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About the Order of the Dragon – Book One

​
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What should you understand about the fifteenth-century world of Vlad Dracul and its inhabitants before reading this novel? Vlad Dracul has been confused at times with his more infamous namesake son, Vlad Dracula, immortalized in fiction as a vampire. The father was a legend too. A warrior for God and a leader of men. Europe’s kings, princes, emperors, and despots alternately admired and mistrusted him. The Ottoman Turks, his most formidable foes, not only limited the boundaries of Christianity; a kinship tie he shared with the Turks set him on the path of destiny.

Vlad Dracul’s birthplace was Wallachia, not Romania, which did not exist as the name of a country until 1866. In Hungary, he lived in the cosmopolitan capital of Buda, or modern-day Budapest. The Hungarian town of Pozsony rather than Bratislava in today's Slovakia, and the region of Styria instead of southeast Austria were familiar to him. His native Wallachian tongue was not the only one he understood. His mother taught him Hungarian. He spoke Latin, German, Greek, Italian, and the Old Slavonic language, which united the Orthodox Christian faith. He knew the Serbian name Đurađ rather than George, and the Polish name Jadwiga instead of Hedwig. The Roma, known as Gypsies, lived as slaves throughout medieval Wallachian society, including the courts where the family of Vlad Dracul reigned.

The bonds of blood and brotherhood influenced his fate. A lover and a husband, he became associated with many women. The most prominent were Călțuna and Cneajna; the latter’s name is correctly pronounced as “Nahj-na.” Both females, from diverse backgrounds, cherished him and his children. The dates of all the historical events of his time, including battles and sieges, and celestial phenomena mentioned in the novel took place following the Julian calendar. The modern method of marking events did not occur until more than a century after him.

Above all, dear reader, you should know that in the epoch of Vlad Dracul, belief in the existence of ghosts, revenants, vampires, werewolves, shapeshifters, and witches prevailed.
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A Prince in Exile
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CHAPTER 1
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The Dragon’s Breath







“Love is the crowning grace of humanity, the holiest right of the soul, the golden link which binds us to duty and truth, the redeeming principle that chiefly reconciles the heart to life, and is prophetic of eternal good.”-Petrarch (1304-1374 AD), Italian Renaissance poet and humanist.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1408. North of Milcov, Buzău district, Principality of Wallachia (modern-day Milcovul, eastern Romania), and Argeş, capital of the Principality of Wallachia (modern-day Curtea de Argeş, eastern Romania)

Hand in hand, the twin siblings Vlad and Arina fled northeastward over the craggy terrain of Wallachia. Most foreigners called their birthplace the Transalpine area or “the land across the mountains.” Thick patches of mist obscured the slick ground. A poor omen for what might be an ill-starred venture.

Twice Arina almost skidded in the rain-soaked muck, but always, Vlad sensed her peril. He aided and reassured her.

Despite the encroaching darkness, the route to safety beckoned. Behind them, only doom and a fate worse than death existed now. Neither of them could ever return to their childhood home, the Wallachian capital at Argeş.

She asked, “How far are we, brother, from there?”

Not far enough, he thought, and urged her along. She huffed and climbed with him.

Toothed peaks atop the Carpathian Mountains pierced the night sky. Vlad guessed another three days of travel lay ahead, though on foot. A slow and perilous journey of fourteen leagues so far. Halfway from home, the dense forest canopy of the Argeş River Valley became their first offer of shelter and respite. It did not last long. They could not linger. The guards of the ruling prince, his halberdiers, would be in relentless pursuit of them.

They had endured scattered downpours each day. The Argeş River even overflowed its banks and almost thwarted what should have been an easy crossing. Their stolen horses foundered amid steep rocks. They left the animals behind. It seemed the Devil himself sought their ruin, or so their lone guide had said at the previous day’s end.

Marko the Gypsy slave trudged on ahead of them with shaggy dark brown hair atop his head, bowed beneath a stiff spring breeze. He kept a firm grip on the staff in his meaty hand. Not once did he stop. The slave’s footfalls squelched in the mire of damp and rotting leaves, a steady and somewhat reassuring rhythm. As the land rose higher and higher, he and his faithful pair of wolfhounds huffed in unison, their breaths issuing in swirls of white smoke.

He never asked the purpose of their flight or probed why Vlad chose him as their sole protector. Since leaving home, they avoided the region of Rucăr, veered away from the Wallachian border town of Bran, and kept far from taking the Bran Pass near the Kronstadt area into Transilvania, “the land beyond the forest.” Marko seemed unfazed as the route drew them ever closer to the Principality of Moldavia, along the eastern range of the Carpathian Mountains.

Gypsy slaves knew better than to ask questions. Marko understood they needed him to help forage and hunt when stolen provisions ran out, and to guide and guard them. The sole truth he required.

Vlad tugged his sister’s hand when she slowed again. “Come on. We don’t want to lose Marko and the dogs in this haze.”

Arina whimpered. “Can’t you ask him to slow down or stop?”

He glanced over his shoulder. She lifted the trailing edge of her fleece-lined cloak. Gold shimmered as a thick rope necklace bulged over the top of her ankle-length boot, where it grazed her gown’s hem trimmed with rabbit fur. He crouched and yanked her down. In an instant, he regretted it, his touch more forcefully than intended. She gasped and clutched at his forearm. Her nails clenched his sleeves.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured without looking up.

He put the bauble back into the leather footwear, tucking it around her hose dyed indigo. A single, russet-hued braid, the length and thickness of his sword arm, fell into view. She wore no veil, as did all unmarried females. Despite a commonly held belief among their people that deemed the dark reddish-brown color of her curls unlucky. The sign of evil.

Vlad never overheard anyone who dared say so within their ruling prince’s hearing or his. As her twin, he would have pummeled the speaker.

She touched the forelock of his coal-black hair and smiled. “Dearest brother. Mother said I came from her body before you did, but you’re always protective of me.”

I will never fail you, he vowed inwardly. Her smile widened in wistful regard for him.

His gaze followed the length of her slim hand to the delicate wrist. The top of her short, doeskin glove turned aside, revealing blue veins beneath pallid skin and the contour of a jutting bone. A fragile creature, she could never survive the fate the ruler Mircea the Great intended for her. Vlad must protect her at all costs.

He reminded Arina, “Trouble stalks us. The prince’s halberdiers.”

“They’ll continue the search even on a night such as this?” She pushed back her hood and swept aside the long braid. Stiff breezes billowed folds of black cloth around her head.

Her agate-tinged eyes, which reminded him of dew-coated green mosses at twilight, scanned the sky. Her angular face evoked the image of fairies from childish imagination. An idea she dispelled as she snorted and batted away the tiny insects encircling their heads.

Vlad would have laughed, but when she glared at him next, he bit his lower lip. There could be no secrets between them.

“You know they’ll never stop, sister. Neither can we.”

His stare flitted to Marko. Damn, if the man had not lengthened the distance between them. Twigs snapped as the Gypsy ascended the sloping ridge toward the higher and drier ground, over which they must move faster.

“Come along, Rina, hurry,” Vlad said.

“Oh, I am!” She whined as he hauled her along. “The treasures I’ve stuffed into my boots and sewn between the folds of my garments—”

“They weigh you down,” he finished for her.

Their grandmother, Dowager Princess Ana-Călina, must have been furious when she learned about the missing jewels. Perhaps she’ll forgive the theft of them one day, he reflected.

The sensation of rueful mirth stirred a smile from him. He even heard mild laughter.

She won’t, Vlad. Grandmother will say we lacked cause to take her fine stones.

The words echoed in his mind. As if Arina had said them aloud.

After he looked askance, her lips twitched as she added, “You know I’m right.”

As he also recognized, his sister perceived every belief in his head or word he might have spoken before he uttered one. He possessed the same ability to know her mind and moods. A strange connection in an existence rarely spent apart from their days in the womb. Even a shared cradle. Some eerie sense bound them. Vlad never knew what to make of it, but he held one certainty. No one else could learn the truth.

They might have gone about their lives without direct speech to each other. Whole conversations once took place in their heads until they reached the age of four. Their parents had questioned the nursemaids about why the twins laughed and smiled together but never talked openly.

At six, they had even tested whether distance would affect their link. Once Vlad hid in the stable while she sat indoors with their elder sister and mother at embroidery. He smiled now, recalling how Arina had communicated her loathing of the task along their bond. Even her disdain radiated to him as if he stood in the same room she then occupied.

“It’s a tiresome skill,” she muttered beside him while she took nimble steps between brambles. “I would rather pray to God or read the Bible than stitch.”

“Nuns might do needlework, sister. Who else cares for their vestments, but them?”

An uncanny flare of heat buffeted him before she snorted and trudged on. When roused, her aggravation blazed hot as his. Like dragon flame.

One week before fleeing their home, they undertook dutiful practice in speaking aloud always, lest Marko found their interaction odd. The superstitious world where they lived would have deemed them unnatural and termed them the devil’s children. Or did worse.

“We’ll need everything you carry at our destination.” He returned to the discussion of the trinkets. “To ensure a nunnery will accept you with little question.”

“There may be some query. What about your fate, Vlad?”

He could not answer, not when he no longer knew. Once, a knighthood might have been his. Maybe other possibilities. None now, after this flight from the Princely Court.

Arina insisted, “A cloistered life is all I have wanted. For you, there must be more.”

In his wildest daydreams, he once yearned for such. Now, that could never be, not after having stolen away from Argeş in the dead of night.

A flurry of thoughts rushed to him along their inward connection, but he forestalled her words by saying, “God alone will decide my future, Rina.”

Shrouds of mist thickened and swirled around them. He realized they were losing sight of the Gypsy. “We’ll worry about the future in Moldavia after we’ve crossed its border. First, let’s catch up with Marko and his dogs.”

More than wolves and bears roam Wallachian forests at night, he recollected.

Arina’s nails raked his wrist as she clutched at him harder. In his mind, he apologized for frightening her with careless consideration.

They followed Marko until the trio reached a clearing at last. A menacing growl from somewhere in the woodland made their footfalls cease. Marko’s dogs stiffened and the kennel master sniffed the wind.

“What is it, Vlad?” Arina whimpered.

In their childhood, Dowager Princess Ana-Călina told tales, passed down to her as a girl, of firedrakes hiding in the mist-filled caverns.

Grandmother never said they lived in the forests. Vlad could not allay the rampant thought.

An acrid scent like smoke rose along the slope. He turned at the same time as Marko warned, “Domnule, they’ve found us.”

Vivid proof from torchlight shone among the trees below, scattered across a wide swath, drawing closer to them.

Vlad tugged Arina despite her tearful protest. “Don’t falter. Marko, are there caves nearby where we may hide?”

“Above the ridge, there are many, Domnule.”

“We’ll make for one. By God’s grace, we won’t stumble upon an animal’s den.”

They darted through the clearing. Vlad’s breath billowed in the cool night air. Dark brambles pulled at his calves encased in green woolen hose.

Let me go. Arina’s plea filled his head. “Let them take me. You and Marko must escape.” You know there is no life for him back in the capital now.

