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 History Hijacked by an Absurd Myth: A Note to Readers 
 
    Foreigners often come to America eager to see the mountain where George Washington finally confronted his arch-nemesis, the legendary Bigfoot. Many tourists can repeat, word for word, the dying words of Washington's lover, Harriet Tubman, who was slain by the killer sasquatch.  
 
    And then, when Washington and Bigfoot clashed swords and our first President lost his hand, and it seemed all hope was lost, his son Thomas Jefferson took aim with his sniper rifle, and then…! 
 
    But I don’t need to tell you what happened next. It’s a part of our history! 
 
    This absurd scenario is just what the history of Vlad the Impaler, also known as Dracula, has become to those living outside of Romania. Even for those who understand that Dracula wasn’t really an undead bloodsucker, there’s still a vague, unexamined belief that he was at least a serial killer who hunted and tortured his own people. Stranger still, the few who understand that Vlad’s history was written by his enemies still believe that very same history in its entirety. This is absolutely irrational. Would you read a biography of President Obama written by right-wing ideologues, or a biography of President Trump written by antifa thugs, and accept it as a true account? Surely not without some reservation! 
 
    I don’t like reading long, rambling prefaces by longwinded authors, and I assume you don’t, either. I’ll make this brief. Readers may be disturbed by a tale of Dracula that doesn’t depict him as a monster; and yet, when we take out all of the propaganda written about him by his enemies, one is left with a story of a tragic hero. I never set out to write such a story, but as soon as I took a serious look at the facts, that is what I found. 
 
    Reader, I hope that you will be as delighted as I was in finding out that the true story of Vlad the Impaler is a lot more exciting and interesting than an endlessly regurgitated myth about a Goth zombie who was allergic to garlic and intensely afraid of religious iconography! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    "Who controls the past controls the future." 
 
    - George Orwell, 1984 
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    The land of Wallachia lived in the shadow of giants. 
 
    Long ago, the Mongols came on a campaign of extermination, killing up to half of Wallachia’s people before leaving as inexplicably as they arrived. In the aftermath of the slaughter, the legendary founder of Wallachia, Basarab I, progenitor of the line of Basarab, fought Hungary and secured the independence of his people. 
 
    But Wallachia’s independence was short-lived. She soon became a harvesting grounds for the Ottoman Empire, always hungry for child slaves to fuel its endless expansion. Wallachia, as poor and small as she was, became a chess piece in a game played between Hungary and the mighty Ottomans. To make matters worse, Wallachia’s class of noblemen, called boyars, were more interested in their own short-term gain than in protecting their people. 
 
    As in neighboring Transylvania and Moldavia, Wallachia was ruled by warlords, and succession was determined not only by descent, but by ability to survive. 
 
    In their tongue, the word for warlord was VOIVOD. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Journey to the Beautiful City 
 
      
 
    1442 AD 
 
      
 
    A line of horsemen made their way across the Wallachian lowlands. The clink of steel plates and rustling leather armor could be heard through the morning mist long before the riders were visible. They were a dozen garda domneasca, foreign German mercenaries paid to protect their warlord from his own people. 
 
    In the middle of the line rode the warlord, Voivod Vlad II, more commonly called Dracul, the Dragon. He wore a dark breastplate over chainmail mostly covered by a dark robe and red sash. He wore no helmet, revealing a black beard and hair prematurely flecked with gray. His eyes were dark, humorless, recessed behind saggy folds. Beside him rode a man in his employ, Hermokrates, a Greek from the great city of Constantinople. Hermokrates was old enough for his long hair and beard to be wholly white, yet he had the large arms and barrel chest of a warrior. His legs were short and lean by comparison, and his nose and ears were bloated and misshapen from being beaten long ago. Despite his rough appearance, he was a tutor to the two boys who rode nearby. 
 
    The two boys, sons of the Voivod, rode together. Vlad, named after his father, held the reins of the little brown mare, and guided her as well as any grown man despite that he was only eleven years old. He had dark black hair, like his father, and a bright face and sharp eyes. He wanted to ride faster, but his little brother, Radu, sat perched before him. Vlad would have preferred if his six year old brother had ridden behind him so that Vlad could move his arms freely, but Radu had complained that he could not see where they were going, and was missing out on the journey, so they had stopped the entire line of men and waited for the small boy to reposition himself in front. Vlad was embarrassed at having to babysit Radu, especially in front of his father’s tough-looking warriors, but at least now Radu seemed happy to sit and point out the black birds along the path. 
 
    He could not fault his brother for being excited. This was the longest journey they had ever undertaken. Tall black trees, naked after the first frost of fall, slowly passed them by in the mist. The birds were as quiet as ghosts, and Vlad felt as if they were being watched from the thick fog. The men did not seem nervous, but Vlad had heard tales, and he knew that they could be attacked at any moment. Bandits could be anywhere. These were desperate times for his land, and many had turned to robbing others in order to survive. Vlad wished his father had let him wear armor and carry a sword. His hand unconsciously strayed down to the dagger hanging at his side, and he wondered what it would be like if someone attacked. He sighed. He was old enough to know that if they really were attacked, his father would have the others draw up in a ring around Vlad and Radu. Vlad would see nothing of the fight except for the backsides of his father’s men. 
 
    At that moment, little Radu leaned back and pointed at something along the path, but Vlad ignored him and turned to his tutor. “Hermokrates, sir,” he said, “what are the chances that we will meet any bandits?” 
 
    His teacher looked at him for a moment, then cocked his head. “Beg pardon, little lord,” he said, “but I do not speak Romaneste.” 
 
    Vlad sighed with frustration once again. Would the old man never let up? “Bandits,” Vlad said in Greek. “What are the chances we will encounter any?” 
 
    “None,” Hermokrates replied without hesitation. 
 
    A look of horror crossed the boy’s face. “But then, why did we bring so many guards?” 
 
    “Is that Greek you’re speaking?” Hermokrates said in Hungarian, the language of the powerful nation across the mountains in the north. “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Greek, young lord.” 
 
    “I’m asking, sir,” said Vlad, his frustration obvious even as he switched to perfectly pronounced Hungarian, “why my father brought so many guards when we aren’t in any danger.” 
 
    Hermokrates looked around. “Isn’t it obvious?” he said in Turkish, the language of the Muslim Ottomans. “If we look weak, then we would be in great danger. But if we look strong, then we will be in no danger at all.” 
 
    Vlad’s mouth hung open slightly. Something about strength, danger… 
 
    “You couldn’t follow that?” Hermokrates said in Romaneste. 
 
    “I… well…” 
 
    “Then we will have to work on your Turkish.” 
 
    Vlad did not complain, but failed to hide a look of reluctance that crossed his face. His tutor was wise enough to know that Vlad was not shy about studying. Something deeper lay there. 
 
    “You’ve heard others complain about the Ottomans,” said Hermokrates. “They say we live under their heel, don’t they?” 
 
    Vlad did not respond, but stared ahead, so Hermokrates continued. “Wallachia is a small land, young lord. Sometimes even those with power have to do things they don’t want to in order to survive.” 
 
    “So the Ottomans are our allies?” 
 
    Hermokrates grew silent, his eyes on the distant tops of pale blue hills lying above the mist. Vlad wondered if he saw something. Finally he understood that the old man was watching events long since passed. 
 
    “Vlad… an enemy is someone who is not on your side today. Tomorrow, yesterday, next week, can all be different from today. You understand that we’re riding to meet the Ottoman Turks in their own land, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do,” said Vlad. 
 
    “I do!” Radu chimed in suddenly. 
 
    “Then, young lords, you must watch us, your father and I, and learn how to walk a fine line between carrying your dignity, and setting your dignity aside so as not to offend those with power. The Sultan, the Emperor of the Ottomans, is… he is hard on our land. But your father would not be Voivod without him. A debt is owed. You understand?” 
 
    Vlad looked down at his brother, who had craned his head to look up at him. “We do, sir,” said Vlad. 
 
    Hermokrates nodded at the pair, then noticed the Voivod watching him. He turned away from his two students and moved his horse alongside Dracul. 
 
    “Vlad is learning well?” said Dracul. Though he spoke too quietly for his sons to hear, his tone was hard, and Hermokrates was not sure if it was a question, a statement, or a demand. 
 
    “He is, Voivod. He’s a fast learner.” 
 
    Dracul nodded and looked ahead. “Then he will make a good advisor to Mircea.” 
 
    Hermokrates nodded. Dracul’s eldest son, Mircea, was only fifteen, but had been left in charge while his father was away. He was not the best student Hermokrates had ever had; far from it. Mircea would rather be out hunting, jousting, drinking and causing trouble with his friends in the garda domneasca. But those qualities that made him a poor student were also what made him a good knight, in a sense. He was trusted by the men who guarded Targoviste, their home, the capital of Wallachia. His mother and his sister Alexandra could help if there were administrative duties that didn’t require full plate armor and a spear. 
 
    Hermokrates glanced at little Vlad, who was pretending to listen to Radu while scanning the horizon. 
 
    “An ally Mircea can trust,” Hermokrates finally said. “Vlad can reason. He’s curious. More importantly, he’s cooperative.” 
 
    “I’ll find a place for Radu as well,” Dracul said almost to himself. 
 
    “You want your sons to work together so they won’t kill one another over a crown.” 
 
    “Obviously! As soon as I got out from under Hungary’s thumb, I spent my life fighting my own blood. My father devoted his life to building Wallachia into what it is now. He never… I think by the time he realized his sons were men, it was too late. Our family had already fractured. I… I want all of my sons to work together.” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    Dracul looked at the tutor. “You saw Calugarul before we left? Just as I asked?” 
 
    Calugarul, thought Hermokrates. He calls his illegitimate son ‘the Monk’. He is no longer Vlad to him, as he was originally named. 
 
    “I did see him,” said Hermokrates. “He’s doing well at the monastery.” 
 
    “Good. Good! Has he a family of his own now?” 
 
    Hermokrates paused. 
 
    “At least a woman, then?” Dracul pressed. 
 
    Hermokrates shrugged. “He has a mustache. He’s a man now. What more can I say?” 
 
    “Did you even see him yourself?” Dracul growled. 
 
    Hermokrates laughed nervously. “I caught a glimpse of him. The monks, they look after him. They don’t want people asking questions about him. You know this. As far as the monks knew, I could've been an agent of a boyar looking for a rival to challenge you!” 
 
    Dracul sighed and looked ahead. “Vassilissa is a hard woman,” he said quietly. “She doesn’t want sons hanging around if they aren’t her own. And he’s my oldest. That’s trouble. I want Mircea to have full claim once I’m gone - no debates, no questions.” 
 
    Vlad watched his father from the corner of his eye. Dracul’s shoulders sagged. He seemed deflated, his face lined with worry, his gaze dimmed from focusing on one trouble after another. Being a warlord had undoubtedly aged him - and yet in the eyes of Vlad, his father was a god. The child saw only a proud warrior in gleaming dark armor, a protector who cared about his family and his people, and was a terror to his enemies. Vlad was not old enough to understand how duty could chip away at one’s humanity. He was young and the world was simple. Vlad wanted to be like his father, strong and with a noble character, and he unconsciously gripped Radu close to himself. 
 
    *** 
 
    The riders continued their journey until their home in Targoviste was lost in hills and paths lined with brooding woods. They came to the village of Bucuresti, little more than quaint houses behind a wooden barricade nestled among rows of wheat fields. They entered and Vlad found the village center eerily quiet. He wondered if the people had hidden thinking that his father and the garda were invaders. The men knocked on doors and found an old woman with some chickens. Dracul sent Hermokrates to speak with her, then Dracul haggled with her himself, then they ate soup sitting shoulder-to-shoulder in the warm little hut and left with two chickens tied to the back of Vlad’s horse, their mouths and striped wings hanging open as they bounced with each step. 
 
    Turning east they reached the valley where the Danube flowed, marking the boundary of Wallachia and fallen Bulgaria. They made camp on a hill overlooking the land. The sun set behind them and Vlad and Radu watched the stars creep out over the dark green valley, the woods turning from a place of mystery into a forbidden realm. The river was a black curving mirror, the moon drawn out in shivering lines on its surface. The sound of the men speaking and laughing quietly around the fire was comforting, and Vlad and his brother sat together on a fallen trunk and felt no desire to explore. 
 
    The next day they passed through a quiet, desolate village. There were no signs of struggle, only a heavy stillness that froze the little huts and leaning fences in time. Vlad asked if they were going to knock on any doors, but the others continued riding, their eyes fixed ahead, so Vlad let the matter drop. Radu had laid his head back against him and fallen asleep, and Vlad did not want to wake him. 
 
    Vlad and Radu could smell the salty, bitter tang of the sea before they drew near the town of Constanta, named after the sister of the great eastern Roman emperor, and was in ancient times named Tomis after a warrior queen of the Getae. Their horse picked up its pace, as excited as the boys she carried. They passed by an ancient stone wall that provided little protection, and the open front gate was seemingly guarded by a line of gulls perched on either side, their heads jerking as they squawked at one another. The gulls were so raucous that the boys covered their ears and laughed at the sight. 
 
    Vlad’s father gestured to them. “See those old buildings?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Vlad, in awe of the ancient, crumbling facades towering over the walls. 
 
    “Those were made by Romans, long ago,” his father continued. “Our people come from them, and from the Dacians who lived in the mountains. Those ancient people worshipped Zalmoxis.” 
 
    “Zalmoxis?” 
 
    Dracul shrugged. “They did not know our Lord. But Zalmoxis… to speak with him, someone had to leap onto a line of spears.” 
 
    “A criminal?” 
 
    “No, son. They sent only their best to speak with Zalmoxis. It wasn’t as scary as it sounds. The Dacians believed that when they died, they came back again and again so they could continue to fight for their home and their people. In battle, they laughed as they died.” 
 
    “Why did they jump on a spear?” Radu said suddenly. 
 
    “He just said!” said Vlad. “Weren’t you listening?” 
 
    Radu puckered his lips and turned away. Their father laughed and pushed his horse ahead of his men, guiding them through the cobbled lanes of Constanta. 
 
    As they drew near the marketplace and the docks, Hermokrates sidled up to Dracul. They debated about the time, then Dracul looked at Vlad, who pretended he was still interested in the surrounding architecture. 
 
    “Vlad,” said Dracul. “Hermokrates and I have business. It won’t take long. Our ship will be ready shortly. But, until then...” 
 
    Vlad’s mind raced, wondering if there was something he and his brother could do if given a little time. He spotted a church made of ancient gray stone. While his first instinct was to ask if he and Radu could explore the shore and play by the sea, he did not want his father and the garda to see him as a child. He was older than Radu and he wanted to be seen as a man. 
 
    “Father,” he said. “Could Radu and I go to the church? We’ll pray for a safe journey.” 
 
    “Fine,” said Dracul, already turning his horse about. He nodded to two of the garda, signaling them to stay close to the boys, then rode toward the dock. 
 
    *** 
 
    One of the garda held open the door to the church, and Vlad and Radu entered. They stood immobile while their eyes adjusted to the darkness. Vlad was grateful for the warmth, suddenly reminded that he had been cold for the entire duration of their journey. 
 
    The rich scent of incense pulled him into a bygone era and faraway lands. Slowly the outlines of tapestries and paintings became visible, the lives of stoic men and women frozen in shards of vibrant color. He saw a man in a brilliant blue robe bent over a chopping block while a fierce-looking warrior held a curved sword over his neck. He saw the Virgin holding her blessed child inside a holy mountain while angels in white hovered around the perimeter. Another painting showed a line of knights facing off against a horde of dark men in turbans, each side covered in bristling spears. Vlad felt a twinge of remorse because it looked as if angels were helping Christian knights ascend a ladder into the heavens. The knights looked confused, as if they would have preferred to simply win their battle rather than try and fail. 
 
    In the center of the paintings stood a carved wooden cross bearing his Lord, the living God whose limbs were twisted and nailed, the body contorted in agony despite the face seeming empty of emotion, untouched by the horror of the ritual of sacrifice He had come to endure. 
 
    Vlad was distracted by one of his garda sighing, the man barely hiding his frustration. Vlad knew the man was from the West, and had no love for the Greek faith. 
 
    Vlad stepped toward the altar and Radu followed, then took the lead. Vlad saw his little brother’s shoulders thrust back, each step a confident statement of adulthood, and it struck Vlad as comical. He was downcast when he realized that his father, and his father’s men, no doubt saw him in the same light as he saw Radu. They did not see a man, but a child. But what could be done about it, except to swallow his pride and continue moving forward? 
 
    “Vlad,” Radu said quietly. “What do we pray for? That our ship won’t sink?” 
 
    “No,” said Vlad. “Pray for Mama, and Mircea, and Alexandra.” 
 
    “But… our ship might…” 
 
    “We’ll be fine, Radu. Father is with us. He can protect us from anything.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “God’s wounds,” Dracul said through gritted teeth. “What a black harvest this is.” 
 
    Voivod Dracul and Hermokrates sat horseback in the middle of the busy marketplace next to the docks. They watched as two horse-drawn wagons with caged tops were opened and a line of young boys were pulled out by Ottoman soldiers, lightly armored azabs wearing brightly colored robes of green and red. The boys did not protest. Their eyes were dull, but still red and swollen from sorrow that they had left far behind. The Muslim soldiers formed lines and counted the boys off, pushing them from one man to the next as the boys’ unsteady legs carried them up the gangplank to a ship hoisting a black and red banner covered in Turkish letters. That banner, or another like it, would soon become their parent, their master, and their god. 
 
    “If we were wondering at the signs of Turkish rule of Bulgaria,” said Hermokrates, “we can wonder no more.” 
 
    “More wagons arrive,” said Dracul, pointing, then gripping his hand into a fist. “I… I did not want my boys to see this.” 
 
    “The slavers will be done soon,” Hermokrates said quietly. “They work quickly.” 
 
    Hermokrates looked away. He did not have to see any more, for he had lived it long ago. 
 
    “When I told Mircea the truth about the blood tax,” said Dracul, “he tried to accept it. He wanted to be a man, to be able to handle it. But I could see that, deep down… he was disgusted. Ashamed that his father would…” 
 
    As if sensing that he was being watched, a blond boy stopped and looked at them. Without hesitation, a guard grabbed the side of his head and pushed him forward, annoyed that the line was slowed and that his inventory count might be interrupted. 
 
    “Now it’s plain to me why so many Bulgarian refugees come to live in my land,” said Dracul. “I thought the blood tax was heavy in Wallachia. Every year they harvest Wallachia for children. And yet, it’s even worse here in Bulgaria.” 
 
    Hermokrates nodded. “This is what happens when the enemy gets his claws around your throat, Voivod.” 
 
    “The enemy!” said Dracul, stifling mocking laughter. “No. These are our allies. Doesn’t this journey end with a visit to our friends?” 
 
    Dracul looked away, trying to control his breathing as his heart raced. Visiting! he thought. I’m crawling to the Turks like a dog who’s been called. Nothing is ever enough for them. What more will they take from me? 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and Radu could not help but notice their father’s terrible mood as he returned. He pulled them through the market with enough force that Vlad had to wonder if they were in trouble. When they arrived at the dock, their father got into an argument with the captain of the ship they were boarding, and then Vlad understood that he was not the focus of his father’s sour mood. 
 
    Most of the garda domneasca left, planning to return to Targoviste so that they could guard Mircea while the Voivod was away. While Dracul and Hermokrates and two guards inspected their quarters below decks, Vlad and Radu stayed above and watched the chaotic drama of the marketplace and the ships coming and going. It was a small dock, but the boys had never seen anything like it. They saw ships flying flags with the bull of Moldavia in the north, the double-headed eagle of the Palaiologos of Constantinople in the south, and even the profusion of abstract banners used by the Ottoman Empire. The people in the market were dressed in all manner of clothes that the boys had never seen, arguing over the price of spices and silk from the East, conversion rates for half a dozen currencies, how goat testicles should be cooked, how many wives the great Sultan had versus how many he wanted. The boys laughed and pointed out the sights, the everyday wonders, and they did not know that Bulgaria’s Muslim overlords cynically joked that the little port town stank of fish and unwashed Christian slaves. It would not have surprised the Ottoman Turks that in ancient times a Roman poet had lamented spending the last years of his life in this town which he called a war-stricken cultural wasteland in the most remote margins of the empire. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad found Hermokrates sitting on the deck, wrapped in a cloak and smoking his pipe thoughtfully. The night was dark but a warm light shone from the cabin, revealing ropes hanging overhead, shifting as the sails sighed and tossed fitfully. Vlad stood at the edge with the old man and watched the black waves twist beneath them. 
 
    They always kept the coast in sight, black and featureless save for a few flickering lights. They drew near a walled city, brilliant specks of light winking as figures and other ships passed by. After a long time, Vlad realized that Hermokrates was so lost in his own thoughts that he did not know he stood beside him. 
 
    “Hermokrates,” said Vlad. “What town is that?” 
 
    “Mm.” The old man came back, blinking and examining his pipe before he turned and looked. “A sizeable port. That must be Varna. Once Bulgarian, now… in the hands of the Turks.” He sighed. “Another jewel in the crown of Sultan Murad.” 
 
    The city of lights receded behind them, becoming a smudge of white dancing on dark waves. Vlad wondered at the sudden bleak mood of his father and Hermokrates. He was confused. He and Radu had been enjoying the journey, and many nights they could barely sleep, wondering what they would see when they arrived in Turkish lands. They had already seen so much. There were so many strange things that Vlad wanted to tell his sister Alexandra about, and yet the adults seemed lost in a fog of despair. Vlad wondered how he could get his old tutor to open up a little, but then it seemed to happen on its own. 
 
    “Young lord,” Hermokrates said quietly, “do you know about Nicopolis, and what happened there?” 
 
    Vlad nodded, unsure at his tone. 
 
    “Ah, of course,” said Hermokrates. “You always listen to what I teach you. Of course I must have told you about the battle. But I… I don’t think I ever told you how it really was. Vlad… young Vladut, you must understand that the world was once much different. Bulgaria was an empire in its own right. They had a king, a queen, powerful warriors, a thriving people. They challenged the Romans in the east,” he said, referencing the land that would later be called Byzantium. “But the Bulgarians lived near the Turks - a desert people scrambling about in the wasteland, tribes raiding each other, buzzing flies that the Greeks ignored behind their high walls. But the Turkish fighters grew in number, and grew, and grew. Before we realized what was happening, they were a kingdom, then an empire with kings serving their meals and shining their shoes. They smashed Bulgaria. Young boys and girls who knew nothing of the Muslim world… well, they became slaves, one child after another. That is why so many Bulgarians run to us, beggars, or at best, laborers, refugees just happy to see their families left alive, in one piece. 
 
    “I was a slave of the Ottomans. I’m sure you knew that. I was born in a small Greek village, and when the blood tax was issued there, I was taken from my family. I won’t go into what I endured. But I escaped. I went as far west as I could. I had a vague idea that I would teach in France, but in Burgundy, I ended up doing what I knew best - fighting. I signed on as a mercenary with a bunch of French-speaking louts fighting Muslim pirates and living on Venetian money. I meant to build a little fortune before putting away my sword, but Emperor Sigismund wanted his crusade, and I ended up going east once again.” 
 
    The old man gritted his teeth as he tapped out his pipe. He continued. “You know Hungary’s King Sigismund, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire?” he said, referencing the land that would later be called Germany. “He was a great man, Vlad. I don’t mean to sound cynical about my return to the East. While everyone else was fighting each other for short-term gain, Sigismund saw what was happening to the Greeks, to Serbia, to Albania, to Bulgaria. He saw the Ottomans taking more and more. He knew that if we didn’t stand together, we would all be eaten one after the other. Sigismund toured the West, putting all of his power toward bringing us together so we could stand as one against the Ottoman Turks. My unit signed on, as well as a lot of other mercenaries, and knights from France, Burgundy, Italy, Hungary, and-” 
 
    “My grandfather was there!” Vlad said suddenly. 
 
    “That’s right! The Wallachians showed up, and that is where I first saw Mircea the Elder. A great Voivod, and a good man as well. Your own brother is named after him.” Vlad had seen paintings, and had noted the contrast between Sigismund and Mircea the Elder. The Emperor with fair hair and fine armor touched with gold and covered in a shining mantle of golden thread, while the Voivod wore dark armor, and robes of deep blue. To Vlad, his grandfather looked a bit like their heavenly Lord, only more dour, and justly angry at the plight of his people. 
 
    “The lords of the West were arrayed in their finest,” said Hermokrates, smiling. “Gleaming armor, giant warhorses, hundreds of coats of arms of every color sailing over our ranks. They intimidated the eastern Christians. The men of the West couldn’t even tell that some of your grandfather’s men were fighters; many of them looked like peasants, or scavengers who hung around battlefields. And many of them were! The Voivod could at least afford plate armor, but it was crumpled like a page from an old book, it had been beaten and hammered back into shape so many times. But he was not intimidated. The old Voivod had just smashed the Turks at Rovine, an unbelievable victory against overwhelming odds. He was an attack dog roaming the borders of his land, looking for trouble that most people would pay any price to avoid.

“Our forces broke into Bulgaria, scattering the enemy here and there. But there was bickering from the start. Voivod Mircea had experience, but he didn’t have the look of wealth, so he got little respect. And Emperor Sigismund was too cautious to inspire warriors seeking fame and glory. By the time we found the enemy at Nicopolis, nobody knew who was in charge. Jean de Nevers, a young French lord with no more experience in battle than you or little Radu, insisted he open the battle by charging his heavy cavalry. He wanted to end the battle before the enemy realized it had begun, but Mircea urged caution. He knew how the Turks fought. He knew they were dug in around the city, and had to be drawn out of their holes with arrows and infantry before a cavalry rush could be of any use. 
 
    “But Jean laughed off the older man’s perceived cowardice. Jean insisted that the charge would smash the enemy, and once begun, they would not stop until Jerusalem herself was back in Christian hands. Emperor Sigismund argued that the first blow did not matter as much as the last, but by that time, he had lost the council. Everyone wanted a name for themselves, and the younger knights raced to align themselves with Jean de Nevers. 
 
    “I was young then, too. I admit, I was jealous of the wealthy lords in front. My unit fell in behind them, and I felt sorry for Mircea and the others forced into the rear. I cooled a bit when I saw what we were up against. The Sultan himself had brought all of his forces to deal with us. Sultan Bayezid - the man they called “The Thunderbolt” - was angry at having been beaten by Voivod Mircea at Rovine. And hearing tales of how we had been slaughtering his people did not help his mood, either. This was a man with a reputation for flying from one battlefield to the next. He had become Sultan by having his own brother strangled with a bowstring within minutes of hearing of his father’s death, followed by riding to the capital and warming the throne with his ass before there was time for anyone to debate who should be Sultan. 
 
    “I saw the enemy gathered around Nicopolis, rows of sharpened stakes and lines of deep pits surrounding little figures standing and waiting. There were so many of them… I knew we were fools, and others did, too, but no man was brave enough to look like a coward and call for a new plan. We charged…” Hermokrates took a long time tapping his empty pipe against his forefinger. Vlad wondered what it would be like riding a horse toward a wall of sharp stakes and spearmen hunkered down behind shields. 
 
    “It went as you would expect,” said Hermokrates. “Our heavy cavalry were slowed in the pits, then got hung up against the wall of stakes. A complete waste. Battle-crazed Muslim janissaries were stabbing knights with spears, one after the other, until I saw spears slipping out of their hands, they were covered in so much blood. I was not in the front, so I was spared that fate. An arrow fell straight down the middle of my horse’s head. I fell, and spent much of the battle avoiding legs and pulling myself out from under the poor beast. 
 
    “Emperor Sigismund was stationed with the left flank, where he was safe. But when he saw the slaughter, he called for a charge, too. Stupid, risking his own life. But here’s the thing, Vlad. Despite our foolish plan, despite being outnumbered, despite being against the elite janissaries… I think we almost won. I finally waded into the battle, down in a pit of spikes clogged with blood and dead men staring up at us. We were tripping over bodies and hacking at each other, and we weren’t giving up. Sigismund called out to us, drawing the best out of us. Our armor was better than the enemy’s, our mettle more fierce. We weren’t a slave army looking for easy wealth. We were taking back Christendom.” 
 
    “But what happened?” said Vlad, urging the old man to hurry his tale. 
 
    Hermokrates shrugged. “It’s common for armies to keep cavalry in their flanks, ready to charge and finish the battle. Just as we had Sigismund in the flanks, the Turks had Serbian heavy cavalry. They had conquered Serbia before Bulgaria, you see. The Serbians charged, and we ended up fighting our own. Christians fighting Christians. Our ranks broke. I… I ran. I don’t know how I avoided being trampled. Emperor Sigismund was pulled from the battle, and we crossed the Danube with a hail of arrows following us. I took an arrow in the back and found it convenient to play as a corpse. 
 
    “But not everyone ran. Many knights surrendered. They thought they would be ransomed for gold, and would return home in time. That was how war was fought between lords in the West. But Sultan Bayezid… he did not need gold, he did not need prisoners. The whole world was already his, and so the only thing he needed from the world was death. From my waterlogged hideout among the reeds, I watched the knights being stripped and paraded before Bayezid in his grand tent. One by one they were made to kneel before him, then their heads were hacked off by butchers. They started lining them up in long rows, then one Turk would bring up his sword and thuk, thuk, thuk, go down the line, dropping one head after another. Then they would line up still more, right next to bodies still twitching, and when the butcher grew weary, they brought in more butchers, men eager to bring a smile to the Sultan’s face. 
 
    “The killing went on and on, and I should have left, but I was tired. No… it wasn’t that I was tired. I just couldn’t look away. I couldn’t believe how long the killing went on, the heads stacked up in big wet pyramids on either side of Bayezid’s tent. But it got worse, Vlad. It got worse. The Turks, the janissaries especially, I think they got bored… they ended up abusing their prisoners. They threw the knights and lords on the ground, then laid on them. I… I don’t know how to describe it to you, Vlad. But it needs to be told. Ah… I’m sure you understand how a husband loves his wife, yes?” 
 
    Uncomfortable, Vlad shrugged slightly. 
 
