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Chapter 1: The Visitor from Beyond
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Walking through the endless forest of steel and glass towers, Ansel Norris felt a suffocating weight inside. Since childhood, his parents had drilled into him the same belief: study hard, and you will have a bright future.

So he carried that creed all the way through university. Yet reality was cruel. He quickly learned that success had little to do with grades.

It had been nearly a year since graduation. He had applied to hundreds of jobs, every one ending with the same line — “Go home and wait for a call.” At first, he had waited eagerly. Later, he understood what those words really meant.

The only thing he had gained was efficiency at filling out rsums. From thirty minutes per form to barely three. A small, bitter achievement.

With no job, he couldn’t keep asking his aging parents for money. Instead, he picked up part-time work in small shops. The meager income barely covered food. He rented a shabby room on the outskirts for eighty yuan a month — cheap only because behind the building lay an abandoned cemetery.

When he opened the door, a foul smell rushed out. The filthy room worsened his already heavy mood. He turned on his only valuable possession, an old secondhand computer his parents had bought when he got into college. Internet service was out of the question.

He had no clear purpose. Out of habit, he lit a cigarette, stared at the screen, and sank deeper into frustration. Returning home crossed his mind, but the thought of the villagers laughing at him held him back. He had once been the pride of the village — the only one to make it into a top university.

Now he couldn’t even land a job without connections. His farmer parents had no influence. Meanwhile, his former classmates who had struggled in school were buying cars and houses. That contrast gnawed at him.

By the time his thoughts settled, it was already past eleven at night. The neighborhood was eerily quiet, most unwilling to live near the abandoned graveyard.

Ansel lit another cigarette and walked to the window. He blew smoke at the star-filled sky and flicked the cigarette butt into the weeds below. That was when a streak of light caught his eye. A meteor. People said wishes made on falling stars came true.

But this one didn’t fade. It grew larger, slowing, wobbling, until it crashed into the wasteland nearby. Ansel froze in shock.

“UFO? No way... could that be an alien craft?”

His curiosity overpowered fear. Life already felt worse than death. He sprinted toward the impact site.

What he found didn’t look like a ship at all. It looked alive. The thing was the size of a bus, its wrinkled hide covered in bleeding wounds.

Movies and games had shown him countless strange creatures, but nothing compared to facing one in the flesh. His body trembled uncontrollably, legs rooted to the ground.

Then a voice rang inside his head. “Greetings, human.”

Ansel jumped, glancing around. No one else was there. The voice had to be coming from the monstrous shape before him.

“You... you’re talking to me? How do you know my language?”

“I am a Master of the Arachi civilization of the Earls Galaxy. Our kind faces extinction from the invading Tiss race. In my final moments, my peers sent me here, hoping I could find a successor to carry on our legacy.”

Ansel blinked. “Arachi? Masters? Legacy? Look, my name’s Ansel. I’m human. And for the record, you’re the alien here.”

“My energy is nearly gone. Will you accept my plea? I need your help.”

“What could I possibly do for you?” He looked down at his frail body. He had no money, no strength. And the thought of aliens wanting to dissect or breed humans sent a chill down his spine. “Fine, but you can’t hurt me.”

“We Arachi are peaceful. I only ask you to inherit our legacy as the next Master. With you, our civilization may endure.”

The creature’s voice grew steadier with his agreement.

Ansel frowned. “Sounds powerful, but you don’t look too powerful yourself. Why would I want the same fate?”

“I was already mortally wounded. Prolonged energy loss left me like this. You won’t suffer the same. Once the inheritance is complete, you’ll understand.”

Ansel hesitated. The thought of gaining strength, like the heroes in countless novels, tempted him. Anything was better than his wasted life. “Fine. How does this work? Just don’t kill me.”

“Thank you. On behalf of all Arachi, I am grateful. Step inside.”

The massive body writhed. A pentagonal opening split open, red fleshy strands peeling back to reveal a pulsing tunnel.

Ansel gagged. “Disgusting.” Still, he pinched his nose and stepped in.

Inside, the walls were lined with veins and ridges, damp and sickening. He forced himself not to look too closely.

“Are you ready, human? We shall begin.”

From the wall ahead emerged a gaunt figure with glowing red eyes and a long bony tail. It staggered weakly, yet its presence radiated power.

Ansel nodded silently.

The chamber fell quiet. Then blinding light erupted from the creature’s body. A surge of alien knowledge stabbed into Ansel’s mind. Agonizing pain crushed him to his knees. He screamed, convulsed, until finally he collapsed unconscious.

Half an hour later, his skin cracked and peeled away, revealing new smooth flesh beneath.

When he woke, drenched in sweat, he cursed. “Damn it, you said it wouldn’t hurt!”

“Forgive me... I didn’t realize your body was so fragile. But the inheritance... is complete.”

The alien lay collapsed, its glow fading.

Ansel, though exhausted, checked himself. Aside from the headache, he felt no harm. Looking at the dying creature, guilt stirred. “Don’t worry. I’ll honor your wish.”

“Good... You are now a true Master. To protect your mind, I sealed the memories for now. By tomorrow, they will awaken. My time is nearly over. Place your hand on the wall. Go inside. Find the blue crystal and press it.”

Though uneasy, Ansel obeyed. A hidden door opened to reveal a chamber with a central platform. He found the crystal, hesitated, then pressed it.

The ground shook violently. Outside, the alien smiled faintly as the light in its eyes died.

A race perished. A new chapter began.

Inside, white light engulfed Ansel. When it faded, he was gone.

He floated in a cosmic tunnel, surrounded by rivers of light. He felt no heat, no cold, only endless motion. Time vanished. Days or years — it was impossible to tell.

At last the lights slowed. Darkness twisted into a battlefield of corpses, then shifted into endless wars between monstrous swarms and golden warriors.

The images taught him of Arachi and Tiss, their combat, their civilizations.

The battles felt oddly familiar. Then he realized. “Wait... this is just like StarCraft. Arachi are Zerg. Tiss are Protoss. No wonder Arachi lost — who sends every unit charging in blindly?”

