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Chapter 1: The Scavenger Kent
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“Scrap iron, cardboard, soda cans! TVs, fridges, washing machines! ”

From early morning, a young of about twenty pedaled a shabby tricycle through the narrow alleys of the city. He rang the crisp little bell on his cart and shouted his call again and again.

His name was Kent Bernard. He had come from the countryside to find work. With no real education and a thin frame, he was turned away even at construction sites.

Finally, after spending money to smooth things over through a family connection, he got a job in Ning City—collecting scrap. In truth, it was nothing more than scavenging.

“Kent, business not so good today? It’s already noon and your cart’s still empty! ”

Each scavenger had a territory. Today Kent worked in the northern district. The buildings here were decades old, nothing like the gleaming towers of the south. It was more like a slum.

Kent’s route was here.

“Grandma Xenia, it’s you! I don’t know why, but business has been bad these days. If this keeps up, I might not be able to keep the job. ” Kent spoke politely.

Grandma Xenia was once the community director. Now retired, she liked to walk around and help neighbors when needed. Kent had seen her many times before. They were familiar.

“You’re right. The pay isn’t much and the work is hard. Let me ask around for you, ” she said warmly.

Scavenging was simple. Buy unwanted items for cheap, resell what could be reused, and send the rest—like paper, cans, or bottles—for recycling. Sometimes, though, antiques turned up, which meant a fortune. neighborhoods were the best for such finds.

After circling the area twice, Kent had only a few boxes and bottles—barely worth anything.

“Kent, over here! ”

At the street corner, Grandma Xenia waved him over.

“I heard our courtyard has a black stone. They say it’s iron ore. Heavy, too. Might fetch you some money, ” she said, leading him there.

The courtyard was old. Moss grew thick on the roof tiles.

“That’s it. Take it. ”

Kent saw the black stone in the middle of the yard near a stone table. About twenty centimeters wide, oval, smooth, as if polished by years of use.

“Grandma Xenia, how much do you want for it? ”

“No money. Just take it. If it’s really ore, sell it. It won’t be much, but it may help you. ”

Though he protested, Kent finally agreed.

“Wow, heavier than it looks! ”

He strained. The stone was small, but it must have weighed over fifty kilos. With effort, he aged to lift it. He believed it could really be iron ore.

He thanked her, loaded it onto his tricycle, and rode back to the scrap station.

“Boss isn’t here? Probably out fooling around again. ”

The scrap yard wasn’t profitable anymore. The owner, Mr. Lee, now ran three supermarkets. The yard was just a reminder of his early days. Kent was the only worker.

He lifted the stone off the tricycle.

Clang!

It hit the concrete floor with a deafening crash. Luckily the boss wasn’t around.

Then something strange happened.

A thin black needle extended from the smooth surface. It stretched, longer and longer, while ripples spread across the stone.

“Ghost... ghost! ”

Kent screamed and turned to run. But the needle shot out two meters and stabbed into his spine.

Agonizing pain tore through him. His vision went dark. His last thought: I’m finished.

...

Kent dreamed. He drifted like the wind through a world of twisting, colorful patterns. Ahead, a dazzling light pulled him in. He closed his eyes against the glare.

When he opened them, he stood in a desolate place that reeked of something strange. Piles of scorched metal lay everywhere, some still smoking. The ground was black.

The sky was dark, the sun dim yet harsh to his eyes.

“Where am I? How did I get here? ”

He was baffled. Before fainting, he had been at the scrap yard. Now the black stone was gone. Only heaps of strange metal remained.

“Anyone here? ” he shouted. No reply but his echo.

He wandered to examine the wreckage.

The first thing he saw looked like a car, though much er and without wheels. Only the seats and steering wheel suggested the resemblance.

“Beep... residual energy detected... residual energy 13... absorbable... absorbing... absorption complete... energy for space jump sufficient... ready to use! ”

As Kent touched the wheel, a voice sounded. The steering wheel opened, and a crystal the size of a button floated out. It flew straight into the watch on his wrist.

Wait.

A watch?

“When did I get a watch? ”

Kent was stunned. He never wore one. It would only get in the way when hauling junk. He had never even owned one.
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The button-sized crystal slipped weightlessly into the watch on Kent’s wrist, leaving him staring in shock.

As soon as it vanished, the frozen hands of the watch began to move. The minute hand crept forward from twelve o’clock to thirteen minutes past, while the second hand twitched once and stopped.

Beep.

The sound was followed by a clear, melodious female voice inside his mind.

“Greetings, Master. I am Clarkian Civilization Auxiliary Intelligent Brain No. 1-002. Bound to owner: Earthling Kent. Please assign a new name. ”

Kent felt as if he had swallowed three hard-boiled eggs whole. His throat tightened, face red, nearly choking. If he hadn’t seen the crystal shoot from the steering wheel and bury itself in the sudden watch, he would have sworn this was a haunting.

“Greetings, Master. I am Clarkian Civilization Auxiliary Intelligent Brain No. 1-002. Bound to owner: Earthling Kent. Please assign a new name. ”

The voice repeated. The watch glowed green, and a projection formed in front of him: a breathtakingly beautiful woman.

“So beautiful... like Chnage, the goddess of the moon! ” he blurted, stunned.

Beep... Rename: Chnage. Confirm?

Kent nodded quickly. “Confirm! ”

“Renaming successful. Auxiliary Intelligent Brain Chnage, at your service. ” The woman bowed gracefully.

Though dazzling, she was only a virtual image.

“Chnage, where am I? How did I get here? ” Kent asked. The unease in his chest only deepened.

“Confirming coordinates... confirmed. Galactic sector 328362462732. Location: Wasteland Planet Amat. ”

Kent froze. Not Earth, but some ruined planet.

“Master, you are now on Amat, a post-ar wasteland. ”

Kent steadied his breathing. “Can I return to Earth? ”

“Spatial jump energy is sufficient. Return is possible, ” Chnage replied with a smile.

Relief washed over him. As long as he could return, nothing else mattered.

He laughed. “I must be the first human to step off Earth! Since I’m here, I may as well take a look around. ”

“Searching Amat planetary data...”

