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Istanbul, 1836





The yali is made of wood silvered by the sun, dry as tinder.


As evening falls, the timbers begin to cool. Beams settle; boards contract. Cracks ease around the window frames, whose latticed glass flames orange with the setting sun.


The pasha’s two-oared caïque skims like a cormorant up the Bosphorus towards it, away from Istanbul.


He leans into the cushions, his back to the setting sun, and lets his mind rove idly across the water, over the surface of his ambitions and his desires.


He checks himself. He is not a superstitious man, but praise and pride attract the evil eye; certain thoughts are better left unframed.


Almost guiltily, he turns his head. The yali stands so beautifully at the water’s edge, looking out across the Bosphorus to the hills of Asia beyond. The evening meal has been taken, and he imagines the murmur of voices as his household prepares for sleep. He can almost hear the yali settling, its old bones composing themselves for the night, wooden joints creaking and crackling in the dusk.


He turns his head – and puts out a hand, as if it were in his power to stop what is about to happen. As if he could fit the house in his own palm, and keep it safe.


Between his outstretched fingers, the yali is ablaze.


It burns so beautifully, as if a wild spirit were dashing through the rooms. A window explodes, and against the evening sky the sparks fly up like shooting stars. Galaxies twist from the staircase; suns blaze in every room. 


The rowers glance back. They miss a stroke.


Over the crash of falling timber and the snapping of the flames, the pasha hears screams from the harem apartments, upstairs.


When the caïque touches the marble stairs, the pasha flings himself onto the shore. His mouth is open, sweat rolling down his face.


He races from one end of the burning house to the other, moaning. He feels the heat on his face. He can no longer hear the screams.


But he hears, instead, someone call his name.


‘Fevzi Pasha! Pasha!’


Two arms thrust a bundle from a window. The pasha reaches up.


The roof sags, dropping a sudden flurry of flaming shingles, which spin to the ground. The pasha leaps back. The figure at the window is gone. The window is gone.


The flames are driving a firestorm: the pasha feels the wind snatch at his cloak, drawing him back towards the yali.


He cradles the bundle to his chest and stumbles away.


The gate bursts open, and a crowd of men surges in with buckets, hooks, ladders. But it is far too late. As the men run by, the pasha hears timbers break and the sky is lit up.


He does not turn back.
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Cannon boomed across the Bosphorus. White smoke, the colour of mourning, billowed low over the water.


Sultan Mahmut II was dead. He had come to the throne of Osman as the turbaned ruler of a medieval empire, and had died in a frock coat and a fez. In his long reign he had given the Ottoman Empire French saddles, a constitution of sorts, modern drill and percussion rifles. He had destroyed the ferocious janissaries, as an obstacle to progress, and he had lost Greece to the Greeks and Crimea to the Russians and Egypt to an Albanian adventurer called Mehmet Ali Pasha. He had built himself a modern palace, at Beşiktaş, where he maintained a harem like sultans of old.


The harem was in pandemonium.


‘You are the Kislar aga, Ibou. You must help them to leave,’ Yashim said quietly. ‘The sultan’s harem is your domain. The sultan has died, and the women must move on.’


The Kislar aga, the master of the girls, shut his eyes and pressed his fingers against his smooth cheeks. ‘They – they do not want to go, Yashim.’


‘Abdülmecid is sultan now. Any moment he may arrive here, at Beşiktaş, and he will bring his women.’ Yashim gestured to the staircase.


The Kislar aga took a deep breath and started up the stairs. ‘You must come with me. We must get the women away.’


Yashim followed reluctantly as the Kislar aga bustled through the gallery, clapping his hands. ‘The carriages are come, ladies! To the carriages!’


Not one of the women paid him the slightest attention. They had spent years learning how to behave, how to speak, how to be beautiful, devoting their lives to the service of the sultan. Now the sultan was dead and carriages were to take them away.


They wanted to wail and scream, and to mourn.


To mourn the sultan, their youth, their hopes.


And grab what they could, while there was still time.
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Above the gardens of the palace, in the smaller quarters reserved for the crown prince, Elif leaned at a window and watched the pigeons through the lattice. Each crump of the guns shook the heavy air and sent clouds of birds fluttering from the domes of Istanbul. From the leads of the Süleymaniye they rose high above the Golden Horn; clapping their wings from the low rotunda of Ayasofya, where the Horn bled into the waters of the Bosphorus; billowing from the domes of the Grand Bazaar, and from the single hemisphere of the Grand Mosque on Üsküdar. Again and again the pigeons clattered into the sky, and then fell back.


‘It will not be long, Elif.’ Melda lay on the divan, twisting a lock of black hair between her hennaed fingers. ‘The aga will call for us very soon.’


Elif murmured a lazy assent. She had known that the old sultan had been about to die. Everyone knew. When he went, he went: a day and a night before they put him in the ground. You couldn’t wait longer; not in this heat. Dead, buried, and the cannon booming out to tell the world that Abdülmecid was sultan now.


High in the sky, something moved: the whirling speck caught Elif’s attention. She raised her chin a fraction.


She heard the distant thump of the cannon, and watched the hawk drop. She saw its talons extend, and the spurt of blood and feathers as it struck.


As the hawk sailed to the ground, clutching its prey, Elif saw the imperial caïque approaching from the Golden Horn. Under its fluttering canopy sat the new ruler of the empire, Abdülmecid, sixteen years old, fresh from his investiture at Eyüp, at the tomb of the Companion of the Prophet.


She turned from the window.


‘Abdülmecid has been girded with the sword of Osman,’ she said. She ran her hand across her stomach. ‘It’s time we joined him, don’t you think?’
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Abdülmecid’s girls ran as a herd, sweeping past a black eunuch on the steps, across the polished marble floors, streaming up the wide shallow staircase to the harem.


At the top of the stairs, the girls paused.


The wailing and keening for the departed sultan had given way to tantrums and the gnashing of teeth. Doors flew open, and slammed. Women dashed in all directions. Children were running aimlessly from room to room. The black eunuchs stood about wringing their hands. Matrons bawled, while slender Circassians squealed, their blonde ringlets all askew; somebody was dragging at the curtains in a little room. Bags and boxes were piled pell-mell in the hallways. A girl sat on a box, crying into a broken mirror.


Abdülmecid’s girls paused, pretending astonishment: eyebrows arched, fingers to horrified lips.


‘It’s disgusting,’ Elif said.


‘Süyütsüz,’ Melda corrected her: undignified.


Elif nodded. Undignified was better. It was a proper harem word. The harem had a language that was all its own: words and phrases that you had to learn unless you wanted to look like a novice. It went with a way of speaking that was softer and more sibilant than the street language of the ordinary Turks, grander, more easy-going. That harem lisp was like having soft hands: it showed your rank. The voice of a harem girl was like a caress.


But not today.


Elif stuck with Melda, who seemed to know where she was going.
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The lady Talfa stepped out of the room, hand across her mouth, the sound of cannon and the screaming in her ears.


She saw women sweep down the corridor, hammering at the doors, dragging at each other’s clothes and baring their teeth, like wolves.


A vase wobbled on its stand, between two windows. As the lady Talfa watched, a skirt brushed against the stand. A woman flung back her hand and caught the rim of the vase as it circled. It swung wide and went over with a smack, shivering to pieces on the wooden floor.


Slippered feet trampled over the fragments.


Two girls ran past, hand in hand, laughing. The lady Talfa saw the colour in their cheeks, the sparkle in their eyes.


She stepped forward.


‘Who are you? Where do you think you’re going?’ she hissed.


Elif’s head whipped around. She saw a woman in the doorway. ‘It’s our turn now, auntie,’ Elif spat. She laughed at the shock on the older woman’s face and her pretty blue eyes narrowed. The woman was jowly and pallid and she had lost her waist.


Elif cupped her hands beneath her breasts. ‘We’re the pretty girls.’


She saw the look of hesitation on Talfa’s face and her glance shifted over Talfa’s shoulder. ‘What’s this room, Melda? What’s in here?’ she said, tugging at her friend’s hand.


But the other girl drew back impatiently. ‘I know where to go, Elif. Don’t waste time.’


Elif shrugged. ‘All right, you lead.’ As she sped off she half turned her head: ‘Better get packing, auntie!’


Talfa blinked. She had seen the carriages drawn up in the courtyard, and the women stuffing the sultan’s treasures into little bags. It was all they had, whatever they could carry off.


But they could have been allowed to leave the harem in peace, with dignity.


It was a serious blunder for which Ibou, the chief black eunuch, should be made to pay.


The lady Talfa gripped the door frame as another burst of wild laughter rang down the corridor, followed by an anguished scream.
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Elif and Melda reached the stairs at the end of the corridor and scampered up them, giggling and breathless.


At the top they had a corridor to themselves. They chose a door and burst into a room that overlooked the Bosphorus.


A woman was shovelling the contents of a small table into a bag. 


They all stared at one another. Then the woman screamed and Melda sprang at the woman and slapped her on the cheek.


‘Stop that! Stop it! What are you doing with that bag?’


The woman tightened her grip. ‘This is mine! Get out!’


Melda made a grab for the bag. The woman yanked it back and the table went over.


‘Now look!’


Elif snatched at the woman’s scarf. Melda kept her eyes on the bag. ‘What’s in there? What are you stealing?’


They heard running footsteps in the corridor and one of their girls put her head around the door, then withdrew it again.


The woman with the bag seemed to have trouble breathing. Her eyes bulged and her face went red. Elif gave the scarf a last savage tug and Melda went for the bag. The woman staggered and let it go. ‘It’s mine,’ she choked.


‘Drop it, auntie. If it was yours you’d have packed it by now. Go on, get out!’


They shoved the woman into the corridor. She was wringing her hands, but there were two of them and there wasn’t much she could do. Melda and Elif put their backs to the door and watched the handle rattle.


After a while they heard more people running in the corridor. The handle went still.


The two girls turned to each other and burst out laughing.


