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Prologue

May 1601

The pirates attacked the small fishing village of Isternia at dawn. They were on their way back from an unsuccessful mission against Crete. The Venetians had repelled them everywhere. In one of the battles they defeated them so badly that many pirates lost their lives. But that was not what depressed them the most. The fact that they were going back with almost no loot to show for their expedition was even worse. That was why, as they approached the Cyclades Archipelago in the Aegean Sea, their ships headed for the defenceless island of Tinos, the only Venetian possession in the area. One of the ships dropped anchor into the waters of the Isternia bay and the pirates scattered in the deserted streets. The sleeping residents had only their fishing knives to use against the attackers. After generations of a peaceful existence they were no warriors and were in fact defenceless before the attackers. The settlement itself was not rich. Truth be told, its inhabitants barely made ends meet. The pirates could scarcely count on finding any treasures. Even the two churches were simple and austere with hardly anything worth stealing. Thus the attackers had to resign themselves to the only thing that could bring them a relatively good profit, human stock. They went from house to house, busting the rickety doors and storming in with menacing cries. They brandished their short scimitars and slayed the men, women, little children and babies on the spot. Only the healthy and attractive boys and girls were spared and the pirates took them captive. 

When the assailants made their way into Father Andreas’s house, he flung himself on the floor and began fervently praying to God. He was murdered before God could hear him and help him. His wife tried to grab her two youngest babies sleeping next to her on the bed and escape with them but the attackers caught up with her and cut her head off. They also murdered the innocent little ones before they were even able to cry out. Anastasia and her younger brother, Dimitar, were dragged out of their beds in the next room and forced to lie on the floor face down. Their hands were tied up behind their backs. Then one of the pirates took them out of the house and kicked them to the town square already crowded with the rest of the captives.

After the entire town was searched and set on fire, the human stock, consisting of about a hundred boys and girls, was loaded on the pirate ship. They were forced into a narrow hold where they had to lie on top of each other while lamenting their unhappy fate. Their thirst for plunder finally quenched, the pirates sailed away. The ship had just entered open waters, tearing the waves apart, when the spring sun emerged above the azure expanse of the Aegean Sea. For the first time in weeks, something akin to a smile lit up the rough features of the pirates. Loot was finally aboard their ship. They could never have guessed its worth, no matter how ambitious their estimates were, however. And the reason was that in only a few years, one of the girls now bent in two in the dirty hold and weeping inconsolably, was to become the most powerful woman in the Sultan’s court and was going to change the course of Ottoman history forever.




Chapter 1

Tuesday, 5 Ramadan 1061 A.H. (22 August 1651)

Kösem Mahpeyker, grandmother of the underage Sultan, Mehmed IV, and his official regent, was sitting leisurely among the soft cushions of her resplendent couch, her body grown heavy with age. She was over sixty by now. The years had not been kind to her once excellent figure. The wrinkles on her face, especially those around her eyes, were getting deeper. Yet, if someone looked at her hard enough they would have been able to discern the traces of what must have once been exceptional beauty and grace.

It was not Kösem’s best day. That morning Turhan Hatice, her daughter-in-law, had openly confronted her for the first time even though the ostensible reason for the conflict had been quite mundane. It concerned an Uskudar spahi’s state allowance, which the regent had refused to grant. The little bitch had openly declared she had no intention of abiding by the caprices of an old witch like Kösem. Had anything like that happened just two or three years earlier, Kösem would have slapped her across her impudent mouth and exiled her to Eski Sarayi. But everything had changed dramatically in the past couple of months.

When three years earlier Ibrahim I was deposed and his six-year-old son, Mehmed IV, was installed on the throne, the mother of the new ruler automatically became the Valide Sultan, i.e. the Queen Mother. She was also supposed to be named his regent. The viziers and the highest-ranking clergy, however, decided she was too young for the great responsibility the position entailed. She was only twenty at the time. As a result, Kösem received the title of Buyuk Valide Sultan (Grandmother of the Sultan) and was proclaimed the official regent of Mehmed IV. At first, Turhan Hatice showed no signs of being opposed to or even dissatisfied with the arrangement. On the contrary, she used all means available to demonstrate her gratitude to and appreciation for her almighty mother-in-law. 

Everybody in the palace knew or suspected that it was Kösem herself who had organised the coup that led to Ibrahim I’s dethronement and his replacement by his six-year-old son. At the time of the upheaval, Kösem was still at the top of her power, with nobody daring to oppose her openly. She had played a key role in the reigns of five Sultans and there was little doubt she would continue to rule under the sixth. The first two years went as expected, with Kösem on top. But Turhan Hatice gradually began emerging out of the shadow of her mighty mother-in-law. At first, her claims for supreme power were modest but, with time, they became ever more overt.

The turning point had come when the now former Grand Vizier, who was loyal to Kösem, was removed from his post only the previous day. His place was then taken by Siyavus Pasha, who was close to Turhan Hatice and who was promoted by the regent’s opponents. Kösem felt the power slowly but relentlessly slipping away from her. Nonetheless, there was no place for resignation, let alone desperation, in her life. She had spent too many years in the palace and was absolutely familiar with the detailed functioning of the different ruling mechanisms. What was even more important, she knew how to exploit them to her advantage. She had come out victorious in much more complicated situations. She had ruthlessly defeated enemies much more powerful than the little slut. She had been behind dethronements of Sultans and appointments of grand viziers and janissary agas. She had welcomed ambassadors of the Great European Powers and had been in direct correspondence with their rulers. Nothing in Topkapi Sarayi happened without her knowledge and blessing.

Of course, she had had her fair share of hardship to overcome, too. She’d come to experience the loneliness of Eski Sarayi where the widows and mothers of ex-Sultans were sent. She had spent years in desperation and tears. But in the end, she’d always managed to come back victorious to the scene of big political decision-making. She would manage now, too. She would not let a twenty-three-year-old brat take her place, even if she was the current Sultan’s mother. Kösem, unlike her rival, was well aware of how fragile and transient power could be if you didn’t fight for it every day, or if you neglected to use all possible means to strengthen it constantly. You could be the Valide Sultan one day, and just a widow that nobody needed any more the day after; a crushed woman, abandoned to the waking nightmares of endless sleepless nights in the “Palace of Tears,” as they wittily called Eski Sarayi. Very few managed to escape that ominous place and go back to Topkapi Sarayi. Kösem was one of them. Would Turhan Hatice also accomplish the unthinkable? Kösem shook her head. Not very likely. At least as far as she was concerned, she intended to make sure her rival spent the rest of her days in oblivion and seclusion.  

