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Beneath Antarctica: The Hidden Continent


Chapter: 1 The Lonely Professor

“I’ve always firmly believed that deep beneath Antarctica, there must be something unknown hidden from us humans...”

“Professor, are you trying to tell us that humans actually came from another planet?” a skeptical voice interrupted from within the classroom.

“There really is that possibility,” Jim Chen replied after a moment of contemplation, his tone calm and thoughtful.

“Professor, your imagination is insane.”
“Hahaha.” The entire class burst into laughter.
The shrill bell rang, abruptly cutting off this uninteresting topic.

Watching his students rush in and out, Jim Chen stared blankly at the crisscrossing diagrams on the blackboard. Once he finished organising his materials, he stepped out of the classroom.

“Professor Chen.”

“Principal Tom.”

“How were the students today?”
“What can I say...” Jim Chen sighed helplessly.
“You can’t really blame them. Your theories are too avant-garde. They’re still just young lambs taking their first steps into knowledge. It’s normal that they can’t keep up with your pace.”

“Principal Tom, are you saying you actually agree with me?”

“I... Ah, I just remembered I have something to take care of over there. Excuse me.”

As Principal Tom walked away, Jim Chen remained standing in the corridor, feeling adrift—a solitary figure against the tide of bustling students.

Walking aimlessly, he soon found himself standing before the library. Other than his home, classroom, and laboratory, this was where he spent most of his time. A quiet corner, an engrossing book, colourful figures passing by – these were the constants of his life. As he watched the tireless youth weaving between the shelves, Jim Chen suddenly understood what it meant to let one’s footsteps follow the heart.

It was in this library that Jim Chen first met Catherine Lin. She admired his knowledge and determination, while he loved her quiet gentleness. More importantly, she supported everything he was striving for.

Looking down at the red line at the entrance, the “Please keep quiet” sign, and the woman bent over sorting books, Jim Chen froze mid-step. Perhaps it was the constant rejection from his students, or his research always hitting dead ends, or maybe something else – for the first time, he left the library without reading a single page. He simply turned around and walked away.

Towering buildings glowed seductively in the dazzling city lights. Rubbing his tired eyes, Jim Chen stared at the rows of streetlights – identical in style and brightness. He wasn’t obsessive-compulsive; on the contrary, he despised rigid conventions. Repetition was torture to him; it was the new and the unknown that ignited his soul.

His apartment was sparsely furnished. Facing the door were two antique bookshelves filled with books of all sizes. By the window sat a small desk with a lamp, a computer, and a notebook. Opposite stood a single bed and a wardrobe. For a 60-square-metre room, it felt unnaturally empty and unbalanced. In the corner stood a small blackboard like the ones used in lectures, covered densely with diagrams and numbers.

Jim Chen slowly sat down at his desk, staring blankly at the yellow glow of the lamp, its reflection in his eyes resembling distant celestial bodies, as if transmitting a message from the cosmos.

Reaching into his collar, he pulled out a pendant – a blue stone tied on a red string. His face softened with longing, as if through it he could see a figure just as stubborn yet questioned by the world.

His name was Jim Chen, a guest professor in geology at the University of Geosciences. Why guest professor? Because his subject was rather niche – the origins of Antarctica’s ice formations. It was an elective class set up in response to government initiatives to diversify academic offerings. But this topic was so obscure that only a handful of scholars had ever studied it, and among them, Jim Chen was the most controversial. Though he had published several papers in top science journals, his theories were considered outlandish and lacked any scientific proof. Within academic circles, he earned an amusing nickname – the clown walking on mountain peaks.

Three years ago, Jim Chen was just an unknown postgraduate. His theory that Antarctica was originally a habitable continent before becoming an icebound wasteland caused quite a stir when published in Nature. No one had ever proposed such an idea before.

Subsequently, scholars who felt his theory might hold weight formed expedition teams to collect samples from Antarctica. But none of them could find any evidence to support his claims. As time passed, people gradually dismissed it as nonsense fabricated by Jim Chen, branding him a clown.

Yet he seemed unfazed by the world’s ridicule. Though in his thirties with a few strands of white hair already visible, he never gave up. In that moment, he gripped the blue stone tightly.

All because of one equally controversial figure – his father, Guy Chen.

Back then, Guy Chen was a rising star in the geological community. Though only an amateur explorer, his discoveries often amazed professionals. But during an expedition deep into Antarctica, an accident occurred. Fortunately, another research team found and rescued him. However, his father’s mind was never the same – his moods unstable, his memory fragmented, to the point where he could not even recognise his own son.

A genius destroyed by fate. To Jim Chen, his father was a towering figure, who ultimately died in a mental hospital. This tragic ending further fuelled the public’s scepticism towards Jim Chen’s words.

Perhaps madness truly is madness. But Jim Chen believed the fragmented memories his father recalled were real. In one of his father’s rare lucid moments, he had pressed that blue stone into Jim Chen’s hand, mumbling broken sentences about another world beneath the ice. Though his words were disjointed, Jim Chen understood the essence – that something existed below, though his father never revealed any concrete details.

Jim Chen tried analysing the stone’s composition with instruments, only to find its elemental structure completely foreign to known rocks. Moreover, his father had never lied to him. He remembered once, as a child, his father promised to bring him back a real piranha tooth from the Amazon. When he returned, he really did bring one. Though Jim Chen had never seen the fish itself, he believed the sharp tooth was genuine – especially after seeing the terrifying wound on his father’s thigh.

Though his mother’s later remarriage was partly due to Guy Chen, Jim Chen never blamed his father. To him, his father was the guiding light of his life, someone he deeply respected for his unyielding pursuit of truth. Their short time together planted in him a seed of curiosity that opened the door to a world of truth.

Why did everything point to Antarctica? Because in their final conversations, it was the place his father mentioned most often. He said Antarctica would be his final resting place. Jim Chen never sought fame, but his father had sworn that once his theory was proven, it would overturn humanity’s understanding. His father also said this would be his last expedition. Back then, Jim Chen did not understand what “last” truly meant – perhaps endless hardships, or something else, or maybe a mystery he would never solve.

There was one final secret buried in Jim Chen’s heart. His father had written before setting off on his last journey, saying he was travelling with a team of six others. Yet in the end, only his father returned. The truth of what happened was buried with him, perhaps because he did not want to remember, or perhaps he truly forgot – or maybe he hoped that someday, someone else would go to find out.

Chapter: 2 A Strange Class

Jim Chen had mentioned the idea of an entirely new world beneath Antarctica to his students more than once. To them, it was nothing more than a quirky topic to lighten up a boring class. But Jim Chen was never one to spin tales out of nothing. There was only one reason he believed in it so firmly – because it came from his father’s mouth, and he never thought it was nonsense.

Ever since his father’s accident, Jim Chen had never stopped researching Antarctica, even if his work remained purely theoretical. To this day, he had only seen that icy continent in pictures and news reports.

Many years ago, a geologist accidentally discovered that the rock structures of Earth’s continents were remarkably similar. He theorised that all the continents we live on today were once a single landmass that split apart due to some unknown cause – thus the concept of Gondwana, or the Southern Supercontinent, was born.

Africa, South America, and other continents had all broken away from this motherland. For hundreds of millions of years, only Antarctica remained unchanged, forever frozen in place. Historical records suggested that thirty million years ago, it was a temperate land rich in vegetation. What could have happened to bury it under endless snow and darkness?

