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It is believed that weasels bear the souls of children who die before being christened.

Encyclopaedia of Secrets and Superstitions. 

Cora Linn Daniels & C.M. Stevans (2003)

In Greek culture, “A weasel seen about the house, just as on the road, is significant of evil.”

Modern Greek Folklore and Ancient Greek Religion: A Study in Survivals, John Cuthbert Lawson (2012)
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Roots – 15th Century

Theophanes Kantakouzenos, or Theo as he was called by kith and kin, came into the world in Constantinople on the 1430th anniversary of the death of Our Lord. Thanks to his father, Andronikos, who was in charge of the Greek Emperor’s library, Theo was taught by the most erudite teachers of the Empire and learnt Latin and Classical Greek at an early age.

As soon as he had completed his education, he began to work with his father. The state of the library, which, in its day, had had row upon row of thousands of manuscripts, was a veritable reflection of the depths to which the empire had sunk. Most of those beautiful manuscripts had been sold either to Arabian merchants to pay off the state’s ever-increasing debts or had been plundered by officials struggling to make ends meet. But still, Constantinople, entirely surrounded by the Turks, reminded him of an oasis in the desert: the last remaining stronghold of a civilisation fighting to exist amidst the savage sands.

Alas, as history has shown time and again, every civilisation is born, grows and perishes. And it was evident that the time had now come for the Roman civilisation, moulded and leavened with wolf’s milk by two boys, also to be destroyed.

When the Turks besieged Constantinople, Theo, like every citizen, had helped to the best of his ability the soldiers defending the city.

He laboured heart and soul with his fellow townsmen caring not what he did or how difficult the task. His hands, which had never before held anything but a quill, became calloused from carrying rubble, and his palms bled.

The noise from the besieging cannons was indescribably loud. One of them, in particular, was far more deafening than the others and had a very distinct, earsplitting sound. "Shahi" was the name of that monstrous weapon and, when fired, its blast started with an eardrum-rupturing boom, shifted into a chest-vibrating thunder, and, before disappearing entirely, transformed into a deep rumble, giving everybody in Constantinople a throbbing headache. When Shahi's stone projectiles hit the ancient walls of the city, milk in the buckets spilt, pregnant women miscarried, cats fell from the roofs, roosters went mute, birds dropped dead, porcupines shed their spines, and bells in the church towers cracked.

At the end of three months baptised with blood and sweat, the thick, sturdy city walls could no longer withstand the force of the Turkish cannons. Faced with the terrible sight of the Turks beginning to pour through the crumbling walls, Theo too, like many other people, took refuge in the church of Hagia Sophia. It was widely believed that all Istanbul could fit beneath the dome of Hagia Sophia, a wonder of the world. That day it was seen that this had been a very optimistic estimate. In the packed church, priests and women with children were clinging to each other, wailing and looking to each other for help. Those men who were still armed and able were waiting tensely for the last battle of defence to be fought in the church.

That day, the interior of Hagia Sophia was bursting at the seams. Those waiting for the Turks to be extirpated from the pearl of Christianity by a final miracle from Jesus, others gazing incredulously around and those who couldn’t contain their anger were each like a grain of sand in this massive crowd.

Priests were making whoever came their way kneel and pray to the Virgin Mary for salvation. Theo did as everybody else was doing and was on his knees, but he was saying his own prayer and not really listening to what the priest said.

“Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee. Rather than letting me fall prisoner to those heathen Turks, gather me to the bosom of Jesus or have mercy and take my soul from here. We seek refuge in you from persecution.”

Towards the evening there was a commotion outside the church. The bells began to ring crazily.  They could hear the Turks, shouting in their crude language, on the other side of the bronze doors, and everybody rushed to carry whatever he or she could to fortify the gates. The priests closed the doors, and heavy bolts were slid across. Despite the priests whose praying voices now resembled a sound close to a death shriek, Theo could still hear the battering rams pummelling the door and the hue and cry in Turkish. It must have been from trepidation that his head began to spin. Theo could stand no longer and sat down. So this was it. It was his fate to see the end of the great Roman Empire which for centuries had spread its branches like an enormous sycamore. Rather than fall prisoner, he thought to himself, I’ll fall on the swords of these heathens. 

His dizziness increased. The sounds around him now seemed to come from far away. The colours he saw merged, black had become white and white, black. Suddenly the world around him began to grow rapidly. The church and people grew enormous in front of his eyes. The Bible he was holding became huge and could be carried no longer. After that, he heard the sound of the church door splintering. The last thing he remembered was the four horsemen entering the church and the nuns being dragged along the ground.

***

It must have been from the shock of his physical change that he had only a nebulous recollection of the few weeks following the raid on the church. In the meantime, Theo vaguely remembered seeing several nightmares. In these bad dreams, he seemed to be running away from huge animals and giant people. Sometimes dying of thirst, he was trying to save his life from fires and soldiers out for blood.

When he began to regain consciousness, and his soul got used to his new body, the truth started gradually to sink in. The Virgin Mary or some other kind saint had accepted the prayer Theo had said in the church and had granted his life by breathing his soul into a weasel. 

He spent his first year as a weasel solely in prayer. Theo constantly begged God to wake him up from the nightmare, and he confessed to Him wailing that if the bad dream dragged on, he was afraid he would kill himself despite knowing it was an unforgivable sin. He wasted the following year weeping for the fallen empire and asking God for the Turks to be driven out of Constantinople forthwith. And most of the third year was spent cursing his fate.

How long did a weasel live? Five years, if it didn’t fall prey to a dog or cat? Perhaps ten years? Well, so he hadn’t much time left anyway, death was nigh. However, even if the form changes, the soul still continues to pursue thrills. Even if the new body was that of a weasel, at heart he was still Theo, the son of Andronikos, who had an unslakable thirst for learning. He decided to satisfy his appetite for knowledge in what remained of his life. He set to work by learning the language of the new owners of the city where he had been born and raised.

Yes, this was his city, called different names by different tribes — Lygos, Byzantium, Miklagard, Tsargard, Kustantiniyyah, Kostandina, Kushtandina Rabati, Bolis, Carigard and now, Istanbul.  Regardless of whatever the other tribes called the city straddling two continents, the place where his ancestors were born, lived, and died was the thousand-year hometown to Theo.

Sure, Turks were warlike; they worshipped their horses and were technically advanced and enthusiastic about making pyramids from the heads of their fallen enemies. As he got to know them, he realised that they were in fact not savage barbarians. To the contrary, he saw how much their customs resembled his own. In one of the tunnels which riddled Constantinople under the ground, and which perhaps had seen no one for centuries, he made a home for himself.

After ten years, fifteen and then twenty years passed. The way things were going he didn’t seem likely to die. He began to think that he would live as long as a human and the Virgin Mary had granted him his life.

One cold winter’s day, because of his absentmindedness, he was caught by the cat of a bakery he visited from time to time and from which he stole bread. The cat got its teeth into Theo’s little body, and after savagely shaking the weasel - which had already snapped at the first bite - a few times, it left it on the ground in disgust. Theo lay buried in snow, with all his bones smashed to smithereens. He had no feeling from the waist down. So, Theo thought, this is it. He closed his eyes and began to wait for the sweet death that would come and embrace him with the cold. The next day when the weasel awoke, all his broken bones had set, and his body had healed completely. Far from any part of his body being frozen, Theo didn’t feel even the slightest malaise from the cold. The flabbergasted weasel put it all down to some divine attribute or a curse on him.

At the end of his endeavours which lasted years, he was able to write using his tiny hands. Following the lessons in a primary school from its attic, he mastered the Turkish alphabet.

The first fifty years he went to the church and the following fifty years to the synagogue and the next fifty years to the mosque. At one stage, he also listened to the German Lutheran priests who came to Constantinople. Finally, he decided to go to wherever free food was being distributed that day.

He saw powerful earthquakes, plague epidemics and great fires. Most of these he managed skilfully to wriggle out of. And the ones he was caught up in did not harm Theo at all.  In one of the fires of Great Kostantiniyye (this was now the name of the city where he had been born and raised), he could not escape when he was caught in the flames of the house he had entered to steal a bologna sausage, and Theo too was burnt. The following day he awoke amidst the ashes as though nothing had happened. He took the sausages that, now cooked, were even tastier and returned to his home in the underground tunnels.

His dealings with other people were naturally limited. After a few attempts, he concluded that this was, in fact, to his own benefit. People were not very tolerant of a talking weasel trying to approach them. Their first reactions were to be afraid, and they reflected their fears on the weasel in the most violent way. He decided not to socialise unless really necessary and if pressed, to continue his communication from behind a veil of mystery.

Nevertheless, Theo was no ordinary weasel nor was he a complete recluse. He had discovered the ways to benefit from the fruits of civilisation. For this, he needed first to find either a family or a person in distress.

Nothing could really be done in secret, hidden from Theo who could listen to and view everyone’s private lives from the attics and from inside the walls. This was why he had no problem in ascertaining the houses beset by troubles. When Theo found such a household, he would immediately write a polite letter saying that he had learned of the owner’s distress from a mutual friend whose name he could not disclose. Theo told them that he was extremely saddened by the situation and if they wished, in return for a reasonable price, he could help the troubled person.

If the person, distraught with his tribulations, should write his answer in a letter and hang it on the branch of Theo’s designated tree or throw it into a bottomless well, the weasel which he had spent much time in training would fetch the letter and bring it to him personally. To attempt to catch the weasel was a fruitless effort. Inasmuch as it was impossibly difficult to capture this extremely nimble creature and, because it was specially trained, the weasel would drink and eat only from its owner’s hand.

If the poor wretch’s answer was yes, by hook or by crook Theo would find a remedy for their troubles, either by entering houses, listening to people, doing a little pilfering, or chasing the ghosts.

The fees he asked for were various. Daily newspapers hung on the branch of a tree every day for a year, a book, a few rings of bologna sausage and all sorts of other things. His customers would, of course, be at first surprised at these demands, but because the whole thing had developed mysteriously anyway, and because these needy peoples’ problems were solved at once, they agreed to pay his fees without delving into them too much.

Almost five hundred years passed.

During this time Theo had written and published fifty-five books, thirty of which were in Turkish and twenty-five in Greek. Recently, his articles regularly appeared in two Turkish newspapers and in one Greek. He would send his writing by the usual Delphic methods, and as long as the books were sold, the publishers did not complain.

He wrote about everything in his books… Five hundred years, easier said than done, is a long time to be occupied with just one topic. More than twenty books were about tales and legends. Two books were about Greek monsters in particular. He had singled out one book for the subject, what women do when men are not at home, and this was one of his bestsellers. Amongst his others, there were also books penned on magic, spying and sex. As a weasel, he had been able to easily observe people’s bedrooms for a few hundred years.

For centuries Theo had solved the problems of dozens of people, he had witnessed events which mortal eyes seldom see and overheard sounds which mortal ears very rarely hear.

So what is written here is the story of the extraordinary events that happened to this extraordinary weasel, which had survived in Istanbul for five hundred years.

Vasili the Dwarf – Seventeenth Century

‘Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment, you pronounce you will be judged, and the measure you give will be the measurement you get.’

Matthew 7:1 – the Karaman Bible dated 1856

‘I expect people to dance to my tune!’ shouted the dwarf. He stamped his foot on the ground in rage.  ‘You didn’t complain when you were taking my shiny pieces of gold, noble lords!’ he said. ‘Do you begrudge me a couple of dirhams of tobacco?’

The inn’s potbellied keeper with grizzled hair and a thick bristly moustache had long since begun to regret taking in this bad-tempered, and equally drunk, dwarf. Looking anxiously around, he said, “My good lad, I said for heaven’s sake.  You know what I mean? Just cool your heels, please. Have you got designs on all our heads? Well, if you won’t take pity on yourself, at least take pity on this poor man Sarkis and his four children. If the things you say happen to reach the ears of our master, our exalted and great sultan, God forbid, even the Muslims’ Khidr won’t be able to save us! You don’t seem to have heard that our master, the sultan has prohibited tobacco and will punish those smoking it most severely. Only the other week, they let a whole eight wretched smokers swing like garlic on the tree by the fountain. May Jesus forgive their sins, the careless souls thought that the janissary superintendent wandering around in disguise was a smoker and offered him tobacco. I knew one of the victims, Mahmud Effendi. He was an addict who did no one any harm and wouldn’t hurt a fly. The superintendent doesn’t show favours my lad; for God’s sake keep your voice down! I sent the errand-boy to Galata a little earlier. By the grace of our Lord Jesus, he will get you some tobacco, my dear sir!”

Hearing that his tobacco was on its way, the dwarf seemed to calm down. His body, as taut as a bow, visibly relaxed. And rather menacingly he said, “He jolly well better bring it! If he doesn’t, I, Bosnian Vasili will just cut off his head right here!” Staggering from drunkenness and dizziness from tobacco, he retired to his room and closed the door. After creeping into his bed on the floor and rubbing his head that was splitting with pain, he began to wait in the dark for the tobacco the errand-boy would bring him.

In truth, the errand-boy arrived without delay. After pushing Vasili’s door ajar, he threw the pouch with a couple of dirhams of tobacco in it and disappeared immediately. The irritable guest caught the tossed pouch in mid-air and, jumping quickly to his feet, ran to the chimney to smoke.

Vasili Prikop was a slant-eyed man of about one metre tall, thickset with a curly and jet-black beard a hand-span in length. He used to say that the slant of his eyes indicated that one of his ancestors was Genghis Khan, and he would glory in his belligerent forebear. In fact, an Uzbek whirling and wandering dervish, with whom Vasili’s grandmother fell in love in a trice while washing clothes in the stream, was responsible for his slant-eyes.

As he was filling the pipe in haste half the tobacco scattered to the ground.  Cursing, he bent, picked up the spilt shreds and tamped down the pipe.

Adroitly he took a longish, half burnt twig from the fire in the hearth and managed to light his pipe without burning his hand. After he had puffed rapidly for a while with all the might of his lungs, not a trace of his headache remained. He slowly slumped down by the hearth. While looking around with the blank eyes his befuddled brain could no longer command, he focused on the blue velvet pouch lying open on the dishevelled mattress. It was still half full of tobacco. “Good,” he thought. “I’ll light another one towards morning with the rest of the stuff.”

Vasili had set off from Sarajevo three months earlier to join his relative Petro who lived in Erevan. Vladimir Prikop, one of Bosnia’s master coppersmiths, did not sleep a wink at night because of his son who still, despite being twenty-five, learnt no trade. Vasili had no interest in copper working and no desire to be a coppersmith. Vladimir Effendi gave his son lengthy advice, he beat him and cursed him and even tied him to the shop; but while you can take a horse to water, you can’t make it drink. Even while Vasili was beating the copper with his hammer, he still had the ability to be lazy.

Finally, the decision was made. Obviously, the young man had no intention of working with copper. His uncle Petro had emigrated to Erevan many years ago. There he had opened a fine and restful tavern. As the business flourished, he had need of a general dogs-body to run the errands. He communicated to his brother by letter that he wished to take on Vasili as an errand-boy. Vasili’s eyes shone immediately when he heard he would be going to work in his uncle’s tavern. Since the dwarf was looking for the opportunity to run away from the home where he constantly quarrelled with his father, he completed all his preparations within three days and set off. Due to his carelessness, he got the tobacco he had hidden stolen on the Rodosto road and, suffering from a lack of smoking, he had entered Istanbul despite having a head like a drum.

For an addicted smoker like Vasili who knew no one in Istanbul, it was challenging to find the damn stuff in the capital of the sultan who had prohibited smoking.

However, they say that dirt knows dirt from its smell. Seeing nothing but the disturbing smoke of tobacco, Vasili had the innkeeper Sarkis in his sights as soon as he saw him. Understanding that Sarkis was at least as self-seeking as he was, the dwarf asked for tobacco in highly abusive language and before Sarkis could even open his mouth to answer, had stuffed two doubloons into the man’s pocket.

On hearing the word tobacco, Sarkis had paled. Well, his head was of utmost importance to him, wasn’t it? Life was sweet. On the other hand, the bribery that his addict of a guest gave him was not of the kind immediately to be refused. There was an old addict he knew by the name of Halil Agha from Baghdad. He had heard that the former had recently been haunting the tavern of Balki the Greek in Galata. Sarkis immediately sent his errand-boy there. Seeing one of the doubloons the innkeeper had sent, Halil Agha immediately got hold of the tobacco one way or another and handed it over to the errand-boy.

While these thoughts were passing through the dwarf’s mind, he noticed that the time was approaching morning. The tobacco in his pipe had finished. He got up and turned to the pouch to smoke another pipe before going on his way. But his stash was not there.

He turned the mattress over thinking that it had perhaps got stuck somewhere. Searching the room in every nook and cranny, didn’t help either. No one had entered or left.

Vasili was dumbfounded with surprise and rage.

***

Stepping on the windowsill, Theo nimbly reached the roof. The blue tobacco pouch dangled from his neck. After traversing a short distance, he reached the middle of the roof. No one could see him here. He smiled as much as a weasel could smile. For a moment, he was angry with himself for being so addicted to this bad habit. However, this feeling quickly passed.

Theo, the Byzantine weasel, had been a smoker for the last thirty years and, especially since the sultan had prohibited tobacco, he was finding it extremely difficult to supply his daily need. Before the prohibition, the tobacco pouches which hung publicly in the arches and were freely left around were easy targets for Theo. However, as soon as the damned tobacco ban had come into force, the heads the sultan consistently cut off with the intention of showing how serious he was, had forced the smokers to act with a great deal of care and tobacco pouches had disappeared.

Theo had smelt the pipe Vasili was puffing from the neighbourhood way below. One of the advantages of being a weasel was having a keen nose. Following the aroma, he had guessed which room the dwarf was staying in. Opening the window slightly, Theo had entered the room, and after swiftly slipping the blue tobacco pouch lying coyly on the mattress around his neck, he had silently vanished.

The weasel filled the tiny pipe he had left on the roof so as not to encumber him before creeping into Vasili’s room, with some of the tobacco. He took out the tinderbox and tinder from the bag slung across his shoulder and lit a little flame right there. After making sure that the pipe was well lit, he lay back with pleasure and began to watch Istanbul from the roof of the inn.

Dusk had just begun to fall. How the city had changed over the past fifty years! The Cibali Gate Fire, caused by a smoker dozing off in a boat with a pipe in his hand in Cibali in 1633, had changed the silhouette of the city entirely.

The sultan, most uncomfortable with the people’s random assemblages and their political talks about him, had taken advantage of this fire and prohibited tobacco with the aim of breaking up the gatherings and preventing people from coming together. Goaded on by Kadizadeh Mehmet Effendi of the ulema, the most severe punishments began to be meted out to tobacco smokers. If the poor addicts were caught smoking, their heads were cut off, put under their arms and their pipes stuffed in their mouths as evidence of their crimes. A rumour was going around that some of the wretched heads were cut off by the sultan himself.

While Theo was thinking about all this, his brain befuddled with smoke, there was a resounding crash in front of the inn, as though it were a matter of life and death. A loud, deep voice shouted, “Hey, you impudent innkeeper, open this door!” The inn’s large, heavy door that had been askew for some time was frantically opened. A group of janissaries swarmed in. Hearing the turmoil, Theo left his pipe to get a better view of what was going on and slipping down from the roof he deployed himself at the window of the first floor.

The owner of the deep voice was a human dragon of a janissary superintendent. Together with his soldiers, he was giving the innkeeper, who was trembling like a leaf, a look that would dissolve stone. The deathly pale innkeeper mumbled something and made a vague sign as though to say “upstairs.” In an instant, three soldiers shot up like an arrow from a bow and landed on the upper floor. They immediately found Vasili and frogmarched him in front of the superintendent. Vasili did not know Turkish, but he could speak Greek with some difficulty. Luckily the superintendent’s mother was a Greek lady from Lesbos. After a bit of shouting in several different languages, they began to converse in Greek.

Theo heard the officer asking Vasili why he smoked tobacco. The dwarf was denying he smoked because he knew the punishment for his crime. He started begging the superintendent to be let go saying that he was an innocent pilgrim. The soldiers went up again to his room on the upper floor and bringing Vasili’s pipe, they gave it to the superintendent. When Vasili, on seeing the pipe, became tongue-tied like a baby nightingale with a mulberry stuck in its throat, the superintendent flew into a rage and began to beat the dwarf with the pipe he was holding.

Vasili howled in pain and started to claim that the chibouk did not belong to him. According to Vasili, the damned person who had stayed in the same room before the poor dwarf, had used the pipe and left it behind. And the unlucky, travel-weary pilgrim Vasili throwing himself into a room at the inn was stunned and scared out of his wits to find the pipe there because he kept to the letter of the law knowing very well our master, the sultan’s command. As coincidence would have it, he was just about to show the pipe to the innkeeper when the superintendent had raided the inn. The human monster of an officer was repeating that they had smelt tobacco and that was why they had come to the inn, and beating Vasili with the pipe with ever-mounting violence wanted him to confess his crime.

Hearing this, Theo paused for a moment. At the time the superintendent claimed to have smelt tobacco, the tobacco in Vasili’s pipe had long since finished. It was evident that the aroma the soldiers had smelt came from the pipe which Theo was puffing with pleasure on the roof at the time. The bad-tempered dwarf had been caught because of the weasel.

Vasili had not been caught red-handed, and despite all the beating, he had not confessed to smoking the pipe. For this reason, they had not been able to cut his head off there and then. “Take the infidel to the dungeon, by lunchtime he’ll be singing like a nightingale in the hands of Torturer İbrahim the Nail-Puller!” roared the superintendent and struck the back of Vasili’s neck with a violent blow. The soldiers picked up Vasili who had fallen to the ground and taking an arm each, they carted the dwarf off to the dungeon. Carried with his feet not touching the ground, Vasili had already lost consciousness from dread and the thrashing.

