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???? HRS

 

I STRUGGLE to remain still and assess my surroundings. Though I’m laying, the world ungulates and spins without a discernable pattern. The area smells of barbeque, mustard, and roses. The side of my face is pressed against the moist ground, and the dampness has soaked through my shirt. Something heavy is on my back, and I taste grass. My arms are behind my back; chilly bracelets—handcuffs—hold them there.

The weight on my back, a knee, shifts. It rocks me, but without my equilibrium settled, everything feels like it is being flung from a building. The move awakens a deep throb just above my right temple, sending flashes of light across my closed eyes.

“Easy, buddy.”

I must have groaned. 

“You’ve got quite the knot.” The voice, female with a Canadian accent, comes from above and behind. “What can you tell me about her?” The weight on my back shifts again. 

The world moves more than it should, but less than before. “Please run me.” I spit grass, and a bit of dirt on my lip falls between my cheek and gum. I sputter to get it, and a reluctant blade, out of my mouth.

“I would, but you don’t have a wallet.”

Equilibrium returning, I open my eyes, and pain from my temple makes the right clamp shut. Half of my vision through the left is a horizon of grass. With only one eye, I don’t have depth perception, but I see a woman in a yellow sundress laid out like I am. The neckline is bright red with fresh blood. “How about my name and social?”

“Sure. Hold on.” The knob of her knee rolls away from my spine, giving some relief but making it a bit harder to breathe. “What’s your info?”

“Name’s Kurt: Kilo, Uniform, Romeo, Tango. Ramsey: Romeo, Alpha, Mike, Sierra, Echo, Yankee.” I try my right eye again, and it protests.

“A military man, huh?”

She’s quite chatty. Part of me hates when cops are talkative. It means they know how to casually pry information from the unsuspecting – which I’m not. Overall, it’s good. The grind hasn’t gotten to her yet or she is still in love with her job and tries, daily, to make a difference. Give me a burnout any day. “Former.”

“A Marine, huh?” 

She’s sharp. I’m concussed; at least that’s what I’m going to blame the slip on. Should have said yup or uh-huh. ”Good catch.”

“Thanks, and thanks for serving.” She shifts her weight again. It’s her right knee. She adjusts behind me to keep the advantage but relieve all pressure. “I’m ready for your social.”

Making sure not to give her a reason to hop back on me, I scan for the second woman but don’t see the jeans or white button-down. She couldn’t be the one who knocked me out; I had visual on both of them. “Eight, sixty-seven, eighty-six, forty-seven, seventy-seven.”

“Okay.” A tenth of her earlier load returns on my lumbar. “How about a real social security number?”

“Pardon?”

“The first three peg where you received your card and there isn’t an eight, sixty-seven.”

She’s the first to pick up on that. “Please, just run it.”

While she thinks about it, I try my right eye again. The pain comes back, but it opens. The picnic spread looks untouched.

Her radio chirps. “Dispatch, Unit 5644.”

A male voice responds, “Go ahead, 5644.”

Beside from typical absorption up the side of the sundress, there’s no blood on the back. Whoever got her did it facing her... and yet she still fell forward?

“Please run Kurt Ramsey. Kilo on Kurt, common spelling on Ramsey, and I have a social.”

The two chose a good place to meet. Granted, they are a bit deep, but Pogorelich Park is in a business district and very public. However, nowhere is without risk when there are people willing to kill to keep secrets.

The male voice prompts, “Go ahead.”

She answers, “Eight, sixty-seven, eight-six, forty-seven, seventy-seven.”

“Copy. standby.”

I lift my head. The picnic basket is missing.

“Please remain still, Mister Ramsey.” She lifts from me. In my right peripheral, I see her slender finger. Clear gloss-trimmed nails point to the body. “While we wait, who was she?”

I have no doubt she is going to eventually find out. If she’s diligent enough, which she is, she might discover the nature of the exchange that was to take place. Then I’d be the one asking her questions.

Even if The Power That Be suppresses the story, 5644 will hunt the information down. However, I’m not going to tell her that she has a dead Nobel Prize-winning astrophysicist on her hands. “My code is: Uniform November Sierra Uniform November Golf.”

