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    The Ottoman Empire was a juggernaut of endless expansion, devouring slaves from every surrounding nation just as fast as it could conquer new territory. The Sultan was accustomed to taking whatever he wanted, and so Vlad and Radu, the two youngest sons of the Voivod of Wallachia, were taken from their home and raised among strangers. 
 
    Under the constant gaze of masters who did not value his life, Vlad learned to hide his feelings and his true intentions. When his family was cruelly cut down, he was given the chance to return home and rule as a vassal of the Sultan. Vlad returned feeling like a stranger in his own home, only to be cast out by his cousins. Unwilling to return to the Sultan, Vlad wandered the land. Though his people were poor and beaten down, they were hospitable to him. Vlad finally found sanctuary with his cousin, Stefan, in Moldavia, only to lose everything once again. Hunted by assassins, the two sought aid from none other than the White Knight, Janos Hunyadi - a man with Draculesti blood on his hands. 
 
    In time, Hunyadi took in Vlad and Stefan, and inducted them into the Order of the Dragon, a secret society of noblemen sworn to defend Christendom from the ruthless Islamic Turks. Under an ominous red star looming in the heavens, Vlad returned to his homeland, formed an army of peasants, and avenged himself on the man who stole his crown and destroyed his family. 
 
    But in the city of Belgrade, Janos Hunyadi repelled the seemingly unstoppable Ottoman Turks only to be slain by the plague. The man the Pope called the “Champion of Christ” was dead, and Eastern Europe was left without clear leadership… and Sultan Mehmet would not endure the humiliation of his defeat for long. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    A Slender Tree, with Few Branches 
 
      
 
    1456 AD 
 
    Soon after the death of Janos Hunyadi following the Battle of Belgrade, and the death of Vladislav Danesti during the confrontation at Targsor. 
 
      
 
    The occupation of slaver had treated Babur very well. 
 
    He sat horseback under the shade of a wide oak on the edge of the Vlasiei Forest. Autumn was coming to Wallachia. The blue sky had softened as the sun drew near the horizon, dark green grass swayed on the backs of the hills, and the villages were - hopefully - still full of children. He could hear his servants preparing dinner in the camp, the clink of pots and pans and quiet conversation. He had hoped that he might be back at Fort Giurgiu by the end of the day, but the Ottoman akinci had wanted to ride further afield, to divide up and cover more villages than originally planned. 
 
    That was fine by Babur. He stroked his long mustache and wondered what sort of gifts he should buy for his wives once he returned home. 
 
    Babur was no longer a youth running errands for Hamza Bey, hoping that a few scraps would fall from the bey’s table. Babur was now a man, and he ran nowhere, but sat atop his horse while other young slavers raced from one village to the next. They came to him for approval on every matter; he knew what sort of child would sell in the market and what sort should be traded for favors. 
 
    As if sensing that dinner would soon be served, he heard the beating of hooves in the distance, then saw some of his riders making their way back to camp. They were not clean-cut, professional janissaries, but akinci raiders who were only paid if they came back with slaves to sell. They were young, rough, mostly unarmored, trained to harass the enemy and flee before they could be surrounded. 
 
    “What are you doing back here?” said Babur. “What’s this? One child?” Babur gave them a scornful look. “Did you decide not to make any money on this trip?” 
 
    “Forgive us, sir,” said Davud, their spokesman. “But, look - a young girl!” 
 
    Babur actually was interested, but retained an expression of disappointment as one of the raiders lifted up a small child bound and gagged across his lap. She looked to be about ten years of age, maybe younger, with dark, curly hair, and eyes swollen with tears. She was disoriented, her face red from riding in such an uncomfortable position. 
 
    “She’s a virgin?” said Babur, roughly grabbing the inside of her thigh. 
 
    Suddenly the girl came to life, kicking and shrieking through her gag. 
 
    Davud laughed and put an arm around her face and neck, squeezing the fight out of her. “We didn’t touch her, sir!” 
 
    “Fine, fine. Put her in a cage, and let’s hope the others do a little better. I was hoping for a few wagonloads of boys, you know. It’s like they say, take the girls today, ruin the harvest tomorrow.” 
 
    “We’ll range out again, early, before the sun comes up,” said Davud. “But sir, there’s a reason we came back so soon.” 
 
    Babur did not prompt him, but waited for Davud to continue. 
 
    He handed off the young girl, then said, “We were followed, sir. Two riders were watching us from a distance.” 
 
    “Boyars or peasants?” 
 
    Davud hesitated and glanced at his comrades. “They had no armor, so we assume they were peasants…” 
 
    Babur shrugged. “Doesn’t matter either way, really. If they were boyars, they were most likely expecting us. We can have a talk with them and smooth things over, if necessary. The boyars don’t mind us taking a few peasant brats off their hands. And if the riders were peasants, then who cares? I’ve been on raids where a dozen mothers would be running behind us, crying and embarrassing themselves! You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “And if they attack, sir?” 
 
    Babur gave the youth a look that he hoped would wound his pride. “Your sword and bow, do you carry them around for show?” Some of the others laughed, and Babur allowed himself a smile. “Remember, when it comes to this little land of Wallachia… well, just because you don’t live here, doesn’t mean you don’t rule here!” 
 
    *** 
 
    There was a cave in the Vlasiei Forest wide enough for several mounted riders to enter, as long as they watched their heads. The path was densely wooded, and as far as anyone knew, none of the peasants from the surrounding villages knew of the place. This was ideal for the two dozen men who currently lived there, for they were bandits. They survived by taking from others, and the darkness was their sanctuary. 
 
    Tatul laid on a stack of hides while Razvan studied an empty locket cupped in his hands. Tatul hated the downtime after the action. Everyone was happy after a haul, but in the meantime, it seemed like his comrades often argued just to pass the time. There was always someone mad at somebody else. 
 
    Tatul turned and watched Razvan for a while. He had nothing to say, but wanted some conversation anyway. 
 
    “Didn’t you have an ugly baby once?” said Tatul. “Could draw his likeness, stick it in that locket.” 
 
    Razvan turned away in annoyance. “I was just wondering how much I could get for this.” 
 
    They sat in silence and Tatul watched the others further back in the cave. They were all men, with no women among them. All of them had wild beards and long hair. A part of Tatul’s awareness realized that they were living with garbage that they had put in piles around the cave, but mostly he did not care. 
 
    “You staying here for the winter?” said Tatul. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” said Razvan. “I got nowhere else to go.” 
 
    “Gets pretty cold in here.” 
 
    “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Tatul, smiling. “You remember when we were going to fix this place up?” 
 
    Razvan laughed without humor. “Those damned wooden planks are still stacked up outside. We were gonna put up a wall, a door, even a floor, and a private place to take a dump.” 
 
    “Ah! I’d forgotten about the shitter. Yeah…” 
 
    Razvan shook his head. “But none of these idiots could cooperate. Nobody wanted to work.” 
 
    “Some of us did!” 
 
    Razvan looked unconvinced. “I must have looked away when you were nailing boards together. All I saw was a bunch of peckerheads arguing about who should do what.” 
 
    Tatul had to admit that Razvan was right. All of their plans for their “fortress” had fallen apart. None of the men wanted to be the one who worked while the others did not, and so they’d had to content themselves with sleeping and sitting on fur hides and warped wooden planks. At least no one was being taken advantage of, but then again, nothing got done. 
 
    Tatul heard a disturbance near the entrance, then saw that one of their youngest members had been stopped by their lookouts. The boy had no beard, but he’d already killed a man, and had even taken a woman, too, that they’d caught out in a field by herself. He seemed animated, and tried to push his way past the lookouts, but they were having none of it. 
 
    “We could’ve at least built the shitter,” said Razvan, unaware of the disturbance out front. 
 
    “We-e-ell,” said Tatul, only partly paying attention, “it’s like this. We could work and work and build a whole town out here, if we wanted. But that’s overrated. We could even hold our hats in our hands and go live in a village somewhere, and shit in private all day long, and be in a warm bed, too, if we wanted. But really, I’d rather just be a man and take what I want, when I want. You know?” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    “Here, look. Something’s goin’ on out front.” 
 
    Tatul did not have to tell him, for Razvan had already noticed that the Boss was stirring. They only had one proper chair in the hideout, and it belonged to the Boss. He was the only man that Tatul truly feared, but he wasn’t sure why. There were bigger men in their gang, stronger men, men faster with a blade. But there was something cold and dead in the Boss’s eyes, a vacancy of humanity that a lot of the men in their gang tried to imitate. Nobody knew the Boss’s real name, nor why his clothes almost looked as if they’d once belonged to a boyar. He had a wicked scar running across his mouth, as well as a gap in his teeth that had come from the same blow, but the bandits knew only gossip about the Boss’s scarred mouth. 
 
    Tatul watched how Razvan perked up as the Boss stalked past them, and he resented his friend’s demeanor. Tatul knew he could lead the gang just as well as the Boss, maybe even better, except for the fact that no one would listen to him. 
 
    Someday, I’ll get my chance! thought Tatul. Then I’ll have first pick of the goods. And any women that get brought here… nobody will touch them ‘til I’ve had my way! 
 
    The Boss conferred with the lookouts and the boy out front, then he turned and whistled. “Get up!” he shouted. “Strangers spotted down the path. They’re armed. Mount up!” 
 
    The Boss left the cave without further explanation, and slowly the men rose from their nests. They were grumbling, hung-over, annoyed that something had disturbed the dull tedium. Tatul belted on his sword as he made his way out, and saw the sun lowering through the thick canopy of leaves, a golden crown that turned the woods into a dark mesh silhouette. 
 
    Tatul and Razvan mounted their horses. “I’ll say this much,” said Tatul. “If that boy’s setting us on a fool’s errand, I’d have him beaten.” 
 
    “Beat one of the lookouts?” said Razvan. “For doin’ his job? You’re pretty fuckin’ dumb, Tatul. You know that?” 
 
    Tatul glared at Razvan, then nudged his horse to leave Razvan behind. 
 
    “You know,” said Razvan, not yet done with his comrade, “maybe I’ll have a talk with that boy. I’ll tell him next time he sees danger, he better keep his mouth shut. Otherwise old Tatul might get plenty pissed…” 
 
    “Just knock it off!” 
 
    Razvan laughed to himself. 
 
    Once all of the bandits were mounted and started down the path, they fell into the habit of maintaining silence, communicating mostly with gestures. So it was in eerie quiet that the gentle clomping of horse hooves seemed to grow around them, like an echo, and then they unexpectedly came face to face with a large group of riders coming around the base of a hill, as if to meet them. Both groups stopped and stared at one another. Tatul’s pulse pounded in his ears when he saw that many of the riders were knights in heavy armor bearing long spears. Other riders looked like peasants, but they were armed as well. Tatul noted that they did not have the usual expression of abject terror that he’d gotten used to seeing. Then, near the front of the strange group, he saw a former comrade riding with his hands tied together and a rope around his neck. The other end of the rope was currently in the gauntleted fist of a knight. Tatul finally understood that they had been betrayed. 
 
    “Back!” the man with the scarred mouth suddenly shouted, jerking the reins so hard that his horse turned around wild-eyed with its mouth hanging open. “Back to the cave, or we’re dead!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Even as the young servant shook Babur awake, he could tell that something was horribly wrong. Akinci raiders buckled on their armor with quick, jerking movements, and in the light of their campfires Babur could see the children in their caged wagons craning their heads, peering into the dark night. 
 
    “Davud!” Babur shouted. “What is happening? Why wasn’t I notified until-” 
 
    “Shhh!” Davud came running and knelt beside him. “Quiet! Riders are circling around us. We’re not sure how many.” 
 
    “Then get those fires out! And-” 
 
    Before Babur could finish, he heard something snap loudly, then Davud’s head lolled forward with an arrow jutting out from his turban and through his jaw. He fell onto Babur, who immediately felt his mind being sucked into a realm of absolute terror. He screamed and thrashed in an effort to get the body off of him, and was only dimly aware that knights were riding into their camp. 
 
    Stoica’s horse crashed into the hindquarters of an akinci’s mount with enough force to send the raider flying from the saddle. Without stopping, Stoica launched his spear into another rider’s hip, then drew his sword and hacked on either side. He went directly through the center of camp, trusting in his newly-acquired plate armor to keep him safe from any unlucky blows. The slavers were in such disarray, however, that it seemed he might not even need it. 
 
    While Stoica and his men tore the camp in half, Viorel swung around on the far side, leaning back in his saddle so that he would have enough room to aim his longbow. Sure enough, many raiders turned and fled the camp, coming directly toward him. Viorel fired, then heard his men firing behind him. He saw several raiders go limp in the saddle, either unconscious or merely corpses bouncing like sacks of bones. His own arrow blasted through a raider’s shield with enough force to pierce the wrist, distracting him long enough for another Wallachian to put an arrow through his neck. 
 
    Babur pulled himself out from under the body lying on him and crawled through the camp, desperate to stay out of sight of the Wallachian knights who were riding down Turks and hacking them down if they tried to fight. Babur made his way toward a small tent, then saw a knight grasp one end as he rode by, jerking the thing loose. A Turkish raider sat huddled in the space left by the tent, his wide eyes shining in the night - then another knight rode by, swung his sword downward, and split the man’s head open like a melon bounced off hard ground. 
 
    Babur scurried in a semi-circle, his awareness hopelessly caught in a nightmare he desperately wanted to wake up from. As soon as he turned, Stoica leaped down from the saddle, grabbed him by the back of the neck, and held the edge of his sword along his throat. 
 
    “This one must be their leader,” said Stoica. “Fine robe he has on him!” 
 
    Babur could see that his comrades had been crushed by the Wallachian knights. Many akinci had even surrendered, and were surrounded by rough-looking peasants armed with spears and bows. Babur’s thoughts raced to find a path to survival, but as soon as he saw a knight smash open the lock on one of the cages, he became utterly confused. If the knights were boyars, then why should they care about a few peasant children? 
 
    Stoica threw Babur against the side of a wagon, and they examined one another. Stoica was bigger than Babur, both taller and stronger, and he had somewhat slanted eyes beneath dark brows. Babur could tell from his wild expression that the man wanted to kill him. 
 
    “If you kill me,” said Babur, praying to Allah that his Romaneste could be understood, “then you will not have any ransom for my life.” 
 
    Stoica’s gauntleted fist crashed into his jaw and throat, and a small part of Babur’s mind wondered if he had spoken wrongly. 
 
    “Let’s have that one alive, Stoica,” said Viorel, drawing his horse to a halt. He wore only partial armor so that he could more effectively wield his bow. He was beardless, the youngest of Wallachia’s new knights. “There’s no need to torment him.” 
 
    Stoica glared at him, almost holding Babur off the ground by his throat. “Torment?!” Stoica shouted. “As if there’s anything I could do to this scum that would make up for what he’s done to us!” 
 
    Babur’s face was a raw mass of nerves, but he blinked away tears to get a look at his savior. Strangely enough, he saw nothing resembling kindness in Viorel’s expression. The young knight seemed so aloof that Babur was surprised he was even acknowledging him at all. 
 
    Viorel turned away from the two and watched as their comrades helped the children out of the cages. “It’s not our place to torment these men,” said Viorel. 
 
    “Th-thank you,” said Babur. “Sir, th-thank you… one thousand t-times…” 
 
    Viorel turned back to Babur. “Our duty, as Wallachian boyars, is to make your final memory a preview of the damnation you will soon experience for the rest of eternity. Having a pole rammed up your guts will seem a pleasant memory that you will often look back on as demons make you their plaything in hell.” 
 
    Babur looked from one knight to the other. “P-pole?” he said quietly. “Rammed up… up my...?” 
 
    Finally a slow smile spread across Stoica’s face. “That’s right. You’ll come with us as we take these little ones back to their families in Bucuresti. I’m guessing they’ll have a few poles ready to go, as we’ve requested. But, don’t worry, little slaver… since you’re obviously the leader of this crew, we’ll make sure to save the longest pole just for you!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Deep in the Vlasiei Forest, the knights and peasants chased the bandits to their cave. A few bandits tried to hold up the planks as a sort of makeshift wall, but the plan was ill-conceived. A few arrows broke their ranks, then Dumitru came down from his horse, pulled out his heavy mace, and charged directly into them. It was not long ago that the new boyar had been one of Wallachia’s most downtrodden merchants, taken advantage of by Transylvanians who found it comical that such a large man held his hat in his hands while politely requesting a little space at the market. Now, no one was laughing as he knocked down a line of bandits and brought down his iron mace on top of shoulders and knees, not so much killing his foes as destroying their bodies so that they could lie in broken heaps. 
 
    Unfortunately for the bandits, the cave did not go very far back, so they were forced to take up arms and defend themselves. As the entrance filled with knights and peasants bearing torches and spears, the sound of their voices echoed throughout the subterranean dwelling like an inhuman chorus. Tatul saw Razvan take a spearhead in the belly, then another, and he fell with such force that the sound of his head hitting the floor hurt Tatul’s ears. Tatul raised his sword and threw himself at the enemy, but he had the misfortune of running directly toward none other than Bogumir. The fair-haired Bulgarian refugee had a personal grudge against these very bandits. Bogumir held the handle of his sword in one armored fist, and the base of the blade with the other, and with the force of both arms he brought the rounded pommel directly into Tatul’s face, caving in his nose and filling his mouth with blood. 
 
    Tatul had no desire to fight after that, but only laid on the ground next to Razvan’s intestines and watched a flurry of legs moving this way and that. One bandit managed to crawl into a crack at the rear of the cave, thinking that the earth would protect him from Wallachian justice; instead, a knight strode up to the man’s exposed legs, hacked them off at the knees, then decided that it would take too much effort to pull the man free and simply left him hanging from the crack. The man with the scarred mouth revealed a matchlock rifle that he’d hidden in order to secure his safety among his own men should they betray him, but as he concentrated on loading and priming the thing, Dumitru strode up and caved in his head with a mace, thus ending his rule. 
 
    The rest of the bandits surrendered. Tatul was thrown into a wagon and pulled through the woods. He passed in and out of consciousness, and lost all sense of time. At one point he saw Bogumir riding beside the wagon, his helm removed so that Tatul could see his face and pale hair. Tatul recognized the pathetic bumpkin that they’d robbed and humiliated so long ago, and he decided that he must surely be dreaming. How absurd, to think that the cut-off runt had become a powerful knight righting wrongs like a character from a story! 
 
    It was late at night when they drew near the village. The wagon came to a stop and Tatul was dragged out by the heels and rudely thrown onto the ground. Someone pulled him up and he saw a strange sight. Despite the late hour, the village was lit with bonfires and was full of moving bodies. He saw men from a rival gang of bandits sitting on their knees, their hands tied behind them. Still more knights shouted orders to villagers who were busy moving long, sharpened poles that seemed too wide to be used for spears. 
 
    Over them all sat a black knight mounted on a black horse. He watched the newcomers with some interest, and when Tatul felt the man’s gaze run over him, he knew that he had finally seen a man more terrifying than his former nameless Boss. Tatul needed no one to tell him who this man was; he somehow knew that this was the new ruler of Wallachia. 
 
    Strong hands held Tatul up by his armpits, and he was led toward the black knight. The knight turned his head and Tatul followed his gaze to a plot of bare earth where the peasants were coating the long stakes in hot oil. It had been a long time since the bandit had seen peasants smiling rather than pleading for their lives. 
 
    Then again, it had also been a long time since a Voivod of Wallachia had taken an interest in cleaning up his land. And this new Voivod was very, very interested in securing the safety of his people. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The New Champion of Christ 
 
      
 
    Skanderbeg, de-facto ruler of Albania, sat in a covered section at a jousting tournament held in Hunedoara, in the Hungarian territory of Transylvania. The event was festive, with lords and ladies in bright regal red and sky blue, vivid colors rarely seen in Albania, and all of them cheering for the knights while peasants shouted encouragement from the lower stands. Skanderbeg was here for an important meeting, but he could not help but think that he was wasting his time. 
 
    His eyes settled on a knight suiting up. Skanderbeg knew of him; he was Vuk Grgurevic Brankovic, the grandson of Despot Durad of Serbia. He was only sixteen, but seemed large for his age. His surcoat was blue and red, and emblazoned with a lion standing on its hind legs. He had a morose expression on his beardless face, and his reddish-brown hair was tied in the back. Besides a single young squire helping him with his armor, Skanderbeg saw no allies encouraging him. The other knights were surrounded by helpers and hangers-on, but there seemed to be a bubble around young Vuk that discouraged any attention. 
 
    He’s the grandson of the man who imprisoned Hunyadi, thought Skanderbeg. The Despot has sold out Christendom to the Sultan every chance he got. But did this young boy have a hand in any of that? 
 
    If Skanderbeg was already turned off by the festive occasion, he was even more put off by the crowd’s ability to shut out someone that he believed should be welcomed. 
 
    Just as that gloomy thought came to Skanderbeg, he saw a knight in dark red and white ride toward Vuk. The knight wore no helm. Though he had a pinched, almost cruel look about his eyes, he seemed to greet Vuk with a warm smile. Skanderbeg was too far away to hear their conversation, but he could see Vuk’s mood instantly shift to a sort of beaming openness characteristic of youth. The two were clearly already friends. 
 
    Skanderbeg noticed a coiled dragon on a background of white and red on the second knight’s heraldry. That must be one of the six sons of the old Bathory, thought Skanderbeg. Most likely Istvan, the knight that everyone’s been talking about. His father died in the Battle of Varna. He has more right than anyone to hate this Serbian. And yet… 
 
    Skanderbeg could hear his guards discussing the qualities of the two knights, as each of them already seemed to have an opinion about who would win the next match. Skanderbeg could not follow their conversation; his thoughts drifted to the subject of hate. Not the hot rage of battle that most would call hatred, but instead, the sort of dull, black thoughts that slowly turned friend against friend. 
 
    There were many Albanians who fought side by side with Skanderbeg, but there were three who made up his innermost circle of trust: Vrana Konti, Tanush Thopia, and wall-eyed Moisi Golemi. All three had risked their lives for years to defend Albania against the Sultan… but, for some reason, Golemi had betrayed them all. 
 
    Skanderbeg remembered sailing to Naples to visit Alfonso V, the King of Sicily. He’d supported the man by loaning out some of his own fighters as mercenaries - if there was one thing Skanderbeg had access to, it was a pool of veteran fighting men - and he was in a position to negotiate for support. The negotiations had been a success, but when Skanderbeg returned home, he found that his people had been victims of a surprise Ottoman attack. Wave after wave had hit multiple strongholds. Only aged Vrana Konti had managed to turn away every assault. Skanderbeg’s other commanders had been scattered. Berat had been lost. Apparently when his commanders had come together once again, they had argued bitterly, and in the end, Golemi had left to join the Turks. 
 
    Then, just last spring, Golemi had returned - with an army given to him by Sultan Mehmet. Skanderbeg and his companions had faced larger armies with greater courage, but in that fateful spring, there was a nagging feeling that something had gone terribly wrong. 
 
    Skanderbeg knew that Golemi was well acquainted with his tactics. Instead of trying to lure his old friend into traps or harrying him with hit-and-run tactics, Skanderbeg and his commanders simply pulled back and gave Golemi free access to the land. He was allowed to march as deeply into Albania as he pleased. No doubt this only troubled the traitor, as he waited for an attack that was perpetually imminent. Then one day Skanderbeg simply merged his entire army and stood before Golemi, on the wide-open Plains of Oranik. The sun was out, the sky was blue, the fields were strewn with wild flowers, and two armies stood and watched one another, each baffled by the presence of the other. 
 
    A lone Turk called out a challenge to single combat, only to meet an Albanian youth who almost literally handed the Turk’s head back to him. Then, strangely enough, Golemi called out Skanderbeg to single combat. Skanderbeg hadn’t been sure what to make of it. When he guessed that perhaps Golemi was only trying to separate himself from the Sultan’s minions so that he could return, Skanderbeg accepted, and rode out from the safety of his army. It had been the longest ride of his life, with each man staring at one another as if trying to read the other’s mind. Then, without warning, Golemi had turned back and ordered his army to attack. 
 
    They fought, and the Albanians proved that they were more than masters of just hit-and-run tactics. They smashed the Ottoman lines and sent them running. Golemi was never found among the dead. 
 
    Now everyone wants to see Golemi’s head on a pole, thought Skanderbeg. All of his old friends dream up more and better ways to deal with traitors, as if trying to convince one another of their own loyalty. But surely, surely I’m not the only one who wonders just what happened to him after he returned to the Sultan with nothing to show but failure? 
 
    Before his thoughts could truly take a dark turn, the curtain partitioning his boxed seats opened,  and a tall, lean man in a dark blue suit entered. 
 
    “Hello,” he said in Italian. “I’m Mihaly Szilagyi. It was not my intention to keep you waiting.” 
 
    “George Kastrioti,” he responded, rising and extending his hand. “But everyone calls me Skanderbeg. Also, I appreciate the gesture, but I speak Hungarian.” 
 
    “Very good!” Mihaly smiled, then they paused as Skanderbeg’s guards made way for Mihaly’s entourage. The two men regarded one another. Skanderbeg was glad to meet the man who had been Hunyadi’s right hand. His curly black hair was long and flecked with gray, and while his eyes showed great intelligence, they were also lined with premature wrinkles. He had a curled mustache that matched his amiable demeanor. As for Skanderbeg, Mihaly was surprised to see how solidly built he appeared. He was tall, and his broad shoulders and thick arms were not hidden by his fine doublet. But his face seemed surprisingly worn with age, and his black beard was being overrun by white hairs. 
 
    “You came without your wife?” said Mihaly. 
 
    “Ah. Unfortunately my family cannot leave Albania. Even if I leave, people start to wonder. If my family left as well…” 
 
    “I understand,” said Mihaly. They sat down next to one another, then regarded the two knights mounting their steeds. 
 
    “My condolences,” said Skanderbeg, breaking the silence. “Hunyadi was a great man. We needed him.” 
 
    Mihaly nodded slowly, but kept his eyes on the two knights approaching the tilt. “Now, more will be expected of us,” said Mihaly. “The Sultan will not rest. But I hear the Pope has declared a new Champion of Christ.” 
 
    “It is an honor.” Mihaly glanced at Skanderbeg and saw neither puffed up pride nor a show of humble self-effacement. The man merely kept his eyes on the knights. “I was hoping that the Pope would come to Albania and crown me as King. But, alas, he is too busy.” 
 
    “I never knew you had such ambition.” 
 
    “I don’t. If I wanted power, I would have stayed with the Turks. A man can have all the power in the world if he’s willing to shed Christian blood.” 
 
    Just then the two knights faced one another from across the field, Istvan Bathory in dark red and white, and Vuk Brankovic in bright red and blue. Their lances were held high, and the pennants on the ends fluttered in a slight breeze. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Mihaly. “I already gathered as much. If you were King of Albania, you would be better able to help your people.” 
 
    Finally Mihaly got a reaction, as Skanderbeg smiled ruefully and gave him a sidelong glance. “Would I? The enemy doesn’t respect titles on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Kings sit with kings. You could be sitting with King Ladislaus over there, discussing the defense of your land… rather than sitting with a mere nobleman.” 
 
    Skanderbeg looked at the Hungarian King in his box seat. The beardless, frail, pale youth had come all the way from Buda, the capital of Hungary, but seemed uninterested in the joust. He had long, wavy blond hair and protruding eyes. He was surrounded by finely dressed women lost in animated conversation. It was ironic that he had the same name as the Polish warrior-king who had ruled Hungary for a short time, only to die in the Battle of Varna twelve years ago. 
 
    “He doesn’t look very eager to fight the Turks,” said Skanderbeg, who was well aware that the youth had fled when the Sultan attacked Belgrade. At that moment a whistle sounded, then the knights rode toward one another. A hush fell over the crowd as their lances lowered. There was a sudden shattering of lances as they collided with shields… then the red and blue knight, Vuk of Serbia, leaned back, flailed as he tried to find his balance, then fell from his horse. Istvan turned about and a young page helped him dismount. As soon as he saw Vuk stagger to his feet, Istvan drew his blade and ran toward him. 
 
    “Ah-h-h,” Skanderbeg said, smiling. “I seem to have very good seats as it is! Besides, I’ve heard you’re the man to talk to concerning matters of war.” 
 
    Mihaly said nothing, and when Skanderbeg looked at him, he seemed either troubled or simply lost in thought. He was not sure that Mihaly had heard him, and wondered if he should repeat himself. 
 
    “What it comes down to,” Mihaly said suddenly, “is that you’ve come at a bad time. A year earlier, and you could have spoken with Hunyadi himself. A year later, and, well…” 
 
    Mihaly returned Skanderbeg’s gaze, and he had a strange gleam that did not match his earlier amiability. 
 
    “Let me just say,” Mihaly continued, “that there is a reason why Hunyadi went to Belgrade with mercenaries paid out of his own funds, rather than an army of noblemen trained in warfare.” 
 
    Skanderbeg quickly turned away, seemingly embarrassed, looking as if he had accidentally seen someone naked. The ringing of swords carried across the field but Skanderbeg’s gaze was not on the battle. 
 
    Is the situation really that bad in Hungary? he thought, taken aback. But they have so much! They even have weaker, poorer lands to act as buffers between them and the enemy. And resources… so many resources! And for years they enjoyed the talents of a tactician that even the Turks feared. But, what is the end result? Noblemen bickering over their domestic drama. Absurd! 
 
    He wondered what they would think of little Albania. The tortured, rocky landscape, the abused peasants with their eyes always on the horizon, the rough fighters and noblemen who looked little better than common bandits. 
 
    But that’s just the thing, thought Skanderbeg. They don’t think of us. 
 
    “Hunyadi was a wealthy man,” said Skanderbeg, unable to keep the bitterness from his tone. “He owned a great deal of land. I’m sure his death has every noble-blooded vulture squawking over his share.” 
 
    “Nothing quite like that. Hunyadi’s estate is in his wife’s hands, and I’m looking after things as well. But…” Mihaly was interrupted by a cry of pain from the field. “But we may need every golden florentinus we can gather, if Erzsebet and I can manage this thing that we’ve begun. And if we do manage it, sir, then believe me - you will have the aid of Hungary. By God, you will have it.” 
 
    Skanderbeg was utterly baffled by Mihaly’s strange tone and cryptic statement. He was not used to dealing with riddles, but with uncomfortable facts. As he pieced together the situation, his eyes rested on the footwork of the knights as one of them stumbled away from the other. 
 
    Hunyadi and Mihaly were single-minded in their devotion to the war against the enemy, thought Skanderbeg. After Varna, the rest of Hungary must have lost interest. Nobody likes a losing battle. 
 
    I’m sure Mihaly and his sister, Hunyadi’s widow, now find themselves increasingly unpopular. Perhaps even irrelevant. Maybe Hunyadi should have allowed the Turks to cross into Hungary more often, to guarantee his own popularity! 
 
    But Mihaly and Erzsebet now have access to an incredible source of wealth, perhaps even rivaling the King’s. 
 
    Skanderbeg glanced at Mihaly, and was surprised at the look of determination on the man’s face as he watched the fight with utmost seriousness. 
 
    My God… does he mean to put someone on the throne? But surely such a thing can’t be bought! And who would he find that the people would accept? 
 
    “Anyway,” said Mihaly, “have you heard that Wallachia has a new Voivod?” 
 
    “Albania and Wallachia have little to do with one another. They seem too eager to give their children to the Turks.” 
 
    “I think you might like this new Voivod. I’ve met him myself. I consider him a brother!” 
 
    At that moment, Istvan crashed into the ground with Vuk on top of him. Before Istvan could move, Vuk’s blade was held poised over his throat. A whistle sounded, then the fight was over. Skanderbeg heard only a smattering of applause, and even a few jeers from the far side of the stands. Then Vuk helped Istvan to rise, and the two spoke to one another as they pulled off their helms. He could not see their faces, but there seemed to be no animosity between the two. 
 
    “Skanderbeg.... Kastrioti,” said Mihaly. “I know you’ve come to us for aid, but instead, I would like to ask for your indulgence. I want you to meet those two young men down below.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As the crowd shifted and moved with the release of nervous energy after the bout, Skanderbeg suddenly felt eyes on him. Looking across the field, he saw a boy staring at him from a partitioned box seat occupied by several noble men and ladies. The boy’s short hair was very dark, and his gaze was surprisingly hard and impassive for one so young. Skanderbeg did not know it at the time, but he had just met eyes with Matthias, the son of Janos Hunyadi and Erzsebet Szilagyi. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was late at night, or perhaps early in the morning, when men in black robes emerged from a tunnel protruding from the side of a hill. Quietly they made their way to the edge of a still lake surrounded by tall, pale trees. Tables had been set with food and drink near the edge of the water, and fires from braziers cast dancing figures on the surface of the lake. The servants left without a second glance as they saw the robed men approach. The servants were all older men and women who could be trusted to hold their tongue regarding the meeting; they knew enough to stay out of the business of the Order of the Dragon. 
 
    One might expect the gathering to be somber and grim, but if any of the servants had stopped to watch, they would have noticed that several of the men had obviously been drinking. Young Vuk, who had been inducted that very night, was looking around with a large smile on his face, obviously having enjoyed the ritual. 
 
    “Have a seat wherever you like,” said Mihaly, finally dropping his hood. “We’re far from Hunedoara, so you can speak your mind. Hunyadi wanted that tunnel to lead far from the walls, in case of a siege.” 
 
    Vuk was glad to relax and unwind after the ritual. The older members poured the wine for the younger, to show them that they were welcome among their ranks. Most were Hungarian nobility, but Vuk noted that they did not delay in handing him a glass of wine. 
 
    “My thanks,” said Vuk. 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you,” said a Hungarian. “I saw you at the joust today. I wasn’t looking forward to dragging you out of your room tonight!” 
 
    The men laughed. “When I saw figures approaching in the dark,” said Vuk, “I had a feeling that it might have something to do with the group that Istvan spoke to me about.” 
 
    “Then you’re a little sharper than I am,” said Istvan. “Back when I was inducted, I very nearly fought my way out.” 
 
    “I knew it,” said Mihaly. “That look in your eyes… like a cornered animal!” 
 
    Again the men laughed, and Istvan continued. “But why do we do it like that? Prospective members are usually approached beforehand, anyway. The ritual is just a formality. Why do we bother dragging some poor man out of his bed in the middle of the night?” 
 
    “To see the look on his face!” said one, loudly clinking his wineglass against another’s. 
 
    As the laughter died down, Skanderbeg finally removed his hood. “It’s because the Lord comes like a thief in the night,” he said. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “That’s exactly right,” said Mihaly. “Real life doesn’t happen according to schedule. Bonds that matter rarely come out of polite dinner parties.” 
 
    “And battles,” added Skanderbeg, “rarely go according to plan.” 
 
    Mihaly nodded in agreement. He was proud that Skanderbeg had decided to join them. To the other members of the Order, he was something of a celebrity. It was easy for him to see that everyone at their gathering would defer to Skanderbeg, and not just because the Pope had honored him with the title once held by Janos Hunyadi, the greatest member of their brotherhood. 
 
    “That’s why,” said Mihaly, “it is so important for us to form these bonds of friendship. Hungary is divided. Ever since the death of King Sigismund, the founder of our Order, Hungary has been hobbled by its nobles involving themselves in fighting over the throne, rather than defending Christendom.” 
 
    Vuk had been examining his new ring given to him during the initiation. It was a dragon cast in silver, coiled in a circle with its tail tied around its throat. A cross was emblazoned on its back. 
 
    “Bonds of friendship,” he said suddenly. “Is that why I was invited, sir?” 
 
    Skanderbeg exhaled a breath that no one knew he had been holding. He had been wondering if Mihaly was about to propose some sort of rebellion against the Hungarian King. He was relieved when the boy interrupted with his unassuming question. Skanderbeg knew that in Hungary the nobles often elected their kings, so perhaps treason was too strong a term for the shape of Mihaly’s thoughts. 
 
    Still, thought Skanderbeg, the last thing Albania needs is for me to get wrapped up in yet another struggle where Christians kill Christians! 
 
    “It is just that,” said Mihaly, responding to Vuk. 
 
    Vuk shook his head. “It’s no secret that my grandfather is beholden to the Sultan. Frankly, I’m surprised you would treat me as a friend. In times like these, it seems everyone is against one another.” 
 
    “Ah, but it’s times like these when making friends truly matters.” 
 
    “That… sounds wise, sir. But I’ve little to offer. The old Sultan blinded my father, Grgur. He even blinded one of my uncles. My mother was not a noblewoman, and crippled sons aren’t considered legitimate heirs, which puts me about as far from the throne of Serbia as a peasant who’s never held a sword.” 
 
    Istvan made a dismissive sound after emptying his glass. “Vuk, you think too much on what you don’t have. Think of what you do have. I’m still sore from our fight!” 
 
    “I’m just one man.” 
 
    “One man can turn around everything,” Mihaly said with unexpected force. “A few years ago, we let a young man into the Order. We rejected him at first. There was bad blood between his family and Hunyadi. In the end, we took him in, though he had nothing to offer but himself.” 
 
    “What became of him?” said Vuk, seemingly hanging onto Mihaly’s words. 
 
    “He took the crown of Wallachia by his own hand. He became Voivod of the land that was taken from his family, and now his men are running from one end of the land to the other, impaling criminals wherever they find them.” 
 
    Skanderbeg watched the young knight’s eyes widen. 
 
    “He was just one man,” Mihaly continued, “and now a thousand evildoers can no longer rest easy. Perhaps even the Sultan will be forced back into the darkness that spawned him. Just imagine what the world could become, if only the men sitting here stayed true to their vows…” 
 
    Skanderbeg listened as Mihaly’s words seemed to strengthen Vuk. He doubted the young Serbian had ever heard such talk before, especially if he spent much time at Despot Durad’s court. He had little hope that the weight of Hungary would ever smash through the ring of Ottoman forces always gathered south of the Danube. It was Skanderbeg’s experience that too much hope was a bitter thing; sometimes it was better to simply fight for one day, then fight the next day, then fight the next day as well, without any hope of victory or peace or even rest. 
 
    Skanderbeg’s thoughts wandered as he watched the firelight shining on the faces of this band of brothers. 
 
    But what if they did fight together, these young knights? he thought. What if they set aside petty squabbles, and turned against the enemy as one? Is it really such a foolish dream? 
 
    *** 
 
    Skanderbeg and his guards concealed their identities and set sail down the Tisa River, joined the wide Danube, then departed at Belgrade and trekked across Serbia. The people of the wide green valleys did not question them about their affairs, but only kept their distance. Skanderbeg could not help but wonder if their lack of goods for sale was reason enough for the Serbs to assume they were Ottoman “recruiters” looking for children. 
 
    They came to rocky, inhospitable land at the foot of the high mountains that marked Albania. They rode past towns surrounded by cracked, broken walls, and villages filled with people who eyed them with suspicion. He decided to keep his coiled dragon ring tucked away among his possessions, not out of a sense of secrecy, but because of a sober realization that his Hungarian allies would most likely never straighten out their own affairs enough to sacrifice their comfort in a war with an unstoppable foe. 
 
    The sun set in a blaze of molten gold over the dark hills and they found themselves within the walls of Shkoder. The people were glad to see him, and he ate for what seemed like hours in a dimly lit room where he listened to one man after another apprising him of the situation in his realm. He was so tired that he almost wondered if he was dreaming, the light of the oil lamps sometimes flickering in time to the drone of words. First his commander and friend Tanush Thopia arrived, looking more like a scholar than a soldier, then Vrana Konti slowly entered bearing his weight on a thin staff. 
 
    The three barely had a chance to greet one another before a breathless boy ran into the room and stood before them. The three men fell silent and stared at him. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Skanderbeg. “Catch your breath, then speak.” 
 
    “Sir,” said the boy, “Golemi is here!” 
 
    “An attack?” said Tanush. “But our scouts would have-” 
 
    “No sir - he’s alone!” 
 
    The three men exchanged looks. The silence was long and heavy, and the boy took it as his sign to leave. 
 
    “Why bother letting him in?” said Tanush. “His body will soon be hanging outside the front gate.” 
 
    Vrana laughed quietly. 
 
    Skanderbeg cleared his throat. “I want to hear what he has to say first.” 
 
    As they waited for the guards to bring him in, it seemed that everyone who lived behind the walls suddenly decided to make their way to the dining room. Skanderbeg saw not just soldiers, but servants, children, even a few grayheads who would normally already be in bed. A side entrance opened with the loud squeal of warped wood, then still more people entered. Skanderbeg had grown used to leading long ago, but he suddenly felt self-conscious. He was not a king sitting on a throne, but was seated at an old table covered in dirty plates and bowls. He wondered what the people would have done if he’d been using his chamber pot when Golemi returned. 
 
    Finally the crowd parted as a few stout guards pushed their way into the dining hall, then Skanderbeg saw Golemi. He approached with his head bowed, his hat in his hands. A fringe of wiry black hair hung down either side of his bald spot, and his dark beard looked even more wild than usual. Despite his beaten-down appearance, Skanderbeg could not help but notice that he wore a brightly-colored surcoat of Turkish make. Finally he raised one of his crooked eyes to Skanderbeg, glanced at Tanush and Vrana, and a hush fell over the crowd. 
 
    “You came back,” Skanderbeg said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Golemi, speaking with uncharacteristic formality. He took a deep breath. “I’ve come to ask for your mercy. I want to serve you once again, but I’ll accept your judgment, no matter what.” 
 
    Golemi lowered his gaze, then Skanderbeg felt his other companions watching him. 
 
    “Your family,” said Skanderbeg. “You didn’t leave them with the Turks, did you?” 
 
    “No… no, sir.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Golemi swallowed. “I managed to get them out of Constantinople. But I… I would rather not mention where they are, sir. Not just yet, at least.” 
 
    “Your family is safe here,” Tanush said suddenly. “It’s you who’s in danger.” 
 
    Again the hall fell silent. Finally Skanderbeg spoke. “Golemi… what the hell happened?” 
 
    Golemi sighed and shook his head. “I lost hope, sir. My heart… my heart failed. I...” 
 
    “You wanted power,” said Vrana. “You wanted the Turks to make you their puppet, to put you in charge of Albania.” 
 
    “Let him finish,” said Skanderbeg. “I know your side of things. Golemi, speak.” 
 
    “It’s not true, sir. I didn’t leave out of malice, or envy, or anything like that. I only wanted the fighting to stop.” 
 
    “Stop? Stop, how? By killing the last of our people?” 
 
    “No! No, sir. I betrayed our cause for the sake of Albania!” Tanush shook his head and grumbled loudly, but Golemi continued. “Sir, our people have been through so much. As I watched the border, I began to think that perhaps if we submitted to the Turks, then we would at least have a few years of peace. Peace, meaning - time to grow. Time to rebuild our fortresses, time for children to grow into men, men who can fight. Then, perhaps, we could move against the enemy, from a position of strength…” 
 
    “You would have had to kill me,” said Skanderbeg. “Would you have killed me, to give Albania a few years of peaceful subjugation?” 
 
    “I… sir… that is…” 
 
    Skanderbeg nodded and raised his hand, and Golemi fell silent. Skanderbeg let the silence drag out. He needed to hear no more. Though he understood Golemi’s logic, he also knew that it was the reasoning of a man who still believed that the enemy was also reasonable. 
 
    If that was the case, then it was true that Golemi had not abandoned them out of malice, but out of a sort of naive stupidity that all his years on the battlefield had somehow not beaten out of him. From such a perspective, it would be cruel and unchristian to have him killed. But it might also be foolish to forgive such stupidity and perhaps place others in danger by sparing his life. 
 
    Skanderbeg was tired, and not just from his long journey. He rubbed his temples, as if attempting to squeeze some effort from his exhausted mind. He wondered if age was beginning to catch up to him. He looked at the crowd. In the dim light, their faces did not seem real. They were more like shadowy visitors in a dream. He looked down at his hands and, under flickering candlelight, they almost seemed to be covered in blood. The blood of Turks ran over his palms and collected in the channels, and beneath that, a dried layer of Christian blood that he’d shed in his younger days. He wondered if flies would buzz around such hands, grateful for the awful harvest. He knew that most men would be horrified by such a sight. He suddenly closed his hands into fists and faced Golemi. 
 
    “Golemi,” he said, “I want you to come back and help lead our people. Will you do that?” 
 
    There was a gasp from the crowd, and Golemi’s face beamed with delight. “Yes, sir!” he said. “Of course, my lord!” 
 
    Skanderbeg was surprised to see plenty of happy faces in the crowd. A guard even reached forward and patted Golemi on the back. Vrana and Tanush, however, were both glowering, their faces downcast. 
 
    “You’re disappointed,” Skanderbeg said quietly. 
 
    “Sir,” said Tanush, “I would have had him killed.” 
 
    Skanderbeg leaned in so that they would not necessarily be overheard. “We’re fighting an enemy who is completely unreasonable,” he said, “and powerful beyond belief. We’re lucky that anyone would choose to fight by our side.” 
 
    Vrana sighed, then nodded. 
 
    “Besides,” Skanderbeg continued. “I went all the way to Hungary looking for allies. And, look! We’ve found one.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Tanush. “It’s not as if he can run back to the Sultan, anyway. Not after leading thousands of Turks to their deaths!” 
 
    Tanush rose suddenly and made his way toward Golemi, who was smiling and shaking someone’s hand. Tanush stopped with his side turned toward his old ally. 
 
    “Well, I’ll say this much,” said Tanush. “You’re lucky that he’s in charge.” 
 
    Golemi did not hesitate. “Old friend,” he said, “we are all lucky that he’s in charge.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vuk rode at the head of the guards and the envoys and the merchants that made up the train of people returning to Serbia from Hungary. The guards humored him as he insisted on taking the lead. Ever since his induction into the Order, he’d felt a duty to protect his people that he’d never truly acknowledged before. The sky was bright blue and the road to Smederevo was lined with elm trees colored in orange and yellow and dull brown. It seemed unlikely that any Muslim slavers would accost their group, but he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    Then again, thought Vuk, any Turks we meet would probably just be diplomats coming to milk my grandfather like an old cow! 
 
    Vuk felt guilty for thinking such a thing, but also frustrated by the powerless position he was in. 
 
    Only some poor peasant who knows nothing of politics would envy my position. 
 
    He saw the high walls of Smederevo ahead, and his thumb unconsciously stroked the serpent ring on his finger. He’d been told that the symbol of the Order was not something to show off to impress one’s friends, so he turned the ring so that the serpent face was on the underside of his hand. Surely no one would question the presence of a silver ring on the finger of the Despot’s grandson. As he saluted the guards along the wall, he thought about how Hunyadi himself had been held prisoner here almost ten years ago. Vuk had been a child then, but what if something like that happened now? He imagined a brother of the Order held in a cell down below, but revealing his ring, or saying the proper phrase, or giving the handshake. What would Vuk do? He could not help but imagine setting things up so that the brother could flee. It was easy to lose himself in the childish daydream. 
 
    As long as I didn’t betray my family, he thought, I’d have to help! 
 
    Vuk passed through the open gate and saw his family’s castle ahead, a great structure towering over slanted roofs. Just then he caught two guards looking away from him. An older man with an enormous mustache, most likely their superior, met his gaze and gave him a sympathetic look. He approached, but Vuk did not have to hear a word before he guessed what had happened. 
 
    My grandfather is dead, he thought. Despot Durad is dead! 
 
    Something hot welled up in Vuk, and he had absolutely no desire to hear any words of consolation. He spurred his horse to a gallop, startling the guards and passers-by. 
 
    Riding through the streets, he thought of what had come before. Serbia had been crushed by the Ottoman Empire during the Battle of Kosovo long ago, when so many heroes had died. But when the Turks nearly faced destruction by a power in the East that rivaled them, a prince named Stefan Lazarevic took power and helped the Serbians break free from Ottoman control. A new age of independence was upon them. 
 
    And he was a member of the Order of the Dragon! thought Vuk, tightening his grip on the reins. He was inducted by King Sigismund himself, the hero of the Battle of Nicopolis, even if not the victor! 
 
    Every Serbian revered Stefan. He was a patron of the arts, a writer, a scholar and a warrior who built monasteries and was even sainted after death. Vuk truly believed that everything he did was for his people. 
 
    There was only one problem: Stefan Lazarevic had a nephew named Durad Brankovic. 
 
    Even in his younger days, Durad always had dealings with the Turks. He was hungry for power, and was willing to make any promise, any concession, as long as the Turks thought favorably of him, even going so far as to lead Ottoman forces against his uncle. Many times he tried to betray Stefan, but to no avail. When Stefan finally died, Durad was ready, and seized power. As far as Vuk could tell, his grandfather had little interest in helping their people, though he claimed that he pandered to the Sultan in order to avoid an invasion. 
 
    But now my father lives in a monastery, thought Vuk, grinding his teeth. His eyes were pulled out of his head! They were taken by the Sultan! 
 
    Vuk drew to a halt before the keep and dismounted, and no one tried to stop him as he entered. Not that he would have allowed them to slow him down. He stormed through the main entrance, where guards and servants lowered their heads as he passed. 
 
    The main hall was strangely dark for midday. The Brankovic coat of arms - red lions standing among blue vines - hung from the walls, but there was no fire lit despite the chill Autumn air. He saw Durad Brankovic lying in a coffin that had been laid on a table in the middle of the room. At the far end of the room, beside cold, dark fireplaces, Vuk’s uncle Lazar Brankovic sat on the throne. Seeing Vuk, he waved away his aides. 
 
    “Vuk,” said Lazar, “I’m sure you’ve heard the news. My father is dead.” 
 
    Vuk approached, but was more interested in Lazar than Durad. He was small and pale, and beardless despite being in his thirties. There was something limp about his posture. He seemed to lack vitality, but his eyes had a penetrating quality that kept others from writing him off entirely. 
 
    “You sit on his throne,” Vuk said simply. He was not sure how he felt about that. Though he did not want to show disrespect, he felt as if he was on trial. 
 
    “Our people felt it necessary to crown the next eligible heir as soon as possible. It wouldn’t do to appear indecisive before our neighbors, would it?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” said Vuk. “The Turks could move against us as soon as winter has-” 
 
    “No, no,” said Lazar, waving his hand. “I mean the Hungarians, of course.” 
 
    “The Hungarians?” 
 
    “Who knows what they might do? As for the Turks, well… my father did not always do his best to appease them. I mean to change that.” 
 
    The statement was said in such a matter-of-fact tone that Vuk thought at first he must have misheard his uncle. 
 
    “Appease the Turks?” said Vuk. 
 
    “Indeed. They only took the Novo Brdo mines from us because Durad held back payment of tribute. But under my rule, young Vuk, I’ll make it so that when the Sultan is choosing his next point of invasion, Serbia will absolutely not be on his list of troublemakers.” 
 
    Vuk felt his chest tighten, and found it difficult to speak. “Under your rule…” he said, then his jaw clamped shut. 
 
    “This is the way it has to be,” said Lazar. “You’ll understand when you’re a little older. Besides, it’s not as if you could have taken the throne. There’s your age to consider, and… well… there’s your mother…” 
 
    Mentioning Vuk’s mother - a commoner who was not of noble blood - did nothing to assuage his anger. He knew that if he pushed his way past Durad’s coffin, he could reach Lazar and strike him down before the little man could run. As if sensing his thought, Lazar gestured, and two guards in chainmail stepped into Vuk’s peripheral vision. The large men stood on either side of him, and they did not look quite as sympathetic as the guards who’d been at the gates. 
 
    “Vuk, I want you to swear fealty to me. Your father may be older than me, but he’s blind. He’s not fit for the throne, and therefore his son isn’t, either. I don’t doubt your loyalty to this land, and to the throne, but I think it’s important for you to say it before anyone else tries to fill your head with foolish ideas.” 
 
    Vuk’s feet were rooted to the ground, more from confusion than a conscious decision to rebel. He knew that if he was going to remain true to the Order, and to Christendom, he should not allow Lazar to sit in his father’s seat. Then again, what if he did rebel? Vuk had never thought to make alliances, to shake hands and prepare for the day when the throne was empty. Instead, he’d focused on his duties as a knight, and trained hard for the day when Serbia needed him. Even if he took the throne by force, he knew that he would be seen as an outlaw. 
 
    “You’re a fine warrior, Vuk,” said Lazar. “And this land will need you ready to fight on her behalf. Someday.” Again Vuk felt thrown off balance by Lazar’s ability to know the direction of his thoughts. 
 
    Vuk thought of his grandmother, Durad’s wife Eirene Kantakouzene, a noblewoman of the Eastern Roman lands that would later be called Byzantium. She certainly had no love for the Turks; might she be of some help? There was also Vuk’s aunt, Mara Brankovic, who had been trapped in a marriage with the old Sultan, Murad, for years. She despised their Muslim neighbors. Vuk wondered if… 
 
    As if not wanting Lazar to make another move ahead of him, Vuk changed his demeanor with a slight bow that he hoped was convincing. He moved around Durad’s coffin, noting that the Despot looked smaller than he had remembered. Lazar leaned forward as if trying to read Vuk’s every movement. Vuk relaxed his hands once he realized they were still balled into fists. He could not help but think of the ring turned inward on his finger. 
 
    Even if I swear loyalty to Lazar, he thought, my true loyalty is to Serbia. I must remember that! 
 
    The two guards fell in step beside Vuk as he approached the throne. 
 
    Vuk stood before little Lazar Brankovic, Despot of Serbia. Though he tried to remain strong in his heart, as soon as he bent and felt his knee touch the floor, a heavy darkness filled his mind. He found it difficult to speak. 
 
    Serbia will never be free of the Sultan, he thought. 
 
    We will always live in darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    The Lady from Moldavia 
 
      
 
    Racovita and his guards stood behind the fence marking the edge of his territory, their eyes fixed on the strange knights standing in the lane before them. Most were armored, and a little rough-looking, with unkempt mustaches and stubble. 
 
    They look as if they’ve been on campaign, thought Racovita, and yet their spokesman assured my servant that they came in peace. 
 
    He then noticed that the ones who were not armored still seemed a bit rough around the edges, their suits not quite tailored to fit properly, their posture not as erect as one might expect. 
 
    They’re surely not bandits. Their armor’s too clean to have been looted from a battlefield, or a grave, God forbid. 
 
    One of the strangers stepped forward and bowed. He was young, beardless and of noble bearing. It was no wonder he was their spokesman, despite his age. 
 
    “Lord Racovita,” said Viorel. “Please forgive us for this intrusion. We did not mean to alarm you.” 
 
    “Of course not,” said Racovita, instantly stepping out with his hand extended. “It’s no intrusion. We don’t receive many guests out here, on the coast of the Black Sea.” 
 
    Racovita had chosen not to wear armor, mostly out of the belief that he could guide the meeting away from violence no matter what. He hoped that boldly stepping away from his guards would show the strangers that he was confident of his own safety. 
 
    They shook hands. “My name is Lord Viorel, and my countrymen and I have come from Wallachia. I have…” Viorel reached within his vest and produced a letter. Racovita could see that it was marked with an elaborate seal. “I have come on business from my lord, the Voivod of Wallachia.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Racovita took the letter. For a moment he had begun to feel at ease with the young boyar. Now he was even more confused. He had absolutely no idea what the Voivod of Wallachia could want from him, a minor boyar of Moldavia. “What is in this letter, sir?” 
 
    Viorel lowered his head. “It is a formal request from the Voivod. He most humbly requests your daughter’s hand in marriage.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Iuliana rode beside her father in a carriage escorted by their guards and the knights of Wallachia. They were following the Danube River, having left the dark, marshy lowlands bordering Racovita’s land and were now on a road at the edge of fields tasting the first bite of winter. Occasionally he would look over at Iuliana. She had insisted on wearing her finest traveling dress and shawl, and her dark hair was wrapped in a bun that somehow looked like a crown. He did not quite understand how this had happened so suddenly, but he could tell by the look in her eye that every golden-orange leaf was like a jewel meant only for her, an unexpected gift sent from the realm of the divine. 
 
    Racovita had been surprised at his daughter’s reaction to the news; he had expected her to be just as confused as he was, but instead, she had accepted the letter’s request with a sort of quiet, beaming pride that only added to his confusion. It took a long time for him to recall a young, landless Wallachian lord given sanctuary by Voivod Bogdan, and who had somehow charmed his daughter in a way that a marriageable, land-owning Moldavian boy of good birth had seemingly never been able to. 
 
    I should be grateful to God that she’s going to be married, he thought. It was no easy task finding suitors for her sisters, considering our position. 
 
    His eyes wandered to two of the nights riding nearby, Stoica and Bogumir. Something about the pair seemed a bit off to him; Stoica’s cruel, narrow eyes were better fitting for a bandit, and Bogumir’s easy smile and laughter were surely not the sort of behavior one could expect from landed boyars, even in Wallachia. 
 
    I think she’s already made up her mind, thought Racovita, but as far as I’m concerned, we’re only visiting a potential suitor. 
 
    “Sir, and lady?” 
 
    Just then, Dumitru practically stuck his large head in through Iuliana’s window. 
 
    “Yes?” said Racovita, annoyed at the intrusion. 
 
    “Er, well,” said Dumitru, “I only wanted to say that… on the way here, we took care of a few brigands who had been causing trouble along this road. And they are… ah, they’re hanging about… literally, that is, just outside the lady’s window. I thought perhaps milady might want to shut her window for the next quarter mile.” 
 
    Through a haze of annoyance, Racovita finally understood that the knight was trying to warn him that his daughter was about to see a gang of lowlifes who had been impaled.  While a part of him was grateful to the knight for bringing up the matter, he also felt a little sick at the idea. There were certain things he had never told Iuliana, perhaps because she had been his youngest. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” said Iuliana, smiling brightly. “I will follow your suggestion!” 
 
    Dumitru smiled awkwardly, then pulled his head out as Iuliana reached up to lower the blind. 
 
    Racovita sat back. He said nothing, and told himself that he had to realize that his little girl was a grown woman. She most likely understood more than he’d ever told her. 
 
    But if she marries a Voivod, he thought, she’ll go from our backward little sanctuary into the very center of something more complicated and more dangerous than she’s ever known. There’s a reason I never spent a great deal of time in Suceava, making dangerous alliances to further our family’s potential. She will be near things that I… 
 
    Even if she doesn’t see an impaling, she will certainly hear them! 
 
    Just then, Racovita realized that one of the knights was watching him. He looked straight into Bogumir’s eyes, and the fair-haired boyar smiled and nodded slightly. Racovita cleared his throat and leaned nearer the window. 
 
    “Sir,” said Racovita. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Bogumir, edging his mount nearer the carriage. Stoica looked on with feigned disinterest. 
 
    “I’m curious,” said Racovita. “This Voivod of yours - what sort of man is he?” 
 
    “He is great man,” Bogumir said without hesitation. “A good and just man, and loves his people.” 
 
    Racovita was surprised not only by Bogumir’s heartfelt words, but also his thick accent. He decided to let it pass. “Do you think he will make a good husband?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bogumir said immediately. “Good everything. Voivod, husband, friend.” 
 
    Racovita noticed that his daughter was listening intently, not bothering to hide her curiosity at what the man might say about her suitor. 
 
    “I’m surprised…” Racovita said slowly, looking the knight up and down. “Surprised that… one of you boyars has not presented a daughter to him first.” 
 
    Bogumir shrugged, finally at a loss for words. “Sir, he is the only Voivod I have known, and he already has his mind made up, and besides, sir, my daughter is only little one.” 
 
    “The only Voivod you’ve ever known?” said Racovita. “But he’s only just taken the throne recently. Surely you’ve had a chance to meet… well, more than one of the men who have held the position over the years?” 
 
    “He is first Voivod I have ever meet, though I saw the head of another, that is, sir, on a field where it was a great battle.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Sir, last summer I was busy worrying with carrots and fence posts. I was peasant until great and legendary battle which was near Targsor.” 
 
    “You were a what?” 
 
    “A peasant, sir.” 
 
    “You were a what?” 
 
    “Peasant. This is the word, peasant?” 
 
    “You were…” Racovita leaned out of the window, hoping that he and the knight could finally hear one another. Then, looking around, he saw a knight loudly spitting off to the side, and another was attempting to scratch his backside by slipping his fingers between plates of armor, and it dawned on him that he had indeed heard the man correctly. He felt a dreamlike sense of horror slowly take hold of him, and saw Stoica smirking at him with sadistic pleasure because they both knew that he knew. Racovita finally understood the dreadful truth. Bogumir’s running commentary slowly pierced his awareness, like a dim light shining through a dense fog. “Sir, we are all having been peasants until our great Voivod lifted us to the position of boyar, may God bless him… yes, each and all of us, if you can believe it…” 
 
    Dear God! thought Racovita, unable to keep his mouth from falling open. But they’re no different from bandits, then! All of them, common men... armed, armored, and given free rein to do as they please! 
 
    He fell back in his seat, and if the carriage had suddenly plummeted off the edge of a cliff and fallen through an endless void, he would have felt no different than he did now. Even as Bogumir tried to continue the conversation, Racovita’s hand fumbled at the blind, finally pulling it down to cover the window. He slowly looked over at his daughter, unsure how he could tell her what dark fate had fallen on them. 
 
    Iuliana had an expression of curiosity, a finger balanced on her chin as she considered the matter. “That’s quite interesting, isn’t it, father?” she said. “He’s given power to some of his peasants so that they can help him out. I never…” 
 
    Finally noticing the look of horror on her father’s face, she could not help but smile. 
 
    “Come now, father,” she said. “They’ve treated us with nothing but courtesy. He must have absolute trust in them, if he sent them to us. And, what is it that our Lord in heaven said? ‘Know a tree by its fruit’!” 
 
    *** 
 
    As the journey continued, Racovita’s fears were assuaged as he quietly conferred with his guards, who could only attest that the Wallachian peasant-boyars were indeed honorable. They continued through the green lowlands of Wallachia, passing through the village of Bucuresti where a great deal of construction was underway. Iuliana and Racovita saw still more of the new boyars guarding the road and overseeing the felling of trees, then they took a northerly course on a path that passed through the Vlasiei Forest. 
 
    Iuliana wore a mask of cool, nonchalant determination, as if there had never been any doubt in her mind that this day would come. In fact, deep down, she was thrilled and terrified. It had been years since she’d seen him, and the world had grown pale in his absence. She’d never met another man with such determination, such force of character tempered by quiet resolve. He lived in a realm far beyond the norm, and to her, he was what all noble men pretended to be. 
 
    Over and again she relived that terrible day when he and Stefan had fled Moldavia. The blood and senseless killing, the hasty rearranging of the court, the boyar families suddenly afraid for their lives and position. Every day she had been afraid that her father would be forced to marry her to a young man from a family that could protect them. Fortunately, her father had chosen to keep his head down, to stay busy at their little stretch of land along the sea. Every night she prayed that somehow her love would survive, though he had nothing, and that he would make his dream come true. She prayed to God that he would send for her, so that her dream could come true, too. 
 
    But she was no fool. She knew how unlikely such a thing would be. And now, riding beneath the dark boughs of the Vlasiei, on a journey to meet her fate, it all seemed like a dream. 
 
    Surely I will wake from this, she thought, smiling to herself. The peasants dressed in the armor of knights should have tipped me off that this can’t really be happening! 
 
    They left the forest and crossed a wide, brilliant green valley with gently rolling hills in the distance. They came to Targoviste, the capital of Wallachia, and found the gates open wide for them. It was noon and there were no clouds in the bright blue sky, and Iuliana heard horns announcing her arrival. Despite the chill in the air, doors opened and people came to greet them as they passed, though Iuliana had trouble believing that she was not being mistaken for an Empress of fallen Constantinople. She heard young people running and shouting, announcing that the lady had arrived, and then, to her disbelief, the bells of the church rang throughout the city. 
 
    She heard a thunk atop the carriage, then thick, fuzzy white petals from a Queen’s Flower - as edelweiss was called in Wallachia - fell past her window. Still more flowers fell, and she saw people throwing them from second-story windows, smiling and waving. Soon the air was filled with white and violet and dark blue petals turning slowly to greet her. 
 
    Flowers! she thought. Is this really all for me? 
 
    Leaning out, she saw the knight Viorel riding with his arm raised, and the people were cheering as if a great battle had been won. Dumitru was waving and smiling, and it was difficult for her to accept that he could feel so proud for simply fetching her from Moldavia. She looked at her father. He, too, looked more than a little confused - but as soon as he met her gaze, he smiled and gripped her hand, acknowledging that she deserved it all. 
 
    They made their way through the streets, with such a crowd gathering and watching that she felt as if her cheeks were on fire, then finally they reached the castle. She saw guards smiling at their approach, then the heavy front door was opened wide. Then she saw him. Smiling, with one hand raised, Voivod Vlad Dracula came to meet her. He had long, dark hair, and a dark mustache that she did not recognize. Then her breath caught in her throat, for even at this distance, his gaze penetrated to her core. She had spent a long time trying to reconstruct his face in her mind… but those hard, green eyes! How could she have forgotten? 
 
    The carriage came to a stop, then both carriage doors opened. A loyal knight extended his hand to assist her, and she prepared to meet her lord, the man who would make her the lady and the mother of the land of Wallachia. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    The Three Warlords 
 
      
 
    In the Transylvanian town of Sibiu, near the Wallachian border, Laiota Danesti sat down to dinner with Ion and Gabriela Rosu. Gabriela was more than a little horrified to watch the two men bent over their meals, snuffling and banging their forks against their plates and teeth as if in a race to see who could finish first. She had to admit that Ion would most likely win, despite being smaller; Laiota often took a break from shoveling to adjust himself in his seat, and would groan in pain, then cast a glance in her direction as if embarrassed. She could do nothing but smile. 
 
    “Well, sir,” said Ion, pushing away from the table, “I suppose we’d better come clean as to the nature of our visit. We didn’t just come to take a look at your lodgings…” 
 
    Gabriela could not help but notice the sudden look of fear that crossed Laiota’s face, his heavy jowls turning red as his long mustache quivered slightly. It was almost immediately replaced by a mask of bitter anger. She doubted Ion noticed any of it, so intent he was on delivering his gift in an amiable manner. 
 
    “It’s not a message from my brother, is it?” said Laiota. “I won’t have any dealings with Dan. I’m sure you’ve already heard how he was more than happy to betray our brother at Targsor…” 
 
    “No, no, sir,” said Ion, feeling around in his vest pockets. “That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “He was practically smiling when he quit the field!” Laiota moved about as if unable to sit in the face of such an outrage, then immediately a look of sharp pain crossed his face. He slowly settled back into his seat with a series of gasps and awkward sighs, then hid his face behind his wine glass. 
 
    Gabriela winced. It was already growing cold in the Carpathian highlands, and she had not wanted to come in the first place. Now that she was here, listening to the least interesting Danesti brother whining like a child was just a bit too much for her. 
 
    It’s too bad that Vladislav is no longer with us, she thought, remembering his forceful character, how he would lean back from the table with that cocksure smile of his. She wondered what he must have looked like while sitting on the throne of Wallachia. What if she had gone for a visit, and he had gestured for her to approach… her, and only her... 
 
    “Laiota, my good man, I’ve brought you a letter!” said Ion, his high-pitched tone abruptly pulling Gabriela back to reality. “It’s not yours, per se. As you can see, it’s addressed to the city elders who run Brasov. And it’s from… well, it’s from the man who stole the throne from your brother.” 
 
    Laiota’s scrunched expression gave way to childlike curiosity. He snatched the letter from Ion, then stared at the envelope. 
 
    “How did you come by this? I’m surprised this didn’t fall into Dan’s possession!” 
 
    Ion shrugged. “He has his supporters in Brasov, to be sure, but not all of them are happy that he’s stirring up the local boyars with a call for war. But, that letter…” Ion smiled, clearly enjoying himself. “It seems the usurper who stole the throne from your family has gotten himself into quite a bind! According to my man on the Brasov council, he’s been sending one letter after another warning them about the Turks.” Ion shook his head. “He’s obsessed! Anyway, perhaps you’d prefer to read it yourself.” 
 
    Laiota nodded and opened the letter. Gabriela frowned as he began reading out loud. “‘An Embassy from the Turks has now come to us. Bear in mind and firmly retain that I have previously transacted with you about brotherhood and peace. The time and hour has now come, concerning what I have previously spoken of. The Turks wish to place on our shoulders unbearable difficulties and to compel us not to live peaceably with you. They are seeking a way to loot your country passing through ours. In addition, they would force us to work against your Catholic faith. Our wish is to do no evil against you, not to abandon you, as I have told you and sworn. I trust I will remain your brother and faithful friend. This is why I have retained the Turkish envoys here, so that I have time to send you the news…’” 
 
    Laiota suddenly pulled his eyes from the letter. He looked worried, his face as pale as if he was the one dealing with a Turkish envoy. Gabriela could not help but think that Vladislav would have relished the suffering of an enemy. 
 
    “What does this fool mean to do?” said Laiota. “Would he start a war with the Ottoman Empire? Over what? A little money for tribute? Stupid!” 
 
    Ion waved his hand dismissively, then reached for the letter. “I know, I know. They’ll take a few peasant brats, then be on their way. But listen, you have to hear this next part. It’s so absurd.” Ion cleared his throat, then scanned the letter until he found what he was looking for. “‘You have to know that when a prince is powerful and brave, then he can make peace as he wishes. If, however, he is powerless, someone more powerful than he will conquer him and dictate as he pleases. This is why we ask you, with love, to send for our sake and yours without delay, two hundred, or one hundred, or fifty chosen men, no later than the Sunday which immediately follows. When the Turks see an army loyal to Hungary, they will soften their demands.” 
 
