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            Listen to them. . . The children of the night, what music they make!
                  —Bram Stoker: Dracula

      

    


AUTHOR'S NOTE

On Vampires, Vlad, and the Stories That Refuse to Die

Some obsessions choose you before you're old enough to understand why.

Mine arrived at seven years old, wearing a black cape from a costume shop in a strip mall somewhere in Central Florida. For three Halloweens in a row, I became Dracula—plastic fangs, slicked-back hair, the works. While other kids cycled through superheroes and cartoon characters, I kept returning to the Count. Not because I understood Stoker's novel yet, or the historical Vlad Țepeș who inspired it, but because something in that archetype grabbed me by the throat and hasn't let go since.

Vampires are humanity's longest-running nightmare, and for good reason. They're us, but wrong—immortal predators wearing familiar faces, lovers who consume rather than cherish, aristocrats who literally feed on the lower classes. They represent every anxiety civilization tries to bury: disease, corruption, sexual transgression, the aristocracy's parasitic relationship with common people, the foreigner who looks almost like us but isn't. They're the ultimate "other" who can pass as human until the moment they strike.

But here's what caught me even as a kid, though I couldn't articulate it then: vampires are also tragic figures. Cursed with immortality they never asked for, watching everyone they love age and die, unable to walk in sunlight or enjoy the simple pleasures of being alive. The best vampire stories aren't really about monsters—they're about isolation, loneliness, the price of power, and what happens when you're severed from your own humanity.

That's why I always wanted to write a proper biography of Vlad III, Prince of Wallachia—the historical figure we call Dracula.

Not the Victorian vampire Stoker created, elegant and supernatural. Not the romantic anti-hero modern fiction turned him into. But the actual man: Vlad Țepeș, "Vlad the Impaler," a 15th-century warlord who became Europe's most notorious defender against Ottoman expansion, and whose methods were so brutal his enemies turned him into the ultimate monster in folklore.

Here's a guy who impaled twenty thousand prisoners after a single battle and arranged their bodies in a forest of stakes a mile wide. Who supposedly dined among the dying, dipping his bread in their blood. Who was simultaneously a Christian crusader, a political genius, and an absolute psychopath. The Ottomans feared him. His own people feared him. Even his allies thought he'd gone too far.

But here's the thing historians often gloss over: Vlad was fighting for survival in an impossible situation.

Born into minor nobility in a region constantly crushed between the Ottoman Empire and Hungarian Kingdom, Vlad spent his childhood as a political hostage in the Ottoman court—a psychological trauma that shaped everything he became. He watched his father and older brother assassinated. He seized his throne through violence and held it through terror because terror was the only currency that worked in 15th-century Wallachia. His cruelty wasn't sadism for its own sake—it was calculated psychological warfare against enemies who vastly outnumbered him.

The Ottomans impaled their enemies too, by the way. So did the Byzantines, the Persians, and countless other empires. Vlad just did it better—made it an art form, a spectacle designed to break enemy morale before battles even began. When Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople, saw Vlad's forest of twenty thousand impaled Ottoman soldiers, he reportedly turned his army around and went home.

That's not a vampire. That's a war criminal who understood propaganda.

So why did this brutal but ultimately human warlord become the world's most famous vampire?

Because stories need monsters, and monsters need origin points. When Stoker was researching his novel in the 1890s, he stumbled across references to "Dracula"—which means "son of the dragon" or "son of the devil" depending on translation—and thought it sounded perfectly sinister. He grafted bits of Vlad's history onto his fictional count: the Transylvanian location, the aristocratic title, the association with cruelty and blood. But Stoker's Dracula is really an amalgamation of European vampire folklore, Victorian anxieties about sexuality and disease, and Gothic horror conventions that had nothing to do with the historical Vlad.

The real Vlad died in battle around 1476, probably killed by Ottoman assassins or possibly by his own men who'd had enough. His head was cut off and sent to the Sultan in Constantinople, where it was displayed on a stake—ultimate irony for the Impaler.

But the legend of Dracula took on a life of its own.

Over five centuries, Vlad Țepeș transformed from a controversial military leader into a bloodthirsty tyrant, then into a literal vampire, and finally into a cultural icon appearing in everything from Universal monster movies to breakfast cereals. The historical figure disappeared beneath layers of fiction, each era reimagining him according to its own fears and fantasies.

That's what I wanted to untangle in a proper biography—the line between the man and the myth, between what actually happened in the blood-soaked Balkans of the 1400s and what storytellers needed him to become.

Because vampire mythology doesn't exist in a vacuum. It's a reflection of cultural anxieties, political tensions, and humanity's endless fascination with the boundary between life and death, predator and prey, civilization and monstrosity.

And here's what most Western audiences don't realize: Europe's vampire obsession is barely a footnote compared to Asia's blood-drinking pantheon.

Long before Vlad impaled his first Ottoman soldier, long before Stoker penned his Gothic romance, Asia had perfected the art of the monstrous and divine bleeding into one another—often literally.

