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There was darkness everywhere. Inside, there only one candle burned. 

“Salkım Efendi doesn’t like light,” said the man.

“Salkım? An Efendi, a Lord? Who is he?” the woman whispered.

“The most powerful of the djinns – the Ruler.”

The man narrowed his eyes. He clasped his hand on the golden bowl full of water, that stood before him. He mumbled under his breath. His voice rose like a wave. 

“Salkıııım... Salkıııım... Are you on Mount Kaf, on the moon, or maybe on Venus? Where are youuuuuu? Wherever you are, come. Get on the backs of the waves during the storm or fly on the bird’s wings... Look! In front of me is the ocean, the sea. Come! Salkıııım... The storm starts at sea!”

Out of fear, he released the bowl from his hands. He opened his eyes wide. He was terrified. The tiny eyes of the man stared at the burning wood, that threw sparks around. Although no one was touching the golden bowl at that moment, the water in it raged like a sea during a storm. It waved, foamed, and spilled on all sides.

“Welcome, Salkim...” The low-pitched, horrifying voice of Hüseyin Efendi suddenly changed to the voice of a little boy. “You brought a relief...”

It seemed that the man heard someone. He nodded his head approvingly.

“Is there anyone who is not afraid of anger, Salkım Efendi? We shudder at the very thought of anger... But this woman needs anger, magic. Do you know her?”

Hüseyin Efendi, the Safranbolian Hodja, began to shake and clench his teeth suddenly as if something squeezed his chest.

“No!” The scream come out of his larynx. “No, it’s not like that!” All his hair stood on end, even his beard. He continued to nod his head as if he were listening to someone and was pretending to understand. He began to breathe faster and faster. “No,” he said in a hoarse voice. “I, of course, am the guarantor.”

Hüseyin Efendi began to tremble and utter strange words. 

“Tarismai... Budos gari! Eloy, eloy! Eloy!”

At that moment, the Safranbolian’s darkened face seemed to be radiant again.

“Lefajel Salkım Efendi,” he muttered. “Lefajel domas!” 

“Tell him,” the man then whispered. “Tell him, and fast... Salkım Efendi doesn’t like to wait. Please beg him.”

“Son,” the woman said. Suddenly, she was filled with fear. What if the djinns didn’t like such obscene conversations...? About women, about matters that are private for every man? And if Salkım didn’t like them either, wrath would fall upon him, would break his head...

“Speak,” Hüseyin Efendi said in a childish voice. “Tell him... Tell him everything, but I beg you, hurry!”

The sea in the golden bowl continued to wave, but the woman had no choice. She didn’t even think to escape.

“How to put it, son... The lady doesn’t allow us to approach her in any way. We have tried everything. Nothing works. Hüseyin Efendi said that your strength is immense, unlimited. Please, give her strength, kindle the fire in her, blow life into her...”

The water in the golden bowl suddenly stopped whirling.

“He left,” the man said. His face was sweaty. “Salkım Efendi left.” His eyes remained fixated, staring, in the gold bowl with water.

“What’s going to happen now?”

“It will be!”

“Oh, Allah!” Happiness gave the woman wings. “These magical words again... It will be.”

When Hüseyin Efendi returned home, he begged his wife for a glass of water. “For Allah’s sake, a sip of water!” he shouted. He was completely pale. He trembled all over. His eyes were bloody and his nails blue.

As he drank the water that his wife hastily brought him his hands trembled so much he spilled the drink on himself.

“Salkım Efendi,” he moaned. “Why did you do that?”

“What did he do?” she asked, irritated. “How many times have I told you, Hüseyin Efendi, not to play with fire and not to call that damned djinn? One day he will take you; he will kill you.”

Despite his fatigue, the man thrashed around on the mattress. “Not me, he won’t take me,” he mumbled with difficulty.

“Then whom will he take?” 

The hodja narrowed his eyes. “There will be blood... Blood will flow in the quantities the Ottoman Empire hasn’t seen yet. A betrayal.”
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When Meleki Kalfa reached the door that led from the rooms of the Valide Sultan—the mother sultan—to the inner courtyard, she stopped to take a deep breath. She’d managed to get that far unnoticed and unheard by anyone. But at that moment, she was in much greater danger. If she pushed open the heavy door leading to the courtyard, it was very likely that she would meet the harem guard. A great misfortune could fall on the head of a girl who was in the service of the great lady and outside the room after the evening prayer, and who, also, went out into the courtyard.

“Oh...” she sighed. It’s was all because of the Bosnian Hüseyin, with his beautiful eyes. When he was on duty, she could hardly wait to reach the place where his company was stationed because of her excitement and longing for him. For weeks, she’d waited for the meeting, dreaming of Hüseyin’s hands touching the most sensitive parts of her body. As soon as his guard duty began, she ran to him, out of breath, to quench the flame of her longing as soon as possible. Seeing in him the same flame fed by lust, they didn’t waste time. He kissed her hot mouth, neck, and she begged: “Let’s not waste time. I can’t wait anymore!”

The very memory of this storm of feelings that she had experienced aroused lust in her.

“Now you can’t go back, Meleki, not after all that has happened,” she muttered to herself. “You are playing with fire, but let it be. You are already burning, anyway. Either here, or in Hüseyin’s arms. Open this damned door already. Fly into the arms of your beloved man like a free bird!”

She pressed the handle made of bronze and pushed the heavy door gently. She slipped her head into the crack in the door and listened intently. 

Nobody. There is nobody there, she thought. Come on, find the Bosnian quickly and extinguish the flame of longing. Otherwise, it all will end up with you stuck in the half-open door.

She pushed the door open with her arm and slipped outside. She paused and waited a moment. She couldn’t be seen until she reached the stairs used by the coachmen and horse-boys. When she got down the stairs, she found herself in a place full of rooms and dark corridors, but Meleki knew them by heart. She could find her way even with her eyes closed.

She stopped to catch her breath. Her body strained like a string. Suddenly, Meleki relaxed. She flew away like the bird she had created in her imagination. She went to the first door in the corridor and leaned back against it. 

Nothing happened. I’ve succeeded, she thought. Her body began to burn with lust again. I’m coming, fair-haired Hüseyin! I’m arriving all hot!

As soon as she took the first step, she was consumed by darkness. She wasn’t afraid. She counted the steps. 

One... two... three... seventeen... eighteen. Stop! The steps are over. Now turn into the corridor on your right. Well. Now go ahead. Count forty-two steps!

Even if she was sure at that moment that no one was able to hear her, she continued to move silently. 

One step... another step... eleven... twelve... thirteen... fourteen. I’m almost halfway there, she thought. 

Her heart again started to beat like crazy. But she knew that this time, the cause of the accelerated heartbeat was not fear. It was a storm of feelings raging in her heart and arousing lust in her. She felt her nipples harden. She was close to madness. 

