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Chapter 2: The Knot

Dear Mom,
| hope this letter finds you well.

Midterm exams are coming up soon, and I've been studying in the library every day. The
courses I'm taking this semester are Microeconomics, Western Modern History, and Mechanical
Transmission Ill. They're not too difficult, and | hope to get all 'A's like last semester. Spring is
coming to lllinois, and the trees have started to sprout. Every morning, the campus is filled with
mist, and red squirrels come to visit.

I might take some time next week to go into the primeval forest with the Plant Society to collect
some leaf buds for specimens.

That's about it. I'll apply for the internship as you suggested, and I'll try to get an internship in
New York or Washington, D.C. this summer.

By the way, | had fried eggs and buttered toast for breakfast, potato salad and bacon burgers for
lunch, and carrot pork knuckles with shrimp bisque for dinner today.

Remember to drink your milk, and remind Aunt Tong to heat it on medium heat for five minutes.
Love,
Chu Zihang

It was late at night, 11 o'clock, and Chu Zihang had just finished writing this letter when he
turned back to check it.

He wrote a letter to his mother every night before bed, even though his mother didn't check her
emails every day. But when she occasionally opened her inbox, she would see a series of
emails lined up neatly, dated and even including what he ate for the day, making her feel that
Chu Zihang was leading a peaceful life at Cassel College.

So, his mother stopped worrying and turned her attention back to having fun with her girlfriends.

Initially, Chu Zihang's mother was not very satisfied with his decision to attend Cassel College.
In her heart, she felt that with Chu Zihang's grades, he should have gone to a more prestigious
university like Yale or Harvard. She searched online but couldn't find any ranking for Cassel
College, and she suspected it might be some unknown university in the United States. Chu



Zihang's mother often browsed the college's website, and her evaluation was that Professor
Gudrian looked like he had dementia.

Chu Zihang did his best to portray a positive image of Cassel College in his emails, describing
the academic atmosphere: Principal Anjou was a well-dressed old gentleman who graduated
from Cambridge and was dedicated to educating the youth; the vice-principal was a pioneer in
education who loved researching the history of American westward expansion and often
dressed like a cowboy; Professor Gudrian was eccentric but lovable, obsessed with literature;
and as for his mentor, Schneider, although his appearance was a bit scary, he was truly a
kind-hearted person who had sustained facial burns while rescuing a student and now had to
wear a half-face mask... Through these carefully crafted descriptions, Chu Zihang gradually built
an image of Cassel College as an elite academic institution in his mother's mind.

A thunderous explosion shook the windows, and a 10-meter-high pillar of blood-red flame
erupted from the well in front of the Hall of Heroes, illuminating the entire campus in a bloody
hue. A crack appeared in the outer wall of Dormitory 3, and chunks of plaster fell from the
ceiling. Chu Zihang calmly blew away the plaster that had landed on his notebook.

The well led to the underground laboratory of the Equipment Department, and it seemed that
they had another accident, perhaps an explosion of refined sulfur or a burst of mercury vapor...
The fire trucks arrived with blaring sirens, screeching to a halt at the burning well, and a group
of muscular men skillfully set up water cannons to spray the well.

The Cassel College Facilities Department was on the scene, handling the rescue operation.
They maintained a calm demeanor, chatting casually as they worked. Such incidents were
commonplace at the mountaintop campus, happening every few days, so there was no need to
panic.

"It's sulfur flames!" shouted the leader of the rescue team. "Everyone, put on your gas masks!"

The muscular men donned their gas masks and continued their work nonchalantly, unfazed by
the situation. Although the number of water cannons increased, the fire was spreading towards
the Dormitory 3 area.

The students remained calm and collected, with hardly anyone peeking out of their windows to
watch the commotion. This was due to a few reasons: first, it was the Student Council's ball, and
Caesar's retinue of lace-clad maidens were likely dancing passionately in the Amber Hall;
second, the interns of the Executive Department were either working late in the library, cracking
the Pentagon's firewall or decrypting the encryption of a satellite; and third, the rest of the
students were probably online, discussing the fire in the forum, chatting, and placing bets on
when the fire would be extinguished.

