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	After ten years’ imprisonment in the palace of the Pasha of Alexandretta, Justin Grenville is set free. On the ship which is supposed to take him to England, he discovers Leila in his cabin, who has fled from the harem. He promises not to betray her if she teaches him the arts of love during the voyage, because he has never touched a woman in his life …
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	Leila was toddling along between Zenda and her mother through the garden which separated the palace from the Pasha’s harem. She held a little golden box in her hands, which were painted with henna decorations. The countless jewels the box was studded with sparkled in the sunlight. She could hardly wait to open it. Which untold treasures might be in the box the Pasha had given to her personally on her twelfth birthday? It was an unusual gesture, because her Master had never spoken to her before. But today he had scrutinized her long and hard, and she had been glad that for the first time her mother’s servants had dressed her and done her hair like a grown-up woman. 


	She had been brought to the great hall where the Pasha sat on his throne and watched her approach. She had kneeled before him humbly and only stood up when the great Ahmet Pasha had addressed her. “I can see that you have grown, Leila. Not much longer, and you will be a woman.”


	Her gaze remained lowered, the palms of her hands were moist, and her heart raced with excitement that the Pasha was actually speaking to her. The other girls would never believe it, and …


	“Look at me!”


	She obediently raised her head. Only an arm’s length away, the omnipotent Pasha sat with his legs apart and his hands relaxing on the arm rests. His dark face with the thin Saracen’s beard running along his jaw was in stark contrast to the white kaftan decorated with golden embroidery. His trousers were also white, and his curved slippers were studded with pearls and jewels. 


	“Skin as fine as mother of pearl, and eyes the colour of Persian amethyst,” he said pensively. “Leila, you will become a beauty, the jewel of my palace.”


	Leila blushed, and a hot feeling of joy coursed through her veins at these words. The Pasha thought she was beautiful! In future she would hold her head high. Her mother would also be satisfied, given that she had gone to such trouble to make her look perfect today.


	Ahmet Pasha raised his slender hand decorated with rings, and a bare-chested servant with orange Turkish trousers stepped forward. He handed his Master a small golden treasure box. 


	“Now, Leila,” said the Pasha. “This present should always remind you of what happened today. Your future lies in this little box.” 


	He held out the box and Leila took it from him with trembling hands. Her mouth felt sandy and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. “Thank you Master,” she stammered much too quietly. Then she remembered her manners and kissed the hand which was still reaching out towards her, without actually touching it of course.


	A faint suggestion of a smile flickered on the dark face. “I thank you that you have pleased me with a vision of your future beauty. You may go, Leila. But be sure that I will not forget you.”


	Holding the box so closely to her chest that the jewels cut painfully into her flesh through the thin silk, Leila walked backwards through the hall. She kept her gaze lowered, but failed to notice the finely-worked mosaic floor. Instead she concentrated on retreating with the elegant, flowing movements which she had always observed in adult women.


	To her relief, she did succeed in reaching the arched doorway of the hall where Zelda and her mother awaited her without stumbling. The three of them bowed a final time before the Pasha and left the hall. 


	“Let me see, Leila! What did the Pasha give you?” Zenda tried to wrest the box from her hands, but Leila held onto it with all of her strength and shook her head vigorously.


	“She can show it to us later,” said her mother. “It’s her present, so Leila can decide when she will show it to us. And whether she wants to show it to us at all.”


	Relieved, Leila loosened her grip and tried to keep up with the two women. The corridors of the palace seemed endless, and she found it hard to find her way between all the high pillars. Until now she had not been allowed to leave the harem very often.


	At that moment two guards came towards them. They were dragging a prisoner whose head had fallen to his chest lifelessly. Ragged shreds of a white shirt hung from his slender arms. His torn brown trousers revealed glimpses of legs caked with blood and dirt. Leila wondered what crime the boy had committed to earn such punishment. As they passed by she tried to recognise the prisoner’s face under the strawberry blond strands of hair, but she saw nothing apart from dark, dried traces of blood.


	She turned and looked back pensively at the men, and failed to notice that Zenda and her mother had turned off between two pillars. Only when she heard them calling her name did she hurriedly change direction and run after the two women. 


	Back in the harem, Zenda left them and Leila went with her mother to their chambers. Without another word she ran into her room and threw herself on the bed. There she placed the box carefully in front of her and looked at it from all angles. She deliberately made the moment last, rolling onto her back and holding up the box to enjoy the glittering jewels. Finally, she kneeled down in front of the bed and removed the golden bolt – which was fastened by a short chain – from the delicate hinges.


	Leila held her breath as she slowly and carefully lifted the lid, expecting to discover similarly glittering jewels inside. 


	She stared into the box with disbelief. It was empty. Her mind refused to accept this and she repeatedly groped around the velvet-lined bottom of the box. 


