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Books by C. Dean Andersson


Welcome to My Truth

You have been told many Lies. So was I.

I became a Vampire for Lies and for Love. I remain one for Revenge.

Know me.

I am Dracula.

Learn freely and of your own will.

I bid you welcome to my Truth.


Chapter 1

Lies

I became aware of Evil in my fourth year of life.

I was born in Sighisoara, Transylvania, the Land Beyond the Forest. In the third decade of the fifteenth century, Sighisoara was a fortress town nestled on a suitably defensible hillside. And it was there, shortly after my fourth birthday, that I saw my mother put to death for telling me the truth.

From the front ranks of an assembled crowd, I watched as two men brought mother from a cell in Councilmen’s Tower and carried her onto a wooden platform in Councilmen’s Square. Criminals were usually executed by hanging in a different place, but this was to be no ordinary execution.

The men who carried my mother to the platform hid their faces under hoods that covered their heads. They wore heavy clothes to shield them from the cold December wind. But my mother wore only a ragged shift, and atop the platform the men tore the shift away, leaving her naked. Then, with her hands manacled behind her, they held her facing the crowd, supporting her on each side because she could no longer stand on her mutilated feet.

A strong woman and proud, she had defied torture for three days before confessing to their lies.

A priest mounted the platform and solemnly read a declaration that named her a Witch. Katiasa Waydja, condemned to be burned alive by her own confession.

Historians will tell you that my mother was the Moldavian Princess Cneajna. My father, Prince Dracul, an ambitious man who became military governor of Transylvania the year I was born, married Princess Cneajna to acquire ties with the Moldavian throne. But Cneajna nearly died giving birth to father’s eldest son, Mircea, and afterward could bear no more children.

My true mother, then, was Katiasa Waydja, one of Dracul’s numerous other wives.

Officially, Katiasa was only my Transylvanian wet nurse. Father had forbidden anyone who knew otherwise to tell. In that long ago time and place, any son he fathered would have been considered his legitimate heir. But to give all his sons the same ties to Moldavian power as Mircea, he wanted Cneajna still thought fertile. And so, of course, did she.

Cneajna was cold to me, aloof with aristocratic superiority. The Moldavian Princess made no attempt to act the loving mother to another woman’s child. Any affection I knew, for father certainly never gave any, was from Katiasa.

On my fourth birthday, all but ignored by father and Cneajna, Katiasa took pity, dried my tears on her long white apron that I remember always smelled of flowers, took me by the hand into a room away from the others and, risking punishment by defying father’s order, told me the truth.

I resisted that truth only a moment, then experienced a wave of powerful emotion and threw myself into my true mother’s arms. I was loved. And I loved in return.

Of course I promised not to reveal that I knew my true birthright. But my brother Mircea overheard. He was always spying on me. And he told father.

Armed men came and took Katiasa away. Father charged her with Witchcraft and told me she had lied. No one could believe a Witch, he explained, because Witches were Evil, in league with Satan, the Prince of Lies.

And now Katiasa was to die.

Bundled in heavy clothes but still shivering from the winter cold, I waited with father and Mircea near the platform. To each side of us, in the front ranks of the watching crowd, were members of the Sighisoaran Court and local officials of the church and town. My younger brother, Radu, was at home in his crib, only a few months old, secretly born of yet another of Dracul’s bedwomen.

Father had ordered me to shed no tears for Katiasa. But I could not help myself when I saw her on the platform, saw what they had done to her.

Gone, now, was her beautiful dark hair, shorn from her head. Gone too was her familiar smile. Her face was twisted by pain. And her naked body was everywhere marred by ugly wounds.

Her eyes, though, were the worst. Her eyes, once bright with intelligence and mischievous wit, were now dulled by pain and hopelessness, until she saw me in the crowd. Then suddenly something of their brightness returned, and she cried out to me, “Lies, my Vlad!” Her voice was barely recognizable, made hoarse by all her screams. “I am no Witch! And I will always love you!”