Chu Zihang logged into the "Night Watchman Discussion Area" in stealth mode.



"Your friend @Cambridge Folding Knife is online."
"Your friend @Night Watchman is online."
"Your friend @Greenland Shadow is online."

Apparently, the big shots of the school had also been alerted by the fire, and their IDs were quite
telling: "Cambridge Folding Knife" was Principal Anjou, "Greenland Shadow" was the head of
the Executive Department, Schneider, and "Night Watchman" was none other than the
vice-principal himself, the administrator of this discussion area.

"What the heck is the Equipment Department up to in the middle of the night? Even I, the Night
Watchman, was jolted out of bed!" The vice-principal started the thread.

"You're the vice-principal! Shouldn't you be calling the Facilities Department to oversee the fire
instead of surfing the discussion forum?" Cambridge Folding Knife replied.

"After a bottle and a half of brandy, do you think I'm still capable of directing the fire-fighting
efforts? I'm here to show my support for the Facilities Department comrades working tirelessly
at the front lines!" Night Watchman replied to Cambridge Folding Knife.

"Those lunatics in the Equipment Department! Sometimes | feel like dropping a bunker-buster
bomb into their underground lab!" Cambridge Folding Knife said.

"l support the principal's proposal. Let's leave this matter to the Executive Department to
handle." Greenland Shadow replied.

"Schneider, instead of surfing the discussion forum, why don't you go to the fire scene and take
charge? As the head of the Executive Department, you should have the mindset of a deputy
principal and step up when the principal is away in Paris, attending a party and surrounded by
scantily-clad women much younger than him. | see that you and the Equipment Department
lunatics are cut from the same cloth!" Night Watchman began a political lecture.

"The Executive Department is a quasi-military organization. This fire was caused by the
Equipment Department, so it's their responsibility to deal with it. I'm not going to babysit them."
Greenland Shadow replied.

"School affairs should be handled by someone reliable. I've already called Professor Manstein
to take charge. | have to log off now. The new season's fashion show is about to start, and I'll
pass on your regards to our colleagues in the Facilities Department." Cambridge Folding Knife
signed off.

"Also, bring some sparkling wine from the Champagne region." Night Watchman added.



"Will do." Cambridge Folding Knife logged off.

Another round of earth-shattering explosions shook the well, and a second column of blood-red
flame erupted from the depths, as if a fire-breathing dragon lurked beneath the ground.

"Don't panic, everyone. This is an expected explosion. Please remain calm. The experiment is
still ongoing, and there may be two or three more explosions of similar or greater intensity within
the next hour. Please take necessary precautions." The Equipment Department posted an
announcement.

This was the public ID of the Equipment Department, and it seemed that the hot discussion in
the forum had caught the attention of the lunatics in the underground lab, or perhaps they were
already browsing the forum while conducting their experiments. Dozens of tomato icons
appeared in the replies to the post.

"The combustion of refined sulfur releases toxic fumes, and carrots can help neutralize the
toxins. Students are advised to eat carrots for dinner tonight." Shortly after, the Equipment
Department posted another announcement.

"Bad news, everyone. Please help us catch some snakes. The snake breeding pools in the
underground levels were damaged by the explosions, and approximately 200 snakes of various
species are escaping through different passages, including 12 Eyeball Pythons, 2 Amazon Giant
Anacondas, and 20 Proto Bothrops. A detailed list will be sent via email in 10 minutes." The
Biology Institute posted an announcement.

Chu Zihang had taken a course called "Reptile Zoology" in his second year, and he knew that
these snakes were not to be taken lightly. A single bite from any of these snakes was enough to
kill a person, and the only hope was to pray to God for mercy. The Amazon Giant Anaconda
was an exception, as it was non-venomous, but an adult could grow up to 16 meters in length
and was capable of constricting a water buffalo to death.

"Holy crap! | just saw an anaconda climbing up the clock tower! Help! Help!" Night Watchman
exclaimed.

Chu Zihang shook his head and decided not to read further. He returned to his email page and
clicked the "Send" button.

