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  ROME, ITALY




  This had to be a head shot. Under normal circumstances, a sniper goes for the chest, which not only provides a larger area and is thus an easier target, but the chest also is

  the gateway to the vital organs of the body. A big bullet in there goes spinning and bouncing around, breaking bones and shearing veins and pulping muscles, and collapsing the frail human machine

  that made life possible. Kyle Swanson knew that as he ignored the easy shot and instead dialed in on the head of Roland Lewis Martin from Bellwood, Indiana. The CIA sniper knew a lot of other

  things, the total of which meant that young Mister Martin had richly earned the .50-caliber bullet that would soon tear off his entire skull and leave his quivering body with a bloody stump of a

  neck.




  Martin was a nice-looking young man, at least as seen through the powerful scope mounted on the Excalibur sniper rifle. Only twenty-nine years old, he still had the muscular build of his days

  being an offensive tackle on the Bellwood High Blue Jackets football team. The continued physical conditioning was a testament to the exercise he had received in his years of fighting for ISIS, the

  murderous Islamic State jihadists. His hair was black and cut short, and his cheeks wore a stubble of beard. The broad nose had been broken twice, healed a bit crookedly, and his teeth gleamed

  plastic and bright after so many caps and root canals. His white cotton shirt was open at the neck, showing the deep tan. The sleeves were rolled up, exposing the blue tattoo of a snake that coiled

  from his wrist to his elbow on the right arm. Martin had picked that up in Yokohama during his short career in the U.S. Navy, which had taught him computer science. The black slacks were clean and

  pressed, with matching socks and leather loafers. A tiny earring twinkled on the left lobe. The tip of his left little finger was missing due to a childhood tractor accident. In all, he looked

  pretty good; a capable poster boy for ISIS, a former cold-blooded killer turned recruiter.




  Swanson had decided to use the new clear polymer-encased M33 ball ammunition for the job instead of the standard brass, primarily for the lighter weight. The 687-grain bullet was a shade under

  five and a half inches in length, would leave the muzzle at a velocity of 11,091 foot-pounds of energy to cover the 200 yards to the head of young Mister Martin in only two-tenths of a second,

  actually .231 seconds. It would strike with enough power to take down a tree. The plastic covering on the bullet interested Swanson. Trying out new things was part of his day job.




  Rain was on the way and the air seemed heavy, even apprehensive, as if the weather knew something was going to happen and wanted to serve up an appropriate background of thunder and lightning.

  The skies would burst and the dark clouds would empty and the Eternal City of Rome would be cleansed once again. So far, not a drop. That was a good thing. The three young people at the table of

  the sidewalk café could remain outside, talking, as the ISIS recruiter slowly reeled in his catches in the sunlight. The sniper watched as a girl with long brown hair leaned close to Martin.

  She appeared to be in her midteens. Her friend, a brunette only a couple of years older, snapped their smiling picture on her cell phone, then showed it to them. They all laughed. Martin topped off

  the wineglasses of his American visitors. An unfolded street map of Rome lay on the table.




  From his prone position on the third floor of a rather common yellow neoclassical villa on Quirinal Hill, Kyle Swanson could see an edge of the elegant Trevi Fountain, into which the girls and

  Martin had tossed a few coins and wishes before they all settled in at the corner café a few blocks away. It was hard to find a place from where you could not see any monuments or splendid

  ruins in Rome, for they were everywhere, old stones with stories to tell. The three million people in the city passed through the historic paths with a leisurely pace that was bred into them.

  Nothing ever happened fast in Italy. The brothers Romulus and Remus probably took their time while being suckled by the she-wolf in the founding legend. The dolce vita was the city’s charm,

  and it was practiced from the Vatican to the Coliseum. Of course, Romulus murdered his brother later on. Brutus assassinated his good buddy Julius Caesar. Various popes were poisoned, strangled,

  stabbed and one was thrown into the sea with an anchor tied around his neck. Life was not the most expensive thing in Italy.




  “One minute,” said the spotter beside Kyle. A dark-haired Oklahoman with the lean build of a marathon runner, Dan Laird had been with the CIA Directorate of Clandestine Operations

  for almost five years after leaving Delta Force, and was no stranger to pressure. He was busy handling the spotting scope, the cameras and the communications. “Everything in the

  green.”




  “Umm,” Swanson hummed in reply. He breathed with his mouth open slightly, feeding measurable amounts of oxygen into lungs that had been conditioned by years of aerobic training. His

  heart rate was under control, with his pulse steady at forty-five beats per minute. His mind was clear, focused as much as his eyes. A lot of things could go wrong in a minute, or even in a second.

  The fleshy tip of his right index finger rested lightly on the trigger of the long rifle, and the world before him was in slow motion. The target was right where he was supposed to be, his back to

  the street, unmoving in his chair, nothing beyond him but a meticulously parked truck that would eat the big bullet. The wanted terrorist filled his scope, but Swanson ignored that fact, for to

  dwell on the madness of this evil man might have stirred the sniper’s emotion, and that might alter the target picture; this was no time for buck fever.




  Young Mister Martin had been dug out by the intelligence analysts of the Central Intelligence Agency some months ago, and at first they did not realize who they had found. He had been posting in

  chat rooms and using American idioms to woo impressionable girls in the United States into coming to visit him. Don’t believe all of that crap in the media. All Muslims aren’t evil

  just because there are a few crazies. Look at me! Do I look crazy or scary? Come on over for a visit and we’ll have some fun in Rome. His accompanying picture showed a handsome guy

  leaning against a white Mercedes convertible beside a beautiful beach. The man was a hashtag Romeo, and several American girls who had bought his Twitter act never returned home again. Once

  ensnared abroad, it was simple enough to drug them and smuggle them straight across the Tyrrhenian Sea to Tunisia and into lost lives they would never have imagined in their most horrible

  nightmares.