Witnessing the treatment of the dwarf and knowing full well what was going to happen to him in the notorious prison, Theo felt something give in his stomach.

He had committed many sins throughout his long life, and thefts. He had spent his life listening to people’s secret conversations and had seen the most private aspects of mankind. As Allah was his witness, it was not as though he had not killed anybody or caused anybody’s death. However, those incidences were all in the past and in self-defence.

But until that moment, Theo had had no one’s blood on his hands. And he had no intention of doing so thereafter. He had to rescue Vasili.

Without more ado, the weasel started to follow the janissaries who had begun to move away, and the dwarf they were dragging along.

***

The comatose dwarf awoke with the crash of the iron door closing on him. The dungeon was dark. His body was hurting all over from the beating. Vasili spat and cursed the day he had set foot in Istanbul.

Had the superintendent said torture? He flushed. Vasili had never been able to endure pain ever since he could remember. The dwarf knew he would not last very long under torture; he would immediately squeal and confess he had smoked tobacco. And after this confession, there was no escaping the executioner.

Some people accept their fate in moments of trouble and, like a tree embracing the sunlight, await their nemesis in silence and with profound resignation. These people perhaps spend their last moment feeling a tranquillity they have not experienced in their whole lives. However, Vasili was not one of those people. Like a cornered fox, he searched everywhere in the dungeon for a hope or a way out, and each time he was confronted by the bleakness of the dark and the cold walls. As a child, whenever he was naughty, his father used to shut him in the atelier’s dark storeroom. The cold, damp storeroom was always teeming with rats; small cockroaches scuttled about and bats flew around. The memory of those fearful hours he spent in the storeroom haunted the dwarf like a ghost for the rest of his life. Now here, in Istanbul, in this dungeon, it was as though he had returned to his childhood and was living those memories all over again. It sent chills down his spine.

He was just about to panic, lose consciousness and fall into a black abyss of despair again when he heard someone from outside calling, “Vasili!” It was a very high-pitched voice, almost like that of a child. Alas, so that was how his end was going to be. He would hear supernatural voices, and perhaps, later on, he would hallucinate and lose his mind. Who knows how many death row inmates had lost their minds in the cell he was in and had spent their last hours as an insensible lunatic. He wondered whether the gaolers were amusing themselves with a prisoner about to be tortured. He approached the door silently and listened. From far away vague, muffled footsteps were coming. Again the same high-pitched voice called, “Vasili!” It was a rather shrill voice. Vasili answered in Greek, “That’s me, what do you want?”

“I’m going to rescue you,” said the high-pitched voice from behind the door, “You’ll escape from here before you fall into the hands of İbrahim the Nail-Puller”.

“Why should I trust you? Why would you want to save me?” said the dwarf. His anxiety echoed in his voice. “I don’t know you. How do I know you haven’t set a trap for me?”

The voice behind the door got angry. “Now listen to me you stupid dwarf!” it retorted. “If I had wanted to harm you, the last thing I would do would be to get you out of this dungeon. I would wait for you to give up the ghost very slowly at the hands of the torturers.”

Vasili made a quick calculation of his situation and glanced around the stone-walled dungeon. The voice was right.

“All right,” he said cautiously. “I believe you. However, how are you going to rescue me from this dirty place? Well, let’s say I’ve managed to open the door and get out of the cell, then how are we going to get out of this great big prison? The place is teeming with soldiers!”

“Leave that part of the job to me,” said the mysterious voice. “Now,” it said in a commanding tone, “I’m coming inside, but before that I want you to promise me something. When I enter, you won’t be astonished and faint. I can’t save you if you don’t promise me this”.

So that’s what it was! The owner of the high-pitched voice was a woman! His saviour was asking Vasili not to be surprised when he saw that she was a woman. Vasili thought of the fairy tales he had listened to from his mother when he was a child. In those stories, the emperor’s daughter would fall in love with a poor, but handsome and valiant young man. Seeing the girl, the valiant youth could not still his heart and would risk death for the princess. On hearing this, the princess’s cruel father would throw this presumptuous, hapless gallant who made bold to fall in love with his daughter into the dungeon. However, the princess who truly loved the youth would come down with consumption from grief and fall ill.

Assuming it was just a whim, her father would take no notice, but when he realised the seriousness of the situation, he sent word to the best physicians in his land and announced with town criers that he would give a considerable part of his fortune to the doctor who could cure his daughter. Alas, not one physician could find a cure for the poor girl’s ailment. Finally, paternal love would get the better of imperial hubris, and he would allow his daughter to be reunited with the valiant youth she loved. On hearing this, his daughter would be cured in a trice as though she had drunk dragon’s milk. The princess would rush to her love and rescue the youth from the dungeon in which her father had imprisoned him.

“I promise,” said the dwarf and hurriedly spruced himself up to look clean and tidy for the princess who would enter when the door opened. First impressions were crucial.

Vasili waited excitedly for a while for the door to open, but it was in vain. He wondered if the princess had been unable to fit the key into the lock. Suddenly he saw a creature crawl under the door, and he shuddered. In the dark, the dwarf could not quite discern the animal which was slimmer and longer than a rat. Probably some kind of scourge of Istanbul he thought, the oubliette was teeming with rats. However, as the animal came towards him, he was better able to pick out the details.

It was a weasel that entered, with a short jacket and a bag that it swung from its shoulder! The weasel’s saddle bag had been finely embroidered, and tassels were hanging from all four corners. The bag was rather large compared with the size of the animal. Although it was carrying some things that were rattling inside it, the button in the middle of the opening of the bag prevented these things from falling out. The very showy jacket was brown with gold embroidery and a satin lining. As the weasel moved, it was quite dazzling even in the darkness of the dungeon.

Theo came right up to the dwarf, who was dumbfounded and could make no sense of the sight he saw, and said, “Come along then, Vasili Effendi, today’s your lucky day. Your head is spared.” Realising that the voice that had been talking from behind the door belonged to the weasel, Vasili suddenly felt several emotions simultaneously. No wonder that the first emotion was disenchantment. It was apparent that the owner of the high-pitched voice was not the daughter of a very wealthy emperor. All his dreams had come to nought.

When his first disappointment was over the dwarf began to shiver with fear.

What sort of djinn was this animal? While hoping he would save his skin, was he losing his soul to Satan? The priest at the church had repeatedly told in his Sunday sermons that in order to trick people, Satan could take on many forms and would approach   believers in their greatest time of need. It was evident that this creature which visited him and spoke so fluently was Satan himself. Vasili immediately got down on his knees and, closing his eyes tightly, began the prayer, “Our Father, which art in heaven.”

By revealing himself to Vasili, Theo was, in fact, expecting this reaction. He gave a deep sigh, “In truth, it never fails,” he soliloquised. “You would inevitably expect evil when confronted with a talking weasel, in short, me, and not a person. That’s because everything that is not one of you, and which you haven’t seen the likes of before, must in your opinion, be dangerous. This attitude is the same in every nation and every religion. What changes is merely the language in which the prayer is said, and the God prayed to. Whenever I appear, I’m accused of devilry. This accusation is most comical by reason of the self-importance implicitly expressed by the accuser. What would great big Satan want with a good-for-nothing like you?

Everyone sees themselves in the giant mirror and thinks that they are important enough to cause Satan to honour them. To be saved immediately they ask God for help with prayers, and never contemplate that God could send help in the guise of a weasel!”

Finally finishing his prayer, Vasili’s eyes half opened. The weasel’s non-threatening stance (and how threatening could a weasel travelling with a bag seem?) calmed the dwarf down. He swallowed, “Did Satan send you?” he asked in a trembling voice.

“If you are looking for Satan, dwarf, you will see him in a few hours in the eyes of Ibrahim the Nail-Puller,” said Theo. “And oh, he is an efficient Satan too. Ibrahim knows human anatomy well. If you are seeking your freedom, you have to act quickly and stop asking questions. Take that key,” he commanded taking the key he had stolen from the guard out of his bag and throwing it at the dwarf. “This is the key to that iron door that is keeping you here. Open the door right away so that I can get you out of this vile hole.”

Vasili looked at the key that fell in front of him and at the dreadful door that was cold and rusty. He thought about the weasel’s words. Perhaps it was right. Could Jesus have sent help in this form? Besides, weren’t there various animals in the Bible which helped the saints? Well, he hadn’t read the Bible at all, but there must have been. Without a second thought, he picked up the key from the ground. “Very well,” he said. “I believe you are a blessing from God… Or whatever. I have a question, though. Let’s say we have opened the door and got out of this dark, wretched cell. Well, how are we going to escape from this great big prison? The place is swarming with guards. They’ll catch us on the spot before we reach the main gate of the prison.”

“Oh, you foolish dwarf,” scoffed Theo. “It’s easy to escape from here. Just you open that door, and the rest will follow easily. The guard from whom I took the key and stuffed opium in his pipe is already fast asleep. As soon as we get out of here, we will run immediately to the right. There, there is an entrance to the sewer. Because no normal person could fit into the sewer tunnel, the soldiers take no notice of it thinking that there would be no one going in or out from there. They just leave a wooden cover over its entrance so that rats don’t get in, and that is all. However, you will fit in that entrance even though it’s a bit tight. Once you lift the cover and get in that means you’re saved. Come on, open that door and follow me!”

Vasili nodded feebly as if to say all right. He felt like a meek child. He took the key from the ground and put it in the rusty lock. The key, which at first had difficulty in going in, as though it hadn’t liked its lock, with pressure applied by the dwarf, fitted into place making a metallic sound. When Vasili turned the key, there was a loud clink. “That’s it,” the dwarf thought to himself, “Now they’ll come and catch me. And because I attempted to escape, they’ll torture me right away!" He waited for a while holding his breath. When he realised he could hear no one moving nor any footsteps echoing in the distance, he relaxed and pushed the door ajar. The weasel immediately leapt out from the opening, stood on its hind legs and summoned Vasili with its left front paw. To the dwarf, who timidly approached him, it said, “We’ve survived our first ordeal, Vasili Effendi. But it’s much too early to rejoice. Now follow me without making a sound.”

The strange couple began to walk along the torchlit corridor. The dwarf looked around with curious eyes and was amazed at the size of the prison. They passed silently in front of the other sections of the prison arranged in a row that housed who knows which rapists and enemies of the sultan. After walking a little longer as silently as possible, listening with all ears, they reached the entrance to the sewer that Theo had mentioned. Built as a drain for the rainwater which seeped into the prison, the opening was one and a half spans in width and lay in a slight hollow. The top of the entrance was worn away and was covered with a wooden lid almost wholly smeared black. “Come on now,” said Theo. “Lift the cover.”

As soon as the dwarf lifted the cover, the stench of the filth that had been flowing for centuries under Istanbul seemed to assault the prison in an instant. It was a difficult smell to describe. If there had been a Barbary traveller with them at the time, he would have likened the smell to that coming from the belly of the body of a three-day dead camel in which one took refuge for protection from the burning desert sun during the day.

Hit by the awful stench, Vasili gagged a couple of times and, covering his nose and mouth with his shirt, looked disgustedly at the opening and then turned his eyes appealingly to Theo.

“We have no other option, dwarf,” said Theo. “Think like this; the dead can’t smell. In a couple of hours, you would have given the world to be able to smell this filthy stench. Don’t worry, you will begin to get used it before long and not even sense it. Come on, we’ve dallied too long!” Diving in in one swoop, the weasel, skipping from wall to wall of the sewer, quickly disappeared in the prevailing darkness of the tunnel. After a short pause, the poor dwarf followed his saviour in desperation.

Having descended from the chimney-like entrance that was steep and very slimy with mud, and into which even his pretty small body could only just fit, Vasili felt his feet touch the floor of the tunnel. Inside the sewer was dark, and the only light to be seen was the beam filtering from the entrance. The stagnant air inside seemed to have been there a thousand years. The slowly flowing dirty water came almost to his waist, and things that he didn’t even wish to know about scraped past his legs. The dwarf panicked in the tunnel’s darkness that crushed a person’s soul. If he were to lose the weasel in this darkness, he would never be able to get out of this tunnel again.

“Now listen to me once again, Vasili Effendi," said Theo. “We’ve got over the worst part, but don’t you dare relax immediately because we’ve got down here. Some of these tunnels are older than the Turks, or older even than Istanbul. These passages have been home to many creatures for centuries and still are. I’ve been wandering around these parts for a hundred years, and even I have not yet discovered them all. However, what I do know is which tunnels will liberate us. You can’t see me, but you can hear the sound I make as I swim in front of you. Follow that sound. This darkness, the atmosphere and some of the creatures which dwell here will play tricks on you and attempt to make you stray from your path. For God’s sake, don’t be tricked by them! Once you pay heed to their calls, you will keep wandering around in these endless tunnels until you are food for rats.”

Following the tiny splashes the weasel made while swimming, the dwarf carried on walking in the dark. The trips he had taken with his uncle in the forest in his childhood flashed through his mind. Vasili, forced by his father to trail after his uncle who was a hunter, had to spend some nights with him in the forest. On these nights Vasili used to stay up all night long because of the queer noises coming from the forest. According to his uncle, there was always a logical explanation for these strange noises. They would belong either to a bear looking for its young, a hyena drinking water or a hedgehog with an itchy back. Besides all these, on some nights they would also hear noises which even his uncle could not explain. Well, it was then that Vasili saw fear in his uncle’s eyes. On those nights they would cling to each other, and his uncle would sing lullabies to Vasili until morning.

When it was morning, his uncle would carry on the day cheerfully as though nothing had happened “Hey Vasili," he would say. “The day is ours and the night, theirs. Here, we are guests in their home. Why should they mess with us as long as we don’t upset the host and are well-behaved?”

In this sewer, in whose home were they guests he wondered. The weasel had talked about the creatures which had wandered about in these tunnels for centuries and how they wanted to lead people astray.

“Weasel, why did you rescue me?” Vasili asked the weasel swimming in front of him. Theo paused for a moment and then, answered. “I didn’t want to have your blood on my hands,” he said. Vasili did not understand. “What do you mean, you didn’t want to have my blood on your hands?” he asked.

“The janissaries smelt that I was smoking tobacco and they raided the inn and arrested me. How could all this have any connection to you?”

“The truth is not always what it seems, dwarf,” said Theo. “I stole the pouch of tobacco meant for you, together with the tobacco inside it. Your pipe had already gone out when the janissaries were passing in the street. Yet I was puffing away on the roof. Those janissaries did not come to the whiff of your tobacco but to the smell of mine.”                   

“Holy mother of God,” said Vasili amazed. “Well, aren’t you the clever one!”

“If I were clever I would have left you there, dwarf,” said Theo.

After a while, the tunnel widened right out. The duo seemed to be walking in a broad and slow flowing river of sewage which was knee-high for a person of average’s height. Suddenly, Vasili sniffed the distant aroma of tobacco. Yet, this wasn’t a usual tobacco smell; there were fragrances in this aroma that he had never smelt before. There was as much difference between this fragrant aroma of tobacco and an ordinary one as the flavour of a juicy, spicy meat dish and the taste of boiled unsalted potatoes.

Where was the aroma coming from? Sniffing the air, Vasili began to walk towards the smell which he established was coming from the left. In the distance, he saw a shadowy table in the dark. On the table were a softly burning candle and a pipe inlaid with silver.  And next to the table stood a beautiful girl holding a tobacco pouch. The sight of the beautiful girl flirtatiously beckoning him over to the table made Vasili lose his head. How good it would be if they paused for a while just over there! They had been wandering about for hours in the dark sewer. Besides, the weasel also smoked; wouldn’t he want to take a breather too?

“Weasel!” he called to the darkness. “Weasel, come and look, I’ve found some tobacco! And what a tobacco, I’m sure you’ve never puffed anything like that before!”

He screamed at the sudden pain in his ear, and in an instant, he saw that the table, the pipe and the beautiful girl had evaporated into thin air. When he put his hand to his ear, he felt blood on his fingers. Something between a hiss and high-pitched cackle began to be heard in the distance.

The weasel was on his shoulder and had bitten the dwarf’s ear to wake him up from the spell under which he had fallen.

“You stupid dwarf!” shouted Theo. He was furious. “You dunderhead, ignoramus, most ignorant buffoon! You obdurate blockhead, cream-faced loon, unnecessary letter! You fopdoodle, loiter-sack, saddle-goose! Didn’t I warn you? Didn’t I tell you not to believe everything you see and hear here, that they would whisk you away in the wink of an eye? But some disaster just has to happen for you to understand the value of the advice given to you. Hey, you barren hen! If I hadn’t bitten your ear and woken you from the spell, with your desire to smoke, who knows in what monster’s stomach you would be. And you had the gall to call me too. Thank your lucky stars that I immediately understood the situation and turned you away from the path before it was too late. Now, follow me and stick to me like a shadow even if you hear Jesus inviting you to the Last Supper!”

Either because of the pain of his ear or terrified by the calamity that had almost befallen him, Vasili obeyed without a word and followed Theo like a meek lamb.

They continued to walk without a break. Vasili had no strength left in his legs. He was just about to tell the weasel that he wanted a break when he saw a faint glow in the distance. Trembling because of the possibility that this glow might be fairies and djinns fancying to cast a spell on him and whisk him away, he called to the darkness, “Weasel! Weasel where are you? I see a glow in the distance.”

The reply came from a little farther on in the pitch black darkness. “I’m here Vasili, don’t be afraid. I’m swimming a little in front. After this, the tunnel carries on straight, and then we’re on the home stretch. The sun has risen too. There you are, look, even your human eyes can pick out the sunlight filtering in through the exit from the sewer.”

Seeing that salvation was now close at hand, Vasili quickened his steps. So much so, he was about to tread on Theo through his carelessness. Overtaking the weasel, the dwarf began to run as they neared the exit. He stumbled and fell a few times but immediately got up and carried on running.

When he reached the sewer’s exit, Vasili looked up. The sunlight filtering in hurt his eyes that had remained in darkness for hours. For this reason, he could not climb up immediately and stalled. While the dwarf was rubbing his eyes in pain, Theo arrived beside him.

“Calm down, Vasili. Now look, everything that befalls you is because you are not cool-headed. The exit is just here you see. Just rest your eyes a minute.”

Listening to Theo’s words, Vasili waited until his eyes got used to the sunlight. When they had stopped hurting, he gingerly climbed the makeshift ladder that stretched down from the exit of the sewer. Pushing the grating covering the mouth of the outlet, he crawled out and collapsed.

The sun’s warm hands stroked his face, and the fresh smell of the grass filled his lungs. A slight breeze began slowly to waft away the stench of filth and death that had permeated him. He heard Theo emerging from the sewer with tiny, wet steps.

They were somewhere outside Istanbul close to the sea. Although gentle hills could be seen in the distance, the surrounding area was flat and grassland. There was a fishing village, maybe a mile away, evident from its sailing boats. The tranquillity and temporality of the rustic houses formed a sharp contrast to the events that had happened to them in the last twenty-four hours. Perhaps because they were aware of this distinction and wanted to return to the Human World, they sat silently for a while and allowed the peace around them to penetrate their frames.

It was Theo who finally broke the silence. He jumped and stood up. “Let it all be in the past for both of us, Vasili. The hardships we’ve survived were no small matter. We saw things that almost all mortals speak of, but the eyes of very few have seen. Acknowledge today’s escape as the day you were reborn. This is a chance given to you to be a better person. Most people look for the opportunity to correct their faults and begin a new life. Today is your day. Smart people see these opportunities and put them to good use. Be sure that it is never too late to change your life and take a new path.”

Lying deadbeat and sprawled out on the ground, the dwarf listened to Theo without a word. His eyes were open, and he seemed to be reviewing what had happened.

“You’re right,” he said and slowly got to his feet. “I realise that today is an excellent opportunity for me. As you also mentioned, however much of an idler I am - and as you see I accept this - I too wanted to make a new beginning in my life. Yet, I was never able to find the power and strength in myself.”

Theo smiled. “Oh, the human race, born to fly upward, wherefore at a little wind dost thou so fall?”

“I don’t understand,” said Vasili.

“From a former poet by the name of Dante,” said Theo looking at Vasili who had come over to him. “What he meant is the great strength people have in them. You will be amazed when you see the amount of strength that you do in fact have the moment you think it has finished.”

Vasili looked long at the bright horizon. Then, he slowly took off his shirt and turned to Theo. He got a little closer to the weasel, smiled and said, “It’s hot and the time I spent in the sewer has made me sweat a lot, weasel. Now I believe I understand exactly what you meant. Perhaps I was always afraid of being a failure. To try again and fail scared me. That was why I didn’t change my ne’er do well path and stick to it.” He wiped his brow with his shirt.

“But there is one more thing you have skipped, Weasel Effendi,” said Vasili. ‘Today has some other significance; however, you passed over it without much thought.”

Theo looked at the dwarf who had sidled up really close to him with wondering eyes and asked, “What is that important thing? In truth, I can’t remember omitting anything.”

“I’m not surprised you missed it,” said the dwarf. “Forasmuch as it is not something that everyone knows. Frankly, I wanted to share it first with you. Accept this as a token of my gratitude to you. Today is not just the day I saved only my skin. Today is the day I also became rich!” Having said this, with an unexpectedly swift movement the greedy dwarf threw the shirt he was holding over Theo and firmly caught the weasel, who was taken unawares and had no idea of the treacherous plan passing through Vasili’s mind.

Theo could not immediately comprehend the dwarf’s ingratitude and at first what was happening made no sense. “What are you doing, Vasili? Let me go! What are you after?” he shouted from inside the filthy, foul-smelling linen shirt which enveloped him like a kind of shroud.