    Ion laughed as he dropped the letter. “Imagine! The little lord thinks he can dictate a course of action for Transylvania. A real tough guy! Who does he think he is?” 
 
    “S-so,” said Laiota, “did the elders of Brasov send anyone?” 
 
    “Of course not! They have problems of their own to deal with, and the Turks aren’t currently among those problems. And have you heard what else he’s done? This fool of a Draculesti has put armor on a gang of peasants and promised them land and titles…” 
 
    Gabriela finally decided to enter the conversation. “But I always thought that was a rather interesting political move,” she said. 
 
    At once both Ion and Laiota made dismissive sounds and waved their hands as if mimicking one another. “A great idea,” said Ion, “until you turn your back on them!” 
 
    “I’ll never forget the peasants who fought on our side at Targsor,” said Laiota. “They couldn’t abandon us fast enough! It was unbelievable, the disloyalty!” 
 
    “I’ve more than a few contacts in Wallachia,” said Ion, lowering his voice. “It seems the young son of Dracul has been handing out titles, but doesn’t quite have the land or the funds to cover his promises.” 
 
    Laiota laughed bitterly and shook his head. “They’re nothing more than guards, then. He might as well call them kings or dukes! Can you imagine the real boyars taking that lot seriously?” 
 
    Ion nodded slowly. “Well, that’s why I thought it would be a good idea to stop by. There’s quite a few boyars of the sfatul domneasc that don’t care for the new gang. They’re not happy with losing Vladislav, and they’re not happy about their family honor being held in the same regard as any common stable hand. They need a man who can unite, a man of vision, a man with a firm-” 
 
    Laiota gave a sudden gasp and slowly adjusted his weight from one side of the chair to the other. 
 
    “A man with a firm grasp of who belongs where,” said Ion. 
 
    Gabriela watched her husband delivering his spiel. She knew full well that Ion didn’t care about the Wallachian social structure. 
 
    He wants a Wallachian Voivod with little regard for his own merchant class, she thought. He doesn’t want any poor, enterprising merchants coming into Transylvania and undermining our markets with lower prices. It’s ruthless, but I can’t blame him. 
 
    Laiota considered the matter, but seemed annoyed. “I have to admit, you’re not the first boyar who’s approached me about the matter.” For a moment he seemed as if he was going to agree, then his voice suddenly rose in pitch. “But why doesn’t Hungary do something about him? Surely they don’t want anyone upsetting the balance!” 
 
    Ion shrugged. “As far as what the King thinks, who can say? But I do know that Voivod Vlad and that Hungarian general, Mihaly Szilagyi, are as thick as thieves. I doubt we’ll see any military action taken against Wallachia as long as Hunyadi’s little toad is around. And, to be honest, the new Voivod has made a good effort of establishing relations with quite a few Transylvanian cities.” 
 
    Laiota nodded, then fell silent again. Gabriela was unsure why Laiota would even assume that Hungary would be alarmed at a transfer of power, especially into the hands of a Voivod who was not especially friendly with the Turks. As far as she could tell, it looked like Laiota was simply trying to shift responsibility. 
 
    She saw her husband casting about for his next maneuver. He did not seem sure of himself, but she knew that having a pawn on the throne of Wallachia was important for their continued success. 
 
    “Ion,” she said suddenly, “perhaps Laiota is right to be hesitant. I’m sure he’s heard that his brother Dan is already gaining support from boyars who want to see him on the throne. Perhaps we should simply allow him to…” 
 
    Gabriela was annoyed to see her husband shake his head, as if he had no idea what she was trying to do. Fortunately her comment struck Laiota far deeper than any argument thus far. 
 
    “No, no, no,” said Laiota. “Hold on, now. I haven’t said anything for or against. But… but… ah, it’s true that Dan has been drumming up support. He’s a cruel man, a traitor, a dog wh-who-who…” Laiota suddenly froze, then leaned his head back and gasped. 
 
    “Are you okay, sir?” said Ion, finally noticing Laiota’s discomfort. 
 
    “I’m more than fine,” said Laiota, gritting his teeth. “But I’ll need your help. Go ahead and tell everyone you know that there will be no Voivod Dan. Not now, not ever. I will take to the field and w-win back what was… what was…” Again Laiota adjusted his weight, his lips pulled back from his teeth. “What I mean is that I will be the Voivod of Wallachia!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Albu, one of the most prominent boyars in Wallachia, sat near the altar in the chapel of Snagov Monastery. He was alone. He stared at a cross standing on the altar; it looked like silver edged in gold. He wondered at its value, and what else the monks had squirreled away. Despite the early hour, the chapel was surprisingly dark, so he’d made sure to position himself in a beam of light that shone through a narrow window. 
 
    A door in the rear of the sanctuary opened, and a monk in his early thirties stared at him from a dim hallway. He had long, dark hair, a sparse beard, and a surprisingly penetrating gaze for someone who specialized in going unnoticed. He was the man that everyone simply called Calugarul - the Monk - and he was exactly the man that Albu had come to see. 
 
    Calugarul hesitated. Albu had been careful not to wear his finest suit, nor any jewels. Still, it was plain to Albu that Calugarul had some idea of who he was, and why he was here. 
 
    Finally, Calugarul approached and bowed. “Hello, sir,” he said quietly. “I am Calugarul. I didn't mean to keep you waiting.” 
 
    “Please, you mustn’t defer to me,” said Albu, gesturing to a space in the pew. “I only came in hopes that we might talk. I’m Albu.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Calugarul immediately sat, then fell silent. 
 
    Albu’s eyes roamed along the man’s face. “I can see it,” he said. “You really are the son of old Dracul, aren’t you?” 
 
    A subtle look of pain crossed Calugarul’s face before he could hide it. He nodded. “Before my father married Vassilissa, he met my mother. She was a commoner. I remember him, a little. But his wife did not want any conflict between me and her potential sons, so father put me in a monastery. I was moved around a lot, from one monastery to another. Father ordered the monks to keep my identity a secret, and they followed his order… at least, until now. And in the past few weeks, I’ve met with so many boyars that I’m sure father would be ashamed.” 
 
    “He would not be ashamed,” said Albu. 
 
    “I only wonder who it was that let the secret out.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Albu, waving a hand. “Whoever told the boyar who told me… must have believed that he was doing the right thing. This land is in trouble. It needs-” 
 
    “Forgive me, sir, but I… I do not believe that I can help. At least, not in the way that you would want. I have already said as much to the others who came to me. The only thing that I can do for our people is to remain here. I know that our Lord hears me, as long as I remain humble.” 
 
    Albu nodded in imitation of understanding. Those fools! he thought. As soon as they heard that the bastard son of old Dracul was hiding out here, no doubt they tried to puff him up with promises of wealth and glory. No… that wouldn’t move someone like him. This one needs to hear about duty, and necessity. He’s one of those poor saps who thinks that suffering is a sign that he’s doing the right thing. 
 
    “But you must also consider that the Lord often has plans for us beyond our understanding. You may think that you’re needed here, but what about this land that your father loved? Staying here would certainly be comfortable…” Albu noticed a twitch of the eyes, a sudden parting of the mouth, and he knew that he was going in the right direction. “Consider that the Lord may require more from you than you imagine. You’ve heard tales of this new Voivod, your half-brother?” 
 
    Calugarul shrugged. “I’ve heard a few things… the people seem to like him.” 
 
    “But a people can be fooled, can’t they? He’s elevated a few commoners, and they’re out singing his praises. Meanwhile his thugs are riding about like brigands, assaulting anyone they please. His lackeys are on a looting spree, and to be honest with you, we’re scared.” 
 
    Calugarul turned his face away, as if troubled. Albu leaned in slightly, hiding his predatory nature with a seemingly earnest appeal. “Calugarul, I don’t know how much you know, but this half-brother of yours - he’s not truly Wallachian, not like we are. Have they told you of the time he spent with the Turks? Have you heard that this is not the first time he sat on Dracul’s throne? Why, it wasn’t but eight years ago that he rode in at the head of an army of Turks. He could barely even speak his mother tongue! Thank the Lord that someone was able to chase him off. Why, I’ve even heard it said that he was planning to construct a mosque in Targoviste…” 
 
    “You are exaggerating, surely.” 
 
    Albu closed his eyes and shook his head. “If only I were. If only I were.” 
 
    “If… if he puts the church at risk… if the faith of our people is assaulted...” 
 
    Albu shrugged. “You say that you are needed here. In part, sir, I agree with you. I believe that the Lord placed you under His care, so that when the time came, the time when you would be needed by your people, you would be found. Don’t you find the timing of our meeting to be most fortuitous?” 
 
    At once Calugarul laughed, and Albu feared that he had suddenly lost him. Then Calugarul looked down at his hands and shook his head, and Albu realized that he was simply feeling overwhelmed. “But, sir,” said Calugarul, “even if I wanted to help our people, what could I possibly do? I’m a monk. I know how to ride a horse, but beyond that, I… I don’t know how to fight. I’ve never swung a sword, much less led men into-” 
 
    “We’ll teach you anything you need to know,” said Albu, “and we’ll take you and your family away from here, where he can’t get to you.” 
 
    Of course, Albu thought, you’ll be surrounded by boyars who can feed you only what you need to know. No sense in letting the puppet off his strings. 
 
    Calugarul sighed. “This is the very thing that father wanted to protect me from.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But your father also wanted to protect Wallachia. I’m only glad that we found you in time.” 
 
    Calugarul leaned over, placing his elbows on his knees as if he was about to pray. 
 
    I have him, thought Albu. By God, we have him! 
 
    “May I ask your name?” Albu said suddenly. 
 
    “Calugarul is enough.” 
 
    “I mean your real name, sir. What if, after much consideration, you decided to join us? What should we call you, if you took your rightful place on the throne?” 
 
    The monk smiled slightly. “My name is Vlad.” 
 
    Albu shook his head. “So even before he stole this land, he had already stolen your name. Well, sir, I hope you will consider-” 
 
    “I have already considered,” said Calugarul. “I realize now that I have been a weak and spineless man. I hope that God will forgive me. Sir, please tell anyone that you feel is trustworthy that Voivod Vlad Calugarul will do what is right!” 
 
    “Praise God,” said Albu, smiling. 
 
    *** 
 
    A sudden rush of wind drove the fog down from the face of Mount Timpa, covered in bare trees like bony hands revealed from shallow graves. The Transylvanian city of Brasov could not be seen at the foot of the mountain but for its spires and slanted roofs that hung over the fog like little islands. 
 
    On a bare projection overlooking the city, Dan, the eldest Danesti brother, sat on a throne before a group of Wallachian and Transylvanian boyars, many of them armored to show their readiness and devotion. A metropolitan bishop in a black robe shouted to be heard over the wind as his robe whipped around him. 
 
    “... to declare Dan, son of Dan, as Voivod of Wallachia, before God and all those gathered. May the Lord bless Voivod Dan, protector of the realm claimed by Basarab, progenitor of the House of Basarab…” 
 
    Dan’s prematurely white hair blew beneath his crown, but he was otherwise unaffected, merely staring down the face of the mountain in the direction of the realm he claimed to rule. Occasionally the wind died down, and he could hear the muffled cries of men, bound and crouching behind the crowd. He could not see them, and he ignored their muffled threats or pleas for mercy. 
 
    Finally Dan stepped down from his throne, then went before the metropolitan, fell to one knee, and kissed his ring in supplication to the Church. 
 
    “So it is done,” said the metropolitan, turning to the crowd. “Let all show their loyalty to Voivod Dan, rightful ruler of Wallachia!” 
 
    Dan stood as the crowd shouted his name. Some even drew their swords and held them aloft, eager to take the land and wealth that had been promised to them. 
 
    “My loyal boyars and supporters,” said Dan. “Once again a spawn of Mircea the Elder has done what his kind do best: Steal what is not theirs. The blood of two of my brothers is on Draculesti hands! A once civil and just and God-fearing land has fallen into chaos. What’s worse, agents of the enemy have come into Transylvania, making demands and insulting you!” 
 
    Dan unsheathed his sword and pointed, and the crowd parted. There seven Wallachian boyars, stripped of armor and finery, sat crouching with their knees in the cold mud. They had been beaten, their faces purple, lips red and cracked around their gags. At their front was Cazan, the old boyar who had given Vlad his grandfather’s armor. Cazan did not beg, but glared at Dan with the intensity of his hatred. 
 
    “How they preach peace! How they preach brotherhood!” Dan shouted. “But only when it’s convenient for them! Only when they want something from you, Brasov! Only when Wallachia wants a footrest does she kindly ask Transylvania to kneel on all fours!” 
 
    Dan’s supporters were grumbling and shaking their heads, and Dan knew that the time had come. “Very well,” he shouted. “Then let us show these supporters of the Draculesti traitor what is done to traitors!” 
 
    Several armored knights forced the Wallachians onto their feet and marched them toward the edge of a steep bluff facing the walls of Brasov. A group of armored thugs stood near the edge, pouring oil along the length of several long, sharpened poles. Cazan could only see out of one eye, and it seemed to him that the entire world was covered in a dark shroud, as if he had already died and was being forced to relive his execution over and again. He could hear one of his comrades praying aloud despite his gag. 
 
    One of the killers held a glistening pole in either hand and turned to the Wallachians. Though Cazan could not see his face, he could feel the killer’s eyes land on him, and his heart raced out of control. The man gestured, and just as Cazan’s legs went limp, strong hands gripped his arms. 
 
    “Let’s get his pants down,” someone said. “Makes it a bit easier to get ’er in there!” 
 
    Cazan felt the mountain tremble beneath his feet as his pants were jerked down around his knees. He knew that he would soon know only agony, and his eyes would be fixed upon the city he had come to make an alliance with in the name of Voivod Vlad. Worst of all was the awful chorus behind him, his awareness drowning in a host of voices shouting, “Hail Voivod Dan! Hail Voivod Dan!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    The Feast of Easter 
 
      
 
    Vlad stood on the smoking ruins of Constantinople, a wasteland of shattered brick and black, smoldering wood that stretched as far as the eye could see. He saw no stars overhead, only a black void, as if the firmament itself had shattered. He pushed the feeling of horror deep into the back of his mind and knelt on the ground, returning to the task of digging. The ground was cold and hard but in time he found Mircea. 
 
    “I’ve got you!” said Vlad. “I’ve got you, brother!” 
 
    Vlad pulled him up by his shoulders. Clearing the dirt from his face, he saw that his eyes were gone. His alarm was tempered by a strange sense that he had done this before. He wondered if he would be cursed to see his brother’s mutilated body again and again and again. 
 
    “Mircea, who did this to you?” he tried to shout. His voice was only a thin croak. 
 
    As if in answer, he heard a gang of ruffians laughing and carrying on. He turned and was horrified at their appearance, slouching animals and beasts in motley armor, trying to move about as if imitating men. Their faces were covered in sores, mouths full of uneven teeth with lips pulled back in imitation of smiling as they enjoyed their sport. Victims crouched at their feet, and the beasts kicked them and forced them into cages. 
 
    He saw his father dragged across the ground and thrown onto an altar. Before Vlad could stop them, the beasts unsheathed kitchen knives and cleavers and set to work hacking up his body. The old man screamed but the beasts ignored his pleas as they prepared their next meal. 
 
    “Stop!” Vlad shouted. “You will stop!” 
 
    The beasts stopped, but only because their true master was giving orders. Vlad saw his cousin Dan, head of the Danesti line, bent over a low wall while Sultan Mehmet stood behind him, thrusting with all his might. The Sultan’s fine silk robes were drenched in sweat and his jeweled necklaces bounced wildly. Little Radu stood beside them, his empty, haunted eyes fixed on Vlad. Seemingly unfazed, Dan shouted, “Them! Them!” as he pointed to a caged wagon. The squat, malformed beasts limped over to the cages and prepared to remove Vlad’s mother and sister so that they, too, could be sacrificed. 
 
    Vlad prepared to move, then felt small hands on his arm. Iuliana stood at his back, peering around him at the awful sight. Though he had been thrown into a world of horrors, the look of fear on her face was more than he could handle. 
 
    They’ll come for her next! he thought. If I don’t do something, they’ll hurt Iuliana! 
 
    At once he ran at the monsters, intent on knocking them over and grabbing the first weapon he could find. He ran into a monster and hit it - but his arms were thin and the beast towered over him. He was an eleven-year-old boy, and the inhuman freaks laughed as he swung his tiny arms. Filthy, clawed hands picked him up, the black heavens wheeled about overhead, and they hauled him over to the blood drenched altar... 
 
    Vlad woke, sucking in air as if he had been held underwater. He was in his bedroom in the castle, in Targoviste. Iuliana was beside him. Fortunately she was a heavy sleeper; she never stirred as he propped himself up and caught his breath. Despite the chill winter air, he was hot and covered in sweat, feeling like he had been in a real battle. He watched the glow of the dying embers of the fire, then turned to Iuliana. 
 
    The blanket was pulled up to her chin, and her cheeks glowed in the firelight. He smiled; she was normally so composed, so sure of every movement, but now her hair was wild and her mouth was open against her pillow. He lightly placed a hand on her shoulder to make sure she was truly there. 
 
    A moment’s weakness, he thought. If I show them even an ounce of weakness, then they would take you away from me, too! 
 
    *** 
 
    Hermokrates entered the dining room and found about what he’d expected: Voivod Vlad having breakfast with his wife Iuliana and his friend Stefan of Moldavia. They were laughing over some private jest. He was struck by a recurring regret, a feeling that he should have been by Vlad’s side all along, instructing him in everything his father would have wanted him to know. He forced the feeling aside; it had not been up to him. 
 
    Though he was glad to see the three of them happy, he could not help but sigh as he approached. 
 
    Vlad gestured for Hermokrates to sit with them, then they studied one another. The laughter died and the only sound was the crackling fire. In the past few months, Hermokrates had almost forgotten the boy that once wrestled with Mircea and annoyed Alexandra. But now, happy as he was, he could almost see that boy again. He wondered why Vlad would bother to smile at him, or even treat him kindly at all. 
 
    Why should he care about this old man? Hermokrates thought. I should have died alongside his father! 
 
    “Have you had breakfast?” said Vlad. 
 
    “I’m fine, sir,” said Hermokrates, unconsciously wiping his white beard. “I have no appetite. You know, when I was in France, the people ate more than just pork and potatoes.” 
 
    Stefan snorted. “A strange people,” he said. 
 
    Vlad’s smile dipped beneath his mustache. “They must not have had to deal with Turks who took everything but swine.” 
 
    “I rather like pork,” said Iuliana. “We ate a lot of fish in my father’s house.” 
 
    “Then you will surely like it here, my lady,” said Hermokrates. 
 
    “I already do,” she said, smiling before glancing at Vlad. 
 
    Vlad returned her smile. “I’ll make sure that you always have a home here. Hermokrates, what business have you?” 
 
    Hermokrates nodded. He preferred meetings concerning business rather than sentimental gatherings that only reminded him of days long past. 
 
    “I’ve been going over our accounts,” said Hermokrates. “Transylvania didn’t send us any military aid, and the Sultan’s envoys managed to squeeze us for everything they could. But that will buy us a year of peace, at least.” 
 
    “The tribute we paid will keep janissaries and sipahi from crossing the border,” said Vlad, his expression dour, “but bands of Turkish raiders don’t know and don’t care about our official dealings with the Sultan. As soon as spring returns, they’ll come looking for slaves.” 
 
    “Which brings me to my next point. Galos made the rounds to all the villages you pointed out, and he confirmed it: We lost no Wallachian children to slavers over the course of the autumn.” 
 
    Iuliana saw the look in Vlad’s eyes. It was a hard, almost predatory expression he assumed when one of his goals hovered within view. “Good,” he said simply. “Good.” 
 
    Iuliana knew how important this was to Vlad. As far as she knew, children being taken by slavers was a fact of life. Tatar raiders were certainly not shy about stealing Moldavian peasants and forcing them to live in servitude in strange lands. It was a wonder to her that her husband so strongly felt that he could put an end to it, at least as far as his own people were concerned. 
 
    “Well done,” said Stefan. “Keep it up, and in a decade you’ll have more fighters on hand than any Wallachian Voivod before you.” 
 
    Hermokrates shrugged and prepared to present a counterpoint, but Vlad cut him off. “And if someone is fighting for a cause that they believe in, they’ll fight with ten times the strength of someone compelled to fight. Remember how it went at Targsor?” 
 
    Stefan smiled. “How could I forget?” 
 
    “But,” said Hermokrates, “this trend can’t go on forever. The Sultan might not notice a few failed raids, but the Empire lives almost entirely on slavery. Eventually this will be brought to his attention.” 
 
    Vlad fell silent, and Iuliana felt the air grow heavy. 
 
    “So be it,” he finally said. “Now, what of Poenari?” 
 
    Hermokrates sighed. He didn’t like leaving a subject when he felt there was anything unresolved. Then again, he and Vlad both knew the plan regarding the Turks. 
 
    “I spoke with some masons regarding the ruins of Poenari,” said Hermokrates. “According to them, we have the artisans and craftsmen to remake the old fortress that Basarab originally used. But…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    Hermokrates shrugged. “We don’t have the manpower. It’s the same story throughout much of Wallachia. Much to do, but few to do it.” 
 
    Iuliana noticed Vlad’s hand curl into a fist. “Our best people,” he said, “taken from us. Enslaved by the Turks.” 
 
    “True,” said Hermokrates. “But the people are still doing what they can. Farmers and laborers are pitching in and building when they have time. Especially around Bucuresti. It’s grown so much in just a few short months!” Hermokrates finally allowed himself a smile. “The people seem happy to know that they’re finally safe.” 
 
    Vlad slowly nodded. “Wallachia has been so sorely abused that the people will work without payment… in exchange for safety. Safety!” 
 
    Stefan could see that his friend’s mood was turning sour. “With the Danesti gone, things can only get better.” 
 
    “The Danesti don’t bear the blame alone,” said Vlad, clenching his jaw. “My father made too many compromises. I won’t make that mistake.” 
 
    “In any case,” said Hermokrates, “I’m sure the people will only work for nothing for so long. More importantly, I’m thinking of these new boyars you’ve knighted. Most of them don’t even have land yet, which makes it difficult for them to consider themselves boyars. We divided up the land taken from the boyars killed in the fight at Targsor, but that left hardly any to go around, especially considering how many men were knighted. And we can’t pay them, either. Remember, until harvest time, we’re broke.” 
 
    “We’ll start sending reduced payments to the Sultan,” Vlad said immediately. 
 
    “We can only do that for so long.” 
 
    They fell silent for a long time. Stefan knew just what his friend was going through. In Moldavia he had worked alongside his father, and he knew what it was like to have every good intention, but to be limited by obligations, or expectations from supporters, or a lack of resources, or even just a lack of will from those charged with carrying out their duties. 
 
    It’s easy to criticize a leader when you have no power, thought Stefan. A good leader has to know when to compromise… but from what I’ve gathered, it sounds like Vlad’s father tried to appease both the Hungarians and the Turks, and in the end, earned the respect of neither. 
 
    Stefan unconsciously stroked his mustache as he continued on his trail of thought. But what if Vlad goes too far in the other direction? 
 
    Finally Iuliana broke the silence. “So we have no funds until the harvest comes in, and that’s a long way off,” she said. “What if we threw a dinner for some of the more wealthy boyars?” 
 
    “To what end?” said Vlad. 
 
    Iuliana took a breath. “I know that you’re a proud man, Vlad, but perhaps if you showed some vulnerability, it might inspire a little generosity from the established boyars. So, we throw a large celebration. Then we ask for, let’s say… a donation.” 
 
    “A donation?” said Vlad, seeming taken aback. 
 
    Iuliana leaned forward. “Bravery isn’t just important on the battlefield, you know. Having one or two boyars over for dinner is all well and good, but we have that giant dining room upstairs. It worked well for our wedding party, didn’t it? Why not put it to use again?” 
 
    Stefan knew that Vlad would not go along with the plan. Was he about to risk decreasing tribute to the most ruthless empire in the world only to turn around and beg for money from his boyars? He only wondered how Vlad would reject Iuliana’s idea with any sort of tact. 
 
    “Very good,” said Vlad. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Iuliana nodded, and Stefan caught Vlad’s eye. 
 
    “Let me plan who comes,” Vlad added. “There are some boyars in particular with whom I need to speak.” 
 
    “Very well,” said Iuliana, seeming pleased. “I’ll make the rest of the preparations!” 
 
    “Then let’s attend to our business,” said Vlad. “Hermokrates, please come with me.” 
 
    They parted, and Vlad and his old tutor made their way toward the front hall. In a dark and narrow hallway, both of them stopped. 
 
    “There was more, wasn’t there?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Hermokrates. “Dan has impaled our men you sent to Brasov. Your brother-in-law Cazan was among them.” 
 
    Hermokrates could not quite see Vlad’s face in the darkened hallway, but heard him breathing heavily. His head slowly swayed left, then right. 
 
    “He has enough support that the Brasovians let him do this?” 
 
    “Sir, it’s starting to sound like the people of Brasov are helping him.” 
 
    Vlad was silent for a moment. “And you didn’t tell me this earlier because of Iuliana?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “Let’s be sure we remember this, Hermokrates.” 
 
    “Of course, Voivod.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Winter was harsh that year, and it wasn’t until spring that the castle of the Voivod was prepared to accept a special selection of boyars. On Easter Sunday they arrived in their carriages and found that Targoviste had put on her best, with every window decorated with vibrant fuchsia, carnation, and pink lilies. Each street was a different color, a rainbow of petals that was so visually arresting that one cynical boyar referred to the city as a “gaudy flower house.” 
 
    Dinner in the large upstairs hall began at sundown, and was accompanied by the music of Targoviste’s most beloved minstrels. The Voivod was generous with his wine, and by the time it was dark outside, everyone was drunk and enjoying themselves. Everyone, that is, except for the new boyars. The old boyars, those who had been born into their position, could not help but notice that Vlad’s new peasant-boyars had been relegated to the positions of guard and servant, many of them standing around looking bored or, sadly enough, simply out of their element. 
 
    “Look at little Vlad walking around, shaking hands,” said a boyar named Stanciul. He leaned over the table and pointed, dragging his sleeve through a bowl of calf’s foot soup. “From what I’d heard, he thought he was Mircea the Elder, coming back to kick ass!” 
 
    “More like kiss ass,” said Dragoi, another boyar. His wife laughed loudly and he cringed at the sound. “His father was the same way - making trouble at first, acting like a big showoff. But by the end, old Dracul practically threw his back out, bowing to us and kissing the Sultan’s ring!” 
 
    They laughed, and Albu could not help but join in. He had to admit, the dinner had not gone as he’d expected. He’d thought at first that he would have to tread lightly, and make a big show of obedience to the new Voivod. 
 
    Especially considering I was there when his family was wiped out! he thought. 
 
    But as the dinner had progressed, the new Voivod only seemed interested in fluttering like a moth from one rich boyar to the next, eager to make a show of friendship. It soon became obvious to Albu that Voivod Vlad had been reduced to begging for money. 
 
    It’s a little pathetic, thought Albu, but who could blame him? He may have proven himself competent at Targsor, but acting the part of a knight will only get one so far in this world. 
 
    There were many open doors leading into the dining hall, and through one of them Albu spotted a young fair-haired man with a slight mustache. His dour expression did not match the music and mood of the hall. He looked about the hall, then left again without bothering to enter. 
 
    That must be the son of the old Moldavian Voivod, thought Albu. I know he hangs around Vlad, hoping for a handout. The poor boy… I’m sure he’s too embarrassed to make an appearance, what with the company he’s been forced to keep. 
 
    “But where’s his wife?” said Lacramioara, Dragoi’s wife. “I was told that the new Voivod married a beau-u-utiful Moldavian princess.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear him say?” said Dragoi. “She’s sick! She went to stay with his sister.” 
 
    “Well, I expected she would be here, at least…” 
 
    “You were right there when the Voivod told us!” said Dragoi, his face turning red with the anger of a thousand old arguments poking out of shallow graves. 
 
    “Well, dear,” said Lacramioara, “I would suggest we have another drink, but it looks as if we’re out.” 
 
    “Out?” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    “No, no,” said Stanciul, leaning over with a sly smile. “I saw someone at another table do this. Here, let’s take a look this new batch of boyars…” 
 
    Stanciul caught the attention of one of the peasant-boyars standing at attention, and motioned for him to approach. At once, the young-looking boyar came over and leaned over so he could hear over the din. 
 
    “Can I help you?” said Viorel. 
 
    “I certainly hope you can,” said Stanciul, turning sideways so that the others could listen in. He spoke loudly, and with an affected accent. “Good sir, it seems we have a bit of a problem. We’re out of wine.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Viorel. “I’ll get you a new bottle immediately.” 
 
    When Viorel left, the others laughed at the outrageous sight. 
 
    “What do you know?” said Dragoi. “I think I like this new batch of boyars!” 
 
    “Sad, isn’t it?” said Stanciul. “I bet that little huckster Vlad told that boy he’d get to live in a castle. He didn’t bother to explain that he’d be sleeping in the servants’ quarters!” 
 
    “You all are so cruel!” said Lacramioara, still laughing. “Why, he’s just a boy! He’s attentive, at least. And you have to admit, he looks rather nice in his little jacket.” 
 
    Dragoi rolled his eyes and sighed loudly. “Well, my dear, if you like him that much, I’m sure you can find him in the stables tending the horses this evening.” 
 
    Albu did not join in the laughter, but accepted the bottle of wine when Viorel returned, then motioned for him to leave. 
 
    “The new Voivod gave those boys some leeway early on, to give him a boost in popularity,” said Albu. “But there comes a time when you have to face reality. And, for that poor man on the throne, today is that day!” 
 
    They all took a moment to look at Vlad, who had finally taken a rest from his rounds so that he could collapse on his throne at the front of the hall. He did not look well. His gaze was fixed on a little glass of tuica in his hand. 
 
    Now, he knows, thought Albu. Now he’s beginning to understand why even the most powerful boyar in this room will do anything to hide behind a puppet on a throne. Everyone always thinks the man on the throne has all the power. And that stupid belief… that’s the lure. 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. 
 
    Looking around the room, he could not find a single boyar who was even thinking of making a move to take the throne. Odd, when he considered that the new Voivod was in over his head, and had surrounded himself with peasants who were most likely planning how they would drift back into farming as soon as they needed to. But it wasn’t so odd when Albu considered that nearly every boyar that was here already had a new puppet held in reserve. 
 
    Me, Dragoi, Stanciul, and plenty of others have our idiot monk that we’re about to stick in a suit of armor, thought Albu. Like putting a crown on a donkey! And I know, for a fact, that a lot of the men in this room regularly cross over into Transylvania to shine Dan’s ass. He’s a safe bet if you want someone who doesn’t mind bending a knee to the Sultan. Or both knees, if necessary. I’ve even heard it said that some boyars are backing his idiot brother Laiota. Not a bad choice, really, if you can stand to look at him! 
 
    But I hope nobody moves their pawn too soon! I think we can get a few good years out of this one. 
 
    Albu glanced at Vlad and saw him down his shot of Tuica. 
 
    That is, if he can stand the pressure for that long! 
 
    “Let me have your attention!” said Vlad. 
 
    He repeated the command several times, and the drunken din slowly quieted down. The music stopped. All eyes fixed on the Voivod sitting on his throne, except for Albu, who allowed his gaze to roam over everyone in attendance. He saw Vlad’s peasant-boyars watching him from the hall’s many doorways, each one doing their best to look attentive. The guards of the true boyars also stood by the doorways, or mingled with the crowd. Then Albu looked at the boyars themselves. He considered himself an expert when it came to reading people, and he was wondering what some of his fellow boyars might do or say to reveal their contempt for the new Voivod. 
 
    “I thank you all for coming to this dinner,” said Vlad. “For this special event, I made sure to invite only the most influential and honorable members of Wallachia’s sfatul domneasc. Many of you have administered to our land for quite some time, and are known far and wide!” 
 
    Albu noticed the immediate effect that the Voivod’s pandering had on the crowd. Rosy faces took on an even brighter glow of self-involved pride. 
 
    “Yes, a very long time, indeed,” Vlad continued, lowering his gaze. He rolled the little glass in one hand. “I remember a few of you visiting my father, when I was a child. Pledging your loyalty, making plans to work with him… but it all seems so long ago, to me. But you! You good gentlemen must remember so many Voivods!” 
 
    Vlad smiled and raised his empty glass. “Here today, replaced tomorrow - that’s the way of things!” 
 
    Their mood already eased by wine, the boyars laughed at the jest. Leaning forward in his throne, Vlad gestured to an older boyar. 
 
    “You, sir,” said Vlad. “How many Voivods have you served?” 
 
    “Oh-h-h…” The boyar rubbed his chin. “It must be… six? Seven?” 
 
    Vlad raised his brows, and there was still more laughter. “And you, sir?” Vlad said to another older boyar. Albu did not bother to listen to the man’s inflated figure, but fell deep in thought. 
 
    He must be absolutely drunk! he thought. Does he think he’s a traveling minstrel, here to entertain us? His father was always so dour. I would have expected the same from his son. Perhaps… 
 
    Seeing a chance to enlarge himself in the eyes of his fellow boyars, Albu spoke up. “I myself have served at least thirty Voivods. I survived them all.” 
 
    The crowd laughed and Albu knew that his daring statement would be remembered. He smiled and looked at Vlad, knowing that beneath the Voivod’s carefree mask, the comment must have wounded him. 
 
    Albu would have held his gaze, but caught movement off to the side. Out in the hallway, he saw the Moldavian, Stefan, quietly ushering the musicians out of the hall. Stefan caught his gaze, then held it. He did not seem so eager to run anymore. 
 
    What is happening? 
 
    “You survived them all,” said Vlad, nodding. “But I promise you…” Albu turned back to Vlad, and was surprised to see that his demeanor had completely changed. The downtrodden young man had been replaced by a warlord, his hard gaze leveled at the crowd, body held firm as if bracing for a storm. It was then that Vlad shouted, “You won’t survive this one!” 
 
    Someone battered a metal platter, creating a raucous, disorienting cacophony. The sound must have been a signal. Albu turned and saw Stefan push a set of double doors shut, cutting him off from view. More double doors swung shut, then they heard the thunk of wooden beams dropping into place to hold the doors shut. There was a muffled cry, then Albu saw Bogumir pulling his dagger out of the belly of a boyar’s guard just as Dumitru revealed a mace and swung the thing upward into another guard’s face, whipping his head about with jaw and tongue hanging free. 
 
    Albu was about to cry out, “Assassins!” but then was horrified to see that all of the peasant-boyars were unsheathing their swords and turning on the guards of the boyars, hacking the men down before they could move. The boyars cried out and rose, a deafening wail that buffeted Albu. Something wet hit the back of his head. Turning, he saw Viorel holding Stanciul’s head back by his hair, the young man’s face a mask of ice-cold rage as he jammed a dagger into the man’s neck over and over again. Stanciul’s face and chest were reddened by a torrent of dark syrup that spewed across the table. 
 
    “Damn you!” Dragoi shouted. “Damn you for this trickery!” 
 
    Dragoi rose and unsheathed a dagger - but Vlad was on him immediately, driving his shining Toledo blade deep into the man’s thigh. More alarming to Albu than the unexpected violence was the look of rage that contorted the Voivod’s face. The crowd rushed away from their table and, unable to move properly, Albu simply fell back and crawled away. He saw Dragoi’s body twisting, unable to stand with the blade tearing through his leg. He lifted the dagger to defend himself, but in a flash Vlad pulled the sword free and, in the same upward stroke, severed the boyar’s hand at the wrist and sent dagger and hand flying overhead. 
 
    Lacramioara tried to run away from the crowd, but Stoica put his hand around her face and shoved her with all of his might. “Back with the others, you spiteful bitch!” he shouted. “All of you - back! Back along that wall!” 
 
    Albu told himself that he had to be dreaming. While the boyars stumbled over one another, shouting curses or prayers, or even producing weapons to defend themselves, the peasant-boyars simply waded into them, bringing huge blades down on top of them. Albu saw one man’s head cave in, then an arm fell flopping onto a table, tossing full plates and glasses all around. 
 
    This can’t be happening! thought Albu. 
 
    No… of course! Of course it’s happening! Many of us were there when Vlad’s family was cut down! Even those who weren’t there have been planning to replace Vlad with someone else! 
 
    “Guards!” Albu shouted. “Guards, stop these madmen!” 
 
    Albu felt cold steel against his throat. He stopped crawling. Turning his head, he saw Viorel staring down at him, his smooth face now covered in a mask of black blood. 
 
    “By God,” said Viorel, “you must have known this day would come. Now crawl over to the others, and be judged, you worm!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Bogumir forced himself to approach the boyars, ignoring the shadow of his conscience as he brought his sword down on a gray-haired man in a fine robe. First the man’s hat collapsed, then his face was bisected by cold steel, then the blade tore through his belly and a writhing nest of shining red serpents spilled forth. 
 
    They are not good people! Bogumir shouted in his mind. Vlad is right! These people give away our children to monsters, and do nothing but plot against the true Voivod! They don’t look like awful bandits, but they are bandits! 
 
    He stepped over the corpse, then saw another boyar, a youth without beard, running away from the crowd. Bogumir swung, and his sword passed through his neck with a loud clack as the spine was severed. The corpse ran for a few more steps, then dove forward as if trying to catch the head that bounced along the stone floor. 
 
    I must do this, thought Bogumir. I must do this to protect my little girl! 
 
    Across the room, a woman ran screaming toward one of the barred doors. Dumitru felt as if he stood outside of his own body, and watched as he brought his mace down on the woman’s head. Her hair flew up as meat and bits of bone sprayed out on all sides. Her corpse landed in a heap and Dumitru immediately turned away, consoling himself with the thought that as soon as he could afford a beautiful blue dress and shawl and necklace as that boyar’s wife had worn, then perhaps his wife would come back to him. 
 
    I won’t be a failed merchant anymore! he thought. Instead, I’ll be a boyar! A true boyar that she can be proud of! Then she’ll come back to me… she has to! 
 
    Stoica, for his part, needed no moral consolation. He relished the sight of fat, puffed-up boyars racing toward the far wall, pushing one another over in a rush to escape the gatekeepers of hell. 
 
    “Aren’t you trained knights?!” Stoica shouted, laughing as a boyar tripped over a body and continued his flight on all-fours. “You lose your spirit when you’re not standing on someone else’s back, don’t you!” 
 
    “You enjoy this too much, brother,” said Viorel. 
 
    Stoica looked his comrade up and down. “The next time you bother the Almighty with one of your prayers, don’t worry about me. You’re the one who looks like a demon in need of a bath!” 
 
    Viorel glanced at the front of his clothes, which were drenched in blood. “It was necessary,” he said. Without further explanation, the young boyar continued walking toward the crowd that was gathering along the far wall, his sword extended. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad stepped onto a bench and set one foot on top of a table. With dripping sword in hand he surveyed the carnage. Even as a part of him was horrified by the sight of bodies littering the floor, bleeding forms without limbs screaming and choking on blood, still a greater part of him felt as if he was soaring on the wings of a bird. These were the people who had destroyed his family... a class of nobles and warriors who had grown fat and did not care that their own people were being enslaved by a foreign conqueror. 
 
    He watched as his men herded them against the wall like finely-dressed animals. A servant continued beating on a silver platter at the rear of the room, and he could barely hear the fallen boyars bleating in outrage. Vlad considered that in a war between Christians, the other side would have to be granted mercy if they submitted to the will of the victor. 
 
    But this is not a battlefield, he thought. This is a court where justice is served. And for traitors, there can be no mercy! 
 
    Vlad gestured and the horrible, metallic pounding fell silent. Now he could hear the cries of anguish, screams of rage, the confusion of those who were used to dictating terms. 
 
    “Silence! Silence, now! Be still!” Vlad shouted. “If you want to live, listen to me, and listen well!” 
 
    Albu pressed his way to the front of the crowd. “How dare you! You invited us under false pretenses, then set upon us like-” 
 
    Stoica drove his boot into Albu’s stomach, doubling him over. The other boyars pushed away from the fallen boyar, unwilling to meet a similar punishment. 
 
    “False pretenses?” said Vlad. “You killed my brother, my father! You sell Wallachia’s children, or do nothing when they are taken, and then you come here full of pride, pretending as if you are not traitors!” Vlad pointed his gore-slicked blade down at Albu. “There is nothing I hate worse than liars. Nothing. Tonight, you, and I, and everyone else at this feast will take a long, hard look at the truth.” 
 
    Vlad signaled again, and Bogumir banged his fist against one of the exits. The fallen boyars listened in utter silence, mouths hanging open, as the double doors were unbarred from the other side. When the doors swung open, they saw that the hallway was lined with peasant-boyars, all of them armed and many of them armored. Albu especially was terrified of the expressions they wore; instead of smug satisfaction, they had the grim look of people who had, for the first time, removed their masks. Their normally servile nature had been replaced with something hard, something that no master wanted to see on the face of a peasant. 
 
    Stefan, in full armor, stood in the middle of the hall. He raised a hand and gestured for the fallen boyars to approach. 
 
    “Down the hall, one at a time!” Viorel shouted. “Drop any weapons you have! If you group up, make a move, reveal a weapon - you’re dead!” 
 
    Stoica pulled Albu up by his hair. “You first, fat man!” he said, then pushed him toward the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    They were herded into the courtyard below, where torchlight reflected off the armor of still more peasant-boyars. Galos was among them, but he was mounted and wore the heraldry of his noble family. Hermokrates was watching and waiting near the front entrance, looking like an accountant as he checked off names on his list of boyars who had to be dealt with. 
 
    Though most of the fallen boyars had left the dining hall in a daze, some of them sprang to life with terror as they entered the courtyard, for they saw executioners pouring heated pig fat onto rows of long, sharpened stakes. 
 
    “No!” Albu suddenly shouted. “No, no, I won’t let you do it! I won’t!” 
 
    He rushed away and was stopped by two heavyset guards. As they held him, his eyes fell on a row of wagons topped with cages, the very same type that the Turks used to transport slaves. 
 
    “What is this?” Albu cried. “Vlad, Vlad! Voivod, you can’t do this! You can’t sell us to the Sultan! Voivod, please, listen!” 
 
    Albu turned about in the men’s grasp and saw, to his horror, that Vlad was conferring with Hermokrates - and completely ignoring him. 
 
    “You fool!” Albu shouted. The men dragged him toward the stakes. “You bastard! You’re nothing! You’ll burn in hell for this! You monster, you-” 
 
    The men pushed him and he smacked against the hard cobblestones, unable to breathe. Over his shoulder he could see others being dragged his way, but most were shoved toward the caged wagons.” 
 
    “The Voivod will attend to you soon enough,” said one of the peasant-boyars, crouching to look Albu in the face. “But it’s going to be a long night for him, and he has a lot on his plate right now. So... a little patience, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The citizens of Targoviste had risen from their beds upon hearing of the prospect of an impaling, and before a crowd of onlookers Albu was forced onto his belly, then two men held his legs apart while an oiled pole was jammed into his anus. His asshole was stretched to absurd proportions and he heard himself scream as his colon was ruined by sharpened wood, then his intestines were forced out of place as the men drove the stake up through his torso. He felt as if his awareness was leaping in and out of his body; he was nothing more than a set of nerves now in the possession of demons ransacking his very being. 
 
    He arched his neck and was horrified to see the boy he had entrusted to feed his horses now smiling among the crowd, curious to watch as he was utterly ruined. Then his head smacked against the ground, shattered teeth a mere side note to the intense trauma of his organs forcibly displaced by Wallachian timber. 
 
    The fallen boyars watched from their cages as Albu’s body was hoisted upward, his executioners guiding the stake as a horse pulled at a line secured to a pulley. Some cried, but none dared speak out. All eyes were fixed on the pole, and when it finally stood straight, the body of Albu hung suspended over the black heavens, limbs splayed outward, head lolling back and forth as if agreeing with the judgment laid upon him. A few of the townsfolk reckoned with one another whether the sharpened timber would finally emerge from the man’s mouth as his weight slowly drove him downward, or would it pierce through his neck or chest. 
 
    Once the body settled in place, the eyes of the crowd drifted downward. There they saw Vlad, their Voivod, mounted on his horse and dressed in the black armor of his grandfather. The torchlight shone in his eyes as he surveyed the body. Then he turned to the crowd. 
 
    “This is the fate of all those who would betray Wallachia and her rightful ruler! The days of criminals profiting at the devil’s work are over. The days of good people living in fear are over! Now, stand tall! Be proud! You are Wallachian! Remember that!” 
 
    Vlad slowly rode out of the courtyard as the people shouted his name, chanting in praise. They felt relieved, their shame washed clean in a way that only blood could manage. 
 
    Many of Vlad’s new boyars were already mounted, but Hermokrates stood near the cages, examining the prisoners one last time. 
 
    “We’re leaving now,” said Vlad, bending low so that his old tutor could hear him. 
 
    “We’ll impale the old ones,” said Hermokrates. “I’ll take a look at the bodies upstairs, but from the families I see here, I’m going to guess that we’ve gotten everyone we wanted to trap.” 
 
    “The smell,” said Vlad. “Make sure the smell is out of the dining room before I bring Iuliana back. It must be spotless!” 
 
    She deserves to live in a perfect home, he thought. She doesn’t need to know how it became perfect. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Hermokrates. “God speed you on your journey, Voivod.” Hermokrates bowed, then went to oversee the impaling of the older boyars. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad led many of his new boyars into the northern foothills. The cages filled with fallen boyars were driven hard through the night, and none were able to rest, but were jostled continually and told nothing of their fate. When the sun rose they saw jagged stone reaching up from dark green woods, and they realized that they were heading into the Carpathian foothills. They had thought at first that the Voivod planned on impaling them in some distant village, or perhaps stringing their corpses throughout the entire countryside. Now, in a lonely mountain pass leading to Transylvania, a few of them wondered if perhaps they would be released outside of Wallachia. 
 
    They came to a large encampment, a collection of tents sitting on the bank of a riverbend. The river wound its way around a steep, rocky hill, and at the top of the hill sat the remains of a crumbling castle. As they drew near the camp, the fallen boyars saw workmen and rough-looking guards staring at them. A few of the boyars wanted to shout in anger, for they weren’t used to being examined by lowborn men. But the men in the camp had good reason to stare, for the caged men and women were still dressed in their Easter clothes, though they were now in tatters and covered in dried blood. 
 
    As the wagons were hauled into the camp, one of the guards began distributing whips among his comrades. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this!?” one of the boyars had enough strength to ask. “We’ve been held for long enough! I demand answers!” 
 
    Vlad turned his horse around and rode near the cages, then drew his horse to a sudden halt. He pointed to the top of the hill. 
 
    “Up there!” he shouted. “There lies the ruins of Poenari Castle. It was the fortress of the founders of Wallachia - my ancestors. Because you are responsible for tearing down this nation, you will help rebuild it. Because you gave away Wallachian children to slavers, you are now slaves yourselves!” 
 
    “That’s not fair!” someone shouted. 
 
    “But it is!” Vlad shouted back, his anger forcing them to recoil. “It may not suit you, but it is completely fair! You are now slaves, and all of your lands, your wealth, and your property will be distributed among my boyars, the true defenders of this land!” Vlad gestured to the new boyars. They sat in their saddles and stared at their prisoners. They did not need to mock the prisoners; their existence and their newfound pride was insult enough. 
 
    Vlad turned to the workmen standing in the camp. “Some of you look squeamish. That’s understandable. You aren’t Turks, you aren’t used to working with slaves. But don’t make the mistake of extending any mercy to these people. It’s their fault that you were forced into peasantry. Skilled craftsmen and masons should have been making our land stronger, not roaming from village to village, begging to be used for labor! Stand tall! God has delivered your enemies into your hands! Make the new Poenari into the mightiest fortress that you can imagine!” 
 
    The slaves had begun screaming and crying, and Vlad turned to them as he finished speaking. “Use these devils until they are dead. Do not let them rest, do not let them sit until you are done with them at the end of the day! And if they refuse to work - give them a sharpened pole to sit on!” 
 
    Vlad gestured, and the guards in the camp strode over to the cages and began pulling out their slaves. Vlad watched for a moment, then one of his new boyars sidled up to him. 
 
    “Voivod, sir,” said Dumitru, “may I ask when we will receive our… our lands, sir? And property?” 
 
    “Of course you can ask,” said Vlad. He smiled slightly, and the gesture felt odd. He realized he had not truly smiled for days, not since he had last seen Iuliana. “We’ll do it immediately. Let’s all of us make a circuit of Wallachia, together, and see what condition these lands and homes are in. I want us to go together, as a unified force. That way there won’t be any question about the transfer.” 
 
    Dumitru’s face lit up. He felt as if he was dreaming, and was unaware of the slaves shouting in torment only a few feet away. “Thank you, sir,” he said quietly. “Thank you, Voivod.” 
 
    “I should be the one thanking you.” Vlad felt a weight on his heart, and he knew that it was the weight of a debt long since unpaid. “You believed in me. You, and all the others. Everyone else had given up on this land… but not you.” 
 
    Vlad looked around and saw that his other boyars had drawn near, and were listening intently. Despite the trauma of battles and massacres, and enduring the burden felt only by those who exacted justice from wrongdoers, the new noblemen were finally happy. 
 
    Viorel, the youngest knight among them, cleared his throat. “Let’s remember this moment,” he said. “Let’s never forget!” 
 
    The knights cheered, and Vlad raised his fist with them. 
 
    Later, as they were preparing to leave, Stefan approached Vlad. Vlad noted that Stefan was usually quite open with him, but now he hesitated. 
 
    “Are you alright?” said Vlad. 
 
    “I wanted to congratulate you,” said Stefan. “You did it. Wallachia… she’s now truly yours.” 
 
    Vlad smiled and turned away. “It wasn’t that long ago that we were trudging through the woods, hoping that a rabbit would cross our path.” 
 
    Stefan did not laugh at the jest, but seemed intent on his own train of thought. “I’m… not sure I could have done the same, in your position.” 
 
    “Of course you could,” Vlad said without hesitation. “I know you better than anyone. If you weren’t capable of doing what was necessary, then you never would have made it this far with me. You would have given up. You would have laid down in a snowdrift back when we had nothing. Nothing but each other.” 
 
    The spell on Stefan’s mood seemed to break. “Perhaps you’re right.” 
 
    Vlad turned away again, as if the matter was over, then he suddenly turned to Stefan and extended his hand. “I haven’t forgotten our vow,” he said. 
 
    Stefan took his hand, smiling partway. “Neither have I.” 
 
    Vlad looked upward. It was midday, and the sun was high and bright. The Carpathian peaks stood like ancient towers against a vivid blue sky, and all around them the leaves seemed to sparkle in the sun. Just then the sound of a whip cracked, followed by the bitter cursing of those who had been judged. 
 
    “Then come, old friend,” said Vlad. “Let’s get back on the road, just like old times, and discuss how we can put Moldavia into your hands!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Monster’s Mother 
 
      
 
    1457 AD 
 
    Around the time of the Easter Feast Massacre in Wallachia. 
 
      
 
    Two Christian men of some importance bowed before the throne of Sultan Mehmet II, and he was altogether unimpressed. He sat in thought, and all who stood waiting for his attention did so in silence. His new throne room in Constantinople - which had formerly belonged to Emperor Constantine - was made of shining white marble divided by a carpet of deep blue extending before the throne. The throne itself was studded with gems, as was Mehmet’s turban. He knew that those who came before him must imagine that they had been transported into the throne room of Allah. 
 
    He also knew that his father’s reign had been flawed. 
 
    He used to whine and moan about everyone needing his attention and favor, thought Mehmet. How did he not understand that you can take a break at any time? Sit in silence if you like - everyone else will do the same. 
 
    They have to. They have no choice! 
 
    Mehmet smiled, and fell deep into thought once again. He knew that his patiently waiting subjects believed that he was weighing important issues, matters of such depth and complexity that they could not even fathom, and which only the most powerful man in the world could possibly hope to untangle. He was not. In fact, he was recalling a memory of Jacob Notaras’s marble-white neck, extended and turned away from him, revealing exquisite contours by the lamplight of his bedroom. Beside his throat, Mehmet’s hand had seemed coarse, the fingers like fat grub worms by comparison. 
 
    What was the greatest jewel given to me by Allah when I, Mehmet the Conqueror, came to Constantinople? Was it this palace, inside of which my tiny hovel in Edirne could easily fit? Or was it little Jacob Notaras, inside of whom I can barely… barely… 
 
    Mehmet adjusted his behind in the throne, grateful that there was no reason he would have to stand anytime soon. 
 
    Finally he leaned to the side, and Grand Vizier Mahmud Angelovic bent near his ear. 
 
    “Tell me again,” said Mehmet. “Who are these men?” 
 
    Mehmet glanced at Angelovic. His new Grand Vizier still carried himself like a bodyguard, but now had the regal bearing of a warrior angel in his blue silk robe, shockingly white turban, and long, curly blond beard. The janissary guards standing behind him with arms crossed and legs splayed were dressed in every conceivable color, a rainbow of death which only added to the otherworldly impression that one was standing in the presence of the angels. 
 
    “Great Sultan,” Angelovic said quietly, “the large man on your right is the nephew of Skanderbeg, the rebel who has stolen Albania away from you. He goes by Hamza Kastrioti, as well as Branilo. The small man on your left is Lazar Brankovic, the Despot of Serbia.” 
 
    “Have they come together?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty. But they have both come to dedicate themselves to you.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s nice,” said Mehmet, smiling involuntarily. 
 
    Like a child wondering which present he should open first, Mehmet considered the two men. 
 
    “Kastrioti,” said Mehmet. “Speak!” 
 
    Branilo lifted his face and placed his hands on his knees. He looked like his uncle Skanderbeg, large, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and beard, though he was unmarked by gray hairs. Mehmet immediately noted that his dull gray vest and pale brown pants were better suited to travelling through ditches and swamps. Even the slaves charged with cleaning the palace bedpans were expected to show better grooming. 
 
    If this is Albanian nobility, thought Mehmet, then I’d hate to see what their peasants look like! 
 
    “Great Sultan,” said Branilo, “I have come to throw myself at your feet, to beg for mercy and to place myself in your service, if you would have me.” 
 
    Mehmet could hear the note of pain ringing in the man’s speech. Mehmet sighed, realizing he would need a little more background. He gestured to Angelovic. 
 
    “What is this man’s story?” 
 
    Angelovic spoke quietly. “He was born in lands held by your father, and served us. His father died, and Skanderbeg raised him as his own. When Skanderbeg rebelled, this one joined him.” 
 
    “So he’s been fighting against my will for years,” said Mehmet, furrowing his brow. “Why the sudden change of heart?” 
 
    Angelovic shrugged, then added, “They say that Skanderbeg has recently had a child. A little boy… an heir. I’m sure this one had his eye on the throne of Albania, but now…” Again he shrugged. 
 
    Of course! That dog Skanderbeg promised him heaps of gold and wealth and honor, only to have his lies exposed in the end. Probably when Skanderbeg presented him with his current set of clothes, it was the last straw. This one should have remained obedient to my father, and thus, to me! 
 
    “Branilo,” said Mehmet. “You know our ways. You know how we deal with traitors…” 
 
    A sudden flash of absolute terror crossed Branilo’s face, which he quickly hid by throwing himself to the ground. Mehmet sat in silence, waiting patiently until he was rewarded by the sound of something like a bird’s squawk coming out of the man. 
 
    “Great Sultan!” he shouted. “I know that you are great and terrible! But I know also that you are merciful, and just… and great… so I… I had hoped...” 
 
    Mehmet waved the man to silence, but with his face to the floor, he could not see. When he continued to babble, one of the janissaries shouted, “Silence!” with enough force that even Mehmet was startled. 
 
    That’s the thing about Albania, thought Mehmet. They’re so full of surprises. All the world fears my janissaries… and yet these Albanians, these poor beasts dressed in rags, riding on donkeys and fighting with sticks or their bare hands, have given us so much trouble. 
 
    Mehmet considered his janissaries. He was no fool; he knew that he needed their loyalty in order to remain in power. They had given themselves to him after he had given them Constantinople, but they had been furious after the failure at Belgrade. Not only had they not been paid with loot and slaves, many of them had been slaughtered. Fortunately he had thrown together a campaign against the small Duchy of Athens, which they had smashed and looted. That had satisfied them for a while. 
 
    Mehmet knew they needed more than that. They needed constant glory, an endless feast of blood and the spectacle of slaughter. Albania would be the perfect jewel for his crown, but he was nervous about going there. Would his slave-soldiers tolerate another loss, especially if he was there in person? 
 
    Mehmet eyed the traitor Branilo up and down. The last time he had relied on a traitor, he had been disappointed. He had given Moisi Golemi an army, and Golemi had lost it in some Albanian backwater. 
 
    But at least that loss had been excusable, thought Mehmet. It gets harder and harder to find competent generals willing to fight for me. No one is brave enough to accept responsibility when things don’t work out. But a traitor is perfect for that sort of thing… their dishonorable status prevents them from deflecting any responsibility! 
 
    “Lift your face to me, Kastrioti,” said Mehmet, lifting his hand and sounding as magnanimous as possible. “You were right to come to me. Though Skanderbeg would have led you to destruction, behold, I will raise you up to your proper station. Will you lead an army against the traitors who have stolen Albania from me?” 
 
    Mehmet suddenly shifted his weight, as if he himself was about to spring out of the throne and rush onto the battlefield. It was a move he had devised lately, and he was enjoying using it. 
 
    “I will, sir,” said Branilo, after some hesitation. “I will.” 
 
    “Then, behold…” Sultan Mehmet raised his hand once again, and lifted his gaze as if he was looking into the heavens. “If you can wrest Albania from the hands of the infidel, I will make you the ruler of that land.” 
 
    “Th-thank y-” 
 
    “But only if you remain loyal to me!” 
 
    Mehmet screamed so loudly that Branilo instantly bowed once again. Mehmet gestured, and two guards pulled the man up and escorted him away. Having hurt his throat a little, Mehmet gestured for the other man to speak, but remained silent himself. 
 
    Despot Lazar Brankovic was a small man with straight black hair. He preferred to go beardless. But the feature that impressed itself the most on Mehmet’s appraisal of the man was his dead eyes. When Lazar did not move, he looked no different from a corpse. Mehmet was fully aware of his own power, and the fact that he could have or do anything that he wanted - and yet there was something about Lazar that he found deeply unsettling. 
 
    “Great and glorious Sultan,” said Lazar, “I have come merely to give you praise, which is your rightful due, as well as an oath of subservience, given freely on the part of Serbia and her people.” 
 
    Once Lazar had finished, his eyes rested on Mehmet’s ankles, and did not stir. Mehmet gestured to Angelovic. 
 
    “How are we doing with Serbia?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Very well, sir,” said Angelovic. “Durad fell behind in payments, but this new Despot has made up for Durad’s shortcomings. The blood tax is also being paid without struggle; our men simply go in, take the children, and return without any hassle.” 
 
    Mehmet was impressed. “If only all our subjects served so dutifully,” he said, waving Angelovic away. 
 
    He regarded the little Despot. Unlike Lazar, it had been obvious that Branilo was on the verge of some sort of emotional breakdown. As if doing one’s duty to the Sultan was really so taxing! Then there were people like Lazar, who were quite comfortable with giving all that they had so that their Sultan could continue to do the bidding of Allah. 
 
    “Great and supreme Sultan,” Lazar suddenly spoke up, though his voice never left its regular monotone, “I might also add that I have brought a number of gifts from the people of Serbia. They are being examined, and are waiting in the room over-” 
 
    Mehmet nodded, but waved Lazar to silence. I get the point, he thought. No need to run it into the ground! 
 
    “That is very good,” said Mehmet. “Please, join us for dinner later, won’t you?” 
 
    *** 
 
    In Smederevo, the capital of Serbia, Vuk made his way through the corridors of his family’s keep. A servant had just told him that his Aunt Mara would like to speak with him. He did not delay, but in truth the only thing on his mind was a letter he had just received from Mihaly Szilagyi. He had been thrilled to receive it, and had hoped that it was a friendly notification that the Hungarian would be visiting Serbia soon. Instead, it had been a mishmash of coded phrases asking Vuk to come to his aid as soon as possible. Only a brother in the Order could have understood the plea, especially given the fact that the official diplomatic status between Serbia and Hungary could be considered lukewarm at best. 
 
    Vuk had burned the letter, but its message was seared into his mind. 
 
    What could possibly be happening in Hungary? thought Vuk. They seemed as if they had it all. Obviously the Turks aren’t attacking them. And Mihaly has enough money to hire an army of mercenaries. What could be so pressing that he would summon the lowliest recruit of the Order of the Dragon to his aid? 
 
    Then again, does the reason matter? Vuk unconsciously formed his hands into fists. Of course, I’ll go to him! 
 
    Vuk knocked and immediately entered his aunt’s quarters - and was surprised to see that it was crowded with members of his family. His grandmother, aunt, and uncle stopped speaking as soon as he entered. In the eerie silence, shadows danced from the light of a flickering lamp, emphasizing everyone’s sudden stillness. 
 
    Vuk’s grandmother, Eirene Kantakouzene, wife of the late Durad Brankovic, sat perpetually slumped over. She had lost much of the beauty of her youth, but none of the vital glow in her eyes. She looked Vuk up and down as if he had barged in uninvited. Next to her sat Mara, daughter of Eirene and Durad, and aunt to Vuk. Her dark hair was in a bun, and she had a long, thin nose, just like her brother Lazar. She dressed in the Christian manner, but years ago she had been married off to the old Sultan, Murad. She had hated the ignoble situation, especially the dishonor of sharing her husband with other wives. She had even been forced to live with the other women, as if she were fit only for a brothel. Fortunately Murad had grown tired of her complaints and had given her a divorce and allowed her to return to Serbia. 
 
    Apart from them stood Vuk’s uncle, Stevan. Stevan had short fair hair and a long mustache, and a strip of black cloth was tied around his eyes. He, along with Vuk’s father Grgur, had been blinded by the old Sultan years ago, when they lived with him as hostages. Stevan now lived in Venice so that he could stay away from political intrigues, but had returned for a visit. Though he could see nothing, he cocked his head toward Vuk. 
 
    “You came alone, didn’t you, Vuk?” said Stevan. 
 
    “I did, sir.” 
 
    “Then come in and shut the door, please.” 
 
    Something felt odd about the gathering. Vuk felt as if he was being examined, and felt extremely self-conscious about the simple act of shutting the door. 
 
    “Well?” he said, hiding his discomfort with a show of irritation. He felt foolish for doing so, because he knew that it would only emphasize his lack of years. 
 
    “Vuk,” said Mara, “we need your help, so I’m going to come right out and say it. We want to leave Serbia. We want to… to escape from Lazar.” 
 
    Vuk wanted to stand tall and take the blow like a true knight, but found himself sitting down without meaning to. The others sat in silence while he mulled over the statement, and it was then that he realized how scared they truly were. 
 
    Why would their plan depend so much on my reaction? he wondered. 
 
    Vuk turned to Stevan. “Are all of you leaving because Uncle Stevan believes he should have been made Despot?” 
 
    “No,” said Stevan. “I may be older than Lazar, but a cripple can’t even lead himself, much less other people. That’s a hard truth, but one I’ve come to accept.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “Vuk,” said Eirene, “this isn’t about Stevan. It’s about me.” 
 
    “Has Lazar… has he done something to you, Grandmother?” 
 
    Eirene leaned forward, sighed, then leaned back. “Vuk, I was against bringing you into this. I wanted to protect you from all of this. But my situation with my own son on the throne has become intolerable. He’s shamed me in public, spreading insults about me. He’s ordered me around like a common serving girl, even in front of guests. He’s even…” Eirene clamped her mouth shut. “Ah, but it’s beneath me to complain. I am Despotess, after all. And he hates that. He continually reminds me that we do not live in the West. Women do not and cannot rule here. Only those that can lead on the battlefield can hold power.” Eirene laughed bitterly. “Can you imagine little Lazar picking up a sword and defending his people?” 
 
    Vuk was actually glad that his grandmother was not going into any greater detail. Lazar had made light of him around others, too, which Vuk found incredibly distasteful and dishonorable. At the time, he had decided that Lazar was only jealous that Vuk was a knight, and a skilled one at that. He chided himself for not noticing that others were also enduring the same insults. 
 
    “I understand, Grandmother,” said Vuk. “When were you planning on leaving? Do you have a destination in mind?” 
 
    “All plans have already been made. We won’t leave together, but separately, and over the course of the next three days.” 
 
    “What? But why didn’t you tell me earlier? I’m unprepared. I could have had my guards help you!” 
 
    “That’s why we didn’t tell you earlier,” said Mara, chiming in so that her mother would not remind Vuk that, compared to the rest of them, he was still a child. “We wanted the fewest number of people to know of our plan. Every person brought in could be a potential leak. If you had known earlier, and had prepared your allies among the knights to help us… well, all it would take would be one misspoken word while drinking, and…” 
 
    “Do you really think Lazar would do something… bad… to you?” 
 
    Vuk noted that both of the women turned to Stevan. As if sensing the attention, he nodded. “Before taking the throne, Lazar kept to himself. But I’ve known him since we were boys. Nobody knows Lazar like Grgur and I. He is not like normal men, Vuk.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “He’s dangerous.” 
 
    Vuk almost laughed, trying to imagine Lazar attacking him. But he knew that with the power of the throne, he did not need to put on armor and wield a sword in order to be dangerous. 
 
    “Very well,” said Vuk. “I’ll do anything to help you. What do you need?” 
 
    His disappointment at not being able to rush to Hungary and help Mihaly was overcome when he saw the relief on the faces of his family. He forced a smile. 
 
    Mara was the first to speak. “Vuk, we need you, and just a few knights that you think are trustworthy, to lead us to a monastery on the edge of our lands. From there we’ll meet Grgur, and we’ll go to Constantinople.” 
 
    “Constantinople?” Vuk nearly shouted, and Stevan hushed him. “You would deliver yourselves over to the Turks? And do you mean that even my father would join you in this mad venture?” 
 
    For once, the group did not have any easy answers for Vuk. He looked them over as he waited for an explanation. 
 
    “Vuk,” Mara finally spoke up. “Have you ever noticed that sometimes life does not go the way you would plan it?” Vuk scoffed at the tired platitude, but Mara forged ahead. “You yourself thought you would only be looked down upon when you went to Hungary, but I know you made some friends there. I had… well, you know that I never wanted to be married to Murad. Everything about him, I found despicable. I wanted nothing more to do with Islam, and nothing more to do with men, either. But what if my marriage had not been quite so bad? You know that Emperor Constantine himself asked for my hand in marriage, even knowing that I had been married before. Other women dream of such an honor! But what if I had accepted?” Mara shook her head and looked away. “I would either be dead, or a slave-bride to some monstrous, demon-worshipping savage. I wanted no part in marriage, and I think the Lord planned my life in that way just so I would live to this moment.” 
 
    “But why would you want to go back to the Turks?” said Vuk, only becoming more frustrated. 
 
    “Because there was one bright spot during my time in Edirne. The man who is now Sultan - I knew him when he was just a boy. I loved him as my own son, and he loved me, as well. I believe… I believe he will help us, Vuk. I believe he can protect us from Lazar.” 
 
    “Sultan Mehmet is evil. I do not believe he can help.” 
 
    Mara drew in a breath. “I believe, at least, that he will do nothing cruel to me, his surrogate mother. And anyway, what if he listened to me, from time to time? Perhaps hearing a kind word from a Christian, every now and again, will do more than all the swords and all the knights in the world.” 
 
    Vuk shook his head and sunk down in his seat. “You’ve obviously thought this through. I’ll help you leave and provide protection, but only with the understanding that you could always change your mind along the way. There would be no shame in turning back.” 
 
    “We ask nothing more,” said Mara. 
 
    *** 
 
    First Eirene left with a few of Vuk’s men, then Stevan left with a few more who took him by a different route, and on the third day Vuk escorted Mara into the foothills south of Smederevo. They encountered no resistance save the winding uphill paths, and near the land of Albania they came to a monastery overlooking Prizren. Vuk had expected that the others would already be there, but when he and Mara entered the chapel, they found only Stevan and Grgur, Vuk’s father. 
 
    “Hello, it’s me, Mara, here with Vuk,” said Mara, explaining to the two blind men. Vuk examined his father. Though the man had no eyes, Vuk could still feel his awareness on him. Unlike Stevan, Grgur wore no covering over his eyes, preferring for others to see the ruined flesh over his empty sockets. His dark hair was flecked with white, and he wore a simple monk’s robe. 
 
    “Where is Grandmother?” Vuk said loudly. 
 
    “Vuk, come closer,” said Grgur. “It’s not right to raise your voice in a church. You should know that.” 
 
    Vuk approached and sat in a pew beside the blind men. “Hello, father,” said Vuk. “Forgive me. But where is Grandmother?” 
 
    Stevan cleared his throat. “Vuk, your men arrived without her. Apparently Lazar figured out what we were doing.” 
 
    “What did he-” 
 
    “She’s fine. But your men were outnumbered by Lazar’s men, so they were forced to give Mother over to them. She was taken back to Smederevo.” 
 
