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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to my fellow warriors turned military authors, who have had the courage, in the face of massive peer pressure, to enter the author’s coliseum and engage in literary battle, and who emerge again, their faces ‘marred by dust and sweat and blood’ (as Teddy Roosevelt puts it in the quote on pg vii), knowing they gave their all in the process.

			It’s ironic that these warriors, many of whom barely managed to survive being shot by the enemy’s ranks, arrive back home in the States only to find themselves targeted and shot at in a war of words, often fired their way by members, or former members, of their own units.

			Criticism by some in the military community is expected, especially from those who served in the Special Operations community, a group largely in the shadows prior to September 11, 2001. Still, scrutiny is one thing. Trash-talking and outright character assassination is something else. I’ve experienced this myself, and it’s no fun. So have Chris Kyle, Marcus Luttrell, Howard Wasdin, and scores of other colleagues. So, no doubt, will the four men whose stories we share in these pages.

			The next time you see one of those ‘silent professionals’ disparaging someone from their own community, on social media or elsewhere, keep this in mind: most critics and would-be character assassins typically share two traits in common—insecurity with their own performance (in this case, with their own military service) and professional jealousy.

			More than a century ago, an old cavalry soldier and Medal of Honor recipient, no stranger himself to the slings and arrows of envious resentment, put it far better than I can:

		

	
		
			Epigraph

			It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.

			– Teddy Roosevelt
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			Author’s Note

			All the events in this book are true and are described herein to the best of my knowledge and/or recollection. In several cases, names have been changed. We have at all times sought to avoid disclosing particular methods and other sensitive mission-related information. This book was submitted to, partially redacted, and ultimately cleared by the Department of Defence review board prior to publication.
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			Prologue: 
Living with Death

			Every man owes a death. There are no exceptions.

			 – Stephen King, The Green Mile

			I have an unusual relationship with death.

			For most of us, death is a mystery, a thing we fear and seek to avoid, evade, or deny, even to the point of pretending it doesn’t exist, at least until we reach our sixties or seventies and it starts coming around to claim the lives of those we know and love.

			For me, the face of death is as familiar as the barista at my local coffee shop.

			In the freezing morning hours of March 4, 2002, I sit with seven of my teammates in an MH-47 Chinook helicopter, code name Razor 1. We’re not moving; we’re tied down at Bagram Air Base in northern Afghanistan, waiting for the word to go. We have been deployed as a QRF (quick reaction force) to fly out to the Shahikot Valley, near the Pakistan border about a hundred miles south of here, to rescue Neil Roberts, a fellow Navy SEAL who has been shot down on a mountaintop there, along with a team of SEALs who went in to get him out and got pinned down themselves by enemy fire.

			Finally the word comes – only it isn’t ‘GO,’ it’s ‘Get Off.’

			At the last minute, for reasons we are never told (no doubt political), we are yanked off the bird and replaced by a team of U.S. Army Rangers who fly off in our place while we sit on our hands. Five members of that rescue team – the team that replaced us, the team that should have been us – never come back. Neither does Roberts. Instead, he becomes the first U.S. Navy SEAL killed in the young conflict people are already calling the War on Terror.

			A few weeks later, another SEAL named Matthew Bourgeois steps out of a Humvee on the outskirts of Kandahar and onto a land mine. The bizarre thing is, I stood there, on that exact same spot, two months ago, when the Humvee I was riding in parked right there – directly on top of a live anti-tank land mine. The only reason the damn thing didn’t blow us to pieces is that whoever set it up did a lousy job.

			But not this time. Unlike the one underneath my Humvee’s wheel, the device Matthew just stepped on has been set correctly. A fraction of a second later he becomes Afghanistan’s Navy SEAL casualty #2.

			You could say I had cheated death once again, but I didn’t see it that way. Orpheus may have tricked Hades; Ingmar Bergman may have had Max von Sydow play chess with Death; but those are only stories. In real life, death isn’t something you cheat or outmanoeuvre. Death is like the wind: it blows where it wants to blow. You can’t argue with death; you can’t stop it. Best you can do, as any sailor will tell you, is your damnedest to harness it.

			We never really left Afghanistan, and soon we were in Iraq, too, and many other parts of the world, and more deaths followed. In 2012 I started writing a book, Among Heroes, honouring friends of mine who had given their lives in the course of the War on Terror. While I was still working on the first draft, my best friend in the world, Glen Doherty, was killed in Benghazi. Before the manuscript was finished, another SEAL sniper friend, Chris Kyle, died in Texas while trying to help out a suffering vet. I had thought the book was my idea; but death was writing it with me.

			As many thinkers over the ages have pointed out, your relationship with death colours your relationship with life, perhaps even determines it. Crazy Horse rode into battle at the Little Bighorn saying, ‘Today is a good day to die.’ That’s not simply a declaration of balls and bravery. Embracing death is the only thing that allows you to fully embrace being alive. ‘The fear of death follows from the fear of life,’ said Mark Twain. ‘A man who lives fully is prepared to die at any time.’

			As I said, I have an unusual relationship with death, but then, so does every Special Operations sniper.

			The sniper plays many roles in modern warfare. He or she is a master of observation and reconnaissance, often the commander’s prime instrument of detailed intelligence behind enemy lines. Snipers are master trackers, often devoting hours or days to following a trail and observing people’s movements without ever firing a single shot. They serve as assets of psychological warfare; a single sniper can sow confusion and insecurity in the minds of thousands of enemy troops. Advanced military sniper training, probably the most exacting and excruciating of any course of training anywhere on earth, schools its students in an astonishing range of skills and disciplines, from digital photography and satellite communications to physics to memorization techniques that any Las Vegas huckster would kill to own.

			Still, while these are all real and true aspects of what is one of the world’s most complex skill sets, the fact remains that the sniper’s fundamental task is brutally simple. It is the sniper’s job to compose, choreograph, and execute a death.

			The experience of killing, of course, is hardly unique to snipers. That is the nature of war; every soldier, sailor, and airman is put in a position to come face-to-face with death, and many do. A line of tanks, a formation of aircraft, a company of infantry: these are all tasked with delivering death – but in a messier, more haphazard, and more massive way. They pour out huge amounts of money and matériel onto the battlefield, slaughtering dozens or hundreds, destroying buildings and towns, despoiling environments.

			The sniper’s charge is to dole out death to an individual, singularly and instantaneously.

			The killing that a sniper delivers is different from that of the rest of war. For one thing, it is vastly more precise, more efficient, and, to be frank, more economical. In Vietnam, killing a single NVA or Vietcong took American infantry firing roughly 50,000 rounds, at the cost of well over $2,000. For an American sniper to dispatch one enemy fighter took an average of 1.3 rounds. Total cost: 27 cents.

			The sniper’s kill is also more personal. It’s one thing to charge onto a battlefield in the heat of a firefight, or hurl a grenade over a wall, even shoot someone with a sidearm as you run through a building, adrenaline soaking your muscle fibres and nerve endings. But when you sit concealed in a hide site for hours, even days, watching someone, noting his every move, getting to know his daily routine, his mannerisms, assembling an entire profile of his personality and intentions through exhaustive observation, it’s an entirely different experience. A sniper may know his target intimately before the moment comes to squeeze the trigger.

			Finally, the way a sniper kills another human being is vastly more deliberate. More conscious. ‘More cold-blooded,’ you could say – but if you do, then you’ve never walked in a sniper’s shoes. Chris Kyle, arguably the most famous of twenty-first-century snipers, was often asked about how he felt about all the people he’d killed, and Chris always turned it around: it wasn’t about the people he killed, it was about the boys he kept from being killed. Most military snipers you talk to will say the same thing. Their goal out there in the field isn’t to take lives so much as it is to save them.

			But make no mistake: while preservation of life may be the goal, inflicting death is the means. The sniper, possibly more than any other military figure, embodies the inherent contradictions and ironies of war. The aim of war is to squelch or settle conflict; in other words, to enable the people whom the warrior represents to live in peace. When you go to war, your ultimate purpose is to remove barriers that keep societies from going about their normal lives; to promote the peace, to protect and preserve the living.

			Which you do by killing.

			The sniper’s mission is to deliver life by delivering death.

			This is the story of the people who do that: who they are, how they do what they do, and the training that produces them.

		

	
		
			I. 
THE MISSION

			You will be inserting in one of the most lethal trouble spots on the face of the planet. You will have been briefed beforehand, to the best of our ability and extent of current intel, but the unknowns will greatly outweigh the knowns.

			You will be the eyes and ears, the radar and periscope, of our operation. You will encounter situations where you are the only one who actually knows the full extent of what is going on there on the ground, and will have to make judgment calls about how to respond, even if you do not always have the explicit authority to do so.

			To an extent greater than in any previous era of warfare, the course this conflict takes, and the odds for its successful completion, will depend on you. . . . 