    “Yes, of course you’ve heard. I know they talk about it constantly in the stables. I can’t even fetch a horse without hearing some talk about… but anyway. I know it’s hard to believe, young lord, but the Turks fell on those knights, our brothers, and forcibly related with them… ah, but your father would be angry if he knew I was telling you about this. And yet it’s true. At some point I stopped watching, but I could still hear it. I sat in the water and listened to the orgy of death, the cries of the janissaries sounding like some insane nightmare. I became convinced that I was dreaming, Vlad - convinced that I was dreaming about an evil demon singing as it was glutted on so much blood.” 
 
    The old man began combing his beard with one hand, the fingers crooked like talons. It almost looked to Vlad as if he was trying to scratch his mouth off of his face. “That was the last offer of help we ever got from the West, and I’m sure it’s the last we’ll ever get. Once news of the massacre spread, nobody wanted to step foot in the hell that we called home. 
 
    “But I did get away. I survived, and so did the Emperor. I followed his retinue and made my way to Hungary. I became a tutor, which is probably what I should have been doing all along. That was where I met your father, Dracul, the Dragon. He was a hostage… well, a guest… of the Hungarian king. I remember your father was never satisfied, always itching to take back his father’s throne in Wallachia. I came into his employ. Ah, but that reminds me. Something about Emperor Sigismund. He loved many women, and I’ve heard it said that he’s the father of-” 
 
    “Sir,” Vlad said loudly, not in the least bit curious about rumors of who begat who and how the old man taught Latin to this or that noble. “What happened to my grandfather, Voivod Mircea? How did the battle go for him?” 
 
    “Well, he got the hell out of there, didn’t he? He had his people that needed protecting. They were more important than his own pride. He didn’t have the luxury of dying a martyr.” 
 
    Hermokrates rose with some difficulty and stretched his legs. As he made his way toward the cabin, he looked back at the boy. “He knew the war would continue. And he knew that we would be fighting it alone. Goodnight, young lord.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Their little ship found its way to the Bosphorus Strait, and one morning the boys woke thinking that they were sailing on a river as they cut their way through land controlled by the Rome of the East, the Greek Empire that would later be called Byzantium. Dry, pale grass waved on either rocky shore, the stone formations that marred the beaches cautioning them to stay their course. The breeze was good to them and they made an easy path. 
 
    Radu was convinced that something was following their ship, swimming and whistling at them, but Vlad was withdrawn and could only listen to him as if from a great distance. Ever since he had heard his tutor’s story about the Battle of Nicopolis, he had been lost in thought. Their little home in Targoviste did not seem as safe and secure as it once had, especially now that they had travelled so far and he thought he had a better idea of the size of the world. He did not feel like a child, but like an adult troubled by knowledge of danger. He stood at the edge of the ship as Radu pointed down at flitting shadows, but he saw nothing before him. 
 
    They reached Constantinople, by far the greatest city the boys had ever seen. As soon as they saw the great walls, the stones stacked impossibly high, like something from a story come to life, Radu simply pointed and cried. Their father was concerned at first, but as Radu hiccupped and choked and tried to tell him that he desperately wanted to explore the city, his father began to laugh, which only made Radu cry harder. They passed by one of the ports, a complicated network of docks filled with ships coming and going, most of them easily dwarfing their own vessel and built in every conceivable style. By comparison, the port of Constanta, where they had originally departed, was revealed to be only a handful of fishing vessels clustered around tumbling stone ruins. 
 
    Pointing at the ships, their father showed them flags from distant Venice, Genoa, Serbia, Albania, and even one from Spain. He saw a ship from Ottoman lands manned entirely by people his father said were slaves. Some of the men busy furling the sails had skin darker than Vlad had ever seen, though he had heard about such people rounded up from distant lands by the Turks. 
 
    They slowed down as they navigated through the traffic, and they took so long passing the port that Radu began to believe his father had ordered the ship to dock. When the high walls rose once again and cut off their view of the docks, Radu resumed crying in earnest. The boy’s tearful pleas began to wear on Vlad’s nerves, so he turned away and watched the city. As they passed around the strait, a hill overlooking the city rose into view, and over the high walls he could just make out the dome of the Hagia Sophia, the basilica that made up the center of their Greek faith. Radu’s wailing became muted in Vlad’s ears, as if he heard him only from the bottom of a deep tunnel, and as the sun glinted off the dark dome and the high white walls, Vlad felt as if he stood in the presence of the Throne of the Almighty. He could not imagine what it would look like up close. 
 
    “It’s something, isn’t it?” said his father. 
 
    Vlad nodded, unable to find any words. 
 
    “As long as this great city stands, little Vladut, Christendom will never fall.” 
 
    Vlad looked up at his father. “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly. Even from a mere tactical standpoint, this city acts as a chokepoint, forcing the Ottomans to find other ways into our lands. They will always have to swim or crawl through a ditch to find us, as long as these walls stand.” 
 
    In Vlad’s breast, a light that had grown dim since he had heard the story of Nicopolis began to shine once again. He watched the guards manning their posts high overhead, their faces covered by chain-link veils that hung down from their helmets. The soldiers were dark silhouettes carrying heavy crossbows, but he imagined that they were watching their ship pass by, protecting them like warrior angels. 
 
    “I understand why Radu cries,” Vlad finally said. “Someday, I would like to see the city, too.” 
 
    “Perhaps you will,” said his father. “In time, your brother Mircea will need someone to go here and there, making agreements, alliances, things of that nature. Perhaps you could negotiate with the House of Palaiologos for him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Vlad, smiling as he nodded. 
 
    His father leaned against the railing and watched the city passing by. “Vlad, I spent much of my youth in Hungary, in the court of King Sigismund. You knew that, didn’t you? So I was thinking… you can learn a lot, living abroad.” 
 
    Dracul looked at his son thoughtfully, and Vlad understood that he wasn’t necessarily talking about himself, but about Vlad as well. A rush of excitement went through him. “Father, do you think I might end up in Constantinople? As a… a diplomat?” 
 
    His father looked away suddenly. Vlad took the shadow passing over him to mean that he was embarrassed; perhaps he had not meant to reveal a plan he was unsure of. Vlad did not want to embarrass his father, and so, searching his heart for words, he said, “I’ll keep learning, father. I’ll help my brother. But I… if it’s all the same, I would rather stay at home, in Wallachia.” 
 
    His father turned on his heel and left, and Vlad wondered if he had heard him. His father went below and Vlad assumed he must have grownup matters to attend to. 
 
    *** 
 
    They left Constantinople and the Bosphorus Straits behind and passed through the Aegean Sea. They stayed near the coast, an expanse of pale brown stones piled on narrow beaches. One day, when they could barely see the rising sun through harsh, purple storm clouds, they drew near their destination - a quiet, scarcely inhabited town that was now in Ottoman hands. 
 
    “There is Kallipolis,” said Hermokrates, pointing to a line of drab, square buildings of cracked stone. “In my native tongue, it means beautiful city,” he added wistfully, though in later times it would be called Gallipoli. 
 
    “Beautiful city?” Vlad said doubtfully. In his opinion, they should have kept that name for Constantinople and given this drab place whatever name was left over. 
 
    Hermokrates shrugged. “Perhaps it is not what it once was.” 
 
    Vlad’s father spoke to the Greek captain regarding where they would disembark, then they argued. By the time Vlad understood that the captain was afraid of falling into the hands of Turkish slavers, the argument was already over and the sailors were preparing a small rowboat for their use. The Voivod paid the captain the remainder of his money, wiped his hands dramatically, then looked away as if the man no longer existed. Because they had agreed to leave their guards behind, Vlad and Radu climbed into the little boat with their father and tutor, then they were lowered into the dark, fitful water. 
 
    The older men rowed while the boys kept their eyes on the shore. 
 
    “I’m sick,” said Radu. 
 
    “Shh,” Vlad whispered. “So am I.” 
 
    Vlad began to make out the forms of armored men standing atop a building or low wall. He did not want to appear afraid. Just then he noticed that his father no longer wore any armor, but only a fine maroon vest and short black cape. It seemed strange to him that his father would wear armor in his own land, but not here. As if sensing his son’s thoughts, the Voivod took a break from rowing and turned to look at him. “We’re quite safe here,” he said. 
 
    “I know, father,” he said, forcing a smile. “Besides, I have my dagger, and you have your Toledo blade…” he stopped as he noticed his father’s sword. 
 
    “Ah, well, I left that back home. No sense in bringing it all the way out here.” 
 
    Vlad nodded as if he understood, but his eyes were glued to the hilt of his father’s sword. It was a plain longsword, the hilt bound with strips of leather, the pommel a rounded knob of smooth iron. He was shocked. Since they would be meeting foreign dignitaries, Vlad assumed his father would bring his incredible blade forged in Toledo, in distant Spain where the Muslim conquerors were being driven out. The Toledo blade was a work of art that Vlad had often stared at for hours. It was perfect both in battle and for show. If his father wanted to put himself on equal ground with the Turks they were meeting, then why would he not bring an object of power and wealth? 
 
    Vlad turned away from his father and looked at the distant shore. He saw an armored soldier with a bright blood-red turban watching their approach, a curved black bow held low before him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sipahi riders, the Ottoman equivalent of the Western knight, led them down a long, darkened corridor. They were in one of the few large buildings that had somehow survived earthquakes and invasion. The stone corridor was unlit, but punctuated by wide windows. The light gleamed off their escort’s chainmail, the armored links clinking softly as they passed into darkness once again. Through the windows, Vlad could see more sipahi handing their horses off to pale, thin-limbed slaves as they returned from patrolling the countryside. He saw another sipahi screaming at a rough-looking bunch of azab infantrymen for some infraction. Still more sipahi simply stood in the avenue below and stared at Vlad and the others as they passed by, their eyes hollow and empty of curiosity, merely scanning for signs of insult that should be punished. 
 
    Vlad thought about how they had seen no marketplace, only buildings where goods were being taken out of ships and stockpiled within. Even his young mind was able to see that they were in a garrison, most likely the staging point for marine incursions into Europe. If it was once a beautiful city, as its name implied, then that must have been long ago. 
 
    He leaned forward and got close to Radu’s ear. “Remember,” he said. “If they ask, Mircea died of plague.” 
 
    Radu nodded. Looking back, the little boy quickly folded his hands as if in prayer for his “departed” brother, and Vlad smiled despite their situation. 
 
    “Adults with me,” said a robed, light-skinned Turk who suddenly appeared from a curve in the hallway. They came to a sudden stop. “And, children…” He gestured to a doorway that opened onto something like a balcony. 
 
    Vlad knew that it was not his place to speak, but he felt as if something was wrong. He locked eyes with his father. 
 
    “Go on,” said the Voivod. “All is in order.” 
 
    Vlad felt a heavy hand on his shoulder slowly but inexorably pushing him. He kept his eyes on his father until they passed through the doorway. 
 
    Vlad and Radu found themselves on a wide outdoor walkway overlooking an open courtyard down below. A pale mosaic fountain whispered from the middle of an abstract landscape of green tiles. The fountain was in poor shape, a trickle of brown water casting ripples on the surface of the pool. Though artfully done, Vlad found it subtly disturbing that the sculpture did not show animals at play, or angels, or saints, or anything recognizable. It looked like a glittering creature who came from another world merely to vomit in theirs. 
 
    “Have a seat… please,” the guard said, gesturing to a table sitting between narrow columns. Vlad noted that they were no longer with heavily armored sipahi, but only two unarmored men with curved sabers sheathed at their sides. They were young, probably only a little older than Mircea, their mustaches thin and unconvincing. One in a blue robe had a wide, pale face, and as he sat across from Vlad he immediately became disinterested in the boys. The other, a dark Turk in a black robe, showed altogether too much interest in his guests, giving them a smile that seemed somehow inappropriate. 
 
    Just when Vlad decided that this would make for good training in diplomacy, he saw his father and tutor enter the courtyard, escorted by several armored sipahi. 
 
    “Father!” said Radu. Vlad immediately kicked his foot, then shook his head, hoping that Radu would not embarrass their father. 
 
    “Young lords,” the smiling Turk said in Romaneste, “your trip, how was it? It was to your liking?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Radu. “We went to Constantinople!” 
 
    As the man’s jaw dropped in imitation of awe, Vlad decided that the young men were here merely to distract him and his brother. “You must tell me about this, the wonderful city,” said the man, struggling with his Romaneste as well as his show of interest. “If I may, an introduction? I am Babur, servant to Sultan Murad, as well as servant to esteemed Hamza Bey, who carries the will of great Sultan to all corners of the world. And here - my colleague, Rahmi.” 
 
    “Babur, Rahmi,” said Vlad, bowing slightly as he rushed through the introduction. “I am Vlad, and this is my brother Radu. We are here with our father, Vlad the Second, Dracul, Voivod of Wallachia. Why are we being kept separate from him?” 
 
    “Such a well-spoken young man!” said Babur. “I’m sure you both have such things to say of the city, glorious Constantinople, yes?” 
 
    Vlad turned away, annoyed, and saw another Turk enter the courtyard. He had an escort of sipahi, the armored guards carrying heavy spears and brightly painted oval shields, looking as if preparing for battle. The Turk in the lead wore a fine orange robe and bright white turban that contrasted with his dark face and black mustache that hung down on either side of his thin lips. A heavy cloud seemed to hang over the man, and Vlad felt his stomach twist into a knot as the Turk approached his father. Radu’s small, thin voice was the only sound in the heavy stillness of the courtyard as the men regarded one another. 
 
    The men spoke, but Vlad was disappointed to find that their voices did not carry up to them very well. 
 
    “Who is that man?” said Vlad, interrupting his brother’s story. 
 
    “That is Hamza Bey,” said Babur. “A great man! He once kissed the shoe of the Sultan…” Babur’s voice trailed off as he touched his heart and made a vague gesture to the sky. 
 
    “And then,” Radu continued, “we went to the castle, and we met the King and the Queen! She had a dress made out of feathers… and then…” 
 
    Vlad turned away and tried his best to tune out his brother’s fanciful story so that he could listen in on the men below. Their voices suddenly took on a sharp edge. 
 
    “Died of plague, did he?” said Hamza Bey. “The first I’ve heard of it!” 
 
    “I had little chance to send word,” said Dracul. “Though it seems you have many means of knowing our business.” 
 
    Hamza’s mouth turned up at one corner. “I’ve heard very little about a court gathering around a sick son who is next in line to rule. I’ve heard a great deal, however, about meetings behind closed doors with that savage infidel they call the White Knight… Janos Hunyadi." 
 
    Dracul was quiet for a long time. Behind his father’s stony features, Vlad could sense a great deal of turmoil. He had never seen his father in such a state. 
 
    “I joined Sultan Murad and attacked Transylvania, just as I was asked,” said Dracul. “Christians died by my hand so that the Sultan could gather slaves. What more can be asked…” 
 
    Attacked Transylvania! thought Vlad. He had never heard such a thing. Why would his father attack their neighbor? Vlad was born in Transylvania, and he still remembered their two-story house in Sighisoara, right next to the busy marketplace. He remembered Christmas, with all the windows in town lit by candles, the glow seeming to warm the snow-covered lanes. He remembered their journey to Wallachia, when he was about Radu’s age, sitting in a carriage and playing games with Alexandra and his mother, how they stopped when Mircea fell off his pony. He had always wanted to see Sighisoara again. Now he imagined his childhood home burning, the fine little whitewashed building spewing smoke from its windows. He wondered if such a thing could be true, if his father was capable of such an attack. He was so distracted that he did not see Rahmi rise and move to stand behind him. 
 
    “You pretend to be friendly with the Sultan,” said Hamza Bey, drawing Vlad’s attention back to the adults’ conversation. “You pretend to be understanding when it comes to his need for labor and for soldiers. You politely stand aside when we require young girls to fill the harem. But then! When Bulgarian infidels, traitors to their new master, rampage across your border demanding handouts, you give them sanctuary! Voivod, these people belong to the Sultan now. You are, in effect, stealing his property!” 
 
    Demanding handouts? thought Vlad. As far as he knew, the Bulgarians were in a bad situation, and seemed willing to work to earn a new home in Wallachia. Even those who were not peasants often became peasants merely to survive. He had always thought his father’s aid was a show of kindness, and was not ill-intentioned. 
 
    “Hamza Bey,” said Dracul, “you must understand that I…” 
 
    “I understand all too well,” Hamza spat. “Sultan Murad also understands, which is why we are here now. I would prefer it if we were enjoying a cup of kahve while discussing favors the Sultan could extend to your realm as a reward for your honesty and obedience. But we cannot, because you will not allow it. Now I am forced to stand in the presence of one who has been meeting with Janos Hunyadi, that greedy whore-spawn of Hungary, who even now plans a crusade against us. Ah, you act surprised! As if you did not know that this so-called White Knight was filled with utter hatred for the true faith, hatred for the One God.” 
 
    Radu suddenly fell silent. “Babur, sir,” he said. “Why are they yelling?” 
 
    “Ah, little lord,” said Babur, “it is only adults posing for one another, you understand, of course. Please, you must continue, how was the jousting you saw in Constantinople?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    Vlad nudged his brother and held a finger to his lips, then directed his attention down below. 
 
    “I have already given the lifeblood of my land as guarantee of my loyalty,” said Dracul. “Not once - not once! - have I complained against the blood tax. I have given all I can. But, esteemed Bey, am I not to speak with my neighbors? We can barely move under the weight of Hungary, so I must-” 
 
    “Given all you can?” Hamza countered, laughing suddenly. “Given all you can! You speak boldly now. We’ll see how bold your words are to the Sultan, when he visits you in your cell! And when you are released, we will have your loyalty… as well as a guarantee of your loyalty!” 
 
    As Hamza gestured to the balcony, Dracul stammered, “I’d hoped... hoped we could avoid this!” 
 
    “Now, take them!” 
 
    As soon as Hamza said the words, Vlad caught movement from the corner of his eyes. Babur reached across their table and grabbed little Radu on either side, lifting him easily. Radu cried out in alarm. 
 
    “Let him go!” said Vlad, but even as he moved, strong hands grasped his arms. Rahmi held him from behind, picking him up in a bear-hug that pinned his arms to his side. Vlad could not reach his dagger, but could feel the handle pressing against his wrist. He kicked Rahmi once, then the man swung him and held him to the side, so that his legs could only reach empty space. 
 
    Unbelievable rage gripped Vlad, a sense of violation deeper than any he had ever felt. Babur and Rahmi smiled as they carried them across the balcony, in plain view of the Voivod below. 
 
    “Father! Father!” Vlad screamed. He could see little Radu kicking at the air. Vlad strained to look behind the brute carrying him. “Father! They’re taking us! Help us, father!” 
 
    They passed by columns, and his view was continually blocked. Finally he caught a glimpse of his father, and saw that the Voivod was simply staring ahead. His eyes were ovals, and his jaw was set firm, but as far as Vlad could tell, his father could not hear him. 
 
    Thinking that the men below had trouble hearing just as Vlad had had trouble earlier, he screamed even harder, screamed so loud that his head shook. A sort of wet, crimson darkness covered his vision, nearly blinding him, and his lungs were being crushed by the brute’s thick arms, but still he drew in air and screamed. If only his father could hear him! If his father saw that they were being taken, Vlad knew he would immediately slay the Turks and run to their aid. 
 
    They came to a darkened doorway. Vlad drew in air once again. For a brief moment frozen in his mind, he saw his father’s face, as still as if cast in stone, the eyes staring elsewhere. Then Vlad screamed once more, his own voice echoing off the terraced balcony, and though the whole world threatened to shatter from the force of his rage, his father did not turn to look at him. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Pretty Face 
 
      
 
    “Where’d you learn to hit like that?” 
 
    Mircea and Vlad had been wrestling only moments before, laughing and threatening death to one another as they rolled down the grassy hill. The sky was bright and blue and filled with the scent of spring flowers, and Vlad was overjoyed that Mircea had taken an unexpected break from his older friends and suddenly remembered that Vlad existed. But now he threw Vlad off his chest and looked at him, equal parts horrified and embarrassed. 
 
    Vlad shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “You let Alexandra teach you how to punch like that?” said Mircea. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Listen, you want advice on how to sit around and do a lot o’ nothin’, go to her. She’s the expert. But if you go out on the battlefield and start swinging like that…” Mircea shook his head and stood up. “Make a fist.” Vlad pushed himself up onto his feet and held his hands into fists, feeling a little foolish, but also wanting to become someone that his older brother could respect. 
 
    Mircea held up his open hands. “Okay, brother. When you hit something, you have to do it like you mean it. It’s not just your hands pushing something. You’ve got to put the force of your will into it. You’ve got to really want to smash whatever it is you’re hitting. You got it?” 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll try,” said Vlad, taking aim at Mircea’s open hands. 
 
    “You better try,” said Mircea, smiling. “You might need to know how to do this someday...” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad’s fist connected and Babur fell onto the floor of the wagon, legs splayed out, gaze vacant. Radu’s cries echoed through the desolate landscape, feeding Vlad’s rage. He was not sure what the men had done with his dagger, but if they touched Radu again, he would not need a weapon to kill them both. 
 
    Rahmi glanced back at the rear of the wagon, then laughed at his comrade. “Babur! You having trouble back there? Those little boys look quite fierce. I’m busy with the horses, but if you want, we could fetch my little sister to help you win this battle!” 
 
    “I’m fine!” Babur shrieked, one hand holding his jaw as he worked his tongue along his teeth. His friendly mask had been left behind in Kallipolis. Now the boys were being driven deeper into Ottoman lands. Vlad did not know where, and he did not mean to find out. 
 
    “Touch him again,” said Vlad, “and you’ll end up dead on the road!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about your brother,” said Babur. His foot suddenly lashed out, crashing into Vlad’s leg and sending him flying against the hard, wooden sides of the wagon. “You’re the one who’s in trouble, you little shit.” 
 
    Vlad was dazed, his head throbbing with waves of pain punctuated by Radu’s crying. An incredible weight fell on top of him. Fighting through the pain, he realized Babur was on top of him, rolling him over and pulling his arms behind his back. Vlad twisted and kicked, but was no match for the larger man. 
 
    “No marks,” said Rahmi, glancing behind his back. 
 
    “I know that!” said Babur. “I’m tying him up. This one’s trouble.” 
 
    Rahmi laughed. “Sounded like it. But the other one’s giving me a headache.” 
 
    “I’ll handle him in a minute.” 
 
    Vlad’s anger gave him strength once more. He strained at the rope tightening around his wrists, flopping like a fish and angling to bite Babur’s knee. The man cursed, then simply sat the entirety of his weight on Vlad’s back, driving the air out of him. He felt his ribs bend, threatening to snap along his sides. 
 
    “That’s better!” said Babur, patting Vlad on the head. “One way or another, this will be a pleasant journey. Even if I have to sit on you the whole time.” 
 
    Suffocating, Vlad strained to draw in air. The sun dimmed and lights flickered in his vision. Finally the Turk stood and he was able to breathe, though it felt as if he was drawing fire into his lungs. 
 
    “Now,” said Babur. “Let’s see if we can’t do something about all this crying, hmm?” 
 
    He stood over little Radu, who crouched in a corner at the rear of the wagon like a scared animal. Overcome with horror, he had been unable to move or speak the entire time, but could only wail insistently. 
 
    “Come, little one,” said Babur, switching to Romaneste. He stooped and put his face near Radu’s. “I need you to be quiet. Understand? You are being bad little boy. But I think you can be good boy. Yes? Yes.” 
 
    Babur nodded at his own words. Radu grew quiet, his face red and swollen, glistening with a line of tears. The Turk reached up and put his fingers on Radu’s cheek. His breath hastened as he slowly wiped tears down one side of his face. 
 
    “Yes… good boy,” he said quietly. “You are good boy. And such a… such pretty, pretty boy, aren’t you. A pretty face you have…” 
 
    Vlad crashed into him with unexpected force, nearly flinging the Turk from the rear of the wagon. Babur hung over the edge, arms flailing awkwardly, while Vlad drove a knee into his side. He leaned against Babur, nearly falling as well. 
 
    “Radu!” Vlad shouted. “Run! Find father! You have to find father!” 
 
    To Babur’s surprise, Radu did not hesitate, but rose and flung himself off the wagon. As he hit the dirt road his body tumbled end over end. Babur cried out and Rahmi jerked the reins of the horses, flinging Vlad onto his side. A stream of curses and prayers tumbled from Babur’s lips, for he knew that he would be killed if he did not deliver the sons of the Voivod alive, as ordered. 
 
    Vlad forced himself upright. He saw the tall grass on the side of the road bending violently as Babur stumbled in pursuit of Radu. Vlad glanced at Rahmi and saw the larger Turk glaring at him, his face red and twisted with rage. Vlad pushed himself onto his feet, then leaped off the wagon as well. He hit the ground running. Heavy footsteps followed close behind, but he outpaced the heavier man. 
 
    He ran back in the direction of Kallipolis. He heard the beat of horse hooves. His heart leaped and a thrill raced through him - he knew it was his father! Of course his father had slain the Turks who had done this, and he was now on his way to rescue them! 
 
    Vlad saw the silhouette of two horsemen in a field. He nearly laughed with joy as he veered off the path and tore through the dry grass. Rahmi shrieked in terror and stopped in his tracks. “Djanbazan!” he shouted. “Deli!” 
 
    The riders stood motionless as Vlad raced toward them. Finally one kicked his horse, spurring it onward, and Vlad slowed. As the rider approached, Vlad saw that he was covered in strange animal hide. He caught only a glimpse before the rider leaned over, then Vlad was violently jerked upward as the rider grabbed his arm, easily hauled him up, and laid him across the horse’s back. Vlad saw the quivering muscles beneath the horse’s brown coat as the earth whizzed by beneath him, then he shut his eyes against the incredible nausea as his body bounced mercilessly. 
 
    He felt weightless, sickening motion, then crashed into the back of the wagon. The cruel, hard landing was a blessing compared to the nauseating ride. He heard shouting, then a sudden silence. He forced his head upward, then locked eyes with the strangest man he had ever seen. 
 
    The rider was a dark, nearly naked Turk with a thick beard. The twisted, curving horns of an unknown animal were tied on either side of his small, sun-baked head. A spotted, filthy fur hide was draped around his shoulders and waist, and the tail dangled down at his waist and rested against his horse’s shoulders. He glared down at Rahmi with a fearful mix of anger and contempt. Vlad glanced at Rahmi, noticing that he seemed small despite standing at his full height. Vlad noted Babur holding Radu, both watching with their mouths hanging open. He looked at the other rider and saw that he wore a robe typical of Ottoman attire, but his face was painted bright white, and he wore humongous eagle wings on either side of his head. He held a bow before him, and handled it with casual ease, as if he did not care whether their encounter concluded peacefully or otherwise. Just then Vlad recalled Rahmi had cried out the words djanbazan and deli, calling the men “daredevils” or even “madmen”. 
 
    “These are your slaves?” said the djanbazan. 
 
    Rahmi hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    “You need help handling them.” 
 
    “No, sir,” said Rahmi, his voice cracking in a dry throat. 
 
    “You look like you need help handling them.” The djanbazan looked at Babur and Radu, back to Rahmi, then turned and looked at his companion in the distance. They said nothing, and Vlad wondered what they were thinking. Rahmi’s breathing quickened, his fear making itself known. 
 
    “We are Hamza Bey’s men,” said Rahmi. “We transport these boys under his orders, which come from the Sultan himself.” 
 
    “Ah!” said the djanbazan, turning back to Rahmi with a strange smile. “Fetching Christian boys for the Sultan, eh? And not even with the sense to take them in a caged wagon. We are also working under orders from the Sultan. We sold a bag filled with the heads of Albanian fighters - and the bag was so heavy that it took two men to lift it. Those heads did not come willingly. We also sold three wagons filled with boys, and I myself carried and sold a little girl who will surely one day please Sultan Murad in his harem. Ah! You should have heard her sweet voice!” 
 
    Vlad’s anger boiled and he forgot his nausea and discomfort. He must have made a sound, for the djanbazan turned to him. Still smiling, the strange man added, “That was three wagons of boys caught, transported, and sold in port. The thing is, we had four wagons. Those families, they run into the hills, you know. They crouch in the woods. The work used to be much easier, but these people... they run like rabbits now. We came up short. We didn’t make as much as expected…” 
 
    His eyes went up and down the length of Vlad’s body. His gaze was not quite the same as Babur's; more of a butcher judging the quality of a cut of meat rather than the frenzy of lust. Vlad hated them both all the same. 
 
    Rahmi cleared his throat loudly. “Listen, now,” he said. “Our master is not even an hour’s ride away in Kallipolis, and… a-and…” 
 
    The djanbazan suddenly gripped the handle of the curved sword sheathed at his side. Vlad turned, saw Rahmi wobble as if hit by a sudden gust of wind, then he stood deathly still. The djanbazan exhaled slowly, released the hilt of his sword, and laid his hand softly on his knee. 
 
    “The only reason,” he said, “and the only reason we do not take these boys from you is because we have no proper caged transport between us. Understand that, and thank Allah who has, for whatever purpose, allowed you to live!” 
 
    The djanbazan kicked his horse and wheeled about, making a strange noise as he did so, then he and his companion rode off as suddenly as they had arrived. 
 
    Rahmi exhaled and seemed to deflate, bracing himself by pressing his palms into his knees. Radu crashed into the wagon beside Vlad. Turning, he saw Babur staring down at them. 
 
    “Be grateful!” he hissed. “You should praise Allah, who put you in our hands! By His grace, you will be given an enjoyable journey through this land, instead of…” He glanced in the direction of the departing riders, then his brow twitched and he leaned in close. “But if it was up to me, after what you have put us through, I would gladly let those men ride you like horses! All the way to Edirne, if it please them!” 
 
    Vlad turned away from the Turk and leaned in close to Radu. His brother had a dull, vacant look in his eyes, and his mouth hung open. Vlad tried to say something comforting, then his voice caught in his throat. How could he comfort his brother, when he himself needed comforting? Why hadn’t their father come for them? If this was a part of some kind of plan, a diversion, hadn’t it gone on long enough? Why were people like these brutes allowed to handle them like this? Vlad shook his head back and forth, willing the tears to go away, to leave and never return. He could not cry, not in front of these men. Not in front of the enemy. 
 