  But as the ISIS trolls reached out for new brides and potential agents in the United States, the terrorist group was itself being trolled by even better hackers who were on the payrolls of many

  governments, and those were the bleary-eyed wizards who had hooked Roland Lewis Martin. When his picture beside the luxury car was studied, it was determined to be a Photoshop digital stage set.

  That aroused enough suspicion to wash it through multiple facial-recognition and other identification databases, which pointed up the blue snake tattoo, the missing fingertip and the pierced ear,

  matched his height, erased the beard, fixed the proper eye color by erasing the contact lenses, chalked in personality traits, and discovered that this target was really Abdul Ansari Mohammad, the

  jihadi American who had decapitated a captured U.S. journalist in Iraq on live video.




  Washington moved to set the trap, and tagged Swanson to do the hit. For many years, he had been the deadliest sniper in the U.S. Marine Corps, where he was the trigger-puller for a top-secret

  special ops team known as Task Force Trident, and won the Congressional Medal of Honor and a salad of other decorations. That was all in the past, and while his current day job was vice president

  of the multinational defense industrial company called Excalibur Enterprises, he had another job, too. Like Laird, he performed special missions for the CIA.




  With the cover of being a businessman, it was easy for him to arrange a business trip to Rome without arousing suspicion. The rest of the team was waiting for him there, including the two women

  operatives who would act as the bait. They were made up to appear to be in their late teens, although both were college graduates.




  The girls rendezvoused with Martin at the famous Trevi, a magnet for tourists, and guided him to the nearby sidewalk café. He planned to take them out later for dinner and a sightseeing

  trip around Rome by night. It had worked before, and he had a confident swagger as they reached the table, which had been set aside by the cooperating Italian police, the Agenzia Informazioni e

  Sicurezza Interna, or AISI, one of whom had become their waiter. Martin took the chair beside the street so his guests could watch the passing throng. The opening chitchat was friendly.




  “Thirty seconds.” Dan Laird pressed a button on his cell phone, and the phone in the back pocket of one of the girls vibrated silently. Swanson watched the agent casually dab her

  lips with a white napkin, then say something to her girlfriend. She never looked up to locate the sniper. Her friend asked Martin where the bathrooms were located. He pointed inside, the two women

  smiled, promised to be right back, and pushed out of their chairs. The waiter also vanished. There were no other customers, and police a block away were quietly detouring tourists around the site.

  Martin, confident of his quarry and very pleased with himself, did not realize that he was alone on the street. He took a drink, fished his own phone from a pocket to send a coded message that,

  once again, the kidnap operation was going very well.




  “Area is clear. He’s all yours.” Laird’s words were businesslike, but Kyle could sense the tension and his peripheral vision caught the agent’s hands moving to

  cover his ears. Kyle preferred not to wear ear coverings, balancing the need to hear what was going on around him against the unconscious anticipation of a loud explosion.




  Swanson had no further adjustments to make. The head was as big as a Halloween pumpkin in the scope, and steady. He slowly brought the trigger straight back with no lateral pressure, felt the

  slack disappear, and then came the explosion as the sniper rifle boomed. A .50-cal shot in the tight confines of an urban center sounded like a cannon blast, and the first thought of unaware people

  who heard it was that a terrorist bomb had been detonated. Pedestrians and tourists scattered, and pigeons soared away in flapping panic. Sirens began to whoop. Kyle soaked up the mighty recoil and

  brought the glass back on target.




  The body of Roland Martin had been jerked almost out of the chair, but was still in it, canted sideways over the strong metal arm. The head was gone and the debris of the skull and brains had

  spewed in a long trail toward the parked truck.




  “Done,” he said.




  “Done,” agreed his spotter. Laird kept the camera recording as police vehicles wailed up to the curb, uniformed cops set up a perimeter and as soon as the two women came out, they

  were roughly arrested and cuffed and put into a marked van. That was part of the show in case ISIS had a watcher. The pair of agents was released as soon as they were out of sight.




  “Strange,” said Dan Laird, looking at his cell phone as Kyle packed away the rifle. A police car was waiting for them downstairs.




  “The boss is in town.”




  “Marty?” Martin Atkins, the deputy director of clandestine operations, was long past his days as a field officer, but ran the secretive clandestine operations department with

  meticulous planning, including the care and protection of agents at the sharp end of the dark CIA spear. From the Agency headquarters in Langley, Virginia, Atkins was like a spider in his web,

  controlling everything, and he seldom left it.




  “Yeah. Probably wants a firsthand briefing on this op.”




  Swanson had the Excalibur safely in its case and was straightening his clothes as Laird finished packing. “Maybe he wants to post that video on the Net. The op was symbolic and intended to

  remind those ISIS crazies that we can and will reach out and touch them whenever we please.”




  Laird gave a deep laugh. “It would go viral in ten minutes. Let the social media pass the word for us.”




  They took their time getting downstairs. Nobody was hunting them because the cops were in on the action, although they had not been told any more than they needed to know. The small unmarked car

  that met them had another agent at the wheel, and Swanson and Laird climbed into the rear seat. Kyle started thinking about dinner tonight, wanting something special before he and Laird left

  tomorrow to take out another ISIS recruiter, a British predator operating out of Cairo whose game was convincing gullible American kids to come visit the pyramids in Egypt.




  The Agency safe house was west of the Tiber River in the working-class neighborhood of Trastevere, far from the grandeur of the Vatican but equally a part of Rome, a city that was saddled with a

  Madonna-whore complex. The people who served the upper-crust Italians and rich tourists had to live somewhere, too, and the squalid apartments along the tangled medieval streets of Trastevere had

  housed them for generations. The CIA had a multistory building with a middle-aged Italian couple living on the street level, where the stew was always warm in the little kitchen and the floor tiles

  were always chilly. Marty Atkins was waiting on the upper floor in a soundproofed room that had bulletproof glass in the window and was examined for electronic eavesdropping equipment daily.




