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      Dedirick entered the bar with a quick moue of distaste.

      His dapper tweeds were ever at odds with the sorts of ruffians that populated these seedy, dock-side establishments. Still, he was driven by purpose. Needs must, and all that folderol.

      Dedirick sighed internally and strode forward. He considered the dive around him, one of his favorite haunts on the waterfront.

      A vast expanse of mirror on the bar back with many decorations: a faded, three-years-out-of-date 1935 Normal Rockwell calendar next to a Boston Braves pennant. Picture of a British Line-of-Battle-Airship flying low over Boston Harbor on a cloudy day. Possibly the Swiftsure but hard to tell from here. A poster from President Smith’s 1932 re-election campaign, next to one from President Roosevelt in ’36.

      Wood floor and copper-topped bar scarred by generations of workers. Bottles in every shape and flavor of alcohol. People in every shape and flavor of Irishman.

      Dedirick eyed the crowd carefully, professionally, but without lingering anywhere where unwanted attention might instigate hostile reciprocity. At forty-eight, he was really too old to keep getting into so many bar fights.

      Honestly.

      Dedirick traversed carefully through the afternoon mob, eyes on the prize. The locals were a rough lot, but polite. He wasn’t exactly an outsider here, just not an Irishman.

      That occasionally mattered, when the boys had gotten a little deep into their beer.

      There. At the back of the bar, where it tucked in for a short lateral, just enough for two seats. And the seat beside her was currently unoccupied.

      Like so many girls of her generation, her mother had named her Victoria, for all the obvious reasons. But that was before the Great War, and the world had been a more innocent place then.

      However, she was never a Vicky as a child. Too rambunctious and energetic, forever skipping and running and asking. Her father Conall had taken to calling her Torie instead. Much more fittingly appropriate for such a girl, and a wonderful play on the man’s own Liberal politics, back when he had been an MP. The man still had a wicked sense of humor.

      Grown to womanhood, she remained Torie to her very close friends, but was also a force of nature, a grand opera without all the girlie weeping bits. An adventuress.

      Now she introduced herself to people simply as Tor. He approved. It suited her.

      Tonight, Tor sat at the bar, resplendent in a white Brooks Brothers shirt under her battered brown leather jacket. Porcelain skin. Carefully red nails. Hazel eyes. Long, thick hair that hinted at dark chocolate, pulled back and braided to stay out of her way. Ever practical while still remaining a woman of beauty and substance.

      He smiled, just because.

      She arched a perfect eyebrow at him in greeting as she drank from something caramel dark in a highball glass on the rocks.

      Dedirick planted himself in front of her at the corner and managed a good harrumph. “I do wish, my dear,” he said, very nearly drowned by the noise, “that you would get out of the habit of having cryptic telegrams delivered to my office. You are beginning to make the Managing Editor nervous.”

      “Dedirick Carlyle,” she eyed him over her glass, took another sip of her whiskey. “Finally. Hello, Teddy. I wouldn’t need to do that, Dead-eye,” she said caustically, “if you were ever in that office.” Her accent was purest London smooth, as were her manners. “Would you like a drink?”

      Dedirick felt his moue return.

      “Tor, darling, I am a reporter,” he said plainly. “It is my job to be out and about. I find out whatever needs knowing by being on the street listening and asking. And would you please stop calling me that?”

      Her smile in response started tart and warmed slowly, like the iced whiskey she drank. “I will point out, again, Dedirick, that that is how you spell it. Dee-Eee-Dee-Eye-Rick. And it is appropriate.”

      He scowled. Not too heavily. She did have a point, after all.

      “And I will remind you, again,” he began, “that I only had to shoot Lady Fausta because she was about to throw you off Observation Deck of the Empire State Building. Had you listened to me in the first place, we would have never gotten into such a crisis.”

      Her shrug was more eloquent than most people could have achieved with a paragraph and a brace of speech-writers. It was an old discussion. He watched her take another sip.

      “So, my dear,” Dedirick said, “what adventurous need draws me down to dock-side on this blustery evening?”

      Dedirick waited patiently as she studied him over a long drink and gathered her thoughts. Or stretched out the moment to make him squirm. He was never sure with Tor. No one was ever sure with Tor.

      She preferred it that way.

      She finally turned her upper body to face him squarely. It brought her entire presence to bear. The impact was magnetic, almost physical. Her voice was so low as to be almost a dream. “The freighter Carrion Crow entered the harbor this morning. The airship, Sharkoliya, hasn’t been seen, yet.”

      Tor did not smile.

      Dedirick felt the blood drain from his face. “Velitchkov.”

      She nodded and took another sip of her whiskey. “Precisely. I need you to find out why.”

      He staggered to the empty stool and signaled the bartender. “I believe,” he husked, “I will have that drink, after all.” What devilment were they up to?