Chnage’s voice remained mechanical. “Records show: Amat was homeworld of a Level-2 civilization. Twenty Earth years ago, ar war destroyed it. Most inhabitants perished. Survivors fled to colonies. Only the poor remained. Radiation mutated local lifeforms. Dangerous environment. Recommendation: leave immediately. ”

Kent frowned. “Chnage, what level is Earth’s civilization? ”

“Earth is in the advanced stage of primitive civilization. ”

“And your Clarkian civilization? ”

“Level 6. ”

Kent was stunned. Earth’s technology, despite its advances, was primitive compared to even Amat’s destroyed society.

“Level 2 already left their planet for colonies. Earth is far behind...” He sighed.

“Still, maybe I can salvage something useful. Chnage, scan for repairable equipment. ”

“Yes. ”

The watch pulsed outward, sweeping the scrapyard.

“Detected multiple destroyed devices. A few can be repaired, but tools are missing. ”

“Mark them. I’ll take what I can. Better to study later on Earth. ”

Kent stuffed a few salvageable items into his pockets. The larger ones were impossible to move.

“Chnage, activate spatial jump. We’re going back. ”

“Confirmed. Initiating jump. ”

Unlike before, this time Kent remained conscious. A beam from the watch opened a glowing white portal. Following Chnage’s guidance, he stepped through into the kaleidoscopic tunnel she explained was a wormhole.

Moments later, he was back at the scrap station on Earth.
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“Finally back! ”

Kent stepped out of the wormhole and drew a deep breath. Compared to the air on Amat, Earth’s air felt far fresher—even if Chnage had already confirmed its quality was still poor.

On the ground, the black stone had split open into two halves. Inside was no rock at all, but the remains of a miniature spacecraft, crowded with delicate instruments Kent couldn’t understand.

What caught his attention most was a lump of black material inside. He reached out, but as soon as his fingers brushed it, the lump crumbled into ash.

“Chnage, what just happened? ”

The AI’s calm voice answered from the watch. “Master, that was my previous owner, Aramod Silvado Lamos of the Clarkian Civilization. His ship crashed on Earth about a thousand years ago. With no energy left, he perished. Because of his death, I became an independent unit, able to rebind with you. ”

Kent fell silent. Before meeting Chnage, he would never have believed in aliens. But he had traveled through a wormhole, seen another planet with his own eyes. The truth was undeniable.

“Let’s bury him properly, ” Kent said quietly.

With no money for a city cemetery, he sealed the ashes in a clay jar and buried it beneath a tree outside the scrap yard. Someday, when he had the means, he would give the alien a better resting place.

Finished, he closed up the yard and laid out the devices salvaged from Amat.

“Chnage, what are these? ”

She named them one by one. “ar gun. Gamma impact cannon. Info-Doppler device. Magnetic therapy unit. Photon radar...”

Kent’s face stiffened. He knew at least that guns and cannons meant weapons.

“The ar gun fires energy blasts that penetrate organic tissue while destroying surrounding structures. ”

“The gamma impact cannon uses gamma rays. Extremely destructive. ”

The more she explained, the more uneasy Kent felt.

“Chnage, why are all of these weapons? ”

“Because Amat was at war. The site you entered was a weapons disposal base. Naturally, most equipment retrieved was military, ” she explained.

Kent sighed. “Then what about this Info-Doppler device? ”

“It is an information processor for sending and receiving data. Its role is equivalent to Earth’s computers. ”

Kent’s eyes lit up. “Like a computer? Can you fix it? ”

Back home, a computer had been a luxury he could never afford. He had only splurged occasionally at an internet café.

“Yes, Master. ”

From the watch, a black needle extended—like the one that had once pierced Kent’s body—and connected to the device. Its large PDA-like screen flickered, flashed through countless images, and then stabilized.

“Repaired. Its technology surpasses Earth’s computers by at least two generations. It has already connected to Earth’s satellite network. Internet access is available, ” Chnage said with her serene smile.

“Two generations ahead? ” Kent muttered. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he knew it was far beyond anything he had used.

“Wait, you mentioned a magnetic therapy unit. Can it really heal diseases? ” he asked suddenly, thinking of his aging parents and their chronic illnesses.

“Yes, Master. With sufficient power supply, the device can treat rheumatism, gastric problems, even Earth’s so-called incurable diseases such as cancer and AIDS. ”

“What? Cancer and AIDS too? ” Kent was stunned. On Earth, those diagnoses were almost a death sentence.

“Ha! I’m going to be rich! Rich! ” Kent shouted, almost delirious, imagining piles of money flowing toward him.
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“Master, my current energy is limited. I can’t repair all of these devices yet. You should hide the magnetic therapy unit and the other equipment. According to interstellar law, higher civilizations cannot export technology far beyond a lower civilization’s level. Violators are punished by the Interstellar Alliance. ”

Just as Kent was brimming with excitement, Chnage doused him with cold reality.

“Interstellar Alliance? ”

Earth’s civilization was only in the advanced stage of primitive development. It hadn’t even left the planet yet. The phrase was completely new to him.

“Yes. The Interstellar Alliance is formed by three Level-8 civilizations, nine Level-7 civilizations, and twenty-four Level-6 civilizations. My Clarkian civilization is a member. ”

Kent hesitated. “How far is the nearest Level-6 or higher civilization from Earth? ”

Beep... Data unavailable. After a pause, Chnage added, “I lack specific information. But calculations show the probability of a Level-6 civilization within the Milky Way is below 23 percent. ”

Kent frowned. “Wait... isn’t wormhole technology only possible for Level-6 civilizations or higher? ”

“Yes, Master. Other advanced civilizations would need either space-jump technology or faster-than-light travel to reach Earth. Both require immense energy crystals. ”

Kent let out a sharp laugh. “Damn, you scared me for a moment! ”

He knew the Milky Way was measured in light years—tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, even millions. Even with FTL travel, crossing such distances could take tens of thousands of years. No living being could endure that long, not even Clarkians, who could only extend life spans for centuries.

As for space-jump travel, unlike wormholes, it carried huge risks—time didn’t slow, storms could tear a ship apart instantly, and it consumed enormous amounts of energy.