    “What will… but… but what will Lazar-” 
 
    Grgur and Stevan turned toward one another. Vuk sensed that, for whatever reason, they had prepared for this moment together. “I’m sure she’ll be fine,” said Grgur. “Mother may have told you that this was about her, but that’s how Mother is. The fact of the matter is that only Stevan and I need to flee from Lazar. Well… and you, that is. We’re all rivals.” 
 
    “But I haven’t-” 
 
    “Potential rivals,” said Grgur. “That’s enough for Lazar. Stevan tells me you weren’t given much time to prepare, and I’m sorry for that, but this wasn’t just about you protecting the others as they fled. You need to leave, too.” 
 
    “And leave Grandmother? No, I’m going back to Smederevo.” 
 
    Again Grgur and Stevan turned toward one another, which Vuk found both perplexing and annoying. It almost seemed as if they were sharing thoughts. His father spoke once again. “Vuk, Mother doesn’t like Lazar, but she’ll be fine. Lazar will confine her to her room. She’ll complain to her servants, but she’ll be taken care of. But if you go back to rescue her?” Grgur shook his head. “Lazar is already alarmed, I’m sure. He’ll kill you. Don’t doubt that for a moment.” 
 
    Vuk jerked as Mara approached him from behind. He felt like a cornered animal. “I won’t go to Constantinople,” he said. “I’ll die before I become the Sultan’s lapdog.” 
 
    Stevan nodded. “I’ve heard that you have no love for the Turks, and that’s fine, Vuk. To be honest, I’m not too keen on going back to the place where my sight was taken from me. I’ve decided on Albania, instead. I have friends there. You could come with me, if you like.” 
 
    “I… what will you do, father?” 
 
    “I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “With the monks?” 
 
    Grgur nodded emphatically. “This is not a disguise, son. I’m one of them. Forgive me for losing contact with you, but this is my life now.” 
 
    Vuk turned to Mara. “And you?” 
 
    Mara nodded once. “My mind has already been made up. It won’t change.” 
 
    Vuk stood. “I’m going to Hungary. From there, I’m not sure.” He turned about awkwardly, then looked at his father’s face. As his eyes fixed on his scarred eye sockets, Grgur tilted his head. 
 
    “You won’t return to Smederevo, then?” said Grgur. 
 
    “I won’t,” said Vuk. He paused. “It was good to find you here, father.” 
 
    Grgur nodded, then Vuk turned and left. 
 
    Mara sat down, and the three of them clasped their hands together. She had immediately understood that the blind men were not being completely honest with Vuk. Grgur exhaled slowly, grateful that he had gotten his son to promise that he would not return to Smederevo. He was surprised that it had been so easy. He realized that his son reminded him of a willful, hot-tempered young man he had met many years ago, when he was a prisoner at Egrigoz Fortress. 
 
    *** 
 
    The door to Eirene’s chamber opened, and Lazar entered carrying a bottle of wine. Eirene noted a few things that did not go together; though he still wore the dark, gold-trimmed robe usually reserved for sitting on the throne, he had a sorrowful, hangdog expression, and the bottle of wine was also out of place, as if celebration was in order for her being forced to return home. 
 
    “Lazar,” she snapped. “What is it?” 
 
    “Mother, please!” Lazar went over to a table beside an open window and sat down heavily. “Won’t you join me? Please?” 
 
    “Will you have your guards drag me over there if I don’t come on my own?” 
 
    Instead of answering, Lazar sighed and sank into the chair. He turned his gaze out the window and onto the battlements around Smederevo. It was night, and he could see lights flickering around the cracks of shuttered windows. His upper lip fell over his bottom lip and his eyes took on a distant gaze she had seen many times, especially when the other boys had made fun of him as a child. Eirene could not help but feel protective of him, despite her annoyance. 
 
    She rose and went over to him. He turned to her. “I wish you hadn’t left,” he said. The childish simplicity of the statement struck her. 
 
    “You should have treated me with proper respect, then.” 
 
    Lazar turned away, but nodded. “It was wrong.” 
 
    “Yes, Lazar, it was wrong. And I still want to leave.” 
 
    “I won’t confine you to your room,” he said. The words came tumbling out, and she wondered if there was a hint of panic in his tone. “Only… just stay here, won’t you? I’m… it wouldn’t be right without you here, Mother.” 
 
    Eirene hadn’t expected Lazar to behave like this. She had expected harsh words and demands, and over the past few hours she’d been preparing herself to fling accusations at him so loudly that he would have been embarrassed. Now, it was her turn to look out the window and consider her options. Lazar rose suddenly, found two cups, then busied himself with opening the wine bottle. As she gazed on the dark streets of Smederevo, the cobblestones gleaming in the dark after a light rain, she could hear him panting as he fought to open the bottle. Finally he returned with two cups and poured for each of them. 
 
    “Just consider it, won’t you, Mother?” 
 
    “Consider what?” 
 
    Lazar smiled, then shook his head with a sheepish smile. 
 
    He truly is like a child, she thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lazar raised his cup, then watched his mother take a drink. He set his cup down, then studied a cluster of stars hanging over a tower. He dropped his mask and simply sat and waited. 
 
    Within a few moments, his mother gasped. When she rose, he turned to her and watched as she went to a more comfortable chair. She fell into it and stretched out awkwardly. She no longer looked quite so dignified. 
 
    Lazar rose and went over to her. He made sure that he was standing over her so that he would fill her vision. “It was wrong,” he said. “Every day, every order I gave was questioned behind my back. What will the Despotess think, they said. What would the Despotess do, they said.” 
 
    He watched as her face turned red, her tongue sticking out of her mouth like a child’s pathetic taunt, her bony hands gripping her belly. 
 
    “Well, they won’t ask that anymore, will they, Eirene?” 
 
    He turned to the door and picked up the bottle of wine on his way out. 
 
    “No,” he said, answering himself. “I can’t imagine that they will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Cage of Crows 
 
      
 
    For two days Matthias and Laszlo, the sons of Janos Hunyadi and Erzsebet Szilagyi, had been locked in a small room in a small house on the outskirts of Buda, the sprawling capital of Hungary perched on the Danube River. Matthias had hardly spoken a word during their incarceration. His older brother spoke more than enough for both of them, often raging at the locked door as if the guards on the other side were taking notes and relaying them to the mastermind behind their imprisonment. Matthias developed a headache from the sound of his brother’s voice echoing off the narrow white walls. He began to wonder if his captors merely wanted to drive him mad from proximity to Laszlo. 
 
    But on the third day of their imprisonment, Laszlo plopped down on his narrow cot, settled his eyes on Matthias, and said, “It’s time I told you some things.” 
 
    Matthias turned and looked at his brother. Laszlo was out of breath from beating on the door, his face flushed and red. He was older than Matthias, as well as larger and more prone to take action. People noticed him when he walked into the room. He had long blond hair and a handsome face, and whenever he competed at the jousting tilts, all the talk revolved around the handsome young knight who would replace his father on the battlefield. 
 
    Matthias doubted that would ever happen. By his estimation, people noticed Laszlo simply because he was loud, and mistook his boorish demeanor for knightly strength. People rarely took notice of Matthias. He was only fourteen years old, physically unremarkable, but studious and reserved. He knew that his Uncle Mihaly cared for him, but Matthias was never quite sure why. 
 
    Just then, Matthias realized that Laszlo was waiting for him to sit up and attend to what he would say. Matthias did so, then set his gaze on Laszlo. 
 
    Obviously you have quite a few things to tell me, thought Matthias. One of the two people in this room has some idea of why we’ve been locked up... and it’s certainly not me. 
 
    “Well, brother,” said Laszlo, “the only reason we’re in this position, I believe, is because the King went back on his word.” 
 
    He’s already deflecting responsibility, thought Matthias. He must have done something really bad. 
 
    Laszlo tried to continue. “I… well, Matthias, the thing is… sometimes, when you’re in a position of authority… there’s times when you’re forced to-” 
 
    “I understand,” said Matthias. “Please, just say it.” 
 
    Laszlo sighed. “I had Ulrich of Celje killed.” 
 
    Matthias’s lips parted, but he showed no other sign of shock. “He became Captain-General, after father died,” said Matthias. “He made a case that we should give up most of our lands to the King…” 
 
    “But we swatted him like a fly, right in front of the Diet,” said Laszlo, nodding. “We made such a case that he was forced to pretend at a reconciliation.” 
 
    “So why have him killed?” 
 
    Laszlo laughed slightly, mostly because of the awkward position of being cross-examined by a fourteen year old. “He was biding his time. He was going to do something to us. He would never be satisfied with the position of Captain-General if he didn’t have the wealth of the man who held the position before him!” 
 
    It all seemed very tenuous to Matthias, but he didn’t want to press further. He could see that Laszlo had constructed a story in his mind, and perhaps he had allies who reinforced the story, a shared narrative of paranoia that had finally driven him to extreme actions. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Laszlo, “I was upfront with King Ladislaus about what I’d done. In fact, I forced him to swear that he would not revenge himself on our family.” 
 
    “You forced an oath from a King?” said Matthias. 
 
    Laszlo nodded, smiling slightly. Matthias wanted to wipe the smile from his face. “Our family has become very powerful, Matthias. The power of a King is of little worth when you can field more mercenaries than he can.” 
 
    Matthias felt as if he had heard enough. “So when King Ladislaus invited us here, you happily agreed.” 
 
    “Of course! There was no cause for locking us up.” 
 
    Matthias sighed. “Surely you had to know that Ladislaus would, by necessity, take some action against you.” 
 
    “He swore he would not!” 
 
    “A delaying tactic,” said Matthias, his jaw set firm. “Any ruler who didn’t take action against an upstart would send the message that he was unworthy of his position. Letting you run wild would be no different from giving his throne away.” 
 
    Laszlo looked as if he had tasted something foul. “So what would you have done in my position, since you know so much?” 
 
    Matthias shrugged. “Have a plan ready in case something like this happened. You can’t make a move and then expect the other person to not make a counter-move.” 
 
    Laszlo laughed. “I should have listened to the little tactician!” 
 
    “Just think as the other person would think,” said Matthias, unable to hide his frustration. “Put yourself in their position!” 
 
    Laszlo made a dismissive sound and flopped down on his cot. He threw an arm over his eyes, as if preparing to sleep. “Perhaps I should not have said anything. You’re too young. There’s too much about the world that you don’t understand.” 
 
    Matthias looked down at his own small hands, and thought to himself, And you, brother! You surrounded yourself with advisors who never challenged you. You surrounded yourself with cretins! And now I could die because of your folly! 
 
    *** 
 
    When the guards came for his brother, both of them had immediately known that something bad was happening. The guards did not mock them, as usual, when they opened the door and told Laszlo to come with them. Matthias noted that their posture was painfully erect, as if they had suddenly remembered the attitude of soldiers dutifully carrying out their orders. Matthias felt a dull, dreamlike sense of unreality, and wondered if they were truly coming for Laszlo. He suddenly felt weak and could not rise from his cot. Laszlo rose and went to the doorway. He was tall and proud, and when he turned to look back, Matthias saw no fear written on his face. Matthias never rose, never stirred. In fact, he felt as if he was not attached to his body. Laszlo said something to him, then offered him a smile. Matthias could not understand him, but nodded. Laszlo left with the guards, then the heavy door swung shut once again. 
 
    Matthias sat in silence, looking at his fists but seeing nothing. The pressure in his chest was incredible, and he knew that, somehow, the air had been drawn out of the room. He sat like that for a long time, then realized that he had been listening to the dull roar of a crowd just outside. There was no window, and while he could not make out what was being said, he knew that someone was making an announcement. The voice was pitched with a note of finality. A crowd had gathered to see justice rendered in the name of the King. He did not have to see or hear what was happening to know that his brother was being marched onto a platform so that his head could be chopped off. 
 
    Matthias must have fallen asleep, because he suddenly woke up, sitting with his back against the wall, his neck aching and arms numb. The little lamp had gone out, and there was no light under the doorway. He knew that it was night and his brother Laszlo had been dead for hours. A part of himself had died as well, a hard lump in his chest that was now cold and had begun to decay. Matthias realized that he and his brother had forgotten their lifelong friendship. They had spent their last precious hours bickering, and now he would never see Laszlo in this world ever again. 
 
    They’ll come for me next, he thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    The door opened in a wash of blinding light and Matthias woke in a sudden panic. Someone shouted, “Rise for the King!” and Matthias was so out of sorts that at first he thought an angel was alerting him to the presence of his heavenly Lord, the Son of God, as if Matthias had already been executed and was now waking up from the nightmare of being alive. Matthias rose, stumbled sideways, then stood bolt upright. His eyes adjusted and he saw rough looking guards with lamps shuffling nervously in the hallway. His heart thundered in his chest. 
 
    A huge man in gray entered and stood off to the side. The brute’s jaw was larger than Matthias’s head, and the bodyguard made no effort to hide the fact that he was staring at him. After him, King Ladislaus swept into the room. He wore a red, patterned vest and a thick, fur-lined cape that did not match the moderate weather. He was young, only seventeen, though quite a bit taller than Matthias. His face was pale, the cheeks red as if he had exerted himself, and though his gaze was sharp, to Matthias he seemed effeminate and lacking in vitality. Matthias’s mind quickly threw off the fog of sleep and began spinning; he was unsure if the presence of Ladislaus meant that he would be pardoned, or perhaps tortured, so Matthias merely bowed but kept his silence. 
 
    “I don’t often visit traitors,” said Ladislaus. Though the statement seemed to be the preamble to a speech, he fell silent and looked Matthias up and down. 
 
    “Is… is that what my brother and I were accused of, Your Majesty?” said Matthias. 
 
    “As if you didn’t know.” Ladislaus shook his head, seeming disappointed. He coughed into his hand, then wiped his hand on a fine kerchief. He gave Matthias another strange look, then adopted a pose, as if leaning against a table that was not there. “Have you nothing to say for yourself?” 
 
    “Forgive me, sire. I did not realize I had permission to speak.” 
 
    “You do.” 
 
    “I was not involved in any treason, Your Maj-” 
 
    “I’m not interested in that. It’s this business with Mihaly Szilagyi! What do you know of it?” 
 
    Matthias worked his jaw, but could find nothing to say. 
 
    “Well? He’s your uncle, isn’t he?” Before Matthias could respond, Ladislaus turned away. “This was a waste of time. Your brother’s dead, but now Mihaly is going on a rampage throughout the land. It’s a full-on revolt! It seems he has more friends than we suspected. Not to mention your mother is throwing money at all manner of mercenary filth!” 
 
    Ladislaus looked disgusted at the mention of Erzsebet, then coughed into his handkerchief. In sharp detail Matthias saw flecks of spittle fly out from the little piece of cloth, caught in the light of the lamps. Even as Matthias heard of his brother’s death, he also felt unexpected hope at the thought that his uncle and mother had made the unbelievable decision to fight their own King. 
 
    But why? thought Matthias. Why would they put themselves at risk like that? Mihaly is getting old… surely he should be thinking of settling down, not risking his life for… for what? 
 
    Ladislaus wiped his mouth, exhaled, then said, “To be quite honest, I’m not sure what to do with you. But this place - it isn’t safe.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Matthias said, his mind racing. “You must leave for a safe place.” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “I could go with you. I don’t know what Uncle Szilagyi has planned, but surely I’m worth more to you alive than dead.” 
 
    Time seemed to slow down as Matthias analyzed King Ladislaus’s features. He was afraid that hinting that he might know more than he did would simply result in execution, if not torture. However, he’d tried to place emphasis on the word uncle. Offering himself as a hostage was not an ideal situation, but it was certainly better than being killed outright for being a nuisance. 
 
    Strangely enough, Matthias could see no hint of distrust written on Ladislaus’s face. Instead he merely glanced toward the entrance, gestured impatiently, then waited for a gray-headed aide to lean into the doorway. 
 
    “We’re going to Vienna,” said Ladislaus. He pointed at Matthias. “Make preparations to bring this one!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Summoning the Dragons 
 
      
 
    “I’m less than pleased that you used a dinner party that I spent weeks planning as a pretext to butcher your enemies.” 
 
    Iuliana felt ridiculous as soon as the absurd statement left her mouth. 
 
    But I’m not the one who should feel guilty! she told herself. 
 
    Iuliana stood in the doorway, where she saw Vlad standing at the edge of the balcony. The sky was bright and blue and he looked like a dark cutout, his silhouette a jagged piece torn from the firmament of the heavens. She knew he must be looking over his domain. He did this often, and while she was normally proud to see him looking over his beloved realm, now it only annoyed her. 
 
    Vlad slowly turned to her. “So you heard,” he said. 
 
    “Did you think that I wouldn’t?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I only wanted to delay the inevitable. I had… hoped you would understand.” 
 
    “I knew something was going on when you rushed me out of Targoviste. And then I had to find out what my own husband was doing by listening to gossip. The servants know more about your business than I do!” 
 
    “I never lied to you,” Vlad said emphatically. “Never!” 
 
    “Then why hide it?” 
 
    Vlad turned partly away from her, sunlight and shadow playing on his face. She could tell that he was struggling. “Must you really know everything?” he finally said. “You know that this land is sick. It has been for a long time. The time for kind words has long since passed. I would spare you from knowing the lengths we have to go to.” 
 
    Iuliana went onto the balcony. Now she could see red tiled roofs stretching out before her, and green hills far beyond the walls. 
 
    “You could have picked anyone,” she said. “But you picked me. Why? I’m not soft, I’m not weak. But you treated me as if I am.” 
 
    Vlad looked down at her. He seemed to consider the matter, then sighed. “Will you come with me today, then?” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Bucuresti. The air will do you good.” 
 
    “Is there to be a public execution there?” 
 
    He did not laugh at her jest. 
 
    *** 
 
    Iuliana rode in a carriage while Vlad and his garda rode a little ahead. There had been no resolution to their argument, and now even the sunny, tree-lined path seemed to have an aura of menace hanging over it. Blue skies counted for little when she remembered the lurid details she had overheard in the little hallway near the kitchens. The common folk had been so enamored with the horrifying event, a dreadful thing that her own husband seemed to think he could keep in the dark! 
 
    During the ride she only returned again and again to the same angry thoughts, her sense of betrayal only growing. What about her next dinner party? She wondered, without humor, whether or not she should plan for torture devices to be prepared and ready for use in between courses. 
 
    Vlad’s horse slowed and drew near her window. Vlad turned toward her, and she saw a tentative smile beneath his thick mustache. He seemed as if he was about to speak. Without a word she bent forward and lowered her window shade. 
 
    *** 
 
    They soon arrived in Bucuresti, and Iuliana hardly recognized it. Not only were there more houses, as well as many wooden shells of houses under construction, but the entire village was surrounded by a low enclosure of gray stones and wooden supports. Laborers walked along the knee-high wall or passed stones from hand to hand. The road leading into Bucuresti was still little more than a narrow dirt path, only now it was lined with merchant stalls. Still, Bucuresti had not instantly become a thriving city overnight; the main thoroughfare was still frequented by herds of sheep and the occasional cow, and chickens perched on roofs and fences and anywhere else they pleased. 
 
    “Do you like it?” said Vlad. 
 
    Iuliana glanced at him as he looked in through her window on the other side. “I’m impressed,” she said, though she did not sound like it. 
 
    “Most of the labor is being funded with the gold of dead boyars,” said Vlad. Iuliana winced. “But,” he added, “people pitch in all the time. I want Bucuresti to become a fortified town. Its position near the border makes it ideal for spotting trouble before it reaches Targoviste. If we could retake Giurgiu...” 
 
    Iuliana could not make out the rest of her husband’s statement, as he was drowned out by cries of, “Voivod! Voivod!” 
 
    Within moments, they seemed to be surrounded by peasants, rough-looking bearded men, and women in dark shawls. They seemed to be talking all at once. She was not used to this. Being from an unremarkable boyar family, the occasional village cneaz might visit her father for a drawn-out meeting, and she doubted a throng of people ran to greet her father when he made his rounds. Iuliana noticed that Vlad did not seem alarmed, nor did his garda. This did not set her at ease so much as make her want to prove that she could handle herself in such a situation. She opened the carriage door and stepped onto the footplate. 
 
    The collective gasp from the peasants was almost theatrical. “The lady!” someone shouted, then another. “Our lady, our lady is here!” 
 
    “Help her down!” an old woman shouted. A young man with his hat on his chest worked his jaw and looked about in confusion. “Stick out your arm!” said the old woman. The youth stuck out his arm and stood like a signpost. Iuliana smiled and used his arm for balance as she climbed down. She expected some measure of respect from the peasants, but they cast their eyes downward as if a saint had descended from the heavens. 
 
    “Thank you, lady,” said a mother holding a child. “We prayed you would come to this land.” 
 
    “I… am here,” said Iuliana, immediately feeling foolish. 
 
    “Lady,” said an older man with cloudy eyes, “we will have food prepared immediately.” 
 
    “That’s quite alright!” she said. 
 
    “Bless you, lady!” said another. 
 
    “A chicken!” someone shouted in the back of the crowd. “Go and fetch a chicken!” 
 
    “Get a big pot ready! The big one, not the small one!” 
 
    Iuliana realized that she had expected to be ignored. Though they treated her kindly in Targoviste, she had begun to think that her grand reception was merely the response of people celebrating a noble wedding - any noble wedding, not just her own. Now it was becoming obvious that the people truly did love her husband, and thus her as well. She looked at Vlad. He had dismounted and was already speaking to a village elder. 
 
    “... second well has been dug and is ready, Voivod,” the man was saying. 
 
    “Good,” said Vlad. “Take me to it!” 
 
    He, too, was surrounded by peasants. Sensing her gaze, he glanced at her and offered a slight smile. “They’ll take care of you,” said Vlad. “Are you fine, my lady?” 
 
    Though separated by a crowd, she felt closer to him than she had in a long time. A warm glow ran through her, and she smiled back at him. “I am well, my lord!” she said. 
 
    “Her smile!” said someone. 
 
    “Is she with child?” said an old woman. 
 
    “No…” said another. 
 
    “Father Alin will pray for her!” said a young lady. 
 
    Vlad turned and walked away, and several laborers went with him, eager to discuss their projects. Iuliana let the people escort her to a building with a thatched roof, and she watched as a small army of peasant women tormented a chicken and filled a pot with vegetables so that she could be fed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Near sundown Vlad left the site of the citadel, currently only a square dug-out plot of earth. He was exhausted, but also filled with a strong sense that his life was going in the right direction. He was glad that the peasants, the crew of stonemasons, and the boyars he had placed in charge of Bucuresti were working well together. No impediment that they had discussed had any weight to delay his plans. 
 
    As he drew near the village center, he saw Iuliana sitting in the shade while two women held her hand and an aged priest prayed over her. 
 
    No doubt they’re praying over her womb, he thought. 
 
    Her eyes were closed, but a slight smile played on her face. She was no longer hemmed in, but several people sat in groups nearby, and a few children sat hunched over an anthill. Every baby in the village had been brought near her sitting place. Vlad stopped and made an effort to commit the scene to memory. 
 
    The prayer ended, and she smiled and spoke to the woman at her right. Vlad did not have to wonder whether or not her anger had dissipated. 
 
    Now she knows, he thought. She knows that I didn’t kill without reason. She’s heard their stories… now she surely understands what it takes to protect those children! 
 
    A horse galloped near and Vlad’s hand unconsciously moved to his sword. Vlad saw a young red-haired page that he recognized, a youth who often delivered messages in Targoviste. The young man’s gaze was laid directly on Vlad. 
 
    “What is the matter?” said Vlad. 
 
    Without delay he drew to a stop near Vlad, a letter already extended in his hand. “From Hungary!” said the boy. “Hermokrates said it could be important!” 
 
    Vlad took the letter and saw that it was sealed with the sign of a minor noble residing in distant Pest. A sense of alarm took hold of Vlad, for he knew that the seal was one used by none other than Mihaly Szilagyi, but only when he could not afford to have letters sealed with his own unicorn crest seen and examined by spies. He broke the seal and could see that the letter was full of nonsense, a rambling greeting. Picking out the words in the manner used by the Order, Vlad found key phrases and an urgent request for aid. 
 
    Vlad turned back to Iuliana. Her quiet conversation among happy subjects now looked unreal, an image from a dream that would be forgotten upon waking. 
 
    Mihaly has committed treason, thought Vlad. He’s summoning all of the Dragons to his aid… 
 
    He aims to put the son of Janos Hunyadi on the throne of Hungary. 
 
    Vlad’s hand closed into a fist, crumpling the letter. Though he had been thrown off balance by the unexpected news, one piece of information woke an old hatred long buried in his heart. 
 
    And some Danesti scum have been promised the throne of Wallachia, in exchange for loyalty to King Ladislaus! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Lessons Carved in Flesh 
 
      
 
    Radu made his way through the royal palace on feet as light as doves. Golden rays poured in through arched windows overlooking the Sea of Marmara, and his hands instinctively clutched at his breast. 
 
    I have a daughter! 
 
    Radu was now twenty-one years old, and had a wife, Maria, who had been taken from Serbia years ago. He had a thin mustache, and was still popular in the court, though his charming aura now had a sharp edge. Even the janissaries respected him, for it was well known that he was fearless in battle. 
 
    I am still favored by Sultan Mehmet, peace be upon him, thought Radu. He will be overjoyed to hear of the birth of my first child! 
 
    Radu approached the balcony he had been directed toward. Two janissaries armed with long halberds stood on either side of the doorway, one in pale cyan belted with a purple sash, the other in vivid yellow. Recognizing him, they opened the large double doors and stepped aside. 
 
    The wide balcony was tiled in swirling green and blue patterns, and overlooked a garden in full bloom. The sky was so immense and bright that Radu had to shield his eyes. Sunlight glittered on a strip of the sea visible over the wall. Radu heard whispering, then hushed laughter. When his eyes adjusted, he saw Mehmet sitting on a cushion beside Jacob Notaras. They both looked at him as if they had been caught at something, and all of Radu’s joy fled. 
 
    “It’s very nice to see you, Radu,” said Mehmet, turning his gaze onto the garden. Jacob looked at Radu for a moment, then turned away as well. Mehmet did not bother to hide that they were holding hands. 
 
    “And you as well, my Sultan,” said Radu, his words sounding bitten off even as he tried to soften his tone. “I came as soon as I could, my friend. My child has been born. I have a daughter.” 
 
    Radu’s flat delivery was greeted by an awkward silence. He did not know if Mehmet had heard him, or was daydreaming. Jacob became as still as a doll, his eyes fixed on the distant garden. Radu’s eyes ran over the boy’s perfect skin, his neat little haircut, and the hint of blush that had been applied to his pale cheeks. He was alarmed to realize that Jacob’s robe, a dark silk piece with very long sleeves and a wide sash, may have actually been one that he himself had worn for Mehmet years ago. A sharp dagger of unacknowledged emotion pricked the skin at Radu’s chest, then he forced the feeling deep down. 
 
    Mehmet, isn’t it obvious? thought Radu. Your little whore is only doing what he thinks he has to in order to survive! You can’t take someone’s family away and expect them to... 
 
    “Her name is Maria,” said Radu. “After her mother.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Radu,” said Mehmet. He sighed, as if tired of the intrusion. “Having sired a few myself, I can say that you never forget the first.” 
 
    Just then Mehmet tilted his head and whispered something to Jacob. They laughed quietly. Radu was annoyed to see Jacob cover his mouth with one of his hands, which was tucked into a sleeve. Radu found the gesture infantile and infuriating. 
 
    How many of your janissaries has he led into battle? thought Radu. His face was burning, the high collar of his jacket tightening around his throat. 
 
    It’s because of Belgrade. Because of our defeat at Belgrade! I know he always blamed me. And then another loss in Albania… but I wasn’t even there! 
 
    Radu felt pathetic even before he spoke; he heard himself speaking almost against his own will. “Would you like to see her, Mehmet?” 
 
    Almost before he finished, Mehmet cleared his throat. “Radu,” he said, “I’ve been thinking of Albania again. This situation has gone on far longer than should reasonably be expected. They’re simple hill people. They cannot make a mockery of the army of Allah year after year, can they? No, they cannot. Now, we have one of their men, a traitor. I want you to go with him and put a stop to this foolishness once and for all. Can you do that for me, Radu?” 
 
    Though Mehmet’s tone was one of command, his eyes never left the garden. 
 
    “Of course, my Sultan,” said Radu, bowing so that he could hide his face. 
 
    “Very good. You may go.” 
 
    Radu seemed to watch himself as he left without another word. The doors opened before him, then he found himself walking down the sunlit hallway once again. 
 
    He wants to get rid of me, thought Radu, each step taking him closer toward a darkness that had long grown in him. He wants me to die in the field, choking on the plague, or my body torn open by some degenerate hill-monkey’s blade. Even if I survive, if things don’t go as he’d like, he will simply have me torn apart before the front gate… 
 
    The dark thing suddenly seized Radu’s heart. 
 
    No! I won’t die! I’ll make a massacre of these Albanians! I’ll trample their bodies in a ditch, and I’ll praise the name of that bloated monster as I do it! 
 
    *** 
 
    “We’ve spotted them!” said Tanush Thopia, jerking his horse to a stop near Skanderbeg’s tent. Skanderbeg stood at the opening with Vrana Konti, his gray-bearded advisor. 
 
    “How many?” said Skanderbeg. Though he did not often hope for anything, he knew that they stood on the precipice. The promised aid from Pope Callixtus would not arrive in time, and their current manpower and resources had taken too many beatings. Other fighters in the wooded camp also crowded around, eager to hear what fate had brought them. 
 
    “Sir,” said Tanush, looking around warily. “Perhaps we should discuss this in private.” 
 
    “How many?” Skanderbeg repeated. 
 
    Tanush sighed. “We didn’t have the opportunity for a proper headcount, but… they must outnumber us at least ten-to-one. And I’m certain they were being led by your nephew, Branilo, sir.” 
 
    Everyone in the camp must have turned to look at Skanderbeg, for he felt the weight of all of their fates settle on him. But if any of them harbored a secret desire to see him crack, they would be disappointed. 
 
    “Go find Golemi,” he said. “As soon as we’re all together, we’ll talk.” 
 
    Tanush hesitated, and Vrana leaned in close to Skanderbeg. “Sir,” he said quietly, “what can we possibly do? Branilo already knows our tactics. And with those numbers…” 
 
    Skanderbeg made as if to go past him, then turned back. “We’ll do something that I’d hoped we wouldn’t have to.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Radu and Branilo rode side by side, sandwiched between janissary guards. Heavy gray clouds threatened to storm at any moment. It was not quite summer, but the air already felt unusually heavy and damp. Dark hills topped with somber trees contrasted with the bright colors of the janissaries. Branilo often glanced at the janissary beside him, with his fiery red, horned headdress and bright green jacket. The dead-eyed soldier ignored him. They rode in silence. Branilo had expected them to play their strange music, the wail of the mehter that they always played when invading foreign lands. 
 
    Maybe they’re tired of coming to Albania, Branilo wondered. It’s hard to feel festive when you’ve beaten an opponent into the ground over and over again, but he just keeps getting up… and making a fool of you. And they’ve already had one traitor disappoint them. They’re not about to get their hopes up with me. 
 
    Radu suddenly turned to Branilo, looking as if he was waiting for Branilo to apologize about something. 
 
    Officially, some Turk is leading this invasion, thought Branilo. But you’d think this little turd was in charge, the way he glares at everyone! 
 
    “Well?” said Branilo. 
 
    Radu looked Branilo up and down, as if wondering whether speaking with him would be worth his time. “I was wondering about your plan for taking Kruje.” 
 
    Branilo shook his head. “I’ve already discussed that in-depth with Ishak Bey. He’s in charge, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Then discuss it with me.” 
 
    Branilo shrugged. “Going straight for the capital is a bad idea. Skanderbeg would expect it. You’ve done it before, and failed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t there.” 
 
    “I doubt you would have made much of a difference.” Branilo took the opportunity to look Radu up and down, hoping that it was even marginally as condescending as when Radu did it. “Kruje is tucked into the mountains, and the valley leading up to it is surrounded by hills. It’s perfect terrain for an ambush.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” 
 
    Branilo sighed, then pointed. Radu saw a black smudge on the horizon. “See that?” said Branilo. “That’s Mount Tumenishta. It’s near Kruje, and it’s full of supply depots and hiding places for Skanderbeg’s forces. It’s heavily wooded, and he knows every inch of the terrain. He even had a dream that… that an angel told him to go there.” 
 
    “You think we should find him there?” 
 
    “It has to be cleared out,” said Branilo. “Every hideout, every cave, every depot must be completely ransacked. Instead of attacking cities and forts and letting him own the wilderness so he can ambush us whenever he wants, we have to go into the wilderness and take the fight to him. Knock him off balance for a change.” 
 
    “And that would be enough?” 
 
    Branilo turned away, and Radu wondered if the man would ignore his question. Finally he nodded, saying, “Albania has been fighting for so long, there’s not much left of her. If we could get him, and a few of his officers, in one engagement… that would be the end of it. They could be crushed, easily, and Albania would then belong to the Sultan.” 
 
    Radu said nothing. Branilo looked at him, and in his eyes it seemed that the young man was looking down on him. “I disgust you,” Branilo said suddenly. “You think I’m a traitor.” 
 
    Radu’s mouth fell open. “I was thinking no such thing,” he said. “I learned long ago that every man exists only to serve the Sultan. There is no disgrace in submission to Allah.” 
 
    “Then forgive me,” said Branilo. “I thought wrong. But… in any case, I want you to understand that I’m doing this for Albania. I want an end to the fighting…” 
 
    Radu waved a hand dismissively. “Your reasons don’t matter,” he said. “Submission is the only thing of any value.” 
 
    They fell silent, and in the heavy silence before the storm, Branilo wished that the janissaries would play their music, for the land was filled with the heavy clink of steel armor and the whine of leather worn by thousands of sipahi and janissaries and the akinci raiders that followed in their wake. It was the imperceptible roar of a scavenging beast coming to finish off a wounded foe. 
 
    *** 
 
    Branilo squatted under the overhanging roof of a little shed while rain poured straight down, turning the earth into a swamp. The hiss of the deluge was interspersed with the sound of a man screaming inside the shed, a long drawn out wail that Branilo told himself was the final screaming to be heard in Albania. 
 
    This man often helped coordinate supplies for us, he thought. People from all over would let him know where they had hidden something for Skanderbeg. He has to know where Skanderbeg is hiding. He has to! 
 
    The scream was cut off, lost in the sound of the rain, and Branilo knew that the janissaries must be changing their methods of questioning once again. He looked across the waterlogged yard at the little home he had pointed out to the Turks. While the man was being tortured in the shed, a janissary in black and green stood guard at the doorway of the man’s home, a little wooden hut standing at the edge of the village. Branilo doubted that the guard was necessary. As soon as the janissaries had arrived, everyone in the village had suddenly decided to make themselves scarce. After a few minutes, a janissary came out of the little house and tapped the other on the shoulder, signaling that it was his turn to go in and entertain himself with their captive’s wife or son. 
 
    Spring had turned into summer, but they had not been attacked by Skanderbeg, nor could they find any of his men. They had combed Mount Tumenishta and found the old hideouts and supply depots abandoned. They pillaged the countryside, harassing the locals for information. They had heard rumors that Skanderbeg had abandoned Albania, taking his best fighters so they could work as mercenaries and letting the others disperse. 
 
    Branilo did not believe the rumors. 
 
    More screams from the shed. Branilo forced himself to listen, thinking, He’ll break soon. Once he gives us something to go on, we’ll find Skanderbeg… we’ll end this. This will be the last blood that's shed because of Skanderbeg’s sinful pride! 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Branilo was startled by a janissary’s sudden appearance over his shoulder. The young soldier had just come out of the shed, and tossed a wad of meat into the yard. He held his hands under a torrent pouring off the roof. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, but even still his shirt was covered in dark blood. 
 
    “What was that?” said Branilo. 
 
    “Uh… ear or a nose?” said the janissary. “Listen, we’re going to need someone else. This one’s about done for, and he either doesn’t know anything, or he’s too thick-headed to speak.” 
 
    “But I… I thought that…” 
 
    “Just come up with someone and let us know, alright?” 
 
    The young janissary shook the water from his arms, then disappeared inside the dark shed once again. Branilo heard a muffled cry from inside the shed, then he heard nothing. 
 
    *** 
 
    Summer turned into fall and the Ottoman forces made their camp in a wide valley north of Mount Tumenishta. Lookouts stationed in the hills had a good view of the surrounding country, and the camp’s only weak spot was where its back faced Mount Tumenishta, which they already knew was without danger. 
 
    Branilo visited Radu, and they sat near the entrance of his tent, where they had a view of banners twisting in the breeze. They made for awkward companions, but Branilo had no one else he could speak with. Radu seemed to understand this, and tolerated his presence. 
 
    “These days weigh heavily on the men,” said Radu. They didn’t plan on being in the wilderness for so long.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” said Branilo, shaking his head. 
 
    Radu shrugged. “The janissaries are grumbling. I’ve heard some of them say that we should force our way into one of the towns in this land that we have apparently conquered. And the janissaries tend to get their way.” 
 
    “They’ll keep their guard up if they want to survive!” 
 
    Radu was surprised at the force behind Branilo’s words. “I find it interesting,” said Radu, choosing his words with care, “that someone could fear the shadow of a man who is no longer there. I pass all of your suggestions on to Ishak Bey, but I have to admit that I’m having more and more trouble arguing in your favor. It’s been nearly half a year. What if, after the end of the year, we see nothing of this dreadful rebel? What of two years, or three? Do we-” 
 
    “Do you hear something?” 
 
    “No. I do not.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Branilo. “I think I hear something.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Nadir was out for a walk along the perimeter of the camp, watching the sun descend over the hills surrounding the valley of Albulena. The ground was hard-packed dirt broken by boulders, no doubt cast down from the hills in ancient times. The land was desolate and fit his mood. 
 
    As a member of a sahaloz cannon crew, he had little to do since they were not attacking any sort of fortification. His mind was drifting, as it often did, to his friend Sehzade, who had not been able to come with this invasion. 
 
    But I don’t even know if he is my old friend, thought Nadir. He never seems to remember Serbia, or even me, for that matter. 
 
    He’s one of those fanatics. Perhaps he really does live only for the charge. 
 
    Nadir knew that even that love may have been taken from him. The physicians had told Nadir that his friend was severely burned, with much of his face simply gone. There was little that could be done, they said. Nadir had looked in on him, and found him wrapped in a bundle, curled up and sleeping as if dead. The doctors assured Nadir that he was now in the hands of Allah, and only Allah could decide Sehzade’s fate. 
 
    Is there anything I can do for him? He seems to be such a miserable creature now... 
 
    Nadir’s thoughts were suddenly interrupted. Turning past a great heap of stones, he saw a fellow janissary leaning back awkwardly, with blood spurting out of his throat. It took Nadir a moment to realize that something like a shadowy, horned demon had its arms wrapped around his comrade. The demon jerked a knife out of the janissary’s throat, and black blood poured freely down the man’s bright yellow shirt. The corpse hit the ground, then the demon suddenly turned to Nadir, and a jolt of horror ran through him. 
 
    It only took a split second, but it felt like an eternity in Nadir’s mind. He realized that he was not looking at a demon, but a man in dark clothes, wearing a helm that bore a bronzed, gleaming goat’s skull. He realized that other shadowy forms were bent over still more dead janissary lookouts, and he immediately took off running. The image of the shining goat’s skull was seared into his mind. Only one man wore such a helm. 
 
    “Skanderbeg!” Nadir shouted as loudly as he could. “Skanderbeg is here! He’s here!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Ottoman camp was slow to move, as everyone had trouble understanding how Nadir could have seen attackers coming from the direction of Mount Tumenishta. Branilo did not need to see the bodies of dead lookouts to know what was happening. By the time Ishak Bey decided to move some of the cannons from their fortified northwestern and northeastern flanks, the sound of horses charging down from Tumenishta could be heard rumbling like a storm. 
 
    The few janissaries guarding the southern flank fired some uncoordinated shots from their matchlock rifles, then the Albanians charged through them, trampling them underfoot. In three groups the cavalry pierced the camp, cutting down tents and trampling men. They could not have foreseen that months ago Skanderbeg had divided his forces among his most trusted allies - Vrana Konti, Tanush Thopia, and Moisi Golemi - and sent them far across Albania, over distant hills and rough terrain where none could find them. The loyal Albanians who supplied them never gave away Skanderbeg’s plan; he had already told his allies when they should meet again on Mount Tumenishta, which was long since assumed to be conquered territory. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Thousands of Albanians! Tens of thousands!”  
 
    The panic-stricken akinci crashed into Branilo. The Turk bounced off of Branilo and fell to the ground, but was almost immediately back on his feet, terrified that he would not find a horse in time to flee. Branilo could see others fleeing as well. Many sipahi were not even in their armor, but were standing around outside their tents looking about as if the prospect of a battle was completely foreign to them. 
 
    “It’s not true!” Branilo shouted. “There can’t be that many of them!” 
 
    A group of janissaries wielding spears raced toward the front - formerly the rear of the camp - and Branilo moved to join them. 
 
    “We have to stop this panic,” said Branilo. “We need to rally the others, and-” 
 
    A janissary with a square head and thick mustache glared at him. “You don’t have to tell us our business! You just-” 
 
    The back of the man’s head exploded, and Branilo was deafened by an explosion just as a bucketful of blood smacked him in the face. Branilo fell over and wiped brain matter from his eyes in time to see none other than Vrana Konti riding past with a long, smoking arquebus across his lap that he’d snatched from a Turk. Other Albanians rode behind their gray-haired commander, the ends of their spears licking the janissaries as they passed. 
 
    They’re inside the camp! thought Branilo, dragging himself away from the carnage. 
 
    Already the lights of fires flickered throughout the darkening camp. He ignored the shrieking and murmuring of the wounded janissaries, instead sitting on the hard earth and watching the chaos. Riders raced through the camp with Turks fleeing before them. Even though his ears were ringing, the awful staccato rhythm of the Albanians striking their own shields pierced jagged holes in his awareness. Mounting a counterassault was impossible. 
 
    His peripheral vision caught sight of a familiar figure hurriedly mounting a fearful horse. He and Radu turned and saw one another at the same time. Branilo extended his hand, for he no longer knew where his own horse was. 
 
    He was distracted by sudden movement, and saw Tanush Thopia on foot hacking away at a prone janissary with his long blade. In chopping through his neck, the sword accidentally struck the man’s steel helm, and Tanush hissed as his hand rang with the blow. Blood gushed out of the janissary’s helmet and neckpiece and the fair-haired Albanian looked around, eager for his next opponent. 
 
    Branilo rose and went toward Radu, but the servant of the Sultan did not like the odds. He gave Branilo one last look, then spurred his horse and rode away. Though it humiliated him to admit it, Branilo realized he felt the sharp sting of betrayal. 
 
    *** 
 
    Branilo sat on a little stool in the ravaged camp, a little distance away from the prisoners. His hands were tied behind him. Two Albanians stood on either side of him, and he knew the rough-looking men would not mind killing him if he moved. Just over his shoulder he could see thousands of prisoners crouching, looking much smaller now that they had been disarmed and stripped. Many of them looked angry, and argued among themselves. Branilo knew that they were finally realizing that even in their current pathetic shape, they still outnumbered their captors. The few Albanians who held them were not a scouting party… they were Skanderbeg’s army. 
 
    But who could blame them? thought Branilo, looking over his other shoulder. The earth was red and limbs and heads were scattered about as far as he could see, the edge of the devastation hidden by the smoke of dying fires. Who could blame them for being desperate to escape such a massacre? 
 
    Sudden laughter startled him. He should have been used to it by now. For over an hour the Albanians had been venting nervous energy by laughing and making jokes, celebrating their incredible victory over such a superior foe. Branilo remembered once being a part of such laughter. Now it meant something completely different. He knew that he should be afraid, and was surprised at how little he felt now that he had been captured. It was as if something in his heart had been closed off after the trauma of the unexpected attack. 
 
    Eventually Skanderbeg made his way toward Branilo, and a large gang of fighters followed behind. They looked as if they had been laughing, and Branilo wondered if they would make some sport of him. Would they taunt him? Torture him and laugh at his misery? He focused on the bronze goat’s skull helm tucked in the crook of Skanderbeg’s arm. 
 
    “Well, Branilo,” said Skanderbeg, “you might not believe it, but I’m glad we got you back alive.” 
 
    Branilo lowered his gaze. He could feel one hundred eyes laid upon him, bearing down on him. His head pounded like a drum, and he could think of nothing to say. 
 
    Skanderbeg sighed. “We’ve heard some… awful accounts of what was done to some of our people. Were you involved in that, Branilo?” 
 
    Branilo looked up. He saw Skanderbeg, his steel armor covered in black gore, and on either side of him stood his most trusted allies - Golemi, Vrana, and Tanush, who were once also Branilo’s allies. None of them looked happy to see him, but at least Skanderbeg did not look vengeful. Branilo swallowed, but his throat was dry. “We thought some of the peasants would give you up,” he said, then fell silent. 
 
    “Why?” said Skanderbeg. He was unable to hide a look of disgust that crossed his face. “What would you give them in exchange? A false promise that their children wouldn’t be stolen? No parent wants to lose their child, Branilo. Or their nephew, for that matter.” 
 
    Branilo had nothing to say to that. Instead he clenched his jaw and asked about another matter. “Where did you go, Skanderbeg? Why couldn’t we find you?” 
 
    Skanderbeg shrugged. “It was nothing complicated. We split up and ranged further out. If someone’s looking for you, but they don’t find you where they expect you to be, they’ll get tired of looking.” 
 
    Branilo spoke again, and was surprised to hear his voice shaking with rage. “I don’t believe you. Nobody saw where you went.” 
 
    “Plenty of people saw where we went. And they fed us, too. I’m surprised at you, Branilo. You’ve been taken care of by our people before. What happens when we go into a village? Do you think they hide their chickens and bread from us? Do you think they look forward to turning us in to foreign invaders?” Again the look of disgust crossed Skanderbeg’s face, but was quickly replaced by a look of pity that Branilo found enraging. “Well, Branilo, I suppose we will have to figure out what is to be done with you.” 
 
    All at once the dam holding back Branilo’s hatred burst open. “I know you’ll let me live!” he shrieked so loudly that he even startled himself. “This is another opportunity for you to show your greatness, your mercy! How great you must be, to forgive a traitor! You fool! You self-involved fool!” 
 
    Branilo was sobbing uncontrollably, his body shaking, snot and spittle rolling freely into his beard. Still he felt driven, as if a demon was whipping him, forcing him on. “You think you do this for Albania?” Branilo screamed. “Arrogance! If you cared about your people, you would debase yourself before the Sultan! You would even get into bed with him, if that’s what he wanted!” 
 
    Branilo nearly fell forward, but held himself up in a crouch. He was so overcome by emotion that he could not focus on any one face; they were all a blur, and seemed like demons laughing at his existence. “You’ll all remember me as a traitor!” he shouted. “You think I had a choice?! I didn’t! And now you laugh at me! Now you laugh! But you’re following a fool, and he’s sealed all of your fates! Now you’re all laughing dead men! Christendom has reached its peak! From now on, only darkness! Only darkness!” 
 
    Branilo pitched forward again, but someone grabbed him and held him up. He thought the person was merely helping him, but then a strong arm wrapped around his neck and squeezed. He smelled the sharp stink of sweat, then he could no longer breathe. 
 
    “Go to sleep,” Golemi said into his ear, choking him out as mercifully as possible. “You embarrass yourself.” 
 
    *** 
 
    After the Battle of Albulena, Skanderbeg and his allies returned to Kruje. On top of all the treasures taken from the Ottoman camp, they also took a great number of prisoners and standards that they looked forward to ransoming back to the Sultan. They were in dire need of resources. Unfortunately Vrana Konti fell ill, and he knew that he would not be able to help Skanderbeg during the negotiations, or any other negotiation, for that matter. He sent for Skanderbeg and his closest friends, and they came and sat beside his bed in his home within the mountain fortress of Kruje. 
 
    Skanderbeg was surprised to see his friend looking drained, his cheeks hollow and body sunk into his bed. Age had rushed in upon him. 
 
    “I always thought that it would happen under a curved sword,” said Vrana. 
 
    His voice sounded pitiful. “No need to talk,” said Skanderbeg. “Just rest. We’ll be here.” 
 
    “I know you will. I know you will. But I have a few things to say.” His eyes opened wide for a moment, and went to Tanush and Golemi, then his heavy lids fell once again. “I was thinking of one of my sons. I left him back in Edirne, when we came to Albania and kicked out the Turks. Do you know, they say he became a vizier for a while?” 
 
    Skanderbeg nodded, and Vrana continued. “I always regretted not bringing him along. But… but he was fanatical. A janissary through and through. In his mind, Sultan Murad was always his father. If I had brought him along, I would have only been hurt by betrayal later.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Skanderbeg. “Perhaps I was too optimistic with the people I let in.” 
 
    Vrana shook his head. “No one could have guessed what Branilo would do. But now, after Albulena, I don’t think anyone else will leave. The way they talk about you these days… they always loved you… but now you are… like a legend…” 
 
    “Just be quiet,” said Skanderbeg. “You need to rest.” 
 
    Again Vrana looked at Tanush and Golemi. “Stay with him. Stay by his side. He needs you. This land, these people… you are needed.” 
 
    Golemi nodded, and Tanush lowered his head to hide his sorrow. 
 
    Vrana slowly turned to Skanderbeg. “Your nephew may be right… what he said about dark times. But I know you aren’t afraid. We will see each other again, someday. Come to me straight from the battlefield... my King. Let ten thousand curved swords send you home... and then you will surely be given the crown you deserve, my King!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Wrath of the Order of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    An armored mercenary clasped the top of the battle wagon, braced his feet on his comrade’s shoulders, and pulled himself up. He was surprised to see a knight with a dark blue surcoat emblazoned with a unicorn - the coat of arms of Mihaly Szilagyi - already clambering out of an opening at the top of the covered wagon. 
 
    The mercenary unsheathed his blade, but in a flash Mihaly leveled his already-lit matchlock rifle, aimed, and fired a shot straight through the man’s forehead. Dark smoke spewed from the gun, but wind raced across the battlefield and Mihaly saw blood spilling from the mercenary’s visor as his body toppled over. Mihaly handed the weapon down to someone from the cannon crew inside the carriage, then pulled himself onto the roof and signaled for another rifle. As soon as it was handed to him, he swung onto the edge of the wagon. He saw the dead man’s comrade leaning over the corpse. Without hesitation, Mihaly fired down into the man’s neck, tearing through an artery and sprawling him out on top of the corpse. 
 
    Mihaly gazed across the Hungarian battlefield, where Christians were killing Christians. He saw no cavalry being held in reserve; all forces were in full melee. He saw unhorsed knights grappling in the cold mud, and lines of mercenaries pushing shield-to-shield against conscripted peasants. It would be impossible to give orders to such a shouting, ringing mass, but Mihaly knew he would not have to. The Order of the Dragon was now in open rebellion against King Ladislaus, who had gone into hiding. 
 
    They thought they would carve up Hunyadi’s estate to fund a lifetime of ease, thought Mihaly. Now they know that we’ve been preparing for this day for a long, long time! 
 
    God is with us! 
 
    With that, the line of battle wagons drew to a halt, and the heavy chains connecting them suddenly fell slack. Without hesitation, they fired. Mihaly was deafened, but ignored the trauma. From his high vantage point over the clouds of black smoke, he could clearly see the lines of enemy cannons being abandoned as their crews took cover. 
 
    You cannot win, thought Mihaly, smiling behind his helm. You cannot win because you do not believe in victory! 
 
    Mihaly shifted his weight and took up position behind the large, menacing arquebus mounted to the top of the battle wagon. “Draw closer to the fight!” he shouted at the heavily armored coachman sitting behind the line of horses at the front of the linked wagons. “We’ll cut them off from reinforcements and fire straight into them!” 
 
    “Too late!” the coachman shouted back at him. “Enemy cavalry coming over that hill!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Istvan Bathory handed off his poor wounded horse, whose face had been shredded by an unlucky blow from a morningstar covered in spikes, then took a fresh stallion from his young squire. He heard reinforcements charging between the green hills, and he doubted they were friendly. 
 
    “Arrows! A bow!” he shouted, waving away any assistance. He mounted the stallion and jerked a bow out of the squire’s hands. 
 
    “Sir,” he said, “what do we do… if…” 
 
    “Armor up!” Istvan shouted. He had been fighting long enough that he had little patience for timidity. “If anyone comes near the tents, kill them!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Istvan raced across the field, ignoring the combatants and watching the edge of the narrow pass. Sure enough, armored cavalry rode around the bend. They were armed with long spears and bore the three-lions banner of Jiri Podebrad, Regent of Bohemia and champion of Ladislaus. Istvan kicked his horse to spur him on. 
 
    “I hope you’re leading the charge,” said Istvan, notching an arrow to his bow. “Podebrad, you Hussite bastard!” 
 
    Riding parallel to the charge, Istvan loosed one shot, then another. He shook so violently that aiming was impossible. Still he imagined shattering the entire front line, the charge ruined by a single masterful shot. 
 
    If we lose here, we’ll be rounded up, he thought, forcing the fear down into the back of his mind. The entire Order will be impaled! 
 
    He was rewarded by the sight of one rider crashing into another. He did not know whether rider or horse had been struck, but the riders were forced to slow and divert as two knights came tumbling down, their spears shattering and casting splinters and dirt skyward. 
 
    Istvan had little time to celebrate, as he unexpectedly rebounded off a shield. His arm went numb and he dropped his bow as the offending knight rode past, then his horse stumbled and slowed and several sets of hands reached up and grabbed his leg and saddle. 
 
    “Hold him!” shouted the knight. “We’ll have this traitor’s head!” 
 
    Damn it! I rode straight into them! 
 
    Istvan grabbed his sword, but a large peasant conscript grasped the dull base of the blade before he could unsheathe it. Istvan could gain little leverage as the others pulled at him, threatening to topple both horse and rider. Istvan glared back at the yellow-toothed brute holding his sword and smiling, no doubt pondering how much he could make from selling Istvan’s armor. 
 
    The other knight unsheathed his sword and rode near. “Let’s get this over with. Battle’s about over, and we can’t kill him once he surrenders.” 
 
    The loyalist raised his sword - then Vuk Brankovic raced toward them in a blur of red and blue. “Istvan!” he shouted. His sword flashed, then the other knight’s arm jerked about in his sleeve and fell at his side. Though his chainmail had prevented total dismemberment, Vuk’s blade had shattered bone and ruptured flesh, ruining his arm so that he could do nothing but stare down at his ruined limb. Blood gushed through the links of his armor, then he toppled headlong from his horse. 
 
    Filled with renewed determination, Istvan jerked his blade out of the conscript’s hand, slicing through fingers and throwing them into the air. The others realized what was happening, but not quickly enough to leap away before Istvan could bring his sword down on their faces and heads. He nearly fell from the saddle as his horse wheeled about under him, then savagely trampled a man’s legs, turning bone and meat into mush. 
 
    Istvan saw almost a dozen Serbian knights or mercenaries drawing near, unable to keep up with their young lord. 
 
    “Vuk!” said Istvan, removing his helm. “Glad to see you, my friend!” 
 
    “I came as soon as I could!” said Vuk. “Forgive me!” 
 
    “Nothing to forgive!” They both turned and watched Podebrad’s loyalists driving their horses into the melee. “Now, we’re badly outnumbered.” 
 
    “Then let’s go help!” said Vuk, driving his horse ahead of his friend. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sir!” One of the men at the cannons down in the battle wagon called up to Mihaly. “If we don’t pull out now, the enemy will take hold of the battle wagons! Then you’ll really be in a bind!” 
 
    “No!” Mihaly shouted. He did not turn to look at the man, but aimed down the length of his heavy arquebus. “We’re not going on the defensive. We keep them off balance! Remain at your post, and circle around until we can shoot straight into Podebrad’s dogs!” 
 
    Mihaly stared into the tangled knots of fighters beating one another to death, with Podebrad’s knights wading into them on horseback, and he wanted nothing more than to leave the battle wagons and join them. But he knew that if he left the battle wagons, the mercenaries in the wagons would likely flee. As if in answer to his frustration, a loyalist knight suddenly tore away from the melee and urged his horse toward the wagons. Mihaly knew the knight believed he could get in close and stab someone through one of the narrow apertures in the carriages’ armor plating. Without hesitation Mihaly turned his mounted arquebus and blasted the man as he rode past. The spray of tightly packed shot tore through armor and flesh and flung the man from his horse. Feathers from the knight’s plumage drifted through the air. The horse tucked its hindquarters and raced away from the wagons, its training in fearlessness forgotten due to the thundering near-miss. 
 
    At that moment, yet another wave of cavalry rushed in from the south. Mihaly could not believe his eyes, and his heart sank. Two knights broke away from the newcomers and charged toward him. Mihaly quietly packed his arquebus with another round of shot. 
 
    Just as the knights drew near, Mihaly saw the red, blue, and yellow crescent banner of Wallachia. They removed their helms, and one pointed to Mihaly’s banner. “You are Szilagyi, sir?” he said. 
 
    “I am!” said Mihaly. 
 
    The knight bowed. “I am Dumitru, and this is Bogumir. We have been sent by our lord, Voivod Vlad of Wallachia. He would have come himself, but he’s been busy keeping two Danesti dogs off your back in Transylvania.” 
 
    Mihaly tore off his helm, nearly laughing with relief. “By my Lord,” he said, “what a sight, to see Wallachia here!” 
 
    Dumitru bowed again, seeming embarrassed. He looked at Bogumir, who shrugged, then turned back to Mihaly. “Only, sir, we don’t really know who we’re fighting. We know your banner, but the others are…” 
 
    “Of course, of course!” Mihaly turned to the battlefield. How could he explain the tangled web of Hungarian politics quickly enough to get the newcomers up to speed before the battle itself was over? “You see that banner, with the three lions? That’s Jiri Podebrad! Circle around and smash him! We’ll do the rest!” 
 
    “Of course, sir!” said Dumitru. The two knights immediately turned and rode back to their countrymen. 
 
    So it was that many members of the Order of the Dragon fought against the Regent of Hungary, drawing from a pool of warriors that the King had no idea were secretly guided by their own vision of a united Christendom. Just as the boyars Bogumir and Dumitru charged into Podebrad's flanks, the will of the loyalists seemed to break all of a sudden, and they fled back the way they had come. The Dragons attributed this to their own strength, which played no small part in the battle, but in time Mihaly learned that Jiri Podebrad had received a message in the middle of the battle, and had called a retreat upon hearing it. 
 
    King Ladislaus was dead, and he left no heir. 
 
    The throne of Hungary was empty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Scion of the Order of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    January, 1458 AD 
 
    Nearly one year after the Easter Massacre in Wallachia, and soon after Mihaly Szilagyi’s rebellion in Hungary. 
 
      
 
    The Hungarian capital of Buda was covered in a layer of white snow, and fifteen thousand knights in heavy fur cloaks were mounted in formation on the banks of the frozen Danube. The cloudless sky was bright and blue and Mihaly Szilagyi was mounted before them, fully armored and in a dark blue surcoat covered in stars of gold and silver, his voice ringing over the icy fields, the high walls, and the avenue beyond the open gate of the city. 
 
    “Peace has been dearly bought!” shouted Mihaly. “The blood of our brothers has been spent to bring us here. An unfit ruler sought to plunder the legacy of Hunyadi, who stood against the Turk in our defense when no other would! Champion of Christ! Our champion! Our defender!” 
 
    The knights roared, and many drew their swords and beat on their shields. Though documents guaranteeing peace had been signed, more than a few guards along the wall looked at one another uneasily. All Hungarian noblemen had been summoned to Buda for the election, but no one had expected Mihaly and his rebels to approach the city as if they were ready for war. 
 
    Mihaly looked at the crowd, and he knew that many of them were brothers of the Order of the Dragon. His heart was hot and he felt as if his spirit could fly from his body, for they had planned for this day for a long time. “The old King is dead,” said Mihaly, raising one hand to the sky. “Now, let us go into the city, and make sure that the Diet elects as ruler the only man whom God would place at the forefront of the battle for Christendom!” 
 
    *** 
 
    “It’s been three days,” Matthias said quietly. He watched Uncle Mihaly in the courtyard below, speaking to a crowd who hung on his every word. He looked at the fire shining in Mihaly’s eyes, and he was confused. “He sounds like a fanatic.” 
 
    “He is proud.” 
 
    Matthias had not expected to hear his mother’s voice behind him, but he showed no reaction. He told himself that something in him may very well have died on the night his brother was killed, during those long hours when he waited for his killers to come for him next. Now everything seemed distant and dim, a pageant and a dance that held little interest for the dead. 
 
    “I suppose he should be proud,” said Matthias. “He cowed the nobles into electing me as their King.” 
 
    “Turn around, please, Matthias.” 
 
    Matthias turned and faced his mother. She wore a plain black dress, but her shawl was bright and blue and patterned with flowers intertwined. Her shoulders were thin, and hunched inward. She had aged; he assumed that his captivity had been difficult for her. 
 
    “Don’t speak so cynically,” she said. “My brother and I put everything on the line to place you on the throne. Everything. You are the last son of Janos Hunyadi. Everything that was good in him is also in you. Do you understand, Matthias?” 
 
    Erzsebet studied Matthias from across the room, just as he studied how her mouth bent downward at the edge, and how a crease cut directly across her forehead. He decided that, in many ways, he hardly recognized his own mother anymore. He could still hear Mihaly in the courtyard below, his voice echoing off the flagstones. 
 
    “Uncle Mihaly told me,” said Matthias, “that he was a member of a special Order, and that that Order came into being, and then rebelled against Ladislaus, in order to put me on the throne.” 
 
    His statement of the obvious had an immediate impact on his mother, causing her face to light up. He was surprised to see her looking up at him as if he’d announced the coming of their heavenly Lord. “Yes! Yes, Matthias!” she said. “Hungary couldn’t afford to have another weak King, especially not after the death of your father. Who would stand against the Turks, Matthias? We risked everything so that Hungary could have a King who would petition the Pope and gain the support of all Christendom… in a final war against the Ottoman Turks! You are yet young… soon you’ll be fifteen… but Mihaly will be Regent. He will guide you until you are ready to lead the faithful yourself. Do you understand?” 
 
    Matthias could see that she clearly expected a response. “Of course, mother,” he said. 
 
    Erzsebet seemed to steel herself. “Very well, then. It’s time I left you. I shall… miss you a great deal, Matthias.” 
 
    Matthias felt something thrash in his chest, an unexpected longing from his old self. It reminded him of when Laszlo looked back at him one last time before they took him away. 
 
    “Oh,” said Matthias. “I thought that… that perhaps you might join me in the Royal Palace, mother.” 
 
    “No. No, son. If I did that, then people would say that a young boy’s mother rules Hungary, and not a King. I may have given birth to the hope of all Christendom, but… a woman cannot hold a sword, now, can she? So a woman is just…” Erzsebet grinded her jaw and clasped her mouth shut. “Well, anyway. As Mihaly says, blood bought us this victory… but it was my fortune that paid for that blood. Now I shall go off to my retirement, and pray for my son. You will be surrounded by enemies, Matthias. You will be resented. Few men understand that gaining a crown is only the beginning of worry, not the end of it. Don’t you know that I would protect you if I could?” 
 
    Thinking to change the subject, Matthias smiled, and said, “But we have no crown, mother. Emperor Frederick has it in Germany!” 
 
    Erzsebet did not notice the odd delivery, the practiced warmth of the statement. “No matter,” she said, turning to a bag that she carried. “I have something else for you.” 
 
    Erzsebet removed a mound of golden yellow hair from her bag. She placed the wig on Matthias’s short, dark hair, then adjusted it around his head. Her gaze seemed distant and dreamy. 
 
    “There,” she said. “Now you look like old King Sigismund.” 
 
    He looked down at the curling locks trailing down his shoulders. I look like Laszlo, he thought. 
 
    Erzsebet said something more to Matthias, but his hearing was tuned to Mihaly’s voice ringing off the stone walls down below. He watched the sadness play across her face, and was reminded of an old painting of Mary holding the body of their Lord as He was brought down from the cross. She kissed his cheek lightly, then departed. Matthias stood alone. 
 
    His scalp was warm under the wig, but otherwise he was freezing cold. He went to the window, then stopped and listened to Mihaly speaking. 
 
    “Hungary united under the son of Hunyadi! A King unafraid to take up the sword of Christ against the demon-spawn who have sought our destruction for so long! Now, imagine! Imagine if we allied with Albania, with Serbia, with our allies in Wallachia and Moldavia! Imagine if the Pope rose to join us as well, and brought the lords of the West with him! Imagine the noose of Christendom tightening around the neck of the black demon who has survived by drinking the blood of our children! Imagine if we…” 
 
    Something about the man struck him as terribly sad, even a little pathetic. 
 
    Matthias spoke under his breath. “He would have a soldier wearing a crown, holding a scepter like a club, and slogging through an endless war against the Sultan. Hm. Fools always assume they see themselves in the faces of other men.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Helena Palaiologina, wife of Despot Lazar, led the others through the halls of the castle in Smederevo. Vuk could hardly see down the unlit halls. Helena was dressed all in black, her shining, golden hair covered by a dark headdress. His uncle Stevan followed behind her. He did not seem disoriented in the darkness, and could easily follow Helena’s footfalls. Vuk had assumed that he was bringing up the rear in order to make sure they were not spotted; now he understood that he was meant to keep Lazar’s maid from running. The aged and simple woman often slowed, whimpering as she looked down side halls. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Vuk would whisper. “Let’s keep going. Just a little further now.” 
 
    They came to a brightly lit hallway, and Stevan stopped. They knew that Lazar’s chamber was nearby. Stevan turned around, head tilted as he seemed to track movement. Vuk knew that Stevan had something he wanted to say. 
 
    “What is it, Uncle?” Vuk whispered. 
 
    Stevan hesitated. “After this matter is resolved,” he said, “you will be thinking of the throne.” Vuk said nothing, so Stevan continued. “You’ve been to war now, so I’m sure you understand how the world works. Those who follow do so because they cannot participate in the unbelievable nightmare of the battlefield. That’s… I’m sure you know now that war is everything that’s real. And that everything else is a dream…” 
 
    “What are you getting at, sir?” 
 
    “Vuk, I would suggest that you not worry about the throne just yet. You are... eighteen now? I would let it wait. It’s easy to learn and do and watch when you’re young, but once you have a crown, you will be hemmed in on all sides.” 
 
    Vuk was surprised that Stevan would bring up the matter in such a considerate tone. Then again, thought Vuk, Uncle Stevan has always been a considerate man. It’s hard to believe that he’s Lazar’s brother! 
 
    “Actually, sir,” said Vuk, “I’ve been thinking of my father. What would you think if he petitioned for the Despotate?” 
 
    It was always hard to tell what Stevan was thinking behind the wide, black cloth that covered his eyes. His mouth worked beneath his beard, then he nodded. “Two blind men competing for the crown of Serbia is something our land has never known. But Grgur could rule just as well as I. I would have no complaint against him petitioning the nobles.” 
 
    He really is nothing like Lazar, thought Vuk. The devil truly is in our Despot! 
 
    “Thank you,” said Vuk. “I would not want either of you to quarrel.” 
 
    Stevan shook his head quickly. “All quarreling amongst our family ends tonight. Come, let us end this. Please, Vuk, check to make sure your men are at the door.” 
 
    Vuk went to the end of the dark hallway and craned his head to look down the corridor. Sure enough, two of his own guards stood before the door to Lazar’s chamber. Vuk caught their attention, then waved them away. They nodded and quietly left. Vuk motioned for the others to come. 
 
    Helena took the lead. She did not turn to look at them, but slid a key from around her neck and quickly unlocked the door. She turned and left without a word. 
 
    Vuk threw open the door. In the light of a dim lamp, Lazar jerked away from his desk. “What is the meaning of this?” he said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stevan and Lazar’s maid sat next to one another, and directly across from them, Vuk held Lazar in a choke hold, like a giant squeezing a child. Lazar’s face was red and his breath came in short, angry gasps. His lips twisted and pulled away from his teeth, and while he no doubt thought himself menacing, to Vuk he looked like a rat hung up in a trap. 
 
    “Vuk,” said Stevan, “would you please show him the ampoule?” 
 
    Vuk pulled the small, stoppered ampoule from his pocket and held it before Lazar’s face. 
 
    “Is it held before him?” said Stevan. 
 
    “It is, Uncle.” 
 
    “Lazar, what you see before you is a substance that was poured into Mara’s wine immediately before she passed away. Someone has told me that you were the one responsible…” 
 
    Before Stevan could finish, Lazar’s maid bowed her head and sobbed violently. Lazar redoubled his struggle, but he could not move Vuk an inch. 
 
    “Lazar,” Stevan continued, “we find it hard to believe that you or your kitchen staff find it necessary to add strange spices to wine, therefore it’s natural for us to assume the worst. Of course, we may be in error. Vuk, would you please help Lazar?” 
 
    Vuk knew exactly what was meant. He quickly shifted his weight, pushed Lazar over to a desk, grabbed one of his legs, and tossed him on top of his correspondence like a farmer preparing to shear a sheep. Released from his grasp, Lazar drew in air to scream, but Vuk violently slammed his head into the desk. He unstopped the ampoule, clamped a large hand over Lazar’s nose, then emptied the ampoule into Lazar’s mouth. He sputtered and coughed and Vuk immediately placed both hands over his mouth. 
 
