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In the neon-soaked streets of Aethelburg, where corporate towers pierce the storm clouds like glass daggers and the rain never stops washing away the sins of the powerful, truth is the most dangerous weapon of all.

I am Detective Atlas Hawke, and I’ve seen the darkness that lurks behind billion-dollar smiles and boardroom handshakes. I’ve walked through crime scenes that would make seasoned cops quit, investigated murders that never made the headlines, and uncovered conspiracies that could topple governments. But nothing—absolutely nothing—prepared me for the case that would challenge everything I thought I knew about justice.

They called him Zata. A ghost in the machine. A phantom who could breach the most secure systems in the world without leaving a trace. The corporations feared him. The government hunted him. And I was hired to bring him down.

What I discovered instead was a conspiracy so vast, so horrifying, that it shook the very foundations of our society. A crime against humanity hidden in plain sight, protected by walls of money and silence. A story of genetic experimentation, corporate cover-ups, and a young man’s desperate fight for his people’s freedom.

This is not just another detective story. This is a journey into the heart of corporate evil, where the line between hero and villain blurs like rain on a windshield, and where sometimes the only way to find justice is to become the very thing you’re hunting.

Welcome to my world. Welcome to the case that changed everything.

Welcome to the Genetic Slave Trade.
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​Chapter 1: A Gilded Cage
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My name is Atlas Hawke, and I work as a private detective in Aethelburg. When a corporate executive walked into my office at three in the morning with a million-credit case, I knew this wasn’t going to end well.

The rain was hammering against the reinforced glass of my office window at three-seventeen in the morning, each drop like a bullet trying to penetrate the barriers between truth and lies. Below, forty-three floors down, the neon signs of the lower district bled crimson and electric blue into the puddles, creating a watercolor painting of urban despair that never dried. The city never slept, but it dreamed—nightmares painted in corporate logos and broken promises.

My office sat in the Mid-Tier district, that precarious space between the gleaming corporate towers that scraped the storm clouds and the suffocating underbelly where hope went to die. It was a fitting location for a man like me—too expensive for the desperate, too cheap for the powerful, but just right for those caught in between who needed someone to navigate the gray areas of justice.

The whiskey in my glass had gone warm an hour ago, but I kept sipping it anyway. The amber liquid was cheaper than therapy and more honest than the politicians who smiled from the holographic billboards scattered throughout the city. I’d been staring out that window for three hours, watching the rain and thinking about the Martinez case I’d closed yesterday. Another cheating spouse, another broken family, another check that would keep the lights on for another month.

That’s when he walked in—uninvited, unannounced, and carrying the kind of trouble that comes with million-credit price tags.

I heard the elevator’s soft chime first, followed by footsteps that were too measured, too confident for this time of night. Most people who visited me after midnight were running from something. This man, I could tell just from the sound of his approach, wasn’t running from anything. He was hunting.

The office door opened without a knock—a power play that immediately told me everything I needed to know about my unexpected visitor. He stood in the doorway for a moment, silhouetted against the harsh fluorescent lighting of the hallway, his presence filling the space like expensive cologne mixed with the scent of danger.

Tulen—though he wouldn’t introduce himself until later—wore a suit that cost more than my office rent for six months. The fabric was so perfect it seemed to repel the very air around it, creating an invisible barrier between him and the world. His shoes were Italian leather, polished to a mirror shine that could blind satellites. His watch was Swiss, worth more than most people made in a year. But it was his eyes that truly revealed his nature—pale blue, calculating, and completely devoid of warmth.

He moved across my office like he owned it, which, considering who he worked for, he probably did. Veda Corporation owned forty-seven percent of the buildings in Aethelburg, including the one that housed my modest detective agency. They owned the politicians, the police commissioners, the judges, and probably half the criminals too. In a city where money was the only god that answered prayers, Veda Corporation was the Vatican.

“Mr. Hawke,” he said, settling into the client chair across from my desk with the fluid grace of a predator in a perfectly tailored cage. His voice was smooth as polished chrome, educated at expensive schools where they taught you how to smile while sliding a knife between someone’s ribs. “I trust I’m not interrupting anything important.”

I gestured to the empty bottle of bourbon on my desk and the case files scattered around it. “Just communing with the spirits and contemplating the futility of human nature. Tuesday night routine. You are?”