Later they looked into the bag. It was pathetic what those women tried to carry off – right down to their kohl, and half-used bottles of rose water, and little paper talismans. The woman they’d surprised had obviously thought she could get away with the coffee pot! Even if she’d been the coffee kalfa it didn’t belong to her. The rest of the stuff in the bag was almost certainly stolen, too. All that money – and she wasn’t even pretty.


Elif shrugged. Those women were old and their sultan was dead. She thought of the woman they’d frightened on the floor below. Perhaps they should have seized her room.


It is our turn now, she thought, as she examined the scarf. It wasn’t even torn.


But Elif had made a serious mistake.


The woman on the floor below was the lady Talfa. She was neither particularly young, nor particularly pretty. But she had no plans to leave. She took no orders from the chief black eunuch.


The lady Talfa was not one of the late Sultan Mahmut’s slaves.


She was his sister.


New girls could come in. Her nephew Abdülmecid could move into his new palace chambers. But for now, and always, this harem was her home.


She stamped her foot. Where was Bezmialem? The sultan’s mother should have been here, taking control of her son’s girls. The young validé.


Talfa glared down the corridor and saw a familiar figure in a brown cloak.


‘Yashim!’ she cried. ‘Can’t you do anything? Can’t you stop all this – this noise?’
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Yashim ordered the halberdiers to move the baggage to the carriages: the new girls were already beginning to paw at it themselves. The soldiers moved slowly, with infinite gentleness, eyes down; the women lunged and clung to their arms.


The women who served the late sultan were to leave for Eski Saray, the Old Palace, for centuries a home for the harem beauties whose sultan had died. Some – the lucky ones, maybe – would marry, entering the harem of some Ottoman officer of the guard, or a pasha of the civil bureaucracy. The rest could hope for little more than to drag out their existence behind the walls of the Old Palace, forgotten and ignored.


Getting the luggage away made things easier: the women followed their belongings. Others – dragging their fingernails down their cheeks, or cramming their things into little sacks – felt suddenly resigned to do what Yashim suggested. They were drawn to him, just as the lady Talfa had been; they relied on him, as Ibou the chief black eunuch relied on him, instinctively.


Against the bright plumage of the harem women, Yashim’s brown cloak was modest almost to invisibility. He spoke quietly, in a room that rang with shrieks and tears; his gestures were restrained.


There was a stillness in Yashim that made the women pause, and listen. His low voice wearied and fascinated them, as if it carried an echo of the burdens of life. It was the voice of a man, perhaps: yet Yashim was not, quite, a man himself.


Yashim was a eunuch.


By evening the women had taken to the carriages, and gone.


Upstairs, in her new room, Elif picked up her oud and began to play.


Further along the corridor, a pale woman reclined on her divan, shading her eyes with the back of her hand.


Bezmialem had heard the pandemonium and locked her door. She sought only peace and seclusion.


At her moment of triumph, when her son returned to the palace as sultan, Bezmialem had a headache.
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‘Yashim efendi?’


The halberdier swung back the door of the gatehouse. Outside Yashim saw a small closed carriage, with another soldier holding the door.


‘Please, efendi.’


‘Where are we going?’


‘We must be quick, efendi.’


Yashim climbed into the cab and the halberdier slammed the door. Yashim heard him shout something to the driver and then, with a lurch that shot him back into the buttoned leather seat, they were off. The carriage squeaked and swayed; Yashim wound his fingers around a leather strap in the dark. The windows of the cab were tightly curtained, but he could feel the drumming of the wheels on the cobbles and the slick lurch when they left hard ground for muddier, unpaved streets.


Yashim peeled a curtain aside and peered out. The driver pulled on the reins; the cab’s pace lessened; the door was flung open and a young man in a Frankish uniform and cap saluted Yashim.


They crossed the Horn in a four-oared caïque in silence; Yashim was too tired for conversation and the officer’s chin was sunk into his collar. On the other other side they climbed to the High Gate, which gave its name – Sublime Porte – to the Ottoman government.


As they bustled up the steps the young man’s sword clinked on the marble; then they were through the front door, scurrying down corridors where anxious faces peered at them in the candlelight, where doors opened noiselessly at their approach.


At last the cadet threw open a door and ushered Yashim with a sweep of the hand into the private chamber of the grand vizier, the man who held the reins of empire for his sultan’s sake.
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A lamp was burning on a great mahogany desk.


‘Come.’


The rumble of the vizier’s voice came from the divan, placed in an alcove at the far side of the room. Yashim half turned, in puzzlement.


‘Husrev? Mehmet Husrev Pasha?’


As he approached the divan, he could make out a heavy figure sitting cross-legged in the half-light, wearing a Circassian shawl and a tasselled, brimless cap.


As the pasha gestured to the edge of the divan, his ring caught the light. It was a sign of office, but until now Yashim had seen the ring of the grand vizier on someone else’s hand.


‘Changes, Yashim efendi,’ the old pasha growled, as if he had read Yashim’s mind. ‘A time of change.’


Yashim settled on the edge of the divan. ‘My pasha,’ he murmured. He wondered how the change had been made, what had become of Midhat Pasha. ‘I was detained at the palace. I offer you my congratulations.’


Husrev fixed him with a weary stare. His voice was deep, almost a whisper. ‘The sultan is very young.’


‘We must be grateful that he can draw upon your experience,’ Yashim replied politely.


The old pasha grunted. He pressed his fingertips together in front of his face, brushing his moustache.


‘And you were at the palace?’


‘Sultan Mahmut’s women were slow to leave.’ Yashim bit his lip; it was not what he should have said. Not when Husrev himself had moved so fast.


Perhaps Husrev Pasha thought the same, because he gave a dismissive snort and slid a sheet of paper across the divan. ‘Report from the governor of Chalki. A dead man, in the cistern of the monastery.’


‘Who was he?’


The pasha shrugged. ‘Nobody seems to know.’


‘But – he was killed?’


‘Perhaps. Probably. I want you to find out.’


‘I understand, my pasha.’ For the second time that day, he was being asked to do someone else’s job.


Husrev Pasha’s heavy-lidded eyes missed little. ‘Have I said anything to displease you, Yashim?’


Yashim took a deep breath. ‘Is it not a matter for the governor, my pasha? The kadi, at least.’


‘Would I send for you if it was enough to direct the kadi? The governor?’


Yashim heard the anger in his rumbling voice. ‘Forgive me, my pasha. I spoke without thinking.’


To his surprise, the old vizier leaned forward and took his knee in his massive paw.


‘How old are you, Yashim?’


‘Forty.’


‘I have seen what may happen when a sultan dies. When you were a little boy, Yashim. We thought the sky was falling on our heads. Bayraktar’s Janissaries stormed the Topkapi Palace. In the provinces there was fear – and fighting on the streets of Istanbul. The Muslims afraid of the Greeks.’


Yashim listened, and said nothing.


‘The city is quiet today,’ the old pasha continued. ‘But the weather is hot, and the sultan is young. I am a little afraid, Yashim. Men have hopes I do not yet understand. Some have demands. Between demand and threat you cannot pass a horsehair. And the state is weak. Russia, as you know, gains every day at the expense of our people. Moldavia and Wallachia are occupied by the tsar’s troops, to the mouth of the Danube. Serbia rules itself, with their aid. Georgia and the Armenian lands are under Russia now.’


He cracked his huge knuckles. ‘Egypt is strong. Long ago, we could count on Egypt; that time is past. Mehmet Ali Pasha is not to be trusted. We are caught, Yashim, between hammer and anvil.’


He picked up a pile of documents at his elbow and let them drop heavily onto the divan. ‘With these, I must govern this empire. I must keep the peace.’ He shrugged. ‘This is a dangerous time for all of us, Yashim, and I do not know exactly where the danger lies. Perhaps from a corpse in the Christians’ well.’


‘I understand, my pasha,’ Yashim replied. ‘Your eyes must be everywhere.’


‘If not, Yashim, they would fill with tears.’ He rubbed a massive thumb and finger over the bridge of his nose. ‘Tomorrow morning will be sufficient,’ he said.
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Stanislaw Palewski, Polish Ambassador to the Sublime Porte, put up a hand to steady his straw hat as a light wind threatened to tip it by the brim.


‘This,’ he remarked, ‘is better than Therapia.’


Yashim, beside him on the bench, grunted assent. When Istanbul lolled in the dog days, under the summer sun, the other European ambassadors liked to retreat to their summer residencies at Therapia, up the Bosphorus; only Palewski remained in town. He lacked funds; he lacked a summer residency; he lacked, in point of fact, a country.


It had been Yashim’s idea to invite Palewski to spend a cooling day out on the water, travelling to the island of Chalki and back. Yesterday’s work in the harem had exhausted him, and the cannon booming out across the water had sounded like the blood pounding in his own head. The breeze at Marmara blew as well as the breezes of Therapia, and at a fraction of the cost: a ticket to the island could be had for a sequin – a seat on deck, a view over the water, a chance of seeing dolphins, and a glass of sweet tea into the bargain.


Palewski was Polish, from his tongue to his heart, and represented a country that no longer existed – at least, it was not recognised by any of the Christian courts of Europe. The Ottomans sustained the notion that their old proud foe existed still; they accepted the credentials of an ambassador whose country had been swallowed by its neighbours. They even sustained the ancient custom of paying the ambassador a stipend for his maintenance, for magnanimity was the mark of a great empire, and old habits died hard; but the stipend was small and did not stretch to summer residencies.


They made, perhaps, an unlikely couple, Palewski and Yashim; though anyone who had seen them together on the deck of the island ferry might have noticed that both, in their way, were conservatively dressed. Palewski’s coat was well cut, in the old fashion, if slightly shabby, and his waistcoat was more colourful than the age prescribed; while Yashim’s embroidered waistcoat and white pantaloons belonged to a style that was fast disappearing in the capital. Most Ottoman gentlemen followed the lead of their late sultan in adopting dress coats and tight black trousers, beneath a scarlet fez. Yashim wore a fez, but it was swathed in a strip of linen, some twelve feet long, which he wound tightly around his head as a turban. On his feet he wore the comfortable leather slippers that the Ottomans had always worn, before the sultan persuaded them into tight-laced boots and woollen socks.