To find the truth, one had to go to the source – Antarctica itself. This was what Guy Chen believed without doubt, and what Jim Chen believed just as firmly.

Was there truly another world beneath Antarctica? Jim Chen couldn’t say for certain. But he was sure there was an unknown space waiting to be discovered. And if anyone had ever glimpsed that hidden place, it could only be that eccentric explorer, Guy Chen.

Brushing aside his thoughts, Jim Chen casually did a few dozen push-ups before heading to the bathroom to wash up. Though he looked plain on the outside, his body was surprisingly muscular. Influenced by his father from a young age, he was always curious about the unknown and thus built a habit of physical training early on. Not because he was especially disciplined, but because Guy Chen once told him that while exploration was full of wonders, it was equally filled with risks. If one’s body wasn’t prepared, life would eventually teach humility the hard way.

Lying in bed, Jim Chen stared blankly at the ceiling fan above. Its three blades chased each other endlessly, fixed at the same distance, forming a perfect circle in the blurred shadows along the edges. For some reason, a name – or rather, a concept – suddenly popped into his mind: Ouroboros.

The philosopher Plato once described this – a serpent devouring its own tail. If it managed to swallow itself completely, would it disappear, or exist forever? Many had tried to answer this paradox, but no one could provide a perfect solution.

Jim Chen didn’t know why such an odd thought entered his mind. Perhaps it was fatigue from his recent research. He pressed his temples gently, then picked up his phone and sent a few brief messages before closing his eyes. In the darkness, the glow of his phone screen still lingered faintly. Though blurred, the recipient’s name could just be made out – Catherine Lin, most likely the woman he had watched from afar at the library earlier that day.

No one knew what strange thoughts filled his mind afterwards, nor what incredible scenes played out in his dreams. The night sky remained, and the stars twinkled mischievously, sending greetings from the dawn of time.

Ring ring ring.

Jim Chen reached out to silence his noisy alarm. Stretching and yawning, he reluctantly got out of bed.

As he brushed his teeth, he glanced at himself in the mirror. The dark circles under his eyes were growing heavier. He had never been a good sleeper. Even if he went to bed early, it wasn’t that he couldn’t fall asleep – it was that his brain seemed to keep operating at full speed, churning out endless dreams. Perhaps it was all the sci-fi novels he read, or perhaps there were simply too many obsessions weighing on his mind.

After a quick tidy up, he prepared to leave. Jim Chen was a conservative dresser – always simple and understated. Not plain, but never flashy.

As he passed his desk, he noticed the flashing email icon at the bottom corner of his still-on laptop. For a moment, his eyes lit up, only to dim again as he sighed quietly.

He wanted to open the email, but he was afraid it wouldn’t contain the answer he hoped for, leaving him with nothing but disappointment.

Closing the laptop without shutting it down, he headed out the door.

Near the school entrance was a small, inconspicuous breakfast stall where Jim Chen sat quietly eating. A fried dough stick, a tea egg, and a bowl of soy milk – just as simple as his life.

He chatted warmly with the old lady behind the stall, as if they had known each other for years.

“Auntie, where’s York Evans today? Didn’t come to help you out?”

“Oh, York Evans? The school’s having a sports day today. He left early.”

“I see.”

Whenever he had morning classes, he always came here for breakfast. Breathing in the fresh morning air while enjoying his simple meal was part of his routine.

But there was another, more important reason – here, he felt a sliver of warmth and humanity missing from the rest of his life. There were no harsh judgments here, only a loyal little listener: York Evans, the old lady’s grandson. Whenever Jim Chen shared his scientific stories, York Evans listened with rapt attention, never interrupting, always looking forward to the next tale. The old lady would sometimes slip him an extra egg or dough stick. Small gestures like these were what kept him moving forward on his lonely path.

In the classroom, Jim Chen neatly arranged his materials on the lectern. Looking at the empty seats below, he felt a faint sense of strangeness. But he shook his head – it was an elective, after all. He should be grateful anyone showed up at all. On the blackboard, he wrote today’s topic before casually flipping through his slides.

Ring ring ring.

Time passed so quickly. Jim Chen had been completely absorbed by a short annotation in his textbook. Without realising it, class had already begun. Since it was time to start, he opened his mouth to say:

“Let’s st—”

But before he could finish, he froze mid-word. It would have been a comical sight – Jim Chen, usually so composed, stunned like a statue. Rubbing his eyes hard to check if he was hallucinating after staring at his book too long, he looked up again. In the vast lecture hall, only two or three students were sitting in the back row.

He double-checked his timetable to confirm. Yes, this was his scheduled class in this room today. But why...

Instead of guessing, it was better to just ask.

“You three in the back – where is everyone else? Why is it just you today?”

“Uh, Professor... sorry, we’re in the wrong classroom.” Under Jim Chen’s bewildered gaze, the only three students quickly gathered their things and left.

Jim Chen patted his forehead, wondering if he was still asleep and dreaming.

Everything about today felt strangely off.

As his thoughts drifted further into wild possibilities, a familiar figure appeared at the classroom door.

Chapter: 3 A Cigarette Promise

The familiar figure at the door was none other than Principal Tom.

He spoke first, his expression a little stiff. “Professor Chen, would you like to take a walk with me?”

“Sure,” Jim Chen replied without hesitation or questions, surprising Principal Tom with his unexpected acceptance.

It wasn’t that Jim Chen had no questions in his mind. He simply knew that Principal Tom would eventually give him an explanation at the right time and place. Since the answer would come, there was no need to rush.

The two walked side by side along the path next to the sports field, watching the sweaty boys scrambling for the basketball. Principal Tom couldn’t help but sigh, “Youth really is wonderful.”

Jim Chen teased, “You don’t look like time has left any marks on you either, Principal.”

“Regardless of how I look, time has passed. It’s rare to hear you speak in such a tone, Professor Chen.”

“Is that so? I’m just stating the truth.” The two exchanged a smile.

But suddenly, Principal Tom stopped walking, his face turning uncharacteristically serious.

“If you have something to say, Principal, please just say it. I’m not someone who lacks mental strength. I can handle it.”

“To be honest, the school does value your work. But, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, due to funding and policy reasons, I’m sorry to tell you that your course will have to be suspended for now. However, if you still want to continue teaching here, I can meet with the other administrators to see if there’s another suitable course for you.”

Hearing this explanation, Jim Chen showed no surprise. His only visible reaction was a fleeting hint of helplessness in his eyes. He looked up at a small, old building across from them – so plain and unremarkable, yet seeing it made an indescribable feeling swell within him. That building housed his office and his laboratory.

Fate always moved in circles. Returning once again to his starting point, Jim Chen felt a sudden sense of release. Perhaps it was intentional, perhaps not, but here they stood once more.

Looking at Principal Tom’s awkward expression, Jim Chen spoke calmly. “I still appreciate the school for never rejecting my ideas at the beginning. As for my office and lab, I’ll clear them out as soon as possible.”

Knowing that too many words would be empty comfort, Principal Tom responded gently, “No school can confine your path, and no one’s words can confine your path either. If one day you truly reach the heights you seek, I will be happy for you.”

