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I spent the first 15 years of my life being educated in Chinese, and the next 10 being educated in English.

The experience has made me bilingual, but as time moves on, I’ve gradually discovered an embarrassing fact: rather than having two native languages, it’s more accurate to say I’m equally bad at both.

Sure, I can handle normal day-to-day stuff—reading newspapers, chatting with people, sitting exams, even giving presentations in both languages. (It’s well behind me now, but I still remember proudly how I once aced a Business Law exam in English, churning out dense legalese about contracts and whatnot. Granted, it was an open-book exam—but still.)

That sufficed, until I began to turn my attention to literature.

That’s when I realised how insufficient my education in both languages had been in that regard.

My Chinese education stopped at middle school (age 15), at which point the curriculum mandated memorising certain poems and passages from the canon of traditional classics—but that was about it. We didn’t do in-depth study of works like Dream of the Red Chamber, one of the Four Great Classical Novels. (Which, by the way, I’m ashamed to admit I’ve never finished—though I have read Journey to the West in full, watched the 1986 TV adaptation, rewatched it in Chinese years later, and then again in English.)

I didn’t go on to a Chinese high school or university, which means I missed the literature education meant for those stages.

The result is that I’m something of an outsider in my own culture. I’m better than a complete foreigner, but I’m by no means a native who can effortlessly recite its most treasured literary gems. I’m a middler—stuck between two cultures, familiar with both yet native to neither.

For example, if a foreign friend asks me about famous Chinese literary figures, I immediately say Li Bai. I can tell you he was a Tang Dynasty poet, and I can even name the emperor he once served. But if you ask me for examples of his work, I shuffle my feet, look heavenwards, and say, ‘Um, there’s one about the moon, I think. And another about drinking.’ Then I introduce them to Baidu.

As for English education... well, I studied business at university—about as far removed from literature as a degree can get, short of programming. My understanding of English literature is limited to... well, I can’t even think of an example, because I’ve literally never taken a class in it.

Case in point: I’ve never read any Shakespeare.

There. I’ve said it.

I’m an English literature illiterate.

I do read books in both languages, of course, but they tend to be recent bestsellers or whatever catches my eye—James Patterson’s thrillers, for instance, which I read because they were always available at my local library.

And that was fine. Life went on. I could use both languages well enough for daily purposes.

You never miss what you never had—or even knew existed, right?

It wasn’t until I stumbled across P. G. Wodehouse that I realised how much I’d been missing.

Where have these books been all my life? I can’t believe I lived three decades without ever hearing of Wodehouse. That just felt wrong.

So I read all of him. His work stands alone—there’s no comparison. I’ve searched for something similar and seen recommendations like Three Men in a Boat, but, sorry to say, I don’t think they come close. (Even Wodehouse’s books about schools and golf are hilarious to me, and I understand absolutely zilch about golf.)

The Ascent of Rum Doodle might come close in hilarity, but it’s a different kind of funny.

The more I read, the more I see how much I’ve missed in the vast oceans of Chinese and English literature. So I started revisiting childhood favourites like Jules Verne and Sherlock Holmes—first read in Chinese, now revisited in English.

I’ve just finished Agatha Christie’s novels. And I’ve so much more to read.

I read thrillers, detective fiction, crime, comic novels, occasionally try to stomach a romance or two (never in heavy doses), and I find the explosive world of Chinese web novels worth exploring, too.

I suspect there might be others in my boat—caught between two cultures, fond of both but not deeply versed in either. That’s why I’ve started this series. Call it a reading journal, or book reviews. It’s a collection of my reactions and thoughts on what I read—Chinese and English, classic and contemporary, ‘serious literature’ and web novel ‘fluff’ alike.

I see this series as a companion piece: for those in my situation, or simply curious about another culture’s literature, a place to start. Which website to visit for trending web novels? Which classics are still widely read today? And honestly—it’s also to help me remember what I’ve read.

