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Chapter 1: Setting the Stage

7:23 AM, June, Chicago

The morning was still working its way up, but you could feel the slow crawl of summer pushing through the cracks. June in Chicago was that in-between time when the weather wasn’t quite ready to commit to full-on heat, yet it no longer carried the cool breath of spring. The bed of clouds was hovering above, forcing the people on the ground to keep their raincoats on standby. Shy and muted, the sun hung low in the sky, not yet strong enough to burn. The blue in the sky was gentle and almost faded, exuding a slow and peaceful air of an early morning that might not have been fully awake yet.

Down below, the city was waking up in its usual way. The streets hummed with the rhythm of an early June morning: distant sirens, the low rumble of engines, the occasional shout of a street vendor setting up for the day. The sidewalks, lined with cracked pavement and worn-out buildings, were already warming up, but the air had a freshness to it that only mornings could carry. You could feel the humidity creeping in, but it wasn’t suffocating – at least, not yet. It was that brief window of time when the city’s pulse was slow and steady, still unsure whether to embrace the full heat of the season or hold onto the remnants of spring’s coolness.

People began to spill out of their homes, each with their own reason for being out at that hour. Some were bound for work, others, perhaps less hurried, just getting their day started. There was a familiar rhythm to it all – the casual walk of a person who had done it a thousand times, with the sound of sneakers slapping against the sidewalk and the steady beat of the commuter train’s approach in the distance.

In the neighborhoods, the air smelled like hot concrete and coffee, with the occasional waft of greasy breakfast food from a nearby diner. But there was also something deeper; there was a constant hum, hinting at something that didn’t quite belong. The streets felt like they were holding their breath, eager to reveal something fresh and new.

Amidst the growing clatter of the waking city, a house stood like a quiet sentinel at the corner of 9th Street – a tall, single-story mansion that commanded attention without trying. It wasn’t ostentatious, but it was a structure you couldn’t help but notice, especially as you passed by. The front porch was expansive, flanked by a well-maintained lawn that stretched on either side, neatly divided by a paved path that led straight to the road.

To the right, the lawn ran along the edge of a spacious garage, where a sleek, black 1969 Chevrolet Camaro SS sat in perfect alignment. It wasn’t just any car. It was a flawless fusion of old-world muscle and modern sophistication, a testament to style and power. The kind of car that didn’t need to boast yet still turned heads with every glance. The garage had room for two vehicles, but the Camaro SS was the undeniable focal point, its polished surface gleaming under the early morning light as though it, too, was weighing the decision of when to fully embrace the day. It was the kind of place that radiated quiet wealth— impeccably kept, just visible enough to make its mark, yet not loud enough to draw unnecessary attention. It was the perfect balance of luxury and subtlety, a reflection of the man who called this place home.

Inside the white walls, the kitchen was still, save for the soft scrape of a spoon against the glass. Lonnie Carlson stood in front of the counter, the early morning light filtering through the high windows, casting a soft glow on his movements. He was a man of routine, of precision—the kind of man who didn’t just get by. He worked for every inch of what he was.

Standing at 6’3”, his body was a perfect blend of strength and discipline. He was fit but not bulky, and his muscles were long and lean, the result of a diet as calculated as his workout schedule. Every move and every decision had been honed over years of practice, all aimed at maintaining a physique that wasn’t just strong – it was tightly controlled. His shirts never hung loosely; they clung to his chest, showcasing the subtle, defined curves of his body. No room for softness here.

As he stirred the coconut water, his hands were steady and efficient. He moved with purpose, always a step ahead of whatever task lay in front of him. His gaze flickered for a moment out of the kitchen window, where the world below was beginning to wake up, but his mind didn’t wander long. He poured the liquid into his running bottle, careful to avoid spillage, before setting the bottle down and reaching for the laces of his black running shoes. The shoes, as black as the tracksuit he now pulled on, looked sharp, almost intimidating, just like the man wearing them.

Lonnie’s home matched him. Everything in its place. Every detail considered. His living room was immaculate, not a single wrinkle in the fabric of the couch. The furniture was modern. Despite its sharp lines, it held a sense of quiet comfort. The couch itself was an oasis, its fabric so soft it seemed to almost swallow you whole the moment you sank into it. Expensive, without a doubt, but not ostentatious. It was the kind of comfort that only a person who knew how to value rest could understand. The space was large, open, and airy, but not cold. The silverish-white theme of the house gave it a polished, modern feel, with bright white wooden frames and embossed stripes that ran along the walls, as well as clean, sharp lines creating a sense of structure that complemented the calm stillness of the room.

