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About the Order of the Dragon – Book Two
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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 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 Waiting
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CHAPTER 1
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Blood Bonds

“Let parents bequeath to their children not riches, but the spirit of reverence.” - Plato (circa 428/427 or 424/423-circa 348/347 BC), Greek philosopher.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1433. Duchy of Făgăraș, Transilvania (modern-day Făgăraș, Romania)

Dragon mist slithered into the town of Făgăraș, obscuring Vlad Dracul’s view of the snow-laden mountains and the Olt River. He spurred his Carpathian pony up an incline. The acrid odor of torches reminded him of the Turkish threat. They hadn’t yet ranged this far north.

A revolt had brought Vlad to his duchy this evening. His red-eyed dragon banners, rather than his black-hooded appearance, drew the first stares. The pennons fluttered atop spears carried by boyars and servants. The denizens of Făgăraș peered out from their homes and taverns. Whispers spread. “The Dragon comes.”

The news raced along cobblestone roads, reaching a noisy square where a crowd gathered. Their cries echoed throughout the town. Vlad found them around a public well. As he entered the square, faces turned away, bodies hunched, voices hushed at his approach. Vlad took no pleasure in their fear.

The weight of his thirty-nine years settled on his broad shoulders. The people knew him only by name. The Hungarian king’s Dragon, and now, their judge. They could never grasp the necessity of his actions, the precarious balance he kept.

As he removed his hood, a palpable wave of unease washed over the onlookers, who backed away. Draped in simple yet regal attire, his black hair cascaded down to his chin, framing his features. Like a pair of wings, his mantle billowed around him, its crimson and gold dragon crest a stark contrast against the dark velvet.

He turned the pony in slow circles while he spoke. “Bold people of Făgăraș, have you nothing more to say?” Those closest to his animal with its iron-shod hooves drew back.

“Why are you silent now when word reached me in Amlaș of your discontent a month ago? We left there yesterday, but the roads were bad. Will you not share your grievances?”

His irritation roused by their tamped-down lips, he patted his horse and dismounted. His silver spurs raked across the cobblestones.

From somewhere behind him, a low warning echoed. “Domnule.” Vlad knew the gravelly tone of caution could only belong to either of his pair of formidable Gypsy protectors, the twins Tobar and Yoska, called One-Eye by others.

“If you will say nothing, has the reason for your gathering here ended?” Vlad asked as he maneuvered his way to the center of the assembly.

“No, my lord prince. It has not.”

At last, someone was bold enough to speak.

Vlad’s stare alighted on a stick-thin figure who stood apart among the observers. Dank yellow hair trailed around his thin shoulders. Of middling height and obvious adolescence, with a weighty purse belted at his waist, he wore rich green velvet in the style favored by prosperous traders.

“What is your name?” Vlad asked the beardless, blotch-faced youth.

“It hardly matters to a prince from Wallachia. I could never be important to you.”

He was right. Soon, he and his concerns would not exist.

Vlad cocked his head. “Tell me why you have brought me here?”

“We did not ask you to come.”

“Your clamor demanded my presence. Is it not the duty of the lord of Făgăraș and Amlaș to resolve strife?”

When he received no answer, the fingers hidden beneath his mantle gripped the jeweled Turkic dagger. He despised the ornament for its origins but always kept it close as a symbol of his king’s favor. “You speak for these people?”

“They have their voices. I am but one among several.”

“Yet, you’re the only one who has addressed me thus far.”

The upstart cast a withering glance around him. “Ask them why they’ve chosen silence.”

“I’ll discover the reason soon enough.” Vlad returned to his mount.

The rumble of wheels clattering over the cobblestones drew his attention. Two years ago, the same simple transport with a canopied roof brought his family to their new life in Transilvania, north of the border with Wallachia. He nodded to the carriage driver who conveyed the most precious cargo, Vlad’s loved ones.

Their transport slowed down. Its door sprang open. His wife leaned out beneath the wooden frame. Lovely Cneajna, with her sable curls as dark as her garments. More than a year had passed since word reached them of her father’s death and burial at a Bistritz monastery. Radiant pearls and agate adorned her throat, matching the intensity in her eyes.

Vlad’s stare flickered over her face, noting the tightness around her eyes and the firm set of her jaw. He answered her wide, questioning gaze with a simple nod. Without a sound, she took her seat again, pulling the door in behind her.

After almost six years of marriage, they did not always need words.

He clambered into the saddle before surveying the mob. “To the citadel of Făgăraș.”

With a wave of his hand, he directed the rebels, who parted before him as he walked his mount from the square. Hooves struck the cobblestones behind him. The carriage wheels clattered again, with the horse’s leather harness rattling.

Vlad kept his features impassive. He should have been further north at his base in Segesvár, where, in his role as the border commander, he maintained Transilvania’s fortifications against perpetual Turkish attacks.

He took the sole wooden bridge between hanging willows, beech, and oak trees. The townsfolk fell back as some of his entourage joined him. As Vlad crossed the moat encircling the fortress, the murky water reflected the flickering torchlight, casting an ominous glow. The scent of damp earth and moss hung in the air.

Outside the earthen exterior wall, he beckoned the commander-in-chief closer to him and whispered instructions for control of the crowd. The man nodded.

The citadel loomed, its weathered walls and patched roof tiles framed by the hazy sunset. As the arched door creaked open, Vlad entered a wide inner courtyard paved with smooth stones, the heart of his Transilvanian domain. The Tatars had destroyed the original timber castle almost two hundred years ago. The spires of four turrets, one of them rounded and taller than the others, reached for the heavens.

Vlad’s gaze scaled up the height of the oldest parts of the fortifications, the Red Tower and the Black Tower, built by his great-great-grandfather, Basarab. The ox-blood jeweled ring worn on Vlad’s smallest finger glowed in the cascade of light. He stayed atop his Carpathian pony while brilliant gold, orange, and amber colors diffused.

The last stragglers came into the courtyard. Carpathian wolfhounds barked as twilight descended over Făgăraș. The first shimmering stars appeared. Among the Gypsies, Tobar and Yoska dismounted and fanned out. Guards kept the town’s denizens corralled against the wall defenses. Worried gazes flitted over the faces and armaments of the citadel’s defenders and Vlad’s companions.

He alighted and aided his family as they clambered down the short steps outside the carriage door. A wince crisscrossed Cneajna’s face. Vlad glanced down at their child, drawing hard on her exposed breast. His second namesake, their youngest son, was born seventeen months ago. Little Vlad stared up with dark, wide eyes as he batted his mother’s ample flesh and drank from her body. His murky gaze evoked hers, like the wind-driven Black Sea.

“You intended to wean him on this journey, my Cneajna,” Vlad murmured.

“You must have overheard our second son’s loud objections as we passed near Hermannstadt. I gave in to him rather than listen to the torture of his shrieks.”

Their eldest boy appeared next, climbing down on his own. He tugged Vlad’s leg.

“Why are we here, Tată? I want to go home,” Mircea whined.

“But you are at home.” Vlad lifted him and nestled the five-year-old’s head of thick black curls on his shoulder. “This fortress is mine. One day, it shall be yours too, my son.”

The blood bond between him, his wife, and their children was the most precious part of Vlad’s existence.

Next to appear, Ruxandra Lupu, the governess of the children and Cneajna’s constant companion from girlhood, greeted them with a grimace that deepened the lines around her sunken eyes. “My lord prince should have sent word ahead.” As old as Vlad’s grandmother, Ruxandra did not even try to subdue the irritation in her voice.

So, he did not hide his distemper. “Your lord prince intended to surprise the people of Făgăraș and thus achieved his aim.” He reminded her, “It is the duty of others, our servants, to guarantee my family’s immediate comfort.”

She and he had never warmed up to each other, especially after the birth of Mircea. Even now, despite his admonishment, waves of disapproval emanated from her. She harrumphed and crossed spindly arms beneath shrunken breasts. “Where is he?”

Far from echoing Vlad’s sentiments about Ruxandra, Cneajna grinned and pointed. “He comes now. Do not let him see your indignation. He would only goad you about it.”

Ruxandra snorted. “As if the old villain cared for my moods.”

“Let me pass! Move aside, I said!” The old villain, as the governess termed him, was Stoica, the aged chamberlain of Vlad’s household, with whom Ruxandra often clashed.

The gruff rumble of Stoica’s voice preceded the appearance of a man the size of a bull. His scowl never subsided even after he met Vlad’s gaze. He bowed before the princely family as much as his thick midsection would allow.

“Forgive the delay, my lord prince. If you would let me wield the whip I once plied across my Gypsies’ backs—”

“No.” Vlad glared at Stoica. “Keep your Gypsies enslaved as you like, but you will not whip them or anyone else. Must I punish you in a like manner to make you understand?”

Before he could answer, Ruxandra muttered, “He’s far too ancient to harm anyone.”

“Give me one reason and I can beat you, old woman,” Stoica threatened.

Ruxandra’s stare narrowed as she exchanged a heated glare with him, the enmity between them crackling in the air. Cneajna drew a step closer to him, shielding her old nursemaid behind her.

Stoica shrank away. His hand fell along with his embittered stare.

Vlad scrutinized him further beneath the dulled lilac-gray of dusky skies. Although the chamberlain’s lips quivered, he did not make a sound. Why had Cneajna stirred this reaction from him? In this superstitious land, her words and deeds must remain beyond reproach.

“Stoica, as a once great boyar, you left the court of my younger brother because you believed him cruel and under Turkish influence,” Vlad said. “I granted you refuge and your life. In return, you pledged to serve me until your last day. What is your chief duty?”

“I am your faithful servant.” Stoica lifted his gaze. “I maintain your living quarters and ensure the well-being of your family.” He breathed a deep sigh and asked, “My lord prince, what are your orders?”

“Fulfill your obligations and see to the comfort of my wife and sons. Later, you’ll ensure that all is ready for my visit to the monastery of Kertz tomorrow,” Vlad said. He glanced at Ruxandra. “You will not antagonize him.” Although he noted the flare of Cneajna’s nostrils, he continued with her former governess, “You are also a servant of my household. Ensure my Mircea eats well this evening.”

“I can do that, my lord prince.” Ruxandra held out her hands to Mircea. As Vlad gave the boy over, she pressed thinned lips against his prominent forehead, and he smiled.

Vlad could never deny Ruxandra’s loyalty to his family. The sole purpose for which she thrived and the only reason he tolerated her constant foul mood. She harbored valid concerns about Stoica. Who could trust a traitor to one man with loyal service to another?

Arched doors opened with a creak. The family and their close retainers, including Vlad’s pair of Gypsy companions, headed for a wider inner courtyard paved with smooth stones. Three rows of shuttered windows overlooked the area, with low doorways interspersed at ground level.

The spiked heads of the guards’ halberds caught Mircea’s attention. “Please, Tată, may I touch one?” The child wriggled in Ruxandra’s arms.

“No,” Cneajna said, without even deigning to raise her head from admiring the suckling babe. “Your little practice sword will do for now.”

Mircea whined, “But it’s made of wood. It’s not real.”

Vlad said, “Weapons are not toys, son. You’ll learn, as I did, to treat them with care and reverence. Your time of training and mastery shall come soon enough.”

Cneajna curtsied at his side before she led Ruxandra and Stoica toward the one door built into the southern perimeter with its shingled roof. As the wood creaked open, the faces of the cook and other maids came into view, beckoning them with welcoming smiles.

Vlad returned to his men. “The commander-in-chief will allow the rebel merchant and his fellows up into the throne hall after we have taken our places. Say nothing until I have heard the claims.”

Nods of assent followed, as did grumbled mutterings. He noted the subtleties of the noblemen’s replies and the gazes that flitted away. Boyars. As unpredictable as the wind.

Vlad directed them inside, Tobar and Yoska bringing up the rear. Although he would have preferred each of the Gypsies beside him, he did not command it. His chief advisors climbed the stairs alongside him. They crossed the antechamber in swift strides and entered an elongated room, where more halberdiers with their polearms already stood stationed before shuttered, recessed windows.