		

	
		
			1 
Warrior, Assassin, Spy

			There is another type of warfare – new in its intensity, ancient in its origin – war by guerrillas, subversives, insurgents, assassins; war by ambush instead of by combat, by infiltration instead of aggression, seeking victory by eroding and exhausting the enemy instead of engaging him.

			 – President John F. Kennedy, Address at Graduation Exercises of the US Military Academy, June 6, 1962

			A few miles off the coast of Somalia 
Monday, February 27, 1995, close to midnight

			I’ve never drowned to death, but I’ve come close. I’m not saying we were exactly waterboarded during the course of our training, but let’s put it this way: I’m familiar with how it feels to be surrounded, invaded, swallowed by water, that intimate sense of skin-close death. I’d already known it for years. At the age of thirteen, I would dive deep down in the middle of the night, into the inky green blackness, to wrestle free a tangled anchor attached to the boat where I worked. There’s something primal about being taken over by water, something deeply peaceful even as it terrifies you. ‘Ashes to ashes,’ goes the familiar funeral patter, ‘dust to dust . . .’ – but it’s not really like that. Dust isn’t where we started. We came from water, and the water is always ready to claim us back.

			Right now Alex Morrison was mulling over thoughts about death and water, as he felt their craft heave and plunge in the midnight African sea swell.

			Alex had been a SEAL since 1989, graduating from the Naval Special Warfare sniper programme in mid-’94, less than a year earlier. The son of a marine officer, he had joined the teams out of an unquenchable thirst for adventure. He had the feeling he was about to get some.

			He looked around, craning his eyes in the dark.

			There were about forty of them, crammed onto their bench seats in the dark, packed like heavily armed sardines into a corrugated steel MILVAN shipping container fastened to the deck of an amphibious hovercraft, speeding toward the Somali coast, a few miles still to go. They couldn’t see out, not that there was much to see at midnight on the ocean; still, if they were out on deck at least they would have been able to see the stars and get a sense of horizon. If something happened, they would have been able to do something.

			No dice. All they could do was think about the mission in front of them.

			‘Operation Restore Hope,’ that’s what they’d called it back in 1992 when it started. An international effort to bring order and stability to war-torn, famine-ravaged Somalia. All you had to do was look at the Battle of Mogadishu in October 1993 to know how that plan was turning out.

			More like Operation Hopeless, thought Alex.

			And now that they’d pulled the plug, someone had to go in and get the last few thousand U.N. personnel who were still there, housed in complexes in and around the coastal airport. They couldn’t be airlifted out – too many crazy, khat-chewing Somali militia running around with surface-to-air missiles. They couldn’t leave via commercial shipping, either: too many mortars, RPGs, and so on. It had to be a military operation, and a delicate one at that. Which was why Alex and his platoon were there.

			The operation employed a total of about 14,000 personnel, though only a fraction of those were being used in the actual landing force. Most would remain onboard the Coalition fleet of two dozen ships, four miles off the coast, to receive the evacuees and support the mission. It would be the largest amphibious withdrawal under hostile conditions since we’d pulled out of North Korea in 1950.

			About half the landing forces would put in at Mogadishu’s seaport, just north of the airport, in large landing craft. Hundreds more would roll in on amphibious assault vehicles, essentially large waterproofed tanks. Some were flying in on helos. Not Alex. He and the other sardines were hovercrafting straight onto the beach by the airport runway, where he and their platoon’s other sniper would immediately fan out with their support teams and establish overwatch for the duration of the mission. Which should go smoothly – not a shot fired. After all, Mohamed Aidid and the other Somali warlords had been talked with, and had agreed to let the U.N. forces go peacefully. But of course, they had added, they couldn’t be responsible for the actions of militias or splinter groups, now could they?

			To put it in plain English: once the evacuation began, all bets were off.

			Somewhere over eastern Afghanistan 
Monday, March 4, 2002, before dawn

			Rob Furlong crouched in the freezing cold transport helo, feeling the Chinook’s metal hull vibrating against his back. Random thoughts slipped through his head. The smell of jet fuel and rush of frigid air acted like smelling salts, jarring his brain. As if he needed any added stimulation to stay alert. Hydraulic fluid wept down the interior walls of the bird here and there, creating the appearance of a dank cave. Sitting in their retractable pipe-and-webbing red nylon seats, two rows of fighters faced each other across the metal floor. The insistent, high-pitched whine of the Chinook’s turbines and whump whump whump of its twin rotors made conversation close to impossible, leaving the men largely alone in their thoughts.

			Sitting up toward the front of the chopper, near the door gunner, Rob looked to his left, down the row of assorted fighters on his side of the helo, and occupied his mind with trying to work out exactly which units they each belonged to – Delta, 101st Airborne, Tenth Mountain Division? There were about thirty of them, plus an all-terrain four-wheeler loaded by the rear ramp. Seven other Chinooks were flying in the same formation with his, with a total of more than 200 troops, part of the nearly 2,000 being thrown into this operation, the first major offensive of the still new war.

			Most of these guys (Rob included) had never seen combat before. This was true of more than 95 per cent of U.S. and Canadian armed forces. The world had been at peace, relatively speaking, for a decade.

			Rob swiveled his head and looked the other way, toward the front of the craft, where the door gunner sat by his FN MAG M240 machine gun, doing a decent impression of a catnap. MAG: mitrailleuse d’appui général, French for ‘general purpose.’ The M240 fires 650 to 1,000 rounds per minute. Rob’s mathematical mind automatically ran the quick calculation. Once that gunner pulled the trigger, the big gun would be shooting ten to fifteen rounds every second. Not bad, for general purposes.

			Those rounds were 7.62s. Unlike the ‘.50’ of the .50 cal rounds Rob carried, which describes the bullet’s diameter (or, more accurately, the diameter of the gun barrel that fires it) in inches, the ‘7.62’ denotes diameter in millimetres. A .45, a .38, a .22, those are inch-based calibres, the classic American naming style for firearms and ammunition. The popular 9mm (like the sidearm Rob carried) follows the European metric convention, as did the 5.56 shells that went with Rob’s combat rifle, the C8, and its close cousin, the American military workhorse M4, and the ever-popular M16, the standard U.S. service rifle since Vietnam.

			Before boarding the chopper, Rob had talked with a young Delta sniper who carried an SR-25. Rob liked that gun. A semi-automatic, the SR-25 is built like an M16 only with a longer barrel, and rather than a 5.56 it shoots a 7.62, which packs that much more punch.

			And then there was the massive .50 cal sniper rifle resting its stock on the helo’s floor next to Rob’s left foot. The .50 cal he would use to make history. Standing on its end, the long gun stood nearly as high as Rob himself, each rocket-ship-like bullet tall as a Coke can. A round from a .50 cal can reach out and touch someone at distances of more than a mile, and do so with a force that can take out an engine block. It is, as Rob puts it, ‘like a punch in the face from God.’

			‘Ten minutes out!’ came the call back into the cabin.

			Furlong looked over at the front gunner’s pintle-mounted M240 again, and wondered what it would sound like when that big gun exploded into action.

			Husaybah, Iraq 
Saturday, April 17, 2004, early morning

			When Jason Delgado woke up in his bank office on the morning of April 17, his first thought was, Shit. He did not have a good feeling about the day ahead. Jason was not a banker, and this was no ordinary bank. He was the chief scout of his marine scout sniper platoon, and the sprawl of deserted offices and warehouses stuck on the ass-crack known as the Iraq-Syrian border were what he and his team had been calling home for a few months now.

			He sat up on his cot, swiveled around to plant his feet on the floor, and looked around to find the source of the gunfire that had roused him. Through the open door he saw the other two snipers in his section, Josh Mavica and Brandon DelFiorentino, sitting on their bunk beds, shooting people.

			On their Xboxes. Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas.

			Boys will be boys. Delgado shook his head. ‘You guys don’t get enough of that shit in your day job?’ He nodded in the direction of the city that lay outside the walls of their base camp. Although barely six months their senior, Delgado felt something like a father’s responsibility for these two, and for all the other guys in the platoon, too. Not yet twenty-three himself, Delgado was platoon sergeant of the sniper platoon for Lima Company, Third Battalion, Seventh Marine Regiment, in charge of managing the fragile state of this misbegotten city.

			It was barely two years since Rob Furlong’s predawn helicopter ride into eastern Afghanistan, but the world was now a vastly different place. A year earlier, in March 2003, Delgado had been part of the unit that pushed north through Iraq to take Baghdad away from Saddam Hussein and give it back to the people. Now he was back in country on a new deployment, this time to the Wild West border town of Husaybah, his base of operations a literal stone’s throw from Syria.

			Husaybah. A three-syllable word meaning roughly ‘I can’t believe the shit we’re in.’ The drug-smuggling, arms-running, corruption capital of western Iraq, Husaybah made Sam Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch look like a girls’ finishing school.