“Thank you.” Just two simple words, but perhaps they held thousands of unspoken sentiments. In the end, what remained would remain, and what had to go would always leave.

As he walked up the steps, Jim Chen turned back and said, “If I succeed one day, I’ll come back and return you a cigarette.” Then his figure disappeared into the unremarkable building.

Principal Tom stood there, silently digesting Jim Chen’s words. He blew out a slow breath of smoke, lost in thought. He didn’t know what heights Jim Chen might reach in the future, but he didn’t believe Jim Chen would simply vanish with time. Everyone had their own destiny, and even as the principal of an entire university, he knew he couldn’t control another person’s fate. “A cigarette, huh... interesting.” His silhouette, like Jim Chen’s, gradually faded into the misty morning.

Jim Chen didn’t go to his office. He had never liked that suffocating environment, and he barely ever worked there anyway. He probably couldn’t even find his own desk if he tried. Instead, he walked straight to the place he spent most of his time – the laboratory.

But calling it a laboratory was a stretch. It was more like an art studio. There were no research instruments or experimental equipment in sight. Instead, small blackboards lay scattered everywhere, each covered with intricate diagrams and annotations. As Jim Chen touched each chalk line that had once excited him so deeply, he felt a complicated ache in his heart.

Like his father, he was stubborn. He refused to admit defeat, no matter how many cold stares or sneers he received. He had never given up, because he believed in his father. Sometimes, all it took to persist was a simple reason. But right now, that very reason was beginning to waver. When he saw the empty classroom, when he heard Principal Tom say “I’m sorry,” he wondered – who was right, and who was wrong?

The cigarette butt between his fingers had long gone out, but its bitter scent still lingered in his nose. He used to hate the smell of smoke, but now he found himself intoxicated by it. Was he escaping reality, or simply numbing his exhausted nerves for a moment?

Jim Chen took two steps forward, bent down, and picked up an eraser from the floor, clenching it tightly in his fist as if fighting something unseen. But in the end, he let it go – not because of the pain, but because he could no longer find the strength to keep holding on. His heavy footsteps echoed through the room, crushing stray pieces of chalk beneath his shoes. The harsh, cracking sound was like one broken dream after another shattering in the silence.

Raising and lowering his arm, he erased one diagram after another. Lines drawn in the darkness vanished with ease – but could memories be erased so simply?

Before he realised it, only one blackboard still had anything left on it. On it was a diagram that looked like a flattened map of the Earth, with each tectonic plate clearly drawn in fine detail. One swipe, two swipes, three swipes... one continent after another disappeared beneath his eraser. Chalk dust scattered like drifting sands, like the changing tides of time.

He thought everything would return to zero, and that the end was also a new beginning. But his hand stopped just before erasing the final diagram.

Chapter: 4 Forming a Small Team

It was a diagram Jim Chen had seen countless times in his mind – a shape that looked strikingly like a human brain, yet it was actually a map of a snow-covered continent. His father’s tragedy had begun precisely because he went there.

Antarctica – a land shrouded in mystery.

Australia and Antarctica were the only two continents in the world completely surrounded by ocean. But what made Antarctica unique was its near-total absence of human presence. Throughout history, countless expeditions had attempted to conquer its secrets, yet all had returned with nothing, their missions ending in disappointment.

This continent, with the highest average elevation on Earth, remained an unsolved puzzle. Why was it covered in snow year-round? Was it truly a fragment of the ancient supercontinent Gondwana? No one could give definitive answers. Everything remained theoretical.

Though Guy Chen ultimately failed, he had reached heights others could only dream of. Staring at the diagram on the blackboard, Jim Chen wondered if he had the courage to take that step.

One step forward might be an abyss, one step back might be a cliff. Jim Chen understood these paths well. But he also knew that not making a decision was often more dangerous than making the wrong one. Passive waiting led only to destruction.

If history alone would judge right or wrong, then what harm was there in taking one more step forward?

Having thought it through, Jim Chen felt clarity wash over him. All his earlier frustrations faded away. A beam of light streamed through the window above, illuminating the floating chalk dust in the air. Brightness returned to his eyes, scattering the grey gloom in his heart and filling his tomorrow with colour.

Jim Chen strode out of the lab. Nothing in the room had changed – the chalk pieces on the floor remained, aside from a few crushed underfoot. The blackboards still stood, silently bearing witness to the past. The only changes were the erased chalk marks, the fresh layer of dust on the ground, and one final neat signature beneath the map of Antarctica: Jim Chen.

He didn’t go to the library, even though someone there weighed on his mind. Jim Chen was an introvert, someone who preferred sharing joy rather than worry. He wanted to bring her happiness, not burden her with his troubles.

Ripples spread across the still artificial lake as a smooth stone skipped across its surface. Watching the buildings reflected in the ripples, Jim Chen murmured, “I guess this chapter of campus life is ending like this.”

A few moments later, the lake’s surface was smooth again. Other than the water and the fading ripples of time, who knew that a small stone now lay silent at the bottom?

With a flick of his sleeve, all he took away were memories.

Back in his room, Jim Chen didn’t rush to pack. Leaving the campus didn’t mean leaving the city. At least, not yet. He wasn’t ready for that.

First, he went to his desk. Looking at the slow, steady breathing light of his laptop, he took a deep breath and opened it. In the bottom corner, his email icon flashed with the number 8. He had noticed new emails that morning and had a rough idea what they might contain. But at the time, he hadn’t been ready to make any decisions. Often, it was life itself that forced us to choose.

Thirty was a turning point for many men. By thirty, most had a family, children, and a career. For Jim Chen, the change was more internal. He had gained steadiness with his years of experience – and a few strands of grey hair.

The emails were replies to a post he had made on a science forum some time ago, leaving his contact details. The post called for like-minded people with a spirit of adventure to join him in exploring Antarctica’s hidden stories. He had shared some of his theories and guesses. Back then, it was a moment of impulsive inspiration, and he had almost forgotten about it until he saw the computer that morning.

But now that he had chosen to face it, he wouldn’t run away. Opening the emails one by one, Jim Chen read each carefully. As he expected, most were from people keen to join the expedition. Their identities were unknown – just strings of letters and numbers. He didn’t know if they were male or female, tall or short, fat or thin, or what their personalities were like. But none of that mattered. All that mattered was whether they had a heart that wouldn’t give up.

Most of the emails were concise. One was playful, ending with a “meow,” which made Jim Chen smile – perhaps a cat lover.

Of the eight emails, seven were people agreeing to join him. That response exceeded his expectations. For expeditions, even a small group was considered big. One more person meant more burden and risk, while too few meant no one to rely on. Most expedition teams were five or six at most.

And the last email? It turned out to be a shopping site promotion.

Regardless, risks had to be discussed beforehand. Backing out upon arriving in Antarctica would be no easy matter. His reply included a clear explanation of potential dangers, his own hypotheses, and his father’s team’s fate – for without awareness of danger, one could never be a good explorer. He also confirmed each person’s gender and profession.

After replying to all the emails, Jim Chen gently closed his laptop. Before making major decisions, everyone needed time to think. He doubted they would respond so quickly again, but it was out of his hands. There was no point overthinking it.