“Be quiet, Rina,” he insisted. “Worry about yourself. Mother told us your betrothed is cruel. He killed a brother in their struggle for the throne. Will he have any regard for you?”

He wants the marital union and the prospects of gold and fighting men that come with it, Vlad. The man won’t harm me. I’ll convince him to let me keep the Christian religion.

Rina, do you think life as a heathen Turk’s bride is the only outcome awaiting you back in Argeş? We’ve defied Wallachia’s ruling prince! If we return, he’ll mete out a brutal punishment.

Vlad dragged her along toward the edge of the clearing. Trees and larger bushes grew there. The gaps between them offered concealment. The ridge must lie behind the woodland. If they could only reach the crest and the caverns.

“Domnule, stop!”

The baritone voice was so close behind them. The snorts of horses made Arina cry out, but Vlad surged forward. A bolt whizzed in the darkness and found the trailing edge of his black mantle. As he pushed on, the material made a satisfying rip.

Another bolt felled Marko's closest companion. The bitch best favored in the hunt. Her yowl vied with her master’s own. He fell to his knees and gripped her fur.

Vlad climbed again, even as Arina struggled in his grip.

“Marko, get up! Wait, brother. They’ll kill him.”

No, sister. I care not one whit for any other life, even the Gypsy’s, more than yours.

“Eh, my boy. The next one will pierce Princess Arina’s foot. As loath as I am to harm her, your mother’s healing arts would ensure the wound doesn’t fester and scar. You know my skill and may believe the third bolt from my crossbow won’t delay the wedding. I adore your sister as you do, but I have the prince’s orders.”

Vlad whirled and met their pursuer. “Staico! You’re a good dog, always at hand and ready to do the ruling prince’s bidding. Do you hope for some show of gratitude this time?”

He eyed the burly man. The only uncle Vlad knew from boyhood. A bastard, though not baseborn. He maneuvered a sturdy Carpathian pony toward them, always with a surprising deftness in handling the reins. Only three fingers remained on his mangled right hand; the thumb and index finger severed at the base, lost to Turks. He rested the other unblemished hand atop the crossbow nestled on his lap.

Behind him, his Gypsies held their torches aloft, trained the same weapons as his on the ground, and kept the rest of their dogs at bay. They surrounded Marko.

The royal halberdiers hung back as if they wanted no part in the events to come. Absent their true master, the Wallachian sovereign, they followed Staico’s command. The wind stirred the bristles of his hoary-gray hair, reminiscent of a porcupine’s quills. Staico, a lord revered among the peasants.

“Why did you do this, Domnule?” Staico asked. “Steal away with the princess in the middle of the night, eh? You’ve jeopardized the Turkish alliance. Your father will not forgive you for forfeiting the life of his best Gypsy kennel master. How could you?”

Arina trembled and blubbered, burying her tear-stained face in Vlad’s shoulder. He shook also but glared up at their father’s most stalwart supporter.

“What would you have done instead, uncle? Do I already know?”

Staico averted his gaze and bowed his head. Even then, Vlad would not relent.

“I can guess you would’ve let the prince sacrifice Arina like he did our sister Anna. A grand prize, wed to an enemy of Christendom this time.”

“God’s grace, you’re a boy of fourteen. Arina is moments older. What could children know about Wallachia’s troubles? Your father understands. It’s a blessing he rules and not you, impetuous whelp. Arina must become a peace-weaver. Like her mother and sister.”

Vlad bridled most at being called a child. He had not felt like one for some time.

“Three weeks ago, you told our mother the prince’s daughters have special places in your heart, because you’d never make another bastard like yourself.”

Staico raised his head. The hard glint more often found in his half-brother’s eyes shimmered like obsidian. “I thought Princess Mara and I were alone outside the chapel when I said that.”

“If you loved Anna and Arina; if you mourned Anna after she and her little babe died in her childbed, how do you think I feel now that Arina faces the same fate?”

“It may not go the same way as with your eldest sister. Nothing is certain in life, eh?”

“Here’s what I know, uncle. The Turk, the enemy of Christendom, wants money for his wars with his brothers. She’s the means to get what he craves.”

“Her union would also be a boon to our people, my boy, or do you ignore the most important truth that guides your father’s choice in allowing the marriage?”

“As for the sovereign prince of Wallachia, if peace came at the price of his daughter, he would only wish he’d fathered thousands more like her.”

“He loves his children better than his countrymen.”

“They think he’s a warrior for God against the Turks. He’s afraid, like everyone else.”

“You don’t have the good sense of fear, eh, my boy?”

“My love for Arina is greater.” Vlad gathered her closer to him. “She is my twin. My last sister. The only one among five remaining siblings who matters most to me.”

Her copious tears cleaved a ruthless path like the rushing waters of the Argeş River through his heart.

“Princess Mara spent more time with you and your little brother than her husband permitted her with their elder sons.” Staico shook his head. “You alone inherited her ability to feel things keenly. She’s taught you too much about love. What do you intend now, eh?”

Vlad kissed his sister’s forehead, released her, and set her apart from him.

She scrabbled at his sword arm. “Brother, don’t. Please.”

He warded her off. “I must, Arina.”

Her ensuing silent plea almost ensnared him. He shook his head and cast aside the intrusions into his mind, unwelcome for the first time. The act took all his concentration, but finally, her attempts ceased. The bleak silence that followed struck him as odd at first.

He required clear thought as he untied the strings of his mantle. The material slid off his thin shoulders, revealing a close-fitting, short, quilted doublet or jacket of velvet lined with linen. Dark blue and silver patterned sleeves, each slashed from shoulder to elbow exposed the white tunic under the jacket, laced up to its high collar.

From his leather belt, he drew the sword buckled there. Its theft must have infuriated Prince Mircea more than his mother after she realized her jewels were gone.

Staico remained atop his mount. “Domnule?”

“We were never so formal before. Call me ‘my lord’ again, and I’ll run you through.”

“You may try, my boy. We are of the House of Basarab, but we will not fight and kill tonight. Fondness will stay your foolhardy hand but mark me. Love will be your downfall.”

Vlad chuckled. “May it strengthen my limbs. It’s better to feel love than to be a cold monster like the ruling prince.”

“You are a poor judge of your father’s sentiments.”

“His brutal, murderous history already suggests what men of the House of Basarab may do to each other: absent love, given motives and the means.”

Staico shook his head. “The prince would strike you if he heard that lie.”

“I’m not frightened of him, and even less of you. You’ve trained my sword arm well.”

“Give up this fight. Don’t start what you cannot finish.”

“Dismount and test me. See what I’ve learned by your good hand, war master.”

“Your father would no more thank me if I maimed you in this foolish endeavor than if I had lost you in the forests and failed him.”

“Your elder brother, yet he will hate you until his end, Staico.”

“I know.”

“He’ll never reward you with his trust or affection. You’re the proof of a mistake his father made. A mere cast-off he kept at court for your skilled sword hand. Use it now.”

Staico laughed and muttered, “You mimic the insults I’ve endured from your grandmother. I’d sooner see all my fingers cut away than strike a sword blow at you, my boy. I will save you from your recklessness and the prince’s ire.”

“It can’t be more bitter than what I have felt for him most of my life.” Vlad raised the sword as his uncle taught and readied for a downward attack.

Staico patted the stallion’s neck and nudged him forward. Vlad moved in unison with the mount and stayed out of reach of the animal’s forelegs, lest the pony reared and kicked him in the chest. A Gypsy child died like that once, in the courtyard of Vlad’s home.

“I’m no dance master, my boy. You weave and waver after such a bold challenge?”

“I don’t want to topple you too soon, old man.”

Despite the taunt, Staico kept coming while Vlad maintained his distance, watching for an attack. Soon, he realized his uncle had maneuvered him in a half-circular path through the brush. He stood downwind with the halberdiers behind him.

They never contented themselves with idleness for long.

Staico gave no signal, so they must have planned the attack. Three of the warriors grabbed Vlad’s arms and tugged him backward. A fourth, clad in silvery armor and chain mail like his companions, wrenched the ruling prince’s sword away. Despite Vlad’s struggle, none of Mircea the Great’s men dared hurt him. No, they sought his subjugation alone.

“You still have much to learn, my boy.” His uncle approached again, the tiller of the crossbow in a firm grip. “About dance, as a cultured prince should, but also warfare and life. It is not always the greatest fighter who survives. To win any contest, a warrior or a prince must develop good tactics. Learn about and develop good strategies.” Staico steadied the skittish animal and halted near Vlad, who kicked out in wild fury.

“I’ll hate you forever, Staico! Nevermore shall I call you kin.”

“I understand. Come tomorrow, you’ll despise me even more for this.” Staico raised his arm and brought the butt of his weapon crashing down on Vlad’s head.

***
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VLAD, WAKE UP. DEAREST brother, you must. Please. Arina’s words became a litany.

Slung over the back of a Carpathian pony like the deer their father hunted, and covered in a blanket, Vlad lifted his throbbing head. A wave of dizziness followed.

Easy now, Arina urged. Give yourself time and attune your senses.

He followed her advice and regretted it as his perception reawakened. The stink of the horse’s flanks filled his nostrils. Flies buzzed in a drone he found irritating. The glare of sunlight gave him a headache. The blood surged through his limbs. His fingertips prickled like many sharp stabs from needle points. A taste of copper saturated his mouth, tongue slick and somewhat swollen.

The Gypsies sprinted ahead to the capital. At Staico’s urging, the return home took half the time in which Vlad and Arina had reached the slopes above the Argeş River Valley. Their father, the ruling prince, relied on men of endurance in his ranks of halberdiers, who covered enormous distances and the roughest terrain with speed. Gypsies outmatched them.

Their swiftness heralded Vlad’s misery. Although worried about his sister more than himself, dismay at Staico’s behavior bedeviled him. His uncle had actually hit him. He also could not believe how much the blow still hurt.

You knew better than to try Staico, Vlad. Riding apace with him, Arina sighed. “I’m glad you’re awake at last.”

“I’m not happy to greet the day.” The pain is awful and gained us nothing, he thought. Gusts of wind took black streaks of his hair and slapped them against his cheeks, harsh like a leather whip.

We should not have fled at all. Truly, there is no place he could not have found us. Resignation bowed Arina’s shoulders. “I will plead with our father for your sake, Vlad. Say I forced you to help me.”

“He would know the lie as soon as he hears it, Rina. The burden must fall on me.”

“This was your rash idea, in its entirety?” Staico snorted as he interrupted them from his riding position ahead of Vlad. “I thought a female voice planted the seed that bore bitter fruit in your mind. Who suggested your ill-fated escape? Princess Mara or the Dowager?”

Vlad gazed at Arina. Don’t give proof of Staico’s assumptions, he warned her inwardly.

By God’s Grace, she closed her gaping mouth and looked ahead.

“Both of you are quiet now, eh? So silent, always. Good. You have much to consider. Spare a thought for Marko, while you can. His fate is your doing.”

Arina’s chin dipped. A heavy sigh rippled through Vlad. With his hands and feet bound tight together by two ropes, he could not have escaped the sight of the Gypsy’s butchered body dragged behind his mount.

