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Chapter 1: Setting Sail
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"Woo-"

"Woo-"

At first light, deep, low horn blasts echoed across Dongzhou Fishing Port. Thousands of fishing vessels-large and small-roared to life and set off in groups, leaving the shoreline behind as they headed toward the East China Sea.

"May Mazu bless us with a safe journey."

"Sea God above, grant us holds filled to the brim."

"Dragon King bestow your favor-may both crew and ship return safely, with bountiful catches."

On the docks, families of the crew and owners of fishing companies had set up makeshift altars with incense, wine, meat, joss paper, candles, and firecrackers. As offerings were made to Mazu, the Sea God, and the Dragon King, prayers filled the air-some for safety, others for profit-creating a scene that was both noisy and fervent.

This was a snapshot of Dongzhou's East Sea Fishing Port in Huaguo, at 6:18 a. m. on July 3, 2015-the second day after the annual fishing ban had ended.

Dongzhou lies at the mouth of the Yangtze River in southeastern Huaguo. It boasts the country's largest natural fishing harbor and the highest concentration of fishing and seafood companies, making it Huaguo's biggest hub for seafood distribution and dried-goods processing.

Amid the din, thousands of fishing boats quickly streamed out of the harbor like ants dispersing to forage. At the very front were over a thousand vessels longer than thirty meters-offshore and deep-sea ships flying Huaguo's national flag-cutting through the waves like vanguards as they charged toward the open ocean.

"Ugh-"

"Ugh-"

On the Black Pearl, a 45-meter mid-sized offshore fishing vessel, a young man in his early twenties clung to the railing, vomiting uncontrollably. It was his first time at sea, and seasickness had hit him hard.

"Ethan, how is it? Feeling better after throwing up?"
A middle-aged man in his forties walked over. Despite the ship's pitching, he stood rock-steady, as if rooted to the deck. He smiled warmly as he spoke.
"I'm fine, Uncle De... ugh-"

Ethan wiped the corner of his mouth and forced a weak smile onto his pale face, but before he could finish his reply, he turned back to the railing and retched again.

"Seeing you reminds me of my own first time at sea, more than twenty years ago. I threw up until the sky spun. Rest a bit after that and you'll be fine.
You should go lie down in the cabin. Once your body gets used to the waves, the dizziness will pass."
Zhang Zhide, the ship's first mate, was broad-shouldered with a thick beard. He looked fierce at first glance, but he was actually kind-hearted.

"Alright, thank you, Uncle De. I'll lie down for a while."

Once he felt there was nothing left in his stomach, Ethan let out a breath and headed for the cabin.

"Go on. It'll take two or three days to reach the fishing grounds. Get some proper rest," Uncle De called after him.

Back in his cabin, Ethan lay down as the ship rose and fell beneath him. The tightness in his chest gradually faded, but his eyes remained fixed on the ceiling.

Ethan was twenty-two years old, a third-year student majoring in Marine Command at Dongzhou University. As soon as summer break began, he signed up as a temporary deckhand on the Black Pearl. The contract lasted twenty days, with a daily wage of 280 yuan.

"Ethan, I enjoy spending time with you, but we're just classmates. There can't be anything more than that."

A sweet-looking girl had said this to him with a serious expression.

"Hahaha, Ethan, take a look at yourself in the mirror. A poor kid from the middle of nowhere actually thinks he can chase someone like Yvonne Grant-a rich, beautiful heiress? That's a toad dreaming of eating swan meat."

A tall, handsome boy with a trace of malice in his eyes had looked down at Ethan in open contempt.

That scene had taken place on Dongzhou University's campus ten days earlier. Ethan had finally confessed to Yvonne, the girl he had admired for three years, only to be gently rejected.

Soon after, Zhao Tianlin-a wealthy second-generation heir who was also pursuing Yvonne-had mocked Ethan loudly in front of hundreds of students, humiliating him beyond words. Disheartened and bitter, Ethan signed up for the Black Pearl's voyage to escape his tangled emotions.

"Sigh..."

Ethan let out a quiet sigh. He hadn't known what Yvonne's family did. They had simply gotten along well since entering university, often sitting together in class and chatting. Feelings had grown naturally.

It was only after Zhao Tianlin's public ridicule that his roommate Brian Ward told him the truth: Yvonne's family was one of Huaguo's top elite clans, wielding enormous influence across military, political, and business circles.

Though Yvonne belonged only to a collateral branch of the family, those who pursued her were almost all scions of powerful families-and none had succeeded so far.

As for Zhao Tianlin, while his family couldn't match the Guo clan, they had been in the jewelry business for generations. Now they owned dozens of jewelry chain stores nationwide, with assets worth billions. Zhao Tianlin believed himself worthy of Yvonne and saw Ethan as a rival.

"If we're not from the same world, then let this connection end here."

Murmuring to himself, Ethan slowly drifted off to sleep. The rocking of the ship made him feel as though he were back in childhood, lying in a cradle.

Unaware, as the vessel sailed deeper into the sea, a faint glow began to pulse from his chest.

The light was pale gold, flashing gently in rhythm with his breathing, as if harmonizing with the distant roar of the waves.

The source was a small metal plate, no larger than a thumb, engraved with intricate patterns like a military dog tag from a movie. One end had a small hole, threaded with a red cord and worn around Ethan's neck.

He had found the metal plate on a beach half a year earlier. He didn't know what the markings meant or what metal it was made of, only that it couldn't be burned, corroded, or cut. Realizing it was extraordinary, he wore it close to his chest.

Over the past six months, he had tried many experiments-including the classic "blood recognition" trope from novels-but nothing had happened. Still, he was convinced the plate was special and kept it as a treasured possession.

What he hadn't noticed was that during those six months, his sleep had been unusually good. He fell asleep quickly, never dreamed, woke up refreshed every morning, and even felt his memory improving.