“Wha–” 

Dispatch cut across her question. “Unit 5644, uh, the system has come back asking for a code.”

Her radio chirps. “Uniform November Sierra Uniform November Golf.”

She did not hesitate or ask for me to repeat it. I’ll have to remember her because there is no doubt that she is going to remember me.

Two more squad cars pull into the lot closest to us. The first officer heads our way while the other goes to his trunk and retrieves the yellow tape.

“Unit 5644, I now need a pass phrase.”

“Well?” She asks.

“I walked the line.”

She cues her radio and repeats it.

Dispatch responds, “Whoever you have there has been cleared through the Secret Service.”

Her keys jingle and the cuffs press into my wrists. “I’ll have these off in a jiffy, Mister Ramsey.”

“Thanks.” I decide to press the small talk to keep her from doing so. “I thought you had to be an American citizen to be a Police Officer.”

“My accent, huh?” She freed one of my hands. “Please place that behind your head.”

I do and nod.

“I get that a lot.” The other cuff comes off, there’s a clack as she puts them together, and a clasp snap when she puts them away. “I’m American, but was raised in Quebec.”

Testing my equilibrium, I get to my knees, and my shirt clings to me. The world is steady. I touch my temple. My right eye closes from the sting as I run a finger along the edges to get an idea of my hematoma’s size.

Set, I take the next step and get to my feet. The horizon wobbles, but it’s manageable.

“Why don’t you carry a wallet?”

There’s no doubt that she patted me down and did not find my ID. Instead of producing it, I lie. “Left it in the car.” No need to give her more to fixate about.

“If I may, Mister Ramsey, one more question.”

On my feet, I can see over the doctor’s body. Her purse and the attaché case are missing.

This is where I was standing when I was knocked out. Taking in the open grass meadow, I wonder how they knocked me out. There’s cover close enough, but I would have heard the shot before whatever hit me put me out. She moves to my left, and I turn.

Officer 5644 is blonde, five-foot-five, and slender, with brown eyes. Given her weight on my back, I was expecting more of a prison matron’s build. She points to where my head indentation could still be seen in the grass. A barbeque rib and potato salad sits on the same kind of plate from the picnic. “Why serve yourself a plate?”




 

 

 

 

1418 HRS

 

AS ALWAYS, the wood floor in the hallway outside Greenie’s apartment shines and smells of orange industrial cleaner. The building is the kind of place I would keep an apartment in if the job didn’t have me constantly living out of motels. 

Balancing the coffee in the crook of my arm, I make sure not to squeeze too hard as to pop the top. I knock six times. My other hand presses an icepack against my temple and, between the two, keeping ice on my injury takes precedence. I sip the walnut blend before setting the coffee behind me and pulling my set of keys. 

Surprise would not come close to describing my reaction if Lori Greene happened to open the door. Like many investigative reporters of her day, she disappeared over a decade ago. Unlike the others, she was a devout conspiracy theorist. In working her disappearance, as a regular Secret Service rookie, I found a treasure trove of information here – so much so that I took over the rent. I knock six times because her co-workers said it was one of Lori’s traditions. 

Keeping with ceremony, I jingle my keys twice, open the door, and step back. Dust sprinkles from the doorjamb like an evanescent curtain. 

Knowing how much of a neat-freak she allegedly was, I avert my eyes and pick up my coffee; there’s no cleaning crew I can trust in here, and I never have the time. My gaze falls on my usual footsteps and darts away again. 

Eventually, I’ll have to make the time.

I step to the threshold, sip my coffee, and perform the last ritual. “You’ve got a visitor, Greenie.”

Respects paid, I enter and get to work.

Dozens of four-drawer filing cabinets, stacked two high, line her walls. They’re in alphabetical order by subject from the first on the left of the entry, through the living room, into the second bedroom, and across the den/dining room, where it ends. 

Further, there are islands of filing cabinets in the three areas, leaving two-feet wide walkways. Half of the living room’s island is also stacked and houses political subjects dating back to the Inquisition. The second bedroom’s single level covers any topic related to aliens. The den stores anecdotal information and what she probably considered to be proof.