“Tulen. I represent certain interests within Veda Corporation.” He didn’t offer a first name, and I didn’t ask for one. Men like him collected names like trophies and gave them out like poison.

“Veda Corp.” I leaned back in my chair, the leather creaking in protest. “The friendly neighborhood conglomerate that owns everything from the oxygen recyclers to the thoughts in our heads. What could a company like that possibly need from an independent private investigator like me?”

His smile was precise, calculated down to the millimeter. “We have a security concern. A very specific, very urgent security concern.”

He reached into his jacket—slowly, deliberately, making sure I could see there was no weapon—and withdrew a data slate that probably cost more than my car. The device was sleek, black, with the kind of advanced holographic display that existed only in Veda’s R&D labs. He placed it on my desk with the reverence usually reserved for religious artifacts.

“The target is an operative known only as Zata,” Tulen said, his fingers dancing across the slate’s surface. The device projected a three-dimensional crime scene analysis into the air between us, complete with security footage, breach points, and digital forensics data. “He has successfully breached our security protocols on three separate occasions over the past eighteen months.”

I studied the holographic display, noting the surgical precision of each break-in. No forced entry. No alarms triggered. No physical evidence left behind. Whoever this Zata was, he was a professional of the highest caliber.

“Define ‘successfully,’” I said, taking another sip of warm whiskey.

“He penetrated our most secure research facilities, accessed classified databases, and extracted sensitive information without leaving a single traceable signature.” Tulen’s voice carried the kind of admiration usually reserved for discussing master artists. “He is surgical in his approach, untraceable in his methods. A ghost in our machine.”

The holographic display shifted, showing a timeline of the three breaches. Each one was more audacious than the last, escalating from peripheral systems to core research databases. The most recent breach had occurred just twelve hours ago.

“Last night, he accessed our primary research servers in the Prometheus Division,” Tulen continued. “He stole data related to ongoing projects worth approximately two billion dollars in research and development costs.”

I let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of zeroes. What kind of research?”

“That, Mr. Hawke, is not your concern.” His response was automatic, practiced—corporate speak for ‘classified beyond your pay grade.’ “Your concern is locating this individual and recovering our stolen property.”

“And if he doesn’t want to be found?”

“Then you make him want to be found.” The threat in his voice was subtle but unmistakable. “Or you make him incapable of hiding.”

I stood up and walked to the window, ostensibly to think but really to put some distance between myself and the predator in the expensive suit. Below, the city sprawled out like a circuit board designed by a madman, all interconnected pathways leading to towers of glass and steel that housed the real power brokers. Veda Corp’s headquarters dominated the skyline, a monolithic spear of dark glass and chrome that penetrated the storm clouds like a lance piercing heaven.

“Why me?” I asked, not turning around. “Veda Corp has its own security division. Hell, you probably have better resources than the federal government. Why bring in an independent?”

“Because this individual has already demonstrated an intimate knowledge of our internal security protocols. We need someone from outside our ecosystem. Someone with... flexible moral parameters.”

I turned back to face him. “You mean someone expendable.”

His smile never wavered. “I mean someone capable of operating in gray areas where our corporate security division cannot.”

Translation: they needed someone who could operate in legal gray areas, bend rules, and ask the kind of questions that might embarrass the company if asked through official channels. I was their deniable asset, their expendable contractor, their fall guy if things went sideways.

“The fee,” Tulen said, reaching into his jacket again. This time he withdrew a credit chip, the kind used for untraceable transactions. “One million credits. Half now, half upon completion.”

He placed the chip on my desk next to the data slate. Even in the dim light of my office, I could see it was genuine—Veda Corp’s private banking division didn’t deal in counterfeits.

One million credits. The number hung in the air between us like a neon sign advertising my own corruption. It was more money than I’d made in the previous five years combined. Enough to pay off my debts, upgrade my equipment, maybe even move to a better part of the city where the rain didn’t sound like machine gun fire against the windows.

But I’d been in this business long enough to know that when someone offers you that much money for what should be a simple job, the job is never simple.

“That’s a generous offer,” I said, sitting back down. “Almost insultingly generous. What aren’t you telling me?”

“I’ve told you everything you need to know to complete the assignment.”

“No, you’ve told me everything you want me to know. There’s a difference.” I picked up the credit chip, feeling its weight. Such a small thing to represent so much temptation. “This Zata character—he’s not just some random hacker, is he? He’s targeting you specifically.”