I hope one day, looking back, I’ll see this series and realise: I’m no longer an awkward in-betweener. I can finally claim to be biliterate in both literatures.

This book collects my reviews of three popular Chinese web novels—not necessarily the most widely read, but definitely worth a try.

I’ll also be sharing reviews of older Chinese works (the classics) and English novels (both classic and popular). I don’t imagine this series will make much money—there are plenty of free reviews online—but creating it gives me a goal, a motivation. And I’d like to think it might help someone out there, even if just one person.

Here’s to reading—to infinity and beyond!
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Chapter 1
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Book title: 非正常穿越 (Time-Travelling, the Unusual Way)
Platform: Qidian.com
I think the author is a real scientist—or maybe just someone who eats quantum mechanics for breakfast. This is my first time reading them, and Chapter One already made me doubt my high school diploma.

So here’s what I (barely) understood:

Our hero, Gu Wei, is a webnovelist who’s just finished a book. He’s riding in a car, getting mocked by a friend. Casual stuff—until, surprise! He’s also a literal genius who entered a prodigy class at 15 and got a PhD in astrophysics at 25. Relatable.

Now he’s a researcher at an observatory. In his free time, he writes novels. Overachiever alert.

Then the science attacks.

What is ‘毫米波段唯一一台大型设备、也就是13.7米综合口径毫米波射电望远镜’? I had to Google it, and I still don’t know. There’s also something called FAST, a 500-metre spherical radio telescope. 500 metres. That’s five football fields of telescope. Why? For what? How?

Then we get into radiant flux, magnetospheres, and wave frequencies. The novel mentions something called the Heilong-Down curve, which I tried to Google, only to end up on pages that looked like research papers and made me question every life decision I’ve ever made.

I do understand the word ‘artificial’. So apparently, some of the signals they’re receiving might be manmade. Okay, good. I understood one sentence. Progress.

Also, there’s a pit. A black one. Possibly more than 3,000 metres deep. This I understand. Give me a bottomless pit over a coherent radiation model any day.

Eventually, they talk about a signal that travelled 24 million light-years. That means it left Earth 48 million years ago. There were no humans back then, so who sent it? Dinosaurs? Time travellers? IKEA?

The author tries really hard to explain things with analogies. Something about a rotating hammer and neutron stars acting like lighthouses. I read it three times and still don’t get it. Respect to them for trying, though.

In summary:

	I can’t pronounce half the words.

	I don’t know what a rangefinder is.

	I felt smarter before I read this.

	But I’ll keep going, because why not? Maybe I’ll accidentally learn something.


Also, maybe next time someone brings up The Three-Body Problem, I can just nod and say, ‘Ah yes, the radiant flux anomalies were quite something’, and walk away before they ask follow-up questions.
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Chapter 2
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I’m pretty sure I have an undergrad degree. It’s in business. Still, it’s a uni degree.

But I had to go back and dig the diploma out of the box just to confirm I hadn’t imagined those four years.

Maybe what they say is true: your IQ peaks in school, and then it just freefalls like a soap bar in the shower.

Because apparently, I now need another degree to understand a serialised web novel. Since when did reading web fiction require a working knowledge of laser optics?

I read the chapter in Chinese. Then I read the chapter in dubiously translated English.

I came away with a fact I did not ask for: the deepest known natural cave on Earth is the Very Hard to Pronounce Kulubeyala Cave, located in the Arabeka Mountains in the Gagra district of the Republic of Abkhazia, Georgia.

Maybe it’s true, maybe it’s not. Either way, other than using it as a party trick (‘I can say “Kulubeyala” six times without tripping, can you?’), I have no idea what I’m supposed to do with this factoid.

And I had to pause at this paragraph to google. Then I googled what I’d just googled. Then I forgot what I was reading.

Go back... right, Gu Wei’s hearing about this mysterious pit that measures 3,000 metres. But from what he knows, the deepest natural cave, that Kulubeyala one, is only 2,197 metres. (If that was a building, how long would the lift ride take to reach the top?).