Now, as he sank into deeper sleep, the golden light slowly expanded, enveloping his entire body. Color returned to his face, as if the weakness from seasickness was being gently repaired.

Ethan felt utterly relaxed, slipping into a profound sleep. His breathing was steady and calm, and he sensed nothing of the outside world.

This state lasted three full days. The golden light enveloped him the entire time, yet whenever someone came to check on him, it vanished as if anticipating their presence-only to reappear once they left.

No one worried. Each time someone checked, Ethan's breathing was calm and even.

At the moment he was about to awaken, one of the intricate patterns on the metal plate suddenly lit up.

A synthesized electronic voice echoed in his mind:

"Aria Sai-class vessel captain authority activated. Current authorization: 1%. One micro power core online. Conditions meet basic defense protocol. One guard unit deployed."

Ethan jolted awake. The glow on the metal plate faded, returning it to its original appearance-but he had clearly seen the change.

Thousands of kilometers away, deep within the Mariana Trench of the Pacific Ocean, several kilometers beyond the deepest known point, the Challenger Deep, lay a massive rift.

Deeper still than the trench itself, the rift was cloaked in darkness and eerie blue light. At the instant Ethan awakened, a point of light flared two thousand meters below, illuminating the seafloor and revealing a colossal pyramid-shaped structure-the light coming from its apex.

The pyramid rose hundreds of meters high, triangular in form, its entire body silver-white. Distinct tiers marked its surface, one every few dozen meters-nine levels in total, from top to bottom. The light source sat on the very first tier at the summit.

Suddenly, a square opening appeared on the second tier beneath the peak. Seawater could not enter it.

Moments later, a long, slender object emerged-over ten meters long, shaped like a barracuda. It shot upward at incredible speed, leaving a trail in the water, faster than any submarine or aircraft on Earth.

The light atop the pyramid dimmed but did not extinguish, maintaining a faint glow that illuminated the surrounding seabed.

"Boom-!"

Back on the Black Pearl, a loud crash rocked the ship violently before it slowly steadied. They had reached the fishing grounds-the noise coming from the anchor being dropped.

Snapping out of his daze, Ethan jumped out of bed. He felt better than ever-his body brimming with strength. Then he noticed his clothes were coated with a layer of sweat mixed with yellow-black residue, sour and foul-smelling.

"Uncle De, are we there?"

After cleaning himself and changing clothes, Ethan went up on deck. Zhang Zhide was directing the crew as they prepared the nets. Ethan hurried over to help.

"Ethan, you really can sleep-three days straight," a burly young man joked before Uncle De could answer.

"Brother Hu, let me help you."

Seeing Li Hu bare-armed, coiling a thick cable, muscles bulging, Ethan stepped in.

"Haha, Ethan, think your skinny frame can handle it?" another young man joked while checking the winch. His name was Cai Xingming, acne dotting his face.

"I'll give it a try."

They weren't mocking him-just teasing. The crew found it odd that a university student had come to work as a fisherman. Smiling, Ethan grabbed the cable to help Li Hu coil it.

Normally, Ethan wasn't particularly strong. But today was different. With a single pull, the heavy cable slid effortlessly into his hands, like ordinary rope.

Li Hu stared in shock.

"Didn't expect it-you're pretty strong."

With Ethan's help, a task that usually took half an hour was done in just over ten minutes. Li Hu looked at him with open surprise.

"My strength's increased... Is it because of that metal plate?"

Ethan was just as shocked internally, recalling what had happened when he woke.

"I heard a voice about captain authority activation and a guard unit... Could that metal plate be something extraterrestrial? A spaceship?"

Ethan had always believed in the existence of extraterrestrial life. In that instant, he arrived at the truth.
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Chapter 2: The Catch
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"Everyone, heads up-net's going down! Net's going down!"

Right then, Captain Liu Kunnan's voice rang out. The crew turned toward the stern as a massive deep-water trawl net fired off the back of the boat, spreading fast and wide. It covered several hundred square meters before gradually sinking into the dark water below.

The Black Pearl was only a mid-sized offshore fishing vessel-45 meters long, 9 meters across, with a maximum displacement of 3,997 tons. Its main engine output was 2,920 kW, cruising at 11 knots. It carried 26 tons of refrigerated seafood capacity, 20 cubic meters of fresh water, and 32 cubic meters of fuel.

Its deep-water net could reach roughly 200 meters beneath the surface, enough to catch most commercially valuable offshore fish-especially common seafood like squid, ribbonfish, octopus, sea bass, cuttlefish, barracuda, and similar varieties.

Wholesale prices for these ordinary catches ranged from about ten to thirty yuan per jin. If they returned with the hold packed full, the total value could still reach six to seven hundred thousand. After deducting fuel and crew wages, the owner could net roughly half-one of the reasons so many people piled into the marine seafood business.

Once the trawl was down, the ship's speed began to drop. That usually meant a large school was already pressing into the net-so heavy it was dragging against the boat.

"Haul it up."

Half an hour later, the speed clearly hit its limit. Captain Liu Kunnan, an experienced veteran, immediately ordered the winch operator to start pulling the net back.

"Ethan, come over here. When the net comes up, the fish will dump onto the deck. You can't stand there," Li Hu called out when he saw Ethan still near the wrong area.

It was Ethan's first time at sea, and everything fascinated him. He quickly moved beside Li Hu. "Brother Hu, how much do you think we'll get from this haul? What kind of fish?"

"You won't know until it's on deck. But judging by how much the boat slowed, this net could be four to five thousand jin at most. Even if it's not four thousand, it's at least three thousand-plus," Li Hu estimated. He had about two years of offshore experience.

Cai Xingming and several others, including Wang Hongzheng, worked the winch, drawing the trawl slowly out of the sea. A huge bulging mass of pale, flashing fish appeared-so many that Ethan couldn't even tell what species they were, or whether any of it was especially valuable.