The dwarf laughed. “Oh, weasel! I don’t know whether you are a person or a djinn, but you are a fool for sure! I must give you your due, you have a conscience. You could have left me in the hands of those janissaries without a thought, but you didn’t do that. To the contrary, putting your life in danger, you saved me. I owe you a debt of gratitude for that. However, business is one thing and friendship another, hey weasel. If I see an opportunity, I show no mercy. Perhaps it is something to do with where I was brought up. The Austrians on the one hand and the Ottomans on the other had a free hand in my lands. My country was a world where people were oppressed by their ever-changing enemies. In the place I grew up you had to make use of every opportunity in order to survive.

“If I were to take a freak of nature like you to the Austrian King or the Doge of Genoa, they would give my weight in gold! You are a golden opportunity for me. They say the Austrian king is very keen on weird creatures and strange animals. Sparing no cost, he has elephants, long-necked camelopards and all kinds of predatory cats brought from the heart of Africa, and keeps them in his palace. Apparently, he has arranged a personal fair with the animals he keeps. Austrian notables yearn to be invited to view this fair; for the honour of getting an invite to such a show would make that family one of the prominent families of the land. They say the Doge of Genoa is also at least as keen on strange creatures as the Austrian King. The number and variety of creatures he has brought from the New World can be found nowhere else. He also gives rare and appealing animals as gifts to the noble, beautiful ladies in his country and steals their hearts.

“I’ll make an offer to both at once and, you never know weasel, perhaps they may start the next war to acquire you, what about that?” said Vasili and burst into jovial laughter.

Theo cursed his inattentiveness and carelessness. There were few times in all these years he had roamed the surface of the earth that he had fallen into such a helpless situation. He was angry with himself for being duped by the scheming dwarf.

Vasili began to walk. He was holding Theo inside the linen shirt so tightly that the weasel could not even move.

“Or I’ll keep you for myself, hey weasel,” he said. "When I return to Bosnia I’ll put on a show, people will come to watch you, and I’ll collect their money. My foot, just a minute. I’ve found something even more profitable! In fact, best of all is to say you’re a magical djinn. If I say that, people will give good money to tell you about their troubles and find a remedy. And you’re no fool either, you’ll find the panacea!” 

Theo was shaken by Vasili’s burst of laughter and had already realised that he would not be able to get out of this linen shroud with talk and without using force. He stretched and scrabbled and tried to free his arms, he stretched out his legs, twisted his neck, tried to bite the dwarf but to no avail. The dwarf’s hand had him in a vice-like grip. Theo had to manage to stay calm; he had to think carefully and make a plan to save himself from the situation he was in.

From under the layers and layers of fabric in which he was trapped, he heard a distant voice calling out, “Effendi!” By the way the dwarf paused and muttered something to himself in a low, incomprehensible voice, it seemed that the situation hadn’t pleased him. The thankless dwarf began to walk towards the place where the call came from.

Vasili shouted in a high, trembling voice to someone in Greek, “Hello gentlemen, your servant Vasili wishes you good health!” Expressing its anger in its broken Greek, the rich, deep voice which had first called out effendi to the dwarf roared, “Hey dwarf, you not ashamed wandering around half naked? Why you not put on your shirt?”  It was clear from the tone of voice that the owner was someone used to giving orders.

Even though Theo couldn’t see, he had perceived very clearly that the person calling to Vasili was a brawny and fearless janissary. Out on patrol, when janissary Kara Osman from the same battalion as janissary Hasan himself approached Vasili with firm steps, the dwarf’s heart began to beat from fear like the heart of a mouse.

“Alas, milord,” said Vasili bowing his head. “I was just lying down over there when I was pestered by a rascally weasel. Whatever I did I just could not get rid of the objectionable beast. It simply wouldn’t let me sleep. I eventually had enough and finally caught it with my shirt.”

“Well, why the hell didn’t you kill it fellow?” 

‘Oh my dear sir, the weasel is sacred for my people, it cannot be killed. Your humble servant cannot harm the weasel folk. I’ll just go a little way off and set this pest of an animal free at the foot of a suitable tree.”

Hearing this, the janissaries laughed amongst themselves. “Ah, you foolish dwarf, what nonsense you believe in! The hodjas say that being an infidel is ignorance, well they are so right! Ugh, and you stink to high heaven. What, have you washed in shit? So be off with you, and don’t let me see you again like that with a bald head and naked chest, or I’ll clap you in prison. Clear off!”

Understanding that he had escaped the clutches of the burly soldiers, to show his gratitude Vasili clasped the janissaries’ hands with great joy. Janissary Hasan, of low rank, always loved this type of homage. He made it as easy as possible for the dwarf to kiss his hand without any effort.

After kissing janissary Hasan’s hand with utmost respect, Vasili tried to pull his hand away to proceed on his way. However, the strapping janissary did not relax his iron grip one little bit. The dwarf made an effort once more, but it was of no gain. When he lifted his head and looked at the janissary’s face, he met a pair of flashing eyes.

Janissary Osman called in a fiery voice to the friend beside him, ‘Hasan! Do you smell what I smell?’

“Yeah, Osman,” replied Hasan.

Vasili couldn’t understand what was going on. What smell were these soldiers talking about? They couldn’t have got a whiff of the smell of tobacco on him, he thought. It had been a long time since he had had a puff, the smell had almost disappeared. Besides, the stink of sewage which had permeated him throughout the period he had spent in the sewer should have completely smothered the trace of the smell of tobacco.

Suddenly he noticed that his shirt, in which he had wrapped the weasel, and held in his left hand, had begun to get hot. When he involuntarily turned his head to see what was going on, he saw smoke coming from the linen. Vasili could hold the calescent shirt no longer and, shouting in pain, he threw it to the ground.

From inside the shirt which fell on the ground, a handful of tobacco billowing with smoke flew in one direction and the captive weasel in another. The weasel had disappeared.

Janissary Osman pointed to the tobacco burning on the ground and roared, “Hey you infidel, what the hell is this? Were you hiding your tobacco from us in that shirt? Don’t you know the ruling our master, the sultan gave for smokers?” and slapped the back of Vasili’s neck.

Falling to the ground, the dwarf began to wail and excitedly and quickly tried to explain, “Dear Sirs, you misunderstand. Please allow me to explain the truth of the matter. This weasel…. Where is that wretched thing? You see it’s disappeared. But believe me, I’m telling the truth my dear, understanding fellows. It is not the type of weasel you know. It talks and jokes. It even makes fun of people. God forgive it, it is also a vile smoker. It steals people’s tobacco and puffing away in public has no respect for our master, the sultan’s order. I captured it to present it to our master, the sultan but it lit some tobacco, wherever it managed to find it, inside my shirt. Just to put me in a tight spot. What a damned animal it is!”

Hearing the dwarf’s explanation Janissary Osman and Janissary Hasan looked at each other for a while and shook their heads. After rolling his eyes as if to say, God forgive him, Osman then shouted at the dwarf, “Hey you, negligent fool! lWe’ll most certainly cut off your head for this crime. But before that, we’ll also punish you for trying to make fools of us. Only the skilful hands of Ibrahim the Nail-Puller can carry out this punishment,” he said, and they dragged Vasili who had begun to blubber and sniffle back to the prison he had just escaped from.

While all this talk and uproar was taking place, Theo, who went flying when the dwarf hurled the shirt, was hiding at the bottom of a nearby rock without daring to breathe. He listened for a while and then when he was convinced there was no one around, he poked his head out. The wind had got up, and in the distance, the masts of the sailing boats in the fishing village could be picked out bobbing up and down with the sea that had begun to surge. Theo smiled. For most people in Istanbul and in this village, today was an ordinary, uneventful day. He thought how oblivious people could be to the uproar and disasters happening around them and was amazed.

Hearing the janissaries arrive, Theo had realised that perhaps his last chance to escape the clutches of the unreasonable dwarf had dropped into his lap. Acting quickly, Theo had used his brain. Inside the shirt in which he was imprisoned, the weasel had managed with difficulty to light the remains of the tobacco he had stolen from Vasili with the flint he always kept in his bag.

He sniffed the air. The smell of filth on him was mingling with the distant scent of flowers. The weasel did not feel as though he had won a victory. However, he did feel that his conscience was clear. Theo had done all he could to save Vasili, but the avaricious dwarf had not been content with regaining his freedom, the greatest treasure, and had greedily picked on the weasel. As almost anyone in the same situation would have done, Theo had chosen to save himself.

No matter how bad a person Vasili was, the weasel could not be happy that someone was going to be beheaded.

“Anyway,” he thought to himself. “At least the dwarf’s blood isn’t on my hands. It was altogether in self-defence.”

He sniffed his body again. However the notorious wall called Hacet Dibi or Loo Wall in the Galata City Walls smelt, that was how he stank. Time to wash he thought and headed off towards the Basilica Cistern.

The Golem of Balat – 17th Century

I Moshe, Doctor Moshe, son of Avram, born of Rachel, am writing these lines while waiting in the Ottoman dungeon for the executioner who will cut off my head.

My purpose is to prevent the innocent Jewish youngsters interested in the science of our ancestors from getting into my situation hereafter. They say that ancient sciences should be left to the experts. If you ask me, they should be locked in a chest and thrown into the deepest trench of the Mediterranean. Before getting involved in these sciences, which even our ancestors in Israel who were far more enlightened than we could approach only after tribulations lasting for years, a person cannot know whether they are an expert on the subject. When they realise they are not, it is then far too late. If they are lucky, they will quickly pay the penalty for their crime. If not, and they are unlucky like me, they will wait in a dungeon for their executioner.

I trust you will allow a prisoner sentenced to death who, when he dies, will leave nothing behind to remind people of him, to talk a bit about himself in his story of disaster.

I was born in Malaga in the year 5252 according to our calendar, and 1492 according to the Christian calendar, when the Spanish King Ferdinand drove our brothers in religion from his land.  While I was still a tiny baby, taking me with them, my mother and father boarded one of the ships sent by the Turkish sultan and fled to Istanbul. Ill was the fate of those who remained behind. For instance, my uncle who missed the vessel was disembowelled and killed by robbers thinking he had perhaps hidden a diamond. Every family has similar stories of cruelty, so I shan’t exhaust my readers by going into more details about the troubles of the land of the Spaniards.

After a long and arduous journey, my family reached Istanbul and settled in the neighbourhood of Balat, located on the western bank of the Golden Horn. Here my stoical father built a new house for us, and my family regarded the neighbourhood as their new home.

Again I am digressing from my main story. My aim is not to bore and distract you from the tale. To the contrary, it is to ensure that you read my story from beginning to end. May you read it so that you do not share my fate.

When I was eighteen, I began to study the art of medical science at the side of the famous physician Zechariah ben Ya’akov. As well as practising how to treat a person, I also learnt not to aspire to cure a patient who was almost certain to die within a short space of time. In medicine, there is a saying that if a patient lives, it is due to God and if they die, it is due to the doctor. In terms of his own competence, the physician must immediately anticipate whether or not he should accept a patient. At the side of my master, I became competent in the key points such as these in the art of medicine as much as in the science itself.

In short, as time went by, I was promoted first from apprentice to journeyman and then from journeyman to being an expert in my craft. Thanks to a few influential, distinguished customers whom I found with the help of my master, I made a name, albeit modest, for myself. Most fortunately, my business was going exceedingly well. Yet, you know what they say, trouble finds a person when least expected and when they are in the best of spirits. But for those like me who are looking for trouble, whenever things begin to go right, by hook or by crook, they will find a way and spoil everything for themselves.

As I approached forty, I began to be interested in the traditional sciences. Don’t misunderstand me; I was already acquainted with the learnings of Hippocrates, Galen and Avicenna. What I am referring to, is the knowledge our ancestors have preserved with great care and which they have passed down intact right from the time of the Promised Land to this day.

I read Sefer Yetzirah, the book of creation to the last detail, from beginning to end. I learnt by heart the methods of creating a golem mentioned in Eleazar ben Judah’s work entitled Sodei Razayya. I have to confess that the notion of giving life to a golem very much piqued my interest as a physician. When I look back, I see that the real reason for my disposition which led to my disaster was my desire to understand the mysteries of a working body which came from my profession as a physician.

After life was given to a golem would it have a beating heart? Or a thinking brain?  And shouldn’t a golem eat? Would a golem be infected by the plague? So many questions! I began my quest to open the treasure troves of secret sciences by reason of this and questions like these that were beyond me. 

As my studies progressed I realised something significant. Despite the very considerable sources on the subject in both the Sefer Yetzirah and in the Sodei Razayya, the work of Eleazar ben Judah, these did not explain in depth the matter of blowing life into the golem. In fact, it was as though the subject had been deliberately left in the dark.

Despite this uncertainty, I did not despair when the clay golem I had carefully moulded with my own hands in the basement of my house, paying attention to every detail, did not come to life. They say that the Lord rewards he who is patient or that he who waits gets his just deserts.

One day I visited the home of a wealthy Assyrian merchant, who had been a patient of mine for a long time, with the intention of looking at his gout. At the end of the examination, the merchant said he could pay the consultation fee with silver as usual, but that he knew my fondness for Jewish books and if I wished I could have the Hebrew manuscript he had as a fee. When a Palestinian who was in debt to him was unable to pay, the former had to transfer his assets in Jerusalem to our merchant, and this book had come with the transfer. Without hesitation, I told him I accepted his offer.

I took the book brought by his servant. Despite its age, it had been well looked after and had a cover of antelope skin. I opened the first page with curiosity and saw that the title of the book was The Art of Life.  The title was enough to astonish me. On closer examination, my amazement increased even more. Inasmuch as this book written in Hebrew had been penned by a Muslim scholar by the name of Herzem bin Abdullah. I begged leave from my patient to be able to examine the manuscript with greater ease and went home.

When I studied The Art of Life a little more at home, I came across the chapter in which Herzem bin Abdullah spoke of himself. I realised that Herzem, God forgive his soul, was originally a Sicilian Jew who had later chosen Islam.

The more I read Herzem’s book, the more I understood that, in fact, I had until that day been occupied by so much unnecessary detail. The book was referring to something which I had seen in no other text I had read; a stone of life which held the vitality of the golem. Herzem was saying that this stone had to come from the sky and had to be of iron. According to the writings, as the stone of life fell from the sky it was thoroughly burnt and tempered in air. Naturally, the stone which was to hold the golem’s life must be tempered by air and not fire. For life is like air, it flits away. Thus, only a stone tempered in air can hold a life.

Well, of course, there were some important points which had to be taken into account. The most important of these was the age of the stone of life. The stone should have fallen recently to earth. Stones that had fallen to earth long ago, in time would lose their heat and upset the life they held. This disturbance could completely confuse the brain of the golem of which it had little in any case, and a golem with a confused mind could disobey its creator.

I read all these secret sources and learned them by heart. I thoroughly memorised how the stone that would give life to the giant puppet by being hammered between the golem’s two eyebrows after a specific word was written on the monster’s brow, should be. However much I thought I had finally found the lost link in the golem art, without experiencing it with my own eyes, it was impossible to believe that the stone of life referred to could give life to a golem.

I sent word to all my alchemist acquaintances. I told them to stop looking for the philosopher’s stone and that I had a more concrete task for them. I expressly stated that the stone of life I was looking for had to have fallen to the earth recently. Being generous, I also added that I would give thirty Venetian ducats to the person who brought the right stone. As one would expect, when the promised reward was thirty pieces of gold, I naturally did not have to wait long.

The mysteries of Istanbul are many, and these mysteries are unfathomable. One day I found a neatly penned note in my study. The person who had written the letter said they were most certainly following my research and added that they were filled with admiration for me as a fellow scientist.

The person who wrote that they were the owner of the life stone requisite for giving life to the golem on which I was working, said that if I wished they could deliver it to me immediately on the morrow. In payment of this service, they had a peculiar request. If I were to leave bologna sausage to the value of thirty ducats in the tumbledown house to the left of the Cracked Gate which took its name from the damage it suffered from an earthquake, they promised that the stone would be in my hands the next day with no trouble.

If someone else had been in my place, they probably would not have been at all interested in the note I found. They would have thought that it was one left by some friends who had learnt of their secret occupation with an eye to amusing themselves and would not have dwelt on it. Alas, ambition and eagerness do not listen to reason! The next day, I left home and went to the butcher Naum Effendi in the neighbourhood below to buy bologna sausages to the value of thirty ducats, just as the note had said. Sending news to the other shops around because the bologna in his shop and cellars was insufficient, Naum Effendi gathered the bologna to the value of thirty gold ducats and asked me with great curiosity what I was going to do with so much sausage. I told him that there was a significant Jewish festival in the offing, that a considerable amount of bologna was consumed at this unique Malaga festival and that I was responsible for the congregation’s purchase of the bologna.

After muttering, ‘I never heard anything about this festival but anyway,’ although he didn’t really believe me, he immediately stopped asking questions when I had counted thirty gold coins into his hand.

I took the bologna to the derelict building referred to in the note, piled them up neatly and returned home. It had become very late, so I went to bed on an empty stomach. Towards morning, I was awoken by a rattle coming from the workshop. At once, I went quietly out of my bedroom and ran to the atelier. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw the source of the noise. A weasel that had donned a bag of a suitable size, was leafing through my books, and, turning the pages, was engrossed in contemplation with the air of one who was reading. This sight was as comical as it was unbelievable. Seeing me enter, the animal immediately closed the book, put its paw in its bag and putting the stone of life on the table, it disappeared. At times I still wonder who could have taught this weasel. Was it a magical animal? I think I shall never know the answer.

The stone the weasel brought was composed entirely of iron; it was gnarled, riddled with holes and grooves. I must confess, I felt a perverted delight as I thought that after placing the stone of life between the two eyebrows of the golem which I had created with a little semblance of myself, and emulating our Lord God, the lifeless golem could spring to life.

I went down to my atelier on the first floor. The golem I had shaped with my own hands stood in front of me in all its splendour. I picked up a small hammer and made a hole between the two eyebrows big enough for the stone of life to fit. I placed the magical stone and wrote over its socket, AMAT, the inscription necessary for the golem to come alive.

I stood back and waited.

For a while, there was not a sign of movement in the golem. The months of inactivity remained constant as though it were an illness. I was just beginning to despair again when a blue light that started to shine from the stone of life, spread slowly and lit up the whole of the golem’s body. This blue light was followed by a dull creaking noise heard as though from far away, but which in fact came from right inside the breast of the golem. The golem slowly lifted its arms. It waggled its head, unhurriedly opened and closed its hands. It seemed to be looking at its fingers with eyes that were each nothing more than a small hole. After shaking its hands for a while, it turned its head to me. Suddenly it sprang as though filling its lungs with air. I was stunned with amazement. Then, with a deafening scream, it abruptly turned to the left and demolished the rather feeble damp wall with a kick.  From amidst the dust and cloud of the collapsed wall, I heard the golem disappear in the dark streets of Balat. It all happened very quickly.

I stared in awe after the mighty monster that had gone outside. The savage strength of the golem had both horrified and elated me. I was able to pull myself together after a moment of stupefaction. Picking up Herzem’s book which was right beside me, I rushed through the hole which the colossal creature had made. Some of the neighbours who had heard the noise had dashed to the windows in dismay and some amongst them had begun to approach me with fearful steps. There was still a cloud of dust all around. My kind neighbours were curious about what had happened to me and were asking about my health.

Before long, the hue and cry from our superintendent, Abdullah the Blonde, and his soldiers could be heard in the distance. On hearing this noise, my neighbours immediately entered their homes. Our police superintendent was a burly and tyrannical janissary of Serbian origin. He was a man of duty who firmly believed in strict discipline. Because the captain of the guard had recently become thoroughly dissolute, the Janissaries had begun to obey almost him alone.

The soldiers surrounded me with their swords drawn. Turning to my neighbours who, although they had gone into their houses, were still looking curiously out of the windows, the commander ordered all the "wretched Jews" to be silent immediately. If he heard anyone talking apart from himself, he would cut out the tongue of the speaker there and then. He approached me haughtily. Pointing to the broken wall, he asked, ‘Is this your house?’

Looking in front of me, I said, Yes, sir.

‘What’s your name, accursed one!’ he roared.

‘Moshe, your servant, sir,’ I managed to say.

‘What’s all this revolting pandemonium?’ he asked with fury.

I had no recourse but to tell what had happened in plain truth. What else could I say? If I were to lie and say that I had made gunpowder at home and that this had caused the explosion, they would have cut off my head summarily.

I explained everything in detail.

I said that for some time I had been working day and night to make a soldier for the army of our great sultan, to be of service in battles against the Christian infidels. I remarked that I had finally succeeded in my purpose with the help of the work of a Muslim scholar; however, as the result of some misfortune, the brain of the clay soldier which I had specially prepared for our sultan’s service had become confused, and the current situation had developed. I also added that this confusion was temporary.

The superintendent glared at me as though to say, are you trifling with me. In a rage, he turned to the janissaries behind him and commanded them saying, ‘Pull him down!’ Immediately four soldiers swooped on me and pulled me to the ground. They took off my shoes and bound my feet to a rod with a thick rope. The stick was held at either end by an officer. They turned the rod and winding the rope well around the stick my feet were thus immobilised. One of the heftiest officers approached holding a stick of dogwood. I heard our conscientious superintendent say, ‘Beat the Jew until he tells the truth!’ The officer with the dogwood stick stretched and began to hit the soles of my feet shouting, ‘Ya Allah!’

Have you ever been bastinadoed?

First, the skin of your foot seems to cook, and after that, you feel as if they have been pressing your bare feet into a pit oven. In any case, after a while, you do not feel the pain of your heel and metatarsal bone. All you can think of is how to save your roasted feet from that fire. If they were to say we have to cut off your feet and free you from the pain, you wouldn’t think even twice about agreeing to it.

