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        50 Kilometers Outside Cairo, Egypt

        February 5th, 1915

      

      

      Katie Walsh climbed the frigid metal ladder as fast as she could go, her bare hands cramping with each movement. With the side rails too thin for comfort and the corrugated steps perfect for boots but too sharp for ungloved hands, she hoped no one noticed the extra effort required to avoid cutting herself or, worse, falling. The bitingly cold metal only hastened her weariness. Though blisteringly hot by day, the desert cooled rapidly at night, far more rapidly than she’d expected. Not that she should have known that, as Katie had never even seen a desert except in picture postcards, to say nothing about actually being in one. Here, the dry, perpetually windy night drew the moisture from her skin and rapidly chapping lips in a way her far-off home of Ireland never had.

      Seventy-five meters up and working on her sixth switchback ladder, the red-haired lass was nearly halfway to the top. Pausing to catch her breath for a moment, she stared out into the inky darkness, hoping to see any hint of light or, daring against hope, a glimpse of a pyramid, a statue, obelisk, or any breathtaking memory a farm-girl-turned-mechanic could take away from this land known for its timeless antiquity and inscrutable history. But there were no sights to be seen, save the metal tower which, although recently built, was already pitted from the relentless, wind-blown sand scouring it. Below was nothing but endless dunes and the camels she and the company that employed her had ridden to get here. Nothing down there but the past.

      Above, however, that was something different.

      There, moored to the tower, a hazy lessening of shadow loomed out of the darkness, becoming sharper with every rung ascended. The leviathan. She’d seen them a few times before. Not in Ireland, of course. Her father had taken her to the English shipyards in Liverpool and Croydon to see them. From then on, the girl had read and reread anything and everything she could about the flying ships, with her father’s encouragement and blessing. Like many farmers, the man could read the shifting winds, and he optimistically believed better opportunities for his children lay in understanding this new technology that was rapidly changing the world. Newspapers featured leviathans on the front page more often than not these days, but Katie always turned to the back pages, where the real information about electro-fluid and Nikola Tesla lay. Her keen mind and inherent mechanical ability soon ensured she always had work, even if she had disguised herself as a young man on more than one occasion to get hired.

      Now, in the cold and dry darkness, Katie shook the feeling back into her hands and mustered the strength to continue upward. The remainder of the tower was all that stood between her and a promised future of adventure, though she forced herself to dwell far less on how she had arrived here, an engineer’s mate, with a motley assortment of mercenaries led by a German officer, and the only woman in a company of over a hundred.

      Though she was ascending again, it was quite apparent to the crew member right below her, his grumbling unable to conceal his Eastern European accent, that she wasn’t going fast enough for his liking. Not wanting to appear weaker than anyone in this band of pirates, Katie redoubled her efforts and climbed quickly until only a few rungs remained.

      It was the sudden change in texture that made her stop. Her left hand, about half a meter above her head, grabbed something cold, wet, and sticky. Instinctively she withdrew, first assuming some form of oil or other fluid had leaked from the leviathan, but she was very familiar with every fluid that went into an engine, except of course for the mysterious, only-read-about electro-fluid. But this wasn’t that either.

      Drawing her hand close to her face, she realized her fingers were covered in dark, half-congealed blood already gritty with sand. Dumbfounded, Katie stared at her hand until the renewed complaints of the Eastern European crew member below shook her out of her stupor.

      Hastily, she wiped her fingers on the leg of her worn overalls. Carefully avoiding the bloody rung, Katie scrambled onto the top deck, where gangway access to the leviathan was located. There, she saw the source—or rather, sources—of blood she had inadvertently placed her nearly numb hand on.

      Bodies, well over a dozen, and all wearing Italian military uniforms, were scattered about in crumpled, lifeless heaps over spreading pools of blood. None looked to be over twenty, not that Katie looked too closely.

      Among the dead also were the living. Several of her company stood on the deck in hushed conversation, cleaning blood from their bayonets, daggers, and an occasional cavalry saber. The deck was itself relatively spacious, but the sprawled bodies and the muted resoluteness of the mercenaries gave Katie a deep feeling of claustrophobia, despite the altitude and open air all around her.

      Katie took a deep breath, her own blood running colder than the Egyptian night wind. She wanted to vomit, run—hell, even jump from this platform to escape the mingled nausea and dread overwhelming her. For the first time in years, she began to doubt herself, doubt why she was here in the first place, doubt she could ever really fit in with this band of cutthroats. Desperately, she looked around for the one face here she knew she could trust.

      “Katie, girl! There ye are!”

      She turned toward the ship’s gangplank. Pushing past the mercenaries clearing the evidence of the recent slaughter was her brother, Sean. He trotted up to her, concern mixed with frustration on his face. “I told ye to wait and come up with the last of the crew and supplies. Why didn’t ye listen ta me?”

      “Did ye do…this?” Katie asked, motioning to the bodies.

      “We need this ship, Katie,” he said, a hint of evasion in his voice. “We want a free Ireland, and this is the key to it.” He gently pulled her chin up with his hand. “I don’t like it either, but the War’s getting worse. Soon, England will be pulled deeper into it.”