    Vlad’s thoughts on his father’s plan for saving them were interrupted by a sudden memory of his mother, how she stood beside a fireplace in their castle in Targoviste on the morning they departed. She was worried, asking if he’d eaten enough, perhaps he’d like to have some more stew. The endless worrying of a mother that, at the time, had been annoying and made him feel like a child. The memory was a blade plunging into his heart because he had brushed off her concern. A journey awaited him and, like a grown man, he needed no mother to coddle him. Now he wanted nothing more than to run into his mother’s arms, to sit by her side and have a nice breakfast once again and talk about what they would do and… 
 
    With all the strength in his will Vlad forced down the sorrow. Forced it so deep down that he shook, drowning the pain beneath a deep sea of cold, black rage. Just then his attention settled on their bags, which had been thrown into a corner of the wagon. Rahmi flicked the reins and their wagon jerked, nearly throwing the boys onto their sides. Vlad’s gaze stay fixed on the bags. He remembered his father had been adamant that they pack enough for a long trip… a trip longer even than the one they had planned. 
 
    Vlad, I spent much of my youth in Hungary, in the court of King Sigismund, his father had said. You can learn a lot, living abroad. 
 
    Seeing their bags packed with clothes was like an answer to all his questions. 
 
    He knew, thought Vlad. Father knew! 
 
    Radu seemed to come alive as he steadied himself once again. “Vlad,” he said quietly. “Are we going home now?” 
 
    “No,” Vlad whispered. “We aren’t going home, Radu.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Egrigoz Fortress 
 
      
 
    The boys sat in the wagon as it made its way across the darkened land, the roar of the sea never far, though they saw only dry, dead fields of pale grass. While one Turk drove the horses, the other would watch the boys, and even when the sun sat and they made their way through blackest night, they could feel the eyes of their captors watching them. 
 
    Vlad was scared for Radu, who moved little. Even when they were given a chance to relieve themselves, he had to be stirred as if asleep, though Vlad knew he was awake. Vlad simply concentrated on his wrists, flexing his hands into fists to keep blood flowing into them, and continually worked at his bindings, hoping that they would suddenly come loose. Radu had responded so well when Vlad had told him to run and find father; he only hoped his brother would regain his spirit if he, Vlad, managed to free himself and turn the tables on their captors. 
 
    Deep in the night they stopped, and Vlad thought that they would make camp and go to sleep. Unfortunately their captors roughly hauled them from the wagon and dragged them down a stone walkway. Vlad heard voices, the clatter of wood and rigging, then he realized they were being led to a small pier. 
 
    “Are we crossing the sea again?” said Vlad. 
 
    Immediately a hand smacked into his mouth, the hard knuckles crushing lips against teeth. It hurt, but his captor hissed as if he was the one who felt the blow. 
 
    They came to a pier manned by a gang of azab infantrymen, robed figures armed with spears and bows. While Babur and Rahmi spoke to them in Turkish too fast for him to follow, he strained at his bonds and looked for hiding spots. 
 
    “Radu,” he whispered. “Radu, be ready. We may have to move. Be ready when-” 
 
    He cut himself short as Babur returned and dragged them along. Radu stumbled and whined, looking as if unused to walking. 
 
    “Wake up!” Babur growled. “I’ve had enough shit from you!” 
 
    “Leave him alone!” said Vlad. “He’s not used to being handled by the likes of you!” 
 
    Several azab fighters laughed as they passed, enjoying the sight of Babur being harassed by his captives. 
 
    “Shut your mouth, boy,” Babur said quietly. “You owe me your life. You don’t know how those men begged me to leave one of you behind. They said it would do them a great favor if I told my master I had lost one of you in the channel.” 
 
    Vlad clenched his teeth together. He wanted to tell the Turk that he had never been around such vile ruffians, but held his mouth shut instead. As the boys were lowered into a small rowing boat manned by azab rowers, Vlad concentrated on working at his bonds. Though his wrists were so chafed that every movement stung terribly, he was sure that he had begun to work the rope loose. 
 
    They pushed off from the pier and the men rowed them into the black channel, making for the pinprick lights on the distant shore. 
 
    Rahmi suddenly turned to him. Vlad froze, thinking he had been caught. 
 
    “Those ships where we came from,” said Rahmi, “they’re for fighters transporting slaves and goods. You aren’t important enough to take up room on one of them. So we take you across the narrow channel here.” 
 
    “Where are you taking us?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Deep into our land. To your new home. Now be silent.” 
 
    As soon as Rahmi turned away, Vlad began working at his bonds again. Something wet trickled down one hand, and he could not tell if it was seawater or blood. He wasn’t sure what to do. If he broke free, could he somehow wrest the boat away from a bunch of grown men? Would he have to wait until they were on the far shore, then kill their two captors in their sleep, then make their way back to the port? Would Radu be able to help him row? No plan seemed realistic, and yet escape was his only hope. 
 
    He stopped suddenly. He realized that not only was Babur watching him, he was smiling. Vlad’s heart thundered. How he wanted to wipe that smile from the Turk’s face… 
 
    “Ah, my lord,” said Babur, switching to broken Romaneste. “You need help from your bonds, yes? Forgive me. Your good servant, I will help free you.” 
 
    The Turk unsheathed a blade and Vlad froze with fear. The man leaned over him, grasped him by the wrist, then cut through his bonds. Confused, Vlad watched him throw the bonds into the sea, then he sheathed his blade and returned to his seat. 
 
    Vlad rubbed his hands together, wincing at the pain. His little fingers were like claws. Looking at Babur, and seeing him still smiling, he understood. 
 
    The Turk was laughing at him because there was nowhere he could run. 
 
    *** 
 
    For days, for weeks, they travelled deeper and deeper into Ottoman lands. In a wagon with seats facing backward the boys watched the landscape recede behind them, endless miles of dry earth and bald mountains ringed with trees. When the mountains turned black with the setting sun and the sky shifted into purple like a slain corpse, Vlad felt as if they were drawing near the edge of the world. Radu obeyed their captors when told to eat, to sleep, to relieve himself, and made no complaint. He barely responded to Vlad, except to occasionally ask if they were almost home, or if the various rocky hills and narrow streams were landmarks near Targoviste. Again and again Vlad told his brother that they were in Ottoman lands, but Radu only seemed to dimly understand, and even then, not for long. 
 
    For his part, Vlad took it upon himself to make his captors hate their time with him. When ordered to fetch water, he did so obediently only until the Turks dropped their guard, then he doused their clothes and firewood. He did not try to hide the act, but simply stood and stared, waiting for his beating. He also managed to remove a wagon wheel, stranding them in the middle of the wilderness for much of the day. He even startled one of their horses and nearly caused a wreck by throwing a sizeable rock directly at its anus. Of the two slavers, Rahmi’s hands were harder, his blows heavier, but Babur was the worse by far, his blows filled with a desperate appeal to be taken seriously. They seemed to forget their orders to leave no marks on the boys until given directions by a passing shepherd, who made it seem as if their destination was drawing near. They looked at Vlad’s face covered in welts and, suddenly concerned, took to pulling his hair and chastising him for forcing their hand. 
 
    They wove through a valley of trees with pale branches glowing in a diffuse amber sunset when Babur made a sudden sound. Vlad rose and, looking over his shoulder, saw a tall, narrow castle of chalky stone rising from a jagged hillside overlooking a small village. Vlad thought of asking the Turks if that was their destination, but then decided that he should just enjoy their silence. He scanned the countryside, falling back on his old habit of looking for hiding spots. 
 
    As they approached the village, Babur gave a dramatic gasp of revulsion. Following his line of sight, Vlad saw a blackened mound, or perhaps a tree stump. He was not sure what he was looking at. He finally made out pale, thin human limbs on the thing, then realized that he was looking at a woman buried up to her midsection on the side of the road. Her arms were uncovered, held open as if in welcome, but her face was a blackened mass, no longer human but simply one gaping wound. Her corpse was surrounded by little hills of sharp stones. 
 
    “A whore,” Babur said, his voice a whisper, almost as if he feared to say the thing. “By Allah, what a disgusting sight. There should be more of them out here, stoned and made an example. Eh, Rahmi?” 
 
    Vlad closed his eyes. For a moment he began to wonder if the men he traveled with were even human. He felt Radu shift his weight, and a sudden fear gripped him. He opened his eyes and saw that Radu was only just waking up; he had not seen the thing that Vlad had seen. Vlad quickly knelt beside him. 
 
    “Radu,” he said quietly, “I think we’re getting close. We’re about to stop.” 
 
    Radu looked at him, but said nothing. Vlad took his hand, and Radu squeezed it, but did not respond otherwise. As Babur began to lecture the boys on how to behave at Egrigoz Fortress, Vlad ignored him and watched his little brother. 
 
    I’ll protect you, Radu, he thought. No one will hurt you. No one! 
 
    *** 
 
    “You may play here.” 
 
    The guard motioned for Vlad and Radu to enter a narrow, enclosed courtyard darkened by high walls, then he left with Babur and Rahmi. Vlad took Radu’s hand and hesitantly crossed the doorway. He saw children playing, some taking turns jumping over a stick held up by two others, while the rest examined a line of ants traveling through cracks in the paved courtyard. As soon as Vlad entered, many turned and stared, but none approached. He saw a mix of native Turks as well as children that might have come from Christian lands. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    Startled, Vlad saw a young man sitting at a table nearby. He wore a finely patterned vest, and could have passed for Wallachian nobility, but he spoke Turkish with a strange accent. Vlad did not know how to respond, for the young man did not look at him, and Vlad began to wonder if he was talking to him or to someone else. 
 
    “I know there’s someone there,” said the young man. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m… Vlad, son of Vlad Dracul, Voivod of Wallachia. This is my younger brother, Radu.” 
 
    The young man nodded, then turned his face to Vlad. Vlad was shocked, and his breath was cut short, for the man had no eyes. In their place was a mound of scarred flesh, the eyebrows absent, the cheeks marked by something like tears of flesh. 
 
    “I’m Grgur, son of Durad Brankovic, Despot of Serbia. Looks like we’re both guests of the Sultan.” 
 
    Vlad knitted his brow at the strange name. They sat in uncomfortable silence, with the children watching them. Finally Vlad realized that Grgur was blind and thus could not know if he was open to conversation or had simply walked away in silence. 
 
    “It is good to meet you, sir,” said Vlad. “Could you please tell us where we are, and why we’re here?” 
 
    Grgur snorted, then scowled. “We’re here because the Sultan wants us here. Or, rather, he wants to keep our fathers in line. Both of our fathers are now vassals of the Sultan, you see.” 
 
    “My father would never serve the Sultan!” Vlad said vehemently. 
 
    “Oh? You’ll be killed then, unfortunately. That’s our role, young Vlad. And you too, Radu. If our fathers behave, we’ll be treated well. Fed, educated, even given roles within the Ottoman court. Perhaps you’ll join the Muteferikka, the vassal knights who fight against Christendom. Would you like that?” 
 
    “No,” Vlad said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Grgur shrugged. “Play by their rules, and maybe eventually they’ll let you enroll in the enderun kolej, in Edirne. I’m not allowed near the capital because my sister lives there. She’s… in the harem of the Sultan. Couldn’t have us plotting together, now, could he?” 
 
    “But why… why are you…” 
 
    “My eyes? My father was disobedient, little Vlad. He tried to fight back. But you… you can’t fight the Turks. That’s something you must learn, and the sooner you learn it, the easier your life will be. My father thought that rule didn’t apply to him, so my brother and I were woken in the middle of the night, and hot iron spikes were driven into our eyes. I’ll… I’ll never forget the smell…” 
 
    They were interrupted by a group of boys who had approached. Vlad was startled. A big Turkish boy in the front seemed to enjoy seeing Vlad off balance, and laughed. Several of the other boys followed suit. Vlad clenched his jaw. 
 
    “Would you like to play with us?” said the lead boy. 
 
    Though the boy was smiling, it was obvious to Vlad that his offer was not genuine. Like a new dog being introduced into a pack, he was being sized up. But despite the pressure building in his chest, he did not want to make any hostile moves. 
 
    “No,” said Vlad. “Please forgive me, but we’ve come a long way. We’re tired, and we don’t understand our situation just yet. No one has explained-” 
 
    “What about you, little one?” said the Turk, turning to Radu. 
 
    Vlad glanced at Radu, who looked no different from a scared rabbit. Vlad could not remember the last time he had spoken. It had been days, at least. 
 
    “He’s tired,” said Vlad. “This is all new to him.” 
 
    “He can speak for himself, can’t he? We only want to play. Let’s be friends!” 
 
    Vlad was not sure what to say. He felt like a cornered animal, with everyone smiling and mimicking a welcoming scene but, in reality, drawing satisfaction from outnumbering and overpowering confused opponents. Vlad glanced at Grgur. The blind man had his ear turned toward them, but otherwise looked bored, slowly tapping his fingers against the hard surface of the table where he sat. 
 
    “I’m his older brother,” said Vlad. “I speak for him.” 
 
    He could barely force out the sentence. His anger was becoming so great that speaking had become difficult. He bore his eyes into the larger boy, who leaned in close, his face a smiling mask that seemed to become distorted and inhuman the longer he looked at it. 
 
    “A fine and handsome little man like him,” the Turk said quietly, “should come and sit on my lap for a proper introduction.” 
 
    Without thinking, Vlad pushed the boy aside with his elbow and stood in front of Radu. Looking past the line of laughing heads, he shouted at the boys who stood at the rear of the courtyard, their faces downcast. “Are any of you Wallachian?” he shouted. “Bulgarian? Hungarian, even? We don’t have to let this brute talk down to-” 
 
    “He put his hands on me!” the Turk shouted, looking to either side of the courtyard, as if an audience was watching and making note of how he had been insulted. “He needs to be put in his place!” 
 
    The large boy threw his weight against Vlad, easily throwing him to the ground. Vlad never felt the hard stone smash into his back. Instead, he felt only a fierce burning where the boy’s hands had pushed against his chest, fueling his rage. He heard something like a whimper, a cry of alarm, and saw that Radu, too, had fallen. The smaller boy held his elbows in his hands, cradling himself. Radu’s once carefree face had been replaced with the confused look of one who had suddenly woken in a world of senseless pain. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” said the Turk, taking a step forward to stand over Vlad. “The teachers might run the classes, but here in the courtyard, I make the rules. And the first rule is...” 
 
    Vlad never did learn about the boy’s rules, for that was the last day that that particular Turk ever gave him any trouble. Looking back on the event, Vlad only vaguely remembered rising, grabbing the boy’s head on either side, and bringing his face crashing down onto the corner of the table where Grgur sat. Vlad growled like a maddened beast, the dam holding back his rage finally broken as he smashed the boy’s face into the table again and again and again, the wood shuddering, the other boys crying out, and little Radu wailing at the horror of his new existence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Only Fear 
 
      
 
    Vlad pushed the door open and it groaned loudly. Alexandra whirled with a startled expression on her face, then caught her breath and ushered him in with a wave. 
 
    “What are-” 
 
    “Shh!” she said, waving impatiently. “Shut the door!” 
 
    Vlad made sure no one was watching from the hall, then entered and shut the door of his father’s study. It was lit only by a large open window, the bright blue sky failing to light the dark corners and shelves and maps lining the walls. His older sister rifled through a drawer in their father’s large desk, where he spent hours writing letters almost every day. Alexandra’s head was covered by a simple wrap, but some of her black hair hung over her face, concealing her dark eyes. Even as he watched her, on some level he knew that he was dreaming, but he did not care. He did not want to wake up; if he could have stepped into the memory and relived it, he would without hesitation. He wanted to run up to Alexandra and hug her, but he hesitated. He always hesitated around her, never sure whether she was going to act like a second mother or a childish sibling. 
 
    “I found it!” she said, her face lighting up unexpectedly. 
 
    Vlad moved behind the desk and leaned over the finely polished wooden chair. 
 
    “What is it?” he said. “Father might be angry if he…” 
 
    He lost his train of thought as she held the ring up to the light. At first he thought it was beautiful, a thin circle of precious gems. Then she turned it in the light, and he realized it was an illusion. The ring was a simple piece of dark metal, a series of loops laid around a seal. It was more practical than for show. The two craned their heads next to one another to see better. 
 
    “It’s a monster,” Alexandra said quietly. “A dragon!” 
 
    Her words caused the metal to take shape in his mind. He saw a steel dragon hunched over, the tail wound around its own throat so tightly that the flesh appeared constricted. A cross was emblazoned on its back. The image rested within the circle of a seal, so that their father could stamp his correspondence. 
 
    “Vlad, this is where our father has taken his name from,” Alexandra said quietly. 
 
    “From a ring?” 
 
    She tilted her head and gave him a withering look. “No - from a group, I think. Only he never talks about it, and this ring was hidden. He thought I didn’t see him hide it.” 
 
    “What sort of group?” said Vlad. 
 
    She shrugged. “But why a dragon?” she said, almost to herself. “He named himself after a monster, but father’s a pushover, really. But that’s the thing about names, isn’t it, Vladut?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Other people give us our names. If we give ourselves a name, it’s because we want that name. It was chosen by us. But most people are shaped by others. Don’t you think? Empty vessels waiting to be filled. By water, or wine, or… other things.” She tucked the ring back into its little alcove at the rear of the drawer, and spoke to him without looking at him. “But Vlad, if a person can make their own name, and choose their own identity, and not be erased by others… well, that’s the dream, isn’t it?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad woke from the dream as his cot shook suddenly. He tensed with alarm, expecting trouble - but it was only Radu. Vlad moved to the edge to give him room, then put his arm out, and without a word Radu nestled his head against his shoulder. He seemed to immediately fall asleep. 
 
    Vlad was worried about him. Not only did Vlad miss his family, but for some strange reason, he missed Radu as well. The Radu he had always known - talkative, always laughing, sometimes annoying - had disappeared. He seemed to be replaced by a shell that only resembled his brother. He was weak and constantly on the verge of breaking down. Vlad would do anything to protect him, and as far as he knew, no one had hurt him, not really. But he wished Radu had the strength to give him a smile, or show some sign, any sign, that he was still there. Instead, Radu attended his lessons, kept his head down, spoke when spoken to, and stayed near Vlad when they were allowed to be together. 
 
    Vlad shook him, but he truly seemed to be asleep. He had made a habit of this, and would likely stay until one of the adults woke them up. The other boys would probably laugh when they saw the two sleeping together, but Vlad had made it his policy to not care what the other boys said to him. If they laughed at him, he ignored them. If they teased him for being a “teacher’s pet”, he ignored them. If they touched him, he fought back, and when the teachers beat him with canes, he took his beating and did not complain. He had long since given up on trying to form any alliances with the Christian hostages, who only seemed interested in currying the favor of their captors. 
 
    He was getting something of a reputation among the boys, both the imprisoned nobles and the Turkish sons of nobility. The outcast boys too weak to defend themselves were figuring out that it was safer to stand near Vlad when the bullies were looking for targets. Vlad’s face hurt, his lower lip hurt, his knuckles and left wrist hurt, his behind hurt where the teachers caned him, his ribs hurt where a Serbian bully had kicked him - but others were beginning to fear him because, as far as they could tell, Vlad did not seem to feel pain. 
 
    To Vlad, it was a wonder that the other boys showed fear, or any sign of weakness at all, to their captors. Didn’t they realize how much the teachers, lowborn dimwits who could only read one book, enjoyed lording their power over the sons of noblemen? As far as Vlad was concerned, they should all be figuring out how to break into the soldiers’ barracks and steal enough weapons to fight their way out of this place. 
 
    Why do they give anything to their enemies? he thought, staring up at the ceiling in the dark. He glanced at the row of cots, many of them filled with captive noble boys, each of them a hostage given by a father who was a vassal to the Sultan. Why give anything to someone who doesn’t even value your life? 
 
    As for Vlad, he had decided to give them nothing, not even a single tear. Every tear he had, he would push down into a deep, dark pit, and store them up until the very end of days. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad sat on Konstantin’s chest and arms, gripping a sharp piece of a broken pot and holding it to the boy’s face. They were surrounded by screaming boys, with Vlad’s allies holding back the bullies. Vlad pressed the hard edge of the shard against the other boy’s face, and as Konstantin’s eyes turned into giant white ovals of terror, Vlad wondered how he had gotten into a situation in which cutting a Serbian Christian’s face was the only viable solution. 
 
    Vlad had earned the hatred of a Turkish boy, the son of a relatively important sipahi warrior. The boy had trouble reading, and unfortunately the teachers cared little for any boy’s rank or sense of importance. Anyone in class could be beaten if he did not learn, and the boy had been embarrassed by Vlad’s ability to pick up writing in Turkish. Naturally he had tried to form an alliance against Vlad, but the noble boys were tired of fighting him. However, there were several Christian boys, slaves learning to do menial labor, who had joined the Turkish boy after a few vague promises of social advancement. 
 
    The Turkish bully met Vlad and a few of his outcasts in the hall after their lesson. There was a tense staring contest. The Turk had several insults lined up, but barely had time to voice one of them before the little Wallachian was upon him, pummeling him with blows that would later make him reconsider his views on lording power over others. He quickly fell and crawled away from the fight. 
 
    Still, the battle had begun. Most of the other boys, Vlad’s allies and the Turk’s allies, were not eager to fight either, and mostly stared at one another or hurled insults. Only two - Serbian slave boys named Konstantin and Dalibor - leaped to attack Vlad. Dalibor was a blond boy much smaller and younger than the other two, but he growled like an animal and tried to claw Vlad’s face. The three whirled around, hitting and smacking into the wall until they knocked a large decorative pot from an enclosure. It shattered so loudly that the Serbians were startled. Vlad took advantage of their hesitation, flinging Dalibor to the ground. 
 
    “Hold him down!” he screamed to his allies, who had proven worthless until then. Two of them slowly moved to hold down the Serb, but he began kicking and screaming with such incredible force that a third boy, and then a fourth, had to sit on him to hold him down. 
 
    Once the odds had evened out, Vlad was able to hold Konstantin down as well. The brown-haired boy was strong, but the fight had gone out of him after the pot shattered. Vlad attributed this to him worrying about getting in trouble, and was able to pin his arms with little effort. 
 
    He should be worried about getting in trouble, Vlad thought. But not with the adults. The adults are the least of his problems right now! 
 
    Before he knew it, he grabbed a shard of the pot and held it against Konstantin’s cheek. Genuine terror played across his face. Rationally, Vlad decided that it was enough to scare the boy. He could stop now, climb off of him, and send him on his way. But something drove him on. He felt eyes on him, then saw several Turkish boys staring at him. He had the sense of being surrounded by predatory birds. His hearing was muffled, but he could see each face clearly. Their eyes were empty, hungry, and while they might not swoop down to attack now, they would eventually. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    He looked down at Konstantin. Sweat had rolled down his face and pooled along the edge of the shard, shining in hyper-real detail. 
 
    This one will never attack me again, he thought. He’ll be too afraid. But the others will… unless they’re afraid, too. 
 
    Vlad looked over at Dalibor. The little blond boy was shrieking like a cat, his eyes blue shards of pure hatred. It was a wonder to Vlad that someone he had never seen before could feel such intense hatred for him. But his reasons did not matter. Only one thing mattered... 
 
    Only fear will keep them in line! 
 
    “Only fear,” Vlad whispered. He could not hear Konstantin screaming, nor anyone else yelling at him or calling out for an adult. He could hear only his own blood pounding in his temple. “Only fear…” 
 
    He pressed the shard against Konstantin’s face - then strong hands gripped him and jerked him into the air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    The Power of the Empire 
 
      
 
    Vlad and Radu sat in an open-topped wagon carrying them across a frozen wasteland. Radu was completely buried under a blanket, with Vlad nestled beside him. Vlad’s head poked out of the blanket so he could keep an eye on the mounted akinci warriors providing escort. Finally his gaze fixed on Hamza Bey, who rode in front of the wagon. The Turk seemed to sense his gaze immediately, and turned to glare at the boy. Vlad knew he would not be able to cause this man trouble, as he had when Babur and Rahmi had brought him to Egrigoz. It was no secret that Hamza wanted to kill him, and needed only an excuse to signal his archers. 
 
    After the fight with Konstantin and little Dalibor, the adults who ran the fort debated what should be done with them. Though it seemed to the children that the adults were never around when violence broke out, they had actually had their eye on Vlad for quite some time. As far as they could tell, he was a violent brute, never satisfied until he had caused trouble with the others. Beatings and other traditional punishments did not seem to work. It was a terrible inconvenience to them that they had received no messages about Vlad’s father being disobedient, so they could not kill the boy. They ended up isolating Vlad in a small windowless room under constant guard. No one was satisfied by the solution, but when they realized they could sell off Konstantin and Dalibor to a janissary recruiter who was staying in the village, their mood perked up a bit. 
 
    So Vlad was left alone, first for one week, then another, then he lost track of time. He stewed in a dark soup of impotent anger, worrying about Radu, worrying about his father, even worrying about his family worrying about him. He wanted nothing more than to be free. He prayed to the Lord to give him the power to free himself so that he could take Radu and escape the frozen fortress. 
 
    His prayer was answered, if unsatisfactorily, when the door to his cell opened and Vlad saw Hamza Bey, the man who had belittled his father in Kallipolis before tearing their family apart. The Turk’s dark face was lined with worry, his black travelling cloak still wrapped around his shoulders. 
 
    “We have two of you,” he had said, his eyes held wide as if shocked by his own statement. “You’re only alive because of the Sultan’s kindness.” 
 
    Vlad merely stared at the man. Hamza’s heavy presence both scared and angered him, but he knew that anything he said would merely be ignored or used to fuel the Turk’s sense of being inconvenienced. 
 
    The door suddenly shut, only to be opened less than an hour later. “Get your things,” said Hamza Bey. “You and your brother are coming with me to the capital. In Edirne, you will learn respect for the empire. You will learn that you exist only to give joy to the Sultan!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun set in a burning orange band and Vlad saw a black city on the horizon. Frozen fields on either side stretched as far as the eye could see, squat little homes looking like tombs on the desolate landscape. The adults had decided to not talk to the boys for several days now, but somehow Vlad knew that the distant city was Edirne, the capital of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Vlad saw something like three black trees standing on one side of the road, curiously shaped and mostly free of limbs. When they drew near enough, Vlad’s breath caught in his throat. Three humans hung on some sort of wooden poles. As they drew nearer, he saw that one had been crucified in much the same manner he had seen in paintings in church, the arms stretched wide and nailed to a cross-beam. The other two corpses, however, were simply pierced by wooden poles; one with his breast run through and back arched painfully, while the other, strangely enough, seemed to be sitting on the sharpened pole, which protruded from his back. The three corpses were so thin that their sex was indistinguishable, their limbs frozen stiff and nearly black. They seemed bloodless, as if hungry ghosts had come and sucked them dry before continuing through the frozen fields. 
 
    Radu must have sensed that something was amiss, and stirred within the blanket. Vlad remembered to breathe, and clenched his arms around the little bundle beside him. 
 
    “Are we getting close?” said Radu. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” said Vlad, unmindful of the question. “Just be still, Radu.” 
 
    When the little bundle settled down once again, Vlad realized that this was not the first time he had protected his little brother from seeing what horrors this land had to offer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vlad and Radu sat kneeling off to the side in what must have been the Sultan’s throne room. They had been led through a labyrinth of wealth, the halls of the royal palace painted in pastel tones and adorned with all manner of shining, jewel-encrusted decorations. Vlad had been amazed; not only could his father’s castle in Targoviste easily fit within some forgotten corner of the palace, but the halls of home looked bare and plain by comparison. Still, Vlad would have preferred to be away from this stifling, beautiful dungeon. 
 
    They had waited for hours in the throne room as one person after another had approached the Sultan. Vlad could not see the Emperor’s “divine person” behind a line of white columns, but he could make out the general tone of the conversation. It seemed the first people to approach the throne left with a golden glow, their eyes even seeming wet with tears after their meeting with the man who ruled much of creation. He could hear self-congratulatory laughter from the front of the throne room. As the hours dragged on, the people left looking quite a bit less satisfied. Vlad heard shrieking near the throne, something that sounded almost as if an old man was being tortured. Supplicants began leaving with their faces white with fear and mouths hanging slack, and eventually Vlad understood that the voice of the tortured old man must be the Sultan himself. 
 
    “I don’t even want to be here!” he suddenly shrieked. “No, I do not! I do not want to be here!” 
 
    Vlad could feel the sudden rush of terror swimming through the people kneeling around him. For his part, he was afraid that he would laugh and bring attention to himself. He was shocked that the most powerful man in the world could whine and carry on in such a manner. His own father may have ruled a beaten-down backwater by comparison, but he had always tried to put his best foot forward when dealing with his subjects. He had always told all of his children that nobody wanted to be ruled by a wimp or a fool; it took a strong leader to keep the people safe. 
 
    Vlad heard calming voices suddenly cut off by still more shouting. “No, I won’t sit here! I’m… I’m going to pray. I’m going to go and pray! May Allah save me from this place. You want someone to sit here? Let him. He’ll sit on the throne someday, anyway. Let him!” 
 
    Vlad heard movement, a swish of distant curtains, then still more shouting further down a concealed hallway. 
 
    So much for the Sultan, thought Vlad. How did such a man become powerful in the first place? He wouldn’t last long in Wallachia… or even outside of this pampered court! 
 
    Radu leaned in close. “Does this mean we get to leave?” he whispered. 
 
    Vlad smiled at his brother as he elbowed him. “I think so!” he said. 
 
    Hamza Bey, crouching beside them, sighed with barely concealed frustration. Vlad thought of turning to the man and smiling at him, then thought better of it. He did not need to show the man he was beaten in order for him to know it. 
 
    Then a man approached from the front of the room. He looked like a brute dressed in fine robes as a joke, his nose an enormous mound that distracted from the numerous golden, bejeweled necklaces bouncing against his muscular chest. Looking around, he locked his tiny eyes on Vlad, who immediately understood that his small victory had been premature. The man approached Hamza, knelt in order to have an awkward and hurried conversation, then Hamza rose and motioned for the boys to do the same. 
 