	“That’s a present for your future,” said her mother beside her. She kneeled down and pulled Leila’s head towards her shoulder. “One day you will be a very beautiful and coveted woman. The Pasha will show his gratitude for your favour. You can keep his gratitude in this box.”


	Leila understood nothing of what her mother said. She merely understood that she had let herself be deceived by the glittering exterior and had expected a similarly glittering interior. A mistake which …


	 


	“Leila, wake up!” Someone was shaking her shoulder roughly. Leila sat up with a start and blinked her eyes in confusion. The steam in the hamam made the surroundings appear blurred, and the face of the person opposite her seemed to be veiled.


	“Hatice, what do you want?” Leila cleared her throat and tried to get her bearings.


	“You’ve been asleep for two hours, Leila. I was starting to think they had put something in your food.”


	Dear Hatice, she always feared the worst. Her friend was always expecting poisonings and plots at every turn. And not quite without reason, for resentment and jealousy had sent many women from the harem to an early grave. However, there was nobody here who felt so threatened by her that they would put poison in her coffee. Her status was hardly more significant than that of the female slaves; she was neither a danger nor a serious competitor for the others.


	“No, Hatice,” she said. “I’m just tired.”


	That was a lie. She was not tired; she was addicted to the forgetfulness that sleep brought. In her dreams she could make her own decisions, she could be everything she wanted to be, and she could relive the memories she liked over and over again, and forget all the others.


	Yawning, she stretched and stood up. Hatice handed her a large white muslin cloth, which Leila wrapped around her naked body. Her black hair, heavy and damp, reached down to her hips. One of the servants would take care of it later.


	Together with Hatice she walked barefoot over the mosaic floor to the exit of the hamam. Women of all ages sat and lay on tiled and heated stone benches. Slim dark-skinned bodies alongside ample alabaster-coloured ones with soft white thighs. Some of them dived into the pool, while others let themselves be massaged with fragrant oils by slaves. The air, which was thick with various aromas, was almost too heavy to breathe. Leila felt at home here, and spent every free minute in the hamam. The humid heat made her feel heavy and stultified body and mind. It saved her the trouble of thinking about things and making decisions, and allowed her to simply drift.


	After they had left the baths, Hatice and Leila went their separate ways, as they lived in different wings of the harem. Leila occupied the rooms alongside Anwar, her mother. Saad Aga, an Egyptian eunuch who was responsible for the wellbeing of mother and daughter, bowed before silently opening the door. Leila slipped past him into the room just as silently. 


	Her mother lay on the bed wrapped in pale blue silk, like an outsize cocoon from which black hair billowed. She gazed rigidly at the ceiling, and the unmistakable smell of opium hung in the air.


	Her mother was broken. She had never come to terms with the Pasha’s refusal to make her one of his wives – a kadyn. She could not bear to be one of many. Thus she remained in her chambers, no longer strolled through the gardens, and did not participate in the excursions which occasionally took place. Instead she smoked opium or hashish, had her meals served in bed and excluded herself from everything. Her beauty had been lost in the aromatic vapours of the hamam, and the Turkish delight with which she sought to deaden her pain had made her body swell up until she was no longer considered ample – even by Oriental standards – but horribly disfigured. 


	The Pasha had not sent for Anwar for over a decade now. And in the few clear moments afforded to her she beseeched Leila to flee before she ended like herself.


	Leila had considered it, but did not know how to do it. There was nobody outside the palace whom she could have turned to. Everything she knew, her entire sense of security, was here in the fragile comfort of the harem. And she did not want to give it up.


	She closed the door and went into her own room, which was furnished no less sumptuously than that of her mother. Brocade flowed from the walls, elaborate candelabras made of coloured glass shed light, and several layers of thick carpets covered the shining marble floor. 


	The box which the Pasha had given her ten years ago stood on the dressing table next to the large gold-framed mirror. She sank down onto the stool and pulled the box towards her. 


	Slowly, she let the tips of her fingers skim over the jewels as she always did before pulling out the bolt. Now the box was no longer empty. The ruby the size of an egg had been given to her by the Pasha after he had taken her virginity, and the ring with the emeralds after she had been called to him a second time and had pleasured him. Every single piece of jewellery had its story. The pearl earrings too – they were the Pasha’s last gift; after that he had no longer sent for her.


	That was over four years ago now. Leila didn’t know whether she had incurred his displeasure or whether he had simply tired of her. But she knew that she would never become a kadyn. Unlike her mother, however, she did not delude herself about her position. Not any more. She was nothing more than a willing body with which the Pasha could do whatever he liked. 


	“Leila.”


	A gentle voice interrupted her thoughts, and she sat up. A woman was standing in the room. She wore orange trousers and a light-yellow kaftan, the colour of which flattered her olive skin. For over twenty years now, Jamilah had been the midwife, teacher and confidante of the women living in the harem. She knew all the ways which were needed to prevent, foster or terminate a pregnancy. She taught the young girls the arts of love, the art of making themselves beautiful, and also the skill of lauding the virtues of the men they had contact with, even in the shortest of conversations. She soothed their pain during childbirth and periods, and could offer counsel on most diseases.


