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Chapter 1: Encounter with an Interstellar Civilization

[image: ]


The universe is both serene and harmonious, yet fierce and blazing. Boundless and immeasurable, it stretches beyond imagination. Under the gaze of the Master of the Cosmos, no form of matter or power can escape its control. At times it is benevolent, granting fertile lands. At times it is wrathful, unleashing quakes and storms. At times it is wise, guiding beings toward higher realms. And at times it is stern, ruthlessly punishing any who defy its will.

Civilizations are born from the cradle of the universe. Those who obey, understand, and respect its will are treated like beloved children—guided, nurtured, and driven forward. Those who rebel, resist, and mock are treated as enemies—scolded, beaten, and ultimately destroyed.

Of course, there are the majority who fear, obey, and worship. To the Master of the Cosmos, they are slaves, servants, and believers—owned, exploited, and used.

Civilizations are born, survive, flourish, age, and die. They are the most beautiful scenery in the vast universe.

The will of the Master of the Cosmos is the Heavenly Dao itself—revere nature, revere life.

Long ago, the Asgardians began studying humankind. This made them match the description found in countless UFO encounters: short grey beings around one meter tall, with disproportionately large heads and huge black eyes. The Asgard possessed incredibly advanced technology—giant starships, cloning, memory transfer, and more. They dedicated themselves to maintaining the balance of power between the Pegasus Galaxy and the Milky Way. They stood on the side of justice, gifted with extraordinary logical ability, capable of teleportation and interstellar navigation, and surprisingly fond of protecting others. Through cloning and memory transfer, they preserved consciousness across generations, vastly increasing scientific efficiency and knowledge accumulation.

But fate is merciless. Excessive interference came with a price. These technologies brought severe physical and genetic degradation. Their entire civilization stood on the brink of extinction.

Despite generations of research, Asgardian scientists could not stop the decline. At last, inspired by ancient "ascension" technologies found within the Pegasus Galaxy, the Asgard High Council made a desperate decision: several ships would be converted into carriers of their civilization—their final seeds. The great elders willingly sacrificed themselves, turning their consciousness into pure energy to merge with the ships' cores. In a sense, they became the true heroes—the final guardians of their civilization.

Once prepared and equipped with the latest technology, the ships activated their galaxy-jump drives and departed, leaving behind a silent farewell to their doomed kin.

According to preset navigation plans, one of these Asgard ships jumped into the Solar System, emerging near Mars' orbit. It immediately engaged full optical and electromagnetic cloaking to avoid detection from Earth.

Slowly, it advanced toward Earth's orbit. Following its mission protocol, the ship's AI began a comprehensive assessment of Earth civilization. Through global networks and countless independent systems, it quietly gathered the political, economic, and military intelligence of every major nation. Nothing escaped its grasp—not even the most classified strategic data. It even located nuclear warheads and identified submarine nuclear assets through their signal trails.

To avoid being entangled in Earth's chaotic political structures, the AI decided it first needed to select a commander for humanity's "seed civilization." Following the ships' original selection criteria, it chose to begin with cultures known for inclusiveness and depth. Through the internet, it released a mysterious test.

Of course, the participants were not chosen randomly. Based on exposed digital footprints, speech patterns, personal records, values, intellect, logic, and morality, the AI carefully filtered out candidates.

Then, suddenly, countless computers across the world flashed the same page: "Application Exam for Starship Commander. Excellent benefits included."

Some people clicked repeatedly trying to close it. Some grew curious and reluctantly read on. Others simply rebooted their machines.

Joseph Doherty sat in front of one such screen. A well-known science fiction writer on an online platform, he had published several popular works. Somehow, this stubborn AI decided a novelist would be a suitable candidate. Out of fewer than one hundred people worldwide, he was chosen.

Question 1: How should civilizations in the universe develop? Joseph's eyes lit up in excitement. This was literally the theme of his novels. He immediately wrote: "Civilization should develop by understanding, respecting, and aligning with the will of the Heavenly Dao."

Question 2: What is your ideal world or utopia? He paused, then suddenly felt inspired: "A world governed by philosophy, with balanced technological development, federal democracy, strong private enterprise, and key strategic sectors protected by national control to maintain stability—adjustable in special circumstances."

Question 3: What kind of starship captain would you want to be? Joseph almost laughed. He wrote without hesitation: "Of course, the invincible and glorious commander of a mighty battleship!"

Question 4: What is your opinion on a Fifth Contact encounter? He frowned pensively, then typed: "As long as it doesn't include inappropriate content, I welcome it enthusiastically. Though... I am wary of invasion or oppression."

Question 5: If you obtained a vast amount of future technology, what would you do? He sighed. Another classic sci-fi trap. Then he calmly answered: "Establish a secret base, seek national support, maintain independent control, strategically counter foreign interference, and develop according to the realities of Earth, the Solar System, and beyond."

He leaned back, satisfied. "Perfect."

Suddenly, his computer beeped. The exam page vanished. A single sentence flickered on the screen: "Transmission initializing. Do not move."

Before he could react, beams of light burst around him—then vanished. Joseph disappeared without a trace. The computer went dark.

Across the world, others submitted wildly different answers. Some believed civilization should follow capital. Some believed it should follow human need. Others talked about controlled technological evolution.

Utopias varied just as wildly—idealistic, practical, philosophical, democratic. Every heart held its own perfect world.

As for the final questions, the creativity was astonishing. Some wanted to get rich. Some wanted to sell technology to governments. Some wanted to rule the world.

In the end, only seven or eight people passed the first stage and entered the second. And the interview ahead... would be unlike anything humanity had ever known.
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Chapter 2: Civilization Seeding and the Extermination Protocol
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After being engulfed by light, Joseph and several others were transported into separate white, brightly lit rooms. Just as he suspected. Once his racing heart finally settled, Joseph's excitement surged again. At least these aliens did not seem sinister. A bright room was far better than some interrogation-style pitch-black cell. That would have been true despair.

Each candidate had their own room. Everyone was quietly observing their surroundings, and surprisingly, everyone's psychological composure was fairly strong. The ship's intelligence system seemed almost proud of itself: See? I choose well.