    Stevan heard the maid crying beside him. He tentatively reached out, touched her arm, then found her shoulder, then gently placed a hand on her hair. He pulled the black covering from his mutilated eyes, and she did not protest when he placed it over her own. 
 
    Vuk had not fully understood what Uncle Stevan had meant earlier, but as he held Lazar down and watched his skin turn a shade of green, he understood. 
 
    Not everyone can do something like this. But sometimes it’s necessary. Sometimes only violence can stop violence! Grandmother was a good woman, not a threat to anyone! But Lazar was a rabid dog, stumbling here and there, only looking for someone to hurt without reason... 
 
    Finally Vuk released him. Lazar lay still, eyes open, face drained of blood, mouth filled with vomit. The Despot of Serbia was dead. 
 
    Stevan finally nodded. “Tell no one of this night, nor let any record be made of it,” he said. “This entire matter is distasteful, and I’m sure none of us are very proud of what had to be done.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Armored corpses lined the snowy streets of Suceava, capital of Moldavia, and the red and black gore steaming in the frost could be traced in a line from the shattered front gate all the way to the castle, which had been breached. 
 
    A boyar stumbled into the throne room, then closed and locked the door behind him. He staggered toward the empty throne, but found no one. He drew in air to speak, which was agony. His insides had been torn up by the thrust of a spear. 
 
    “Voivod!” he shouted. “Voivod Petru Aron!” 
 
    At once the door behind him leaped in its hinges, and the boyar stumbled away. It sounded as if a bull had rammed the door. The boyar crashed into the ground, but held his sword before him. The point wavered, and he found it difficult to concentrate. He knew he needed help. 
 
    “Petru Aron! Please!” 
 
    The door flew from its hinges, and several knights stood before him. Leading them was a young knight with long, fair hair and a slight mustache. The boyar pushed away from him, because his blue eyes were full of wrath. 
 
    “Do you not recognize me?” said the knight. 
 
    The boyar said nothing, but continued backing away. 
 
    The knight stepped forward, and his comrades filed into the room behind him. “Who was it that you called for?” said the knight. 
 
    “Petru Aron,” said the boyar. Though he found it difficult to think from loss of blood, deep in his heart he hoped that some mistake had been made, and perhaps he would be saved. “Petru Aron, the Voivod of Moldavia.” 
 
    The knight stopped in his tracks, then inhaled deeply. “No,” he said. “No, he is not Voivod here, nor anywhere else in Christendom. I am Voivod.” 
 
    “You…?” 
 
    “Stefan, son of Bogdan!” the knight shouted. “By grace of God, the rightful Voivod of Moldavia!” 
 
    In one stroke the fair-haired knight unsheathed his sword and brought it down on the boyar, cleaving through his forearm as he tried to defend himself. The merciless blade tore through his limb and passed through eye, nose, and jaw. His head jerked around and was brought crashing to the floor. 
 
    At once Stefan strode toward the empty throne. Stoica turned to Viorel. 
 
    “And I thought he was the kindly one,” said Stoica. 
 
    “Kind? Really?” said Viorel. “I always saw cruelty in his face.” 
 
    Stefan sat on the throne. Stoica remembered how Vlad had done the same thing, not bothering to remove his gore-slicked armor before sitting in the seat of his dead father. 
 
    “I’m sure your father would be proud,” said Viorel. “Surely you already know this, but my lord Vlad would be here with you, if it were at all possible.” 
 
    Stefan placed the point of his sword on the floor and leaned on the hilt. His gaze was distant. “I know he would. He has enemies that could attack at any moment. But… all of this is because of him. Years ago… ah, it’s all coming back to me, as if we were there once again. We had nothing. Everyone wanted us dead. Lost in the wilderness… we made a vow. Whoever took their throne first, would help the other gain his. Now, even with his Danesti cousins threatening his position, Vlad still lent me some of his best knights. I… it’s just so hard to believe that all of those years have passed. Seven years since we made that vow… and now, here we are.” 
 
    “I remember,” said Stoica. “You hit me, and knocked me over, and I thought that Vlad was going to kill me.” 
 
    Stefan snapped out of his reverie, then laughed. Others joined in as well, but Stoica did not. He was still sore about the incident, and had not meant to make himself an object of amusement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Warlord and the Monk 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn’t you know it, sir? Now that I have a large home of my own, and a bit of land as well, my wife has realized that the man she was staying with… well, he simply didn’t match up to her rightful husband. And so - she has returned!” 
 
    Dumitru beamed with pride and leaned back in his chair, and Stoica stopped himself from coughing up his wine. It was late at night, and they sat by the fire in Bogumir’s manor in Bucuresti, along with Vlad, Viorel, and Bogumir himself. 
 
    Bogumir leaned in. “This was the wife… who leave you?” 
 
    “Well, leave would be a very blunt way of putting it…” 
 
    As Dumitru tried to explain the situation to Bogumir, Stoica leaned in close to Viorel. “I saw it with my own eyes,” Stoica said quietly. “You should see this woman prancing about their manor, making eyes at poor Dumitru while ducats are dancing in her head!” 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with you,” said Viorel. “But she seems to make him happy.” 
 
    “Oh, well, then!” Stoica shrugged. “Happy and deluded, what more could you want?” 
 
    “But you, sir,” said Dumitru, prodding Bogumir. “How has your lady settled in?” 
 
    “Very well!” said Bogumir. “She is saying, every day is like a dream. Once, she was always working hard, but now, she is only playing with our little one… it is…” Bogumir seemed overwhelmed, then turned to Vlad. “We cannot thank you enough, Voivod.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “You deserve it. All of you do. For years Wallachia was plagued by troubles without end. Now?” Vlad smiled. “We cleaned it up in a matter of months. The past two years have been good for Wallachia. You should all be proud.” 
 
    The companions raised their wine glasses and Dumitru slapped Bogumir on his shoulder. Even Stoica smiled. 
 
    “Stoica,” said Dumitru, “what of your wife? Is she enjoying her arrangements?” 
 
    “Ah-h, who can say?” Stoica waved a hand dismissively. “She can always find something to be unhappy about.” 
 
    Viorel shook his head. “Perhaps, sir, if you treated her more like a lady than a nuisance, she might be more accommodating.” 
 
    “If you can do better, you’re welcome to her. You’re in need of a woman, aren’t you?” 
 
    Bogumir gasped and Viorel’s face turned red. “I am… simply waiting for the right lady.” 
 
    “The right one?” Stoica drew back violently. “By God, do all young men think like you? Viorel, come on, just take one already! And if you get one you don’t like, toss her back and get another!” 
 
    Viorel’s jaw clenched. “There’s more to being a knight than swinging a sword and taking what you want. Otherwise we may as well have left the old boyars in charge.” 
 
    Before Stoica could respond, a servant opened the entrance and Hermokrates strode in. “You didn’t have to send anyone to fetch me, sir,” he said immediately. “The roads are safe enough now, even for an old man.” 
 
    The others fell silent. Even Stoica did not speak with his Voivod as the old man did. 
 
    They’ve known one another since the Voivod was a child, thought Viorel. I suppose it’s no wonder Hermokrates speaks as if Vlad is his grandchild! 
 
    “You’re too important not to have a guard,” said Vlad, gesturing to an empty seat. “Any messages?” 
 
    A servant brought Hermokrates a glass of wine as he took a seat. “Messages, yes,” he said, then sighed and sank into his chair. He held his wine and appeared to be frozen. 
 
    “Well?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Forgive me, Voivod. I only wanted to enjoy this moment. I fear things will take quite a turn once I’ve given you what news I have.” 
 
    “Let’s have it, then.” 
 
    “Well, sir, our friend Stefan is already married, and his wife is heavy with child.” 
 
    There was an uproar among the companions that startled Hermokrates, and Vlad turned to the fire and smiled. 
 
    Praise God, thought Vlad. To think that we were once without hope, living in the wild, hunted like beasts… but now… 
 
    “Who is she?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Her name is Marusca. She’s from a good Moldavian family, he says.” 
 
    “Very good!” 
 
    “Well, perhaps.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Ah-h,” said Hermokrates, “you know, people are starting to say that that Voivod can produce children better than our Voivod…” 
 
    “No one says that,” said Vlad. 
 
    “Perhaps I have started the rumor.” 
 
    Dumitru laughed loudly and pounded the table. Vlad shook his head. “I know what you’re doing, old man,” said Vlad. “Don’t delay - what is the bad news?” 
 
    “Very well, Voivod. It’s about those three pretenders who are hiding in Transylvania. As you know, we’ve written to every city official that we can. Your cousin Dan has, thankfully, been expelled from Brasov. Not only did we demand that Laiota be expelled from Sibiu, but even King Matthias demanded the same. Sibiu has not complied.” 
 
    There was silence. “They dare?” Dumitru said quietly. 
 
    Hermokrates nodded. “Young King Matthias has not yet gained the full support of his kingdom, it would seem. And, to make matters worse, we’re not even sure of Calugarul’s location. He and his boyars are somewhere in Amlas, I’ve been told, but they move around.” 
 
    Vlad sighed and folded his hands. Hermokrates knew that the rebellion of his unknown half-brother wounded him deeply. 
 
    “Voivod,” said Hermokrates, “please consider that your half-brother has been a monk for most of his life. He’s been isolated. He never knew you, and now he’s most likely surrounded by boyars feeding him lies.” 
 
    “He could have written,” said Vlad. 
 
    “His letter may have been intercepted, as ours would have been.” 
 
    “He could have come to me. I would have given him land and a title. As it is…” 
 
    Vlad stared at a distant point, lost in his own thoughts. The others fell silent. To Viorel, it seemed as if Vlad’s eyes burned like the embers in the fireplace. He never wanted to be a man that Vlad placed on his problem list. 
 
    “And what of Dumitru’s money?” Vlad asked suddenly. 
 
    “M-my…” Dumitru stammered. “Voivod, you wrote to them about that?” 
 
    Hermokrates shook his head. “Brasov and Sibiu denied any crooked dealings with any Wallachian merchants.” 
 
    “Bastards!” said Dumitru. “They lie!” 
 
    “It seems as if Transylvania has turned against us,” said Vlad. “They’re giving refuge to our enemies, and they’re going against the orders of their own ruler, King Matthias, which makes them traitors. If we had to defend ourselves against the Turks, we would have to fight with our back exposed to an enemy. No… this cannot go on.” 
 
    “Perhaps, Voivod,” said Hermokrates, “we might ask for assistance from King Matthias, or from our ally Mihaly Szilagyi?” 
 
    “We need to take care of this ourselves, as quickly as possible, so that Transylvania won’t have any doubts of our power. Boyars, will you go with me to Transylvania?” 
 
    None hesitated to pledge their loyalty, but Hermokrates noted Vlad’s words. Defend ourselves against the Turks, is what he said. He truly is not like his father. 
 
    He even told us that he would cut off all tribute to the Sultan. I have to admit, I thought those were merely bold words… 
 
    A sudden fear gripped Hermokrates, for he remembered Vlad freely distributing the part of the latest tax revenues which would normally have been given to the Sultan. Instead, the funds had gone to development projects throughout Wallachia. 
 
    I have to believe that he knows what he’s doing. I have to believe… because I swore that I would never again live like a coward! 
 
    *** 
 
    “Let’s armor up!” said Marius, gesturing for the pages to rise and fetch their things before he had even shut the door behind him. 
 
    Calugarul could see that his comrade was flushed and out of breath, his long brown hair looking wild. “Is it Laiota?” said Calugarul. “Has he-” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly what’s going on,” said Marius, “but Sibiu is under attack, no doubt about that!” 
 
    “Will they come here?” 
 
    “I… well… best we prepare, in any case.” 
 
    Calugarul threw off his fine robe and pulled his woolen gambeson from his travelling bag with shaking hands. He felt as if he was observing himself, and watched as his young page quickly unloaded his bundled pieces of armor. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew that, yet again, his life had changed. 
 
    His life had already changed so much when he finally decided to join the boyars who were being so cruelly persecuted by the Voivod, his bloodthirsty half-brother. Since then, he had done everything in his power to learn how to fight and ride and be a knight worthy of going onto the battlefield. He was surprised at how much he learned simply by devoting himself to the subject. He had also tried to be a leader to the people who needed him, though he had little success in that area. Over the past few months, he had mostly been reduced to nagging his boyars about reducing their expenses as they moved from town to town. He was not sure how they expected to be able to afford the mercenaries and supplies they needed to take back Wallachia if they ate and drank as if they were still being served by the peasants they had lost. He mostly allowed his more experienced companions to plan their moves for him; things just worked out better that way. 
 
    While his page helped him into his armor, he almost imagined that he could hear the clatter of steel and hooves just outside the walls of their temporary lodgings, even though he knew they were quite safe. He and some of his men had come to a manor in the highlands above Sibiu while others had gone down into Sibiu to negotiate terms of alliance with Laiota, another rival to the throne. He had been nervous, and hoped that the other man, no doubt a little more used to the role of command, would take him seriously. So far all they had done was lay low in their hideout. Marius, his advisor, had even forbade him from going outside, saying that agents of Laiota might find it easier to negotiate if he was their prisoner rather than an equal. They had been here for over a week and Calugarul did not even know what their lodgings looked like from the outside in the light of day. 
 
    Marius dressed more quickly than him and went out to check on their horses, but when he returned, Calugarul said, “Laiota’s turned on us, hasn’t he? I knew that negotiating with a Danesti was a bad idea!” 
 
    Marius ignored him and went straight for the front door. Calugarul was surprised at how angry the thoughtless gesture made him. The man may have been distracted by the unexpected turbulence, but to Calugarul it was one more gesture of disrespect to one who was, technically speaking, Marius’s superior. 
 
    The page finished tightening his breastplate and Calugarul strapped on his heavy sword. “Get somewhere safe!” he said. “Hurry, boy!” 
 
    He left their lodging and found Marius standing before the front entrance, his gaze fixed on a group of riders approaching. Calugarul felt a sudden wave of cold fear, and saw everything in hyper-real detail. The muscles on the horses’ flanks slowly rippled like a disturbed pond, and the half dozen knights bounced in their saddles. The sun was setting over the mountains and despite the warm weather firelight flickered around the wall of Sibiu nestled in the folds of the hill behind the riders. It was a wonder to him that a group of knights would ride up so casually, as if assuming they could take his head with ease. No one who cared for him would witness his death. His hand gripped the hilt of his sword and he rocked back on his heels slightly, unable to breathe. Then he noticed that one of the knights carried their own green banner, thus marking the group as his own comrades. He suddenly drew in air. 
 
    The whole reason we carry banners and wear surcoats is so we can tell one another apart! he thought, chiding himself. What if I had drawn my sword? I would have looked like a fool, not a leader! 
 
    “They found us, alright!” said the lead rider. “He’s putting Laiota’s boys to shame, and cut us off from reinforcements! We can forget doing anything in Sibiu!” 
 
    “Who do you mean?” said Calugarul. 
 
    Marius cut in almost immediately. “Someone go inside and tell the other boys we’re leaving,” he said to the lead rider, then snatched the reins of his horse from a page. Calugarul began to wonder if he was a ghost. “We’re done here. Let’s go!” 
 
    “We are not done here!” Calugarul shouted. He was fed up with being ignored and Marius finally turned to him reluctantly. Calugarul mounted his horse with stiff, jerking movements, trying to control his anger so that he would not be embarrassed in front of his men. “Some of our comrades are in Sibiu. If Sibiu is under attack, then we must help them!” 
 
    “No, Calugarul… you don’t… you don’t have a full grasp of-” 
 
    “I understand enough!” said Calugarul. “If any of you are loyal to me, then follow!” 
 
    Marius made as if to grab Calugarul’s reins, but he took off far too fast, streaking past his allies and making his way down the path that led to Sibiu. He was frightened at the prospect of fighting, but he was far more terrified of the idea of leaving his companions in danger. Why would anyone follow him if he only ran from danger? 
 
    He was glad to hear the sound of hooves behind him, but he forced himself to face forward, never looking back. Marius edged his horse alongside Calugarul. 
 
    “Marius, sir,” said Calugarul, “I get the feeling you know quite a bit more about this than I do!” 
 
    “Of course, but it’s complicated.” Marius glanced at him. “I promise, sir, that we’ll sort this out later. Right now we need to get you to a safe-” 
 
    “No, we’ll sort this out now!” 
 
    “It’s that beast of a brother of yours, the Voivod! He’s been on a rampage, trying to find us!” 
 
    Calugarul’s mind reeled. “Did Laiota have anything to…” 
 
    “No! Just… ah, that’s why I wanted to wait to hash this all out! We came here for mutual protection. I doubt Laiota ever got a chance to turn us over. The Voivod’s been impaling Laiota’s men wherever he can find them! And ours, too, for that matter!” 
 
    “Impaling!” Calugarul’s voice cracked. “Why didn’t you tell-” 
 
    Calugarul’s question was cut off as they rounded a wooded curve and came to a broad, grassy incline before the southern gate of Sibiu. It was lit by bonfires and torches and revealed throngs of rough-looking peasant-warriors that appalled Calugarul. The gate was wide open and he saw them raising a pole that bore a knight stripped down to his wool undergarments. The man’s head settled against his chest as the pole was fixed vertically, and Calugarul’s stomach lurched when he realized that others were hung beside him, some impaled anally, others run through their torso. No doubt the brutes had stolen their armor, making them difficult to identify. Calugarul saw no one he recognized, and assumed that they were most likely Laiota’s men, not his own. Suddenly the peasants all turned to look in his direction, and Calugarul was sickened to see that many of them were smiling. 
 
    “You see, sir?” said Marius. “There’s nothing we can do. Let’s turn around. We need to-” 
 
    “Onward!” Calugarul shouted. He turned back and shrieked the command again, then spurred his horse onward. He flew past the gang of louts and saw them scurrying to set up a defensive line with their spears. They obviously had not expected anyone to try to get inside the doomed city. 
 
    Arrows zipped by but none found their targets as they charged toward the gate. As they raced past the impaled figures, one of them seemed to look at Calugarul. A small knight whose face was covered in red blood locked blue eyes on him, and seemed to give a silent warning from his high, narrow seat. Calugarul had never met Ion Rosu, one of the boyars who served Laiota, and he did not take any time to introduce himself to the condemned man. 
 
    Inside the gate they came to a marketplace. The sun had fled, shrouding them in darkness, but the light of the burning gatehouse revealed the market to be in ruins, with tables and goods smashed to pieces. 
 
    “Keep going!” said Marius. “That lot behind us are on our asses!” 
 
    Calugarul spurred his horse onward. At that moment he saw riders cross their path from a side street. This time he immediately identified them as Laiota’s men. He breathed a sigh of relief; Sibiu had not fallen, then. They could still put up some kind of defense. He watched them as they rode through the intersection - then another group of knights crashed into his own group. Though they had been pursuing Laiota’s men, they did not hesitate to start beating them with swords and maces. Before Calugarul could even draw his sword, a heavy blade struck his visor right next to his forehead, sending him reeling. His skull rang with such force that he nearly passed out, and would have fallen from his horse if he had not been pressed against one of his own comrades. 
 
    The first thing he saw when his vision cleared was one of his own men leaning awkwardly out of his saddle. Just then Stoica drew his horse to a halt with one hand, held his sword underhanded in the other, and proceeded to stab him in the thigh over and again. Before his victim could right himself in the saddle, Stoica held the blade in both hands and used it like a lever to throw the knight out of his saddle. He turned and glared at Calugarul. 
 
    Marius grabbed Calugarul’s reins and jerked his horse about, and before he knew it they were racing down another avenue. He heard his men screaming behind them as the Voivod’s butchers hacked them down. 
 
    “We have to find the others!” Calugarul shouted. “We can still save them!” 
 
    “Save them!?” Marius shrieked, looking at him with wild eyes. His helm was gone and Calugarul realized that his hair was matted down with a thick coat of blood. 
 
    “You’re hurt!” 
 
    Marius edged his horse down a narrow lane, glancing backward to see if they were being pursued. Calugarul’s anger at being ignored overpowered his concern for Marius’s well-being. 
 
    “You listen to me!” Calugarul shouted. “Our comrades - my subjects! - have been under attack, and you kept that from me! We could have come up with a plan, figured out a way to-” 
 
    “Keep you safe, that was the plan! We need you alive, not dead in a ditch somewhere!” 
 
    “You made a fool of me! Towns were being attacked, and I didn’t even know.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to know!” 
 
    “You… you people don’t want leaders. You don’t want leaders! You only want a figurehead who can be manipulated!” 
 
    Marius did not respond, but led him onto an intersection darkened by smoke coming from another avenue. The street was lined with fine two-story houses, and all of their doors and windows were shut tight. Calugarul had a strange sense that they were in another world without people, or perhaps a sort of shadowy memory of what the world had once been like. Marius stiffened. 
 
    “We’ve been spotted! But he’s alone.” 
 
    Calugarul grasped the handle of his sword. Indeed, he saw a rider on a dark horse watching them through black ribbons of smoke. 
 
    “Should we…” 
 
    “Stand and kill him!” said Marius. “Before he alerts any others!” 
 
    Calugarul drew his sword and immediately the knight sped toward them. Calugarul knew he should have been relieved to see he had no spear, but the knight’s dark armor and shining blade cast a wave of fear into his heart that he could not stifle. He did not seem like a man, but a demon coming to claim his soul. Calugarul raised his shield and gripped his sword and tried to shout to break the man’s courage, but instead only a dry, rasping sound came out of him. 
 
    The knight rode between them and with a terrific crash the knight’s dragon-shield slammed into him, throwing him from his horse as if he had been speared. The cobblestoned lane felt soft by comparison; the knight’s incredible power had driven the air out of him despite his armor. 
 
    Calugarul felt as if he was drowning and pulled off his helm. He saw that Marius was still mounted. Despite his body’s unwillingness, Calugarul drew in air, then shouted, “Marius! Hold him off!” 
 
    He tried to gather himself but in his peripheral vision he saw Marius shrug. Angered, Calugarul looked, and realized that Marius’s body was still mounted on his horse, but his head had disappeared. His shoulders jerked strangely and threads of dark blood leaped from the shorn neck and splattered onto his armored chest. Marius’s horse looked at Calugarul as if he already suspected the worst. 
 
    Calugarul forced himself onto his feet and saw the demon knight approaching on foot as well. The knight had removed his helm and, through a blur of smoke, Calugarul saw a mustache and dark hair that went down to his shoulders. Calugarul raised his sword. The demon knight’s eyes were glued to his shield. 
 
    “You bear my father’s shield!” the knight shouted. “Why?” 
 
    Calugarul gathered all the force of his being into his voice. “I am Calugarul! Voivod Vlad the Monk! Son of-” 
 
    Immediately the demon knight was on him, his bright blade seeming to turn into a serpent as it traced around his own sword. Before he could do anything, his sword flew out of his hand, then the knight’s boot crashed into his shin and one leg flew out from under him. As he stumbled, the demon knight’s shield-hand grasped his head and smashed it into the side of a building. He was blind and on his knees in seconds. He felt cold steel against his face. He blinked, and through a haze of pain he saw the man staring down at him. One hand held his hair, and the other held a sword that laid across his mouth and eye. His upper lip was folded back against the sharpened edge and he could taste blood dripping off his teeth. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” said the man. 
 
    As soon as he said it, Calugarul could clearly see that the man looked much the same as himself, only a few years younger. But he did not have Calugarul’s soft gray eyes. His were like emeralds cast out of hell, a focus for a beam that burned through Calugarul’s paltry layers of protection. 
 
    “M-my half-brother,” said Calugarul, the sword digging into his lip. 
 
    “Who am I?!” he shrieked. 
 
    Calugarul closed his eyes. “Voivod Vlad, son of Dracul… rightful ruler of Wallachia.” 
 
    Still the sword pressed into his face. He could hear Vlad breathing over him, enraged that he shared blood with a traitor. Calugarul realized he was going to die, and without thinking he lifted his arms and clasped his hands together. 
 
    “God doesn’t forgive traitors!” Vlad shouted through clenched teeth. “You weaken our land! You divide our people! You leave us open to invaders!” 
 
    “I… I only… I never meant to…” 
 
    He was thrown down. He opened his eyes and saw Vlad sheathe his sword. The true Voivod took in a deep breath as he mastered his anger. 
 
    “Father would be ashamed if you died on his blade,” said Vlad. 
 
    “Th-then… will you…” 
 
    Vlad slowly placed his boot on Calugarul’s chest and forced him flat on his back. Calugarul had seen animals do something similar, and he understood, on a very deep level, something he had already guessed as soon as he had seen Vlad ride toward him. 
 
    “Don’t ever pick up a sword,” said Vlad. “Not ever again. I won’t be able to protect you otherwise.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Laiota raced away from Sibiu, kicking his horse despite the fact that she was already running at full speed. He had left everyone behind, even his own allies. Still, every tree branch clattering in the wind sounded like pursuers hot on his trail. 
 
    “Idiots,” he muttered. “Idiots! How in God’s name did those idiot boyars think they stood a chance against Vlad? He’s insane! And those monsters who follow him! They… they…” 
 
    At once his mind was overwhelmed by images of gore, memories burned into his soul, leering faces of demonic peasants bringing his allies down from their horses, rough-looking knights in shabby, dented armor skewering his men, setting fires to buildings where the boyars had resolved to stand and fight, and sharpened poles glistening and dripping with hot fat, about to be rammed into- 
 
    Immediately a jet of hot puke blasted out of Laiota, his stomach clenching up and turning his face into a high-pressure hose. The vomit sprayed inside his helm and covered his eyes, then shot through the visor slits in thin streams. Gagging and retching he tore the helm from his face, his entire sweat-soaked head now covered in thick mucus and the remains of an ale-soaked meal. 
 
    He threw the helm onto the path before him, where it clattered down the hill and seemed to be looking back at him. He wiped his eyes as his horse carried him through the dark. 
 
    That’s it, then, he thought. No more politics for me. If Dan wants to tangle with such a monster, he’s welcome to it! 
 
    *** 
 
    Mounted and in full armor, Dan Danesti and his boyars watched from a hill east of Sibiu. They knew that every torch, every bonfire, was a small island of misery and destruction. As far as he knew, he was surely the last of the Danesti, his kind all but driven to extinction by the seed of a usurper. He could just dimly make out firelight glinting along the lengths of poles stretching toward the black heavens, each one topped by wriggling rivals who could have been potential allies. He knew the sight should have made him afraid; he could hear more than one man behind him invoking the saints. 
 
    He turned his horse around and looked at his boyars. 
 
    “Are you shocked?” he said. “Are you surprised? This…” he pointed at the fire-lit massacre. “This was inevitable. And look at how it serves us! We once had two rivals to contend with in Transylvania. Now I doubt my brother will have much fight left in him after tonight. And I’ll wager there’s a monk in armor whipping his horse to get him to a monastery, if he isn’t already riding a pole to meet his blessed saints!” 
 
    A few of the younger boyars laughed, and Dan was glad that they could be won over. He noticed some of the older ones exchanging glances. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Dan. “You think the people of Transylvania will fear him, and the officials will come over to his side. But fear is awfully close to disgust. Isn’t it? Why, I tell you, I see not just knights and mercenaries being impaled. I see women, children, the elderly! He’s lining up simple peasants! What, do you doubt me? Do you say that I’m wrong? Were you there? Were you, sir? No, of course you weren’t. Perhaps my eyes are a bit better than all of yours, but I see one pole so loaded down with the corpses of mere infants that Vlad’s demon-possessed lackeys can hardly keep it standing upright! And the cries of the babes... my God!” 
 
    Dan put a hand to his chest in imitation of sympathy, and once again, several of his boyars laughed in appreciation. 
 
    “We’ll turn the people against him,” said Dan. “Survivors of this massacre will come to our cause. The city officials who kicked us out will beg us to return. We will bide our time, and then, when Vlad turns his attention elsewhere…” Dan unsheathed his sword and held it skyward, and the high-pitched sound of other swords answering his call was deafening. 
 
    “Then, we’ll crush him! We’ll crush this spawn of a usurper! All the world will remember the might of Voivod Dan!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Funeral Rites for the Dead Man 
 
      
 
    1459 AD 
 
    Almost one year after the Transylvanian massacre, and three years since Vlad took the throne of Wallachia. 
 
      
 
    Dan crawled on all fours, unable to see far with his helm pointed downward, but also unwilling to take it off and risk being identified. Everything around him was chaos and violence. His men raced around with no clear plan, only a desperate desire to be away from the Wallachian knights who seemed to be everywhere at once. 
 
    To hell with it, he thought. I can’t see out of this thing! 
 
    Just as he reached up to pull his helm free, he heard a horse whinny just over his shoulder, then the sickening impact of steel against flesh, then the head of one of his men bounced past him. He immediately jerked his hands away from his helm and continued his flight on all fours, hoping to find a free horse so that he would no longer have to imitate one. 
 
    Looking back on it, things had gone wrong from the start. He had indeed gathered more allies, and they had made their move as soon as winter thawed. The land was rich and green and covered in mist as they had poured out of the mountain pass leading into Wallachia. He had wanted to do something similar to what Vlad had done to Dan’s brother, Vladislav, when he had stolen the throne. No sense in wasting their own resources. 
 
    A pair of riders had spotted them, and they had thought little of it. Strangely enough, the first village they had come to seemed to be ready for them. The people fired arrows on them despite having only a pathetic wooden wall. His men were not even sure what village was shooting at them, as none of them had seen a Wallachian village entirely surrounded with a wooden wall quite like that one. They drew away from the village and debated what should be done. They had wanted to take supplies and conscripts, not deal with possibly having hot oil thrown on them as they forced their way inside. 
 
    Are Vlad’s own people turning against him? he had wondered. Has every village been reduced to a state of besieged isolation? 
 
    He had not had long to ponder the riddle, as a gang of knights had practically ridden on top of them out of the mist. He had no idea of their numbers. Any of his men who turned back to distance themselves from the brutes had been set upon by another group that had, apparently, circled around behind them. It had been impossible to lead his men into taking any sort of defensive formation. So it was that he found himself unhorsed and desperate for an escape. 
 
    He suddenly heard the rush of hooves, then a spearhead smacked him in the ribs. The side had been used rather than the point, but the impact still rolled him over and drove the air out of him. A large knight rode back around, then raised his visor in order to get a better look at him. 
 
    Stoica smiled down at Dan. “Oh my, the surcoat of a Danesti!” he said. “You must be the illustrious Voivod Dan we’ve heard so much about. Is a bow quite enough for Your Grace? Or should I dismount and curtsey?” 
 
    *** 
 
    In the green hills near Targoviste, a crowd watched as Dan dug into the moist, dark earth. He wore only tattered, undyed wool, and his hair was wild. He was waist-deep in the earth and his legs were covered in mud. He knew he looked like someone who would beg even from a peasant, and the weight of all the eyes bearing down on him was humiliating. 
 
    But what is the alternative? he wondered. He glanced at the empty coffin sitting on the edge of the hole he was digging. Once I finish this… then... 
 
    “Have mercy on us, O God, according to your great mercy,” said the black-robed Metropolitan standing nearby. “We pray for the repose of the servant of God, Dan Danesti, departed this life, and for the forgiveness of his every transgression…” 
 
    Dan looked at Voivod Vlad sitting on his throne, which had been brought here. His wife Iuliana sat beside him, dressed as if attending a party rather than a funeral. He noticed that she was looking at the Metropolitan rather than at him. Dan dared not look at Vlad’s face; whether Vlad’s expression was attentive or bored or arrogant, Dan knew that the memory of his hateful face would remain with him throughout eternity. 
 
    “Don’t look at the Voivod,” said Bogumir. “Not unless he makes request for it.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    As soon as Dan looked over his shoulder at him, the boyar jammed his staff down into the grave. The hard wood pressed on Dan’s calf muscle and painfully forced him onto his knee. Bogumir twisted the wood and Dan cried out. 
 
    “I’d get back to digging if I were you,” said Stoica. “Most people find Bogumir to be a cheery fellow, but it seems you impaled an old boyar he was quite fond of. And none of us take kindly to shows of disrespect toward our Voivod.” Stoica suddenly smiled. “Besides, you’re lucky! Most men don’t get to attend their own funeral.” 
 
    Dan glared at Stoica, hoping that he felt the hatred raging in him. Bogumir released the pressure from his leg and Dan grabbed the grassy rim of the hole so he would not fall over. 
 
    “Nobody’s scared of you, little Danesti,” said Stoica. “Get back to digging. Remember, it’s not too late for us to switch to a traditional impaling, if you’d prefer it. How would you like this crowd to see you with a piece of Wallachian timber hanging out your back door?” 
 
    “Let us pray to the Lord. Lord have mercy, for you are the resurrection and the life and the repose of your servant, Dan Danesti…” 
 
    Dan gritted his teeth, but said nothing. He returned to his digging once again. 
 
    “Good boy,” said Stoica. 
 
    The sun darted in and out of cloud cover as Dan shoveled the cold earth from his resting place. He remained intent on his task, but eventually Stoica stood nearer the edge, removed a dagger from his boot, and began tapping it against his ring. In between shovelfuls Dan heard tink, tink, tink, a sound tormenting his ears that was made even worse because he knew it was coming from the dagger that would soon take his eyes. He gripped the shovel and prepared to lash out at Stoica’s leg, then stopped because he knew that the boyar wanted him to attack. 
 
    Instead of giving in to his rage, he glanced at Voivod Vlad and noticed that he and his wife seemed to be arguing. Their voices were too quiet for the crowd to overhear, and Dan could not hear them over the Metropolitan’s droning voice. But he knew the seemingly perfect couple were not in full agreement over something. 
 
    Perhaps the young lady wishes to see me whipped? he thought. Maybe she feels slighted that I have a few shreds of dignity hidden somewhere on my person? 
 
    “Give rest, O God, unto your servant, and appoint for him a place in Paradise, where the choirs of the saints, O Lord, and the just, will shine forth like stars. To your servant that is sleeping now do you give rest, overlooking all his offenses…” 
 
    Dan continued digging, if only to show Stoica that he did not mind if he tapped on his ring until his finger fell off. The afternoon dragged on and he was allowed no rest. He envied the pavilion stretched over the Voivod’s wife, a makeshift roof allowing her to watch his execution in comfort. He also noticed that their quiet argument continued nearly the entire time, with only brief breaks. 
 
    Finally the Metropolitan fell silent. 
 
    “Alright, I’d say that’s deep enough,” said Stoica. “Some poor peasant will have to put this earth right back on top of you, and you aren’t worth the effort, so…” 
 
    Stoica trailed off as Vlad approached. One hand rested on the hilt of his blade. 
 
    “Get him out of the grave,” said Vlad. “I’ll behead him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said both boyars, not hesitating to bend over and roughly grab Dan by his arms. Dan tried to fight but was exhausted, and quickly found himself with his face in the grass. Vlad’s boot stopped just before his eye. He was so tired that even protesting was difficult. Still he drew in air to curse Vlad, but the boyars hauled him up onto his knees, turned him around, and made him face the open grave. 
 
    “Don’t speak, Dan,” said Vlad. “There’s no need for you to ruin your good fortune. My wife understands the necessity of your execution, but still she argues on your behalf. She’s adamant that we not become as cruel and unchristian as you. I agree with her that your true judgment will come from God, who you shall soon meet. Only... she didn’t look inside Mircea’s grave, as I did. She didn’t see the torment you left him to experience, alone, in darkness…” 
 
    Dan felt the heavy weight of the presence standing behind him. He found it difficult to breathe. In some strange way he wished that he was already dead, just so he could be away from the gaze that was slowly burning through the back of his skull. He feared to move, but strained his eyes to look at the pavilion where the lady sat. He saw Iuliana staring back at him. Her dark eyes certainly did not seem merciful, and her jaw was held tightly shut. The Toledo blade hissed as it was drawn from the sheathe, and Dan tore his eyes away. The distant green hills seemed to leap and blur in his vision. 
 
    “I hope she never understands the need for vengeance,” said Vlad. “And as long as I have power, then by the grace of God, she never will. Now, Dan. Give thanks to God, for you’ll be keeping your eyes. Clasp your hands on your knees and look down into your grave. It’s been my experience that those who unjustly crave power have absolutely no dignity. But if you do have even a small bit of dignity, sit still for your execution. You’ll be given a far better death than you gave my brother, so be glad.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and his boyars gathered in Targoviste to celebrate their victories. They ate and drank in the very room where so many treasonous boyars had been put down, only this time the doors were not guarded and the windows were open, giving the boyars a view of the sun setting over their beautiful city. Again Targoviste was crowned with flowers, wild dog rose and pink cornflower placed in window flower-beds as far as the eye could see. Representatives from several Transylvanian towns had come to eat and drink with the boyars and make new alliances, and Vlad read a proclamation of peace that garnered applause from the crowd: Transylvania agreed to never give shelter to Voivod Vlad’s enemies, the towns agreed to repay Wallachian merchants what was owed to them, and in return Voivod Vlad agreed to protect Transylvania from Turkish marauders. Peace had come to the land, and the knights were glad to put away their weapons and enjoy a feast. 
 
    “Are you not well?” Vlad said to his wife, leaning in so that he could be heard over the crowd. 
 
    “It’s only my appetite,” said Iuliana. “I’m fine, my love.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should go and lie down.” 
 
    Iuliana immediately shook her head. “I want the people to see how proud of you I am.” 
 
    Vlad smiled and squeezed her hand, and though she smiled as well, Vlad could see that she did not feel well. Dumitru’s wife began speaking with her, and Vlad took the opportunity to turn to Hermokrates, who sat at his other side. 
 
    “Any other news from King Matthias?” 
 
    Vlad’s old tutor had his mouth wrapped around a spoonful of boiled pig brains, but paused and gave Vlad an incredulous look. “None, sir,” he said as he chewed. “Was the last news you received not good enough? Or were you hoping for some bad news in order to even things out?” 
 
    Vlad felt the sting of his words, but he knew that Hermokrates was right. Not only had King Matthias helped forge a peace between Wallachia and Transylvania - he wrote to the wealthy Saxons in Sibiu and asked them to change their attitude toward Vlad, who he called “our beloved and faithful friend” - but he had also made an offer of marriage between one of his unborn children with one of Vlad’s. The very idea made Vlad feel lightheaded. Not only was the son of Janos Hunyadi on the throne of Hungary, but he was so glad to have Vlad for a neighbor that he was offering to bring his line closer to the throne. 
 
    It takes power to protect those you love, thought Vlad. And with Hungary on our side, we might finally have enough power to protect all of Christendom! 
 
    Vlad’s eyes drifted to the crowd of boyars sitting at the rows of tables before him and on either side. They were drinking and laughing, no doubt boasting about impaling so many of Dan’s followers. Among them he saw Bogumir and Dumitru reaching across the table, their hands clasped as Stoica announced the rules of their arm wrestling match. They were certainly a different breed of boyar, not only in attitude but also in loyalty. Vlad had never known any boyars that his father had been able to call “friend”. 
 
    Vlad suddenly turned to Hermokrates. “Perhaps you’re right,” said Vlad. “I should be happy.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Hermokrates, speaking around his pork brain. “You should be happy.” 
 
    “It’s just that I want more than simply peace in Wallachia,” said Vlad. “I’m thinking beyond that. I’m waiting for some things to drop into place.” 
 
    “Perhaps your problem, dear Voivod, is that you don’t know how to relax.” 
 
    Vlad narrowed his eyes at him. “There is still much to be done.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Our Muslim neighbors have not suddenly repented, have they?” 
 
    Hermokrates chewed in silence, and looked as if he was considering something. The table suddenly shook as Bogumir slammed Dumitru’s hand down onto a plate. Hermokrates took a sip of wine as cheers erupted, and in the relative silence that followed, he turned to Vlad. “Voivod,” he said, “I know you often think of the Ottoman Turks. I know you have no love for them. I know you have designs against them. But have you considered the end result of any course of action taken against them?” 
 
    “How do you mean,” said Vlad, his tone flat. 
 
    “Well, Voivod, where does it end? We’ve already chased off or killed many, many slavers. But doesn’t escalating the violence only make the other side do the same, until finally the violence gets so out of hand that all the land burns?” 
 
    “No,” Vlad said immediately. “We wouldn’t be here celebrating peace if we hadn’t forced the Transylvanians to accept peace. If we had put away our weapons, we wouldn’t know anything of peace. My father always tried to appease the Turks, and they never gave him any peace, but only tormented him and his people without end. But the Turks.... they’ll offer us peace. Once we’re through with them, they’ll beg for it.” 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I do. You have to show your opponent that you’re willing to go further than them, that you can endure more pain than them, that you can handle more fear than them - and they will back down!” 
 
    Hermokrates stopped and looked down at his food. His plate and its contents suddenly seemed like a riddle, and he had no idea how to solve it. He rose to go and relieve himself, and Vlad watched him make his way through the crowd. 
 
    He still fears the Turks, thought Vlad. He was their slave when he was young, and fought to get away from them. Why doesn’t his hate overcome his fear? He even saw the depths of their depravity at Nicopolis, and Varna as well… 
 
    Hermokrates stopped at the doorway, where Viorel met him and relayed a message. Finally Hermokrates nodded, then returned to Vlad. 
 
    “A message?” said Vlad. 
 
    “My Voivod,” said Hermokrates, nodding. “One of our envoys in Buda wishes you to know that King Matthias is planning for a crusade against the Turks.” 
 
    Vlad’s eyes flashed. “When?” 
 
    “He did not say. He does not know.” 
 
    Vlad froze in his seat, his hand unconsciously gripping a napkin and knife. His surroundings became unreal, the laughter sounding as if it was coming from the end of a long tunnel. 
 
    He is the son of Hunyadi, thought Vlad. He is truly the son of the former Champion of Christ! 
 
    Without a word, Vlad rose and went to an open window. He leaned out and saw birds leaping from the red rooftops of Targoviste, wheeling and chasing one another in a darkening blue sky. They suddenly dropped onto another rooftop and sat in a line, their heads bobbing as if in conversation. The scene struck him as warm and precious. 
 
    It’s happening, he thought. This is how it begins. 
 
    We will crush the Turks! All of Christendom will rise up… if only we show them the way. 
 
    He turned and looked at Iuliana. She was speaking with Stoica’s dark haired wife, a strange woman that Iuliana nonetheless got along with very well. Though Iuliana was less animated than usual, she seemed to be glowing. Vlad had not been able to tell up close, but looking at her from a distance, he could easily imagine that she was pregnant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The Holy Mountain 
 
      
 
    Vuk Grgurevic took the lead in the dark tunnel. One hand slid along the cold stone wall and his eyes were fixed on the orb of light in the distance. It looked like a single blue star shining in a blackened firmament. He could hear the clink of his guards’ chainmail and the shuffle of feet against stone, but otherwise they remained silent. 
 
    They reached the end of the tunnel and emerged in a hillside cleft concealed by trees on either side. While the others gathered together and took stock of their surroundings, Vuk made his way up the side of the slope and stared at the remains of his home. 
 
    Smederevo was in flames, and Serbia was now in the hands of the Turks. 
 
    He could see a throng of Turks rushing the open front gate. As far as he could see, thick plumes of smoke twisted lazily in the wind. He thought he would be overcome with grief at the sight of the inconceivable thing. Instead he felt only a dull, cold rage, like a vacuum left in his chest after his heart was cut out in Smederevo. He felt like the ghost of one who had been slain. This feeling was intensified by the way the janissaries rushing through the grassy fields could have seen him if they had looked this way, but did not. They saw only Smederevo, the prize of their current round of looting. 
 
    Seeing that the others had not yet gathered in the opening below, his thoughts turned to how he had lost his home. His father Grgur had suddenly decided to leave his monastery, and came to make his claim on the throne of Serbia. He was too late; the nobles had already decided that Stevan should share the throne with Lazar’s widow, Helena Palaiologina. Vuk was fine with this arrangement; he was less interested in who held the throne and more interested in training to be a knight. 
 
    The Ottoman Turks had made overtures of assistance, and Vuk had not understood their ulterior motives until Stevan had explained it later. Stevan and Helena had agreed to share the throne with an Ottoman official with the understanding that their land would not be harassed by Muslim raiders. Almost immediately after the treaty was signed, the Turk had raised an Ottoman banner in Smederevo, and his soldiers had stood on the ramparts and shouted the name of Sultan Mehmet. The townsfolk killed the Turks before they could be imprisoned. 
 
    But the loss of a few men was nothing to Sultan Mehmet, who had gained a pretext for invasion. Janissaries and sipahi and akinci raiders had swarmed over the land, looting and burning and raping as they raced to Smederevo. Helena disappeared; she had already made plans with the King of Bosnia, who snatched up Serbian land in the west. 
 
    Even Mihaly Szilagyi took part, Vuk thought. Instead of helping, he took our land north of the Bosphorus! Even if he could explain himself, what would he have to say? 
 
    He looked down at the ring of the Order. Now he could wear it openly, but what did it represent at this point? 
 
    Serbia is finished. Everyone gathered around us, and devoured us. 
 
    He turned back to the tunnel exit hidden in the cleft and saw Uncle Stevan, his father Grgur, and a few guards and servants. None of them were dressed in fine robes or plate armor any longer, but in dull, undyed cloth that would hopefully go unnoticed by foreigners eager to steal from well-dressed refugees. 
 
    “Vuk?” said Stevan. 
 
    “Here, Uncle.” 
 
    Stevan turned in his direction. “Does anyone see us?” 
 
    “No!” said Vuk, sounding as if he was accusing the world. 
 
    “Then lead on, sir. We are in your care now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They sat around a fire hidden in a grove of black pine in the highlands under the shadow of the Accursed Mountains where Serbia touched Albania. They reckoned they were safe but a pall of gloom still hung over Vuk. 
 
    Vuk looked at his uncle, Stevan, and wondered how he could endure his loss so well. Of course Vuk could not see his eyes, for much of his face was covered by a wrap. But Vuk doubted that he was crying in secret, for he had done his best to keep everyone’s spirits up. Vuk had not. He had only watched the horizon, wary of Turks but somewhat hoping they would come upon a few so that he could make them feel what he felt. 
 
    “Vuk,” said Stevan. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle?” 
 
    “Will you come with me, to Albania?” 
 
    Vuk did not want to. He did not want to go anywhere, but because he could present no reasonable argument, he simply sat in silence. 
 
    “You’ve met Skanderbeg,” said Stevan. “He would not turn you away.” 
 
    Vuk shook his head, then said, “I do not think so, Uncle.” 
 
    Stevan hummed a note. “Constantinople, then.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your Aunt Mara is there. The Turks often make use of those they’ve brought low.” 
 
    Vuk made a dismissive sound, picked up a stick, and roughly adjusted the logs on the fire. “I’ll leave the guards and servants with you, Uncle,” he finally said. “They can go with you to Albania. I’ll think of something.” 
 
    “Ah. Hungary, then.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Why not? You have friends there.” 
 
    “Hungary! I had friends there. I wonder if Mihaly Szilagyi would give me my own land that he took when everyone was carving up Serbia?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hold it against him, Vuk. The defense of Hungary is his duty. He had to make sure no Turks could cross the Danube.” 
 
    Vuk snorted. “No, Uncle, I don’t think I’ll be crawling to Hungary.” 
 
    A hand fell on Vuk’s shoulder and he jumped. His blind father’s hand went down his arm, then grasped his wrist. 
 
    “Come with me,” said Grgur. The firelight glinted off the smooth skin around his eye sockets. “Come with me to Mount Athos, son.” 
 
    Vuk tossed his stick into the fire. “I’ll take you to Mount Athos.” 
 
    “Come with me,” Grgur repeated. “Stay with me at a monastery. We could go to Hilandar. There’s… there’s nothing else left for us, Vuk. Nothing in this world, nothing at all.” 
 
    “I’ll take you there, father,” Vuk said, then fell silent. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vuk paddled their little boat along the shore, slipping from wave to wave in the shadow of tall gray sentries of stone. His gaze continually drifted to his father, who lay nestled among their baggage and covered in a blanket despite the fair weather. His face was pale and glistening, and it seemed to Vuk that he was shaking. In some strange way, Vuk envied him. He wished that the Lord would strike him down with sickness as well, so that he and his father could crawl into one of the crevices between the cold boulders and then be forgotten by all of creation. The earth would swallow them and that would be the end of his shame. 
 
    “Vuk! You watching the horizon?” 
 
    Vuk was startled, thinking that his father must have known he was looking at him. “Yes, father,” said Vuk. “I haven’t seen any monasteries.” 
 
    “Watch for Turks. There’s Turks all over these waters. They love to rob the monasteries along the coast. It would be a shame if… this close to the holy mountain…” 
 
    His father drifted off and Vuk turned his gaze to the coast. He could not see Mount Athos over the cliffs towering over them. Not that he would have known it from any other; much of this land was rocky and inhospitable, and while the inhabitants lived at the mercy of Muslim pirates, they were sometimes spared the worst simply because the land was unwelcoming to ships seeking harbor. 
 
    “Father,” Vuk said suddenly, “what did we do wrong?” 
 
    Grgur coughed. “As long as you keep your eye on the coast, you’ll see one of the monasteries. Just keep rowing, son.” 
 
    “No, no. I mean, how did we… how did we lose… lose our...” 
 
    “Ah, son.” Grgur turned as if he would go to sleep, then turned back to Vuk. “Son, there’s no answer to a question like that. Stop looking for it.” 
 
    “But I-” 
 
    “Stop looking for it! You think I haven’t had time to wonder the same thing? When the Turks take out your eyes with hot irons, there aren’t a lot of things to distract you. I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And what? There’s no answer. They come and they take. It doesn’t matter who you are or what you have built up or stored away. In the end, the greatest among us is no better than a peasant running for the hills. I know… I know you wanted to be a knight, son.” 
 
    His father fell silent for a moment as their little boat coasted between two hills and was struck by the light of the failing sun. Vuk blinked in the blinding light, and for a moment he could not help but think that his father was being taken up into the heavens. 
 
    “By God, I feel like I just got humped by a gang of janissaries,” said Grgur, ruining the illusion. “Anyway, I know you wanted to be a knight, Vuk. But really, best you stay with me. I know it’s not so exciting for a young person to imagine becoming a monk, but all things considered, why not? Riding around, wearing armor that’s been scrubbed and polished, swinging a sword around while everybody applauds… come on, Vuk. Think about how the world really works. Not how you imagine it, or how you want it to be. It’s easy to look down on the old Despot, your grandfather, and wonder how he could bow and scrape before the Sultan, begging for his people’s continued survival. But there’s… there’s demons out there. And they give power to whoever they want, not necessarily to the man who deserves it. You should-” 
 
    “A man as sick as you needs his rest, doesn’t he?” said Vuk, biting off each word. “You should have slept a bit while you had the chance.” Grgur felt a splash of fine mist on his face, and he wondered if Vuk had purposefully smacked the water. 
 
    Vuk fixed his eyes on the shore. A beach had suddenly come into view, and a path wound its way up grassy hills bathed in golden light. He saw a cluster of buildings at the foot of a mountain, and he had no doubt that he was looking at Mount Athos, the holy mountain of the Greek Christian faith. Its peak was wrapped in clouds run through with blades of sunlight. It was so fiercely beautiful that the emptiness Vuk felt thrashed as if it wanted to tear through his mortal shell. Before the dazzling light he felt utterly weak and without purpose, a mistake of creation unable to protect his people from the dark things that lived in the lower depths. The beauty did not inspire him, but reminded him that he had been abandoned. 
 
    That is surely Hilandar Monastery, Vuk thought. 
 
    He looked at his father, a poor soul who was blind to the beauty before him, and yet he wanted to go there all the same. Grgur would join the monks at Hilandar, then he would be dead within a year. Vuk decided that he would go and rest for one day, but for no longer than that. The thought of resting in the holy place filled him with intense self-loathing, because he knew the path that lay before him. He had avoided the thought for days, but now he knew his fate was unavoidable. What had been good in him was now gone, and the goodness he had seen in others had been an illusion. Only those who took what they wanted by force experienced any sort of joy in this world - of that, he was now certain. 
 
    Knowing that, it only made sense to go to the Sultan and offer his loyalty. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Bleeding the Dragon 
 
      
 
    1460 AD 
 
    Four years after the death of Janos Hunyadi, and two years after the crowning of King Matthias of Hungary. Mihaly Szilagyi is sixty years old. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Istvan Bathory left to confer with their scouts, Mihaly considered lying down and stretching out in his armor. A young page entered the tent and Mihaly’s mind drifted as he methodically removed his gauntlets. 
 
    He was exhausted. He had spent the past week gathering nobles and mercenaries as quickly as possible, then they headed south. He had received reports that Turks had crossed the Danube and were raiding Hungarian villages. He had not waited to see how King Matthias or the Diet would respond; he doubted the new generation understood how quickly you had to move if you wanted to catch a Turk who had his cages full of children. 
 
    They’ve gotten bold since Hunyadi died, thought Mihaly. Now that Serbia has fallen, they couldn’t wait to test us. If we didn’t have Vlad in Wallachia, I’m sure they would have already come at us through Transylvania! 
 
    The page hesitated, thinking that Mihaly would remove his own sword belt, but he only stared ahead, lost in thought. The boy never really thought of him as an old man, but he seemed it now. His face was drawn, and there was quite a bit of white in his curly black hair and in his small, curled mustache. 
 
    Mihaly was thinking of King Matthias. He tried to be grateful that the son of Hunyadi was bold, and did not seem to need any counsel when it came to staying ahead of his political opponents. Despite his youth, Matthias was always either one step ahead, or was consistent in his ability to think on his feet. Mihaly would never forget how the boy had called him aside, then told him that he wanted his resignation as Regent. Mihaly had been shocked. As he only held the office in order to assist the young King, he had not expected any contest. But Matthias had insisted that he wanted young, talented people in every position. 
 
    “The age of nobility is over,” said Matthias. “We’re not going to be passing titles based on heredity. From now on, only the most qualified will hold a position. Any position.” 
 
    “Am I not qualified, Your Highness?” Mihaly had asked, feeling deflated. 
 
    “This isn’t about you, Uncle. It’s about passing the torch to someone with a career ahead of them, rather than behind them. You’ve served Hungary well, sir, and that’s why you’re being allowed to resign. Of your own free will.” 
 
    Mihaly had stared at Matthias, and while he could think of no words that would sway him, he doubted Matthias would be open to argument. The young King leaned forward in his seat, one hand on his knee, his gaze unwavering. 
 
    I assumed we would work together, Matthias and I, thought Mihaly. Just like I did with his father, only this time I would be the teacher. But now here I am, old and tired, stripped of position, but still hunting Turks with a few loyal members of the Order. 
 
    He felt his breastplate come loose, and he woke from his reverie and unlatched his wrist guards so the page would not have to do everything. Just then Istvan entered and saluted. He looked as if he had just gotten his second wind. 
 
    “What is it?” said Mihaly. 
 
    “You were right, sir,” said Istvan. “The Turks struck several villages, and have their cages full of boys. They’re near Bazias now. We’ve gotten ahead of them.” 
 
    Mihaly growled. “They actually think they can impose their blood tax on Hungary. Were our scouts seen?” 
 
    “They don’t think so. The enemy had fires going, but our scouts were moving in the dark.” 
 
    “Get the men up, then. We’ll head back and set up closer to them. Let’s cut them off before they reach the Danube.” 
 
    “The Turks will regret this,” Istvan said darkly as he turned to go. 
 
    “No rest tonight,” Mihaly muttered. The boy had already begun putting Mihaly’s breastplate back on. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mist covered the wide green plain north of the river. The fog had already helped them ambush a group of Turks, but Mihaly was sure there had to be more, and he began to wonder if the mist hurt more than it helped. He sat in the opening atop one of the battle wagons, which were chained across the path with cavalry and archers on either side. Dead akinci and their mounts were strewn across the path, some blown to pieces by the heavy grapeshot fired from the battle wagons. Though Mihaly had been nearly deafened, he could still hear the clink and scrape of matchlock rifles and crossbows being reloaded within and on top of the wagons. 
 
    If they wait too long, thought Mihaly, I’ll send cavalry to harass them. If we can drive them back into Hungary, then this will be their final slave raid. 
 
    The wall of mist was suddenly broken by the gleaming colors of the robes worn by marching janissaries. Seeing their prey, the janissaries shouted, leaping over corpses as they ran. Mihaly was more than a little surprised to see the professional slave-soldiers on Hungarian soil. It was one thing for akinci raider trash to cross the border and steal children, but the presence of the Sultan’s janissaries showed true gall on the part of the Turks. 
 
    “Fire!” Mihaly shouted, pounding on the roof of his battle wagon. He did not have to shout a second time. Each wagon bucked and heaved as the cannons shrieked, the small balls of shot packed into the barrels turning into a hail of death. The front rows of janissaries flew back, limbs torn free and torsos ripped apart. Those further back used their shields to keep flying corpses from slamming into them. Still the janissaries charged, and the riflemen fired down into their ranks. 
 
    So far, a frontal assault against a line of battle wagons had always proved futile, but the janissaries had developed an intense hatred for the Hungarian war machines since the Battle of Belgrade, when they had been so thoroughly defeated. Many had sworn they would never retreat if they encountered the battle wagons again, and so they held good to their word. Many of them reached the wagons and began dueling with the spears and rifles sticking out of the narrow slits in the wagons’ sides as best they could, while others attempted to climb up the sides. 
 
    Mihaly signaled to the cavalry, and Istvan in his dark red and white surcoat immediately took off, leading the charge. Just as they were about to encircle the janissaries and hem them in, a wave of heavy sipahi rode out of the mist. Mihaly knew Istvan’s cavalry would not be able to save them, as they would be tangled up with the opposing cavalry. 
 
    He felt his wagon shake as janissaries made their way up the side. He handed his empty rifle back down into the opening, and a young man accepted it and immediately handed him a loaded rifle with its match already lit. Mihaly handled it carefully as he pulled himself out of the opening. He made his way over to the edge on his knees, leaned over the side, and saw innumerable horned helms, a writhing rainbow of hatred. 
 
    One mustached face turned to him just as he fired down into the crowd. The janissary’s face disappeared in a blast of smoke and the back of his head sprayed onto the colorful robes and armor of his brothers. Two men fell dead from the single shot, and Mihaly rolled back from the edge before he could be targeted. 
 
    “Arquebus!” he shouted into the opening, but the young man was already handing him a loaded arquebus in exchange for his empty rifle. Mihaly hefted the heavy weapon against his shoulder. Turning, he was alarmed to see no less than three janissaries clambering over the side. He aimed straight into the middle and fired. One was clever enough to simply fall, allowing gravity to save his life. The janissary beside him was thrown back in a wave of scattershot, and the third took enough shot in the arm and chest that he decided falling on top of his comrades was better than waiting to be shot again. 
 
    Mihaly held the empty weapon into the opening, but the young man was still busy. The janissary he had missed earlier bounded over the side, his eyes fixed on Mihaly. He wore chainmail over a dark robe of burnt orange, and his face was covered by a cloth mask that revealed eyes full of hatred. Mihaly thought at first that luck had spared him from falling on his comrades’ weapons, but the force of his gaze was strong enough that Mihaly doubted anything could keep this one from his quarry for long. 
 
    Mihaly had only enough time to raise the empty arquebus as the janissary drew his curved sword and rushed at him. He swung and the blade caught in the wooded grip beneath the barrel. Mihaly rose and pushed against the janissary, sidestepping into him as the Turk attempted to angle him toward the edge. Weapon to weapon they glared at one another, the janissary’s mask puffing in and out as he took in heated breaths. Mihaly wondered if there was any way he could draw his weapon without dropping the arquebus, but at that moment the janissary kneed him in the side with incredible force. Mihaly fell onto his back and crawled to the far edge. 
 
    The janissary was nearly upon him when the young rifleman who had assisted him earlier climbed out of the opening with his sword drawn. He swung high, forcing the janissary to duck, then surprised the janissary with a left hook that whipped his head to the side and tore his mask free. 
 
    The janissary was none other than Sehzade, and both of the Hungarians were shocked to see that he looked like a monster. His face was smooth and covered in a patchwork of scars, and his mouth was turned into a misshapen scowl, revealing teeth on one side. His sword flew in a series of arcs too fast for the eye to follow and the young Hungarian fell over the side with his throat and face spurting blood. Mihaly had only time to rise but not draw his sword, and ran to the distracted janissary and grabbed him on either side, forcing his arms down. He had meant to throw Sehzade off the side, but the slave-soldier was so wild and fierce that Mihaly could only hold on to him until they both fell off the roof of the battle wagon. 
 
    Mihaly hit the hard earth with Sehzade on top of him, driving the air from him. He was too stunned to move, and his pain only grew when he realized that that many of the wagons were covered in janissaries. Sehzade recovered quickly, turning over and pressing his blade into Mihaly’s throat. Sehzade hesitated, and Mihaly saw the janissary’s bloodshot eyes running across the marks of his rank. A growl escaped from Sehzade’s twisted, demonic face, the scowl somehow deepening as the slave-soldier decided his foe was worth more alive than dead. 
 
    Mihaly would survive the battle, though he would later wish that he had not. 
 
    *** 
 
    He saw Jusztina, his daughter, golden haired and in a blue dress, her smile frozen because she wanted to seem as if she was not scared. She was ten years old but already seemed troubled by adult worries, and aware enough to understand that she should not show childish fear around adults. He remembered how she came up to him but waited for his aide to finish reporting before she spoke. 
 
    “I’ll pray for you, father,” she said, and at the time he had been amused. 
 
    He knelt and held her arm, and now he could not help but think that he should have held her close while he had the chance. “I'll return soon, Jusztina,” he said. “We aren’t going far. Mind your mother, and attend your lessons.” He made no mention that he was going to stop Turks from carrying off child slaves, but the way she held his gaze told him that she knew well enough. 
 
    “I shall, father,” she said, and he remembered how he had moved on without another look at her because he wanted to be off. His mind was already on the difficult task of coordinating meeting up with the other members of the Order and simultaneously figuring out how to cut off the Turks without knowing exactly where they were. But this time, in remembering the moment, he could feel his daughter’s eyes on his back as he made his way down the hall of their home. 
 
    He wondered if he could go back, change the memory, hold her close, but then he found himself suddenly sitting next to Hunyadi. It was long ago, Mihaly was a young man, and Hunyadi’s hair and beard were dark and full. They were in someone’s hall having dinner, but it was a wild gathering because they had just stopped the Turks at Titel. They were drinking, still heated, and after laughing over some jest Hunyadi leaned in. 
 
    “Let’s stick close to each other,” he said. “We work well together. Always good to have an ally in this line of work. No real reward in what we do, but… why worry about riches in this life? The Lord will remember us, eh, Mihaly?” 
 
    Mihaly remembered the sense of camaraderie he had felt, the excitement at realizing that this was a man he could trust to fight by his side. The scene shifted suddenly. He was at another dinner, years later, at Hunedoara. There was dancing but Vlad sat alone, pondering something. He did not look as if he knew that Mihaly was watching him. Just then Jusztina bumped into Vlad’s leg. She was tiny, and Mihaly could not hear her or see her face to know her expression. Vlad looked down at her, then turned his hand as she grasped his fingers. 
 
    “That ring?” said Vlad. “Do you recognize it? You’ve probably seen your father wearing one like it.” 
 
    The memory was immediately snatched away; he saw the battle wagons strung out in a line, with janissaries forcing open the hatches, jamming spears inside or crawling within. Then - an explosion. The powder was ignited and one after another they went off, the flash searing Mihaly’s vision. He wondered if Istvan had been caught in the blast and torn apart. 
 
    The violence of the memory woke him, the sound of the explosion replaced by a rough-looking Turk flinging open the door of his cage. He shouted and Mihaly understood that it was his turn to walk again. In a haze, he and a few other knights who had been stripped to their undergarments rose and hopped out of the cage, making sure not to tangle the chains linking their arms. The captives who had been walking in a line behind the wagon stumbled up to the cage and prepared to take Mihaly’s place. 
 
    “Stay strong,” Mihaly said quietly. “It will be over soon.” 
 
    “Shut up! Walk!” screamed the Turk, forcing the exhausted men into the cage with blows from his stick. The eyes of children in other cages turned their way, their faces indistinct in the failing light. Mihaly’s legs still ached from the last time he had been forced to jog behind the caged wagon, but he was more concerned for his allies. None of them had the strength to look at him, or nod, or give any sign that they had heard him and understood that this was all a part of the battle they had sworn to wage, despite there being no dignity in it. 
 
    Mihaly glanced at another wagon drawing up beside them, and he saw that every man being dragged behind the wagon by a length of chain just so happened to be a member of the Order of the Dragon, as were the knights chained beside him. Considering that many had also been killed in the battle, and that Mihaly, the head of their group, was here as well, did not bode well for the Order. Then the wagon moved and Mihaly was jerked along by his chain, his thoughts interrupted by the immediacy of pain. 
 
    *** 
 
    Radu crossed the hall with firm, determined steps. He was twenty years old, and felt more a man than ever before. He had led janissaries into battle and crushed a rebellion in Anatolia. Those who thought the Sultan was too far away to hear their dissent had been turned out of their homes or killed in front of their caged families. Radu was also excited to hear about other armies of janissaries and sipahi attacking the Morea, hunting down the last holdouts of Byzantine infidels who had fled just before the fall of Constantinople. He wondered if there would be anything left for him once the janissaries were done with them. 
 
    Then again, he thought, perhaps I should stay and enjoy a little time in Constantinople. There’s always conquest to be had somewhere. 
 
    Radu approached the entrance to Sultan Mehmet’s open-air sitting room. Janissary guards standing on either side recognized him, bowed, and opened the door so that he did not even have to slow his pace. He smoothed down his thin mustache and entered. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet looked like a dead body propped up in the golden sunlit room. His eyes were wide and baggy, his mouth hung open, and he seemed lost in a dark dream. Radu had suspected something like this, but adopted a sympathetic posture. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” said Radu. He extended a hand, then felt a little foolish for the gesture. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet slowly turned to him. “Radu… Radu!” he said. “S-something… something… terrible… has…” Mehmet drew in a breath, and closed his eyes as if the simplest act of survival filled him with agony. “Jacob has fled from me!” 
 
    “Fled, Your Majesty?” Radu approached and went down on one knee before Mehmet. 
 
    Mehmet nodded. “Jacob Notaras has run away. He’s left me, Radu! Gone! Gone!” 
 
    Mehmet fell forward and Radu wrapped his arms around him. The audacious gesture was welcomed; Mehmet placed his head against the crook of Radu’s shoulder and wept. Radu could not help but notice that the Sultan stank. Still he held him close. 
 
    He must be chasing off the servants before they can tend to him, thought Radu. 
 
    “I’m sure Angelovic is doing all that he can to find him,” said Radu. “But I will make inquiries as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Radu… thank you… but I… I don’t think…” 
 
    “Did he not understand the honor of his position?” said Radu, feigning outrage. “Your Majesty, if he is found, I think that some punishment is in order. He can’t just…” 
 
    “Ah, Radu, Radu, I don’t… I don’t know anything anymore…” 
 
    Radu felt as if the time was right. “Do you have any leads on where he might have gone?” he said, speaking into Mehmet’s wide shoulder. “Or perhaps… an idea of who might have helped him?” 
 
    “No… nothing is known… nothing… only that he is gone from me… he is gone, Radu…” 
 
    Radu held the Sultan close, letting him soak into his shirt. Finally Mehmet pulled away and leaned back against the wall, looking as if his head had been doused with water. His eyes lost focus, and he said nothing. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” said Radu, still crouching at Mehmet’s knee, “I know you are adrift in the unfathomed depths of sorrow. I know that you have lost more than any man should ever lose. And while I will not presume to dislodge the profound grief that grips your heart, I do have one piece of good news that you may enjoy hearing.” 
 
    Mehmet’s face remained slack, but his eyes moved to watch Radu. 
 
    “Your Majesty, it seems we have caught Mihaly Szilagyi. As you recall, he was Janos Hunyadi’s untiring lapdog, a hateful enemy of our faith. Not to mention the former Regent of Hungary. But he is now in your hands!” 
 
    “He… he is?” 
 
    Radu nodded. “He has been brought to Constantinople, Your Majesty!” 
 
    For the first time in a long while, the fog of Sultan Mehmet’s grief seemed to part slightly. His eyebrows raised slightly, and his body seemed to lift of its own accord. 
 
    *** 
 
    Of the knights that survived the journey across fallen Bulgaria, they separated the youngest to be taken to the slave market. Mihaly knew that most of them would end up rowing on a galley, as they were too dangerous to be allowed into any household, and too old to be indoctrinated into the ranks of the janissaries. The old and the wounded were held in a dark cell, and Mihaly was thrown in alongside them. They sat on the cold, bare floor, and just when Mihaly had settled in and decided that he could wait as long as they made him, guards came and took them to caged wagons once again. 
 
    “That was fast,” said Mihaly. 
 
    “It was,” said one knight. “But I doubt they brought us this far just to release us.” 
 
    “I don’t care where they take us,” said a knight nearly as old as Mihaly. “As long as we don’t have to walk any more, I’ll go anywhere!” 
 
    They set off. Large janissaries carrying wicked halberds walked on either side of the caged wagons, and the people in the avenues scurried aside to give them as much room as possible. They marched with their shoulders held back, and their grim expressions made it obvious that they would not mind hacking down anyone. They only needed an excuse to do so. 
 
    The city impressed itself on Mihaly. He had been in Constantinople before, but it was much different now. The buildings were bare of decoration, and no church bells tolled the hour. The people looked as if they all came from faraway Anatolia, with their robes and their strange tongue. Soon they passed by the construction site of the Sultan’s new palace, a tall patchwork of scaffolding and stone that would later be called Topkapi Palace. 
 
