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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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One



It is dark outside. I can see that through the prison window high in the wall, my only hour glass for the time and the seasons. There is an evening breeze, a welcome relief from the stench of this cell which draws the rats who, every night, regularly check to see if I am still alive. There must be a moon. I can hear some lonely wolf howling its protests at it, drowning the squeak of the long-horned skull-faced bats who soar through the night. I know that I am going to die. For me, there will be no pardon or remission, and I find I do not really care. I have lived a long life. At sixty-two one could even call me a survivor. I have seen the empires of the east and the west and tasted the best and worst of each. I have seen the famous rise and fall, as well as sights that you would only expect to see in the very gates of hell. Rows of bodies, young and old, male and female, impaled on thick, light brown stakes. Heads rolling and bobbing in the dust, eyes staring, tongues out. I have seen the crash and clamour of battle. The silken luxury of court and the subtle intricacies of clever men. I have felt every sensation any living man could expect to experience and all because of the Prince I served. Yes, because of him they are going to kill me. In fact, they are going to kill me because they maintain that he was not a man but a devil.

I must pause. They want a confession from the beginning, so . . . My name is Rhodros. I am a Greek by birth, a Rumanian by adoption and the lifelong friend and servant of him they term Vlad Tepes, Vlad the Impaler, Kazikulu Bey, son of the Dragon, the scion of Satan, that Lord of Darkness, the Lord Count Drakulya, Voivode of Wallachia.

Yet, I hurry, even dead, the Prince draws me on and I must go back to the beginning. I was born a Greek on the island of Rhodes and captured by Ottoman Turks when I was only a child of nine or ten summers. The Ottomans had brought their long, sharp-beaked ships into one of the many small ports and harbours of the island. They came for wood and provisions but stayed for plunder. Their assault on my village was sharp, quick and decisive, attacking at dawn, just as the sun rose. They surrounded the village, their kettle-drums beating and their green banners flying. The attack was led by yellow-coated Janissaries whilst their officers stood on a nearby hillock and watched its progress. Each hut was razed to the ground, the old being immediately killed, the women methodically raped and then the able-bodied survivors herded together, ropes were thrown round our necks and we were ordered to march back to their ships. No one came to help us. My mother had died in childbirth. My father, the local priest, was rash enough to offer resistance and so died at his own altar, his throat cut from ear to ear. I remember feeling shocked but not sad at this, as my relationship with my father was negligible and, with all the selfishness of a child, I was more curious about what was going to happen to me. Naturally, I had heard stories about the cruelty and the rapacity of the Turks, and was fearful of either a short life or a lingering death. Circumstances proved it was neither.

We were bundled aboard galleys and within days I was delivered to the slave markets in the principality of Karaman in Western Anatolia. Life aboard ship was pleasant enough. I was physically examined by an eunuch, whose black, blank eyes, flabby fingers and sharp questions about my health frightened me more than the yellow-coated Janissaries or the fierce-looking seamen, who manned the sails and directed the hooked galley in its swift progress back to Turkish waters. I remember seeing these rowers grasping the oars, their muscle-bound backs straining under cruel whips, and I became frightened that I too would be forced to join them. I eventually confessed my fears to the eunuch, but he laughed and explained that I was not a convict and the Turks needed young, strong, intelligent Christians for their armies, to serve their great sultan, Murad II, friend of Allah and the Scourge of Christians, who had vowed to take the fabulous city of Constantinople before he died. The eunuch was right. I did not join the oarsmen, but he was wrong in other things. Murad never took Constantinople and I was never trained in the Turkish army. Instead, once I arrived in Karaman, I was examined once again by a slave master, an ex-Christian, an apostate priest, who questioned me carefully and appraised me knowingly. Afterwards, I was kept apart from the rest of the slaves and, following a brief conversation with a fierce-looking Turkish captain, the slave master informed me that I was to be taken to the fortress of Egrigoz to be trained as a clerk and scribe for the garrison there.

I was quite happy with this change of life. The village on Rhodes had been dull and I now had seen more in a few weeks than I had in my young life. My Turkish captors were not as cruel as village gossip and allegations had painted them. They were cultivated men. Superb horsemen who admired courage and intelligence, and endowed with a vision of themselves as the world’s conquerors.