An odd couple, then, but with more in common than might have at first appeared – not least a shared desire to escape the summer heat and enjoy the breezes out to sea.


The largest of the Prince’s Islands advanced swiftly over the sun-pricked waters. The sails were furled, one by one; the canvas slapped, the chain ran out, and soon the boat was drawn alongside the quay. The Greek sailors stepped ashore with coiled rope and lazy familiarity.


A few minutes later, Yashim and his old friend had exchanged the sea breeze for the equally welcome shade of the ancient limes that flanked the path up to the monastery of Hristos. The air smelled of charcoal and roasted meat where the kebab vendors had set up their braziers in the shade; the cool white walls of the island houses and their ochre pantiled roofs peeped through the trees. Others shared their path: veiled women in long striped coats, a sailor in a shirt without a collar, a Greek priest in high canonicals, little boys on errands with bare feet, and a stout woman in a headscarf who rolled along after her donkey, its panniers stuffed with reeds.


Close to the gateway of the monastery, set back from the avenue, stood a small café.


‘Sherbet, Yash. They’ll do a pear syrup here, too,’ Palewski suggested, steering his friend gently by the arm towards the café path.


Two men swerved past them, running up the hill.


‘So hot,’ Palewski murmured, raising an eyebrow.


Cushions were scattered on carpets spread beneath the boughs of an enormous pine, whose resinous fragrance perfumed the air. A boy in a waistcoat took their orders: he seemed distracted, glancing now and then through the trees towards the avenue of limes.


‘Pear, not apple,’ Yashim corrected him. ‘Pear for my friend, and coffee, medium sweet, for me.’


The two friends lay in companionable silence, watching the sky through the boughs of the tree. Rooks cawed in the upper branches; further off, Yashim could hear a murmur of indistinct voices like wind soughing in the pines.


Palewski dipped into his pocket. He brought out a slim volume bound in soft red leather, which he opened and began to read.


Yashim struggled for a few moments with the curiosity that comes over anyone when they watch someone else with their nose in a book. Then he gave up.


‘Pan Tadeusz – again,’ Palewski replied, with a smile.


‘The national epic,’ Yashim murmured. ‘Of course.’


‘Really, I never tire of it,’ Palewski said. ‘It is the Poland I represent. Poland in the old days.’ He sighed. ‘I wrote to Mickiewicz, proposing a French translation.’


‘The poet? And did he reply?’


Palewski nodded. ‘Of course, he could do it himself. He lives in Paris. But he said he’d be delighted if I’d like to try.’


‘And you’ve begun?’


‘Awfully hard, Yashim.’ Palewski leaned back and closed his eyes. He flung up a hand towards the trees and began to recite:






Litwo! Ojczyzno moja! Ty jesteś jak zdrowie.


Ile ciętrzeba cenić, ten tylko się dowie,


Kto cię stracił. Dziś piękność twą w całej ozdobie


Widzę i opisuję, bo tęsknię po tobie.








Yashim could not understand the words; he had stopped listening. He could hear a sound like angry bees, buzzing farther up the avenue; now and again he heard shouts.


‘I’ve made a start, Yash, but it’s picking the words. And matching the rhyme –’


Yashim bent forward and touched his knee. ‘Don’t go away,’ he said.


‘But I haven’t given you my translation yet.’


Yashim had scrambled to his feet. ‘I’ll listen later.’ 


‘Your coffee’s coming.’


‘I’ll be back.’


He went to the avenue and turned up the hill. A few hundred yards ahead he could make out the wooden gate of the monastery. The gate was shut, and outside it a few dozen men were standing in a semicircle, their backs towards Yashim.


‘Unbelievers!’


‘Open the gate!’


A man stooped and picked up a stone, which he threw against the wooden gate. Soon the whole crowd was hurling stones, which thunked against the heavy wooden planks.


Yashim moved to the edge of the circle.


‘What are you doing?’


The man beside him turned his head sharply. ‘The unbelievers, efendi. They have the body of a Muslim in there. They are hiding him.’


Yashim frowned. ‘How do you know that?’


‘At night, they will feed him to the dogs!’


Yashim put up a hand. ‘How can you know so much? Have you talked to them, inside? Have you seen this Muslim?’


The man turned angrily. ‘Open this gate! We are Muslims!’


Yashim glanced back. More men were surging up the avenue; some were shaking their fists.


Ever since the Greeks of Athens had secured their independence, Greeks and Turks had been like flint and steel, striking sparks that threatened to set the empire alight. Husrev Pasha was right, these were uncertain times. The weather was too hot – and a man was dead.


Yashim put his hands in the air and stepped out in front of the gathering crowd.


‘Listen to me.’


The men paused, curious.


‘Listen to me. I am from the palace.’ 


A bare-headed man stepped forward. ‘The unbelievers! They treat the Muslims like dogs!’


Yashim laid a hand on the man’s shoulder, and invited him to sit down. He opened his arm, gesturing along the line. ‘All of you, please. Sit down.’


The men began to form knots. After all the noise, the quiet voice of the stranger seemed almost hypnotic. Some squatted, and one or two of them actually sat, crossing their legs.


‘We will find out what is going on here,’ Yashim continued. The name came to him at that moment. ‘Where is Mullah Dede?’


The men looked around. Mullah Dede was not there.


‘Fetch the mullah. Go.’


‘Who are you?’ It was a fat man in an open shirt. He had his hands on his hips and he was glancing right and left. ‘Who are you, from the palace?’


‘I am Yashim.’ He spoke quietly, but loud enough for the men to hear. A wary look appeared on the fat man’s face. ‘And your name?’


‘I am … Hasan.’


Men are driven by fear: and they fear only what they do not know.


‘Will anyone else give me their name?’


Men looked away, feeling the ground with their eyes.


Yashim could see the figure of the mullah climbing briskly up the avenue. ‘When Mullah Dede comes we will all sit quietly, while he and I discuss the matter.’


The mullah walked in slowly through the ring of men, looking from right to left. He saw Yashim, and salaamed.


‘What is this gathering, my son? They say the monks have taken the body of a Muslim. Can this be true?’


‘We will ask the monks,’ Yashim replied.


‘Yes, that is the best way.’ Mullah Dede nodded slowly. ‘We will enter, and speak with the abbot.’ He turned to the men squatting on the ground. ‘Go, all of you. Go in peace, and if we have need of you again, I will call.’


Yashim glanced at Hasan. He was swaying, as if uncertain what to do; eventually he turned away and began to go down the hill. Many joined him; a few, however, only moved further off, and squatted under the trees, planning to see what happened next.


‘And now,’ said Mullah Dede, ‘we will knock on the door, and hope that we are answered, inshallah.’


‘Inshallah,’ Yashim echoed.
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At the sultan’s palace at Beşiktaş, the lady Talfa was jingling an enormous bunch of iron keys threaded onto an iron loop.


‘Some of you girls,’ she announced, ‘will receive keys yourselves as you settle to your duties. That will be a matter for the Kislar aga to arrange, with my help, naturally.’


They were on the ground floor of the palace, where the windows were shuttered on the inside with diamond-shaped lattices to prevent anyone from looking in.


The girls avoided one another’s eyes, anxious not to be thought overbold. Many of them hoped to receive a key and to be allotted an important task. They had already inspected the laundry, under the lady Talfa’s direction: there would be a laundry kalfa, maybe two. They had looked into rooms containing the coffee sets for the coffee kalfa to manage; a silver room, stacked with plates, trays, and ewers; a china room, whose china kalfa would preside over the proper storage and cleaning of the Chinese porcelain.


The lady Talfa had familiarised them with each part of the building she knew so well. Baths had a key; so did the dressing rooms, where the sultan’s linen would be stored, properly folded and stacked away, and his frock coats, brushed every day and inspected for any sign of moth or dirt, with lengths of silk and muslin for his turban. There was even a slipper room, to which a slipper kalfa would possess the key.


The girls who followed the lady Talfa were used to luxury, but the scale of Beşiktaş bewildered them; the number of potential responsibilities and duties excited them. Some of them had forgotten their training and wandered open-mouthed, eyes darting from precious silks to the immaculate polished parquet and marble on the floors. All of them were feeling weary, and slightly overawed.


Which was just how the lady Talfa wanted it, as she turned a key in the cellar door.


‘Bring the lantern,’ she said, ‘and follow me.’


They descended a stone staircase. Some of the girls reached out to clutch each other: it was quite dark, and the shadows that raced across the vault overhead seemed sinister and demonic. Somebody tripped and squealed.


At the bottom of the steps, the lady Talfa turned and held the lantern at her shoulder. Her face was plunged into shade. The girls, feeling the cold, shivered; they wondered why they had been brought down here.


‘I have a duty, as the senior lady in the palace, to pass on a warning. The harem has many rules, as you know, and many traditions. Some of these ensure the smooth running of the sultan’s household. Some are upheld for your comfort and protection.’


The girls stood still, listening.


‘There is one rule above all that you will be expected to obey, and that is the rule of silence. We are a family. We will have our disagreements and our rivalries, no doubt, as a family will. But what goes on here, in the sultan’s harem, is a matter for us and for no one else. You will see and hear things that will surprise you. Perhaps they will even upset you. But these are for us, and for us only. Do you understand?’


The girls murmured assent. They understood they had to keep their secrets.


Now, they hoped, the lady Talfa would lead them all upstairs, out of this dank cellar.


But the lady Talfa had turned, swinging the lantern. ‘The penalty for a girl who talks, or infringes the most serious regulations, is severe and horrible. Look.’


The lamplight settled, and the girls craned their heads, peering into the gloom.


‘Do you see the table?’ Talfa demanded.


They nodded. It was a plain wooden table with four stout legs. On the table lay several coils of thin cord.