	There was in fact a physician in the palace, but he was not allowed to touch the women. Instead they had to remained dressed and veiled and describe their complaints using small ivory or ebony dolls. For this reason, the diagnoses and the medicines prescribed by the physician were not nearly as effective as those provided by Jamilah.


	“The Pasha wants to see you,” said Jamilah.


	“Me?” said Leila incredulously. “Are you sure? You do know how long it is since he last sent for me?”


	“Yes, of course I know that. But that changes nothing about the fact that he wants to see you today. Here is your medicine.” Jamilah took a small phial from her kaftan. “Whatever happens, if you swallow my drink you won’t need to worry about becoming pregnant.”


	Leila took the phial and pulled out the cork. The concoction tasted bitter, but not half as bitter as realising that she had nothing to say in the matter. And nor in any other matter either.


	“Would you accompany me?” She gave the empty phial back to Jamilah.


	“I’d be pleased to accompany you if you like.” Jamilah looked at the clothes lying around and waited until Leila had taken off the silk dressing gown which she had put on in the hamam.


	Leila did not feel ashamed to be naked in front of Jamilah. There was no embarrassment about such things among the women of the harem. And in addition to that, Jamilah had a special position. She was the one who examined the girl’s bodies and instructed them how to give pleasure and to feel it themselves.


	So Leila did not flinch as Jamilah’s hand wandered upwards gently and lovingly from her naked hip until she cupped Leila’s breast. Then she bent forwards and closed her lips around the pink bud.


	Leila stroked Jamilah’s hair mechanically. She felt her nipple tautening under the caresses of the artful tongue, but she felt no arousal. Yes, there had been a time when her body had melted with passion when Jamilah did that, and she had demanded more and more from her. Until the woman had finally handed her over to her Master so that he could enjoy the fruits of Leila’s freshly-awakened desire.


	She could still see the vivid images of that evening when Jamilah had brought her to Ahmet Pasha’s chambers for the first time …


	“Welcome, jewel of my house,” said Ahmet Pasha with a smile, and his attractive face became even more appealing. He rose from the broad divan upon which he had been lying and smoking a hookah. The fragrance of the perfumed tobacco hung in the air.


	Leila went down on her knees, as Jamilah had ordered her to, and looked at the floor. Her heart was beating so hard that she was afraid the Pasha could hear it. In the past few days she had constantly pictured what would happen during their first encounter. How she would give pleasure to the Pasha in many different ways, and how he would then choose her as his favourite. The mere thought of it had aroused her so much that she had stroked herself to find relief.


	“Jamilah, thank you, you may go,” Leila heard the Pasha say. A moment later she had felt his fingers on her chin.


	“Stand up Leila.”


	She blinked, confused. “My Lord, I …”


	He laughed. “I know, I know. Jamilah always tells you that you should slide to my bed on your knees to prove your humility and devotion. And I always tell her that I don’t appreciate any of it. Neither humility nor devotion nor the sliding around on your knees.”


	He reached out his hand, and she stood up. Without another word he led her to his bed. “There will be many nights in which you can please me with your knowledge and your skill. But today you will give me a gift which you can only give once, and in return I will give you pleasure to a degree which you will possibly never experience again.”


	His words increased her anticipation and she had difficulty in concealing her excitement. He stopped in front of the mirror next to the bed and stood behind her. His fingers ran along the edges of the short brocade waistcoat which she wore over a gauze blouse. He slipped it over Leila’s shoulders until it fell to the floor.


	Her nipples, which had already become erect with expectancy, shimmered through the wafer-thin material of the blouse. She felt the Pasha’s breath on her naked neck, and then his lips, which slowly wandered across her skin. He smelled of patchouli and tobacco, a masculine, arousing smell which made Leila sigh involuntarily. How she had longed for the day when the Pasha would make her into a real woman at last. And it had started so much better than she had imagined. Her nervousness abated.


	His mouth covered hers and smothered her sighs as well as her thoughts. His tongue delved into her mouth, stroked her and lured her with hot, sweet, intoxicating promises. 


	She wanted to turn around towards him, but he held her tightly and opened the buttons of her blouse. Then he let go of her and pulled the blouse over her head. 


	“Look at yourself Leila, look how beautiful you are,” he whispered in her ear while his cheek pressed against hers.


	She saw in the mirror how his hands encircled her full white breasts, emphasising his dark skin. The pink buds of her nipples were as hard as pebbles. He stroked them with his thumb, and Leila felt how the blood in her lap started to pulsate. A shiver ran through her body.