The citadel’s servants brought the last candles flickering to life. Wisps from beeswax-scented candles rose to the coffered ceiling, mingling with the musty aroma of age-old tapestries on the walls. One door opposite the windows led to a chamber used for storage.

Vlad looked through the plain glass and studied the citadel’s boundaries. Outbuildings, including the stables and the blacksmith’s stall, and granaries encircled the residence. The defenses, unaltered since the latter years of his father’s reign, needed bolstering against the region’s Ottoman Turk enemies.

He rubbed his temples and longed for the soothing coolness of Cneajna’s hands instead.

“I am here, my Vlad.”

Her sudden appearance stunned him. She came from the shadows like a specter. He wondered whether she could hear his thoughts and knew when she was most needed. But that was improbable. He had only ever shared such an uncanny connection with one other person.

He held out his hand. “Shall you hasten my return before the assembly has even begun?”

Cneajna gripped his wrist, her eyes wide with worry as she begged him in a hushed voice. “I urge caution, my Vlad. These are your people, not your enemies. At least, not until you make them so.”

“Yet they disregarded the taxation orders I issued. Our king’s orders.”

“Zsigmond is a far-off ruler. Most here will never glimpse him or read his proclamations. These people depend on you. You are their master.”

“I’ll remind them of the fact.”

“Then remember this, my Vlad: a prince’s duty is to his people.”

A flare of irritation sparked by her counsel died just as quickly. He could not deny her wisdom any more than her beauty. Perhaps she understood the delicate balance he must undertake as well as he did.

They turned as one as the echo of footsteps came up the stairs. She withdrew beyond his reach into the window gallery.

He strolled toward his seat. Beneath the coffered ceiling, he sat and trailed his fingertips over armrests made of oak. With the cold, hard oak pressing against his back, he could not help but notice the sound of his breathing, amplified by the silence that hung in the air.

What would Zsigmond make of his dilemma, or Mircea the Great? Vlad mulled over his father’s actions daily. Were there lessons in the political choices of his hated parent?

For two years, he had held dominion over this region with a lengthy title, which his herald pronounced in Latin. “Dei gratia Walachie Transalpine dominus et terrarum de Omlasch et de Fogaras dux.”

Those who knew Latin would have realized Vlad was not, in truth, ‘by the grace of God, lord of Transalpine Wallachia and the lands of Amlaș and Făgăraș.’ Not while his usurper brother, Alexandru Aldea, still controlled their homeland.

Vlad’s advisors and the townsfolk gathered on opposing sides of the hall, eyeing each other with mutual suspicion and fear. He found the bold young merchant where he expected him, near the fore, and summoned him. “Come, speak about your concerns.”

The man came to the center of the room and gave a slight, if not resentful, bow as he barely bent. When he straightened, his throat bobbed while he took in the halberdiers and their sharp weapons. He stared at Vlad.

“My lord prince,” he began. “King Zsigmond imposed a heavy burden of taxation upon us. More than we can bear. Every trader fares no better than the common man.”

“So, your cause is with them, the common man, as you put it?” Laughter stirred among both halves of the room, but Vlad continued. “The people will be glad to hear so when they are trading in the marketplace.”

“What would you have us do in your wisdom, my lord prince? Starve while—”

Vlad raised a hand, silencing the man mid-sentence. The abrupt gesture sent a ripple of unease through the crowd. Good. Let them remember who held the power here.

“You want wisdom? Heed my advice: a land at war requires sacrifice from all. The king’s taxation does not secure his comfort. The coin ensures your very freedom.”

The merchant raised his chin and scowled. “I’m no boy seated upon my father’s knee. Your younger brother holds the throne of Wallachia and does little to protect us here against the Turkish menace. He let them attack Hermannstadt and Kronstadt, the environs of the Bârsa land and the Székely frontier last summer.”

Vlad nodded. “I am not my sibling. You should not question me about the king’s taxes, especially when you seem no worse off. Is your family paying its fair share?”

“The Catholics do not contribute as much as their Orthodox brethren do. It’s true, although György Lépes, the Catholic Bishop of Transilvania, and Mihail Jakcs, the count of the Székelys, have said it’s a lie. A Catholic should not dictate to those of the Orthodox faith.”

The man’s words held some truth, but there was a simple fact the people of Făgăraș could not deny.

Vlad asked, “Do you think any of you would fare better under the Turks’ dictates? They don’t care whether their captives are Catholic or Orthodox Christians. While I rule, Făgăraș will meet its obligations. To do otherwise invites disaster. Pay Zsigmond’s taxes before our enemy imposes a higher burden. The Turkic blood tax on every able-bodied boy and man.”

Some citizens lowered their gazes. Vlad settled into his seat of power and glanced at Cneajna, who nodded. Whatever discontent remained must fade now.

Vlad waved the assembly away. “Go in peace. No one shall trouble you.”

When they left, he intended to retire with his family, praying over the heads of his sons, and bedding down with his bewitching wife. Tonight, they could create a third son, the boy whose soft curls she often envisioned in her strange, prophetic dreams.

“Word has spread across Transilvania, my lord prince, about your king,” the unruly young merchant added. “He will soon claim the title he has most coveted for years. He will wear the crown of the Holy Roman Emperor by the pope’s hand.”

Vlad frowned. He also expected the crowning would take place this month. Spies could have woven their webs far north of Italy, apprising others of the plan. “Why should anyone here care about the titles Zsigmond holds?”

“You care more than most, having served him since your father, Prince Mircea, sent you to Hungary. We all know you are the king’s man. Some say you are a Catholic, like him.”

Murmurs stirred. Vlad shared a look with Cneajna, her mouth agape, before he glanced at his advisors. The boyars shifted on their feet. Few regarded him. Did they believe the rumors about his conversion as well? He would not confirm nor deny the truth today.

He flexed his fingers on the armrests. “Tell me, what else do they say about me? That I number among my king’s butchers, a knight known for brutality against the unholy Turks and the heretic Hussites alike? Do they say I am the Devil, or a dragon made flesh?”

The latter half of his statement brought on sniggers from his advisors, which they soon smothered as he continued, “Speak of these things if you dare.”

“At least I’m not some papist’s dog! Look what the House of Basarab has become. Gone are the days of the lion of old, Prince Mircea the Great. Instead, he left us two mewling cubs. One on the throne of Wallachia serving the Turks, and another here, who would supplant his sibling and seek a Catholic ruler’s blessing to do it. I won’t give one more coin to the papists or a warmongering, foolish monarch of Hungary.”

“Then you will die.” Vlad stood and drew the Turkic dagger from its jade scabbard.

The merchant blanched and turned away, but the throng of townspeople behind him thwarted his path. He tried pushing through the assembly, shoving at them, but they stared in horror as Vlad came forward. He grabbed a hank of that flowing yellow hair and yanked hard until the man fell back.

On his knees, his wide gaze filled with terror as he gaped at Vlad. “You’ll regret this when your end comes, and it will!”

“You won’t be alive to know about my fate.” Vlad sliced the young man’s throat. Gasps filled the chamber.

The body slumped. Coins spilled from his purse, but no one dared retrieve the gold. A crimson stain pooled under him. The closest onlookers shied away or covered their faces.

“Insult me or my brother, and you will earn my wrath,” Vlad said to the crowd, as red rivulets slid down his weapon and dotted the floorboards. “Deny my king’s will and you’ll have your death at my hand. There is no other suitable punishment. Now, begone!”

Terrified screams and wails echoed before people fled through the antechamber.

One of his retainers offered Vlad a strip of cloth to wipe the dagger. He did so and sheathed it before turning for a view of Cneajna. Her features contorted as if in great pain. 

Sudden applause stymied the offer of comfort he would have given her. The boyars coalesced at his side, though away from the prone body, and acclaimed him.

“Our noble prince! Our true prince!” Their chants echoed in the almost empty room. 

He accepted their commendations with a nod and slight smile, while his thoughts drifted to the past and other princes, once thought beloved by their erstwhile supporters.

Cneajna approached. The din of praise died around them. Only the two of them existed.

He lifted her chin so that their gazes met. “You understand why the act was necessary?”

“I do,” she murmured with shining eyes.

“Then you can forgive me for it?”

Her stare fell, and she looked past his shoulder toward the antechamber. “Absolution is God’s alone to grant. I’ll summon men to take the body away and a maid to clean.”

He let her go. She fled through the low doorway of the smaller chamber adjoining the throne hall, faster than the denizens of Făgăraș had left.

“My lord prince, it seems you’ve found even greater favor with these noblemen who once called themselves loyal to the former rulers of Wallachia, now pledged to you,” the chief magistrate or vornic observed in a gruff tone.

Vlad looked at the aged man named Voicul, who shuffled to his side. Goat’s bristles sprouted from his face and drooping head beneath a felt hat. A good gust of wind would surely have flattened him. A relic of the past, who served the boyar council, the sfatul domnesc. From the time of the co-rulers, Vlad’s father, he, and every subsequent ruling prince had sought Voicul’s advice.

“Now you are among those at my side, old man. Should I be concerned?”

“Time shall reveal, my lord prince.”

“Always.” Vlad leaned closer to the spindly nobleman. “You’ve outlived four ruling princes of our land, and many a boyar who’s ascended or withdrawn from the council.”

Voicul raised his rheumy gaze and met Vlad’s eyes without flinching. “I’m too old for intrigues. My days as your chief magistrate will end. You need not worry about me. Remain mindful and guarded with these others, and you may fare better than our former princes.”

“In my boyhood, a tutor instilled a child’s eagerness for Greek fables in me. As one tale advised, a doubtful friend is worse than a certain enemy. Let a man be one thing or the other, and we then know how to meet him.”

With a slight smile on his thin lips, Voicul asked, “Is that what you are doing, my lord prince? Gathering men to your emerging court and discerning friend from foe, as a village farmer winnows the wheat from the chaff?”

Vlad echoed, “Time shall reveal, Voicul.”

“Yours may be the sharpest scythe of all to fall on your enemies’ necks.” Voicul bowed as much as his stiff back would allow. “Only be certain you strike before they do. Mircea the Great would have done so.”

How could the old man have known that thoughts of Vlad’s father lingered in his mind?

He nodded and waved his vornic onward. His gaze strayed again to the dead body and the blood seeping between the cracks in the wooden floorboards. Servants came and twisted and knotted sheets around the still form. They hefted the fallen merchant with slight grunts.

A castle maid hovered in the doorway until they withdrew. With a bowed head, she kneeled and cleaned until her rags and brush bristles had removed every trace of the evening’s violence. By her hand, all the coins, even the bloodied ones, went into the purse. She gave the contents to Vlad. Still, his gaze lingered on the drenched spot.

He blinked and broke his reverie, finding his advisors had waited with him. So too had Tobar and Yoska.

He heaved a deep sigh and hid his relief at the sight of the pair. “The boyars may leave.”

All the noblemen bowed. Vlad stared hard at their retreating backs, the earlier words resounding in his mind. Let a man be one thing or the other.

Voicul, last to withdraw, said before he went, “You’re well rid of that rebel. He was a foolhardy trader of no importance.”

Vlad shook his head. “He was important to someone. Find out who, vornic.”

“As you wish, my lord prince,” Voicul replied.

***
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WEEKS LATER, AS SPRING gave way to summer, the unruly mood of the town faded. No one claimed the dead man’s body. He left no mourners.

Vlad and Cneajna ambled beside the defensive ditch. She did not offer her hand, nor did he try to hold it. The pall of the merchant’s death hung between them. Instead, he carried a missive he shared with her while they walked. A pair of white swans took the same direction as they did, gliding through the sunlit moat with its murky, stinking depths.

“Fruzhin’s messenger arrived in haste at midday,” Cneajna commented. “We have our Holy Roman Emperor, with the pope’s blessing at last. I suppose Zsigmond’s ascension gives renewed purpose to his goal to remove the Hussites in Bohemia.”

“My king harasses heretics while the Turkish threat grows stronger by the day.”

“Still, when he campaigns against the Hussites, you will be by his side.”

“As is my place. The duty of any knight is to his overlord.”