‘Can you see that the table stands on a block of stone?’


Talfa crossed to the table and set the lantern down.


‘A girl who disobeys the regulations here will soon find herself on this table. She will be strapped down, unable to move. Then, one of the eunuchs will engage the engine.’


The girls were wide awake now. They shuffled closer together, unwilling to come too near to where the lady Talfa stood behind the table like a priestess at the altar.


‘The engine, hanum?’


‘A turning engine. When the lever goes down, the table will start to spin. Around and around, faster and faster. The stone here’ – she tapped her slippered foot – ‘slides back, and as the table turns it begins to sink down through the floor.’


She paused, as if she expected a question: but the girls were far too nervous to ask it.


‘Under this floor there is a tunnel, from the Bosphorus.’ She held up a finger and rotated it in the air. ‘Once it is set in motion, the engine cannot be stopped. The table sinks into the water, and the girl is drowned.’


The girls stared at the table wide-eyed.


‘Some of you may have heard about this place already. It would be better that you had not: the girl who spoke of it – well.’ She pursed her lips; there was no need to spell it out. ‘None of you, I am sure, would want to make the same experiment.’


She picked up the lantern and walked back to the steps. The girls behind her jostled for position, each of them trying to climb hard on the lady Talfa’s heels. No one wanted to be the last to leave that cold, dark vault.
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When Mullah Dede knocked on the wicket gate, a hatch slid back instantly. Eyes surveyed them through the grille. A moment later, the door opened and they stepped inside.


The monk quickly shot the bolts home and leaned back against the door.


‘I am Brother Palamedes,’ he gasped. ‘I will take you to the abbot.’


Brother Palamedes led the way through a door in the side of the gateway, and they entered a large, cool room with a flagged floor and a vaulted ceiling. In the middle stood a long oak table, flanked by benches, and at its head stood the abbot.


‘You are most welcome,’ he said. ‘You will take coffee?’


Mullah Dede smiled. ‘I do not touch stimulants,’ he said. ‘But if my friend Yashim wishes …?’


Yashim shook his head. ‘Thank you, no.’


The abbot leaned on the table. ‘For several days, my friends, the brothers have been falling sick. They have stomach pains, vomiting. One of our oldest monks has died.’


Mullah Dede murmured an invocation. 


‘In the end, I had to suspect the water. So yesterday we sent a monk down the well to investigate. He found the body of a man.’


The mullah raised his eyebrows.


The abbot nodded. ‘He was – far gone, efendi. It was by no means easy to bring him out of the well, and so –’ He wrinkled his nose and snorted, as if expelling an unhappy memory. ‘We are at a loss.’


‘But you informed the civil authorities?’


‘We sent word to the governor, but at a time like this …’ The abbot spread his hands, and shrugged. ‘The sultan has died. Perhaps this death seems small. We need to bury him, God rest his soul.’


Mullah Dede coughed. ‘The people are saying that the man is a Muslim.’


‘We do not think he is a Muslim, mullah,’ the abbot said. ‘If he were to be a Muslim, that would cause difficulties. It would be out of our hands.’


The mullah nodded, and stroked his white beard. ‘I am thinking of the man’s soul.’


Yashim said, ‘You have taken steps to determine the man’s faith?’


The abbot glanced at Brother Palamedes. ‘It is – indistinct, Yashim efendi. He must have been dead for quite some time.’


Yashim squared his shoulders. ‘It would be better if you let me see.’


‘It is not a good sight.’


‘I imagine not.’ Yashim paused. ‘A riot on the island would not be pretty, either. Anger feeds on speculation.’


The abbot nodded. ‘Very well,’ he said, in a low voice. ‘Mullah Dede?’


‘You understand my position,’ Mullah Dede said. ‘If the dead man is a Muslim, he must be buried with the appropriate prayers, and in the proper place. While there is doubt, speaking as a man of faith, this seems to me to be the safest course. But we will let Yashim efendi decide. I do not wish to make trouble for the monastery, but neither can I allow a Muslim to go unburied.’


The sun beat down mercilessly on the first court, bleaching it almost to invisibility as they stepped out of the dark gateway.


‘I told the abbot we should have dealt with this ourselves,’ the monk burst out. ‘I am sorry, Mullah Dede, but it is true.’
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Brother Palamedes turned the key in the lock, and stood back.


‘Once, efendi, is quite enough.’


Yashim reached up and tugged the end of his turban loose, unwound it several turns, and wrapped the length of cloth over his mouth and nose. He pushed the door.


On the floor of the empty room, lit by a shaft of sunlight streaming through a barred window, the corpse lay on its back in a puddle of water. It seemed, at first glance, to have melted into the floor. Loose skin sagged around its legs and arms, the head a deliquescent lump.


Yashim squatted down by the body, trying to see a division where the skin met the clothing. The man’s face was like a cauliflower streaked with pale hair: it told Yashim little. There were fair Muslims, and fair Christians; on balance, perhaps, more fair Christians. His skin had wrinkled in the long immersion under water, soft and ridged like the white brains of sheep laid out for sale in the butchers’ market. A line of tighter skin ran from the dark mass of the man’s mouth towards his eye, and the flesh had bulged over it. It looked like an old scar.


Yashim gritted his teeth and pushed his fingers quickly into the base of the man’s neck. He breathed shallowly, each breath bringing the sweet odour of decay into his mouth. The skin was soft. He made his mind a blank, working his fingers towards the nub of a stitched hem. As far as he could see, the man was wearing underclothes – a sleeveless vest and a pair of drawers. He felt a seam and dragged at it, loosening the cloth from the soft flesh that spilled over it.


From his belt Yashim drew a small knife, took hold of the triangle of cloth in his left hand, and slid the blade beneath it, working from the man’s neck along the top of his shoulder. The cloth parted easily.


As he worked to undress the corpse, he gagged. Once he went back to the door and leaned against it, sweat prickling his eyes, to draw breath. The monk stood with his back to the doorway; only the mullah regarded him sorrowfully, the corners of his mouth firmly turned down in sympathy for Yashim’s plight. Yashim held up a hand to tell him to wait a little longer.


As he was cutting away the cloth along the man’s ribs, the arm rolled slowly back. Yashim stared for a few moments, frowning.


When it was done, he came out into the sunshine and felt the heat suck at his stomach, so that he heaved and retched.


The monk brought a basin and a clean cloth. Yashim scrubbed his hands.


‘As far as I can tell, he was a Christian,’ he said finally. He rinsed the knife and polished it hard on the cloth, until it gleamed, and stuck it back into his belt. ‘Fair-haired, uncircumcised. Not more than forty – maybe a lot younger. Fit, too. A big man.’


The concern on the mullah’s face faded slightly. ‘I am happy to accept your judgement, Yashim efendi. At prayers, I can tell the believers, and the hubbub will die down.’ He turned to the monk. ‘I am glad, for all our sakes.’


At the gate Brother Palamedes peered through the peephole.


‘There are still some men outside, mullah.’


‘I will speak to them, then.’ Mullah Dede stepped out into the sunshine. 


‘I’ll trouble you for a drink of water,’ Yashim said.


In the kitchens, lit by high windows, the monks were preparing the evening meal. They looked at Yashim curiously, but said nothing. Brother Palamedes fetched him a beaker and filled it from a jug with a long spout.


Yashim accepted the beaker, then hesitated. ‘Not the same well?’


The monk shook his head, unsmiling. ‘This is from the inner well, efendi.’


Yashim drank. ‘There is one thing I do not understand, Brother Palamedes. May we speak privately?’


The monk hesitated. ‘I can take you to my cell, efendi.’


The cells were built in two rows facing a narrow, sunless courtyard: as soon as he saw them Yashim recalled the apartments set aside for eunuchs in the imperial harem. Brother Palamedes’s cell contained a narrow bed, a desk and a wooden stool. On the desk lay a thick book bound in cracked leather, with a flimsy notebook beside it. Beside the notebook lay a quill pen. A bottle of ink stood at the far corner of the desk, beside an earthenware jug and an empty glass. On the wall above the bed hung a crucifix mounted on wood, with a small plaque beneath it. There was nothing written on the plaque. The tiled floor glowed a dusky pink, worn into hollows by the passage of feet over many centuries.


‘Who was he?’


The monk spread his hands. ‘Then xero.’ I do not know.


‘An utter stranger.’


‘We live a secluded life, Yashim efendi, but of course this island is our home. The dead man is not a priest, nor a monk. He is not a Muslim or a Jew, as you have established. We know of no one of the faith – I mean, our faith – missing on the island, or indeed on any of the islands.’


‘How did you bring him out of the well?’


‘We made a sling of canvas. Brother Andrew guided the man’s body into the sling, and then we drew him up. And we put him where he is now.’


‘Someone examined the body?’


Brother Palamedes puffed out his cheeks. ‘Examined? We could see he was dead.’


‘We?’


‘Brother Andrew and I laid the body on the floor.’


‘And since then? Who else has seen the body?’


‘I’m not sure what you mean, efendi. We sent to the governor, that’s all. We haven’t had a reply.’


‘I understand. You laid the body on the floor, and since then no one has opened the door, until I came?’


‘The body of a man is not a spectacle,’ the monk replied stiffly. ‘No one knew him.’


Yashim nodded, slowly. ‘You have not answered my question.’


The monk blinked. ‘Efendi?’


‘Who saw the body, apart from you and Brother Andrew?’


Brother Palamedes wetted his lips. ‘I – I do not understand.’


‘Your head may be weak – or not. But I think you have a strong stomach, brother.’


The monk was still.


‘You cut a small patch off the man’s skin, from under his arm.’


Brother Palamedes sat down abruptly on the little bed. ‘I wanted – only – to avoid a scene,’ he said in a small voice, folding his hands on his lap.


‘A tattoo, perhaps?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Show me. Please.’


The monk shook his head. ‘I threw it away.’


Yashim bit his lip. His mouth felt dry. He reached for the earthenware jug.