He laughed in disbelief.
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Chapter 2: The Legacy
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StarCraft was the one game Ansel knew inside and out. With no internet at home, his only entertainment was watching replays and practicing matches. Back in college, he often played at internet cafs with classmates to win some pocket money. And Zerg — always Zerg — was his favorite. Their explosive breeding and overwhelming numbers fascinated him.

Now, with what he had just seen, Ansel’s excitement burst out. The suffocating weight on his chest seemed lighter.

What if the Arachi really are like the Zerg from the game? That would be incredible.

He studied the alien visions carefully.

Time passed, and he gradually gained a clearer understanding of the Arachi. They weren’t exactly like StarCraft’s Zerg. They didn’t build endless structures. Instead, one breeding tower could produce everything, and each creature could evolve into higher forms. There was no population cap. As long as energy was sufficient, the swarm could expand infinitely. Some species were unique, like octopus-shaped fighters for underwater combat, transport beasts that could warp across space, and specially engineered forms created by individual Masters for unique purposes.

The Arachi civilization was ruled by “Masters.” The swarm had no individual will, only a hive mind guided by a few leaders. Like ants on Earth, this meant no scheming, no rebellion — but it also meant that if a Master died, the entire swarm would collapse. Thankfully, Arachi genetics were perfected to such an extent that lifespans were extremely long. No Master had ever died of old age.

There were five Masters, each leading their own swarm separately. Their forms were vastly different, as if each had been taken from another world — just like Ansel himself.

Every swarm carried a distinct color. The one that passed its legacy to him was brown. In each swarm, the very first creature bred bore the features of its Master. For example, if Ansel bred a wolf, its form would partly resemble a human, with Arachi genetics beneath. Such creatures were called Leaders. Each Master could have twelve, their role being the guardians of the Master.

Across the galaxy, civilizations could be divided into four broad types: biological, technological, energy-based, and elemental. The Arachi were biological. The Tiss were energy-based. Earth was still primitive, dabbling in all four, but not advanced in any.

Yet all civilizations shared one thing: the need for energy. Biological races ate energy, technological ones fueled machines with it, elemental ones strengthened themselves through it, and energy civilizations consumed the most of all.

That was why the Tiss invaded the Arachi: for silicon crystals. A single crystal the size of a soccer ball could sustain a Tiss being for a hundred years — equivalent to all the nuclear weapons on Earth detonating at once. The Arachi also needed crystals for food, to sustain their massive numbers. War was inevitable.

Ansel thought grimly: If Earth had these crystals, humanity would fight for them too.

He remembered StarCraft again. Without resources, without minerals, you were dead. And so the Arachi’s defeat was inevitable. Despite superior genetics and energy-rich crystals, their reliance on swarm tactics doomed them against the Tiss. Tens of thousands of Arachi fell to devastating ion storms, their air units destroyed by enemy fleets. The battlefield was nothing but corpses and shredded flesh.

The humiliation of their civilization seeped into Ansel’s mind.

Then, suddenly, he opened his eyes. Warm sunlight spilled across his face. Blue sky, a blazing sun above.

A dream? But... I’m a Master now, aren’t I?

He sat up, clutching an egg-sized blue crystal in his hand. This looks like the button I pressed. That dream... it must have come from this crystal.

The Arachi’s breeding towers were not like game structures. Their Masters carried organic spores in their blood, encoded with every Arachi genome. With energy, the spores could grow into a breeding tower. That crystal had been the power source. Even one this small could sustain a tower and thirty Arachi for 150 years.

Ansel looked around. He was in a massive valley. Strange plants, an enormous sun, clean air — this wasn’t Earth.

Hearing water, he bolted toward it. A river!

Without realizing, he sprinted faster than any Olympic champion. At the riverbank, he drank greedily and leaned back against a rock, planning his next steps. Survival — yes, that was the word now.

For the first time, he longed for Earth: his parents, his home. Did they think he had vanished forever? Was there intelligent life here?

He shook the thoughts away. First things first — build the breeding tower. He bit his finger and let blood drip onto the crystal.

Red spores crawled across the surface like veins. He panicked and dropped it, but the tendrils spread across the valley floor, and the crystal swelled into a pulsating cocoon. The lush valley turned grotesque, covered in living tissue. And strangely, he didn’t feel disgust — he felt a deep familiarity, as though the swarm itself welcomed him.

At the river’s edge, he washed his face. A splash caught his eye. Fish. Real fish.

Hunger gnawed at him. He leapt into the water, chasing them into cracks between rocks, then stunned them with a heavy stone. By evening, two dozen fish lay on the living carpet of the swarm. He built a fire, roasted them, and ate until his belly was full.

Behind him, the swollen cocoon pulsed, growing, muttering with wet sounds. Sunset turned the valley golden and barren. Night fell. He slept by the fire.

At dawn, strange noises woke him. He blinked — and froze.

A pentagonal tower ten meters high now stood where the cocoon had been. Thick conduits pulsed like veins, pumping life into the spreading carpet. The breeding tower lived.

Heat surged through Ansel’s body. His skin flushed red. Black sweat oozed from his pores, reeking foully. The swarm was purging impurities from his body, rewriting his genes once more.

Panicked, he stripped, jumped into the river, and scrubbed himself clean. When he climbed out, he was stunned. His body was leaner, stronger, muscles sharp and full of power. He lifted a massive boulder overhead with ease — something two of him could never have moved before. His strength was tenfold.

He laughed. “Unbelievable. If I had this back on Earth...”

Turning back, he saw the breeding tower in all its grotesque glory. Around it crawled half a dozen larvae, pale and writhing.

He gagged. “Damn, they’re even nastier in real life.”

The larvae were the swarm’s essence — blank forms containing every Arachi genome. At the Master’s command, they would morph into soldiers, workers, or other forms.

In the game, the first step was drones and overlords. But this wasn’t a game. Ansel wanted combat power. He wanted Zerglings.

He issued his command. At once, one larva curled tight, swelling into a two-meter-wide egg.

He stared at it without blinking. This first Zergling would bear his own features. Not just a beast — but a Leader.

And so Ansel waited, heart pounding, for his first creation to hatch.
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Chapter 3: Development in a Strange World
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After two hours of waiting, Ansel was already losing patience. The five massive larvae writhing before him only made his hunger worse.