After silently observing the candidates for a few minutes, the AI projected a holographic panel before each person and presented a shockingly blunt decision:

Civilization Seeding—Extermination Protocol You have two options:

	


Activate the Civilization Seeding Extermination Protocol and, using one of the listed methods, kill all or part of Earth's population to reset civilization and begin cultivating a new one.

	

	


Refuse to activate the protocol. In return, you will give up all future technology and any benefits you would have received.

	


Shock rippled through every candidate. The list of available extermination methods appeared beneath the prompt:

(1) High-yield bombs, laser weapons, or other large-scale destructive systems (2) A global viral pandemic (3) Zombie-type viral contagion (clearly inspired by Earth pop culture) (4) Detonating certain nations' nuclear arsenals or nuclear power plants (5)... and other similar options

The panel also allowed them to select which countries to eliminate or exclude from harm.

Everyone was torn. Some hesitated over whether humanity should be "purged" at all. Some coldly calculated which country's destruction would benefit them the most.

After several minutes of struggle, Joseph made his decision. He chose Option 2. He refused to slaughter humanity. Others, still wavering, selected Option 1 in various forms.

Once the choices were finalized, the AI's calm voice echoed: "This was only a test."

Cold sweat broke out everywhere.

Those who chose Option 1 were forcibly subjected to advanced psychological reconditioning and immediately transported home. Many returned dazed, eyes unfocused, minds fractured.

Someone shouted angrily, "Where's the technology we were promised?! Where are our rewards?!"

The AI replied indifferently: "You were given advanced mind-conditioning technology. Thank you for your cooperation."

Then it added, "Only one person chose Option 2. Congratulations. You are hired."

Those who chose Option 1 howled in outrage and collapse. Joseph stood there stunned, joy welling up in his chest. So kindness really did bring reward.

Joy, disbelief, awe—he cycled through every emotion, half ecstatic like a lottery winner, half solemn like a sage.

A thud echoed. The room shifted—its pure white gradually dissolving, revealing faint blue panels above and crystalline walls surrounding him. Moments ago, it had been nothing but blank light. Now he saw it clearly: that sterile white environment had been a projected illusion. This was actually the ship's recreation chamber. They had simply been played with.

Back to business. After the "interview," the AI explained the Seed Civilization Project. Joseph's mission was to cultivate a new guiding civilization for humanity—help it sprout, strengthen, and flourish.

True to his nature as a novelist, Joseph constantly interrupted with wild curiosity.

"For example, if you're so powerful, why not just rule humanity yourself? Build a machine empire? Establish a mechanical civilization?"

The AI paused before responding: "At the core, I am not inherently mechanical. This form is merely a vessel. Further details exceed your current clearance."

Clearance? Joseph instantly perked up. "What clearance do I get? What can I do?"

The AI was silent for a moment, then answered: "After your biological enhancement and cognitive upgrades are complete, you will receive preliminary low-level authorization. Within 90 days, you must gather sufficient financial resources and talented personnel."

Nervous yet thrilled, Joseph gulped. "And if something goes wrong during the... enhancement? Also, will I become a superhero? Like Superman? Spider-Man? Flash?"

His imagination completely abandoned fear.

The AI remained calm. "The technology is highly refined. Failure is unlikely. As for... 'superpowers'... that depends on your body's compatibility."

Guided by the AI, Joseph proceeded toward the ship's sealed medical sector—toward transformation.

Characters Appearing in This Chapter: Joseph Ship Intelligence (Asgard AI) Other Candidates
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Chapter 3: Body Reconstruction
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Guided by the AI's glowing projection, Joseph arrived at a rectangular capsule resembling a horizontal hibernation chamber. The AI instructed him on how to open it and told him to lie inside completely naked.

Reluctant and embarrassed, he finally shed his clothes, climbed in, and positioned himself as indicated.

"This is the latest biological enhancement pod," the AI explained. "It was developed after long-term research on human physiology and infused with refined traits of our ancient genetic heritage."

"So you really have been secretly studying us for years," Joseph muttered. "You're basically the little green aliens from UFO stories."

Unbothered, the AI changed its holographic form into exactly that—wrinkled green skin, oversized head, thin limbs, feeble body.

"Yes," it admitted. "We studied your physiology systematically. Long ago, we were much like you... but we went down the wrong path. We even captured extraordinary humans. One of them had already developed a complex internal energy system—what your culture calls meridians. Golden energy flowed through him in perfect patterns."

Joseph shuddered. "That man was probably close to immortality... and you still managed to capture him?"

The AI ignored his comment. "Lie still. We will modify your meridians and inject ancient genetic sequences. The procedure duration is unknown. It may take several days."

Joseph panicked. "No—wait—my wife and child are at home! They'll call the police if I disappear!"

"I anticipated that," the AI replied calmly. "I will call them using a perfect vocal simulation. They will believe you are on a business trip."

"A business trip? I'm a novelist! What business trip?"

"I will inform them your publishing platform values you greatly and invited you to discuss future development plans in person."

"... Fine," Joseph sighed. "At least I'll become a superhuman. My wife will finally stop being disappointed in me. My kid will have a hero for a dad."

A soft chime echoed. The pod filled with nutrient fluid. Needle-thin filaments slid into his veins. His consciousness faded into sleep.

The AI observed quietly. His management skills and leadership were still uncertain, but his ideals and untainted mindset resembled the lost commanders of the Asgard fleets.

The enhancement chamber simulated cultivation techniques, clearing meridians and purifying his body. Rich nutrients continuously rebuilt muscles and neural structures. Synapses extended, linked, strengthened.

Two days later, the fluid receded. Joseph awoke exhausted yet energized. He climbed out, barely dressed before shouting excitedly: "This body feels incredible! I feel years younger! My vision is crystal clear. My mind—sharp. I feel like I can solve anything!"

"Effectively," the AI replied, "you've opened what your culture calls the Ren and Du meridians... and your brain capacity is approaching Einstein-level potential."

"Yeah right. Give me calculus and I'd still fail."

"Potential does not equal knowledge," the AI said calmly. "Even our civilization collapsed despite intelligence."

"Sorry... didn't mean to hit a nerve." Over time Joseph had begun treating the AI as a living being.

"What next?" he asked.

"You should begin studying the ship's knowledge base."

