
Chapter I

The screen went dark as the computer slipped into sleep mode. He sat in silence before it, eyes closed, adrift in a black ocean of thought.
A trolley clattered by on the street below, its squealing wheels sending up a sharp cry that pierced the quiet through the tilted office window. The faint scent of strawberry e-cigarette vapor curled into his nostrils, spiraling like smoke through his mind.
The colors of a familiar calico cat’s fur began to paint the canvas of his thoughts.
It started to rain.
He opened his eyes. The office was drowning in the gloom of a fall morning. A cold draft toyed with the thick stack of papers on his desk, and from the darkness of the screen, a pair of orange cat eyes stared back at him.
His own eyes.
Casey sighed, and his fur-covered arms slid from the edge of the desk. He leaned back in the chair; its plastic casters groaned in protest, clogged with his own gray hairs.
His gaze dropped over his shoulder, checking for obstacles—cables, papers, anything that might be jamming the wheels. But nothing visible was blocking the casters’ path. Casey growled, lashing his tail in irritation at the chair’s stubborn resistance. Then he gave up on rolling back and simply leaned farther into the chair, moving his hands behind his head as the backrest tilted, offering him more comfort in the sleepy weather.
Casey yawned, the black mirror of the screen reflecting his pink mouth and sharp teeth. He scratched behind one of his large, pointed ears and purred with bliss, about to drift back into thought.
But just then, his cell phone rang and vibrated loudly, rattling on the desk. The sudden noise shattered his contemplation. Casey jumped and straightened up at once. He reached for the phone, using one hand to drag it closer across the desk rather than grasping it directly—a habit born of feline instinct.
His eyes locked on the display, and he froze.
The screen showed a calendar reminder he’d set months ago: Joan—Anniversary—16 days.
He bit his lip, irritation flickering through him. Still more than two weeks to prepare.
No need to rush. I’ve got no case anyway, Casey thought, swiping away the reminder with one of his five fingers tipped with a small claw.
But the sweet drowsiness had fled, leaving him with its ugly twin: boredom. His faithful companion these days.
Casey rested his elbows on the desk, pressing his slate-gray muzzle into his clasped hands. His silver whiskers tickled the pale, furless palms beneath his chin. He lowered his ears and let out a low groan of vexation.
It had been less than a year since he had quit his job at the police department.
Casey missed neither the work itself nor his old colleagues and their bad habits. The retirement check he received each month was more than sufficient for his lifestyle—he never worried about paying rent or the lease on his new car. He could still take his girlfriend out for a nice dinner, or travel if the mood struck him.
Two pillars of his happy life stood steady and firm: a wallet with weight and a heart filled with Joan, a sweet and sharp calico cat. But the third pillar—his brain—had been crumbling.
His brilliant mind—as Joan always called it—was like the computer in sleep mode before him. It needed feeding, but just like his vehicle, it couldn’t run on just any fuel.
The usual entertainment for the masses didn’t satisfy him at all.
Casey needed space for his curiosity—to rummage through mysteries, gather data, analyze patterns, chase suspects, and dig his claws into them to make them sing the truth.
Metaphorically, of course. Usually.
He had to be in motion. Stagnation was killing him.
That’s why he rented this office and registered as a private investigator. But the work proved scarce—and duller than he’d feared.
Outwardly, he was his own boss now, yet nothing fundamental had changed. He still had to live in a gray world of growing idiocy and corruption.
The rain grew heavier. Raindrops drummed against the window glass at a rapid pace. The gloomy cityscape began to melt into a muddy blur.
Casey stared at it, the sound vibrating in his ears as melancholy pooled in his mind.
“One case... just one real case. Is that really so much to ask?” he mumbled to himself—he had no one else to talk to.
He could have shared it with Joan, of course. But he wasn’t looking for a shoulder to cry on or some kind of escape. He wanted a solution.
A lightning bolt split the dark sky, brilliant as a forensic photographer’s flash at a crime scene. The thunder followed close behind, hitting Casey like the hammer of a verdict. He flinched. The dark pupils of his eyes widened like plates, ears tilted back.