I could not think from the torment. Only meaningless words fell from my lips. If I were to say I would become a Muslim, would they let me go? Perhaps they would forgive me then…

In a semi-conscious state, I heard the footsteps of another soldier come running. Evidently frightened, the soldier, who was as white as a sheet, approached the superintendent and began to stammer something out. He was obviously not himself because nothing he said made sense. Realising the situation, the superintendent violently slapped the soldier with great force. His friends rushed to his aid to check him over. The dragon-like man who had been beating me paused and began to watch what was going on. The soldier on the ground was given some water and made to sniff vinegar. He got to his feet with the help of his brothers in arms. The poor soul scuttled over to the superintendent, bent over and kissed the hem of his garment. Unperturbed, the janissary superintendent roared, ‘Well, spit it out, soldier!’

As soon as I heard what the still visibly shaken man said I understood he was referring to my rebellious golem. The wretched soldier was saying that a Cyclops was wandering along the banks of the Golden Horn, attacking whoever crossed its path and that neither sword nor arrow had any effect on this monster of clay. Hearing all this, the superintendent turned to me and yelled, ‘Is this your misdoing you damned Jew?’ I could only nod with fear. At a signal from the superintendent they lifted me up, but I could not stand on my feet from pain. The two officers who took my arms marched me over to the superintendent. ‘What is it that can defeat this monster, you infidel?’ he hissed between his teeth. 

‘Dear sir,’ I said. I was trying not to stutter in fright. “It’s easy, easy, but a little arduous. As your soldier said, neither arrow nor sword can penetrate this creature. It has a body of hard clay. The only way to kill it is to erase the first letter of the inscription written with Jewish letters on its forehead. AMAT, or life, is written on the forehead of the accursed creature. When the first letter is erased, AMAT changes to MAT, or death. As soon as this is done the monster will crumble instantaneously.’

Our superintendent, Abdullah the Blonde, gave me a steely look. He turned angrily to his soldiers and pointing to me he commanded, ‘Bring him along directly behind me!’ With the superintendent in front and me following with soldiers with drawn swords holding me by the arm, we began to rush to the bank of the Golden Horn. The morning was breaking fair, and the call to prayer had begun to resound.

When we reached there, the sight in front of us was horrendous.

About twenty janissaries had cornered the golem so that the sea was behind it, and they were prodding it with their spears. There was a distance the length of three men between the soldiers and the golem, but it was evident that this had not been the case before, as could be understood from the bodies with ripped chests, broken limbs and crushed heads lying on the ground. Superintendent Abdullah the Blonde called one of the janissaries over to him and pointed to me saying, ‘This infidel knows how the monster can be killed!’ He tugged at me harshly, and commanded, ‘Tell him!’ I looked at the handsome, fine specimen of a janissary in his thirties who stood in front of me. ‘Sir’, I said, ‘All you have to do is to erase the first letter written on its forehead.’ The janissary looked at me and at the superintendent incredulously. With a nod as if to say it’s true, Abdullah the Blonde called on the soldiers who had cornered the golem with their spears: ‘Brave men! I need some true heroes who are burning to drink the sherbet of martyrdom by embracing the angel of death!’

A cry of ‘Aye!’ rose from all the janissaries. In the wake of that, it was quickly explained to them all what they needed to do to stop the golem. The soldiers chanted their battle cry and in a trice attacked the creature. The golem, which was faster than everybody’s expectations, caught the first soldier who leapt on it shouting, ‘Ya Allah!’ by the neck and squashed the unfortunate man’s neck like a peach. His head fell to the ground in the gushing blood, bounced on the ground and disappeared into the waters of the Golden Horn. The fate of the second soldier was little different. Golem first ripped off one of his arms and then pressing on his chest, he burst the soldier like a balloon. In turn, he split the legs of the third and fourth janissary and ripped open their bellies. After this, thanks to the sheer number of the janissaries, the remainder of the regiment managed to get the golem somewhat under control, and one intrepid soul erased the letter on the clay monster’s head with his battle axe and changed the writing from ‘life’ to ‘death.’ As soon as the brave soldier had succeeded, all the janissaries drew back and began to wait for the golem to break into pieces and crumble at their feet.

Nothing happened.

The golem remained standing as large as life. It still stood erect in front of the Janissaries who were struggling to keep it back with their spears.

Maddened, the superintendent approached me as though he had gone crazy and lifted his sword saying, ‘You damned infidel! I thought your idol was going to break!’ I was petrified with fear and could find nothing to say.

According to the information in all the scientific works I had read, once the inscription AMAT on a golem’s head had been erased, it should break into smithereens like a glass bottle knocked on a stone and crumble at the feet of the soldiers. Well, we had turned the inscription, life, on the middle of its forehead, into death. What more could we have done?

Then, at that moment, everything became clear in my mind. In fact, it was all so simple!

Perforce I began to laugh. The superintendent was shocked at my insolence. But he did not lift his sword at me. Perhaps he realised that I held the key to the solution of this dreadful situation.

‘They were all wrong,’ I said laughing. ‘They were all wrong… Or else they really did not know what they were talking about. The inscription, eh?  So, a mighty golem, that mighty golem in whose nose we breathed nephesh, which we summoned from the sky by God’s grace – do you think we could stop it with some inscription we had written on its forehead and erased? No! A thousand times no! The expressions of life and death are merely a misunderstanding! For what is meant by life is the stone of life incised between the golem’s two brows. It is the quintessential expression of life that gives its vitality to the golem. To write and erase the writing on the creature’s forehead is just a trap set to bring disaster to those who do not altogether know the wisdom of our ancestors. The point we have to succeed in is to erase the first letter of the stone of life and make it a stone of death!’

The police superintendent seemed to calm down, ‘How can this be done?’ he asked.

I fell silent. I did not know the answer to this question.

And so I, Moshe, who had great faith in science, had fallen right into one of the traps in the books of science, the traps which our ancestors had laid so that incompetent people like me should not meddle.

There had to be a way.

I turned to the police superintendent, and said, ‘We will topple it.’ Yes, we will topple the golem into the Golden Horn! We will find a place on the bank of the Golden Horn where it gets deeper, and we will topple the monster there.’

‘Won’t the damned creature be able to get out of that hole?’ asked the superintendent.

‘If we can find a deep enough trench and bury the monster in it, it won’t be able to get out,’ I said. A Greek fisherman was immediately found and questioned about the shape of the seabed underneath the Golden Horn.

When the fisherman saw the superintendent, he was wide-eyed with fear and said that there was a trench eight to ten men deep just beside the bank at a point not too far from Balat. The place he mentioned was at a distance of about a quarter of a mile. We had no choice but to take the golem there pushing and prodding with spears.

The janissaries got ready. They slowly made the golem walk by provoking it from the front and pushing it with spears from behind to the place the Greek fisherman had mentioned. Had people who did not know the gravity of the situation been watching us from a distance at that moment, they may have thought us comedians in costume from a comedy company.

When the spot was reached, a janissary dived into the Golden Horn and confirmed that the bottom of the sea was deep like a trench just at the point we were at.

A thick beam the height of two men was brought to be used as a battering ram. Altogether, the janissaries grasped the beam as though holding a ram and shouting, ‘Ya Allah!’ they tried to push the enormous golem over into the cold waters of the Golden Horn. However, it was one thing to corner the monster with spears but another to topple it with physical strength. The accursed gargantuan monstrosity wouldn’t budge even an inch. As luck would have it, it began to hit the beam, shake it and spill the janissaries trying to remain standing. Dozens of battle-hardened soldiers finally concurred that the only way to topple the monster was to pull back and strike it a violent blow with the beam as though attacking the gate of a castle.

Those who were weary stood aside, and new soldiers came. About twenty janissaries grasped the ram with their massive arms and running at the monster embedded the other end of the mighty beam right in the golem’s breast. Shaken by the terrific blow and losing its balance, the beast had already staggered back. The brave men kept on pushing the beam with all their might and were doing all they could to send the golem only a span away from the sea into the Stygian hole. At that moment, as ill luck would have it, the monster’s stone brain seemed to function. Just as it seemed about to fall into the sea, it stopped pushing the beam and began to hold onto it and gave all the weight of its body swaying at the edge of the sea to the brave soldiers. This situation which lasted just a moment was enough for the golem to begin to rally.

Seeing this, Abdullah the Blonde sprang like a tiger from my side, and I saw him give the golem a terrific blow with his shoulder. With that violent blow from this colossus of a superintendent, the golem could no longer resist and began to fall towards the sea.  However, as it fell, the golem held onto the superintendent and pulled him with it into the deep waters.

Weeping, moaning and wailing, the janissaries watched the golem imprisoned in the deep trench at the bottom of the sea break their commander into pieces.

***

I have already told you at the beginning of my story why I have recounted all these dismal events. My wish is to prevent future talented young people, who see themselves in the magnifying mirror and think that they have mastered the old sciences, from meddling in work in which they are incompetent, and to save those youngsters from disaster. However, there is another reason for my writing this and that is at least as important as the first.

Future generations must not forget that the accursed golem is still alive at the bottom of the Golden Horn. Even if, at this moment, it does not constitute a danger to the community, although in time it will be covered with mud and no trace of it will remain, that bloodthirsty abomination will always be alive. If some infamous person has some aberrant notion of attempting to remove the golem from that trench in the future, the task of my readers is to discover how they can change the stone of life into the stone of death and save the people from the scourge of this sinner Moshe.

Alas, I hear the footsteps of the approaching executioners! How hurried they are! I have little time left, but I am ready to face my fate.

May God forgive my sins!

Theo in the New World – 17th Century

With a rough lurch, Theo awoke banging his head. He had no objection to swaying gently with the waves of the sea, but these occasionally battering rogue waves were now thoroughly getting on his nerves. The weasel tried to stretch his legs in his low cell. A faint light filtered in through the hole in the bottom of the chest he was in.

He got up from the books he had slept on. The leather binding was not as comfortable as his goose eiderdown mattress back  home, but it was better than sleeping on the hardwood floor.  After turning slowly towards the hole he used as a door, the disgruntled passenger left the chest. It was early morning. Theo poked his head out of the hole in the deckhead of the hold he considered his humble abode and had a quick look round. Seeing the coast was clear, he smiled and bounded to the upper deck. Then, like an accomplished acrobat, he shimmied up to the bulkhead, to the porthole nailed at a height of three weasels and looked outside. The sun was eclipsed by the clouds, and the sky was gloomy. The feeling that the vast ocean seen from the porthole gave the weasel was not a very comforting one. Theo had gone on long sea voyages before, but this was his first ocean crossing. When two days earlier, the giant waves, the height of a two-storey house, mercilessly beat upon the ship, despite shutting himself in the chest from fear and all his efforts, the poor weasel was thrown from one side to the other and had cracked his left hind leg.  Thanks to his supernatural ability to recover, which he had not yet decided was a blessing or a curse, the crack in his leg had healed within a day, but his leg still ached from time to time.

Theo the weasel was sailing towards the British colonies on the North American continent in the hold of a galleon in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. Even if it were his Excellency in question here, the situation he was in was a peculiar one. Watching the foamy breaking waves, he recalled the chain of events which had led to the present circumstances.

As would be evident from his nickname, Bibliophile Mükerrem Pasha, the Ottoman sultan’s brand new vizier in Istanbul was a very knowledgeable man of the world and educated by the most notable Muslim scholars. As soon as he was honoured with the viziership, one of the first actions of this short, slightly rotund gentleman, a native of Bosnia who hated quinces, was to move his famous library to his new mansion in the Hagia Sophia district. Chest after chest of books were transported to the manor for three whole days, and the Pasha himself was abundantly cursed by the porters because of the heavy boxes. As Istanbul’s elite saw the containers being carried and thought of the books inside them, they were bursting with jealousy and also moaning as though salt had been pressed into their wounds. Rumour even had it that one of the present professors at Süleymaniye, Abdülbaki Arif Effendi, who was Bibliophile Mükerrem Pasha’s nemesis at the madrasah where he was a brilliant student in his youth, fell ill with envy as he saw the library arriving at the house of his rival; his voice became hoarse, his vision impaired and his beard fell out hair by hair.

While all this pandemonium was going on and Istanbul’s ulema and scholars were talking about Bibliophile Mükkerrem Pasha’s library, it was inevitable that Theo’s eye was on the Pasha. Creeping into the mansion was child’s play for the weasel who knew the tunnels under Istanbul like the back of his hand. In spite of all the objections and remonstrations of the pasha’s three wives, almost half of the rooms were arranged in the form of a library. Theo would enter the house through holes that no one knew of, and he used the bibliotheca as he wished at the dead of night when the folk of the house had fallen asleep.

Some nights the pasha would sit until morning prayers and read. This situation posed no problem for Theo. For when the blessed Pasha took a book in his hand, he became so enthralled with it that he never heard the little noise that the weasel made.

The library was vast; there were Greek, Latin, Persian, Arabic, Turkish and Sanskrit books, the maps of distant lands, the amulets of various faiths, Hebrew and Assyrian spells, Arabic poems written before the time of the Muslim Prophet, Indian epics, Catalonian maps, Andalusian scrolls, books on astronomy from Genoa and blueprints of various instruments.

One May evening, when a light south-westerly wind carried the sea air to the streets of the city, Theo was eating fruit with enjoyment in the green almond tree opposite Bibliophile Mükerrem Pasha’s house. Viewing the surroundings, he saw that a new party of books was being transported into the Pasha’s house. The state of the two encumbered porters was pitiable. It was evident that the container was brim-full of books. A chest full of books can be hefty from both a spiritually and a worldly point of view, and not everyone can shoulder its weight. 

The foot of the porter in front, who was fairly crushed by the weight of the chest, caught on the step at the entrance to the mansion; the man staggered and dropped his load on the ground. A deep splintering noise came from the chest. Hearing the sound, one of the factotums came rushing up and began to shout at the porter who was still on the ground, rubbing his foot.

“Hey, you ignorant scum! Didn’t I tell you to be careful? Didn’t I tell you that this chest is going to distant lands and if anything should happen to its contents, not only if you worked, but if seven generations of you worked, you still would not be able to pay for the damage you’ve done? Now, what shall I do with you?”

The factotum, his face as red as a beetroot with rage, leant down with a prayer and looked at the chest. When he saw the damage his face noticeably relaxed. “Oh well,” he said. “You have only cracked it at the corner, you idiots. Be thankful for that. Otherwise, I would make you sample hell in this ephemeral world. Load up that chest you lazy louts! Bring it inside immediately! Don’t think you can escape the bastinado, I shall get you each ten lashings for that crack!”

Happy to have escaped with ten lashings each, the porters carefully took up the chest again with gratitude and desperation. They carried their delicate load into the house with an attentiveness to be shown only to porcelain plates from the realm of China.

Witnessing the scene unfolding before his eyes, Theo thought, “Another shipment of books? Splendid! Tonight I’ll have to visit the mansion when everyone’s asleep. Let’s just see what the chest’s contents, more valuable than silk carpets from Isfahan, are.” 

Perhaps it contained the work Paradise Lost which the Englishman Milton had recently published. Or better still, the book entitled Ethics by Spinoza the Dutch Jew, excommunicated by his brothers in religion because he had a dangerous mind, was lying there. The pasha’s arm was long, and his love of science glowed like embers. No one knew what books he would bring. Excited by all these thoughts, Theo, his body at the top of the green almond tree and his mind, however, on the books in the mansion, waited impatiently for the night.

Two hours after the night call to prayer, Theo crept into the house through the usual tunnels and crevices. Five rooms of the second floor of the twelve-roomed mansion, built on two storeys and spread over a wide area in a well-kept garden, had been allocated to the library. After climbing to the upper floor, Theo quickly scoured the library rooms, looking for the chest. When he arrived at the south-facing largish room in which there were also some instruments for astronomy, he saw that the chest stood open next to the bookshelf. Excitedly, he scampered over to it to learn what the secret treasure was that everyone refrained from harming, and looked inside.

About ten books, very ornately bound, had been carefully stacked and placed in the bottom of the chest. Theo lifted the cover of one of the books sitting on the pile. It was Aşıkpaşazade’s History. Immediately beside, was Neşri’s Cihannüma. The manuscript below Cihannüma was the history of Cedrenus, the Byzantine historian. The chest was full of works on history. Theo’s eye lighted on a tome that was at the bottom in the corner. When, after a struggle, he brought the book up and opened the cover Theo realised he was looking at a manuscript he had never seen before.

The book written in plain script and penned simply was about Al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, the Fatimid caliph, called the Mad Caliph by some historian. According to the well-known story, Hakim, who in his last years had become a real recluse and a misanthrope, had gone out at night alone to the mountains near Cairo at the age of thirty-six but had never returned. Subsequently, only his donkey was found wandering in the desert with the Mad Caliph’s bloody clothes tucked under the saddle. The anonymous author of the manuscript was trying to shed light on this mysterious disappearance and was presenting evidence that Hakim had, in fact, tricked everyone. After going missing, he had settled in a village leading a simple life as the village imam. Theo had become so engrossed in the explanation in the book for Hakim’s disappearance that he had not heard someone entering the room.

By the time the weasel realised what was going on it was too late. As soon as Theo sensed someone approaching the chest, he had instinctively tried to jump out of it, his legs stretched like a bow, but the factotum of the house, unaware of Theo’s presence, closed the lid of the chest on him just at that moment. The heavy top which came down swiftly on his head while he was in the air rendered Theo unconscious.

While the sleep fairy was showing Theo the weasels’ paradise, the chest he was in had been carried and carefully placed in the hold of a galleon. Awaking with a terrible headache a long time later, Theo’s recovery had been considerably painful. The severe blow had broken his neck but, thanks to his supernatural power, he had not died, and within two days his broken neck had completely healed.

As soon as he opened his eyes, Theo felt a slight panic from the dark. He wondered if he were in a grave. Who would bother burying a weasel? It was not a cramped space, he wriggled his legs. After looking carefully around for a while in trepidation, he saw the feeble light filtering from the thin crack under the chest. With relief, he immediately scampered over to the opening. His head and neck were throbbing. With great difficulty, Theo succeeded in transforming the crack into a hole big enough for him to pass through by working at it for a long time, gnawing and pulling, scraping and chewing and scratching with tooth and claw. When he poked his head out of the hole, he realised he was in a place similar to a cellar. The floors were hardwood, and the air was redolent with the smell of the sea. And was the ground swaying? Suddenly, it dawned on Theo. He was in the hold of a ship. An intense light was filtering through the deckhead. Shaking himself, he got out of the chest. He climbed the bulkhead of the hold and clinging to the cracks between the timbers on the overhead, he came to the opening which filtered the light from the upper deck.

Looking anxiously out of the hole with his tiny eyes, the weasel realised that the situation was even more complicated than he thought.

The ship Theo was unwillingly on was a huge English galleon. The vessel had seen better days. The creaks the joints emitted could be heard continuously while the ship was rolling on the ocean. The smell of seaweed joined a strong whiff of mould, and this cacophony of odours was complemented with the stench of rotten vegetables which came from the depths. The hold, in which stood the chest that Theo would think of as home for some time, was full of all sorts of cargo. Carpets, book chests, glass products, wine bottles, beer barrels, sugar and many other goods rendered the ship’s hold no different from a small covered bazaar. As Theo explored his surroundings, he would understand that his forced abode, although seeming merely a vessel from outside, was, in fact, on its own the equivalent to a small town. The English galleon named Assurance was a classical trading ship with a very long ram. The hold where Theo was staying constituted the lowest deck, and the ship had three decks in total.  There was the quarantine room called a lazarette, a locker at the very stern of the ship’s hold which was under the waterline and separated into several sections with transoms. After the lazarette, there were in turn, the beer hold, the arsenal, flour store and freshwater store, and the sections of the hold for general use where Theo was. Seamen called the area above the hold the lower deck, and it was the second storey of the ship. Spare ropes, sails, cables, pieces of iron, enough timber and an abundant amount of tar to service the vessel en route, were the load most often on this deck.

At the stern of the lower deck were the ship’s officers’ personal lockers and the stores of the gunners.

There was the great cabin at the stern of the top deck. This was where the captain stayed and the place where the officers navigated the ship. After the great cabin with the post of the mizzen mast passing through the centre, the top deck culminated in the navigators’ cabin and the top deck guns. The name of the section at the top of the upper deck and in the open was the poop deck. A largish mizzen sail at the stern of the ship flapped over this section. When necessary, the captain would climb up to the poop deck and command the ship from there. Right at the front of the poop deck covering only half the length of the galleon, there was the chase gun, and it was used as a light weapon.

The mainmast was the most prominent mast on the ship, and it had three sails. These, from the top towards the deck, were the main royal staysail, the topgallant and the main topmast staysail. The same order of three sails also applied to the foremast close to the bow of the galleon. The square lateen sail right at the front completed the rigging which drove the massive ship along like a walnut shell on the vast ocean.

If one were to think there wasn’t much to do on this vessel which, with the strong winds billowing the sails, went by itself in any case, they would be much mistaken. If this huge galleon was a large fish swimming in the sea, then the crew were the fish’s organs. The sailors kept the ship alive and ensured it arrived at its destination.

The vessel, both inside and out, was very active the length of the journey. Far from being lazy, everyone on it buckled to. Sailors rolling the barrels containing various drinks and liquids from one place to another, those dealing with the sails, repairing the tears, sweeping the decks, scrubbing the floors, taking bearings, tarring the leaks, taking soundings, fishing, cleaning cannons, relieving themselves towards the sea, checking the stern lamp, those responsible for keeping the gunpowder dry, those cooking the food, distributing water…

At first glance, all this feverish occupation might seem like chaos in which everyone worked a law unto themselves, however, when carefully observed, one could see that all this activity followed an excellent plan and was pieces of a cog that worked like clockwork. The heart of a living creature had to beat for it to live, its lungs fill with air, its stomach fill and intestines empty, well, for a ship to be viable, all these activities had to be performed religiously. The sailors, who worked like each organ of the vessel, were also very varied like the organs in the human body.