  His gray hair had grown out since the last time Kyle had met with him several months ago, and the new style gave him a more distinguished look, an obvious loss of some weight had sharpened his

  features. Laser surgery on his brown eyes meant he no longer wore steel-rimmed glasses. Atkins had figured out that further advancement in government required that he moderate his former

  hell-for-leather lifestyle and look like a gentleman when meeting politicians. His temper still needed work.




  He was reading briefing papers when they entered, and put them aside to greet his visitors warmly. There was a tenseness about him, and a sense of apprehension. “Dan, hate to seem rude

  here, but I need some private time with Kyle. If you go on over to the hotel, I’ll spring for drinks for everybody in about thirty minutes.”




  Laird shrugged. “Free drinks sounds good. Can I ask if this concerns tomorrow’s mission?”




  Atkins exhaled and shook his head. “Yes. That job is not going to happen.”




  Dan Laird had been around the Agency long enough to know when he was a supernumerary. Only two people were to be part of this conversation, and Laird made three. Counterintelligence was a fluid,

  ever-changing game. Nothing personal. Just part of the job. He winked and left without another word. They would tell him what he needed, when necessary.




  Atkins motioned Swanson to an awkward overstuffed chair beside the table near the window, and picked up one of the briefing papers he had been reading. He studied the sniper. “Do you know

  a Russian by the name of Strakov? Ivan Strakov?”




  Swanson did not recall the name immediately, but slowly an image swam into shape. Long ago, there was an intense, skinny enlisted man on an exchange training program between Russian naval

  infantry and the U.S. Marines. He wanted to be an elite sniper. Kyle, as the instructor, washed him out of the program because of poor shooting scores and had ordered him to undergo a thorough

  medical examination. The Russian had been hiding the fact that his vision was failing, but the scores spoke for themselves. He was a lousy shot. Strakov could no longer hack it, which meant the end

  of his career in the Russian marines.




  “Yeah. I remember him, vaguely. Very intelligent and great with numbers, but so bad with a long gun that we called him Ivan the Terrible.”




  “This is beyond top secret, Kyle,” Marty Atkins said as he handed over the one-page memo of a few short paragraphs.




  Kyle read it, then slid the paper back onto the table. “When do I leave?”




  “Go back to the hotel and shit, shine, shower and shave, then you’re outta here.”




  “Where am I going?”




  “You don’t need to know that yet. Call me when you get there.”




  





  2




  Swanson fondly remembered the days when he traveled so lightly that a duffel bag and a ValPak could hold everything he owned, from shaving cream to shoes, and how he had gotten

  along quite well. The U.S. Marine Corps furnished almost everything he needed, all the way up to formal dress blues. That, however, was a long-ago yesterday, before he switched over to the Central

  Intelligence Agency. Now it felt as though he required not only a hotel cart and a bellhop, but a mule train and a couple of Sherpas to carry his luggage. The handcrafted small suitcase, the

  medium suitcase and the large suitcase were accompanied by a matching suit bag, all made of tough leather with brass trim. The set cost more than most people earned in a month. It was the stamp of

  success. It was part of his cover.




  Kyle had changed into a pin-striped gray suit with a deep gold tie imbedded with subdued green dots, brushed his styled sandy brown hair into place and transformed into somebody who did not at

  all resemble the sharpshooter who had just blown off the head of a terrorist. Instead, he was back to his day job of being the executive vice president of Excalibur Enterprises, a globe-trotting

  salesman with cold gray-green eyes and an intolerance for business screwups. He could go almost anywhere in the world, hidden in plain view as just another American millionaire with attitude. A

  stranger’s first impression was that Swanson was to be avoided, if for no other reason than he was an unpleasant jerk. The bankroll was provided by the company, his own salary and private

  holdings, plus a CIA slush fund.




  “I still think you look goofy when you get all dolled up like a Eurotrash gigolo,” Dan Laird said, chewing a toothpick while driving Kyle to the Ciapino airport. Cars and trucks and

  motorbikes passed in an unending river, and the eyes of the two agents snapped through the throng, always looking for potential trouble. In Rome, they mostly saw only Italian men in suits puttering

  along on scooters with pretty girls clinging to their waists.




  “Still feels strange, too. I can still kick your butt, though.”




  “Never happen. And I would not want to get blood on your pretty shirt. Where you going, or can I ask?”




  “You can ask, but I’m not supposed to tell you, which is easy because I don’t know myself.” The car radio was droning some anonymous instrumental and Kyle punched the

  audio system to scan for an all-news station off the satellite. He found one, but there was nothing out of the ordinary; not even a report yet about their hit in Rome. No mention of Ivan

  Strakov.




  A Gulfstream V jet, a bland bluish-gray machine almost invisible in the ground clutter of any airport, had its engines humming when they arrived at the combination civilian and military

  facility, where a pair of uniformed enlisted men placed the expensive luggage in the bird’s cargo hold with a great deal more care than they would have shown ordinary bags. Swanson stepped

  aboard, hung up his coat, picked out a comfortable seat, stuffed his laptop overhead and strapped himself in; the hull was sealed and the plane began to taxi. Dan Laird, with a placid, almost

  bored, look on his face, peeled the plastic wrap from another toothpick and watched the little jet climb into the sky and disappear.




  When it finally reached altitude and steadied into a course, Kyle knew they were headed north. That was not very helpful, since most of the entire boot of Italy lay north of Rome, and then

  Europe, and eventually, the North Pole. The flight could be going anywhere. He got his laptop down and plugged it into a charger in the armrest, opened the word processing program, found the folder

  containing information on the new company’s polymer-encased bullet experiment.