I close the door behind me, set my coffee where I always do in the kitchen, and head to the master bedroom to take in the massive yarn map. A multitude of colors and pushpins anchor pictures, lists, and scraps of paper to the walls.

Going to the only piece of furniture that I brought in, a swivel chair in the middle of the room, I sit and stare. I have no idea what I’m looking for, but something will jump out at me.

 

Five hours later, the sun has gone down, the ice pack is water, and my stomach growls. I’m no closer to having an idea of where to start than when I entered. As usual, when I come here looking for hints about stuff I’m clueless about, Greenie’s apartment is going to let me down. 

Still, reluctant to admit it, I lean back and spin in place, casting my eyes to the ceiling, again, to see if a fresh look will make any of the information up there pop. 

Nothing. 

I gripe. “Come on, Greenie. Give me something.” With equaled disappointment, my stomach grumbles. “Fine,” I say to her memory, “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

I stand, stretch, and sniff like a bloodhound. Somewhere nearby, lasagna bakes. Hungry, I smile at myself in the mirror and straighten my grass-stained shirt. “Wonder if they would mind a visitor.”

Making my way out, I backtrack my steps to keep them perfect and wonder if a small part of me likes this place dusty just to play a child’s game on the way out – miss a step and you fall into the hot lava. Though I like to think if I miss a step, I cause the collapse of the free world; same game, different stakes.

I open the door, reach for my coffee, and pause. The sip hole on the lid is still lined with the cup, but the hole’s edges have been damaged, making it slightly wider than it should be.

My guts tighten as I close and lock the door. The eerie feeling I got the first time I entered Greenie’s apartment echoes from the past. However, this time I know I am not alone. 

As much as I want to pull my gun, having it out would be a detriment if my hunch proves right.

I opt for my Maglite as I run a finger along a thin, skin-colored waxy line just above my waistband. One of the few pieces of true tech I’ve earned reacts to my touch and biorhythms. The miniaturizing pocket puckers open. I slip a hand in, grab the rubberized grip, and hope for a gasp from whoever is probably watching as I seemingly pull the long, six-cell flashlight from my flesh. 

Nothing.

A muffled click sounds through the guard as the light beam illuminates the footprints in the dust. Aimed a few steps in front of me, the Maglite shines on similar impressions in my usual route. I follow my path. 

It’s been a couple of months since I’ve been here, but the set leading to the living room appears to have been freshened. 

I didn’t go this way today.

Partly attributing it to being what I want to see, I play it off and mentally prepare myself to be wrong when I walk this place, in heightened awareness, only to find my imagination messing with me.

I pause and focus to hear movement or breathing. Jeopardy’s Daily Double sounder leaks through the neighbor’s wall.

Scanning the footprints into the den, the differences in dust levels are blatant and a faint scent–beef jerky–is noticeable at the entrance to the second bedroom. I slide my index and thumb across my flank like pulling on a zipper; the pocket opens.

Ready to drive my hand in and pull a weapon, I aim the flashlight at the footsteps directly into the room–how I normally exit: dusty.

I check to the right on the inside of the room–the way I would enter: fresh.

Maglite level with my sternum, I step in and scan the tracks. Four clean steps followed by two dusty steps before the corner of the filing cabinet island. The beef jerky smell is clear here, stronger than the lasagna smell, like a bag is open. 

The disparity between the recent footprints and the old is night and day, but no one’s here.

“How in the hell–” I press my lips together to kill my whisper. There has been a lot of unexplainable tech uncovered as of late, but nothing that would allow teleportation. What else could it be? Flight? I light the tracks again. Then why would they have walked? I looked to the ceiling to assure myself no one is there, waiting to bop me on the head. Only filing cabinets and a stucco ceiling. 

Though I loathed thinking someone climbed without me hearing it, I eyeball the drawer handles to make sure I’m not giving the interloper too much credit. All of them are in good condition, with a thin layer of dust.

My gaze returns to the heel of the last clean footprint heading in. Hoping to initiate, I whisper, “I know you’re here.”

