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        For Carl J. Bonavolanto, Jr. — Husband, Father, Grandfather, Great-Grandfather

        And for all those we lost as a result of this horrible virus.

        We will never forget you.
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      Please stop what you're doing. Look around you. Wherever you are in this moment, please pay close attention. Your neighbors, the people that might be walking by, your spouse — are they who you think they are? I ask you this because what I'm about to tell you will open your eyes to the truth of the world. As you continue, you will not be able to unsee the truth. However, I beg you to not stop reading because the world has already changed, but I guarantee that you have yet to see why. Not just for the people involved in this story, but for you as well.

      This is not my story; I'm just helping it along. In fact, this is not a story at all. I'll be chiming in from time to time, as well as a couple friends of mine, to tell you the rest. Understand that what you are about to hear will change your life forever. Just know, everything you read will reflect your everyday life. It will open your eyes to the truth that has been around you this entire time.

      Please, understand that what I am about to tell you is not something you should take lightly. So, please, read carefully, pay close attention, and most importantly — stay safe...
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        DECEMBER 2018

        Chicago

      

      

      

      Walking back from yet another food run. I feel like that is most of my job now. Walter Finch, my partner in the Chicago Police Department, sends me on quite a few of these. This is the same man who raised me after my aunt, who was like a mother to me, died. He was once in great shape, just like I am now, but he let himself go as the years got the best of him. After sixty years on this Earth, I guess it's easy to not care as much about the way you look. That, and he isn't the detective he once was — that might be my fault in a way. Now it's just, 'hey, John, how about a snack,' or 'hey, John, how about a sub?' The problem is, he usually considers a sub the same thing as a snack... the fat bastard.

      Oh, and that's me, by the way — John Gideon. I'm half Walter's age. At just thirty, I still take care of the way I look. The way I see it, if I want to catch the criminals we're chasing, then I need to be in the best shape possible. Walter doesn't share the same ideals as I do. Hell, the day I joined the homicide and missing persons unit and became his partner was the day he officially checked out and had me complete all of his work. It's okay though, it's the least I can do for the man who was always there for me. He is the only family I have left. It would be nice to have him a bit more active in some cases, though.

      I mean, for instance, today we are on a stake-out looking for a suspect that could be involved in a string of missing person cases we've been working on for over a year now. With thirteen people missing, four dead and, as of today, only one lead, I need all the help I can get. Unfortunately, Walter has only wanted to help in one way — to stay out of mine. It's not the best partnership, but I love the man like a father, and I can't very well tell him to get his shit together, now can I?

      Also, getting out of the car on a stake-out to go on a food run is not part of the protocol, but thankfully, for the time of year it is, it's easy for me to blend right in with all of the other people.

      December in Chicago is a crazy time. I guess December in any city is pretty crazy, but in Chicago, it's another world. It makes it easier to blend in. There are lights all around, snow on the ground, people enjoying the festivities. Oh, and let's not forget about ice skating in Millennium Park — the people can't get enough of that. So, considering people tell me that the way I walk, dress, act, and I guess my overall demeanor screams 'cop' from a mile away, it's a good thing I can just blend in with the other people walking around, as I walk back to the car with a big bag of food. I make sure to hide my badge behind the food, as well. It's not uncommon for a detective to be walking down the street. Still, considering this is a residential street, I don’t want to give our suspect any reason to get suspicious today, all because Walter had a craving.

      Before I left Walter to get his food, I begged him to keep an eye on our suspect's apartment building to make sure we didn't lose him. As I walk back to the car, I can see through the back window that Walter is playing with the sun-visor instead of doing his job. Sometimes I don't know what to do with this man.

      I open the driver side door and interrupt Walter's playtime, "Cut it out. I left you here to watch for the suspect, not to play with yourself!"

      "Finally! I'm starving," Walter replies.

      I hand him a sandwich, and he wastes no time diving in. With food in his mouth, he asks, "Hey, you didn't forget my backup sub, did you? You know I like to snack when these things run late."

      What did I tell you...

      "No, Walter, I did not forget your backup sub. And how many times do I have to tell you, a sub is not a snack, you fat ass."