Take Kali, the Hindu goddess whose very name means "the black one" or "she who is death." Western audiences who encounter her are usually shocked: a skeletal figure with blue-black skin, wearing a necklace of severed heads and a skirt of dismembered arms, her tongue lolling out red with blood, her fangs dripping. In one hand she holds a freshly severed head, still bleeding. In another, a curved blade. She stands on the corpse of her consort Shiva, wild-eyed and unstoppable.

Is she evil? Ask a Hindu and they'll tell you she's one of the most beloved deities in the pantheon—a destroyer, yes, but destruction that makes way for creation. She kills demons. She protects her devotees with terrifying ferocity. She represents time itself, which devours everything, and the primal feminine power that Western religions spent millennia trying to suppress.

But look at the iconography without cultural context and tell me she's not vampiric. The blood. The severed heads. The fangs. The association with cremation grounds and battlefields. Kali is what vampires wish they could be—genuinely divine, genuinely terrifying, genuinely worshipped for the very qualities that would get European vampires staked and buried at crossroads.

Hindu mythology is full of blood-drinking entities: rakshasas, vetalas, pishachas—demons and spirits who consume human flesh and blood, who possess corpses, who haunt cremation grounds. The Baital Pachisi tales, dating back over two thousand years, feature a vetala—a vampire-like spirit inhabiting a corpse—who tells stories to King Vikramaditya. This predates Dracula by millennia, and it's not horror fiction—it's religious literature.

Then there's Japan, where the line between monster and man blurs in different ways.

The kappa—those water demons with turtle shells, beaked mouths, and a depression in their skulls that holds water—are perhaps Japan's most enduring yokai. They're simultaneously comical and horrifying: they'll challenge you to a wrestling match, but if they win, they'll drown you and suck out your blood through your anus (yes, really—Japanese folklore doesn't shy away from the grotesque). They love cucumbers. They're obsessed with politeness—bow to a kappa and it will instinctively bow back, spilling the water from its head-depression and losing its power.

But here's what's interesting: kappa aren't purely mythological. For centuries, Japanese communities have reported kappa encounters with the same specificity European villages reported vampires. Sightings. Attacks. Bodies found drained near rivers. The descriptions are consistent across regions and centuries: amphibious, roughly child-sized, incredibly strong, and with an insatiable appetite for human blood and organs.

Folklore? Probably. But the kappa phenomenon mirrors vampire reports in one crucial way: these aren't abstract demons—they're entities people claimed to encounter physically.

And then there's China's jiangshi—the hopping vampire.

Forget suave counts in evening wear. The jiangshi is a reanimated corpse, stiff with rigor mortis, that hops because its body is too rigid to walk. It's dressed in Qing dynasty official robes, has greenish-white skin, and kills by draining a victim's qi—their life force—often through breath or blood. It's created when a soul fails to leave a corpse properly, or when someone dies far from home, or through dark sorcery.

The jiangshi tradition is so specific it includes practical details: they're blind and hunt by sensing the breath of the living, so you can hide by holding your breath. They're repelled by mirrors, glutinous rice, and the blood of a black dog. A Taoist priest can control them by placing a prayer scroll on their foreheads.

This isn't vague mythology—it's an entire system, complete with countermeasures and procedures, suggesting either a widespread cultural delusion or... something people were actually trying to deal with.

Western vampire hunters had their stakes, holy water, and garlic. Eastern traditions had their own armory: sacred scrolls, blessed rice, bronze mirrors. Different tools for the same fundamental problem: something that looks human but isn't, that was dead but moves, that feeds on the living.

The pattern repeats across Asia: Malaysia's penanggalan (a floating head with dangling organs that drinks blood), the Philippines' aswang (a shapeshifting creature that favors pregnant women), Thailand's phi tai hong (spirits of violent deaths that drain life force). Every culture developed its own blood-drinking entities, with suspiciously specific descriptions and suspiciously consistent behaviors.

Which raises the question I've spent decades wrestling with: Why?

Why does nearly every human culture, independently, develop blood-drinking monster mythology? Why are the details so specific? Why do these entities persist in folklore long after belief in other supernatural beings fades?

The standard academic answer is that vampires are metaphors: for disease (tuberculosis, rabies), for repressed sexuality, for fear of the dead, for anxieties about foreigners or the aristocracy. And sure, metaphors are part of it.

But that doesn't explain why a Hungarian peasant in 1650, a Japanese fisherman in 1750, and a Hindu priest in 850 would all describe entities that drain bodily fluids, avoid sunlight, and demonstrate supernatural strength—cultures with no contact with each other, developing parallel mythologies with parallel countermeasures.

Either human psychology is so universal that we all independently hallucinate the same monsters, or... we're all describing something real that we don't have better language for.

I don't know which answer is more disturbing.

What I do know is this: Vlad Țepeș became Dracula because Europe needed a face to put on its blood-drinking nightmares. He was human, brutal, and historical enough to serve as an anchor for centuries of vampire folklore. But he was just one man, and vampirism is a global phenomenon.

Kali still receives blood sacrifices in temples across India. Kappa sightings still get reported in rural Japan. Jiangshi appear in Hong Kong cinema not as ancient history but as contemporary threats requiring modern solutions.

The monsters didn't go away. We just stopped believing in them—or started calling them something else.