Who knows what he will do to me this time? She chuckled under her breath.

Suddenly, she stopped.

She heard something. Every part of her body was on alert. Something like a clang... No, it was probably a voice...

I’ve been discovered!

She was covered with cold sweat. She couldn’t catch her breath. Someone was there. The sound came from the third room to the right. Now she was sure someone was in the room.

She’d counted her steps, so she knew she was close to the door. It would take just one step to get to the wall. Then she could hear the voices coming from behind the wall much better. Maybe she could also see who was inside there through the barred window.

“Where are you?” 

She could hear the whisper of a woman. The answer came almost in the very same second. 

“Here. On the right.”

A sound again. Something dropped to the ground with a thud.

“Damn it!” a man growled.

It might have been a very tiny object, but it frightened Meleki as if a ball had burst right beside her.

“Shhh!” the woman’s voice was heard again, “careful.”

In one second, she recognized the voice. She covered her mouth with her hands so as not to scream. 

Allah! Her heart almost popped from her chest. It’s her! I recognize her! That’s her voice! The great lady is inside! The thoughts whirled in her head.

“Did you have a good look around, Üveys? I hope no one saw you coming down the stairs here.”

Üveys? That is, Üveys Pasha? Is my lady talking to him? It is impossible. 

The great lady and Üveys Pasha! After the evening prayer... Together. And in the farthest and darkest corner of Şimşirlik! What can they do here?

Maybe... maybe she’s just like me...No way! she told herself. She’s over sixty years old. Okay, maybe there’s still some little flame in her. But to quench it in a dark corridor? Impossible! No, definitely not, Meleki continued to convince herself. Then what is she doing here? 

She was overwhelmed by fear. The premonition of danger flowed all over her body. Waiting for the warm kisses of Bosnian Hüseyin, she felt the cold breath of death on her face. 

Run, she told herself. Turn around and run. You are in a place where you shouldn’t be! You heard things that should’ve never reached your ears! Run away!

But she didn’t do it; she did not run away. She crouched under the barred window and listened carefully.

“Was everything done according to our demands?” The whisper of the great lady seemed almost like screaming to Meleki.

“Without the slightest fault.”

“The barracks?”

“There’s nothing to worry about,” the man muttered. “The military is loyal. Additionally, Siyavuş—”

“Shhh!” the woman warned him. “Careful!”

“No one will hear us here. Please don’t worry.”

“Pasha, we ourselves are witnessing the reign of the fifth sultan already! That we were able to stay alive, we owe only to the fact that we didn’t trust even the stone walls. In the place we call the palace, even the right eye shouldn’t trust the left one.”

“There was a split in the army,” the man whispered. “We have taken all possible preventive measures. We moved one company of cavalry and two companies of artillerymen there. We’ve been told they got orders. But if it comes to a fight—”

“I see,” the woman interrupted.

The lady knew what was going on, but Meleki couldn’t understand anything from what she heard.

She began to doubt whether these were actually the people she thought they were. After all, the voices might be similar. There was certainly more than one person in the world with the name Üveys.

But the woman called him Pasha, she thought. If he is Pasha, and his name is Üveys, it changes things. Despite the size of the city, it would be hard to find another Üveys Pasha. 

That was it. He was the lady’s weapon. When she imagined his face, she shuddered with fear.

There was silence. What happened? Why have they stopped talking?

“What is it?” the man broke the silence.

“You’ll need them tonight,” the woman replied.

It was silence again. After a while, a strange clang, like glass objects bouncing against each other, could be heard.

“What’s in them?” he asked.

“Sorbet!”

The tone of the lady’s voice made Meleki start to tremble with fear, like a lamb’s tail.

“This...” the woman hissed. She lowered her voice so that it could barely be heard. “Add this to the sorbet for the child.”

For the child? What child?

“The child won’t be suspicious?”

“You fool!” The woman’s voice cut through the air like an arrow. “Do you think I haven’t thought of that?”

“Oh no, not at all. But—”

“There is no taste or smell. The color is exactly the same as the sorbet made from tamarind. It is impossible to tell the difference.”

Meleki, trying to understand, once more repeated in her mind everything she just heard. No taste, no smell... color... Tamarind! Allah... It’s the sultan’s favorite sorbet!

The girl shuddered. She had a muddle in her head. She couldn’t think logically.

What could be in the bottle that the lady gave to Üveys if they met secretly? No taste, no smell. The color and texture of sorbet. Impossible to tell the difference...

Poison! 

Fear overwhelmed her.

“And for whom is the other one?”

“You are asking me?” After a moment’s silence, she heard hissing from the lady. “It’s not good to separate a mother from her child.”

Oh no! Oh no! Oh no!

“Add this to her water,” the woman said. “And don’t worry, she won’t notice anything, either.”

The man muttered something under his breath, but Meleki couldn’t hear what.

“The child first,” the woman said slowly. “Until this is taken care of, we can’t continue to work. When this happens, we must be ready immediately. Do you understand?”

Again, she couldn’t hear Üveys. Or maybe he didn’t say anything, just nodded humbly.

“Who will bring him to Eyüp Sultan for the ceremony?” 

What? A ceremony? At Eyüp Sultan?

At that moment, Meleki solved the puzzle. She had accidentally witnessed a conversation about a terrible ruse. They were going to kill the sultan and his mother. Poison for the child. Poison for the mother. Don’t separate the mother from her baby! On the throne, in place of the sultan, they wanted someone else. But whom?

Allah, she thought, why did you make me witness to this talk of bloody treachery? Me, a poor maid. Why did you bring me here? What am I supposed to do now?

And how is this your business? Turn on your heel, go away, her inner voice suggested. Or continue your journey; find solace in Hüseyin’s arms. As soon as he catches you and touches your hips, you’ll forget everything. Nothing will remain in your memory—neither poison nor sorbet. Hüseyin will take you up to heaven. That would be the best way out. She saw nothing, heard nothing. After all, she wasn’t even sure if these were the people she thought they were! Maybe her lady was sleeping soundly at that moment, covered in a satin duvet.

Don’t talk nonsense! You can’t do that, said the voice of conscience. You know it’s them in there. They will poison the sultan and his mother. They will make someone else the sultan! And while they commit this cruel murder, you will throw yourself in the Bosnian’s arms, right? Shame on you! And your name Meleki means Angelic? It should be Satan, girl! Satan!

She imagined the sultan’s face. The laughing face of a child who tried to be serious. Someone once told her that sultans don’t smile. But he was still a child; he couldn’t stop himself. The dimples that appeared on his cheeks when he laughed were ready to show themselves at any moment, he was so fast to laugh...

Allah! He’s only nine years old. How can they do this to the innocent nine-year-old child?

