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			Now…

			It’s no exaggeration to say that I created the world we live in today. While I can hardly be blamed for political divides or the poverty and wars that have crippled the world, I’m responsible for an entirely different type of monster.

			You see, vampires exist because of me. And that’s a weight I’m destined to carry for all time.

			I’d like to tell you that it’s a long and complicated story, but the fact of the matter is that it’s not. In fact, it’s a rather simple story. Bloody and terrifying, but simple.

			I am from Wallachia—the region you would call Romania, today. Or, even better, what the movies like to refer to as Transylvania. I dearly miss my homeland. The rolling hills and the deep forests where I practiced magic with my mother, Isabella, are still deeply ingrained in my heart. The Carpathian Mountains looming to the North, the tranquility of the Danube River: when I am able to get a good bit of sleep—yes, during the day, as all of the legends suggest—I dream vividly, and in my dreams, I am taken back to those forests. I catch glimpses of the boy I once was, the normal human boy with only a bright and beaming future ahead of him. I miss that boy just as much as I miss Wallachia.

			We were a proud nation. Our military forces are smaller than those surrounding us—smaller than the Ottoman Empire’s, who repeatedly sought to overrun us—and yet we persevered. Very often, despite inferior numbers, we were the aggressor. We fought off those who would seek to dominate us. All because of my father: Vlad Drăculea. 

			History would have you believe my father was either a vicious warlord or a savior. It’s not that simple, however. As ruler of Wallachia, he was both, and yet he was neither. He was a complex man, and hard. But he had to be. To defend us, to defend our people and our borders, he had to be more than a man. More than a father.

			

			He had to be a legend.

			This put a strain on our relationship. Especially because, as I grew older, I chose to spend my time deep in our forests, learning magic with my mother, learning arcane secrets both natural and unnatural instead of fighting at his side like my brothers. He was never quite sure what to do with me. He knew my loyalties lay with him and Wallachia, and he also knew that it was my mother’s magic—and mine—that kept them safe in battle. He seemed fined with this most of the time, but I think it started to simply eat away at him as I got older. I didn’t have the warrior’s spirit. The fires of conquest didn’t burn within my heart like it did in my brothers’, and because of this, my father always saw me as something of a puzzle. I have no doubt that he loved me just as much as my brothers, but there was always a vague, unnamable distance between us. I never blamed my father for that distance. I well knew the pressures of his rule and the threats he faced—most specifically the Ottoman Empire. They were an ever-looming threat, for they wanted to overrun us, make us a vassal state that would pay tribute to them. 

			

			The Ottoman Empire was pressing us to pay them a jizya—an infidel tax—because we refused to convert to Islam, refused to follow the teachings of their prophet, Muhammad. Of course, my father being who he was, not only refused...but sought to make the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire pay for what he saw as rash disrespect. 

			This is why my father is also known as Vlad the Impaler.
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			Then…

			“How dare he? How. Dare. He. A tax on us? Tribute? Because we won’t follow his false prophet?”

			Vlad Drăculea seethed as he leaned forward in his chair at the head of the table, his jaw clenched in anger, his shoulders bulging. “Mehmed will pay for this.”

			His advisors abruptly started talking at once all around the table, each trying to drown the other out in their attempt to make themselves heard. There was a chorus of men protesting Drăculea’s pronouncement or expressing their lamentation at the thought of defying Mehmed, the Sultan of the Ottomans. Through the incoherent babble, Drăculea could hear their fear. Fear of the Turks, of Mehmed, of death and destruction. Vlad despised fear, and he would not have it in his court.

			

			To his satisfaction, his sons—Mihnea cel Rău and Mircea—sat silently at the other end of the table, their faces cast in stone. They believed in him completely and utterly, knew that in order to persevere they must show no fear. That even if they felt it deep in their flawed hearts, they must push past it. He knew that no matter the odds they would follow him into any fight, wet their swords with the blood of their enemies, and bathe in their viscera, regardless of their ultimate end. And they would do it with a fierce battle song in their hearts.

			His third son, Andrea Dracul, was not present. This was no surprise. He had come to expect Andrea’s absence during these advisory meetings. Andrea was deep in the woods with his mother, Isabella, at their Scholomance, studying ancient and arcane magics and mysteries. In one sense, Drăculea felt an odd pride in his son for taking to his mother’s lessons so aptly. Drăculea believed with his all his heart that when they rode into battle, they would be protected by the magics Andrea and his mother called down upon them. Another part of him, however, lamented. Andrea was his eldest. He should be here at the opposite end of the table, as his second command. 

			Vlad pushed those thoughts away and slammed his fist down on the wooden table before him. “Enough! I will not have cowards at my table!”

			His advisors fell silent. To his left, his chief advisor, Alexandru Baciu, cleared his throat. A tall man with broad shoulders and a granite face, he was easily one of Vlad Drăculea’s fiercest supporters with the most steadfast of hearts. “Alexandru, what say you?”

			“The Sultan’s envoys, Hamza and Katabolinos, are on their way,” Alexandru rumbled in his deep, cavernous voice. “They know about our pact with Corvinus and the Hungarians. This envoy is an ambush. I’m sure of it.”

			Vlad sat back, his mind churning as he rubbed his chin through his beard. “They’ll cross the Danube on their way here, yes?” 

			Alexandru nodded. The others looked to Vlad Drăculea, awaiting his word.

