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    Every year, without fail, the Ottoman Empire sends out its armies of Muslim slavers to collect the blood tax, a brutal ritual of kidnapping children, throwing them into cages, brainwashing them into serving as soldiers, sex slaves, or menial laborers, and ruthlessly cutting down anyone who stands against them. 
 
    The land of Wallachia lies near Ottoman lands, and is subject to the dreaded blood tax. Voivod Dracul, descendant of Basarab I, founder of Wallachia, is forced to give two of his sons to the Sultan to live as hostages and ensure his loyalty. Young Vlad rebels against the oppressive environment, and nearly gives in to despair until a legendary freedom fighter, Skanderbeg of Albania, teaches him the benefit of biding his time until he becomes strong enough to truly fight for his dream. 
 
    Despite the constant threat of death hanging over Vlad and young Radu, the eldest son of Dracul, Mircea, joins a crusade to free Bulgaria from Ottoman rule. The Hungarian White Knight, Janos Hunyadi, leads the crusade from one victory to the next. But the crusaders learn that young Sultan Mehmet has stepped down so that the old Sultan, Murad, can lead his armies, albeit reluctantly. At Varna, near the coast of the Black Sea, the alliance of European crusaders is crushed beneath the overwhelming might of indoctrinated janissaries. Ladislaus, King of both Hungary and Poland, leads a final charge against the fanatics. When he is slain, his head is presented as a trophy to Sultan Murad, who mounts it on a spear and places it before the gates of Edirne, capital of the Empire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Slave Soldier 
 
      
 
    Konstantin and Dalibor crouched and tried to make themselves as small as possible. Dalibor was only nine years old, and small for his age, but Konstantin was a little bigger, so he prayed that the rotting tree trunk would be enough to conceal them. Konstantin’s eyes darted around the forest floor, hoping to find a weapon of some sort, perhaps a sharp stick, but nothing stood out. He saw only faded orange leaves. He wondered if he should spread them over himself and his friend. Just as he reached for a handful, he heard the crack of dead leaves. 
 
    His heart was already pounding, but it doubled in ferocity. He had been running for a long time, and was out of breath, but held his breath so he wouldn’t be heard. He felt as if he was drowning. Again he heard the crack of leaves, then someone speaking. A man. 
 
    Dalibor turned to him, his blue eyes held wide. Konstantin slowly raised a finger to his lips. The footsteps drew nearer… then passed them by. 
 
    Have we done it? Konstantin wondered. Did we really get away? 
 
    Konstantin’s gaze fixed on a small blue-gray pebble lying next to a dull orange leaf, its edges curled to reveal a layer of dark brown. He was afraid that if he stirred, or even moved his eyes, he would be found and taken. He would give anything to remain in Serbia. In his mind he prayed, not daring to move his lips as he asked to go back to his little home next to the stream, where his mother and father waited for him. 
 
    Is father still alive? Konstantin suddenly thought. 
 
    Just as his mind wandered, he heard an explosion of dead leaves - then there was shouting, the strange words of slavers, and powerful hands grabbed him and Dalibor and hauled them from their hiding place. 
 
    *** 
 
    They were thrown down on the hard-packed earth near the other boys, and Konstantin was horrified to see that not one of them had managed to get away when they had all run from their captors. The mere sight of their captors was enough to send panic rushing through his veins. The men looked like monsters, demons from hell dressed in animal skins and strange robes. They had dark faces and black eyes, their filthy bearded heads decorated with horns or wings. They spoke either with grunts or a strange tongue that was surely not of this world. Konstantin heard Dalibor screaming and, turning, he caught a glimpse of him being whipped by one of the slavers, a large man who had his knee pressed into the little boy’s back. Only later did Konstantin realize he should have done something. As it was, his arms and legs were limp, his body drained of all strength. He knew only fear, a sickening sense of constantly falling from a great height. 
 
    A wagon ground to a halt nearby. He saw that it was topped with a large cage. The Turkish slavers shouted at the Serbian boys. A man with a long, thin pole whipped a boy about the shoulders, then pointed at the open cage. The boys rose and were herded into the cage, their heads and shoulders tucked as if in constant fear of another blow. 
 
    Once they were inside, the iron gate swung shut with nightmarish finality. Across a field of tall green grass, Konstantin watched a slaver on horseback approach. He shouted at their group, and the other slavers immediately turned and argued with him, each man shouting at the same time. To Konstantin, it sounded as if the men were about to fight and kill one another. He felt a twinge of hope in his breast. Perhaps they were debating whether or not to set everyone free. He clasped his hands together, desperately hoping that he would soon see his mother, and his little home. 
 
    He could not yet speak Turkish, but the djanbazan were debating no such thing. One of them had seen a young, fair-haired Serbian girl rushed into the woods by her father and older brother. The Turk had pursued and killed the father, but had lost the child. His comrades were angry at him for losing a child that could have fetched a high price as a sex slave, but their anger did not last long. Their wagon was filled with future soldiers that the Sultan would gladly buy with gold. 
 
    *** 
 
    Taken out of Serbia, hauled across fallen Bulgaria, then handed off to other men and shipped across the Aegean Sea and carted across a strange, dusty wasteland, the boys found themselves in Egrigoz Fortress. The guards who ran the fort had little patience with them, shoving them from one cleaning duty to the next, and beating them for any infraction. The boys were taught the Turkish tongue, and even the rudiments of reading and writing. 
 
    They found out that there were many noble sons in the same fortress with them, hostages who were given far better treatment than they were. Slave boys were given millet to eat, and slept on bundles in a dark room. The noble sons, it seemed, were given good meals, and beds in a warm room that even had a window which could be opened. Once the slave boys’ cleaning duties became routine, the guards eased up on their punishment, but they let them know that their living conditions could not be made any better because of the noble boys. How could the guards give the slave boys better food and beds, when the noble boys demanded it all for themselves? 
 
    This was how Dalibor became entangled in the constant bullying and factional power games, and because Dalibor took part, so did Konstantin. He always wondered why Dalibor didn’t simply put his head down, and keep to himself. Perhaps it was because he was small. He was a natural target for bullies, Konstantin reasoned, and so it made him combative. Konstantin stuck close to his friend because he wanted to keep him safe, but he didn’t like getting involved. 
 
    When a Turkish boy who had a grudge against the hostages led them against a Wallachian named Vlad, Konstantin had planned on staying in the rear of their little group. He was surprised to see that Vlad had quite a few more boys on his side than Konstantin was led to believe. Worse, the Wallachian was quick to fight back, but once Konstantin followed Dalibor into the fight, all of their tough-talking allies were nowhere to be found. 
 
    Within only a few moments, Vlad’s friends were sitting on little Dalibor, who was shrieking like a wild animal. Konstantin was not even sure what language the nobles spoke, and could not have surrendered and helped his friend even if he’d wanted to. The Wallachian was all over him, moving faster than he could see, and threw him against a large decorative jar and pushed him to the ground. As Vlad straddled him and held a jagged piece of the jar to his face, Konstantin felt fear as he hadn’t felt since he was thrown into a cage. The Wallachian’s eyes seemed to be burning, his face a twisted mask of something powerful and inhuman. He heard his friend Dalibor scream and scream, his throat surely worn raw as the sharp edge pressed against Konstantin’s face - then a large shadow fell on them, and an adult mercifully tore the enraged Wallachian off of him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blamed for the fight, a janissary recruiter visiting the fort was quick to take Konstantin and Dalibor. They feared stepping into a cage once again, and they did not want to be taken somewhere worse, but the recruiter and his assistants let them ride on top of camels. Konstantin began to enjoy tending the strange beasts out in the wild, but Dalibor became sullen and withdrawn, and when he would speak, it was only to say what he would have done to the noble hostages if given one more chance. It seemed to Konstantin that the story was changing in his friend’s mind the further they went from the fort. Konstantin never remembered the hostages picking on them first, but then again, perhaps they did. 
 
    The boys found themselves in a green land once again, and the recruiter left them at a military training ground, though Konstantin did not understand the place when he first saw it. It was like a small town built on the river, and within sight of Edirne, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. Most of the town was made of large tents all laid out in neat rows, and the tent-city was occupied entirely by men. Not one single woman lived there, nor did any come near the place. The soldiers wore very colorful, well-made robes and outfits that were durable enough to be worn in the wilderness. They looked like lords in their strange uniforms, their gazes unwavering and intimidating.  
 
    “This will be your new home,” said the recruiter, turning to leave as he pointed the boys in the general direction of a stone fortress. 
 
    “Sir,” said Konstantin, “why do many of these men look like Christians?” 
 
    The recruiter shook his head. “That’s because they were once slaves like you. But they have become something more.” 
 
    Little Dalibor turned to look at the man. “Something more?” 
 
    “They are Muslim. They are janissaries. Now they serve the will of Allah, and nothing is impossible for them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Konstantin carried large bundles of new clothes to each soldier in the camp, running as fast as he could despite the bundles seeming to grow heavier throughout the day. 
 
    Konstantin’s new chores became the focus of his life. He had no parents save the men who trained to fight, and so it was easy to fall into the mentality of the camp, desperate to please the masters and perhaps be accepted and shown some kindness. The little camp at the end of the world became his entire world, and Dalibor’s as well. Memories of any other home grew dim. Eventually, it seemed strange that poor farmers with only a few rusty weapons could ever hope to stand up to an empire that had an entire town filled with well-fed soldiers who lived only to fight the enemies of Islam. Why would they even try? 
 
    Konstantin pushed his way through the entrance to a large tent. He was shocked to see Dalibor lying on a mound of pillows. Dalibor was covered with a blanket, but Konstantin could see that he had no shirt on. 
 
    “Dalibor?” said Konstantin. “What are you doing in here? Aren’t you supposed to be cleaning blades? You’ll get in trouble if-” 
 
    A man with a large mustache revealed himself from behind a curtain, tightening the sash at his waist. Konstantin’s tongue froze in his mouth as the eyes of the high-ranking janissary commander fell on him. 
 
    “What is it?” the man asked. 
 
    “D-delivering clothes, sir. R-replacement… garments…” 
 
    “Put them over there.” 
 
    Konstantin felt extremely uncomfortable as he made his way over to a chest, each step feeling awkward and drawn out in time. He could not understand why his friend was resting in such a strange place, and why he was not in trouble for doing so. As Konstantin laid the clothing on top of the chest, he caught Dalibor’s eye. His eyes were red and swollen, and he had a strained expression on his face.  
 
    “He’s fine,” said the man. “You may go now.” 
 
    Konstantin bowed and made his way toward the tent flap. He hesitated, then turned to look. The janissary was still staring at him. Slowly the man smiled, then said, “Don’t worry, your friend isn’t in trouble. He was simply polishing my blade.” 
 
    Konstantin nodded, then left. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dalibor explained to Konstantin that they could only go so far if all they did was clean or fetch gear. Dalibor told his friend that they had an opportunity here. They didn’t have to be victims of circumstance, unable to control where they were born and what class they occupied. 
 
    “If we become Muslim, and choose to serve the Sultan,” said Dalibor, “then we can become like these janissaries. All the world fears them.” 
 
    “If you want to do it,” said Konstantin, “then I’ll follow.” 
 
    “We have to be ready to risk our lives. Are you sure you’re up to it? That’s the only thing that separates slaves like us from people like them.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid to fight!” 
 
    So it was that the two boys agreed to the plan, and went before the master of the camp. Several janissaries fell silent as the boys entered. Dalibor told the master of their intentions, and they were accepted with unexpected warmth. All fear left Konstantin as the usually-intimidating men embraced them and accepted them as equals. The boys bowed before a red banner covered in the names of janissaries, listened to an old man in a robe speak about the true nature of Allah and his Prophet, then they were given new names. 
 
    “You shall now be called Nadir,” the master of the camp said to Konstantin. “Your old life, your old home, your old King, your old god, all of those things are now wiped away. Here you have a new family, a new home, a new Emperor, and Allah.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir!” 
 
    Turning to his friend Dalibor, the master of the camp said, “You, too, are now a new man. You shall be called Sehzade. This is the new name that is given to you. Now, what are your names?” 
 
    “Sehzade, sir!” said his friend. 
 
    “... Nadir, sir!” 
 
    “Good. You are now janissaries. Your training begins immediately, if Allah is willing.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sehzade had always had the feeling that Nadir was holding him back, always cautioning him about getting hurt. Now Sehzade lived in a world where he could push himself as hard as possible, without holding back, and it would only elevate him in the eyes of others. He may have been young and small, but he could always outrun and outfight the other boys. The trainers always knew his name. 
 
    He and Nadir began to grow apart.  
 
    *** 
 
    One day an adult janissary was chosen to undergo surgery for the removal of a certain organ so that the nature of his character would be improved. Sehzade and Nadir were chosen to assist with handling the implements while several men held the patient down. Sehzade would never forget the moment when the surgeon picked his sharp iron instrument out of the fire, and the fear hit the patient. The man was a tall, strong janissary, usually completely fearless, but his naked body began to shake on the table and he strained against the leather bit in his mouth. The other men laid their weight on him and held him down. The smell of sweat, and perhaps something else, sharp and pungent, hit Sehzade in the face. He stood at attention beside the surgeon and watched, fascinated, as the hot blade pierced the man’s side and traced a long, thin line, first white, then red. 
 
    “Towel,” said the surgeon, and Sehzade quickly placed a wet towel against the man’s side to catch the blood running down. Sehzade felt a commotion by his side, then saw that Nadir had fainted, and was lying on the floor of the tent. 
 
    “Bowl!” the surgeon said angrily, and Sehzade quickly knelt, took the bowl from Nadir, and had it ready for the surgeon before anyone else could move. He watched the surgeon’s fingers disappear into the man’s side. He suddenly remembered a fish being cleaned by his father long ago, then the patient gave a moan that turned into a pitiful sigh, and he ceased struggling. The surgeon pulled his hand out of the man, and a small piece of purple meat covered in a clear liquid slapped against the inside of the bowl. Sehzade felt as if he was holding a small offering to a god. 
 
    “Spleen is out,” said the surgeon. “Good job, lad. Nerves of steel!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Because of his behavior during the surgery, Sehzade was chosen to assist two janissaries who often dispatched those who did not faithfully serve the Sultan. He was twelve years old. He stood by and carried equipment and watched as the two janissaries strangled men, or dragged them into alleys and stabbed them to death, or dragged victims to the heavily trafficked front gate of Edirne and impaled or crucified them. Many, many times Sehzade saw how a man’s face, or even an adulterous woman’s face, seemed to come alive just at the moment before death, the senses overwhelmed by physical pain and, most likely, the understanding that their sins had caught up with them and would go with them before Allah. Sehzade found that moment of horror fascinating. No more easy smiles or sly looks. For them, only jerking, spasmodic, open-mouthed agony. 
 
    One cold winter night, Sehzade waited just inside the gate and tended a fire as the two janissaries waited for a particular pair of noble boys to enter the city. They had orders to chop their heads off at the front gate, where Sehzade had watched them cram sharpened stakes up the rectums of infidel warriors just the other day. He wanted to ask the two men if it would be possible to put stakes up the noble boys’ rectums as well, but the two men were mostly uncommunicative and distant, and they did not like reinterpreting orders. But that was a shame, he thought, because it would be interesting to see the effect of a sharpened stake on the body of a boy perhaps his own age. 
 
    When the victims finally fell into their clutches, Sehzade felt as if he himself had just taken a stake to the rear. One of the boys who was slated for execution was none other than the boy who had beaten Nadir so badly, back when they were in Egrigoz. Sehzade would never forget how the Wallachian thug’s cronies had held him down and made him watch as his friend was tortured! 
 
    Sehzade watched as a series of messengers ran back and forth, troubling over whether this boy should die, or that one, or who should be blinded and who should be killed outright. He focused his hatred on the older boy, Vlad, as the little fearless brute stared up at the dead infidels on their stakes. 
 
    Won’t you cry? thought Sehzade. Won’t you cry? Damn you! If only the Sultan would allow it… I would make you cry! 
 
    Time passed as a fire was prepared, and still the boy did not move or cry or show any sign at all that he knew his eyes would soon be melted out of his skull. Sehzade shook as the winter air raked claws across his skin, but he did not feel cold. His hands were gripped into fists at his sides as white-hot hatred burned in his chest. 
 
    You attacked us! We were slaves, the lowest of the low, and you attacked us! It wasn’t enough for you to simply be born better than us! No, cruelty and torture, that’s what you wanted! 
 
    And that’s what you’ll get, you Christian dog! 
 
    Finally the iron rod was hot, and as the two janissaries held the boy and leaned him back, Sehzade saw his body go limp. At first he was disappointed, thinking that the noble brat had passed out, then he noticed that his eyes were wide, held upward to the stars. He seemed fully awake, fully alive, despite the fact that he was about to be cast into a world of eternal darkness. 
 
    Then another messenger came, and the janissaries were made to release the boy. He was unhurt, his pride intact, chest puffed out and holding his head high as he prepared to enter the city like a conqueror. 
 
    This is the city of the Sultan, thought Sehzade, and instead of this boy being dragged through the streets by a horse, his bones broken as his legs are beaten with canes, he is actually being allowed to turn the city into his own personal chamber pot! 
 
    *** 
 
    “Roll onto your back, sir,” said the boy, “and I’ll massage your front.” 
 
    As the years passed, Sehzade grew, and was no longer a runt. His training intensified, turning his body into a living weapon. Having older men shout at him, just as he shouted at younger boys, each forging the other into a hard link in a chain, became normal routine for him. It was decided that he should learn the charge, the great fighting technique of the janissary infantry. It was the janissary philosophy of war that formations were for a lower order of soldiers, men too weak to stand and fight, and had to cower in lines behind heavy shields. For the janissaries, battles were won by waiting for a weakness - a gap in a shield wall, a hole blown in a stone fortress - and then the strongest men would charge into the gap, enduring a hail of arrows and spears for the chance to get close enough to cripple the enemy with a deathblow. Only the most fanatical troops, those with Allah in their heart and the Sultan screaming in their belly, were allowed to stand with those appointed to make the charge. 
 
    Sehzade had pushed himself until he was finally able to stand with those who would, one day, be allowed to make the charge. But he was sore, always sore, always tired. 
 
    “The muscles on your belly are so tense!” said Lutfi, the slave masseur. “Let me work that out for you, sir. Your muscles are as hard as rocks. And what’s this? There’s one very large muscle here that also seems to be as hard as a rock…” 
 
    Sehzade smiled to himself. He had been told that those who took part in the charge, and proved they could survive and kill the enemy, also had their first pick of the male captives. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Lutfi is mine! How dare you dogs come in here, lining up for his attention! How dare you?!” 
 
    Sehzade hurried his pace as he heard shouting down the hall, near the entrance to the massage parlor usually frequented by janissaries. 
 
    “Idiot!” That was the voice of Sehzade’s captain. “Lutfi belongs to all of us! If anything, he should live in camp with us. He doesn’t want anything to do with you! Wait, what is that you’ve got there? A gift?!” 
 
    Sehzade entered just as his captain smacked a bundle of flowers out of the other janissary’s hand. Sehzade didn’t know the newcomer - he must have been a recruit stationed within Edirne, where Sehzade and his comrades were visiting. 
 
    The newcomer stared in horror as his flowers hit the ground, orange petals scattering to land on the captain’s boots. 
 
    “You… those were for our Lutfiye… you…!” 
 
    Other janissaries walked in the door, and immediately froze. Seeing that their own comrade was near tears, their hands went to their weapons. Just then the newcomer’s eyes settled on Sehzade. 
 
    “Is Lutfi back there?” he shouted. “Where is he?!” 
 
    Sehzade smiled. “Your boy-love is back there. But let’s just say… he may be too tired to see you. Perhaps you’d like to reschedule your massage?” 
 
    With a terrifying shriek the other janissaries drew their swords, then one of Sehzade’s comrades crashed into them with his shield. Sehzade drew his own sword, ducked his head, and charged. So began a civil war among the janissaries over the love of a slave boy. 
 
    *** 
 
    One massage parlor drenched in blood could be covered up, but when fighting broke out in the streets of Edirne shortly thereafter, something had to be done. The dilemma of how to handle the lovesick slave-soldiers fighting over a beautiful slave boy travelled up the hierarchy, further and further, because nobody wanted to say “no” to the unstoppable janissaries. 
 
    *** 
 
    The janissaries knelt before Sultan Murad in a large open courtyard within the vast royal palace. Torchlight glinted off scimitars and rings as each soldier held perfect stillness and made no sound, their discipline unshakeable before Allah’s representative. 
 
    “This morning,” said the Sultan, his clear voice echoing over the crowd, “I woke to hear that my own janissaries were fighting amongst themselves.” The Sultan covered his eyes with a hand and turned his face away, a slow and theatrical gesture. The silken sheets hanging from his pavilion stirred in a slight breeze. Slowly he turned back to them, and his eyes blazed beneath his heavy turban. “Do you know the pain of a father who hears that his sons are fighting? Do you know how the heart quavers, how the bowels come loose, when a man is told that his sons are killing one another in the streets?” 
 
    Sultan Murad softened his gaze. “I know it is not your fault. It is not your fault, my janissaries! Allah, as a test, placed a boy among you who was more beautiful than it was your right to gaze upon. You were putty in his hands… but, my sons, fear not. I have come up with an ingenious solution. I have found a way to stop my sons from fighting.” 
 
    Sultan Murad cleared his throat, then stood tall and looked down on his soldiers. “I have had this slave boy hanged. You can find his body before the front gates of Edirne. He will worry you no more, and you can look upon him whenever you desire. Now embrace one another, my sons. I am sending you to Serbia. Our loyal vassal, Durad Brankovic, has warned us of Hungarian crusaders coming to us through Serbia. I cannot allow this to happen! Show them what happens to those who do not bow meekly! Show them, my sons, to whom Allah has given the world!” 
 
    Sultan Murad stepped down from the pavilion, and the janissaries placed their faces on the ground as he passed by. 
 
    Sehzade felt as if the feet of the Sultan had walked over him as he passed, crushing his ribs, destroying his insides. So that was it. Lutfi was dead. 
 
    The Sultan knows we could kill him, he thought, shocked by his own thought. And yet he walks by us, without fear. That is why he is Sultan! That is why he rules the world! 
 
    And that is why his son Mehmet has stepped down… 
 
    As the janissaries rose and slowly filed out of the courtyard, many of them had faces wet with tears. Between the two sides of those who quarreled over Lutfi’s affection, a few were willing to shake hands and offer a few quiet words, but most simply left the courtyard and went their own way. 
 
    As Sehzade made his way into a darkened, narrow hallway leading out of the courtyard, his thoughts were racing. It was only beginning to sink in that the Sultan had said they were going to Serbia, to fight. He knew that Serbia was his homeland, though it was difficult to remember. It was as if another person had been born there, and grew, and had a life, but only a corpse had been taken to Ottoman lands. Or, at best, a shell of a person. Sehzade had grown out of that shell. He was no longer Serbian, but a Muslim, a servant of the Sultan. Still, it would be interesting to return to that place. 
 
    It will be good to show them what I have become, he thought, his hand unconsciously straying to the hilt of his scimitar. 
 
    “Sehzade.” 
 
    His captain suddenly tapped him on the shoulder, and drew him aside from the others in the hallway. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “The Grand Vizier wants to see you. He’s back in the courtyard.” 
 
    Sehzade hesitated. He was not sure what this could be about, and he was uncomfortable with leaving his unit and going alone. Was he to be singled out for punishment? That did not exactly seem fair to him. Though he had been among those who fought and killed in the streets of Edirne, he had really only joined in because his brothers were involved. Lutfi had been beautiful, but as far as Sehzade was concerned, there were others more or less like him. Still, his brothers had been offended, so he’d been more than willing to consider the sex slave’s love as territory worth fighting for. 
 
    Sehzade bowed his head and made his way back to the courtyard. There he saw Grand Vizier Halil Pasha, a short, rotund little man in very fine violet robes that almost sparkled in the torchlight. He stood on the pavilion conferring with his aides. Sehzade approached, then settled down on his knees before the Grand Vizier. 
 
    While Sehzade waited, he imagined Lutfi hanging by his neck in the square before the front gate. Would his face be pale and smooth, as it was in life, or was it now purple and bloated? Did his tongue stick out, the meat now dry and dark? Sehzade wondered about these things as he waited. 
 
    “You are Sehzade?” said Halil, gesturing for his aides to leave. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Good. You have special orders. You will not be going to Serbia with the others.” 
 
    Sehzade felt a jolt run through his belly. For a moment his eyes went up to the Grand Vizier’s face, then he placed them back down on the man’s feet once again. 
 
    “You will go to Wallachia instead. You will provide protection for a small force that is being put together.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Sehzade spoke. “Sir, may I ask why?” 
 
    “There has been an incident in Wallachia. Your devotion to the Sultan, to the words of the Prophet, and to the way of the sword, may be necessary for a resolution.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Brasov Dinner Party 
 
      
 
    1447 AD 
 
    Three years after the Battle of Varna. 
 
      
 
    “First, Dracul throws the White Knight in a dungeon,” said Gabriela. “Janos Hunyadi, in chains! Then Dracul invites a small army of boyars to stand trial. Which means my husband had to sit and listen to Dracul complain about his various problems, how he sacrificed his children to butchers to prove his loyalty to the Christian cause, and so on, and so forth. Then he had a sudden change of heart and made a big show of letting Hunyadi out of his cell.” Gabriela Rosu rolled her eyes, enjoying the attention of everyone around her at the dinner party. 
 
    “It’s a wonder Hunyadi didn’t kill Dracul on the spot!” said Albu. 
 
    “Or at least pick him up and spank him,” said Gabriela, smiling as the table erupted into laughter. 
 
    In the Transylvanian town of Brasov, a group of powerful and influential boyars had gathered for a party. Wallachian boyars living near the border also came to the town tucked away in the mountains. Though the dinner was meant to be a chance for boyars across borders to discuss mutual financial enterprises, memories were long for past grievances, and it seemed natural for Wallachians and Transylvanians to segregate themselves. 
 
    Gabriela Rosu, wife of Ion Rosu, sat at the end of the main table, which meant that she was unfortunately not at the center of the party, but it also meant that she was not relegated to the very end, always leaning forward to see what the more important people were saying. She considered that she had married as well as she could. She was a Saxon with shining blond hair, and she had beauty and breeding enough to marry anyone she chose. Her wealthy husband Ion currently had his face down in a turkey leg, his elbows splayed on the table, seemingly unaware that his wife was entertaining everyone else as he only waited for a gap in conversation so he could talk about the iron and alloy market. 
 
    There were not only boyars sitting near her, but also the three Danesti brothers, rivals for the title of Voivod of Wallachia living in comfortable exile in Transylvania. It was exciting for her to think that the rivals of the Voivod her husband often complained about were sitting just across from her! If they came into power, and remembered her and her husband… she felt dizzy just speculating about it. 
 
    But there was another exciting guest, a foreigner from the Ottoman Empire. She looked at Babur, a self-titled recruiter for the Sultan, and caught his eye. The dark Turk was young and handsome, and dressed in a smart little turban and a colorful, belted set of robes. Babur blinked and looked away. She smiled to herself, wondering if he found her just as exotic as she found him. She wondered what it would be like to live in the Sultan’s harem, being fanned by eunuchs and eating sweetmeats all day long. Unfortunately she had no way to gauge the young recruiter’s wealth or importance, as he practically came from another world. 
 
    “The Voivod is clearly unbalanced,” said Dan. “Wallachia deserves better.” 
 
    Gabriela regarded Dan. He was the eldest of the Danesti brothers, his hair mostly gray despite being only in his thirties. 
 
    “Deserves!” said his brother Vladislav, laughing as he chewed bit of smoked bacon. Vladislav was a large, powerfully built young man with long black hair and a brooding gaze. “As if old men on thrones cared anything for who deserves what!” 
 
    “I only mean to say that an unbalanced Voivod is dangerous for everyone.” 
 
    Gabriela leaned forward. “You could do better, then?” 
 
    Dan nodded. “I’m not afraid to say it.” 
 
    Again Vladislav laughed at his brother. “Words are easy behind Hunyadi’s protection.” 
 
    Dan gritted his teeth. “Janos Hunyadi, the new Voivod of Transylvania, isn’t protecting us, brother. He’s keeping us leashed. I only wonder why he doesn’t support us, really support us, and set us loose. He has plenty of influence in Hungary, after all.” 
 
    Vladislav shrugged. “He’s just waiting for an opening. Or waiting for one of us to take the risk of buying an assassin or two.” 
 
    It was clear to Gabriela that Dan was high-strung, and had a dark temperament. It was easy to dislike him, but she felt a strange flush whenever his brother spoke. Vladislav was more like an animal, a large brute who was equally comfortable on the battlefield or in the bedroom. She glanced at her husband, and saw that little Ion currently had his head down in a bowl of Turkish vegetable soup, slurping it up with short, quick spoonfuls, almost like a horse drinking at a trough. She wondered if he fully understood that he was at a dinner party. 
 
    Feeling a sudden urge to prod another Danesti, and hopefully receive a reaction out of Vladislav, Gabriela suddenly turned to the youngest brother. “Laiota,” she said, “what do you think? Should the throne pass to the Danesti?” 
 
    Laiota looked up as if suddenly startled. Gabriela wondered if his mother had been so blessed with a physical specimen like Vladislav that there was simply nothing left for Laiota. He was short, with thin arms and legs and a large belly. She knew he was the youngest, but his premature baldness, large mustache, round face, and oversized nose made him look like an older uncle rather than a baby brother. 
 
    Laiota looked around, as if suspecting that one of Dracul’s men was lying in wait for any dissenters. “O-of course, my lady,” he said. “I believe the Danesti are the, a-a-ah, rightful heirs to the throne, at any rate.” 
 
    “Do you have a favorite among your brothers, then?” 
 
    Again Laiota gave her the same surprised expression, only this time in slow-motion. She noticed Vladislav smirking, while Dan shot her daggers through his eyes. 
 
    “God’s wounds!” said Albu, an incredibly rotund boyar from across the border. “My lady, I’ve seen a cat torture a mouse with greater mercy!” 
 
    Gabriela laughed, not in appreciation of the man’s awkward humor, but merely as a deflection of intent. I’ve heard that Albu is one of the most powerful boyars in Wallachia, she thought. But still, he’s from Wallachia. What does it mean to be powerful over there? Do a lot of farmers take their hats off when you pass by on a donkey? 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord! I couldn’t help myself. It’s not often I’m surrounded by such interesting people.” 
 
    By some horrible coincidence, her husband Ion lifted his head up from his bowl and burped loudly, then looked around as if wondering at the people who suddenly appeared before him. 
 
    Albu leaned over to the dark Turk sitting next to him. “Really, sir, we aren’t always like this,” he said. 
 
    Babur leaned forward with an attentive look. Gabriela could tell that he did not really understand what was going on. 
 
    “Albu,” said Dan. “Who is your… friend?” 
 
    “Babur. A dignitary from Ottoman lands, and a recruiter looking to trade.” 
 
    “Recruiter?” said Dan. 
 
    Albu shrugged. “Dracul has a diplomatic hand when it comes to the Turks. My friend Babur has come to see some of the children who live on my land. Peasants are always breeding like rabbits, you know, which is most beneficial when you live next to a wealthy Emperor always on the lookout for new talent.” 
 
    “What he says, this is true,” said Babur, struggling with his Romaneste. “Many poor people of Wallachia, they have nothing, so they give up their children. This gives the great opportunity to the child, who now has chance to advance in career, great wealth, and can practice to worship the cross in a place of great tolerance.” 
 
    “I see,” said Gabriela. Vladislav laughed, and she was annoyed to think that he would assume ignorance on her part. She’d heard of Wallachian peasants happily separated from unwanted children, and boyars helping point out potentials to foreign recruiters. She knew little of her husband’s land; the Rosu were merchants, and were considered “new money” to boyars who had held land and peasants for generations. Her husband owned land in order to increase his standing, but he was mostly uninterested in it, and thought of farming as a stale market. Still, she reasoned that if he could trade peasant children living on their land to Turks with power or influence, it could only help their family. 
 
    Unfortunately, before she could catch her bearings and ask Babur to elaborate on his visit, she was disappointed to see her husband attempt to join the conversation. 
 
    “You know, Albu,” said Ion, “running farms and selling children is all well and good, but the real coin is in coin.” 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” 
 
    “Speculation.” 
 
    Albu sucked in air through his teeth and slowly shook his head. “I don’t see how you Transylvanians survive in these mountains, monopolizing markets that no one can even break into and counting ducats like a bunch of jackals. Land is power, sir - always has been, and always will.” 
 
    “Look, look,” Ion leaned forward, frantically wiping his mouth with a napkin like a rodent cleaning itself. “Let me break down some numbers for you.” 
 
    “I don’t need to hear about Jewry to know that my family is not interested, sir!” 
 
    “No, you’ll enjoy this, Albu, because it’s not Jewry, no interest is charged, but you’d be surprised at how much can be gained from buying and selling to merchants before they even go to market, if you catch my meaning…” 
 
    Gabriela felt an incredible sense of defeat as her husband began going over a series of figures like a human abacus, completely unaware that Albu was not interested. Unwilling to let the guests be sucked into his world of low risk / high yield investments, she quickly turned to Dan. 
 
    “Sir, have you heard of the new printing press?” 
 
    Dan set down a small glass of tuica and seemed to give the matter serious thought. “No, my lady. I have not.” 
 
    “I just heard some talk of it the other day. It’s a most ingenious device which can fill a page with text, then another page, then another, and so on.” 
 
    Dan squinted his brow, and Laiota leaned over him to listen in. “Truly?” said Dan. 
 
    “Truly!” said Gabriela. “The time it would take for a scribe to create a book would be reduced by… well, I’m told it’s quite a lot.” 
 
    “The ink is pressed into the page?” 
 
    “Indeed, sir.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Um… I believe it is a plate…” Gabriela quickly searched her memory, regretting bringing up a topic in which she was not well-versed. “Yes, I believe text is carved on a metal plate, which is then covered in ink and pressed into paper. I believe they have one in Germany!” 
 
    Dan suddenly shook his head. 
 
    “But imagine, sir. What if you could print off a great many notices highlighting Voivod Dracul vacillating between the Sultan and the White Knight? If you could damage his reputation, then…” 
 
    “No, my lady, I could just as easily pay to have many pages written by hand, but who would read them? If someone is wanting you to invest money in this venture, take my word for it, don’t. Obviously it would take just as long to inscribe a metal plate with text as it would to write on hundreds of pages of paper. As far as investments go, it’s a sleight of hand trick… no time would be saved, and a lot of people will lose a lot of money.” 
 
    “P-perhaps, brother,” said Laiota, “it would be possible to…” 
 
    “Listen,” said Vladislav, cutting in suddenly. “You don’t win battles by writing harsh letters. You win battles with swords and with men. Right? Rubbing metal on paper! Give me a break. Sometimes the old ways are best. Sometimes the old ways are the only way.” 
 
    Vladislav tipped back his ale, then realized that the boyar Albu was staring at him. 
 
    “Well?” he said. 
 
    Albu looked at Ion, saw that he was still speaking about the Transylvanian iron market as if everyone was listening, then leaned over and spoke so quietly that Vladislav had to lean in to hear him. 
 
    “I hope,” said Albu, “that all of your talk about dethroning the Voivod is not merely a lot of seditious gossip.” Vladislav felt strange as the fat man studied his face, almost as if he was looking for a specific sign. “There are some who would support you, you know,” Albu finally said. 
 
    “Boyars?” 
 
    “Of course. We boyars are the necessary glue for a functioning land.” 
 
    Vladislav sighed. “It’s as we said earlier. Without the support of Janos Hunyadi, we don’t have the necessary means. Military, legal, or otherwise.” 
 
    “Janos Hunyadi?” said Ion, leaning over as if suddenly willing to join a conversation other than his own. “You know, there’s a man who understands the fine art of using land as fluid equity rather than an end goal. Funny you should mention him. I have a meeting with him at the end of the week. I wanted to go over some opportunities with him concerning…” 
 
    Albu turned his face back to Vladislav. “You need support from Hunyadi? Looks like your good friend here has an open door to the old man himself. Why don’t you walk through it with him?” 
 
    Vladislav’s breathing quickened. He hadn’t expected open warfare to be discussed among a bunch of fat boyars stuffing their faces. He slowly turned to his brothers, and saw that Dan was rambling on about something to Laiota, who was nodding dutifully. 
 
    Is this how it happens? Vladislav wondered. Is this my chance to avenge my brother Basarab’s death? 
 
    And perhaps become head of the family, even ruling over big brother Dan? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Radu Saves Christendom 
 
      
 
    While a young servant held a polished metal plate, Radu studied his reflection. He decided he cut quite a figure. He wore a vest and loose trousers in the Turkish manner, but they were darkly dyed, much in the fashion of Wallachian nobles. His dark hair peeked out from under a turban, and a servant had put a small amount of blush on his cheeks. He was only eleven, but it was no wonder that he was often called “Radu the Handsome” by those in the Ottoman court. 
 
    He had lived in Turkish lands for five years, was fluent in their language, could write, and was well versed in the Koran. He was often invited to dinners and special events. 
 
    I am like a doll to them, he thought, his mood darkening subtly despite the smile he saw reflected in the metal plate. 
 
    For some time, he had been wondering if perhaps it might be possible to convert the people of the Ottoman Empire to Christianity. He could see that many people who served the court obviously came from Christian lands, and many of them converted to Islam. Still, there was conflict. What if he did something to change the nature of the conflict? What if he influenced someone very powerful, someone who lived within the very center of the Empire, and converted him to the Greek faith, the worship of God that Radu had grown up with? Wouldn’t that end the conflict between the Islamic Turks and the European Christians? 
 
    “Sir,” said a servant, “you look very fine indeed! I believe you are ready for your meeting with Mehmet.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Radu was led through the labyrinth of pastel hallways within the royal palace, where even the spearmen standing guard were dressed like nobles preparing for an illustrious event. They came to a curtained doorway held open by a boy servant who gestured for him to enter, and Radu found himself in a pale yellow room with a wide set of windows giving a view of the royal gardens. Radu could smell spring flowers open to the sun. Well-dressed slave boys sat crouching in each corner, their gaze respectfully averted. 
 
    “Radu! Radu the Handsome. Please, come and sit with me.” 
 
    Radu saw Mehmet sitting on a large cushion. As he opened his arms, a servant boy scurried over to adjust a cushion so that Radu could sit. 
 
    As he moved to obey, Radu regarded his friend. Mehmet was now fifteen years old. He had grown rather tall, and put on quite a bit of weight, but was still beardless, with a round, smooth face under a large white turban that held a gleaming milky-white gem in its center. 
 
    “It is good to see you, Mehmet, peace be upon you,” said Radu, bowing before sitting. “Thank you for having me over.” 
 
    “Please, Radu, there should be no formalities between us! We are brothers.” Mehmet quickly gestured, and a serving boy arrived with a tray. Radu wondered if there was some nervousness behind Mehmet’s gesture. “Here, I have a collection of sweetmeats and assorted delights. There is even a honeyed treat from distant Tunis! Please, have some, my friend.” 
 
    Radu bowed and took one of the treats, and servants came to pour drinks over pieces of ice. As they ate, they exchanged a few observations on the treats. 
 
    “You know, Radu,” said Mehmet, “it occurs to me that you are often seen in court, yet your brother is not. Have you seen him lately?” 
 
    Radu felt some discomfort. “He comes by on occasion… but he takes his training with the muteferikka very seriously. That’s how it is with him. Everything is a serious matter!” 
 
    Mehmet clucked his tongue. “He is lucky to have you as a brother, Radu. He should greet you with warmth, and good humor!” 
 
    Radu shrugged. “I suppose. Yes, it would be nice if he could lighten up a bit. Any time he comes over, he goes over everything I am doing. He wants to know what I’ve been eating, if I’ve been sleeping, have I heard from mother, has anyone been unkind to me, have I been studying this or that or something else…” 
 
    Mehmet laughed and shook his head. “He sounds a bit tiresome to me.” 
 
    “I… well… it is tiresome, I suppose. I guess it’s his way of showing that he cares.” 
 
    “Well, my friend, I think it sounds as if he doesn’t trust you to manage your own affairs. Has he ever asked you for advice?” 
 
    “No… he only cares about his training, really. I think he believes I’m going to become a soldier, just like him. But what can I do? He’s bigger than me, and older. And I’m just...” 
 
    “I understand how you feel. I have told you that I was Sultan once, didn’t I? But I… well, a gang of Christians cruelly attacked us. I did not want to handle things improperly, so I let my father lead my army. At the time, I didn’t understand it, but now I see exactly how everything slipped out of my control. Now father is Sultan again. Nobody bothers about me… even father seems annoyed by my existence. He thinks I’m still a child, and always complains about me. That must surely be how it is between you and your brother Vlad.” 
 
    Radu could not help but empathize with him. Before he could speak, Mehmet suddenly said, “But I am not a child any longer. I am a man!” His eyes flicked over to Radu, and his mouth turned strangely at the corners. “Radu, have I ever invited you to visit the harem?” 
 
    “N-no…” 
 
    “Would you like to go? We could, you know.” 
 
    Radu felt extreme discomfort crawl up and down his body. It seemed to him that Mehmet was looking at him strangely. “I… well…” 
 
    “It is no matter,” said Mehmet, sighing as flicked his wrist. “You are still young, I suppose. But, my friend - should we have a diversion?” 
 
    “Of course!” said Radu, grateful to change the subject. 
 
    Mehmet gestured to a serving boy, who rose and raced from the room, his padded feet making no sound as he scurried off. 
 
    “My father is a great warrior,” said Mehmet, “and the most powerful leader that the world has ever known. And perhaps I, too, shall be a great warrior, when my time comes. But I would like for my rule to be marked by enlightened discussion of higher philosophical matters. For example, today I decided to invite a number of men learned in spiritual wisdom, including one Ezgi Ekber, to have a discussion with me on an interesting selection of spiritual topics. Have you heard of him, Radu?” 
 
    Mehmet suddenly craned his head and his eyes seemed to scan his face. Radu was not sure why Mehmet would expect him to know anything about such a man, especially at his age. Radu shook his head, and Mehmet smiled, beaming with pride that he would have the opportunity to enlighten his young friend. 
 
    Radu, for his part, wondered if the spiritual discussion would make for a good opportunity to introduce his friend to the Greek faith. 
 
    *** 
 
    Angelovic saw several strange figures being escorted through the halls of the royal palace, including a young man wearing the robe of a mullah, a learned man. He was obviously not nobility, nor of any great standing at all, and yet it seemed he was being brought to the area of the royal palace where the son of the Sultan resided. Angelovic decided he had better look into the matter. 
 
    Angelovic had come a long way since he was taken from his family in distant Greece. He had faithfully served the Sultan as a bodyguard, and after protecting him during the Battle of Varna, he was elevated, and was often called Mahmud Bey, a Muslim name and title he carried with pride. Now, rather than simply guard the Sultan, guarding all of the royal palace was his sworn duty. 
 
    And he took his duty very seriously. 
 
    He made his way to the thin wall and observation hole just outside Mehmet’s garden viewing room, and sure enough, he heard the strange man speaking with Mehmet as if they were on familiar terms, while several other men sat and listened. 
 
    “... so you see, my lord, it is not only the words of the Prophet that are of importance in the Koran, but also each letter. For each letter can be represented by a number, and each number can be plotted within a matrix that reveals an aspect of the unchanging visage of Allah. This, of course, can reveal hidden meaning within the holy Koran.” 
 
    There was silence, then Mehmet nodded. “Indeed, this seems to be of great importance!” 
 
    “Also, my lord…” 
 
    The strange man continued speaking, waving his hands about in a manner Angelovic found highly pretentious. That was nothing, however, compared to the words of the man. 
 
    The letters of the Koran pointing to hidden meaning? he thought, searching his memory. But isn’t that Hurufism? 
 
    His mouth fell open and he pulled away from the observation hole. This sect was being stamped out in some lands, but now, by some incredible manner of evil worked by Iblis, most foul of all Shaitan, here was the heretical sect within the very home of the Sultan. The Sultan’s son was being influenced! Why, this heretic could one day control the future Sultan like a puppet, turning the servant of Allah into his own slave. 
 
    Angelovic made his way down the narrow hallway, then stopped at the hidden entrance. He had worked within the royal palace long enough to realize that the ways of the court were far more subtle than the battlefield. If he burst in and accused Mehmet’s guest of heresy, it would embarrass Mehmet, who would most likely be the next Sultan, if Allah willed it. An instinct for self-preservation made him think it was a bad idea to handle the matter himself. 
 
    But who could he hand it off to? Zaganos Pasha was certainly a loyal servant of Mehmet, and hung around him all the time. But wouldn’t that hideous man Zaganos already know the kind of visitors his young lord was receiving? As far as Angelovic knew, Zaganos was the very turd bringing in such awful people to influence Mehmet. 
 
    Could he go to Halil Pasha, the Grand Vizier? It wasn’t a bad idea… then again, Halil was so cunning that he would most likely somehow use the incident to puff up his own reputation for expertly handling affairs. No sense in helping out the Grand Vizier, who already had greater power than anyone else in the Empire, barring the Sultan himself. 
 
    Then, inspiration struck. Angelovic remembered that a hard-line fundamentalist, Mullah Fahrettin, had been visiting the court for the past few days. He was a powerful man, and was on the frontline of a movement that wanted to strip their culture of everything that was not expressly allowed in the Koran. Though he was completely devoted to the Sultan, it was the Mullah’s opinion that a great deal of corruption had crept into Edirne. He was especially gaining influence among the janissaries. 
 
    Best of all, Fahrettin was a volatile man. Angelovic decided his best bet was to simply place the Mullah into the situation, then step back - very, very far back - and watch how things developed. 
 
    *** 
 
    “And this hallway,” said Angelovic, gesturing, “leads to Mehmet’s area of residence.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” said Mullah Fahrettin, nodding thoughtfully. He was a very small man, his dark flesh reminding Angelovic of a sun-dried raisin, but covered with a long, thin, wiry beard. “Is there a chance we might see the son of the Sultan, sir?” 
 
    “You know…” Angelovic placed fingers on his chin, adopting an expression he hoped would make it appear as if the idea had come to him naturally. “Before we meet young Mehmet, there is a way we could first observe him and see the guests he receives.” 
 
    “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly, sir. It is a way for us to give him his privacy, and yet also keep tabs on those who might influence him. We would not want anyone bad to influence such an important figure, you see.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” 
 
    “Come, then.” Angelovic reached behind the decorative pillar and pulled a small lever, causing the hidden doorway to pop open. “Let us observe Mehmet. But - be sure to make no sound. The walls are very thin.” 
 
    Fahrettin nodded, and Angelovic led him down the dark, narrow hallway that led between rooms. Arriving at the observation hole, Angelovic gestured for him to watch, then he stepped away. He could hear the strange man still speaking on the other side. 
 
    “... these holy matters can be scrutinized even through reason, which is granted to man by Allah so that he can better understand the words of the Prophet. For example, my lord, does it not seem to you that the form of man has been so perfectly formed that it must, in fact, be divine?” 
 
    The voice on the other side of the wall continued, and Angelovic watched as the Mullah’s mouth dropped open, then his eyes slowly widened. Even in the dark hallway, he could see the man’s row of white teeth stretching all the way back, the light from the garden pouring through the hole to reveal a shining eyeball that was, no doubt, witnessing unbelievable horror. The man began to shake, and Angelovic quietly retreated. 
 
    *** 
 
    “... so that is why my faith,” said Ezgi Ekber, “lies in the fact that the Koran is only the beginning of wisdom. It has many layers, and many hidden meanings, which can be understood through careful-” 
 
    Radu was shocked by a sudden sound of muffled screaming, then there was a terrific impact on the far wall. Everyone fell silent and turned, staring in disbelief as the wall suddenly caved inward and a small, enraged man stumbled through the opening. 
 
    Mehmet stood and gripped the handle of a dagger sheathed at his side. “How dare-” 
 
    “Blasphemy!” the man shouted, his finger pointed at Ezgi like a weapon crackling with divine power. “This man is a blasphemer!” 
 
    “Explain yourself!” said Mehmet. 
 
    Ignoring Mehmet, the older man looked at the crowd. “This man is speaking of Hurufism! It is an unbelievable sacrilege! It is the belief that there is more to the Koran than what there appears to be, which means that it is a book of lies! This man is committing unparalleled sacrilege before the very son of the Sultan!” 
 
    Though Radu had believed that Mehmet would protect them from this strange intruder, he was surprised to see his friend suddenly become embarrassed. “Well, s-sir,” said Mehmet, “I did not mean to… I mean, that is… this man merely came, and… I only let him speak b-because…” 
 
    “Raise the alarm!” the stranger shouted at the very moment that guards could be heard shouting further down the hall. Radu heard the unmistakable sound of swords being drawn from scabbards, and cold sweat instantly soaked through his fine suit. 
 
    “S-sir, please wait,” said Ezgi. “I would never blaspheme! Never! It is just that-” 
 
    His words were cut off as first one guest cried out, then another, “Blasphemer! Blasphemer!” with their eyes continually ranging between Ezgi and the Mullah as they determined whether or not it was safe to rally behind the extremist newcomer. 
 
    “Mehmet,” Radu whispered, “I’m scared! What should we-” 
 
    “Blasphemer!” Mehmet shouted, pointing at Ezgi Ekber just as his guards rushed into the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    As if a dam had suddenly broken, a crowd poured forth from the royal palace hauling Ezgi with them, their warbling voices echoing off the paved walkway and inner walls. The crowd grew as they passed through the gates and into the street, with runners hurrying in either direction to spread the news. Mehmet joined the crowd but, seeing that they were leaving the palace, he stopped and had a carriage prepared for himself and Radu. He stared ahead and would not respond to Radu as they rode around, searching for the crowd. 
 
    They drew near Uc Serefeli. The mosque was a series of dark domes amid tall minarets, serene and impassive as they looked over the enormous crowd shouting in the avenue below. Mehmet had the driver draw the carriage to a stop where they could watch as wood was passed through the crowd and set before the mosque, and Fahrettin was shouting words they could not hear. Radu could plainly see that the man’s face was a mask of livid outrage, his head now only a sock puppet possessed by the will of Allah. 
 
    As the fire was stoked and smoke swirled around the high minarets, Radu caught a glimpse of Ezgi lying motionless on the ground, his swollen face already turning a deep shade of purple. A man knelt and slapped Ezgi, checking to make sure that he still lived, and Radu was struck by a memory of seeing his brother held by janissaries preparing to force hot metal into his eyes. He felt a wave of nausea, and turned to Mehmet, thinking that he should warn him. Mehmet merely stared ahead, distant and downcast, his shoulders slumped. He did not look as if he wanted to shout about blasphemy anymore. 
 
    Before Ezgi could be burned, still more blasphemers were found and brought by the crowd. First they brought two men who made shadow puppets, an old man and his young apprentice, both beaten bloody. By straining his ears, Radu gathered that their puppet show had slowed construction of a mosque. Fahrettin screamed something incomprehensible into the faces of the men, then they were picked up and flung into the fire. Radu could not see them due to the crowd’s position, but he saw first one wave of sparks, then another, as master and apprentice met their fate. 
 
    Is this really happening? Radu wondered. Surely this is some kind of dream… surely this is not really happening!  
 
    Musicians were brought next. This seemed strange to Radu, for he had heard music played in the royal palace. He did not realize that certain allowances were being made for those with power. No allowances were made for the musicians, whose hands were already bloody and swollen by the time they found their way to the fire. After that came several adulterous women, then a group of Christians who had refused to pay the jizya, the tax for non-Muslims living within the borders of the Empire. The crowd surged forward when the infidels were brought forth, and fortunately most of the victims did not feel the fire, for they were already beaten unconscious by the time they were heaped onto the burning mound. 
 
    For the climax of the impromptu execution, Fahrettin demanded more wood, the intensity of his voice swelling as each log was cast onto the inferno. Many twisted forms already laid in the flames, their limbs black and thin, with a pool of melted fat collecting in the cracks between the cobblestones. As more young men came through the crowd bearing logs over their heads, Mullah Fahrettin could not wait. He raced toward one youth, grabbed his log from him, ran stumbling toward the fire, and threw it in with all his might. The flames belched forth and, to the crowd’s shock, the Mullah’s head was engulfed in flames. 
 
    His shrieking took on a new tone as he stumbled away from the fire, a living match now in flames. People swarmed on him, throwing clothes around his head and pushing him to the ground, his cries suddenly muffled. 
 
    They uncovered Fahrettin and found him beardless and black with soot, but alive. 
 
    “My son,” he said to the nearest man, his voice a tired croak. “I am gone from this world…” 
 
    “I think you’re safe from harm, sir!” said the other man. 
 
    “Allah has taken my soul… I am done… but please, son, please, I beg of you! Please, in the name of Allah, kill that blasphemer!” 
 
    Just as the other man turned to give the great Mullah’s request, he saw Ezgi Ekber flung through the air. He crashed into the flames. His limbs jerked and tossed about, and as he fought to climb off of the pile, someone with a long stick pushed him back in. He fell limp against the pile of logs, his sandaled feet sticking out, unharmed, as the rest of his body was consumed. 
 
    “Is it done?” said Mullah Fahrettin, his gaze fixed on the bright blue sky. “Is it done? Ah… if only I could have seen it… while I yet lived…” 
 
    In the carriage, Radu fell back in his seat. Mehmet signaled the driver, who flicked the reins and turned them around the avenue. 
 
    Mehmet’s face seemed dead, empty of emotion. “Radu,” he finally said, “did you see anyone go into the fire?” 
 
    “Well… not really.” 
 
    “The crowd blocked our view, so you can’t say for certain. In fact, I think the people were only dancing around the fire. Radu, I hope you will join me for dinner later tonight.” 
 
    Mehmet fell silent again, and Radu nodded. He considered that it was perhaps not a good time to bring up the Greek Christian faith. 
 
    *** 
 
    Radu stayed for dinner, and it seemed to him that his friend’s mood perked up as evening fell. They sat around a low table with guests from all across the great Empire, and Radu tried many dishes that he had never heard of, despite the fact that he’d lived in Edirne for several years. Candles and colored lamps were lit, and the dark sky over the gardens looked warm and inviting. The events earlier in the day no longer seemed real. Radu began to wonder if he had already died and was now floating on a cloud in the heavens. Again the people called him Radu the Handsome, and he laughed at their humor. He wondered if it was really necessary to mention the Christian faith to Mehmet. 
 
    I don’t remember anything like this back home, he thought. Perhaps these people aren’t the ones who need to change their ways! He occasionally glanced at the far end of the table where Sultan Murad sat among his guards, looking weary and dejected. 
 
    Radu felt his friend’s hand on his leg. The touch was reassuring and protective. 
 
    Mehmet turned to Radu with a smile on his face. “Will you come to my room after dinner, my friend?” said Mehmet. 
 
    *** 
 
    The two made their way through the darkened halls of the royal palace, and a pair of servants held open double doors leading to a magnificent bedchamber. The walls were deep blue, lit only by moonlight and colored lamps hanging outside the window. The walls seemed to sparkle, and again Radu began to wonder if the day was simply a dream. Would he soon wake up, and then forget that he had ever been here? 
 
    Then he remembered the task he had set for himself, and his heart began to pound. Again he wondered if perhaps he could turn the conversation toward influencing Mehmet to believe as his own people believed, and to give up Islam for the Greek faith. 
 
    He heard the slight sound of metal against wood, and saw that Mehmet had taken off his dagger and placed it on a bedside table. He began to loosen his shirt as he approached Radu. 
 
    “My friend,” said Radu, “I was wondering if you might want to talk about-” 
 
    Mehmet suddenly bent and placed his lips on Radu’s. His lips were large and cold and wet, and Radu instinctively jerked backwards. Mehmet moved quickly, grabbing Radu with strong hands and pulling him forward, this time licking his mouth insistently. 
 
    With all his might Radu pushed him away and fell against the bed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he shouted. 
 
    “Radu! Beautiful, beautiful Radu, you don’t know how-” 
 
    “Why would you do such a thing?!” Radu glanced at the door. 
 
    “It’s my heart, Radu! My heart makes me!” 
 
    Radu had only a vague understanding of what had happened, but he felt a sense of violation, and desperately wanted to be away. Mehmet always seemed so sophisticated, so knowledgeable, but in the dim light he now seemed bestial, a man who was much larger and much older than him. Radu ran toward the door, but Mehmet sidestepped and placed a heavy hand against it. Having nowhere to go, Radu saw the knife lying on the table. His hand moved without thought, grasping it and casting off the sheathe. 
 
    “Come now, Radu!” said Mehmet, his eyes glowing orbs in the lamplight. “Don’t be like that! Just let me-” 
 
    Mehmet approached with both arms prepared to encircle the boy - and Radu thrust the knife into Mehmet’s thigh. Mehmet shrieked and Radu jerked with alarm, dropping the knife as if he’d been hurt as well. Mehmet fell against the door and slid down, blocking it with his weight. 
 
    “Radu! You’ve killed me!” 
 
    Horrified, unable to understand how everything had changed in a moment, Radu ran toward the open window. He crawled onto the sill and, without thinking, he leaped. He hung in the air, wind hitting his face, a nauseating sense of vertigo - then landed on a bush with wide, heavy leaves that whipped against his face. Dazed, he never felt the impact, but as soon as he came to his senses he pulled himself out of the soft, moist earth around the bush. He could hear shouting from the window far above, guards forcing their way into Mehmet’s room. 
 
    Radu found himself in the palace gardens. He raced through cobbled pathways lined with thick bushes and exotic flowers and strange trees, all of which would provide a great deal of cover, he decided, as the guards searched for Mehmet’s killer. 
 
    He couldn’t see the path clearly in the dark, and tripped over a hard tree root as the path turned unexpectedly. He found himself sprawled out on wet earth, the breath knocked out of him, his fine clothes soaked and coming loose. To have his face in the dirt was only one more shock on top of many; he now no longer questioned his unfair fate, but only felt about like an animal, looking for something that would give him an advantage. He found a tree with limbs that were low to the ground, and with a thick canopy of leaves. He climbed upward until he could no longer see the path down below, which he hoped meant that no one could see him, either. 
 
    He found a niche where the trunk divided and, though incredibly uncomfortable, he tucked in his legs and made it his perch. Here he would stay, he determined, until he died peacefully or was shot down with arrows. 
 
    As he began to catch his breath, and finally felt each little hurt in his knees and hands and elbows, he began to wonder at how unreasonable everything had suddenly become. He had only wanted to enjoy an evening with his friend, to relax and have a nice dinner, and now… 
 
    But what could he possibly do? His mind raced from one scenario to another, and none of them were good. A man had been burned to death earlier that day for saying the wrong thing to Mehmet. What would be done with someone who actually stabbed and killed him? Radu shivered. He suddenly remembered his brother with a hot iron rod held before his face, and tears burst from Radu’s eyes. He felt lost and alone. 
 
    He heard voices in the garden below. Men were searching for him. At once his thoughts ceased, and he became like an animal again, not moving, not breathing, and willing his pursuers to continue on. 
 
    He waited for a long time, listening until he could determine that there were many pairs of men all over the garden. They were not bothering to be quiet, and some even called out to him. He wondered if they were merely trying to conserve their arrows. 
 
    As he waited, he realized that there was a gap in the leaves overhead. He could see the pitted face of the waning moon and, almost directly below, he saw the tugh, a long staff topped with a wild mane of horsehair. Though the Empire had no flag of its own, the horsehair tugh pointed directly towards the moon hanging in the black heavens, as if foretelling that one day this land would take the symbol of the crescent moon and star from other lands for itself, green for the caliphate, red for the sultanate. 
 
    But for now, the moon seemed dreamy and distant, and reminded him of the surreal dinner, when the world seemed like a vision of paradise. He began to feel as if he was caught within the dream of a sleeping, godlike being, a creature from another world that mortal men could not comprehend. Radu had been taken from the waking world, and was now merely a puppet in the dream of Allah. His fear was replaced with a creeping dread, and he knew that he was only a small boy, hunted like prey. He realized that there was nothing he could do. 
 
    “... but Mehmet said they were only play-acting, and things got out of hand.” 
 
    “Still, to wield a blade before the son of the Sultan!” 
 
    “Mehmet says it was his idea. And no lasting harm has been done, it seems.” 
 
    As the guards passed by, Radu felt their words slowly sinking in. 
 
    Mehmet is alive! And he isn’t angry with me! 
 
    He felt a mixture of joy, relief, and embarrassment. Could he simply climb down and turn himself in? He felt tired and weak, but the tree limbs seemed stable enough. 
 
    Before moving, he took one last look at the horsehair tugh and the moon far above. Truly a miracle had occurred. Maybe, just maybe, he could go back to living as he had been. To think that Mehmet would accept him as a friend once again… 
 
    Radu said a prayer of gratitude to the waning moon, for he had been saved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Cruelty 
 
      
 
    Dracul stood before his own throne in his castle overlooking Targoviste. Nightfall was approaching. He could see a pale orange glow through the open windows, and felt a chill despite the heavy air of late summer. The throne was a dark wooden chair polished to a smooth shine, and partially covered in thin leather padding. It looked small. Dracul wondered how it looked to others who stood where he now stood, waiting their turn to speak to him, to present their case, their complaint, their desperate appeal. He wondered how he seemed to his people. Distant? Reluctant? Perhaps they found him stern, if they were generous in their opinion. He decided it was more likely that they thought he was overwhelmed and out of his depth. 
 
    For years I’ve sat on this throne, he thought. For years I’ve faced the very thing that all Christians fear… an empire that can force anyone to their knees. 
 
    Without thinking, he turned and walked upstairs, then made his way toward a cozy room where the family often withdrew to be alone together. 
 
    “It’s just so quiet!” 
 
    He heard Alexandra’s voice, and stopped just outside the doorway. 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” said Mircea. 
 
    “Don’t you remember, Mircea? It used to be so wonderful. We had guests all the time! You never knew who was going to show up. Vlad and Radu were running in circles. Hermokrates would carve little toys for the children who came around… and those jokes of his!” 
 
    “I didn’t know you knew about his jokes! They aren’t for ladies.” 
 
    “I’m always listening. And mother was around! Do you remember she was always managing the dinners?” 
 
    Dracul was tempted to peer in through the crack in the door. He wanted to see his children enjoying themselves, without them being uncomfortable in his presence. 
 
    “Sister, you remember a lot of that stuff differently than I do. I hated those dinners. A bunch of old men and dried up ladies talking about crop yields with father for hours and hours and hours. Unless a boyar brought a son who wanted to go out and hunt, what was the point? And Hermokrates, well, he’ll be up and about again. You’ll see.” 
 
    The two were silent for a moment, then Alexandra spoke. “But I miss it all. Soon I’ll be married. And this… all of this… it’ll be over. If Vlad and Radu could visit us, just once! Mother won’t leave the church, it seems like, except for a change of clothes. Sometimes I wonder if the only time I’ll see her is when I go there to get married.” 
 
    Dracul finally entered. “It’s Radu’s birthday,” he said, watching as Alexandra blushed and Mircea straightened his posture. They were sitting by an empty fireplace, every window open to reveal a vibrant orange sunset over the red rooftops of Targoviste. Tall, dark trees were visible even over the walls of the town. “This time is always hard for your mother.” 
 
    Dracul sat near his children and looked at them. Mircea had a beard. Perhaps not a full one, but he was turning into the man he would one day become - the man who would be Voivod. 
 
    Have I shown him everything I could? he wondered. And what if Hermokrates dies? He’s old. If this sickness is worse than he’s letting on, Mircea will have no one with experience to counsel him. No one he can trust, anyway. 
 
    He turned to his daughter suddenly. “Are you looking forward to your marriage?” 
 
    She nodded and smiled. She was still young and beautiful, her dark hair tied in a bun, cheeks flushed with the warmth of summer. 
 
    “I should have had you married sooner,” Dracul said, turning away to gaze into the empty fireplace. “I wanted to find you a match with a Hungarian noble. Or Moldavian, at least. Or… or even the Sultan himself, or the future Sultan. But you’re well on your way to becoming a spinster.” 
 
    “I’m sure you picked a good man, father.” 
 
    “Cazan’s a boyar with a lot of land. And these days, we need all the loyal allies we can get. He asked for a very odd dowry… nothing I didn’t mind giving, of course.” 
 
    “A Sultan for a brother-in-law,” said Mircea, shaking his head. “Forgive me, father, but I’m glad that did not come to pass.” 
 
    “But when you have a daughter,” said Dracul, “you’ll have to do the same thing, if you hope to survive as Voivod. You know that. Or at least, you will, someday.” 
 
    First Dracul saw Alexandra tense up, then he saw Mircea tilt his head downward. Not in submission, but like a goat preparing to lock horns with another. Dracul turned away again and settled into his chair. He did not fear yet another quarrel with Mircea, but he was curious to see how his son would proceed. 
 
    “Father,” said Mircea, “as you know, I was visiting some boyars, and I rode through Bucuresti. The people there did something very strange.” 
 
    “They didn’t offer you a meal?” 
 
    “Yes, once they stopped running for their lives. I saw them picking up their children and running into the woods, or leaping into ditches they’d dug in the fields. Father, it’s… it’s hard to see your own people running in terror just because they hear horsemen riding by.” 
 
    “All lands have bandits, Mircea. And as for the Muslim slavers... what can we do?” 
 
    “Father, how can I be proud ruling over people who think their children will be put in cages and taken away?” 
 
    “Proud!” said Dracul, snorting. “Pride’s for the lowborn man who knows no better. I would have thought you’d understand that by now. But still, we should have a little breathing room from our Muslim neighbors. We drove the Bulgarian refugees back over the border, just as they wanted, and we’ve handed Fort Giurgiu to them as well. Now that they control the Danube, they’ll be less nervous, less prone to aggression.” 
 
    Mircea glanced at Alexandra, alarmed that his father would say as much while she was near. To Mircea, handing over the fort was a humiliation. The Turks didn’t need it, but they understood the symbolic value of submission that came with handing over what Mircea the Elder had built. 
 
    My grandfather wanted us to stand strong against the Ottoman Turks! thought Mircea, straining to hold his tongue. But father gives away what grandfather worked to build for us! 
 
    “I doubt the peasants have much good to say about us,” said Mircea, “after they saw us driving out the Bulgarian refugees.” 
 
    “Let them talk, son. Let them talk. They have no way of understanding what we do for them.” 
 
    Mircea sighed. “What is it we do for them? Sometimes I forget.” 
 
    “We negotiate their survival with a force that they cannot possibly comprehend, much less survive if it came down to a fight. You should know that, son. You were at Varna. You saw how the might of a unified Christian army melted and ran in terror before the Sultan. You acquitted yourself well, Mircea, but not all men are made of the same stuff as you. Most men live their lives looking for a hole to dig themselves into, a place where they can be safe. But, son - we’re lucky a messenger in a turban didn’t bring us two little heads in a fine, painted box, to repay you for what you did.” 
 
    Mircea scowled, then hid the expression behind a calm mask. 
 
    Dracul, he thought, considering the name his father took for himself. The Dragon! How did he earn such a name? He never chooses to fight, but only negotiates. Is his way really the most sensible? Choosing not to fight always seems like it holds the moral high ground, but after seeing my own people fleeing from me, as scared as rabbits… 
 
    I’m not so sure father has anything more to teach me. 
 
    “Oh, my,” said Alexandra, putting a hand to her stomach. “Can we change the subject, please? Sometimes I think you two talk around me like I was a coarse peasant girl.” 
 
    Alexandra had hoped she would make Mircea laugh, but he seemed deep in thought, his brow knitted with worry. She wished her father and brother would get along as they once did. Her father seemed willing to sit in sullen silence, staring at a cold, black fireplace. 
 
    “Father,” said Alexandra. “Have you checked on Hermokrates lately? He seems very ill.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine,” said Dracul. “He always bounces back.” 
 
    “Still, he’s getting old. Maybe we could send for someone?” Alexandra wanted to draw them both into a conversation, hopefully about something they might be interested in but wouldn’t fight over. “How old is Hermokrates, by the way? I never knew.” 
 
    Dracul’s eyebrows lifted, and he shrugged. “He was old when I met him in Hungary. I was about Mircea’s age then. I really have no idea!” 
 
    Alexandra laughed quietly. Turning to Mircea, she saw that he was still distant, lost in thought. Then he blinked, and seemed to return to life. 
 
    “Father,” he said suddenly. “I think we need to have a serious talk.” 
 
    Just as their eyes met, and Alexandra felt a bubble of anxiety rise into her chest, they heard the sharp, insistent peal of church bells. It was not the hour being struck, but the sound of an alarm. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” said Dracul, rising from his seat. “Alexandra, go to the northern tower, with the women and children. Make sure to lock it behind you!” 
 
    She felt a rush of panic, and was surprised that her father could react with so little emotion. She remembered when Basarab Danesti had attacked, years ago, how terrifying their flight had been. “Father,” she said, “w-will the front gates hold?” 
 
    “They’ve been reinforced - you’ll be fine. Just go!” 
 
    “I’ll see to the men on the wall!” said Mircea, already heading through the doorway. 
 
    As his children went their way, Dracul was filled with a sense that he had neglected something. 
 
    Surely I’ve done everything possible to protect my family! 
 
    *** 
 
    Dracul stood on the wall, unarmored, wearing his crown and dark red cloak marking him as Voivod of Wallachia. Orange fire from the setting sun reflected off the armor of the knights lining up in the fields around Targoviste. He saw infantrymen as well, mostly peasant spearmen in rough leather armor. 
 
    That’s why we had no warning, thought Dracul. A lot of them are my own people! Whoever is moving against us has the support of several of my boyars. 
 
    He watched archers along the ramparts gathering barrels of pitch to be heated in case the traitors decided to attack. He could hear Mircea speaking in the distance, his tone sharp and impatient as he directed the defenders. 
 
    Finally the enemy cavalry drew near enough for a young archer in one of the towers to see their banners in the failing light. 
 
    “It’s Danesti!” he shouted. “I can’t tell which one.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Dracul muttered, signaling that he’d heard the announcement. “They’re all the same.” 
 
    There was a sound of protest on the stairway. 
 
    “I don’t want you up here right now!” 
 
    “I go where I want, young man!” 
 
    Dracul turned to regard the argument, then saw Hermokrates pushing his way past Mircea. Dracul watched the old man stomp up the stairs leading to the ramparts that overlooked the front gate. He was pale, his eyes were red, and he wore a cloak despite the summer heat. 
 
    “You should listen to my son,” said Dracul. “You don’t look good.” 
 
    “I’m not worried how I look,” said Hermokrates, coming to stand near Dracul as he surveyed the approaching riders. Mircea, wearing a full set of shining plate armor, looked as if he wanted to forcibly haul the old man away. 
 
    Hermokrates was out of breath, and leaned against the rampart. “Danesti,” he said quietly. 
 
    “We figured that out already,” said Mircea. “Now, will you go back inside? You’re bad for morale. They’ll start talking about plague.” 
 
    “Look - there’s another group with them. They’re hanging back.” 
 
    Dracul followed his gaze. Sure enough, a second force of cavalry accompanied the Danesti. They seemed content to occupy a hill overlooking two roads leading to Targoviste. 
 
    “Hungarians!” shouted the young archer watching from the tower. “Cavalry with Hungarian banners!” 
 
    Mircea turned to Dracul. “It can’t be Janos Hunyadi.” 
 
    “Hungary does nothing,” said Dracul, “without permission from its favorite peasant.” 
 
    “But… no, that can’t be right. We fought together in Varna. We’re allies!” 
 
    Hermokrates coughed quietly into his fist. “Perhaps I will go lie down.” 
 
    Dracul and Mircea watched as the Danesti cavalry approached, their banners nearly black with the fading sun behind them. They seemed in no hurry, their horses stepping lightly despite the riders’ heavy armor. Then one horse ran ahead of the others, drawing near enough that they could see fine details on the knight’s heavy plate the color of dull bronze, with a red cape flying behind him. The large knight looked as if he would charge the gates by himself. 
 
    He drew his horse to a halt before the front gate and lifted the visor of his helm. He had a surprisingly thin mustache despite his heavy features. 
 
    Dracul leaned over the rampart. “Who are you?” he shouted. 
 
    “Vladislav Danesti,” said the rider, his voice echoing off the towers on either side of the gate. “I am Voivod of Wallachia.” 
 
    “The hell you are,” Dracul said without hesitation. “This is treason! I am Voivod Dracul, rightful ruler of Wallachia. I was going to give you a chance to lay down your arms and leave in peace. Now, I think it’s too late for that.” 
 
    “Tough talk, cousin!” said Vladislav. “Tell me, is the Sultan there with you? How many regiments of janissaries does it take for you to speak so confidently?” 
 
    Mircea saw his father hesitate. “I am no vassal,” said Dracul. “Not to the Turks, not to Hungary, not to anyone!” 
 
    “Having no friends, old man, is not the same as being independent.” Vladislav’s horse stepped to either side and snorted, as if impatient to see blood. “Let’s get straight to the matter! My good friend Janos Hunyadi, the Champion of Christ, has lost his patience with you. You spit on the cross by sending Wallachian children to serve the Sultan. Even your own children still live only to please foreign powers. Your son went to fight in Bulgaria to free the people from oppression, and what did you do, Dracul? You sent them back! Sent them back into servitude!” Vladislav laughed. “How dare you!” 
 
    “Your moral outrage is pure pretense,” said Dracul. “It embarrasses me to speak with you as if dealing with an adult. A Danesti only sees opportunity and a chance for plunder, nothing more.” 
 
    “You should be embarrassed!” Vladislav suddenly drew his blade, a large hand-and-a-half sword that he held upward, pointing it directly at the Voivod. “You killed my brother, old man! You, or one of the villains who serves you! By God’s blood, I’ll have justice out of you. Now open this gate!” 
 
    Dracul was about to speak, but Mircea leaned over the rampart. “It wasn’t my father who killed your brother. It was me: Mircea, son of Dracul, son of Mircea the Elder, the rightful rulers of Wallachia. When my father was imprisoned by the Turks, your conniving brother took advantage, attacking and driving us out when I was too young to lead. He deserved what he got. He’s in hell now, as you’ll soon see with your own eyes!” 
 
    Vladislav fixed his gaze on Mircea. As he slowly lowered his sword, a smile crept onto his face. Mircea felt as if the man was trying to devour him with his eyes, both a challenge and a gross violation. It was obvious to Mircea that Vladislav did not care whether they opened the gate and submitted, or fought to the death. Either way, he wanted their lives, and now he wanted Mircea’s in particular. 
 
    Vladislav needed no more information out of them. With one hand he turned his horse about and trotted back toward his allies, his heavy sword hanging down by his side. 
 
    Without another word, Dracul turned and made his way down the stairs. He had a cold, empty feeling in his belly. He wondered which boyars had joined Vladislav, then decided that it did not matter. Even if Dracul had any Wallachian allies left, they surely did not have enough numbers to challenge Vladislav, let alone Janos Hunyadi. Looking back, he could not help but notice that there were few guards standing along the walls. Even his garda domneasca, his hired bodyguards, had not yet shown up. He would have to find a servant who could run and track them down. 
 
    Our only chance is to keep the traitors outside the walls. If we delay Vladislav, we can embarrass him in front of Hunyadi, and their alliance will fall apart. Perhaps one of his boyar allies will try to take the lead position from Vladislav, and a fight will break out. 
 
    Otherwise, we’re dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dracul stood in the armory of the castle, torchlight glinting off rows of swords and axe heads. As a boy helped him into his plate armor, he listened to the commotion at the front gate. The last he’d seen, the shields of the traitors carrying a battering ram were pincushions of arrows, the defenders firing down on them at every opportunity. Unfortunately, it seemed they had far fewer men to guard the gate than he’d realized. 
 
    Someone must have known the attack was coming, he thought. No doubt they were enticed into leaving. That’s what happened to my garda domneasca. I’m sure of it. They were willing to accept pay, but only as long as there wasn’t any fighting involved. 
 
    Dracul saw the other servant boy standing by the doorway, looking about awkwardly. 
 
    “What is it?” said Dracul. “Did you not bring my sword, as I asked?” 
 
    “S-sorry, sir, but I, well, I w-went to… to get it, a-and then, I, well-” 
 
    “Out with it, boy!” 
 
    “It’s not there, sir. Your sword, that is.” 
 
    Dracul glared at a row of axes. It’s that argument I had with Mircea. He must have taken it. Of course, he’s done playing by my rules. I suppose next time I move to sit on the throne, he’ll be there warming the seat. 
 
    Dracul shook his head. Not that I blame him. I only wanted him to take the throne when he was ready, but no one’s ever truly ready for this sort of thing. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Dracul. “Just… hand me that big one, over there. See it? Yes, that’s fine.” 
 
    The other boy clapped his shoulder. “You’re set, sir.” 
 
    Dracul nodded, stretching his arms in the full plate. “Good. Hand me my helm. Now, both of you, go to the northern tower, unless you have somewhere else you’d like to go.” 
 
    Both boys turned and ran. Dracul moved to take his shield, then stopped, and looked at it hanging from the wall. Torchlight shone on the painted design, rows of red and yellow broken by a blue space. Within the blue space hung a star and crescent moon. 
 
    He was interrupted by horse hooves beating against the cobblestones outside. He pulled down his shield and rushed into the stables that led to the avenue outside, where he saw armored riders racing past. One of the youths who worked in the stable stood with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “You! Quick!” said Dracul. “Get me up on a horse!” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir! Which-” 
 
    “Whatever, just hurry!” 
 
    More riders, Dracul’s men, raced past as the boy pushed Dracul onto a strong brown mare. Mircea rode through the open doorway and drew to a sharp halt. 
 
    “Father!” he shouted. “The gates are down!” 
 
    “How-” 
 
    “Our men started leaving! It wasn’t hard for the traitors to beat their way in with no one to pour anything on them! I’m going to the church. As far as I know, mother’s still in there!” 
 
    “Wait! You have to rally whoever you can! Townsfolk, if you have to!” 
 
    But it was too late; Mircea had already turned and ridden without waiting to hear Dracul’s reply. 
 
    “Get to the northern tower!” Dracul shouted to the youth as he spurred his horse on. 
 
    It was dark outside, the stars blotted out by thick, black clouds. He could hear shouting, the clarion ring of iron striking iron, and axes cruelly biting into wood. He turned in the direction of the church and raced down the street. 
 
    Alexandra will be fine, he told himself. She’s in the castle, locked in with the others. 
 
    Please, God, let her be safe! 
 
    He rode his horse into a wide intersection of streets before the church, a gang of torch-bearing conscripts illuminating Mircea and his allies riding in a circle while other riders pushed against them, two opposing whirlpools of mounted steel. Mircea cried out and his sword smacked an opponent; the man rode past with a torrent of red pouring from his neckpiece, and his head nodded as he went limp atop his horse. 
 
    Outside of the tide of battle, Dracul saw Albu, a fat, wealthy boyar mounted on a tall warhorse. “Here!” Albu shouted. “The son of the Voivod is over here! Bring him down!” 
 
    “Damn you, Albu!” Dracul shouted, his voice echoing off his steel helm. “Traitor! Traitor!” 
 
    Dracul ran around the fighters, desperate to reach Albu and silence him. Albu backed away, his horse twitching with confusion, and Dracul urged his mount on so that the traitor would not get away. 
 
    From a side street, Laiota Danesti, Vladislav’s short, rotund brother, saw the Voivod’s approach. Seeing his chance to elevate himself in the eyes of his older brother, he turned his horse about and made his way toward Dracul, lowering his heavy lance. Dracul saw Laiota in his pale yellow armor racing toward him, and changed course to meet him. 
 
    This is my chance! thought Laiota. He urged his horse to run faster and faster, glad to see that the foolish Voivod did not even have a lance of his own. But as they approached, he saw that the old Voivod’s eyes never wavered. He did not blink, but only bore himself forward, intent on his foe. Laiota flinched, his lance wavered - then it went wide of the mark, only slightly grazing Dracul’s shield on the side. Before Laiota could maneuver away, Dracul’s sword crashed into his helm, ringing his head and knocking the breath out of him. In a daze he felt as if he was floating, then he crashed into the hard stone avenue. 
 
    “That one!” shouted Albu, edging his horse further back as he pointed at Dracul. “Get that one! That one!” 
 
    At Albu’s behest, half a dozen riders peeled away from the group surrounding Mircea. They raced toward Dracul. He urged his horse away and ran into a dark avenue with the others in close pursuit. The clatter of horseshoes rang off the darkened homes as the riders chased him away from his son, his wife, his family, his home. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dracul was in a swamp. Black mud sucked at his boots and phantom lights danced in his eyes. He had lost the path long ago. Vladislav’s knights had edged him through the ruined front gate, then Hungarian cavalry had broken from their host to give chase as well. Only stumbling down a sudden drop had saved his life, but now his horse was reluctant to follow, as the direction he had thought would take him to the village of Bucuresti had turned out to be a waterlogged nightmare. The path he kept meaning to reach never arrived. He knew he must have gotten turned around in the dark, and now he had no idea where he was going. 
 
    He stopped and listened, but heard nothing over the chatter of frogs and insects. He felt as if he had fallen into another world, his heart torn by the desperate need to find his family. He muttered prayers under his breath, “Please, please help them, please, God, help them, help them,” because he knew they were being taken away from him, his family cast into a dark world as far from him as the endless black gulfs between the stars. He was alone and could do nothing to help those who depended on him. 
 
    He stumbled as he stepped into an unexpectedly deep pool, and threw himself to the side. He fell flat against a mound of mud. He rolled over onto his back. He was exhausted, his armor as constricting as the lid of a tomb closing over him. For a long time he worked at the straps to remove his breastplate, crouching, fuming, looking like an animal grooming itself. Just as the heavy breastplate fell into the pool at his feet, he saw light flickering on the face of the water. He could see that he was on the bank of an unmoving pool. 
 
    Turning, he saw that the light came from a group of men bearing torches. They were not soldiers, but rough-looking men without armor. 
 
    “There!” said one. “A horse.” 
 
    “And there’s the rider!” 
 
    By their harsh tone, Dracul knew they were not mere peasants on a stroll, but killers. He rolled onto his knees so he could reach his sword, but the men ran quickly along the dry edge of the bank above him. Even as he drew his blade, two men had him by the arms, and another pulled the sword from his grasp. 
 
    One of the men stepped into the torchlight. His long hair was lank and greasy, his smile split by a deep scar that passed through a gap in his teeth. “That’ll be the old Voivod, right there,” he said. “That’s a bag of ducats for us, boys.” 
 