She sighed. “At least the armistice with the Venetian Republic means you won’t go fighting there. Nor against the Ottomans, who, if Fruzhin’s information is right, will be too busy with the Albanian uprising that continues from last year.”

“The Ottomans are an ever-present threat. That’s why Fruzhin said our king sought the aid of not only the Teutonic Knights but also the Hospitallers. Two thousand in total as defenders of the mountain passes. We may bide our time, for the Albanians will prevent the Turks from fighting us. Eventually, I’ll return to the wars against the infidels.”

The Ottomans hungered for ever more conquests while he demanded the king’s taxes to keep them at bay.

“We’re surrounded by wolves,” he muttered.

“You must be more cunning than all of them,” Cneajna replied, “for Wallachia. Our sons.”

She was right. In the wars of emperors and sultans, he would play his part. Victory meant life. Defeat guaranteed death. Wolves indeed lurked at every border of his lands. But he was not afraid. Let them come. He would show them what it truly meant to hunger.

As he and his wife approached the eastern entrance of the citadel, Stoica waited with a messenger on horseback. “My lord prince! Doamnă Cneajna! There’s a letter for the princess.”

Cneajna snatched the parchment and broke the seal with trembling fingers.

Vlad watched his wife’s face as she read, noting every minute change in her expression. The tightening of her jaw, the widening of her eyes, the quiver of her lower lip. By the time she looked up, he had already guessed the gravity of the news.

She took a steady breath. “It’s from Stetco,” she said, naming her favorite brother. “Iliaş has driven him from Moldavia. His mother is dead. Murdered. She was more than a mistress to my father. She eased the passing of my mother. Ruxandra never approved of her or her son’s affection for me, because Stetco was born a bastard two years after Iliaş. He ordered her drowned after Stetco fled.”

The brutality of the act hung in the air between them.

‘Where is Stetco now?” Vlad asked.

“Gone to Wallachia,” Cneajna replied. “The court of Prince Alexandru Aldea.”

Vlad’s fist clenched at the mention of his younger brother, the usurper who sat upon the throne that should be his. His teeth ground together as he thought of how Alex had contrived, with the leading boyars of their country, to steal from him two years ago.

The traditional domains of the ruling prince included Făgăraș and Amlaș, but Vlad had claimed these Transilvanian lands by his will alone. For now, it pleased him to hold the territories in defiance of his sibling.

Their dispute would never end without bloodshed. To reign in Alex’s stead, Vlad must surely kill his last brother. Exiling him would not suffice, as the fractured reigns of their brother Radu and their hateful cousin, the usurper Dan Dănești, proved. The blood bond that bound Vlad to the House of Basarab also stymied him.

He paced. “Prince Iliaş will withdraw Moldavia from its alliance with Hungary and become a Polish vassal once again. There’s talk in the marketplace here about it.” He let out a bark of derisive laughter. “Zsigmond will lose another ally while awaiting Turkish attacks.”

He gazed at the gathering clouds, the portents of a storm. The political landscape shifted as easily as the sky did. Alliances crumbled, while old threats remained.

Cneajna laid a hand on his shoulder. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

“You’ve never told me why you prefer one brother over the other.”

She colored and turned away.

After realizing the hurt he had caused, Vlad began, “If you would rather not speak....”

His wife blurted out, “Iliaş held unnatural feelings for me. When I was four, he put his hands under my skirt. Stetco’s mother set him to protect me. At eleven years old, my bosom budded, and Iliaş tried to take my maidenhood. Stetco almost beat him to death. His mother warned my father, but Iliaş said she was just jealous on behalf of her bastard.”

Vlad seethed inside. He would have killed Iliaş at the wedding had he known.

He grasped Cneajna’s fingers. “Come with me.”

Night fell over Făgăraș. He sat with his wife in his office. The candles had burned low, casting shadows across the chamber. His quill scratched against the parchment.

Cneajna watched from the shadows. “Are you certain about this course, my Vlad?”

He nodded. “I must forestall an alliance between Alex and Stetco.”

She stepped closer, her eyes scanning the almost complete letter. “How can you stop it, when it’s the only viable reason my brother would have sought your last sibling?”

“I’ll offer Stetco more money and better fighters. My expenditure cannot amount to even half of what Alex must spend. He can’t send forces to Moldavia while the Turkish threat looms,” Vlad replied. “Who should Stetco trust more than the husband of the sister he loves best? The rightful ruler of Wallachia?”

He signed the letter and pressed his signet into the hot wax. He held the parchment out to Cneajna. “You’ve always spoken highly of the bond between you and your brother.”

She took the letter, brushing her fingers against his hand. “Iliaş has the support of his wife’s Polish relatives. The power of the combined armies of Poland and Moldavia would be formidable against you and Stetco.”

“Still, I must try with him. Send the message.”

***
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AS THE SEASON CHANGED again, carpeting the bridge path to the citadel in gold and ruby leaves, more news reached Făgăraș. Instead of welcoming the missive from Vlad, Stetco arrested the emissary before driving out Iliaş, who fled with his small family to his wife’s relatives in Kraków, the Polish capital. Alexandru Aldea, now Stetco’s brother by marriage to another full-blood sister of his, had provided ample coin and men.

Vlad shredded the reply and tossed the torn remnants of paper across his office at Cneajna in his fury. “Why did you never warn me that your favorite brother reviles me? Now that he’s married your sister off to Alex, he recognizes only his suzerainty. Stetco gave my emissary over to my younger brother. No doubt, for some brutal torture.”

“Stetco couldn’t have done that,” she whispered.

“Well, he has and more,” Vlad snarled.

Cneajna’s obvious shock turned to defiance. “You pushed too hard. Stetco fought for survival. Worth more than a crown. Did you expect him to risk his life for your ambitions?”

“I expected his loyalty to you and some support for me!” Vlad roared, his fist slamming into the writing desk. An inkpot toppled. “Instead, I gained nothing but treachery from him and excuses from you when I had hoped our marital union might induce Stetco’s backing!”

She gaped at him in silence before asking, “Did you lie when you once told me that King Zsigmond’s wishes for an alliance held no sway over our union?”

His simmering rage subsided in an instant. Bewildered, he could not answer her.

She balled up the scattered shreds of paper and threw them in a wad at his face. “Instead of being so angry, what are you doing to secure the throne of Wallachia?”

He swallowed and turned away. “I will fight for what is mine.” It was all he knew.

“What is your aim after you’ve convinced the boyars to support your lofty goal?”

“The name Vlad Dracul and the Drăculești family shall gain much-deserved respect.”

She tugged at his sleeve. “Is it respect you want from Stetco and others, or fear?”

He gave a wry chuckle and looked askance at her. “Both would suit well, don’t you think?”

Cneajna sighed. “I thought only to temper the dragon inside you, but I’ve given it wings.”

He turned and reached for her, but she warded him off and drew back. “Now, my sole hope must be that all the Christian lands won’t burn in your quest for a throne.”

As she left him, he refused to consider her words as a warning. Family ties and loyalty to Zsigmond alone could not aid him. From this moment on, he must forge his path to power. No matter the cost.
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​CHAPTER 2
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The False Dragon

“A tale is but half told when only one person tells it.” - The Saga of Grettir the Strong (circa 14th century).

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1433. The Prince-Bishopric of Basel, Holy Roman Empire (modern-day Basel, Switzerland)

Three months later, Vlad Dracul ventured north-westward toward Basel. A plain black mantle covered his garments. He traveled for days in the company of Tobar and Yoska. A deliberate choice, which some boyars viewed as unwise. Before his leave-taking, he had assured them that these were matters of interest to the Christian faith, not partisan considerations. A half-truth, but essential in dealings with those shadowy men.

However, politics remained foremost in his mind. His master, King Zsigmond, attended the Council of Basel. Eugenius IV, the Venetian-born pope, had demanded its dissolution after his predecessor’s death two years ago. The proposed union of the Catholic and Orthodox churches remained outstanding, despite unwavering support from Zsigmond and the Byzantine Emperor Iōannēs Palaiologos.

Vlad hoped a reunion with Zsigmond could turn his sovereign’s concerns from lofty discussions about the reunification of Christendom, removing Hussite heretics, and quests for papal supremacy and church reform. They must speak about Wallachia.

Behind Vlad, Yoska grumbled, “It’s too quiet here. I don’t like this place.”

“Who asked if you did?” A rumble of laughter from Tobar preceded what might have been his hard thump somewhere on his twin’s body. “You’ve liked nowhere that’s not home. Don’t glare at me so when the words are true.”

Except for Segesvár, the Transilvanian birthplace of his and Cneajna’s children, Vlad agreed with Yoska. No other land could compare with their land.

He rode abreast of his loyal adherents, between foggy banks and windswept trees along the Rhine River. After payment of the last toll, they left behind a team of oxen pulling watercraft through the shallows, which boatmen called treacherous.

A red deer scrambled across their path. Their trio of mounts snorted in a billow of white mist before the startled prey animal dashed into the woodlands.

Vlad fingered his crossbow but reconsidered giving chase with the Gypsies. They had last eaten and changed horses after taking the ferry from Konstanz, which Vlad had not visited since the prior ecumenical council ended fifteen years ago. 

Tobar and Yoska had shared frowns about parting with the prized Carpathian ponies. The men needed food. Their mounts required rest. Vlad urged them on.

His beloved wife would have enjoyed this brisk morning ride. How he missed her. One season after the Moldavian ruling prince had arrested his envoy, he and Cneajna were not the same since they quarreled about her half-brother. Their brief exchange before parting at Făgăraș chilled Vlad more than the gusts blowing inland off the river.

She had rightly questioned the earnestness of his Wallachian claim. A fact that led to this venture to Basel. Since his brother Alexandru Aldea’s reign began, Vlad drew no closer to claiming his homeland’s throne. His authority encompassed the Transilvania borderlands alone. He must speak to King Zsigmond.

He mulled over their future reunion while Tobar announced, “Basel, Domnule. At last.”

Vlad looked up from beneath the hood, drooping low over his eyes, and grunted. “Let’s find something to eat in the town.”

Clusters of windswept fir trees and spruce grew amid farm plots. Rudimentary muddy ruts used by fellow travelers led to the main gatehouse. Beyond its confines were churches, religious houses, and rows of brick residences with green and red roof tiles. Vlad ordered a halt and watered their horses at the first of three wells before veering toward the wall complex fronting the river.

The odd sight adorning a few windows of obvious guildhalls drew Vlad’s attention. Like a snake or eel, finely etched into the glass, except it had a rooster’s head. Wings flared from the serpentine body. Whenever Vlad noticed the figure, Tobar and Yoska, who always rode alongside him in any widened space, followed his gaze and scowled.

“I don’t know what to make of this symbol either,” Vlad remarked. “But perhaps this is how the people of Basel depict dragons.”

Shaking his head, he slowed his mount and asked in German for the best taverns and directions to their destination. A passing pikeman furrowed his brow and regarded them with a wary gaze. Vlad gritted his teeth and glared at the stranger, who gave a terse reply as he directed them to the southernmost of the two gates visible on their earlier approach.

“Beyond is the Mittlere Brücke. You’ll want the bridgehead at Rhine Gate. Go south, and if you get lost again, ask for the Star Tavern near the Aeschen Gate. As for the cathedral, you can’t miss it unless those are holes in your head instead of eyes. The bishop’s palace is next door. I’ve told you what you need to know. Away with you then.”

Although his Gypsies bristled at the pikeman’s tone, for they could not have understood German, Vlad offered a curt nod. He resumed the journey and paid the toll at the crowded wooden Mittlere Brücke or Middle Bridge with its support of stone pillars. Penitents gathered at the doorway of a wayside chapel in the center of the bridge. The devotees slowed progress. Vlad thought it was an odd, if not dangerous, site for prayer and told his companions so. They grumbled in response, as neither was a religious man.

In the distance, the red sandstone twin turrets of the Basler Münster dwarfed its surroundings. Next to the cathedral, on a terraced walkway, stood a palatial estate that overlooked the river’s left bank. A ferryman pushed off from the landing jetty built just below. The vessel maneuvered across the waterway to the opposite station.