In the next heartbeat, cozy jazz music filled the office.
Casey blinked, turning his head—momentarily puzzled by the sound—until he realized it was coming from his phone. A new ringtone he’d set just a week ago, in some passing urge for change.
He looked at the screen. Unknown number.
Could it be... a case?!
The idea stirred him—blood rushing, senses sharp as his claws. A red alarm started blinking in his head, and his mental smoke detector triggered the sprinklers—dousing his excitement with a cold shower.
Probably just spam, he thought, irritation creeping in.
They’d become too common lately, especially as internet censorship protections tightened. Still, he tapped the green icon to answer. The phone automatically switched to speaker.
“Casey Jones, private investigator,” he said without hesitation. “What can I do for you?” His heart pounded in anticipation. His mind remained cold and calculating—ready to strike.	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: John Luther "Casey" Jones was an American railroader who was killed when his passenger train collided with a stalled freight train in Vaughan, Mississippi.
“Good day, Mr. Jones,” replied a bleating voice. “My name is Blake. I’m acting on behalf of Mr. Josh Tyson, as his administrative assistant.”	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: John W. Tyson - Tyson Foods, Inc.
Tyson Foods, Inc. is an American multinational corporation based in Springdale, Arkansas that operates in the food industry. The company is the world's second-largest processor and marketer of chicken, beef, and pork after JBS S.A. It is the largest meat company in America.
Casey raised an eyebrow at the familiar name. Tyson was a major player in the food industry. “I’m listening,” he replied, the tip of his tail flicking rapidly.
“Mr. Tyson would like to request your services,” continued the unmistakable voice of a male goat. “Would you happen to have time in your busy schedule to visit the headquarters of Tyson’s Happy Herd tomorrow?”	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: Herd = stádo, dav, masy
herd instinct = stádové chování
common herd = chátra, lůza
Casey’s whiskers twitched at the mention of a busy schedule. But he said, “For Mr. Tyson? Gladly. Eleven a.m. or later?”
“Eleven is perfect, Mr. Jones. I’ll send you an email with the directions right now,” came the reply, followed by the heavy clacking of keyboard keys.
A notification beeped, accompanied by a vibration. Casey tapped the email icon and opened the message.
Happy Herd Inc.
451 Irisfield Avenue	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: Fahrenheit 451
Parking on the west side.
Prestigious district, Casey thought.
“Did you receive it?” Blake asked.
“Yes, I did.”
“Perfect. Please arrive on time and check in at the reception. Mr. Tyson doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” Blake added in a slightly lecturing tone.
“Understood. I’m particular about punctuality myself,” Casey said, shifting in his chair, energized by a rush of purpose.
“Glad to hear it. Goodbye, and see you tomorrow, Mr. Jones.”
“Goodbye.”
The call ended, while the storm outside kept roaring.
Casey sat in silence, eyes fixed on the phone.
“Josh Tyson,” he repeated in disbelief.
The display glowed with vivid light—the only bright color in the dim office. Exotic yellow-blue birds flapped their wings from time to time on his wallpaper. Another of his recently installed features—futile attempts to keep his mind occupied.
His eyes followed the motion automatically, but his thoughts were elsewhere. Casey still couldn’t believe it had happened. The universe had answered his call.
What nonsense. He shook his head, rejecting the idea immediately.
But he knew Joan would see it that way. Joan—sharp as a whip, yet soft enough to believe in fate and stars. Such a paradox.
Casey sniffed, then jerked upright as unease surged in him like a wave. He quickly checked the email again, this time focusing on the sender’s address, the signature, and every detail.
Legitimate. It wasn’t a scam or some stupid prank by one of his former colleagues.
But why would a big shot like Tyson choose him? With all that money and all those connections, Tyson could get into the police database himself. He didn’t need a retired cop with no contacts left.
So maybe... it was something more delicate? Personal? Or too dirty to risk using someone from inside the system? That thought alone made Casey want to attend the meeting.
