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This story brings a dream alive—the dream that I remembered so vividly that I had to write it down. The process of writing sparkled from that moment, and two years later, the story finally came to fruition. The dream was about the scene from the first chapter, which I expanded into a more defined opening to the plot ahead. This is my first novel, which I have written with the intention of publishing it, and it has been quite a journey, from writing the story and handling all the details related to the book, including the cover design. Also, it has deepened my knowledge of certain words as English isn’t my native language. I wish you wonderful moments along the way as you read through the story.
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Chapter 1
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There was a body lying on the floor. Considering the colour of the blood, it must have been there for some hours but not days, as there wasn’t the stench of death. The victim’s pale skin was covered with bruises and wounds. His clothes were business-like, and his white shirt was stained with blood and dirt. The garage had blood on the floor, tools and boxes all over it and a broken chair. It seemed like a fight had occurred before the man on the ground ended up dead. Hawkton Investigators had seen worse scenes, yet it remained unsettling.

“Looks like the guy lived here. What the hell did he do to deserve this?” Dominic said while kneeling beside the body, inspecting wounds from the stabbing and the missing finger. 

“Not our problem. We grab the files and get out, remember?” Shelly reminded Dominic with an icy-toned voice, as she thought they were wasting time. She leaned against the wall and played with a strand of her blonde hair. Dominic sighed and stood up.

“Fair enough. Let’s finish up and call it in.”

The group walked towards the living room, which connected to the garage via a long hallway lined with windows. As they moved forward, the dark wooden floor echoed with thunking sounds. Several rooms flanked the hallway, leading to a spacious living room that featured an open kitchen and a bedroom at the far end of the house. The decor was minimalistic and modern, characterised by light colours, with no personal items visible.

“Hard to tell if this was ever a real home — feels more like a cover,” Max said while slowly progressing towards the centre of the living room. His grey eyes scrutinised the area for any potential threats.

“Let’s split up—maybe we’ll dig up those papers and a clue about our corpse,” Dominic said while looking at Shelly, who didn’t like the idea of wasting time on the dead man. Shelly frowned and went to the bedroom.

Dominic stayed in the living room while Max went to the study room on the right, at the end of the hallway. The study room felt like a corporate office, with no decorative items, except for a brown wooden desk in the middle, facing the door, and a black-painted wooden bookshelf on the left side, housing a vast collection of books. There were books on medicine, physics, chemistry, psychology and history. Only a few novels were in the middle of this academic collection.

On the middle shelf sat an urn, the sole item frequently shifted from the bookshelf. The dust surrounding it was less thick compared to that on the books. 

Max gently lifted the urn from the bookshelf, admiring its beautiful, deep purple glass, which sparkled just enough to catch a glimpse of its contents. However, something didn’t seem quite right with what was inside. Curiosity piqued, Max carefully opened the jar and discovered an ID card nestled among the ashes. As he looked at the picture, he felt a chill, realising the person in the photo looked eerily like someone who had been in the garage before.

“I think I found the victim’s identity card. The guy in the picture looks similar to the victim,” Max shouted aloud so other group members could hear. “His name is Daniel Norman, British.” He continued as he inspected the ID card more closely.

“I wonder if that’s his real name. The ID card seems counterfeit,” Dominic, who had appeared behind Max, said suspiciously. 

“No way to tell until we find something solid on him,” Max said and tossed the ID card to Dominic, who, with smooth movement, caught it in the air. Dominic put the card in his pocket.

“Guys, come here to see what I found,” Shelly’s voice carried to the study room from the bedroom.

Max and Dominic looked at each other and headed towards the bedroom. Shelly was kneeling next to the walk-in wardrobe, looking at the documents she had found in the small stash at the bottom.

“Found what we came for—and then some. Looks like this guy had a few names,” she said as she passed the papers to Dominic. 

“Huh. Guess our client knows more about this guy than he told us,” Dominic said while browsing the papers. “This task seems more serious than I initially thought. I didn’t expect to come across a dead body in the house, and we’re uncertain about what connections he may have.”

Max took the ID cards from Shelly and saw that this guy was also using the names Ted Brooks and Michael Ravenstone. Shelly, who was browsing through the stash’s content, picked up some old photographs.

“Looks like an old family picture,” she said while inspecting the people in the picture. Max’s eyes widened, and he took the photo from Shelly.

“Hey! I was still looking at it, you prick! Where are your mann...” Shelly said, but went quiet after seeing Max’s face pale as he would have seen a ghost. “What’s wrong, Max? It’s just a family picture,” She continued while glancing at Dominic, who lifted his gaze from the documents he was reading.

“It’s my family... this is my family picture! That’s my mom and dad,” Max said while looking at the picture. “But how? How could he have my family picture?”