Now she saw the delicate silhouette and the pink cheeks of the sultan’s mother in her mind’s eye. She walked so gently that she seemed to hover over the ground. Meleki’s conscience spoke again: She isn’t even twenty!

Her heart quivered. A thought that she ought to warn someone about the ambush dashed through her head like an arrow.

“Did you understand what I said, Üveys?” The woman’s voice snatched Meleki out of her thoughts and brought her back to the earth. “We can’t waste time, pasha. Let everyone realize this. We risk a lot—it’s sink or swim. Everything should be done by the morning ezan, the morning call to prayer.”

By the morning ezan... They aren’t wasting time! 

A noise came from the room.

They are leaving!

Pushed by fear and excitement, Meleki moved ahead in the dark corridor.

The last thing she heard was the lady’s voice, “Finish it, Üveys. Show me what you can do. In the morning, come to me as the second vizier.”

The rest she didn’t manage to hear. What should I do now? she thought continuously.

Where should I go, whom to warn? Maybe I should forget about everything, pretend that nothing happened and continue living my life or... 

Meleki had made a decision even before she realized it.
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Turhan Valide’s Room

September 3rd, 1651 - Midnight
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“Turhan Valide! Wake her up!”

She remembered – as if through a fog – the two servants of Turhan Valide surprised and running in her direction. Her knees bent under her, and she fell to the ground just before the door.

She couldn’t remember how she got there. The only thing she remembered was the orders and commands she gave herself: Run, run. Do not stop. Run!

Even if someone would stand in her way and try to stop her – it didn’t matter.

In order not to cross her lady’s part of the palace, she slipped through the back door used by the servants. As she ran, she thought about making everyone jump to their feet in the middle of the night by shouting, ‘Ruse!’ Maybe then the insidious hand of the killer wouldn’t reach its victim.

A ruse! Murder! Wake up! Get up! They’re going to kill the sultan!

Or maybe she would become a victim – they wouldn’t hesitate to behead her.

But, reason told her the right thing to do. She would barely take two steps, and either an arrow would pierce her, or someone would stab her with a sword.

One of the maids of the sultan’s mother ran to Meleki and fell to her knees next to her. “What happened?” she asked in a breathless voice. The second of the servants joined them.

Meleki’s lungs wanted to burst from her chest. It didn’t matter that she could take in more and more air in with every breath, she could barely breathe. “Wake... up!” Everything became black in front of her eyes.

“Oh dear, she’s fainting... Lay down here, like this. Take a deep breath.”

One of the inner doors opened. Two other servants who’d heard the anxious voices came to see what had happened. When one of them realized what was going on, she poured water from a glass carafe on the table into a cup and ran to the group sitting at the door.

“It’s Meleki. She serves the great lady.”

One of the girls, hearing that Meleki was the great lady’s maid, puckered up her lips. “Then what is she looking for here? She can get away from here and faint at the great lady’s feet,” she mocked.

Meleki took a sip of water. One of the servants poured a few drops of water into her hand and moistened Meleki’s face and hair, and she began to slowly recover.

“Wake up. Before it’s too late...” she moaned again.

“Who are we to wake up?” one of the maids who came later, asked surprised.

“The sultan’s mother.”

“What? Has Meleki gone crazy? We are to wake her up in the middle of the night? Bah!”

Meleki tried to explain to them, but only a wheeze came from her throat.

“Rest now. You almost fainted. Turhan Valide gets up before the morning ezan, then...”

The morning ezan!

These words kept ringing in her ears. The morning ezan! It was supposed to be over by then.

Suddenly a strange feeling struck her. A suspicion. Maybe these girls were going to be involved in the murder... maybe they were all conspirators? Maybe they’d betrayed the Valide Sultan?

Her reason objected, but the seed of uncertainty was sown. Why not? Have I not betrayed my lady, running here, head over heels? She could have bribed them.

She thought of another possibility. In order to poison the Valide Sultan, Üveys Pasha would need to enter her bedroom. He must have an accomplice there; he couldn’t do it himself... 

Allah, oh Allah, one of these girls will poison the Valide Sultan!

Meleki herself didn’t know how she managed to stand on her feet in her condition. 

“Run!” she said in a hoarse voice to one of the servants. She reached out her hand and grabbed her collar. 

Meleki’s face, which had just been as white as the wall, was now flushed. “Awake her! Take me to her! Or...”

While the other servants struggled to free their companion from Meleki’s grip, she screamed, “Or... or she will not see the sun anymore! She won’t hear the morning ezan!”

The Valide Sultan hurriedly put on her clothes and sat on the edge of the ottoman.

One of the servants put the night slippers on her feet. She looked at the girl walking toward her with astonishment, but also with interest.

Meleki’s gaze rested on the decanter on the nightstand next to the Valide Sultan. She saw one of the servants, at a sign from her mistress, fill the cup with water.

“No!” she cried. “Don’t drink it!”

In an instant, Meleki broke free from the hands of the girls holding her, crossed into the bedroom, and knocked the cup out of the servant’s hands, who, surprised, froze like a pillar of salt.

“Hey!” Turhan Valide raised her voice suddenly. “Why did you do that?” 

Meleki knelt at her feet. “Send them away,” she asked, and because her face was squeezed into the carpet, her voice sounded as if she were suffocating. “Send them all away.”

“Excuse me?”

“Quickly. Time is running out. We have very little of it. The morning ezan is approaching. You have to listen to what I have to say.”

Turhan Valide felt a shiver pierce her. Her heart started beating harder with anxiety. “Does the lady know you’re here?”

Meleki, without rising from the carpet, turned her head once to the left, then once to the right. “Quickly, the morning ezan is coming. Make them all leave.” 

The woman hesitated for a moment. “I hope you will be able to explain your impudence somehow. Otherwise...”

Meleki raised her head and straightened up. “Listen to my words, please. Then you can do with me whatever you want. But now, quickly... quickly...” She turned to the surprised girls watching and said, “Get out! Get out of here!”

The sultan’s mother nodded, giving the servants the sign to leave the bedroom. “What is going on? Tell me what happened.”

Meleki did not look away from Turhan Valide’s eyes until she heard the sound of the door being closed. When the sound of the latch came from the outside, she threw out on a single breath, “They’ll kill you and our sultan!”

Turhan Valide bent down in panic, grabbed Meleki’s hair, and angrily pulled her head toward herself.

“Girl, tell me immediately – who wants to do it? Who wants to betray our sultan?”

“The great lady... his grandmother!”

Meleki told her everything, and Turhan Valide listened without interrupting her once. She imagined the great lady’s face. Satan, a pure evil, she thought. When the girl finished talking, the Valide Sultan stood up and headed for the door. She turned back and looked at the servants who followed her. Most of them came from the same place as her. The Crimean khan chose the most beautiful girls, and he sent them to the palace as a gift. She trusted them all. But man learns from the mistakes made by his predecessors.... She should be careful.

