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The Assignment 
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The desert wasn’t quiet, it never was. The wind carried whispers of sand, the low rumble of armored vehicles, and somewhere in the distance, the faint pop of gunfire. Life here existed in fragments: bursts of noise, stretches of waiting, and a silence that never felt safe.

Elena Cruz had been in war zones before enough to recognize the taste of heat on her tongue and the way adrenaline thrummed under her skin even when nothing was happening. But this was different. This wasn’t a city full of civilians. This was the edge of nowhere, where the earth itself seemed stripped bare, and only men with guns dared claim it.

She shifted her camera bag higher on her shoulder. The lens inside cost more than her car back home. “Try not to get shot” was her private mantra, but she also knew her editors didn’t care if she bled, as long as the photos were good.

The fixer walked her toward a Humvee where a unit of soldiers clustered, their desert camo stained with sweat and dust. One of them cracked a joke, and the group laughed. They looked like men who belonged to each other worn down, but sharp-edged.

And then there was him.

He wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t even pretending to belong. Leaning against the hood of the Humvee, arms folded across a broad chest, stood a man who radiated do not approach with every line of his body. The sniper rifle case at his boots wasn’t just a weapon it was an unspoken warning.

Elena knew before the fixer said his name. That’s him. Dominic Kane.

The soldier they called Ghost Eye.

Rumors swirled around men like him. Some said he could drop a target from a mile and a half without blinking. Others whispered he had more confirmed kills than medals. She didn’t care about the numbers. She cared about the man the why, the cost, the story behind eyes that looked like they hadn’t closed in years.

The commanding officer gave a brisk introduction her name, her role, the rules. “Stay with the unit. Follow orders. Don’t get in the way.”

Elena nodded, though her pulse jumped at don’t get in the way. That’s what they all said. What they really meant was, don’t see too much.

The group began dispersing, but Dominic didn’t move until her fixer left her side. Then he pushed off the Humvee, walking toward her with unhurried precision, like a predator that didn’t need to rush.

Up close, his presence was worse no, sharper. He smelled faintly of oil and sand, like steel that had been in the sun too long. His gaze raked her from helmet to boots, not in a way that lingered, but in a way that cataloged. A sniper’s stare: assessing, measuring, deciding if she was liability or asset.

“You’re the reporter,” he said, voice low and flat, like gravel ground under boots.

“And you’re the sniper,” Elena replied. She forced her chin higher, not about to be cowed in the first sixty seconds.

The faintest flicker passed over his mouth, almost but not quite a smirk. “Stay out of my line of sight, and we won’t have problems.”

“Funny,” she countered. “I was about to say the same thing about you and my camera.”

This time the corner of his mouth definitely twitched. Not amusement exactly more like he was filing her away as a complication. “Point that thing at me, and you’ll regret it.”

Elena rested her hand on the camera at her hip, letting the silence stretch. She should’ve felt unnerved. Instead, a prickle of intrigue slid through her. Men like him weren’t supposed to be interesting they were supposed to be closed doors. But already, she could see the shadows in his stance. The weight he carried in the set of his shoulders.

And she wanted in.

“Guess we’ll both have to find our angles,” she said lightly, stepping past him toward the Humvee.

For a moment, she swore she felt his eyes on her back not hostile, not curious exactly, but something in between. Watchful. Waiting.

The desert wind gusted, carrying sand against her cheek. Elena pulled her helmet strap tighter, climbing into the Humvee with her pulse hammering harder than it should.

She told herself it was just the heat.

But in her gut, she knew it wasn’t.

Dominic Kane wasn’t just going to be part of the assignment.

He was going to be the assignment.
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First Shot 
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The shot hadn’t been alone.

No sooner had Dominic’s round cracked across the village than gunfire erupted from three different directions. Echo Unit shouted, ducking behind walls and overturned carts as bullets pinged off stone.

“Contact left! Rooftop, two o’clock!”

“Suppressive fire, move!”

Elena pressed herself against the dirt, heart battering her ribs, her camera clutched tight. Her whole body wanted to crawl under the earth. But her eyes   traitorous, compulsive   kept flicking toward Dominic.

He was already moving, impossibly calm, like the chaos didn’t touch him.

“Cover me,” he ordered the nearest rifleman. The soldier nodded without hesitation, laying down bursts of automatic fire as Dominic swung his rifle toward the new threat.

Elena watched his face as he sighted in   the way his breathing slowed, his pupils narrowing with focus. He wasn’t frantic. He wasn’t afraid. He was stillness in the middle of a storm.

Another crack.

Another body dropped from a rooftop.

Her stomach flipped. She wanted to look away   from the violence, from him   but couldn’t.

The unit moved as a machine, barking clipped orders, bullets tearing through plaster and wood. Dominic shifted with them, sliding prone behind a broken wall, his rifle sweeping like a hawk’s eye over the field.

“Three shooters, north balcony,” a soldier yelled.

“I see them,” Dominic said. Just three words, but something in his voice made every man duck lower.

He adjusted his scope, fingers steady as stone. One shot. A figure dropped. He racked the bolt, another shot, another fall. By the third, the balcony was empty.

It was surgical. Terrifying. And Elena caught every second through her lens. Her hands shook as she snapped photo after photo Dominic’s silhouette framed in dust, the intensity etched on his face.

“You’re insane,” she whispered, though no one heard.

A grenade rolled into the open, clattering against stone.

“Down!” someone screamed.

Instinct shoved her body flat, but Dominic was already moving. He grabbed her by the vest again, dragging her behind a crumbled wall, his own body pressing against hers as the explosion ripped through the street. The shockwave punched her chest, dust raining over them in choking clouds.

She coughed, eyes watering, realizing with startling clarity how solid he felt against her like steel, like unshakable ground.

When the dust settled, his face was inches from hers, jaw tight, eyes burning with that same controlled fury.

“You’re still alive,” he said, almost like an accusation.

Her breath caught. “Thanks to you.”

He blinked just once, slow, like her words unsettled him. Then he rolled off her, snapping his rifle back to ready as if the moment hadn’t happened.

The firefight dragged on another few minutes, but the tide was already turning. With Dominic’s shots cutting down threats before they could reposition, the enemy fire sputtered, then died out. Echo Unit swept the alleys, clearing stragglers.

Silence crept back, heavy, and raw.

Elena sat up slowly, brushing grit from her lips. Her ears still rang, her pulse wild. She’d seen firefights before, but never like this. Never with someone who treated killing like exhaling.

And never with someone who could drag her from death and make her hate the fact she wanted to thank him.

Dominic slung his rifle, eyes scanning the horizon one last time. When he turned back, his gaze snagged on her camera the lens still pointed in his direction.

His voice was quiet, but sharp enough to cut. “Delete those.”

Elena swallowed hard, her finger tightening on the shutter button instead. For the first time since the bullets started flying, she smiled not out of joy, but defiance.

“Not a chance.”
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The Rules of Distance 
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The desert at night was a trickster. By day it baked men alive, but after sundown it stole warmth so fast that every breath left a puff of mist. The soldiers huddled closer to the fire barrel, shadows stretching long across the sand.

Elena rubbed her arms through her jacket, her camera warm against her chest where she held it like a talisman. She couldn’t stop thinking about the photos inside Dominic prone with his rifle, calm as marble while chaos roared around him.
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