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            Author’s Note: Eva & Nik

          

        

      

    

    
      The origin story for this series goes back and ways. I don’t remember who I was talking to on social media, but the subject was Hedy Lamarr. At one time, considered among the most beautiful women in the world. And a rebel known in her early days for some of her movies that were more than the Hays folks could handle (nudity, adult themes, strong sexual content, etc.)

      Oh, and the woman was a genius. She invented math and science that eventually became the basis for things like bluetooth and wifi much later, using frequency hopping. Patent and everything.

      This particular conversation came about because of the webtoon about Ada Lovelace and Charles Babbage as action heroes. His Analytical Engine was a mechanical computer a century before electronic ones, had he ever finished it. She is considered the first computer programmer, for understanding and explaining how they would be programmed.

      That got the group going. I brought up Hedy Lamarr as a comparable figure. Someone suggested Nicola Tesla as the perfect companion for such a project, save that he was far too old to be an action hero at that point, being nearly sixty years older (him born 1856, her born 1914).

      “Okay, fine,” I told them. “Hedy Lamarr and the Clone of Nicola Tesla, fighting the Nazis.”

      And that, as they say, was all she wrote.

      Writer brain locked in and engaged. Never a safe thing.

      Hugh Jackman played this character in The Prestige, where the guy hired Tesla to invent a machine for him. That machine creates two copies of a man, one here and one there, which he uses for his illusions.

      What if Tesla actually could? Except that, after doing a little research on the man, my Tesla tweaked it so that the copy came out at twenty years of age. And we’re off, because now she’s in her mid-twenties and he’s approaching forty.

      For her backstory, I looked at how Hedy originally slipped away from her Nazi-sympathizer husband (an arms manufacturer) who refused to let her act after they got married, and made her way to Hollywood. In my twist, British Intelligence tried to recruit her at the same time, but failed. She went to Hollywood, but quickly soured on the place when she discovered just how dreary that city would be for a woman with her brains, intellect, and education.

      So she joined the Brits. They assembled a team of “former British soldiers” undercover and put her in charge, with Brigadier Thromburton officially the boss. First mission, rescue a kidnapped Serbian boffin and free him from a secret Nazi base in upstate New York. The Rescue.

      From there, I just let things run. Mad Science. Mad Scientist. Beautiful woman agent who happens to be a scientist. Nazi. Trouble. Fun.

      The Machine was a story to let Nik show off some of his crazier inventions, given a Dieselpunk universe where that crazy shit could actually work. I mean, we’re already an osmotically cloned copy of the original guy, sharing all memories up to the moment they split in 1922. How much weirder can we get?

      Rocketman was the most fun for me, because Robert Goddard is a great-something uncle. My maternal Grandmother was Mary Goddard. And he really did invent a lot of the things we take for granted related to space. I had to do a lot of research on what Nik would know, and when, in order to write a story about a proposed kidnapping that would have seen Goddard hauled off to Nazi Germany, where they would have likely given him enough money and support to actually build some of the things that didn’t come along until the 50s and 60s.

      That, and a flying wing. I have NEVER forgiven reality for letting Indiana Jones brawl with a Nazi thug in the first movie around and under a Flying Wing loosely based on the Horten Brothers designs from the 30s and later. Truly, one of the coolest aircraft ever. And it never really existed, but eleven year old me didn’t understand that at the time.

      I’m at least glad that Jack Northrop got to see the first designs and models of what would become the B-2 bomber before he died, after the US government refused to build the YB-49 (and the whole Convair situation afterwards. Not that I have strong opinions or anything.)

      The rest of Volume One is a duology (two book arc) that is a meditation on the nature of evil.

      If we’re gonna have mad science (and story #4 Mad Science was written for the Blaze Ward Presents anthology of the same name), then you need to circle back and talk about good and evil.

      Mary Shelly invented Science Fiction as we understand it with Prometheus. If you dabble in bioscience, ethics comes with it. Here, the Nazis are preying on actors in Hollywood (already a bit off from normal people) and then blackmailing and disappearing them once certain experiments are completed.

      But what if bioscience can offer to make you better? Perfect? What if there is a super soldier serum that you could take, that would rewrite your genetics (this in an era when DNA was as much mad science as it wasn’t, before the work of Rosalind Franklin and Raymond Gosling was stolen by Francis Crick and James Watson).

      What would you give, to be physically perfect (however you describe it)? What price would you pay, if that apple was dangled in front of you? Even if the person making the offer was a Nazi?

      And how do you get away afterwards?
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        * * *

      

      At this point, I have five stories done. I went back when looking at doing a collection, and realized that I could rest it here, having reached a good point, then circle back later with more stories, because there is so much open space here to work with. The two main characters have both grown, and continue to. The team is a fun group that I could expand later, letting them each have their moment to shine.

      I don’t know where Eva and Nik go immediately after this, but I have a number of ideas. And a bunch of Nazis to fight. Plus a whole World War about to break out in Europe.

      But these stories should be out where folks can read them, especially the ones that haven’t been published individually (or ever). I hope you will enjoy them, and let me know what it is that drew you to Eva and Nik.

      With that, let meintroduce you to The Rescue, staring Eva Kiesler and Nik Slate.

      Agent Kiesler’s Secret War.

      Y’all have fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Rescue

          

          Agent Kiesler’s Secret War, 1

        

      

    

    
      Eva peeked from cover.

      The research laboratory, burning madly in the background, provided enough light to see the quad, the gravel, the vehicle.

      Three more bullets out of the darkness spanged noisily off the corner of the metal building as Eva ducked back to cover, counting in her head.

      She smiled and leaned back around the corner, taking a bead on the man standing there. He hadn’t been counting his bullets, and his pistol was empty right now. Even across the darkness of the gravel driveway, she could see the little hump on the back of his Luger pistol where the slide had locked itself.

      She fired once, right at the center of the dark spot.

      It was night. He was wearing the matte black SS uniform with little silver badges and bangles and things. There was a vehicle between them, providing the man some level of waist-high cover.

      Eva would have felt bad about missing him and shooting the car. A brand new 1939 Mercedes 170 V deserved better than that, even if the Nazis that owned it had painted it that hideously-boring gray they did everything else. It was still a beautiful automobile.

      The bullet took the man dead in the heart.

      It wouldn’t have mattered.

      Anywhere in the torso would have been adequate tonight. The Research Branch had finally come through with the new bullets for her Browning P-35. Special 9x19 Parabellum, but with a lighter powder charge. Deadly hollow tips with fulminated mercury and a tiny little explosive charge she had designed in her spare time, back when she had still been married to Friedrich and touring his armaments factories.

      Softer to fire, which was important for a tall, slender woman, but with all the deadly malice necessary for modern warfare.

      In the distance, above the sound of the building fire, she could hear the rest of her team keeping the camp’s guards busy, a descent of woodpeckers chattering away with Tommie Guns and that distinctive, lower roar of the Brigadier on his beloved Bren machine gun.

      One fewer Nazi threatening her world. Eva paused to check the area around this back driveway before turning to look at her companion.

      She located the man and appraised him with a glance.

