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“She is dead, my lord.” Meric bowed to Prince Stephen of Moldavia, burying his sadness in formality.

If the Prince felt any grief at the death of his sister, he didn’t show it. Meric supposed he couldn’t—after all, the rest of the world thought Alina had perished twelve years ago, throwing herself from the ramparts of a castle rather than be captured by the Ottomans.

“Thank you, Captain,” Stephen beckoned Meric up. “And the convent?”

Meric supposed this was the Prince’s way of asking if Alina had died in comfort. “It prospers, my lord. They were able to procure poppy-juice for Sister Mary before she passed, to ease her pain.” It had been small comfort to Meric—on her deathbed, Alina had been gaunt, features ravaged by disease. Women didn’t attract him, but Meric mourned the loss of Alina’s beauty.

“Very good.” Stephen nodded. “Now, you recall my cousin, Prince Vlad.”

The change in topic would have seemed jarring to an outsider, but the connection was clear to Meric. Now that Vlad’s wife, Alina, was truly dead, it left Vlad free to remarry. Not that bigamy is the worst sin on his black soul.

“Er, still a guest of King Matthias Corvinus.” Twelve years as a prisoner of the Hungarian king wasn’t enough, in his opinion, but he knew Stephen manoeuvred to have Vlad freed. The Prince needed a strong ally against the Ottomans, whose grasp and influence crept farther and farther into Europe as the years went by.

The Prince grunted amusement. “A guest, indeed.” He pulled a letter from his surcoat and handed it to Meric. It was tightly furled and sealed with Stephen’s signet. “Captain, you shall deliver this to Prince Vlad at the Fortress of Visegrad. I have already arranged with King Corvinus for you to escort my cousin back to Pest where he shall marry Princess Justina. You are to remain with him as part of his household guard along with the others that go with you.” Stephen stood and strode to the tapestry that hung on his right. It showed a woven map of Moldavia, Wallachia and Transylvania, with the Ottoman Empire and the Kingdom of Hungary gnawing from opposite sides. “I will see you again in the spring when we go to war.”

A sense of dread hung over Meric as he exited the dining hall, the letter packed safely into a leather satchel. His heavy footsteps took him to the stables where his horse was already saddled and waiting. Five other Moldavian soldiers waited there; he recognised Petro, Angelo, Christof and Boris. The fifth soldier was new—a stocky, dark-haired young man with an easy smile. He caught Meric’s eye and nudged Petro. “The Captain’s here, sir—we ready to go?”

“Mount up!” Petro barked. He was Meric’s right-hand man, a scarred veteran of many campaigns against the Turks.

Meric swung into his saddle and gave the order to ride out. There would be time enough to worry about how he would face Vlad, let alone how he would serve him.
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DESPITE THE HARD PACE they set, being on the road gave Meric satisfaction. The hills were vibrant with summer life—farmers harvested crops and worked in leafy orchards. It was easy to buy food and pleasant to sleep under the stars each night. The new soldier, Mikhail, was given all the muckiest chores but he maintained a cheery air. Meric approved. Doing as you were told, and putting up with the occasional teasing was the fastest way to earn acceptance in a squad. Part of him remembered the unchecked bullying that had come in the barracks of the janissaries. Only favour from Prince Mehmed or his lovers protected a small boy from constant heckling. All soldiers are like that, though. You toughen up, find favour or you suffer. He knew it could go too far, so he quietly signalled approval of Mikhail and the men eased up.

As they climbed the foothills of the Carpathians, Meric’s thoughts darkened.

“So is Dracula as ghastly as they say?” Mikhail asked one evening as they sat around the campfire. Angelo and Christof were on watch, the rest munched on roast rabbit.

“Ask the Captain,” Petro grunted. “He’s met him.” He returned to his food.

Mikhail turned wide eyes to Meric. “Is it true he butchered a whole town of Saxons near Braşov?”

“Aye.” Meric didn’t want to elaborate.

“The Turks I can understand,” Mikhail went on, “but Saxons? And I heard he marched to death hundreds of his own boyars, and their women and children.”

Memories flooded into Meric. He stood and jabbed a rabbit bone in Mikhail’s direction. “All you need to know is how to follow orders. Stop gossiping and practise your swordplay if you need something to do.” He stomped away, looking for a tree to piss on. Why did you lose your temper, you fool? You’ll hear these damned tales over and over again before we reach Visegrad. Soldiers love a good horror story, and these men are about to meet one.

