Prologue: A Relic of War

November 16, 1985
They were late. Alexei Zinoviev glanced at his watch, and looked both ways down the dark, empty street. He swore nervously in Russian. As agreed, he stood on the sidewalk on the north side of the Madison Street bridge in the middle of the span. With his powerful arms crossed angrily on his barrel chest, his short, thick silhouette looked like a mailbox with a hat perched on top.

A bitter November wind knifed down the Chicago River and caught him full force, whistling eerily as it blew through the grated steel of the bridge. He ducked his face into the collar of his greatcoat and cursed again.

I’m much too exposed out here—and not just to the wind. He looked at his watch again. I’ll give them five more minutes.
He couldn’t really blame them for being late. He had only called in the time and place for the meeting an hour ago, and they had been expecting a meeting in Berlin, not Chicago. He had told his CIA handlers to meet him in Berlin; he had even bought a ticket to Berlin under an assumed name, and had paid an acquaintance who matched his general appearance to sit in his seat on the Aeroflot flight. He chuckled softly as he remembered the surprise in his CIA contact’s voice when she heard that he was in Chicago. He also relaxed a little—if the CIA hadn’t known he was here, the KGB almost certainly didn’t know either.

The CIA and KGB also wouldn’t know that he had visited a local bank before arranging this meeting. Chicago’s large Russian community included many who had secrets of their own. And many of those secrets were kept locked away in safe deposit boxes—so many that the bank made sure that the vault teller spoke Russian. The teller had understood perfectly when Alexei insisted that the entire vault (not just the little aisle of boxes) be empty when he put his package into the box. That was for the teller’s sake as much as for his own, though of course Alexei didn’t say so.

So I’m looking out for bank tellers now? he snorted in the chill autumn air. I must be getting soft.
Well, he could afford to get a little soft—or he could afford it after tonight anyway. Obtaining information for the Americans had been a profitable little side business over the years, but this deal would be anything but little. After this, he could retire, bribe his way into a secure dacha on the Black Sea, and live like a king.

There would be negotiations, of course, but Alexei did not expect them to last long. He knew his handlers would recognize the value of what he had and would quickly get authorization to pay a reasonable sum for it. He could only guess at just how reasonable that sum would be, but he was quite certain it would be enough to keep him in comfortable excess for many years.

A bland gray sedan turned from Wacker onto Madison and slowed down as it approached the bridge. Alexei rubbed his hands and smiled with relief and anticipation. The Americans would have to pay a premium for leaving him standing in the cold for twenty minutes, but then what could he ask for that he wasn’t already entitled to as payment for his package? This entertaining train of thought derailed when he noticed that the sedan’s rear right window was down, which could only mean one thing.

*
*
*

Alexei’s plan had been good, but not foolproof—and the decoy he had sent to Berlin turned out to be a fool. Vladimir Yazov had never been to Germany before, so instead of holing up in his hotel room as instructed until he got the “all clear,” he had decided to entertain himself at a midtown nightclub, or what passed for one in East Berlin. 

After several hours of dancing and drinking with a pretty blonde East German named Ilsa, who spoke Russian with a delightful lilt and had somehow managed to buy a slightly racy red Italian dress that matched her bright red nails and lips, Vladimir careened out the front door of the nightclub and headed down the narrow, shadow-filled street in the direction of his hotel. It was cold, but he was happy and drunk and oblivious to the chill. He had his arm around Ilsa’s waist, and they were talking and laughing loudly, their voices echoing down the empty road. 

As they passed a large, windowless parked van, its lights suddenly went on and its doors flew open, spilling out half-a-dozen armed men. They grabbed Vladimir and threw him to the ground. Two of them pinned him to the cold, wet pavement while two others searched him and a third pair pointed large pistols at his head. As soon as he saw the guns, he stopped struggling and lay limp. They weren’t wearing uniforms, but he had no doubt that they were Stasi, East German secret police. “What do you want?” he asked.