      Tall, dark, rather handsome in an intellectual way, but skinny as a rail fence post. Clean-shaven. Six foot two. Possibly one hundred and forty-five pounds soaking wet. Probably approaching forty, although he carried himself with the grace and care of a much older man.

      “Dr. Slate?” she murmured as she pointed across the driveway with her free hand. “We’ll need to run across that open field there to get to the tree line. And then down the hill and through to a car that will be waiting for us on the other side. Are you able?”

      He had the look of the laboratory about him. The smell, too. Not the sharp acrid odor of cordite, nor the warm taste of good tobacco. Instead, he had a scent of ammonia and other harsh volatiles on his clothes.

      A boffin. What the Americans would call a mad scientist.

      But she knew that already.

      “My dear…” Dr. Slate suddenly fumbled his words. “I don’t even know your name, madame.”

      “Special Agent Kiesler, Dr. Slate,” she reminded him.

      She had mentioned it, when she first unlocked the door to his gilded prison cage, but he had been apparently lost in meditation at the time.

      “Yes, Agent Kiesler, thank you,” he nodded with a bow that was almost Austrian in its properness. “My eyesight has been improved by certain devices and treatments I have invented over the years. I dare say I can see better in this darkness than you. Will you be able to keep up?”

      The Brigadier had warned her that this dapper scientist could be a touch condescending, even for a man, but not to take it personal. It wasn’t like she had any interest in marrying him.

      Friedrich had been a troublesome-enough husband. She wouldn’t have another, not for a while.

      He started to move, but she restrained him with a light hand on his forearm. Truly, the man was all skin and bone, even though he looked well nourished. Her arms might be bigger around than his.

      “A moment, Dr. Slate,” she commanded politely.

      Eva leaned back around the corner of the building to check. Nobody was coming.

      It pained her to do so, but she couldn’t have them effecting a pursuit in the gray staff car, on the off-chance the Nazis figured out what had just happened. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to damage such a lovely vehicle, so she settled for shooting out one of the tires. Her explosive bullets were wonderfully perfect for that sort of thing.

      She fired, listened to the gasp of escaping air over the dying sound of gunfire from the front of the camp, and gesture-pushed the tall scientist in the right direction. If he could see in the dark, she could let him locate the pitfalls and downed tree limbs that would slow them up. It might even knock a touch of civility into his manner, along with a few flying pigs.

      As important as she was to the war effort, this man was potentially critical. Getting him away from a secret Nazi base in the Catskill Mountains took precedence over her own safety.

      She just hoped it wouldn’t be necessary to follow the last coda of her orders and shoot him to prevent his recapture.

      Behind them as they ran, the burning laboratory provided sufficient illumination for them to cross the seventy-five yards of well-trimmed sward. Beyond that, the trees had been left feral, so the flight to safety slowed down.

      Eva took the lead at that point, careful so as to not turn an ankle. With her dance practice over the years, she possibly could have done all this in four-inch heels, rather than the lace-up boots the Brigadier had insisted upon, and done it faster, but the Dr. Slate was an unknown element.

      A blank slate, if you will.

      She grinned to herself at the rude pun. Best not to tell him. The Brigadier had said the man was too serious for his own good. Head in the clouds boffin staring into the next century, and all that. No sense of humor.

      Down a mild slope to the bottom. Turn right into the dry creek bed. Follow it to the fork and climb up to the roadway.

      Eva had wondered at the mad scientist’s stamina, but he seemed to be in better shape than she was. He was fine. She was blowing like a racing pony.

      The Brigadier had threatened to put her in for morning calisthenics. That sounded like so much less fun than sleeping in, but she had to reconsider her opinion. It was necessary to keep up with the men she wanted to lead and impress.

      She couldn’t rely on being one of the most beautiful women in Hollywood, anymore.

      Perhaps tomorrow.

      The road was quiet when she crouched at the edge of the trees.

      Her black, ’37, four-door Burklin sedan was waiting where she had left it.

      Somewhere along the way, Eva had put the safety on her pistol. It came off now with a click that sounded like an amorous cricket.

      Dr. Slate was waiting for her to move. Possibly, he was studying her face in the faint moonlight. She expected she would have to have that conversation with the man when she got him to safety.

      Maybe she would be better off dyeing her hair blonde as a disguise. The thought had crossed her mind more than once. Once men recognized her, they could never get over it.

      Silence.

      Eva stood and moved forward as quietly as possible. The gunfire from the camp had died out. Whether that was from the Brigadier and his team withdrawing, or the acoustics of the forest swallowing the sound, she wasn’t sure, but the silence was almost oppressive. Even the night creatures were spooked.

      Eva crossed the rear of the car with her gun low to her side, just as the Brigadier and his men had trained her. Hard to spot but quick to raise and fire.

      Bandi was asleep in the front seat, his hooligan cap down over his eyes, his head back and snoring ever-so-quietly.

      “Wake up, Bandi,” she said conversationally.

      “Already awake, boss,” he replied with a chipper grin, pushing the cap back on his jet-black hair. “Figured I should fake it in case it was someone else come along.”

      “Scamp,” she declared.

      Eva turned and gestured towards the darkness.

      Dr. Slate emerged quickly and silently, opening the rear passenger door and sliding in, even as Eva climbed into the back on the driver’s side. Bandi turned the motor over with a smooth purr and clutched it into gear.

      “Agent Kiesler,” Dr. Slate began. “You look utterly familiar. I feel as if I should know you from somewhere.”

      Bandi grinned at her in the rear-view mirror as he pulled onto the roadway and made their escape.

      She hated having this conversation with men.
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        * * *

      

      The darkness was thick enough to hide her expression from the doctor as they drove away. But Eva was hiding a grimace, not a blush.

      A memory, a picture, struck her as she considered the words she would use. The Brigadier had asked her to treat this man with kid gloves, rather than the tart edge of her tongue most men would receive right now.

      “I could say the same about you, Dr. Slate,” she murmured over the sound of the tires on the old pavement. “I feel like I have seen you somewhere before. And, obviously, my superiors felt you important enough to send me and my team to rescue you. Who are you, Dr. Slate? And why were you so important to the Nazis that they would kidnap you in the first place?”

      She caught the quick glance sideways at their driver, even in the shadows of the back seat.

      “Bandi is safe,” she assured him. “He’s with me.”

      She watched the thin man take a deep breath that almost inflated his chest like a bullfrog.

      Up close, and after the jaunt through the trees, the scent of industrial chemicals that had wafted off the man earlier was gone.

      He had a muskier aroma now. Warm and masculine, but not overwhelmingly so.

      Not that she fancied the man. His eyes wavered back and forth between some invisible eggheaded horizon distant in the future and a cruel misogyny familiar from Friedrich. No.

      “You have probably seen one of the more famous pictures of…” he began, stopping awkwardly. “Call him my father. My progenitor is probably a more technically-correct term, but not one I expect most people would understand.”

      My, don’t we have a low opinion of the scientific acumen of women, Dr. Slate?

      Eva smiled neutrally. She thought happy thoughts of dressing this man down publicly, but at a later, safer date. They still had to escape the German agents.

