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DRACULA. A name of horror, depravity and the darkest sensuality.

Yet the real Dracula was just as alluring, just as terrifying, his story not of a monster but of a man . . . and a contradiction. For the one they called ‘The Devil’s Son’ was both tyrant and lawgiver, crusader and mass slaughterer, torturer and hero, lover and murderer.

His tale is told by those who knew him best. The only woman he ever loved and whom he has to sacrifice. His closest comrade and traitor. And his priest, betraying the secrets of the confessional to reveal the mind of the man history would forever remember as Tepes - ‘The Impaler’.

But Vlad’s actions defy such labels. Hi extraordinary life burns with passion, taking him from his years as hostage to the Turk, through torture, battle, triumph and betrayal, ultimately to a last crusade - there perhaps, beneath the twin banners of the Dragon and the Cross, to find redemption for his innumerable sins.
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‘C.C. Humphreys is one of the very best of historical novelists around. This is a great tale, finely woven with action, romance, palpably real characters and terrific twists of fate. The author has the innate knack of transporting the reader to a particular time and place and furnishing us with the telling details that make it all seem so real, just the other side of the paper the story is printed. I confess to reading the closing chapters with my heart in my mouth.’

Simon Scarrow, Sunday Times bestselling author of Centurion.
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‘[Humphreys] brilliantly combines meticulous research with a break-neck pace and a terrific sense of humour . . . If I read a more enjoyable historical novel this year you can stick me in a snowed up cave with only bear-meat to chew on and a copy of Hamlet to keep me sane.’ Historical Novels Review

‘As swash-buckling as a young Errol Flynn, languidly escaping death with the ease of a teenage James Bond, this is a roaring adventure whose pages are remorselessly consumed. In this prequel, Humphreys begins the finest series of historical novels since O’Brian.’ Good Book Guide

‘Vigorously imagined, dashingly done espionage adventure with newly retired military man, Jack Absolute . . . New territory for spy fiction, but utterly convincing in its period and ethnic detail. Few comparisons unless you go back to Fenimore Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans. Quite bloody, thoroughly gripping, intensely readable.’ Literary Review




ALSO By C.C. HUMPHREYS

Novels

The French Executioner

Blood Ties

Jack Absolute

The Blooding of Jack Absolute

Absolute Honour

 



Writing as Chris Humphreys

The Fetch

Vendetta

Possession

 



Plays

A Cage Without Bars

Glimpses of the Moon

Touching Wood

 



Screenplay

The French Executioner

 



 



 



C.C. Humphreys is the author of eight previous novels including The French Executioner, which was runner-up for the CWA Steel Dagger. His series of Jack Absolute novels have been published in many languages around the world. He lives with his family in Vancouver, Canada.




 
  

 
Vlad: The Last Confession

 

 
C.C. HUMPHREYS

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




 An Orion ebook

 
First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Orion Books,
an imprint of The Orion Publishing Group Ltd
Orion House, 5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane
London wC2H 9EA

 
An Hachette UK Company

 
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

 
Copyright © C.C. Humphreys 2009

 
The moral right of C.C. Humphreys to be identified as the author
of this work has been asserted in accordance with
the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the
prior permission of both the copyright owner and
the above publisher of this book.

 
All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to
actual persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is
available from the British Library.

eISBN : 978 1 4091 0692 0

 
ISBN (Export Trade Paperback) 978 1 4091 0462 9

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 
www.orionbooks.co.uk


 This ebook produced by Jouve, France




To Alma Lee, lady of letters, adviser and inspiration.
and
In memory of Kate Jones, the very best of literary agents,
and of friends. Sorely missed.
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THE DRACULESTI 
Vlad Dracul - ‘The Dragon’ 
The Dragon’s Sons: 
Mircea Dracula 
Vlad Dracula 
Radu Dracula

 



THE WITNESSES 
Ion Tremblac 
Ilona Ferenc 
Brother Vasilie, the Hermit

 



HEARING THE LAST CONFESSION 
Petru Iordache, Spatar of Poenari Castle 
Janos Horvathy, Count of Pecs 
Cardinal Domenico Grimani, Papal Legate

 



AT THE TURKISH COURT 
Hamza agha, later Hamza pasha 
Murad Han, Sultan of Rum 
His son, Mehmet Celebi, soon to be ‘Fatih’ or ‘The Conqueror’ 
Abdulraschid, his favourite 
Hibah, mistress of concubines 
Tarub, maid 
Abdulkarim, or Sweyn the Swede, janissary.

 



THE HOSTAGES AT EDIRNE 
The Mardic Brothers, Serbian 
Constantin, Bosnian 
Zoran, Croatian 
Petre, Transylvanian

 



AT TOKAT 
Abdul-Mahir, torturer 
Wadi, torturer 
Samuil, the Christian martyr

 



THE W ALLACHIAN BOYARS 
Albu ‘cel Mare’. (‘The Great’) 
Udriste 
Codrea, vornic (judge) 
Turcul 
Gales 
Buriu, spatar, commander of cavalry 
Dobrita 
Cazan, Dracul’s logofat, or chancellor 
The Metropolitan, head of the Orthodox Church in Wallachia

 



DRACULA’S VITESJI 
Black Ilie 
Laughing Gregor 
Stoica the Silent

 



PRETENDERS TO THE WALLACHIAN THRONE 
Vladislav Dan 
Basarab Laiota

 



OTHERS 
Matthew Corvinus, ‘the Crow’, King of Hungary 
Brother Vasilie, Vlad’s confessor 
Thomas Catavolinos, Ambassador 
Abdulmunsif, Ambassador 
Abdulaziz, Ambassador 
Mihailoglu Ali Bey, Radu’s army commander 
Jan Jiskra, Corvinus’ mercenary commander 
Elisabeta, Dracula’s first wife 
Vlad, Dracula’s son 
Ilona Szilagy, Dracula’s second wife 
Janos Varency, thief-taker 
Roman, Moldavian 
Old Kristo, gatekeeper 
Hekim Yakub, physician




TO THE R EADER . . .

 



In the bitter winter of 1431, in the town of Sighisoara, a second son was born to Vlad Dracul, Voivode (or Warlord) of Transylvania. He was christened Vlad and, like his elder brother, was given the surname Dracul -a - Son of Dracul.

In the ‘limba Romana’ that they spoke ‘Dracul’ meant ‘the Dragon’. Or ‘the Devil’. So Vlad Dracula was the Devil’s Son.

He acquired other titles in his life. Voivode of Ungro-Wallachia. Lord of Amlas and Fagaras. Brother of the secret ‘fraternatis draconem’ - the Order of the Dragon. His own people called him Vlad Tepes. His Turkish enemies called him Kaziklu Bey. Both meant - The Impaler.

The land he won and lost and ruled was Wallachia, the central province of present-day Romania. Caught between the expanding Hungarian Kingdom and the all-conquering Turks, between the Crescent and the Cross, Wallachian princes were expected to be the dutiful vassal of one or the other.

Dracula had different ideas. Different ways of executing them.

Finally killed in battle in 1476, his head was chopped off and sent as a gift to his most bitter foe, Mehmet, Sultan of the Turks. It was mounted upon a stake on the walls of Constantinople. There it rotted.

A few mourned him; most did not.

I make no judgement. I leave that to those who heard his last confession - and, of course, to you, the Reader.




‘I am a man. Nothing human is alien to me.’

Terence




—PROLOGUE —

Confession

‘Have you committed a sin? Then enter the Church and repent your sin. For here is the physician, not the judge: here one is not investigated but receives remission of sins.’

- ST JOHN CHRYSOSTOM




—I —

The Summons
Wallachia, March 1481

All was still in the forest. The last snowflakes of the sudden storm had just fallen. Everything paused.

In the crook of a copper beech sat a man. His arms were crossed, gloved hands folded into his lap, the right beneath to support the weight of the goshawk on his left. They had been there for a long time, as long as the blizzard lasted. Man and bird - part of the stillness, part of the silence. Both had their eyes closed. Neither were asleep.