Splash-

The trawl swung above the deck. The mouth of the net opened, and fish poured out, piling up like a small hill. Many were still alive-thrashing wildly. Some larger fish even snapped at the smaller ones, feeding in the chaos.

Ethan's eyes nearly spun. In the heap were fish two to three meters long-easily over a hundred jin. Others were oddly shaped, vividly colored, almost beautiful. Mixed in were enormous turtles and huge shells.

"Move fast!" Captain Liu barked. "Sort the catch and get it into cold storage. Toss turtles and shells back into the sea. Watch for anything rare-some have to go into the water tanks alive. Once they die, they're worthless."

Except for Ethan, everyone on board clearly knew what they were doing. They grabbed buckets and rushed the pile, picking and sorting at speed.

"Ethan, stick with me," Li Hu said. "I'll tell you what you're looking at."

Ethan grabbed a greenish fish almost a meter long. "Brother Hu, I think I know this one-barracuda, right?"

"Correct. Barracuda. Round scales. Black azure-gray along the back, pale gray belly, with dark vertical markings on the sides. Offshore fish-likes estuaries and bays, sometimes even swims into freshwater. Lively, jumps well, and often migrates upstream in groups."

Li Hu spoke smoothly, like he'd memorized a field guide.

Nearby, another crewman picking barracuda glanced over with a grin. "Kid, barracuda all look about the same-long and skinny. You know the biggest recorded ones get close to two meters? The longest I've personally seen was about 1.6 meters-caught last September. Over seventy jin."

Ethan scanned the pile. There were plenty of barracuda. "Are they expensive?"

"In the market? Over forty yuan a jin," answered Hao Gang, who seemed to know prices best. "But what we catch gets wholesaled to the seafood markets. On the boat, it's more like twenty-plus a jin."

Ethan watched Hao Gang gently push a turtle the size of a millstone back into the sea. "Brother Gang, what kind of sea turtle is that? We don't keep it?"

"It looks like a sea turtle, but it's actually a hawksbill turtle-Class I protected. Endangered. If we catch one, we release it. Keeping it would be illegal."

Wang Hongzheng, a younger crewman who spent a lot of time online, chimed in. "Yeah, I read last year some grad student came back from overseas with over a hundred hawksbill scutes. Got caught at airport security and was convicted for smuggling protected animal products."

Ethan studied the animal closely: glossy shell, brown-red with pale yellow cloud-like patterns; yellow plastron with darker blotches. The beak was hooked like a bird of prey-exactly why it was called "hawksbill."

As they worked, jokes flew around, keeping things from feeling monotonous. Ethan didn't recognize most species, so he asked constantly. The crew answered one by one, and he learned quickly.

"Hey-this fish looks like barracuda, but it's not as long. What is it?" Ethan asked after picking up a fish weighing four or five jin.

"That's mullet," someone replied.

"Mullet? It really does look like barracuda. If it were longer and less round, I'd totally mistake it."

Hao Gang nodded. "Mullet and barracuda look similar, but mullet is thicker and shorter; barracuda is slim and long. Mullet's eye ring is bigger, and there's a darker band in the membrane. Barracuda's eye ring is smaller, and the fluid looks reddish. And mullet is much more expensive-wholesale is usually thirty to forty a jin, and retail can hit seventy or eighty."

Once everything was sorted and weighed, the haul came to a little over 3,200 jin. They'd also tossed back quite a few turtles and huge shells. The deck, however, was left with a surprising amount of trash.

"Why are you bagging that up?" Ethan asked, watching Cai Xingming and the others load garbage into bins. "Why not throw it back into the sea?"

"This is marine debris," Cai Xingming said. "Enough of it pollutes the water badly, wrecks the environment, and pushes sea life toward extinction. People who fish for a living have a rule: any garbage that comes up in the net gets packed and brought back. We hand it over at the port for proper disposal. It's our way of doing a small part to keep the ocean clean."

Ethan nodded. He hadn't been out at sea before, but he'd seen news-companies dumping trash offshore, and even neighboring countries tossing garbage into Huaguo's waters.

After more than two hours, they finally finished processing the haul and hosed the deck clean. Lunch was next. Meanwhile, the Black Pearl eased forward, preparing to search for another spot to cast the net.

Compared with the world's major fishing nations, Huaguo's fishing industry was still relatively behind-especially in distant-water operations-lagging far behind countries like Iceland, Japan, Norway, Denmark, and Russia. The main reason was shipbuilding: large deep-sea fishing vessels required key technologies Huaguo had not fully mastered, so the number of big ocean-going boats remained far lower than in those countries.

As a result, Huaguo's offshore fishing fleet was enormous-and over the years, offshore resources had gradually thinned out. A single haul of over 3,000 jin for a vessel like the Black Pearl counted as good luck. But for the next net, they'd need to leave the area and search again.

Right now, Huaguo was pushing hard to develop distant-water fishing. Shipbuilders were attacking critical technologies, aiming to independently produce large deep-sea fishing vessels-because the far ocean has historically seen far less human activity, and its resources are richer.

Deep-sea fishing resources, in particular, had always been a forbidden zone for humanity. The deepest nets in the world could only reach about 1,000 meters below the surface. Against oceans that commonly run several thousand meters deep, humans were still working only at the skin of the sea.
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After lunch, everyone took a short rest. The Black Pearl slowed to its minimum cruising speed. Ethan thought they were about to cast the nets again, but instead he saw the crew putting on diving suits.