    As soon as he saw the soulless gaze of the man’s dead eyes, Dracul’s heart thundered. He cried out and twisted against the men holding him. Strangely enough, they released him, and he fell to his knees. The casual nature of his killers was maddening; they must have been able to smell his exhaustion, and were in no mood to exert themselves. Dracul pushed himself onto his feet, then one of the men struck him in the head with a club. He fell flat into the mud, their laughter ringing in his ears. 
 
    “I have to get back,” Dracul said, desperately hoping that the killers would comply. “I have to get to my family.” 
 
    “Oh, the dragon roars! Look out, boys!” 
 
    “Your family will be fine,” the man with the scarred mouth said as he drew a dagger. “Voivod Vladislav will take care of them, I’m sure.” 
 
    “He’s certainly been kind to us!” said another, which brought another round of laughter. 
 
    Dracul forced himself onto his hands and knees and crawled away from the men. One of the men leaned over him and jammed a dagger into his side, twice, then three times. He felt a cold and unexpected pressure in his lungs. 
 
    I can’t die! Vassilissa and Alexandra need my help! 
 
    “Here now,” said the scarred man. “You’re just being cruel. Do it like this.” 
 
    Strong hands gripped him by the hair and pulled his head back. A dagger pressed against the side of his throat and slid across, then he felt nothing. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vladislav made his way through the halls of the castle, examining the ornate mace in his hands. The handle was thin, making it too delicate to be used in battle. The polished brass head at the end of the silver handle was surprisingly lightweight. 
 
    So this is the magic wand that turns one into a Voivod! he thought, smiling to himself. I guess it’s just light enough to point to whoever you want to approach the throne, but heavy enough to hit someone if they’re an annoyance. 
 
    Vladislav let the mace drop to his side and tapped it against his knee. He wanted to try on the crown, too, but he knew that others would think it unseemly to put on the crown without a Metropolitan from the church to make the passing of power official. 
 
    He stepped through the ruins of the doorway leading to the northern tower. He could hear women crying, and several of his men were standing in the dark hallway, laughing as they boasted about their exploits. They saluted as he passed. As he drew near the hallway where the suffering of the women was loudest, his older brother Dan emerged from the dark entrance, cracking his knuckles. The two regarded one another. Dan’s face was stern, as it usually was. His eyes drifted to the mace in Vladislav’s hand. 
 
    “Had your fun with the women, did you?” said Vladislav. “You see? I told you this would work out.” 
 
    “So it did.” 
 
    “Where’s the Draculesti girl?” 
 
    “She’s not with the others,” said Dan, pointing to another hallway. “She was putting up a fight. The men didn’t want the other girls to get any ideas. You’ll find her in there.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    Dan made his way down the corridor. 
 
    “Dan!” 
 
    Dan stopped and turned to his brother. Vladislav lifted the mace slightly. Dan sighed, then bowed his head. “Sir,” he said. 
 
    Vladislav made his way down the dark hallway, then came to a room lit by a dim lamp. There he found Alexandra lying under a heavy blanket, her face covered with dark purple bruises, one eye swollen, her lips red with blood. It took him a moment to realize that she was staring at him, then he saw that pure hatred was in her eyes. 
 
    “They treated you badly?” said Vladislav. He approached, then sat at the foot of the bed. He leaned forward as if interested in her response. 
 
    He could hear her breathing intensify. “What have you done with my family?” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Vladislav shook his head. “I tried to stop the men from… I’m very, very sorry about this.” 
 
    “My father! Where is he?” 
 
    “Ah, the old Voivod. You know how he is - as soon as the battle began, he rode away so hard that no one could keep up with him. But he can’t outrun the price on his head.” 
 
    “You’ll be killed for this,” she said, shifting her weight so that she could pull her feet away from him. She winced as she moved. 
 
    “Should I send for an apothecary?” 
 
    “My husband will kill you! If I was a man, I would kill you myself!” 
 
    “Husband?” Vladislav screwed up his brow. “Alexandra, I apologize, but after the number of men you’ve entertained tonight, you’re destined for a nunnery. No self-respecting man will have you, and that’s the truth.” 
 
    Vladislav watched as a range of emotions played across Alexandra’s face. He was fascinated by the ruin done to her features, making it difficult for him to tell exactly when she shifted from rage to self-loathing and back again. 
 
    “My brother will kill you,” she said, fighting back tears as she convinced herself. “My brother will kill you.” 
 
    Instead of responding, Vladislav raised a finger and gestured to a window. He couldn’t have planned it better himself, for they could hear shouts of pain as heavy sticks connected with flesh in the courtyard below. 
 
    “Your brother already has his hands full, cousin.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vladislav entered the courtyard and found his men crowding the area. They did not even notice Vladislav’s approach, for their attention was fixed on three goons taking turns beating Mircea. He was stripped to the waist, his chest covered in blood that poured freely from his mouth and nose. Two large men held him up while a third, whose hands were wrapped in leather straps, landed a blow against his jaw, causing it to pop so loudly that the men holding him winced as they laughed. 
 
    Vladislav found his brother Dan watching the spectacle. Firelight glinted off his gray hair. He had an expression of bored indifference, but Vladislav knew that his brother was most definitely interested in this sort of thing. 
 
    Vladislav could hear his younger brother, Laiota, whining as several men checked over his bald head. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth!” said Laiota. “I really think my skull is cracked. Can you not see it?” 
 
    Vladislav was about to give him a hard time, but he was distracted when a vicious blow to Mircea’s abdomen caused him to vomit a wad of blood onto the cobblestones. 
 
    “That’s enough for now,” said Vladislav. “I want to talk to him, if he’s still alive.” 
 
    “I think he’s passed out, sir,” said one man. 
 
    “I’m not,” said Mircea, glaring through a mask of blood shining in the firelight. His voice was muffled as he spoke around a swollen tongue. 
 
    “Very tough!” said Vladislav, approaching so he could look down into Mircea’s eyes. “Your father would be impressed if he were here to see this. Unfortunate how he fled the field at the first-” 
 
    “I know what you’re trying to do,” said Mircea. “It won’t work. Let me talk to Hunyadi.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I know he’s here!” 
 
    Vladislav was disturbed that the son of Dracul would have that much left in him after such a beating. 
 
    Is it only because he thinks Hunyadi will let him live? thought Vladislav. What would be the best way to break him? 
 
    Vladislav looked down at the mace in his hand. He could beat him to death with the very mace that symbolized rulership over Wallachia. But then again, the handle was thin, and if it broke in front of the men, it could make him look foolish. 
 
    “Brother,” said Dan, suddenly approaching. “Do you mind if I…?” 
 
    Vladislav gestured and moved away. Dan looked Mircea up and down, unfazed as the beaten man glared at him. 
 
    “Hold him good,” said Dan, unsheathing the short sword at his side. 
 
    Before Vladislav fully understood what his brother intended, Dan wrapped an arm around Mircea’s neck and pulled him down into a choke hold, then held the blade before his face. The other men strained as Mircea fought against them. 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Mircea shouted. “Stop it now! Stop-” 
 
    Dan jammed the point of his short sword into Mircea’s eye, twisted it, then pulled it free. Mircea’s voice echoed from the walls around the courtyard so loudly that several men covered their ears. Vladislav watched as blood and fluid splashed against Dan’s leg, then the blade jerked upward once again, twisted, and was pulled free. 
 
    Mircea fell silent and went limp. Dan grabbed his hair and pulled his head up, revealing two dark holes instead of eyes, the flesh gouged in lines across his cheeks and eyebrows. 
 
    “There,” Dan said simply. 
 
    My God! thought Vladislav, wondering what it must be like to be cast into a world of endless darkness. People imagine that Dan is the reasonable one, and avoid me out of fear. But he’s the only man who’s ever frightened me! 
 
    Vladislav pointed the sovereign’s mace at Mircea and turned to the men who were watching. “You see?” he said loudly. “This is what happens to those who oppose the rightful rulers of Wallachia! This maggot is the grandson of a usurper. God has turned against him and his kind!” 
 
    He heard murmured agreements, then Dan gestured to someone. Vladislav saw the boyar, Albu, pushing a peasant through the crowd. He was a thin, middle-aged man with his hat held in both hands. His wide eyes made him look like a cornered animal. 
 
    “You’ve prepared a grave?” said Dan. 
 
    “Y-yes, sir, just as you said, sir,” said the peasant. 
 
    Vladislav leaned in close to Dan. “Seems a shame to kill him just yet.” 
 
    Dan’s lips turned up at one corner. “I was thinking we might bury him alive,” he said quietly. “That way, God will take him. No blood will be on our hands.” 
 
    Vladislav chuckled. “I’ll have a monastery built in your name, brother. Just… wait a moment before you toss him in, will you? I have to go and give thanks to Janos Hunyadi for making this possible.” 
 
    “It’s not like he helped in the battle.” 
 
    “You let me worry about diplomacy,” said Vladislav, clapping a hand on Dan’s shoulder. “I’m Voivod of Wallachia, after all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    A Dream Hidden Behind Lies 
 
      
 
    1448 AD 
 
    One year after Dracul was deposed by Vladislav. 
 
      
 
    Sultan Murad’s behind had fallen asleep on the throne, and now the pain was beginning to radiate down into his legs. He wanted nothing more than to get up and move around, but he had already done that not long ago, and it had created a wave of confusion and turmoil in the court. Some courtiers thought he was leaving because they had offended him, and swore tearful oaths of loyalty that made it nearly impossible to get back to business. Someone had sent for a healer, which of course stirred up gossip among the courtiers in the rear of the throne room, who in turn sent for messengers that only added to the number of bodies in the room. In the end, a five minute walk had delayed his work for over an hour, and there were already so many people with problems that only he could deal with. 
 
    I don’t want to be here, Murad thought. I am tempted to give this throne to the next courtier who comes to lay his problems on me. But, by Allah, what a cruel thing to do to someone... 
 
    The throne room was a spacious chamber with a row of pearl white columns and pale blue walls that glittered in the lamplight. A row of janissaries with long halberds stood immobile before the crowd, separating them from the Sultan and his advisors. Angelovic, in charge of defending Murad and the royal palace, stood by his side with a long, curved sword ready to slay anyone who offended the mouthpiece of Allah. Grand Vizier Halil, the squat, rotund Turk, bent near Murad’s ear and explained the business of the next courtier. 
 
    He was a young man, seventeen years of age, five years a hostage in the Ottoman court. He was of average height, lean but with an athletic build. He wore a vest and loose-fitting pants customary in the Empire, but of a dark color. Under his black turban, Murad could see short, dark hair peeking out. He had the faint beginnings of a mustache. He had large, dark eyes, and while it was not permitted to meet the gaze of the Sultan, Murad could see that his eyes did not stray from a point at the base of his throne. He did not seem nervous, which was a little unsettling. Murad ceased listening to Halil’s explanation, because he remembered the young man by his gaze. 
 
    “Vlad, son of Dracul, of Wallachia,” said Murad, leaning forward to compensate against the pain of sitting. “My Grand Vizier tells me that you have truly excelled within the muteferikka, the hostages trained for war. We have taught you how to use a lance and sword and bow, both on foot and on horseback. Because of my generosity, you can read, write, and speak many languages. And now, because Allah has opened the door, you will be given a chance to give back to the Empire that made you.” 
 
    Sultan Murad paused, then motioned for hot tea to be brought to him. His throat was worn out from being the mouthpiece of Allah during the course of a day that would not end. From the corner of his eye he saw Vlad nod, though his gaze did not seem to move from a single point. He found it unnerving, but Halil assured him that the young man was completely devoted to his duties as a vassal, and waited only for the opportunity to tame the Christian lands by the sword. 
 
    Murad sipped his hot tea and made a soft wheezing sound. 
 
    “As you know, Vlad, your father and brother in Wallachia were killed by a villain named Vladislav, of the Danesti line of Basarab.” Murad paused to take another sip. “He’s one of your cousins, a lickspittle of Janos Hunyadi. Both of their heads should be on spears in my reading room.” 
 
    Sultan Murad scanned Vlad’s face. He remembered asking the messenger how Vlad had reacted to the news that his family had been slain. He had been confused when the messenger had said that Vlad did not tear his robe or pull out his hair to show his grief, but instead seemed unmoved. Surely the messenger had been unnerved. Even now, Murad had the distinct impression that the young man was using his face as a mask. 
 
    Or perhaps, thought Murad, he’s one of those strange individuals who has no emotions. A heartless beast who wakes up only when the bells of battle are rung... 
 
    Murad pulled himself from his reverie. “That rabid and unbelievably foul dog, Janos Hunyadi, has put together another one of his idiotic crusades. Because he was thoroughly embarrassed in Bulgaria, this time he has chosen to fail by coming at me through Serbia. His little lapdog, Vladislav, has gone with him. Targoviste has only a threadbare defense, and will likely be empty for some time, depending on how long it takes Hunyadi to decide his latest venture has turned out a complete disaster. 
 
    “Vlad, I want you to take a small army to Targoviste. I am making you Voivod of Wallachia - but only so long as you declare your loyalty to me. Your father was a good man. I hope that you will prove to be a good man as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, your majesty,” said Vlad, bowing his head slightly. 
 
    “I want you to move quickly, so your forces will be composed of light cavalry. I will, however, give you an ally who will ensure that you can prevail in any battle.” 
 
    Murad gestured, and a janissary in dark blue robes stepped from behind a curtain. He was a tall, muscular man with short blond hair and cold blue eyes. 
 
    “This is Sehzade,” said Murad. “Though it is uncommon for janissaries to travel alone, it is well known that they cannot be defeated in battle. With the skills that we have taught you, and this man’s prowess in battle, surely Hunyadi’s little dog will be unable to oppose you.” 
 
    Sehzade stepped down from the dais and stood beside Vlad. Neither of them offered a greeting to the other. They simply locked their gaze on one another, their faces unmoving. Watching them, Murad forgot what he was about to say. Though Sehzade was nearly a head taller than the Wallachian, it seemed as if the two were locked in a silent contest of will. 
 
    Murad shook his head. He’ll be getting details from someone else, he thought, so I’ll just go ahead and wrap things up. It’s not like I want to be here, anyway! 
 
    “May Allah bless your journey, Vlad. It is a shame that I cannot send your brother with you, but he is much beloved by the court. I think he would much better enjoy it if he stayed with us. Ah, but, one more thing… before you go, I would like to see a sign of your loyalty. Let us see you bow.” 
 
    Sultan Murad narrowed his eyes and looked sideways at Vlad, as if he was setting him up for a tricky test. He watched as the janissary dropped to his knees, then placed the palms of his hands on the carpet and prostrated himself. Sure enough, Vlad did the same, kneeling and spreading his hands and placing his face to the floor. Though the janissary’s lack of hesitation showed absolute obedience, there was a careful, deliberate method in the Wallachian’s bow that Murad rarely saw. Murad sighed, a little disappointed that his misgivings about the young man had proven false. 
 
    Still, that’s as good a sign of loyalty as any, he thought. No man would put his face to the floor unless he truly meant to be a dutiful servant! 
 
    “Alright, that’s a pretty good bow,” said Murad, signaling for aides to show the two out. “Let’s move it along, then.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad entered Radu’s apartment, a small but finely decorated little room within the palace. Just as the servant had said, Radu was gone. If it was true that he was on a hunting trip with the Sultan’s son, then Vlad would not see him before leaving. 
 
    Vlad stood in the center of the room and tried to get a sense for how his brother lived. They had grown so distant, Vlad mused, despite the fact that they only had each other. But they had taken two different paths. Vlad spent much of his time training, riding in the hills, enduring discomfort with others, and learning as much as he could about fighting and pushing himself beyond his own limits. Radu, on the other hand, was becoming a gem of the court, from what Vlad had heard. Everyone adored the handsome Wallachian boy. He was even a constant companion of Mehmet, who once ruled the Empire. 
 
    Vlad stood over Radu’s bed and placed a hand on the small silk pillow, then his gaze went to a little shelf that held several wooden figures. 
 
    Radu, thought Vlad, I hope you will be taken care of when I leave. God, please, do not let them mistreat him. 
 
    He found himself slowly opening the balcony and stepping out. He stood over the gardens, shadows lengthening as the sun set over the city of Edirne. He saw the parapets of a mosque standing in the distance, silent sentries overlooking the center of the Empire. Vlad felt the stirring of his will. Though his heart was often kept at the bottom of a deep, dark well, where none could see it, he felt the intense violence of his most secret dream reaching out to him, calling him. 
 
    God, please protect Radu… because I cannot stop what I am about to do! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Vlad’s Army 
 
      
 
    They came to wide fields of green grass on either side of the path, and Vlad nudged his horse off the side and turned so he could survey his forces. His horse was a dark brown mare, spirited and eager to run. Vlad wore his dark robe and turban, and a curved sword was sheathed at his side. He wondered if he was indistinguishable from the rest of the men who rode with him, unarmored akinci fighters with spears and curved scimitars and bows. They were light cavalry suited to harassing the enemy rather than taking and holding ground. 
 
    But if it’s true that Vladislav and his forces are in a crusade, thought Vlad, then we can rush the gate or bluff our way in. And once we occupy the walls, we’ll have an advantage over any attacker. 
 
    Sehzade the janissary rode by, his pale yellow robes contrasting with his black horse. The young man caught Vlad’s eye and stared at him the entire time he passed by, and Vlad did the same. It was intimidating enough that Vlad was expected to lead this many fighters so far from their home country, but even the strongest fighters among them avoided the janissary, and either pretended he was not among them, or looked down at his feet as if in the presence of the Sultan himself. 
 
    That one will be a problem, thought Vlad. The janissaries are useful in battle, but otherwise, they’re a liability. What is done to them, that turns them into that? 
 
    There was a gap behind Sehzade, for no one wanted to ride close to him. At the head of the horses carrying their baggage, Vlad saw Babur. The Turk smiled and made an informal bowing gesture. Vlad unconsciously clenched his jaw, then brought his horse alongside Babur’s. 
 
    “Do you remember me?” said Vlad. 
 
    Babur quickly looked him up and down, then laughed nervously. “I do, sir, though I must admit, I was hoping, perhaps, that you would not remember me.” 
 
    Of course I remember you! thought Vlad, suppressing the desire to draw his blade and rake it across Babur’s face. He knew that he would most likely never forget the Turk who had manhandled him and his brother all the way from Kallipolis to Egrigoz Fortress, leaving them in the wasteland where they lived at the mercy of the Empire. Babur had acted friendly, but was cruel and quick to anger, and Vlad had no doubt that little had changed. 
 
    “So do I,” said Vlad, making sure to keep the edge out of his voice. “Only I’m wondering why exactly you’ve been placed under my command.” 
 
    Though Babur was armed with a sword, he was thin and gangly, clearly not made for cavalry. 
 
    Babur smiled again. “Sir, all of your men were gladly given by Hamza Bey, who I served under. Now, I serve you. I can act as a messenger, accountant, advisor… I can translate for the men, as I know Romaneste, and have been to Wallachia. Or I can simply be an ally with an ear for your troubles.” 
 
    A spy, no doubt, thought Vlad. I shouldn’t be surprised, since I assumed everyone here was given orders to spy on me. But is he here for something more? 
 
    “Fine, then,” said Vlad, suddenly spurring his horse forward. He raced across the wide field to the head of his forces, which he saw were winding around an obstruction in the path. As he drew nearer, he saw that they were passing on either side of two wagons being pulled toward Edirne. The wagons carried cages filled with children. Though Vlad could not see them clearly, he could tell that their pale faces were streaked with grime and dust from the road. 
 
    Vlad drew his horse aside once more, then turned toward Babur. Even from this distance, he could see the Turk standing up in his saddle, mouth open and eyes wide as he scanned the cages. He looked as excited as if the Grand Vizier had invited him to a banquet. 
 
    Not just a spy, then, thought Vlad. He’s a recruiter, as they call them. A slaver looking to point out children who can serve the Sultan, then send instructions for them to be taken from their parents and thrown into cages… 
 
    Vlad heard a sharp, whining sound as he grinded his teeth. 
 
    This is the sort of man I’m bringing into my homeland. 
 
    *** 
 
    They passed through fallen Bulgaria, then crossed the Danube at a bridge that was overlooked by Fort Giurgiu, an impressive stone fortress built by Vlad’s grandfather, Mircea the Elder, but was now occupied by Ottoman Turks. From the high walls they watched as Vlad and his men passed, their dark faces unreadable under turbans and pointed helmets. 
 
    As soon as they passed into Wallachia, Vlad was filled with a strange blend of emotion. Foremost was awe at the beauty of the land. It was spring and the green hills were lined with wildflowers, vibrant fuchsia and wild bearberry standing out like the color of childhood memory. Even the dark woods did not seem forbidding, but promised shade and rest and the dreamy sense of adventure that had often called out to him as a child. He remembered venturing out with Mircea and Alexandra, and even Radu on a few occasions, though little Radu usually wanted to return to the comforts of home within the hour. Now, on every morning of his return, Vlad always woke before the others and watched as the roof of stars gave way to pale blue just before sunrise, and a thin mist crept over the sleeping land. He was utterly fascinated, as if he was an alien to his own home. As a child, his mind had quickly forgotten the details of the land that had formed him, or tucked them away beneath layers of trauma so that he would not pine for the impossible. Now he heard the familiar calling of birds he did not know that he knew, and felt as if he was meeting himself for the first time. 
 
    So in this strange state of waking and dreaming, Vlad approached Targoviste with his army. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hidden in a deep gully in a woods not far from Targoviste, they sat and waited for their spy, Babur, to return. Vlad fitted himself with a light chainmail vest and dress, then put his robe on top of the mail. He checked to make sure that his swords were securely sheathed to his horse, checked his shield straps, then made sure his spear was sharp. Then he busied himself with making sure that his men were ready, double-checking that each unit understood who would harass with bows, who would drive in with spears, who would engage and mop up with swords, who would take and hold the gates, and who would drive in toward the castle. 
 
    As Vlad went from group to group, he saw Sehzade sitting and staring at his own sword, a long, curved blade of no special make. 
 
    “Do you have a straight sword as well?” said Vlad. 
 
    The janissary slowly turned and looked at him, as if confused by the interruption. 
 
    “Curved blades are fine,” said Vlad, “for hacking off unarmored limbs and heads. But if we encounter real resistance against knights in heavy armor, you’ll need a straight blade.” 
 
    Sehzade’s mouth turned up at one corner. He slowly lifted his shield, then quickly shifted his arm and revealed a long, wide dagger in his shield hand. “That’s what this is for,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” said Vlad, ignoring the subtle feeling of nausea that the man gave him. “You understand your role in the battle, janissary?” 
 
    “You don’t have to go over such things with me,” said Sehzade, shifting the dagger so that he held it underhanded, thus concealing it behind the shield. “Everyone else attacks and flees, attacks and flees. Only janissaries charge in, and charge in, and charge in…” 
 
    “Very well,” said Vlad, nodding and conceding that he would get nowhere with the man. “Fight well.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Babur returned with a tale about the gates being wide open, as it was not yet noon, and only lightly defended. He had even spoken with the guards at the gate and requested an audience with Voivod Vladislav, to which the guards had responded that their lord was still away on crusade. The men had not seemed alarmed by the presence of the Turk, though his appearance as a merchant rather than a raider must have helped. 
 
    “That shows they don’t know what they’re doing,” Vlad said to his cavalry. “Otherwise they would have shot him on sight. We’ll take them by surprise! Let’s go! Ride!” 
 
    Vlad held his spear high and waved it as he turned his horse about. He did not bother to wait for his men, but rode through the gully at their head. 
 
    They emerged from the woods and flew across the countryside, the walls of the city lying on the horizon. Vlad felt his heart thunder as fast as his horse’s hooves beating against the land. He felt a strange sense of deja vu, a vision of the fields and winding lanes around the walls of Targoviste seen as a child and now, again, as a young man. Only he was not returning so that he could greet his father, his mother, his brothers and sister, to sit and talk about times long past. Now, he was returning with a spear in his hand and foreigners as allies, and was prepared to endure a storm of arrows and lash out at anyone who stood in his way. 
 
    Vladislav! If only you were in Targoviste! If only I could meet the man who made it impossible for me to see my family ever again! 
 
    They rode past the little wooden homes lying outside the wall and made their way toward the gate, which was still open. Surprised looks rather than a hail of arrows greeted them as they poured in. 
 
    “Hold that gate! Take the gatehouse!” Vlad shouted to one of his men, a commander who had already been drilled on his role. Vlad saw lightly armored soldiers turning and running, their spears lying on the ground as they fled from the invaders. Vlad pushed on with his forces, making his way through winding streets as he approached the castle. He saw doors slammed shut as citizens took sanctuary from his unexpected arrival. 
 
    They’ll make their stand at the gates of the castle! thought Vlad. 
 
    Vlad arrived at the open avenue and the wide stone stairway leading up to the front gate of the castle and found the doors hanging open. The only guards he saw were lightly armored men fleeing in abject terror. They looked as if they had lost a battle against an invisible army only moments before Vlad’s arrival. One young man even leaped over a low stone wall and took off at full speed as soon as he touched down on the other side, a seemingly impossible feat in full chainmail dress. 
 
    Vlad’s riders filled the avenue behind him. Their horses paced about with nervous energy. Vlad led his horse to the open double-doors of the castle, but saw no one waiting inside. 
 
    His men cheered and Vlad looked about, more than a little confused. 
 
    Surely these weren’t the men who conquered my home, thought Vlad. Surely they weren’t capable of destroying my family, the Draculesti! 
 
    “Vlad Bey!” Babur shouted, waving his sword as his horse looked around, ready to charge. “We’ve done it! We’ve taken Targoviste!” 
 
    Am I really Voivod? thought Vlad. Could it really be that easy? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The Coffin Maker 
 
      
 
    Vlad ordered his men to go throughout the city, with their weapons put away, and announce that a new and rightful Voivod now sat on the throne in Targoviste. The announcement was not just for the inhabitants, but was also intended to make his Ottoman cavalry understand that they were not conquerors. Having regained his home, he was intent on keeping his foreign allies from turning to looting. 
 
    The day wore on without any outbreaks of violence. Vlad had Babur and a few others who appeared somewhat civilized to go to the boyars and invite them to a dinner so that they could meet their new ruler. While his men lounged around the castle and bragged about how they would have handled the battle if there had been one, Vlad investigated the castle. It was eerie to see a place that looked like his old home, and yet did not feel like home. Furniture had been rearranged, or replaced, or was wholly intact but lacked the warmth of familiarity. He kept wondering if Alexandra would peek around the corner in her shy manner, with wide eyes and a hesitant smile. He stopped many times, sure that he’d heard his mother calling his name. 
 
    He finally found people in the kitchen, a few of the older staff who were reluctant to flee but too scared to introduce themselves. Vlad could tell that they had no idea who should be shown loyalty, or for how long and to what extent. He told them of his idea for a dinner, though he was not sure how many guests would appear. He tried to avoid rigid military formality so that the staff would not be scared, and they seemed more at ease as soon as they had a duty to which they could attend. 
 
    That night a handful of boyars arrived. They appeared suspicious. Vlad noted that all of them brought guards, and none had brought their wives or family. Vlad vaguely recalled seeing a few of the men years before, but his father had expected Mircea to take over, and invested little time in giving Vlad insights into Targoviste’s hierarchy. Dinner became an extremely uncomfortable affair, as the boyars were openly suspicious of Vlad’s identity, intentions, and youth, and mostly ignored their stew. As the old men cross-examined his lineage and where he had been for so many years, Vlad began to wonder if he was their ruler or their captive. 
 
    After dinner, Vlad posted guards at the front gate and patrols on the walls and around the castle. He stood before the door to his mother and father’s bedroom and looked at the ornate, dark wood bed. He could see an unfamiliar red carpet in the light of his lamp. Without thinking, he turned and went to his old bedroom. All of his old things were gone, but his old bed was still there. He made his way toward it and, without bothering to undress, he lay down and sighed. He was exhausted and felt unsure of himself. He hadn’t expected it to be this way. He’d thought there would be a great battle, that Vladislav's loyalists would challenge him with strength of arms, but thanks to the military training he had endured over the years, he would take his homeland into his own hands. Others, seeing his strength, would acknowledge his right to rule. Instead, he felt a lonely sense of confusion, as if his beloved home had looked him over and simply shrugged. 
 
    I have to learn how to do this before Vladislav returns, he thought. Father never gave me any lessons on how to rule, or who to turn to for aid. I must focus everything on learning what it takes to be Voivod... 
 
    He had always planned to somehow kick out his foreign allies. He knew that they were not really allies, but merely spies who were there to make sure his reign benefited the Sultan. But now, having met with a cold reception from the boyars of Targoviste, it seemed that the foreigners were the only ones who acknowledged the legitimacy of his rule. 
 
    As he drifted off to sleep, he realized that he had not taken the opportunity to sit on the throne left by his father, and by his grandfather Mircea the Elder. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad found his father’s old study. Sehzade entered behind him, then stood in the center of the room and waited. Vlad opened one of the drawers in the desk, then realized that Sehzade was watching his movements, his face fixed like a bird staring at prey. The room was filled with old maps, documents stored on shelves, even a few illustrations that Vlad had never seen before; it was a wonder to him that the janissary seemed to have absolutely no curiosity about any of it. 
 
    That’s fine, thought Vlad. I’ll be able to go through Vladislav’s letters by myself, and find out who has love for him, and who does not. My foreign allies don’t need to know anything about Wallachian affairs. 
 
    Vlad reached deep into the drawer, then bent his arm awkwardly. 
 
    There! That’s the key to the coffer that Alexandra found so long ago. And… what’s this? 
 
    Vlad pulled out a small ring and examined it, making sure to keep it concealed behind the desk. The ring may have been silver, and was shaped like a dragon with its tail tied around its own neck. Just then he remembered that Alexandra had found the ring, years ago, and shown it to him, though neither of them had any idea what the strange design meant. 
 
    “What is it?” said Sehzade. 
 
    Vlad realized his mouth had fallen open as the childhood memory had returned unexpectedly. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Vlad, palming the ring in one hand and presenting the key with the other. “Here - the spare key to the coffer. Vladislav never found it. Let’s hope he never had the lock changed.” 
 
    “If he did, we can just break open the chest.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” said Vlad, rising. “We’d have to post guards for the chest, and who would trust the guards?” 
 
    “As long as we get paid,” said Sehzade, shrugging. “There’s payment in it for you, too.” 
 
    Vlad glanced at the man and looked him up and down as he made his way back toward the treasury. 
 
    So what I’ve heard about janissary greed is true, thought Vlad. They’re as celibate as angels, and won’t touch a woman even if unsupervised… but they’d charge straight into cannon fire for the promise of wealth! 
 
    “We’re not here to loot the nation,” said Vlad, “but to manage it. Understand that, and there won’t be any confusion between us.” 
 
    As they walked down the hallway, they passed through a heavy shadow lying between two windows. 
 
    “I’m not confused about anything,” said Sehzade. As the man walked behind him, Vlad had the distinct impression that the janissary wanted to kill him, or at least attack him and assert dominance. 
 
    They returned to the darkened treasury and bent over the heavy iron chest. Vlad tried the key, and the lock popped open. As he cracked open the lid, Sehzade craned his head, seemingly as eager as a child. Vlad saw a few small burlap bags lying at the bottom of the chest, and was disappointed; unless Vladislav had converted each and every one of the coins into golden ducats, then there was not much there. 
 
    Vlad opened one bag, counted out some coins, and handed them to Sehzade without a word. 
 
    “I can take the others their pay, too,” said Sehzade, smiling slightly. 
 
    “They can come to me about their pay,” said Vlad, slamming the lid of the chest. “That’s one of the duties of the Voivod.” 
 
    “You know, in Edirne, it’s customary for the Sultan to bring the janissaries their pay, in person, at the end of each quarter.” 
 
    “We aren’t in Edirne,” said Vlad, motioning toward the door. 
 
    Sehzade stopped and stared at him, and again Vlad was filled with the impression that the man wanted to kill him. He saw no anger in his cold, blue eyes. Instead, he detected a sort of bored annoyance, dull and brooding, an inhuman disconnect from the world that precluded caring about anything that did not give some immediate benefit. 
 
    “Fine,” said Sehzade, pocketing his ducats as he left. Vlad made a quick count of the ducats he had available, then noted that he would have to inquire among the boyars how taxes were gathered. Vlad remembered his father keeping track of large amounts of ducats; at least, it had seemed like a lot in his child’s mind. 
 
    Vladislav must have used the money here to pay off those who helped him steal the throne, thought Vlad. We could have used this money to strengthen our defenses! 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad sat in his study reading through his correspondence. He was shocked that not one single boyar had written to express loyalty toward him or his family. Instead, all responses seemed to enquire about Vladislav’s return. 
 
    And that’s among the boyars who bothered to respond! he thought, going down his list of potential Wallachian allies and finding that few remained. Mircea the Elder proved the legitimacy of the Draculesti reign. He was a just ruler, and defended the people against foreign powers. Why would they be so quick to turn to Vladislav and the Danesti? 
 
    Vlad folded the latest letter and put it away with the others. 
 
    Do they fear him? Is that all it takes for a ruler to gain the support of his people? Surely not... 
 
    Vlad considered writing another letter to Albu, a powerful boyar whose aid would be invaluable, then he immediately put his ink and quill away. He had written enough letters today. 
 
    He did not allow himself breaks, but he sometimes studied his father’s old correspondence when he was tired. It gave him an excuse to sit, and helped him piece together a working model of how Wallachia operated. He picked up the first letter in the pile, yellowed with age. It was addressed to his father from a man named Mihaly Szilagyi, a Hungarian. 
 
    “ ‘My brother’,” Vlad read, surprised by the overly warm greeting, especially from a man he had never heard of. He read further. The letter was a heartfelt request for Dracul to join Hunyadi in his crusade across Bulgaria, as well as thanks for already pledging the aid of Mircea and a force of cavalry. 
 
    That must have been when the Battle of Varna occurred, thought Vlad. When Radu and I were nearly executed. 
 
    Near the end of the letter, Vlad read, As you are a member of our Order, and bear the sign and the name of the Dragon, from our Order, I know you will come to the aid of your dear brothers, as that is the pledge we took together... 
 
    Order? thought Vlad, instinctively looking up to make sure that no one was near. Order of the Dragon? Father never told me of any special vow… but here is a letter pointing out that it must have been important enough for father to take it for his name, Dracul, or Dragon. 
 
    Vlad removed the ring from his pocket. He always kept it near, but never wore it. He looked at the dragon being strangled by its own tail. It seemed that Mihaly Szilagyi was Hungarian, and Vlad knew that his father Dracul had spent a great deal of time in Hungary, just as Vlad had lived in Ottoman lands. 
 
    He rifled through a handful of other letters, but found no mention of any Order or vow or dragon insignia. Gripped by a sudden instinct, he picked the ring off the desk and tucked it into his pocket once again. At that moment, Babur came through the door and bowed. 
 
    “Sir?” he said. “You sent for me?” 
 
    “I sent for you yesterday,” said Vlad. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Sir, I… was visiting the surrounding villages. We need allies, after all.” 
 
    “I also want to visit the people living around Targoviste,” said Vlad, failing to keep the edge from his voice. “You should have waited for my order. We could have gone together.” 
 
    “Yes, well… you are so busy, after all… I thought only that perhaps I could be of some service...” 
 
    The juxtaposition of the man’s servile demeanor against the fact that he was most definitely scouting the villages for children who could be kidnapped and sold to the Empire filled Vlad with a cold, dreadful anger. The man was a liar. Vlad felt his fingers curl into fists, and he knew that the world would be better off without Babur. Wallachia lay prone before the Ottomans, and Vlad knew that it was his duty to protect her children, not work with foreigners intent on buying and selling her children like animals. 
 
    They take our children... and men like Babur turn them into creatures like Sehzade! 
 
    Vlad bore his eyes into Babur, but before he could respond, he saw an image of Iskender Bey, the man who had taught him that a dream could be hidden - in fact, had to be hidden - until the time was right. Otherwise it would be snuffed out before it ever had a chance to become real. 
 
    Vlad exhaled. “Next time, clear it with me,” he said. “I don’t want anyone to stray off and go missing. We don’t have solid footing here. Understand?” 
 
    “Of course, sir, of course!” said Babur, bowing once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Having grown tired of his childhood home looking like a mosque with several hundred raiders bowing and praying with their faces to the floor wherever they could find a bit of space, Vlad made his way to a church to attend liturgy. He had stopped wearing his turban, but he still felt eyes on him as he approached, and he knew he must look like a strange sight. Days had gone by, and still no one seemed to acknowledge that he had spent much of his childhood in Targoviste, and was a native. Much less did they recognize that he was not a conqueror or a usurper, but a just ruler granted authority by God. 
 
    As he made his way into the church, boyars and peasants alike stared at him, then made a space for him in the front. He took a seat on the hard wooden pew and stared ahead as dozens of eyes scanned him. His discomfort and misgivings faded as he smelled incense wafting from the censors, immediately transporting him back to childhood. He remembered Alexandra holding his hand while Radu twitched and kicked his heels and played with the frills on his sleeves, unaware that he was in the house of God, and unaware that his mother was watching and taking note. The black robed presbyter chanted, and Vlad closed his eyes. 
 
    Father, I am lost, he thought. Weeks have gone by, but I’m completely unsure of my place here. For years it has been my dream to help my people… I have prayed for just one chance at this, and now, I’m drowning. I don’t know what I am doing... 
 
    The familiar sound of the presbyter speaking in Greek was a soothing current. He felt as if he was in the warm center of a world wracked by storm. His eyes drifted to a painting at the front, a familiar icon that he had stared at since childhood. The fair face of a Palaiologos looked back at him; he was one of the kings of Constantinople, the very center of their faith, the axis around which their culture revolved. Vlad felt his own smallness in comparison to the Emperor who looked back at him, for he had kept that great city intact while under constant attack from the Ottoman Turks, who devoured Greek children and Greek land year after year after year. 
 
    I have to become worthy of ruling this land, thought Vlad. I have to become more than I am! 
 
    The words of the priest interrupted his thoughts; he seemed to be speaking in Romaneste. 
 
    “... he told them, take nothing for the journey. No staff, no bag, no bread, no money, no extra shirt…” 
 
    To be stripped of everything… all weakness torn away... 
 
    Vlad’s eyes rested on another familiar painting, a small image in a wide golden frame showing a blue-robed saint beheaded by a figure holding a curved blade. No doubt the head would be presented to a Sultan who sat at the very center of the dark, inhuman hierarchy that craved death or, at the very least, to see the being made in the image of God bowing down with his face upon the ground. 
 
    After church, Vlad left and watched as the boyars greeted and spoke with one another. Just then, a little peasant girl in an undyed white dress and a dark shawl approached and curtsied to him. 
 
    “Greetings, my lord,” she said. “Begging your pardon, but my grandfather… he’d like to speak with you.” 
 
    Vlad looked about, saw that no one was looking, then nodded to the girl. She walked behind the church, and he followed. They wound their way between houses until they came to a yard filled with stacks of cut wood. Vlad saw a pale casket, unpainted and untreated, propped against a shed. 
 
    “S-sir… beg pardon!” 
 
    Vlad whirled at the unexpected presence - a man stood before him. In his peripheral vision, he saw the peasant girl racing away. Vlad’s hand went to the hilt of his sword without thought. 
 
    “S-sir!” said the peasant, his hat held before him. “Please forgive me, I know it’s not usual for a man of my station to request a man like you to come and visit, but I was unsure how to get a word in with you, without anyone knowing, if you understand, sir. But, you see, I’d heard that you were asking questions...” 
 
    Vlad relaxed and nodded. “It’s fine. Go on.” 
 
    “It’s just… I’m very sorry, but I heard you were asking, and I didn’t know how-” 
 
    “Really, it’s fine. Speak your mind, and have no fear.” 
 
    Though the peasant seemed terribly troubled to stand before his Voivod, Vlad was thrilled. He desperately wanted news about his family, but so far, his inquiries had been shrugged off with claims of ignorance. 
 
    “Have no fear, you say, sir, so I shall. It’s just that… I was there that night, sir. The night when your family was struck down.” 
 
    Vlad’s heart began to thunder as if suddenly thrown into a battle. His senses sharpened and he could see every crease in the man’s face, even each whisker beneath his nose, in great detail. He tried to control his breathing. “Tell me,” said Vlad. “What of my father?” 
 
    “Well, now…” Again the man hummed and hawed and stepped from foot to foot. 
 
    Are the people afraid to speak to me because of the way Vladislav has treated them? he wondered. People always came to my father to discuss all kinds of matters! Has Wallachia fallen so low that this poor man is the only brave soul left? 
 
    “Voivod, you might hear some talk about some boys from Bucuresti who murdered your father. I wanted to let you know that it isn’t so…” 
 
    “I’ve heard no such talk,” said Vlad. “You’re the first to speak to me about this.” 
 
    “Well, then it’s good that I came to you first. Those boys from Bucuresti - they’re braggarts, and want to seem tough. But I’ve heard from trustworthy sources that the men who murdered your father, they were killers from the foothills around Transylvania. Wandering trash, bandits and the like that Vladislav employs for dirty business.” 
 
    “Do you have their names?” 
 
    “No, sir, I apologize. All I know is that their leader has a monstrous scar what splits his face, right near his mouth. He’s a killer - never worked a day in his life. Him and his kind, they were the ones that murdered the old Voivod.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. He wanted to lean against the fence around the yard, but forced himself to stand tall. “Thank you,” he said, nodding. “You’ve helped me a great deal. Did… did these killers… did they also… my mother, and sister...” 
 
    “Oh, no, sir. As far as I know, they left together. Though where they went, I don’t know.” 
 
    Vlad felt his heart leap. His mother and sister, alive! His mind raced, trying to piece together where they would have gone. He could not think of any boyar allies they would have gone to. Perhaps if he kept digging through his father’s letters, he might find a useful name or a safe location. Or maybe they had returned to his mother’s home in Moldavia? 
 
    Or a monastery, for refuge, he thought. I’ll inquire at the monasteries around Targoviste! 
 
    For some reason, his eyes drifted to his vest and his loose Turkish trousers. He felt ashamed and embarrassed. Would Alexandra even recognize him? 
 
    Still, he could not help but smile at the man. “You’ve done more for your Voivod than anyone else in Targoviste. Now, is there anything I can-” 
 
    “Ah, but sir, I have more! As you can see, I work with wood, sir, and I make a good number of caskets. And that’s how, well, I… I saw what happened to your brother with my own eyes, though I hate to tell of it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, Vlad met the old coffin maker at a small plot of land not far from the castle. It was obscured from view by a cluster of trees, which was reassuring. Though he found it strange that a ruler should sneak around his subjects, he did not want the Muslim raiders to know anything more than they needed. Ultimately they served Sultan Murad, not the Voivod. 
 
    The coffin maker seemed to understand that discretion was called for, and handed Vlad a shovel without a word. The two began digging, settling into a rhythm of gouging and throwing. Vlad never grew tired, but felt only a burning sense that he would soon see his brother once again. 
 
    Finally their shovels struck wood with a high-pitched scraping sound. They bent and cleared off the wood, then Vlad gestured impatiently. The old coffin maker clambered out of the hole, then returned with a lamp and held it into the hole. Vlad knelt and straddled the opening, dug his fingers into wood, then pulled. 
 
    The casket opened with a dull whine, and he felt a shock of horror at the thing revealed by the lamp hanging over his head. Mircea, his older brother, was now a desiccated, shriveled corpse, the mouth hanging open to reveal long white teeth, the eyeholes black pits carved into a tortured face. The thin, rigid hands were not crossed on his bare chest, but were instead extended like claws. Vlad could not understand why the fingers appeared to be mutilated, then looked at the underside of the lid and saw that it was gouged with deep scratches, the wood splintered and raw as Mircea had desperately fought to be free. 
 
    Vlad suddenly remembered his brother falling off his horse in full plate, rolling on the ground as he tore off his helm. While the young squires and pages failed to hide their laughter, Vlad climbed through the fence and ran to his brother. Vlad pushed him up and, as Mircea groaned, even the older knights burst into peals of laughter. 
 
    “It’s hard enough to get around in this gear when I’m upright,” said Mircea. “Thank you, Vladut!” 
 
    “I can’t wait to be a knight just like you!” said Vlad. 
 
    “That’s a hell of a thing to say to someone who just fell off his horse,” said Mircea, laughing along with the others as he turned to Vlad, smiling, with his hair plastered to one side of his face. 
 
    Now Mircea’s face was shrunken against his skull, the features contorted in one last expression of agony. The young man who should have been Voivod, with Vlad at his side to help him bear the burden, had spent his last moments alone, deep in the cold earth, fighting just to breathe, and Vlad was not able to help him. For years Vlad had mastered the art of concealing sadness, anger, disappointment, all tucked deep down into a pit, but now he shook with something like a lightning bolt thrashing in his chest, enraged by the injustice of what had been done to someone that Vlad remembered was kind, full of laughter, honest, and brave. 
 
    The Danesti! The Danesti did this to you, Mircea! And to father! And I don’t even know where our mother and sister are! 
 
    The coffin maker leaned over the hole and cleared his throat. “Sir,” he said quietly. “It was that monster Vladislav who put your family in such an awful position, but… but it was his brother, Dan, that white-haired villain, who did this to your brother.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The Battle of Kosovo and Old Man Brankovic 
 
      
 
    True to their agreement, Vladislav Danesti accompanied Janos Hunyadi on a crusade to clear the Turks out of Serbia and invade fallen Bulgaria from the lightly defended west rather than the north. They planned to join up with Skanderbeg, the mysterious Albanian freedom fighter who had seemingly come out of nowhere. Though it was rumored that he had once served the Ottoman Empire, it was a fact that he had become a thorn in the Sultan’s side, using his country’s mountainous terrain to spring up where least expected. Janos Hunyadi was eager to meet Skanderbeg and formalize an alliance. Vladislav, for his part, took all of his heavy cavalry and many young boyars who were able to fight, thus leaving Targoviste mostly defenseless. 
 
    As in Bulgaria four years earlier, the Turks fled before Hunyadi and Vladislav, but once again, the crusade was betrayed by Serbian Christians who turned on their saviors with unexpected ferocity. The Serbian despot, Durad Brankovic, sent forth his heavy cavalry, thus cutting off Hunyadi’s forces from Skanderbeg and allowing time for Sultan Murad to come and attack with his janissary legions. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mehmet sat with his father, Sultan Murad, under a pavilion on a squat hill overlooking the plains of Kosovo. Angelovic crouched beside Murad, and foul-faced Zaganos stood beside Mehmet, both on the lookout should any danger approach their lords. While Murad directed his forces, Mehmet peered through the smoke of cannon fire that covered the battlefield. He had grown somewhat used to the explosive firepower, though at first he thought the unexpected bursts would make him faint. Occasionally the smoke would clear, like a veil of mysteries parting, and Mehmet would see a glimpse, here and there, of the ultimate reality: Two rushing janissaries catching an armored Hungarian unprepared, first one stabbing with his spear from behind, then the other impaling him from the side; or a heavily armored Wallachian wading into battle with an axe, swinging upwards so that a janissary’s face disappeared in a wash of red and bits of bone, then the body would fly into his comrades; or even a line of Hungarians hunkered down behind a shield wall, their spears thrust outward as janissaries charged, and were repulsed, or managed to fling themselves over the wall, stabbing with their blades in an attempt to bring down part of the wall of shields. Inevitably the smoke would shift and cover the sight, and Mehmet would wonder if the event had been real. He was awed by the violence, the agonizing spectacle that was the foundation of all societies, and which most people would do anything to avoid. 
 
    Murad leaned in close to his son, then looked at their guards as if he did not want to be overheard. “Listen, son,” he said. “I need to tell you a few things. There’s no telling how much longer I’m going to be around… truth be told, I don’t even want to be here. But the janissaries, and the sipahi cavalry, and everyone under you, they’ll kill you if you don’t send them out on raids. That’s the truth, son. You have to keep them busy, or they’ll turn on you. It’s no easy thing, keeping your head attached to your neck. So I need to tell you a few things…” 
 
    “Of course, father,” said Mehmet, surprised and a little excited that his father was even acknowledging his presence. “I’ll listen to anything you have to say.” 
 
    Murad glanced at Mehmet. “Then you’d be the first person to do so. Anyway, I need to teach you how to be a warrior, so you can win these battles. You’ll see, someday… they’ll keep dragging you into these things.” 
 
    “People like Janos Hunyadi?” said Mehmet, curling his lip. 
 
    “No! Your own men! They need constant raids to go to, or else they won’t make any coin. Without new slaves, the whole thing falls apart. But anyway, son, the first rule of war - never, ever go into the battlefield. That’ll get you killed.” 
 
    Mehmet looked over the details of his father’s grizzled, bearded face, trying to gauge if he was trying to be humorous. “But… but won’t your soldiers think you’re a coward if you don’t occasionally-” 
 
    Murad screwed up his eyes at Mehmet. “Think? They don’t think, son, and if they do, who cares? Ultimately, they only want to be paid. Turn them loose and get them gold, and they’ll be fine. And be sure to pay the janissaries - in person - at the end of every quarter. Understand? Otherwise, they’ll kill you.” 
 
    Again Mehmet scanned his father’s face. He found it difficult to believe that the most powerful man in the world could actually be afraid of his own minions. 
 
    “But that’s not all you’ve got to get them,” said Murad, his eyes moving over the battlefield as he spoke to Mehmet. “Those janissaries - you’ve got to promise them men.” 
 
    “You mean slaves, father?” 
 
    “No, men they can have sex with. A janissary goes so long without seeing a woman that when he does, he has no idea what to do. And that’s a good thing. It keeps the position from becoming hereditary. Every slave boy brought into their ranks has only his skill and dedication to rely on. Any idiot can inherit something…” 
 
    Unfortunately Murad glanced at Mehmet, who felt a twinge of pain. 
 
    “... but these janissaries are the best fighters in the world because they’re desperate to get ahead. But they’re also starved from lack of sex. You’ll see… once this battle ends, they’ll fall on the men and… ah, it’s impossible to describe. You’ll just have to get used to it. Try not to stare or seem shocked. In general, it’s best to pretend you don’t even notice the janissaries. You have to stay off their “problem list”, no matter what. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir… I… I think I-” 
 
    “Okay, good. Now, son, I want to show you my ultimate maneuver. This is how I win every battle. I want you to remember it. You’ve actually seen me do it before, but I don’t think you really understood it. Nobody does, not unless they’ve had their eyes opened to it. Now - watch!” 
 
    Mehmet watched in fascination as Sultan Murad raised his right arm, where he held a staff with a plume of horsehair on the end. The sleeve of his robe fell down around his elbow, and a gust of wind lifted the strands of horsehair. Then Murad dropped his arm suddenly, pointing the staff forward. One man behind them called out, then another, then a wave of janissary infantry ran screaming from the right wing of their forces and raced toward the battlefield below. 
 
    “You see?” said Murad, leaning in close, his eyes held wide. “That’s how you signal for them to send out another wave. Did you see how I did it? Of course, it’s not all about waving a stick, you have to get the timing right. You don’t want two waves to bump into each other. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    “I see, father. Hm. But can’t the Hungarians also…?” 
 
    “No, no, son, they don’t have enough men. And that’s why the maneuver works! You bring more men than the other side. We harvest their people for slaves; they don’t do that, so it’s no wonder we have more. It’s simple arithmetic. Of course they can’t point a stick and have wave after wave sent in our direction… they only have themselves. Pitiable creatures!” 
 
    “I see, father!” Mehmet nodded, hoping that his father would speak with him a little more. Unfortunately Sultan Murad turned his full attention to the battle, and would speak with his son no more. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vladislav withdrew from the battle and returned to his camp, which had been set up in a field of stones. He wondered if he should scream at one of his men, or perhaps place the blame on Hunyadi. He prepared to dismount, then saw a small group of riders approaching from the east. One of his men began to speak, but Vladislav held up a hand for silence. 
 
    “That’s my brother,” said Vladislav. “What the hell is Laiota doing all the way out here?” 
 
    Sure enough, Laiota rode into the camp in his dull yellow armor, looking exhausted. Vladislav recognized the other men with him, either sons of boyars or hired guards who should be nowhere near Serbia. 
 
    “Why aren’t you in Targoviste?” Vladislav shouted. “I left you to watch over things! You have no idea who could sneak in while you’re-” 
 
    “Brother, I barely got out of there alive!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Someone claiming to be the son of the old Voivod has taken over!” 
 
    Vladislav leaned back in his saddle. 
 
    “He called himself Vlad, son of Dracul,” said Laiota. He was unable to keep the whining tone from his voice, even though he would have wanted it otherwise, especially in front of Vladislav. “He came with Turks… far more than we were equipped to handle. I was forced to hide. I left the next day, and came to you straightaway.” 
 
    Vladislav’s face reddened, and he glared at Laiota. He clenched his jaw, breathed deeply, then finally nodded. “Good,” he said. “It’s good that you came to me. Get yourself a fresh horse, brother - we’re going back. Now.” 
 
    “But… but the crusade…” 
 
    “A complete disaster. Hunyadi has no idea what he’s doing. I’m sure he’s planning on withdrawing as well. We were supposed to free Serbia, but instead, we’re fighting Serbians and the Sultan. If Hunyadi wants to die here, then he’s welcome to…” 
 
    Vladislav realized that someone had been calling his name, then he noticed that his men were all staring in the same direction. Vladislav turned his horse around, then saw Mihaly Szilagyi riding toward them, pushing his horse as fast as she could go. His dark blue armor was dented and covered in dried brown blood, and his wavy hair flew behind him. 
 
    What the hell is Hunyadi’s lapdog doing here? thought Vladislav. 
 
    “Vladislav!” Mihaly shouted, drawing his horse to an abrupt halt before them. “Praise God that I’ve found you!” 
 
    “What’s going on, Mihaly?” said Vladislav, incredibly annoyed that Hunyadi’s brother-in-law would come to him with such drama when he already had more than enough on his plate. 
 
    “Janos is in trouble. Just as we withdrew from Murad’s forces, some of Brankovic’s turncoats sprang their trap. I barely got out, but they nearly have Hunyadi surrounded!” 
 
    Vladislav glanced at Laiota, then back to Mihaly. “And what am I to do about that?” 
 
    “You can break through the ring! You have more than enough cavalry to smash through those Serbian dogs and-” 
 
    “I don’t think so. It sounds to me like Hunyadi’s finally pushed his luck too far. Do the smart thing, Mihaly. Turn around and go home. That’s what we’re doing.” 
 
    “Home? Home?” Mihaly’s face screwed up with unconcealed disgust. “You would not have your current home, sir, if it weren’t for Hunyadi’s assistance! You owe him!” 
 
    “Hunyadi sat on his ass a mile away while I took what was already mine! I agreed to come with him on this crusade, and so I have. I owe that fool nothing!” 
 
    Just as Vladislav felt his own hand grasp the pommel of his sword, Mihaly turned and kicked his horse, spurring her to run. 
 
    “Vladislav!” said Laiota. “Should we kill him?” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” said Vladislav. “He can tell Hunyadi’s corpse whatever he wants. As for us, we’re going back to Wallachia. Let’s ride!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Far from the battle, Skanderbeg crouched on the edge of a woods with a group of his Albanian fighters. They wore only leather armor in order to maximize mobility while scouting the land. They watched a group of Serbian light cavalry riding across a distant hill. 
 
    “If they’d only set up their heavy cavalry, we could perhaps sneak around,” said one of his men. “As it is…” 
 
    “I agree,” said Skanderbeg, scratching his gray beard in frustration. “It would be one thing if Brankovic loaned a small unit to the Sultan, then gave him excuses while helping us. But he has troops strung out all along the countryside, just to stop us. He’s determined to cut us off from Hunyadi…” 
 
    Skanderbeg slowly shook his head. His men looked at one another. “Sir… what should we do?” 
 
    “He’s a traitor,” said Skanderbeg. “Brankovic may have a cross hanging over his bed, but it’s the Sultan he prays to, and sells his own children to. There’s only one option he’s left us!” Skanderbeg stood and moved deeper into the woods, toward his hidden camp. 
 
    “We’re pulling out,” said Skanderbeg. “Send word to the men. They’re to lay waste to everything they see along the way. Burn everything, tear everything down! Show him what it means to have his victory while groveling at the feet of the Sultan!” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the dark dungeons deep beneath Smederevo, the capital of Serbia, a guard bearing a torch peered within the bars of a cell. He saw an old man with broad shoulders sitting hunched on a hard wooden cot, his large hands clasped, perhaps in prayer. His eyes might have been closed, but they were partly concealed by bushy gray eyebrows. 
 
    Satisfied, the guard gestured. Further down the hall, a decrepit old man in a fine white robe was led down the stairs, leaning on the arm of a guard as he took each step with care. As he stumbled down the final step, he adjusted a thin crown on top of his pale head, his white and yellow beard shaking as he cursed under his breath. Mihaly Szilagyi walked behind him, his fine suit clashing with the drab environment. 
 
    The decrepit old man approached the cell, and a guard banged a club against the bars. “Rise, and give respect to Despot Durad Brankovic, Lord of Serbia!” 
 
    “Get me a chair!” the old man suddenly shouted. A guard who was already carrying a finely crafted chair of dark wood placed it behind Durad, who immediately fell into it. “Get up, Hunyadi!” he said. “It’s not often I come down to the dungeon to speak to a peasant!” 
 
    The large man at the back of the cell waited in silence, then slowly stood and approached the ring of torchlight. Though his gray hair was wild and his clothes were filthy, he seemed no less imposing than when he wore his fine white armor. He placed strong hands on the bars of his cell and leaned forward. “I’ll stand,” said Janos Hunyadi. “It’s not often I speak with a traitor who deserves to sit on a pole rather than a throne, Despot.” 
 
    Mihaly approached, then stopped short. “Thank God that you live, Hunyadi. But…” 
 
    “He was treated well!” Durad croaked. “As well as he deserves, at least.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Hunyadi said to Mihaly. 
 
    “Getting you out!” 
 
    “You didn’t…” 
 
    “Your friend Mihaly,” said Durad, smiling through his stringy beard, “has most generously negotiated terms on your behalf. And I’ve accepted those terms. Of course, you can reject them and stay here as my guest, if you’ve grown attached to your cozy room.” 
 
    Hunyadi furrowed his brow. “What have you done, Mihaly?” 
 
    “I’m still speaking!” said Durad. He leaned forward and gazed intently at Hunyadi. “You know, you’re lucky I didn’t hand your head over to the Sultan. What were you thinking, Janos? Why is it so important for you to make war against someone who is…” Durad fell back in his chair, as if suddenly tired. “Someone who is far more powerful than any of us… and this, after your incredible failure at Varna? What goes on in that mind of yours, Hunyadi? Why do you put me in these miserable situations?” 
 
    Hunyadi turned away and closed his eyes. At first it seemed as if he would say nothing, then finally he spoke. “Peasant, you call me. Maybe so. But in Hungary, the Turks have attacked us for so long, and taken or killed so many of us, that we ran out of nobles who could afford fine suits of armor to defend us. When I was young, the way was open for anyone to stand and fight, if they wanted and were able. I grew up hearing talk about the invincible Turks, the janissaries that none could stand against, the Sultan’s hordes without number…” Hunyadi shook his head. “I fought in battle after battle to defend Hungary, always against the odds, Durad, always, always outnumbered - and we drove them back! I’ve lost much, even my own brother, but now the people of Hungary can know their children will be safe, and not be taken from them, because I am on the border, ready to give and do anything that the Lord asks of me! 
 
    “Men like you think you can negotiate terms of peace with men like Murad. You think you can placate them. You think you can feed them what you want so that they won’t eat what they want. But look at you! Two of your sons have been kindly returned by the Sultan, only he kept their eyes for himself. And one of your daughters shares his bed. Shares it, that is, along with hundreds - or thousands - of other women. She’s forced to live among strangers, guarded by men who’ve had their cocks removed, never sure of her position because of a constant stream of younger, prettier slave girls who have equal standing with her. You have no legacy, Durad, except what the Sultan allows you. You think that I’m mad?” Hunyadi laughed dryly and shook his head. “When I look at men like you, Durad, men who are willing to give themselves away to monsters who care nothing for them, I know that I’m looking into the face of madness. Now, Mihaly - what are these terms you’ve agreed to?” 
 
    Durad’s head lowered as Mihaly stepped forward. “One hundred thousand florins,” said Mihaly. 
 
    “I hope you’ll share some with your friend, the Sultan!” Hunyadi said to Durad. “What else, Mihaly?” 
 
    “The return of all lands ceded to Hunyadi since the Treaty of Szeged.” 
 
    Hunyadi scoffed. “Fine, fine. Anything else?” 
 
    Mihaly hesitated. “Marriage between one of his daughters and your son Matthias, when he’s of age.” 
 
    Hunyadi glared at Durad. His heavy breathing was the only sound breaking the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “You won’t seek revenge against me,” said Durad, “if we’re family!” 
 
    “You would marry into a peasant family?” 
 
    “You’re the governor of Hungary! Your King is a little boy who still wets the bed! Nothing happens without your word! You’re effectively… a-and your wealth is… is...” Durad shook his head in disbelief at Hunyadi’s good fortune, though Durad himself was a wealthy ruler. “Hunyadi, you don’t understand. I… I need leverage over Hungary. I need an ally, someone who can… y-you have no idea what it’s like to live next to these monsters. They take and they take and they… imagine if it was your son, your little Matthias, in the hands of those Turks! Imagine if they took his eyes and returned him to you, blind and mutilated, a worthless cripple! What would you do, Hunyadi, if… if…” 
 
    “I’ll never know,” said Hunyadi, leaning against the bars of his cell. “As soon as I was old enough, I picked up a sword and fought the Turks. I risked my life to do so. I’ve never had the experience of negotiating with an enemy who knows I won’t fight back. And, thank God, I never will. Now, Durad, are those all of your terms?” 
 
    Despot Brankovic nodded. 
 
    Hunyadi sighed. “I’ll accept them. But, Mihaly, I would have preferred it if you’d come here with a sword and shield instead of a quill and ink.” 
 
    Mihaly smiled. “I wouldn’t risk a brother’s life like that.” 
 
    Mihaly put his hand on the bars of the cell, and a ring clinked against the cold metal. The high-pitched sound attracted Durad’s attention. He fixed his gaze on the ring, and saw that it was a silver dragon with its tail wrapped around its own throat. He was struck by a sudden memory. 
 
    Mihaly followed the despot’s gaze. “Your uncle had one of these, didn’t he? I would do anything for Hunyadi, and he for me, because of the vows we took… for this.” Mihaly clinked the ring against the iron bars once more. “Because of what it symbolizes, what it means to us. Your uncle, Stefan Lazarevic, who ruled Serbia before you - he was one of the founding members of our Order. Did you know that, Durad? 
 
    “I can imagine the tales you must have heard growing up, about how your ancestors stood up to the Ottoman hordes. They fought at Kosovo, just as we did recently! And they fought against overwhelming odds, just like us. You may have been on the winning side this time, but your ancestors were on the side of heroes. What a battle that was! The Muslim Turks were stopped in their tracks, their army of slaves smashed to bits. And Serbia lost so many noblemen in that one battle that it changed the face of your nation. One of your noblemen even feigned treachery, and pretended to defect, just so he could have the chance to get close the Sultan. It’s no small thing to sell your dignity, but he did, and he got close enough to stab the Sultan in the throat and in the guts. He watched the killer of his people die just before he himself was struck down. Most heroes don’t even receive that much of a reward… not in this world, at least. Bayezid the Thunderbolt was there, too. No doubt he was sipping kahve far from the battle while his men lay in bloody heaps. As soon as he heard news of the death of his father, the Sultan, he had his own brother strangled. Can you imagine that, Durad? Doesn’t it seem better to risk your life for your brother, instead?” 
 
    Yet again Mihaly clinked his ring against the bars of the cell, then continued. “Of course, the Turks always have more soldiers, don’t they? You supply them with children, cartloads of children, and then we all wonder how it is that the Turks can put a hundred thousand fighting men on the field every year. Every year… no exceptions. And not just boys. You give them little girls, too, don’t you? Many of your ancestors who survived the Battle of Kosovo married their daughters off to Bayezid, the new Sultan, didn’t they? Just as you gave a daughter to Murad.” 
 
    “It was the only way to survive,” said Durad, suddenly shaking his head. 
 
    “Feeding the monster who wants to kill and enslave and control you isn’t survival,” said Mihaly. “I would be ashamed if I had a daughter who married some Turk who saw her only as a trophy or a bargaining chip.” Mihaly clenched his jaw, then looked away from the Despot. “Forgive me,” he said suddenly. “I spoke in anger.” 
 
    Durad’s face moved strangely, as if a wave of emotions passed through him all at once. “Think nothing of it,” he said, lips turning up into a sneer. “Because one day, young man, the Turks will force their way back into Hungary. Wallachia, Transylvania, Albania, even Serbia - all of the lands between you and them will be empty, their people all dragged away. There will be nothing between you and them. You will have to negotiate…” Durad laughed, and as the sound echoed off the dank stone walls, Hunyadi felt a wave of nausea. “You will be forced to negotiate. You will set aside your pride… and you will need a friend at the negotiating table. Perhaps then you will treat me with a little more respect. Yes? What do you think, young man?” 
 
    The ancient despot continued to laugh. Hunyadi turned to the guards. “Let me out of here,” he said. Durad’s laughter turned into a cough, and he gestured for the cell door to be unlocked. 
 
    Hunyadi and Mihaly made their way through the dark confines of the dungeon, the voice of Brankovic echoing behind them as he chastised his guards. 
 
    “Did you bring me a horse?” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “I did. And a change of clothes as well.” 
 
    “What has happened while I was gone?” 
 
    Mihaly sighed and glanced at his ally. “You need to hear about something that’s happened in Wallachia.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Return of the Butcher 
 
      
 
    It had been two months since Vlad first occupied Targoviste and declared himself Voivod, but he had made little headway in establishing any sort of functioning rulership. As far as he could tell, the boyars had simply barricaded themselves on their estates, and even the ones within Targoviste were ignoring him. Vlad sat in his dimly lit study, exhausted from another fruitless ride to a boyar who had expressed a sort of noncommittal compliance and a promise not to rebel, which Vlad hadn’t even realized was something that should be planned against. 
 
    Something has to change, he thought, rubbing his temples as a tension headache set in. At this rate, Hungary and the Turks may as well divide Wallachia in half and take what they want. I certainly couldn’t do anything to stop it! 
 
    Vlad heard footsteps in the hallway, then Babur appeared and bowed as if in jest. Vlad felt a flash of annoyance at the man’s informal manner, especially since much of the task of being Voivod, it seemed, had to do with keeping his Turks busy so that they could not begin the work of kidnapping children. 
 
    If I don’t get a native ally, and soon, I won’t have any means to kick these Ottoman thugs out! 
 
    “Sir,” said Babur, “a package was left for you earlier today. I was more than happy to accept it in your absence.” 
 
    “Thank you, Babur, leave it there.” 
 
    “But, sir - am I to be your doorman?” 
 
    Vlad turned his face into a mask. He knew that Babur was angry that he wasn’t allowed to accompany him to the boyar’s estate today, but Vlad did not want the Turk scouting for slaves. He wanted to squash Babur, here and now, but if he did that, he knew the smiling weasel would turn the other Turks against him… if he hadn’t started to do that already. 
 
    “You can ride with me next time,” said Vlad, keeping his face controlled as he lied to the Turk. 
 
    “It is not about that, Vlad Bey. I am proud to serve you in any way that I am permitted!” 
 
    “Of course, Babur, I’m sure you are. Thank you.” 
 
    Babur left the package on Vlad’s desk with a sickening flourish, then left. Vlad sighed and allowed his mask to fall away, then he unwrapped the bundle that had been left for him. Inside, he found a simple wool shirt and pants, a belt, and light shoes. The shirt was loose and the pants were more form-fitting than in Turkish fashion. The design was common among Wallachian laborers, but whoever made the clothes had gone to the trouble of dying them black, rather than leave them white or gray as was common among peasants. Vlad handled the clothing as if they were precious robes signifying a high office. He was further surprised when he realized the cloth that the gift had been wrapped in was actually a heavy gray cloak and hood. 
 
    Vlad thought back to the coffin maker. The man had begged to help Vlad, as if he did not understand that the information he’d given concerning his family was invaluable. Finally Vlad had consented and asked only for Wallachian clothes, as he currently had nothing but Ottoman clothes and shoes. Then the man had grilled him on specifics, as if he was about to reveal that he was also a master tailor. He went on and on about how he remembered Mircea the Elder, Vlad’s grandfather, and was adamant about the fact that he knew him to be a good and just ruler. 
 
    He must have immediately gone to a friend who was a tailor, thought Vlad, clutching the clothes to his chest. I didn’t come here to accept gifts, but to protect people like him. And now... 
 
    Babur appeared in the doorway once again, his face flushed with fear, and Vlad quickly rolled up the bundle. 
 
    “What is it?” said Vlad. 
 
    “S-sir, we are under attack!” 
 
    “Get to the walls!” 
 
    “They’re inside the walls!” 
 
    “Then secure the castle!” 
 
    Vlad pushed past the gangly Turk and raced to a window. Over the rooftops, he could dimly make out what must have been the flash of torchlight waving at the front gate. 
 
    Are they truly already inside? he thought. What’s the point of having walls and a reinforced gate if the enemy can simply push their way through?! 
 
    He could just make out cries, the clatter of hooves… and then the ring of metal against metal. He heard his men shouting down below, then turned and raced down the stairwell. Near the front hall, he heard his men shouting at one another, each blaming the other for abandoning the front gate. Just as he reached the landing and saw his men, they fell silent and turned toward the heavy front door. He could hear axes biting into wood and voices giving curt commands. 
 
    “Those with spears and bows,” said Vlad, “stand ready to repel-” 
 
    They never heard the rest of the order, each turning and fleeing in the direction of one of the castle’s exits. 
 
    “Idiots!” Vlad shouted. “They’ll cut you down if you run! We have to hold the castle!” 
 
    Vlad turned and saw that Sehzade had remained with him, and was already armed and wearing a suit of chainmail. 
 
    “If we stay here,” said Vlad, “we’ll be overwhelmed. But I’m not leaving without a fight. Come with me to the second floor - we’ll bar the door at the stairwell.” 
 
    Sehzade nodded, and they ran. At the second floor landing, Vlad was surprised to see the janissary continuing to run rather than stopping to help him bar the door. Just as Vlad secured the door, he heard the voices of men spilling into the front hall. His heart hammered in his chest, his mind reeling at the thought that they had torn through the heavy front door so quickly. Just then he heard banging in a room further down the hall, then the light clink of metal falling against the stone floor, and he immediately understood that Sehzade was breaking into the treasury lockbox. Vlad shook his head in disgust. 
 
    Realizing that he was still unarmed, Vlad ran to his study and found a sheathed sword that he fixed to his belt. He felt eyes on him, then saw Sehzade standing in the doorway. 
 
    “That money belongs to Wallachia!” said Vlad. 
 
    “This place is finished,” said Sehzade, strangely calm. “You know that, right?” 
 
    “No! If… if we can hold this floor, then… then maybe we can get word to the others, get them to regroup, and…” 
 
    Once again, he heard the sound of axes biting into wood. 
 
    Damn him! thought Vlad. He’s right! We lost the fight before it even began! 
 
    “Do what you want,” said Sehzade, turning away to watch the hallway. 
 
    Vlad realized he had been holding the rolled up clothing in his armpit. He had no real travelling bag on hand, so he unrolled the edges of the cloak and tied the whole bundle around his waist. He had no shield, but at least his hands were free. 
 
    Vlad went into the hall just as a large chunk of wood flew from the door. A large, red-faced, angry man with long black hair and a thin mustache glared at him through the crack, his eyes burning with bloodlust. Vlad felt his stomach clench, for he knew the man must be none other than Vladislav Danesti. 
 
    “There!” shouted Vladislav. “Looks like a baby version of Mircea! I’ll have your eyes, too, little one! Just you wait!” 
 
    Vlad grasped the hilt of his sword, then saw more men fill the space behind the door as Vladislav moved aside. A flurry of axes beat against the door. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” Vlad said under his breath. “Come on!” 
 
    He turned and ran, and the janissary followed. The dark hallway echoed with the sound of axes beating against splintering wood. Vlad saw a strip of black sky ahead. He reached a window, leaned out to make sure no archers were watching, then climbed onto the stone sill. 
 
    He was above a cobbled courtyard at the side of the castle, with the slanted tile roof of the stable down below. Vlad leaped and landed quietly, then made his way toward the edge. He was startled by something heavy crashing into the tiles; it sounded as if the janissary’s body had been forcibly flung through the window. Somehow the man had landed with incredible kinetic power, and was letting himself noisily slide down the slanted roof toward the courtyard below. 
 
    “Be quiet!” Vlad hissed, annoyed at the janissary. 
 
    Vlad slipped down from the roof and was surprised to see quite a few horses in the stable, each of them pacing their stalls nervously. 
 
    A lot of our men must already be dead! he thought. 
 
    As if in response to his thoughts, he heard whooping battle cries, screaming, the sound of plate armor crashing against cobblestones. With shaking hands he saddled a white horse, the poor stallion shaking his head as if he did not want to leave the safety of the stall. Vlad was almost sure he heard the janissary chuckle as he dumped a bag of coins into a saddlebag. Vlad pulled a chipped, wooden shield from the wall, so light that it was most likely used during training. Just as he was about to grab a spear from the wall, he heard the clatter of hooves outside the stable. 
 
    “They’re circling the-” 
 
    “We need to go!” said Sehzade. “Before we’re hemmed in!” 
 
    *** 
 
    As they raced through the streets of Targoviste, they saw their comrades running from knights in full plate as well as peasant spearmen. Vlad saw a familiar akinci riding toward him, and waved. 
 
    “Make for the front gate!” Vlad shouted. “We have to-” 
 
    Just as his comrade met his gaze, a knight riding through a side street slammed the metal tip of his lance into the Turk at full speed, nearly ripping his torso open. The lance passed through the man and thin chainmail links fell in a shower, bouncing on the cobblestones. The Turk’s head was whipped to the side with such force that he seemed to be peering over his shoulder, as if thinking that the real danger was coming from another direction. The knight kept his eyes on Vlad and Sehzade as he pulled his bloodied lance out of the dead man’s ruined chest. The pair did not wait, but spurred their horses onward. 
 
    For a moment the streets grew quiet, and Vlad wondered if they were leaving the greater danger. 
 
    “Front gate’s open!” said Sehzade. 
 
    Vlad noted that he was right - but four mounted knights had been stationed just outside the entrance, no doubt to hem in any Turks who thought they could flee. 
 
    “We’ll smash through them!” said Vlad. 
 
    “I know that!” 
 
    As soon as Vlad drew his sword and heard the sound of iron scraping against the sheathe, his mind took in every detail of his surroundings, as if in a dream. The knights seemed to move slowly, as if his own mind was racing, desperate to survive. Without armor, he knew he was at an incredible disadvantage. Worse still, even if he survived jousting with the enemy, but fell from his horse, he would no doubt be ridden down and killed. To ride and kill was the only way to survive. He ignored the danger and spurred his horse onward, hoping to press against the enemy so hard that they would back away. 
 
    His tactic had some effect. Even as one gray-clad knight rode toward him, a knight in yellow pulled his own horse back, as if suddenly unsure of himself. Vlad did not know it, but the yellow knight was Laiota Danesti, his own cousin and brother of Vladislav. 
 
    Sehzade adjusted his course to meet the other two knights as the gray knight lowered his lance toward Vlad. Vlad could see the wicked iron tip at the end of the heavy wooden lance, then kept his eyes locked on his foe. The hooves of the horses beat against the earth, and Vlad knew that he was riding along a razor’s edge. Closer and closer he drew to the knight - then, at the last moment, he braced himself and held his shield with all his might. The lance connected with sickening force, jerking his body and nearly pulling his feet out of his boots in the stirrups. Vlad ignored the jarring pain, brought his sword up over his left shoulder, then swung it at the gray knight as he passed by. He hit the chainmail collar just under the man’s helmet, and heard him cry out even as the sword was nearly jerked out of his hand. 
 
    Knocked nearly senseless, Vlad forced his horse onward, racing after the yellow knight before the other could get his bearings. The portly yellow knight failed to lower his lance in time, so Vlad raced up to him and swung at him. His arm was still numb from the first blow, but he managed to hit the yellow knight’s shield with enough force to knock him from his saddle. The yellow knight’s horse was highly disturbed by the sudden shift in weight, and took off at a run into Targoviste, dragging Laiota behind him with one foot hung up in the stirrup. 
 
    Vlad’s shield suddenly became light and loose in his grip, then he saw that it had somehow been broken in half, and now awkwardly dangled off his arm. He cast it aside, trusting in his sword for defense. 
 
    He turned, ready to face the gray knight once again, but saw that the man was gripping his throat as a torrent of blood sprayed through the chainmail links, coloring his gray surcoat a deep crimson. The man leaned over his horse, but remained saddled. 
 
    Sehzade beat at one opponent’s shield as their horses circled one another, his curved sword forcing the knight into a constant defensive retreat. “I dropped my sword!” the fourth knight cried, though Vlad could clearly see that his hand had been severed at the wrist. “I… I dropped it over… it’s over here some… somewhere…” 
 
    Finally Sehzade’s opponent fell from his horse and landed on his back, his legs in the air like a turtle upended. Sehzade’s face flashed with rage and he urged his horse closer. Vlad noticed a flashing light in the dark countryside, then turned and saw more knights riding toward them from the city. 
 
    “We’re being signaled!” Vlad said to Sehzade. “Leave him. Let’s go!” 
 
    As if waking from a spell, Sehzade blinked, noticed the large force of riders drawing near, then spurred his horse and followed Vlad into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    A Dream of Radu the Black 
 
      
 
    They found a group of Turkish comrades signaling them with a lamp. Some of the men were wounded, many riding two to a horse. Vlad and Sehzade waited with them, but once they saw a large group of knights direct spearmen to lie in wait on either side of the open gate, they knew that the rest of their companions were lost to them. Without a word, they readied themselves, then rode south. 
 
    As the miles of darkness slipped by, and some men slept in the saddle despite the danger, Vlad thought on the fact that he had gained what he so desperately wanted, only to have it slip away from him. He hadn’t had time to reflect while running for his life, but now dark thoughts raced through his mind, churning up the sludge of self-contempt. 
 
    Again, my home was taken from me… as easily as a child is separated from his toys. 
 
    Did I return home only to see my brother’s tortured corpse? To hear that my mother and sister have been scattered to the winds, never to be seen again? 
 
    Why did I spend so much time in the hills training to be a soldier, learning how to fight and ride? What was the point? As soon as the battle began… it was over. 
 
    They passed through the little village of Bucuresti and founds its doors shuttered and windows darkened, and while some of his men wanted to stop and rest, Vlad pushed them on. 
 
    “We won’t be safe until we cross into Ottoman Bulgaria,” he said, pained by the realization that his own people could be turned against him. “Keep riding!” 
 
    For some reason, he found himself wanting to drive the men forward, forcing them on and ignoring his own exhaustion. 
 
    Will I crawl back to Sultan Murad? Am I forced to kneel before him in order to get what I want? To beg him for another army, a better army, as I kiss his feet? 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad found himself crawling through a black swamp, the heavy, hot air so dark that he had to feel about with his hands. His fingers closed around a twisted tree root trailing down into the water, then he realized it was a wriggling nest of snakes. The water lapping at his thighs was hot, and stank of bile. He was surely inside the stomach of a monster, crawling among parasites and undigested bits of corpses. Dim red light pierced the membrane and he saw Radu lying among discarded human limbs. He looked like a child, just as he was years ago, when they were first taken. 
 
    “Radu! Radu!” said Vlad, his voice a hoarse croak. He fought his way through the slurry of torn flesh and cradled Radu in his arms. His eyes were gone. “Radu! Radu! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder, shaking him from his dream. He woke and saw that he was lying atop a pile of corpses on a battlefield. The sun barely shone through black clouds, staining the sky red and deathly gray. Giant broken swords and pieces of shattered, ancient armor lay among the dead. 
 
    “Something in you sleeps,” said the man who woke him. 
 
    “I’m awake,” said Vlad. He pulled away and looked at him. The pale man had long black hair and a black beard, and wore ornate dark armor. He had dark smudges around brilliant green eyes. 
 
    “Mircea,” said Vlad, so shocked that he could barely say the name. He did not mean his brother, but his grandfather, the great Voivod he had seen only in paintings. 
 
    The man regarded him. Vlad was taken aback by the force of his spirit, as if the man had an aura of power radiating from him. His gaze penetrated, and there was no defense against the man’s appraisal. 
 
    “Who are you?” said Mircea the Elder. 
 
    “I am your grandson, Vlad, son of Vlad Dracul, your son who became Voivod after you.” 
 
    Mircea slowly shook his head. “I do not recognize you. Are you a Turk? Are you a son of Osman?” Vlad knew that he was asking if he was a descendant of the man from whom the Ottoman Empire received its name. 
 
    “No!” said Vlad. “I am a proud member of your line! The line of Basarab, and the Draculesti!” 
 
    Mircea the Elder knotted his brow. “I fought Bayezid the Thunderbolt so that my own grandsons could parade around like Turks in a harem? Did they leave your cock attached, little one? Or did they take it so that you could guard their slave women?” 
 
    “I… I… I am Wallachian...” Vlad could hardly speak under the growing weight of the man’s aura, a brilliant golden halo of furious light that cast his progenitor into a dark silhouette. 
 
    “Can you answer this, then?” said Mircea. “There is something that a Voivod can do, which a boyar cannot do. Do you know what that is?” Mircea waited for a response, but Vlad hesitated. “It’s a riddle to outsiders, but common sense to any true Wallachian!” 
 
    “I… sir, I don’t…” 
 
    “Go and pray to your demon-god with your heathen Sultan,” said Mircea the Elder, curling his lip with disgust. “I know you not.” 
 
    The light became so bright that Vlad could not see, could not speak. He wanted to protest, but he knew that his father’s father was right. Vlad was not worthy to be Voivod. He was not even worthy to stand beside the lowest criminal in his homeland. Vlad shut his eyes against the light and held up his hands, desperate to block out the brilliant golden rays. 
 
    Vlad realized that the light was only the sun shining on a green hill in Wallachia, in the northern highlands near the Carpathian mountains. He seemed to be alone. He drew in a deep breath and caught the wonderful scent of rain-wet mud and grass in springtime. 
 
    Someone tapped his shoulder. “Let’s make haste!” said the man, and Vlad followed. 
 