			Delgado reached down and grabbed his M40A3. Not quite the monster of Furlong’s .50, but still a serious boom stick. The bolt-action M40 fires a .30-06 cartridge, the thirty-o-six referring to both its calibre (.30) and the year it was adopted by the U.S. military (1906). The bolt action meant it wouldn’t provide the rapid-fire performance of a semi-auto, like the M16 or the SR-25, but it delivered a hell of a wallop, and with phenomenal accuracy.

			He headed to the porta-john, taking the gun with him. You never knew just when some upright citizen would fire a mortar shell over the wall.

			Delgado was frustrated and pissed off. Worse, he was worried. For more than six weeks he’d been saying there was trouble brewing out in the streets, not just normal everyday urban-shithole trouble but the serious kind. Nobody seemed to believe him or see what he was seeing. Just a few days earlier one of his snipers had been shot through both legs. Another marine had died; yet another was back in the States in a coma, and probably wouldn’t make it. To Jason, this did not feel like a series of unfortunate events. These were not random attacks.

			Delgado grew up in the streets. He knew what it smelled like when something bad was about to go down. He was smelling it right now.

			Somewhere in Helmand Province, Afghanistan 
Thursday, July 9, 2009, midday

			Nick Irving stood up, stretched, and yawned. He looked down at where he’d been sleeping: a spit of desert scrub with a small rock serving as his pillow. Not exactly the Hilton. Still, it was sleep. How long had he been out? He glanced at his watch. More than two hours. Amazing. In the past four days Nick had barely slept at all – a few stolen minutes here and there, a total of no more than three of the last ninety hours.

			He bent down and picked up Dirty Diana off the blanket where he had carefully laid her. His beloved SR-25, named, of course, for the Michael Jackson song (released in 1988 when Irving was not yet two). A close cousin to the workhorse M4, the SR-25 was a smaller gun than Delgado’s M40. Nick liked it for that reason: it was smaller and lighter, like himself, and he also liked it for its semi-automatic action, which suited the kind of intense, rapid-fire action he’d seen over five deployments as a U.S. Army Ranger in Iraq and Afghanistan. No long slow stalks or one-shot/one-kill Vietnam-style missions for Irving. At least not so far. No, the shit he’d seen had been more like the classic close-quarters-battle (CQB), full-contact, down-and-dirty fighting they’d practiced for days on end in ranger training than what you’d think of as a sniper mission per se.

			The rangers are a relatively small Spec Ops outfit, numerically speaking, and tend to have an unusually high op tempo. In Iraq Nick’s unit had routinely gone out on two missions per night, and sometimes as many as four or five. They’d go hit their target, be on their way back to rest and get some chow, and there’d be the commander on the radio saying they’d just gotten fresh intel on a new target, and they were back out again.

			Back in the nineties, rangers served more or less in a supporting role, as in the 1993 Battle of Mogadishu, when the Third Ranger Battalion (Nick’s unit) supported the Delta Force fighters. In the new century’s asymmetrical warfare that quickly changed, with ranger units working independently, gathering their own intel and mounting their own missions, doing their own high-value target (HVT) hits. Being a ranger sniper had become something like being a sniper on a SWAT team. Fast, hard strikes at short distances, always moving. No sitting out there in a ghillie suit, looking for a target for a week, pissing in your pants while you lay in wait. Nick kept Dirty Diana dialed in at 300 metres, a relatively short range for a sniper, and he’d taken plenty of shots shorter than that.

			He strolled over to where a knot of marines were sitting playing poker. Irving and his spotter, Mike Pemberton, were the only two rangers here, temporary guests at a marine outpost somewhere out in the middle of the nowhere known as Helmand Province.

			Jutting up from the middle of Afghanistan’s southern border, Helmand was a very different part of the country from the area Rob Furlong had seen seven years earlier, in 2002, when the war was still fresh. No mountains to speak of here, just low-lying scrub, desert, and urban terrain. And poppies. Billions of poppies. Helmand Province had the largest concentration of poppy cultivation anywhere in the world. It was, in other words, heroin central, which meant it was also Taliban central and, increasingly, a safe haven for foreign radical Islamist forces.

			American military presence here had been, up to this point, fairly close to zero.

			‘Hey, we heard where you guys are headed,’ one of the marines said. ‘That’s some far-flung shit out there.’

			It was. Irving and Pemberton were headed deep behind enemy lines, into an area even marines wouldn’t go without a full complement of forces, as Nick would soon learn.

			‘Watch out for the Chechen,’ said a second marine.

			The Chechen? wondered Nick. Who the hell is the Chechen?

			Somalia 1995. Afghanistan 2002. Iraq 2004. Afghanistan 2009.

			Four plot points on a graph of America at war. That decade and a half has redefined the nature of the modern sniper, and Spec Ops snipers like Alex Morrison, Rob Furlong, Jason Delgado, and Nick Irving have played defining roles in each of these pivot points.

			While Alex sat in the dark, heading for his rendezvous with the Mogadishu coastline, I was stationed in San Diego, working as a rescue swimmer on an antisubmarine helicopter squadron, still two and a half years away from entering BUD/S (Basic Underwater Demolition/SEAL training). The idea of being a sniper was the furthest thing from my mind. When Rob Furlong boarded his Chinook to fly into combat in Afghanistan seven years later, I was there, too, just miles away, now serving as a sniper for SEAL Team Three, Echo Platoon, waiting to hear if we would be sent in after Neil Roberts and the others. By the time Jason Delgado was waking up on April 17, 2004, in Husaybah, my BUD/S classmate Eric Davis and I were back in the States, implementing a stem-to-stern renovation of the Naval Special Warfare (SEAL) sniper course, where I would serve as course master for a few years. And when Nick Irving went deep into Taliban territory in Helmand Province in 2009, I was in the private sector, writing a book about snipers and beginning a career as an analyst and media commentator on military and foreign affairs. Whether from the inside looking out or the outside looking in, for a decade and a half the world of the Special Operations sniper has been my home, my study, and my fascination.

			And it is one fascinating world.

			Say the word ‘sniper’ and chances are you think of a shadowy figure, so deeply camouflaged he escapes all detection, hiding out for hours or even days on end, waiting for the moment to strike like a snake, delivering the single fatal shot at extreme distances. You might think of Carlos Hathcock, the legendary marine sniper, the one the Vietcong dubbed Lông Trắng: the White Feather, for the feather he wore in his cap. Hathcock famously took three full days to cover 1,000 yards before dispatching a Vietnamese general through the heart with a single shot. In 1967 Hathcock set what remained for decades the world record for longest the kill shot, delivering death to his target at 2,500 yards.

			Or you might think of Vasily Grigoryevich Zaitsev, the Russian shepherd boy turned sniper, made famous (as played by Jude Law) in the film Enemy at the Gates, who racked up more than 200 kills in the defence of Stalingrad in 1942. Or Billy Sing, the celebrated Chinese-Australian sniper, credited with more than 200 kills (and many suspect it’s closer to 300), who in the 1915 Battle of Gallipoli put a bullet between the eyes of the Turkish sniper Abdul the Terrible at the same moment the other sniper was also targeting him.

			Sometimes, a sniper’s mission is exactly like that. But not very often.

			That classic Vietnam-era picture is a view of the sniper as the ace of spades. In the reality of twenty-first-century combat, a Spec Ops sniper is more often called upon to serve as the whole deck of cards.

			There is a reason for the mystique and fascination that surrounds the military sniper. Sniping is a concrete set of specific skills and training, yet at the same time it is also something more. Elite sniper training aims to develop in this warfighter a set of capabilities that is as close to omniscience and omnipotence as a human being can get. A combat sniper must have an exceptional grasp of every aspect of the field of war, from the overall tactical picture to the finest detail, and be able to function in effect as an entire military operation rolled into a single individual: an army of one.

			The modern sniper needs to be a master of close quarters combat, close-range raids, kill/capture, and overwatch/protection of assault teams. He or she must of course also have a complete grasp of long-range marksmanship skills and all that entails. And finally there’s the high-risk reconnaissance and surveillance toolbox, because a sniper is first and foremost an intelligence asset. Many of the sniper’s most important missions will happen behind enemy lines and without ever firing a shot – though when called upon to do so, he (or she) must be 100 per cent prepared, on an instant’s notice, to fire that shot and do so with superhuman accuracy, whether at a distance of more than a mile or less than a hundred yards. And mere competence is as good (or rather, as bad) as useless here. The modern sniper needs to possess absolute mastery of all three broad skill sets: advanced assaulter, infallible marksman, and recon operator.

			Warrior, assassin, spy.

			Over the days and weeks ahead Morrison, Furlong, Delgado, and Irving would play all these roles, sometimes shifting from one to another in a span of minutes. Sometimes in a matter of seconds.