One final note on terminology, because it matters:

When I use the term "Aryan" in historical or anthropological contexts, I'm using the original meaning—referring to Indo-European language groups and the peoples who spoke them, spanning from India to Ireland. This is the academic usage employed by linguists and archaeologists for over a century before the term was poisoned by Nazi racial pseudoscience.

I refuse to cede scholarly terminology to fascists. "Aryan" describes a real linguistic and cultural family that shaped half the world's civilizations. The fact that genocidal lunatics appropriated the word doesn't erase its legitimate meaning any more than the swastika's misuse erases its thousands of years as a sacred symbol across Asian cultures.

Tradition and accuracy over political correctness. If that bothers you, we probably weren't going to get along anyway.

I write about vampires because they represent our fears made flesh—and because those fears might be more than metaphor. Vlad understood that power comes from controlling the narrative. The gods and demons of Asia understood something deeper: that blood is life, that death is transformation, and that the boundary between human and other is thinner than we pretend.

Maybe I'll still write that Vlad biography someday. The man deserves to be separated from the monster. But for now, I'm chasing the monsters themselves—following evidence that suggests they were never just stories, and that what we call mythology might be the only language our ancestors had for phenomena we still can't explain.

The kid in the Dracula costume would have loved this.

Hell, he probably does.

—Patrick Chouinard
The Ozarks, 2025
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Dr. Viktor Černý, Professor of Medieval Studies, Charles University, Prague

There are places in this world where history does not merely whisper—it screams. Where the stones themselves seem to weep with the memory of suffering, and the darkness carries weight, pressing against your chest with unimaginable pressure. I have walked through many such places in my decades pursuing the phantom traces of our bloodiest past, but none has haunted me quite like the labyrinthine dungeon beneath Buda Castle in Budapest, where Vlad III of Wallachia—the man history would remember as Vlad the Impaler, the man legend would transform into something far more terrible—spent twelve years of his life entombed in living darkness.

I descended into that hellish pit on a November evening when fog rolled thick across Castle Hill, swallowing the baroque grandeur above in a shroud of grey. The tourists had departed. The castle grounds stood empty. My guide, a taciturn Hungarian archivist who shared my obsession with the darker corners of medieval history, led me through passages that grew progressively narrower, the air increasingly stale, until we reached a section of the labyrinth closed to the public—the oldest chambers, dating back to the Ottoman sieges, back to the fifteenth century when these tunnels served not as tourist attractions but as instruments of psychological annihilation.

The cell itself defied my expectations, though I had studied the historical records extensively. No amount of scholarly preparation adequately conveys the claustrophobic horror of standing in a space barely six feet square, carved from raw limestone, the walls perpetually slick with moisture that seeps through the porous rock from the Danube far above. The ceiling hung so low I could not stand fully upright. No window. No natural light had ever penetrated this tomb. The iron rings bolted into the stone wall, corroded but unmistakably medieval, told their own story of a prince reduced to chattel, chained like a beast in the very heart of his enemies' stronghold.

I stood there in the beam of my flashlight, surrounded by absolute darkness beyond that narrow cone of illumination, and I understood something visceral about Vlad Dracula that all my years of research had failed to communicate. Twelve years. Four thousand three hundred and eighty days in this suffocating void. What does such an ordeal do to a man's soul? What transformations occur when a warrior prince, accustomed to riding across open steppes with an army at his back, finds himself reduced to counting heartbeats in the dark, listening to rats scuttle across stone, feeling his sanity fray like old rope under constant strain?

The historical Vlad—the real man beneath the accumulated sediment of legend and Gothic fantasy—emerged from this crucible fundamentally altered. The young voivode who entered these cells was already hardened by the brutal realities of fifteenth-century Wallachian politics, already familiar with violence as both instrument and necessity. But the man who finally walked free, released through the machinations of Hungarian politics and his eventual conversion and marriage, carried something else in his eyes. Contemporary accounts speak of a quality that unnerved even his allies—a coldness, a remove, as if some essential humanity had been scraped away by those twelve years of darkness, leaving only the calculating mechanism of survival and vengeance.

This is why Patrick Chouinard's Blood Sovereign represents such a monumental achievement in both historical scholarship and imaginative reconstruction. Where others have been content to traffic in sensationalism or to present Vlad as either monster or misunderstood nationalist hero, Chouinard has done something far more difficult and far more valuable. He has traced the sinews connecting the historical Vlad to the mythological vampire, following those dark threads back through Indo-European folklore to their primordial origins in our collective nightmares.

The vampire myth, as Chouinard demonstrates with meticulous attention to linguistic and anthropological evidence, predates Christianity by millennia. The ancient Aryans who swept across the steppes carried with them tales of the upir, the undead revenant who rises from the grave to drain the life force from the living. These stories proliferated across the Indo-European diaspora, mutating and adapting to local contexts while retaining their essential features—the association with blood, the perversion of natural death, the suggestion of a parasitic immortality purchased through the suffering of others.

In Slavic tradition, the vampire embodied the fear of the unquiet dead, those who died violently or sinfully and could find no rest. In Greek folklore, the vrykolakas served a similar function, as did the Germanic nachzehrer and the Romanian strigoi. What Chouinard illuminates so brilliantly is how these myths encoded deep cultural anxieties about power, violence, and the corruption of the soul—anxieties that found their perfect historical vessel in Vlad III.