    Vlad glanced at his companion, then nearly stumbled. The man looked similar to Mircea the Elder, but he was younger, and instead of ornate armor he wore only a light leather vest and a strange cloak lined with black fur around the shoulders. There was something wild about him. The man glanced at him with dark green eyes tucked into dark folds of flesh, then thrust out a hand. 
 
    “Basarab, they call me,” he said. “I’m the father and ruler of this land, if I can keep it.” 
 
    “Basarab!” said Vlad. “First of the line of…” 
 
    The man gestured impatiently, then quickened his pace. They reached the top of the grassy hill, and Vlad realized that it overlooked a rock-strewn valley. Several men crouched behind heavy boulders lining the top of the hill. Vlad and Basarab also crouched behind large stones. A wide piece of wood had been jammed under the nearest boulder, almost as if someone had been in the process of making a lever to roll the boulder off the cliff. 
 
    “There,” said Basarab, pointing. Down in the rocky valley, Vlad saw armored men marching their way. “Hungarians,” said Basarab. “They’ve come to take what’s ours. They want our land…” Basarab smiled, a cunning and predatory gesture. “We’ll give them our land, too. One stone at a time!” 
 
    “Basarab,” said Vlad. “I… I need to ask you…” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time,” said Basarab, suddenly gesturing behind him. “Here’s father. He wanted to be here, and nobody can tell the old man otherwise when he wants something. Talk to him, if you want.” 
 
    Vlad turned and saw two rough looking warriors holding a tall, ancient, white-haired man by the arms as they helped him up the hill. He wore a heavy black robe, and his long white beard swayed in the wind. Vlad could see that he was talking, and the warriors nodded as he spoke, deferring to anything he said. 
 
    They drew near, and one warrior spread his cloak on a large stone so that the old man could sit on it. He turned his milky white eyes onto Vlad, and his wrinkled brow furrowed straight down the middle. Vlad knew that he recognized him. 
 
    If that’s Basarab’s father, thought Vlad, then he must be Radu the Black, the first of our line to come to Wallachia. 
 
    Radu the Black nodded as if he’d heard Vlad. He gestured to another man, who knelt and placed a long, chipped sword in the old man’s bony hands. His fingers closed around the blade, and he seemed satisfied. 
 
    “Vlad,” said the old man, his voice thin and dry. “Come over here.” 
 
    Vlad crawled over to Radu the Black and knelt before him. 
 
    “My son doesn’t have any time for someone like you,” said Radu the Black, head shaking slightly on his bent neck. “He has to fight for this land. Nobody is going to give it to him, you see. No Hungarian philanthropist, no Greek church Metropolitan, no Muslim heathen in a slave-spun robe. If he wants to keep this land that I found, he has to fight for it with his own hands.” 
 
    “I understand,” said Vlad, awed to be in the presence of such a man. 
 
    Radu’s milky eyes widened under bushy brows. “Do you? Young man, it looks to me like you’ve been waiting for someone to give you Wallachia.” 
 
    “I… I only… I was waiting for a chance, an opportunity to…” 
 
    Radu the Black shook his head. “Life does not give opportunities. Do you know what it gives?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    The old man blinked, then lifted his gaze to the blue sky. Vlad waited for a long time, wondering if Radu had forgotten what he was going to say. 
 
    “You have to become Wallachia,” he said suddenly. 
 
    “But I am Wallachian!” 
 
    “You have to become Wallachia.” 
 
    “What… what does that…” 
 
    Just then, the sky darkened, and Radu the Black pointed upward. “There it is. The dragon-star comes. Watch its arrival with me, will you?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad woke, and found himself in a grassy hollow. The rest of his men were sleeping in their cloaks with their heads lying on their bags or even on their saddles. The stars shone sharp and clear overhead, and dark woods lay to his left. Vlad had driven the men far longer than they’d wanted to go, and they were now exhausted. He had the feeling that morning would soon come. 
 
    Vlad rose into a sitting position and looked around. His mind had been a battleground of self-defeating thoughts, blame vying for dominance with doubt and self-pity and anger and trepidation over the future. But now, his mind was clear. He knew exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Vlad belted his sword, then quietly rolled a few things into his blanket and tied it around his waist. He slowly rose into a crouch. He had posted watchmen on either side of the hollow, but as far as he could tell, both of them had their heads down. Rising, he walked to the horses tied to a tree. The white horse he had taken from the stable was still saddled, and was easy to see even in the dim moonlight. He quietly took a bow and quiver of arrows from another horse’s saddle and placed them with his own. 
 
    He saw someone’s chainmail lying nearby. He hesitated. He took one step, then imagined the sound of metal rings clinking throughout the hollow. If even one man woke… 
 
    He abandoned the idea. He untied his horse, then led it through the throng of sleeping men. He made no sound, nor did he think, not even to pray, but only put one foot in front of the other. As he neared the rise, he mounted his horse and edged him upward. 
 
    I have been living a lie. 
 
    I never wanted the Sultan to give me a position of power. 
 
    Vlad rode away from the sleeping Turks, his seemingly loyal comrades who would kill him if they caught him. 
 
    What I always wanted, more than anything… was to return home. 
 
    To Wallachia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    The Wanderer 
 
      
 
    Vlad rode, and rode, and pushed on until the sun rose. He was lost in the Wallachian countryside, which was the best possible state he could have ever dreamed of being in. As the sun rose over endless black woods and the mist cleared from the little green valleys, he began to wonder if he was still dreaming. Surely life did not present such gifts. As far as he had known, life was an endurance test, a bitter medicine that one took because one had to take it. 
 
    And yet here he was now, riding across the face of a hill shaded by low clouds just as a herd of sheep went off bleating, not quite at a run but also not wanting to get mixed up in his strange business. A man in white wool clothes and a shapeless hat looked up at him for a moment, then went back to looking at a piece of bread held in both hands as he sat on a low stone wall. Again Vlad was struck by the unreal nature of the new world he had entered. He laughed as he rode. 
 
    I only had to make a move! thought Vlad. I only had to give up everything I knew, to gain all this! 
 
    It was then that Vlad thought of his brother Radu, and felt as if a cloud had passed over the face of his happiness. He realized that it was noon and his former comrades had noticed his absence. His horse had been riding hard for a long time, and was slowing. Vlad directed him to a woods that topped a green hill and crept down into a valley. As soon as they passed under the leafy canopy, and were covered in cool shade, Vlad felt as if his homeland was taking him under her protection. 
 
    Vlad dismounted and led the horse deeper into the woods, then let him rest and graze. He checked the saddlebags and found no food. He tied his horse to a tree, then returned nearer the tree line. He found a place where he could watch the open valley and bare hilltops, then sat with his back against a tree and his sword in his hand. He soon drifted into a light sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad woke to the sound of hooves beating the earth. Sure enough, he saw two Turks riding over a green hill, not far from where he had been earlier. They stopped at the crest and surveyed the country, conferring with one another. 
 
    They’ll be in trouble once the Sultan finds out they’ve lost their charge, he thought. He could not help but smile, despite the fact that he could be killed for his betrayal - or worse. He had the thought that if he could see them, then they could see him, and wondered if he shouldn’t move behind a tree. Then he decided that he was sitting within the shade of a Wallachian woods, and should trust that he would blend into the darkness, especially if he did not move. 
 
    Sure enough, the riders spurred their horses on, continuing along the north-eastern route that Vlad had originally taken. He had not seen the Turks look at any tracks or actual signs of his passage. They were cavalrymen, not trackers. 
 
    Probably every one of them divided into teams of two and spread out all over the countryside, he thought. He wondered how long it would be before they gave up the search. 
 
    A Sultan’s anger is no small thing. I’ll have to trust in the woods and the darkness of night from here on out. 
 
    He rose and went deeper into the woods. The white horse shook his head, seeming happy to see him. Vlad took him and they made their way deeper into the wooded valley. They came to a stream racing over a course of stones. The stream gathered into a deep pool that circled beneath a mound of moss-covered stones so high that it almost looked like the remains of an ancient dwelling. Tall trees grew thick around the sylvan pool, their leaves blocking out much of the light except for sharp beams that pierced the canopy. 
 
    Vlad knelt and drank and, without thinking, he stripped off his Ottoman clothes. Disgusted by the expensive vest and pants, he found a dark crevice in the mound of stones and threw them within, as if the holy place would consume and digest the material. Naked, he walked into the slowly swirling pool, shivering uncontrollably. He submerged himself and opened his eyes, and saw only darkness. He rose from the pool and climbed onto the lip of stone, then took the bundle he had entrusted to his horse. He unrolled the darkly dyed Wallachian clothes given to him by the coffin maker, then pulled them on. Again he felt free, as if he had been newly created and given a promising world to inhabit. 
 
    He felt something in his pocket, then pulled out a lump of metal. In his hand lay the dragon ring, the creature strangling itself with its own tail. The item felt important, far more important than simply a trinket owned by his father. He almost put it on but, not wanting to be identified by it, he found a string in his saddlebag and made a necklace of it, keeping it under his shirt, close to his heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    That night he left the woods. He rode slowly so that he would not make a great deal of sound, fearing the possibility that his captors had chosen to scour the entire countryside. He doubted that Vladislav had forgiven his intrusion, either. His cloak kept him warm and the moonlight was enough to show him a path through the dark, black wilderness. He had often trained with others in the hills within Ottoman lands, but he had never traveled through the wilds alone. His solitude magnified the sense that the land was alive and filled with beings watching him, beasts as well as unnatural things. His vigilance exhausted him, but he consoled himself with memories of tramping through the woods with Mircea in days long past. 
 
    As the sun rose the next day, he found himself near a village perched on the side of a hill, the fine little wooden houses all facing the sweeping valley. He heard pigs rising for their feeding. He made his way toward the village square and sat on a well near the entrance to a white-painted church. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Vlad turned to the sound of a man’s voice and saw a group of three peasants watching him, young bearded men rising to greet the day’s labor. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” said Vlad. “Can I have food?” 
 
    “Of course.” Immediately the men’s distrust was replaced with something else. The youngest went to a house and brought out a woman who carried a bowl of soup and a large piece of bread. He took it and thanked the couple. 
 
    He dipped the bread into the stew of potatoes and cabbage and felt intoxicated with the first bite. He was ravenous, and ate while they watched him. It felt as if he had not tasted such food in a long while - the taste of home. 
 
    *** 
 
    For several nights he made his way from one village to the next, eating only on the people’s generosity. They mostly stayed out of his business, though they watched him like hawks. One night he nearly rode over a large possum that shrieked at him. Turning, he notched an arrow to his bow, killed the animal, then decided to risk making a fire in the woods. He skinned and gutted the creature and learned that hunger was the best spice of all. When he arrived at a small village the next day, an old man was excited to see his possum hide, and gave him some food and a little money for it, which Vlad had not expected. He ate so much that he fell asleep in the square, and the old man invited him to sleep in his little house while he tended to the comfort of a pig who was soon to be slaughtered. 
 
    Vlad woke and found that the village sat on the wooded banks of the Danube. He had already heard stories about a pretender to the throne dressed as a Sultan being run out of Targoviste, and how Voivod Vladislav was searching far and wide for him, so he kept his true identity to himself when the people fed him again. That evening he toured the land and found a little fishing hut that looked as if it had not been used in years. Vlad inquired about it, found that only the youngest and oldest villagers even knew it existed, then he went there that night and slept peacefully on the hard wooden floor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad stayed there throughout the summer, hunting deer with his bow and fishing and giving away much of his catch so that the villagers would be generous with him as well. He loaned out his horse to others so that there would be no ill will about him occupying the old fishing hut. Much of the village was centered around raising and tending pigs, the one animal that Muslim raiders never took from their victims. 
 
    He let his hair grow long, and even had the sparse beginnings of a beard. Sitting on the bank of the river, he emptied his mind of the worries that had plagued him for so long. He ceased to think about his throne, his family, the Danesti, the Ottomans, for there was nothing he could do about any of it. The world would go on its own course, he told himself. When thoughts of the old life and his dreams returned, he pushed them from his mind. He focused on adapting to a new life and learning its ways. He spent a lot of time beside a fire gazing up at the stars with the Danube flowing beside him, and he wondered if little Radu was in a place where he could look down on him. He often wondered if Radu would blame him… then he forced the thought from his mind. 
 
    *** 
 
    The cold came, and Vlad looked at his meager belongings and poor hut and wondered if perhaps he hadn’t been too generous with his game and his fish. But again he found himself surprised by the generosity of the peasants, who gave him blankets and food and even checked over his little hut for inadequacies that the winter wind could exploit. 
 
    The wind showed little mercy, and he was afraid, but then found that as soon as the snow covered his hut, he was naturally insulated from much of the winter’s wrath. He developed a routine of tending his little fire, praying for his mother and sister, emptying his piss pot, and going over his rations, making a game of pretending that the winter would never end, that he was the last inhabitant of a world abandoned by the sun, slowly succumbing to eternal frost and darkness outside of his cozy den. Vlad had never seen such a winter, even as a child in the highlands of Transylvania or living in the castle in Targoviste, back when he was safe and protected. But now, even though he lived close to death, he appreciated every small mercy given to him by God. 
 
    *** 
 
    But winter did pass, and even though he’d had half a plan to move on, he spent much of the spring simply recovering and trying to stockpile vegetables whenever he could. He realized that if he wore as many furs as he planned to wear during the next winter, then he would look even more like an animal than he already did. 
 
    In the fall, Vlad went on a long trek hunting all manner of small game in the wild woods north of the village, and spent several nights in the deep darkness. He kept his sword close at hand in case an angry bear investigated his kills hanging from a tree. One morning, a little before sunrise, he made his way back home. He carried a bag filled with all sorts of game he could share with the villagers, and even barter for a few odds and ends, but as he walked along a narrow path in the thick weeds on the banks of the Danube, he thought he heard a disturbance near his home. His mind was immediately uneasy, as if a shadow from his past had lengthened to cover him. He crouched beside the bank and watched his home. 
 
    Sure enough, three strange men on horseback approached the little fishing hut. They pointed out the place and, while he could not hear them, he could tell that they had been given directions. The men wore rough looking cloaks, but their riding suits were those of lesser boyars, or perhaps influential cneazi, important village chieftains. Their horses were of good quality, and had fine saddles. The men were young and strong, and though their demeanor was casual, they were all armed with swords that did not look as if they were there for show. 
 
    Vlad was alarmed to see the men knocking on the door, then still more alarmed as one of them kicked the door in. All three entered and stayed for quite some time. Vlad felt his heart thundering in his chest, though he stayed as perfectly still as a hunted animal. He knew that the men were assassins. It seemed that he could run from his old life, but his old life would not forget him. 
 
    Vlad felt a strange mix of emotions as he watched the men moving behind his shattered front door. One was the simple desire to kill or hurt those who were violating his modest little home, a drafty, abandoned shack that was of so little worth that even the local peasants had forgotten it existed. Still, it had grown sacred to him. But the odds were against him; he was tired after a long day of hunting, and the assassins looked as if they hadn’t missed any meals. This made him feel like a coward, which opened up a certain pain he had buried deep within himself for over a year: The feeling that he had abandoned Targoviste, his home, out of cowardice. He had been angry at his boyars for not standing beside him, for not being loyal, because of their craven fear of Vladislav’s return. Now, he could not help but wonder if he was a coward as well. Now that the eye of the past had found him, and was watching him, he had no doubt that it found him wanting, living as a tramp on the bank of the Danube. He had abandoned his duty, his place in the world carved out by his brave ancestors, and was now marked for death by three paid thugs. 
 
    He wondered how news of his disappearance had reached Vladislav. Had Sultan Murad sent an angry message? Or had Vladislav’s men caught some of the Turks at the border and questioned them? It did not matter; he would not be welcome in either land. 
 
    The assassins left his hut and conferred with one another. At first it seemed as if they would sit and wait for his return, then they became dissatisfied with his meager seating arrangements and decided to leave. As they mounted their horses, Vlad got a good look at their faces in the failing light. One of them had stringy black hair and an underbite, and another had fair hair and a permanent scowl, as if being alive was a tiresome affair. But it was the third whose appearance struck Vlad, for their leader had a scar that stretched across his lips, and several missing teeth where the scar passed. Vlad remembered the description given to him by the coffin maker, and he knew that he was surely looking at the man who had killed his father. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Hunted 
 
      
 
    Any regret or self-pity disappeared as he watched the man with the scarred mouth. Now he felt something blaze in his chest, an unwavering desire to hurt those who had destroyed his family. The men turned their horses about, and the man with the scarred mouth ordered them to ride in either direction. Just as Vlad thought to move, a fourth man called out from the wooded path that led to the village. Vlad froze. He hadn’t considered that there might be even more assassins. The men divided up, then scattered in two different directions. 
 
    As soon as he could no longer hear the beating of hooves, he rose from his hiding place and made his way toward the little path that wound down the wooded hill and led to the village. He already had his sword, his bow, a quiver of old arrows, a cloak, and a bag of fresh game, so he passed the familiar little fishing hut without another glance. 
 
    Vlad reached the village and, though the sun was beginning to light the horizon, every door and window was shut tight. Vlad had no doubt that the assassins had questioned the peasants as they were rising to begin their day, and then scared them enough that they’d decided to shut themselves in until they were sure the danger had passed. Vlad did not blame them for informing the killers about his presence. They were raised to be obedient to anyone dressed like nobility, not to protect wandering tramps. 
 
    Vlad found the stable and nudged the door open. He found that his white stallion was still there, standing alongside a few donkeys. As Vlad packed his things into a saddlebag and quickly checked that his stallion’s hooves were in proper condition, he reckoned that neither of them could pretend to be farmers any longer. 
 
    The village was still quiet, and every path seemed empty. He took one last look, then turned north and left his sanctuary. 
 
    *** 
 
    He knew that Moldavia was his only hope. His mother had been born there, but it was just as likely that the current Voivod would hand him over to the Sultan or to Vladislav. Still, he had to try. His options were limited. 
 
    He avoided the villages and stuck to the cover of woods whenever possible. The clouds were low and heavy but refused to rain, though he heard thunder in the distance as he rode through forests of tall pine. Noon grew ever darker, and sometimes he saw the flash of lightning casting strange, sharp shadows in the darkened wood, but still there was no rain. 
 
    Late in the day Vlad drew his horse off the path and found a little hill where he could watch the road. He did not feel comfortable making a fire that would send a smoke signal. He opened up the bag of meat he had tied to his saddle and found a large brown rabbit staring at him sleepily. He stripped and cleaned the rabbit as if about to cook it, considered his situation and his hunger, then cut off one fat leg and bit into it. Finally a gentle rain shook the leaves overhead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Throughout the day Vlad had seen no one, not even any herders, and he became so complacent that he very nearly ran into two cloaked men sitting on their horses at a fork in the path ahead. He had left his cover of woods, but apparently the men had not seen him, as they remained at their station. The cloaked men were like sentinels before a gateway leading into dark woods, their eyes on the three paths before them. 
 
    It was a wonder to him that killers would be stationed so far north, and he began to wonder if he was being paranoid, and perhaps they were only guarding the border of Moldavia. Then another rider in a dark cloak approached from one of the paths, spoke with the others, then two of them split off and rode south. He could not tell from this distance, but they had noble attire and rough cloaks similar to the men he’d seen earlier. 
 
    They’ve cast a wide net, he thought. I should be honored that my death is so highly valued. 
 
    He made his way back along the wooded path, returning to a rocky overhang that looked out over the Danube. The river was wide at this point, grown fat from rainfall. He reasoned that if killers had been posted at junctures in the road, then they would also have someone posted at the nearest bridge. He carefully led the horse down a muddy trail of broken stones, then secured the saddlebags and stuffed some cloth into his quiver. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” he whispered to the horse. 
 
    They waded into the cold river, then found themselves floating along the current. The river was wide, and moved slowly. Though he knew the brown river water was getting into the saddlebags and soaking into the meat, he decided that he would reward himself with another raw meal on the far shore, because the men who sought his life would be disappointed on this day. 
 
    *** 
 
    He kept northeast, crossed a bridge over the Danube as it wound through safer territory, then went further east until he found himself on the coast of the Black Sea. On a wide shelf of white stone that jutted out from the rocky shore, he watched heavy, dark clouds sailing over the tormented sea. There he built a fire and made a feast of his spoiling meat. He was struck by the beauty of the endlessly crashing waves, the working of a world that cared nothing for his survival. He found there was some dignity in that. 
 
    He knew that he had surely drawn far away from any of Vladislav’s assassins. None would come as far as the sea to take his life. Now it was time to turn north and west and make for Suceava, the capital of Moldavia. He would have to trust that whoever ruled Moldavia would not kill him and send pieces of him to Murad and Vladislav. 
 
    If I am killed, thought Vlad, then I will finally have to answer for abandoning you, little Radu! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Voivod of Moldavia 
 
      
 
    “I am Vlad, son of Vlad Dracul, Voivod of Wallachia before the throne was stolen by Vladislav Danesti. I have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    The servant who arranged meetings with the Voivod was taken aback, and others waiting in the little hall fell silent and turned to stare at Vlad. The servant had been ignoring him thus far, no doubt because of Vlad’s rough appearance. He had trekked over Moldavia’s wild highlands, eating only what he could hunt or received from strangers who lived in the wild. He had slept under the stars. He was now thin and exhausted, his clothes torn, his rough cloak supplemented by a motley patchwork of animal hides. 
 
    The servant could no longer dismiss him. After hearing Vlad’s identity, he saw past his rough appearance and noticed that the young man stood tall, his posture straight despite exhaustion. As soon as the servant noticed that Vlad had the calm, impassive expression of one who was made for command, he went back into the throne room. In a moment the murmur of voices fell silent in there, too. All was silent. Vlad heard someone approach and expected to meet a guard; instead, he saw a tall man with a long white beard and white hair, a golden surcoat over a white robe, and a jeweled crown. The man looked Vlad up and down with a concerned expression. 
 
    “I can see it - you’re my nephew,” said the man. “I’m Voivod Bogdan. You look just like Vassilissa!” 
 
    “Is my mother here, sir?” said Vlad, surprised to find that not only was his uncle here to greet him, but was also the ruler of this land. 
 
    The man’s expression fell. “I haven’t seen my sister since before that Danesti dog stole Wallachia from your family. Come, come.” 
 
    The old man took Vlad’s arm with surprising gentleness and led him into the throne room. Vlad found himself in a long, narrow white room with niches where people stood and watched him. They seemed curious rather than annoyed that Vlad had effectively “cut in line” for an audience with Voivod Bogdan. Vlad could not help but notice the differences from the throne room in Targoviste, which was wide rather than long, and made of unpainted stone. Here, the white walls were decorated with paintings of former rulers, including Bogdan’s father, Alexandru the Good, who was well known for his kind nature. Another painting in black and gold showed the horned bull and star that represented Moldavia. At the head of the room, beside a dark wooden throne, stood a young man with short blond hair and an open, friendly face. By his proximity to the throne, Vlad could tell that he must be related to the Voivod, perhaps even his son. 
 
    Rather than return to his throne, Bogdan decided to stand beside Vlad as he spoke. His hand never left his arm. “Vlad, we thought you were dead, either killed by Vladislav or the Sultan. Otherwise… I would have…” 
 
    “I was in hiding,” said Vlad, unsure if he could even explain the last strange year of his life. “Vladislav has assassins combing Wallachia, looking for me. And I would not return to Edirne of my own free will. I did not even know who ruled Moldavia, but I was hoping that… perhaps…” 
 
    “Say no more,” said Bogdan, nodding. “You’ll stay here under my protection.” 
 
    “I thank you, sir.” Vlad attempted to bow, but it was difficult with Bogdan holding his arm. 
 
    “I can see that you need rest,” said Bogdan, gesturing to a servant. “We’ll get you a room and a bath. We can talk later.” 
 
    Vlad was immediately surrounded by several young servants who ushered him toward a side door. “Thank you, sir!” Vlad repeated, overwhelmed by the sudden care. 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    As the young man standing beside the throne raised his voice, the servants stopped and distanced themselves from Vlad. 
 
    “I’m Stefan, son of Bogdan, Voivod of Moldavia,” said the young man. “It’s very good to meet you. Please, sit with me at dinner later.” 
 
    “Vlad, son of Dracul,” said Vlad, nodding to Stefan. “Rightful ruler of Wallachia.” 
 
    The two stood and regarded one another from across the room, and in the hushed silence, those in attendance could feel something like the weight of destiny hanging between them. The smiling, fair-haired young man in the sun-colored, open robe, and the dark-haired exile with a stern expression and rough attire could not look any more like opposites, but their paths would be intertwined forevermore. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad felt his bed shake and immediately rolled over, grasping and unsheathing his sword in one smooth motion. But he was groggy, and fell over in the bed even as his assailant leered at him from only a few feet away. 
 
    “Bed’s falling apart! Wake up! Look out, sun is up!” 
 
    Vlad rose again and, just as he steadied his sword, he realized that Stefan, the Voivod’s son, had his hands braced on the foot of his bed, face beaming as he suppressed laughter. 
 
    “You’re lucky!” said Stefan. “I walked in just as your bed was falling apart. If I hadn’t held it together, then, well, you’d be on the floor in a sorry state!” 
 
    Still dazed, Vlad leaned against the wall, felt about for his scabbard, then gave up and stared at the boy with sword still in hand. “You nearly lost your head,” he said. “You should be careful how you wake someone!” 
 
    “Wake someone? Surely you weren’t asleep. You’ve been in bed for days!” 
 
    Vlad was about to argue, then realized he did have a dim memory of time passing, days and nights, eating bits of bread before immediately returning to sleep. Even now, he still felt tired. 
 
    “Days? How long?” 
 
    Stefan shrugged, then circled the room and sat on the edge of a small table. “I don’t know, but it’s high time you got up. Don’t you think? Vlad, I was thinking... we should go on a hunt.” 
 
    Vlad turned away, then realized that his window had been unshuttered. The sun shone brilliantly, and from this angle he could make out the tops of trees gently swaying in the wind. “Hunting? I… I don’t know…” 
 
    “Ah, Vlad, my friend, you’ve obviously never been hunting in Moldavia. Why, the game here is so crowded, I know a man who once shot an arrow and hit three ducks before the shaft flew clear of the bow. And the boar, well, they’re hemmed in so thick in the woods, that you can’t heft a spear without…” 
 
    Vlad listened as Stefan sold him on the merits of a fictional hunting ground, and did not bother to tell him that he had already done quite a bit of hunting in the Moldavian countryside, but as a matter of survival rather than sport. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” said Vlad, “let’s hunt, then. Only… do you happen to have something to eat?” 
 
    “Eat, then hunt?” said Stefan, turning up his lip. “You must do things the other way around in Wallachia. But, yes, we can get you some breakfast. And you’ll need some clothes as well. If you go out in that bear-otter-fox-deerskin cloak, you’ll end up on the wrong end of a spear!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “So you actually got to be Voivod? You wore the crown and everything? But you’re not even that much older than me!” 
 
    Stefan and Vlad rode side by side through a field of high grass with a handful of servants trailing behind. Vlad could not help but notice that Stefan’s mouth was working but his bow was lying flat in his lap. 
 
    “It’s… it wasn’t as I thought it would be,” said Vlad. “When I was a child, I thought my father ruled every aspect of our land. Now I think you need others to work alongside you.” Vlad’s eyes scanned the horizon, where a line of saplings had sprung up. Towers of clouds framed a brilliant blue sky. “But I was alone. My time didn’t last long.” 
 
    “My father has said as much. Instead of passing the crown to me, he says someday we’ll share it. I stand with him every day and learn what I can. But it’s not easy…” 
 
    “No? Do the boyars not take you seriously because of your youth?” 
 
    Stefan shrugged. “That, I don’t know. I just mean that my legs get tired. When I said I stand beside him, I meant it quite literally!” 
 
    Vlad chuckled, and Stefan continued. “If it ever comes down to a standing contest between the two of us, believe me, Vlad - you had better go ahead and sit down. I’ll win!” 
 
    Vlad laughed, then Stefan laughed as well. Vlad had never met such a strange young man. Growing up in Ottoman lands, he encountered only pushy "climbers" who wanted to establish a position in the pecking order. When he started his martial training, he was surrounded by aggressive youths quick to challenge and quick to take offense. It had been important to hold his feelings in reserve, to bury them where they could not be seen and exploited. Stefan’s behavior was strange to him, as he only seemed interested in joking and having fun. Vlad vaguely recalled having such times with Mircea and Alexandra, but it seemed so long ago that it was difficult to remember. As he doubled over with laughter, he knew that he was not just laughing because of Stefan’s wit. The truth was that he was overcome by surprise. He hadn’t expected to meet with such kindness, nor to be offered friendship. 
 
    *** 
 
    The lightly armored squire crashed to the ground and Vlad drew his horse to a halt at the end of the tilt, then let her slowly make her way toward the onlookers. The squire pulled off his helm and waved a young page away. Vlad held his lance upward and examined it, making sure it was not cracked. 
 
    “You hold your lance too tightly when we’re far apart,” said Vlad, looking down at his opponent. “That’s why it bounces like that. Your arm will get tired, too.” 
 
    “I’ll get you next time,” said the squire, dusting himself off. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Vlad, nodding. 
 
    Stefan had noticed this about Vlad, how he didn’t take part in the usual cajoling and jesting that went with weapons training. He simply bested any of his opponents, then calmly told them what they needed to do to improve. 
 
    “Seriously, Vlad,” said Stefan, selecting a mace from a row of weapons. “How did you get so good at this?” 
 
    “It’s just practice. Anyone could do it.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose, but not everyone does.” 
 
    “Then it’s good we’re out here!” Vlad smiled as he dismounted. “Care for some hand-to-hand practice?” 
 
    “Yes - but go easy on me. You’re more like an instructor than a student. It’s not really fair, you know.” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair.” Vlad’s tone was suddenly serious as he pulled a long hand-and-a-half sword from the rack. “In a real fight, nobody cares what you’ve gone through, or how good your intentions are, or anything else about you.” 
 
    Stefan studied his friend’s face, which had suddenly become a dark mask. “I see,” said Stefan. “I’m… well, I’m sorry if I…” 
 
    “Don’t be.” Vlad hefted his blade in a slow, swirling arc. “Just show me what you’ve learned in the past month!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad attended liturgy with Stefan’s family in a church built by Alexandru the Good, the previous Voivod. Vlad prayed for direction and purpose, for he felt cast adrift in the world. He was grateful for Voivod Bogdan’s protection, but he knew that he could not exist on handouts forever. 
 
    I should be grateful, he thought, chiding himself. I should be grateful that I’ve gotten away from the Ottoman Turks! 
 
    For a brief moment he saw an image of Radu’s face, and he squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    Forgive me… forgive me! 
 
    God, please, whatever they’ve done to him… let me do to them ten thousand fold! 
 
    At that moment, Vlad felt as if someone was looking at him. He turned and saw a young lady on the other side of the aisle. The crowded heads were positioned such that he could only just see her, but now that he had, he wondered if he would ever look away. Her eyes were gateways. She had dark black hair partially gathered to one side, a pale complexion, and a slight underbite that somehow gave her a playful appearance. She was not looking at him. She wore a fine mantle and sat near the front, so Vlad reasoned that she must be the daughter of a boyar. He felt something like a dagger pierce his chest; as he was now nothing but a beggar, he would have no excuse to ever meet such a lady. Vladislav had not only taken the family he had, but also the family that might have been. 
 
    Finally the noble girl turned her eyes to him, and he knew that she had been ignoring him on purpose. Vlad felt something like a secret communication between them. Finally she smiled ever so slightly, then turned back to face the front. 
 
    Vlad turned away as well. Then he realized that he had not smiled at her, but simply stared without expression. He turned to look again, but the crowd had shifted slightly, and the beautiful girl was blocked from view. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Well, there they are,” said Stefan, drawing his horse to a halt at the top of the hill. He gestured toward another hill that overlooked the road to Suceava. It was green and bare of trees, and was topped instead by three tall poles, each holding up a dead man. The figures were black silhouettes from this distance, their macabre posture juxtaposed against a backdrop of sunlight shining through a heavy white cloud. “Three dead highwaymen who will never rob again,” said Stefan, taking a swig from a wine bottle before handing it back to Vlad. 
 
    “I know you must have seen her,” said Vlad, taking a drink as well. “It was the second row from the front, on the other side…” 
 
    Stefan shrugged and looked around. “I didn’t notice any women in the second row.” 
 
    “You… you must have seen her, Stefan! It’s just… I mean, I shouldn’t even have to describe where she was sitting. She was… she was the most beautiful woman there…” 
 
    Vlad handed back the wine bottle, and made a mental note to never confide in Stefan ever again, or at least not to drink with him. He hadn’t even meant to say anything, but now that he had, he was sure his friend was toying with him. 
 
    Stefan gestured to the three dead men. “You know, I had to watch one of those… father wanted me to watch an execution. He said it was our duty. If we’re going to condemn criminals to death, then we need to be there to see it done, according to him.” Stefan shuddered, then took a drink. “Have you… ever seen…?” 
 
    “Seen it done?” Vlad curled his lip. “No, but I used to hear it, sometimes. In Targoviste. No, I don’t think a person needs to see it. Even if it’s your duty to condemn criminals, it's their actions that put them there, not yours.” Vlad finally took a long look at the dead men, then he sighed and turned to Stefan once again. “Do you at least know the boyar families who sit in that area? Or the second row, specifically?” 
 
    Stefan suddenly leaned his head back. “I know exactly who you’re talking about!” 
 
    “Who? Tell me!” 
 
    “That was Mihail Stavrachi! He’s a bit womanish, but a good man, all around…” 
 
    Vlad sighed and shook his head, and Stefan glanced at him, hiding a smile as he noted Vlad’s face turning red. 
 
    “You know they stick those poles through their assholes?” Stefan said, gesturing to the dead men once again, as if Vlad would suddenly forget the very reason they had come here. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know it,” said Vlad. “I know it looks bad, but believe me, it’s much worse in Edirne. They have dozens of different ways of executing people, and not just criminals. And it goes on every day. Each and every day… and they’re not likely to run out of people anytime soon. We supply them with children every year. Sometimes, when I think about it, I wish that we could…” 
 
    “Iuliana,” said Stefan. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Stefan smiled and finished the bottle of wine. “Her name’s Iuliana. From the Racovita family. Don’t worry - she’ll be coming to dinner soon. You’ll be able to meet her then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Suceava Dinner Party 
 
      
 
    In a borrowed suit, Vlad found himself dining in the company of boyars in the main hall of Voivod Bogdan’s castle. Stefan kept an eye on his friend, as he was worried that one of the curious boyars would inadvertently remind him that he had lost his throne, his family, and years of his life. They had spent a great deal of time together, and Stefan knew what his friend had been through. But his worries proved unfounded. Vlad answered the boyars in monosyllable, if at all, and spent most of his time craning his head and looking between noble heads. 
 
    When the dinner started, Vlad turned to Stefan. “I don’t understand,” he said quietly. “Where is she? You said she would be here!” 
 
    Stefan shrugged. “This is a big event, and her family is small. Please, Vlad, be patient!” 
 
    “You’re sure she’s here?” 
 
    Stefan turned to face him. “You’ve really got it bad, don’t you?” 
 
    Vlad turned away and clenched his jaw, then stared at his meal. 
 
    As dinner wore on, the wine and the tuica began to loosen up the guests, and they strayed from one table to the next. Their conversations became a roar and Vlad no longer had to whisper to Stefan to hide his intent. 
 
    “I need your help, Stefan.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve already spotted her family near the window, that way, to the left. Let’s go now and-” 
 
    Vlad began to rise, then froze. A young woman in a pale dress stood before them just across the table. She had a yellow flower tucked into her black hair, and offered the pair a slight smile. A guard stood beside her, an old mercenary with a thick mustache. 
 
    “Vlad, son of Dracul,” said Stefan, gesturing, “please meet Iuliana, of the Racovita family.” 
 
    Though she had startled Stefan by practically sneaking up on them, he had quickly regained his balance and was soon prepared to enjoy what followed. He was looking forward to seeing Vlad out of his element. By his reckoning, Vlad had knocked him off his horse while jousting enough times that Stefan was owed some satisfaction. 
 
    Instead, something strange happened. Time seemed to slow down, and the room grew quiet, as Vlad and Iuliana looked at one another. Stefan felt a strange shift in subtle currents, almost as if everyone had agreed to stop and pray all at once. The two looked at one another as if they had known each other for a long time; long enough that a formal greeting was not necessary. 
 
    “Iuliana,” said Vlad, “would you sit with me?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    The two sat and composed themselves with what Stefan could only call a “noble” bearing. Now he was beginning to feel truly out of sorts. As a child, he had seen Iuliana fall in a puddle and cry over her ruined dress, and Vlad himself had told Stefan that he had been completely overwhelmed during his short time as Voivod; strangely enough, it was now difficult to think of the pair as anything other than a King and Queen, true royalty who graced this court with their presence. Stefan glanced at the guard, who shrugged, and they sat beside the pair, suddenly unsure of themselves. 
 
    Just as the two began to speak, Stefan noticed that his uncle, Petru Aron, was staring at Vlad from the next table over. There was something undeniably predatory in the gaze, and it made Stefan uncomfortable. His uncle was an older man, with wiry gray in his black hair and beard. Though he was much older than them, Stefan wondered if perhaps he was jealous that Vlad was speaking with Iuliana. She was certainly beautiful. Stefan admitted that he envied his friend, but Iuliana was from a small family with little power, and as the son of a ruling Voivod, it was Stefan’s duty to marry someone whose power could contribute to his family. 
 
    I’ve no right to be jealous of my friend, who’s been through so much, thought Stefan. And besides, Petru Aron is already married! Could this be about something else? 
 
    Petru Aron caught Stefan’s gaze and looked away awkwardly, almost like a theatrical player pantomiming guiltlessness. After a moment he nonchalantly turned to Stefan and offered him a smile. Stefan responded in kind. 
 
    “I am no one, and have nothing,” said Vlad. Stefan turned his attention back to the conversation. “What you’ve heard about me is true. I have lost everything.” 
 
    “Surely not everything,” said Iuliana. “You have a friend here.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need me,” said Stefan, shaking his head. “Vlad is a nightmare with a lance and a sword. He’ll find his way to a war and end up with a title and plot of land in no time. A Moldavian boyar living out his days on the coast of the Black Sea… that’s not so bad, is it, Vlad?” 
 
    Stefan had been trying to keep the conversation upbeat, but Vlad was not following his lead. Instead, he seemed to be staring at a point in the center of the table. 
 
    “I would be Voivod,” he finally said. “I would be Voivod of Wallachia, once again.” 
 
    “Really?” said Iuliana, crinkling her brow and leaning in, as if trying to catch his gaze once again. “Even after…? But how will you…” 
 
    “I don’t know how,” said Vlad, turning back to her. “But one day, I will take back my father’s throne.” 
 
    Stefan felt the two sharing a long, meaningful look once again. The weight of the moment was so heavy that he could hardly breathe. 
 
    “I believe you,” Iuliana said quietly, smiling. 
 
    “Voivod of Wallachia?” Petru Aron approached their table and sat across from Vlad, edging Iuliana aside. “Is that what you want, Vlad?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Petru Aron shrugged, glancing at Stefan before turning back to Vlad. “Then why not approach the Sultan? Surely he would forgive you… abandoning your post. With his help-” 
 
    “Never,” said Vlad. He slowly leaned forward and, though Petru Aron was physically larger, Stefan felt some sort of tension coiling in the air around Vlad, somehow making him seem larger than he was. “My father’s mistake was in negotiating with the Ottomans, and in believing that they cared at all for us. They do not. I have seen their cruelty, sir. I have felt it first-hand. My brother Radu… he most likely felt it, too, and has now found peace with our Lord.” 
 
    “Come, Vlad. Every leader must be strict with his people, otherwise they get out of line. You’ll understand, as you grow older. Have you ever taken into account the scale of their empire? They’re much larger than Wallachia and Moldavia, so of course they execute more troublemakers. Taking that into account, I’m sure they’re little different from us.” 
 
    Stefan had actually wondered the same thing, especially after witnessing his first impalement years ago. 
 
    “No,” Vlad said firmly. “Perhaps they haven’t stretched out their hand against you. If you had seen their markets filled with children in cages, or women stripped naked and led like sheep to market, then you would not consider bargaining with them. If you had seen noble sons blinded, or peasant boys turned into mindless killers, or armies of unimaginable size marching to the sound of the mehter year after year after year-” 
 
    “You are being dramatic,” said Petru Aron. 
 
    “And you are being naive.” 
 
    Petru Aron’s polite mask melted away, revealing grim intractability. He bore his eyes into Vlad, reminding him that he was the brother of the man whose generosity supported him. Stefan noticed that Vlad’s demeanor did not change; on the subject of the Ottoman Empire, he would not budge. 
 
    “Sir,” said Stefan, “we are no friends of the Turks here in Moldavia. You know that. Surely speculating about such a thing is fruitless.” 
 
    “Fruitless.” Petru Aron repeated the word as he gave Stefan a crooked smile. “Of course, young lord, you are correct. One must pick one’s friends very carefully.” 
 
    Petru Aron left and the three looked at one another, puzzled by the odd statement. 
 
    “Well,” Iuliana said suddenly, “far be it from me to slander or gossip.” 
 
    Stefan laughed loudly, and even Vlad cracked a smile. With a single statement, Iuliana cleared the air of the old man’s heavy presence. 
 
    “So he does smile!” 
 
    Voivod Bogdan stood over them, smiling through his thick white beard. Vlad stood and bowed and Iuliana curtsied, then they all sat together. 
 
    “Stefan, Vlad… I don’t know if this is the best way to bring this up, but it’s as good a time as any.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Iuliana, “should I leave?” 
 
    “No, no,” said Bogdan. “I’ve already spoken with your father about this. It involves your family, as well. Come, let’s get some fresh air.” 
 
    Vlad looked at Iuliana and felt his stomach drop. Voivod Bogdan had suddenly turned serious, and Vlad could not help but wonder if he had worked out a marriage between Stefan and Iuliana. Bogdan rose and led them to a balcony where they could escape the noise and press of bodies. Though the balcony overlooked dark green trees amidst angular red rooftops with a roof of brilliant stars overhead, Vlad felt no joy at the sight. 
 
    Bogdan placed a hand on the balcony enclosure and began without preamble. “As you know, our family did not come to this position without trouble. After the old Voivod, my father, died, someone else stepped in with the support of the boyars. Alexandrel, son of Ilias. He made the boyars promises that he could not make good on, and eventually the boyars remembered our family, gave me their support, and I chased him off. But now he’s in Poland, and unfortunately he’s found friends there. I think he means to come here with an army, loot the treasury, and divide it with his new friends.” 
 
    “We can’t let him!” Stefan interjected. 
 
    “Of course not, son. Of course not. I want to stop him before he leaves Poland… catch him while he’s still getting ready for the party, as it were. Son, I know you’ve never been in a real battle.” Bogdan tapped his fingers on the stone enclosure and looked up at the stars, as if consulting with them. “Stefan, I want you and Vlad to come with me to fight in Poland.” 
 
    Stefan and Vlad looked at one another. They’d spent many late nights in conversation, wondering what it would be like to rule their lands and fight on behalf of their people. For Stefan, it always seemed as if they were talking about some distant day shrouded by many years. But now, out of the blue, war had come, and it was the duty of a Voivod to lead his people in time of war. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Stefan. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “My son!” said Bogdan, putting a hand on his shoulder and gripping him. “And you, Vlad?” 
 
    “Sir, I owe you my life,” said Vlad, bowing. “I would be honored to join you.” 
 
    “There is no debt, Vlad. Your family helped mine in times past. I only regret that all I can do for your father is shelter one of his sons in rough times.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Iuliana, “you mentioned my family, too. Is my father going?” 
 
    “He is. He’s a good man.” 
 
    Iuliana hid her fear behind a slight smile and a nod. 
 
    “Wait!” said Stefan. “A-are we going tomorrow? I was going to-” 
 
    “Oh, goodness, no, boy!” said Bogdan, laughing. “The first thing you have to learn about war is that they take weeks or months of planning, then you ride forth and your plans unravel, then the whole thing is over in a day or two and it’s not clear who was the winner. You have plenty of time to prepare.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Vlad. “We’ll get more practice in at the tilts.” 
 
    Bogdan shook his head and smiled. “After a night like this, you’ll be the only ones jousting tomorrow. I’ll leave you to it, then.” 
 
    When Bogdan left, Stefan fell against the stone parapet. “So that’s how it happens,” he said. “Your dad puts a hand on you, and tells you it’s time for war.” He shook his head. 
 
    “I feel a little sick,” said Iuliana. 
 
    “Vlad, you seem fine,” said Stefan. “What do you think about this?” 
 
    “I don’t like the idea of Christians fighting Christians. The Turks are never confused about who they should be fighting. But I’ll be glad to finally feel like I’m pulling my weight.” 
 
    “I just thought of something,” said Iuliana. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Iuliana reddened, then turned to Stefan. “If Vlad goes to war for your father, will he be made a boyar?” 
 
    Stefan smiled and looked at Vlad. “Who knows?” he said. “Nothing like war to turn a man into marriage material!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Thundering Snake 
 
      
 
    1450 AD 
 
    Vlad is now nineteen years old. 
 
    Two years have passed since Vlad lost Targoviste, and eight years have passed since his father left him in Ottoman hands. 
 
      
 
    For weeks they played cat and mouse with Alexandrel’s Moldavian and Polish forces. Bogdan’s Moldavian cavalry raced northwest, then southwest, then northwest again to box Alexandrel in among the hills. The infantry marched more or less straight, making slight course corrections as cavalry returned every day to provide updates and then rode off before infantry commanders could complain. 
 
    Stefan was among the cavalry, wearing his first suit of plate given to him by his father. Voivod Bogdan took the lead, and he kept Stefan close so that his son could learn every lesson and trick and pitfall of leadership. 
 
    Vlad marched with the infantry, where he had his own command of forty infantrymen. His entire unit was made of peasants trained in the rudiments of warfare, just as all Wallachian men were also trained. Vlad was more than a little surprised to find that not a single one of them really cared about the outcome of the fighting, but only wanted to return home as soon as possible. He was used to training in rugged terrain with noble sons who feared they would be killed if they did not prove useful, or with Muslim slave soldiers who would do anything for the promise of pay and war spoils. For the peasants, war was only a duty. Their reward was survival. 
 
    One night Vlad sat in camp by the fire, one man idly strumming a cobza while others sat in conversation. Vlad read a letter from Iuliana that he had read many times before. Once again he noted that she did not implore him to come back alive. She did not tell him to keep his head down and stay safe. 
 
    Vlad, I know you will bring honor to your ancestors. I am already proud of what you will do... 
 
    He heard a horse running toward their camp. He delicately folded the letter, placed it in a thin leather envelope, and tucked it in a pocket in his vest. Rising, he saw Stefan making as if about to dismount, then decided to remain in the saddle. The head of infantry, a boyar with an enormous mustache and small chin, rose and greeted Stefan. Vlad hastened to hear the news. 
 
    “We’ve got him!” said Stefan. “He’s cornered. Alexandrel will have to fight tomorrow!” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” said the boyar, confused. “Is he that close?” 
 
    “At the base of that hill! Both wings of cavalry are camped on either side of him.” 
 
    “Oh… sir, we can’t cover that much ground in one day.” 
 
    “We could if we marched all night,” said Vlad. “We could be there by late morning. While we block him in, cavalry could sweep in and finish him.” 
 
    Stefan smiled. “That’s just what I was thinking.” 
 
    The boyar did not bother to hide the look of horror on his face. 
 
    “Why so glum?” said Vlad. “We’re going to end this! Now - let’s get the men up and moving, shall we?” 
 
    *** 
 
    They marched through the night, slogging through soaked, muddy fields, ignoring paths in favor of a direct route toward a black hill topped by the white moon. As the sun rose and cast a halo of gentle blue around the hill, the moon remained overhead as if lingering to see the violence that would be summoned. 
 
    As soon as they drew near, riders from Bogdan’s wing of the cavalry shadowed them, surprised that they had attempted the march at all, and also surprised that they had not become lost in the swampy, waterlogged fields. One of the riders admitted that they thought Alexandrel’s men would eventually press their way out of the horseshoe at the foot of the hill. 
 
    One of Vlad’s men laughed. “That’s the first time cavalry was ever excited to see infantry!” 
 
    “Don’t let it go to your head,” said another. “We’re just here to plug up a dam.” 
 
    As they drew near the scene of the coming battle, Vlad could not help but notice the tall trees that stood on either side of them. He noticed that all of his men were tired, most of them doggedly pressing on with their eyes on their feet. 
 
    If archers hit us from the tree line, it would ruin us, he thought. How many would it take to drive us off? A quarter of our number? A tenth? 
 
    He had heard of the Albanian freedom fighter, Skanderbeg, using such tactics against the Ottoman oppressors. It was a wonder to Vlad that using terrain and harassing the enemy didn’t become standard military doctrine. He did not doubt the power of cavalry bearing down on enemy lines, especially heavily armored European cavalry, but he knew that any tactic, if overused, could be planned against or exploited. Janissary infantry often hid behind stakes, and akinci mounted raiders were notorious for drawing European cavalry into traps. As far as Vlad could tell, no traps waited for them. For whatever reason, the enemy had backed into a corner in the hopes that Bogdan’s forces would simply get tired and leave. 
 
    We’re marching through their country unimpeded, he thought. So whose country is it really, then? 
 
    *** 
 
    “They’re setting up cannons!” 
 
    Vlad stood in a line of shields, their advantage of slipping up on the enemy fading as they stood facing off against another line of peasant warriors across the muddy battlefield. Now everyone was too tired, or too scared, to move. The clouds were heavy and gray, turning the enemy line into indistinct silhouettes. 
 
    But the cry woke them. Vlad could see it as well: Further up the battlefield, cannons were being wheeled into position. The Moldavians had left their own cannons further back with the supply wagons, favoring speed over firepower. Vlad looked further up the hill and saw enemy cavalry gathering before a line of trees, overseeing the placement of cannons. He saw Moldavian banners from Alexandrel’s house alongside Polish banners. Due to the slope of the horseshoe extensions of the hill, he could not see their own infantry, neither Bogdan nor Stefan’s wing. 
 
    Vlad looked back at the boyar commander of infantry. “Sir!” he shouted. “If we don’t move, those cannons will tear us apart!” 
 
    The boyar stared ahead, acting as if he had not heard Vlad. 
 
    “Sir! We marched all night to hit them before they could dig in!” 
 
    Vlad hoped that his men would hear and back him up. Finally the boyar said, “Hold! We wait for cavalry to back us up!” 
 
    “Sir, cavalry are waiting for us, not the other way around!” Vlad was taken aback, and nearly left his position in the line to argue with the man. “Cavalry is the deathblow, sir, not the opening strike! Remember Nicopolis!” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “This little lord right here,” said someone, “is itchin’ to earn a title for hisself!” 
 
    Vlad sighed with frustration. “This is our duty to Voivod Bogdan. The duty of all of us. No exceptions!” 
 
    “Nothin’ in it for us,” said another, “except runnin’ into a line o’ spears.” 
 
    Others began to grumble, and Vlad felt his jaw clenching involuntarily. He saw how it would go. Like children the men had complained every step of the way, and like cowards they would now wait patiently while the enemy set up their cannons. As soon as the shooting began, their commander would order them to retreat. Alexandrel would get away. 
 
    Now I see why he never bothered to set any traps, or use any terrain against us, thought Vlad. He knew that he could win by digging in and waiting for human weakness to do his fighting for him! 
 
    Vlad felt despair, the impotent rage of one who was not in control of his own destiny. Against his will, he stood in a line with passive men and waited for them to decide what would be his fate. 
 
    I am already proud of what you will do... 
 
    Iuliana’s words came back to him. 
 
    Proud. Proud! The words rang in his head. In order to be proud, one must stand over others! 
 
    “Listen to me!” he shouted, not sure what he would say. He turned in either direction and shouted again, “Listen, listen to me! Once they set up those cannons, we’re done. They aren’t doing it for show! Even if we run as soon as they’re in place, they’ll get off at least one round before we can reach cover. I know it’s hard, but the only way through this is forward! Do you hear me? The only way to get home... is to go deeper into Poland! We have to press up to that hill, smash their line of infantry, and take those cannons away from them! Do you understand?” 
 
    He did not look at their commander, but the man remained silent, and did not try to restrain him. 
 
    “Complaining will get us nowhere,” said Vlad. “When your children complain, do you give in to their demands? If you were God watching over us on this battlefield, would you favor a warrior who stood behind his shield and never moved? No! We move forward! We survive by moving forward! We go home by moving forward! Come on! Come on! Come on!” 
 
    Vlad repeated the chant, and began banging his spear against his shield. Finally he stepped forward. None joined him. He moved ahead still further, shouting, “Come on! Come on! Come on!” 
 
    He made his way toward the enemy infantry, their spears suddenly standing straight as they watched him. Vlad ignored the sense of foolishness he felt in moving far ahead of his own lines, banging his shield as if he would fight a war by himself. Then he heard his commander, the boyar who somehow hadn’t made the cut to join the cavalry. 
 
    “Get moving! Go on, keep up with him! Shields up, in a row! Spears out, held straight!” 
 
    Vlad slowed his pace, then stopped, then turned back. He felt an incredible rush as he saw the staggered line of his comrades walking toward him, their feet squelching through mud sounding like music from heaven. He redoubled the impact of his spear against his shield, then others joined in as well. The entire line became a thundering snake of wood and iron. 
 
    Vlad walked a little ahead of the line, hoping to ensure that they would not lose courage. His heart thundered in his chest and his mouth went bone dry. The line of spearmen before him grew until he could see details, filthy faces peering over shields, wicked hooked spearheads, a man with unbelievably crooked teeth shouting curses at him. Vlad had little armor: A leather vest, iron vambraces for his forearms, and high boots, more a suggestion of protection than actual protection. An iron helmet dug into the flesh above his ears. As he pulled each foot from the mud, one after the other, he knew that he would trade anything to be with the cavalry. 
 
    Stefan will come! he thought. He and Bogdan won’t let us die out here! 
 
    Vlad’s heart nearly leaped from his chest when he realized he was only a few short steps from the enemy line. The enemy refused to move, but only bunched up their shields and leveled their spears at him. Vlad knew he could not stop, or else they would be trapped in an endless staring contest. He gripped his spear, ran in a sort of awkward high-stepping lurch, then cried out and slammed the point of his spear into an enemy shield. The man staggered back. Other spears moved to intercept; he smacked at them, then thrust again. As the shield wall closed formation to ward him off, Vlad stepped back, tossed his spear upward so that he could grip it overhand, and flung it over the wall of shields. He thought at first that he missed his mark, but someone cried out as if they had been run through. 
 
    Vlad drew his sword and both sides moved at once, the shield wall breaking as the enemy uprooted their feet from mud. He hacked at spears directed at him, then felt warriors rush ahead of him on either side, shields smashing into shields. Vlad saw a man in a woolly hide shirt and a face black with filth rush at him, screaming, his sword waving wildly. Vlad’s body reacted without thought, his sword pushing aside one thrust, his shield redirecting a second, then he thrust his sword - just as he had done at targets ten thousand times before - and the blade pierced the center of the man’s chest. He jerked it free and the standing corpse rocketed forward, slammed into his shield while spewing blood from his mouth, then fell flat into the mud. 
 
    Vlad found himself in the middle as both sides pressed toward one another, each line of men reinforced by more lines pushing from behind. Again and again the enemy struck his shield, jarring his body; but he always struck back, his soul as cold and merciless as the blade in his hand. He noticed how the enemy rarely pressed their advantage, but would strike half-heartedly, as if hoping that the universe would make up the difference for them. It did not. Vlad put everything into each blow, fully expecting death and a gush of blood with each swing. Soon he was tripping over a tangle of limbs as the corpses collected at his feet, breathless and mindless to his own exhaustion. 
 
    Cannons roared and by some awful stroke of fortune a group of men were torn asunder by a globe of iron, sending limbs flying and tide of blood slapped directly into Vlad’s face. On both sides men staggered away, dazed and shocked to find themselves suddenly in a nightmare. Vlad fell against the pile of corpses he’d made, rolled, blinked until he could see from one eye, then pushed himself onto his feet once more. He saw one of the enemy stagger his way, perhaps in retreat and confused about which way to turn. 
 
    “This isn’t over!” Vlad shouted, and struck the man’s head from his shoulders. He turned back to his comrades. “Keep fighting!” he shouted. “Push! Push them back!” Like a madman he fell on the enemy, swinging his sword and pushing with his shield, either killing or knocking men back against their own comrades. Again the cannons roared but their shots went wide or fell among other men far from view. 
 
    Fighters pushed away from Vlad and in the lull he saw a wedge of cavalry riding down the hill towards them. Polish and Moldavian banners fluttered among them. He saw their iron-tipped lances drop and he knew that he and his men would be crushed under a wave of heavy steel. For the first time in the battle, he took a step back. 
 
    Then the ground thundered and their own cavalry rushed past their lines. The heavy warhorses had built up such momentum that they seemed to race up the hill as they turned - then, with incredible force, they slammed into the approaching cavalry. Lances shattered and fragments of shields flew far overhead, spinning as if desperate to flee the carnage. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stefan’s hand went numb as his lance blasted through an enemy’s shield and sent the man careening off his horse. He had never heard such a cacophony of clanging metal. He drew his sword with a numb hand and felt the wave of his own comrades pushing him forward. He was at the front of a wedge that divided the enemy, and as he found himself among them, he swung his sword at knights who were already numb from shock, first battering one head, then another, then a third. The length of a wooden lance swung and struck him in the jaw and throat; he never saw if it was friend or foe in all the chaos, but only gripped his legs against his saddle as he nearly fell back. He hadn’t realized how painful and confusing war could be, an unbelievable press of bodies lost in the act of destroying themselves. 
 
    Just as he began to catch his bearings and right himself in the saddle, a Polish knight with a surcoat of dark blue pressed toward him. Others seemed to move away and Stefan found himself facing a large knight swinging like a demon. Stefan countered his blows, forcing himself to face the fear of pain and death, as Vlad had shown him countless times. Their horses circled as the men angled for position in the crowd. The knight seemed to lose his grip on his shield, but before Stefan could push for a killing thrust, the knight went for an overhead thrust of his own. Stefan leaned back and somehow the sword missed his throat, scraped against his breastplate, and became hung up between his arm and torso. Stefan gripped the sword against himself, hoping to pull the man off his horse as they continued circling. 
 
    The knight jerked about awkwardly, then Stefan almost thought he heard him laugh, the sound echoing in his helm. In a flash of horror he saw the man draw a heavy sawed-off matchlock rifle with his shield arm. Stefan swung his sword, smashed the man’s arm against his body, then the gun fired. In a wash of gunsmoke his ears popped and he heard only a harsh, high-pitched whine as he fell back. 
 
    Both knights crashed into the mud. Stefan’s shield was blasted with a fist-sized hole ringed with splinters, and his left arm was numb. By some miracle he had not been slain. He could not stand, and pushed himself back, his gaze fixed on the Polish knight rising to his knees and pulling his sword from the mud. 
 
    I can’t die! I can’t die like this! he shrieked in his own mind. He fumbled about for his sword, but with one arm completely numb, his armor turned into a vice squeezing him to death. The blue knight hauled himself to his feet and stumbled over to him, eager to inflict a deathblow. 
 
    A blur flew overhead, then Vlad crashed into the knight, sending them both to the mud. Vlad regained his footing and Stefan saw that he was covered in blood and dirt, a horrid mix of red and black dripping as if newly born. Vlad rushed to Stefan and shouted something that he could not hear. Stefan nodded and Vlad helped him rise. Stefan saw the blue knight wrestling with his own helm, blinded by his last fall in the mud, but that was the least of their worries - a gang of spearmen made their way toward them, eager to overwhelm them. 
 
    Back to back they fought. Outnumbered, unable to maneuver, they went on the defensive. Vlad used his sword to hack away at spear points, and as blood flowed back into his left arm, Stefan used it like a club to knock away any assault. 
 
    “Hang in there, brother!” Vlad shouted. “Stand strong!” 
 
    “I won’t give up!” Stefan shouted. “Not to them! Not to them!” 
 
    They heard the rush of still more cavalry tearing across the field. Stefan ignored the sound, concentrating on the men encircling them. He realized that they were scared, too, as absurd as it seemed given their advantage in numbers. 
 
    “Polish cavalry!” Vlad shouted, laughing. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?!” said Stefan. 
 
    “They’re retreating! They’re abandoning Alexandrel!” 
 
    Their attackers turned and looked. Sure enough, a large force of heavily armored Polish knights were abandoning the field. Already shouts of victory could be heard. 
 
    Stefan turned back to his opponents and raised his sword. 
 
    “Well, now!” said Vlad, smiling through a mask of blood. “Do you yield to us?” 
 
    The statement seemed ridiculous, hemmed in as they were by men with spears. But the men did not move to attack, and only looked at one another with their spears tightly gripped. 
 
    “We yield!” shouted the blue knight, making his way toward the circle. He had removed his helm, revealing a nose that was a large, purple mass, and a beard matted with clotted blood. “We yield, sir!” 
 
    Vlad and Stefan relaxed and sheathed their weapons, smiling despite the horror they had come through. 
 
    “We did it, Vlad,” said Stefan. “We survived.” It seemed as if he was trying to convince himself. 
 
    Just then some of Vlad’s infantrymen pushed their way through the crowd, their blood-spattered shields still upraised even as the fighting came to a halt. 
 
    “There’s our commander!” said one. “Covered in blood and hemmed in!” 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Vlad. “I’m fine. We’ve won.” 
 
    His men glared at the spearmen and the knight. “I say we do them in,” said one of the fighters. “Teach them a lesson…” 
 
    “Put your weapons away,” said Vlad. He pushed aside one man’s spear and left the circle of combatants. “They’ve surrendered. Besides…” Vlad turned to the bloodied knight. “We’re not Turks. Some of these men can be held for ransom, and help pay for this mess.” 
 
    Vlad and Stefan surveyed the pockmarked battlefield. Smoke drifted over dead men trampled into the mud. Stefan wondered if he would ever go through such an ordeal ever again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Not Moldavian, but Wallachian 
 
      
 
    Vlad entered Voivod Bogdan’s study and bowed. The sun had set, but still the old man was working, writing a letter by candlelight at his desk. 
 
    “Ah, Vlad,” said Bogdan. “Please, have a seat, and talk with me.” 
 
    Bogdan finished his sentence, looked the letter over, then placed his quill aside. He gave Vlad a long look as if trying to gain a last-minute assessment. 
 
    “Vlad,” said Bogdan, “forgive me, but I meant to have you rewarded for your service in Poland by now. Months have gone by, and…” 
 
    “It’s fine, sir.” 
 
    “Well. One thing led to another, as it often does. I was going to give you some of Alexandrel’s land, as well as the title of a boyar, but so many others had claims to it that I had to divide it up, and in the end, none of the claimants were satisfied with their share.” 
 
    “Sir, I have no desire to become a boyar.” 
 
    Bogdan folded his hands and looked at Vlad in silence for a moment. “Stefan tells me that you and Iuliana Racovita have gotten quite close. You know, Vlad, her father can’t marry her to a courtier... only a boyar, or better.” 
 
    “I know, sir. But I am not Moldavian. I am Wallachian.” Vlad felt as if he was standing on the edge of the water, bracing himself before leaping in. “It is my utmost desire to become Voivod of Wallachia, sir.” 
 
    Voivod Bogdan settled back in his chair. Finally he smiled and shook his head. “Stefan was right about you. Once you dig your teeth into something, you don’t let go, do you?” 
 
    “I cannot, sir. It was taken from me by the very usurper who killed and scattered my family. I… you know that I spent my youth as a hostage of the Turks. For years, I wanted so badly to see my family once again. I only became useful to the Sultan when my family was dead, but the forces I was given were a joke. Cowards, spies, and scouts looking for slaves - that’s what I was given by the Sultan. Sir…” Vlad leaned forward and locked his gaze with Bogdan’s. “If you give me an army, and let me take back my homeland, I’ll act as a shield against the Ottomans. None of their slavers or raiders will ever be able to set foot in Moldavia as long as I rule Wallachia.” 
 
    Bogdan sat in thought. He could see that Vlad was forthright, even blunt. There was something fierce in him that most men only pretended to have, but it was countered by a sense of justice. He was no barbarian. Bogdan had heard several accounts concerning how Vlad had fought in Poland, and how he extended mercy to those who surrendered. He wondered what sort of man Vlad would grow into. He would most likely be a good ally to Stefan, who would, God willing, become Voivod of Moldavia someday. 
 
    “I’m not opposed to this,” said Bogdan. “But it will take time. And there are complications. Even if we could raise an army for you, we’re allies with Janos Hunyadi.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. 
 
    “Did you know…” Bogdan spoke slowly. “Did you know that Hunyadi supported Vladislav in taking the throne from your father?” 
 
    Bogdan saw something like a shadow pass over Vlad’s face. Vlad had a great deal of respect for the White Knight. He had seen the might of the Ottoman armies first-hand, and knew that it would take a great deal of bravery to face them. The Pope had even declared Hunyadi a Champion of Christ. To know that he’d had a hand in destroying Vlad’s family... 
 
    Vlad clenched his jaw and looked away. “My father tried to appease the Turks,” he said quietly. “He even let Sultan Murad’s raiders travel through Wallachia to attack Transylvania. But I…” 
 
    Bogdan could see Vlad struggling with the harsh realities of statecraft. “Vlad, don’t feel as if you have to accept that fact right away. I know it’s hard to hear. But… let us give it some time. Let us wait and see if Vladislav loses Hunyadi’s favor. In the meantime, I’ll give some thought to how we can help you.” 
 
    Vlad bowed. “Sir, I…” 
 
    “Think nothing of it, Vlad. Your father helped me when I needed it. Dracul was a good man - don’t ever doubt that.” 
 
    Vlad could hear the reason in Bogdan’s words, even the kindness, but he also felt a sense of unreality. He felt as if he was dreaming, lost in a world where he and his family were hated by all. He had no doubt that he would be hunted like an animal if he stepped outside of Moldavia. 
 
    I can’t marry Iuliana, he thought. Not until I have the power to protect her! 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad walked with Iuliana along the coast of the Black Sea. The sun had long since set, but the moon was bright and full and its reflection danced atop endless waves crashing against jagged piles of stone. Her guard and chaperone stood nearby, holding an unlit lamp but still keeping an eye on them. 
 
    “I have the feeling that I’ll have to wait quite a long time before we can be together,” said Iuliana. She did not turn to look at him, but kept her eyes on the furthest edge of the sea. 
 
    “A year, maybe two.” He took her hand. It was cold, and he gripped it by his side. He sighed. “You’re right, it could be longer. Perhaps it’s too much to ask.” 
 
    He glanced at her and saw her jaw clenching. She was radiant and pale in the moonlight, her black hair so dark that it stood out against the night. 
 
    She knows Bogdan would make me a boyar, if I asked for it, he thought. Then her father would consent to a marriage... 
 
    “It’s so important to you,” she said simply. “It means so much.” 
 
    “You deserve to be the wife of a Voivod,” he said, smiling slightly. 
 
    She returned the gesture, then shook her head. “I know it’s not about that. I’ve heard you… say things. About the Ottoman Turks. I know that you want revenge.” 
 
    He looked away from her. He had tried to protect her from those thoughts as much as possible, but the subject came up often, and he wanted to be honest. “I want to defend our people,” he said. “I need power to do that.” 
 
    “Couldn’t another…?” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly, shaking his head. “Few know. Few understand what we’re up against, the way I understand it. Fewer still would have the will to fight, especially if they understood.” 
 
    “But you would do it?” 
 
    He turned away and watched the sea crashing against the rocks down below. 
 
    “I’ll wait,” she said suddenly. “I’ll wait for you.” 
 
    “It’s not too much to ask?” he said, turning to her. 
 
    She drew in a breath, then cocked her head and smiled. “You’re lucky I have two older sisters. They can distract father with their weddings.” 
 
    Vlad truly smiled, the first she had seen in a long time. Still gripping her hand, he leaned over and kissed her cheek. Laughing, she did the same. They fell silent as their lips hovered close. Behind them, the chaperone cleared his throat loudly, and the two parted, laughing once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Goat-Skull Helm 
 
      
 
    “Gjergj Arianit has abandoned us.” 
 
    Skanderbeg turned at the sound and saw Golemi standing in the doorway, a short, broad silhouette in near darkness. One of Golemi’s crooked eyes caught the light of the desk lamp. His other eye was concealed in shadow. 
 
    “What’s that?” said Skanderbeg. 
 
    “My brother Gjergj has abandoned us. Once he heard about Murad’s army, well…” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Skanderbeg, turning away. “We knew he would leave us sooner or later. This changes nothing. Get some sleep, friend. We’ll make new plans tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course. Good night, sir.” 
 
    Golemi left and Skanderbeg rubbed his eyes. He was exhausted. For seven years he had lived his dream of fighting off one Ottoman incursion after another. It was his contention that a small army fighting to secure their homeland could never lose to a slave army coming for captives and easy wealth. Many times he had been proven right, and because of that, many Albanians rose to fight at his side. 
 
    But Murad’s slave armies were never exhausted. They came year after year, young and eager and ready for an easy victory, and every year Skanderbeg’s forces became harder, older, more experienced, but also closer to a breaking point. Two years ago they lost Svetigrad when Murad poisoned the wells, forcing the citizens to let him in. Now they had lost Berat as well, its brave defenders slain, the people forced into caged wagons if they were deemed worth taking. 
 
    But we still have Kruje! he thought. They haven’t taken that from us! 
 
    Skanderbeg rose and went to the window. He was in the top floor of his stronghold overlooking the city of Kruje, the rooftops shining deep red in the moonlight. He could see the curve of the city’s walls reaching back into the mountain in which the city lay nestled. A valley stretched out before the city, with wooded hills on either side. Kruje would be a formidable target for any European power; perhaps even unassailable. But the latest news was that Sultan Murad was marching with an army one hundred thousand strong. Skanderbeg had, in the entire League of Lezhe, perhaps a tenth of that. 
 
    Worse still, his letters to foreign allies had brought no help at all. The powers in the West were busy fighting one another, and could hardly conceive of a force as powerful and ruthless as the Ottoman Empire. They did not understand the danger, nor the need to stand together. And any potential ally who did understand was most likely reeling from past attacks, and hardly had enough resources to scrape by, much less fight back. Even Hungary had decided to hunker down behind her borders after their losses at Varna and Kosovo. 
 
    So few know what we have endured, he thought, turning away from the window. And if our light is extinguished, then no one will ever know. 
 
    *** 
 
    Skanderbeg was in something like a cave, dark and hot and clammy, the ceiling lost in total darkness. He stumbled forward, not knowing if he was nearing the exit or only pressing deeper into the bowels of the earth. The floor was made of long, jagged shards of stone, strangely warm against his bare feet. 
 
    He was blinded by a light suddenly springing to life before him, like the jumping flame of a shattered lamp. His eyes strained to adjust, and he saw a giant before him, a man with broad shoulders and ragged, ancient armor of Roman design. He had long, curling hair, and there was no beard on his impassive face. The man’s eyes stabbed through Skanderbeg, whittling him down until the core of his being was laid bare. Skanderbeg was further shocked when he realized that the light was coming from a flaming sword that the man held aloft. 
 
    “Saint George,” Skanderbeg whispered. “By God, it’s you!” 
 
    Saint George slowly waved the sword first right, then left, then right again, illuminating their surroundings until Skanderbeg realized that they were standing on top of the coils of a serpent of immense proportions. In the distance, perhaps on the very horizon, he could see that the saint had tied the monster’s tail about its own neck, subduing it without killing it. 
 
    “How?” Skanderbeg said quietly. Though the saint was a giant compared to him, he seemed small compared to the gigantic serpent. “How could you possibly…” 
 
    “Kastrioti! Skanderbeg!” said Saint George, waving the sword once more, then turning the handle toward him. “Take my sword. Destroy the enemies of Christendom!” 
 
    Skanderbeg did not feel like a mighty warrior. He felt small and weak, unworthy of the blade. “But how… how can I…” 
 
    With his free hand, Saint George pointed. Skanderbeg saw a small mountain goat in the distance, leaping along the serpent’s back, hooves prancing from one black scale to another. He seemed impossibly high, but unafraid as he danced along the treacherous heights. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as Skanderbeg opened the door of his room, he saw his three most trusted allies making their way toward him. Fair-haired Tanush Thopia, who looked more like a scholar than a warrior, his gaze ever thoughtful; Golemi, nearly his opposite, built like a tree stump, with thick black beard and hair, and eyes that went in two different directions so that, he claimed, he could not be taken by surprise in battle; and Vrana Konti, who was bald and gray-bearded and looked more like a grandfather than a warrior. Skanderbeg had assumed that they would be glum, borne down by the oppressive weight of the oncoming Muslim legions. Instead, his companions seemed lively and animated, laughing like children as they spoke. 
 
    “Good morning!” said Skanderbeg. “Before we start planning, I need to tell you - I’ve had a dream. Well, a vision, I believe it would be called.” 
 
    “You and everyone else!” said Vrana. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “One priest saw angels flying to our aid,” said Golemi. “Armed for war, they were!” 
 
    “Another man,” said Tanush, “he saw a flaming shield flying through the sky. It settled directly over Mount Tumenishta!” 
 
    Skanderbeg could see the effects on his companions. For years they had suffered, counting lost friends with every victory, gritting their teeth and slogging through an endless war against an enemy whose advances never seemed to end. Now, to see them smiling, they seemed like completely new men. Never mind that the Sultan himself was marching against them. A small matter! 
 
    This must be a sign! thought Skanderbeg. Truly, the Lord is with us in our time of need! 
 
    *** 
 
    From their high walls the people of Kruje watched as the Ottoman horde filled the valley, like a sea of many colors bearing banners and cannons and one heavy supply wagon after another. Their footsteps resounded off mountains and the surrounding hills, a low roar punctuated by the shrill, incessant bleating of the mehter, the horn of hell that the heathen played when marching to war. The sky was gray and plumes of smoke dotted the land; no doubt the Muslims had been surprised to see that the peasants had burned their own crops rather than let them fall into enemy hands. 
 
    The men of Kruje had already sent their women and children to Venice, so many ships filled with their beloved families. Now they were glad they had done so. As the cannons roared down below and struck the mountain in which Kruje was carved, the janissaries cried out, their voices demonic and high-pitched, their dead souls hungry to consume the city that was the heart of Albania. 
 
    *** 
 
    For four days Mehmet sat with his father Murad and watched their heavy cannons vomit iron and lead against the walls of Kruje. Mehmet found it tiresome. He wanted to learn as much about warfare and conquest as he could, but his father mostly complained about the fact that he should not even be in Albania; if Iskender Bey had never betrayed him, then none of this would be necessary. Murad seemed afraid that his son, or one of their aides, would forget this fact, so he made it a point to remind them often. 
 
    Then, as the sun slowly settled atop a distant hill, one of their large, experimental cannons scored a direct hit on a weakened section of the wall. In a cloud of black dust, bricks came tumbling down. Mehmet watched as everyone in their army stopped what they were doing and turned to watch the cloud of dust settle, revealing a breach in the wall. Murad sat up on his heels, sighed, and fell back on his seat. He quickly reached for his baton of command, gripped it fiercely - then he froze. His eyes flicked over to Mehmet. 
 
    “My son,” said Murad. “Do you remember the ultimate move of victory, the technique mastered by our forefathers, which I have shown you?” 
 
    Sultan Murad held forth the baton, and Mehmet slowly took it in his own hand. He looked down at the thing and considered the awesome power held within the long, slender staff. 
 
    Yes, thought Mehmet. Yes, father! I do remember! 
 
    Mehmet held the baton high overhead. Strangely enough, he could feel the force of thousands of bodies coiling in readiness, like one great beast poising to strike. Even those not preparing to move still fixed their gaze upon the end of the baton, imbibing it with the weight of their attention. Then, as if the fates themselves declared the hour and minute and second, Mehmet swung the baton downward, pointing it at Kruje. With a surge of sudden violence a wave of janissary warriors took off, shrieking on either side of his open pavilion as they made their way toward the narrow mountain path leading to the doomed city. 
 
    Mehmet finally lowered the baton, then looked at his father. The old Sultan was smiling at him, his eyes moist with tears. Mehmet’s breath caught in his throat. As far as he had known, he had never been anything more than an annoyance to his father. 
 
    “My son,” said Murad. “Today, you have made me so proud, that I… I…” Murad choked and turned away, unable to complete the statement. Mehmet, too, felt as if he did not know what to say. The moment was simply too great, too rich with the vibrancy of emotions beyond expression. 
 
    Now I know what it means to be Sultan, thought Mehmet. Now I will be ready to take the throne when father passes it to me! 
 
    Mehmet watched with excitement as the janissaries raced up to the breach, leaping over fallen stones, some firing rifles or bows at the enemy while others charged in with spears held high. Again and again the warriors charged. As time drew on, Mehmet’s excitement began to waver. The janissaries could not seem to force a way through the breach, but were repulsed again and again. 
 
    Why do they bother to fight back? Mehmet wondered. We have more men than they do! Surely they know we will win in the end? 
 
    Mehmet’s frustration grew, and a cloud passed over the feeling he had felt before. The sense of magic and great promise completely disappeared as soon as he heard his father grumbling at his side, sounding as if complaining only to himself, but actually hoping that his son would hear it as well. Finally the old Sultan looked at the breached wall one last time, scoffed loudly, then turned and snatched the baton away from Mehmet. Mehmet recoiled as if he had been struck. 
 
    “Well,” said Murad, brandishing the baton, “I might as well show you how to recall your forces. That’s probably a move you’ll be doing a lot.” With a scornful look up and down the length of his son, Murad twirled the thing in the air with a quick, annoyed flick of his wrist. As men called out and the order was relayed down the line, the janissaries slowly made their way back, and Mehmet felt as if he had disappointed not only his father, but every Sultan who had come before, all the way back to Sultan Osman, who was the most disappointed of all. 
 
    Time dragged on, and the thrill of combat turned into the monotony of inaccurately-fired cannonballs ringing like metronomes against implacable stone. Finally the hours of endless boredom were broken by a messenger riding up to their pavilion, his eyes wide with fright. 
 
    “What is it?!” Sultan Murad shouted. 
 
    “Sir! Skanderbeg attacked us from the rear!” 
 
    “Impossible! We set up guards in the rear, idiot!” 
 
    “S-sir, he must have found a weak spot, he came d-down from the hills, and he…” 
 
    “The supplies?! Did they take-” 
 
    “He rode off with as much as he could carry, sir.” 
 
    Once again Sultan Murad turned his gaze on his son, only this time, his eyes were filled with the flames of rage. “My son,” he said, biting off each word. “It appears we have a hole in our rear defense. Would you please volunteer to personally shore up any weakness you find there?” 
 
    “Am I to guard the supplies in the rear?” said Mehmet. Unfortunately the anger he felt sounded more like fear in his voice. 
 
    Sultan Murad slowly nodded. 
 
    But this isn’t my fault! thought Mehmet. So why do I feel as if it is? 
 
    As he rose to obey, Mehmet glared at his father. 
 
    Old man, you won’t always be there to push me around! 
 
    Mehmet nodded to Zaganos, his guard who always stood near. As they left the pavilion, he could not help but notice that Halil Pasha, the Grand Vizier who sat crouching behind the Sultan, looked pleased with himself. 
 
    And you! You spiteful little man! You won’t have my father to hide behind forever! 
 
    At the same moment that Mehmet was being disgraced because of close proximity to bad situations, Skanderbeg and his forces rode through the hills leading to his new headquarters on Mount Tumenishta. The Turks had no idea that they faced only a skeleton crew in Kruje, a few thousand men under the command of aged Vrana Konti. Most of Skanderbeg’s fighters were stationed in the wooded hills, constantly looking for holes in the Ottoman forces. 
 
    Golemi directed his horse alongside Skanderbeg’s. 
 
    “Still alive?” said Skanderbeg, looking him up and down. 
 
    “Of course! We set fire to those supply wagons, just as you wanted.” 
 
    “Good! I saw Tanush making off with quite a few of their supplies. We lost hardly anyone, and now they’re going to be forced to ration what’s left. We can ambush anyone they send out looking for food. You did well! I got so pinned down that I couldn’t do much myself, except be a target for swords and spears.” Skanderbeg laughed, flashing his teeth at Golemi. 
 
    “I can tell!” said Golemi, nodding at Skanderbeg. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “That thing you’re carrying! Is that your shield?” 
 
    Skanderbeg looked down. In all the tumult and chaos, he hadn’t taken a moment to look himself over. His shield, once emblazoned with the double-headed eagle of the House of Kastrioti and the League of Lezhe, was now a mass of jagged splinters run through with arrows. Even as he laughed at the macabre sight, he felt a chill, and was covered in cold sweat. He gripped the reins of his horse at a sudden sense of vertigo. 
 
    “That was closer than you thought,” said Golemi. “Wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes… yes, it was. We’ll have to vary our tactics. The Lord is watching over us, but I doubt He will suffer any stupidity on our part!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The assault on Kruje continued, but confidence had been shaken in the Ottoman camp. One night, their fear was vindicated as they saw the lights of hundreds - or thousands - of torches coming toward them through the wooded hills. Mehmet rallied his forces and sent at least twice as many mounted akinci raiders to meet them head-on. In all the chaos of people running and shouting, Mehmet did not understand reports of a sudden attack on the opposite side of the camp. Golemi and his raiders were already long gone by the time Mehmet arrived and saw the ruined supply wagons surrounded by dead Turks. 
 
    Meanwhile, the large attack force sent by Mehmet did not find a large force of torch-bearing Albanians, but only a herd of goats with large candles tied to their horns. As they milled around the wooded hills, the commander dismounted, ran toward them shrieking with rage, beheaded a goat, then ordered that everyone return to the camp. Just as the riders in the front tripped over a line of rocks unexpectedly placed in their way, Skanderbeg and his men sprang from their cover and attacked their flanks, arrows striking the Turks even as mounted warriors crashed into them. Surprised by the attack, and having no idea what they were up against, and unused to the terrain, the Turks scattered and fled in all directions. Most were hunted down throughout the night, but a few made it back to camp to tell Mehmet that he had been fooled by a bunch of mountain goats. 
 
    When Skanderbeg found the beheaded goat, he was struck by a strange notion. He took the poor beast’s head back with him and had the skull strapped to the top of his helm. Looking at the mix of cold steel and white bone, he was reminded of his dream. 
 