The email was delivered to his mother's inbox within seconds, and she would see it when she
checked her emails.

In reality, campus life was quite different from what parents imagined. Before Chu Zihang left for
the United States, his stepfather had given him a copy of "Hu Shih's Diary of Studying Abroad"
to encourage him to study hard. Chu Zihang still remembered some excerpts:



"April 9: Went to Shen's place to play cards and returned home at midnight."

"April 29: The temperature rose above 80 degrees, making it too hot to study. Played cards with
Shen, Chen, and other classmates. Also played Chinese poker with Liu and Hou."

"May 6: Played cards. Attended a gathering of the Chinese Students' Association in the
evening."

"May 12: Played cards."

It seemed that Hu Shih had also only written about his studious endeavors in his letters to his
family, so Chu Zihang felt that it was acceptable to embellish his own letters a bit, portraying a
peaceful and studious life at Cassel College.

If he were to tell his mother the truth—that the campus was filled with lunatics conducting
explosive experiments daily, that the professors, from the principal to Schneider, were either
eccentric or violent extremists, that he himself was not a model student but the leader of a
violent club, often engaging in clashes with another violent club led by Caesar, and that
venomous snakes and giant forest pythons might be lurking in the dormitory building at that very
moment—his mother would probably just laugh it off, thinking that he was joking to cheer her up.

Chu Zihang initiated the shutdown procedure and prepared for bed. The shutdown process took
about 10 seconds, and during that time, he could still see the posts in the Night Watchman

discussion area scrolling up the list.

A red post suddenly popped up, standing out among the others. Red posts indicated a bounty
thread.

"Who can get me an introduction to the Japanese royal family? | want to rent out the Meiji
Shrine in Tokyo for one night for a wedding."

The poster was "Dick Tudo," most likely Caesar, the president of the Student Council.

Chu Zihang's fingers twitched on the keyboard as if they had been electrified.

"Is this a hint that you're proposing? Congrats!"

"Caesar, why don't you hold the wedding in Beijing's Taimiao instead of going all the way to
Japan?"

In an instant, the thread was flooded with replies, pushing it to the top of the list. Compared to

the raging fire and the snakes running amok in the campus, the real news of the night was:
"Countdown to the Student Council President's Wedding! Caesar to Marry Red-Haired Miko!"



Chu Zihang wanted to read more, but his screen went black as the computer shut down. The
dormitory was quiet, with no lights, and the wind chimes outside the window tinkled softly. The
wind chimes were made of bronze, and the clapper was a key.

That key could unlock a certain door in an old apartment building in Beijing, or perhaps a certain
place in his heart... Wherever that door led, it was empty and dusty.

He got up from his chair and put on his school uniform jacket.

The dining hall was quiet.

The Baroque-style hall could accommodate up to 100 people for meals, but at that moment,
there was only one diner. A certain someone was devouring his food with single-minded focus,
treating the dishes like a whirlwind sweeping through fallen leaves. On the long table in front of
him were a whole roast chicken, a smoked pork knuckle, a beef burger, a vegetable salad, and
a large portion of mashed potatoes... It seemed that this guy had quite an appetite.

Lu Mingfei always had a hearty appetite.

As he ate, completely absorbed in the flavors, someone sat down next to him and placed their
plate on the table. Lu Mingfei chewed on a chicken bone, swallowing the last bits before turning
to look at the expressionless Chu Zihang.

Chu Zihang's midnight snack was usually a simple meal of double-fried eggs and milk with
oatmeal, along with an orange juice.

It was already past midnight, and the Facilities Department had successfully put out the fire
around 10 p.m. For the next two hours, the dining hall was packed with people celebrating. Well,
it was more like an excuse to drink beer, as the Equipment Department's antics often provided a
reason to party. Sometimes, the lunatics from the Equipment Department would even join in the
celebration, dancing and singing together.

Now that the celebration was over, the tables were left with piles of dirty dishes and empty beer
glasses, and the dining hall was empty except for the two of them. Outside the window, the
cuckoo birds called for their mates.

There was a sense of "two lonely souls" in the air.