Marko’s kindred and friends of old had stabbed their chieftain’s son deep in the chest with curved blades the length of a man’s arm. His dogs died by the crossbow beside him. Such loyal beasts, raised as pups and fed by his hands alone, would never have answered another. With great solemnity, the Gypsies had carried the prone forms down the slopes. Marko’s end, meted out by those closest to him, restored their clan’s honor.

By custom, his actions, even undertaken at Vlad’s command, amounted to a crime. At a minimum, the ruling prince could have ordered the soles of his feet flayed. He might have been sold as a galley slave, rowing under the lash. Better a quick death than that fate.

“A waste of a good kennel master and fine hunting dogs.” Staico’s words echoed the progression of Vlad’s guilty musings.

He even wondered if his tongue had slipped, giving voice to such thoughts. An irritating lump had remained lodged in his throat since Marko’s death.

He grumbled, “Don’t speak to me, Staico. You’re no longer an uncle of mine.”

“That’s fair. Your father has never viewed me as a true brother.” Staico swung in the saddle toward Arina. “I’ll seek his mercy for you, princess. Once we arrive, go to your mother’s side. Stay far from the sight of your father, eh? Give the rage in his lion’s heart time to cool. The Princely Court’s black cellars are no place for a tender maid like you.”

“Thank you for your care, uncle. What about my dearest brother here?”

“I cannot alter the ruling prince’s judgment. Besides, Vlad admitted his fault to me.”

Seething, Vlad yelled, “Which you shall profess on my behalf, Staico. Christ’s blood! Marko should have kenneled you with the rest of the pack.”

“Recall, Vlad, you didn’t wish to hear this lowly dog’s words. Save your breath for your father. You’ll need his mercy, not mine, at the Princely Court.”

Staico’s horse cantered alongside the Argeş River’s east bank, Prince Mircea’s sword slapping against his thigh. He drew them ever homeward.

Arina peered at Vlad. Don’t stay angry with our uncle forever because of me.

He sighed. Would that I could. He does not bear responsibility for what happened to Marko. I do. My plan entrapped him.

Further regret mired him over boys his age, Marko’s twin sons, Tobar and Yoska. Orphans now. Honor demanded Vlad provide for them and secure their futures. Yet, he could not guess his own. Not when a certain wrath awaited him.

Could a father slaughter his son? Did his child’s life mean more than that of a full-blood brother? The turbulent past of the House of Basarab warned of doom.

One of the Gypsies blew a hunting horn and signaled their arrival. They left the mist behind them at the base of the valley’s slopes, but Wallachians were a superstitious people. They did not trust any figures emerging from the fog, where shapeshifters and demonic creatures took form.

Arina lifted her pointed chin and stared straight on. Vlad closed his eyes and blotted out the sight of his birthplace. He needed no view of the familiar walls of red stone and bricks, built seventy years ago after a Hungarian invasion of old Basarab’s principality, to herald his homecoming. The cacophony of German traders, likely from the city of Hermannstadt in Transilvania, and Eastern Orthodox pilgrims bound for Saint Nicolae’s church reminded Vlad of how close he came to a reckoning.

As he expected, gasps and inquiries echoed from onlookers. His uncle spared his humiliation in the streets with the blanket strewn over his form but could and would never have saved him from Mircea the Great.

After Vlad entered the stockade, he peered out. Behind a stout wooden palisade, the princely fortress’ graying walls shone in the sunlight. More halberdiers and other soldiers thronged the courtyard. As did a score of Gypsy slaves, distinguishable by their plain dress and leather collars around their necks. Marko’s wives and children numbered among them.

Vlad’s guts roiled. The doors swung back, and three figures emerged on the gray-green portico of the Princely Court at Argeş.

The Dowager, Princess Ana-Călina, dressed all in black as befitted a widow. Her billowing veil barely concealed the edges of blood-red hair streaked with molten silver. Her gaze swung between her grandchildren and the bastard who approached the portico, carrying the ruling prince’s sword. Spittle retched from her mouth and soon landed near Staico, but he ignored it and kneeled in the dirt, the sword’s hilt in his grip. Vlad could not tell if the Dowager’s fury lay with his uncle or her grandchildren.

A gold circlet for his crown, Prince Mircea folded lean arms across his chest, covered in green wool and several gleaming necklaces. Each hung with crucifixes in a gaudy display from a man of dubious conviction about God’s power and certain judgment.

The foulest accusations about him came to Vlad’s mind. Usurper. Kin-slayer. A red haze shrouded his view of the parent he despised.

Stop, it’s not the time for the blood fever, Arina warned him. Your anger won’t help us.

Wallachia’s ruler did not spare a look at the half-brother abased before him. Instead, he turned a stoic stare on the woman weeping at his side. A white-gloved hand covered her mouth, as if she held back screams. Vlad’s mother, Princess Mara, shuddered and pressed against the stone balustrade. She sought no comfort from her husband, but then, she knew better than most that he gave none to anyone.

He bypassed Staico and went down to the clearing where the arrivals waited. With a wordless beckon, he summoned the halberdiers. Soon their captain stood a pace behind him, and the royal bodyguards formed a half circle within the treeless courtyard, standing apart from the Gypsy slaves.

Vlad awaited the sovereign’s next utterance. It would not include a grant of mercy.

“Princess Arina, come to me now,” the man said.

Fat tears slid down Arina’s cheeks. She pushed back the hood of her mantle and dismounted, unattended. She walked the well-worn path across the courtyard.

Vlad held his breath until she bowed before their father.

“Domnule.” Her voice shook while she pronounced ‘my lord’ as their parent expected from all his children, especially while spectators watched.

He grasped his daughter’s chin and raised her. Arina gasped, deeming his touch rougher than she would have liked. Vlad knew by instinct.

A head taller than her, their father looked into her eyes. Whatever he saw there made his hand fall. Perhaps her tears, which he hated most, as with all signs of love.

He said to her, “Your return is all that matters. You shall be the bride of the most biddable Turkish claimant. Make him happy and guarantee peace for our people. Before this winter, I shall conclude the negotiations. You will get married next year. Now, go to your mother.”

“As you wish, Domnule.”

First, she looked over her shoulder at Vlad. Her stare reflected his turmoil and regret. We tried, dear brother, but it is over.

Sweet girl. She sought only to placate him. He rebelled against the effort. We can try again. I will never give up on your freedom, Rina.

“Daughter,” Mircea the Great warned.

All sentiments disappeared behind her lowered gaze. In the connection of her mind to Vlad, a void fell like a cloak, darker than the one he wore.

He blinked. Rina? Don’t shield your thoughts from me. No answer, not even a feeling came to him. She kept him at bay, as he’d done the night before. Their bond shuttered.

She raced up the steps to their mother. They never embraced in public, but Princess Mara gave Arina’s fingers a furtive touch the ruling prince could not have seen. Vlad did.

Prince Mircea acknowledged his half-brother at last. “Staico, come.”

The stockier, younger man rose. His elder half-brother snatched the sword without a word of thanks and turned his back to the courtyard.

His voice boomed. “I am Mircea the Great, son of Radu, of the House of Basarab. My word is law once given. Staico, take the boy Vlad to the place of exile I have chosen. He’ll travel under my writ of salvus conductus so none may harm him.”

Although Princess Mara and Arina screamed in unison, the ruler’s voice rose above theirs. “He must remain there until I send for him. Hear me. Until I send for him. Go now. Do not return before my summons may arrive, Staico. Or your fate will be far worse than his.”

Vlad hung his head, although the blood-rushing sensation blurred his vision. He closed his eyes as if to blot out the ensuing hurt.

What did Prince Mircea’s guarantee of safe conduct matter, when the person who most reviled Vlad’s existence awaited him in exile? A bully who possessed everything Vlad ever wanted, including the approval of their father and a share of his power.
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CHAPTER 2
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Into the Pit

“Have courage, or cunning, when you face your enemy.”-Publilius Syrus (circa 85-43 BC), Latin writer.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1409. Târgoviște, Dâmbovița district, Principality of Wallachia (modern-day Târgoviște, eastern Romania)

Warm wetness splashed on Vlad’s face and stirred him from the previous night’s fitful sleep. Ghostly apparitions haunted the southern Princely Court and always tormented him. Their icy fingers pulled at his clothing. They cackled in the shadows while he trembled with fright. Thanks in part to them, he could get no rest during the night or day.

He came fully awake and spluttered immediately. Bitter, yellow urine seeped into his mouth and splattered his tunic. He retched and rolled away on his side atop a bed of stable straw. Laughter and taunts filled his ears, as did the snorts of horses.

“Thought to hide from me here, brother? I’ll always find you whenever you try. You’ll never be rid of me, sniveling cur.”

A steady stream of piss soaked the back of Vlad’s sleeping tunic and ceased only when his tormentor stopped speaking. He spat once more, before his glare met eyes quite unlike his own.

Only Vlad, the third son, and Arina, the second daughter, inherited the agate hue of their mother’s stare. Everyone else possessed the dark brown, almost black bleakness of their father’s gaze. Including Vlad’s hated eldest brother, Mihail, the prince of Târgoviște. The chosen heir. A man aged twenty-seven, twelve years older than Vlad, but still given to childish ways. Mihail laughed again now, with lanky arms akimbo and large feet splayed.

Vlad could have taken him down. He did so before, the first time more than a year ago, after he arrived in Târgoviște. Mihail’s features, drawn and pallid, became monstrous before he backhanded Vlad into the muddy waters of the Ialomița River. Vlad sprang up and drove both fists into his brother’s belly until Mihail crumpled. Vlad would have ripped the man’s innards out with his bare hands if he could have. Staico’s intervention forced them apart.

From that moment, Mihail never appeared without the boyars’ sons who stood behind him in the stable now. Great brutes in manhood like their companion, who would happily pummel Vlad into a bloody pulp for the pleasure of their prince.

Again, the history of the House of Basarab repeated itself. Brother fought brother in a vengeful cycle Vlad could not escape.

His tunic clung to him as he rose and wiped his face. His fingers ran over the prickly bristles sprouting from his cheeks. He closed his callused hand into a tight fist.

“Don’t you both have anything better to do?”

Vlad and Mihail looked toward the stable door at the same time.

Staico leaned against a wooden post. A baleful, gray-eyed look from him swept over them before he moved across the dank straw. Only then did Vlad notice the two Gypsy boys, Tobar and Yoska, his charges. The sons of Marko, orphaned by Vlad’s folly. Had they witnessed Mihail’s cruelty and fetched Staico to the stable?

Their uncle halted between Mihail and Vlad. Staico sniffed and scrunched up his lined face further. “At least, your brother didn’t shove you into the pen of pig shit this time.”

Mihail giggled, almost as if a girl, but Vlad’s forehead throbbed. “No. That was last week.”

“You snivel about it still, little Vlad,” Mihail mocked him. “How can you be a son when you whine like a daughter? Shall I have my friends geld you and make it official?”

“Be quiet!” Staico interrupted. “A messenger has come with news from your mother.”

Mihail’s sneer faded in an instant. “Why didn’t anyone inform me sooner?”