      Tor pulled a pack of French cigarettes from her jacket pocket for a couple of quick taps on the bar. She put the first cigarette in her mouth, flipped open her maroon Zippo lighter, and leaned into the flame.
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      Valdís snapped the lid of her chrome Zippo lighter closed as the tobacco caught flame.

      It had been a long day, just getting this far. There was still the night ahead of her. She drew a lungful of the harsh smoke and felt it energize her as she gave her blond bob a flip to get it out of her face. Her current eyepatch was a rose pattern worked into the black leather and dyed blue.

      A gift from an admirer.

      The red glow of the cigarette reflected in the glass of the bridge window as she looked out over the deck and checked the night watch below. The Carillon De Cannes was mostly dark at this hour, with just a few bridge lights around her and deck lights below. A silent, iron beast riding at anchor.

      Outwardly, she was just another battered cargo ship, no different than many others in Boston’s Inner Harbor. The few, weak, lights on her deck showed occasional movement as she rode the few waves, awaiting a wharf opening so she could dock and disgorge her cargo. Perhaps tomorrow, perhaps in a few days.

      A few people came and went on the deck around her without looking up, intent on some task.

      Up close, the ship had a rough, unpolished look. Welded repairs showed rust instead of fresh paint. Oil and grease had dripped from the deck cranes, leaving slick spots that never seemed to disappear.

      The ship itself gave the distinct impression of seedy, in a way that objects never seemed to manage, at least, not like neighborhoods could.

      Perhaps it was a neighborhood, a place, a thing. The Carillon made the whole harbor seedier just by being there. Valdís had known enough seedy neighborhoods to be sure. She smiled at the thought.

      For a moment, Valdís watched the lights of East Boston flicker off the bow. She could see the point on the horizon where the Sumner Tunnel emerged, hauling people to Jeffery Field.

      Somewhere beneath her, she knew, a giant mechanical mole was slowly tunneling, burrowing a new bullet-train tunnel under Boston Harbor that would eventually connect the Boston-Montreal corridor with another one to Halifax.

      Eventually, it might render transports like the Carillon extinct, but the world was always going to need smugglers. Far easier to do that hiding in a big cargo ship, than on a train.

      Valdís checked the night once more as her cigarette burned down. A sailor stood watch on the bow beneath her, bundled against the stiff harbor wind. She knew his nose had been broken at least once, leaving a perpetual scowl as he watched for movement. She approved.

      A British machine pistol was slung from a shoulder strap on the man’s hip, somewhat hidden behind his back from the casual watcher, but immediately at hand if needed. She had seen him use it before. The ship would be secure.

      She nodded to herself.

      Valdís opened a downwind-side hatch from the bridge to the walkway outside, spilling light onto the deck. The man on watch glanced up, nodded to her. Valdís nodded back and flipped the last remains of her fag overboard before she stepped back onto the bridge.

      She checked to make sure the hatch was sealed tight before she crossed to the rear of the cabin and descended the stairs. The eyepatch on her left side always made the stairs a little tricky if she actually paid attention, so she kept her good eye on the corridor at the bottom of the stairwell as she moved, playing out the movements in her mind if a gunman were to suddenly appear from a hallway below.

      She reached a hand down to the holster worked into her jodhpurs and touched the wooden handle of her Mauser pistol, more for luck than expectation. She traced the cord hooking the butt of the pistol to her leather belt. The weapon was slung low on her thigh in a special holster that showed off the rose design carved into the sides of the magazine well and inlayed with mother-of-pearl, while keeping it easy to draw quickly.

      The movement and touch brought a small smile to her face. It never hurt to be prepared to deal death at a moment’s notice. Such planning had kept her alive this long.

      Others had not planned so well.

      At the bottom of the stairs, she traversed to another hatch and entered the wardroom.

      Valdís scowled professionally at the assembled crew before she spoke. The boat lived and worked in English, but that was a second language to most of the crew, so the babel of accents sounded jarring, especially her own.

      Nobody else spoke Icelandic, however, so her innermost thoughts remained her own, even when she forgot herself and muttered aloud.

      She looked around disdainfully as the hum of voices quickly died down.

      “We are secure,” she said, barely above a whisper. Forcing them to listen to her reinforced her place as Velitchkov’s second-in-command.

      Valdís took her seat next to the Captain and studied the men around her. All men, save her, but that was nothing new.

      And it had been almost two years since she had had to shoot any crew members to make a point. It did not appear that an object lesson was necessary. At least, not tonight.

      Tomorrow would take care of itself.

      She watched Captain Velitchkov take a sip of black coffee from an ancient tin mug as he waited. The man had a cruel face, thin and sardonic with a bushy, black mustache jutting out from under an aquiline nose and crow’s feet etched indelibly into the corners of his eyes.

      On his head, the classic captain’s peaked cap, customized with the Skull and Crossbones logo worked in gold. On one ear, a big gold hoop earring. Truly, he looked the part of a Hollywood-cast pirate. She approved.

      Valdís watched him smile
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