At this time of night, it was unusual to see Chu Zihang in the dining hall. Not that he didn't eat
midnight snacks, but he usually took his dinner from the dining hall and ate in his dormitory,



saving the 18 minutes it would take to walk back and forth. Chu Zihang nodded slightly,
acknowledging Lu Mingfei's presence, and then proceeded to stir his oatmeal into his milk.

Since returning from Beijing, the relationship between Chu Zihang and Lu Mingfei hadn't
improved much. Chu Zihang wasn't the type to socialize much, and even with Su Xi, he kept a
certain distance. This was a person who never wasted a minute on small talk or idle chit-chat,
always focused on the task at hand. Sometimes, Lu Mingfei wondered if it was because of the
presence of Xiaomi that he and Chu Zihang had been closer before.

But now, Xiaomi was gone.

Or perhaps she had never truly existed.

"l heard you came for a midnight snack. | thought you would be with Finger."

"He's doing an internship. Isn't he about to graduate?"
"Are you here to reminisce about him? It's a big portion for one person."

This sounded like a joke, but when Chu Zihang said it, it didn't seem funny at all. Instead, it felt

like a question that required a serious answer.

"No, I'm just really hungry." Lu Mingfei replied.

"Your midnight snack has too much fat."

"I'm a carnivore."

"It's better for your health to reduce your fat intake."

"Brother Zihang, have you read a book called 'Shanghai Fortress'?"

"Yes, | bought a copy and read it on the flight to Chicago. Why?"

"Do you remember the plot? There was this loser who liked a great girl, but the girl was about to

get married." Lu Mingfei spoke softly, "The loser kept texting the girl, and the girl would reply to
his texts. He kept all the texts she sent him, thinking that it proved that the girl liked him.



Chu Zihang listened quietly, his eyes narrowing slightly as he recalled the story. Outside the
window, the cuckoo birds continued to call. There were some stories that you didn't want to read
again once you knew the ending, and this was one of them. Some stories were destined to be
tragedies, and there was no changing that.

He had read "Shanghai Fortress" on Lu Mingfei's recommendation during his flight from Beijing
to Chicago in first class. After finishing the book, he had left it in the magazine pocket of the
seat, intending to leave it for the next passenger to discover and hopefully enjoy. Then, he had
ordered a glass of iced water and silently watched the passing clouds outside the window,
thinking about the story for three hours, but he couldn't find a solution.

Some stories in this world had no happy ending.
Lu Mingfei continued, "But one night, he sent a very important text to the girl, and she didn't
reply. The loser thought, how could she not reply? It was such a nice night, and she must be

with her boyfriend. He kept thinking, "Why isn't she replying? What could be keeping her from
replying to my text?'

"The loser suddenly realized, 'Of course, she's spending time with her boyfriend. They're
probably kissing and cuddling, and here | am, texting her.' So, he thought, 'I'm just a loser, and
the only thing | can do is text her.' But over all that time, all they had between them were those
texts. The girl and her boyfriend, on the other hand, went on dates, watched movies, and ate
meals together... and kissed."

"He just thought that he was important to the girl, but in reality, he was just a loser." Lu Mingfei
spoke softly, "What's the use of having love if you're a loser? Love is great, but what if you're a
loser?"

"Enough." Chu Zihang said in a low voice.

"I'm just saying, brother Zihang. You know, I..." Lu Mingfei trailed off.

"You don't need to say it. | know what you're thinking." Chu Zihang said, his voice cold.

"l saw your bounty post. So, you're giving up?"

"I'm not giving up. | just..." Lu Mingfei's voice trailed off again.

"If you've decided to go, | can be your accomplice. Consider it repayment for the favor | owe
you." Chu Zihang said.



"Thank you, brother Zihang. | really appreciate it, and I'm touched." Lu Mingfei scratched his
head, "Thank you."

"Are you still thinking about Nono?" Chu Zihang asked.

"No, it's not about her. It's just..." Lu Mingfei hesitated, "Brother Zihang, do you remember 'Saint
Seiya'?"

"Yes, I've heard of it."