    How many of our kind will be forced to live there? Mihaly wondered. Surrounded by glittering jewels and fine robes, but with an invisible chain around their necks? How many Christian rulers will go there to kneel, to give tribute, to beg that their people be allowed to live? 
 
    They stopped in a wide avenue ringed by whitewashed buildings where turbaned faces peered from every window. Already a crowd had gathered, but they quickly made way for the janissaries. There was a wooden platform lined with wide poles and ropes, and Mihaly could feel the aggression and excitement emanating from the crowd. It was not hard for him to guess what would become of him. 
 
    “Alright,” said Mihaly, turning to his companions. “Let’s turn away and not look at the platform. No need for us to stare at what’s coming. Let’s try to keep it together and make a brave show of it. We will be with God soon, and that’s not such a bad thing. How does that sound to you gentlemen?” 
 
    The men nodded. Mihaly did not know it, but it was his resolve that gave them any sort of semblance of bravery. They turned and looked back the way they had come, seemingly unaware of the spectacle that was about to begin in the other direction. 
 
    The cage door opened suddenly and two large janissaries entered. While one held a wide, short blade before him and forced the others toward the back, his comrade grabbed one of the younger knights and pulled him along. 
 
    “I’ve not a priest to pray over me!” the young man shouted, grasping the side of the cage. “There’s not a priest to pray over me! Wait! Wait, just a moment!” 
 
    “Easy, son!” said Mihaly. “They’ll remember you back home! They’ll pray for you, don’t worry! You’re a hero! The Lord knows you by name!” 
 
    The janissaries jerked the youth along and the door swung shut. 
 
    “We will be remembered, won’t we?” said one of the older knights, his voice almost sounding like a child’s. 
 
    “Of course,” said Mihaly. 
 
    “But only if we win,” said another. “Well, not us... but Christendom.” 
 
    “The Lord will remember us. As long as we have done all that we can, and have fought as hard as we are able…” 
 
    Mihaly trailed off as the young knight who had been taken started screaming. Mihaly knew he had not even reached the platform just yet. 
 
    The mere sight of whatever they have planned for us must have unnerved him, he thought. An awful, dizzying feeling thrashed in his guts. His mind wandered to a dark place. He knew that his comrade’s desire to be remembered was a small thing when weighed against the monster devouring the world. Even the monster’s current incarnation in the form of the Ottoman Empire was not the first vessel it had chosen to spread its darkness, and he reckoned that it might not even be the last form it took. 
 
    The monster left nothing in its wake, but simply erased what was there before as it passed. So many libraries and books had been burned to the ground. Mihaly had heard of one library far in the East built by strange-looking men whose beliefs and knowledge were entirely different from that of Europe. Buddhists, they were called. Neither Mihaly nor anyone else would ever know what was in their store of knowledge, for the library of Nalanda had been ransacked, its books burned or cast into a river. Even though many said that the Library of Alexandria, the greatest store of knowledge in the ancient West, had been destroyed by ancient Romans, it was hard to say for certain because so many Muslims adamantly swore that they had done the deed. A bizarre thing to be proud of, as far as Mihaly could tell. 
 
    He had heard of great monoliths in Aegypt, strange pyramidal structures whose purpose and creation no man understood or could even guess at. When the men possessed by the monster came upon the pyramids, they had hated them, and began stripping their outer casing stones to use in making mosques at the behest of Salah al Din. It was a wonder that anything was left of the great monoliths. 
 
    For eight hundred years the monster had rampaged through the world, wrapping its tail around the Mediterranean Sea and enslaving anyone who lived on the coast, forcing Europe to depend on land routes for trade and thus slowly turning her into a shadow of what she once was. How long could such a situation continue? 
 
    Mihaly leaned against the side of the cage, for he could not seem to get a hold of his mind. It was running further and further away. He thought of how difficult it was to defend one’s own land, much less put together an alliance for a crusade to drive back the demonic horde. And even if the monumental task of putting together a crusade was somehow pulled off, it was a sad fact that Western crusades tended to be short affairs with only a few battles that added up to little more than draws. It was pathetic. The Enemy, on the other hand, could field massive armies of slaves year after year after year. Sometimes it really did seem as if the Lord merely stood and watched while the Enemy worked alongside his minions and gave them aid. He wondered if, in the future, the Enemy would become so clever that he would ensnare the minds of men, making it seem as if the crusades had been horrible, fanatical bloodlettings foisted on an innocent people, while the constant onslaught wreaked by the Enemy’s minions was simply erased from record, or became wholly invisible. 
 
    It cannot be, thought Mihaly, not quite believing himself. Such a thing must never happen! 
 
    The cage door suddenly swung open and Mihaly jerked in alarm. Before him stood Sehzade, the very janissary who had captured him. His monstrous face was concealed by a mask wet around the mouth; Mihaly saw only hate-filled eyes burning into him. Strangely enough, Mihaly was not afraid of him. Now that the fighting was over, the slave-soldier seemed like a pitiful creature, his human potential pruned away until only a thirst for destruction and domination remained. Mihaly was struck by the unexpected thought, as he was exhausted and hungry and dehydrated and in no shape to think of anyone as pathetic. 
 
    “Get out,” said Sehzade. “Your turn, Mee-ha See-lee-gee!” 
 
    Mihaly looked at Sehzade for a moment, then realized that the crowd was roaring. He turned back to his allies. 
 
    “Stay brave, friends!” he said. “Pray for one another! And try not to loo-” 
 
    Mihaly was jerked out of the cage and thrown down on the hard cobblestones, numbing the entire length of his body. Executioners dressed in black robes and face wraps hauled him to his feet and dragged him through the crowd. Sehzade pushed one aside and gripped Mihaly’s left arm. Mihaly looked down, unwilling to see the crowd whose shouts were like waves of water pressing against him. 
 
    God, forgive me of my sins, Mihaly thought. Please remember my family, please look after my dearest Margit, please look after my daughter Jusztina, please look after- 
 
    “You go to suck off janissaries in the Paradise of Jannah,” said Sehzade, leaning in close to his ear. “You know that, right? Your ass belongs to us for all of eternity.” 
 
    … and please look after King Matthias, please help him and give him aid, grant him the wisdom to rule and the strength to do all that is necessary for our people, and please help him to... 
 
    Mihaly was dragged onto the platform. It was dark with blood and covered in limbs and entrails, to such an extent that he thought he was surely dreaming. He was not even sure that he could find the body of his comrade who had been killed only minutes before. Sehzade leaned in again and said something intimidating, but Mihaly was already fighting so hard against the unbelievable fear swirling in his mind that he could neither hear nor comprehend the slave-soldier’s words. 
 
    As his clothes were cut away with cold blades, he saw two executioners standing with a long, heavy felling saw held between them, the sort of implement used to cut down very large trees. He saw ropes trailing down from heavy wooden posts, and in his heart he prayed for God to give him the mercy of a quick death because he could guess what was about to happen, and he knew that no man could endure such a thing on his own. 
 
    *** 
 
    Radu sat with Mehmet in a covered balcony overlooking the execution square, a bowl of sweet figs and cups of kahve ignored between them. Radu often glanced at Mehmet to see if a spark would be ignited in him by the sight of beheadings, impalement, hooking, and death by the saw. The Sultan stirred little, and often seemed annoyed. 
 
    Mihaly Szilagyi, former Regent of Hungary and lickspittle of the infidel Janos Hunyadi, was brought forth, and finally Mehmet seemed to pay attention. The man’s clothes were cut away in order to put an end to his pride, then two men tied ropes around his ankles and he was quickly hauled up into the air. He dangled upside down with his legs held apart, looking quite foolish with his hair hanging down. A black-robed executioner tied another rope to his neck and secured it to a hook in order to hold him steady. 
 
    “That should put an end to his haughty nature,” said Radu, hoping to get a response out of Mehmet. He said nothing, but leaned forward. Radu was partly afraid that Mehmet would simply get up and leave. 
 
    Finally the executioners with the jagged saw held the thing between them, over Mihaly’s legs, and the crowd surged forward. Janissaries standing around the platform pushed against the crowd with their halberds held lengthwise. The wall of sound was so powerful that Radu could say nothing more to Mehmet. 
 
    The executioners lowered the saw onto Mihaly’s scrotum, and Radu leaned forward to look at the man’s face. Then the saw jerked backward, then forward, and the man jerked with such force that Radu could not study his face. Whether or not he screamed, Radu would never know. The executioners bore their weight into the saw as they jerked it back and forth, and it tore through Mihaly’s scrotum, then his hip bones, and blood soon cascaded down his body and face in an incredible torrent. Radu winced as the saw blasted through ribs. Coils of intestines caught on either end of the jagged teeth. 
 
    Radu was surprised at how quickly the saw tore the man in half, for the ropes soon pulled the corpse to either side, scattering organs and coils of intestine all along the ground. The executioners stood and held the dripping implement between them as if they had won a competition. To Radu, Mihaly’s head looked no different from a wild animal’s blood-soaked afterbirth, now little more than a wad of black hair lying on the platform. 
 
    “So much for that Christian dog,” said Radu, exhaling a breath he did not know he had been holding. He turned to Mehmet and saw that his eyes were wide and his face was red with color. He licked his lips as if watching a feast being prepared. 
 
    That’s it! thought Radu. He is alive once again! 
 
    “Fate,” said Mehmet. 
 
    “What’s that, Your Majesty?” said Radu, leaning in to hear him. 
 
    Mehmet’s eyes never left the grisly scene below. “That is the fate of anyone who tries to take what belongs to me.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” said Radu. “Indeed it is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Hatred Is Our Salvation 
 
      
 
    Vlad attended liturgy in a new church he had built in Bucuresti, his eyes fixed on a painted icon of Emperor Constantine the First. The ancient warrior-saint stood on the walls of Constantinople, once the center of the Greek faith. Vlad’s attention wandered from the chanting of the Psalms as he imagined those very walls falling around Emperor Constantine XI. He imagined the terror and fury the man must have felt as the horde swept over his people. The sense of failure as his shoulders proved unable to bear the burden of protecting his people from cages, manacles, and Turks salivating as they separated men, women, and children among themselves... 
 
    Vlad came back as the train of clergymen passed by bearing crosses and standards of six-winged angels, and he and Viorel both knelt as the priest drew near. The priest held a chalice over their heads to bless them, then continued on, his robe gently swaying in a cloud of incense. 
 
    Vlad glanced at the people in the church as he stood. He saw well-dressed boyars, architects and stonemasons, peasants in brightly colored vests, and women clutching children, more small children than he had ever seen in any Wallachian village. It was a sign that the people believed in him and what he was doing. He realized that they looked nothing like the beaten-down, poverty-stricken Wallachians he had once known. He wondered what his father would think if he could see them gathered in this church that Vlad had built - one of many churches and monasteries he had built, all in villages that were now surrounded with at least some form of wooden wall or defensive structures all manned by locals. 
 
    We have so much now, he thought. And yet now we all stand on the edge of a knife. If we lean this way, or that… utter destruction. 
 
    Once the liturgy ended, Vlad met with Viorel outside, near the entrance. Bucuresti was not what it once was. The surrounding stone wall and ramparts grew steadily, and several large wooden houses owned by new boyars stood over other fine-looking homes. Finally Viorel caught Vlad’s eye. Vlad noted the young man’s short cape and darkly patterned vest. He had a full mustache and his hair was combed. Vlad could not help but remember the wild-looking youth in a vest of sheep’s wool tied to the wheels of a Turkish wagon, his scruffy face bruised and bloody. 
 
    “Forgive me for saying,” said Viorel, “but your mind has been wandering, Voivod.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “I’m thinking of what’s coming.” 
 
    Viorel was a member of Vlad’s inner circle, and knew full well the choice that he would soon be forced to make. “Whatever you do,” said Viorel, “all the boyars of Bucuresti are by your side. I’m sure that goes for all of Wallachia as well.” 
 
    He locked his clear blue eyes on Vlad, and thrust out his hand. He was a man of few words. Vlad shook his hand, then they both went their separate ways. A young servant stood ready, holding the reins of Vlad’s horse. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad rode through the Vlasiei Forest alongside a few guards that he employed for show. Warm beams shone through the leaves, and he passed wagons and travelers on horseback who doffed their hats respectfully. His ride was pleasant and he reflected that only a few years ago one risked their life going near the woods. Now merchants and families travelled unarmed and without fear. Vlad knew that it had only taken him and a few brave men to create a culture of law and order. He had good relations with Transylvania and Hungary, and of course he had a strong alliance with Voivod Stefan of Moldavia. Vlad had funded the building of monasteries, churches, even entirely new villages populated by families who wanted to spread out, elect new cneaz chieftains from among themselves, and perhaps one day present boyars of their own to the sfatul domneasc. 
 
    The people want to work and improve their lives, thought Vlad. It’s easy to fund big projects when we don’t give our wealth to those who hate us. 
 
    And yet there’s a price to pay for this peace we’ve made... 
 
    He was not, of course, thinking of all the bandits he had impaled, nor the murderers, rapists, and thieves he had executed. Nor was he thinking of the rivals he had crushed. Once dealt with, they did not matter. 
 
    Bucuresti can’t stand against a siege, he thought. The wall is still incomplete. What’s worse, the Turks still have Fort Giurgiu. My grandfather built it to be a lookout against the Turks, but now the Muslims effectively control the Danube and our southern border with Giurgiu in their hands. 
 
    He saw a rider flying fast on the path ahead. His guards glanced at him warily and he nodded, then signaled them to stop. In time they recognized Bogumir. 
 
    “Voivod,” said Bogumir, jerking his horse to a halt. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Dignitaries from the Ottoman Empire, sir. They are waiting for you in Targoviste!” 
 
    Vlad frowned. “Why didn’t we see them pass through Bucuresti?” 
 
    “They came from the west, sir.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “They’re touring the country. I’m sure they have plenty of questions. Let’s go and see if we can answer them.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Iuliana sat up in bed and watched Vlad cradle their baby boy. He walked back and forth before the open window, his figure darkened in a stream of sunshine. 
 
    I’ve done my duty, she thought, full of pride. Mihnea will learn everything there is to know about ruling from his father. Then, one day, he’ll be Voivod! 
 
    Vlad glanced at her. “Even leaving for one day was too long,” he said. “I used to be able to hold him in just two hands. Now…” 
 
    She smiled at him, then gestured for the nurse to give them a moment. Once the older woman stepped out, Iuliana gathered her resolve. “Vlad,” she said, “is it true that your friend Mihaly is dead?” 
 
    Vlad winced. “Instead of reading letters and speaking with messengers, I should stay in here and listen to the gossip.” 
 
    “It’s true, then?” 
 
    “We don’t know for certain. But he was taken by the Turks, so yes, he’s most likely been killed.” 
 
    The Dragon’s head has been cut off, Vlad thought, remembering a letter he had received from Istvan, then thrown into the fire. The head and many limbs besides. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have to hear it from gossip,” said Iuliana, “if I could hear it from you.” 
 
    Vlad sat on the edge of their bed. “I tell you many things,” he said. “Far more than most warlords tell their ladies. But I wouldn’t trouble you with speculation, Iuliana. It’s true that Mihaly was… a dear friend and ally. But he was not ruler of Hungary, and we still have the support of King Matthias. So there is still a choice to make.” 
 
    Iuliana’s eyes darted from Vlad to Mihnea to the door, and she finally understood the strange tension she had felt in the air. 
 
    “Has the time come?” she said. “Is it happening?” 
 
    Vlad handed Mihnea back to Iuliana. “They’re here. Turkish dignitaries are waiting downstairs. I can’t put them off any longer... I have to go and tell them something. 
 
    I can’t put this off forever. I have to decide. I was hoping that seeing Mihnea would make it easier.” 
 
    “Should I…?” 
 
    “No. This meeting could go one of two ways. And either way, I don’t want you to see it. So remain here, no matter what.” 
 
    Iuliana knew that Vlad did not want to see her scared or worried. She pressed her lips shut and nodded once. Without another word Vlad left. In the hallway, several servants pretended not to watch him pass. He could feel their tension, and he understood why they were afraid. 
 
    Serbia is now out of commission, he thought. Albania has signed a temporary armistice, and the Turks won’t be happy hunting down Byzantine refugees hiding in the Morea and Trebizond forever. 
 
    Guards fell in behind him as he made his way down the stairs toward his throne room. 
 
    It’s inevitable that they turn their eye to another target. They always need another target... 
 
    Vlad and his guards entered the anteroom outside the throne room and he glanced at his sword, the Toledo blade, hanging on the wall. He stopped and stood before it. The serpentine dragon hilt shone and the scabbard was oiled. He wanted to take the sword from the wall and draw it forth. He knew it would shine even in the dim light and give him a sense of power. 
 
    It stays here. I’ll go into the lion’s mouth unarmed. 
 
    Nearby was a small table with a small, black chest. He unlocked it and drew out first his crown, then his scepter, a thin mace of silver and brass that symbolized his right to bear the title of Voivod. The fact that it looked like a weapon, but was harmless, was not lost on him. 
 
    For some reason the cold, thin handle reminded him of eavesdropping on an argument between his father and Mircea over twenty years ago. 
 
    “A boyar’s son called you something you didn’t like, and you hit him?” his father had said. “Now that you’ve shown your willingness to fight, don’t you think he’ll go to someone bigger than you for help? You should have forgiven him, but remembered the offense!” 
 
    Vlad had never forgotten Mircea’s response. “But father, whether I hit him now, or bide my time and hit him later, it’s a fistfight either way, isn’t it?” 
 
    Father, pray for me, thought Vlad. Brother, pray for me. Grandfather, pray for us all. 
 
    Vlad turned and one of his guards opened the door. He could hear an aide announcing his entrance as he made his way into the room. The windows were open but the room was packed with so many people that it still felt stuffy and close. There was a wave of movement as peasants straightened their posture and guards moved to make sure the room was secure. Normally there was a constant din of hushed conversation, but he noticed that everyone quietly watched either him or his strange guests. 
 
    At the front of the room stood a group of Turks, three Ottoman dignitaries clustered among a group of sipahi in light armor worn mostly for show. Vlad went to his throne, sat, and watched the dignitaries. Normally he would have immediately called forth whoever was first in line for an audience, but not this time. For a long time the Turks spoke with one another. The fact that none of them turned to look at him made him think that their conversation with one another was a ruse. 
 
    I made them wait, he thought. Now they must make me wait. I’m supposed to sweat and pray for mercy while they discuss the ingredients in their favorite soup. 
 
    Vlad glanced to either side and saw that Stoica, Bogumir, and Dumitru were standing among the guards. Finally the Turks strode through the path between the crowd and stood before Vlad. The sipahi spread out on either side, some even resting their hands on the hilts of their scimitars. Their heads were tilted back and they looked directly at Vlad. The three dignitaries looked him up and down, their silken robes glittering in the sunlight, their turbans so white they shone brighter than his own crown. 
 
    How confident they are, thought Vlad. They absolutely believe that the entire world belongs to them, and that they deserve it. In reality, the poorest Wallachian farmer overcomes greater difficulties than they do! 
 
    Vlad felt his anger rising at the thought. One of the sipahi hooked his thumbs into his sword belt, and to Vlad the gesture seemed worse than the loudest insult. 
 
    They fully expect to walk out of here with our wealth, thought Vlad. Those that don’t work always depend on those that do! 
 
    Again Vlad remembered his father, and he glanced at some of the peasants nervously watching from the far corners of the room. One old man with a particularly hang-dog expression, his eyes glued to the floor, struck him as particularly sad and vulnerable. Vlad could almost feel the hand of his father holding him back as he looked on his people. 
 
    And it’s also true… that those too weak to fight depend on the mercy of warmongers for their survival. 
 
    “Voivod Vlad,” said a Turk in a shining red robe with a blue sash. “We have come to you on behalf of Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror, blessings of Allah be upon him.” The Turk suddenly smiled. “It has been a while since we have had an audience with you, has it not?” 
 
    Vlad knew the Turk was reminding him what usually happened to rulers who had audiences with the Turks: They gave money in exchange for a promise that they would not be attacked. 
 
    “Indeed it has,” said Vlad, keeping his tone neutral. He did not ask for the names of any of the Turks, nor did they offer. Their role as mouthpiece of the Sultan was more than enough. 
 
    “We took a tour of some of your lands,” said the Turk. He stepped forward, almost seeming casual. “It seems Wallachia has done well under your care! But something has been neglected.” 
 
    Vlad said nothing, but waited. 
 
    “Our friendship,” said the Turk, responding to the question Vlad never asked. “Our friendship has been neglected. In fact, young Voivod, things have gotten so far out of hand that the Sultan is no longer even sure that you are his friend!” 
 
    The Turk suddenly began pacing before the throne. “Then again, why would he?” he continued. “You haven’t paid tribute in three years! Your peasants may strut around and feel quite sure of themselves now, but do you realize how financially irresponsible it is to allow such a debt to accumulate? It’s no secret that your land holds little that would interest the Sultan; in his mercy, he merely asks for a small amount of coin, mostly as a gesture of goodwill. But how will you make up for three years of unpaid tribute? I’m sure you’re already wondering if a deal can be struck!” 
 
    “Do not forget your own people!” one of the other Turks shouted, a dark man in a bright green robe with a white sash. He looked offended even before he could hear Vlad’s reply. “Do not forget the welfare of your own people!” 
 
    Vlad was confused where the second Turk was going with this statement, but he remained impassive and showed no confusion. He waited for the Turk to continue. “It serves you well, I’m sure, O great and mighty Voivod, to have your people living in servitude in Wallachia. They work hard for your benefit, and I’m sure you eat quite well because of it. But don’t some of your people deserve something more? Why, even the lowest janissary lives in greater luxury than even your wealthiest boyars. Even the lowest woman in a Turkish harem  knows greater joy and ease than anyone in your court. Don’t you think, O wise Voivod, that some of your people deserve to benefit from your willingness to pay the blood tax?” 
 
    Vlad did not clench his jaw despite feeling anger at the memory of pulling children out of cages destined for Ottoman lands. He merely placed a hand on his chin as if considering the matter. 
 
    “Your land is terribly deep in debt now that you have gone so long without paying the blood tax. Your people have been burdened with children they cannot feed, and who have no hope for any future, except perhaps digging turnips out of a ditch and praying to a god who, quite frankly, cares little for them.” The Turk looked no different from a cat preparing to leap on a mouse, but he opened his arms as if making a generous offer. “Voivod, we must leave here with at least five hundred children in order to prove to the Sultan that you are willing to work alongside him as a good neighbor and a friend.” 
 
    “Is he a good friend, I wonder?” said the third Turk. He wore a pale robe with a black sash. He was older than the other dignitaries, and they immediately stepped away from him to show their deference. “Even if we put aside the fact that this Voivod has not paid either gold or children that are owed to the Sultan - and that is no small issue - there is also the fact that many important beys who visited Wallachia in good faith… have gone missing. Raiders and the like we could overlook, in the interest of retaining friendship, but not important recruiters who were merely doing their duty to the Sultan! I wonder…” The older Turk shook his head and cast his gaze downward, as if embarrassed that he should have to mention such things. “I wonder if this Voivod would feel so flippant and unremorseful if someone dear to him should be… taken away?” 
 
    Someone dear to me taken away? 
 
    Vlad made sure to hold his entire body perfectly still so that none of the Turks would have any idea that their words were affecting him. 
 
    “Your brother yet lives,” the third Turk finally said. “Did you know that, Voivod? Perhaps you do not care. You left without a word to him, so perhaps this news is of little interest to you. And yet, I wonder… what if the Sultan were to treat him the same way that you have treated recruiters from our land? What if such a thing were to happen to your brother, dear Voivod? That is why we think it is necessary that you come with us and pay your debt in person. You must state your case to the Sultan yourself. I do not think there is any other way.” 
 
    As the Turks fell silent, Vlad turned away and was deep in thought. 
 
    Debt, they call it, he thought. And yet no services have been provided. Only demands. Still... 
 
    Vlad could not help but think of his brother Radu. He had suppressed the thought for so long that it now bubbled up with surprising intensity. He knew that Radu must be in his twenties by now, and had surely made himself useful, and did not simply live as a noble hostage who enjoyed luxury while waiting for the day when a silk cord would be wrapped around his neck. But beyond his rational understanding, to Vlad, Radu was still a child, and a sensitive one at that. Thinking of him in danger seemed as unreasonable as placing Iuliana or Mihnea in danger. It was unthinkable. 
 
    How manipulative they are, Vlad thought as he tried to control his breathing. They truly know how to twist the knife! 
 
    Vlad knew how his father must have felt when he had given in, betraying a few of his people so that the rest could live in relative peace. How easy it would be to give in. 
 
    Then Vlad saw his father standing down in a courtyard in Kallipolis so long ago, staring ahead into oblivion as two of his children were dragged away. That had been eighteen years ago; Dracul had missed out on two of his boys growing up. Vlad knew that if he gave in on one issue, gave one foot of territory, gave even one inch, then someday he would stand before some horrible Turk who berated him while Mihnea was dragged away. Vlad would become a shell of himself, and Mihnea would grow up surrounded by people who hated him. Mihnea would either give in and adopt the mode and manner of his keepers, or he would become… 
 
    Something unexpected, thought Vlad. 
 
    Vlad realized that a heavy silence was hanging over the throne room, and every eye was glued to him and the three Turks who stared at him. Vlad rubbed his temple and adopted a confused expression. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” said the Turk in blue. 
 
    “One thing, yes,” Vlad said quickly. “I’ve been trying to follow your words, but I’ve been distracted. There’s something that’s been bothering me.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    Vlad sighed. “Why do you gentlemen not take off your hats?” 
 
    “What do you mean, sir?” said the Turk in red. 
 
    “Well, as you can see, everyone in here has taken off their hat. It is customary to take off one’s hat out of respect for someone of higher rank. Would I be allowed to wear my crown in the presence of your Sultan?” 
 
    The Turk in red snorted, then exchanged a look with his allies. “Voivod, of course, a hat is different from a turban. We wear turbans, and it is our custom to wear them at all times. But you should know this!” 
 
    “Your custom is different from ours, then,” said Vlad. “Why, if I never realized it despite my years with your people, then imagine how many Wallachians must have misunderstood! So you never take off your hats? Or, rather, your turbans?” 
 
    “Not in public, no, Voivod.” 
 
    The older Turk shook his head. “What is the point of this? This is a distraction!” 
 
    “My point is just this,” said Vlad. “The people of Wallachia have different customs from the people of your land. There could be misunderstandings between us - and that is something I will not tolerate.” 
 
    Vlad suddenly stood from his throne and looked over the crowd. “Listen to me, Wallachians,” he said. “You must understand that these men have different customs than you do. They don’t take off their turbans for anyone - not even the ruler of this land. They mean no offense by this. Do you understand?” 
 
    There were murmurings and heads nodding in the crowd. 
 
    “Well, do you?” Vlad said louder. 
 
    “We do!” and “Yes!” came the response. 
 
    Vlad shook his head in frustration. “This won’t do,” he said. “You see, gentlemen, even if the people in this room understand, there are many people in Wallachia, and I doubt that I could make all of them understand the differences between us.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” the old Turk shouted. “Why are you going on about this nonsense?” 
 
    “Because,” said Vlad, “as I have already said…” There was silence, and Vlad slowly raised his scepter and pointed it at the man. “I do not want there to be any misunderstanding between us.” 
 
    Seeing the signal, the throne room was filled with the sound of steel being drawn from sheathes as guards and boyars moved to surround the Turks. 
 
    Bogumir came up behind a sipahi and pressed his sword against  his neck. “Hands up!” said Bogumir. “Up!” 
 
    The other sipahi had no time to draw their own swords before blades were pressed against their throats or bellies. Dumitru placed his large hand on the blue-robed Turk’s shoulder and kicked the back of his leg, forcing him to his knees. 
 
    “What is this outrage?!” shouted the Turk in red, recoiling from the sight of a rough-looking Wallachian holding a shortsword to his chest. 
 
    The dignitary backed away only to be stopped with Stoica’s hand on the back of his neck. “You’ve spoken enough, don’t you think?” said Stoica. “Now it’s our turn.” 
 
    The guards were hauled out of the room and three boyars wrapped their arms around the dignitaries’ throats, trapping them in headlocks. They watched as Vlad stepped down from the dais and signaled Hermokrates, who reached into a slender bag and began removing long iron nails. The Turk in blue was the first to notice that Stoica was handing out hammers to his comrades. 
 
    The Turk in red screamed and writhed but could not get away from his captor. 
 
    “Don’t bother shouting,” said Vlad. “This is the only way to show my people the difference between us.” 
 
    “Th-the d-difference?!” 
 
    Vlad leaned over slightly so that he could look directly into the Turk’s eyes. “No matter what, the turbans stay on.” 
 
    Stoica was the first to begin hammering a nail into one Turk’s head, smiling as the hammer struck once, twice, then three times. The Turks bucked and pushed but the boyars held firm. Dumitru hammered next, jamming a nail into the older Turk’s head with a loud thunk. 
 
    “Careful, friend!” said Bogumir. “We want to help keep turbans on, not pierce their brains!” 
 
    “This one has a thick skull,” said Dumitru. “He’ll be fine!” 
 
    Stoica laughed, and Vlad watched them work. Their heads resounded as the hammers rose and fell, thonk, thonk, thonk, sounding no different from stone being hammered in a quarry. Soon their turbans were red, and the Turks could not see as the blood ran into their eyes and dripped onto the floor. The people craned their heads so they could watch, laughing at the sight of their ancient foe in misery. 
 
    When the work was done, the boyars shoved the Turks onto the ground. The fight had gone out of them. Now their heavy, blood-soaked turbans had dozens of nails sticking out of them. One raised his head in Vlad’s direction, beard matted with blood, his face marred by a hideous, blood-soaked scowl. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” he hissed. “You’ll pay! For this, you’ll pay!” 
 
    “Go to your Sultan,” said Vlad. “Show him that our customs are different. In your land you keep your customs, but in our land, we keep ours. In Wallachia, we do not hand our children over to slavers.” 
 
    The Turks were jerked onto their feet and led out of the throne room, and Vlad watched them go. 
 
    Father, I know you disapprove of my actions, he thought. But I believe… I believe that… 
 
    “Our hatred will be our salvation,” Vlad said to himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Devil 
 
      
 
    1461 AD 
 
    One year after the Turban Incident. Vlad has been Voivod for five years, and is thirty years old. 
 
      
 
    Early one morning the gates of Fort Giurgiu opened and a force of one hundred sipahi and experienced akinci rode north. Many of them had come all the way from Anatolia in the furthest reaches of Ottoman territory to deal with the Wallachian situation. They were not so numerous that they could be considered an invasion force, but they were heavily armed and wore chainmail, and anyone who saw them on the road to Targoviste quickly moved to give them room. 
 
    In the middle of the riders was a closed carriage, and it bore two men who watched the passing scenery through their windows. It was a mild summer and white dandelions covered the hills, but the dark entrance to the Vlasiei Forest beckoned to them as they considered their dark business. 
 
    “Did you know that I knew him when he was a child?” said Hamza Pasha. “I was in charge of Fort Egrigoz, and he was one of the hostages. I was only a bey back then, not pasha.” 
 
    “What sort of child was he?” 
 
    Hamza turned from his window and saw that Thomas was looking directly at him with an unsettling smile. The question seemed innocuous enough - or it would coming from anyone else. From Thomas Catavolinos, there was something lurid and suggestive about the question. Hamza looked the man up and down, unsure how to respond. The Greek was pale, his skin always cold and clammy, and while he still had the dark hair of a young man, he was badly balding in the front. His chin jutted out, turning his head into a crescent that only exaggerated his long teeth. 
 
    They say he can break any man, thought Hamza. The Sultan usually keeps him in some dark dungeon full of infidels and traitors. They are his playthings, or so they say. I’d rather they kept him there. 
 
    Hamza turned away, suddenly repulsed. 
 
    If only I hadn’t been saddled with this Greek devil! 
 
    “He was a terrible child,” said Hamza. “Always starting trouble. A hopeless case.” 
 
    “A-a-ah, great pasha,” said Thomas. “It’s been my experience that there’s hope for every man. Why, I’ve met men that others said were bound for Jahannam. Men who were crooked so deep inside that their thoughts were nothing but twisted and hateful. But given a little time with me… well, they changed their tune!” 
 
    Again Hamza turned away just as Thomas leered at him, his face looking like a mask surely worn by some kind of beast pretending to be a man. Thomas suddenly propped his foot on the seats opposite and pulled a dagger from his boot. It was a fine dagger with a carved onyx handle, and as he pretended to examine it, Hamza felt a rush of alarm. 
 
    Did they only bring me out here to kill me? he wondered. His mind raced. Surely there is nothing that would warrant an execution so far from home… 
 
    They passed under the heavy boughs of the Vlasiei Forest and were almost immediately covered in deep shade interspersed with flashes of sunlight. Hamza blinked, desperately trying to keep his eyes on the dagger. Finally he heard a thunk as Thomas sheathed the weapon in his boot once again, then laid back to relax. 
 
    “You do your best to get this trouble-making little boy to come with us,” said Thomas. “Then, when we get back to Fort Giurgiu… he belongs to me.” 
 
    Hamza sat bolt upright as they rode through the darkness. He got little rest during their journey, and he even began to wonder if it would be unseemly for him to order one of the guards to ride in the carriage while he took one of the horses. 
 
    But the strange Greek did nothing to him, and eventually they drew near Bucuresti. He was surprised to see that even the rumors about its growth were conservative. 
 
    “Are we sure that isn’t Targoviste?” said Hamza. 
 
    “It’s not,” said Thomas. “Looks like your little brat has been quite busy.” 
 
    I thought the spies were exaggerating, thought Hamza, his eyes darting to the well-dressed merchants posted near the open front gate, and all of the people moving here and there. They did not look anything like villagers with little means. 
 
    “I wonder,” said Thomas, “is this what happens when you don’t pay the Sultan his tribute for… how many years has it been?” 
 
    Hamza snorted. “The Sultan doesn’t ask for much - just what he’s owed. But from the looks of it, these people owe him far more than they’ve been letting on. Why are we slowing down?” 
 
    Thomas listened as Hamza stuck his head from the window and ordered their men to keep going, amused at how Hamza covered fear with anger. 
 
    When he sat back in his seat, Thomas smiled at him. “You’re afraid some of the people here will alert the Voivod, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of anything here,” said Hamza, still perturbed. “But, yes, a town that size is probably full of people who would like to sneak off and earn a coin from their Voivod. No… it’s best if we catch him off-guard.” 
 
    As they drew past the town, Hamza sat deep in thought. 
 
    “If things had been different,” Hamza said suddenly, “then we wouldn’t be here. It would be twenty thousand akinci - not us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Sultan is busy. He and his Grand Vizier are both in Trebizond, hunting down the last dregs of Eastern Roman nobility. Most of our forces are split between that and crushing noble refugees hiding in the Morea. I wonder… did the Voivod know that?” 
 
    Thomas shrugged. He did not really care. 
 
    “Is that why he felt confident enough to humiliate our envoys last year?” Hamza continued. 
 
    “I wouldn’t over-think this,” said Thomas. “Just notice his manner when you see him. Then, either be hard or be soft, but convince him that there’s no choice but to discuss making amends and paying his debt in person. Tell him he won’t be dragged to Constantinople in chains, but will be brought in an honorable manner to, say, Nicopolis, where you’re the governor…” 
 
    “You seem as if you know what you’re about,” said Hamza, “but I would suggest you stay behind. No sense in letting him see you. You just keep an eye out for intrigue; that’s what you’re here for.” 
 
    Thomas leaned back and turned his gaze out the window. He did not seem surprised that Hamza had suggested that he stay behind. Hamza wondered if Thomas already knew how unsettling it was for anyone to be near him. 
 
    *** 
 
    “For one so young,” said Vlad, “King Matthias can be awfully hard to pin down on any matter.” 
 
    Vlad looked up from the letter and locked eyes with Hermokrates, who sat across from him. They were in Vlad’s study, eating quickly and catching up on business before riding off to inspect Poenari and visit a few of the boyars in the northern foothills. 
 
    “I need to respond to this before we go,” said Vlad. “This can’t wait.” 
 
    “He’s gone cold about the marriage?” said Hermokrates. 
 
    Vlad flashed his counselor an unexpected smile. “That’s the one satisfying thing in this letter! King Matthias has all but said that he would marry either a niece - or perhaps even a daughter - to Mihnea!” Vlad sat back. “Can you imagine that, Hermokrates? What would my father have thought, if he knew his grandchild would be so close to the Hungarian throne? Why…” Vlad drifted off, but one hand clutched at the letter as if slowly forming a fist. Hermokrates noticed, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “And the catch?” he ventured. 
 
    “We stand strong against the Turks. No catch there. The world will soon understand that I mean to do just that.” 
 
    Vlad emptied his cup of water and Hermokrates sat in silence for a moment. “But there is a catch, Voivod,” said Hermokrates. “That Hungarian wants us to stand against the Turk. He’s said frustratingly little about standing with us.” 
 
    “That’s not true, Hermokrates. He’s spoken of a crusade, and from what I can gather, he’s already putting the pieces together. But he can’t come right out and say that Hungary is fully committed to our cause, especially as far as war with the Turks goes. Think about it: What can he say outright about such a matter? He’s surrounded by Diet members that would love to find fault in him, so they can saddle him with a Regent under their control. He has to be mindful of them at all times. An empire can’t go to war without clear reason - not a Christian one, at least. He needs proof of our intentions before he can commit himself to anything.” 
 
    Hermokrates laughed without humor. “I would say, after that little affair with the Turkish envoys, that your intentions are fairly well known by now.” 
 
    Vlad shrugged. “It’s not as if the Turks swung by Buda on their way home and showed the King what I’d done to them. He may have written it off as a wild story. I don’t fault him for that. This young King is…” Vlad slowly shook his head. “He’s remarkably intelligent, especially given his age. He outpaces his own counselors and is bold enough to move people into positions regardless of any favors they might do for him. He goes by merit.” 
 
    “A-a-ah,” said Hermokrates. “You think him bold, Voivod? After what you’ve done?” 
 
    Vlad nodded once. “When I was his age, I was running around Wallachia trying to convince the people that I was their ruler. King Matthias may not be much for war - not yet, at least - but he has the power of Janos Hunyadi in his veins. Mihaly was right to put his faith in Matthias.” Vlad dropped the letter and looked Hermokrates in the eyes, then said, “We’ll have our crusade, Hermokrates. We’ll show King Matthias what we’re capable of, and how far we mean to go. We’ll show him that a Turk can bleed… that a Turk can be stopped.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right,” said Hermokrates. 
 
    “Well, I must write a reply. Go and check to make sure we’ve been outfitted for a journey. I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Of course, Voivod.” 
 
    Once he was alone, Vlad began to write. His mind kept drifting back to when he was Matthias’s age. He remembered wrestling with the sense of being overwhelmed by everything that needed to be accomplished. He had no doubt that it must surely be the same for King Matthias, given the immense economic and logistical difficulties of assembling a crusade. 
 
    Matthias hasn’t even been tested in a battle, thought Vlad. It’s natural that he wouldn’t race to put together a crusade for an ally that he’s not even sure will commit himself to the fight. He’s smart enough to know the danger... 
 
    Vlad was only partway through the greeting when Hermokrates returned. He stood in the entrance, ashen-faced, staring at Vlad with his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “What is it?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Ottoman envoys, Voivod. Hamza Pasha demands a meeting with you… in private.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The crowd in the throne room strained to hear anything beyond the closed door of the meeting room where Voivod Vlad was alone with Hamza Pasha. They heard nothing but the stirring of feet on a backdrop of heavy silence. Groups of sipahi stood at the throne room’s entrance and exit, as if fully expecting the Voivod to fly from the meeting room like a hunted animal. The Wallachian guards and boyars glared at them, not bothering to conceal their hatred. Hermokrates saw a few of the younger knights looking so heated that he was afraid they would draw their weapons. He did not blame them. The sipahi leaned back, some even smiling, their arrogance displayed just as openly as it had been one year ago when the envoys had left with nails in their heads, and their guards had taken seats on some very long poles. 
 
    It’s been a long time since I’ve seen such arrogance, thought Hermokrates. But I still remember what it was like to live under their heel. 
 
    Two of the Turks exchanged glances, and Hermokrates felt an unexpected rush of anger. He knew he had suppressed that anger for years, decades even. 
 
    Their damned blood tax! If things had gone only a little differently… if I had been a little more impressionable… I might have ended up a janissary. Christian blood would have been on my hands! 
 
    The door to the meeting room opened suddenly, and Hermokrates immediately moved to stand before the entrance. “Make way!” he said, gesturing for the people to not crowd the area. 
 
    Hamza Pasha strode out, his long, silken robes trailing behind him. Hermokrates noted a look of smug satisfaction on his wrinkled face. He felt sick. He glanced inside, saw Vlad standing as if waiting, then entered. 
 
    “Better leave the door open,” Vlad said quietly. 
 
    “What has happened?” said Hermokrates. 
 
    “They want me to go with them. Alone.” 
 
    “And will you?” 
 
    Vlad nodded, then glanced into the throne room. Hermokrates felt as if his Voivod was not taking this as seriously as he should have. 
 
    “Voivod, we can delay them, at least. I can have word sent to your wife, and have her brought back to Targoviste…” 
 
    Vlad’s eyes flashed, then he suppressed the emotion. Hermokrates felt guilt as he watched his Voivod struggle to master a sudden wave of fear. “She’s the last person who needs to hear about this!” he said, straining to remain quiet. “And Hamza must never find out about Mihnea. That’s the last thing I need. Leave Iuliana with Alexandra. You, of all people, should know better than to suggest otherwise.” 
 
    Now it was Hermokrates who felt a stab of pain. He had been there, almost twenty years ago, when Hamza Pasha had berated Dracul and taken two of his children from him, then imprisoned him in a strange land far from home. 
 
    If only I could go with him, thought Hermokrates, the ache twisting in his chest. 
 
    Vlad turned and went into the throne room. Hermokrates watched as the sipahi fell in step alongside Vlad, closing him in as they escorted him away. The people pushed and craned their heads to catch a glimpse of him as he left, some even crying, “Voivod! Voivod!” 
 
    Vlad did not turn, but kept his eyes forward until he was finally lost to view. 
 
    *** 
 
    A large sipahi held open the carriage door and Vlad hesitated at the sight of the strange looking man in a fine, dark suit. 
 
    “Thomas Catavolinos,” he said, bowing awkwardly and with unnecessary theatricality. Vlad noticed that Hamza seemed to ignore Thomas despite the fact that he was sitting directly across from him, their knees practically touching. Thomas gestured for Vlad to sit beside him. He took a seat without introducing himself. 
 
    The carriage and its numerous escort were soon underway. Vlad saw faces peering at them from the street, from windows - haunted looks of fear and wonder at the Ottoman Turks who had come and gone so quickly. Vlad knew that by now most of the people already understood that their Voivod was leaving. 
 
    They passed through the gate and were soon riding through the country, and Hamza’s eyes continually darted from one window to the other. Thomas made a show of placing one foot on the opposite seat and leaned back. For a long time they rode in silence. Vlad studied the white hairs in Hamza’s beard, the dark bags under his eyes drooping as if they had seen too much. Vlad felt something akin to the fear his own father must have felt. He took the feeling and dropped it down into a deep, dark abyss. 
 
    As soon as they passed into the darkness of the Vlasiei Forest, Thomas stirred as if he had just woken up from a nap. 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive me, sir,” he said, “but I’ve never met a Voivod before.” 
 
    Vlad glanced at him and turned away. “Are you Hamza Pasha’s servant?” 
 
    “We-e-ell…” Thomas laughed quietly. “I do whatever pleases the Sultan.” 
 
    “As do we all,” Hamza said loudly. “I’m sure.” 
 
    Vlad had a sudden memory of Hamza berating his father. He could see that much of Hamza’s vitality had dissipated over the years. Still, he knew that the further they drew away from Targoviste, the more Hamza and his crony would be tempted to abuse him. 
 
    It will begin with words, thought Vlad. They’ll want to test my will before they try to break me. 
 
    I wonder if they hate me because they did not have the strength to oppose the Sultan, as I did? Or do they despise me merely because they’ve been given the opportunity to do so? 
 
    “So you’re the man who refused to pay the Sultan his due?” said Thomas. “I have to admit, a part of me is… impressed. You know, I once had a friend who hammered a nail through his own foot just to show that it could be done. He impressed me, too. I’d lump you in the same category with that man, if I had to.” 
 
    “Then you are easily impressed,” said Vlad. He kept his eyes on the dark woods, broken shafts of light flickering in the branches. 
 
    Thomas laughed quietly. “Hamza Pasha,” he said, “what was it you agreed to do with the Voivod?” 
 
    Hamza studied Thomas for a moment, then shifted his gaze to Vlad. “I told him he must come with us to Nicopolis, where I am governor. From there, we would await word from the Sultan until he decided whether or not Vlad would go to him in person, in Constantinople.” 
 
    Again Thomas laughed quietly. “Quite a tale. Quite a tale. Did you know, Voivod, that Hamza Pasha has been practicing to become a traveling minstrel?” Hamza scoffed at the jest, but Thomas did not relent, as he obviously enjoyed toying with Vlad. “Why, with a tale like the one he told you, I hope you tipped him a gold ducat at the very least!” 
 
    Vlad ignored the man. 
 
    “If I were in your position,” said Thomas, “I would be wondering if I would ever see my wife again. You have a very pretty wife, I’ve heard. Is that true, Voivod?” 
 
    Vlad glanced at Thomas, but turned away almost immediately. 
 
    “A-a-ah, it’s true, then. Hamza Pasha, did you give Vlad a moment to say farewell to her? Tell me you gave him long enough for a good hump, at least!” 
 
    Thomas could tell that Vlad was doing his best to act as if he was not being hooked and dragged like a fish on a line. He glanced down at Vlad’s hand and noted that it was sitting as still as stone on his knee. He wondered what it would take to force Vlad to make a fist… and, after that, to make a mistake. 
 
    “You’re probably wondering how I knew about your pretty little lady,” said Thomas. “Well, sir, I must admit that we know a great deal about your business. More than you might know. Did you know that we’ve intercepted much of your correspondence with that Hungarian boy currently sitting on the throne? Oh yes, Voivod. There’s not a lot that we don’t know about your ambitions and your…” Thomas laughed and shook his head. “Your little schemes. Believe me, Voivod: Nothing will come of it.” 
 
    Vlad suddenly turned away from the window, glanced at the two men, and stretched his shoulders and neck. Vlad could see that Thomas’s face was marred by an obscene, almost comically leering grin. Hamza almost felt bad for him, and when Vlad looked at him, Hamza held his gaze. 
 
    I shouldn’t feel pity, thought Hamza. This is his own fault. 
 
    “Vlad,” said Hamza. “Surely… you knew this would happen?” 
 
    This time it was Vlad’s turn to smile, the corners of his mustache turning up ever so slightly. 
 
    Indeed I did! Vlad thought. 
 
    Just then, Hamza caught movement outside the window. He heard a cry, then saw what could have only been an arrow streaking past. He heard another cry, then leaned over to get a better view. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” one of the sipahi cried out, and sure enough, Hamza saw riders on a path drawing parallel with their own. In a flash he guessed that they were going to cut them off at a crossroads up ahead. He saw more arrows flying, then pulled back from the opening. 
 
    Just as he moved, he saw a blur from his peripheral vision that looked almost as if Vlad had bent over, then struck Thomas in his chest. He turned and saw that Thomas was pinned to his seat with his own knife protruding from his chest, his mouth and eyes open wide as he stared down at the fine onyx handle. Hamza moved to grab his sword where it was propped up, but Vlad’s foot crashed into him, pinning him to his seat. Hamza stared at him, shock and rage pouring from his eyes, but Vlad only stared back at him, his face an unreadable mask. Thomas drew in a loud, strained breath, sounding as if he was drowning - then their carriage jerked to the right and came to a violent stop. 
 
    They heard shouting and the ring of steel. Vlad pulled his foot from Hamza’s chest and the Turk immediately fell over, holding ribs which had surely been cracked. Hamza envied Thomas for at least being able to occasionally draw in air, though he was clearly suffering intensely. Before Vlad could move, the door to the carriage flew open, and Dumitru poked his head in. 
 
    “Thank God you’re alive, Voivod!” he said. “Forgive us for the delay.” 
 
    “Is everyone-” 
 
    “Yes, sir, everyone made it,” said Dumitru. “It’s a good thing you planned for this.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. Dumitru grabbed Hamza by his beard and jerked him out, nearly breaking his neck as he threw him onto the ground. Vlad glanced at Thomas. The torturer’s hands shook feebly as he tried to grip the handle of the knife. Reckoning that he was no danger to anyone, Vlad turned away and stepped out. He saw his boyars covering both the front and rear, hacking down one sipahi after another. He saw Viorel riding in pursuit of a fleeing sipahi; he fired an arrow while at full gallop and hit the Turk directly in the spine. 
 
    The Turks had already lost. Not only were they outnumbered, Vlad could see that their confidence had been broken. Their strength had come from the assumption that they were facing a people who would not stand up to them. 
 
    Vlad reached inside the carriage and took Hamza’s curved sword, his soul suddenly alive with a power he had suppressed for a long, long time. 
 
    And to think that we’ve only just begun! 
 
    *** 
 
    Near sundown the carriage and its escort approached the heavy gates of Fort Giurgiu. The fort had been built by Voivod Mircea the Elder years before, a dark stone edifice that almost seemed to hang over the wide Danube. The fruits of Mircea’s labor had been given away by his son, and was now manned by several thousand Turks. Ottoman laborers had built wooden piers so that their men could come and go across the Danube; Mircea had never thought to add a harbor, as he never foresaw anything good coming from the direction of Edirne. 
 
    The fort cast a long shadow over the reeds on the bank as the sun made its way to the foothills, and archers on the wall over the northern gate were black silhouettes frozen in space, their eyes fixed on the approaching group. One of them who had sharp eyes soon counted one hundred figures in addition to the carriage - not a single man lost. A servant ran to fetch the fort commander. 
 
    As they drew near, one rider drew ahead of the others. He had a mustache and his helm covered much of his face. “Open up!” he shouted in Turkish. “Hamza Pasha should not be made to wait!” 
 
    The Turk in charge of the gate leaned over the parapet. “You have the Voivod?” 
 
    “Of course!” said the rider. 
 
    The Turk hesitated. “Let me see.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “We have our orders. You aren’t to return unless the job’s finished.” 
 
    The rider’s horse shifted its footing. “You think we don’t know that? Open this gate, or I’ll report that you delayed the Sultan’s business.” 
 
    The Turk on the wall did not move, but simply stared down at the rider. Finally the rider sighed, turned his horse about and rode back to the carriage. The archers on the wall could hear a short argument down below, then the carriage door popped open and a pale man with a blood-soaked gag leaned out. Both of his eyes were covered in dark bruises, and he appeared to be unconscious. The rider gestured to the beaten man impatiently, then rode back toward the gate. 
 
    “Satisfied?” he shouted. 
 
    “You’ve treated him roughly!” said the Turk. 
 
    “It’s that Greek devil’s fault!” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” 
 
    The Turk turned away, and finally the heavy gate groaned and slowly swung open. The riders made their way inside, with the carriage coachman driving his way past the escort and driving toward the center of the courtyard. Several riders circled back and loitered near the gatehouse. 
 
    Clusters of armored sipahi moved to make way for the carriage and its escort. The commander of the fort, a towering man with an enormous beard and a small head seemingly lost inside his turban, made his way toward the carriage. He was flanked by several large guards. 
 
    “I’m sure you understand the delay,” said the commander. He gestured for one of his guards to open the carriage. “But we have our orders, just as you do.” 
 
    The lead rider drew his horse to a halt and dismounted. “Of course,” he said. “It is no matter.” 
 
    “Where is Hamza Pasha?” 
 
    At that moment, a guard opened the carriage door - and was shocked by what he saw. Thomas Catavolinos sat with his eyes slitted, still pinned to the seat with his own knife but somehow still alive, his face drained of blood and nearly green. Across from him sat Hamza Pasha, bound, gagged, and beaten unconscious. Beside him sat a pale, badly beaten Turk dressed in the Voivod’s clothes. But what really caught the guard’s attention was fair-haired Bogumir staring back at him, fully armored and with a blade held ready. 
 
    Before he could react, the lead rider removed his helm, revealing the darkly circled eyes common to the Draculesti. “I wouldn’t worry about Hamza Pasha,” said Vlad. “He’s busy!” 
 
    The guard shouted as Bogumir’s sword ran him through, and before the commander could react, Vlad unsheathed the fine curved blade taken from Hamza and brought it sweeping through the commander’s neck. Before his head hit the ground, Vlad turned and twisted his blade through the belly of another guard. His other loyal boyars, all dressed as Turks, unsheathed their blades and immediately set upon whichever Turk was unlucky enough to stand near them. 
 
    “Courtyard! Courtyard!” shouted an archer on the wall, horrified to witness the slaughter down below. He could hear screams down in the gatehouse as Wallachians stormed it and killed the men in charge of opening and shutting the front gate. 
 
    Vlad felt the nervous energy that had been coiling up inside of him during the infiltration finally turn into the rush of battle. An arrow whizzed past, then he saw that the Turks in the barracks and main citadel were finally catching on to what was happening. He knew that his men were outnumbered more than ten-to-one. 
 
    “To the gatehouse!” he shouted. “The gatehouse!” 
 
    The Wallachians knew the plan and immediately sprang into action, leaping over bodies and ducking under shields to avoid arrows shot by the few men on the wall who had caught on to the unexpected assault. Vlad leaped over the short stairway leading up to the gatehouse entrance and found his boyars standing over Ottoman corpses, throwing off their turbans so that they would not be slain by their own allies. He heard the door shut and the bar drop into place behind him. 
 
    Vlad caught Viorel’s eye and gestured toward the stairwell leading up. “Let’s push for the top and kill those archers,” said Vlad. Viorel nodded and motioned to his men. “Stoica! Don’t let anyone through that door!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” Stoica shouted. 
 
    Vlad and Viorel took the lead and raced up the stairwell, shields held before them. They could hear their allies’ boots pounding behind them. Vlad’s mind was racing, preparing him for the fast, violent confrontation that would occur as soon as they reached the top, kicked open the door, and attacked the archers head-on. 
 
    As they raced past a turn, a narrow window gave a view of the open stretch between the woods and the path leading to the front gate. He could see several hundred Wallachian knights and peasant-warriors marching toward them. Dumitru and Hermokrates were at the front, following the plan of attacking shortly after Vlad and the others left to sneak into the fort wearing the clothes and armor taken from the Turks they had ambushed. Vlad had no doubt that the archers had their eyes glued on Dumitru’s men, and would be blindsided when Vlad and Viorel and the others fell on them. Then the Wallachians would have control of the walls, and could fire down on the inhabitants of the fort. 
 
    Though they were still outnumbered by the Turks, Vlad had seen enough battles to know that he had already won. 
 
    *** 
 
    Over one thousand Turks were captured alive, disarmed, stripped of armor, and forced to sit on the ground. They watched the Wallachians loot the fort, methodically loading down wagons far beyond their capacity. Hamza Pasha sat on his knees at the front of the huddled prisoners, with his hands tied behind his back and his turban lying in the dirt. Thomas squatted beside him, leaning over as if constantly on the verge of dying, but always managing to draw one more agonizing breath. Part of the carriage seat was still stuck to his back, as the Wallachians had been forced to tear it free in order to extract him from the carriage without killing him. 
 
    Hamza paid little attention to the Greek. His eyes were fixed on Voivod Vlad, who was busy writing a letter laid out on top of a barrel while a young messenger waited for him to finish. Hamza strained his mind trying to guess what Vlad would do. He knew that Christians were so poor that they often ransomed captured enemies in exchange for money. Even knowing this, he still he could not stop his heart from racing. He swallowed in a dry throat, wondering if he would soon be killed with his own sword. 
 
    Finally Vlad finished, folded the letter, placed it in an envelope, poured candle wax over it, then pressed his ring into it. 
 
    “There,” he said to the messenger. “Take this directly to King Matthias. Give it to no one but him. Now he will know that I have broken the peace with the Turks.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” said the messenger. 
 
    Vlad turned and his eyes immediately fell on Hamza Pasha. Hamza had thought his heart was racing before, but now it truly took off, thundering so loud that he could no longer hear the Wallachians shouting at one another. Vlad walked toward him, then gazed down at him for a long time. 
 
    “Surely,” said Vlad. “Surely… you knew this would happen.” 
 
    A sudden anger gripped Hamza. “Surely I knew? How could I have known?! How could I have known that you would do something this stupid!” 
 
    Vlad laid his hand on the handle of his scimitar, and Hamza’s anger turned to paralyzing fear once again. But Vlad did not draw the blade. “Hamza,” he said, “I saw how you abused my father once you had him in your territory, and he was as generous with you as a vassal could be. Far more generous than any of you deserved, at least. Did you think I expected to be treated better? By the likes of your Sultan? Sultan Mehmet has probably turned the Hagia Sophia into a bathhouse for his catamites! His heart is so black that he was not content with destroying Constantinople, the center of our faith - he’s even hunting down anyone of noble Christian blood hiding from him in the Morea and Trebizond! They’re destitute, they lost everything in Constantinople, they can give him nothing, but still, they must die to sate his hunger! Did you think I would go to a demon like him without a sword in my hand? Really, Hamza?” 
 
    As Vlad spoke, he watched Hamza’s face, carefully scrutinizing it for any sign of shame or guilt. He saw only confusion, as if the aged man was a boy trying to grasp a difficult lesson. 
 
    Is this what power does to people? Vlad wondered. Does it make them stupid and weak? 
 
    Vlad turned away. He remembered how he had hated Hamza as a child, hated the power he had over him. Still, it had happened a long time ago, and Vlad had greater things to accomplish than crushing a gnat. He had no desire to settle an old score accrued in childhood. 
 
    “W-wait!” Hamza shouted. “Voivod, wait!” 
 
    Vlad turned and looked at him. Now Hamza’s face was contorted with agony, as if he was trying to follow through with something incredibly painful. In the following silence, Vlad could hear Thomas drawing in one long, rasping breath. Hamza squeezed his eyes shut as if fighting back tears, gritting his teeth as he slowly shook his head. 
 
    “I know what you want!” Hamza finally said. “I know what you’ve always wanted… I know the thing that drives you!” 
 
    Vlad was taken aback. This is the most difficult thing he has ever done, he thought. 
 
    “And I can get you… I can… I can g-get you money!” said Hamza, nearly sobbing. “I’ll do it, Voivod! I’ll m-make you wealthy beyond your wildest-” Vlad’s sudden laughter drowned out his words. “Listen to me, please! You have to understand how the jizya works, the tax we levy on Christians! There are Christians in Nicopolis, where I’m governor, and I have… Voivod, I have more wealth than you can even dream of! I can get you-” 
 
    “That’s enough, Hamza,” said Vlad. “You’re embarrassing yourself. I thought for a moment you were going to surprise me.” 
 
    Vlad turned and left him. Hamza screamed at his back, the sound something between a plea and a threat. When his cries were suddenly cut off, Vlad guessed that one of his boyars had convinced him that it was unwise to try to improve upon silence. 
 
    “Stoica!” said Vlad. 
 
    “Yes, Voivod?” said Stoica, standing atop one of the loaded wagons. 
 
    “I want the prisoners marched to Targoviste. Give them no rest!” 
 
    “And when we get there?” 
 
    Vlad jerked his thumb upward, their sign for impaling. 
 
    “Understood, Voivod!” 
 
    “Sir!” said Dumitru, suddenly approaching. “Who is to man the fort? I don’t know if we have enough men here to-” 
 
    “We’re not going to keep the fort,” said Vlad. “We’re going to destroy it.” 
 
    Dumitru froze and several others stopped and stared. Vlad realized that Hermokrates was staring at him as well. 
 
    “Sir?” said Hermokrates. “Destroy it? But… your grandfather, he…” 
 
    Vlad shook his head and climbed on top of a wagon. He could see that everyone was not on the same page as him. “Listen to me, everyone,” he shouted. “Listen for a moment.” He waited until his men stopped loading boxes and rolling barrels. Most of them looked happy, if a little tired. He noticed that most of them were clean-cut, besides their mustaches, of course, and they looked well-fed. Even the peasant conscripts looked strong and ready. He realized that none of them looked like the rough, beaten-down lot that his father had tried his best to rule over and protect. He saw Viorel, and it was a wonder to him that the young man had not been born a boyar, the way he carried himself. They had already been through so much together, and his heart went out to his people because he knew that they would soon be truly tested. They would be pushed as far as any people had ever been pushed, and he knew that he would give anything if it could only be another way. 
 
    But it cannot be any other way. 
 
    “You know what we have done,” said Vlad. “We have given the Turks the ultimate insult by not giving what little we have to them. Today we have spit directly into the face of the Sultan by taking back what was already ours. The Sultan is possessed by a demon that tells him the world belongs to him, and we have become his greatest foe by putting our foot down. The Sultan will have to deal with us now. So be it.” 
 
    Vlad could hear murmured agreement from the Wallachians. 
 
    “The Sultan has a massive army, the largest in the world, and he will bring it here. All of his janissaries will be lined up in rows, marching shoulder to shoulder. The sipahi will be riding in formation. If we fight in formation, we will be swallowed whole. Even the great people of Constantinople had mighty walls to hide behind, and they were destroyed. But then, how was it that my grandfather was able to humiliate Sultan Bayezid with just a few Wallachians on horses? He did it by refusing to give the Sultan the type of war that he wanted. And so will we. We will show the Sultan a new kind of war. 
 
    “If we hide behind the walls of Fort Giurgiu, Mehmet’s cannons will destroy us. We won’t hide here and wait for him. Wallachia will be our armor; the forest and the land will protect us. God will be our fortress! Our hatred will be our weapons! How long have each of us buried our anger, our hatred, deep in our heart? No man can live with abuse and injustice. No family can stand to see their child taken from them, only to be sent back as a demon-possessed fanatic with a curved sword ready to take his brother’s life, or his sister’s life! 
 
    “Vomit up your hatred. It’s time. We’ve swallowed it for too long. Now it’s time to show our true selves to the Sultan and his fanatics. Let them see our buried rage. Dig it up just for them! They think we owe them tribute?” Vlad shook his head. “There’s a price to pay for the way they’ve treated us, the way they’ve treated all of Christendom. That debt is far past due!” 
 
    Vlad turned and saw several young peasant fighters gathered around small barrels of powder they were bringing out of the storehouse. 
 
    “How much powder have you found?” said Vlad. 
 
    Their young spokesman seemed taken aback by the sudden question. “Quite a bit of it, sir.” 
 
    “Leave some of it here. We’re going to light this fort up and burn it to the ground.” 
 
    Vlad stepped down from the wagon and the men were suddenly eager to finish their tasks, smiling and excited now that they fully understood that their newfound dignity would not be taken from them, but would be made permanent. 
 
    The Sultan thinks he has slain the Dragon, thought Vlad. He’s only woken its wrath! 
 
    “So,” said Hermokrates, “you mean to continue with your plan?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Vlad. “When we return to Targoviste, we’ll finalize our preparations. But first… let’s get a pole ready for Hamza Pasha. We’ll need one that’s long and sturdy - one befitting his rank!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Wolves Hunting 
 
      
 
    Iuliana insisted on coming down to the first floor dining room in full dress and makeup despite her pregnancy. She wanted the servants to see her with her husband before he left; she wanted them to tell everyone that they were together even when they were apart. 
 
    If I stay cooped up all the time, it’s not good for the people, she thought. I can’t let them see how nauseous I am. 
 
    “Mihnea!” Vlad barked, waking her from her reverie. 
 
    She looked and saw Vlad holding their son in the air. He was not far from his second birthday, and was currently kicking at the air with his little legs sticking out of his gown. The fire roaring behind them cast a warm halo around father and son. Vlad wore the padded gambeson meant to be worn under his armor, and Iuliana made a conscious effort to ignore the suit and study his face and memorize every detail. Vlad laughed as Mihnea kicked and jerked around. Iuliana wished that Mihnea understood that his father would be going away for a long time, and behave more appropriately. She wished he understood that his father might never come back. 
 
    Perhaps it’s a blessing that he doesn’t understand, she thought. 
 
    “By the saints,” Vlad said impatiently. He whipped the boy around so that he was facing away, then held him close. “He’s just as combative as Mircea was, always looking for a fight. But he cries all the time like Radu!” 
 
    Iuliana forced a smile. Vlad held Mihnea until he screamed to be let go, then handed him to a heavyset nurse. 
 
    “Make a note of every act of disobedience,” said Vlad. 
 
    “Of course, Voivod!” said the nurse, turning to leave. 
 
    Vlad turned to Iuliana and she pushed up from her seat, attempting to make the act seem natural and painless. She saw that he noticed, then tried to hide that he had noticed. She thought that he was embarrassed for her, but in truth he was proud of her effort. 
 
    I can’t ask if she will be fine without me, he thought. I have no choice at this point, and it would only undermine her struggle if I ask. 
 
    He went up to her and held her by her arms. “Depend on Hermokrates if you need anything,” he said. 
 
    She nodded, holding her confident smile in place. 
 
    They stood in awkward silence. She could feel the eyes of servants in the hall, and the loud conversations of boyars and guards in the distance. 
 
    “Remember,” he said suddenly, glancing down at her belly. “Either Mihail... or Alexandra, after my sister.” 
 
    She smiled genuinely at the unnecessary reminder. “Of course! But I’m sure you’ll return before she arrives.” 
 
    “She?” 
 
    Iuliana shrugged. 
 
    Again they stood in silence. Iuliana felt it would not be proper to embrace him. 
 
    What would the servants say? she wondered. That the lady had swooned because of her nerves? That she’d had an omen that her lord would die?  
 
    Iuliana bolstered her resolve. “I won’t tell you to be brave,” she said, her voice steady. “I already know you will be.” 
 
    Vlad squeezed her arms. “Please keep warm,” he said quietly, then suddenly turned and made his way out. 
 
    There! she thought. Let them say they saw the lord and lady fully resolved and committed! We fear nothing. So why should they? 
 
    *** 
 
    The boyars who had gathered in Targoviste rode forth with a crew of hand-picked peasant-warriors, all dressed in heavy fur cloaks and hoods. The land was covered by a smooth layer of snow and the sky was pale blue with no clouds to mar the horizon. Vlad took the lead, drawing them away from the path that led to Bucuresti and instead striking across country. When they saw chimney smoke from the village of Pitesti, they turned south and found a path through the Vlasiei Forest. The forest was so heavy-laden with snow that at times it seemed evening had fallen on them, and the world grew quiet, as if waiting to see what they would do. 
 
    No one but the occasional peasant hiding from the winter cold saw them trek across the country, and in time they came to a squat hill that they had appointed as their meeting place. They spent another day waiting for late arrivals, then they woke early, strapped on their armor, and mounted their horses. While they waited for his command, Vlad rode in front of them and looked them over. They looked like an army of black, shaggy beasts standing out like wounds in stark contrast to the pale earth and sky. He knew they needed no grand speech; this army had been hand-picked, and they knew their business. Vlad gestured and his commanders rode up to him. They were his viteji, the bravest and most loyal of his boyars. 
 
    He saw fair-haired Bogumir in heavy armor, with a green surcoat under his fur cloak. Stoica wore dark blue with a cross over his breast. Dumitru looked large and imposing with his red surcoat, and Viorel seemed somehow unapproachable in his chainmail and white scarf. Galos was with them as well, and wore a bright yellow surcoat and a fine cape, surely the most ostentatious boyar among them. 
 
    “The Ottoman Turks don’t fight in winter,” said Vlad. “That will be to our advantage. But I want you to fall on them as if every encounter was the final, determining battle. Everyone across the Danube is the enemy. Showing them mercy is the same as aiding them against our own people. Do you understand this?” 
 
    “We do,” they said. 
 
    “Then we split up here, and we each find our targets. We take no food or supplies because they have our food, they have our supplies. May God show us the way to our enemies, and good hunting!” 
 
    *** 
 
    More than one azab heard the clatter of iron against ice. They sat up in their beds in the pitch black guardhouse and listened. It almost sounded as if someone was knocking icicles hanging from the front gate. 
 
    “Emir, go and wake the lookout,” said the commander. “He’s asleep for certain!” 
 
    Emir forced himself up and made his way to the narrow stairwell. He decided that being awake was the worst state of being, because wakefulness inevitably led to dwelling on one’s sorry state. He and his companions had wagon cages lined up at the front gate, and as soon as spring came, they planned on crossing the Danube and finally making some coin. They had been promised many times that things would be different this year, but Emir had spent all winter freezing in Rahovo on the Danube, wondering if he should have pulled up his roots and left long ago. Wallachia certainly was not as inviting as it had once been. 
 
    He reached the topmost floor and, sure enough, he found not just one lookout, but two sitting before the little iron fireplace. One of them had obviously heard Emir stomping up the stairs; he held his bleary eyes open and tried to look as if he had been awake the entire time. 
 
    “Idiots!” said Emir. “We post two lookouts so you can keep each other awake!” 
 
    “I was awake,” said one, elbowing the other. 
 
    “No you weren’t! Don’t you hear that?” 
 