Eager to see results, he commanded them to hatch. Two were ordered to become drones, the other three into Zerglings. He ignored the need for Overlords for now — population limits didn’t apply in reality as they did in the game. Overlords mainly acted as relays for the Master’s commands, extending control over great distances. Without one, a Master lost command once more than ten kilometers away from the breeding tower. Overlords functioned like biological satellites, relaying thoughts across space. With upgrades, they could transmit not just orders but also sounds and images directly into the Master’s mind. They could even house genetic modification devices for upgrading troops, though at enormous energy costs.

Drones, by contrast, were harmless laborers. They mined silicon crystals and carried them back to the breeding tower. Peaceful by nature, they were the Arachi’s original species, more proof that the swarm itself had never been an aggressive race.

Scaling a mountain was easy for Ansel now. He reached the summit without breaking a sweat — and instantly regretted his earlier haste.

Below stretched an endless grassland, bordered in the distance by a lush green forest. Herds of animals moved freely across the plain. Two massive lions roaming near the foot of the slope erased any thought of venturing down.

“Damn it. If I’d known this was here, I wouldn’t have built the tower back in that valley. What a waste.”

He sighed. Regret was useless. He could only hope the drones found silicon crystals soon. If they did, he’d move his base here and use the first one as backup.

Back at the tower, the drones were already gone, and the larvae had spawned. Three Zerglings — each over two meters tall — paced on the living carpet. The egg that should have birthed a Leader was still dormant.

Ansel muttered, “What’s taking so long? Maybe human biology is harder to adapt.”

Still, he was pleased. Longer incubation meant stronger creatures. Arachi inheritance had made that clear.

As he approached, the Zerglings stilled immediately. Instinct. They sensed their Master. Despite being the smallest of the swarm’s combat breeds, Zerglings were savage. In numbers, they could tear through even the Tiss’ energy armor. With upgrades — claws, carapace, metabolism, adrenal glands — their ferocity multiplied.

He needed to test them. With a grin, he ordered them into the river to catch fish. They lunged in, slashing at the water. The results were... effective, but messy. Shreds of fish and blood turned the river red. Disgusted, Ansel called them back. So much for lunch.

While he fished upstream himself, a humanoid figure rose silently from the water behind him. Shocked, Ansel nearly fell in. He bolted for the tower, Zerglings snapping into a defensive line around him.

“Master.” The figure dropped to its knees.

A voice echoed in Ansel’s mind. He blinked. The Leader? Turning back, he saw the incubation egg was gone. The strange creature before him was indeed the firstborn Leader.

“You can talk? And... why do you look like that?”

“I carry part of your genes, Master. Your consciousness is within me. Arachi communicate by bio-magnetic fields, not sound.”

Ansel realized it was telepathy — like the dying Arachi he had first met.

His excitement surged. So I can communicate with any intelligent race here, no matter the language.

“Good. From now on, call me Master. You’ll need a name... Doug will do. You’ll need upgrades though — you look terrifying.”

Doug’s form was grotesque, part human, part insect. His limbs were armored, skeletal, and unnervingly mismatched.

“Master,” Doug said flatly, “this is only my initial form. With enough energy, you can evolve me further.”

“Energy again...” Ansel cursed. “I’m already desperate for crystals, and those two drones are still gone.”

To clear his head, he ordered Doug and the Zerglings to follow him onto the plains. The grass rolled like an ocean under the wind.

“If I can find energy here, I’ll make this my new home.”

Animals grazed in the distance. Most ignored the newcomers, though two lions roared in defiance.

“Challenging me? Doug, take the Zerglings and kill them.”

The beasts charged. But as Doug and the Zerglings closed in, one lion spat a crescent-shaped blade of wind.

“What the hell — wind magic?!” Ansel’s jaw dropped.

Doug shielded himself with blackened armor grown from his arms. The wind strike slammed into him harmlessly. A Zergling staggered but recovered. The others charged with renewed fury.

In a blur, Doug leapt, claws slicing a lion’s side wide open. The Zerglings swarmed the second, tearing it apart in seconds.

Blood stained the grass. The rest of the herd scattered into the forest.

Watching, Ansel’s stomach twisted. Raised in a peaceful world, he had never seen such brutality firsthand. His appetite for meat vanished.

Doug returned with two pale-blue crystals, each the size of a pea.

“Energy crystals, Master. Low purity. They can upgrade units but cannot build towers.”

“Magic cores?” Ansel’s eyes lit up. “So this really is a magical world. Then maybe humans exist here too.”

The hope faded quickly. These cores couldn’t replace silicon. His dream of building a new tower here was crushed.

He sighed. “Forget it. We’ll head back.” Deep down, he still felt safest near the breeding tower. His swarm had no anti-air yet. And if there were magic lions, surely there were magic birds. Better to wait until Hydralisks.

That evening, he sat by the fire, roasting food. For the first time, Doug handled the labor, sparing him the work.

Then, faint rustling reached his ears. He tensed — until Doug said, “Master, the drones have returned.”

Two triangular creatures entered the firelight, each carrying chunks of rock.

Ansel’s heart leapt. Silicon crystals.

“Where? Show me.”

The drones led him to a cave at the mountain’s base, rubble scattered at its entrance. Inside lay a vein of crystals.

Back at the tower, Ansel wasted no time. He bred five more drones and an Overlord. Then he ordered the breeding tower upgraded.

With energy secured, he finally felt relief. Like money to humans, energy was the true foundation of strength.
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In the dead of night, a searing pain tore Ansel from his sleep. The breeding tower’s upgrade triggered another round of genetic modification, leaving him writhing in agony. His muscles swelled and shrank violently, ripping his skin apart again and again, only for new flesh to regrow at an impossible speed. This cycle of tearing and renewal lasted until dawn. By then he was drenched in sweat, his body stronger, taller, and covered in skin that looked smooth yet carried the toughness of armor.

If he had once looked like a frail scholar, now he could crush yesterday’s lions barehanded. He doubted he could withstand magical wind blades, but ordinary attacks would hardly break his skin.

“Damn it... would’ve been nice to get a warning. That was torture.”

Complaints aside, he couldn’t deny the results. At least now he had the means to protect himself. Too restless to sleep, he immediately commanded five drones to mine and ordered six larvae to hatch into two Hydralisks and four drones.