"l was so moved by it that | could recite the lines. There was one part where Seiya was beaten
to a pulp and couldn't get up. He told Athena, 'l have no strength left, | can't go on.' But Athena
said, 'But you still have hope.' Seiya thought, 'Of course, | still have hope. With hope, | can do
anything.' So, he stood up and defeated his opponent." Lu Mingfei stared out the window, "At
that moment, | thought, 'That's so cool! | also have hope, and with hope, | can be awesome
too!"™

"Then, in the Hades arc, Seiya was defeated by a god. This time, he had no hope, and Athena
said, 'But you still have your life." Seiya thought, 'That's right, | still have my life! | can burn my
life and be awesome!' So, he stood up and defeated the god. | was so moved, and | secretly
made a vow that | wanted to encounter something that would make me willing to bet my life on
it."

"But later, | realized something. Athena was Seiya's boss, and she was a ruthless one. She told
her exhausted employee, "You still have hope, so use your hope to fight!" Hope, life... these were
just excuses to manipulate the poor kid. When you're faced with a difficult situation, your boss
will tell you to have hope and keep fighting, but in reality, they're just using you." Lu Mingfei
spoke softly, "Some things are just impossible, no matter how much hope you have."

"Some people just don't have the luxury of hope."

The two of them fell silent, but the air between them crackled with tension, and Chu Zihang's
eyes flashed with anger.

"l know what you're thinking, brother Zihang. I'm just a coward." Lu Mingfei lowered his head.
"It's not the first time you've known me."

Chu Zihang took a deep breath, struggling to suppress his inexplicable anger. He usually didn't
care about other people's affairs, but for some reason, he was angry at Lu Mingfei's sense of

powerlessness.

"In elementary school, | was looked down upon by my classmates," he said softly, "because
they knew that my mom had remarried, and my dad wasn't my biological father. | went to an



international school, and the other students' families were well-off. Some of their parents even
had business dealings with my stepfather. They mocked me, saying that the only reason my
mom married my stepfather was because he wanted to sleep with her. That's why | got to go to
that school."

His voice trembled slightly, "They said, 'Chu Zihang's dad only pretends to be nice to him
because he wants to sleep with his mom.™

Lu Mingfei was stunned and didn't know how to respond. He shouldn't have known about this,
as it was a private matter. He was Caesar's lackey, the Student Council president's pet dog, and
it was risky for him to be seen having a heart-to-heart talk with the Lionheart Club president,
Chu Zihang, in the middle of the night. If they were caught by the paparazzi, it would be
considered colluding with the enemy, a serious offense.

"The one who led the mocking was a black belt in karate, the youngest in China. My bloodline
hadn't awakened yet, so | couldn't fight him."

"Your stepfather isn't good to you? Why don't you ask your stepfather to talk to his dad? If you
compare dads, you definitely won't lose, and your two dads are both awesome. His dad is
probably nothing compared to yours." Lu Mingfei blurted out.

"No, it has nothing to do with him. This is my problem." Chu Zihang shook his head, "I just
asked him to send me to learn kendo. It took me three years to get a black belt, and | had to do
it within those three years, before | graduated. Otherwise, | wouldn't have the chance to beat
him."

"Wow!" Lu Mingfei exclaimed.

"l challenged him to a fight on graduation day. Every time he kicked me, | would strike his knee
with my bamboo sword. For three years, | practiced that move over and over, imagining how he
would kick and how | would strike. Every time he got up, he couldn't believe it and would ask,
'How did you know where to hit?' | didn't answer, because of course, | knew! | had practiced that
move ten thousand times!"

He placed his hand on Lu Mingfei's shoulder, "Everyone can hold their fate in their own hands,
as long as you believe that you can do it!"

Lu Mingfei stared at him, and Chu Zihang's eyes burned with a fiery determination.

"Brother Zihang, you're truly an inspiring figure." After a while, Lu Mingfei said, "l understand
what you mean. Nono's situation is her own, and | shouldn't give up on other things."