“Could the victim be somehow connected to you or your family?” While inspecting the picture, Dominic pondered, “Do you have a brother? In a way, the kid next to you in the picture looks like you.”

“I don’t know. When I was young, there weren’t any relatives around my age. Most of my relatives were much older than I. I barely remember anything from that time.”

“Family friend, perhaps? I mean, you look like someone around age four in this picture. It’s not unusual to not remember something from that young age.” 

“Maybe. I cannot say for sure, but why would he be in a family picture alone if it’s a friend?”

“There are too many possibilities. Shouldn’t we focus on finishing the job rather than the mystery of the picture?” Shelly reminded. She was inspecting the remaining items in the stash.

There was a golden ring and a notebook filled with random notes that didn’t make sense.

“Think this stuff’s coded? We should take it—maybe Jérémie can crack it later. The ring seems to have some symbol on it. I wonder if it has any significance,” Dominic said, putting the items in his backpack.

“I think we are done here. We have everything we need and even more. Let’s head out before it gets dark,” Max said, heading out of the bedroom. Shelly heard some noises coming from the garage. She grabbed Max’s arm and pulled him back before he could reach the door. Max was about to protest, but Shelly signalled that he should be quiet. Dominic tried to sneak a peek from the ajar door and saw a group of men in heavy armour coming from the garage.

“Are you sure about this? The place is deadly quiet,” one of the men said while leading the formation ahead.

“Yes, I am. A group of three just entered the house moments ago. They should still be inside, as no one has left,” the other man said, gradually opening the study door. “The study is clear.”

“Wait... why’s the urn on the table? Wasn’t it on the bookshelf last night? Someone moved it!” the group leader noted and entered the room. Two men entered the study while the remaining three stayed guard before the door.

“We need to find a way out,” whispered Dominic as he started inspecting the room. “Now is our chance!” He went to the window and saw two more men outside on guard. He noted that these men had no vehicles around the house, so they didn’t hear them coming. 

“Hey, guys, get here,” Shelly whispered from the wardrobe. “There are ladders behind a disguised door. It seems like a tunnel to somewhere.”

Dominic and Max followed Shelly to the tunnel and closed the wardrobe and the door behind them to conceal their tracks. The tunnel was dark and humid. The tunnel had an earthy scent, and the group could hear the mice going around the tunnel floor. Shelly led the group while providing some light with her smartphone. They walked for a while, occasionally stopping to ensure that no sounds of someone following them came from behind. The journey ended at the tunnel opening. It was covered by the Boston Ivy plant, which climbed around the opening and trees. The tunnel led them to the front of the lake in the middle of the forest.

“It seems we are not being followed. What an interesting turn of events!” said Dominic, looking around to see where they were. “Looks like the Glow Saltus. Let’s head back to base before someone spots us.”

“What about the body? Shouldn’t we report it?” Max asked with uneasiness in his voice. 

“Probably we should. That way, we can ensure that the crime scene will be inspected,” Dominic pondered. “I think we need to look into this case a little bit more closely. I mean, it has a personal connection to you, Max, and it could be that the client knows it.”

The group agreed and began heading out of the forest toward the office space. The drive through the neon-lit street was filled with silence and questions nobody voiced.

...

Arkenvale, a city famous for its cutting-edge technology and vibrant neon atmosphere, was cast under the shadow of a Fusion Peak mountain at sunset. It is a city of dreams, renowned for its technology that can cure nearly any disease or injury through sleeping slumber pods.

The Hawkton Investigators’ base was located on the city’s south side, in the Inferis Node crypt. The entrance was at the bottom of the crypt, a moving floor hatch that opened to reveal stairs leading into an underground facility. The facilities were modern, with all the technology and safety features. The entrance area contained a living room with an open kitchen. There was a meeting room with glass walls at the end of the space. On the left were some rooms, and on the right side was an extensive laboratory equipped with various instruments.

“Welcome back, sir! You’ve got a couple of messages and a call waiting,” a young man in a suit cheerfully informed the group as they entered the base.

“I will see them later. Thank you, Ivan. Get Jérémie to the meeting room—we’ve got a lot to go over,” Dominic replied, heading towards the meeting room.

“Yes, sir. Do you need anything else? Something to eat or drink, perhaps?”

“Not now.”

“Very well, sir,” Ivan replied and looked at Max, who diverted from the rest of the group and headed towards his room on the left end. Ivan radioed Jérémie to head to the meeting room. Then he followed Max to his bedroom.

“Is everything alright?” Ivan asked Max, preparing a glass of whiskey, “You seem slightly shaken.”

“It’s... nothing. You’ll see what I mean in the meeting,” Max replied and tried to brush off the matter. He didn’t feel like talking as his mind was racing with all the questions.

“Don’t! You always try to avoid talking when something is troubling you. Please talk to me.”

