Sniper’s Exam

	The crosshairs of the scope floated across russet leaves and past black shadows of trees. They stopped on a lighter patch of bare soil then reversed back over the fallen leaves. Yaroslaw raised his eyes from the scope.  
“Can you see it Yarko, or have we lost it?” asked Ksenia as she lowered her field glasses.
“No, I can’t see it, let me try again,” answered Yaroslaw as he again looked through the scope on his Dragunov SVD sniper rifle.  
A sunny autumn day in Ukraine’s Carpathian Mountains is a colorful sight. The mixed evergreen – deciduous forest was lit up with yellow, orange, red, green, purple and brown on an azure palette of the sky. Yaroslaw was crouching behind a fallen log high up on a southern mountain slope, scanning the valley far below him. He felt Ksenia’s hand touch his shoulder. Under different circumstances this would be the perfect setting for a romantic picnic. Under different circumstances he would have had a wicker basket with cheese, freshly picked grapes and a robust red to stage the overture of a sensual symphony for two. 
	But these were not those different circumstances. This was the Ukraine of 2006. The political results of the Orange Revolution of late 2004 were fast unraveling. The photo-op pairing of President Victor Yushchenko, the survivor of dioxin poisoning, with the blond braided Yulia Tymoshenko as Prime Minister had ended a year earlier amid mutual accusations of self-serving corruption. The subsequent reign of Yuriy Yekhanurov, as Prime Minister was a brief contrasting period of competence. But all of that ended after the Parliamentary Elections in the spring of 2006 - just as the Constitutional amendments took effect. Nobody had won a majority. The resulting deadlock in Ukraine’s Parliament, the Verkhovna Rada, was broken when ex-communist party leader Oleksander Moroz threw the support of his Socialist Party behind Victor Yanukovych, the villain of the Orange Revolution, making him Prime Minister.  
Moroz, the author of the Constitutional amendments, thus gave Yanukovych, the loser of the previous year’s Presidential race, the presidential powers that these amendments had stripped from the lawfully elected President. Again, Ukrainian democracy had been foiled. The people had elected a President but now had a figurehead and those once presidential powers actually devolved to the loser of the Presidential Election. And as the new Prime Minister, Victor Yanukovych, wasted no time in bringing his Donetsk Mafia into the corridors of power. 
Through 400 years of history of subjugation by various empires, the Ukrainian nation survived to fight back again and again through various clandestine organizations. The Kozaks were the pirates of the prairies living on the edge of empires in the 16th and 17th centuries. They blunted the slave-raids of the Tartars and themselves raided the slave markets of the Ottoman Empire to liberate the human cargo. They opposed Polish feudal lords in a revolution that created a Ukrainian state that remained independent until its eventual absorption into the growing Muscovite Empire. 
The Opryshky of the very Carpathian Mountains that surrounded Yarko today were Ukraine’s true-to-life Robin Hood and merry men fighting overlords of all stripes from the 16th right through to the 19th century. The Haidamaky of the 18th century wreaked bloody vengeance on those that would turn free men of the fertile steppe into serfs. The Sichovi Striltsi of WW1 had transformed from an elite Austrian army regiment into the nucleus of the army of a briefly independent Ukraine from 1918 to 1920. The clandestine OUN, the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists, was the protector and avenger of Ukrainians in the western province of Halychyna that found itself under Polish rule between the wars. During the Second World War they formed the UPA, the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, and fought the German Nazis, Hungarian Fascists, Russian Bolsheviks, the Polish AK, the Polish Communists, and Czechoslovak Communists for over a decade, not dispersing into the general population until well into the 1950’s. 
Today the “organization” (with a small “o”), was merely a continuation of this long tradition of resistance to oppression. But what was far from traditional was for a member of such an organization to be a Canadian. Yaroslaw had become a full-fledged member of the organization.  
“I think I have it,” said Yarko, “down on the yellow path, look between the green cedar and the orange maple, under the overhanging branch.”
Yarko was looking for the target that he was given for his sniper’s exam. This was the last of several of his training sessions that were taught by former Soviet speznaz commandos. Weapons training, tactics, hand-to-hand combat, explosives - Yarko was being schooled in arts far removed from the medical courses he had abandoned. This day’s sniper’s exam was a strange test. A disemboweled rabbit was left as bait on the forest path. Yarko’s target was to be the second crow that would come to feast on the carrion. At the same time Yarko had to stay out of sight of his examiners. He was allowed a spotter, and he was glad that Ksenia had agreed to serve in that capacity. 
He had met Ksenia some three years earlier, when as a Canadian of Ukrainian parentage, he visited his ancestral homeland for the first time. She had helped him recover a family treasure that had been buried during World War II, when his grandparents were abandoning the city of Lviv before the onslaught of Stalin’s Red Army. An ancient book that Yarko found with the family’s mementos then led to a much greater discovery a year later. It was in 2004 that Yaroslaw, known as Yarko to his friends, returned to Ukraine to join in Project Slava, the clandestine archeological search for the Lost Library of Yaroslaw the Wise, the 11th century ruler of this land. The discovery of the Library in a cavern deep under the streets of the country’s capital, Kyiv, came at a time when citizens took to the streets in what soon became known as the Orange Revolution. The discovery had revealed a treasure-trove of literature along with artifacts of divers cultures spanning many centuries. But interference by agents of Russia meant that the project had to be closed down and the access tunnel was collapsed by explosives.    