The area around the ball of the foot widens and there is a slight scrape as though someone pivoted. 

I bring my left hand across my chest to block my heart and throat. I turn the Maglite perpendicular to the floor and my wrist gives from extra force as something whiffs over my head.

A shimmering ripples along the thin object deflected by my flashlight. The glittering traces the object–a cane–and then highlights dress shoes, suit, and bowler hat of the five-foot–six-inch person holding it. The slim waist, flat chest, wide-shouldered body turned away from me. Fresh tracks mark his path.

“Hold on!” I hit the corner, but the glimmer is gone. I head back to the door and extend my arms to block the way.

The sound of something sliding past and a streak in the dust alerts me that he slid through my legs and is beyond me.

I turn.

The pitch-black body with sunglasses, wearing a black suit with shiny black dress shoes is rising with his foot planted. The black, silver, and gray-striped walking cane in his hand is extended for balance as the heel of his other shoe drives into my chest.

I stumble back and pull my Stunner from the open pocket.

He’s already beat feet, his footsteps pointing into the living room.

I stand in the doorway, weapon aimed chest height at air, leading to the living room. I pull the trigger. Four barbs sing and crackle as they span the distance.

The cane lights with ambient blue energy. The black hand holding it is also aglow for a moment before it releases the item, letting it clack on the wood floor, followed by him crashing into filing cabinets.

He’s visible, twitching, and trying to get back to his feet.

I drop the stun gun, fetch another, and aim.

His sunglasses have come off, and there is unequaled darkness, deeper than his skin, where his eyes are supposed to be. He extends a trembling hand toward me. 

I pull the trigger. 




 

 

 

1939 HRS

 

I REACH into the bag, the seal pressing against my wrist as I riffle through the jerky for a decent-sized piece. The bag crinkles. Propped against the windowsill, I keep my Maglite on my zip-tied-and-handcuffed visitor on the swivel chair and pull a bumpy slice of beef jerky. I give it a sniff, noting the heavy, black-peppered tang, before taking a bite.

Instead of black pepper, something hotter lights the sides and tip of my tongue. I chew and suck at the heat with appreciation as he continues to look away. He’s not going to speak first. I compliment, “White and red pepper added to the black.” I swallow a bit and cough as it bites back. “A very nice combo.”

He glances my direction, at the Maglite, before looking away. ”Is this supposed to be a cut-rate third-degree?”

I clear my throat and drop the piece back into the bag. While hungry, I don’t want to cough through the interview. “No, this is nothing close to a third-degree.” I move to the light switch and give it a couple of flicks. “I haven’t paid the power in years.”  On my way back to my perch, I set the bag in his lap. “No, no torture or threats.” I smile. “Right now, we’re just two guys talking.”

“You must know that we are both dead men if you take me in, Agent Ramsey.” Aside from his jaw, he’s motionless. “They will not attempt to question me. They will kill me and anyone who knows about me.”

“Come on.” My grin remains as strong as the heat on my tongue and lips. “You know I’m an Agent. I’m one of the guys who knows how to keep government secrets.”

“So do they.” He shrugs. “Before you do what you feel you must, Agent Ramsey...” His shoulders rise and fall from a deep breath. “Understand this: clearance to know about me, and my kind, is far beyond anything you can attain in the next five to ten years.” 

Without eyes, it’s hard to tell what he’s looking at. 

“Whatever you believe your worth may be; it is easier and quicker for The Powers That Be to recruit from the FBI or Secret Service than to explain why you, as a trusted ENIGMA Agent, know so little.” 

I try to keep my smile, but the high corners dip upon hearing my faction’s acronym.

“Yes, I know.” He nods. “I know about slide pockets, swap-spots, and so much more.” His contemptuous tone flees as I ball my fists. “Yet you know nothing of the Eclipse.”

Though I’m being played, my stomach growls when garlic butter joins the lasagna scent permeating the apartment. They say bread is the only way to extract heat from a searing mouth.

