soon be five."
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Chapter 7: The Grueling Task
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After letting out a loud sneeze, Justin rubbed her nose, noticing the strange look on the beside her. She glared at him.
"What are you staring at? Never seen anyone sneeze before?"
When the turned his head away, she muttered under her breath,
"Who's talking about me again...?"
The two walked on in silence for another ten minutes until someone finally broke it.

"Hey! You-'Mr. Excellent Sense of Direction'-how much farther is this radar station, really?"
Hands on his hips, Bill had the air of a who wasn't taking another step until he got an answer.
Justin stopped, slightly out of breath. She wiped her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand.
"We're almost there.
Ever heard the saying 'the mountain looks close, but the horse dies before reaching it'? It looks near, but in these hills it still takes time to get there."
Bill flopped down on the ground, pulled a bottle of water from his waist pack, and gulped a mouthful before saying,
"That's the third time you've told me that 'mountain-kills-the-horse' story.
We've been walking since noon. Forget five or seven kilometers-by now we've probably done thirty!
Just admit you're lost. I won't blame you..."
He wiped the sweat off his face and let his eyes wander around the darkening forest.

From the start, Bill had gone along without complaint-he wanted rescue as badly as anyone. Whatever the tour company decided later didn't matter right now. Justin had said the radar station was only five to seven kilometers away; even if hard to find, they should be able to reach it and get help by dusk.

But as the afternoon stretched into evening, it was obvious they'd gone far more than that.

Justin had led the way tirelessly, moving through the forest as though born to it-agile, unflinching, even casually shooing away snakes and spiders now and then.

Zhao had stared at her in awe the first few times, but she only quipped,
"Those aren't poisonous. I'm not telling you which ones are."
That line had bothered him for a while.

As Nangong began climbing trees more and more often to scan their surroundings, Bill's unease grew.
At first he reassured himself, She's just orienting herself-normal in the jungle.
But as the climbs became more frequent, he saw the flicker of doubt on her face.
Twice he had asked, and both times she brushed him off with the same proverb.

Now, with night coming on and no real weapons between them, Bill wasn't willing to stumble blindly through the jungle.

Justin finally sat down with a sigh.
"Strange. I've been to this radar station many times. My cousin even works there as a junior officer..."
That was her way of telling him she shouldn't be lost-explaining the confidence she'd shown earlier about reaching help.

But the fact remained: they were lost.

Zhao's greatest assurance had been her role as local guide and native of these mountains. Even if they couldn't find the radar station, they could just retrace their steps, climb back to the road, and reach the village's reception point. At least they'd be safe and have food and shelter.

Now even that hope was uncertain.

After a moment's thought, Zhao asked,
"When was the last time you went there? Could the station have moved?"
"Very unlikely," she sighed.
"I know this area well. Even if they relocated, we'd still find the camp.
I'm sure we've been heading the right way..."
Her voice trailed off; the reality was undeniable-she had led them astray.
"If we turn back now, do you think we can still find the others?" Zhao pressed.

Nangong forced a thin smile.
"Should be able to."
She glanced at the darkening sky.
"Wait here. I'll make a couple of torches. We'll head back. We'll try again tomorrow in daylight."
Zhao murmured assent.
When she disappeared into the brush, he suddenly sprang to his feet and hurried to a nearby tree.
There, lying quietly at the roots, was an empty water bottle-its label identical to the brand in his own pack.

"Hey! Found something useful? Come on, let's get moving," Nangong's voice called from behind.

Zhao gave a wry smile, tossed the empty bottle aside, shook his head hard as if to clear it, and took the torch she handed him.

No point puzzling over it now. We'll see tomorrow...

A little later, he watched as Nangong climbed a tree again to scout ahead.

Suddenly she called down in excitement,
"I see a campfire! They're over there! But..."
Seeing her climb down with that odd look on her face, Zhao raised an eyebrow.
"What's wrong? Don't tell me you saw God up there-nothing would surprise me now."
Nangong gave a crooked smile.
"No, no God.
I just saw... two campfires."
"Oh? How far apart? Which one's on our way back?"

"Not more than four hundred meters apart..." she said, pointing.
"What do you think-could there be other survivors?"
"Let's take a look before we decide."

Under normal circumstances Zhao would have assumed so, but that water bottle made him less sure.

He found a thick fallen branch and hefted it like a staff.
Seeing Nangong give him a strange look, he grinned.
"Better safe than sorry."
Half an hour later, with their torches doused, the two crept near one of the fires.

After careful observation, they confirmed that four of the six people by the flames were indeed their fellow tour-group survivors.
The other two, dressed like hunters, were strangers.
Backing off a little, Zhao still couldn't believe it.
"You're sure those two aren't from your village?"
Nangong looked mildly annoyed.
"Our village has only a few dozen people. Even though I've been away studying, I'd recognize them."
"Could they be from another village?"