I wanted to shout that I loved her, too, but because of father I dared not.

The priest ordered her silenced. The hooded men gagged her with strips of cloth torn from her discarded shift.

“She is guilty, Vlad,” said father. “She confessed to the priests, and priests do not lie. Wipe your tears. Do not shame me. Be strong like your brother.”

Katiasa’s gaze held mine as they chained her to the iron stake in the center of the newly built wooden platform. She held my gaze as they set fire to the wood stacked beneath the platform. And she held my gaze until her pain and the stinging smoke forced her to close her eyes. Then she began making horrible, bestial sounds as she strained to scream through her gag.

But she was still alive, her flesh blistering and blackening, when flames burned the gag away, allowing her to defy them one last time.

“Lies!” she cried, her voice a rasp of pain amid the crackling roar of the flames. “All lies!” Then she screamed and screamed with wordless agony. And I screamed, too.

My father stuck me.

My brother, Mircea, laughed.

Katiasa, my mother, kept screaming.

Helpless, I silently prayed for my mother’s death, an end to her screams. But I heard them in my mind even after she was dead. Especially at night. In nightmares. And although more than five centuries have now passed since that day in Sighisoara, I sometimes dream them still.


Chapter 2

Witch

When father became Voivode Dracul, warlord-ruler of Wallachia, we left Transylvania and moved south beyond the mountains to the Wallachian palace at Targoviste. There, in my ninth year of life, on the Eve of Saint George, when it was said that Evil had sway, I dreamed that a stranger appeared in my room.

A girl stood bathed in the bright moonlight streaming through my window. Mist swirled around her feet. She was naked and nearing womanhood, her breasts beginning to form. Waves of raven-black hair hung to her slender waist. A tall girl, her long legs were firmly muscled. She would make a fast runner, and I began imagining running beside her through the woods, both of us naked as beasts, racing with the wolves.

The girl said, “The wolves would never catch us.” She grinned. Her white teeth glinted in the moonlight. “Listen.” Suddenly, from far and wide came the howling of wolves. She laughed. “What music they make! Yes?”

I fought to conceal my fear. I demanded to know who she was.

“Your future wife.”

Ridiculous. She was obviously a Gypsy and I of noble blood. “How did you get past the guards, Gypsy girl? You will pay with your life when they catch you.”

She shrugged, unconcerned. “I am not really here.” Her large eyes sparkled mischievously. “Watch this.” She floated upward. Her bare feet no longer touched the floor. Again, her laughter rang out. “See?”

She floated back to the floor. “This is a special kind of dream. A vision. My mother taught me a spell by which a girl can see her future husband, if at midnight on Saint George’s Eve she is brave enough to go naked and alone deep in the forest to a crossroad where the blue ghost-flames glow.” She raised her head proudly. “As you can see, I was brave enough, and my Witchcraft worked.”

Mention of Witchcraft tempered my fear with anger. “Witchcraft is a lie.” For my mother’s sake, I had secretly vowed to be above such lies. I believed mother’s defiant last words, not her tortured confession. “An evil superstition.”

“And yet, I am here.”

“Dreams care little for reality.”

“But reality cares much about dreams.”

“Not my reality.”

She laughed. “Believe what you will, for now.” She looked me up and down. “And I believe you might make a handsome man one day, if you can learn to stop frowning. Do you think I will make a beautiful woman?” She moistened her lips with her tongue. “A desirable lover?” She slowly ran her hands over her budding breasts.

I said nothing.

Laughing, she pointed at the emblem sewn to my tunic. “What is that? Some kind of snake?”

“A dragon. My father is Dracul, the Dragon, of the Christian Order of the Dragon.”

Her smile vanished. “Dracul? The Devil?” Her eyes were round with shock.

“It can also mean that, especially to his enemies, the Turks, and perhaps to Gypsy girls who sneak into the palace, even if only in a dream.” It was my turn to smile. “Where is your laughter now?”

Her dark eyes flashed. “You think me afraid? You know nothing! You are the Son of Dracul?”