			The Somali coast, February 27, 1995

			Alex Morrison ate up the minutes by thinking through a range of potential scenarios he might face in the next few days.

			He was packing a McMillan M88 .50 cal sniper rifle, a precursor of the big TAC-50 that Rob Furlong would carry into Afghanistan exactly seven years later. The M88, while not quite as large or heavy as the TAC-50, was damn close. Billed as accurate on targets up to 2,000 yards, Alex’s LRSW (long-range sniper weapon) was shooting a high-explosive Raufoss Mark 211 armour-piercing incendiary round with a muzzle velocity of close to 3,000 feet per second.

			This was the gun SEALs had used to disable Manuel Noriega’s aircraft during the invasion of Panama. It was, in the words of another SEAL who had used it, ‘a beast.’

			At the same time, it was a bitch to operate. A single-shot weapon, it was the antithesis of the beautifully efficient semi-auto mechanisms we would come to know and love (and rely on) in later years. With the M88, you had to haul out the bolt (that’s pull out, not just back, as in, actually remove it from the rifle), then put in a round, fit the bolt back into the gun and jack it, aim, shoot, then remove the bolt, knock out the spent brass, slip in a new round, and shoot. Not exactly rapid fire – and definitely not as fast as you need it to be when you’re in a firefight.

			Which shouldn’t be a problem, though, right? According to their briefing, no major violence was expected. This was a peaceful withdrawal of troops. Their role was not to fight but to serve as a tactical show of force. A deterrent, in other words: to prevent violence, not to wage it.

			Except that this was Somalia. The place was stark raving nuts. Alex and every other man sitting on those bench seats in the dark knew that anything could happen, and probably would. Guess we’ll find out soon enough, he thought. Meanwhile. . . . 

			Nothing drives a SEAL so crazy as being in a position where he cannot act. But for the moment, there wasn’t much choice here. Sardines it was.

			So they sat in the dark, rocking like bobblehead toys, ploughing through the roughening sea state with visions in their heads of something going wrong and the whole goddamn hovercraft sinking, MILVAN and all. SEALs generally are not overly fussed by the prospect of their own imminent death, but Alex couldn’t help thinking that drowning in a tin can off the coast of Somalia would be a decidedly UNSAT way to go.

			Shahikot Valley, March 4, 2002

			Anaconda. The op was named after one of the largest snakes in the world, one that kills its prey by wrapping it in its coils and squeezing it into submission. Which was the general plan here, in what would be the first large-scale offensive in the new war.

			Americans had gone into Afghanistan directly after 9/11 to hunt down and kill or capture the masterminds who had perpetrated the attacks. At the same time, we were skittish about going in with too big a presence. We didn’t want to do anything that would evoke memories of how the Soviet Union invaded and occupied this land of rocks and poppies in the eighties. At the height of its occupation the Soviet Bear had 120,000 troops on the ground here. We had so far dropped in barely a few hundred Spec Ops guys. We were being very cautious – as many would later point out, a little too cautious.

			The attempt to round up Al Qaeda leaders and key Taliban figures at Tora Bora in December had been a dismal failure: the bad guys all slipped through the noose. The solution: build a better noose, one with more armed muscle from the U.S. and its allies. That was Anaconda.

			The plan went like this. One group, code name Hammer, would attack the Shahikot Valley, where it was believed some key leaders had gone into hiding, from the north-west, driving the enemy into the waiting arms of a second, larger group, code name Anvil, which would prevent their escape – the anaconda’s coils. Hammer was comprised mostly of Afghan troops, supported by U.S. Special Forces ‘advisors’ and supplemented by airpower. Anvil, which would sweep in from the south and north-east and lie in wait in a semicircle ringing the south-western escape routes, was made up of hundreds of conventional forces, mostly U.S. 101st Airborne and Tenth Mountain Division infantry, supplemented by Australian Special Air Service (SAS), Navy SEALs and Delta Force, unnamed special and covert operators . . . and six Canadian snipers.

			Including one who was fresh out of sniper school.

			A hunter from the Canadian outback, Furlong is a deceptively ordinary-looking guy. Five-eleven, average build, blond (though these days he wears his head shaved bald), pale blue eyes. Soft-spoken, chooses words with care and speaks in measured tones. Lying on the cool floor of that stillwater pond is a fighter who is as comfortably at home in a brawl as he is in front of a computer console. Not a guy likely to start a fight, perhaps, but sure as hell knows how to finish one. Five years earlier he’d held down a job punching computer keys. Now he was one of his country’s top military trigger-pullers.

			The Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, or PPCLI, was about 2,000 soldiers strong; Rob’s unit, the Third Battalion, was functionally the rough equivalent to the U.S. Army’s 75th Ranger Regiment, Nick Irving’s unit. The Patricias earned their motto ‘First in the field’ by being the first Canadian unit deployed in 1914 in the Great War. Now, a century later, they were doing it again.

			After the events of September 11, some 900 Canadian forces had deployed in support of the brand-new War on Terror. Of those 900, just six would be handpicked to be part of the highly secret operation in the Shahikot Valley. On February 1, the ink barely dry on his sniper school certificate, Rob was in Edmonton, Alberta, buying a new home with his wife. The next day he was on a plane to Germany, destination Afghanistan.

			‘Five minutes out!’

			When Rob and his five companions took off for Bagram on March 3, they’d been the only ones on the big C-17. It was an eerie sight: the big ramp coming down, revealing that chasmic interior, and just the six of them walking up, like earthlings entering the spacecraft in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. Other than pilot and crew, they were the only ones on the plane.

			This was going to be a twenty-four-hour mission; at least, that’s what their briefing had told them. Those responsible for planning Operation Anaconda didn’t think there were more than a few hundred fighters in the valley (as it turned out, it was more like a few thousand), and did not expect much resistance (wrong again). Expectation was that within two days the insurgents would be negotiating their surrender, reflecting the view at the very top of the command food chain, which was that Afghanistan was by now pretty much a wrap.

			As they reached the top of the C-17’s ramp and its servomotor ground to life and began raising it again, a Canadian officer ran out onto the tarmac, his arms full of equipment. ‘Hey!’ he shouted out as he ran toward the aircraft. ‘You guys! You gotta wear helmets!’ He reached the plane and stood there, catching his breath. ‘And – here,’ he puffed as he held up the mass of gear. ‘You need – your flak vests.’

			Rob and the other snipers looked at each other, then back at the officer.

			‘Yeah,’ said one of them, ‘we don’t wear that shit.’

			The ramp closed, leaving officer and gear standing on the tarmac.

			Husaybah, April 17, 2004

			Jason Delgado is about as opposite a personality from Rob Furlong as you could possibly invent. Five-nine, lean, a coiled spring with 1,000 volts running through it. He doesn’t just talk, he shoots strings of profanity-laced Puerto-Rican-accented Bronx patter like a one-man machine gun team doing a turn onstage at the Improv. Listen closer, though, and you’ll hear a fine-tuned intelligence behind the words.

			Delgado started out in life with a hell of an inner-city Latino chip on his shoulder, but years of hard training in the U.S. Marine Corps obliterated it and honed his volatile temperament to an even-tempered razor edge. This is a guy who knows how to look at anything, anyone, any situation, see past the bullshit of appearances and into the heart of the matter. That mix of skills and temperament had gotten him to where he was, the leader of his platoon – and it was also what told him that no matter what anyone else said, something evil was brewing in the streets of Husaybah.

			Start in Husaybah and follow the Euphrates River as it meanders south-east. After some 200 miles you’ll come to a string of large cities: Ramadi, Fallujah, Baghdad. That was exactly the path taken throughout 2004 by a steady procession of contraband and war-making resources. Like drugs coming in through Miami and working their way up the East Coast to the streets of New York, fighters and weapons and ammo were pouring in over the border from Syria, through Husaybah, and flowing their way along the Euphrates and out to what would become the major flashpoints of the unfolding insurgency for years to come.

			But we didn’t realize this yet. When Jason Delgado took his M40 to the can to brush his teeth and start his day on April 17, 2004, it was barely a year since Saddam had fallen. The invasion was long over. We’d won. Hell, Delgado had been there in Baghdad’s Firdos Square providing security when his commander, Bryan McCoy, threw a rope around Saddam’s statue and pulled it down. He had seen with his own eyes the ecstatic citizens of Iraq screaming with joy, throwing the Americans flowers, bringing them baskets of food. It was like being an American GI at the liberation of Paris in 1945. Ding dong, the dictator’s dead. Or if not quite dead, sure as hell ousted. Now it was just a matter of rebuilding infrastructure, winning hearts and minds, helping the country get back on its feet.

			At least, that was the playbook. For close to two months now, Delgado and his boys had been playing border-town cop, trying to keep the peace while the U.S. government provided computers to the local schools and soccer balls for their soccer fields (‘they were gonna hug all these people and kill ’em with rainbows,’ as Jason puts it), still under the impression that the ‘war’ phase of the Iraq operation was well behind us, that our mission there now was purely one of aid and transition to a new civil society.