They were waiting for the first sound. Something else to recognise that the storm had passed, be the first to stir before the next one arrived.

There. A twitch of nostrils, their pinkness the only colour in a white world. A sniff - the first sound, followed by the faintest of breezes coming up the valley. The hare could not scent those behind her.

It was hardly a sound - but the man and the hawk both opened their eyes. The bird’s were red, fire-red, hell-red, because she was old, nine years old, five past her prime when she could take ten hares, a half-dozen squirrels, a brace of stoats all in a day. Not for their flesh, she didn’t need so much. Not for the skins that clothed the man on whose fist she sat. For the pure pleasure of the kill.

Four eyes stared at the snow pack in the glade, seeking the source of the sound they couldn’t have heard.

The hare pushed her whole head above the snow-crust. When the blizzard came, she had been caught between stands of beech and aspen, digging for a root. Surprised by the sudden white ferocity, she had frozen. The new snow was as deep as her body but her rear legs rested on the hard pack beneath. Shelter was just twenty leaps away. There, among the deadfalls, she would be safe.

In the tree, the man raised his fist, a wall of soft snow tumbling from his arm, thunder in the silence.

The hare leapt. Young, fast, she was halfway to safety when the man flung out his arm and the bird fell from the tree. Five beats and into its glide. The hare wove, so winter-lean that in the shallower snow near the tree line she skimmed the soft surface. Before it, a fallen branch made an arch, like a cathedral’s porch.

The hawk struck, talons thrusting through fur, into flesh. The hare twisted, ripping one triumvirate of claws free, a spray of blood following, a red arrowhead pointing towards darkness and the sanctuary of wood.

Then the jerking stopped and all was still in the forest again.

The man dropped carefully from the tree, groaned, despite the softness he fell into. Snow tumbled from his coat, from its alternating stripes of hare, squirrel and weasel, from the pyramid of wolf-skin on his head. He moved slowly forward, brushing the dirty white beard that curled thickly up to his cheekbones clear of ice.

Stooping, he wrapped his fingers around the bird’s back, pulled gently. Hawk and hare slid from the drift. The bird released instantly, her eyes fixed on the leather pouch at the man’s waist. With his free hand he reached in and pulled out a piece of fresh flesh. She took it, making a small noise in her throat.

The hare stared up, unblinking in terror. For a moment the man stared back. Then he moved his thumb slightly, pushed down and snapped the neck.

It made such a little sound. Too little for the snap that came a moment after to be an echo. He listened . . . and soon heard men trying not to be heard.

Another snap, this one from down the valley. More men there, and that told him. There was little game on this small mountain at the end of winter; these men were coming for him.

He was surprised they were coming now, through the new snow. But the blizzard had hit fast, winter’s late shock, so they must have set out before it began. There were only a few ways off the mountain and, if he knew them all, he assumed the men who hunted him did, too. They would spread like a net through the trees - soldiers and wood-cutters and gypsies. They would have dogs . . . There. A short bark came from below, another responding from above, neck chains jerked too late to silence them.

He’d known they would come for him eventually.

Dropping the hare’s corpse into his pouch, he made his left hand into a fist. The hawk hopped onto it instantly, red eyes watching his.

‘It is time,’ he whispered.

She put her head slightly to one side, as if in question. But she knew as well as he. The blizzard had been an echo of winter only.

‘Go,’ he said, ‘Find a mate . . .’

He broke off. Every spring he’d let her go, then find her nest in the late summer, take her fledgling, train it, sell it to a dealer in the town for a dozen gold pieces, so prized was a broken-in bird. But this year? She was old, and perhaps would not mate. Besides, the men moving towards them from below, from above? Perhaps he would be the one who didn’t return.

‘Go,’ he said again, and flung out his arm.

Five beats and glide. Yet before she passed between two trees, and perhaps out of his life, she flipped briefly onto her back, as she would to take a pigeon. Her talons stretched, as if in salute. Then she was gone.

He closed his eyes, listened, then moved in the opposite direction to the hawk’s flight. Soon the trunks grew closer, branches twining overhead, and the snow was not so deep. He broke into a stumbling run.

Hunter had become the hunted. Now he was the one seeking sanctuary . . .

 



Mist rose. Despite the tapestries upon the walls, the sheepskins under her feet, winter still seeped into her cell. So the water in the tub sent its heat up into the chill and, where it met stone, turned to liquid. Drops joined, ran and halted as ice.

She had removed all her clothes, save for her shift. Shivering, one foot on top of the other, she waited. The water was just off the boil, still almost unbearable to the touch. Yet it had to keep its heat, for she needed to lie in it a long time, for the easing of her pains, for her pleasure.

She thrust an arm in. It reddened but she could keep it there. It was almost time.

She uncorked a flask, tipped it carefully, watching the viscous liquid drip out. Two heartbeats, enough, the steam savoured now with camomile, with clary sage, with sandalwood. She closed her eyes, breathed, sighed. It was fresh, young, but it lacked something in the  base. Oil of Bergamot, she thought. She wouldn’t be able to get any till the Turkish traders came to the Spring Fair. One month away.

She was shaking with cold now, yet still she waited. She’d been taught - long ago, by those who knew this well - that pleasure delayed was pleasure doubled. Yet she waited for another reason also. When she removed her shift, she would see her body once more. There were no mirrors in the convent. She, who used to stare at herself delightedly in the finest Venetian glass, had not looked in one in the nineteen years since she took Holy Orders. The body that princes once fought for had changed.

She shivered again, not only from the cold. It was the moment. The water, perfect. The mingled scent, perfect. Her body . . . as it was. She crossed her arms, gripped cloth at her broad hips, pulled it up, over. Looked.

A month before, in a village near Targoviste, a statue of the Virgin had blossomed stigmata. The wounds of Christ the Son appearing on Mary the Mother, on each of her palms, at her ankles, weeping blood. Thousands had come to marvel, from all over Wallachia, some even struggling across the passes from Transylvania, despite the hardest winter in anyone’s memory.

How many would come to see her wounds?

She lowered herself slowly into the tub, groaning at the exquisite pain. Finally she lay back and traced her fingertip along purple lines that stood proud of the reddening skin, aching with the sudden heat. Aching more with the memory of the man who gave them to her. Aching most when she recalled the other ways he touched her.

Water flooded her, penetrated her, released her, her wounds and her memories. Scent and heat made her mind slide, away from pain, to pleasure; thence to joy. Her orphans growing stronger with each day, just three lost to the winter, brought too late even for her care. The rest, all five, thriving. On her cot lay a plait woven of rosemary sprigs, that the littlest, Florica, had given her only that morning. It was threaded through with a lock of her wheaten hair. The child could spare it, had as much as she herself once had, before she married Christ.

She felt the hammering on the convent’s main door at the same time she heard it. Three strikes that travelled through stone, up wood, rippling the surface of the water. But she did not open her eyes. The Matins bell had called the novitiates to prayer some time before. No  visitor would be admitted to the convent till dawn, however great their hurt.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Whoever it was did not use the iron knocker upon the wood. And then, recognising the sound, she sat up. She had heard it once before, on the day the scars were made.

The door was being struck with the pommel of a sword.

She heard the distant scrape of the door grille, the whining of Old Kristo the gatekeeper, then a low voice, commanding. She could not hear the words. But she knew what they were. She’d always believed she would hear them, one day.

‘By order of the Voivode, I am here to arrest . . .’

The gate was opening and she was rising. There were sheets to dry herself upon, but she barely used them. It was more important to be clothed, concealed. Then, just as she was about to pull the shift over her head, she stopped. For the man whose metal-shod feet were now striking sparks on the courtyard flagstones probably knew who she was. He was coming to ask her about the last man to see her naked, the first to see her wounds. The man whose corpse she had prepared for the grave five years before.