      Walter rubs his stomach. "It is to me."

      We both laugh it off — that's just Walter.

      I could tell at times the fat jokes bother him when it isn’t just the two of us. He’s not a fan of the other detectives making fun of him. He once was a great detective, now he’s the butt of every joke — it can find a way to get to the best of us. However, when it's just him and me, he knows I don't mean anything by it, I only say it for his own good. I worry about his health.

      After both of us chowing down for a bit, I know its’s time to get down to business. We had been here for a few hours before my little run, and now we need to go over these case files again. It's only a matter of time before our suspect comes out of his apartment.

      "Alright, so let's run down these case files one more time."

      Walter threw his sub on the dashboard and pulls out a large file with the cases we've been working on.

      "Well, our girl, Jenna Meyers, went missing the same way as all the others. It was reported by a friend of hers about thirty-six hours after she first went missing. Luckily, the friend was the one that mentioned we should look into this suspect — Steven James. I guess he was Jenna's boyfriend. Apparently, he has been acting strange ever since she went missing."

      I take a second to reprocess all this information. "I think if my girlfriend went missing, I would be acting strange too."

      "Yea, well, something doesn't seem right about this guy." Walter says, with a bit of unease in his voice.

      "What do you mean?" I ask with a bit of confusion at Walter’s actual detective work.

      Walter flips to a different page in the file. "I had one of the guys at the precinct dig into our suspect.”

      That makes more sense...

      

      Walter continues. “He looks like all of our missing victims."

      "How so?" I ask, immediately forgetting my original bias in Steven’s favor.

      Walter explains, "Outside of his name and address, this guy is basically a ghost. There is no family, school, or job history. Hell, he doesn't even have a social media account. I'm not saying that makes him our kidnapper, but something doesn't feel right."

      Okay, now I'm a bit more interested. Walter could have led with that before we came on this stake-out. "Alright, does that mean he's our next victim or is he picking off people with his off-the-grid patterns?"

      "Eh... couldn't tell ya." Walter’s interest in the case has reached its limit, and he grabs his sub.

      God damn... Walter's attention span is getting smaller by the day.

      "Walter, we need to figure something out here. Just because of all that doesn't mean we're any closer to solving this.” I ponder for a moment. “But, I'm pretty sure something is up with this guy."

      Walter takes a few more bites, and a curious gaze comes over him. I honestly thought, for a moment, he was thinking of the case — for a moment. Then he speaks.

      "Maybe we should just head back to the station and re-evaluate the situation with these missing pasts. I feel like we're missing a piece of the puzzle. Even better, we can do it over a drink!"

      That's all he wants, to wash down his sub with a bourbon. Oh, if I didn't mention it before, the only thing Walter enjoys more than food is booze. I swear he used to be a great detective, one of the best, in fact. However, a long time ago, all of that changed — a case that actually changed both of our lives. I was only a kid, and he was a young detective. But that's not important right now. I just didn't want you to get the wrong impression of him; he really does mean well — most of the time.

      After brushing off his idiotic comment about grabbing a drink while on a stake-out as we wait for our only lead in over a year on a high-profile case, I calm myself and respond.

      "Not yet, you lazy ass..." Okay, so maybe I wasn't completely calm. "I still want to talk to this guy. He has got to know something."

      Walter is not happy with my decision. You see, he is technically the lead detective. He has seniority over me which makes him in charge of these cases. However, that doesn't mean he isn't on thin ice at the precinct. It's my work that keeps him employed, so he still does what I tell him to.

      "Fine... I still don't get why we can't knock on the guy's door," Walter says, upset that his plan to skip out on work has failed.

      "Come on, Walter, you know how I like to do things. If we hang out here, we might get a better idea of who this guy is. Have I ever steered you wrong? No... I haven't."

      "You got a point. But I'm going to finish my sub." Walter looks down at the rest of the sub on his lap. "Come here, you beautiful angel."

      I can't help but laugh as the next words fall from my mouth. "My God, you really are a fat bastard! Maybe you should have listened to my aunt all those years ago when she told you to lay off the fatty foods. Who knows, maybe you would still be in the shape you were in back then."