"Do you know what my mom did after that?" Chu Zihang asked, "She went to the school and
met with his mom, wearing her best clothes, her Patek Philippe watch, and Cartier diamond ring,



riding in my dad's most expensive Benz, with her driver and my family's bodyguard. You know,
when a woman wants to show off, she'll do it with style. My mom looked at his mom's flashy
outfit and knew that she had already lost in terms of appearance. So, she just listened to his
mom's insults, which were probably things that her son had heard at home and was repeating.”

"His mom said that it was true that my mom had married my stepfather because he wanted to
sleep with her, but that didn't matter. What mattered was that my stepfather was paying for my
education, and that was a fact. However, if we were to compare who was providing more, it
would be a contest between my stepfather and his biological dad. My stepfather was giving me
a good life, and his dad was giving him weak genes. That's why he was so weak, and my genes
were better because my biological dad had given them to me! Why was he so weak that he
couldn't even beat me? Wasn't he a karate black belt? Maybe his dad had some health issues.
Why don't you take him to the hospital to get checked?" Chu Zihang smiled bitterly, "Then, she
threw some money on the table for medical expenses and took me home. My mom can be quite
ruthless when she wants to be."

"Your mom is awesome!" Lu Mingfei gave a thumbs-up.

But he suddenly stopped smiling, "Brother Zihang, do you know about the classification of
people into 'gaofushuai' (high, rich, and handsome) and 'diaosi' (loser)? 'Gaofushuai' refers to
those handsome guys that girls throw themselves at, and when they get dumped or cheated on,
the girls will go cry to some nice guy who likes them but that they don't like back. The nice guy
will comfort them, and when they recover, they'll go find another 'gaofushuai' to date, leaving the
nice guy behind. Meanwhile, the nice guy is left wondering, 'Why didn't she choose me? I'm
such a nice guy!' But the truth is, girls don't want a nice guy, they want a 'gaofushuai.’ So, the
nice guy will be left alone, feeling sorry for himself."

He took a sip of his egg yolk-covered egg, "Brother Zihang, you're truly a 'gaofushuai,' and I'm a
'diaosi.' | hate this classification, but it's so accurate."
"Don't talk about courage and hope with a 'diaosi.™
eating?"

He patted Lu Mingfei's shoulder, "You're still

On the table in front of Lu Mingfei was an iPhone with a bronze-colored roulette wheel on the
screen. The pointer was at the 1/2 position, and there were two slots left in the blood gauge at
the bottom, with a skull marking.

Lu Mingfei had been staring at this roulette wheel before he fell asleep, counting down the time
he had left. It must have been an interesting feeling.

"Brother, you're truly a fan of 'Saint Seiya.' You've even reached the stage of burning your life,
skipping right past the stage of burning hope." Lu Mingze smiled, looking at the sleeping Lu
Mingfei, "You really have the soul of an anime fan."



"But you're not admitting it. You keep saying that you're a 'diaosi,’ but here you are, holding a
torch and burning yourself up..." He caressed Lu Mingfei's hair.

In the empty dining hall, the two of them sat under the majestic ceiling painting of "The Twilight
of the Gods." In the painting, the Midgard Serpent, Nidhogg, rose from the roots of the World
Tree, its wings adorned with the skulls of the dead, as the sun was about to set below the
horizon. Odin, the King of Gods, rode his eight-legged horse, Sleipnir, and threw his spear of
victory at the black dragon.

"When you die, what will they engrave on your tombstone?" Lu Mingze smiled, "Nice Boy
Ricardo M. Lu?"

Lu Mingfei didn't respond, but he hummed softly, licking the egg yolk from his lips.
"You're such a pig." Lu Mingze shook his head.

He sat next to Lu Mingfei, holding a wine glass filled with red wine. He took small sips, savoring
the deep red liquid like a king tasting power. But his hand remained on Lu Mingfei's shoulder, as
if he were caring for a sleeping patient, worried that he might wake up in distress.

The clock in the church tower struck, and the sound of the bells echoed through the quiet night.