Turhan Hatice’s power resided in her son, but he was still a young boy of frail health and a weak immune system. If anything fatal was to happen to him, and he, God forbid, passed on to the afterlife, his mother would lose all of her influence and head straight for the path of suffering that led to Eski Sarayi. It was such a clever plan. Mehmed IV had brothers from other concubines hence the Ottoman dynasty was in no way jeopardized. More importantly, the mother of a new Sultan would be more malleable than Turhan Hatice and wouldn’t interfere with Kösem’s responsibilities and functions as a regent. A sinister smile appeared on Kösem’s lips. Allah was her witness that she did not want Mehmed IV’s death. He was in fact her favorite grandson, her own flesh and blood. The interests of the Ottoman Empire came first, though. She could not leave the fate of the great empire in the hands of an immature savage girl.

“My Lady, are you okay?” the voice of the kahya, her first assistant, startled her out of the reverie.

“I am fine, Ayshe.”

Ayshe had been the Valide Kahya for almost thirty years already. She was in charge of the small army of maids, slaves and eunuchs who were assigned to Kösem Sultan and who were responsible for satisfying her every whim. Like her mistress, she was also of Greek origin, having arrived in the Sultan’s harem many years ago. As a young girl, Ayshe was also considered a great beauty, but she had never found her way to the Sultan’s bed. She had been lucky enough to get Kösem’s attention, though. The two women had been inseparable ever since, for almost fifty years now. Ayshe was so accustomed to her mistress’s reactions that she seemed to guess her wishes and thoughts before Kösem had even voiced them. Moreover, she possessed a sharp mind, broad general knowledge, and especially deep understanding of religious matters. Not least of all, she was fluent in quite a few foreign languages. Nobody knew for sure what was at the root of their strong ties. The evil tongues alleged the two women had once shared a strong emotional connection that had evolved into a sexual one. Others maintained what had brought them together was their similar fate.

“I think you are plotting something, My Lady.”

“Oh, Ayshe, one cannot hide anything from you.”

“Are you going to share your plans with your loyal slave?” 

“First of all, you are not my slave, but a close friend. Besides, I don’t have any plans… yet. I’ve just been worried.”

“Just tell me what is bothering you. I think we can find a solution together.”

“Today, at the Divan meeting, I refused to give some old spahi from Uskudar an allowance.”

“If you refused, then he probably didn’t deserve it.” 

“Whether he deserved it or not doesn’t matter. You see, the old man is a protégé of the little whore.” Kösem stubbornly avoided mentioning her daughter-in-law by name. When she talked about her, she always used various offensive nicknames.

“The very fact that he is her protégé means he didn’t deserve your mercy. You did the wise and right thing. That may teach her a lesson.”

“Yes, but that ingrate wouldn’t let it go. Following the Divan meeting, she confronted me in the garden and launched into a rude offensive tirade against me, which I couldn’t even repeat. She defied me openly. She declared a war.”

“What? Shame on her! The impertinent ingrate. But that’s completely unacceptable. That shameless bitch must be punished. Who does she think she is?”

“Don’t worry about that. She did go too far this time. There will be no mercy.” Kösem had regained her composure. Her voice didn’t quiver now and there were sinister notes in it. “I accept the war declaration. She may think I’m old and feeble but she’s bitterly mistaken. I can still deal with people like her.”

“What have you decided to do, My Lady?” Ayshe had caught the distinct glint in Kösem’s eyes that appeared there only when she had to take hard but fateful decisions. 

“I made her and I can break her just as easily,” Kösem answered shortly. “It’s a shame about the boy, though…”




Chapter 2

Autumn of 1600

Anastasia was gradually turning from a snotty little girl into a pretty young lady. When she was strolling along the narrow town streets, the men turned their heads and followed her graceful gait with lustful eyes; the women shook their heads enviously and made spiteful comments. For a girl her age and in this part of the world, Anastasia was not only beautiful but also quite well-read. She owed her education to her father, Father Andreas, a deeply religious person and a priest at the St. George Orthodox Christian Church. There was a Catholic church in Isternia, too, as the island of Tinos had been a Venetian domain for centuries. In spite of that, the majority of the population was Greek. The few colonizers had adapted to the local customs and manners and spoke fluent Greek, but staunchly kept their Catholic faith as a reminder of where they came from. Father Andreas had decided that his first-born daughter should receive the best education available. Thus he had asked the assistant vicar in the Catholic Church to admit her to his improvised school at the church.

Anastasia was an inquisitive child. She gladly attended the lessons. Besides, Father Giacomo was not only an eloquent storyteller and an experienced educator; he also had the ability to keep his students’ attention. There were no other girls among his students. The boys, with few exceptions, were Catholic and of Venetian origin. Although she was a girl, Anastasia advanced at a faster pace than her classmates and quickly became her teacher’s favourite. 

Father Giacomo was a young man of about thirty. His face was too pale for somebody from the South. His eyes were warm and bright, his fingers long and fine. His whole appearance emitted such charm that there was no normal girl that could resist him. The very first time she crossed the threshold of his schoolroom, Anastasia felt a strange weakening sensation in her loins. Although she would not admit it to anyone, including herself, she was madly in love with her teacher. She thought she could conceal her feelings masterfully, but seeing her gaze at Father Giacomo one could easily guess she was in love with him. It did not take long for her classmates to begin hinting at it, some even openly mocking her. The only one who never participated in this sort of banter was Luigi; he invariably defended her passionately, instead. He was an ugly pimple-faced youngster of sixteen and was madly in love with his beautiful classmate. So, just thirteen years old, Anastasia already found herself at the center of a love triangle. The situation was growing more serious by the minute as Luigi was no ordinary boy. His father, Franco D’Amato, was the mayor of Isternia. On top of that, he had several trade ships sailing to every Mediterranean port. The D’Amato family lived in an impressive three-floor mansion with a huge yard that went down all the way to the sea.