“I see the rabbit,” said Ksenia, Yarko’s fiancé of the last two years, “but no crows yet.”
“Thank God,” said Yarko, “I can’t make the shot from this position anyways. I estimate the distance to be 600 meters at a downward angle of about 20 degrees. The arc of the bullet would apex some two meters above my line of sight. It would hit those overhanging branches halfway to the target.”
“So you can see it but can’t hit it?” asked Ksenia.
“Correct,” answered Yarko, “Stay here and keep an eye on the target and I’ll move to the right and find a clear shot.”
Yarko was dressed in full military camoflage and had stuck branches here and there to help the overall effect. He slinked several meters to the right, looking for a vertical opening between the trees to give him a clear shot to the distant target. He propped his rifle on a log and sat comfortably on the ground. He searched out his target through the scope, then slowly panned upwards, then back down. 
“OK you can move across, Ksenia,” Yarko said after a long moment’s silence, “This will be an interesting shot.”
“Where do you see the rabbit?” asked Ksenia as she moved into position on Yarko’s left.
“Do you see the fallen tree some 300 meters away?” asked Yarko, “Its crown is snagged on neighboring trees leaving the trunk hanging well above the ground.”
“Yes, I do,” replied Ksenia.
“Then look just under it at the path way beyond,” instructed Yarko.
“I see it now,” said Ksenia as she raised her binoculars to her face, “All I have to do now, is watch for crows.”
“What’s going to be interesting,” continued Yarko as he turned the knob on the right of the scope just one click, “is that although I can see the target just under that fallen tree, the bullet will actually fly over that tree trunk in an arc much like that of a thrown ball.”
“Did you read in the papers that Anna Politkovskaya, the Russian journalist, was killed?” Ksenia was making conversation knowing that the wait was likely to be long. Anna Politkovskaya had been one of many that were struggling for democracy and rule of law in Russia. They could only dream of an Orange Revolution of their own.
“Yes, I did,” answered Yarko, his eye glued to the rifle’s scope, “Shot in her Moscow apartment elevator just as she was coming home. A Makarov PM pistol was left in the elevator, along with all four spent casings. Nine-millimeter caliber, that would be.” 
“You have spent way too much time with Stepan in weapons training,” scolded Ksenia.
“Elevator doors must have been closed at the time,” continued Yarko, “when I was trained on that particular gun, the spent cartridge casings flew about six meters. Couldn’t find half of them afterwards.”
“You knew she was Ukrainian?” continued Ksenia, “Mazepa was her maiden name.”
“Or American,” teased Yarko, “she was actually born in the USA.” 
“Daughter of a diplomat, I don’t think that counts,” added Ksenia.
“Victim of the same killing machine that we’ve been fighting,” added Yarko.
“I see our first crow, speaking of killing machine,” Ksenia said, “It won’t be long before we see the second.” 
Yarko adjusted his position, nestling the rifle on the rotting wood of the log. He was holding the weapon like an instrument, delicately but precisely, much like a first desk violinist awaiting the stroke of the conductor’s wand. 
“Here comes our second crow,” announced Ksenia.
Yarko placed the crosshairs on the body of the bird and watched as it looked around before taking its first bite. As the bird bent down Yarko breathed out and gently squeezed the trigger. 
“The shot should come as a surprise,” he remembered Roman his instructor’s words. 
Bang! Came the shot.
Yarko continued viewing his target as it raised its head, its beak full of rabbit meat. The head was turned in Yarko’s direction. Suddenly its wings were flung apart as if to fly; but instead, its body just skipped sideways like a leaf hit by a gust of wind. The test was over. 
Yarko’s cel phone buzzed.
 The screen read “Congratulations. Stand up and wave”.
Yarko and Ksenia obeyed. Then Ksenia’s phone rang.
“Hello?” she asked.
“Well, I can’t see you either. There’s a fallen tree trunk. We can just make out the target under the trunk.”
“OK we’re coming down.”

It took several minutes for Yarko and Ksenia to get down to the level of the path that the target had been on. Ksenia’s brother, Vlodko, a ranking officer in the Lviv militsya, and his friend Roman were walking towards them. Roman was about 40 and the oldest of the group. 
“Well, well,” began Vlodko as he came up to Yarko and tousled his hair, “Quite the shot. And you guys were invisible until we asked you to stand up.”
“Gutsy move Yarko,” added Roman, Yarko’s sniping instructor, “If you were beyond that fallen tree trunk, sighting just under it…”
“Then the bullet arced over the trunk,” Yarko finished the sentence. 
“You’re the one that taught ballistics,” continued Yarko, “I just paid attention.” 
“Dinner’s on me,” said Vlodko, “now let’s get to our jeep and find a restaurant, I’m starved.”
