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Vincent Zandri

“Well, you know, they were - they were a terrorist group. They - when I was kidnapped they published all of their statements about their war that they declared on the United States.”
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March 1, 1991

Kuwait City

The fires burn. The oil wells have been set ablaze by the retreating Iraqi invaders...the bandits. Like hell on earth, the horizon has become a blackened, smoking ruin, with ash and oil raining down on the surrounding desert and onto the city streets like Armageddon has finally arrived. And it has. 

The dead litter the landscape. Badly burned and decomposing bodies cover the streets. The bodies bloat and burst in the relentless desert heat. The rancid-smelling bodies and the demolished concrete block buildings that surround them are gifts of this new shock and awe warfare. Enemy tanks and trucks, blown apart and still smoldering from Allied airstrikes, occupy the roads coming into the city and going out. 

In some cases, the dead and mutilated bodies of the invading Iraqi soldiers are dangling from open tank hatches, as if they were hit at the precise time they were attempting escape. It’s impossible to drive the streets of the city with the amount of wreckage that fills it. US Troops have no choice but to probe their way around on foot.    

Marine Captain Peter Hurt and his patrol partner, Captain James “Jim” Connelly, are assigned to make their way deeper into the still-occupied portion of the city and report back to command with a real-time, no-bullshit assessment as to their strength and willingness to carry on the fight. It’s hot, even for February, and Hurt can feel his sweat-soaked desert camo blouse sticking to his back. He feels the ash and misty oil coat his face. It stains his goggles, invades his nostrils, and paints his lips so that all he smells and tastes is acrid explosive, toxic ash, and burned oil. 

“She loves you, Hurt,” Connelly says, as he stops along the roadside to investigate a newly fallen enemy combatant. “I tried man. I really fucking tried. I wanted her to love me, but she loves you more. It’s just something I have to accept. We, have to accept.” 

“Can we not talk about that shit right here, right now, Jimmy?” Hurt says, looking over one shoulder and then the other, his eyes focusing on the broken windows in the five and six-story structures—focused on the rooftops. He knows that despite the carnage, the snipers are everywhere, just waiting to take their shots. 

Connelly is going through the pockets of a fallen enemy soldier. Half the soldier’s head has been blown away, but the left side of his face is perfectly normal, clean-shaven, his eyes brown and looking slightly askew, his nose small, if not pugged. The right side of the face has not been blown away, so much as carefully, if not surgically removed, revealing half a brain inside a blood-soaked skull, exposed nasal cavities, a wide open mouth, and the white lower jaw bone. But none of this seems to phase Connelly while he searches the fallen enemy for much-needed intelligence. 

“Why not talk about it here, Hurt?” Connelly says, tossing the dead soldier’s laminated driver’s license to the gravel-strewn street. “Now’s as good a time as any and I can’t think of a better place.”

Hurt grips his M16, his ballistic gloved hands tense and tight. A tinny voice erupts on his chest-mounted radio. 

“How’s it going out there, Alpha one? Over.”

Hurt positions the helmet-mounted mic closer to his mouth so he can speak into it without shouting. 

“We’re heading further into the city, Alpha leader,” he says, voice calm, steady, and clear. “No contact with the enemy thus far. Over.”

“No contact,” the voice says. “Copy that. How do you describe the present sit rep, Alpha One? The no-bullshit assessment. Over.”

Hurt once more looks over both shoulders, taking in the destruction, the leveled buildings, the blown-up tanks, cars, and trucks, the dismembered enemy combatants. The blood, the stink, the birds taking quick bites of the road kill before flying off into the smoke-filled air. He tastes the oil on his lips and tongue, inhales the smoke, and feels the back of his throat burn from the toxicity.

You want the real sit rep? This place is a fucking hell hole...  

“Spooky, Alpha leader,” he says into the mic after a weighted beat. “The whole city is just...spooky. Over.”

“You two watch your backs, over.”

“Copy. Over.”

Hurt refocuses on Connelly, as he straightens himself up, starts walking in the direction of the city center. 

