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      Letter to the reader

      
      History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and
         a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval
         London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high
         on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms
         of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again,
         you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth
         of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be
         conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first
         Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator.
         Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern
         along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will
         take you there then safely bring you back!
      

      
      The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and
         would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk
         and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.
      

      
      Paul Doherty
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      About the Author

      
      Paul Doherty is one of the most prolific, and lauded, authors of historical mysteries in the world today. His expertise in
         all areas of history is illustrated in the many series that he writes about, from the Mathilde of Westminster series, set
         at the court of Edward II, to the Amerotke series, set in Ancient Egypt. Amongst his most memorable creations are Hugh Corbett,
         Brother Athelstan and Roger Shallot.
      

      
      Paul Doherty was born in Middlesbrough. He studied history at Liverpool and Oxford Universities and obtained a doctorate at
         Oxford for his thesis on Edward II and Queen Isabella. He is now headmaster of a school in north-east London and lives with
         his wife and family near Epping Forest.
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      I, Rhodros, have listened to all the questions that fat clerk hurled at me, as well as those of his companions and other visitors
         to my dark prison cell. I know what they are trying to do. They want me to depict Drakulya as a barbarian, a born killer who
         did nothing more than execute his enemies in a barbarous fashion. This is not true. When he returned from exile a second time
         in 1456 Drakulya took up the reins of government and did more than just carry out a purge against his enemies or prepare for
         war against the Turks. True, the Boyar classes were always on his mind but you cannot blame him; as he always remarked, it
         was a rough and dangerous game he was playing. If he did not destroy them, they would destroy him. The same is true of his
         dealings with those German towns on the Wallachian frontier. They posed a constant threat to his rule, harbouring his enemies,
         interfering with the trade of the country as well as giving sustenance and comfort to traitors in Drakulya’s own court. Naturally,
         Drakulya was concerned, encircled by such a ring of enemies; only a foolish man would fall asleep if he knew he was surrounded
         by hungry wolves and Drakulya was no fool.
      

      
      Nevertheless, he did more than just jump at shadows; above all, Drakulya attempted to make his capital a place worthy of a
         ruler. Architects were hired to develop the palace. Similar works were carried out in other cities. Artists, craftsmen and
         sculptors from Wallachia and neighbouring states were invited in and given powerful patronage. Drakulya was interested in the new learning which was spreading from Italy and he was especially keen to study
         the works of the ancient Greeks and Latins. Manuscripts were bought and scholars encouraged to visit Drakulya’s court. Envoys
         from other nations visited us. The Catholic Pope sent his ambassador as did those from powerful Italian states such as Venice,
         Genoa and Milan. Even a nobleman came from England, John Tiptoft, I think his name was, though he was more interested in visiting
         the execution ground (the Valley of the Shadows) than conversing with Drakulya about the art of government. Visitors from
         France were particularly welcome, Drakulya being fascinated by stories of a woman called Jeanne d’Arc, a peasant girl who
         had managed to unite the warring French factions and lead them to ultimate victory against the English. Drakulya was curious
         about where the girl had got her power. Several times I attempted to explain that she was sent by God but I was always brusquely
         dismissed, Drakulya believing that here was a woman who had been given special powers by the Prince of Darkness. Needless
         to say when he learnt that the English had burnt her, he despised them as barbarians, claiming that it would have been worth
         a journey to France just to see a woman with such powers.
      

      
      Of course, there were always the Turks. They kept up a stream of ambassadors and envoys, some threatening, some prepared to
         negotiate. Personal messages from Mohammed, letters from Drakulya’s brother, Radu – the Prince managed to fend them off, promising
         everything and giving nothing. He believed that for the moment he was safe against the Turks for Mohammed was still consolidating
         his forces after the capture of Constantinople.
      

      
      Nevertheless, it was these very ambassadors and envoys which brought Drakulya to the brink of death. Of course, there were
         assassination attempts. On one occasion while the Prince was inspecting some building work in the palace grounds of Tirgoviste,
         some scaffolding collapsed. If Drakulya had not moved away a few seconds earlier then he would have been trapped and crushed under the rubble. The masons claimed they were innocent but Drakulya did not trust the
         German architect and had him buried alive in the palace grounds. I pointed out that the man could have been innocent. Drakulya
         replied that he did not care and it would serve as a lesson to anybody else. On another occasion we were hunting on the outskirts
         of Vlasie Forest when a crossbow bolt intended for the Prince passed between us. The palace guard attempted to capture the
         hidden assassin but to no avail. What they did find was a powerful German crossbow unknown in Wallachia but, as Drakulya bitterly
         commented, easily recognised in the city states of Brasov and Sibiu. He sent the crossbow back to Brasov with the cryptic
         message that one day he would come and deal with its owner.
      