The view of another square bastion flanked by two smaller, crenelated companions drew a little smile from Vlad. The three stone sentinels reminded him of the lifelong bond shared with his pair of Gypsy followers.

Vlad led them through the Rhine Gate, where the weathered image of a horse and rider greeted all passersby. He headed southward through narrow but orderly and easily navigable streets away from the cathedral. The needs of his rumbling stomach outweighed his desire to meet Zsigmond.

Newer structures with vibrant roof tiles and proper cobblestone roads were a welcome sight. Even here, the odd winged creature reappeared, carved atop stone pillars or painted on façades. The riders found what Vlad presumed must be the Aeschen Gate. A quartet of merchants strolled through, each man patting his belly while they spoke in German.

“No finer fare is here than at zem swartzen Sternen.”

“Yes, the Star Tavern’s food was excellent, as you’ve all said, but I’d rather get on the road to Alsace than talk. Let’s hurry to the Rhine Gate and collect our goods and servants. There’s more money for all of us in the Black Forest townships.”

Vlad and his men arrived outside a boisterous spot with a wide façade, whose shuttered windows fronted the street. A horse-drawn cart left a side alley, so they went in that direction and found servants who took their mounts behind an adjoining structure.

They arrived at the oaken entrance. A pair of red-faced men argued loudly while one hapless female shifted on her booted feet and shivered in a short cloak.

“It’s not my fault if you don’t know the rules about my father’s place. Only men can enter zem swartzen Sternen!”

As the younger of the two men withdrew inside and slammed the door shut, the older one looked aghast before he turned to his companion. “Come, ma femme, we will buy hot food in another place before returning to Berne.”

“But mon chéri, we’ve found no room at other inns and taverns,” the woman complained. “And I hate the sight of these horrid creatures the people have displayed outside their guildhalls and shops. They say if you ever see a real basilisk, it can turn you to stone.”

“Then we should hurry indoors,” her husband replied before he grabbed her arm and propelled her in front of him.

Vlad opened the tavern door, but once he and his men tried to enter, the same young taverner appraised them with a wide sneer. “My father doesn’t like Gypsies.”

The hood fell back onto Vlad’s shoulders. He reached beneath his mantle and jangled coins inside the purse belted to his waist. “I am certain he appreciates rich men who can pay well. Perhaps you share his opinion.”

Admitted into the tavern without further trouble, he and the Gypsies strolled beneath wooden ceiling beams into a crowded room. Vlad admired the stars inlaid within the coffered ceiling. Few occupants gave him scant regard before resuming their meals and loud conversations. The aroma of fried sausages filled the air, while at the adjacent table, a guest gorged on cheese and onion tarts, and pork and vegetable stew. He stopped chewing long enough to bellow for more wine.

Vlad enjoyed the same meal while encouraging his companions to eat as much as they wished. Being temperate men by nature, they consumed only the sausages and left the wine untouched. Vlad teased them for ignoring the hippocras, served warm. Although they would not relent, he savored the spiced wine. Satisfied, they left the tavern and retrieved their horses to find lodging at an inn a short distance from the cathedral.

After a bath and a change of clothing, Vlad appeared at midday, girded with his sword and the Turkish dagger. He wore the black mantle of the Order of the Dragon. Outdoors, he held up his ruby ring in the sunlight. Golden rays illuminated its depths. He walked along the boundaries of residences that lined the stone pathway to the Basler Münster, which faced westward. Most people on the street paid him no attention, except for one person.

A woman, the wind whipping at her hooded brown cloak, halted at the center of the almost iridescent stones in the cathedral’s expansive courtyard, the Münsterplatz. Slender, gloved fingers snapped her cloak closed, but she could not prevent a breeze from exposing her full features. Once Vlad’s gaze locked with hers, she dashed toward the nearby estate as if her skirts were afire. He could not dismiss the impression that somehow he had met her before, though he did not recall when or where.

“Domnule?” His Gypsies questioned him at the same time.

Impatiently, he waved away their puzzled expressions and stared through the beech tree grove where the woman had disappeared. Instinct told him his king might be at the palace rather than the Basler Münster. Perhaps enjoying a rich midday meal, for Zsigmond always ignored the doctors who treated him for gout.

Vlad said to Tobar and Yoska, “You’ll await me among the trees.”

Although the men shared concerned frowns, he would not relent and left them. The gardener who pruned vines on the wall verified that these were the grounds of the bishop’s palace. However, Vlad could not discover his master’s whereabouts.

“Was it your intent to idle here all afternoon?”

At the familiar tone, Vlad turned and found Fruzhin leaning against the boundary wall. 

Craggy lines etched in his stony features made him look ten years older than his true age, now forty-seven. He cocked his head as if in study. Although Vlad smiled, his best friend of over twenty-five years and a brother of the Order never returned the gesture. Nor did he invite Vlad beyond the ornate gate that separated them.

Fruzhin had tied his hair back. It grew longer than when they first met in Buda. He tugged at a tuft of beard, dyed black for as many years as their acquaintance with each other.

“Has more than a year’s absence from your young wife dulled you?” Vlad asked.

Almost two winters ago, Fruzhin summoned him south to the latter’s castle at Lipa, which Fruzhin once wrongly assumed was in Transilvania. Arriving instead within the borderlands of Wallachian Severin, which the Hungarians called Szörény, Vlad could not have been more shocked or pleased at the news of his blood brother’s plans to marry. Especially since Fruzhin had long avoided the prospect. But in the aftermath, the demands of their king meant a separation for the new couple.

“I do not worry about her just now. Tell me why you have come to Basel.”

Although unused to such reserve from his best friend, Vlad replied, “In Făgăraș, during the third week of October, I heard about King Zsigmond’s arrival from Mantua in Lombardy.”

Fruzhin whistled. “News travels fast. Our master enjoyed the avenue of cypresses there. A much prettier sight than these beech trees. He came here during the second week of October. Despite the gout, he insisted we undertake the journey, whether day or night. I suppose you discovered his attendance at the church council easily enough, through your nascent boyar council formed in opposition to Alexandru Aldea’s own.”

“You know about that?” Vlad could have kicked himself when Fruzhin pushed away from the wall with a fierce glower. Of course, he knew, meaning their king did as well.

“Are there secrets among members of the Order, Vlad? Your presence here can mean only one thing. You’ve come seeking Zsigmond’s approval and my help to remove your sibling from the throne.”

“If you’re still inclined to aid me, blood brother,” Vlad muttered through gritted teeth.

Fruzhin scoffed. “You choose this time to remind me of our pact made decades ago.”

“I have not forgotten it.”

“Have you not?”

Despite the tense nature of their conversation, Vlad closed the distance between them until they stood on opposite sides of the gate. The gap in the Order’s mantle that Fruzhin also wore revealed his coat of arms; three black lions passant guardant.

“By Christ’s blood, friend. What is this cold exchange filled with acrimony? You seem resentful about my visit. In two years, I’ve sent more letters than received replies from you. Have I offended you or our king?”

Fruzhin opened the gate. “We shall see. Come. Our master has been expecting you.”

Startled, Vlad faltered. If Zsigmond had already sensed his cause, would he thwart him?

“Will you make them wait?” Fruzhin asked over his shoulder.

Vlad repeated, “Them?”

“You never expected that Her Grace Queen Borbála would be here with her husband?”

“I had not,” Vlad murmured.

Not when several of the nobility in his entourage at Făgăraș had kept him apprised of the viper queen’s movements. She never entered Italy with Zsigmond. According to reports at the height of last summer, she needed the services of a Bohemian doctor and flew into a rage after he implored her to accept that old age and illness kept him away. The Hussite menace also kept her busy, for she mustered forces and defended her dower lands. Vlad had believed, or rather hoped, that hostile incursions into Hungary occupied her a year later.

The turbulent history between Vlad and Borbála, despite their mutual involvement in the Order, filled him with dread. But he fell into step behind Fruzhin, who led him beyond an exquisitely painted fountain and inside the palace of the bishop. Guards stood at every door and along the marble staircase leading to the second floor.

When they reached the landing, a behemoth of a man, his hair tonsured, waddled toward them. Swathed in the distinctive scarlet robe of the Roman Catholic cardinals, with his puckered mouth and the tip of his bulbous nose reddened like his garments, attendants and clergymen behind him. This could be none other than Giuliano Cesarini, who presided over the church council.

Fruzhin bowed his head, as did Vlad. The cardinal acknowledged neither of them as he and his associates made for the stairs.

“An angry little man, His Eminence,” Fruzhin grumbled.

“Had he been at the bishop’s gate earlier, Cesarini could’ve said the same about us.”

Fruzhin’s broad mustache could not entirely conceal a slight twitch of his lips. He tamped his mouth down and resumed walking.

Vlad fell into step beside him. “Had I known my arrival would bother you, I might have stopped at that wooden chapel on the bridge and asked God’s intervention to secure your good grace.”

“The people of Basel call the sanctuary Käppelijoch. It’s built directly above one of the bridge’s stone pillar supports. Heretics and traitors drown in the Rhine as punishment,” Fruzhin replied.

Vlad asked, “Should I be afraid?”

“Not if there has been no wrongdoing on your part.” Fruzhin stopped beside a room with a small arched doorway. He knocked twice and entered.

Inside, their king and his wife waited in an airless, plain room, no bigger than Vlad’s office at Făgăraș. The woman he had noticed earlier in the cathedral’s courtyard hovered between the royal couple. She must have warned the Hungarian monarchs about him. In a corner, someone had laid an open book on top of the table.

Vlad always appreciated great beauty. Though his master’s bride remained unusually stunning as the first time Vlad ever saw her, the ugliness inside her could never tempt him to admire her physical form.

Borbála of Celje commanded, “Leave us, Ilona Kottanner. Air out my robes. They’ve lingered in my traveling chests for too long. You’ll ensure there is not one wrinkle.”

“At once. As you wish, Your Grace, my queen.”

The lady-in-waiting peeked at Vlad, her blue-eyed gaze wide, before she darted away.

He dismissed her from his mind. Instead, he bowed low before his king and the queen, both dressed in the Order’s mantles trimmed with ermine fur at the collar and hem. The floorboards creaked under Fruzhin’s feet while he joined the pair.

“Rise,” Zsigmond, ruler of more than a dozen European states and domains, ordered.

Vlad barely did so before a metal seal, wielded on a chain, slammed against his cheek. He stumbled but righted himself. His gaze swam. The pain ricocheted. He tongued a molar tooth, already shaky in recent months. Although the metallic copper taste in his mouth would have made him spit, he swallowed and straightened.

His master bore a dragon seal of the Order, or what Vlad assumed to be so. With growing clarity, he realized the figure had a bigger body. No wonder it hurt so much. The wings were uncoiled. There were two feet, not four, and the tail did not drape around the creature. A small Greek cross emblazoned its chest.

“I should have smashed your nose and the rest of your face with it,” Zsigmond raged, spittle flying. He twisted the chain in his gnarled hands. “Traitor!”

Vlad gaped at the trio. “What’s the meaning of this? What do you think I have done, Your Imperial Majesty?”

The queen sneered. “I told you, husband. He’ll never acknowledge his fault. Watch him well, the liar.”

“How can I lie when I don’t even know the accusation against me?” Vlad fingered his throbbing jaw. It would surely swell later. “Tell me what you believe I’ve done wrong.”

Zsigmond turned to Fruzhin. “Show him.”

From beneath his mantle, Fruzhin held out a letter. “This arrived in Siena while our king stayed there earlier in the year. It came in the names of the three sons of Dan Dănești.”

Vlad did not take the missive. “Basarab, Danciul, and Vladislav Dănești are my natural foes. As was their father, before he died trying to kill Alexandru Aldea with Turkish aid. Why would anything his heirs have written about me be the truth?”

“Read it, damn you,” Zsigmond growled. Despite his hoary visage, he appeared as fierce as the lion rampant in his quartered royal standard.

Vlad snatched the letter from Fruzhin. He kept his features impassive while reading. The sons of his hated cousin accused him of having betrayed the Wallachian people.