"Impossible. These mountains belong to our people for a hundred miles around.
No one would dare enter without the chief's permission."
Zhao tapped his stick on the ground and chuckled.
"Well, then. Time to find out whether they're mules or horses."
He strode toward the fire.

Nangong hesitated for a moment, sighed, tucked her combat knife into her boot, grabbed another sturdy branch, and followed.
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Chapter 8: The Outsiders
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"You... you're alive too! That's great-fantastic!"

A burly with a thick beard jumped up excitedly and hurried toward Bill as if he were going to give him a bear hug.

Justin nimbly slipped behind Zhao to use him as a shield, and Zhao himself clearly wasn't up for that kind of enthusiastic greeting. He quickly extended his right hand instead, meeting the with a comrade-like handshake.

The skinny, sharp-faced behind the bearded one also stepped up warmly to greet them, followed by the two other survivors and the two men dressed like hunters.

If Zhao remembered correctly, the bearded was Paul Zhang, the sharp-faced one was Bing Sun, and the other two survivors were surnamed Dana and Edison.
The two hunters introduced themselves as Harold San and Gavin Wu, claiming to have been sent by the clan chief to meet them.
Zhao noticed Justin's brows knit ever so slightly when she heard their names. The situation wasn't right for questions, but he resolved to ask her later.

Zhao's impression of Paul and Bing had always been... memorable-mostly because of their odd behavior.

For a to join a group tour alone was rare enough. For two men to do so together was rarer still. Normally, people would just speculate and let it go.

But these two were bold to the point of being obnoxious.

Most tourists who got a bit too eager at certain well-known "entertainment" spots would at least keep it discreet-slip off quietly, come back quietly, and not brag about it afterward.

Not these two. They asked around openly, even pestering Justin to recommend such places to them.
Naturally, that hadn't endeared them to anyone.
And for some reason Zhao had never liked them. Their eyes sometimes darted in ways that didn't match the bluff straightforwardness they projected. It made him feel these two weren't entirely on the level.

Glancing at the fully darkened sky, Zhao said to Nangong,
"Maybe we should head back. The others at the bus must be worried about us."
Nangong asked the others, and seeing everyone agree, she pulled a torch from the fire and led the way.

The eight of them moved out in a single line toward the other campfire in the distance.

Partway along the trail, Paul quickened his pace and drew alongside Zhao.
"Hey, Zhao, just a question... The rest of the survivors-they're still near the bus, right?"
Zhao raised an eyebrow, sensing the real subject had arrived, and answered as if casually,
"Yeah."
"Then... uh... our luggage, it's still there? There's something in it that's really precious to us..."

"Honestly, I didn't pay attention," Zhao replied with a faint smile.
"We left in a hurry. We'll find out when we get back. Don't worry."
The 400-meter distance passed quickly.

When Nangong and Zhao brought the others back to the overturned bus, the rest of the survivors couldn't help but express heartfelt relief.

But four people stood out.

Paul and Bing ignored everyone's questions and rushed straight to the overturned bus. On the way, Zhang even snatched a flashlight right out of Donald Wei's hand without so much as a word.

The other two were, of course, the so-called envoys-Harold and Gavin.

It was odd. The tour group had been delayed for hours, yet these two men had somehow "found" them in the deep forest in such a short time-an effort nearly as difficult as searching for a needle in the ocean.

And even when they saw how many more survivors there were than expected, their faces showed no surprise at all. They just stood by like disinterested bystanders.

Zhao noticed the look in Tracy's eyes as he watched Zhang and Sun rummaging through the luggage on the bus roof-it was one of barely restrained disapproval.

Zhao chuckled quietly.
"On the way back, Zhang told me they had something really valuable in their luggage. Looks like he wasn't exaggerating."
Sima raised his hand and pointed toward a darker corner behind the bus.
"If it weren't for Zhang smashing the window halfway down the slope, those four might not be lying there now."
Zhao followed his gaze and saw four mounds of earth with makeshift wooden crosses planted on top.

He didn't know who had made the crosses, but they seemed oddly out of place.

A brief thought told him all he needed to know-those were the graves of the four passengers who hadn't survived.

It was obvious that Donald and the others had given them at least a modest burial.

Sadly, all four had been wearing their seatbelts; their deaths had come from being struck in vital areas by shattered glass or tree branches, or from bleeding out.

In other words, if the windows had held, they might have lived.

"So," Sima suddenly asked, "how did your radar-station trip go? You were gone quite a while."

Zhao glanced at Nangong, who was tending to the injured bus driver, and sighed.
"The radar station? I'd have loved to see it.
But truth is, we got lost."
"You mean you spent half a day wandering in circles? Didn't notice anything unusual? Something... strange?" Sima stared at him with a slightly surprised look.