Staico shrugged. “I just did. If you’d stood in the courtyard, you might have seen the herald. I gave him money and sent him on his way. Before he left, he gave me this.”

Between the three fingers on his mutilated hand, Staico held the edge of a roll of parchment, the red wax privy seal of the House of Basarab broken. The symbol of the lion rampant encircled with the regal title, ‘Io Mircea Great Voivode,’ had severed unevenly.

“You opened a royal communication before I could read it?” Mihail demanded.

An irreverent rumble of laughter filled Staico’s throat. “No matter how you or your father treat me, I’m a hereditary prince of the land with a boyar’s daughter for a mother.”

Mihail snatched the missive. His lips pressed together in a thin seam.

Vlad ached for knowledge of the letter’s contents. His mother remained absent from his sight for more than a year. Mihail read in silence and kept his brother in suspenseful longing. When Vlad could not take it any longer, Mihail regarded him, tapping the length of thin parchment against a slim thigh covered in yellow silk hose.

Deep-rooted terror roiled Vlad’s gut. Princess Mara had never written during his exile. She did so now, meaning substantial cause drove her. Perhaps she sent bad news about Arina?

Won’t you tell me anything? Please, Vlad begged her inwardly. The detachment between them didn’t matter. Arina, I’m still here. I’ll always be here for you. Answer me!

Only a dim blackness suffused their bond. Yet, he took it as proof that their uncommon link could not sever easily. Shielding their feelings required great concentration for each of them. Whenever faint tinges of misery or fear afflicted him at odd times, he knew she struggled with her emotions. In those moments, he answered with reassurance and love, filling him up. Her mind stayed closed off to him, all thoughts hidden.

The marriage might have occurred already, as their father had promised. Was Arina far off at her husband’s side? Had the Muhammadan prince prevailed over his brothers, claimed their warrior father’s throne in Turkish-controlled Adrianople, and gotten his new wife with child? A son who might one day fight the heirs of his Wallachian relations. Strangers to him.

Such a terrible fate; the true disaster that brother and sister once hoped to avert. A horrid future where Arina’s and Vlad’s eventual offspring might meet in a deadly clash of swords.

A larger concern loomed in his mind. What if Arina died in childbirth instead, like their oldest sister, Anna? How could Vlad bear the loss of another beloved sibling?

Surely, Mihail knew the truth about their sister. He received dispatches from the northern capital at least twice a month. Prince Mircea would have told Mihail if Arina’s circumstances altered, but he said nothing about her to torment Vlad.

With a loud exhalation, he released the breath he did not realize he had held. He uncurled his fist, held out both palms, and cleared his throat before humbling himself. “Mihail, please, I’m asking you for a measure of tolerance. As my full-blood brother, let me—”

Mihail ripped the sheet of parchment right down the center. He quartered their mother’s letter and tore it up again. Small pieces fluttered to the stable floor like flower petals. The prince of Târgoviște brushed his hands together before he smirked.

The blood fever colored Vlad’s view, flushed in a red haze. He charged toward Mihail but slammed into their uncle’s broad chest. Built like a bear, Staico gripped him.

No matter how Vlad twisted, he could not escape. “Let go of me. Bastard.”

Staico yelled, “Mihail, the princess of Argeş is coming in a day for you and your brother. Shouldn’t you prepare a feast and send out escorts to meet her on the road?”

Mihail snapped an order at the boyars’ sons. They left the stable with him.

After Staico would not relent, Vlad butted the man’s bare chin repeatedly. His fury swelled like an inferno as Staico’s hold only increased. Vlad cursed and flailed.

His uncle spoke to Tobar and Yoska in their Romany tongue. “Until your master has calmed himself, leave us, čhave.” He insisted on calling the Gypsies ‘children,’ although they were the same age as Vlad, bigger and taller. “Bar the stable doors behind you. Oof! Wait beside them. I’ll knock when we’re ready, oof, to come out.”

The words, punctuated by rushes of air timed with each blow Staico received, gave Vlad some satisfaction. He envisaged smashing against the larger man’s aquiline nose, breaking it until it looked even uglier and crooked. The blood would spurt.

As Vlad aimed, Staico’s arms fell away before he drew back. Vlad hurtled a few steps until he righted himself. He yelled a loud curse. The horses kicked their wooden stalls.

He rounded on Staico. “You did that on purpose.”

“Maybe. When we are alone, I can always help you see reason.”

“What did Mother say? Why is she coming here? Is Arina dead?”

You cannot be. I would feel it. Why will you not answer, sister?

“Princess Mara’s words were, ‘My warring sons should prepare for my arrival, at the command of their father.’ That’s all, my boy.”

“That’s all?” Vlad repeated.

“Why should there be more?” Staico frowned and eyed him as if he had no more sense than the jesters at both Princely Courts. “Letters and heralds can go astray, thanks to those devious scouts of the Ottoman Turks. Your parent knew not to say anything else.”

Vlad nibbled at his lower lip. “What if she brings other bad news?”

“You can’t hide in here, that’s for sure. If I tell Tobar and Yoska to open the stable doors, will you go to the river and bathe? You stink. They will accompany you for safety.”

“I don’t need them.”

Staico scowled. “Your mouth and wet tunic say otherwise. I’ll bring fresh garments.”

Reeking and cold, Vlad nodded and said, “Your aid changes nothing between us. I will never trust or rely on you as I once did, as an uncle.”

“That’s why you’ve spurned every offer to stay at the inn with me in town. Mihail’s torment will continue. I can’t help you if he won’t let me live in this fortress.”

“Our ancestors built it. Father consigned me here. Mihail will suffer me, as I must him.”

“Will you tell your mother about what you’ve endured at his hands?”

Vlad shook his head. “She’s not the one I must convince to end my exile.”

“Go bathe.” Staico rubbed at the corners of his eyes. “Your stench makes them water.”

Vlad stomped and kicked the pieces of torn parchment as he went.

Later in the shadows of the red brick palace, he ate and shared a meal with his two Gypsies. A kitchen maid, who often pretended she did not see him sneaking through the doorway, left a basket for him daily. He crammed fresh bread and cheese into his mouth and ate a third of the pigeon pie, bacon with pears, and thick slices of venison. He wished for ale or wine, instead of a beaker of water. All the flagons were in the dining hall where Mihail and his courtiers feasted. Vlad would never join them again after what they had done to him.

His brother once ordered a meal of roast dog served to him last Easter. He ate some of the flesh before braying laughs warned him off. The kitchen maid confessed the rest later, while she cried. She loved that animal. Vlad held and comforted her afterward. In return, she offered a kiss and her buxom body. Greater pleasure than food.

***
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AS THE AUTUMNAL NIGHT fell, Vlad went down to the cells after telling Tobar and Yoska of his intention to hide from Mihail there. Built for storage and occasional prisoners, each cavernous dusty room showed its age. He found a spot behind old crates, the odor of mold and decay rife. His stomach growled as he sat alone picking cobwebs from his doublet.

He did not know the hour when he drifted asleep or why he came awake. His stare scanned the darkness, and a breath escaped him. Not wispy and white. Nor did a chill course through his body. An otherwise sure sign of the presence of restless spirits.

Something squeaked and bit into his right ear. He yelped and jerked upright. The light cast by a lone torch revealed scattered rats. Meat scraps fell from his clothes and sprinkled on the floor. From the stair-lined end of the room, masculine laughter rumbled before it faded.

Vlad fled the underground cells and went outdoors. Soldiers gathered in the courtyard around the fires. His ear burned as if inflamed. When he fingered it, blood dotted his thumb. Tobar and Yoska occupied the shadows of the stables, where he found and roused them.

“I’m leaving,” he muttered. “I can’t stay, no matter what the ruling prince ordered.”

Tobar rolled over, dark brown hair like Marko’s own, falling over his gray eyes. Yoska brushed aside wheat-colored strands around his beefy face. Both gaped at Vlad. “Domnule?”

“I’m not finding Staico to tell him why.” Vlad’s chest heaved, weighted with frustration at the unfairness of his abuse by Mihail. “I trust you’ll let him know I’m gone, my last command. I won’t forget you. You’ve each been as good and loyal as your father, Marko.”

“We’ll come,” they said in unison. Both youths stood and rested their hands on bone handle knives with thick blades.

Vlad shook his head. “You’ll be blamed for running with me. Punished as slaves.”

Tobar and Yoska looked at each other before saying, “We don’t care.”

This uncanny habit they possessed of speaking at the same time unnerved Vlad. Their stubbornness also filled him with gratitude. He needed their help to evade the guards. A palisade surrounded the fortress at Târgoviște, bounded by angled wooden stakes as a deterrent to invaders. The gate with an hourly patrol provided the only means of egress.

Vlad’s stare shifted between the twins. “How do we leave?” He noticed a few guardsmen studying them.

“Through the stables,” Tobar said.

Yoska nodded. “We went that way this morning when Domnule needed help.”

“Through the stables?” A frown made Vlad’s forehead pulse. “You must show me.”

They did. At the end of the stalls, which abutted the palisade’s southern wall, piled mounds of straw hid a tunnel.

“We go to your uncle first?” Tobar asked.

Vlad shook his head. “No! I’ve told you no already.”

The Gypsies asked no further questions. Yoska slipped into the hole in the earth first.

The doors of the stable creaked. A gruff voice echoed. “They went in here, captain, and still haven’t come out. Yes, we’ll search for them at once.”

Vlad crawled into the dirt tunnel, with Tobar following. They crept through the loamy earth. A light flared behind them. Vlad worried if the warriors came down dressed in armor, they would scrape against the walls and collapse them.

A muddied Yoska waited for them at the exit. Vlad brushed at the dirt coating his blue velvet doublet, which worsened the stains. Scanning the darkness, he and his companions found two horses tied up under a wooden shelter next to some boyar’s enameled-roof townhouse. Vlad hated the noblemen’s sons who caroused with Mihail each day. By extension, he disdained their fathers and held no qualms about stealing their mounts.

Moonlight shone through the trees where the trio escaped the town. Despite the savagery of multiple Turkish attacks over the years, broken sections in the perimeter defenses remained near the western forests. They soon rode uphill, covered with the horse blankets the boyar left for his animals. Though early autumn, the nights were wintry cold.

Vlad urged his horse onward with no destination or actual intent. Another night in Mihail’s court might have driven him mad.

Although certain the conditions of his exile would never change, a doubt perturbed him. Flight from his brother’s torment was the act of a coward. No one had ever accused him of cravenness before. His mother never raised him to be so. What would she say when she arrived and found him gone?

Rain poured fat droplets as heavy as last summer’s ripened berries. The water pelted him without mercy. Mist rose from the ground. His horse slowed and found its footing when they reached a clearing. Vlad dragged the woolen cover over his head. He looked back at the Gypsies, forced to share a blanket and mount. He glimpsed only the whites of their eyes.

His stomach soured. Princess Mara would be worried and disappointed. The latter bothered him the most. With Arina gone from his life, his mother’s opinion mattered more.

“I have to go back,” he said. He realized his companions could not have heard him. He yelled over his shoulder, “We must return!”