Yarko smirked a crooked smile. In Ukraine a jeep is any SUV. Even pretentious Porsche Cayennes are called jeeps. Their own jeep that day was a spruce green Russian built Neva. Smallish, but when equipped with the right tires it was probably the only Soviet designed vehicle that actually functioned as intended. It was just perfect for the narrow goat path that served as a road to this mountain. 
Sitting in the back seat of this contraption was positively scary, while it negotiated the path back down the mountain. Roman was driving. Yarko was annoyed when his cell phone rang. Trying to extract the phone without removing the seatbelt that was often the only thing keeping him in the vehicle was a very awkward struggle. 
“It’s my brother Mark calling from Canada!” exclaimed Yarko when he read the screen.
“Hello,” greeted Yarko.
“I’m doing just fine,” he continued in English.
“The job is great; I’m doing a road trip all over Europe in a few weeks. You know - the last sales push before Christmas.”
“So how is school this semester? I hear you’re taking some history courses.”
“No, I don’t think I know him.”
“So you have a Jewish professor of history, what’s the big deal?”
“And?”
“They said what?”
“So he knows you’re Ukrainian, so?”
“Well how the hell did he find out?”
“No. Nobody knows. Nobody is supposed to know.” 
“Well I wasn’t even aware that it remained outside the cave.” 
“He wants what?”
“Is he nuts? Are you nuts?” 
“OK I’ll ask,”
“I said OK, I’ll ask. I think I know what the answer will be.”
“Yes, I’ll come over for Christmas.”
“OK, say Hi to mom and dad.”
“Good. Yes. OK. Bye” 
Yarko put his phone into his breast pocket to avoid struggling with pant pockets and seatbelts. His cheeks puffed out in exasperation.
“So, what was all that about?” asked Vlodko who was sitting in the back with him. 
“Just my brother Mark,” replied Yarko.
“That seemed to be more than a casual greeting to me,” queried Vlodko.
Yarko nodded his head in Roman’s direction, as if to ask Vlodko is it safe to talk.
“You know Roman has been in the organization for years,” replied Vlodko, “You can talk about anything you want.”
“Vlodko, do you remember the map that we found in the Library cave? The one that we called the Vinland Map because it showed the east coast of what is now Canada. Anyways, did you know that father Onufriy kept the map? I thought everything was left and sealed in there,” asked Yarko.
“I guess it was out of the cave when the Russian speznaz attack began,” answered Vlodko, “and Father Onufriy never had a chance to take it back. I think the notebook was left out of the cave also.”
“Oh great,” muttered Yarko, “And who knew about the map?”
“Well, we all did, as did your buddy Moishe from the Mossad,” recounted Vlodko, “then father Onufriy, and the archbishop, and probably a couple of the rabbis.”
The archeological project had a lot of partners. The discovery of Hebrew scrolls had prompted the addition of some partners from Israel. Yarko knew that it would be hard to keep secrets that were already shared by so many. What upset him was that he was not aware that the 11th century map of Vinland, as the east coast of Canada was once called by the Vikings, had not been returned to the cave. The map and the notes that came with it had been written in the early Cyrillic alphabet. Father Onufriy had pronounced the author of these to have been the young Prince Yaroslaw the Wise when he was only the ruler of Novhorod. The conclusion that Yaroslaw the Wise had likely joined Leif Erikson in his explorations was a historic bombshell that could not yet be revealed.     
“Well listen to this,” began Yarko, “My brother Mark has this history professor at Simon Fraser University. This professor had been talking to some friends in Israel, and then he suddenly asks Mark if he knows anything about an ancient map of Vinland that was found in Ukraine.” 
“He didn’t say anything, did he?” asked Vlodko.
“No, no he didn’t,” assured Yarko, “but how would they have known? And now he’s asking me if he can have a copy of it. Personally, I think he’s trying to finagle an A on his History course.” 
“I’ll have to discuss this with Father Onufriy and the Archbishop,” mused Vlodko, “There just may be some strategic diplomatic benefit to Ukraine in all of this.” 
“So, you think that we should scan it or copy it, do you?” asked Yarko, surprised by Vlodko’s answer.
“Yes, I actually do,” answered Vlodko, “Even if only to preserve the data - just in case. I think it could become a wonderful diplomatic tool if ever our President decides to visit Canada. I mean, here we have the very first map of Canada’s eastern shores. The problem right now is - where do we find a scanner or copier almost a meter wide?” 
After a moment’s silence Yarko answered. 
“Only place I know that has such equipment is where I work,” answered Yarko, “At Halimpex. They use it to copy blueprints.” 
“Well, the owner of Halimpex is practically in our organization,” said Vlodko, “Should be no problem approaching him. Bohdan supports the cause. Donates money. And he knows Father Onufriy. And then, of course, you are his star salesman, aren’t you Yarko?” 
Roman, who was silent all this time, decided this was a good time to interrupt.
“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m hungry,” he said, “There’s a neat little restaurant a kilometer up the road. They serve the word’s best borsch - that is, if the cook doesn’t get drunk.” 
“Anything to shut these guys up,” snapped Ksenia feigning indignation.        