"Ethan, you should try it too," Zhang Zhide said when he noticed Ethan hesitating. "The water here isn't very deep-just over three hundred meters. It's suitable for diving exploration. Sometimes you can even find valuable things on the seabed.
We have a rule on this ship: whoever finds something keeps it. If you're lucky enough to find pearls, red coral, or other valuables, the value can far exceed your wages and bonuses. You can think of it as a perk for the crew."
As he spoke, Zhang Zhide was already putting on his own diving suit, clearly planning to go down and try his luck. Compared with the land, the seabed held far more untapped treasure-an area humanity had never truly conquered.

"I've only practiced diving in the university pool," Ethan said excitedly. "This is my first time really diving into the sea."

He quickly found a suit and started putting it on.

"Once you're underwater, be careful," Zhang Zhide warned. "Some sea creatures are dangerous-sharks, sawfish, electric eels, sea anemones, swordfish, sailfish. Don't stray too far either. The oxygen supply in the suit only lasts an hour, so you must return within forty minutes at most."

Ethan nodded, thanked him, and carefully memorized everything. Recalling what he had learned in class, he finished checking his gear and jumped into the sea.

The moment he entered the water, even through the thick suit, Ethan felt the chill. The underwater world was completely different from the surface. The deeper he went, the bluer and darker it became.

Soon, he saw many unfamiliar fish swimming nearby, along with other divers. Everyone spread out in different directions, descending toward the seabed in search of potential treasures.

When Ethan reached the bottom, he found it far from flat. The area was hilly, covered in coral reefs, gravel, seaweed, and marine plants he didn't recognize. Nearby, a sea turtle the size of a millstone swam slowly past with several smaller turtles, while schools of colorful fish fed calmly.

"There probably isn't anything valuable around here," Ethan thought. "Everyone must have already checked this area."

Choosing a random direction, he swam quickly away. After traveling more than a hundred meters and seeing no other divers ahead, he stopped and began searching carefully.

"Aria Sai-class vessel AI, Annal, reporting. First Guard Unit reporting to the Captain."

Without warning, the metal plate on Ethan's chest grew hot. A synthesized electronic voice sounded in his mind. He froze and looked around, but there was nothing unusual within dozens of meters.

"Captain, our craft is ten meters in front of you. It is currently cloaked. Please do not be alarmed. From now on, the First Guard Unit will belong entirely to you and will be responsible for your safety."

Ethan looked ahead. He still saw nothing, but he wasn't afraid. Swimming forward, he soon noticed a faint blue light curtain blending into the surrounding water. Within it, the outline of a shuttle shaped like a barracuda was barely visible.

As Ethan approached the light curtain, a hatch opened on the craft. A figure appeared at the doorway-a woman with long golden hair, a perfect figure, and an angelic face. She wore a dignified, elegant smile. As she opened her mouth slightly, a voice echoed in Ethan's mind:

"Captain, please board the craft and accept the loyalty of the First Guard Unit."

Ethan's heart pounded. Without hesitation, he stepped into the light curtain and found that there was no seawater inside. Without overthinking it, he climbed the ramp and entered the craft.

Only then did he realize the woman was merely a projection, not a real human. Still, her form was vivid in every detail. Even knowing she wasn't real, the way she walked ahead made Ethan nearly lose his composure.

"Um... could you please put on some clothes?" Ethan said awkwardly after removing his diving suit. His face reddened. "I'm not really used to... this."

"Understood, Captain," the projection replied.

Her expressions were remarkably lifelike. With a faint smile, a simple but unfamiliar outfit appeared on her body-clearly not clothing from Earth.

Relieved, Ethan relaxed and began examining the interior of the craft.

The entire vessel was constructed from a metal he had never seen before. When he touched it, it felt soft, almost as if it were gently pulsing. His eyes widened in astonishment.

From the outside, the craft looked barely over ten meters long. Inside, however, the space was enormous-nearly comparable to the interior of the Black Pearl.

"Your name is Annal, right?" Ethan said. "I'll call you Anya from now on. Anya, why does the inside look so much bigger than the outside?"

"The craft uses spatial technology," she replied. "Its internal space is several times larger than its external dimensions. As for my name-if the Captain prefers Anya, then Anya it is."

"Spatial technology..." Ethan was stunned. Earth's technology hadn't even touched that field, while for the Aria Sai-class vessel, it seemed completely mature.

"What's wrong, Captain?" Anya continued. "Spatial technology is standard in civilizations of Tier Three and above. Even Tier One and Tier Two civilizations have begun using it.
Ah-of course. This planet is still a primitive world. Its civilization hasn't reached Tier One, so spatial technology is beyond your reach."
She said it bluntly, showing no mercy to Earth's pride.

As she spoke, Anya led Ethan forward to a chamber containing ten glowing spheres. Within each, a humanoid shape could be seen shifting constantly.

"They are intelligent morphic soldiers," Anya explained. "They can alter their physical structure at will-becoming any lifeform, or even vehicles or space mechs.
I have already accessed this planet's satellite network and downloaded all available data. I will assign them suitable identities and have them transform into people like you-so they can follow you more easily."
At that moment, one of the light spheres faded, revealing a young woman. She had short, ear-length hair and an energetic look. Her slightly rounded face gave her a youthful appearance. She wore a tight combat suit, her figure strikingly pronounced.

"Captain, leader of the First Guard Unit reporting," she said, stepping forward and giving a standard Huaguo military salute.

"Your name?" Ethan asked quickly, forcing his eyes to stay on her face.

"We do not have names," she replied seriously. "Only designations. Mine is Number One."

"Then your name will be Ivy Cole," Ethan said after a moment's thought. "I'll call you Yiyi."

"Yes, Captain. Thank you for giving Yiyi a name," Ivy said happily, breaking into a bright smile. It was the first name she had ever had.

"Captain, that's unfair," Anya said suddenly, sounding almost jealous. "Her name includes your surname, so mine should too. I want to be called Lin An'er. No more Annal."

"Fine," Ethan said, rolling his eyes. "From now on, you're Lin An'er, and she's Ivy. We're all one family."