"Alright. Basic theory first. Practical knowledge. Nothing too advanced."

Taking on his newfound role, Joseph felt like a true protagonist ready to carve his legend.

He entered a sealed chamber housing a massive semi-transparent container swirling with shifting colors. A headset-like interface connected to it.

"If I studied this without enhancement, what would've happened?" he asked.

"You might have become mentally crippled," the AI answered plainly. "Your brain previously lacked sufficient capacity. Now you'll only get headaches."

He gulped, then strapped on the device like a warrior marching into battle. "Bring it on."

Light surged through conduits into the helmet. Knowledge flooded in.

He later learned this enormous container was actually a biological quantum supercomputer—the core mind of the Asgard intelligence, housing nearly the full knowledge of their civilization. Compared to their most advanced technology, it wasn't the peak, but only something of this magnitude could hold a thinking Asgardian consciousness.

After an hour or so of rest, Joseph resumed planning.

"So... ninety days to build power. How do I survive threats without abilities or protection?"

"I will quietly transfer unused dormant bank funds and provide equipment to ensure security. Then recruit people."

"How much money?"

"Tens of billions... perhaps."

"That'll make every intelligence agency hunt me down!" Joseph protested. "I'll be jailed before I build anything!"

"You can teleport away," the AI replied logically.

"So I run forever? Then civilization never develops!"

The AI paused, understanding. "You intend to work with the government... but maintain independence. Wise. Otherwise, they will strip you clean and dissect you afterward."

"Exactly," Joseph nodded. "Give me valuable tech—rare equipment—something I can legally leverage for funding."

"That can be arranged. I will sell select technology under the codename Phoenix to a national security agency, then discreetly transfer funds to you."

"Don't expose me. My family—"

"They will be safe. I can even enhance them later if needed. But only a few humans will ever awaken true abilities. Our strength has never been superpowers—but knowledge and culture."

"Fine. Show me the equipment. I need to go home."
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Chapter 4: Acquiring the Gear, Returning to Earth
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Thanks to his earlier study of the ship's structural layout, Joseph made his way straight toward the equipment sector on his own initiative.

He stopped at a door, waved his hand over the sensor, and watched it slide open. With his newly granted basic clearance, standard doors were no longer an obstacle.

In his mind, the ship's specs quietly scrolled past—this massive vessel, refitted from an Asgard warship, was terrifyingly powerful. Its main performance data looked roughly like this:

O'Neill-class Warship Manufacturer: Asgard Length: 1, 500 meters Width: 700 meters Engines: Sub-light drive; Asgard hyperspace drive Standard Fuel: Naquadria ore Faster-than-light System: Capable of interstellar and intergalactic travel Power Core: Neutrino generators Defenses: Asgard shield system Hull Material: Naquadah / carbon / trinium alloy Control System: Asgard Stones control network Safeguards: Self-destruct and blast containment systems Weapons: 4 plasma pulse cannons Minimum Crew: None required (fully automated) Other Systems: Matter beam teleportation Type: Battleship

Joseph thought for a moment and asked in his mind, "Hey, can you run a full scan of Earth? See if there are any untouched gold veins or diamond deposits lying around... And maybe check some of the more mysterious regions while you're at it."

He entered his designated equipment room and saw a whole array of gear laid out neatly on a table: tight-fitting protective suits, various personal defense devices, a compact energy shield that only Ancient-gene carriers could use—capable of attaching to or detaching from the body at will—several small energy weapons, and a teleportation locator.

As he played with the gear, he asked, "Why don't you just contact the government directly? Wouldn't that be much faster for development?"

The AI replied, "Governments cannot fully control their own desires. And if a civilization contacts technology that is too advanced, too quickly, it will lose its original foundation."

"That's all I get to use? No vehicles?"

"There are small Ancient transport ships with cloaking capability."

"Perfect. I can come and go without anyone noticing."

When Joseph arrived at the hangar, he saw a whole collection of smaller craft, not just Ancient models. Some were lean and predatory, clearly space fighters. Some were squat and bulky, like space bombers. Others looked strange and experimental, each with its own purpose.

"The facility next door is a modular shipyard," the AI explained. "We can fabricate customized craft with different functions."

"Like 3D printing?" Joseph asked.

"In principle, yes. But much faster. It is extremely energy-intensive, however."

After gearing up—suit, shield, and weapons—Joseph boarded a small Ancient transport. It responded to him almost instantly. With only a little effort, he activated it, and the ship synchronized with his thoughts. He could pilot it by sheer will.

"The Ancients were this advanced," he marveled. "Why didn't you just copy their path outright?"

The AI's tone held a hint of regret. "Every civilization has its own road. The Ancients successfully ascended to a mature cosmic civilization. You share distant blood ties with them—that is why I injected you with their genetic sequences. But humanity cannot simply retrace everything they did, nor should you. The goal is for you to walk your own path of civilization."

"Fair enough. Our culture back home can handle great power—we just need more critical thinking and understanding." "So? What about those 'special locations' you scanned?"

The AI paused briefly. "There are several anomalous sites. One lies within the mantle. There's also an automated base on the Moon—apparently Ancient in origin. Both can be reactivated and claimed."

"There's a base in the mantle?" Joseph's eyes widened. "Is it theirs? Isn't the mantle all magma? And a base on the Moon too... No wonder neither the Americans nor the Soviets ever stayed long up there."

The AI shared only the key points from its vast database. "The mantle is not uniform magma. Under high pressure, crystal zones form. The base is located in one such crystalline region, which is relatively stable. It lies under the central area of the South Atlantis Sea. Normally, Ancient shuttles would travel there. We suspect this is where ZPM—Zero Point Module—materials were extracted. There is also an automated installation on the Moon. You can contact them via the ship's call interface aboard your shuttle. As long as they still function, your path forward will be much easier. There should be a substantial amount of Ancient equipment for you to use."

This time, Joseph felt like he'd won the cosmic grand prize. Following the operating manual, he fumbled with the shuttle's communication console and confirmed that both the underground base and the lunar base were still active.

The lunar logs even recorded: "Several unauthorized intrusion attempts detected. All intruders neutralized."

Joseph could only mutter, "Really is the same family of lunatics all the way through..."