    I am the mountain goat dancing in the hills, he thought, always one misstep away from death! 
 
    Later, Golemi and his men returned near the spot where they had successfully attacked the camp before. Mehmet laughed when he saw the riders gathering against them, no doubt cursing the fact that he had reinforced that area with many more fighters. 
 
    “Let them come,” said Mehmet, hands gripped into fists at his sides. “Let them try their luck again!” 
 
    The riders hesitated, their horses stepping nervously as the Albanians seemed to debate whether they should attack or flee. 
 
    “Let’s catch them now,” said Mehmet, suddenly rising. “Send the order - attack them now, while they hesitate!” 
 
    Men rushed to relay Mehmet’s command, then his forces surged forward, crying out bravely as the Albanian fighters shot off a few arrows, then retreated. 
 
    “You see, Zaganos?” said Mehmet, turning to his loyal guard. “Skanderbeg and his men only seem strong while they lurk about in the woods, hiding in the darkness like animals. Face them in the light, and their weakness is revealed…” 
 
    “Ah, sir,” said Zaganos. “It appears a messenger is coming this way.” 
 
    He turned and saw a rider flying through the camp. Mehmet’s bowels churned painfully. He did not need to hear the message to know that Skanderbeg had already attacked another section of the camp while his forces were distracted. 
 
    *** 
 
    Skanderbeg entered the tent and found their prisoner kneeling on the floor. Though his head was in a burlap sack, he turned when he heard Skanderbeg’s approach. Two bearded, rough-looking guards rose and saluted, and Skanderbeg motioned for them to sit. 
 
    Skanderbeg looked the prisoner over. “You have fine robes,” he said. “So maybe your story about being an emissary from the Sultan is true.” 
 
    “Of course I speak the truth!” said the prisoner. “I was sent by Sultan Murad, may the peace of Allah be upon him, in order to negotiate a sum of money that will be sent to you.” 
 
    “A sum of money?” said Skanderbeg, curling his lip with disdain. “The Sultan pays his enemies now? He really must have too much wealth on his hands.” 
 
    The prisoner squared his shoulders in an attempt to muster as much dignity as possible. “Unfortunately, I am tasked only with the duty of negotiating with Skanderbeg himself - and no one else. Perhaps, if you removed my hood, so that I could confirm…” 
 
    “Even if you saw me, how would you know it was me? Do we know one another?” 
 
    The prisoner shrugged. “I know that Skanderbeg wears a helm topped with a goat’s head.” 
 
    “What if you felt the helm, but did not see it?” 
 
    After a moment, the prisoner shrugged. “Perhaps if my hands were unbound, then I could-” 
 
    Skanderbeg removed his helm and forced the goat’s skull against the side of the man’s head, digging in the curved horns as he mashed it against the man’s cheek and ear. 
 
    “There!” said Skanderbeg. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Y-yes! It is you! P-please, stop-” 
 
    Skanderbeg stepped away and the man scrambled about so that he would not fall over. As soon as he was upright once again, he blurted out, “Sultan Murad, peace be upon him, has agreed to pay you-” 
 
    “Hold it right there,” said Skanderbeg. “How did he know you would find me?” 
 
    The prisoner shrugged. “I was simply sent into the hills. Your men ambushed me and brought me to you.” 
 
    They must be getting desperate, thought Skanderbeg. “Here’s the thing. It makes no sense for the Sultan to pay me. He came to take Kruje. I’m not in Kruje. If I take his money and ride off with it, he’s still left with a fortified city whose people don’t want to pray to his god or be sold in his slave markets. It would make more sense to pay off the leaders of Kruje, don’t you think?” 
 
    The prisoner considered it. “I suppose… well…” 
 
    Skanderbeg sighed. “That means Murad’s already sent an emissary to Kruje, and he was refused whatever terms he named. No doubt he offered all the money in the world, and my good friend Vrana Konti turned him down. I’m sorry, but the Sultan used you. He threw you away for a Plan B that was ill-conceived.” 
 
    Skanderbeg fell silent. He watched the prisoner mull over his words, and he wondered if he should have kept his thoughts to himself. Was it cruel of him to tell the truth? Should he have let the man die thinking that he had given his life in service to a great plan crafted by a wise Sultan? 
 
    “The fact that it was ill-conceived,” the man said suddenly, “is not necessarily any of our concern.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The man’s covered head moved left and right, as if wondering how best to explain. “Sir, let us be honest. What do you really care about the fate of Kruje? A backward little hovel dug out of the rock. You once served the Sultan himself! He knew your name, and could pick your face out of a crowd. It is… it is known, sir, that you are only doing this because he did not give you the power and esteem you believed you deserved. But… but isn’t it true, sir, that respect and privilege can be bought?” The burlap bag twitched strangely. “Take the money, sir. Take it, and live your life in joy, rather than in sorrow.” 
 
    Skanderbeg was disgusted. Now he saw that it did not matter whether or not he had told him the truth earlier. What was truth to such a man? What did the defense of one’s homeland matter when anything could be bought, or taken, or given by someone with power? 
 
    He doesn’t understand us at all, thought Skanderbeg. None of them do! 
 
    “Listen to me,” said Skanderbeg. “Even if Sultan Murad agreed to share rulership of his entire empire with me, I wouldn’t take it! I wouldn’t dare stain the reputation of Albania, my homeland! I wouldn’t stain it with the disgrace of infamy!” 
 
    By the time he ended, he was nearly shouting. He stopped himself from continuing. Such a man could never understand. Most likely, he only thought that Skanderbeg was shouting as a show of dominance. In truth, Skanderbeg was horrified that such men existed, crafty little weasels eager for profit, completely exempt from any moral compunctions. 
 
    Such men can’t be reasoned with, Skanderbeg realized. They understand only power and violence. 
 
    His mind turned to a recent surge of recruits who had been found wandering the hills, mostly peasants desperate to join the League and push the Turks out of their land. At first Skanderbeg had been reluctant to take them. They would be green, unused to combat, unused to the discomforts of living in a warzone. 
 
    But if we increase our numbers, then Tanush, Golemi, and I could divide our forces into thirds. If we trained them quickly, we could rotate our attacks, always making sure that at least one of us was doing something to harass the Turks. 
 
    He realized that he had taken his helm off, and had been staring into the empty eyes of the goat. He wondered whether he should have the man beheaded or thrown off a cliff. 
 
    We’ll drive them from Albania, these foul Turks! No longer will Albania be a field where you harvest slaves. No, it will be a graveyard where you will mourn your dead! 
 
    *** 
 
    It was hunger and plague and the promise that winter would soon arrive that drove off the Sultan and his dogs of war. After months of fighting, Skanderbeg stood with Tanush and Golemi and watched the retreat. This time, the mehterhane did not play, nor did they march in orderly formations. Like a wounded, beaten animal the horde dragged itself through the valley, a trail of dust rising in their wake. Teams of Albanian militia would harass them every step of the way as well, firing arrows and riding down anyone who lagged behind. 
 
    They watched in silence. They knew their men were celebrating, but they did not. Victory did not feel as they had dreamed it would. The people had burned their crops for miles around. What would they eat? Albania had no money left to buy the help they would need in times to come. And though the battered gates of Kruje were crowded with Ottoman dead, and the fields before the city were fertilized with Ottoman corpses, Skanderbeg knew that the Sultan could open cages full of children and raise another slave army in the next year. And the year after that. And the year after that. And the year after that… 
 
    “Well,” said Golemi, “I wonder if old Vrana is thinking he shouldn’t have taken the money and run right about now?” 
 
    Tanush winced and looked at Golemi. “After all we’ve been through, that’s what you have to say?” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “Hold,” said Skanderbeg, unwilling to hear brothers argue among themselves. “I doubt that Vrana, or any of us, are thinking any such thing. Why would we? Having the freedom to fight and die on our own terms, and in our own land, and among our own people, is reward enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Radu Lives 
 
      
 
    Mehmet went hunting with a very special friend: Radu, who was now thirteen years old. They rode side by side through the country around Edirne with an army of helpers riding alongside them, as well as carts loaded down with slain deer and boar and all manner of birds and even a giant lizard that one of their spotters had seen scrambling in the brush beside a stream. They also had wagons once filled with supplies for the lunch they’d had, an informal feast under a roof of blue sky and brilliant clouds. Mehmet looked across at his friend, admiring his darkly shining robes, and thinking that he looked very sharp with his bow and quiver full of arrows. Radu caught his gaze and smiled at him. 
 
    It had been a long day, but rather than return home, they decided to camp along the wooded banks of the Maritsa River just outside Edirne. Mehmet ordered that colored lanterns be hung on every tree before their arrival. Darkness fell and they slowed their pace, and Mehmet took the opportunity to complain to his friend about how his father had treated him during the campaign to punish the rebellious Albanians. As he put into words every slight and insult heaped upon him by the Sultan, holding the incidents aloft like jewels to be examined from every angle, he realized more and more just how intolerable his situations was. It was as if he was trying to convince himself of his own unappreciated martyrdom. 
 
    “And now that father has spoken to everyone about how little help I was during the campaign, he has gone off to his spiritual retreat once again,” said Mehmet. “Not only has he refused to pass the throne to me, his rightful heir, but he is refusing to sit on his own throne!” 
 
    “Hard to believe!” said Radu. “So who does rule?” 
 
    Mehmet shrugged, an exaggerated gesture. “Some come to me, but a great deal more go to that little rat Halil, the Grand Vizier. He does everything but keep the throne warm in my father’s absence.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Radu. 
 
    “Dear Radu! Why should you be sorry! Come, my friend. Soon we will arrive at our camp. I have ordered that attention be given to every detail. I had hoped that you would stay by my side tonight…” 
 
    In that moment, a strange thing happened. Just as the path rounded a hill and they saw the lights of the lanterns hanging among the trees, they heard shouting, and saw some sort of scuffle between people hanging around the tents. All conversation stopped among their train of helpers. 
 
    “There he is!” said a harsh, loud voice. “There’s the man in charge - the man with the coin purse!” 
 
    Mehmet realized that the camp was crowded with janissaries. He had ordered no janissaries to guard the camp. In fact, it looked as if they were holding the servants hostage. Even a few high-ranking courtiers seemed to be kneeling and begging for their lives. 
 
    “Here!” said Mehmet. He meant to shout, but his throat had suddenly gone dry. “Wh-what is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Sehzade watched the approach of the Sultan’s fat son, his thick thighs jiggling atop some poor horse’s back. “Well,” said Sehzade, looking down at one of their hostages. “We don’t really need this guy anymore, do we?” 
 
    Several of the janissaries laughed. “W-wait!” said the robed servant kneeling before them. “Y-you wanted me to bring you the Sultan, or his son - and there he is!” 
 
    “That’s right,” said Sehzade. “But you were no help with that!” In one smooth motion he lifted his mace and brought it crashing down on the man’s head. He fell flat, legs twitching as if he thought he could swim away in a stream of red blood pouring from his mouth and nose. 
 
    Sehzade heard Mehmet try to speak again, stuttering and clearing his throat, then the janissary commander cut him off. 
 
    “Where is our pay, esteemed son of the honored Sultan?” 
 
    “I… I thought…” 
 
    “You thought?” The broad-shouldered, thickly mustached man stood before the son of the most powerful man in the world - and was completely without fear. “You thought you were supposed to pay us, in person, on the first Friday of every quarter? If that’s what you thought, good sir, then you thought right! And yet… hm. Seems as if my men here are expected to go hungry…” 
 
    Sehzade let his thoughts wander as the old man chastised the dandy who was, no doubt, learning a hard lesson - and not just about clenching unexpectedly rebellious bowels. 
 
    Power doesn’t come from a throne, thought Sehzade, smiling. It comes from the willingness to kill! 
 
    Like many of his brothers, he was angry. There had been little to gain in the Albanian debacle. Sehzade had made a good amount of money looting the Wallachian treasury, but without a successful campaign under his belt, money could only buy him so much. He needed esteem and glory heaped on his name, not a fine house where he could hide in shame. 
 
    Now there seemed to be a lot of confusion about who was in control. Was it the old Sultan who wanted to be left alone? Was it the pipsqueak Grand Vizier? Was it the fat boy eating sweet treats as he sauntered along on his way to the harem? 
 
    No, thought Sehzade. We’re the ones in control. We’re the ones with the power! 
 
    “I… I’ll send someone to get my father!” Mehmet suddenly shouted. “H-he’ll know what to do!” 
 
    “I thank you kindly, sir," said the janissary commander. "Hopefully your father remembers how to turn a key and open a pay chest!” 
 
    The janissaries laughed as Mehmet shouted at his servants. At once it looked as if a small army was racing toward Edirne. Sehzade knew that more than a few of them had simply slipped away, eager to save their own hide in case the janissaries became bored. 
 
    For over an hour they sat in silence, not eating or drinking, not enjoying the warm lamplight strung among the trees, not relaxing beside the river. They sat and stared at one another, and both Radu and Mehmet learned that if you looked directly at a janissary, they did not look away. They seemed completely comfortable to simply stand, and stare, and wait. The servants at the camp sat kneeling, looking down, not bothering to adjust their clothes or wash their bloodied faces. 
 
    Finally a group of mounted sipahi arrived escorting a covered wagon. To Radu’s surprise, Sultan Murad himself sat in the wagon. He was wearing something between pajamas and a formal robe. As soon as the wagon stopped, he hopped out and ran toward the back, and Radu thought that perhaps the man was a servant whom he’d mistakenly thought was the Sultan. The man was handed a small, heavy chest, and made his way toward the janissaries. 
 
    “Forgive me!” said Sultan Murad. “I thought I’d made it clear to my son that you good men were to be paid on the first Friday of every quarter, in person!” 
 
    “Ah, praise be, I’m sure it was a simple misunderstanding, my lord!” The janissary commander bowed low. Despite his diplomatic tone, the tension still hung in the air. Radu felt as if the rulers of the Empire were being robbed by brigands. Sultan Murad stepped over the corpse, reached into the chest, and began handing out bags of jingling coins with a smile and a nervous laugh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The Wedding Party 
 
      
 
    1451 AD 
 
    Vlad is now twenty years old, and his friend Stefan is eighteen years old. 
 
    Two years have passed since Vlad arrived in Moldavia. 
 
      
 
    Stefan craned his head back and scratched his neck under his neckpiece, then adjusted it and turned to Vlad. “Did I mess it up?” he said. 
 
    “Don’t you have servants to look after your wardrobe?” said Vlad, turning back to the window overlooking Suceava. 
 
    “I can barely breathe in this thing,” said Stefan, scratching once again. “I’d rather be in full plate than this!” 
 
    Vlad laughed. “Just stop fidgeting. Don’t let your mind think about it. Take control of your thoughts.” 
 
    Stefan leaned against the window next to his friend. “Is that how you do it?” 
 
    “Do what? Wear a suit?” 
 
    “No… never mind.” Stefan laughed to himself and turned away. 
 
    “There!” said Vlad. “I think I see Iuliana’s family arriving. Or… no… is that…” 
 
    Stefan leaned out. “Can’t tell from this distance.” He glanced at Vlad and smiled. “You look as nervous as if you were the one getting married!” 
 
    “I’m… I’m not… nervous...” 
 
    “You always get this way when Iuliana visits.” 
 
    Vlad looked away and clenched his jaw. That was the thing Stefan had noticed about him; sometimes it seemed as if nothing could hurt Vlad, but other times, he seemed to take hurts to the very core of his being. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Stefan. “It’s just that… what if today was your wedding day? You and Iuliana, on a little plot of land along the Black Sea… doesn’t sound so bad, does it?” 
 
    Vlad blinked and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “Today,” said Stefan, “one of Iuliana’s sisters and one of my distant cousins are getting married. He’s no Voivod, just a boyar, and a minor one at that. But is that so terrible, Vlad? I know you have these ideas, plans for what you want, but… my friend, don’t you know that everyone has a duty to fulfill? It’s not just Voivods and Kings who fit into God’s plan, you know.” 
 
    Vlad shook his head and turned away from the window. “You wouldn’t understand, Stefan. In fact, I hope you never do.” 
 
    Stefan watched as he made his way toward the door. “Wait, Vlad!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My neckpiece.” 
 
    Vlad smiled crookedly. “It looks like you tried to hang yourself. Find someone who can fix it. I’m going to see if I can find Iuliana before the wedding begins.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The cobbled lanes around the castle were decorated with flowers as if Voivod Bogdan himself was getting married, rather than a distant cousin. The sky was bright and blue and there was just enough chill in the air to make the occasion seem magical rather than tiresome. Vlad had left through a side exit and, circling around toward the front, he could see carriages gathering before the gate. He stopped to admire the gathering of finely attired boyar families. Just then he saw that Voivod Bogdan, dressed in a great white robe, was greeting the guests with warm handshakes. 
 
    What if? thought Vlad. What if this was my wedding day... 
 
    At that moment, he saw Iuliana step out of a carriage. The sun glinted on her beaded headdress and fur-lined mantle, her tasteful attire easily outshone by her great dark eyes. His feet froze in place for a moment. It was a wonder to him that she could leave her carriage without fanfare, and stand off to the side without receiving the admiration of everyone. As if hearing his thoughts, she turned, then her face beamed with recognition, and she waved. Vlad smiled, then made his way toward her. 
 
    Again he was struck by a sense of magic, as if everyone was gathered and perfectly attired for a ritual of cosmic significance of which they understood little, but would joyfully follow through with the motions as best they could. Iuliana made a few steps toward him, glanced back at her family, then planted her feet as if she would stubbornly wait for his approach. Voivod Bogdan laughed at a jest shared by a boyar standing near, and a cat licking itself by the front gate stopped and stared at the people as if wondering why they had suddenly gathered. 
 
    Vlad suddenly felt a strange prickling at the back of his neck. Turning, he saw Bogdan’s brother, Petru Aron, staring at him from the crowd. He too was richly attired, but his lean cheeks and the hunger in his eyes made him look, for a moment, like a beggar. Vlad felt a vague sense of disgust at the way the man stared at him, then a guest obscured his vision, and he pushed the feeling from his mind. 
 
    “Hello, Vlad!” said Iuliana. “I was hoping to see-” 
 
    Her eyes suddenly went wide, two perfectly round orbs in a pale face that did not match the festive gathering. Her mouth fell open. Vlad followed her gaze and saw something that defied description, a dreamlike and surreal vision of men with daggers puncturing the body of Voivod Bogdan. Over and again the daggers went in and out of the old man’s body. It did not look real, not until ribbons of red blood fell on the ground, one on top of another, shining under the sun. 
 
    Voivod Bogdan crashed into the ground, eyes clenched shut and mouth hanging open as arterial blood sprayed from his throat and splashed against the ground. Women screamed and some boyars fell with shock and one of the killers, a younger man in fine clothes, fell on Bogdan and jammed his dagger deep into his side. 
 
    “That one!” Petru Aron suddenly shouted, pointing at Vlad. “Get that one! Vladislav will pay for his head!” 
 
    For one long moment, Vlad did not know what to do, even wondering if acknowledging the strange dream would make it real. Eyes turned to him, both killers and shocked wedding guests. Half a dozen boyars with knives ran toward him. 
 
    “Vlad!” Iuliana shouted. “Run! Run!” 
 
    At once Vlad bolted. He raced past the body of his uncle, his beloved benefactor, and ran through the open gate with killers following close behind. He could hear their feet pounding on the cobblestones as he raced back toward the castle. 
 
    Petru Aron! he shouted in his mind. Your own brother! Petru Aron, you traitor! You bastard! 
 
    He pressed the thought from his mind and focused on the layout of the grounds, avoiding the front entrance and drawing away from the killers in the wooded area along the side, where he had first left the castle. He crashed through the side entrance and thought of nothing but reaching Stefan’s room by the most efficient route possible. 
 
    Vlad found Stefan in a darkened intersection near his room, and once again felt the strange juxtaposition of dream and reality as Stefan lifted his hand and greeted him with a smile, oblivious to the horror that had come to them. Vlad stopped suddenly, out of breath, and Stefan stopped in mid-step. 
 
    “Vlad?” he said, a hint of suspicion in his voice. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Again Vlad felt a tingling in his neck, and saw, from a darkened corridor crossing with this one, that a man was watching him. Vlad could just barely make out the gleam of a long blade that the man held at his side. 
 
    “Stefan!” the man suddenly cried. “Vlad means to murder you! He’s already killed your father!” 
 
    “What?” said Stefan, screwing up his face. “That’s preposterous! Who-” 
 
    Suddenly the man sprang from the hall, turning away from Vlad so that he could race toward Stefan. Vlad’s feet carried him forward as the man’s sword rose. Stefan seemed fixed to the floor, just as Vlad had been earlier, unwilling to accept what was happening. Vlad crashed into the man and wrapped his arms around him. They stumbled and fell against a door. Horrified, Vlad realized that he was only pinning the man’s left arm - his sword arm was still free. But they were both knocked off balance, and as they fell through the door, Vlad realized that they were about to fall down a stairwell. They stumbled about, the man’s sword raining sparks as it smacked against the curving walls. 
 
    Finally a third body crashed against them, and Vlad saw Stefan standing over them, his face contorted with rage. The man went limp in Vlad’s grasp, then his sword fell clattering against the stone stairs. Vlad dropped the dead man and saw Stefan holding a bloodied dagger in shaking hands. 
 
    “Is it true?!” Stefan shouted. “What he said, is it-” 
 
    “They killed Bogdan,” said Vlad, picking up the sword. “Petru Aron and his cronies.” 
 
    Stefan’s face went white, and his jaw worked lamely. Vlad feared he would pass out. They heard voices from below. Though they seemed concerned rather than hostile, Vlad still felt alarmed. 
 
    “Don’t trust them,” said Vlad. “Don’t trust anyone! Follow me!” 
 
    Vlad grabbed Stefan’s arm and dragged him through the hall. 
 
    “Vlad, what are you-” 
 
    “I’ve already prepared for this! Believe me, friend - I’ve been here before.” 
 
    As soon as they reached his room, Vlad felt under the bed and pulled out a large pack and two sheathed swords on belts. He threw one to Stefan, then belted on the other one himself. He saw Stefan put on one of his hooded cloaks, and was glad that his friend was not completely in shock. He understood the situation they were in. 
 
    “What if we went to the guards?” said Stefan. “What if we found someone loyal to-” 
 
    “Petru Aron will have already thought of that,” said Vlad, shouldering his pack. “He’ll have people paid off already. Going for help is the same as giving ourselves up. We would both be killed.” 
 
    “My mother-” 
 
    “We’ll have to trust that your uncle will let her live in exile. Right now, Stefan, the only way to survive is-” 
 
    “To the stables.” 
 
    Vlad nodded, and they ran. 
 
    *** 
 
    Petru Aron found himself in a shouting match with several boyars, all of them Suceava nobility and loyalists who would take some time - or prodding - before they came around to his rulership. He heard the clatter of hooves nearby, then saw one of his men racing through the gate. 
 
    “Well?” Petru Aron shouted. “Did you kill-” 
 
    In a blur Vlad and Stefan rode by - then Vlad’s sword flicked out and the killer’s head flew from his shoulders. Petru Aron nearly tripped over his own feet trying to distance himself from the flying head. The boys rode at full gallop and turned the corner before the man’s head hit the ground and tumbled end over end, scattering the wedding guests. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    The Plan 
 
      
 
    They raced away from Suceava, encountering no more resistance but riding as if hounded by killers. Even as Vlad felt all of his dreams slipping away, he grimly noted that they had food, swords, shields, and a little money, and he decided that he was getting better at running from assassins when everything he had worked for fell apart. 
 
    “Vlad, slow down!” said Stefan. 
 
    Vlad pulled away from his thoughts. He realized that they were in the country, in a wooded path far from Suceava, far from their old home. 
 
    “The horses will tire,” said Stefan, “and we’ll only draw suspicion riding like this. The horses need to be ready to run, not exhausted.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Vlad. “Of course you’re right.” 
 
    They nearly drew to a halt, and on their own the horses turned toward a stream that ran nearby. They dismounted and let the horses drink, then Vlad sat on a fallen tree while Stefan turned away from him, staring in the direction of Suceava. 
 
    “That was my father’s body back there,” Stefan said unnecessarily. Vlad remained silent, letting his friend process what he’d been through. “What will they do to his body? What… what do you think Petru Aron will…” 
 
    “Your father was more popular than mine,” said Vlad. “Petru Aron will have him buried honorably, to appease some of the loyalists.” 
 
    Stefan leaned against a tree. “I have to depend on villains to honor my father’s body! I have to depend on a traitor’s mercy to spare my mother’s life! I can’t… there’s nothing I can…” 
 
    “I know, Stefan. I know what you’re going through.” 
 
    Stefan turned to him. Vlad had never seen Stefan in such pain, like a whipped animal forced into a corner. Stefan squeezed his eyes shut, then nodded. “Of course you would. They left your father’s body somewhere in a swamp, didn’t they?” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “That’s the way they treat us, Stefan.” 
 
    “Treat us…” Stefan suddenly shook his head. “No. You could go back, Vlad. Go and tell Petru Aron that you’ll serve him, and-” 
 
    “No. I heard him mention Vladislav’s name. They’re in league together.” Vlad turned to Stefan. “But that doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t leave you out here alone.” 
 
    Stefan screwed up his face. “Doesn’t matter? Yes, what does it matter? Whether we’re alone, or together, what’s the difference? We’ll die out here, Vlad! We’re outnumbered, unwanted. There’s nowhere safe we can-” 
 
    “We won’t die, Stefan. I wandered for a long time before I found sanctuary with your father. And there’s one thing that I learned…” 
 
    Vlad rose suddenly and took the reins of his horse. 
 
    “I learned that you can do anything if you want to survive.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They continued as darkness fell, unsure which way they were heading but wanting to put distance between themselves and anyone sent by Petru Aron. The stars shone clear and bright overhead, but there was no moon to light their way, only winding paths leading deeper into black valleys. Eventually, without a word they both pushed into a cluster of trees lined with tall grass, then they slept lying on their cloaks. 
 
    The next day was gray and a heavy fog covered the narrow hollows between the hills. They crested a bald hill and it seemed to them that they were looking upon islands drifting in a silent world abandoned by living things. They did not speak, but ate in silence, then pressed on. Late in the day they passed a merchant leading his wagon and a few guards through the hills and both Vlad and Stefan threw up their hoods and lowered their faces. Stefan realized that subterfuge would become a habit from this point on, his life now defined by endless wandering, the constant fear of being seen, and dreary days leading up to one final moment of shock and sudden violence. 
 
    *** 
 
    Just as they came within sight of the town of Bacau, they saw at least three riders racing south on the main road, parallel to them. They had been giving some thought to joining the main road in an effort to put more distance between themselves and Suceava, but as the riders disappeared around a bend, they cast the idea aside. They had no doubt that Petru Aron had sent killers to pursue them, so they doubled back and found another winding country path, then stayed with it, making their way south with a roof of black trees stretching overhead on either side. 
 
    That night they stopped in a little cleft near the top of a hill. They were cold, their hands numb, their cloaks inadequate for the winter and their clothes worthless outside of formal occasions. Though the idea of building a fire seemed suicidal, they set about the work of gathering wood as if in defiance of the world. As Vlad worked to light the fire, Stefan crested the hill and, from the cover of a line of trees, he guessed that he could see the lights of Bacau twinkling in the black hills. Reasoning that he could see nothing of what was happening there due to the dark night, he told Vlad that they would surely be safe. 
 
    “Maybe the cold will keep any assassins indoors,” said Stefan. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” said Vlad, fanning the little flame he had made. “But if they’re diligent, let’s at least warm up for a fight.” 
 
    Stefan sat in silence and watched the little flame grow, then he divided up some bread between them. Instead of eating his, he sat and stared at it. 
 
    “Vlad, where are we going?” 
 
    Vlad chewed his bread thoughtfully, then sighed. “Any relatives you have nearby would only become targets of your uncle. The same goes for Iuliana. So we can’t stay here.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    Vlad took another bite, and took his time in chewing and swallowing it. “Let’s eat, then get some rest. We’ll think about it tomorrow.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Stefan saw his father held down on his belly while faceless men jammed their daggers into him, his father screaming and screaming as blood poured from his mouth, coating his teeth as his head shook. Other men held his mother, pulling her away from Stefan. He tried to draw his sword but it seemed to be stuck in its sheathe. He saw a dagger placed against her throat, then there was an eruption of dark red- 
 
    Stefan jerked awake and saw Vlad shaking him. Stefan recoiled, then caught his breath. 
 
    “Was I dreaming?” 
 
    “Yes. But that’s not why I woke you. Help me get the fire going again.” 
 
    As they prodded the glittering coals with fresh wood, Stefan could see something manic in Vlad. He had obviously been up for some time. 
 
    “I can tell you’ve been thinking,” said Stefan. “Let’s hear it, then.” 
 
    Vlad locked eyes on him. “Do you trust me, Stefan?” 
 
    Considering the events of the past few days, Stefan decided that the unexpected question was not so strange. Stefan looked at him, then nodded. 
 
    Vlad turned to the fire and chewed his lip. “You’re right, I’ve been thinking. Our options are limited. There’s a price on our heads in Moldavia and Wallachia. We’ve no friends in Poland, only people who will remember which side we fought on not long ago. Any land near the Turks would pay for my head on a pole. But… but there’s Hungary…” 
 
    Stefan considered the idea. Before he could respond, Vlad continued. “Stefan, your father told me that Janos Hunyadi supported Vladislav in killing my father.” 
 
    Stefan forced out grim laughter. “Cross Hungary off the list, then. Is there anywhere else? Could we press through Ottoman lands to Constantinople? Perhaps join the House of Palaiologos?” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. “Listen - I thought the same at first, too. About Hungary, I mean. But consider this, Stefan. My father was an Ottoman sympathizer. I heard that he even let Sultan Murad travel through Wallachia to attack Transylvania. It’s no wonder Hunyadi was no friend to him!” 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “Hunyadi would have you killed just as Petru Aron would have me killed. The son of an enemy is of no worth. No, worse. Helping the son of an enemy is no different from helping an enemy.” 
 
    “But I’m not my father!” 
 
    Stefan was overwhelmed by the fact that Vlad couldn’t see something so obvious. “Vlad, if he knows you’re Dracul’s son, he’ll kill you. But if he doesn’t know who you are, then you have no value to him. So what’s the point?” 
 
    “The point is that Hunyadi was declared a Champion of Christ by the Pope. Even Christians in the West know him - that’s how far his reputation reaches! Hunyadi isn’t just another noble scrambling for power or prestige. He’s a warrior. He’s spent his entire life fighting against the Turks!” 
 
    Stefan nodded sideways. “You have a point. I’ve heard he’s not even of noble blood. He was a peasant, or his father was, and he made a name for himself fighting Turks.” 
 
    Vlad leaned forward and Stefan pulled away, surprised by his intensity. “Yes, Stefan! I’ve heard the same! And if that’s true, then I think he would help us just for the fact that I know how the Turks fight. I trained with them! I know how ruthless they are. I know, from experience, that they must be stopped!” 
 
    Stefan rubbed his jaw. “You think he would trust that you aren’t an Ottoman agent, and would give us sanctuary?” 
 
    “More than sanctuary, Stefan! I think… I think he might actually give us aid. I think he could give us enough power to… to take back what rightfully belongs to us.” 
 
    Stefan rose and paced around the fire. “It’s such a long shot. It… it depends on so much.” 
 
    “It may be all we have.” 
 
    “How do you propose that we get to Hungary?” 
 
    “The Tihuta Pass, not far from here, goes all the way through the Carpathian Mountains. If we can make it to the opening of the pass before anyone stops us, we should have a clear path to Transylvania. Last I heard, Hunyadi’s family lives there, in Hunedoara.” 
 
    Stefan stopped suddenly. “You’ve thought this through. But Vlad, all reason falls apart when you realize that he aided the man who killed your father, your family.” Before Vlad could further argue, Stefan shrugged. “There’s little else we can do. Moldavia doesn’t want us. Hunedoara is far away; perhaps too far for our killers to follow. And even if Hunyadi is against us, he’s an old man. He may not be long for this world.” 
 
    Vlad’s enthusiasm died as Stefan dropped down beside a tree and placed his head on his knees. 
 
    “It’s as good a plan as any,” said Stefan. He closed his eyes. While he did not seem to sleep, he clearly did not want to be in the waking world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The Vow 
 
      
 
    The next day they left the woods and put the rising sun at their backs, following a path that wound its way up through the highlands that led to the Carpathian Mountains. Stone giants crowned with clouds towered in the distance, and the sky grew dark and cold as the day drew on. It seemed as if a curtain was slowly being drawn across the face of the heavens. 
 
    They found what must have been the pass, a narrow grassland divided by a stream that cut through the mountains, at least as far as they could tell. They sat perched on a rocky path above the pass, wondering how they could make their way down. Thunder rumbled and droplets touched down. 
 
    “Looks like rain,” Vlad said unnecessarily. Stefan said nothing. Vlad turned to look at him and saw that he was staring down at the path, his face pale and without expression. The rain came down on them all of a sudden, but still Stefan’s gaze did not move. 
 
    Vlad looked at Stefan for a long time. His hair was disheveled, and Vlad realized that he had not seen him smile since before their flight. 
 
    “Why do you look at me?” said Stefan, turning on him suddenly. 
 
    Vlad blinked and turned away. 
 
    They rode in silence for a while, listening to their horses pick their way across the hard earth. “Forgive me,” said Stefan. “I shouldn’t have spoken like that.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive. You only spoke your mind.” 
 
    Vlad found a shallow cave cut into the narrow path, and they took shelter as the rain pelted the hill. Crouching at the mouth of the cave, Vlad looked about and saw an incline of broken stone that might lead down to the pass. 
 
    “Stefan, I think…” 
 
    Vlad noticed that Stefan was sitting near him, but he seemed a thousand miles away, lost in dark thoughts. Just as Vlad was about to say something, he heard something like thunder, dull and distant. The sound drew nearer. 
 
    “That’s not thunder!” said Vlad. 
 
    He and Stefan rose and pushed their horses further into the cave, but it only went back a few feet before terminating in a slab of stone that blocked the way. Vlad crouched and watched the pass, then saw at least half a dozen riders tearing through the path beside the stream. They wore dark cloaks, and each carried a longsword and a bow. They passed the cave and continued further down the pass. 
 
    “Assassins,” said Vlad. “If they had bothered to look in this direction, they would have seen us for sure.” 
 
    “How do you know they didn’t see us?” said Stefan. “Perhaps they’d rather wait for us to come down. It would make their job easier.” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. “They didn’t see us.” 
 
    “They mean to cut us off, then.” 
 
    Stefan let the comment hang in the air, then sat with his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “We’re going to make it, Stefan,” said Vlad. “You have to believe that.” 
 
    Stefan said nothing, but closed his eyes. Reasoning that they could make little progress with the hunters so near, Vlad settled down to rest as well. 
 
    *** 
 
    They must have been exhausted, for they slept all that day and when Vlad woke in the freezing cold it was dark outside of the shallow cave. He found Stefan sitting in much the same position, but he was watching him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” said Vlad, groggy and unsure what to say. 
 
    “I’m fine. I think it must be about early morning.” 
 
    Vlad went to the entrance. Sure enough, he could see a faint light in the east. He wondered if Stefan had been awake for most of the night. It felt even colder outside of the cave, and a light rain still fell. He could hear the stream running not far away, and guessed that it must have grown considerably. Leaning out of the cave, he strained his eyes, but saw only darkness further down the pass. If there were assassins lying in wait, they weren’t signaling their presence with any bonfires. He wrestled with a sense of futility; he could feel the weight of the idea that all of their hardship would simply end in death. He pushed the idea away and buried the frustration deep in his heart. He could only put one foot in front of the other. 
 
    He went to his horse and scratched her ear, but she twitched her head with annoyance, most likely hungry and frustrated as well. Vlad removed two pieces of hard bread from his saddlebag and offered one to Stefan. Stefan only shook his head. 
 
    “You need to eat,” said Vlad. “This bread will soon be wet.” 
 
    Again Stefan shook his head, and for a moment, Vlad saw a look of pure rage flash in Stefan’s bloodshot eyes. The moment passed and his friend seemed to retreat within himself once again. 
 
    Vlad set about wrapping up the bread in his cloak as best he could. “The stream has swollen in the rain,” he said. “I think we should cross it. It could help throw them off our trail, or at least put something between us if we’re spotted.” 
 
    Vlad waited to see if Stefan would mention the cold, the risk of hypothermia or drowning, the fact that their food could be ruined, or the possibility that the assassins had simply set up at a bridge that could be just around the next bend in the pass. 
 
    “That’s fine,” Stefan said finally. He fell silent once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    They came down from the hill and found the stream shining in the dark, swollen and black with mud. They stepped in and pulled their horses behind them, the cold cutting into them like knives raking across flesh. More than once they lost their footing and were saved only by a small, wooded island that divided the stream, giving them an unexpected break in the deepest, most dangerous part of the crossing. They had not even noticed the island before, and could not have planned their point of crossing any better. 
 
    “Give thanks to God!” Vlad said under his breath as he regained his footing beside his horse, standing under the trunk of a broken tree. Stefan said nothing, but only greeted salvation and death with the same hollow, empty gaze. 
 
    They never saw the sun rise, but the sky turned white with cloud cover, and when they rose dripping wet on the far shore they were shaking uncontrollably. They found a path somewhat covered by woods and immediately set out, hoping that moving would give them some warmth. 
 
    *** 
 
    It grew colder as they crept through the wooded pass, the gray roof of clouds pierced by jagged gray teeth hemming them in on either side. Their food had survived the crossing but the cold sapped their strength, and it began to feel as if they were lost in a world of growing darkness, cold and isolated from any other living thing. 
 
    One day before sunset a light snow began to fall and Vlad realized they would not survive without a fire. From their path they spied a dark crevice in the face of a stony hill, and made their way towards it, gathering wood without having to confer with one another about their intentions. 
 
    They wound their way up to the cave, and while it was shallow, Vlad reasoned that it could give them some cover. Stefan suddenly pointed into the distance. Alarmed, Vlad turned - then saw the lights of a village. 
 
    “We could try to reach the village tomorrow!” said Vlad, smiling despite their discomfort. 
 
    “It might not be what you think it is.” 
 
    Vlad was annoyed by the cryptic statement. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    “Have you thought about why we’re in this place?” 
 
    “We’re going to Transylvania.” 
 
    “No, Vlad. I think… I think we died at the wedding.” 
 
    Vlad sneered at him. “Don’t speak such madness. Help me with this fire.” 
 
    Stefan only sat and stared at the ground. “We would have seen others if we were still in the world of the living. You don’t realize it now, but we died. This is… this is our punishment for not helping father, for abandoning the others…” 
 
    “Stefan, I don’t want to hear such talk. Either help out, or sit in silence!” 
 
    Stefan chose the latter, and Vlad prepared the fire himself, his hands shaking with anger. He knew that he was only partly angry at his friend; the greater part of his anger was reserved for the cruel traitors who had forced them into this awful situation. 
 
    *** 
 
    Just as the fire began to thaw their limbs and give some comfort, they heard hooves on the path below. Without word they quickly doused the fire, gathered their things, and picked their way down from the hill as quickly as possible. Partway down, they saw a way deeper into the woods that stretched up the face of the mountains, and they went in, losing themselves in darkness. 
 
    They stopped and listened. Sure enough, they could hear two, then three men shouting to one another. 
 
    “Can you hear them?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Something about our fire - one of them just found it, and is calling out to others. They’re looking for us.” 
 
    A frozen ice pick of alarm stabbed into Vlad’s neck, and he broke out into a cold sweat. The assassins had found them far too quickly. That could only mean that much of the time they had thought they were alone, they had most likely been close to the men tracking them, each oblivious to the other. 
 
    “If we were already dead,” Vlad said quietly, “then there wouldn’t be anyone trying to kill us.” 
 
    Stefan hummed a noncommittal note. 
 
    They sat in silence and listened for the telltale signs of their killers - rustling leaves, clattering stones. They waited for a long time, every sound of the forest seeming like an ill omen. 
 
    *** 
 
    Late the next day, they crept out from their hiding place and walked their horses toward the edge of the woods. They immediately saw a bridge occupied by three horsemen in dark cloaks. 
 
    “Our assassins?” Vlad said quietly. 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” said Stefan. “Look - at the far end of the bridge. Do you see him?” 
 
    Vlad strained his eyes, then saw something like a bundle of cloth lying against a wooden post. Finally he made out the form of a man lying dead with an arrow jutting out from his groin. 
 
    “They’ve killed someone,” said Vlad. 
 
    “I wonder if he looked like one of us,” said Stefan, “or did they simply shoot as soon as someone approached?” 
 
    Vlad felt a sense of foolish hope deflated. He sat leaning against a tree and watched the bridge. He could tell that the killers had a good view of the entire pass. Even though woods lay on either side, it seemed as if the bridge occupied something of a choke point where jagged, bare stone hills came near on either side. They watched the men for hours, and as the day drew on, other riders came to the bridge, either to report in or to switch out horses or riders. 
 
    As sunset drew near, Stefan finally spoke. “Looks like most of the riders are coming from deeper within the pass.” 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “You know what that means.” 
 
    Vlad did not answer. He felt as if one of the killers was sitting on his chest, driving the air from his lungs. 
 
    “Vlad, you know what this means, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vlad finally said. “It means we can’t make it through the pass. If we continue, we’ll be killed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Vlad.” 
 
    Vlad immediately woke to the sound of his name. He and Stefan were crouched side by side, their cloaks wrapped around them in pitiful defense against the cold. Vlad pulled part of his hood down from his face and saw that Stefan’s face was still covered by his hood, but he had turned to look in his direction all the same. 
 
    “You awake?” said Stefan. 
 
    Vlad covered up once again, and nodded despite the fact that they couldn't see one another. “I am,” he said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No,” said Stefan. “I need to apologize. I’ve been nothing but a burden. I was so wrapped up in thinking what I’d lost that I never… I never appreciated…” 
 
    “You don’t have to say all that. Let’s get some rest. We’ll come up with another plan tomorrow.” 
 
    Stefan did not seem to hear him. “We already know we can’t continue along the pass, so let’s face the facts head-on and pull out of here. Getting out will be a lot easier than coming in because we already know the terrain.” 
 
    Vlad pulled down his hood and saw that Stefan had done the same. He had been wondering how he could explain that to Stefan, and what it would do to him considering he was already in such a fragile state. He could only dimly see him in the moonlight, but he seemed resolute, determined to do anything necessary to survive. 
 
    “I had been thinking,” Vlad said slowly, “that we could retreat back into Moldavia, then go south, into Wallachia, and take the Turnu Rosu Pass into Transylvania. And from there, of course, to Hunedoara. But, well… we’ve already come so far, and we’ve eaten most of our food...” 
 
    “If that’s what we have to do, then that’s what we have to do,” said Stefan. “No sense in arguing otherwise.” 
 
    Vlad was struck by the unexpected turn. “What changed?” 
 
    Stefan looked away. “I just needed time. I’m sorry. I felt as if I should have helped my father, that I shouldn’t have run from my family. But father would not have wanted me to stay behind. Every father wants their son to do better than them.” Stefan turned to him, and Vlad saw his eyes shining like hard pinpricks of light. “I understand now why you always wanted so badly to become Voivod. I understand now why being a boyar was never enough for you.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “You need power to protect the ones you love.” 
 
    “And I think what you told me is right, before we came to the pass.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That a person can do anything if they want to survive. Even… even become Voivod.” 
 
    Vlad nodded slowly. “Even become Voivod,” he repeated. “So you mean to do it, then? Backtrack with me through Moldavia, then through Wallachia? Then to Transylvania, just to find the man who helped to kill my father, so we can beg for his aid?” 
 
    Though Vlad could not clearly see, he imagined that Stefan was smiling in the dark. “When you put it like that, why not? I’m willing to go as far as necessary. And I don’t just mean to Hungary. Let’s… Vlad, let’s not stop until we’re on our thrones once again.” 
 
    Vlad was taken aback. His broken and beaten companion had been replaced with a warrior. He was no longer quite so free and full of humor, but he was also no longer a child whose state of mind was dictated by the whims of fate. He had taken power into his own hands. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Vlad. “We shall each help the other to become Voivod of our homelands. This is our sacred alliance.” 
 
    The two shook hands, binding themselves to the vow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Friends of the Voivod 
 
      
 
    In Targoviste, the capital of Wallachia, around a dinner table where Dracul and his family once sat together, Voivod Vladislav Danesti ate with a collection of boyars and other assorted guests that were worth having around. With his mouth full Vladislav roared with laughter at a boyar’s jest, and his younger brother Laiota jerked with sudden surprise. Their older brother Dan pretended to listen to Gabriela Rosu’s endless chatter while keeping his eye on the guests to see who loved his brother, the Voivod, and who was only there out of duty. Gabriela’s husband Ion had come all the way from Transylvania, and was enlightening Albu about the changing markets across the border, while Albu merely shook his head, unable to feign interest. Babur, a foreign dignitary from the Ottoman Empire, had been given the place of honor nearest the fire, and was soaked in sweat and having trouble following any conversation. 
 
    Drunk and full, Vladislav suddenly pushed back from the table and gave an exaggerated sigh. “I need a priest!” 
 
    As attention fell on him, Laiota leaned forward. “Why is that? Are you ill?” 
 
    “No! But I need a usurper’s head on a stick, and nobody in this world seems to be of any help!” 
 
    He laughed suddenly, and many of the boyars laughed as well, eager to show their loyalty. 
 
    “All jesting aside,” said Dan, glancing down the table, “we’ve heard reports that two strange men were seen being helped across the river. He may think we’ve forgotten about him in Wallachia...” 
 
    Vladislav extended his glass so that a servant could refill it once again. “He would be wrong,” he said. 
 
    “Sir,” said Albu. “You have a plan, then?” 
 
    Vladislav glanced at two of his guards sitting in a darkened hallway. “Indeed I do.” 
 
    “Sir!” said Gabriela. “I really think you should consider putting up posts with the usurper’s likeness. Really, so many of them could be printed using the new printing press!” 
 
    “A-a-ah,” said Dan, waving his hand dismissively. “There’s no sense in having a bunch of peasants looking at pamphlets and thinking they need to be involved. Vladislav already has a few rough men on hand. Trackers, and… well, you know, men who know how to get things done.” 
 
    “My brother makes sense,” said Vladislav. “At least, as far as peasants go. If they get worked up, they forget their duties, and then the natural order is disrupted. Have you heard of this madness going on in Albania?” He curled his lips as if suddenly confronted with rotten meat. “They’ve got some Ottoman turncoat whipping their peasants up into a frenzy. They’re burning their own crops, and causing no end of trouble for the old Sultan!” 
 
    At the mention of the Turks, attention turned toward Babur. He was so stiflingly hot in his fine robe that he had been in a sort of stupor. Add to that the fact that he had trouble following Romaneste when the speakers had been drinking, he now had no idea why everyone was suddenly looking at him. 
 
    “I tell you truly,” he said, “that I am glad to be here… a-a-and, yes my friends, this is the first time I have ever been here…” 
 
    The table fell silent, and he could have sworn that someone must have thrown still more logs into the fire behind him. He knew he would have to speak, and quickly. “Voivod,” he said, “surely you see benefit of being vassal to Sultan, as we have talked about?” 
 
    “Of course, Babur!” said Vladislav, who was drunk enough to be comfortable with a rapid shift in topics. “But as I’ve said, I can’t do anything like that as long as I have Hunyadi breathing down my neck! Both of you, the Turks and the Hungarians, seem to think that the other one doesn’t exist, and so Wallachia can do whatever she likes! But… sir, of course, I can accommodate your honorable Sultan in many ways. Why not send some of your merchants into our land? You might find there’s more of value in our markets than just unwanted children!” There was sudden laughter from many of the boyars. 
 
    “Children?” said Babur, perking up suddenly. “You say, children?” 
 
    Vladislav ignored him. “I’ll even send a party of emissaries to the Sultan, just to let him know that Wallachia is thinking about him. Of course we’ve sent many children during my reign… joyfully, I might add. God knows we have more than enough. But perhaps a diplomatic party could show him that…” 
 
    Laiota felt odd seeing his large and manly brother speaking with such deference to a foreigner who could barely speak the language. But he made no show of it. So far, Vladislav had done nothing but give Laiota one good thing after another. It would not do to start doubting him now. 
 
    “Sir,” Albu said suddenly, “I would be honored to lead the diplomatic party to Edirne.” 
 
    “You?” said Vladislav. “No, Albu, no… I think someone whose bearing demands respect should be sent to the Sultan - not someone who fell off their horse the last time they were here!” 
 
    The table erupted into laughter. Only Dan sat and quietly watched as Albu seemed to shrink within himself, showing no sign of anger except for a fat face that suddenly turned fiery red. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as Vladislav returned from pissing in the snow, he saw fat little Albu staring at him from the end of the dim hallway. Strangely enough, it almost seemed as if the little boyar wanted to joust. Vladislav smirked and pressed down the hallway, nearly filling it with his large frame. 
 
    “Voivod,” said Albu. “May we speak in private for a moment?” 
 
    Vladislav did not respond, but merely tilted his head to the side, then entered a side hall that led to an unused bedroom only dimly lit by a lamp in the hall. 
 
    Albu entered behind him, then shut the door. 
 
    “Voivod - I risked my life, and my family’s life, by helping you against Dracul.” 
 
    Vladislav watched as the little man squared up his shoulders against him. “And you have been rewarded for doing so, Albu. Have you not?” 
 
    “Humiliation is how you reward your friends?” 
 
    “Ah, Albu, is this about that little jest in the dining room? Come now, that was only a little sport!” 
 
    “Sport?” Albu’s head jerked strangely. “One does not make sport with one’s betters, Danesti!” 
 
    Vladislav felt his cheeks burn hot. “How… how dare you!” 
 
    “No, sir! How dare you? What, did you think because you wear a crown and sit on a throne, that makes you a King? Idiot! You’re but a Voivod! A Voivod of a broken land shuffling off to serfdom, licking the toes of heathen masters!” 
 
    “By God, Albu, I’ll have you-” 
 
    “You’ll do nothing, little Voivod, except show me respect. You’ll do that and nothing else, unless you want to see every boyar in Wallachia turned against you. For four years you’ve sat on the throne, but you still haven’t realized who’s in charge, have you? Fool! We put you in place, as we’ve put every Voivod in place - not because we had to, but because we wanted to!” 
 
    Vladislav wondered if he’d had more to drink than he thought, for it seemed to him that Albu was growing in his vision, his fat head turning into a giant, shaking lump of red meat swimming in his vision, the lips quivering with grotesque rage as spittle flew from them. The teeth and eyes seemed too small, lost among mounds and folds of flesh that grew of their own accord. Vladislav blinked to clear away the sight. 
 
    “We boyars are in charge, and you sit on your throne because it serves our whim. As soon as that changes, we can have another sit there. Who should it be, I wonder? Your brother Dan? What about that bumbling miscarriage, Laiota? Which one of them would gladly order you stuck high upon a pole in order to crawl onto the throne at our behest?” Albu laughed suddenly and stepped forward. “Ah, but why should it even be a Danesti? Didn’t the old Voivod have a bastard lying around somewhere? Then again, why even bother about a bastard? His own son, grandson of the legendary Mircea the Elder, can apparently tramp about the land however he pleases, with no one to stop him! Perhaps… hm...” 
 
    Albu stepped away from Vladislav, then paused as he opened the door. “Perhaps we will consider placing him on the throne... on the dunce’s chair, as we call it, my little Voivod!” 
 
    With a smile that turned his stomach, Albu left. Vladislav’s hands were locked into fists at his sides, shaking out of his control. He thought of who could be turned against Albu, which boyars had enough power to challenge him, but weren’t close allies with him. The list of names was surprisingly difficult to put together. Albu seemed connected with every boyar of any worth. But there had to be someone. If only he could think straight... 
 
    Dan! I’ll ask Dan to… 
 
    Vladislav recoiled in horror, humiliated at the idea of telling his older brother that he needed help against a fat little boyar. 
 
    Planning failed him. Vladislav felt himself walking, saw his legs carrying him down the dark hall, away from the dinner table. He came to the kitchen and, sure enough, found two of his secret allies helping themselves to leftovers now that the staff had gone. 
 
    The two men were dressed as minor boyars, but they had the look of common thugs. One had stringy black hair and an underbite that gave him a brutish, inhuman aspect, and the other had fair hair and a look of scorn that never seemed to leave. They both stopped in mid-bite and stared at Vladislav. 
 
    “Gereb, Nicolaus,” said Vladislav. “Leave tomorrow. You must find Vlad as soon as possible.” 
 
    Gereb shrugged and worked a morsel of pork fat in his heavy jaws. “We’ve got a few of the boys with us, sir, but if we wait, more will show up. Like that fellow with the scar on his mouth.” 
 
    “Useful,” said Nicolaus, nodding. 
 
    “You think I don’t understand that?” said Vladislav, using every ounce of self-control to keep from shouting. “But circumstances have changed! Figure it out! Leave a note for any late arrivals! Have them come see me!” 
 
    Nicolaus brushed a strand of hair from his head and glanced at Gereb. “Of course, sir. Only, we was hoping to go over the contract for the boy’s head one last time…” 
 
    “You’ll have money and land - perhaps even Albu’s! Only... do not delay!” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said the two assassins, awkwardly bowing in a genteel manner, just as they had seen noble boyars do. Not so long ago, they had been peasants living in the foothills of Transylvania. Then they had met Vladislav. Ever since they had ended the life of the old Voivod, Dracul, the new Voivod had treated them very well, and they wanted to look the part. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Trust 
 
      
 
    Through a sheen of light snow Vlad and Stefan could see the Carpathian foothills in the west, untouched by snow as they brooded on the bleak horizon. They had left any path far behind and trekked across hard country, jagged planes of broken stone bordered by swamps unexpectedly sucked free of moisture as if reclaimed by beings deep within the earth. 
 
    Vlad looked to the east. “I wonder if we could see Fort Kilia from higher ground.” He was referring to a fort built by his ancestors, from the line of Basarab, which was now occupied by Hungarian troops. 
 
    Stefan turned to him with his brow scrunched up. “Have you never looked at a map? We’re far from Kilia.” Stefan thought for a moment, then added, “Perhaps once you’ve made friends with Hunyadi, you could request that Hungary kindly withdraw and give you the fort back.” 
 
    Vlad gave him an annoyed glance. “Fort Kilia lies on Moldavian land. Perhaps your people would become nervous if the Hungarians quit the fort? They need someone to protect them, after all.” 
 
    Stefan forced out laughter. “Protection! Try living next to raiding Tatars who never seem to have enough slaves. Hungarians have certainly never helped us against them!” 
 
    Vlad thought on how Kilia had most likely been built by Basarab rulers, but was lost to foreigners. It was the same with Fort Giurgiu, in the south of Wallachia. The powerful fortress had been built by his grandfather, Voivod Mircea the Elder, to act as a bulwark against Turks who crossed the Danube to take Wallachian children. But now who held the powerful fortress? None other than the very people who thrived on child slavery, the Ottoman Turks. 
 
    *** 
 
    They came to a little village on the edge of the wilderness, and the people seemed very curious about their strange clothing. Vlad bought warm travelling clothes, two bows, and two quivers of long arrows. Stefan was surprised to see that Vlad had kept the coins given to him by Bogdan after their battle in Poland, along with a supply of food and some flint and steel in order to make fire. 
 
    “You will see,” said Vlad. “After this, you will never see a roof and a bed quite the same way again. You will always be prepared to run. But, come - now that these people have seen us, they can describe us to anyone. We need to put distance between us and this place.” 
 
    More snow fell in the days to come, and they were forced to camp in small copses of bare trees, building fires and comforted only by the feeling that they were travelling through an empty world. They caught only a few birds as they rode, and Vlad was glad to see that Stefan had become just as good a shot as he was. They risked building fires only after nightfall, though it was clear to Vlad that a good tracker could find them if he was looking hard enough. 
 
    Stefan rose one gray morning and saw Vlad sleeping with his back against a tree. His face was wrapped in his hood. He did not seem to be breathing. Alarmed, Stefan crept over to him. Just then Vlad’s eyes cracked open and he turned his head slightly. Stefan froze and followed his gaze. A line of horsemen raced from south to north, disappearing into a line of trees. Stefan heard no sound, and wondered how Vlad had known they were near. 
 
    “Those are assassins,” said Vlad, his tone matter-of-fact. 
 
    “Why are they coming from the south?” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. “They may be crisscrossing the area. They could be Petru Aron’s men, or Vladislav’s. No way to know.” He rose stiffly and covered the remains of their fire with his boot. 
 
    “I had hoped we would be free of them along this route. Now, it seems that they’ll eventually…” 
 
    “We’ll make them work for it,” said Vlad, rubbing his horse’s shoulders to get her stirred. “Let’s follow the foothills as close as we can. We have to turn west. There are thick woods in Wallachia. We can get lost in them.” 
 
    Stefan laughed grimly. “Never heard of anyone wanting to get lost.” 
 
    Vlad stopped and looked at Stefan strangely. Stefan thought he was angry at what he’d said, but Vlad was merely surprised to hear laughter from him after so long. Finally Vlad turned away. “I’ve been thinking about our route. The Turnu Rosu Pass lies near Targoviste. That will get us into Transylvania, and from there, to Hunyadi. Unfortunately, we can’t go near Targoviste. Vladislav will have his men all over the capital.” 
 
    “Can we go around it?” 
 
    “We can.” Vlad mounted his horse. She looked at him for a moment, then resigned herself to another long day. “Those Wallachian woods I told you about stretch all around the land. It won’t be easy, but if we stick to them, I think we can go unseen. Mostly.” 
 
    “Mostly.” Stefan mounted up and looked at his friend. 
 
    “Mostly is the best we can hope for.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun set and cast a long red halo over the great black forest, making naked branches appear to be a field of thorns reaching from one end of the world to the other. Vlad and Stefan descended a slope wrapped in snow and entered the dark woods. As soon as they entered, a branch cracked and fell under the weight of snow, and the sharp cry echoed all around, like a grim welcome to the weary travelers. Stefan knew that not long ago he would have found the place forbidding. Now, after he had lost his innocence, he saw the darkness as a sanctuary. 
 
    Vlad was right, he thought. We’ll become lost in here. Invisible to a world that wants us dead. 
 
    “Plenty of firewood,” said Stefan. 
 
    Vlad glanced back and offered him a crooked smile. “I haven’t heard such optimism from you in…” 
 
    “And we won’t go thirsty, either.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, that last group of riders was so close that I’m sure they’ll know we came here. So, no fire tonight.” 
 
    Stefan dismounted and led his horse, needing to stretch his legs. “I sometimes wonder if we’ll ever feel warm again.” 
 
    Vlad dismounted as well. “We’ll get a big fire going in our main halls, once we sit on our thrones once again.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    “And a pig turning on a spit…” 
 
    “Always a pig on a spit when we’re on the throne, that’s what we’ll be known for. And blankets.” 
 
    Vlad raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ll always have a blanket over me,” Stefan explained. “Even in summer.” 
 
    Vlad had to concede that it was a good idea. “I’ll do the same. I think we’ll make fine Voivods.” 
 
    *** 
 
    For days they travelled through the forest, sleeping shoulder to shoulder or back to back in whatever little hollow they could find in the earth or among the trees. Though they had seen no strange men riding about, they also found hardly anything to eat. They had between them one unlucky rabbit that Vlad had been about to coax Stefan into eating raw when they came upon a monastery that appeared to be surrounded by a lake. They stood among a cluster of tall gray pine trees and watched the great building on the far shore. It had been so long since they had seen anything built by man that the building seemed alien and bizarre, seeming partly warm, partly forbidding. The sun reflected on the lake, a dancing white line on the face of the dark water. 
 
    “Even if we wanted to go,” said Stefan, “we’d have to find a way to cross.” 
 
    “I believe that’s Snagov Monastery,” said Vlad. “My father contributed to them. I… I think I remember seeing this place as a child. But it was spring, and the monks were all around, gathering crops and herbs and meeting with people. Radu… little Radu fell, I think it was there, among some flowers, and a monk helped him up. Radu...” 
 
    Stefan watched as Vlad seemed to disappear inside himself, lost in the memory. Though the event he described was unremarkable, Stefan understood how he could be transfixed by such a thing. No doubt his friend was looking on fond times as if surprised that they could exist. 
 
    “Perhaps we should try to go around the lake,” Stefan said quietly. “We haven’t eaten in days, not really. If we… Vlad, if we get sick out here, then we’re done for.” 
 
    Vlad clenched his jaw suddenly. “We won’t get sick. Those monks, they would have to be loyal to Vladislav. He’s Voivod now. Only a traitor would help us, Stefan, and a traitor can offer no help. Come, let’s go.” 
 
    Vlad set out, and Stefan fell in behind him. “They could bury us at that monastery, you know,” said Stefan. 
 
    “My father should have been buried there,” said Vlad, not bothering to look back. 
 
    Not long after, they came to the edge of the forest, as it curved around unexpectedly. They found themselves at the edge of a cliff, looking down at a narrow valley of stones lined with frost. Perhaps a stream ran among the rocks in other times. Though they could not see the sun overhead, for it was lost in a thin haze of clouds, the icy rocks still glittered like jewels, the remains of a world that had long since passed away. Vlad was struck by a strange premonition as he looked over the glittering valley, white and untouched by any living thing. He turned away suddenly. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” said Stefan. 
 
    “Something’s been bothering me. You were right. About the monastery, I mean.” 
 
    “Ah… but you were right, too. They could send word to your cousin.” 
 
    “They could, yes, but Stefan, this is different from when I made the journey to Moldavia. There’s no game, nothing to catch. We don’t even have a blanket to keep us warm. We could die out here.” 
 
    Stefan sighed. “What do you propose? Do we go back?” 
 
    Vlad nodded toward the west. “If that was Snagov Monastery, then there’s a little village called Bucuresti not far from here. I remember passing through it long ago.” 
 
    “Should we stop there?” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice.” 
 
    “You think we can trust them? You’ve suddenly changed your mind.” 
 
    “That’s what’s been bothering me.” Vlad looked away for a moment, then said, “If I can’t trust them, then what’s the point in all this? They’re Wallachians. I’m doing this because I want to survive, and become Voivod, and rule them, and protect them. Are all Wallachians cutthroats? Are they all money-grubbing lickspittles that can’t be trusted to help someone in need?” 
 
    Stefan hid a wry smile by scratching beneath his nose. “Sometimes, Vlad, I don’t understand your trail of logic. But, yes, you do have a point.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes - that we will probably die out here.” 
 
    Vlad laughed without humor. “Come on! Let’s go see if there’s any mutton lying around in Bucuresti.” 
 
    Vlad pressed on and Stefan followed. They walked along the edge of the forest, and felt a giddy sense of unexpected ease. It was as if they had been standing at the edge of a cliff, afraid to fall, and had suddenly decided to dance with their eyes closed. 
 
    Even if we’re found and killed, thought Stefan, at least we won’t have to worry about this damned cold and damned hunger ever again! 
 
    To their surprise, the air grew warmer. Eventually they rode without gripping their cloaks shut, and stretched their backs. They gave thanks to God, thinking that the Lord must have heard their decision, and would give them aid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Four Wallachians: Bogumir the Farmer 
 
      
 
    “Look at Bogumir over there! I think he’s mistaken old Iosif for a boyar, the way he treats him!” 
 
    The others laughed as they watched Bogumir helping Iosif with his wagon. Bogumir was a peasant dressed in white, undyed cloth, which was all he could afford. He was a young, fair-haired refugee from Bulgaria, and was currently holding the rear end of a wagon in the air while the aged owner placed a new wheel on the axle at a snail’s pace. The men chopping wood had been laughing at Bogumir all afternoon, watching him taking breaks from his usual work to run and help others. 
 
    Bogumir had strong, broad shoulders, but he was short, which made him a target for ridicule. No one acknowledged it, but many were annoyed because he never seemed to grow tired. Even now, as he held the heavy wagon, the expression on his face showed only total engagement with whatever the old man was rambling on about. 
 
    “Old Iosif’s never gonna get that wheel on there,” said one of the others. “I think our Bogumir’s gonna have to walk that wagon around from now on.” 
 
    Again they laughed - then Bogumir ran past them. 
 
    “What is so funny now, my friends?” Bogumir said in broken Romaneste. “There is much work that we are to do, now that a little warmth has come, don’t you agree?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bogumir was exhausted as he made his way to the little house where his family stayed on the outskirts of the village. He could just make out the fog-shrouded Carpathian Mountains, partly covered in dark mantles of evergreen forests, clouds burning vivid orange as the sun set near them. His little fair-haired daughter crept around the house, and her smile shot a bolt of joy through him. He held his arms wide and she ran to him. 
 
    “Father, I’m ready for a sister! I want a little sister, like back home!” she said in Bulgarian. 
 
    Bogumir’s smile faded as he looked left and right. He picked her up, slung her over one shoulder, and pushed his way into their house. “Little one,” he said in Romaneste, “please, we must not speak Bulgarian. This is home now, in Wallachia.” 
 
    He saw that his wife was ignoring him as she stirred their stew of potatoes and carrots. 
 
    “Dobrina,” he said, “you are not reminding her?” 
 
    She glanced at him, then turned back to the stew. “It’s hard for her,” she said in Bulgarian. “Can’t we at least speak as we want in our own home?” 
 
    Bogumir sat and propped his little girl on one knee. Though he spoke in Romaneste to his child, he hoped that his wife would listen as well. “This is our home because Lord Cazan allows us to live here, and Voivod Dracul allowed us to cross into his land, when the Turks were treating us so harsh. Bulgaria - it is no more. A Sultan has taken it. We are Wallachian now.” 
 
    “Not everyone says we are Wallachian,” said his daughter. 
 
    “Who says that? No, do not say. It does not matter. We are Wallachia now, little one. But only because they allow it. Many Bulgarians were driven back not long ago. They have gone back into Turk hands, so men with whips can put them in a cage. This has not happen to us, so be grateful. Yes? We have a nice little home here. We must fit in and show we are useful. We must make no trouble, not for anyone. I never want to explain to Lord Cazan why a little girl misbehave on his land, why I did not spank her until she speak Romaneste. Yes?” 
 
    The little girl considered his words, then his knee twitched under her and nearly threw her off. He grabbed her with tickling fingers, causing her to scream with laughter. Though he was tired and wanted nothing more than to lie down, he picked her up and threw her high, catching her in his strong hands. 
 
    I have to play with her as much as I can, he thought. There were times when I didn’t play with my other one… and I will never see her in this world again! 
 
    *** 
 
    The peasants loaded old Iosif’s wagon with a portion of what they owed Lord Cazan, in accordance with his request: A cask of ale, bags of flour, barrels of potatoes, and other goods that would help the boyar and his family and servants through the rest of winter. Bogumir loaded each barrel and heavy bag as fast as the peasants could bring them to him, and he moved so quickly that the wagon began to shake, which made the children laugh. When it was loaded, Bogumir saw Iosif approach, hopped into the wagon, realized the old man was going to take a long time, hopped out, helped Iosif climb into his seat, then ran around the mules and hopped back in beside him. Iosif flicked the reins and the wagon lurched forward. 
 
    A young man ran alongside the wagon with a heavy stick. “For protection!” he said, throwing it to Bogumir. “Bandits!” 
 
    “Thank you!” said Bogumir, catching it and placing it at his feet. 
 
    It is not far to Lord Cazan’s estate, he thought, so, God willing, we will be fine. Please, Lord, watch over us! 
 
    *** 
 
    “There’s the goods for the boyar!” 
 
    “They’re for us, now!” 
 
    Bogumir felt a rush of terror as he was startled by the unexpected voices. They were miles from the village, and the path had taken them into a wooded area. Just as his eyes had become accustomed to the shade, voices erupted from the undergrowth. In a flurry of dead leaves, several horsemen burst from the tall bushes concealing them. To make matters worse, three rough-looking men with spears ran from behind the trees and took up position on the path, looking as if they expected the pair to try to push through them. 
 
    Bogumir ignored his racing heart and took in the situation. Clearly the men were bandits, and they were going to take all of their goods, if not their lives. Bogumir saw three men on foot, and at least five on horseback. He glanced at Iosif, and saw the old man’s jaw hanging open as he looked into the distance. Bogumir followed his gaze and saw three more horsemen watching them. All were armed with swords and spears, and wore rough-looking clothes, but no armor. Looking on either side, he did not see any archers, and a grim idea took hold of him. 
 
    If I move fast… if I can catch them off guard... 
 
    Bogumir leaned forward, meaning to grab the heavy stick that he’d been given. He imagined what he would do first; if he knocked one man off a horse and then bashed his head in, the others might run. For that to work, Bogumir knew he would have to strike his opponent’s head with enough force to drive out blood and brains with an incredible sound - otherwise the others might think they had a chance against him, and would attack. 
 
    Just then, one of the horsemen drew alongside the wagon and stared directly into Bogumir’s eyes. His clothes were of much finer quality than the other bandits; they almost seemed like something that a boyar might wear, except that they were filthy and patched over. The man had a terrifying expression, and a wicked scar that passed through his lips and over broken front teeth. 
 
    “The hell are you doing?” the man shouted. 
 
    Bogumir’s hand was nearly on the stick - then, in a flash, he thought of his wife and daughter. He thought of them alone in the world, and absolute terror gripped his heart. He had never felt such white-hot panic, and could almost hear the two of them crying, wondering what they would do without him to look after them and make sure they were safe. 
 
    “N-nothing!” said Bogumir, jerking his hand away from the stick. “I was d-doing nothing, sir!” 
 
    “Then get out of there! Now! Idiot!” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir!” Bogumir swung down from the wagon so quickly that the bandit’s horse leaped back a pace, startled at the sudden movement. Iosif spent a long time fumbling his way down from the wagon, his eyes moving from one dangerous looking thug to another. 
 
    “Were you going to hit me with that stick?!” the bandit shouted. 
 
    “I w-would never!” said Bogumir, bowing as if he had offended royalty. His mind raced, and he said, “I use the stick to push barrels toward the edge of wagon! Then it is easier to take them off! It was habit, sir! Please forgive!” 
 
    The man with the scarred mouth was obviously the leader of the bunch. He looked Bogumir up and down, as if considering whether or not he had been so offended that only murder could console him. 
 
    “Kill him!” someone shouted. “He’s trouble!” 
 
    “Take his head off!” 
 
    “You want to live, idiot?” said the leader. 
 
    Again Bogumir thought of his family. “Y-yes, sir! P-please, let me live, sir!” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have any use for men who piss their pants when they get scared. But we could use a mule. Go on, then, donkey - grab that barrel there and let’s see how far you can take it!” 
 
    Bogumir raced to the rear of the wagon and threw an entire barrel over one shoulder. The momentum of sloshing liquid nearly carried it off his back and he stumbled backwards, causing the bandits to laugh. Their leader smiled and pointed to a path through the woods. 
 
    “That way, donkey! Go! Run! Go!” 
 
    Bogumir ran carrying the barrel with bandits riding on either side of him, laughing at him as he went. Again his heart was gripped by a dark thought - the idea of taking the barrel, smashing it into one horse’s legs, then grabbing the fallen rider’s spear and killing the nearest rider. 
 
    Now they’re all strung out… I could go from one to the next… 
 
    Then he saw Dobrina, alone in a land where she barely spoke the language, with no man and a hungry child depending on her. 
 
    “Drop it there, donkey!” one bandit shouted. “Right on that mound of earth!” 
 
    “Don’t drop it,” said another, laughing. “Set it down real neat!” 
 
    Bogumir did as he was told, and the bandits laughed even harder, and directed him back to the wagon. Many were doubled over in their saddles when they saw his short legs pumping. 
 
    Back and forth he went, carrying each heavy barrel and bag to the drop-off point, while Iosif looked on in mindless terror. Finally all of the goods were deposited, and Bogumir was out of breath and drenched in sweat, but stood straight like a soldier waiting for his next command. 
 
    The leader looked him over as the laughter of his men died down. He drew his sword and examined the point. “If Voivod Vladislav had made me a boyar,” he said, “I’d be sure to have you working my fields. Damn, but you are one hard worker! But… I’m not a boyar… so I’ve really no use for you, donkey.” 
 
    Bogumir dropped to the ground so quickly that, once again, the bandit’s horse was startled. “Please, sir!” he shouted, with his face in the dirt. “Please spare my life! I have a wife, and a little daughter! Please, sir, let me-” 
 
    “Good God, man, have you no pride?! Get up!” 
 
    Bogumir stood at attention once again. The leader approached and gave him a condescending look. Bogumir felt the horse’s hot breath in his face for a moment, then the blade hovered near the top of his head. Despite his fear, he stood as still as if rooted to the ground. He felt a hand grip his hair, then the blade tore through his hair and nicked his scalp painfully. He winced, then saw tufts of his hair gently falling as the leader backed away. 
 
    Again the bandits laughed at him. He touched his head and felt a prickly bald spot just above his forehead. Satisfied at having humiliated him, the man with the scarred mouth turned and rode away, and the others followed. 
 
    Iosif fell against the wagon and breathed a sigh of relief. Bogumir joined him, leaning his head against the hard wood. 
 
    “Thank God they’re safe,” said Bogumir. “Thank God they’re safe. Thank God...” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think those boys were ever in too much danger,” said Iosif, looking sidelong at Bogumir. 
 
    “I didn’t mean-” 
 
    “Let’s just hurry on to Lord Cazan’s hall,” said Iosif. “We’ve got some explaining to do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    One day, as Bogumir was helping to seal the roof of his neighbor’s house, he saw two strange men drinking from the well. Both looked young, and despite their rough attire, their swords and shields and fine saddles made them look like boyars. They had only the beginnings of mustaches on their unkempt faces. One was blond, and the other was dark-haired. One drank from a bucket, then offered it to the other. 
 
    Bogumir slid down the roof and dropped to the ground. “Are you hungry?” he called out. 
 
    The young lords bowed, and Bogumir went to his home and fetched three loaves of bread and some soup from his wife, who stood at the shuttered window and peeked through a crack. He returned to the young lords and sat with them on the well as they ate. He took off his hat and the lords’ eyes immediately went to his thatch of missing hair, which had not yet grown in. 
 
    “What happened to your hair?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Ah, sir, bandits took it from me.” 
 
    Stefan glanced at Vlad. “Is Wallachia so poor that bandits have been reduced to stealing hair?” 
 
    Bogumir laughed quietly. “They took a good deal more than that, sir. I’m… I’m just glad they left me with my life. I have wife and a little child, you see. They are everything to me. I lost another daughter to the Turks, that is, in Bulgaria.” 
 
    Bogumir watched as Vlad’s spoon stopped in midair. He froze and his eyes grew dark. “My people are grateful for the mercy of thieves,” he said simply. 
 
    “Your people? So you are Wallachia, yes?” 
 
    “I am!” said Vlad, suddenly remembering his soup. 
 
    “So I am, too, sir, thanks to the mercy of the old Voivod, that is, Dracul.” 
 
    Again Vlad stopped eating, and Bogumir wondered if he had offended the young lord. 
 
    “Sirs,” said Bogumir, “do you need place to rest?” 
 
    Stefan shook his head and stood suddenly. “No. We must press on. Thank you for the meal.” 
 
    They bowed to one another. “Welcome to this village,” Bogumir said, trailing off awkwardly, as he was not sure how to be a host to two men who looked like strange noblemen from the wilderness. They leaped back onto their horses. Vlad kept his eyes straight ahead, toward the distant mountains, but Stefan turned back to Bogumir. 
 
    “Sir,” said Stefan, “perhaps one day those hairy thieves of yours will find themselves sitting on poles.” 
 
    Bogumir laughed despite the grim words. “Perhaps so, sir. Perhaps so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Four Wallachians: Dumitru the Merchant 
 
      
 
    Vlad and Stefan followed a path that led them north and west, bracing themselves as a cold wind tore across the grassland. Heavy gray clouds blotted out the sun. They were hungry and tired. Just when Stefan was about to suggest they find shelter before the storm added to their troubles, they crested a squat hill and suddenly came upon a man staring at a little pile of wood in a circle of stones. He was a large man with black hair and mustache, perhaps a little too thick around the middle to be a warrior or a peasant. He sat in the shade of his wagon as if expecting it to block the wind, but still his hair blew before him, blocking his vision. He held two pieces of wood as if in the middle of preparing a fire, but had seemingly turned into a statue, and was content to sit in the gloomy weather. Stefan was not sure if he had ever seen anyone so glum. 
 
    “Hello!” said Stefan. “What are you-” 
 
    The man bolted upright, eyes wide with alarm. His hand went under a tarpaulin that covered his wagon, then he calmed down as he examined the pair. 
 
    “We mean no harm,” said Stefan. “We’re not bandits. Are you…” 
 
    “Dumitru!” the man said, his demeanor suddenly changing as he smiled and bowed. “I am a merchant. Please, come, sit by my…” 
 
    “Fire?” said Stefan. “Looks like the weather had other plans, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes…” Dumitru glared at the wood in his hands, then tossed it into the pile. The two dismounted, and saw that Dumitru was even larger than he’d seemed when they were mounted. He had fierce eyebrows and a heavy jaw, but the wind whipping his hair around his head gave him a comical aspect. “I suppose we must take what the Lord has provided us!” 
 
    “You say you’re a merchant?” said Vlad. He looked over the wagon. It seemed relatively empty. 
 
    “Yes sir, yes, I am. Ah… times are difficult for Wallachian merchants, as I’m sure you must know. Are you hungry? We could have a little bread together, perhaps some stew if we get a fire going. Please, take a look at my wares, if you’re in the market for something!” 
 
    Dumitru uncovered his wagon with a flourish and revealed that it was empty save for a few baskets and jugs pushed near the back. It looked like an assortment of things that might be found in an old shed, not something shown off to attract buyers in a market. Even the man’s ancient donkey looked back, saw nothing of worth, and turned away. 
 
    “You know what?” said Stefan. “How about you and I hold up your tarp, and we let my friend here light that fire.” 
 
    Dumitru’s face fell once again as he looked at his meager collection of wares. “Yes… perhaps a fire would lift our spirits.” 
 
    “What were you reaching for earlier?” said Vlad. “When you first saw us, you reached under the tarp.” 
 
    Dumitru shrugged, his face once again downcast. “I once had a sword, for protection. But, like many things, I had to sell it to keep my business running…” Dumitru stopped and shrugged yet again. “That’s how profitable it is to be a Wallachian merchant.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The three sat on logs around the fire as rain poured onto the tarp they’d propped overhead. “Believe it or not, I once had more than a basket of old potatoes to sell,” said Dumitru. “I was just beginning to do well, selling from village to village, and in Targoviste as well. I’m from peasant stock, just as my father was.” Dumitru shook his head slowly, and his eyes reflected the flickering flames. “But I always wanted to become a boyar. I wanted to have my destiny in my hands. I convinced my wife that we would have to get into Transylvanian markets, taxes be damned. That’s where the real money is. Wallachia is for farmers. In Transylvania, they pull money straight out of the mountains, out of the mines. I convinced my wife that we should invest in that. I bought a load of iron bars - already shaped, mind you! But when I went to take it to Brasov, they… they…” 
 
    “The taxes drove you out of business?” said Stefan. 
 
    “No! Worse, young lord! They stole my iron! They stole it right out from under my nose!” 
 
    “Bandits?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Transylvanian bastard boyars,” said Dumitru, speaking through clenched teeth, his face turning red as he shook with unconcealed rage. 
 
    “How did…?” 
 
    “They have ways!” Dumitru exhaled and collected himself, then continued. “They keep a lookout for bumpkins like me. One merchant requests to take the goods for appraisal while another haggles with me, then another comes along for distraction, and then - poof! - the iron is gone and the men I spoke with are nowhere to be found. I complained, but the city officials were amused. What did they care for a Wallachian’s livelihood? Or his pride?” 
 
    Vlad found it difficult to eat as Dumitru continued. “I never hired guards. Why would I? I was always more than capable of looking after myself. But in Brasov, they treated me like a buffoon, laughing and saying I had lied about my shipment of iron. But they knew good and well that… ah, but I found out later that it is a common thing they do. A scam. 
 
    “In the end, I went home with nothing. Now every day I have less and less to sell, and every day more men turn to banditry. I speak in all truth, sirs, when I tell you that I was once robbed for a bag of turnips! I nearly lost my life over something that a widow would freely give!” 
 
    “And your wife?” said Vlad. “Does she have work to help support the both of you?” 
 
    They heard nothing but the sound of Dumitru breathing, and it seemed at first as if he had not heard the question. Finally he sighed and spoke. “She has… moved in with another man. He is a cneaz, the head of his village. He… he supports her, while I… while I cannot.” Dumitru drew in a ragged breath and slowly gripped his large hands into fists. “But one day, sirs, you’ll see... I shall win her back.” 
 
    Stefan noted how big and imposing the man looked, and how his large frame shook with rage. Even though he must have been betrayed some time ago, he thought, he looks as if the hurt is still with him, as potent as if it had just happened! 
 
    As the rain let up, the two prepared to continue their journey. Vlad took a few ducats and pressed them into the merchant’s hand. 
 
    “Here,” he said simply. 
 
    Dumitru looked down at his hand as if he’d had an accident wiping himself. “No, sir! I cannot accept charity!” 
 
    “Nor would I give it. That’s an investment. I am Wallachian, like you, and the success of one is the success of all. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Dumitru’s hand slowly closed around the ducats and his mouth worked slowly, as if he could not express what he felt. 
 
    “Besides, I understand how you feel,” said Vlad, swinging up onto his horse. “We’ve both lost so much. But our dream… we only lose our dreams when we give up on them. Like you, I know what it is to never stray from the path.” 
 
    “The path?” 
 
    “The path that leads to what we desire. The path of pain. Good day, sir.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Four Wallachians: Viorel the Hunter 
 
      
 
    Viorel crouched beneath the arms of a naked tree as snow gathered on his shoulders. He wore a wolfskin mantle and cloak over well-worn peasant whites. Though he was used to the cold, he wondered if he should soon return to his family’s village for the winter. He was a wanderer, and had never truly felt at home unless he stood in the cathedral of the wilderness under a roof of trees, wracked by storm or fed by sun. He was a young man, beardless, but he took his own counsel on where to go and how to live. He did not even remember the name of the boyar who owned the village where he’d been born. As far as he was concerned, God was his father, and all the world He had made was Viorel’s sanctuary. At the end of days, when all the world was burned with fire and the ashes of the dead were gathered in the pale valley of Safed, Viorel had no doubt that the Lord would remember him. 
 