      
      The most serious assassination attempt, however, occurred in the very palace itself. One morning, late in October 1457, the
         Palace Chamberlain came to see me in the chancery room claiming there were two Catholic monks who wished a confidential interview
         with the Prince to reveal details of an assassination plot. I followed the man down to the large antechamber of the palace
         and found the monks, members of a Catholic order, waiting for me. One of them, pulling back his cowl to reveal a tonsured
         head and thin, sallow, narrow face, introduced himself as Father Peter. I offered wine but he refused and pressed me to hear
         his story. He informed me that the previous afternoon he and his companion had lodged in an inn on the road a few miles south
         of Tirgoviste where they had overheard a conversation between a group of German travellers who were plotting to gain entrance
         into the palace to kill Drakulya by poisoning him. The man seemed genuine enough. Father Peter’s companion, a much younger
         man of rather dubious nationality, confirmed his colleague’s story, adding a description of the travellers, their number,
         individual characteristics and other details.
      

      
      Father Peter believed that now I knew the story I could convey the details to the Prince but, as they were travelling through
         Wallachia, they would appreciate a personal interview with the Voivode of whom they had heard so much. Accordingly, I took them into a small chamber behind the throne
         room where Drakulya was discussing munitions and supplies with a number of his mercenary captains. I apologised for the intrusion
         and whispered to the Prince what the monks had told me. Drakulya dismissed his captains and asked me to bring the monks into
         his chamber as he wished to interrogate them further. Father Peter and his companion quietly entered the room, their cowls
         pulled up over their heads and their hands concealed in the long sleeves of their brown habits. Drakulya eagerly waived the
         formal protocol and asked them to sit. I closed the door and stood behind them. Drakulya offered them wine which they declined.
         So the Prince lounged against the table in front of them and asked them to repeat their story.
      

      
      Father Peter leaned forward and suddenly the whole tableau in front of me burst into frenetic violence. I never really knew
         what happened. Father Peter seemed to lean forward but then continued to rise and I saw the glint of a dagger in his right
         hand aimed direct for the Prince’s throat. If he had chosen to aim lower he might have been more successful but the Prince,
         nimble as a cat, swung to one side. The assassin stumbled, lost his balance and Drakulya pushed him into the arms of his companion,
         who had also risen, pulling from beneath his habit both sword and dagger. Both of us were armed with long hunting knives,
         although the attackers’ real mistake was to under-estimate Drakulya’s reactions. I also believe that when the door closed
         behind them, they thought that I too had left the room. Nevertheless, the situation was a perilous one; ‘Father Peter’ and
         his companion, adopting the stance of professional fighting men, now circled us, each carrying a sword and dagger. I knew
         the horrible dilemma we were in. If I opened the door and called for help I would have to leave Drakulya by himself; if I
         stayed I knew that whatever aid I could give Drakulya was limited. I was a clerk not a warrior.
      

      
      
      Drakulya and I stood, our backs to the wall, while our attackers circled and feinted looking for an opening. Suddenly the
         younger one rushed in, sword and dagger held close together, one aimed at the Prince’s throat, the other at his stomach. The
         Prince dropped to one knee, feinted to the left and drove his dagger straight into the man’s belly. It happened with such
         speed that both ‘Father Peter’ and myself froze in astonishment and terror. The young man slumped to the floor, blood pouring
         from his body and mouth while Drakulya picked up his fallen sword and went on to the attack. I believe Drakulya could have
         killed him on the spot; instead he fenced and parried, thrusting and feinting, the two men circling the room like dancers
         in some deadly masque. Then it was over. Drakulya had his back to the table when the assassin suddenly lunged at him, Drakulya
         brought his sword swinging down, trapping his opponent’s weapon, while he brought the hilt of his dagger crashing into the
         side of the man’s head. ‘Father Peter’ slumped silently to the floor.
      