Something rustled in the brush ahead. The rain turned the forest detritus into mush, and Vlad’s horse skidded. He calmed the mount and scrutinized the darkness. The wind tugged the blanket from his shoulders. His fingers, the cut on his ear, and the tip of his nose burned.

He lowered his head again and maneuvered the horse. His mount skittered and danced across the ground. Vlad peered into their surroundings and saw nothing.

A burly shape lumbered into view as the full moon’s light filtered through the canopy. Tobar and Yoska gasped beside Vlad. He had not even realized the Gypsies drew up next to him. They brandished their arm-length weapons, while Vlad cursed at not having tucked an eating knife under his leather belt.

Dark fur covered the animal’s heavy body. A bear with small ears spaced wide on its thick head. When the lightning flashed, it lumbered closer and huffed, scarred face and short, stocky neck low to the ground. A growl rumbled before it bared sharp, yellowed teeth.

“An old male,” Tobar whispered in Vlad’s ear.

“Do we turn the horses?”

Tobar shook his head. “He’s trying to get enough food before winter comes. If he can keep pace with horses in these woods, he can bring one of us down with it.”

While he spoke, Yoska slid backward. Vlad dared not look for him and risk losing sight of the bear as it huffed again. White steam billowed from its nostrils.

Soon, something behind Vlad cracked, startling the horses and their riders further. The bear growled once more.

Yoska re-emerged between the two mounts. His leather belt now secured the handle of his knife to a fallen branch longer than his body. He shoved a similar piece of stout wood at Tobar on horseback. “Tie the knife to it.”

Tobar nodded and muttered, “Domnule, we’ll drive the stakes into the ground when the bear attacks. The knives will do the rest.”

Before he could finish securing his blade, the bear raked the ground and charged at them. Yoska yelled and brandished his makeshift spear. The animal swiped at the tip of the knife with its paw and groaned, but it also kept coming.

Tobar thrust his readied weapon and the bear batted at it. Almost knocked it from his hold. The Gypsy boy angled the length of the wood.

The brothers stood together against the beast. It shifted to the side as they moved with it and continued their threats. The growls increased as the animal’s agitation grew. It couldn’t draw any closer because of the knives’ sharp edges, but clearly, it wouldn’t let an opportunity for a meal get away.

The bear roared and reared, dwarfing them. Vlad shuddered and shied his horse away.

The motion caught his attacker’s attention. The bear fell on its forelegs and ran at him. Vlad’s mount reared in fright, whinnying as he fought for control of it. The other horse fled.

Tobar and Yoska leaped atop the bear’s back. As one, they drove their blades forward, Tobar’s once into the animal’s neck and Yoska’s into the skull, twice. The beast crashed in its death throes, tearing through the brush. Tobar stabbed underneath into the throat.

Dawn broke soon afterward and showed the trio the full size of the monstrosity they had killed. Longer and larger than any of them.

Vlad swallowed and dismounted. He turned to his companions, who expelled ragged breaths and draped an arm over each other’s shoulder. Their bond stirred his heart, as did their courage and determination to ensure his survival.

He said, “I don’t care what I must do or how long it takes, but I’ll see you freed.”

Although Vlad regretted leaving the carcass, they did not have time to skin it. The other horse nosed the ground in the next clearing. In the day's brilliant first light, Vlad rode back to Târgoviște with his faithful companions.

***
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VLAD AND THE GYPSY twins re-entered the town by the same earlier route. Daylight glinted off frost-coated vineyards covering the surrounding hills. By the time they reached the gates of the fortress, they found them open.

At the center of the courtyard, amid royal halberdiers in silvery armor, Princess Mara glared up at Staico and jabbed her forefinger at his leather cuirass. He stood with arms folded.

“Get after him, Staico. My husband gave our son over to you and you will find him! Mircea’s wrath won’t compare to mine if you don’t bring my dear son back to me. Today!”

He looked past her slim shoulder. “As you wish, Doamnă.” Although he addressed her as ‘my lady,’ as befitted her rank, his thick eyebrows waggled. He pointed to Vlad. She followed the gesture and turned.

Her moss-tinged stare, a mirror of Vlad’s own, narrowed and her lips thinned.

He never felt more ashamed in her presence. Not even a speck of travel dust dotted her ebony mantle. The collar met the edge of her white linen veil secured by a braided gold fillet.

She demanded, “Where have you been?” She glanced at the Gypsies, filthy like him, their improvised weapons smeared with the bear’s blood. “Do I even wish to know?”

He opened his mouth, but she raised her hand, cutting him off. “Not one word. You will clean yourself up and meet me in the throne room at noon. Whatever folly you undertook before my arrival, I don’t doubt your brother’s involvement. I will speak with Mihail alone after he meets with his boyars. Do not keep me waiting, my Vlad.”

She turned her back on him and led her escort of halberdiers inside the fortress.

Vlad bathed. Staico laid out fresh clothes in a small room assigned to Vlad, with only a chest and a bed, which he had not used in ten months. Mihail snuck inside at odd hours to plague him. The ghosts bothered him, too. Mihail had made clear his resentment of allotting the space for Vlad. Before his arrival, the space had served as the dressing room of Târgoviște’s prince, next to Mihail’s chamber.

Staico brushed Vlad’s shoulder-length, black hair away from his face before scrutinizing the cut on his ear, sighing, and departing.

With an exhalation of shaky breath, Vlad laid his palm flat against the black brick wall. He must have pressed too hard because a section of it opened with a creak. Not brick after all, but wood painted to match the surrounding wall. A door between this and Mihail’s room.

Vlad’s hands fisted at his side. “No wonder he always caught me unawares here.”

He pushed the panel. A tapestry hung behind it, but he shoved aside the wall-hanging, determined to confront his sibling. The room was empty but for the large bed with its thick coverlet stitched with the family’s coats of arms, a desk and chair, woven carpets, chests, and more tapestries hung between the three windows.

Vlad noticed a door opposite the exit and rattled the handle. A groaning creak preceded the sensation of cool air billowing his silk sleeves. Stone-carved steps descended into the darkness. On an impulse, he took the route. An unnatural chill ensued. His fingers brushed over chinks in the cold masonry. At the base of the stairs, he found another door. Shouldering it, he discovered crates behind it in the cellar where he had tried to sleep the previous night. So, that was how Mihail and his friends found him.

Perhaps there were no uneasy spirits at Târgoviște either. Only young men who plied cruel tricks.

Church bells pealed during the hour. Vlad left the cellar by its customary exit and went to the throne room. Halberdiers stood outside its closed doors, made of heavy oak, with their long pikes crossed, barring entry, even for him.

A loud conversation occurring inside the chamber drifted beyond the wooden entryway.

“You are a man. He is still a boy! If the pair of you weren’t my sons, I’d have you both locked together in a dark cell below until you learned to rely on each other.”

“He’s a coward, Mother. He ran. My soldiers told me so. They saw him crawl through a tunnel in the stable. It’s filled in now. He can’t escape again—”

“An act, which your behavior inspired. You dared set food for rats on my child’s body?”

“I’m your son as well!”

“Then behave like one! A true prince of Târgoviște.”

Their mother’s voice fell. Vlad drew back before she pushed at the double doors. She snapped at the halberdiers. “Oh, stand aside!”

She looked resplendent in a bright blue and gold gown, having removed her black mantle. She clasped her hands. “I was about to send one of these louts here to find you, my Vlad. No more running.”

“I never wanted to leave, Mother, but Mihail has made my exile impossible.”

“I have not!” His brother shouted. “I’ve only teased you occasionally.”

“You are both mewling kittens instead of a mighty lion’s cubs.” Their mother glared in turns at them before she waved Vlad inside.

The murkiness of the throne room reminded him of the cellar below. He trudged toward his brother, seated beneath the only painted window, while their parent fell into step with him. They rounded a pit, where a fire crackled each day and night, no matter the season. Vlad once overheard his brother joking with friends; the ever-present heat ensured the boyar council never lingered too long during their summer meetings.

Mihail slunk lower atop the throne as Princess Mara came up the three steps of the dais to him. “I want you to promise you’ll stop tormenting Vlad.”

She turned to him. “I want you to render the respect owed to your brother, as your future reigning prince of Wallachia.”

The siblings stared at each other until she threw up her slim hands. “It’s not impossible. You will do it before we return to Argeş, in time for Arina’s nuptials.”

Vlad grasped their mother’s long fingers, tipped with talons. “She’s unwed?”

Instead of answering him directly, she pulled away and peered down at Mihail. He sank so low on the throne, only his lean legs kept him from sliding off the edge.

“You’ve never told him about Arina, not once in his six seasons here? I knew I’d raised hard sons. Each could succeed his father and hold this land. I also knew why Mircea favored you. You’re as vicious as he can be. Perhaps even crueler, if possible.”

Surprised at her acknowledgment of her husband’s ways, Vlad listened in silence.

“Get out of my sight.” She leaned closer to Mihail. “I’m claiming the quarters of the prince of Târgoviște and will take my meals alone in that room. Send my two grandsons to me. It’s been five years since I saw your children. I don’t want to see you again until we leave here.”

He blinked twice. “You’re dismissing me? From my throne room?”

“You may be your father’s favorite.” She straightened. “His heir. However, he is still the ruling prince of ALL Wallachia. Get off Mircea’s throne! You’re not fit to rule in his stead.”

Mihail’s cheeks reddened, but perhaps more so because Vlad witnessed the censure. He would never forget the moment. Neither would his elder brother. Mihail rose, adjusted his cloak, and left without another word. He stumbled near the door, which only Vlad saw.

He faced their mother. “Thank you.”

“A show of gratitude?” Her scowl turned on him. “For what? Rescuing you? I knew Târgoviște would be a trial, but I never expected you to flee from a challenge. Is this all you have learned since you and Arina absconded? How to run away and return defeated?”

He backed away from the dais, but she followed.

“The only reason your sister has not already married is that her betrothed is still at war with his brothers. They’ve kept him from our Black Sea coastal lands in Dobrogea and prevented negotiations of the marriage settlement between him and your father. Until now.”

She raised her tiny fists and pounded his red damask doublet. “It was bad when you left with Arina, but even worse, you let Staico return with her. Why didn’t you flee where the wretched Turks and your father could never find her? Why did you fail, Vlad?”

His mother sobbed and he held her close, even while she took to bashing his back. She cried out and gripped him at the waist. “God forgive me, please! Would that my last girl had died rather than face marriage with a heathen.”

“Mother, I swear, we tried our best,” he whispered. “The halberdiers were better. Too fast for us. The prince wishes for my return so he can gloat and show me how he thinks he’s subdued the deceitful Turks, offering them a bride as a bribe to stop their attacks. Their leader wants our fighters and our land. He doesn’t care about my sister.”

Rina, I am coming to you. Don’t despair further. Despite the absence of her thoughts in his head, he did not doubt she heard him.

Their mother withdrew and wiped her eyes. “The Ottoman prince will have all he desires. He comes to us at Argeş with a host of Turkmen, Serbians under the rule of Stefan Lazarević, and Bulgarian forces. Your people, Wallachians, will join them. Battling for the enemies of Christendom. Arina won’t contemplate escape this time.”

“You knew we’d run,” he accused her. “You didn’t order it, but you approved.”