He walked to his bookshelf, picked up a yellowing notebook, and flipped through it. This was the only thing his father, Guy Chen, had left him. It contained no profound theories – just records of places he had visited, notes on their people, customs, and his thoughts on survival. Yet every time Jim Chen read it, a rush of blood filled his chest.

Holding the notebook again, he felt its familiar weight. Walking back to his desk, he placed it squarely in front of him, sat down properly, and prepared to immerse himself once more in those scrawled words describing the unknown.

By chance, he had placed it down with the back cover facing up. The setting sun shone through the window onto his hand. Following the light, Jim Chen’s gaze sharpened. Moving the notebook closer, he opened his eyes wide. It seemed he had spotted something unusual.

Chapter: 5 Mysterious Numbers

Under the sunlight, the back cover of the notebook revealed embossed marks. Tilting it slightly, Jim Chen realised they formed a string of numbers – probably left when his father pressed down too hard while writing with the notebook beneath his paper.

Everything about his father was a treasure trove of mysteries. Jim Chen hurriedly placed a blank sheet of paper over the cover and gently rubbed a pencil across it. Before long, a series of hollow numbers emerged from the blackened pencil marks.

8181
8524
78
8181
4504
05
Looking at this string of numbers, Jim Chen felt utterly puzzled. He knew there must be hidden meaning within – perhaps a matrix of numbers, or a password. But he was no codebreaker, nor did he know anyone who could decipher it. He searched online for decryption methods but found nothing. Eventually, his eyes ached from staring so long, and he had to stop, massaging his temples in exhaustion.

His nerves were strung too tight. Feeling suffocated, he decided to go out for a walk to clear his mind.

On the streets of the small city, he watched the endless flow of cars and people, coming from the unseen left, disappearing into the unseen right, leaving nothing but faint traces on the concrete, marking the passing of time.

Wandering aimlessly, he soon found himself in front of a quaint little café. For someone as traditional as Jim Chen, cafés had always seemed like a distant, unfamiliar world. Yet today, without knowing why, he pushed open the door and went inside. “Corner Café” – such a simple, cliché name.

He chose a seat by the window. Soon, a young waitress approached. “Good afternoon, sir. What would you like today?”

“Uh...” Caught off guard, Jim Chen didn’t know how to answer. He had never been to a place like this before.

Perhaps sensing his discomfort, she handed him the menu with a kind smile. “Here are our coffee selections. Take your time. I can explain the general flavours if you’d like.”

Eventually, feeling awkward, Jim Chen ordered a latte. He hadn’t really come here for coffee – it was just a sudden, inexplicable impulse. Maybe it matched his mood, seeking out something new and unfamiliar.

A steaming cup soon appeared before him, the aroma of roasted coffee beans rising into the air. For a moment, he felt almost intoxicated by it.

In this bustling small city, the tea culture that once defined China was fading. Tea houses still existed, but mostly served as leisure spots for chess and card players. Coffee, a symbol of Western influence, had seamlessly taken its place.

He took a small sip. A wave of bitter sharpness instantly filled his mouth, only to transform into a mellow richness as he swallowed. Perhaps this was coffee’s unique charm.

Through the window, buses rumbled along their fixed routes like Earth orbiting the sun – tireless, endless.

The cup had gone cold. The windowsill outside grew dim. Had the window closed its eyes, or had the sunset already left?

After paying, Jim Chen headed downstairs to leave.

Passing the cashier, his eyes flicked to a nearby table where a newspaper lay open. Though he couldn’t see which paper it was, the bold headline pierced his gaze. He walked over, picked it up, and politely asked the waitress nearby, “Excuse me, may I take this newspaper with me?”

“Go ahead,” she replied.

Jim Chen walked out with it, oblivious to the curious glances and whispers of the staff behind him.

Why take the paper so suddenly? Because something in it had caught his attention. Before he even reached the door, he was scanning it eagerly. The headline read about a sudden fissure opening in Yellowstone National Park in the United States. He didn’t read the entire article. Instead, his eyes were fixed on the last word of the headline: fissure.

A rare excitement lit up his eyes.

If those notebook numbers weren’t a password or a single coordinate, what if they were a series of coordinates? The thought made his heart race. He ran home in a hurry – he didn’t trust himself to recall all the numbers correctly from memory.

Panting, Jim Chen spread out the paper with the numbers again. 81, 85, 07... no, that didn’t make sense. But if it was 88, 157; 84, 150... then it did. Suddenly enlightened, he opened his laptop and entered the coordinates into Google Maps.

The map zoomed in on a blank expanse. He kept zooming out, and there it was – Antarctica.

Most of the coordinates were clustered near the centre of the continent. If this series of numbers pointed to locations, could it be that, like Yellowstone, there was a massive fissure beneath the ice? If so, then his father must have gone there. Perhaps his team had descended into that fissure. What happened after that, no one knew. Of course, all of this was just Jim Chen’s logical speculation. But deep down, he felt he was close to the truth.

Could there really be an undiscovered world beneath Antarctica? As eager as he was to find out, Jim Chen was not reckless. He knew too well the hidden dangers that must lie there. Otherwise, why would none of the remaining explorers have ever been heard from again? Without thorough preparation, he doubted he would dare risk his life. Besides, those who had emailed him earlier hadn’t replied again yet. There was no need to rush.

At least, he now had a general direction.

Jim Chen’s mind was torn. Should he tell Catherine Lin about this? He didn’t yet have the courage to face her sadness. Their feelings weren’t so deep that they couldn’t live without each other, but neither were they shallow enough to be indifferent.

After long thought, he decided some things had to be faced eventually. In the end, he sent Catherine Lin a message.

“Let’s have dinner together tonight.”

Chapter: 6 Under the Starry Sky – Him and Her

Jim Chen and Catherine Lin didn’t often have dinner together. Most of Jim Chen’s time was devoted to his research, while Catherine Lin spent her evenings studying for her part-time postgraduate exams.

“So, how’s your research going lately?” It was Catherine Lin who opened the conversation, her gentle voice matching her pure appearance in a white summer dress.

“Uh... I’ve made a little bit of progress.”

“Really? Then why do you still look so worried?” Catherine Lin giggled softly.

“Do I? Maybe it’s just that I haven’t been sleeping well lately.” Jim Chen scratched his head awkwardly. For a brief moment, he wanted to tell her about his new discovery and his plans for the future. But whether out of instinct or something else, he chose to change the subject instead.

Neither of them was extravagant. Whenever they ate out, it was usually at roadside food stalls. Catherine Lin always said that being close to the warmth of ordinary life brought peace of mind.

“Oh, there’s something else,” Jim Chen said suddenly.

“What is it? Why do you look so mysterious?”

“I... I quit my job today.”

“What? Why?” Catherine Lin looked at him in shock. She couldn’t understand how someone like Jim Chen could make such a sudden decision.

“It’s nothing, really. I just reached an important breakthrough in my research, and the university’s schedule was too tight for me to find time for it. I didn’t want to put my goals second. I have my own pursuits.”

“You could’ve... well, never mind. It’s done now. With your abilities, finding another job shouldn’t be hard. But... it was a bit rash this time.” She sighed softly. Since he had already made the decision, there was nothing more to say. All she could do was support him.

Jim Chen was a little surprised by her calm reaction. He had thought she would question him endlessly. He’d even prepared excuses in advance. In a way, he was relieved, but for some reason, he also felt a faint sadness.