On the morning of the twenty-fourth day of June, which was the feast day of John the Baptist one year beforehand, the Ottoman Turks under Ali Bey entered the Bran Pass. They inflicted severe damage in a swift dawn raid on Kronstadt. Its ruler, Vlad’s brother, escorted the marauders. Survivors reported to the Dăneşti brothers that a hooded man in a green mantle and red garments guided the Turks through the mountain passes.

With a long sigh, Vlad bowed his head and closed his eyes. His king finally knew the truth that Vlad had learned almost a year ago. His sibling’s involvement never surprised him. Six months before the Kronstadt assault, Alexandru Aldea went to the Turkish capital at former Adrianople and offered coin tribute to its sultan. Participation in the raid was a likely requirement for his submission.

A traitorous act, which Vlad’s chief magistrate, Voicul, investigated and verified. Since then, this past summer, twenty boyars’ sons from Târgoviște and Curtea de Argeş became hostages of the Ottoman ruler too.

Borbála taunted Vlad, “Are you too ashamed to face His Imperial Majesty now that he’s heard about your treachery?”

He bristled and glowered at her. “I understand the insinuation in this letter. You think that I, dressed in the sacred ceremonial garments of the Order, helped stage a brutal raid on my people? You believe I went with my brother to do so?”

Zsigmond grabbed him by the black mantle’s collar. “Do you deny it?”

“I do, Your Imperial Majesty!” Vlad met his ferocious gaze with equal emotion. “I am a Draconist, and I would never betray the Order, after having sought membership for more than half my life.”

“So, you are better than your brother? Is that what you’d have me believe? In the past, your father swore an oath of vassalage, too, before he considered an alliance with Poland.”

“Your Imperial Majesty, I am not Mircea the Great. I am not Alexandru Aldea. Let me prove that whoever led the Turkish army dressed in such clothing, it was not me.”

“Even if you swore on holy relics and our king’s own Bible, I would never believe you.” Borbála turned away, shaking in her self-righteous anger.

Vlad expected nothing from her. Blind hatred of him had ruled her since their first meeting in Buda.

He appealed to Zsigmond. “Your Imperial Majesty, I am telling the truth—”

“Don’t believe one word he utters,” Borbála urged, facing her husband. “This deceiver has perverted an inviolable pledge. He violated the creed of the Societas Ordo Draconistellarum Secretum. The description the Dăneşti brothers provided matches the garments we wear on ritual occasions. Few outside the Order have seen us in full ceremonial garb. Who else but Alexandru Aldea’s brother would ride beside him? You must strip him of his investiture and the emblems of the Order. Now.”

Her words damned Vlad. Whatever accommodation they had reached in the years after his induction was over.

Zsigmond, however, made no pronouncement. His gaze wavered between Vlad and Fruzhin until his wife screeched.

“How dare you look at them and ignore me! You are our master, but I am a founder of the Order, as well as your wife and the mother of your only legitimate child.”

“To my everlasting sorrow. It is a wonder the Order’s members address you as ‘Your Serenity.’ You are anything but serene,” Zsigmond muttered. He glanced at Vlad again. “What proof can you offer of your innocence?”

“None, husband! He’s no better than that craven sibling. If you don’t remove him from the Order, I will do it starting now.”

Enraged, the queen hurried to the table. She removed an inkwell secreted beneath her cloak and spilled half the contents over a page before Zsigmond snatched the bottle, spilling the rest. He hauled her away from the table.

“Let me go,” she entreated, flailing against him.

Her husband twisted her in his arms. “That’s why you ordered Fruzhin to bring the Order’s honor book here? You’ve blotted Vlad’s name out. Something a child might do. Have I mistaken you for a grown woman after so many years?”

“Just as I once mistook you for a man who could admit the truth,” she yelled in his face.

His hold fell away. “I’ve lived too long with your lies, Borbála. It’s indeed a wonder that I can discern them at all.”

She slapped him, and he backhanded her across the face. She tumbled and slid onto the floorboards. Instead of crying, she raised her mottled visage. “It’s been ages since you’ve touched me. I should welcome your cruelty.”

While Fruzhin offered her his hand in aid, which she refused, Vlad went to the table. The ensuing shock engulfed him. His eyes stung. He could barely make out his name on the list of the Order’s members. Only the investiture date remained visible.

He whispered, “Thursday, the eighth day of February in the year of Our Lord one thousand, four hundred and thirty-one.”

“A day I’ve always regretted,” Borbála spat. “You are no Dragon for true.” She sniffled and sat up, drawing her knees to her chest and palming her cheek.

“Be quiet or I’ll hit you again,” Zsigmond warned, his regard fierce.

Vlad recalled it was not the first time he had seen his king’s violence toward her. Even at Borbála’s worst, and with the folly she pursued moments ago, he knew she never deserved her husband’s maltreatment.

Zsigmond yanked Vlad’s arm. “I await your evidence.”

He raised his head. “Your Imperial Majesty, Fruzhin has it.”

“I do?”

“Yes, or you did. This past summer, on a June night, I replied to your last letter about our master’s official recognition as Holy Roman Emperor. On the twenty-third of the month. I recall it well. The sixth anniversary of my marriage to Cneajna. She visited my office in Făgăraș at midnight, wondering when I would come to her. I finished writing to you first.”

He looked toward Fruzhin, who nodded.

“Yes, you’re right. I sent the coronation news to you the morning after our king arrived at Mantua from Siena. Your reply included news of the quelled uprising at Făgăraș in early May and ended with the valediction you’ve adopted of late—”

“May God rejoice over you,” they said together.

Vlad went on. “So, how could I have finished that missive after midnight and been south at the Bran Pass, sixteen leagues away from Făgăraș the next morning, much less westward in Kronstadt at dawn, four and a half leagues away?”

Borbála snapped, “A journeyman can walk at least three leagues in a day. A splendid horseman can cover four times that distance in the same period. You’re a fair rider.”

Vlad snarled at her. “Do you think I could have withdrawn from Făgăraș without the knowledge of fickle Wallachian boyars? Though they would deny it, they have no loyalty to me. Summon any of them here. They’ll tell you the truth. We shared the morning meal at prandium. Afterward, I hunted with them the week of my anniversary and picked pink alpine flowers in the lake region for my wife. Otherwise, I stayed at home all month long.”

Fruzhin approached him. “The noblemen would swear to this?”

“He who does not is a liar.” He looked down at the letter from the Dăneşti brothers. “As are the authors of this attempted falsehood.”

With a hand raked through his hair, Fruzhin sighed. “I believe you, Vlad.”

The queen scoffed. “You would. This devil has ensnared you through association.”

Zsigmond cleared his throat. “Vlad speaks the truth. I no longer doubt.” He ignored his wife’s audible gasp. “I know one man at his side in Făgăraș. Voicul. That boyar simply cannot lie or even dissemble.” He sniggered at Fruzhin. “As you’ll recall, much to my dismay and later, fury.”

“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. Voicul admitted back then that Mircea the Great had forsaken his pact with you. Even when it could’ve cost the old man his life. You shielded and sheltered him in Hungary until he returned home after Mircea’s son and co-ruler died.”

Although mollified, Vlad said, “I would swear again. On holy relics and the Bible,” he added with a disdainful look reserved for Borbála. “I’d even make a vow on the lives of my beloved sons.”

Fruzhin patted Vlad’s shoulder. “Your Imperial Majesty, you know Vlad as a fine warrior, but you’ve never had the pleasure of seeing him as a father. His children are most precious to him. He would never willingly jeopardize their souls or his own by a false oath.”

The queen insisted, “What about the Dăneşti accusation, Your Imperial Majesty? The people of Kronstadt saw a Draconist leading the Turks.”

“No. They saw a person dressed in the Order’s garments. No more,” Vlad replied. “I don’t know how it happened. But Dan Dănești’s sons certainly hate me, along with my brother. Their father died, and like any children, they mourn their parent still.”

He turned to Zsigmond. “Your Imperial Majesty, I’m the last living legitimate brother of Alexandru Aldea. He is married but has no heirs. The Dăneşti clan would rule Wallachia as their father once did. My claim to the throne is stronger than theirs.”

Zsigmond nodded before he cast a glare at the ink-stained book. He went and placed the signet and chain atop the page. “This foolishness is over. None of us will ever speak of it again. We’ll retire to Our chamber now. Alone. Good Lord, these joints ache.”

The others bowed before him. With a slight curvature in his back, he shuffled from the room on spindly legs. Vlad recalled when his king stood stronger.

Borbála rose. “There is one thing you may do to persuade me, Vlad, as ably as you’ve convinced my husband.”

He wished to tell her that her opinion meant less than the dirt under his boots. But Fruzhin squeezed his shoulder.

So, he said, “What does Your Grace wish from me?”

“Pledge yourself and your heirs as supporters of my daughter. She is part of the Order, too. Promise to defend her and her children’s rights. I will believe you then.”

His narrowed gaze roved over her smooth features. In Latin, he said, “I swear to crush the pernicious deeds of the perfidious enemy of Christendom, the Ottoman Turks, and of the followers of the ancient Dragon, and of the pagan knights, schismatics, and those envious of the Cross of Christ, and of our kingdoms, and of Jesus Christ’s holy and saving religion of faith, under the banner of the triumphant Cross of Christ. Amen.”

Her face flushed further, and her hands tightened into little fists that shook.

Vlad edged closer to her. “The creed of the Societas Ordo Draconistellarum Secretum. The only oath you will ever have from me.”

She spat at him, “I curse you until the end of your miserable days! May you never know a moment’s peace and die a traitor’s death.”

Afterward, she exited the room and slammed the door behind her.

Alone with Fruzhin, who apologized for not believing him at first, Vlad finally released his anger. He smashed his fist into his best friend’s face. Even when Fruzhin lay defenseless on the ground, Vlad pummeled him until blood splattered.

“I should kill you. Never have I been so angry with you.” Vlad heaved a ragged breath and staggered away from his exertions, cradling a bruised fist.

Fruzhin blinked several times and fingered his nose. He yelped and fingered his nasal bridge. “Damn. You’ve broken the bone. My bride will think I’m even uglier.”

“She won’t. I saw her at the wedding and for five days afterward. Smitten with you.”

“She’s more tolerant than I deserve. At her urging, I’m building an Orthodox church on our lands that I will endow. She’s also given me an heir.” Fruzhin sat up and wiped away the blood dribbling from his nostrils.

Vlad sank beside him and clouted his forearm. “You could have told me about your child after we reunited instead of thinking the worst about me.”

“You’re right. I’ve always intended that you should be Ivan’s godfather.”

“Ivan,” Vlad mused. “For your father, the last Bulgarian emperor.”

“I wonder if I will ever see my baby boy before he learns to walk and talk.”

Vlad smiled before he grimaced and remembered how much his face still hurt. He pointed at the seal. “Where did it come from?”

“A Dăneşti messenger found it in the ruins of Kronstadt by Saint Ecaterinei’s monastery.”

“Is the signet genuine?”

“An older form of it, but yes, it’s real. As you also know, any member may fashion emblems of the Order in distinctive forms.”

“You forgot mine is an ouroboros?”

“I didn’t. In truth, Vlad, none of us knew what to think once that letter and seal arrived.”

“Borbála did. She’ll never believe better about me.”

“As you’ll always think the worst of her.” Fruzhin gave a sheepish shrug, filling Vlad with the urge to pummel him once more.

“You assumed the raiders had left it behind by happenstance? I should hit you again.”

“There was a time you were angrier than this, Vlad. In Nürnberg, on the night you joined the Order. We’ve resolved this matter here with our king, but one question lingers.”

“Yes, it does. Who was the false Dragon, whose actions stained my reputation?”

***
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MORE NOTABLES ARRIVED and attended the church council, including the Byzantine emperor, Iōannēs Palaiologos. On the eve of Christmas, Vlad shared a brief encounter with the ruler, who embraced him and kissed his cheeks after weeks of having avoided him. They had parted with strained amicability eight years ago.

“Vlad Dragoulios! I wondered where you had been hiding. The old fox, Zsigmond, claimed not to know. What’s this on your face? A fresh battle bruise. Who’ve you been fighting now?”