“Tatiana,” she whispered to the head servant. “Lock all the doors. Don’t let anyone go outside, and don’t let anyone in.”

Next, she grabbed Meleki’s wrist and pulled her behind herself. “And you,” she said. “Come with me.”

They walked through a door Meleki had never seen before.

“Run!” Turhan Valide cried. “Even Satan himself can’t see us here. Run! Pray that it is not too late.”

Meleki didn’t stop praying. Being late would be the end of the road for her. She would pay the price for the betrayal. She heard Turhan Valide calling after her... 

“Run!”

That night she kept dashing somewhere – as if she raced with Azrael, the Angel of Death himself. Either she would outrun him and save these two souls, or she would lose her own life.

Turhan Valide stopped suddenly. Meleki noticed that the woman groped for something on the wall in the dark. Then she hit at it.

Knock... Knock! Knock, knock... knock! Knock, knock, knock!

Is that a password? Meleki wondered.

The wall moved. She saw the figure of a big man in the impenetrable darkness.

“Go.”

As they squeezed through, the wall closed behind them. They walked, sliding their backs on the damp walls. Another door opened in front of them and they entered an antechamber lit by countless candles.

The sultan’s chamber!

In front of them stood four armed guards with crossed spears, behind whom were huge double doors.

The guards didn’t even budge at the sight of Turhan Valide.

“Move away,” she said, walking toward them. “I have to see our sultan. Immediately. Let me pass.”

But the guards continued to stand in their places.

“Son, get up!” Turhan Valide said, this time in a much louder voice.

“The Sultan is sleeping.”

Both the Valide Sultan and Meleki quickly turned their heads in the direction from which the voice came. The nursemaid!

The woman was surprised to see the sultan’s mother in such a condition. “Our Sultan is sleeping now.”

“In that case, wake him up!”

“I can’t do that. He... he is the Sultan.”

Meleki was screaming inside. What if we are too late?

The Valide Sultan’s face flushed red. She was certain that exactly the same thoughts whirled about in her head.

“Nursemaid!” Turhan Valide screamed in a terrifying voice. Her voice expressed everything she felt at that moment – fear, pain, anger... “Woman, wake my son. Wake him up and bring him to me. Otherwise...”

Her voice stuck her in her throat, and despite all her efforts, tears flowed down her cheeks in streams. “The empire is in danger.”

At that moment, they noticed a boy standing in the doorway, his hands rubbing his eyes. 

Allah! That’s the sultan! Meleki wanted to shout.

Mehmet, the nine-year-old sultan, looked at them, puzzled.
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September 3rd, 1651 –

Before the Morning Ezan
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“My Lady, My Lady... wake up, please.”

The servant leaned over a woman who lay in a beautiful, wide bed, covered from head to toe with a red and green satin duvet.

“Wake up please, My Lady.”

Finally, the duvet moved.

“Shhh... stop yelling,” the great lady reproached her, straightening herself. “I heard you... What time is it?” 

Why would she have to wake up; she hadn’t even closed her eyes that night. She hadn’t even removed her clothes. 

“The morning ezan is approaching. There are a few moments left.”

A few moments. That means it was all done! Thanks to her, there would be a new sultan.

So, what? she asked herself in spirit. Is it easy to be Valide? 

She stood up. She spread her arms, a sign to the servant to help put on her caftan. She loved it – it was almost as black as tar. The golden thread that it was embroidered with flashed in the darkness. The second servant, who rushed to the great lady in a hurry, put feet flat-heeled slippers with curved noses on her feet, decorated with golden thread just like the caftan.

It was still dark outside. The sun had not yet risen. There would be an uproar after dawn at the Eyüp Sultan. He came to the war as the son of the Sultan, and he will leave it as the Sultan himself. Long live the Sultan, long live the Sultan!

Her eyes brightened. She sighed. She wiped her face with water brought in a copper jug ​​by one of the girls and dabbed it with a decorated towel. She sat on the edge of the ottoman and rested her back on the pillows.

“Oh,” she sighed. “This stomach ache will kill me someday.” 

She felt strange, thinking of death. Those two were already dead. 

Or maybe not just those two... maybe a lot more people had lost their lives. 

The whole population of the empire should pray for your health, Mahpeyker, she thought. See what you’ve done again. How many sultans have you already given to the empire? Five? Six?

The brothers Mustafa and Osman must also be included. If we count them, too, Suleiman will be the seventh. Well, let’s say that wasn’t me that made Ahmed the Sultan; Suleiman will be the sixth one I took in my hands and sat on the throne.

She smiled to herself. Destiny. Who would think that another sultan would come out of the Chamber of Şimşirlik after Ibrahim?

“Emine!” she called the servant. “Find out if Saliha Dilaşub has come from the Old Palace already.”

The girl ran out.

The mother of the new sultan should be here by now. That was the custom. Immediately after planting her son on the throne, the Valide Sultan moved from the Old to the New Palace.

“Dilaşub doesn’t resemble the Moscow viper in any way,” she snapped. “She doesn’t have to be reminded twice. She will come to show her respect and kiss my hand, even before the ezan.”

Emine stood in the doorway. The expression on her face was disturbing. She didn’t understand why Dilaşub would be in the New Palace at this time, but nevertheless, she bowed to the great lady and said, “She has not arrived yet.”

Siyavuş had probably planned everything this way, she thought. 

While reading the ezan, the new sultan and his mother, Saliha Dilaşub, were to be together. The sun just rose over their heads. She was going to be the queen again. This time they will call me Sultan Mother. Saliha will certainly show respect. Why hasn’t the girl come to kiss my hand yet? They probably decided that bringing her during the prayer would not be right.

Now she started to think who the Grand Vizier should be. Maybe Tarhoncu Ahmed Pasha. Üveys certainly isn’t good vizier material. Probably the best solution would be Siyavuş again. We’ll see. If all goes well then yes... and if not, he will learn the hard way what Sharia law means.

Suddenly there was noise from the outside – footsteps on the floor.

They are coming, she thought. The whole group is coming. That means everything is done already. The new sultan has been sworn in. They are leading him to me.

The footsteps got nearer. A thought came to her mind that Üveys Pasha might say that it would be safer to lead the new ruler to his chambers by passing this way. They were about to turn right, and the sounds of the steps would start moving away.

But the people didn’t turn, and the footsteps were not moving away; on the contrary, they started getting very near.

“Allah!” The sighs could be heard in the room. 

They are bringing the new Valide to me, of course. “Emine, they are bringing Saliha Dilaşub. Have the girls pull themselves together. And you, put my headscarf on.”

Emine ran toward the inner door. As the footsteps approached, she heard the girls talking in the adjacent lounge. The steps went silent, having stopped just before the door to the room.