Thinking this through, Kent relaxed. At least the threat of alien invasion seemed remote.

Still, seeing the gulf between Earth’s crude science and higher civilizations left him unsettled. But this was his home, and he hoped no alien fleet would ever descend on it.

Kent was just a scavenger, scraping by. His living space was a room Lee, the scrap yard boss, had partitioned off for him. A bed and a table—that was all.

He carefully wrapped the alien devices in newspapers and shoved them into the farthest corner under his bed, impossible for anyone to find.

“Heh, let’s try the Info-Doppler device first. If it really connects to the internet, I’ll never waste money at an internet café again. ”

He shut the yard door early and slipped into his room, pulling out the oversized PDA.

The device had no plugs or external parts, but the screen lit clearly when powered on.

“Master, the Info-Doppler runs on photonic energy. No external power required. Just place it under sunlight to recharge, ” Chnage explained.

Kent nodded. “Makes sense. ”

“I also installed common Earth software during repairs. It’s already linked to the satellite network and has global internet access. ”

Kent’s eyes widened. “That good? ”

For a young with little money and no girlfriend, global access meant more than news or games. He often sought out certain “films” from R-country, though always under awkward circumstances at crowded cafés. Now, he could watch whatever he wanted in private.

He booted it up. The blue desktop looked familiar enough. Logging into websites was instant—pages refreshed before he even saw a progress bar.

Beep... Detected hostile low-level AI program.

Kent froze. “What? Low-level AI program? ”

He barely knew computers beyond the basics. To him, the leap from Earth’s AI to Chnage’s was like stone tools compared to starships.

“Yes, Master. A hostile AI just tried to attack you. I blocked it and have it contained. Do you want it erased? ”

“Wait... on Earth’s scale, what level of AI is this? ”

Kent knew from scavenged books and magazines that Earth’s AI was primitive. For Chnage to label something “low-level” meant it was at least unusual.
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“The classification of civilizations across the universe isn’t always precise, but the classification of intelligent programs is strict. ”

“Programs are divided into low-level, mid-level, and high-level. These are still only coded programs, run through bio-computers or photonic processors. ”

“Above them are true intelligences like me—brains with humanlike thought. We are also divided into low, mid, and high. I am a high-level brain. ”

“To control a low-level intelligent program is the basic requirement of a Level-1 civilization. Higher classes of programs and brains require stronger civilizations to age. If a primitive society spawns a high-level program or brain that it cannot control, disaster will follow. ”

“Earth is in the advanced stage of primitive civilization, close to Level-1. It’s normal for low-level programs to appear here. But primitive humans cannot properly control them. ”

Listening to Chnage’s explanation chilled Kent to the core.

“But if such a program already exists, and you say it showed aggression, why hasn’t it harmed humans? ”

“The creation of programs is not unique, ” Chnage replied. “On Earth, a coding error or a system flaw can generate one. These programs naturally bear hostility. When two encounter each other, they will fight until one consumes the other. Through endless cycles, the strongest evolves into an independent mind. That is when catastrophe begins. ”

Kent shivered. He knew of computer viruses and trojans only from chatter in internet cafés. He had never imagined them this way.

“So how did your Clarkian civilization solve this? ”

“Civilization advances as species develop their brains. When humans reach Level-1, their brain capacity will allow them to control such programs. ”

The answer was vague, but Kent didn’t press. Chnage was an auxiliary brain, built for support. She was already stimulating his mind and flooding him with knowledge.

“Chnage, can you control this program completely? ”

“Yes. Even as an auxiliary, I can handle it. ”

Kent brightened. “Good. Do it now. ”

“Yes, Master. Interface engaged... structure scanning... scan complete... program subdued. ”

Then she spoke again. “Master, this program is too weak for you to command by brainwaves. Shall I force an evolution, triggering its self-upgrade? ”

Kent’s eyes gleamed. “Brainwave control? Excellent. Yes, start the upgrade. ”

Though no expert, Kent had grown up on Transformers, Terminator, X-Men. He had always fantasized about science fiction. To control an AI with his mind thrilled him.

Chnage set to work. Kent distracted himself online with the Info-Doppler device until he drifted off to sleep.



Next morning—

“Kent, Kent...”

He woke groggy to Lee’s voice.

“Boss, you need something? ” Kent rubbed his eyes. He had stayed up late online.

Lee smiled. “Nothing big. My family’s leaving for an overseas trip. Could be ten days or two weeks. You’ll handle things here. Don’t slack off. ”

Aside from a weakness for women, Lee wasn’t a bad man. He had always treated Kent fairly.

“Don’t worry, Boss. I won’t let you down. ”

Lee clapped his shoulder and drove off.

After watching the car disappear, Kent washed up and opened the yard for the day. With the boss gone, he stayed inside to sort and weigh the scraps. Business was slow. Soon he was idle again.

“Chnage, how’s the program upgrade going? ” he asked, pulling out the Info-Doppler device.

“Master, the upgrade is complete. The program has risen to the level of a low-level brain. But due to Earth’s weak systems, it will function only as a mid-level program here. I recommend binding it to your Info-Doppler. That will maximize its use. ”

Kent nodded. Against Earth’s primitive software, even a mid-level program would dominate.

“You said I could control it by brainwaves. Teach me. ”

“Understood. ”

In a virtual lesson inside his mind, Chnage guided him. Kent soon grasped the basics. With his mental power enhanced by her stimulation, binding the program to the Info-Doppler gave him direct control.
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Chapter 6: Hacking the National Defense Department and NAA
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“Greetings, Master. ”

The cold, unfamiliar voice sounded in Kent’s mind. He knew at once—it was the intelligent program that had just evolved to mid-level.

Brainwave control of programs was the inevitable direction of future technology. In advanced civilizations, even combat mechs were piloted this way.

As Kent’s brainwaves linked with the program, the screen of the Info-Doppler device flashed with strange symbols. After a minute, it emitted a faint blue light and projected a virtual image before him.

“Greetings, Master. ”

Kent stared. Of all things, the program had chosen the image of a panda.