I set my mind against asking about Eclipse. Doing so would only underline how accurate he has been so far. How can I get information from him when I lack leverage? “Well, Mister Blank, you’ll have to give me something or I’m going to see how guaranteed our deaths are.”

“Besides our possible forthcoming deaths, we also have hunger in common.” He separates his knees to let the bag of jerky fall. “If you order something for yourself and wings for me, I will explain why you need to trust me and how to capture the person who rendered you unconscious at the park today.”

My eyebrows rise.

He tilts his head. “Yes, I saw the blow to your temple.”

I angle my head to match his and consider what else he may have seen that I didn’t. “So, you guys can see each other?”

He nods. “Ask for the wings to be as hot as they can make them.”

 

Normally, I give the detained person a warning about biting me, but something felt off about threatening to knock out teeth I could not see. Close, and with the light directly on him, his skin is a deep ash. His mouth opens to the same pool of darkness as his eye sockets. 

Each bite of chicken is ripped away by invisible teeth before disappearing behind the charcoal skin. He devoured the ten wings but thrived on my company.

I’ve seen the 90s shades before; they surround the body with an energy which foils video-capture devices. A couple of other Agents have them. Setting them aside, I lift the cane. “This is what enables you to become invisible to the naked eye?”

“You have to twist the top.” He adds, “However, simply having it in your possession will allow you to see the others.”

“Others?”

His lips draw tight and he shakes his head against talking further on the topic.

I set the cane aside, pick up a piece of crust, and motion to his hands before taking a bite. “So, what’s with the skin then?”

“Born this way.” He motions his chin toward his drink. “If you will...”

I lift his lemonade, extend the straw to his mouth, and watch the beverage draw up to disappear into the small black hole between his pursed lips. Setting the cup down, I stand and lift the sunglasses. “All right. Stay put.”

The chair slides on the floor. “Where are you going?” There’s a desperation in his voice like a kid about to be abandoned. He’s leaned forward.

Before, he was aloof. Now he seems downright clingy. Though I may regret it, I share the truth. “While surveying the park, I tripped over something in the bushes. When I looked to see what it was, nothing was there.” I point the cane at our footprints. “There was an indentation in the leaves, and I figured I kicked whatever it was into the brush.” I wave the cane. “This’ll probably show me what it is.”

Brow furrowed, he’s gone quiet.

“If you want to say something else, Mister Blank, now would be the time.”

Lips pressed together, his shoulders rise and his chest fills with air.

He doesn’t want to be left here, but it’s going to happen. However, I make a show of turning away.

The chair slides again, and he speaks rapidly through his exhale. “If you think you see one of them, pretend that you don’t.”

I look back. 

Slumped in the chair, he shakes his head slowly, like he just lost his fortune at a poker table. 

My guts tighten. 

He believes he’s given me the world, but all I feel is mounting concern.

I clear my throat again. “See one of who?”




 

 

 

 

2143 HRS

 

A SPECIAL ASSIGNMENT as a groundskeeper in Douglas Park, with its grand gardens, taught me many of the common bushes used for color in parks have had their scent bred out. Aside from the vibrant and potent rose bushes, Pogorelich Park was no different. 

Closing on the pink hibiscus and brilliant yellow Forsythia, I rub scratches on my forearm where I rounded too close to rose thorns when I retraced my steps. Beyond them was the clearing where I had been knocked out. A radio chirped. Officer 5644’s voice came from ahead. “I don’t see him yet.” Her blonde hair moved past where I had stepped out earlier this afternoon. “Are you sure it was Agent Ramsey?”

 This was about where I tripped. Scanning the underbrush, I see a patch of brush-free grass from where I fell and slid.

“Affirmative,” a male’s voice transmitted over 5644’s radio. I glance to see she where she is and find her looking at me through an opening in the bushes. The man continues, “He showed me his credentials, I phoned them in, and they cleared.”

She cued her radio and turned her chin to speak into the microphone on her shoulder. “Copy that, Sanchez.” 5644 began to press her way through the bushes, heading to small, thorny plants—and me. “I got him here.” 

I put my hand up and she freezes. “Mind those small brown ones, they have wicked burrs.”