Father Andreas was a very devout man, which did not prevent him from being pragmatic, especially when it came to his favourite first-born daughter. Isternia was a small town and nothing remained hidden or secret for very long. The rumours about Luigi’s love for his daughter had reached him too, and he was firmly intent on making the best out of the situation as soon as possible. He made an appointment with Luigi’s father to ask him directly what he thought about the situation. Signor D’Amato was also aware of what was going on, so the two fathers reached an agreement pretty quickly. The only condition was that Anastasia had to convert to Catholicism before the engagement was officially announced. To Father Andreas that seemed like quite a concession but he was ready to go to great lengths in the name of what was best for his daughter. To speed up the conversion process, Anastasia was to be individually prepared for her sacred admission into Catholicism by Father Giacomo. Of course nobody ever asked her if she was willing to change her faith or marry Luigi. Girls at the time were raised to obey their parents who were the ones expected to make all important decisions on their behalf. 

Nonetheless, the girl made a timid effort to talk to her mother about how she felt. She confessed she did not love Luigi and could not be happy if she married him. But her mother explained that love and happiness came after the wedding and could not be expected to be there before. She told Anastasia how she had never been asked whether she wanted to marry her father whom she hadn’t even met at the time of the engagement, either. But after their wedding she had grown to love him and was quite happy now. Even so, Anastasia was adamant she could not love Luigi. She could not even stand how stupid, vain and ugly he was. This clearly angered her mother and she reproached her for her sinful way of talking about her future husband. But was it not sinful for them to force her to renounce the holy Orthodox faith and convert to the heresy of Catholicism, Anastasia tried to counter. This irritated her mother further. If her father, who was God’s servant, had decided it should be so, then it was right. That was the end of the conversation. Anastasia didn’t dare approach her father with her objections. She was sure he loved her dearly, but she was worried she might infuriate him with her disobedience. She knew him only too well to expect him to easily give up on a plan he had already settled on. Besides, she was afraid that if she was too insistent on keeping her Orthodox faith, her father might terminate her private lessons with Father Giacomo. So she temporarily gave up and continued to attend her classes at the Catholic Church school, staying after class for her private sessions to be admitted into Catholicism. Father Giacomo was happy about her quick advancement, yet he couldn’t help but notice that his favourite student looked somewhat anxious and sad.

“My dear child, to be accepted into the sacred Catholic fold, you need to open not only your mind but also you heart. You’ve been looking a little anxious of late. Does the fact that you need to change your faith bother you?”

“That’s not what bothers me, Father,” Anastasia looked him in the eyes.

“What is it then, my child? Once you convert to Catholicism, I’ll become your confessor. You should get used to trusting me and sharing everything with me.”

“What bothers me is my engagement to Luigi. I don’t love him.” 

This made Father Giacomo visibly uncomfortable. He seemed to ponder something for a while.

“God says you should love thy neighbour.” 

“That’s not what I meant. I love him well enough as a person. I just can never love him the way you are supposed to love a husband.”

“But love will come with time, my child.”

“You sound like my mother. I’ll never love him as a husband because I love somebody else.”

This confession made Father Giacomo uncomfortable and he spent some time in silence. 

Then he said hesitantly, “Are you sure this is love and not just a transient infatuation?”

“Of course, I’m sure.” 

“Are you ready to reject the marriage proposal of such an influential man?”

“I’m ready.”

“Are you ready to cross your father by ignoring his will?”

“I’m ready.”

“But that’s a sin, my dear child.” 

“I don’t care. I’m ready to make a deal with Satan, if I could only be with the one I love in return.”

“Oh, don’t say that in front of me,” Father Giacomo yelled in indignation, using his fingers as earplugs in a theatrical gesture. “This is blasphemy.”

“Father, you yourself said I should get accustomed to sharing with you. So here I am, sharing. And you don’t want to listen.”

Father Giacomo looked confused. He knew all too well who the girl’s secret love was. It scared and flattered him at the same time.

“Does the person you are talking about as your beloved share your feelings?” 

“I hope so,” the girl responded with a coquettish smile. “Still, let’s ask him. Father Giacomo, do you share my feelings?”

“What?” the priest shrieked and held his head with his hands in an exaggerated gesture. “Dear Lord, why are You sending this temptation my way? Do You doubt my faith?”

“Come on. I know you love me. Is it so hard to admit it?”

“Get away from me, you Devil’s spawn,” the priest shooed her away theatrically.

But Anastasia had no intention of going away. Quite on the contrary, she took an unsure step forward and wrapped her thin arms around the priest’s neck. Summoning all of his willpower, Father Giacomo managed to push her off. Then he ran out into the churchyard. The girl turned around offended and left.

Following this exchange, they both pretended for a while that nothing had happened between them. One day Father Giacomo asked her, “Do you have anything to share with me, my child?”

“The last time I tried to talk with you candidly you ran away,” the girl replied contemptuously. “Let’s just concentrate on my preparation, please.”

Father Giacomo didn’t insist. He busied himself with the lessons. But he had lost his concentration; he kept forgetting what he was talking about and made other annoying mistakes throughout. It seemed that the seeds of sinful lust had taken root in his mind, too. Anastasia pretended she was indifferent, which additionally fed the passion of the God’s servant. That game of cat and mouse continued for about a month. Ardent passion raged within the soul of the assistant vicar. The rational part of his brain constantly warned him that an affair with the little temptress was not only a deadly sin before God, but it also carried a very tangible danger with it. Anastasia’s future father-in-law was the most powerful man in Isternia and also a cruel and vengeful person, if the rumours were true. God could forgive him the transgression; it was unlikely that Signor D’Amato would. On the other hand, his passion was not subject to reason and good advice. It just craved satisfaction regardless of the consequences. The internal struggle had an especially adverse effect on his poor body. He languished from the loss of appetite and his eyes were taking on a feverish gleam. Finally, Father Giacomo couldn’t take it any longer. One day when he was alone with Anastasia, he turned to her and said, “About a month ago you asked me if I shared your feelings. Not a single second has passed since when I haven’t thought about it. It’s not that I didn’t know the answer. It was just hard to admit it, as it is a sin, I think. But it doesn’t matter anymore.”

Anastasia was watching him appearing to be surprised.

“I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Please don’t torture me any longer. I love you. That’s what you wanted to hear, didn’t you?”

“I’ll be engaged to Luigi D’Amato shortly. That’s why I’m here, to get ready for my conversion to Catholicism. Not in order to listen to your offensive confessions.”

Father Giacomo remained silent in his embarrassment. He knew the girl still loved him. But he had hurt her pride too deeply when he had rejected

her a month before.

