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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.”
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