    Emir pushed open the door and felt a blast of cold wind rake across his face. The sky was black and the land was blanketed in a thin layer of snow. From the balcony he could see the roofs of little houses beyond the narrow wooden wall, where Rahovo had outgrown its defensive perimeter. He stared for a long time, ignoring the sound of one of the young lookouts explaining himself. 
 
    Emir finally saw two things at once. First, he saw riders galloping over the frozen Danube. At the same moment, he saw a flicker of light from his peripheral vision. He wondered if another azab was approaching with a torch, then realized that the roof of a house was on fire. He shouted a warning just as flaming arrows dropped onto other roofs. 
 
    “We’re under attack!” Emir shouted. “Riders crossing the Danube!” 
 
    Emir’s warning was unnecessary, for the lookouts could already hear shouting and the unmistakable sound of steel being drawn. His eyes fixed on a thatched roof writhing under dancing flames, and he realized that lack of coin had become the least of his worries. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bogumir pressed his horse onwards and one of the fleeing Turks disappeared beneath her hooves. His sword rose and fell and stripped the skin from the side of another azab’s head. Bogumir galloped past the stumbling Turk, leaving him for dead. 
 
    All of Rahovo was in flames. He saw a man and a woman with thick fur hats running through the avenue. They were obviously Christian rather than Muslim, most likely one of the native Bulgarians who had gotten used to living under Ottoman rule. One of his own riders saw the couple, hefted his spear, then drew up short before killing them. 
 
    “Get them, too!” Bogumir shouted angrily. “They make coin from slavery! Otherwise they would cross the border and live with us!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” the rider shouted, then took off after the couple. 
 
    Bogumir heard a violent creaking sound, followed by the clatter of hooves. In a flash he knew that the Turks hiding behind the wall had opened the gate in order to escape the flames. He looked back and signaled to his riders. 
 
    “To the gate!” he shouted. “Rahovo - she has just give herself to us!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pope Pius II stared at Cardinal Oliva from across the long meeting table. They stood transfixed, as if rooted in place by the weight of the news brought by the red-robed Cardinal. Finally Oliva approached, his figure darkening as he passed each of the tall windows. 
 
    Pius was growing old, and wanted to sit, but remained standing. 
 
    And to think that I found it odd that one of my cardinals was bringing me this news, rather than a messenger! But this news is certainly worthy of a cardinal’s time. 
 
    “They say he divided his forces,” Cardinal Oliva continued, “and they crossed back and forth over the frozen Danube, attacking one town after the next. Every Turk in Ottoman Bulgaria is in a panic.” 
 
    “Which towns?” Pius said suddenly. 
 
    “Well, there was Turtucaia, Svistov, Ghighen, Rahovo, Nicopolis… they went as far west as Vidin and as far east as the Black Sea.” 
 
    “Nicopolis?” said Pius. 
 
    “Yes, Your Holiness! Even Nicopolis. From what we can gather, the warlord of Wallachia has attacked every point where the Danube can be easily crossed. Every port, every ferry - gone. As you know, he’s cut off the slave trade from his land, and he hasn’t given the Sultan a single coin in years. He knows war is inevitable, and it appears he’s going to make it as difficult as possible for the Sultan to break into his land.” 
 
    “Tactically sound, yes,” said Pius, nodding, “but this is becoming more than just fighting for survival. Word of this warlord has travelled far into the West. The people are calling him a hero, even a new Champion of Christ. Small parishes who have never seen a Turk are praying for this warlord. They have come to love him, despite the fact that he’s of the Greek faith.” Pope Pius moved to stand near a window. The Cardinal watched as dust motes danced in a sunbeam over the Pope’s shoulders. “I don’t blame them!” Pius said suddenly. “When is the last time we’ve heard of someone willing to risk his neck just for a chance to die at the hands of some demon-possessed janissary?” 
 
    “You don’t hold him in high regard, Your Holiness?” 
 
    Pope Pius gave his Cardinal a disappointed look. “I hold him in the highest regard, but I don’t envy him. The Almighty works through men like him, but... He tends to treat His tools roughly.” 
 
    Pius fell silent. The Cardinal knew that he was coming to a decision. 
 
    “The Deceiver has his tools as well,” said Pius, leaving the window as he drew away from his deliberations. “Islam has spread through the world like a plague with no end in sight, and this current Sultan is the worst we have seen. I’m ashamed to think that I believed I could convert him with a heartfelt missive. To convert a monster like that - impossible! Every victory for him is a stepping stone leading to another. Mehmet wants nothing less than to subject every Christian in the West to his rule, thus destroying the gospel of Christ and imposing that of his false prophet over the entire world.” 
 
    “King Matthias is with us,” said the Cardinal, eager to pull Pius away from such a dark train of thought. 
 
    “Indeed he is! Thank God for that. He’s still open to a crusade, is he not?” 
 
    “He is, Your Holiness.” 
 
    “Good. I wasn’t convinced that the West was prepared, but one never is prepared for a confrontation with evil. This young warlord has settled the matter. Nicopolis… where one crusade was stopped, another will begin. Very well. We’ll fund King Matthias’s crusade, and I will speak to every leader in the West. If they won’t send soldiers, they will at least send coin.” 
 
    “Very good, Your Holiness.” 
 
    Pope Pius suddenly smiled and looked at the Cardinal. “You know,” said Pius, “whether or not he manages to endure the Sultan’s wrath, history will certainly remember Dracula as the man who launched the crusade we have waited so very long for.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Black smoke churned over the flaming ruins of Samovit, darkening the bright blue midday sky. Vlad stood with a few of his men that he had charged with keeping records of supplies accrued and casualties inflicted. He watched a veteran team impaling Turks on the road leading into the city, noting how quickly they worked. Cold wind whipped across the white field, stirring the shirts and turbans of their victims and making them look like battle standards arrayed before the shattered front gate. 
 
    He saw that the young man with the quill and ink was ready once again. Vlad leaned against the little table they had brought out of the ruins, but kept his eye on the executioners in the distance. 
 
    King Matthias will feel as if he’s under assault, too, thought Vlad. But I need a steady stream of letters to convince him that we are serious about this business! 
 
    The young man cleared his throat, said, “We ended at-” 
 
    “I remember,” said Vlad, nodding. “‘If the Turks wish to bring their ships from Constantinople to the Danube, they no longer have fording points because I have burned, destroyed, and laid waste to their towns.’ Now, start a new paragraph, and say, ‘Gather your whole army - your cavalry, and your infantry - bring them to Wallachian land and accept to fight with us here. If your Highness does not wish to come personally, then kindly send your army to the Transylvanian region of your realm. And if your Highness is willing to lend help, then be good enough not to delay and let us truly know your mind. Please, this time, do not delay our emissary, Radu Farma, who is bringing this letter to you.’” 
 
    “Me, sir?” said the young man. 
 
    “Yes, you!” said Vlad, clapping him on the shoulder. “Write, ‘Send him back to me immediately and swiftly. Let us in no way leave unfinished what we have begun, let us push this affair to a conclusion. For if the Almighty will listen to the prayers and wishes of Christendom... if he will favorably listen to the prayers of his unworthy subjects, he will give us victory over the heathen - the enemies of the Cross of Christ.’” 
 
    The young man’s quill raced across the page, then he shook his head. “If that don’t get the King moving, Voivod, then he surely isn’t the son of Hunyadi!” 
 
    “He’ll come,” said Vlad. “Even if only to protect his own land. Now make a copy of that, leave it with me, and then you’re off to Buda. You won’t be going alone. You’ll be going with the carter and the wagon.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said the young messenger. He glanced at the wagon in the distance; there was no confusion about which wagon the Voivod had meant. It sagged under the weight of two heavy bags. 
 
    Once alone, Vlad turned to watch as the rest of the corpses were put onto poles. Now at the culmination of this stage of his plan, he had a moment to consider their situation. He thought of the support he had mustered in King Matthias’s court, how his emissaries were treated with respect in Rome and in Poland. He knew that his cousin Stefan was being pressed upon by Tatars, but he desperately hoped that he would come and join him, too. 
 
    If we were fighting side by side, once again… 
 
    Vlad was exhausted from days of fighting in the cold, but he was also filled with the drive of one who was on the path that the Lord had set just for him. He wondered what his father would think if he saw everything coming together. 
 
    “More than ten towns laid to waste,” he said under his breath. He turned to the pale blue hills in the south, recalling that his scouts had told him many more towns had simply emptied out as the people made a mad dash for Constantinople. 
 
    They have no idea how few we are, he thought. Something coiled and hardened in Vlad’s chest as he suddenly remembered being a prisoner of the Turks, back when he had been small and weak. He remembered fighting a boy at Egrigoz, how he had held him down and pressed a pot shard to his face. 
 
    Fear had beaten him before I did. Fear is truly the greatest weapon in war. What will they tell the Sultan, I wonder? How will they justify abandoning their homes and their duties when they faced a few miserable riders who were sick of the cold? How will they explain the fear that gripped them? 
 
    A sudden thrill struck him, and he smiled. 
 
    How far will you go, Mehmet? Will you come and face your fear, as I will face mine? Will you go as far as I will go? 
 
    *** 
 
    King Matthias stood in the courtyard with the hem of his fur-lined cloak trailing in the snow. His hood was down and he wore only his blond wig to protect against the cold. His eyes were fixed on a wagon that had been delivered to him, and his guards and aides who stood nearby could not tell what he was thinking, for his face was a pale mask revealing nothing. 
 
    In the back of the wagon sat two open bags frozen stiff. Bloodless heads in disheveled turbans laid in piles among piles of severed ears and noses. The eyes were turned every which way, as if the Turks were too shy to look upon the King of Hungary. 
 
    Thus Your Highness must know that I have broken the peace with them. 
 
    The blue, frozen faces seemed to grow in his vision as he remembered the words of Voivod Vlad. 
 
    We have killed twenty-three thousand, eight hundred and eighty-four Turks, not counting ones burned in their homes, or the ones we did not bother to behead. 
 
    Matthias’s eye fixed upon a frost-covered ear standing on end atop a Turk’s mustache. The dead man’s mouth was open; it looked almost as if he was about to eat the ear, especially with his eyes rolled back in anticipation. 
 
    At Fort Giurgiu we killed six thousand, four hundred and fourteen Turks. 
 
    Matthias saw sudden movement as a crow flapped its wings atop the bag of heads and ears and noses. He blinked, then realized there was no crow there; he had only seen a guard in a dark cloak moving in the distance. Matthias considered that the cold was too great for the crows to leave their homes, even for a feast like this one. 
 
    One of his aides leaned over slightly, eager to see the expression on his King’s face. Still there was none. 
 
    Thus Your Highness must know that I have broken the peace with them! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The Moon-Cast Shadow 
 
      
 
    1462 AD 
 
    A few months after the Wallachian assault on Ottoman Bulgaria. 
 
      
 
    Mehmet was silent after Grand Vizier Mahmud Angelovic gave him the news of his failure, and some small part of him hoped that the silence meant that the Sultan was simply considering alternative courses of action in a cool and collected manner. Unfortunately the Sultan’s face turned red, then dark maroon. Angelovic held his breath and placed his nose against the floor. 
 
    “You worthless fool!” Sultan Mehmet shouted. “I gave you nearly twenty thousand men so that you could punish Wallachia - and you lost more than half of them?!” 
 
    Angelovic knelt before Mehmet in one of his reading rooms. It was late spring and the windows were open, revealing bright stars over silhouettes of trees in the gardens. Angelovic envied the stars, the trees, even the smallest mouse running through the grass. His nose was already pressed into a cold tile, but he bowed even lower until his forehead was pressed into the floor. 
 
    “Forgive me, Sultan! I beg you! Please consider-” 
 
    “Yes, I will!” the Sultan shouted. “I will consider many things! Including the fact that I may have handed the position of Grand Vizier to one who is clearly…” 
 
    Sultan Mehmet let the statement hang in the air, then grunted as he fought his way out of his seat. Angelovic listened to him pacing the room, fearing that the Sultan was looking for a weapon to kill him with. He lifted his eyes for a moment and saw the Sultan standing before one of the wide windows. 
 
    “That petty warlord must have known I was busy,” said Mehmet. “Of course. Of course. All of Christendom - no, all the world - is no doubt talking about me, the Sword of Islam, conquering everything in his path. I should have… perhaps if Zaganos were still here, he could have carried out the duty. I should not have sent you, of course.” 
 
    Though the Sultan seemed to be speaking to himself, Angelovic clearly heard the accusation, and the pain cut him so deeply that he wished Mehmet had simply picked up a sword and ended his misery. His mind drifted back to the failed raid; he wished that he could explain things a little better to Mehmet. It wasn’t as if he had taken the fabled janissaries with him. Besides the mounted sipahi, most of his forces had been composed of akinci raiders and slavers - not exactly the easiest men to command in a heated battle. 
 
    Angelovic had crossed the Black Sea and joined with his forces, then made the treacherous crossing into eastern Wallachia. They had managed to capture the little town of Braila, then Angelovic had ordered the raiders to go forth and take as many slaves and as much loot as they could carry. At first, they had come back with quite a bit, and it seemed as if the foolish Voivod would soon regret his insolent behavior. 
 
    Unfortunately they had lost track of many groups of raiders, then the main force had been attacked from behind as they were returning to Braila. Angelovic had learned that men are not eager to fight when they are worried about losing booty they had just taken. The akinci had only wanted to flee, and the sipahi were not much better. 
 
    What had really surprised Angelovic was the viciousness of the counterassault. The Wallachian riders had acted like butchers! He was still haunted by the sight of them running down unhorsed riders and attacking without any thought of their own safety. In the end, Angelovic gave up screaming for order among his men, and had simply rode alongside them, desperate to reach their ships before the Wallachians could kill or capture them all. 
 
    “O great Sultan,” said Angelovic, “if I could only explain-” 
 
    “I believe I’ve heard enough,” said Mehmet. “Usually I expect my viziers to guide me with their wisdom, but in your case, I think it would be best if you simply remained quiet and kept anyone bothersome out of my way. What could you possibly have to say? I’ve already heard enough nonsense about Wallachia. When I returned to my capital, I found it in absolute disarray. My people were actually trying to flee. Idiots! They said a hundred thousand Wallachians were marching to destroy them!” Mehmet laughed violently. “All of Christendom can barely put together forty thousand men before they decide to give up and go home!” 
 
    Angelovic felt the weight of Mehmet’s eyes suddenly boring into the top of his head. 
 
    “Frankly, this is humiliating,” said Mehmet. “I’ve managed to hunt down every last vestige of Eastern Roman nobility, no matter where they hid from me… and yet this little turd lying on the bank of the Danube has reduced us to a laughingstock. I’m sure every Christian in the West is laughing at us. Laughing at me, that is... they don’t know you, of course.” 
 
    Angelovic remained silent as Sultan Mehmet paced before the window. 
 
    “And our spies have reported,” Mehmet continued, “some very troubling news. Apparently Matthias of Hungary and Voivod Vlad are talking about marriage between their children. Can you imagine? The son of the White Knight practically in bed with the warlord who humiliated my servants and received no punishment? Would any Christian dog fear me? Would any of my own men ever serve me after such a humiliation?” 
 
    Angelovic wondered if he should answer, but decided to simply keep his face pressed to the floor. The chair suddenly groaned as Mehmet sat once again. 
 
    “Look at me,” he said. 
 
    Angelovic slowly lifted his gaze, and saw Mehmet leaning forward, staring down at him. Though lamplight flickered on his red cheeks, his eyes appeared black and empty. 
 
    “Begin preparations immediately,” said Mehmet. “I don’t care how late it is. I want the full force of the Ottoman Empire brought to bear. All of our forces, all of our janissaries. I want an example made of Wallachia. I want them crushed under the weight of my boot. I want this petty warlord dragged naked through the mud and brought to face me. I want him to see an obedient prince take his place on the throne. I want his woman auctioned off in the slave market and his children raised as janissaries. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Angelovic. 
 
    “Good. Good. Then go and gather our forces, Grand Vizier. And tell them that Sultan Mehmet, the Shadow of Allah on Earth, will lead them himself!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    The Invasion 
 
      
 
    Summer came and the horsehair tugh was planted before the royal palace, signaling a time of war. A great Muslim army second in size only to the one that conquered Constantinople gathered before the gates of the city. Then one day at sunrise the gates opened and the innumerable janissary host marched forth from Constantinople. The warriors who had gathered around the gates made way, and were in awe to see that the Sultan himself was riding in the middle of them, dressed in pure white with a jeweled turban. Radu rode alongside him, and two viziers and their attendants rode behind them. The rising sun shone on their necklaces and rings and sword hilts, and the janissaries were dressed in so many colors that it looked as if the Sultan was riding on waves coated in an oil slick shining like a rainbow. 
 
    The mounted sipahi rode beside and behind them, armored and bearing the banners of their noble houses. Behind them came the akinci, mounted raiders eager to overwhelm the enemies of Allah. Their numbers were seemingly endless, and more of them joined as the army travelled north. Azab infantry brought up the rear, the lightly armed young scavengers eager to loot and rape a fallen foe. It was their task to march alongside the wagons and guard them, for they carried the most important supplies of all: Empty cages that would soon be filled with slaves. 
 
    The army ate up the road and marched over dry, brittle grass. The weather was stiflingly hot, but even still the marching janissaries played their drums and blew the mehter. The mehter could be heard from miles away, wailing in agony as if the army was slowly being roasted. Still more came to join them all the time, riders armed only with a single spear or chipped sword, desperate for coin, any coin, no matter what was involved. Some did not even know who they marched against. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad knelt before the cross in a little church attached to a monastery. It was early in the day and the church was only dimly lit, but even still the heat was oppressive. But even in plate and chainmail he hardly noticed the sweat dripping down his forehead. His concerns were spread over all of Wallachia. 
 
    “Help me to be worthy of this,” he prayed quietly. “Help me to be what Wallachia needs me to be. Lord, I…” 
 
    He was distracted by a sudden recollection of his second child. When he had returned from the raids in Bulgaria, the people of Targoviste had told him of the birth of his daughter even as he was making his way through the gate. At the castle, he was still in armor when a maid brought her to him - little Alexandra, seemingly glowing in the firelight even as she cried at being disturbed, her little mouth turned down in alarm. 
 
    “Lord, watch over Iuliana, Mihnea, Alexandra. Give me the strength to…” 
 
    He heard footsteps, and rose. A white bearded priest stood in the doorway of the narthex. Vlad saw the shadow of another quickly skirt away. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said the priest, “I did not mean to intrude. Only...” 
 
    “You should be gone,” said Vlad. 
 
    “It’s true, then?” 
 
    “Of course it’s true,” said Vlad, annoyed. “We’ve already seen the Sultan’s army marching along the Danube. The Sultan means to devastate our land and put one of his own tools on the throne. I want this entire village cleared out. That means the monastery, too.” 
 
    “Y-yes, of course, Voivod. Forgive me!” 
 
    “You should have left with the others.” 
 
    “I just couldn’t imagine leaving, Voivod. I’ve been here all of my life…” 
 
    “Did the others take the monastery’s treasure with them?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. The Muslims will come through here like a plague of locusts. Nothing should be left for them to take. By the grace of God, you should still have time to reach the mountains. But you should have left with the others!” 
 
    “Voivod, if I may ask…” 
 
    Vlad had been preparing to leave, but stopped. He was surprised at how pushy the tiny old man could be. 
 
    “Well, it’s just, I’d heard that some of the boyars had also fled into the mountains…” 
 
    “Not boyars,” said Vlad. “Traitors. Some of the men who had power before my time have decided to leave before the Sultan arrives. They don’t know that when they sneak back down from the mountains, it’s me they’ll have to face.” 
 
    The old priest’s eyes went wide. “Of course, Voivod. May it be so.” 
 
    Vlad left the humid confines of the church. From his corner in the narthex, Calugarul released the breath he had been holding. He was shocked, and not only by the fact that he had nearly run into the Voivod who had come close to ending his life. He had been surprised to see the Voivod praying alone for so long. From what his former boyar allies had told him, Vlad was a bloodthirsty, rabid animal with no respect for their faith. Why, then, would that man spend time sweating beneath the cross when the enemy of their faith drew near? 
 
    Finally the priest approached and gave him a look. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” said Calugarul. “For, ah… not mentioning that I was here.” 
 
    “It’s not enough for you to be in hot water with the Voivod, but you wanted to stay here and trouble an angry Sultan as well!” 
 
    “Again, forgive me. Thank you for coming back for me. I was being stubborn.” 
 
    The priest shrugged. “Must run in your family. Let’s give them a moment to clear out, then we’ll take to the road.” 
 
    Calugarul suddenly became aware that the old priest was examining his face as if it were a manuscript. It was unsettling. 
 
    “What is it?” said Calugarul. 
 
    “You look as if you feel guilty. I rode the whole way here, you didn’t put me out that much…” 
 
    “I felt bad for him,” Calugarul said quietly. “He had no reason to spare my life, but he did. Perhaps he thought the old Voivod would be troubled, in Heaven, to see one brother kill another. And now he’s… he’s facing something that I could never face. I was a traitor. I caused him trouble, when I should have… I should have been helping to-” 
 
    “You didn’t know any better,” said the priest. 
 
    “I know better now, and I wish I didn’t. Everything is simpler when you don’t know. It’s easier to blame, easier to hate. I know he has allies, but I’ve heard no talk of them coming to help. No one has seen Hungarian banners, or Moldavian banners. Only Wallachian. And not even all Wallach-” 
 
    “You still keep your head in such matters?” said the priest, screwing up his brow. 
 
    Calugarul turned away. 
 
    “Young man,” said the priest, “you worry about things outside your control. I wouldn’t worry about no one helping the Voivod. If you’d been on the road with the others, as you should have been, you would have seen men from every village coming to help. I’ve never seen so many men armed and ready to fight - and in this heat! You seem to think all the boyars ran to the mountains, but I couldn’t count the number of knights that yelled at me to turn around as I came back to get you. I had to explain myself to a dozen different armed boyars who were about to risk their life for me, for you, for all of Wallachia. So… let’s not hasten to worry. If it troubles you so much, then pray to God.” 
 
    *** 
 
    As group of akinci pushed their raft across the wide Danube, one turned to look just as his companion’s head jerked to the side with an arrow protruding from either side of his face, his mouth held open at an awkward angle. He heard the hiss of still more arrows cutting through the air, then the sudden cries of men who had been hit. Some men dropped and held their shields before them, but others leaped from the raft, determined to swim back to the bank. They tried to see the Wallachians hiding in the woods on the far side, then one of their horses suddenly shrieked and kicked wildly. An akinci raider was flung into the river, his limp body folded in half by horse hooves, then another man fell under the wounded horse as it stamped and turned. First his legs were pulverized, then his screams were suddenly cut off as the horse stomped his neck flat. 
 
    “Get it off the damned raft!” a Turk shouted as men and horses rushed to be away from the maddened horse. 
 
    From the ruins of Nicopolis on the Ottoman side of the Danube, the Sultan’s army watched from burnt-out towers as the rafts and flat-bottomed barges were assaulted by a steady rain of arrows. The janissaries arrived as the sun was setting and watched as the akinci, who had gone ahead of them, were returning with their rafts and shields looking like pincushions, with men and beasts lying dead or wailing over their wounds. 
 
    “You’re turning back?!” a janissary commander shouted. 
 
    “We can’t cross here!” said a Turk slogging through the shallows toward the bank. “Those woods are full of Wallachians!” 
 
    “Idiot! They’ve been following us the entire way. There’s not going to be any better place to cross.” 
 
    “Then let’s wait for the ships to arrive!” 
 
    Others turned away, afraid because they were unused to seeing anyone use such a tone with a janissary. The large man stared down at the akinci as he clambered onto the bank. 
 
    “The Sultan will arrive within the hour,” the janissary finally said. “We won’t report any failure. We won’t report any delay. And neither will you.” 
 
    The drenched akinci stopped and watched the janissary. He could not continue climbing up the bank with the janissary standing in his way. He wondered if the slave-soldier would be content to stare down at him until the sun fell. 
 
    “Janissaries!” The commander shouted. “To the rafts!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Night came but still their ships had not arrived, but when the Sultan saw that the laborers had made still more rafts and small barges from the ruins of Nicopolis, he ordered the janissaries to take and hold the far shore. 
 
    “The Wallachians have surely given up by now,” Mehmet said to a janissary commander. “And I doubt they have an unlimited supply of arrows.” 
 
    The janissary commander had already seen several comrades die before the rest had been forced to turn back. Still, he said nothing. 
 
    “In any case,” Mehmet continued, “this is no different from any other charge. No different at all. The dangers are the same - and the rewards are the same as well! Now go!” 
 
    Without a word the janissary turned and left. Their camp was well-lit, but even without torches Mehmet could have seen the men suddenly scurrying in the moonlight. The janissaries almost looked as if they were charging the laborers, and were even shouting as if in the midst of battle. But the wide rafts were soon loaded down with  cannons, heavy round shot, anti-personnel grapeshot, small barrels packed with powder, and other supplies as well. The laborers sat on the rafts, looking back at the janissaries like whipped animals. 
 
    Nadir understood their fear. He felt sick and anxious, but was unable to show his fear because he was a janissary. He knew that he would be among the next wave of attackers, for his sahaloz equipment had already been loaded. There was no going back. He felt as scared as if he was being thrown into his first battle, despite having already seen many. The younger janissaries on his cannon crew even looked to him for encouragement. But his mind returned again and again to the sight of janissaries with arrows sticking out of them, pushing their rafts back to shore, their faces twisted with the impotent rage of defeat. Would he end up with a piece of long wood stuck between his ribs, with an iron arrowhead lost somewhere in his lungs? Or perhaps in his intestines instead? 
 
    “Let’s go. I’ll be watching over your crew.” 
 
    Nadir turned to the speaker and felt ice run down his spine. He saw a heavily armored janissary from the ranks of the zhirli nefer. He was dressed in purple and pale blue beneath his armor. Beneath his horned crest and trailing headdress, he wore an odd mask of dull bronze beaten into the shape of a smooth face. The mask was not what shocked Nadir; it was the fact that he was standing before Sehzade, who he suspected had been his childhood friend in Serbia. But Nadir could not be sure. 
 
    “Well?” said Sehzade, his voice echoing off the mask. Nadir could not help but imagine mounds of scar tissue hiding behind the metal. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing,” said Nadir, motioning to the younger members of his crew. They fell in step with the other heavy infantry accompanying Sehzade, their mail and plate armor making a shifting, clinking racket as they descended the bank. Nadir could see the dark squares of the rafts lying all along the edge of the Danube, at least seventy of them by his reckoning. They stepped on board while laborers held them steady. Once they were all on board, one of the zhirli nefer turned to the laborers who stood waiting for orders. 
 
    “Take a hike,” said the janissary. “We won’t need you until it’s time to move corpses after the far side is ours.” 
 
    Without a word the laborers climbed onto the bank in a rush to be away. Nadir and the rest of the cannon crew squatted next to their equipment, and the zhirli nefer took the paddles and barge poles and pushed off from the shore. Sehzade crouched next to Nadir and hefted his shield overhead, covering him. Several of his comrades did the same for the rest of Nadir’s crew. 
 
    “Don’t drop that pole if you get shot,” said one of the crouching janissaries. 
 
    “You worry about your little pole,” the other man immediately shot back. “I’ll worry about mine!” 
 
    Several of the men laughed and it was a wonder to Nadir that they could make light of the situation they were in. He glanced upward at Sehzade, and wondered if he remembered him from long ago. His mask gleamed in the moonlight. Nadir was somewhat comforted by his comrade’s shield, but Sehzade had such a heavy presence that Nadir found him intimidating, despite the fact that he was a fellow janissary. 
 
    Nadir’s thoughts were interrupted by the sudden cry of “Arrows!” followed by the rasp of pierced wood. He heard janissaries grunting on either side, then the point of an arrow suddenly split the shield just over his head. 
 
    “Damn these infidels,” said a janissary. “They don’t know when to call it quits!” 
 
    “They’ll quit when we make them!” said Sehzade. “Soon, they’ll be begging for us to stop and-” 
 
    A janissary cried out almost in Nadir’s ear. He turned and saw one of his comrades crouching on one knee with a long arrow hanging out of his calf. “I’m pinned!” he shouted, tugging at his leg. “I’m pinned to the raft!” 
 
    “Got somewhere else you need to be?” said one of the zhirli nefer. Many of them laughed, and even Nadir’s wounded comrade forced out laughter until the blood drained from his face. 
 
    This is madness, thought Nadir. Absolute madness! 
 
    “Hey,” said Sehzade. “You doing alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Nadir, almost immediately. 
 
    “You hear what they said?” Sehzade paused as an arrow pierced the wood between them. “You hear what they said - that this is no different from a charge?” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” said Nadir. “What of it?” 
 
    The bronze mask turned toward him slightly, the gleam growing dull as it was covered in shadow. “It means we’ll get paid for this,” said Sehzade. “We’ll get paid just as if we were charging any other fortification.” His cheeks shifted on either side of the mask, and Nadir knew that he was smiling. “Happy Ramadan, brother!” 
 
    Nadir swallowed in a dry throat. “To you as well, my-” 
 
    At that moment, several shields buckled as a janissary fell on top of them, two arrows protruding from his chest and another from his neck. Sehzade reached up and grabbed the long paddle from the dead man’s hand. 
 
    “Take this shield,” said Sehzade. “Looks like I need to row.” 
 
    One of the rafts reached the far side and the janissaries made their way up the steep, sandy bank. As soon as they reached the top, a cannon fired from the woods, and the grapeshot tore half a dozen men to pieces and flung them back on their comrades. The janissaries cursed and crouched in the sand, waving for the cannon crews to hurry to their positions. 
 
    When Nadir’s raft bumped into the reed-choked bank, he felt as if he were in a dream, watching himself and several others grasp the cannon and haul it onto their shoulders with practiced ease. The zhirli nefer leaped into the water, then held their shields over them as they awkwardly clambered off of the raft and into the shallows. Still more cannons roared, then blasted earth rose in heaps and fell on them. He wondered if he was already dead, and was watching a memory of another man racing up the bank with a heavy cannon bearing down on his shoulders, driving the air from him. He kept his eyes on the ground and saw a janissary with a shirt sleeve full of mangled meat lying before him, face covered in blood, his mouth working senselessly. 
 
    Nadir and his comrades fell to their knees at the crest of the bank and worked to fix their cannon into position under a roof of shields. The ground was absurdly uneven, in no way hospitable to their wheel-mounted cannon pieces. Once his eyes drifted away from his work; he saw dark forms moving in the distant woods, and saw the familiar pattern of drifting smoke signaling cannons and matchlocks trained on them, the black wisps giving the impression that dragons watched them from the tree line. He felt nauseous and immediately fixed his eyes on shoveling dirt to make a flat firing area. He became used to the thok-thok-thok rainfall of arrows hitting shields overhead, but he was jarred again and again whenever a blast of grapeshot tore through a cannon crew somewhere down the line. He saw flimsy shields flying overhead as his comrades were flung back, their bodies turned to macabre mockeries of the human form. 
 
    Please, Allah… oh, God, don’t let them hit us! 
 
    Get it together! Nadir thought. You’ve been here before! 
 
    Sahaloz crew members with matchlocks of their own began setting up on the front line, carefully arming the rifles as heavy infantry shielded them from Wallachian arrows. 
 
    “Now!” someone announced next to Nadir. “Let’s see how these bastards like it!” 
 
    “Riders! Riders!” 
 
    Nadir glanced in the direction of the shouting just in time to see armored riders streaking along their front line. His ears were deaf to the pounding of hooves but he clearly saw them tossing spears directly on top of the janissaries. He couldn’t believe the Christians were so suicidal that they would come near the front line. 
 
    Sehzade leaped to his feet just as a rider with a heavy spear crashed into him, flinging him on top of Nadir. With the infantryman’s legs pressing down on his back, Nadir turned and saw what looked like a spear jutting out of Sehzade’s chest. He was surely dead. Nadir watched the rider’s horse wheel about, kicking up sand before the rider turned him about and continued racing along the front line. He could smell the wick of a matchlock close at hand, and considered looking for it so that he could fire on their attacker, even if he had to pry the rifle from a dead man’s hands. He saw a horse leap over the front line, the knight’s dark armor flashing in the torchlight as he swung his sword on either side, hacking down janissaries. Nadir’s resolve melted at the sight of the mad demon in dark armor, and he kept his face close to the earth. 
 
    Just as the riders raced back toward the tree line, the legs on top of him shifted. 
 
    “I thought he got you!” said Nadir. 
 
    “He did get me!” Sehzade said angrily, jerking the spear from his shield. “Spear went right through my shield!” 
 
    “Let me see if you’re-” 
 
    “I’m fine! Just get that cannon going!” 
 
    Nadir ignored Sehzade muttering curses and looking over his wound. Finally he heard their own rifles firing. In time Nadir and his comrades had their cannon prepped and loaded, then fired a shot into the woods. Other janissaries blasted the woods with grapeshot from their cannons, shredding leaves and shattering limbs. 
 
    Back and forth the rafts went, bringing more and more janissaries with cannons and rifles and bows. Several times Nadir thought the Wallachians had fled, only to see another salvo of arrows or even suicidal charges against cannon crews further down the line. The riders always seemed to flee before the heavy infantry could manage a counterattack, which was maddening. Nadir knew they had superior firepower, but somehow they seemed to be faring worse than the enemy. 
 
    They devastated the tree line and within an hour, Nadir could hear nothing but a dull whine. A comrade from his sahaloz crew tapped his shoulder, then drew a finger across his throat. A cease-fire had been called; the Wallachians had been driven from the shore. 
 
    Nadir fell back and sat on the ground. He could see nothing of the enemy, either alive or dead; for all he knew, they had gone to war against a dense woods full of stripped trees that still glared at them under moonlight. He looked up and down the length of the shore and saw janissaries crouching among the dead, their twisted limbs poking out of mounds of uniforms now dark with blood. He realized that he was rubbing his hands together, perhaps an unconscious reminder that he was still alive and in one piece. 
 
    How many of us are dead? he wondered. How many of us were slaughtered in this madness? 
 
    He saw heads turn toward the river. He saw one of the Sultan’s viziers standing on a raft paddled by two janissaries, his arms raised as he made some proclamation. The little man with a large mustache looked quite pleased with himself, and Nadir felt grateful that he could not hear him. He noticed several of the janissaries exchanging looks or clapping one another on the shoulder. 
 
    “What did he say?” said Nadir, leaning in toward Sehzade. 
 
    “Payment!” said Sehzade. “He says the Sultan has just given us thirty thousand coins to be distributed amongst ourselves!” 
 
    Nadir noticed that Sehzade was holding a wet, red cloth to his chest, but his cheeks were puffed out as he smiled behind his mask. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Burn the Earth 
 
      
 
    With the help of God, I will descend into Transylvania and unite with Dracula. 
 
    - King Matthias Corvinus of Hungary 
 
      
 
    Even through the black night Vlad could see that a group of murderers were rummaging through the little fishing hut where he was living. They were hunched over, misshapen, their arms and hands like hooks of meat and bone. He heard jars turning over, guttural laughter as sacks of grain were torn open. The bag he was holding felt heavy; turning, he was surprised to see that he was holding Radu’s hand. 
 
    Radu was still a child. Vlad bent down and got his attention. He looked frightened of the beasts, so Vlad smiled to comfort him, to show him that there was nothing to be afraid of. 
 
    “You’re here, too, Radu?” said Vlad. “It’s been so long! Hasn’t it?” 
 
    Radu turned his eyes to him, and Vlad was overcome by the feeling of how precious his brother was. He had buried the feeling for years, but it now seemed to be the greatest truth. No one else in the world had any notion what Vlad had endured so long ago. Only Radu. 
 
    “Radu, it’s so good to see you again. There’s something I wanted to tell you. Did you know that our grandfather, Mircea the Elder, got along with his brother Dan? At least, at first. And they even worked together! And our father and brother Mircea also ruled together. My friend Stefan worked alongside his father, and learned everything there was to know about ruling their people. And we… we’ll do the same, Radu!” 
 
    Radu’s eyes suddenly went wide, and he pointed at the fishing hut. Vlad saw what could have only been Sultan Mehmet, a bloated monstrosity gorging himself on a chunk of wriggling meat. As the turbaned monster dipped his face down into his meal, Vlad could see that he was eating a Wallachian child, somehow still alive even as Mehmet bit into his intestines, threw up violently, then continued eating. Several squat janissaries with tiny limbs crawled around the Sultan, licking at wounds that covered his bloated flesh. They looked like hairless rats nosing around a pile of refuse. Vlad was disgusted, but a familiar sense of resolve took hold of him. He had seen enough horror to know that he could face one more - even if it was the worst horror imaginable. 
 
    “You fear him, Radu?” said Vlad, turning away from the creature. “There’s no reason to be scared. I’ll show you how you face a monster. You have to make them fear you, Radu. You have to show them that they approach the very thing they’ve spent their entire life avoiding. Then we can create the peaceful land that they cannot imagine. Do you understand?” 
 
    His brother’s eyes remained glued to the monster sitting before the fishing hut. 
 
    “If a man or a Voivod is strong,” said Vlad, “then he can make peace as he wishes. If he is weak, then someone else will come along and do as he wishes.” Vlad put his hands on his little brother’s shoulders. “That, Radu, is why we must convince him that we are the ones who are strong. Not him!” 
 
    *** 
 
    From his vantage point atop the wooded hill, Vlad watched dark swarms of riders coming up from the river valley. The blue sky was dimmed by gray smoke. Columns of smoke stood leaning in distant fields where crops were being burned. It was a reversal of the normal means of war, where looting and fire followed in the wake of raiders. 
 
    Now they will find no treasure, no supplies, thought Vlad. They will find nothing but misery. 
 
    A horse sighed and one of his companions adjusted his breastplate beside him, and Vlad realized that he was also miserable. He wore his precious black armor, the suit of Mircea the Elder, and was baking in the unrelenting heat of the worst summer he had ever known. He imagined fanning himself or wiping his brow, but gripped the handle of his sword instead. 
 
    Instead of his own discomfort, he imagined the disappointment of the thousands of raiders sweeping over his land. Vlad had heard of his brother in the Order of the Dragon, Skanderbeg in distant Albania, how he ruined the prize before the Turks could take it. He had heard of the man’s cleverness, of the cold calculation involved in ruining what was yours so that the enemy could not. None had told him how painful it was to order peasants to destroy their own crops as they fled, or the agony in seeing them obediently following through. 
 
    But the hatred! he thought. How the hatred is sharpened like a blade! 
 
    Finally Bogumir cleared his throat and edged his horse near Vlad. “So they have finally come to us,” he said unnecessarily. 
 
    Vlad realized that he must have been staring at the black forms for a long time, sending his hatred their way before his steel could greet them. 
 
    “Now we’ve drawn them in,” said Vlad. “We’ve drawn them into Hell!” 
 
    *** 
 
    When he saw the village at the end of the dusty path, Kadir spurred his horse on as if trying to keep up with his own racing heart. Here would be something worth taking! The ground thundered in the wake of his riders flying behind him. He knew that the people had left their fields a smoldering ruin in the hopes that the akinci would pass them by. 
 
    In vain! thought Kadir. In vain! 
 
    In fact, it could be no other way. The Sultan was still busy shepherding the bulk of his forces across the Danube. Whether or not he actually crushed the rebellious prince mattered little to Kadir. The janissaries were paid regularly, and would of course be paid even more if they were victorious, but Kadir would only gain something from his effort if he took it from someone else. Raiding was the way the majority of the Sultan’s forces were paid. It was their vocation. 
 
    They drew nearer the village, and while it seemed small, Kadir knew that even poor villagers always kept a few things buried or tucked away in all the usual places. The church especially would have to be turned over. Kadir whooped and heard his comrades whooping behind him in response. 
 
    He was annoyed to see that a wooden wall had been erected around the village; unfortunately common in Wallachia these days. Avoiding the barricaded front entrance, he spied an area where boards had been removed at the eastern end of the village. He had no doubt that the lazy farmers had been unwilling to change their habits of coming and going, and had slowly but surely pried away boards until the wall was now little more than a suggestion. Kadir drew his scimitar and urged his mount toward the opening. 
 
    “Allah ak-” 
 
    His stomach lurched and he found himself flying through the air. It was almost as if Allah was propelling him toward the goal by force of divine will. 
 
    He crashed with terrific force and found himself in a muddy ditch filled with sharpened stakes. Tufts of hay were flung skyward as more men and horses fell into the pit, snapping the thin sticks that kept the thin layer of hay suspended over the trap. Kadir was sickened by the sight of his comrades falling onto the short, fire-hardened stakes jammed into the mud. Though his stomach hurt, he was amazed to find that he had somehow survived, falling in between stakes while others were impaled through no fault of their own. Riders turned on either side but still more crashed into a heap at the very lip of the pit. He heard a shriek that nearly shook his spirit from his body, then saw that his own horse was lying beside him, twisted awkwardly and staring at him as if he was to blame for the demonic shafts that tore through him. 
 
    Kadir pitied the men who writhed all around him. The pain in his stomach grew, then he looked and saw that he was covered in blood as well as dirt. The pain in his gut had not been mere nausea caused by the fall, but rather his stomach had been torn open by sharpened Wallachian wood. He should not have pitied those who would soon die, but rather, they should have pitied him, for death would be a long time in coming to end his torment. 
 
    He also did not know that his comrades should not have been pitied over any other akinci raiders, for the Wallachian peasants had laid many such traps all across Wallachia. In order to save their homeland, they had turned it into a deathtrap! 
 
    *** 
 
    Haluk dismounted near the entrance to the monastery and turned to his men. “Half of you, come with me. The rest of you, stay outside and watch the woods. There’s Wallachians hidden all over!” 
 
    Firat snorted dismissively. “Who stays and who goes?” he said, addressing Haluk but turning his head so that everyone could hear. “Those who go with you will have first pick of the spoils!” 
 
    “We divide it evenly!” Haluk shouted. Firat had challenged him during the entire invasion, pointing out his every move as if noting flaws in his leadership. Haluk had long grown tired of it. “Have I not already said that?” 
 
    “And if a Wallachian shoots at us from the woods? Will his arrow be as likely to hit those pocketing golden crosses as they are hitting those unfortunate enough to stand watch?” 
 
    Haluk stood in silence, waiting for one of his close comrades to put Firat in his place. The heat laid on him like a burning weight, dulling his thoughts, making him weak. He unclasped the waterskin tied to his saddle and glared at Firat as he squeezed a sip of cold water into his mouth. He thought he might be imagining it, but it looked as if Firat was actually withering under his gaze. 
 
    “You complain as if I give you nothing,” Haluk finally said. “You forget that just this morning I led us all to a village with cold water. Did I not? And what did you do but complain about the heat?” 
 
    Watching Firat fight for words, Haluk’s mood was lightened. Had he really cowed the insubordinate raider so easily? The longer he watched, the more surprised he was by how Firat’s face twisted in bewilderment. 
 
    Their confrontation was interrupted when one of the younger raiders vomited so loudly that his horse twitched. The akinci’s face was green and expressionless. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Haluk shouted. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “I don’t feel so good either,” Firat said quietly. “I think… I think…” 
 
    Just then another man leaned over and fell out of his saddle, one foot hanging awkwardly in the stirrup. While several men looked around in shock, Haluk saw more than a few of them holding their stomach. The weakness he had attributed to the heat began to grow in his mind, and he wondered if he was feeling more than mere exhaustion. There was a bad taste in his mouth. He held the opening of the waterskin to his mouth, and it smelled almost like a dead animal. 
 
    “The water,” Firat said, leaning over in his saddle. “The well in the village you led us to… they must have… poisoned the water! Threw a rotting pig in there, or… or something else…” 
 
    Haluk prepared to defend himself before his green-faced minions, then he clutched his stomach as a bolt of pain shot through him. He felt something like a line of rats scurrying through his bowels, each racing to be the first to the exit. He might have laughed if it had been another who was spewing into his own pants, but he knew that he was dead, just as dead as if a Christian had raked a blade across his belly and dragged his innards out to lie before him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and his men waited quietly on the edge of the woods, the noonday sun dimmed by smoke from burning fields. Even the shade was intolerably hot. Vlad’s metal breastplate felt heavy and close, the joints of his armor digging into sweat-soaked skin like burrs. He had mounted as soon as he heard hooves beating the earth, with the rest of his boyars following suit as quickly as they could. Peasant arcasi, all trained warriors, crouched behind trees with arrows notched, eschewing formations on open ground so that they could fire from cover. He saw a young peasant in undyed wool quickly cross himself before notching an arrow to his bow; he may have been scared, but Vlad saw no signs of cowardice in his forces. They would not break. He would have liked to have his viteji by his side - the bravest and strongest boyars - but they were out leading their own teams of fighters in hit-and-run raids against the Turkish invaders. Still, he was proud of those who stood with him now; as soon as their scouts had returned with word of a large force of raiders drawing near, both knight and peasant alike had assumed position with grim determination. 
 
    Raiders passed through the thin veil of smoke and Vlad raised his arm. Immediately the peasant archers turned to fire, and Vlad tugged the reins even as his horse was already turning, now so used to his command that she needed only the most subtle prompting. His knights rode along the wooded incline, glancing at the arrows flying through the woods, piercing dark forms that were flailing, crying out, bolting in either direction. 
 
    Vlad and his knights broke through the woods and the scattered Turks turned to them slowly, as in a dream. Vlad drew his Toledo blade and as the nearest mounted akinci turned to him, Vlad swung the shining sword through his neck so neatly that the head continued turning as it flew free of the Turk’s body, rivulets of blood spewing from the neck like cords spinning wildly. The knights crashed into the nearest Turks, hacking at them with blades and tossing them from their mounts, and in the sudden violence time sped up in Vlad’s mind once again and the anxiety that grew before a battle was suddenly washed away. 
 
    The akinci were caught by surprise, but their ranks were bolstered by djanbazan, the undisciplined, wild-looking slavers who were just as feared as the janissaries because of their cruel and unpredictable nature. Vlad saw them charging straight into battle, their painted faces contorted with their maddening screams. They wore ragged lynx hides tied around waists or necks, and necklaces full of animal bones bouncing on their bare chests. Vlad could feel the fearless aura radiating from them, and he knew the akinci stood and fought because the djanbazan were with them; so it was that Vlad stifled caution and urged his horse straight into them. 
 
    He locked eyes with one, a screaming madman with curved horns fixed to his head, and held out his sword as if about to swing. The djanbazan glared at him and held high his scimitar. At the last moment Vlad nudged his horse to shift to the right, and as he passed by the slaver he thrust out his shield, slamming it into the rider with enough force to send him flying from his mount. Before Vlad could get his balance, he saw the flash of a blade and blocked it with his sword, locking blades with a screaming brute with stiffened eagle wings tied to his head with a cord of dried intestines. Their horses turned in a tight circle, nose to tail as Vlad and the djanbazan pressed their blades against one another. Vlad righted himself and came so close to the enemy that he saw the cracks in his white-painted face, the eyes deep red by comparison. 
 
    As they turned, Vlad saw another mounted djanbazan angling for position as he notched an arrow to his bow. Vlad knew that the blue-painted slaver wanted his life, but he did not know if he would be willing to fire so near a comrade. The djanbazan he was circling suddenly shouted curses with such vehemence that spittle flew and landed in his own mustache; the sight was enough to convince Vlad that the archer would show just as little reason as his comrade. 
 
    The djanbazan’s horse skittered and he pulled back his scimitar and lashed out in a series of wild blows. Rather than try to match the warrior’s speed, Vlad held his shield before his neck, his sword before his vulnerable thigh, and prodded his horse. She suddenly rose onto her hind legs and lashed out with her heavy hoof. The raider’s horse, small compared to Vlad’s warhorse, leaped to the side. As Vlad’s horse landed, he used the momentum to bring his sword down onto the djanbazan’s face with a shocking amount of force, cleaving through forehead and nose and knocking out teeth with a loud clicking sound before finally getting hung up in his lower jaw. 
 
    Instinct was screaming in his mind and as he turned to look over his shoulder, he caught a glimpse of the archer. His helm constricted his peripheral vision, so he could only raise his shield. Within a moment a long arrow shaft pierced his shield with enough force to numb his entire arm. He tried to adjust himself in the saddle and realized that his sword was still lodged in his opponent’s jaw; the djanbazan had bowed his head to Vlad, with blood streaming from his ruined face and running down his horse’s white leg. Vlad jerked his sword but the man only leaned over in his saddle still further, arms bouncing limp at his side. He tried to urge his horse to pull away from the djanbazan’s mount, but she was confused by the novel situation. 
 
    Vlad’s problem became irrelevant when two large, powerful hands grabbed him by his shield arm and jerked him from his mount. Hard ground smacked his back and throttled his head in his helm. He had never been thrown from the saddle by hand, but his confusion cleared when he saw his opponent. A man so dark that he seemed to have no face stood over him, and he was at least two heads taller than a tall man. He wore a dark maroon robe that came only to his knees, his forearms sticking out like long black snakes. He bent at the knees and looked like a giant spider stooping to swallow him, then retrieved a heavy iron-tipped mace from the ground. 
 
    “Good job, Qanaz!” the archer shouted in Turkish. “Now move so I can get a clear shot!” 
 
    The giant either did not hear his comrade, or was ignoring him, for he hefted the large mace overhead and Vlad only had time to roll away before it crashed into the dirt. Vlad struggled to rise but the giant’s wide, sandaled foot pressed against his shield and tossed him like an adult throwing a child. The wind was driven from him and his helm shifted painfully, completely covering one eye, but still he pushed himself onto his feet. 
 
    “Qanaz! You stupid Abyssinian!” the djanbazan shouted. “Get away from him so I can shoot!” 
 
    Vlad only had time to lift his shield and brace it with his sword arm before the giant swung the mace into him. His legs buckled as the wood was battered, driving him backwards. He drew in half a breath, and as the Abyssinian prepared to strike again, Vlad maneuvered toward him rather than away, putting the archer behind the giant. The archer hissed in annoyance and urged his horse toward them. 
 
    Vlad could see the giant’s small, slitted eyes bearing down on him. Vlad prepared to lift his sword, but was not sure if he could hold it, as both of his arms were numb. Just then, the giant turned his slitted eyes to the battlefield. All around them the akinci were fleeing, racing back along the path they had come. Arrows chased after them, then mounted knights followed suit. The dusty ground was littered with Ottoman dead. The Abyssinian could see that he would soon be overwhelmed, and quickly strode away from Vlad as if suddenly uninterested in the fight. 
 
    Vlad saw that the archer had overplayed his hand and drawn too close. Vlad raced toward him, forcing his fingers to tightly grip the Toledo sword. The blue-painted djanbazan, suddenly realizing his predicament, dropped his bow and jerked the reins of his horse. The horse leaped away just as Vlad swung his blade, avoiding a fatal blow. However, the man’s leg below the knee fell and swung loose in the stirrup, spraying a line of blood in the hard-packed dirt. Suddenly losing his balance, the djanbazan waved his arms, then fell over the other side of his horse, landing with enough force that his right arm broke loudly. He screamed, waving the stump of his leg in the air. 
 
    Vlad caught sight of the Abyssinian riding away, looking as if he was riding a small pony, his knees sticking out on either side. Vlad was still winded but raced toward his own horse, desperate to give chase. He knew that the giant would lose all advantage when mounted, his long limbs now only making him an easy target. He climbed onto his horse, turned, and saw the Abyssinian swing around a bend in the path concealed by a thick of trees. Vlad nudged his horse - then he suddenly saw the large, turbaned black head bounce back into view, careening along the path. 
 
    Bogumir rode around the hedge with his bloodied sword held high. His men rode behind him, their weapons held ready despite missing the fight. 
 
    “Voivod!” Bogumir cried. “You are well? You should have seen it with your own eyes, what I have behead just now!” 
 
    Vlad looked and saw his peasant-warriors already stripping the dead of their weapons and valuables. The smoke rising over fields tortured by dancing orange flames made it look as if his men were taking part in the final harvest, when the enemies of the Lord would be brought to ruin. He knew this was only one small battle, but it was over. He had taken a terrific beating, and as he caught his breath he realized that he was burning in his woolen gambeson, mail, and plate. He stripped off his helm, then suppressed the desire to lean over and catch his breath. He did not need anyone to see that he was exhausted. His eyes fell on several caged wagons that the Turks had brought with them and abandoned. Thankfully they were empty. 
 
    “Bogumir,” said Vlad. “Get those dead in the cages. Get them sent where they need to go.” 
 
    Bogumir drew his horse to a stop before him. “I will do it, sir!” 
 
    “You had good hunting?” Vlad asked suddenly. 
 
    “Yes! We ambush a good number of raiders even before the sun was up. I met Galos and his boys earlier today, and they said they also have kill raiders late last night.” 
 
    “Good man. You have any wounded?” 
 
    “We do, sir.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. “Then have them take the dead where they need to go. Keep your able-bodied men close. I want more raiders put to the sword before the sun has set!” 
 
    Vlad was glad to see that Bogumir did not wince, but smiled. “It will be so, Voivod!” he said. 
 
    *** 
 
    In the shade of his tent, Sultan Mehmet examined the scarred face of the Wallachian shield. It bore red and pale yellow stripes and, within a field of blue, a crescent moon hanging over a golden sun. His servants fanned him, the little gusts of wind seeming to come across the gulf of space and from the image of the moon as it impressed itself on his awareness. He had seen the very same image of a crescent moon over Constantinople in the days before he had taken it, and he knew that it represented other Christian lands as well. 
 
    But as I am now Rome, and have inherited the greatness of Rome as her rightful ruler, he thought, then should I not take the crescent moon for myself? His eyes flicked to a line of banners outside, black letters inscribed on red cloth. He knew that no mere image could represent him, or his land, or his people, or their faith. They were not Christians scratching out figures on the hide of dead animals and puffing themselves up with pride. But the hanging sickle of the moon appealed to Mehmet, and he began to wonder if at least the unity of Islam should not be represented by such a wonder. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Angelovic said as he entered the tent. “I have bad news.” 
 
    Annoyed, Mehmet waved for his Grand Vizier to come and sit with him. He looked back down at the shield, but the moment had passed. It now only seemed like a plain trophy taken from a dead Christian. He held the thing behind his back and a servant took it. Another servant offered Angelovic a plate, but he turned down the offer of a meal with a wave. Mehmet looked and realized that Radu and Ishak, one of his other viziers, were already with him. They were just finishing up their meals. Mehmet had ignored them, lost in his own thoughts until now. 
 
    “Well?” said Mehmet. “Surely nothing stands in our way. Nothing that you could not have handled on your own, that is.” 
 
    Angelovic winced. “Your Majesty, we have taken a westerly course around the Vlasiei Forest, as you ordered, but it is still proving difficult.” 
 
    “Difficult?” 
 
    Angelovic took a deep breath. “The Wallachians have dammed every stream, every river, and turned the land into a quagmire. We can find no clean water to drink, and I’m afraid we’re going to see an outbreak of plague slogging through this mess. We are approaching Slatina, but I’ve already heard tales of the wells being poisoned there, as they have elsewhere. We’ll find no relief there.” 
 
    “Plague!” Mehmet shouted, as if the word was an accusation. Thinking of nothing more to say about the matter, he simply let the idea hang in the air so that it could bear down on his Grand Vizier. 
 
    “If I may make a suggestion, Sultan,” said Ishak. 
 
    They turned and regarded the vizier. He was a small man with narrow shoulders, and his turban seemed too large for his head. He had light brown hair and beard, and was of Albanian descent before taken into the care of the Empire. Angelovic was immediately annoyed that he had spoken up. 
 
    He helped Radu lead our forces to humiliation in Albania not so long ago, thought Angelovic. I should think that both of them would keep their heads down if they had any sense! 
 
    “The janissaries have their own supplies, but the rest of our forces tend to take from the enemy while on the march,” said Ishak. “We can’t go without water, so I suggest we have teams bring water from the Danube. They will have to do this continuously, as it seems this troublesome Voivod is intent on ruining his own land to spite us.” 
 
    “So be it,” Mehmet said immediately. Ishak motioned to a messenger. 
 
    Angelovic burned his gaze into the side of Ishak’s head. 
 
    This little rat has found such favor with the Sultan, thought Angelovic. If he hadn’t been brought in by the blood tax, he would have lived his life warming some backwoods farmer’s bed. 
 
    Angelovic immediately felt guilty for the thought. He knew that he owed his own lofty position to the blood tax. The blood tax was the means by which Allah mercifully brought poor Christian dogs out of poverty and ignorance and lifted them to great heights of wealth and honor. Should he be annoyed that Allah had extended the same opportunities to Ishak that He had also extended to him? 
 
    “I suppose there is more?” said Mehmet, turning back to Angelovic. 
 
    “There is, Your Majesty. As you know, I have been on many campaigns for the glory of the Empire. But I have never seen anything quite like this.” 
 
    Instead of giving a caustic response, Sultan Mehmet simply folded his hands and waited. 
 
    “We usually command the field by weight of numbers,” Angelovic continued. “But our men can’t even venture out anymore! I’ve heard them talk about how anyone who sleeps away from the camp disappears. The same goes for anyone who ventures too near the woods.” 
 
    “They are bound to be attacked.” Mehmet shrugged dismissively. “Did they think the people would welcome us?” 
 
    “It’s just that… we must assume they are being attacked, but we find little evidence of battle. No bodies are left behind!” 
 
    “Though it is difficult to admit,” Ishak cut in suddenly, “it is most likely that the beastly Wallachians are consuming the dead. They have already proven stupid enough to burn their own fields.” 
 
    “Unthinkable,” said Angelovic. 
 
    “They are animals, Christians who survive by digging in the dirt,” said Ishak, turning to the Sultan as if seeking approval. “They eat swine! Is it any more foul to eat a man?” 
 
    “I would rather not have this discussion,” said Sultan Mehmet. “I have only just eaten.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” said Angelovic, “only, it’s just that… well, our men are afraid. They have no food, no water they can trust, but they see the janissaries eating well enough. The akinci and African conscripts must go further and further afield to find anything, but oftentimes they simply go missing. Even large groups of raiders are targeted by hit and run attacks staged from the forest. And this heat is… some say it is hot enough to cook an egg on their armor, but of course, we don’t have any eggs to test this idea. I’ve heard some say that this unnatural heat is a sign of Allah’s disfavor with us.” 
 
    “Allah’s disfavor?” Sultan Mehmet said the phrase so gently that Angelovic immediately fell quiet. “Do they… no, do you, my Grand Vizier, truly believe that Allah disfavors us?” 
 
    “Of course not, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Then do not say it ever again!” Mehmet shouted. “Who do we face but a petty prince and backwards farmers who fear the punishment they have earned? Idiots! Idiots, all of them! This is shameful! Shameful to hear that the soldiers of Allah are afraid to walk through a little mud! Do they say these things to you in jest, Grand Vizier, or do you tell me this because you have so little of worth to report? Indeed, why do you come to me with this?!” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I only-” 
 
    “No, spare me! It is no matter!” Angelovic quailed to see the fury in the Sultan’s eyes. Gone was the young boy who once cried when his father threatened to have his sweetmeats taken away; he had been replaced by a ruler whose rage could shatter entire nations. “Go now, Grand Vizier, and when you hear this kind of talk, remind them who they serve! They are the inheritors of the glory of Rome! Did I not take Constantinople with my own hand? Did her mighty walls not crumble to me, and to me alone? None before me could accomplish such a thing! And where are we now? Tell me! 
 
    “We are… we are in…” 
 
    “A dump! A backwater, a ditch where Christendom empties out its chamber pot! At most, a stepping stone on the way to something worthwhile! Now go, and tell the men to steady their hearts! Tell them to crawl into the mud! Even if this prince dams up the very Danube and the flood comes up to our necks, still we will go forward! Is that understood?” 
 
    Angelovic bowed his head as if presenting it for a beheading. “Of course, Great Sultan!” he said. 
 
    “We must do these things,” said Mehmet. “We must do these things because Allah has been insulted. We must punish this renegade prince… and give this land to its rightful ruler: Voivod Radu.” 
 
    Angelovic turned to Radu, who had been sitting in silence the entire time. For a split second, he thought he saw a strange expression on Radu’s face, his mouth hanging open as his eyes were fixed on a distant scene that only he could see. He looked confused, cast adrift in a world he did not understand. The expression was replaced so quickly that Angelovic wondered if he had imagined it, for as soon as all eyes turned to him, Radu only gazed at his Sultan through a mask of fanatic devotion. 
 
    There was no doubt in his mind that they would find and crush this rebellious Voivod. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Taming the Aurochs 
 
      
 
    Voivod Stefan sat on his throne in the white throne room of Suceava, watching as Moldavians stepped aside so that foreign diplomats could be ushered past them. He did not like the idea that his own people would have to stand and wait in favor of foreigners, but Ottoman diplomats were not accustomed to waiting. 
 
    Stefan was nearly thirty years old and had a full mustache and long, fair hair. He had led his people and watched over them for five years. He had promoted many loyal Moldavians to the position of boyar just as his cousin Vlad had done, and he was loved by his people. His wife Marusca had given him a child, Alexandru, who was named after Stefan’s grandfather, and Stefan was happy that the Lord had seen fit to grant that another child was on the way. Such a life had seemed impossible only a few years ago, trekking through the bitter cold of the wilderness under the shadow of killers. 
 
    Finally the Ottoman diplomat and his guards strode through the entrance, looking as if they were quite comfortable entering the throne room of Moldavia. Stefan knew that there were those who envied his position on the throne, but he doubted they envied him when Ottoman envoys came to visit. The lead Turk was a large, pale man with prematurely graying mustache. He wore a vermillion robe patterned with golden thread, and a bright white turban. The men behind him were sipahi in dark chainmail, each with their eyes raised and looking directly at Stefan - an annoying trait that was apparently common among their people. He knew that his own guards would be bristling at the envoys’ manner, but Stefan was sure that it would not help matters to take offense. 
 
    The envoys stopped before the throne, and Stefan’s majordomo introduced him to the Turks. Finally their leader bowed his head. “I am Rum Mehmed Pasha,” said the Turk. “I am vizier to Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror, Caesar of Rome, Shadow of Allah on Earth, and Supreme Sovereign of the Sublime House of Osman. I come bearing greetings from the Sultan, as well as the open hand of friendship to you and your people, Voivod Stefan.” 
 
    The Turk bowed his head again with a slight smile, as if he and Stefan shared a private jest with one another. Again Stefan brushed the observation aside. From what he knew of the Turks, they could not help themselves; one either groveled at the feet of a superior or showed disdain toward an inferior. 
 
    Now that he could study the vizier up close, Stefan thought he could see something Greek about the man’s dark, curling hair and pale skin. 
 
    His name, Rum Mehmed Pasha, thought Stefan. Pasha is simply a position, a lofty one at that. Mehmed of course being a name that all Muslims carry, in one form or another. And I know enough of Turkish to know that Rum simply means Roman. Does this man have any birth name to call his own? Or was that lost when he was, no doubt, taken from his home in order to settle the blood tax? 
 
    “Greetings to you, and welcome to my court,” said Stefan. “We are honored that the Sultan would send a pasha to meet with us, and a vizier, no less. Am I correct in assuming that you have come to speak about Voivod Vlad?” 
 
    Stefan watched the man blink and suddenly pucker his lips. 
 
    That’s right, we’ll get straight to the point, Stefan thought. Later on, you can tell your Sultan how backward European rulers lack the sense to dance around the subject and fill the air with noble words! 
 
    “Indeed, Voivod, it is as you say. Not only did he cut off tribute - a mere pittance and symbolic gesture of friendship - but he also abused our envoys. I am sure you have heard that the Sultan has gone to see him in person, but the rebellious Voivod has set loose the worst elements of his society. They are on a rampage, devastating the countryside. It is a wonder to me that all of Christendom does not unite against such a man. One wonders about the character of a ruler who, upon seeing that he cannot rule a land, decides to destroy it so that another cannot rule.” 
 
    “Let me stop you there,” said Stefan. “The Sultan has a disagreement with Vlad. I understand why you argue on Mehmet’s behalf, but of course Vlad and his inner circle would have their own perspective on the matter. There is no need to give the Sultan’s perspective on this matter.” 
 
    “But there is need,” said Rum Pasha. “He is your neighbor and your ally. Can you allow your neighbor and ally to act in such a reckless manner?” 
 
    The silence was heavy in the throne room, and Stefan realized that he was rigid in his seat. He slowly flexed his hands and leaned forward. “Vizier. I have done my best to remain impartial in this conflict. I am a friend to Wallachia... but Moldavia comes first.” 
 
    “You do not condemn such reckless behavior?” 
 
    “Again you call him reckless,” said Stefan, holding his voice so that it would not waver nor have an edge to it. “It is my opinion that he sees things more clearly than his father did. You want tribute from him, and slaves on top of that. How will his land ever grow if you take the fittest boys for your own armies? It is a man’s duty to protect his home. How much more so for a ruler?” 
 
    “Cannot grow?” Rum Pasha looked on either side, as if an audience amenable to his cause would see that he was being dragged into a foolish argument. “We take only a handful of boys. We rarely touch girls! As long as we leave girls, more children can always be expected.” 
 
    Stefan realized that the man had made a weak point. Since the response was obvious, Stefan took a moment to consider how far he should push the matter. 
 
    One doesn’t become a vizier by being stupid, thought Stefan. Perhaps being surrounded by sycophants has dulled his ability to argue. Whatever the case, he came because he wants something, and he’ll soon ask for it. 
 
    “Vizier,” Stefan finally said. “Our people are Christian, just as they are in Wallachia. You know this. One man may marry one woman at a time. In our land, wealthy men don’t hoard women. The Lord gives us an equal share of boys and girls, so for every boy you take, you condemn a girl to a life of loneliness and poverty. Why would Vlad bend a knee to you when King Matthias only asks for his friendship and loyalty? I’ve yet to hear of envoys from Hungary bearing empty cages that they expect to be filled with children. The Wallachian Voivod’s reason for shunning you and befriending King Matthias is not so difficult to imagine, is it? In fact, one must wonder why your Sultan would take insult from such an inevitable outcome.” 
 
    Rum Pasha clasped his mouth shut. Again he looked from side to side, but this time he had the appearance of an animal pushed into a corner. It was plain to Stefan that Rum Pasha was allowing his frustration to master him. 
 
    “Voivod Stefan, may we speak in private?” 
 
    Of course, thought Stefan. It must be difficult to speak in front of a crowd when fear of the Sultan has clouded your reason. He needs to speak frankly, and he can’t do that when I’ve talked him into a corner in front of everyone. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Stefan. “Your men may relax here.” Stefan waved his guards away, then made his way to the meeting room set off to the side. The room was white and several wide windows gave a view of great oaks in the courtyard below, and beyond that, the green hills west of Suceava. There was a long table and chairs, but Stefan elected to stand at one of the windows. 
 
    Rum Pasha entered and stood for a moment, his eyes on the door. He seemed deep in thought, and Stefan remained silent, curious to know whether or not the man would have the nerve to shut the door. Finally the vizier left the doorway and approached Stefan with a strange smile fixed to his face. 
 
    “Voivod Stefan,” said Rum Pasha, “you are going to assist Sultan Mehmet.” 
 
    “Absurd,” said Stefan. He did not elaborate, but glared at the large vizier standing over him. 
 
    “But the Sultan will assist you as well. There is something that you both want.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Fort Kilia.” 
 
    Stefan said nothing. It was true that Fort Kilia was a matter on which Vlad and Stefan did not agree. It had been built by the rulers of Byzantium long ago, when their influence reached across the Black Sea and extended to what was now the southern border of Moldavia. The usurper Petru Aron had handed it over to Voivod Vladislav, who had then allowed Janos Hunyadi access - but not ownership - in an effort to win back his favor. Whoever held the fort had control over land that could hardly be considered a part of Wallachia. If anything, Stefan could hold it and maintain it far easier than any Wallachian. However, the fort was not even manned by Wallachians, but by Hungarians! This vexed Stefan to no end, that his own southern border was allegedly being safeguarded by Hungarians who could just as easily man the fort as give it up, or even stage an attack from it - it was all the same to them, as far as Stefan was concerned. He doubted that Hungary lost any sleep worrying about Tatar slave raids in Moldavia. 
 
    “Listen to reason, Voivod. You have a duty to defend your people, to watch the border that defines what is yours. What if one day Hungary should-” 
 
    “You do not need to explain the governing of my own land to me, Rum Pasha. You are only passing through. Do you think I haven’t considered Fort Kilia from every angle? I don’t like the situation, but ultimately, Hungarians don’t enslave Moldavians. Tatars do. There is a difference between a threat and an annoyance, as I’m sure you are aware.” 
 
    As Rum Pasha recoiled and turned to look out the window, Stefan considered that the man truly might not know the difference between an annoyance and a threat. He served an Empire powerful enough to lash out at both with equal fury. Rum Pasha locked his gaze on the distant hills, his shoulders strangely hunched. To Stefan, the man seemed wounded; he was not doing a good job of hiding his feelings and intentions, which seemed odd for a vizier negotiating on behalf of the Sultan himself. 
 
    “Rum Pasha,” Stefan continued, “I know that you want an ally against Voivod Vlad, but you will not find one here. I have already strained my friendship with Wallachia by not sending aid in this conflict… but Moldavia has her own problems. Voivod Vlad has the backing of King Matthias. Your Sultan will push against Voivod Vlad, but ultimately Hungary will stop the conflict from spiraling out of control. I’m sure your Sultan knows that, too. He may have sent you here with bold words about your duty to the Empire, but Sultan Mehmet is only trying to apply pressure and save face because someone denied him tribute. He sent you here because he had to send you here - for the sake of appearance. He expects nothing from this negotiation.” 
 