If he was moving his base, he needed defenses. The upgraded tower could now spawn spine crawlers — organic ground defenses that struck with deadly precision at anything that touched the living carpet. Their only weakness: they could not attack what didn’t set foot on the creep.

The Hydralisks, though, were what he most anticipated. Among the swarm, they were the deadliest standard unit: short incubation, modest energy cost, capable of striking both air and ground, with regenerative abilities and even the option to burrow once evolved. Their corrosive venom could melt through even the Tiss’ warship shields. Against the creatures of this elemental world, they would be overwhelming.

But when Ansel checked the tower’s reserves, he paled. The recent upgrade had consumed nearly half of his stored silicon energy. If he spent more on evolving Leaders, there would be little left for expansion.

He hesitated. Without upgrades, his army lacked strength. With upgrades, he risked running dry. After much pacing, he clenched his fists. “Better a few strong soldiers than a weak swarm. Live first, worry later.”

He ordered the Overlord upgraded with genetic modification ability. It floated above the tower, lowering long tendrils into the breeding conduits until it cocooned itself, pulsating.

A loud crack drew his attention. A Hydralisk emerged, four meters tall with a wide, fan-shaped head and armored body bristling with bone spines. Its very presence was terrifying.

Meanwhile, four drones had evolved into spine crawlers, securing the valley. Ansel added three more Zerglings and two Hydralisks to his forces. Balance — ranged support with melee cover — gave him confidence.

Still, the isolation gnawed at him. Even as Master of a swarm, he remained human. Surrounded by creep and chittering larvae, his loneliness deepened into something close to madness.

The Overlord’s evolution chamber opened, releasing Doug, reborn and stronger. “Disgusting,” Ansel muttered, spitting on the ground. “The swarm has no sense of beauty at all.”

By dusk, the Hydralisk Leader hatched. Unlike Doug’s twisted form, this one was almost human — slim, armored only slightly, its features closer to a man.

“Master,” it said, kneeling before him.

“Enough of that. Call me Master like Doug does. I’ll name you too — Snake. Why do you look so perfect while Doug came out a freak?”

“Higher-level creatures evolve more cleanly,” Snake replied calmly.

Orders were orders. None would resist him, even unto death. That loyalty gave Ansel a strange satisfaction.

The next morning, restless, he led Snake, Doug, and a squad into the forest. His enhanced body let him run tirelessly, the swarm guiding his path. But as hours passed without spotting prey, suspicion grew. “Strange. All those animals ran in here the other day. Doug, scout south.”

Moments later, a rustling grew louder. Snake’s spines flared, green venom launching into the trees. A shriek followed.

From the shadows slithered a python — thirty meters long, thick as a barrel. Ansel froze. Though he had Zerg strength now, his old fear still lingered.

The Zerglings hurled themselves at the serpent, claws raking bloody furrows. Hydralisks spat streams of hissing acid, smoke rising from its scales. Doug vaulted onto its back, his claws slashing like knives.

“Snake, aim for its weak point — seven inches behind the head!” Ansel barked.

Snake obeyed, his venom eating through flesh to expose bone. Doug seized the moment, plunging twin blades into the wound. The serpent thrashed violently, hurling the swarm aside, then tried to flee.

But Ansel would not allow it. “Finish it!”

The Zerg closed in. Moments later, the python collapsed with a thunderous crash, its body twitching lifelessly.

Ansel approached, still shaken but determined. Doug bowed. “Master, this creature also carries a crystal. I can sense its energy.”

“What? A magic beast? Then where’s its spell?”

Snake explained calmly, “It released a toxin-based magic. Its venom paralyzes nerves. This crystal can enhance my own poison, adding paralysis effects.”

Ansel’s eyes widened. “Immunity to poison... and stronger venom? Not bad. Take it.”

But as the swarm dissected the python, something else tumbled out from its gut — a longsword, nearly two meters long, forged like a knight’s blade from Earth.

Ansel’s heart pounded. “This... this could only have been made by humans.”

Soon they found more: scraps of cloth, a severed arm, and a simple ancient ring. Ansel grabbed it, trembling. The hand was unmistakably human.

His plans shifted instantly. Proof of humanity’s existence on this world erased all hesitation. He had to find them.

“Snake, that crystal is yours. But this — ” Ansel slid the ring onto his palm. The sword and arm had been corroded by acid, yet the ring remained untouched. That alone marked it as extraordinary.

“Treasure,” Ansel whispered, eyes gleaming.
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“Doug, that weapon you used against the python — where did it come from?” Ansel asked, recalling the battle.

“My weapon was forged when I was upgraded. My claws were reshaped into blades. Snake’s venom sac is still part of him too. Even if a Leader changes form, its genes retain the core traits of its species.”

That sparked an idea. If Leaders could shape their traits into weapons, why couldn’t he, the Master? The crystals he’d taken from the lions would be perfect.

“Let me see your blade.”

Doug handed over two black daggers, each half a meter long, one edge serrated like a saw. Ansel drove one into a tree. It pierced clean through the trunk.

“Sharp... but no. This is me. My strength is far greater than before.”

Three evolutions — including the inheritance — had boosted his power beyond recognition. His confidence swelled. “Good. Once I forge my own weapon, you’ll spar with me.”

Back at the base, he ordered the Overlord to fuse a larva with the wind-element crystals. “Still missing something... venom. Yes, add a venom sac.”

In the swarm, even weapons were alive. They could only be wielded by Zerg. If outsiders touched them, they decayed into brittle husks.

Twenty minutes later, the Overlord delivered his weapon: a 40-centimeter black triple-edged bayonet, each side carved with a blood groove, lined with serrated teeth. The hilt bore a tiny carving — his likeness.

“Doug, spar with me. Hard to believe this thing is alive.”

He swung the blade gleefully across the prairie, training against Doug. Unsurprisingly, he was outmatched. Doug’s speed and defense still surpassed him, but Ansel now knew his true strength.

“Bring me a bird. I’m starving.”

Snake obliged. They roasted the strange fowl over a fire that night. For the first time in days, Ansel felt satisfied.