      “Your progenitor?” she prompted. Polite. Demure. Womanly. She could always flay him alive verbally at another time. He wouldn’t be the first. Nor the last.

      “You are familiar with the works of N. Tesla, Agent Kiesler?” the thin man asked softly.

      Bandi might not be able to hear the conversation from the front seat. Possibly for the best. She could always update her driver later.

      Tesla.

      Yes, that was the picture she remembered. If this man added a mustache and changed the part of his hair from the side to the center, he would be a spitting image of that photograph. The famous one. The one that had been taken in about 1890.

      Eva nodded, unwilling to speak.

      “After the Great War, he invented an interesting new machine,” the thin man, the apparent Doppelgänger continued. “I am the result.”

      “And you are?” she let the words trail off.

      Obviously, the man wanted to keep his secrets, but just as obviously his ego needed to be stroked. The joys, and neurotic insecurities, of dealing with truly intelligent men. She could serve as his Greek Chorus for a bit. It would be a long, boring drive, otherwise.

      “It would be inadequate to describe me as his clone, Agent Kiesler,” Dr. Slate continued, warming to the topic even as his voice dropped to almost nothing.

      “Oh?” she prompted. “Why is that?”

      “Because I share all of his memories,” the man stated. “Right up until that moment, August 27, 1922, when I stepped out of the machine as a new man.”

      “But Dr. Tesla is still alive,” she murmured, wondering if she had drifted into some bad Hollywood science fiction radio pulp. Her skin felt cold.

      “He is,” Slate agreed readily. “But he is in his eighties, now, and will die soon. I will, as well, in time, but I will replicate myself in a few decades, just as he did. In that way, we will live forever, each of us born with all the memories of the progenitor.”

      “Did not Shelley warn us of the hubris of such things?”

      The clone was briefly taken aback, but smiled in wonder.

      “Indeed. Perhaps next time I should take the name Adam,” he said softly. “Thank you, Agent Kiesler.”

      Eva started to retort, but the car suddenly took on a new energy as Bandi slammed the transmission down into second gear and mashed the accelerator to the floor, pushing both passengers into the seat.

      “Boss,” he said through gritted teeth, looking past her in the rear-view mirror. “Company.”

      Eva turned to look back as well, nearly kissing Dr. Slate as they both turned at the same time. He recoiled almost violently. Eva murmured an apology.

      Out the rear window, she could see a pair of headlights closing.

      It wasn’t that lovely Mercedes staff car she had disabled.

      No, someone had found a truck, missed in all the excitement of the assault, and had come after them.
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        * * *

      

      Eva cursed under her breath in German. Those men should have gone south out of the camp, pursuing the rest of her team as they withdrew and fled this quaint valley down the main road.

      That someone was on this old forestry road at this time of night suggested that she and the doctor had been spotted making their getaway.

      That did not bode well. Nobody on the Nazi side should have been that sharp. This was a quiet, secret camp in the mountains of central New York. A research facility where they could abscond with a kidnapped scientist.

      This level of alertness suggested someone more interesting than the dull guards she had been led to expect.

      “Can we outrun him?” Eva called to the front seat.

      “Winding roads, boss,” Bandi replied. “More worried about him running us off a cliff in the darkness.”

      Eva ground her teeth rather than reply. Dr. Slate was far more important to them alive, where he could be recaptured later. At worst, the man back there would just damage their vehicle enough to prevent them getting to safety.

      Her orders were the ones that made sure the clone could not be taken a second time. The Brigadier had left no doubt on that score.

      “Run for it, Bandi,” she ordered, bracing herself by grabbing onto the door with the hand that did not suddenly have a pistol in it.

      She turned to the clone and studied him carefully.

      He was sitting prim and proper beside her, with his hands in his lap. Obviously not an expert on the proper way to conduct oneself in a car chase.

      “This vehicle will shortly be subject to excessive and potentially violent maneuvers, Dr. Slate,” she said simply. “I would suggest you brace yourself against the door.”

      She was rewarded by a moment of sheer panic in his eyes as he processed her words. A moment later, he death-gripped the door handle, just as Bandi slalomed the sedan around a tight corner at a speed far too exciting for the night and road surface.

      Inwardly, Eva smiled. Her escape to Paris in 1937, fleeing her domineering husband in the dead of night, dressed as her maid, had been an adventure. Not this exciting, but close.

      She thought back on those days, as she had waited and worked on arranging a meeting with the Hollywood talent scout, Louis, before being approached by that tall, stuffy Englishman.

      Brigadier Angus Thromburton CVO, DSO.

      He had offered her the adventures of a lifetime, lubricating the deal with good scotch, but she hadn’t believed him. Not at the time.

      She’d still had stars in her eyes. She was going to Hollywood to be famous.

      He had warned her. She hadn’t listened, but he had been right.

      It was boring. Hollywood was a not a place for a woman with even a lick of intelligence. Girls were eye-candy to be dressed like little dolls and trotted out like show ponies. Seen but not heard.

      Eva hadn’t lasted a year.

      Fortunately, she had kept the man’s business card.

      And now here she was, hip-deep in excitement in the mountains of New York state.

      The car slalomed again as Bandi rounded another corner at speed, threatening to toss her into the doctor. She felt the wheels drift off the asphalt and bite on the gravel, just for a second, before he recovered. The Sedan slammed down into first gear with a howl like a wounded rabbit.

      Eva turned again to look backwards. Dr. Slate was white-faced, but silent. The Nazis were trailing them like a pack of wolves, headlights like eyes in the dust cloud.

      And they were getting closer.

      Suddenly, contact.

      The sedan jarred hard as the truck slammed into its boot.

      Bandi responded by gunning the engine and opening a gap, but it was only a small one, and the roads were still winding.

      “Boss,” Bandi called out suddenly. “Look on the passenger side.”

      Eva had been concentrating on the driver, her side of the chasing vehicle. She hadn’t considered that he might have a passenger as crazy as she occasionally got.

      A man had climbed out onto the running boards and crept forward, one hand across the peak of the hood to hold on. The dust her sedan kicked up had coated his front, leaving him a ghost-like apparition in the darkness and reflected headlights.

      In the movies, this was where the hero would do something exotic and death-defying, if for no other reason than to keep the audience entertained and the stuntmen in business.

      Perhaps it was fortunate that her sedan didn’t have any running boards of its own, then.

      She did recognize the man.

      He had no name that she knew. Simply a cipher known in the business by his German codename: Kolibri. Hummingbird. It was a nice enough name, since most Americans would never recognize it as the original Nazi codename for what had come to be known as the Night of Long Knives, when Hitler and his SS goons had rounded up and executed all the enemies of the regime.

      Long knives, indeed.

      Kolibri was dressed in all black, even if the dust had grayed it now. All of the men she had seen tonight, including the two she had killed rescuing Dr. Slate, had been in black.

      SS troopers. True believers.

      Fanatics.

      The best way to fight fire was with fire.

      Eva rolled down her window quickly and prepared to stick her head out. The night was beginning to develop a chill.