Naturally, being a scientist, Gu Wei questions the measurement’s accuracy. The woman talking to him explains that the pit is almost perfectly vertical—no curves, just a hollow cylinder.

She says the stationmaster used a 905 μm rangefinder. (Yes, that’s ‘μ’. I had to copy and paste it, then google it. It’s micrometre, or micron. One millionth of a metre. Which makes me wonder when I’ll ever use that unit in my life: ‘Excuse me, your enormous head is blocking my view. Could you lean down five micrometres? Ta.’)

Anyway, the 3,100 metres mentioned? That’s the upper limit of what the rangefinder can measure—not the actual depth of the pit.

Then the author gets out the chalkboard again (he really wants me to learn something) and explains there are two types of laser rangefinders: ‘pulse’ and ‘phase’. Let’s all pretend we understand what that means.

Apparently, the phase method’s measurable distance is determined by the wavelength of the modulated light and has very high accuracy. (Well, it better, if we’re dealing with micrometres. Ooh, I just thought of a use: ‘My hair grows so slowly, only a micrometre a day.’ But then I googled it—turns out hair grows 350 micrometres a day, and nails about 100. Maybe a sloth’s hair grows slower.)

Back to Gu Wei. He brings a pulse rangefinder using a wavelength of 3,270 micrometres, with a fancy detection device that’s more advanced than a photodiode. (What’s a photodiode? Still don’t know.)

It can measure up to 30,000 metres.

So, they set up the rangefinder. Take a measurement. And—gasp! The result is: ‘infinity’.

Meaning the pit is more than 30,000 metres deep. (At this point, I googled the Earth’s diameter: 12,756,000 metres. Good news—the pit hasn’t bored a tunnel straight through the planet.)

The author, not satisfied with blowing my mind once, throws in another factoid: the deepest manmade hole is 12,262 metres deep. I had to go back and re-read the earlier paragraph to realise the difference: Kulubeyala = natural, Kola Superdeep Borehole = manmade.

Of course I googled the Kola hole. (The name is adorable. I want to keep it in my pocket.)

It was dug in 1989. By the Soviet Union. Why? According to Google: ‘scientific research’. Which I take to mean, ‘Let’s dig and see what happens.’ Like that neighbourhood kid who excavates your garden with a spoon.

Back to the novel again.

The stationmaster questions the accuracy of the reading, offering very scientific-sounding explanations (air particles, dust, blah blah).

Someone operating the rangefinder shoots back with another very scientific-sounding rebuttal.

I don’t understand any of it.

They all begin to suspect this very deep, very straight pit might be manmade.

Then someone notices abnormalities in the gravity gradiometer.

Out come the PowerPoint slides: the AGRVC atomic gravimeter, one of the most sophisticated bits of kit in the observatory, uses ultra-cold chain rubidium atoms, blah blah quantum-something.

I nod, pretend I’m taking notes, and quietly scroll down.

Normally, this gravimeter is the chill guy in the corner saying, ‘All clear, move along.’

But now it’s saying, ‘Something’s wrong!’

The vertical △Φ (go on, type that without copy-and-paste) curve is rising. A signal is jumping. Something, something gradient.

And somehow—don’t ask me how—they conclude there’s a whirlpool.

Cue the ground shaking.

Gu Wei tries to leg it, but a massive suction force drags him into the pit.

Before vanishing, he yells at his colleagues: ‘Clear my internet browsing history!’

And that’s Chapter Two.

What have we learned?

	There’s a very deep pit. Deeper than any known natural or manmade hole.

	The pit is doing weird things to scientific equipment.

	The pit is apparently a whirlpool. That eats people.


You know what I’m thinking at the end of the chapter?

I’m thinking: did I take longer reading this, or did the author take longer writing it?

Probably me. The author probably didn’t have to google every second sentence.
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As expected, Gu Wei falls into the pit.

If he didn’t, we’d have no time travel, no plot, and I’d be free to go reread Emma in peace.