His kitchen, just a few steps away, was equally organized. Countertops are bare, save for the essentials, like a coffee maker, a toaster, and a fruit bowl, and each item was positioned with an uncanny precision. It wasn’t the kind of kitchen you cooked in and left in disarray. No, this was a place where every movement was deliberate. Every tool returned to its place without thought. The air in the house smelled faintly of citrus and freshly cut wood, a nod to the clean, almost clinical aesthetic Lonnie maintained. There was a calm here, an order to everything that extended far beyond the physical space.

Lonnie quietly moved through the soft morning light that filtered into the house. He was careful not to disturb its peace. His wife, still asleep in their king-sized bed, looked peaceful, her face relaxed in the stillness of the room. Her hair fanned out on the pillow, and the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest matched the quiet beat of the house. Leaning over, Lonnie pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, a fleeting moment of tenderness before he had to leave.

He paused for a moment longer, just enough to take in the calm of the room. The bed, though occupied, still bore the trace of Lonnie’s meticulous nature—sheets pulled smooth beneath her, the comforter straightened as best as possible without disturbing her rest. The unused pillows were stacked in neat alignment at the headboard, their order untouched since the night before. The closet doors, white and spotless, stood shut with military-like exactness. Shirts neatly hung to the left, pants to the right, and shoes stacked in symmetrical rows on the bottom shelf. The room revealed much about Lonnie’s character. Every detail showed his meticulous nature, organized mindset, and deliberate approach.

Moving down the hallway, he passed by his daughter’s room, where the door was slightly ajar. Her room had a softer feel than his, but it still held that same quiet order. The walls were painted in a light lavender, a calm that contrasted with the sharper tones of the rest of the house. A bed covered in a fluffy white comforter with pastel-colored throw pillows sat against the far wall. Her shelves were lined with stuffed animals, and each one was positioned just so.

There was a small desk covered in school papers and a few crayons, and it was tucked neatly into the corner. A soft nightlight, shaped like a unicorn, cast a gentle glow over the room, creating a peaceful haven where the bustle of the world outside couldn’t intrude. She lay there in the center of the bed, her small form curled up, oblivious to the world outside, her breath slow and steady.

Lonnie lingered for just a moment, then moved on, his footsteps soft and purposeful as he continued down the hallway, his mind already drifting toward the demands of the day ahead.

It was reassuring to know that things were always falling into place, even if only in a tiny way.

The sound of his laces tightening echoed in the room for a moment before he gave a quick glance at the clock. It was time. The city outside was waking up, and so was he. The sun, now a little higher, had burned through the haze, and the day had begun. His routine was a way to ground himself before the world could pull him into its chaos. Lonnie Carlson didn’t fear the mess of life. He just preferred to stay one step ahead of it.

Lonnie grabbed his bottle of coconut water, the smooth Hydro Flask 32 oz. Wide Mouth against his hand as he made his way down the hall. The house was still quiet, giving space for the low buzz of the refrigerator and the occasional creak of the floorboards beneath his feet. His steps were steady and deliberate, each one carrying him closer to the front door. He could already feel the pull of the day, the rush of energy that would come with the run – the feeling that always made everything else seem just a little more possible.

At the door, he paused for a second. The morning air had a crispness to it like the city itself was still stretching, still unsure whether to commit to the heat of the day. The street outside was just beginning to come alive, but there was still a quiet to it, a peaceful lull before the chaos. He took a long breath, filling his lungs with the city’s cool, early air, and stepped outside. The door clicked shut behind him with a soft finality, like a seal being set on the silence inside.

He didn’t need a phone when he ran. It was part of his philosophy: the world didn’t need to reach him. His mind, however, always needed to be sharp. Instead of a phone, he had something far more discreet: a sleek, black smartwatch strapped to his wrist. It was one of the top models, the kind that cost more than modern phones, but he didn’t mind. Accuracy mattered to him. Every data point, every beat of his heart, and every movement of his body was captured with clinical precision. This watch wasn’t just a tool but an extension of him, tracking his health like a silent observer.

He tapped the screen once, a soft swipe with his thumb, and the watch flickered to life. His heart rate flashed on the display: 78 bpm. Oxygen levels: 95%. His lips curled into a slight smile, but his eyes narrowed as he glanced at the numbers. Everything was a bit unstable, just a bit off. Nothing major, but it nagged at him.

“Let’s make it perfect,” he muttered under his breath as though talking to the watch itself. His voice was low and steady. “No room for mistakes.”

He stretched his legs and bent his arms, which was followed by a sequence of long and measured breaths, letting his body find a more stable rhythm. The watch updated again, flicking from one measurement to another, each one more stable than the last. He tapped it once more, nodding at the numbers. Perfect, he thought. It was as perfect as it could be, at least for now. With the briefest of glances, he turned toward the street, walking past his front porch, the lawn still wet with morning dew, and headed toward the road.