She looks to where I pointed. “What are you doing?”

“Unfortunately, I have to answer with I am not at liberty to discuss the details of my case.” I resume my search. 

5644 makes a stunted clucking sound, verging on a tsk.

Closer examination of where I thought I fell yields a faint, twinkling box edge under some bushes, like tinsel strewn too deep into Christmas tree branches. I kicked it pretty hard. Hope nothing broke inside. “That said, have you discovered who the woman in the yellow sundress was?”

“Yeah, victim’s name was Doctor Claudine Wil-“ She cuts her response. “What do you got?”

I lick my lips, drop to my belly, and snake my way under briers to retrieve the shimmering item. Mostly focused on the box, I continue to prompt Officer 5644 into an understanding based upon her findings. “Given her profession and notable accolades, why would someone want her dead?”

“That’s what I was going to ask you.”

My fingers slip from the box’s slick, rounded edges, and I am rewarded with scratches across my knuckles. I lick my lips again. My tongue registers the granular texture and benign taste of the dust collected there. I want to spit and sputter but keep the reaction in check since I have to wiggle further.

There is rustling from where she had been. Instead of finding a clear path, she’s pressing through bushes and closing on my location. Stifling a couple of yelps, she postulates, “Besides your hastily made serving, there were two well-made plates on the blanket where the doctor was murdered.”

Extending both arms, I flatten my hands on the smooth sides and explore the dimensions. The dome shape is similar to the base of a teakettle and has a processed cardboard smoothness. “And?”

“And there are two empty purses.” Her voice comes from behind me with an edgy tone, almost bad-tempered. She must be getting close to the end of a long shift.

Mindful of the briars, I press my elbows into the ground and begin to slide back. “Two plates. Two purses. One body. Have you discovered the owner of the other purse?”

“No. It’s a very common purse, without identification or identifying features.”

Clear of the bushes, I pause and close my eyes when a peppermint breeze pushes through the bushes, stirring dust toward my face. I would have noticed if anything planted in Pogorelich Park gives off the scent during my recon.

Without a reply from me, she continues, “Have any clues as to who the second woman may be?”

I pull the shimmering box close and give it a sniff. Just cardboard. Instead of standing, I leave the box before me and get to my knees to peek. A bare black chest, too narrow and with too many ribs to be human, stands outside the bushes. How am I supposed to pretend I don’t see an alien?

Pivoting on a knee to face 5644, I wave her closer. “I need you to do me a favor.”

5644 lowers her voice, too. “Why are you whispering?”

I pull the corners of my mouth back. Does she ever stop asking questions?

She blushes at my incredulous expression. “Sure, Agent Ramsey. What do you need?”

“I need you to dash to your squad car, pretending you are holding an invisible football close to your body.” I raise a finger to postpone her question. “It is imperative that you keep your back to me so that I’m unable to see the ball.”

Her brown eyes sparkle with questions but she gives a stern nod and asks for clarification. “Where should I take it?”

Good question. She can’t drive around forever. “Pretend to stuff it in your locker in the precinct.”

She nods. “And?”

I pull my business card and hand it to her. “Call me tomorrow. I will explain why and help you as much as I can with the doctor’s murder.”

Looking for more than just a phone number, 5644 flips it over to see the back blank. “Alright, Agent Ramsey.” She tucks the it away. “Tell me when to start my charade.”

I look back. The impossibly thin body has progressed into the bushes. “Now.”

5644 takes off like a running back the way I came, an arm tucked across her and the other pumping as she sprints.

An angry sound, like fifteen vowels strung together by hyphens, comes from the alien’s location. It changed direction to pursue and stumbled into the burr bushes.

5644 is beyond view.

Another heated string of vowels came from the alien before he kneels to get to his feet. A light bong presses through the bushes before there are a lot fewer to look through. It did something to exfoliate a circumference in painful bushes around it. 

With a clearer view, the alien stands a little less than six feet tall and has three arms. Its three thin legs make up a quarter of its height. Between them, beneath its trunk, are a series of foot-long, fleshy appendages. From the profile, its forehead is elongated, and the face does not have a nose.
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