“I am sorry for running that last time. I just wasn’t ready back then.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m sorry that a passing infatuation made me say things I don’t really mean. But that’s all in the past. Let’s put it behind us and look ahead. I have my conversion to Catholicism and an engagement to look forward to.”

“Yes, indeed,” the assistant vicar murmured dejectedly. He sighed deeply and then went back to expounding on theological issues.

Another month passed. Anastasia’s welcoming into the fold of Catholicism was scheduled for the middle of December. The engagement was to be made official just after Christmas. That year the autumn was very warm and sunny. Sunny days were the norm as late as the beginning of December; the night sky was spangled with countless stars. Anastasia gazed at the bright constellations in melancholy, hot tears rolling down her face. She felt she was running out of time. She had rejected Father Giacomo because of her bruised pride and he seemed to have accepted it. Luigi, on the other hand, was getting ever more annoying. His stupid-looking face had blossomed with happiness, and so had his zits. He had gradually outgrown his timidity. In his newly-gained cockiness, he treated her as if he already owned her regardless of the fact that she responded with contemptuous silence to all of his numerous attempts to attract her attention or start a conversation. She felt sick at the thought of being his wife some day. She was willing to go to great lengths if she could only prevent this from ever happening. She was afraid that once the engagement was announced, her father might decide to put an end to her lessons with Father Giacomo. The very thought made her howl in desperation. If she really wanted to take her fate into her own hands, she had to do something immediately. 

“Well, my child, we are at the threshold of the big event in your life,” Father Giacomo said once all the other students had left. “Are you ready?”

“What do you mean?” Anastasia asked flirtatiously and batted her eyelashes, her eyes misty with passion.

The assistant vicar quivered at this unanticipated change in her demeanor that had left him temporarily speechless.

“I was referring to your acceptance into the holy Catholic fold.”

“Oh, you were? I thought you meant our love.”

“But you’ve been so cold and haughty lately. I thought you didn’t love me anymore.”

“Do you still love me?” the girl asked hopefully, her voice trembling in spite of her best effort to conceal her excitement.

Father Giacomo did not reply. He just took an uncertain step forward and put his arms around her. Anastasia stood up on her toes and wrapped her arms around her teacher’s neck. She opened her lips. They kissed. At first, it was quite tentative, but then the passion grew. Father Giacomo began unbuttoning her cardigan ineptly, overcoming her timid resistance. Then he pulled the shoulder straps of her dress down. Her breasts jumped out freely like warblers forcibly held in a cage for a long time. The girl attempted to cover herself but Father Giacomo gently removed her hands before starting to suck her nipples.

After it was all over, they stayed silent for a while, just breathing heavily. Then the girl hastily pulled her shoulder straps back into place and put on her cardigan. Father Giacomo was fast on his feet pulling his frock back on. Now that the lust had been satisfied, the teacher slowly grew aware of the consequences. He had kept his mind about him enough not to take the girl’s virginity. That was good. If they kept what had happened a secret, nobody would ever suspect it. Nonetheless, he was quite worried.

Anastasia was the first to break the silence, “Did we commit a sin, Father? What are we going to do now?”

“Maybe we did, but I am sure God will forgive us for we love each other. Still, what happened between us must remain our little secret to the grave,” the priest instructed. “You mustn’t mention it to anybody.”

“Of course I won’t tell. But what are we going to do now?”

“For now we’ll pretend there is nothing going on between us. Next week, you’ll convert to Catholicism, and at Christmas you’ll get engaged to Luigi.”

“No! No, I can’t! Let’s elope. Let’s do it tomorrow.”

“I can’t organise everything so soon. Please be patient.”

“We can go to one of the neighbouring islands. They are under Ottoman control, we’ll be safe there.”

“You are never safe with the Turks. They’ll kidnap and sell you on the slave market. As for me, they’ll probably kill me. Besides, you can’t underestimate Signor D’Amato. He does trade with the Turks and has connections even among them. He’ll find us in no time and take revenge on us.”

“I can’t marry Luigi. I’d rather die.”

“You won’t have to marry Luigi. By then we’ll have figured something out. You’ll only get engaged to him. The engagement is just a formality. It won’t change anything in your life. In the meantime, we’ll try our best to put off your wedding for as long as possible.”

Father Giacomo spent a long time trying to convince the girl to trust him and be patient. They were so engrossed in their discussion that they lost track of time. It was getting dark outside.

“You have to go now and get home as fast as you can. Don’t let your father wonder why you are late.”

She managed to get home before her father. Her mother, cooking in the kitchen, murmured something about her being late. Anastasia’s countered defiantly that familiarizing oneself with the Catholic faith required a lot of time and effort. Images of what had happened in the Catholic Church pavilion flew across her mind for the rest of the evening and late into the night. In her short life as a devout Orthodox priest’s daughter, she had always been taught that the pleasures of the flesh were something sinful. She had sinned so thoughtlessly today. And with the assistant vicar on top of that; the man who was supposed to be her spiritual teacher and future confessor! She tried to find an excuse for her transgression, reminding herself that it was the result of real and unconditional love. Or maybe her sinful fooling around with Father Giacomo was her way of rebelling against her engagement to Luigi and the fact that she was forced to give up her Orthodox beliefs. Who knew? Strange as it was, in the end, she fell asleep with pure conscience and a joyful smile. Father Giacomo reappeared in her dreams, his frock off and his pants down.




Chapter 3

Tuesday, 5 Ramadan 1061 A.H. (22 August 1651)

Turhan Hatice, mother of the underage Sultan Mehmed IV, was a young woman of impressive beauty. Although she was nominally the Valide Sultan, she had no real power, at least not yet. But things were slowly changing in her favor. The new Grand Vizier, Siyavus Pasha, second in rank in the Ottoman hierarchy, was on her side. He was her unofficial stand-in at the meetings of the Divan, the supreme governing body of the Ottoman Empire.

The Divan consisted of the viziers, the kazaskers, the provincial governors of Anatolia and Rumeli, the Kapudan Pasha, the Janissary Aga, the Sheikh ul-Islam, the commander of the capital spahi corps and others. Siyavus Pasha gave his confidante detailed reports of the debates in the Divan. Thus, she was able to keep a keen eye on all state affairs, even if she did not directly participate in them. For example, today she was informed just minutes after the end of the session that the Divan had refused to give an Uskudar spahi an allowance. Her mother-in-law was behind that, of course, and her only motive was that the man in question was close to her rival. Turhan Hatice could not turn a blind eye to this last insult. She waited for Kösem in the harem garden and told her what she thought of her, not holding anything back. The regent was apparently taken aback to witness such boldness on her daughter-in-law’s part. She bit her tongue and was unable to respond at all. Satisfied with this minor victory and revenge, Turhan Hatice threw a look of contempt at her, turned sharply around and retreated to her chambers.