“I have two brothers.”

“But you are the One! I sense it. And I am to be your mate! Sweet Satan! I am to be your mate!”

She vanished.

I awoke.

The Moon was shining through my window, exactly as in the dream. And wolves were indeed howling in the distance.

The dying fire in the grate cast fitful shadows upon the walls and ceiling. I fought to master the disquieting fear my dream had inspired.

“Witches,” I whispered. I remembered my mother. Anger again tempered my fear. “Superstitions. Lies.” I clenched my fist at the Moon. “All lies!”

But this time I was wrong.


Chapter 3

Hostage

Nine years passed before I saw the Gypsy Witch again. The last four of those years were spent in captivity, never knowing when I might be killed.

To gain a temporary advantage, father sent my younger brother, Radu, and me to the Turks as hostages, part of a treaty agreement. If he attacked the Turks or fought them in any way, Radu and I were to be killed.

We were imprisoned in a fortress on Mount Egrigoz, and in the month before my thirteenth birthday, father broke the treaty.

He still had Mircea, his eldest son, with him. Radu and I had obviously been deemed expendable, which did not surprise me. I had been expecting father’s betrayal. It fit the pattern of my childhood experiences with him. But Radu was of a gentler disposition, and when the Turks came to our cell and took me away to be killed first, he was frantic with terror, screaming and begging.

Expecting father’s betrayal, I had been preparing for death and had promised myself I would face it as bravely as my mother had done. So, to the Turks’ disappointment, I did not scream or beg. I fought to maintain an illusion of calm.

In the place of execution I was forced to kneel and place my head on the bloodstained block. Then, without ceremony, the executioner’s ax slammed down. And missed. In my fear, I involuntarily shamed myself, soiling my clothes. The Turks laughed and laughed. Then I was taken back to my cell with the warning that next time it would be for real. But it wasn’t. Nor the time after that. I did not, however, shame myself again.

When human beings are faced with hopelessness, their spirits may break, making them easy for those in power to manipulate, and causing them to hunger for oblivion. Or they may become defiant, determined to live and struggle against the odds, and laugh in the face of Death.

Radu, subjected to the Turk’s cruel treatment, quickly broke. As a reward, he was taken to the palace and became the Sultan’s obedient toy. But, remembering my mother at the stake, I became defiant, though not, after being punished a few times, always openly. Secrecy and cunning became my best friends, and I began studying my captors, secretly vowing to have my revenge.

I became a model prisoner. I taught myself their language, learned to read their writings, came to understand how they thought, their military strategies, their religion, and their superstitions. How to frighten them. Terrify them. Defeat them.

Truth was not a thing I owed them. I taught myself to mix truth and lies skillfully, making it difficult to tell the two apart. And, eventually, I convinced the Sultan that I was sincere in wanting revenge on my father, and that I, a legitimate heir to the Wallachian throne, was ready to lead a Turkish army into Wallachia and claim that throne, the key to the conquest of all Christendom, for Turk-land and the glory of Sultan Murad II.

As the son of Prince Dracul, my training as a Christian Warrior had begun early in life. I could ride and control a horse at an early age. In Targoviste, constant training and exercise with weapons had strengthened my body and taught me mental discipline, concentration.

In my cell, I had continued to exercise and strengthen my growing body as best I could. After gaining the Turks’ trust, I obtained further training from their warriors.

I was indeed, therefore, prepared to do battle with father’s forces, if necessary. I had long since decided that if he cared nothing for my life, I would care nothing for his. Or Mircea’s.

But, as it happened, I did not have to kill my father and brother. A Christian conspirator named Vladislav usurped father’s throne and killed them for me.

Dracul was dead. So was Mircea. And I discovered I cared but little.

Later, when Vladislav led most of his Wallachian forces to fight a new war in Serbia, the Sultan decided it was time to give my plan a try. It would not take many men to capture Targoviste while Vladislav and most of his army were away. Holding the throne, should I win it, however, would be up to me.