Before leaving, he produced more Zerg: dogs, Hydralisks, and five spine crawlers to defend the grassland base. He left behind most of his swarm — 14 Zerglings, 10 Hydralisks, and nine spine crawlers — to guard his resources. Only Doug, Snake, and a handful of fighters would accompany him.

That night, silver moonlight spread across the steppe. Ansel lay on the creep, fingering the plain ring he had taken from the python’s gut. No markings, no gems. Yet something felt strange.

“What if it’s a magic ring?” He pricked his finger, letting blood drip onto it — just as stories on Earth had always described.

The ring flashed white. His mind blurred. Images flickered like a broken film reel, until a stabbing pain nearly split his skull. He collapsed, drenched in sweat, teeth clenched against the agony. Doug and Snake stood guard, restless and alert.

Then it ended. Memories not his own flooded in.

“Not again... another inheritance?”

The ring had belonged to a dark mage named Frollo, once a vice-captain in Kaeston’s mage corps. Wounded and retreating from battle, he had stumbled into this forest and fallen prey to an eighth-tier beast — the black serpent Ansel had slain. Before death, Frollo sealed his consciousness into the ring, hoping to seize the body of whoever claimed it.

“Damn. If not for my strengthened mind, he might’ve taken me over.”

The attempt failed. Frollo was gone, but his memories remained. Among them were details of this continent: its size larger than Earth, its vast single landmass, its nature as an elemental civilization where warriors wielded battle qi and mages bent magic. Institutions existed in every nation to find and train those with talent.

Ansel now knew he stood in Kaeston, a middling kingdom in Charlotte Province, vast as Russia.

The treasure within the ring — equipment, crystals, materials — was staggering. But his attempt to cast spells from Frollo’s memories failed miserably. “Figures. I’m built for brute force. Should’ve applied to be a bodyguard back on Earth.”

The next day, rain fell lightly. Air fresh and cool, Ansel set out with two Zerglings, a Hydralisk, Doug, and Snake. The forest ahead — Kaechira — sprawled like an entire province of China. Beyond it lay Charlotte, the human city.

He marched with ease, his altered body carrying him farther in one day than he could once manage in a week. By dusk, they made camp under colossal trees. Firelight flickered. The scent of roasted bird filled the air.

Then a roar split the night. Beneath it, faint human voices. Steel clashed.

Ansel froze, then crept forward, his heart racing. Humans.

Ahead, a four-meter bear reared up, facing four desperate figures. One swordsman stood bloodied. A robed woman chanted through her terror. Another knight — broad and armored — shouted, “Kelin, take Moka and flee! This beast is a tier-seven magic bear!”

“I will not abandon my comrades!” the knight bellowed, righteous to the last.

“Idiots,” Ansel muttered from the shadows.

The bear’s magic slowed the swordsman and crushed another to the ground, ready to finish him. The mage wept, covering her eyes.

But instead of death, the air filled with the beast’s scream. Two Zerglings tore at its hide, shredding through fur and muscle. Snake’s venom seared its face, the stench of burning flesh filling the forest. Doug leapt, blades sinking into its throat.

When Ansel stepped from the trees, the massive body of the magic bear crashed to the ground.
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Kailin and her companions stared, stunned into silence.

It was no wonder — the monster they had fought to the brink of death against, the tier-seven magic bear famed for its defense, hadn’t lasted even a minute before Ansel’s strange entourage.

“Thank you for saving us. I’m Luen Kidney, and these three are my friends.”

The tall swordsman spoke first, bowing slightly toward Doug. Yet his guarded eyes betrayed his unease. Who wouldn’t be suspicious? Two cloaked men in mage robes fighting like warriors, grotesque beasts at their side, and Ansel himself dressed in strange tight clothes — T-shirt and jeans no one in this world had ever seen.

Mages here were revered. The fact that Doug wore a mage’s robe yet wielded raw martial strength was enough to stir doubt.

Ansel scratched his head awkwardly. “Uh... I’m Ansel. These two are my servants, and the rest are my magical beasts. We just happened to be passing through when we saw you in trouble.”

That was explanation enough.

“You mean... all these creatures are your contracted beasts? Gods above! What kind of man has so many powerful familiars?” The young female mage’s eyes were wide with awe, her curiosity outweighing her fear.

“Oh! I’m Kailin. We’re students at Kaeston’s Magic Academy. May I ask... where are you from?”

Ansel froze. China? Earth? He had no answer.

“Kailin, enough! Haven’t your instructors taught you proper courtesy?” Luen scolded, then turned back with a stiff smile. “Forgive her, sir. She means no disrespect.”

Ansel chuckled. “No offense taken. She’s... amusing.”

Kailin stuck out her tongue at him playfully before hiding behind Luen.

Ansel gestured toward the wounded warrior on the ground. “Your friend doesn’t look good.”

“He’ll live. Moka is only weakened,” said Babu, the burly knight. “With Kailin here, his life is not in danger.”

Kailin lifted her staff, chanting softly. A gentle blue light flowed into Moka’s body. Before Ansel’s eyes, the gaping wounds closed as though time itself reversed.

“Kailin is the most talented water mage in our academy,” Luen explained with pride. “She’s already reached the fifth tier — perhaps the first in Kaeston to become a Water Magus.”

Ansel forced a smile. “Impressive... truly impressive.”

Inwardly, he scoffed. Fifth tier, and still a child’s trick. Doug and Snake would wipe the floor with her in seconds. He knew from Frollo’s memories: water magic below the seventh tier was little more than healing and rainmaking. Still, appearances mattered.

“What brings you here? The forest crawls with monsters far beyond your reach.”

The group looked ashamed until Babu stepped forward. “Our country is at war with the Cobra Empire. The front lines are collapsing. As students, we cannot enlist until graduation — unless we capture a beast of tier seven or higher. We thought if we could... perhaps we could serve.”

The words trailed off, and his face darkened with regret. Their brush with death had taught them how foolish their plan had been.

Ansel snorted. “Capture a tier-seven beast? You’re lucky to be alive. Yesterday, I encountered an eighth-tier Black Serpent. You wouldn’t have lasted seconds. Best turn back before you get yourselves killed.”