  Excalibur Enterprises was on the cutting edge of weapons development, and any possible reduction of weight was always an attractive element for a soldier. The average American infantryman, when

  all geared up with comms, ammo, batteries, pack, water, rifle and other necessary items, carried about as much weight as a medieval knight’s suit of armor. Having lugged more than his share

  of tonnage around a battle zone, Kyle knew how those loads seemed to increase at every step. Trimming fractions was important, and plastic cartridges were not only lighter than brass, but cheaper,

  too. Excalibur could reap another fortune if it could get the bugs worked out and the patents approved.




  His challenge was to report back to his boss-mentor and surrogate father, Sir Geoffrey Cornwell, the CEO of Excalibur, without leaving a word trail that might connect the company to

  today’s murder. Having questions asked in Parliament or by a congressional investigating committee was to be avoided.




  The locked door to the pilot’s compartment clicked open, and Swanson looked up casually as a pilot in a U.S. Air Force flight suit stepped through, turned and locked it again. The major,

  on loan to the Central Intelligence Agency, wore no name tag. Kyle closed the laptop lid.




  “Welcome aboard, sir,” the flier said, leaning on the seatback in front of Kyle. “Take off your tie and make yourself comfortable. Drinks are in the aft refrigerator, including

  some of the harder stuff. Blankets are stowed in the overhead. We’re going to be flying for several hours, so I am required to run through the emergency procedures for all passengers: If we

  crash at six hundred miles per hour, we’re all going to die. It would be appreciated if you wouldn’t scream a lot on the way down, because we will be busy up front with the

  parachutes.”




  “Thanks for that information, Major. You filed a flight plan, correct?” Swanson cocked an eyebrow.




  “Yes, we did.” The pilot walked back and grabbed a soda. “Want one of these?”




  “Not right now. So it’s not really a secret about where the plane is going, right? I know we are heading north, but that course could change at any time.”




  The pilot laughed, then took a pull of the cold drink. “No longer a secret, sir. We will continue on this heading all the way to Helsinki, tracked by the radars of about a half-dozen

  countries en route. There is no mystery to a straight line. Anyway, that’s where you will get off. Other than that, I don’t know nothing.”




  “Finland.”




  “An unusual destination, if I may say so.”




  “Yes. It is.”




  “Lots of blond young ladies and saunas. That could be a nice combination.”




  “Do pilots ever think of anything other than airplanes and sex?”




  “What else is there?” The pilot grinned, turned and went back to steering his sleek contraption through the sky.




  Kyle thought: Finland? He turned his attention back to the computer keypad and resumed drafting his carefully worded report.




  He did not remember drifting into the dreamless sleep, because he was exhausted after the long day that had started before sunrise in Rome. It was about midnight, local time,

  according to a clock on the bulkhead, when the pilot woke him up by announcing on a speaker in the main cabin, “Prepare for landing.” Kyle went to the bathroom and washed his face and

  straightened his clothes, then he buckled back into the seat as the Gulfstream slid gracefully down over the dark Baltic Sea and touched down at the Helsinki-Vantaa International Airport. The

  aircraft rolled for a while to reach the military sector, which gave him time to pack away the computer, and check for his cell phone, wallet and cred pack.




  The hatch opened to become a short stairway, and waiting at the bottom was a giant in an unbuttoned overcoat. He stood at least six-six and with the fur hat, he was about a foot taller than

  normal people, had a square jaw and a big chest. The man asked in a gravelly voice that came from a mouth that might break if he smiled, “Are you Swanson?”




  “Yes.” He knew the open coat would provide the man with easier access to a sidearm. Kyle wondered why that was necessary. Swanson was without a weapon of his own, and he considered

  that the man was a trained professional who had to weigh north of 260. “Who are you?”




  “This way.” The question was ignored as the escort stalked away toward a row of buildings. Most of the windows were dark, although the city lights lit the sky behind. To one side, a

  ground crew was working on an F/A-18 Hornet fighter outside a hangar and the pungent smell of jet fuel hung in the night air. Spring had not yet come to Finland in the first week of April, and

  Swanson felt the penetrating bite of wind freshly chilled from crossing the Arctic Ocean. By the time they reached the door, he was ready to go inside to just escape the weather. The big man

  allowed him through first. Swanson heard the metal snick of the lock.




  At a small table in the middle of a windowless room sat a man with jowls of a bulldog, eyes of a basset hound and a burr of steel-gray hair like a terrier. A manila folder was open and Kyle

  recognized an old picture of himself in uniform clipped to the front. “You’re Swanson,” the man said.




  “I am. Who are you?”




  “Sit.” It was a command, not an invitation.




  Kyle was in no mood to be bullied. “No. I think I’ll leave now. I’m tired after the long trip.”




  “You are not going anywhere,” the man at the table brusquely commanded, and the big escort stepped to block the locked door. “Not until you answer some questions.”




  “I need to make a call first.” Swanson lifted his cell phone from his pocket, wrapping it in his hand so the bottom edge was visible.




  “No calls until we’re done. Hand over your cell.”




  “No.”




  “Take it away from him, James.”




  The large man reached forward. Swanson did not hesitate, for he knew that if that grizzly ever laid one of those big paws on him, the fight would be over. Kyle stepped inside as quickly as a

  snake, lashed out with his right fist, using the hard corner point of the phone like a set of brass knuckles. He whipped it hard into the man’s mouth, gouged the bottom of the nose and then

  skidded it up to the right eye. When Swanson’s right arm reached its full length, he hammered the phone point hard against the stunned man’s temple, jerked him forward, kicked the right

  knee, and rode him down as he collapsed on his face. Swanson jerked the collar of the overcoat down over the shoulders to impede the arms, but the fight had already gone out of the man, who was

  woozy and semiconscious by the surprise attack. A quick search turned up a snubby Sig Sauer P229R in a belt holster and the gold and blue badge of a U.S. Diplomatic Security Service special

  agent.