All things end. Nineteen years of life in the convent were over. Nun, Abbess, these were just titles, already in the past with her others - Slave, Concubine, Royal Mistress. She was only sorry that she wouldn’t be there to see her orphans grow stronger; but others would take care of them, sure.

She was not shivering yet. And suddenly she wondered how it would be to see herself again, naked in the mirror of another man’s eyes.

Throwing the shift aside, she picked up the plait woven of rosemary and young girl’s hair. Rosemary, she’d told Frolica only that morning, was the herb of remembrance. So now, holding it before her, she remembered everything and turned smiling to the opening door . . .

 



In the perfect darkness of the dungeon, the knight was hunting.

He did not move. Not simply because he was near blind, that did not matter much there. But every terrain required a different skill, each type of prey a different technique. Some quarry you pursued, some you drew. In the five years he had lived in constant night, he had learned the way of this, his world, as once he had read valleys and forests, deserts and seas. He had shaped it, from what was available to him. The floor reeds had not been changed since the autumn and so  were thick with filth; when the temperature rose above freezing, as it had that day, it made them malleable. So he had fashioned passageways from them that a creature, as hungry as himself, might follow. They twisted and bent round the cell, a labyrinth with him at its centre. He had not made it too easy, all game was wary; but the starving less so, and there was mouldy bread at his feet.

He waited, but not in the dungeon. There was no need for him there. A part of him had to stay to listen but the rest was free to depart, to other hunting grounds, bigger game. He did not just think himself elsewhere, in memory. He went wherever he chose, with whomever he chose.

One was always there. As boy, as youth, as man.

Yes! They are in the Fagaras now, among those peaks, chasing down those valleys. They are boys, barely ten, but still they have left the others far behind, for they have the best horses and the greatest skill in handling them. And they have the desire, not just for the kill. For the beating of the other. Winning is all, for now, for ever.

Their quarry is boar. There is one that they saw and lost in this valley before, a monstrous silverback with tusks like scimitars.

The boar breaks cover. Their spurs redden with blood from their stallions’ flanks as they strive to reach it first. There is a grove just ahead, whose interlocked boughs will not admit hunter and steed, only prey. So they kick in their heels, stride matching stride. It is a long throw, a last chance. He takes it, throws and his steel blade slices over the silvered back, its razored edge drawing blood, slowing, not halting. His companion, his brother in all but blood, has thrown also, but thrown true. The boar tumbles, over and over, until the tree that would have saved it, halts it. It is dying, yet it lives. And for the last moments of its life it is at its most dangerous.

‘Don’t,’ he murmurs, in sudden fear, as his companion slides from his saddle, another boar spear already in his hand. ‘Wait till it is dead.’

It was strange. Most faces faded from memory, from dreams. Even the most familiar - parents, children, lovers, enemies. His never had.

He pauses now, looks up from beneath that black hair, with those green eyes. The smile comes. ‘How many times, Ion,’ he says, in that soft voice. ‘You have to look into their eyes as they die.’

In memory indistinguishable from dream, his friend advances. The boar rises, bellowing, blood pouring from its mouth, the shaft quivering in its side. It charges and the boy plants himself, his spear couched like a lance in the lists. As the beast swerves, the boy steps to the side,  thrusts. The leaf-shaped blade takes the animal in its chest but doesn’t halt it. Steel precedes shaft into flesh as the boar pushes the length of the weapon up its body. Only when it reaches the steadying hand, when it has absorbed almost all the wood, does it stop, lay its great head down, lower a tusk onto the hand, gently, like a caress.

‘Die well,’ says the Dragon’s son, smiling.

Far above, a bolt was shot. It was a whisper of a sound but a shriek in that silence. While he’d been hunting elsewhere, he had heard another beast, snuffling its way out of the sluice pipe. The noise had sent it back. He cried out now in frustration, his chance for fresh flesh gone - all because they were bringing in a prisoner, one destined for a cell far above his own.

Then another door opened and he jerked his face up, as if to see through stone. Rarely did a prisoner make it to the second level. Someone of higher rank perhaps, or more heinous crime? He sighed. At the second level, a grille would be cut high into the wall and though his eyesight was poor now, he’d still be able to see the patch of sky change shade. Better, he’d be able to scent . . . a hound’s fur wet with snow, applewood burning, mulling wine. Hear . . . the snort of a horse, the cry of a baby, laughter at some jest.

Then, on the level directly above his, a bolt was worked loose. He was excited now, lost prey forgotten. It was not his feeding day; yet someone was coming. He lifted his eyelids open with his fingers and thumbs to make sure he didn’t blink. The rare flicker of light beyond the opened grille was all that stopped him going totally blind.

He knelt, pressing his lips to the ceiling, moistening them on wet moss. The cell door above creaked open. But then he heard just a single footfall . . . and cowered down, crying out. For guards always came in pairs. Only a priest or a killer would come alone.

His eyes were wide now without need of fingers, terror in the sound of that one man approaching the round stone in the floor. For if he was a killer and not a priest . . .

He groped before him for the sharpened bone, clutched it, pressed the sharpened tip into the pulse in his neck. He had seen prisoners tortured to death. He had tortured some himself. He had always vowed that he would not die that way.

Yet he did not thrust. He could have killed himself before, ended this misery. But to do so before he had made his last confession? Then the torments he’d suffered for these five years would last for all eternity. Worse! Unless he was absolved of his sins, the suicide’s fate  would be as nothing to his - for the ninth, last and deepest circle of hell, just like the oubliette in the castle of Bucharest, was reserved only for traitors.

He heard the clink of metal. It was not the bolt on the grille being pulled back. It was a bar slipped under a hook. And then the stone, that had not been lifted in five years, was.

The torch flaring above him was like a desert sun at noon. A dark shape held it high. Priest or killer?

He pressed bone tip into flesh. Yet still he could not drive it in, could only croak his one, his ultimate hope. ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you.’

For a moment of silence, nothing moved. Then an arm reached slowly down . . .




—II —

The Chamber

He reached for her as he always did, just before he woke, as he had every morning for twenty years. For a time, there had been nameless others beside him and, touching their softness, he’d sometimes mistaken it for another’s, woken with joy, one moment of it. But the bitterness of the next moment, when realisation turned to despair, meant that he had long chosen to sleep alone. Companions were dispatched after they had fulfilled their function, assuaged some need. For ten years, he had not even bothered with that.

Janos Horvathy, Count of Pecs, reached, realised . . . yet kept his single eye closed. He was trying to see Katarina’s face. Sometimes he could, for that brief instant of reaching, of realising - the only time he could. He had her portrait, but that showed merely her beauty; nothing of what he truly loved - the feel of her skin, her calmness, her laugh.

No. This morning she wouldn’t come, even so briefly, her features dissolving into a memory of inadequate paint. A breeze flapped the beeswax-dipped cloth in the arrow slit, admitting a little light, making the room even colder. At first he wondered why his servants had not repaired it; and then he remembered that he was not in his own castle in Hungary. He was in another man’s castle, in another country.

And then he remembered why. Remembered that today might be the beginning of the lifting of the curse that had killed his wife twenty years before; that had sent their three children to the family vault, one lost to childbirth, one to battle, one to plague.

A knock at the door. ‘Yes?’ he called.

A man entered. It was Petru, the young Spatar who held this fortress for his prince, the Voivode of Wallachia. He stood in the doorway, shifting from foot to foot, as nervous as he had been when  the Count had first arrived the day before. Horvathy understood why. It wasn’t often that one of the highest noblemen of Hungary came to such a remote place with such a purpose. And before he’d arrived, Petru had had to make many arrangements, in the greatest secrecy.

‘Is all ready?’ Horvathy asked.

The man licked his lips. ‘I . . . I believe so, my lord. If you would . . .’ He gestured to the stairs behind him.

‘I will. Wait for me.’