	The Pasha continued to stimulate the hard tips until Leila gasped. She leant against him with her whole weight and thrust her upper body towards him to feel his caresses even better. 


	“Undo your belt and take your pants off,” ordered the Pasha while continuing to stroke her breasts. Leila obeyed. Her hairless labia were already glistening with moisture. 


	A dark hand slid over her belly and between her legs to explore her vulva. Leila spread her legs instinctively. Her clear thinking had withdrawn to an unknown place, and only burning desire remained.


	His hand returned to her breast and salved the swollen peaks with the dew of her lust. She simply and submissively let everything happen and expressed her desire with muffled unarticulated noises. 


	Unexpectedly, hot naked skin pressed against her back and a knee pushed between her legs in response to her hoarse pleading. She rubbed herself shamelessly on his rough thigh, moving her pelvis in an instinctive rhythm. 


	The Pasha held her damp, sticky nipples between his thumb and forefinger and started to press and pull them. Spirals of burning lust flowed through Leila’s body. She gripped the man’s forearms tightly and rode on his thighs until the room around her exploded in bright light.


	Breathless, she came to again. The Pasha was still standing behind her with his arms around her. In the mirror she saw his eyes glowing, and in the gap between her buttocks she felt his hard member. 


	Her arousal returned in a single violent stroke. She leant forwards, spread her legs and reached between them until she could get hold of his cock. Everything which Jamilah had ever taught her about finesse, tactics and erotic games was forgotten. She wanted him. Now. Immediately.


	Her impatient fingers tugged at him and pulled him towards her to her wet and greedy chasm. She slipped off him and had to wait with gritted teeth until he had brought himself into the right position. He placed his hand on the bottom of her spine and gently pressed her downwards. Then she felt him penetrate her at last. The pain was brief, hardly noticeable, incomparable with the feeling of him slowly filling and stretching her with his hard flesh. She groaned loudly and pushed her pelvis towards him, challenging him, and he obediently began to move inside her. 


	Leila clung on to the golden frame of the mirror – the only support that was available. The Pasha drove her with long, powerful thrusts towards her climax, which was as unavoidable as the sunrise and so intense that she lost consciousness. 


	Stretched out on the bed she came to. The Pasha lay next to her, as naked as Allah had made him, and looked at her with a lethargic smile, his head supported on his hand.


	“My beautiful Leila, you did not disappoint me. But now the rest is over and we want to continue our journey.” He then bent over her and caressed her breasts with his mouth and carefully licked off the varnish of her lust before his lips wandered over her belly to the top of her thighs. 


	He had not come inside her, but shown restraint, as he assured her with hoarse words. Only when her satisfaction was perfect, when her body felt so good that it seemed to be turning to water, would he think of himself. 


	And he kept his word. Until the early hours of the morning he caressed her body in every conceivable way and gave her pleasure to an extent she had not been able to imagine. He only permitted himself his own orgasm when she was completely exhausted and having difficulty keeping her eyes open. 


	Today, she knew that he had done that of our pure male vanity. At that time, however, she had really believed that she was something special and proudly put the ruby that Ahmed Pasha had given her after that night of love into her box. She had made herself beautiful for him when he called for her again. But that time it was he who remained passive and let her give him pleasure.


	As her body enjoyed providing this sensuous service, she also reached a climax over the course of the night, but it was not nearly as intensive as it was during their first encounter. And all of the following nights continued to disappoint her, until the time came when her body no longer reacted at all. The Pasha had invited her to come to him repeatedly for weeks and months, perhaps twenty or thirty times. Then he had lost interest in her. 


	“You have the most beautiful breasts of all the women here,” whispered Jamilah huskily, and brought Leila back to the present. “Firm and white and crowned by pink peaks.”


	Leila was familiar with the words and knew what they meant. She groped along the chest and opened a drawer. Her fingers found the object she was searching for: a godemiché, an artificial replica of an erect penis, carved of ivory and modelled on nature down to the smallest details. Thick veins wound around the slightly curved shaft and gave the impression of life where there was none. At the same time, they promised the user that they would increase her lust immeasurably. The glans had the appearance of a ripe plum with a deep notch in it.


	Jamilah had given Leila the dildo when she was instructing here in the arts of love. With it, her teacher had demonstrated every movement and every touch, and then called up her student to imitate her. Leila found out which places on the male sexual organ were especially receptive to her tenderness, or how she could transform a tired wanderer into an upright warrior. After she had lost her virginity, Jamilah had also shown her how she could give herself pleasure with the ivory shaft, and instructed her to satisfy herself with it as frequently as possible in order to foster her passion and knowledge of her own body. But the mission had failed, given that her efforts were insufficient to lastingly bind the Pasha to her and to thus consolidate her position in the harem. 


	Leila stroked her cheek slowly and provocatively with the dildo while Jamilah watched her movements with hungry eyes. Before she reached her lips, Jamilah grasped her hand and turned the tip of the ivory penis towards herself. 