      
      For a few seconds Drakulya stood, chest heaving, the sweat pouring down his face, then he threw the assassin’s sword to the
         ground and sent his own dagger hurtling past my head to sink into one of the wooden pillars in the room. “Rhodros,” he murmured
         hoarsely, “if any other man had done what you did, I would have had him executed on the spot. You brought these two men into
         this chamber without asking for any proof of identification or going through the usual routine of having their persons searched!”
         I slipped my own dagger back into its sheath feeling utter despair at what had happened. The Prince was right. These two men
         had fooled me. I had acted without even thinking and that could have cost us both our lives. Moreover, I knew I had been no
         help in that short, violent brawl in the Prince’s chamber. I slumped on one of the stools, head in hands, and waited for the
         tremors going through my body and the sudden pounding of my heart to subside. “I am sorry,” I whispered. “It will not happen
         again. How could I have been so stupid? When I think what the outcome could have been . . .” my voice trailed off. Then I looked up and Drakulya was
         grinning down at me, his good temper restored. “Come, Rhodros,” he said rather wearily. “You are certainly no soldier, and
         one of the worst bodyguards a Prince could ask for but still the one and only man I can trust.” He tapped me on the shoulder.
         “Come, call the guard.” He kicked the dead assassin. “I want this rubbish removed and his companion questioned.”
      

      
      Later that same day Drakulya personally supervised the questioning of the man who called himself ‘Father Peter.’ Of course,
         he was no monk but turned out to be a Swabian by birth, a professional mercenary and assassin hired by the city fathers of
         Brasov to carry out their murder of Drakulya. At first he would not speak but then Drakulya had two iron poles driven into
         the ground in the palace grounds. The man was suspended by his wrists from them and a small fire lit beneath his naked feet;
         as the skin began to blacken, crack and then peel, he screamed for mercy, so Drakulya cut him down. ‘Father Peter’ then gave
         his story in full. How he had been recruited by the city fathers of Brasov, paid a certain amount on account and promised
         five times as much if the attempt was successful. He and his companion, also a Swabian mercenary, had been given detailed
         descriptions of Drakulya, the palace at Tirgoviste and the Prince’s habits and customs. He added the interesting note that
         most of this information had been given to Brasov by leading Boyars in Wallachia and dryly commented that they had not been
         informed of Drakulya’s superb swordmanship. He claimed he was a soldier and begged for a quick death but Drakulya would not
         grant this. He had his assailant taken to the market place at Tirgoviste and arranged for him to be torn apart by horses.
         Drakulya then had what was left of the corpse salted, pickled, and sealed in two barrels and these were sent with his compliments
         to the city fathers at Brasov.
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      After the assassination attempt Drakulya was never at ease at Tirgoviste, he was always eager to leave, constantly journeying
         around the country to implement an effective form of government based on a harsh but fair legal system. Law-breakers were
         treated with severity; thieves lost a limb for the first crime and their lives for a second offence. Whores were publicly
         branded while murderers were summarily hanged, their bodies left to rot, impaled on huge stakes. I know you have heard about
         this cruelty but harsh times demand harsh measures. I was his chancellor; I journeyed with him and saw the effects of the
         breakdown in law and order. Villages and hamlets totally wiped out by marauders; houses became black charred heaps, whilst
         the young girls and boys were hustled quickly across the Danube to the Turkish slave markets. The lawlessness also affected
         trade, both on road and river; convoys were regularly ambushed, the merchants tortured and slain and their goods taken. The
         offenders were usually landless men, mercenaries taking advantage of the civil war and Turkish incursions to reap a rich harvest.
      