I don’t know how long it takes to free-fall 30,000 metres, but apparently it’s long enough for the author to slip in another lecture.

Whenever a paragraph starts with ‘everyone knows that’, I brace myself. It’s never something I know.

This time it’s: the Earth has three layers—the crust, the mantle, the core.

Fine. I’m still with him.

Then: the interface between crust and mantle is called the Moho plane. The one between mantle and core is the Gutenberg plane.

Gutenberg? As in printing press? Free eBooks? Apparently, it also refers to geology.

New trivia unlocked. Cocktail party ice-breaker acquired.

Then come the numbers. Thickness of the crust, the mantle, the core.

I feel like I’m supposed to whip out a notebook and start taking notes. What if there’s a quiz later? Worse—what if it’s foreshadowing and I miss the one number that explains the entire twist?

I keep going, pretending to understand.

Then the reveal: Think the pit’s only 30,000 metres deep?

Wrong.

It goes straight to the centre of the Earth.

I do the math. Crust (35 km) + Mantle (2,800 km) + Core (3,100 km) =...

I dig out my ancient scientific calculator, discover the batteries have liquefied, turn to Google.

Earth’s radius: 5,935 km.

But wait—does our hero fall the entire distance?

Wrong again.

He’s somewhere between liquid and solid layers when a mechanical voice pipes up. (Yes, that must be The System. Every time-travel novel has one.)

‘Thermal effect contact signal detected,’ it says. Or something equally science-y.

Then a second voice appears. ‘We’ve detected a human being from this civilisation. From this channel.’

Channel = the pit. Got it.

The first voice is shocked. ‘I thought this channel had been permanently closed?’

(Plot thickens. Like magma.)

The second voice reminds the first about the leak—the one that happened 48 million years ago.

I almost googled what was alive 48 million years ago, but stopped myself.

I start googling again, I’d never finish this chapter before sundown.

They start discussing a signal that interacted with a radio source from the sky, bounced back after 48 million years, and caused a quasi-overdistance effect.

(Are you confused? Me too. But I soldier on.)

They talk about time curvature. Drag force.

My eyes glaze over until the key sentence arrives: the force is enough to drag Gu Wei into the pit.

So... that’s what’s happening. Kind of.

Then they casually mention: this wasn’t supposed to happen. But, oh well.

They debate what to do with him.

(Meanwhile, I’m wondering—is Gu Wei still falling? Floating mid-air? Is this entire conversation happening inside his unconscious brain?)

The author answers: Gu Wei has passed out.

The two voices study him.

They say he’s 50 times smarter than the last poor sod who came through.

Then they decode his gene. He’s ranked fifth.

Fifth out of what? Not clear.

But apparently, fifth is bad.

They decide to destroy him.

Right. That escalated.

But then—twist!

One of the voices finds a new anchor point.

(Anchor for what? Still no idea.)

They argue. Eventually agree: the anchor exists, so the human can board.

Board what?

They bring up a ticket. Apparently, Gu Wei needs one to board.

Lucky for him, there’s one ticket left.

He hears some of this. Then blacks out. Again.



So. Two thousand words later. What have we learned?

Our hero is falling.

And... he’s still falling.

Two mysterious voices are analysing him.

They almost destroyed him.

Now he might be ‘boarding’ something, with a ticket.

Do we know what the voices are?

No.

What the anchor point is?

No.

Whether someone else has travelled this way before?

Still no.

All I know is—this is why I never finished The Three-Body Problem.

Everyone says it’s brilliant. Mind-blowing.

I never made it past the cover.

Maybe my subconscious was protecting me.

Maybe my brain knew: you can’t handle it, mate. This book is 10% story, 90% physics you didn’t revise for.

And I listened. Back then.

But now?

This time, I got lured in by the short chapters.

Two or three thousand words, I thought. Easy, right?

Wrong again.

Still, I’ll keep going.

Let’s see how many chapters I survive before my brain melts and I crawl back to Right Ho, Jeeves for comfort.
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The chapter opens on a new planet. Let’s call it the Kedas Star (a transliteration).