The air smelled like fresh-cut grass and the distant promise of summer. As Lonnie passed a few houses, he could see through the window at his neighbors getting ready for the day. They were getting in their cars, walking their dogs, and waving to him from their front door every once in a while. In that kind of neighborhood, it seemed like everyone knew each other. Going for a run outside was enough to get trapped in a discussion with one of these extroverted neighbors.

Lonnie was walking toward the water when he saw a familiar face wave him down. A man with a red-and-white-striped apron was setting up his hot dog cart by the curb. Lonnie could almost taste the meat and onions that were cooking on the grill, but it wasn’t strong enough to take him off his path. The vendor had been in the area for years, and Lonnie had never stopped to eat since that was against his strict diet routine. The two never spoke, but they felt like friends. Lonnie slowed down beside him.

“Morning, Mr. Carlson!” the vendor called, his voice full of warmth.

Lonnie raised a hand in acknowledgment, giving a quick smile. “How’s business, Johnie?”

Johnie chuckled, adjusting the hat on his head. “Same old, same old. Can’t complain, though. People love my dogs.”

Lonnie nodded, the corners of his mouth pulling into a smile as he tapped his watch again, checking the time. “Got a lap waiting for me. You know how it is.”

“Yeah, I do,” Johnie replied, giving a knowing grin. “I don’t know how you do it, running every morning like that. You’re something else, Lonnie.”

Lonnie shrugged lightly, a casual movement that seemed to downplay the effort. “Gotta keep the body in check.”

Johnie’s eyes twinkled with a bit of mischief. “You know, you should come by for a dog sometime. Break the routine. I bet I can convince you.”

Lonnie shook his head, chuckling softly. “You know me, Johnie. No room for distractions. I’ll stick to the routine.” He gave a brief wave, then turned, continuing his steady march toward the water.

The sun was inching higher in the sky, casting its warm glow across the streets, and the waterfront was just ahead. He could already see the shimmer of Lake Michigan ahead of him, the water still calm, reflecting the morning light like a slab of polished glass. The streets around him were beginning to quiet down, the early bustle of the city fading as he moved toward the lake.

As Lonnie neared the path that led to the water’s edge, a familiar voice – this time louder – broke the stillness of the morning. “Hey, Lonnie!” Johnie called from a few steps behind, his voice cutting through the air. It wasn’t just Johnie now. Jake and a couple of other guys from the neighborhood had caught up as well, walking briskly to join him. Their inconsistent gathering disrupted his routine, filling the space between him and the calm of the water.

The sound of footsteps echoed around them, mixing with the soft rustle of leaves and the distant hum of the city as they drew near. Lonnie turned to face them, his steady pace slowing just enough to acknowledge their approach. The familiar sights and sounds of the city felt a little more present now, the world around him shrinking to a manageable distance.

It wasn’t long before the group would reach the water’s edge, the morning light reflecting off the lake just within their reach. The air, thicker now with the gathering of his friends, seemed to deepen in intensity, and the day was about to shift just as quickly as the shift in their conversations.

“Lonnie!” called a man walking his dog, a shaggy mutt tugging at the leash as it tried to dart into the bushes. It was Jake, another familiar face, a member of the Town Council. Lonnie nodded, slowing his pace just slightly as Jake caught up.

“Going for a run as usual, huh?” Jake asked, flashing a grin as he fell into step alongside Lonnie.

“Can’t skip it,” Lonnie replied, his tone light but resolute. “Heading towards the lake to start today’s lap.”

Jake shook his head, patting his dog. “I’ve got a spike for the company.”

Lonnie smiled without a single hint of pride in his expression.

The dog was now calmer, wagging its tail and sniffing at Lonnie’s shoes. He bent down to scratch the dog’s ears, giving it a soft pat before standing back up. “How’s work?” he asked casually, the conversation flowing easily as they continued at the same steady pace.

“Nothing’s new,” Jake replied, a slight sigh creeping into his voice. “But hey, you’ve got your routine, and I’ve got mine.”

He glanced at his watch again, eyes scanning the numbers with the usual precision. His heart rate had leveled out, and everything stabilized. Satisfied, he tapped the screen to turn it off and slipped the watch back into its usual position.

“Anyway, I’ll let you get back to your routine,” Jake said with a friendly wave, stepping aside. “Don’t let me hold you up.”

“Good talking to you, Jake,” Lonnie replied, giving him a nod before turning back toward the water.