Kailin suddenly piped up, eyes bright. “But Big Brother Ansel, you’re so strong! Couldn’t you help us catch one?”

Her voice was sweet as honey, and her gaze full of pleading innocence. Ansel froze. On Earth, no girl had ever looked at him like that. And “Big Brother”? The words melted him inside.

He hesitated, then sighed. As long as it’s not an eighth-tier, we’ll manage.

“Fine. I’ll help. But don’t expect miracles. Tier-seven beasts keep territories — you don’t just stumble across them wandering about.”

“That’s no problem!” Moka, pale but grinning, spoke up. “We’ve heard that by the great lake in Kaechira Forest, high-tier beasts gather. Many hunters go there. If we reach it, our chances improve.”

The four students beamed with excitement at his agreement, addressing him now with even warmer familiarity.

“Then it’s settled,” Ansel said. “We’ll rest here tonight. Tomorrow, we head for the lake.”

As they busied themselves with tents and packs, Ansel quietly ordered Doug to extract the beast core from the slain bear. A walnut-sized crystal gleamed in his hand. He smirked. “Even scraps of meat are still meat.”

That night, while the students huddled in their tents, lulled to sleep by the presence of Ansel’s terrifying guardians, he and his swarm feasted leisurely by the fire.

Truthfully, he had no idea if he could deliver on his promise. He had agreed out of impulse — and perhaps weakness for a girl’s smile.

“Should’ve waited for the base to upgrade before wandering out here,” he muttered, tossing bones into the flames.

By morning, the rain had eased. Birds sang. Sunlight lanced through the canopy. Ansel stretched outside the tent, filling his lungs with the fresh air.

“You’re up early, Big Brother Ansel,” Kailin greeted, arms full of firewood.

Ansel nearly forgot to breathe. Her golden hair shimmered in the morning light, cascading like waves. Her eyes, her lips, her figure in the white-and-blue robes — she outshone any actress from Earth.

He gawked until she giggled, making him blush and avert his eyes.

“Your two servants are strange,” she said, nodding at Doug and Snake. “They’ve never spoken a word.”

“They were sent to protect me,” Ansel replied truthfully. “I’ve never heard them speak either.”

“And these beasts... they’re yours too? They look terrifying! What tier are they?”

She crouched by the fire, coughing softly as damp wood smoked. From his angle, Ansel glimpsed pale skin beneath her collar. His pulse quickened, heat rushing to his head.

“I’ll... go gather mushrooms,” Kailin stammered suddenly, scurrying off.

Left alone, Ansel chuckled stupidly. Perks of being a virgin, I guess.

The journey to the lake took more than two weeks. The students slowed them, especially the weakened Moka. At last, they reached a vast body of water glittering like a mirror, nestled within the forest. Mountains loomed on the far side, their reflections rippling in the green depths. Animals of every shape wandered the shores, the scene like a living painting.

“Does this lake have a name?” Ansel asked.

“No... none that we know,” Kailin answered softly, awe in her voice. Even the normally talkative Kelly fell silent at the beauty before them.

“And the high-tier beasts you spoke of?” Ansel pointed at the playful creatures near the water. “Don’t tell me it’s just these.”

“Those are only ordinary monsters,” Moka explained. “But every year around this time, stronger beasts come here. If they’re anywhere, they’ll be at this lake.”

“Then we’ll wait,” Ansel said decisively. “Luen, make camp here tonight.”

Over the weeks, his authority had become unchallenged. Strength ruled this world, and Ansel had plenty. Even the students recognized it, following his lead without question.

“You four rest. I’ll scout the area,” he added. Seeing their worried faces, he quickly assured them, “I’ll leave two beasts to guard you.”

Truthfully, he had other motives. Ever since discovering crystal deposits near his first hive, mountains had haunted his thoughts. If this lake connected to that river valley, perhaps its surrounding peaks hid similar treasures.

“Big Brother Ansel, I want to come too!” Kailin clutched his arm before he could leave.

He forced a smile, feigning concern. “Too dangerous. Stay here. I’ll be quick.”

What he didn’t admit was that he feared revealing his true limits in front of her. Better she see him as strong and untouchable — than watch him struggle.
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Watching Ansel’s figure vanish into the distance, Kailin pouted in frustration. She knew, though, that if danger came her way, her strength would be more burden than help.

As the saying went, mountains look close but kill the horse that runs to them. By the time Ansel reached the summit, it was already near dusk.

He pulled a crystal from his ring, ready to hatch a new hive tower, when a familiar pulse struck his mind.

The host... so the hive isn’t far from here.

Until now, leaving his base had cut off all contact with his host. To realize the lake was close to his original hive valley set his heart racing. He immediately ordered an upgrade to the valley hive and commanded two drones to fly out and scout for crystal deposits.

That river by the hive must flow here too. How did I miss that before?

From the mountain’s peak he could just make out the glow of a campfire where Kailin’s group rested. Beasts feared smoke and flame, especially at night. With a hound and hydralisk left behind to guard them, he had no worries.

But he himself dared not sleep. He remembered too well the agony of the last hive upgrade. This time, he steeled himself.

The sound of buzzing wings reached him. Though the drones hadn’t yet arrived, he had already ordered them to split and scout. Good. Multiple veins here.

Night fell. The mountain wind howled. Ansel curled into a rocky nook, waiting.

Then the warmth came.

It’s starting.

His body flushed red as his skin heated. He braced for the unbearable tearing pain — but it never came. Instead, sparks raced through his nerves like electric currents, leaving his face tingling and numb. It was uncomfortable but not crippling.

For three long hours he endured the strain until it ebbed away. This modification wasn’t to muscles or skin. It was to his nervous system: sharper senses, quicker reflexes, faster thought. Painful in its own way, but far gentler than before.

“Damn... exhausting, but not torture this time.”

He collapsed into sleep.

At dawn, sunlight woke him. Two drones crouched before him, each clutching raw ore.

“So, the range holds crystal, but scattered... small deposits only.”

Normally, drones cracked open rich veins directly for crystals. That they brought back rough ore told him the pickings were thin.

Better ask the locals about crystal mines, he thought, already planning to consult Kailin’s group. For now, he upgraded his units — hounds with faster metabolism, hydralisks with speed boosts, the host with wider link range.