He hadn’t told her the truth about what happened at the university – that he’d been dismissed. It wasn’t about pride. He just didn’t want to burden such a pure, innocent girl with his troubles.

Although they had long accepted each other’s presence in their lives, their relationship had never really moved forward. Jim Chen wasn’t the proactive type, and Catherine Lin was naturally introverted. Without romance to sustain love, what reason did it have to last? Could such a distant closeness truly endure?

Two bowls of steaming noodles were served before them. Jim Chen added a spoonful of chilli sauce as usual. Catherine Lin, who knew he couldn’t eat without spice, only smiled quietly.

His usual explanation was, “It gives me an appetite.”

Eating noodles with Catherine Lin was always something Jim Chen secretly enjoyed. Not because of the food, but because of her unique way of eating – she would twist the noodles into a tight ball with her chopsticks and pop it into her mouth like a lollipop. Whenever he saw this, Jim Chen would wipe the sweat from his nose, while Catherine Lin would roll her eyes in playful annoyance.

In the end, both sat back patting their full stomachs, laughing softly together.

After paying, Jim Chen didn’t rush to leave. Sitting on his stool, he watched the passing crowds before saying, almost casually, “If one day I go somewhere far away... very far away, and I don’t know when I’ll be back... would you wait for me?”

Her eyes were filled with a complicated mix of emotions – reluctance, worry, hope. Jim Chen looked up at the stars, and the stars seemed to look back at him.

Catherine Lin didn’t hesitate. Perhaps her answer had always been in her heart. “Maybe I would.”

“Maybe” wasn’t a promise. But Jim Chen had expected that. Few people would gamble their youth on an uncertain future. Still, he was grateful she hadn’t outright refused him. The reason didn’t matter. He cherished this honest moment.

If only he had a bottle of wine now, it would be perfect. Though noodles and wine made a strange combination, had Catherine Lin not been sitting opposite him, he might have given in to that impulse.

From one streetlamp to the next was only seven steps apart – the length of a poem. Their shadows walked side by side under the moonlight. If the path had no end, could they walk together for a lifetime? Life was a play, filled with joy and sorrow. All one could do was remember the past and live in the present.

The street ended at a fork. His home was to the right, hers to the left.

Jim Chen suddenly stopped walking, and Catherine Lin stopped too. Under the moonlight, her face glowed with a soft purity. Her long hair drifted in the breeze, carrying its familiar scent.

“Can I... hug you?” His voice trembled with nervousness, such words so out of character for him.

“I thought you were going to say something serious.” With that, she threw herself into his arms. Surprised by her sudden initiative, Jim Chen stood frozen for a moment before slowly placing his hands on her shoulders.

She didn’t see the joy in his eyes, and he didn’t see the tears welling in hers.

From the nearby milk tea shop, a song floated into the night: If only time could be traded, so that when we meet again, we’re still the same.

They thanked fate for letting them meet, giving each other warmth at this crossroads of life. If time could freeze at will, he wished this moment would last forever. No one knew what happened after they hugged. No one knew whether they turned to walk in different directions. Only the silent stars witnessed it all.

Back home, Jim Chen buried himself once more in his books, scattered diagrams, and messy notes. Catherine Lin, too, continued moving among the bookshelves, as if nothing had changed between them. Perhaps nothing had changed in their lives. But inside their hearts, something certainly had. No one knew it, because neither spoke.

Jim Chen kept glancing at his laptop, checking his emails. That was where all his hopes lay.

The little red “4” blinked above his inbox icon. Finally, the replies he’d been waiting for. He longed to open them, but feared rejection. After a moment of hesitation, he clicked.

Chapter: 7 The Meeting

After reading the emails, Jim Chen finally let out a small sigh of relief. At least these four people were clearly interested and ready to depart at any time.

He reviewed their profiles again carefully. This wasn’t some casual hobby; crossing mountains and seas required far more than mere enthusiasm.

Monica Chen, sharing the same surname as him – that alone surprised Jim Chen. She was 32, listed as a registered nurse specialising in surgery. Finding a medical professional willing to take such risks was nearly impossible, yet here she was. Having a medic in the team was crucial – injuries were inevitable, and preparation saved lives. It felt like fate delivering exactly what he needed. But he couldn’t help wondering: with such a stable profession and being in her prime, why would she choose this path? His curiosity about her grew; he looked forward to asking in person.

Sam Xiao, a fitness coach. What? Jim Chen was momentarily stunned. Then again, better than having no one reply at all. On second thought, a fitness trainer meant strong physical capability. But wait... Jim Chen frowned slightly. This wasn’t some scenic vacation. Antarctica was a true adventure, potentially life-threatening. Conquering the cold was only one part – the unknown dangers were the real terror. Still, since fate had sent a fitness coach his way, perhaps he could arrange pre-expedition training for the group. Not bad, not bad. Alone in his room, Jim Chen nodded in self-approval at his own thought.

Steven Gao, a private bodyguard. People really do come from all walks of life, Jim Chen mused. He couldn’t fathom why a bodyguard would want to join. Something told him “Steven Gao” was probably an alias. Jim Chen had no particular sympathy for people hiding their identities. But this was just his intuition. He would find out the truth face-to-face. If Steven Gao wasn’t suitable, he would be cut from the team.

Finally, the fourth email.

Thomas Fang. His message was shorter than the rest but instantly caught Jim Chen’s eye. It simply said: Take me with you. I’ll fund it. Direct and bold. Don’t misunderstand – Jim Chen wasn’t in it for the money. His simple lifestyle showed he was never materialistic. Though he had just lost his job, he still had some savings and what his father left him. He wasn’t rich, but he wasn’t destitute either. However, expeditions burned money fast. Without major discoveries, every cent invested was like throwing it into the ocean. His grandfather once ran a business and left Jim Chen’s father a factory and funds. By the time it reached Jim Chen, the factory was long gone, and all that remained was barely enough for a house deposit in today’s market.

So keeping Thomas Fang was crucial. This man could be the team’s backbone. Glancing at the email signature, Jim Chen noticed Fang Real Estate. If he remembered correctly, that company held some weight in the industry.

Feeling a burden lift from his chest, Jim Chen let out a long exhale. There were still four others who hadn’t replied yet, but he wouldn’t rush them. He sent brief replies to these four, suggesting they meet soon to discuss further.

Time ticked on in the rhythm of daily life and waiting. Time itself never looked back, only marching forward tirelessly.

Within the next two weeks, the remaining three replied. One was an auto mechanic, another an extreme sports enthusiast, and the last a computer science student. Jim Chen accepted the first two. The computer major was only in his early twenties. It wasn’t that he was too young, but Jim Chen couldn’t see what use computer skills would be on this journey. He left him on standby as a backup in case someone else dropped out.

The hourglass had been flipped. Once started, there was no turning back. That night, Jim Chen contacted the confirmed members to arrange a meeting place and time.

The streets, freshly washed by an overnight rain, were clean and bright. The trees along the road looked especially lush. Jim Chen had feared the weather might ruin their plans, but seeing the clouds disperse filled him with contentment. Breathing in the crisp morning air, he arrived early at their chosen meeting spot.

Corner Café. The same place he’d tried coffee for the first time. Not because he liked the taste – he still found it bitter – but the environment was quiet, and they could reserve a private room to talk without disturbance. Plus, he could grab some breakfast.