Consider the central act for which Vlad earned his terrible sobriquet: the mass impalement. Contemporary accounts, both Ottoman and European, describe forests of stakes, thousands upon thousands of victims arranged in geometric patterns, their dying agonies orchestrated like a grotesque symphony. The psychological impact was devastating—armies reportedly turned back at the sight, refusing to advance further into Wallachian territory. But beyond the tactical military application, there was something in this choice of execution method that resonated with the vampire mythos on a symbolic level. The vertical stake, penetrating the body, pinning the victim between earth and sky, denying them the horizontal repose of proper burial—it was the inverse of the traditional stake through the heart used to pin vampires in their graves.

Chouinard argues, persuasively, that Vlad's methods represented a kind of inverse vampirism, a turning of the predatory logic back upon itself. If the vampire drains life to sustain its own unnatural existence, Vlad drained the life from his enemies to sustain the precarious existence of Wallachian independence. If the vampire perverts death, transforming it into a grotesque parody of life, Vlad perverted death into theater, into propaganda, into a weapon more effective than any sword or cannon.

The historical records reveal a man of remarkable intelligence, fluent in multiple languages, well-educated in the classical tradition during his years as a hostage at the Ottoman court in his youth. This was no mindless sadist but a calculating strategist who understood the power of terror as a force multiplier. Yet those twelve years in the Buda Castle dungeon—those years of isolation and darkness—seem to have catalyzed something darker, transforming calculated cruelty into something that approached the ritualistic, the obsessive.

Walking through those underground chambers, feeling the weight of Castle Hill pressing down above, breathing air that tasted of stone and decay, I found myself thinking about transformation. About how darkness reshapes what it touches. About how the line between the historical and the mythological becomes permeable in places of sufficient horror. Vlad entered that dungeon as a man; what emerged twelve years later occupied some liminal space between man and legend, between historical actor and archetypal figure.

This is the territory that Blood Sovereign maps with such commanding authority—the shadowlands where history bleeds into myth, where the documentable facts of a fifteenth-century Wallachian voivode's life intersect with humanity's most primal nightmares about death, blood, and the monstrous potential lurking within the human soul. Chouinard has produced not merely a biography but a genealogy of darkness itself, tracing the vampire myth back through its Indo-European roots while demonstrating how one man's extraordinary cruelty and suffering made him the perfect vessel for these ancient terrors to assume new form.

The book you hold in your hands is many things: a meticulously researched historical biography, a comparative study of vampire mythology across cultures, and a meditation on the nature of evil and the conditions that produce it. But perhaps most importantly, it is a reminder that the monsters we create in our stories are never merely fictional. They are the shadows cast by real atrocities, real suffering, real human capacity for both inflicting and enduring the unbearable.

I emerged from those dungeons beneath Buda Castle with my flashlight batteries dying, climbing back toward the surface and the cool Budapest night with something like relief flooding through me. But part of me remains down there still, in that lightless cell, contemplating the transformation of a man into a myth, of history into horror. Read this book carefully. Some doors, once opened, change forever how you see the world.

Prague, October 2025
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There are places in this world where the veil between history and legend grows gossamer-thin, where the weight of centuries presses down upon the earth with such terrible gravity that the very air seems to thicken with unspoken dread. The Borgo Pass in the Carpathian Mountains is such a place—a wound carved through ancient rock, a corridor between the mortal world and something altogether more sinister. It was here, along this desolate mountain road where wolves howl with voices that sound almost human, that I first encountered the castle that would consume my imagination and reshape my understanding  of both myth and reality.

Bram Stoker called the mysterious Bran Castle, Dracula’s castle. He placed it here in the Borgo Pass, perched upon these forbidding crags, its towers clawing at the perpetual mist like the fingers of something long buried trying to escape its grave. The irony—perhaps the greatest irony in all of Gothic literature—is that this castle standing on a cliff base among the mysterious woods and reaches of the region was never Vlad III's residence. Vlad III, called Dracula, called Țepeș, called the Impaler, never set foot within these walls. This fortress was never his stronghold, never the seat of his terrible power. Yet, it is Bran Castle that is most associated with Vlad Țepeș in the mythical figure of Dracula  And yet, standing before this castle as I did on that autumn evening when the sun bled crimson across the western peaks and the shadows grew long and hungry, I understood why Stoker chose this place. Because if ever there was a location that could embody the essence of Dracula—not the historical prince, but the immortal monster—it is here.

The approach to the castle is an ordeal in itself. The Borgo Pass winds upward through forests so dense that daylight penetrates only in pale, sickly shafts that illuminate nothing so much as the depth of the darkness surrounding them. The trees here are gnarled and twisted, bent by winds that blow down from the peaks carrying with them the chill of places where snow never melts and the sun is a distant, indifferent memory. In spring and autumn, when the mists descend, the road disappears entirely. You navigate by faith and instinct, trusting that each turn will not send you plummeting into the gorges that yawn on either side—drops so profound that the sound of falling stones takes long, terrible seconds before the distant crack of impact echoes back.