Brother Palamedes snatched at the jug. ‘I will fetch some more water.’


But Yashim had already gripped the handle, and as the monk lunged he pulled away. Water slopped out of the mouth of the jug and splashed his wrist.


He splayed his fingers and tipped the jug upside down. The water cascaded onto the tiled floor.


When Yashim set the jug down, he was holding the flap of skin in his hand.
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Brother Palamedes put his fingers across his face.


‘Someone came to us, a week ago, maybe longer. Asking about a friend who had gone missing. I thought – perhaps …’


He trailed off.


Yashim said, ‘Someone? Ortodox?’ He meant someone of the Orthodox faith, the usual description for a Greek: the empire recognised people by their confession, not their race.


The hesitation was momentary. ‘A type of Ortodox, yes.’


Yashim widened his eyes. ‘A type of Orthodox,’ he echoed. It could mean Armenian, or Serbian. A glance at the monk’s face told him it was none of those. ‘Russian,’ he said.


Brother Palamedes clasped his hands together. ‘Please, Yashim efendi. At Hristos we are men of the church. We do not seek the friendship of the Russians. Believe me. We welcome the friendship of all men but – we must be careful.’


Yashim glanced at the pale slip of skin lying on the table, and shuddered. For years, Russia had been stirring up the Greeks, encouraging them to rebellion, disturbing their age-old compact with the Ottoman state.


‘Who did you intend to tell?’


The monk twisted his fingers in his lap. ‘No one. That is – we want no trouble, Yashim efendi. These days anything may be taken amiss. You understand.’


Yashim grunted. He picked up the monk’s pen and pushed the skin flat against the tabletop.


‘It’s not a tattoo.’


‘No, efendi. I do not know what it is. But a mark, of some kind.’
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Yashim found Palewski fast asleep, with Pan Tadeusz across his face.


‘I can’t believe it, Yash. You seem to have prevented a sectarian riot, identified a corpse, and thrown suspicion on the Russians, all while I was drinking my pear syrup. Incredible.’


Yashim unwrapped his handkerchief. ‘Do you know what this is?’


Palewski raised his eyes to Yashim’s. ‘No. But after all that, you’re going to tell me that it is a piece of human skin.’


‘You don’t believe me?’


‘Oh, Christ,’ Palewski said. He sagged back against the cushion. ‘I’m sorry, Yashim. That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen.’


‘It was taken from the man’s underarm. It shows something, I’m not sure what. A scar, maybe.’


Palewski was silent for a while. ‘Or a brand.’


‘A brand?’


‘Jail brand – a felon’s mark. Either that, or Russian army – which comes to much the same thing. Regimental badge, so to speak. Germans go for facial scars. Your Janissaries – they carried tattoos, didn’t they? The Russians can be pretty crude, as I think I’ve mentioned.’


‘Under the arm?’


‘Why not? The right people will always know where to look.’


‘The monk cut it out, Palewski. Either because he wanted the body to remain unidentified, or –’


‘Or the opposite. I don’t suppose he put it in his water jug to improve the taste.’


‘He meant to preserve it.’ Yashim frowned. ‘I should go back to Istanbul. Perhaps I can identify the mark.’


They sauntered down the avenue of limes and arrived at the quayside just in time to see the Istanbul ferry pull out.


Yashim kicked the ground.


‘A couple of hours won’t make any difference,’ Palewski said equably. ‘Let’s take a stroll and look for something to eat.’


They wandered off along the track that lined the shore, overhung with Judas trees. Small fishing boats with painted eyes were drawn up on the beach, watching them as they passed. On the rocks, fishermen sat mending their nets or cleaning the day’s catch.


Yashim sniffed the air.


‘That smells good, my friends!’


A group of fishermen were sitting around a fire and dipping bread into a cauldron. ‘You are very welcome, kyrie. Join us. Take some bread and have a little wine.’


An older man, with a fine crop of white curls, grinned and winked at Palewski. ‘For the Frankish kyrie, the wine is good.’


Yashim squatted gravely by the fire. Palewski settled like a cormorant on a rock. A boy was sent to the sea with a couple of tin plates. He presented them, clean and fresh, to the newcomers. The old fisherman ladled out some stew, and someone passed them a loaf of round bread, from which they broke pieces.


Palewski held his thimble of yellow wine to the light. ‘To your hospitality.’ He drank; the men murmured their approval; his glass reappeared, refreshed.


He took several mouthfuls: it was strong, flavoured with the wild thyme that grew further up the shore, beyond the track.


‘Tomato!’ he exclaimed.


One of the younger men nodded. ‘I’ve seen them growing it, kyrie. It grows like a weed, when you know how, and it tastes good. Even raw.’


The old fisherman put up a stubby finger. ‘Raw, it’s no good.’ He passed his hand across his belly. ‘It lies here, very cold. And gives my wife headache.’


‘She always has headache.’


‘Not like this.’


‘What do you think, kyrie?’


‘I think tomato is good to eat.’ Yashim picked out a little mass of bones with his fingers, and cast them towards the sea. ‘But like an aubergine, it is dangerous raw.’


The old man nodded. Palewski said, in his workmanlike Greek, ‘I have read that it is safe to eat it raw, but you should not eat the … the little seeds.’


‘The pips, that’s right. That’s where the trouble lies.’


The younger man shrugged amiably. ‘I eat it, pips and all.’ He touched the knuckle of his thumb to his belly. ‘I feel good.’


‘Why not? You’re young.’


Yashim smiled and buried his head in his plate. Greeks always had some opinion, and they adored novelty. Their conversation never flagged.


‘You grow the tomatoes yourself?’


The young man laughed. ‘It is better to have friends, kyrie. My cousin works in the pasha’s garden.’


The old man frowned. ‘Enough. You talk too much.’


‘The pasha?’ 


The young man scratched his chest. ‘He’s gone away,’ he said vaguely. ‘It’s not a crime, when he’s away.’


‘Eh, time to mend.’ The old man slapped his thighs. ‘Then a rest.’


‘You’ll go out again later?’ Palewski was curious.


‘Best time for us, early evening. It’s the light,’ the young man said.


‘I don’t know about that,’ another man countered. ‘My old man always swore by the tide.’


Later, as they walked back along the track to the quayside, Palewski gestured to the fishing boats.


‘The Greeks were painting eyes on their ships in Homer’s time,’ he said. ‘I’ve read somewhere that the practice is universal. Even in China. I wonder what we should make of that?’


Yashim did not reply.


‘Splendid fellows, those sailors,’ Palewski remarked. ‘The wine wasn’t bad at all. Ship a barrel to the residency, maybe.’ He yawned. ‘Good stew. I think we have time to take coffee, and then home.’


But he was wrong: a ferry had already docked. They took seats along the port side, for the view returning to Istanbul. A sail went up and filled in the wind; the rope was cast off. Palewski went to find some coffee.


Yashim was watching idly for dolphins.


‘May I?’


Yashim glanced around to see a tiny man in foreign dress bending towards Palewski’s seat. He wore a wide-brimmed flat black hat and carried a cane.


‘I’m afraid it’s taken,’ Yashim said.


‘Everybody wants to drink coffee at the same time,’ the little man remarked, hopping onto the seat. ‘I will sit just for a moment, until your friend comes back.’


He spoke with an accent Yashim could not quite place. 


‘You may think of me, Yashim efendi, as a ferry,’ the stranger continued, swinging his short legs and staring imperturbably out to sea. ‘Like this one, I go back and forth, picking up and setting down. One friendly shore to the next, you see.’ The little man held up his cane and rested his chin on it, like a child peering over a railing. ‘Today it will be picking up. I am sure of it. I take something quite useless from where it is, and drop it off where it can do some good.’


‘And where would that be?’


The little man’s expression changed. ‘Just like the ferry, everyone must buy a ticket. Then there are no questions asked.’ He made a movement, quite slight: ‘Just give me what doesn’t belong to you.’


There was a gun in his right hand. It was intricate and tiny, like its owner. Its muzzle pointed at Yashim’s stomach.


Yashim threw out his left hand. When the gun wavered he scooped up the little man’s hand with his right, and held it pointing out to sea.


He felt the man’s fingers relax. Yashim slid the gun from his hand. It was not cocked. He wondered if it was even loaded.


‘Will you give me the little bit of skin?’


‘The next time you try to fire this gun,’ Yashim said gently, peering into the chamber, ‘it will explode in your hand. The action is rusty and the bullet has rusted into the breach. But I suppose you do not mean to fire it.’


‘Will you give me the little bit of skin?’


Yashim snapped the gun into place and handed it back. ‘No, I’m sorry. You see, I, too, have a destination for it in mind.’ He glanced up. ‘Who are you working for?’


Palewski was advancing uncertainly along the deck, bearing two small coffee cups and swaying against the motion of the boat.


The little man caught his glance. He hopped off the seat and tipped his hat. ‘Goodbye. I wish you a pleasant crossing.’ 


He walked away with pedantic dignity, tapping his cane along the deck.


‘Who,’ Palewski said, ‘was that?’


‘Exactly what I mean to find out,’ Yashim replied, getting up. ‘Come along.’


The little man had crossed to the opposite rail, where he stood looking out over the sea. Yashim saw him raise an arm, as if he was loosening his sleeve.


Palewski leaned past Yashim and placed the cups on the bench. When he straightened up, Yashim could see the man moving briskly down the companionway towards the stern of the ferry.


‘Go round the other way,’ he said to Palewski. ‘Or we’ll be running in circles.’


‘Pincer movement? Jolly good.’


Yashim crossed the deck.


The little man vaulted with surprising agility over the stern rail, and the last thing Yashim saw was his head and hat disappearing over the side.


Palewski had seen him, too. They both began to run.


But before Yashim reached the rail, a slender black caïque shot away from the boat’s side and slipped into its wake. The gap between them was widening by the second.


In the caïque, with his back to the ferry, the little man raised a hand in a farewell salute.