    A deer slowly padded through the thin layer of snow, and Viorel froze as the buck looked from left to right. 
 
    He’s beautiful, he thought. 
 
    Satisfied that he was safe, the buck dipped his head and nuzzled snow away from the base of a tree. Viorel quickly notched an arrow, aimed, and released. The buck leaped oddly as the arrow flew. Viorel notched another arrow, but the buck crashed into the snow. Viorel ran to him and found him on his side, already without breath. The arrow had gone through the deer’s neck, passing through the spinal column. Death had been instantaneous. 
 
    *** 
 
    Viorel trekked through the woods with the bled-out deer thrown over one shoulder, its belly warm against his cheek. He was struck by the way shafts of light were suspended among the gray tree branches, a sight he had never quite seen before in all his travels. For a moment, he wondered if he was dreaming. 
 
    Praise God, he thought. Such wonders! 
 
    He reached the top of a hill and dropped the deer so he could catch his breath. He looked out over the sweeping hills dressed all in white, gray trees standing like ancient monuments. He wondered if the Dacians, his forefathers, had seen the beauty of this very spot before they settled this land. The sun was drawing near the horizon, so he could not rest long. Looking down into the valley, he saw the pale ribbon of a frozen stream lined with dead brush. His sense of wonder turned cold. 
 
    He remembered a similar little valley, long ago. It was spring and the world was in bloom. He had been trekking through the wilderness, his satchel filled with wild berries and a fish wrapped in leaves. He had heard what he thought at first was birds, perhaps a large flock of a kind he’d never heard before. Cresting the hill, he saw a strange and nightmarish sight - children in caged wagons guarded by rough looking men on horses. Viorel had hidden while they passed. At the time, he had thought the land was being invaded. He did not understand until later that it had only been a small raiding party of Muslim Turks collecting their blood tax from the villages. He would never forget the little pale hands wrapped around the bars, how some of the children cried and wailed in anguish, and how other children sat in silence, their faces dull and empty of hope. 
 
    Viorel woke himself from his reverie. 
 
    I walk free, he thought, crushed by an unexpected wave of guilt. The world, filled with such wonders crafted by God, no longer made sense. 
 
    *** 
 
    Viorel knocked on the door of the monastery and was ushered in by an old monk. 
 
    “Viorel, Viorel, come in! Brought us a bit of meat, did you?” 
 
    “Of course! If you clean it, you can keep as much as you like.” 
 
    Other monks came to greet him, and two young men took the deer from him. He had been there many times before, and often donated game he’d caught. 
 
    A man with black hair and a long, sparse beard greeted him with an upraised hand and a somber expression. 
 
    “Viorel, sit with me a moment, will you?” 
 
    “Of course, Calugarul,” said Viorel, for the man was simply known as the Monk. 
 
    “Let me get us some warm mead. I’m sure you must be cold.” 
 
    The other monks left to look over dinner preparations. Viorel sat and watched Calugarul slowly pour their drinks from a pot sitting near the fireplace. Viorel took his drink and noticed that his friend wore a strange expression, as if fearfully examining him while he drank. The mead was warm and refreshing, but he had trouble enjoying it with Calugarul watching him so. 
 
    “What is it?” said Viorel. 
 
    “My friend - I want to teach you to read.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Viorel shook his head. “It’s not necessary.” 
 
    Calugarul seemed taken aback. “Well. Of course, I know that. But Viorel, you were meant to belong to God. Don’t you know this?” 
 
    Again Viorel did not hesitate. “I know it.” 
 
    “Then why not fully dedicate yourself to the Lord? You have a curiosity that most men lack. Every time you come here, you have a new question about the Lord and His ways!” 
 
    “That’s what you’re here for,” said Viorel. “If I could read your book, Calugarul, then I would no longer have any need for you.” 
 
    Calugarul leaned back in his chair. “You have always been honest. Cruelly so. Almost like a child.” 
 
    Viorel did not seem to hear Calugarul’s last statement. “But I have been meaning to ask you a question. That is the main reason why I came here today. It has been… troubling me quite a bit lately.” 
 
    Calugarul gestured for him to continue. He often enjoyed these discussions sparked by Viorel’s arrival. 
 
    Viorel cleared his throat. “I was thinking about killing a man.” 
 
    Calugarul felt his insides twist into a knot. He turned quickly and saw that no one stood near. The hum of distant conversation had not dimmed; no one had heard. 
 
    “My Lord, Viorel! Why would you think of such a thing?” 
 
    Viorel looked down at his hands for a long time, and did not speak. Calugarul examined his face once again. He was right about there being something innocent in his appearance. But there was something else as well, something wild that had never been pruned by the world of men. Calugarul wondered if the ancient Dacians who had settled this land so long ago had once looked like Viorel. 
 
    “Calugarul, they say that the pillars of the world that hold us over the abyss are continually gnawed by the devil. His teeth grind against the ancient stone, and the world shakes. They say that it will come crashing down.” 
 
    Calugarul shrugged. “It does not happen quite that way in scripture.” 
 
    “In any case, the earth groans because we sin. Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “True. And how does killing help the situation? To murder is a sin, Viorel. God does not condone it, not ever.” 
 
    Viorel’s hand slowly closed into a fist. “But what if you found an evil man, and struck him down? What if you gathered up many evil men, and did away with them?” 
 
    Calugarul sighed and covered his mouth with one hand. He adjusted his seat so that he could watch the hallway. “No, Viorel,” he said quietly. “I know it would seem reasonable, in some sense, but it doesn’t work that way. All things are created by God. If you cut down any part of it, then you are spitting on His creation.” 
 
    For the first time, Viorel winced, looking as if Calugarul’s argument had had a dramatic effect on him. Then he blinked. “Ah - but that’s not so. I took a deer’s life today. Now many men who have devoted themselves to the Lord will be able to eat and continue living. I did not spit on His creation. I respected it. Even as I let loose the arrow, I respected it.” 
 
    “It’s no sin to butcher an animal and eat,” said Calugarul, shrugging. “Reading our scripture would clear up any confusion on that.” 
 
    Viorel’s hands flexed unconsciously. Calugarul did not know that his friend was thinking of the hands of little children wrapped around the bars of a cage. “Calugarul, any animal that is in danger must fight to survive. I have seen… I know there are men who deserve to die. I know it sounds awful, but it’s true. The Lord allows our people to be enslaved! And yet… and yet… we’re told that...” 
 
    “Relax, my friend. All things happen for a reason. Don’t you know that? It’s the duty of boyars and great rulers to protect their people. It’s the duty of peasants to work the land. Monks study scripture, warriors go and fight where their lords tell them. That’s how the world works. Viorel, you must understand that if one man decides to become a judge and take a life however he will, he doesn’t become a hero. He becomes a wild animal, no better than a bandit.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    A sudden knock on the door startled them both. Viorel turned to Calugarul, who seemed frozen in his seat. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to answer?” 
 
    Calugarul shook his head. “It’s not good for newcomers to see me, and ask questions about me.” Viorel did not understand the strange statement. “Another will answer. If any of my brothers wonder where I am, tell them I’ll be looking after the old Greek who came to us. It was good to see you, friend.” 
 
    Calugarul left just as another monk came and answered the door. Two weary-looking young men entered. Though they carried no weapons, Viorel could not help but wonder if they were bandits who had grown so hungry they had decided to throw themselves on the Lord’s mercy. The monk sat them down beside Viorel, then poured them some warm mead and handed each of them a small loaf of bread. As the monk pressed them with small talk, Viorel noticed that the blond youth seemed to answer most of their questions, while the other looked around as if studying the place. 
 
    Are they planning on robbing the monastery? he wondered. Surely no bandit would be so bold. 
 
    All the same, Viorel nudged one of his boots with the other, making sure that his dagger was still concealed next to his calf. 
 
    As soon as the monk left, Viorel turned on the dark-haired wanderer. 
 
    Let’s see if he tries to fool me with sweet words, he thought. 
 
    “Sir,” said Viorel, “I’ve been troubled by a difficult moral dilemma. You see, I’ve been wondering if it is a sin to kill a man who is an evildoer in the eyes of God. I’ve been told it’s complicated because-” 
 
    “It’s not,” said Vlad. “Anyone who stands against you or your people deserves to die. Kill them and be done with it.” 
 
    “I second that,” said Stefan. “Now, what’s for dinner?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Four Wallachians: Stoica the Butcher 
 
      
 
    Vlad and Stefan came to grass-covered hills and densely wooded valleys as they continued north. It grew cold again but the wind had calmed down, granting them a merciful reprieve. Still the path was not easy for them. They were hungry once again, their saddlebags empty of food. 
 
    Vlad dismounted and led his horse as they entered an evergreen woods. He was grateful for the shade, as his face had grown exhausted from squinting against the cloudless sky. 
 
    “Stefan, stretch your legs a little. It’s not good for us to sit for so long.” 
 
    Stefan said nothing. When Vlad turned back to look at him, Stefan shook his head. “I'm too tired,” he said. “Perhaps after we find a place to rest.” 
 
    At that moment, the dark woods seemed to explode as over a dozen men sprang out, startling them. Many of them were mounted, brandishing swords as they rode around, encircling them. The men were unarmored, and looked wild and barbaric, shouting like animals in order to terrify them. 
 
    Vlad’s hand went to his sword, but three spearmen ran at them and held spears pointed in their direction. 
 
    “Hands off that weapon!” someone shouted. Vlad saw a short, powerfully built man with wide shoulders. He wore the hide of an otter around his head. His face was filthy, and he leered at Vlad as if he was getting an inordinate amount of enjoyment out of trapping the two of them. 
 
    Damn it! Vlad thought. Sticking to the woods might give us cover from assassins, but it’s led us straight to these bandits! 
 
    A man dressed like a shabby boyar rode in a tight circle before them, then stopped some distance away. He had grown a beard for warmth, but hidden beneath his shaggy mane was a scar that twisted his mouth into a snarl and revealed a gap in his teeth. 
 
    “Well,” said the man, looking them up and down. “Looks like you’ve got yourselves swords and shields. Been robbing the dead, have you? Are you vultures? Sniffing around, looking for battlefields, is that it?” 
 
    Vlad and Stefan gave them only silence. 
 
    One of the three spearmen, a large, hairy brute, stepped up to Vlad. “Answer him!” he shouted, revealing a host of gaps among blackened teeth. 
 
    Still Vlad said nothing. The brute gripped his spear near the point and stepped close, then brought it to Vlad’s throat. Vlad’s brow crinkled momentarily, wondering why someone would hold a spear like a dagger with a very long handle. Then, in a flash, Vlad unsheathed his sword and with terrifying speed the blade passed through the spear, as well as the man’s wrists, nose, and part of his forehead. The man looked down at his sheared-off wrists as his nose spurted blood, then he fell backward. 
 
    The bandits shrieked with fury, all of them moving at once. The spearman nearest Vlad ran toward him, but Vlad swung sideways, snapped off the front of the spear with a single stroke, then his sword arm coiled and sprang forward, driving the point of his sword into the man’s heart. 
 
    The third spearman lunged at Stefan, but he leaned back and grabbed the spear shaft, then his foot sprang out and shattered the man’s jaw, sending him tumbling backward. As a mounted swordsman rode toward him, Stefan twirled the spear around, then tossed it directly into the bandit’s chest. The horse continued and rode past Stefan, no doubt wondering why the fight had suddenly gone out of his rider. 
 
    Though the bandits outnumbered them ten-to-two, the men had become bandits because they wanted easy gain from vulnerable prey, and were not interested in matching their strength against trained warriors. All of them immediately turned and fled, each racing to be far away from the terrible scene. The only bandit left was the short swordsman with an otter on his head, who was in the process of running toward Vlad with his sword raised. Seeing his comrades flee, he suddenly stopped short. Vlad stepped toward him and the man threw his sword aside. 
 
    “Mercy, lord!” he cried. “Mercy! Mer-” 
 
    Vlad swung and the man’s head spun away from his shoulders, the body casting ribbons of blood skyward before crashing to the ground. 
 
    “He asked for mercy!” said Stefan. 
 
    “I heard him,” said Vlad. “These weren’t conscripted men who should be spared once they surrender. These were outlaws. No telling how many men they’ve robbed and killed, or how many women they’ve raped.” 
 
    “You misunderstand,” said Stefan, checking himself over for wounds. “I’m not saying he should have been spared, I was just wondering if you heard him ask for mercy. The nerve!” 
 
    “Yes. Truly disgusting behavior.” Vlad wiped his sword on a dead man’s pant leg. “I’m ashamed that you saw a Wallachian behave like that.” 
 
    “Don’t be ashamed. If your cousin thinks he deserves the title of Voivod, then he should be sharpening poles for these kinds of beasts.” 
 
    Vlad nodded and looked in the direction in which the bandits had fled. “If we were in better shape, we could go after them. But we need food.” 
 
    Vlad swung onto his horse and they continued on. He did not know that, for a moment, he had looked directly at the man who had killed his own father. 
 
    *** 
 
    There was a sizeable village not far from the town of Curtea de Arges, perched on the cold, rocky hills near the pass leading into Transylvania. In the village lived a young man named Stoica. He sat outside his home, on a stump among a circle of trees, thumping a piece of wood in his hand. His gaze was distant, and if anyone had seen him, they would have thought he was dwelling on dark thoughts. They would not be wrong. 
 
    Stoica was tall and strong, and had the dark hair of a Vlach. But his skin was dark as well, and he had the narrow eyes of an Easterner. It was rumored that his great great grandfather had been the product of rape, when Mongols descended on the land and all hope was extinguished. Though the story may have been mere gossip, it was natural for the villagers to wonder why he had been such an unruly child, and then later, such an unapproachable man. He’d had no parents, not really, and he did not look like the other children. Stoica often told himself that he hated others because he had been hated. When he was honest with himself, he admitted that he simply hated. There was no reason, nor did there need to be one. 
 
    “Idle hands are the devil’s workshop!” 
 
    Stoica’s eyes burned into the fat little man who came pushing a pig before him. It was Carstian, a neighbor. 
 
    “You’re calling me a devil?” said Stoica, deeply annoyed. 
 
    Carstian waved away the question. “I’ve got a pig here, sir,” he said. 
 
    “I can see that!” 
 
    Carstian stopped and gave him a strange look. “Well… do you mind… ah, you know…” 
 
    Stoica snorted and grabbed a length of rope hanging from a nail. “Can’t do it yourself, eh?” 
 
    Carstian tried to adopt a contemptuous pose while still bent over with one hand on the pig’s back. “Well, sir,” he said, “if I did it myself, I’d have no excuse to come here and see your smiling face!” 
 
    Instead of taking the bundle of rope and smacking it into Carstian’s mouth with all his strength, Stoica kicked the pig in the ribs and sent it flopping onto its side. While Carstian hopped away, Stoica knelt and quickly tied its front limbs together, then its hind limbs. The pig was not fully grown, but Carstian was still amazed to see Stoica lift it by the legs, then heave it up over his shoulders. 
 
    “Do you have to be so rough with the poor beast?” said Carstian. 
 
    Stoica made his way toward the darkened alcove that led to the work area in the rear of his house. “If you wanted it treated kindly, you shouldn’t have brought it to me. Besides, that wasn’t the rough part.” 
 
    “Well… I suppose I should…” 
 
    “No, no,” said Stoica, giving him an annoyed look. “Better come in with me. I once had a man drop off a young pig, then he accused me of giving him meat from an older pig. I don’t have time to deal with such foolishness. Come on!” 
 
    Carstian entered the dark room behind Stoica. It was lit only by the light coming in from the open door, but what Carstian could see was more than enough to satisfy his curiosity; blades lined up along the wall, hooks hanging overhead, a dark stain on the floor next to a grate. The place had a foul aura of suffering. 
 
    Stoica dropped the pig, which gave out a high-pitched squeal of outrage. He dragged it closer to the vent, then placed a knee on its side as he grabbed a short, wide blade from the wall. Carstian turned away. 
 
    “So,” said Stoica, stopping suddenly. “You’ve not mentioned pay. I assume I get a portion of the meat?” 
 
    “S-sure, that sounds fine,” said Carstian. 
 
    “What portion?” 
 
    “I… I don’t really…” 
 
    “The legs, then?” Stoica’s voice rose a notch, as if wondering if the man would try to bargain him out of it. 
 
    “That’s fine, sounds fine.” 
 
    Stoica was silent for a long time. “We’ll say, the legs… and the tongue?” 
 
    Carstian sighed. He did not want to be here. “That’s fine, sir! Now, if you please?” 
 
    Carstian turned to look, then swiftly turned away after catching a glimpse. He saw Stoica’s arm jerking up and down, the poor beast’s legs kicking, a wave of red blood spilling from its throat. Carstian felt the room wobble under his feet. He heard Stoica grunt, then heard liquid splashing as the butcher was no doubt holding the hind legs up to drain still more blood out from the throat. 
 
    Carstian waited for a long time. Once he caught his breath and felt a little more relaxed, he turned and looked - and saw Stoica glaring directly at him. 
 
    “Wh-what is it?” said Carstian. 
 
    “Did you not bring a cart or barrow to haul the meat back with you?!” 
 
    “I… well, I thought…” 
 
    “You thought! You know the meat’s not going to walk itself back the way it came, don’t you?” 
 
    Carstian wasn’t sure what to say. Stoica blinked hard, as if giving exaggerated effort to concealing a deep wellspring of rage. “You shouldn’t have come in here if you can’t handle this sort of thing,” said Stoica. “Just get out and leave me to it. I’ll have it portioned out within the hour.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Stoica let his young wife run the shop while he sat out front, looking dejected. He had dipped his hands into a bowl of cold water, and now he continually wiped them dry. He had already forgotten about slaughtering the pig, but now he felt as if he needed a shower after dealing with Carstian. He could not stop thinking about the man’s attitude. His jovial, too-familiar smile made him sick, as if pretending they were friends was somehow necessary in order to get through the everyday horror of being forced to live near one another. Stoica could not help but wonder why people like Carstian didn’t defend themselves when prodded. What were they so scared of? Did they think Stoica would draw a sword and hack them down if they stood up for themselves? Whatever they thought, he realized that the normal human habit of “going along to get along” made him sick to the soul. It made him feel alone, or even dirty, as if he, too, was somehow to blame for human spinelessness. 
 
    “Stoica! Stoica!” 
 
    He slowly turned and saw his dark-haired wife staring at him from the doorway. 
 
    “Will you do something with yourself?” she said. “People won’t come in if they see you scowling by the front door!” 
 
    He turned away and after a while she left him alone. 
 
    He sat and wound a piece of rope around his fingers for a long time, watching as it unfurled so that he could wind it around once again. He heard horse hooves beating the road in the distance, then he saw a strange sight. Lord Albu, the boyar who owned the village, came riding down the main thoroughfare. He was fat and pale like a giant slug, but his robes were of incredibly fine make, and Stoica could not help but notice that he carried himself as if he was Voivod of all Wallachia. Two large, muscular guards with two-handed swords on their backs rode on either side of him. Stoica noticed people going indoors and shutting windows or, if they were not near their home, they simply bowed at the waist and avoided the boyar’s gaze. Only Stoica sat and stared at him, willing him to look at him, or even challenge him. Albu did no such thing, but ignored Stoica and continued on. He watched as they stopped at the cneaz’s house atop the little hill. Carstian ran from their chief’s house as if it was on fire, then bowed and took the reins of Albu’s horse as the portly boyar somehow managed to dismount without a team of helpers. 
 
    Why would our boyar bother to visit with the local chief? thought Stoica. Whatever the reason, that little turd Carstian is always looking for an opportunity to kiss ass. This must be a dream come true for him! 
 
    *** 
 
    Early the next morning an incredible headache had already settled into Stoica’s skull, just above and behind his eyes. He splashed cold water on his face and hovered over the bowl, imagining what relief he would find if he took an awl and plunged the tip in deep enough to stop the pain at its source. He heard his wife say something from the next room, but he wanted to get some fresh air, so he pretended that he had not heard her and left. 
 
    Just as he stepped onto the little path that led from his house to the street, he saw Carstian walking past the trees that marked the boundary of his home. 
 
    “You again?” said Stoica. 
 
    “Yes… I needed to speak with you.” 
 
    Stoica sighed. “Why not come to the front door?” 
 
    “I was hoping to catch you alone. It’s about something that should remain between us.” 
 
    Stoica wondered what sort of petty gossip the man would try to drag him into, then he remembered that Carstian had been there when Lord Albu had met with their chief. 
 
    “Is it business?” said Stoica. 
 
    Carstian approached, looking either way as if expecting spies to be lurking behind the trees. “It is,” he finally said. 
 
    Stoica motioned toward a couple of logs standing on end, and they sat down. Stoica made it a point to not look at his guest. 
 
    “Sir,” said Carstian, “our cneaz... no, our boyar, the Lord Albu, requires aid in a delicate matter. I suggested that the task go to you.” 
 
    “Why?” Stoica crinkled up his face as if annoyed, but he was actually curious. 
 
    Carstian rubbed his stubbled chin as if considering his words carefully. “I’m sure you know that families are, at times, subject to the blood tax. And… and certain children must be sent along to the Turks. Then they receive an education, and… and a fine job with-” 
 
    “Yes, Carstian, I have enough sense to know about the blood tax.” Now Stoica really was annoyed. He had been passed over in his childhood, but he remembered a gang of Turks looking over his half-brother, Dobromil, who was a full-blooded Vlach. Stoica had always been jealous of how handsome his older brother was, and how others seemed to like and accept him without question. He had been too young to understand what was happening that day when the Turks came to their village, but he lost his brother and only friend. His mother had seemed to lose her mind, no longer able to sleep, raving some nights, blaming Stoica for his brother’s disappearance. She died soon thereafter and he’d had to fend for himself. 
 
    I took care of myself, he thought, balling his hands into fists. And I did just fine! 
 
    “Hear me out, please,” said Carstian. “Usually this thing is done by the Turks themselves. They come and inspect the children and fill their cages and… well, it’s a ghastly affair. Not something anyone wants to be involved in. But our Lord Albu has been negotiating with the Turks, and he’s come up with a solution. Instead of half a dozen or a dozen children taken from our village, Lord Albu needs for you to bring him just one child. That’s not so bad, is it?” 
 
    For once, Stoica did not scowl at Carstian. Instead, he felt a sort of perverse desire to see how far the man would go toward treating the matter with such delicacy. He wondered if Carstian expected Stoica to clap him on the back and offer a prayer for Albu, the saint who had undoubtedly saved so many of their children. Then he remembered the large two-handed swords carried by Albu’s guards. 
 
    The boyars don’t protect us from Muslim raiders, or even local bandits, thought Stoica. But they’ll crack down on us for the slightest infraction! 
 
    “Did Albu confront the Turks?” Stoica said suddenly. “Why would they agree to take less children, rather than more?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Carstian looked like a child spinning a lie for his parents. “Don’t bother,” said Stoica. “Instead of letting the Turks raid one or two villages and devastating them, Albu has made it so that one child will be sent from every village in his territory. Am I correct?” 
 
    “Ah… w-well…” Carstian smiled guiltily. 
 
    Quite a man, overseeing the abduction of his people’s children, thought Stoica. What disgusts me is that he thinks no one will notice his role in the matter. 
 
    “But why come to me?” said Stoica. “I’ve no children.” 
 
    “I… well, I thought that you could… um, handle a child…” 
 
    He felt a dreamlike sense of unreality. Nothing felt real. “I would be paid?” he said, more to lend weight to the matter and make it feel real once again. 
 
    “Of course!” said Carstian, also suddenly more comfortable in dealing with the practicalities of the situation, rather than swim through moral intangibles. 
 
    “But whose child would I pick?” said Stoica. He turned away and shrugged, as if considering rejecting the job. “Anyone whose child I picked would become an enemy.” 
 
    “Sir, a child has already been chosen. He’s an orphan. He has no father, and his mother died recently, you see…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Stoica drew his donkey to a halt, then dismounted and lifted the tarp from his little wagon. The boy Ilarion sat curled up into a ball, his feet bound, hands bound, and with a bag over his head. Stoica felt the bag to see that he was still breathing, and when the child stirred suddenly, Stoica picked him up quickly. Two little arms smacked him on one side of his face. He hefted the boy under one arm, wrapped an arm around his neck, and squeezed. 
 
    “It will be better soon,” he said quietly. “You’ll go to a better place.” 
 
    When the boy went limp, Stoica threw him over his shoulders and approached the little castle at the end of the path. Cold wind swept across the long grass and dead leaves tumbled through the air. Stoica felt a strange sense of desolation, as if carrying his own little corpse to its funeral. 
 
    He had seen no guards along the wall, but the front gate opened and an older man in a suit stepped out to greet him. Stoica felt a sudden sense of haste, a strong urge to flee. He felt that if the man introduced himself, if he said his name, his mind would somehow be tainted. 
 
    “I was told to go to the side door,” said Stoica, interrupting the man before he could introduce himself. 
 
    He shook his head. “You don’t need to approach Lord Albu’s home, sir. We’ll take the child here.” 
 
    “You have my payment?” 
 
    The man nodded, then signaled through the gateway. A heavyset, bearded guard stepped out and took the child without a word. Stoica felt a small bag pressed against his chest. He closed his fingers around it, then both of the men withdrew. The gate closed with a dull thud. Stoica turned and saw his donkey twitching her ears, and a few stripped and naked trees bent in the wind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stoica continued along the road to Curtea de Arges. Lean white-painted buildings stood over a low wall, and the front gate was wide open. He entered without trouble, stabled his donkey, and found a tavern. He stood outside and watched the front entrance, a little wooden door that could lead, perhaps, to anything. He wondered if someone repulsive would step out, reminding him of the sort of world he lived in. He stood and watched, waiting for something to disappoint him. 
 
    In a few moments, a young man with long blond hair and a thin mustache approached the tavern. Stoica thought that he must have been trying to go unnoticed by wearing rough-looking clothes, but the clasp on his cloak, his shining belt buckle, and his boots gave him away. He was a boyar, no doubt about it. The young man went inside. Stoica felt a wave of warmth from the place touch him as the door closed, and he tried his best not to throw up. 
 
    God damn those boyars! he thought. They push us around, and make us kneel and bow as they ride past! They make us thank them for our survival! We do what they want, then we live with the stench of blood! They carry weapons, big swords, heavy shields, and the only thing we can do is put our hands together and pray they leave us alone! 
 
    As the blood lashed about in his veins and his jaw clenched shut, he wondered what this little lord had in mind. Was he planning on mingling with common folk so that he could sweet talk some young, stupid girl, then shower her with fine gifts and leave her with a child? Or was he on business for his father, perhaps looking to hire an assassin lurking about this filthy den, just so he could have some poor idiot slain for no good reason? 
 
    But they’re weak, these insufferable boyars, he thought, gripping his hands into fists. That’s the thing about them. Without their money, without their guards, without their suits of armor, they’re nothing! Spineless little toads, every one of them! 
 
    He thought again of how everyone in his village had run from Lord Albu or, worse, had bowed to him. His rage grew and grew, until finally he seemed to step outside of himself and watch himself as he opened the door to the tavern and entered. 
 
    The interior was warmly lit by a wood fire and a few dim lamps. People sat eating or playing dice and checkers. He saw the young boyar standing at the bar, signaling for the attention of the barkeep. 
 
    “Little lord!” Stoica shouted. “Most honorable man! Good sir! Excuse me, but I think you don’t belong here!” 
 
    The crowd fell silent. Stoica heard only the snap of burning logs as he approached the young boyar. He had wanted to sound casual, and to annoy the wealthy fool before really putting him in his place. Instead, his voice had shaken with anger. With perverse interest he watched himself, wondering just how far he would go to humiliate and hurt the wealthy little man. In the darkest corner of his heart he knew that he was driven by a suicidal desire to revenge himself on someone with power, no matter the cost. 
 
    “Perhaps you cannot hear me, good sir! Excuse me for approaching your grace, but I must repeat… I don’t think that you belong here! Perhaps you need a reminder!” 
 
    Stoica stopped. The little lord turned and looked up at him. He was a head shorter than Stoica but, strangely enough, there was no fear in his face. 
 
    “What did you say to me?” said Stefan. 
 
    “I said-” 
 
    Stoica felt rather than saw the young man’s fist swing through his peripheral vision, then lights danced in his eyes. He blinked away tears. When he finally opened his eyes, he was looking up at the ceiling, and Stefan was looking down at him. Stoica worked his tongue in his jaw, but the entire lower half of his head was numb and unresponsive. Before he could speak, another lord stopped and looked down at him. His hair was long and black, and a thin mustache and black stubble covered his face. He wore a sword on his belt, but his hands remained relaxed at his side. He looked down at Stoica as if looking down at a gnat. 
 
    “Who’s this?” said Vlad. 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “Just some poor fool who bit off more than he could chew.” 
 
    Vlad raised an eyebrow. “Has he had enough?” 
 
    “I think so. Come, let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    Though Stoica found it infuriating that they looked at him but spoke as if he was not there, he still found himself crawling away from them. He scrambled backwards on his elbows, which turned out to be quite a bit more undignified than a simple bow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Ruins of Poenari 
 
      
 
    Snow fell as Vlad and Stefan raced through the pass, the iron on their horses’ feet striking sparks as they flew across the stone path. They could hear their pursuers not far behind, the beat of hooves echoing all around them. 
 
    Stefan could see the path narrowing up ahead, as if the stone hills were the fingers of a hand slowly closing around them. 
 
    “What if they have someone at a chokepoint ahead of us?” Stefan shouted. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter! Keep going! We have to outrun them!” 
 
    Stefan could tell their horses were tired, but he knew his friend was right. As they had drawn near the pass, they had been spotted by four hooded men, and those men had called out to others. They were not disorganized bandits, but assassins, men paid to hunt other men. Stefan cursed himself for a fool. It had been his idea to stop for a hot meal at the last town, but Vlad had wanted to rest as well. No doubt someone eager to appease the Voivod had reported them to agents in Curtea de Arges. 
 
    An arrow flew before them, striking a boulder and tumbling end over end. Stefan wanted to pull his bow and return fire, but they were outnumbered. Even if they fought and survived, a wound would slow them down and make them more vulnerable for the next attack. 
 
    They drew near a turn in the chokepoint. Both glanced over their shoulder and saw riders in dark cloaks trailing after them. More than one had their bows held before them, eager for a chance to spill blood. They lost sight of the killers as they rounded the bend. 
 
    The pass suddenly widened and the stony path descended. They saw a trail leading into a dark evergreen woods. The snowfall grew as they raced down the incline at suicidal speed, and Stefan had the impression that they were descending into a white world in the process of uncreation, the path before them inevitably blotted out as their own lives drew to a close... 
 
    They reached the tree line and the world became muffled and dark, the black limbs overhead weighed down by snow. Their horses slowed on their own, and as they drew deeper into darkness, they could hear the cries of the assassins behind them. 
 
    “Here!” said Vlad. 
 
    Thinking that he wanted a confrontation, Stefan was surprised to see him turn down a side path that he had nearly missed. In the narrow, dark tunnel created by the trees, both of their horses slowed to a maddening pace. Stefan felt as if they were in a nightmare, unable to move, the sound of their enemies drawing nearer and nearer. 
 
    Vlad dismounted and pulled his horse along, and Stefan did the same. They were still far from a turn in the path before the beating of hooves seemed right on top of them. Stefan stopped, drew his bow, and notched an arrow. He glued his eye to the fork in the path. Perhaps if he could kill the leader… 
 
    “Steady!” Vlad hissed. 
 
    Stefan relaxed his arm. He saw a sudden flurry of movement, whirling cloaks and legs - then nothing. 
 
    “They passed,” Vlad said quietly. 
 
    Stefan exhaled. “A good thing,” he said quietly. “There must have been nearly a dozen of them!” 
 
    “They’ll probably turn back once they realize they’ve missed us. Let’s keep going this way.” 
 
    They dragged their poor horses behind them, knowing exactly how they felt as they forced one foot in front of the other. The path curved around, then finally dropped them onto open ground that led to the foot of a tall, snow-covered hill. They trudged through snow and came to a river that curved around the hill. Vlad stopped and looked about strangely. Stefan saw the dark river pass by tall, jagged black stones standing at the bottom of a sheer drop at the edge of the hill. Gray sheets of ice lay on either side of the river. 
 
    Even though they had bought warm clothes in Curtea de Arges, Stefan’s limbs felt numb immediately after stopping. 
 
    “Vlad,” he said, “why have you stopped? We should keep going.” 
 
    Still Vlad looked about. “Just a… I think it’s…” Vlad finally pointed at the top of the hill. “There,” he said. “Look!” 
 
    The hilltop was shrouded in mist and covered in white snow, but Stefan saw it as soon as Vlad pointed. Dark ruins sat on top of the hill, stones heaped on one another at regular angles, great columns upholding nothing but sky. 
 
    “A ruin,” said Stefan. “Have you been here before? How did you know?” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. “Just a feeling. It was pointed out to me years ago, when father first brought us from Sighisoara to Targoviste, but I didn’t realize we would pass by it now. This must surely be the ruins of Poenari.” 
 
    “What! Poenari!” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “It must be. This was once the main citadel of the Basarab rulers. A fortress that could not be taken. They came down from Poenari and eventually settled in Targoviste, which is fine for meeting with fat boyars, but the truth is, it’s indefensible. But Poenari…” 
 
    “I see,” said Stefan. “Imagine having a fallback fortress like that to retreat to if overwhelmed.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. He felt a sense of destiny, as if the fates were calling out to him from both past and future. “It would certainly be easier to stage a counterattack from Poenari than from a fishing hut.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind,” said Vlad. “Let’s go around the hill. If we find a cave in these rocky hills, let’s build a fire. A great big fire. Something for our enemies to see.” 
 
    “If we could get our backs against a warm fire, I wouldn’t mind a little archery practice.” 
 
    Vlad smiled suddenly, then wiped frozen snot from his nose. “True enough, they’d have a hard time following us into Brasov if they were dead.” 
 
    They continued on. Though they had come close to death only minutes before, Vlad felt safe walking under the shadow of Poenari Castle. Long estranged from his family, he now felt as if his ancestors were watching over him as he took one more step toward Hunedoara Castle, the home of Janos Hunyadi. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Citadel of the Champion of Christ 
 
      
 
    Castle Hunedoara was a massive structure lined with towers, and each tower was lined with windows where archers and gunmen watched the roads and the town that had grown up around the two sets of walls. Travelers could not help but see the fortress as a mountain made of sharp angles, and those that drew near enough to pass within Hunedoara’s long shadow understood why the master of this fortress, Janos Hunyadi, held the title of Regent of Hungary and, with it, the true reins of power. 
 
    Hunyadi sat with his close friend and brother-in-law, Mihaly Szilagyi, in a wide marble room called the Knights’ Hall. Their table was covered with maps which the two pored over together, just as they had done so for years. Many people envied Hunyadi’s wealth, and they envied Mihaly’s close position to the Regent, but from Hunyadi and Mihaly’s perspective, they were locked in a vicious struggle that seemed to have no clear path to victory. They cared little for their fine robes and sumptuous meals; they prayed only for the survival of their people. 
 
    Mihaly brushed dark hair away from his eyes. “Perhaps Vladislav could be enticed into retaking Giurgiu, then we could fill it with our own men, in exchange for…” 
 
    He saw Hunyadi mutter to himself. Mihaly fell silent. Not only had Mihaly realized his own plan was ill-conceived, as Voivod Vladislav could never be enticed into attacking the Turks, but he also fell silent because he had seen Hunyadi like this before. As he grew older, his friend often drifted into long reveries in which he pieced together the puzzle of their survival. Mihaly sat back and rested his eyes. 
 
    Hunyadi is convinced that we can have victory, he thought. As long as he believes, then so can I. 
 
    Hunyadi’s eyes roved over the map. 
 
    Wallachia… Serbia… Albania. 
 
    Once Bulgaria was our buffer zone against the Muslim hordes. No more. 
 
    Hunyadi’s eyes moved to Constantinople, last bastion and undefeated fortress-city of Byzantium, the land of the Greeks. In his mind’s eye, he could see the Turks harassing the city, always testing its walls and its will. As long as Constantinople stood, the Ottoman Empire always had a thorn in its side, and could never fully concentrate on Hungary or its buffer lands. 
 
    Praise God that that is so! If only the people of Constantinople were Catholic. 
 
    Once again he turned his thoughts to Wallachia, Serbia, and Albania. The Lord had truly blessed them with a man like Skanderbeg, who had come out of nowhere and turned the oppressed Albanians into freedom fighters. Because of him, the Turks had to turn their attention in that direction as well, never able to fully concentrate on their northern border. 
 
    But the Turks had so many slave soldiers, so many raiders, so many demon-possessed madmen at their disposal. 
 
    “What if they did come up through Wallachia?” he said under his breath. 
 
    “Possible,” said Mihaly. “Vladislav has shown little interest in securing his border against them. He’s better than Dracul only in that he and the Sultan aren’t on a first-name basis.” 
 
    “Agreed. And yet…” 
 
    Hunyadi turned to Serbia. How he had prayed that Despot Durad Brankovic would come to his senses! He wore a crown but like a dog he crawled on his belly, eager for the Sultan to hand him some scraps under the table. Then again, he had also heard that Durad had not been regularly paying his tribute to the Turks. Though Serbia was blessed with rich mines, it was no easy thing to make payments to Ottoman overlords whose endless wealth was matched only by their bottomless greed. Only greater and greater payments sufficed to stroke their pride, and not even their lapdog Durad could keep up with the Sultan’s demands. 
 
    “We have Vladislav under our thumb,” said Hunyadi, pulling himself away from the map. “Durad is a whole other matter.” 
 
    “You think the next attack will come through Serbia?” said Mihaly. 
 
    Hunyadi placed a finger on the map. “It can only be Belgrade. Nandor Alba. Think of it. Not only could he punish the Despot for defaulting on payment of tribute, but if Belgrade fell, our southern border would be opened to the Turks. They could press into Hungary, or stage attacks in all directions.” 
 
    Mihaly shrugged. “That’s a long journey over land or river. Turkish forces have been pulled in too many directions for too many years.” 
 
    Hunyadi crinkled his large gray brows. “You surprise me, Mihaly! I thought I taught you better than that. They have a fresh army every year. Endless supplies of slave boys, remember?” 
 
    “I must be getting tired,” said Mihaly, rubbing his eyes once again. “Forgive me. It’s just that the mind balks at the situation.” 
 
    “Indeed. Indeed it does.” Once again Hunyadi fell into a reverie. He remembered being a young man, barely old enough to hold a sword but already distinguishing himself on the battlefield. He had been summoned to Buda, the grand capital of Hungary, a city that went on for miles and sat astride the beautiful Danube. He stood in a side hall near the throne room, and was waiting for an audience with the King. He was nervous and unsure what the day would bring. 
 
    A side door had opened and startled him, and he was surprised to see none other than King Sigismund walk past, his fair hair shining as a red and golden robe flowed in his wake. He was grand and valiant and quite imposing. A train of assistants followed him. Hunyadi had been confused. Would there be no audience? It had been a great honor to be invited, but what was he supposed to do now? 
 
    A man whispered in King Sigismund’s ear, and he suddenly stopped. 
 
    “Janos is here?” said the King. “Where?” 
 
    Hunyadi stopped breathing. It almost sounded as if the King had said his name. Surely a more important man with the same name was here… 
 
    An aide gestured, and King Sigismund turned and strode directly toward Hunyadi. He fell to one knee and turned his gaze downward. 
 
    “Rise,” said Sigismund. “Let me have a look at you.” 
 
    Hunyadi rose and the King looked him up and down. He seemed rather pleased with the young man. 
 
    “Janos,” said Sigismund. “I’ve heard that you’re becoming quite the warrior. They say you’re unafraid of the Turks. That’s a rare quality. Our land needs you. Our people need you.” 
 
    Hunyadi knew he should not speak unless directed to, but it would not have mattered even if the King asked his opinion of anything. He felt as if he was in a dream, and could not have spoken even if necessary. 
 
    “Janos, they say Voyk has trained you well.” 
 
    “Voyk,” Hunyadi stammered. “M-my father, sir?” 
 
    Sigismund paused and looked him up and down once again. A slow smile played on his face. “That’s right,” he finally said. “The man who raised you. At any rate, let’s find something worthwhile for you to do. A task that matches your capabilities. What do you say to that, young man?” 
 
    Hunyadi stammered and nodded, unable to speak. King Sigismund gave him another strange smile, then turned and left, a train of people flowing behind him. One aide remained and approached Hunyadi, a beardless old man with Hunyadi’s orders. Where Sigismund had been warm, this man looked him up and down coolly, and did not seem to see much that was worth praising. 
 
    “Well, young man,” he said, “I’m not sure why, exactly, but the King has graciously decided to…” 
 
    The aide noticed something in Hunyadi’s face, then glanced in the King’s direction just as he disappeared. 
 
    “Oh,” said the aide. “I see. Now I understand.” 
 
    “Sir?” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “Never mind. Here are your orders, sir. As the King said, Hungary has need of you…” 
 
    “Hunyadi!” 
 
    He woke from his reverie and saw Mihaly staring at him from across the table. 
 
    “I’m sorry, old friend, I didn’t hear you,” said Hunyadi. 
 
    Mihaly gestured toward one of the entrances. “The nurse has brought your son Matthias. He’d like to see you.” 
 
    Hunyadi turned and saw a broad-shouldered woman holding Matthias by the hand. Despite his small size, he stood as stiff and formal as a noble guest patiently awaiting an audience. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, sir,” said the nurse. “I do not mean to interrupt, only…” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine!” said Hunyadi, gesturing and pushing away from the table. Little Matthias had a head full of short dark hair, and was in a fine suit. He was only eight years old, but Janos could not help but notice that the boy did not run to him. Instead, he walked with short, measured steps, a little smile on his face as he locked eyes on his father. Hunyadi had always found him a little cold, but nonetheless he was filled with joy to see him. 
 
    Will he, too, spend year after year fighting for Christendom? Hunyadi wondered. Perhaps if Mihaly has a son, they will take to the battlefield together, just as their fathers once did! 
 
    Hunyadi picked up Matthias with a grunt and placed him on his lap, beaming down at him. The boy seemed about to speak, then turned suddenly, and his expression froze. 
 
    Hunyadi followed his gaze and saw a young aide approaching from a side hall. He made his way directly toward Hunyadi. 
 
    “You’ve a message?” said Hunyadi. “Has the young man of Bathory arrived?” Hunyadi had been looking forward to meeting Istvan Bathory, who was apparently growing up to be a fine warrior. 
 
    “No, sir, he hasn’t arrived yet,” said the aide. “Two strange guests have approached the entrance. I wasn’t going to bother you with this, but…” 
 
    “Go on, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Well, one of them claims to be the son of Dracul, and the other, the son of the former Voivod of Moldavia. Vlad and Stefan, they call themselves. They’ve come seeking aid.” 
 
    Hunyadi’s thoughts twisted at the strange news, then his lip curled with unconcealed disgust. He knew the name of Vlad, son of Dracul, alright. He’d been educated in the home of the Sultan as a noble hostage. He could just imagine the young man indoctrinated into Muslim fanaticism. He probably even wore a turban and a woman’s dress - all of them did, eventually. Hunyadi had never heard of any hostage who had come back untainted by darkness, their will inevitably ground up and beaten down into a state of submission to the sword of the Turk. The other boy was most likely a servant, probably a pale Turk who they hoped looked like a Christian so that he could get close enough to Hunyadi to put a blade in his heart. 
 
    Even if the situation wasn’t as extreme as that, what else could it possibly be? Dracul’s son couldn’t help but be much the same as his father in terms of his character. As Mihaly had said earlier, the best thing about Vladislav, as spineless as he was, was that he at least did not attend the Sultan’s dinner parties. Dracul’s son undoubtedly did. As much as Hunyadi disliked Vladislav, at least he was no eager partner in the Sultan’s harem. 
 
    Hunyadi waved his hand dismissively. “Send him away. Send them both away immediately. Tell me when the lad from Bathory arrives.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    The aide turned to leave. As he neared the exit, Hunyadi called out for him. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Where are those two staying?” 
 
    “I assume they’ve taken up quarters near here.” 
 
    Hunyadi shook his head. “Not here, they won’t. Make sure they leave. And send a letter to the people of Brasov - I don’t want them staying there, either. They can kick them out or arrest them, it’s up to them.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    Coronation 
 
      
 
    Mehmet pushed his way past the physicians and aides and guards crowding his father’s bedchamber. Their expressions and movements seemed to mimic one another, a look of concern followed by bowing low and retreating backwards. Mehmet stood over the bed and roughly pulled away the silk sheet. There his father lay, twisted on his side with his face upturned, the mouth bent downwards, the eyes half-open, strangely dry. His skin was unusually pale, wrinkled like a white raisin. He did not move. The room was silent save for the wailing coming from the harem on the other side of the royal palace, thousands of voices shaking the halls in an attempt to outdo one another. 
 
    Mehmet cleared his throat. He could feel the other people frozen in place, not moving, not breathing, their attention focused only on him. 
 
    Sultan Murad was dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and Stefan walked alongside their horses, down a road lined with black trees hung with icicles. They said nothing, but walked the dreary, desolate road until the settlement around Castle Hunedoara disappeared over the horizon. At one point Stefan mounted his horse but, remembering that they had nowhere to go, he dismounted again and walked in sullen silence. 
 
    Stefan stopped suddenly. Vlad continued on until he realized that he was alone, then turned and looked at Stefan. 
 
    “Where are you going?” said Stefan. “Do you have another plan? Another appointment to make? Was Hunyadi only the beginning of your master plan?” 
 
    Vlad turned away. “I don’t know. I don’t know where to go. I thought… I thought that since we had a common enemy, Hunyadi might-” 
 
    “Absurd! Why did… why did I…?” Stefan touched his brow as if suddenly unsure of his own mind. “We lived like animals in the wilderness, in the middle of winter - for nothing! Vlad! Do you realize what we’ve done?” 
 
    “I… perhaps we can…” 
 
    “And neither one of us thought to have a backup plan! What… what were we thinking? What were you thinking?!” 
 
    Vlad did not know what to say. He had never seen his friend so angry. Not only had his plan fallen apart immediately upon encountering reality, but he had also not foreseen how angry Stefan would become. And not angry that the plan had not worked, but angry at him. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” said Stefan. “So what’s the next step? I’m eager to hear it.” Stefan waited, then crossed his arms, then glanced at his horse, then waited some more. “Should we dig a hole in the ground? Ask the moles for aid? Should we pretend to be corpses so that the assassins will think somebody finished the job and leave us alone? Should we leap into the river and see whether it’s suddenly warmed up?” 
 
    Vlad was frustrated, angry, and deeply uncomfortable all at once. “Then you come up with a plan!” he shouted. “I did the best with the options we had!” 
 
    “We didn’t have any options! We lived in the wilderness for nothing!” 
 
    “What should we have done, kill ourselves?! This is hard. Accept it! Stop whining!” 
 
    Stefan glared through bloodshot eyes, his face a wounded red mask. “Whining? You think that I’m whining?” 
 
    Vlad spoke through gritted teeth. “Did Bogdan tell you that life is easy? You sound as if-” 
 
    “Don’t speak of my father!” 
 
    The two stared at one another from across the hard packed, frozen lane. 
 
    Stefan sighed and turned away. “How much money do you have?” 
 
    Vlad blinked. “Well… we should save that for…” 
 
    “However much there is, just divide it up. Give me half.” 
 
    “Your father gave me that for fighting in Poland.” 
 
    “That money is all that’s left of my father. He wouldn’t want his son to die in the wilderness.” 
 
    Vlad burned his eyes into Stefan, then turned and dug in his saddlebag. With jerking movements he counted out half of their coin, wrapped it in a strip of cloth, and held it forth. Stefan pulled his horse forward, took the money, and mounted his saddle. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Vlad said quietly. 
 
    “Home, I suppose.” 
 
    “Moldavia? But they’ll…” 
 
    Stefan spurred his horse onward, and he set off down the path. Vlad stood and watched until he disappeared. Before, when they’d been turned away at the gate, he’d felt a sense of emptiness, a sort of cold certainty that he would soon die. Now the pain was a jagged, horribly raw wound, as if a part of himself was being torn away. He realized that in all his lonely life, he had never known true loneliness until now. 
 
    *** 
 
    In Edirne, in the throne room of the royal palace, Mehmet stood before an audience. The ceremonial Sword of Osman was girt around his waist, and he accepted the horsehair staff of rule from his Grand Vizier, thus also accepting the title of Sultan, supreme ruler of the Ottoman Empire. His audience bowed, their richly colored robes and painted faces touching the floor in acknowledgement that he was indeed the Shadow of Allah cast upon the world. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet sat upon the throne. He was flanked by imposing Janissary guards bearing long halberds. Grand Vizier Halil Pasha directed lines of military commanders, wealthy nobles, and religious figureheads in a line to come and swear loyalty to Sultan Mehmet, one after the other, for hours on end. Day turned to night in the pale blue throne room lined with white pillars, and Mehmet’s eyes never lost their clear, direct gaze as he accepted each and every oath of loyalty. He never seemed to grow tired. 
 
    I am not my father, thought Sultan Mehmet. I am exactly where I want to be! 
 
    *** 
 
    Grand Vizier Halil Pasha sat with Sultan Mehmet and discussed the state of the Empire over a bowl of sweet treats. Radu the Handsome sat on a pillow in the corner of the room, somehow looking both bored and pleased to be there. Halil had to admit to himself that he was not altogether impressed with his new Sultan. He still remembered him as a pudgy boy who threw tantrums when he did not get his way. Though large, he somehow did not invoke the proud warrior heritage of the line of Osman as his father had. 
 
    Murad! thought Halil. Now there was a Sultan! 
 
    As Mehmet droned on about his ideas for additions to the palace, Halil glanced over at Radu and crinkled his nose. 
 
    And why does he keep his boy-love so near at all times? Halil wondered. Stick him in the harem and give one another a few moments’ peace! How will anyone mistake you for a warrior if you’re always exchanging tender glances and blowing kisses at one another? 
 
    “Halil, are you listening?” 
 
    Halil turned back to Sultan Mehmet. “Of course, your majesty,” said Halil, bowing so low that his face nearly touched the table. He could not help but smile as his face was concealed. 
 
    As if it mattered whether I listened to you or not! he thought. Do you really imagine that the title of Sultan has passed to you without challenge? You may find yourself in for quite a surprise, young man! 
 
    *** 
 
    A door leading to the harem burst open with sudden violence. Zaganos, Mehmet’s trusted guard, raced inside with a dozen janissaries in tow. The women sitting in the foyer screamed, and not just because of Zaganos’s hideous face; he had a curved sword drawn, and his lips were pulled back from his teeth in a feral snarl. 
 
    “Where’s the Head Black Eunuch?!” he shouted. 
 
    One large janissary immediately wrenched a young girl out of her seat as if she had offered resistance. An older woman rushed to put on her veil and threw herself over the young girl. 
 
    “He’s over there! Next room on the left!” she shouted. 
 
    The janissary threw both women down, then a gang of them stalked over to the first door on the left. There they saw a tall, rotund African eunuch staring at them, his mouth hanging open. A janissary extended his hand and gestured with two fingers. Mouth still open, the Head Black Eunuch walked over to the janissaries. 
 
    Zaganos pushed past his men and glared at the eunuch. “Where are the children? We know you’ve been hiding them!” 
 
    “Su-sultan M-mehmet h-has-” 
 
    “Idiot! Not Mehmet’s bastards! Obviously we’ve come for Murad’s! Act fast if you want to live! You think we don’t have a replacement for you already lined up?!” 
 
    The eunuch’s mouth clamped shut and he walked through the crowd of thugs. They followed him. He unlocked a door, opened it, and pointed within. The janissaries rushed inside and Zaganos heard a terrible peal of screaming. 
 
    No doubt they’ve never dealt with men like these before, thought Zaganos, smiling. These janissaries wouldn’t even know what to do with a woman if they had the chance! 
 
    Zaganos stood and waited with arms folded, looking down his large nose at the Head Black Eunuch. The eunuch stood with his head bent down, arms hanging at his side. In a few moments the janissaries returned, some carrying women in bags over their shoulders, others cradling babies before them. 
 
    “Let’s go!” said Zaganos. “Pick up the pace! These bags aren’t going to throw themselves in the river, are they?!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Mahmud Angelovic! I hadn’t expected a visit from the head of guard of the royal palace. It’s a bit late, isn’t it?” 
 
    Cemal Pasha, head of the Sultan’s navy, raised a hand in welcome. He could not help but notice that Angelovic walked with long, quick steps, as if he’d come on important business. Before he could inquire further, Angelovic dashed forward and wrapped a long silken cord around Cemal’s throat. He jerked him about with such force that Cemal’s feet slid along the floor, unable to find any traction so that he could fight back. He could hear Angelovic taking deep, ragged breaths as he pulled the cord taut, then a line of hot spittle fell on Cemal’s forehead. In horror he watched as Angelovic’s men - all of them deaf-mutes so that they could not take part in palace gossip - spread throughout his home. He had no doubt that they had orders to kill his entire family and any guards who resisted. 
 
    Cemal’s vision grew dark but he forced his head backwards. He saw Angelovic, his face so red that it was not obvious which of them was being strangled to death. 
 
    Why? Why are you doing this, Angelovic? We could have put someone else on the throne! A young child, a tool, someone under our control! 
 
    Cemal opened his mouth, but could not ask anything of his killer. He could only look into the eyes of someone who had given himself over to the new Sultan, and was now killing with a silken cord, as proscribed by Sultan Bayezid years ago. 
 
    Angelovic, you fool! Do you think you were enslaved when they put you in a cage when you were a child! No, it was when you decided to become Mehmet’s assassin… that is when you were enslaved! 
 
    Finally Angelovic dropped the corpse at his feet. He took a deep breath and allowed the cord to dangle at his side. He listened as the deaf palace guards went about their business, cutting people down throughout the maze of rooms. He decided he was satisfied with not having heard Cemal’s final words. 
 
    “All of us are deaf and mute,” he said under his breath. “Now, only one man’s words matter.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As the meeting between Sultan Mehmet and Halil continued, it was occasionally interrupted by Hamza Bey, a military commander that Halil had to search his memory in order to place. Halil soon realized that the identity of the man mattered little, for the news he brought was of sudden deaths throughout Edirne. Each death seemed to cut closer and closer to Halil. Sultan Mehmet became more and more satisfied every time Hamza Bey popped in and gave him a new notice of death. To Halil, it seemed that the room was somehow becoming warmer. He pulled his tight-fitting collar away from his neck so that he could breathe in the stifling atmosphere. 
 
    Anyone I’ve spoken with about the new Sultan… is now dead! thought Halil. This young man has heard at least a dozen names in the past hour, all dead, and doesn’t mind one bit! He’s… he’s… 
 
    “Thank you, Hamza Bey,” said Sultan Mehmet. The dark Turk bowed low and prepared to leave once again. “Before you go, I’d like to say that I have followed your career with some interest. You were instrumental in the taking of Thessalonica, but my father repaid you with the administration of a minor fort filled with hostages and desert yokels. That doesn’t seem quite fitting a reward, now, does it? We’ll have to keep you in mind for advancement.” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet smiled, quite pleased with his own gracious nature, and Hamza bowed even lower and backed out of the room. 
 
    Mehmet turned to Halil and, still smiling, said, “Well, my Grand Vizier! It looks like anyone can be replaced, doesn’t it? Now, what were we talking about? Ah, yes… a few changes to the garden simply must be made…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad could continue forward only by dragging his horse behind him. He knew she must be hungry, thirsty, cold, and in need of rest. He needed all those things, and more, and yet there was no one to drag him forward. Only he could do that, lashing his mind with the whip of his will, forcing his feet through snow one jagged, searing, painful step at a time. 
 
    The sky above grew hazy as clouds passed over the sun. He could see snow falling on the horizon. He thought of lamenting that his path would soon be covered in still more ice, but then he remembered that there was no path. He had no idea where to go. 
 
    On a hill not far away, two men in heavy black cloaks watched him trudging back the way he had come. They watched until they were sure he was their target. Finally one of them hefted his longbow and began to trek down the hill. The other one grabbed his shoulder and held him back. 
 
    “Let’s not spring the trap too soon,” said one of the assassins. “This one has a habit of slipping away. Let’s get in nice and close, so he has nowhere to run.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After the meeting, Mehmet sat with Radu at the window overlooking the gardens of the royal palace. Mehmet could not help but laugh at how Halil had stuttered and stammered on his way out. 
 
    “Did you see him, Radu? That’ll teach him to give his sly little smiles in my presence!” 
 
    “Perhaps for now,” said Radu. 
 
    “Why do you say that? He was quite afraid. Do you think that he wasn’t?” 
 
    Radu leaned out the window and sighed. “Please be careful, sir,” he finally said. “Halil was afraid because he stood before you. He was in your presence. Later, when he’s alone, he might become brave once again.” He turned to Mehmet. “You’re now the most powerful man in the world. Halil will have no trouble finding someone who envies you.” 
 
    Mehmet bit his lip. “I know that, Radu. I only wanted to enjoy the moment. I know this is a dangerous time. People were comfortable with father. No one has ever trusted me… but I…” Mehmet hesitated, then gave Radu a confident grin. “I already have a plan. My court doesn’t trust me because they don’t know me. So I must show them who I truly am. What I am truly capable of.” 
 
    “Oh?” Radu perked up. “You have something grand in mind?” 
 
    “Radu… my friend, I have in mind a task that no one has ever been able to accomplish. No Sultan has ever achieved an undertaking of this magnitude.” Sultan Mehmet stretched out to his full height and gazed out the window. “Let us go and pay the janissaries. We must keep their loyalty. Also, I think it’s time you began your military training. I know you can ride and shoot, but I need you capable of commanding.” 
 
    “Oh?” Radu laughed lightly. “Why is that, sir?” 
 
    “Because we’re going to conquer Constantinople.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Geoagiu Hot Springs 
 
      
 
    Iuliana gripped Vlad’s hand and led him across the sun-tortured, wind-blasted field. 
 
    “Why are you running?” he said. “I can barely see!” 
 
    His words seemed to reverberate in his head, never quite leaving his mouth. She looked around fearfully, then pulled him harder. 
 
    They came to a great and ancient city with tall, insurmountable stone walls thrusting upward through the cracked and pitted earth. Great bronze gates misshapen by violence were held shut. Atop the walls he saw men in armor with heavy, elaborate crossbows, eyes burning like flames behind their helms and masks and veils of chainmail. Vlad knew at once that he was standing before the mighty walls of Constantinople, last remnant of an ancient empire that had been gnawed away, piece by piece, and swallowed by a slithering, undying corpse that marred the face of the world. Vlad stopped and pulled Iuliana close in case the monster drew near. 
 
    “Careful!” he said. 
 
    She turned and looked up at him. Just then he saw lines of scars extending from either side of her mouth. He finally understood why she did not speak, for when she opened her mouth, he saw only the mutilated tip of flesh that had once been her tongue. 
 
    “Who did this?” he shouted. “Who did this to you?!” 
 
    She pointed upward. He thought at first that she was pointing at the sun, but there was no sun over the dark land. He saw the slender edge of the white moon, a sickle hanging in the dark cosmos. It shone with the dull light of a dead star, and along its sharp edge, he saw a line of blood trickling down. He could almost hear it buzzing, or humming, just on the edge of awareness. It called out something like a mating call to the corpse-worm slithering over the world… 
 
    “God, help me,” he said, unsure how to fight such a thing. “Lord, help me protect Iuliana! Please!” 
 
    Vlad looked down and realized that he was wearing ornate, dark armor, a suit far finer than any he had ever seen. It was surely crafted from the scales of something not of this world. He was filled with power he did not know he had. The world shook underfoot, then the sky grew darker still. Holding Iuliana behind himself, he saw something that defied description. 
 
    A giant red sun tore across the heavens. Fire twisted in its wake, burning clouds in a spray of hissing rain. The red star drew nearer and lit up the sky, shrieking like a hot iron thrown into water, and as it came near to smashing into the dead moon, he saw the red star was twisted with the face of a dragon… 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad woke, unsure whether or not he’d had a nightmare or a divine vision. He did not feel alarmed. Instead, he felt at peace with himself. Some of his feeling of contentment may have come from the fact that he was sitting in the heated bowl of a natural hot spring. He was in the wooded hills around the little town of Geoagiu, which was famous for its springs. 
 
    Soaking in the hot water, he finally felt warm for the first time in ages. He was ready for whatever came his way. 
 
    Even if I die now, he thought, I have at least done my best! 
 
    He suddenly heard movement in the thick foliage at his back. He forced himself to relax despite his heart suddenly taking off. 
 
    So it’s happening, he thought. I knew it would. Eventually. 
 
    Then he heard footsteps before him. Someone approached, and they did not attempt to conceal themselves. Through the mist he saw a lean man with long, blond hair looking around on either side. He wore a black cloak, a sword at his side, and a longbow at his back. 
 
    He locked eyes on Vlad, and froze. 
 
    “Come to visit the hot springs?” said Vlad. 
 
    The man relaxed. Vlad noticed that his face was twisted with a permanent scowl, but he attempted to smile. 
 
    “That is so,” he said loudly. “My name is Nicolaus. I’ve heard a great deal about the healing wonders of this place.” 
 
    “Mn.” Vlad smiled on one side of his mouth and nodded slightly. He heard more foliage moving some distance behind him. 
 
    No doubt there’s a second one following this one’s voice, thought Vlad. But even if the other one has a bow, he won’t be able to shoot through that brush. 
 
    The man’s eyes went to Vlad’s sword, which was lying propped up on the rocks at the edge of the pool. His shield lay beside it. No doubt noticing that they were far away from Vlad, Nicolaus smiled and sighed. His eyes darted back to Vlad. Noticing Vlad’s arms splayed out on either side, relaxed and vulnerable, Nicolaus had to rub his nose in order to at least try to hide his smile. 
 
    “Care to join me?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Perhaps in a moment,” said Nicolaus. “I have a bit of work that needs finishing first.” 
 
    “Oh? Work? Is it a difficult assignment?” 
 
    Nicolaus shrugged and took his bow in hand. “It seemed difficult at first, but now… well, now I think it’s practically all wrapped up.” 
 
    Vlad heard the crunch of leaves behind him, a little nearer now, but not quite close enough. 
 
    “Mind if I ask you a question?” said Vlad. 
 
    Nicolaus shrugged, casually thumbing the arrows in his quiver. 
 
    “Why didn’t you take me on the side of the road?” 
 
    “A-a-ah.” Nicolaus drew an arrow, then held it at his side. “We got into an argument about that. Not all of our friends were willing to cross the border into Transylvania, you see, and by the time we settled on a course of action, you must have reached Geoagiu. We lost you for a while. Thankfully, the man you sold your horse to was willing to talk, then another good citizen saw a stranger matching your description approach the hot springs. Wasn’t hard to put it together. And here you are.” 
 
    “So you lost me in Geoagiu. But you have me now?” 
 
    “Yes. I think we have you now.” 
 
    Vlad’s hand edged toward his clothes lying beside the pool. “Wait,” he said. “Do you mind if I at least put my pants on first?” 
 
    “I’d rather you not!” Nicolaus quickly notched an arrow to his bow. Just as he prepared to take aim, Vlad reached into his bundle of clothes and drew out a heavy crossbow he’d bought in town. It was already loaded and primed, and though his pants still laid on top of the thing, Vlad aimed and pulled the trigger, and the firing action was powerful enough to tear through his pants and send them flying across the pool. Nicolaus flailed and lurched about with such violence that Vlad wasn’t sure whether he’d hit him or not. In any case, the assassin ran for cover, tripped on a root, and fell headlong into a bramble thicket. 
 
    Vlad heard movement behind him. Dropping the spent crossbow, he grabbed the new sword he’d bought, which he’d been sitting on, and swung as he spun around. 
 
    The second assassin, Gereb, a brute with filthy black hair that clashed with his fine fur-lined suit, leaped away as Vlad swung. The point of Vlad’s sword passed through the flesh just below his knee, and the assassin stumbled, looked at his knee, looked at Vlad, then shrieked in pain. His sword twitched as he hesitated - then he turned and fled. Vlad was surprised at how quickly the man could move, considering his size. 
 
    Judging Gereb to be the more dangerous of the two, Vlad pushed himself out of the pool and ran naked through a narrow path through the woods. He only barely noticed the cold as his heart thundered in his chest and his mind focused on glimpses of the assassin making his way through the dense evergreen woods. He heard the other assassin shouting something far behind him. 
 
    I’ll have to kill this one fast, thought Vlad, before the other one can gather his wits and take a shot at me. 
 
    Vlad reached the end of the path and came to a wide strip of land that ended in a sudden drop and stretched around the hill. Ancient Roman ruins covered in snow, perhaps the remains of a temple, overlooked the sudden drop. At the same moment he broke from cover, dark-haired Gereb came crashing out of the woods. Swords in hand, the two glared at one another. Seeing Vlad standing naked in the snow, Gereb smirked. Vlad feigned fear and glanced on either side, hoping that he looked as if he had made a grave mistake. He stepped back and climbed a short flight of stairs leading to an ancient stone floor lined with broken columns. Gereb advanced, a cruel and predatory smile twisting his ugly features. 
 
    Vlad maneuvered behind a column broken off near his waist, as if he thought it would provide some protection, and the assassin laughed and raced up the flight of stairs. Vlad backpedaled, drawing the assassin further along the stone stage. 
 
    Now if his friend does attack, thought Vlad, he’ll have a hard time getting a clear shot through the pillars. 
 
    With a shriek the assassin lunged with an awkward swipe, which Vlad merely redirected without backing away. Again the assassin gave an awkward swipe which Vlad pushed away with the flat of his blade. At once the assassin’s arm twisted and his sword corkscrewed toward Vlad’s chest, nearly flinging his sword away. Gereb moved with unexpected speed and grace, betraying his awkward swipes as feints. Vlad held his sword by twisting alongside his opponent rather than pushing against him. In a split second they had switched positions, only now Gereb’s eyes were narrowed with distrust. He hadn’t seen too many opponents who didn’t drop their guard after deflecting two seemingly incompetent attacks. 
 
    A cold wind drove snow from the edges of broken columns and Vlad took the offensive, swinging the sword in both hands and driving his opponent back. Gereb used the flat of his blade to parry, no doubt numbing his own wrists; then suddenly he stepped toward Vlad, his blade scissoring against Vlad’s attack, using the momentum to force his blade downwards, and nearly hacking off Vlad’s leg below the knee. Vlad leaped backward and held his blade aloft, warding Gereb away. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” said Vlad. “You were using your blade to parry, like a beginner, but that last move was from the German sword school, wasn’t it? You’re of noble birth, aren’t you?” 
 
    Gereb shrugged. “Spent some time with boyars.” 
 
    “Why don’t you join me?” said Vlad. “I could use someone like you.” 
 
    Gereb laughed. “You have any money?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Gereb forced out more laughter. “Save what little you have for a wardrobe, sir!” 
 
    The two lunged and attacked almost at once, their swords connecting and straining, each attack parried and each parry turning into the next attack. Gereb knew that a lesser man, even one trained to fight, would lose his resolve as his blade continually ran the length of his opponent’s, never breaking through the defense and never given a moment of rest as the other also pushed to break through. 
 
    Vlad stepped to the side and as Gereb’s sword pushed near his shoulder, Vlad forced it against a broken column. Sparks fell between them and Vlad swung, nearly connecting with Gereb’s ear. The assassin stepped back, catching his breath and looking at Vlad with newfound respect. He slowly stepped backward, holding his sword forward as he made his way back toward the steps. 
 
    Vlad made as if he would pursue his opponent, then thought better of it and leaned against a low wall of stone. He was full of energy, hot despite the frigid wind, and while a part of him wanted to press the attack, he knew that his survival was not guaranteed in such an even match. He took in exaggerated breaths as if tired. 
 
    Gereb descended the short flight of stairs, then smiled and lowered his sword. He turned away from Vlad for a moment as he made his way back toward the tree line. 
 
    “What do you mean to do?” said Vlad. “Wait for me to freeze to death?” 
 
    “No-o-o…” Gereb’s eyes fell on something, and he smiled. He knelt and drew a bow and quiver of arrows from the grass. “There it is! Damn trees and brambles were so close together, I figured I’d leave this tucked somewhere safe. I should have put an arrow in you when I first saw you running, but you were putting on such a show that I figured it wouldn’t be anything to knock your head off…” 
 
    Vlad knelt beside the broken pillar and tossed his sword aside. “You hid an extra weapon on the battlefield? That’s pretty smart.” 
 
    Gereb hefted his bow in either hand and hesitated before drawing an arrow. He was obviously relishing the sight of his quarry naked and disarmed. “Well,” he said, “you don’t get far doing what I do without putting a little thought into-” 
 
    At that moment Vlad moved and Gereb knew that something was wrong. Vlad reached into the snow and drew out a long spear. Gereb sucked in air, wondering if he should leap into the tree line or fire, then his hand moved on its own and he jerked out an arrow, spilling the others in the snow in his haste. Vlad raced down the stairs with the spear held aloft, the moment drawn out in Gereb’s mind. Vlad became a blur of movement, his body straining in preparation for the throw. Gereb notched an arrow to the bow - then the spear blasted through his chest, his ears stinging from the sound of the heavy iron spearhead shattering the ribs along his back. 
 
    Gereb spun around, lungs filling with fluid as his heart’s blood poured into his ruptured torso. By the time he caught his footing he was facing Vlad once again, who was already turning away as if done with his opponent. Gereb’s knees crashed into the ground and he fell forward, forcing the spear deeper as the butt end smacked into the ground. His still-heaving corpse was held up by the spear, bowing to the victor with arms hanging awkwardly at his sides. 
 
    Vlad retrieved his sword and ran in a crouch back down the path. Now the cold was forcing its way through his skin, but he ignored the pain and focused on his goal. He didn’t know why Nicolaus hadn’t attacked yet, but he was afraid the archer was simply finding an ideal location where he could ambush him. 
 
    He approached a curve in the path, his vision obscured by gray tree trunks. Just when he had the idea of retrieving Gereb’s bow and warm cloak, a blond archer rounded the curve ahead of him and took aim. Vlad crouched and prepared to run. 
 
    “Vlad!” said Stefan, lowering his bow. “You’re alive!” 
 
    “There’s another assassin!” said Vlad. “He has a bow!” 
 
    “Took care of him,” said Stefan. Finally he smiled. “Did an assassin make off with your clothes?” 
 
    Vlad ignored the comment and jogged back toward the hot pool. As he neared the pool, shivering uncontrollably, he saw Nicolaus crawling along the ground with a long arrow sticking out of his back. 
 
    “I thought you said you took care of him!” said Vlad, dropping his sword and climbing into the steaming pool. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Stefan. “He must have been playing dead.” 
 
    Nicolaus craned his head toward them. “You!” he shouted, then coughed violently. Thick red droplets sprayed onto the snow before him. 
 
    Stefan reached into his quiver, then stopped and marched up to the assassin. “As if we would speak with you!” he said, fuming with rage. “You scum tracked us for miles, hunted us like animals!” He jerked the arrow out of the assassin’s back. Nicolaus shrieked in agony. Stefan notched the arrow to his bow and fired at point-blank range, nearly skewering the assassin’s torso. 
 
    “For weeks you tortured us! You hounded us, never giving us any rest!” 
 
    Again Nicolaus began crawling away, and again Stefan jerked the arrow out of his back, notched it to his bow, and fired again. This time he could not retrieve the arrow, for it was lodged in the killer’s spinal column. He gurgled but did not protest. Finally Stefan spat and turned away from the killer. 
 
    He saw Vlad still shivering in the hot pool of water. 
 
    “So you came back,” said Vlad. 
 
    Stefan approached and stood over him. “It wasn’t hard. You were heading towards Geoagiu. When I asked around, it seemed like everyone had seen you, or knew someone else who had seen you. It’s no wonder the assassins were able to track us so easily.” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. “I made a spectacle of myself on purpose. I wanted the assassins to find me, so I spoke to everyone I could, introducing myself by name and asking about the area. I didn’t want them to catch me out in the middle of nowhere. I had to set up a place to kill them. I bought a crossbow, swords, spears… this whole place has weapons tucked away, just in case. I didn’t know how many I would be facing.” 
 
    “And then you got naked and decided to relax?” 
 
    Vlad shrugged. “I didn’t want them to think I was dangerous. I didn’t want them to shoot me from far away. I wanted them to feel comfortable, like they could march right up and take my head.” 
 
    Stefan smiled sideways and shook his head. “I almost feel sorry for them.” 
 
    “Don’t. But anyway, I think we’re safe from assassins for a while. Nicolaus said that most of them didn’t want to cross into Transylvania.” Vlad looked directly at Stefan. “Why did you come back?” 
 
    Stefan sat beside the pool and was silent for a long time. “I shouldn’t have said what I said. We made a vow, after all.” 
 
    Vlad nodded and looked away. That was enough for him. As far as he was concerned, the matter was settled. “Do you have any money?” 
 
    “Of course. We both took half, remember?” 
 
    “I spent most of mine on the crossbow, and on weapons. I even sold my horse.” 
 
    Stefan laughed quietly. “I may have enough for us.” 
 
    “I’ll sell the crossbow. I was thinking we could rent a little place in Sibiu, or even Brasov. We could lay low, until…” 
 
    “Until what?” 
 
    Vlad finally stopped shaking. Slowly he stretched out his hand and flexed his fingers into a fist. “Until the Lord sees fit to grant us aid.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    The Siege of Constantinople 
 
      
 
    1453 AD 
 
    Eleven years have passed since Vlad and Radu were left with the Ottoman Turks. 
 
    A little more than a year has passed since Vlad and Stefan fled Moldavia. 
 
      
 
    Emperor Constantine, eleventh by that name, of the royal House of Palaiologos, ascended the stairway near the front gate. His armored troops along the wall bowed as he and his elite bodyguards swept along the top of the high stone walls. Hearing reports had not been enough for him. Constantine had come to the front gate to see the invasion for himself. 
 
    The younger guards were nervous that the Emperor himself was standing among them. Constantine was tall, and had the build of someone who had kept up with his military training. He had long, curly black hair and a beard that edged high up the sides of his cheeks. His dark eyes and fierce expression betrayed utter revulsion at seeing what the horizon was vomiting up in a torrent of dust clouds. He wore long dark robes emblazoned with a red, double-headed eagle, the emblem of the House of Palaiologos. The wings of the eagle swept outward, rigid and unyielding, as if fending off horrors from the abstract realm of symbols. 
 
    But the oncoming horde was very real. The men on the wall watched as dark formations poured over the horizon, eating up the land in regular columns and rows, many-colored banners and spears topped with horsehair plumes streaming over them. They could hear the infernal wail of the mehter riding on the wind, the sound so distant that it almost seemed imaginary. As they drew nearer, they could see the horned headdresses of janissaries, rows of spears held by armored sipahi riders, so many covered wagons that it seemed as if the Turks might be preparing to simply build another city on the plains, a force of Serbian knights sent by the traitor Durad Brankovic, and even a train of dozens of oxen dragging a covered load that weighed enough to furrow the earth in its wake. 
 
    Constantine was not surprised to see more and more of the ravenous heathens come forth, eventually numbering nearly one hundred thousand men. The people of Constantinople had known what was coming. In the past year, construction of a new Ottoman fortress on the European side of the Bosphorus Straits had been completed. Like a white fist surrounded by walls, the tower acted as a port and sentry post for marauding Ottoman ships. Sultan Bayezid had already built a similar tower on the Asian side of the Bosphorus, called Anadolu Hisari. Working together with the new tower, called simply Throat-Cutter by the Turks who manned it, Constantinople was practically cut off from any naval support from the Black Sea. 
 
    For a year, Sultan Mehmet assured us he would not attack, thought Constantine. How we prayed to God that that fat little man-child would occupy himself with his poetry and exotic candies! 
 
    A rider drew ahead of the Muslim horde and galloped toward the city. Though a cold, hard wind raked across the land, the rider kept his head uncovered. He wore dark ringlets of chainmail and plate and a white robe, and his long black hair was pulled by the wind. He seemed tall and proud, but his face was smooth, almost effeminate. He did not stop until he drew near the front gate, dark eyes raking along the top of the walls. 
 
    “Men of Constantinople!” the rider cried. “I am Radu, servant of the Shadow of Allah on Earth, Sultan Mehmet the Second! Give praise to Allah, for Sultan Mehmet has come in person, and I speak on his behalf. Do any of you have authority to speak on behalf of your Emperor?” 
 
    Constantine stepped forth and leaned over the stone parapet. “You are speaking to Constantine the Eleventh,” he shouted. “By grace of God, ruler of Constantinople, Emperor of Rome!” 
 
    Radu’s horse seemed to shy for a moment, sidestepping slightly. Radu only smiled crookedly, his eyes locking on Constantine. He was now sixteen years old, and though he looked young for his age, he had grown tall and lean. “Very well,” he shouted, voice ringing off the high stone walls. “I have brought the words of Sul-” 
 
    “You have brought more than words!” said Constantine. “What is the meaning of this insanity? Why does Sultan Mehmet bring so many swords and spears to my land?” 
 
    “He does not bring violence to you, Emperor, but a deal. We do not make war, but come in the name of peace! Praise be to Allah!” Radu fell silent for a moment while Constantine glared at him. Radu was almost sure that a few of the guards along the wall were quietly loading and winding their crossbows, and he felt a rush of excitement. “Emperor, this city now belongs to Sultan Mehmet. You must leave. If you submit and agree to leave in peace, then your life will be spared. You will be allowed to rule in Mistra, where you will live out your days under the benevolent gaze of your Sultan!” 
 
    As if Radu was some sort of sorcerer casting a spell, Constantine felt a wave of nausea. 
 
    Now I understand how evil works, he thought. 
 
    Mistra was a beautiful town in the Morea, which were Byzantine lands across the Aegean Sea. It was a haven for artists and philosophers. Constantine could live a comfortable life there. But, in effect, the Sultan was offering him his own town as a sanctuary, as if abstaining from murdering someone was an act of charity. In addition, Constantine would have to walk away from his own people, the men and women and children of Constantinople who depended on him to guide and protect them. Sultan Mehmet offered Constantine the chance to crawl through the front gate, unmanned and grateful for being allowed to live. Constantine breathed deep, forcing the sick feeling out of his body. 
 
    He and his people had never understood the concept of Jihad, the philosophy of endless war. To the people of Byzantium, war was the result of a breakdown in political relations. Though the Turks dressed up their endless warfare in the language of spirituality, to Constantine it seemed nothing more than an excuse to loot and kill. He could only reason that God would come to their aid against such a debased people. 
 
    Though they outnumber us by far, thought Constantine, we have fought off overwhelming enemies before now! 
 
    “To surrender the city to you is beyond my authority,” said Constantine. “It is beyond anyone’s authority. We have all made the mutual decision. If we shall die, then we shall die together of our own free will!” 
 
    Radu flicked the reins of his horse and scowled up at the men on the walls. “So be it!” he shouted. “You had your chance for peace, and you rejected it!” He spurred his horse and took off, a cloud of dust whirling behind him. 
 
    Almost immediately the men began grumbling to one another, each wishing they had simply shot the Sultan’s lapdog while they had the chance. Constantine turned and saw his chief minister and military commander, Loukas Notaras, standing beside him. The elder’s stiff white beard jutted out from an opening in his helm. He had not worn armor in a long time, and Constantine only recognized him by his wrinkled, leathery cheeks and pale eyes. 
 
    “Well, old friend,” said Constantine. “What was it you said while I was attempting to gather reinforcements from the West?” 
 
    Notaras swallowed in a dry throat. “I cannot recall my exact words.” 
 
    “ ‘Better the turban than the Catholic mitre,’ I believe you said.” Constantine laughed without humor and turned back to view the oncoming army. “Well, we won’t have to worry about being outnumbered by Catholics. Besides a few Venetian and Genoese mercenaries who came to us, we’re on our own. What do you think of our chances?” 
 
    “Sire, we have barely seven thousand fighters. From what I can see, it looks as if Mehmet’s forces not only outnumber us at least ten to one, but they outnumber the entire population of Constantinople. This will… this will be…” 
 
    “Then let us pray to God,” said Constantine, turning away from the wall. 
 
    “Sire!” Notaras hissed. He drew near Constantine and spoke in a whisper. “Please, sire, consider finding a way to leave this city before-” 
 
    “No.” Constantine looked over the city of Constantinople, tall buildings of stone with colored roofs reaching into blue sky. The grand dome of the Hagia Sophia gleaming in the dying sun, the arches of the Hippodrome, the spires of the Sacred Palace. A flock of birds wheeling over the distant port, looking for their homes among the masts of ships that remained in the harbor. 
 
    “I will take off my robe,” said the Emperor, “and put on armor so that I can stand beside the men on the wall. By the grace of the Almighty, and with a little help from reinforcements that will surely come, we will drive off these devils!” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the days to come the Muslim raiders scoured the countryside and filled their wagons with screaming human cargo. Entire villages were emptied. Then the forts along the coasts and in the hills were surrounded by janissaries and mounted sipahi. Those that relinquished control were enslaved, their lives spared by the grace of Sultan Mehmet; those that resisted were killed once the janissaries were done taking their pleasure from them. Once the land was stripped of people and goods, the entire weight of the forces that Mehmet had brought with him were concentrated around Constantinople, and the people who did not flee and hide behind her walls were never heard from again. 
 
    Loukas Notaras, chief minister to Constantine, took charge of defending the ports and the long sea wall that covered the city’s coastline. The city projected out onto a peninsula called the Golden Horn, so that the north, south, and east were bordered by water. Notaras had the entire estuary bordering the northern wall blocked off with a heavy set of chains strung out along several unmanned ships. It was a good thing that he did, for the Bosphorus was soon filled with Turkish ships, great galleys manned with slaves rowers and lined with cannons. 
 
    Just before they were cut off from the sea, a few reinforcements sailed in to aid them, much to Notaras’s surprise. Among them was Giovanni Giustiniani Longo, leader of a band of Genoese mercenaries seven hundred strong. Riding in the wake of Giovanni’s battleships came a little boat rowed by a red-haired foreigner, an engineer named John Grant. Notaras brought them both before Emperor Constantine. 
 
    *** 
 
    Emperor Constantine was dressed in chainmail and plate, and wore a surcoat decorated with the double-headed eagle of the House of Palaiologos to distinguish himself from the rest of his men in the gatehouse. He was stationed in the center of the western wall, and stood hunched over a map run through with painted nails detailing the layout of Sultan Mehmet’s forces. 
 