“You see, Pete,” he says while walking, his voice and manner so casual it’s as if they were walking the streets of New York on their way to lunch. “I always had a suspicion that Justine cared for you more than me—”

“Jim,” Hurt interrupts. “Stop it. Let’s concentrate on the job.”

“Oh, yeah,” Connelly says. “There’s a war going on. How could I forget? Smells like war, feels like war, must be war. Speaking of war, Pete, could be that after we win this one, you and I will be fighting the real war. Our little civil war. You know, over Justine. Have I mentioned how much she broke my heart? How much you, my best friend, has busted my heart wide open?”

“Come on, Jim,” Hurt says, his eyes scanning the structures as they pass by on both sides of the seemingly deserted street. “Okay, Justine is with me now. It’s nothing I planned. Nothing that could be helped. It just...I don’t know what happened. She made a choice and that’s the way it is.”

“It is what it is,” Connelly says, acid in his tone. “Isn’t that what they like to say these days? It is what it is. It’s all good. All fucking A-OK, soldier. Hoorah!”

“Christ, Jim, keep it down,” Hurt says. “You’re gonna sunder us, man. Forget Justine for now. Just let it go.”

But in Hurt’s head, he pictures his fiancée. Tall, long, dark hair that’s thick and lush. Big brown eyes, sultry voice. A knockout in every sense of the word. She had been engaged to Connelly who’d been after her all throughout college and beyond. But in the end, she broke it off, confessing to him in a fit of tears that she was in love with his best friend. She was in love with Hurt. 

“How long you and I know one another, Pete?” Connelly says. 

“Since grammar school,” Hurt answers under his breath. He can’t help but smile at some of the memories that flood his brain. “The nuns used to chase us around the classroom with those yardsticks they’d hide under their skirts, see which one of us they could slap in the ass first.”

Hurt makes out laughter coming from Connelly. They were inseparable as kids. Went to the same Catholic grammar school, and the same military high school, played football and lacrosse together, and hunted together with Hurt’s dad up in the Adirondacks. The unbreakable friendship continued through college and Ranger Training school. It seemed nothing could come between them. 

But then Justine happened, and like the water that seeps into the rock and freezes, there first appeared a crack, and then a definite fracture as the rock began to weaken. Now, with Justine having left Connelly for Hurt, the rock is about to break forever. Break in two. Sunder.   

“That’s a long time,” Connelly says. “All our life.”

“All our life,” Hurt says, as something catches his attention from up on a rooftop four buildings down on the right. Then, “Jimmy, stop.”

Connelly stops.

“There’s something on the roof,” Hurt says under his breath. “Four houses down, right flank. Two o’clock.”

Connelly gazes in the direction of two o’clock.

“I don’t see a thing, old pal,” he says. 

Taking hold of the binoculars strapped around his neck, Hurt positions them over his goggles. He makes out the flash. Like sunlight shining against a mirror. 

“Might just be the reflection of the sun on something. A piece of metal or glass maybe.”

Turning to him, Connelly exhales.

“Listen, Hurt,” he says, “I’m gonna shut up about this for good. But before I do, there’s one thing I want to make perfectly clear.”

“What is it, Jim?” Hurt, still peering through the binoculars, the rock that’s settling in his gut telling him something isn’t right. Something bad is about to go down in the heart of this battered, forsaken city. 

Connelly stops in his tracks and turns to face his old friend. 

“Justine is the love of my life,” he says, real tears in his eyes. “Was the love of my life, I should say. She’s yours now, and I accept that.” Stepping forward he pokes Hurt in the sternum with his tactical gloved index finger. Pokes him hard. “But if I had to guess, I’d say she loves you a hell of a lot more than you love her, Hurt. And you know why? Because you’re incapable of loving anyone. After your father died up on that mountain from a bullet you fired, you closed down on yourself. You’re incapable of loving a woman like Justine. All you’re capable of is fucking her and leaving her.”

Hurt feels the fire building inside his chest. He wants to haul off and punch his best friend in the mouth. He’s forming a tight fist when he catches the flash of bright light once more. Only this time, the bright light is followed by something. Something explosive and treacherous. 