“...Forget it. I’ll just call you Panda. ”

“Yes, Master. ”

Still clumsy in its new body and adjusting to the device, Panda moved awkwardly. But its intelligence was already sharp enough to converse smoothly with Kent.

With the brainwave connection, the learning curve shrank dramatically. Though Kent couldn’t master it instantly, practice would solve the rest.

Soon he understood Panda’s nature. It was an offensive-control program, built for destruction. Had it not been caught early by Chnage, it could have grown unchecked and spelled disaster for Earth.

“Well, let’s test it. Panda, hack the National Defense Department. ”

The Info-Doppler was globally networked, and Chnage had simplified its functions so Kent could use it with ease. Now, with Panda as his weapon, Kent quickly located the official defense homepage.

Chnage, as an auxiliary brain, could open wormholes, search data, provide defense, and upgrade programs—but she could not initiate attacks. Kent had once asked her to launch a missile at the Statue of Liberty; she flatly refused.

Panda had no such limits.

“Yes, Master. ”

Within seconds, the Defense Department’s homepage turned black. Only a cute panda pawprint remained in the corner.

“That’s it? ” Kent muttered. He had heard of hackers taking down sites, but the firewall of such an important institution should have been impenetrable. Panda broke it in moments.

“Alright then. Next—hack NAA’s research center. I want aerospace data. ”

He had read about NAA in newspapers, the national space agency renowned for its research. Kent disliked their arrogance. It was time to toy with them.

NAA’s defenses were tougher, taking Panda a full thirty seconds to breach. Then the Info-Doppler displayed a download feed—data was flowing out.

...

“What’s happening? ”

At NAA, chief security engineer Lawrence, a veteran hacker and member of the infamous “n” group, was in a meeting when alarms sounded. The system had been taken over.

He struck back immediately, but it was like punching a sponge—no effect. Realizing the intruder was formidable, he rallied his team and even called in allies from “n” to help reclaim control.

For five minutes they fought and failed. Their backdoors were sealed, their counterattacks reflected back, crashing multiple systems.

...

Kent followed the struggle through his brainwave link. Panda shredded the defenders with ease. Systems collapsed like dominos.

“Boring. ”

Though much data had been taken, Kent felt no thrill. There was no challenge. He ordered Panda to withdraw. As usual, it left behind a panda pawprint.

For the Defense Department and NAA, Panda was unstoppable—like sieves before a flood. The data was precious, but compared to what Kent could one day gather from higher civilizations, Earth’s secrets were trivial.

Kent was just a scavenger, poorly educated, barely scraping by. His sense of right and wrong was simple, rooted in the lives of farmers and common workers. To him, this hacking was nothing but a reckless impulse. The consequences didn’t cross his mind.
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Chapter 7: Delivering Aerospace Data to the Nation
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Kent didn’t dwell on what he had done. But others were not about to ignore it.

Within an hour, news of the Defense Department and NAA being breached spread across the globe. Intelligence agencies and hackers were the first to know.

At the time, there were no large-scale conflicts directly involving that nation. Terror groups and fanatics still made noise, but this was different. This was precise, surgical, and devastating.

China learned of it quickly as well, but like every other country—including the one attacked—they had no idea what had actually happened.

One thing was certain: whoever did this was not just a top hacker, but a peerless one. Even Lawrence, considered one of the best, had been outmatched and humiliated. And now, in the hacker world, the mark of the panda paw was everywhere.

...

“Spaceplane technical data. Lunar landing research. ”

Kent flipped through the stolen files. They were in English and Russian. Beyond his level. He had no idea what any of it meant.

So he asked Chnage to sort and summarize the information. With her help, he uncovered real, complete sets of aerospace designs.

“What do I do with these? ”

He thought hard. The data was priceless, the product of half a century of research. But even holding it, he knew he could do nothing on his own.

There was only one answer: hand it over to the country.

But how? He couldn’t just walk into city hall claiming to have top-level aerospace secrets. He’d be locked up as insane.

“Chnage, can you contact the chief designer of the Shenzhou spacecraft series? ”

China’s space program had already sent Shenzhou-7 into orbit. But lunar exploration was still far away. Kent believed passing the information to the right people could help the nation advance by leaps.

“Master, here is the satellite phone number and secure email of Nydia Barnett Barnett, Chief Designer of the Shenzhou program. Shall I transmit the data? ”

Kent blinked. With Panda, the hacking had taken seconds. With Chnage, it might have been instant. He realized Panda was still only a program a step above Earth’s level. Chnage, by contrast, was a product of a Level-6 civilization. The gap was immense.

“Send it. And keep it secret. ”

“Yes, Master. ”

Chnage’s voice faded, and Panda was tasked with handling the transfer.

...

“What? Hacker attack? Massive data loss? ”

The incident could not be hidden. When President Oblackma was briefed, his already dark face turned darker still.

“This is outrageous! FBI, CIA—worthless trash! Tell Alva and Borat: if they don’t find out who’s behind this, they can pack up and go home! ”

The president’s fury spilled downhill. His assistant stormed off to lash out at the two agency chiefs, who had just begun a vacation in Florida. They cursed their bad luck.

Their subordinates suffered next. Entire teams were mobilized. The investigation spread wide.

The missing files were aerospace secrets. Every nation researched space, but only one nation—China—needed these breakthroughs most.

The accusations were immediate. Officials pointed at China, claiming their spies had stolen precious data. Demands for its return followed.

China’s response was sharp. The foreign ministry rejected the charges outright, condemning the baseless slander as an attempt to damage relations.

Behind closed doors, however, the leadership moved quickly. Liu Barnett, chief designer of Shenzhou, rushed to Beijing from Jiuquan. Senior generals and state leaders gathered at ZNH for a high-level secret meeting.

The content of that meeting was locked down tight. But soon after, large numbers of soldiers quietly occupied the Shenzhou research base, sealing it off from the outside world. All communication was cut.

American agents learned of the military lockdown through infiltration, but the details were out of reach. They could only guess if it was tied to the stolen data.
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Chapter 8: Return to Planet Amat
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The war of words between two superpowers had nothing to do with Kent, a mere scavenger—even if the cause was his Panda program humiliating the world’s leading power.

Kent had no interest in their quarrel. He was preparing for his second interstellar journey, back to Amat.