The knight bowed, closed the door behind him. Horvathy slid from beneath the furs, sat for a moment on the bed’s edge, rubbing the thick grey stubble of his hair. The bedchamber, despite the breeze, was no colder than his own back in Pecs. Besides, he’d discovered long since that the castle for which he’d traded his soul could never be warmed when no one he loved could survive within it.

He dressed swiftly then went in search of warmth. Not for his body, he’d never really required that. For his soul.

 



‘My lord,’ the young Spatar said, pushing the door inwards, stepping back.

Horvathy entered. The hall, lit by four reed torches and dawn’s light beyond the arrow slits, was as modest as the rest of the castle - a rectangular stone chamber twenty paces long, a dozen wide, its walls lined with cheap tapestries, its floor strewn with skins, both trying to retain the warmth of the large fire at its top, eastern end and largely failing to do so. It was a functional room at the centre of a simple fortress. Ordinary.

Yet what had been placed in the room made it . . . not ordinary.

He looked around, then at the young man before him. ‘Tell me what you have done.’

‘I have obeyed the orders of my prince, the Voivode of Wallachia.’ Petru held up a sheaf of parchment. ‘To the letter, I trust.’

‘And how did these orders come to you?’

‘They were left in the night outside the gate, three weeks ago, in a satchel. They bear the Voivode’s seal but . . .’ He licked his lips. ‘. . . But another paper warned that the Voivode was not to be contacted further, or acknowledged in any way.’

Horavthy nodded. The Voivode knew as well as any the danger in the game they were playing. ‘And was anything else left?’

‘Yes, my lord.’ The younger man swallowed. ‘The satchel was weighted down with the several parts of a hand-and-a-half sword. A  blade, quillons, the pommel. There was an order to re-forge it. I had to send to Curtea de Arges for a blacksmith. He arrived this morning, has begun. Our forge is poor here but he says he has all he needs.’

‘Not quite all,’ replied Horvathy, reaching inside his doublet. ‘He will need these.’ He pulled out two circles of steel, the size of finger and thumb joined. Their edges were rough, for they had been gouged from the pommel of a sword. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘These were sent to me, with the summons that brought me here.’ His one eye was fixed on the younger man’s two, awaiting the reaction.

It came, in a gasp. ‘The Dragon!’

‘You recognise it?’

‘Certainly, my lord.’ Petru turned the pieces over in his fingers, wincing as the serrated edges drew blood. ‘It is the symbol both of the man who built this castle and the sacred Order he led. The man, the Order, both dishonoured, disgraced . . .’

The suddenness of Horvathy’s lunge startled Petru. The Count was a head taller than the knight, bent now over him, ‘I’d be careful about terms like dishonour and disgrace, Spatar,’ he shouted, his scarred face a hand’s width away. ‘Because I am a Dragon, too.’

He held the stare, his one grey eye gleaming, all the brighter by its contrast with the other puckered socket.

Petru stuttered, ‘I . . . I . . . I meant no offence, Count Horvathy. I merely . . . repeat what I have heard . . .’

The stare held a moment longer. Then the older man turned away, spoke more quietly. ‘You repeat gossip, gleaned from tales of one Dragon - Vlad Dracula, your former Prince. Yet part of what you say is true - it is his dark deeds that have tainted the Order to which he swore his oath. Tales that have all but destroyed it.’

‘All but?‘ Petru said, carefully. ‘It is destroyed, surely, is it not?’

The Hungarian breathed deeply. ‘Until it is slain by St Mihail’s magic lance, a Dragon cannot die. It sleeps only. Sleeps perhaps one day to waken . . .’ Horvathy’s voice faded, behind the hand lifted to his face.

‘My lord, I . . .’ Petru took a step towards the Count, his tone cautious. ‘I was raised to honour the Dragon. I dreamt of becoming a brother. If it could awaken, with honour, I would ride beneath its banner gladly. And I would not ride alone.’

Horvathy turned. Saw the yearning in the younger man’s gaze. He had once had such hunger, such ambition. When he had two eyes. Before he was a Dragon. Before he was cursed.

He breathed deeply. He had also startled himself with his sudden anger. And he knew it should not be directed at the youth before him, but at himself. He reached up, running his finger over the scar where an eye had been. Perhaps this was the day of redemption of all sins, the beginning of hope. Others must have thought so too. Or else, why all these elaborate, secret arrangements?

He turned back to them now. In a calmer voice he said, ‘Tell me what else you have done.’

The younger man nodded, relief clear on his face. He gestured to the dais, raised before the fireplace, to the three chairs upon it. ‘We shall sit there, my lord, closest to the warmth. The chairs are the most comfortable I possess. My wife was sorry to give hers up, heavy as she is with our first child . . .’ He cut himself off, flushing, and to cover his embarrassment led the way past the dais to a table beside it. ‘And here is the best that a humble fortress at winter’s end can provide for sustenance.’

Horvathy looked down at the table which was well-stocked with wine, rough bread, cinder-coated goat’s cheese, herb-encrusted sausage. Then he saw what lay beside the food. ‘And what are these,’ he said, though he knew.

‘They came in the satchel, my lord. The Voivode ordered them to be displayed.’ Petru lifted the top one. On its front page a crude woodcut depicted a nobleman eating his dinner among ranks of bodies twitching on stakes. Before him a servant hacked limbs, severed noses and ears. ‘ “The Story of a Bloodthirsty Madman”,’ Petru read aloud, then offered the pamphlet. ‘Do you wish to read, my lord?’

‘No,’ Horvathy replied, curtly. He had seen them before, many times. ‘And now,’ he said, turning back.

He had avoided looking at them, after the first glance into the hall, though they were the biggest things there. For they spoke, too clearly to his innermost thoughts. To sin. To redemption. To absolution, sought and never found.

The three confessionals stood in a line in the very centre of the room, facing the dais. Each was divided into two cubicles, one for supplicant, one for priest. Their curtains were open, and Horvathy could see that they had been adapted for long periods of sitting. There were cushions, wolfskins. ‘Why these?’ he said softly, moving forward, laying his hand upon the dark-stained wood.

‘The Voivode ordered them, my lord,’ Petru said, joining him.  ‘And this was the hardest command to fulfil. As you know, we of the Orthodox faith do not have them, but are happy to kneel before our priests in plain sight at the altar screen door. So I was forced to go to those damned Catholic Saxons across the border here in Transylvania, who cheated me as is their way . . .’ He broke off, flushed. ‘I . . . mean no disrespect, Count Horvathy. I know you are of the Roman faith.’

Horvathy waved him down. ‘Do not concern yourself, Spatar.’ He stepped into the priest’s side of the cubicle. ‘What’s this?’ he said, folding down a hinged table.

‘I had them installed. The orders spoke of scribes who would sit there. The . . . confessions are to be written down, are they not?’

‘They are. I have brought the scribes. You thought well.’ Horvathy rose swiftly. ‘And the last?’ He squinted to the shadows at the far end of the hall, opposite the fireplace. ‘What is there?’

‘Ah. This is perhaps the only time I have exceeded my orders.’ He gestured and Horvathy followed him, to another table. ‘There is plainer food for the scribes, for the . . . witnesses.’ He swallowed. ‘But my Latin is weak and I was unsure exactly what the Voivode meant by . . . quaestio. If some sort of interrogation is planned, I thought . . .’

He pointed to objects on the table. Horvathy reached down, touched the metal head cage, pressed a fingertip into the spurs within it. He glanced over the other implements - the bone-crushing boot, the thumb screws, the flesh tongs. Hardly a complete set; just what the Spatar travelled with to enforce the Voivode’s will at the local villages, no doubt.

Sucking at his finger - the spur had drawn blood - he nodded. He did not believe they would be necessary. But he did not want to condemn the Spatar’s zeal. Then he noticed, beyond the table, something embedded in the wall. ‘What’s that?’ he murmured.

The younger man smiled. ‘A curiosity. It is said that the former Voivode punished his traitorous nobles by forcing them and their families to work as slaves here and build this castle. Like so many tales told of him I did not believe it. Until I found . . . this.’ He pulled a candle from his pocket, went and lit it at one of the reed torches burning in a sconce, returned. Lowering the light, still smiling, he said, ‘See, my lord. And feel.’