“Holy shit, RPG!” Hurt shouts. “Get down! Jimmy get down!” 

Both Hurt and Connelly go down onto their chests while the rocket swoops down from off the roof of the concrete structure and impacts against the road directly in front of them. Rather, only inches from Connelly’s right side. 

The concussion from the blast knocks Hurt unconscious for just a few seconds. But long enough so that when he comes to, his head is ringing, and his own voice sounds like it’s not coming from his voice box but from another man altogether.

Raising himself slowly up onto his knees, Hurt pats himself down, and checks for injury. When he finds that he’s not bleeding, he shoulders his M16, fires a burst at the rooftop where the RPG was launched. But he knows the bandits have already sprinted off to another location. Shoot and scoot...that’s the law of the jungle. The concrete jungle of Kuwait City. 

He turns to Connelly. The soldier is still down on his chest. Out cold. 

“Connelly!” Hurt shouts, his hearing coming back to him. “Connelly, you hit?”

But there’s no answer. There is only the puddle of crimson blood that is forming beneath Connelly’s body. 

“Oh, shit,” Hurt says, throwing himself at his friend and comrade. “What the hell did they do to you?” 

Looking down at Connelly’s body, Hurt can see that his arm has been blown off, only a jagged, trembling stand of bloody flesh, severed tendons, and veins are left. And the skin on his face and neck is so badly burned, it’s black and smoldering. Listening to his gut, Hurt reaches down for Connelly’s boot, unties it, pulls off the lace, then ties a tourniquet around the bloody stump of an arm.      

Positioning the radio against his lips, he shouts into it. 

“Alpha Two is down. I repeat Alpha Two is down. Request immediate medical assistance and backup. Over.” 

Just then, another RPG round comes shooting out of a nearby window. It’s all Hurt can do to thrust himself out of the way of the speeding rocket. It collides with the concrete wall of the building behind him, the concussion sending him back onto his face. Pulling himself up, he shoulders his weapon and triggers an entire magazine into the window. He reaches down to his utility belt, pulls off a grenade, and stuffs it into the weapon’s tube launcher. Taking aim for the same window, he triggers the grenade. It shoots across the road, nails its target, exploding in a flash of white/orange light.   

Hurt can make out the screaming from the open window. He hopes to God he’s blown the bandits to bits. Blown their fucking heads off. Blown them back to hell. 

Once more pressing the mic against his face. 

“This is Alpha Leader, come in. Over.”

“Got you Alpha Leader. What is your location and sit rep? Over.”

“Connelly’s hit and badly wounded. He’s bleeding out and unconscious. Need a chopper stat. Over.”

“What about you? Over.”

“Taking heavy small arms and rocket fire. Over.”

“Copy that Alpha Leader.”

Multiple rounds fired from the window and second rooftop. The bullets whiz past Hurt’s ear like wasps, and ricochet against the road, against the concrete walls behind him. He retrieves a full magazine, hits it against his helmet to knock the sand out of it, and then slaps it into the breach. Pulling back the bolt, he returns the fire. 

Pressing the mic against his lips, he glances once more at Connelly. The blood pool is getting larger. His old friend is dying. His friend who hates him now. His friend who will go to his death hating him. That is, Hurt doesn’t save him—save the poor sad son of a bitch now. 

The blood pool is getting bigger, deeper, and darker. He pictures him and Jimmy as kids, running around the schoolyard, running on the football field, and drinking beers in the college dorms. He sees him hand in hand with Justine. But then he sees himself with Justine. 

God forgive me and save my friend...

“Alpha Leader, do you read me?” Hurt screams into the radio. “I need a fucking medic! A medic now! Or Connelly dies!”
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Present Day

You know what it is to look into the eyes of evil, don’t you, Peter? You know what it is to look into those steely blue eyes, and not blink?

Peter Hurt gazes at his wristwatch. It’s the watch he received for his birthday three years ago from Justine, not long before her suicide. A solid, Swiss-made watch that tells the time in several different time zones. A practical gift for a man who was always traveling, always on the go, or always “on the run,” as she so often put it, a sad smile painting her face.  