"Yiyi, the Captain is easygoing," Lin An'er said cheerfully. "You don't have to be so stiff anymore. A Tier Six morphic being is basically the same as a real human. And following the Captain means you get to return to the outside world. I'm actually jealous."

"Hehe, alright then," Ivy said, glancing at Ethan. "I didn't want to act so serious either. I was just afraid the Captain would punish me."

In an instant, her demeanor changed from disciplined soldier to ordinary young woman, the shift so fast it left Ethan stunned.

"Anya," Ethan asked, "what exactly does 'morphic' mean? Is it just the ability to change form? What other traits do you have?"

"Captain," Lin An'er said with a teasing smile, extending a hand alongside Ivy, "why don't you come over and touch us? Then you'll know exactly how we're different."
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"Oh... alright. I'll try."

Staring at the two flawless, pale hands extended toward him, Ethan swallowed hard. Then he reminded himself-this was purely for understanding what they were.

He reached out and touched Lin An'er first.

His fingers passed straight through her hand.

He didn't feel anything at all.

"Captain, you're really slow," Lin An'er teased, laughing softly. "I'm a virtual intelligent lifeform. I don't have a physical body. How could you possibly touch me? Try Yiyi instead. Her hand feels very nice, you know. Hee-hee."

Ethan's face burned. He reached for Ivy's hand and slowly clasped it.

It felt exactly like a real person's-warm, smooth, and delicate, soft as if it had no bones. The sensation sent a jolt through him.

Ivy looked at him, letting him hold her hand without resistance. When she saw how red his face had gotten, she burst into carefree laughter-sweet, shamelessly innocent, and adorable.

"She's completely human... There's no difference," Ethan murmured, amazed.

Then, as if possessed, he lifted a hand and touched Ivy's cheek-then gave it a gentle pinch.

"Ah!" Yiyi yelped as if it actually hurt. She puffed out her cheeks in protest, lips pursed in an unhappy pout, but she didn't seem angry.

"Of course," Lin An'er said. "An intelligent morphic human is a sixth-tier intelligent lifeform created by a Tier Six cosmic empire. There are similarities to ordinary biological life, but their lifespan is far longer.

Yiyi can eat, drink, sleep, and relieve herself like a human on this planet. She can even engage in intimate relations. The only thing she can't do is conceive."

Ethan's mind instantly produced a thought he shouldn't have had-Yiyi was basically a living, customizable doll.

"Stop. Stop. Stop."

Ethan mentally scolded himself. Then another stray thought hit him: if a morphic being could change shape, what if she had once taken a male form?

That was too much. He quickly forced his eyes away.

"Captain, Yiyi is the only sixth-tier combat unit in the First Guard Unit," Lin An'er said, as if reading his mind. She drifted closer, speaking in a low voice by his ear. "She was manufactured as female. You don't need to worry about that.

In fact, among the ten guard units aboard the Aria Sai, every squad leader is a sixth-tier morphic like Yiyi-and all of them are female.

Compared to fifth-tier morphics, they learn faster, and their combat ability isn't even in the same category. Besides protecting you, they can independently handle many tasks for you."

"Anya... after all that, I still don't really understand where you came from, or what the Aria Sai actually is," Ethan said, embarrassed, eager to change the subject.

"Captain, close your eyes. I'll share some information with you. Your mental strength is still too weak. I can only share a limited amount-just enough for a basic understanding."

Ethan closed his eyes.

His mind jolted-hard.

A scene flashed into existence: deep within a vast, desolate ocean, beneath a trench that plunged tens of thousands of meters into darkness, a massive silver pyramid stood upright. A faint glow shimmered at its peak, illuminating the surrounding seawater with an aura that was both mysterious and regal.

The pyramid was unimaginably tall, divided into nine levels. Ethan couldn't tell what material it was made from, but despite being submerged in the abyss, it carried no grime, no corrosion-nothing.

As the vision sharpened, Ethan suddenly felt a mental connection to that silver pyramid. Then a flood of information slammed into him like a tide, making his whole body tremble.

"So that silver pyramid... is the Aria Sai. A supercarrier from the stars. And I've become its captain-with one percent authority."

Excitement surged through him. Half-disbelieving, he lifted his right hand.

His palm burned.

A pyramid-shaped mark appeared there-like a brand.

"Captain," Lin An'er's voice echoed in his mind as the information continued. "The Aria Sai is a cosmic supercarrier-belonging to the Ariasai Empire, a peak Tier Five civilization located in the Milky Way's Fourth Spiral Arm.

Approximately thirty million years ago, the Ariasai Empire faced its greatest enemy in recorded history. Conflict erupted with the Adis family-one of the three great clans of the Leonbron Empire, a Tier Six civilization in the Orion Arm.

Knowing the war could not be won, the Ariasai Emperor ordered the Aria Sai supercarrier-his empire's pinnacle warship-to evacuate, carrying the Crown Prince and the finest young elites away from the empire.

For twenty-six million years, the Aria Sai wandered the cosmos. Over time, the young elites left the ship one after another, dispersing across remote life-bearing planets in the Milky Way's Fourth Spiral Arm, quietly preserving the empire's bloodline.

Eventually, the Aria Sai arrived in the Solar System. There, it encountered a rare cosmic black-hole storm. The strange energy released in that storm annihilated all true living beings aboard, including the Crown Prince and the remaining elites. The Aria Sai itself suffered catastrophic damage and was forced to make an emergency descent to the nearest life-bearing planet.

At that time, Earth was still in the Jurassic era. The Aria Sai's arrival triggered an early ice age. The ship plunged deep underground, and later, this region became a vast ocean.

Its energy reserves were nearly exhausted. With no choice, it shut down all power cores and hid in a trench over ten thousand meters deep, accumulating energy in silence-waiting for a new master.