“I did not know!” Her agate eyes glowed like hot jewels. “Now you’ll face more peril.”

“Prince Mircea has called me home to punish me further?”

“No. You won’t be there for long, my Vlad.” She sat on the edge of the dais.

“What do you mean?” He joined her on the topmost step below the throne.

“Your father doesn’t want you at Argeş, where you two would only quarrel daily. I agree with him.” Her sigh echoed in the room. “You’ll never learn to be a man here, not with Mihail’s example. Mircea is sending you to another royal court, I know not where, to join the retinue of some prince or king. Even the Byzantine Empire is an option.”

Vlad leaned back and swept a hand up his forehead. There were only two reasons a man surrendered his children to another. Young boys with no training served as pageboys or squires before seeking knighthood. Older youths, like him, sent to the household of a father’s overlord became hostages, guarantors of loyalty or compliance.

His thoughts crashed together like the wild waves of the Black Sea. Whatever fate held for him; another permanent exile loomed. He rested a palm on the seat of the throne.

Princess Mara craned her slender neck and looked at his fingertips, caressing the smooth, velvet cushion, until he removed his hand.

“I know you covet it.” She gave him a slight smile. “All the sons of a Wallachian prince are eligible heirs, even bastards, if the boyar council offers support. The noblemen are loyal to Mircea. They’ve accepted Mihail as his co-ruler and eventual successor. You’re the third son. Before you could ever ascend, two others have an older claim.”

“I don’t need the reminder, Mother,” he exclaimed.

“See that you do not.” She kissed his cheek and rose beside him. “Think no more of the throne. Prepare yourself for a reunion with your father.” She clasped her hands and left him.

He stared into the fire pit. His gaze strayed to the throne again. The center of his forehead pulsed.

Why couldn’t he be the prince of Târgoviște instead of Mihail? Their mother spoke the truth. His brother was not fit to rule. Another must take his place.
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CHAPTER 3
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Lionhearted

​

“You have power over your mind, not outside events. Realize this, and you will find strength.”-Marcus Aurelius (121-180 AD), Emperor of Rome.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1409-1410. Argeş, capital of the Principality of Wallachia (modern-day Curtea de Argeş, eastern Romania)

Eighteen months after leaving his birthplace, Vlad stood in its courtyard again. His family gathered in the shadows of the enamel-roofed portico north of the enclosure. He waited on horseback while cool winds swirled, an unusually quiet Staico beside him. His mother greeted her husband and Vlad’s grandmother, while each of his siblings bowed. Mihail had left his two spoiled sons behind with governesses at Târgoviște.

Vlad fixed his stare on Arina, but his sister ignored him. She stood so small beside their grandmother, the Dowager. Subdued. Had his twin’s eyes and hair dulled? She wore a silken, high-collared, belted gown in a scrolling leaf pattern, the same dark green color and style as their grandmother’s broadcloth dress. Arina’s cheeks seemed hollower than the Dowager’s above the raised neckline.

Will you share nothing with me, Rina, not even after a year and a half? He wondered, are you angry with me because we could not flee Argeş, or because I’ve stayed away so long?

His attention shifted once his mother addressed Prince Mircea again. The formality with which they often talked, and the stiffness of their interaction made it hard to fathom how they had created six children. Recalling a final tryst with the kitchen maid before leaving Târgoviște one week ago, Vlad could never imagine his parents in the throes of lust.

At a summons, Mihail bowed before their father again and looked over his shoulder at Vlad, saying something. His lips twisted in a sneer while the elder man chuckled in response.

Already wary and disgusted, Vlad looked away from the hated sight of the pair. The noonday sun barely penetrated a haze of gloomy midafternoon clouds, heralding a storm. Shades undulated across the low grass, fortress, and outbuildings.

“Your father summons you,” Staico said, drawing Vlad from his reverie.

He glanced again and saw the ruling prince’s beckoning hand fall away. Vlad gave the reins of his horse to Staico and dismounted.

“Will you take the mare to the stables for me?”

“You know I will, Vlad. Your father and family can have no further need for me.”

Staico raised a hand in salute before he urged his horse to the royal stable. He grasped the reins of the mounts that Vlad, his brother, and his mother rode to Argeş. Afterward, Staico would eat with the Gypsies in his preferred custom.

Vlad trudged toward the fortress. The world around him shrunk to the rustle of his ankle-length boots in the grass, and the shadow bands weaving before his eyes. He climbed the steps to the portico. Little Alex’s face brightened. He flashed a gap-toothed grin. Three years younger than Vlad, he stood at the same height.

“Domnule.” At the top of the stairs, Vlad bowed. Years of resentment simmered in the ensuing silence. Staico behaved more like a father than the one who stood in front of him.

“Humph. As I foretold, Doamnă. Stubborn as ever. No matter the changes you’ve heralded.” Her husband’s scowl knitted profuse, dark-russet brows. He peered at Vlad’s mother, who made no reply. “You’re still angry, boy. Does the duration of your absence at Târgoviște bother you or merely that I commanded it? Or because your mother fetched you and Mihail to me now? All three, I would surmise.”

Vlad stared straight ahead and kept his mouth closed.

“Doamnă, I warned you. Our son still hasn’t learned the lesson I wished to impart.”

Always the term, Doamnă, ‘my lady,’ rather than addressing Vlad’s mother by her name. What affection could ever exist between such a man and any other?

Vlad tried to tamp down the rage roiling in his gut. He failed. His fingers curled.

“What lesson was that, Domnule? How did you plan to teach me anything from afar?”

Prince Mircea’s brows flared, as if surprised by the tenor of his voice. Vlad’s mother gasped and stared hard at him before she glanced at her husband.

“We’ll speak later, boy. Alone. I’ve awaited your arrival long enough. To the great hall!”

The man turned away. Mihail fell into step beside him. Their mother and the Dowager followed, with Arina between them.

Vlad stared hard at their backs before he tousled Alex’s black curls. “I’m glad to see you again, little one.” His youngest brother frowned and batted his hand away.

“What about me?” Their elder brother Radu laughed in a thick, throaty noise, reminding Vlad of the eight-year gap between them. “Vlad, you’re no taller than Alex now.”

Up ahead, their mother called, “Come, my sons. I’m sure we’re all hungry.”

In the great hall, a feast awaited the family, as did the nobles of the principality. They stood before long benches, applauding and hailing the House of Basarab.

Mircea the Great led his relations to the trestle tables set on the wide dais. By rote, they took their usual places. With their parents at the center, Mihail, Radu, Vlad, and Alexandru pulled out chairs to the left. Their grandmother and sole sister sat on Princess Mara’s right. One seat remained vacant for Anna, who had been dead for several years.

Vlad leaned forward and looked down the long row as Arina slid into her chair. For the first time, she met his regard. She placed her napkin on her lap and stared at an empty plate. Before his exile, she would have flashed him an impish grin.

What did Prince Mircea do to you after I left Argeş? Vlad stared at his sister so intently that their mother’s regard swung between them before she shook her head.

The feast lasted well into the afternoon. When their ruling prince rose, everyone else did the same, although he waved them back to their seats. He strode half the length of the trestle tables and soon stood beside Vlad, who swallowed the last of the goulash, the meaty soup a staple of the region.

“You will come with me, boy.”

Vlad rose, aware of how his female family members and older brothers watched him. He followed their father. They took three passages, lined with household guards, and went through one of the double doors into a spartan room where the boyar council met each day.

The windowless space had a few lit torches and one chair, meant for the sovereign, with lion’s claws carved on the armrests. A chill seeped through chinks in the rough stone masonry. No tapestries hung on the walls, as in the great hall. Nothing offered comfort.

The ruler gestured to the seat. Despite his surprise, Vlad settled on the hard oak and sat in silence while Prince Mircea paced before him. White smoke billowed from their nostrils.

Vlad wished he would speak and be done with it. Why draw out this confrontation with the son he despised?

“You asked earlier about the lesson I tried to teach by sending you to Târgoviște,” the man began before he stopped crisscrossing the brick floor.

Vlad shared an expectant look with him as he resumed his strides.

“I wished you to learn about surviving adversity. Life does not bend to our will. We must fight. Struggles teach a man tolerance and his limits. Show him why the way of pride is foolishness. You hate your eldest brother. Perhaps with good reason, given what your mother has relayed. You would have stayed weak if you never fought him.”

Shaking his head, Vlad couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Not one word of sympathy, even now, from the one who had fathered him.

He dared ask, “Then you approve of all the things Mihail did to me, Domnule?”

“I did not grant you leave to speak! Of course, I like nothing that happened. Mihail took his fun too far, what with the rats lately and the dog meat at Easter. Tell me, how much of it filled your gullet before you knew?”

“Two bites, Domnule, after which the laughter started. I knew something was wrong and vomited on the floor, which amused Mihail and his friends more.”

“Afterward, you fled, and never ate in the great hall of Târgoviște again.”

Vlad nodded, although no question underlay the tone.

“You’ll soon learn another important lesson.” Prince Mircea halted with hands clasped. He peered down at Vlad, his dark gaze narrowed. “You can’t always run. A life of cowardice will not be yours.”

Vlad snorted. How dare the man lecture him about craven behavior?

“Isn’t it also ignoble to buy peace from the Ottoman Turks, Domnule, with Arina’s life?” This time, he did not care if he had permission to talk.

Mircea the Great seemed uncaring too, as he leaned closer. “A wise man would recognize the necessity. You are neither wise nor a man.”

Vlad huffed and peered up at him.

“I support this Turkic prince, Vlad, our inborn enemy, against his brothers because their disunity keeps them killing each other, not us. He is the youngest among his siblings. He’ll do anything to keep me as an ally. One day he will look upon his firstborn son, a child with a Wallachian grandfather, and remember my help.”

“And if he dies before then, Domnule?”

“Then I’ll aid another Ottoman prince. I don't care which, so long as they quarrel. I’m doing all I can to save our country by pitting our enemies against each other.”

Vlad recognized the wisdom of encouraging Turkic internecine warfare. What about Arina’s wishes or the feelings of anyone else, including Vlad? Should he try reasoning with Prince Mircea, as Staico often wished he would?

“Domnule, I have no right to question you,” he began. “Yet, how can you imperil my sister’s future, even for your people’s sake? What if she becomes a pawn in the Turks’ struggles? You must not let Arina go to those ungodly, warmongering people.”

“They believe in a God, the same as you and me. Your ignorance is troublesome, but that will change after your sister weds. She will be a peace-weaver, and the Ottoman Turks shall strike at us no more.”

“What have they done to you, Domnule? All my life, I’ve heard the stories of your heroism from my mother and grandmother. Your survival in the battle of Nicopolis two years after my birth. You once fought our enemy. Now you cower and sacrifice your last daughter.”

“Never question my bravery!” Mircea the Great whirled and grabbed the collar of Vlad’s silk doublet hard until the material tore. His rage evoked the image of the lion rampant etched on his signet ring. “There is a time for swords. Another for diplomacy. I’ve relied on both in my twenty-nine-year reign. Do you know how I’ve maintained rule over Wallachia?”