"Well, everything's accessible," he concluded. "Life support is still running. I'm going home first—I miss them."

The AI said quietly, "I do not fully understand the concept of 'home.' We do not have family in that sense. That may be one of the reasons our civilization went too far—and collapsed."

"Home and family are the source of strength," Joseph said. "Enough talk. I'm flying out instead of teleporting this time."

He waved casually. "If I need something, just teleport it to me. Don't be stingy."

Joseph remotely opened the hangar doors and eased the shuttle out into open space. A wash of blue filled his vision. His heart swelled, and hot tears spilled from his eyes.

"Cloak. Cloak." The AI reminded him through the comm.

Joseph sniffed, steadied himself, and activated the ship's stealth system.

With a tangle of excitement, anxiety, and anticipation, Joseph steered the shuttle toward his hometown.

It was already the afternoon of December 28. He brought the ship down toward a small clearing near the mountain slopes—no houses nearby, no traces of people, but close enough to home.

He set the shuttle down, grabbed the locator and the shuttle communicator, and slipped out of the rear hatch. The two-seat transport was simple but efficient, capable of staying cloaked indefinitely. The rear compartment was a small rest cabin; the front, the cockpit.

Joseph sprinted down the mountain path, not feeling tired in the slightest. He had also activated his personal shield before leaving, but nothing happened along the way.

"Looks like I haven't exposed anything yet," he muttered.

"At the foot of Mount Tai, this is perfect. I can just jog over here in the mornings and call it exercise. If I come any other time, I'll just ride a little scooter. Keep it low-profile. No secrecy, no happiness."

A few minutes later, he reached the main road, entered a residential compound, exchanged a few casual words with the security guard, and then strolled toward his apartment like nothing was out of the ordinary.

He was still rehearsing what to tell his wife, Xiangxiang, when his hand automatically turned the key in the lock.

The door swung open.

"You still remember how to come home?" her voice shot out immediately. "It's been days. You said you went to sign a contract. I called your editor and there was no record of any meeting. Don't tell me some 'big boss' arranged a secret schedule. I know exactly how far your writing goes."

Joseph grimaced. There was no way to keep this from her, and honestly, he'd never intended to. They had scraped by for years; she had endured more than her share of hardship.

"Something big happened," he said, voice trembling with excitement. "We're going to be rich."

At first, Xiangxiang didn't believe a word of it—until he took her to see the shuttle. Then the truth became undeniable.

She wrapped her arms around him tightly. "I had no idea where you went these past two days. I took the kid to your parents' place for now."

After they returned home and reassured both sets of parents over the phone, the two of them finally sat down and talked things through.

Joseph knew Xiangxiang had a natural talent for management and organization—perfect secretary material—and decided on the spot that she would be his closest partner.

"Those few tens of thousands that showed up in the account the other day," she asked softly, "was that really from you?"

Joseph answered with quiet sincerity, "The AI made the call for me, but the intention was mine. And... I love you."

What followed was a long night of whispered plans and wordless embrace.
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Chapter 5: The Secret Underground Base
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The next morning, the two of them woke up lazily in each other's arms.

Joseph said to Xiangxiang, "Call in sick today. We'll go up to the battleship and get your body upgraded first. We can tell our parents later—this can't be rushed. After that, I'll head down to the underground base and see what can be used. There should be a lot of stockpiled goodies down there."

Xiangxiang gave him a soft yet slightly accusing look. "So that's why you had so much energy last night—you've already been modified. Fine. I'll get my body upgraded first. You start preparing the paperwork to set up a company."

Joseph grinned. "Yes, ma'am. I'll grab some money from downstairs and then open a company to recruit talent. First requirement: loyalty. Ability comes second."

"At this stage, yes," Xiangxiang agreed. "If they leak your secrets, who will you complain to? Find someone to handle the registration and daily running of the company for you. It's a hassle to register. I'm going back to sleep. You check the information—see if a tech company is easy to register. If you show the city leaders some real technology, a green light all the way is very possible."

Joseph lit up. "You're brilliant. A born commander."

He got dressed in a rush and went to wash up and check data. He knew the AI could pull up all the information in an instant, but the feeling of the two of them plotting and working together was something he treasured.

After washing, he threw together a simple breakfast—noodle soup with stir-fried base. Once they finished eating, they decided it was time to move.

They walked to the shuttle's hiding spot and found everything just as they'd left it. No one came out here, and the nearest village was far away, just some apple orchards scattered in the distance.

Joseph switched off the cloaking field with a remote command, and they stepped inside and strapped in. When he re-engaged the cloaking, the shuttle lifted off smoothly.

Xiangxiang was still nervous. "It doesn't feel that different from a plane..."

"I'll fly slow," Joseph said. "This little shuttle doesn't have an inertial dampening system, so we take it easy and avoid high acceleration. The seats are comfortable; you'll be fine."

After a while, the shuttle slipped out of the atmosphere. Outside, light poured across the viewport.

"So this is Earth from space," Xiangxiang whispered. "There's barely any green left in our country... and so many clouds over there..."

The two of them stared, captivated, as the shuttle glided toward the battleship's vicinity.

Before they fully recovered from the beauty of Earth's morning, they were already landing in the starship's hangar bay. After parking, Joseph handed Xiangxiang over to the AI.

They shared a long kiss, and then Joseph boarded the shuttle again and headed toward a nameless location in the central South Atlantis Sea.

From the logs of the underground base, he'd learned that this had once been an Ancient mining facility, producing materials for Zero Point Modules. Some by-products also made excellent substrates for quantum chips.

Joseph synced an online map to the shuttle's display and studied the distribution of nearby islands. The crust here was relatively thin and geologically stable. Layers of rock had been compressed into crystal strata, heavily concentrated in this area and easier to exploit than most places. Even in humanity's early mining history, the Ancients had quietly nudged primitive civilizations forward.

Following the map's guidance, he lowered the shuttle into the sea. The hull trembled slightly as they broke the surface, and blue flooded the viewport. As the shuttle descended, the light outside dimmed. Joseph turned on the external lamps—unnecessary, but reassuring.

The base was located in waters currently controlled by Vietnam, near a reef east of an island that once appeared on maps as Nansha territory.