			“Then we send a detachment of men immediately, have them lie in wait, and take them. We will send a message to Mehmed that our borders are not to be crossed by them, ever.”

			The man to his immediate right, Marius Albescu, grunted. He was a short, stout man, fierce in the heat of battle but cautious in all things leading up to the fight. “We cannot match his forces, Vlad. We may take his envoys and kill them, but the Sultan’s response will be swift and terrible. Perhaps we should pay the jizya and be done with it.”

			This time Vlad Drăculea didn’t pound the table. Indeed, he felt his anger turning cold and frigid, hardening his resolve while at the same time bringing with it an icy calm. “No. We will not pay tribute to anyone, and if Mehmed sends his forces into Wallachia, they will pay with every drop of blood flowing through their veins. I swear it.” Then, to Alexandru, he said, “When do we expect the envoy to cross the Danube?”

			“Nightfall, at the earliest.”

			Vlad Drăculea nodded. “Send a detachment of men and have them lie in wait. They are to take the envoys alive and bring them before me. Go, now.”

			

			Alexandru nodded. He pushed away from the table and left the room. 

			Drăculea leaned forward, elbows on the table, fingers steepled before him. “There is a Turkish fortress in Giurgiu. It is too close for my liking. It is time we send Mehmed a message that Wallachia is not for the taking and that he should leave Romania entirely.” 

			With every word he spoke, he was filled with a great sense of satisfaction at the look of shock in the eyes of his advisors.
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			“You seem troubled, son. Your focus is far from here today.”

			Andrea breathed deeply, fighting to still the inner turmoil that churned inside him. He and his mother were deep within the woods behind his father’s castle, at their secluded hollow where his mother held her Solomanta—an ancient school of magics and archaic knowledge. It was a school that for generations had studied the natural and unnatural ways of the world in secret. Solomonari—disciples of the school—were taught the speech of animals and magic spells utilizing the very essence of the natural world, including controlling the weather and even influencing the minds of men.

			Andrea had graduated from the school two years prior after spending seven long years with other Solomonari in the hollow, learning to manipulate the invisible tethers that bind the natural world together. He’d been taught by his mother, Isabella. While his brothers were learning hand-to-hand combat, sword play, and horse riding, he’d been here learning how to cloud a man’s judgment or sense their thoughts, how to make it rain or to draw in cloud cover, how to cast spells of protection for his father and his soldiers when they entered in their frequent skirmishes with the Ottomans and other neighboring countries. 

			As secret as the school was, rumors of its existence lingered along the countryside. Whispered tales of acolytes of the Devil conducting unholy rites involving human sacrifice and sexual depravity had been spread. There was also the tale that the Devil himself held court at the Solomanta once a month, and that one of the skills the Solomonari learned was riding dragons—a rumor based on the longstanding belief that a dragon lived in a cave deep in the woods and was bound to all the Solomonari by magic.

			Andrea always found these stories humorous. There was no white magic, there was no black magic. There was only magic, and every spell had its uses and abuses, and every incantation carried its own brand of risks and consequences. Magic was a tool, nothing more—like a plowshare or sword. Its wielder could use it for good, or for ill. Only a simple mind took the mysterious forces of the world and divided them into “white and black.”

			The rumor of the Devil himself teaching at the school amused Andrea the most, considering their origins. The first Solomonari being disciples of the teachings could be found in the Clavicula Salomonis or The Key of Solomon, King Solomon’s whispered-about grimoire of magic and ancient secrets. They didn’t follow Solomon’s god, of course, but neither did they worship the Devil…or any kind of devil, for that matter. If anything, they worshiped the natural world, seeking to fall into harmony with it, to come to an understanding of it and to learn how to use that understanding for the greater good of mankind.

			“Son?”

			Andrea sighed and shifted on the forest ground, where he sat cross-legged before a stone altar, eyes closed. A small journal sat in his lap, its pages filled with the lessons he’d learned as well as his own speculations. He closed it up gently, keeping his place with a leaf he plucked from the ground. He’d been struggling for hours now to fall into communion with the trees, the wind, the lapping of nearby Lake Hermannstadt on the shore, to forge a connection with the ethereal energies churning all around on any given today…but he’d fallen short, his mind plagued with troubling thoughts and his soul burdened by an unwieldy weight he couldn’t seem to relinquish.

			“Andrea, open yourself to me. I can sense your turmoil. It’s dulling your senses, disconnecting you from the world. Unburden yourself so you may achieve transă and become one with your surroundings.”

			Andrea opened his eyes. His mother sat cross-legged on the ground on the other side of the altar facing him. Her fair skin nearly glimmered in the forest’s shade, and her raven black hair cascaded down her shoulders, glistening with an almost holy light. While his brothers nearly worshipped their father with a slavish devotion, Andrea’s loyalty and affection belonged to his mother, born from their hours studying the ways of Solomon in his ancient grimoire. He adored her in the way only an eldest son could.

			He wanted nothing of his father’s world: the politics, the endless squabbling and fighting, the bloodshed or the glory. He was his mother’s son, an identity he embraced wholly. And yet...

			And yet.

			“Father, my brothers, and father’s advisors are meeting at this moment to discuss the Ottoman threat,” he said softly. “He requested my presence, as always. And as always, I told him I’d be here with you, seeking guidance and wisdom for him and his advisors.”
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