Vlad swallowed. There were two stories about the man’s rise and political power.

“Mother said you allied with Zsigmond of the House of Luxembourg, the Hungarian king.” He chose the cautionary answer. “You became his vassal three years ago.”

Prince Mircea released him. “You wonder how I, as an Eastern Orthodox adherent, could have submitted to a Catholic king as overlord?”

Vlad nodded. Two centuries after the Catholics sacked the great city of Constantinople, the memory of their treachery lingered throughout eastern Europe. Born and raised in the Orthodox faith, the Basarab family never trusted the papacy or Catholicism’s followers.

“King Zsigmond and I recognized a common enemy, boy. The nations bordering enemy lands in the east needed alliances with the western kingdoms. Do you know when the Turks last penetrated the heart of Wallachia?”

“Two years before my birth. My tutor told me. When your elder brother Prince Dan marched an army south to the former Bulgarian city of Vidin, under the Turks’ rule.”

“Did your teacher also say their sultan launched a reprisal with forty-thousand men? I commanded a quarter of his number. Afterward, he put a usurper on my throne for twenty-six months. The Ottoman ruler who defeated me was also the father of the man who will marry your sister. Still doubt my plan for Arina, boy?”

Vlad did not but rebelled inwardly against their parent’s lack of regard for her wishes.

Prince Mircea heaved a heavy sigh and strode back and forth across the room again. “I’ve pledged myself to the ruler Zsigmond in Hungary. I must show my continued loyalty as a vassal. While Arina buys us peace with the sultan, you’ll ensure the king’s protection.”

“How? By what means?”

“After your sister’s wedding, Staico will escort you to Buda Castle in Hungary, where you’ll serve the court of King Zsigmond well.”

Despite his mother’s warning, the decree shocked Vlad. “In what capacity will I do so?”

“Do what the king tells you, boy. That is all you must know.”

“Why would you send me to the Hungarian capital when you’ve called it ‘the devil’s pit’ long before you chose vassalage?” Vlad shook his head. “Did I mishear you?”

Mircea the Great laughed and startled him. He gripped the lion armrests and winced.

“You did not, boy. It seems you need that lesson about adversity.”

Vlad sat back in dismay. He would become a king’s hostage. What else could he be? If a parent failed duties to his overlord, a son’s life could be forfeited.

“You and your sister surprised me a year ago. I knew you would flee the court with her. Having heard all your earlier objections to Arina’s marital union, I assumed, when you ran with her, you might do so in the days before the nuptials. Once final preparations distracted your family. Too impetuous. You must learn patience, boy.”

Vlad hated the taunt, as much as the idea that Prince Mircea had expected his folly.

“Once my uncle Dan left Argeş, how long did you wait before taking his throne? Are the rumors I’ve heard from childhood true? Had you plotted for more than a year with Dan’s disloyal boyars to ensure the Turks killed him in Bulgaria?”

The moment he uttered the fateful words, the man dragged him out of the chair.

“What did you dare say to me? Are you accusing me of fratricide?”

He never answered. A savage cuff to the face felled him and he stumbled, barely avoiding the chair arm. Relentless blows pummeled his belly and face.

The fighting spirit born of Mihail’s torments ensured Vlad defended against and answered each wallop. Until his mother came in and grabbed her husband’s arm. She flung her body between him and Vlad.

“Great God, what are you doing to him? Would you kill our child?”

“I swear the boy’s the devil.” Prince Mircea wrenched himself away from them.

“If so, you sired him. We created him in our bed. Look at how you’ve hurt our son!”

Blood dripped from Vlad’s throbbing nose and seeped into his mouth. It tasted no better than Mihail’s piss. Hurting everywhere, Vlad rose at his mother’s urging.

“I asked the household guards where you were,” she said, “because the Dowager wants to see you in the chapel, my Vlad.”

He swiped his hand over his mouth and staggered to his feet.

“My mother can wait, Doamnă. I’m not done with him.”

“Oh, yes, you are!” His mother sat on the floor and cupped her forehead. “Vlad, go from the council chamber and close the door behind you. Leave the Domnule and me alone.”

His vision swam at the first step. Determined that neither parent would know how much the beating affected him, he stumbled forward. Though his strength ebbed, he opened and closed the double doors. The voices behind him drifted.

“Good Lord, Mircea. This is a fine mess you’ve made of things.”

“Don’t blame me, Mara. Your son provoked me.”

“My son, is it? Let me see the cut over your eye, dearest love. Don’t smear the blood!”

Vlad had never heard them address each other by their personal names before, much less offer endearments. He turned and peeked through the slight gap between the doors.

His mother had tugged her husband beside her and removed her veil. Golden curls fell over one of her shoulders as she dabbed at a vicious wound with the hem of the blue material until he flinched.

The sight pleased Vlad. Blood trickled from the same spot on his brow to his cheek.

“Oh, my love. You’ll have bruises later. Vlad will too.”

“He deserves them. The boy vexes me.”

“Why did you two attack each other?”

Vlad prepared himself to hear only lies.

“The boy repeated the story my enemies and others have often told, about how I must have arranged Dan’s murder in Vidin. My brother and I were rivals once, as you know.”

“I remember how you wept after you received the news of his assassination. There would never be reconciliation between siblings. That fact pained you the most.”

“I don’t care if others think I killed Dan. I wish my third son thought better of me.”

Vlad covered a gasp with a hand over his mouth. The man cared about his beliefs?

“He’s hurt you.” Mara grasped her husband’s bearded cheek and turned his face to hers.

Mircea grimaced and fingered his jaw. “Nothing you can’t mend. The aches will ease with your good poultices, which you’ll prepare for both of us.”

“I will do so, but you know I didn’t mean bodily aches, my dear.”

“It seems our son’s learned how words can wound.”

“Where do you suppose he gained that understanding?” He pulled away, but she clasped under his chin and thumbed his silvery russet beard again. “You’re not an easy man to love. You’ve earned a reputation for cruelty and stubbornness. A certain temper, which you’ve passed on to our sons. Forgive. Vlad isn’t aware of how the past has grieved you.”

“Let’s not speak of it now. I wish to forget in your kind care.”

“Would that you could, my dearest husband. We’ve fought so hard for our children’s futures. Vlad doesn’t understand the sacrifice you must make. I pray he’ll never bear the same burden as a father. Would it shatter your heart to show him a little love before he leaves his home forever? Love’s not a weakness, Mircea.”

“You know why I cannot hold the same view, sweet Mara. I showed too much love for a child of ours once. I can’t feel it all again. It causes only pain in the end. And an ending always comes too soon. In the meantime, I do what I must for our family and country. Come, I need your care and don’t want the children to see me. They’ll glimpse Vlad’s face soon enough.”

***
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VLAD WALKED THROUGH the fortress with his head bowed until he came outdoors and sighted the chapel. Several guardsmen looked at him and pointed. He dismissed them from his mind.

Instead, he pondered Prince Mircea’s words. What child of his had he ever loved?

Within moments, Vlad stood at the opened chapel doors. Inside, near the nave, the Dowager appeared next to a strange man. A reddish-brown pelt of shaggy hair fell on either side of his narrow features, aligned with the edges of a thin mustache and the tops of his beard. The pale gray wolf’s skin draped across his shoulders gave him a feral look.

Vlad’s grandmother smiled at the man. He bent and kissed her fingertips. He straightened and held out the stem of a white flower before he pulled his slim hand back. He must have realized Vlad had watched him. His lips thinned, pulled back in a snarl.

Princess Ana-Călina beckoned Vlad. As he approached, she said to the stranger, “Go to the house of your dear father. We shall speak later, Vlậcsan.”

“As you wish, Doamnă.”

Vlad shared a sharp look with this Vlậcsan as they bypassed each other.

The Dowager averted questions as she tucked the flower into the wrist of her garment and held out a crinkled, timeworn hand. “I see you and your father argued, my Vlad.”

“Neither of us won, Grandmother.”

“When a parent quarrels with a child, both lose.” She fingered his swollen face. “In the year that yours and Arina’s births occurred, the court astronomer warned a great fire-breathing beast would consume the House of Basarab. Later in the summer, we heard from western travelers that a celestial dragon had swallowed the sun for hours. After your exile, the same phenomena occurred in some German cities, Nürnberg among them.”

Puzzled at first, he asked, “A dragon swallowed the sun? You mean an eclipse occurred?”

“As a child, when such things ensued, my parents said demonic beasts and shapeshifters ate the sun. The village priests made baleful noises. They burned a huge cross in the marketplace’s central square to ward off the evil. When your father or Mihail have roused your fury, your skin, the blood beneath it boils hotter than those flames in my reminiscence.”

“Arina calls it the blood fever. It’s frightened her since childhood. She said my skin burned as if I would burst ablaze. She always tried to cool my anger with her smile.”

The Dowager nodded before the chestnut centers of her eyes almost disappeared between slits. “You never listened even when I last warned you about your father.”

He sputtered, “Grandmother, I—”

“Be silent!” She sighed and ran her fingertips over gray-flecked reddish brows. “Over a year ago, I told you to flee north with your sister. What was my advice back then?”

He swallowed and worked his aching jaw before summoning her words from memory. “Don’t rouse the prince’s suspicions or his ire. My lion son would tear you apart.”

“Humph. You listened, but not very well. Arina won’t talk about the aftermath of your return. Your exile has since altered her; the sweet smiles went away with you.”

The corners of his eyes prickled, but he wouldn’t weep like a babe before the Dowager about the changes in his sister. A deep and painful wound of the heart and mind.

He said, “We fled Argeş in the hour of the wolf under the new moon’s light. Marko the Gypsy protected us. We moved northeast, away from the Argeş River, and avoided Rucăr, the fortresses of Bran, and then Kronstadt in Transilvania. The western bank of the Siret River is near the remnants of Milcov. We saw some ruins that the Mongols left of that city. As we climbed the hollow hills around Milcov, Staico found us.”

“Staico.” She spat the name. “Bastard! Only a loyal dog of your father.”

“I said the same.” And regretted it often since then.

She grunted as he added, “Prince Mircea told me he knew I planned to run with Arina.”

“My wily son expected the possibility. Nothing more.” The Dowager tapped her curved nail against her lips. Her hand fell. “Why did you take my jewels?”

“Forgive me, please. I guessed we would need bribes at the convent in Moldavia.”

While his grandmother gaped at him, Vlad recognized his error.

“You assumed I entrusted two royal children to the care of a Gypsy slave without having considered your safety and future? My Vlad. I may have expected too much of you at fourteen. The stars have charted another destiny for you and Arina. As for concerns about the past? Best forgotten now. Find your mother, my boy. Mend under her healing touch.”

“She’s seen me already. The fight stopped after she found us.”

“She’s with your father? Wait here a little longer. At the sight of you, Mircea’s guilt and regret would only agitate him, make him even more disagreeable.”

“Guilt? Regret?” Vlad didn’t think the Dowager knew what she said.

“Don’t look at me as if my mind has gone addled. Your father will be sorry.”

“He won’t be. He never thinks he’s done anything wrong.”

“Oh, he knows he has in a long lifetime. He bears the sorrow of his choices each day.”