They have arrived.

She sat in the middle of the ottoman, her hands on her lap. She put the sullenest expression she could on her face, but she still couldn’t help but smile slightly. The new Valide Sultan was ready to show acceptance, understanding, and support. The great lady was ready to finally welcome the new Sultan Mother.

She heard the door to the room open. A scream pierced the air. 

It is probably one of the girls happy to see Dilaşub, she thought.

“Emine!” she called. “Let her inside. Let’s not make her wait.”

Emine didn’t reply. The great lady heard a strange sound as if a lot of people suddenly began to trample on the carpet lying on the floor. They stopped in front of the door.

“Please come with us,” the man said gravely. “We are waiting.” 

Both wings of the huge door opened loudly.
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Chapter One

Island of Milos

June 1601
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The scream of a man driving a wagon, as big as a giant, pierced the sky like thunder. “Come on, stop screaming like that!”

Nastya shrugged and ignored the next slap on the face she got and started shouting even louder, “Leave me alone! I want to go back to my village!”

The driver’s bald head appeared between a dirty, thick veil that separated him from the girls. The other girls, seeing the man’s eyes bloodshot with anger, huddled even closer. They looked at Nastya with eyes that begged her to stop, but she continued to shout. “I command you! Take me back! Immediately!”

“Hahaha! Her majesty commands!” He burst out laughing, then his head disappeared behind the curtain again. 

The screams of one of the girls could be heard behind him: “Killer... criminal! You are even worse! You are a devil!”

Hmm, Satan... thought the coachman. The girl is about right. I’m a devil. He liked that comparison.

“Hey, Aristides! Cyprian!” he called to the men riding horses. “Did you hear? The lass called me Satan!”

They laughed. One of them held the horse. He waited until the wagon passed by him, then he approached its back. He parted the covering and looked inside.

Seeing him, Nastya took out a crucifix and started screaming once more, “Don’t hit me! For God’s sake, don’t hit me!”

The other girls also raised their voices. 

The man looked at them. He burned with lust. His eyes wandered among the imprisoned girls’ slender wrists, ankles, and their shapely legs, bound with a rope. He shuddered.

“Don’t even think about it, Cyprian,” the man in front of him said. The whole wagon shook from the coachman’s laughter. Grumbling, Cyprian climbed into the seat.

“Let me out!” Nastya shouted, almost choking. She tried to stand on her feet. “I beg you... isn’t there any bit of pity in you?”

“Shut up!” the man thundered and slapped her face. 

The blow was so strong that Nastya fell. She crouched and began to sob.

The girl who sat next to her whispered, “I beg you, Nastya, don’t cry. Don’t provoke them to beat you.”

When the wagon swung around and stood still, there was no hope anymore.

“Hey, Tasula! Where are you, old woman?” the coachman shouted.

“Shhh!” Cyprian turned to the girls, putting his finger to his lips. “We’ve arrived at the han. Be quiet. I’ll untie your legs. If you try to escape, I swear I’ll break your legs.”

All the girls looked at him. 

Nastya felt some hope – a han, or caravanserai was a roadside inn with a courtyard, rooms, shops and a mosque. Perhaps...

“Quiet or I’ll cut your tongues off,” he growled, and the dagger’s blade flashed in the sun. 

The girls began to shake with fear.

The man leaned over and freed the girl sitting closest to the end. She tried to straighten her numb legs and started to rub the red marks left on her ankles by the tight rope. A grimace of pain twisted her face. When he started to untie another one, they noticed that his hideous hands slipped over the girl’s thighs and breasts.

“Mother of God. Jesus. Help us,” Nastya sighed.

At that moment, they heard footsteps coming from outside.

“It must be God punishing me for something,” a woman’s wheezing voice said.

It had to be Tasula, called by the driver.

“First a bunch of Ottoman dissenters, and now you... All Saints, what a cursed day is that? I no longer have any people to allocate to you.”

It was clear that the woman hated them. Nastya thought about calling for help. Maybe if she found out that there were five girls abducted from one village imprisoned in the wagon, she might help them... And then, there were also Ottoman Turks in the han. Maybe they...

“Go on, hurry up!” The cutthroat who walked over to the wagon cut in. “Stop standing and talking like this. I’m dying of hunger. Only some well-done meat and wine will save me from death.”

Exactly at that moment, Nastya felt an ice-cold hand of a man on her leg. Even if a snake had crossed my leg, I wouldn’t bristle so much, she thought. 

Cyprian pretended he was trying to untie a knot. One of his hands moved higher and higher. Finally, he stopped fighting with the knot and started to run his arms around the girl’s legs. Nastya was terrified. She tried to pull away from him as far as she could.

“Don’t touch me!” she hissed. “If you don’t stop, I’ll start screaming. All the Ottoman soldiers will run here.”

The man stopped his hand on her knee for a moment. Their eyes met.

Nastya was frightened by the flash of lust she saw in his eyes.

“Just try!” he said, and his hand began to move up lasciviously under the girl’s long skirt.

Nastya squeezed her legs as hard as she could and trapped the snake. She felt the man’s breath, accelerated with anger, on her face.

“Before they get here, I’ll have plenty of time to rip you apart,” he said and pushed his hand that was stuck between the girl’s legs, even higher.

She felt his tongue in her ear. When she realized he was trying to catch her earlobe with his teeth, she withdrew her head. This time he touched her neck with his tongue. She thought she was losing her senses. Then she thought that the best way out would be... to go crazy. She moaned and pulled her head away even further.

“Slut,” Cyprian said. “You like it, don’t you? I noticed at first glance that you were excited. Don’t worry, you’ll get what you want... and even more.”

He clung back to her neck. Nastya moaned again.

“Anastasia! My God, how can you do this?” It was Katerina. It was certain that she thought her friend had given in to the man.

Wait. Wait, you’ll see what will happen next, Nastya thought.

The man pushed against her more and more. As he twisted his head to get his lips to hers, his ear touched her lips. Agitated with lust, Cyprian lost all his other senses. He didn’t notice that she opened her mouth. He didn’t notice her white teeth flash like daggers. They were like a snare waiting for the victim – a snare that snapped greedily.

A horrible scream ripped out of the man’s throat. “Aaaaaaaaah! Damn slut!”

He gripped his cheek below the ear she’d just bitten. He felt a warm and thick liquid on his hand. Blood! Cyprian was seized by panic. He caught Nastya’s throat with his other hand.

Outside the wagon, the girl heard the woman, the owner of the han, shout, “What’s going on here?”

The other girls began to cry. 

The coachman shouted angrily, “Cyprian! You are finished!”

