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        To my brothers, Tyler and Ryan, may the fire of our brotherhood—as iron sharpens iron—help forge us into good men.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Theirs not to make reply,

        Theirs not to reason why,

        Theirs but to do and die.

        Into the valley of Death

        Rode the six hundred.”

        —Alfred Tennyson
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        Camp Pendleton, California

        April 2012

      

      

      Rolling green hills branched from horizon to horizon as fresh rains gave life to the new spring grass. The sky, though usually blue, held an opaque haze of low clouds as the previous night’s downpour reduced to a fine mist. From a position on a small hillock, a row of Marine Scout Snipers conducted communication and engagement drills as the breathy call of suppressed rifles broke over the range.

      All teams had divided the range into sectors for quick target identification as they would have to on deployment. A large creek cut in an arc through the green, and one duo had divided the range into the sectors that best corresponded with their preferred communication style.

      “Alright, Wyatt,” Sergeant Lee Harris began, as he gazed down at his crude but effectively drawn map of the range. “By eye, go to sector three bravo.”

      “Contact,” Sergeant John Wyatt muttered as his eyes fell on the sweeping sector that extended beyond the creek.

      “By eye, go to the red windage flag,” Harris continued.

      “Contact,” Wyatt replied, his sharp eyes easily finding the fluttered cloth.

      “From there go to the one o’clock, approximately fifteen mils.”

      “Contact,” Wyatt repeated, finding the target his spotter referenced.

      “Go to glass,” Harris said. Wyatt shifted the rifle so that the target fell in line with his magnified optic.

      “Target has dark green grass around the shoulders; patch of light brown just to the left of the head; got a small shrub to the four o’clock.”

      “That’s your target. Check parallax and mil,” Harris replied. Wyatt crisped up the target in his scope using the parallax knob. Harris, focusing through his spotter’s scope, began calculating mils, the adjustments needed to obtain a precise shot.

      “Seventeen point six-nine,” Wyatt muttered, keeping his voice low and calm. Harris quickly referenced his density-altitude card laid out in the small canvas binder just beneath his nose.

      “Check level,” Harris replied, confirming he agreed with the mil calculation. While Wyatt ensured his rifle was on target and level, Harris checked the wind and scribbled additional calculations on a clear portion on the notepad within the binder. Despite the weather, the wind was relatively calm over the open plain. “Hold over four-point-nine,” the spotter said.

      At Harris’ word, Wyatt began his firing sequence, preparing his breathing and focusing in on the target. He took up the slack in the trigger as he awaited his natural respiratory pause.

      “Ready,” he breathed.

      “Right point two,” Harris said, adjusting his wind call for the precise execution of the shot. Immediately, Wyatt pressed the trigger, and the shot broke. A breathy chirp cut across the range as Wyatt absorbed the recoil of his bolt-action rifle. After a couple seconds, the thirty-caliber slug slammed into the man-sized, steel target nine hundred yards from his position. Wyatt remained motionless staring through his optic from his prone position, waiting for the dampening ring to echo back.

      “Hit,” came Harris’ response to ringing steel, his tone stoic and focused. Wyatt pulled back the bolt and chambered another round. He steadied himself behind the rifle and exhaled.

      “Ready,” he said, as his breath passed between his lips.

      “Right point three,” Harris answered. At the end of his breath, Wyatt squeezed the trigger slowly until the firearm recoiled into his shoulder. A couple seconds passed before the round struck the steel again.

      “Hit,” Harris confirmed again. Wyatt pulled the bolt back and dropped the empty magazine from the weapon’s chassis system. He preferred the new MK13 to the previous model. The modular weapon chassis brought new innovations such as a folding stock and a rail offering modular mounting options down the length of the twenty-four-inch barrel. It was simply a more customizable platform.

      Having finished their final firing sequence, both Marines waited for the range officer to declare a cold range before receiving their marks. Wyatt and Harris, pleased with their one hundred percent hit ratio, left the range with their firearm and returned to the armory. All the while, Harris maintained a wide grin.

      “What are you so happy about?” Wyatt asked. Harris assumed a mock boxer stance and delivered a few quick punches which Wyatt deflected.

      “She said yes, bro!” he exclaimed excitedly.

      “No way, man, I thought that night she and I shared was special,” Wyatt teased. Harris playfully slapped Wyatt around. Wyatt dipped and dodged the blows before delivering a few light taps himself. “I’m happy for you, man,” Wyatt said as their play subsided. “Stephanie is a great girl.”

      “Thanks, man,” Harris said, “I want you to be my best man.” Wyatt offered an astonished smile.

      “Wow, man, I’m honored,” he said. Apparently, Harris figured they were closer than Wyatt did. “When’s the date?” he asked.

      “We haven’t set one yet. But I imagine it’ll be right after we get back; so, I guess nine months from now,” Harris answered.

      “You’ll just have to come back in one piece,” Wyatt joked. Harris discarded his statement with a wave of his hand.

      “It’ll be no different from the other times,” he said.

      “I don’t know man, Afghanistan’s a different beast,” Wyatt said seriously. Harris laughed. He was a wild one, and Wyatt still didn’t know how the guy had the patience to be a Scout Sniper.

      “We’ll only be training the locals over there. It’s not like we’ll be doing any actual fighting.”

      “I don’t know, man. We’ll be embedded with SOCOM. Something’s bound to happen,” Wyatt mentioned. He saw the excitement burning in Harris’ eyes at the mention of potential combat. Wyatt knew Harris lived his childhood dream as a Marine sniper. He wished he could have said the same, but the life he’d lived thus far was far from the idyllic American experience.

      He was alone in the world, the last of the Wyatt name in all but certainty. He had buried his brother and mother a few years prior after which he joined the Marines as they were the first to accept his candidacy for enlistment and would ship him out the quickest. He forged his father’s signature, who was missing and nowhere to be found, and shipped out to basic not too long after.

      It was almost too much for a twenty-one-year-old to endure, but he had. Wyatt had excelled in every aspect of being a Marine, and even now he was wondering what would be next for him after his upcoming deployment. They were already packed and ready to go. They just had to board the plane.

      Though young, he couldn’t shake the horrors of war he’d witnessed to be as excited as Lee Harris. To Wyatt it wasn’t about the thrill of battle anymore, it was his duty, and if he wasn’t going to do it, who was? He felt an obligation to be in the field saving the lives of his brothers, but going to Afghanistan to train locals wasn’t exactly his idea of fulfilling that calling. He would go because the country he loved required it.

      After they disassembled, cleaned, and stored the rifle, the two snipers, along with the other teams, reported for briefing. They entered a classroom with layered seating and took two seats halfway up the rows. The mission briefing, like ones he’d heard countless times before, would only grow more specific once they arrived
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