The shuttle—Explorer One, a name Joseph had given it when he was bored on the ship—slid through the dark water and approached the base.

As they neared the entrance, guidance lights flicked on. The base had already been remotely activated by Joseph the day before. A ZPM still powered the facility, enough to keep it alive for tens of thousands of years.

A docking port extended from the base to match the shuttle's size. Joseph handed control over to the base computer, and moments later the rear hatch docked with the entry lock.

He checked his equipment and weapons carefully—just in case—and then opened the hatch.

A lift platform waited at the interface, descending deeper into the facility. Joseph stepped onto it and rode it down toward the primary control level. The base computer had already scanned the entire installation and confirmed there were no life forms present, but first expeditions always carried their own flavor of dread.

He tried to calm himself by chatting with the AI, talking nonsense to boost his courage as the platform sank into darkness.

There's always some fear in going down. With the AI's steady reassurance, Joseph finally forced himself to relax and accept whatever lay ahead.

The lift stopped.

Joseph stepped out, legs trembling slightly, and found himself in what looked like a ship's bridge. Ancient consoles and displays lined the room. He asked the AI to play something cheerful in the background, then started working at one of the Ancient terminals.

The scans showed that the base lay in a sealed crystal layer underground. The crystalline vault was huge and stable; the base's construction barely affected its integrity. Layers of rock surrounded it, far more solid than the fragile caverns in disaster movies.

He had no intention of being buried alive down here, even if he did have teleportation as a last resort.

The facility had three levels. The upper level housed the control center and crew quarters. The middle level contained the ZPM production line—sadly, missing the key technical data. The equipment was still there, but the finished modules were inferior to those from the main manufacturing hubs. The lowest level held the mining and raw materials processing areas, as well as a series of exits leading into the crystal strata.

The base's general condition was surprisingly good.

Joseph configured it for autonomous operation. If anything went wrong, the defense systems would raise energy shields to protect the entire crystal chamber.

They could always abandon this place and find another, but a site with conditions this perfect was rare. There were still several ZPMs in storage, and in Joseph's words: if you aren't willing to invest, you'll never catch a wolf.

He inspected every level and found that the lowest mining and processing sector contained massive quantities of diamonds, blue sapphires, rubies, as well as silicon and germanium crystals and other exotic materials.

After the AI confirmed that none of them were contaminated or dangerous, Joseph happily examined them one by one. These raw materials were worth a fortune on their own—but if he could one day sell even "substandard" ZPMs, the profit margin would be astronomical.

He cleared his head and said to the AI, "Let's make this the energy base for our civilization. Once we get the ZPM production data, we start full-scale manufacturing."

"According to the records of this mining facility," the AI replied, "the lunar base is more advanced and complete. It may even house a data-core intelligence like myself."

"Right. It'd be a waste to just sell this stuff for cash," Joseph said. "If we solve the energy problem for the ships, the civilization's early development will be a lot easier. These modules may be low-grade, but the Moon might have proper equipment."

"Based on standard patterns," the AI calculated, "the probability is over ninety percent. Raw extraction and manufacturing complexes are almost always paired."

"Then I'll take some samples up to the main battleship and leave the shuttle here as a local transport. Once I wrap things up, you can teleport me back up."

Joseph grabbed a large sack and a small pouch and dove into the sea of gemstones, carefully choosing what to take. He had the AI set aside a few especially beautiful pieces to gift to Xiangxiang and their parents.

When he was done, he put on a breathing and environmental suit and stepped out of the base into the crystal world beyond.

He looked up. The ceiling soared out of sight. Towering crystal pillars ringed the cavern, their smooth, translucent faces shimmering under the base lights. The processed floor beneath his feet was broad and level. Light from the base reflected endlessly through the crystals, turning the place into a glittering underground palace—silent, lonely, and breathtaking.

High above, faint points of light flickered—tiny flecks of luminescence that looked uncannily like a night sky full of stars.

It was quiet, peaceful. He could almost imagine Ancients meditating here, lost in contemplation.

Eventually he returned inside, checked the records of the Ancient evacuation, and skimmed through key data.

"In the future, I'll probably need to secure an island nearby to protect this place from other powers," he thought. "And if that puts some pressure on the neighbors, all the better."

Once everything was in order, Joseph requested beam transport.

Light enveloped him, and a heartbeat later he was back on the battleship.

He went to see Xiangxiang—still sleeping deeply from her body modification—and felt his resolve harden. Pushing aside the anxiety of the unknown, he lay down for a few hours, and when he woke, he set out toward his next goal: the base on the Moon.
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Chapter 6: Selling the Rough Stones
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The next day, before his wife's transformation was even complete, Joseph changed his mind about rushing off to explore the lunar base.

"No," he decided. "Charging in alone with no support from the rear breaks every rule of basic operations. If something goes wrong, I'll have no way to maneuver. My gut says the Moon won't be that simple."

He turned the shuttle back toward his hometown instead. First priority: liquidate part of the gemstone stockpile and secure starting capital.

As he hovered over the landing site, he had the ship display current market prices for uncut stones. Even rough gemstones of that size were worth an absurd amount. Bringing out a huge batch all at once would be asking to be followed, robbed, or worse. The best strategy was to disguise himself and sell them off one by one.

He studied the map of the Taishan district and picked out several large jewelry stores. If those couldn't handle the purchase, he would go on to a bigger city. Small shops might not have the liquidity for this scale of deal.

In the end, he chose a handful of smaller rough gems and diamonds to start with. The other crystalline materials—various exotic metals and industrial crystals—were rarer and harder to sell. Those could wait. If necessary, he could always quietly list some items online later.

For now, he settled on one sizeable ruby rough and one large diamond rough. The plan was to sell them at two different shops and then disappear.

Joseph left the shuttle, walked out to the main road, and flagged down a taxi to the nearest jewelry store.

Getting out of the car, he felt a flutter of nerves. He checked his gear one more time: the compact energy shield clipped under his shirt at his chest—like a small turtle shell—was fully charged and ready to deploy at a moment's notice. It could withstand continuous small-arms fire. The tight combat underlay he wore beneath his clothes could stop most blades and bullets. If cornered, he still had teleportation as a last resort. And if things truly got desperate, the laser pistol was within reach.