In an ironic twist, her harem suite was right next to Kösem’s. She relaxed into the cushions of her couch and sent for the Kizlar Aga, who had been her mentor once and was now her most trusted person in the palace. The Kizlar Aga was the chief of the eunuchs and as such was practically responsible for all the order and discipline in the harem.

The Kizlar Aga was born in Egypt in the family of a poor clerk who’d been left a widower at a young age and could hardly care for and feed his numerous offspring. That’s why when a wealthy Ottoman judge took a fancy to the five-year-old Suleiman, his father willingly gave him away in exchange for a certain monetary reward that would keep the boy’s starving brothers and sisters alive for a while. The judge took the boy to Istanbul where he was neutered and put through the necessary training. His new master appreciated his qualities and made him his personal secretary as a result. For the young Suleiman working for the judge was like attending a prestigious academy where he gained invaluable knowledge about the laws of the Ottoman Empire. But the interests of his master were not limited to judicial issues. He was also a brilliant theologian and an artful poet. Little Suleiman tried to absorb as much as he could from his various skills and knowledge. Unfortunately, the judge was quite elderly and soon fell very sick. In the few years he had Suleiman as secretary he had developed a special attachment to him, like that of a father to a son. Thus, on his deathbed he was able to arrange for the boy to be sent as an intern to the Sultan’s harem. His soul left his body for its heavenly abode soon afterwards. The boy cried inconsolably for the man who had become more than a father to him.

That is how the fifteen-year-old Suleiman found his way into the Sultan’s harem. By that time he had started to turn into a man, as far as such a description applied to a eunuch. Little Suleiman had grown into a tall, broad-shouldered youngster with a beautiful ebony face on which there sparkled two bright dark-brown eyes. His arrival in the harem coincided with the first years of the rule of Murad IV who was nearly his age. But the real power was in the hands of the Sultan’s authoritative mother. Kösem Sultan immediately took notice of the smart handsome boy and gave a strong push to his quite impressive career. Thus, fifteen years later, Suleiman was appointed the mentor of Turhan Hatice, Ibrahim I’s favourite. Another eight years after that, with the help of the woman who used to be his student, he was named Kizlar Aga. 

“At your service, My Sultan,” the chief eunuch bowed.

“Oh, Suleiman Aga, I am so grateful you came. Please rise!”

It should be noted that by that time the Kizlar Aga was in his mid-forties and bore almost no resemblance to the slender broad-shouldered youth he used to be. The sedentary life, the copious food and wine, and, most of all, the years, had left their mark on him. Only his eyes remained unchanged, dark and bright.

“Make yourself comfortable and tell me what’s new. What’s been happening in the palace? What are people talking about?”

As the Kizlar Aga, Suleiman not only ran all of the eunuchs’ activities but he also had numerous contacts which allowed him to exert considerable influence even outside the harem walls. Additionally, he had created a whole network of informers and spies at different levels in the palace hierarchy and they provided all sorts of priceless information in exchange for favours or remuneration.

“The main topic of conversation in the harem, and even outside, is today’s conflict between you, My Lady, and the old witch.”

“I could’ve guessed that. But what are they saying, Suleiman Aga?” 

“As expected, the janissary agas are still behind her. Their determination to use force in case the tension escalates is not as unwavering as it was a year or two ago, though.”

“Reasonably good news.” 

In the middle of the seventeenth century the janissary corps played a crucial role in the Ottoman Empire. Not only was it the major military force behind its expansionist policy, but it was also a key player in the domestic struggles for power. Murad I was considered the founder of the janissary institution. At first, the soldiers in this “new army” were recruited among Christian captives forcibly converted to Islam. The concept underwent some further development. It wasn’t until the Devshirme Law was implemented that the real establishment of the janissary corps went into effect. In essence, the law consisted of the coercive collection of Christian boys from the subjugated lands of Rumeli. The future janissaries had to be strong and healthy boys of between eight and eighteen years of age. Once their family connections were severed, the boys were forced to convert to Islam and were raised in accordance with the principles of unconditional loyalty and obedience to the Sultan. Then they were put through exceptionally strict military training, which turned them into elite soldiers of note, and not only when it came to the Ottoman Empire’s external enemies, who trembled in fear before them, but also to the highest political circles within the state. Gradually, the janissaries’ power and confidence grew so much that they became a military and political force to be reckoned with. Although in theory they were just the Sultan’s slaves and as such owed him complete subservience, it didn’t take long for them to start interfering pretty impertinently in the domestic struggles by compelling the ruler to make changes they desired. That included, but was not limited to, the selection and succession of the highest-ranking government officials such as the Grand Vizier, the Kapudan Pasha, the kazaskers, and so on. That’s why Turhan Hatice was so interested in the attitudes among them. She knew that in order to remove Kösem from her position, she needed if not their outright support, at the very least their neutrality. She had been trying to establish contact with the janissary agas for months without any meaningful success yet. 

“And what about the others?”

“The spahis are on your side, My Lady. Especially after today when the old crone refused to give one of their respected brothers an allowance. One even hears appeals for the use of force against the usurper.”

“That’s wonderful, Suleiman Aga. But do you think they are ready to act on their threats?”

“I think it’s still too early for an open attack. The spahis are certainly a force to be reckoned with but I’m not sure they can deal with the janissaries.”

The spahis formed the core of the regular Ottoman army, especially its cavalry. For their participation in the Sultan’s military campaigns they received land from the state, fiefdoms usually located in the conquered Christian territories. In times of peace, the spahis worked their lands and exploited the local population, whom they called rayah. In times of war, they were required to provide a specific number of soldiers and arms depending on the size of the fiefdom over which they ruled. The spahis living in and around the capital had a somewhat different status as they served in the Sultan’s personal guard. Those were the spahis Turhan Hatice was asking about. The natural animosity and overt hostility between them and the janissaries often flared into open armed clashes with varied results.

“Oh yes, I know. What’s the position of the clergy then?”

“They’re on your side but they don’t dare to openly show it yet.” 

“Yes, I know. Everyone says they are on my side but nobody dares to get out of hiding and oppose the old bitch once and for all. Is she really that powerful and scary? Are my followers such cowards?” 