			Delgado had a gut sense that impression was about to change.

			Helmand Province, July 9, 2009

			Nick Irving is a fairly short guy. ‘I used to be six foot two,’ he likes to say, ‘but jumping out of planes and doing fully loaded ruck marches compressed me down to five seven.’ As a teen he was so scrawny the other kids dubbed him Stick Figure. But Nick exemplifies the concept of mind over matter. Through years of training he has built his body up to the point that he looks more like Mr T than Steve Urkel. Mr T with a well-used sniper rifle. You do not want to mess with this dude.

			He is also one of the best shots I’ve ever seen. He has targets set up all over his house, and dry-fires at them constantly. This guy could shoot in the Olympics, that’s how dedicated to the craft he is. The man is a born sniper.

			Still, it had taken him years to get where he was now. During his first few deployments he had served in every role from door-kicker and Stryker driver to machine gunner and .50 cal gunner, before going through Ranger school and earning his ranger tab. It was only in the past year that he had finally gone through formal sniper training – months and months of it. Now, in his final deployment, he was the leader of his sniper unit, a warfighter come into his element.

			The timing could not have been better, because the situation Nick dropped into in the spring of 2009 was a unique one, and uniquely demanded someone of his skills.

			Earlier that year the White House had announced that it planned to send a surge of forces to Afghanistan, maybe as many as 17,000 American troops, because the situation there was deteriorating. By the end of that summer the number would exceed 20,000.

			On July 2, just before dawn, more than 4,000 marines poured into the northern portion of Helmand Province in an effort to clear insurgents from the area before the country’s forthcoming presidential election. It was the largest offensive airlift of marines since Vietnam. Officially the op was called Operation Khanjar, or Strike of the Sword. In the way these things do, though, it soon acquired a catchier nickname.

			‘You’re going to change the world this summer and it starts this morning,’ the commander of the Second Battalion, Eighth Marines Regiment told his men as they prepared to board helicopters. ‘The United States and the world are watching. Their expectations are enormously high during this summer of decision.’

			Summer of Decision it was.

			According to the press, no Western troops had been in this area. As one captain was quoted, ‘We are kind of forging new ground here. We are going to a place nobody has been before.’ Dramatic – but not quite accurate. Nick and his fellow rangers had been there for months, taking out as many insurgents and high-value targets as possible, cleaning house and paving the way for the marine sweep of the region. The same day that Operation Khanjar launched, Nick was recruited by a scruffy team of deep-reconnaissance operators to venture out into no-man’s-land with them, deep in the province where few if any Westerners had dared to tread, and be their long gun.

			Right now he was no more than thirty miles south of the marines’ sweep. A half-hour drive, if you had decent roads. Which they didn’t.

			Nick didn’t know anything about this larger strategic context. That was all above his pay grade, and in combat the generals don’t tend to spell out the larger picture for the fighters on the ground. All Nick knew was that they were there to kill or capture as many bad guys as they could. And that had proven to be quite a few. He figured his unit had taken out close to 1,000 enemy fighters during the months leading up to today. On one operation he and Pemberton had killed six Taliban commanders in a single night, effectively shutting down the Tali operation in Marjah for a week and a half.

			Still, nothing he’d done had entirely prepared him for where he was right now.

			He was about to get into the fight of his life.

			Shahikot Valley, March 4, 2002

			‘Three minutes out!’

			As the Chinook approached their preassigned drop point Rob Furlong heard the front gunner’s M240 roar to life, its percussive GA-GA-GA-GA-GA-GA-GA-GA-GA shattering his thoughts. He had just enough time to wonder what the hell the guy was shooting at when he saw a stream of bright green tracers zipping up toward them and past the chopper’s little porthole window.

			He felt the aircraft veer sharply off to the right. They were taking fire.

			They hadn’t even reached their LZ yet and the mission was already going wrong.

			The war was on.

		

	
		
			2 
Born to Shoot

			As a young’n, I’d go sit in the woods and wait a spell. I’d just wait for the rabbits and squirrels, ’cause sooner or later a squirrel would be in that very tree or a rabbit would be coming by that very log. I just knew it. Don’t know why, just did.

			 – Carlos Hathcock

			The U.S. Naval Special Warfare (SEAL) sniper programme, the U.S. Marine Scout Sniper Basic Course, the U.S. Army sniper programmes, and all the other courses of sniper instruction, both military and civilian, that we’ll explore in this book are among the most sophisticated, difficult, and exhaustive training programs in the world. But they don’t make a sniper a sniper, not in and of themselves. To a great extent, expert snipers are born more than made.

			The Killing School happens in three phases, not all of them necessarily recognized as such. You might think of these as primary school, high school, and grad school. The first, primary school, phase is over and done with by the time you enlist in the armed services.

			It’s what in ordinary society you’d call ‘childhood.’

			The eldest of six kids, Rob Furlong grew up on Fogo Island, Newfoundland, a dot of land off the eastern coast of Canada, a place so remote it has its own time zone. His town (total population: maybe 300) was a community of fishermen, men toughened by bitter weather and a difficult life. Rob’s dad was a member of the Department of Fisheries and Oceans, or, as they are referred to locally, the fish cops. Law enforcement in a town perched on the outer edge of civilization isn’t the easiest job. Rob learned how to use his fists from an early age.

			Rob spent the better part of his childhood in the great outdoors, either fishing on the water, hunting moose with his dad out in the woods, or cutting firewood to heat the family home. From the time he could walk he could navigate his way around the wilderness using the stars, plants’ direction of growth, and the rest of the expert tracker’s lexicon.

			He was seven years old when he got his first gun, a pump-action BB gun. To Rob it felt like he’d been given ownership of a Ferrari. He couldn’t imagine treasuring anything more than he did that BB gun. Still, it didn’t take long to realize how underpowered his pump-action gun was, and by age nine Rob had moved up to a pellet gun. Now his dad started taking the time to school him in proper sight alignment and how to adjust his aim for shooting at greater distances. Rob had never heard the term marksmanship principles and would have had no idea what it meant if he did. He just wanted to be able to shoot well and hit birds.

			Every day when Rob got home from school, he would take his pellet gun and a can of pellets and go out into their backyard – and in Rob’s case ‘backyard’ meant acres and acres of unfenced forest – and practice shooting at birds, wooden targets, or whatever he could find to shoot at. Often his little brother would go with him, bringing his own gun along and shooting alongside Rob. They would catch small tomcods, a North Atlantic fish, and lay them on a piece of wood for target practice. After a while the little fish would attract flies.

			One day Rob said to his brother, ‘Hey, why shoot the fish? Let’s try to shoot the flies!’

			So they graduated from shooting at the fish to shooting at the flies. Every so often one of them would cry out, ‘I think I hit one!’ and they would run over together to examine the board for a fresh pellet hole and pieces of fly. ‘Yeah,’ one would say, ‘I think that’s something right there!’ Rob says he has honestly no idea if they ever really hit one of those little buzzing flies or not. But, he adds, they did sometimes find little fly remnants.

			As their aim steadily improved they made the targets more and more difficult. Rob started stringing up old oil cans and bottles with pieces of fishing line, and they would try to make the can drop by severing the piece of line with a pellet. Shot after shot, Rob continually worked at refining his accuracy. It might take him up to 150 pellets to successfully hit and break a piece of line, but the sense of achievement and satisfaction he got every time he saw one of those cans suddenly drop made the effort well worth it.

			Rob’s family was not exactly wealthy – this was a single-income home with six kids to feed on a small-town cop salary – and being given those pellet guns was a big deal for him and his brother. They cherished those guns. (In fact, the guns still sit today in his parents’ home in the exact same spot where they always kept them as kids.) When he first took possession of the gun, Rob carefully sanded down the stock, painted it jet black, refinished it, then mounted a few studs onto the stock so he could rig a sling on it. Sometimes a whole bunch of kids would get together, seven or eight of them, and all go out shooting together. But Rob was the only one who ever took the time and care to refinish or refurbish his gun.

			Why did he feel compelled to do that?

			‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I just did. There was a sniper inside me.’

			While Rob Furlong’s primary school was happening in the northern wilderness, Jason Delgado’s was taking place in the mean streets of the Bronx. In the eighties, the Bronx was a world controlled principally by crack cocaine, crime, and violence. The landscape of Delgado’s youth was littered with junkyards and abandoned buildings. The younger kids called them ‘clubhouses.’ To older kids, they were places of business. Stabbings, slashings, and shootings were routine events to Jason and his friends; the available figures to look up to as heroes were typically big-time dope dealers who drove around in mammoth Cadillacs and sported flashy wardrobes pimped out with mink accents.

