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Chapter I – Crimean War


Aberash, dressed in white climbed over the piles of bodies, pulling those that clung to life to the buckboard wagons. A fog of blackness from the anguish, fear, and horror of each person’s death invaded her mind. Growing thicker with each death until her sight was near blindness as she performed her duties on the battlefield. Other women, whose white dresses, like hers, were nearly dyed red, searched for the living among the dead. The brave and valiant, whose courage could not be measured in how long they endured the fighting, or by counting the number of dead lying among them, now forgotten and abandoned as their armies marched on. And be they Russian or Ottoman, they were heaped upon the wooden planks of the wagons and taken to a church in the square for treatment.
“Work quickly my sister,” commanded Aberash, “we must save all we can before the night falls.”
“There are so many lying in the fields,” Abagail lamented, “he shall have more than his fill of souls this night.”
Mind your words, sister, they betray your nature. We work side by side with women here. But you are right, we cannot save all these men from Deyhezas. He will grow ever more powerful with each battle fought, and bodies he consumes. However, he gains the most from those he takes alive, so let’s deny him all that we can. Use your powers to quickly find those with even a glimmer of life left in them. It is better they die in our company than here in the wasteland.
The wagons thumped and bumped as the women pulled them over the fallen and delivered another dozen to the already overflowing makeshift hospital. The church held meager supplies of bandages and wooden splints. The women, some maidens and some older, stitched and sewed the men’s wounds. Those Ottomans who could walk joined the line of wounded heading to Balaclava. The Russians headed for Sevastopol, which had already fallen. A Cossack captain caught the attention of Aberash.
“Captain, where is your commander? I need to have words with him.”
The captain laughed through the pain and lifted his mangled arm. His sword locked in his grip, unable to release it, frozen there by the length of time held and the wounds received. Pointing towards the window he said, “You can speak all the words you want, but I’m sure they will do no good. His body was blown apart before my eyes by a cannon ball that struck mere feet from me. Luckily, I was thrown from my horse and only broke this arm. I was able to continue my fight into the city and to this glorious victory.”
“Name the general who commands this regiment. I will speak with him.”
“Careful, nurse,” warned the young captain as he looked around the room. “Asking questions of this nature could get you hanged as a spy.”
“I seek no military information. I want to know where I might find medicine and bandages for your men,” cajoled Aberash.
“You waste your time here, sweet lady. Those that would die here will die, and those that live will die later. But if it makes you feel better, straighten my arm and pull the shot from my leg, and if I am alive come morning, I will take you to my General.”


Smoke from cannon fire caused the morning sun to shine dimly over the battlefield. The moans of the dying quietened to a faint hum. Bodies lay half-buried in pools of blood-drenched mud. White plumes rose slowly from the field and death drifted on the whispering wind, a smell of burnt flesh and gunpowder. Man, and horse disemboweled and scattered over miles was testimony of the madness that had claimed this land. Men too old for battle took to the field scavenging the dead for their worldly possessions. Stripping them of boots, clothes, and coins, then heaping their bodies together and setting them alight.
	Shuza had fallen but at a great cost to Tsar Nicholas Pavlovich. The siege lasted three gory days. Each sunrise a gate flung open and screaming scimitar-waving troops flooded the battlefield as arrows rained down. The Sultan’s knights with razor-sharp crescent-headed spears rode out knowing they charged into Firdaws, never to return to the safety of the walled city.
The Cossacks were swift and outmaneuvered the cannon batteries that defended Shuza. They rode fast and hard from the Black Sea drawing fire on one flank, cannon balls falling short of their ranks. But cannons still caused them to ride through a rainstorm of rocks and debris ejected from the earth by iron balls, stripping more than a few from their horses as effectively as a line of riflemen. The cannon ball screams heralding death to all who approached. They rode a line of certain death that kept the thunder of hooves and iron balls in constant flow like a tide upon the shore. Neither could cease for fear of death washing over their position. This was the plan of the Cossacks, to draw fire, to invite death, to play a devilish game with the Ottomans until it was too late for them to change position.
A second wave attacked from the north, crossing the Alma River under cover of night. The Ottoman soldiers held the city for most of the day, repelling infantry and cavalry charges. Although most of the fighting was in the fields surrounding the city, the heaviest losses on both sides came late in the afternoon when brass guns formed a line to the east of the city. They were smaller, lighter cannons, pulled into place by soldiers. They loaded and fired five-pound balls, not as devastating as the big twelve- and twenty-pound iron balls, but effective. Multiple cannons fired at the same target, then repositioned slightly below and fired another round. The bombardment collapsed the old walls of Shuza and finally the Cossacks charged in. Swords and bayonets turned the streets slick with blood. No retreat was sounded. No surrender offered. The fighting went on until the last man gave his all.