	Her tongue glided around the bulging glans with languid pleasure while her hand continued to play with Leila’s breast. There were countless rumours about Jamilah. She was rumoured to have lovers outside the harem, as she was the only woman who was allowed to simply leave the harem unaccompanied. Others claimed to know that she was even able to pleasure the eunuchs who had been completely emasculated. But nobody knew any details, and nobody had the courage to ask Jamilah about it directly.


	Instead, the other women in the harem respected her, and when it came to providing her with some enjoyment, none of her charges turned her down. Leila was no exception. 


	She desperately tried to feel desire or arousal, because she knew that Jamilah gave as much as she received. But as much as she tried, the skilful caresses of the other woman left her completely cold. In order to cover up her lack of passion she shoved the godemiché into Jamilah’s mouth. 


	When Jamilah began to suck on it she moved it backwards and forwards with short, forceful thrusts. Her moans showed Leila that she was doing the right thing. She slipped her hand into Jamilah’s trousers and looked for the wet hot place between her thighs. She rubbed the swollen lips slowly and started to thrust her fingers into the thirsting crack in the same rhythm as she was moving the dildo in her mouth.


	It was quiet in the room apart from Jamilah’s suppressed panting and the rustle of silk. Leila pushed her closer to the bed and pressed her down onto it without interrupting what she was doing. She kneeled alongside the other woman and withdrew the dildo from her mouth. Jamilah did not protest. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes shone with feverish expectation as she looked at Leila and slipped her trousers down over her hips without a word.


	Leila then removed them completely and spread the naked thighs apart. Jamilah’s skin glittered as if it had been coated with gold dust. The crack under her hairless vulva gaped open, exposing the pink flesh which presented itself to Leila, acquiescent and at the same time demanding. 


	The tip of the dildo shone wetly as Leila slid it along the crack, teasing and tempting, but not yet penetrating fully. Jamilah’s panting turned into yearning moans. Her hips started to rotate and rise from the sheet.


	Leila watched the woman’s reactions as if she were an uninvolved observer. She knew exactly what she had to do to increase Jamilah’s lust to unconceivable heights. She had hardly penetrated her before she withdrew again, ploughing through the labia with the round head of the dildo and stroking the swollen clitoris. Then a short penetration again, a turn, pushing in again, and another turn so that the artificial veins on the outside of the dildo would increase the pleasure of the penetration even more. 


	While Leila continued fine drops of sweat formed on her brow, but the rest of her body remained as dry as dust. 


	Her thrusts became faster and harder; she placed her free hand on the smooth mons and stimulated the fully erect clitoris until Jamilah reached her climax with a dull, almost animal-like cry. After the final arching of her body she relaxed and looked at Leila through half-closed eyes. A languid smile passed across her face when she saw the godemiché in Leila’s hands.


	“Now it’s your turn, let me pleasure you,” she said and sat up.


	Leila slipped off the bed and hoped that Jamilah would not recognise her wish to escape as such. She could pretend to feel lust and passion with a man, but definitely not with her teacher. “No, I’d better go now, you don’t need to accompany me, rest a while. You’ll be undisturbed here.”


	She quickly took one of the robes lying around and slipped it on. The thin silk contained lace inserts, and she fixed a matching head veil in her hair. Small slippers with curled toes completed her outfit. 


	Jamilah had rolled up on the bed and closed her eyes as Leila left the room. She knew the way through the palace, because she had taken it often enough, but it nevertheless seemed longer and longer every time. Her steps echoed in the colonnades, whose sumptuous furnishings had become meaningless to her an eternity ago. 


	Before she turned into the wing where the Pasha was to receive her, she had to cross a courtyard which was decorated with numerous fountains. The splashing of the water prevented her from hearing the steps behind her, and she was startled when someone suddenly got hold of her arm.


	“Leila, I haven’t seen you like this for such a long time. The voice sounded dark and velvet-like in her ear. Just as dark and velvety as the eyes which gazed at her with a demanding look. “Karim Bey,” she stammered. “I am expected, please let me go.”


	The grip on her arm became tighter. She would be left with nasty bruises. “Things will change, Leila, and soon, and then you will belong to me. Not just for one night, but forever.”


	Leila tried to hide her fear. Karim was Ahmet Pasha’s youngest brother. A shadowy, domineering man who was well aware of his attractive aura and didn’t hesitate to use it. And if his charisma didn’t suffice, he had no scruples in deploying other means, as Leila knew from first-hand experience. Although she felt as if there were a cold lump in her stomach, she returned his gaze seemingly untouched. “Only one person can give me orders, and you are not that person, Karim Bey,” she said firmly.


	“We’ll see about that,” he replied and leaned towards her. In a flash he had pushed her veil to one side and brushed his hot, wet tongue provocatively slowly across her cheek. She repressed the rising feeling of nausea, as she did not want to give him the satisfaction of any reaction to his insolence. 