‘Good lord!’ Palewski panted, as he joined Yashim. ‘The little rascal got away!’


Yashim slapped his hand on the rail. ‘I thought he’d jumped. I should have guessed he had an escape.’


‘What did he want?’


Yashim let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Do you still have your watercolour paints at the residency? He wanted that little piece of skin.’
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‘I’ll clear a space,’ Palewski said.


They were in his drawing room on the first floor of the residency. The windows were open, but no breeze stirred the wisteria outside. The grate had been swept clean and piled with logs, ready for the distant season when fogs and snows would return to Istanbul, but the rest of the room was in its usual state of comfortable disorder. Books lay on the armchairs, on the floor, and piled up on the sideboard. The escritoire was covered in papers. It looked as if a regiment of scholars had been surprised only moments before and forced to flee.


‘The translation,’ Palewski said, sweeping the sheets up and dropping them in an irregular pile on the seat of his armchair. ‘The watercolours must be somewhere …’


He found them in a shiny black tin box that had got lost under a large volume of maps.


‘I’d rather you didn’t use the sable brushes,’ he explained, handing Yashim a number 2 hog bristle.


‘What’s this made of?’


‘Don’t ask,’ Palewski said. He handed Yashim a small plate.


Yashim selected a tube of cadmium red, squeezed a pea-sized bulb of paint onto the plate, and mixed it with the brush.


He let the handkerchief drop onto Palewski’s desk, and teased it open. The skin had dried slightly, and was curling and shrinking at the corners.


He took the skin between his thumb and forefinger and laid it on the desk, pressing it smooth. He dipped the brush in water, shook it, and used it to stipple the surface of the skin.


Palewski laid a sheet of paper on the blotter. Yashim picked up the skin and flipped it over onto the paper, taking care not to let it slip around. He took a second sheet of paper and laid it on top, then took a pile of books off the armchair and laid them on the paper.


He pressed down.


He and Palewski exchanged glances.


Yashim lifted the pile of books. Palewski lifted the paper.


And Marta came soundlessly into the room, bearing a tray.


Palewski looked up with a start.


‘Ah, tea!’ he enthused, letting the paper float back down. ‘Tea!’


Marta dimpled. ‘You need it when you’ve been to sea,’ she said, and approached the desk.


Yashim sprang forward and seized the tray.


‘Just what I hoped for, Marta. I was afraid the ambassador might offer me something stronger.’


Marta kept her grip on the tray. ‘When the kyrie has to work, Yashim efendi …’


She took Palewski’s bookwork very seriously. Marta was always gravely courteous to Yashim, but he sensed that she sometimes considered him a distraction.


He relinquished the tray obediently, and she set it down on the desk as Palewski whisked the papers away.


‘I’ll pour,’ Palewski said.


Marta’s lively black eyes darted from him to Yashim, and back. ‘As you wish,’ she said lightly. She turned and left the room, her skirts whispering against the rug.


‘So,’ Palewski said.


Yashim carefully lifted the skin off the paper and they both craned over it.


‘It’s a face?’


Palewski straightened up. ‘Not a face,’ he murmured. ‘Rather the opposite, a Totenkopf. A death’s-head.’


Yashim looked baffled.


‘It’s a skull, branded on the man’s arm.’ 


‘But what – what could that possibly mean?’


Palewski placed his forefingers to his lips and frowned. ‘The reality of death, Yashim. Worms, bones, the grinning skull. Death conquers all, in effect.’


The Islamic world had none of the imagery of faith or death that Catholics took for granted. No Madonnas, no cross. No danse macabre.


‘Here, I suspect, it’s a regimental brand.’ He ran his fingers through his hair. ‘The soldier adopts the symbol because it represents what he wields. He deals in death, with all that implies. Also to demonstrate that he knows the worst that can happen to him. You conquer – and you heap up those skulls, the skulls of your enemies, as a warning and a recognition.’


‘Like Tamerlane,’ Yashim said.


‘Tamerlane was a puritan. He stood against luxury and citified ease. To him, and to others like him, we are simply bones robed in flesh. In death, the reality is revealed. The soul, on the other hand, has nothing to do with all that. The skull reveals itself for what it is – an earthly prison. In Europe, the image became associated with the reformed church. Lutherans and Calvinists. Protestants in general. Most especially, among the Germans.’


Yashim took a deep breath. ‘The Germans. He was a German?’


Palewski shook his head. ‘Yes and no. I think we’re looking at a Russian brand. A Russian regimental badge.’


Yashim looked puzzled.


‘Medieval Germans,’ Palewski began. ‘Drang nach Osten – the pull of the east. Teutonic knights settling the pagan lands of the Baltic, pushing into East Prussia, Estonia and Latvia, up the coast. Later on the Russians moved in, and the Baltic Germans had no choice but to accept the tsar as their overlord. They gave up their independence for jobs in the Russian army. The Baltic Germans take to the military life.’


Yashim nodded. ‘Like the Albanians, in our armies.’ 


‘Very like. In Russia, the foot soldiers are Russians, pig-thick and loyal. The generals are Russians, too – loyal, but not necessarily so thick. But the officer corps is stuffed with Vons – minor Baltic German aristocracy.’


‘I see. And the Baltic Germans – how loyal are they?’


‘Good question, Yashim. Obviously not considered quite as loyal as the generals – nor quite as dumb as the foot soldiers.’


‘And the death’s-head? This brand?’


‘Belongs, as far as I know, to a regiment that doesn’t officially exist.’


‘What is that supposed to mean?’


Palewski shrugged. ‘It isn’t listed in the army book. You hear rumours. Stories about men with that insignia snatching a Tatar warlord, for instance. A platoon spotted in Afghanistan, to discomfit the British in India. It may be that the men who carry the death’s-head badge belong to other regiments but take orders through another channel, which remains secret. That’s what I think.’


Yashim backed away from the desk and slumped into an armchair.


‘A secret service?’


‘A military secret service, yes. Not the same as the tsar’s spies, quite – the ones I have to deal with,’ he added, a little grimly. ‘My position may offend the tsar – but it’s a tactical detail. It doesn’t affect Russian strategy.’


Yashim blinked. The sun still shone, but the shadows had lengthened on the floor.


He glanced at the desk. The skin was curling up; as he watched, it gave a tiny start and rolled back and forth.


Yashim shuddered. ‘I think I need to ask advice.’


Palewski nodded. ‘Don’t forget to take the skin. I don’t think Marta would like it at all.’
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In the far-off mountains, a shepherd prepared himself for death. He had lived many summers, but now he felt no warmth from the sun and he knew his time had come.


The shepherd explained everything to his son about the sheep, and the new lambs, and the standing corn.


He reminded him, too, of the feud he would inherit. Of the dishonour that could only be cleansed with blood.


Then he blessed the boy, and turned his face to the wall.
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‘It seems we have two options.’ The grand vizier raised his heavy lids. ‘Instinctively I would prefer to do nothing.’


Yashim coughed politely. ‘The Russians almost certainly know what happened.’


The vizier blew through his nostrils. ‘Your little friend on the boat.’


‘If he was working for them –’


The vizier waved a hand. ‘Yes, yes. You know the situation with Russia is delicate. We have certain treaties, certain … obligations.’


Yashim knew how heavily the Russians pressed upon the empire. For decades they had advanced steadily south, dislodging the Ottomans from the northern coast of the Black Sea. Tartary was theirs, and the Crimea, too. Their navy now cruised in what had been an Ottoman lake, the Black Sea. That was humiliation enough; but then the Egyptians had attacked.


In 1836 Mehmet Ali Pasha’s well-trained Egyptian army swept up the Mediterranean coast. Sidon, Acre, Beirut, had all fallen to the overmighty vassal of the sultan, who had appealed in desperation to the one power capable of protecting Istanbul.


The tsar and his generals had been only too happy to assist. The Russians had moved closer to Istanbul – and politely withdrew when the danger was past.


‘Meanwhile,’ the vizier added, ‘we have lost one sultan, and gained another.’


He stared at Yashim as he might stare at a spot on the wall, thinking.


The silence extended. One minute. Two minutes.


‘You will inform the Russians,’ the vizier said finally. His eyes regained their focus and he gave Yashim a rare, and rueful, smile. ‘Perhaps that will be the last decision I make.’


‘I hope not, my pasha,’ Yashim replied.
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The day promised to be hot.


At the café Yashim folded his legs and sat on the divan, facing the street. The café owner nodded and slapped a brass jug on the coals.


Yashim watched the street slide by.


A few minutes later, the café boy brought Yashim his coffee, and a note. He drank the coffee.


The note was in French. A cab is waiting at the end of the street. Take it.


Yashim glanced up. His eyes met the eyes of the Sufi across the way. Close by, a man was sweeping the road with a long besom broom. A stout woman went past in the opposite direction, holding a huge turnip like a lantern in her outstretched arm. The houses opposite were shuttered, but one was merely latticed on the upper floor. An Armenian pedlar with a mule sauntered down the street and stopped at the café as if uncertain whether to ply his trade here or move on. His glance fell on Yashim and rested there a moment.


Take it. No threat, no promise. No explanation, either.


Yashim gestured to the boy. ‘Who brought the note?’


‘It was a ferenghi, efendi. We did not know him.’


‘A tiny man?’


The boy looked surprised. ‘Bigger than me, efendi. Not small.’


Yashim got to his feet. Whoever had sent the note would have had time to set up. It lay to him to restore the balance and surprise them.


There would be a man on the street, maybe two. One to watch, one to follow. Keeping an eye on him – and on each other, too.


Yashim glanced left before turning right down the street. He picked out the stop man immediately: he was outside the Libyan bakery ten yards down the lane, eating a pastry – and eating it very slowly, Yashim imagined.


In Pera you could stand on the street for hours, window-shopping, watching the crowds, and no one would give you a second glance – but Kara Davut was a traditional mahalle. On Kara Davut, people tended to know one another by sight; strangers were uncommon. Strangers with nothing to do but watch the road were so rare as to be objects of curiosity.