			One day when Jason was five years old, he was sitting on a car with his cousins across the street from his father’s auto body garage while his uncle worked on his dad’s mint-green Cadillac. A strung-out-looking guy walked up, pulled out a sawed-off shotgun, put it to the back of the uncle’s head, and pulled the trigger, then ran off in the direction he’d come from.

			Jason’s mother grabbed the kids and ushered them into their house a block away, where they sat for a while, crying, hugging, and consoling one another, while the adults scrambled to make sure they were all safe. Which of course they weren’t.

			Two years later Jason awoke one night to the loud hiss and squawk of a two-way radio. He stumbled sleepy-eyed out into the living room, squinting at the living room lights, and found two police officers hovering over his mother, who was hysterical past the point of coherence. A turf war of some sort had broken out between rival dealers, lighting up the entire block with automatic weapons fire and riddling their home with bullets. One round had entered their house and grazed his mother’s head as she lay asleep on the living room couch before lodging itself in the far wall.

			Jason’s mother and father were good parents, but they had to work constantly just to make ends meet, so the two Delgado boys grew up more or less in the streets, forced to fend for themselves and learn the law of the jungle, urban style.

			A life of crime seemed like one of the few career paths open to these kids, and Jason had relatives who walked on the other side of the law. But events like his uncle’s murder sparked a sort of generational shift. Something inside them said this wasn’t fair, that they didn’t want to be victims anymore. They wanted guns, but they wanted to be the ones with the guns who were protecting their mothers and families from the evil shit – not the ones doing the evil shit. His two oldest cousins grew up to become police officers, one a sergeant in the NYPD. Jason thought about that, too. But run-ins and hassles with the neighbourhood cops left him uneasy with law enforcement.

			When Jason was about nine years old, he and a friend, an African American kid his age, were walking home one day from a Boys and Girls Club on Fordham Road when a squad car squealed up and turned sharply onto their sidewalk, cutting them off. Two white officers jumped out, threw them against the wall, and started frisking the two kids. Jason’s friend asked the cops why they were being searched, and one of the cops said, ‘Shut the fuck up, kid.’

			The friend said, ‘You can’t be doing this shit to us.’

			The cop spun him around and smacked him across the face. ‘Watch your mouth, you little shit,’ he said. They let the two kids go. Jason still remembers walking home, tears running down his face, talking with his friend and trying to make sense out of what had happened.

			When Jason was fourteen he joined a cadet organization called Third Recon Battalion, named after a U.S. Marine battalion that fought in Vietnam.

			The brainchild of a vet named Sean Godbolt, Third Recon was created to give kids something to do after school. More specifically, something to keep them out of trouble. All the facilitators were Vietnam vets, and the organization was highly structured to duplicate the military with complete accuracy. Jason and his compadres learned how to write five-paragraph orders, plan and conduct missions, go through gear checks, and conduct themselves with military precision. All the acronyms used were the same as in the real military. Not only were they learning the trappings of military behaviour, but more importantly, they were instilled with a strong sense of pride and the desire to serve.

			The kids would go out to Van Cortlandt Park and camp out for days, plan missions, do reconnaissance on other cadet groups. They would troll for intel throughout the week, listening carefully to anything they could pick up, in the schoolyard or neighbourhoods, find out when and where the other kids were going to be doing their patrols so they could ambush them. It was complete guerrilla warfare with paintball guns.

			‘We would build hide sites out there,’ says Jason, ‘and I’d wait out there in my ghillie suit with my scoped-out Tippmann Pro Lite paintball rifle. We would wait for other cadet organizations to come out there to set up camp, and when they got within range, I would scope those guys and let one fly.

			‘I was being groomed for a career as a military sniper and didn’t even realize it.’

			Godbolt, the programme’s founder, also served as the first major role model for Jason who wasn’t a drug dealer. Charismatic and motivational, he was probably the only clear positive influence in Jason’s life during those years, other than his own parents.

			‘He never looked at us as children,’ says Jason. ‘He treated us as young men.’

			Like Rob Furlong, Nick Irving had his first experiences in shooting early on, when at the age of six his dad took him out into the west Georgia woods to show his boy how to shoot his 20-gauge shotgun. Nick couldn’t even lift the damn thing, much less hold or aim it by himself. His father stood behind him, cradled the foregrip, set the buttstock into his son’s shoulder pocket, and held it in place while Nick pulled the trigger.

			From that first shot, Nick was in love. He was good at it, too. Even in those early years when he was too little to hold the gun up by himself, more times than not he hit what he was aiming at. (‘Of course,’ he points out, ‘this was birdshot, so we’re talking about casting a pretty wide net.’)

			Before long his dad had given him a .22, and he practiced on it as often as he could – which was not often enough for him. Nick grew up in Maryland, just off Fort Meade Army base where his parents worked, but his family on his mother’s side is from deep-country Georgia and they would typically spend their summers there. Nick spent those summer months learning how to hunt, fish, make his way around the woods – and shoot.

			During the school year he had to content himself with an awful lot of dry-firing to keep his skills from getting rusty. But every summer, he and the .22 would be inseparable. He would sneak cigarettes from his grandfather, go outside and carefully set them up, then walk back a hundred paces, turn, take aim, and shoot at them. By the time he reached high school he was pretty decent at shooting those cigarettes in half.

			In addition to his .22, he continued practicing with the shotgun. His father had gotten that 20-gauge as a present from his father, and on Nick’s fifteenth birthday it now became the grandson’s. Nick was a fairly expert shot by this time, and now his dad taught him how to disassemble the big gun. Every day after school, Nick would take the shotgun apart and then put it back together again, timing himself to see how quickly he could do it and still get it right. Before long he could practically do it in his sleep.

			Nick wasn’t especially into hunting per se. What he loved was that sense of controlled precision, the mastery and elegant simplicity that came with expert marksmanship. For years he had been watching shows on the History Channel about warfare and military operations, especially Vietnam. Carlos Hathcock, who had redefined the sniper’s art in the modern era, became Nick’s hero. The young boy watched Hathcock interviews over and over. He made his first ghillie suit in middle school, taping lengths of his mom’s sewing yarn onto the back of a black jumpsuit. Now he started making regular trips to the library, devouring every book he could find that might enhance his skill and understanding, including everything from maths textbooks to books on Special Operations Forces in Vietnam.

			‘I wanted to be a sniper,’ says Nick, ‘for as long as I can remember.’

			Unlike these other guys, I didn’t shoot guns when I was a kid, and I had no aspiration to become a sniper. Other than shooting clay pigeons off the bow of the dive boat where I worked as a teenager, I’d never really handled a rifle until they thrust one into my hands in the middle of BUD/S.

			For me, it was spearguns.

			When I started working on the dive boat I was hungry to learn, and I began tagging along with Mike Roach, the captain, and Jim Hralbak, the second captain, shadowing these two, watching them closely as they would stalk and shoot their prey. It took me a while to follow exactly what was going on. We’d be swimming along, and all of a sudden – whooshhhh, thwap! – one of them had shot something I hadn’t even seen. Where the hell had that that come from? But before long, I started picking it up, too.

			Spearfishing is physical in a very intuitive way. There’s no scope, no crosshairs to peer through. As with traditional bow hunting, you’re just using natural point of aim. What’s more, you’re shooting a relatively thick steel shaft, and since you’re in the water, that shaft meets a great deal more resistance from the medium it flies through than a bullet hurtling through air. As a result, you can’t shoot out to a range of more than twelve feet. Which means you really have to master the use of stealth, if you want to stalk close enough to your prey to shoot it without spooking it first.

			I was barely thirteen when I started. By the time I was fourteen I was a pretty accomplished spearfisherman. The Fish and Game guys gave me a hard time for a while. They didn’t believe that all these fish I was pulling in were really all my own catches. Since the law didn’t require a fishing license until you turned fifteen, they thought I was covering for what were actually other people’s catches. But that didn’t last for long. Once they got to know me, they started to believe me when I told them these were all my own.

			*

			It takes a certain kind of person to make a top military sniper, and it may not be the kind you’d expect. Furlong, Delgado, and Irving all had a powerful affinity for rifles and shooting from an early age – but that was not what made them born snipers. At least, not entirely. Having a natural feel for long guns was certainly part of it, but not nearly enough. There are plenty of great marksmen in the world, match shooters who can do a kickass job on a rifle range but would be useless in the heat and fog of live-action combat, or incapable of the patience and mental stamina it takes to absorb and process massive amounts of information and observation.

			Being a sniper is not the same thing as being a marksman. In today’s warfare, a sniper is first and foremost an intelligence asset. Which means that as important as shooting is to a sniper, it’s less about how to use a gun, more about how to use your eyes, and even more about how to use your brain.

			Every great sniper seems to have some quality, skill, or attribute that has nothing to do with shooting but everything to do with mastering the sniper’s craft.