	“I am expected, let me go,” she said coldly and freed her arm from his grasp. 


	“You may go, but I will know where to find you, Leila, don’t forget that. Ever.” His unequivocal threat was like the angry hissing of a human snake. 


	Leila turned around and walked on stiffly, moving like a puppet. She listened fearfully to whether he was following her steps and was finally able to lean against the cool marble wall of an alcove. Breathing heavily, she tried to calm herself, but she did not succeed. The sickly feeling seemed to gather in her stomach, and then she gasped as she vomited on the mosaic floor. She leaned against the wall, shaking, but the cramp in her stomach brought her to her knees. 


	Then everything around her turned black.
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	Leila opened her eyes and blinked because of the unfamiliar brightness. She was lying in bed in her room. Alongside her sat Jamilah with her legs crossed, observing her with a serious expression which now slowly relaxed. “Allah be praised, you have woken up!” she exclaimed with obvious relief.


	“What happened?” Leila had to clear her throat, as it felt so sore and dry.


	“I thought you would be able to tell me that? You were found unconscious in the palace three weeks ago. I ordered that you be brought here. You had a temperature and were not responsive. Whatever I did, you did not react to anything. I feared the worst.” She took a towel from a bowl of water containing rose petals and wrang it out. 


	“Three weeks?” repeated Leila with disbelief, while Jamilah mopped her brow. “I was unconscious for three weeks?”


	“Yes, my dear. Can you remember what happened?”


	Leila furrowed her brow. “I was on the way to the palace … I felt ill … I don’t know any more.” She coughed.


	Jamilah held out a glass filled with water. “Drink this. And try to stay awake.” She pushed her hand under Leila’s hair and left it there under her neck. “The fever has gone, at least for now.”


	Leila drank thirstily. She felt weak, but not tired. Three weeks. She couldn’t imagine that there could be such a big gap in her memory. “Is my mother alright? What’s happened while I’ve been unconscious?” she asked, because it was still hard for her to believe the facts.


	Jamilah sighed. “Quite a bit. But it’s better that you recover first before I tell you everything.


	Leila could feel a fearful apprehension spreading within her. “No, tell me what happened. Is something wrong with mother?”


	Jamilah shook her head. “No, your mother is well. At least she is not worse than in recent months. Do not worry.”


	“What is it then?” Leila pulled the pillow up behind her head and sat up.


	“Ahmet Pasha is dead and so are his two sons. His brother Tariq is dying; presumably he will not live to see tomorrow …”


	“But how can that be? How …” Leila cut herself short.


	“I presume that it’s poison. But of course I couldn’t get anywhere near the sick. The doctors did not let me go to them.” Jamilah shrugged her shoulders. “I probably couldn’t have done anything anyway.”


	Leila’s thoughts had already moved on. “That means … Karim is now the Pasha.”


	Jamilah nodded and all the colour left Leila’s face. Things will change, Leila, and soon, and then you will belong to me. Not just for one night, but forever. She heard his detested voice in her head and closed her eyes. That was it then. Karim had planned the death of his brother in order to become Pasha himself and to take power. As if to confirm her thoughts, Jamilah said, “Karim has asked how you are several times.”


	Leila suppressed her shudder. Then you will belong to me. Forever. No. Never. She would rather jump from the towers of the palace than be touched again by that man.


	She leaned forward quickly and grasped hold of Jamilah’s arm. “Don’t tell him that I have awoken. Promise me that, I beg you.”


	Jamilah returned her gaze with astonishment. “As you wish. But his concern shows that you mean something to him. The change of power in the palace also means a change of power in the harem. You have the chance to become the favourite of the new Pasha; perhaps he will even make you his wife. Think about it, you could become the mother of the next Pasha!”


	Leila shook her head. Every single one of these thoughts increased her fear immeasurably. “Please don’t tell him that I’ve woken up. That’s all I ask of you.” 


	Jamilah looked puzzled. “As you wish.”


	There was not half as much sincerity in those words as Leila would have wished for. Because Jamilah also had to think about herself, and she could not simply let the opportunity to improve her own status by creating a better position for one of her protégés pass by. Leila had to think of a way out of this dilemma, and she sensed that not much time remained. 


	“Thank you very much, Jamilah,” she said, and conjured up a smile on her lips which her heart knew nothing about. She was not able to tell Jamilah why she was afraid of Karim and why she would never allow him to touch her. 


	Jamilah considered the matter closed and stood up. “Are you hungry? I’ll send for a light snack. Hatice can hardly wait to visit you. Tell me when you would like to see her.”


	“Yes, send her to me. And I wouldn’t mind having something to eat either.” After all, she had to get her strength back in order to stand up to Karim and to think about how she could elude him. 