It’s not the biggest in its galaxy, but it’s famous for one thing: commerce. It’s been artificially modified for ‘tidal lock’ (I should google it, but we all know if I do that, I’ll vanish down a black hole of open tabs and not return for an hour). Apparently, the result of this modification is that the planet is now mostly land.

And most of that land is used as parking space for spacecraft.
So... yes. The entire planet is basically a glorified cosmic car park.
Some science-y description follows. The author casually tosses out terms like ‘first cosmic velocity’ and ‘subsonic speed’ as if they’re just general trivia.

Then we zoom in on a specific aircraft, a kind of cargo carrier. It unloads its ore, requests lift-off. The pilot is blue and looks like a flapjack octopus (go ahead, google it—you’ll thank me).

It’s adorable.
It’s also a salesman, advertising a popsicle made with ‘time-domain material wave lens technology’ and cooled to near absolute zero.
Out of curiosity, I actually google absolute zero. It’s −273.15°C, the theoretical temperature at which all atomic movement stops. No organism can survive it.

So yes—the adorable octopus is selling a lethal snack.
But it’s cute. So we forgive it.
It also sells accident insurance... which includes funeral services.
Efficient.
Meanwhile, the white-bearded old man who’s been chatting with the octopus disintegrates, and turns into a woman. Apparently via something called mimicry.

We get a paragraph of description. I’m guessing this woman might be one of the main characters—possibly the heroine?

She complains that the popsicles are overpriced and taste the same everywhere.

She’s chatting to the ship’s system, which she calls ‘Miemie’, the sound a sheep makes when it bleats. So technically, the ship’s AI is called Baaaa.

She gets a video call. Her name is Jin. The caller is a man, says everything’s gone smoothly, though he had to get by without any weapons.

The man’s name is Milo. Jin isn’t sympathetic. She says he can always replace his testicles with prosthetics filled with positive particles on one side and antiparticles on the other. That way, when they collide, they’ll annihilate everything.

So yes. That appears to be a particle physics penis joke.

They banter. They also plan a getaway.

Jin throws out terms like entangled states, basis vectors, state space, Wirtz co-movements, and quantum teleportation...

Don’t ask me to explain any of it. I don’t even know if Wirtz is a real scientific term or if the author made it up.

Still, I understand teleportation. Sort of.

Then comes a warning: Milo must not fart during teleportation.
At first, I think it’s another joke.
Apparently not.

Jin explains solemnly that even a fart can disrupt the ‘instantaneous encrypted transmission’. She even cites a case where someone farted during teleportation, and the flatulence became part of his respiratory function. He now farts constantly, the way other people breathe.

The teleportation proceeds.
Milo appears on the ship. Fart-free.
Still, he sniffs himself just to make sure.
That’s when he locks eyes with someone else who’s apparently arrived alongside him.

Guess who?

(If it’s not our hero Gu Wei, I’ll eat my own Google search history.)



So, what have we learned?

	Gu Wei has time-travelled—but not just through time. He’s probably now in a new galaxy, on a different planet, in a completely separate dimension.
(Can we still call it time travel? Feels more like space–time–multiverse travel at this point.)

	There are aliens (the flapjack octopus definitely qualifies).

	There’s fancy tech like quantum teleportation, mimetic body switching, and death popsicles. And it’s all explained with realistic-sounding terms that aim to edify and dazzle.
Unfortunately, they forget to entertain.


Which means this qualifies as hard science fiction. Very hard. Like The Three-Body Problem kind of hard.

Which explains why I never finished The Three-Body Problem.

But... I did finish Journey to the Centre of the Earth by Jules Verne. That’s technically hard sci-fi too, I think? And I enjoyed it.

I’m even re-reading it now. There’s the mad professor, his reluctant nephew, and their stoic Icelandic guide who is an eider down hunter and who must be paid in cash every Saturday or he walks.