      "Whoa, whoa, whoa! Don't let this body fool you. I can still kick your ass up and down this block... I just don't want to." Walter shoves the rest of the sub in his mouth.

      We both crack up. Walter chokes a bit on the last bite of his sub, which only makes us laugh even harder.

      I slap his arm, as I see movement coming from Steven's apartment.

      Steven lives in a duplex apartment building, so I can see him exit directly from his place and walk down the stairs to the street. We're parked just a bit down the block, so we aren't spotted.

      I see Steven walk in our direction.

      "There he is," I tell Walter.

      "Finally," Walter says.
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      Walter and I exit the car and begin walking toward Steven. Thankfully, with all the people still out on the street coming home from last-minute Christmas shopping, we blend right in. Well, sort of. Walter has his cheap suit on, which makes him stick out more than I do — and I have a badge hanging around my neck. So, we try to play it cool, but a 30-year-old and a 60-year-old with no gifts, 3 days before Christmas, both screaming 'cop' doesn't help much. It’s only a matter of time before... Yup, we’ve been made.

      Steven stops dead in his tracks. Walter and I look at each other. Should we run toward him? He isn't running. What should we do? Wait, why is he looking at me like that? It's like he knows me. It's kind of freaking me out.

      We both take a step forward, and he turns and runs. Here we go.

      We chase after him. He's fast. Shit, he's really fast. We're doing all we can to keep up, and I'm doing all I can to make sure Walter doesn't have a heart attack while we chase him down.

      Clearly, Steven knows something; otherwise why would he have taken off like this?

      Walter screams out, "Chicago Police! Freeze!"

      It doesn't faze Steven in the slightest — he keeps going. I didn't think that would work. He clearly knows we were police, and Walter just wasted his breath.

      Steven turns down another side street, hoping to lose us, but we stay on him. We're far behind, there is no way we can keep up. This guy must have been a track star — wherever he went to school. I'll have to ask him if I ever catch him.

      I have an idea. So, I yell to Walter, "Stay on him!" Then I turn down an alley and double back.

      I know there is only one way to catch up to this guy. Usually, I would just say it's time to cut our losses and we'll find him another way, but after a year of searching with only one lead, I can't let this one go. So, I sprint as fast as I can with the little energy I have left — God, I can only imagine how Walter is feeling right now — and I make it to the car. I have to track them down. Thankfully, I track Walter's phone because I tend to lose him in the slew of bars or fast-food joints throughout the city more often than I'd care to admit.

      Once I find which way they're heading, I speed off in their direction.

      Now, I know my boss won't be happy about this one, mainly because we don't know what this guy knows, but I feel that this guy has something to do with these missing people. Also, if you could have only seen how he looked at me, you would know I need to do something extreme. It was like when he saw my face, he knew it was over for him. I need to find him.

      So, I speed toward Walter and Steven. It seems that they ran down an alley — I just hope Walter is close enough behind that he didn't lose track of Steven.

      I fly down the wrong way on a one-way street. I pull into a driveway and slam on the brakes in front of Steven. I thought that this would slow him down or, at the very least, make him jump onto the hood of the car as if he were attempting to jump over it but fail. However, I don't know what the hell I saw. Maybe it was the impact that affected my vision — yea, the impact, which was yet another strange occurrence from tonight.

      As Steven was running toward me, and Walter seemed to be miles behind him, I could have sworn his eyes began to... to glow red.

      No. That's crazy. I'm going to just chalk that all up to the shitty food that Walter makes me eat. It's messing with my head.

      Either way, he hit my car, and that's what the impact was. Steven charges at the car with such a force that it was as if a bus had hit the front end. I actually thought to myself, 'I'm glad I had my seatbelt on.' It shakes me up a bit and it knocks Steven out cold, which gives Walter enough time to catch up, pin him down, and cuff him. I have to say, for a skinny guy, he is strong as hell.

      By this point, I was back to my usual self. I get out of the car and shake off any crazy ideas I have about mentioning this to anyone. As a detective, you never want to say you saw something strange in the field, especially someone with glowing red eyes. They'll put you on desk duty for that, and who's going to protect Walter if I'm riding a desk?