Without thinking, Horvathy did both. Knew instantly what jutted from the mortar between two bricks.

It was the jawbone of a child.

He snatched his hand back, leaving a speck of his blood on the begrimed baby tooth. He had heard the story of the castle building, too. Like so many told of Dracula, it had always seemed unlikely. Like so many, it was undoubtedly, at least partly, true.

Janos Horvathy, Count of Pecs, glanced back down the hall at the three confessionals. The tales that were to come from them were going to be similar. And worse. Far worse. Suddenly, all the hope he’d had when he first received the facings from the Dragon’s sword, the hope that had sustained him across the snow-clogged valleys of Transylvania to this remote fortress in Wallachia, slipped away. What tales could emerge here that would exonerate such evil? What confession could be told that would free the Dragon order of its disgrace - and him of his curse?

He raised his finger to his missing eye, placed a spot of blood there, too, rubbed it away. ‘Send the rest of the sword to the blacksmith. And call them. Call them all.’

With a bow, Petru turned to obey.




—III —

Confessions

The first to come were the scribes, tonsured monks, each carrying their stand of inks, their parchment and quills, their little knives. They went to the priest’s side of the confessionals, placed their equipment upon the shelf, pulled down the hinged writing table that Petru had had fitted, then, settled, drew the curtain.

A moment later, Bogdan, second-in-command at Poenari, appeared. He had been sent to rendezvous with the Count’s party a day’s ride away and guide them to the castle. During the journey, Horvathy had asked him about the prisoners he had collected, by order of the Voivode - the first of whom Bogdan was now half-carrying into the hall. This man - a former knight, Horvathy had been told - crouched for a moment in the doorway, unable to stand upright after five years in an oubliette, a cell that was half his height tall. It accounted for his walk, like a crab upon a beach, and his near-blindness, for he had almost never seen the light. It also accounted for his scent, which even a thorough scrubbing in the horse trough in the castle yard had barely begun to diminish.

Aided by Bogdan, the prisoner pulled himself onto the seat of the first confessional, squatting there, his knees drawn up under the shift he wore. A light came into his eyes, as he inhaled the aroma of incense and polish. He reached up and touched the grille, then gave a gurgle of joy. Bogdan drew the curtain.

The second prisoner, the woman, was also clothed in a shift. Bogdan had told how he’d gone to the convent to seize the abbess, and had found no reverend old lady but a naked lunatic, thrusting a woven plait at him. He had not taken it - all knew that was the first way a witch ensnared her victim. He had not paused to study her  nakedness. He had simply wrapped her in blankets and thrown her into a cart.

Her head was uncovered now, and beneath the stubble her skin shone in the firelight. Her eyes were bright, too, as she took in what was before her. Bogdan did not touch or guide her. Petru, standing before the dais, pointed to the middle confessional, stepping well back as she passed. When she had settled, he drew the second curtain across.

And finally came the hermit, a reeking pile of hair flopping forward over his downcast eyes, his thick beard moving around his mouth, words formed on hidden lips, soundlessly. Since Petru had captured him himself - in a cave within the very forest surrounding Poenari Castle - the man had not spoken.

Petru looked up at the Count. ‘Now, my lord?’ Horvathy nodded and Petru turned back to his lieutenant. ‘Go tell His Eminence that all is ready.’

A bow, and the soldier was gone. Now it was about to begin, Horvathy felt nothing, save a curious lethargy. His one eye glazed as he stared near his feet. Around him, the hall was filled with little sounds. Flame-crackle, of fire and torch, the sharpening of feather quills, a low moaning. Then, through the arrow slits, he heard first the sharp bark of a raven and then the ‘kree-ak, kree-ak’ of a hunting hawk. He lifted his head to it, wished he were hunting, too.

The door opened. A man walked in.

He looked as out of place in that sparse room as a peacock in a hen coop. In contrast to the grey-clad men who waited for him, he was dressed in bright scarlet robes, and compared to their wolf-like leanness, he was fat, a heifer, not even a bull. When he mounted the platform, he breathed heavily, as if he were climbing a tower. When he pulled back his hood, the face revealed was sunk into a neck of jowls, black eyes studded into flesh like raisins into a pastry. His hair was short, blond, thick and held under a red cap. He fell into his chair.

The Hungarian gestured the Spatar to his seat. But he did not sit himself. Instead, he looked before him and spoke directly at the three confessionals. As he did, from each came the scratching of quill on parchment.

‘Let it be known that I am Janos Horvathy,’ he said, speaking clearly, slowly, ‘Count of Pecs. I have been sent here by command of my liege Lord, my King, Matthias Corvinus of Hungary, to . . . to interrogate you.’ He stumbled a little on the lie then gestured around  the hall. ‘And though I find this method, all this . . . somewhat strange, I do not question the commands of the Voivode of Wallachia, in whose realm, and by whose grace, this interrogation takes place.’ He nodded to the younger man. ‘Let it also be noted that Petru Iordache, Spatar of Poenari, has fulfilled his sovereign’s commands to the last detail.’ He sat, then looked at the Cardinal.

‘Must I?’ the bovine churchman sighed.

Horvathy pointed to the confessionals. ‘All will be noted down. You have those you report to, as have I. We must have an exact record.’

‘Oh, a record?’ Wincing as he leaned forward and took some weight upon his swollen feet, the man spat, ‘Well then, for the record, I am Domenico Grimani, Cardinal of Urbino and, as Papal Legate to the court of King Matthias, I represent Sixtus IV. And for the record, I think the Holy Father would be amazed to see me here, in these barbarous mountains, taking part in a . . . pageant!’

‘A pageant!’

The Cardinal did not flinch at Horvathy’s roar. ‘You asked me to accompany you on this journey, Count. You said I was needed to judge something. But the cold, the hideous inns, the appalling roads - well, they have driven the reason for my being here quite out of my head.’ He raised a fat hand to his forehead, assumed a mockery of thinking. ‘Was it to listen to the tale of a monster? Was it to see if we can rehabilitate Dracula?’ The Cardinal laughed, pointed before him. ‘And all this? Was it so that the secret fraternity he led, and buried with his horrors, can rise again?’ He was shaking with laughter now. ‘For the record . . . who cares?’

‘I do!’ roared the man beside him. ‘Perhaps you forget - though somehow, I doubt it - that the fraternity you mock is “fraternatis draconem” - the sacred Order of the Dragon. Of which I and my father were - are! - proud brothers. Founded for the sole purpose of fighting the infidel and the heretic. Hungary’s enemies, Christ’s enemies, the Pope’s enemies, Cardinal Grimani.’ Horvathy’s voice lowered again, in volume if not in passion. ‘And the man you speak of was not its leader, but its most famous member for a time. He was the one who last rode under the Dragon banner against the Turks. And under it, nearly beat them. Would have beaten them, perhaps, if the Pope, my King and, yes . . .’ he faltered, ‘. . . his fellow Dragons had not forsaken him.’

As the Cardinal had shaken with laughter, so the Count now did  with rage. But, breathing deeply, he sat back and went on more calmly. ‘And I will remind you why you are here, Cardinal. Why you agreed to accompany me to this “barbarous” land.’ He leaned forward, speaking as much for the scribes as for the Roman. ‘It is because a restored Order of the Dragon could once again become Christ’s cutting edge, uniting leaders in every state in the Balkans, and in lands beyond, under our banner. And thereby - need I remind you of this? - helping to lift the scimitar that presses on Rome’s throat.’

‘My lord Horvathy,’ the Cardinal replied, oil replacing ice in his voice, ‘I apologise. I meant no slur on your Order, which undoubtedly was once a great weapon for Christendom’s cause. But I am confused - is it not an impossible task, to whiten the name of someone so black? Surely, the whole world knows of Dracula’s infamy, his cruelty, his depravity.’