Pushing open the reserved room’s door, Jim Chen saw a young man sitting and scrolling on his phone. Hearing the door, the man looked up. Their eyes met for a moment before the young man stood and greeted him.

“Mark Yang. And you are...?”

“Jim Chen.”

“Ah, so you’re the organiser.” Mark Yang gave him a curious look. “Honestly, I thought you’d be some hulking superhuman or something. You look... normal. Don’t mind me, I’m just blunt.”

“No problem. I thought you were a waiter at first.”

“A waiter? With my looks? Come on.” Mark Yang chuckled, giving Jim Chen a thumbs-up. “You’ve got a sharp eye.”

Jim Chen chuckled back. This Mark Yang seemed like a straightforward guy. He remembered his reply had come late. Apparently, he’d arrived the night before due to the long journey and stayed in a nearby budget hotel.

The next to arrive was Sam Xiao. Even wearing a thin jacket, his muscular build was obvious. Mark Yang glanced at him with obvious envy.

Then came Thomas Fang, in black sunglasses, a thick gold chain, and holding a bulging wallet. He practically radiated “rich guy.” Mark Yang gave Jim Chen a second thumbs-up. The first had been reluctant. This time, it was genuine admiration. This guy even managed to recruit a tycoon.

Finally, Monica Chen arrived. Her entrance drew a few audible gasps. Though in her thirties, her delicate features and well-maintained skin made her look like a university student. Even Thomas Fang removed his sunglasses to get a better look.

“Hey, hey, Fang,” Mark Yang said, smirking, “remember why we’re here. If you wanna flirt, do it outside.”

“Mark Yang, right? Wipe the drool off your chin before you talk to me.” Instinctively, Mark Yang touched his chin, finding it dry. “Damn it, setting me up already, huh?”

Each newcomer gave brief greetings. Though unfamiliar with each other’s personalities, they quickly memorised each name.

Looking at the assembled group, Jim Chen felt a flicker of doubt about the future. What kind of team have I gathered...?

Chapter: 8 Team Assembled

From the expressions of the others in the room, Jim Chen sensed something was off. Their gazes were all fixed on the doorway behind him. He had casually chosen a seat facing away from the door, so he turned around to see what was happening.

As he turned, Jim Chen was startled to find a huge silhouette almost blocking the entire doorway. Backlit, the figure looked like a giant bear looming there. When his eyes adjusted, he saw it was a burly man, muscles bulging under his clothes. Only Sam Xiao, the fitness coach, could compare, but this newcomer was taller, nearly 1.8 meters, making Sam Xiao look small beside him.

What shocked them wasn’t just his size, but the jagged scar that ran across his right cheek, giving off an intimidating aura even in daylight. Several of them unconsciously wiped the sweat from their palms.

What kind of past could leave such a permanent mark?

Without waiting for introductions, the man walked over and sat next to Jim Chen. The chair creaked under his weight. Monica Chen glanced nervously at the chair, wondering if it might collapse under him. But apart from his massive frame and thick thighs, she couldn’t see much else. Feeling his cold gaze shift toward her, she quickly looked away – but not before he noticed.

“Pretty girl, what are you looking at?” he asked, his voice gruff.

“N-nothing...” Flustered at being addressed, Monica Chen blushed deeply, her heart pounding like a frightened deer.

“Hey, big guy, she didn’t mean any harm—” Thomas Fang began, but the man turned to glare at him, and his words died instantly.

“I’m Steven Gao,” the man introduced himself curtly.

“Jim Chen,” Mark Yang spoke up awkwardly, “I really want to know... how did you even find these people?” He avoided addressing Steven Gao directly, choosing to generalise.

Jim Chen shot Mark Yang a sharp look for throwing him under the bus but sighed. As the organiser, he had no choice but to answer. “Steven Gao... he’s, uh, listed as a private bodyguard.” Jim Chen’s voice trembled slightly. He never believed Steven Gao was his real name, but questioning him outright felt unwise.

“Private bodyguard? Jim Chen, listen, it’s fine to bring people, but at least keep our personal safety in mind. This guy looks like he could kill someone with his bare hands,” Thomas Fang said what the others were thinking.

Oddly, Monica Chen found herself chuckling softly at their nervousness. Despite his intimidating look, Steven Gao seemed somewhat simple-minded.

Steven Gao ignored them, his silent gaze enough to shut Thomas Fang up. But when he heard Jim Chen’s name, something flickered in his eyes.

Jim Chen cleared his throat, trying to ease the tension. “I believe everyone here understands what we’re about to face. This isn’t just dangerous – it could be a matter of life and death.”

Bang! The door suddenly burst open, interrupting him. A middle-aged man wearing denim, burdened with large bags, walked in. A strange smell followed him, and Monica Chen wrinkled her nose as the broken door latch swung loosely.

“Sorry I’m late. Name’s Ron Zhong. Nice to meet you all.” He placed his bags in a corner and sat in the last empty seat. “The train was delayed, but looks like I made it.”

“What is this, a moving company?” Mark Yang quipped immediately.

“No, no, I’m an auto mechanic. These are all essential supplies – better safe than sorry.” Ron Zhong grinned sheepishly.

“Auto mechanic? That explains the gasoline smell. But seriously, Jim Chen, we’re not going on a road trip here.” Mark Yang turned to Jim Chen for support.

“Oh, uh, right,” Jim Chen replied, momentarily distracted.

“Anyway, let’s continue... where was I?”

“Weren’t you talking about life and death? What exactly do you mean by that?” Everyone turned to Jim Chen, waiting for his answer, needing to confirm the true risk.

“It’s hard to explain in detail, but to put it simply – we’re setting out as seven people. How many will come back... I can’t say for sure.” His voice carried a heavy weight. He’d toned down his words to keep morale from collapsing. In truth, he didn’t even know if anyone, including himself, would return.

Though they’d expected danger, hearing it stated so bluntly unsettled them. Jim Chen gave them time to process.

Seeing their pale faces, Mark Yang spoke up, his voice strong. “Why so gloomy? We’re all here because we’ve burned our bridges behind us. My purpose is simple – to conquer the mountains I’ve never climbed, to cross seas I’ve never crossed. Only by pushing my limits can my soul feel alive. Even if I die on this path, I will have no regrets.”

His words struck everyone deeply. Even Steven Gao, used to blood and blades, gave him an approving glance. Mark Yang might act carefree, but his spirit was fierce.

Jim Chen was moved too. “My father’s footsteps stopped there... but his journey didn’t end, because I will carry it forward. Bringing you all together, I admit, is selfish. This expedition is beyond my abilities alone. I need support – manpower, resources, funding. I don’t know what awaits us. It’s all still theory. No one has ever been there.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Thomas Fang waved dismissively, fiddling with his gold chain. “Unknown is what makes it worth going. As for funding, don’t worry about that.”

“Ha, I think we’ll be good friends,” Mark Yang said, eyes sparkling.

“Whoa, hold it there. I don’t swing that way,” Thomas Fang shot back, making everyone laugh.

Seeing them open up, Thomas Fang spoke again, his tone darker. “I might seem carefree, but I’ve never been happy. My dad owns a real estate company, but it has nothing to do with me. Technically, I’m his son... but not really. My mother was just... well, his mistress. To his ‘real’ son, I’m nothing but a joke.”