    Notaras knocked and two guards stepped aside and opened the heavy door. The old man was winded, having forgotten the weight of chainmail. “Sire,” he said, nodding. “Those reinforcements I sent word about.” 
 
    Two men entered. The one who took the lead was a tall, powerfully built man with fair hair and an intense gaze. His clothes had the look of wealth, but he also carried a sword at his side, a shield on his back, several daggers, and also a glove studded with iron. 
 
    He bowed. “Glad to meet you, sir. I’m Giovanni Giustiniani Longo, professional mercenary. My company is here to help.” 
 
    Constantine was a little overwhelmed. Giovanni radiated something bright and warm, a natural sense of authority that did not come from title or inheritance. 
 
    “I thank you for coming,” said Constantine. “I’ve heard of you. I’m… quite sure you understand our situation…” 
 
    “Surrounded by Turks, yes.” 
 
    Constantine could not help but laugh quietly. “I mean our finances.” 
 
    Giovanni shook his head. “I paid from my own pocket to bring my men to you, sire. We do not mean to profit from your suffering. We aim to stop the Turks by whatever means necessary.” 
 
    Constantine crinkled his brow. He was not sure what to make of Giovanni. He was used to strong words during peacetime, when the risks were few. When threatened, men usually found ways to excuse their inevitable cowardice. But Giovanni had abandoned a life of relative ease to come and stand with him against a plague of heathens who could not be easily numbered. Giovanni had a full beard, and was no child. Constantine could not help but wonder if his mind had been touched, or if he was playing some strange game. Whatever the case, the Bosphorus was now thick with Turkish ships, so he was stuck with them. 
 
    “We gladly accept your offer,” said Constantine. “I already know of your reputation. Both honorable and competent, they say. I have Notaras manning the sea wall. Would you take charge of the land wall?” 
 
    “I will, sir. Though I don’t like the idea of you being so near the front.” 
 
    “Get used to it, Longo. Keep the walls intact and the men facing front, and we’ll both come through this alive.” 
 
    Giovanni nodded sideways. “I’ll take a look at our defenses. Only, my lord, it seems as if at least one Turk has already gotten through!” 
 
    Giovanni gestured. Constantine was confused, then he realized that his companion Dorgano was seated next to him. The large Turk had a turban, a wide black mustache, and a completely unamused expression. 
 
    “Sir,” said Dorgano, “I am a distant cousin of the Sultan.” 
 
    Giovanni shrugged. 
 
    Dorgano sighed. “That means, sir, that I will be killed if he finds me. I am a rival for his claim to the throne - a rival that he has not strangled, drowned, poisoned, or stabbed to death.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Giovanni,” said Constantine. “Dorgano has lived with us for years. What he says is true. On top of that, he’s an able fighter, and has no love for our enemies.” 
 
    Giovanni nodded, albeit reluctantly. “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “Good. And who’s that standing behind you?” 
 
    The newcomer did not move. Notaras gestured and the man finally seemed to take notice and step forward. He was a short, lean young man with wild red hair and a sparse red beard. He had pale skin and blue eyes that seemed too large for his head. 
 
    “Sire,” he said, bowing low. “John Grant, engineer.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” said Constantine. 
 
    “Eh-h-h.” Grant waved his hands, and Constantine immediately realized that he was having difficulty with Greek. “From Germany, sometime. But from sometime, further away. Much further.” 
 
    That tells me nothing, thought Constantine. “Well, what sort of engineer are you?” 
 
    “Mm. When they are digging, the Turks, under the walls. I am digging as well, and we stop them.” 
 
    “You have experience with sappers and explosives, then?” 
 
    “Yes, Majesty. In Spain, there are Moors, sir, but also Italy, Germany, much fighting. So that is how I know. The Turks, they will try to dig under walls…” 
 
    “I see, I see,” said Constantine, gesturing that he’d heard enough. “Notaras, introduce him to our work crews and our cannon teams. Find a use for him. And… John Grant, was it?” 
 
    “Sir,” he said, bowing low. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to us.” 
 
    Grant bowed once again, then shrugged. “I have had a dream, sir. I have no choice. I must come.” 
 
    Constantine nodded. Perhaps none of us has a choice in this, he thought. He looked around at his companions. Notaras, his chief minister. Giovanni the mercenary. John Grant the engineer. Dorgano the Turk. 
 
    So this is who I find myself standing beside when the end of the world draws nigh. 
 
    At that moment, the walls shook and a cloud of dust fell from the ceiling. They heard cries of alarm outside. 
 
    “They’re shooting,” said Giovanni. “I’ll make sure those walls hold!” 
 
    He was gone before anyone could say otherwise. 
 
    *** 
 
    Under a flaming red sunset the Ottoman engineers cast molten iron into cannons on the very battlefield they would be used, even as rows of cannons were already crowded along the front lines, thundering and chipping away at the high stone walls of Constantinople. Nadir, the janissary who was once a Serbian Christian boy, and who grew up with the janissary Sehzade long before he was a fanatic, was now a sahaloz, or one who worked on a cannon crew. He was not a fanatic like his former friend, but he was good at his job. He ignored the terrible thunder and followed the muscle memory of rearming the cannon with powder and ammunition, aiming, taking cover, firing, clearing the heated chamber, then rearming once again. Like a robot he followed through the motions, his awareness both sharp and dreamlike, his deafness adding a layer of gauze that protected him from the continual violence of the exploding gunpowder. 
 
    In the distance, he saw several dozen akinci riders make for the wall. By his reckoning, it was far too early for them to attempt an assault. No doubt their spirits had been inflamed by the loud prayers and cries of his janissary brothers, continually banging spears against shields as they called out to Allah. The riders streaked alongside the wall, firing one arrow after another as they rode, seemingly unafraid of the enemy crossbowmen. 
 
    A gout of flame suddenly streaked down from the wall. Nadir’s mouth fell open; it was difficult to understand what he was seeing. He saw something like a long, thin cannon tube attached to a wooden structure. As men cranked the machine and turned it about, it shot a long stream of flame that poured onto the riders. The effect was dramatic and merciless, as the flame clung to the riders and spread unnaturally, ignoring their efforts to put them out. Within moments the horses bolted in all directions, jerking and kicking, throwing off their burning riders. Nadir’s gaze fixed on one horse that rolled onto its back, crushing its rider senseless as it shrieked and rolled, desperate to relieve the agony. Along the wall, several of the horrible machines spouted flame simultaneously, surely a mocking salute to the Ottoman Turks. 
 
    Greek fire! thought Nadir. He had heard of this prized secret of the Byzantines, but he had not believed that it was real. One of his brothers had told him that no single man among the Greeks knew the full list of ingredients, nor how they were mixed or used. Different men knew different parts, and had to work together; if one was captured, he could not give away the secret of the deadly weapon. 
 
    Nadir looked around, and caught a few of his own brothers staring at the wall, concerned about the flaming tongues of the enemy. Then he noticed someone who did not seem to care. 
 
    A Hungarian by the name of Orban strode along the front line. He had no armor or military uniform, but wore the fine clothes of a wealthy boyar, and supported himself on a jewel-encrusted cane. He had fair hair that was long and greasy, and he seemed unmindful of the violence of the cannons as he stared at his most beautiful prize. 
 
    Before him, a team of sixty oxen dragged a massive supercannon known as the Basilic. The behemoth of black steel was Orban’s finest work, the pinnacle of his destructive potential. He watched as teams of men secured the supercannon in place and set about the considerable task of packing it with powder and moving a crane into position so that a six hundred pound ball of smooth stone could be loaded into the gaping maw. He stood and watched for over an hour, in awe of the monster that he had birthed. 
 
    He felt pride burning in his chest. Years ago he had gone to Constantinople and met with Emperor Constantine, and had offered his services. He had been surprised to find that the so-called “Emperor of Rome” had little more than lint in his coin purse. What good was a crown of gold if the purse was empty? Orban left and immediately visited Sultan Mehmet, who had unlimited funds and ambition to match. 
 
    Finally the Basilic was loaded, the aim carefully readjusted, then a janissary sahaloz stepped away and signaled to the firing crew. Orban felt something like nausea mixed with an almost painful sense of euphoria. He glanced at the janissary who had signaled, then thought, Surely I told them to stand further away than that. In an unbelievable burst of violence the cannon fired, casting dust into the air as if the earth had opened up. The janissary was a blur, his uniform whipping against his fragile form. The sound was deafening even through the palms of Orban’s hands. He saw the janissary sahaloz fall over, surely dead, his organs no doubt ruptured from the supercannon’s aura of annihilation. 
 
    In the distance, a section of the wall shook. Dust fell like water from a shattered cup. A cheer went up along the Ottoman lines. Orban felt his entire body shiver as he finally exhaled. Several riders made a halfhearted attempt to charge near the section of ruined wall and fire a few arrows, but most knew that it was too soon to try another frontal assault. As the dust cleared, Orban saw the dead man lying in a crumpled heap. Another janissary sahaloz held his hands on either side of his head, shouting with all his might and wondering why the world had suddenly fallen silent. 
 
    Orban felt as if his child had made good on an incredible promise. He was seized by the desire to have the dead man’s twisted body stuffed and placed in his room, perhaps even mounted atop a few bricks from the shattered wall of the city that would fall by his hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the following days, the mercenary Giovanni took command of the repair crews. Fortunately the Ottoman supercannon was inaccurate, and it took hours for the thing to cool down, then several hours more for it to be reloaded and fired again. The laborers did their best to clear away rubble and reconstruct the ancient wall as necessary. Their conditions were awful; every break in the wall invited a wave of akinci archers to ride past and shoot at anything that moved. Sometimes their own men were just as dangerous as the enemy, firing heavy crossbows or spewing jets of flaming liquid only a few feet away from the repair crew. 
 
    But the wall held. Under constant fire, it held. 
 
    *** 
 
    The siege stretched on and Constantine’s old life began to seem like a dream. He stood atop the wall near the front gate, the sun rising over the port and hiding the stars in a thin band of blue that reached across the horizon. It seemed to him that he was looking on another city, a strange and dark twin of Constantinople that had been battered with artillery and cannon shot. The enemy camp stretched as far as he could see, torches and lamps revealing groups of men in colorful garb, rows of fine tents with all the luxuries of home, and deep ditches where dirt was continually carted out. 
 
    They’re digging under us, he thought. It’s just as John Grant said. 
 
    It was rare for Constantine to go so long without being consulted on some matter, so his thoughts drifted once again, half asleep even as he stood straight. For some reason he thought of the princess from Georgia. It didn’t seem real anymore, but he remembered how excited he was when Notaras had found an eligible partner for him. He wondered what she would have been like. 
 
    What if she had come here? he thought. I was on the verge of sending for her. What if she had stepped into this hell? 
 
    Then again, perhaps the princess from Georgia would not have been surprised by the state of his affairs. Her land was also being devoured by Muslims. Before then, the Georgians had been ravaged by the nightmare from of the Mongolian steppes. Like his own lands, the glory days of Georgia had long since passed. 
 
    Of course, he had really wanted to marry Mara Brankovic. She was the daughter of Durad Brankovic, Despot of Serbia. Years ago Durad had given her to the old Sultan, Murad, to be in his harem. Murad had liked her enough to marry her and let her live among his other wives. Still, once widowed, she had gone back to Serbia at the first opportunity, and had shrugged off Constantine’s overtures. 
 
    What was it she said? he thought. She said she had vowed to God that if He ever got her out of the hands of the Muslim heathens, she would remain celibate for the rest of her life. 
 
    At that moment the world shook under his feet as a row of cannons disgorged their shot into the wall. Before he could move to look over the side, he heard Giovanni calling out for someone to check the damage. 
 
    Now I know how she felt, he thought. Poor Mara… I would not want to drag you into this. But now I am alone. With no children… my other wives bore me only small, lifeless things, then their own lives were taken as well. First one, then the other. 
 
    As light continued to fill the sky, Constantine became aware of a strange sight. As if a stage was being created for their entertainment, the janissaries were busy raising several poles and guiding their ends into holes dug into the earth. He blinked and his awareness snapped back to reality, then he realized that the small, naked forms of men were wriggling atop the poles. Several already held dead men aloft, their limbs hanging slack as the sharpened wood jutted out from their chests or throats or even their open mouths. One pole held a naked man whose limbs shook uncontrollably as he slid down on the sharpened thing, head jerking back and forth as the wood slowly tore through his insides. 
 
    “My lord! You see it?” 
 
    Notaras and his aides ran to him, being careful not to bow as they drew near. 
 
    “Of course I see it,” said Constantine. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “A group of Italians tried to slip out of the harbor during the night. They were caught by the blockade…” 
 
    “And now they’re being made an example of,” said Constantine. He forced himself to turn and look at the sight once again. Currently a gang of janissaries had a naked man bent over on the ground, shaking with uncontrollable terror as some large brute jammed a long pole into his rectum. Still others held a man on his back while two held his legs apart and a third held the shaft of a long pole already deep in his asshole, moving it this way and that as he tried to find the straightest possible route of impalement. Mercifully the man seemed to be passed out, and Constantine could only pray that the Lord had already taken his soul away, or would take it before he woke up. 
 
    Their only sin, thought Constantine, was that they did not want to die! 
 
    Constantine was about to ask Notaras how many had been captured, then realized he did not have to ask. Several wagons with cages filled with naked men stopped near the execution grounds, and a group of janissaries raced toward them like dogs greeting a guest. They threw open the doors of the cages and pulled the prisoners out, whips flicking with mechanical regularity. 
 
    Dorgano the Turk approached and leaned against the parapet. He sighed. “Sire,” he said, “it looks as if the Sultan is trying to break our spirit.” 
 
    Though his conversational tone irked Constantine, he was at least grateful that the sense of horror had broken. He cleared his throat. “Then we shall have to show the Sultan that we cannot be broken.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Now they will know!” the Sultan roared. “Now they will know that they have chosen death! They could have come to me. They could have willingly opened their gates! Now they will have Ottoman poles rammed into their… their…” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet clenched his jaw and forced his lips together, shaking his head as if shocked that he had been forced to impale so many. He sat far from the front line, on a wide and colorful pavilion protected from the cold wind. The sky was pale and blue but all along the horizon could be seen the fire and orange flash of cannons being cast, one after the other. The impaled figures were so distant that they were little more than abstract concepts in the mind, not grim reality. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet sat with his advisors, Grand Vizier Halil Pasha, his viziers and guards Angelovic and Zaganos, and also Radu, his beloved. A line of heavily armored janissaries with long halberds were lined on either side of the pavilion, standing at attention with perfect stillness as the wind whipped their headdresses about their shoulders. Finally Hamza Bey rode near, leaped from his horse, ran toward the pavilion with quick, short steps, then fell to the earth in a bow so sudden it looked as if Allah’s invisible fist had squashed him like a mosquito. 
 
    “You are Hamza Bey?” said Halil Pasha. “Commander of Egrigoz Fortress, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Hamza Bey, nodding even though his forehead was already pressed into the ground. 
 
    Sultan Murad waved Halil to silence. “You helped my father conquer the town of Thessalonica, did you not?” 
 
    “I did, sir!” 
 
    “And then you were placed in charge of a small, isolated fortress in the middle of nowhere. It has been on my mind that you must be more justly rewarded.” 
 
    Halil rolled his eyes dramatically. “If you remember, Your Majesty, this man was given the opportunity to punish the traitor Skanderbeg just last year. He left with many of our best troops, but he returned in embarrassment! A few yokels, mere hill people, somehow sent him packing!” 
 
    Sultan Murad cringed. He had his own uncomfortable memories of Albania. “I believe he deserves another chance. Hamza, as you can see, the people of Constantinople still think they have complete control of their waterways, despite our ships clogging the Bosphorus. They are laughing at me behind their walls! Hamza, I want you to take charge of our marine operations. Are you capable of keeping these infidels hemmed in while I attack from the land?” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty!” Hamza shouted into the earth. After a pause, he added, “If only our ships could breach their barricade…” 
 
    Mehmet waved away the vague suggestion. “A non-issue,” he said. “We have enough men and oxen to haul anything anywhere. I want you to drag our ships around their barricade. Understand? I want our ships pulled out of the water, dragged over land, and tossed back in the water, right in front of their port! Understand?” 
 
    “Y-yes, your majesty!” 
 
    “Good! Then go!” 
 
    As Hamza leaped from the earth and raced back toward his horse, Sultan Mehmet’s gaze drifted to the wall around the city. His eyes narrowed into pinpricks and he leaned forward. “Halil,” he said, “what are they doing?” 
 
    The Grand Vizier’s head twisted left and right and his mind raced over the details of the incredibly complex operation, wondering if he had missed something that might bring offense to his Sultan. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” said Zaganos, screwing up his already-twisted features as he squinted. “I believe they are throwing something over the ramparts.” 
 
    “Are those heads?” said Mehmet, scowling. 
 
    Angelovic considered the matter. “They certainly have more than a few prisoners from past assaults on their territory.” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet made a sound that he hoped conveyed his disgust. They sat in silence for a while and watched the little round bundles tossed over the ramparts. Sure enough, Mehmet could just barely make out turbaned figures being led along the wall. As each was made to kneel, a sword was raised overhead, then another head was cast off the wall where it tumbled among the broken stones below. 
 
    “By Allah,” Sultan Mehmet said quietly. “What a demented people!” 
 
    *** 
 
    There was a dull rumble, then the ground lurched underfoot. Seemingly of its own accord, a section of the wall fell as the earth beneath it disappeared. Guards on the wall cried out, fell, and were enveloped in a tremendous cloud of dust. 
 
    Without hesitation, Giovanni and several of his mercenaries raced toward the breach. He could see laborers gathering, as they had been trained to follow the sound of explosions rather than run away from them, but they seemed hesitant to tie on their face masks. 
 
    “Masks on!” Giovanni shouted in Greek. “Let’s go! Let’s move!” 
 
    “The hell is going on?” someone shouted. “We didn’t even hear a cannon go off!” 
 
    “It’s sappers!” said Giovanni. “They’ve been digging under the walls.” Seeing another bunch of stragglers looking confused, Giovanni gestured and shouted in Italian, “Let’s go! No hesitation! This is no different from any other breach. Clear the rubble as quickly as possible!” 
 
    Guards struggled to climb up the rubble, choking on dust the entire way. They heard their comrades shout warnings from atop the wall on either side of the breach, and as the newcomers crested the pile of rubble, they saw that Akinci riders were already drawing near, and a large force of janissaries was racing toward them on foot. Obviously they had been preparing for the sappers to unleash their payload. 
 
    The akinci rode in a circle before the breach, firing arrows without stopping, shouting and crying out like madmen despite their methodical attack. On the rubble, guards with heavy shields stood before crossbowmen, covering them while the heavy devices were loaded and primed. The laborers worked as if they did not notice the attack, their attention fixed on the task before them so that they would not panic. 
 
    By the time Constantine arrived with a force of heavily armored guards, the akinci had fled and battle-crazed janissaries were already making their way up the mound of rubble, their spears used like walking staffs on the ruinous terrain. Giovanni set his mercenaries in two lines near the top, one line reloading crossbows and handing them off to the frontline, who kept a steady rain of fatal bolts pouring down on the janissaries. Though the crossbows were slow, at this range each shot could throw an infantryman onto his comrades, flinging them down the rubble in a pile of twisted limbs. By the time the front row of the janissaries drew near the top, guards with heavy shields and spears were able to drive them back. 
 
    But this went on for hours, laborers clearing rubble away from guards standing on top of it, their feet unsteady and arms exhausted from holding long spears and stabbing janissaries whose minds were enslaved by bloodlust. Occasionally one of the janissaries would grab an opponent’s spear, pull and force them off-balance, and then the guard would fall down among them and become lost in a wave of stabbing arms. In time the rubble was caked with dark blood, a giant misshapen altar of human sacrifices dedicated to the god of the horsehair staff. 
 
    *** 
 
    As the day wore on, Zaganos Pasha directed a line of Serbian explosives experts through the network of trenches that led to the entrance of one of the tunnels. The dark tunnel was lined with wooden beams and saw a steady flow of slaves carting out heavy loads of dirt. 
 
    The Serbians were not fighters, but learned men donated to the Sultan by Despot Durad Brankovic. Between them they carted a large, heavy iron ball and a long coil of fuse, an explosive strong enough to detonate one of the tunnels. If their calculations were correct, it would be at a point directly beneath the wall, and would bring it tumbling down. 
 
    Zaganos gestured impatiently, and a group of heavily armored janissaries pushed their way past the slaves and stood at attention. 
 
    “No harm comes to these men,” said Zaganos, gesturing to the Serbian sappers. “Understand? You protect them with your lives! Under no circumstances must this explosive fall into the infidels’ hands! They’re barely able to defend one breach - if we can get a second hole in that wall, they’re done for!” 
 
    The janissaries saluted, then crouched and entered the tunnel with the Serbians close on their heels. Zaganos watched them until they disappeared into darkness. 
 
    That damn Hungarian, Orban, and that absurd cannon of his, thought Zaganos. It’s not hitting the wall as often as he promised it would. Just goes to show that the old ways are best! In the end, it always comes down to janissary infantry leading the charge! 
 
    *** 
 
    Azab warriors squatted in the tunnels beneath the battlefield, the naked limbs of the slaves casting shadows dancing in torchlight as they dug into the earth. As a line of janissaries drew near, both azab warriors and slaves had enough sense to scuttle aside and lean against the tunnel wall, making sure they did not come into contact with the elite killers. The Serbians and their lethal iron sphere brought up the rear. 
 
    Just as they passed, the slaves went back to work. One slave, a pale Albanian charged with reinforcing the tunnel with extra planks, was stopped when he heard a strange scratching sound. A shovel suddenly tore through the tunnel, then he heard shouting. He was confused. Suddenly a figure forced his way through the tunnel, and he found himself staring face to face with a large Turk. He wondered if one of the other digging teams had somehow screwed up and were seriously off-course. 
 
    The Turk suddenly drew a wide dagger and cleaved through the slave’s head, rending his face in two. With a shrill cry he fell back, and the eyes of slaves and azabs turned to the newcomer. 
 
    Dorgano, the Turk fighting for Constantine, shouted back the way he had come. “Hurry up! Tunnel’s packed with enemies!” 
 
    Azabs unsheathed their daggers and approached in a sort of bent-over march, then immediately turned and fled when the tunnel suddenly filled with heavily armored Greek warriors, spears held outward as if a spiked serpent was filling the tunnel. 
 
    Dorgano turned just in time to see a group of janissaries approaching. They were heavily armored, the hollows of their eyes black in the darkness. 
 
    “About!” shouted Dorgano, and the Greek warriors turned just as the janissaries slammed into them. Shields crashed into shields and spears clattered and jammed against the ceiling or smacked into plated shoulders. The men pressed against one another, legs pushing out behind them, comrades pushing them forward. The smell of clean earth was immediately crowded out by the stench of sweat and intense, claustrophobic fear. 
 
    While not all of the Greek defenders spoke Turkish, Dorgano clearly heard one of the janissaries shout, “Set off the explosive! Do it now!” 
 
    “These bastards won’t let up!” said one of the Greeks, his shield jerking under a flurry of blows. 
 
    “They must, or we’re dead,” said Dorgano. “Sir, call down the line, please, and have someone send a crossbow or two our way. Would you?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Constantine entered the small, uncomfortably hot room and found Notaras and John Grant overseeing the interrogation of a prisoner. The naked Serbian was stretched out on a rack, his limbs tied to wheels slowly turned by two guards. With each pull of their cranks, the ropes were wound up and his body was stretched. Constantine noted that his arms were perfectly white but his hands were so thick and red that they looked like dark plums. Not long ago, he would have been disturbed by the sight. Now he was so tired that the scene did not feel real; it was only a vague suggestion of what agony might look like in the waking world. He did not even register the expression on the prisoner’s face. Likewise the two guards also seemed unenthused about their grim work. Glancing to the side, Constantine saw the heavy iron ball sitting on a table. 
 
    “Is it wise to have that thing right there?” said Constantine. 
 
    “Is fine,” said Grant. “They harder to explosive than you think, Emperor.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?” 
 
    The tortured Serb drew in a breath. “Emperor?” he said. He was obviously confused, for Constantine was dressed like a common guard. 
 
    “Surprised?” said Constantine. “You shouldn’t be. It should be a common sight, a leader fighting alongside his own men. Seeing a Christian making explosives for heathen armies, on the other hand, should be a rare sight indeed.” He turned to the prisoner and finally looked him up and down. “I don’t know which is worse: What we’ve done to the Turkish commander in the other room, or the fact that I feel you somehow deserve worse.” 
 
    The Serb cleared his throat to speak, but Constantine waved his hand dismissively, and one of the guards placed a thickly gloved hand over the prisoner’s mouth. Constantine turned to Notaras. “Has he given us anything?” 
 
    Notaras nodded. “He seems to know quite a bit about the tunnels. The layout he’s given us matches what the Turkish prisoner gave us. I think they might be telling us the truth.” 
 
    “Praise God,” Constantine muttered, rubbing his forehead. His thoughts were slow, muddled in a sort of angry mist. He suddenly turned to Grant. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. “If it wasn’t for you, we never would have found any of their tunnels.” 
 
    Grant nodded. “Praise is for God, sir, and for good Genoese, helping me. With this bombs here, and a little powder besides, I can have their tunnels collapse very soon, far from wall. Sultan will have bad news by morning.” 
 
    Nodding absentmindedly, Constantine turned to leave, then turned on Notaras suddenly. “Shouldn’t you be at the sea wall?” 
 
    Notaras shrugged. “No good defending the sea wall if the land wall is coming down. I wanted to see what was going on.” 
 
    “Send a messenger next time! I need you at the harbor. A boy could have come here. But since you’re here, what’s happening?” 
 
    Notaras ran long fingers through his white beard. “We can see more Turkish boats on land than in the water. They’re still pulling them over greased logs. We can’t reach them with cannons. They’ll have the port filled with ships within a week. Maybe sooner.” 
 
    “That won’t make it easy for reinforcements to reach us,” Constantine said as he made his way toward the exit. 
 
    “If there are any,” Notaras muttered under his breath. 
 
    The guard released his hold on the prisoner and he drew in a ragged breath. “Family!” he said. “My family!” 
 
    “What’s that?” said Constantine, stopping at the door. 
 
    “Didn’t want to help them… but, my family…” 
 
    “You thought your family would be safe if you helped the Turks?” said Constantine. “And how will your family be safe, you poor fool, if the world is ruled by those who hate you and your people? You should have died fighting if you cared for your family.” Constantine stood in silence for a moment, struggling against a dull, insistent anger. “Keep him alive,” he said to the guards. “If he was telling the truth about the tunnels, and Grant manages to blow them up, then cut off his head. Make it quick and painless.” 
 
    “And if he was lying?” said Notaras. 
 
    “Rack him until his limbs pop off. Send him to hell the long way around. See if he enjoys digging tunnels down there!” 
 
    *** 
 
    One morning the cannons grew silent and Radu rode before the main gate at the center of the battered wall. The sky was clear, and was such a pale blue that it was nearly white, and his black horse drew to a stop and stood as still as stone. Radu had exchanged his white robe for a black one, and silver chainmail gleamed where it was visible at his throat and thighs. The ground was littered with broken stones and dead bodies, many run through with arrows and covered in flapping birds. Radu ignored the endless rows of corpses and gazed along the length of the wall and said nothing, simply waiting as the wind whipped his long black hair and robe. 
 
    “Somebody shoot this unbelievable cocksucker,” said one man on the wall. 
 
    “Wait for Constantine, you dumbass!” said another. 
 
    “My crossbow’s malfunctioning,” said a third. “I can’t be held responsible if it goes off on its own.” 
 
    Nearly an hour passed, then Constantine arrived. The guards were surprised to see him wearing his regal robes and his shining crown. He did not want it revealed that he fought alongside his men, and could be targeted at any time, so he’d been forced to fetch his robes and change out of his armor. 
 
    Constantine leaned over the parapet and stared at the lean young man on his horse. “You speak for your Sultan?” he shouted. 
 
    “I do,” said Radu. “For many weeks we have battered your walls. Now, the Sultan would like to make peace with you.” 
 
    Constantine held his breath. He could feel the thread of energy moving through his men as each one felt the impact of the words. Surely they were holding their breath as well, dearly hoping that the nightmare was over. 
 
    “Has he agreed to return home?” said Constantine. 
 
    “Yes, he shall go to his home!” said Radu, crying out with an unexpected flourish. “Sultan Mehmet, the Shadow of Allah on Earth, is now ready to enter the gates of his new home, Constantinople, and to hear the call to prayer announced in the mosque formerly known as the Hagia Sophia!” 
 
    “Should we shoot him, sir?” said a guard. His voice was brittle, filled with barely subdued anger that had been boiling for weeks. Constantine said nothing, but resigned himself to the fact that any one of his men could very well shoot the emissary. 
 
    Constantine wished he could vent his anger with a show of violence. But he was not just a man; he was a leader, and his people depended on him to swallow his anger, and his pride, and to protect them by putting the common good first. 
 
    “Sir,” said Constantine, “why do you bother coming to us, if not to negotiate? You have not brought terms of peace, but threats. I told you once before that we all stand together, and that has not changed. But we are not fools. We understand the power of the Sultan. That is why I am willing to agree to an increase in tribute paid to your Sultan.” He held tight to the cold stone of the parapet, feeling as if the walls were tumbling down around him. Then he swallowed and continued. “I, and all my ancestors who held the throne before me, have long held enmity with your people for taking our lands and enslaving our people. But, in the interest of peace… from now on, we shall acknowledge that all of our lands taken by Ottoman forces are legitimately in the possession of your Sultan. We will not contest any lands taken from us.” Constantine breathed deep, the cold feeling in his belly growing so tight and twisted that it was as if blood was being drained from a jagged wound. 
 
    “Is that all?” said Radu. 
 
    “That,” said Constantine, “and nothing more. If your Sultan agrees to leave our lands, then he shall have everything I have mentioned.” 
 
    Radu smiled on one side of his face. “That is not enough. You have now sealed your own fate, along with that of your people.” 
 
    Radu turned and rode off, his horse leaping lightly over an arm lying half-buried on the battlefield. 
 
    *** 
 
    For months the Turks hammered at the walls of Constantinople, bringing it down in sections or shattering one of the gates, only to be repulsed by the defenders long enough for repairs to be finished. The Turks never ran out of cannon shot, but neither did the Greeks run out of food supplies. Fights began breaking out among the janissaries, who were not used to waiting so long before enjoying the inevitable slaughter and rape that followed victory. Finally Sultan Mehmet realized that he could no longer pretend that he was fully in control of the battlefield, and called a meeting with his advisors. So it was that Grand Vizier Halil Pasha gathered with Mehmet’s viziers Zaganos and Angelovic, and his beloved Radu sat nearby, ready to attend if necessary. 
 
    “What of their port?” said Mehmet. “In ages past, any time the city was breached, it was by sea.” 
 
    “Your majesty,” said Angelovic, “Hamza Bey managed to drag a lot of ships around their chain barricade, but we have not yet taken the port. Their sea wall has provided great protection for their men. They can fire with impunity…” 
 
    Before he could continue, Mehmet leaned back and made an exasperated gasp. “Then why did we bother pulling those ships over land? What was the point?! No - forget about it. I wanted conquest by land, anyway. But what about this so-called supercannon? What about that damned Hungarian? He promised me that he could bring down that wall! Instead, all I ever see are men crawling all over that thing, checking to see whether it’s cooled down or not! They rub so much olive on it to cool it down, the janissaries can hardly control themselves. No, that does it. Bring Orban to me immediately!” 
 
    Seeing that no one would answer, Zaganos quietly cleared his throat. “We cannot, sir.” 
 
    “Why?!” 
 
    “Your majesty, he… he died.” 
 
    “How?!” 
 
    “Apparently he was… he was shouting at one of the cannon crew, and came up to instruct him. Then the cannon went off. I saw his body myself. It looked like a bag of flesh, without any bones whatsoever…” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet held his mouth shut and inhaled slowly, his nostrils dilating obscenely. “Did he lack the sense to not to stand in front of the cannon?!” 
 
    “He was not in front of it, your majesty. He simply stood too close. If you’ll recall, we lost quite a few men that way.” 
 
    Mehmet closed his eyes and turned away. “I’ve never heard of a cannon,” he said, biting off each word, “that kills more men behind it than in front of it. Orban spoke truthfully when he said he would create a monster. Only I think, perhaps, that he had it pointed the wrong way around.” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet looked at his advisors with an expression that he hoped would convey the message that any one of them could be held responsible for this mess, and thus all action should be taken on their part to rectify the situation immediately. Zaganos and Angelovic both averted their gaze. Unfortunately, Grand Vizier Halil did not. Mehmet glared at him. Halil tilted his head slightly, almost as if wondering why Mehmet could possibly be staring at him. 
 
    Then he understood. 
 
    He thinks we will fail, thought Mehmet. His mouth dried suddenly, and he fought the urge to swallow or lick his lips. 
 
    No, he is sure we will fail! And when that happens, he will be the one to have me replaced! 
 
    Mehmet’s mind raced, wondering just who the little man could have under his thumb. Wasn’t there an heir of Osman in Constantinople? Some no-account dandy living as a constant threat to Mehmet’s rule? 
 
    Mehmet wanted to end the silence, if only to prevent Zaganos and Angelovic from seeing his discomfort. Unable to think of anything that would make Halil uncomfortable, he followed an old tactic. “What is your advice?” he said, adjusting his posture and squaring his chest so that he might project an image of one who judged, but could not be judged. 
 
    Grand Vizier Halil shrugged. “It is quite obvious, your majesty. We have put up a good fight, and gathered quite a few slaves from these lands, but the battle is over. We should not be ashamed. We have done quite well. It is unfortunate, of course, that some foolish men will blame you…” Halil shrugged again, and Mehmet could tell that he was relishing the idea. “But fools are always quick to give their opinion.” 
 
    “And your proposal is?” 
 
    “There is no other option, your majesty. We must return home. Perhaps next year we can strike out against Albania, or Hungary, or perhaps distant Georgia… the world is your oyster, Sultan. People will soon forget that you came here, and… well.” 
 
    “They will forget,” Mehmet said quietly, as if to himself. 
 
    They will forget me! 
 
    “And you?” said Mehmet, turning to Zaganos. 
 
    He was surprised to see the man’s hideous face burning red, his eyes held wide with barely restrained rage. 
 
    “O great and glorious Sultan!” he finally said, almost sounding as if he was taking part in some kind of European playacting production. “The Grand Vizier is right that there is no choice! The only course of action before us… is conquest! I say we make one final assault! We harden our hearts and gather up our swords and spears, and like men we push for their walls! No cannons, no ships, no tricks! One final push, your majesty! One final push, for the glory of Allah, and for the legacy of our great leader, Sultan Mehmet the Second!” 
 
    At first, Mehmet had been a little embarrassed by the man’s intense outburst. Then he considered that not only was Zaganos a janissary in his younger days, but he had also always hovered over him when he was a child. Zaganos had always looked out for him, making sure that no one could get too close without his permission. 
 
    And now, as uncomfortable as it made him, he knew that Zaganos was right. It might seem safe to retreat, then wait until next year to attack other lands. But if he chose the safe route, Halil, or someone else, would surely move against him, and he would have little support from the janissaries. He would surely wake up with a silk noose around his neck. 
 
    He’s right! We must attack! We must make one final assault! 
 
    Mehmet opened his mouth and turned to Angelovic. Then, realizing that he did not need his advice, he turned away from him. 
 
    “Finally,” he said, “at least one of my advisors has some sense. All that has occurred until now has only been to soften our foe. My will is as firm as ever. We will make one last assault. Look at our forces. They stretch from one end of the horizon to the other! I would be a poor servant of Allah if I did not send wave after wave of men at the gates of Constantinople! I’ll send so many men that the piles of dead will tower over the walls themselves! Send out my orders: Every one of my men shall have three days to prepare. Three days! And at the end of that time, I shall accomplish what no Sultan before me has ever done.” 
 
    As Mehmet gave out his orders, Halil shot a venomous look at Zaganos, and was surprised to find the man glaring back at him. 
 
    He should be giving massages in a janissary barracks, thought Halil, not pretending to be a vizier, and playing with forces beyond his reckoning! Something will have to be done with this uppity roughneck! 
 
    *** 
 
    Cannon shots were reduced the next day, and while the men on the walls thought at first that the Turks were about to give up their senseless attack, they soon saw that it was not so. The janissaries were famed for being able to set up and break down tents with remarkable speed, but the tent city on the horizon did not move. Instead, arms and armor were mended on the forges, the lights of hammers striking hot metal flashing like a storm on the horizon. On the first day, they could hear shrill cries from the Ottoman camp. Strange prayers were given with bizarre and unexpected intensity. At first the people of the city were confused, for what sort of god would listen to the prayers of an army that attacked without cause? But as the day dragged on and the shrill, insistent cries only continued, the people began to fear that some awful, inconceivable being really would answer the prayers of the Turks. 
 
    Rather than hide the truth, Emperor Constantine ordered that the news be spread: The Turks will attack again. The Muslim horde will make one great and final assault. Stand ready! 
 
    *** 
 
    At sunset on the first day, Constantine found himself standing before the Hagia Sophia with his four comrades, Loukas Notaras, Giovanni Longo, John Grant, and Dorgano the Turk. They had all been making rounds throughout the city when a fog had descended. It was an eerie sight, the tall stone buildings, punctured by artillery shells, stretching upward until swallowed by gray clouds draped over the city. People sat eating their dinners around cook fires made from wooden buildings ruined by bombardment, their movements slow and faces upturned at the unexpected fog. 
 
    Though several of the comrades had been making rounds in different areas, all had converged on Hagia Sophia at about the same time. Darkness fell and now they watched strange lights shining on the dome far overhead. Sometimes it seemed as if pale light was descending from the mist and dancing along the dome; other times it seemed that a glowing essence was being drawn out. Others gathered to watch, foreign Italian mercenaries, monks armed with crossbows, women in dark hoods scouring the city for food for their children. 
 
    “What could that possibly be?” said Constantine, as if to himself. 
 
    “Obvious!” said John Grant. “It is angels of the Lord. Have I not said before? By God’s grace... saved!” 
 
    “No, no,” said Giovanni, waving dismissively. “They are lights from afar, reflected from the fog. Perhaps from the Bosphorus, from ships, or…” 
 
    “And only they are to be seen on the church?” said Grant, shocked. 
 
    “It… it is the tallest building in the area! Also, there’s the material of the dome to consider.” 
 
    “Come now,” Dorgano said loudly. “Neither of you has any idea. I don’t have any idea either, for that matter. But it is… it is beautiful, isn’t it?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” said Notaras. 
 
    “Why do you say that? Have you seen anything like this before?” 
 
    Notaras sighed for a long time. “Few are cursed to see something like this.” 
 
    “Cursed?” said Constantine. “What do you think this is?” 
 
    “It is the Holy Spirit departing from Constantinople. It is the grace of God abandoning us at the end of this nightmare.” 
 
    Emperor Constantine turned and glared at Notaras. “I should open the front gate and send you out to meet the Sultan. How dare you say such a thing? How dare you even think it? After all we’ve done? And considering how hard we’ve fought?” 
 
    Notaras shrugged, seeming deflated. “Your…” He stopped himself from saying your majesty. “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” said Constantine. “We cannot say if it’s divine or mundane. Either way, we must carry on. The Lord will help us if we stand strong. Let’s go back to our stations. And get some rest, Notaras. I don’t want to hear talk like that ever again - I don’t care how bad things get.” 
 
    ***  
 
    On the second night, as the rabid prayers of their assailants continued, many of the people of Constantinople met at the Hagia Sophia. At the very center of Greek Orthodox faith, nobles and commoners gathered for a great ceremony. With the doors of the church opened wide, Catholics and Orthodox prayed side by side as the Patriarch asked God for their salvation. A procession quietly wound its way through the streets of the city, humbly beseeching divine pardon and protection even as they seemed to be saying goodbye to each little corner of their world, the home they had built together. 
 
    On the third day, the enemy grew quiet. The air became hot and humid, and there was a sense that one great beast had encircled them, its coils tightening in anticipation. The sun fell, covering the land in darkness, and a few hoped that the enemy were quietly packing up their gear and leaving, or had simply forgotten what they had originally intended. 
 
    The Turks had not forgotten. 
 
    At midnight, the enemy horde cried out. The guards at the wall saw limbs writhing in the darkness, the forms of men shaking as they streamed toward them. In the lead came riders, either slaves forced to fight or Serbian traitors in heavy armor. They raced their horses along the wall, firing one arrow after another at the defenders. They seemed uninterested in hitting targets, but merely wanted the Greeks to keep their heads down so that they could not fire on the horde of infantry. 
 
    The azab infantry, unarmored raiders who would have nothing to show for the past months of their effort if they could not steal any gold or slaves, eventually crowded around the wall, tripping over old corpses as they dragged heavy battering rams with them. They hammered at the front gate, then the defenders could hear them hammering at other gates as well. The defenders had long since run out of fuel for their flamethrowers, but they leaned out and shot bolts at them, each shot killing at least one man hemmed in by the crowd, or sometimes pinning two or more together. But they could not seem to reload their crossbows fast enough to force the giant writhing monster away from their wall. 
 
    *** 
 
    Giovanni left his position at the ramparts near the front gate and raced down the steps. In the wide avenue below, he saw a line of armored spearmen standing ready, their eyes fixed to the tall wooden gate as it shook under heavy blows. He saw several of his own mercenaries already preparing for the coming breach, men in chainmail with swords and crossbows. Dorgano stood with them, also eschewing heavy plate in favor of the mobility of chainmail. He must have felt Giovanni’s eyes on him, for he turned and looked at him, neither nodding nor giving any expression. 
 
    Giovanni forced the leather bands of his shield tightly onto his arm, and at that moment the gate gave way with a sickening crack. It only budged open a foot or so before their guards fell against it, pushing and jamming spears into the opening. But with great heaves the gate lurched inward, then further inward still, until finally a mound of screaming Turks bristling with steel flooded into the wide avenue. The echoes of their cries were inhuman, a shivering wall of hatred that pushed against them. The Turks smashed against the line of spearmen, shields clattering against one another, and without thought Giovanni ran toward the battle. He saw Dorgano and several mercenaries racing to join him. 
 
    The line of men hunkering behind shields did not stand for long, for even as they skewered the front line of attackers, so many Turks pushed from behind that the armored guards were sent stumbling backwards. 
 
    We can push them back! Giovanni thought. We can still push them back! 
 
    His plan was interrupted by a group of janissaries pushing their way through the throng of azabs. The horned slave-soldiers did not care that they were pushing the azabs onto the spears of their enemies. Their eyes burning with fanatic glee, they stepped through pools of blood and ignored wounded men as they stepped on them, each one praying to earn the incredible wealth that would be bestowed on anyone who survived a suicidal charge. 
 
    The defensive lines were pushed into disarray, then a full melee broke out in the avenue, with Greeks and Turks exchanging blows, steel ringing against steel and hacking into wood. Giovanni found himself standing shoulder to shoulder with Dorgano, each of them hacking down waves of unarmored azab warriors. Giovanni had trained for long hours, and had lived among fighters for most of his life; he was empty of thought as he deflected blows with his shield, then stabbed bellies or throats and withdrew his blade with a twisting motion that coupled intense pain with death. 
 
    Giovanni had no doubt that the enemy hesitated when they drew near Dorgano, perhaps fearing to strike an ally; he only needed a moment to bring his wicked curved blade down on an enemy’s sword arm, cleaving it from the body. 
 
    The first janissary who drew near the pair was none other than Sehzade. Giovanni felt his senses recoil at the sight of the man. Sehzade’s pale face was covered in blood on one side, his blue eyes shining with something almost resembling a joy. He made as if to strike and Giovanni raised his shield. 
 
    “Look out!” said Dorgano - then Sehzade lashed out with a kick that sent Giovanni reeling. Behind his shield, his hand felt numb, as if struck with a hammer. Just as he regained his balance, he saw Dorgano swing from left to right. Sehzade ducked, his curved sword flashed overhead, then he brought it down. Giovanni saw Dorgano’s head jerk around, then he simply went limp and fell backwards. He smacked into the cobblestones with his head split open, the face a mess of flesh and teeth and eyeballs all rearranged with one powerful swing. 
 
    Giovanni turned to Sehzade, preparing to shriek in rage - then something struck his chest. He looked down and his chin nearly touched the shaft of an arrow jutting out of him. As if to reassure him that what he was looking at was real, another arrow pierced his chest only an inch or so from the first. In horror, he realized that he could not breath. He looked and saw that janissary archers were climbing the steps leading up to the ramparts, and were firing down on the defenders. 
 
    Sehzade became entangled with two other defenders, and Giovanni stumbled away. He fought to draw in air, sword and shield hanging at his side, his weapons of war now seeming absurd as he fought against the sensation of drowning. 
 
    “Giovanni’s hit!” someone cried. “Boss is hit! Get him! Go get him!” 
 
    Two of his Genoese comrades grabbed him on either side and he followed as they led him away. He drew in air, slowly, painfully, then exhaled, and felt the wood of the arrows pulling inside his chest. He inhaled again, and his awareness became a simple fixation on the act of breathing. He did not think of the battle as his men led him away. He would have followed them anywhere, so long as he could concentrate on the next breath. 
 
    A defender on the ramparts saw janissaries throwing themselves at the ragged lines of defenders down below, with still more Turks streaming in behind them. Thinking that he might be able to flee further along the wall and find safety at another gate, the guard turned and saw that the flag at the Blachernae, the gate in the furthest north, was being pulled down. Just as he was about to cry out to the others down below, he saw Giovanni fleeing the battle. 
 
    “Giovanni’s running!” the guard called out. “Giovanni’s leaving us!” 
 
    *** 
 
    One gate after another fell to the Turks. They spilled into the ruptured city, frenzied with bloodlust and desperate with their desire for wealth. The defenders who survived the brutal assault abandoned their posts. Some ran to find their families, hoping in vain to save them from the horror to come. Others flung themselves from the wall, their fear of rape and enslavement overcoming any belief against suicide. As the Turks ran through the streets they saw feet swaying in the windows, the noose coming to save the people of Constantinople when reinforcements would not. 
 
    But the city was still full of those who could neither defend themselves nor take their own life. Those were the most unfortunate. Sehzade ran deep into the city, reasoning that the best plunder would be furthest from the battleground. For a long time he ran, overwhelmed by the size of Constantinople, how one cobblestone avenue lined with tall stone buildings led to another, then another. It seemed that he was not the first to come this way. Everywhere he saw doors battered in, blood and severed limbs at entrances where citizens had fought back. He saw a man with no arms lying propped up against his shoe repair business, mouth hanging open and eyes staring ahead. Sehzade reasoned that if he was not dead, he most likely wished that he was, as his wife was screaming while three Turks helped her out of her dress. A janissary left the shop holding up a young boy, laughing as he made his way toward an upended cart where two little girls had already been secured with rope. The janissary noticed Sehzade and glared at him, warning him to go find his own slaves. 
 
    Sehzade saw a group of azab raiders kicking in a door, clearly excited to see what their god had delivered to them. He knew that the azab raiders who followed in the wake of the janissaries were not picky about who they raped, whether woman or man or even child; neither did they care who saw the act. All that mattered was that they had the power to dominate someone weaker than them. Most of them knew better than to get between the janissaries and whatever they wanted, but Sehzade saw one Turk lying with his head split open while a janissary lay on the ground thrusting against some poor man too old to defend himself. Sehzade reasoned that the janissary would have even killed a brother in the same instance. Otherwise the janissaries would never be feared. 
 
    Still, most of the shrieking azabs didn’t mind submitting to the elite slave-soldiers. The city of Constantinople was immense, a cultural metropolis that had grown, over the course of two thousand years, into the thriving jewel of Europe. 
 
    There was plenty to go around. 
 
    *** 
 
    John Grant stood before the altar in the Hagia Sophia, shoulder to shoulder with women and children and aged men and monks who had barred themselves behind the heavy door. They heard shouting, then the demonic drumbeat of hammering on the door. Grant wanted to pray but the sense of fear and claustrophobia in the press of bodies was so intense that he could not even think. 
 
    He strained to look upward. The high ceiling disappeared into darkness, and his heart ached to climb up into the beams, to disappear and find some safety. His eyes traced down long golden columns, and he could vaguely make out the glittering icons of saints, paintings that told stories of beauty and horror and triumph and loss. Grant knew that they would soon go into the fire. He had the ridiculous thought of using his last few moments to memorize the details of the pieces, but it would be impossible. In the atmosphere of terror, with the door hammered by a monster none of them could understand, the little works of art seemed pathetic and meaningless. What were they compared to the power of the sword, and the hatred that guided it? 
 
    Grant’s eyes went to a great cross standing over the altar, its limbs covered in shadow. 
 
    “Why, my Lord?” he said in his native tongue. “Why did you call me here? I was supposed to… to… and it all came to nothing. Why did we fight so hard? Why did we endure so much? Why did you…” 
 
    A woman screamed directly beside him, then he heard the shrill cry of wooden beams splitting. He turned and saw the double doors giving way. Strange men shouted something in their alien tongue, but Grant heard nothing over the screaming that buffeted him from either side. All at once he was no longer hemmed in; people fled to either side of the ancient church, no doubt hugging the walls for protection. Grant found himself alone. 
 
    Turbaned men with spears and curved swords entered, faceless in the dark. Soon they would divide the people, putting those of higher quality on one side, those of lower quality on another, killing some not worth transporting, and enjoying the bodies of others for themselves. Grant knew that he could not submit to them, that he would surely lose his mind if he became their property. His hand moved and he grasped a long dagger at his side, then he felt his feet carrying him toward the enemy. 
 
    Many turbaned heads swiveled at once, their black eyes fixing on him. He brought up his dagger… but he was no warrior. With an easy swipe of a scimitar, a raider separated his head from his neck, then stepped aside as his body fell at their feet. 
 
    *** 
 
    Emperor Constantine stood with the last of his guards at the long stairway leading up to the entrance of the Sacred Palace. Several of his men had gone inside to check on the women and children who had fled there for sanctuary. Constantine had told them to strongly counsel the women to end their own lives, and the lives of their children as well. 
 
    Surely the Lord will forgive them for that, he thought, wondering if he would throw up again. Please, God, surely they can’t be charged with a mortal sin for choosing the only route of escape! 
 
    The men said nothing, but only stood along the wide white marble steps, each of them no doubt grappling with a sense that they must be dreaming. Constantine saw no smoke from fires. He saw only the black wall of night, darkness unbroken by starlight, and from the darkness came the unreal sound of something like the city crying out in agony. 
 
    One of his guards left the palace and approached to rejoin them. 
 
    “It’s done,” he said simply, placing his helm back over his head. Constantine did not bother to ask what exactly he meant, whether all of the women and children were dead, or only the matter of telling them what was coming had been taken care of. He only turned and watched the entrance to the palace grounds. 
 
    They did not have long to wait. Riders with torches rode past the low wall dividing the street from the palace grounds. They stopped and stared at Constantine and his men, who stood and held their weapons ready. Constantine saw Radu, his black cloak trailing behind him, and at once his fear turned to anger. As if sensing his resolve, Radu and the others turned and rode away. 
 
    “They’ll be calling reinforcements,” said Constantine. He descended the steps so that he could look up at his men. He knew that surely the Almighty was looking down on them, so he wanted to bolster their resolve. “My fellow soldiers! My courageous fellow soldiers, listen to me! 
 
    “You know well that the hour has come. The enemy of our faith is here to devour us. It is their custom to overwhelm with numbers, and they’ll shriek and cry like children in order to weaken our courage. I implore you to fight like men with brave souls. We prefer death to survival! Why would we choose to live, when our families are dead, or gone from us? Why would we turn our backs on our Lord? There’s no doubt that this impious Sultan will kill us and take our city. But if we lived, we would only see our city become foul, our homes ruined, our churches turned into mosques or stables for animals. He would take what was holy and pure, and dedicate it to his false and insane Prophet, a pedophile, a murderer, a slaver!” 
 
    He turned and saw that already a crowd of raiders was gathering at the entrance to the palace grounds. He was reminded of a pack of hungry dogs. “Look at them gathering against us,” he said. “Though they already greatly outnumber us, even that is not enough for them! They have no faith in their demon-god, nor even in their own strength. Think of how the elephants of the Carthaginians put the Roman cavalry to flight, though they were few against many. If one dumb beast can put another to flight, then we, the masters of the world, will do even better against our enemies. They’re nothing but dumb animals, worse even than pigs! Keep your shields up, keep your sword outstretched, and let them know that they aren’t dealing with dumb animals, but with their lords and masters, the descendents of the Greeks and Romans! 
 
    “My brothers, this godless Sultan couldn’t make a city like ours, so he wanted to take this most beautiful city from us. Founded by Constantine the Great! Dedicated to the all holy and most chaste Mother of God, our lady, Mary the eternal virgin! Though our empire is now exhausted, in its time, the inhabitants of this city mastered the entire universe!” 
 
    Glancing, he saw them pouring through the entrance and filling the courtyard. “Now, they come! Stand ready, brothers! And know that the memory of our deaths, our fame, and our freedom will be rendered eternal!” 
 
    The avenue shook with the high-pitched battle cries of Muslim raiders and janissaries. Constantine moved to stand with his men and at once they unsheathed their swords, some praying, others shouting in defiance. Constantine braced himself behind his shield. He could feel the aura of hatred radiating from the howling, many-limbed monster racing toward them. He held his sword high, the weight of it feeling like a lopsided hammer, then as the first turbaned warrior drew near he brought the weight of it crashing down. The blade sheared through cheek and neck, then bones and armor, sending links of chainmail flying overhead. 
 
    On either side of him, the defenders of Constantinople cleaved through their attackers, hacking through limbs and heads as if the first wave had been thrown against an automaton of spinning blades. Constantine felt a sword strike his shield, then he lowered his guard and brought his blade crashing into a shrieking head, cleaving his enemy’s skull and sending a torrent of brains spilling into a ruined turban. Then the corpse’s head jerked backward and the body rocketed forward, pushed by a horde of oncoming Turks. The impact was greater than if the azab had attacked while living. Constantine staggered and would have fallen if not supported by his comrades. He crouched and pushed back. Still the attackers came. In the torchlight from the palace entrance, he could see the horns of janissaries pushing the azabs before them, their supposed comrades being used as nothing more than human shields. 
 
    The press was incredible, the stench of the enemy threatening to suffocate him. Constantine braced his heel against a step behind him and pushed back - then another wave of attackers smashed into the first. He heard several of his men cry out in pain. Still pressing against those before him, he turned and saw that the janissaries had somehow torn through the middle of their defensive line. In shadow and flickering torchlight he saw them standing over the dying men, their curved swords rising and falling. 
 
    Another surge of bodies smashed against Constantine’s shield, bowling him over on top of his comrades. With the defensive line shattered, the raiders and janissaries fell on them, stabbing and howling, finding themselves slipping on stairs coated with blood. 
 
    In the end, they could not even tell which of the dead warriors was the fallen Emperor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Giovanni was propped up on a crate on the deck of an unfamiliar ship that had been commandeered by his men. The mercenaries directed themselves and he only watched the masts of ships passing by, concentrating on each breath. For a moment, he noticed the bright blue robe of Notaras standing on the sea wall. The man must have been watching him, Giovanni thought, wondering how the land wall was breached, and why his own men had suddenly fled. Giovanni blinked, nearly passing out, then he saw Notaras no more. 
 
    Through the black night he could see Ottoman ships streaming into the harbor. He was sure they had seen his ship, but most likely they did not care. Every Turk was eager to get inside the city and take what he could. 
 
    They want to strip the place of everything, Giovanni thought, closing his eyes and leaning back. All the gold. All the jewels. All the works of art. And all of the people... 
 
    His hand strayed to his chest, his fingers lightly touching the two long pieces of wood still jutting out of him. 
 
    Nothing will be left. 
 
    Giovanni quietly prayed. He did not thank God for allowing him to escape with his life; he knew that he would soon be dead, most likely within a day or two. He only thanked God for allowing him to see such a vision of wonders, both the city and his own rich life, and then to bring his life to an end before he could fall into the bottomless pit that was the greed of the Muslim slavers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Better the Turban 
 
      
 
    Sultan Mehmet allowed three days of looting, then he entered the gates of the city at the head of a crowd of onlookers. His servants were in awe of him, whispering to one another as the conqueror waddled into the city. Mehmet could hear them saying that he had done what even his great grandfather, Bayezid the Lightning Bolt, had not been able to do. 
 
    “If only my father could have been here!” said Mehmet, gesturing before him as he passed the shattered front gate. “He would have wanted to be here!” 
 
    “Indeed!” said Grand Vizier Halil, nodding as he walked, looking small and dried up while standing next to Mehmet. “This, at least, would have made him proud…” 
 
    Unperturbed by Halil’s subtle reminder that nothing Mehmet had ever done had pleased the former Sultan, Mehmet ignored him and waved his arm as if gesturing to a remarkable building, forcing Halil to scamper aside. 
 
    Slaves had completed the work of carrying the dead out of the avenues that would make up Mehmet’s path to the palace, but the streets were still black with blood. The blood had coagulated in the cracks between cobblestones, forming strange patterns that often collected around great black circles, as if an alien hand had rewritten the fate of the conquered. The stench of death somehow made it through the clouds of incense drifting along the route, but still Mehmet smiled, his steps lively and his gestures full of vitality. He could hear them calling him il fatih, the conqueror. 
 
    “But I am not a conqueror!” he said, wagging his finger at nobody in particular. “Indeed, I am but a servant of Allah… chosen, it would seem, to liberate these people from their unworthy overlords.” 
 
    “Indeed, your majesty!” said Zaganos. Mehmet was surprised to hear the breathless tone of his vizier and guard, then decided that it made sense. Of course his servant would be in awe of such an achievement! 
 
    Mehmet glanced down a side street and saw a group of janissaries watching over a line of slaves. The slaves’ pales faces were haggard, their clothes filthy and torn. Behind them, in an empty marketplace, slaves were busy pulling down the corpses of those who had hung themselves from the rafters. A janissary’s head turned to Mehmet, like a predator spotting movement, and Mehmet instinctively looked away, continuing to smile as he toured the streets of Constantinople. 
 
    They passed by the Hippodrome stadium, where all of the marble statues and obelisks had been torn down. Though once proudly displaying graven images, they were now lying in heaps of rubble and white dust. 
 
    “It was no wonder they were conquered,” said Halil, clucking his tongue. “They spent all their time banging rocks into the shape of men and women… many of them shown in the act of fornication!” 
 
    “Truly?” said Mehmet. 
 
    “Well… a few of them, or so I’m told.” 
 
    Mehmet had to agree with Halil. Why bother forcing a rock into the shape of a person? 
 
    At that moment a procession of raucous azab raiders passed them by, bouncing with each step and cheering. Before them they carried a headless corpse jammed onto a pole. The corpse wore the shining breastplate of the royal guard, and a torn imperial cloak hung from its shoulders. 
 
    “The body of the Emperor!” said Halil. “Doesn’t look like much anymore, does he?” 
 
    “Now I have finally met the man for myself,” said Mehmet, smiling and casually saluting as the corpse bounced past his entourage. “But, Halil, wasn’t I told that his body was not recovered?” 
 
    “Not quite, your majesty. It’s just that, how do you tell any of these common-looking people apart? I’m told that in his final days, Constantine refused to wear his royal robes, for fear of being singled out for your wrath!” 
 
    For a moment, a cloud passed over Mehmet’s frozen smile. “Halil, I truly hope that that was the body of the former Emperor, and not just one of his guards dressed up in a cape. I’m not in the habit of having lowborn corpses brought so near my person!” 
 
    “Indeed, sire.” Halil bowed as he walked, and Mehmet considered knocking him over. 
 
    Finally they drew near the Hagia Sophia, former center of the Greek Orthodox faith. The great dome still stood tall, like a giant corpse propped up for display. The wide avenue before the cathedral was covered in a layer of sticky black blood, and the smoldering remains of bonfires sat on either side. Mehmet saw the remains of a painting in one fire, the charred imprint of half a face still visible. He quickly turned away from the graven image. 
 
    Most of his entourage stopped and watched him as he approached the Hagia Sophia. The stench was incredible; he could almost feel the residue of thousands of dead bodies still lying in his path, though they had been carted off by slaves. He could feel the eyes of his servants burning into his back. Wanting to put on a display that would be remembered, he gestured with one hand at the battered entrance to the church, the doors hanging off their hinges. 
 
    “Ay!” he said, gripping his chest to show his remorse. He bent slightly and made as if he was picking up a handful of dust, then pretended to sprinkle it on his head, as was done long ago. “Such a shame!” he cried out. “Such a shame that they brought this violence upon their own house of worship! Ay, by Allah! By Allah!” 
 
    He made gestures and cried out until he could hear them talking behind him, no doubt in awe that the great Sultan was moved by such emotion. He began to walk once again, then stopped and gestured behind him. Halil and a few others approached with cautious steps. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” said Halil. 
 
    “Halil, this is a historic occasion…” 
 
    “Yes, sire!” 
 
    “Are you, ah… are you having someone write this down?” Seeing the look of confusion on Halil’s face, he added, “Don’t you think someone should write down what I say, as I tour the city?” 
 
    “Ah! O-of course, your majesty!” 
 
    Halil gestured impatiently to a servant boy, who began writing. As Mehmet once again approached the Hagia Sophia, he could hear Halil behind him repeating what he had said earlier, helping the scribe to record the historic occasion. 
 
    Two janissaries guarding the entrance bowed to Mehmet as he entered. Crossing the threshold, he was once again overwhelmed by the smell of decaying meat. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and finally he could see great columns and arches filling the grand space. With all the painted icons and ornate decorations removed and either destroyed or melted down, the place was left with only a feeling of intense emptiness. It was once filled with the sound of whispered prayer or clear invocation, but was now silent, devoid of life. A few servants filed in behind him, and he approached the altar, which had been cast down from the pulpit and was lying on its head. 
 
    Mehmet had meant to give another show of remorse, but he forgot to follow through as he stood in a shaft of light amid the dark desolation. He was filled with a sense of pride. He had taken this place from the proud, arrogant Christians. They were now humbled, either dead or in chains, and Allah had brought him to this empty, awe-inspiring height. 
 
    Now I own the culture of Greece, he thought. Now I am truly the Caesar of Rome! 
 
    He could almost feel the ghosts of the dead watching him, unable to touch his divine aura. A smile spread across his face. He remembered the words of the poet Saadi, which he repeated. “The spider weaves the curtains in the palace of the Caesars… the owl calls the watches in the towers of Afrasiab…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sultan Mehmet was eager to repopulate the desolate city; the once-thriving metropolis was now little more than a collection of buildings, many of which would require drastic repairs. He did not want his new capital to be a graveyard. To that end, he sent a proclamation to be read throughout the city: Whoever had survived the slaughter and avoided enslavement should now show themselves, and they would be considered citizens of the Empire. Their homes would remain theirs, and they could retain their native religion so long as they paid the jizya, the tax laid upon non-Muslims by Muslims. 
 
    The survivors slowly came out of hiding. They found shops stripped bare, desecrated churches, empty streets, and a port filled with slaves being loaded into ships. 
 
    On the fifth day after the fall of the city, Sultan Mehmet held a banquet in his new royal palace. Though badly damaged and stripped of its former ornamentation, the banquet hall was at least lined with wide windows that gave a grand view of the Sea of Marmara, darkly tossing waves overlooked by a dying red sun. Mehmet sat with his viziers, Halil, Zaganos, and Angelovic. His lover, Radu, sat nearby as well. Though alcohol was forbidden, the Sultan had allowed that he himself should be allowed to drink, and so he sat before several open bottles taken from the former Emperor’s collection. 
 
    “Halil,” said Mehmet, leaning forward as if the conversation was for the two of them alone, but projecting his voice as if making an announcement. “Halil, where is Loukas Notaras? Did you not tell me that Constantine’s minister survived the battle? Behold…” Mehmet waved his hand, hitting his wine glass and spinning it without knocking it over. “Be-behold, I want to restore him to his former position. I have no qualms against him!” 
 
    “Of course, your majesty,” said the Grand Vizier. “Apparently his wife is seriously ill. He has stayed home to remain at her side and look after her.” 
 
    Mehmet glared at Halil for a long time, and Halil began to realize that his Sultan was not acting strangely merely out of drunkenness. 
 
    Suddenly Zaganos leaned forward, bringing his hideous face close to Mehmet’s. “Your majesty, if I may… as for Notaras, I’ve heard it said that he has several sons, but his fourteen-year-old son Jacob…” Mehmet turned slightly in Zaganos’s direction, and Zaganos smiled. “They say that Jacob Notaras is exceedingly handsome.” 
 
    Mehmet turned away, and Zaganos leaned back into his seat once again. Zaganos glanced at Radu, then hid a smile behind his hand, amused at the intense look of rage burning behind the young Wallachian’s gaze. Mehmet did not notice, nor did he even bother to look, but only stared at Halil. Finally he drained his cup, then cleared his throat. 
 
    “Halil,” said Mehmet, projecting his voice once again. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” 
 
    He waited a moment. “Never mind,” he said, a look of disgust crossing his face. Mehmet gestured impatiently and one of his eunuchs, a large African slave in fine robes, rushed up to him with short steps. “Go to the home of Loukas Notaras,” said Mehmet. “Tell him I want his son, Jacob, for my harem. Go immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said the eunuch, his high-pitched voice contrasting with his large frame. He turned and ran, and Mehmet gestured for his cup to be refilled. He sat back, looking quite pleased with himself. 
 
    “Sir,” said Halil, “if I may…” 
 
    “Hold that thought,” said Mehmet. Still smiling to himself, he turned to Zaganos. “You have always looked out for me, haven’t you, Zaganos?” 
 
    Unable to speak, Zaganos merely bowed his head. 
 
    “But not everyone is on my side,” Mehmet continued. “In fact, when I asked for counsel just before I took the city, someone close to me said that I could not conquer the city. I was told that I would not be able to accomplish such a feat.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Halil, “that… that’s not really what I meant when I…” 
 
    “I know, Halil, I know. I know that you didn’t really believe that. In your heart, you knew that I could take the city. In fact, I know that you only gave such cowardly counsel because you took money from the former rulers of Constantinople. They offered you gold for your loyalty, and like a traitor, you jumped at the offer.” 
 
    Halil’s mouth fell open, then moved as if pantomiming speech. Finally Halil gave up the attempt at speech, and merely shook his head. 
 
    “There is only one reward for traitors, Halil, and I’ll give you a hint: It isn’t a bag of gold. Angelovic!” 
 
    The fair-haired vizier bowed to Mehmet. “Yes, your majesty?” 
 
    “Take Halil and give him his reward for treason. Take two janissaries with you.” 
 
    Angelovic had worked with Halil for years, and knew him well. Still he stood without hesitation and gripped the Grand Vizier’s little arm. “Understood, your majesty!” 
 
    As the men dragged the Grand Vizier out of the banquet hall, he suddenly recovered his ability to speak, and screamed for mercy. Mehmet only smiled into his wineglass. 
 
    That’ll show that little turd! he thought. No one speaks down to me! Nobody stands in my way! Not unless they want a silken cord wrapped around their throat, they don’t! 
 
    “Your majesty,” said Zaganos, bowing with the side of his head nearly touching the table. “You know I w-would have killed Halil myself! If only y-you had granted me the honor…” 
 
    “No, no, Zaganos. Leave such things to Angelovic. He does so very little, as it is. You, on the other hand, will be busy with other matters… for you are now my Grand Vizier.” 
 
    Zaganos lifted his face, and Mehmet saw that his misshapen features were wet with tears. His mouth hung open like an ecstatic child. Seeing motion, Mehmet turned and noticed that several janissary guards were saluting one another from across the room. 
 
    I only got rid of Halil because I hated him, thought Mehmet. Of course, Zaganos was a janissary. Now that one of their own is Grand Vizier, and I’ve given them the greatest city in Christendom to plunder, they will surely do anything for me! 
 
    Now, father! Now I have truly done the impossible! 
 
    At that moment, the eunuch returned and bowed. 
 
    “Speak,” said Mehmet. 
 
    “Your majesty, Loukas Notaras has refused to send his son.” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet sipped his wine thoughtfully. “Come, Zaganos,” he finally said. “Let us see this man who believes he can refuse the will of the Sultan.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mehmet and Zaganos stood side by side while the janissaries kicked open the door and rushed in, screaming and apparently shattering vases or jars. Mehmet looked up at the night sky, drunk and glad that the janissaries were on his side. In a few moments they heard no sounds within the house. 
 
    “Sir,” said Zaganos, “I believe we may enter now.” 
 
    Mehmet entered and found the Notaras family gathered in the room beyond the foyer. He stood and looked down at the little bowing forms. 
 
    Strange, he thought. With their rooms stripped bare, and their faces down in the floor, even this “important” family looks no different from any other bunch of menial servants. 
 
    Mehmet heard coughing from another room, then noticed a janissary whispering to Zaganos. 
 
    “Your majesty,” said Zaganos, “it seems Notaras wasn’t lying about his wife’s sickness. She’s in the other room, with her daughter.” 
 
    Wanting to see for himself, Mehmet went down a hallway, the feeling of being drunk making him wonder if he was possibly dreaming. He came to a room where a large janissary with a dark headdress was standing guard just outside. Mehmet looked into the room. In the light of a dim lamp, he saw a middle-aged women lying in bed and coughing into a wadded up piece of cloth. A young woman in a plain nightgown crouched beside the bed. For a moment her eyes met with Mehmet’s. Her eyes were red and puffy. He found her unremarkable. She quickly hid her face with a bow, and he was annoyed that she did not fully turn toward him, but kept one hand placed on her mother even as she bowed. He glanced at a janissary standing over the bed, his hand on the hilt of a curved sword. 
 
    Satisfied that the two women could not make any trouble, he returned to the front room. Fortunately a janissary had already placed a chair before the kneeling forms, so he sat and eased himself into the situation. 
 
    This is not someone’s living room, he thought. It is my throne room, in the middle of the capital of my Empire. 
 
    “Your majesty,” said Grand Vizier Zaganos. “If I may present to you: In the middle is Loukas Notaras. On your right is his son-in-law, Nikon, married to Loukas’s daughter Callidora, whom you may have seen with her mother, in the next room. And on the left is Loukas’s young son, Jacob.” 
 
    Mehmet wanted young Jacob to lift his face to him, but he delayed the moment of the meeting. 
 
    First comes the sour, he thought. Then, later, comes the sweet. 
 
    “Loukas Notaras,” said Mehmet. “Get up, so we can talk for a moment.” 
 
    The old man slowly sat up, but remained on his knees. His eyes were bloodshot, and his white beard needed trimming. 
 
    “So,” said Mehmet, “you’re the man who led the defense along the sea wall. Is that so?” 
 
    “It is, sir.” 
 
    It seemed to Mehmet that the old man’s voice was strained. Perhaps he had been crying. Perhaps he had been arguing with his family. Had they counseled that they flee, after Mehmet’s eunuch had paid them a visit? 
 
    Perhaps the proud old fool had argued that they should stand their ground, in their own home, thought Mehmet, smiling to himself. Perhaps, only now, does he realize that I am the ruler of Rome, and Greece, and Anatolia, and all other lands, for as far as the eye can see! 
 
    “Loukas, they say you won’t allow your young son to join my harem. I’m trying to understand the situation, but it’s difficult. Do you not understand the great honor in such a position?” 
 
    Mehmet enjoyed watching the range of emotions play across the old man’s face. “Your majesty,” Notaras finally managed to say. “It is… not our custom… to live in such a manner.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” said Mehmet. “It is your custom now.” 
 
    They sat in uncomfortable silence for a long time. Finally Mehmet broke the silence. “Perhaps you have another son you’d like to offer?” 
 
    Notaras blinked. “All of my other sons died in the fighting. And their wives are…” Unable to continue, he merely shrugged. 
 
    “I see,” said Mehmet. “We’ve all lost people close to us. I lost my former Grand Vizier, you see, so I understand what you’re going through. But we must all make sacrifices.” 
 
    Notaras clenched his jaw, and it seemed to Mehmet that the old man was screwing up his resolve. “Your majesty,” he said, “I can offer you a great deal of money. Only, I must ask that you please, please do not take my young son into your bed.” 
 
    “Money?” Mehmet crinkled his nose. “Did I not already conquer the city? What money do you have, sir, that is not already mine? No, I’ll just take the boy, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    “I have property in Venice,” said Notaras, gritting his teeth. “I’ve invested quite a lot abroad. I can… I can hand it all over to you, your majesty. Only please… please don’t-” 
 
    Mehmet gave a look of absolute disgust. “You had extra funds hidden away, but you didn’t hand it over to your former Emperor so that he could defend his city?” 
 
    “Th-there wasn’t time!” 
 
    “Oh, please! Such excuses! You could have waved the property deeds right under some mercenary’s nose! You think that wouldn’t have bought a few more loyal guards? Greedy coward! You wanted others to fight on your behalf while you sat back and enjoyed your wealth!” Mehmet shook his head, continuing his show of disgust but actually relishing the drama. “Such treachery! Even now, you’re trying your best to avoid the fate you deserve. You act as if you still have power, but as you can see, oh Megaduke of Constantinople, the city has been delivered into my hands. Has it not?” 
 
    Something like a weight bore down on Notaras’s shoulders, and he lowered his eyes. “It has, your majesty. It has.” 
 
    “And who delivered the city over to me?” 
 
    Notaras closed his eyes. “I must believe that… God has done so.” 
 
    “Indeed. Indeed He has. You pretend as if you can give me wealth, but Loukas, your god has already given everything you have over to me. Even your life.” 
 
    Mehmet gestured and the janissaries moved as one. While several moved to hold down Notaras and his son and son-in-law, another unsheathed a long, curved sword. From down the hall they heard Callidora screaming, and her mother’s hacking cough redoubled. 
 
    “W-wait!” Notaras cried. “Wh-what of my wife, my daughter?!” 
 
    “Slaves now,” said Mehmet. “I would spare their lives, of course.” 
 
    “B-but my wife, she’s sick! Please, sir, at least-” 
 
    “Her fate is in the hands of Allah now, seeing as you abandoned her with your treachery. There’s really nothing I can do to help her.” 
 
    Notaras’s son-in-law, Nikon, pushed against the janissary holding him down and gave Mehmet a look of absolute hatred. With teeth bared like an animal, he shouted, “How dare you! You’re-” 
 
    “Don’t, Nikon!” said Notaras. “Don’t say it! Jacob is under the Sultan’s mercy now! Anything we say could make it more difficult for him!” 
 
    In the ensuing silence, Mehmet watched with fascination as the realization of utter impotence passed across Nikon’s face. Slowly the man realized that not only would his life be taken from him, but also his dignity, and even his means of expressing protest against his unfair fate. 
 
    Now he understands, thought Mehmet. Now he sees that I control every aspect of his existence! 
 
    Slowly Nikon lowered his face, and Notaras did the same. Young Jacob had never stirred, but Mehmet could tell that the boy was crying. 
 
    “Well, Notaras,” said Mehmet, “I suppose you’ll want to beg that your life be spared.” 
 
    “My only request,” said Notaras, “is that you kill me last. I don’t want my son-in-law to see me killed, and to lose heart.” 
 
    Mehmet rolled his eyes. “Granted,” he said. 
 
    The janissary’s sword flashed. First Nikon’s head fell from his shoulders, then Notaras’s head fell. Both bodies suddenly struggled against their captors, spurting pools of blood along the floor at the Sultan’s feet. The women were dragged out of the house, but their screams only reached the very edge of Mehmet’s awareness, for he had his janissaries pull Jacob up so that he could study his face. He was struck by the sight of glistening, radiant tears on pale, smooth cheeks. 
 
    He is so beautiful! thought Mehmet, his desire swelling. By Allah! He’s even more of an angel than Radu was in his youth! 
 
    Mehmet had the boy taken to the set of empty rooms in the palace where his harem would soon be kept. He did not give a second thought to Notaras’s wife or daughter, but their fears had come true, as the sick mother died during transport, leaving the widowed Callidora to fend for herself as a slave among a people who hated her. 
 
    Mehmet enjoyed himself that night. The next day, he regretted his leniency toward the noblemen who had avoided death and enslavement during his conquest, and ordered nine of them hanged before the gates of his new palace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    The Order of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    News of the fall of Constantinople spread through Europe in a wave of horror and disbelief. It was the topic of every conversation, from menial laborers to heads of nations, each wondering where the onslaught of the Turks would fall next. Many were the tales of how the ancient city’s mighty walls had fallen before the wrath of Mehmet the Conqueror, an indomitable warrior leading the charge of his Muslim legions with a curved sword held high. Details were hard to come by. Only a few sailing out of the east knew anything, and most of those were refugees who had fled before the Bosphorus was sealed shut with Ottoman ships. The only certainty was that the Muslims had toppled a giant that had stood for centuries. 
 
    Though a few sectarian Catholics comfortably separated from the Turks by thousands of miles remarked that the people of Constantinople were Greek Orthodox, and thus God had delivered them to death and slavery on account of their erroneous beliefs, Janos Hunyadi was not one of those Catholics. As soon as news of the disaster reached him, his world seemed covered in a fog of unreality. He could not help but wonder if God was abandoning them, leaving them adrift in a world filled with hateful forces that only grew in power, while the good and the just were slowly devoured. 
 
    In his dreams he saw them creeping over the land, burning and raping as they went. How long could Albania stand? God had given them a gift with Skanderbeg, but how many times could one man hold together a ragged, weary nation against wave after wave of fanatical slave-soldiers? Hunyadi saw the fall of Albania, then Serbia or perhaps Wallachia, already too weak to oppose Mehmet. Hungary would be laid bare. It was only a matter of time before the Turks came to Hungary, their armies packed with children from Serbia, Wallachia, Bulgaria, Albania, raised with cruel blows and taught to pray to a creature whose hunger was never, ever sated… 
 
    Many times Hunyadi woke in the middle of the night. He would rise and kneel, praying for some glimmer of hope. Though he had fought for his entire life to protect his people, he was old, and time could do to him what a curved sword could not. 
 
    “Dear Lord,” he prayed, “give us someone who will stand strong against the Turks!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Hunyadi made his way toward the Knights’ Hall to attend a meeting of Transylvanian boyars. It was early enough in the day that the halls of Hunedoara Castle were still cool from the night before, but he had no doubt that even the large meeting room would be stifling by the time the meeting drew to a close. The stone hallway was lined with windows giving a view of a white sky over cold, blue mountains. For a moment he thought he heard the cries of a bird coming up from the courtyard. Then he heard the familiar clamor of steel striking steel, and he realized that someone was calling his name from below. 
 
    Hunyadi diverted from his route and went to an open walkway overlooking the courtyard. He saw a strange sight: Two young men in noble attire, perhaps minor boyars, stood back to back with swords drawn. They were surrounded by half a dozen guards in chain mail, armed with axes and short swords. Though the young men were surrounded, the guards were the ones who seemed out of breath, and even a little desperate. One of the young men, a nobleman with dark black hair, shouted Hunyadi’s name once again. 
 
    “Who are you?” said Hunyadi. “Who are you, that you call on me for aid? You seem to have swords drawn against my men!” 
 
    Both young men looked up at Hunyadi. He stood with his arms inside a white cape, his expression fierce and imperious. The young man with blond hair glanced at him for a moment before turning his eyes back to the guards, but the dark-haired one burned his gaze into Hunyadi. 
 
    “I am Vlad, son of Dracul!” he shouted. “Rightful Voivod of Wallachia!” 
 
    A guard took advantage of his misdirected attention and stepped forward, but Vlad’s companion turned and violently batted his sword aside, no doubt numbing his opponent’s wrist. “And I am Stefan, sir, son of Bogdan, and rightful Voivod of Moldavia!” 
 
    “Guards, give them room,” said Hunyadi. Immediately the guards backed away, glaring at the newcomers like attack dogs held by a leash. “Son of Dracul,” said Hunyadi, as if speaking to himself. Vlad sheathed his sword, but his posture still seemed defiant. Though Hunyadi had heard nothing about anyone giving the young man sanctuary, much less titles and honor, the young man looked unimpressed with Hunyadi’s position as the most powerful man in Hungary. 
 
    The son of Dracul, thought Hunyadi. He came in here with a weapon drawn. No doubt he would love to stick a dagger in my belly. I should have him killed on the spot! 
 
    “Sir,” said Stefan, breaking their uncomfortable silence. “We hate to be the bearers of bad news, but perhaps you’ve heard that Constantinople has fallen.” 
 
    “Of course I’ve heard!” Hunyadi snapped. “You dare jest about such a thing?” 
 
    “I mean only that you seem to be watching Christians fighting Christians in your courtyard. We were hoping you might invite us inside. It seems to me that you could use all the friends you can get. Turks aren’t fighting Turks, so why should we fight one another?” 
 
    Hunyadi didn’t like the look in Vlad’s eyes, like a beaten animal that had decided it had had enough. But something about Stefan’s words struck home. He suddenly remembered his prayer to the Lord, and he wondered if it had, in some strange way, been answered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and Stefan followed Hunyadi into his study, a dark stone chamber not fully lit by the narrow windows that gave a view of distant blue hills. They saw two men in quiet conversation standing over a table filled with aged maps. 
 
    Mihaly Szilagyi nodded at their approach. “Sir, I pulled young Istvan aside before the meeting. He seems interested in joining… who is that with you?” 
 
    A tall and strong-looking young man in the robes of a boyar bowed slightly. “Istvan Bathory,” he said. “Son of Istvan, former Palatine of Hungary.” He locked eyes with Vlad for a moment. He had long, dark brown hair and a surprisingly thick mustache for someone only a year older than Vlad. There was something cruel in the young man’s eyes. Vlad felt as if a bird of prey was sizing him up. Istvan smiled slightly, which was unexpected. Though Vlad and Stefan had bought fine clothes in order to increase their odds of gaining entrance to Hunedoara, they were not of exceptional quality; they could have been harshly judged by Istvan, but he seemed to accept their presence. 
 
    Vlad bowed slightly, and Stefan followed suit. 
 
    Istvan, thought Stefan. We have the same name, then. That’s exactly how Hungarians always want to pronounce my name! 
 
    “Though they weren’t expected,” said Hunyadi, “this is Vlad, son of Dracul, and Stefan, son of Bogdan. Both of their families were dethroned in Wallachia and Moldavia, respectively.” 
 
    Mihaly’s eyes ranged over Vlad and Stefan. Again Vlad was surprised at how he was being sized up, and not just by his outfit. 
 
    Just what are these men up to? Vlad wondered. 
 