‘What the world knows’ - the Count’s tone calmed also - ‘is the story his conquerors told. And since they controlled so many printing presses, it was their stories that were widely spread.’ He gestured to the table, the pile of pamphlets there. ‘But if the Holy Father were to forgive . . . why then, are there not presses also in Rome, in Buda, ready to print other stories? A different version of the truth?’

‘Ah, truth.’ The Cardinal smiled, outwardly this time. ‘The truth of history. I’ve often wondered what that is. Is the truth what we seek here? Or just a version of it that will suit all our ambitions?’ He sighed. ‘But you are right, Count Horvathy. The presses are weapons as strong as your broadsword and axe. Stronger in some ways. I’ve often thought: if the Devil had a Bible in print, would he be as unpopular as he is now?’ A smile came at Petru’s gasp. Then he leaned forward. ‘So what truth is it you would have them tell?’

‘That we will hear,’ replied the Count. ‘What we seek may not be possible. It may be that the monster is all that will emerge from the telling. But since the Turks now have a foothold in Italy, at Otranto, and the Sultan’s standard has been raised before the walls of lost Constantinople - and who knows where he will lead his army? - is it not a tale in desperate need of hearing?’

Grimani sat back, a conciliatory smile now on his face. When he replied, he spoke slowly, clearly. For the record. ‘Very well, my lord. I acknowledge that the times are perilous. You have asked me here to be a judge. So let me begin with this.’ He looked at the line of confessionals. ‘Who waits here behind these curtains? And why have they been chosen to tell us this tale?’

‘Let them answer.’ The Count motioned Petru forward.

The Spatar rapped hard upon the first confessional. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

The knight had been listening to the voices. He heard so many in a day, it had been hard to tell if these were any more real. But he’d suddenly recognised the voice of one of the judges; more, he’d realised that he had met the man before, in the days of sight and sin. That, and the fact that he now understood just why he’d been freed from the darkness, brought his mind, which had spun in circles of insanity for long years, slowly to a stop.

‘My name is Ion Tremblac,’ he said. And saying it, he remembered that it was true.

Gasps came, one from the Count as the recognition was returned, one female and from the central confessional.

Petru went on. ‘And how did you know Dracula, the former Voivode of Wallachia, whose tale we seek to hear this day?’

‘How? From boyhood, I took every stride beside him. Rode stirrup to stirrup with him to the hunt, to war. Suffered torture, shared triumph. I was his closest companion.’ The man began to weep. ‘And I betrayed him. Betrayed him!’

A near silence, violated only by the sound of other tears in the second confessional. Horvathy turned to it now, and Petru tapped it once, then crossed himself. ‘And you, lady,’ he asked. ‘Who are you?’

She too had sat there, listening, realising. She had always known that one day she would have to give an account and not just in her prayers. She’d been ready, calm, willing . . . until she’d heard a voice she’d thought never to hear again, of the only man she’d ever called a friend, a man she’d thought long dead. She breathed now to calm herself, wiped her face and when she was ready, spoke. ‘I have been known for many years only as the Abbess of the Sisters of Mercy at Clejani. But beneath the veil, I have always been Ilona Ferenc. And from the moment I first saw him, when I was slave to the Sultan, till the hour I prepared his body for the grave, I loved him. For I was his mistress.’

It was the weeping knight’s turn to gasp, uncertain again that anything was real, that he was not still in his cell, among his ghosts. For the woman who had just spoken was dead. He’d seen her murdered - viciously murdered. Keening, he began to tap his head against the wood.

From the last confessional came no sound, no movement. When Petru thumped it, the hermit did not stir.

‘And you? Speak!’ he commanded.

Silence.

‘My lord,’ said Petru, turning back, ‘I do not think he can speak. He has lived in a cave on this mountain for many years and no one has ever heard him do so.’

Horvathy bent, spoke loudly. ‘Well, man? You were ordered to be brought here as well. Can you tell us who you are? What you were to the person we are here to judge?’

The quills stopped their scratching. The silence extended. Then, just as Petru was about to reach in and drag the hermit to the far end of the hall, and its tools of coercion, a voice came. It was gruff with disuse, barely there. Yet, because of the perfect acoustics of the hall, it carried.

‘I knew him. In some ways, better than anyone. I heard of every deed he did. I heard why he did them.’ The voice grew stronger. ‘For my name is Brother Vasilie. And I was his confessor.’

The quills began moving again, one by one, as the scribes scratched those last few words.

‘Interesting,’ the Cardinal said. ‘And leaving aside, for the moment, that you will be betraying the secrets of the shriving . . .’ He settled back into his chair. ‘Well, who would speak first then? Who would begin the tale of Dracula?’

In the first confessional, Ion Tremblac thrust forward, his face pushing out the curtain. All could see his features in the cloth, his moving mouth. ‘I will,’ he said swiftly. He had waited so long. Five years of darkness. Now, here, at last, he could see some light. There was a priest in the room; he was in a confessional. It did not matter that he had been raised in the Orthodox faith that did not use them. God, in any coat, had forsaken him long ago. But however great his sins, this was his one chance to repent, to draw Him back. To be forgiven.

‘I will,’ Ion said again, before anyone else could. ‘Because, you see, I knew him from the beginning . . .’
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The Fledgling

‘It is far easier for one to defend himself against the Turks who is familiar with them than for one who does not know their customs.’

- KONSTANTIN MIHAILOVIC, Serbian janissary
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The Hostage
 Edirne, capital of the Turkish Empire, September 1447


‘Well? Is there not one of you dullards who can speak this for me?’

Ion Tremblac stared at the curls and swoops of the Arabic letters on the tablet before him, and sighed. Quietly, for it would not do to be heard in despair. If he could not present an answer, the least required was diligent, silent striving. But the letters he’d copied down were becoming less clear, not more so. His mind was just too full! The boys had entered the classroom at dawn, and the sun was now close to its zenith. First there’d been Greek, then mathematics, then some fiendish Persian poetry. When that was done, the scholars had begun to rise, assuming by the sun’s position in the sky that the day was done and they were free. But then Hamza, their agha, their tutor, had given a teasing smile and said, ‘Let us end the day with the words of Allah, the Merciful, the All-Encompassing. Just a short verse from the Qur’an.’ The Serbian, Mardic, had actually groaned and been struck for it. Hence Ion’s inward sigh. He wanted the wooden bastinado that rested beside the tutor’s floor pillow to remain there.

‘Come, my fledglings, my young hawks. Your dullness would test the patience of the Iman of Tabriz, whose serenity was undisturbed when barbarians burned his house around him and who only asked: will someone not open the window?’

Hamza laughed quietly and leaned over his crossed legs, gazing down from his raised dais upon the seven bent heads below. He was obviously expecting some reaction to his words. None came.

‘No one?’ Now it was Hamza who sighed. ‘Go then, you stones. See if some of the Merciful’s clean air can clear your heads!’ Over the scuffle of boys rising, the little groans as limbs too long crossed were released, he added, ‘But we will return to this in the morning. And there will be no tales from Herodotus until we finish it.’

No one was faster to their feet than Ion. He would have been first through the door, too, leading his orta into the central passageway of the enderun kolej, joining the throng there of other ortas released from their studies. Now that he was standing, he could see them over the low partition walls that divided class from class in the big hall, and he ached to join them. All were silent, as was commanded, but he could see the restraint on the faces, the whoop that would erupt as soon as they cleared the doors. But he could not leave. Not when the one who sat next to him was still studying the words. Ion clicked his fingers in front of his friend’s face, the gesture obvious.

His impatience had no effect. Hamza, who had stood and was stretching his own cramped limbs, looked down at Ion and his prone companion. He studied the bent head, the midnight-black hair falling like a veil over the face, and smiled. ‘Do you have it, my young man?’

The youth’s lips moved once more in silent recitation before he looked up. ‘I believe so, Hamza agha,’ he said.