The stop man had found something to do. Now he would be finishing his corek and tailing Yashim. He would be ten, maybe fifteen yards behind. Unworried as yet, because Yashim had responded to the note according to plan, and was moving in the right direction.


It was three hundred yards to the end of the road, where the cab was waiting. Like most streets in the district, Kara Davut was neither straight nor level: it rose towards the middle, then dropped steeply in a series of shallow steps that slanted around the hill. The steps were an impediment to wheeled traffic, but a boon to the porters, who plied their trade all over Istanbul.


There were bound to be two men to ensure that Yashim was in view at all times.


Yashim resisted the urge to glance around.


The second man did not, really, have to masquerade. Provided he stayed reasonably close to the cross street, on the steps, he would simply seem to be waiting for someone to come down. He need not try to be part of the mahalle at all, in which case he would not see Yashim until he was perhaps halfway down the stairs. Thirty yards.


Yashim glanced ahead: light traffic, no crowd.


He leaned into the rise in the street. Several people passed him in the opposite direction: tradesmen and apprentices on errands, two veiled women with sloshing pails of water from the pump, three schoolboys heading for the medrese, casting about for any diversion. Ahead, a simit seller with his tray balanced on his turban came over the rise.


Yashim let the man come close, then flinched.


‘I don’t owe you a penny!’ he exclaimed, flinging up his arm. ‘You’ve got the wrong man!’


With his left hand he reached out and grabbed the bewildered simit pedlar’s shirt.


The man put up his hands, instinctively.


Behind Yashim, the people strolling had stopped and turned. Not quite a crowd, but more than enough to make it hard for the stop man to see exactly what was going on.


Yashim grabbed the pedlar’s hand and dragged himself back. The pedlar spun, off balance. The tray tilted.


Two dogs, apparently asleep in a doorway, rose with surprising agility and dashed forward.


The buns spun from the tray.


‘My simit!’ the pedlar cried.


A dog caught a simit in midair, while the schoolboys darted at the ground. An old man stepped out of his shop and made to catch the tray.


Twelve yards back down the street, the stop man flung his corek to the ground with an exclamation of surprise, and broke into a run.


It was no time for caution.


His quarry had disappeared.
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At the back of the shop was a curtain, and behind the curtain a flight of wooden steps.


At the top Yashim flipped the catch on the back window, pushed the casement, and vaulted out.


It wasn’t much of a drop, because the house was built into the slope. Dodging the laundry lines, he raced along the alley. It ended in a wall. There was a water butt against the wall, and Yashim was soon over the top.


He glanced back.


The elderly shopkeeper was leaning out of his window, shaking his fist, and someone – his pursuer – was trying to get past him. The shopkeeper turned and seemed to begin arguing.


Where Yashim’s wall touched the backs of the houses on the higher street there was a latticed window, without glass. Yashim aimed a kick at the casement catch.


It broke, and as the window swung inward Yashim followed headfirst.


The three women in the room were unveiled. Their sewing froze in their laps. They stared at Yashim open-mouthed as he swept through, scattering apologies.


Downstairs he found the street door bolted from inside, and a moment later he was mingling with the morning crowd making its way towards the junction.


The cab was there, drawn up at the foot of the steps.


Yashim sprang onto the box and fished a coin from his belt.


‘If you don’t mind,’ he said, dropping the money into the driver’s palm, ‘we can take the ferenghis home together.’
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Akunin, the stop man, sat slumped in the corner of the cab, chewing his nails. His companion sat on the bench opposite, humming tunelessly to himself and staring at the blind drawn across the window. Whenever the cab lurched he put out his hand and steadied himself against the dry leather seat.


At the Egyptian bazaar the driver hitched his reins and brought the cab rolling to a halt.


Yashim jumped off the box and made his way to the entrance of the bazaar, where he leaned back against a pillar amid a crowd of shoppers and porters and watched the two men descend from the cab. They paid the driver and made their way to the gate to the water stairs. Yashim followed, to see them settle in silence into a caïque, which shot off from the stage.


Yashim turned away to find a coffee shop where he could complete his breakfast. Twenty minutes later he returned to the landing stage and took a caïque himself.


‘To Therapia,’ he said. ‘The Russian residency.’
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Prince Alexander Petrovich Galytsin was called Alexander, after the tsar; Petrovich, after his father; and Galytsin, after the family estate outside Moscow. In Istanbul, where he served as military attaché to the Russian embassy, he was better known as the Fox.


He sat at his desk with his collar unbuttoned and stared unblinking at the two men who stood before him.


‘You lost him,’ he said quietly.


The man who had hummed hung his head and mumbled something into his beard.


‘Speak up, Shishkin.’


‘We – we didn’t give ourselves away, your highness.’


‘Oh, wonderful.’ Galytsin picked up a stiletto letter opener and balanced it between his fingers. ‘Now you take me for an idiot, too. Stand up.’ Akunin had buckled at the knees. ‘I told you to take him by surprise, discreetly. You delivered the note. Three hundred yards on a dead-end street, and you lost him. And somehow you didn’t give yourselves away? Which of you took the decision to abort the mission?’


The two men stared at their feet. At last Akunin said miserably, ‘It was me, your highness. It’s – it’s how we were trained.’


Galytsin stared at the man. ‘At least you did that part right,’ he said. In affairs of this kind, the crucial thing was not to disclose yourself.


‘He didn’t see us, your highness. He couldn’t know who we are.’


Galytsin placed the point of the knife on his blotter and twisted it slowly. ‘You are dismissed, for now.’


The men bowed, touching their forelocks, and backed out of the room. Prince Galytsin’s eyes were fixed on the little hole he had bored in his blotter with the paper knife. 


His secretary entered. ‘A Turkish gentleman, your highness. He says he is from the Porte, and wishes to speak to you.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Yashim, your highness. He has no appointment.’


An expression appeared on the prince’s face that the secretary could not interpret. ‘Send him in.’


‘With no appointment?’


Galytsin raised his eyes. The secretary disappeared.


He laid the letter opener on its leather rack and took a fresh sheet of paper from the holder.


He wrote a few words across the top of the page, and laid down his pen.


‘Yashim, your highness.’


Yashim paused in the doorway. Galytsin was known to him by name, but they had never met.


‘You expected me earlier, I believe.’


Galytsin looked at him curiously. ‘The invitation was a little clumsy. My apologies. Please, do sit down.’


Yashim settled on the hard chair.


Galytsin hesitated. ‘I am at your disposal, monsieur.’


Yashim inclined his head. ‘I come from the grand vizier, your highness. Two days ago, at the monastery of Hristos on the island of Chalki, the monks discovered the body of a man. It is possible that he was a Russian. Fair-haired, big, early middle age, with a long scar on his face between the mouth and the ear. Someone disposed of him in the monastery well, where he was found. He may have been in the well for some weeks. His neck was broken, although the condition of the body makes it impossible to tell if he was dead before he was thrown into the well.’


The prince’s expression was impassive. ‘What makes you believe he was a Russian?’


‘There were other signs, your highness.’


‘I should hope so.’ Galytsin waved a hand. ‘What you have told me is hardly conclusive. Fair hair? A scar? Why, it covers half the world.’


Yashim reached into his waistcoat and brought out a silk handkerchief.


‘This is perhaps more specific,’ he said. He dangled the handkerchief over the desk, and something dropped onto the prince’s blotter.


Only Galytsin’s eyes moved. ‘What is this?’


‘The man had a brand, on his inner arm,’ Yashim explained. ‘Something you might recognise.’


Galytsin touched the withered skin with the tip of his letter knife, and glanced up at Yashim.


‘Well?’


‘A … Totenkopf.’ Yashim frowned with the effort of remembering the unfamiliar word. He spoke many languages, but German was not among them. ‘A death’s-head.’


Galytsin skewered the flap of skin with his knife. ‘If, as you say, the man was a Russian,’ he began, lifting the blade, ‘the circumstances are peculiar.’


The flap of skin trembled on the tip of the knife.


‘I do not think that Greek monks make a habit of murdering Russians.’


‘That was my impression,’ Yashim agreed. ‘But you are in contact with the monastery?’


Galytsin smiled. ‘The tsar naturally feels sympathy for our co-religionists, the Orthodox faithful, wherever they may be,’ he said drily. He leaned aside and dropped the flap of skin into the waste-paper basket.


‘Thank the grand vizier for taking the trouble to inform me of the unfortunate occurrence. Perhaps you will do me the favour of keeping me informed?’


Yashim got to his feet, and bowed. ‘I am sure the grand vizier would wish it.’


Galytsin flipped a hand carelessly. When Yashim had gone, he summoned his secretary.


‘I want Yashim watched. If Akunin and Shishkin fail me again, I will have them cashiered and sent to Siberia. Make quite sure they understand.’


He sat for a few moments longer, his pale hands folded neatly on the desk.


Galytsin was not a man given to endure disappointment for long. Smaller minds could be frustrated by little setbacks like these; but Galytsin took the longer view.


When you were playing for empires, even a setback could be an opportunity.




[image: ]





For Yashim, too, the interview provided an opportunity, for as his caïque returned him to Istanbul it overhauled a fishing boat bringing in the morning’s catch. Back at his apartment, Yashim laid two mackerel on the board. He liked all fish, but mackerel was best: he always liked a mackerel sandwich off the boats that drew up along the Golden Horn in the evening, grilling their fish on shallow braziers along the shore.


Today, he had more elaborate plans.


Taking the sharp kitchen knife an Armenian friend had given him, he made a tiny incision below the gills of each fish. Through the narrow opening he drew out the guts, taking care not to widen the little cuts any further, then he rinsed the fish and laid them back on the board.


He dropped a handful of currants into a bowl and covered them with warm water from the kettle.


With a rolling pin he rolled and bashed the mackerel from the gills to the tail. He snapped the backbones two or three times along their length, pinching the fish between his fingers until the skin was loose. Carefully he began to empty the skin, squeezing the flesh and the bones through the tiny openings.