Tulen’s mask slipped for just a fraction of a second, revealing something underneath that might have been concern. Or fear. “We believe his motivations may be... personal.”

“Personal how?”

“Unknown at this time.”

I set the chip back down. “Mr. Tulen, I appreciate the business, but I don’t take cases where the client lies to me from the first handshake. It’s bad for both our health.”

He studied me for a long moment, those pale blue eyes calculating odds and assessing threats. Finally, he leaned forward slightly.

“Three months ago, we discovered evidence suggesting this individual may have connections to certain... activist groups within the city. Groups that view Veda Corporation as an enemy.”

“What kind of activist groups?”

“The kind that believe corporate success is somehow synonymous with societal oppression.” His voice carried the dismissive tone of someone who’d never missed a meal or worried about making rent. “Malcontents and agitators who blame their circumstances on others rather than taking personal responsibility for their failures.”

I knew the groups he was talking about. They were mostly harmless—college students and unemployed idealists who held protests in the lower districts where the media never bothered to send cameras. But there were rumors of more militant factions, groups that had moved beyond peaceful demonstrations to more direct action.

“You think this Zata is some kind of corporate terrorist?”

“I think this Zata is a criminal who has stolen our property and violated our security. His motivations are irrelevant to your assignment.”

I picked up the data slate and scrolled through the information. The security footage showed nothing—cameras mysteriously malfunctioned at crucial moments, motion sensors failed to detect intrusions, and access logs showed no unauthorized entries. It was like watching a ghost haunt a machine.

But there was something else in the data, something Tulen probably didn’t expect me to notice. The breaches weren’t random. They followed a pattern, targeting specific research divisions in a logical sequence. Zata wasn’t just stealing data—he was building toward something, collecting pieces of a larger puzzle.

“What’s in the Prometheus Division?” I asked.

“Research.”

“What kind of research?”

“Classified research.”

“Medical? Technological? Weapons?”

“Mr. Hawke, your job is to find this individual, not audit our research programs.”

I set the slate down and looked at him across my desk. In the harsh light from the holographic display, his face looked like it had been carved from pale marble—beautiful, expensive, and completely lifeless.

“Here’s what I think,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “I think your ghost isn’t stealing random data. I think he’s looking for something specific, something that Veda Corp doesn’t want found. I think he’s not just some opportunistic hacker—he’s on a mission. And I think you know exactly what that mission is.”

Tulen’s expression didn’t change, but his hand moved almost imperceptibly toward his jacket. Not reaching for a weapon, but checking to make sure one was there.

“Your theories are fascinating, Mr. Hawke, but irrelevant to the task at hand. Will you accept the assignment or not?”

I looked at the credit chip again. One million credits. Enough to change my life, at least temporarily. Enough to make me complicit in whatever Veda Corp was trying to hide.

But I’d been eating ramen noodles for three weeks, and my landlord had already sent two eviction notices. Moral flexibility, as Tulen had so eloquently put it, was a luxury I couldn’t afford. Sometimes even private detectives have to make compromises to survive.

“I’ll take the case,” I said, picking up the credit chip. “But I work alone, I report only to you, and I do things my way. No corporate oversight, no progress reports to committees, no interference from your security division.”

“Agreed.” He stood, straightening his jacket with practiced precision. “You have seventy-two hours to produce results. After that, we may be forced to pursue other options.”

“What kind of other options?”

His smile returned, cold and sharp as winter moonlight. “The kind that don’t require your services.”

After he left, I sat in the dark for a long time, listening to the rain and thinking about ghosts. The holographic display had automatically shut down when Tulen took the data slate, leaving my office lit only by the neon glow from the street below.

I’d taken worse cases for better reasons, and better cases for worse reasons. But something about this one felt different. Maybe it was the amount of money involved, or maybe it was the way Tulen’s eye had twitched when I mentioned the activist groups. Either way, I had the distinct feeling I was about to step into something much deeper and more dangerous than a simple corporate espionage case.

I poured myself another whiskey—a better bottle this time, courtesy of my new advance—and walked back to the window. The Veda Corp tower dominated the skyline, its dark glass reflecting the storm clouds like a mirror made of shadows. Somewhere in that building were the answers to questions I hadn’t thought to ask yet. And somewhere in this city was a ghost named Zata, a man who’d made it his mission to steal secrets from one of the most powerful corporations in the world.
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