      “Bandi,” she said, loud enough for him to hear her over the sounds of the chase. “When I say so, jam on the brakes and let him hit our rear end again, then floor it and run like hell. Got it?”

      “On it,” he called back.

      Eva stuck her torso out the window. A touch, almost a tug, on her arm stopped her.

      “What are you doing, young lady?” Dr. Slate inquired formally.

      “Saving your life, Doctor,” she replied coldly.

      She turned as she emerged, seated on the windowsill like a woman in Amsterdam’s red light district. Her tight black leather outfit would not dissuade the casual observer from drawing such a dreadfully wrong conclusion.

      Kolibri was almost to the front of his truck’s hood now, one hand wrapped around the hood ornament as he set his feet. The truck had inched closer and closer while Bandi kept his speed steady. Kolibri was only ten feet away from her, but looking the wrong way.

      Eva considered how bumpy the road was and regretted, however briefly, that she hadn’t spent more time on the gun range with the boys. She was no trick-shooting Annie Oakley, and she didn’t dare let the man get closer.

      She knew the instant that Kolibri spotted her. The man reached for his pistol.

      Eva smiled.

      “Now, Bandi,” she yelled.

      Her driver locked the brakes on the sedan in one terrible scream, like cloth tearing. The car started to drift, but straightened out as the truck bashed into it from behind.

      Eva had a tight grip, and knew it was coming, and still slid to both ends of the window sill, concentrated, as she was, on not losing her pistol.

      Kolibri had been thrown forward by the impact, clear of the truck, over the top of the sedan, and splayed across the hood of her sedan, in danger of sliding forward right over the front.

      “Go,” she yelled, taking a bead on the grill of the Nazi truck, all of six feet away.

      She fired twice, letting the pistol walk sideways like the Brigadier had taught her. The radiator of the truck ruptured and began to spew dark fluid everywhere.

      Inside, Bandi had floored the accelerator. A gap quickly opened as steam erupted from the front of the truck and spewed fluids all over the windshield. From the look of it, she might have penetrated the radiator and hit something important in the engine, as well.

      Good enough.

      Eva turned to her left to find the other Nazi, the crazy one, the assassin.

      If she had realized what was going to happen, she would have told Bandi otherwise, but the reason she trusted the man was his willingness to follow orders. A little insubordination right now might have been better.

      Kolibri had not slid off the bonnet. The acceleration appeared to have driven him back against the Burklin’s windshield and let him find something to hold on to.

      He was facing her from five feet away, his boots jammed against the hood ornament, his left hand holding onto the passenger-side window. At least he had lost his Luger when he took flight the first time.

      Otherwise, she might already be dead.

      Kolibri snarled at her instead and leapt up and across the steel roof of her sedan.

      There might have been something to the stories of the Aryan Ubermenchen, after all.

      She watched in slow motion as he slid right at her, grappling for her pistol before she could get it around to shoot him. Somehow, he managed to hook a foot on the front of the windshield as well.

      Eva wound up close enough to the man to kiss him, close enough to smell the sausage and sauerkraut, the bitter pale bier, that had been his dinner. His left hand had caught her wrist, pinning it and the Browning to the roof of the sedan. His right hand was flat on the metal of the roof, providing a measure of friction to control his slide.

      She could only imagine the training regime that the man must consider normal, that he did things like this. Hollywood writers would have thrown up their hands and laughed in the face of a director asking for them to write this into a scene. Things like this never happened in the real world. The audience would never believe it.

      Even pirate movies were more authentic.

      Eva struggled vainly against the Nazi’s grip. He was far stronger, far angrier.

      It seemed like slow motion as his right hand disconnected from the metal and turned into a fist, cocked behind his head.

      Suddenly, the man’s face changed.

      His eyes got big in surprise and he started to turn to his left, Eva already forgotten.

      Before she could react, he was sliding away from her, receding like the evening train headed to Innsbruck.

      Her hand was free, but she herself was so surprised she forgot to shoot the man. And then she wouldn’t have, anyway.

      Forgotten in the fracas, Dr. Slate had rolled down his own window and climbed out, just as Eva had. They made a lovely mirrored tableau.

      Except the clone had grabbed Kolibri by his right leg, the one bracing him to the roof, and pulled. He had apparently twisted at the same time. The Nazi was rolling up onto his right side to escape the pain of his right ankle being forced in a circle.

      Kolibri forgot about her everything as Dr. Slate gave him a mild push. Nothing much.

      Eva had once seen a group of Canadian soldiers playing a game they called curling, that involved softly bowling a heavy weight on a field of flat ice. Dr. Slate had that level of soft touch as he thrust Kolibri away from him.

      The Nazi had been being drawn towards the clone, now he was headed backwards over the rear of the sedan between the two of them.

      Eva watched him disappear from sight.

      He appeared a moment later, tumbling helplessly down the roadway and then into the ditch to one side.

      Eva took a deep breath and then carefully slid back inside the car. The clone did the same, and she found herself seated next to him in the backseat again, as if nothing had happened except a brief wind to tussle their hair.

      She took stock of the man.

      “Where did you learn that, doctor?” Eva asked with new-found respect for the wirey man.

      “The human body is a well-designed machine, my good, Agent Kiesler,” he replied with a prim nod. “Capable of feats we often consider super-human. But physics is physics. Pinch a particular nerve cluster to induce pain and surprise. To distract him from hitting a lady, if you will. And then apply just enough pressure, in the correct vector, overcome friction and allow the natural forces of the universe to unfold in their own way.”

      “I see,” she replied. “Thank you for saving my life.”

      “Indeed, madame,” he smiled. “I am but returning the favor. If your mission is to thwart the Nazi schemers, then perhaps I will be able to assist you even more. I did not enjoy my foray into the wilderness with these Philistines.”

      “That will be up to the Brigadier, Dr. Slate,” she said simply.

      Receding in the distance, she watched the Nazi assassin, Kolibri, rise from the side of the road, a white ghost, hopefully a ghost of Christmas Past, and not Future.

      Eva didn’t believe it for a moment. Another Great War was coming.

      She would need this boffin, and the Brigadier, if she intended to take on the entire Nazi regime.
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      Eva smiled to herself as she put her hand to the cold, brass handle of Dr. Slate’s laboratory and pressed the heavy, steel door inward. She had rescued the brilliant boffin from Nazi agents so the man could help her defeat the Third Reich. It was time he earned his keep.

      The rest of the Brigadier’s team, her team, was uncomfortable even entering the dreary, underground space, filled as it was by such a bizarre collection of exotic devices straight out of a Saturday morning mad-science serial.

      That was why the Brigadier always sent her to retrieve the man.

      The fact that Dr. Slate was technically the clone of one of the most famous scientists of the day, a much-younger copy of N. Tesla who shared all the older man’s memories up until the fateful August 27, 1922, made the rest of the team even more nervous.

      Nothing Slate did intimidated her.

      Nothing any man did would intimidate her.

      Dr. Slate was just another tool in her fight against the Nazis. One she needed today, needed enough to drag him out of his lab and into the messy, outer world.

      Perhaps a touch of moonlight to wash away the laboratory.

      The door surrendered to her touch and opened on silent hinges.