Nastya felt her breath getting weaker and weaker. She seemed to hear the fluttering of the wings of the arriving angels. That would be it, she thought. The short life of Anastasia Vasiliades, the daughter of the orthodox Kostas Vasiliadis, ended here.
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Chapter Two

Ugrularin Elinde 

Haziran 1601
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The man took the hand off his cheek and grabbed Nastya’s hair. He twisted her neck with all his strength. “Let go of my ear or I’ll break your neck!”

The blood that dripped from between his fingers left red streaks on the girl’s hair.

Her lungs burned with live fire, but the need to take a breath won over her anger. Bite even harder. Rip, tear! her mind told her, even while her teeth parted of their own will. 

Cyprian moved away from her, howling with pain. The hand that had been ready to break Nastya’s neck went to his torn ear. He looked at his bloodied fingertips in panic and anger. Nastya saw the man raise his hand, but she didn’t see him lower it. The blow that struck her was so strong that it knocked her down as if a missile had hit her in the right cheek.

The blood flowing from Cyprian’s ear quickly covered almost his entire face. His eyes looked like two big, scary white hollows. His hand covered his ear again, while blood spurted between his fingers. In his other hand, he held a dagger.

“Slut!” he yelled. “Bitch! I’ll skin you piece by piece! I will drink your blood instead of wine!”

The other girls began to sob. And the woman running the han shouted, “Hey, they’re killing the girls! Quickly!”

When the coachman tried to silence her, a shrill scream sounded.

“Aaaaaah!”

Immediately after, the moans of girls imprisoned in the wagon were also heard. The dagger that Cyprian held pierced the body of one of the girls, who’d tried to hold him back.

“You spawn of Satan!” the coachman yelled. “If you did something to even one of them...” 

He glanced quickly around the wagon, trying to find Tasula.

She’d fled and ran towards the han, waving her hands. 

The second coachman, trying to calm the horses, shouted, “Damn fool!” Going to the back of the wagon, he added, “You want to destroy us...”

“Enouuuuuuuugh!” Cyprian thundered. “Stop, Dimitri! Don’t even try to face me!” His voice resembled the roar of a bear that had not eaten for months. Soon after, he burst into terrifying laughter. “Wait for your turn. First, I’ll tear the lungs out of this slut. You will be next. I’ll rip your gut out. I swear, I’ll do it!”

The coachman saw him reach his hand towards the girl who lay on the ground. Her nose and mouth were covered with blood. She’d been the one who’d cried all the way, the most troublesome of them all. The other girls tried to stop Cyprian and grabbed his legs. The girl in whose arm he’d stabbed with the dagger tried to frighten them all and screamed incessantly as if she lost her mind.

Nastya peered between the legs of the man and saw the coachman trying to get inside. She struggled to push away the girl who’d thrown herself on her in an effort to protect her from the blows.

“Let go of me, Katerina,” she begged. “Pray to Mary for a place in heaven for me.”

Not even two steps separated her from this monster. She was surprised when she realized she wasn’t scared at all. She couldn’t believe it. The man whose ear she’d torn and enraged, headed toward her to kill her. He extended the hand with the dagger in it toward her. A few seconds more and he’d raise it up and lower, exactly as he had done before with the blow on her cheek. But she wasn’t afraid.

Among the cries of girls, she heard the voice of the coachman, “Stop it, don’t do it. We should leave here immediately.”

Nastya opened her eyes. Between the bloody face of the man and his arm, she noticed that the coachman had taken a step toward them. He held a huge knife and shouted, “Stop! Stooooop!”

“Go ahead, stop me,” Cyprian said, contorting his face into a scornful smile. “Come here and stop me!” He quickly turned toward the girl lying in front of him. He raised his hand higher and higher.

Nastya looked into her killer’s face. Holy Mother... she thought. Take Nastya to yourself.

The coachman shouted, trying to stop Cyprian. The girls cried. 

And those will be the last sounds I’ll ever hear in my life, thought Nastya. But no, they weren’t the last ones. Among the screams, she heard something else – a sighing breath.

Nastya opened her eyes. The man’s hand was still in the air. When she wondered why he hadn’t lowered it, she noticed the expression on his face... a face seized by fear. Nastya quickly turned to the side. Cyprian fell face down to the ground. The dagger he held dug into the wagon’s bed under the pressure of his body. He was dead.

The coachman had driven his knife between the ribs of the man, all the way to the handle.

“Silence!” the coachman growled. He pulled another knife from his scabbard. He slid aside part of the curtain and stood still.

“Whoever dares to shout, I will cut their thro—” He was cut off mid-word.

He’d heard a whistle. When he turned around to see what was going on, an arrow pierced his neck. The coachman felt the sharp-pointed arrow pierce and rip to pieces the veins and cartilage of his throat. The blade went through to the other side, tearing a piece off his neck. For a moment, it seemed that the coachman wanted to hold to the curtains, then his hand slid down the material, and his body faltered. He fell out of the wagon.

Screams came from outside the wagon; all kinds of blasphemies and curses mingled with each other.

“Hey, you, thief!” roared the man. “Are you kidnapping them from our lord’s land? Don’t you know that here, even a flying bird in the air belongs to him?”

Nastya wasn’t fast to feel overjoyed, and in a single moment, she understood that she was right. My God... she thought. And now the Ottoman soldiers!

The girls heard a clang of steel objects striking each other. Someone was dueling. It didn’t last for long. There was a scream, and then everything went silent.

They heard steps. A torchlight approached the gap in the curtain, and the curtain parted.

They saw a head wrapped in red cloth.

The man frowned his black, thick eyebrows. The light of the torch made it seem that his eyes sent sparks. Nastya could swear she had never seen such a terrifying man in her life. She could have also sworn she hadn’t seen a more handsome one. 

“What’s going on here?”

They thought it was the sky thundering. He stretched his hand with the torch slightly ahead. He looked at the crying girls. Nastya noticed that the expression on the face of the man – menacing just a moment ago – softened.

“Why are you screaming like that? We came on time, didn’t we?”
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Chapter Three

Kumanovo, the Estate of Ibrahim Karayelzade 

January 1602
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“Damn it!” sighed the woman. She opened her eyes with excitement. “And then? What happened after that? Tell me!”

“You know what happened next. And now I’m here.”

“My God, Nastya, I can’t believe it. What does it mean, ‘And now I’m here’? Eh,” she sighed. “You barely began to enjoy the fact that you were liberated, when you got into even bigger misfortune. You fell into the hands of the corsairs.”

She and the other girls had thought the same, seeing the Ottoman sailors with their bushy mustaches and naked calves. But contrary to what could be expected, they weren’t scared. First, they made a trip across the sea. Later, at the slave market, each of them was sold to a different buyer. Nastya was bought by a man named Ibrahim Karayelzade. She was separated from her companions, which very much surprised and troubled her. The man who made the deal counted the coins, packed her on a dilapidated wagon and took her for a long journey. Passing through the mountains, the valleys, and crossing the river, they finally reached here. What else could she say? “Now I’m here.”