The galleon was English and St. George’s Cross flew at the mast. But many of the sailors did not come from English speaking countries. In fact, a higher degree of multilingualism could hardly be achieved had the Tower of Babylon rigged a sail and bobbed around in the seas of the World. The captain was a Genoese with a fair degree of English. All the ship’s logbooks and reports were kept in the English language, as well. When there was a problem, the sailor used to speak the language of the empire on which the sun never sets directly with his superiors or at least, through an interpreter. For this reason, it could be said that the ship’s official language was English. However, there was no law to say that something officially accepted was always a tradition for the majority too.

The crew had kept the language tradition of the Barbary corsairs because a significant number of the people on the ship were of Mediterranean origin. The sailors of this group composed of seventy-two nations, spoke an artificial language amongst themselves called Sabir, similar to pidgin Italian but, in fact, taken from the Occitan language of Southern France. This lingua franca was, in fact, a reflection of the different heritages of the ship’s sailors. Sabir, a mixture of Italian, French, Arabic, Turkish, Greek, Persian and Spanish provided people with the opportunity to speak a common language without having to learn each other’s speech.

The fights in their countries were left behind as soon as they boarded the ship. On this ship, the best friend of a Muslim sailor could be a Christian. Protestants and Catholics kneeled and prayed together. Sunnis and Shi’ites performed the salaat as one. And the ocean that swathed everyone was the cradle itself - rocking the ship swaddled like a baby with its sails.

In fact, this variety and activity made Theo’s life very easy. It was unchallenging for him to move without being noticed in all this hustle and bustle. He quickly learnt where to get the food of the type he wanted and the drinking water he needed. The ship’s full hold offered Theo a wide choice of sustenance. In particular, the cargo of bologna that he discovered at the beginning of the journey had made him smile and put him in a good mood. During the day, he spent more of his time in the hold where his chest was and read books. At night, when people were asleep, he would happily wander around. Most of the time, the weasel would scamper freely on the ship’s rail, climb the masts and watch the stars with the ocean’s lullaby. While he wandered thus around the vessel, Theo naturally overheard some conversations.

As far as he could understand from the multiple conversations he heard, the ship was sailing to one of the English colonies in the New World. Having taken on its cargo, visiting first Cairo and then Istanbul, the craft was bound for the town that was formerly New Amsterdam and later became New York. After the Anglo-Dutch war which had taken place nearby, the defeated Dutch gave the city up to the victorious English. Their voyage on the vast Atlantic Ocean would last a total of seven weeks. Reaching New York at the end of the journey, the ship was not going to return immediately to Istanbul. It would winter in the New World, and during this time, the orders the merchants in Europe had given would gradually be bought and loaded into the cargo bays. After this, the faithful old galleon would stop first at London and unload a significant part of its goods. After spending a couple of days in London to purchase new merchandise, it would sail to Istanbul via Gibraltar to sell it.

What would Theo do in London? He didn’t like English sausage at all!

And, according to these calculations, it would be almost a year before his return to Istanbul. Given all the ghosts to be banished, djinns to be caught and goblins to be chased away back in his home city, the weasel could not afford that.  In any case, he had no desire to spread this enforced journey over a year. Theo was convinced he would have to find another ship sailing back to Europe. Although the weasel, who had spent a significant part of his two-hundred-and-fifty-year life in Istanbul, visited other countries from time to time, there was still nowhere like Istanbul.

On the other hand, Theo was not one averse to travelling. The fact that he would be setting foot on a new continent had very much excited and aroused the curiosity of the scholar locked in a weasel body. In particular, his eyes shone as he thought of the variety of pundits and books he could find in this new continent. Well, the English colonies in the New World were not the most civilised of places, Theo was aware of that. Violence and massacres were part of everyday life. He had low expectations about the standard of science he could learn from the colonies. However, Theo was one of the few living creatures in the world that could perceive that the new lands opening for settlement meant new devils and djinns spreading over the globe. Getting to know these devils before they had yet come to the Old World would give him a significant advantage.

The time ahead of him would certainly be exciting.

Vividly remembering his past ventures, Theo looked out from the porthole once again. According to the captain and navigator’s calculations, they should sight land today. It had long been an ongoing tradition on ships crossing the ocean that a reward was given to the first to sight the new continent. And as told by the sailors, on some boats the captain would nail a Spanish doubloon to the mast and the bright gold coin in mint condition would go to the person who first sighted land. This was a good story but almost certainly a rumour, because no one believed that a ship’s captain would hand over a Spanish doubloon to a tramp of a sailor for such an achievement.

On the Assurance, the reward to be given to the sailor who first sighted land was a turkey. Theo knew that even if he were the first he would not get a prize. But they say that if you wish to bring something to to a conclusion, you should follow it yourself.

Shinning up the decks that lay one on top of the other in turn, he first got onto the bulwark. From there, he scampered along and sprang nimbly onto the topmast without being seen. He quickly climbed to the top. In his high position, the wind was displaying its full force. Theo hung on firmly with his claws and paws and began to scan the horizon. In the distance, there was a subtle, vague, broad blur like a faint mirage. At first, he thought it was the harbinger of an approaching storm. Theo screwed up his eyes and had a good careful look. The weasel knew that his eyes were much sharper than the human eyes of his former body.

He wondered whether every weasel’s eyes were like this. Perhaps only he had been honoured with this power. But what about his sense of smell? After morphing into a weasel, his sense of smell had been equally keen. Had his nose also become developed to this extent since he had become a weasel?

Questions and questions… This type of trivial thoughts used to come and occupy his mind; sometimes they would stay there for a while, but often, without lingering long, they would slip away to revisit him in the future. He quickly shook his head and, if only temporarily, banished the questions from his mind.

No, this was not a storm. As time passed, the pale lines that initially had been indistinct began to sharpen. Theo the Weasel was looking at the American continent, about which he had frequently heard, for the first time with his own eyes.

The total immensity of this enormous continent that had been discovered about two hundred years earlier was still not truly known. Columbus, who had tried to find India in order to open a new trading route due to the trading routes being in the hands of the Muslims, had not been able to predict that there was a massive landmass between Europe and India. Consequently, the Genoese explorer had thought that the continent he set foot on was India, and had called the natives, Indians. It took a few years to understand that where he had landed was a completely different continent.

Of course, this is the story that everyone knows. The part that many people do not know is that this undiscovered continent was already known to a limited number of people before Columbus. And, of course, Theo was a member of this minority. In fact, it was not very hard to obtain this knowledge. Everyone who had been able to succeed in doing justice in reading the Viking alphabet knew the truth. Since the number of people who worked with these types of lost languages was few, and because the people interested in this type of work were not very inclined to share what they knew, consequently this knowledge had not reached Columbus’s ears.

Theo remembered the day the Genoese in Istanbul had said that Columbus had landed in India and that the Christians no longer had to give tributes to the Muslims to trade with the East. In defiance of the poor Genoese merchants’ elation, Theo immediately realised that the place Columbus had landed was not India and that the Vikings’ lost Vinland had been rediscovered.

When the sun had settled overhead and begun to broil the ship at noon, the distant continent now started to come well into focus and be perceived with all its details. It was not a very mountainous country. The green forests which covered the whole area began to manifest themselves in an indeterminate way. An English ship passed them by, and the captains hollered a greeting. The vessel was on course for an island called Bermuda and carried slaves to the vast sugarcane fields there. Staying for a while in Bermuda, it would load sugar there and after that be sent to Europe.

One of the things that attracted Theo’s attention was the fact that the Assurance was free of slaves. The rationale behind that had very much preoccupied him until he overheard the story that one of the old mariners told a young sailor who was making his first transoceanic voyage.

The African slaves on the Christian ships, which were visiting Muslim countries to trade, had somehow learnt that, according to Muslims, the people who were converted to Islam could not be slaves to Christians. This information, known at first to only a limited number among the slaves, spread rapidly and had become a significant problem for the ships visiting Islamic lands. For instance, while the slaves on an English galleon that had anchored in Cairo a couple of years ago were unloading the goods, they suddenly left their work and began to shout with one voice, “I bear witness that there is no god but Allah, and I bear witness that Mohammed is his servant and messenger.” This proclamation was greeted enthusiastically by the Muslims at the port. However, when the owners, realising the gravity of the situation, tried to put the slaves back into their cramped quarters, they were violently obstructed by the Muslim community, and in the ensuing melee, a high number of people were wounded. Following the Cairo Incident, the English no longer carried slaves on their ships visiting Muslim countries to avoid a similar situation.

Before nightfall, the port of the town of New York had begun to reveal itself completely. Looking like toy propellers because of the distance between, the windmills, the Dutch legacy in the outskirts of New York built on an island between two rivers, grew gradually more substantial as the ship approached the shore. Theo noticed that they were a good lot of boats for the size of New York which had a natural, sheltered harbour. Gliding into the dockyard like a dolphin, the Assurance found a suitable place for herself with the help of the skilled helmsman and dropped anchor.

Still, at the tip of the topmast, Theo could see the bustle of the port exceptionally well.

The ships anchored in rows in the docks were each like a floating ant’s nest. The labourers and sailors who went in and out of the vessels like bustling ants were frantically carrying crates from the ships to the port or from the port to the ship, without stopping even for a moment. This activity, fervour and enthusiasm could only be seen in ports like New York that were the gate to foreign and uncharted lands.

There was everything amongst these transported goods: ship’s biscuit, dried meat, salted fish, oil, flour, freshwater, wine, citrus fruits, tobacco, sugar, sable fur, beaver fur, raccoon fur, sperm oil, ambergris, corn, cotton, potatoes, sets of new sails, cannon balls, gunpowder, clogs, assorted fabrics, marble, rum, boots and leather shoes.

The ships belonged to various nations. Forgetting the unpleasantness between their countries, a Dutch carrack was anchored at the second wharf to the right of the Assurance. There was no enmity where commerce was concerned, and the Dutch were one of the best trading nations. The ship to the right belonged to the Russians, and its name was Potyomkin. The crew of Potyomkin were clamouring because they had seen that the ship’s biscuit brought in and waiting the whole voyage for them to consume had got weevils. They were almost in revolt.

The vessel immediately to the left of the Assurance, however, was a substantial English barque. Beside it, two English colony schooners had anchored. Right at the end, there were four French boats. The thirty-six gun warship, Le Joly, the argosy L’Aimable, the barque La Belle and the two-masted sailing vessel St. François. This fleet under the command of captain La Salle was sailing to conquer the area that would be called Louisiana on the American continent in the name of the French King Louis XIV. There was a massive building to the left of the port which dominated the surroundings and had that hard look of state buildings, standing as though it had not surrendered to the chaos that reigned. The English flag flew on this two-storied stone edifice. Looking at the crates and barrels going in and out, the sturdy structure must have been the customs house.

Anyone climbing up from the piers where the ships docked immediately set foot on the port’s huge square. Here, right in the middle of this square, was a large stall where the labourers and sailors tired from unloading and loading cargo would have a quick bite in order to return to their work without losing time. The booth, where the displayed fish were charbroiled at the back and supplied to the customer, could offer nutriments other than fish. It was possible to see all the blessings of the Atlantic Ocean there. In one corner of the portable restaurant where all kinds of seabirds were sold, seal flippers were offered to hungry customers. Sliced shark in the other corner also whetted the sailors’ appetites.

After watching the town a while longer from the top of his mast, Theo thought the time had now come for him to leave the Assurance. Without being seen, he came down the main mast at the double and scampering the length of the bulwark, with a long leap from the ship’s bow, he set foot for the first time on North American soil. Since he had not been before to this continent which Genoese Columbus had somehow ‘discovered’  while millions of people were already living on it, Theo, who had a tingling feeling in his stomach arising from curiosity, intended to locate the ships bound for Istanbul as soon as possible. His first priority was to find a return ticket home. As soon as he found the ship to take him back to his beloved city, Istanbul, he would be able to explore the New World to the extent the schedule for the ship’s return permitted. Without mixing with the crowd of the port, he began to listen and watch the surroundings more carefully. Theo had a good command of some of the languages spoken by these sailors who came from all over the world and whose skins had become leatherlike from the ocean sun. Only the languages spoken by folk who, from their apparel and appearance, were easily understood to be the natives were completely foreign to Theo’s ears. These people, some of whom came from the continent’s prairies, some from the mountains and some from the shores of the ocean,   did not understand each other’s tongues either and to be able to agree amongst themselves used English or sign language.

Nevertheless, however foreign speech was, there were some sounds common in every listener’s mother tongue and what these sounds explained was the same for everybody. The noise of laughter, music, shouting and swearing and brawling that rose from a single-storey stone building well inside the port, and where the square joined a street to the north, indicated with no room for doubt that the building was a tavern. The language that taverns spoke all over the world was the same. Sailors’ taverns were the haunts where seafarers told of their adventures making mountains out of molehills, where they wept thinking of the non-existing lovers in ports they had, in fact, never been to, and most importantly where they pursued their next voyage.

Theo was aware that if there were a ship sailing to Istanbul from the town of New York, he could find it in this tavern.

It was not difficult for him to creep into the tavern, the source of all kinds of pandemonium. One of the first things puzzling sailors when they entered those buildings was that they had always been built smaller than they should. However large a sailors’ tavern is, this view and impression do not change. This feature also applied to the establishment Theo entered. There were at least a hundred people piled into the tavern which in reality was built for fifty people at the most. Apart from a few scuffed wooden chairs, there was nowhere to sit. The sailors used huge barrels instead of tables and were standing. With a mug or bottle in their hands, the tavern regulars spoke all at once as though they wanted to compensate for the time spent silent and alone at sea. A short man, well-built for his height, with a long red beard and who looked about fifty, had leant his dark, heavy chair made of pine against the rather high, long trestle where the tavern keeper sold the drinks. From the behaviour and attitude of the other sailors, it was evident that this man was a person whom everyone knew and liked.

Theo pricked up his ears.

“Patrick always has a story, mate,” said one of the sailors to his neighbour.

He then turned to the red-bearded man sitting by the long trestle table, “Master Patrick, we’re bored. A good ale needs an accompanying story.  Don’t you have another seafarer’s tale?”

A cracked voice with an Irish accent came from somewhere at the back, “For God’s sake! Let it not be one of those shitty Scottish tales again!”

Chuckles followed this comment.

Unperturbed, Master Patrick said, “We wear kilts sir because we have faith in the cleanliness of our arses.  Let he who has faith in his arse have a go!”

Applause and shouts of bravo were heard.

“Hey you lot, you just can’t get enough of stories, can you!” said Patrick. “I suppose your mother told you fairy tales until she sent you to the arms of your wife. Didn’t she lad?”

The red-bearded sailor was enjoying himself. He tossed down his hard liquor made from sugar cane that stood on the table in one gulp. “Very well,” he said. “Now I’ll tell you such a story that I trust you won’t even be able to go and shit at night from fear!”

Increasing applause and shouts followed the sounds of well done and bravo.

Patrick coughed a couple of times and shook his head as though wanting to sober up. The many rings in his ears clinked together. He bent his head, closed his eyes and took a few quick breaths. After a short pause, the sailor slowly lifted his head and narrowing his eyes, looked around.

Patrick’s gaze and tone of voice had changed significantly. When he began to tell the story, he was no longer that old sailor but a different person possessed by a spirit.

“A long time ago, even before our Lord Jesus had graced it, the world was, as you know, in the hands of unbelievers. And these infidels naturally had their own gods. Not one, not five, not ten, but hundreds of them! Even if today some charlatan scientists say that those old gods were a myth, we sailors, sailing all over the world, seeing things that no one has seen and witnessing unexplainable phenomena, know this is not true.  These gods still live! The gods, whose worshippers have decreased in number, are now only a shadow of their former might. Yet, there are some among them that are still as powerful as before. Since people understand their fate is in the hands of these shrewd gods, they do not hesitate to pray to them.

“Everyone knows that the Infidel God of us sailors is the mighty Poseidon.”

The cries, “Long live Poseidon, blessed be Poseidon!” rose in the tavern.

“They say ancient Athens, nowadays in the hands of the Turks, another type of heathen, was a charming city even when it was first established.

Everyone envied this magnificent city and naturally, it was also honoured with the attention of the gods. The gods, whose mouths watered at the beauty of Athens and the affability of the Athenians, did all they could to be chosen as the patron deity of the city and its residents. For despite being such a perfect place, Athens did not as yet have a patron deity, probably because it had only recently been established.

“All sailors know how benevolent our father Poseidon is. He has always rushed to our aid in our worst times. It is he who sends us the fair winds when we are left in the doldrums in the middle of the sea, he who disperses the black clouds and calms the ocean just as the waves are about to swallow the ship. Our gratitude is everlasting with no room for doubt.

“However, the wisdom of the gods cannot be questioned either, even when they are furious. Our same benevolent father has destroyed countless sailors with sudden storms, left many little children orphaned and many new brides widowed. Of course, we know that our wise father who owns the sea knows best what goes on there.

“The fact that the Athenians had still not chosen a deity for themselves caught Poseidon’s attention too. Mighty Poseidon, the lord of the seas, was almost sure that Athens, involved in maritime trade, would choose him as the patron deity.

“The city of Athens is fertile, and not only did Poseidon have his eye on it but Athena, goddess of wisdom and crafts was also interested in this beautiful place. Naturally, Poseidon was not at all pleased with Athena’s close interest. The two great deities began to stroll around crossing each other’s paths and dragging their girdles on the ground with the intention of picking a fight should the other step on them. After a while, the situation had become so sensitive that Poseidon and Athena had come to the point of battling with each other for the right of the patronage of Athens. Warned by other gods, Zeus intervened and prevented a possible confrontation.

“They say that when the gods scuffle in the heavens, they make a lot of noise and all the mortals on the earth can hear. No wonder this fight reached the ears of Cecrops the king of Athens in those days. Cecrops, the king of beautiful Athens, a single stone of which was worth the whole of Greece, was a unique character. He was unlike any ruler we see today. For a start, he was human from the waist up and from the waist down a magical creature. And what was more amazing was the fact he was a wise leader. Wise kings are fewer than the planets in the sky.

“He had the first temple built for Zeus but offered the first sacrifice to all the gods. Before that, the Athenians lived in adultery and sin. He introduced the customs of marriage and home-making. Before Cecrops, the Athenians used to leave their dead by the side of the road. Cecrops taught them how to bury their dead with a decent ceremony.

“Consequently, this brilliant king was aware of the gravity of the situation. He decided to turn the matter in Athens’s favour as much as possible by stirring up a little and making use of this conflict between Poseidon and Athena. The wise ruler immediately sent word to the god of the seas and the goddess of wisdom with the fastest harbingers and said that he was grateful to both for the favour they showed the city. However, at the end of the day, he could please only one of them because he was an inexperienced king of just one city; this situation grieved him and, above all, a wrong decision would devastate him spiritually. In the light of all this, he suggested that a fair contest should be held to resolve this unhappy disagreement.

“According to his proposal, Poseidon and Athena would come to the city of Athens in person, and they would present the city with the gift they personally thought the most valuable. At the end of this contest, the winner would be determined by the votes of the attendant gods and goddesses.

“On hearing the proposal sent to them, without hesitation, Poseidon and Athena informed Cecrops that they would gladly take part in the contest. The gods have no sense of humility and being gods, both had complete confidence in themselves.

On the agreed day, led by Zeus, all the gods living on Olympus, on the earth, in the underworld and in the heavens took their places in the Acropolis, the heart of Athens, to watch Athena and Poseidon’s unique contest. They say that some of the non-human folk who witnessed that day still wander the world, and talk about what happened with undiminished astonishment.

“The mighty Zeus gave the first turn to Poseidon to present his gift to the Athenians and called him to reveal himself. The god of the seas appeared in the harbour and without any hesitation, hurled his trident from a distance right into the centre of the Acropolis. A foaming spring gushed up higher than the columns of the Acropolis from the place where the colossal trident had fallen. The assembly of gods and goddesses was awestruck. After a while, the force of the gushing spring abated, and its turbulence was curbed. The water took the form of a deep river and began to flow. When those coming to watch the contest looked into the river, they saw that the fish sporting in the water were as many as the stars in the sky.

“‘You see,’ said Poseidon. ‘Whenever you are hungry, from this river you can catch whichever fish you desire and as many as you wish. I created these magical fish so that they become abundant the more they are fished. If you give the patronage of Athens to me, henceforth you will not have to sail out to the rough seas to earn your daily bread. Each fish here is the tastiest and best specimen of its kind. If you choose me as your protector, I will make the open seas a silk cradle for your trading ships and get your merchants and sailors to their destinations without any trouble. I shall make the winds blowing towards Athens easy for foreign merchants and cover the rocks near the city with a flood tide. I shall rock enemy ships with an eye on Athens like walnut shells and put them to rout. If you choose me, Athens will see neither war nor go hungry nor be poor ever again!’

“Poseidon said all this, his voice thundering like lightning making the hills around Athens resound. Then, with great dignity and self-confidence, he withdrew and left the arena to the goddess to see what Athena would do.

Without waiting for Poseidon to come out of the sea and sit down next to Zeus, Athena, the goddess of wisdom, appeared in front of the Acropolis with a wry smile on her face. She looked around, and when her eyes met Poseidon, the wry smile on her face became even more pronounced, and a cynical look lingered in her eyes. ‘Good old Poseidon!’ she said, ‘You control the seven seas, and there are few places on earth you haven’t seen. However, I thought you were wiser. There was no need for you to be the goddess of wisdom like me to be a little more knowledgeable. Apparently, the strength that you boast of so much has obscured your reasoning. What can the Athenians do with this turbulent salt water passing right through the middle of their temple? Should the people want to drink it, they cannot. All will suffer and die. They cannot give it to their animals, their sheep will be parched and perish. Should they wish to water their fields, then all the crops will be ruined by salt and wither. You promise damnation to Athens, Poseidon, not a gift! The fountain you think is the water of life is the water of death for Athens. This cursed river will dry Athens up, and in the end, you will sit on a hill and watch the hyenas swarming the once lively streets of the city!’