	Leila had hardly finished the last bite when Hatice appeared. Her friend went down on her knees in front of Leila’s bed. “You have awoken!” she shouted again and again. “Praise be to Allah!”


	Leila waited until she had calmed down. “Listen Hatice,” she said, before the girl had a chance to start going on about murder and poisoning. “I want to escape and I want you to help me.”


	Hatice stared at her wide-eyed. “Escape?” she repeated, flabbergasted. “But why?”


	“I can’t stand it here any longer. I have to get away, or I’ll go mad.” This answer would have to suffice.


	Hatice was silent for a moment, and then she said, remarkably calmly, “And how do you want to do that?”


	“I don’t know yet, but I’ll think of something. Will you help me?” Hatice was the only one she could ask. She did not trust any of the other women. 


	“Yes, I’ll help you. At least I’ll try to.” Hatice didn’t beat about the bush. That was one of the reasons why Leila appreciated her.


	“Thank you. And now tell me what’s happened in the last few weeks. Jamilah hinted that Karim poisoned his brothers and their children. “Is there any truth in that?”


	“The cook was executed because Karim had accused him of preparing tainted food. Everything else is rumours which nobody speaks about openly if they value their life.”


	Leila frowned. “Did he also ... eliminate ... the children?”


	“Yes, and his brothers’ wives have already had to move out of their chambers. After the celebrations to mark his ascendancy he will choose his favourites.” Hatice’s voice sounded indifferent, but Leila heard the unspoken hope that she herself might be one of them. Hatice was ambitious and aimed high.


	“When will the ceremony take place?”


	“Three days from now. The whole palace is already in a frenzy and everyone is preparing. Merchants are coming and going, travelling entertainers are gathering before the gates, and astrologists are drawing up their horoscopes. Foreign envoys are already visiting him. It’s like a madhouse here.”


	Leila closed her eyes. It’s like a madhouse here. That’s the solution! If so many people are in the palace now, she could mingle with the crowds and perhaps get out with them. She would need clothes to be inconspicuous … no, not inconspicuous, that might attract the attention of the guards. She would have to walk through the crowds with her head held high. The guards should see her and let her pass without hindrance.


	There was only one woman who could leave the palace unhindered and without written permission. Jamilah.


	Leila leaned towards Hatice tensely. “I need Jamilah’s black jellabiya and black veil. In that way I can mingle with the people and leave the palace.”


	“And how do you intend to get hold of her things?”


	“We’ll have to watch her every move. Maybe we can manage to take the things when she’s asleep or when she is … busy.” The longer Leila thought about the idea, the more she liked it. Everyone knew the black veiled figure, and no-one would dare to stop her. Euphoria rose up in her and made her heart beat faster.


	“Wouldn’t a different disguise be better?”, Hatice ventured. “We could steal a eunuch’s clothes. That would be much simpler.”


	“As a eunuch I wouldn’t be able to hide my face. And apart from that, the eunuchs all know each other. They would recognise me immediately.” Leila tilted her head sideways in thought. “Simply walking through the gate as Jamilah would be the best solution. If they arrest me anyway, then it is Allah’s will. And I have to accept it.”


	“So we have to get our hands on Jamilah’s jellabiya and veil.” Hatice nodded. “You should rest now, you will need all of your strength. I’ll start spying on Jamilah.” She stood up and looked down at Leila. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything.”


	And she did. The next evening she reported back to Leila, who was already feeling strong and healthy again. They met in a secluded corner of the garden which belonged to the harem.


	“Jamilah has four different black jellabiyas and even more veils. I wouldn’t have thought it. They all look the same, so she won’t notice immediately if one is missing.” With these words Hatice pulled a bundle out from under her wide kaftan.


	Astonishment spread across Leila’s face. “You’ve already got one?”


	“Why wait?” Hatice replied. 


	Leila took the bundle of black cloth and stuffed it hastily under her own clothes. “You’re right. Why wait?” The fact that her plan was taking shape so quickly was making her lose her composure. But she didn’t want Hatice to notice it. “Thank you so much, Hatice. If anything goes wrong I’ll take all the blame. You will not be punished for my misdemeanours.”


	“Nothing will go wrong, Leila, I know it. All my thoughts are with you. When will you carry out your plan?”


	“Jamilah must not find out that her jellibiya is missing, so it should be soon. But we have to be sure that she’s busy and doesn’t intend to leave the palace when I am doing it, pretending to be her.” 


	Hatice nodded. “Right, I’ll try and find out what she is planning to do tomorrow and the day after.


	They returned to the harem together. On the marble staircase they met Jamilah coming towards them. She sent Hatice away with a wave of her hand and accompanied Leila to her chambers. 


	“Karim has found out that you have awoken. Don’t ask me how – I didn’t tell him anything. He wants to see you tomorrow evening, in his chambers.”