The villages and towns I passed through were clean, well ordered, and I was treated well for a slave; fed, clothed and looked after with a certain amount of affection. When one of the escort soldiers became drunk and attempted to become familiar with me, a curse which afflicts many of the Turks, the man was beaten and after that I was left alone. I was young, strong and determined to adapt to the best of my capability. So impressed was I with my new Turkish masters that I even relaxed, and that was a mistake. The Turks are like children. Clever, brilliant and gentle once they have established their supremacy but if this supremacy is ever challenged, then the consequences are terrible. Just before we reached Egrigoz, I was given a fair example of this. There was a number of captives being sent to the area and among them were two young Bulgars. They openly resented captivity and they made no secret of their determination to escape. One night they were foolish enough to implement this scheme, attempting to cross a nearby river but they never even reached the water. They were captured and awakened the whole camp with their shouting and screaming. The next morning I looked round the village to see where they had been held captive, or for their corpses if they had been summarily killed. I asked the captain of our escort but I could not understand his answers. When I pressed him further, he simply tapped the side of his nose and smiled knowingly, telling me to rejoin the rest of the group for our morning meal of milk and the tough rye bread provided by the villagers.

We then recommenced our march but, before we had travelled a mile outside the village, we came across the two Bulgars. They were still alive and I almost fainted when I saw what the Turks had done to them. Our route was bordered by poplar trees and the Bulgars had been impaled on one of these trees. Two of the stoutest branches had been pruned and sharpened and the Bulgars impaled, the stakes forcing themselves up into the young men’s entrails so that death was certain but very slow. Pools of blood and excrement dripped beneath them and I was so sickened and revolted that I had to be helped along by one of the Turkish soldiers. He became concerned and, lifting me up, told me to lie face down in one of the carts which carried provisions and arms. He stroked my hair, speaking soothingly in a broken mixture of Greek and Turkish. The message was simple. I was not to distress myself but to remember the lesson of what had happened to those who disobeyed their Turkish masters. I learnt the lesson well that day, vowing never to try and escape but to accommodate and adapt myself to Turkish customs.

Eventually, after a steep climb up the south-eastern slope of Mount Kociadag, we reached Egrigoz. If I had entertained any hope of escaping, then this fortress would have convinced me otherwise; dominating the approaches into the Balkans, it was surrounded by mountains and thick forests of oak, pine and beech. The area was virtually impassable except by well known roads and routes and over these the fortress kept very careful watch. The fortress of Egrigoz was under a provincial governor, Barach. An Anatolian by birth, he was now a fanatical Muslim. Short, fat, with a wispy white beard, he looked a genial uncle but appearances were deceptive. He had eyes like obsidian flint and a heart even harder. He was ruthless and cruel, and made this obvious when he first addressed us in the dusty courtyard of the fortress.

“Prisoners,” he announced. “You are now servants of the great Murad, Sultan, Conqueror, Defender of the Faithful. You are Kepuknen, the Sultan’s slaves. You are his; body, soul and mind. Serve him well and fear nothing, but betray the trust he has in you and I will personally crucify you on these castle walls.”

We had no reason to doubt him. We had entered the main castle gate under the decomposing body of some miscreant who had clearly forgotten the great trust the Sultan had in him. Once Barach had finished speaking, our escort left us and we were broken into groups, I and other young boys being hustled into a room at the base of the central tower. We were ordered to squat in a cold damp corridor under a watchful guard and then interviewed in a small but luxurious cell by one of the eunuchs, a Wallachian Kayzan, who had lost his nation and his testicles many years before. Like most eunuchs he was bald, very plump and almost glowed in ostentatious dress, inexpensive costume jewellery and even cheaper perfume. His flesh was white, though tinged with a yellow sallowness, and his small black eyes pierced the rough puffed tissues of skin. He finally interviewed me, running soft podgy hands lightly over my body, muttering softly to himself. I cursed him in Greek and nearly fainted with fright when he suddenly stopped his examination, stared at me and then began to talk Greek with an accent so peculiar to Rhodes that I thought he was mimicking me.

“Why are you cursing me, boy?” he demanded.

“Because I am afraid,” I replied.

“Why?”