“What choices? Before I left him, he and Mother were talking. He said there was a child whom he loved too much. I suppose that’s Mihail, since he’s so spoiled.”

“You would be wrong.” While Vlad’s grandmother spoke, she looked up at a mural painted high on the wall and smiled at the image of her beloved husband in ceremonial robes and his crown. “Come with me to the doors, my boy. The autumnal temperature makes my bones ache, but also serves as a reminder. Life is not finished with me.”

As they walked, she resumed the conversation. “There was once another little prince, the elder twin of Mihail.”

Vlad halted briefly. “I never knew Mother bore other twins. What happened?”

“Her firstborn was beautiful. Possessed the flowing black hair you, Mihail, Anna, and Alex inherited from my husband. When their child was two, Mircea and Mara took him and Mihail to the bank of the Ialomița River at Târgoviște, on a late winter’s day. They didn’t realize how much the ice had thinned under the snow cover. Their first boy escaped his father’s hold, fell in, and drowned. Mircea keened for his little prince. Even I could not comfort him.”

At the chapel door, Vlad blinked back tears. His grandmother wiped her wet eyes.

“Once Mara birthed you, Mircea gave you that boy’s name,” she added. “Mara screamed at my son for a month and called him cruel. The eclipse last year reminded me of the court astronomer’s prediction when you and Arina were born. Never fear the return of the celestial dragon if you should ever encounter it. A herald of great change for you.”

“For better or for worse?”

“Only time will tell, my Vlad.”

“Did your son intend to alter me in Târgoviște?” The Dowager made no reply, so he continued, “His firstborn was Vlad, too? Why did Fa...call me the same name?”

His grandmother grinned at the slip of his tongue while he looked away. He hated himself for having even thought of the word. Father.

“Mircea did it for the love of an innocent boy, denied his future.” The Dowager surprised him by offering no witty remark. “My child held on to hope that another son of his might grow to manhood. As a result, your parent also tolerates Mihail’s behavior. Now you know why.”

“He doesn’t love me.” Vlad sniffled as tears threatened again. “He’s never said it.”

His grandmother enfolded him in her spindly arms. His body quaked.

“Oh, my woefully ignorant grandchild. In fifty-six years of life, my son has lost his primary heir and a daughter. When we received word of Anna’s death in Serbia, Mircea wept even more for her than for his first boy. He once said, ‘This is an unnatural world, where parents bury their children.’ I thought he’d will himself into the grave. He fought against infinite grief each day after Anna’s loss for the sake of his remaining children, who occupy the beating heart in his chest. A lion’s heart.”

***
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THE AUTUMN SEASON CAME and went too soon, in Vlad’s opinion. Light winter snow heralded the Ottoman prince, introduced to the Wallachian court as Mûsâ Çelebi.

One look at the olive-skinned Turk with golden-brown eyes beneath the ruby-fringed cloth on his head, and Vlad feared for his sister’s future. There was something grim about the prince’s mouth. He spoke Latin better than most Christians, but never smiled or laughed, even among the small delegation at his side. He would not appear without a man called Bedreddin, whose pleasant mien contrasted with the visage of the dour prince.

“Why are they always together?” Vlad asked his elder brother Radu as they ate with the Ottomans in the great hall. “Is Bedreddin the head of the prince’s bodyguards?”

“How would I know?” Radu shrugged and speared another roasted pigeon. “Why does their closeness matter to you? They’ll soon be gone from our lives.”

“Yes, taking our sister with them.” Unlike Radu, Vlad perceived they would remain under constant threat from the barbarous Turks.

Their father’s guests dined with them daily. Vlad wondered if the Turks knew the boyars cursed them in the Wallachian dialect, even loud enough for Prince Mircea to overhear and scowl at his nobles. Their wives, daughters, and all the women of the Princely Court ate their meals elsewhere.

Vlad once heard their father telling Mihail, “In their custom, men and women who are strangers don’t share meals. I won’t disrespect their rituals.”

Vlad barely spoke with their parent now, unless good manners required it. Arina became a rare sight. She kept to their mother’s side during wedding preparations. Mircea the Great argued about the marital arrangements for a proposed Turkic, rather than a Christian wedding rite. Vlad understood this when he chanced upon the Turkish prince, who hailed the Wallachian co-rulers outside the throne room.

“Salvete,” the Turk greeted them in Latin. “We must insist the nuptial union occurs according to the laws of my land. It is as much for my bride’s protection as it is my wish. I cannot take part in a Christian ceremony.”

“Then you insult my Christian sister,” Mihail interjected.

“I do not intend any offense,” Mûsâ Çelebi replied. “Our laws ensure that even with her religious faith, your sister will be treated the same as any wife of an Ottoman ruler. My ancestors who married Christians; including my great-grandfather who wed a Byzantine princess, my grandfather who took a Bulgarian for his third wife, and my father, married to a Serbian woman; all of them honored their brides. I will do the same. Respect my wishes.”

He gave a curt nod. His constant companion said, “The peace of God be with you.”

Mûsâ Çelebi and Bedreddin withdrew with the rest of their entourage into the courtyard and rode their horses to the encampment outside Argeş.

On the last day of the year, Arina married the prince at a Turkish ceremony. They stood together in the palace courtyard, with her under a heavily brocaded veil and white furs to ward off the cold. Beneath an open-air tent, while snow flurries swirled, Mûsâ Çelebi’s aide Bedreddin said marital vows in Latin on behalf of his master.

Vlad’s father spoke the ritual words in his daughter’s place. “I consent, I consent, I consent.” Afterward, he sealed the nuptial pact with the lion rampant on his signet ring.

Vlad stood behind his mother and watched with the rest of their family. “If you receive word from Arina, will you write to me about her?”

“I will not, my Vlad,” Mara replied. “My daughter’s future is her own. Besides, a boy concerns himself with the past. You travel to Hungary to become a man. To seize the destiny, none may deny you.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Dawn over the City of Jeweled Eyes

“Circumstances don’t make the man, they only reveal him to himself.”-Epictetus (circa 50-circa 135 AD), Greek Stoic philosopher.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1410. Hermannstadt, Transilvania (modern-day Sibiu, Romania)

The morning after the wedding, once Arina departed at the side of her new husband, Vlad also mounted his horse. He set out, northbound with his escorts, including Marko the Gypsy’s boys. Alongside them rode Staico with his thirty Gypsy slaves and their dogs, all protected by Wallachia’s royal halberdiers.

During the winter journey of untold weeks, Vlad often shivered beneath his hooded, fur-lined mantle. Frigid air had rolled down from Transilvania’s Făgăraș Mountains in the northeast. Prince Mircea had held the hereditary duchy of the Făgăraș region alongside another place called Amlaș for forty years. A grant from Vlad’s great uncle and namesake. Frost gripped the snowfields of the Turnu Roșu Pass, which the travelers took toward their western destination.

At the base of an escarpment, through gaps between withered sagebrush and oak and linden trees, Vlad spied the sheen of the frozen Olt River. A ribbon gleaming in the last hours of sunlight, the waterway guided them along a narrow gorge. The night would cover them in darkness soon. Staico led them, the royal halberdiers having parted with them on the border with Transilvania.

Tobar and Yoska rode on either side of Vlad in the tapered defile. While he held no doubts about the bravery of Staico’s Gypsies, more closely packed bodies would have also offered respite from the cold.

The Roma people in heavy furs led well-muscled, iron-shod horses and hunting dogs across the wintry landscape. Each morning, a third of the men scouted ahead for heavy snow, rockfall, and dangerous crevasses. They took leaf fodder in baskets made of birch bark and lined icy tracks in advance. Snow buried much of their efforts except in patches.

The scouts reported no sightings of any persons, none so foolish as to cross the Turnu Roșu Pass during midwinter. Before their leave-taking from the capital, Vlad had hoped his mother would plead for some delay until spring, once the land thawed.

She never did. Instead, knowing that Arina’s wedding arrangements were complete, their mother prepared him for his journey. It could take months, depending on the severity of the season. Well-stocked with salted and dried meats and oats carried on the backs of pack horses, no one would starve outside the hunt. The wood-corked skins belonged to Staico who liked his ale brewed by monks at Vodița Monastery.

Vlad wore a dual pair of woolen hose, his feet stuffed into leather-soled boots, greased daily with sheep tallow and beeswax. His footwear was one size too big for him. Larger boots allowed for stuffed straw and layers of socks, made of wool stitched by his mother’s hands. Like the felted gloves he wore, trimmed with fox fur. A woolen hat covered his hair and ears, as did the hooded mantle worn over the woven tunics. Still, the chill seeped into his bones, and he dusted and shook off the snowfall throughout the day.

“A boy concerns himself with the past.” His mother’s words became a temporary distraction. How could he avoid the intrusion of the past and everything dear to him?

Cold, bereft, and mired in his thoughts, he considered the loved ones left behind in Wallachia. His mother and grandmother, and his brothers; little Alex with his impish grins and Radu. Both were irreverent unless it came to the family’s safety and defense.

What did the future hold for Vlad without them? Bleak fears about Arina’s fate. He mulled over their final goodbye at regular intervals. Only a silent wave before her chin dipped and she rode south with the Turkic prince. She never looked back even though Vlad quietly willed it. He accepted the truth. He would never see her or hear her thoughts or sense her feelings again. Their bond was sundered by her choice.

The finality of their last farewell stunned him into the silence he maintained along the journey north. He spoke only if Staico queried him in their encampment at mealtimes. The older Gypsies talked among themselves and did not openly acknowledge his moods.

A fact that made the elder of the Gypsy twins’ behavior strange. From time to time along the snow-covered track, Tobar would lean forward in the saddle, as if he wanted to say something, and eye Vlad. He could not understand why.

By the fifth instance, Vlad raised his head and met the slave’s frown. Was Tobar angry because he and his twin did not have the freedom Vlad promised on an impulse? He never asked Prince Mircea, who held their lives.

How could he tell the Gypsy boys about his failure? He warred with himself. Did slaves need an explanation? In his heart, he knew he should say something.

Tobar forestalled him. “Is Domnule cold? Your teeth are making noise.”

The description of his incessant chattering might have amused Vlad if the next breath had not drawn the frigid air deep into his chest. He coughed and spluttered.

Tobar undid the leather sash at his waist and removed his matted outer fur, revealing another pelt stitched up with leather. Probably the hides of some wolves by the size and tincture. The Gypsy boy flung the black animal skin over Vlad, who could have gagged once the unwashed garment covered him. Instead, gratitude for its warmth filled him.

Some talk began among the clansmen nearby. “The young prince did not ask.” Or, “Foolish child. Willful, like his father Marko. May end up dead like him, too.” Conversation spread and disagreements reared.

“Stifle this racket at once!” Staico slowed his Carpathian pony and wheeled it around. His gray gaze swept over the men before returning to Vlad.

“It’s better, yes? Are you warmer, čhave?” He spoke Romany, so all might understand. The gravelly tone uttered in a foreign tongue, with which Staico called Vlad his nephew, reminded him he would never be without family in exile.

“Yes,” he replied. Even the chattering of his teeth quickly subsided.
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