    Vlad felt hundreds of eyes on him as he stepped through the crowd, rounded the line of white pillars, then saw a small boy sitting on an oversized throne. A line of brilliant blue tiles led to the foot of the throne, and behind him was a sparkling white wall fitted with delicate jewels giving the impression that the boy sat at the center of the heavens, a force beyond comprehension. Aged assistants moved about behind him, passing off papers and whispering to one another, and on either side stood a line of fearsome guards. Vlad would later learn that these were the fabled janissaries, the elite slave-warriors of the empire. The janissaries were mostly pale-skinned, and had mustaches rather than beards. They wore uniforms almost like flowing robes that were tucked into high boots. Their pointed hats looked like sets of horns barely concealed beneath head wraps that were loose in the back and trailed downward, covering the neck. Each janissary gripped a heavy halberd, a frightening combination of spear and axe, and they seemed ready to defend their master at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The boy watched as they approached. He was pudgy, with brown hair peeking out from under his turban. By his straight-backed posture and upraised chin, Vlad could tell that he immensely enjoyed sitting on the throne. He looked to be about Vlad’s age. The boy’s brow crinkled for a moment as he stared at Vlad. The subtle gesture seemed almost like a challenge, or at least a notification that he was about to be thoroughly examined. Vlad felt a strange static charge, and had the sense that this boy’s destiny would be painfully interwoven with his own. 
 
    “Stop there,” said the brute with the large nose. Hamza and the boys stopped, then knelt. Hamza placed his hands on the ground, then motioned for the boys to follow suit. 
 
    “Are these the boys from Wallachia?” said the boy. 
 
    “Yes, my lord!” said Hamza, his domineering attitude suddenly replaced with abject obedience. 
 
    The boy turned to Vlad. Again Vlad felt probed by the gaze, but did not look away. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” said the boy. 
 
    “No, sir,” said Vlad. 
 
    The boy smiled and tilted his head, as if being able to enlighten someone about his identity was incredibly satisfying. “I am Mehmet, son of Sultan Murad the Second, he who is the Shadow of God on Earth. You should become accustomed to seeing me sitting on this throne, as I am next in line to do so.” Mehmet turned to Hamza. “Are these boys slaves?” 
 
    Just as Hamza responded, “No,” Vlad loudly answered, “No!” A ripple of extreme discomfort moved through the throne room. The boy Mehmet was taken aback, a sudden glint of fury in his eyes failing to hide his surprise at Vlad’s tone. 
 
    “That is, sire,” said Hamza, eager to cover up any embarrassment, “they are guests from Wallachia, held in our care in order to ensure the loyalty of the local warlord who rules there.” 
 
    “I see,” said Mehmet, recovering his poise. “My man Zaganos tells me that they are very bad boys.” The robed brute standing beside him nodded, puckering his lips at the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    “That is true, sire, though mostly of the older boy, Vlad. He causes fights, and there is no end of hardship that he brings upon the other boys, who only want to study and learn. His brother, Radu, is mostly a good boy, or so I am told. I brought them in hopes that the Sultan could perhaps find a fitting solution to the problem Vlad poses.” 
 
    Vlad found Hamza’s tone and obsequious mannerisms incredibly annoying. He knew that if his father had been asked to adjudicate in some sort of squabble between children, he would have laughed and sent away the adults who brought the matter before him. He also did not like Mehmet, who obviously relished taking on the role of a divine ruler. Vlad was of noble blood, and while there was an understanding of natural hierarchy between him and the children of boyars he had known and played with, he would never think about lording his position over them. “The power of rulers comes from the ruled as much as from the Lord,” his father had said to him. “Treat those beneath you well, and they’ll happily look up to you.” 
 
    “We can’t have bad boys causing trouble,” said Mehmet. “If they were slaves, I would say that they should be drowned. As it is… I think… that perhaps they should be stripped of their breeches and… and whipped!” 
 
    Vlad felt Radu tense up beside him even as his blood seemed to go cold beneath his skin. He did not fear the pain of a whipping, but the thought of being humiliated before so many people, and all because of the whim of a power-mad little brat, seemed worse than anything he had endured in Egrigoz. 
 
    “Sire,” said Zaganos. As he leaned over the throne, his necklaces waved and clattered like a golden waterfall. “Might I present a solution before your feet, so that you may judge its worth?” 
 
    “You may!” 
 
    “These boys deserve to be whipped by all the canes we have at our disposal, but since they are guests rather than slaves, perhaps we could turn their immoral hearts over to goodness. They should be grateful that they are guests, rather than slaves, so perhaps we should show them exactly why they should be grateful...?” 
 
    “How do you propose to do such a thing?” 
 
    The beady little eyes of Zaganos fell on Vlad, then on little Radu. “Let us show them what happens to those who fall beneath the foot of the Empire.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The carriage slowly made its way through the streets of Edirne, blocked less by the civilian crowd and more by the incredible number of soldiers who escorted them through the narrow lanes, their swords clattering against their comrades’ legs as they turned from one lane to another. Mehmet was bundled up in so many layers that Vlad thought he looked like an enormous pillow. Unfortunately he could not point this out to Radu, because Mehmet had made sure that Radu was seated beside him. Vlad was sandwiched uncomfortably between Hamza Bey and Zaganos. 
 
    “Normally,” said Mehmet, turning to Radu, “none of you would be allowed the use of a carriage within the city. But, since I am next in line to rule, it is allowed.” 
 
    Radu was not sure how to respond, and simply nodded. 
 
    Zaganos had always done everything in his power to protect Mehmet. That was why, when the throne was suddenly, if temporarily, abandoned by the Sultan, Zaganos had taken the first opportunity to propose a tour of the city - any reason to get Mehmet out from under the eyes of so many important people. Zaganos knew that one day the throne truly would belong to Mehmet, and he did not want his young master to embarrass himself before he was old enough to behave with a little more discretion. 
 
    The carriage came to a stop and the door opened suddenly. 
 
    “The slave market,” said Zaganos, glancing at Vlad as if the words should have special meaning for him. “Our destination.” 
 
    Vlad stepped down and looked around. The sky was as white and flat as the surface of a snow-covered lake. Noticing the height of the whitewashed buildings, Vlad thought at first that they had merely circled around and returned to the palace. It was a wonder to him that the city could have so many tall buildings. 
 
    “It’s cold!” Mehmet said unnecessarily. 
 
    “Worry not, young master,” said Zaganos. “The market is moved indoors during winter.” 
 
    “Let’s go already, then,” said Mehmet. 
 
    As soon as the heavy wooden doors opened, they were struck by heat and the dank smell of sweat covered by pungent incense. His eyes unadjusted, Vlad saw nothing but darkness, but had the sense that he was entering a vast chamber filled with hot, moving bodies. It was hellish, and when he felt Radu’s little hand searching for his, he took it and gripped it against his side. 
 
    They came to a chamber with a high ceiling, and once the guards pushed a route for them through the crowd, Vlad suddenly saw a wide platform displaying the worst spectacle of suffering he had ever seen. A line of naked boys and girls stood while potential buyers looked them over, either from the floor or ascending to view them up close. Dealers moved from one child to another, pushing their fingers against lips to reveal rows of white teeth. One boy was made to raise his arms, then a dealer drummed along his midsection as if playing an instrument, perhaps working up the excitement of the crowd. 
 
    “I’m burning up in all this!” Mehmet announced suddenly. 
 
    “Let me help you out of that,” Hamza whispered. 
 
    “Well, help me out, then!” 
 
    Vlad ignored the boy’s whining. Turning, he saw yet another stage, also filled with slaves, then a third stage much further away. Each stage was filled with naked children, their bodies either those of pale Europeans or dark black pagans from Africa. 
 
    A fetid smell hit Vlad’s nose, then he realized that Zaganos had put his face near the side of his head. “You see, young little lord? You could be up there, naked and waiting for someone to throw away a perfectly good gold coin just so they could buy the burden of taking care of you. Those children would be happy to have a little blanket. That’s all they need in order to be happy. But you? You have so much to be grateful for, and yet you…” 
 
    Vlad ignored the man’s heavy-handed lecture and looked through the crowd. He was surprised to see that there were more slaves being sold even off-stage. Though they were difficult to see through the tangle of arms and bodies, he saw a line of women, all standing naked before men in fine robes. Vlad’s mouth fell open; he was shocked to see adults in such a position, and women at that. He had been trained to believe that it was the duty of men to learn how to fight so that women could be protected. Whether one was a noble or a peasant, being a Wallachian man meant learning how to fight to defend the family. But here, in this dark, stinking hellhole, women were being made to stand naked before men who were judging them like livestock. Vlad saw a dealer lean over one woman, a young Christian with pale skin and fair, curly hair, and gestured towards her breasts and thatch of pubic hair while another man squatted and examined her closely, nodding as the dealer spoke. For a moment the young woman glanced at Vlad. He felt a sense of unbelievable suffering, then realized that her blue eyes had a glazed look. Her body may have been in the market, handled by strangers with little care, but her awareness was far from here, curled up and shrouded in a distant, dark corner. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t she?” 
 
    Vlad recoiled. Zaganos had finally left his side only to be replaced by Hamza Bey. The dark Turk looked down at him, his usual look of indignation replaced with a sort of easygoing, crooked smile. “You know, young Vlad, you are in a very good position. If you had remained at home, you would have had to fight for whatever scraps fell from Hungarian or Ottoman tables. You would have fought your own brothers at your father’s funeral. But if you adjust your attitude and work with us… well, there is no limit to what you could have. You want one like her?” He gestured to the woman just as a prospective buyer tilted her head back and examined her delicate, white neck. “You could have her. Or another, if you want. I myself have three wives. Serve the Empire, little Vlad, and you can have anything you want. What do you think of that?” 
 
    Vlad could handle the man’s anger, but his unexpected friendly tone was utterly repulsive. It was true that he thought the woman was beautiful. More beautiful than any woman he had ever seen in Targoviste. But that didn’t inspire any sort of leering, grasping lust in him. He didn’t want to paw at her and then push gold into someone’s hands so that he could own her. More than anything, he wanted a sword and the strength to wield it. He wanted to kill Hamza, and anyone else like him, and take her away from this place. 
 
    “You will understand, in time,” said Hamza, patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    No, you old fool! thought Vlad. It’s you who will understand me someday! 
 
    Just when Vlad decided he had seen enough, still more slave children were led in from another room. The constant din of chattering rose as the fresh batch arrived. Vlad was amazed that so many slaves could be bought and sold in one day. 
 
    “They’re not so busy today,” said Hamza. “Until spring is here and wars can be declared, bringing in bodies is difficult.” 
 
    “And costly,” said Zaganos. 
 
    “They handle more slaves than this?” said Vlad. 
 
    “Oh, this is nothing, little one,” said Hamza, laughing. “The slave market is dried up because of winter. You should see them brought in during spring and summer! Every year the Sultan says, go here, go there, and then the arms of the Empire stretch forth. Babes are plucked from infidel hands and are given the opportunity to live with dignity in service of something greater than themselves. We take more boys than girls. Boys can be turned into soldiers, perhaps even janissaries if they have the inclination, and can be sent back into Christian lands in order to share the sword and the glory of Allah. Boys can be taken without affecting population numbers, you see. Some girls are taken, too, if they are pleasing to the eye and are fit for the Sultan’s harem or a soldier’s bed. Decent enough women can be found in Africa if one has little means, but if one has a great deal of money, then, well, one can bid on a fair Christian woman - perhaps even one from your own land. Why, I once saw a fair Christian virgin sold for the price of a mansion. Not a mansion in the country, either - one in Edirne!” 
 
    Vlad shook his head. Why does he think that this disgusting place and these tiresome details will win me over? 
 
    “But these women,” Hamza continued. “They are not for janissaries! The Sultan’s finest warriors are not allowed contact with women.” 
 
    “Why-” 
 
    “It is not allowed,” said Hamza, shaking his head as if that were explanation enough. 
 
    Vlad saw why Hamza had brought up the janissaries, as a group of them were entering the market. They were large men dressed in something between a military uniform and a nobleman’s robes, with gaudy colors and a headdress trailing down their backs. The leader turned suddenly and barked at a merchant selling roasted nuts covered in honey. The merchant froze and everyone in the vicinity turned away, as if trained to ignore the fearsome warriors. The lead janissary shouted something in Turkish so quickly that Vlad could not understand. Whatever he had said, it caused his comrades to gather around the merchant’s stall. 
 
    “F-forgive me, lords,” the merchant stammered. “I did not mean to return w-without your approval… only, I need to make money in order to pay you, so I… I…” 
 
    The leader suddenly lashed out, striking the side of the merchant’s head with an open-handed slap powerful enough to send him to the ground. Another janissary kicked his stall and the entire thing collapsed, and a third picked up a box where the merchant kept his money and began counting it with practiced ease. Despite the violence and the commotion, the crowd pretended that the incident was invisible. 
 
    These are the Sultan’s greatest warriors? thought Vlad. They’re little more than money-grubbing thugs! In Wallachia, we would have such men impaled! 
 
    Even Hamza Bey swallowed in a dry throat and looked about nervously. “Hm… now that I think of it,” he said, “let us go downstairs and see where the young boys are made fit to guard the harem.” 
 
    As they were led through the crowd, Vlad turned to Radu, only to find Mehmet whispering to him. Vlad was annoyed, but Radu did not seem unhappy, so Vlad decided that the fat, pampered Turk was not bullying him, at least. 
 
    As they descended a set of dimly lit stairs, Vlad’s mind wandered. He was exhausted. For months he had directed all of his will into a shield around his psyche, a protective barrier that preserved his sense of self. He did not want these people to change him. He wanted to remain the person he was. He wanted to grow into the man he always imagined he would become: Proud, noble, a knight who put his life on the line to protect his people. He wanted to be worthy of respect, as he respected his father, or perhaps even to be respected as much as his legendary grandfather, Mircea the Elder, the Voivod who stood against the Ottoman Empire for as long as possible. 
 
    But that shield he held around his mind and his heart was being battered. He knew these people wanted to break him. They wanted to change him. They wanted to change him from a person worthy of respect into something that they could use. 
 
    If it was only me, that would be one thing, he thought, his legs carrying him down the steps with jerky, exhausted movements. But it’s not just me they’re after. They want to erase Radu as well, and replace him with some kind of monster! 
 
    But we’ll soon leave this place. We’ll see one more group of slaves, then we’ll leave, and I’ll be able to rest. At least, for a little while... 
 
    Vlad’s hope was shattered as they entered a cold dungeon - a chamber that would prove to be the worst place he had ever been forced to see. 
 
    Is this hell? Vlad thought, suddenly unable to breathe. Is this hell?! 
 
    *** 
 
    Three black wooden tables were lined up at the back of the dungeon. Two tables were empty, with manacles and chains hanging from each corner. The third table held a little African boy, his limbs held back by chains, his eyes glazed as if drugged. Three men in black robes stood over him. They wore large crosses on their chests, and though their heads were covered in a manner similar to Orthodoxy, they looked more like beasts than men. They had dark, fat faces covered in hair, their eyes empty and lifeless. They examined the boy as if waiting for a sign. 
 
    “It is against our way to emasculate a man,” said Hamza, leaning close to Vlad and Radu. “It is strictly forbidden according to Allah! And so we would never do such a thing. However… the Sultan, may he be granted the peace and blessing of Allah, requires a certain type of man to guard his harem, his women. So we pay these Egyptian Christians to…” 
 
    Vlad was so horrified by the strange scene that he could not follow Hamza’s words. He saw only the short hooked blade that one of the men gripped. Finally one of the priests nodded, then the other one took the boy’s small penis and testicles, which were already tightly bound by a thin rope, and placed the hooked blade beneath them. 
 
    “What is he doing!” Vlad shouted. “What is he doing!?” 
 
    With a fast, jerking movement, the black-robed beast pulled the blade upward and removed the tied-off bundle. There was a sudden burst of dark red blood and the boy seemed to wake suddenly, crying out in alarmed confusion. The chains clattered as he jerked around. Rather than hold him down, one priest simply laid a hand about his throat and held his head down against the table, silencing him. The man with the blade laid his red bundle within a bowl, which was already full of tied-off little bundles. Another priest held something like a wooden pipe, and leaned over to insert the thing into the young boy’s groin. 
 
    Vlad felt his legs wobble beneath him. Radu became limp beside him and, moving to hold him, Vlad felt his own strength suddenly return. He turned to Hamza with hatred writhing in his heart. If the old tyrant had meant to break his will with such horror, he had been in error. Instead, Vlad felt as if his hatred of this man, and everyone like him, was justified. 
 
    “Do not be alarmed,” said Hamza, moving down to one knee so that he could be heard. “You must understand… they are beasts. These men of Africa, they do not feel pain as we would feel pain.” 
 
    His calming words were lost on the boys. Vlad knew only that he had seen enough. He had to escape. Planning counted for nothing in a place like this; he simply had to run. 
 
    Vlad gripped Radu and ran. He heard shouting behind him. He made his way toward a darkened hallway, but was stopped by yet another rough-looking priest bringing in a line of boys with chains around their legs. Vlad swerved away from the priest, saw a darkened stairwell leading downward, and ran into it. 
 
    Though Radu was unresponsive and could barely manage the stairs, Vlad took them two at a time, outpacing the older men chasing him. Vlad turned about in the stairwell, lost in darkness, then stumbled and crashed into sand. 
 
    Sand was in his eyes and, blinded by sudden torchlight, he pulled Radu onto his knees and dragged him alongside him, fighting to stay ahead of their captors. 
 
    “Vlad!” said Radu. 
 
    “Keep going!” said Vlad. “Keep going, Radu!” 
 
    “Vlad, wait... look!” 
 
    Vlad shook the sand from his eyes and blinked. The next horror he saw was like a blade in his stomach, draining the life from him. He sat on his knees, unable to rise. 
 
    “There you are!” said Hamza. “Just stay there, will you? Willful brat! We were going to bring you here, anyway.” 
 
    They were in a narrow room that was so long and dark that Vlad could not see the end of it. The floor was entirely covered in sand. Vlad saw a row of heads lying in the sand. They were children, mostly black African boys, but he saw the heads of pale European children as well. He thought at first that they were severed heads laid out in rows, but when he saw one stir suddenly, and blink, he realized that the children were buried up to their chins. They all seemed to be in a sort of stupor, mouths parted as they took in shallow breaths. Further down the room he saw two Turks in black robes pulling a boy up from the sand. He was limp in their hands, the dark mass of his mutilated groin covered in sand. One felt for a pulse at the neck, then shook his head, and the other took notes. 
 
    “An interesting part of the operation,” said Hamza. “Once the boys are freed from their manhood, they rest here, so that infection cannot set in. The survival rate is… well, I have heard that about one in ten is blessed by Allah, and may go on to serve and guard the harem.” 
 
    Vlad’s voice caught in his throat. “Why do you… why do you…” 
 
    “Ah, little lord! Were you not listening to me before? We do this so that they can go on to serve the harem, the wives of the Sultan! Obviously we cannot have anyone defiling the women under the Sultan’s care.” 
 
    Zaganos stepped up beside them. “Do not feel sorry for these boys,” he said. “Protecting the harem is a grand privilege! The pay is most generous. Most generous. And the head of guard for the harem? Anyone in that position has the ear of the Sultan himself! By Allah, I sometimes wish I had been placed in such a lofty position…” 
 
    Vlad turned away from the pig-faced man and closed his eyes. He moved to wipe his eyes, then realized that he had already placed his hand over Radu’s eyes, which were wet with tears. He gritted his teeth and, once again, forced the impotent feeling back down into a deep hole. He could not let them see him cry. 
 
    I won’t cry! he thought. I will never cry! 
 
    “It’s dark in here,” said Mehmet. “Ugh. And dirty, too! I’m ready to go home.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” said Zaganos. “I suppose we have seen enough for today.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The Divided House of Basarab 
 
      
 
    1443 AD 
 
    About one year after Vlad and Radu were left with the Ottoman Turks. 
 
      
 
    “You’re free to go.” 
 
    Dracul looked up at the guard standing in the doorway, a black silhouette before shivering torchlight. He was in a cell under the mansion where his boys had been taken from him. For the first few days Hamza Bey had thrown him into a dank, dark dungeon, his hands chained to the wall like a common criminal awaiting execution. Once the statement of Ottoman power had sunk in, he was allowed into a more comfortable cell. He had a thin, hard mattress, a desk where he could occasionally write letters by lamplight, and a pot that he could urinate and defecate into. 
 
    “What about my boys?” said Dracul. “Are they here?” 
 
    “No. They’re still our guests. They’re fine, they’re happy.” The guard knew no such thing, but he wanted to hand off the old Voivod as quickly as possible without any hassle. “Come along. You’re free to go.” 
 
    Dracul looked at his desk, feeling a strange sense of reluctance despite the fact that he had given long hours to plotting an escape. He glanced at a list of letters he had planned to write, mostly appeals for release to Sultan Murad and messages for his wife and Mircea, and realized they were now moot. 
 
    He left the cell and saw Hermokrates further down the hall with another guard. The old man was rubbing his wrists, and his gait was awkward. 
 
    Did they have an old man chained to the wall? Dracul wondered. 
 
    The two clasped hands, but Hermokrates did not smile or show him warmth. 
 
    “Are you-” Dracul began. 
 
    “Follow me,” said the guard, already moving along. 
 
    “Why are we being released so suddenly?” said Dracul. 
 
    “Someone else will explain it to you.” 
 
    “You know nothing?” 
 
    The guard sighed, motioning them toward a spiral staircase. “The Shadow of Allah on Earth, his wonderful excellence Sultan Murad, is now sure of your loyalty. Apparently your family has been chased out of Targoviste. They need your help.” 
 
    Dracul’s foot caught against a step. “My family! How? Who did this?! Are they-” 
 
    “I don’t know any details. It was one of your cousins.” The guard stopped at the top of the staircase and motioned toward a white room brilliantly lit by the morning sun. 
 
    “Someone calling himself Basarab has claimed the title Voivod,” said the guard, failing to hide a slight smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    The two old men rode down a narrow lane lined by a dark forest on one side and a sunlit hill with grazing sheep on the other. They had been given no transport, no support, and few supplies, and had been forced to ride through Bulgaria back into Wallachia. Both were in poor shape after their imprisonment, and in bad humor as well, mostly riding in sullen silence. They had ridden as quickly as possible, but now they skirted around Targoviste. 
 
    “Someone’s watching us,” Hermokrates said quietly. 
 
    “Watching us?” 
 
    “From the woods.” 
 
    Dracul considered their options. “Let’s wait here, then.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Dracul shrugged. They drew their horses to a halt and pretended to check their gear while remaining mounted. They each had swords, but no armor. If it came to a fight, they would have no advantage. 
 
    Half an hour passed, then an hour. They ceased pretending to check their gear, and simply waited, their eyes on the horizon. Just as they were about to move, a group of riders approached. 
 
    “They’re armored,” said Hermokrates. “If they’re your cousin’s men, we’re dead.” 
 
    Dracul gave the old tutor a look, annoyed at the obvious statement. 
 
    Half a dozen riders in chainmail and heavy plate stopped before them. Dracul noticed they were conspicuously free of identifying marks, their shields bearing only simple crosses. 
 
    “You ride armed!” a knight shouted. “Identify yourself!” 
 
    Dracul hesitated, but drew himself up to his full height. Nothing to it but to leap, he thought. 
 
    “I am Dracul,” he said. “True Voivod of Wallachia!” 
 
    *** 
 
    They escorted Dracul to the shaded ravine where the others were encamped. He saw tents spread out, servants cleaning the armor of boyar knights, a dead pig suspended before men who seemed deep in discussion. 
 
    “Father!” 
 
    Dracul turned and saw a knight sitting horseback. The dark plates of his armor were dented, his shield a tortured mess of splinters. The visor of his helm was open, and Dracul could see a scruffy, pale face lined with worry, the eyes surrounded by dark, worn flesh. Dracul was not sure he recognized him. 
 
    “Mircea?” said Dracul. 
 
    The knight hesitated, as if unsure of his own identity. “It is you,” the young knight finally said. 
 
    Mircea swung from his horse, and before his feet touched the ground Dracul hammered him with questions. “Where are your mother and sister? How did this happen?” 
 
    “They’re... they’re fine, father.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Mircea glanced on either side. “They’re safe, father.” 
 
    He can’t trust his own men? thought Dracul. This is bad. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the two were finally alone in Mircea’s tent, he removed his helm, and his stoic silence fell away. 
 
    “Where were you, father?” said Mircea. He looked at Dracul with eyes full of hurt. 
 
    “I would have come if at all possible. I was stuck in a cell for the pleasure of Sultan Murad.” 
 
    “What about Vlad? Radu?” 
 
    Dracul fell into a seat. “Now living in the court of the Sultan,” he said. “Comfortably, I’m told.” 
 
    “You… you let them…” 
 
    “They’re doing better than you, Mircea! What the hell happened?” 
 
    Mircea took a seat beside his father, then immediately stood again. “Basarab happened! I think he got some boyars over to his side. We were… sir, they were in Targoviste before we knew we were under attack. They-” 
 
    “You got sloppy! They most likely paid off the guards at the gate. You were probably drinking with someone reporting on your moves! Basarab…” Dracul shook his head angrily. “His arrogant father named him after the founder of our house. They’ve never been on our side. Neither Basarab, nor any of those brothers of his. Power-hungry fools! Did you do anything to piss them off? An offence at a dinner, something like that?” 
 
    “Father, I…” Mircea stopped and sat on the corner of a table. His shoulders sagged and his eyes took on a vacant look. “Sir, I don’t know why he attacked, but it doesn’t matter because… we don’t have enough men. I can’t approach any boyars for fear they’ll report on our movements to Basarab. I know a lot of them are already hailing him as Voivod. I think we’re… sir, I think there’s nothing we can-” 
 
    “What? Get a hold of yourself, Mircea.” Dracul rose and went to his son. Though Mircea was armed and armored, his father somehow radiated far greater force. “Mircea, think. What is the power of a Voivod?” 
 
    “I…” Mircea shrugged. “Power over the boyars? Legal claim to-” 
 
    “No, no, son, forget all that. The power of a Voivod is the power to summon any Wallachian man to war. Any man.” He laid a heavy hand on his son’s shoulder and put his face uncomfortably near. “You’ve been out here in the woods trying to keep a handful of boyar knights from plotting against you while you worry about not having enough men to take back the throne. Son… every man in Wallachia serves you. You just have to go out to the villages and find them. So - let’s go.” 
 
    Dracul turned toward the entrance. Mircea stood. “Serves me?” he said. 
 
    “Well, technically, they serve me,” said Dracul, smiling slightly. Coming from him, the gesture seemed both predatory and surprisingly comforting. 
 
    *** 
 
    A carrion bird prematurely landed on the battlefield, drawn by a twisted knot of mutilated knights and peasant fighters covered in blood. A knight approached the pile of dead men, kicking the vulture away before he stooped and lifted the helm of a dead knight sitting upright. He saw a face covered in blood, the eyes staring at the knight’s sword as if afraid he faced further harm. 
 
    “Found him!” cried the knight. “This is him!” 
 
    Dracul and Mircea guided their horses through the field of dead men, and others gathered behind them, mostly peasants in rough white attire and, if they were lucky, vests of thick leather. 
 
    “You’re right!” said Dracul. “I can tell it from here. That’s Basarab!” 
 
    “It is?” said Mircea. 
 
    “It is!” Dracul laughed. “Dead as can be. Aimed for the throne, fell in a coffin!” 
 
    “Father, I… I think I killed him!” Mircea turned to his father. For the first time in days, his son once again looked like the headstrong, joyful youth he had once been. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is!” Mircea turned to the knight. “Sir! The back of his head - how does it look?” 
 
    The knight leaned forward and pulled the dead man’s head forward. “Looks like it was stove in somethin’ fierce.” He shook his head, letting out a low whistle. “You did that?” 
 
    Mircea pulled out his mace and knocked it against his breastplate. “It was during that big pileup, right after the charge! I saw someone turn his back and… last mistake he ever made!” 
 
    Dracul laughed and clapped his son’s back. He was proud of him, glad that he had fought as hard as he did, and grateful that he was alive and had helped his family regain their lost position. 
 
    His pride was marred only by the understanding that his son’s hands were now covered in the same blood as his - the blood of his own line. 
 
    What would the true Basarab, the founder of our line, think if he knew his distant grandsons were killing one another? he thought. I would never have my sons fight one another… never! Not under any circumstances. 
 
    Dracul swung down from his horse and approached the corpse of Basarab. Tucked between his armpit, he saw the hilt of a familiar sword. He grasped the handle, jerked it free from the pile, and held it high. The pommel and guard were ornately decorated with swirls of black metal and the grip was wrapped in fine leather, but the blade was so dark with gore that it looked like a sword from hell. 
 
    “Your Toledo blade!” said Mircea. “So that’s where it ended up.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look as impressive when it’s coated with… great God in heaven, it looks like he’s used it in several battles without cleaning it! It’s absolutely filthy. It would have rusted in Basarab’s care.” 
 
    While Dracul signaled for his page, Mircea seemed lost in thought. 
 
    “Basarab,” Mircea said quietly. “House of Dan, they call themselves now. The Danesti. This one does, at least, and those three asshole brothers of his.” 
 
    “A shame the Lord didn’t bless my cousin Dan with a limp cock. No good will come of it. House of Dan…” He shook his head. “Traitors, all of them. They’ll learn submission to the House of Dracul, the Draculesti!” 
 
    So it was that the line of Basarab was divided between the Danesti and the Draculesti. Their hatred for one another would forge a destiny of mutual self-destruction. Both sides would never relent in their pursuit of the title of Voivod, even though the throne sat perched atop a mound of corpses. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Skanderbeg’s Dream 
 
      
 
    “There is something you could do for me, sir, though I feel ashamed to ask.” 
 
    Hamza Bey was back in Egrigoz Fortress, though if he had his will, he would be leading raiders into Bulgaria or Wallachia or Serbia and getting rich harvesting children. Instead, he was guarding the pay chest and making sure disputes between guards, villagers, and Egrigoz personnel did not get out of hand. 
 