“Because,” I answered, “I do not know what will happen to me. I do not want to happen what . . .”

“Has happened to me?” he interjected.

I nodded and expected the worst. Yet Kayzan was not angry. He simply stared at me and then laughed like a girl, head thrown back, as he rocked to and fro on the thick purple carpet, clapping his hands so that the bracelets on his wrists jingled and danced. Eventually he stopped and became grave.

“You are too old for castration,” he replied shortly. “But what good are you? A stable boy? A soldier?” He paused and squinted at me. “Maybe a decoration for our main gate.” He watched my terror rise, and suddenly rose swiftly for a man of such bulk and towered over me, his jewelled hands now concealed in the sleeves of his voluminous silken robes.

“No,” he grumbled. “You will be called Rhodros. You have a quick mind and you shall be a clerk.”


Two



So began my long stay at Egrigoz. The fortress was well built, not just the wooden stockades you Roman peasants call a castle. Egrigoz was fortified with stone hewed from local quarries and built on a natural plateau on the side of the mountain. It was a septagon, the focal points being the seven rounded towers or donjons, each of these connected by the outer wall. The largest donjon covered the main gate and controlled the main pathway up to the castle. The walls were reinforced with brick to withstand enemy fire, as well as being protected by the conventional crenellated battlements. The courtyard was immense, containing makeshift huts, outhouses, stables and smithies and served as both as a parade ground and execution area. Whilst in the centre was a deep well which provided the clearest water I have ever drank. I also learnt that there were secret places, grottoes beneath the castle, dungeons and store houses. They also served, as I later found out, as a natural temple for Kayzan and his attempts to master the black arts.

The castle was a miniature example of Ottoman administration. Barach was the commander with overall control of a mixed fighting force. This included a group of the Janissaries, under a young officer, Selim. The Janissaries were fanatical fighters; born as Christians, they had been taken from their parents when very young and sent to Edirne on the Black Sea for education and indoctrination. The Janissaries would obey Barach but reluctantly, as they owed allegiance directly to the Sultan. The rest of the military force was comprised of regular infantrymen or Yayas, and Musselmen, men who formed part of the local Timur, holding land direct from their commander, Barach. These farmed the rich valleys in return for military service and formed an uneasy alliance with the professional Janissaries who tended to look down on them.

The civil administration was nominally under Barach, but a Council of eunuchs oversaw and administered the many departments of the castle. Kayzan was part of this, with direct responsibility for records, and I was assigned to his service. He was an expert teacher and I was an able pupil with a gift for languages and I soon acquired a working knowledge of Greek, Latin, Turkish as well as the local lingua franca and dialects of the surrounding provinces. Kayzan also broadened my vision of the world. He showed me carefully drawn maps and I marvelled at the artists’ ability to capture the world on canvas. I remember Kayzan’s bejewelled podgy hands flickering over the stained vellum as he divided the world North of the Middle Sea into three great areas. To the West lay the great Frankish Christian kingdoms of Spain, France, the Italian States, and the sprawling Empire of the Hapsburgs. To the East, in Armenia and around the Black Sea was the Empire of the Faithful under the benevolent rule of the House of Ottoman, intent on the destruction of the last great Christian stronghold there, the fabled Constantinople. Then Kayzan pointed to the middle, the lands sandwiched between Hungary to the West, the Black Sea to the East, the Ottomans in the South and the ice cold Russias to the North.

“This,” said Kayzan, speculatively tapping the area with a long purple-stained fingernail, “is the killing ground. The area our most noble Sultan has to take.”

I peered closer and saw for the first time in my life the three provinces of Transylvania, Moldavia and Wallachia. Strange is it not? How names on a map can later become one’s destiny? Perhaps I realised it then for I began to shiver. Kayzan looked at me oddly, shoved the maps away and ordered me to wrap up closer against the cold.

