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      Dedirick considered his options and decided that things had turned out pretty good. Maybe. He was dressed and waiting in the front lobby of the steak house for a beautiful woman to walk in.

      And she she hadn’t even shot him in Sarajevo back in August on her birthday. Dedirick had that much going for him.

      However—and there was always a however when dealing with Valdís Eydísdóttir—she had managed to top that. At least he thought so.

      How else to describe an urgent telegram delivered to his Managing Editor at the newspaper, just lurid enough that the man had nearly come unhinged? Had nearly fired him? Again. Had threatened to sic Dedirick’s own mother on him for this one.

      Dedirick looked around the joint. He supposed you could call it a joint, though that term had lower-class connotations. Just a step above dive, linguistically, when this was a steak house that generally included a live band most nights of the week for dancing.

      Around him, as he sat waiting for her in the lobby, the others were doctors. Lawyers. Successful businessmen and their wives, girlfriends, or at least dates for the evening, in nicer attire.

      Not black tie. Heavens, no, he was merely in his second best suit. Most of the men here could say the same. Fortunately, he did have two tuxedos available in a closet if he needed.

      Usually only to infiltrate some soiree and look like he belonged. As long as nobody recognized him.

      In his pocket, the telegram itself. Time and date and location for him to appear. September 20, 1938. A slightly chilly and overcast Tuesday threatening rain.

      It had been the last line of her telegram that had really gotten everyone into something of a tizzy.

      
        
        
        We come as friends. The fate of the world requires your help.

      

      

      

      Really, Valdís could be a bit theatrical at times, but he’d also known the woman long enough, intimately enough, that he didn’t doubt that she believed every word.

      And she hadn’t shot him in Sarajevo. He’d had lunch, just as he promised, at a small café he knew on the banks of the Miljacka River in Sarajevo, back on August 1st. Had walked to the center of the Latin Bridge and waited for her with a small birthday present in his hands and a pink and red rose in his lapel.

      She’d been there, glorious as always. They had celebrated her birthday, and then he’d been forced to return to the States and his mundane life after a few, glorious days. At least as mundane as it got.

      There was a stirring in the men around him that brought Dedirick’s head around. The women too, truth be told.

      And then she was there and he understood why the attention.

      Long legs encased in dark nylon tights and black leather pumps. A speckled gray knee-length skirt with a matching fitted jacket, buttoned to the neck. Black leather gloves. She had even taken the time to add makeup before coming and wear her favorite eyepatch, the one with the rose emblem worked into the leather in bronze. The one he’d bought her that one time in Paris.

      Her right eye was still the gray-blue of a glacier. It locked onto him now like the bore of a twelve-inch gun on a maritime battleship’s turret. Blonde hair long enough to be pulled back but a little frizzy.

      Sultry, which was a word he hardly ever used when thinking of Valdís. Sexy, even.

      She had a long, round face with prominent cheekbones and chiseled brows.

      Utterly stunning.

      Dedirick found himself on his feet as she approached, every other man in range doing the same automatically. The grumbles of the women subsided as she glanced around.

      Even dressed like this, the woman was a killer, though her little purse wasn’t anywhere big enough to carry her favorite Mauser, the one with the rose emblem etched into the magazine housing.

      Valdís turned to the manager in his fancy suit and fixed him like a snow owl spiking a rabbit to the snow. The unfortunate turned a shade whiter, then bowed deeply to her and lifted two menus. He gestured.

      Dedirick held out an elbow for her to grasp, catching her tiniest giggle as she leaned in to kiss him on the cheek, then fell in beside him

      The belle of any ball.

      He was just the lucky sap who got to hand her into the room and to a table enough off in one corner where everything had been previously arranged. Like so much else of this evening.

      The waiter got their drink orders and delivered bread. Dedirick watched her pull apart a slice of fresh, steaming bread like a hawk ripping entrails off a mouse, smiling all the while.

      Dedirick got his own slice and buttered it, settling for bites instead.

      There were limits to verisimilitude. At least one hoped.

      “Fate of the world, most beautiful?” he asked her as she finished her latest bite and grinned at him.

      The band was tuning up and folks were finally being seated around them, a low din that would cover most conversations.

      “Did your editor fire you?” she asked, mock-innocence lighting up her good eye.

      “Worse,” Dedirick replied. “Threatened to call my mother and have her get involved.”

      “How is Alice?” Valdís asked now, still smiling. Still innocent.

      Still deadly.

      “Well, last time I got a letter from her was about a week ago,” he nodded. “All the usual ailments, most of which come down to near-terminal ennui if one had to describe it succinctly.”

      Valdís had a laugh like bells. Like water falling over a falls and stepping lightly onto each set of rocks down a staircase.

      “Now,” Dedirick commanded. “Speak.”

      “Boyko heard a rumor,” she said, sobering instantly back into the deadly killer he knew and occasionally romanced. “An Englishman, an inventor, who has apparently lost his mind and decided to destroy the world.”