He laced up his fly and strode away from the campsite, nodding to Angelo as he passed. Up the hill he found a cluster of boulders and perched on the biggest one, brooding like an owl as the moonlight splashed across the trees below. He could smell the woodsmoke from the fire, as well as the fresh air rolling off the mountains, and the musk of some large animal—a bear most likely—that had rubbed against the rocks.

A scuffling footstep made him slide off the boulder and draw his sword in one swift movement. With the rock between him and his potential attacker, he readied himself for a fight.

“Captain?”

Meric straightened. “Mikhail? You idiot, what are you doing up here? I could have killed you!” He rounded the boulder to see a dark figure standing there. He could smell Mikhail too—not an unpleasant scent like the bear spoor, simply the smell of male sweat, leather and horse.

“I wasn’t sure which way you’d come,” Mikhail said. “Should I not have spoken about Dracula?”

Huh? Any other soldier Meric had ever reprimanded had either shut up and fallen in line, or behaved mutinously until a physical confrontation blew up. No one had ever come to talk privately. He noticed Mikhail didn’t blame Petro, either.

“Never mind it,” Meric grunted.

Mikhail stepped closer. Meric could see his face in the moonlight, dark eyes fathomless, but the tone was clear. “Is he really so terrible?” The light curiosity held an undernote of fear.

Meric remembered hiding in the latrines all those years ago while Vlad and his men went on a killing rampage. He thought of thirty thousand Turks, impaled and left to rot in the summer sun as a warning to the Sultan not to advance any further. No wonder Gwyn had been terrified of the man who’d tried to rape her multiple times. Now he was being ordered by Prince Stephen to serve the monster, and he didn’t know if he could do it.

“He is,” he said gruffly. “But Prince Stephen gave us orders.” Maybe they would be lucky. Maybe they would arrive in Hungary to find Vlad had perished from disease or accident. Prince Stephen would be furious—years of political machinations wrought for nothing—but there was always another war to fight, and Meric would fight it. That’s what soldiers did.

Mikhail stood silently, then reached a hand and gripped Meric’s shoulder briefly. “Orders are orders, Captain.”

A shock ran through Meric at the other man’s touch. A hot flush swept over him as he said gruffly, “Get back to camp. You’re on next watch.” He turned away and waited until he sensed the other man leave, then stood for a long time.
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THE TENSION CONTINUED—NOW that Meric was aware of it, he realised it had always been there. Mikhail’s dark eyes and easy smile sent a ripple of excitement through him in a way he’d repressed for so many years. This wasn’t the court at Constantinople, where the Prince took male lovers and passion between soldiers was quietly tolerated. He knew it happened—men like him were acutely aware of the tiny signals from other men who shared the same preferences—but the risk was enormous and the consequences for being found out were fatal.

He stomped into camp one evening after checking the horses. “Mikhail! You’re on watch with Christof! Look lively! If a bandit falls out of the tree on you are you going to snore at him?”

Mikhail leapt up from where he’d been sitting at the fire, staring dreamily into the flames. He glanced at the moon in the sky—it was barely above the trees, he and Christof wouldn’t be relieving Petro and Boris for a while yet. “Sorry, Captain!” He glanced at Christof, who grinned and kept eating.

“Hmph.” Meric raked his gaze over the young soldier. “Finish your meal and clean up.” He was glad that his gruff attitude wasn’t emulated by the other men, who ironically seemed to have had their fill of hazing.

A week later they crossed the northern reaches of the Transylvanian Plateau. Villages and farms were scarce and they were forced to spend more time hunting. Shortly after dawn one morning, Christof and Boris stayed with the horses while Petro and Angelo set snares. Meric took Mikhail armed with crossbows and spears as they searched for bigger game. They moved quietly through the woods, bagging two wild geese. Meric was as conscious of the other man’s movements as he was of the sounds and scents of the surrounding forest.

The trees grew thicker. Despite the bright sun overhead, the shade under the thick boughs was cool and smelled of moss. A scuffling in the bushes prompted both men to freeze. Something grunted. Meric’s hand was on his crossbow—he reached for a bolt.

The breeze shifted. The grunt turned into a furious snort as a boar charged out of the bushes. Meric dropped the crossbow and grabbed his spear. “Here!” he shouted, drawing the animal’s attention.

It moved faster than he expected, dodging his spear nimbly and almost goring him, but he leapt backwards in time. He swung the spear and
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