So my life slipped away. I became a clerk, an important one in the castle administration, a trusted servant whom Kayzan came to rely on. I entered my manhood, had my first woman and decided that was preferable to the gropings of dirty, drab soldiery. I adopted the Muslim faith and reneged on that of my father, yet in my heart I cared for neither and believed there was no God. Life in the castle reinforced such a view. In the main it was routine, like any garrison. There were births, marriages and deaths. I made friends and was invited down into the cool dark forests, to the villages in their clearings and the occasional wild party to honour someone whom I would forget within days. Sometimes I went hunting with Selim, the commander of the Janissary corps. A taciturn man, he was an expert in weapons and close hand-to-hand combat. He taught me a great deal but I declined further lessons when I realised that he only used them to get close to me. Surprisingly he never took offence. He accepted everything as fate and only showed emotion over his men and their prospects of war. There was little of that in the area. We were an outpost far from the conflict in the misty marshes of the Danube, or on the blue waters of the Golden Horn. The garrison’s main duty was to protect trade routes and crush incipient rebellion. Selim fulfilled such duties with zeal.

In the main, the local population was quiescent and in my long years at Egrigoz there was only a tax revolt. The first notification Barach had of this was a rider who pummelled his exhausted horse through the main gate, yelling excitedly about rebellion. I remember it was early autumn and the man had been part of a tax-collection party who had been despatched to collect the annual tribute once the harvest of oil, maize and corn were in. The previous winter had been hard. The peasants had argued over the assessment, fighting had broken out and the party of tax-collectors had been wiped out, except for this one refugee who knelt in the dust before Barach and breathlessly informed him of what had happened.

Grey figures in a dark dream, yet I still remember Barach, standing hands on hips, lips pursed as he listened to the man’s tale. A deathly silence had fallen over the castle and everyone stopped, no one dared speak. I came out with Kayzan from our office in one of the great donjons, and I had the impression that everyone in the castle was holding their breath, fascinated by the tableau before them. The tax-collector was now silent and Barach simply scuffed the dirt with his sandal. He nodded and smiled as if he had listened to a good story and turned; I thought he was walking away, but then he swung back quickly. I saw the glint of his scimitar which appeared like magic in his hand. There was a hum and the tax-collector jerked, his body fell sideways spurting a long column of blood, while his head jumped and turned like a leather ball. Barach tossed his scimitar to a nearby guard, barked orders to Selim and strode back into the tower. I stood there stunned at the speed and ferocity of Barach, but Kayzan simply smiled.

“Remember, Rhodros,” he murmured, “the two great rules I taught you?”

“Never fail,” I replied, “and if you do, never go back to report it.”

“Good,” Kayzan smiled at me and held a sweet-scented pomader to his nose. “Never forget them. Now let us return. We are going to be busy.”

The next morning Selim paraded his Janissaries before the governor and then marched his entire corps through the main gate and down the narrow approach path. Scouts had been despatched earlier to clear the route and a short while after the regular beat of the kettledrums had faded into the distance, a squadron of cavalry, together with the supply corps, also left the castle. There was no doubt about the outcome. Two days later guards on the castle walls noticed columns of smoke rising up above the trees. Barach was unperturbed, he quickly moved his great bulk up to the parapet, looked thoughtfully across the forest and came down. A few days later Selim returned. I, with the rest of the garrison, turned out to watch them swagger in. The Janissaries had evidently camped near the fortress the night before to change into the dark blue parade uniforms and magnificent white felt headgear. Selim and his leading officers had taken care to adorn their hats with multi-coloured magnificent Bird of Paradise plumes.

“They knew they would be victorious?” I asked, turning to Kayzan.

The eunuch shrugged. “Of course. The Turks go to war as if they had been invited to a wedding.”

Behind the Janissaries, I could see the bobbing heads of the cavalry, the light dust of their passage hiding the piteous miscreants who stumbled behind them with halters round their necks. They were peasants, small dark and now broken. Their clothes in rags and their faces and bodies covered with bruises and open sores.

Selim paraded his men in front of Barach. A short, formal verbal report was given and the prisoners led in front of him but Barach hardly spared them a glance. He turned to the silent stranglers standing behind him and muttered a few words. The black Nubians moved forward, seized the prisoners and hustled them up to the old battlements. The halters of the prisoners were then fixed to iron rings and the men thrown like rags over the walls. They must have died immediately, but their bodies swung there for a week and were only taken down when they began to smell. I later learnt these were the lucky ones. Selim had devastated villages, roasting men, women and children alive on beams from their own homes. I did not think it was an impressive victory but I kept my mouth shut for prudent men live long lives while brave men often never see middle age.