      “But…these people… She straightened, looking him in the eye. “Yer better than this. We’re better⁠—”

      “Did ye think they’d just let us take their leviathan?” he said, cutting her off. “Listen, I need ye to focus. We’re in with dangerous people, and we’re both valued on how useful we are. I spared ye having to show that usefulness with this,” he said, nodding at the death surrounding them. “But I need ye in the engine room, doing what yer told. Promise me that.”

      Sean’s voice carried a slight hint of desperation, more than the usual older brother’s concern. These were dangerous people, driven by two of the most dangerous motives; money and nationalism, depending on who you asked.

      Katie stared at her brother for a long moment, then nodded. This seemed to placate him, and his pale features softened. “Come on.” He motioned toward the leviathan.

      As she walked up the gangplank, Katie saw the name of the vessel emblazoned near the bow. “The Ardenté.”

      Sean shook his head. “Not anymore.”

      Katie and her brother boarded the vessel. It was a destroyer, large to be sure, but small in comparison to other, more massive cruisers and battleships. This was probably an Indomito-class vessel, that relied upon speed and maneuverability over massive firepower and bulky armor.

      The brother and sister passed through a hatch into a large situation room. Crewmen dashed to and fro, prepping the vessel and finishing the last of the ghastly cleanup, smatterings of a half-dozen languages being spoken among them. There were a few more bodies Katie tried very hard not to notice, along with what appeared to be the former captain. Instead, she chose to focus on the prepping of the ship.

      In the center of the room stood two German officers, deep in conversation. One Katie instantly recognized as the captain, as she had seen him delivering orders during the week she’d worked with his crew.

      The other never seemed to speak to anyone but the captain. He wore no uniform save a German crest on his long coat. He smoked constantly, and had a leather attaché case slung over his shoulder. In the few times Katie had seem him, he never looked any different, cigarette, coat, or case.

      Sean made to steer Katie away, but the captain noticed their presence and crossed the area to intercept them. “Guten abend, Fräulein.”

      “Kapitän Müller,” Sean interceded. “Allow me to introduce my sister, Katie Walsh.”

      “Hello, Captain,” Katie said, unable to produce the German pronunciations at the moment.

      Müller smiled. “It is not often a leviathan sails with a woman onboard, particularly one so recommended for her skills such as yourself,” he stated in thickly-accented English. “I trust you will have no troubles fitting in, ja?”

      Katie looked him square in the eye, finding the correct reply, “Nein, Herr Kapitän!”

      “Excellent.” The captain nodded. “Sean, please escort your sister to the engine room and have her report to Chief Engineer Sprecher. We must be underway before the dawn light betrays us.”

      “Jawohl, Kapitän!” Sean said with a crisp salute.

      As they turned to head aft to the engine room, Kapitän Müller added, “Oh, and Fräulein Katie? Welcome aboard the Geisterwölfe.”
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        HMS Hadrian

        Over the English Channel

        20 Kilometers Off Plymouth

        February 6th, 1915

      

      

      These orders are dammed irregular, to be sure.

      Captain Patrick Davis read the missive, coming directly from the Admiralty in London, for what must have been the fifth time. Delivered to him sealed from the radio room, the operators therein having confirmed its first tier of authenticity with their code book, and Captain Davis verifying it with his personal code book, they proved the telegram’s legitimacy.

      He stared out his office porthole at the gray rain and winds lashing his vessel, the HML Hadrian. She was one of several vessels recently launched from the shipyards in Croydon, England. The past few years had seen a massive overhaul of the entire British military as the island kingdom worked tirelessly to keep pace with the other ruling powers of Europe, allied or otherwise. Steel, munitions, coal, electrical condensers, copper, brass, and everything else needed to build a massive fleet of leviathans moved from the English countryside to her several shipyards in an unending cycle of sheer mechanized creation, made possible by her people who answered the King’s call to remain the dominant naval power in the world, even if naval now included vessels taking to the skies in greater and greater numbers.

      Indeed, the very face of war itself was changing, and Captain Davis was doing his best to keep pace with that change. He’d enlisted in the Royal Navy as a boy, following a long line of ancestors who served dating back to the Seven Years War. That line, according to his father, was his responsibility to lengthen and maintain now, and that honor to the Empire was also honor to his family.

      Patrick had quickly moved up through the ranks, a combination of his natural abilities and doors opened by his family’s name providing abundant opportunities to prove his worth. Others might have taken it for granted and simply rode their careers out on the coattails and achievements of the betters before them, but Captain Davis keenly felt that pull of history, and worked diligently to wear his captain’s stripes proudly. Seldom had he ever questioned his orders, but those orders usually made sense. These did not, and while he could attempt to find some clarity along the way, he knew haste was required. So, with a mix of curiosity and duty, the captain donned his woolen coat, buttoned it, gave it a sharp tug, and headed to the bridge.

      “Captain on the bridge!” came the call of one of the crew. Surprised salutes followed.

      “As you were,” Davis replied, returning the salute.

      “Captain,” said Commander William Taylor, first officer of the Hadrian and Davis’s long-time friend. “I wasn’t expecting you for another few hours. All is well. We’ve been running battle station drills, and are about to make our turn starboard to cross back over land by way of Plymouth. Trim tanks are to be tested at fourteen hundred. We
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