“Towards the end of her speech Athena’s voice boomed, and she saw that Poseidon could hardly contain his rage. If Zeus had not been there, perhaps in a single step, Poseidon would have leapt on Athena and dashed her to pieces.

“Looking at the crowd with pleasure at what she saw, Athena said, ‘However, my gift is quite different!’

First, with one hand, the goddess of wisdom lifted a sapling that suddenly sprouted in her hand and Athena displayed it fully to everyone watching the contest. She then walked to the middle of the square, knelt on both knees and gently planted the sapling in the earth. The goddess stood up and addressed the crowd again.

“‘Athenians! The tree you behold is an olive tree. Remember its name. This is the holiest plant in the world and heavens. The roots of the olive tree are therapeutic. Far from consuming the earth in which it is planted, the olive tree makes the soil even more fertile. Its leaves are a medicine. The tea brewed of olive leaves is a cure for most diseases. Athenians! This kindly tree will continue to bear fruit even a thousand years after it has been planted and gathering the fruit is very little trouble. You can extract the oil from its olives and every dish cooked with it will be transformed into the tastiest food you have eaten. You can use this oil as a remedy when you fall ill. You can rub it on your body when you feel cold. You can eat the remaining dregs, and it will give strength to the bravest young man. From the trunk of the olive tree, you can build boats that will endure the most violent storms. Even the sea gods will not be able to sink you! From its timber, you can erect houses that will withstand the most fearful winds. Athenians! The olive tree is the greatest gift given to you!’

“After she had finished her speech, Athena withdrew from the square and went to her seat. Zeus announced that the contest was over and signalled for the voting to begin. Everyone excitedly cast their votes.

“During the voting, an incredible thing happened. All the gods supported the god Poseidon and all the goddesses, the goddess Athena! And because the number of goddesses was one more than the number of gods, Athena won the contest by one vote!

“Hearing this Poseidon foamed with rage. He immediately leapt from his seat and dived into the deep waters of the Aegean without even listening to Zeus who shouted after him.

“‘Oh, Athena!’ yelled Poseidon. ‘Seeing that the city of Athens is now yours and that you will devote yourself to it, what will you do to your old city Athenae? It is now mine, and I will wipe it from the surface of the Earth!’

“The surging waves from the sea that Poseidon had caused to swell with his irrepressible rage, mercilessly swallowed Athena’s old city, Athenae, and pulled the settlement down to the bottom of the sea, making the streets an entertaining labyrinth that now only the fish could use. Viewing with satisfaction the disaster he had caused, the god of the sea then turned to Athena and said, ‘Athenians! So the mighty gods were not enough for you, and you bestowed the right to vote on the puny goddesses too.  In that case,’ he said, ‘You will suffer the penalty for your foolishness,’ and with his magic, he turned all the freshwater in Athens to salt water. It is challenging to find freshwater in Athens even today, and the city still struggles with drought.

“To prevent other possible catastrophes and to calm Poseidon down, as a mark of this calamity, the Athenians took the right to vote away from the women and forbade men to carry their mother’s surname.

“So you see, ever since that day, our father Poseidon is angry. Whenever we take a woman on board our ship, it upsets and grieves him. And when he is upset, he becomes temperamental. For this reason, we avoid taking women on voyages.”

Having finished the story, Patrick looked around with eyes wide open. He breathed out deeply, and his head fell forward. He recited something and then lifted his head. The sailor’s glance softened and his features, constantly tense while telling the story, relaxed. It was as though the man, who had told the story as if in a fit and talking with djinns, had gone, and in his place, the worldly-wise, kindly old Patrick who joked with his friends had returned.

The old sea-dog felt his throat dry with thirst. He lunged towards the table and refilled his drinking cup from the bottle in the middle. While he longingly brought the drink to his mouth, he heard someone in the crowd shouting, “you really made that one up, old chap!”

Patrick harboured no malice, and he responded to all sorts of joke with a joke. Seafaring can also mean not dwelling on the remarks made with strained tempers during those trying days spent at sea, laughing them off and having fun. However, for Master Patrick, the plausibility of his stories was an issue that was the exception, and it left no room for jokes.

The sailor hurled the cup in his hand at the wall in rage and stood up. “You cuckold!” he shouted in fury. “You rowdy Arab nightmare, bedswerver, Visigoth, bathtub admiral, cumberworld, man-eating caterpillar! Hey, you freshwater pirate, fopdoodle, horse thief, scullion, rampallion, fustilarian, gnashgab, pickled mackerel, oily rascal, loiter sack, skelpie-limmer, snoutband, tallowcatch! You scaleless snake! You crocodile’s balls, baby monkey, hairless woodcock, toothless mutt, clawless cat!

“How can you doubt my story? I was buccaneering in the places I tell of even before you were sucking your thumb somersaulting in your mother’s womb! While you were bowling a hoop in shorts, I was the man filling the ship with Athenian prostitutes and landing them in Piraeus! Since you don’t believe what I say, lad, if you have the guts you will go there and see with your own eyes what’s gone on. The San Antonio’s Venetian captain Luigi is setting sail for the Levant in two days. After Cairo and Istanbul, he’ll be stopping at Athens too. If you board that ship and sail, all your brothel costs in Athens will be on me, promise! Fine, well you don’t look like a man who would have more expenses than a groat!

Without listening further to the bursts of laughter and approving applause that followed red-bearded Patrick’s harangue, Theo left the seafarer’s tavern that was seething like a witch’s cauldron.

The weasel now knew how he would return to Istanbul.

***

After he left the tavern, it was not very difficult for Theo to find what he was looking for. The ship, a Venetian galleon, had anchored in the north of the port of New York. Despite being a little smaller than the Assurance, the San Antonio featured just everything that should be found in a good, fast galleon. The labourers and sailors had stopped their work of loading and unloading for the evening, and there was no one around. Theo wanted to arrange a suitable place for himself as soon as possible in the ship, in which he dreamt of setting off two days later on his return journey to Istanbul. He scampered quickly up to the half-deck over the ship’s gangway still thrown across to the pier. The weasel’s purpose was to look around the lower decks in turn, beginning with the half deck, and discover the best place to call home for the journey. While wandering around the half deck looking for a hole to pass through to the lower layers, he heard loud voices coming from the captain’s cabin.

In normal circumstances, Theo would not have paid any attention to this, because it was up to the captain with whom he argued or with whom he made love. However, there was the faintest possibility that this argument was taking place over the ship’s course, in which case, it would concern him. To be sure that the boat in which he was preparing to take up residence was still going to Istanbul, Theo peeked into the captain’s cabin from the upper window and began listening with all ears to the conversation.

Luigi, the ship’s tall captain, thin to the point of emaciation, was sitting at his desk in the cabin. It was evident from his features, despite being buried under his pointed beard, that the man was out of humour. He was wearing a red satin jacket which announced from its brand new appearance that it was not an everyday garment. Since he was in this attire, he had obviously gone into the town for an important meeting.

The captain was not alone in his cabin. Looking at the countenance of the man standing immediately in front of the desk, it appeared that this person was a native of the New World. He had reddish bronze skin, an aquiline nose and long legs like a stag. Although his dark hair had been left long and free as was their custom, he was clothed in European style.  Wearing a hat made of black felt, the native had a black jerkin over his white shirt. Had his features not given him away, he looked no different from any white man walking on the street with his breeches down to the knee and long socks pulled up, again to the knee.

“Don’t provoke me, mate!” exclaimed the captain hitting his fist on the desk. “You’re not telling me who you are, but you are also asking me impossible favours!” The captain’s rage had not the slightest effect on the man who stood in front of him like a bronze statue.

“As I have told you before, Signor Luigi,” said the native in a calm, icy voice. “Who I am is of absolutely no importance. My offer still stands. I presume we are bargaining at this moment. I increase my offer to fifty gold pieces to buy from you Theophanes Agores’s manuscript which you wish to take to Istanbul!”

Hearing this, Captain Luigi became furious. “You don’t get it, do you?” he said. “How scandalous! Now you listen to me, you heathen, we civilised people have something between us we call a promise. I have already promised to take that book to the Greek Orthodox Patriarchate in Istanbul. The Venetian Doge personally asked me to perform this task. Do you know what doge means, you feathered infidel? If your most learned chief came, he might perhaps be allowed to shine the Doge’s boots.

“Let’s say I had a moment of insanity and gave this book to you. Well, after making such a blunder how would I be able to enter Venice again? Hell, they wouldn’t even let me into Southern Europe let alone Venice. So what, I’ll go to Tunisia and sign up as a Barbary corsair, shall I?

“Take that money of yours and go at once, there’s a limit to one’s patience and mine is coming to an end. Bugger off and don’t bother me again!”

The bronze man was patient. “Signor Luigi,” he said, “I’m trying to conclude this business pleasantly for both of us. If you can’t come to an agreement with me, then regrettably, my affiliates wishing to obtain it by other means…”

The veiled threat of this native who had a remarkable command of English was the last straw for Luigi. He got to his feet in a rage.

“You wretch with a nose like a camel’s hump, you, how did you learn to speak English so eloquently with that savage brain? How quickly you forgot the days you wiped your arse with the feather on your head, you scarecrow! Who do you think you are? Are you threatening me? I’d lay that red skin of yours out right there with a single shot pistol aimed right at the middle of your forehead! Just be thankful that we are setting sail two days later and I don’t want any trouble. May you, and your nation, and your god and country all be destroyed! Whoever comes to get the book will be left empty-handed. Luigi of Venice is not dead yet, do you have the faintest idea how many Turkish battles I’ve survived?  Even the devil Turk couldn’t get the better of me. Now fuck off!”

From the tightening lips of this mysterious man, who listened to all these insults blurted in quick succession like the cannons firing from the broadside of a galleon, it was apparent that although he tried hard not to show it, he was, in fact, furious.

“Very well, Signor Luigi,” the native said. “I wanted to show the captain the easy path and protect him from the perils that will befall his ship. But you, let alone not listening to me, heaped all kinds of insults on me and my forebears. Be it on your head. I’m no longer involved. From now on you won’t be talking to me about the manuscript but to someone else!”

The North American native was so angry that an ember seemed to glow inside him and the flames of this fire could be seen in his ill-humoured eyes. After casting a final look in anger at Luigi, walking quickly but surely, he left the captain’s cabin.

Captain Luigi looked for a while at the door his visitor had slammed behind him. After a hearty curse, he got to his feet and with the key he took out of the right pocket of his jacket, he carefully locked the heavy door with a loud click. Then, the Captain took another key out of his left pocket and with this key, the captain unlocked a chest hidden under his bed. He took out a hefty book that lay there and put it on top of the desk.

A red of almost blood red vividness dominated the outside of the leather-bound book. The motifs skilfully worked in gold thread on the cover, seemed alien to Theo’s experienced eyes. When the weasel looked a little more carefully, it occurred to him that these unfamiliar forms could be the art of the American natives. They were scrawly shapes, and to an eye not familiar with them, it was impossible to understand their meaning. Besides all these, an Orthodox cross in all its grandeur, unlikely to be likened to anything else, was right in the middle of the front cover.

Captain Luigi looked thoughtfully at the book lying there quietly. “What are you?” he murmured. What was the secret of this book for which he had been sent by special assignment to the other side of the world to bring to Istanbul? He opened its pages and casually turned them. He could read the book to some degree although it was written in a rich elaborated Greek. As far as he could understand from the first few pages, it was a journal.

Luigi was a pragmatic man, most probably from being shaped by the land he grew up and lived in. His knowledge of Greek stemmed entirely from practical motives. Knowing a language meant trade and connections. Therefore, despite all his knowledge of the language, Captain Luigi, who spoke Greek, bargained in Greek and joked in Greek for days in the Eastern Mediterranean when necessary, had not read a single Greek classic in his whole life. Inasmuch as he had not felt the need. Greek was only a means of commerce, a tool to make money and in the captain’s eyes, it had no other use.

The captain’s interest in the book quickly waned. He shrugged his shoulders and this time, put the ebony chest on his desk and locked the manuscript in the container.

Taking off his jacket and trousers and putting on his nightshirt, Luigi got into bed after checking the door of his cabin one last time and before long, fell into a deep sleep. Evidently, the threats he had received a short time ago were no obstacle to his sleeping soundly. He had heard so many warnings in his life and had come through so many fights during the years he had spent at sea. The seasoned merchant Luigi was not afraid of the bluster from some wretch of a savage.

Theo knew that it was impossible for him to leave the captain’s room without seeing the book, the reason for all this uproar, battle, mystery and dispute. Having quickly leafed through it, the semi-illiterate captain had abandoned the book. But one had to be stupid not to understand that this manuscript which the Doge of Venice personally wanted to present to the Patriarchate was a precious work.

The weasel went up to the captain who was sleeping surprisingly peacefully. He fumbled in the right pocket of the jacket the man had hung at the top of his bed. The key to the chest in which the book was locked was there. He took the key. Despite carrying the huge key in his left paw, Theo scampered skilfully and silently jumped onto the desk. He fitted the key in the lock and turned it with a slight click. Although it was rather a struggle, the weasel managed to open the chest not easily moved due to its weight. Theo checked to see whether the noise, while he was opening the chest, had woken the captain up. But Luigi was sleeping deeply, as silent as a stone.

Theo could not take the heavy book out of the chest, so he jumped inside.

He looked once again at the red manuscript with the substantial Orthodox cross on the front cover. “I wonder whether it is for this cross that the church wants the book,” he thought. There must have been a reason why the Orthodox Church so much desired a book that natives living quietly in some corner of the world held in very high esteem. He turned the cover. The text had been penned in beautiful handwriting using the Greek alphabet. The language was rather old, elegant and pure Greek. The weasel hadn’t seen such a style of writing for a while.

Theo smiled as much as a weasel can smile. For sure, he was touching a treasure trove. Impatiently, he began to read.

...

I, Captain Aleksos Thallasos, started to write these lines in the 1455th year of the birth of our Lord Jesus. I have been in this distant, strange land for the last five years. In this period of time during which I have been far from my loved ones and my people, I wanted all that I have done here, both my sins and good deeds, to be made known. Perhaps there will come a day when this book will reach Constantinople, my homeland where I was born and bred, for whose smell I yearn and which led to my love of the sea. Then, even if only a little, my soul will know happiness.

In 1450 I set sail with my ship from Constantinople to the city of Lisbon. I was planning to accomplish one of my usual commercial trips, no different from my other voyages. With my crew of ten, we were going to reach Lisbon stopping at various cities on route, buying and selling, and in the same way, in fits and starts, we would return to Constantinople. We travelled paying the Turks tributes at almost every port we visited in the eastern Mediterranean held by them. We were relieved when we left the waters under the control of the infidels and reached the Genoese islands.

At the end of three months, trading on our way, we arrived at the city of Lisbon. Whilst we were occupied with our business in the Portuguese capital, an epidemic of plague reared its ugly head in Barcelona. Due to the fact that Spain was on our route home, we decided to stay a while longer in Portugal praying that the epidemic would be subdued forthwith. However, as the days passed, we began to hear that the relentless plague, let alone diminishing, was spreading with great intensity and swiftly approaching us. When the epidemic reached the Portuguese-Spanish border, we thought it time to leave Lisbon. We did not wish to catch the disease and also if we left Portugal once the plague had spread, we were afraid that at the next port they would immediately put us in quarantine. There was no plague on the west coast of France. We decided that the best course for us was to sail north, then turn east towards Normandy, and shelter there.

Although it was Roman Catholic, I remember the day I stepped on Christian soil for the last time as though it were yesterday. It is impossible to forget Lisbon, that most beautiful of cities, betwixt the sea and the hills!

As the ship left the port, the weather had every intention of breaking, but such an inconvenience could not turn veteran sailors like us from our course. We weighed anchor trusting in Fortuna. For everyone knows that Fortuna sinks or saves whomever she wishes. After sailing for some time, the rain began to intensify and the wind to quicken. When old salts are asked their secrets of survival, the answer they give in unison is that they are not obdurate sailors. How right they are.

When we saw the weather was indeed worsening, in defiance of the perils of the plague, we decided to return to Lisbon and remain anchored in the city, at least until the storm had passed. On the return route, we encountered a Dutch galleon with all sails unfurled despite the wind. The sailors on the ship yelled at us making their voices heard, and they said that we should no longer enter Lisbon because a few hours ago, the first cases of plague had been seen in the city. According to them, returning to Lisbon which we imagined a safe harbour now meant almost certain death.

Praying to the Blessed Virgin, we turned the ship again to the ocean and continued to sail north. Before long, a storm broke the likes of which I had never seen in my life. The ship rocked like a walnut shell, rose in an instant to the height of mountains at the top of huge waves and when the wave underneath it ebbed, fell from that height like a stone. For dear life, we held onto everything we thought stable on the ship that was rocking to and fro as though possessed by the devil, so as not to fall into the sea. It was impossible to breathe or see properly because of the sea water breaking over us. We could not talk to our colleagues just beside us due to the gale deafening our ears, and we prayed constantly.

Towards the end of the night, sinking from the top of a violent wave, the ship could no longer bear the hours of torture and split in two with a thundering crack. We were all spilled into the sea like helpless ducklings.

In the morning I awoke alone, black and blue all over. My mind was in utter confusion. Straining my memory, I tried to remember the events of the night before, but this effort proved fruitless. The last incident I remembered was the ship breaking up like a watermelon. I looked around.

The place in which I had woken up was an object like some sort of boat. I sat up aching all over. The sun was at its zenith and burnt like a clay oven. I scanned the sea. On it, there was no trace of my ship or my crew. I shouted their names for a while, no one answered. Evidently, all my poor men had breathed their last that night. I turned my attention to the object I was in. A section of the broken ship, probably the hold, had, by the grace of God, remained at the least in one piece and had been able to cling to the water in the shape of a makeshift boat. Despite being unconscious, the hand of God had thrown me into that boat, and although tossed about and bruised all over during the storm, I had not fallen into the sea due to the boat’s high sides.

I was in water up to my ankles. Hesitantly, I tasted the liquid. Despite the faint trace of salt, it was, in fact, fresh water. It must have been the water accumulated with the rain. I felt to some extent relieved. At least, for a while, dehydration would not be a problem.

Still, my situation was hopeless. The land was nowhere to be seen on the horizon and in all the time since I had awoken, I had not seen a seabird. It was an indication of my desperate circumstances. I was right out on the ocean, and very few ships came out into the Atlantic, especially to the area I estimated I was in. Why should they sail their boats to the endless ocean where there was nothing on the other side, to be food to sea monsters?

As did every educated man, I also knew that the world was a globe. It was possible that India was at the end of this vast ocean; however, the brown continent was probably so far away that I would be long dead before the currents took me there.

The high sides of the shapeless boat I was in made a shade, under which I took refuge to save on the drinking water. I was not a fat person, but I had a paunch like any well-fed ship’s captain. I said goodbye to that paunch in the first week of my shipwreck.

At the end of the first three days, the feeling of hunger seemed to slowly disappear. I had no strength left, and my brain seemed to be imprisoned in a thick fog. As my drinking water was about to finish, the boat was once more filled with water from the rain. After the shower, for two days I constantly thanked God and begged him to take my life as painlessly as possible.

In the middle of the second week of being hurled about on the vast ocean, I came to with the clatter I heard when I could not even open my eyes from hunger. With great difficulty, I sat up, glanced around, and saw that the thumps came from flying fish falling into my boat. Now, when I was just at the point of waiting for death, with this miracle, I got to my feet using my last strength. Five fish had landed inside. I immediately grabbed one - they were very fleshy fish - and killed it by ripping its head off with my fingers. Before long, I had eaten the whole fish raw with the level of urgency to be expected from my hunger. However, the feeling of satisfaction uplifting my entire body was short-lived, and sometime later I had appalling cramps in my stomach. I began to writhe in agony, my stomach felt as though it had been put in a vice of fire. Following that, with a sudden attack of nausea, I could no longer keep the fish in my stomach and vomited into the sea. I had swiftly and greedily consumed the fish and, with this rapid cramming, upset my stomach that had not seen food for two weeks. I was angry with myself for my stupidity and gluttony. When I came to my senses, I leisurely consumed the rest of the fish in three days. It was amazing how quickly a person gets used to raw fish. I prayed and thanked God effusively.

Towards the middle of the third week, I had now lost the health given by the flying fish I had eaten. My drinking water was again very much depleted, and the remaining liquid had  turned almost to mud. I began limiting my activity to use my precious water sparingly.

In those days, when I looked out of the boat, I occasionally saw people walking on the surface of the ocean. In fact, one morning I passed by a town floating on the water. Monsters that swam in the depths and were as big as mountains sometimes glided past the boat, not one of them touched me, and they continued on their way after throwing me a few glances at the most. Of the things I saw, it was difficult to say which were real and which were imaginary. Who knows what tricks my brain was playing on me and what the hidden secrets were, to which the infidels refer, of the Kingdom of Poseidon.

The fourth week I began to rock with a stiff breeze. As the waves, swelled by the strengthening wind, tossed me about, I tried to hold on to the side of the boat with my now very feeble arms. But the storm continued relentlessly. I could fight no longer and fainted from exhaustion and thirst. I awoke just as I was about to drown. I had begun to swallow water and couldn’t breathe. In a panic, I thrashed around and gropingly began to seek the boat I thought I had fallen out of. When I realised that the liquid I had swallowed was fresh water, I opened my eyes. Seeing I was still in the boat, I cried salty tears.