“Life’s about yourself, not others. Back when I was a personal trainer, plenty of clients threw themselves at me. Thought I could resist temptation, but I was wrong. My family fell apart because of it.” Sam Xiao clenched his wallet tightly, a child’s photo barely visible inside.

“I’m not as open as you all,” Monica Chen said softly. “I left because of office politics... and family forcing me to marry. I’m not someone to settle down easily. This... this gives me a reason to keep going.”

Steven Gao finally spoke, his voice low. “People are worth knowing only if they speak their true hearts. My real name is Steven Gao, though I haven’t used it in years. I’m neither a saint nor a villain, but I hate evil. I used to run with gangs. I’ve killed... but only those who deserved it.”

His words sent a chill through the room, but no one judged him. By sharing, he’d become part of their group.

Watching them talk, laugh, and reveal their secrets, Jim Chen felt both shocked and deeply comforted. Though strangers from every corner of life, he saw an invisible thread weaving them together, slowly tightening, strengthening into something unbreakable.

Trust – that was the true foundation.

And so, their seven-member team was formed. Their future still far away, and what awaited them... no one could imagine.

Sunlight filtered through the window blinds, reflecting off the glass table where voices mingled and memories formed. To Jim Chen, it felt both familiar and entirely new.

Chapter: 9 Training Begins

Jim Chen had planned for everyone to have a simple breakfast at the café, but a few of them weren’t keen on Western food. Since the café was close to the university, he suggested they go to the roadside stall he usually frequented. Feeling awkward, he apologised to the café staff for cancelling their reserved room. Before heading out, they stopped by Mark Yang’s temporary hotel to let Ron Zhong drop off his luggage – hauling around so many bags was inconvenient.

Sitting at his usual spot at the food stall, Jim Chen looked across at the university gates. Whether he was talking to himself or to the others beside him, he said softly, “I left through that gate hunched over. If I ever return, I hope I’ll walk tall with my head held high.”

“Hey Jim Chen, what was the name of that person who fired you? I’d love to see who was blind enough to let you go,” Mark Yang said indignantly.

“Yeah, with your abilities, any school should be fighting to keep you,” Monica Chen added, frowning.

“Want me to take care of him for you?” Steven Gao asked calmly. All six pairs of eyes turned to stare at him. His cold gaze remained fixed on the university buildings, as if he could see through them to the man who had dismissed Jim Chen.

Jim Chen quickly waved his hands. “Steven Gao, watch your words. Principal Tom is a good man. He had his reasons. And you, always thinking about violence... sometimes I wonder if bringing you into the team was a mistake.”

Steven Gao, who disliked being called by his surname, muttered, “Kindness wasted on donkeys.” He shoved the rest of his fried dough stick into his mouth, earning a muffled laugh from Thomas Fang, who nearly spat out his soy milk.

“When I taught here, I’d come to this stall every morning before class. The auntie running it is kind – she often gave me extra food for free. And there’s a boy named York Evans who helps out. Good kid. And that yellow dog over there... I’d buy an extra bun and toss it to him sometimes.” Jim Chen spoke casually as he ate, his words simple yet genuine. The group could tell he wasn’t a pretentious person, and this authenticity only deepened their resolve to follow him.

“Auntie, another basket of buns, please,” Thomas Fang called out while chewing.

“You’re not that big. Where do you put it all?” Ron Zhong asked, staring at him in disbelief. But to their surprise, Thomas Fang didn’t eat them. He set the steaming basket on the ground and whistled, “Come on, Huang, breakfast time.”

“Ah, the world of the rich. We mere mortals can’t understand it,” Mark Yang muttered.

After showing off, Thomas Fang stood up and walked over to York Evans, the little boy helping at the stall. He patted his head gently. “Be a good kid, study hard, and make your grandma proud.” Then he handed the old woman a business card. “If you ever need help, call this number.”

Jim Chen was surprised by Thomas Fang’s kindness. It didn’t match his flamboyant appearance. Perhaps he needed to reconsider his impression of him. But Jim Chen also understood – maybe Thomas Fang’s actions were his way of proving something after opening up about his life earlier.

After breakfast, Thomas Fang suggested they find a temporary place to stay. They had visited Jim Chen’s current apartment, which, while tidy, was barely enough for two people, let alone seven. And of course, it was another chance for Thomas Fang to flex his generosity.

They rented a new apartment nearby – a four-bedroom unit in a quieter area. Monica Chen got her own room as the only woman. The others paired up: Jim Chen with Thomas Fang, Mark Yang with Steven Gao, Ron Zhong with Sam Xiao. No one complained, except Mark Yang, who felt like prey every time Steven Gao looked at him.

Monica Chen often teased, “Good thing Jim Chen roped in Thomas Fang. Otherwise, where would we be sleeping?”

Their “preparation” wasn’t about buying supplies – it was about physical training. Jim Chen insisted on it. Their journey would be harsh, with unknown dangers, and without adequate fitness, all their planning would be worthless. Surprisingly, everyone agreed. Sam Xiao even volunteered to be the coach, using his fitness training experience to design a programme.

Sam Xiao’s plan was threefold: indoor strength training with simple equipment, outdoor endurance running, and finally... a mysterious “devil training” at the end.

Days passed in a strict routine of exercise and sleep. Though tiring, it brought a sense of disciplined student life back to these grown adults, and united them with a common purpose.

An unexpected incident occurred midway. Police raided their apartment one morning, suspecting them of being a scam gang. It turned out Monica Chen’s family had reported her missing, thinking she’d been abducted. After some tense questioning at the station, Monica Chen explained everything herself. No one knew exactly what she told her family, but they left the city the next day.

Half a month passed like a fleeting meditation retreat. To Jim Chen’s surprise, Steven Gao outperformed everyone in training. No matter how gruelling the workout, he never faltered – it was like child’s play to him. As for Monica Chen and Thomas Fang, both did better than expected. Thomas Fang confessed he’d spent a month training hard once to impress a gold-digging girl who liked muscular men – though it ended in heartbreak, at least he’d gained some fitness. And Monica Chen, despite her delicate looks, had a strong constitution from years of hospital work, far better than someone stuck at a desk all day.

Finally, the time came for their devil training. But instead of excitement, an ominous feeling settled over them. The first two phases had been led by Sam Xiao, whose style they’d come to understand. But this final phase... would be led by Steven Gao.

Chapter: 10 Camping

In a casual conversation, Steven Gao dropped another bombshell on the team: he was a retired soldier. The combination of military discipline and underworld violence in one person made everyone both respect and fear him.

Even Jim Chen, who had suggested the training, felt a flicker of doubt. But it was only a fleeting thought. He knew that unless he conquered each mountain standing before him, he would never reach the heights his father could not. He wanted more than that.

Since Steven Gao had been appointed as their temporary instructor, his words were law. This time, their training wasn’t indoors or nearby. He took the entire team to a place none of them could have imagined.

Looking up at the misty peaks and down at the winding mountain trail, Mark Yang adjusted his backpack and called out to Jim Chen, “Hey, is it too late to back out? I’d rather die on Antarctic snow than have my body rot here in the wilderness.”

Steven Gao reached for the short blade strapped to his thigh and turned back. “What did you just say?”