But it is the mist itself that truly unmans the traveler. It does not simply obscure; it transforms. Familiar shapes become monstrous. A gnarled tree becomes a hunched figure. A rock formation suggests a face, forever screaming. The mist moves with its own volition here, creeping across the road in tendrils that wrap around the wheels of your vehicle, reaching up toward the windows as if testing for entry. Local drivers cross themselves when they must traverse the pass after dark. The superstitious ones—which is to say, nearly all of them—refuse to make the journey at all once the sun begins its descent.

I made the journey in October, when the veil between the living and the dead is said to be most permeable. The castle emerged from the fog like a ship materializing from storm-churned seas—first a suggestion of darker grey within the grey, then the unmistakable geometry of towers and battlements, finally the full terrible majesty of the structure itself. Built in the Gothic Revival style in the twentieth century as a hotel, it nevertheless seems impossibly ancient, as if it had always stood here, as if the mountain itself had given birth to it in some seismic convulsion in ages past.

The stone is dark, almost black in certain lights, and where the mist touches it, the walls seem to weep. Water runs down in constant rivulets, tracing patterns that suggest script in some forgotten language. The windows are narrow slits, designed for archers, and they watch the approaching visitor with the cold calculation of a predator assessing prey. No light showed in them when I arrived, though the hotel was supposedly occupied. Later, I would learn that guests often report their lights refusing to function, bulbs burning out immediately upon installation, candles guttering and dying in still air. The castle, it seems, prefers darkness.

The courtyard is enclosed by high walls that trap sound and amplify it in strange ways. A whisper carries like a shout. A footfall echoes and re-echoes until it sounds like a company of soldiers marching in lockstep. And over everything hangs that smell—damp stone, old earth, and something else, something organic and ancient and faintly corrupt. It is the smell of age, of time measured not in years but in centuries, of stone soaked in the memory of blood and suffering even if no blood was ever spilled here.

Because that is the ultimate paradox of this place: Dracula never came here to the Borgo Pass castle, and yet his presence is overwhelming. Meanwhile, Bran Castle—the fortress actually associated with Vlad Țepeș and the Dracula legend—stands elsewhere, more accessible to tourists but perhaps less atmospherically perfect. This castle in the Borgo Pass is a monument to a connection that never existed in historical fact, yet exists so powerfully in the collective imagination that it has become a kind of truth. Thousands upon thousands of visitors make the pilgrimage each year, seeking the lair of the vampire prince, and what they find is perhaps something more unsettling than mere historical reality could ever provide. They find a place that should have been Dracula's castle, a location so perfectly suited to Gothic horror that its actual history—or lack thereof—becomes irrelevant.

The Borgo Pass and its castle teach us something essential about the power of place, about how geography and atmosphere can transcend mere fact to achieve a kind of mythic truth. Stand here as the mist rolls in and the wolves begin their evening chorus—a sound that seems to come from all directions at once, or perhaps from inside your own chest—and tell me that Dracula is not present. Walk these battlements as I did, feeling the stone slick with moisture under your hands, hearing your own breathing loud in your ears, watching the mist below roil and surge as if something massive were moving just beneath its surface, and try to convince yourself this is merely a hotel in Romania, nothing more.

I could not. And in my failure to rationalize away the dread that seeped into my bones during those October days and nights, I found the genesis of this book.

Blood Sovereign is my attempt to reconcile the multiple truths of Dracula—the historical prince who ruled with such brutal efficiency that his name became synonymous with terror, and the fictional vampire who has haunted Western imagination for more than a century. But it is also an exploration of place, of how certain locations become repositories of myth, how they accumulate stories and legends until the weight of belief becomes its own form of reality.

The research that awaits you in these pages spans archives in five countries. I have walked the halls of Bran Castle—the fortress most closely associated with Vlad Țepeș in popular imagination—and the ruins of Poenari, Dracula's actual stronghold. I have pored over medieval manuscripts in Bucharest and Istanbul, tracing the often-contradictory accounts of Vlad's life and reign. I have interviewed historians, folklorists, and locals who still speak of Dracula in hushed tones, as if naming him too loudly might invite his attention. I have studied the original texts of vampire legends from across Eastern Europe, tracking how ancient folk beliefs about the undead merged with the historical figure of Vlad Țepeș to create the immortal monster of modern imagination.

But all of that research, exhaustive as it was, might have produced nothing more than another academic treatment of a well-documented subject had I not made that journey to the Borgo Pass, had I not stood in the shadow of that castle standing on its cliff base among the mysterious woods and felt the weight of accumulated myth pressing down upon me like a physical force. It was there, in that liminal space between history and legend, fact and fiction, that I truly began to understand the prince who would be king, and the monster who would be immortal.

What you hold in your hands is the result of that understanding—a journey into blood and sovereignty, terror and immortal longing, historical atrocity and Gothic romance. It begins here, at a castle in the Borgo Pass that never knew Dracula's presence, while Bran Castle stands elsewhere bearing the weight of his association, in a pass where the mist never fully lifts and the wolves sing songs in no language the living can comprehend.

The sun is setting now. The shadows are lengthening. The mist is rising.

Come. Let us pass through these gates together.
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The man history remembers as a monster was, in his own time, celebrated as a savior.