He picked up the two skins, each still attached to its head and tail, and rinsed them out.


He dried his hands, then peeled and chopped a few shallots. While they softened in the pan, he crushed peeled almonds and walnuts with the rolling pin, chopped them fine with the knife, and stirred them into the shallots with a handful of pine nuts. As they coloured he added the currants and a handful of chopped dried apricots. He put cinnamon, allspice berries, and a pinch of cloves into his grinder and ground them over the nuts, adding a dash of kirmizi biber, or black charred chilli flakes.


He scraped the flesh from the fish bones and tossed it into the pan with a pinch of sugar.


He chopped parsley and dill, split a lemon, and squeezed it over the stuffing.


It smelled good already. He took a nibble, sprinkled the mix with a pinch of salt and black pepper, then stirred it and took it off the heat.


When it was cool, he stuffed the mixture back into the mackerel skins, squeezing and patting them to restore their shape.


He laid a wire grill over the coals, scattered flour and oil from over his fingers over the fish, and placed them on the wire, turning them as they spat and sizzled.


Meanwhile, he sharpened his knife on a stone.


When the mackerel skin was bubbling and lightly browned, he took the fish from the heat and sliced them thickly on the board. Very carefully, he slid the fish onto a plate.
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In the palace Elif bowed her head and gently touched the strings of her violin, straining to hear their tiny hum. Her face was rapt; it was also very beautiful. All the orchestra girls were beautiful – it went without saying, for they played, and lived, for the pleasure and delight of God’s felicity on earth, Sultan Abdülmecid.


They were dressed almost jauntily à la Franca, their shining hair drawn back and pinned beneath exquisite bejewelled shakos, in green tunics and black trousers. They carried European instruments to match their costume, as was the fashion, though at a word they could have reassembled with traditional tanburs, ouds and neys, for each of the girls was an adept in either form.


Elif glanced up to where Melda was tuning her mandolin, her ear cocked to the belly of the instrument.


The two girls exchanged smiles.


Smiles were the baksheesh of the harem, of course, like frowns and enthusiasm, frostiness and barbed remarks. A smile or a stamped foot – the harem girls passed them back and forth as minor articles of trade. Behind every gesture lay the desire to be noticed. Behind the desire to be noticed lay the hope of preferment: up the ranks of the harem girls, closer and closer to the body of the man whose life, in a way, these girls were destined to curate.


But the smile that passed between Elif and Melda was a smile of sheer complicity.


Four hundred sequins in silver money, from the room they had sequestered. Two necklaces, one of onyx, one of jasper. A gilded coffee pot, three silk shawls, and a jade mouthpiece that Elif thought was more valuable than she let on.


She turned a peg a fraction and laid a finger to the string, watching the Kislar aga advance steady-paced into the great chamber. Behind him came a crocodile file of elderly women, visiting from Eski Saray – the Ceremony of the Birth was an outing they would relish. The lady Talfa, with her personal black slave, let the older women settle, then plumped down among the cushions.


The orchestra had been instructed to play only when the last guest was seated, so the musicians watched in silence as the harem cavalcade poured in. After Talfa came a stream of young girls, recently adopted into the imperial family – the whites purchased in Circassia, or in the market at Istanbul. They fluttered to the divan, or stole humbly into its shadow. Behind them came the other girls, Abdülmecid’s girls – led by two matrons of honour, barely seventeen, who had borne him children in his days as prince – who all settled in order of precedence onto the low divan.


Elif suppressed a contemptuous little smile as she saw Bezmialem come in, at the tail of the younger women. She was pale, even for a Circassian, but still beautiful at thirty-two – she could easily pass for one of the girls, they all reckoned – with her blonde curls and her small, white, oval face. Right now, she seemed to be just one of the girls, coming in without proper ceremony.


Elif’s attention wandered to the Kislar aga, standing with his hands folded across his belly at the door to the private apartments of the imperial consorts. The aga was good at ceremony himself. She wondered if the young sultan would attend, and whether he would look the way she remembered; for Elif, like most women in the harem, glimpsed the padishah but rarely.


A squabble broke out among the women settling on the divan as Bezmialem sought a place. They whispered angrily, hissing and fluttering their jewelled hands. The black eunuchs stepped forward, reminding the girls to put their jealousies away behind bland smiles and flashing eyes. The women whispered and rustled; the eunuchs piped and squeaked; Bezmialem stood twisting her thin white fingers; and a cloud of little children – those of the late sultan and those of the present sultan, mingling with perfect familiarity with the children of slaves, for they were, after all, one family – fidgeted and giggled, or looked around with interest and hauteur as they sat at the edge of the divan, jewelled slippers sliding on the rich carpet.


Elif saw the Kislar aga raise his chin and beckon to someone she had not yet noticed in the crowd: a man in a brown cloak who stood quietly at the far corner. Later, had she been asked, she could have described in minute detail all the people in the room, their jewels, their positions, their choice of colours and fabrics; but she could not have recalled Yashim. For that was his special gift, to be invisible. Elif saw him – and her eye moved back to the Kislar aga.


The aga drew himself up and bowed minutely to the orchestra. Elif laid her bow on the strings and felt the scarcely perceptible tug of rosin on the hairs.
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The four kalfas held the cradle high. It was the cradle in which all babies of the imperial line were placed, tightly swaddled, for their first outing into the world.


For boys, it was the world of women, girls and their neutered attendants that would move around them for seven years.


For girls born behind the lattice, raised in its fretted shadow, it was the only world they would ever know, and on their marriage they would exchange one shadow for another.


Yashim looked again at the cradle. The red tassel meant another girl: disappointment for some, but an opening for the others who shared the sultan’s bed. The tassel swung out as the kalfas moved and for an instant it seemed to Yashim that they were out of step, that the cradle was not securely held. But then a hand went up; the women checked their step and began again to walk slowly around the room. Starting from the right, as tradition demanded.


The khadin, then, was delivered of a girl. She would not be joining the ranks of the most favoured consorts of Sultan Abdülmecid. That chance might fall to others, also intimate with their young sovereign. Much would depend on how quickly the mother could recover from the birth; and on how much interest she could coax from the young sultan in his daughter. She was not his first; his third, if Yashim’s memory served. But there: he was out of touch. The sultan was not the same sultan who had superintended his own beginnings in the palace service. This was not the harem he had known.


The tassel dropped back, to rest against the talisman of beaten gold, surrounded by blue glass beads that provided the newborn with protection. Still the kalfas held the cradle at the level of their shoulders. It was a heavy thing, ebony, inlaid with mother of pearl, with a slender rising prow: a tiny ship in which a frail new life embarked for a noble destiny, praise God.


The baby already had a secret umbilical name, whispered by a midwife or the mother at the moment of its birth. Yashim could not remember the mother’s name. Ayesha? Was she the tall Circassian with ankles so fine that some of the other women had predicted they might break with the weight of her child? Always such solicitude for the welfare of their harem sisters! Voices trilling with concern – and spite, no doubt. Pembe, was it? She was not here among the family, nor did she follow the cradle. Perhaps she was not well. It was not a good sign.


He glanced at the divan. The validé was leaning back against cushions, one knee elegantly upraised and a slender wrist poised upon it. The younger women – Bezmialem, the sultan’s mother, among them – sat at a distance; between them, many aunts. There was Talfa, the old sultan’s younger sister, who had married. a pasha and returned to the sultan’s harem on his death; and her daughter Necla; Yusel, her huge slave, on her knees beside her, her black face glistening with – what? Tears?


Yashim sighed. Of course he was not immune. A birth touched him, like a death: this lesser contact with the mysteries, when the curtain moved between this world and eternity; the ordinary miracle that the rich and imperial strove for, as much as the poor did, in fulfilment of their plans and dreams.


Perhaps, in the miracle of creation, they fulfilled themselves. Perhaps birth staved off a final encounter with the mystery. If so, that was a comfort Yashim could not share. He had been born, and he would die.


One of the women gave a sort of sob, and reached into a jewelled bag. As the kalfas with the cradle passed her, she flung her hand into the air – and over the music Yashim heard the tinkling of little silver coins as they scattered across the floor. A cloud of children darted forward to retrieve them. Over the bowed backs of the children milling on the floor, Yashim caught sight of the Kislar aga. His black face was stony.


Yashim blinked. The music – there was something wrong about the music. Even now, as he half turned his head, the violin seemed to whine; the flute sounded shrill and out of tempo. But as soon as he had noticed it, the music reassembled itself.


He saw Talfa, close to the validé. She was scowling while her great black slave kneaded her arm, and she wept. To his surprise, Talfa dashed a knuckle to her eye, too. The validé’s fingers clenched and unclenched, a sign of impatience. Uncertainly, Yashim allowed his gaze to travel around the divan again. Yes, people were actually crying.


He stiffened. There it was again. The violin was on edge, a little flat. The whole ensemble was slipping out of time. Yashim shifted his weight. Only a few bars, murky and discordant, yet for a moment he had felt as though he were on a lurching ship.


The room righted itself. The music flowed on once more. The four kalfas moved gravely towards the aunts, sisters and cousins of the old sultan. Talfa scattered her coins with a shaky hand. The validé’s mouth twitched.


It was a scene Yashim would not easily forget: the silent cradle, women crying, the band losing its way again, the children giggling and calling from the floor. Yashim shuddered, and muttered an involuntary blessing.


At last the kalfas turned to go back through the doorway. The Kislar aga stepped aside, and the cortège passed through. Nobody spoke. Some of the women looked afraid. Hands were held to lips. Apart from the gabbling of the children, the room was silent. Even the music had slowly petered out: in their neat little Frankish hats, instruments in their hands, the girls of the orchestra were looking about at one another, wide-eyed and bewildered.


From beyond the door came the sound of a woman’s scream.


In the silence that fell before the scream came again, Yashim sensed a relaxation of the mood, like an escaping sigh.
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