Descending the slope, he spotted a figure rushing toward him. Dust-covered, panting hard.

“Kailin? What happened?”

“Ansel — quick! Luen and the others... they can’t hold out!” she gasped, nearly in tears.

“Calm down. What do you mean? Tell me on the way.”

Through sobs, she explained:

At dawn they noticed beasts thinning around the lake. Moka warned it meant stronger ones would emerge. Before they could react, the hound and hydralisk Ansel had left charged forward — straight into an eighth-tier fire-attribute beast: the Flame Lion. Luen and Babu followed, thinking it only one lion. Then two more burst from the forest. Retreat was cut off. One of Ansel’s beasts was slain. Babu had fallen.

By the end, Kailin’s voice broke into crying.

Ansel’s chest tightened. From the moment he’d landed on this world, his swarm had crushed all foes. Confidence had swelled into certainty. But now — reality clawed that confidence apart. My beasts... killed?

She whispered, “They said even ninth-tier warriors struggle against Flame Lions. Their fire magic lets them ascend to god-beasts.”

When they reached the field, the sight was grim. Three massive, four-meter-tall lions, coats glowing like molten embers, circled Luen. They hadn’t struck yet, merely stalked, radiating heat. Babu lay at his feet, motionless. Behind the lions smoldered a charred corpse — one of Ansel’s hounds. The hydralisk was nowhere.

Before Ansel could advance, two lions turned and roared. Fireballs streaked toward him.

Doug leapt ahead, skin shifting into armored plates.

The explosion thundered across the hill. Doug staggered, armor seared red.

“Damn, so that’s why my hound burned.”

He ripped his bayonet-blade from its sheath. Snake hissed behind him, loosing twin streams of corrosive venom.

The toxin splashed, sizzling holes through fur and flesh. The lions howled, their hides smoking. Doug and a surviving hound slammed into one beast, blades flashing, claws rending. Blood poured like streams into the lake.

The third lion bristled, holding back. Its mane flared, steel-needle fur standing on end. Head thrown back, it opened its jaws wide.

Ansel stared, confused.

Luen’s face drained of color. “Run! It’s casting a spell!” He bolted.

Kailin grabbed Ansel’s arm. “That’s Flame Rain — a wide-area incantation! I read about it at the academy. It will burn everything!”

The air itself turned crimson. Fire elements thickened until even Ansel, ignorant of magic, felt it. Then the sky ignited.

Fireballs poured down like meteors, each impact quaking the ground, steam hissing as blasts struck lake and shore alike. Smoke and ash swallowed the battlefield.
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When Ansel finally shook off the dizziness, he realized only one Flame Lion remained — the one that had unleashed the Fire Rain. Doug, scorched and barely standing, was still alive. The other two lions lay dead, and his hound was gone just as he had expected from the start.

His eyes went immediately to Doug. Loyal from the beginning, bodyguard and servant both, Doug had never known comfort. Ansel had never thought of him as anything less than kin.

“Snake, paralyze it. Don’t kill.”

Hatred burned in him, but a promise weighed heavier. He had sworn to capture a beast for Kailin’s group. Snake obeyed. Precise jets of venom struck the lion, never lethal, only numbing. Since fusing with the python crystal, Snake’s poison carried a paralyzing effect. Within moments, the weakened lion collapsed.

For safety, Ansel ordered venom sprayed again onto the already fallen lions before approaching.

Kailin gagged at the stench of charred flesh and blood, running to the lake to retch. Even Ansel, hardened now, had to clench his jaw against the nausea. He had Doug carried away at once.

“Your servant doesn’t even cry out? Doesn’t he feel pain?” Kailin whispered, shaken by Doug’s burned, half-severed arms and the gaping hole in his shoulder.

“He feels it. He’s been trained to endure.” Ansel lied smoothly, not knowing how else to explain. Her eyes toward Doug softened.

“To capture your beast, Kailin. That one’s still alive. Go claim it.”

She shook her head. “Not now. I... I want to find the others first.”

Ansel nodded. “I saw Luen run into the forest. That spell... stronger than anything I’ve seen.”

For the first time, magic no longer seemed wondrous. To him, it was raw destruction, no different than gunpowder or atom bombs on Earth.

Inside the forest, the air carried a faint familiar pulse. Snake soon found the injured hydralisk alive. Before long, Moka’s voice called. Luen appeared with him, eyes downcast.

“I’m sorry, Ansel. We never expected Flame Lions. You’ve lost your beasts because of us.”

On this continent, a beast’s death brought its master agony. They assumed he had suffered double torment. Their apologies were heartfelt.

“As long as you’re alive, that’s what matters,” Ansel said with feigned magnanimity.

Kailin asked urgently, “Where’s Babu?”

Luen faltered. “He crawled into the lake, trying to escape the spell. I thought he might survive in water. Later, I realized his wounds were too deep. We searched. He’s gone.”

Kailin’s tears broke loose. She tried to run, but Luen grabbed her. His own voice cracked. “Kailin, he’s dead. He’s dead! We dreamed together, all four of us, but he’s gone!”

She collapsed into Ansel’s arms, sobbing. He sighed, at a loss for words.

When her crying ebbed, Ansel asked, “Luen, why didn’t the lions finish you when they had you surrounded?”

Luen pulled a blue crystal from his pocket.

Ansel froze. So pure... silicon crystal! He snatched it, eyes gleaming with greed.

“Not silicon. Elemental crystal,” Luen corrected gently.

“Where did you get it?”

“Our kingdom mines them in the south, near Cosell City. The war with Cobra Empire began over this.” Luen’s voice hardened. “Another kingdom dug tunnels under the border, stealing crystals. When caught, they claimed the land. And so the war.”

Ansel barely listened. His mind raced with possibilities. “What’s it for?”

“You don’t know?” Luen stared at him. “Elemental crystals channel any element — fire to fire mages, water to water mages. They strengthen spells, forge enchanted weapons. They’re priceless.”

“And the beasts?” Ansel pressed.

“High-tier beasts are intelligent. They know crystals’ power. But the real danger is here — ” He held up the stone. “If you force energy into a crystal, it explodes. Even this shard could kill three Flame Lions.”