    Finally Mihaly nodded. “And you think that they’re…?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Hunyadi, moving to one of the narrow windows. “Not that we have much choice anymore.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Vlad, “I feel as if I’m on the outside of a conversation. Stefan and I have come to offer ourselves in exchange for aid. Is that what you’re talking about?” 
 
    Mihaly fell silent and turned to Hunyadi, who stood looking out of the window for a long time. 
 
    “Vlad,” said Hunyadi, “lately I have begun to wonder if God has abandoned us. I have begun to wonder if Christendom will fall. What do you think of that?” 
 
    “Christendom can fall,” said Vlad. Hunyadi turned to him, surprised by his response. Vlad returned his gaze, and felt no need to elaborate on his statement. 
 
    “I hadn’t expected to hear that,” said Hunyadi. “Most Christians would say, ‘No, no, the Lord will help us in the end.’ ” 
 
    Vlad sneered and shook his head. “Those are the men who wait for others to save them. Or conquer them, as the case may be. Does God listen to the prayers of those who won’t take up a sword to defend themselves? Why would He? What need does the Almighty have of such men, that He would come and save them at the last moment? Whether Christendom, and all of Europe, stands or falls will depend on our actions. I believe that God gave us free will, not guarantees. We have to fight if we want to endure, sir.” 
 
    Hunyadi nodded as he considered Vlad’s words. “To be frank, young man, I’m surprised you didn’t convert to Islam. You certainly spent much of your youth in Ottoman lands.” 
 
    “I would never do that.” Again Vlad did not explain himself. 
 
    “If I may, sir,” said Stefan, stepping forward. “I’ve known Vlad for four years now. We’ve been through a lot together. We’ve watched one another’s back in many fights, most of them a lot worse than that little tussle in the courtyard. No one knows Vlad better than me. I think there are many who would submit to anything, especially if their life depended on it, but there are also some who would not submit, even if their life depended on it. Vlad is one of the latter. It would take quite a bit more than a few calls to prayer to convert him, sir.” 
 
    “I see,” said Hunyadi. “That all sounds quite admirable. And yet… I’m more than a little surprised that you came to me for aid, Vlad. After all, your father and I were-” 
 
    “I know some of his blood is on your hands,” said Vlad. For a moment, Hunyadi’s brows arched, and he froze in place. Vlad continued. “But they call you the White Knight. They call you a Champion of Christ. How could you have been friends with my father?” Though Vlad felt an awful sort of stabbing sensation in his chest, he forced himself to continue. “How were you supposed to treat a ruler who let the Sultan’s raiders roam freely over his border? How could you trust a ruler who gave children, both his own and those of his people, over to hateful fanatics? Sir, it is no wonder to me that you had no friendship with my father. But you and I? We can work together.” Just as Hunyadi sighed and turned away, Vlad stepped forward, adding, “But if you had entered Targoviste, and had taken part in the destruction of my family with your own hands, then this meeting would be quite different.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that.” Hunyadi approached the table and laid his eyes on one of the maps. 
 
    “Vlad, I now believe that I backed the wrong man in Wallachia. Not that I had much to choose from, but Vladislav Danesti is not working out at all. Did you know that your cousin has allowed Turkish merchants to pour over the border? As if raiders weren’t bad enough! Wallachia is poor as it is, but those Turks are doing everything they can to bleed her dry. What’s more, that little turd even sent a delegation to Mehmet’s coronation.” Hunyadi laughed without humor. “The nerve of him! Obviously he’s been meeting with “recruiters”, they call them - slavers, really. They always try to win over the rulers of lands they want to conquer, and Vladislav is being reeled in like a fish.” 
 
    “Have you made any moves against him?” 
 
    “He had a good deal of property in Transylvania, from his time as an exile when your father was in power. I seized all of it. Rather than feel contrite, he’s swung further into the Ottoman camp. I’ve no doubt he’ll try to revenge himself on me in order to further ingratiate himself to the Sultan.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Vlad. 
 
    “Good? Why?” 
 
    “If he comes out from behind his walls, it’ll give you the chance to kill him.” 
 
    Mihaly laughed, then Istvan joined in. Hunyadi turned to them. 
 
    “He has a point,” said Mihaly. 
 
    Hunyadi refused to smile. “Sit with us,” he said, gesturing to two seats at the table. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and Stefan stayed in Hunedoara, where they were given rooms and looked after. They attended dinners with Hunyadi, and meetings, and even went hunting with him. Many people in the court wondered why the most powerful man in Hungary would spend time with two powerless exiles, but it was obvious to Stefan that their time was not being idly spent. They were being tested. 
 
    As for Vlad, he was grateful to finally be a part of the larger world. He was no longer rotting away in their little hole in Sibiu, much less being hunted in the wilderness in the middle of winter. He could now sit at a table with Christian knights and boyars who were deeply concerned about the fall of Constantinople, and wanted to fight back. 
 
    One night, they sat on a balcony overlooking the very courtyard where Vlad and Stefan had faced the guards of Hunedoara. They had just had dinner with several knights who had fought the Turks at Nis a decade ago, and now they felt both comforted and excited with wine and good companionship. The courtyard and ramparts were lit with lamps and Vlad could see children playing down below. One of them was Matthias, the ten-year-old son of Hunyadi, who often stopped and looked up at Vlad, as if waiting for something. Mihaly’s little daughter, Jusztina, also ran and played with the children. She was only three years old, fair-haired and screaming as she laughed. Watching them, Vlad understood a little better why Hunyadi and Mihaly were so desperate to secure the borders of Hungary and Transylvania. 
 
    Vlad noticed Hunyadi watching him in the darkness. Mihaly sat nearby, as well as Stefan and Istvan. 
 
    “Well, I think it’s time,” said Hunyadi. “Mihaly and I have been watching all three of you, and we’ve agreed that you’re ready to hear the truth.” 
 
    “The truth?” said Stefan. 
 
    Mihaly cleared his throat. “None of what we say leaves this circle,” he said. “Understand?” 
 
    Vlad, Stefan, and Istvan agreed. 
 
    “Then listen well,” said Hunyadi. “We are members of a secret society called the Order of the Dragon. We stand against the Turk, and we take care of one another, no matter the cost. I’m sure you’ve noticed that Christendom has done a piss-poor job of standing together against the Ottoman Empire. Kings and warlords and boyars come and go, one makes a policy that another wipes away. None can agree on anything. But the Order… the Order comes before that. Here. Look at this.” 
 
    Hunyadi reached within his vest and removed something the size of a coin. He held it in the light, and the young men leaned forward. Vlad saw a strange, twisted silver ring that glinted in the dark. Looking closer, he saw that it was in the shape of a dragon with its tail twisted around its own throat. A cross was etched into its back. 
 
    Vlad started with surprise. 
 
    “You’ve seen this before?” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “Yes… my sister found a ring like that in my father’s study.” 
 
    Hunyadi nodded slowly. “Yes. Your father was one of us, Vlad. That’s why… that’s why his actions cut us so very deeply. I’ll never forget when he first joined. He was so proud that he even took the name Dracul... the Dragon!” 
 
    Vlad was taken aback. “That’s where his name came from?” 
 
    “It is. Otherwise, he would have gone by the name Vlad Basarab, after the founder of your line. I remember your father’s determination to take over the throne left by his father, Mircea the Elder, and to stand against the Turks just as Mircea did before him. But he…” 
 
    “He was whittled down,” said Vlad. “He tried to please everyone. That’s not unreasonable. But in the end, he pleased no one.” 
 
    “We all face unforgiving difficulties,” said Hunyadi, suddenly feeling forgiving towards Dracul. “Those that join the Order of the Dragon make a solemn vow to fight something so dark, so monstrous, that most would immediately turn and flee. And why wouldn’t they? Look - down there.” 
 
    Hunyadi gestured to the courtyard down below, and they watched the children play. One of them had dragged a cart into the courtyard and several of them were treating it like a makeshift see-saw. Little Jusztina Szilagyi stood in the back, complaining as the cart bobbed up and down. The game was absurd and pointless, but there was something charming in it all the same. 
 
    “That is how most people are,” said Hunyadi. “Look at them. What in blazes are they doing? They’re only playing around, having fun. They’re innocent. They don’t know worry, though I’m sure they imagine that they do. It’s the same for most adults, too. Getting by as best they can, their minds mercifully unable to grasp the larger picture of the world. They hope that nobody will gossip about them, or be rude to them. Such small things! They don’t know that the order of the world is forged on the battlefield by acts of unbelievable brutality. They go after small joys in a world filled with unimaginable horrors. Sometimes we wonder why the Christian lands can’t cooperate to overthrow the plague of Muslim slavers that preys on them. But, given what they’re up against, let’s face the truth. How could they? What sort of man is equipped to face such a monster?” 
 
    Hunyadi looked down at the ring once again, then closed it in his fist. 
 
    “What Janos is trying to say,” said Mihaly, “is that we are the ones who face that monster.” 
 
    “There aren’t many like us,” said Hunyadi. “So I would be grateful if you young men would consider joining us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the middle of the night Vlad was woken by men in black who quietly urged him that all was well even as they dragged him from his bed. He was disoriented, and wondered if he was still asleep. He could hardly see the black figures in the moonlight, and when one of them offered him a cup, he hesitated. The man lifted part of his black mask and took a drink, then nodded to him as if all was well. Thinking that if they wanted him dead they could have simply stuck a dagger in him while he slept, Vlad took the cup and drank. He tasted wine mixed with something earthy and pungent. They placed a bag over his head, casting him into darkness, then led him away. 
 
    He lost track of the stairs and paths taken through the castle, and the strange drink gave him a sense of warm timelessness. Perhaps they had wound through the castle until they came to pathways that simply did not exist in the usual sense. 
 
    He was made to kneel, then the bag was removed from his head. He winced from the sudden pain of bright light and cold air. The men who had brought him removed their black hoods. He saw Hunyadi and Mihaly, and also other men he had already met at Hunedoara. All of them were knights and lords who had risked their lives in battle. Many of them nodded in greeting when he looked at them; they seemed glad that he was with them. He noticed Stefan kneeling beside him, smiling in wonder at the strange scenario. Istvan knelt beside him as well, but he looked alarmed, and two men held his arms as if he had been fighting against them the entire time. 
 
    On a raised platform before them, Vlad saw candles gathered around an odd wooden mannequin of a woman in a white dress covered in a thin veil. She held a bundle between her thin arms. A dark crucifix hung at her breast. On the wall directly behind her was fixed an iron dragon devouring its own tail, forming into a circle like a halo of steel. Perhaps the drink had addled his mind, but it looked as if the woman and the dragon were moving in the candlelight. The woman seemed to press her child close to her bosom, and the dragon slowly coiled around her. He thought for a moment that she would be devoured by the dragon, then it seemed as if the monster was protecting her. He was a circle of hard scales and claws and teeth forming an impenetrable barrier around the sacred mother. 
 
    Black robes were thrown over their shoulders, then a flaming brazier was placed before them. All the other men stood in a line before them, then Hunyadi removed a sword from the wall and approached. In Vlad’s eyes, the ritual sword seemed potent beyond belief, with strange lights dancing along the blade and the guard on the handle writhing subtly. It truly seemed as if nothing impure could stand in its presence. 
 
    Vlad’s eyes met with Hunyadi’s, and for a moment it seemed as if their thoughts were connected. Vlad could see himself from Hunyadi’s eyes, and it seemed to him that Hunyadi was remembering Vlad’s father, Dracul, and how they had both been young men when King Sigismund had inducted them into the Order. Hunyadi’s eyes moved to Istvan, and somehow Vlad knew that Hunyadi was thinking of how Istvan’s father, Count Istvan III Bathory, had ridden beside young King Ladislaus to their death in the Battle of Varna. Both were members of the secret brotherhood. Then Hunyadi looked at Stefan, and though Hunyadi did not know the young man’s full potential, he felt as if there was great promise in the son of Bogdan - but also, behind his kindness, there was something hard and dangerous. Then his gaze returned to Vlad. 
 
    “We have brought you here,” said Hunyadi, “to bring you into our brotherhood, the Order of the Dragon. Only a knight who is faithful and true to the Lord, and who is a protector of his people, may be admitted. You must be willing to die again and again, and every time without reward or praise. What sayest thou?” Hunyadi held the sword aloft, then pointed it at Vlad. “If you would join us, Vlad, son of Dracul, then take this solemn vow, witnessed among your brothers.” 
 
    There was silence. Vlad’s eyes drifted to the woman behind the veil. For a moment, the flickering candlelight made it seem as if she had moved again. He saw the face of Iuliana behind the veil, unable to speak, lost in distance, in time, surrounded by enemies. He knew that she needed protection, and he needed power in order to protect her, or to protect anyone. 
 
    His gaze returned to Hunyadi, and he prepared to make his vow to the Order of the Dragon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    The Shadow of Allah on Earth 
 
      
 
    1455 AD 
 
    Two years have passed since the fall of Constantinople and Vlad’s induction into the Order of the Dragon. 
 
      
 
    The people of Novo Brdo filed out of the gate while janissaries stood on either side, watching to make sure that no one caused any trouble. Mehmet watched from his pavilion, enjoying a meal as he considered his invasion of Serbia. 
 
    Poor old Durad Brankovic has had trouble paying his tribute on time, thought Mehmet. And yet these beautiful green hills are full of silver. I’m afraid Durad will soon learn that my tribute is very reasonable, but the price for not paying is very high indeed! 
 
    Fortunately the people of Novo Brdo had enough sense to not stand against Sultan Mehmet, the conqueror of Constantinople. After a short siege, they had agreed to open their gates as long as Mehmet spared their lives. Mehmet agreed that he would spare the people, as long as they came out from behind their walls so that a count could be taken. 
 
    “Angelovic!” said Mehmet, gesturing to his vizier. Angelovic ran toward him, the tassels on his fine robe bouncing in such a way that Mehmet could not help but smile. 
 
    It’s a shame that Zaganos could not join me for this campaign, thought Mehmet. But I had to leave someone I could trust to run things in Constantinople! 
 
    “Yes, sir?” said Angelovic, bowing. Mehmet was surprised to see he was not in the least bit out of breath. 
 
    “Have the janissaries divide the women from the men. Actually, have them divide the young boys and girls as well.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “Mmm…” Mehmet placed a finger on his chin. “I want the men placed by that ditch over there.” 
 
    “Understood, your majesty!” 
 
    While Angelovic signaled his aides and spoke with them, Mehmet returned to his meal and let his mind drift to memories of another victory. 
 
    Poor Skanderbeg! he thought, smiling to himself. Now he has begun to realize the fate of all traitors! 
 
    Not long ago, Skanderbeg and his men had besieged Berat, an Albanian town that had been taken back into Ottoman hands. Scouts in the countryside sent word, and Mehmet had sent reinforcements. Wave after wave of akinci and sipahi warriors had thrown themselves at Skanderbeg’s forces, whittling them down, crushing them into a pulp. Unfortunately Skanderbeg had not been present; he had been so sure of victory that he had left to deal with another situation before Mehmet’s forces had arrived. Mehmet was more than a little annoyed that one of Skanderbeg’s companions, an old man named Vrana Konti, had been able to rally and push back long enough for some of the rebels to escape with their lives. However, Mehmet was pleased that one of Skanderbeg’s companions, Moisi Golemi, had actually come over to the Turkish side. 
 
    Perhaps I should have killed that lazy-eyed traitor! Mehmet thought. There’s no telling how much of my men and my property he’s ruined. 
 
    He recalled how Golemi had expressed concern that the Albanians would not survive a protracted war with Mehmet, and that stopping Skanderbeg was Albania’s only hope for survival. 
 
    As if I cared for the people of Albania! They exist only to serve us. But I let Golemi live… if I can give him soldiers, and let him fight Skanderbeg, surely the sting of betrayal will make Skanderbeg’s failure, and my victory, that much sweeter! 
 
    Mehmet burped and pushed his plate away, and servants hurried over to clear the table. 
 
    He considered how Albania was battered, prone, ready for the final conquest. Serbia’s Despot would also be forced back into line, and made to obediently pay tribute on time, or killed and replaced with a new vassal. Also, Wallachia was solidly under his foot. Now with Constantinople in his possession, that left only Hungary... 
 
    “Sir,” said Angelovic, “the people have been divided, as you commanded.” 
 
    Mehmet was surprised. Indeed, the men, women, boys, and girls were all divided into groups. 
 
    I must have really been daydreaming, thought Mehmet. But it doesn’t matter. This is the fun part, anyway. 
 
    “Very good, Angelovic,” said Mehmet. “Then here is what we shall do. The women and girls are now the property of our men, to be done with as they wish. Put the boys in cages and bring them along as well. We can always use more janissaries.” 
 
    Angelovic blinked. “And the men?” he said. 
 
    “Anyone of noble birth… they could be trouble. Just kill them. Don’t bother interviewing them, just look to see what they’re wearing. If they’re wearing something nice, then cut off their head and throw them in the ditch. The rest of the men… well, I hope they’re proficient at mining.” 
 
    Angelovic hesitated for a moment, then bowed and left to give the order. 
 
    It’s a shame Zaganos couldn’t have come! He would never hesitate. Besides, what did they think would happen once they came out of the city? Did they think I would reward them for wasting my time? 
 
    As the order spread, the Turkish soldiers cheered and ran toward the women and girls, picking them up or dragging them toward their caged wagons as they screamed in terror. Just as the men shouted in protest and seemed as if they would move against them, the janissaries began lopping off heads and kicking bodies into the ditch. As the heads tumbled about in the ditch, Mehmet was reminded of rolling balls as a child, and laughed to himself. 
 
    I can do anything! thought Mehmet, his mind reeling at the possibilities. Albania and Serbia can wait. The next time I lead my warriors, we’ll smash through Belgrade, and take all of Hungary! Constantinople was only the beginning. That monster Janos Hunyadi will see the end of his people with his own eyes… then I’ll have his eyes melted out of his head! 
 
    Among the sahaloz cannon crew, the janissary Nadir hid his nausea as he watched his brothers viciously attack the unarmed civilians. Worse still, he had just spotted Sehzade, who he had not spoken to in years. The blue-eyed, fair-haired janissary looked just like the friend he had known so long ago. But Nadir was not so sure, for the janissary laughed as he hacked down one man after another, his teeth shining through a ribbon of blood that sprayed onto his face. Sehzade did not even seem interested in taking a woman, or putting a child in a cage so he could make some extra coin. 
 
    Nadir hated to admit it, but it looked as if his old friend Sehzade was only interested in killing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    The Red Star 
 
      
 
    1456 AD 
 
    One year after the massacre of Novo Brdo. 
 
    Vlad is now twenty-five years old. It has been three years since he was inducted into the Order of the Dragon. 
 
      
 
    Istvan Bathory peered over the stone slab. When he saw that the strange riders were not intent on continuing through the pass, he settled his weight on his heels so he could keep an eye on the riders without his legs falling asleep. 
 
    His young comrade crept up behind him. “Were we seen?” said Galos. The two looked like odd teammates; Istvan’s dark hair and small, cruel eyes clashing with Galos’s fair hair and open, amiable demeanor. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so,” said Istvan. “Come over and have a look. Your eyes are better than mine.” 
 
    “If we weren’t seen, then why did they stop?” 
 
    Despite his cautionary words, Galos walked over on his knees and peered over the side. 
 
    They were in the Turnu Rosu Pass, on routine patrol between Transylvania and Wallachia. Though the land was contested, they were nearer the Transylvanian side, so they had not expected trouble. While watering their horses at a stream that tumbled down the rocky face of the Carpathian mountains, Istvan had suddenly signaled for Galos to hide. 
 
    Now Galos could see why. Three riders had stopped, and seemed to be in conversation. He could make out the gleam of chainmail at their throats and thighs. 
 
    “They have bows,” Galos said quietly. 
 
    Istvan hissed. “We have to report this to the commander. If they attack, we have no choice but to flee.” 
 
    “I don’t like it either, but you’re right… ah, there they go.” 
 
    Istvan sighed. “Good. Let’s give it a moment, then get back to the fort.” 
 
    “Can we be sure they were scouts?” said Galos. “They would have made better scouts if they had dressed like merchants. They could have been mercenaries, perhaps in the middle of a wrong-turn…” 
 
    “We have to let the boss decide that. Let’s go.” 
 
    Galos stretched his legs as he rose. “Sun's going down. If we tell the man in charge about this, he’ll have us out riding all night!” 
 
    Istvan smiled, and the gesture seemed more cruel than friendly. “You want to sleep all night?” he said. “Then renounce your father’s title of boyar, and go be a peasant!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Istvan and Galos rode north toward the “fort”, which was really a ramshackle wooden building tucked away in the hills. In the winter the little building was blasted by wind that came racing along the face of the mountains, and blew in through every crack to torture the noble sons who stayed there as a rite of passage. Fortunately it was midsummer, the air warm and mild as the sun set over the mountains. 
 
    They rode up the narrow trail that led to the fort and found the yard filled with young knights cleaning their armor. They had the sullen look of those who were being punished. 
 
    “Where’s the commander?” said Istvan, dismounting and handing his horse off to a young page. 
 
    One of the knights jerked a thumb toward the fort, and Istvan and Galos entered. When their eyes adjusted to the dark interior, they saw their commander meticulously shining his full plate armor. Though it was a plain suit of gray steel, he was proud of it, for it had been given to him by none other than Janos Hunyadi. His fair-haired lieutenant sat nearby, examining them with his arms crossed. 
 
    “Sir,” said Istvan, “we found three riders, lightly armored. They came into the pass, then left.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Vlad. He turned and regarded Istvan. Vlad now had a full mustache, and long dark hair that fell past his shoulders. Strangely enough, he did not seem alarmed that strange riders had come into the mountain pass that he had been charged to protect. Though his face was impassive, his eyes had the gleam of someone excited to see their routine interrupted. He turned to his lieutenant. “There’s just enough light left to put on our armor. Go and let the others know we’ll be riding to the southern opening of the pass. It’s a good thing they’ve been cleaning their armor. I want full plate and a full set of weapons. We’re not scouting, but preparing for battle.” 
 
    “Sir?” said Istvan. “Do you think this warrants…” 
 
    “If their scouts were armed,” said Vlad, “then they were most likely riding ahead of an army. I want everyone prepared for the worst.” 
 
    Stefan, the small fort’s second-in-command, stood and cracked his neck loudly. He had a thin mustache, and his fair hair had grown long. “It could be your cousin Vladislav,” he said, smiling. “If so, it would be rude to keep him waiting.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad led the knights through the pass, the moonlight glinting off their lances and armor. Though many had complained when they were suiting up, and even threatened to return home, they now rode in silence. There was something heavy in the night. None of the young knights had seen real combat, and now that they were riding further and further from home, they were content to follow Vlad’s lead. 
 
    When the sun rose at their left, casting a pale halo over the black mountains, they arrived at a grassy plateau overlooking a thinly wooded field. Vlad raised his fist, drawing them to a halt. He said nothing, then they slowly realized that he was watching riders on the horizon. 
 
    They watched as the riders drew near. They were knights, older boyars riding without pennants on their lances. The riders stopped at the edge of a woods, no doubt watching them as well. 
 
    “Too late to take cover, I suppose,” said Galos. 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “We want to be seen. Looks like they don’t, though. They most likely wanted to ride in unannounced and cause trouble. Vlad, I say we fan out.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Vlad. “Fan out, everyone! Let them see that the pass is ours.” 
 
    As the riders took up formation, Stefan nudged his horse alongside Vlad’s. “You’re thinking that Vladislav is with them,” he said. 
 
    “I am. He’s in league with the Turks, and hates Hunyadi. I’m sure he’s with them, even though he has no banner. He’s most likely looking directly at me, Stefan.” Vlad sighed, then gritted his teeth. “I hope he attacks. If only he would come to us…” 
 
    For an hour they stood and watched the riders. The riders must have decided that the pass was not worth the effort, for they suddenly turned and departed. Vlad’s young knights cheered, glad that they must have appeared so fearsome that their enemies could not stomach the thought of facing them in battle. Stefan noticed that Vlad was the only one who was not overjoyed. 
 
    *** 
 
    The knights stood at attention, in full plate under the sun, as Janos Hunyadi rode up the narrow trail leading to the fort. They stood in a row on either side of him, and Vlad and Stefan waited at the entrance to the ramshackle building. Hunyadi was impressed. He had never seen the noble sons who occupied the fort in any condition that could even remotely be described as “disciplined”. 
 
    But Vlad was always proud to see the White Knight. Though Hunyadi was not in armor, he still seemed powerful and larger than life. Vlad could not help but notice that his face was lined with deep wrinkles, and his hair and beard were an even paler shade of gray. Vlad had heard that he was around the age of seventy, though Hunyadi’s powerful presence made this difficult to believe. In other ways, his advanced age was obvious, as if he inhabited a tired body that he dragged from one battle to the next by sheer force of spirit. Many sons of boyars hated their time in the fort in the pass, but Vlad was grateful that Hunyadi had given him a chance to lead, and to do a soldier’s job of protecting those who could not protect themselves. 
 
    He is like a father to me, Vlad thought. 
 
    Hunyadi dismounted and a page took his horse. 
 
    “Sir,” said Vlad, “if we had known you were coming, we would have prepared-” 
 
    Hunyadi waved away the statement. “Is the heat tolerable inside?” 
 
    Vlad nodded sideways. “Fairly so.” 
 
    “Let’s go in, then. Stefan, you too. Let’s get a couple of pages in there, too.” 
 
    “I take it this isn’t an inspection, sir?” Vlad gestured to Stefan, who signaled for the young knights to relax. 
 
    “If only.” 
 
    Hunyadi lowered his head and they entered the little wooden building. 
 
    Before they had a chance to settle in, Hunyadi said, “Let’s get those pages to get you out of your armor. No sense in you burning up in here.” 
 
    “Is there trouble?” said Vlad. 
 
    “There is.” Hunyadi found a map on Vlad’s desk, and brought it near the window where they could study it. “I have word that the Sultan is driving up through Serbia. He means to attack Belgrade. And from there…” 
 
    He was interrupted by a loud clanging sound as one of the pages dropped Vlad’s breastplate. 
 
    “All of Hungary,” said Vlad. 
 
    Hunyadi nodded. “I’m sorry I never got things squared away. I meant to help you boys get onto your thrones. Truly, I did. I always knew that Mehmet would drive up straight towards Belgrade. Of course, we’d all hoped that it wouldn’t be so soon.” 
 
    “Can you repel such an attack?” 
 
    “If you’re asking whether or not we’re prepared, then the answer is no, we’re not. Then again, we never are. One can never truly prepare for something like the Ottoman horde. One must only pray, and then go straight towards them, into danger.” 
 
    “Then we’ll go with you!” said Vlad. 
 
    “No, no. I need you here. Everyone knows I’m leaving Hunedoara. Voivod Vladislav will undoubtedly try something.” 
 
    Even as his armor was coming off, Vlad felt as if a chain was being pulled taut around his neck. “Sir, what does Vladislav matter, when compared to the Sultan? You need us.” 
 
    “Need you? Perhaps you’re right, but Vlad… one can’t win every battle with a cavalry charge.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that this battle could go any number of ways. Even in a best-case scenario, I may be bogged down in a siege for months. When I return, I don’t want to find that my home has been taken from me by Vladislav. Do you see? I need someone I can trust to stay behind.” 
 
    Stefan watched Vlad for a long time. He could see that Vlad was wrestling with something. Hunyadi’s words had evoked a deep well of emotion that he had long kept buried. Even now, he could see that Vlad was burying it once again. 
 
    “Very well,” said Vlad. “And when you return? Will you give aid to your brothers, and place us on our thrones?” 
 
    Hunyadi slowly went to the door. He opened it, and motioned for the two page boys to leave. Hunyadi stood and watched the sun’s white light beaming through the clouds high over the mountains, nearly blinding him. 
 
    “I must dedicate everything to this battle,” said Hunyadi. “I just don’t know what the world will look like after this. Forgive me. But, Vlad, Stefan… of course, you can do anything you want. I know that you both have very strong wills. And that reminds me.” The old man’s voice rose slightly as he turned back to them. “Were either of you ever taught the special power legally held by the one who occupies the position of Voivod?” 
 
    Vlad crinkled his brow. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What I mean is, just what is a Voivod? Have you ever thought about that? Is a Voivod simply a very powerful boyar? I was hoping you boys would know, since you want the job so very badly.” 
 
    Vlad and Stefan looked at one another, but were unsure how to respond. 
 
    Hunyadi stroked his beard, then continued. “I’m surprised. I thought someone would have told you. But I was once Voivod of Transylvania, so I can tell you. When a group of boyars comes together for war, they’re called the small host. But a Voivod has the legal power to summon the great host. The great host, you see, is a fighting force made up of…” Hunyadi spread his hands slightly. “Peasants. Common men who have taught one another how to fight, using whatever they can get their hands on. You understand? A Voivod has the power to summon his people, and to make war whenever he believes it is necessary.” Hunyadi looked at them both for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “I must be off,” he said. “May the Lord watch over us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Late that night, Stefan found Vlad in the stable, sitting at a work table at the end of a long row of stalls. 
 
    “You can’t sleep either?” said Stefan. “Been thinking about Hunyadi’s cryptic words?” When Vlad said nothing, Stefan added, “Or Iuliana, perhaps?” 
 
    “I doubt she remembers me. I wanted to see my banner.” 
 
    Stefan stood beside him and looked at the thing in the lamplight. Vlad had had it made when they were staying at Hunedoara, when they were first inducted into the Order. It was pitch-black with a green dragon coiled upon its own tail, and with a cross imprinted on its back. It was the very symbol of the Order of the Dragon. 
 
    “I understand why my father took the name Dracul,” Vlad said quietly. “I want to do the same thing. I want to be known as the Son of the Dragon… Dracula.” 
 
    “You pulled out my banner, too?” said Stefan. He reached over and unfolded the other banner. On a brilliant blue background, he saw the golden bull of Moldavia staring back at him. “The horns that will gore Petru Aron,” he said to himself. 
 
    “I can’t sleep,” said Vlad, “when I know this is what we are destined to do.” 
 
    “Ah.” Stefan rolled up his banner. “But we promised a brother that we would guard the pass against Vladislav.” 
 
    “Let’s go outside for a moment.” Vlad rolled up his banner as well. “I want to discuss something with you.” 
 
    The two old friends made their way past the line of horses, then stood in the fading moonlight. Overhead, they saw a strange star. Their eyes were drawn to it of their own accord. It hung in a dark expanse, outshining all other bodies in the black heavens. It was not perfectly round, and Vlad thought of a great dragon writhing and struggling to devour its own tail. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, Vlad gathered all of the young knights in the yard, where they sat on tree stumps and watched their commander standing in the mist. 
 
    “I brought you here to tell you something very important,” said Vlad. “As you already know, Janos Hunyadi has gone to face the Sultan. Even if he wins - and God willing, he will - the friends of the Sultan will probably make trouble. Vladislav could very well use this opportunity to attack Transylvania, and we have sworn an oath to defend this pass against him. And so… that is why I am going to attack Vladislav, in Wallachia. I mean to kill him so that he will no longer be a threat. And I want you to come with me.” 
 
    So many spoke at once that Vlad could not possibly answer them all. A few were outraged that he would even suggest abandoning his post. 
 
    “I am not deserting my post,” said Vlad, raising his voice to be heard. “I have thought on this for a long time. Though it could be construed that way, I am not. I believe that desertion means a soldier flees his post out of cowardice, hoping to find safety while putting others in danger. Like the rest of you, I took an oath to guard this land against Vladislav, and I mean to do that. Only, I will no longer sit and wait for him. I will not let him choose the battlefield. I mean to go to him, and throw him off of my father’s throne!” 
 
    Just as the others started to speak once more, Stefan interrupted them. “I mean to go with him,” he said. “I think every one of you should consider going, as well.” 
 
    “But what if no one joins you?” said Galos. “You mean to overthrow Vladislav, but you can’t do that without an army. If we stay at our post, then the two of you really would be deserting.” 
 
    “No,” said Vlad. “I mean to become Voivod of Wallachia. That means I have the legal right to conscript peasants, make alliances with boyars, or even hire mercenaries. One way or another, I will have an army.” 
 
    “Still,” said Galos, “you have to admit that it’s risky. Even if you succeed, our families here might not like what we’ve done.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “That’s why I’ll make each man here a special deal. Anyone who joins me, and who helps me overthrow my cousin, will be made a Wallachian boyar. This goes not only for you, but for peasants as well!” 
 
    Now the young knights were stunned, and did not speak. They were used to their commander’s rigid, disciplined methodology, but they were not used to seeing such naked ambition, nor his willingness to upset the order of society. The knights began to debate among themselves. 
 
    “Vlad,” said Istvan, rising to approach him. “I understand your reasoning. Even if you came back in defeat, I would defend your reputation against anyone. However, I… I do not think I can follow through with this kind of plan. I believe it plays too loosely with our clearly defined orders. But, of course…” Istvan stepped close enough to Vlad and Stefan so that no one else could hear. “Of course, if you call on me, as a brother of the Order, you know that I will go with you, no matter what.” 
 
    “Thank you, Istvan,” said Vlad. “I won’t do that. Whether you go, or stay, I want it to be your decision.” 
 
    Istvan exhaled, and nodded. “Very well. Forgive me, but I will stay.” 
 
    “Then you will be in charge of the fort,” said Vlad. “I will place you in command.” 
 
    “Thank you, brother.” 
 
    It only took an hour for the knights to decide. In the end, only Galos and a dozen others stood before Vlad and Stefan, ready to embark on a journey that would change their lives. Stefan could not help but notice that those who had chosen to come were sons of boyars who were held in little esteem. He was a little downcast that no one of very high birth had chosen to follow their commander into battle. 
 
    “This is quite enough to begin our war,” said Vlad. He smiled slightly, as if considering whether he would allow himself to say something out of sentiment. Then his features hardened, and the moment passed. “Go and gather your things. We leave immediately.” 
 
    Stefan stood with Vlad as the others left to prepare. A cloud passed over the face of the sun, casting them into darkness. Just then they saw the strange star visible in broad daylight, only larger than it had been the night before. It had sharp red edges, and seemed to burn with a dull, brooding anger, as if coming to settle an ancient vendetta. 
 
    “You see it, Vlad?” said Stefan. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    “It’s a sign,” Vlad said immediately. “The dragon has returned!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    The Dragon of the Heavens 
 
      
 
    Hunyadi stood at the prow of his ship and watched the incredible carnage of ruined ships on fire, sinking and exploding as their powder reserves ignited, Turks clinging to the sides and screaming in churning clouds of black smoke. The sky was hellish and dark, the light of the sun blotted out and replaced by the dim glow of a pale, red visitor shining overhead. Some of Hunyadi’s Hungarian warriors wondered if an angel had been slain and cast out of the heavens. He could not say for sure, but the sign surely was an omen worth noting, for they had sailed down the Danube and found the city of Belgrade already under siege, the countryside ravaged by Muslim raiders while the Sultan’s cannons battered her walls. 
 
    But the falling servant of the Almighty did not bring only bad news, for Hunyadi’s fleet had been able to smash the Sultan’s naval blockade. In the wide conflux where the Danube joined the Sava River just outside Belgrade’s battered walls, they had beaten a naval force that they’d thought was still far from Belgrade. 
 
    They set up their own defensive line around the harbor, and Hunyadi disembarked and made his way toward the gate. Long walls stretched by overhead, battered and cracked. Belgrade was an impressive city, inhabited since ancient times by Thracian and Dacian tribes, later occupied by the Romans, then held by Serbia. Belgrade grew under the rule of Stefan Lazarevic, son of legendary ruler Lazar Hrebeljanovic who faced the Ottoman horde in the battle that eclipsed the might of Serbia. As Serbia fell under the heel of the Turk, Belgrade came under Hungarian control. It was protected by double walls and a formidable castle built by Lazarevic, but Hunyadi saw no one along the outer wall. 
 
    A bad sign, he thought. 
 
    The dockside market outside the wall was in shambles, trashed by the Turks long before Hunyadi’s men had the chance to shoot them down. Hunyadi stepped over a pile of bodies, then the gate opened with a shriek of metal. At the top of a flight of stairs, Hunyadi saw a knight in dark blue armor flanked by archers. The knight wore a dark surcoat emblazoned with the unicorn of the House of Szilagyi. 
 
    The knight lifted his visor. “Forgive me, Janos,” said Mihaly, “but I couldn’t get word to you about the Sultan’s fleet. Seems you handled them well enough!” 
 
    Hunyadi said nothing until he had climbed the stairs and fell in step with Mihaly. They entered the city with Mihaly’s guards escorting them. 
 
    “This is bad,” said Hunyadi. “We knew they would come to Belgrade, but it’s hard to imagine they would come so soon. If I hadn’t sent you ahead...” 
 
    “There wouldn’t have been a city left,” said Mihaly. Hunyadi knew that the man was not boasting; it was not his way. “I’ll show you our walls. Sultan Mehmet has chosen one particular stretch of wall, and he’s hit it with enough cannon fire to turn it into a mound of rubble. No doubt that’s where the assault will come. But first, let me take you to our headquarters. I want you to meet someone.” 
 
    Hunyadi furrowed his brow. “That monk?” 
 
    Mihaly nodded with a strange smile, but would say no more. 
 
    *** 
 
    The castle of Belgrade sat on a hill, and leading up to it was a great staircase that led to a wide stone courtyard that gave one a view of the entire city, as well as the tortured plains beyond the walls. Though smaller than Hunedoara, it was a formidable bastion of stone. Hunyadi thought of them barricading themselves within and fighting to the last man if the Sultan pushed his way through the walls, then he forced the thought from his mind. 
 
    They never had to enter the castle in order to meet Mihaly’s strange guest. They found the walled stone courtyard filled with peasants praying, most of them men armed with whatever they could find: Scythes, shovels beaten flat until they were reasonably sharp, even knives fastened to broomsticks for homemade spears. Only a few had real weapons or some form of armor. An old man in monk’s robes tottered up to them leaning on a spear, his cold, fierce eyes ringed with bushy white brows and a tuft of white hair behind each ear. 
 
    “Giovanni of Capistrano,” said the monk, extending a hand before Mihaly could introduce him. His accent was thick and obviously Italian. “You can call me Capistrano, if you like. Your people seem to have trouble saying Giovanni.” 
 
    “Janos Hunyadi, Captain-General of Hungary. I’d heard that you were raising recruits for a crusade from Italy, Germany, even Hungary. Your timing could not be better.” 
 
    “It was all in the Lord’s time, Capitano.” 
 
    Though the famous monk was a fellow Catholic, Hunyadi was put off by the tired homily. He wanted to show the venerable monk the respect he was due, but he also wanted no confusion about who was in charge. 
 
    “Sir,” said Hunyadi, “you have brought us a great many volunteers, and I am grateful. But they are not professional. Do any of them have any idea what a janissary charge looks like? What it sounds like? The Lord calls us all to different tasks, sir, and I am afraid these people have not been called to fight. They’re not equipped, and they’re completely unprepared. I fear they’ve been called to a slaughter, if anything.” 
 
    “Oh?” Capistrano raised his eyebrows. He did not seem annoyed, but rather, mildly amused. “Capitano, what matters more, swords and spears, or good morale? All of these people have come in high spirits, ready and willing to fight on behalf of the Lord’s people. Even die, if necessary. I’m sure you saw the land as you sailed in here, so I don’t have to tell you that we didn’t come here dancing and singing on our merry way. We have already buried a few of our own - and yet still, the people are ready.” 
 
    Hunyadi looked as if he wanted to chew off his own lips. 
 
    “Sir,” said Mihaly, “what the monk says is true. As you know, I only came with a few thousand men. Remember, we thought I would only be preparing the city, or perhaps fending off a few scouts, not facing the might of the Sultan’s entire army. Capistrano’s people might not look like warriors, but they have been of great help, I assure you.” 
 
    Hunyadi sighed. “I suppose I fought my first battle with little more than a sharp stick. But still, what do any of you know of real battle?” 
 
    Capistrano tapped his spear lightly. “You see my monk’s robe, sir, and you assume I know of nothing but kneeling and praying. I’ve been an Inquisitor for years. You, sir, meet the Sultan’s minions on the battlefield, where you can plainly see them. You can’t imagine the endless toil of hunting down Muslim heathens who hide among the people. For hundreds of years they’ve devastated Spain, and have done their best to spread and put us to ruin. I have seen blood in my time, sir. Don’t doubt that.” 
 
    “But, sir, could you not have remained in Capistrano, and prayed for our cause where you would be safe?” 
 
    “Now I see why you are Capitano-Generale,” said the monk. “You simply don’t give up! As for prayers, you are already covered.” Capistrano’s smiled faded, and he grew thoughtful. “I realize you could have done with more able soldiers. I watched your men coming off the ships. I saw Hungarian knights, and banners from mercenaries hailing from other lands, too. Of course, far more should have come… in truth, I am ashamed that I could not bring more of these poor, unarmed peasants that you look down upon. But… but this is the moment, Hunyadi. I know you believe that you are alone in this, but you are not. Many people all throughout Europe know what you are going through.” 
 
    “They do not,” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “But they do, sir. They do. You don’t know it, but you are shielded by the hope of all Christendom. Pope Callixtus III has said that the bells of every church must toll at noon, and everyone who loves the Lord must stop and pray for your victory. Riders have been sent to every corner of Europe to spread word of this. It is true that the rulers are lost in their petty squabbles… but the people, Hunyadi, the people are with you. I have seen them praying when the bells toll.” Capistrano smiled and shook his head. “What do I care about the shrieking of some janissary? I have heard the words of thousands of people humbly asking for your victory. There’s far greater power there than in the sword arm of some perverted slave-soldier.” 
 
    Hunyadi’s gaze fell as the old man’s words finally broke through his armor. “I have trouble believing it,” Hunyadi said quietly. “Even in Hungary, they have lost faith in me. The King would not send anyone… I arranged all of this. I paid for all of these men to come here. It is… it is as if our leaders want to pretend that none of this exists. And yet what happens here will define the order of the world.” 
 
    “Have faith, sir,” said Capistrano. “We will do all we can. Just because ancient Constantinople fell, mighty as she was, does not mean that this little town will also fall. Don’t you see the Arcangelo Michael over the battlefield? The foremost soldier of God hovers over us!” 
 
    Hunyadi had already turned to look before the monk had said anything. Indeed, he did see the red star hanging over the world. But to Hunyadi, it seemed like an oddly-shaped hourglass filled with blood. Through the smoke-blackened sky he could see that the fields were dark with enemy soldiers, so many raiders that he could not even estimate their number. 
 
    Then, from the dark horde, a white horse slowly approached the front gates. 
 
    *** 
 
    When they reached the wall, Hunyadi saw that many sections were already blasted into pieces. The areas that could be mounted were already crowded with armed peasants, so much so that Hunyadi would have had to fight to reach the top. Instead, he and Mihaly and Capistrano avoided the ramparts and stood before one of the shattered sections. 
 
    The rider’s eyes fell on them, and he approached. He wore finely crafted black armor and a robe of shining silk. He was tall and lean, almost boyish. Because of his smooth face and thin mustache, it was difficult to guess his age. He had a haughty manner, no doubt a result of being an emissary of the most powerful man in the world. 
 
    “I am Radu, servant of Sultan Murad, the Shadow of Allah on Earth,” he said, bringing his horse to a halt. “Do you speak on authority of the city of Belgrade?” 
 
    “I do,” said Hunyadi. “I am Janos Hunyadi, Captain-General of Hungary. I am in charge of the defense of Belgrade.” 
 
    Radu smiled with one side of his mouth as he looked down on Hunyadi. “I suppose it was you who ambushed the Sultan’s fleet. A foolish thing to do! But, behold! The Sultan, whose mercy knows no limit, has declared that he shall offer you peace. You should be grateful! If you but lay down your arms and open your gate, we shall-” 
 
    Hunyadi clearly heard the twang of a bowstring from the wall over his left shoulder. An arrow flew into the horse’s hindquarters and, wide-eyed, the poor beast bellowed and took off. Radu was jerked backward, gripping onto the reins as his feet flew up overhead. Laughter poured over the walls and the rooftops as the foppish dandy careened over the battlefield, bouncing out of control and practically doing the splits lying on his back. 
 
    Hunyadi shook his head and glanced over his shoulder. He saw only red-faced peasants doubled over. It would be impossible to pick out the shooter from the crowd. 
 
    “Sir,” said Mihaly, “should we-” 
 
    “Yes, let’s take a look at our plans.” 
 
    “But that archer, he-” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Hunyadi. “I wasn’t looking forward to talking to the likes of him, anyway.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sultan Mehmet was so enraged by the abuse and humiliation heaped upon his emissary that he ordered his most dangerous janissaries, the heavily-armored zhirli nefer, to lead an immediate assault. So it was that Sehzade found himself preparing for battle. 
 
    “Seems a bit early to send in the janissaries, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Annoyed by the comment, Sehzade saw a brother hanging out near the entrance of his tent. If he hadn’t been a janissary, Sehzade would have sent him off with a reminder not to question the orders of the Sultan. 
 
    Sehzade’s slave boy knelt to strap his shin guards in place. “Not really,” said Sehzade. “It’s not like this is Constantinople. Their wall is in pieces and most of their fighters were planting turnips last week. Do I know you, brother?” 
 
    “Yes… I’m Nadir.” 
 
    Sehzade glanced at him. Nadir saw blue eyes for a moment, then Sehzade turned away and let his boy strap a breastplate over his chainmail and dark orange robe. 
 
    “I don’t recognize you,” said Sehzade. “You in for the assault? Better strap on your gear. You’re looking awfully light.” 
 
    “No, no,” said Nadir. “I’m sahaloz.” 
 
    “Ah. Cannon crew. Must be nice.” 
 
    The boy finished and Sehzade unsheathed his sword. It flashed in the air faster than the eye could follow, catching the light like bits of gunpowder set alight. Just as quickly, he slammed the sword back in its sheathe. 
 
    “Tighten the straps on my shoulder guards,” said Sehzade. “It’s no good.” 
 
    The boy hurried to fetch a stool. 
 
    All this time, Nadir felt his heart pounding. He wanted so badly to ask if Sehzade was his friend from so long ago, when they had been taken from Serbia. But the man before him seemed so imposing, so dangerous, that he almost didn’t want to know. 
 
    “Well,” said Nadir, hesitating. “Um… may Allah grant you victory, brother.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    As Nadir turned to go, Sehzade said, “Wait!” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to make it sound like I envied you. Being on a cannon crew, I mean. Because the truth is…” Sehzade smiled, the gesture somehow seeming inhuman. “I wouldn’t miss this charge for anything.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sound of the mehter wailed like a tortured cat and the janissary drummers beat the drums of war, then the heavily armed assault crew ran across the field shrieking their battle cry. Arrows flew from the walls, but the shafts were too few and too uncoordinated, landing harmlessly atop a roof of shields covering the human wave. 
 
    Sehzade pushed to be nearer the front; unfortunately the younger recruits had taken the lead. They raced through the ruined section of wall, leaping over fallen stones and meeting with no resistance. Sehzade could not help but laugh when he saw the peasants abandoning their posts and fleeing, their feet making slap-slapping sounds on the cobblestones. They seemed like little children, and Sehzade felt like he was about to introduce them to a very simple, very brutal truth that their parents had protected them from. 
 
    In the avenue ahead, a knight on a gray horse rode to block their way. The knight wore no helm, and Sehzade saw a large, old man with gray hair and long beard in heavy armor gilded with elaborate silver designs that shone in the fading light. He seemed calm as he looked down at them, despite his vulnerable position. 
 
    Could that be the White Knight? thought Sehzade. Am I about to take the head of Janos Hunyadi? 
 
    Hungarian infantry ran into the avenue on either side, heavy shields upraised, but not numerous enough to stop the janissaries. They slammed into the Hungarians shoulder-first with such force that the sound of metal impacting metal was sickening. The Hungarians backpedaled under the weight of janissary numbers, never coming to a halt but only slowing down as reinforcements ran in to push from behind. Sehzade pushed on a brother in front of him, shrieking like a demon who could not be hemmed in. He could hear Hunyadi shouting orders. While it looked like the old man was not eager to join the fighting, Sehzade was amazed that he could manage to keep so few standing against them. 
 
    It’s inevitable that they’ll break! Then the slaughter begins! 
 
    He glanced at Hunyadi and saw that the White Knight had unsheathed his sword, but was only pointing it at a building. 
 
    “Archers!” Sehzade shouted. “Archers in the buildings!” 
 
    Many of the janissaries readjusted their position, holding shields overhead while they pushed. Sehzade looked up at the windows overhead, wondering if he could catch a glimpse of some of the archers - then he saw something worse. 
 
    Instead of bows, he saw peasants tossing burning sticks and bundles of straw onto them. He didn’t know whether to be angry or simply annoyed. There was a flash of light, then another, then he saw someone behind him engulfed in flames. 
 
    How did…? 
 
    As soon as he saw black pitch gunked up in the cobblestones, he knew that the enemy had wanted them to come within the walls. The ground was not completely covered; otherwise they would have seen the trap. But as the peasants dumped one burning bundle after another on them, and the flames spread and several of his brothers began screaming and lost their nerve while dancing in flames, he knew that the crafty devil Hunyadi had not become their most hated foe for nothing. 
 
    Smoke caught in his eyes, and he realized he would have to put off trying to kill the White Knight. He looked up at the nearest building, wondering just how he would scale the wall to kill his tormentors - then something wet struck his mouth and cheek. He thought at first that feces had been thrown on him, then he felt agony. His face was on fire. He tried to scream, but could not breathe. He was hemmed in, and thrashed about like an animal, then tore off his helm and wiped his face with his steel gauntlets and wrist guards. 
 
    He pushed away from the front, then realized that the fires in the rear were even worse. Through tears he saw an inferno consuming his brothers, the Sultan’s greatest soldiers writhing and twisting and falling. Still the peasants heaped more fire on them. Sehzade and several others broke and ran into an alley. He was still on fire but his face was numb and he felt only a sort of primitive, bestial desire for space. 
 
    Horrified, he saw a dark blue knight and a line of mercenaries running to cut them off. His brothers hesitated, but Sehzade raced ahead. He crashed into the knight and sent them both spinning wildly. With a terrific crash the knight hit the ground, but Sehzade practically scampered along a wall like some sort of glowing insect, then tore away from the line of spearmen. The other janissaries were not so lucky, and ended up either gouged by spearheads or forced back into the flames. 
 
    Sehzade found himself alone, and fell face-first into a horse’s drinking trough. His numbness disappeared in a wave of searing pain. He pulled his face out of the water, screaming, not caring if he was found and killed. He saw chunks of flesh floating in a cloud of blood, and he prayed that it was not his own. 
 
    He stumbled away from the nightmarish scene, stripping off plates of armor, his chainmail feeling like claws dragging him down into the pit of Jahannam. He found a section of wall marking the edge of the city. He climbed up the stairs on his hands and knees, wheezing as if his body was melting on the inside, then cast himself off and landed on a mound of soggy mud on the other side. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hunyadi and Mihaly looked on the devastation, unable to believe what had been done. 
 
    “Sirs!” Capistrano called down from a window. “I can barely see from up here! Did we get anyone?” 
 
    “We… we did,” said Hunyadi. “The Sultan’s most elite assault troops have been… well, you’d better just come down and have a look.” 
 
    Now that the janissaries in the rear had retreated, the people could look on their work. The avenues inside the front gate were crowded with smoking heaps of black forms. Thin, twisted hands gripped curved swords that faintly glowed along the edge, and ashen faces stared out from smoking helms. The people switched from throwing flaming bundles to buckets of water, sending up hissing plumes of black smoke. 
 
    “Praise God,” said Mihaly. “I hope He’s pleased with the smell from this sacrifice.” 
 
    Hunyadi looked at his comrade as if unnerved by the comment. 
 
    “No, sir,” Capistrano said loudly, carefully making his way over toward them. “After our Lord sacrificed Himself, God the Father no longer requires any sacrifice.” 
 
    Mihaly laughed unexpectedly. “I wouldn’t know, sir. I’ve never debated theology on the battlefield.” 
 
    Capistrano raised his brows and shrugged. “Well, anyway. So, is that it? Did we win?” 
 
    “No, no, sir,” said Hunyadi. “Please don’t go around suggesting such a thing. We’ve done a good deed, no doubt of that. The Sultan’s finest are now dancing to the mehter in hell, but Mehmet has plenty of other heathens to send our way. He’s not going to plow over Constantinople just to walk away from Belgrade. Mihaly, I brought chains and battle wagons. Let’s get these streets chained off to slow down any cavalry.” 
 
    “Battle wagons?” said Capistrano. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Something I almost didn’t bring, but I’m glad I did. You’ll find out soon enough, sir.” 
 
    “Very well. What do you think will happen next?” 
 
    Hunyadi looked at the peasants coming out of their hiding places, their mouths covered with rags to block the stench of cooked human meat. 
 
    “The Sultan will either rest while he makes a new plan,” said Hunyadi, “or he’ll lose control of his camp, and raiders will start poking around, looking for holes in our defenses - and we have plenty of those. Have your people rest and regroup. And whatever you do, don’t allow them to harass the enemy. If we’re going to have any chance at all of surviving this battle, I need absolute discipline from everyone. The last thing we want to do is stir up that hornet’s nest before we’re ready. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I can, sir,” said Capistrano, bowing his soot-blackened head. “As long as the Lord is willing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    The Great Host 
 
      
 
    Stoica sat on a stump in his yard, his apron covered in blood, arms covered in blood nearly up to his elbows. He had taken to sitting exclusively behind his home and place of business because his wife claimed that his expression had become ever more fearful. 
 
    I must apologize to everyone, he thought, clenching his jaw. It’s such a shame that they should have to share this world with me! Poor, poor devils! 
 
    He clenched a bone-saw in hand, then glanced back into the little slaughterhouse. There he saw a pig’s head sitting amongst pale limbs and a stack of ribs. A bag contained bits of this and that for grinding. He used to wonder what it would be like to take some poor fool into that dark room with him and then let his wife sell the parts up front. He doubted anyone would know the difference, plus it could be the best way to put someone out of their misery. 
 
    But why bother to make money off some poor bastard’s hide? he thought, gripping his bone saw. I’ve already taken money in exchange for handing over some motherless son! And look at me now! I’m as happy as can be. 
 
    He got up and found himself walking toward the avenue. He realized that he wanted to sit and stare at Carstian’s house, or perhaps at the cneaz’s big house. But Stoica would do nothing. Now that he knew, beyond any doubt, that he was a coward, he knew that he would do nothing but stand and stare, wondering what it would be like if their homes caught fire on their own. Would he feel any better if they did? Or would he only look at his own home, and wish that it, too, would burn? 
 
    As soon as he cleared the tree line, he heard riders approaching. He wondered if they were guests for Lord Albu and, if so, should he stand and stare, letting them know that he hated them? Or, like a craven dog, would he turn his gaze downward, or perhaps even slink away and wait for them to pass? 
 
    Or maybe they have some dirty work that needs doing. Perhaps someone will let them know there’s a foul creature who works in the butcher shop who will do anything for a few coins. 
 
    Men in full plate rode into the village, passing him by without a second glance. He could see that many of the knights wore surcoats bearing coats of arms that he assumed were Transylvanian or even Hungarian. Behind them rode what looked like rough mercenaries guarding a wagon. Altogether, they did not number more than twenty. 
 
    A crowd was gathering. Stoica pushed past them so he could get a look at who led such a crew. 
 
    “I am Vlad, son of Dracul, rightful Voivod of Wallachia! A usurper sits on the throne, and he is surrounded by cowards and thieves who call themselves boyars. They do nothing to protect your children. As Voivod, I call on every able man to take up arms against the usurper!” 
 
    Stoica pushed his way near the front, and then stopped in shock. He saw a lean man in gray steel armor with long black hair and mustache and hard green eyes. Beside him rode a fair-haired knight - the very lord that Stoica had tried to start a fight with years ago, in an absurd act of self-destruction. Immediately Stefan turned and locked eyes with him, then smiled in recognition. Stoica looked away. 
 
    “W-we can do no such thing,” said an older man. “We go to war when Lord Albu wills it, or when Voivod Vladislav should call for us.” 
 
    “That’s the attitude of a slave,” said Vlad. “I did not come here looking for slaves, or for children to sell. I came here looking for boyars, for warriors. A Voivod surrounds himself with warriors he can trust, does he not?” 
 
    Stoica immediately understood what was being offered, but he slowly stepped backward, his eyes glued to his own feet, while the crowd murmured. 
 
    “What are you proposing?” someone shouted. 
 
    “I propose that any man who fights for me, the Voivod of Wallachia, must be a loyal knight. Therefore, any one of you who comes with me, and is willing to fight for me, will be made a boyar, and have all the rights and privileges and duties of a landholding boyar, when Vladislav is overthrown and my throne belongs to me once again!” 
 
    Now the crowd was divided between excitement and fear. Such an offer had never been made; those born into servitude were rarely given a chance for a new life. But it was frightening to consider that not only was this man proposing treason against the Voivod, but also upending the very social order that held their world together. 
 
    “Voivod,” said Stefan, “I believe I’ve found a man who should join us.” 
 
    “Oh?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Yes. That one. That one there!” 
 
    Stoica held his eyes shut. The crowd soon grabbed him and pushed him forward. Finally Stoica growled and pushed them away, holding his bone saw as if it were a weapon. 
 
    “He’s got some fight in him,” said Stefan, still smiling. “And I know for a fact that he’s not afraid to start a fight with someone of noble birth.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Vlad. “Who else will join us?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dumitru approached his village, feeling so ashamed that he did not even ride the donkey that bore his empty wagon. His hope of being a merchant was now truly at an end, which meant that his dreams were also at an end. He was horrified that his heart continued to beat. Didn’t it know that there was now no way for him to win his wife back? There was no point in finding another. No one knew him as she did, but now she was with another man who could take care of her... as he could not. 
 
    The sky was bright and blue and the fields were golden with wheat but he was dead to the beauty around him. He knew only that he was returning to his old village, and would have to beg for the privilege of digging in the dirt, of bowing and scraping in order to survive. Would they remember his pretensions, how he had strutted around as if his dreams had already come true? Would they mock him? Would they not even remember him? Or, worst of all, would they give him food and pitying looks, just as any Christian would do for the poorest, lowliest creature they found crawling around in misery? 
 
    Please, God, he thought, Oh please, dear Lord, let them see how miserable I am, and just slay me without any hesitation! 
 
    He drew near the ring of houses in the center of the golden fields, and it looked as if a small army had conquered it. He saw a man at the head who must surely be Death on a pale horse, a knight riding under a black banner adorned with a horrific dragon devouring its own tail. He was surrounded by all sorts of knights, mercenaries, and rough-looking people on foot and on horse. 
 
    For the first time in weeks, Dumitru forgot his own misery, and felt concern for the people of his old village. They certainly outnumbered the invaders. If only they had someone who could light a fire under them… 
 
    “See here!” Dumitru shouted. “What do you mean to do with these people? They’ve done nothing to do you! I know the Lord of this land, as well as his sons, and you are not… oh!” 
 
    “I remember you,” said Vlad. “I was hungry, and you shared some of your stew with me. It looks as if the Lord has given me a chance to repay you, don’t you think?” Seeing that Dumitru was unable to speak, Vlad continued. “You once seemed as if you wanted more out of life. Come with me, then. Fight for me against the false Voivod, and I’ll make you a boyar.” 
 
    It was all so sudden that Dumitru did not know what to do. “Well, I… I…” he stammered. “I suppose that… but, isn’t this a bit… b-but sir, haven’t you-” 
 
    Stoica spat off to the side, looking down at Dumitru from his horse. “What, you got a date with that donkey? Let that beast go and just come with us, you big dumb oaf. It’s not like you have anything better to do!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Is he alive?” 
 
    “Here, boy. Drink this!” 
 
    Viorel felt cold water pass through his lips. Despite his painfully swollen tongue, he drank until he choked, accidentally spitting into the waterskin. 
 
    Viorel opened his eyes. He was surrounded by men who looked like warriors. His wrists were tied to the wheels on a caged wagon, but someone was cutting through his bonds. 
 
    Vlad dismounted and knelt beside Viorel. “I’ve seen you before. How did this happen to you?” 
 
    “Muslim slavers,” said Viorel, wincing at the pain in his jaw. “I was in the forest. I watched them make camp. They had children with them, and I… I wanted to… well, I fired at them. I hit one of them in the leg. I thought perhaps I could hide, then attack again, but they overran me. They came so much faster than I thought… they took me and beat me. They tied me up like this. I could…” 
 
    Viorel wanted to say that he could see the looks on the little boys’ faces as the Turks beat him. He knew what it was to be impotent in the face of evil, but he didn’t know how to say such a thing to these men. 
 
    “I reckon they abandoned this wagon,” said Dumitru, “when they heard us coming. They had him tied up plenty tight to the wheels. Young man, were they using it sort of like a rack?” 
 
    Viorel closed his eyes and nodded, massaging the blood back into his swollen hands. 
 
    “Damn it,” said Vlad, scanning the horizon. 
 
    “Sir,” said Galos, “we don’t really have time for this.” 
 
    “I know,” said Vlad. “Most of our people aren’t mounted, and we need to keep moving as fast as we can. But I swear that one day, no Wallachian children will be taken by foreigners!” 
 
    Viorel felt the force of hatred behind Vlad’s words. He could tell that the young lord was not merely boasting. Instead, he seemed driven by something beyond the comprehension of most men. 
 
    Stoica stood over Viorel. After looking him over, he laughed and shook his head. “You took a shot at some Turkish slavers?” said Stoica. “By yourself? Out here, in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “It was the only thing I could do. They will always outnumber us. If we wait for a time when we outnumber them… well, that will never happen.” 
 
    “Sound reasoning,” said Stoica. “For a fool.” 
 
    “He sounds brave to me,” said Vlad. He looked Viorel up and down, then seemed to come to a decision. “I have a proposal for you…” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bogumir loaded the last bag of early potatoes, then leaned against the wagon and wiped his brow. The sun was setting in a deep band of orange on the horizon, turning the woods around their fields dark and black. 
 
    “Another day of good work we have done, friends,” Bogumir said to his neighbors. “Tomorrow, we take this to Lord Cazan, early, yes?” 
 
    “Earlier, the better,” said old Iosif. “Bandits don’t wake up before noon, as far as I know.” 
 
    Just as the old man spoke, they heard the beating of horse hooves. 
 
    “Oh?” said Iosif. “Are Lord Cazan’s men coming to take the goods? Perhaps we can mark one errand off our list and-” 
 
    Bogumir grabbed the old man and pulled him aside as the riders tore through, whooping and bellowing. Several of them raced in circles around the village square as if unable to stop their own horses, laughing as people ran to their homes and slammed their doors shut. 
 
    Bogumir gestured for Iosif to run, then turned and looked directly into the eyes of the bandit leader. The man with the scarred mouth and missing tooth almost seemed to be smiling as he drew near. 
 
    “I remember you!” he said. “You’re my old donkey. I never saw any beast carry a load half as well as you. And it looks like you’ve already packed a new load for us!” 
 
    The bandits laughed and drew up in a circle, though a few dismounted and hung around the various houses, looking for anything that could be easily taken. Bogumir’s eyes darted from swords to spears to axes to daggers, overwhelmed by the gang’s destructive potential. His heart beat so rapidly that he felt ill, but he knew that it was too late to run. 
 
    “You came here?” said Bogumir. 
 
    “Ye-e-es,” said the bandit leader. “I believe we did.” 
 
    “B-but, do you not fear Lord Cazan?” 
 
    “Not so much, no. He’s not quite the man he used to be. And besides, we figured it would be more convenient if we just came and took our share now, rather than wait for you to bring it to us. What do you think? Is that convenient for you, too?” 
 
    The bandits burst into laughter and to Bogumir their teeth looked like the fangs of animals, or perhaps even demons from deep beneath the earth. He remembered, years before, how he had been desperate to do what they wanted, thinking it was the only way to preserve his life so he could take care of his wife and daughter. But now, seeing their rotten teeth flashing behind their filthy, matted beards, he knew that there was no reasoning with people like them. First they would take what was yours when you strayed from the village, then they would come right into the village and take what was yours. 
 
    Where does it stop? Bogumir wondered. What guarantee do I have that they won’t eventually come into my home? What if they see my daughter, my wife? Who will stop them? If I cut off my own head, would they spare the rest of my family? 
 
    “It has to stop here,” Bogumir said quietly. 
 
    “What’s that, donkey?” said the leader. 
 
    “I say, you can’t come and take like this. This is not good. You must go.” 
 
    “You hear that, boys? He says it’s no good!” The leader unsheathed his blade and held it forward. “You may be strong, little pack-mule, but what good does a stout back do against a blade? Eh?” 
 
    “I… I… you...” Bogumir felt so much anger burning in his chest that he could hardly form coherent sentences, much less from a language he had not yet mastered. 
 
    “Tongue’s not working now, is it? Perhaps it’s best if we cut it out, seeing as it’s not doing you much good, anyway.” 
 
    “No!” said Bogumir. “Only… face me like a man! I cannot fight all of you, but… but send your strongest against me! Hand to hand, we fight, like men! And if I win, you leave!” 
 
    Though the bandit leader rolled his eyes, one of his men immediately sprang from his horse. “I’ll take him on!” said the bandit. 
 
    He pushed his way past his brothers. He was a large man, nearly two heads taller than Bogumir, with massive arms and a large belly protruding against his leather armor. By contrast, his legs were thin, and he wore form-fitting pants that only accentuated their smallness. Bogumir looked up at his face, and saw something like a hairy, rabid dog or bat looking back at him, more beast than man. 
 
    I can do it, thought Bogumir. I have to beat him! 
 
    As if sensing his determination, the bandit looked about craftily. “One moment,” he said. He pushed his way out of the circle and approached the blacksmith’s forge. Taking up a stout piece of wood not yet fitted with an axe head, the bandit returned. “This don’t count as a weapon, does it?” 
 
    “It’s not pointy, is it?” said the leader. “Looks fair to me!” 
 
    The others laughed, and the brute swung the stick at Bogumir. He ducked and wheeled about, looking for an opening. He must have moved backwards too far, because several hands pushed him from behind. Again the man swung his stick, and Bogumir blocked it with his forearm, instantly feeling numb up to his hand. 
 
    Nothing to it but to get in close! 
 
    Bogumir raised his fists and stepped in, blocking or ducking but still taking hits from the heavy stick. Soon his arms were covered in bleeding welts, and he could feel nothing but dull, throbbing pain up to his shoulders. But eventually the bandit seemed to wear himself out, and Bogumir rushed in, landing a punch in the center of the man’s chest. As soon as it connected, he was afraid that his numbed hands had not been able to form into a proper fist, but the brute wheezed and looked at him in shock. 
 
    Lord, give me strength! 
 
    Bogumir swung with his other hand and connected with the giant’s chin, sending him reeling backward. The brute crashed into the ground, head lolling, mouth working as if silently protesting what had happened. 
 
    Bogumir gripped his fists at his sides. “Now!” he shouted at the leader. “Now, you will leave!” 
 
    Before the leader could respond, three bandits pushed their way into the circle. Each carried sticks taken from the blacksmith’s forge. They did not seem to care that their comrade had been beaten. They were smiling with evil delight, and were looking forward to ganging up on someone. 
 
    “Our turn!” said one, laughing. 
 
    All three came at him, swinging wildly. But if they thought Bogumir had been weakened, they were wrong. Though they hit him over and over again, many times even connecting with his head, he never fell. Eventually one of the thugs stepped back and tripped over his fallen comrade’s leg. Bogumir rushed toward him, then landed a blow in his stomach that folded him in half and sent him flying into the circle of spectators. 
 
    Strangely enough, all of the bandits suddenly leaped into their saddles, riding off as quickly as possible. Bogumir’s ears were ringing from blows, so he could not hear what order had been given. He simply stood, teetering back and forth, bloody arms still held up to cover his face, waiting until the bandits had ridden far away. When they were gone, he stumbled over to a neighbor’s house and fell onto a short barrel that doubled as a chair. 
 
    Just as quickly as the bandits fled, he found himself surrounded by his neighbors. He could only barely hear them, but he could tell they were concerned. A cloth was placed against his head, and he could see that it was soon red with blood. His wife Dobrina fell against him, crying uncontrollably, and he tried his best to give her a smile. 
 
    “Dobrina!” he said. “The bandits… I don’t think they will be back… we had… a deal…” 
 
    He thought she would be happy, but instead, she buried her face against his chest and sobbed. 
 
    Have I died? he wondered. Are they crying over my body? Is this… is this when the Lord takes me? 
 
    At that moment, Bogumir saw past his neighbors, and he realized that the village was full of warriors - not just normal men with weapons, but even knights. Bogumir was confused, then disappointed, then embarrassed. 
 
    So I didn’t chase off the bandits, after all. Of course they weren’t scared of me… but then, that means they will not honor their agreement. 
 
    Vlad pushed his way through the crowd and looked down at him. Bogumir was not sure what to think about the young lord. He looked fierce, perhaps even cold, but he did not look like any lord that Bogumir had ever seen. He was just as intimidating as the bandits, if not more so, but for some reason Bogumir trusted him. Vlad turned and gestured, and something about the movement made Bogumir remember that he had met him briefly several years before. 
 
    “Can you help him?” said Vlad. 
 
    Vlad had hired several mercenaries in Curtea de Arges, and one of them, a bearded German, stooped and pulled the cloth away from Bogumir’s head. The sudden pain was intense, but Bogumir hid his surprise so that his wife would not be scared. It did not work; seeing his wounds again, her grief was redoubled. 
 
    “Needs stitches,” said the mercenary. “I can do it.” 
 
    “No, no, sir,” said Bogumir. “Really, I do not need help, though I am thanking to all of you.” 
 
    “Sit down,” said the mercenary. He pulled a small kit from his vest pocket, then produced a collection of strings and a hook which he cleaned by rubbing between his fingers. “Don’t look at what I’m doing. Got it?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Stefan got the details of the bandits’ attack out of Iosif while Vlad spoke to the able men in the village. Stefan kept glancing at the stout little Bulgarian as he listened to the tale. He would never quite forget seeing him smile with a flap of skin on the side of his head hanging loose, and his arms covered in blood. He knew that Vlad would want such a man for his army; he had already said that he did not want large numbers of conscripted lackeys, but a fighting force composed of spirited, driven men who wanted to be there. 
 
    Despite the fact that he was wounded, and had lost quite a bit of blood, several of their recruits were already sitting around the Bulgarian, pressing him to join their army. 
 
    “I understand your desire,” said Viorel, sitting on a barrel beside Bogumir. “I stood up to some slavers. I failed. But this man, our leader - he’s sworn that he’ll drive the Muslim slavers out of our lands.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Bogumir. 
 
    Viorel nodded. “I trust him. He seems to have no tolerance for slavers, and I don’t think he has any for bandits, either.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” said Dobrina, Bogumir’s wife. “But my husband is half-dead as it is. Unless you’re planning on carrying him to battle on a stretcher, I’m not sure what more can be expected of him!” 
 
    Stoica laughed darkly. “Of course, dear lady. He should stay here, where the bandits know he lives. Being reasonable gentlemen, I doubt they’d come back looking for him!” 
 
    Her jaw fell, and the color drained from her face. Bogumir furrowed his brow and looked away, upsetting the mercenary stitching his scalp. 
 
    “Forgive our friend Stoica,” said Dumitru, bowing slightly. “He means well. And he has a point. On our own, we’re weak. There’s not much we can do. I was a merchant, and I… well, it didn’t last. But Vlad has promised to stand up for Wallachian merchants, and to not let Transylvanians abuse us. He wants to rejuvenate our land! That’s why I’ve joined him. Because of… well, my dream.” 
 
    Bogumir turned to Viorel. “And you, sir?” 
 
    “Much the same,” said Viorel. “I want us to live in peace. I want harmony, not senseless violence.” 
 
    “But he comes armed for war…” 
 
    Viorel shrugged. “Vlad is not a peasant. For him, peace doesn’t come from sweet words. Peace is bought through force. Slavers, bandits, murderers - people like that should sit on poles. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Bogumir wasn’t quite sure what to make of Viorel. He was young, but sounded like a learned man. His words were so harsh that they were hard for Bogumir to fathom, but he had to agree that he couldn’t fight dozens of bandits by himself. 
 
    “And you, sir?” he said, turning to Stoica. “Did you also have a dream? Is that why you joined?” 
 
    Stoica scowled and looked away. “I was forced to join. The people I lived with, they… more or less, they compelled me.” Bogumir laughed, and Stoica flashed him an annoyed look. 
 
    Suddenly, Vlad was among them. 
 
    “Will he live?” said Vlad. 
 
    The mercenary shrugged, then prepared to wrap Bogumir’s arms. “I’ve done what I can. I’ve seen men sleepwalk after a good beating like that, or go for a nap and never wake up. But as long as infection doesn’t set in, I reckon he’ll be okay.” 
 
    “I thank you,” said Bogumir, bowing. “Thank you, sir, for showing such care.” 
 
    “It’s not just for charity,” said Vlad. “I want you to join me.” 
 
    “I will,” Bogumir said almost immediately. 
 
    “What?” said his wife. 
 
    “Th-that is, as long as my wife and daughter come as well, sir, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Dobrina gave Bogumir a withering look. 
 
    “Can they be of use to us?” said Vlad. 
 
    “No,” said Dobrina. 
 
    “Yes, sir, quite useful, and hard for working,” said Bogumir. 
 
    “Then it’s agreed,” said Vlad. “You’ll fight for me, and I’ll make you a boyar.” 
 
    “Boyar?!” said Bogumir. 
 
    Vlad looked at him for a long time. “They didn’t tell you? Anyone who fights by my side will be a boyar. Why else would you come?” 
 
    “Sir, I… I just wanted something to be done about those bandits.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “People like them won’t last long once power is in my hands.” 
 
    A smile stretched across Bogumir’s red, swollen face, and his wife fell quiet. They had never heard of such a thing before - stopping bandits rather than simply praying for them to go away. 
 
    “But, sir,” said an old man in a hood. “What do you know of being Voivod?” 
 
    “I know enough,” said Vlad. “I’ve seen what happens to a land when those in power do nothing to protect the people. I’ve seen how weak borders attract the wrong sort of people. I’ve seen many good people put their heads down and bury their dreams because those in power have become corrupt and self-centered.” 
 
    The old man nodded sideways. “That all sounds very nice. But what do you know of the day-to-day business of being Voivod? One can’t simply sit on a throne and expect good intentions to pan out.” 
 
    Vlad narrowed his eyes. “I’ll learn. I’ll surround myself with good people who can lend me aid. But who are you, old man? You wear a hood in fine weather. Who are you to question me?” 
 
    Slowly the old man removed his hood. “I’m someone who could lend you aid, young lord. If you’ll have me.” 
 
    Though the old warrior was far smaller than he remembered, Vlad knew him, and was shocked. “Hermokrates,” he said quietly. “Teacher!” 
 
    Hermokrates nodded. He was quite a bit older, and not only smaller because Vlad had grown. He was stooped, and much of the vital glow in his face had fled. He now carried a walking staff rather than a spear, and his clothes were rough. Vlad could see that he had fallen on hard times. However, his blue eyes were still hard, his gaze unwavering. 
 
    “I can see it,” said Hermokrates. “You really are Vlad, just as I’d heard. You really are Dracul’s boy.” 
 
    “I assumed you’d been killed by Vladislav, or found work elsewhere. How did you…?” 
 
    “I survived, lord, though I’m not proud of it. Will you hear my tale, Vlad?” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Hermokrates sighed and shook his head, as if preparing for a deep plunge into foul water. “Vlad, as soon as I heard that Vladislav had moved against us, I had a terrible feeling. I made a circuit of the castle, and made some inquiries, and it became obvious that many of our guards had fled. Vladislav was not just at our front gate; he had already attacked us from within, and we were dead before the battle began. So I… Vlad, I hid within Targoviste. I had hoped that Vladislav would simply drive out your family, and we could then plan our counterattack. When I found out that he had slaughtered your father and brother, I wished that I had died in battle by Dracul’s side. 
 
    “I wandered Wallachia, sometimes thinking I would return to Constantinople, sometimes thinking I would go to Italy, or France… I was lost. I had no plan. My strength disappeared, and I often fell sick. I became a shadow, drifting from monastery to village, hoping that others would care for an old man who should have died long ago. 
 
    “I abandoned your father, and your family, and the Lord has damned me to continue living in this land. Any time I try to leave, he strikes me down with sickness. But I cannot believe it is a coincidence that we should meet again, young lord.” 
 
    Vlad considered the old man’s words for a long time, his face impassive. Though some were anxious, Stefan knew that there would be no tearful reunion, nor would there be any sudden act of vengeance. 
 
    Vlad gestured toward the old man’s belongings, a traveler’s bag sitting propped against the house. “You still have a sword,” said Vlad. “You could have sold that if you were in trouble.” 
 
    Hermokrates smiled strangely, then picked up the wrapped bundle. “I do not have a sword, Vlad. I have the sword. It is your father’s sword. It is...” Extending the wrapped blade toward Vlad, Hermokrates said, “It is your sword, Vlad. It belongs to the Voivod of Wallachia.” 
 
    Vlad unwrapped the thing and saw a fine, polished scabbard of black leather. The hilt was unusually long, and the guard was bright silver forged in the shape of a serpent looping around itself. Vlad unsheathed it and the crowd inched away. He had never felt such fine balance in a weapon. Though light enough to be wielded in one hand, he could hold the grip in two hands in order to execute devastating blows. He remembered holding the Toledo blade in his childhood, and thinking that it was heavy and unwieldy. Now, as a man, he felt as if it was a part of him, a lost component that would heal the fracture in his tortured soul. 
 
    Vlad sheathed the blade and realized that every eye in the village was upon him. 
 
    “Hermokrates, you know the day-to-day business that comes with being Voivod, don’t you?” 
 
    The old tutor nodded. “In addition to fighting by your father’s side, I also helped him with all of the incidental business that you might have found… well, boring when you were ten or eleven. I can certainly help you with that.” 
 
    “Do you still remember how to ride and fight?” 
 
    “I do, though I’m surprised you’d ask. I’m not what I once was.” 
 
    “All of us are destined to become more than what we were. I would be honored if you would join me, sir.” 
 
    “Then I shall, my lord. I shall.” 
 
    They heard riders drawing near, and many of the peasants were alarmed, thinking that the bandits were returning. Two large men in chainmail approached and drew their horses to a halt, and the peasants instinctively lowered their gaze. 
 
    One man removed his helm. “Are you Vlad, son of Dracul, who claims to be Voivod?” 
 
    “I am,” said Vlad, stepping forward. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    The man laughed. “You’re the topic of every discussion for miles around. Lord Cazan, who owns this village, would like to meet you. But he requests that you come alone.” 
 
    “Alone? How do I know that he won’t kill me, out of love for Vladislav?” 
 
    The two guards looked at one another, as if reluctant to convey their message. “Sir,” said one of the men, “I’ve been told to ask you if the scales are balanced, or do they require adjustment.” 
 
    Vlad and Stefan looked at one another. The phrase was a code among members of the Order of the Dragon, indicating that a fellow brother was in need of aid. 
 
    Scales of balance, scales of the dragon. 
 
    “Very well,” said Vlad. He took a moment to strap the Toledo blade to his belt. “Take me to him.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Down a wooded lane the riders led him to an aged castle standing in a field, its crumbling wall surrounded by young trees. Vlad knew that the castle must have been beautiful at one point, but was falling into ruin as the wilderness laid claim to it once again. He could see lights flickering in the second story. Vlad felt as if he had found a place out of time, a forgotten sanctuary disconnected from the rest of the world. The trees parted so that he could see stars overhead, and in the middle of the sky hung the burning visitor from another place. The red star was directly over the castle, and it reminded Vlad that he was exactly where he was supposed to be. 
 
    A servant took his horse, then the guards led him within. He found himself in a darkened foyer. He could see very little. It did not look as if any lights had been set out on the first floor, despite their expectation of a guest. 
 
    “Well,” said Vlad, “is your lord-” 
 
    “Here I am.” 
 
    Vlad waited as an old man tottered down a set of stairs. He stood and looked at Vlad for a long time. The lord was tall, all of his weight pressed against a short staff that he leaned upon. His hair was long and unkempt, perhaps red at one point, now dull brown and gray. He had a wide mustache and stubble on his chin, and eyes that never fully focused on Vlad. 
 
    “Are you Cazan?” said Vlad. 
 
    “I am Cazan, lord of this house since it was given to me. Forgive me, but you… you look just like him.” 
 
    “Like my father?” said Vlad. 
 
    “No. No, young man, you look just like your grandfather, Mircea the Elder. Only younger, of course. I can see him in your eyes… those are not the eyes of one that I would want for an enemy.” 
 
    “It’s good, then, that we are brothers.” 
 
    Cazan extended his hand. Vlad approached and shook it in the manner of their brotherhood, and the man nodded with satisfaction. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Good, good! You don’t know how much it relieves me to meet a brother. Please, follow me.” 
 
    Vlad followed the old man as he methodically made his way up each step. When they reached the second story, Vlad could see that it looked much more like a home, with a hallway lit by a lamp that revealed clean wooden floors and a long, finely decorated rug. Cazan spoke as he led him down the hallway. 
 
    “I regret that I was too young to fight at Mircea’s side when he stood against the Turks. For years I’ve dreamed of how he stood against Sultan Bayezid at Rovine! Can you imagine, brother, how it must have been? Ah… and now I am too old to help you. Too old, and worthless. I… I cannot even ride anymore, I’m sorry to say.” 
 
    “That’s unfortunate, sir,” said Vlad. 
 
    “I have always done what I could for your family,” said Cazan. “I knew your grandfather Mircea… I spoke with him, in person. My father owned this land back then. Mircea was a… a remarkable man...” 
 
    Though Vlad was honored to hear such praise, he wasn’t sure why he had been called out into the woods, in the middle of the night, just to hear someone speak kindly of his grandfather. He would have preferred to lead his men in practice drills until it was time to sleep. 
 
    Vlad felt eyes on him. Before he could turn to look, Cazan gestured to an open door. He had a strange sort of hesitant, tender smile, and looked a little embarrassed. “I don’t have much to give,” he said, as if in explanation. 
 
    Vlad entered and found the walls lined with maps and old weapons. Vlad’s eyes had difficulty adjusting to the dim lighting; it almost seemed as if a dark creature stood in the room, staring at him, unmoving and unafraid. When his eyes adjusted, he realized that he was looking at a dark suit of armor, the aged steel crinkled from being beaten and pounded back into shape many, many times. The blackened metal was decorated with coiling designs of red copper and yellow bronze. The helm was angular, and even though Vlad now knew that he was only looking at an inanimate suit of armor, there seemed to be a force within it, as if something alive was staring back at him from behind the visor. 
 