      Walter looks up at the dent in the car with shock. He glances back down at Steven, who was still on the ground but not fully conscious, and said, "God damn! How fast were you going!?"

      As Steven is now slowly waking up, concern washes over him. He looks at Walter and blurts out, "You have no idea what you're getting involved in. I'm not who you think I am, and trust me when I tell you, none of this is what you think it is."

      Walter laughs him off and helps him up. Then, he hands Steven off to me.

      I say, as I toss him in the back seat of the car. "Okay, well, why don't you tell us all about it on the way to the precinct? We have a few other questions for you anyway."

      I slam the door on Steven, and through the window of the back door, he gives me the same look he did when I first saw him. It was almost as if he was staring into my soul — and I'm not enjoying it at all. I don't know if he's our kidnapper, but those eyes are telling me he's guilty of something. Is that wrong for a detective to say? I know, I shouldn't prejudge a person. So, let's just keep that between us... Deal?

      I walk over to Walter — he's looking at the damage to the car.

      "How the hell are we going to explain this to the guys at the motor pool?"

      "I guess we just tell them some doped up suspect charged at it," I question my own answer.

      "You think he's on something?" Walter asks curiously.

      "I don't know," I sigh. "Can you explain how he not only ran as fast as he did but also was able to crash into me like that?"

      "Yea, I guess you're right. Are you okay, by the way?" Walter put his hand on my shoulder. "You look like shit. Maybe you have a concussion."

      "Yea, I'm fine." I want to say something about Steven’s eyes to Walter. I mean, it's just Walter; I know I can trust him, but I also know he'll worry. "Let's just get this guy back to the station."

      "Whatever you say, boss," Walter says without argument.
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      On the way to the precinct, Walter spends the entire time fighting to catch his breath. Honestly, I was considering calling him an ambo just for the oxygen tank. The guy is breathing like a bulldog. I know Walter will be alright; he tends to breathe like that even when he hasn't been chasing down a suspect.

      I guess the strangest part of the car ride is Steven. I can't shake this feeling that he thinks he knows me somehow. He won’t say a word. He just keeps watching me through the rear-view mirror. I noticed it in the beginning, and I looked back at him. I mean, why not, right? But it's so odd making eye contact with someone through a mirror. I'm not sure why, but it's not the same as looking at someone directly. So, I stopped. After I stopped looking back, I could just... well, I could just feel him staring at me. I guess that's what criminals do. They want to get into the mind of the person that arrested them. It only furthers my assumption that he knows something I don't. I will get to the bottom of it, though.

      We finally arrive at the precinct: Fourth floor — Homicide and Missing Persons Unit. Steven seems very dodgy. He isn’t trying to run, he just seems to be looking for someone. Maybe an associate — who knows...

      Ben Tyler, a detective and a close friend of mine, is sitting at his desk in the bullpen. I give him a nod when we walk in. He knows how long Walter and I have been working on this case without a solid lead, so he knows how vital this suspect is to us.

      While keeping a tight grip on Steven's arm and guiding him through the bullpen, I turn to Walter and say, "I'll drop him in interrogation."

      "Got it. I'll be at the desk," Walter replies.

      I head to the interrogation room and leave Steven cuffed to the table. He isn't looking at me like he was in the car. He seems terrified now. Maybe the walls are closing in on him. Criminals who know they have no way to answer the questions about to be hurled at them often get that look. His look seems a bit deeper than that, though.

      I leave the interrogation room and head back to our desks. The bullpen is set up, as I can imagine many large city police departments are, with a checkered pattern of white and slighter darker white linoleum tiles with gray walls. Rows of metal desks two by two facing one another. It makes for the perfect echo as your footsteps click on the tiles.

      Walter is sitting at his desk with his feet up. Great. Every time he does that, he pushes his garbage onto my desk. Walter's sits directly across from me, which is not the best workspace for me, as he leaves me open to an infestation of ants at least once a month. Why you ask? Well, the constant empty food wrappers or dribbles of pop left in the can at the bottom of his garbage - which I beg him to wash out before tossing — tend to attract bugs. We have a janitorial service, but they clean the main garbage in the bullpen, not the small desk garbage, which we aren't meant to put food into, anyway. Walter doesn't like to follow instructions.