      The basement where Dr. Slate had set up his lab was always chilly and a touch damp, so deep underground, surrounded by thick, reinforced, concrete walls. This morning, it was lit by strange colors as some bizarre device hummed malevolently in one corner.

      Dr. Slate was off to one side, bedecked in the traditional long, white lab coat that was as much a protection against spilled liquids as it was a badge of office. He was looking down, writing notes furiously in some bizarre language that seemed to be all symbols.

      She had looked over his shoulder once, early on after he had joined the team. The characters had reminded her of Egyptian hieroglyphs, or possibly Chinese ideograms. He had assured her that they were neither, but that only two men could decipher them.

      She shivered at the thought. The other man was that famous, elderly scientist now living in New York, of whom Dr. Slate was a clone. Or a form of clone. An exact copy, created eighteen years ago, and supposedly sharing all of the other man’s thoughts and memories until the moment they divided, the original in his eighties now, with this copy apparently approaching forty.

      “Good morning, Agent Kiesler,” Dr. Slate said warmly without looking up.

      “How did you know it was me?” she fired back. “How did you know anyone was here? The door is silent when it opens.”

      He paused in his writing to turn and look directly at her over his shoulder, a wry smile on his normally humorless face. He stared for a second, apparently enjoying the sight, before he spoke.

      “Opening the door changes the barometric pressure in the room,” he said succinctly. “I have trained myself to be sensitive to such changes. And, there being no gunfire beforehand announcing a Nazi assault on the building, it had to be someone friendly. Only you and Brigadier Thromburton ever visit me here, and his step is much heavier.”

      “Huh,” she said as she approached. “So you’re safe from assassination down here, are you?”

      He put down his pen and pad to turn more squarely to face her. His smile was pensive. His face serious.

      “Thanks to you,” he replied before he raised a hand to point at a machine close by. “And the side of this device is reflective enough to see you without looking up.”

      She smiled back. That sounded more like Dr. Slate.

      A boffin to be sure, but a man with a better sense of humor than his progenitor had ever apparently expressed.

      “And just what is that device, Dr. Slate?” she asked demurely as she came close and leaned languidly against the side of his desk.

      She was wearing the heavy, lace-up boots that the Brigadier insisted upon. British Army issue for women, and all that. She still probably could have moved faster and smoother in four-inch-stilettos, like Ginger Rogers, …backwards and in heels, but the man would not budge from his insistence.

      Tough, knit, black pants, close enough to skin-tight on any given day, covered her legs and accentuated her hips and thighs just so.

      A dark gray undershirt, covered by a black utility blouse, somewhere between a dress uniform shirt and a jacket. Not quite British military. Not quite safari style, either. But fashionable and very, very feminine. She had contacted a friend back in her favorite Hollywood costuming department to create her and outfit, the benefit of the brief time and few movies she had done before boredom overwhelmed her.

      She enjoyed the way his eyes bugged out, just a little, as he glanced over at her. She relished, occasionally, being ogled by smart men. Most of the rest of the team lacked the necessary subtlety and panache to approach the topic discretely or elegantly, especially as much as she intimidated them all. And the Brigadier, even as a widower, was far too much a gentleman to play teasing games with her.

      Of course, that he had a daughter only a few years younger than Eva probably played on his conscience as well.

      She could tease with Dr. Slate occasionally, and keep it all professional otherwise.

      Today might have been pushing it. Just a bit.

      Oh, well.

      Eva had left her long, black hair down today, knowing the effect it had on men.

      Dr. Slate could appreciate her. She wouldn’t have to worry about being propositioned by him. And it wasn’t even that he didn’t like girls. The man, both men in fact, were just absolutely wedded to science and the pursuit of the future.

      He took a few moments to study her form anyway before he cleared his throat and made eye contact. That just made the games so much better.

      “The machine might be classified as an early prototype for a death ray, Agent Kiesler,” he replied dryly.

      Her blink of surprise brought a smile to his face similar to the one she had been wearing.

      Touché.

      “A death ray, Dr. Slate?” she asked, aghast, but at the same time, almost hungry. There was a war coming. A big one to go with all the little ones simmering on all sides. A world-shattering kind of cataclysm. She was glad he was on their side. “Is such a thing possible? Saturday morning mad scientists notwithstanding.”

      He leaned back and smiled. A cat with a mouthful of canary.

      “My dear, Professor Einstein explained how to do it in 1917,” he explained. “No one has been able to understand how, until now.”

      “Does it work?” she asked breathlessly.

      A death ray would be a wonderful way to fight the Nazis. She could certainly become a heroine from the serials with such a weapon, although she would never, ever, again be just the femme fatale or the ingénue who had to be rescued by the lantern-jawed hero, Hollywood and reality be damned.

      “It has not been tested yet,” he said. “The Brigadier has not provided me with sufficient generator power to do so. Connecting it to the general grid, without warning, might black out significant portions of Manhattan. That would raise too many questions.”

      “I see.”

      Eva smiled back at him warmly. Obviously, she needed to work her feminine wiles on the Brigadier next, to get him to make arrangements to build and dedicate a power station to Dr. Slate’s little experiments. Nothing less would do.

      “And you, my dear Agent Kiesler,” the genius scientist continued. “What brings you down here this morning?”

      “Why, Dr. Slate,” she replied with a semi-mocking lilt. “Can I not just come visit?”

      His look reminded her of a stern headmaster.

      “Agent Kiesler,” he harrumphed. “I do not believe you ever do anything so inane as merely socializing. You are not the type to waste the time you otherwise husband so frugally.”

      “Dr. Slate,” Eva grinned evilly and then sighed. “I do believe you know me too well. The Brigadier requests your assistance.”

      “Oh?”

      “I do believe a little birdy has been whispering in his ear,” Eva said sweetly. “And it wasn’t me this time.”
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        * * *

      

      Eva led Dr. Slate into the ground floor conference room the Brigadier had created up by walling off a part of the garage and adding green carpet and a nice, oak table. It was probably entirely accidental that her hips had an extra sway this morning as she entered, walking slowly enough to make an entrance before she took an empty chair on the left side. Dr. Slate took the one next to her.

      Most of the team was already there, seated, watching her. Ogling, perhaps.

      They were dressed in not-quite-regulation British uniforms, lacking badges and such but generally obvious in their origins, waiting for her and the scientist who made them even more nervous to join them. And Bandi, her civilian driver, who wandered in a few seconds later, attempting to rub grease off of his hands with a rag.

      She watched Dr. Slate lean forward and eye her driver. The grease was not coming off, so Bandi was careful to not touch anything with his hands.

      “Young man,” Dr. Slate intoned. “Remind me when this meeting is done. There are certain chemicals that will crack petroleum distillates quickly and easily. I should be able to adapt one into a soap for you rather easily.”

      Bandi’s face transformed from irritation to shock to pure delight in the space of a second.

      Before the driver could speak, the Brigadier entered, a bundle of papers in his hands.

      “If you can manage that, Slate,” he rumbled in his clipped, City of London tones. “There will be many a housewife and mechanic worship you. I dare say it would probably make you a fortune, as well.”