    He looked at the man sitting before his desk. Iskender Bey was a powerful, forthright leader, the sort of servant of the Empire that even the Sultan knew and talked about. He was nearly forty years old, with black hair and beard flecked with gray, and hard blue eyes that cut straight through any mask. At first Hamza had been annoyed that the man was coming to take some of his men to bolster his troops for a harvesting of Albania. He had thought about stonewalling and making trouble for Iskender, if only to test his reputation for handling difficulties. But as soon as he had met him, he knew there was nothing he could do to such a man. The calm, steely-eyed warrior with a quiet, gravelly voice was what Hamza wanted to be. 
 
    “Anything,” said Iskender. “Only ask. I know I’m putting you out by taking some of your men.” 
 
    Hamza sighed. “How are you with children?” 
 
    Iskender laughed quietly. 
 
    “It’s just…” Hamza shrugged. “It’s one of our hostages, you see. A Wallachian boy, son of a Voivod. I can’t seem to break him. At first it was fights, harassing the other boys, things like that. Now he’s withdrawn. He’s intelligent, but he refuses to study. No matter how the teachers beat him, he refuses to cooperate.” 
 
    “You think I could put him in his place?” said Iskender. 
 
    “The thing is… he’s a bit like you. You were taken from your noble family in Albania, much as he was. But where he has failed, you excelled. You used what the great Sultan offered - education, and a trade that brought you wealth. You even became Muslim, and your name is known throughout the Empire. For twenty years you faithfully served the Sultan and the Sublime Porte.” 
 
    Iskender nodded. His gaze moved to the window behind Hamza’s desk, showing blue sky over windswept plains. Hamza realized he was losing the man’s attention. Perhaps Iskender did not respond well to honeyed words. 
 
    “Vlad could become like you,” said Hamza, “if he only applied himself. Otherwise, he’s no good to us. If the other boys see that they can get by without studying or applying themselves, then… well, he has to be put in line. Killing him would be such a waste. Perhaps if you scared him… really, truly scared him, then...” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The door to the dormitory opened without warning and a strange man entered. Vlad was sitting on a windowsill, and turned to watch. The man was obviously a warrior, for he carried a wicked curved sword sheathed in his belt. He wore the robes of a Muslim, but had the pale face of a European. Vlad wanted to dislike him for being an apostate, but something about his manner threw him off balance. The man did not swagger, nor loudly announce the importance of his entrance, but only stood and surveyed the room. Once satisfied, he approached Vlad, then stood before him. 
 
    “Looks like the other boys have pushed their beds away from yours,” said the man. “Do they not like you?” 
 
    Vlad turned away, and held his silence. 
 
    Iskender noted that the rest of the dormitory was clean and in good order, but Vlad’s area was not. He even had old food bowls stacked on a table. His bed was a mess and his clothes were laid about in disarray. He doubted the boy was lazy. Instead, he had the hunched, angry posture of one who had created a barrier around himself. 
 
    Iskender moved to stand at the window, and scanned the desolate horizon. “I remember when they first brought me here. I got into fights, too. I… I couldn’t stand the little Turk boys lording their power over me. Worse than that were the sniveling Christian turncoats who wanted to make trouble. They wanted to show the Muslim boys how obedient they could be…” 
 
    A sound escaped Vlad’s throat as he failed to stifle his surprise. During all the months of his imprisonment here, he had assumed that he was the one and only person in the world who could see the injustice of his situation. To think, that there had been another like him! 
 
    Reluctantly, Vlad turned to look at the man. “But you became Muslim,” he said, his voice flat. “I would never do that.” 
 
    Iskender shook his head. “You don’t have to. Conversion isn’t necessary.” 
 
    “But servitude is.” 
 
    Both turned back to watch the horizon, listening to the wind rake across the valley as they considered their situation. 
 
    “You’re right,” Iskender finally said. “They want you to serve. That’s how the Ottomans are, Vlad. If they can’t find a place for you, you’ll find yourself on the end of a pole. I know what it’s like to be in your position. You aren’t like most people. Most look at the world they’re in, and try to find a place where they can fit. You’d be surprised what people can get used to. But you?” Iskender laughed without joy. “You look like you’re at war. I’m surprised you didn’t dig a moat around your bed!” 
 
    Vlad shook his head, annoyed. “I have to make sure the others stay away from Radu. I’m not starting fights, sir. I’m not. I just…” 
 
    “Vlad, the reason trouble keeps finding you is because you have an idea about how the world should work. I don’t know why you do, or why I do, but that’s how it is for some people. We’re born with a sense of what’s right and what’s wrong, and we dig in, and we don’t budge until the other guy backs down… or we’re dead.” 
 
    Vlad’s heart quickened. He had never thought of it like that, but the man’s words broke through a barrier he'd forgotten he was holding up. But he quickly hid his surprise and went on the attack. “You held to your beliefs?” said Vlad, curling his lip with disdain. “Do they force you to put on those robes, that turban? You sound like you were once Christian. You may have been like me, once, a long time ago, but not anymore!” 
 
    Vlad had wanted to hurt the man with his words, and ignored a rising feeling of guilt in order to lash out more perfectly. But instead of being hurt, Iskender only smiled. 
 
    “You look amused,” said Vlad. 
 
    “Vlad, there are things you can guess about someone by watching them, or listening to them… but there’s something very important you need to understand. Something that will keep you alive, as it kept me alive.” 
 
    Vlad reluctantly turned away from gazing into the horizon. “And what’s that?” 
 
    “No one can ever know what’s truly going on in your heart. A man can stare at your eyes and try to guess your intentions, but no one can ever look behind your eyes. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Iskender smirked. “Now you’re only rebelling out of habit. I can tell that, deep down, you want to live, Vlad.” 
 
    “Not if it means living dishonestly.” 
 
    “You hate lies?” 
 
    Vlad saw a vision of his father, standing in the courtyard of Kallipolis, ignoring his cries for help. “Yes! I do!” 
 
    “And you want to have an honest fight against your captors.” 
 
    Vlad exhaled and turned back to watching the horizon. He could tell that the man was maneuvering him, and he didn’t like it. 
 
    “Vlad, you might think that fighting for what you believe in is honest. But every battle, every war, has a series of feints and false retreats. There’s nothing more honest than trying to kill your enemy - that’s the truth of war - but in the meantime, the battle is filled with pretending, with lying, appearing to be doing one thing while planning for another. Do you think your father truly wanted to leave you?” 
 
    Vlad blinked and turned away, shaking his head. He could feel the thing thrashing in his chest once again. 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing. My father didn’t want to leave me, either. But he did. And I’ve had to do things that… I’m not proud of. But I’m alive, Vlad. I gave a little. I came out from behind my wall, and I applied myself. I put away a few of my ideals. Perhaps that was cowardly, or weak, or foolish, but now... “ Iskender laughed quietly. “But now, Vlad, I’m alive, and my dream is alive, where no one can see it but me and those I absolutely trust.” 
 
    “But… but you had to…” 
 
    “Vlad, if you want to become strong, strong enough to defend those you love, you have to give in a little. You have to accept some things that are difficult to accept. Not because the Turks say so. It’s just a part of living in this world.” 
 
    Vlad sniffed and wiped his eyes before he realized what he was doing, and the old warrior put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Ah-h-h, you’re alright,” said Iskender. “You’re just surrounded by a bunch of pushy, whiny wimps, that’s all!” 
 
    Vlad laughed, an unexpected sound that brought a smile to Iskender. 
 
    “That’s all well and good,” said Vlad, exhaling. “But I can’t sit around learning how to read one book. My brother and I, we need to…” 
 
    “You’re a soldier, is what it comes down to,” said Iskender. “It was a mistake for them to bring you here, to mix you in with a bunch of noble Turkish boys and limp-wristed hostages.” 
 
    “A soldier?” 
 
    Iskender caught the note of hope in the boy’s question. 
 
    “Of course. It’s obvious. But, look here - a soldier has to be disciplined. He can’t just quarrel and live in filth, or else he’s no better than a barbarian. If you want to take back your power, and become strong, you’ve got to get control of a few things.” 
 
    Vlad looked sideways at Iskender. The old soldier could see that the boy desperately needed a lifeline, an excuse to sheathe his claws and live as a human being once again. 
 
    “For instance, your bed. A soldier has to have a proper, clean bed, or a bedroll properly rolled and packed away, depending on if he’s in a fort or in the field. Watch me. I’ll make your bed, just this once, so that you can see how I do it, and you can learn how to properly make a bed.” 
 
    Vlad watched as the man gathered his sheets and blanket and hefted them around with practiced ease. 
 
    “Making your bed is the first thing any soldier should do in the morning. It sets a precedent for completing tasks, for accomplishing goals. Though it seems a very small thing, it’s actually very, very important.” 
 
    Within a few moments, the task was done. The sight of the rectangular, neatly folded bed had an effect on him. Vlad had to admit that there was something to the man’s words; though simple, it seemed to have weight. 
 
    “There! You see? Now you can tell the other boys that none other than Iskender Bey made your bed for you!” he said, laughing. The man reached over and ruffled the blanket and tossed the pillow, making Vlad blink with surprise. “I’ll put it back as it was, though, so that you can learn to make it yourself. I must go. I wish you well, Vlad.” 
 
    Vlad stepped down from the window ledge and gave the man a bow. Iskender left without another word. Vlad stood in silence for a long time, unsure how he felt. For months he had felt nothing but an intractable anger, a sense of gritting his teeth against an endless line of injustices sent by a cold, hateful world. Insufferable people made constant, unreasonable demands. But now, a man who seemed strong and reasonable had shown him a bit of warmth, and Vlad did not know how to accept it. 
 
    Feeling the need to move, he picked up his sheets and whipped them out straight. They felt delicate and, as they slowly settled down, tears suddenly burned through his eyes. His chest heaved. He wondered if the weight he always felt in his breast, the hard lump of rage, was only there because he dreamed of something better. 
 
    I have to stay alive, he thought. I have to stay alive to make my dream become real! 
 
    *** 
 
    Rahmi was glad to finally be away from Babur and the annoying children of Egrigoz. Unfortunately, during the voyage to distant Albania, he began to get the sense that the hand-picked warriors for this harvesting already had a deep bond of camaraderie. None of them seemed to like him, or wanted to work with him, and if he could not make friends quickly, he would have trouble gathering children and splitting funds from sales. 
 
    It was a beautiful spring day in the hills of Albania, with a bright blue sky over windswept wheat fields and distant blue mountains. They came to a desolate village; the inhabitants had either fled after hearing their horses, or abandoned the village after being raided by another band of slavers. 
 
    The riders stopped and a few investigated the little wooden homes, looking for food or drink. Rahmi remained mounted and watched their leader, Iskender Bey, conferring with some of his men. Iskender did not seem perturbed, so Rahmi assumed that they had already planned to go further inland. He wished the more experienced men would be more open with the rest of them about their plan of attack. As Rahmi sat and waited, he daydreamed about old grievances. He decided that even though he had always hated his friend Babur, he would actually be glad if he were here now. 
 
    Now there’s someone I could work with! he thought. 
 
    “You! You’re a new recruit from Egrigoz, aren't you?” 
 
    Rahmi realized that one of Iskender’s aides was addressing him. “Yes, sir!” said Rahmi, trying to appear attentive. 
 
    “You’re with Iskender, then. You’re going to Kruje.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Prodding his horse onward, Rahmi realized that Iskender was pointing all of his best men in various directions. He was surprised to find that they were dividing up. Wasn’t that dangerous? Albania was a conquered land, but still, it was full of rebels. Even peasants armed with bows could hide in the woods and give them trouble. 
 
    “Here,” said Iskender, handing a sealed letter to one of his men. “The Sultan’s letter of permission granting authority to occupy Berat. And to you, the Sultan’s letter granting authority to occupy Elbasan.” Rahmi watched as one man after another took a sealed letter, then gathered a group of riders and departed. 
 
    Something didn’t quite add up to Rahmi. All of those forts and towns already belonged to Ottoman overlords. Were they being transferred to Iskender and his men in the middle of a slave harvesting operation? 
 
    “The rest of you!” said Iskender, holding the last letter aloft and signaling his men. “To Kruje! Follow me!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Rahmi and a few other new recruits stuck together as the tight-lipped sipahi raiders led them to the town of Kruje, the capital of Albania. Rahmi was beginning to wonder if perhaps the children had already been gathered, and were being held in the little walled town so that Iskender’s forces could simply pick them up. It would certainly reduce their profits if they had to divide it amongst the city’s Ottoman rulers, but it would be a relief to not have to chase anyone down or deal with unreasonable parents. 
 
    Kruje was built into the side of a mountain, a forbidding edifice of stone walls and towers. They reached the front gate, where they were held up by some sort of argument. Rahmi could not hear Iskender speaking with the garrison, but there seemed to be a misunderstanding. 
 
    Do they not know they’re supposed to receive us? thought Rahmi. 
 
    Frustrated, he finally turned to the man beside him. “Do you understand what’s going on?” he asked. “They should be setting a table for us, not holding us here!” 
 
    The sipahi glared at him and swallowed. Rahmi realized that he was nervous. 
 
    “Well?” said Rahmi. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Just shut your mouth,” the rider finally said. “If you want to get paid, keep your tongue from wagging. Understood?” 
 
    Before Rahmi could come up with a response, they were allowed through the front gate. Rahmi nudged his horse onward. 
 
    Once they passed through, most of the others seemed to know where to go. 
 
    “You,” said Iskender, pointing to Rahmi. “With me.” 
 
    Iskender and a few others dismounted and made their way up the steps of the gatehouse. Rahmi found himself almost directly behind Iskender, and worked up his resolve. 
 
    “What are we doing, sir?” said Rahmi. “Are you going to argue with the head of the guard, or what?” 
 
    “We won’t argue,” someone beside him said. 
 
    “But they delayed us,” said Rahmi. “They delayed us even though we’re on official business, did they not?” 
 
    “An inconvenience, nothing more,” said Iskender. “Twenty years I’ve faithfully served the Ottoman Empire. Twenty years… of my life. No one here could long delay me, now that I’m so close.” 
 
    Rahmi did not know how to respond to the strange statement. 
 
    They reached the top of the gatehouse and found what must have been the head of guard, a muscular, turbaned man having a meal with a handful of other guards. He rose and brushed his mustache with his hand. 
 
    “Iskender!” he said, still chewing. “Forgive me, great Iskender Bey, we did not expect-” 
 
    The man’s final words were painfully relevant as Iskender and his companions all unsheathed their blades. Iskender’s sword came down on the guard’s turbaned head and passed through his face, splitting it such that a shower of red sprayed from his bisected nose and forehead. The head of guard fell back in his seat, looking as if he was going to return to his meal, when Iskender’s sword twitched suddenly and passed through his neck and the neck of the man next to him. Both heads fell heavily onto the table, tossing up a bowl of gruel in a brilliant white rupture. Rahmi stood numb with shock as the blades of Iskender’s companions rose and fell, rose and fell, knocking arms and heads free from bodies. 
 
    “By Allah! T-traitors!” Rahmi said, his voice a dry whisper. He reached for his sword, then felt a hand grasp his forehead and pull his head back just as a cold blade touched the edge of his throat and passed through with little effort. 
 
    *** 
 
    Before the last body hit the floor, Iskender ran for the door leading to the northern ramparts, while his comrades either followed him or moved to secure other locations. They had already discussed their plan long ago. There was no room for hesitation or second-guessing. Now they had only to push forward. 
 
    Running along the top of the wall, Iskender found a group of guards watching something within the town. He could see their jaws drop slowly, each in unison. 
 
    No doubt they’re watching their friends being slain! thought Iskender. 
 
    One guard turned just as Iskender was upon him. Iskender jerked his sword upwards and it smacked into the Turk’s teeth with a horrific crash, shattering his jaw and tearing through the man’s cheeks and thick mustache. Iskender’s companions ran up from behind and fell upon the other Turks. Iskender did not bother to watch, but only braced his foot against the man’s mutilated head and pulled his sword free, sending still more teeth clattering against the stone walkway. 
 
    My dream, he thought. Their nightmare! 
 
    They raced to clear the next tower, hacking Ottoman guards apart without a word, then methodically moving to the next group. The element of surprise remained with them. Even guards who saw the slaughter in the town below often thought that Iskender and his men were coming to give them aid. As his blade rose and fell again and again, Iskender was filled with a sense of divine retribution, an actual sensation that he had never known a mere human could experience. 
 
    Twenty years! he thought, driving his blade past a guard’s shield and sending it deep into his throat. Twenty vile years! 
 
    That was how long he had served his masters since his father gave him up as a hostage. He had become a warrior, the only thing he knew how to do, and had returned to Christian lands only to fight and kill his own people. His Ottoman masters had heaped wealth and honor on his name. He was the model Ottoman, a slave who had faithfully served the Empire, and was then handsomely rewarded. Everyone looked up to him, and yet he could not even look at himself. 
 
    When he had sunk so low and abandoned so much of his dignity and humanity that his loyalty was beyond question, he had searched for others like himself. They had planned this day for a long time. Living a double life, every gesture a mask, every day a new lie. 
 
    Now, with forged letters from the Sultan granting them access to every fort and many towns in Albania, Iskender’s homeland would be his following a day of slaughter. 
 
    “I’ll raise our flag here!” said one of his men, a fellow apostate. 
 
    “Good!” said Iskender, tripping on a dead man’s arm stretched across the narrow doorway of the northern tower. “You men hold this tower. I’ll head back to the eastern tower and make sure it remains ours!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Iskender ran back across the path of dead they had left in their wake. He could hear the sound of battle and slaughter from the town. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw a Turk pulled from a horse by a group of townsfolk. They were armed only with clubs and sticks, but still they beat the rider to a writhing pulp while his companions watched, then urged their horses down another path. 
 
    They’ve lost! he thought. In one day, Albania has pulled free from the Sultan’s grasp! 
 
    Iskender glanced atop the gatehouse and saw that the Turkish banners were already gone. In their place hung a new flag. It was brilliant red with a coal-black, double-headed eagle wearing golden crowns. It was the coat of arms of his family, the Kastrioti of Albania. 
 
    “Sir!” said one of his men, signaling him to the guardhouse. He was covered in blood from nose to knee, but beaming with a broad, childlike smile. “Sir, do you hear the people?” 
 
    Iskender stopped to catch his breath. The man was right; the people of the city were shouting, cheering. They knew that their prayers had been answered. 
 
    Iskender laughed. “We’ve done it,” he said. “We’ve done it! But what are they saying?” 
 
    “They’re saying your name, Iskender Bey! At least, as they know it.” 
 
    “Skanderbeg!” came the chant. “Skanderbeg! Skanderbeg!” 
 
    Iskender winced. “I’m not Iskender, not anymore! We’ll let them know my name is George. George Kastrioti! Lord of Albania!” 
 
    “What’s that, sir?” said the man, unable to hear over the rising wave of sound. 
 
    “Skanderbeg! Skanderbeg! Skanderbeg!” 
 
    “I said my name is George! George Kastrioti!” 
 
    The man shook his head. “I think it’s too late for that,” he said, laughing. “We can’t control what others call us!” 
 
    Iskender winced again, then laughed with him. “Skanderbeg it is, then.” 
 
    Down in the town square, he saw a group of disarmed azab warriors being forced to kneel at sword-point. Skanderbeg beamed with pride as an incredible weight was lifted from his chest. 
 
    Why did they surrender? he wondered. Did they think we would ransom them back because we are poor Christians? No, we learned to fight from the Turks. Every single one of those men will be executed! 
 
    Still he felt only lighter and lighter, as if invisible shackles were falling off of his soul. “Praise God,” he said, turning his eyes to the sky, laughing despite himself. “Praise God!” 
 
    Another comrade clapped him on the back, weeping openly. He had also abandoned a mansion in Edirne, and was overjoyed to return to his poverty-stricken homeland. 
 
    Do you see us, father? Skanderbeg wondered. Do you see what I have done with my life? Do you see how I’ve achieved my dream? My wonderful dream! It is the only thing I have ever truly wanted… 
 
    To lash out at the masters of the world, the Ottoman Empire... 
 
    And, if God will let me, to live a life of endless war against them! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The White Knight 
 
      
 
    1444 AD 
 
    About one and a half years after Vlad and Radu were left with the Turks. 
 
    A few months after Skanderbeg’s rebellion. 
 
      
 
    Alexandra, daughter of the Voivod, stood in the grand foyer in her family’s castle in Targoviste. She wore a dark dress and a head wrap that held back her sleek black hair. She heard a commotion behind the heavy front door, turned to make sure she wasn’t being watched by their guest, then the door opened and she curtsied. 
 
    Voivod Dracul entered, then stopped. He had a look of worry, either at seeing his daughter’s sudden recall of courtesy, or simply because someone had already warned him about their guest. Mircea entered behind his father, looking flushed and joyful. He handed a bow off to a servant. In the courtyard, she could make out the limp form of a deer being carted toward the rear entrance, which led to the kitchen. 
 
    “Father,” said Alexandra, “you have a guest. Janos Hunyadi, Voivod of Transylvania.” 
 
    “I gathered as much. Where is he?” 
 
    “In the dining hall. With Hermokrates.” 
 
    Her father sighed, his gaze distant as he nodded. Eager to watch the meeting from her hiding spot, she quickly whirled away before Mircea could brag about his catch and possibly drag her into the meeting. She made her way toward the rear hall, then circled around and made her way back toward the dining hall via the shadowy hallway used by the servants making their way from the kitchen. She placed a chair that she often used for spying behind a narrow doorway that gave her a good view of the dining hall while concealing her in shadow. She was a little downcast to see that her father and Mircea had already greeted the strange man called the White Knight... Janos Hunyadi. 
 
    She regarded the visitor. She had always thought that the old tutor, Hermokrates, was a large man, but he was dwarfed by Hunyadi. The Transylvanian Voivod seemed old, with long gray hair and a long gray beard, and fierce blue eyes deeply set within a grim face. She assumed that his moniker, the White Knight, must have gone to his head, for he was dressed almost entirely in white, and wore a heavy white fur mantle over his shoulders. She knew that he was very wealthy. He not only fought for Hungary, and helped to manage many Hungarian affairs, but he also loaned money to Hungary in exchange for land. Transylvania may have been a territory belonging to Hungary, but it was a Transylvanian that held much of the power in Hungary. She reasoned that as long as he didn’t mind standing out, it would be no trouble for someone like him to acquire a rare white mantle. 
 
    He sat at their long dining table near a plate of bread and cheese that had been set out for him, and Mircea sat near him, smiling at their conversation. 
 
    “Forgive me, sir,” said Mircea, “but I don’t recall the meeting!” 
 
    “You weren’t but that tall,” said Hunyadi, his voice a deep growl. “You gave me a bow, then I think you went chasing after one of the other boys.” 
 
    Mircea laughed, but his father was not amused, and only glared at Hunyadi. 
 
    “I just had a son recently, with Erzsebet,” said Hunyadi. “We named him Matthias. Just a tiny babe… who knows what he will become, in time. That’s what happens to young people.” Hunyadi turned to Dracul and gave him a meaningful look. “They get old… crafty…” 
 
    “Why the sudden interest in my son?” said Dracul. 
 
    “It’s not your son I came to see you about, but Murad’s. Dracul, did you know that Mehmet was made Sultan?” 
 
    Dracul’s mouth hung open for an instant, and he glanced at Hermokrates. “Is Murad dead, then?” 
 
    “No, no. He stepped down. Went to a monastery, or something like it. The Muslim equivalent. He was sick of the throne. Apparently he preferred to put a boy on it rather than stay on it himself.” 
 
    “Does that mean,” Mircea blurted out, “that Vlad and Radu will be allowed to come home?” 
 
    Hunyadi shrugged. “Doubtful. Young Mehmet will be surrounded by advisors, I’m sure, and most of them will want to keep every resource they already have.” 
 
    Mircea sat back in his seat. “So nothing’s really changed, then.” 
 
    “Not quite. The court will still be disrupted. Old heads out, new heads in. Everyone scared for their position. Vulnerabilities exposed-” 
 
    “Janos,” said Dracul, “what exactly are you getting at?” 
 
    Alexandra watched Hunyadi grip his hand into a fist on top of the table. “I will lead a crusade against the Empire.” 
 
    Heavy silence hung in the air for a long time. Alexandra watched her father rub his forehead while Mircea’s gaze went back and forth between the two Voivods. Hermokrates seemed content to sit in silence. 
 
    “God’s wounds,” said Dracul, sighing. “You can lead troops through my land, if you must, but I can’t join. They’ll… they’ll kill my boys, Janos. That’s the very reason they have them!” 
 
    “When’s the last time you heard from them?” 
 
    “I’m… I’m sure they’re alive. I know they are.” 
 
    “But you haven’t heard from them? In… how long? A year now? Two?” 
 
    “They’re fine. They have to be.” 
 
    Hunyadi suddenly smiled. Alexandra’s breath caught in her throat; the sight was chilling. 
 
    “You assume your boys are alive because you haven’t broken any of the Sultan’s rules. Correct? Tell me, Dracul - does Mircea know that the Muslims come into Wallachia and take children back with them?” 
 
    “I know it,” said Mircea, his jaw set firm. “My father says I’ll be Voivod someday. He holds nothing back from me.” 
 
    “Then tell me, boy,” said Hunyadi, “how do you feel about Wallachian boys being trained as Ottoman warriors? Do you find it acceptable that Wallachian daughters are put into cages and handled by rapacious Muslim raiders?” 
 
    Mircea blinked and turned his gaze away. Alexandra had never seen him like this. He had always been quick to anger and quick to laugh, never holding back. Now she saw him trying to master himself before adults. 
 
    “No, sir,” said Mircea. “I do not like it.” 
 
    “Like has nothing to do with it,” said Dracul, “but it’s a part of our duty. It’s a part of the burden of being Voivod. Mircea understands that.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Hunyadi. “I would have your son Mircea understand that, and many other things as well. Let me say a few things to both of you, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    “I know you haven’t met him, but we have a new King in Hungary. Ladislaus, the King of Poland. He’s the best we could have asked for. He has no patience for squabbling amongst Christians, and he wants to do everything in his power to defend Hungary. Defending Hungary, of course, means pushing Muslims out of fallen Bulgaria. I’m sure you’ve seen enough cartloads of Wallachian children, Dracul, to know what it’s like to have the Sultan’s dogs of war as your neighbors. King Ladislaus isn’t too keen on having Wallachia or, God forbid, Transylvania, become the next Ottoman trash heap.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” said Dracul. “They’ve agreed not to plant their banners in Wallachia, as long as I stay out of Bulgaria.” 
 
    “Your faith in your Muslim friends is commendable, Dracul, but please, let me finish. There’s more. Have you heard of Skanderbeg, in Albania?” 
 
    Dracul leaned his head sideways. “Bits and pieces.” 
 
    Hunyadi smiled. “Whatever gossip you’ve heard - it’s true. The man was an Ottoman slave-soldier, threw off his yoke, and became a Godsend to our cause. Not only has Albania gone back into Christian hands, but the Turks are now forced to send troops to Albania to try to take it back. The enemy is divided, Dracul. King Ladislaus is determined to take back everything we’ve lost to the enemy. Why, if we push hard enough, we could even rejoin with the House of Palaiologos in Constantinople.” Glancing at Hermokrates, he added, “Can you imagine, sir? If the lands of distant Greece were once again in Christian hands, along with Bulgaria and Albania?” 
 
    “A fool’s dream,” said Dracul, finally settling down into a chair, his shoulders sagging. “It can’t be done, Janos. There’s nothing to it.” 
 
    “A fool’s dream?” said Hunyadi. “Or the will of God?” 
 
    “God doesn’t favor those who break treaties.” 
 
    Hunyadi waved a hand dismissively. “We bought ten years of peace at Szeged not by submitting to the Turk, Dracul, but by pushing back against him. Besides, the Pope has already told King Ladislaus that no treaty made with the Turk can be considered binding. There can be no peace between us. Ask your friend the Sultan and he’ll tell you the same.” 
 
    Alexandra felt as if she was getting a little lost. She didn’t know about particular peace treaties, nor had she ever heard of Szeged. Her father crinkled his brow and shook his head dismissively; he obviously did he not care what any Catholic had to say about anything. But, more importantly, she could see that he was greatly troubled. He already spent enormous time and effort in a balancing act between Hungary and the Muslims. He did not have Hunyadi’s wealth, nor was his land filled with wealthy merchants, as in Transylvania. His people were farmers, and the only thing they had to give to their cruel neighbors across the border was their children. Now, if the balance was upset, it could put all of their futures in jeopardy. Alexandra wished she could go back to worrying about which boyar she would be married to, and occasionally daydreaming about marrying a foreign King or Voivod. The thought of becoming a Muslim’s slave bride or, worse, finding out that her little brothers had been slain for no good reason, made her stomach twist into a hard knot. 
 
    “Sir,” said Hermokrates, turning to Hunyadi, “there’s something else.” 
 
    “What’s that?” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “Voivod Dracul cannot leave Targoviste, in force, for any great length of time. As you may have heard, his cousins want the throne. If he leaves, three Danesti brothers will line up to take this very castle.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Hunyadi. “I wouldn’t worry about them. They’re enjoying themselves in Brasov, across the border in Transylvania. They won’t make any moves.” 
 
    “Is that true?” said Dracul, raising his voice for the first time. “And I suppose you’ve got them on a leash, do you?” 
 
    “It’s always good to have a friend on hand, in case an old friend should prove unfaithful.” 
 
    “At least now,” said Hermokrates, “we know where they are.” 
 
    Hunyadi furrowed his brow and glared at Hermokrates. It was the first time Alexandra had seen the Hungarian thrown off balance. 
 
    “You have a clever Greek in your employ, Dracul,” said Hunyadi. “And your guards, I’ve noticed, are mostly German, and with a Venetian thrown in for good measure. And your boys are receiving training in reading the Koran from the finest Turks that the Ottoman Empire has to offer. Tell me, do your kitchen girls come all the way from France? Seems you’re surrounded by foreigners, Dracul, but if you ask me, you’re in dire need of local friends, not foreigners clinging to your coffers.” 
 
    “I… I have no quarrel with anyone,” said Dracul, now seeming deflated. 
 
    “You try to be friends with all, but allies with none. In the end, Dracul, no one trusts you. Even your friend the Sultan didn’t trust you unless he had two of your children held under his scimitar.” 
 
    “I… I’ve done nothing to warrant…” 
 
    “Dracul, let’s put the pleasantries aside. You attacked Transylvania with your friend, the Sultan.” 
 