      All of this drives me crazy. I like things to be clean. My desk, as you can guess, is orderly. However, I will admit, it borders on the obsessive. I may or may not pull out the ruler from time to time to check the spacing between my keyboard and monitor, monitor to my mouse pad, mouse pad to pencil holder, and my pencil holder to my file folders. I wouldn't say I have O.C.D. or anything, I just spent years around Walter, so cleaning up after his messes has caused me to create a bit of a pattern. It makes it easy for the other detectives to play pranks on me, though. Hilarious pranks.

      Walter looks like he is trying to fall asleep. I knock his feet off the desk. "I'm going to get some of this paperwork out of the way before we question him. Another thing, we really need to dive into these strange backgrounds more before we go back in there. I feel like we're missing something."

      Walter leans forward in his chair, but then his phone rings. I almost had his attention. His phone is on his desk, and I notice that the caller ID reads "unknown caller." Walter almost let it go to voicemail but gives his phone a double-take, like he recognizes the phone number — strange.

      He picks up his phone, gets up from his desk, and responds to me before walking away. "Yea, yea, I'm with you. I just gotta take this first..." He starts walking down the hallway near our desks, and I could only hear him for a second before he was out of earshot.

      "Yea, hello?" Walter says.

      Maybe he was expecting that call. Who knows?

      Oh well, I try not to get too involved with Walter's business. Besides, I have work to do.

      I'm looking over these files, and none of this makes any sense. These cases mean something — each one of them with the exact same profile, just like Steven James. Each victim has a first and last name, they have an address, but they have no past. How in the hell, especially in today's world with everyone connected to something, can you be a ghost? I don't get it. Steven knows something. He must. I'm looking at these files, and it's like they just appeared one day. How do they pay their bills? Don't their friends ask questions? Friends! Jenna's friend — Walter mentioned that Jenna's friend was the one who reported her missing, but he didn't say a name. Where are the notes of that?

      I flip through all of our files, but there is no contact information. Not even a name. Who filed this report anyway? Probably Walter — I really need to stop giving that guy responsibilities...

      Speaking of Walter, here he comes now. "Hey, Walter, what was the name of the friend for our girl?"

      He looks out of it. He walks over to my desk and just stands, almost in a trance. The sound of my voice somewhat snaps him out of it. He looks at me, his eyes glazed over, and almost with a whisper he speaks. "What? Oh — I don't know."

      "Shit, Walter, what the hell happened to you?" I sat up in my chair with concern.

      Walter was more, I guess you can say, awake now. "No, nothing. It's just been a long night." He wasn't making eye contact before, but he is now. Staring right at me, he says, "Hey, I got a great idea."

      "You want your other sub, don't you?" Honestly, he looks sick — I shouldn't make jokes, but it was just too easy.

      Walter stares a hole through me and calmly says, "No... Asshole." I knew I shouldn't have made jokes. He follows that up by saying, "It's just been a long night, and it's already late enough. Cain's Pub will be open for at least another two more hours. How about I finish up the paperwork, and you get a head start over there? Just have a bourbon and wait for me."

      I sit back in my chair — something is wrong here. "Are you sure you're alright? You never offer to finish the paperwork."

      "Yea, I'm fine. I just want to get the hell out of here. It's been a long day; you know I could use a drink. Not to mention, it'll take you at least two hours to do the damn work."

      "Well, that's because I do it right!" I respond with a laugh.

      Walter shrugs me off.

      I think about it for a second. I mean, I could use a drink too. "Okay, well, what about Steven?"

      "We can let him sleep in a cell for a few hours, and we can question him in the morning," Walter says with a bit of excitement, as he is sure he convinced me to cut the night short. "Besides, you know we will be better off once we've had some rest. And we can track down the friend in the morning too."

      Okay, he's got me. I'm exhausted, and I could use a drink too. "Fine — I guess you're right." I can see the excitement on Walter's face. "I'll get Steven over to booking while you finish this up. But we have to get back here early tomorrow. You know we can't hold him long without charging him."

      "No," Walter is quick to respond, "Don't worry, I'll take him over when I'm done here."
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