“You do me the great honor of remembering me, basileús and autokrator. Worry not about my features. Less fearsome with healing and the passing of time, as I’ve found.”

Gray streaks threaded through the emperor’s once chestnut-colored hair. He remained the same affable man.

“Where are your dragon banners? I looked for them and hoped to find you.”

“But you did—”

“Perhaps, basileús and autokrator Iōannēs Palaiologos, there’s little truth about my brother. The dragon banners must be one of many tales surrounding him. I’ve never seen those standards flying over Wallachia. Nor will I ever.”

Vlad and the emperor turned as one. Alexandru Aldea entered the central nave of the Basler Münster. The first time the siblings had met each other in decades.

A mirror image of himself stood before Vlad, though strangely older than him. A little more wariness in the eyes their father also had. But the same black hair with sparse gray, shorn severely at the chin. A thin, lined but not elongated face. The most significant difference was that Alexandru Aldea wore the crown of their homeland.

“Vlad, you’re so eager to hold a little castle in Făgăraș, I thought you’d never leave it.”

“I’ve improved the defenses of its citadel in the last two summers to withstand all threats from the enemy Turks and those within Christendom’s borders.”

Vlad peered past his brother’s shoulder and frowned at Vlậcsan, the son of Florea, his grandmother’s nephew. “The Wolf is among your associates. For now. How long before he neglects your interests in favor of his own, little Alex?”

Color flared above Alexandru Aldea’s beardless cheeks. “Forgive his poor manners, Emperor Iōannēs Palaiologos, but my sibling upbraids one of my most loyal supporters because he cannot claim to have men of the same mettle.”

Iōannēs Palaiologos drew back among his entourage, who observed the brothers.

Vlad asked, “What would you know about loyalty? Or the love of a nation? I know what you did with Ali Bey at Kronstadt. How you’ve paid the sultan’s tribute and provided hostages of other men’s sons. Our eldest brother sacrificed his two heirs.”

“I do not need his encumbrances, Vlad. Mircea the Great taught me the most valuable lesson any mediocre parent could have done. Attachment to children is a man’s weakness.”

“Heirs ensure his lineage lives on after his death, Alex. We’ll all die. What matters is the legacy we leave behind, or don’t you realize this? How foolish you’ve become.”

“Am I the fool or you? The people of Kronstadt said, while you hid away in Făgăraș, your envoy, Voicul, arrived after the Turkish raid. He offered them money to rebuild in your bid to gain favor among them. To take Wallachia from me. Do you deny it?”

Vlad bristled at another of his ill-starred attempts. “I have no wish to avoid your charge. Voicul brought my words and chests of coins to Kronstadt. I care about the region. You do not. Enjoy the throne, little Alex. You won’t hold it for much longer.”
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CHAPTER 3
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The Nature of Power

“A brother offended is harder to be won than a strong city...” - The Bible, Proverbs 26, verse 27.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1434-1435. The Prince-Bishopric of Basel, Holy Roman Empire (modern-day Basel, Switzerland)

Vlad Dracul said to Fruzhin, “I thank God each day for the practicality of my beloved Cneajna. She and our children travel light wherever we go.”

Before his best friend could reply, Ilona Kottanner strode from the palatial residence, fitting felt gloves to her slim fingers. She eyed Vlad. “Mein Herr, surely, you do not believe our Hungarian queen is like any other woman.”

Vlad answered in her native German, “Frau Kottanner, she is not indeed.”

As a vaporous chill rose from the Rhine River, he and Fruzhin stood side by side on a shaded portico at the entrance of the bishop’s palace. Fat droplets of April rain showered the horses and their unhappy grooms, who waited in the courtyard. Queen Borbála intended to leave Basel six months after Vlad first recognized her in the town. Although he would never say so, her leave-taking was a boon to him.

A pair of pages lugged another of her traveling chests toward a cart with grunts. Ilona waved on a trio of pages laboring with an even heavier chest before she addressed Fruzhin. “Her Grace relies on you to reach her dower lands with speed and in safety.”

Fruzhin said, “You’ll recall I’ve escorted her many times before now. I pray that this poor clime will not ensue after I’ve parted from you in Hungary, delaying my return.”

Vlad asked, “Will you remain beside the queen, Frau Kottanner?”

Ilona snorted and brushed at the upturned tip of her nose. “Mein Herr, since when have you ever cared for Queen Borbála’s whereabouts, much less mine?”

“After you warned her of my presence in Basel last autumn.” Vlad leaned closer to her. “You fled to her side at first sight of me. She must depend on you to keep her well-informed.”

“I’ve served Her Grace as a lady-in-waiting for several years.”

“Despite not speaking a word of Hungarian, you understand the language well enough. I suppose the German of your birth is best since you are kammerfrau to Princess Erzsébet,” Vlad commented. “A position you undertook just after her marriage in Vienna exactly eleven years ago.”

Her bright blue gaze flared in stark contrast to the graying day. “A Wallachian prince troubled himself to learn about my current role as chief chamber woman and my history at court in Buda? Mein Gott. How strange.”

“As it is for you to be long absent from the side of your mistress. How has Princess Erzsébet, the mother of a two-year-old girl, fared for six months without you to manage domestic matters in her household?”

Ilona stiffened but did not answer. Instead, she drew up her mantle’s hood, went out into the rain, and upbraided a little boy struggling with another crate by himself. “Careful, or you shall answer to our queen!”

Fruzhin sniggered. “What was all that about, Vlad? Why this sudden interest in her?”

“Ilona Kottanner is more than she seems, Fruzhin, and I—”

Vlad fell silent as their master, the Holy Roman Emperor, appeared. Courtiers followed him. Queen Borbála walked beside her husband. When one of his lumbering steps wavered, she reached out a hand to him. He snarled at her, shooed her fingers away, and trudged on. Covered in a sheepskin cloak and with his Montauban fur cap askew on his grizzled head, he leaned on a walking stick.

“You are a stubborn man, Zsigmond,” his wife muttered. “A personal escort was uncalled for, as you’ll be well rid of me soon enough.”

“I will see you leave this place, Borbála.” Resentment soured her husband’s tone, but he kept his gaze straight ahead rather than giving her a baleful look. “For almost two years until his death last October, your father terrified innocent women in his lands, looking for witches. He died without ever recognizing the spirit of the daughter he foisted off on me.”

“The gout has made you difficult. You mourn the loss of my last parent and our dear palatine in December. That must account for the embittered tone you’re taking with me.”

“You already know the source of my ire,” Zsigmond answered.

Vlad did too. He bowed in silence alongside Fruzhin and the assembled household servants. At a gesture from their sovereign, they rose just in time for Vlad to glimpse Borbála’s sneer before she disregarded him. Six months after she had tarnished the Order’s membership list and nearly obliterated his name, her husband had not forgotten or forgiven the childish act. Nor would Vlad.

She dipped into a deep curtsey beside Zsigmond and straightened. “I take my leave, Your Imperial Majesty, hoping when next we see one another, we may be much kinder and more forgiving.”

He snorted. “Be sure the reeve in Kremnica township gets a copy of my charter about the repayment of the three thousand florins owed to them. Since the damnable Hussites attacked and burned down the houses and guildhalls earlier this year, the people there shall plead poverty and require me to forgo their taxes.”

Borbála replied, “As I must go without the yearly gifts from Pozsony and Sopron, which were mine until you rescinded your charter at the start of the year.” She pouted like a child, earning her a withering look from Zsigmond.

“No matter how many letters you may send to Pozsony and Sopron in secret, believing I don’t know about them, you won’t defy me.”

“Is it not enough that you’ve reduced my influence at court with the creation of your new governing council to oversee matters in your absence? I am your wife, Zsigmond.”

He struck his walking stick so hard against the cobblestones, he almost lost his balance. The horses snorted while Vlad and Fruzhin rushed and held their master upright.

He railed at his queen. “Yes! That is your proper function at my side. You do not rule over me, Borbála. Nor can you fool me. My spies among your retinue are better than the ones you’ve set up within my household. When will you learn I am better at this game you play? I’ve had longer years to gain prowess.”

She blushed and bowed her head as if she could feel shame. An emotion Vlad doubted she had ever possessed.

Their master shook him and Fruzhin off. They both relented, but each man took only two paces away from him. Behind his back, they glanced at each other and nodded.

Zsigmond proclaimed, “Return to court, Queen Borbála, and be the dutiful companion of life We deserve. Do not come to Us again until We summon you. Is that clear?”

She curtsied again. “I understand you well, Your Imperial Majesty, better than you may realize. I’ll await our reunion with love and loyalty overflowing in my heart.” As she raised her head, her gaze fell on Fruzhin. “I’m told my nephew Ulrich, Friderik’s son, shall reunite with me in Hungary and introduce his new bride. Some cousin of yours, I believe.”

“The eldest daughter of Đurađ Branković, Your Grace. Her name is Kantakuzina.”

“Perhaps she can explain why her father has betrothed her younger sister Mara to Our eternal enemy, the Ottoman sultan,” Zsigmond muttered.

Vlad shook his head for the second time upon hearing the mention of Đurađ Branković’s decision. Another child who solely served a parent’s purpose. One more Balkan princess bartered away as a peace-weaver to the Turkish menace. Vlad hoped she would fare better than his lost sister Arina had upon her marriage nearly twenty-five winters ago.

“Only my cousin Đurađ Branković can speak about his choice, Your Imperial Majesty,” Fruzhin replied before he addressed Borbála again. “I’ll be pleased to meet Kantakuzina and reunite with your nephew after five years, Your Grace. You’ll remember, I went with him through western Europe, as far as Compostela in Spain, and east into the Russian lands.”

“He lauded your attention to his safety. Are you ready to escort me?”

“I am, Your Grace, my queen. A sacred duty and an honor,” he replied. With a nod to Vlad, Fruzhin guided Borbála to her waiting mount and helped her into the saddle.

They preceded a large retinue of the queen’s bodyguards and retainers, her chancellor, and personal servants who took to horses and baggage carts. Of them, only Ilona Kottanner looked back with a frown directed at Vlad. The travelers headed for Basel’s Middle Bridge and eventually, the boats that would take them across Lake Konstanz. For Fruzhin’s sake alone, Vlad prayed it would be a swift journey.

“Accursed woman. What evils did I commit to suffer the likes of her?”

At his master’s muttering, Vlad edged closer but kept his silence.

Zsigmond turned to him. “And what about you? Why does she hate you so much?”

Recalling his king’s suspicions last autumn, which Vlad had hoped he would never glimpse again, he cleared his throat. “Thirteen years ago, in the winter when I came to Óbuda at Queen Borbála’s command,” he said, alluding to his Order investiture without revealing it to the courtiers who lingered, “she said that I was too malleable and rapacious to be trustworthy.”

“And are you? Have you hidden these parts of your true nature from me? I can’t believe that. You want your brother’s throne in Wallachia, to be sure, because you believe it is your birthright. But I cannot say you are biddable. A stubborn streak, inherited from your late father, governs you.”

“You know me well, Your Imperial Majesty. I am, as you see.”

Zsigmond grunted and cocked his head. “My eyesight grows dimmer each day, Vlad.”

“As you know me, you also know Queen Borbála, Your Imperial Majesty.”

“That I do.” Zsigmond sighed. “Come, Vlad. Let us speak alone.” He eyed the courtiers behind him and the servants in the courtyard. “All of you may go. It is Our royal command.”

The nobles dispersed as thunder rumbled across the gray sky. The head groom bowed with his underlings before they ran toward the stables.

Vlad cleared his throat. “I had hoped we might speak about Wallachia. My brother’s time on the throne—”

“That must wait!” Zsigmond tapped his walking stick and raised a shaky hand to Vlad’s shoulder. “In the absence of your friend, I must have your advice on matters of import.”

With regret, Vlad subdued his protest. “I am at your service.”

He recognized these would be concerns of the Order, which must give way to his plans. Of the four other Draconists who stayed at their master’s side as per the rules of the Order, he outranked them.

Together, he and Zsigmond reentered the bishop’s palace.