Max let out a sigh as he took a sip from his glass. The whiskey had a woody flavour. He paused momentarily, reflecting on his thoughts, before finally meeting Ivan’s blue gaze.

“It’s just... You will find out when you go to the meeting room.”

“Fine. But if you wish to talk about it later, you know where to find me,” Ivan replied disappointedly, wishing Max would open up to him more. He was worried about Max, as he knew how bad things could go if he kept all of this to himself. They have known each other since they were kids, and Ivan knew all the highs and lows of Max’s life. They met in the foster home when Max was six, and he was eight. They became close quickly as they both were curious explorers.

Ivan shook his head to get his mind back to the present. He looked one more time at Max, who was still sipping the whiskey and left the room. He headed towards the meeting room, where Dominic discussed the encrypted notes with Jérémie. Jérémie was wearing a lab coat, and the excitement in his brown eyes, visible behind the grey-framed glasses, was palpable. His light brown hair was a mess, as it often was. A pile of papers, ID cards, a ring and photographs was on the table. He saw a familiar picture on top of the pile of photos and took it in his hand.

“Where did you get this from?” he asked Dominic, who looked at him with a surprised expression. 

“I didn’t realise you were there... ahem... we found it from the target’s house. Why do you ask?”

“It’s Max’s family picture. So, this explains why he seems a bit off. Why was it there?”

“We don’t have the answers yet. That’s why I need to investigate and gather more details about this Michael guy,” Dominic confessed, turning to Jérémie. “Could you also look into anything related to this deceased individual and Max’s family?”

“Dig all you want on this Michael guy—but leave my family out of it,” said Max with an intense tone while entering the room. Jérémie and Dominic turned to look at Max standing next to them.

“But we need to figure out the connection, don’t we?” Dominic reminded, “We can leave you out of it, but I need to do some digging around your parents.”

“No!”

“Why are you resisting so much? Aren’t you even a bit curious? Didn’t you lose your parents quite young?”

Max didn’t reply. He didn’t want to talk about it. He kept staring at Dominic, who didn’t back off. Ivan felt uncomfortable and broke the silence.

“Both of you, cut it out. Max, this is part of the job, and we have to complete what we began. There must be a reason this picture exists; people don’t hold onto old photos unless they hold meaning.”

Max recognised Ivan’s truth. It held significance, yet he felt uncomfortable with his coworkers probing into his history. He preferred to keep his personal life separate from work. He let out a sigh.

“Alright. Let’s get back to it,” Dominic declared and turned to Jérémie. “Run the IDs, see who the victim really was.”

Jérémie nodded and left the meeting room. Max sat at the table and looked at the empty paper with a coffee stain. Why was it in the stash, he wondered. He took the paper and inspected it closely against the light. The document appeared to have been written on top of it or to it, as it had slight pressure marks from writing.

“Wait a minute...” Max shouted and ran after Jérémie. “Could you provide me with a UV light?”

Jérémie nodded and went to the laboratory with Max. The laboratory was full of screens and equipment. Jérémie went straight to the ample cabinet and took one UV LED lamp. He motioned to Max to put the paper on the examination table in the middle of the room.

“Let’s see what this paper is hiding,” Jérémie muttered with the hint of a French accent in his voice while turning on the light. “Whoa... it’s written in invisible ink. You can only see it under UV.” Both of them were reading the letter on the table:

“The task has been compromised. The enemy has been able to expose our location. To ensure the master’s safety, please retreat from your position immediately and return to the base. The package with the new task will be waiting for you. We will remain on this mission once the situation has cooled down, as we know this is important for you. Take care, and remember to stay low.” 

“Damn, this guy was in deep. These individuals appeared to be taking every precaution to prevent information leakage. I wonder who the master is,” Jérémie pondered out loud. 

“Perhaps this is the reason the man died. He was discovered. I wonder who this enemy could be?” Max remarked, picking up the paper from the table. “I’ll bring this back to the meeting room.”

“Wait! Not so fast. There is a note at the bottom!” 

“Let’s meet at midnight on the first full moon in the old mill in the Northend,” Max read aloud. “Isn’t the first full moon in 5 days?”

“It’s, we should find the mill and see who he was supposed to meet!”

Max nodded and left the laboratory to tell the rest of the group about the meeting. The group agreed to investigate the idea of finding out who was behind the letter. They all knew that finding the contact’s identity would give them insight into what Michael was involved in and why he had so many aliases. 

“I think we can finish for today. We have a few days to collect more information before the meeting is scheduled to take place. I would notify the authorities about the victim and tell them to take care of it discreetly so that the possible contact won’t know that Michael is dead,” Dominic stated. “Ivan, could you prepare the dinner? I’m starving!”

“Gladly, sir!” Ivan replied and left the meeting room.