    Cazan stood beside him. “This is the armor of Mircea the Elder,” said Cazan. “You can almost feel his presence when you look at it, can’t you? Vlad, I… I want you to have it. And this…” 
 
    Vlad was touched by a strange sensation of reverence as he looked upon his grandfather’s armor. Only days before, he had felt as if he was leaping into the unknown, or racing through a dark swamp without anyone to guide him. But now everything was coming into alignment, as if the Lord was sending him allies and weapons to help him along the way. 
 
    Cazan pulled a shield from the wall. “This was not Mircea’s, but my own. It is a fine shield… perhaps a bit heavy, but the iron reinforcement comes in handy. You’ll be grateful for the added weight when the wrong ends of arrows and lances are turned your way!” 
 
    Cazan handed him the shield. Though faded with age, Vlad saw a symbol of his homeland: A star and crescent moon on a blue field against stripes of red and yellow. Deep gouges scarred the wood, deforming the image. Many Christian lands called the star and crescent moon their own, but this particular design was distinctly Wallachian. Vlad’s father had often carried such a shield. In times to come, the Ottoman Empire would steal the symbol for itself, but for now, it still represented everything that Vlad was fighting for. 
 
    “I am grateful to you, sir,” said Vlad. “I mean to do our brotherhood proud. Though you can’t join me, you’ve done me a great service.” 
 
    “I am proud to serve in any way that I can, Voivod,” said Cazan, suddenly averting his gaze. He seemed overcome with emotion. 
 
    “But, tell me,” said Vlad. “How did you come by Mircea’s armor?” 
 
    “Ah, that.” Cazan laughed uncomfortably. “I asked for it as a dowry, and your father was kind enough to give it to me.” 
 
    “Dowry? For a marriage?” 
 
    Again Vlad felt eyes on his back, and he whirled. 
 
    He saw his sister. He knew it was her, though she looked nothing like he remembered. Cazan excused himself, but neither Vlad nor Alexandra heard or saw him leave. They saw only one another, the distorted mirror of childhood’s memory revealing that they were now very different from what they had once been. 
 
    Vlad remembered that Alexandra had been beautiful, with a radiant complexion and a shy little smile. Time, unhappiness, and her cruel treatment at the hands of Vladislav’s boyars and mercenaries had left her misshapen. One of her eyes would never fully open, her nose was uneven, and deep lines stretched from her nose past her lips. She wore a scarf that covered her hair completely, reminding Vlad of their mother, who had spent more time in church than at home. 
 
    “I do not see my brother at all,” said Alexandra. 
 
    Vlad did not know how to respond. “It’s… me,” he said. “Vlad.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to say that. Not like that. It’s just… you were just a boy. I remember a little boy.” 
 
    “I remember you,” said Vlad. He felt as if the room around them had disappeared, and they stood in an endless black void, only the two of them. They were the only beings in all of creation, and they now stood face to face. 
 
    “There is nothing to remember,” she said. “I try not to think of the past. It’s someone else’s life.” 
 
    Vlad suddenly stepped forward. “Alexandra, I came back eight years ago. Everyone was gone! Where were you and mother? I asked, but no one could… no one knew anything.” 
 
    Alexandra blinked with her entire face, an odd tick that Vlad was sure she didn’t have before. “I’m sorry, Vlad. Mother went to a monastery. She doesn’t want anyone to know where she is. She doesn’t want to be involved in war, and killing, and godless behavior.” 
 
    Again Vlad was struck by how different Alexandra seemed. Her voice sounded distant, as if she was disconnected from the world. 
 
    They were quiet for a moment. “Does Cazan treat you well?” 
 
    Alexandra entered the room, and Vlad stepped aside as she approached the armor of Mircea the Elder. “Father arranged the marriage before he was killed. Lord Cazan was... kind enough to take me in, even after what happened.” 
 
    “He seems loyal to our family. I only wish I’d met him earlier.” 
 
    Again she blinked in her strange manner. She no longer looked at Vlad, but at the armor. “It’s not just that, Vlad. I haven’t been able to give him children. I’ve been… ruined.” 
 
    “How can you say such a thing? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that on the night when Vladislav took over, all his men, they…” 
 
    “They what?” 
 
    “They did to me what conquerors do to women.” 
 
    Vlad felt a bolt of pain shoot through him. His jaw clamped shut, and he could not speak. 
 
    “I am grateful to Lord Cazan. Even this… even this life is more than I deserve.” 
 
    “You’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    “It’s not always our actions that others remember us by. Perhaps someday you’ll be judged, and you’ll understand. Vlad, did you grow up to be a cruel man?” 
 
    Vlad was struck by the unexpected question. “I don’t think so,” he finally said. 
 
    Alexandra hummed, as if considering his response. “I’ve had many years to think about what was done to me. The world is full of so much cruelty, so much pain. And we have to forgive others, even when they are cruel. For a long time I’ve prayed about it, and asked the Lord for help. I’ve asked for guidance. I’ve had many, many nights to think of forgiveness.” 
 
    “Alexandra, what-” 
 
    She suddenly turned to Vlad and stared directly into his eyes. “Vlad, I want you to kill Vladislav! End his life, just as he ended mine!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    The Battle of Belgrade 
 
      
 
    Early one morning, on the eighteenth day of the siege, Hunyadi leaned over a map with his aides and mercenary captains. They were in a makeshift headquarters near the front entrance of the keep, a large room lined with windows that overlooked the city below. He called for a break as several young servants entered bearing trays of food. They had bowls of gruel and lumps of old bread. There was no meat to be had, but Hunyadi heard no complaints. 
 
    He heard Capistrano’s voice carrying over the stone courtyard. He stood at the window and saw the old man addressing a large crowd of ragged peasants. He was surprised that such a loud, clear voice could come out of such a frail old man. 
 
    “... to endure that which most men could not endure. Though the Sultan and his awful minions stay on our doorstep another day, another week, or a hundred years, the Lord will grant us the strength to endure!” 
 
    A good man, thought Hunyadi. He has the sense to keep his people under control, rather than send them out to their deaths. Mihaly has already said that there’s signs of plague in the Sultan’s camp. Perhaps that strange star really did bring judgment on them. We can’t hope to win in a fight, but if we can hold out just a little longer, then perhaps the angel of death will carry away enough of those heathens that they’ll simply pack up and leave! 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that afternoon, Hunyadi considered taking a rest. He was in the habit of keeping on most of his armor throughout the day, but he knew that he would be in better shape later if he took off at least some of it and got some sleep. He was feeling his age. 
 
    He stood at the end of a long stone corridor and looked at the doorway to his room further down the hall. Dim light came in through open doorways, and he could see motes of dust dancing in the shafts of light. 
 
    “Janos!” 
 
    He turned and saw Mihaly, his dark blue armor standing out against the shafts of light behind him. Mihaly’s face was red with exertion. “Janos, there’s been an incident!” 
 
    Hunyadi immediately cast off any plans for rest. “What happened?” 
 
    “Some of our people went out beyond the wall. They started some trouble with the enemy. A fight broke out. I don’t think many were hurt, but the news started spreading, and then more of our people went out, looking for revenge.” 
 
    “Our people? You mean…” 
 
    “The peasants, yes.” 
 
    Damn it! thought Hunyadi. If this spreads, we’ll lose control of them! 
 
    “Get Capistrano!” 
 
    “He already knows," said Mihaly. "He’s doing his best to calm them down.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Hunyadi stalked down the hall, the clanking of his heavy armor making it sound as if fighting had already broken out. “If we can’t keep these people from rioting, they’ll get killed out there.” 
 
    The courtyard was eerily empty, but they could hear the roar of human voices echoing up the stone stairway. Before they reached the bottom, they saw a flood of people pushing through the avenue, each man wanting to be the first through the gate so he could fight for Christendom. Capistrano stood atop a wagon, shouting, “Wait! Hold, Christians! The time is not yet right! We must… we must wait, we must plan!” 
 
    “He’s lost control of them!” Hunyadi shouted. Mihaly responded, but Hunyadi could not hear him over the raging crowd. They pushed their way through the throng. Holding onto the side of the wagon, Hunyadi shouted, “Capistrano! You have to stop them! They’ll be slaughtered if they go beyond the wall!” 
 
    Capistrano turned to him, face red, mouth hanging open. He shrugged, then turned away. 
 
    “Damn it,” Hunyadi muttered. “Mihaly, come close. I need you to… wait, sir!” 
 
    Before Hunyadi could speak with Mihaly, he saw that Capistrano had hopped down from the wagon and was marching alongside the crowd. 
 
    “Capistrano, you have to wait!” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “The Lord has started this in his own time!” said the old man, a small smile on his face. “And the Lord will end it, too!” 
 
    Hunyadi watched the old monk until he disappeared in the crowd. 
 
    “What do we do?” said Mihaly. 
 
    “He’s right,” said Hunyadi, nodding. “There’s no going back now. The battle has begun. Bring out the battle wagons!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The field before the walls of Belgrade was a wild free-for-all of violence, with no unit cohesion, no leadership, and no clear goal besides pushing and stabbing. Only a few had seen the beginning, in which a small group of Europeans had run into a small group of Turks. Neither group had come away from the encounter pleased with the results, and so each had gotten a few others to come and help, then more had joined, then still more, until finally everyone in Belgrade and the Sultan’s camp was rushing to join the fray. 
 
    European peasants armed with farm tools and kitchen implements found themselves pushing against powerful janissaries, mounted sipahi spearmen, and shrieking azab infantry. But the peasants had grown tired of the feeling of being pushed around. They did not want to see their world brought to an end, as the sun had set for the last time over Christian Constantinople. And so they pushed and they fought, each man so angry that he never considered giving up. Eventually they killed enough of the enemy that they were able to pick up better weapons. The janissaries found that they were not so dangerous when hemmed in alongside azabs that lacked discipline and sipahi who weren’t sure how to control their horses in the middle of a crowd. 
 
    Peasants on the wall fired arrows and threw stones at the enemy, and eventually they found themselves joined by mercenaries armed with heavy crossbows. Together they fired round after round at the horde pressing in on them. 
 
    Though the peasants were determined, they were far outnumbered by the enemy, and soon the Turks began to wrap around the defenders pouring out of the front gate. Determination alone provided little safety once they were attacked from the side and the front, and before long the janissaries were hacking down one peasant after another. The janissaries stepped over hacked up bodies so they could press forward, hoping to take over the wall for themselves. 
 
    They never saw the battle wagons trundling out of the narrow side gate. Heavy wagons covered in wood and strips of iron from top to bottom were pulled by teams of armored horses, and cannons jutted out of the wagons from narrow openings. The cannons roared and the battle wagons shook, and the Turks pressing in to surround the peasants were interrupted by heavy iron balls tearing through them, blasting through torsos and throwing limbs skyward. Some of the cannons fired tightly-packed clusters of metal grapeshot that tore flesh apart with demonic firepower. The janissaries attacking the peasants realized the danger, and turned away from their prey to rush the wagons. The top of the wagons opened up to reveal armored crossbowmen and riflemen with matchlocks, and at Mihaly’s signal, they fired, killing any janissary that approached. Still the wagons advanced in a circle around the battlefield, the teams of horses working tirelessly, long since used to the incredible violence of the wagons they pulled. 
 
    While a few janissaries did reach the wagons, they found them chained together, like a monstrous, smoking caterpillar covered in steel bands. There was simply nothing to attack. Though the janissaries could poke a spear or scimitar inside the narrow openings where the cannons protruded, they soon found themselves targeted by shooters sitting atop the wagons. 
 
    As soon as the peasants found themselves free of the janissaries, they pressed onward. They were not content with hacking down Turks, and wanted nothing less than to find the Sultan reclining in his tent. So it was that a few brave peasants were able to push ahead far enough that they took over several Turkish cannons. Unfortunately they were guarded by earth embankments facing Belgrade, not the Sultan’s camp, and the unarmored peasants were easily driven back by mounted archers. It was plain to the Turks that only cannons could stop the dreadful battle wagons, but the sahaloz cannon crews had no time to prepare for an attack before the Christian peasants attacked once again, this time in greater numbers. The lines of Turkish cannons became a battlefield all their own, first held by one side, then by the other, with neither side actually making use of the cannons. 
 
    Angelovic could see that the Christians would not stop, even when faced with greater numbers. Only a shield wall lined with spears had any hope of slowing them down. 
 
    “Form a line!” Angelovic shouted, waving to gain the attention of anyone who would listen. “Shields in a line! Shields in a line! We must protect the Sultan! We must drive them...” 
 
    Angelovic did not finish his sentence, but stopped when he heard the beating of hooves. He raced to a squat hill and climbed atop it. To his horror, he saw that while the battle wagons were blasting one side of their forces, none other than the White Knight was leading a charge of heavy cavalry from the other side. He could see brave Turkish warriors turning and fleeing as Janos Hunyadi, in his shining silver armor, rode toward them with his iron-tipped lance held level. Finally the Turks crowded up in such a way that they could no longer run, and then Hunyadi and his knights crashed into them, their lances skewering the crowded bodies. A wail of agony shot up from the Turks, but was drowned out by the ring of steel as the knights drew their swords and waded into the thick of them, hacking away on either side and leaving a red tide of mangled corpses in their wake. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sultan Mehmet was furious. Not only had he lost his finest janissaries, but now filthy peasants of unbelievably common birth were somehow putting his army of over one hundred thousand men to shame. Over and over again he shouted for them to take up formation, but they ignored all of his commands. To his horror, he could see knights and peasants on the edge of their camp, slaughtering guards and pulling down banners. Finally Mehmet threw his horsehair staff at one of his young slaves, then drew his scimitar. 
 
    “Outrage! Outrage!” he shouted. “Show these infidels what happens to those who defile our camp! Anyone who is loyal to the Sultan - come to me! Let us teach these dogs their place!” 
 
    As Mehmet ran from his pavilion with sword held high, he began to wonder just how many he would have to kill himself before his army finally remembered that they, too, carried weapons. Until now, he had led by waving his horsehair staff or making suggestions to his viziers. Now, he reasoned, perhaps it was time for him to lead from the front. 
 
    “Janos Hunyadi!” he shouted. “Show yourself, you coward! Face me in battle, you knave!” 
 
    As Mehmet drew near the battle, he saw that his soldiers were, for whatever reason, running back towards him rather than toward the battle. He was disgusted by their wide eyes, their mouths hanging slack as if in terror. 
 
    “Get back to the front!” Mehmet shouted. He swung his sword from left to right. “Get back in there, you dogs! Obey me! Obey me, now!” 
 
    Mehmet had been right that he would draw blood in the battle, though it was his own fleeing soldiers that he was striking down. None were prepared to defend themselves from their own enraged Sultan, so they had little opportunity to defend themselves. 
 
    Then, just as Mehmet found he was out of breath, he felt intense pain shoot through his leg. He stopped, tottering on his feet, then saw an arrow sticking out of his left thigh. The sight did not seem real. He felt light-headed, and wondered if he was dreaming. 
 
    It can’t be, he thought. I am dead. I have been slain! 
 
    Sultan Mehmet fell backward and crashed into the ground. He became incredibly annoyed at the number of feet he saw racing past. Then, finally, a caring face hung over him. 
 
    “Your majesty!” said Angelovic. “By Allah, you’re alive!” 
 
    “No, Angelovic,” Mehmet said quietly. “I have… been slain…” 
 
    Angelovic looked to one side. “The infidels are rampaging through our camp. We must flee!” He looked up and down at Mehmet’s considerable girth. Seeing that no one was stopping to help, he gritted his jaw as he made a decision. “I will get you out of here, your majesty. By Allah, I will carry you!” 
 
    For several agonizing minutes, the vizier fumbled the Sultan in his arms. Then, finally, he managed to grip Mehmet to his breast and push himself up into a crouch. His face was red behind his pale beard, his features contorted in agony because of the unbelievable situation. At a snail’s pace he stumbled through the camp while others raced past him, unmindful of his plight. 
 
    Though he had lost little blood, Mehmet assumed he was on the brink of death. In a haze of pain his eyes looked on Angelovic’s shining face. 
 
    Angelovic! How cruel I’ve been to you! All this time… it was you! You were the one who was loyal! You were the one who cared for me! 
 
    Only now… at the end… do I truly understand… 
 
    *** 
 
    That night the Sultan’s forces sat in their new camp, miserable, with little to eat and with the wounded and the dying crying out on all sides. Mehmet’s leg had been bandaged; no real damage had been done. His anger, however, had only grown and grown, and now he stood over his generals. The various pashas knelt with janissaries standing behind them, their heads nearly touching the earth as they bowed in apology. 
 
    “And so, at last, the truth is revealed!” Mehmet shouted. “My own generals betrayed me! With their incompetence, with their brazen cowardice, they have betrayed me! One of you may as well have shot the arrow that nearly killed me!” 
 
    The generals cried and shook their heads, muttering, “Never!” and “Not I!” 
 
    “One of you may as well have shot the arrow,” Mehmet said quietly, enjoying the phrase. “And I wish you had killed me. I wish that I had died in a ditch in the pigsty of Belgrade, so that I would not have to see the day when the army that conquered Constantinople would be reduced to a gang of whimpering, cringing dogs!” 
 
    One of the generals lifted his head slightly, his face so wet with tears that a glistening channel ran down his enormous mustache. “Your majesty, please… forgive us! It was not our fault! But the enemy, they came at us with such force that we-” 
 
    Without hesitation, Mehmet flew out of his seat, held out a hand to a janissary who gave him a sword, then he tottered over to the generals and began whacking at them with the blade. They shrieked and crawled about in an awkward circle, his unpracticed blows laying open flesh and shredding their fine clothes. 
 
    When he was out of breath, Mehmet saw that he was surrounded by pathetic, crying men, all of them shaking and covered in bloody rags. Disgusted, he threw down his sword and walked away. 
 
    “Kill them,” he said over his back. 
 
    The janissaries were fast and precise, their blades falling and removing heads from necks before the generals even understood what was happening. As Mehmet fell into his seat, Angelovic hovered over his shoulder. 
 
    “Your majesty,” he said quietly. “Though greatly reduced in number, we could still regroup and attack once again. Remember that the people of Belgrade also lost quite a few.” 
 
    “No,” said Mehmet, sighing in frustration. “Our forces have run out of weapons that they can throw on the ground in order to expedite their inevitable flight from battle. We’ll retreat. Under cover of darkness, so that they cannot laugh at our backs, we will retreat.” 
 
    “Very well, your majesty,” said Angelovic, slowly turning away. 
 
    “Ah, one more thing.” 
 
    “Yes, your majesty?” 
 
    “For… what you did for me, earlier… you are my new Grand Vizier. When we return home, let Zaganos know that he no longer holds the position.” 
 
    Overwhelmed with pride, Angelovic squinted as if to hold in tears, and bowed low. “Thank you, Sultan. From the bottom of my heart, I thank you!” 
 
    Finally, Sultan Mehmet smiled. He turned to his new Grand Vizier, then said, “Only don’t disappoint me. Understand? Our Empire cannot handle any more disappointments!” 
 
    *** 
 
    So it was that Belgrade was saved from the rampaging Turks, not only by military might, but by the will of common men who refused to back down. Unfortunately the attacking army had not only brought their hatred, but also the plague. Now it was taking its toll on a good number of people, and both Janos Hunyadi and Giovanni of Capistrano were among them. 
 
    Hunyadi found himself in a waking fever dream. The pain of his racking cough and the feeling of burning up were strangely alleviated by the sense that he was not fully a part of this world any longer. He did not feel as if he was dying. It was more like the walls of his room were slipping away, and his body was only a tiny vessel cast adrift in another realm that was finally revealing itself to him. 
 
    As someone looked in on him and forced him to drink some water, he saw long-dead King Sigismund standing over him. Hunyadi was somewhere far from Belgrade. He was young and untouched by the plague. A ring was handed to him, the light glinting off a serpent coiled on itself. Then he saw a crow flapping its wings, crying over the battlefield. 
 
    “Fight hard, Janos!” said the King. “I always wondered how you’d turn out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir! I will, your majesty!” 
 
    “Crows always fly to the battlefield, don’t they?” King Sigismund smiled before closing the visor of his radiant helm gilded with gold. “We’ll be like a pair of crows, won’t we, my lad?” 
 
    “That’s right, your majesty! Straight to the battle!” 
 
    Again the crow shrieked and stepped about. He saw the King’s aides looking at him, their glances unkind, questioning why the King should bother himself with such a young man. 
 
    He saw his own brother, his lance raised as he rode a victory lap around the tilts, then he saw him laid out on a table, his body white and bloodless, now covered in deep, gray wounds given to him by the Turks. 
 
    “Will we all be killed?” said Hunyadi, his voice a whisper in a raw, dry throat. “Will it come to a time when none will stand and… and…” 
 
    He felt a terrible stabbing pain in his chest, then saw three young knights kneeling in the initiation room of the Order. He knew that their destiny was already wound up inside each of them, like a serpent devouring its own tail. He saw one walking among a field of bodies hanging high atop poles, the sky black and empty of hope, then he saw another fighting side by side with his men, driven back as ash fell from the sky and lit by the glow of a forest burning, flashing like a pulsing light, then he saw the third fighting with his back against a pile of corpses, his own shining blood running out from the joints in his armor, shield gone but sword held outward. 
 
    “They’ll fight, then,” said Hunyadi. He realized that he had to tell someone. “They’ll fight!” he said again. “They have to. They’ll fight because they have to…” 
 
    It seemed that in the next moment, an angel in shining armor stood before him. Then it was Mihaly, looking in on him with a cloth held to his mouth and nose. Hunyadi realized that he must have slept, but he was now awake. He only hoped that he had a moment to speak with his old friend before the dream took him once again. 
 
    “Sir,” said Mihaly, “they say I cannot come close to you. I’m… I’m standing as close as they have let me. Otherwise, you know I would stand by your side.” 
 
    Hunyadi forced his eyes wide. He was surprised at the incredible weight in the center of his chest. 
 
    “Mihaly,” he said, wincing at the effort of speaking. “The Sultan?” 
 
    “Gone. Long gone, sir. He could topple an ancient empire, but not little Belgrade.” 
 
    Hunyadi did not smile, but merely rested his head against his pillow. “That old monk. Is he still here?” 
 
    “Ah… the old man from Capistrano has the sickness, too. The doctors say that the Lord will take him today, most likely. He… he will certainly not make it through the night.” 
 
    Hunyadi gritted his teeth, then drew in a pained breath. “You have to tell him something, Mihaly, before he dies. Tell him that we can never… never thank him enough. We have so few allies. So few are willing to stand... against the enemy. And now I wonder who will be left. Who will be left when I am gone. Mihaly, look after my sons. Look after little Matthias. My wife, she… you must… you have to…” 
 
    Mihaly watched as his old friend drifted back into dreams once again. 
 
    “I will tell him that,” Mihaly said quietly. He wanted nothing more than to go to his friend and help him. He would do anything if it lightened his burden, even a little. “I’ll thank the old man, on all our behalf. But someone should tell you that, too. Someone should thank you as well, my friend.” 
 
    So it was that Janos Hunyadi died, after a long life of fighting for his people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    Showdown at Targsor 
 
      
 
    “Why do you look at him like that?” said Stoica. “You look like a puppy begging for scraps.” 
 
    Vlad’s lieutenants sat around a fire. The camp was full of conscripts and a few knights gathered around fires, not bothering to hide themselves as they occupied a hill near Targoviste. Dumitru had been watching their leader, Vlad, son of Dracul, standing at the edge of their camp, his eyes fixed on the horizon. 
 
    “A puppy,” said Dumitru, flustered and shaking his head. “Really, that mouth of yours!” 
 
    Viorel sat checking the points on each of his arrows. “I admit, I admire him,” he said. “He hasn’t stirred from his vigil. How many men do you know who pray that their enemies will attack them?” 
 
    Stoica waved dismissively. “You think that way because you’re young. Spent your whole life tramping around in the woods. I’ve seen these noble men. Believe me, if they’re not squabbling, they’re plotting something. This will probably all blow over.” 
 
    Dumitru looked disturbed, but could find no words. Bogumir tapped Stoica’s foot with his scabbard. “You are not so honest right now,” said Bogumir. His swollen jaw only exacerbated his accent. “You act as if our Vlad is just another boyar. But then, when we drill, and every night we drill with the practices, you are at the very front. Shouting! Yelling! Do this, do that! And you are swinging the sword like…” 
 
    As Bogumir waved his sheathed sword overhead dramatically, Dumitru laughed, and Stoica hid his face. 
 
    “It’s because I’m a fool,” Stoica finally said. “I march and I run and I sweat out here with you animals who smell no different from pigs, and I…” He shook his head. 
 
    “You hope for something better,” said Viorel. “We all do.” 
 
    “Something better?” Stoica screwed up his face in disgust. 
 
    “Justice,” said Viorel, unfazed. “Corruption, exorcised. Demons put to the sword. The good, lifted up. You feel hope. You’re just not used to it.” 
 
    Again Stoica shook his head. “You all smell like pigs, and you’re no smarter than a pig. We’re pigs being led to slaughter. Only difference between us is that I know it.” 
 
    Finally Viorel left off from his task and looked at Stoica, his eyes sharpened with annoyance. The atmosphere was heavy, but Bogumir had the nerve to clear his throat loudly. 
 
    “I have seen many, many argues,” said Bogumir, “but not a lot of handshake and agreements.” 
 
    “No reason for anyone to get heated,” said Stoica, finally smiling. “I’ll do my duty when the time comes. When it comes to butchery, I know my work!” 
 
    Once he was sure the others were distracted speaking with one another, Dumitru turned toward Vlad once again. Still his leader was standing with his gaze fixed on the horizon. He was an unyielding sentinel. As a merchant, Dumitru was rarely at a loss when it came to speaking. But now he could not speak, though he greatly desired to put what he felt into words so that his new friends could understand. 
 
    All this talk of violence and fighting, thought Dumitru. But that has nothing to do with it. I only want to tell them that our leader, our Voivod, is something more than just a man. Others fight and bicker over property or privilege. But this one, surely, is one who has fully devoted himself to a dream, and fights on a level we only vaguely comprehend. 
 
    *** 
 
    In full armor Vladislav Danesti sat in his saddle and glared at the enemy formations lined up on the rain-drenched field. The sun had only just begun to rise, a strip of red visible beneath a roof of clouds that covered the sky in darkness. Despite the darkness, he could see that his scouts had been correct: The enemy had tracked them all the way here, and were eager for a fight. He saw hundreds of peasant conscripts armed with spears and swords, all standing in even formations as if they thought they were an ancient Roman legion. He spat in their direction. 
 
    Beside him were his brothers, Dan and Laiota, and on his other side was the powerful boyar Albu. Behind them, Vladislav could hear his other boyar knights putting on their plate armor and mounting their horses. 
 
    “I’m surprised he was able to get so many peasants,” said Dan. “They have nearly as many as we do.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” said Albu. “These country yokels have only a very basic understanding of what’s happening around them. I’m sure this upstart told them that he was their Voivod, and convinced them that we were the traitors. Really, anyone who doesn’t look like they slept all night in a barn or a ditch could tell them what to do.” 
 
    “Ah, but here’s the thing,” said Vladislav. “Laiota, can you see their cavalry?” 
 
    “Fifteen or so,” said the youngest brother. 
 
    Vladislav laughed. “We have their cavalry outnumbered nearly three-to-one! And it’s cavalry that wins battles. Knights are trained to fight. The peasants will either stand or flee based on what we do.” 
 
    “I do like our odds,” said Dan. He smiled slightly, and Vladislav found the unexpected gesture unnerving. 
 
    “I only see a few cannons,” said Laiota. Vladislav watched his brother screwing up his eyes. He decided that he looked like a pale, hairy turtle. “Maybe we should have stayed in Targoviste after all?” 
 
    “No, no,” said Vladislav. “I didn’t want them doing any damage. We’re broke as it is, and I’d rather lose a few peasants than let these traitors break something that will need to be repaired. Can you imagine if one of those cannons hit a… what is this?” 
 
    He watched as one of his own conscripted peasants left the field and approached him with his hat in his hands. The peasant was an older man, with bits of gray in his beard. Vladislav assumed he must have had some standing in his community, but it was hard for the Voivod to feel much respect for him when he wore undyed wool clothing, carried a flimsy spear that wouldn’t sustain fighting on horseback, and had an expression like a child fearing rebuke. 
 
    “Well?” said Vladislav. “What is it?” 
 
    “Sir,” said the man, “honored Voivod, please forgive my intrusion, but I have an unusual request…” 
 
    “Out with it!” 
 
    The peasant inhaled as if someone had just fished him out of a pond. “Sir, it’s one of the younger boys. He’s sick. Coughing and carrying on, really. And I was thinking, well, it gets the others down, you know, to see someone in such a state, and made to fight on top of that, and so… well, it’s just… that is, I was wondering if perhaps the boy could be excused…?” 
 
    Vladislav leaned back in his saddle as if someone had presented him with a rotten piece of meat. “When we gathered conscripts,” he said, “your village cneaz should have known better than to send sick soldiers!” 
 
    “He… that is… w-well, sir, it appears the sickness has just come over him, th-that is, over the course of the night… beg pardon again, sir, but I only bring it up because I reckoned it could do no harm to ask.” 
 
    “But it does do harm to ask!” said Vladislav, fighting to control his voice. He wanted to strike the man down for asking him such a thing in front of his brothers and his boyars. “Even now, the enemy are watching us debating amongst ourselves! What will they think, I wonder, if they see a sick boy suddenly fleeing from the field? Our army falling apart, while the lords of the land, and even the Voivod himself, sits and does nothing to stop it from happening! They’ll attack with full confidence! It’s treason, if you ask me!” 
 
    “S-sir, I never meant to-” 
 
    “Get back in line, then, and tell your boy that he’s lucky to be allowed to stand like a man and fight for his Voivod, rather than sit on a sharpened pole like a traitor!” 
 
    The man bowed while walking backwards, looking to Vladislav like a chicken pecking at the ground in reverse. “Of course, sir!” said the man. “My apologies, Voivod, sir!” 
 
    Vladislav turned to Dan and gave him an incredulous look. “Unbelievable,” he said. 
 
    “That’s just how they are,” said Albu. “They’ll do anything to get out of doing their duty. Absolutely anything.” 
 
    Dan smirked and shook his head. “I suppose that’s what separates those who toil in the field from those who have even a shred of honor.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Vladislav. “Anyway, as I was saying before I was interrupted, I want us to hold back. It’s cavalry that wins battles. They’ll probably send their conscripts first, then I’ll send ours. They’ll slug it out until they’re tired, then this traitorous son of Dracul will get impatient. He’ll either give up the whole thing and flee, in which case we’ll ride him down and kill them all… or, if he’s really stupid, he’ll charge. If he does that, the battle’s over. We’ll meet them and overwhelm them.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “He may call for a charge anyway, then slip away hoping his comrades will cover his retreat.” 
 
    Vladislav laughed. “What would I do without that brain of yours, brother? You know every human weakness. In any case, all we have to do is wait for their cavalry to move. Once they move, the battle will be over!” 
 
    “There!” said Laiota, hands shaking as he put on his helm. “Looks like their conscripts are advancing!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Viorel was the first to see Vlad give the signal. 
 
    “Advance!” he shouted. “Shields up! Advance!” 
 
    He heard the other unit commanders - Bogumir, Dumitru, and Stoica - repeat the same order, then they stepped forward, their boots squelching in the muddy field. Viorel was armed with his bow, and had been placed in charge of the archers, but his bow was still slung on his back. He carried only a large wooden shield, placing his trust in it and ignoring his writhing nerves. It was hard to believe that his lonely life of wandering and contemplating the world his Lord had made, had somehow brought him to a place where he was now marching toward a group of armed peasants, each intent on doing anything necessary in order to survive - even kill. 
 
    He glanced to the side and saw fair-haired Bogumir and dark Stoica leading their host. Both men were armed with swords and shields, and all of the men under their command were armed with close-range, hand-to-hand weapons - swords, long daggers, scythes, maces, or anything that could be held in one hand alongside a shield. As if sensing his glance, Bogumir gave him a slight nod. 
 
    In front of them, tall Dumitru led his long line of spearmen. He remembered how Stoica had chided the man, thinking him an absolute fool, but for some reason Vlad had placed him in the front. 
 
    His spear will be our shield, thought Viorel. If we get pinned down, he’ll keep their cavalry away from us! 
 
    Just as Viorel considered their plan, he turned his attention to the enemy archers. Unlike Vlad’s conscripts, the enemy kept their archers in the rear, where they could shoot from relative safety. Viorel understood the plan, but now that he was marching toward danger and his guts were clenching painfully, he wondered if his archers shouldn’t also be further back. 
 
    Then, finally, he saw the enemy archers loading their bows. 
 
    “Archers!” Viorel shouted. “Halt! Shields up! Shields up!” 
 
    All of the conscripts came to a halt, each carefully adjusting himself so that their rectangular formation remained tight. Lifting their shields high, they kneeled down in the cold mud and waited. The enemy conscripts halted as well, shouting and banging their shields, mocking and challenging them to present themselves. Just as they wondered if they should peek between the cracks in their roof of shields, the arrows slammed down on top of them. 
 
    Lord preserve us! thought Viorel. Though he’d been told what it would be like, he hadn’t expected the high-pitched clatter of wood being tortured, and the feel of his shield shaking as it was struck by a storm of iron-tipped arrows. Occasionally a man cried out, no doubt pierced as a missile found some gap in their defense. 
 
    Viorel heard a young man praying beside him, and instantly his own fear fled. In a flash he learned something that he never would have known if he had remained a lone wanderer: He would find limitless strength if called upon to help others. 
 
    “Don’t cry out!” Viorel shouted. “Let them throw a thousand arrows on us! Let them do their worst! And may God protect them once the tide turns!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “What a poor bunch of devils,” said Albu. “A shame they got wrapped up in this treason… most likely through stupidity rather than sedition. Voivod, if I were you, I’d have that would-be usurper stuck on a pole once this is over.” 
 
    Vladislav whirled on the portly boyar. “You don’t have to tell me that!” he said. “Did you think I was going to shake his hand?” 
 
    Albu merely shrugged, and Vladislav found the gesture infuriating. 
 
    He’s showing me that he’s not afraid of me, thought Vladislav, suddenly so angry that his jaw clenched shut. By Christ, if only we could meet in battle! I’d carve him up until he begged for death! 
 
    Vladislav turned away and kept his eyes fixed on the enemy conscripts, who were curled up in the mud as arrows rained down on them. He considered stopping the barrage and ordering his conscripts to scatter the men rather than harass them further. Then, as if to remind him of his original plan, the enemy cavalry suddenly spurred their horses to move. 
 
    “That’s it!” said Dan. “They’re moving!” 
 
    “Ride!” Vladislav shouted. “We meet them head-on!” 
 
    Just as he spurred his horse, he heard the clanking, jostling chaos of his forty boyar knights moving as well. They gathered speed and Vladislav took the lead, eager to lower his spear as soon as he could determine how the enemy would turn. He knew that his men were watching his red cloak flying behind him, and he felt as if his strength was increasing through their attention. He knew that he had not become Voivod by advising from the rear, like Dan, nor by simply showing up to the winning side, like Laiota. Vladislav was a great beast of war, large and eager for a horrific clash of arms. He couldn’t wait to feel his lance shudder in his grip as he drove it into the enemy’s belly. 
 
    He led his knights in a wide berth around the field, skirting both groups of conscripts, and saw that the enemy was doing much the same, but in a tighter arc. 
 
    They’re going to swoop by our conscripts and try to scatter them, he thought, turning his horse. One head-on collision, and their plans will shatter! 
 
    Having corrected his course, he found himself racing toward the enemy cavalry, pounding hooves flinging up mud in a wave of steel armor covered in iron-tipped lances. Vladislav saw the usurper at the head of his meager force, a black-armored fiend atop a white horse covered in chain barding. Vladislav’s vision focused on the black knight, and he felt an unexpected rush of fear as he drew near. The black knight slowly lowered his lance, and Vladislav did the same. He did not have to look back to know that his knights were following his lead, eager to end the battle in one cruel blow. 
 
    The enemy suddenly divided, the riders turning in all directions as if each knight had suddenly realized his own cowardice at the same moment. Many of them rode on either side of Vladislav’s forces, and he shrieked in frustration. 
 
    “Hunt them down!” he shouted, turning his mount in as tight a turn as possible. “Spread out, hunt them down!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Stefan raced across the field with two enemy knights following in his wake, their lances lowered as if they planned to take out his horse’s legs. 
 
    I’ll say this for Vlad’s plan, he thought, heart racing. We’ve certainly divided their forces! 
 
    Just as the enemy drew perilously close, Hermokrates suddenly rode near, his lance slamming into an enemy’s unshielded side. The tip broke off and the doubled-over knight jerked his horse into his comrade, pushing them both aside. Without hesitation, the old warrior threw away his shattered lance and drew his sword, then rode alongside Stefan. 
 
    “My thanks!” said Stefan. “You seem to be doing better, now that you have Vlad’s old armor!” 
 
    “Can’t hear you!” Hermokrates shouted. “Let’s make for those archers!” 
 
    They urged their horses toward the rear of the battlefield, streaking past the enemy camp. As they drew near the ranks of peasant archers, Stefan lowered his spear. The archers stopped their seemingly endless barrage, and Stefan saw their mouths open in shared confusion. 
 
    I can’t hear anyone behind me, thought Stefan, but that doesn’t mean I’m not being pursued. We can’t slow down. Nothing else to do but tear through them! 
 
    The archers hadn’t expected to be in any danger, and simply stood rooted to their spots, perhaps hoping that they were mistaking their commanders for the enemy. Finally they all seemed to understand what was happening, and turned to flee in all directions, many hoping to find cover in the woods. One poor archer simply disappeared beneath Stefan’s horse; Stefan never even felt the impact of soft flesh beneath the legs of his horse. The others managed to reach the woods, or dove into the mud on either side as his lance swooped near them. Others running from Hermokrates were not so lucky, as he expertly maneuvered alongside groups of men running into each other, often managing to cleave two or even three apart with single sword-strokes delivered at high speed. 
 
    Stefan felt no thrill of victory as the peasants died at his comrade’s hand, but he knew that a brutal show of force was necessary. 
 
    Outnumbered as we are, we can’t stay and hold this ground. If those archers think they’re safe to begin firing again, our men on foot will be in danger. We have to get our conscripts up and fighting! 
 
    *** 
 
    Peeking out from under his shield, Bogumir saw clouds parting in the rays of the rising sun. The sky was free of arrows. 
 
    “They stop firing!” he shouted. “Up! Up, everyone! Up!” 
 
    The warriors broke their protective roof and either checked on the wounded or broke off the alarming number of arrows embedded in their shields. 
 
    Dumitru rose and nodded to Bogumir. “God be with you!” he said. “We’re off to do our part.” 
 
    “Yes, friend!” said Bogumir. 
 
    Stoica shook his head as their spearmen ran off with Dumitru. “Of course, fat man. Go away from the fighting!” 
 
    “Advance!” Bogumir shouted to his men, while Stoica beat his own shield and signaled his men to advance as well. 
 
    The enemy conscripts seemed torn between looking back toward their archers, who were nowhere to be seen, and watching Dumitru and his spearmen seemingly quitting the field, thus making their life a great deal easier. 
 
    Viorel signaled his archers, who spread out, assuming no formation as Bogumir and Stoica’s men advanced in rectangular formations. Vladislav’s conscripts weren’t sure what to do besides hunker down behind a shield wall, as their commanders were busy riding down the enemy on the edges of the field. 
 
    First the arrows hit. Instead of trusting in a hail of arrows to find the occasional mark, Viorel and his archers stalked around the shield wall, firing wherever they saw an opportunity. Since there was no rhythm to their attack, the enemy remained tense, never sure when a comrade would drop and grab a pierced shin, or simply fall back with an arrow jammed through their sinuses or jaws. 
 
    They hunkered down. Before they had a chance to assume an impenetrable wall, Stoica and Bogumir hacked at their spears, inspiring their men to stay on top of the enemy and push them back. Still, no matter how they beat or kicked at their shields, the enemy stubbornly refused to break formation and let the fight become a full-on melee. Instead, the enemy found themselves being herded back and to the side, with the woods looming behind them. 
 
    “Just give up, and run!” Bogumir shouted, his wounded face covered in sweat. “Do not make us kill you! We are brothers!” 
 
    “To hell with them!” said Stoica. “Don’t give them the chance!” 
 
    Stoica backed off for a moment and drew in a breath, giving his allies a chance to do their share of the fighting. He glanced to their rear and saw that their mercenary cannon crew was still doing nothing, their gunpowder having been ruined in the rain. Now they were here only for show. 
 
    “Dumbasses,” he muttered. “Worthless! Of course, it comes down to us!” 
 
    Enraged once again, he pushed forward and kicked someone’s shield, then blasted it with his sword again and again until his opponent could only move further and further back. He saw his opponent’s shield lower just a bit, then saw the back of the man’s head. He knew the poor fool was hoping to make for the trees, but was blocked by his own allies. Stoica prepared to attack - then an arrow slammed into the man’s head, whipping his head around as he fell backward.  
 
    Stoica realized that the arrow must have flown directly over his own shoulder. Immediately breaking into a cold sweat, he turned back and saw Viorel notching another arrow to his bow. The beardless young man merely gave him a wry smile. 
 
    You’d better hope I don’t survive this battle, thought Stoica. 
 
    *** 
 
    The running battle between the knights was fierce and scattered from one end of the battlefield to the other. Vlad’s knights were greatly outnumbered, and he had drilled into them the fact that if they bunched up and committed to a head-to-head battle, they would be overwhelmed and beaten. Instead they pushed their horses to keep running, never standing still so that the enemy was forced to pursue them. Whenever one of his knights saw an ally being chased, they took advantage of a knight’s limited vision and attacked from the rear, ignoring their own pursuers in order to whittle away at the enemy. 
 
    The tactic was working, but could only last for as long as their horses could run. The enemy often stopped to rest, which Vlad’s knights could not afford to do. So it was that Galos, who had unhorsed three knights himself, encountered Vladislav. Galos saw the bronze-gilded knight racing toward him, the lance dropping ever so slowly as Vladislav’s horse tore across the field. Galos spurred his horse, but she simply had no energy left. In horror he realized what was about to happen. Unable to move, he turned about in his saddle and held his shield high - then felt an incredible impact as the iron-tipped lance blasted his shield and threw him to the side. Both of his feet were jerked from the stirrups and he landed flat on his back in the mud, jarred senseless and unable to breathe. 
 
    He turned his head about in the mud and saw that he had been pursued by no less than three knights, who were now wheeling about, most likely so that they could finish him off. Vladislav rode into view as well, casting his broken lance aside and drawing a long blade. 
 
    There’s just too many of them! thought Galos, forcing himself to breathe. He fumbled about and tried to draw his sword from its sheathe. He saw that all four of the knights were riding toward him, and he felt furious that there were so many of them that they were practically lining up to kill him. 
 
    Suddenly Vlad raced past him. Galos was surprised to see that not only was Vlad riding a new horse, but he was also carrying a lance bearing the standard of Vladislav. 
 
    He’s been in the enemy’s camp! thought Galos. 
 
    Vlad shot past Vladislav, then his lance crashed into the center of the next knight’s chest. Splinters from the shattered lance filled the air, and before the knight hit the ground Vlad had already cast aside the broken lance and unsheathed the Toledo blade. The next knight’s lance harmlessly grazed the edge of Vlad’s shield, and as they passed one another, he struck the enemy with enough force to send him reeling, arms flailing in the air as he slowly rolled off his horse. 
 
    The last knight in the line was Laiota Danesti. Vlad’s accuracy was no match for Laiota’s cowardice, as he pulled one foot from the stirrup so that he could cling to the other side of his horse. Vlad passed by with Vladislav in hot pursuit. Galos pulled himself from the mud and nearly laughed, for Laiota’s unconventional evasive maneuver made it impossible for him to pull himself back into the saddle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad could feel Vladislav’s eyes burning into the back of his head, which was exactly what he’d wanted. By dividing the enemy cavalry, he’d been able to conceal the fact that he was the one consistently unhorsing or killing one knight after another. But he knew that his enemies were taking breaks, so it was inevitable that they would watch the battle from a safe vantage point, realize he was their most dangerous foe, then concentrate on him and take him out. 
 
    I have to draw their leader away, he thought. If I can kill him, then we’ll have a chance at winning! 
 
    He glanced to the side. He saw his conscripts hammering away at the enemy infantry, forcing them back nearly into the woods. That was exactly what he’d wanted; the temptation for Vladislav’s peasant conscripts to flee would be too great for them to overcome. He was overjoyed to see that Dumitru’s spearmen were running rampant. In small groups of five to ten, the spearmen were harassing Vladislav’s knights, forcing them to break off from pursuing Vlad’s knights or even overwhelming and killing those who were unhorsed. 
 
    Peasants killing knights, thought Vlad. The very idea must terrify them! 
 
    Vlad drew away from the battle, near a mud pit surrounded by tall grass. He considered circling around so that he could get a view of any pursuers, but he did not have to, for Vladislav suddenly appeared at his right, pushing his horse hard so that he could catch up. Just like Vlad, he had no lance, but was armed with a sword and shield. 
 
    Vlad felt his horse slowing of its own will, its endurance nearly spent. As Vladislav veered to meet him, Vlad allowed his horse to lose speed so he could meet his opponent side-on. Vlad released his reins and hefted his sword, then Vladislav raised his sword just as his horse leaped toward him. With shocking force Vladislav brought his sword downward, forcing Vlad’s blade away and crashing into his shield. Vlad leaned back, dazed, and Vladislav cried out and brought his blade slamming down onto Vlad’s chest and helm - again, then three times, then on the fourth blow Vlad fell back. One of his feet came loose and he hit the ground, his horse dragging him through grass and muck until his other foot mercifully came free. 
 
    Vlad forced his eyes open and saw dark clouds wheeling overhead, a heavy gray ceiling pierced by bright beams of sunlight spinning like a vision of Ezekiel. A wave of nausea shook him and he suppressed the urge to vomit into his helm. Even as he closed his eyes to fight the sickness, he concentrated on rising as quickly as he could. He had kept a hold on his sword and shield; that was all that mattered to him. 
 
    He forced himself into a standing crouch and pried his eyes open. He saw Vladislav slowly turning about, eyes fixed on him, perhaps surprised that he was still alive. His horse slowly came to a halt. 
 
    I can’t let him leave, thought Vlad. He can’t rally his men. He must stay here with me! 
 
    Vlad sheathed his sword, then tore off his helm and cast it aside. Cold air struck the blood running down his mustache and chin, a welcome relief from the sweltering layers of metal and linen undergarments. He raised his arm and gestured for Vladislav to approach, trying to make the gesture as dramatic and condescending as possible. Then Vlad unsheathed his sword once again and pointed it at Vladislav. Vlad remembered how shockingly powerful his opponent was, then suppressed the fear that followed behind the thought. 
 
    I’m the one with the power, Vlad told himself. This is my battle! 
 
    The gesture worked, for Vladislav spurred his horse onward. Vlad held his sword by the end of the grip, extending its length as far as possible. As Vladislav approached, Vlad visualized avoiding his opponent’s blade, cutting down his horse, then catching him before he could rise and finishing him off. 
 
    As if sensing his thought, or perhaps only reading his stance, Vladislav veered off suddenly and sheathed his sword. 
 
    “No!” Vlad shouted. “Face me! Face me!” 
 
    Vladislav turned about and lifted his visor. 
 
    “You little shit,” said Vladislav. “You really would kill my horse just to get to me, wouldn’t you?” Vladislav swung down from his horse and unsheathed his blade once again, then smacked his horse’s behind, causing her to run away. “Looks like I’ll have to come down to your level just to take that head off your shoulders, won’t I, little boy?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dan turned his horse about, saw that no one was following, then lifted the visor on his green-tinted helm so he could get a better look at the battle. He could see that the enemy infantry had practically forced their conscripts off the battlefield. Normally that wouldn’t be cause for concern, but their own archers had abandoned them, and worse still, Dan's comrades were having trouble chasing down the opposing knights because spearmen were running around on the field like packs of dogs, hemming them in whichever way they turned. 
 
    Our knights still outnumber theirs, thought Dan, but I was right to be concerned. This is not going well! I have to find my brothers. We need a new plan! 
 
    He did not have far to look, for he soon found Laiota clinging to the side of his horse. Sensing him, Laiota turned his head about until one eye met Dan’s. His helm was turned about so that only half of his face was visible behind his open visor . He looked terrified, with tears and snot hanging from half of his mustache. 
 
    “Brother!” shouted Laiota. “H-help me! Please!” 
 
    His fear was warranted: Dan could see a group of spearmen running toward them, eager to finish off a knight in a bad position. Dan did not want to run in alone and have both of them wind up dead, so he looked around for any potential aid. He saw two of their boyar knights backing away from a gang of spearmen, only to have Stefan ride up and jam his blade into the protective gorget around one knight’s neck, killing him instantly. In another corner of the battlefield, he saw three of his allies actually riding away from the battle. He was shocked by the brazen show of disobedience. 
 
    Has Vladislav been killed? he wondered. But that’s the only reason why anyone could possibly… 
 
    Then he saw Vladislav’s horse, simply standing by itself in the field. With the spearmen fast approaching, he did not have time to look for his brother, but a cursory examination revealed nothing. 
 
    He may have only been unhorsed, but still... 
 
    “Brother, please!” Laiota shouted. “Just a push! One push, please, I beg you!” 
 
    The wild-looking peasants drew near, screaming and brandishing their spears at both Danesti brothers. Dan spit in their direction as his horse scampered sideways. 
 
    “Forgive me, Laiota,” said Dan. “You’re on your own this time!” 
 
    Laiota watched as Dan turned and rode away, and he gripped his horse’s neck as if strangling him. “Dan! Damn you! A curse on you, then! How dare you leave me! May your intestines rot! May your-” 
 
    Like a giant porcupine, Dumitru arrived with his allies gathered in a wedge. “For Wallachia!” Dumitru shouted, then thrust his spear straight at Laiota’s behind. 
 
    Laiota felt an incredible searing pain right next to his rectum, and while he could not lift himself before, he immediately bounded up and landed back in his saddle. 
 
    “M-my asshole!” he shouted. “Oh, Jesus, preserve me!” 
 
    Immediately his horse took off, and his wounded backside bounced against the saddle, the agony of his brother’s betrayal eclipsed by the pain down below. 
 
    *** 
 
    As soon as Stoica saw a boyar knight wearing a red and white surcoat, he knew it was Lord Albu, the owner of his village. A cold chill ran through him, not only as a reaction to the powerful indoctrination of service to one’s lord, but also in memory of the little bag of coins he’d taken in exchange for delivering a child. He saw that his former master was no longer riding and fighting, but simply sitting in his saddle and surveying the battlefield. 
 
    Stoica pushed away from the battle, his exhaustion giving way to a desperate need to lash out at everything that had gone wrong in his life. He finally pulled free from his men and ran toward Albu. 
 
    “Where are you going?!” someone shouted. Stoica ignored the question, redoubling his pace until he was running full-speed. Finally the fat boyar noticed him, his eyes resting on him in a strangely reptilian gesture. 
 
    “Damn you!” Stoica shouted. “How will you buy me now, boyar? How will you buy me now?!” 
 
    Albu spurred his horse and turned about, completely uninterested in the idea of fighting Stoica. 
 
    “Coward!” Stoica shouted, the word torn from his chest with such force that he was not sure if he was speaking to Albu or himself. He threw his sword. It spun overhead, but fell far from the retreating knight. Stoica fell to his knees, unsure if he was laughing or crying. 
 
    He fled from me! 
 
    The thought raced through his mind, again and again. 
 
    All my life I’ve cowered, we’ve all cowered, doing what they say, doing whatever will please them! They were immortal, all-powerful, all-knowing! 
 
    But now they run! Now they run from peasants! They run from talking livestock, their lifetime's worth of combat training adding up to… to nothing! 
 
    Stoica spat, and he wondered if he would vomit, overcome with nausea from upsetting the balance of the order of the universe. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and Vladislav’s blades clashed and steel shrieked against steel as they strove against one another, their boots driving through the mud in a circle of death where only one could survive. Both were surprised at the other’s level of training; Vlad had devoted years to mastering his craft, while Vladislav often retreated from the stress of his position to mock battles where his strength allowed him to dominate his training partners. Both were the most dangerous scions of their family lines, warrior descendants of ancient Basarab locked in a cycle of pain that only death could heal. 
 
    Vladislav slipped in the mud and Vlad immediately thrust, catching the tip of his blade in the chainmail at Vladislav’s hip. Vlad did not commit to the thrust, for in the back of his mind he had wondered if Vladislav’s maneuver had been a feint, and Vladislav easily knocked his blade aside, grunting in pain. Vladislav stepped back and ripped his helm from his face, and Vlad took the opportunity to drop his shield. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have gotten that hit,” said Vladislav, “if it wasn’t for that damned helm blinding me!” 
 
    “Surely you’ve felt worse,” said Vlad. 
 
    Vladislav narrowed his eyes. Vlad now gripped his sword in both hands. He needed the advantage of both hands against Vladislav’s incredible strength, as well as the added range of movement that his shield precluded. Vladislav seemed to understand his reasoning, and cast aside his own shield as well. 
 
    “Wrist getting numb?” said Vladislav, smiling cruelly. He opened his mouth as if to speak again, then hefted his blade overhead and drove it toward Vlad. Vlad concentrated his will and met the strike with the side of his blade, driving the attack aside as he stepped in. They sidestepped, nearly eye to eye and fighting for breath as their blades scissored against one another. At almost the same moment, Vladislav drove his knee against Vlad, and Vlad’s sword shrieked as he jerked the pommel against Vladislav’s cheek. They stumbled away from one another. 
 
    Vlad suppressed the urge to place a hand against his side, despite being in intense pain. Vladislav must have also been hurt, for he spat out a wad of blood and seemed content to back away for a moment. 
 
    “Look at you,” said Vladislav, wiping blood from his thin beard. “Your side of the family just can’t stand to see a Danesti on the throne, can you? How you have the nerve to move against this land’s rightful ruler is beyond me.” Vladislav forced out laughter, as if chiding his inferior. 
 
    Vlad forced air back into his lungs. “Rightful ruler?” he said, curling his lip with disdain. 
 
    “My grandfather was older than Mircea the Usurper! The throne belongs to my family - it always has!” 
 
    Vlad did not want to be distracted by a debate, but felt as if he could not back down from the challenge. “The throne of Wallachia isn’t handed to whoever shows up first, cousin. The Voivod is a warlord with the strength to protect his people. Unlike Mircea the Elder, you’ve left Wallachia in ruins!” 
 
    “Ruins!” Vladislav laughed. “Spent too much time listening to peasants whine about their lot, have you? Grow up, boy. Obedience is their lot. No way around that. All you have to offer them is treason.” 
 
    Vlad lifted his sword and the two circled one another, but Vladislav smiled as if an idea had come to him. “But you have a point,” he said. “The throne certainly doesn’t belong to someone too weak to keep it. When I took what was mine, the only challenge I received from your father was trying to keep up with him as he fled Targoviste. Hard to fight a man whose feet are chasing the horizon!” 
 
    Vlad felt the muscles in his face clenching and burning. 
 
    “And your brother! I never even had the chance to fight him. One of my young squires unhorsed him. I was proud of the boy... a squire needs to cut his teeth on easy opponents! I did speak to your brother when my boys were carving him up, though. You should have heard him plead for mercy with that gentle voice of his!” 
 
    “You lie!” Vlad shouted. 
 
    “Sadly, no. And your sister… what was her name? Angelica?” 
 
    “Alexandra!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it! Alexandra. By God, you should be glad you weren’t in Targoviste when I arrived. I’ll never forget how her moans of pleasure echoed through the whole castle as she satisfied one man after another!” 
 
    Like a serpent coiling to strike, Vlad felt anger grip his body with the ineluctable urge to kill the man who had disposed of his family. Vlad took one step toward his foe - then a deeper part of himself awoke. As if nearly frozen in time, he saw Vladislav shift his weight from one foot to the other. Vlad saw the movement with intense clarity, and in an instant he understood that Vladislav was baiting him so that he would rush headlong into a trap. Vladislav meant to step aside and deliver a single killing blow as soon as Vlad’s thoughtless attack missed the mark. 
 
    Vlad slowly lowered his sword. The sly, confident smile lingered on Vladislav’s bloody face. Behind him, the clouds had fled, revealing a vibrant blue sky. Though Vlad could not see the sun, the shining red star was hovering just over his opponent’s shoulder, a radiant messenger from a place beyond all knowing. The heavens shone with such beauty that, by comparison, Vladislav’s swollen, dirty face ringed with a halo of mussed hair appeared absurd. Vlad knew that he was no one to be feared, but a child that should be pitied. 
 
    A look of confusion crossed Vladislav’s face. “You dare lower your sword?” he said. 
 
    As the anger fell under Vlad’s control, he understood that someone who could not master his own emotions did not deserve to be master of anything, much less an entire people. 
 
    He thinks I’ve lowered my weapon? thought Vlad. No… my weapon is right before him! 
 
    “Vladislav,” he said. “You’ve fought well. Submit, and I’ll allow you to serve me.” 
 
    “Serve you?! Trying to weasel out of this fight, I see!” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. “No, Vladislav. I’ve made inquiries. I know it was your brother Dan who put you up to this. I know that he was the one in control. Because you… well, let’s face it. We both know that you would not be capable of taking the throne for yourself.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Vladislav shrieked and ran with sword held high. With terrifying speed he covered the distance between them and brought his sword down. Vlad stepped to the side, struck Vladislav’s blade only with enough force to push it away, then whirled and brought his blade against the back of Vladislav’s calf just below the knee. Vlad spun away, nearly slipping, and Vladislav crashed into the mud. 
 
    Wheezing, red-faced, Vladislav fought to rise. “Now you’ve done it! Now you-” 
 
    Again Vladislav fell. He had difficulty rising, then stopped and looked at his leg. His face went pale, for he saw that, beneath his knee, his leg had been sheared nearly in half with nightmarish precision. Red blood poured into the mud, and white shards of separated bone jutted out from exposed mounds of flesh and pale fat. Only a strip of skin, undergarment, and steel shin guard remained intact. 
 
    In shock, Vladislav looked at Vlad as if to complain - then the Toledo blade slammed into his mouth and tongue, sending teeth flying on either side. The blade went so deep that Vlad had to place his boot against Vladislav’s head in order to pull it free, then he swung it overhead and, with both hands on the hilt, brought it crashing down on top of Vladislav’s head, collapsing his sinus cavity in a spray of gore, the eyeballs forcibly ejected from their sockets due to the sudden deformation. 
 
    Vladislav’s corpse went limp in an awkward sitting position, the Toledo blade embedded deep in his head. 
 
    A light, sprinkling rain fell on Vlad’s shoulders. The sky was clear and blue, but still he felt the rain cooling his face and gently tapping against his armor. He felt empty of emotion, empty of desire, and looked away from his cousin’s corpse to watch the distant trees swaying in the breeze. For the first time, he did not feel a burning desire to achieve or to become a part of something other than himself. He felt whole, a part of the world. 
 
    Stefan was the first to see Vlad striding through the tall grass. In one hand Vlad carried his father’s sword, and in the other hand he lifted the ruined head of Vladislav partly draped in his Danesti surcoat. The battle had been won, with many boyars quitting the field, and Vladislav's conscripted peasants retreating to hide in the woods. Stefan turned to his allies and beat his shield to gather their attention. 
 
    “Hail the Voivod!” he shouted. “All hail the Voivod of Wallachia!” 
 
    Seeing Vlad approach with the head of their oppressor, the others took up the chant. This was their moment of victory. They did not greet their Voivod with heads meekly bowed, as a peasant greets a master. Instead they lifted their weapons in triumph, for they were now boyars, the noble lords of Wallachia. 
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 Appendix 1 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
      
 
    Note that characters are alphabetized by last name whenever possible, except when confusing or when last names are never given. Alternate names have been placed in brackets. Note that Bey and Pasha are not names, but Ottoman titles. 
 
      
 
    Albu - One of the more powerful boyars of the Wallachian sfatul domneasc, or council of boyars. He has seen many Voivods come and go. 
 
    Alexandra - Daughter of Dracul, and Vlad III’s older sister. 
 
    Alexandrel - Ruled as Voivod of Moldavia for almost an entire month during his first reign. He is the son of Ilias and grandson to Alexandru the Good, the beloved Moldavian Voivod who was father to Bogdan and Petru Aron. 
 
    (Mahmud) Angelovic Pasha - An Ottoman slave taken from Greek lands (or Byzantium) as a child, Angelovic has risen to the position of bodyguard to the Sultan. 
 
    Babur - A young Ottoman Turk who assists Hamza Bey. 
 
    Basarab - Founder of the line of Basarab, the noble family that has ruled Wallachia since its founding. He secured the independence of Wallachia by defeating Hungarian forces in the Battle of Posada despite being outnumbered three-to-one. Little is known of this man shrouded in the mist of forgotten history. 
 
    Bathory, Istvan V - Son of Istvan III, who died in the Battle of Varna (he was King Ladislaus’s standard-bearer, and rode beside him during his final charge). Istvan the Fifth is about Vlad’s age, and is destined to be the (cousin rather than direct) ancestor to Erzsebet (or Elizabeth) Bathory, reputed serial killer. 
 
    Bayezid - Often called the Thunderbolt, this Sultan was a fierce commander with a reputation covered in blood. He was known for flying from one battlefield to the next, and he let no one stand in his way - not even members of his own family. He led his men to victory at the Battle of Nicopolis. 
 
    Bogdan - Brother of Petru Aron and Vassilissa and son of the former Voivod of Moldavia, Alexandru the Good. His sister Vassilissa married Dracul, making Bogdan the uncle of Vlad III. 
 
    Bogumir - A Wallachian peasant farmer and refugee from Bulgaria. Has a wife named Dobrina and a little daughter. He is fair-haired, short, and powerfully built. 
 
    Brankovic, Durad - Aged Despot of Serbia. He inherited a land devastated by the Ottoman Empire, especially in the Battle of Kosovo in 1389 AD. Now he often supplies aid to the Turks, whether in the form of slaves, military forces, or information on rival Christian lands. 
 
    Brankovic, Grgur (or Gregor) - Son of Durad Brankovic, Despot of Serbia. Both Grgur and his brother Stefan were forced to live as hostages in the court of Sultan Murad, and both were blinded with hot irons so that their father would be reminded of his subservient position. 
 
    Calugarul (Vlad the Monk) - Illegitimate son of Vlad II Dracul, he was placed in a monastery so that he would be protected from intrigue surrounding the throne. 
 
    Capistrano, Giovanni of - Italian monk and member of the Inquisition. He was a powerful orator known throughout all of Europe. 
 
    Cazan - A Wallachian boyar engaged to Alexandra, daughter of Dracul. 
 
    Dalibor - A slave boy taken from Serbia. His Muslim masters gave him the name Sehzade. 
 
    Dan III - Second oldest son of the late Dan II, founder of the Danesti branch of the Basarab line. He believes that Mircea the Elder, legendary Voivod of Wallachia, was merely a usurper who stole the throne from his branch of the family. While Dan is not especially charismatic, he has a keen mind, and often helps his brothers coordinate their affairs. 
 
    De Nevers, Jean - Young French nobleman who fought in the failed Battle of Nicopolis. Being from the West, he was unused to the horror of an endless war with the Ottoman Empire. To him, war was a chivalrous pursuit in which noblemen proved their valor with a valiant charge that won the day. At Nicopolis, he sidetracked the council of war by demanding to open the battle with a frontal charge against an entrenched enemy. His foolhardy naïveté ended in a bloodbath, resulting in the West effectively quitting the field of Eastern Europe and letting Hungary and Byzantium (Greece) and the other Christian lands of the East fend for themselves against the rapacious Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Dorgano - Turk living in Constantinople. A distant relative of Mehmet. 
 
    Dracul, Vlad II - Voivod of Wallachia. Adopted the name Dracul or “Dragon”. Founder of the Draculesti line of the Basarab line of Wallachian rulers. Son of the legendary Voivod Mircea the Elder. 
 
    Dumitru - A small-time Wallachian merchant trying his best to survive. He is a large man with dark hair and beard. 
 
    Ekber, Ezgi - A Muslim practitioner of the controversial Hurufiya sect. 
 
    Fahrettin - A mullah, or learned and respected Muslim teacher. He is a devout fundamentalist and has little tolerance for new sects. 
 
    Galos - A young knight and minor Hungarian noble. 
 
    Gereb (of Wingart) - A Transylvanian assassin in the employ of Vladislav Danesti. 
 
    Golemi, Moisi - Albanian nobleman, capable fighter, and close companion to Skanderbeg. One cannot help but notice his lazy eye. 
 
    Grant, John (or Johannes) - Possibly German, possibly Irish. Skilled engineer and explosives expert who aids the people of Constantinople. 
 
    Halil Pasha (Candarli) - Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire. Note that a vizier is a close advisor to the Sultan, thus making the Grand Vizier the second most powerful man in the Empire. Halil is Turkish by descent. 
 
    Hamza Bey - Ottoman warrior and diplomat. Helped Sultan Murad conquer Thessalonica, then was placed in charge of Egrigoz Fortress. 
 
    Hermokrates - Greek (or Byzantine) tutor of Vlad III and Radu. He was once an Ottoman slave, then escaped and lived as a mercenary. 
 
    Hunyadi, Janos - Called a Champion of Christ by the Pope, Janos was born to a poor man of semi-noble birth (who may have actually been a Wallachian of low birth). In time, this poor Hungarian became a great warrior with an undying hatred for the Ottoman Empire and its Muslim slavers. Also called the White Knight because of his silver suit of armor. 
 
    Konti, Vrana - The oldest and most experienced of Skanderbeg’s companions, he was left in charge of the defense of Kruje during the siege. 
 
    Laiota (Basarab III) - Youngest of the Danesti brothers, he sides with his brothers Basarab II, Dan III, and Vladislav in the belief that the throne of Voivod should belong to their branch of the family, not Dracul’s. Laiota was, unfortunately, not gifted with charisma, looks, strength, or great intelligence. 
 
    Longo, Giovanni Giustiniani - Genoese mercenary who comes to the aid of the people of Constantinople. 
 
    Lutfi - A slave boy in Edirne who specializes in massaging the janissaries. 
 
    Man with a Scarred Mouth - A rough Wallachian who often works as an assassin for Vladislav Danesti. 
 
    Matthias (Corvinus) - Young child of Janos Hunyadi and Erzsebet Szilagyi. 
 
    Mehmet II - The son of Sultan Murad II. He is next in line to rule, though his father is not particularly thrilled about it. Mehmet is fond of poetry and eating. 
 
    Mihailovic, Konstantin - A slave boy taken from Serbia. His captors gave him the name Nadir when he converted to Islam and joined the janissaries. 
 
    Mircea II - Eldest son of Vlad II Dracul, and brother of Vlad III. Named after his grandfather, the beloved Voivod Mircea the Elder. 
 
    Mircea the Elder - Legendary Voivod of Wallachia and grandfather of Vlad III. He fought Sultan Bayezid “the Thunderbolt” during the Battle of Rovine and won against overwhelming odds, though each side suffered heavy losses. 
 
    Murad II - Sultan (Emperor) of the Ottoman Empire. Murad has supervised many battles in his lifetime, especially against Europe. Despite wielding incredible power, he would rather go off on his own and practice his spiritual pursuits. 
 
    Nadir - A janissary sahaloz, or member of a cannon crew. Stress is on the second syllable: na DIR. Before he was a janissary, he was a Christian boy named Konstantin Mihailovic. 
 
    Nicolaus (of Vizacna) - A Transylvanian assassin in the employ of Vladislav Danesti. 
 
    Notaras, Jacob - Young son of Loukas Notaras. Said to be very handsome. 
 
    Notaras, Loukas - Megaduke or chief minister and military commander of Constantinople. Famous for squabbling with Catholics in the West while Ottoman Muslims were gathering to attack the city he was charged to defend. 
 
    Orban - Hungarian engineer who created the Basilic supercannon. While he originally offered his services to Emperor Constantine of Byzantium, the Greeks could not afford his exorbitant prices. He went to the Sultan next; for the ruler of the Turks, money was no object. (Note that while Orban hailed from Hungary, some say he was of Wallachian ancestry.) 
 
    Palaiologos, Constantine XI - Ruler of Constantinople and Emperor of Byzantium (also known as Greece, also known as the Rome of the East). 
 
    Petru Aron - Brother of Bogdan and son of the Voivod of Moldavia, Alexandru the Good. 
 
    Racovita, Iuliana - Daughter of a minor Moldavian boyar. She lives with her family near the coast of the Black Sea. 
 
    Radu III - Vlad III’s brother, and youngest son of Vlad II Dracul. 
 
    Rosu, Gabriela - Wife of Transylvanian boyar Ion Rosu. 
 
    Rosu, Ion - Transylvanian boyar and highly successful merchant. 
 
    Sehzade - A brutal Ottoman janissary. A slave soldier indoctrinated into the ultimate military death cult, he has little regard for human life. Stress is on the second syllable: seh ZAHD. Before being indoctrinated as a Muslim janissary, he was a Serbian boy named Dalibor. 
 
    Sigismund - The great Emperor who led the European Christian forces in the Battle of Nicopolis. Sigismund was King of Hungary, Croatia, Germany, Bohemia, Italy, and Holy Roman Emperor.  
 
    Skanderbeg (Iskender Bey, also George Kastrioti) - Son of Albanian nobility, the man called Skanderbeg was given over to the Ottoman Sultan as a hostage, just as Vlad and Radu were. He faithfully served as an Ottoman soldier for twenty years, then suddenly turned on his masters during a carefully orchestrated rebellion. He devotes his life to the endless war against the Sultan and his fanatics. 
 
    Stefan - The son of Voivod Bogdan of Moldavia. He is about two years younger than Vlad, his Wallachian cousin. 
 
    Stoica - A Wallachian butcher, he is well-known for his bad attitude. Has a distinctly Eastern appearance due to Mongolian violence in his family tree. 
 
    Szilagyi, Erzsebet - Wife of Janos Hunyadi, mother of Matthias Corvinus, sister of Mihaly Szilagyi. 
 
    Szilagyi, Jusztina (Ilona) - Young daughter of Mihaly Szilagyi. 
 
    Szilagyi, Mihaly - Brother-in-law of Janos Hunyadi, who married his sister Erzsebet Szilagyi. Mihaly is a close companion of Hunyadi, and often accompanies him on the battlefield. Mihaly takes little heed of Hungarian politics, always keeping his attention on the Ottoman battlefront and the survival of his people. Mihaly has a young daughter named Jusztina, who is also called Ilona. 
 
    Thopia, Tanush - An Albanian nobleman, he is Skanderbeg’s second in command. 
 
    Vassilissa (or Cneajna) - Wife of Dracul and mother of Mircea, Alexandra, Vlad, and Radu. She is Moldavian nobility, sister to Bogdan and Petru Aron, who sometimes refer to her as Cneajna. 
 
    Viorel - A young Wallachian peasant more interested in wandering and spiritual pursuits than a worldly life. Still, a part of him is gripped by a violent desire to lash out against Muslim slavers. 
 
    Vladislav II - Third oldest Danesti brother. His older brothers are the late Basarab II and Dan III, and Laiota is his younger brother. Vladislav is the most athletic and powerful of the Danesti brothers, and is a very skilled knight. 
 
    Vlad III - Son of the Voivod of Wallachia, Vlad II Dracul. Later became known as Vlad the Impaler, or Vlad Dracula (“Son of the Dragon”). 
 
    Zaganos Pasha - An intensely ugly man whose undivided loyalty belongs to Mehmet, son of Sultan Murad. He was an Albanian Christian before his enslavement. He converted to Islam and became a fanatical janissary warrior. Some say that he came from a noble family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 2 
 
    List of Various Lands 
 
      
 
    Albania - A small, mountainous land once conquered by the Ottomans. When George Kastrioti (or Skanderbeg) rebelled against his former masters, the people of Albania seized the opportunity to break free. Though life is difficult, the people proudly fight against endless waves of Ottoman fanatics. 
 
    Bulgaria - Once a powerful kingdom, they were completely conquered by the Ottoman Turks. Their people now exist only to be harvested for slaves by Muslim raiders. 
 
    Byzantium - Once a mighty, wealthy Empire, the nation of Byzantium (also known as Greece, and also known as Rome) has been whittled down by the Ottoman Turks until they effectively only rule one city: Constantinople. Fortunately for them, Constantinople is a large city defended by tall, strong walls. 
 
    Hungary - A powerful Christian empire in Eastern Europe, they are continually at odds with the Ottoman Empire. They are predominantly Catholic, but many of their neighbors are Greek Orthodox. 
 
    Moldavia - Land stretching from the Black Sea to Poland and bordering on lands controlled by the Tatar horde. They are ruled by Voivods usually from the House of Bogdan-Musat, which is closely allied to the House of Draculesti in Wallachia. 
 
    Ottoman Empire - Muslim lands ruled by a Sultan (or Emperor), they have amassed incredible wealth thanks to their army of slaves. In some large towns, slaves outnumbers free men. They are locked in an aggressive and endless cycle of expansion: Every year their slave armies march forth, attack their neighbors, steal loot and enslave children, then many of the children are indoctrinated and turned into slave soldiers; then the slave armies march forth... and the cycle continues. Edirne, formerly the Bulgarian city of Adrianople (and Greek before that), is the capital of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Poland - A kingdom north of Moldavia ruled by the Jagiellon dynasty. 
 
    Serbia - Though they once put up an incredible fight against the Ottoman Empire, they fell during the tragic first Battle of Kosovo. Now a Despot oversees Serbia and pays tribute to the Sultan. 
 
    Transylvania - Land nestled within the Carpathian Mountains, Transylvania is overseen by a Voivod but is a territory of Hungary. They are moderately wealthy due to their mines and thriving market towns. 
 
    Wallachia - Small land between Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, they have been ruled by Voivods (“warlords”) since Voivod Basarab fought for their independence against Hungary. Wallachia is poor and the people, mostly peasant farmers, are continually harvested for slaves by Muslim raiders. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 3 
 
    Ottoman Terms and Troop Types 
 
      
 
    Akinci - Mounted raiders and scouts. Lightly armored. 
 
    Azab - Infantry. Usually tribal ghazi warriors who depend on the spoils of war for income. 
 
    Djanbazan / delis - Mounted raiders and slavers whose name loosely translates to “crazies” or “daredevils”, these fanatics often wear wild apparel, including animal skins, feathers, and horns. 
 
    Harem - The Sultan’s sex slaves. These women and boys are guarded by eunuchs, and often became targets during regime change. 
 
    Iayalar - Tribal religious fanatics that smoke hashish in order to bolster their resolve. 
 
    Janissary - The elite infantry of the Ottoman Empire. The janissary ranks are often filled with slave boys taken during raids (the so-called “blood tax” or Devshirme). 
 
    Kapikulu - Elite cavalry. 
 
    Mehterhane / Mehter - The mehter is a musical instrument that gives Turkish music its unique flavor. A mehterhane is a unit of janissaries who play music to bolster the strength of their comrades. 
 
    Muteferikka - A regiment of kapikulu (elite cavalry) composed of noble hostages 
 
    Sahaloz - A janissary cannon crew. 
 
    Sipahi - Heavy cavalry, the Ottoman equivalent of the European knight. 
 
    Sublime Porte - Central government of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Tugh - A staff topped with a plume of horsehair. The tugh was used before the time of the Empire, when Muslim raiders rode through Anatolia in search of plunder. Long before the Ottoman Empire became synonymous with the star and crescent moon (a symbol taken from lands they attacked), the Empire had no single symbol of power, and used the tugh, as well as a collection of tribal banners, to represent themselves. 
 
    Vizier - A counselor of the Sultan. The Grand Vizier is the man closest to the Sultan, and is the second most powerful man in the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Zhirli Nefer - Heavily armored assault janissaries trained to take field works or fortifications. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 4 
 
    Wallachian Terms 
 
      
 
    Boyar - A nobleman. Usually have access to enough wealth that they can afford the expensive suits of armor that European knights wear in battle. 
 
    Cneaz - The head of a village. Answers to boyars, and can occasionally become boyars themselves. 
 
    Cobza - A Moldavian stringed instrument, of the lute family. 
 
    Garda domneasca - Hired bodyguards. They were often foreigners paid to protect unpopular Voivods from their own people. 
 
    Sfatul domneasc - Wallachian council of boyars. 
 
    Tuica - A strong alcoholic drink prepared from plums. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 5 
 
    Miscellaneous 
 
    A Note About Truth Being Stranger than Fiction 
 
    Readers will no doubt find more than a few situations in this tale to be so strange that they defy belief. And yet the old cliché about truth being stranger than fiction hangs around in our cultural cloud of ideas because it really is true. For instance… 
 
    A comet (Halley's Comet!) appeared in the sky just as Vlad rode to take back his throne. 
 
    A Muslim fundamentalist's beard really did catch fire as he stirred up a crowd and got them in the mood for an orgy of bloodletting. Some accounts say that his beard was "singed" but, of course, no one would have bothered to write it down if a stray spark had only burned a few hairs. 
 
    Vlad really did join forces with Janos Hunyadi who, in some sense, had a part in the killing of Vlad's father. 
 
    Celibate janissary slave-soldiers really did fight for the love of a young male hand job queen. And the Sultan really did end the dispute by hanging the poor boy. However, this incident actually happened after the time of our tale. But I had to bend the rules in this instance, and include it in this tale. Can you blame me? 
 
    Vlad really was attacked by two assassins in the town of Geoagiu. Unfortunately I could find no details concerning how he dealt with them, but I think it's safe to assume that they didn't exchange hugs and handshakes. 
 
    Radu really did stab Mehmet after he forced himself on him, and then spent the night hiding in the gardens of the royal palace. 
 
    And other events, too! As strange as some of the incidents in this tale are, I have tried to be as accurate as possible in writing VOIVOD. 
 
    A Note About Straying from History 
 
    After swearing that I have tried to be as historically accurate as possible, now I have to admit to a few changes I made. I made these changes only in the interest of keeping the story flowing in a cohesive manner. 
 
    I switched the order of events between the massacre at Novo Brdo and the Siege of Berat, which was only referred to rather than shown. I wanted to condense the narrative a little. I wanted to show the murder of the men of Novo Brdo, and the harsh enslavement of the women, and then make Berat a flashback within the narrative so that the story could keep moving along, rather than get bogged down so near the end. 
 
    In our tale, I had Vlad and Stefan get blocked at the Tihuta Pass, thus forcing them to travel through Wallachia and meet the peasants who would become their companions. They then travelled through the Turnu Rosu pass in order to reach Transylvania. In real life (as far as we know), Vlad and Stefan successfully made it through the Tihuta Pass into Transylvania. At some point, they actually went back to Moldavia, found out that Bogdan's murderer was still in power, then went all the way back to Transylvania. I left that out of our tale because no reader likes to feel as if they are backtracking through the same scenery. 
 
    I also made up the characters of Vlad's peasant companions. Unfortunately we don't know many details about the men who joined Vlad. 
 
    I also made up the scenario of Vlad biding his time on the edge of an unnamed village. As outlandish as the scenario may seem, my hands were tied in this particular situation. A lot of time passed between Vlad being ousted from Targoviste and his arrival in Suceava, but all of that time has been lost in a historical black hole! I reasoned, then, that he could not have spent much time near civilization; otherwise we would at least have letters written during this time. We have nothing. What we do know, however, is that he had just seen his secret, lifelong dream fall apart. The fact that he refused to return to his captor, the Sultan, and beg for aid, shows that he was at least stubborn enough to lay low before riding to Suceava and meeting Stefan. I also did not want to show him living with any particular people, as there would have been a price on his head that made betrayal a likely scenario; but I would have had to make up the details of the betrayal, which seemed a disservice to a historical account that was already full of incredible events that really happened. 
 
    Confusion over Konstantin Mihailovic's Age 
 
    Konstantin Mihailovic was kidnapped from Serbia and trained as a janissary, then wrote a book about his life and his observations of the Ottoman Empire. This book, Memoir of a Janissary, is readily available to modern readers. I gave Konstantin the Ottoman name "Nadir" after his conversion to Islam. However, there is a great deal of confusion concerning his age, and whether he was or was not present during the fall of Constantinople. 
 
    This confusion comes from the fact that he describes his abduction after his description of the massacre at Novo Brdo. I believe this was simply sloppy writing on his part. If he was captured in 1455, when he was a man, then why does he describe himself as a boy during his capture? One can’t help but imagine a grown man in a cage planning his escape with a bunch of small boys. And if one believes that he was captured as a twenty-five year old “boy” in 1455, then why would he even bother to lie about being present during the siege of Constantinople, when he already had plenty of other battles to write about? 
 
    I believe he was captured not so long after 1430, when he truly was a boy and was picked up for the “blood tax”. He would then be 23 during the siege of Constantinople, which makes sense and gives him plenty of time to be trained. He would then be 25 during the siege of Novo Brdo, which means he would have been there as an adult janissary. His later description of being captured has nothing to do with Novo Brdo. This is no stretch of the imagination, as it’s clear from Mihailovic’s narrative that he is not a writer by trade. He was a simple man who often had trouble expressing himself clearly and staying on topic, which is typical of nonprofessional writers. 
 
    All of this seems plain to me, but for some reason, the consensus opinion is that Mihailovic was full of detailed information about a great many aspects of the Ottoman war machine, but then felt the need to lie about being at Constantinople. To me, that makes little sense. There's no reason to assume that two chapters in his book are set in chronological order when there are really very few instances of linear storytelling in his book. 
 
    The Name "Byzantium" 
 
    I tried to limit my use of the term Byzantine and Byzantium, as the people of the land we call Byzantium did not refer to themselves as such. They thought of themselves as both Roman and Greek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About the Author 
 
    Kyle B. Stiff was born in Kentucky in January of 1979, and has written many books, gamebooks, and short stories. He has always been intrigued by the idea of writing a novel about the "cruel dictator" Vlad the Impaler. Opening a few books about the man - and reading between the lines - put an end to that idea and replaced it with a better one. 
 
    He has been surprised to learn that the history shown in movies and on television is quite a bit different from the one left in historical records. He is embarrassed to admit that he thought he already knew that. 
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