The path to the lakefront was only a few minutes away now. He could hear the soft lap of the water in the distance, and the slight breeze coming off the lake made the air feel fresher, more alive. It was a place Lonnie came often, a place to clear his mind after the routine, a place where the noise of the world seemed a little more distant.

The lakefront was within reach now. Lonnie could see the water glistening, almost just a few steps ahead. His smartwatch flickered on his wrist, the numbers crisp, all tracking perfectly. It was a satisfying feeling – everything in sync: his body, his pace, his environment. There was no better moment for a sprint, no better time to push himself just a little further.

Lonnie’s face showed a rare satisfaction as he glanced at the display one last time before turning away. The sun was now higher in the sky, and the morning air was beginning to warm, but not enough to break the coolness that had clung to the city just moments ago. The time was right. He could feel it in his legs, in his core. He was ready to pick up the pace, ready to start his first lap around the waterfront path.

He took a deep breath, ready to surge forward. Before he could take another step, something else was waiting for him.

It wasn’t much at first. Just a dull throb in his chest, something that seemed almost imperceptible. Just another small pinch, another twinge in the body. But it didn’t fade like it usually did. Instead, it grew. Slowly, then suddenly, with an intensity that made him suck in a sharp breath. A sharp, jagged pain pressed deep into his ribs as though someone had shoved a fist into his chest. The sensation took him by surprise, his body instinctively jerking forward as if to escape the pressure. But there was no escape. Not from this.

Lonnie’s jaw clenched, and his run faded to a stumble. For the first time that morning, a frown flickered across his face. He took another breath, slow at first, then deep, but it didn’t help. The pain was still there, building like a weight on his chest, steady and unforgiving. It was as if something had wrapped around his lungs, making it difficult to draw in air.

He took a few steps, but the discomfort didn’t wane. It only amplified with each stride. He instinctively slowed, his body beginning to resist the run as if protesting. The sharpness intensified, a needle-like sensation piercing his ribs with every inhale, every exhale. Lonnie tried to shake it off. This wasn’t supposed to happen. It couldn’t. His body was supposed to be in peak condition. He was fit, disciplined, and precise. He’d spent years maintaining this form, pushing through soreness, through fatigue, through every obstacle. He couldn’t – he shouldn’t – let something like this stop him.

But this wasn’t the usual strain. This felt… different.

Something wasn’t right. Something was inside, fighting back. He leaned forward slightly, his left hand instinctively pressing against his chest as if trying to will the pain to subside. But it only worsened. His breath came faster, each one shallow, desperate. The sharp ache was now shooting through his ribs, punctuating each beat of his heart. It was as if every thump of his pulse was forcing the pain to grow, each heartbeat an unwelcome reminder of something that was wrong inside.

His vision blurred around the edges, and for a moment, the world seemed to tilt. The once-steady rhythm of his body now felt unsteady, like a machine starting to falter, its gears grinding against something inside. He waved his arms, his right hand moving out instinctively, searching for something to hold on to—anything to steady himself. But the road was empty, the path to the waterfront uninhabited. No one was nearby to notice the man now struggling, one hand clutching his chest, the other waving like a sailor lost at sea.

Lonnie took another breath, but it was a gasp this time, raw and forced, like his body was running out of the very air he needed. His heart was pounding in his chest now, the pressure unbearable, each beat a slap of discomfort, a reminder that whatever was happening to him wasn’t something he could outrun. His legs felt unsteady, like they might give way beneath him. But he wouldn’t let that happen. He couldn’t.

A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead, and the pain intensified, sending a jolt through his entire torso like an electrical shock. It was inescapable now, the needle-like pulse racing faster, deeper. His ribs and lungs felt like they were being pushed against and pulled on with every breath. Lonnie tried to take a deep breath in again, but his chest felt tight, like an unseen force was squeezing him to death.

“Come on…!” he muttered under his breath, his voice rough and strained like it didn’t even belong to him. He took another step, but it felt wrong. His legs felt like they were made of lead, heavy and unresponsive.

His vision blurred again, the world around him slowly turning into muted shapes. He wasn’t sure what was happening – was it dizziness, or was the pain too much to bear? Either way, it was getting harder to stay upright. He closed his eyes for a moment, willing himself to focus. He had to focus.

He had to keep going.


The pain didn’t go away, though. It only got deeper. It was hard for him to breathe and think because his chest felt tight and seemed to get tighter every second. He wasn’t sure what was wrong, and his mind was beginning to fog up with worry. Was it a heart attack? He thought. No, he couldn’t think like that. Not yet. It couldn’t be. He was healthy. He had worked too hard, too long, to let something like this take him down.