“Now you’ll have the right time no matter where you are,” she said when he opened the box the watch came in. But what she really meant was, now you will see my face every time you look at the watch face. No matter where you are in the world, Peter, you’ll always think of me.  

She inscribed the back with, “All my love, my heart, my life, Justine.” 

Three months later, they found her in bed, sitting up straight, the back of her cranial cap entirely blown away by a self-inflicted gunshot wound from one of Hurt’s own semi-automatics. 

Life is sad sometimes, Hurt thinks. And it is never without complication. 

Yet, he finds a certain, strange solace in complication. In clear and present danger. Living on the edge of a precipice that is as bottomless as it is black and cold. By facing one’s own mortality, again and again, one thinks only in the present tense. The past does not exist nor is time moving forever onward. Life and death are conjoined at the hip in the now. 

The now is all that matters. 

He stares at the watch face like he’s looking at a car wreck, the battered bodies still trapped inside the vehicle. He wants to turn away but he can’t help but look. He sees not the time nor the mechanical workings of a watch. The big hand, the little hand, the seconds ticking by one after the other. Instead, he sees Justine’s face as she sits lifeless in their marriage bed, her eyes wide and staring off into a distance only she can see. He rarely slept at home, but he was home that night. She made sure of that. Perhaps he should have buried the watch along with her. Buried her memory. But something made him keep it. Keep wearing it. Guilt perhaps. Stubbornness. 

...you’re incapable of loving anyone. After your father died up on that mountain from a bullet you fired, you closed down on yourself. You’re incapable of loving a woman like Justine. All you’re capable of is fucking her and leaving her...  

Hurt pulls his eyes away from the watch face. He pushes out of his chair, gets up, and goes into the bathroom. Picking up the razor, he stares at himself in the mirror. At the brown, bloodshot eyes, the salt and pepper stubble that covers his face. Stubble that matches his closely cropped hair. He recalls a time not so long ago when his hair would have been thick and dark, almost black. Hair a woman like Justine would love to run her hands through. 

His face would have been clean-shaven and smooth, his eyes bright and without the wear and tear of broken blood vessels. Youth would have filled his veins with optimism and the hopes and dreams of a brilliant future. It was a simpler time then. A time when people didn’t blow other people up every other day. When people didn’t run crowds of people down with semis over an ideological or religious belief. A time when women and children didn’t strap suicide vests on and blow themselves up at a crowded market or a shopping mall. When the law was respected, cops and soldiers revered, political correctness just meant treating people how you wish to be treated, skin color didn’t make an ounce of difference, and all lives mattered. 

Times change. 

People are divided now. Divided more than ever. Some are willing to take up arms on behalf of their politics. People are willing to form armies, to declare war against the very institution that birthed and nurtured them to young adulthood. People...radicals...are willing to murder, just to prove a point. 

That’s why he’s in Paris playing the role of someone else. That’s why he’s so far from home playing the part of a ghost op. Not to win an unwinnable war, but to merely win one small battle. 

He sets the razor on the shelf, turns on the cold water. He splashes his face with the water until he feels life once more entering his skin and flesh. Turning off the faucet, he dries his face with the towel that hangs from the hook on the ceramic-covered wall. The water rejuvenates him. Water is life. 

Blood is death. 

He can’t resist the urge to steal one more look at himself in the mirror before he exits the bathroom. 

“Peter Hurt,” he says, smiling sadly. “This is your life.”

He feels the smile dissolve as he turns away from himself and walks out.  

Back in the dining room/office, he pulls his charcoal jacket off the chair and slips it on. He grabs hold of his Kimber .45 caliber semi-automatic and slides the barrel into his belt holster. The extra magazine he stuffs into his left trouser pocket. The same pocket that holds his cash and coins. Taking hold of both his personal smartphone and the phone issued to him by the agency, he stores them inside the jacket’s interior pockets. Patting the specially zippered pocket located at the jacket’s lower left-hand side, he feels for his agency ID. 

Satisfied everything is in place, he slips on a pair of aviator sunglasses, grabs hold of his keys, and then heads
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