      “Fah,” the scientist responded with a wave of a hand, deeply offended but this time controlling his tongue. “Commerce. This is about science, sir.”

      “Indeed it is, Dr. Slate,” Eva piped in before the two strong-willed men began to butt heads. “And with enough capital, your experiments will never go waiting for power or parts.”

      The boffin turned a speculative eye on her.

      “Too much paperwork and administration, my dear,” he pronounced, Zeus-like. “I would never get anything done.”

      “If you wish, Dr. Slate,” she smiled wickedly. “You can invent it. I’ll handle all the paperwork, share the patent, and we will take care of all the licensing chores for you. All you’ll have to do is spend the money.”

      He fixed her with a beady eye for a moment before he came to some inner consensus.

      “I accept, Agent Kiesler.”

      “Now,” the Brigadier began. “If that’s settled, we have a job to do.”

      Eva settled back into her chair and tried to look serious for her boss.

      In her mind, little Finnish pixies danced on the oak table top, rolling gold coins back and forth to each other.

      She had given up the security of a rich Hollywood contract to fight the Nazis, boredom being more dangerous to her psyche than penury.

      It would be absolutely lovely to have excitement as well as security.

      The Brigadier worked his look around the table, silently impressing upon each of them the importance of his next words. Eva followed his gaze and cataloged her companions, the men she thought of as her team, regardless of what they might think.

      At the head of the long table, Brigadier Angus Thromburton, CVO DSO. A blond bear of a man at six foot three and two hundred twenty pounds. A chap who won the DSO during the Great War and the CVO later, under circumstances that were still very highly classified.

      At the Brigadier’s right hand, between the man and herself, retired Regimental Sergeant Major Joshuah Hartwin, a taller man of few words and sharp, green eyes who supervised her steadily-improving marksmanship. The fifty-year-old RSM was the true backbone of the team, a man with a lifetime of combat and discipline.

      Across the table from the RSM, Corporal Beverly Vann, a dapper little Australian gent. Short, barely any taller than her own five foot seven in bare feet, but much broader and certainly stronger. If there was such a thing as a strongman position in their little carnival, Vann filled the roll.

      Next to him, Lance Corporal Daniel Whitney, probably the calmest and quietest man she had ever met in her life. But she appreciated his utter stillness, him being the team’s explosives expert.

      Bandi had taken the next chair, sticking out like a sore thumb, a civilian surrounded by career military men. His knit hooligan cap, pushed back on his slicked-back black hair, and his rumpled pants and Henley just accentuated the difference. The smile on his face compared favorably to his dour and severe comrades. He was her driver, and worked for her, not for these other men. If they had a problem with that, they could take it up with her. Or, more likely, the Brigadier, who might, possibly, mention something to her.

      Or not.

      At the foot of the table, Private Kevin Stanwick, generally the Brigadier’s Number Two, the man who acted as the loader when Thromburton was the gunner on the Bren light machine gun. In the team’s down time, he was an entertaining musician, a trumpeter who could have a made a good living playing the jazz nightclubs at the other end of Manhattan Island. Perhaps he would, after the war.

      Next to Dr. Slate sat the most interesting man at the table, perhaps. His name was Tom Atkins. Whether the Private had been so unfortunately named by his parents, or taken such a laden and enigmatic moniker later, nobody would tell her. He was almost a complete cipher to Eva, the one man on the team with whom she had never shared a word, other than the most basic and polite greetings in passing. Perhaps he was just shy.

      Eva turned back the Brigadier.

      They locked hard eyes across the short space for a moment, before he nodded and cleared his throat harshly.

      “We have an emergency,” he said sepulchrally. “Dr. Slate, thank you for joining us. I fear that I may need to send you out on a mission.”

      “Indeed, Brigadier?” the man asked archly. “What world-ending catastrophe might be so important as to redirect me away from my research?”

      “Sturm Teufel,” the Brigadier replied simply.

      Eva was amazed to watch the sudden and complete transformation of her boffin friend, from recalcitrant teenager to avenging Fury in a single heartbeat.

      “He’s here?” Dr. Slate asked breathlessly.

      She heard the breathless anger under the words, bitter and vicious.

      The Brigadier held up the bundle of papers he had brought in.

      “We believe so,” Thromburton said. “At least, all the evidence points that way.”

      “Evidence?” Eva asked.

      She had no idea who this Sturm Teufel, this Storm Demon, might be, but obviously he was known to these two men. And not liked.

      “Your old friend, the SS assassin Kolibri, was spotted escorting someone of the right size and age into a building known to be one of their facilities,” Thromburton turned his eyes on Eva.

      Friend was too strong of a word. She probably should have killed Kolibri, the Nazi assassin known as Hummingbird, when she first rescued Dr. Slate from the Nazis, but getting the clone scientist away was more important. And then her chance had fled. Or rather, rolled off the roof of her car and into a roadside ditch while Bandi careened the car away.

      “Further,” the Brigadier continued. “A number of trucks have made large deliveries to the place. Some of it directly from Germany, some from other places.”

      “And the authorities will do nothing?” Eva asked tartly.

      She was Austrian by birth, before those bastard Nazis had absorbed it last year. She would be American now.

      Dr. Slate was technically Serbian, possibly American, depending on the technicalities of cloning yourself. Did one inherit citizenship via jus soli or jus sanguinis in such a situation?

      The rest of the team were British subjects, well, excluding her lunatic, Hungarian-born wheelman.

      “America insists on maintain her neutrality, Kiesler,” the Brigadier declared. “There are a few who have the foresight at what needs to be done, but the rest chose to believe that madman’s insistence that this will only be a European problem. A Monroe Doctrine in reverse, if you will.”

      Eva grumbled under her breath at fools and politicians.

      “Just so,” Dr. Slate said, suddenly rejoining in the conversation. “How can I contribute?”

      Truly, this Nazi must be important if the clone was volunteering to go into the field with them after several months of insisting that his inventions could save the world if he was only given the time, equipment, and quiet space to perfect them. Certainly, the doctor had never forgiven Marconi for getting the jump on him, back in the day, nor the financiers who hobbled him at those critical junctures. Even if he had been born a second time with a blank slate.

      At least most of those men were dead now, and beyond Dr. Slate’s ability to gain revenge.

      She hoped.

      “We do not know what they are up to,” Thromburton stated. “Only that reports from an inside man suggest that they are at some sort of end-game and believe they are close to a breakthrough. If it is Sturm Teufel, the science will be mad, and the stakes will be global.”

      “Science, fah,” Dr. Slate sneered. “The man is a pseudo-mystic, not a technologist. Anything he builds is likely to be as much psycho-babbly-fraud as scholarship.”

      “Time is of the essence, madame, gentlemen,” the Brigadier announced. “We cannot just break in and hope to locate the correct device and disable it. We must identify it, quantify the danger, and eliminate it. Capturing or eliminating Sturm Teufel is your second priority, but only second.”

      He began to pass around pieces of paper, ripe and sticky with the fresh mimeograph ink.

      “Agent Kiesler, you will lead the strike force. Dr. Slate will accompany you. The rest of the team will be available as you need us. Gentlemen, to your guns. We will reconvene in two hours.”