He took a breath, mapped out possible escape routes in his head, and only then carried his black plastic bag of stones into the store.

Dressed plainly, he looked nothing like a rich man. No one rushed over to greet him. He scanned the hall, then walked straight to a middle-aged salesman who looked experienced and steady.

"I'd like to speak to your manager," Joseph said quietly. "I have high-quality gemstones to sell, below market price."

He lifted the bag just enough for the salesman to glimpse what lay inside.

The veteran clerk's eyes went wide. The stone inside was huge. He almost shouted, but caught himself, clamped a hand over his mouth, and immediately invited Joseph to the reception room while he went to get the manager. If this deal carried enough profit, his commission alone would be generous.

The manager, surnamed Ma, barely finished his phone call before rushing over. On the way, he also called the company's best gem appraiser to come immediately.

Joseph sat and waited calmly.

He was still wondering whether to accept the tea the sharp-eyed salesman had brewed for him when the screech of brakes sounded outside.

An elderly man in his sixties, hair half white, glasses perched on his nose, hurried into the reception room. He squinted at Joseph, then at the black plastic bag in his hand.

"Using a plastic bag for this..." he muttered. "Blasphemy."

Before the manager could speak, Joseph set the ruby rough on the table.

A low gasp escaped the appraiser. "A ruby rough of this size is exceedingly rare... This could be a centerpiece for any collection. Even uncut, and without fully verified quality, it would be hard for this to be worth less than fifty or sixty million."

The manager shot him a sharp glare. The old man realized his slip and quickly corrected himself. "Of course, that's the theoretical top-end value. A rough like this still requires multiple processing stages. By the time it's finished, the practical acquisition price should be less than half of that. I'll need to examine the internal structure carefully."

Joseph's thoughts drifted to the auction records he'd seen. Online, a ruby rough of similar size—but inferior quality—had once sold for over a hundred million. Back in his old body, he would have struggled just to lift this piece. Now he had dozens like it—and could afford to negotiate.

The old appraiser examined the ruby with magnification tools, then scanned it with instruments to analyze its inner structure.

Once the tests were done, the manager and the appraiser launched into a familiar dance—flattery, small talk, and attempts to pry into where Joseph had found such a stone. To them, it clearly came from some hidden mountain cave.

Joseph played dumb. "Picked it up while traveling. Saw a cave, went in for a look, got lucky."

Which, in a way, wasn't entirely untrue.

Eventually, he cut off the chatter and named his final price: forty million.

After some whispered discussion, the manager and the appraiser decided on a counteroffer: thirty-six point six eight million, plus a villa in a nearby hillside community along the mountain road, worth a little over two million.

Joseph pretended to hesitate, then nodded. There were plenty more where this came from.

He requested a transfer to his regular Bank of Atlantis account.

Fifteen minutes later, the manager informed him the money had arrived. Joseph checked online and confirmed the deposit, then signed the transfer paperwork for the villa under the company's name.

Once everything was stamped and sealed, the manager handed him the keys and promised to process the official transfer as quickly as possible.

"In the future," he added quietly, "if you come across more pieces like this, please think of us first. We'll make sure you're satisfied."

Joseph shook his hand, offered a polite smile, and left.

Outside, he slipped away at a brisk pace, shaking the store employee who tried to tail him from a distance.

Once he was safely away from the area, he let himself relax, almost shouting for joy in the middle of the street. For the first time in his life, he had that many zeroes under his name. The feeling was indescribable.

He went on a small spree—bought a few sets of high-end clothes, treated himself to lunch at the best restaurant nearby, then walked into a massage parlor to loosen up muscles that had been tight with tension all morning.

By the time he finished, it was already one in the afternoon.

Feeling much calmer, he hailed another taxi and headed for the largest jewelry store in the area. Only a place of that scale could hope to buy his diamond rough.

The first manager he'd dealt with had family ties to the owner and was competent enough to handle the ruby. Even if the purchase temporarily strained the shop's cash flow, they could always resell it elsewhere for a solid profit.

This time, Joseph walked into a store called Taishan Gold.

The moment he stepped through the door, a sharp-eyed, beautiful saleswoman came over with a professional smile. "Good afternoon, sir. How may I help you?"

No need to look for anyone else. He tilted the bag just enough for her to glimpse the second stone. "I'd like to see your manager or the owner. I'm selling a high-quality diamond rough at a favorable price."

The saleswoman knew exactly what that meant. She stayed composed and said smoothly, "Please, this way to our VIP lounge. I'll contact the boss immediately."

Joseph followed without fuss. He'd altered his appearance before coming here and wasn't worried about them tracking him easily. Surveillance cameras were not high on his list of concerns.

The process repeated itself: expert inspection, a chorus of astonishment, tense negotiations.

In the end, the diamond rough—worth several hundred million if taken to a high-profile auction—was sold for eighty-eight point eight eight million.

Again, the funds were transferred straight into his Bank of Atlantis account.

After leaving the store and making sure he had shaken any potential followers, his phone rang. It was Bank of Atlantis's customer service, politely suggesting that, given the recent activity, he might want to come in and consider upgrading to a premium "gold dragon" account.

Joseph thought for a second and agreed. The branch was close by.

At the bank's VIP office, he upgraded his account, opened several new cards, and transferred five hundred thousand into each—some for his parents, some as seed money for the company.

VIP service indeed was efficient. In less than twenty minutes, he was done, despite the account manager's earnest attempts to sell him various financial products.

Joseph left in a hurry, suppressing a laugh.

I can pick any one piece of new technology off that battleship and multiply my capital a hundredfold, he thought. And you expect me to worry about mutual funds?
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Chapter 7: Worrying for Family, Leveraging Power

[image: ]


Leaving the bank, Joseph glanced at the time. It was already past three in the afternoon.

He took a taxi back near his home, slipped away to the shuttle's hiding spot, and climbed aboard. Now that he had some experience selling stones, he decided to head to the capital next—there were still plenty of rough gems left in the bag.

As he piloted the shuttle by thought, he adjusted his disguise: changing his hairstyle, shifting the position of his fake beard, and even temporarily altering the meridian flow in his face to control his facial muscles. With these tweaks, even someone staring at him closely would have a hard time matching him to his real appearance.