  The man behind the table had jumped to his feet during the two-second fight, his hands waving, and surprise written large on his face. “Whoa! Whoa-up. Easy, there. No need for

  that.”




  “Hell there isn’t.” Swanson held the 9mm pistol loosely. “Put your weapon and your identification on the table. Go slow. Left hand only. Do it!”




  “You just assaulted a federal agent. I should arrest you.” The older man awkwardly spread out a worn leather cred case that contained the same kind of badge, and dropped another SIG

  on it.




  “You’re both DSS? I might have shot you.” Swanson tossed the 9 mil pistol onto the table, reached over, grabbed the bleeding agent’s elbow and pulled up. “Come on,

  big guy. Go to the bathroom and stuff a towel on your face. It’s just a busted nose and a black eye, and maybe a torn ACL. You’ll live.”




  The man stumbled to his feet, holding a hand to his bleeding nose. Instead of throwing another punch, he grinned. Special Agent Lem James did not lose many fights, had never given up his gun or

  his badge, and admired the quick, sure moves of the man who had just laid him out without breaking a sweat. “Thanks,” he said. “Good idea with that phone thing.” He limped

  away.




  Kyle sat down, and the older agent did the same. The fire had been doused. “Why didn’t you identify yourselves?” he asked.




  “That was my call. A mistake, as it turns out.” He adjusted his clothing, as if he had been interrupted at dinner. “I’m Bob Carver, the RSO at the Helsinki embassy. That

  is Special Agent Lem James in the bathroom.”




  “You knew I was on that plane, so you know I’m CIA.”




  “Yeah, Swanson.” The DSS regional security officer patted the folder. “I know all about you, at least according to your personnel file, which has been filled with empty pages

  and scrubbed until it is virtually useless. I know only that you were born in Boston, spent a lot of years as a Marine, won a Congressional Medal of Honor, are a stone killer and think that rules

  don’t apply to you. I do not know whether to trust you.”




  Swanson grunted. “That street goes both ways. Why didn’t somebody from the CIA meet me?”




  “I called in a personal favor to get a look at you before letting you step into my embassy. Since I work for the state department, that’s my turf, and you spooks are all just

  visitors who come and go.”




  The big man came back into the room, a drenched towel held against the right side of his face, and took the third chair at the table. “Going to have to send my overcoat to the cleaners

  because of the bloodstains. Think you chipped my tooth, too, you fuckin’ little monster. I saw stars.” The words came in a friendly tone, professional muscle acknowledging another

  professional.




  “Sorry,” Kyle said. The man waved it off, refolded the towel and placed it back against the bruised and swelling cheek. To the RSO: “What do I need to do to make you believe

  that I can be trusted?”




  “You passed that mark when you didn’t blow my ass away a minute ago. Anyway, my core problem is that I already have a very strange character, a total walk-in, cooling his heels at

  the U.S. Embassy right now. He is a smooth bastard who says his name is Ivan Strakov, and that he is a Russian intelligence operative. He won’t say anything else, and claims he will only talk

  to Kyle Swanson. I sure as hell don’t know or trust him, and putting the two of you together wasn’t going to happen until I was satisfied that it all isn’t some setup.

  Understand?”




  Swanson nodded as his memory pulled up Ivan Strakov. It was so long ago that the picture was fuzzy. “Okay. That makes sense. I haven’t seen or heard from this guy in about twenty

  years, back when I was in the Marines and he was an enlisted man in the Russian naval infantry. I have no idea what he has been doing since then, or why he picked my name out of the hat. Let me

  ask: Is he in a rush, or nervous, or acting urgent?”




  Carver put his hands behind his head and looked up at the ceiling briefly. “No. Like I said, he is cool. Just waiting to see if you turn up. We have him in a private little facility within

  the embassy right now and are treating him well.”




  Kyle nodded again, coming to a decision. “I don’t want to deal with the Russian tonight. I started early today way down in Italy and have ended it brawling with Shrek here, and

  I’m bushed. Let me get some sleep before starting the game tomorrow morning.”




  Bob Carver agreed. “Just watch your six while you’re in town, Swanson. The place is crawling with Russian intel people. Tensions are high.”




  “I’ll drive you to the hotel,” said Lem James, throwing aside the bloody towel. “You need to buy me a drink to make amends.”
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  HELSINKI




  A message was waiting when Swanson checked into the Hotel Kämp on the Norra Esplanaden. He signed the registration, directed that his luggage be placed in his suite and

  went to join Lem James at a back table in the bar that overlooked the sweep of a park reaching down to the waterfront. The place did not close until one in the morning, so they had about an hour.

  James had already downed his first Mannerheim’s shot and had one of the icy vodka blends waiting for Kyle. The glass was filled to the very brim, a local custom that made sure everyone

  received an equal pour. It packed a kick.




  

    

      

        Colonel Max Piikkilä will be delighted to meet with Mister Swanson of Excalibur Enterprises at 1400 hours at the Ministry of Defence—Janna.


      


    


  




  Kyle let James also read the note, then put it back in the envelope. “Now I have an official reason for being here. I’m just a salesman peddling product to the

  country’s director of procurement of defense matériel.”




  “You may not be through at the embassy by then,” James commented, then ordered another round of Mannerheims.




  “No choice, Lem. I’m no spy. I’m a specialist, like an independent contractor, on call when needed. Otherwise, I am a businessman. The Agency and my office manager, Janna,

  apparently set up this meeting on the fly to give me at least a bit of legitimate cover. I will take a break from the embassy thing if necessary, go over there, do a dance and sing my song about

  why Finland needs to spend a bunch of money on our latest techno-gear. Then I can go back to the embassy.”