    It is a shame he was taken from his homeland, thought Stefan. He is big and strong, and probably would have made a fine knight. If he truly is Greek, he could have died a hero atop the walls of Constantinople. Instead they wrapped him in silk and made him a pampered, wretched vizier... 
 
    Rum Pasha turned his face to Stefan. He seemed to be drained of blood. “Voivod, I have enough sense to know that you look down on us just as we look down on you. You imagine yourself superior to me. But you’re wrong. You have absolutely no idea how wrong you are.” 
 
    “Is that so?” said Stefan. 
 
    The vizier’s eyes strayed back to the hills, and Stefan had the impression that the man knew he was a puppet. Since they were alone, he did not even bother pretending to carry himself with a noble bearing. The hand of the Ottoman Empire hovered over him, and as such, there was no need to worry about anything, even his manner and bearing. 
 
    In his mind, thought Stefan, the Sultan has already been promised ownership of the entire world. For the first time, he felt the sting of discomfort. 
 
    “Voivod, your people sit on the tip of a knife. The Sultan means to make an example of Wallachia. Anyone who helps the Sultan buys themselves time to sit safely under his shadow. Any man who gets in the way will be destroyed, his home gutted, his wife made another man’s property, and his child’s memory emptied out and filled up with a burning desire for Allah.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Stefan snapped. 
 
    Rum Pasha’s eyes settled on Stefan for a moment, as if considering a fly, then settled on the hills once again. “I’m trying to save you, Voivod. Your land is rich and good, and your people are blessed with stupidity, as ignorant as children who lack the sense to live in fear. Did you know the Sultan has a fleet on the way, Voivod? I came before it, but when the fleet arrives, I will lead it. Many, many men will disembark, all of them armed and hungry for loot, and when I go to them, I will either say, ‘Welcome to the land ruled by Voivod Stefan, our ally who has agreed to give us aid,’ or I will say, ‘Go forth and do as you will.’ Can you imagine your people running in terror? What if they run to you with tales of their homes in flames, and you have nothing to tell them but that your hand guided the curved blade that struck them down? Have you ever been without a home, Voivod? Have you ever been hunted and without friends, lost in a land where people exchanged money for information regarding your whereabouts, where people prayed to God that they would find you because they needed the price on your head to feed their family?” 
 
    Stefan felt the ground subtly shift beneath his feet, and put a hand on the windowsill to steady himself. 
 
    “But you are far from the Sultan, you must be telling yourself, Voivod Stefan. You live far from him, and it would be difficult for him to stage an invasion. Perhaps you might survive, perhaps my men would grow weary after wiping out a few of your villages. But you have other enemies, do you not? I wonder, sir… I wonder what the Tatars would think if the Sultan presented them with the gift of a chest of gold? Would they turn it away, saying that they are not like other men, that they have no use for gold and wealth and everything that money can buy? Or would they be convinced to attack not every few years, but several times every spring and every summer, again and again, emptying out your villages and putting your people in cages, and even driving to the very gates of Suceava?” 
 
    Rum Pasha fell silent. Stefan bore his eyes into the vizier’s head, but still the man did not turn to him. The man almost seemed as if he might fall asleep, or perhaps already was asleep and lost in a dream, trying and failing to remember the waking world. To Rum Pasha, there was no waking world, there was only the dream world of the Sultan, and all others were merely figures passing in and out of that dream, their fate and fortune tied to nothing but the whim of the dreamer on the throne. 
 
    Stefan felt as if he, too, was slowly being dragged into that dream. 
 
    “You mentioned inevitable outcomes, Voivod. The Sultan’s shadow has fallen on this land, but that shadow may pass over you. Fort Kilia could be turned into a Muslim fortress, a staging ground for future attacks that will never, ever cease. Or… it could belong to you. Your people could go about their lives, imagining that their days are full of joy, and Fort Kilia could belong to you… and I could, on occasion, pass through the fort with my own friends. We might never speak again, but only wave from a distance, neither of us knowing or caring about what the other does.” 
 
    Rum Pasha suddenly choked, and coughed to clear his throat. “That’s really not so bad, is it, Voivod Stefan?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Desperation 
 
      
 
    “Voivod Stefan has betrayed us! He’s besieged Kilia alongside an army of Turks!” 
 
    Vlad heard the words of the messenger spreading from one man to the next. Only minutes before he had been riding to meet with Viorel so that their forces could trade supplies and intelligence. They had been stopped by a young messenger riding hard from the east, and now everyone seemed to be arguing in their mounts. Vlad sat motionless, the calm center of the whirlpool of chaos. The voices of his men sounded distant and muffled. Despite the searing heat and blinding light of the sun, Vlad saw his men as if peering at them from the bottom of a cold, dark well. 
 
    Is this what it felt like, Radu? Is this what it feels like when a brother abandons you? 
 
    Vlad loosened his fingers from the reins and let the hot, stabbing sensation in his chest fall into a deep pit at the bottom of his awareness. At the bottom of the pit was anything that held him back, anything that pulled him away from his goal, anything so painful that it could not be acknowledged without throwing him from the path that meant everything. 
 
    At once his hands gripped the reins. 
 
    “Stoica, Hermokrates,” he said, “Galos, Dumitru, gather ‘round.” 
 
    Hermokrates shared a look with Dumitru. Though Vlad felt as if he had grappled with the news for a long time, from their perspective, their Voivod’s face had darkened only for a moment. That moment had passed, and he now appeared more determined than ever. 
 
    Stoica was the first to press his mount toward Vlad. “Voivod, let me go to Kilia!” he said. “Let me deal with this traitor!” 
 
    Vlad only gave a slight shake of his head. “Dumitru, you’ll take a quarter to a fifth of our forces and go to Fort Kilia. Take only mounted troops. I want you there quickly. Once Kilia is secure, you come back immediately. Do not pursue. Understood?” 
 
    The large boyar opened his mouth, his eyes flicking from Vlad to the horizon and back again. 
 
    “Dumitru! Is that understood?” 
 
    “Of course, yes, Voivod!” 
 
    “Voivod,” said Galos, leaning forward so much that he nearly spooked Hermokrates’ mount. “A quarter of our forces, and all mounted? The Sultan is drawing near Pitesti. Once they spend a day or two looting it, it won’t take them long to reach Targoviste. And once they reach Targoviste, we’re through.” 
 
    “No,” said Vlad. “We’re going to hobble the Turks before they reach Pitesti. Those with mounts will harass the front of the Sultan’s forces. While we slow them down, our men on foot will turn Pitesti into a field of pits.” 
 
    Hermokrates sighed. “It’s risky, but some good might come of it. The Turks are bunching up, which means they’re moving slower. Pits could be dug anywhere, and each one would be guaranteed to catch some unlucky bastard.” 
 
    “More than one!” said Vlad, baring his teeth. “We know they brought few supplies, and they’re now skirting towns in favor of racing to Targoviste. They’re placing their faith on getting there as soon as possible. We’ll break their will before Pitesti!” 
 
    Galos scoffed and turned away, then Stoica caught his eye. “It will work,” said Stoica. “They’ll break, and the slavers will turn on the janissaries for their food.” 
 
    “Stoica,” Vlad said suddenly. “You won’t go with me. I want you in Targoviste.” 
 
    Stoica’s eyes stabbed into Vlad. Vlad recognized the look of outrage, the expression that had crossed Stoica’s face so often in the past. Stoica, who had hated authority, and hated anyone with power over him, now desperately wanted to be in this fight alongside Vlad. He did not want to be in Targoviste. 
 
    “Please, Voivod!” said Stoica. “If I won’t fight with you, then send me to Kilia! Stefan’s betrayed us! Let me-” 
 
    “No! The project at Targoviste must be completed! I’ve already wasted time going back to supervise it myself. I need someone who can keep them moving! Don’t you see?” 
 
    Stoica clasped his mouth shut and averted his gaze. 
 
    “Stoica,” Vlad said quietly, “I could do it with my own two hands, given time. You could do it, with assistance. But who else? Who else, Stoica?” 
 
    Stoica looked back at him, but said nothing. 
 
    “Then do as I say!” said Vlad. Without waiting for a response, he turned to Dumitru. “Find that messenger. Take him with you. Tell him he’ll be escorted back to his village.” 
 
    “Of course, Voivod,” said Dumitru. 
 
    “But keep a close eye on him. If it turns out he’s lying, and Fort Kilia is not under siege - give him the stake.” 
 
    For an instant, Dumitru thought back to a time when he would have been shocked by such a task. He had once held his hat in his hands when boyars and warriors passed by, and wondered at the grim duties they held so that the nation would not fly apart. Now he had seen the sort of men that considered Wallachians their prey, and he wondered no more because he himself had committed more atrocities than he had ever thought possible. He knew what was required to drive the darkness back beyond their land, and he also knew what was required to make certain that everyone remained loyal, and so he did not hesitate. 
 
    “Voivod, if that messenger’s taken Ottoman gold to divide our forces, then I’ll give him a very narrow seat on which to rest.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dumitru rode across the bone-dry hills of northern Wallachia with no less than seven thousand riders, a mix of armored boyars and peasant lancers. They descended into the lowlands, slowing their pace only because they feared their horses would collapse. One morning a single dark plume rose with the white sun, like a tear in the blue firmament. Though they had the sense that they were leaving the battlefield behind, that feeling soon left. By noon the sky was darkened and they saw Braila in flames, the rooftops flickering red on the bank of the Danube. The masts of Muslim ships stood over the bank, looking like the banners of giants marching on the little town. Dumitru called his men to a halt and they looked on in silence. 
 
    “By God,” said a knight near Dumitru, “that’s where we chased those raiders back in the spring.” 
 
    “So it is!” said another. “They’re burning Braila for revenge.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” said Dumitru. “There must be more than a hundred ships. Nearer two hundred, I think. They don’t just mean to destroy Braila. They want to crush us from two different directions.” 
 
    “Lord help us,” a young knight said quietly. “They already brought as many men as destroyed Constantinople. Did they need to send more?” 
 
    Watching black smoke pour out from rooftops and windows, Dumitru truly understood his Voivod. At that moment, Dumitru wanted nothing more than to order the others to charge the town and kill any Turk they could lay their hands on. He knew that the Wallachian citizens who lived there must be wondering why no brave knights came to their aid. But Dumitru had learned that you could not simply react to every move made by the enemy. There was a larger map that needed to be considered, and even if they did some good in Braila, the Turks could take Kilia and use it as a staging area for still more invasions. He wondered how often Voivod Vlad had swallowed his rage and held it down deep, enduring pain and humiliation so that he could lure the enemy into a trap. 
 
    “It’s too late for Braila,” said Dumitru, turning back to his men. “We’ll head north before we cross the Danube and go around them. If the Turks take that fort, we’ll never be free of them. Come, let’s show them that Wallachia will not be pushed around!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Despite the relative quiet on the battlefield, Stefan suddenly felt as if he was needed, and went to the door of his tent. He saw his boyars and their squires and pages mostly sitting idle, the late afternoon heat stifling any desire to show initiative. His guards moved to rise but he waved dismissively. In the distance, the square towers of Fort Kilia stood sentry. He saw no movement; even the banners with the ring-bearing crow of King Matthias hung limp. 
 
    Am I doing the right thing? 
 
    Stefan had asked himself this again and again. 
 
    Of course I am. Kilia should be ours! In a worst-case scenario in which we fail to take the fort, the Sultan has at least divided his soldiers by sending them here. That only plays into Vlad’s hands. He may end up thanking me. 
 
    Who am I kidding? If I take Fort Kilia, Vlad’s Hungarian friends will not be happy. But what of it? Hunyadi I could trust, Mihaly I could trust… who else? Istvan? No… Istvan’s loyalty is with Hungary first and the Order second. What do I know of Hungary when Hunyadi and Mihaly are no more? 
 
    For a split second, Stefan imagined Tatar slavers riding through Moldavian fields, shouting and throwing torches onto thatched roofs, driving out peasants to be rounded up… 
 
    No! Fort Kilia should belong to me! 
 
    But… damn these Turks for putting me in this position! 
 
    He finally caught movement in his peripheral vision. Rum Pasha was making his way through the Moldavian camp with several armored sipahi marching behind him. The vizier looked quite a bit more determined than Stefan had ever seen. 
 
    I knew this was coming, thought Stefan. He strode back into his tent, took a seat, and waited. 
 
    Finally the vizier entered, screwing up his eyes and looking around as if he thought Stefan was hiding. Stefan found Rum Pasha’s expression amusing. He was almost grateful that the intolerable heat was no doubt adding to the Turk’s problems. 
 
    “Well!” said Rum Pasha. “I hope you’re nice and comfortable, Voivod.” 
 
    “Of course, Rum Pasha. Would you like a seat?” 
 
    “No, thank you, Voivod, I’d rather stand. I…” 
 
    Rum Pasha trailed off, his face revealing absolute frustration, teeth gritted and bottom lip hanging open. Stefan wondered if the vizier was so angry that they had not yet taken the fort that he was having difficulty forming his thoughts into words, or if he was simply waiting for Stefan to fall at his feet and offer up excuses. Stefan considered waiting him out, then decided he had better not press the Turk. 
 
    “You’re frustrated by the siege,” said Stefan. 
 
    “Frustrated?” said Rum Pasha, his head cocked strangely. 
 
    “These things take time.” 
 
    “Do they? Do they, Voivod?” Rum Pasha forced out laughter, then shook his head. “I would have thought they also require some effort. Not just from my forces, mind you, but from all parties involved. For eight days you have been here, Voivod Stefan, and yet your forces have done little but sit and watch as my men water the fields with their blood!” 
 
    “Done little?” Stefan sat back and adopted a wounded expression. “We have placed ourselves on the northern front, exposing ourselves to counterattack by Hungarian reinforcements.” 
 
    The vizier’s face contorted with unconcealed rage. “Hungarian counterattack?” he shouted. “King Matthias won’t know we’re here until Sultan Mehmet has turned this place into his footstool!” 
 
    “Footstool?” Stefan froze and bore his eyes into Rum Pasha. “When the fort is taken, it goes to Moldavia - that was our agreement.” 
 
    “Was it?” Rum Pasha looked aside, as if struggling to remember. “Did we agree to hand Fort Kilia over to Moldavia? That’s a rather odd thing to agree to, Voivod, considering that Moldavia has not yet taken to the field!” 
 
    “We are here now!” Stefan shouted, frightening himself. He had thought he would be able to prod the Turk and send him back to his end of the encampment; instead, he felt as if he was wrestling with an eel. “If you want to throw away your men so that the Hungarians can practice their marksmanship, then you are free to do so, but that is not how a siege is won! Throwing away human lives contributes nothing to victory, Rum Pasha. You should know that!” 
 
    As Rum Pasha slowly approached, his face became a mask. “Is that how you see things, Voivod?” he said, his tone oddly subdued. “Do you not think that the doomed men in the fort grow weaker and weaker with every attack? And do you think…” Rum Pasha placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. “Do you think that we will spill our blood and then hand the fort over to you, when you did nothing?” 
 
    Stefan stood unmoving, his fingers curled into fists, jaw clenched so tightly that he could not speak. 
 
    “If you value the lives of your men more than you value the fort,” said Rum Pasha, “then I suggest you quit the field and send your men to the safety of their homes. But if you value victory… then, Voivod Stefan, you must pay for it!” 
 
    *** 
 
    In full plate Stefan marched through the ranks of his men. He could feel their gaze shifting from him to the great fortress and back to him. None were eager to run onto the field where the cannons along the ramparts were trained. So it was that Voivod Stefan took his place at the very front, alongside a handful of young, heavily armored Moldavians eager to prove themselves now that battle was inevitable. 
 
    “Shields up!” Stefan shouted. “Close ranks!” 
 
    They had already gone over their battle plan many times, and it did not take long for the Moldavians to form into rough squares around their field commanders. Stefan, and anyone who faced front, held their shields high, effectively blinding them but also covering their heads. The men behind them got in close and held their shields overhead, as did the men behind them, thus forming a roof. Stefan heard a quiet, muffled prayer somewhere behind him. He knew they could not stand still for long. He did not want the Hungarians along the wall to have a lot of time to consider their options, nor did he want his men to waste any effort trying to “perfect” their formation before they set into the rhythm of the march, so he soon shouted, “Forward! Forward!” 
 
    He marched and the line hesitated, then surged to catch up with him. He could hear his order repeated by the field commanders, and he trusted that their men followed as well. The heat was no longer stifling now that they were moving into danger; that and many other discomforts receded as the mind focused with utmost clarity on the risk that grew with each step forward. 
 
    The field was an uneven slope of craters and dead grass baked dry, each step throwing them slightly off kilter. As soon as they marched over a cluster of three dead, twisted bodies, a hail of arrows hissed and smacked into their shields, jarring them. Stefan heard someone gasp, and he remembered throwing up before his first battle twelve years ago. “Shields together!” he shouted. “Nothing but a summer rain! Keep moving!” 
 
    The uneven field became worse as they stepped over still more mutilated corpses. It was a wonder to him, the Turkish mode of battle; he knew that the Turks must also be watching them and wondering at their differences. The bravery required to march under a hail of steel-tipped arrows was immense, and each dealt with it in their own way. The Turks worked themselves up into a frenzy and rode full-tilt, their fatalism temporarily overpowering individual cowardice. Stefan sometimes wondered if Allah cared whether the Turks or the Christians died, or if their god only wanted blood. It certainly seemed that way as wave after wave of Turks raced up to the fort only to be shot down. The Moldavians, on the other hand, worked as a team, lumbering under their shaking roof, praying that each man could cover his brother. Stefan wondered if the Turks saw them as unnecessarily methodical, or perhaps overly cautious. 
 
    He heard the crack and whistle of matchlock rifles overhead, then splintering wood. A man cried out behind him, then another, and immediately cannons roared and shook the earth. 
 
    “Keep marching! Forward!” Stefan cried, picking up his pace. They had already discussed the cannons. Stefan knew the Hungarian pieces had incredible range, but as intimidating as they were, they could not effectively track moving infantry. Thus, the best defense was to keep moving. Still, it was hard to remember any discussion of “relative safety” as the earth shook and clods of dirt rained down on their shields. 
 
    Stefan glanced on either side and saw shafts of light hitting pale faces as the men peered between the cracks in their shields. “Shields together! Forward!” Stefan cried, the commands themselves unnecessary since his men’s morale was holding together and there was no confusion. He only knew that they needed to hear his voice, to hear his resolve, and they would keep moving. 
 
    Suddenly they were before the gate. “Halt!” said Stefan, only loud enough for his own unit to hear. “Get the ram up here. Battering ram, up here!” He looked back and was annoyed to see that the young men bearing the ram had fallen behind. Just then he heard the groan of wood against metal, and he knew that the front gate was opening on its own. “Crouch!” he shouted. “Get down! Down!” 
 
    He shifted his shield and peered through the crack. Three large cannons were already set up. His mind froze. He realized he should have chosen a winding route, a path that would not have brought him directly in front of the gate, but also kept them clear of the wall so that the Hungarians could not pour oil and throw torches onto them. Matchlock rounds slammed into their shields, a man cried out near his ear, and he wondered how he could possibly order his men to run for cover while still keeping their shields together. 
 
    The cannons roared - he had no time to articulate any change in plan. Shields splintered and something smashed into Stefan and threw him back just as a heavily armored man on his left fell limp. The air was sucked out of his lungs and he felt his back hit the earth. He saw someone screaming, but heard nothing coming from his mouth. He saw one man sitting down as if resting. His head hung forward and blood poured freely from his helm, just as if a bucket had been tipped forward. Stefan knew that a grapeshot round - a load of small iron balls mixed with assorted shards of metal - had been fired from the cannons and tore through them. 
 
    He tried to rise, but could not. It felt as if he was dreaming, his movements awkward and thoughts sluggish. He thought that his shield was making it difficult to rise, so he tried to throw it off with his right hand, as his left was too numb to move. He could see that the shield was in splinters as he fumbled at it. Two men moved to cover him with their shields, casting a shadow over him. He saw them shouting at one another, then at someone else. 
 
    Hands slid under his armpits and lifted him up. He was confused, then thought that his men were bravely putting the line back together. He thought of warning them that some cannons had been set up right in front of them. But they were not re-forming the line; two men dragged him backwards while several others covered him with their shields. He was annoyed, and tried to stand. His legs would not respond, and he saw that his left leg was completely covered in dark blood, the booted foot bouncing lightly over each mound of dirt. He glanced to either side and saw that the other teams were retreating as well. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun fell and blood ran down the table in Stefan’s tent. 
 
    When Stefan woke he realized he was lying on his table. He was uncomfortable, but when he moved to adjust himself, several hands immediately pressed him back down. He was surrounded by his personal guards, all of them stinking and covered in sweat, and over their shoulders he could see that his tent was full of boyars, aides, and messengers all talking at once. 
 
    “Hold him! Keep him steady!” 
 
    Stefan recognized the voice as that of his personal surgeon. The gray-bearded man was standing stooped over his left leg. Stefan’s line of sight was suddenly blocked by a glass phial that one of his men pressed near his face. It carried the earthy, floral scent of mandrake and opium, and Stefan suddenly remembered the cannon shot. He shook his head violently and the guard slowly withdrew the phial. 
 
    “The leg!” Stefan shouted. “It stays! No cutting!” 
 
    The surgeon did not turn to look at Stefan, but kept his eyes glued to his task. He responded patiently despite having responded to the same demand only a few minutes before. “I’m doing everything in my power, Voivod, but you have quite a bit of metal in you. I’m retrieving a nasty piece of it right now. I need you to remain still, sir, or else the artery may tear.” 
 
    As if reminded of his task, a young assistant standing at the surgeon’s elbow hefted his white-hot iron rod while the other assistant prepared to hand off his slender forceps to the surgeon, just in case the artery needed to be quickly grasped and held shut. 
 
    Stefan noticed messengers going in and out of the entrance and heard men discussing how bits of grapeshot had been pulled from his leg, piece by piece, while the Voivod raved but did not die. Stefan’s memory was weak, so he strained to hear the news of what he himself had endured. Finally a gang of Turks pressed at the entrance and several men shouted at them to leave, saying that the Voivod was fine, as hale and hearty as ever. Just then his leg was torn by a bolt of agony, as if the surgeon had stabbed and twisted flesh in an effort to grind through the very bone of his thigh, and Stefan heard himself shout before the cry was suddenly cut off. Arms clamped down on his shoulders and neck and he felt someone breathing in his ear. 
 
    “Hold him! Hold him!” the surgeon shouted. 
 
    The heavy wooden table seemed to shake as if it was a feather blown about in a storm, then he suddenly felt as if he was floating near the roof of the tent. There was no pain. He passed through the roof and found himself gazing over the battlefield. The field, their camp, the distant hills - all was still and peaceful. His gaze was drawn to the fort, its tall walls ringed by dark figures, their long shadows twitching strangely before the setting sun. 
 
    Why are we here, at Kilia? he wondered. 
 
    At once he was back on the table, the pain stabbing into his leg contrasted by the look of relief on the surgeon’s red, sweat-streaked face. “Praise God,” he said, “the artery held! No need to tie it off. Ready with the catgut, boy, and let us stitch this…” 
 
    The surgeon trailed off and reached for a small bottle. The arm around Stefan’s neck relaxed and he took a deep breath. As tortured as he was, he was relieved by the thought that if he could keep his leg, then he could remain Voivod. His relief was cut short when the surgeon upturned the bottle with uncharacteristic sloppiness and doused his leg with a mixture of wine and vinegar, lashing him in waves of agony as the wounds were cleansed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stefan knew he must have fallen unconscious, for the figures around him suddenly changed position, the surgeon now standing in conversation on the other side of the tent. His leg was a thick, throbbing mass, but his thoughts were suddenly sharp and clear. He felt changed, and had a sort of vague but strangely insistent notion that he had stood in the presence of the Almighty. He had been chastised, but allowed to live. He took a deep breath, his will burning so hot that his ruined limb seemed only an annoyance that he would have to drag behind him. He heard the surgeon arguing with a servant. Stefan grabbed the man’s sleeve and gestured for others to come near as well. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” said Stefan. 
 
    For a long time they merely stared at him, frozen in space. 
 
    “It’s just as I said!” a boyar shouted. 
 
    “No,” said another. “He’s delirious.” 
 
    “I said we are leaving!” Stefan roared. “We should not have been here in the first place.” 
 
    “But… the sun is…” 
 
    Stefan did not bother to see who was speaking. “We leave tonight without delay. Order a full retreat! Treat the Turks as enemies if they delay us on the road!” 
 
    Whether some thought him delirious or not, he saw two young men dart from the tent, eager to spread the order to retreat. 
 
    “Sir, Voivod,” said the surgeon, “you are in no condition to move. You… you need rest. Your leg, it’s…” 
 
    “My soul is forfeit if I remain,” Stefan said quietly. “We have a carriage. I’ll ride in that. Fetch some men to carry me.” 
 
    Stefan laid back on the hard wood, his mind empty of everything save the desire to be away from this place. Though he was far from anything resembling victory, he was filled with an unexpected sense of peace, a quiet feeling of resolve that came with stepping back onto the path that the Lord had set before him. 
 
    Just then someone entered the tent, an armored boyar breathing as if he had been running. “Voivod,” he said, “Wallachian riders have attacked from the south. They are running down the Turks!” 
 
    Stefan felt a jolt of fear stab through him, then ice cold realization. 
 
    Of course, he thought. Vlad knew all along. He knew the Turks would take Kilia for themselves. They would never give me such a thing! They don’t make deals, they don’t give - they only take! And now I’ve... 
 
    Stefan forced himself up onto his elbows and looked at himself. In the dim light of a lamp he saw his pants cut away from his left leg, which was bloated and red as a sausage, and bisected by black lines of mutilated flesh. All strength drained from him, the table wobbling as if it was being upended. He gripped the sides and choked on the sweaty, rancid air of the baking-hot tent. 
 
    While Vlad faced evil, I told myself that I was staying out of it so I could protect my people. Then when the enemy came to me, and offered me a prize… I jumped at the offer. And now I’ve gotten Vlad to divide his forces. When Vlad needed my help, I lied to myself, blinded myself to his plight. And I... 
 
    Stefan realized he had not only attacked Fort Kilia. He looked upon torn flesh and saw that it was just, for he had, in a sense, marched against the Creator of the Universe. 
 
    Forgive me, Lord, Stefan thought in horror. I have aided the enemy of God against my friend! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    The Potato Dealer 
 
      
 
    News of Vlad’s war against the Ottoman Empire reached Western Europe. The news brought joy to those who feared that the Muslims would once again gain complete control of the Mediterranean Sea, cutting off all sea routes and reducing commerce and communication between nations to a slow crawl over harsh terrain. Many still remembered when Muslim power in Spain could not be challenged, but had been forced back by a conflict that had swallowed entire generations. The news of a minor Wallachian prince standing up to the scourge of Christendom gave back hope to those who thought that hope had disappeared with the death of Janos Hunyadi. And in Eastern Europe, Vlad’s guerilla tactics inspired hope of liberation throughout fallen Bulgaria, Serbia, and Greece. In those lands, the Christian inhabitants not only lived under the blood tax, but also the humiliating jizya, the tax on Christians that had to be paid with gestures of gratitude toward their oppressors. In lands conquered by the Ottoman Turks, Christians were not allowed to bear weapons, build new churches, or contest the word of a Muslim in court, so when they prayed, they prayed that God would guide Vlad’s sword toward the Sultan’s heart. 
 
    But Vlad did not know that Christians in the East and West considered him a hero. At the moment, he stood with Hermokrates on a desolate farm north of Pitesti, scanning the hills lying at the foot of the Carpathian Mountains. The sun could just be seen on the horizon and the sky was already a deep blue with hardly a cloud in sight. The air was heavy and still, but they were given a respite from the heat. The graves they had dug the night before were still indistinct in the darkness. They had buried a man and woman and their servants, the bodies hacked and dismembered in their own home. Though they had found children’s clothes among the possessions strewn about the house, there had been no children among the dead. Vlad had been angry, and the men had been quick to bury the family, reasoning that they must have stayed in their home because they believed the Turks would not venture this far north. Since the house was uninhabitable, the knights and peasant-warriors had slept in the barn and in tents wherever they could find some space. 
 
    A few were already awake. Bogumir sat on a small bale of hay and watched Voivod Vlad and Hermokrates interacting, the old man seeming to protest as Vlad gestured to the distant hills. 
 
    “Do you envy the old man?” Viorel said suddenly. Bogumir turned and saw Viorel sitting nearby. 
 
    Bogumir shook his head. “No, brother,” he said. “Envy! The Voivod gave me a big house, didn’t he? I just wonder how it is, that is, with Hermokrates.” 
 
    Viorel ran a finger along his mustache. He did not need Bogumir to elaborate to understand. “Vlad demands iron discipline, and he gets it. By God, we owe it to him. But Hermokrates is funny, isn’t he? He’s the only man here that remembers Vlad when he was a child. I suppose that’s why Hermokrates speaks to the Voivod as he does.” 
 
    “Voivod Vlad says the old man was an old man as far back as he can remember!” 
 
    “I believe it,” said Viorel. “That’s why he worries over our Voivod like an old woman.” 
 
    Bogumir laughed and Viorel smiled slightly. 
 
    “You two find much to jest about,” said Galos, looking frustrated as he approached. “Have the Turks suddenly left us?” 
 
    Bogumir looked away but Viorel fixed his eyes on Galos and spoke to him. “Did you know, brother, that the ancient Dacians who inhabited this land laughed as they sought death in battle?” 
 
    Galos, a Hungarian by blood, was little impressed. “I do not seek death,” he said simply. 
 
    “You seek victory?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Viorel nodded. “We will have it.” 
 
    “Are you so sure?” said Galos, furrowing his brow. 
 
    “I believe that Voivod Vlad will stop at nothing to crush these Turks,” said Viorel. “We need only follow him closely.” 
 
    “Well, whatever we’re going to do, I wish we would do it soon.” 
 
    “It is right,” Bogumir said, turning to them suddenly. “What you say, Viorel. Do you know what I have seen, the other day?” 
 
    “Go on, then,” said Viorel. 
 
    “It was once when my crew and the Voivod’s men were together. We drew near a village and were to set a trap. But someone was still in the village! Of course Vlad was not happy that someone had ignored his order to leave. Well, we find out… the man has plague. Apparently he had remained so he could die in his own home.” 
 
    Galos frowned. “I don’t suppose you sat down to dinner with him?” 
 
    “No! No.” Bogumir shook his head. “We got back on our horses and left the village. But… but Voivod Vlad, he went back. Well, to the village entrance, at least. And we saw the sick man standing at the door of his home. They spoke to one another.” 
 
    Galos, who had been adjusting the sheathe at his belt, stopped suddenly. “What on earth did they have to speak about?” 
 
    “I see where this is going,” Viorel said, almost to himself. 
 
    Bogumir sighed, then said, “Voivod Vlad was trying to convince the man to dress up as a Turk and go into the enemy camp.” Unable to say more, Bogumir shrugged, then slapped his hands on his knees. 
 
    “Really ghastly,” said Galos, shaking his head. “In fact, if anyone other than you had told it to me, Bogumir, I don’t think I would believe it.” 
 
    “I hardly believe it, too,” said Bogumir, “even though I am telling it to myself, because I saw it myself.” 
 
    “It’s ingenious,” said Viorel. “He’s using everything God has placed before him.” 
 
    “Ingenious!” said Galos, shaking his head. 
 
    “You don’t approve?” 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s just… well, it’s too little, too late. We forced the Sultan away from Pitesti, but he’s still too close to Targoviste. Even if a plague victim went into the camp walking hand-in-hand with the Angel of Death, what good would it do? There’s not enough time.” 
 
    “We forced the Sultan into the hills,” said Viorel, failing to keep the edge out of his voice. “They have even less opportunity to forage for supplies than they did when they were roaming our countryside and raiding our villages. If we can keep them there, then…” 
 
    Viorel fell silent as Bogumir and Galos turned suddenly. Vlad approached with Hermokrates trailing behind him. 
 
    “Gather around me,” said Vlad, gesturing to a few other boyars standing at the barn’s entryway. Bogumir felt queasy as they waited, the Voivod standing in silence with his arms crossed. Not only boyars but peasants came to listen. He watched the rough-looking peasant fighters standing side-by-side with landowning knights, almost as equals, united by cause. Bogumir was afraid of what the Voivod would say. They may have driven the Sultan into the hills, but the Sultan had driven their nation to disaster. Even if the invading Turks left on this very day, Wallachia would still be left with little food and few men to harvest it. 
 
    “Sultan Mehmet has hidden in the hills,” Vlad said suddenly. “We’ve made Wallachia so treacherous and so deadly to him that he has no choice but to put his back against the mountains and hope to wait us out.” 
 
    “Wait us out?” said Galos. 
 
    Vlad nodded, unperturbed. “The Sultan still mistakes us for a small band of desperate men. He imagines that we have no food, and that we will soon turn on each other. He has no idea that we aren’t trying to defeat him in an even match. We are only holding him down until King Matthias arrives with a force that can match his own.” 
 
    Bogumir noticed that this seemed to satisfy Galos. 
 
    He may be a Wallachian boyar, thought Bogumir, but his blood is Hungarian for sure. 
 
    Vlad took a deep breath. “I know the wait has been long. If Janos Hunyadi or Mihaly Szilagyi were still with us, then the forces of Hungary would already be here. The Sultan would race back to the Danube and we would only be picking off the akinci that fell behind. No doubt young Matthias has faced delays. And now the Turks are so close to Targoviste, the very heart of Wallachia, that we need to strike with deadly force so that they will stop dead in their tracks. This is not impossible. In fact, they would have already been in the capital, if we hadn’t struck such fear into them. I know it has been difficult. But… still more will be asked of you.” 
 
    Bogumir saw a few of the others exchanging looks. He glanced at Hermokrates. The old man looked older, his face pale, drained of his warrior spirit. Bogumir wished that Stoica was with them so that he could chide the others, or that Dumitru was with them to put in a good word to bolster their morale. 
 
    “Voivod, we are with you,” said Viorel. “Only tell us what to do.” 
 
    Vlad clapped a hand on the young boyar and turned to the others. “I need you to rest and wait.” 
 
    Bogumir was confused; the announcement seemed more than a little anticlimactic. He had almost suspected that Vlad would demand one final charge. 
 
    “Waiting, Voivod?” said Bogumir. 
 
    “That’s right,” said Vlad. “As you know, the Sultan has gone into the hills, but we have no idea what he’s doing. I’m going to slip into the Ottoman camp and take a look around.” 
 
    The men muttered with alarm, some cursing, one man laughing because he believed the Voivod was joking with them. Vlad’s expression did not change. Finally the men fell silent. 
 
    “What do you mean, Voivod?” said Galos. 
 
    “Sultan Mehmet’s janissaries may have supplies, but most of his army doesn’t. They won’t be building an impregnable camp. There will be riders going in and out, I’m sure of it. I speak Turkish, and I know their ways. I’m going to go in and see what weaknesses we can exploit.” 
 
    “Sir,” said Bogumir, “surely you can send another!” 
 
    “No, no, Bogumir. Who knows the Turks better than me?” 
 
    “I will go with you, Voivod,” said Viorel. 
 
    Vlad sighed. “Will you, Viorel?” he said in perfect Turkish. “Will you help me find a way to get close to Sultan Mehmet? What would happen if someone stopped us, questioned us?” 
 
    Viorel opened his mouth, but said nothing. 
 
    “I spent my youth with the Turks,” said Vlad, switching back to Romaneste. “Though many of you might pass for one of them for a while, none of you could imitate them as well as me. And what if one of you were caught? I would ask any of you to die in battle, but I would ask none of you to fall into their hands. There is no limit to their cruelty, none at all. That’s why I want all of you to hide in the Vlasiei Forest, where the Olt River cuts through the little hill. We’ve hidden there before. Send out riders to gather the other parties as well. I’ll come back to you as quickly as possible. If I don’t, then listen to Hermokrates.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the old man, who neither showed confidence nor exasperation, but simply looked ahead with stoic resolve. Bogumir knew the old tutor well enough to know that he did not like letting the Voivod walk into danger alone, but they both knew Vlad well enough to know that he had set his will to doing this thing. They could no sooner change his mind as bring down the mountains. 
 
    Galos sighed and shook his head. “May the Lord watch over you, Voivod,” he finally said. 
 
    “May God watch over us all,” said Vlad. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad rode through the hills on a brown mare saddled only with a blanket. He balanced an empty waterskin and a small sack of potatoes across her shoulders as he scanned the dusty paths. The land was inhospitable, with pale, dry grass clinging to the baked earth, and not much else. He wore a white turban and two robes; a dirty, thin, white robe marked by a bloodstain down one side where an azab raider had lost a good deal of his intestines thanks to Wallachian steel, and a loose brown outer robe that he had cut off at the knees because its former owner had also been cut off at the knees. He knew that it would not help him blend in if he was seen covered in gore. He also carried a scimitar, a short bow, and an empty quiver - hopefully proof enough that he had been out firing arrows at Christians and had earned some rest in the camp. 
 
    It was just after noon when Vlad, covered in sweat and wishing he had put a little more water in his waterskin, finally drew near a wide, dusty valley full of tents. He could hear Turkish voices as he approached, a short burst of argument, the rhythmic call of a prayer, the high-pitched ring of steel beaten with a hammer. As he drew nearer, he could see that the camp was much larger than it had formerly appeared, covering several hills and stretching as far as he could see. His heart hammered at the thought that survival would be impossible if he was found out. He forced down his fear, telling himself that the camp’s great size made it impossible for all entry points to be defended. 
 
    A team of akinci raiders rode out of the camp and made their way toward him. Glancing back the way he had come, he saw yet another team coming up behind him, obviously making their way back to camp. As he approached, he saw that a third team of raiders on the edge of the camp were preparing to ride out as well, shouting at one another about a missing comrade. He saw very few sitting down and remaining idle, at least not this far out on the edge of the camp. 
 
    They must be truly low on supplies, thought Vlad. We had gotten them so scared that they were refusing to leave camp. Now they must be desperate! 
 
    As he approached, he felt eyes on him. He dismounted and pulled his horse, thinking he should appear more comfortable and at home. He saw several raiders openly staring at him, their gaze unwavering, and he wondered if he was doing something to give himself away. As another team of akinci rode into the camp, Vlad realized that the fact that he was alone made him stand out rather than blend in. He considered turning back. 
 
    No, I can’t, he thought. We’ve already gone so far. I summoned the Great Host, and used every able-bodied man for war rather than farming. We’ve sacrificed this year’s harvest just to draw the Sultan into this conflict. We’ve already paid the price for victory. We can’t give up everything and then just walk away! 
 
    “You there! You’re alone?” 
 
    A young sipahi approached. He was stripped of armor, but even without it Vlad could tell he was a land-holding warrior by his grooming and posture. The youth already had a sizeable mustache, and glared at Vlad with small, black eyes. 
 
    “It is so,” Vlad said in Turkish. “We were caught at a chokepoint. Some archers were waiting atop a hill.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    Vlad felt a strange sense of separation from what was happening, almost like a dream where he knew that he had to convince himself that he was another person so that others would be convinced as well. 
 
    “Not a day’s ride away,” said Vlad, gesturing over his shoulder, then quickly drawing open his sack of potatoes. “Hey, take a look.” 
 
    The distraction almost worked too well. The young sipahi immediately stuck his hand in the bag and drew out two potatoes at once, his eyes shifting left and right. 
 
    “Listen,” said Vlad, leaning in and speaking quickly. “I was hoping you might have seen an older man with a green sash around his robe, his name is Nebi, and he owes me a-” 
 
    “No, no, I don’t know him,” said the sipahi, already turning away. “Go on. I was just concerned that you were alone.” 
 
    Vlad cinched up the bag of potatoes and dragged his horse along. 
 
    Perhaps I should have brought Viorel and some others after all, he thought. I suppose it’s not an issue now that I’m inside and someone felt comfortable enough to bully two potatoes from me. 
 
    He weaved around the tents of akinci raiders and made his way deeper into the camp. His nervousness faded away as he noticed that most of the men were simply sitting or lying around, hiding from the heat however they could. None showed any interest in him, and he began to suspect that the young sipahi had been less concerned about a strange individual as he was interested in seeing what he could get out of someone who did not have a team to protect him. 
 
    He saw a few men cooking outside of their tents, but he could not help but notice that the usual festive atmosphere of mealtime was replaced by men standing in a silent circle around the cook fires, not bothering to hide their envy. Other men made a big production of sharpening their weapons or bragging about their kills, showing that they were not afraid and could protect their food. 
 
    If it wasn’t for the Sultan and the janissaries pushing them and keeping them in line, thought Vlad, then surely these raiders would turn on each other, and we would be done with them! 
 
    He saw a raider turning up his waterskin and squeezing out the last few droplets. Just as he wiped his mouth, he coughed violently. Vlad swallowed in a dry throat. He had been toying with the idea of stealing some water from the Turks, but decided against it. He nearly crossed himself in thanks to God, grateful that the Angel of Death was surely spreading disease among the Turks. 
 
    Red banners covered in curling black letters hung in the distance. He could see the tops of tall tents. Vlad pressed on, eager to see if he could find the man who had led slaver vermin into his homeland. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad stood leaning against a wagon, trying to look as if he was not hiding while he scanned the two house-sized tents in the center of the camp. He had made it through the more orderly rows of tents inhabited by the sipahi and their servants, and while his fear that the very center of the camp would be surrounded by janissary guards proved unfounded, he had come upon another problem - a wide strip of open ground between the sipahi tents and the janissary tents. From his vantage point he could see the fabled janissaries, their clean white tents, and their supply wagons, but there was no way he could cross the strip of open ground and get any nearer to the very largest tents without alerting someone. 
 
    He prayed and waited, his eyes ranging from one janissary to the next. Unlike the other exhausted soldiers, the janissaries were more active, always moving from tent to tent, conversing and even laughing occasionally. None of them looked as if they had missed any meals. 
 
    If only they were farther from Targoviste, Vlad thought. Given time, could we have turned the raiders against the janissaries? 
 
    Vlad’s eyes suddenly flew to a group of figures on high ground. Surrounded by janissaries, he saw two large men in fine robes and a smaller man who was also well-dressed. They wore large turbans, and their necklaces sparkled in the sun. Their silken robes were even more brightly colored than those worn by the janissaries. 
 
    Viziers, surely. But, could one of them be… 
 
    Vlad’s heart thundered in his chest so hard that he felt nauseous. 
 
    Could one of them be the Sultan?
One of the three men seemed muscular, well-formed, with a natural air of military authority. Vlad could imagine him being Sultan Mehmet, always driving his forces onward despite Vlad’s attempts to slow them down. He noted that all three were pale, and could be mistaken for Christians if their attire was different. 
 
    Then again, thought Vlad, the Turks often draw their most competent leaders from foreign soil through the blood tax. 
 
    Suddenly the smaller man said something with a sly smile, and the larger man glared at him. His hatred was obvious. Vlad was surprised that he made no effort to conceal the emotion. 
 
    But Sultan Murad often threw temper tantrums, and faced no repercussions from his underlings. Perhaps that man is Sultan Mehmet. Then again, why would the Sultan allow a vizier to insult him? 
 
    The third man laughed with such force that Vlad heard his voice carry across the distance. He was tall and fat, his extended belly unsuccessfully covered by a wide crimson sash. He spoke, raising one arm dramatically. Though it was hard to imagine the man leading an army, Vlad was instantly reminded of the child Mehmet, who had often adopted an effeminate, theatrical bearing. Vlad had a hard time believing that he might be looking at Mehmet. Surely such behavior would be outgrown by adulthood? 
 
    The man lowered his arm and ceased speaking, and the other two bowed their heads submissively. Again the overweight man gestured and the two bowed again and went on their way. 
 
    So that is Sultan Mehmet! thought Vlad. By God, I’ve found you! 
 
    Sultan Mehmet and his janissary guards made their way to a large bright-red tent and went inside. Vlad saw the two viziers enter a violet tent not far from the Sultan’s. 
 
    Vlad nearly smiled, then covered his mouth with his hand. It was hard to believe that he had finally found the fat little child he had once found so obnoxious. He was not much changed as far as Vlad could tell. 
 
    “You! What are you doing there?” 
 
    Vlad jerked with alarm as a muscular janissary in dark blue and white stalked up to him. Vlad saw that one hand was resting on his sheathed scimitar, and he had to stop himself from grasping his own blade. Instead he grasped the potatoes he had stuffed into his outer robe - he had left his horse and bags behind - and gestured to the fearsome janissary as if eager to speak with him. 
 
    “What do you want?” the janissary shouted with unnecessary force. 
 
    Vlad’s breathing quickened as every fiber of his being wanted to strike down the brute. Instead he adopted a servile manner, laughed nervously, and opened his robe a bit. “Good sir,” he said, “I am glad you came, as I was too nervous to approach. I wanted to show you something…” 
 
    “Well? What is it?” 
 
    Vlad withdrew a potato slyly, then lowered his robe to show that he had still more. “Perhaps if you or your friends care to make a deal, we might-” 
 
    “Idiot!” the janissary barked as he smacked the potato away. 
 
    “F-forgive me, good sir!” said Vlad, backing away while bent over , clutching the other potatoes to his breast. “I only meant to offer a gift!” 
 
    “We don’t eat maggot-ridden garbage! What if you’ve brought the miasma of plague from digging around in refuse heaps!?” 
 
    Before Vlad could respond, the janissary pushed him with one hand. Vlad knew it was his chance to grasp the man’s hand and pull him off balance, then draw his blade and finish him in a single blow - but he did not want to spoil his chance of a far better prize. Instead he pretended to trip over his feet and fell over, dropping several potatoes in the process. He hid his face from the janissary and scrambled to pick up the potatoes. 
 
    Perhaps disgusted by his pathetic show, the janissary took his hand from his sword. “Just get out of here. And don’t come back!” 
 
    “Of course, sir! Thank you, sir!” 
 
    With his prized potatoes clutched to his breast, Vlad shuffled away from the janissary and traced his route back through the wagons and tents of the sipahi. He saw his horse still waiting where he had left her, and let out a long sigh. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed that, janissary, he thought. Our next meeting might not go quite the same way. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad felt eyes on him, then he spotted several riders leaving the cover of the woods to intercept him. He had no doubt that Wallachian arrows were pointed in his direction. Vlad raised his hand twice, and one of the riders turned and signaled his men to stand down. Drawing near, he saw that the riders were young lancers, beardless but with faces lined with worry. They did not question him but fell in behind him as he pressed on, eager to see the rest of the army. 
 
    He passed under the shaded canopy of the Vlasiei Forest and saw the movement of men coming out from hiding places, their grimy, bearded faces almost blending in with the dark foliage. 
 
    “Voivod!” said Viorel, riding up to greet him. “What is-” 
 
    “Take me to the others!” said Vlad. “We must speak immediately.” 
 
    Without slowing Vlad pointed to Viorel’s waterskin. The young boyar tossed it to him and Vlad drained it as he rode. Still more riders joined them. Already it was growing dark in the forest, but Vlad’s horse seemed to remember the path. They came to an overhang of rock that sheltered a meeting place filled with boyars and peasant soldiers cooking giant pots of soup over campfires. Vlad spotted Hermokrates, Bogumir, and Galos standing around a table lined with maps. Others were gathering around, eager to hear news from their Voivod. Vlad drew his horse to a halt, but did not dismount. He wanted everyone to see him. 
 
    “Praise God, you live,” said Hermokrates, nodding as if convincing himself that this unlikely outcome was indeed real. “Did you not…” 
 
    “I got into their camp,” said Vlad. “I saw the Sultan with my own two eyes.” 
 
    There was a tumult of voices, some men hardly believing that anyone could walk among the Turks and live, and some who were proud to serve the only man who could accomplish such a task. 
 
    “Be still!” said Vlad. He turned to Hermokrates. “Any word from King Matthias?” 
 
    Hermokrates closed his eyes and shook his head. “None, Voivod,” he said. “None yet, that is.” 
 
    Vlad waved away the bad news, which surprised his old tutor. “We need to make preparations,” said Vlad, “and it will have to be done quickly. Send some riders to stop the last batch of Turkish corpses on their way to Targoviste. We’ll need their clothes. We also need to take an inventory of any Turkish clothes we have among us. Robes, turbans, also scimitars and the like.” 
 
    “Of course, Voivod, but…” Hermokrates opened and closed his mouth. “Is this… are we going to send men to keep an eye on the Turkish encampment…?” 
 
    “No,” said Vlad. “We’re going to infiltrate the camp and kill Sultan Mehmet.” 
 
    The men stared in silence, many of them unsure whether they had heard correctly. 
 
    “Is it so, Voivod?” Bogumir said, slowly smiling. 
 
    “Is it so?” Galos repeated. “Voivod, surely not. Surely you jest!” 
 
    Again there was silence, with all eyes fixed upon Voivod Vlad. He turned away from Galos and looked at his men, the Wallachians who depended on him to protect their homes. Finally he spoke to them, saying the words that they would never forget. 
 
    “The Sultan must die, and we are going to kill him. It would be better that those who fear death should not follow me!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Kill the Sultan! 
 
      
 
    As the sun set behind the Carpathian Mountains torches and lamps were lit throughout the Ottoman camp. The Turks were still stationed in the hills, gathering their strength and resupplying by ransacking what farms they could find in northern Wallachia that had not already been devastated. Finding food was difficult and it was becoming obvious that they would soon be forced to break camp and march on Targoviste despite hunger and thirst. There was still a strip of dark blue sky hanging over the mountains when teams of raiders returned from yet another fruitless search, the riders crowding one another as they staked out their camping spots. 
 
    So it was that Vlad’s team was able to ride straight into the Turkish camp with far greater ease than before. He glanced back, making sure that none of his men were panicking. It was strange to see the Wallachians, a mix of craftsmen, farmers, and boyars, all dressed in robes and turbans. Those who were knights that rode heavy warhorses had traded their mounts for the smaller, faster mounts favored by Muslim raiders. Few of them spoke more than a few words of Turkish, and Vlad found himself calling out for others to make way, or sometimes apologizing for getting in the way of others, simply to draw attention away from his men and onto himself. 
 
    One misstep, one misspoken word, and we will be slaughtered, thought Vlad, unexpectedly smiling as they made their way closer to the center of the camp. The plan was so audacious, so outlandish, that even his own men had not expected it. 
 
    Much less will the Sultan expect it! 
 
    They were blocked by two groups arguing over a stretch of ground - apparently one group had slept there the night before, and expected to sleep there again - when Vlad noticed Bogumir and his team in the distance. He could not help but cringe when he saw Bogumir hiding his fair hair by keeping his helmet on. Still, no one seemed interested in questioning a wealthy, land-holding sipahi, no matter how suspicious he might appear. Bogumir and his men pressed forward until they were lost to sight. 
 
    “Come!” Vlad said in Turkish, urging his team to skirt around the others. He nearly bumped into yet another team of raiders. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going!” said a raider. Vlad was about to respond when he noticed that the raiders were merely another group of Wallachians infiltrating the camp. Vlad turned away and continued on. 
 
    We must get closer to the center, thought Vlad. No matter how many of us get into the camp, it won’t matter if we can’t get to the Sultan. 
 
    It was a sobering thought. Vlad knew that this infiltration was his last chance to stop the Sultan’s army, especially since King Matthias had not yet gathered his forces and pressed through the Carpathian Mountains. At this point, Dumitru and his men had not yet reached Fort Kilia and crushed the Turks in the battle that Voivod Stefan had left badly wounded. Stoica was still in Targoviste finishing his task. Dumitru and Stoica were both brave men, and Vlad could have used both of them for this raid. His men had followed him faithfully despite being grossly outmatched, but he knew they were at a breaking point. Not all were willing to enter the camp with him. 
 
    Just then, Vlad saw Viorel and his men walking beside their horses, pretending to point out various spots where they could set up their tent as they made their way toward the center of camp. In their robes and turbans, they were indistinguishable from any other akinci raider. 
 
    Sneaking in a dozen men would be an unexpected move, thought Vlad, hiding another smile. But even if someone told him, the Sultan would never believe that it was not dozens, but thousands of us entering the camp on this night! 
 
    *** 
 
    In the failing light, Galos urged his horse to the top of the rise. Looking back, he could see heavily armored knights and peasant-warriors following in close groups, no doubt eager to be off the paths that, only a few hours before, had been overrun by akinci scavengers. Galos knew that their force was more than enough to handle any team of raiders they stumbled upon, but still, he had the impression that they were nervous due to their proximity to the Sultan’s army. 
 
    Or perhaps they’re simply tired of fighting, he thought. 
 
    There were about thirty thousand of us, all told, facing an army of about a hundred thousand. When Dumitru left for Kilia, we were left with… I would say about twenty-four thousand. We’ve taken surprisingly few casualties. Of course, Vlad may change that, being the way he is. I estimate he’s taken five… no, more like seven thousand into the camp with him. Seven thousand against an army that still outnumbers them by at least ten times. Of the rest, Hermokrates and I have divided those on horse. Men who either could not be made to look Turkish because we lacked the proper equipment... or simply because they lacked the resolve. 
 
    Lacked the resolve! Galos winced at the thought. Vlad had never said as much, but Galos knew him well enough to know that that is what he thought. 
 
    Galos strained his eyes, but could not see Hermokrates and his men on the distant hill. Not that he expected to see them. Like his own forces, they carried no torches. He could see the lights of the Turkish camp, glittering gems in a valley of shadow far below. Vlad had ordered him to wait and watch for fires to spring up in the camp. 
 
    When we see the fire… we charge, thought Galos, growing sick at the idea of riding downhill in the dark. As Vlad and his men found the Sultan and slayed him, Galos and Hermokrates would lead the heavy cavalry in a charge from either side and crush the Turks, scattering them so that Vlad and the others could pull away from the janissaries. 
 
    “Charge down this hill at night!” one man said behind him. 
 
    “I was just thinking the same thing,” said Galos. “But let’s not let that kind of talk unman us.” 
 
    Somehow, knowing that his comrade was having similar thoughts only helped breathe life into Galos’s fear. 
 
    A knight sidled up next to Galos. “Is the Voivod really planning on attacking the Sultan directly?” he said quietly. 
 
    “He’ll do it,” said Galos. “That’s how he took power in the first place. By doing the unexpected.” 
 
    Galos could not see his expression in the dark, but he thought he saw the knight shrug. “Surely he knows that it will take us quite a while to make our way to the camp. As soon as they start lighting fires, it will be him against nearly one hundred thousand. Including janissaries!” 
 
    “Voivod Vlad is a smart man,” said Galos. “He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes he is… he’s a smart man.” 
 
    The unexpected conviction in the knight’s tone caught Galos’s attention. 
 
    “I see,” said Galos. “Are you saying that you don’t think Vlad means to kill the Sultan?” 
 
    “No, sir, no, it’s not that. I’m sure he means to. It’s just that… well, me and some of the others have been talking. And we were just wondering if maybe… maybe he only means to light a few fires on the edge of the camp, and then find a fortified position nearby. A place to dig in and wait for us to make one last charge straight into their ranks.” 
 
    “Why would he do such a thing?” said Galos. He already knew the answer, but wanted to know whether or not the other man knew it, too. 
 
    “Because he wants to save Targoviste, and he knows that won’t happen unless we make a charge. And we wouldn’t make a charge unless we thought we were catching the Turks unawares.” 
 
    “You think the Voivod is forcing our hand?” 
 
    “No sir, nothing like that. These are just idle thoughts. It’s nothing.” 
 
    Galos sat in silence and watched the flickering lights between the hills. Behind him, the clatter and clink of heavy plate and hooves was like the singing of insects, endless and without meaning. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad led his team on foot through the sipahi encampment which was set in a ring around the janissaries. Vlad wore the plated mail coat and steel helmet of a sipahi, and he had a long, slender scimitar sheathed at his belt, and a round shield slung on his back. Not all of his men were dressed as sipahi, but still no one stopped them. Just as he had hoped, the Turks must have assumed that his rough-looking men dressed as akinci must be his servants, or at least on official business. 
 
    In the light of torches staked to the ground he saw the faces of worn-out Turks, sipahi stripped to the waist arguing about nothing. Though his mouth was now dry as a bone, he was glad to see that even the land-holding sipahi looked ashen, their cheeks sunken in, their lips dry and cracked. They walked by one sipahi sitting motionless on a stool before the entrance to his tent, and he smelled so bad that Vlad wondered if the man had defecated on himself. 
 
    I should have brought some cool, fresh water from the streams of the Vlasiei Forest to quench their thirst and allow them to bathe, thought Vlad. Would they break their custom and eat a pig if I brought one as a welcoming gift? 
 
    The mocking idea was comforting, easing the tension of walking directly through the ranks of the enemy. Though he wanted to hurry and find a way to infiltrate the janissary encampment, he made a conscious effort to slow his pace. Not only did he not want to draw attention to himself, but he also wanted to give the other teams time to draw near the Sultan. 
 
    We can’t rush this, he thought. We have one chance to kill this monster. 
 
    Instead of approaching the janissary camp head-on, he took a circuitous route through the sipahi camp, finally coming to the strip of empty ground between the sipahi and the janissaries. He smelled the unmistakable scent of roasted meat wafting from the perfect rows of janissary tents. Vlad heard one of his men laugh quietly, a humorless and scornful rasp, and Vlad knew why. 
 
    It’s unbelievable, he thought. We would be ashamed to eat if our men had nothing. 
 
    Vlad found an unoccupied position at the edge of the empty ring surrounding the janissary camp. No torches had been staked in the open ground, which only helped the Wallachians. One of Vlad’s men had the sense to unroll a strip of cloth and hold it out to another, and while they pretended to examine the thing they scanned the rows of janissary tents, quietly conferring about various points of entry. 
 
    “Careful, Voivod,” one of his men whispered. “I see two of them sitting in a darkened tent right in our way. If we take a straight shot through there, they’d see us for sure.” 
 
    Vlad scratched his forehead and, through his fingers, he saw two figures huddled in the dark of a tent with its entrance hanging open. “Good eye,” said Vlad. “Let’s keep looking.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Are you really so troubled, dear Radu?” 
 
    Radu realized that he had been daydreaming as he stared at his meal of roasted lamb and potatoes. He looked up and saw that Sultan Mehmet was gazing at him, seeming genuinely curious. His freshly oiled beard shone in the lamplight, but Radu had difficulty seeing his eyes through the shadow cast by his turban. 
 
    “It is nothing, Sultan,” said Radu. “Forgive me.” He turned to his meal and attempted to work up some interest. 
 
    “Ah-h-h, Radu. It has been a long time since we have spoken as brothers, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Radu was surprised that Mehmet would bring up such a thing. Even with Jacob gone, Mehmet had always seemed to find something - or someone - to occupy his time. It was obvious that a rift had formed between them. Radu knew that he harbored a secret wish that Mehmet would want to give Wallachia over to him, and by doing so, the rift would be healed. 
 
    “It has been a while,” said Radu. “But we have both been so very busy.” 
 
    Mehmet looked Radu up and down, studying his lean build and his dark robe embroidered with golden thread. Radu was struck by an unexpected feeling of revulsion at the Sultan’s probing gaze. 
 
    I have a wife and child, thought Radu. What would little Maria think of her father if she knew that… 
 
    But no, that’s not it. That’s not what I’m ashamed of. 
 
    Radu lowered his gaze and stared at the piece of roasted lamb. It did not look enticing. It only looked like a piece of dead meat, and as far as he knew, it could have come from a slain Wallachian. Even though the land had been baked dry and ravaged by fire, the sight of the deep, dark woods had woken something in him. He felt ashamed because he had imagined that when he and Mehmet conquered Wallachia, bandits and rough country folk would pour out of the woods and turn themselves over to them, perhaps offering to be their slaves in exchange for forgiveness for their criminal existence. He had thought the villagers might welcome them. He remembered his father dealing with fearful peasants and filthy outlaws, and Radu had been delighted by the idea that they would welcome him as their savior. 
 
    He had been surprised when they encountered something else entirely. He had not expected such fierce resolve, such coordinated efforts to crush the Sultan’s forces. They had not met with filthy, disease-ridden ruffians, but fighters who wanted their home to remain as it was. 
 
    These backwards Wallachians… they don’t want me. They don’t want me at all! In fact, they despise everything that I represent. 
 
    “This campaign has saddened you,” said Sultan Mehmet. 
 
    Radu gasped. He wondered how much Mehmet knew about his secret shame. 
 
    “You wanted it to go more smoothly,” said Mehmet, leaning forward on the table. “You wanted our forces to crush them underfoot. A solid victory without mistakes - just as it happened when I conquered Constantinople.” 
 
    Radu sighed, relieved that Mehmet could not read his mind. Radu realized that he was quite alone with his thoughts, just as he had always been alone. 
 
    “Dear Radu, you must not let these poor wretches bother you. It is much the same in Albania, where the people don’t have the sense to submit to enlightened rulership. They prefer to sleep in ditches like animals, rather than live as men. But no matter what these misguided creatures throw at you, you must remain firm! Firm in your resolve! Firm in your… your…” 
 
    Mehmet raised a large, fleshy fist, then froze. 
 
    “Did you hear something?” he said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bogumir drew his team to a halt before a cluster of sipahi tents. While messing around in his horse’s saddle, he examined the area. It was just as he thought: Most of his men looked more like akinci raiders than sipahi, and they might have trouble making their way any further without drawing attention. Bogumir turned to his men, and he felt his stomach drop when he saw that they were practically mimicking him, nearly thirty men pretending to have trouble finding one particular item in the baggage carried by their mounts. 
 
    We should have brought tents, or some pots and pans, he thought. Who would have thought blending in would be this nerve-racking? 
 
    Bogumir approached two of his comrades and leaned in close. “I can’t take all of you through the sipahi,” he said quietly. “It will look like an invasion.” 
 
    One of his men looked around and nodded. “Most of us can stay here and cause a distraction.” 
 
    “There’s some fires lit over there. See them by those tents?” Bogumir gestured to a tent as his men gathered around. “Light some fires as soon as you hear a signal.” 
 
    “What signal?” said someone. 
 
    “It will sound like a murder,” Bogumir said, and left it at that. “We only have one who speaks Turk… sorry, I must take him. The rest of you, try to look asleep.” 
 
    “What do we do if someone comes up to us?” said a young Wallachian whose turban was nothing more than a rag tied around his head. 
 
    “Try not to let that happen,” said Bogumir. He gestured for six men to come with him, then he led them through a string of wagons that seemed to mark the boundary between land-holding sipahi and impoverished akinci. Though Bogumir’s heart was crashing in his chest, only an awkward-looking camel eyed him with suspicion. 
 
    *** 
 
    Viorel and his dozen comrades came to the strip of ground separating the janissaries from the sipahi. They were very nearly on the opposite side as Vlad, and could not see him or his team. As luck would have it, they saw no janissaries in their way. Viorel’s eyes fixed on the dark lanes between the rows of tents and, knowing that they would likely find no better opportunity, he immediately stepped onto the open ground and made his approach. He ignored the impulse to crouch, and walked as if he had some official business that he was on. He heard no one behind him, but he knew that his comrades were following closely. Like him, his team was composed of young men eager to prove themselves. 
 
    Over the pointed roofs he saw the tall red and violet tents of the Sultan and his viziers, both marked by banners gently swaying in the dark. The sight of the curling black script on the banners somehow seemed alive and forbidding, and though he was already afraid, the fear now leapt up in his throat like hands tightening around his windpipe. Still he did not hesitate, and soon he found himself walking among narrow rows of pale tents, some flickering with lamplight. He glanced back, relieved to see a row of Wallachians behind him. 
 
    They walked by several open tent flaps and he felt eyes following him. 
 
    We are not dressed as them, thought Viorel. We may as well have worn European full plate! 
 
    Seeing several open tent flaps in the path before him, he turned aside, saw a janissary in white speaking to another concealed within a tent, and immediately turned aside once again to be away from the man. He had no doubt that several of his rough-looking comrades must have been seen and would soon be approached. As if on cue, a voice cut through the night like a blade. 
 
    “What are you - ?!” 
 
    Viorel turned and saw a large figure passing behind him, no doubt approaching one of the Wallachians. Viorel felt only an instant of terror, then the feeling was washed away as he drew his dagger, raced back around the corner, and nearly ran into the janissary. Before the man could turn, Viorel grabbed his chin from behind, jerked his head back, and raked his blade across the janissary’s throat. His hand was immediately coated and the man dropped like a weighted sack, his head falling back with enough force to push Viorel back a pace. Still he grasped the man by his spewing neck and lowered him to the ground. The janissary lay dead and Viorel’s entire arm was covered in hot blood. 
 
    Viorel’s crew stood over him, their eyes so wide with alarm that they shone in the dark. They stood like statues with their hands fixed to the handles of their blades. 
 
    Viorel knew the time for being timid had long since passed. He motioned and immediately they ran with him, their suppressed emotions all at once turning into a desperate need to slay their target. They turned a corner and found themselves facing the side of a gaudy, violet tent. Viorel shuffled aside before careening into the side - and saw one of his young comrades bring his blade down on the fabric and rip through the side of the tent. The man took one long step through the breach and passed within, and Viorel froze. 
 
    “No,” he muttered. “No, it was the red one, you fool!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Finally spotting an empty and dimly lit corridor between the tents, Vlad motioned to his men and they began their approach. Just as they found themselves out in the open, a scream tore through the night, sending a bolt of alarm up Vlad’s spine. Thinking that they had been caught, he froze with a hand on his sword. 
 
    No! The cry was not for us! 
 
    Vlad took off toward the janissary tents, all thoughts of a silent approach left far behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bogumir had not gone far with his half dozen comrades when they heard a cry of “Assassin! Assassin!” Bogumir stopped and his team stood in the midst of the stripped down sipahi. A host of turbaned heads turned to stare at the large tents in the distance. 
 
    We are too far away! Bogumir thought, his throat constricting so that he could not breathe. If we run to help the others, we will only be dragged down! 
 
    Bogumir forced himself to take a deep breath, just as if he was preparing to leap into a cold stream. 
 
    “There is only one thing to do,” he said. 
 
    He unsheathed his sword and looked down at a sipahi stripped to the waist and sitting on a stool. Just as the man turned to look up at him, Bogumir brought his curved blade down on the man’s head, shearing through bone and brain and ripping his nose and ear away in opposite directions. He heard swords sliding from sheathes behind him, then his men began hacking down whoever was unfortunate enough to be near them. One Turk was brushing his horse one moment, only to be staring down at wrists spurting blood the next. Another turned and ran into the side of someone’s tent at full speed, becoming hung up in it before a scimitar crashed through his ribs and snapped them free of his spine. So it was that Bogumir’s small team became a whirlwind of destruction. 
 
    “Death to the Sultan!” Bogumir cried, saying the first thing that came to mind as he kicked over a brazier full of hot coals into an open tent. A Turk lying on a cot screamed in agony, then his bed sheets and clothes burst into flames. 
 
    “Traitors! Traitors!” someone cried. All around them, swords were drawn from sheathes, and just when Bogumir thought that surely death would close in on them from all sides, one group of Turks turned and began hacking up their comrades. Or so it seemed; Bogumir was surprised when he realized that one of the “Turks” was actually a man he had fought alongside only a few days before. He had not even known that other Wallachians stood nearby. 
 
    We are everywhere! Everywhere! Bogumir thought, heart racing with the thrill and the terror of the assault. As a sipahi in a plated mail jacket thrust a spear at him, Bogumir easily grabbed it in his left hand, jerked the man forward and off balance, hacked one hand off so that it somehow still clung to the spear, then spun around and tossed the spear into the chest of a Turk racing toward him, throwing his feet into the air and propelling him backwards. 
 
    He heard a cry like a monster behind him, and turned in time to see one of his men drag a camel down by its bridle and hack through its shaggy neck. A Turk who had just leaped atop the animal flailed his arms, only to be dragged down and given much the same treatment by a scowling Wallachian. 
 
    Fires sprang up in other parts of the camp, as well as cries of shock and outrage. 
 
    “We have to keep moving!” Bogumir shouted at his men. “The killing, it has begin!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad raced down the path, and just as a janissary stuck his head from his tent, Vlad unsheathed his curved blade and in one smooth motion he sent the man’s head spinning from his shoulders. The head bounded along the ground as if fleeing before him. He twisted and pulled his shield from his back, grasping the handle just as another janissary threw aside the entrance to his tent. Without slowing, Vlad slammed the shield into his jaw, shattering his teeth and throwing him back inside the tent. 
 
    Vlad felt nothing but the exhilaration of speed, flying past the tents until he found himself standing before the large violet and red tent at the very center. Three janissaries, all armed and armored, nearly ran past him, and without hesitation his sword flew, throwing off one man’s head and another’s arm. As the third turned and screamed a warning to his comrades who were already dead, Vlad smashed his shield into the janissary’s gut, doubling him over so that he could bring his sword neatly through part of his neck; his jugular spewed with such force that his head whipped around as he fell. Only a few seconds had passed and Vlad felt a sort of timeless sensation of racing along the thread of destiny. 
 
    “Help! Assassins! Help us, janissaries!” 
 