The days that followed have a very rambling place in my mind. I seem to remember a monster that wanted to eat me by butting my boat and making me fall. And mermaids climbing up to the bulwark and studying me, fleeing as soon as they caught my eye. Alas! I do not know how many days I spent in this miserable and semi-mad state.

A darkness that crept in gradually and slowly swallowed all my recollections of those days. How much time I spent on the boat is still a mystery, but for sure, I was not myself.

When the blackness enveloping everything retreated, the first thing I saw was the ceiling of a stone room. I was lying on a bed of rushes. First of all, I could not understand what had happened and who I was. In fact, I could not remember even my name. My mind was a blank slate and as pure as that of a newborn child. From fear, I lay for a while without moving. My body was in pain. I wondered whether or not I had died and gone to the life beyond. I looked at my body and saw that I had only a loincloth on me. A foetid cream had been smeared on my burns from the sun. On a small table to my right, there was water and food. I immediately grasped the water and finished the bottle to the last drop.

Again, I had been greedy. My weakened body could not endure the indulgence and spewed back the water I had drunk. At once, on hearing the noises I made while vomiting, a woman entered the room. Despite having only a white loincloth on me, I had not the strength to cover my nakedness with the thin cloth covering my feet. The woman, who began to clean the place up, had features that I had never seen in any other race.

My saviour was rather strangely dressed. Her woollen tunic was embellished with intricate shapes and bright colours. Sandals under her long skirt completed her attire. She was a short, stoutish woman with a dark bronze skin and coal black hair. Her cheeks were full, and her nose was plump and largish. She was not beautiful but neither could she be considered ugly.

The woman talked to me. At the time, I did not understand what she said. Her words sounded like the songs of the demons of hell. Now, however, I write love poems in that language.

After cleaning the place thoroughly, the woman left the room. I was embarrassed both for my nudity and for the mess I had caused. Straightening the cloth with difficulty, I wrapped it around my waist and, using my last drop of strength, stood up groggily. Promptly holding on to the bedside table, I managed to remain erect. The floor was matted, and it felt soft. Right across from me, there was an open hearth the equivalent to a campfire. The wooden shelves on the wall and all around the fireplace were full of earthen pots with peculiar shapes on them. The ceiling of a height beyond my reach had apparently been opened for the purpose of a chimney, and there was a skylight providing the room with light and air circulation. With great difficulty, I reached the door. Doing my damnedest, I pushed the door and then, pulled it. It did not open.

Seemingly, I was imprisoned in this room.

My captivity lasted six long months. Of course, it was impossible for me to keep a tally of the time that passed while I was captive. How much time had elapsed I learnt from the Aztec priests with whom I spoke after my release and who knew very well how to read the stars. During the first three months of my imprisonment, I was not let outside for even a second. The woman who had entered my room the first day was undoubtedly responsible for my care. She religiously visited me every day, did the necessary cleaning and replenished my provisions. One day, when I felt just a little stronger, I rushed to the door that the woman had left ajar while she was cleaning the room. My intention was to go outside and at least have a breath of fresh air in the sun. But as soon as I put my foot outside the door, I bumped into a wall of flesh. If the kind servant woman had not intervened, perhaps the soldiers waiting right by the porch would have beaten me to death. From that day on, the Aztec woman began to enter my room accompanied by two soldiers, and the men waited until the woman's work was done.

I was in the third month of my captivity the first time they took me out for an airing. That day would always occupy a precious place in my memory.

In the time of my imprisonment, I had always thought I was being held in a stone hut or in a remote room of a large castle. Oh, how mistaken I was! One morning Metztli entered again, together with two soldiers, as though it were a regular day. I had already learnt the name of the woman who had taken care of me since the first day. I started to communicate with her initially in sign language and then gradually, with words. Eventually, I had begun to have a slight grasp of the speech of this folk who called themselves Aztecs.

We greeted each other and smiled.

“Kvali tlanesi Aleksos.”

“Kvali tlanesi Metztli.”

Metztli was the only thing that reminded me I was human, my only support enabling me to keep my sanity. The soldiers never spoke to me, looked at my face or even acknowledged my greeting.

After saying good morning to each other, Metztli, as always, cleared away the remains of the meal left over from the evening. Her movements were hastier than usual. She did not remain completely silent during my efforts to talk to her, but she answered abruptly seeming to want to finish her work as soon as possible and go. There was something strange about her today.

Metztli finished her work and before leaving the room, abruptly stopped halfway. She turned back and fixed her eyes on mine. Then, came over to me and held my hands. We had not touched one another before. My heart began to thump with excitement and the butterflies in my stomach started to flutter. Not taking her eyes off mine, Metztli smiled and said, “Ma shepaktenemi Aleksos.” This meant in her language, “I wish you well.”

She let go of my hands. Losing the physical contact, my body stiffened, and I began to sweat. I was trying to understand what was going on. Metztli hastily scuttled over to the door again, opened it and disappeared outside.

However, this time the two warriors waiting inside the room did not go out with Metztli, to the contrary three more warriors entered. I involuntarily moved away as far as possible from the door with my back to the wall. I thought that my time had come and these savages had now decided to kill me. I knelt down and began to pray. But I did not receive the rough treatment I expected from these terrible looking gargantuan warriors. In fact, quite the opposite, their behaviour as they came to me was gentle and courteous. With kind gestures, they invited me outside. I looked at them in amazement. There was no trace of anger or rage in their expressions.

Gathering my courage, I got slowly up from my knees. The fierce warriors began to smile. Encouragingly, they took me gently by the arm and accompanied me out of my room, my world for the last six months.

When I got outside, the view was the last thing I expected. Seeing that I was taken aback and had begun to tremble, a warrior put a friendly hand on my shoulder. With his other hand, he pointed to the enormous city that lay below me and said, “Tenochtitlan! Tenochtitlan!”

I imagine that my eloquence is not enough to describe in words the magnificent view that stretched before my eyes. Nevertheless, I shall do my best.

I was on a small terrace at the top of a large structure that looked like a mountain, in fact, as big as a mountain. To my surprise, my room that I thought was a stone hut was like an eyrie at the top of this immense building. Entirely of stone, the pyramid structure was the height of twenty-five men and tapered off the higher it became. At the height I was, the width had fallen to as much as the height of three to four men. Made of dark stone, the workmanship of the structure was sturdy and elegant as to be far superior to that of the excellent craftsmen of Constantinople. I touched the pyramid with astonishment and examined the building blocks. One did not have to be an architect to understand that it was gruelling to dress these walls composed of hard stones. 

From the height I was at, Tenochtitlan seemed as big as Constantinople.

First of all, I was amazed to think that just like Constantinople, this city, from which a thousand different sounds rose, was a peninsula surrounded on three sides by the sea. But when I looked more carefully, my amazement increased even more. Tenochtitlan had been built on a massive island situated right in the centre of a large lake wedged between the mountains.

The roads built on dyke-like structures left the island entirely covered by the city and extended to the edges of the lake. On these roads, where dense traffic flowed in both directions, caravans travelled wending their way with camel-like animals that I had hitherto not seen. All over the city, there were pyramids similar to the one I was on and their numbers were as many as the holy churches of Constantinople. There were markets scattered throughout Tenochtitlan where prospective buyers and shop owners vehemently bargained. The fervour of trade which could be sensed even from the distance I was at, gave clues to the country being a fertile place involved in commerce.

A point that caught my attention was the fact that there were no animal-drawn carts around. In the process of time, I learnt that the Aztecs were unaware of the wheel and I was appalled at this information. When I introduced them to the art of wheel making, the whole nation made much fun of me. They told me that while there were slaves and llamas, there was no need for such a thing. In fact, because of the rough terrain, the wheel would be of no use, whereas slave porters and llamas could easily climb everywhere. Before, I couldn’t have imagined a civilised nation without the notion of the wheel, the fundamental tool for locomotion and the keystone of our civilisation. But the Aztecs, who had not discovered the wheel, were definitely not savages. Tenochtitlan was a lively, sophisticated, vibrant city. I was amazed at how these people who, while I was imprisoned, I was quite sure were savages, could do the stonemasonry of the pyramid I stayed in. I would not have even dreamt they could erect the buildings, each one almost as large as Hagia Sophia, between which I am walking at this moment.

Some of the buildings in the city were more ostentatious compared with the others, and more warriors were surrounding them. I was convinced that these types of dwellings were palaces or the homes of prominent people.

With the spectacle of Tenochtitlan, that seemed far more magical particularly after spending six months between four walls, I had not realised how the time had passed. After allowing me to stay outside a while longer, just as politely, the soldiers put me back in my room again, closed the door on me and locked it.

From that day on, I was allowed to go onto the terrace for about an hour in the morning. Even though I was still a captive this small sanction caused me to feel reborn and jubilant. Those who have not been trapped between four cold, dank walls without setting foot outside for a long time cannot understand the ordeal I went through.

I did not spend the hour of my airing, when I was taken onto the terrace, idly. I studied the city, spoke to the soldiers who now addressed remarks to me and tried to further my knowledge of the Aztecs’ language as quickly as possible. Metztli had begun to accompany me while I was outside. I pointed out the buildings in Tenochtitlan to the young woman, and she explained to me which structures were used for what purpose, which road went where, and informed me about the other surrounding cities as much as her knowledge sufficed. As far as she knew, the Aztec Empire was, in fact, like the German principalities, a state that was a confederation of small, scattered chiefdoms. The capital city of the Emperor, who was above each overlord and king, was Tenochtitlan, but the chiefs of other towns also had extensive autonomy in their own lands.

An eventless month passed. One morning, close to the hour for my airing, ten to fifteen warriors suddenly swarmed into my room. The countenances of these warriors armed to the hilt were considerably surly. That day I realised that something different was going on. I greeted the warriors, but they did not acknowledge my greeting. Two of them went behind me, and by pressing me down made me kneel. I was in pain and about to cry out, but a warrior kicked me hard in the ribs, and I was silent. Another of them held my head and bent it to the ground. I was afraid. Why had their behaviour changed that dramatically? Now, if they wanted to decapitate me would my objections bring any results? I prayed as they made me wait for a while in that position.

After some time that seemed like hours to me, the warriors suddenly knelt down as though they had arranged it all. I sensed that someone had entered. In fact, it would be right to say I smelt him first. Before the sound of footsteps, I inhaled uplifting fragrances which I did not previously smell. Then, I heard someone come in springing over the threshold. My mysterious visitor waited there at the entrance for a while; perhaps he was eyeing the dingy room I lived in. He continued to walk and came a little closer to me. Even though I could not yet see the person’s face, I understood that he was someone of importance. The footsteps stopped, and I could now see out of the corner of my eye the ornate sandals covered with gold. This prominent man was four to five feet away from me. I felt him studying me and his eyes roving over me. With his controlled voice as soft like silk, he whispered something to the people in his entourage.

Using simple words in their language, the person to whom he whispered asked me who I was. I had to speak without seeing their faces since they still had not allowed me to lift my head. Using all my skill, I attempted to speak the Aztec language I had learned over time to the best of my ability, and I said my name.

There was further whispering. This time the question was about my country. My visitors were asking me where I had come from.

I told them I had come from beyond the Large Sea that lay in the direction where the sun rose and that I was an ill-fated castaway. I explained that my country was called the Roman Empire, the name Constantinople had been given to the place I was born and bred, and that despite my country being a mighty Empire in the past, it had become much diminished due to a scourge called the Turks. I added that Constantinople, my city, was a much older city than Tenochtitlan and at least as significant.

When I had finished my speech, a light laugh rose from the mysterious person in my room. There was again whispering but this time with a sense of tension. Evidently, my visitor was of such a high rank that he saw directly addressing some sort of slave like me as an insult.

The speaker for my visitor, whom I had begun to believe was perhaps the all-powerful person in the Aztec Empire, let alone in the room, began to address me again. He said that Quetzalcoatl lived beyond the Great Sea and that a mortal like me could not come from there, especially with such a black skin (at the time I was quite dark-skinned. My father used to attribute our dark skin to our Orthodox Arab ancestors. And when the sun I had suffered in the weeks I had spent at sea was added, my skin became darker than most of the Aztecs) I could not even come anywhere near the god, and the existence of a city like the one I had mentioned was impossible. Most probably, I was some lunatic from the broad lands to the north and, because I was up to no good, my people had abandoned me. He added that if I had come from the land of the gods on the other side of the water as I claimed, they wouldn’t have found me in a makeshift boat about to die. I perceived the sensitivity of the matter and that to argue to the contrary would not remedy any damage that had already been done. I did not want to abuse either the religion or the customs of this tribe in whose hands I was still a prisoner.

The mysterious guest to whom everyone paid the utmost respect came two steps closer to me and began to play with my hair. After a while, he grasped my hair with his fingers and lifted my head. I was looking at two steely eyes. The gaze of this tall, handsome man with an aquiline nose and thin lips locked on to me. Like a snake charmed by an Indian fakir, I could not move. With his eyes still on mine, he gently let go of my hair that he had held tightly and smiled cynically. He turned to the door. The soldiers stirred to accompany him.

The Aztec Emperor paused as he went out, turned around and looked at me again. He still had that cynical smile on his face. He studied me as though I were a circus animal. Then his features tightened. “There is no one beyond the water,” he hissed and proceeded determinedly on his way.

***

I thought that my situation would get worse after this meeting. I could not forget the emperor’s face glaring at me before he left my room and thought that this could not be a good omen. However, events developed contrary to my expectations, and my position improved. Before three months were up, they took me out of my stone prison and settled me in a house near the palace in Tenochtitlan. They told me that I was no longer a captive and that I was free to roam the city, but for my safety, two warriors would accompany me wherever I went. Was this decision to prevent me from escaping in spite of everything, or was it for protection from the people’s continuous interest in me, I couldn’t quite decide. In the beginning, whenever I went outside, a crowd would collect and life would stand still in that street of the city, and my tours would end with the warriors intervening with the curious people with sticks against the increasing throng. I thought, if I wanted to enjoy my freedom, rather than stay inside I should go out as much as possible to prevent this situation. Thus the people of Tenochtitlan would get used to me and, after a while, I would no longer be a theatrical spectacle. In truth, it was as I expected. When I went outside every day and spent more time among the people, the crowd following me gradually diminished to almost nothing.

I asked Metztli if she would stay with me to continue to help me with my daily needs, and she gladly accepted my proposal. The interior of my new house had not been furnished very differently from my old cell. When I went to the market, Metztli followed me, and I would try the fruit that I had never tried before. Sometimes I would screw up my face because of the flavours I tasted for the first time, and this would be an entertaining show for the Aztecs in the market. Every day was full of new discoveries.

While walking in the streets my greatest tribulation was the disgusting animals called llamas that looked like camels. These vicious beasts were famous for spitting in a person’s face when they got angry. Although llamas looked calm at first glance, in reality, they were ill-tempered and peevish animals. Heaven knows why no llama in the land of the Aztecs liked me! They would spit in my face whenever they saw me as though there was, in fact, a blood feud between us. I only had to enter a street where there was a llama to be heartily spat at in the face, even from a considerable distance. Sometimes, taken quietly by its owner holding its rope, a llama would suddenly become restless and play its tricks on me as it passed me by. The hellish beasts seemed to scent that I was a stranger. Although the situation irritated me greatly, it highly amused Metztli and the other Aztecs, and some of them held their sides doubled up laughing.

When I had time I spoke to the educated people in the city, I tried to learn the sciences I could learn from them and teach the sciences I could teach. But, since they acknowledged me as an amusing and harmless lunatic, their scientists gave no consequence to the words I uttered. To them, I was a madman whose brain had become baked by the sun and who had managed miraculously to stay alive on the Big Sea. After a while, I got tired of this and gave up sharing what I knew with the Aztecs.

Thankfully, I had the highest level of autonomy in the house, and I could furnish it as I wished. At the first opportunity, I made a cross of wood and hung it on the wall against which my bed rested. I interpreted cutting my hand as I nailed the cross as favourable, as thanks to our Lord Jesus he had not let me down. Perhaps it was from living amongst heathens in a foreign land, or maybe a divine revelation, but as the days passed I embraced Christianity more fervently and questioned my existence in this world more deeply. I very hurriedly wrote down the verses I could recall from the Holy Bible for fear that I would become senile in my old age and not remember them. The fact that I spent a few hours almost every day in prayer and invocation to our God caught Metztli’s attention more as the days passed. The young woman, who had been brought up in the Aztec religion since her infancy, could not believe that my God did not want sacrifices, and why he demanded so much prayer.

Because I prayed in Greek, my supplications and words meant nothing to Metztli. While I was doing my devotions, she would sit silently and watch all my movements unblinkingly. Often, I would remain in a state of ecstasy in the presence of God for many hours and repent until morning. During those divinely induced euphoric episodes, Metztli could not help but doze off where she sat. It was as though her innocence was her worship.

One day, again while I was contemplating our Lord, Metztli sat beside me and asked the meaning of the cross hanging on the wall. I had previously talked a little about Our Lord Jesus. But this time she was demanding precise information. As best I could, I explained in detail that Our Lord Jesus was the form of God on earth and that he had died on the cross for our sins. However, he had later risen from the dead and ascended into heaven. When I had finished talking, I asked her if there was anything she had not understood and added that, if she wished, I would be more than happy to answer her questions thoroughly.


Metztli pondered silently for a while. Then she asked slowly, that if Jesus had risen from the dead as I had said, whether he was still roaming the world. I affirmed that such a case was possible. “But,” she said, “If I were your Lord and entered a Christian house, seeing the instrument of torture that had killed me hanging in pride of place in every dwelling would make me furious.”

I was taken aback and explained its symbolic aspect, how wrong her angry thoughts were and that she should not think of the cross she saw as a real one. For a moment I gave way to despair in that it was futile to expect Metztli, who, at heart, was still an uncivilised native, to understand our mature religion. She listened to my remonstrance until the end and withdrew with a smile.

The following day, she came up to me again and this time asked inquisitive questions about the Blessed Virgin. At my peril, I explained, as far as I could, the virtues, the faith and devotion of our Mother Mary. I mentioned her importance for us Christians and told about her deeds that should guide   women. This time it was quite clear that there was less doubt in her heart.

Within a few days, these questions had turned into conversations occasionally carried on until dawn. Metztli hung onto every word I said. With shining eyes, she asked about Christianity to the last minuscule detail and could not rest until she received a satisfactory answer. One day, at the end of one of our conversations that had lasted until the first rays of the sun, she said she wanted to pray to our Lord Jesus and Mother Mary before sleeping. When I heard this, I burst into tears and asked her if she were sure. Excitedly, she told me that she had never before in her life wanted anything so much and that she was sure of the completeness of her faith, and that the time had come for her to accept Christianity. For a while, we embraced one another and wept.

In a short space of time, Metztli became a very devout believer. We worshipped in our own home and praised God for making our fates collide. For some time we got on with our lives uneventfully, keeping ourselves to ourselves. 

One rainy night, Metztli’s brother Quatzl came to stay with us. A former warrior, Quatzl’s gruesome tales of war were unending, especially when he came to stay overnight. We ate our meal and chatted. Quatzl did not talk about his reminiscences of war at all that evening, and he was surprisingly quiet. Being aware of Quatzl’s taciturnity, I was constantly making an effort to keep the conversation at the table going. I attributed his state of mind to his being vexed by some incident which had nothing to do with us.

When we had overnight guests in our house, and that was not very often, we would keep our worship private and go to bed without doing our devotions together, saying our prayers secretly in our beds. The people of this nation were very pious in their own religion, and we feared their seeing we practised our faith.

When the time came, I wished Quatzl good night, showed him where to sleep and got up to go to my bed. However, I was dumbfounded when I heard Metztli calling after me, “Come, aren’t we going to pray tonight?” I looked at Metztli accusingly as though she had dropped and smashed a valuable vase to smithereens. However, she was smiling, and her brother standing behind her was looking at me shyly. His eyes shone with impatient eagerness. I understood.

We knelt and praised our Lord together. We were enraptured. After prayers, we could not sleep and talked about our Lord until morning. Quatzl, our new brother in religion, spent most of the night weeping. He said he had committed many sins and cried that it was impossible for God to accept his repentance. I consoled him and told him how loving our Lord was. In the morning, before he left the house, I presented our new brother with a tiny wooden cross that I nailed there and then with my own hands.

After that, everything progressed with dizzying swiftness. Quatzl and Metztli began bringing to our house those desiring to learn our religion, whose breasts yearned to burn with the fire of the true faith and who wished to denounce blasphemy. In the beginning, I was violently against expanding our congregation because of the danger it posed. I was neither priest nor missionary nor, God forbid, a prophet. In any case, could I rightfully teach these people about our true religion? My religious knowledge was by no means at a scholarly level. God protect us, there was the danger of giving the wrong answer to the questions I was asked and teaching our religion wrongly. Neither did I want to change anyone’s belief in this religious country and have the responsibility of endangering their lives.  While wrestling with all these ravings, something that Metztli had said awoke me from blindness and brought me back to my true self.

“Who do you think you are that you can withhold the good tidings of God from his servants?” 

Our congregation grew gradually. We had become six. I invariably talked to our new proselytes about other Christian countries and our graceful, but also monumental churches in the places ruled by our devout emperor. The fact that Christians could worship freely, and these lands where God’s true religion prevailed, excited our brothers and sisters and they wanted me to tell them about the churches.

To show them more clearly what our places of worship that I so frequently mentioned looked like, I drew a fair copy of Hagia Sophia on parchment. In fact, I reproduced it and made a copy for each of our brothers and sisters. They warmly accepted the copies and regarded my humble gift as their most important possession.

When he reached this part of the book, Theo realised that something had radically changed. The writing continued, but the ink, handwriting and style used in the book had become very different. Poking his head out of the chest he took a look at Captain Luigi. He was still asleep. The weasel turned his attention back to the book.