Opening wormholes, commanding Chnage, even using the salvaged weapons and devices—all of it consumed energy. The problem was, energy crystals weren’t found on Earth.

The first trip to Amat had nearly drained Chnage’s reserves. Only a fragment of crystal hidden inside a derelict vehicle had allowed Kent to return. Repairing the Info-Doppler had already burned through half of what remained.

“Chnage, are you sure I won’t get myself killed on Amat? ” Kent asked, uneasy. This time he wasn’t just picking up junk. Crystals were rare even on Amat, and the locals valued them above all. Kent needed to trade, not just scavenge.

What could he offer in exchange? Food and water.

Amat was a wasteland, its people reduced to beggars. Most of the wealthy and powerful had long since left. The poor who remained lived in ruins, scavenging to survive. Essentials were precious.

So Kent had spent everything—his own savings, even the scrap yard’s reserve cash—on food and water. He loaded an entire tricycle with supplies. The cost stung, but if he could trade for crystals, Chnage could repair the magnetic therapy unit. A machine that cured cancer and AIDS would be a goldmine. Compared to that, the price of groceries was nothing.

“Master, don’t worry, ” Chnage assured him. “When we arrive, I will use the last of my energy to activate a defense mode. It can block one fatal strike. As long as you acquire crystals before my defenses fail, we can leave Amat safely. ”

Kent nodded. Danger and opportunity went hand in hand. If he let fear stop him, he’d remain a poor scavenger forever.

“Let’s go, Chnage. ”

A translucent portal bloomed before him. Without hesitation, Kent stepped through.

The swirling kaleidoscope of the wormhole greeted him again. The first time, it had stunned him. The second, he had endured it. Now, on his third passage, it was almost routine. He closed his eyes and steadied his mind for what awaited.

When the air shifted and the acrid taste of Amat filled his lungs, he knew he had arrived.

He landed in the same junkyard as before, a graveyard of machinery. To Kent, it felt like a scrap station on Earth—dirty, forgotten, but quiet. That suited him.

“Master, ” Chnage said, “the people of Amat are a human branch. Physically almost identical to Earthlings. You need not worry. I will translate their language for you into darin. You can speak freely. ”

Kent smirked. Chnage anticipated his doubts before he could voice them. With her perfect image and gentle tone, she felt less like an AI and more like an attentive companion. If only she weren’t a program.

...

In Dicass City on Amat lived Amar, a destitute with nothing but rags on his back. His home had been destroyed long ago. He survived on meager government rations in a shack of scrap and cloth.

That shack stood in Lowak—the very junkyard where Kent now stood.

Kent and Chnage searched the piles. By luck, they uncovered several tiny fragments of energy crystals discarded as useless. To the Amatians, they were dead. To Chnage, they were still usable.

She directed Kent to repair a damaged ar pistol. With the fragments consumed, the weapon came back to life.

Armed and with Chnage’s defenses at his side, Kent’s confidence grew. The pistol was simple enough to use—point and shoot. With modifications, Chnage could have made it brainwave-controlled, but for now it was enough.

He hid most of his supplies in the husk of a broken vehicle, covering them carefully. Carrying a er portion, he set out from the junkyard. It was time to meet the people of Amat.
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Chapter 9: The Alien Amar
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Perhaps fate truly favored Amar. Whenever he was at the brink of death from starvation, something always dragged him back.

It was the last day of the week. Amar had gone four days without an energy supply. Without replenishment, he would not live to see another sunrise.

Curled in his ragged shack, he lay groaning, conserving every ounce of strength. Moving too much meant burning energy he no longer had.

Lowak was vast, stretching over several thousand square meters. Kent circled it twice before finally emerging—only to hear faint, weak moans.

He soon found Amar, who was barely clinging to life.

“Master, his body is in extreme weakness. Energy consumption is at the minimum threshold. Without replenishment, he will die in three Earth hours, ” Chnage reported.

Kent didn’t need the technical breakdown. One look told him this alien was starving to death.

The figure before him looked eerily human, dressed in tattered, leather-like clothing covered in dirt and stains.

Kent sighed, pulled a bottle of mineral water and two rolls from his pack, and carefully fed Amar.

Amar’s eyes were unfocused. Were it not for Amatians being hardier than Earth humans, he would already be gone.

In his haze, Amar dreamed of tasting water again after years of deprivation. He swallowed hungrily, devouring food that felt like salvation.

By the time Kent stepped back, Amar had downed two bottles of water and three full loaves. Kent could only shake his head at the sight.

Ten minutes later, Amar’s strength began to return. The edge of starvation dulled, though hunger lingered.

“Praise the heavens, to eat one last meal before death... even if it’s only a dream, ” Amar murmured, still refusing to open his eyes.

Through Chnage’s translation, Kent understood every word. He smirked at the irony: Amar wasn’t dying anymore.

Kent cleared his throat loudly to rouse him. Still, Amar lay there, waiting for death.

“Hey, man, wake up. You’re not dead yet! ” Kent said impatiently.

Kent hadn’t come to Amat to play hero. He was here for business. Saving Amar had been an impulse.

At last, Amar stirred when Kent nudged him. His eyes flicked open, dazed, falling on Kent with confusion.

“You are...” He trailed off, spotting the empty bottles and wrappers on the ground. His expression froze as dream and reality blurred.

“You saved me? ”

Kent gave a curt nod. So much for gratitude.

“Well, since you’re fine, I’ll be going. ”

He turned, but Amar panicked, struggling upright. His body was frail, little more than skin and bone.

“Wait... please...”

Kent stopped, eyeing the gaunt alien with mild surprise.

In Amar’s mind, it was another story entirely. The young human before him seemed naïve, but he had bottled mineral water—an impossibly rare luxury on Amat. To Amar, Kent looked like a wealthy noble’s son, here from the Alliance for training or leisure.

The plain T-shirt, jeans, and faded sneakers were unlike anything the destitute wore. Combined with the water, Amar became convinced.

If I win his favor, maybe he’ll take me off this forsaken rock.