As the core AI of the Aria Sai, I was also severely damaged in the black-hole storm. Only a trace imprint of my energy remained, preserving only a small number of intelligent soldiers.

Before the Aria Sai entered full dormancy, I used my remaining power to open a micro wormhole, sending out my imprint energy and the captain's inheritance to search for a lifeform with suitable mental strength-someone capable of becoming the next captain.

I searched Earth for nearly four million years before finally finding you. Your soul is unusually special. Your mental signature matches the captain's inheritance. That is why you have become the Aria Sai's new captain.

However, your physical strength is too weak, and your mental strength is too weak. So your captain authority has only awakened to one percent. At present, you can only receive the support of one guard unit.

As your power grows-especially your mental strength-more captain authority will unlock, and the aid available to you will increase. Under your leadership, this planet can shed its primitive status and step into cosmic civilization."

The torrent of information finally eased.

"Hah..." Ethan exhaled slowly. "I understand. From now on, I'll work hard to strengthen myself-and my mind."

What he'd glimpsed was enough to make his blood run hot: nine levels, not just intelligent guards like Yiyi, but a thousand intelligent armed soldiers, a thousand intelligent engineering soldiers, and fleets of light, medium, heavy, and even super-class warships-assets that could someday belong to him alone.

His ambition flared. With an opportunity like this, how could he not rise?

Just then, the other nine guards finished transforming and walked over. Each wore the appearance of a Huaguo man-tall, broad, and radiating a sharp, dangerous presence. They formed a line before Ethan.

"Captain, First Guard Unit personnel assembled. Reporting to you. Squad leader: Ivy."

Once the team had gathered, Ivy's expression turned serious again. Her voice was clear and forceful-still beautiful, but filled with steel.

"They don't have names either, do they?" Ethan asked. "How were their designations assigned before?"

"Captain," Ivy replied, "my former designation was Number One. They are designated One-Zero-One through One-Zero-Nine."

"Then keep their designations," Ethan decided. "I'm not naming everyone-too much trouble. When Anya assigns them identities for the outside world, she can generate names randomly.

Remember this: in the outside world, you use your assigned identity names. Internally, you continue using your original designations."

"Understood, Captain," the team answered in unison.

Ethan's attention shifted back to the craft itself. The technology was clearly far beyond anything on Earth.

"Anya, what can this craft do? Can it be used on land?"

"Captain," Lin An'er said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear with a deliberately charming look, "our craft are intelligent morphic vehicles. They can transform into sea vessels, land vehicles of various types, or spacecraft. They also carry multiple advanced weapon systems. They can fully meet any needs you may have."

"That's perfect." Ethan's eyes brightened-then he suddenly remembered where he was. "Wait- I came down from the fishing boat to treasure-hunt. I can't go back empty-handed.

Can you help me find something valuable on this planet-but not too valuable. Ideally something normal people wouldn't recognize.

Right-there's a kind of seabed creature called giant clam. When it dies, its shell can become a gemstone. It's valuable, and most people don't recognize it. Help me find something like that."
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Ethan knew about giant clams because of a roommate back at university-Brian. Brian's uncle was in the jewelry business. Once, Brian brought back a Guanyin figurine no bigger than a fingertip and told the dorm it had been carved from leftover giant-clam material. That tiny piece was supposedly worth over ten thousand yuan-his uncle's birthday gift to him.

At first, nobody believed it.

Then they searched online and nearly got scared out of their skins: a giant-clam ornament weighing five or six jin could sell for over a million.

Giant clam, along with pearl, coral, and amber, was praised in the West as one of the "four great organic gemstones." In Buddhism, it was also honored among the "Seven Treasures," alongside gold, silver, glass, agate, coral, and pearl.

A giant clam was essentially a massive reef-dwelling mollusk, common in the South China Sea and throughout parts of the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Some specimens could reach 250 kilograms or more. The meat was edible, but the shell had been treated as a gemstone since ancient times-valued much like jade.

They lived in warm, shallow coral-reef environments, anchoring themselves to reef rock with tough byssal threads. They fed by filtering plankton from seawater. Giant clams also formed a symbiotic relationship with zooxanthellae: special structures along the mantle helped concentrate light, allowing the algae to flourish, while the algae provided nutrients back to the clam.

The largest giant clams could grow shells up to 1.3 meters across and weigh over 300 kilograms. Their shells were thick and roughly triangular, with two matching halves. The exterior was white and coarse, marked by five heavy, tile-like radiating ribs, with pronounced growth rings forming curved, overlapping folds. The interior was also white but glossy, with grooves corresponding to the ribs, and a narrow hinge area with distinct teeth.

Their shells weren't particularly pretty from the outside-but when opened underwater, the interior could be dazzling: peacock blue, pink, emerald green, reddish brown, and all kinds of patterns.

"Giant clam... yes, I believe the database includes it," Lin An'er said at once. "I'll scan nearby waters and see whether there are any dead shells."

She activated the craft's intelligence. In less than a minute, she had an answer.

"Captain, giant clams have been detected three hundred kilometers to the south. We'll head there immediately."

The Number One craft moved at a speed far beyond anything the Black Pearl could manage. Three hundred kilometers would have taken the fishing boat nearly half a day. The craft arrived in only five minutes.

Ethan put his diving suit back on and exited the craft.

Sure enough, the seabed outside held multiple enormous giant-clam shells. Nearby were living clams as well-and inside some shells, golden pearls gleamed.

"Wow. Golden pearls have to be worth a fortune too," Ethan said. "Take them as well. Move all the shells and the pearls onto the craft-carefully. Don't crack anything. These are extremely valuable."

Anya remained behind on the craft, while Yiyi brought nine subordinates with her. None of them wore diving gear-yet at two to three hundred meters deep, they moved as freely as fish.