      She left it at that. Dedirick grimaced.

      Boyko Velitchkov, aka The Bulgarian. Smuggler. Rogue. Crime boss only in that he commanded the occasionally-criminal organization of which Valdís was Second-In-Command.

      They’d never actually shot at each other personally, but had been on opposite sides a few times. Mostly when Velitchkov got hired by fascists, considering the number of times Dedirick had worked with and for the Reds over the last nearly thirty years.

      “Destroy the world?” he repeated the phrase, just to make sure he’d heard her right the first time.

      Valdís nodded. The innocence had flowed out of her eye, leaving deadly intent.

      This was Valdís Eydísdóttir, known in some circles as the Princess of Death.

      And she was.

      “How?” he asked.

      She shrugged, a movement that caused her entire body to adjust in ways that distracted. But she was a distracting woman. Not a black widow, because she’d never killed him.

      Others…

      The world was filled with fools who wouldn’t look past the rose-engraved eyepatch and the hard face to see the girlie woman underneath.

      He was okay with everyone else missing out.

      “What do you need from me?” Dedirick asked.

      “Everything,” she replied. “We’re not configured to investigate something like this, and few people would take Boyko or me seriously, even if we were to find the truth. The man in question calls himself Lord Wilmore, though we think it an alias.”

      Dedirick grunted. Everyone had aliases in that field. Even he was known much of the time as Dead-eye, an occasionally unfortunate twist on the spelling of his own name.

      Dee-Eee-Dee-Eye.

      “Lord Wilmore was one of the names Edmond Dantès hid behind,” he said aloud now, watching the waiter return with a tray bearing drinks. “If he claims to be an English lord, we’ll need help. I am merely a reporter.”

      “If I showed up to ask her, she’d shoot me on general principle, Dead-eye,” Valdís said, then paused as glasses got set and orders taken.

      He went with the biggest prime rib they had. Medium rare with all the fixings and a potato smothered twice with every option available, thinking as they both ordered.

      She was right. Nobody would believe Velitchkov. Nature of the business, since a smuggler by definition lied to just about everybody he encountered.

      They were alone quickly.

      “I will need to talk to Tor directly,” he said. “I doubt that a telegram will do the trick. How quickly can we get to London?”

      “Sharkoliya is just off the coast,” she smiled at him. “Orne has a radio in the car he can call them on.”

      Of course. Krali Marko’s magical horse from the fairy tale.

      Velitchkov’s armored airship. They could ride wind currents and get to London exceptionally fast. Not as fast as a long-range airplane like a DC-3, but fast enough.

      He hoped.

      “Should I talk to Orne or you?” he asked. “The hour spent getting them here can be now, while we eat.”

      She lit up like a Christmas tree at his words. Possibly afraid that he wouldn’t listen to her. Wouldn’t believe her.

      Most men probably wouldn’t have fallen as deeply in love with the enemy to have a relationship that survived what theirs did.

      She rose and he got to watch her walk to the front, enjoying that view just as much as every man in here who happened to be facing the right way. Or women. Valdís was open-minded on the topic.

      Dedirick contemplated the next moves in this sudden game. Travel to London to find Tor and bring her in. Then find a madman and stop him from destroying the world.

      It was bad enough what Hitler threatened. Those were affairs between nations, and Dedirick had had to defend Stalin more than once. Or argue finer points of ideology with that idiot in Mexico City.

      None of them wanted to destroy everything. Just conquer.

      Dedirick wondered if that steak he was anticipating might constitute a last meal for the condemned.
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      Valdís had, at Dead-eye’s insistence, dressed like something of a lady today, in a loose skirt past her calves, just touching her lace-up boots, both in teak brown. White shirt cut like a man’s, but a Paisley vest in a soft, mustard yellow that accentuated the softer jacket in black, not as long as a duster, but more than a blazer. Womanly.

      The more fitting for calling upon Victoria (nee-Lemieux) Beaufort at the upcountry estate of her father-in-law, Clifton Beaufort, 4th Baron Wybrook, retired politician though still a power player in England and the Empire.

      Dead-eye was in a suit. Valdís knew his measurements, and had caused a wardrobe to come into being aboard Sharkoliya when the shape of the mission came to be known. It was a nice enough suit, but cut in that odd style he liked, where things were looser. Italian shaped, even though made from English wool.

      He always wanted to be prepared to move suddenly, though neither of them were armed at present.

      But then, she was in a dress again, against her better judgment.

      The butler opened the door after Dead-eye rang the bell. The tall, stuffy Englishman smiled at Dead-eye. Then did a triple-take that would have sprayed water everywhere had he been drinking when he recognized her.

      “Carlisle and Eydísdóttir,” Dead-eye said with a grin. “We’re expected.”

      “This way,” the man said, quickly depositing them in Baron Wybrook’s library and racing madly away from
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