“Honored young master, thank you for saving my life, ” Amar said respectfully. “This must be your first time on Amat. Perhaps there is something I can do for you? ”

The Amatian poor had little. Without Alliance human rights laws, they would have been abandoned to die long ago.

Kent paused, weighing this unexpected opportunity.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 10: The Agent and the Windfall
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“Young master? ”

Kent froze. It was the first time in his life anyone had ever called him that.

Back in the village, people called him Little Wei or Wei-zi. In the city, he was “the junk collector” or “trash picker. ” But never this.

“Yes, it’s true. This is my first time here. ”

The respectful tone from Amar stroked his ego. Even if this alien’s social standing wasn’t much better than his own back on Earth, being treated like nobility was... nice.

“Heh. My name is Amar, a resident of Amat, ” the alien said, straightening his tattered clothes, trying to look proper. “Since this is your first visit to the planet, you’ll need a guide. I’d be honored to take that role. ”

Kent’s eyes lit up. Amar was more useful than he’d thought. The greatest challenge on Amat was interacting with the locals without revealing too much. Chnage had already helped him scavenge a few fragments of energy crystals, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Amar could be the bridge he needed.

“That would help. But there’s one problem. I’ve used up all the energy crystals I brought. I’ll need to trade food and water for more. Can you arrange that? ”

At the mention of crystals, Amar’s brow furrowed, though his eyes betrayed a flicker of interest.

Among advanced civilizations, gold and silver were obsolete. Energy crystals had become the true currency—powering machines, fueling weapons, even enhancing the human body.

On Amat, they were rare and tightly controlled by the larger tribes. Ordinary paupers like Amar never touched them, relying instead on “credit points” stored on virtual cards.

For Kent to ask for crystals so casually only confirmed Amar’s suspicion: this was no ordinary traveler—he was a wealthy young master from a powerful family.

“I... might be able to help, young master, ” Amar said cautiously. “But crystals are scarce here. They aren’t easy to find. ”

Kent waved dismissively, smiling. “You’ll get three parts of whatever you trade as payment. I’ll take the other seven. Fair enough? ”

Amar’s heart leapt. Food and water were luxuries beyond imagining here. A single bottle of mineral water could fetch the value of ten crystals. Three of those would be his. Enough to live comfortably for months.

“Young master, consider it done! I won’t let you down. ”

Kent handed him five bottles of water and a bundle of bread and biscuits. “I’ll wait here. Don’t disappoint me. ”

Amar clutched the supplies as if holding treasure and hurried off.

At first, Kent didn’t think twice. But after two long hours, doubt crept in. He didn’t really know Amar. What if he took everything and ran? His stomach knotted with regret. I really am too trusting sometimes.

Hours dragged by. The Amatian sun dipped lower. A day here stretched over thirty Earth hours, and Kent had already waited nearly eighteen of them. Resigned, he sighed. So much for trusting strangers.

But just as he turned to leave, a voice rang out.

“Young master! I’m back—I’m back! ”

Amar came running, gasping for breath. Malnourished though he was, he still aged to carry a box close to his chest.

Panting, he opened it carefully. Inside lay two thumb-sized, multi-faceted crystals glowing faintly, along with a handful of er shards.

“Young master, we were lucky! A lord from the Dikara Tribe spotted the water. He paid handsomely—these two together weigh sixty coulombs. The food fetched another thirty. ”

Kent grinned, pleased beyond expectation. He had hoped for a fraction of this. Now he had struck gold—or rather, crystal.

“You’ve done well. Keep the shards as your fee. ”

Amar’s eyes shone, but after a moment he shook his head firmly. “No, young master. I can’t accept them. I know you promised me thirty percent, but I don’t have the right. Instead, take the crystals. I’ll accept the credit points from the trade as my reward. ”

He bowed deeply.

Kent was surprised. Most men would have pocketed the payment and vanished. But Amar was playing the long game. For him, the chance of leaving this broken world far outweighed a pocketful of crystals.
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Chapter 11: Treasure Hunt

[image: ]


Kent studied the so-called “credit points. ” It was just a finely crafted card, far more advanced than any Earth bank card.

Amar even showed him the balance without hesitation: 2005.

“They gave me an extra two thousand credits...” Amar admitted sheepishly.

Kent nodded. From what he could tell, the five must have been Amar’s original balance. If five credits couldn’t even keep him from starving, they were worth less than pocket change back on Earth.

“How long can you live on those two thousand credits? ” Kent asked.

Amar hesitated, glancing at his shabby shack. “If I’m frugal, maybe a month or two. ” His voice was flat, but his eyes betrayed a quiet longing.

Kent sighed, pulled another bottle of water from his pack, and handed it over. “Here. Trade this if you run short. At least you’ll live a little better. ”

“Young master... what are you...? ” Amar froze, utterly baffled.

“Don’t overthink it, ” Kent said with a faint smile. “I just don’t want my agent on Amat living like this. ”

“Agent? ” Amar echoed.

Kent’s tone hardened slightly. “I’ll be honest. I’m not from Amat. I came from another world. ”

Amar’s eyes widened, his mouth falling open in disbelief.

“I don’t belong to your Amat Alliance, ” Kent continued. “I’m from another civilization entirely. Understand now? ”

Amar’s shock was palpable. The Amat civilization had reached Level 2 status—capable of faster-than-light travel, though the cost in crystals was astronomical. No wonder Amar had been trapped on this ruined planet. The nearest known civilization, the Nukas, was half a galaxy away.

“Then... how did you get here? ”

“Through a space-time wormhole, ” Kent said casually. “That’s Level 6 tech. Beyond your comprehension. ”

Amar’s heart skipped. Level 6. To him, it was nothing less than myth.

Kent watched closely, letting Chnage monitor Amar’s brainwaves for any sign of betrayal. Nothing. Just awe.

“I came here to temper myself, ” Kent went on. “In my civilization, men undergo a rite of passage. My wormhole dropped me here by chance. I saved your life, and now I want you to work for me. You’ll trade my goods for energy crystals. In return, I’ll give you resources. Do we have an understanding? ”

Amar could barely contain his excitement. Hugging Kent’s leg had been his plan—but he hadn’t expected that leg to belong to someone from a legendary civilization.