Night drew near and fear rose within Aberash. The black cloud, the specter of doom filled her thoughts. A growing panic, something new to her overtook her being. Abby, where are you?
	I am in the fields with the women. We have found hundreds of men still alive.
	You must get out of there now. He is coming!
	Mother, I am fine. 
[bookmark: _Hlk183974685]Aberash had thought she was well past spawning. Her straight black hair had turned bleached white and now straw-like. The last decades had hardened her once soft creamy skin. And having mated with men for centuries, she knew that another maiden was beyond her, then came Abagail. She kept her by her side at all times, even in this dangerous environment she felt she needed her Abby under her watchful eye. She had lost daughters to the dragons before; it was a pain she could not bear again.
[bookmark: _Hlk183974654]Abby was a little over a hundred years old, she appeared as a sweet little redheaded child but spoke and acted as a woman much older. Maybe that was why the other nurses followed her. They were running back and forth with the most injured men and bandaging those who could be quickly set on their feet again. The horizon was set ablaze by the departing sun. The darkness was coming soon, and she had never faced a dragon. 
I can feel him. This battle is of Deyhezas’ making, he will come to claim his prize, and none he prizes more than us. I can’t lose you. We must get to the Black Sea now, only the water can protect us.


Screams grew louder and filled with terror, flashes of flames were seen from the city walls while a dark figure moved through the field, and the men tried to convince themselves it was battle fatigue. The fires… the result of the countrymen burning the dead to guard against disease. A horror, greater than what any man had faced on the battlefield gripped the hearts and minds of the survivors that night. The brief flickers revealed death, gruesome and wretched, finishing the deeds of men.
	Deyhezas was no apparition brought on by the ravishes of war. He was real flesh and blood drawn to the pain and suffering of war. In the darkness, he sniffed out the living among the dead and slowly ate them bite by tasty bite. He savored the anguish even more than the blood he rolled in and licked from his claws.
	He inhaled the chilling cries and exhaled flames from his snout. Burning both the living and the dead. He reared up, flapping wings that were as long as his body. Great mounds of muscles on his back between three rows of spike vertebrae powered the massive, scaled wings. He was a blur in the smoke-filled sky to the city dwellers for a moment before crashing down again. Deyhezas wallowed in the fields like a pig in slop but stayed away from the city. His horrid roars struck fear throughout the night, but as boastful as he was, he still feared men. He rather feasted on the injured than face the meager number of armed soldiers on the walls. His strength was but a fraction of what it once was, and he knew capture was a real possibility. Especially if Aberash was nearby.
	Deyhezas could sense an inkling of her presence. She had been here. Perhaps, even taken part in the battle. But she could also have others with her, hiding themselves from him. The air held a faint scent of the fishy women, as distinct and desirable as the fear of men in the city, which could be a trap, and he wanted no part of it. The dragon contented himself with a feast of thousands slaughtered for him. How easy it was to push Tsar Nicholas to war.
	Men dreamed simple, and were easily manipulated by goals of land and power. Their shortness of years made them eager to grab at the smallest of triumphs. This had always been their weakness, and he used it to his greatest advantage.
	For centuries, he and his brothers laid in wait for their return to the world. Aberash, the Fool, had brought them back. Now her folly would feed them for an eternity. The world of men had grown too numerous to count. And the sea witches’ numbers had dwindled over the ages. This would be the age of the dragons. This time they would rule the world with flames, and all would suffer.