Finally, then, two months before my eighteenth birthday, on a cold October morning, I led a small contingent of Turkish cavalry and infantry northward toward Wallachia.

After four years of imprisonment, I was finally free and going home, unaware that a Gypsy Witch waited for me there, and with her creatures neither living nor dead, restless and hungry in their graves.


Chapter 4

Vampires

So few defenders were left at Targoviste that I captured the throne without a single battle. But if Vladislav, the usurper, survived the fighting in Serbia, and returned with most of his army intact, my small Turkish force would not be sufficient to hold the throne. I therefore needed the support of the Wallachian nobility, the boyars.

But leading Turks into Targoviste had understandably made the Wallachians distrustful of my motives. And most Wallachians continued to be suspicious of me, even after I had word secretly passed to them that with their help I would drive the Turks out.

And those who were inclined to take the word of Dracul’s son still feared Vladislav too much to risk helping me. Vladislav had been merciless with the most prominent members of my father’s court, including father’s new wife. Cneajna had died years before. But my brother Mircea’s wife, Varina, whom he had married while I was a hostage, was still alive in the dungeon.

Vladislav had taken a special delight in Varina’s degradation. She had been made to watch Mircea’s slow torture and burial alive in, like father later on, an unmarked grave. Vladislav had then placed her in the dungeon and told the guards they could do as they wished with the beautiful noblewoman. Later, the usurper had personally tormented her with tortures designed to terrify and agonize without killing. He meant to keep her alive, naked in chains, for a very long time.

Varina’s mind had shattered. When I freed her, she was able to tell me her name, but little more, until I asked of Mircea.

At mention of her husband’s name, painful memories momentarily cleared her thoughts, and she told me where he and my father were buried. But she also said that they were not really dead.

The first piece of information was useful. I had been unable to find or persuade anyone to tell me the location of the unmarked graves, another example of Vladislav’s evil. The second, about their not being dead, I put down to the wishful thinking of a ruined mind.

But Varina continued her story, telling me that after I was taken to Turk-land, father had made enemies of a group of Witches, who then cursed him and his eldest son to find no peace in the grave, but to become Vampires, crawling from their coffins each night to stalk the living, drinking the blood of sleeping humans.

Their coffins, she said, had been wrapped in the vines of wild roses to keep them inside. And she begged me to free her husband from the horrid thorns, so that he might return to her once more.

The coffins were buried where Varina had said they would be. And they were indeed wrapped in the vines of wild roses.

I had the mutilated bodies, dark with trapped blood and bloated by gases, but as yet surprisingly uncorrupted, cleaned and clothed in white shrouds, then placed in the palace crypt with the proper ceremonies.

That night I awoke to find the palace unnaturally quiet. Fearing a sneak attack by Vladislav or an assassination attempt by one of his secret supporters, I armed myself with my sword and called for my guards. When none came, I cautiously went to investigate.

I found the guards outside my chambers fallen into a deep sleep, out of which I could not rouse them. Then I heard a sound behind me in my sleeping room.

Holding my sword ready, expecting an assassin’s attack, I slipped quietly back into the room. But instead of an assassin, I found my father’s corpse standing near the fireplace in its shroud, staring at me with dead eyes.

In the flickering glow of the candles burning in the room, I could see blood on the dead thing’s lips and chin. Blood also stained its shroud.

Except for its dark lips, the corpse had turned white, and the bloating caused by death was gone, replaced by a skeletal leanness, flesh stretched tightly over bone.

Fighting shock and fear, I tried to speak, to act. But then my terror increased, for I discovered I was helpless.

Caught in the gaze of dead eyes, I was paralyzed, unable to move or speak. My sword slipped from my grip and fell heavily to the floor.

The thing moved toward me.

It pulled its purplish lips back in a rictus grin, baring sharp, white teeth.

Red fire began glowing in its eyes as if hot coals burned behind cold glass.

The corpse reached me. It gripped my shoulders with its cold, strong hands and leaned slowly forward.