  James ticked at his sore tooth with a fingernail. He had a gauze patch taped to his nose, and the cheek bruise was getting blue. It didn’t seem to bother him. “The colonel may be in

  the market for more upgrades than you realize. The Russians are doing unwelcome flyovers, and the bastards live almost right across the street. St. Petersburg is less than two hundred miles from

  where we are sitting.”




  “I saw a Hornet parked out at the airport,” said Kyle.




  “The Finns are repositioning a lot of military assets, although they won’t go to war against Russia. No way.” He drank off the second vodka shot, ordered a third. “Who is

  Janna?”




  “Janna Ecklund, who runs our Excalibur office in Washington. She is a former FBI agent who keeps a Glock 19 strapped beneath her desk. She’s also with the Agency.” The thought

  gave him an idea. Janna was from this neck of the northern woods and might be a good backup if this thing dragged out. She also spoke Swedish and looked like an ice princess. Might fit right

  in.




  “So what were you doing down in Rome?”




  “Same thing. Trying to convince the Italians to buy more Excalibur product. We’re working on a nice polymer-encased .50-caliber bullet and some new software. They seemed

  interested.”




  The DSS agent’s eyes narrowed. “We got word last night that an ISIS terrorist, an American, was whacked in Rome by a sniper. No suspects.”




  “Is that right? Good. The asshole probably needed dying.” Kyle emptied his shot glass, flipped it upside down and pinned it hard on the napkin. “I’m going to bed,

  Lem.”




  “I’ll pick you up out front at nine o’clock. Then I go see the dentist.”




  Ivan the Terrible. Why is Ivan Strakov asking for me? Kyle barely knew the guy except for that brief, inconclusive time at the Scout/Sniper School so many years ago.

  Swanson puttered around with the question after hitting the cushy bed in a room in which the floorboards squeaked from the grandeur of the really old days.




  Back when he gave Ivan the bad news that he was never going to make it as a sniper, Kyle had taken the young Russian sergeant out for a night to drown his sorrows. Russia was a pioneer in the

  sniper game; their sharpshooters had turned the German siege of Stalingrad into a nightmare for the Nazis and laid the groundwork for snipers in urban combat. A lot of those lessons were still

  being taught today, and Swanson had praised that long history for the disappointed Russian. Kyle explained, over about the sixth beer, that back in the rubble of that bloody, freezing siege,

  Strakov probably would have been hailed as a hero. He was that good, but “that good” was no longer good enough.




  Ivan’s accent that night had drawn the attention of a couple of girls in the country-and-western bar. Kyle bought him a cowboy hat, which Ivan jauntily tilted forward, and the ladies

  taught him the Texas two-step while a pair of fiddles fueled the music. Swanson explained that being an elite sniper in the next century, which was fast approaching, meant being able to do

  precision fire from extremely long ranges, not just across the bombed-out tractor factory. Shots of more than a mile were going to be commonplace, and so many things could bugger up the target

  picture at those distances that only the best eyes and steadiest nerves need apply. Even then, computers that had not yet been invented would be needed.




  “We are like the pilots who pursued the speed of sound with early jet planes back after World War Two,” Swanson explained.




  “The Great Patriotic War,” Ivan corrected, pouring another mug of beer.




  “Yeah. Whatever. Anyway, the sound barrier was out there somewhere and most experts believed that nothing could break that invisible wall. Bullshit, of course, because bullets were

  supersonic all the time. Eventually, an American pilot named Chuck Yeager broke Mach 1, and the so-called barrier vanished.”




  “We Russians did it first. Yuri Pobedonostsev!” Ivan hoisted his beer mug in salute.




  “Point is, my friend, that there was no barrier. Same thing applies to modern shooting. We don’t know the outer limit, but we snipers keep searching for it through the mud and the

  sand and the jungles. That unknown fact can get a man killed.”




  “Or a woman could get killed, too. Some of our greatest snipers were women.” The Russian’s dark eyes were growing misty and emotional, and he burst out in verse, with a sweep

  of his bottle in salute to his lost military future:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

			              

              

                “Hell and damnation,


                life is such fun


                with a ragged greatcoat


                and a Jerry gun!”


              


            


          


        


      


    


  


      


  




  “That was by Alexandr Blok,” he explained, and settled into a pout.




  Kyle drained his own beer. “Stop that. Stay on the topic.” Get a Russian drunk and they were as bad as the Irish for mixing mournful poetry with booze. “Look across the room,

  up at the stage, Ivan. You see that guy playing the acoustic guitar in the band?”




  “I do, most certainly. My eyes are perfect. Fucking doctors.”




  “How many strings are on it?”




  The Russian stared, with his hat tilted. Their table was better than fifty feet away, there was smoke streaming in the air and distracting movement everywhere. “He has six strings, of

  course.”




  “Twelve, pal. It’s a twelve-string guitar. You couldn’t tell the difference.”




  Ivan stood up, angry. “You play tricks with me. You say I am good enough for Stalingrad, but you fail me because of guitar strings? My superiors in the exchange program will insist that

  you give me a passing mark!”




  Kyle shrugged. “Sit back down, Ivan. I’m probably saving your life. You don’t want to be out in the bush and give such an edge to an enemy sniper. I know you’re a smart

  guy, a brave man and a good soldier, but I have to protect the brand of ‘Sniper.’ If I pass you, then I open the door to having to pass others who do not even have your level of

  professionalism. I cannot bend for political correctness.”




  “I have spent my life defending my Motherland, Gunnery Sergeant Swanson.” He plopped down heavily, his disappointment alleviated once again as he watched a sturdy blonde in denim and

  boots at the bar, who was watching him right back.




  “Then find a way to do that in another field, Ivan. Every sniper has to stop at some point, and this is the end of the line for you. Mine eventually will come, too.”




  “What will I do, then?”




  Kyle scratched an ear and shrugged his shoulders. “You are really good at computers, and could probably move into private industry and double or triple your salary. I can’t even

  suggest that I know all of your skills. Right now, I think you need to go ask that girl at the bar to dance and have another beer.”