And she was here – in a place called Kumanovo, which she had never heard of before, at the estate of Ibrahim Karayelzade, whose face she hadn’t seen so far, although she had been here for many days.

Beautiful, rebellious Anastasia from Milos. Now she was a servant. And from the day she came here, she had told her superior her whole story, from the beginning to the end. Her supervisor, Mirna, opened her eyes wide with astonishment and sighed every time, “My God!” 

That day, too, she listened to Nastya’s stories with fear. “Corsairs! Damn it! Misfortune one after another...” She stopped silent at that moment.

Nastya looked her over from head to toe. She dared not ask directly. 

But despite this, Mirna said, “Ottoman corsairs. Who knows what harm they must have done to you?” She shuddered with fear at the thought of the horrors that came into her head.

Harm? They didn’t do anything to us, Nastya thought. But if I answer like that, I might disappoint her. Mirna was sure that the girl had to have lived through terrible moments. That is to say, according to her, it had to be so. Someone who fell into the hands of the corsairs, shouldn’t get away from them in one piece.

“Nah...” Nastya said quietly and shrugged. “They put us on the ship. They led us down into the hold.”

“Mother! And there they...”

Nastya realized that the woman had imagined a scene of rape.

“No, Mirna, nothing like that happened.” 

Mirna again put her hands to her chest. “Fortunately,” she said.

Nastya liked Mirna. Plump, always smiling, caring for everybody like a mother. She’d accepted her as if they had known each other for years, and she hadn’t allocated work to her immediately after arrival. Right from the very start, a bond was created between them.

“Come. Straight to the bath! Take these rags off and throw them away. They are all torn. I’ll find you something to wear. Then come to the kitchen. You will have a proper meal, and we can talk.”

Mirna watched the girl absorb food with a huge appetite.

“What’s your name?” The woman’s voice sounded friendly.

“Anastasia, but everybody calls me Nastya.”

“How old are you?”

“Thirteen.” In fact, she’d added one year to her age.

“Oh, child, you’re so young. Where are you from?”

“From far away.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“From the island called Milos. And you, where are you from?” She immediately noticed the sadness in the eyes of the woman.

“You could say that I’m from far away, too. They call the city Belgrade. This means that, like you, I come from across the water.”

“From across the water?”

“Yes... You are a girl from across the sea. I am a girl from across the river. I came from a place where the Sava and the Danube meet, from a place that doesn’t resemble Kumanovo. Belgrade is a city of rivers, not mountains and valleys... Do you know what the Sava and the Danube are?”

How could she know? Nastya shrugged. “Have you ever seen the sea?”

“The sea?” The longing in the woman’s voice was overwhelming. “The sea?” She sighed again. “No. But I know what it is.”

“How can you know what something is if you’ve never seen what it looks?”

“From the stories,” Mirna muttered. “From my grandmother’s stories.”

The woman fell silent and began to unfold bedsheets. For a while, they kept doing their work quietly, and Mirna hit the pillows as if she wanted to unload all the anger and regret that filled her. Then she turned to the door still without speaking. 

She stopped in the doorway. “A man may also know things he has not seen,” she said as if to herself.

She didn’t turn around and look at the girl. But Nastya understood that Mirna didn’t turn around, not because she’d hurt her, but because she wanted to hide the tears that flowed down her face.

“Everyone has their dream ship, Nastya. As soon as you step on it, you are ready to spread your sails and sail away.” She turned the doorknob, and the door opened. “I am the captain of my dream ship. I sail on the seven seas.” She crossed through the door and gently closed it behind her.

A dream ship, Nastya repeated in her mind. What a beautiful term. She decided to memorize it. Dream ship...

She went to the window. There seemed to be nothing but snow outside. The pines looked like brides in white dresses, waiting in silence. 

In the next instant, Nastya imagined the hot, blue Milos sky before her eyes. She sighed. She remembered the visible white clouds, sprinkled here and there, so thin and wispy that they looked like tulle in the sky. She loved to watch the sky become golden, and the clouds turn into red and purple blots. Later, she used to run to the shore, holding a piece of freshly baked bread made by her mother, to sit on one of the stones hit by the waves and stare at the view which stretched in front of her.

Now she was doing exactly the same thing in her imagination. She sat on the same stone again. She could feel the waves stroking her feet, and she heard their noise. In the distance, in the place where the sky meets the sea, the ripping waves were merging with the sun that was changing their color to red.

She recalled Mirna’s voice. Everyone has their dream ship, Nastya...

It must have been the ship that Mirna mentioned. She also had to have her own. She was also the captain on her ship. But she was just a poor maid. She was lonely and in a situation without any way out. Without hope. She had a past, but was there a future for her? She doubted it. But with her ship, she could open the sail both for the past and the future.

Suddenly, she felt her sadness fly away; it left her heart like a leaf caught by the wind. Her body may be imprisoned, but her mind was free, as long as she could dream.

It was the only freedom she could taste here. Memory! Dreams!

Hope!

“Come on, Captain,” Nastya muttered. “Put the sails on!”

After that sad conversation, Mirna began to think of Nastya as her relative. They were both girls from beyond the water.

“You will call me ‘sister,’” she announced one day. “Sister Mirna.”

This invented relationship raised her spirits and protected her from the loneliness and darkness she hid inside.

Mirna pressed Nastya to keep telling what had happened to her.

In the evenings, after finishing work, she took her to the side and asked, “Tell me, please. How did they kidnap you?”

And Nastya told her. Mirna would either let out a word out of fear or cursed. Nastya sat all the nights long, talking about the three days she had spent in captivity with the three thieves.

“Oh, mother!” Mirna shouted. “May Hell devour their souls. They led you to the cave?”

She had told it so many times, but the woman exerted so much pressure on her that she was forced to go back to the beginning of the story. Ten times she repeated the story of how the three thieves had been killed.

“The robbers got what they deserved!” Mirna clapped her hands and straightened up. “Wait, I’ll bring you some burma. Don’t even think about going to bed, girl from across the sea.”

“Burma? What is it, sister?”

“A kind of cookie, pastry with walnuts and syrup. You won’t be able to resist it. But now, quiet. You will still talk about what happened at sea.”

“Okay, but in return, you tell me the stories of your grandmother.” 

Mirna answered something in a low voice, but Nastya didn’t understand.

Burma was something really wonderful. Although she ate three large pieces, she would’ve had no hesitation to enjoy more if anything had been left. But Mirna was losing patience.

“Come on, come on, tell me,” she said.

She wanted to be told, in the smallest details, how the corsairs managed to free the kidnapped girls and how they took them to the ship. She also didn’t forget to ask if they were handsome.