“Actually, the power of your mother-in-law is slowly fading away. It’s just the inertia; people are used to being afraid of her. She’s been the leading figure in the palace for almost half a century after all, pulling the strings of power under six different rulers. She was never lenient to those who did not do as she commanded, regardless of their origin and place in the palace hierarchy. Besides, most of those in power today owe their careers to her and still deem themselves dependent on her good will.” 

“So what do you suggest we do?” 

“We should continue to build support for you. I know this is a tedious activity but it’s also the only thing that can guarantee us victory. On the other hand, it’s good to have you openly challenge her, be it over something completely insignificant like today’s conflict. This way you’ll show everybody that you are strong enough and not afraid of her and we’ll attract the hesitant who’ll see in you the person capable of dethroning the old bitch. Besides, being constantly challenged will irritate her additionally, hopefully prompting her to act hastily and make mistakes in spite of her composure and experience. We’ll take advantage of those mistakes in the best way we know how.”

“All right, I’ll wait. But when her time’s up, the old bitch will pay for all the wasted years. Thank you, Suleiman Aga, for your wise advice.” Turhan Hatice waved her hand impatiently at him and he hurried out of her chambers. The young Valide Sultan let her eyelids droop and drifted into a light nap. Memories of a time long past crept into her dizzy mind; memories of her as a young girl, running free in her native Ukrainian steppes.




Chapter 4

September 1640

Turhan Hatice was born and raised in a small town in West Ukraine, which was under the rule of the Polish king at the time. Nadya was the first-born daughter in the big family of a minor state official. Her father was not rich but he was well-educated. He loved spending time with his kids and passing on his knowledge. Her family, like most of the town’s residents, was Catholic. Her religious affiliation allowed the precocious Nadya to gain solid knowledge of Latin. As her town was within Poland’s borders and her father served in the king’s administration, her family spoke not only their native Ukrainian, but also Polish. Thus, from a very young age, Nadya was fluent in three languages. She also had some knowledge of religion, history and mathematics. Of course, like every little girl, Nadya loved playing outside with the other kids. One could say Nadya had a happy and carefree childhood until it got brutally interrupted one early autumn morning, just a month before she turned thirteen.

The church bell started ringing at dawn in a desperate attempt to warn the sleeping population about the imminent danger. But it was too late already! Tatar horsemen were racing through the town streets with ugly cries. The town did not have military guards to protect it. Its safety was in the hands of a small group of veteran soldiers who were unable to provide any real opposition and were quickly killed. Having dealt with the handful of soldiers, the Tatars proceeded to plunder and ravage the town. Nadya was abruptly awoken by her father’s desperate cries, the terrified screams of her mother and the sobs of her younger brothers and sisters. A young Tatar with eyes black as coal held her mother prone on the floor and raped her while another one killed her father with his sharp scimitar. A third one used his short dagger to decapitate her youngest brother and sister who were still infants. A fourth one had her other two brothers by the arms. Although they were only six and nine respectively, they were trying very hard to loosen the grip and rush to their mother’s aid. Nadya could not stand the terrifying view. Her knees went weak beneath her. A thick fog covered her eyes and she slid to the floor.

She came to about an hour later. Her hands were tied behind her back. She was stuffed into a crowded open wagon along with ten other girls. All of them looked terrible, some were crying and wailing, others were sobbing, still others seemed petrified by the heinous terrors they had been through. Two small horses drew the wagon. A Tatar was rhythmically whipping them. He turned back every now and then and let his long whip hit some of the loudest crying girls. There were other wagons in front and behind them, all loaded with plunder. Tatar horsemen rode beside them, colourful pieces of cloth tied around their heads. Like all children from the border areas, Nadya had heard countless horrifying stories about Tatar raids, but her town had never been attacked before.

Around noon they reached a broad river and crossed it through a ford. There they stopped to let their horses drink some water. Then they continued their journey to the southeast. At twilight they reached the bank of another big river and made their camp there. The Tatars untied the hands of their captives and let them relieve and wash themselves. They gave each of them a salty piece of mutton and a bowl of mare’s milk. Then they drove them into a narrow tent with barely enough space for the girls to lie down next to each other. Two older Tatars stood guard. Most of the girls, crying and choking, were sending heartfelt prayers to Jesus and the Virgin Mary and were making the sign of the cross constantly. For some reason, their guards found it hilarious. They pointed mocking fingers at them, bending in two with laughter.

“What’s going to happen to us?” one of the girls asked, hardly containing her tears. Nadya knew her vaguely. Her name was Maria. She had seen her a few times at Sunday service in the town church.

“They’ll probably kill us,” another girl replied casually. Her name was Oksana. She was a couple of years older than Nadya. She lived alone with her mother, who had the reputation of a whore. Her father had left them a long time before, wandering off somewhere in the world, seeking his fortune. Oksana herself was considered one of the town’s hooligans. “They’ll rape us before that, of course.”

The crying and sobbing in the tent only increased, with the girls crossing themselves even more diligently, as if it would prevent the misfortune.

“As far as I know,” another girl, who was quite unattractive, mumbled quietly, “they’re going to sell us on the slave market. But if they want to get good money for us, we’ll have to be virgins. We might get to evade at least that.”

“Ha, you’ll evade it all right, anyway. Who do you suppose will want you?” Oksana said mockingly.

The dig amused Nadya a little and she smiled slightly. She didn’t want to let her sprits fall into the abyss of despair.

“What about those of us who’ve been married?” asked a weeping pretty woman of around twenty. “There’s no way for us to be virgins, is there?”

“You’ll be sold on the grandmas’ market,” Oksana laughed. She was trying to keep a stiff upper lip, but her hands were shaking tellingly. Each girl reacted to the shock differently. Some were laughing, others were crying.

“Your jokes are completely out of place,” a girl who had remained silent until then rebuked her. Nadya didn’t remember her name; she only knew her father was the vicar of the town church. “May God have mercy upon you!”

“God? Where’s that God of yours? Why isn’t He coming to help when you’re calling him?” Oksana said sarcastically. “Why did He leave us in the hands of these bastards? Why didn’t He save us?”

