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CARLO CAME to upside down, blood dripping from his face. His head was ringing, and he wasn’t instantly sure what was happening, but it started slowly coming back to him.

First, he was being held by his seat belt, and he was aware of an inordinate amount of blood. He thought it was from him somehow, until he saw the arm and realized he wasn’t alone in the wreck. The man slumped halfway through a broken windscreen, a headset askew on his skull, kicked off a couple of memories. He had been in a helicopter, and he still was. He was being evacuated, and.... What? Was there an explosion? He thought he remembered that, and maybe that’s why his hearing was so fuzzy. Definitely, they had crashed.

It seemed to take a minute for him to get his hands to work well enough to undo the seat belt, and even though he thought he was braced for it, he really wasn’t sufficiently prepared for the fall. He hit the roof-turned-floor harder than he expected, and it sent shocks of new, staggering pain through his body. Maybe the belt had saved him from being thrown, but he was still hurt. He just wasn’t sure how badly. 

Carlo had a sense he didn’t have time to take stock, not here, although he wasn’t sure why. He managed to get up on his hands and knees, even though his left arm hurt a lot, and he reached over the broken seat to feel for a pulse on the pilot. In retrospect, the sheer amount of blood should have been enough to tell him the man was dead. But Carlo felt like he was in shock. 

He scrambled out of the chopper, which looked to have been shattered on a cobblestone side street, narrowly missing what looked to be several similar-looking, drab cinder block buildings. Since the sky was as gray as his surroundings, the blood was absurdly vivid on the stones, like fresh paint. 

Carlo’s first attempt to stand up triggered a pain that ripped through his chest and nearly doubled him over. When he caught his breath, he grabbed hold of the chopper and used it to pull himself to his feet. He could taste blood and wasn’t sure if it was broken ribs or internal injuries that were leaving him feeling like his torso was full of broken glass. He needed to get some help, that was for sure.

But as he staggered away from the wreckage, he remembered. The chopper had come under fire. The rotor hadn’t exploded so much as it had been fatally damaged by bullets. The people who’d shot them down were probably on their way right now. 

Carlo made it to a building and leaned against it, trying to swallow back the pain. How much time did he have? It couldn’t have been long.

It was then that a shot rang out, and a chunk of the cinder block broke away, almost hitting him in the face. Shit, they were already here.

He turned the corner and found himself in a narrow alley between buildings, but he realized right away that this had been a bad choice. Yes, the end of the alley opened on the neighboring street, but he could already hear pounding footsteps, and he had a feeling it wasn’t people rushing to his aid. Damn it. 

Carlo reflected on the fact that he never carried a gun. He’d trained for it, of course, and it was advised he carry one, but as part of an official diplomatic team, he thought having one was an admission of failure. They were trying to broker peace in this war-torn land, and being constantly ready for betrayal seemed self-defeating. And it had continued to up until this moment, when he realized it might have been sensible. At least Died For His Principles could be his epitaph, huh? 

A not-very-friendly-looking man appeared at the mouth of the alley, holding the type of common, American-made machine pistol that was used by both sides, and Carlo held up his hands and told him he was with the diplomatic team, even though he knew from the hard, dead look in the fellow’s eyes and the sneer warping his mouth that the man knew damn well who Carlo was with. 

He raised the pistol, but that’s as far as he got before his head jerked violently to the side and he fell over. 

There had been a noise, but Carlo could barely hear it since his ears were still ringing from the crash. It didn’t seem as loud as a gunshot, though. Still, he heard another one of those soft “pops,” and a man who had been coming up behind him sprawled on the cobblestones. The gun tumbled out of the man’s hand, and Carlo thought briefly about grabbing it, but moral reservations aside, he was pretty sure if he bent down to pick it up, he wouldn’t be able to straighten up again. 

“Carlo,” a man’s voice exclaimed, and he looked around, half-certain he’d hallucinated it until he saw a man emerge from a building across the street. He had a pack slung over his shoulder, a dark stocking cap on his head, and a gun in his hand. But Carlo wasn’t so far gone that he didn’t recognize the gun as a Walther PPK, not one of the Glocks that most of the fighters on both sides carried.
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