			For Nick Irving, it was chess.

			Nick still remembers his first game on that sixty-four-square board, which he played with his dad when he was three years old. His parents had both worked in army intelligence during the Cold War era, and his father had a deep love for the game of chess. He told his son that chess was a ‘brain game’ and that playing it would make you smarter. Nick liked the sound of that. So as often as they could, Nick’s father would take out his beautiful old German board with its hand-carved oak pieces, and they would play.

			In fact, the two still play chess when Nick’s father comes to stay on his customary Thanksgiving visit.

			‘Every Thanksgiving, we play chess,’ says Nick. ‘And every Thanksgiving, he beats me. To this day, I still can’t beat my dad.’

			What he could do was absorb the game, and the long-range strategic thinking at its core, into his bones. Like Philip Marlowe, Raymond Chandler’s iconic private eye, Nick spent hours studying the games of the masters and playing games with himself. And the more he studied chess, the more it reminded him of the sniper’s art. It was all about strategy and planning, he realized. Just like shooting.

			In later years, his love of chess informed the way he approached his missions in the field.

			‘I think the reason I eventually got so much action,’ he says, ‘was that I played my mission planning a lot like chess. In chess, you always have to think two steps, three steps, four steps ahead. I’d think, Okay, say I’m at this spot – if something happened over here, where would I immediately go?’

			Before the firefight even started, he would set himself up with his team where he figured the enemy was going to be after it broke out, having worked out ahead of time where he would be if he were the other guy. Nine times out of ten, that would turn out to be right where they were. Nick says he reached close to a 100 per cent success rate with that chess-based approach to planning his ops.

			For Delgado, it was art.

			By the time Jason was in second grade he was constantly doodling, drawing caricatures and cartoon strips. That in itself was no big deal; a lot of kids doodled and drew. But early on Jason realized he had some ability here; he could do things with a set of coloured pencils that his classmates couldn’t. Soon drawing was absorbing the lion’s share of his time and attention at school, which seemed like a good thing to him, because otherwise he was generally bored out of his mind.

			In later years, when he took college art courses, he learned more about the technical aspects of art, the interplay of light and shadow, scale and perspective, the hierarchy of primary, secondary, and tertiary colours. But long before he had any formal schooling in it, he was already perfecting his craft.

			Drawing taught Delgado how to pay attention to every last detail of a scene. If the girl he was drawing had one hair out of place, he would draw her with that one hair exactly out of place. He learned how to faithfully reproduce exactly what he saw – and how to see with far greater accuracy than most.

			That sense of visual detail had a huge impact on how Jason worked on the battlefield.

			‘I have a range finder in my head,’ says Jason. ‘If you point out an object in the distance, I can call it to within yards.’ This was enormously useful in shooting, of course, but also in reconnaissance. Snipers in the field spend a great deal more time in observation than they do on the gun, and the ability to sketch out a scene accurately is critical. In a sheerly technical sense, Jason was able to knock out field sketches of extremely large areas with almost architectural accuracy.

			Beyond that, his art also had a profound impact on how he observed situations overall, how details fitted together and what they meant, what made sense and what did not. It gave him an uncanny sense of how to read a complex scene.

			A skill that would prove critical in Husaybah.

			Rob Furlong didn’t draw, and he didn’t play chess. For Rob it wasn’t anything so specific as an artistic skill. It was more the mix of attributes that came from growing up in such a wild and untamed environment, which produced in him that unique sniper’s mind-set: whip-smart, focused like a laser, and cussedly independent.

			Snipers come in all stripes. You’ll find oversize extrovert personalities like the Luttrell brothers and quiet, still-water-runs-deep guys like Chris Kyle. Politically conservative, politically liberal, and politically I-don’t-give-a-shit. Brutally aggressive and surprisingly gentle. But one thing we all seem to share in common: a sort of love-hate thing with authority. That is, a deep respect for truly great leadership, and total intolerance for shitty leadership. SEALs have more of a reputation for being, how to say this politely, resistant to conformity, marine and army Spec Ops less so. But Spec Ops is Spec Ops and snipers are snipers: by definition, we exist to function off the reservation.

			And independent: that was Rob.

			Aside from being big into sports – hockey, basketball, baseball, whatever came along – his interests were focused. He loved to be outdoors; he loved to fish; he loved to hunt. And growing up in the wilds of Fogo Island, he couldn’t have avoided developing a seriously independent nature. (Again, a place with their own freaking time zone, ninety minutes ahead of New York and Toronto!)

			In school he leaned toward numbers more than words; maths and physics held some fascination, and in his teens he got into computers. That would provide him a job, for a while at least, though not a career. But in numbers themselves, the numbers of windage and elevation, range and terminal ballistics: that’s where he would find a calling.

			Like me, Alex Morrison never shot a rifle until he was in BUD/S. Also like me, though, Alex grew up on the California coast with a speargun in his hands – except that in Alex’s case it was not a speargun but a polespear, which is essentially like shooting a spear with a slingshot. When you see someone hunting fish with nothing but a rubber-band-powered spear in his hand, you know you are looking at a man who is dead serious about hunting.

			And that’s a crucial point. Understand that it’s not about shooting. Hunting isn’t shooting. Hunting is, more than anything else, the art of the stalk. Hunting fish with a spear means you have to master the skill sets of stealth, invisibility, and empathy.

			Empathy? That’s right. To get within striking distance of a fish, a primitive creature that is about as perfectly designed to be a danger-detection machine as anything on the planet, it’s not enough to be sneaky. You have to have an innate sense of what that fish is sensing and feeling. It verges on the telepathic. A sniper has to know the mind of his prey almost as well as the prey himself. Or better.

			And that was Alex’s chess, his artwork, his uniquely born-to-shoot quality. As far back as he can remember, he was always driven by a burning desire to be in the great outdoors, to travel, to seek adventure – and, more than anything else, to hunt. Military snipers are sometimes called the ‘big-game hunters of the battlefield.’ Those six words express perfectly what it was that led Alex from the polespear to sniper school.

			For Alex, it was always a given that he would join the military. Growing up in a marine household where jarheads were the premier fighting men, he always assumed he’d join the marines and become part of Force Recon, the marines’ deep-reconnaissance and direct-action Spec Ops unit. Until one day in 1984, when his parents pointed out that one of his karate instructors served in Vietnam as a SEAL.

			‘What’s a seal?’ asked Alex, thinking that sounded pretty ridiculous.

			‘Those are the guys who eat Force Recon marines for breakfast,’ said his mom.

			His dad nodded. ‘Yup.’ (Disclaimer to my marine friends: no disrespect intended – I’m just reporting what his parents told him.)

			That was that. Alex was fifteen years old at the time; three years later he graduated from high school and went straight into navy boot camp, where he did the SEAL selection.

			Unlike Alex, Rob Furlong had absolutely no inkling that he was headed for the military. It just seemed to unfold on its own.

			One day in the fall of 1997, Rob found himself kicking around town with no clear destination. He’d been up for twenty-four hours (full day at school followed by the night shift at his security job) and wasn’t thinking about much. He was, frankly, a little bored with his life. Going to college, doing some computer programming, working a part-time security gig at a compound down on the waterfront. His twenty-first birthday was coming up and he wasn’t that thrilled with where his life seemed to be going. Rob liked computers, had spent a lot of time on them, but it was clear that computer programming just wasn’t his thing. Every spare minute he could eke out he spent outside, going hunting when he could. He was looking for something, but didn’t know what.

			As he ambled down the street he came upon a big sandwich board out on the sidewalk. He stopped and read the board. It sported a recruitment ad for the Canadian Armed Forces.

			Rob had grown up shooting, but the thought of joining the army had never occurred to him. The military didn’t have much of a presence in rural Newfoundland, and the idea seemed almost foreign. But there it was, staring him in the face. What could it hurt to look?

			He walked into the recruiting centre. A navy officer asked him why he was there.

			‘I’m interested,’ he said.

			The guy ushered Rob into a room with a television and VCR, a few chairs, and four or five dozen VHS tapes lying around on tables. Told him he should feel free to pop in whichever tapes interested him and watch the brief introductory clips about each branch and trade within the service. And then walked out, leaving Rob with the cassettes and player.

			Rob started popping videos in and out, watching bits and pieces. Some were pretty ho-hum, and a few piqued his interest. One of these showed a bunch of young men in green, running around, shooting and blowing stuff up, and jumping out of planes. Infantry, he thought. He didn’t know much about the armed forces, but he did know that infantry was the point of entry.

			Then, as he sat there watching, an image came on the screen that made him sit up straight. There was a guy dressed in some kind of camouflage outfit with pieces of vegetation stuck to him, crawling along the ground.

			The guy was stalking.