	Leila felt a cold shiver of fear run down her back. She realised that she had no more time to plan her escape in detail. It had to be tomorrow.


	“You can make your way, Leila. If you play your cards right you will spend the festivities at Karim’s side – as his favourite. And then it will be up to you to keep that position,” Jamilah continued. “All of the women here have only this one goal, and now it is within your grasp. Take your chance.”


	Leila nodded dumbly and hoped that Jamilah would not notice the turmoil going on inside her. 


	“Good, I knew that you would see sense.” Jamilah’s voice betrayed her satisfaction. “I have a lot to prepare, but I’ll come to you tomorrow evening and help you to get yourself ready for Karim.”


	“Thank you,” muttered Leila and sank onto the bed. 


	“You don’t need to thank me, my kitten, you know that I am particularly fond of you. There is no other woman I would rather have become kadyn or maybe even valide.” With these words, Jamilah left the room.


	Leila wrapped her arms around her body, and as she did so, she felt the bundle under her kaftan and pulled it out. This is my chance for a future in freedom, she thought, while she stared at the black cloth. With your help I will never again bow to orders and neglect my own wishes.


	She was overcome by a kind of rapture as she thought about all the opportunities which were opening up. And this rapture suppressed the fear that her plan could fail. 


	Leila pushed a stool to her dressing table and opened the small golden box. She would not take the box with her, but she would take its contents. The jewels were her guarantee for a carefree beginning to her new life. 


	She looked around the room. Otherwise she would not take anything with her. None of the precious clothes, none of the dainty bottles, not one pair of her embroidered slippers. Memories would accompany her whether she wanted them to or not. That made her aware that she would have to say goodbye to her mother.


	A strange feeling took hold of her at this thought. It wasn’t pain, because since they had arrived at the palace twelve years ago mother and daughter had become increasingly distant. Since she herself had become a woman and – in the eyes of her mother – had ruined her ambitious plans, the rift between them could no longer be bridged. Nevertheless, Leila was sad to have to leave Anwar behind.


	Her mother’s room was only lit by a flickering oil lamp. Anwar turned her head. Her eyes seemed relatively clear, as Leila was relieved to see when she came closer. 


	“I greet you, mother,” she said quietly and sat on the bed. She slowly took her mother’s hand. Even Anwar’s fingers were swollen, and instead of knuckles she had small dimples on the back of her hand. Her hands felt soft and without substance, as if the bones in them had long since dissolved. 


	“My child, how wonderful that you have finally come to visit me.” She could never remember that Leila came to her every day to sit with her for a while. Opium and hashish had confused her mind. She would almost certainly have forgotten this conversation soon too.


	“Mother, I’m going away.” Even if her escape failed, this would be true, because then she would be locked in a dark dungeon, and presumably even be executed. One way or another she would never see her mother again.


	Anwar took the news completely calmly as if she had already expected it. “You’ve made a good decision, my child. I always advised you to leave the harem. Go and find your grandfather, he’ll certainly help you. He used to be very fond of you, I’m sure you can remember that. 


	Leila nodded, although the memory of her grandfather was more than vague. A tall man with thin, grey-streaked hair, who walked slightly bent and always smelt of horses and tobacco. As a little girl she had always turned up her nose when he lifted her up onto his knee or wanted to sit her on one of his gigantic horses. She was actually glad to get away from him. 


	And although she had decided to flee, she had not thought about what would come next. Her mother had no relatives, so she could only return to her father’s house. Whether she would be welcome there was another matter.


	“It was selfish to bring you here,” Anwar continued softly. “I should have left you with your father. When you see him, tell him …” She paused. The silence weighed upon them and threatened to suffocate Leila. “Tell him that I’m sorry,” Anwar finally whispered. “And that I have paid the price for it. With my body and my soul.”


	So that was their goodbye. Her mother closed her eyes and turned her head away. Leila let go of her hand, but Anwar didn’t protest. Slowly, she got up and looked at the creature on the bed, whose shapelessness was mercifully disguised by numerous layers of thin silk. 


	Saad Aga stood in front of the door and looked towards her. His expression remained completely unmoved, even when Leila bowed towards him. “Look after her when I can no longer do so, Saad Aga,” she said firmly. 


	The dark eyes of the eunuch looked at her knowingly; then he laid a hand on his heart and bowed silently.
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	Justin’s fingers gripped the railing. His gaze was directed towards the coastline the Sea Witch was gliding along. He still couldn’t believe what had happened in the last few days.


	When Daoud Aga had told him that the new Pasha wanted to grant him an audience, he found it difficult to believe the message. But what Karim Pasha had to tell him in a few words was even more difficult to believe. To mark his takeover of power he wanted to free numerous prisoners as a sign of his great generosity. Justin was one of them. And thus he and a few personal belongings had been brought to a sailing ship which had left Alexandretta the same day.
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