"Listen, the wedding bells are ringing. Brother, the wedding car is coming to take away the girl
you care about." Lu Mingze's face twisted into a mocking smile, "She'll be wearing a white
wedding dress, with lace-trimmed shoes and holding a bouquet of orange blossoms and white
roses... The bridesmaids will be holding her veil and train, and the groom will have a diamond
ring in his pocket. The flower girls will be kneeling and singing hymns... Wake up! Wake up,
brother! Go and wish her a happy marriage! I'll tell you a secret. Under her wedding dress, she'll
be wearing a lace garter, and the groom will take it off and throw it to someone who wants
happiness. Go and grab it! It's her intimate garment, and it's hard to come by. Do you want to
keep it as a memento of your pathetic life that's about to burn out?"

His voice grew faster and more agitated, and his smile became more and more sinister. His
eyes flashed with anger, and his handsome face was contorted by his rage, his golden irises
spinning with fury like a dragon dancing in the depths of a storm.

Lu Mingfei seemed to sense something in his sleep, and he shivered slightly, his eyes twitching
as if he were experiencing pain.

"No one can escape sadness, brother," Lu Mingze said softly, "Sadness is the true devil, and the
stronger you are, the deeper it hides."



"But don't worry! I'm here for you!" He hugged Lu Mingfei tightly, "Anyone who tries to take
anything away from you is our enemy. Caesar? Caesar, the son of Gatuso? We'll kill him
together!"

His irises spun like golden flames in the depths of his black eyes, like an ancient dragon
dancing in the darkness, about to unleash a punishing thunderbolt.

Chapter 3: Drumheart

Anjou closed his notebook and scanned the men on both sides of the conference table.

He was supposed to be at a glamorous party in Paris, but instead, he found himself in a meeting
room 120 meters below the campus. Anjou was very reluctant to meet with these guys. Just
looking at their attire made him want to get up and leave. Admittedly, their clothes were neat and
uniform, making them a group of true uniformed men... but what was with the full-body
protective suits? Complete with rubber boots, protective goggles, respirators, and portable
oxygen cylinders.

The heavy huffing and puffing of the respirators filled the room as over a dozen pairs of eyes
peered at Anjou through the protective goggles.

"Gentlemen, before we begin the meeting, | have a question," Anjou frowned. "Why do you
always wear biochemical protective suits when meeting with me? It makes me feel like I'm a
dirty pathogen, and you're not even willing to breathe the same air as me."



"Please don't take it personally, Mr. Principal," one of them corrected the principal's scientific
ignorance. "You are certainly not a pathogen, which refers to disease-causing microorganisms
and parasites, a different classification from humans in biology."

"If I'm not a pathogen, then why do you still need to wear oxygen masks?" Anjou asked.

"We are just allergic to your body odor, to be honest. You are like a source of pollution in
Vatarlheim. Every time you come for a meeting, we turn the ion air purifier to maximum power...
but your body odor is just too strong!" Another man sized up Anjou as if he were a smelly gorilla.

"That's not body odor; it's my special cologne!" Anjou said through gritted teeth.

"Cologne? According to our instrument analysis, it's a mixture of Turkish kebab, seaweed soup,
and moldy cheese..." The third man displayed his unique taste in the realm of smell.

"It's sandalwood, seaweed fragrance, and fresh cigar leaves..." Anjou continued to endure, "but
are you saying | smell like a meal?"

"Well, it could be considered a meal, but it's certainly not appetizing." The fourth man expressed
his regret as if he were trying to carve a rotten tree.

Anjou began to regret coming to Vatarlheim for the meeting. Every time he came here, he felt
like he was immersed in an ocean of insanity. Here, insanity was the norm, and one had to be
insane to survive. This group of lunatics was collectively known as the Equipment Department.

Vatarlheim, in Norse mythology, meant the land of dwarves. It was home to the world's top dwarf
craftsmen, who forged the weapons of the gods. The Equipment Department named their
underground base Vatarlheim, showing their pride and arrogance.

The Equipment Department was just a shortened form of their full name, the Institute of Applied
Alchemy and Science Engineering. The elites of the department didn't engage in theoretical
research. Their job was to turn scientific and alchemical theories into practical applications...
although 90% of these applications were explosives. In this regard, the Equipment Department
should be renamed the Bomb Maniac Concentration Camp.