"Oh, come on-don't give me that look. What, is there a flower on my face?"
Zhao reached up to touch his cheek in mock annoyance.
"Not a flower," Sima said with a shrug.
"But your eye-its swelling's gone down. Didn't you notice?"
"Right... well..." Zhao muttered, then leaned a bit closer and lowered his voice.
"If you want something unusual... how about the fact that we spent hours out there and basically just went in circles? Does that count?"
He glanced at Sima meaningfully.
"We'll talk more later. Now's not the time."
Sima gave a faint smile and walked away.

Just then Donald appeared beside Zhao.
"How did it go? Any luck with the rescue team?"
"Uh... didn't anyone tell you? We wandered around half the day and got lost.
So..."
"You're kidding... seriously?" She paused for a moment, then added softly,
"About last night-thank you."
She turned and walked off before Zhao could answer.

Zhao watched her go, grinning to himself and muttering under his breath,
"Just a favor... but worth it."
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Chapter 9: Night Watch
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"Finally! We bleeping found it!"

The wild shout snapped everyone at the campfire into silence.

They all turned their heads toward the source of the noise and saw two figures-one tall, one short-dancing on top of the overturned bus.

Though it was only the two of them, they looked like they were staging some frenzied ritual.

No one even worried whether they might fall off the bus.
In fact, some secretly thought that if they did, it might at least bring a bit of peace and quiet to the night.
The two celebrated for a while before noticing the strange, wordless looks from the others.

They both chuckled awkwardly, scrambled down from the bus, and said,
"We finally found what we were looking for. Got a little excited. You all go on."
Paul and Bing came down carrying their prizes-one with a large hiking pack, the other hugging a black hard-shell case-and sat near the fire.

Bill glanced at them with the faintest hint of a smile.
He thought to himself: Who would've guessed? I always thought Bing was just Zhang's sidekick, yet he's the one holding on to their 'precious' item. Guess appearances can be deceiving.
Seeing that no one else spoke, Mo took the initiative, smiling as she continued the conversation from earlier.

"So, you two gentlemen from the Nangong clan-according to what you said before, your clan chief is some reclusive sage who foresaw our bus accident and sent you to find us.
Is that right?"
As she spoke, she cast a quick glance at Justin.

"That's right," Harold replied with a slight nod.

"But if your clan chief really foresaw the accident," Donald interjected,
"why didn't he intervene earlier to prevent it? That hardly fits the image of a wise recluse."
"Some things can be foreseen," Harold said quietly,
"but not necessarily prevented."
The reply left everyone exchanging uncertain looks with each other, unsure how to respond.

Bill stretched his arms with a long yawn.
"Today wore me out. I'm turning in early."
He nodded briefly to the others, then climbed up into the luggage compartment of the overturned bus.

A moment later he came out with what looked like a schoolbag.

In just a few minutes he had set up a camping tent on the edge of the firelight.

Dusting off his hands, he muttered as he crawled inside,
"Paid for it anyway. Might as well use it."
It turned out the bus carried over twenty such tents-single and double-intended for tourists to experience a couple of nights of outdoor living.
Now they were getting that experience early.
There were more than enough to go around-sadly because there were fewer people left to use them.

The group had already endured a traumatic night in the bus crash, then spent most of the day burying the four victims.
If not for Berg's shovel from his Jeep, they'd probably still have been digging when Zhao and Nangong returned.
After brief goodnights, everyone claimed a tent and went to sleep.

Justin brought two tents to the two hunters, but they politely declined.
They pulled blankets from their packs and lay down beside the fire.
Justin smiled faintly, then walked to Zhao's tent and whispered,
"Remember to take over my watch later tonight."
A muffled "mm-hmm" came from inside the tent as Zhao continued to sleep.

She adjusted the position of her combat knife for easy reach, then sat by the fire, hugging her knees, staring into the flames in thought.

The day's events had stirred uneasy memories.
She recalled stories told by village elders-tales of the earliest founders of the settlement: people with the compound surname Nangong, all given numbers as names-Nangong Zero, Nangong One, Nangong Two... all the way to Nangong Thirty-One.
But she couldn't believe that the Harold and Gavin they'd met today were the same as those legendary figures.
It wasn't that she dismissed the supernatural outright-just that she couldn't believe such a coincidence would happen to her now.
If these two were impostors, though, that would be a real concern.

Drowsiness finally overtook her.

She felt someone shake her shoulder and pretended to still be half-asleep, rolling over.

But mid-roll, she suddenly seized the intruder's wrist, twisted it sharply, and in one smooth motion drew her combat knife and pressed it against the person's throat as her eyes snapped open.

Unfortunately, the startled, slightly aggrieved face in front of her was Bill's.

"What are you sneaking around for?" she demanded, realizing she had overreacted
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