  Ivan Strakov lurched wobbly to his feet. “That is the best thing you have said all night, Gunnery Sergeant. You are my friend, eh? My good friend!”




  “You bet,” said Kyle. And they had not seen each other since.




  Swanson was out of the hotel door at 6:30 a.m. for a morning run. He had never been to Helsinki before and looked forward to watching the city come awake. It was a good way to get to know a new

  place, he thought, and although it might not work in cities like Mosul or Kabul, a civilized place would reveal a lot about itself to a visitor who just bothered to look.




  A few minutes later, while he was stretching out in the Esplanadi Park that sloped down to the water, Swanson realized he was already too late. It was the fourth day of April, and although

  spring had not arrived, the snow was gone from the city and was being replaced by patches of green. The grass was coming alive. The Finns were already out in force—joggers, runners, walkers,

  cyclists and convoys of men, women, boys and girls who zoomed along the pavement on rubber-tired skis to stay in shape for next winter’s cross-country treks out in the deep forests. Fitness

  was a priority. He loped off, staying in the slow lane along the sidewalks and boulevards so as not to be run over by some Flying Finn.




  Senate Square, the cathedrals, Parliament House, monuments, government buildings, the libraries and government buildings, and boats in the harbor all spun quietly by, and all of them seemed

  extraordinarily clean and scrubbed. Early-bird workers in fashionable clothes were arriving on trams to get their offices open by eight, and vendors and customers were already busy in the

  Hietalahti flea market. Four miles later he was back where he started, bent over, hands on knees, catching deep breaths of cool air, and he understood that what he had witnessed were outward

  manifestations of contentment in the capital city of Finland.




  He found a newsstand and bought a copy of the International New York Times, then found a sidewalk café and sat outside beneath an umbrella. A young woman with thick golden hair

  that fell over her shoulders appeared as soon as he was seated. “May I suggest a light breakfast, sir?” The English was perfect.




  Kyle looked at her. Tall and athletic. “How did you know I spoke English?”




  “You look like an American and you’re reading an English-language newspaper. Almost everyone here speaks it, and Swedish, which is really our national language.” Her smile was

  as bright as the morning. “Finnish, too, obviously. It can be confusing. Since you are apparently a tourist, let me suggest a warm bowl of rolled oat porridge with butter, cheese and fruit,

  and a large mug of light-roast coffee.”




  “I like my coffee strong,” he countered.




  “Try this first. The water from the mountains makes it a local favorite. We should know. We drink more coffee than anybody on the planet.”




  “Seattle might challenge that.”




  “Seattle would lose.”




  “Okay. I’ll give it a try.” She went away and Kyle leafed through the big pages of the newspaper. It seemed almost archaic in the world of technology, but there was just

  something about handling the paper, reading long stories without having to jump around through a lot of Web sites, and even getting smudges of ink on his fingertips that gave a newspaper the

  familiar feeling that Swanson enjoyed.




  Nothing on the front page interested him, since it was mostly about politics. Another bomb in Baghdad. Inside, there was a five-paragraph wire story about a terrorist being killed in Rome. Front

  to back, no mention of Ivan the Terrible. The breakfast came and the waitress had been right about the coffee. The porridge tasted like grits and berries. She had pink sunshine on her cheeks,

  edging away the winter paleness.




  A scan of his cell phone gave him no more fresh information than he had gotten from the newspaper. Janna Ecklund had e-mailed the day’s schedule for the Washington office of Excalibur, and

  she wanted to know how long he would be in Finland. He answered with a brief response that he would know more after the meeting at the Defence Ministry. In other words, he had no idea. The

  business-related chatter was needed to keep the cover tight.




  Then he still had some spare time before meeting Big Lem, so he had another coffee and thought about Finland some more. Why is he here? The nation was more complex than it appeared on the

  surface. The lessons of history had been very hard, but the people had put together a country that reflected who they were. Although they were not warlike, they were fierce fighters. The Nazis had

  found that out the hard way in World War II when they ran into the Finns in the mountains, as had the invading Swedes hundreds of years earlier, and the Russians later on. Even today, there was

  mandatory conscription of two years for every Finnish man, but peace had worked better than war in this isolated part of the world. There was a social democracy with a cradle-to-grave welfare

  structure that was uniquely Finnish. The citizenry was protected, educated, safe and secure. Laziness was not rewarded, however, and the country had a thriving economy. Camelot in the snow.




  So, Swanson thought, it seemed to have been sort of silly of him to carry a concealed weapon and his credentials on his sunny morning outing, but that was who he was. And just because no bunch

  of terrorists was running around throwing bombs, and there was no noticeable street crime, did not mean that danger was on holiday. In fact, Swanson had the sense that everyone in this city was

  intent on wringing every drop of happiness they could get out of this warm new season, before it was too late.




  He paid the breakfast bill, left the newspaper folded for some other reader, and headed back to the hotel, where he halted on the first step, turned and waited for the two people who had been

  following him to catch up.
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  They had not been cautious with their movements, which indicated they had nothing to conceal nor anything to fear, which further indicated that they were a pair of cops.




  An attractive middle-aged woman wearing a plain-knit white crewneck sweater and jeans stepped forward. A mane of blond hair parted in the middle swept to her shoulders. Her partner was a solid,

  straw-haired man with sharp blue eyes set in an otherwise blank face that had been leathered by the winter sun. An outdoorsman, and in good shape, Kyle thought. The man edged off to one side,

  opening space to triangulate Swanson, who recognized the tactical shift. It was the move of a professional and meant that if Kyle chose to resist, he could only deal with them as individuals.




  “Mister Swanson, I am Inspector Rikka Aura, and this is Sergeant Alan Kiuru. We are with the Security Intelligence Service and would appreciate a few minutes of your time.” She

  flashed a badge. She was not really asking; she was telling. Inspector Aura was with Supo, the Suojelupoliisi, federal police, and had the power of her government at her back.