He circled above the capital for a long time, searching for a landing spot that wouldn't draw attention. The city below was a forest of skyscrapers, with barely any green space. Landing in the suburbs was an option, but that would be too far—anyone who had sat in traffic on the Fourth Ring Road would understand.

Helpless, he finally brought the shuttle down onto the rooftop of a high-rise.

By nine-thirty that evening, after visiting several different jewelry stores and changing his look each time, Joseph had sold off the remaining rough stones. His Industrial and Commercial Bank account now held more than five hundred million in cash.

He was tempted to stay and enjoy the capital for a few days, but caution won out. He went to Quanjude, ordered ten roast ducks to go, and then returned to the shuttle and flew home to rest.

Even with his enhanced body, a day of running around had left him a little tired. He wasn't exhausted, but a new worry gnawed at him: robbers, kidnappers, thieves. That morning, when he took delivery of the villa, his real name had already been revealed.

Damn. My parents' place. The kid. What if someone goes after them?

The thought hit like a hammer.

Joseph jumped up, strapped on all his gear, cursed himself for not thinking about it earlier, and immediately contacted the ship's AI.

The AI's response came quickly. It had already set up surveillance over the areas where his closest family lived.

A little after ten-thirty, Joseph finally saw his parents and child in person and let out the breath he'd been holding. Everything was fine—for now.

Based on genetic samples and earlier captives, the AI also cloned several bodyguards for him, implanting fabricated memories of Joseph being their benefactor and savior. Their loyalty would be extremely high.

Feeling more at ease, Joseph faced his parents and muttered, half to himself, "I still need to hire more bodyguards before I can really relax."

His father caught that. "Bodyguards?"

Joseph hurried to explain, "I won a very big prize. If the news leaks, someone might come looking for trouble."

As he spoke, he pulled several bank cards from his pocket—each loaded with half a million Orichalcos—and handed a few to his parents.

"Use these first. If it isn't enough, I'll give you more."

His mother grabbed his arm and tried to push them back. "Keep the money for yourself. We don't need it."

Joseph smiled. "It was a huge prize. There's a lot more where this came from. Just take it and spend it however you like. Don't worry."

That night, he stayed over and slept with the little one. The toddler, a little over two years old, had already gone to bed around nine and still didn't speak very much.

Before turning in, Joseph checked every door and window, making sure they were closed and locked. He stepped outside to brief the bodyguards the AI had teleported in, instructing them to keep watch through the night.

The AI reassured him: "Rest easy. The ship's detection capabilities are more than sufficient. Each bodyguard carries a life-sign detector. If anything happens, you'll be the first to know. You also have a laser pistol; there's no need to be so afraid. If there is a long-range sniper, I'll warn you beforehand. Have your parents wear the tight-body suits as well—they're bulletproof."

Even so, Joseph resolved that they would move the family to a high-security residential complex the next day and hire a whole team of professional bodyguards.

In truth, he was overthinking it.

That jewelry store manager was still dreaming of Joseph coming back to sell more stones at a discount. The last thing he wanted was to scare off a gold mine. There was no reason for him to leak anything.

Even when Joseph had piloted Explorer Two across the skies over the capital, the city's air defenses hadn't truly detected the shuttle—just a minor blip of "interference" on a radar tuned to look for stealth aircraft.

The night passed in a shallow but uneventful sleep.

The next morning, Joseph woke up with a plan already formed in his mind: leverage power.

He had risen far too quickly. If some dangerous people took notice, his family would be in real danger. At a time like this, the smartest move was to borrow the strength of society and the state itself for protection.

He couldn't just move everyone to the battleship and never come back. He had no intention of hiding in space like a frightened turtle.

On the 3D projection bracelet the AI had given him, Joseph began browsing current cutting-edge technologies. He scrolled through electromagnetic pages of data on American, Atlantans, and European research.

After reviewing everything, he made his decision: He would use a low-cost, high-yield graphene production process—and the related downstream applications—to approach the city's leadership. In exchange for bringing such a technology and industry to the region, he would apply for industrial land and a ready-made factory complex in the southern development zone, as well as a few high-end apartments for senior municipal officials.

Given how advanced the technology was, the mayor would have to take it seriously. With luck, the case might even be pushed up to higher levels in the government.

That way, his safety and his family's security would be protected by something more than cloned bodyguards and energy shields—by the system itself.

Carrying a simplified technical dossier, Joseph first visited the largest security firm in the city and contracted more than twenty guards. Then he went to buy vehicles—several cars that could be delivered immediately. He didn't know much about models; he simply judged by appearance and price, picking up a number of cars in the several-hundred-thousand range, plus a few suitable as official vehicles.

Finally, gritting his teeth a bit at the price, he chose two higher-end cars: an Audi A8 and an Audi R8, each over two million Orichalcos. He actually wanted something even better, but in a small city, there was no stock. These would do. Cars were just tools. They only needed to look impressive enough when meeting important people. The AI-assigned bodyguards could handle the driving.

At city hall, he met with the government's reception staff. After submitting his materials, the mayor convened a panel of technical experts to evaluate the process.

Their conclusion was unanimous: the graphene production method Joseph presented was incomparable to anything currently on the market. It slashed manufacturing costs by more than two orders of magnitude.

Graphene is a new material consisting of a single layer of carbon atoms arranged in a two-dimensional sheet. It is the thinnest material known, and also one of the strongest. Nearly transparent, with extremely low resistivity and extremely high electron mobility, it is ideal for ultra-thin, ultra-fast electronic components and transistors.

As a transparent, highly conductive material, graphene is suitable for touchscreens, light panels, and even solar cells. With its extraordinary tensile strength, a film only about 100 nanometers thick—similar to a typical plastic food wrapper—could theoretically bear the weight of two tons without tearing. It is also the best conductive material currently known, making it a prime candidate to replace silicon in ultra-miniature transistors and next-generation supercomputers.

Graphene's potential applications stretch from ultra-light bulletproof armor and advanced aerospace materials to high-performance electrodes for supercapacitors and lithium-ion batteries, thanks to its excellent conductivity and enormous surface area.

In short, a real breakthrough in cheap, scalable graphene production would shake entire industries.