      The team immediately rose and departed, papers in hand, the only sound their chairs sliding and their boots on the carpet. Eva and Dr. Slate alone remained, ten seconds later.

      Eva looked at the typed pages in her hand.

      How much didn’t she know that might get them all killed?

      Eva turned to her companion and fixed him with a hard stare.

      “Sturm Teufel?” she asked. “In as few words as you need?”

      Dr. Slate took a breath, stopped, and fixed her with a tight grin.

      “Touché, Agent Kiesler,” he replied.

      Eva was normally the wordy one in their conversations. This, however, was suddenly war.

      She watched him carefully organize his thoughts.

      “Frisian,” he began. “Inner-circle SS scientist on the research side, rather than the mystics. Generally a believer in mad science over the Holy Grail, if you will. The radical scientific breakthrough, rather than some ancient magical artifact. Expert on radiation emissions instead of metallurgy. Grandiose dreams with a weak track record of delivery. Whatever he’s created will be loud, impressive, and possibly successful, depending on whose theoretical work he has stolen this time.”

      “Anything like your death ray?”

      “Possibly, but I doubt he has mastered the electrical components,” the scientist replied. “More likely a super-bomb, or something equally silly.”

      “Silly, Dr. Slate?”

      “How do you think Americans would react to someone like the Nazis blowing up a target in New York City, while they are still officially a neutral country?”

      “Anger,” Eva replied. “Pure, unadulterated rage. Your predecessor should remember the Lusitania and those results.”

      “Just so,” Dr. Slate agreed. “I would almost be tempted to let the Nazis succeed, just to draw the entire industrial might of this country into the coming war on the British side. The Nazis see the Neutrality Acts as license, not limits. Britain can be pushed by her weakness. The Soviets are untrustworthy. The French embody useless arrogance. Only the Americans have the capacity to change the world for the better. It is why I came here in the first place.”

      Eva smiled at the man. For all their differences of class, culture, and upbringing, they were intellectual compatriots of the first order. She tended to agree with the Doctor about the Nazis, and would never let them succeed.

      Not while she still had breath in her body to thwart them.

      “Here,” she said. “You take this half first, and then we’ll swap. We’ll meet up again in an hour.”

      She handed Dr. Slate the stack of papers to read and memorize. He had proven to have a photographic memory. She could get him started while she considered her plan.

      She would be in charge in the field. Even the Brigadier listened to her tactical genius.

      And she might get another chance at Kolibri. Maybe this time she could clip the Hummingbird’s wings.
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        * * *

      

      It was Eva’s turn to be nervous. At least the darkness hid it.

      The briefing had gone well. The men were prepared, hidden in the back of a delivery truck down the street with all their weapons and gear.

      She and Dr. Slate were seated in the back seat of her ’37 Burklin four-door sedan with Bandi in front, parked on the curb and watching the warehouse down the block.

      It was a quieter neighborhood at this time of night. The docks were two blocks over, running all night with the associated dockside bars and nightlife. Closer in, it was beginning to verge on more residential districts, but this particular warehouse was surrounded entirely by office buildings that would be empty now.

      In military terms the RSM had taught her, it was a salient. A thumb that stuck out into the other neighborhood.

      Very few witnesses, or watchers. Hopefully, none beyond the men who reported to British Intelligence.

      She could use any advantage she could get.

      Eva’s internal clock was accurate enough. She checked her watch to be sure and nodded to Dr. Slate. Military men had a tendency to rigidly follow time protocols with nice, round numbers.

      Who would launch a mission at 3:23 AM?

      She smiled to herself, opened her door, and climbed out onto the sidewalk.

      The summer air was still warm, even this late at night, so she had no jacket to break up her silhouette.

      Hopefully, her black combat pants and safari blouse would be enough.

      Someone would ask questions of a woman wearing a pistol on a thigh-holster in Mid-Town Manhattan. She already felt like a buckaroo, as it was.

      Dr. Slate followed her onto the sidewalk. Rather than dress like an Agent, he had actually gone the other direction, pulling out his best double-breasted wool suit and a subdued, blue silk tie, treating the evening with all the seriousness he would have normally reserved for opening night at the Opera. Minus only the cape.

      He offered her his elbow with a smile as he closed the car door. It put her on his right, where she could get to her pistol quickly in need.

      Eva suppressed a giggle at the image they presented, changed her mind, and gave a low laugh.

      “Dr. Slate,” she whispered merrily. “I can see we’re going to have to have lessons with the RSM about the proper way to dress when conducting field operations.”

      “Au contraire, Agent Kiesler,” he smiled wolfishly down at her. “This is Sturm Teufel. That alone demands my most serious consideration.”

      The clone reached with his left hand as Bandi handed a small leather satchel out the window of the sedan with the greatest care.

      “Thank you, Bandi,” Eva said seriously. “Remember. If you hear gunshots, begin to circle the block immediately. The van will wait here, but I’d like to be able to exit any door and flee quickly.”

      “Got it, boss,” the Hungarian driver replied.

      She watched him lean back and pull his hooligan cap down as if sleeping off a drunk. She knew he’d be wide awake until they got back to him. It was why she insisted that the Brigadier bring him onto the team as her driver, and not one of the other men. None of them owed her their lives. At least not like Bandi did.

      “Shall we, Dr. Slate?” she asked as they set off down the dark street.

      The delivery van was dark and quiet as they passed.

      She and the scientist went another half block and turned into an alley between buildings.

      It was the lower west side of Manhattan. The middle of the night rendered this a dark alley.

      Eva drew her Browning Hi-Power pistol, the one with the custom, exploding bullets she had invented, and held it low to her side.

      Perhaps she was becoming an American cowgirl.

      Just in case, the two of them walked, arm in arm, all the way to the far end of the alley and looked around the far block before they turned around and came back.

      Clear.

      Midway back, they stopped at a dark outline. During the day, it was the kind of door one propped open, tucked back into a corner away from the offices and loading docks, in the hopes that you would catch an errant breeze off the river and funnel it into the building.

      Eva nodded to Dr. Slate and turned her back to the cool brick to keep watch.

      As always, she was struck by the way the man moved. The body might be approaching forty years old, but the mind occasionally forgot it was not eighty, and moved with that kind of grace and care.

      He set the satchel down carefully, opened it, and pulled out a glass tube that reminded her of a giant syringe, nearly the length of her forearm. A hard twist to remove the cap where the needle would have gone, and the man pushed the plunger at the bottom, just enough to press a gooey gel to the top.

      Like a cakemaker signing a name in frosting, Dr. Slate leaned forward and expertly stuck the tip into the gap between the door handle and the frame. A moment later, he plunged a dollop of goo into the lock itself as well.

      He stood, uprighted the syringe, and capped it very, very carefully before returning it to the bag.

      From an inside pocket of his jacket, he pulled a small case, similar to what he would have used to hold his cigars, had he the habit. Inside, he pulled a more traditional syringe and a small vial. After he loaded it with the same care, he pressed the syringe into the lock opening and gave it a squirt before moving to the frame and emptying the contents.