“Your blood,” it moaned. Its chilled breath stank of rotting flesh. “I need,” it whined and leaned closer. Its cold teeth touched my throat.

Then suddenly she was there, a woman clad in black.

She rushed into the room shouting words in a language I did not understand, but which made the corpse, before it had drawn my blood, stagger back as if struck.

I remained unable to move or speak.

She spoke more words of command in the strange, guttural tongue. The corpse slumped onto the floor and lay still. Then she turned to me.

Her beauty struck me like an unexpected blow. There was a wildness about her, a woman of the forests and mountains. A Gypsy.

Her eyes were large and dark and so very alive. She was tall and slender, her hair a tangle of raven-black curls. But she was not clothed like any woman I had ever known.

Her tunic, britches, and boots, all of black leather, would have suited a huntsman. Her cloak was also black, the hood thrown back. A leather pouch hung from a wide leather belt encircling her waist.

Gazing into my eyes, she spoke foreign words again, this time in a gentle whisper.

My paralysis vanished. I swiftly reached down and retrieved my sword then held it ready to strike.

She laughed. “Do you intend to slay your rescuer, Prince Dracula?”

I cleared my throat, determined that my voice would be steady. “I might slay you still, or have you placed in the dungeon, if you fail to answer my questions.”

“Questions?” Her eyes sparkled. “Questions about what?”

She was enjoying herself too much at my expense. “Who are you, Gypsy woman?”

“Do you not remember our first meeting? Nine years ago? On the Eve of Saint George?”

I did recognize her then, recognized the eyes that had haunted many exciting, adolescent dreams. A chill of fear passed through me, but I said nothing.

Again she laughed. “For nine years have I waited and prepared for this night, and finally it has come!” She bowed slightly from the waist in the manner of a man acknowledging an equal. “I am Tzigane, Prince Dracula. Still a Witch. And still your future wife.”


Chapter 5

Tzigane

Standing before me was the young Witch from my dream nine years ago, now a beautiful woman. It was impossible. As was the notion that my father’s corpse had just attacked me.

Tzigane said, “You have nothing to fear from me, Prince Dracula.”

I had become an expert at concealing my feelings in the Turkish prison. I was angered with myself for allowing my fear to show.

“Fear is an old friend. In prison, the Turks introduced me to fear and made certain we became intimate companions.” I moved the tip of my sword toward her throat. She did not move away. “What is your real name? Tzigane simply means Gypsy.”

“My name is both who I am and what. Few names are so fortunate as mine.” Her dark eyes sparkled. She inclined her head to the side. “Next question?”

I moved the blade still closer, almost touching her skin. To my surprise and admiration, she stood her ground. Her gaze never left mine, never wavered. I forced a smile.

“The Turks also taught me about tricks. For example, the impostor who is feigning unconsciousness upon the floor.”

“Impostor?”

“No doubt he is working for Vladislav, my enemy, along with you. Were you hoping to discredit my family and my authority by making people think my father had become a monster?”

“Do not call him that. He is not unconscious. Only paralyzed. He can still hear you.”

“Then let him hear this. My sword will pierce your neck, should he attempt a surprise move against me.”

“Your father—”

“My father is dead.”

“Undead. You saw for yourself!”

“Then, would he object to my sword piercing his neck instead of yours?”

“He might, but it would do him no lasting harm.”

“I believe I will test that claim,” I paused, then shouted, “right now!” and punctuated the shout by loudly stamping my right boot upon the floor.

From his position, his face turned away from me, he could not see that I was bluffing, my blade still at the Gypsy’s throat, but he moved not the slightest, leaving me feeling foolish.

Tzigane seemed about to laugh, but she controlled the impulse and said, “Obviously, your attitude toward the Unseen has changed little in nine years.” She glanced down at the corpse and motioned to it. “Even when you can see it.”

I had not truly thought the man an impostor. But it was a possibility, and the alternative violated what I had come to believe was reality. If such things as Vampires existed, what other legends and superstitions might also be true?