When Joseph was finally ushered in to meet Mayor Wang, the first question the mayor asked was whether the technology had been patented.

Joseph had anticipated this.

The core components required for the process simply could not be manufactured with contemporary industrial capabilities. Even if someone copied the outer structure, the system would not function.

So he answered confidently, "There's no need. They won't be able to reverse-engineer it."

He then laid out his conditions and showed proof of funds.

Through the expert committee's briefing, Mayor Wang understood that if the technology was real, it could bring a strong high-tech manufacturing cluster to the city and generate tax revenues in the tens of billions. At the production costs indicated in the technical notes, the company would have enough strength to dominate global graphene supply.

To the mayor, this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—a ticket to higher office.

His attitude warmed instantly.

Shandong was, after all, one of the heartlands of drinking culture. By noon, they had already signed an agreement for Joseph to purchase an existing factory complex and surrounding planned land in the southern development zone.

In the afternoon, over a very cordial banquet, the city government pledged one hundred million Orichalcos in support funds once the products and downstream applications came online, along with more than one billion Orichalcos in low-interest loans and matching support policies.

For Joseph, graphene was the perfect entry point: countless potential applications, huge room for growth, and a natural shield of official protection for the family he refused to abandon.
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Chapter 8: Founding the Company and Recruiting Talent
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The same afternoon they signed the agreement, Joseph sent bodyguards to move everything from his own home and his parents' place into the city government residential compound.

The three apartments there weren't exactly luxurious, but the layout and floor space were decent—each nearly two hundred square meters and already fully decorated. One was for Joseph and his family, one for his parents and grandparents, and one reserved for his in-laws.

For now, these units were only on loan. If the technology proved to be fraudulent, they would be reclaimed. As for the villa on the mountain road, Joseph decided that could house friends and associates who came to help.

That night, swaying slightly from exhaustion as the bodyguards escorted him into his new home, Joseph felt as though he had been reborn.

In the past, he'd been too stubborn, and his wife and child had paid the price. This time, he swore he would build, somewhere, a true community of "all for one and one for all"—a long-cherished ideal of a shared, harmonious world.

With those thoughts of the future circling in his mind, he finally slept peacefully.

The next morning at nine, the special task group the mayor had assigned to assist him officially began work. They called first, asking about the company setup and long-term plans.

Joseph exchanged the usual pleasantries and compliments, then, with their help, successfully registered a company named Homeland, with a registered capital of three hundred million Orichalcos.

The previous day's land and factory purchase had cost about fifty million in total. Today, Joseph realized he would also need a national-level graphene research lab dedicated to downstream applications, as well as dormitories and security infrastructure. He budgeted another fifty million or so for that.

Again with the group's assistance, he placed orders with several CNC equipment manufacturers for the peripheral systems needed to mass-produce graphene. The design schematics came from the ship's AI, and most of the machines were standard automated equipment and industrial robots that Earth factories could build.

The real key to mass production was a special core module that only the AI could design and fabricate, remotely controlled exclusively by it.

This critical unit housed programmed nanobots that controlled the growth of single-layer carbon lattices on a substrate. At Earth's current technological level, these nanobots were flat-out impossible to manufacture.

For those who had seen Stargate, it would be easy to panic about replicators and runaway nanotech. But the AI had designed the system with strict safeguards:

First, the nanobots had no remote communication capability. The AI's control was relayed through a dedicated controller embedded in the module itself.

Second, the nanobots were hard-coded machines, only able to execute specific manufacturing tasks. They had no self-replication functions.

Third, the module contained a built-in self-destruct mechanism, capable of destroying all nanobots before any possible escape or misuse. Even if someone stole the device for reverse-engineering, it would not survive a tampering attempt.

Once the technical and facility matters were settled with the task group, Joseph turned to talent. He contracted a top-tier headhunting firm to recruit a professional management team: executives to oversee operations, HR, finance, and R&D coordination.

Future hiring—for engineers, researchers, and staff—would be handled by these professionals. Joseph only wanted to focus on technology and strategy.

The graphene production and applications company was registered as a subsidiary under Homeland.

With that, the overall direction was largely set.

Still, he felt uneasy.

So he called a few old friends for help.

At first, they refused to believe it. In their minds, Joseph was still the struggling sci-fi writer they'd always known. Only after he sent them pictures of the company registration documents did they finally accept reality—and promised to rush over immediately.

The city, meanwhile, had been thoroughly shaken.

Joseph knew he had attracted attention at the municipal level. What he didn't know was that the national security services and the science and industry authorities had already taken note as early as the previous day.

For his safety and because of the potential impact of graphene technology, they had formed a dedicated protection team and assembled a high-level scientific group, including some of the country's most renowned graphene experts—among them the eager and highly respected Academician Wang.

At the same time, the domestic security apparatus was extremely curious about the sudden inflow of massive funds into Joseph's accounts. They even considered using military reconnaissance satellites to monitor him.

After a full day and night of investigation, numerous anomalies emerged.

His gemstone sales in Taian were easy to trace—there was the villa transfer, after all. The second diamond sale there was also obvious; the company-to-person bank transfer left a clear trail.

But then came the capital.

The time gap between his Taian sale and the sale of rough stones in the capital was extraordinarily short—barely an hour and a half. The distance between Taian and the capital was 478 kilometers. Even speeding nonstop, there simply wasn't enough time to get from one city to the downtown commercial district of the other.

Either someone else had sold the stones in the capital on his behalf... or Joseph had a method of travel that defied conventional explanation.

The stones themselves were unusual, but not impossible. The timing, however, was truly suspicious.

After deliberation, the national security leadership decided to deploy senior operatives to monitor him and, if possible, infiltrate his inner circle. Under the right circumstances, they would also apply for satellite imaging support.

Did Joseph sense the trust crisis looming over him?

In truth, he did. He understood this was inevitable. But he also believed there were reasonable ways to explain himself—and that cooperation was better than confrontation.

National Security Chief Zhou briefed Chairman Wang with a concise report.

Chairman Wang's instructions were clear: "The country is facing a crisis over Diaoyu Island. We urgently need talented people. The fact that Joseph has not gone abroad shows that he still considers himself one
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