With ruthless efficiency, and without a word, they took his money belt and wallet, then turned him over, handcuffed him, and pulled him roughly to his feet. As they shoved him into the back of the van, he caught a glimpse of Ilsa standing on the sidewalk talking casually to one of the men. “Help me!” he yelled to her, but she ignored him.

When the doors slammed shut and the van pulled away from the curb, Vladimir found himself sitting on a bench across from two stone-faced men with pistols in their hands. “What do you want?” he asked again. 

Silence.

“Where are you taking me?”

More silence.

It was cold and drafty in the van, but he began to sweat. “Look, I’ll tell you anything you want.”

*
*
*

Alexei jumped back from the rail between the sidewalk and the street just as the car reached him. Three shots, intended for his head, caught him in the chest and side. There was no sound of gunfire that might attract attention, just three shrouded flashes and the soft zips of bullets leaving a silencer. Alexei stumbled and fell.

“Hurry!” a voice urged in Russian from the front seat of the car. A tall, dark haired man jumped out of the right rear door, still holding a Makarov pistol. He shoved the weapon into his jacket and started quickly searching Alexei’s pockets. As he knelt to frisk through Alexei’s pants pockets, a hand suddenly grabbed his arm and held it in an iron grip while another hand shot into his jacket and pulled out the Makarov.

Zip! Zip! An excruciating burning sensation spread through the assassin’s chest as his vision darkened and he fell to the ground.

Alexei got to his knees, gritting his teeth against the pain from undoubtedly broken ribs. He congratulated himself for deciding to wear his new Kevlar vest. He hadn’t brought a gun because carrying a gun could get him arrested, which might lead to an Interpol inquiry that would have most unfortunate results. Not that it mattered—he had a gun now.

Another man was getting out of the driver’s side of the car. Alexei aimed at his head and pulled the trigger.

Nothing.

Alexei looked frantically at the pistol and saw that a split shell casing had jammed the action, which would take several seconds to clear—seconds that Alexei didn’t have. The other man had his gun out now. Alexei needed a diversion or he was dead. He pulled the safe deposit box key out of his pocket and shouted, “Here’s what you want!”

He tossed the key over the man’s head, knowing that it would almost certainly fall through the bridge’s grated surface and into the river below.

The man’s eyes momentarily left Alexei and watched the arc of the flying key, glittering in the streetlights. Alexei turned and pulled himself up on the bridge railing, gasping in pain as the jagged ends of his rib fractures grated against each other. His groans brought the other man’s attention back to him. Seeing his quarry escaping, the man fired two quick shots into the back of Alexei’s head.

Alexei collapsed on the railing for an instant, and then slowly began to slide over. The driver ran around his car and tried to grab the corpse, but he was too late. It disappeared over the side, splashing loudly into the Chicago River.

The man looked down irresolutely at Alexei’s dead face. It stared back up at him as the body floated slowly downstream. His orders had been to kill Alexei and search his body for any containers or papers. Well, his partner had done that, or he had started to anyway before Alexei unexpectedly came back to life. The agent grimaced—that had been sloppy.

He thought about jumping into the river and trying to tow the body to shore, but he saw the pale rings of ice around the bridge pilings and knew that the cold would probably kill him. Besides, the police or Alexei’s CIA contacts could show up at any minute. He glanced down the street and saw a pair of headlights about a half-mile away coming toward him. That settled it. He bundled his partner’s body into the car and drove off.

Meanwhile, the key fluttered gently to the muddy river bottom. The current tumbled it along for a few yards, and then drove it into the soft silt. More silt collected around it, slowly turning it into an unrecognizable lump of mud, eventually hiding it entirely and forever.

Half a mile away, Alexei Zinoviev’s package sat undisturbed in its safe deposit box, a relic of a war that would end in a few years. Like the key, it was hidden and entirely forgotten. But not forever.