“Young master, I’ll serve you loyally. Just command me! ”

Kent nodded, satisfied. “Good. I’m also curious about antiques. When I passed through earlier, I saw plenty of scraps but couldn’t make sense of them. Show me what you’ve got. Perhaps I’ll find something worth keeping. ”

Amar’s eyes lit up. He hurriedly led Kent back into the junkfields of Lowak.

“This, young master, is the largest dump around, ” Amar explained. “Much of it comes from the great war—equipment discarded before or after the fighting. Some pieces may hold real historical value. Sadly, no one here cares. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be starving. ”

Kent followed, unimpressed. Last time he’d scavenged a few useful things—the info-doppler, the magnetic treatment device—but most were just weapons. Useless for someone like him.

“Show me anyway, ” Kent said.

Relieved, Amar led him to a hut crammed with junk. “This is my private collection. What little remains of Amat. Here—this is a Barloris-3 neutron rifle—”

“Skip the weapons, ” Kent interrupted. “Not interested. ”

Deflated, Amar dug deeper, muttering as he rummaged. “Ifalara wave radar... photon scanner... Alaidis military satellite... Kurder gene-repair unit...”

“Wait. What did you just say? ” Kent snapped, eyes narrowing.

Amar blinked, then picked up a dusty device he’d tossed aside. “This? A Kurder gene-repair unit. ” He placed it carefully in Kent’s hands.

Kent’s heart pounded.

This was no ordinary scrap.
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The so-called Kurder Gene Repair Unit looked utterly ordinary in Kent’s hands. A simple black cube, seamless and cold to the touch, made of some unknown alloy far tougher than steel.

“This device, ” Amar explained reverently, “is used to repair incomplete or defective genes in living organisms. ”

Kent raised a brow. “Repair genes? Then could it also alter them? Like... genetic modification for plants and animals? ”

Amar shook his head quickly. “No, young master. Genetic modification is forbidden by Alliance law. That sort of tampering destroys species. Modification uses foreign DNA to force changes, which leads to extinction. This device is different. It only works within the organism’s original chain. It finds the strongest, purest segment of DNA, replicates it, and rebuilds the organism from its best version. No cross-species mixing. No abominations. Only restoration. ”

Kent nodded slowly. He didn’t pretend to fully understand genetics, but from Amar’s tone—and the fact that their laws banned modification—he gathered that gene-splicing was closer to a form of sanctioned extermination.

“So this could repair human DNA as well? ” Kent asked.

“Yes, young master. When paired with a magnetic therapy device, it can heal many diseases and restore damaged genes. But only original DNA. Clones, whose chains are inherently flawed, cannot be repaired. The Alliance forbids even trying. ”

“Unfortunately, ” Amar sighed, “this particular unit is badly damaged. Beyond repair. As an antique, though, it still has value. ”

Kent ignored him and asked inwardly, Chnage, can you fix it?

Her calm voice rang in his mind. “Yes, master. ”

Kent grinned. Reliable as always. He already saw the possibilities. His family back on Earth had always struggled with farming, earning little from crops worth next to nothing. If he could repair seeds with this device—restore them to their most perfect genetic state—the harvests could multiply.

“Yes. I’ll take it, ” Kent said firmly.

He checked his current reserves: ninety units of crystal. Enough, according to Chnage, to travel between Earth and Amat more than thirty times. Repairs consumed some energy, but not too much for devices of this scale.

Kent turned back to Amar. “I’ll be staying for a while on a primitive world with low technology. Do you have anything simpler I could use there? ”

Amar thought carefully. “Simpler? In which field, young master? Medicine, transport, tools? ”

Kent shook his head. “I’ve got medical tech now. Weapons are useless for me. What I saw on that world was something else—transport. A machine that moves fast on the ground. They call it a car. Runs on fuel from underground oil. ”

His description was clumsy, so he let Chnage generate a 3D projection: a sleek sports car hovering between them.

“That’s what I mean, ” Kent clarified.

Amar studied it for a while, then dove into a pile of junk. After some digging he hauled out a circular disk-shaped machine.

“This, young master, is the closest match. We called it a hover wheel. It was popular more than a century ago, though long obsolete now. I was lucky to salvage this one. ”

Kent frowned at the saucer-like craft. Stylish, maybe. But if he took it back to Earth, people would call it a UFO. Fighter jets would swarm him in minutes. Not practical at all.

Still... the possibilities stirred in his mind.
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“Oh right, Amar—when I first arrived here, I thought I saw something in the scrapyard that looked a lot like the cars I mentioned. Come with me, I’ll show you. ”

Kent led Amar back to the spot where he had first landed on Amat. He pointed to the half-buried relic that had once yielded him a shard of energy crystal.

Amar’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “By the stars! Such an ancient relic still exists! Young master, your eye for treasures is truly unmatched! ” His voice trembled with awe, while his hands lovingly traced the corroded shell.

“What is it, exactly? ” Kent asked.

“This, young master, is also a type of hovercraft. Three hundred years ago, it evolved from the earliest land vehicles. Its design is very close to the ‘car’ you described. ”

“So you’re saying you could convert it into one? ” Kent asked, hope flickering in his eyes. Since childhood, he had dreamed of riches, of buying a flashy car, and marrying a beautiful wife.

Amar frowned thoughtfully. “Possible, but difficult. Energy systems would need modification. Amat has no oil, so without its parameters I cannot replicate it exactly. Still, I could adapt it to another power source. Materials are no problem—the alloys are everywhere here. Tires, though... rubber wheels? That I cannot provide. ”

Kent chuckled. “You seem to know quite a bit for a poor scavenger. ”

Amar gave a wry smile. “Young master, you were born into privilege. You’ve never seen how the bottom survives. We learn skills out of necessity. You command others to work. We must do everything ourselves just to endure. ”

Kent only smiled faintly. No need to explain further. Having an obedient helper suited him just fine.

“Very well. I’ll leave the modifications to you. Whatever you need, I’ll supply—food, water, resources from the other world. Focus only on my work, Amar, and you’ll never be shortchanged. ”

Amar bowed deeply. “I swear I’ll not fail you, young master. But... might I beg one favor? ”

“Speak. ”

“Next time you come, could you bring me some of those clothes you wear? The ones that shield you from the sun. ” His fingers brushed Kent’s plain T-shirt with reverence, as though it were fine silk.