This fundamental contradiction lies at the heart of Blood Sovereign, a work that seeks to accomplish what few scholarly treatments have dared attempt: to present Vlad III of Wallachia—Vlad Dracula, Vlad Țepeș, the Impaler—not as the bloodthirsty tyrant of legend, but as a hero of European Christianity who stood as a bulwark against the Ottoman tide that threatened to engulf White Christian Europe in the fifteenth century. Simultaneously, this book traces the ancient roots of vampire mythology from its primordial origins in Indo-European folklore through its literary flowering in the nineteenth century and its ultimate transformation into one of cinema's most enduring archetypes.

These two narratives—the historical vindication of Vlad and the cultural evolution of the vampire—are not separate stories but intimately intertwined threads in a tapestry woven from blood, faith, and the human need to make sense of mortality and evil. To understand how a Christian warrior prince became synonymous with the undead, we must examine both the man and the myth with equal rigor, neither romanticizing his brutality nor dismissing the desperate circumstances that shaped his methods.

Vlad ruled Wallachia during one of the most precarious moments in European history. Constantinople had fallen in 1453, the jewel of Eastern Christianity crushed beneath Ottoman boots. The Balkans were being systematically conquered, Christian populations slaughtered or enslaved, churches converted to mosques or reduced to rubble. The great Christian powers of Western Europe—fractured by their own conflicts and blinded by distance—offered little more than words and empty promises. Into this apocalyptic landscape stepped Vlad, a prince who understood that conventional warfare against the Sultan's vastly superior forces meant certain annihilation.

What Vlad recognized, with a clarity that escaped his more conventionally-minded contemporaries, was that terror could be weaponized, that psychological warfare could multiply a small army's effectiveness exponentially. The forests of impaled bodies, the night attack on the Ottoman camp, the refusal to yield even when defeat seemed inevitable—these were not the actions of a sadist indulging personal cruelty, but the calculated strategy of a desperate commander fighting for his people's survival with the only weapons available to him. The historical record, when examined without the distorting lens of later Gothic sensationalism, reveals a ruler who maintained order in his realm, who defended Christian Europe's eastern frontier with ferocious determination, and who earned the genuine loyalty of many of his subjects even as he terrorized his enemies.

Yet to tell only Vlad's story would be to ignore the deeper currents that transformed him from historical figure to mythological monster. The vampire—that undead predator that drains life from the living—represents one of humanity's oldest and most persistent nightmares. Long before Bram Stoker penned Dracula, before Polidori's The Vampyreintroduced the aristocratic bloodsucker to Romantic literature, before even the medieval Church codified beliefs about the undead, the ancient Indo-Europeans carried tales of revenants and blood-drinkers across the steppes and into every corner of their diaspora.

The upir of Slavic tradition, the vrykolakas of Greek folklore, the strigoi of Romanian belief—these creatures encoded deep cultural anxieties about death, about the permeability of the boundary between living and dead, about the parasitic relationship between ruler and ruled, predator and prey. This book traces these myths to their source, examining the linguistic, anthropological, and psychological roots of vampire belief across Indo-European cultures. We see how these ancient fears evolved and adapted, how Christianity both absorbed and transformed pagan beliefs about the undead, and how specific historical figures became vessels for these archetypal terrors.

Vlad was not the only historical personage to become entangled with vampire mythology. Elizabeth Báthory, the Blood Countess of Hungary, allegedly bathed in the blood of murdered servant girls in a grotesque pursuit of eternal youth. Her story—part documented fact, part embellished legend—reveals how aristocratic privilege, sadism, and superstition could combine into something that seemed to confirm the reality of vampiric evil. We examine her case alongside lesser-known figures: Peter Plogojowitz, whose exhumed corpse in 1725 sparked one of the most thoroughly documented vampire panics in history; Arnold Paole, the Serbian soldier whose supposed return from the grave led to official Habsburg investigations; and other historical cases where unexplained deaths, disease, and decomposition were interpreted through the lens of vampire belief.

These historical vampire cases created a feedback loop between folklore and documented incident, lending credibility to ancient superstitions while simultaneously feeding them with new details and embellishments. By the eighteenth century, vampire belief had reached such prominence that scholars and churchmen were forced to address it seriously, producing treatises that attempted to either explain or debunk the phenomenon.

From this rich soil of folklore and contested history grew the literary vampire. We trace its evolution from the first tentative appearances in German and English poetry through the breakthrough of Polidori's aristocratic predator, from the penny dreadful sensationalism of Varney the Vampyre to the gothic perfection of Sheridan Le Fanu's Carmilla, culminating in Stoker's Dracula—the work that would forever link Vlad's name with vampirism despite the historical prince never being associated with the undead during his lifetime.

But the vampire's journey did not end with literature. The twentieth century witnessed the creature's transformation yet again as cinema discovered its dramatic potential. From Murnau's unauthorized Nosferatu through the Gothic grandeur of Universal's Dracula starring Bela Lugosi, from Hammer Horror's sexualized bloodsuckers to the modern vampire's evolution into antihero and romantic figure, we examine how each generation has reshaped the vampire to reflect contemporary anxieties and desires.