I remember all that clearly.
I also remember Captain Hatteras, the maniacal explorer from Verne’s The Adventures of Captain Hatteras, who’s hell-bent on being the first Englishman to reach the North Pole and happily sacrifices everyone, including himself, to do it.
Spoiler: he gets there. But loses his soul to the ice.
If you ask me what I remember from this book, Time-Travelling, the Unusual Way, after only just four chapters?

All I’ve got is: Gu Wei.
And the Kola hole.
(Mostly because Kola reminds me of both koalas and Coca-Cola.)



Why is hard science so hard to read?

In contrast, soft sci-fi is far more fun.

Off the top of my head, I can summarise at least four books from Ni Kuang’s Wisely series (the wildly prolific and delightful Hong Kong author):

	Young Wisely and the Bamboo: Stare at the bamboo, think of someone, and their face appears on the bamboo. Mind-operated screen tech.

	Wisely and the Desert Fox’s Treasure: Nazi gold! Mafia showdown!

	Wisely and the Philippine Gang Treasure: Secret societies, volcanic eruptions, and armed island thugs. Not to mention Wisely’s true love, Bai Su, first appears in this story.

	Wisely and the Animal Behaviour Modification Plot: A scientist injects black panthers with lamb hormones to turn them vegetarian. Then he’s kidnapped by a global domination cult.


See? Wild. Entertaining. Memorable.

I could go on. But I think I’ve made my point.



Still... I’ll keep reading.
Even the hardest sci-fi has got to cough up a bit of entertainment eventually.
And if nothing else, I now know how to tell a science-based dirty joke involving particle–antiparticle testicles.
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Chapter 5
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So.
Milo—a man—is holding Gu Wei’s hand—also a man.
Both are stunned.
Jin reacts first. She tells the ship’s system to contain the ‘threat’. Gu Wei and Milo are frozen in a cone of orange light, mid-grab, like sci-fi mummies.

The ship takes off.

Milo gets unfrozen. He demands to know why there’s suddenly a +1 holding his hand like they’ve just come out of a wedding chapel. Jin says she’s got no idea where the extra passenger came from. She asks the ship’s system to analyse the intruder.

The system replies that it’ll have to wait until they rise to L-axis orbit (I don’t know what that is, and I’m afraid to ask).
But it does manage to offer one result from its scan:
The intruder has had no sexual experience.

Yes, that’s the first and apparently most pressing detail the ship identifies.
I went back and reread it, just to make sure. Was this meant to be a joke? If so, what’s the punchline?
Anyway.
Milo delivers the actual payload for his mission—stolen materials from a lab.
At this point, the author launches another mini lecture, this time on planetary defence systems based in the mantle, involving things like gravitational potential, traction beams, conservative force, and kinetic energy.

My eyes glaze.
My mouse hovers near the ‘close page’ button.
But no—I press on.
This web novel may be hard sci-fi, but it’s not getting rid of me that easily.
Then comes another round: nuclear pulse drive, artificial shock wave, jump point.
I look longingly at the exit.
But I stay in the chair. Like a good soldier. A good, baffled, slightly concussed soldier.
Luckily, the next paragraph gives me a breather:
The ship has now lifted off.
Which means, finally, they can analyse the intruder properly.



So, what have we learned this chapter?

	Gu Wei is officially classified as an intruder.

	But the folks on this ‘cargo ship’ aren’t exactly law-abiding citizens either—they’ve just wrapped up a mission that involves stealing from a top-secret lab.

	Whether we’re in a hard sci-fi novel or not, every web novel author’s favourite trope appears to be: dirty jokes.
Not regular jokes.
Not sly, subtle humour.
No, it has to be weirdly specific, mildly disturbing, biologically themed sexual jokes.
(I don’t get it. But I’ve stopped being surprised.)


That said—
This chapter had fewer explosions of theoretical physics.
My brain survived. No meltdown.
Which means, incredibly, my tolerance for high-IQ-required reading is increasing.
Character development? Perhaps.
Let’s see what Chapter 6 has in store.
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