      
      Drakulya responded by building citadels at Bucharest, Rucar and other towns. These were heavily garrisoned with professional
         soldiers. Their main task was to crush the marauding bandit bands using the Vlasie Forest and the lonely hills as lairs to
         prey on travellers or the unprotected communities of the Wallachian Plain. Drakulya always believed in setting an example.
         On one occasion, shortly after coming to the throne, he personally led an expedition against the most notorious band of marauders led by a father and
         son. This group were eventually cornered and trapped in one of the many narrow gorges which score the flanks of the Carpathian
         foothills. All the marauders were immediately cut down but the father and son were seized and taken prisoner. The son was
         a young man of about nineteen summers. He was led away while Drakulya entertained the father in his camp. At first nervous,
         the bandit leader began to relax under Drakulya’s cajolery and persuasive flattery, hoping perhaps that Drakulya would grant
         him a pardon and amnesty. Drakulya liberally supplied his guest with drink from his own wineskin and eventually said he would
         serve “his guest” with a rare dish. I was not there when the incident occurred but Drakulya had a piece of meat well garnished
         with spices and herbs served up to the bandit leader. As soon as the bandit leader had taken a few bites and expressed his
         appreciation Drakulya asked him, “By what right do you prey on the citizens of my country?” The man did not answer, his mouth
         gorged with the rich, red meat he was chewing. “Do you know what meat you are eating?” Drakulya continued. The man shook his
         head, his chin streaming with juices. “Have you not been wondering what happened to your son?” Drakulya asked. “Even a jackal
         looks after its own offspring and does not eat them as you are doing now!” The man spat out what he was eating and retched
         violently, spitting and cursing Drakulya as his arms were pinioned by two guards. Drakulya simply ignored this, leaned forward
         and slapped the man hard around the face. He then ordered the bandit leader to be hanged, his body to be cut up in quarters
         and displayed on one of the main river crossings.
      

      
      Drakulya also concentrated on eradicating the hordes of landless men who shirked any employment and became professional beggars,
         filling the streets and market places of the town and harassing travellers and lonely farmsteads. They did this with impunity,
         often in organised gangs, with banners displaying mottoes such as “We are looking for a master, but if God is good then we won’t find one.” Drakulya had
         the leader of one of these organised begging guilds brought before him at Tirgoviste and asked him why he did not take up
         regular employment. This individual had the temerity to reply, “Your Excellency, the furrier works his fingers day and night
         but does not get anything out of it; the tailor works all his life and ends up a shadow. Most craftsmen die and are buried
         with their empty collection plate and a long list of debts.”
      

      
      “Yes,” Drakulya replied, curbing his anger. “These men die but they do so honourably, while you live off their sweat. You
         are useless to humanity. You are a thief, much worse than the masked robber of the forest from whom a person can escape. You,
         however, take the belongings of others bit by bit. I swear,” Drakulya continued, almost shouting, “that you and your sort
         will be cleared from my land!”
      

      
      Surprisingly the man was dismissed without any form of punishment but in the late spring of 1457 Drakulya, mimicking a story
         he had heard from the Christian Gospel, invited these begging guilds to a great feast in the market-place at Tirgoviste. All
         the roads into the capital were busy for days as these rogues and their families invaded Tirgoviste. The Prince was deluged
         with petitions and requests from citizens, merchants and city officials that his invitation be revoked and these people dispersed,
         but Drakulya ignored these ordering me to open the storehouses and provide the beggars with cloaks and coats. Then on the
         appointed day, I think it was around the Catholic feast which marks the beginning of their Lent, the beggars were taken from
         the market-place to a large empty house where tables had been set and covered with food. I accompanied Drakulya there to welcome
         these hordes with open arms. The rogues applauded him, cheering him to the rafters, extolling his generosity as a benevolent
         prince but Drakulya, eyes cold, face impassive, beckoned them to the tables, inviting them to begin their feast. They had
         a banquet, gorging themselves on the rich meats and sweet wines until many of them simply lay on the floor in a stupour of drunkenness.
         Drakulya withdrew from the house, taking me and other retainers with him. I then noticed that the entire building had been
         surrounded by a group of his most hard-bitten mercenaries in full battle dress. As soon as the Prince left the house, these
         closed and barred all doors and then began to unload from nearby carts large bundles of wood which they soaked in oil and
         at a sign from the Prince, despite my astonished outcries, set alight. There was a faint wind blowing and within a short while
         the blaze rose high on all sides round the house, the flames licking hungrily at the old dry timbers. I stood aghast as shouts,
         shrieks and yells of pain came from the people enclosed there. The sound was horrendous until the roaring flames and crashing
         timbers silenced them for ever. Drakulya watched the flames die down and turned to me. “Well, Rhodros?” he smiled. “You can
         now say there are no poor in my country!”
      