Aberash and Abigail returned to Shuza at first light. The devastation of the battle was unimaginable. The ghoulish repast of the night was sickening to all who ventured from the city. Bodies towered and burned, just enough to be recognizable as the soldiers who gave their lives for some unknown cause. 
Crimea was a small insignificant country on the Black Sea. A steppingstone for Nicholas on his drive to topple the already weakened Ottoman Empire. He sent his troops on the pretense of freeing the Holy Lands once again.
	Aberash, Abigail, and the captain made their way north through the battlefield on an open buckboard wagon. The two women driving the single horse drawn wagon, the captain in the back on a stretcher moaning from the rough ride. His right arm had two splints, one above the elbow and one below, to set it where it was broken. It was then wrapped tightly against his chest to keep it immobile. The bullet had been pulled from his left leg with steel forceps. Abigail slit the wound another two inches to expose the vein it kicked. Using a thin line of sheep intestine, she carefully stitched it and sewed the wound shut, instead of cauterizing with a red-hot iron as was the usual treatment. He was securely cocooned to the stretcher with bandages for the long miles to the sea. The stretcher was tied to the wagon sides by four short ropes that allowed it to swing a bit to make his journey more bearable. The wagon rocked and bumped as its wheels sank into shelled craters and climbed over charred bodies. Every few feet the wagon would drop sharply as a pile of crisp remains piled three or four high crackled and gave way.
	This is not how we left these poor souls. Abigail had tears streaming down her face. Never had she seen such a sight.
	This was his doing. He left them here like this for us to see. He torments me every moment. Letting me know this was my doing. Confessed Aberash.
	No, you cannot blame yourself. You had no way of knowing the evil they would unleash.
	Oh, but I did. Why should I think eight hundred years or a thousand in darkness would change their hearts?
	“Aggh. If this accursed ride doesn’t kill me then the smell definitely will,” complained Prince Alexander Menshikov, the wounded captain.
	“Abby, go back and tie the captain’s stretcher tight,” said Aberash. “We are nearing the end of the battlefield; we will go to a fast trot.”
 	A snap of the reigns and the white stallion skipped into a faster pace. He too wanted to be free of the smell of death that surrounded them. The buckboard tossed wildly as it crossed the last mounds of desolation. Abigail wrapped one arm around the side railing of the wagon for stability and placed her left hand on the chest of the young prince captain. Her touch soothed and quietened the man.
	His eyes fluttered and stared up at her in a warm gaze. She was but a child, not quite marrying age, but he loved her. Her amber eyes set fire to his heart. Her tender slick pink lips spoke of mysteries she should not have knowledge of, yet for the taking, there they were. Her crimson tresses set his mind aflame with desires.
	Careful, Abby, this man is not at all well.
	I know, Mother, but he suffers so much. I will just ease his pain a little while we make haste to the sea. He may not survive the journey otherwise.


The three were taken aboard the Russian schooner Nikolai II, the flagship of Admiral Vasily Zavoyko. The admiral recognized the prince instantly and ordered his medical staff to take him below. He welcomed the two women into his stateroom for tea and supper. Fresh meat and fruits were laid upon the table, and the admiral was as gracious as he would have been to Queen Victoria. Even though he had no idea who they were or why they were on his ship.
	“I thank you for taking such good care of the Prince. I am to believe he performed exceptionally well in battle… judging from his wounds, of course.”
	“I’m sure he performed his duties with honor and distinction,” Aberash replied politely.
	“Ah, his safe return comes with a price,” the admiral’s face hardened slightly as he locked eyes with Aberash. 
Her eyes, dark, slanted and deeply set, held comforting wisdom that beckoned the Admiral’s attention. She was a mature woman, yet not scarred with the wrinkles of time. A commanding figure but also in distress. “Not a price,” Aberash said softly, “a humble request. Withdraw your troops from the peninsula. Negotiate an amical treaty with Sultan Abdulmecid I.”
	The admiral looked far off into the distance as if he were pondering the possibility. Then his bright blue eyes turned as black as an onyx. His face twisted and his teeth bared. A voice, not his own, spoke from afar. “Did you think it would be as simple as this, Sea Witch?  Merely cast your charms upon this simple man and be done with me. NO! I shall reign a thousand years and a thousand more after your death.”
	“What can you hope to gain from this carnage? Have not enough suffered at your will? I did not free you to reap such havoc on mankind.”
	“FREED ME. Imprisoned me and my brothers you did.” The admiral stood transfixed as the words poured from his mouth. Expressionless and devoid of thought but a passion in his words that were commanded from another. “And this havoc you accuse me of is man’s own doing. I was content with sword and spear, but I awoke to a new scent on the wind. The black powder and sounds of shot… that is what it is called… yes, I like this very much. Mankind has thrived in my absence, why should I not take advantage of progress.”
	“This be not progress!” screamed Aberash. “You will cast humanity back a thousand years. Back to the Dark Ages with this madness.”
	A knock on the door broke the admiral’s trance, “Yes. Enter.”
	“Begging the Admiral’s pardon,” announced the ship’s chief surgeon with a queer look on his face, “but the Prince requests the company of Florence Nightingale.”
	“Who?” All three asked in unisons.
	“Well, he said the girl who sings like the nightingales of Florence. I am assuming he’s speaking of the maiden.”
Mind what you say and do aboard this ship.
Worry not for me, Mother. I will be on my guard. I fear for you, though, I sense the pain growing inside you. Don’t be taken in by his words.

