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The God of Speed

By Trey Dowell

Snipers creep me out.

Met more than my fair share when I did my tour in Afghanistan, and every damn one was the same. Nice guys—quiet, did their jobs—but something was always off. Trust me, I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

Like most things, I guess it’s easier to explain with an example. In the Vietnam War, the average foot soldier fired roughly 20,000 rounds of ammunition for every confirmed kill. A sniper in Vietnam? Every 13 rounds fired resulted in TEN kills. In other words, almost every time a sniper pulls the trigger, somebody dies. You’d think with a record like that, a decent sniper would never have to buy a drink with his own money, right? 

Wrong.

Hell, they’re lucky if they can find somebody who’ll sit next to them, let alone buy a round. Those guys eat and drink alone. Nobody invites them to poker either—who wants to sit across the table from a guy who can go 20 minutes without blinking? Dammit, I know it’s not right—they’re just doing a job, and they do it well—but deep down, in the part of your brain you don’t talk about with other soldiers, all regular grunts feel the same way.

Snipers don’t fight fair.

And don’t give me the “all’s-fair-in-love-and-war” crap, because it’s not true. When you’re in a firefight next to five of your buddies, and you’ve got mortar rounds dropping, automatic weapons clattering, and a squad of Taliban 100 yards away, it’s scary, sure. But it’s not personal. Those guys aren’t trying to kill Lieutenant Sam Brookings, son of Martha and Richard. They’re just shooting in my direction, hoping to get lucky—and I’m doing the exact same. If we lay down a couple thousand rounds as a team and a few towel-heads get their virgins ahead of schedule, hell, we don’t even know who hit who. We’re just glad to make it to another chow time.

But a sniper is different. He hunts. He looks through a 20-power scope and sees your eyes, your smile, and your spirit. He gets to know you, and then he shoots you—and sees your blood from a mile away. He’s a cold, calculating killer. That’s why you fear snipers, and not just the ones on the other side of the battlefield. They say they’re soldiers, no different from the rest, but I call bullshit. 

A sniper is a hit man with shitty pay and a great medical plan. 

This is why, even eight years out of the service, I was predisposed to dislike U.S. Marine Corps Sergeant Matt O’Connor, no matter how badly I needed him. He sat at the conference room table, watching me with those goddamn unblinking blue eyes, doing nothing to change my opinion of his chosen profession. Still, need is need.

“Thanks for coming in, Sergeant,” I told him through a fake smile. 

“No problem sir, happy to assist any way I can.” He was relaxed, quite different from most of the people who sat across the table from me at the Drug Enforcement Agency. An LCD projector and two files sat in between us, one file marked classified. I opened the other and saw a familiar pair of staring eyes.

“Just back from Afghanistan, I see. Eighteen confirmed kills in your last tour,” I said.

“Real total was twenty-four,” he said. No emotion at all.
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