Although they were bomb maniacs, the members of the Equipment Department were very
cautious about their safety. The water they drank had to be distilled and filtered through thirteen
purification processes. The air they breathed had to be dust-removed, ionized, and humidified.
As for their food... they only ate junk food, but they were trying to prove that hamburgers, fries,
and cola were the real health foods.

There were nine different isolation layers above their heads, including 3-meter-thick concrete
walls, 50-centimeter-thick high-strength armor, and lead-zirconium alloy plates capable of
withstanding nuclear weapon attacks... The layers were filled with large amounts of graphite



powder. According to the professional calculations of the Equipment Department, even the US
military's most advanced Blu-117 bunker-buster bomb couldn't penetrate their isolation layers.
Solar flares wouldn't affect Vatarlheim, and biological weapons would be thoroughly purified by
the graphite layers. Even if an enemy of Dragon King-level were to arrive, unless they used a
super mantra of Shiva dance level, they wouldn't be able to harm Vatarlheim.

In recent years, the Equipment Department's paranoia had grown stronger. Their imaginary
enemies were no longer the US military's bunker-buster bombs or nuclear weapons but
apocalyptic-level disasters, such as an asteroid hitting the Earth. After watching the movie
"2012" together, the Equipment Department began to discuss the possibility of the Earth being
completely flooded after the glaciers melted. They then wrote a request to Anjou for increased
funding to build a tenth waterproof isolation layer. This way, even if the Earth were engulfed in
floods, Vatarlheim would remain intact, preserving the spark of human civilization like Noah's
Ark in the Bible.

Anjou joked that he might as well approve more funding for them to dig an escape tunnel from
his office to Vatarlheim. That way, if doomsday came, he could roll straight into Vatarlheim for
shelter. But Akadula, the director of the Equipment Department, refused, saying, "In the face of
an apocalyptic-level disaster, it is our duty to seek shelter and protect the spark of human
civilization, which is preserved in our brain cells. But what's the use of your escape? As a
leader, you should share the fate of the majority. After the apocalypse, humanity won't need
leaders; they will need engineers to rebuild civilization. We will reproduce like Adam and Eve,
teach our descendants how to use advanced tools, logic, philosophy, science, and alchemy, and
pass on the spark of civilization from generation to generation. We will also tell them the story of
how you sacrificed yourself for humanity."

Anjou couldn't hold it in anymore. He patted Akadula on the shoulder and said, "My dear
Akadula. Ahmad. Muhammad. Faruq, | am glad that besides doing your job well, you are also
thinking ahead and preparing to take on the responsibility of saving human civilization in times
of crisis. You are of a certain age, yet you are willing to take on the heavy responsibility of Adam
and Eve and personally reproduce to continue the human race! | am very moved! But | think
there is a flaw in your plan. As a department of pure males... without an Eve, what's the point of
having over a hundred Adams in Eden?"

The Equipment Department was indeed a department of pure males because no woman could
last even a week in this department. There had been a brave woman who applied to join, as
valiant as a Valkyrie. She learned to talk and act like a neurotic, ate junk food, and played
stupid, outdated games, winning the favor of the entire Equipment Department. But in the end,
she lost to Akadula in the final interview. The brave girl entered Akadula's office, waiting for the
final interview. The urinal was hung right next to Akadula's desk, opposite the sofa where the girl
sat. Instead of sitting behind his desk, Akadula was peeing while staring at his crotch and
shouting, "Cheer up! Cheer up! Don't give up, little Qiang! You mustn't die! If one day the world
ends, it will be up to you to pass on the human genes and spark!"



The brave girl fled in embarrassment.

Anjou' words had obviously hit Akadula's soft spot. He fell silent, buried his head in his hands,
and shook his head in dismay, "Even | have overlooked something. It seems this plan to save
human civilization is doomed to fail."

Just when Anjou thought the matter was over, he received the modified request. This time, the
funding requirement had increased because, in addition to the cost of waterproofing, Akadula
also planned to dig a vertical escape tunnel, not to Anjou’ office, but to the