			
Abigail went below to the captain. His words were a mixture of gibberish and slurred lewd advances. The doctors informed the girl the Prince had a large dose of a new form of opium called heroin to alleviate his pain. They were amazed at how clean his wounds were and the precision of the setting of his arm. She left little for them to do except deal with the pain the best they could. “His arm should heal completely,” the doctor commented. 
	She told them how to sew together arteries and veins to stop the loss of blood. Better ways to immobilize their patients to help with the healing process. And most importantly, boil their instruments before and after each use. She spoke with such authority they thought she was born a doctor. They thanked the young girl whose name would spread as Florence Nightingale.


[bookmark: _Hlk187444570]The prince healed and returned to lead a regiment of fifteen hundred infantry, Cossacks, and gunnery brigades. Prince Alexander learned a lot at Shuza, especially that fixed cannons were useless. He commissioned iron guns mounted on wagons drawn by a team of horses. The large cannons fired twelve or twenty-pound balls for assaults on fortified positions. The lighter brass cannons with their own wagon wheels could be maneuvered easily by a three-man gunnery crew. The cannoneers, as he called his three men gunners, loaded and fired a five-pound bag of shot. He deployed these forces against the enemy’s mounted troops and infantry, with great effectiveness. Clouds of lead spread before the charging troops killing and wounding many of them. A fine mist of blood rose in the ranks of the enemy. His cannoneers shredded the Sultan’s lines and battle plans.
	Alexander’s advances in the Crimea came to a stalemate when Britain, France, and Sardinia allied with the Sultan. Thousands more troops flooded the war zone. The fighting was fierce. The blood flowed like a raging river across the land. Abigail, by orders of the prince, was not to be harmed. The combatants recognized the tents with the red crosses as safe zones on the battlefield. Florence Nightingale and her nurses were seen racing across the battlefield to ferry away the wounded. The Turkish medical forces, demarked by the red crescent, were given the same courtesies on the battlefield. Although these women in white were not targeted, many fell as a bullet knows no friend.
	Prince Alexander captured the guns of the Turks at Balaclava and was preparing to retreat with his bounty. The British commander, Lord Cardigan, gave orders to his lieutenant to send the Light Brigade after the Prince’s retreat.
The assault needs to include all the valley.
The lieutenant ordered the mounted troops to make a frontal attack against a heavy artillery battery across the valley. The horses poured down into the valley led by the Lieutenant. Six hundred men with swords drawn followed. It was pure suicide, and all knew it, but no one refused the order.
	Clouds of black smoke spread over the valley. A gathering storm of annihilation formed before all eyes. Cannon balls whistled through the air and crashed down on the British forces. Thunder rang like church bells in the valley calling the doomed souls to judgement. Chunks of metal and rock ripped flesh from horses and their riders. But they never stopped. None turned back, they continued the charge with feverish obedience. They rode towards an unattainable victory ignoring undeniable defeat. A few made it across what was to become known as The Valley of Death. Badly outnumbered at ride’s end they were captured or killed.
	This is your doing, Deyhezas. When will enough be enough?
	This is not by my command, Sea Witch, although I do enjoy the sight. I thank my brother, Vargrerot, for this feast of humanity. 
Her Majesty is young and easily fooled by her military. We shall feed well this night, brothers.