“Damn. It’s a bomb.”

“Exactly. That’s why every shard is registered. Over fifty grams means prison. Over five hundred — execution. Only mages and officers may legally possess them. This one belongs to my father.”

Ansel returned it reluctantly. The law reminded him of Earth’s treatment of contraband.

“If you want one, join the army. Officers are given crystals,” Luen offered.

Ansel waved it off and casually pulled a raw crystal from his ring.

The others gasped.

“A space ring? And crystals? Put it away! You’ll be executed if seen,” Kailin cried. “Only mages are allowed to wear such rings.”

Ansel smirked. “No worry. Snake is a mage.”

Her anxious warning warmed him more than he liked to admit.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 9: The Human City

[image: ]


The young mage clearly disliked Ansel’s casual attitude. She frowned. “Don’t take this lightly. Every kingdom strictly controls elemental crystals. The one you hold could level a fortified wall if it exploded.

And every city has scanning devices and beasts trained to detect them. Even space rings can’t hide from those.”

Ansel blinked. Like drug dogs... unbelievable.

“Fine. I’ll just hand the ring to Snake before entering. You said mages are allowed to carry crystals, right?”

Kailin’s eyes narrowed. “Ansel, sometimes I wonder if you’re even from this continent. You don’t know the simplest rules. To be a mage, one must pass the Guild’s tests and hold a badge showing rank and element. Your servant may wield magic, but without a badge he isn’t recognized.”

The hope in Ansel’s heart shattered. So I can’t use the ring or crystals myself.

Then he grinned slyly. “Kailin, you’re a mage. Why don’t you carry the ring for me?”

She gasped. “Me? No, it’s too precious! What if I lost it?”

“You won’t. Just hold it through the gate. I’ll protect you. And here — ” he tossed her a crystal shard, “ — payment for your trouble.”

Before she could protest, he turned away to check on Doug.

The Zerg bodies healed fast. Already Doug’s burns had closed, leaving only his arms half-regrown. Ansel wrapped them in cloth for disguise. He would never reveal the truth of his swarm. In this world of beasts, he had the perfect cover story.

When he returned, Kailin asked quickly, “How is he?”

“He’ll live. Just lost his arms.”

Her guilt deepened. “If not for us — ”

“No one expected three Flame Lions. Don’t blame yourselves. Now, which of you will contract the last one?”

The three shook their heads. “No, it should be yours. One of your beasts died.”

Ansel almost laughed. He had no idea how beast contracts worked, and with the swarm at his command he had no need. Still, he pressed: “Without beasts, how will you fight in the army?”

Kailin raised her chin. “This taught us our weakness. We’ll return and train harder. The academy’s rule makes sense now. We must earn our contracts.”

Her resolve surprised him. “At least consider it. You’re a mage. With a beast, you’d be safer. And it could carry you tomorrow.”

But she refused again.

By morning, their sorrow still lingered. Ansel alone stayed detached, his grief at Babu’s death nothing more than performance. The night before, he had ended their endless debate with one sentence: “If you won’t take it, I’ll have Doug butcher it for dinner.” That silenced them. The lion now cowered whenever Ansel glanced at it.

Before leaving, he ordered the hive to spawn twenty hounds and twenty hydralisks as backup. For the first time, he doubted his own safety. These would wait at the forest edge, ready to respond.

At last, the trees gave way. A towering human city stood before them. Ivy-clad walls rose skyward, banners of gold snapping in the wind — two lions and a golden shield embroidered on the cloth.

The road of stone slabs led to the gates, where spear-bearing guards stood like statues. Among the crowds, riders led tamed beasts, while robed mages strode proudly.

Just as Kailin had warned, two armored soldiers scanned passersby with diamond-shaped devices. Beside them crouched beasts like rhinoceroses, smaller but horned.

“That’s the detection gear. The beasts are Ermlins. Their horns glow red when crystals are near. They can sense dozens of meters underground,” Kailin whispered.

Ansel’s eyes lit up. Better than drones. I need some of those.

He slipped the ring to her. “You carry it.”

She paled, clutching it nervously as they approached. Sweat streamed down her face.

“Relax. You’re a mage. Hold your head high,” he muttered, nudging her shoulder.

She drew a deep breath and walked on. But as she neared the gate, the Ermlins raised their heads. Horns blazed red. The guards turned sharply.

“Honored mage, may we see your Guild badge?” one saluted.

Kailin’s voice trembled. “I... I’m a second-year student at the Academy. Fifth-tier water mage. Here’s my badge.”

The guard examined it, then smiled. “Impressive. So young, yet already tier five — and with an eighth-tier Flame Lion at your side. Your future is bright.” He handed it back.

Kailin stammered thanks and hurried through the gate, head down.

Inside, she clutched her chest. “That was too close. If they had discovered us...”

“Yet they didn’t. The Ermlins truly are remarkable, detecting even inside the ring,” Ansel said, his desire to obtain them burning stronger than ever.
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Chapter 10: Escape
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Walking along the wide avenue, Ansel marveled at the rows of European-style houses, the knights in armor carrying massive swords, and the ornate carriages rolling by. It felt like he had stepped straight into medieval Europe.

“Opat City is one of the provincial capitals of Charlotte,” Luon explained eagerly, pride clear in his voice. “Because it borders the Kaichira Forest, traders and beast merchants flock here every year. The city’s prosperity rivals the capital itself. With so many people coming and going, the defenses here are among the best in the nation.”

Ansel nodded slowly. “So that’s why so many armored men are patrolling. Soldiers. Makes sense.”

“But if your country is at war, why does everything look so peaceful? No tension at all.”

Luon lowered his head. “Because war is constant here. Every year, battles break out. People grow numb to it. No matter what, the Cobra Empire eventually intervenes and forces peace. This year the fighting is far to the south, so life here barely changes.”

The tragedy of weak nations, Ansel thought with a pang of sympathy. They fight until they forget how to fear.

“Kaelin, there you are! When did you slip out?”

The booming voice came from the street ahead. A young warrior in gleaming silver armor, golden hair shining in the sun, rode up on a chestnut stallion. His sharp features looked like they had been carved for a hero in some epic tale. Ansel glanced down at his own jeans and
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