***
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VLAD STOOD WITH COURTIERS again one full month later in the great hall of the bishop’s palace. Zsigmond and Cardinal Giuliano Cesarini, the latter dressed in purple robes that rivaled the vividness of the Holy Roman Emperor’s attire, smiled and welcomed attendees to the proceedings of the ecumenical council alongside the bishop. An assembly of the French clergy arrived, as did representatives of the Burgundian ruler. Vlad knew nothing of the activities of the council, only that Pope Eugenius IV no longer objected to its existence.

That was not the source of Zsigmond’s dark humor. He had received news about his erstwhile rival, King Władysław II Jagiełło of Poland. While on his way to Ruthenia, the Polish sovereign had fallen gravely ill, and his recovery seemed impracticable. Ever seeking an advantage, Zsigmond planned renewed overtures to Moldavia, where Cneajna’s favored brother ruled with the blessing of Władysław.

Having met the queen regent, against whom he still harbored a grudge in the unhappy death of the Polish princess Jadwiga in Kraków years ago, Vlad saw the matter as Zsigmond did. How could a boy-king and his mother inspire loyalty among Poland’s vassals? The fickle Stetco might be the first to abandon his pledge.

Vlad tried suppressing a yawn as the bishop’s herald announced the entry of the small Milanese delegation. But he caught sight of someone whom he had not expected to see, as did the Holy Roman Emperor.

“Welcome to Basel, János Hunyadi. We have been too long without your service and imagined you had returned to the life of a condottiere to the Duke of Milan,” Zsigmond said.

Vlad’s heart brimmed as he recalled when he had last seen his friend, who paid for the services of fifty mercenaries from his Transilvanian dominion in Hunyadvár to defend Vlad’s home of Segesvár and train the levies for war.

János removed his wide-brimmed hat, revealing darkened streaks in his once-auburn hair as he bowed. “Your Imperial Majesty, you honor me with your remembrance. Congratulations on your crowning as the Holy Roman Emperor. I should have been by your side after you gained the Italian crown, rather than clashing with the other commanders in the duke’s service, Francesco Sforza, the boldest among them. He wanted to fight me more than he did our common enemies among the Venetians.”

“While We lived in the Italian states, We warned Our friend the duke to beware of the ambitions of the Sforza family. Their avaricious and warlike nature will plague him. Perhaps even destroy him.”

“He did not heed Your Imperial Majesty’s good counsel. In the year before your first meeting with him, he had already decided upon the betrothal of Francesco Sforza with his only daughter, despite her illegitimacy.”

“Ah. So, Francesco Sforza covets the dukedom, as We perceived.”

“He and I quarreled because of my kind solicitations to the ducal heir, a spoiled girl of six. Francesco believed I would steal his prize. He overlooked my devotion to my betrothed, whom I’ve since married. May I introduce her to you, Your Imperial Majesty?”

Zsigmond, with his keen interest in women, nodded and leaned forward in his chair. “Bring her to Us.”

Vlad recalled the eagerness with which his master had welcomed Cneajna. But Zsigmond sat back and frowned at the wife of János as she scurried to curtsey. As much as her high belly would allow, as well as the small bundle she pressed to her ample bosom.

Her husband said, “With your gracious permission, I present my lady wife, Erzsébet Szilágyi, from Slavonia. She gave me a son named after her father. Your Imperial Majesty may recall him as one who defended your rights to the Hungarian throne.”

“We do not.” However, the sour regard with which Zsigmond stared at the bride of János ebbed a little as he gave a tight-lipped smile. “You are welcome here, lady. You and your newborn child.”

The woman colored and curtsied again, as if overcome by the Holy Roman Emperor’s greeting. She required her husband to tell her to withdraw behind him, which some of the other attendees found amusing.

Vlad did not find it so, and instead of joining in their mirth, regarded his friend after their separation of three long years. Aged four when they first met at Hunyadvár twenty-four years ago, János stood taller, with a broader mustache, but less stocky. As he bowed and drew back upon the announcement of the next delegation, his large, dark eyes darted to where Vlad stood in the recesses of the room. No acknowledgment filled his gaze, nor did a softening of his solemn countenance.

Although disappointed, Vlad resolved to welcome his friend in private, where they could speak at length, absent the onlookers. He had his first chance when the bishop and Zsigmond hosted a banquet that night. Vlad embraced János as he approached the great hall with his wife.

For the space of a few breaths, the younger man’s arms hung at his sides before he stiffly responded to Vlad’s effusive welcome. “My lord prince. It has been too many years.”

Vlad released him and clapped his shoulders. “Indeed. Far too many since I last told you, I’m not your lord or your prince. What a man you’ve become! But so severe in your regard. What did the Italian wars do to you, my friend?”

“Made me a warrior, as all conflicts do.”

Vlad nodded. János introduced the lady leaning on his arm, who seemed even shyer than when she had made her earlier presentation.

“A husband, a father, and a fighter,” Vlad said. “I congratulate you, good man.”

“I’ve done as you once suggested before the siege of Galambóc nine years ago, Prince Vlad. Lived, married, and sired a son. Enriched my existence and gained experience. My younger brother, our father’s lastborn son called Iancu, fights for our king as well.”

“Iancu? That’s the Wallachian form of your name.”

“The old Gypsies who once served my father named my sibling as such, after his baptismal, to differentiate between us when we are both at home.”

“You must tell me about him and your adventures. Will you sit with me while we dine?”

János cocked his head and seemed to mull over the question before he agreed.

As the evening passed and the Malvasia wine flowed freely, he relaxed and spoke more like the youth Vlad remembered. Later, upon the sight of his friend’s haunted gaze, while he spoke about some of the more vicious encounters with the Venetians, which made János’ wife grow pale, Vlad chided himself. He, above anyone else, should have recalled how war changed a man forever. The reticence he sensed could stem from that time.

Before the night’s festivities ended, and Zsigmond summoned Vlad, he parted with his old friend. Everyone stood from the chairs and benches while the Holy Roman Emperor left with his entourage.

As they left the cavernous room, Zsigmond said to Vlad, “Your Transilvanian friend has been of immense help to Us. He brought word about an alliance of Catholic and moderate Hussite Bohemians who would fight the radical Hussites at Lipany, east of Prague.”

“How does János know what is happening in Bohemia, Your Imperial Majesty?”

“We sent him there once he had visited Us shortly after Epiphany, when your last birthday occurred in January, Vlad.”

“He came to Basel before now, but never mentioned it while we ate. I presumed he had arrived only recently with the Milanese delegation.”

“He must have some friends among them. We last saw him on a winter’s day. Not enough time to allow a reunion with you, as We required him to return to Bohemia carrying word for Stibor’s son, one of Our most ruthless captains....”

As Zsigmond droned on, Vlad listened, although with increased distraction. He stayed so throughout the night and until he went to bed at the inn. He tossed on the thin mattress and wondered why János had concealed his midwinter visit to Basel.

***
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DAYS BEFORE THE EXPECTED arrival of summer, Zsigmond knew the certainty of the Polish king’s death and the outcome of the Battle of Lipany. The Catholics and moderates had won, but among the dead was Stibor’s namesake son, who left no male beneficiary of his lands. The radicals re-grouped and vowed to fight on, but with the capture of one of their prominent leaders and the destruction of many war wagons, their zeal appeared to wane for the first time in fifteen years.

In his private chamber, gathered with members of the Order alone, Zsigmond reflected on the news, mourning the loss of his best friend’s wayward heir while celebrating the victory. “He was not his father. I was wrong to expect that he could ever have been so.”

Vlad cared less about losing a brutish man. Only the Bohemians could have resolved the Hussite problem for themselves. Perhaps the outcome of the battle would ensure that outcome. But he turned his attention elsewhere once a messenger arrived for his master.

Zsigmond whitened and held up the missive. “From Fruzhin. There’s been a Turkish attack led by the joint forces of Ali and Hamza Beys on Transilvania. They breached Kronstadt, ruining the town walls, fortifications, and a church or monastery to the southeast. The fires burned overnight.”

“Those ravening wolves likely destroyed Saint Ecaterinei’s monastery,” Vlad replied, his heart heavy. His countrymen who had settled Kronstadt lived nearby, unpermitted to live within the citadel’s walls.

“The enemy has enslaved many, especially children. Woe befell their parents. Our new palatine will respond in force. István Rozgonyi, the count of Temes, will also aid the fight.”

Vlad nodded and tapped his forefinger against his mouth, while he recalled the count whom he had rescued at Galambóc. “Can Rozgonyi assemble enough men, master?”

Zsigmond slapped his thigh and cursed. “Between him and the new palatine, they shall succeed. I cannot leave the Council of Basel, and my advisors must stay by my side.”

His face contorted and crumpled. He gave a great gasp. Recognizing the signs of gout pain, Vlad and the others ushered him into his chair.

He whispered against the agony, “God help them, they must succeed!”

In a few days, Vlad went in search of János, whose surprised wife revealed her husband’s whereabouts in Transilvania, supporting the palatine and the count of Temes.

Alone with his king later in the evening, Vlad related what he had heard.

Zsigmond chuckled as he rubbed his leg joints. “He asked me to let him go with his lancers. Something about wanting to get away from the lady Erzsébet for a little.”

“He didn’t say farewell to me.”

“There wasn’t enough time.”

Vlad disagreed, although he kept his silence.

Zsigmond added. “I know you’d rather be there with him and the levies as my border commander than here in Basel. He has a fighting spirit I once assumed only you and Fruzhin possessed. Wish János luck in battle and Godspeed. There’s a matter we should discuss.”

“As you wish, master.”

Zsigmond bade him sit in the chair at the opposite end of the table.

“Your counsel is valuable to me, Vlad. No more so than now. Alexandru Aldea wrote to me. His letter arrived from Wallachia one day after Fruzhin’s missive came.”

Vlad snorted. “What information did my treacherous brother convey?”

“You didn’t always hold a low opinion of him. In my reminisces about your youth at Buda, you spoke with fondness and missed him.”

“Before he stole the throne that should have been mine.”

“He knew this Ottoman attack would come.”

“Of course he did. He’s in the Turks’ sway, master—”

“That’s not all, Vlad. He not only tried to warn me about the enemy attack. He claims to be ready to throw off the Turkish yoke if Hungarian war bands will support him. You know your sibling better than I ever could. What do you make of his words? Can I trust a man like Alexandru Aldea?”

Vlad stared at Zsigmond, aghast. “You are one of the best judges of men’s characters that I’ve ever known.”

“Age is upon me, and as I’ve told you before, I don’t see as well as I should. Give me your honest estimation of the brother you once knew and the man he is today.”

“I don’t recognize Alexandru Aldea now. The sibling I grew up with was loyal to our birthplace. He would never suffer the Ottoman encroachment unless—”

After Vlad paused for the space of a few breaths, Zsigmond repeated, “Unless?”

“He had no choice,” Vlad admitted with a sigh. “I despise him for taking our father’s crown and throne, but I accept that the armies of Wallachia were not strong enough to stand against the Turks. Alex needs your help, master, to survive their onslaught.”

***
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FOURTEEN MONTHS AFTER the Battle of Lipany had occurred, a letter came for Vlad from Cneajna. In it, she offered revelations about Moldavian politics from her brother, Stetco. Their vengeful sibling Iliaş had returned from his exile in Poland with sizable forces bent on the reconquest of Moldavia.

“How to gain the advantage,” Zsigmond muttered while he stalked his bedchamber at the bishop’s palace, “and get the man to accept me as his overlord, not the Polish boy-king.”

His advisors and attendants stared in dismay alongside the clergymen who ministered to Zsigmond, who wore his bedclothes still and ignored the cooling bath.

Vlad pitied the servants who would haul heated water up three flights of stairs again. In the alcoves of the chamber, he found a sea of bewildered faces.

“Out!” Zsigmond came to a sudden halt in the center of the room. “Out, all of you, except the princes Fruzhin and Vlad!”

His confused entourage scattered toward the wide door, blocking each other in their haste. When their king guffawed at the sight, Vlad and Fruzhin exchanged wary glances. Guards stationed at the entryway closed it.

