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  About the Story


To save his team from a legendary sniper, the loudest man in Onyx Tactical must do the one thing he hates most: be quiet.
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  Onyx Tactical File #1: The Sniper

Syrian Border Region


Three Years Ago (Pre-Ambush)

Brody “Boomer” McCoy loved loud. 
He loved the bone-rattling thump of a breaching charge, the chaotic symphony of a firefight, and the concussive roar of an MK19 grenade launcher leaving the tube. Loud meant you were the biggest thing in the room, and if you were the biggest thing in the room, nothing bad could touch you.
Silence, on the other hand, was a liar.
Silence was the half-second before an IED triggered. It was the breath you held while cutting a wire. Brody didn’t trust silence. He filled it whenever he could with jokes, with humming, and with the rhythmic racking of a bolt.
“You’re doing it again,” a Texas drawl crackled in his earpiece. Deacon. Everyone called him Tex, mostly because he refused to answer to anything else, and because he wore a faded lone-star patch on his plate carrier that was technically against regs.
Brody shifted the weight of his grenade launcher, grinning behind the shemagh, a Middle Eastern scarf wrapped around his neck and face to filter out the dust. The heat today was a hundred and ten degrees of oppressive misery that made the air shimmer off the hood of the burned-out truck they were passing.
“I’m not doing anything,” Brody said. “I’m providing a tactical soundtrack. It improves unit morale.”
“Humming ‘Immigrant Song’ off-key doesn’t improve morale, Boomer,” Tex said. “It violates the Geneva Convention. It’s a war crime against my ears.”
“Everyone’s a critic.” Brody adjusted his grip, scanning the rooftops. “You just don’t appreciate the classics. Shepherd, request permission to mute Tex for lack of culture.”
“Denied,” Jack Wolfe’s voice cut through the comms. “Maintain comms discipline. We’re five clicks from the extraction point. Keep your eyes up.”
“Copy that, Boss,” Tex said. Then, he said quietly, “But seriously, Boomer. Stop humming.”
Brody glanced over his shoulder. “You doing okay back there, civilian? My associate here has no appreciation for the arts, but don’t let him ruin the mood.”
Elena looked up at him. She was five-foot-nothing of exhaustion, dressed in a dusty aid-worker vest that had once been bright blue but was now the color of the mortar-pocked street. She had dark curls matted with sweat and dust, and eyes currently wide with terror, though she was trying to hide it.
She stumbled slightly over a piece of rebar jutting from the broken pavement. Brody’s hand was there instantly, steadying her with a grip that was surprisingly gentle for a man of his size.
“I’m fine,” she lied.
Brody winked at her. It was a reflex, a tool he used to make the world seem less deadly. “Don’t worry. Just a nice morning stroll through the neighborhood. I’ll even buy you a falafel when we get to the chopper. I know a guy in logistics who smuggles in the good hummus.”
“There are no falafel stands on extraction choppers, Brody,” she said, touching her cracked lips.
“You clearly haven’t flown with Onyx Tactical. We have high standards. Tex makes a terrible margarita, but the hummus is top tier.”
Brody kept his body angled between her and the open street, a human shield made of Kevlar. He liked her. He liked that she hadn’t screamed when the mortar fire started three blocks back. He liked that she smelled like vanilla, a scent that had no business existing in a war zone that smelled of sewage and cordite.
Most of all, he liked the way she looked at him. Not like he was a instrument of destruction, which was how most people saw the demolition expert, but like he was a wall she could stand behind.
“Eyes on the minaret,” Tex said. “Twelve o’clock high. Good sightlines.”
The street ahead opened up into a dusty plaza. In the center sat a stone fountain that had been dry for a decade, its basin filled with trash, rubble, and the bleaching bones of a stray dog. Beyond it, the road narrowed into a choke point flanked by two-story structures and a tall, slender minaret that rose into the sky.