So my years of training continued. Barach grew older and more autocratic. He was never replaced for the fortress was part of his Timur – the land granted to him by the Sultan for military service. Selim also stayed. I later discovered that his posting to Egrigoz, far from the battle front, was a punishment. He had insulted a powerful nobleman and this was his exile. Kayzan told me this, adding that Selim had been three times lucky. When I asked why three times, Kayzan winked.

“Why? Because he kept his head, his balls and his rank. A very lucky man.”

Then it was back to my lessons. I studied Greek, Latin and Arabic. Kayzan, a hard taskmaster, also gave me copies of the writings of the great philosophers, Aristotle, Plato, Averroes, Avicenna, and the teachings of his favourite philospher, Iby Khaldun. I studied both the Bible and the Koran and the reasons why the Koran was the real source of truth. Kayzan, however, was an indifferent theologian. He maintained that he never really believed in anything that his sharp eyes and fat fingers could not grasp, although I later found out the real reason for his lack of religious zeal. The eunuch’s real passion was languages and history and he daily lectured me on the growing power of the Sultan and the intricate politics of Eastern Europe. How the Sultan would take Constantinople, destroy the Byzantine Empire and then sweep west across the Danube and into the soft green plains of Hungary, Poland and Austria. Time and again, as we pored over his precious maps, he would jab his fat finger at the three provinces of Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania – the ‘killing ground’– I can still remember his rote questions.

“Why must the Sultan conquer these provinces, Rhodros?”

“Because, Master, they would threaten his Excellency’s march to the west.”

“Why?”

“Because, Master, they would cut his lines of communication if he marched west.”

“And what else?” (often accompanied by a slap).

“Because, Master, they would always be a threat to the lands that Allah, in his goodness, has turned over to his Vice-Regent on earth to be his Pashalik.”

Kayzan would nod his agreement and go on to mention the Christian leaders, particularly Sigismund, the Western Emperor, and his underlings in the ‘killing-ground’. Drakulya’s family was never mentioned. In my innocence, I believed that because I was far from God, I was also far from Satan. Little did I know that Satan had singled me out for special attention.

Nevertheless my life was not all scholarship. When I reached early manhood, I and other boys began our harsh physical training. A daily bath in icy water and a weekly manicure. I had to shave twice a week when I began to grow a beard although, after a while, Kayzan allowed me to grow a moustache to hide my slight hair-lip. I knew I was no great beauty with my short, sturdy stature, blond hair and cleft palate. I did not mind. It cooled the ardour of the soldiers who searched for others to be their bum-boys. Kayzan maintained that my only assets were my memory and my blue eyes – flints of ice, he used to call them – the best assets for any scribe. I helped him with the archives, the sorting, coding and storage of documents. I liked the work and, as the seasons passed, Kayzan began to rely on me more and more. Selim, who seemed to like my company as I grew older, tried once more to teach me to be a swordsman but then dismissed me as “too short in the arm”. Instead, he taught me how to use the spear and dagger, though he maintained that I would never be a soldier. (My life proved otherwise.) He also supplied me with my girls, interesting experiences I was always prepared to repeat. But there was never love nor marriage. Something had died in me. I never realised what, but I knew there was something dead. Why should I bring children into a world inhabited by the likes of Tarach, Kayzan and Selim, supply lambs for wolves to prey upon? I later learnt that in the forests of our minds, there were even more terrible predators.


Three



As I said, Kayzan began to trust me. I was no threat to him and, I suspect, I became the son he would have liked. His main pleasure, like Selim, was food and his wealth was spent on dates, plums and prunes from Egypt, thick, syrupy honey, butter packed in ox-hides from across the great river, and a powdery jelly-like sweet which he doted on, called Rahat Lokium. I tried it once and ate too much. I was sick for days. Even now, in the stench and dirt of this cell, the very thought of it makes me nauseous. Kayzan, of course, also loved his maps, manuscripts and books but there were other things. On a number of occasions, at night, I saw him leave our sleeping chamber (I slept on a pallet in his room) and not return till shortly before dawn. He would then sleep and wake looking haggard, eat little and, for the rest of that particular day, I knew we would work in complete silence in the record room.
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