Zsigmond stopped laughing. “Not an expert mind among them. I must find every solution. I’ve come upon the perfect one,” he paused and glanced at Fruzhin and Vlad, “which the pair of you shall undertake. You will aid Iliaş.”

Vlad pushed away from the wall. “You cannot mean it, master!”

“Do I ever utter worthless words?” Zsigmond frowned at him. “Explain yourself.”

Vlad swallowed. If he revealed the truth, it would not matter to the Holy Roman Emperor. Why should Zsigmond care about Cneajna’s relations with her brother? By demanding Vlad’s aid, his king might also widen the gulf that already existed between a husband and wife.

Fruzhin asked, “Why do you object with such fervor, Vlad?”

“A fickle man like Iliaş will appreciate your support today and forget his gratitude tomorrow, master,” Vlad murmured.

The creases across Zsigmond’s already furrowed brow deepened. “I won’t know until I’ve aided him. For years, his father served Polish interests. Thanks to your marriage, we’ve had the Moldavians on our side. We may become allies again if I help Iliaş win. Meet his army, which must counter the threat posed by his rival in northern Moldavia. Ensure the latter’s defeat, and his sibling will remember his debt to me for returning the crown atop his unruly head. Leave me now, do not delay.”

Outside the Holy Roman Emperor’s chamber, Vlad and Fruzhin found a path between those who awaited Zsigmond’s renewed summons. When the pair stood at a distance where no one could overhear, Fruzhin grabbed Vlad’s arm.

“Tell me the truth you’ve hidden from our master,” he murmured.

Vlad sighed and did so. Soon, Fruzhin’s grimace mirrored that of Zsigmond.

“You’ve loved Cneajna for so long that you object to aiding the brother she despises. Stetco, as you call him, is a half-blood sibling to both, but he did well to protect her from such vile attentions. However, this is a command from Zsigmond. You must comply.”

Vlad snarled, “Did I say I would not?”

“No, but you have that defiant look in your eyes whenever you abhor an order. Worry less about Cneajna’s reaction. She need never know how you aided Iliaş.”

“I don’t enjoy lying to my wife or concealing my actions from her.”

“This won’t be the last time duties to the master of our Order require it. Prepare the Gypsy brothers. I’ll inform my Bulgarian mercenaries camped across the Rhine.”

At midnight, dressed in all black beneath their sable mantles, the blood brothers and their entourages donned hoods worn low over their faces. They left Basel and rode toward northern Moldavia.

***
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PODRAGA, NORTHERN MOLDAVIA (modern-day Podriga, Drăgușeni, Moldova) and the Prince-Bishopric of Basel, Holy Roman Empire (modern-day Basel, Switzerland)

Ushered into the hillside tent of Prince Iliaş on a hot, dry summer night, Vlad and Fruzhin met him amid an array of protectors. His turbulent gaze roved over them. Clad only in his linen nightshirt rather than donning protective clothing, he secreted himself behind two of his most robust guards.

He demanded, “Why has the Holy Roman Emperor sent shadow warriors to me at the hour of the wolf? Who are you?”

Vlad slipped the hood off his head. “Husband of your sister, as you’ll recall.”

A chuckle rumbled through Iliaş before he laughed harder and slapped his knees with great delight. “Prince Vlad. Or rather, Vlad Dracul, as I’ve heard you prefer it.” He sobered. “Your wife cannot know you’re here. Hence, the concealment of your identities and the hesitancy in your revelations to my guardsmen outside. I almost had you killed.”

“Your men would have tried,” Vlad replied. “But it would have taken more than their numbers to subdue me and my friend.” He gestured to Fruzhin, who abandoned his hood.

Stroking his black beard, Iliaş said, “I don’t know your companion, Prince Vlad.”

“I am Prince Fruzhin of Bulgaria. We have arrived at your Podraga encampment to help with your quest. You have Zsigmond’s support in your claim.”

A yellow-bearded man at Iliaş’s left shoulder whispered something to the prince, who smiled. “I’m glad to hear it and to have such fierce fighters on my side. Your reputation as one of Zsigmond’s most ardent butchers exceeds that of Vlad, Prince Fruzhin.” Iliaş giggled again as if he had told a clever joke, but his humor dwindled while Fruzhin stared him down.

Instead, he rubbed his stubby hands together and shooed aside the men in front of him. “I’m glad you’ve both come with mercenaries. Are your Gypsy followers among your company, Prince Vlad?”

“Two of them are with me.”

Iliaş guffawed. “Are they so fierce that you only needed the pair? I look forward to the demonstration of their prowess on the battlefield.”

Vlad wished he could have bashed in the man’s hated features and removed that smirk permanently, for Cneajna’s sake.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “What is your strategy, Prince Iliaş?”

“Let me summon my war council in the morning, Prince Vlad, so they may reveal it.”

Vlad and Fruzhin looked askance at each other. What commander of soldiers was this who did not know the plans he would pursue?

“We await that usurper brother of mine,” Iliaş added.

Vlad said, “My Gypsies scouted downstream. Stetco is less than a day’s ride away, hiding his war band in the acacia forest. They march and ride through this valley in a single procession, so that no one can guess at their numbers.”

At last, he had some satisfaction as Iliaş’s all-too-easy grin ebbed and faded entirely. The man’s face turned whiter than that of a corpse. If only he could lie among the dead at the end of the clash, but Vlad would do his best to ensure the outcome Zsigmond needed.

Iliaş summoned his war council, such as it was; naught more than decadent noblemen largely in charge of peasant soldiers and some trained infantrymen and mounted archers summoned from their villages. Too few had fought in brief anti-Polish skirmishes two or three years ago at the side of Teutonic knights and Lithuanian warriors. Only the Polish mercenaries bought with the coin of their queen regent and pressed into Iliaş’s service would effectively counter his brother’s forces.

He pronounced, “We are also fortunate to have the skills of veterans of wars against the Turks and Hussites. Men who can help us defeat the bastard who stole my crown.”

But Iliaş was wrong. When his army and that of Stetco met the next day below the hillock overlooking the stream at Podraga, they fought each other to a standstill. Countless men died for their benefit.

Vlad sweltered in the early August heat, thanks to his armor. Coated in perspiration and bloodstains, he returned to Iliaş’s tent at night alongside an equally bloodied Fruzhin.

“Reports of the numbers of injured and dead are still coming in, my lord prince,” said one remaining member of the war council.

Iliaş ignored the man while he paced. “My misbegotten brother will send terms demanding my surrender, but I shall never give in. We have faced each other with equal numbers. How can I salvage some win from this farce?”

Vlad muttered, “If all you care about is who wins and who dies, then more needless blood will be shed tomorrow.”

With a loud curse, Iliaş slapped his thigh. He stared at every man within the confines of his tent. “What can I do? How can I win? Tell me what to do!”

No one dared offer an answer.

Vlad said, “There must be something Stetco wants that can force peace.”

“Peace?” Iliaş whirled and faced him. “Peace, you say. The bastard wants my blood.”

“There may be something he desires more than that.”

After Iliaş angrily dismissed the assembly of men, Vlad and Fruzhin staggered down the hillside, both bone-weary.

Fruzhin asked, “Do you want Iliaş to live another day so you can kill him yourself?”

“The thought has occurred,” Vlad replied with a hoarse chuckle. “But you saw the hard fighting today. The brothers are evenly matched. Neither will emerge as the victor.”

Within days, the advice he had offered Iliaş ensured the outcome of the conflict. The warring siblings agreed to become associate rulers. Iliaş would control the northern country with his seat at the capital of Suceava, while his rival would hold the south.

Iliaş said before the men gathered again in his tent, “You were right, Prince Vlad. The bastard wanted something more than my head. He covets Kilia.”

“The Danubian port again.” Vlad gritted his teeth and scowled before he added, “It should have come to me upon my marriage to Cneajna.”

“That was no fault of ours here. While your family’s old rival Dan Dănești lived, he seized the gateway to the Black Sea before Kilia returned to Moldavian control—”

“Stetco knew the terms of my marriage with Cneajna. Yet you cede what is mine.”

“I do what is necessary, Prince Vlad. Just as I have done with Poland. Once your Holy Roman Emperor sent you to me, Zsigmond’s purpose became obvious. Tell His Imperial Majesty it was already too late. I had assured the queen regent, before leaving her country, that Moldavia would be a loyal vassal to the young Polish king, Władysław.”

Vlad could have grabbed Iliaş by the collar and choked him at last. He took a step closer to him, but Iliaş drew back a pace while his guards advanced in the crowded tent.

Fruzhin warned, “My friend...” before a wave of Vlad’s hand silenced whatever else he might have spoken.

“All men must do as they believe right, Prince Iliaş,” Vlad said. “I hope your co-ruler enjoys the revenues from Kilia’s exports of brined fish and livestock. But the days during which he may hold the land will end. I can promise you that.”

He and Fruzhin exited together. After they summoned their men and prepared to leave the bloodied area of Podraga behind them, Fruzhin clapped Vlad’s shoulder.

“Do you think Iliaş will ever guess how close he came to death in the last week?”

“He doesn’t know how vulnerable he remains. Stetco won’t let this peace linger for long, nor will he stay content with the southern half of Moldavia. I’ll be there when Iliaş realizes it. Come, we’ve spilled enough blood on behalf of this pair of foolish brothers,” Vlad said.

While he mounted his horse and rode away, the nature of his fractured relations with his last sibling stayed in Vlad’s mind. There could be no power shared between them. For one brother to rule, the other must die.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Children of Woe

“Children are the legacy we leave behind for the age we will not live to see.” - Aristotle (384–322 BC), Greek philosopher and polymath.

––––––––
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IN THE YEAR OF OUR Lord 1435-1436. The Prince-Bishopric of Basel, Holy Roman Empire (modern-day Basel, Switzerland)

Upon their return to Basel, Vlad Dracul and Fruzhin delivered the news of their joint failure. In his bedchamber at the bishop’s palace, Zsigmond appeared alarmed about something else. He demanded that every member of his entourage leave at once, except for Vlad.

“Other tidings came but a day ago. Prepare yourself.” The Holy Roman Emperor wheezed and took hold of Vlad’s shoulders. “Alexandru Aldea suffered a severe illness of unknown origin after you left Basel. He is dead, Vlad, and the boyar Albu Tocsaba, who first supported his claim at Nürnberg in Bavaria, controls Wallachia with the Turks’ backing.”

Vlad’s heart thudded, and he stared at Zsigmond’s feet. “Little Alex?”

A tremor swelled inside him. Little Alex dead? How could it be so?

“You still love him as a brother should. That’s why you’ve never moved against him outright. You’re not the devil some people claim you are, Vlad.”

“Alex and I were the last legitimate sons of Mircea the Great.” Vlad blinked back tears. What remained now of the proud House of Basarab but him and his sons? He never expected to be the standard-bearer of their line. Some battle in a far-off land should have claimed him long ago. But by God’s grace, he had survived and could finally hold what should have always been his alone.

“Do what is necessary. Hasten at once to Wallachia and claim what is yours.”

Vlad raised his stinging gaze to that of Zsigmond, who smiled and nodded.

“Go with my blessing. Though I wish I could offer more, I cannot. The Bohemian rebels continue in their folly despite the outcome at Lipany. János Hunyadi ably defended Transilvania during the past summer and has returned to my side with fifty lancers to fight for me against the Bohemians. He’s studied the Hussite wagon fortresses and improved their defenses. At last, with his aid, I can crush them using their tactics against them.”

Vlad shook his head. “You’re relying on him now? Is it because you’re angry with me over the stalemate in Moldavia?”

With a snigger, Zsigmond released his shoulders, tottered to his seat, and settled on the comfortable cushion with a haggard sigh. “When siblings clash, there can never be a good outcome. I knew that before sending you off. Petty jealousy does not suit you, Vlad. Brute strength will not bring me the long-awaited triumph over the Hussites. Your friend János is a bold fighter and a tactician. His lancers and improved war wagons shall be effective. Why the delay? Haven’t you wanted to rule your country for years?”
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