Blood Sovereign is thus simultaneously a vindication, a genealogy, and a cultural history. It seeks to restore Vlad's reputation as a defender of Christendom while tracing how his name became irreversibly associated with humanity's most persistent monster. It is an exploration of how history becomes legend, how legend becomes literature, and how literature becomes myth—a myth that continues to evolve even now, centuries after a Wallachian prince died defending his people against an empire that seemed invincible.

The story that follows is one of blood and sovereignty, of faith and terror, of the thin line between hero and monster, and of how that line shifts depending on who tells the tale and when they tell it.
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PART ONE: WORLDWIDE VAMPIRE MYTHOLOGY






[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: Slavic Blood-Kin — The Upir's Domain
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The old woman in the Ukrainian village crossed herself three times before speaking the word. Even now, in the twenty-first century, with electric lights burning in every window and smartphones connecting her grandchildren to a world beyond the dark forests, she would not say upir without invoking divine protection. Some words, she explained through my translator, carry weight. Some names have power. To speak of the undead carelessly is to invite their attention.

This is where vampire mythology begins—not in Victorian London drawing rooms or Hollywood sound stages, but in the vast forests and windswept steppes of Eastern Europe, where winter darkness lasts eighteen hours and wolves still howl in voices that sound disturbingly human. Here, in the Slavic heartland stretching from the Carpathian Mountains to the Ural steppes, the dead have never rested easy, and the living have developed elaborate rituals to keep them in their graves.

The upir is the original vampire, the linguistic and mythological ancestor of the creature that would eventually captivate the world. The word itself—appearing in Old Russian texts as early as the eleventh century—carries Proto-Slavic roots that scholars trace back to the Turkish uber (witch) or possibly to an even older Indo-European term meaning "to drink" or "one who drinks." By the medieval period, upir had spread across Slavic languages: wąpierz in Polish, vampir in Bulgarian and Serbian, upír in Czech and Slovak. Each variation described the same essential horror: a corpse animated by demonic possession or its own corrupted soul, rising from the grave to feed on the living.

But the upir was not simply an ambulatory corpse. Slavic tradition described specific characteristics that would become canonical in vampire lore. The creature appeared bloated, its face flushed with stolen blood, its eyes open and gleaming with unnatural awareness. When exhumed—for suspicious deaths inevitably led to exhumations—the upir's body showed no signs of normal decomposition. Instead, it seemed almost more alive than it had been before death: the skin remained supple, the hair and nails appeared to have grown, and most horrifying of all, fresh blood filled the mouth and seeped from the nose. The corpse might even shift position in its coffin, as if struggling to rise.

The physical description of the upir was remarkably consistent across the Slavic world, suggesting either a common origin for the belief or shared observations of natural phenomena interpreted through supernatural frameworks. Village elders could recite the signs with the precision of medical diagnosticians: the body would be found lying on its side rather than its back, one eye open and one closed, the burial shroud partially consumed (as if the creature had been eating it), and the left side of the body often more decayed than the right, though this last detail varied by region and may have reflected differing burial orientations.

The behavior attributed to the upir was equally specific and terrifying. Unlike later literary vampires who might seduce their victims or display aristocratic refinement, the Slavic upir was a creature of savage appetite and mindless hunger. It rose at night—always at night, for sunlight was believed to be inimical to its existence—and made its way to the homes of the living, particularly targeting family members and those with whom it had unfinished business in life. The upir did not knock or ask for entrance; it materialized inside homes, sometimes as a visible corpse, sometimes as an invisible presence detectable only by the sudden drop in temperature, the inexplicable sense of suffocation, and the animals' distress.

The attack itself was described in terms that foreshadowed later vampire literature but retained a visceral, physical quality absent from more romanticized accounts. The upir would sit upon the chest of its victim, crushing the breath from their lungs while simultaneously draining their blood through bites to the throat or chest. Victims would wake—if they woke at all—feeling exhausted, weakened, often bearing marks that looked like bruises or small puncture wounds. If the attacks continued over multiple nights, the victim would waste away, growing progressively paler and weaker until death claimed them. And then, inevitably, they too would rise as upiry, creating a cascade of undeath that could theoretically consume an entire village if left unchecked.

The methods for controlling an upir were as specific as the creature's characteristics, refined over centuries of practice into a kind of folk science. Iron nails had to be driven through the skull—iron, that ancient metal associated with protection against evil across countless cultures, hammered through bone to pin the demon-possessed corpse to the earth itself. The number of nails mattered in some traditions: three, seven, or nine, each number carrying mystical significance. The nails had to be forged by a blacksmith on specific holy days, blessed by a priest, and driven in with a single blow if possible, for a task bungled was worse than a task left undone—an improperly pinned upir would be enraged rather than destroyed.

Some traditions called for nails through the heart as well, or stakes of aspen wood thrust through the chest cavity with enough force to pierce both body and coffin, anchoring the undead to its grave. The choice of wood was never arbitrary. Aspen was preferred in Orthodox regions because tradition held that the True Cross was made from this wood, causing aspen leaves to tremble in perpetual shame at having been used for Christ's crucifixion. The divine association made aspen particularly effective against demonic entities. In other regions, hawthorn served the same purpose, its thorns echoing Christ's crown of thorns, its association with boundaries and thresholds making it symbolically appropriate for preventing passage between death and life.