There were eight shells in total. The largest weighed over twenty jin, the smallest seven or eight. Each was about the size of a serving platter.

From the shells, they collected twelve golden pearls. Every one was at least 10 mm in diameter, and three were over 20 mm-brilliant and beautiful.

"Alright. Take me back to the fishing boat," Ethan said. "If I'm gone too long, my crewmates will worry. You can keep circling the seabed near the boat. If you find anything good, stash it first."

Ethan chose the smallest shell and three golden pearls-one of the largest and two of the smallest.

"Captain, you're leaving already?" Lin An'er hurried to stop him. "The Number One craft has a nutrition pod prepared for you. Inside is a small amount of enhancement fluid. It can strengthen your body and mental power-there's a real chance it could raise your captain authority by another one percent.

Why not stay? Enhance first, then return."

Ethan's heart jumped. Enhancement fluid-something that could strengthen both body and mind?

"How long would it take?" he asked immediately.

"About three days."

"That won't work." Ethan shook his head. "Think about it-if I vanish underwater for three days and then suddenly show up on the ship, what would they think?

Not this time. I'll do it after we're back on land. Once the hold is close to full, we'll return anyway."

When Ethan made it back beneath the fishing boat, only a handful of unlucky crewmen were still moving around on the seabed. Most had already returned to the surface-more than half an hour had passed.

On deck, seven or eight crewmen sat catching their breath. Their wet diving suits lay tossed beside them. They showed off their finds to one another-colorful shells, pretty conchs, vibrant fish, and strange stones.

Splash-

Someone surfaced and, with help, climbed onto the boat.

When he pulled off his mask, everyone saw it was Ethan, breathing hard.

"Ethan-did you find anything?" Li Hu shouted while Ethan started peeling off his suit.

"Yeah! Show us what you got!" Cai Xingming raised two bright, multicolored shells in his hand, grinning like a kid.

"Don't worry," First Mate Zhang Zhide said, smiling as he smoked. "Our boat has rules. Whatever you find belongs to you. Even if it's worth hundreds of thousands, nobody gets jealous. That's your luck."

The others nodded and laughed along.

Ethan finished removing his suit. His whole body felt light. He dropped onto the deck and pulled something from a pocket, placing it in front of them.

"I only found this," he said. "No idea if it's worth anything. Take a look-does anyone recognize it? Tell me if it's a treasure."

Everyone stared.

It was a massive shell, as big as a serving platter. The two halves were slightly open, empty inside-clearly from a dead giant clam.

The surface had beautiful patterns. It even looked faintly translucent, like a gemstone. Other than that, it didn't seem special.

"Isn't that just a dead shell?" Wang Tiezhu scoffed, shaking his head. "How could that be treasure?"

"I've never seen a shell like that," Hao Gang said, puzzled. "Does anyone know what it is?"

They all shook their heads. No one recognized it.

"Whether it's valuable or not, it's still pretty," Cai Xingming said, trying to encourage Ethan. "Kid, don't feel bad. It's your first dive. Take it back as a decoration-something to remember."

"Yeah, that's what I thought." Ethan laughed awkwardly and scratched his head. "I picked it up because it looked nice. Didn't even think about whether it was worth money."

He didn't look at the shell again, acting as if it really were just a souvenir.

Inside, though, he was delighted. The fact that nobody recognized it was best of all. When they eventually learned it could be worth over a million, the shock would be spectacular.

Even with the boat's rules, Ethan still didn't mention giant clams. A find worth that much could stir ugly thoughts-and he couldn't guarantee everyone's self-control.

Back in his cabin, he casually set the shell on the floor beside his bed. After that, he left it there, unmoved-mixed in with other trinkets he later picked up while diving: colorful shells, pretty conchs. He treated it exactly like junky souvenirs, never once like treasure.

What puzzled Ethan was this: even after leaving the Number One craft, as long as it remained within a hundred kilometers of him, he could still establish a mental link with Lin An'er. He could even issue commands remotely.

The next day, the Black Pearl's total catch reached 17,000 jin. The crew earned another chance to dive. Ethan returned to the Number One craft and discovered that Yiyi and the others had collected a haul of absurdly valuable treasures nearby: several rare sea snails, including two pairs of nautilus shells and three phoenix-tail conchs; two pieces of red coral-one over twenty centimeters tall, another over forty; four or five pieces of agate, including a top-grade water-drop agate; and more than twenty black pearls.

Ethan didn't bring any of it onto the fishing boat. He didn't want attention. From then on, every time the crew went diving, he only brought back pretty shells, conchs, and ornamental fish.

Maybe it was luck.

Three days later, the Black Pearl's haul reached over 49,000 jin-close to the ship's full capacity of 52,000. They'd also caught plenty of higher-value fish: over 10,000 jin of Spanish mackerel at twenty to thirty yuan wholesale; more than 6,000 jin of sea bass at forty to fifty yuan; nearly 20,000 jin of barracuda at around twenty; plus over 10,000 jin of ribbonfish, octopus, squid, and other commercial species.

All counted together, the gross revenue from this trip alone was already over a million.

They'd originally planned to stay at sea for twenty days. Instead, they filled the hold in half that time-even factoring in the return voyage.

This trip would take only a little over nine days, start to finish, before they sailed home fully loaded.
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On the way back, Ethan finally learned why the Black Pearl had filled its hold so quickly.

It wasn't luck.

Anya had used the Number One craft to herd nearby schools of fish toward the boat. That was why the trip went so smoothly. Ethan didn't know whether to laugh or cry-Lin An'er had done it because she wanted him back on land as soon as possible.

On July 12, after only nine days at sea, the Black Pearl returned fully loaded to the East Sea Fishing Port in Dongzhou City, and Ethan's first voyage came to an end.

Because the haul exceeded the owner's expectations, Ethan was paid more than the contract required. Not only did the owner pay him the full twenty days' wages-5,600 yuan-but he also added a 5,000 yuan bonus.