“Convince yourself, Prince Dracula. Thrust your sword into your father’s corpse, if you wish. There will be but little blood, the wound will quickly heal, and he will still, at my command, rise and walk once more.”

“At your command? Because of your Witchcraft, I am supposed to believe?”

She raised her chin. “Witch I am, and proud. But it does not take a Witch to control the newly Undead, only someone with the proper knowledge and training.” She grinned. “Which, of course, usually means a Witch, these days.”

Holding my gaze, she reached into the leather pouch at her belt. I still held my blade near her throat. She slowly pulled from the pouch a small knife and held it for my inspection. “Surely this tiny weapon can do little against your great sword.”

The knife had a leather-wrapped handle and a pointed blade made not of metal but of black stone, the edges chipped to lethal sharpness. Symbols unknown to me were inscribed near the base of the blade.

Tzigane knelt beside the corpse. “Now, watch, please.”

She used the stone blade to slice deeply into the pale skin at the back of the corpse’s neck. A few drops of thick, dark blood oozed sluggishly forth. Then the wound swiftly healed, leaving not even a scar.

“Do you also think that a trick, my Prince?”

“I do not see how.”

“Good.” She stood and slipped the knife back into her pouch. She looked me up and down. “Your stubborn disbelief may not have changed in nine years, but your body has. You have become a rather handsome man, although you still frown too much.” She waited. “You are now supposed to respond that I have become a beautiful woman.”

“Am I?”

“You find me unattractive?”

I hesitated. I urgently needed information from her. My experiences with the Turks made me think of using force to learn what I wanted, but I suspected she was strong spirited enough to resist the persuasion of pain for longer than I wanted to spend. My stay in Turk-land had also taught me cunning, however, and a gentle approach might work more quickly with one who had spoken of becoming my wife.

“You have, indeed, become a beautiful woman.”

“Tzigane. Won’t you say my name?”

Again I hesitated, then, “You have become a beautiful woman, Tzigane.”

“Yes! I have.” Her gaze softened. “For you.”


Chapter 6

Witchcraft

Tzigane fixed me with her dark eyes and said, “My life changed nine years ago. After that night when I first saw you, I told my parents what I had seen, and they sent me away.”

“Away from home? Did they disown you?”

“Disown me?” She laughed. “No! They sent me away to be trained for a sacred task. Then I was forced to use what I learned to pass a series of lethal tests.”

“Lethal?”

“Very. Many others tried and failed. I alone succeeded.”

“Why were there others? You are the only one I saw in that dream.”

“Vision, not dream.”

“The vision was yours, not mine.”

“But you shared it. Its validity would have been less had you not seen me appear.”

“But the others?”

“Other young girls were chosen as candidates because of other signs and foretellings. We worked very hard together for nine years, my Prince, to prove ourselves worthy. But in the end, only I was still alive and able to do what had to be done, when I returned.” She raised her arched eyebrows. “Returned, to you.”

“To do what?”

“Your mind is full of questions, of course, and I promise to explain more, later.”

“Explain now.”

“Not until I sense you are truly ready to hear.”

The gentle approach had told me nothing useful. “In that case, you have a simple choice. Either decide that I am ready to hear immediately, or I shall chain you in the dungeon and—”

“You cannot force me to tell.”

“Many think they can withstand great pain. Few can.”

She smiled.

“Smiling is not the proper response, Gypsy woman. I am threatening you with torture.”

“I understood that.”

“Do you then doubt my threat?”

She laughed softly. “We could have an interesting contest, my Prince, your will against mine, if I were to allow you to torture me.”

“Allow? You would not have a choice!”

“Wouldn’t I?”

“Of course not.”

Another soft laugh. “Be careful, Prince Dracula. You might find yourself at a disadvantage after you chained me and—” she paused, “removed my clothing.”

For a moment I forgot to control my expression and let my surprise at her words show.

“You were going to remove my clothing, weren’t you? For the torture?”

I made my expression impassive again and cleared my throat. “It is a common procedure, to provide access to all the most—” I hesitated.