      
      Incidents such as these struck terror into the hearts and minds of the law-breakers. Within a few months what was an endemic
         and serious social problem was eventually eradicated from the country. Men will say that Drakulya was cruel, ruthless and
         without pity. All I can write in his defence is that if he was, then he was better than the ravenous human wolves he so ruthlessly
         hunted down. Certain mealymouthed clerics and penny-pinching lawyers protested at his actions but in the main the enforcement
         of law and order was welcomed widely by the communities and, above all, the peasants of the principality.
      

      
      Although Drakulya concentrated on domestic matters, he also maintained a close watch on affairs beyond his border. At the
         council meeting of January 1457 he had promised retaliation against the Saxon merchants of Transylvania, who had broken their
         commercial agreements with him and were now harbouring and sheltering members of the rival Danesti family. Drakulya was still
         busy enforcing law and order at home and had already loaned troops to assist his cousin Stephen in Moldavia. But in the early summer of 1457 he sent
         Theodore on a lightning raid across the Transylvanian border into the areas around the city of Sibiu. Theodore burnt, pillaged
         and destroyed castles, villages and farmsteads around the city, the news of his atrocities filtering back. Prisoners were
         not taken but men, women and children were either cut down in their own homes or impaled alive before Theodore’s troops withdrew
         from the area. Nevertheless, it would be wrong to blame Theodore for these barbarities. Drakulya openly welcomed them, informing
         awestruck Boyars and Wallachian merchants that he would have no Saxon city interfering in the domestic matters of his realm.
         Theodore took certain leading Saxon merchants prisoner and these were escorted to the capital of Tirgoviste, where Drakulya
         summarily tried them for treason and had them impaled alive on long poplar stakes in a narrow gorge which ran along the north
         side of the city.
      

      
      The practice of impalement was common in the areas; Drakulya had used it before but only to display the corpses of people
         he had killed. These important Saxon merchants were the first of thousands to be impaled alive in that macabre spot which
         soon became known as the Valley of the Shadows. I never attended the impalements, nor did Mihail, but Drakulya watched every
         one, commenting and joking with his soldiers at the pathetic attempts of the prisoners to cover their naked bodies or claw
         at the stakes driven up into their bowels in a vain effort to fend off a horrendous death. Once the men were dead, a deputation
         of the leading Boyars from the city came and asked the Prince for the bodies to be removed. Drakulya refused, caustically
         commenting that he intended to plant an orchard in that valley which would shock the world. Yet, if Drakulya had thought that
         the Saxon merchants would heed the lesson of Sibiu, then he was disappointed. They retaliated by seizing Wallachians in their
         provinces and hurling them from the city walls while they openly proclaimed their support for Drakulya’s leading Danesti rival,
         Danicul.
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      During the winter months of 1457 and 1458 Drakulya concentrated his energies on building up supplies and massing troops along
         the Transylvanian border. He recalled his own mercenaries from Moldavia and seized any Transylvanian on Wallachian soil, had
         them taken to the town of Campalung and, in November 1458, had them all publicly burnt alive. In this he was virtually given
         a free hand for the Hungarian king, Ladislaw, was in the throes of a violent conflict with Hunyadi’s second son, Matthew Corvinus,
         whom both Drakulya and I had met at our celebrated meeting at Bran Castle. In the early spring of 1459 when the snows had
         melted from the mountain passes, Drakulya, Mihail and myself travelled to Rucar, now the headquarters of Drakulya’s campaign
         against the Saxon cities of Brasov and Sibiu. A few days after our arrival there and following a meeting with Theodore and
         his captains, Drakulya ordered the entire Wallachian forces into Transylvania.
      

      
      The invasion took the form of five or six (I forget how many) mounted columns, which crossed the border moving quickly and
         stealthily to a fixed assembly point. No foot soldiers were taken and very little supplies, the columns being instructed to
         carry only provisions for a few days until enough stores had been captured. It was a brilliant campaign. The columns in the
         west manifested themselves and gave the impression of a massive attack on Sibiu, whereas Drakulya’s real intention was to
         punish the city of Brasov. He had the advantage of surprise and stealth as well as excellent communications between each of the columns. The
         merchants of Sibiu immediately sent to Brasov for help, which the city fathers sent, oblivious to the main Wallachian force
         under Drakulya now quartered at Zeyding, a small town on the edge of the Transylvanian plain.
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