  “I’m right here in front of you, Inspector. What do you want?”




  “In private, if you please.”




  He grinned. “I prefer that we stay in public view. I feel more comfortable out here.”




  “I must insist,” Aura answered politely. “We prefer not to discuss national security issues in front of big hotels.”




  With the preliminary fencing complete, Kyle nodded. “Let’s go up to my suite. I’ll order some coffee,” he said. He had forty-five minutes before the American DSS escort

  agent was to arrive. The CIA was expecting him. People at the U.S. Embassy knew he was coming. The Finnish Defence Ministry had him scheduled for after lunch. Ivan the Terrible, the Russian who had

  started the dominoes falling, was aware that Kyle was probably on the way. Now a pair of Supo agents had shown up, and it wasn’t yet nine o’clock. For a mission that had begun in the

  utmost surprise and secrecy less than twenty-four hours earlier, a lot of people knew that Kyle Swanson was in Helsinki.




  The inspector got comfortable by taking the largest chair in the room while the sergeant stayed alert near the door. The room maid had not yet been around, but the place was

  still tidy because Kyle’s military training had ingrained in him the need for being shipshape in his personal space. Her eyes vacuumed the place while he ordered room service, coffee for

  three.




  “So. What is this about, Inspector?” Kyle asked.




  Like all cops, she answered with a question of her own. “Why are you here, Mister Swanson?”




  He came back with, “Do I need a lawyer?”




  Aura shook her head. “This is a courtesy visit. No, you are not in any trouble. Why are you in Finland?”




  Swanson sighed with resignation and found a straight chair off to one side. “A combination of business and pleasure.”




  The sergeant by the door had pulled a small notebook computer from his jacket and read from it. “Executive vice president of Excalibur Enterprises, Limited, based in London and Washington,

  D.C.”




  “Yes.” Best to keep the answers simple.




  “And you have a meeting at one o’clock today with Colonel Max Piikkilä at our Defence Ministry.” A bit of acting.




  “No. It’s at two o’clock.”




  Inspector Aura spoke. “That is your only business appointment, and it was only requested late yesterday afternoon. Why was that?”




  “I hope to get the colonel’s advice and permission for a tour of some Finnish industrial plants during the next few days so as to introduce our product line around. That sort of

  thing, Inspector. Normal outreach procedures, scratching for new customers and suppliers. You know how it is.”




  She kept the pleasant look on her face. “You arrived very late at this hotel. Why was that?”




  “I flew in from Italy after a business trip there, and it was a long flight.”




  Sergeant Kiuru pulled up more information and spoke. “Yet you did not arrive on any commercial flight. You cleared customs on the military side of the airport. That is peculiar.”




  Kyle answered, “Not in my world. We frequently fly on private aircraft, and, in fact, own one. Waiting in airports is a waste of time, and time is money.”




  Now the inspector’s eyes grew flinty as she took over. “The plane’s tail number shows that it is an aircraft that we know is owned by a front company controlled by the U.S.

  Central Intelligence Agency. So I am wondering why this wandering important business executive with only one appointment in Finland flies in on a CIA plane.”




  Swanson waved off the question as also being unimportant. “There is nothing mysterious about it at all, Inspector Aura. My company deals in advanced military technology and maintains very

  good relations with various government agencies. My office discovered the plane was available in Rome, while our company jet was in England. It was a simple lease arrangement and it happens all the

  time.”




  “A man with your incredible military record flies all the way from Rome to Helsinki on a CIA jet for a business appointment that had not yet been made?”




  “You spent a long time in the U.S. Marines,” read the sergeant. “Exceptional sniper.”




  Kyle did not respond other than nodding in the affirmative.




  “What of the pleasure side, Mister Swanson? You mentioned business and pleasure.”




  “Now you are getting personal, Ms. Aura.” He intentionally dropped her official title. “Who I want to see in my personal life is none of your business.”




  She rolled her eyes, as if enjoying the verbal fencing. “Ah. An affair of the heart. Perhaps you have a secret lover in our country. How touching. What’s her name?”




  “Again, none of your business.”




  “It is all my business. Sergeant? What does your computer say about all of this?”




  “There was nothing romantic at all. He was brought to the hotel by Special Agent Lem James of the U.S. Department of State Security Service, and they had drinks. The bartender and

  registration desk confirm.”




  “So Lem James is the friend that you came to see? I’ve known him for several years. Very nice man. Very professional and quite large. Do you know where he was born? I do. How many

  children does he have?”




  “You can ask him about his life story in about thirty minutes. He’s meeting me here.”




  “Where are you going?”




  “Lem is taking me over to the embassy to introduce me around to the trade and military people there. Then we have some lunch and I go to see Colonel Piikkilä . . .”




  “And then you go tour some plants and maybe take a reindeer sleigh ride and watch the northern lights with your secret lover. Before you do any of that, can you tell me why the U.S.

  Embassy has tightened its security so much? The Marine guards have even requested extra local police patrols. What’s going on, Mister Swanson?”




  “Since I have never been there, I don’t know what they do.” Kyle thought Inspector Aura’s grandmother may have been a great white shark.




  The woman got up and brushed down her jeans, as if she had just eaten crumbly toast. “No. Of course you would not know. I mean, how could you? Before we leave, however, you need to

  understand a bit of important Finnish history.”




  “Fine. I’m listening. Anything to get rid of you.”




  She smirked. “Our country is a proud member of the European Union. We have never joined NATO, not only because we think that it is merely a front for American policy in the region, but

  also because we signed a neutrality treaty in 1948 with our trading partner and good next-door neighbor, Russia. Our government has no intention of antagonizing Russia more than we do already on

  almost a daily basis.”
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