“Ah, I almost forgot. Mr Brother left a message saying that he was on a business trip and would retrieve the documents he assigned us to fetch upon his return. We'd better inquire more from him about this assignment once he’s back,” continued Dominic.

“When will he be back?” Shelly wondered out loud.

“Within a week,” Dominic replied. “Instead of sitting there, go help Ivan,” Dominic added and took his phone to make a call. “It’s Dominic Jenkins from Hawkton Investigators. I want to inform...” Dominic’s voice faded as Max took off without bothering to say anything. He knew there was no point in disagreeing. His mind was still at work, but he knew that Dominic had sent him off to get his mind busy with something else. The kitchen cabinets were forest green, the stove was in the aisle, and the double-door fridge was in the left corner of the kitchen. Max found Ivan taking the ingredients from the refrigerator and placing them in the kitchen aisle. Ivan met his gaze and opened his mouth to say something, but said nothing. 

“How can I help you?” Max inquired with a passive sound and approached Ivan.

“You can set the table. I don’t need extra hands for cooking as today’s dinner will be simple.”

“As you wish”

While they were preparing dinner, neither of them said a word. Shelly, who appeared in the kitchen, felt the awkward tension between the two. She frowned and went to the cabinet next to the kitchen table to bring a vodka bottle to the table. After pouring a full glass, she sat at the table and took a swig.

“Can you be less awkward?” she pressed, taking another swig of vodka. “What’s with this tension?”

Ivan and Max stared at Shelly, who was already preparing another serving for herself. 

“What are you staring at? It’s not like what I said is not true,” Shelly hissed.

“She is right. What is going on?” Confirmed Dominic, who joined them in the kitchen.

“I just don’t want to talk. What’s wrong with that?” Explained Max while setting the tableware.

“You mean about today’s discoveries?” Dominic remarked.

“M-hm,” agreed Max while avoiding Dominic’s gaze.

“Look, I get it. But Ivan’s just worried, that’s all. Nothing is wrong with that, and you should come forth and put this behind you for now.”

The four remained silent for a while, and when Max was going to reply, he was interrupted by a lady who jumped onto his neck from behind. Her long red hair was all over Max’s face, and she squeezed him firmly and kissed him on the cheek. Her green eyes studied others with a smirk on her face.

“Heard you were having a drama party without me,” she exclaimed, hugging Max, who tried to escape her hold. Max didn’t like how Dasha tended to behave affectionately towards anyone she met. He thought it was not proper.

“Get off my back, Dasha!” Max insisted and tried to push her away.

“But why not? You looked like you could use a hug,” Dasha teased him, releasing her hold. “What’s up with the mood? There’s no reason to stress about anything other than satisfying our appetites with the delicious food Ivan has prepared.”

“You’re overstating it, Dasha. It’s only basic food,” Ivan said as he set the dishes on the table. “Go ahead, everyone, help yourselves.”

The mood changed in the kitchen quickly. Dasha was telling her usual gossip while purposefully staying too close to Max. She was glancing at Ivan once in a while. Ivan tried to ignore her. Dominic was debating something with Shelly, who seemed quite drunk. Jérémie’s spot was still empty. Max saw through the window that he was glued to the computer in the laboratory. Getting Jérémie out of the lab was difficult when he was fixated on something. 

“What an excellent meal again, Ivan. Let’s call it a night. It’s been a long day, and we’ve got busy days ahead,” Dominic announced while trying to hide his yawning.

“Indeed. Darling, thank you for the delicious dinner!” Dasha said, “I can clean the kitchen, so you guys go ahead and rest!”

Ivan brushed off the compliments with a wave as he didn’t know how to react to them. Everyone minded their business and went their ways, but Max remained at the table. He was staring at the vodka bottle. He shook his head and stood to head towards his room, but then he changed his mind and went to find Ivan. He headed to the floor below the main area and found Ivan in his room. Ivan didn’t notice him as he petted the black Bombay cat, purring against his left leg. The cat seemed content with the attention it got and had an expression of enjoyment on its face. 

“Frost is enjoying himself tonight,” Max said while leaning on the door frame, “Lucky him.”

Ivan affectionately smiled at Frost and then turned to Max. He looked weary.

“Do you need something?” Ivan asked, his voice laced with irritation.

“I wanted to apologise... for being so difficult,” Max began, studying Ivan’s reactions. “I know that you worry about me. I’m unsure what to make of all this. It’s so sudden...”

“I understand,” Ivan interrupted, putting a hand on Max’s shoulder. “You tend to go too far with that mind of yours. We can solve this together as a team. Many brilliant minds can come up with the answers you are looking for. You don’t have to do this alone anymore, alright?”

Max nodded. It wasn’t easy for him to rely on others when he had to become independent at a very young age
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