The slaughter of the British Light Brigade only convinced the Queen she needed to commit more troops to the Crimean War. The French increased their efforts in support. Ships crossed the Black Sea from the Sea of Marmara. Their guns pounded the port cities around the Black Sea and troops marched into Russia.
The Russian navy was put to the test as Admiral Zavoyko tried to run a blockade of Tagarog. Three steam-powered frigates and the Nikolai sailed into the center of the British and French lines. Aberash was aboard the English ship, The Victory. She had been tracking the Tsar for months and had finally found him aboard the admiral’s flagship. She knows this is her chance, her only chance to bring the war to an end. They must capture Nicholas and force him to sign a treaty.
Do not engage the frigates. Give them a wide berth. She commands Admiral James, and he obeys. The frigates’ guns light up the night sea and their flashes give away the Nikolai’s position. Aim high at her black sails. We must disable her and cut her off from the escorts. Once she falls behind, we must board her at all cost.
The battle was as costly as any that was fought on land. The frigates’ steam-powered paddlewheels allowed them to advance and fall back to protect the Nikolai. The sea was ablaze as ships both steamed and sailed were on fire near the Russian port. Twice, marines tried to board the Nikolai. First a French vessel rammed her, and her men repelled the crew with riffle fire and bayonets by forming a double line along her gunwale. Then the English destroyed her three masts leaving her dead in the water. But instead of abandoning ship, the Russian sailors took to the sword. Steel lightning flashed throughout the night. Clashing of swords mixed with screams of pain. Blood rain soaked the wooden decks. The English sailors finally set fire to the ship and left without the Tsar.
As the sun rose most of the British-French fleet had sunk. The three Russian frigates did no better and were going down slowly. Their massive boilers kept them partially afloat until they blew apart. Aberash abandoned the steam-powered frigate, The Victory, when a cannonball crashed through the boiler room spreading fiery hot coals across her bowels. She ended up on a French sloop with no sail. 
The sea was littered with sailors. All floating and mixed together. Very few longboats had survived the fight and were fishing men from the water and bringing them to shore. Nicholas was not among them, neither the living, nor the dead. Aberash saw the dragon clearly in the flames swop in and carry him off. Deyhezas did not rescue the Tsar. He made sure Aberash would not get her peace treaty.
Tsar Nicholas I was found several days later, dead in a small village not far from Tagarog. His body was broken in many places, laying among the granite tombstones in a courtyard of a local church. It was obvious to Aberash and Abby the dragon simply dropped him to his death. Officially, it was reported he died at home in his bed, a victim of the weather and the sickness it caused.
You failed again, Sea Witch. This wretched piece of flesh was sailing to make a peace offering. Had you not attacked… Well, I will leave you to ponder that fate.
  Aberash returned to the Black Sea, the weight of Deyhezas words clinging to her like the smell of rotting flesh. This war was not being fought neither for power nor control, not by the humans nor by the dragons. This war, like so many in the past decades, was being fought for nothing more than an ideology. It was a war that could never be won. Men weren’t trying to win; they wanted to prove themselves right. Their way of thinking was better than the other’s. Their form of governance was the only right way to live.
The dragons weren’t looking for victory either. They were unleashing men’s most vile and evil nature against themselves. Aberash felt that maybe the dragons were right. Perhaps, men had come to this of their own accord. Sure, they had a hand in pushing them into war, but they didn’t have to push very hard. These dark thoughts drove out the light from Aberash’s eyes. They dragged her down into the cold emptiness of the Black Sea. She lost all hope of ending this war. Perhaps, unwittingly or not, she knew when she returned the dragons to this world, the disease that plagued mankind would be eradicated in the only way it could, by the all-consuming light of the dragon’s fire.
If this was to be the fate of the world, she wished to be no part of it. She sank deep into the darkness. Away from the voices of dragons, away from the battle cries of men, even away from the songs of her sisters. She sank down into the dark of nothingness and out of this world.  