“Sensitive places?” She slowly wet her full lips with the pink tip of her tongue.

I cleared my throat again. “Yes.”

“And could I trust you to inflict no permanent harm?”

“That would depend on your cooperation.”

“And would you stop if I asked in a special, pre-arranged way?”

I shook my head. “What are you talking about? Stopping torture if the victim asks makes no sense at all.”

She laughed softly again.

“Nor is the prospect of it supposed to be humorous.”

She shrugged. “Pain releases certain substances into the bloodstream that can be somewhat pleasurable, up to a point.”

“Pain is never pleasurable!”

Another laugh. “Forgive me. You have much to learn. From me. Many kinds of things. But no matter. Because I would not allow you to do me serious harm.”

“How could you stop it?”

“If you tried, I have the power.”

“Power? Such as that by which you made the guards outside my door sleep too soundly to be roused?”

“Your father caused that, a power the newly Undead instinctually wield, along with the power to paralyze their victims, as you experienced.”

“Which your power can overcome?”

“As you saw. The power of my hard-won knowledge.”

“But which you will not explain.”

“But which I will explain, when I sense you are ready.”

Although I had no desire to harm her, the needs of the throne, my needs, had to come first. But perhaps I would not need to hurt her. The mere threat of torture, giving a captive a tour of the instruments of pain, often in itself loosened tongues. And, I thought, it might be satisfying to see the humor in her eyes replaced by serious fear. But no sooner had that thought crossed my mind, when she whispered three words in her foreign tongue, and I was paralyzed once more!

She took my sword from my hand and slipped it into the scabbard on my belt.

I struggled to move, to speak.

She leaned closer. “I believe I forgot to mention that another of my powers is the ability to read thoughts, as I read yours just now.” She moved even nearer, almost touching me. The scent of exotic spices clung to her.

She placed her hands on my chest. “I assure you, Prince Dracula, that I look forward to your seeing me naked, but as a prelude to love, not torture.”

She gazed into my eyes and whispered, “I will tell you many secrets. Soon. I promise.” Then she turned to the corpse upon the floor and uttered words of command in the foreign tongue. The pale-fleshed cadaver stirred, rose stiffly to its feet. My father. Undead.

Now under Tzigane’s control, his glassy eyes stared at nothing. Unblinking. Empty. How had this happened to him? Was it as my brother’s wife had said? Had father and Mircea been cursed by Witches? Perhaps by Tzigane herself?

“I did not make your father Undead,” she answered, again reading my thoughts, “although I know those who did. Lies you have been taught make you think it a curse. But it is a blessing, if viewed another way.”

She again spoke commands I could not understand. But my father understood. He walked from the room. She returned her attention to me. “I want you to see what happens next. If I release you from the spell of paralysis, will you promise not to hinder me or what I do in any way? Answer with your thoughts.”

I could make no such promise.

“Think of what the power to read thoughts could mean to one such as you, Prince Dracula. I can teach you this power, and many others.”

The thought that I had no wish to become a Vampire passed through my mind, and she detected my thoughts.

“You need not be Undead to wield powers similar to mine. I am still very much alive. My flesh is not cold.” She gently touched my cheek with her right hand. At her touch, a wave of warmth pulsed through me.

“Won’t you trust me, my Prince, if only a little? Please, trust me and promise not to hinder me if I return control of your body to you.”

I hesitated, then thought that although trust must be earned, I would give my word not to hinder her. She detected my true intent, however.

“You are cunning, Prince Dracula. I approve of that, of course, except where I am personally concerned. So, remember that even if you somehow managed to render me unconscious or dead, I am not the only one of my kind, and we are not meek Christians who think forgiveness a virtue.”

She had, I decided, won this battle, unless—

“No help will come from any of your guards. All are as those outside your door. So, too, are the people of the palace, thanks to your father and brother. The sleep of the surrounding city, however, is my doing, I am proud to say.

“But, please, do not feel you have lost a battle to me. By
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