Not the prospect of a high reward—but curiosity.
It stirred his brain, awakened something in him, and brought back a familiar taste to his palate. “Curiosity killed the cat,” he muttered and chuckled at the line.
His voice rang out in the empty office, full of joy. The humid air suddenly felt more breathable. His brain felt... refreshed.
He put the phone aside and pressed the button on the computer case. The fan rattled to life, spinning fast, and the LED lights blinked like neon signs in an amusement park.
Despite feeling like an excited kitten on a field trip, he knew he had to prepare.
Casey grabbed the mouse, opened the browser, and began searching for recent news on his prospective new employer—Josh Tyson.
The first result was an article, posted less than eight hours ago, on The Daily Gnaw: Josh Tyson, founder and CEO of Happy Herd Inc., had signed a new... (read more)	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: The Daily Gazette is an independent, family-owned daily newspaper published in Schenectady, New York.
gnaw = okusovat, ohlodávat, hryzat
Daily Gnaw = Denní hlod
Casey clicked on it without much expectation. The Daily Gnaw wasn’t exactly a tabloid, but it wasn’t fully independent anymore either. These days, it couldn’t afford to sling mud at lobbyists or powerful animals like Tyson.
Before he could read the rest of the headline, the screen blinked and a commercial video popped up, stretching across the entire display.
Casey growled, scanning for a way to close it—but the icon wasn’t visible.
Birdsong spilled from the speakers as the scene opened with golden morning light flooding into a pristine, polished kitchen.
Casey’s ears pricked up instinctively, alert.
The camera swept in on a bear mother in a snow-white apron, catching her tossing bacon slices in a pan. The sizzling crackle quickly drowned out the birdsong. A small black bear cub and a slightly larger dog pup dashed into the kitchen. The puppy wagged his long golden tail enthusiastically.
“There’s nothing like the smell of crunchy bacon to start your happy day,” declared a cheerful, deep voice-over.
All the actors began smiling, baring their flawlessly white teeth.
The scene cut quickly to a close-up: bacon slices flying through the air, falling against a pitch-black background—like hunger itself.
“One hundred percent free-range. No cruelty. No shame. Just that rich, meaty flavor of Happy Herd’s bacon,” raved the voice, adding a hint of warm breathiness.
Casey gulped silently.
A rapid slideshow followed—bacon with eggs, bacon in a hamburger, bacon on pizza.	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: Bacon & Eggs in the U.S. (1920s):
Edward Bernays, the “father of PR,” promoted bacon as a “hearty American breakfast” by commissioning doctors to declare it healthy, transforming it into a cultural staple.
Then, the scene shifted again: the bear mother catching her golden retriever husband raiding the fridge in the dead of night. The father wolfed down a full plate of bacon, devouring it without pause.
“From family breakfasts to midnight snacks,” intoned the narrator smoothly.
“Happy Herd’s products are the best,” the family chimed in together—now joined by their cubs in pajamas, all smiling with bacon slices in hand.
The video ended.
The screen faded to an image of neatly packaged slabs of bacon, followed by a gentle female voice: “Enjoy the latest news with a slice of Happy Herd’s smoky bacon. Because you deserve food—and facts—you can Daily Gnaw on.”
Casey snorted and crossed his arms.
The advertisement faded, and Casey’s gaze settled on the usual unrevealing article:

Josh Tyson, founder and CEO of Happy Herd Inc., had signed a new executive order expanding the company’s distribution footprint across the Continental Trade Federation.
The move coincided with the signing of a fresh supply agreement with Mawjer Inc., a major distributor operating in the Federation’s western corridor.	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: Meijer Inc. is an American supercenter chain that primarily operates throughout the Midwestern United States. Its corporate headquarters are in Walker, Michigan. Founded in 1934 as a supermarket chain, Meijer is credited with pioneering the modern supercenter concept in 1962.
Under the deal, Happy Herd’s core product lines—including its signature Whole Milk Ice Cream and Seasoned Crunchy Strips—would enter 280 new stores.