With 10,600 yuan in his pocket, and a bag holding the giant-clam shell along with some shells and conchs, Ethan returned to the university.

His hometown was far away in Sanchuan City in the southwest, so he didn't go home for the break. He stayed in the dorm.

During the holiday, campus was unusually quiet. Most students had gone home. Ethan's three roommates-one from the capital and two locals from Dongzhou-were all away as well, leaving Ethan alone in the room.

When he returned, he also carried something else: a model of a fishing boat, over half a meter long. Inside the model were tiny figures with vivid expressions, lifelike in detail.

But the "model" was actually the Number One craft in disguise.

And the figures inside were Ivy and her nine intelligent guards-because only that way could they remain close enough to protect Ethan.

"Captain, this is where you live?" the moment Ethan set the model down, a projection rose out of it. Lin An'er's figure appeared, looking around the dorm and shaking her head. "It's... painfully primitive."

Ethan pursed his lips. "What can I say? This is the level of civilization on our planet. Compared to cosmic empires, we're obviously behind. And Anya-can you go back into the craft? If anyone sees you floating around, they'll think the room's haunted."

"Within one kilometer, there are only twelve people," Lin An'er replied, already making herself comfortable as if reclining on the bed, not even looking at him. "They're all in their own rooms. Within ten meters of yours, there's no one. You don't need to worry."

"You can tell what's going on around us?" Ethan's interest spiked. "How?"

"Mental perception," she answered. "You can't do it yet. Once your mental power reaches the entry level, you'll be able to."

Ethan froze. "Then... does that mean you can sense me when I shower? That's not acceptable. Get back inside."

Lin An'er clicked her tongue. "Please. What's there to look at? Who's interested? Besides, the first time we met, you looked at me. I didn't complain.

And one more thing-didn't you say you want to enhance your body? When you enhance, you'll have to enter the nutrition pod naked anyway. Three full days. Are you planning to give up enhancement just because you're embarrassed?"

Over the past few days, Lin An'er had picked up human speech habits fast-and now she sounded annoyingly fluent.

Ethan shuddered.

So enhancement meant... three days of being completely exposed.

That was uncomfortable, but giving up enhancement was impossible. If it meant raising captain authority, he'd do it even if it required running naked down the street.

Besides, with a core AI like Lin An'er, his privacy had probably been gone from the start. For all he knew, she could calculate exactly how many hairs were on his body.

"Do whatever you want," Ethan muttered, forcing himself to stop caring.

He went straight into the bathroom and took a long shower. The quick rinses on the fishing boat didn't compare to this-here, he could finally relax.

"Enhancement takes three days, so there's no rush," Ethan thought as water ran over him. "Tomorrow I'll find a jewelry store and see if I can sell the giant-clam shell and the golden pearls. Then I'll use that money to start my new life."

With the treasure stockpiled in the Number One craft, he could amass a fortune-and do far more than a student living on small wages ever could.

"And since I have an alien supercarrier like the Aria Sai..." his thoughts sharpened, excitement rising, "my path should be the deep sea."

Countless people had said the deep sea was a paradise of wealth-the richest treasure house on Earth: premium seafood, rare minerals, pearls and gemstones, and the countless shipwrecks scattered through history.

Whoever conquered the deep sea could control those riches-becoming the wealthiest person in the world, even the most powerful force on the planet.

Now the opportunity was right in front of him.

He would seize it.

First conquer the deep sea. Control it. Then dominate this world-and lead the planet into cosmic civilization.

Of course, Ethan understood reality: meals had to be eaten one bite at a time. Plans had to be built step by step. He still had a long road ahead and would need to build from nothing.

And the treasures in the Number One craft would be the foundation.

The next morning, Ethan put on a T-shirt and shorts, slipped into flip-flops, and headed out carrying a shopping bag.

Inside were the seven-to-eight-jin giant-clam shell, plus three golden pearls-one large and two small.

Around nine o'clock, he took a bus to Dongzhou's most famous jewelry street, packed with major international brands-Cartier, Bulgari, and others-as well as well-known domestic brands, and several powerful local jewelers.

Among them was Zhao Jewelers.

Ethan didn't recognize most brand names. He wandered into stores at random, browsing and casually asking about the prices of jewelry.

But he was dressed too plainly. Many clerks gave him perfunctory answers, then turned away to attend to other customers.

After more than an hour and over ten stores, Ethan had quietly recorded prices for various pieces. Even if the staff didn't take him seriously, he didn't care. He was gathering intelligence.

Finally, he saw what he'd been looking for: golden pearl jewelry-rings, pendants, earrings.

But the pearls were small, none even reaching 10 mm in diameter, and many pieces were priced well into the hundreds of thousands.

He also found a giant-clam ornament he cared about even more: a display piece weighing just over three jin, priced at more than 800,000 yuan-and it didn't look nearly as impressive as the shell he had.

"So both golden pearls and giant clam are insanely valuable," Ethan thought, smiling.

And that meant the stash in the Number One craft was worth even more than he'd dared to estimate.

Just as he was about to ask a clerk about buying prices for golden pearls and giant clams, a voice rang out behind him-loud enough to make the whole store turn.

"Hey, isn't that Ethan? You actually came to Zhao Jewelers? Hahaha-what, a broke nobody walking into a jewelry store? Planning to steal? We should call security and search him before anything goes missing."

Every head turned.

Ethan's expression darkened instantly. He didn't need to look to know who it was.

Zhao Tianlin.

"Zhao Tianlin," Ethan said sharply, "what's that supposed to mean? I walk into a store to look around and you jump straight to 'stealing'?

This shop has plenty of customers. Are they all here to steal too? Everyone, tell me-is that how a business treats people? Is it normal to accuse someone the second they walk
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