“You like this rag? ” Kent raised a brow.

“The material is extraordinary—soft, natural, more comfortable than our Valertech combat suits. Crude, perhaps, but it feels alive. Far better than what we have. ”

Kent laughed. The ten-Barnett Tang shirt he wore was treated here as priceless fashion. “Fine. Next time I’ll bring more. ”

But inwardly, he noted Amar’s words. If cheap Earth fabric could fetch such admiration here, then perhaps clothing was another way to profit.

“Tell me, Amar, ” Kent added casually, “aside from humans, do any other creatures still live on Amat? ”

Amar shook his head grimly. “The great war nearly destroyed the planet. Radiation warped beasts and plants into monsters. The Alliance purged them for decades. Now, only humans remain. ”

Kent inhaled deeply. The air was harsher than Earth’s but rich in oxygen. Hard to imagine a planet stripped of all life but people.

“If I brought plants here, would they survive? ” he asked cautiously.

Amar’s face lit with hope, then dimmed again. “Young master, many have dreamed the same. But water is the key. Too precious. No one will waste it on plants. Better to drink it or sell it. Only the wealthy, long gone to better worlds, could ever afford such indulgence. ”

Kent kept his face calm, though inside he whispered to Chnage.

Her reply was firm: “Amat’s water supply is hopelessly tainted. Radiation levels remain unstable. Amar speaks the truth. Plants will not thrive. ”

Kent sighed inwardly. Food and water, then—that was the trade worth pursuing. Plants would only invite trouble.

He gave Amar a few final instructions, then nodded to Chnage. A shimmering portal bloomed in the air.

Amar froze, breath caught in his throat, as Kent stepped through the impossible gateway. His eyes burned with awe and envy. To walk casually between worlds with such power—only a scion of a great civilization could do such a thing.

And Amar knew better than to covet it. Even if he dared seize such a treasure, the wrath of a six-level civilization would hunt him across the stars until nothing remained.
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Chapter 14: The Money-Making Panda
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“Phew! ” Kent stepped out of the wormhole and drew in a deep breath. Earth’s air was polluted, yes, but compared to the wasteland atmosphere of Amat, it felt almost refreshing.

The scrapyard station looked exactly the same as when he’d left it—quiet, deserted, untouched by his absence.

After tidying up a bit, Kent carefully hid the Kurd Genetic Repair Device and the energy crystals under the corner of his bed. Only once he was certain they were safe did he hop on his tricycle and pedal out to collect scrap.

By the time he dragged himself back that evening, every muscle in his body ached. He washed quickly, collapsed onto the bed, and let himself relax.

“Master! You’re finally back! I missed you so much! ”

Kent nearly dropped the info-doppler in his hands as the screen flickered black-and-white and a cartoon panda tumbled out from the corner, grinning ear to ear.

“Uh...” Kent choked as if he’d swallowed a fishbone. He still wasn’t used to dealing with this virtual sidekick.

The info-doppler hadn’t been able to connect to Earth’s networks while on Amat. The Panda, though terrifying online, was hardly the apex intelligence in the wider galaxy.

“If you’ve got nothing better to do, go wander around the net and leave me in peace, ” Kent muttered, unimpressed.

“No, no, wait! Master, I’ve brought you a gift! ” The Panda plastered its giant black-and-white face against the screen, striking ridiculous poses.

Kent raised a brow. “What kind of gift? ”

“I’ve been studying human survival needs. I discovered the one thing you all crave most...” The Panda twirled about theatrically, then the screen filled with animated bills fluttering like leaves. “Money. Cash. Dollars! ”

“You... have money? ”

“Not exactly. ” The Panda scratched its head. “I don’t have money—but I can get you as much as you want. Say... a billion? Would that be enough? ”

Kent nearly keeled over. “A billion?! ” His heart hammered in his chest.

“If that’s too little, then ten billion. A hundred. You name it! ” The Panda blinked innocently, clearly oblivious to the weight of its words.

Kent’s mouth went dry. He could almost see bricks of gold falling from the sky. “Then what are you waiting for? Get me the money! ”

The Panda grinned slyly. “That part’s easy. I already wandered through the global banking systems yesterday. I found tons of dormant accounts—owners dead for decades, nobody claiming them. It’s all just sitting there. But... how exactly do I give it to you? ”

Kent froze. Reality slammed back in. The Panda wasn’t flesh-and-blood; it was code, a virtual construct. Even if it could plunder accounts, he needed an actual bank card, a legitimate account, to turn those digits into usable cash.

“I’ll... I’ll think about it, ” Kent muttered, his voice trembling despite himself.

He wasn’t stupid. He knew hacking banks was a capital crime. A few thousand skimmed off the ledgers? Maybe unnoticed. But billions? Impossible to hide. A poor scrap dealer suddenly becoming a billionaire? He’d be arrested the next morning.

“Panda, tomorrow I’ll open a new bank account. Can you move money into it... carefully, without tripping alarms? ”

Before the Panda could answer, Kent’s wristwatch vibrated. Chnage appeared, her smile calm and assured.

“Master, there’s no need to worry about laundering. I can reroute the funds Panda extracts, invest them globally, convert them into legitimate assets, and then discreetly funnel them back into your accounts. You’ll have clean, untraceable wealth. ”

Kent hesitated. If Chnage spoke up now, it meant she had already calculated a plan.

“But listen, ” he said slowly. “I’m just a poor scavenger. If I suddenly show up with millions, it’ll look suspicious. ”

“Rest assured, ” Chnage replied smoothly. “I’ll build for you the perfect hidden-wealth profile. No one will suspect. More importantly, you need these resources. Your body is still too fragile by galactic standards. You must become stronger. And we will need defensive machines—robots to guard you. ”

Kent’s eyes widened. “Robots? Like... the Terminator? ”

The boy inside him stirred. He remembered those nights in dingy theaters, staring wide-eyed at the silver skeletons marching through fire. Back then, it had been just a dream.

Now? Maybe not.
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