    Grand Vizier Angelovic ran from his tent, bare-headed and with a wide cut along his forehead, then stopped and shouted for aid only to be nearly thrown to the ground as Ishak Pasha ran into him full-tilt from behind. The small, pale vizier spun away and gave an unnaturally high-pitched shriek. Ishak seemed mindless with fear, with eyes wide and mouth hanging open. He continued running, then turned aside and nearly scurried on all fours when some of Vlad’s men took off after him like hounds seeing sudden movement and giving chase. Still more janissaries arrived, some half-naked but all armed, and then even more Wallachians ran to greet them. 
 
    Vlad’s gaze was suddenly drawn away - and there, not far from the red tent, he saw Sultan Mehmet staring back at him, his large shoulders hunched together like a child caught misbehaving. Wallachians clashed with janissaries on either side of Mehmet, but Vlad paid them no heed. He stepped toward Mehmet with his eyes locked on him as if the rest of the world was only a dull dream, and they were the only two men who were awake - and one was fated to kill the other. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet forced his feet to step backwards. He tried to cry out, but his throat was constricted, and his tongue was a dry sponge. His feet found no solid ground, and he lurched as if the earth was shaking and falling to pieces beneath him. He had never known such crippling, ice-cold fear as when Vlad held him with his gaze. Mehmet knew that he would surely die, perhaps even before the curved sword fell on him. 
 
    He’s mine! thought Vlad. By God, he’s mine! 
 
    Just then, Radu raced up with his scimitar held in both hands. Vlad checked his pace slightly, his eyes scanning his brother only as a target. Neither man recognized the other, although Radu appeared to be a softer, seemingly more delicate version of Vlad. Twenty years had passed since they had been taken to Anatolia, with Vlad holding Radu close and swearing that he would let no harm come to him. Now long experience had shaped them in separation from one another, with Radu hating this beast that threatened his Sultan, and Vlad seeing only an impediment that stood between him and his goal. In both hands Radu brought down his scimitar, angled in such a way that Vlad would not be able to block it with his shield without turning his entire body. To Radu’s surprise, Vlad simply raised his sword, steel ringing against steel as Vlad easily held back Radu’s two-handed attack as if fighting a child. Vlad continued running and Radu was forced to backpedal. Their eyes locked on one another, and in the moment before Radu might have noticed something familiar about Vlad’s green eyes and dark eyebrows, Vlad slammed his shield into Radu’s brow, throwing him backward. Radu felt nothing but saw dancing lights, then smelled the hard-packed earth near his face as he fell rolling along the ground. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet also fell, even though he had not been struck, and he scurried away by pushing back on his elbows. Janissaries raced toward Vlad but only pieces of meat were flung backward. Mehmet could not believe his eyes as Vlad hacked down one after another, his curved sword cruelly slicing off one man’s face, tearing through another’s belly, somehow knocking the sword from another warrior’s hand before swinging around and chopping his leg off below the knee. Vlad no longer seemed human, his face alight and his body a puppet of his own perfect will, bringing him closer to the Sultan step by blood-stained step... 
 
    Mehmet saw Vlad’s eyes flick upward only a moment before Sehzade’s curved blade crashed into Vlad’s shield, stopping him in his tracks. The janissary’s face was covered by his serene bronze mask, his scarred face twisted by an unseen scowl. He carried a long scimitar, and was shirtless, revealing mounds of scar tissue along his muscular shoulders, his chest covered in dark circles where he had been burned through his chainmail six years ago. Sehzade leaned into the blow and pushed Vlad back, nearly tripping him before Vlad managed to turn, pivot, and throw Sehzade’s weight off of him. 
 
    The white-hot intensity of being near the Sultan suddenly fled from Vlad’s awareness as he realized he was facing an extremely dangerous opponent. Unlike the other janissaries who were disorganized and afraid and shouting at one another in confusion, Sehzade merely moved his balance from one foot to the other and slowly moved his blade from left to right, testing to see how Vlad would react. Vlad could see that the janissary was a veteran in the art of killing, but they did not recognize one another. When they had known one another fourteen years ago, Vlad had been a lean youth with no mustache, and Sehzade’s face had been taken from him in Belgrade. 
 
    Unwilling to let Sehzade control the encounter by keeping him at bay with his long scimitar, Vlad stepped toward him, shield held to the side, daring him to make the next move. 
 
    *** 
 
    From atop the hill, Galos watched the flames spread, first one tent lighting up the night, then another, then the wagons going up as well, until it seemed that tall flames danced over the entire camp. He knew that he should have called for a charge long ago, but the truth was that most of his awareness was on the conversations behind and around him. He waited to see what the others would say, waited to see how their hushed arguments would end. Finally, when he knew that he could wait no longer, he turned his mount around so that he could face the others. 
 
    “We are abandoning the plan,” he said. “Hermokrates will do so as well.” 
 
    He could see only dim outlines of armor and spear points, but he felt thousands of eyes on him. He did not bother to elaborate, but only waited. 
 
    “Are you… are you sure?” said one of his comrades. Further off he heard rumblings, shouts of, “We must!” or “Let it end,” or “No choice,” and though some even said the word traitor, he noticed that that word was said by few, and was drowned out by other voices. 
 
    “It’s not a matter of following orders,” said Galos, turning to his nearest comrade but speaking loudly enough so that others could hear him. “If Hermokrates meant to charge, he would have done so by now. Besides, I believe I have seen some of our own men leaving the camp. If we charged, it would mean meeting a shield wall put up by an enemy prepared for our arrival. We must… my friends, we must return to our homes and wait to see what will come.” 
 
    Though no one presented any clear argument against him, Galos felt as if he was being accused by someone. He turned and shouted over the crowd, “The others have given up the attack. The choice has not been made by me, but by our kinsmen. We only follow through. Now, return to your homes. All of you!” 
 
    Someone spoke near Galos’s shoulder, but there was no force in his words, and so Galos ignored him, not caring whether he was for him or against him. Galos turned and urged his horse down the hill. Others joined him, their brave charge turning into a careful descent. Each man who left told himself a story about tactical retreats, temporary withdrawal, regrouping, and the like; only later would they look back and realize that they had been cowards. 
 
    More riders joined them, then still more, and in the end the riders who would have remained true to the Voivod were too few in number for an effective assault. And so they, too, decided to return to their homes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Despite Galos’s assessment, the Wallachians who favored their homeland more than their homes were wreaking incredible destruction in the Turkish camp. Though the Turks greatly outnumbered them, the Wallachians were so spread out and so similar in appearance to the Turks that paranoia took control. Few of the Turks knew or cared about one another; greed had brought them to Wallachia, and since they had no ties with one another besides their greed, it only made sense for one man to turn on another. Once a few Ottoman raiders drew their blades and cut down their nearest comrades in an effort to kill the assassins before the assassins killed them, it only made sense for more and more of them to make the same decision. Sometimes the rampaging Wallachians were even assisted by Turks who wanted to carve out a safe space for themselves by surrounding their stretch of ground with other dead Turks. 
 
    Soon the hills were alight with burning tents and wagons spewing twisted clouds of black smoke. The akinci raiders fortunate enough to be on the very edges of the camp - usually the spaces reserved for the weakest, most ill-equipped teams - ran half-naked into the hills, desperate to be away from the stench of smoke and the screaming and the slaughter. 
 
    Most of the Wallachians were far from the center of the camp, and while Vlad had enough companions near at hand to set fires and keep the janissaries from overwhelming him, he found himself facing Sehzade alone. The indoctrinated slave-soldier fought with intimidating single-mindedness. Every one of his attacks held the potential of instant death, the long blade threatening to tear through his limbs or throat. Vlad knew that he would have to devote all of his concentration on fighting the mutilated warrior, so when he noticed a group of janissaries leading Sultan Mehmet and Radu away, he ignored the frustrated scream in the back of his mind and focused on the bloodthirsty fanatic. 
 
    Blocking a blow from Sehzade’s two-handed scimitar that sent pieces of his shield flying, Vlad did not press his rage down into the dark depths where he usually drowned any outrage, but instead opened up his hoard of anger and blasted Sehzade with blows that would have disarmed any other warrior. Again and again they circled one another, looking only for openings as the outside world grew dim behind a pall of smoke, their figures black silhouettes against tall tents now twisting in flames. 
 
    Sehzade stepped back, lowering his sword so he could rest his numb arms. Seeing his need, other janissaries raced up to help him. Still he shouted, “Get back! Get back!” He wanted nothing more than to cut down - by his own hand - the man who represented everything he hated. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him!” a janissary shouted at his comrades. “Get in there! Kill that one!” 
 
    Vlad choked on smoke and stepped back, wondering how he could possibly fend off so many when Sehzade was already a handful. Just then he heard rushing footfalls, then Bogumir crashed into a janissary shield-first and sent another stumbling backward by smacking his helmet with the pommel of his sword. As the others moved to surround him, Viorel waded into them, his curved sword flashing in the firelight. The two boyars did not care that they were outnumbered in the most dangerous part of the camp; they only wanted to keep their Voivod from being overrun. 
 
    The bronze mask shone through the smoke, then Sehzade rushed at Vlad with sword raised in both hands in preparation for a deathblow. Vlad dropped the remains of his shield into his hand and threw it at Sehzade’s knees, tripping him up, then launched himself at the janissary. Again and again their swords rang against one another, both opponents now worn out but with wills stronger than their numb hands and burning lungs. Vlad could not help but feel revulsion at the sight of Sehzade, not because of his scars but because he saw in the janissary an image of what he would have become if he had submitted to slavers and allowed what was sacred in him to be corrupted and turned into a tool useful for degenerate purposes. As for Sehzade, he felt only hatred, pure and without complication, as he hated anything that challenged his deep-seated urge to dominate. 
 
    Sehzade stumbled back as Vlad’s blade traced a line across his shoulder, and the janissary realized he was becoming too tired to depend on his training for survival. Glancing over his shoulder, he knew that he could recuperate by fleeing through the smoke given off by the flaming ruins of the Sultan’s tent. He doubted that his opponent would follow him into darkness, and Sehzade was not so honorable that he would mind sneaking up on Vlad later and killing him by stealth. With sword extended he backed into the plume of smoke - then a rider flew through the black cloud and crashed into his shoulder, sending him spinning. Vlad also dove aside as still more riders tore through the camp with spears held high. Vlad saw one rider scatter a cluster of janissaries, then he threw his spear into the back of one slave-soldier as he ran away. 
 
    “Hermokrates!” Vlad shouted. 
 
    The old man turned to him, then drew his sword and saluted as his horse paced nervously. Vlad turned back to Sehzade - but he was gone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sehzade fled the camp as Wallachian riders ran wild, cutting down and trampling Turks like an avalanche of hooves and steel. He saw a few sipahi armored and mounted and doing their best to put up some resistance, but Sehzade saw no point in helping them. As far as he could tell they were in complete disarray, but more importantly, he was in a great deal of pain and could not hold a sword. He was sure that the rider had broken his collarbone when he had been hit. 
 
    He had thought only to find a secluded spot and rest until he could come up with a plan, but he soon saw torchlight flickering at the foot of a nearby hill. He was not alone. He could see Turkish robes and Turkish banners, and he guessed that they had withdrawn to lick their wounds just as he had. He did not like the idea of approaching his comrades in his current state. Not only was he covered in sweat-streaked soot, but he liked to have at least an undergarment to cover the extensive burn scars on his chest. He considered lying down in the dark a little ways away from them, but he changed his mind as soon as he heard their voices. The familiar sound filled him with the desire to be near them. This desire reminded him that he was in a strange land, and that he needed them for survival. Knowing that, he could not help but resent his own brothers. 
 
    Janissaries covered the foot of the hill, many of them openly crying, and at the far end of the crowd Sehzade saw the Sultan and his advisors arguing in a ring of torchlight. A few of the janissaries recoiled in horror when they saw soot-blackened Sehzade coming out of the night dragging a long scimitar in his left hand, but they held back from attacking when they saw his mask; he was well-known and feared even among his own ruthless brotherhood. 
 
    Without a word Sehzade sat on the hard ground and waited. He caught snatches of conversation, and he was taken aback at how miserable his comrades felt. As for himself, he felt nothing but a sort of dull, unquenched anger at having his will temporarily thwarted. He had no doubt that they would punish these backward, arrogant fools who did not yet understand that they were slaves. He did not feel as if he had lost anything. He was embarrassed to see one of his comrades cover his eyes as he wept bitter tears, but he was too tired to chastise him, so he turned away and ignored them all. 
 
    Sehzade slept, but only lightly, as he remained sitting up. He was surprised to occasionally hear the Sultan’s voice carry over the large crowd. Not that Sehzade had never heard the Sultan throw a fit during campaign, he was just surprised at how far Mehmet’s raging voice could be heard across the rocky expanse. He turned and watched Mehmet’s arms waving while Angelovic seemed intent on making some point. Sehzade noticed the kapikulu cavalryman, Radu, standing nearby. The small vizier Ishak seemed to be biding his time as well. 
 
    What could they possibly have to debate? Sehzade wondered. Just gather everyone together and clear out the camp! I would do it myself if I could. 
 
    Two shots rang out and thousands of janissary heads turned to look back in the direction of the camp. Sehzade saw a small group of riders carrying torches. He had no doubt that they were Wallachian. Several had dismounted and were firing matchlock rifles in their direction. 
 
    Damn them, thought Sehzade. Those are surely our own weapons! Not that they can hit us at that range... 
 
    The Sultan’s cry of absolute terror rang out over the wide expanse, and Sehzade turned in time to see him clumsily mounting his horse. The entire force of janissaries suddenly rose and obscured Sehzade’s vision; some ran toward the Wallachian riders while others ran toward the Sultan, either to cover him or prevent him from fleeing. Long before any of his comrades could reach the riders, Sehzade heard cries of alarm and the ringing steel of combat, and he knew that Wallachian infantry had been creeping through the dark, and had only used the matchlocks to sow discord. 
 
    Sehzade felt no desire to fight. He rose to his feet, and the strain caused his shoulder and neck to throb painfully. He felt weak and he knew that his collarbone was, at the very least, badly fractured. Instead of going toward the sound of combat, he made his way through the janissaries running in all directions until he reached the ring of torchlight. 
 
    “Any who can ride, find the Sultan!” 
 
    Sehzade listened to the voice of the diminutive vizier, Ishak, echoing from the rocky foot of the hill. 
 
    “There will be reward in it, glorious payment!” the vizier continued. “Find the Sultan, and you will find a chest of gold as well, O faithful servants of the Empire!” 
 
    Sehzade had been disgusted by the sight of the little imp waving his arms, but that disgust only lasted until he heard the words reward and payment. He immediately turned in the direction of a few horses he had seen before everyone started running, and made his way toward them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sehzade thought he had only drifted off to sleep for a few minutes, but actually several hours had passed. While Angelovic had argued that they retake the camp and Ishak had pleaded for a full retreat and the Sultan shouted blame at both of them, the Wallachians had been busy slaughtering Turks in the hills. The Wallachian teams started identifying one another by simply responding, “By grace of God, Wallachian!” when questioned. Anyone who could not identify themselves by such an obvious phrase was hunted down by roaming packs of Wallachian butchers. To make matters worse for the Turks, Hermokrates’ charge had devastated any coordinated resistance that the sipahi or akinci could offer. And even with Turkish corpses strung all along the ground and lying in ragged heaps, they still outnumbered the Wallachians by far, but terror clouded their judgment and even conservative estimates stated that surely two hundred thousand Wallachians were hunting them down like animals. 
 
    The janissaries soon broke from the combat that had sent Mehmet in flight, and eventually they realized that the darkness may have hidden the fact that they were facing far fewer men than it seemed. This emboldened them, and in time Grand Vizier Angelovic gathered a large group of infantrymen with the intent of taking back the camp and rescuing whatever they could salvage. 
 
    *** 
 
    Angelovic rode in the middle of his infantrymen as they marched back towards the camp. Torchlight revealed that the janissaries were in far greater disarray than he had ever seen, their uniforms filthy and many of them bare-headed. Still, Angelovic was grateful that they seemed intent on taking back the camp. They marched over a bed of gravel under a sheared-off cliff at their right. Angelovic’s gaze was drawn to a sudden trickle of grit and pebbles, then he was alarmed by sudden cries of, “On the hill! Archers! Archers!” 
 
    The hiss of arrows was overpowered by the blast of matchlock rifles firing down on them. Just as Viorel let loose his arrow, Angelovic lifted his shield overhead, and Viorel’s arrow tore through wood and sliced the skin of his left hand. Others were not so lucky, and one man after another was shot dead or skewered. The survivors hunkered down under their shields as best they could, sometimes two or three men to a shield. Just as they began to wonder how they should maneuver around and get at the Wallachians, Vlad and Bogumir led their forces out of a dark ditch and raced toward the janissaries’ flank with a terrifying shriek. 
 
    The janissaries’ equipment was composed of whatever could be saved from the unexpected assault, but Angelovic had managed to find a few men with heavy shields, and placed them in the front. Now they swiveled around in an effort to stop the Wallachians from wading into their ranks. Vlad’s men crashed into them with enough force to send them stumbling back into their comrades, for many of the Wallachians mistook Angelovic for the Sultan, and they were desperate to kill him. 
 
    “Crush them!” Vlad shouted. “Send them back! Send them back!” 
 
    Angelovic soon found his horse caught in a press of men, but when a second arrow slammed into his shield, he jerked the reins and forced her to turn around. Janissaries fell in his path, but he ignored them and finally managed to run from the press at a gallop. He trampled more than a few of them as he fled. Some janissaries who were further back misunderstood his flight and thought that he was leading an attack around the hill so that the archers and riflemen could be killed, so instead of pressing against Vlad’s men, they ran in the other direction. So it was that Vlad and Bogumir were able to inspire their men to press their shields directly against the shields of the enemy, pushing them back step by step and stabbing wherever a chink in their wall was found. 
 
    They soon found themselves stepping over broken, bloody, dead janissaries as they pushed them back, all despite being greatly outnumbered. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Sehzade and the others found Sultan Mehmet standing beside his horse in the cracked stone basin of a dry streambed, his eyes were wide and his face appeared drained of blood in the torchlight. Sehzade was reminded of a badger he had once seen peeking out from the brush, fearful of what was to come. Mehmet said nothing, but only stood frozen before the rough-looking janissaries as if slowly coming to terms with his own death. 
 
    Sehzade felt miserable. He had wanted to find the Sultan by himself and thus keep the reward undivided. Unfortunately so many janissaries had come out for the search that every hill and every valley seemed covered by them. Sehzade’s neck and shoulder hurt so badly that he could not ride fast enough to get ahead of the others, and he also had to keep a hand pressed to his midsection where some stitches had come loose during his battle with Vlad. He was bleeding and lightheaded, and when he had finally encountered a group of janissaries who seemed to know what they were doing, he ended up following them. They hardly noticed him. 
 
    Ishak Pasha was with them, and rode ahead to greet the Sultan. “Sultan Mehmet, praise be unto the Prophet! We have found you at last!” 
 
    “Is that all that’s left of our forces?” said Mehmet, his terrified expression suddenly giving way to anger. “Did you lose all of the others to those assassins, Ishak?!” 
 
    “No, no, of course not, Sultan! The janissaries are spread out among the hills, looking for you. Now that you have been found, we can gather our forces and prepare for a counterattack!” 
 
    “A counter… a counter… attack…” 
 
    “Yes!” said Ishak. “Indeed, Sultan, you must return with us, at once!” 
 
    “Now you listen to me, Ishak,” said Mehmet, his eyes darting back and forth. “I want you to get those janissaries together, all in one group. I want you to prepare a counterattack!” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty, of course!” 
 
    Sehzade watched as the little vizier hopped down and assisted Sultan Mehmet as he tried to mount his horse once again, the Sultan’s hands shaking with newfound rage. Several janissaries with torches rode nearer the Sultan, and in the light Sehzade could see that his cheeks were just as wet as if he had been bathing. Sehzade consoled himself by thinking that the Voivod of the Wallachians was most likely a fat, bleating child of a man as well. 
 
    Just then, as if dreaming he saw in his mind’s eye the relentless swordsman who had killed so many in the camp and made straight for the Sultan. He remembered their swords crossing, and those green eyes staring into his own with hatred so intense that the memory felt just as real as when he had been there. He saw the man’s face red with blood, and then he remembered the young noble hostage he had accompanied on a journey to Wallachia fourteen years ago. They said the same man was Voivod now. With a little effort, Sehzade could almost imagine that the young hostage and the relentless swordsman were the same man. 
 
    Could that really have been their leader? Sehzade wondered. Is the Voivod really such a man? 
 
    Sehzade was not really the sort of person who felt fear; his emotions were simple, usually only swaying from boredom to annoyance and occasionally punctuated with the thrill of danger. But when he recalled his battle with the Wallachian swordsman, he suddenly experienced the sort of detached fascination that he sometimes felt when considering other times he had passed  perilously close to the hand of the Angel of Death, and yet still lived. 
 
    *** 
 
    Grand Vizier Angelovic watched as his numerically superior janissaries crouched behind and under their shields as Wallachians shot at them from above and abused them from the front. He tried to rally them from the rear but was being ignored. He knew enough about the janissaries to know that their unit commanders were most likely ordering the men to hunker down and wait for reinforcements, but it was incredibly frustrating for him to watch such a large group of warriors allow themselves to be abused by unscrupulous adversaries. 
 
    He heard shouting behind him and drew his sword, almost expecting more Wallachians to be advancing on them. Though they carried no banners, he saw enough headdresses to know that the rest of the janissaries had finally been mustered. Angelovic spurred his horse to a canter and, as he drew near, he saw Sultan Mehmet and Ishak Pasha riding in the lead. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” said Angelovic. “Praise Allah, you are safe!” 
 
    “Indeed, he is safe!” said Ishak. “And no thanks to you, Grand Vizier.” 
 
    Angelovic was confused, and also annoyed that Ishak had said his title as if it was an insult. He turned to the Sultan, but his eyes were fixed on the battle under the hill. 
 
    “Ishak Pasha,” said Angelovic, “I have been busy holding off these Wallachians. They are intent on murdering the Sultan, as you would know if-” 
 
    “Ishak,” said Sultan Mehmet, “order the janissaries to attack. I want those assassins crushed. Our numbers are superior. Overwhelm them. I want prisoners.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” said Ishak. Before turning, Ishak glanced at Angelovic. Despite the fact that their eyes met, Angelovic was struck by the distinct impression that he no longer existed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad withdrew his sword from the gap between the shields and felt a sudden relief in pressure as the janissary he had been pressing against either fell dead or lost strength from an injury. Vlad was about to order those nearest to him to press forward into the gap and gain a foothold, but when he looked up, he saw Bogumir craning his head over the shield wall. 
 
    “What is it, Bogumir?” said Vlad. His voice was raw, but he had to scream to be heard over the press. “Bogumir! What do you see?” 
 
    Bogumir turned to him and Vlad saw that half of his face was covered in black blood. “Reinforcements, sir!” said Bogumir. “More than I can count in the dark. But the torches, there are many. More, I think, than we are fighting now!” 
 
    Vlad cursed under his breath, then pressed hard as a new body filled the gap and pressed against him. He knew that Viorel and his men on the hill did not have limitless ammunition, and it was only good fortune that kept the janissaries from moving and enveloping Vlad’s entire line of men. If more janissaries joined the fight, they would naturally move to the Wallachians’ flank that was furthest from Viorel’s forces. Vlad stepped on something soft and pressed his shoulder into his shield, and as he looked down he saw that he was standing on a hand covered in dark blood. The fingers slowly moved to wrap around his foot. Whether the man was alive and in pain, or dead and only moving with the remains of vital life force that had not yet dissipated from the corpse, Vlad did not know, but he was still struck by the idea that he and all of his comrades would soon be enveloped in the clutches of the thing they had ground underfoot. 
 
    He swallowed the sickening sensation, the rising tide of bile that he wished would drown everyone standing between him and the Sultan. Then he raised his head and shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    “Retreat!” he said. “Wallachia, retreat! Retreat! Pull away from them - slowly! Slowly! Pull away!” 
 
    Normally the first side to pull away from a press of shields puts itself in a position to be overwhelmed, but their opponents were so exhausted that they simply stood in place, many even going down on their knees. Vlad soon saw the dark heads peering at him over their shields, their features indistinct but the hatred radiating from their gaze was unmistakable and heavy. The Wallachians backed away, many of them holding their shields down at their sides, so exhausted that they did not care if the janissaries suddenly produced bows or matchlocks. 
 
    “Voivod! Voivod!” 
 
    Vlad looked back and saw riders approaching from the camp. 
 
    “Keep them retreating slowly, Bogumir,” said Vlad. Bogumir nodded, and Vlad made his way to the rear and saw Hermokrates and other riders approaching from the camp. Vlad waved, and one of the younger riders pointed him out to Hermokrates. 
 
    “Voivod,” said Hermokrates, “the Turks may be catching on to our numbers.” 
 
    Vlad only nodded, but could not bring himself to speak of the Sultan. He felt his own exhaustion passing over him in waves, making it difficult even to speak. He knew that if he was tired, then his men were surely spent. 
 
    “We’re leaving,” said Vlad. “Send riders to tell Viorel that it’s time to leave.” 
 
    “You hear that?” Hermokrates said to the young rider beside him. The youth nodded, then spurred his horse. Hermokrates looked at Vlad for a moment, opened his mouth as if about to speak, then clasped his mouth shut. Finally he said, “There are plenty of horses wandering in the camp, but we have to get these boys moving. I’ll have my riders swing by the janissaries and convince them to stay put, so your men on foot can pick up their pace.” 
 
    Vlad nodded. Hermokrates called out to the other riders, then they took off in a sweeping course around Vlad’s men. 
 
    “Run!” Vlad shouted at his men. “Full speed! Run!” 
 
    Exhausted as they were, the men were soon shuffling across the hard-baked earth. They followed the lights of flickering flames until they came to the ruins of the camp, where plumes of smoke were hellishly lit by red-glowing remains of wagons and flying embers cast adrift. Each fire-ravaged ruin was ringed by mutilated bodies, and the ground was so littered with uneven mounds that Vlad had to assume that the earth was covered in the dead. 
 
    But I would trade them all, thought Vlad. I would trade them all, if only to see the corpse of the Sultan... 
 
     They did indeed find horses merely wandering around in startled groups, most without saddles, but the Wallachians were glad to ride them all the same. They spread the word that they were retreating, and as they rode over the fields of corpses Vlad saw torch-lit riders descending the surrounding hills. Thankfully they were his own men, each of them exhausted from butchering Turkish slavers all night long. 
 
    Soon Vlad was joined by Hermokrates, but before his old tutor could give him an update, they saw a group of sipahi gathering in the distance. Vlad knew that they meant to cut off their escape. He turned and saw nothing but his own men riding as far back as he could see in the dark. 
 
    “You have no spear, Voivod,” said Hermokrates. 
 
    “Don’t slow down!” said Vlad. “We’re breaking through them. They will scatter!” 
 
    Vlad was right, for most of the sipahi broke and fled from the wave of Wallachian riders. The sipahi fired arrows as they fled. Vlad raised his shield, but he knew that the riders were firing from such varying angles that only the grace of the Almighty could spare any of them from being shot. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sehzade stood over Viorel, who sat on his knees with his hands at his sides. Sehzade knew that the young boyar was scared despite his unwillingness to turn away from his gaze. Frustrated, Sehzade reached out with his left hand and wrapped it around Viorel’s throat. 
 
    “Strike me,” Sehzade rasped, his misshapen mouth curling into a snarl behind his bronze mask. “Go on. Strike me!” 
 
    Viorel and nearly two thousand Wallachians had been surrounded on the hill. The very thing that had made their position so ideal was also its weak point: It only had one narrow point of access, and they were cut off from their retreating comrades by the quick approach of the janissaries. Viorel’s men had held off the enemy for as long as possible. When a glimmer of light could be seen along the distant hilltops, Viorel decided that they should either fight to the death or take their own lives. Before he could speak, some of his men suggested they surrender. Viorel had heard plenty of stories of the way janissaries treated their prisoners, and he did not want to find out for himself. But his men were weak from exhaustion and had no fight left in them, and Viorel did not want to leave them alone. Viorel relented, albeit reluctantly, and so they had come down from the hill and knelt before their captors. 
 
    Now Sehzade stood over him, slowly choking him and willing him to attack so that he could be justifiably killed. Two of the viziers stood nearby, ensuring that the prisoners were left alive while they were checked for weapons so that the Sultan could speak to them. Viorel ignored Sehzade, drowning out his fear by focusing on the throbbing in his ears. He closed his eyes and imagined that he was holding his breath underwater, swimming in a stream in the woods as he had done so long ago. 
 
    Lord, let us go to you unmolested, he thought. Let them cut off our heads, Lord, and spare us… spare us any shame that might... 
 
    “Look at me!” Sehzade hissed. “You speak Turkish? You speak Turkish, young man? Eh? You’re a fine one, aren’t you. Handsome, a handsome young man.” Sehzade released the pressure on his throat for a moment, then squeezed once again. “I wonder if you would like my face? Eh? I wonder. Or would you rather lie down on your belly when I get on top of you? Is that what you…” 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Sehzade and Viorel both turned and saw Vuk Grgurevic looking down at them from his mount. He was dressed in bright chainmail and carried a straight European blade, but his hair was covered by a strip of cloth almost like a turban. He had just spoken in Turkish. Though it may have only been a trick of the rising sun, in Viorel’s eyes the young warrior seemed as if he had just come from the divine realm. He certainly did not seem as if he fit in with the janissary slave-soldiers and the Turkish slavers. 
 
    Sehzade released Viorel’s throat, but kept a hand perched on his shoulder. “What are you doing here?” he said. “We could have used your help earlier!” 
 
    Viorel had noticed long ago that most men avoided looking directly at Sehzade, but Vuk was not such a man. “My team was ranging out, looking for supplies. We found something… but I suppose you’re not interested in roasted pork, are you?” 
 
    Viorel knew enough of Turkish to know the word for pork, the only food that the raiders did not steal from Wallachian farmers. 
 
    “Sir!” Viorel said in Romaneste. “Are you Christian?” 
 
    Vuk turned to him. Though he remained impassive, Viorel felt a strange mixture of emotion radiating from the man, as if a word might unhorse him when a battle-hardened janissary could not. Vuk said nothing. 
 
    Viorel tried switching to Turkish. “Sir, Christian? You, Christian?” 
 
    Vuk turned away, then urged his horse on. Just as Viorel began to think that he would be left to the janissary’s mercy, Vuk spoke over his shoulder. “Remember, the Sultan wants to speak with these prisoners. They don’t belong to you just yet, janissary. So keep your… keep your sword in its sheathe until he says otherwise. Got it?” 
 
    Sehzade’s breathing quickened as he glared at the Serbian’s exposed back. Viorel prayed once more. Sehzade suddenly flung Viorel to the ground, then stalked away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Flight 
 
      
 
    They rode through the hills for less than an hour when Hermokrates called out to Vlad. “I need to stop, Voivod!” he shouted. They could just barely make out the pale blue of dawn over black hills, and they had not yet reached the meeting place that they had picked out earlier - a hill with a defensible incline leading to a summit with enough room for everyone to gather. Still, Vlad reasoned that his men were becoming strung out in a long line, and it would not be a bad idea to stop and wait for more of them to gather. 
 
    It’s not as if the Turks will be able to launch an offensive anytime soon, he thought. 
 
    “Halt! Halt!” he shouted. “Gather ‘round!” 
 
    As he turned around and quickly dismounted, he noticed that Hermokrates was leaning forward in the saddle. He made no move to dismount. Vlad heard several men cursing, and when he drew closer he saw a long arrow protruding from the old man’s back. 
 
    “Is he-” 
 
    “Get him down!” Vlad shouted. “Gently, gently!” 
 
    They pulled Hermokrates down and laid him on the ground on his side. He seemed dead, but someone lit a torch and Vlad saw that Hermokrates was looking up at him. Examining the wound, Vlad could see that the arrow had not hit his spine, but it may have penetrated a lung. 
 
    “Hermokrates,” said Vlad, “can you breathe?” 
 
    Hermokrates shook his head. He did not seem particularly afraid. 
 
    “I… I can’t push it through,” said Vlad, “but it’s got to come out. Perhaps it hasn’t punctured your ribs. It may… it may be a rib poking into your lungs, and not the… not the arrow.” 
 
    Vlad knew that he would not be able to go through with the horrific procedure on his own. He saw Bogumir crouching directly beside him, with a hand covering his mouth. Many others were crowded around as well, all of them seemingly frozen in place, no doubt sickened by what they would have to do to their friend and comrade. 
 
    I don’t like it, either, thought Vlad, but it has to be done! 
 
    “Give us some room!” said Vlad, failing to keep the edge out of his voice. “Bogumir, hold him down. I’m going to pull-” 
 
    “Forget all that!” Hermokrates snapped, his voice making a sudden gurgling sound. He leaned forward, spat out an incredible wad of blood, then coughed and spat up still more. Vlad held his arm to keep him from falling over, and was surprised at how light he felt. When he finally finished with a rasping cough that made his entire body shake, he went limp. “Forget all that,” he said quietly. 
 
    He did not seem mindful of the blood staining his beard, so Vlad removed his own outer robe and wiped off the old man’s mouth, then folded up the garment and placed it under his head. He saw other men covering their eyes, turning away, bowing their heads, and he realized that he was suppressing the feeling of horror that was washing over them all. 
 
    Hermokrates opened his eyes again and looked at Vlad. He wanted to ask the young student if his old tutor had done enough to make up for leaving him in the hands of the Turks twenty years ago. He realized that there was very little of that child left in Vlad’s face, his features now lined with worry and the weight of responsibility. Hermokrates opened his mouth because there was so much to say, but he knew that if he said even a little, he would only cough once again. 
 
    “We did our bes-” Hermokrates finally said, then coughed with so much force that his legs stiffened. He tried to spit the blood from his mouth, but it only dribbled into his beard. When he fell limp, he gasped, and whispered, “We did the best… the best that…” 
 
    Vlad watched as the old man’s eyes fixed on a point far away, and did not blink. 
 
    “He is dead,” Vlad said simply. “We will not leave him here. Bogumir, can you carry him?” 
 
    “I would be honored, sir,” Bogumir said quietly. Vlad noticed that the blood covering his comrade’s face had dried into a cracked layer. 
 
    “You’re wounded,” said Vlad. “Perhaps another could…” 
 
    “No, no, sir,” said Bogumir, picking up Hermokrates and easily hefting him in his arms. “I am not wounded. Someone’s neck, it came open and was… well, the blood, it was going everywhere.” 
 
    Bogumir needed no help in hauling the fallen warrior onto his horse with him. Vlad watched as he adjusted Hermokrates before him, putting the long arrow between his armpit so that it stuck out behind him, and Vlad was struck by a rushing tide of rage that they should be in this position. He knew that Hermokrates had wanted to apologize to him, and knowing that he wanted to apologize was almost too much for him. Hermokrates had been a slave of the Turks and had escaped, and then lived his life as best he could despite difficult circumstances. Vlad wanted his old tutor to be proud of how he had lived, rather than ashamed - especially in his final moments. 
 
    Now one of my viteji boyars must share a horse with a dead man, thought Vlad, gritting his teeth and stifling the rage that sent blood pounding in his temples. The man who taught me to speak Hungarian, and Greek, and even Turkish, died choking on his own blood, lying in the dirt like a common animal! By God, let the Turks be crushed by what we have done to them on this night! Let the slavers and the fanatics know that we have cut them down, and then let them limp away, and die, just as we’ve had to die for their benefit! 
 
    *** 
 
    For three days, Vlad, Bogumir, and the other Wallachians stationed themselves in the shadow of a hill, tending their wounds and washing themselves in a thin stream that traced around their hideout. They buried Hermokrates where the rising sun would shine on his resting place. More Wallachians joined them every day as they returned from the slaughter of the Turks, but Viorel and his men never returned, and it became clear that Galos, and many others as well, had abandoned them. Vlad grew cold and distant, and his comrades knew that if Galos returned to their meeting place, Vlad would certainly have him killed. The Wallachians knew that if Vlad ordered that Galos be killed, they would obey the command, despite the fact that Galos had been their comrade. They had a lot of time to think while hiding in the shadow of the hill, and as they reasoned through the course of the battle, they laid the blame for the death of Hermokrates and the death or capture of Viorel at the feet of Galos and his kind. 
 
    On the third day, Vlad and Bogumir stood with the watchers who had sent for them. They watched as the dark shadow of janissaries marched in their direction. For over an hour they watched them, then one of the scouts pointed. 
 
    “Sir,” said the young Wallachian, “you see the banners? Those are banners they’re carrying.” 
 
    Vlad nodded slowly. “So it is. That means… they are not retreating. Not the janissaries, at least. They’re… they’re still coming.” 
 
    Vlad could hear Bogumir breathing beside him, each breath long and labored. Vlad felt the old rage, the ancient rage forever buried deep down in his heart, suddenly thrash in his chest. His mind churned up images of Janos Hunyadi, Mihaly Szilagyi, even his father, all swallowed up by death. Then he saw his friend Istvan Bathory and his closest friend Stefan, their memory now tainted by their absence when he needed them most. 
 
    They’re still coming! We killed so many of them… and yet they’re still coming! If only we’d had a little more help! If only… 
 
    Vlad felt a deep sense of unease, almost like a warning from the Almighty telling him that if dwelled on the feeling of betrayal, then that feeling would devour something good and true in himself. Such a thought could destroy him, and so he willed himself to turn away from the thought. 
 
    “Sir,” said Bogumir, the word catching in his throat. He swallowed, then steadied his breathing. “Sir, why has not King Matthias come to our aid?” 
 
    Vlad felt the pain of betrayal in his friend’s voice, and it helped him feel the stab of betrayal that he was trying his best not to acknowledge. 
 
    How could we lose? he wondered. How could we lose despite winning every battle? 
 
    “This is not a betrayal,” Vlad finally said. “And this is not a loss. King Matthias only needs more time. Think, friend. Despite his delay, King Matthias doesn’t want these vermin on his doorstop any more than we do. He needs more time. And we will give him that time. Don’t forget, we still have one more surprise for the Sultan.” 
 
    Bogumir suddenly turned to Vlad and nodded. 
 
    “This isn’t over yet,” said Vlad. “This is far from over!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Iuliana sat with Mihnea on her lap, in her private room with an open window facing the distant Carpathian Mountains. Heavy clouds hung over the dark mountains, casting midday into early twilight. There would surely be an incredible storm, but it moved her little. She considered that only a few months before, the prospect of such a deluge would have frightened her. Now, she felt only a continuation of the heavy weight of knowing that her husband was locked in a dance with death, and it was her part in the dance to show strength and confidence - endless confidence - so that Targoviste would turn and turn and turn and never fall over. 
 
    Mihnea sighed but did not wake, and she reflexively kissed his forehead. He was too young to understand his father’s duties, but the maids said he often wanted to go to the throne room and the meeting room beside it, as if looking for him. 
 
    He will return, little one, she thought. He will return. He must! 
 
    She heard a sudden commotion down the hall, something like a scream, and her arms tightened around Mihnea. She could tell that someone was running toward her room, but they stopped and did not open the door. She rose, set Mihnea down despite his protests, and went to the door with her heart beating with enough force to make her lightheaded. She opened door and one of her maids, a young fair-haired girl, stumbled inside doubled over with her hand wrapped around the door knob. 
 
    “Rodica!” said Iuliana. “Stand up! What is the matter?” 
 
    The young girl lifted her head, but her eyes were clasped shut and her face was covered in tears. “My lady!” she wailed. “Oh, my lady!” 
 
    “Are we under attack?” Iuliana bit off each word, then clasped her jaw shut. She knew that she could not panic. Anyone but her could panic. She knew that Sir Stoica was somewhere near. 
 
    If he does not already know of an attack, then he must be notified immediately! 
 
    “N-no, my lady,” Rodica finally managed. “We aren’t… not yet… but I… they are coming… I c-can’t-” 
 
    Iuliana immediately slapped Rodica with enough force to send her into the door, which pushed it against the far wall. The young girl’s legs buckled and she slid down the door, crying shamelessly. Iuliana heard other people shouting further off, then Mihnea wailed. Iuliana exhaled, slowly venting the frustration that could not be allowed to dominate her will. 
 
    She went over to Rodica, grabbed her by the arm, and hauled her up. 
 
    “Forgive me, my lady,” said Rodica. 
 
    “Tell me what is happening.” 
 
    Rodica finally looked at Iuliana. “The Voivod has returned. We must leave Targoviste. Everyone must leave. We are not safe.” 
 
    Iuliana nodded as Rodica’s face twisted, then the young maid began crying once again. 
 
    “We’re going to Poenari, then,” said Iuliana. She felt as if she was standing outside of herself, watching a proud noblewoman bravely accepting the news of the loss of her home. “Listen to me, Rodica. Go and get my daughter Alexandra. Go and get her, gather her things, then gather your own things and meet me back here. Do you understand?” 
 
    Despite crying, Rodica nodded, blinking hard as she tried to control herself. 
 
    “Then go!” 
 
    Rodica left and there was only the sound of Mihnea crying behind her. She heard further commotion down the hall - the sound of heavy footsteps climbing the stairs. It was a group of men; she recognized the sound of armor, the clanking of chainmail and plate. She knew that her husband had returned, and would take her and her children to their fortress in the mountains. 
 
    She knew then what it was to be noble, not only to live in a fine house and to command others, but also to be hunted like an animal when the fabric of society fell apart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Forest of Spears 
 
      
 
    The Sultan’s army came down from the hills. The janissaries were intent on taking Targoviste as soon as possible, especially now that their supplies had been devastated. The elite slave-soldiers were unaccustomed to foraging for supplies like the raiders who followed them like a swarm of flies. Sultan Mehmet was also eager to finish the campaign, as it had been incredibly troublesome and had gone on for far too long. 
 
    The Sultan rode beside Radu and his viziers with the janissaries marching all around them, and soon the dry, dusty highlands gave way to fertile green stretches and rounded hills near the Wallachian capital. Mehmet could not help but notice that the army was considerably more quiet than before. The wail of the mehter had been cut off, and gone were the teams of raiding akinci coming and going in a constant flurry of activity. Now the few riders who remained with them stuck close to the janissaries, as if waiting for another blow from the mad warlord who would rather destroy his own land than let it fall into the hands of a more beneficent ruler. 
 
    Storms raged at the foot of the mountains and as the day wore on dark clouds gathered over the charred remains of bone-white farmland. 
 
    “Soon, Radu,” said Mehmet. “Soon this dreadful campaign will be over.” 
 
    “We are drawing near Targoviste,” said Radu, “and yet still we see no signs of scouts.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure they have seen us coming. By now they will be holed up behind their pathetic walls.” 
 
    “Should we make camp now, Your Majesty, and attack in the morning when our troops are refreshed?” 
 
    “No, no. By now, the boyars have realized that they have lost. They will either hand the city over to us when we arrive, and beg us not to burn it to the ground, or they will bar the gate, and we will make camp around their walls and let them get a good look at us so they can argue with one another… and then hand the city over to us early the next day, along with the head of their ignoble Voivod.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Radu said suddenly. 
 
    “What for, Radu?” 
 
    “It is my brother who has… made things difficult.” 
 
    Mehmet waved away the apology. 
 
    A few hours after noon the dark clouds continued to gather, making the hot air feel even more damp and close. The line of janissaries stretched out far ahead of them, and the front was often lost to sight around the green hills that surrounded the city. But strange stories began making their way through the ranks, and the mounted sipahi who went ahead to investigate quickly returned and only added fuel to the rumors. Sultan Mehmet saw their wide eyes and pale faces, their lips shaking as they exchanged bizarre details with one another, and he became incredibly annoyed. 
 
    “Come, Radu!” said Mehmet. “Let us go and see if there is any truth to this!” 
 
    They spurred their horses around the ranks of marching janissaries, but they did not have to ride very far before they reached the green hills overlooking the Wallachian capital of Targoviste. There a throng of janissaries stood and stared, unable to tear their eyes from the morbid scene. With a cry Radu jerked the reins and brought his horse to a sudden halt, but Mehmet tore ahead, unwilling to stop until his horse stood was blocked by a crowd of janissaries who did not bother to turn and see that their Sultan stood directly behind them. 
 
    The city of Targoviste was surrounded by an army of dead men skewered on long wooden poles. 
 
    The dead stretched as far as the eye could see, not only surrounding the city but covering the gradual slopes of green hills. The corpses were in various states of decay, the fresh kills covered in blood-soaked Ottoman robes, some with bellies distended or even burst open so that the entrails hung down to the ground. Still others were mere skeletons in rags, the remains of their turbans disturbed by carrion crows flapping black wings as they sat on narrow shoulders. One corpse seemed to dance as rats clung to the legs and jerked the body while fighting over morsels. Another corpse turned to look at Mehmet and he recoiled, then saw that the head was only jerking from side to side as a vulture pried an eyeball from its socket. Mehmet had seen death and torture before, but never to this extent, and never so methodically arranged, and never using his own people as raw materials. Even as waves of disgust and dread swept over him, some small part of his mind told him that this was why they had so rarely found the remains of raiders who had disappeared during this campaign. The dead numbered in the tens of thousands. The dead were so numerous that they must surely have been gathered during Angelovic’s failed assault, and from the sneak attack on Fort Giurgiu, and possibly even from Vlad’s campaign across the Danube River. If Mehmet had looked closely enough, he might have even seen the corpse of Hamza Pasha, who hung from an especially long pole that ran into his anus and successfully exited through his mouth as his weight pressed him down onto it, even dragging part of his intestines out through his throat. On a much shorter pole sat the desiccated remains of Thomas Catavolinos, with the rusted steel of his beloved blade hanging from his exposed rib cage. His head hung off to the side, as the pole had failed to exit the mouth and, instead, had burst out near his neck. If the Sultan had walked through the field of dead, he might have come across the corpse of Babur the slaver, cruelly cut down in his prime before he could bring more Christian children to the Muslim slave markets; Babur would be quite a bit more difficult to identify, as maggots had chewed through the fine features of his face and he was now surrounded by a black cloud of flies feasting on the leathery innards exposed in his open belly. 
 
    A sudden gust of wind raced across the field and Mehmet’s hand instinctively covered his mouth and nose. He caught only the slightest hint of the solid wall of impenetrable rot, but it was enough to make his entire body shake with the effort to not lose his sanity in an unending stream of puke. Many janissaries recoiled and immediately vomited, and others turned and ran back through the crowd. Through blurring vision Mehmet looked once more at the infernal gateway to Jahannam and, though it may have only been the shifting fabric of filthy robes swaying in the wind, for a moment he thought he saw the Angel of Death sweeping through the field, spreading plague among the feasting vermin. 
 
    “How can I conquer such a man?” Mehmet whispered into his hand. “What can we do with a man like this?” 
 
    He considered the amount of money he would have to spend to convince any of his subjects to produce something similar, even on a smaller scale. The Voivod, of course, would not have been able to afford even a fraction of the cost. 
 
    And yet his people did this for nothing. They did it merely because he ordered it done. 
 
    Sultan Mehmet ordered them to make their way around the city and continue east. If they had bothered to wade through the fields of the slain, they would have found the gate of the city standing wide open. But there was nothing left in the city, neither food, nor livestock, nor anything to drink, and not a single person had remained behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sultan Mehmet laid on his bed in a small tent pitched in the remains of Braila. The city was a burned-out shell. Only a few stone structures still remained, and the Turks camped in and around the city so that they could be near the harbor and disembark early in the morning. Most of the ships already sat in the Danube, a dark and glittering band reflecting strips of moonlight. 
 
    The tent flap suddenly opened and Mehmet saw one of his janissary guards harshly illuminated by a lamp held by his guest. 
 
    “Turn down the light, Radu!” Mehmet shouted. 
 
    “Turn down the light,” the janissary repeated. 
 
    Mehmet listened as Radu muttered something to the janissary, awkwardly explaining that the lamp was already nearly burned dry. “Just leave it with me,” the janissary finally said, then he ushered Radu inside. Mehmet was glad that at least someone cared about his comfort. Radu entered unsteadily and the tent flap was closed behind him. Mehmet watched as Radu leaned over with his arms held outward, then he finally bumped into a pillow and sat on it. Mehmet did not bother to rise, but watched Radu for a long time. Finally Radu’s vision adjusted to the moonlight filtering through a mesh along one side of the tent, and his eyes settled on Mehmet. 
 
    “I’m going back to Constantinople,” said Mehmet. “I’m taking most of my janissaries.” 
 
    Radu said nothing, but only lowered his gaze. Under the soft touch of moonlight Mehmet could almost imagine that Radu was sweet and innocent once again, with dark eyebrows standing out against his pale, smooth forehead. It did not stir any memory of love in him, but only a dull ache for what had been lost. He wondered why Radu said nothing, and again it reminded him of the boy who was once so easily frightened. 
 
    “I have to pay my janissaries,” Mehmet said quietly. He could tell that Radu must not have heard him, for he turned his head and leaned over. “I have to pay my janissaries, or they will do nothing. Or they will turn on me and kill me. So how can I… how can I conquer such a man, dear Radu? How can I conquer a man who is able to do such things? How can I overcome a man who has the loyalty of his people, and can make them… make them do such a thing?” 
 
    Mehmet wondered if Radu believed that his face was hidden in darkness, for Radu’s face twisted as if in agony. Still he said nothing, and Mehmet was too wrapped up in his own misery to feel empathetic toward Radu, so he let his thoughts drift. He thought of Mara Brankovic, the Serbian who had once been married to his father. He thought of her round face peeking through her shawl, of her smile that was never a prelude to any kind of political maneuver. She was the closest thing he had to a mother, and he knew that she was waiting for him in Constantinople. 
 
    “Dear Mehmet,” she had said, “have you not conquered enough? What is there in Wallachia? Really, come now!” 
 
    He remembered laughing at how she had chided him, speaking to him in a way that not even his Grand Vizier or his Chief White Eunuch dared speak to him, her guileless manner somehow overlooking the fact that he was, by many accounts, the most powerful man in the world. 
 
    “I am going back to Constantinople,” Mehmet suddenly repeated, and stopped himself from adding, back to Mara. Radu turned to him and Mehmet could see that his smooth face was lined by a thick mustache. 
 
    He is not the boy who once came to my bed, thought Mehmet. 
 
    “I will leave some men for you, Radu,” Mehmet continued. “The sipahi, and some janissaries, and I’m sure most of the akinci will follow you. They have yet to profit from this campaign. And some of our men have plague. Have you heard them coughing and carrying on? I must leave them with you as well. I am done with this land… I will let you settle things. I am also leaving the boyar prisoners with you. Speak with them, gain their trust. But if they will not join you, then force them to join. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You believe they can be made to join me?” said Radu. 
 
    “Of course, of course. Anyone can be bought or threatened, in the end. Some may even join you out of a sense of loyalty to Wallachia.” 
 
    “Loyalty to Wallachia? Your Majesty, what have I got to do with Wallachia?” 
 
    Mehmet usually enjoyed making a grand gesture of laying a gift on someone, showing them that he had the power to grant them happiness. But now he was tired, beaten down from fighting a Christian warlord who had drawn him into a hellish struggle and showed him a nightmarish vision of mortality and the end of all things. Right now, Mehmet had no patience for idiocy. 
 
    “Radu, are you stupid? Has your handsome face allowed you to drift through life without a care in the world? I’m placing you in charge of Wallachia. Go back to Targoviste and walk past that hanging graveyard that your brother made. Go and sit on the throne… because it is yours, Voivod Radu.” 
 
    In the deathly silence that followed, Radu’s face seemed pale and gaunt, the black mustache and brows giving him the appearance of wearing a mask. He did not move, and seemed as one who was already dead. In fact Radu’s face was a corpse-like imitation of his brother, a shell covering something delicate that had been abandoned and the light slowly snuffed out until only darkness remained. 
 
      
 
    To be concluded in 
 
    VOIVOD Book Four 
 
    The White Valley 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 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; however, they are oftentimes used as names, which can be confusing to Western readers. 
 
      
 
    Albu - One of the most 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. 
 
    Alfonso V of Aragorn - King of Naples and Sicily. Also known as "the Magnanimous," Alfonso became a great supporter of Skanderbeg after the Albanian leader loaned him veteran troops despite already being under pressure by Ottoman forces. Alfonso was a member of the Order of the Dragon, and he was so impressed by Skanderbeg's generosity that he suggested to Mihaly that they make him a member. He died in 1458. 
 
    (Mahmud) Angelovic Pasha - An Ottoman slave taken from Greek lands (or Byzantium) as a child, Angelovic has risen to the lofty position of Grand Vizier to the Sultan. 
 
    Babur - An Ottoman Turk who once served under Hamza Bey, Babur now leads his own slave raids into Christian lands. 
 
    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. He is a member of the Order of the Dragon and works directly with Mihaly Szilagyi. 
 
    Bathory, Margit - Wife of Mihaly Szilagyi. 
 
    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 former Wallachian peasant farmer and refugee from Bulgaria, Bogumir is now a boyar and loyal viteji serving under Voivod Vlad III. 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 since 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 Stevan 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. 
 
    Brankovic, Lazar - Unlike his older brothers Grgur and Stevan, the youngest son of Durad was not taken hostage or blinded by Sultan Murad. Unfortunately he also seemed to lack some of the leadership qualities possessed by other members of his family. 
 
    Brankovic, Mara - Daughter of Durad Brankovic, sister to Grgur, Stevan, and Lazar. Mara was wed to Sultan Murad in an attempt to stop constant invasions of Serbia by the Ottoman Empire. She found herself in Murad's harem with his many other wives, and the Muslim raids on Serbia never ceased. 
 
    Brankovic, Stevan - Second son of Durad Brankovic, Stevan and his older brother Grgur were noble hostages of Sultan Murad. They were both blinded by their captors in 1441. 
 
    Brankovic, Vuk Grgurevic - The illegitimate son of Grgur, young Vuk has been welcomed into the ruling family of Serbia as an equal. He takes his martial duties and knightly training seriously. 
 
    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. 
 
    Catavolinos, Thomas - A Greek torturer in the employ of Sultan Mehmet. 
 
    Cazan - A Wallachian boyar married 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 or Eastern Rome) and the other Christian lands of the East fend for themselves against the rapacious Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Despina, Maria - Serbian wife of Radu the Handsome. 
 
    Dracul, Vlad II - Former 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. He was assassinated by the Danesti line. 
 
    Dumitru - Former Wallachian merchant, currently a boyar and loyal viteji serving under Voivod Vlad III. He is a large man with dark hair and beard. 
 
    Galos - A young knight and minor Hungarian noble, Galos is now a Wallachian boyar serving under Voivod Vlad III. 
 
    Golemi, Moisi - Albanian nobleman, capable fighter, and close companion to Skanderbeg. One cannot help but notice his lazy eye. 
 
    Hamza Pasha - Ottoman warrior and diplomat. Helped Sultan Murad conquer Thessalonica, then was placed in charge of Egrigoz Fortress, and is currently in charge of Nicopolis. 
 
    Hermokrates - Greek (or Byzantine) tutor of Vlad III and Radu. He was once an Ottoman slave, then escaped and lived as a mercenary. He is currently a counselor to Voivod Vlad III. 
 
    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. He died of plague after defending Belgrade from Sultan Mehmet. 
 
    Hunyadi, Laszlo - Eldest son of Janos Hunyadi and Erzsebet Szilagyi, brother of Matthias. Laszlo is a brash, hot-tempered young man. 
 
    Ishak Pasha - A vizier to Sultan Mehmet. He was taken from Albania at a young age through the blood tax. During his career, he oversaw the large-scale movement of Turkish Anatolians into Constantinople after most of its population was slaughtered by Sultan Mehmet's forces. 
 
    Kantakouzene, Eirene - Aged wife of Durad Brankovic, mother of Grgur, Mara, Stevan, and Lazar. Eirene is a noblewoman of the House of Kantakouzene, a Byzantine or Eastern Roman family that has produced two Emperors. 
 
    Kastrioti, Branilo - Nephew of Skanderbeg. Branilo once used the Turkish name of Hamza when he lived with and fought alongside his uncle in Ottoman lands. He later joined Skanderbeg during his rebellion, and helped fight for Albania's freedom. 
 
    Konti, Vrana - The oldest and most experienced of Skanderbeg’s companions, he was left in charge of the defense of Kruje during the siege. 
 
    Ladislaus the Posthumous - King of Hungary and Bohemia. Ladislaus was the son of Albert of Hapsburg (Duke of Austria) and Erzsebet of Luxembourg, the daughter and only child of Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund, founder of the Order of the Dragon. Ladislaus was born shortly after the death of his father, thus earning him the title “Posthumous”. Shortly after his birth, his mother Erzsebet agreed to marry the much younger Ladislaus III of Poland who had been invited to be king of Hungary, but once she determined that her child would be a son, she stole the crown and had young Ladislaus coronated. Many Hungarian nobles did not accept his hasty coronation after the death of Ladislaus III at the Battle of Varna. 
 
    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 Wallachia should belong to their branch of the family, not Dracul’s. Laiota was, unfortunately, not gifted with charisma, looks, strength, or great intelligence. 
 
    Lazarevic, Stefan - Beloved Serbian Despot who ruled prior to Durad Brankovic, his nephew. He inherited a broken land solidly under the Ottoman thumb, but when the time was right, he asserted independence and ushered in a time of peace and prosperity for Serbia. Once free of Turkish influence he joined the Order of the Dragon, and was one of its most important members. Stefan was an author and a great patron of the arts, providing sanctuary to scholars and artists from lands that had fallen under Ottoman domination. He died suddenly and Durad was quick to take power. Stefan was sainted by the Serbian Orthodox Church. 
 
    Man with a Scarred Mouth - A rough Wallachian who often worked as an assassin for Vladislav Danesti, he has since fallen on hard times and now leads a gang of bandits who hide out in the Vlasiei Forest. 
 
    Marusca - Voivod Stefan's wife, a descendant of Moldavian boyars. 
 
    Matthias (Corvinus) - Son of Janos Hunyadi and Erzsebet Szilagyi. 
 
    Mehmet II - Sultan of the Ottoman Empire and son of Murad II. After the destruction of the Eastern Roman (or Byzantine) Empire, he earned the title fatih, or Mehmet the Conquer. 
 
    Mihailovic, Konstantin - The Christian name of a janissary taken from Serbia as a boy. He was given the name Nadir when he converted to Islam. Currently a sahaloz, or member of a cannon crew. 
 
    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 - Former Sultan (Emperor) of the Ottoman Empire. Murad supervised many battles in his lifetime, especially against Europe. Despite wielding incredible power, he felt trapped because he wanted to 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. 
 
    Notaras, Jacob - A handsome young slave kept by Sultan Mehmet. Jacob was captured when Mehmet sacked Constantinople and had his family enslaved or put to death. 
 
    Palaiologina, Helena - Wife of Lazar Brankovic, Helena hails from the House of Palaiologos, the former rulers of the Byzantine Empire and one of several noble bloodlines currently being hunted down by Sultan Mehmet. After the events of Chapter Fourteen: The Holy Mountain, Helena fled to Bosnia under the protection of King Stephen Thomas. Later she joined other members of the House of Palaiologos who were being hunted, then she went to the Greek island of Leukas, became a nun, and took the name of Hypomone, meaning patience. (Note that she should not be confused with the Queen consort of Cyprus and Armenia who bears the same name.) 
 
    Palaiologos, Constantine XI - Ruler of Constantinople and Emperor of Byzantium (also known as Greece, also known as the Rome of the East). He was killed in the final battle as Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Petru Aron - Brother of Bogdan and son of the former Voivod of Moldavia, Alexandru the Good. 
 
    Pius II - Pope of the Roman Catholic Church since 1458, Pius was born Aeneas Silvio Bartolomeo Piccolomini in 1405 to an impoverished noble family, the House of Piccolomini. His father was a soldier and his mother had eighteen children, most of whom died while young. Young Aeneas worked the fields alongside his father until the age of eighteen, when he went to universities in Siena and Florence, then became a teacher. In 1431 he accepted a position as secretary to the bishop of Florence, and he travelled all over Europe in service to the Catholic Church. Though many blame him for the further liberalization, paganization, and general dissipation of the Church's power and reputation, Pius constantly pushed the European nations to unite in a crusade against the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Podebrad, Jiri (anglicized as George Podebrady) - King of Bohemia since 1458 and leader of the Hussites, a Christian sect. Though he fought against Mihaly Szilagyi in our tale, Jiri Podebrad had a unique vision of a union between all Christian nations. Member states would have a common parliament and settle their differences by peaceful means. His idea, controversial at the time, foreshadowed the idea of a European Union by several centuries. However, unlike the modern European Union, which facilitates invasion by hostile Muslims, Podebrad’s idea of a unified Christendom would stand against the Turks who had already conquered so many Christian lands. His unified Christendom would initially include Hungary, Poland, Bohemia, Bavaria, France, and Italy, while other Christian powers would join later. In the end, nothing came of his vision of a unified Christendom. 
 
    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. He is currently a noble hostage in the court of Sultan Mehmet, and serves in the kapikulu mounted cavalry. 
 
    Rosu, Gabriela - Wife of Transylvanian boyar Ion Rosu. 
 
    Rosu, Ion - Transylvanian boyar and highly successful merchant. 
 
    Rum Mehmed Pasha - One of Sultan Mehmet's viziers. He was taken from Greek lands at a young age through the blood tax, and now faithfully serves the Ottoman Empire. His name, Rum, simply means "Greek" or "Roman". 
 
    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 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 - Former Wallachian butcher, currently a boyar and loyal viteji serving under Voivod Vlad III. 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 Laszlo and Matthias Corvinus, sister of Mihaly Szilagyi. 
 
    Szilagyi, Jusztina (Ilona) - Young daughter of Mihaly and Erzsebet Szilagyi. 
 
    Szilagyi, Mihaly - Highest ranking member of the Order of the Dragon. Brother-in-law of Janos Hunyadi, who married his sister Erzsebet Szilagyi. Mihaly has a young daughter named Jusztina, who is also called Ilona. Mihaly was a close companion of Hunyadi, and often accompanied him on the battlefield. Despite his noble blood, he often avoided politics and concentrated on the Ottoman battlefront and the survival of his people. The death of Hunyadi forced his hand, and so he and his sister Erzsebet have decided to change the course of Hungary - by force, if necessary. 
 
    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 - In his youth he was more interested in wandering and spiritual pursuits than in living a worldly life. However, this young Wallachian’s desire to lash out against Muslim slavers triggered a series of events that led to him becoming a boyar and loyal viteji serving under Voivod Vlad III. 
 
    Vlad III - Current Voivod of Wallachia, son of the late Voivod Vlad II Dracul and Moldavian princess Vassilissa. Later became known as Vlad the Impaler, or Vlad Dracula (“Son of the Dragon”). 
 
    Zaganos Pasha - This former Grand Vizier was quietly exiled when Sultan Mehmet replaced him with Angelovic after the Battle of Belgrade. Zaganos was an Albanian Christian before his enslavement, then he converted to Islam and became a fanatical janissary warrior. He has always been loyal to Mehmet, even long before Mehmet became Sultan. Some say that Zaganos came from a noble Albanian 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. 
 
    Bohemia - A kingdom within the Holy Roman Empire. Ruled by Jiri Podebrad, a moderate Hussite. The Hussites were a Christian sect created by Jan Hus, who was  against the selling of indulgences and the formation of crusades. While Jan’s stance against corruption seems great in theory, the Catholic and Orthodox Christians that our narrative focuses on would have seen Jan Hus as hopelessly naive and out of touch with the everyday reality of relentless Muslim invasion. For example, members of the Order of the Dragon were required to swear an oath to defend the Church against the Hussite heresy. Bohemia is located in the modern-day Czech Republic. 
 
    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 or Eastern Rome) has been completely destroyed by the Ottoman Turks. Sultan Mehmet is currently busy hunting down any noble families who fled the destruction of Constantinople. Some modern researchers credit the sudden influx of Byzantine refugees (especially scholars) into Western Europe as one of the factors leading to the Renaissance. 
 
    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 and slavers. 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. After conquering Constantinople and killing most of its citizens, they repopulated it with Turks and made it the capital of their Empire. Edirne, formerly the Bulgarian city of Adrianople, was the Ottoman capital before the fall of Constantinople. 
 
    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 - A 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. 
 
    Iblis - Of all the shaitan, or evil spirits, Iblis is the worst. Analogous to the Christian idea of Satan. 
 
    Jahannam - The Muslim concept of hell. 
 
    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 
 
      
 
    Arcasi - Peasant archers. 
 
    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. 
 
    Pedestrasi - Peasant-warriors. 
 
    Sfatul domneasc - Wallachian council of boyars. 
 
    Tuica - A strong alcoholic drink prepared from plums. 
 
    Viteji - Literally "braves," the viteji are the Voivod's bravest, most loyal boyars. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 5 
 
    Commentary on Historical Inaccuracies in Voivod Book Three: Forest of Spears 
 
      
 
    As in the other installments of Voivod, Forest of Spears contains many situations which defy belief. Vlad did indeed hold a funeral service for a man while he dug his own grave. He also staged an ambush against Turkish envoys who planned on abducting him, and then he tricked his way into Fort Giurgiu. He also investigated the Ottoman camp in person before the legendary assault known as the Night Attack or the Night of Terror. He also surrounded Targoviste with impaled Ottoman corpses in order to psychologically terrorize the enemies of his people. He fought a guerilla war in a manner that we rarely think of medieval Europeans fighting, as movies tend to show large formations and cavalry charges. 
 
    I have tried to remain as historically accurate as possible, but I did make a few changes worth noting. 
 
    Mihaly Szilagyi actually made peace with King Ladislaus just before he died. I wrote it as if word of Ladislaus’s death spread while the fighting was ongoing, and I did that in order to tighten the narrative a little. I didn’t want to spend too much time presenting the details of the world outside of Vlad’s direct sphere of influence, and that part of the story had already taken us from Vlad for long enough. 
 
    In our story I had Vlad crush Dan in 1459, immediately after dealing with his other rivals the year before. In reality, Vlad dealt with Dan in 1460. I did this, again, in the interest of moving the story along and tightening the narrative. I didn’t want to have Dan deliver a big speech, then have the story run off to Serbia so that the reader could forget how seriously Dan took his own intentions. I wanted to build momentum with Dan’s speech, then immediately show him crawling among the ruins of his ambition as someone far greater than himself laid waste to his forces. 
 
    In our story, Vlad states that the Ottoman Empire had the largest army in the world. Technically the largest army at the time was most likely in Ming China, but it's doubtful that a Wallachian would know such a thing. As far as any European, North African, or Middle Easterner was concerned, the Ottoman Empire was the greatest military force in the world. 
 
    I realize that all of those details might sound like splitting hairs, especially when the Dracula we generally think of is absent from this tale. Wasn’t the real Dracula a sadistic psychopath who cruelly tortured his own people? Of course, some explanation is in order. 
 
    In telling the tale of the real Dracula, I rejected many of the historical "records" because they are - at least from my perspective - propaganda. We like to say, "It's the victors who write the history books" and shake our heads knowingly as if we are in on how the game works, but then when we read about the schizophrenic split in the character of Dracula, we accept it wholeheartedly. Even knowing that the historical Vlad Dracula was somehow mixed up with Bram Stoker’s fictional character does little to separate fact from fiction in the mind of the public. 
 
    In studying the life of Vlad the Impaler, I was continually struck by Hollywood’s odd choice of historical dramas, and just how much of an effect they have on us. We grew up watching movies about evil Nazis, so much so that many people find themselves psychologically triggered into an apoplectic state at the thought that they might still exist, in some form, somehow lurking in the lower depths of human consciousness. Strangely enough, there are no Hollywood movies about Communist atrocities, which occurred on an arguably much greater scale. The Mongol Horde is another example of something so dark and inconceivable that studying it will put a dark stain on your appraisal of the human species, and they also rivaled Hollywood’s favorite stock villain in terms of body count and ruthless barbarity. So, what’s your favorite movie about the Mongol Horde ravaging Europe? Which one is your least favorite? Which one did you think was average? Actually, just think of one that exists, if you can! 
 
    The Ottoman Empire is another representative of the nameless force that somehow takes over human minds and erases what is good in them. There are no movies that show their endless cycle of enslavement, indoctrination, and aggressive expansion that mutilated the human spirit year after year. When I was a kid hunting down every VHS movie I could find, I never found a single one about Europe’s desperate struggle against this foe, though I saw plenty of movies about barbaric European Christians burning each other at the stake because of their mindless superstition. Our feeble grasp of European history is akin to watching a movie in which the villains have been edited out; we watch and wonder why everyone is running around swinging their weapons and acting absolutely paranoid. Once you learn about the Ottoman Empire, or the Huns, or the Mongols, or the Muslim pirates of North Africa, then European history begins to make a lot more sense. Living in the shadow of neighbors who want to see you in a cage will either break you, or make you encase your body in steel armor and keep a close watch on what books people are reading and what holidays they are celebrating. Any deviation from the prevailing culture, even one that would seem minor to us, would be, to them, like a crack in the wall protecting you and your family from destruction or enslavement. 
 
    In the same way, it makes no sense to believe propaganda that portrays Vlad as a sadistic psychopath who hunted his own people for sport. His people loved him. So why have we inherited a history detailing Vlad the Impaler as a monster? I would rather not go into detail on the propaganda just yet... how and why it was made will have to wait until the next book in the series. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    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 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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