      He stood and put everything away while counting quietly under his breath, even as he moved to Eva’s side with a small grin.

      “Science,” he whispered with excited wonder.

      She felt a brief flash of heat, without any light.

      Eva leaned far enough forward to peer around the man as the lock and part of the door frame melted. Melted. The air had an acrid tang she could not identify, although it had some of the bitterness of cordite.

      They waited two minutes, Eva keyed up to the point she nearly shot a rat stumbling down the alley way towards them.

      It was hard to say who was more surprised, but the rat fled first.

      “It should be safe, my dear Agent Kiesler,” Dr. Slate finally whispered. “Exercise care that you do not brush the door frame. Thermobaric acid compounds are extremely dangerous until they have been sufficiently diluted. You would risk a chemical burn.”

      She nodded and stepped around the man.

      With her left hand, she pulled slowly on the door handle. The frame looked like a giant rat had been gnawing on it, something left over from some fantastical children’s stories.

      She opened the door just enough to see black darkness beyond. The safety on her pistol was already off, so she silently pulled the door wide enough to see inside.

      What little light there was in the alley spilled into the room. Or rather, hallway.

      Her eyes adjusted to the inky nothingness.

      Empty.

      She nodded to Dr. Slate and listened as he moved off to gather up the rest of the team. For a lab-bound boffin, the man made almost no noise on the trash-strewn bricks.

      Eva moved into the hallway to keep watch.

      Now was the riskiest moment. Shortly, she would have an entire squad of armed soldiers behind her, but at the moment she was facing the Nazis alone.

      She would have, anyway.

      Silence.

      The building hid its secrets well, but she was no Alice, innocently discovering Wonderland.

      No, tonight she was Theseus, defiantly seeking the Minotaur.

      Eva took another few steps, silently sliding her feet forward rather than risk even the faintest slap of leather on tile.

      As far as anyone knew, nobody but dedicated Nazis had been inside the warehouse in years. But there were only so many ways to organize the space.

      Behind her, the unmistakable sound of men moving quietly closer. She considered the risk, but there was simply nothing she could do, at least not yet, to convince the Brigadier to put the team in soft moccasins or special trainers that wouldn’t make as much noise in hallways.

      It was acceptable to wear heavy boots outside, but they would be operating indoors frequently.

      She needed to contact the costume department again. Silence when filming was critical, lest echoes of heels ruin a take. She would see what they could come up with.

      At the door, a deeper shadow appeared. She felt more than heard him.

      “Kiesler?” Dr. Slate whispered into the darkness.

      “Here,” she called quietly back. “Fifteen feet in. First team in quiet. Second team to keep watch.”

      Eva heard the quiet murmurs as her orders were relayed. Nothing had changed, but military men liked to be sure. Outside, the Brigadier and Stanwick would be keeping watch, Bren gun and Tommie gun guarding both ends of the alley.

      The rest moved forward into the space near her and pulled the door closed silently. The hallway turned to total darkness

      She felt a hand on her elbow.

      “We are ready, Agent Kiesler,” Dr. Slate whispered.

      She should have known the good doctor could see her. Hadn’t he said that he had once undergone experimental treatments designed to improve his nightsight? How good was it?

      “Torch,” she ordered quietly.

      A moment later, the hallway was bathed in a dim, golden light as Private Atkins lit an electric torch and shined it around her. He had ended up on her left, with Dr. Slate somewhat behind her and to her right.

      The hallway continued for another twenty feet before it ended in an internal door. They approached it as quietly as a half dozen athletic men could, with Eva in the lead.

      Briefly, she wondered if she should recruit a lock-pick expert to the team. A cat burglar type of man. The Brigadier had given her soldiers. Perhaps she needed to find some of the more patriotic criminals.

      Bandi might know someone. He had cousins.

      Fortunately, the inner door was the kind that didn’t even have a lock, just a knob to latch it closed.

      “Darkness,” she ordered. Fortunately, they were all recommended veterans. They came to still silence, even as darkness enveloped them.

      Eva leaned forward and grasped the handle with her left hand. It was cold.

      Eva mentally added black gloves to the list of fashion changes she would be implementing tomorrow. The group had Commando down cold, but they were still feeling out how to be sneaky about things.

      She turned the knob and pulled.

      The space beyond was brighter only in the sense that one could probably identify a black thread from a white one.

      “Stay dark, move silent,” she murmured into the darkness behind her.

      The next space was not a hallway so much as the space left over when someone built interior walls up to contain something in the area immediately behind the loading docks on the street.

      The ceiling here was the top of the warehouse itself, fifty feet above. The barrier fifteen feet ahead was the raw back of a wall, much like a Hollywood set, where you could walk down a Main Street with nothing behind the storefronts.

      Overhead, a number of cables were hung from a catwalk that disappeared through the fake wall into the space within. Some of them were the size of ships hawsers from a pirate movie she had almost been cast in last year.

      What would they be doing that would require that much power?

      Light bled through an opening to her left, closer to the external loading bays. She started to move in that direction.

      “One here,” Eva ordered quietly.

      Vann, the dapper little Australian nodded and knelt down, his Tommie gun pointed to the right. The rest of the men fell in behind Atkins, who was still close by her with the darkened electric torch in hand.

      At the opening, she knelt down and peeked around the corner.

      Whatever it was she had steeled herself for, Eva was unprepared for the sight she beheld.

      The closest thing she could compare it to was a chalet she had visited as a child. The fake walls had been decorated on the inside with a lattice of polished wood beams. Between the spans, wooden walls had been erected and painted an off-white, almost-almond color, from the floor all the way to the rafters so high overhead. At least four of the warehouse’s bays had been enclosed thus, taking up almost half of the inside of the building in that one cathedral-like space.

      It was the objects in the center that drew her attention.

      She felt her blood run cold.

      Three identical machines squatted, toad-like, at the points of a perfect triangle. They were perhaps fifteen feet across and round, as if someone had sawn off a great oak tree twelve feet off the ground and plated the remaining stump with wrinkled, gold foil.

      From the top of each device sprang a stack of clear, glass rings, each one a ring diameter smaller than the one below it, the whole inside a sealed glass dome like one would use underwater or in a science fiction serial movie for a space helmet.

      She counted eleven rings on each machine.

      As she watched, the bottom rings on the three machines all lit up with a deep carnelian glow, as if blood suffused with electric light. A second later, the first blinked out and the next one above it turned on. Step. Step. Step.

      It was almost mesmerizing to watch.

      As she listened, she also heard the distinct humming buzz of the rings lighting, a waspish, almost peevish snap.

      Eva could only imagine what their electric bill must run to power those devices, but these men were fanatics. Cost was for bureaucrats to organize, not for true believers to notice.

      She fought down a juvenile delinquent moment that wanted to take her Browning pistol, loaded with the special, low-explosive rounds, and shoot the glass bowls, like plinking out windows. Instead, she tore her eyes away and scanned the rest of the space carefully.

      Above her, the catwalk had been modified into in a circle outside the space contained below by the three esoteric machines, but it was at least twenty feet above the top of even the glass
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