At those blasphemous words most of the girls made the cross again, terrified, and looked at her in reproach. That was why when, following a short squabble with the guards, the young Tatar with the fiery black eyes whom Nadya had seen rape her mother, stomped into their tent, the girls saw his arrival as God’s punishment. The punishment, however, was not inflicted upon the blasphemous Oksana. The unwelcome guest eyed the girls carefully. His glance stopped on Nadya. He rudely pulled her away from the group and dragged her outside. Nobody tried to stand up for her. It was a warm September night. Along with the countless bright stars, a full smiling moon was shining from the cloudless skies. The unattractive girl had been somewhat right, but not entirely. The Tatars really wanted to keep their human stock’s virginity intact so that they could sell them at a higher price. This didn’t stop her kidnapper from brutally raping her in the ass and thus not deflowering her technically. While Nadya was crying from the pain and humiliation, her rapist was complacently laughing out loud. Having satisfied his primitive urges, he casually threw her back into the tent where the girl lost consciousness. When she came to she saw the vicar’s daughter bent over her. She was holding an improvised bandage made of a piece of her shirt in her hand and was trying to soak up the blood from Nadya’s torn anus.

“I swear that sooner or later the bastard will pay for this,” Nadya mumbled with an unexpected malice, overcoming the pain. “It will hurt him more than it hurt me.”

“Calm down and don’t blaspheme,” the vicar’s daughter rebuked her in a whisper, although now her voice sounded more worried than strict. “God knows what He’s doing.”

“Really? Then, why did He punish me when I kept my mouth shut? Why not Oksana?”

“We shouldn’t interfere with God’s plan.”

A sinister smile spread on Nadya’s parched lips.

“God’s too merciful for what I have in mind.”

Turhan Hatice shuddered at the thought of what had probably been the most frightening night of her life. How could a girl who had not even turned thirteen yet deserve to be tested like that? Was that the painful price she had to pay for what she’d accomplish afterwards? Was it worth it?

For a few more days they travelled south and then went east. The second night Nadya anxiously waited for her rapist to come and drag her outside. This time she was prepared. She had found a sharp stone near the creek where they had stopped for the night. She had hidden it in her shirt, eager to thrust it into his chest. She was planning to take out his eyes with it and, finally, drive it into his ass to make him feel at least some of her pain from the night before. Then, she would use it to kill herself and avoid all future suffering and humiliation. The black-eyed young Tatar did not come the second night, though, nor the third or the fourth. Maybe he had had enough of her for a while. Or maybe he had seen the look of Seytan, as they called Satan, in her green eyes. Who knows? Some of the younger prettier girls met a similar fate. They were dragged out in the middle of the night and brought back with torn clothes and bleeding assholes. But Nadya was left untouched from then onward. And so was Oksana. Among those raped were Maria, the vicar’s daughter, and, ironically, the unattractive girl, as well. 

On the fifth day, they arrived in Kaffa, the main port of the Crimean Khanate, where one of the largest slave markets in the East exhibited its goods. The minute they arrived in the city, they were taken to a bath complex where two huge moustachioed women removed a few layers of skin from their exhausted dirty bodies. They covered them in thick soap lather over and over again, rinsing it off with warm water until all of the five-day filth and dust accumulated on the Ukrainian steppes had drained into the sewers. Then they carefully checked which of the girls were virgins and separated them in two groups respectively. Then ointments were applied on their blistered feet and on some of their sore anuses. They gave them new clothes and let them have a good night’s sleep, so that they could look well-rested the next day. No rapes or any other forms of abuse took place that night.

In the morning they were taken to the market. And if the night the young Tatar had raped her had been the scariest in Nadya’s life, the day she spent on display at the slave market in Kaffa was the most humiliating. Potential buyers groped her, pinched her, disrobed her; some even made her open her mouth so they could inspect her teeth as if she were a horse. At dusk, just as she thought she might faint out of exhaustion and shame, there appeared Lutvi Aga. He was an elderly Turk with lascivious eyes and a greasy white beard. With the adept eye of an expert and just with a touch or two, he separated Nadya, Maria, the vicar’s daughter, and two other girls from the group of captives. Then he proceeded to noisily haggle with the chieftain of the Tatars who had abducted them. Finally, he untied his purse and counted a hundred foreign gold coins that Nadya had never seen before. Having paid, Lutvi Aga gathered his newly acquired stock and took the girls to the dock. They were loaded onto an old ship with other slaves from the Caucasus. That very night they lifted anchor and sailed on the high seas.

Turhan Hatice sighed deeply, remembering her first encounter with the Black Sea. The largest body of water she had seen in her life up till then had been the mere puddle by her town where the youngsters went in the summer to fish or cool off and swim. In the morning, following a long night in the stinking narrow hold, the girls were taken out on the deck to take a walk and breathe some fresh air. The boundless water surface filled their eyes. For just a split second Nadya forgot about the pain, humiliation and despair. Her chapped lips parted spontaneously to utter an exclamation of awe at the primal beauty of the sea.

Although Lutvi Aga was a greedy and unscrupulous slave trader, he was not a cruel man. He treated his slaves relatively well, fed them regularly, let them freely roam the deck and did not tie them up at night. Not that tying them up was in any way necessary as they had nowhere to run. Travelling aboard that old ship took almost two weeks. In the first three days, most of the girls suffered from seasickness in varying degrees. But it gradually went away. During the day the girls were given some freedom. They walked around on the narrow deck and gazed at the endless sea expanse. They watched the oarsmen, chained to their benches, work their muscles in unison. If one of them fell behind or relaxed for even a moment, the overseer’s whip lashing his bare back urged him into more diligent performance. The girls still struggled to come to terms with the fact that they too were slaves just like the helpless rowers, even if they were not in chains. They took advantage of the nice autumn weather and entertained themselves by watching strange fish swim with the ship and play around it. Lutvi Aga’s servant who oversaw the girls told them the strange fish were dolphins. 

One afternoon, toward the end of the first week, they reached the north coast of Asia Minor and continued sailing west along the shore. Lutvi Aga had already told them they were taking them to Istanbul, the capital of the great Ottoman Empire, where they were to be resold at Kapali Carsi. 

“If you’re lucky, some of you might end up in the Sultan’s harem and give birth to the next Sultan.” 

Back then, Nadya had paid no attention to his words even though they would turn out to have been prophetic.