    “That’s not how it happened!” 
 
    “If I had been Voivod of Transylvania then,” said Hunyadi, leaning forward, “you would not have gotten away with it.” 
 
    “He… Murad would have attacked anyway. I was merely there. I… I had to, Janos…” 
 
    “Had to?” Hunyadi scratched his bearded chin, suddenly irritated. He bore his cold eyes into Dracul, as if finally going in for the kill. “Had to. Dracul... you once made a vow, long ago. To a certain group. Don’t you remember? I was there.” 
 
    “I… of course I remember…” 
 
    “It must have meant something to you, at one time. That’s where you took your name from, isn’t it?” 
 
    Alexandra’s leaned back. His name, the Dragon. She remembered finding his strange ring long ago. It bore the image of a dragon coiled upon itself, its tail wrapped around its throat. She leaned over slightly and saw his fine sword hanging over the mantle. Didn’t it also have a dragon somewhere on the handle? 
 
    “Let’s not speak of that,” said Dracul, his eyes flitting about like a hunted animal. 
 
    “What else is there to speak about?” said Hunyadi, raising his voice. “Dracul, you have to choose! There is no middle ground in-” 
 
    “Let me go!” Mircea blurted out. 
 
    All eyes turned to him. 
 
    “I’ll go, father,” said Mircea. 
 
    “Son,” said Dracul, “you don’t understand. Whether you go or I go, your brothers will be killed either way.” 
 
    “No, father, they won’t know! Not if we leave our standards behind, and carry only plain shields.” 
 
    “Mircea… ah, Mircea, you don’t know how these things work. The Sultan has spies everywhere. He most likely has spies surrounding the esteemed Voivod Hunyadi, taking notes as he bounces ideas off of them.” 
 
    “I understand more than you know, father. I know it’s dangerous, but if we win, if we take forts and towns and territories and hostages, we’ll have bargaining power. We’ll be able to buy Vlad and Radu back by selling their own people back to them!” 
 
    Dracul sighed. “I wish you had spoken with me in private,” he said quietly. 
 
    “It’s good that he brought it up now,” said Hunyadi. “He’s a brave lad, and strong, from what I’ve heard. Killed Basarab the Second in battle, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I did!” 
 
    Hunyadi nodded and turned back to Dracul. “He’s a fine lad. A man, I should say. And smart, too - he knows that if he ever wants to see his brothers alive again, then he has to push the Turk. No Muslim ever went to the negotiating table out of kindness, Dracul. He goes because he’s forced. So… let’s force him, then.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” said Dracul, stirring as if he was about to rise. “If Mircea goes to Bulgaria… with a force of cavalry… and no fanfare proclaiming Wallachian loyalty to Hungary’s new Polish king… will that satisfy you?” 
 
    “Completely, sir,” said Hunyadi, bowing his head. 
 
    “Then you have your crusade,” said Dracul, his head turned aside as if distracted. “And that makes three of my sons, then… three of them that are…” 
 
    His cryptic comment was drowned out as Mircea rose and shook the hand of Janos Hunyadi. Watching from the shadows, Alexandra was struck by the sudden disparity. Her brother Mircea was smiling, his face beaming as if he had suddenly been handed a great reward. But she felt only sorrow for her father’s impotence, and a horrible dread, a bleak feeling of slowly sinking beneath cold waves. She felt as if her family was slowly being drawn toward something that would devour them all, and leave her adrift on a cold, shoreless sea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Varna on the Horizon 
 
      
 
    Mircea goaded his father into helping him write all the necessary letters that would summon loyal boyars to the cause, then Mircea grew anxious waiting and decided to visit a few of the boyars himself. He found his sister unreasonably annoying during the military preparations. She seemed to think that the child Sultan would be waiting for him across the river, with Vlad and Radu tied up on some kind of Muslim sacrificial altar as he waited for any excuse to draw blood. 
 
    Noble boyars began to show up in Targoviste, equipped with heavy armor and fine weapons. There was feasting, planning, drinking, then Dracul told his son that Targoviste was in greater danger of being overrun by Christians rather than Muslims, so Mircea prepared to head out with his army. 
 
    As he stood before the stables waiting for his horse to be brought to him, he heard his name quietly called. 
 
    “Mircea? Mircea, is that you?” 
 
    He turned and saw an older man in full plate armor. The man had long, fair hair, a long white beard, and strong, wide set shoulders. On his breastplate was an image of a bull with long horns. The man had a kindly look in his eyes, and Mircea could see him smiling even through his great beard. 
 
    “Bogdan!” said Mircea. “Is that you, Uncle?” 
 
    “It is! It is!” 
 
    They clasped hands, then embraced. Mircea was filled with pride to know that the half-brother of the Voivod of Moldavia, the land bordering them in the north along the Black Sea, had joined him in this crusade. 
 
    “The last time I saw you,” said Bogdan, “you were giving your father trouble over… well, I can’t remember. He was nearly in tears…” 
 
    “Little has changed,” said Mircea, laughing. 
 
    “Little! Look at you! You’re leading an army now.” 
 
    “I’ll need an advisor.” 
 
    “Ah! Just keep them moving, that’s all you have to do. But you already know that - it looks like everyone is preparing to leave.” 
 
    “We are. Sorry, Uncle, if you’d come a little sooner, we could have feasted together.” 
 
    “We will feast together! Who needs a roof for a feast? But let me go in and see my sister Vassilissa, your mother, and then I’ll be ready to go on this crusade of yours.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mircea led his Wallachian cavalry west, with Hermokrates riding on one side and Bogdan on the other, and the Moldavian cavalry riding alongside them. Autumn had arrived and the trees were dressed in red and orange, and despite the chill the riders were in high spirits. They rode across friendly terrain, picking up more allies as they went, until finally the Wallachian forces numbered well over five thousand. Mircea could hardly believe that his time had finally come. He was now the leader of a powerful force of knights, just as his father had prepared him for his entire life. It was much as his Uncle Bogdan had told him - just keep them moving. The group stayed strong as long as they had a goal and were moving toward the horizon. 
 
    They turned south to avoid the sweeping curve of the Carpathian foothills and made their way toward the Danube River, the boundary between Wallachia and fallen Bulgaria. On a cold, misty morning they drew near the river, which was surprisingly quiet and calm, a sheet of gray gliding through white cloud cover. Their high spirits were replaced with something else. Mircea began to feel as if this crusade would determine the fate of Europe. Once they crossed the river, they would either drive out the Ottoman enslavers, or the greatest resistance that Europe could muster would be crushed, leaving them at the mercy of the ruthless Turk. 
 
    We won’t fail, thought Mircea. I’ll show Alexandra that we’re strong enough to defend ourselves. We’ll hurt the Ottomans so badly that they’ll beg me to take back my brothers! 
 
    *** 
 
    They crossed into Bulgaria and the Muslims fled before them, the akinci warriors often riding over and trampling civilians in order to ensure their own safety. Hunyadi had advised Mircea to hold his men to a strict code of ethics, and Bogdan held him to it, allowing no harm to any civilians. 
 
    “The Lord frowned on our soldiers at Nicopolis,” said Bogdan, as they rode through Bulgaria. “I was not there, but…” 
 
    “I was there,” said Hermokrates. “It’s as you said. I was never sure if we were liberators or conquerors.” 
 
    “I’ll do as you say, just as Hunyadi advised,” said Mircea, “but I see little point in it. If the Turks don’t fear us, they’ll never leave our lands.” 
 
    “Be cruel to them on the battlefield, then,” said Bogdan. “If we treat even women and children as enemies, it makes us cruel, and wicked, and that wickedness will only grow and end up hurting native Bulgarians.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s as you say,” said Mircea, deferring to the older man, though he did not entirely agree. As far as he could tell, all of Bulgaria was a battlefield. 
 
    Still, the advice of his elders paid off, as they found themselves joined by Bulgarian rebels every time they made camp. Unarmored men carrying farming implements, axes for felling trees, even blacksmithing tools in place of real weapons came to them and begged to be allowed into their ranks. They mostly ended up supplying food and information concerning landmarks, but Mircea appreciated their help all the same. 
 
    They bypassed several forts, being intent on catching up with Hunyadi’s forces, but when they reached the walled town of Petretz, a group of Christian women gathered by the road and begged them to liberate the town. They told tales of how fleeing Ottoman forces had taken up residence there and pushed them out of their homes. Mircea conferred with the elders. Bogdan had brought cannons, specially made in Transylvania just for the crusade. Mircea knew little of how they worked, but was eager to see the results. 
 
    Before the day had turned to noon, they blasted open the ancient walls with a terrifying hail of cannon fire. Mircea led a charge of cavalry which swept over the field, mounted the fallen walls, and careened through the town in a wave of slaughter. The azab warriors frantically raced to unbar the front gates as Mircea and his men ran them through with spears. The town was theirs. 
 
    As the people celebrated and brought them all kinds of food and drink, Mircea personally led a group of Muslim slavers and warriors onto the ancient walls, lined them up, and began kicking them off the side one by one. He stopped to rest while his companions continued the work. Leaning over the side, he saw their robes twisted into wet knots on the bloodied rocks down below. 
 
    “Nice work,” said a Christian knight, his face concealed by a helm. “Beats swinging a sword on the battlefield, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Still heated from the battle, Mircea had little patience for his tone. “What do you mean by that, sir?” he said. 
 
    The knight removed his helm. He was an older man with long dark hair and a long face with sunken cheeks. “Only that it would be nice if the Lord could line up all of our enemies like this. All in rows, waiting to die. Do you remember me?” 
 
    “No, sir, I do not.” 
 
    “I’m Petru Aron. Your uncle, and Bogdan’s half-brother.” 
 
    Mircea noted that the Moldavian clearly lacked the mirth and good cheer of his brother Bogdan. There was something bloodless and cold in his eyes. 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Mircea. “I will remember you now. But, sir, I don’t do this because I enjoy it. I do it because it has to be done.” 
 
    “And yet, not everyone could do it. It’s safe to assume poor Bogdan is standing as far from this place as he can get. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to toss a few Muslims over this wall before we run out of prisoners.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” said Mircea. He quickly turned to leave. Even in the stifling heat of his armor, he felt a chill run through him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mircea and his army arrived at Nicopolis, the site of the massacre of Christians so long ago. By the time they arrived, many European flags already hung over its battered walls, including Hungarian. 
 
    “My God,” Hermokrates muttered. “I can’t believe it! Praise God!” 
 
    Mircea recalled the tale of how his old tutor had fought at the battle. “I’m sorry we couldn’t make it in time to help,” said Mircea. 
 
    “It’s just as well,” said Bogdan. “There are plenty more Ottoman forces in Bulgaria.” 
 
    “Very true,” said Hermokrates. “Very true. Only, this place… it’s hard to believe that it’s ours, once again.” 
 
    They entered through the shattered front gates, edging their horses past lines of people moving mangled corpses out of the way. In a large house in the center of the city, they found Janos Hunyadi poring over maps with a dark-haired knight, his brother-in-law Mihaly Szilagyi, and a pale Cardinal with large eyes, Giuliano Cesarini. A constant stream of messengers pressed through the front door to bring Hunyadi news. 
 
    “Mircea!” Hunyadi shouted across the room. “Is it true that you’ve brought five thousand cavalry with you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it is. And some cannons from our Moldavian contingent.” 
 
    “Praise God! We’ve about fifteen thousand counting Hungarian, Polish, German, and other forces. Now, with yours, that puts us at twenty thousand. A sizeable host, given how quickly we put it together.” 
 
    Just then Mircea became aware of the sound of liquid splashing heavily into a container. He saw a large knight in an incredibly elaborate suit of armor with his back turned to them, pissing into a jar while being watched by a kneeling boy servant. The knight had long fair hair, and his armor shone like bronze tinged with gold, highlighted by a dark purple sash and short cape. Even with his back turned and his trousers open, Mircea could feel an aura of power radiating from the man. When he finally finished urinating, he adjusted himself, then the young servant replaced his codpiece and strapped it tightly into place. 
 
    The knight turned and immediately approached Mircea with his hand extended. “Greetings, sir!” he said. “You are Mircea, Voivod, Wallachia, yes? I am King Ladislaus, Poland, Hungary.” 
 
    Mircea numbly shook his hand, unsure how to regard the royal knight with all precedent thrown out. He spoke Hungarian with an incredibly thick Polish accent. Mircea was surprised at how young he was. Though he was a full head taller than Mircea, and more broad as well, he had the smooth face of youth. Mircea guessed that he could not be much older than him. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” said Mircea. “I mean, that is, I am not Voivod, but rather, my father-” 
 
    “Ah, let us not with the formalities. This is battlefield. I am glad to have you, grateful, especially on short notice.” 
 
    King Ladislaus clapped Mircea on the shoulder and gave him a confident smile. Mircea bowed his head, overawed by the aura of the young knight. As the King went to introduce himself to Bogdan and Hermokrates with the same warmth, Mircea made his way over to Hunyadi. 
 
    “Mircea,” said Hunyadi, gesturing to his map. “We have a debate. If all goes according to plan, ships from Italy should be harassing the Turks all along the coast, and tying up their ability to bring reinforcements into Bulgaria.” 
 
    “We can’t count on that,” said the dark-haired Mihaly Szilagyi, Hunyadi’s brother-in-law. Mircea noticed that instead of a beard, the man had only a curling mustache. “The safe bet is to assume that every one of those ships floundered or retreated. Otherwise, we’ll be…” 
 
    “You have no faith,” said the red-robed Cardinal. “Don’t you know this is the Lord’s army? Look at the gains we’ve already made!” 
 
    “Well, the Lord saw fit to staff his army with men,” said Mihaly. “And men are weak and prone to retreat when faced with difficulty.” 
 
    “You have a point,” said Hunyadi, breathing heavily as he studied the map. 
 
    Mircea leaned over the table. He saw the marks of recent alliance victories in northern Bulgaria. 
 
    “Is that our destination?” said Mircea. “Varna, along the coast?” 
 
    “It is, if all goes well.” 
 
    “Even if our naval support fails us, taking a coastal town with a port would be invaluable. More valuable than any inland fort or town.” 
 
    “Also a good point,” said Hunyadi, nodding. “Either way, we have to take Varna. From there, we can get supplies by sea from Moldavia, Wallachia, even Italy. And then… we join forces with Constantinople.” 
 
    “Can we really make it that far?” said Mircea, balking at the distance. 
 
    “Of course!” said King Ladislaus, coming to join them. “Have you heard of Skanderbeg, the Albanian rebel? From out of nowhere he has come, and now child Sultan is forced to send soldiers there. But how, with our Venetian ships in the Aegean Sea? He must go over land, his troops completely strung out, unable to reinforce Albania, unable to reinforce Bulgaria. Gentlemen…” The young King formed a fist and slowly ground it into the map, turning it as if grinding up the Muslim horde. “The Lord will give us back our lands, if we but have the nerve to take them.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The Alliance Council of War 
 
      
 
    Mircea picked his way over the pile of broken stones, making sure not to lose his balance and fall into the crashing waves. He wasn’t sure where his shoes were. He looked around, then saw Alexandra crouching over two mounds. 
 
    “Alexandra! I… I can’t find… where are...” 
 
    “Why, Mircea?” she shouted, her voice drowned out by the wind roaring across the face of the tortured sea. “Why did you have to go, Mircea?” 
 
    He tripped over a loose stone and fell beside the two mounds. He saw Vlad and Radu, their small bodies stiff and cold, their empty eyes staring upward, into nothingness. A horrid wrenching tore through his chest as he touched little Vlad’s throat, a clean and bloodless line traced from one end to the other, white tissue visible beneath the sliced flesh. 
 
    “Vlad?” he said. “No, no! Radu? Little Radu!” 
 
    His sister wailed, inconsolable, her bottomless well of grief matched only by a deep sense of betrayal for her proud brother who had gone to war and guaranteed that their brothers would be murdered, alone, in a hateful land far from home... 
 
    Mircea woke in terror, fighting for air as if drowning. He was in his tent, in a field not far from Varna. He was safe, surrounded by the largest army that the Christian nations could muster. Nothing could harm him here, he told himself. 
 
    Still, he felt as if he had made a grave mistake. It was as if he had taken a step, put the entirety of his weight on one foot, and then fallen into a black abyss. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mircea woke early that morning. Stepping from his tent, he saw a pale blue sky and a thin layer of mist hanging over the field. Each tent looked like a small island. Through a line of trees, he could see figures washing and preparing to cook on the shore of Lake Varna. The morning was beautiful, but Mircea still felt the weight of dread sitting on him from the night before. 
 
    Hermokrates approached. “Young lord,” he said. “The king has called a council.” 
 
    “Have our ships arrived at Varna?” he asked, though he could already guess the answer. 
 
    “No, they haven’t. Looks like the enemy has arrived instead.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They sat in a large open tent around a wide table covered in maps. Mircea had never been around so many powerful commanders all at once, but seeing them sweating over the unexpected news, he did not feel intimidated to be among them. 
 
    Janos Hunyadi rose and wrapped his knuckles against the table. “Gentlemen, your attention. Let’s get this out of the way immediately: Sultan Murad has arrived with… perhaps fifty thousand men, maybe more.” 
 
    There was a wave of exclamations. “Not the child, Mehmet?” said Cardinal Giuliano Cesarini, the Pope’s representative. 
 
    “No,” said Hunyadi. “If our scouts are correct, then the child Sultan’s father has come out of retirement and has led a force right onto our backdoor.” 
 
    Again, a wave of exclamations went around the table. Mircea felt the old dread writhing in his chest… then felt a surge of anger throwing off the dread. 
 
    “What of it?” said Mircea, raising his voice to be heard over the din. “So far we’ve only fought Muslim raiders fleeing us in a panic. Our greatest danger has been from falling off our own horses while chasing them down. I may lack experience, but is this really cause for alarm?” 
 
    King Ladislaus lifted his eyes to regard Mircea, and it seemed as if there was admiration in his expression. 
 
    “He’s cut straight to the point,” said Hunyadi, gesturing to Mircea as he looked at the assembled commanders. “We came looking for a fight. Now - we have it.” 
 
    “No,” said Petru Aron of Moldavia. “That is not a battle, sir. Not with odds like that. It will be a massacre.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Mihaly Szilagyi. “At least in terms of a face-to-face battle. If we could, perhaps, maneuver around them…” 
 
    “That brings up another point,” said Hunyadi, still standing, and clearly trying to lead the council to a certain conclusion. “The Ottomans have always had the advantage of speed over us. They travel light and move quickly. It seems that, overnight, they have boxed us in. We have the sea at our back, steep forested hills to the north, and Lake Varna to the south. The enemy is currently filling in the open ground to the west, where we came from on our way to Varna. We have no reinforcements from the sea. Gentlemen, I believe our only way out is back the way we came in… to smash through the Sultan’s forces, and either take him prisoner or kill him alongside his men.” 
 
    “Deeper into hell, is it?” the Cardinal said quietly. 
 
    Mircea was surprised at the number of bloodless faces around the table. Again, he gathered his resolve and spoke up. “My father, Voivod of Wallachia, has told me that the Ottomans have the advantage of speed, but he also told me that in a frontal assault, heavy European armor and steadfast resolve always wins.” 
 
    “I agree,” King Ladislaus said loudly. “Janos Hunyadi, I place you in charge of this operation.” 
 
    “Understood, sire,” said Hunyadi, bowing his head. 
 
    Mircea felt a sudden thrill run through him. This was it, a face-to-face, life-or-death struggle against the enemy. He turned to Hermokrates with a gleam in his eye, but instead of seeing the same fire in him, the old man was staring off into space, his cheeks pale and mouth hanging open slightly. 
 
    “Let’s draw up a plan of formation, then,” said Hunyadi, “for this is the situation we are in. To escape is impossible. To surrender is unthinkable. Let us fight with bravery, and honor our arms!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    The Battle of Varna 
 
      
 
    Gray clouds covered the sky and a hard, cold wind swept brilliant red Autumn leaves over the grassy lowland as the Ottoman forces filled the choke-point throughout the day. Their tents were set up in the rear, the horsemen rode into the front, then the janissary infantry marched in behind them. They found large, ancient Thracian burial mounds, two haunted hills where infidels had laid so many dead that the raised earth overlooked the entire area. Sultan Murad set up his pavilion on the mound nearest Lake Varna. 
 
    “Accursed place!” he muttered, holding his turban down against the wind. “This is horrible! I don’t want to be here!” 
 
    Sultan Murad watched as the Christians moved into formation far away. They rode forth in what appeared to be three columns. He fumed in silence for a moment, then found that that did not suit him, so he turned to his aides. His Grand Vizier, the portly little man who was the second most powerful man in the Empire, was deep in discussion with a circle of military commanders. 
 
    “Halil Pasha!” said Murad, shouting so that his Grand Vizier could hear him over the wind. 
 
    “Yes, your Excellency?” said Halil, looking back and forth distractedly. 
 
    “Halil... I hate this place!” 
 
    “Yes, my lord… surely this place has been abandoned by Allah. But, your majesty, perhaps we should plan for-” 
 
    Sultan Murad impatiently motioned for his Grand Vizier to leave off from his planning. “Listen, I’ve been in this situation so many times. Military plans, they never amount to anything. You win by coming with more men than the other side, and you make sure your people don’t run away. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Surely you know best, sire, but would it not be prudent to-” 
 
    “Halil, my old friend, I truly do not want to be here. But please listen to me for a moment. That is the worst part about being Sultan! Nobody will listen, nobody will obey.” 
 
    “Most esteemed lord, I would never-” 
 
    “I put my son in charge. Mehmet the Second. I told his advisors… you were one of them… I told his advisors, take care of him. Keep the money coming in. Keep the blood tax coming in. New slaves, new soldiers, every spring, every summer, no interruptions. But what happens? I go off to be alone with Allah, finally, to live as I want to live at the end of my days. Then a few Christians tip-toe into Bulgaria… ah, by the Prophet, it’s the end of the world, according to my son!” 
 
    “Well, your Excellency, he felt that he lacked the military experience to-” 
 
    “I turned him down,” said Murad, shrugging. “I told him that I am no longer the Sultan. He is the Sultan - it’s his problem. But do you know what he said to me? Do you know what he wrote to me in a letter, this little son of mine, who I placed in your charge?” 
 
    “I remem-” 
 
    “He said, in his letter, ‘If I am Sultan, then I command you to lead my armies. If you are Sultan, then come and lead your armies.’” Murad knitted up his brow and glared at Halil. 
 
    The Grand Vizier shrugged. “Sire, he is… most cunning, I would say.” Just then the commanders began arguing, their voices high and sharp. Halil looked back and forth, desperate for an opening so that he could go back to helping plan the battle. 
 
    “Halil,” said Murad, “please stay, and listen to what I have been doing since stepping down as Sultan, praise be Allah.” 
 
    Halil rose up to his full height and stabbed his eyes into the Sultan’s personal bodyguard, Angelovic Bey. “Will you attend to the Sultan’s needs?” he shouted with incredible force. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” said Angelovic, crouching near the Sultan. The guard was a tall, strong, pale Greek who had served the Empire since childhood, when he was taken from his family and placed in a cage. “What do you need, my lord?” he asked. 
 
    “Angelovic, as you can see, nobody will listen to me, nobody will stand by me… they will only take from me, and make endless demands of me. Even my son spits on my name, and makes me sit on a hill in the wind, in the freezing cold, forsaken by Allah.” 
 
    “I am sorry, great Sultan.” 
 
    “Only listen to me, will you, please? I would like to speak of what I did, when I finally freed myself from the throne.” 
 
    “I will listen, my lord, if Allah wills it.” 
 
    “That is good. As you may have heard, I joined a community of spiritual seekers. Finally, finally, I was allowed a chance to be alone with Allah.” 
 
    “Very good!” said Angelovic, nodding in understanding. 
 
    “It was! With my friends I prayed, from morning to sunset. We danced to exhaustion. And, do you know, we placed metal clamps around our male organs, so that we would no longer be bothered by the distractions of the flesh.” 
 
    Thrown off by the unexpected detail, Angelovic ceased nodding. “That is… that’s… that is quite…” 
 
    “We locked them up, tight, so that no one could be bothered. No one could be distracted! In our community, there were only the rules of Allah, the words of the Prophet, and our duty to… to...” 
 
    Sultan Murad’s gaze grew distant as his eyes finally settled on the massing European knights. He looked down at the base of the burial mound. While his janissaries oversaw the operation, the digging crews worked feverishly to place at least one narrow ravine around each hill. 
 
    “What does it matter, anyway?” said Murad, slowly turning back to his bodyguard. “All that I have done with my organ of manhood… it is all gone, anyway. Mehmet saw to that. He… when he took over, he ordered that all of my…” 
 
    Murad set his jaw firm and shook his head, blinking rapidly. A shadow moved over the Sultan. Angelovic looked up and saw a darkly uniformed janissary, a fanatic slave-soldier, staring down at him, his face covered by a veil of chainmail. 
 
    Angelovic swallowed. In the end, he knew that the battle was under their control. But they were under no one’s control. 
 
    “Commanders!” Sultan Murad suddenly shouted. “Halil! Over here! The enemies of Allah are amassing before us! Give me my spear - the one with the infidels’ peace treaty stuck on the end of it! The time has come! To arms!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mircea could not see the frontlines, but the roar of cannon fire could be heard for miles around, resounding off the northern hills and the face of Lake Varna. He regretted his position in formation, with his Wallachian cavalry held in reserve in the rear. His view was blocked by the large center formation, the forces led by Janos Hunyadi and King Ladislaus. To their left, Mihaly Szilagyi stood at the front of his Hungarian cavalry and mercenaries, and the right flank was composed of all the other European forces. 
 
    Mircea turned to Bogdan and Hermokrates. “Hold the men in line!” he said. 
 
    “Where are you going?” said Bogdan. 
 
    “I can’t see back here!” 
 
    Before they could protest, Mircea spurred his horse onward, then swept between the center and right formation. He was in full armor, with a mace at his side and his right arm holding up his massive, iron-tipped lance, but his horse handled herself as if there was no place she would rather be. They drew near the front, where she slowly halted. Acrid smoke whipped across the windy field as the cannons fired, again and again, tossing up dirt as the sahaloz cannon crews adjusted their aim, searching for targets. 
 
    Akinci raiders in chainmail raced across the field, their spears and curved swords held high. They raced through gun smoke and made straight for Mihaly Szilagyi’s distant formation, then they suddenly pulled off from the assault, contenting themselves with throwing spears at the front line before turning and fleeing. Riflemen standing amongst the European cavalry fired, throwing riders from horses as they fled. 
 
    As if on command, many of Szilagyi’s cavalry broke ranks and pursued. Others, thinking that a command must have been given, joined in. Then the rest, not wanting to be left out, also joined, until the entire left wing raced in hot pursuit of the enemy. 
 
    Mircea saw the cavalry charge and in his heart he longed to be there. He was too young to know that the left wing was being drawn into an ambush. 
 
    As the lightly armored akinci fled, heavily armored sipahi riders, the Ottoman equivalent to European knights, took to the field in a sweeping curve. They wore strange pointed helms, and heavy coats of iron leaped along their horses’ flanks. They had been waiting for the moment when foolhardy European knights would break formation. By the time the knights realized they would soon be overwhelmed, it was too late to turn back. Tearing across the field, the sipahi lowered their spears and crashed into the flank of Szilagyi’s knights. Iron-tipped spears crashed into shields, throwing men from their horses and into their comrades; or their lances pierced sides, skewering intestines so that the blood spilled out between plates of armor, or even tore into armored horses, causing them to panic and throw their riders. The spears of the sipahi broke or were torn from their hands, and they collided with the enemy, becoming entangled with them so that they had to draw swords and maces and beat at one another. 
 
    Mircea felt cold horror wash over him. He turned to Hunyadi, wondering what he would do. For his part, the commander of the alliance turned away from the left wing, writing it off as a dead limb. Then Hunyadi turned to the right, and Mircea saw his jaw drop in alarm. 
 
    Mircea wheeled his horse about, and saw that the much of the right flank was turning around, the riders spurring their horses as hard as they could. 
 
    Are we being attacked from behind? Mircea thought. But that’s… that’s impossible! 
 
    At that moment, Cardinal Giuliano Cesarini raced past him, his red robe flapping under his ill-fitting armor. “The battle is lost!” he screamed. “Retreat! Retreat!” 
 
    “Lost?!” Mircea shouted. “It’s barely begun! You coward!” 
 
    It was no use. The Cardinal, and many others, had turned about and were fleeing behind the Christian ranks. Mircea could not tell where they planned to go. As far as he knew, they were running straight toward Lake Varna and its surrounding marshlands. With their passing, the right flank was a shadow of its former self, reduced to a few clusters of disorganized knights unsure of what to do. 
 
    Mircea turned to face the front once again. Across the wind-blasted field, he saw enemy akinci riders and azab infantry massing before the burial mounds where the Ottoman commanders sat. 
 
    Anger welled up in his heart, then the feeling was brushed aside by hatred far stronger than mere anger. As the Muslim raiders gathered in the center, he noted that the right side of the burial mounds was now left open. He turned his horse around and spurred her back toward his forces. 
 
    *** 
 
    King Ladislaus’s horse sidestepped next to Hunyadi’s white steed near the front lines. Under increasingly gloomy cloud cover, the two regarded one another, the White Knight in his glittering, silver-gilded armor, and the King in shining gold and steel, cloaked in purple. 
 
    “Well, Hunyadi?” said Ladislaus. “Our options are limited.” 
 
    Hunyadi set his jaw firm. “Nothing has changed, your majesty. The Turks can’t advance as long as we hold the center. Once Cesarini, and the rest of those turncoats, realize there’s nowhere to run, they’ll come back and reform the right flank. Then we’ll get Mircea to form up on the left, and we’ll…” 
 
    “Ah, Voivod Hunyadi. You have great faith in your plans. But I think, sir, that the spirit of our men has failed. There is only one thing to do. That is, drive up the middle, and smash the spirit of the enemy. As you said, let us honor our arms!” 
 
    “Sire, wait!” 
 
    King Ladislaus wheeled his horse about and shouted in Polish to his men. “The time has come! Charge! Charge! Charge!” 
 