“Stay focused,” he muttered again, trying to force himself to stand taller. But even as the words left his lips, they felt like they were for someone else— like someone else was telling him to keep going and fighting.

But with every second, it was getting harder to fight back.

It took only the blink of an eye for Lonnie to lose control. One moment, he was standing tall, clutching the light pole, his chest heaving. A man still struggling but determined to hold on. And then, it all unraveled.

A sharp intake of breath, a brief gasp that felt like the last of his strength, and then – he fell. Not in slow motion, not in the graceful way a man might stagger before finding his balance again, but with a suddenness that sent a jolt of panic through the air. His body collapsed like a marionette whose strings had been severed, limbs jerking with an uncoordinated sprawl before he hit the pavement. The sound of his body meeting the ground was loud, sharper than anything that had come before, a sickening thud that echoed down the street, the kind of noise you didn’t expect to hear coming from someone who was never supposed to fall.

Lonnie’s body lay sprawled on the path, motionless. There was no twitch, no stirring. His chest, once full of steady breaths, now rose and fell with a disjointed, unsteady rhythm as though his body had forgotten what it was supposed to do. His face was pale, his eyes closed, and for a moment, he looked less like the man everyone knew and more like a stranger.

This was no ordinary collapse. No simple slip of the body, no mere exhaustion. Lonnie Carlson, the man who ran like he could outrun anything – pain, failure, doubt – had finally been stopped. And it wasn’t by anything mundane. It wasn’t a pulled muscle or a momentary lapse in his discipline. This was something deeper, something that went beyond the physical.

A ripple of unease spread through the neighborhood. The morning air that had once felt so fresh now seemed to thicken with tension, the quiet hum of the city interrupted by the thud of his fall. The sound traveled, sharp and sudden, cutting through the calm like a gunshot. People out on their morning walks, commuters waiting for the bus, and even a few joggers on the nearby path turned their heads toward the noise.

Some slowed their pace, their eyes narrowing in concern, but none were close enough to offer help—just distant figures in the early light, witnesses to the struggle, unsure whether to intervene. A few glanced over their shoulders, hesitating, but the distance between them and the scene was too great to bridge easily.

Jake and the others turned in unison, their eyes locked on the sight of Lonnie’s motionless form lying in the middle of the street. It was as though the world had stopped turning for just a moment. The morning, which had started with the usual hum of routine, had now shifted into something darker, something inexplicable. A man, so often the pillar of strength and calm, now lay unmoving, as though the very fabric of his being had been torn apart in a blink.

“Lonnie!” Jake’s voice was rough, more out of instinct than anything else, and he was already moving toward him, his long strides cutting the distance quickly. Two other neighbors who had been walking nearby rushed with him, their shoes slapping against the pavement. Johnie, back at his cart farther down the street, froze when he heard the shouts. His apron still dusted with flour, he dropped his tongs and leaned forward, his face pale, but he was too far to reach Lonnie in time.

Jake dropped to one knee beside him, his expression a mixture of disbelief and urgency. His fingers brushed against Lonnie’s wrist, searching desperately for a pulse. His hand trembled slightly, his shock evident, but even that couldn’t mask the urgency in his voice.

Nothing. No pulse.

“Holy chocolate footwear, what happened?” Jake muttered under his breath, panic clawing at his usually steady tone. He pressed harder against Lonnie’s wrist, then against his neck, but found only silence.

One of the other men cursed under his breath, leaning in to check Lonnie’s chest, pressing lightly as if hoping to feel some faint sign of life. But the body beneath his hands was already beginning to cool. There was no sign of breath, no response from the man who had always seemed invincible.

“Fart nuggets,” the neighbor muttered, looking up at Jake with wide, panicked eyes. “He’s not breathing.”

For a moment, none of them could speak. They were still processing the sight before them, still grappling with the fact that Lonnie Carlson, the man who was the backbone of their neighborhood, the one everyone looked up to for his health and vigilance, had just collapsed and was now lying lifeless on the ground.

“It can’t be… This can’t be happening,” Jake stammered, his voice cracking with disbelief. “Someone call 911!” he erupted.

Other neighbors, too, were beginning to gather, their faces tense, their eyes wide with fear. None of them knew what had happened. None of them knew what caused Lonnie’s collapse. But what they did know was this: Lonnie wasn’t just any guy. He was a symbol. He was the one who had stood tall, who had faced every challenge and never once faltered. He was a living example of what it meant to be strong, disciplined, and unshakable. And now, for the first time in anyone’s memory, that man was broken.

No one spoke for a long moment. The only sounds were the distant hum of cars, the faint buzz of the city, and the sharp inhale of someone too frightened to even breathe properly.
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