‘Then why didn’t you speak it before your classmates?’

Turd, thought Ion. Wasn’t it obvious? His friend could have answered most questions if he chose. But the rest of the orta, made up of other hostages like themselves, were jealous enough already. It was often easiest, and less bruising, to keep silent.

Hamza stepped down from the dais, into a shaft of sunlight. Beneath his black turban, his blue eyes shone in his dark face, a slight smile splitting his blond beard. Seeing him more clearly, Ion saw again that their agha was older than them, of course, but perhaps only by seven years. Until his promotion three years previously, he’d been cupbearer to the Sultan. ‘Well then,’ Hamza said, gesturing down. ‘Recite it for me, Vlad Dracula. Let me hear from your mouth the wisdom of the Holy Qur’an.’

Vlad cleared his throat, then spoke. ‘ “They will ask thee about intoxicants and games of chance. Say: In both there is great sin as well as some benefit for man; but the evil that they cause is greater than the benefit that they bring.”

‘Good.’ Hamza nodded. ‘You mispronounced perhaps three of the words. But the fact that you can pronounce Arabic at all astonishes me.’ He came closer, squatted down. ‘How many languages is it that you speak?’

Vlad shrugged. Ion spoke for his friend, excitedly. ‘Greek, Latin, Frankish . . .’

Vlad gave him a look, bidding silence. Ion knew the look and obeyed.

‘And you are fluent in Osmanlica, of course. But Arabic?’ Hamza whistled. ‘Do you strive to be a hafiz ?’

‘One who can recite all of the Qur’an?’ Vlad shook his head. ‘No.’

‘And yet you can recite much more than almost . . . anyone else I know.’ As he spoke, Hamza suddenly punched Ion on the shoulder. When he stepped out of range with a yelp of outrage, the other two laughed.

‘I . . . admire it,’ replied Vlad. ‘And I recite it because the words and the thoughts they hold are beautiful and are meant to be spoken aloud, as the Angel Gabriel spoke them to the Prophet, may peace be upon him. On a page they are just words. Out here . . .’ - he waved the air before him - ‘. . . they are energy, released.’

‘I think you are intoxicated with words, my young man.’ Hamza rested his hand on Vlad’s shoulder, leaned in. ‘We are alike in that. And perhaps their truth will lead you to other truths. Even to Allah?’

‘Ah, no. That is not the reason I learn and recite. I admire the words, yes, but . . .’

Hamza’s smile did not fade. Doubt was good, a stumble away from a fall. ‘But?’

Vlad looked up, listened to the last of the ortas leaving, the shouts, laughter and challenges, as caged youth exploded into freedom. ‘I learn to know you,’ he said. ‘Truly know you. For the Turk is the power shaking the tree of the world, and your faith is what drives you to do it. Unless I know about that, know everything about you, well . . .’ He looked back, directly into the older man’s eyes. ‘. . . How am I ever going to stop you?’

Two gasps came, from both listeners. Hamza recovered first, withdrawing his hand. ‘Do you not fear that I will punish you for such talk?’ He gestured to the bastinado, which he had left by his floor pillow.

‘For what, effendi?’

‘For your rebellious thoughts.’

Vlad frowned. ‘Why would you be surprised by them? All hostages are children of rebels. That’s why we are hostages - so that our fathers, who rule their lands by Turkish grace - continue to acknowledge their true master. Dracul, my father, gave me and my brother Radu to your . . . care, five years ago. Not so we’d receive the best education it is possible to have but so that, if he rebels again, you can kill us.’

Ion reached, took an elbow. ‘Stop . . .’

Vlad shrugged him off. ‘Why, Ion? Hamza agha knows our story. He has seen hostages come and go, live and die. He helps to give us the best of everything - food, language, philosophy, the arts of war and poetry.’ He pointed to his tablet. ‘They expose us to their faith, one of tolerance and charity, yet they do not force us to convert, for that is against the word of the Holy Qur’an. If all goes well, they send us back to our lands to deal with all their problems there for them, to pay them tribute in gold and boys, and thank them for the privilege. If all goes badly, well . . .’ He smiled. ‘Then they spill our well-educated brains upon the ground.’ He turned back. ‘Do I speak anything but the truth, effendi ? If so, beat me soundly for a liar, please.’

Hamza regarded him for a long moment, nothing in his expression. Finally, he said, ‘How old are you?’

‘I will be seventeen in March,’ came the reply.

‘It is too young to have such cynical thoughts.’

‘No, Hamza agha,’ replied Vlad softly, ‘it is only too young to be able to do anything about them.’

They stared at each other for a long moment. Then both smiled again, with Ion looking between them, excluded, suddenly jealous. He would never have the intellect of his friend; and he could plainly see that Hamza and Vlad shared something he would never be a part of.

The silence held, until the Turk rose and turned away. ‘Go, my hawk,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Your companion is desperate to fly.’

Vlad rose, too, but did not go. ‘Effendi, do you not leave us soon?’

The tutor was stooping to collect books. He straightened. ‘How have you heard what has only just been decided?’ When Vlad merely shrugged, he shook his head, continued. ‘It is true. I travel at the end of the week. On the orders of the Sultan, may Allah always send him health. You know I am not one of your ordinary aghas.’

‘I know. You are also one of the finest of the Exalted One’s falconers. Is that what you are about now?’

Ion shifted. It was not usual to ask questions of an agha, only to answer them. To question was seen as impertinence - and was punishable.

Yet the Turk did not reach for the bastinado at his feet. ‘I go to hunt,’ he said softly, ‘but not birds.’

Again Ion shifted, aching even more to be gone, away from the warning in the tone. All knew Hamza was a rising power in the state. His falconer’s title was real, for all men had a trade, against the day of  disaster - even the Sultan himself, for Murad worked metal into horseshoes, bow-rings, arrow-heads. Yet all knew also that if Hamza was about the Sultan’s business it was work of intrigue and danger. For Vlad to be even thinking about it . . .

Yet his countryman did not blink. ‘Though perhaps you may get the chance to fly? And if you do . . .’ He reached inside his lawn shirt, down to the line where it met the baggy red shalvari that swathed his legs, and pulled out a bundle wrapped in blue cloth. He held it out.

Hamza reached forward, took the bundle. The cerise silk ribbon gave with a slight tug and he unrolled the cloth. For a moment he studied what he held . . . then he slipped on the gauntlet.

‘I could only guess at the measurements,’ Vlad said. ‘I hope it . . .’

Hamza raised his hand, flexed his fingers. ‘You have a good eye, my young man. It fits . . . like a glove!’ He smiled, made a fist and lifted it into a sunbeam so he could study the polished leather of its top, the skin that must resist the grip of talon, thick and double-stitched. But beneath, on the softer leather that ran up the inside of the wrist . . . ‘What’s this?’ he asked, peering.

Ion saw golden thread woven in patterns. His Persian was better than his Arabic and he recognised it as such; then knew the words when Hamza recited them aloud. ‘ “I am trapped. Held in this cage of flesh. And yet I claim to be a hawk flying free.” ’ The teacher looked up. ‘Jalaluddin. Rumi. My favourite among the poets.’

‘And mine.’

The Turk read the inscription to himself again silently. ‘You have made free with the last line. Does not the poet say, merely, “bird”?’

Vlad’s only reply was a slight shrug.

‘Well.’ Hamza raised the glove, turning it in the light. ‘Exquisite work anyway. Now I know what trade you follow, Vlad Dracula, against the day of disaster.’ He took the gauntlet off carefully, then looked up and smiled. ‘I thank you for it. From now on, when I hunt I will wear it. And when I do, I will remember you.’

‘It is all I could desire, effendi.’

Bowing slightly, Vlad turned and made for the partition door, a relieved Ion following. They were nearly through it when Hamza’s soft voice halted them. ‘And do you consider yourself caged, my young man? Because your body is hostage to the Sultan?’