			At this point Rob knew absolutely nothing about snipers, who they were or what they did. He’d never heard the name Carlos Hathcock or the term ‘ghillie suit.’ But he knew what hunting was, all right, he knew that as well as he knew his own name, and he felt an instantaneous connection with the image on that television screen.

			A few minutes later Rob strolled out of that little viewing room, walked over to the recruitment officer’s desk, and tossed his application onto the man’s desk, fully filled out.

			‘Here you go,’ he said. He walked out and headed home to get some sleep.

			A few months later Rob got a call from the recruiting office. ‘Hey,’ the guy said, ‘we have an opening in the infantry. Are you still interested?’

			Hell yeah! thought Rob. What he said was, ‘Sure. Let’s do it.’

			‘Okay,’ the guy said. ‘You leave in two weeks.’

			And that was that.

			Rob hadn’t expected it to happen so fast, or even known whether it would happen at all. He hadn’t told anyone he’d applied, not even his family, with whom he was quite close. He knew it would come as a surprise to his folks. There was absolutely no military history in his background; the Furlongs had mostly been seafarers, working as captains or mates on tankers or long-haul boats.

			He called his parents and said, ‘Oh, hey, I’m joining the army.’

			For Jason Delgado, it was a moment that did it, a moment that happened when he was just nine.

			Back in mid-January 1991, when Coalition forces began aerial bombardments of Saddam’s forces and Desert Shield turned into Desert Storm, Jason was glued to the television. The first Gulf War was the watershed event that established the kind of round-the-clock live news coverage we’ve come to see as normal, and Jason would watch for hours. One day he saw a short clip, shot in night vision perspective, that showed tracer rounds going off and smacking a building while a team of soldiers penetrated the structure.

			Oh my God, he thought, this is the real deal.

			Sitting there in his living room, watching that footage, Delgado found himself choked up with emotion. Death was imminent, yet here these guys were, plunging into battle. He was watching bravery in its rawest form. It was the moment he first recognized that he had feelings of patriotism. It dawned on him that no matter what one did in this world, there could be no greater act of bravery than to voluntarily go into a war zone and perform. Not even law enforcement would give him that. Yes, as a police officer there was a possibility he would patrol into seriously shitty situations. But as a soldier, his job would be to go willingly into hell and back.

			It stayed with him.

			A few years later he joined Godbolt’s cadet organization and began the training that would eventually take him straight to Saddam’s stronghold in Baghdad.

			When he was sixteen Jason dropped out of high school. School had always bored him; it felt slow and monotonous, and nothing there held his attention. When the boredom got to be too much he would cut classes and go to the skate park or hit rails all day. (Like approximately one million other kids in New York, he thought he might go pro someday.) By the time he turned sixteen, the legal age for quitting school in New York, he was ready to go.

			He made a deal with his mom: if she would let him drop out, he would get his GED. She agreed. Jason went after that GED with a vengeance, poured himself into the work in a way he’d never done in school. He’d bring home algebra textbooks and shut himself up in his room with them, look up the answers in the back of the book, reverse-engineer them, and work out how he could have gotten there from the original problem. Within a year he took the tests – nailed them the first time.

			Then the question was: what now? He enrolled at Eugenio María de Hostos Community College, in the South Bronx, but after one semester there he was ready to move on. When he turned eighteen, he decided it was time to join the military. The army, he figured. Not for any special reason; he’d just always assumed that when he enlisted, he’d be going into the army.

			But the army said no.

			When he was eleven, Jason had slipped on some ice and blown out some cartilage between two cervical vertebrae. The damage was bad enough that it took surgery to correct, a procedure that involved taking some material from his hip and fusing it to his second cervical vertebra. The neck issue was one problem. Having dropped out of high school was another. Lack of a high school diploma, despite the fact that he’d gotten his GED, counted as a strike against him, and the two strikes together got him rejected. The army didn’t want him.

			He liked the idea of going into the navy to join the SEALs – but no dice there, either: he couldn’t get approved for the Naval Special Warfare physical, and having no diploma was a disadvantage there, too.

			The Marine Corps was a different story. For whatever reason, they proved the most lenient branch. Still, it wasn’t a shoo-in. Jason had to go through a fairly elaborate process, visiting different specialists to get the signed waivers he needed, and it seemed like it took forever. For a period of months, it didn’t look like he was going to get into the service at all.

			‘The day the Corps told me they were taking me?’ he says. ‘That was the greatest news I ever got.’

			If you’d bumped into Nick Irving when he was six or seven and asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up, he would have said the same thing most of his male classmates would have said: ‘An astronaut.’ By the age of eight, though, he was starting to have a sense that he would someday join the military. Nick’s dad was a big Chuck Norris fan and had some friends who were Green Berets and Delta Force; Nick had grown up on the Delta Force films. By age ten, all thoughts of being an astronaut behind him, he had decided that when he grew up, he wanted to be a Navy SEAL.

			Still, this was a childhood dream more than any concrete plan. It wasn’t until Nick was fourteen that the idea crystallized into hard reality, in a moment that came at a few minutes past nine o’clock on a sunny Tuesday morning.

			Sitting in his seat in his tenth grade biology class, Nick’s eyes were riveted on the television set the teacher had hastily switched on. The roomful of tenth graders all watched in silent horror as the World Trade Centre towers came crumbling to the ground.

			By the time that first period class was over, the third plane had crashed into the Pentagon. Nick’s school was located off the Baltimore-Washington Parkway, close to NSA headquarters, and nobody knew just where the next target might be. There was no second period class that day. All the students were told to get up and leave the school immediately.

			Nick knew right then that the U.S. would be going to war – and he knew right then that he was going to be part of it. Hell, yeah, he told himself as he and his best friend, Andre, started running the mile to his house, I’m going to go fight.

			Of course he couldn’t enlist yet; he was not quite fifteen at the time and still had to finish high school. But he could train like hell for it. And he did.

			That year Nick went through the Naval Sea Cadet programme down at Annapolis, and after that a sort of SEAL prep course called Baby SEALs, which involved passing the same physical fitness that actual SEAL candidates go through – 500-yard swim in twelve and a half minutes, one-and-a-half-mile boot run in eleven and a half minutes, all the sit-ups, push-ups, pulls-ups, even its own mini–Hell Week. And even before this intensive training, Nick had poured hundreds of hours into studying the SEALs, watching History Channel documentaries and all the videos he could find, learning all about the men in the SOF community.

			At the same time, Nick was also going through combat training of a whole different nature: he was getting into serious fistfights.

			Not that he was intentionally instigating them. Far from it. Nick Irving is a quiet guy and would have seemed the unlikeliest full-time fighter. When he started playing peewee football in eighth grade, he was the smallest guy on the team, a spindly little guy whose nickname Stick Figure caught on and stuck. By his freshman year he weighed no more than ninety pounds; even as a high school senior he barely topped 105.

			Starting in ninth grade, Nick got picked on. He never knew exactly why. ‘I didn’t interact with the cool kids,’ he says. ‘Maybe they thought I had an attitude, that I thought I was better than everyone else. But I just liked keeping to myself.’ In tenth grade it got worse. By eleventh grade Nick started fighting back, and soon he had a reputation. Which seemed to make him even more of a target. By his senior year the fistfights were happening every day, and his parents were having to take off from work to come rescue him at the bus stop at least a few times a week. One time a group of nearly fifty kids from the projects nearby gathered at the bus stop, waiting for him after school, some with knives, a few with guns. Nick’s dad had to call out some of his friends, heavily armed themselves, to come out and break it up.

			When graduation came in the summer of 2004, Nick was more than ready to leave his childhood behind and go become a SEAL. Since he was still seventeen, his parents had to sign a waiver allowing him to enter the service. He didn’t even wait for the high school graduation parties. Once his parents signed that waiver, he was out the door.

			And then, much like Delgado, he ran into a snag. The navy turned him down.

			Turned out, Nick was colour-blind.

			‘I had no idea,’ he says. ‘I knew there was some kind of issue with my vision, because I had a hard time telling some colours apart. But I’d always just thought it was that the lighting in our house sucked.’

			Which would have been the end of Nick’s military aspirations right then and there – except that a sympathetic army nurse who heard what had happened must have seen something in Nick. Quietly pulling him to the side, she told him that the army had something similar to the SEALs. It was called, rangers.

			Is it hard? the boy asked.

			‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It’s very hard.’

			Do they have snipers?

			‘Yes, they have snipers.’

			Good enough for Nick. The nurse surreptitiously guided him through the vision test, risking her job and changing the future fate of untold numbers of American soldiers whose lives would be saved by a sniper they dubbed The Reaper.

			‘I wish I knew that woman’s name,’ says Nick. ‘I wish I could meet her, face-to-face, and thank her for going out on a limb for me. If it wasn’t for her, I’d have no story to tell.’

			Two weeks after being handed his high school diploma, he was in Fort Benning, Georgia, starting the U.S. Army’s basic training programme.
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