She leaned over. Her cheeks were red with excitement. 

“And Kemal—”

“Who is Kemal?”

“The one who killed the second thief in the wagon and saved us was Kemal, sister.” Nastya felt a pleasant shudder at the memory of Kemal’s black eyes, and black eyebrows and mustache.

“Oh, I understand.” The woman chuckled. “And then? Come on, tell me. You boarded the ship. And then?”

“They put up the sails.”

Mirna looked at the girl as if she was making fun of her. “You sailed... And then?”

Nastya didn’t want to talk about those terrible days at sea.

Three times she’d stood face-to-face with death; the third time God forgave her. She didn’t even want to remember those three days when the giant ship was thrown like a toy by the rough waves that raised it so high that it could touch the clouds and dropped it back down a moment later.

She thought again of Kemal, the handsome dark-haired man. Even during the horrific storm, he did not forget about them. Whenever he had the opportunity, he went down to the hold and tried to lift their spirits.

“Don’t be afraid,” he’d say. “This ship survived the war. She is guarded by the souls of the heroes who died here. Nothing will happen to us.”

It turned out he was right.

“How many days were you at sea?”

“Probably longer than a month. At sea, a person loses the sense of time.”

“Where did they take you?”

“Kemal called the place where they landed us, Aidipsos. It’s somewhere to the north of Milos.”

“And what happened there?”

Nastya, like a disobedient child, swept her finger through the sweet syrup on the plate where the burma had been previously. Her eyes were stuck to the floor.

“There we parted,” she said sadly. 

She felt as if she was aboard her ship with dreams. At the memory of that day, she felt pressure in her throat.

“That’s it,” Kemal had said. “Now everyone will go their own way, following their own destiny.”

Own road, own destiny? At that moment, she had only one question in her mind, and she still did. There was no such thing as her own way and own destiny. She no longer had any road to make or destiny which she could face.

She heard again Katerina’s sobs rumbling in her head. Their tears mixed.

She felt their salty taste in her mouth. She saw Helena before her eyes, trying to free herself from their embrace. She heard Maria’s pleading. She heard the whip hitting Eleni.

The separation was terrible. Like death.

Until that moment, it never occurred to them that one day they would be separated. They felt that they would be together forever. They had got used to each other; they had become a family, created by the misfortunes that were thrown upon them by fate. A family without men. Five girls. Five sisters. Five orphans. Without fathers, without mothers.

And one day, they were forced to part.

Separation meant loneliness. Lonely, helpless, without hope – Nastya thought then: The real bondage will begin only now.

They clung to each other. They twisted their hands so that they couldn’t separate them. Every time they dragged one of them away, terrible screaming and sobbing sounded around the neighborhood.

“Eleniiii!”

“Katerinaaaa!”

“Mariaaaa!”

“Helenaaaa!”

“Nastyaaaa!”

The leader of the corsairs assigned Nastya to Kemal. He was the one who took her to the slave market and handed her over to the buyer. He didn’t anticipate that it would be so difficult for him to part with her.

“Nastya,” Kemal said in a subdued voice. He was ashamed to look her in the eyes. His eyes were fixed on the ground as if he searched for something there. He had always had a problem with conversation. But that day, it was even worse. He suffered with every word spoken.

“If I could... take... you... back... home...”

“If you could...”

That day, for the first time, Kemal raised his head and looked her in the eyes. He didn’t look away.

“Eh, if we didn’t have to separate...” His voice trembled. “The fates will show... You will see, one day... we will see... each other... again.”

They both knew it was impossible. It seemed to the girl that his eyes fogged.

“Eh,” he sighed in the end. “I have to go back. Time is running out for me.” He looked her in the eyes for the last time. “I wish you all the luck. I heard that the man who chose you is a good man. I hope that is the case.”

Then he turned and walked away. 

Nastya remembered how she wanted to cry with all her might at that moment, ‘Kemaaaal!’ but her voice choked in her throat.

She returned to reality, to hear Mirna’s voice.

“Come on, tell me what happened after you separated.” The woman suddenly looked into her eyes. “Hey!” She grabbed Nastya’s hand and shook it. “Are you crying?”

Nastya shook her head. But my inside cries with sad tears, she thought. It had been weeping since the day of her departure from Aidipsos. Why should I stop myself from crying? she repeated to herself all the way from Aidipsos. I was right. The true bondage began when I was separated from my companions. I’m lonely. There is no hope in me. No one is at my side. I’m powerless.

Apart from that, the most painful thought was that she didn’t know what awaited her.

Every time she thought about it, she wanted to burst out with a terrible laugh. You don’t know what awaits you, Nastya, huh? Of course, a brutal, coarse, dirty type! Some simple landowner! What else can happen to you? You’re just a slave they buy and sell.

“Here, here,” Mirna whispered. She brought Nastya’s head to her breast. “Don’t cry anymore.” She began stroking her head. “You know what, girl from across the sea?” she whispered, “You must know that he is Turkish, he is a dissenter, but the lord of this land is really a good man.” 

The fact that the woman was so excited about the owner of the estate made Nastya doubtful. Without lifting her head, she stared uncertainly at the woman’s eyes.

“How old is he, sister?”

“Who?” asked Mirna, thoughtfully.

“The lord of this property. How old?”

The sound of the girl’s words surprised Mirna. When she understood the allusion, she blushed.

“No, no, no. None of these things,” she replied with fake anger. “Crazy, what else could he be?” She looked at Nastya. “I don’t want to see you crying anymore, understood? Every day, God creates the world anew. He rewrites freshly what is intended for each one of us. Every morning, we wake up in a new world. That is why we can’t know what will be tomorrow.”
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Any time Nastya asked, ‘When will I see the owner of the estate?’ Mirna always answered, “Wait a bit more. Everything in its due time.”

Hours, then days passed. 

The most common answer was, “But the lord is not at the estate right now. He doesn’t come here often. It is like this... He summoned soldiers from his lands, took some of his belongings and left. Probably a war is coming again.”

Mirna also didn’t allow the girl to go upstairs. Almost immediately after Nastya’s arrival at the property, she took her to the big double door and said: “What is behind that door is forbidden to you.”

“Why? What’s behind it?” asked the girl. God, what could be upstairs? Why couldn’t she go in there?

One night, between dreaming and waking, she thought, Harem! Yes, the owner of the estate must have a harem upstairs. Men in the Ottoman Empire took a lot of women. They locked them somewhere, would come to them, and then go.

One day she asked Mirna, “Is there a harem on the second floor?”

Mirna almost dropped the plate she was carrying.

“What kind of an idea is that?” she reproached her. “You can’t talk about such things.”

Nastya didn’t talk about it again. However, she thought she was onto something with solving the mystery of what was on the second floor. Those who went upstairs had access to the lord’s bed. Dear mother... When she
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