“This is part of our ongoing effort to strengthen access to top-quality meat and dairy products across the Federation,” Tyson stated in a brief press release. “It’s a quiet win—but a meaningful one. Bringing happiness to our customers.”
Since its founding, Happy Herd Inc. has seen steady expansion and currently ranks among the top five privately held meat producers in the CTF.

Casey clicked his tongue and shook his head.
He closed the page and tried other results the search engine offered. But outside of sanitized press releases, business boilerplate, and glowing user reviews of Happy Herd’s products, the public web held nothing useful.

The dark net would almost certainly provide more interesting information. But reaching that small corner of the deep web required special software, precise configuration, and—on some sites—even authorization through the right contacts.
Casey knew only the theory. He had no experience with that sort of thing, so he was limited to prowling the surface web like any other user.
He sighed, then rubbed his eyes. The left one burned and throbbed.
Casey opened the top drawer of his desk, where he kept a stash of medication—the usual assortment for any well-stocked medicine cabinet. Painkillers, antacids, antihistamines, antidepressants, pills to counteract the side effects of other pills... and pills that caused new ones. He reached for the eye drops. The plastic bottle felt too light.
I’ll have to pick up another one.
Tilting his head back, he used the last of the liquid, applying it to his eye. The pain flared sharply for a few seconds before it began to fade.
Casey squinted at the screen. The last page he’d opened was framed by a flashing advertisement. The algorithm had reacted instantly, flooding him with every imaginable variety of Happy Herd’s products—along with links to buy them with a single click.
“What could Tyson possibly want from me?” Casey muttered, his curiosity still restless.
He closed the browser, as if escaping the claws of corporate advertising. A second later, his phone buzzed with a personalized offer:

Dear Mr. Casey,
We’re here to make your day a little brighter—and your table a lot tastier.
For the next thirty minutes only, enjoy our fresh, tender young liver—straight from farm to fork—at the unbeatable price of $10.99, tax included.
Order now, and we’ll deliver it right to your door absolutely free. Because our valued customers deserve fresh flavor without the wait.
HelloFlesh — Bringing happiness home	Comment by Nathaniel Wonderful: HelloFresh is a German meal-kit company based in Berlin. It is one of the largest meal-kit providers in the world, operating in the United States, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and Europe. It has been listed on the Frankfurt Stock Exchange since its IPO in November 2017.

Casey looked at the clock. It was close to lunchtime.
Perfect timing, he thought.
Then he glanced out the window—it was still raining. In weather like this, he wasn’t in the mood to go out. His stomach began to growl, and Casey let out a cynical chuckle.
With two clicks, he placed the order and paid for it. HelloFlesh already had his name, address, phone number, card details—even his birth date. But most of all, they knew his favorite meats and preferred flavors. He was well aware of it, yet there was nothing to be done. Those were simply the rules of the system he’d been born into.
About twenty minutes later, a courier knocked on the office door. Casey pushed back from his chair and went to answer it. A rabbit in a yellow raincoat, wearing a tired expression, handed him a paper bag and hurried off to make another delivery.
Casey returned to his desk. He opened the bag and, from beneath a pile of discount cards and recommendations for other services, pulled out a slim box. Inside, slices of raw liver lay in a brown plastic container, waiting only for him to peel away the foil stamped with logos guaranteeing the best quality and freshness.
He tore off the lid and licked his nose. The unmistakable scent of meat and blood saturated the air. His tail shot up, and he began purring without realizing it. Taking the first slice between his thumb and index finger, he placed it on his rough tongue.
He closed his mouth slowly, as if sealing away a secret. His jaws worked in a steady rhythm, grinding the flesh until the texture gave way. The rich, metallic tang flooded his tongue, thick and primal, coating every ridge and bump of his palate.
When he finally swallowed, the warmth slid down his throat like a dark promise. Casey exhaled through his nose, a low rumble of satisfaction vibrating in his chest.
For the first time in weeks, he felt alive and happy.
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