Decapitation was common across all Slavic vampire traditions, though even this drastic measure required proper procedure. The head must be placed between the corpse's legs or buried separately at a crossroads—those liminal spaces where boundaries blur and directions confuse—preventing reunification. Some traditions insisted the head be buried facing downward so that if the upir tried to dig its way out, it would only burrow deeper into the earth. Others called for the mouth to be filled with garlic or the head to be boiled in wine or oil before reburial, destroying whatever malevolent intelligence animated it.

Garlic appears in Slavic vampire lore with monotonous regularity, far predating its use in Western vampire fiction. But its application was more varied and practical than simply hanging braids around the neck. Fresh garlic cloves would be placed in the mouth, nostrils, and ears of the suspected upir, blocking the orifices through which the demonic spirit might escape or through which it might draw breath to animate the corpse. Garlic was rubbed on windows and doorframes, not because vampires found the smell offensive but because garlic had genuine antibacterial properties that communities associated with protection from disease—and since vampires were often blamed for epidemics, garlic became part of the defensive arsenal against them.

The soil itself played a crucial role in Slavic vampire prevention. Earth from the vampire's grave could be scattered around a home for protection, but only if taken from the head of the grave, where the corpse's awareness was believed to be concentrated. Wild roses planted on graves were thought to entangle the upir in their thorny canes if it tried to rise, literally rooting it in place. Some communities would place fishing nets over graves, exploiting the belief that vampires suffered from a form of arithmetic obsession—they would be compelled to count every knot in the net, a task that would occupy them until sunrise forced them back into the grave.

This last detail—the counting compulsion—appears across Slavic vampire traditions and deserves deeper examination. It suggests that the upir was not simply a mindless predator but retained something of its human cognition, though in a corrupted form. The human love of order and completion became, in undeath, an obsessive-compulsive disorder that could be weaponized. Seeds—poppy, millet, or caraway—would be scattered on the grave or the path leading from the graveyard, forcing the vampire to count each seed before it could proceed. Since a handful of seeds might contain thousands of individual grains, the counting would consume the entire night, and dawn would arrive before the task was complete.

Romania contributed its own variants to this Slavic symphony of the undead, and given that Romanian would eventually lend its geography to the world's most famous vampire, these traditions warrant particular attention. The strigoi were perhaps even more terrifying than the Russian upir because they did not need to physically rise from their graves to do harm. These shadow-feeders could attack in spirit form, projecting their consciousness while their bodies remained in the grave, draining not blood but life force itself—the subtle energy that animated the living. A victim of the strigoi would waste away gradually, growing weaker day by day, plagued by nightmares of a dark presence sitting on their chest, slowly suffocating them.

The strigoi could be living or dead, a distinction that added layers of paranoia to Romanian village life. Strigoi vii (living vampires) were individuals born with certain signs that marked them as potential vampires: a caul (amniotic membrane) covering the face at birth, a tail-like appendage, red hair and blue eyes appearing in families where such features were uncommon, being the seventh son of a seventh son, or being born on certain inauspicious days. These individuals might live normal lives, unaware of their supernatural nature, but upon death would automatically transform into strigoi mort(dead vampires) unless specific preventative measures were taken.

The preventative measures for potential strigoi were elaborate and began at birth. An infant born with a caul would have the membrane carefully removed, dried, and either burned or buried at a crossroads. A child showing other warning signs might be given a special baptism involving holy water mixed with wine and administered by a priest specifically informed of the child's dangerous nature. Throughout life, these marked individuals would be watched carefully for signs of vampiric tendency: an unusually ruddy complexion, excessive energy that didn't diminish with age, a tendency to sleepwalk, or an aversion to sacred objects.

The moroi represented another category of Romanian undead—the souls of unbaptized infants or those who died violent, untimely deaths. These tormented spirits could not find rest, condemned to wander in a liminal state between life and death. Unlike the predatory strigoi, the moroi were often portrayed with a degree of sympathy in folklore; they were victims of circumstance rather than inherently evil, though their supernatural state made them dangerous nonetheless. The moroi were particularly associated with children's deaths, blamed when infants died inexplicably in their sleep or when young children succumbed to wasting diseases.

The transformation of a moroi into a more malevolent form of vampire could occur if proper burial rites were not observed or if the family failed to honor the dead appropriately. This belief created enormous pressure on grieving families to perform elaborate funeral rituals correctly, adding to their emotional and financial burden. A funeral conducted improperly—a prayer misspoken, a candle extinguished prematurely, mourners who failed to maintain proper decorum—might condemn the deceased to restless undeath and endanger the entire community.

Poland added the strzyga to Eastern Europe's catalog of blood-drinkers—a creature that embodied fears about female power and the corruption lurking within seemingly normal community members. The strzyga was a woman born with two souls and two sets of teeth, though this damning dual nature might not become apparent until after death. One soul was human; the other, demonic. Upon death, the demonic soul would animate the corpse at night, compelling it to rise and feed on the living, particularly targeting family members and former neighbors who might have slighted or offended the woman during her life.

The strzyga could be identified in the grave by her refusal to decompose and by the way she lay with her eyes open, one soul watching
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