Brody stepped out, scanning. The street was empty. There were no kids playing soccer in the dust. No vendors selling cigarettes. Even the stray cats were gone.
The silence stretched.
Brody hated the silence.
He turned back to Elena, offering his hand to help her over a pile of broken masonry. “Watch your step. The municipality really needs to get out here and pave this—“
Crack.
It wasn’t a bang. It was the sharp, supersonic snap of air being split by a high-velocity round. A 7.62mm slug moving faster than the speed of sound.
Brody didn’t think. He didn’t process. The reptilian part of his brain took over.
He tackled Elena.
His two hundred and forty pounds slammed into her, driving her into the dirt behind the crumbling stone rim of the dry fountain. He covered her body with his own, his vest grinding into her back.
Thwack.
The bullet impacted the stone rim inches from where her head had been a second ago. Razor-sharp chips of rock sprayed into Brody’s cheek, stinging like hornets.
“Contact!” Tex shouted from somewhere to his left. “Sniper! North quadrant! High elevation!”
Brody rolled off Elena, shoving her deeper into the cover of the fountain’s basin. “Stay down! Kiss the dirt!”
He scrambled into a crouch, pressing his back against the stone.
Tex had dived behind a rusted, burned-out sedan ten yards back. “Boomer! I’m pinned! I can’t get an angle! He’s dialing in on the car!”
“Where is he?” Brody yelled, scanning the skyline over the rim of the fountain.
“The minaret! Third window down! It’s a keyhole shot!”
Brody raised his grenade launcher. “I see him. I can put a 40mm high-explosive right through his teeth. Say the word, Shepherd!”
“Negative!” Jack said in his ear. “Do not engage the minaret! That structure is attached to a school. Intel confirms civilians in the basement. Explosives are red-con. Repeat, red-con. Do not fire on that building.”
Brody cursed. “Shepherd, he’s got us pinned in a fishbowl! If I don’t suppress, he’s going to pick us apart!”
“Find another way, Boomer. No collateral damage. That’s an order.”
Another shot rang out. This one hit the asphalt near the sedan, skipping up and slicing through the metal door.
“I’m hit!” Tex said.
“Tex!” Brody surged forward, instinctively moving to help his brother, but a third bullet chewed up the ground in front of him, forcing him back behind the stone.
“I’m good, I’m good,” Tex said over the comms. “Grazed my left arm. But I’m bleeding, Boomer. And he’s got me dialed in. I can’t move without getting my head popped.”
Brody looked at Elena. She was curled in a ball in the trash-filled basin, her hands clutching at her neck.
“My locket,” she said.
Brody frowned. “What?”
“My locket. It . . . it tore off when you tackled me.” She pointed.
Brody followed her gaze. Six feet away, lying in the open street, the absolute center of the Kill Zone, was a small silver locket on a broken chain.
Elena shifted. She was going to go for it.
Brody grabbed her vest, slamming her back against the stone. “Are you insane? That’s dead ground! You step out there, you’re pink mist!”
“It has my father’s picture!” Elena cried, tears cutting tracks through the dust on her face. “It’s the only one I have! I can’t leave it!”
“It’s a piece of tin, Elena!” Brody yelled over the ringing in his ears. “It is not worth your life!”
“It’s my heart!” she screamed back. “He’s all I have left! Everything else is gone!”
Brody looked at her. He saw a woman who had lost her home, her country, and her family to this war. That tiny scrap of silver wasn’t jewelry. It was the only thing she had left of the world before the bombs fell.
He looked at the locket. Then he looked at the minaret.
The sniper, the locals called him the “Ghost of Aleppo,” was waiting. He was patient. He knew they were trapped. He was just waiting for a head to pop up, or for someone to make a stupid run for a piece of jewelry.
“Boomer,” Tex’s voice was tight with pain over the radio. “Don’t do it. Do not die for tin, man. Stay in cover.”
Brody looked at Elena again, her eyes fixed on the silver in the dirt like a starving person looking at bread.
“It’s not just tin,” Brody said.
He keyed his mic. “Shepherd, I need thirty seconds.”
“What’s the plan, Boomer?” Jack asked.
“Physics,” Brody said. “I can’t blow the sniper, so I’m gonna change the landscape.”
He looked up
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