    First he raced across the front line, spear held upward so that everyone could see him, and see that he was on the move. Then, as his heavy cavalry urged their horses onward, he turned and angled toward the front, taking the lead in a charge that shook the earth underfoot. 
 
    The Turkish sipahi saw the rows of heavy Polish steel and vicious lances slowly lowered to greet them - and they beat their horses with their swords to urge them out of the way. Azabs on foot raced about on either side, tripping over one another and getting in the way of the riders. For those in front, it was too late. The furious golden king and his cavalry slammed into the Turks, their lightly armored bodies torn open by heavy iron-tipped lances. Ladislaus’s lance demolished one rider’s shield and blasted his body with enough force to send him flying like a limp noodle, the body empty of life as it crashed into a group of infantry who were soon trampled under horse hooves blasting over the earth. 
 
    They drove on and on, tearing through Ottoman infantry and riders until their lances became hung up or broke off in twisted piles of bodies. Throwing them aside, they pulled their swords and maces and hacked their way through the fleeing enemy. One azab threw his scimitar at King Ladislaus, who knocked it out of the air with his own sword. As his horse careened into the man and knocked him under the hooves of a comrade, Ladislaus looked up and saw, through the narrow slits of his visor, that the Sultan himself sat atop the nearest burial mound. 
 
    This is our chance! he thought. 
 
    “Onward!” he shouted. “Onward!” 
 
    Urging his horse to leap over a fallen sipahi’s mount, he lifted his sword and waved it in a circle, a signal to follow his charge. The white-robed Sultan in his pavilion grew closer, protected only by a narrow line of janissary spearmen… 
 
    His horse suddenly dropped beneath him. They crashed into a narrow pit lined with rough stakes, and he felt his horse grunting in pain. He fought to keep from falling forward, awkwardly hugging his horse’s neck without dropping sword or shield. His horse leaned sideways, looking as if it didn’t know whether to stand or sit, and Ladislaus saw that it was pulling against a stake that disappeared between its breast and foreleg. 
 
    Just when he was able to retain his balance, he saw a group of janissary charging with spears held level. He was struck by the sound of their fanatic shrieking, then found himself knocking away spear-points on either side. One jabbed into his horse’s flank, and he immediately swung and snapped the spear in half. 
 
    “Stay away from him, damned heathen!” Ladislaus shouted, more angry that his horse was being abused than anything else. He saw other knights falling into the pit, or leaping over it, or drawing their horses to a sudden halt. In any case, they were all being rushed by shrieking janissaries, their spear-points expertly aimed at open spaces between armored plates. 
 
    Hands grabbed Ladislaus’s belt and jerked him to the side, but he gripped his saddle with his legs, then swung and severed the janissary’s hands off at the wrist. The fanatic fell back into the spear pit, eyes burning with hate even as his forearms spurted blood in either direction. 
 
    Still more janissaries leaped into the pit, unmindful of falling on the stakes they had placed there. 
 
    They keep coming! thought Ladislaus, hacking away at a new wave of attackers hunkered down behind shields. There’s no end to them! 
 
    *** 
 
    Mircea led his large force of cavalry around the northern end of the battlefield until they made their way toward the rear of one of the large burial mounds. He saw azab spearmen turn and watch, mouths hanging open as if surprised to see him. 
 
    “Take that hill!” Mircea shouted, lance held high as he urged his horse on. “Smash through them! Don’t stop until you reach the top!” 
 
    The azab spearmen looked at one another, never sure whether to form a line or retreat. A few formed up at the foot of the hill. Mircea charged, lowering his heavy lance as Hermokrates and Bogdan drew even with him. All three smashed into the wall at once, sending shields and splintered ends of lances flying skyward. Azabs fell back as the horses and riders tried to catch their balance, then the other riders crashed into the line of shields, smashing the defenders under the weight of lances and hooves. Mircea dropped his broken lance and pulled his mace free in one smooth motion. A disoriented spearman held on to his horse’s neck as his legs wobbled beneath him, so Mircea slammed his mace down on top of the man’s head with incredible force. Like a melon dropped from a great height, gore spewed onto his horse, making her snort and shake her head, the first sign of discomfort she’d shown during the battle. 
 
    Mircea urged her onward, pushing up the hill. Azabs threw spears, then ran in all directions. Unable to turn in his heavy armor, Mircea had to trust that his allies were behind him as he made his way deeper into the Ottoman camp. Drawing near the top, a large group of azab spearmen rushed toward him, their resolve far stronger than those who had hidden in the rear. He saw red banners waving over the spearmen, and one large tent displayed a garish collection of colorful banners. Mircea was filled with an intense desire to tear down the flags, burn the camp, and see what that would do to bolster the resolve of his comrades fighting on the other side of the hill. 
 
    “Get up there, girl!” he said, urging his horse onward. Despite carrying his armor as well as her own, she redoubled her effort. The spearmen lined up only just in time for Mircea to crash into them. Though one spear-point rang against his helm, he swung his mace downward and tossed an azab down the cliff, then turned his weapon’s momentum around and sent the heavy iron weight smashing through a shield. He tore through the line and continued racing toward the top of the hill, viciously swinging his mace at anyone who stood in his way. The Turks chasing him suddenly decided to flee. Turning his horse around, he saw his own forces smashing through, their blades rising and falling like scythes bringing in a harvest of corpses. 
 
    “The camp is ours!” Mircea shouted. “Bring it down!” 
 
    Knights rode through the camp, killing stragglers and tearing down tents. Mircea made his way toward the largest tent, fought his way down from his horse, and pulled the tent flap open. 
 
    He had hoped to find the Sultan being fed and massaged by a group of slaves. Instead, the finely decorated tent held several chests. He tried to pick one up and found it incredibly heavy. 
 
    “Mircea!” said Bogdan, entering behind him. “We just found a great deal of horses!” 
 
    “Horses?” said Mircea. “Why weren’t they riding them?” 
 
    “I think it’s their spares,” said Bogdan. “Turks often take more than one horse to battle.” 
 
    “Looks like they bring more than spare horses… come, look at this.” 
 
    The two knights stood over the open chest, mouths hanging open in disbelief. Mircea slowly ran his hand through the deep mound of cold, shiny silver coins.” 
 
    “How much is here, I wonder?” said Mircea. 
 
    “Never mind that!” said Bogdan, already rummaging through another chest. “Look at this one! Coins of gold, Mircea!” 
 
    Hermokrates entered. Pulling his helm off, his aged face was red, his hair wild. He looked concerned. 
 
    “We’ve good news, old man,” said Mircea. “Look at-” 
 
    “Bad news is more important,” said Hermokrates. “You need to see this!” 
 
    He motioned, and Mircea followed. Outside, his men were looting the camp, pulling clothes and weapons and chests from tents as they knocked them down and kicked over flaming braziers. He saw a large group of smiling knights pulling tethered horses along the hill, overjoyed at the looting. 
 
    Mircea, Hermokrates, Bogdan, and Petru Aron gathered at the eastern edge of the hill, and looked down at the incredible maelstrom of violence at the center of the battle. Far away, King Ladislaus was being overwhelmed by charging janissaries, the fanatics stabbing at him with spears as they worked to pull him down from his horse. They saw the White Knight, Janos Hunyadi, charging toward the center, only to be blocked by still more janissaries leaping over the spear pit and forming a wall of shields. One by one, horses were cut down by the shrieking, stabbing janissaries. Mircea noted that the slave soldiers never turned to flee, but only charged forward, unmindful of any sense of danger. 
 
    “No!” said Bogdan, tearing his helm off so he could see better. “Look! The King!” 
 
    Mircea saw the golden-armored king bring his sword down on another attacker, slicing away half of his face and an ear, then his arm went limp and the sword dropped. On his other side, a janissary held onto a spear that was lodged in Ladislaus’s side, slipping as he jammed the spear in deeper. The king’s head lolled back as two more spearmen jammed their points into his side, then a pair of hands dragged the dying king from his horse. Mircea felt cold and weak as his brave comrade disappeared under a group of janissaries, all fighting for room as their swords and daggers rose and fell. 
 
    “The King is dead,” said Petru Aron. “The battle is lost.” 
 
    “It’s not lost!” said Bogdan. “Look, Hunyadi is fighting his way into the center!” 
 
    “Then he’ll die, too,” said Petru Aron. “Mircea, we need to go! Now!” 
 
    Mircea knew the word for those who ran from battle: Coward. He remembered the abject terror on the face of the Cardinal, shrieking as if hoping his horse would sprout wings and fly before the battle had even truly begun. But the feeling of dark, cold helplessness that gripped him reminded him of a terrifying dream he’d had, a dream in which he had unwittingly murdered his own younger brothers. 
 
    “Where is the Sultan?” he said, thinking that the Emperor would be able to identify Wallachian riders and place blame on them. 
 
    “He isn’t in this camp,” said Hermokrates. “He must be on the other hill, but it’s hard to see with the tree cover.” 
 
    Mircea turned and saw the looting, the incredible number of horses being pulled out of the camp. He remembered the chests of gold and silver, and other chests they hadn’t even opened yet. It was an incredible yield for someone from a land of farmers continually harvested for their children. 
 
    “We’re going!” Mircea shouted. “Tell the others! Take what you can, and head west!” 
 
    “Smart man!” said Petru Aron, already turning to go. 
 
    “But,” said Bogdan, his eyes locked on the slaughter down below. “Mircea, we can… we can still… it’s not too late to…” 
 
    “Sir, if we charge down there, we’ll be at a disadvantage. Those janissaries are dug in with their spears. We can fight another day. And besides, we’ve got enough here to really hurt the Sultan. He doesn’t care about losing men, but taking his gold and horses… we’ve done everything we could do, short of killing him!” 
 
    Bogdan gripped his sword by the hilt, drew it forth slowly… then let it fall back into its sheathe. He turned and, with weary, red eyes, he looked at Mircea and nodded. “You’re right, Mircea. I… I have a young son to get back to. I promised him I would come back to him. Little Stefan is too young to bury his father today.” 
 
    Mircea nodded. Forgive me, Janos, he thought. Today, I’ve killed you… but I can’t let the Sultan find out I’m here. The lives of my brothers depend on me! 
 
    *** 
 
    “Retreat!” Sultan Murad shouted. “We have lost! Retreat!” 
 
    Angelovic jerked with alarm, thinking that the Sultan had been shot by a stray arrow. It was true that the other camp had been destroyed and looted, but as far as he could tell, the janissaries down below were beating the infidels. Still, the Sultan had far more experience on the battlefield than he did. He was about to confirm the Sultan’s order - and saw that he stood alone. Turning, he saw the older man racing away, his little legs pumping as if Janos Hunyadi was riding him down at the head of ten thousand infidels. 
 
    Still, he’s given an order, thought Angelovic. It’s our duty to make sure every word he utters is obeyed! 
 
    Angelovic drew in breath and prepared to second the order, then a janissary suddenly leaned into his ear. “Hold that order for a moment,” he said. 
 
    Angelovic pulled away from the warrior, his pale face barely visible behind his veil of chains. The man offered no explanation, but only stared at Angelovic with dead eyes. Insulted, Angelovic turned back, and saw another janissary grab the Sultan by the arm and stop him dead in his tracks. 
 
    They dare touch his royal person in such a manner! thought Angelovic, deeply disturbed. He grasped the hilt of his scimitar and watched as the second janissary leaned in close to the Sultan, their conversation too quiet to make out on the wind-blasted hilltop. 
 
    Angelovic waited as their conversation continued, then he could contain himself no longer. 
 
    “Look here, janissary,” he said. “Do you realize you are violating a direct order given by the Sultan himself?” 
 
    The pale slave-warrior glanced at him for a moment, then looked away as if bored. “Ah, there,” he finally said. “There is good news.” 
 
    Angelovic turned and saw a janissary covered in so much blood that he thought at first the man’s entire uniform was red. The janissary jogged past them, then knelt before the Sultan. He held before him a head within a golden helmet. 
 
    “What is that?!” the Sultan shouted. 
 
    The janissary spoke, but it was too quiet for Angelovic to hear. He moved closer. 
 
    “Who?” the Sultan shouted. “The Hungarian King?” 
 
    “Yes, great Sultan,” said the janissary. “The Christian dogs have been crushed.” 
 
    The Sultan took the head, flipped open the visor, and examined the bloodless, beardless face with its slitted blue eyes. Murad shrugged, as if unwilling to admit that he may have been wrong. “That’s fine, that’s fine,” he muttered. “Just… stick it on the end of my lance, will you? Yes, the one with the treaty on it. At least we have that. None of this battle went as I wanted, because no one followed my orders, no one fought hard, no one wanted to win, all of my servants refused to obey me… but, anyway, at least we have this heathen's head. We can stick it on the front gates of Edirne when we get home, which I hope will be soon, if Allah will allow it.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Once the European forces broke and fled, the janissaries raced toward the marshes around Lake Varna, each wanting to the first to find someone they could capture or kill. The sun was setting in a crimson wreath between the two burial mounds when two janissaries found an armored soldier holding onto the base of a tree jutting out of a stream, his lower half submerged in the water. 
 
    “My captive,” said one, placing his bow on his back and drawing his knife. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” said the other, notching an arrow to his bow. “That one won’t be able to walk on his own, and we didn’t bring a cart.” 
 
    He let his arrow fly and it stuck in the soldier's side. Cardinal Giuliano Cesarini suddenly woke and cried out. 
 
    “You see that?” said one, also notching an arrow to his bow. “He’s wearing red.” He let loose the arrow. It shot through the Cardinal’s neck, silencing his cries. He went limp and slid partway into the water, then his body lodged itself between the roots. 
 
    “I can’t see it in the dark,” said the other, “but it’s probably some sort of infidel regalia. Let’s get his head and a bit of that red outfit. The Sultan may pay us a little gold for it!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun set. Atop the Thracian burial mound, Sultan Murad laid within his tent with only his bodyguard Angelovic, his Grand Vizier, and a few aides to comfort him. 
 
    “The battle… is lost,” he said. His eyes remain fixed on the roof, and his limbs hung at his sides as if he, too, had been slain. 
 
    “Sire,” said Grand Vizier Halil Pasha, “I think you underestimate the fighting spirit of our men. I tell you truly, many great deeds were done by our men on this day!” 
 
    Murad sighed. “You cannot fool me, Halil. Before the sun set, before darkness claimed the day, I saw our dead lying down below. Azabs, sipahi, brave akinci warriors… so many slain, their bodies broken, lying in heaps. Indeed, I should have let my twelve year old son direct the battle! Perhaps he could have roused some of you to give, at least, some effort to this battle.” 
 
    “But, sire, we have the head of King Ladislaus, the Polish infidel! The Hungarians have so few men of any worth, they had to bring in a Polack to tell them what to do. And now his head is on your spear, fixed just outside the entrance of your tent for all to see!” 
 
    Murad shook his head. “The head of a boy that few have heard of,” said Murad. “I can find no comfort in the head of a beardless boy. I ask you, Halil - where is the head of Janos Hunyadi? He’s the one responsible for this attack. Mark my words! So where is he?!” 
 
    “He… it appears he withdrew…” 
 
    “How? After being in the very center, surrounded by my men - how?!” 
 
    “Sire, the old man from Hungary… he is very powerful, and cunning, so…” 
 
    Murad did not hear his Grand Vizier’s comment, and was about to ask him to repeat himself, then realized he would have to yell in order to be heard over the shouting and cursing outside his tent. Finally Murad managed to rise, and made his way to the entrance. He watched as a long line of Christian knights, now stripped of their armor, were led into a circle of torches. Squelching in mud so thick with blood that it sounded as if it had just rained, a group of janissaries and armored sipahi covered in gore held the knights down and hacked off their heads, then left the dead to kick and shake for a moment before throwing them onto a pile. One after another, severed heads were tossed onto a mound of other blood-soaked heads. Young servant boys watched to make sure that no heads rolled away from the black pyramid. 
 
    Murad watched as another group was led into the circle of torchlight, some with bearded faces wet with tears, others praying with their eyes closed, others fighting and cursing their captors. 
 
    “Look at these dogs,” said Murad. “Was your victory worth it?!” he shouted, as if expecting an answer from the doomed warriors. 
 
    Halil exchanged a look with Angelovic, then turned to Murad. “But, sire… we do not exaggerate when we say that we have won this battle. We lost quite a few men, but… please, Sultan, believe me when I say that the Christians lost more!” 
 
    Sultan Murad blinked, glanced at Halil, then looked away. “Truly?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord! Just look at your men! See the joy written on their faces! Do they look like warriors who have lost a battle?” 
 
    “Well… hm. But still, we did not capture Janos Hunyadi. Perhaps if I had his head before me, it might do much to convince me. But, then again…” 
 
    Murad’s words were drowned out as one knight, enraged at seeing his comrades’ heads stacked so high, had to be held down and stabbed to death. Murad watched with some satisfaction as scimitars rose, catching the orange glint of torchlight along their curved blades, then fell, passing through necks and dropping heads onto the blood-soaked killing grounds. Further back, where the slave-warriors were leading the stripped knights up to the burial mound, he saw that a group of janissaries had pushed one knight onto the ground on his belly. While one janissary laid on top of him, panting and moaning as if running a race, the others watched, patiently waiting their turn. 
 
    “We lost much,” he said, sighing, “but perhaps… perhaps we did win!” 
 
    The Grand Vizier smiled as the Sultan finally began to accept the truth. 
 
    “But,” said the Sultan, “who is responsible for this? Who must be punished?” 
 
    “Certainly the insane dog they call the White Knight,” said Halil Pasha. “He is mostly to blame. With him were forces from Hungary and Poland, of course, but also Germans, even upstarts from Bulgaria…” 
 
    “Wallachians?” 
 
    “Ah… so far, I cannot say. When the sun rises, we will be better able to see the shields and standards among the dead. Then we will know for sure.” 
 
    Sultan Murad grinded his teeth. “If I found out that that petty Voivod had anything… anything to do with this… and yet, now that I think of it, didn’t all of these soldiers come through his land, in order to do this?” 
 
    The Grand Vizier nodded sideways. “It may be as you say, my Lord.” 
 
    Sultan Murad shook his head, fuming. “Tell me, Halil, if a group of men walked through your living room, and were conversing about taking my life - indeed, if they were laughing and carrying on about how they planned to abuse me, to take from me, to spit on my dignity, would you not warn me?” 
 
    “My lord, I would come speeding to give warning. No horse would be fast enough to bring me to you… indeed, my feet would be as great eagles, and-” 
 
    “Let’s have the boys killed, then,” said Murad. “Voivod Dracul must learn that even if he did not come here with treachery in his heart, he allowed others through his land. If I had died, he would not avenge me!” 
 
    “I’ll give the order, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Very good, Halil. That means we will have to give some thought regarding who should sit in the old Voivod’s chair.” 
 
    “That reminds me, your majesty,” said Halil, suddenly leaning in close. “I don’t want to mention this too loudly, but apparently the infidel dogs made off with our war chest.” 
 
    “H-how much?!” 
 
    “All of it, my Lord.” 
 
    Murad felt icy wind rake against a sudden layer of cold sweat that broke out all over his body. His knees wobbled, then it seemed that the hill disappeared beneath his feet, and was replaced by a dark hole that drew him down to a freezing abyss. He was amazed that his traitorous minions would do so much to convince him that they had won the battle, only to finally reveal that he would be killed by his own money-hungry janissaries. 
 
    Turning his face into a cool mask of stoic reserve, he glanced at Halil. He saw no panic on the Grand Vizier’s face, which was a testament to the man’s unbelievable stupidity. Murad knew that a janissary was not fierce in battle only out of devotion to Allah and the Sultan, but would fight all the demons of Iblis if he thought a pile of gold coins waited for him on the other side of the pits of Jahannam. 
 
    “Does anyone know?” said Murad, barely moving his lips for fear of betraying himself. 
 
    “I have tried to keep the matter quiet, sire.” 
 
    Sultan Murad immediately turned to his janissaries. With the fearlessness of a warrior who knew that his life was on the line, he shouted, “Warriors of Allah! I have seen enough killing this day! Spare the lives of the remaining prisoners. They belong to you now! Sell them in the slave market, and keep all of the earnings yourself. Because you have fought so bravely on this day… I shall forego my usual one-fifth tax of slaves taken in war!” 
 
    A cry went through the blood-stained janissaries, their wet limbs shining in the torchlight. The knights, naked or wearing only undergarments, lowered their heads as their suffering only grew. 
 
    “Halil,” Murad said quietly. “I have just saved both of our lives.” 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    At that moment, they were interrupted by Angelovic. “Great and glorious Sultan Murad, Durad Brankovic is begging for an audience. He wishes to know if his sons will be returned to him for his loyalty.” 
 
    That’s right, thought Murad. Durad’s forces kept that traitor Skanderbeg from joining this rabble. There were even some decent Serbian knights reporting on the movements of their so-called Christian brothers. It took more than just frightful janissaries to win this day for us! 
 
    “I am tired,” said Murad. “I do not wish to speak with him. But tell him his sons will be returned. There is one man who, finally, has shown a little loyalty to his Sultan.” 
 
    Angelovic bowed and left. 
 
    While Halil spoke with his aides and messengers, sending them running here and there, Murad mused on the great things he had done on this day. Not only had he won the battle, but he had also extended great mercy to many. A great number of infidel knights who deserved to die had been spared, and would now live because of him. And Durad Brankovic would finally have his sons returned to him, which was a great kindness done to an old man. Murad smiled and watched the janissaries arguing over who should take the various slaves. 
 
    I am a kind and just Sultan, he thought. Sometimes wisdom lies in showing mercy, rather than in great deeds done on the battlefield. 
 
    “Halil!” he shouted, gesturing for him to come to his side. 
 
    “Yes, sire?” 
 
    “I was just thinking… perhaps I was rash in ordering that Voivod Dracul’s sons be killed. After all, old Dracul’s body has not been found among the dead…” 
 
    “Your majesty, I have already sent a messenger with the order to kill the boys!” 
 
    “... and so I think I will extend some mercy to the boys of Dracul.” Turning to the Grand Vizier, Sultan Murad smiled, and said, “Do not have the boys killed. Instead, have their eyes put out with hot iron pokers.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Binding of the White Knight 
 
      
 
    Janos Hunyadi escaped with only a small, weary remnant of his forces. Though the beaten men had much to say about where to place the blame for Varna, Hunyadi kept himself removed from the debates. His thoughts continually circled back to seeing King Ladislaus pulled from his horse, the young knight filled with spears, his head hacked off by fanatical slave-soldiers. 
 
    Cowardice is so common among those with power, he thought. We had a strong leader, unafraid to fight, willing to go forth against our oppressors. But now… gone. 
 
    He mostly allowed his brother-in-law, Mihaly Szilagyi, to lead the men back across the Danube and into friendly territory. Hunyadi felt as if the Lord had abandoned them. He no longer felt sure of anything. He was grateful that Mihaly had survived, and could take the reins for a while. 
 
    Hunyadi woke one dark, misty morning, and saw a cluster of knights already eating around a fire. With a start, he realized that Mihaly was crouching over him. 
 
    “What is it?” said Hunyadi. 
 
    “We’re running low on food,” said Mihaly. “We will have to stop by the Voivod’s castle, I believe.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Hunyadi. “He’ll take us in for a while.” 
 
    “But what if Mircea…” Mihaly swallowed. “We don’t know if Mircea made it out of there alive.” 
 
    “The Voivod is Christian. He will take us in.” 
 
    They rode over hard-beaten paths, the blue mountains of home standing on the horizon. 
 
    “Janos!” said Mihaly, riding up beside him. “Some of the men saw a rider in the east. He took off toward Targoviste.” 
 
    “That’s fine, Mihaly. He’s probably just going to tell the Voivod. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    At that, Hunyadi only stared ahead. He was sure of nothing anymore. 
 
    *** 
 
    They entered the gates of Targoviste and the Voivod’s garda domneasca escorted them toward the castle. When they reached the stables, they found Voivod Dracul, mounted and wearing a full suit of dark armor, his helm clutched at his side. 
 
    “Sir!” said Mihaly. “Why are you armed as if for battle?” 
 
    They waited, but Dracul only glared at them. It was then that Hunyadi realized the old Voivod had a strange, almost crazed look in his eyes. There were dark spots of sagging skin around his eyes, as if he had lost a great deal of sleep. Hunyadi caught motion in his peripheral vision, then realized that more guards were filling the square. 
 
    “Janos,” Mihaly said quietly. “They’re coming up from behind us, too.” 
 
    “Dracul!” Hunyadi shouted, his will suddenly brought back to life. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    “You should be able to guess the meaning, Hunyadi!” said Dracul. “I’m putting you in irons.” 
 
    Hunyadi looked around, wondering if they had the strength to fight their way out of this. “You fool!” he shouted. “We require aid, not treason! Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “No, Hunyadi. This is something I should have done long ago. I should have thrown you in the dungeon before this madness. Instead, I’ve sacrificed two of my boys, and nearly a third, for the sake of your Hungarian pride! Now, guards - take them!” 
 
    As the guards moved to pull them from their horses, Hunyadi burned his gaze into Voivod Dracul, who only stared back with a look of cold hatred. 
 
    This is the last straw, Dracul, he thought. For years you’ve wavered in your loyalty. Now I see whose side you’ve chosen. You’ll pay for this. You’ll pay dearly! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    To Die Under the Stars 
 
      
 
    Good fortune came to the boys seemingly out of the blue, for Vlad and Radu were allowed to leave Egrigoz Fortress. Vlad, having just turned fourteen, did not even mind that they would be crossing the wasteland in the middle of winter. He would not miss stiff-necked Hamza Bey, always looking around for something that would deeply offend him. Vlad dutifully attended his classes, but he would not miss any of his angry teachers, nor would he miss any of his dull-witted classmates. But he was glad that he and Radu would still be together, even if it was in a frozen wilderness at the very ends of the earth. 
 
    A group of azab warriors and servants stood waiting for them outside the front gate. In one hand, Vlad held their goods in a bundle, and in his other, he held Radu’s hand. 
 
    “What are those things?” said Radu, tilting his head at the large, ungainly, shaggy beasts the men had with them. 
 
    “You haven’t seen them going about the village?” said Vlad. “They’re camels.” 
 
    “They look like dressed-up horses.” 
 
    Vlad laughed, and they made their way toward the servants. “They say they do better than horses in this land.” 
 
    One beast rose up suddenly, and bleated as if complaining. 
 
    “Will these things really be able to take us all the way to the capital?” said Radu. 
 
    “We’ll have to find out!” said Vlad, smiling as he took one last look at the prison where he’d lived for the past two years. 
 
    *** 
 
    In Edirne, the capital of the Empire, in his room in the royal palace, young Mehmet sat in thought. It was night, and the palace was quiet. He wanted to have the windows opened so that he could look at the stars, but he knew it was far too cold for that. Instead he sat by a dim lamp, unable to read because he was lost in thought. 
 
    Soon, I won’t need anybody, he thought. Once I’m older, I’ll be able to more properly… 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by someone moving on the other side of the wall. No doubt it was a servant looking in on him, unwilling to break the peace of his evening and, instead, choosing to look through a hole so that Mehmet could be observed without being disturbed. 
 
    I won’t need anybody, he thought, once again trying to convince himself that he could truly be Sultan. 
 
    He was embarrassed after summoning his father out of retirement to win the Battle of Varna for him. His father had been angry at him. He had said cruel things to him. 
 
    Father thinks I am weak… and yet, that’s not true. I had the strength to do what was necessary when I first took over. 
 
    He remembered another night, when he had gone into his little half-brother’s room. Mehmet had stood over his crib, watching the baby’s chest rise and fall, the little peaceful face suddenly disturbed as if by a dream. Mehmet slowly put his hand into the crib, letting his fingers hover over the baby’s throat. The baby sighed and relaxed. Mehmet was relieved, fearing that the child had somehow known his intentions. 
 
    He turned to the entrance and saw his faithful servant, Zaganos, standing and waiting. Zaganos Pasha, intensely ugly, keenly intelligent, and always loyal to Mehmet. 
 
    “You have the silk cord?” said Mehmet. 
 
    Zaganos nodded, entering quietly. 
 
    “Then do it,” said Mehmet. He walked away from the crib and left the room as Zaganos moved past him, stretching the silken cord between his fists. Mehmet did not watch as faithful Zaganos ended the life of a potential rival, the son of Murad by one of his slave concubines. 
 
    Mehmet brought his thoughts back from that night. He was frustrated. He had passed that test, proving that he had the will to be Sultan, only to back down when the infidels had brought war to his doorstep. He had wanted his father to come and win the war for him, but now nobody was sure who was Sultan. 
 
    Was father angry that I had his women killed? 
 
    Mehmet thought back to when he’d given the order to have many of Murad’s concubines loaded into burlap sacks and drowned in the Tunca River. Several of them had been pregnant, so it wasn’t as if Mehmet had a choice. All rivals had to be killed. Still the old Sultan had moped about, Mehmet had been told, as if the choice was up to him. Mehmet also found it ridiculous that his father could care for any of the women in particular. Didn’t he know there was always a fresh supply of young, beautiful women being brought in from Bulgaria, Wallachia, Greece, Serbia, Persia, Nubia, Egypt, or any other land he chose? Mehmet could have had them drowned in bags for days on end, one after the other, and it should never have made a difference to anyone. 
 
    *** 
 
    On that same night, Vlad and Radu saw the walls of Edirne in the distance. Vlad could not say he had grown accustomed to riding the camel that carried him and his brother. Fortunately the beast simply followed its comrades, and did not need guidance from Vlad. 
 
    It was a frigid night, and the stars were brilliant overhead. Vlad was exhausted, but hopeful that their lives would improve in the capital. He was almost sure that the strange soldier, Iskender Bey, had something to do with their relocation. Perhaps he had put in a word with someone, and now he and his brother would be placed somewhere that better suited their nature. 
 
    Or maybe this is simply a prelude to being freed! thought Vlad. 
 
    He and Radu had not mentioned it to one another, but Vlad was sure that Radu was thinking the same thing. 
 
    There’s a chance, a good chance, that father, or perhaps Mircea, have come to Edirne to pick us up! 
 