Chapter 5

December 1600 – April 1601

The week after Anastasia had sinned with Father Giacomo, she officially converted to Catholicism. The ceremony was attended not only by her relatives and friends, but also by most of the important citizens of Isternia. It involved the mayor’s future daughter-in-law, after all. The atmosphere was festive and rather gaudy. All guests wore their most expensive clothes and the women had every piece of jewelry they owned on. The service was led by the vicar assisted by Father Giacomo. Despite the festive atmosphere, the leading lady could hardly keep her tears at bay. From time to time she threw furtive glances full of passion in the direction of the assistant vicar.

After converting to Catholicism, Anastasia kept attending Father Giacomo’s lessons but her individual study sessions were terminated as she had already achieved her goal. The girl did everything possible to attract her teacher’s attention and made multiple attempts to spend some time with him alone once their lessons were over; but he somehow always managed to evade such opportunities. Only once, just before the Christmas break, did Anastasia succeed in ambushing him for a short while. But even then Father Giacomo explained that it was too dangerous for them to be seen together. Supposedly Luigi already suspected them and if he told his father, the consequences for both of them would be scary. So he sent her hastily away. The girl went home distraught.

At the beginning of January, Anastasia and Luigi’s engagement was officially announced. This time the ceremony was more modest. It took place at the D’Amatos’ house and only a small circle of guests were invited. The traditions on the island of Tinos dictated that the betrothed maidens live with their parents until their wedding day. The couple, however, was allowed to visit with each other and have some time alone. Anastasia did not have any desire to spend time with Luigi. But she had to swallow her disgust and treat him if not nicely, at the very least, politely. Her future husband was so blinded by his love that it was highly unlikely he had any idea that his beloved fiancée could not even stand him. The only thing that kept her going was the faith that the one she loved would soon steal her away.

And so January rolled away, yet the escape plan was never put into action. The only opportunity she had to spend time alone with Father Giacomo was during her confessions, but even then the terrified assistant vicar would cut her off any time she started talking about their escape, warning her that they might be overheard. He met her heart-breaking confessions of how she could hardly bare her plight any longer with the promise of “almost-ready” and “just need to be patient for a little while longer.” February came and went. Although it was the shortest month, it seemed like an eternity to Anastasia. Then March came and brought spring with it. They say the sun chases gloomy moods away, but for her it had the opposite effect. She often cried during her long lonely walks along the seashore.

The hardest thing for her was the lack of someone she could confide her worries in to make her feel better. She didn’t dare talk to her mother. She was sure she would not understand and would scold her severely instead. Besides, she would, no doubt, immediately inform her father and that was something Anastasia could not afford. Her brother, Dimitar, was too young to understand. He would probably be terrified by the fact that his sister had committed a sin with Father Giacomo. She had a couple of girlfriends as well, but none was close enough for her to openly share that she had kissed the assistant vicar’s unmentionable parts. Besides, the girls in general were blabber mouths and Isternia was too small a town for her to risk the likelihood of such information spreading like wild fire all over the place. No, that was her secret to keep and she could not share it with anyone, no matter how much she wanted to. Father Giacomo kept avoiding her. He disappeared as soon as he dismissed his classes. During her confessions he listened to her distractedly and hurried to send her away asking her for a little more patience. Thus, day after day, March crept away. 

April came bringing bad weather and constant rains. That was the least of her problems. Easter was in two weeks, with her wedding scheduled for the first Sunday in May. Time kept passing by and her beloved did nothing to save her. One day, just before Holy Week, she decided she could not wait a moment longer. She resorted to a ruse. Pretending to be the first to leave after class, she actually hid behind a corner and waited for all other students to disperse. Then, glancing furtively around, she sneaked back into the church pavilion. Father Giacomo, who obviously did not expect her to return, was slowly gathering his things. Her surprise appearance startled him so much that he dropped one of the books he was holding.

“What are you doing here? If anyone sees us, we’ll be done.”

“I am done anyway. I’m to marry this guy I cannot stand. Nothing can scare me now.”

“You won’t have to marry Luigi. We’ll have run away by then.”

“Oh, is that so? That’s what I’ve been hearing for half a year already.”

“You think it’s that easy to organise an escape? I’m doing all I can, but I need time. And money. I’m just a poor assistant vicar, after all.”

“I suspected you’d try to use this as an excuse. So, here,” the girl smiled and took out a small leather purse from inside her shirt. “These are all my savings. All in all, about twenty gold ducats, I think.”

“How do you have so much money?” 

“Sometimes, on big religious holidays, Dad gives me coins, but they are usually of little value. Most of this money I have is from Luigi’s father. He gave it to me after the engagement to buy new clothes and jewels.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“What use are they to me? If I marry Luigi I would have everything I want anyway. But what I want is to run away with you.”

“I’ll do what I can. Just have a little more patience.”

“No. Now you have no excuse to put it off any longer.”

“I just need a little more time. Such an escape is not…”

“Listen to me carefully,” Anastasia interjected in a steely voice. “I’m going to give you one week. If we haven’t left the island by Good Friday, then at Easter I’ll tell my future father-in-law all about our little sin. Whatever happens then, one thing is certain: I’m not going to marry that loser Luigi. I doubt his father will still want me to join the family when he hears about our juicy adventure.”

Awkward silence settled between them. The hard look in her eyes, the lips pressed together, the determined voice, and her overall bearing left little doubt that she was firmly set on following through with her threats regardless of the price. Father Giacomo understood the message perfectly. He looked scared at first, but then seemed to make a decision and visibly relaxed.

“Okay. There’s only one thing I’ll ask for. We can’t run away before Easter. My absence from the masses will be noticed immediately. We’d run a very high risk of getting caught because of that. I promise you, I’ll arrange our escape for the first night after Easter.”

“I agree. But this is the last delay I’ll accept.”

“We have a deal,” Father Giacomo replied with a fawning smile. Then he tried to draw her closer and kiss her. This caught Anastasia off-guard and she didn’t react at first. But when the assistant vicar started groping her breasts and put his hand between her legs, she freed herself forcefully and took a few steps back.

“That’s enough,” she cooled him down with an icy voice. “You’ll kiss and stroke me when you marry me. I committed a sin once already and I am hoping that God will forgive me for it. But I do not want to anger Him again.”

“But I only wanted to kiss you goodbye.” 

“You’ll have enough time to kiss me after the wedding. Now get down to work and organise our escape,” Anastasia said sternly, turned around and left the pavilion without saying goodbye.

She nearly ran back home. She refused dinner and went directly to her room with the excuse of not feeling well. Although it was too early to sleep, she removed her clothes hastily and jumped into her bed. Her heart was beating
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