Vlad did not turn. ‘You know what else is written, effendi,’ he said softly. ‘ “I do not keep hawks. They live with me.” ’ He smiled,  although only Ion saw it. ‘And I live with you,’ he added, stepping through the door, ‘for now.’

Then he was striding down the corridor.

Ion followed, his shoulders hunched against the order to return, perhaps to the bastinado’s touch. It did not come.




—TWO —

Rivals

Vlad stood for a moment in the doorway, blinking against the light, accustoming his eyes. Thinking of Hamza. He would miss the man. For the wisdom of his teaching, nearly always delivered with words not blows. For their shared love of many things - Sufi poetry, Greek philosophy, falconry. They had flown together only once, when Hamza had taken his orta out of the kolej and into the hills. The sakers they’d borrowed from the Sultan’s mews tolerated the strangers on whose fists they sat, and three made kills of bustard, including Vlad’s. But Hamza had a shungar, a falcon as white as the snows from which it came. He flew it at fowl, at rabbit, and it killed again and again, yet always returned to the fist to nuzzle the hand for flesh. It was then Vlad had noticed his agha’s worn glove. That night, he’d begun his task while the others slept.

Mockery interrupted his memories. ‘ “And I live with you . . . for now!” ’ mimicked Ion in a whisper, as they marched toward the sunlight. ‘Do you seek to be a mystery to them?’

‘I seek to keep my enemy guessing about me, yes.’

‘Is Hamza your enemy?’

‘Of course. He’s a Turk. But I like him anyway.’

Vlad stepped from the hall into the inner court. The noonday sun cast his shadow behind him, onto his other shadow. He could sense all the questions roiling inside Ion and he smiled, wondering which one would burst to the surface first. He glanced back, then up. Had his friend gotten taller overnight? They had both grown in their five years as hostage to the Turk but Ion’s growth had nearly all been upwards and only recently out. He still walked with the stumbling gait of a colt unused to his long limbs. Whereas he . . . he would never  look down upon many men. Most men would have to step to the side to look past him but . . . he’d have liked some more height!

He stopped suddenly. Ion, trying to sort his questions, stumbled into him. ‘Heh,’ he said, surprised, instantly wary, stepping back, looking at Vlad’s hands.

‘Where are you, Ion?’

‘Where?’ Ion glanced around then realised what was meant. ‘The glove? When did you . . . why did you . . . ?’

Vlad recommenced walking, both shadows following. ‘When did I make the glove? When you were in the tavern, drooling over Brown-Browed Aisha. Why?’ He slowed. ‘I wonder that myself.’>

‘Tell me, Vlad,’ Ion chuckled, ‘for you do nothing without a reason.’

‘Do I not?’ Vlad sighed. ‘Maybe you are right. Maybe I do think too much. Well then . . .’ He blew out his lips. ‘I made it because I can, and because I delighted in the making. I gave it to Hamza because I like him.’ He glanced up. ‘Is that reason enough?’

‘No, Vlad. Because you like me. And you’ve never made me a glove, or anything else.’

‘True.’

‘So tell me.’

‘Well then.’ Vlad took a breath. ‘If you must know there are two reasons apart from the liking. One obvious to any but a simpleton. One less so.’

Ion ignored the jibe. ‘The obvious?’

‘Hamza is a power in this land. He was Murad’s cupbearer, has kept rising through the court. Not bad for a cobbler’s son from Laz. This is a man to know. To respect and to earn his respect. We may have to deal with him one day.’

‘We?’

‘The Draculesti. My father, my brothers and me. The Princes of Wallachia.’

‘Hmm! And the other reason?’

‘Does he not remind you of the Dragon?’

Ion stopped, open-mouthed. ‘Your father? Hah!’ He grinned. ‘Vlad Dracul is squat, like you . . .’>

‘Squat? Have a care!’

‘Devil-dark, green-eyed, brown-skinned, excessively hairy, like you . . .’

‘Are these men you describe or monkeys?’

‘While Hamza’ - Ion circled a wrist before his face - ‘is tall, slim, fair and nearly as handsome as me.’ He ran his hand through his long, golden hair, shook it. ‘He and I are from a race of angels, while the Draculesti . . .’

He shouldn’t have looked away while insulting his friend. Vlad took an arm, put hip to hip, and had him on his back in the dust in a moment. His face was a hand’s breadth from Ion’s. ‘What you say of my father is true. But it’s the interior I refer to. They each love life, every facet of it. And yet each would give up all of it - every pleasure, every vice - for what they believe to be right.’

A stone dug into Ion’s back. Where Vlad pinned his arm, it hurt. Provoked, he spat, ‘I thought you hated your father?’

Vlad’s face changed. Mockery died. He stood, pulling Ion to his feet. ‘Hate? Why do you say that?’

Ion brushed the dust from his shalvari. ‘Because he gave you, and your brother, to the Turks as hostages. Sent you away from all you loved - home, mother, sisters . . .’

Vlad wiped the dust from his hands. ‘I hated that he did it. The way he did it.’

‘He had no choice.’

‘No,’ Vlad said softly. ‘When you are lashed to a cart wheel, kissing the Sultan’s arse, you don’t have much control over what you do.’

Ion instantly regretted raising that memory of five years before. The Sultan’s invitation to confer at Gallipoli. The Dragon taking his two youngest sons on the embassy. But it wasn’t an embassy. It was the bringing to heel of a vassal who had played too many games on the side of the Turk’s greatest enemy: Hunyadi, the Hungarian ‘White Knight’. Dracul, fettered and powerless, did what was required. Swore to pay his annual tribute in gold and in promising boys for the enderun kolej. Swore to support only the Sultan in war. Eventually he was unchained, returned to his country. But he had to leave his sons behind as hostages to his word.

Vlad had begun walking again. Ion caught up. ‘I am sorry . . .’

‘No. It is nothing,’ Vlad replied. ‘If I hated what he did, that is past now. I understand why he did it. He did what he had to do so he could remain free and do what was right. As we all must.’ He looked back. ‘Hamza agha has taught me that. A glove, my labour upon it, is a small price to pay for such knowledge.’

They had reached the limits of the gardens of the inner court. Stepping through the doorway into the outer court, the sudden  increase in sound halted them. Hundreds of youths from all the ortas mingled there, raising voices and dust. Standing close to the entrance were the other students of their own orta. As one, Vlad and Ion tried to move the other way. Too late.

‘Vladia! Oh, Vladia!’ More kissing sounds came. ‘Your nose, how brown it is! How far up the agha’s shitter did you shove it this time?’

Vlad stopped, so Ion had to. After years in the same orta, all the hostages knew the others’ sensitivities. Vlad’s nose was one. His relationship with Hamza was another. The Serbian, Gheorghes Mardic, had hit with both. With a sigh, Ion followed Vlad to the group, each member bearing the same mocking smile on their faces, the same excitement in their eyes. This confrontation had been building for a week, since the day at the wrestling turf when Vlad had thrown both Mardics and then everyone else, one after the other. Separately, they could not defeat him. Together . . .

Vlad halted a few paces away, hands at his side. ‘You have something to say to me, Mardic Maximus?’

The larger of the Serbian brothers - and they were both hefty - nodded. ‘You heard me, Vlad . . . Nares!’ Laughter came at the title. ‘But I am happy to repeat myself. That huge thing you call your nose is covered in shit. Turkish shit.’ He peered exaggeratedly. ‘And now you are closer I can see . . . brown eyebrows! Brown in your hair!’ He nodded. ‘Did you get your whole head up the agha’s arse?’

Ion took a step to the side, so he could watch Vlad more clearly. When he smiled, Ion readied himself. It was a signal, of sorts.

The others must have thought so too for they suddenly bunched together, like a spear blade - the Serbians at the front, Petre the Transylvanian to their right, the Croatian Zoran to their left, the smaller Bosnian Constantin just behind.

‘Five to two,’ breathed Vlad, still smiling. ‘Wallachian odds.’

‘Five to three, brother.’
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