    Vlad did not want to be disappointed, and tried to suppress the hope rising in his heart. Still, the thought of going home filled him with joy he had not felt in years. He closed his eyes against the frozen fields of dead grass and tried to imagine the green hills of Wallachia. Then again, it was winter. In Targoviste, the houses would be decorated with wreaths... he saw people lined up outside the church, and he recognized his mother by her shawl… 
 
    Vlad jerked suddenly. 
 
    “Did you fall asleep?” said Radu. 
 
    “No! Well, yes.” 
 
    “We’re almost there, brother.” 
 
    Vlad saw that they were riding past a series of squat, simple brick homes sitting outside the city walls. They drew near a wide, paved, open area that stood before the tall wooden gates, which were closed. Off to the side of the open area, Vlad saw a line of bodies hanging from stakes and crosses. He counted the thin, twisted bodies… five, six, seven of them, their gender no longer identifiable. A tiny ball with a few wisps of hair hanging from it stood fixed on a pole in front of the bodies. It took Vlad a moment to realize he was looking at a human head, even with the hanging cadavers providing a hint in the right direction. 
 
    Vlad noticed that Radu was also looking at the bodies. He moved to cover his eyes, then thought better of it. 
 
    “Radu,” he said quietly. “Let’s not look at such things.” 
 
    Radu nodded. “It’s hard not to look.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Though the large gates did not open for them, a smaller door set into the wall opened suddenly. Three men stepped out with fast, sure movements, seemingly unfazed by the cold. Vlad noted that they did not wear turbans, but instead had some sort of head covering that trailed down their backs. Protrusions on either side of their headdresses almost looked like horns. 
 
    One of the azab warriors riding beside Vlad suddenly sucked in his breath. “J-janissaries!” he said. 
 
    “Quiet!” said another, glaring at him. 
 
    One of the janissaries stopped before them, and the camel riders immediately drew their animals to a stop and cast their eyes downward. “You,” said the janissary, fixing his gaze on the lead rider. “Those boys - are they sons of the Wallachian Voivod?” 
 
    “Y-yes, sir,” said the leader. “They are, sir. We were ordered to bring them to Edirne, to serve at-” 
 
    “Change of plan,” said the janissary. “Give them to us. They’re to be killed. Sultan’s orders.” 
 
    *** 
 
    In a sort of numb haze Vlad felt himself and Radu pulled down from the camel by the janissary. The man placed him on the ground, but his knees bent, and he nearly fell back. 
 
    “Stand up!” said the janissary. 
 
    Vlad did as ordered, complying only because he felt the lack of agency one might feel in a dream. He wondered if he was dreaming. He did not feel the cold, nor pain, or even any discomfort or fear of any kind. He heard his teeth chattering. He saw another janissary gripping Radu by the shoulder. Radu only looked back at Vlad, the confusion and shock written on his face. 
 
    “Vlad,” said Radu. “Why is this happening?” 
 
    Vlad heard the words as if they were coming from the bottom of a deep tunnel. He looked up at their captors. They were faceless, their heads completely wrapped, revealing only dead eyes that looked at them as a task that needed to be completed. 
 
    “The rest of you are free to go,” said one, turning to the men they had ridden with. “Get out of here.” 
 
    The men quickly led their camels away from the square, leaving the boys without argument. Both boys were gripped by strong hands on their shoulders, and were led toward the seven impaled bodies and the severed head on its lance. If this was a dream, Vlad reasoned, then he would surely wake up soon. 
 
    “Stop your teeth chattering!” said one of the men, flicking Vlad’s ear. “It’s annoying.” 
 
    The gesture somehow brought Vlad back to his senses. All at once he felt the indignity, the unfairness of their situation. Anger made blood pump through his limbs, and he realized he was cold and tired and now, after a long journey, he was about to be killed for no reason. 
 
    “Are we going to be impaled, then?” said Vlad, not bothering to keep the edge out of his voice. 
 
    “No,” said one of the men. “That’s for traitors, outlaws. You’ll be beheaded. Relax. It’ll be over in a minute. We won’t hurt you. Kneel there. Right there, yes.” 
 
    Vlad’s heart thundered in his chest and he saw the impaled corpses in vivid detail, starlight glinting off of pale blue limbs, the grain of the wood passing up into one corpse’s rectum only to reappear through a ruptured mound beside the neck, like a skinny second head standing beside the original. He saw a carved, wooden chopping block sitting beneath the impaled corpses, its edges hewn by imprecise strokes. 
 
    Then his eye was drawn to the severed head. He was surprised at how young the victim was. He saw a strong, proud, beardless face, with fair hair clinging to the scalp from the honey it had been packed in for preservation. 
 
    “Are we sticking their heads up on spears?” said one man. 
 
    “No, no. They’re just kids, they don’t need to be on display. That one up there, that was a King, slain at Varna. This is his punishment. But these boys, they’ve done nothing wrong.” 
 
    Despite his words, Vlad noted the lack of empathy in the slave-soldier’s voice. He was simply following through with a duty, and noting the details for his companion who was only wondering if they had the necessary tools to impale their severed heads. 
 
    “So you understand,” Vlad said loudly, trying to control his voice. “You know that we’re being murdered through no fault of our own?” 
 
    One janissary glanced at him as he took up position beside the chopping block. “What of it? Allah does as He will. So does the Sultan. Just accept it.” 
 
    Radu suddenly pitched forward, and Vlad grabbed him and held him up. The janissary holding Vlad’s shoulder squeezed it painfully, and Vlad glared him. 
 
    “Stay awake, Radu!” said Vlad. 
 
    “I’m… I’m…” Radu said, his words hoarse and fast. “I’m going to be sick, brother… I can’t… I can’t…” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do to change this,” said Vlad, leaning into him. “The only thing we can do is show them they can’t scare us.” 
 
    “But why… why is… why are they…” 
 
    “Because father rebelled,” said Vlad, forcing himself to smile for his brother. “That’s the only reason that makes sense. Father must have fought them! We… we must be proud of him, Radu!” 
 
    You foolish Turks! thought Vlad. Now you have learned why they call my father “the Dragon”! 
 
    Just then a rider raced up to them, a beardless Turk messenger in long white robes. 
 
    “Janissaries,” he said. “Are those the sons of the Wallachian Voivod?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the man standing by the chopping block. “What of it?” 
 
    “They’re not to be killed.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes - there was confusion. I was sent after the original messenger.” 
 
    “If you had been a few minutes late-” 
 
    “They’re to be blinded,” said the messenger, pulling forth his sealed, written orders. “Sultan’s command.” 
 
    One janissary hastily read the orders, then snorted in annoyance. “Hot irons! We don’t have a fire out here. Boy!” The janissary turned to someone behind Radu. “Go and fetch some coals from our fire. Hurry! I don’t want to be out here all night.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I’ll go to bed when I’m ready!” Mehmet shouted at the serving girl. “Now leave me be.” 
 
    The girl bowed and hastily backed out of the room. 
 
    Mehmet sighed and settled back into the cushions. He wouldn’t have minded going to bed, only he didn’t want to be herded like an animal into a pen. He wished the servants would simply do their duty and leave him in peace. If it wasn’t one thing, it was another! 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    Mehmet nearly shouted once again, then held back. He realized the voice belonged to Zaganos, his faithful servant. 
 
    He could have hovered around my father, like so many others, thought Mehmet. Instead, he served me. And still does, even though everyone is confused about who is Sultan! 
 
    Mehmet gestured toward the dark hallway, and Zaganos entered the dim lamplight of Mehmet’s room. His viciously ugly face and large nose contrasted with his fine, pale blue robes. 
 
    “What is it, Zaganos?” said Mehmet. 
 
    “My lord, something of interest. Do you remember those Wallachian boys, the ones we toured the slave market with?” 
 
    Mehmet thought for a moment. “I do.” 
 
    “I thought you might want to know, they’re slated for execution. Apparently they’ve been apprehended at the front gate, and the janissaries want to finish the task tonight.” 
 
    “Executed. Why?” 
 
    Zaganos shrugged. “Sultan’s orders.” 
 
    “I gave no order. Why did my father… why did Murad give such an order?” 
 
    “It has to do with those rebellious kings and princes that Murad punished at Varna. Apparently Murad believes they were allowed to come through the Wallachian Voivod’s land.” 
 
    “Was the Wallachian Voivod there, at Varna?” 
 
    “I am not sure.” 
 
    Mehmet snorted with disdain. “If he had been, then we would know it.” 
 
    Once again Mehmet thought about opening his window, but did not. Instead he looked into the lamplight, his eyes losing focus until the world outside the lamp grew dark and indistinct. He thought of the boys he had toured the market with. The older one had been annoying, and clearly thought he was superior to Mehmet, probably because he was a little older or taller than him. But his younger brother… Mehmet thought of his pale face, the little red flush on his cheeks. His lips had formed a pout, a sort of Cupid’s bow of delight that failed to hide a deep well of anguish. Perhaps even loneliness. He remembered how the boy had blinked and looked away whenever Mehmet looked at him. Mehmet remembered when they had been down in that awful, stinking place, how he had put a hand on the young boy’s arm, and leaned in close enough to smell the musk of his dark, curled locks... 
 
    “Father oversteps his bounds,” said Mehmet. “Zaganos, go and tell those janissaries that they shall do no such thing.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “Not to Radu, at least. Radu is to be set free. Tell them they may do with the other one whatever they will.” 
 
    There, old man! thought Mehmet. I may have needed you to lead an army, but I am the ruler of the Empire. The power of life and death belongs to me, not you! 
 
    *** 
 
    The boy returned with burning coals and the janissaries set about making a fire. Looking over his shoulder, Vlad watched the boy. He looked to be about his own age, perhaps a little younger, but his face was covered. Something about him looked familiar, and it seemed to Vlad that the boy was glaring at him. 
 
    Vlad’s thoughts were interrupted by the approach of another messenger, a Turk wearing long orange robes and a dark green sash. 
 
    “New orders from the Sultan!” he announced. 
 
    One of the janissaries growled, and turned, but did not rise to greet him. “What is it?” 
 
    “Radu is to be released.” 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    “Yours.” 
 
    “On whose orders?” 
 
    “By order of Sultan Mehmet!” 
 
    Vlad sighed and turned to Radu. His little brother’s mouth hung open, as if confused. “Radu!” said Vlad, voice catching. “You’re free!” 
 
    Radu looked at his brother, then his body shook as if he only just now realized that he was cold. “Murad has… changed his mind?” he said. 
 
    “Yes, brother!” said Vlad, putting a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “No,” said the messenger, climbing back on his horse. “Not Sultan Murad, but Sultan Mehmet. He is in charge now.” 
 
    One of the janissaries snorted, but said nothing. 
 
    “Mehmet,” Radu said to himself, nodding as he remembered. 
 
    “Radu,” said Vlad, shaking his brother. “I don’t want you to stay around here. I don’t want you to see this. Please, go on.” 
 
    “But they’re going to blind you!” 
 
    “We’ll see each other later.” Vlad forced another smile, then said, “Well, you’ll see me.” 
 
    At once Radu sprang up and ran toward the little door beside the front gate, pushing his way past the messenger who was leaving as well. 
 
    “Surprised he ran off?” said one of the janissaries, clearly smiling behind his face wrap. “You probably wanted him to beg to stay so he could hold your hand, didn’t you?” 
 
    Vlad ignored the slave-soldier and fixed his eyes on the impaled corpses. He tried to calm his mind, but his thoughts were racing in circles. He tried to slow his heartbeat even as fear rushed through his veins. His legs fell asleep and his knees ached, pressed into the cold cobblestones. In silence the two janissaries worked pieces of wood against the coals, slowly building a fire within a portable brazier. 
 
    I tried to do my best to protect Radu! he thought. How will I be able to watch after him now? 
 
    He felt sadness welling up in him, so he shook off the thought. It was a bad direction to allow his thoughts to run. The Lord would have to look after Radu now. 
 
    Soon, I will no longer be able to see, he thought. 
 
    Wanting to take in every last sight he could, he looked around. Steam coming from the breath of his tormentors hunched over a fire, dull brick pavement near a frozen wasteland, and dark, featureless homes stuck outside city walls… there was nothing worth seeing around him. Vlad lifted his face and saw the brilliant stars. He was overwhelmed by the sense that a great, unknowable force had placed them each in the heavens, distant, shining, pure. They were mysterious and beautiful, and seemed to grow in his vision. He heard the shrill clink of metal against metal as one of the janissaries picked up a long iron rod and placed it within the fire. His awareness grew, his senses sharpening even as he felt his soul humming, perhaps even growing beyond the boundaries of his body. Could he go into the heavens, if he willed it? Could he be among the stars, untouchable and pure? 
 
    He could tell that his body was panicking, shaking and sweating despite the cold, but his untouchable soul seemed to grow to encompass his surroundings. His eyes moved away from the stars and laid on the corpses hanging before him. With a start he realized that they were not poor, unfortunate wretches, but were instead warriors slain in a dream of battle. Having fulfilled their grand destiny, they were now like beautifully carved statues, their muscular limbs contorted in honor of a life of movement, fighting, striving. The severed head of a King with its pale, honey-wet hair had eyes that had seen wonders, even the realms beyond death, and the mouth was parted slightly as if about to speak a great truth to those that still suffered among the living. 
 
    “That’s good and hot,” said a voice from very far away. “Let’s get this over with, then.” 
 
    “Want me to hold him?” 
 
    “No, I want to do all the work. Yes, hold him!” 
 
    Still Vlad’s mind was far away, his body only one small point in a vast web of awareness. His memory was no longer a dim and vague outline of past events, but a living record, each detail glowing and vibrant. He saw the little church by the sea where they had first set out on their journey, the icons of saints and martyrs and fallen warriors lining the walls. He could see that the paint was alive, a nexus of information and awareness that was no different from his own body, which one janissary had wrapped his arms around so that he could tilt him back. A strong arm was around his neck, holding him in place. Vlad knew that he was not a victim. He was not small and weak. His body was a record, a living text documenting his struggles, his aspirations. He could see his body lying limp, unable to fight against the janissary holding him, his face illuminated by the red-hot iron drawing near. Vlad understood that it was his destiny to become one of the martyrs, his icon lined alongside the others, his deeds echoing long after his flesh was torn to pieces. He suddenly remembered his father speaking about Zalmoxis, the ancient god of their people, the god whose messengers threw themselves on spears in order to send him their desperate pleas. Again and again the fallen returned to fight on behalf of their people... 
 
    Horse hooves clattered along the cobblestones and the janissaries froze and slowly turned their heads. Except for their breath, and the glowing hot iron, they looked like statues holding a boy of carved marble. Radu leaped down from the horse just as Zaganos drew it to a halt. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing!” said Zaganos, straining to keep from colliding with the burning brazier. “That boy is not to be harmed. Sultan’s orders!” 
 
    Radu pushed the hot iron away and fell on Vlad, tears streaming down his face as he gripped his shirt and held him close. Vlad blinked as if he was waking up. 
 
    The janissaries released him, pushing him to the ground as they went to argue with Zaganos, faithful servant of Sultan Mehmet. Radu helped Vlad sit up, then cried openly, without bothering to hide his face. 
 
    “Radu, what’s wrong?” said Vlad. 
 
    “I… I got the Sultan to change his mind… what do you mean, ‘what’s wrong'?!” 
 
    “You ran all the way to the palace?” said Vlad. 
 
    Radu nodded, unable to speak, his face a red mask of tears. 
 
    “And you convinced Mehmet to let me live?” 
 
    Again Radu nodded. 
 
    Vlad pulled his brother close. “You should have been the one protecting me, all this time!” 
 
    Their argument ended, the janissary with the hot iron rod threw it into the burning brazier, knocking it over. Hot coals spilled out in a wave of incandescence, and the slave-soldiers stalked away in anger. 
 
    Zaganos watched the janissaries leave, then his cheeks puffed out as he smiled at the two boys. 
 
    “We arrived in time,” he said. “Praise be to Allah for preserving you this night! Such is the kindness of our Sultan, whose mercy knows no bounds!” 
 
    Vlad felt Radu’s head nodding against his shoulder. Vlad smiled at Zaganos, but not with kindness. Now, having come so close to blindness, Vlad felt as if his vision was more clear than ever before. 
 
    Is it kindness to threaten others with death, then allow them to live? 
 
    Vlad began to laugh, and Zaganos laughed with him. 
 
    You should have let them blind me! You should have let them melt my eyes in my skull! You should have forced them to kill me, you fool! 
 
    Now, I’m awake! But your nightmare has only just begun! 
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 Appendix 1 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
      
 
    Note that characters are alphabetized by last name whenever possible, except when confusing or when last names are never given. Alternate names have been placed in brackets. Note that Bey and Pasha are not names, but Ottoman titles. 
 
      
 
    Alexandra - Daughter of Dracul, and Vlad III’s older sister. 
 
    (Mahmud) Angelovic Pasha - An Ottoman slave taken from Greek lands (or Byzantium) as a child, Angelovic has risen to the position of bodyguard to the Sultan. 
 
    Babur - A young Ottoman Turk who assists Hamza Bey. Rahmi is his close companion. 
 
    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. 
 
    Basarab II - Eldest son of the late Dan II, founder of the Danesti branch of the line of Basarab. It is his contention that Mircea the Elder was a usurper, thus Dracul has no right to the title of Voivod, and the throne of the Voivod should have passed to him, Basarab II, through his father. His brothers are Dan III, Vladislav, and Laiota. Basarab is considered the leader of the Danesti brothers. 
 
    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 Voivod of Moldavia, Alexandru the Good. His sister Vassilissa married Dracul, making Bogdan the uncle of Vlad III. 
 
    Brankovic, Durad - Aged Despot of Serbia. He inherited a land devastated by the Ottoman Empire, especially in the Battle of Kosovo in 1389 AD. Now he often aids the Turks, whether in the form of slaves, military forces, or information on rival Christian lands. 
 
    Brankovic, Grgur (or Gregor) - Son of Durad Brankovic, Despot of Serbia. Both Grgur and his brother Stefan were forced to live as hostages in the court of Sultan Murad, and both were blinded with hot irons so that their father would be reminded of his subservient position. 
 
    Calugarul (Vlad the Monk) - Illegitimate son of Vlad II Dracul, he was placed in a monastery so that he would be protected from intrigue surrounding the throne. 
 
    Cesarini, Cardinal Giuliano - A representative of the Pope, he believed that no treaty with heathen slavers could be considered binding. 
 
    Dalibor - A slave boy taken from Serbia. His Muslim masters gave him the name Sehzade. 
 
    Dan III - Second oldest son of the late Dan II, founder of the Danesti branch of the Basarab line. He believes that Mircea the Elder, legendary Voivod of Wallachia, was merely a usurper who stole the throne from his branch of the family. While Dan is not especially charismatic, he has a keen mind, and often helps his brothers coordinate their affairs. 
 
    De Nevers, Jean - Young French nobleman who fought in the failed Battle of Nicopolis. Being from the West, he was unused to the horror of an endless war with the Ottoman Empire. To him, war was a chivalrous pursuit in which noblemen proved their valor with a valiant charge that won the day. At Nicopolis, he sidetracked the council of war by demanding to open the battle with a frontal charge against an entrenched enemy. His foolhardy naïveté ended in a bloodbath, resulting in the West effectively quitting the field of Eastern Europe and letting Hungary and Byzantium (Greece) and the other Christian lands of the East fend for themselves against the rapacious Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Dracul, Vlad II - Voivod of Wallachia. Adopted the name Dracul or “Dragon”. Founder of the Draculesti line of the Basarab line of Wallachian rulers. Son of the legendary Voivod Mircea the Elder. 
 
    Halil Pasha (Candarli) - Grand Vizier of the Ottoman Empire. Note that a vizier is a close advisor to the Sultan, thus making the Grand Vizier the second most powerful man in the empire. Halil is Turkish by descent.  
 
    Hamza Bey - Ottoman warrior and diplomat. Helped Sultan Murad conquer Thessalonica, then was placed in charge of Egrigoz Fortress. 
 
    Hermokrates - Greek (or Byzantine) tutor of Vlad III and Radu. He was once an Ottoman slave, then escaped and earned a living as a mercenary. 
 
    Hunyadi, Janos - Called a Champion of Christ by the Pope, Janos was born to a poor man of semi-noble birth (who may have actually been a Wallachian of low birth). In time, this poor Hungarian became a great warrior with an undying hatred for the Ottoman Empire and its Muslim slavers. Also called the White Knight because of his silver suit of armor. 
 
    King Ladislaus (or Wladyslaw) - Young King of Poland who was elected King of Hungary after the death of King Albert the Magnanimous (who does not appear in our tale). Ladislaus was trained as a knight, and was a warrior-king who never forgot his oath to defend Christendom. He would be destined to lead the allied forces against the Muslim Turks in 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 Voivod should belong to their branch of the family, not Dracul’s. Laiota was, unfortunately, not gifted with charisma, looks, strength, or great intelligence. 
 
    Matthias (Corvinus) - Infant child of Janos Hunyadi and Erzsebet Szilagyi. 
 
    Mehmet II - The son of Sultan Murad II. He is next in line to rule, though his father is not particularly thrilled about it. Mehmet is fond of poetry and eating. 
 
    Mihailovic, Konstantin - A slave boy taken from Serbia. His captors gave him the name Nadir when he converted to Islam and joined the janissaries. 
 
    Mircea II - Eldest son of Vlad II Dracul, and brother of Vlad III. He is next in line to be Voivod of Wallachia. He is named after his grandfather, the beloved Voivod Mircea the Elder. 
 
    Mircea the Elder - Legendary Voivod of Wallachia and grandfather of Vlad III. He fought Sultan Bayezid “the Thunderbolt” during the Battle of Rovine and won against overwhelming odds, though each side suffered heavy losses. 
 
    Murad II - Sultan (Emperor) of the Ottoman Empire. Murad has supervised over many battles in his lifetime, especially against Europe. Despite wielding incredible power, he would rather go off on his own and practice his spiritual pursuits. 
 
    Petru Aron - Brother of Bogdan and son of the Voivod of Moldavia, Alexandru the Good. 
 
    Radu III - Vlad III’s brother, and youngest son of Vlad II Dracul. 
 
    Rahmi - A young azab warrior and close companion to Babur. Rahmi was kidnapped from Bulgaria as a child in accordance with the blood tax, then converted to Islam, and now serves under Hamza Bey. 
 
    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 often called Skanderbeg was given over to the Ottoman Sultan as a hostage, just as Vlad and Radu were. He has faithfully served as an Ottoman soldier for twenty years, and has spent much of his life fighting European Christians. 
 
    Stefan - The young son of Bogdan and grandson of the Voivod of Moldavia. He is about two years younger than Vlad, his Wallachian cousin. 
 
    Szilagyi, Erzsebet - Wife of Janos Hunyadi, mother of Matthias Corvinus, sister of Mihaly Szilagyi. 
 
    Szilagyi, Mihaly - Brother-in-law of Janos Hunyadi, who married his sister Erzsebet Szilagyi. Mihaly is a close companion of Janos, and often accompanies him on the battlefield. He takes little heed of Hungarian politics, always keeping his attention on the Ottoman battlefront and the survival of his people. 
 
    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. 
 
    Vladislav II - Third oldest Danesti brother. His older brothers are Basarab II and Dan III, and Laiota is his younger brother. Vladislav is the most athletic and powerful of the Danesti brothers, and is a very skilled knight. 
 
    Vlad III - Young son of the Voivod of Wallachia, Vlad II Dracul. Later became known as Vlad the Impaler, or Vlad Dracula (“Son of the Dragon”). 
 
    Zaganos Pasha - An intensely ugly man whose undivided loyalty belongs to Mehmet, son of Sultan Murad. He was an Albanian Christian before his childhood enslavement. He converted to Islam and became a fanatical janissary warrior. Some say that he came from a noble family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 2 
 
    List of Various Lands 
 
      
 
    Albania - A small, mountainous land conquered by the Ottomans. The people of Albania dream of breaking free, and are only waiting for an opportunity to strike back against their conquerors. 
 
    Bulgaria - Once a powerful kingdom, they were completely conquered by the Ottoman Turks. Their people now exist only to be harvested for slaves by Muslim raiders. 
 
    Byzantium - Once a mighty, wealthy Empire, the nation of Byzantium (also known as Greece, and also known as Rome) has been whittled down by the Ottoman Turks until they effectively only rule one city: Constantinople. Fortunately for them, Constantinople is a large city defended by tall, strong walls. 
 
    Hungary - A powerful Christian empire in Eastern Europe, they are continually at odds with the Ottoman Empire. They are predominantly Catholic, but many of their neighbors are Greek Orthodox. 
 
    Moldavia - Land stretching from the Black Sea to Poland and bordering on lands controlled by the Tatar horde. They are ruled by Voivods usually from the House of Bogdan-Musat, which is closely allied to the House of Draculesti in Wallachia. 
 
    Ottoman Empire - Muslim lands ruled by a Sultan (or Emperor), they have amassed incredible wealth thanks to their army of slaves. In some large towns, slaves outnumbers free men. They are locked in an aggressive and endless cycle of expansion: Every year their slave armies march forth, attack their neighbors, steal loot and enslave children, then many of the children are indoctrinated and turned into slave soldiers; then the slave armies march forth... and the cycle continues. Edirne, formerly the Bulgarian city of Adrianople (and Greek before that), is the capital of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Poland - A kingdom north of Moldavia ruled by the Jagiellon dynasty. 
 
    Serbia - Though they once put up an incredible fight against the Ottoman Empire, they fell during the tragic first Battle of Kosovo. Now a Despot oversees Serbia and pays tribute to the Sultan. 
 
    Transylvania - Land nestled within the Carpathian Mountains, Transylvania is overseen by a Voivod but is a territory of Hungary. They are moderately wealthy due to their mines and thriving market towns. 
 
    Wallachia - Small land between Hungary and the Ottoman Empire, they have been ruled by Voivods (“warlords”) since Voivod Basarab fought for their independence from 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 were guarded by eunuchs, and often became targets during regime changes. 
 
    Iayalar - Tribal religious fanatics that often smoked hashish in order to bolster their resolve. 
 
    Janissary - The elite infantry of the Ottoman Empire. The janissary ranks were 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 was 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. 
 
    Sultan - Emperor. 
 
    Tugh - A staff topped with a plume of horsehair. The tugh was used before the time of the Empire, when Muslim raiders rode through Anatolia in search of plunder. Long before the Ottoman Empire became synonymous with the star and crescent moon (a symbol taken from lands they attacked), the Empire had no single symbol of power, and used the tugh, as well as a collection of tribal banners, to represent themselves. 
 
    Vizier - A counselor of the Sultan. The Grand Vizier is the man closest to the Sultan, and is the second most powerful man in the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    Zhirli Nefer - Heavily armored assault janissaries trained to take field works or fortifications. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

 Appendix 5 
 
    Miscellaneous 
 
    A Note About Capitalization 
 
    Readers may have noticed that I sometimes chose to capitalize King and Sultan, even when not referring to a particular person. I have also chosen to always write janissary in lowercase. I hope this has not led to any confusion. Perhaps some explanation is in order. 
 
    It seems strange to me that Janissary should be capitalized when king and sultan are not; any writer would be distracted if writing a story about “the president and his Janitor,” wouldn’t they? But, as far as the rules of capitalization go, it seems to me that we’ve decided what is and is not capitalized in a very piecemeal fashion, most likely as words came into use. The rules for capitalization in English aren’t so much rules as they are a history of what was done in the past, so I feel comfortable with making a few changes of my own. I hope the reader will be patient with this practice. 
 
    Confusion over the Age of Janos Hunyadi 
 
    There is some debate concerning the birth date of Janos Hunyadi. Some say that he was born as late as 1407 AD, but I decided to use the earlier birth date of 1390 AD (give or take a few years). Not only is there historical evidence for this date of birth, but I have to admit that I preferred having an older Hunyadi in our tale. I wanted him to represent an older generation, and to have years of wartime experience far exceeding that of anyone else. I wanted him to be gray-haired but stubbornly refuse to live up to our expectations of senescence. I ask that those that disagree with this earlier birth date please forgive me, and allow for the fact that I was a storyteller and entertainer long before I pretended to be a historian. 
 
    The Term "Champion of Christ" 
 
    Some readers may have noticed that I refer to Janos Hunyadi as a "Champion of Christ" rather than the historically accurate term "Athlete of Christ". While I have tried to be as accurate as possible in telling this tale, I feel my hand was forced in this situation. The outdated term Athlete of Christ brings to mind the unfortunate image of a pro-wrestler standing before Pontius Pilate, whereas the word "champion" fully embodies the power and drive of this honorary title given out by the Pope. 
 
    Spelling of the Word “Voivod” 
 
    In researching the life of Vlad the Impaler and the history of medieval Eastern Europe, I’ve encountered many spellings for the title that can be translated as “prince” or “warlord” - voyevode, vojvod, voivode, and others. Reading so many alternate spellings didn’t convince me that I needed to pick one, or even pick the most commonly used one; instead, it reinforced the idea that there is no “true” and proper way to spell the title of the rulers of Wallachia, Moldavia, and Transylvania. 
 
    That is why I went with the version that I felt looked the best: VOIVOD. It’s short and contains no unnecessary letters. Readers may have also noticed that it’s the same spelling used by the thrash metal band of the same name. I believe this is appropriate; what could be more metal than a ruler driven to extreme acts because his nation was under constant attack by an unstoppable empire controlled by a bloodthirsty moon god? 
 
    Note on the Star and Crescent Moon 
 
    Note that, as far as I could tell, Islam and the Ottoman Empire were not characterized by the symbol of the star and crescent moon in the 1400s. In fact, the nations that the Turks were fighting tended to use the symbol themselves. Wallachia, Moldavia, Byzantium, and other nations frequently employed the symbol. Like many other things, it was eventually taken by the Ottoman Empire and used as its own. 
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    Kyle B. Stiff was born in Kentucky in January of 1979, and has written many books, gamebooks, and short stories. He has always been intrigued by the idea of writing a novel about the "cruel dictator" Vlad the Impaler. Opening a few books about the man - and reading between the lines - put an end to that idea and replaced it with a better one. 
 
    He has been surprised to learn that the history shown in movies and on television is quite a bit different from the one left in historical records. He is embarrassed to admit that he thought he already knew that. 
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