“Ah—nothing, Brother Bei. I said I’m thirsty.” Mark Yang quickly pulled out his water bottle and took a sip, forcing an awkward grin.

His dramatic performance made everyone burst out laughing, easing some of their exhaustion.

“Even if you quit now, do you think you could find your way back?” Jim Chen asked, glancing at the dense forest behind them.

“Just kidding, just kidding,” Mark Yang replied quickly. Everyone knew he was joking – he adapted faster than most, having done similar outdoor treks before.

The team actually looked like a professional expedition group: full camouflage gear, hiking boots, and medium-sized backpacks bulging with supplies.

Their destination turned out to be Tianmu Mountain in Zhejiang Province. Though they’d all heard of it, none had ever visited. This wasn’t sightseeing, though – there were no marked trails, only rocky slopes and thick underbrush. Jim Chen admired Monica Chen for enduring it all without complaint.

Their backpacks were filled with items Steven Gao had prepared: single-person tents, ground mats, sleeping bags, flashlights, short blades, ropes, water bottles, utensils, medicine, food, and personal items – all essentials for wilderness survival. Mark Yang fully approved.

They’d driven to a farmer’s house at the foot of the mountain in Thomas Fang’s seven-seater SUV before beginning their hike on foot.

The climb wasn’t just for stamina – Steven Gao had another goal he hadn’t shared. Seeing everyone exhausted, he finally called out, “Take a break. Handle your personal business now – we need to keep moving to set up camp before dark.”

“Brother Mo actually has a heart,” Thomas Fang joked as he walked away to relieve himself, returning shortly with two bright red wild fruits in hand.

“Look at you, Little Fang, finding wild fruit already. Come on, share one,” Ron Zhong drooled at the sight.

Before Thomas Fang could answer, Steven Gao stepped forward and snatched the fruits away. “Hey! There’s only two, and you take them both? Bandit!” Thomas Fang snapped.

“Have you ever eaten these before?” Steven Gao asked calmly.

“If you wanted them, just say so. No need for mind games.”

“I asked: have you eaten them before?” Steven Gao’s tone turned cold, and Thomas Fang hesitated. “No... not yet.”

“Good.” Without another word, Steven Gao threw both fruits far into the forest.

“Steven Gao!” Thomas Fang shouted in shock.

“You should thank me,” Steven Gao replied coolly. “If you’d eaten those, you’d probably be in the hospital by now.”

“What do you mean?”

“First rule of survival: never eat anything you can’t identify in the wild – especially brightly coloured fruits. Many are poisonous. If I wasn’t clear enough: those were toxic.”

“You’re not just bluffing, are you?” Thomas Fang asked, sweating slightly.

“Do I look like someone who jokes?” Steven Gao walked off to sit on a nearby rock, leaving Thomas Fang frozen in place. Even Ron Zhong swallowed hard, relieved he hadn’t snatched a bite earlier.

Mark Yang scratched his chin. “Now that I think about it... those fruits did look kind of strange.”

“Hindsight genius,” Thomas Fang snapped back.

Later, Thomas Fang sat beside Steven Gao, staring up at him with eyes full of newfound admiration and obedience.

Taking the moment, Steven Gao began teaching them wilderness survival basics: how to identify edible mushrooms (though identification was tricky), how to harvest and store them properly, and how to use every resource they found. Nothing was wasted – everything edible went into his backpack.

After another hour of trekking, Steven Gao finally stopped. Surveying the area and the tired group, he said, “We’ll camp here tonight. Set up your tents.”

“Finally!” Ron Zhong sighed in relief, dropping his pack to the ground and slumping down beside it. “You’d think I was an old man the way I’m aching.”

“Old bones or not, at least you can fix engines,” Mark Yang teased.

The team began pitching their foldable tents. It was simple enough – unfold, lay down the mat, secure the corners.

“Isn’t this too basic? Won’t it be cold at night? What about wild animals?” Thomas Fang grumbled.

“Quit whining, Young Master Fang,” Mark Yang replied. “This is luxury compared to real wilderness survival. Otherwise, you’d be sleeping under the stars on bare ground. Right, Brother Bei?” he added smugly.

Steven Gao didn’t respond, but his silence was agreement enough for Mark Yang. “See? Told you so.”

“In real wilderness survival,” Steven Gao spoke up suddenly, “if you have no tent, find a cave or shelter for safety and warmth. Dry leaves can insulate you; friction can start a fire if you’re desperate. The forest temperature drops sharply at night. You must maintain your strength to face unknown dangers. A place like this, with flat ground and an open view, is ideal for camping.”

As seven figures moved about under the fading light, the mountain’s ancient cliffs bore silent witness to their struggles. Each scar in the rock told of forgotten stories. Generations of people had tried to unveil the secrets of the world, only to realise some mysteries were beyond explanation. Old dreams fade, new ones arise. In that endless cycle, hope and unfulfilled wishes continue their silent journey.

Chapter: 11 The Forest as a Maze – Who Will Solve It?

Seven tents of different colours stood like a rainbow cascading down the mountainside, bringing a hint of liveliness to the silent forest.

They had been climbing since early morning, and by the time the tents were set up, most of the day had passed. Which brought up the obvious question: it was meal time. What were they going to eat?

Steven Gao glanced at their hungry, expectant faces and grunted, “Why are you all staring at me? I’m not food.”

“I feel like we’ve been tricked,” Mark Yang said, shaking his head while repeatedly crossing himself. “Please don’t let my earlier joke come true – that we’ll die out here with no one to bury us.”

“You never told us we needed to bring food,” Thomas Fang complained.

“You never asked me.”

...

“Luckily for you, I picked some wild mushrooms earlier. At least you won’t starve today. As for tomorrow... figure it out yourselves.”

“I actually have a fear of mushrooms,” Mark Yang mumbled. “In all those horror films, people eat wild mushrooms, start hallucinating, and then die one by one...”

“If you don’t want to eat, don’t. There isn’t much anyway.”

“No, no – I don’t want to die hungry.”

Steven Gao pulled a small iron pot from his pack and walked silently into the forest. Within moments, he vanished from sight.

“He... he’s not leaving us here to die, is he?” Mark Yang whispered.

About ten minutes later, just as doubt began to spread, Steven Gao returned along the same path – this time with his pot half full of water. Ignoring their gaping stares, he gathered a few branches, built a simple stone tripod, set the pot over the fire, and had the water boiling within minutes.

“I knew Brother Bei wouldn’t abandon us!” Mark Yang exclaimed.

“Right, like you weren’t the loudest complainer just now,” someone teased, making Mark Yang’s face burn with embarrassment. He muttered something and went off to collect more firewood.

Soon, the aroma of wild mushroom soup filled the air. They didn’t have bowls, so everyone used their metal cups. Steven Gao whittled two sticks into chopsticks with his short knife and began eating calmly.

“Wow, you’re amazing, Brother Mo,” Monica Chen praised, following his example to make herself a pair of chopsticks. Though clumsy at first, she managed to lift a piece of mushroom to her lips. Even without seasonings, the soup carried a delicate freshness, filled with the forest’s natural fragrance. It wasn’t enough to fill their stomachs, but it kept their hunger at bay.

Thomas Fang, accustomed to rich foods, was especially miserable. But seeing Steven Gao’s cold
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