***

I am Tenos, the loyal and meek servant of our Lord Jesus. God had mercy on a wretched soul like me; he made me see the light and showed sinner Tenos the true religion. I give thanks to God for granting me the merit of completing the writings of Saint Aleksos. 

Since I am obliged to complete the reminiscences of Saint Aleksos who was martyred on the righteous path as best as I can tell, may all the angels come to my aid!

The number of my fellow citizens following the divine path of God shown by our father Aleksos rapidly increased day by day. The time came, and I too joined that group of companions that was small yet whose eyes had seen the truth. I listened to the sermons of our saint and tried my best to practise our faith, albeit secretly, in the best possible way. However, the good news had gone not only to those who had accepted Jesus with an open heart. The rats of the emperor, the son of the devil, the seed of Satan, had also rushed the news to that accursed heathen.

One warm morning I had been sent to the Sunday service. I sprinted through the narrow roads trying not to be late for our secret ceremony. When I entered the street of Saint Aleksos’ dwelling, I heard a continuous commotion in front of his door. I quickened my steps and arrived in front of the house. The doorstep was thick with soldiers. It was evident that the emperor had heard of our faith and had acted with the arrogance and cruelty expected of him, and set his venomous warriors on us.

Although the soldiers had proceeded before the service began and raided the house early, allowing most of our comrades in religion to save their lives, the philistine emperor’s men had firmly caught twelve of our members. Pure in heart and burning with the fire of faith, they had arrived early at our church with the excitement of divine service. With unmentionable words, the soldiers were cursing these blameless people, whom they dragged along the ground, beating them and hauling them towards the palace. When I saw my brothers and sisters in this state, I felt as though I had been stabbed in the heart. At that moment, disregarding my life and hazarding being a martyr, I wanted to attack the warriors at once and rescue my people. But, Praise the Lord, God touched my heart and with his divine grace put some sense into it.

Yes, I could have thrown myself in front of the warriors there and then and become a martyr for the cause. However, my death would have ruled out the prospect of my being able to help my brothers and sisters who would most probably need me later on. I could not be selfish. I bit my lips, wept and watched them being dragged in the streets, to the emperor’s feet.

What happened at the palace I learnt from one of our brothers who was a guard there.

We heard that they had thrown our saint, whose face we could not even look at for fear of harming his sublimity, as bald as a coot in front of the emperor. His face was covered in blood, and there was a deep gash on his left cheek. The emperor asked our saint if he had talked about someone called Jesus and, perish the thought if he had poisoned the Aztec people with utter nonsense. Our loved one, albeit bloodied still with a face bright with divine light, had realised that he would be executed and martyrdom was waiting for him. However, this did not prevent Aleksos from telling the good news of our Lord to the people there until he was silenced by the emperor’s cursed blow.

The damned emperor got up from his throne, came over to the prisoner - and for the emperor to deign to do this was something unseen - and after striking our brother with a blow from his hand, may it wither and die, he said that God had only one son and that offspring was he himself. He accused our beloved saint of blasphemy and troublemaking.

All night long they tortured that holy person and those twelve devoted people, whose souls were saved by the good news.

As soon as Kezo, our brother in religion, a palace guard, brought us the news that our beloved saint and the twelve Christians accompanying him would be executed at first light, we were of one mind to immediately attack the prison and take action to rescue our captive folk, even if it meant death. We were like arrows ready to shoot from the bow. However, after hearing a detail told to us by Kezo, we decided to harden our hearts and do nothing as Saint Aleksos had commanded.

As Saint Aleksos was being taken to the dungeon after so much torture, he glanced towards our brother, the palace guard. At that point, despite being far away from him, by God’s miracle, the words, “Live and protect!” fell from his lips so that only Kezo could hear.

We spent that night congregating in a fellow Christian’s house and praying. However desperate we were, we knew that God was with us.

In the morning, with notoriously inhumane methods, which I do not wish to refer to here so as not to be damned, they martyred our brothers and sisters and our beloved saint for their heathen gods. Then, they threw their bodies, the hearts removed, from the top of the ungodly pyramid as though they were the carrion of some worthless animal. At nightfall, we went secretly to the place where their bodies had been thrown. Oh, what a sight it was! Not only our brothers and sisters but thousands of blameless bodies, their hearts removed, which the heathen priests had sacrificed for their own religions, lay at the foot of the pyramid broken and severely disfigured, because of the height from which they had fallen. Girls of marriageable age, adolescent youths… It was impossible to witness that tragedy and forget.

We secretly retrieved the sacred body of our beloved saint and the bodies of his disciples who had born those blessed souls, from the mass grave and buried them with prayers in a fitting place.

Oh, my brothers and sisters!

If you are reading these lines for the first time, you are evidently a person who has recently joined us and has been honoured with the good news of our Lord Jesus! Do not harm these sacred memories and bring doom to them. We have not perished, we are here. They wanted to break us, but God protects his believers. We were ten and became a hundred, we were a hundred and became a thousand. The more we were broken, the more we increased, and the more we increased, the more we spread the good news.

You, oh one whose heart is full of faith! Never allow this sacred book in which the memories of our beloved saint are written to fall into heathen hands. Do not forget that this book is the guarantee for the future of you and your descendants.

Live and protect. 

Finished in the one-thousand-four-hundred-and-twentieth year of the birth of our Lord Jesus.

***

Having finished the book, Theo involuntarily blinked and closed its heavy leather cover. What a lot of unknown secrets and amazing life histories there were in this world, home to all kinds of enigma. He felt sad for his fellow citizen swept away from Istanbul to an unknown land through ill fate. It was evident in every line the man wrote that he was consumed with longing for his homeland.

Had the accident Aleksos mentioned not happened to him, this man would have been an ordinary sinful seaman, but owing to the difficulties he suffered and perhaps the trouble brought by discovering a new land, Aleksos had been raised to the level of a saint by a folk he knew nothing about. Maybe this was the secret; Captain Aleksos had reached the position of sainthood in the eyes of a people he had never met and who were utterly foreign to him. No one could be a prophet in their own village.

Theo became aware of a rattle at the door of the cabin. Someone was forcing it with a skeleton key. The weasel crouched right down in the chest that still contained both him and the book, and began to watch the entrance. The person who was forcing the door quickly and skilfully finished his task and opened the door ajar. A man slowly slid in walking unexpectedly silently for his size. He was tall and had on a hooded caftan. There were a lot of colourful, short birds’ feathers at the cuff of his garment that was dark in colour and probably woven from linen. His feet which could be glimpsed from under the hem of his long caftan were sandaled. The mysterious visitor put his hand to his waist and pulled out an object that shone even in the darkness of the cabin. It was a knife made of igneous rock. Without lowering his weapon, the man began to walk towards the desk with short, slow but sure steps. 

Still in the chest sheltering behind the book, Theo whispered, “Halt!” sternly in Greek. Never expecting to hear this, the uninvited guest was astonished. He crouched at once and looked around awkwardly. There was no one in sight. The intruder looked under the desk thinking there might be someone there. There was no one there either. He frowned, was the voice coming from the chest on top? It was impossible.

This time he leant over the table towards the chest. Timidly, he addressed his whisper to the manuscript and said, “Who spoke?” He could not see the weasel as Theo was hiding under the front cover of the book.

Despite the delicacy of the situation, Theo could barely suppress his laughter. If this scene had occurred at some other time and under different circumstances, he would have played an excellent trick on the man but, never mind!

The weasel tried to be resolute, and said, “Not the book you fool, of course! If you step back, I will reveal myself. I am not an enemy if anything I’m most probably a friend. But first of all, just put that knife down so that our conversation won’t be cut short at the best part. Oh yes, and one important point, To be honest, I have a stipulation. How shall I put it, I am not like the people you are used to seeing every day in the street or mountains or wherever you spend your time. Well, I am more of a man than most, but still, I should warn you. If you promise that when you see me, you won’t pounce on me thinking I’m a demon, only then will I reveal myself to you.”

I take refuge from demons in Our Lord Jesus,” said the man standing back with caution. He lowered the knife he was holding but did not put it back in his belt. “Come on then, show yourself.”

There was a stir under the front cover of the book. Theo gradually revealed himself, first cautiously poking out just his head and then getting completely out of the chest by jumping onto the desk with one swift movement. The Aztec warrior, whose name was Xamal, thought that Theo was some sort of rat when he initially saw him. Involuntarily, it occurred to Xamal that the nasty animal might have gnawed the sacred relic and his heart missed a beat. Lunging towards the table to save the manuscript from the pest, the man faltered at the rat’s shout, “Just slow down, sir!”

The warrior was bewildered and looked vacantly at Theo. Then his eyes widened. He gasped out the words, “The rat spoke!” 

Theo sighed. “I’ve now sort of got used to hearing this insult but still an insult is an insult, and it sickens,” he said. Then he became serious, “Sir! Whenever I see a person, do I say, ‘Oh hairless chimpanzees, how strangely they talk?’  Thankfully, I can tell the difference between a human and an ape. But you, praise be, have the cheek to immediately think whenever you see something with a tail, that it’s a rat!”

His eyes still wide open, it was impossible for the Aztec warrior to understand Theo’s delicately expressed reproach. Realising that the situation in his favour was beginning to turn against him, the shrewd warrior pulled himself together with superhuman willpower. 

“I don’t know whether you are a person or a demon or a magical mouse,” he said. “But this I do know; there is a spell under every stone you lift in these lands. We grow up in this corner of the world wrestling with fairies during the day and succubi at night. A water sprite has a common interest in our water and a werewolf in our meat. Howbeit, with the aid of the Blessed Virgin and our beloved Lord Jesus, we cope with every kind of extramundane creature. Before the white man came, my people did not live for all those years without dying out just by chance. You should know this, evil spirit, the friend of our Lord Jesus is our friend and his enemy our enemy!”

Theo realised that this man, who was bursting, his heart overflowing, with excessive piousness, deep down had a kind nature. The assassin, a proficient soldier, was evidently torn between the passion of the task he had been assigned and the ardour of his devout soul, and could not really think properly.

It was entirely possible that this excited, determined native could kill the captain, who was, in fact, an innocent person, on the spot at the slightest provocation, and such madness would put paid to the weasel’s dreams of returning to Istanbul. A ship, whose captain had been mysteriously murdered in his cabin, would naturally not be able to set sail immediately. First, an investigation would begin, and the ship would be searched with a fine tooth comb.  No one under suspicion on the vessel would be allowed to leave before the investigation was over. This meant that the boat could depart at the earliest when the court case had finished. And what with a new captain having to be found who would agree to replace the captain and so on, the ship would probably remain in the port for up to a year. Thinking pragmatically and listening to his conscience at the same time, Theo decided to humour the man and to sweet talk the vicious assassin into abandoning the murder he planned.

“In that case, let me tell you, brave warrior,” said Theo. “Fortunately, I am a friend of Jesus. To top it all, and what a coincidence, your beloved saint and I are fellow citizens. Before you arrived out of the blue, I had the honour of reading the precious memories that he left behind.    He was indeed a true Christian.

“However, I see that here you have a different understanding of Christianity than that which Aleksos tried to teach you. Where I come from, killing a sleeping defenceless man is one of the greatest sins which can send you straight to hell. Where I come from - the country too of your beloved saint - if you wrongfully take the life of an animal even, let alone murder a man, you will pay for it. But you, you want to throttle a man in his sleep and cut his throat with your knife. Brave warrior, is this fitting for the faithful? Is this the code of conduct the mighty Aztec warriors follow?”

“The creed of the believer is put to the test in the country they live in and is established by its circumstances,” said the warrior. “It is easy to be tolerant when everyone in your land is full of faith, the churches are overflowing, and your emperor is a God-fearing Christian. However, we here are just a handful of people whose lives have been spared. We have lived and continue to live with a blow ready to strike our heads at any moment. Leave us alone to defend ourselves as we wish. If we had not defended our faith with this code until now, the Aztecs of the true faith would have long vanished off the face of the earth. Jackals would play on our graves in the rain and wolves pee on our gravestones.”

The weasel did not remind the warrior of the Christian migrations from Europe to the New World. He also did not say that, according to the warrior’s theory, after these migrations, the New World should have turned into a corner of paradise and the situation of the natives should have improved. He knew very well that it had not. No wonder this strange tribe was heathen according to the Protestant and Catholic community on account of their beliefs concocted from scraps of Orthodoxy. The colour of their skin was also not helping.

Wasn’t even the Orthodox Church, not to mention the Catholics and Protestants, attempting to take the relic they considered most sacred from them without batting an eyelid?

“For God’s sake warrior,” said Theo. If the word is God’s word and the good news is that of Jesus, why should whatever is said and done be different there and different here? The deeds must be the same everywhere so that it is clear whose path it is. If everyone has a mind of their own on what is a sin and what is wrong, twenty creeds will spring up from a single one, and in the end, whose is true and whose is false will disappear without a trace. And won’t these faiths begin to kill each other even for a small disagreement? Oh, they will. Then, in any case, there won’t be truth and so on any longer. Whoever has sufficient power will declare the other heathen. Time will come when people will burn their neighbourhood for envying their neighbour’s chicken!”

The face of the warrior who did not expect this level of scholarly chit-chat from a tiny weasel had become really tense. Before he managed to retort, a creak came from the captain’s bed.

Theo had been focusing on making the skilled assassin abandon his evil intent by talking to him, and had consequently forgotten the presence of the sleeping ship’s captain; the weasel’s raised voice had woken the man suddenly from his repose. Woken up from a deep sleep, the captain was drowsily rubbing his eyes and trying to fathom who these uninvited guests in his cabin were.

Captain Luigi managed to come to his senses enough to stand up and seeing the warrior, he blinked with alarm. He jumped up and grasped the sword he kept at the ready immediately beside his bed. Still half asleep, Luigi staggered towards the warrior and asked in English, “Who the hell are you? Tell me at once, or I won’t be responsible for my actions!”

The assassin who had come to take the captain’s life took advantage of his raging victim coming at him and turned to the captain shouting, “I’m the Angel of Death coming to kill you!”

It became clear to Theo that matters were now at breaking point. The immortal weasel was also convinced that he had to make an appearance to the captain too, in order to stop things getting out of hand.

To get Luigi’s attention, Theo shouted with a roar, “Stop it you, dunderheads!”

Looking startled at the place the voice came from, Captain Luigi did not expect to see a weasel on his ship. A weasel, standing on its hind feet on the desk with its tiny paws, palms outstretched towards him and his enemy, as though to say “enough!” and speaking, was a possibility that would never have crossed his mind. Seeing that the captain was busy gaping at the weasel and had become distracted, without further ado the Aztec warrior lunged and hit the captain a hearty blow on the head with the heavy stone handle of the knife he was holding.

Luigi jumped for a moment at the blow and not understanding what had happened, shook as though stunned by a shock from an electric eel and toppled over onto the warrior. The captain’s hands locked like iron claws onto the Aztec brave’s garment, contracted for a moment and his fingers, still closed as he fell to the ground, ripped a piece of fabric from the collar of  Xamal’s clothing. The warrior looked at the captain lying motionless on the ground with hatred and loathing. He lifted his knife.

“That’s it,” thought Theo, “At this moment an innocent man and my return ticket to Istanbul are going by the board in front of my eyes. If I don’t do something, I’m going to be stuck here for a long time.” The weasel opened its mouth to stop to the warrior. Given the distance, it was impossible for Theo to jump on Xamal’s hand and bite the knife out of it. The warrior had knelt down beside his victim on the ground. Having aimed his weapon at the captain’s heart, Xamal cast a glance at Theo. The long years of suffering screamed out from the warrior’s jet-black eyes. These eyes were brilliant, and it was a wonder that they might also be compassionate deep down.

The Aztec warrior slowly lowered the knife and put it in his belt. He gave a deep sigh, stood up and turned to Theo. With a shudder, the weasel watched the warrior walking firmly towards the desk. Fastening his gaze on Theo, Xamal reached over to the chest on top of the desk, and without touching the weasel, he snatched the book. He turned the manuscript over and over to understand whether the valuable work had been damaged. When he saw that the holy work of Saint Aleksos was sound, the warrior relaxed.

He carefully put the book in his caftan and then turned his attention again to the weasel.

“Very well,” said the Aztec and a faint smile appeared in the folds of his mouth. “I spared a life so as not to take one! It is God who gives life and takes it. No true servant of the Almighty can take the life of the innocent. Let it be known very well that our faith is not wrong. Almighty God created his servants in various climates in all shapes and sizes so that they would be suited to the lands in which they were born. Heaven only knows why, the one and only God created as many different beliefs as his servants in order to make the lives of his believers easier. Now, who can say that a belief that does not kill innocent people or wrong anyone, is false?

“When you arrive in Constantinople, communicate our situation to the Church exactly like that, we are not heathen. We are just as religious as the Patriarch, and we are the soldiers of Christ!”

After saying this, the proud Aztec warrior went out of the door silently like a ghost and vanished immediately.

***

Captain Luigi woke towards morning with a splitting headache and saw with horror that the book ordered by the Doge had gone with the wind.

Without putting on even a proper shirt, he immediately ran up to the deck in his nightclothes and turned the boat upside down. Luigi interrogated everyone on the boat without exception. He said he was not angry with the person who took the book and he thought they might have done such a thing from necessity. If the thief came forward, the captain would forget what had happened without harming them. When there was not a sound from anyone, the captain had the people who were on duty the night the manuscript disappeared and a few crooks he suspected from the ship’s crew flogged and beaten at length. However, all his efforts were in vain. No one knew where the book had gone.

The trouble was that Luigi could remember nothing of what had happened that night either. The swelling on his head and the unlocked door of his room were a clear sign that he had had a visitor that night. Yet, the last thing the unlucky captain remembered was the bed he got into to sleep and Istanbul that he saw in his dream.

There had been a robbery on the boat, but this was not a matter to stop the great voyage. The shareholders of the cargo were getting restless, and they were very keen to have the goods delivered to Europe in time. In the hopes that an enquiry would be held, news was sent to the public security in New York. But after listening to the case, the soldiers who came to the ship looked at each other for a while and then advised Luigi to continue his voyage as if nothing happened. When the despairing captain seemed to object, the soldiers pledged that they would undoubtedly take due care to send the book, should it be found, to him by courier, and as they left the vessel, they could not suppress their laughter.

In short, the matter was over before it had begun and the ship was about to complete its preparations to set sail for the Ottoman capital as previously planned.

While this was happening on the upper decks, Theo was looking out of a porthole on the lower deck of the vessel. The weasel was holding the piece of fabric Luigi had torn from the Aztec’s garment, dreaming of Istanbul and growing impatient for the journey to begin. Looking at the endless ocean that stretched before him, Theo thought however much he travelled, however long he stayed in other places, he always had to go back to his thousand-year-old hometown. Perhaps the idea of returning to Istanbul was better than being in Istanbul itself!

He smiled as much as a weasel could smile and looked again at the fabric in his paw. A depiction of Hagia Sophia without any minarets was embroidered on the piece torn from the Aztec warrior’s garment. It looked like the copy of a drawing.

Janissary's Tale

Murad Effendi looked with hatred at the soldiers of the Eshkinci Corps passing in front of his shop. In their uniforms, they looked more like wretched infidels than Muslim soldiers. There was a deep-seated arrogance in the eyes of all three of them, and they walked with an over-confident gait. Everybody knew that the Eshkinci’s who had begun their training merely two days before had designs on Haji Bektash Veli’s Janissary Corps, but in all these years no one had been powerful enough to dismantle the army of the Sultans that carried the Ottoman Empire from victory to victory.

He recited bismillah and opened his shop. As soon as he entered, the specific odour of the shoemaker’s little shop hit him. He was amazed that after all these years, his cobbler nose was still able to smell it every morning. Murad Effendi took the brush standing in the corner and began to sweep the floor. “It’s high time I got an apprentice,” he thought. Ever since his old assistant had become a master cobbler the previous year, he had been alone in the shop, trying to do all the work himself. His neighbour, Ragip Effendi, had recently mentioned that his son was interested in the art of the shoemaking. The cobbler decided to talk about the matter in the evening at the usual coffee house.

The marketplace began to liven up. The tradesmen were opening their shops and the morning customers were slowly starting to drop in. Murad Effendi got down to work in his atelier, took the shoe he had left half finished the day before and quickly changed its worn out sole. The shoe’s owner, Vartan Effendi, was an early bird and could arrive at any minute. Murad Effendi had just put the footwear in its place when he espied his predictable Armenian neighbour in the distance. Vartan Effendi entered the shop, and they greeted one another.

“I bid you good morrow, Murad Effendi. How are you?”

“And you too, Vartan Effendi. You know, I saw the greatest milksops at the crack of dawn. I felt as though I had seen the devil.”

“Who the hell did you see?”

“Who do you think, master? Those Eshkinci wimps were wandering around here. How can they be so bold as to stroll among all these janissaries? Don’t they know that half the tradesmen are from the corps? They know, of course, too right they do, but they do it deliberately to get on our nerves.”

“For God’s sake Murad Effendi, forget it! Dogs bark but the caravan keeps going. Who can touch the corps? Just look at all the armies, the Alemdars and the Sekban-i Djedids, that have been and gone. Which one has been able to destroy the army of the Sultans?”

Murad Effendi nodded in silent agreement.

“That’s true. However, if anyone has designs on the Janissaries, then woe is he! With God’s help this tradesman…”

He could not continue. Pointing angrily at the market he added, “Half the tradesmen are from the corps!”

“There is no doubt about that. However, it is just a rumour going round Murad Effendi, please, for the sake of politics, don’t do anything daft.”

Murad Effendi did not respond to this warning. Who was this Armenian Christian to give opinions on state matters? A non-muslim should know his place. They were friends, true, but when it was a matter of politics, Turks should always have the last say.

Irritably he said, “Come on Vartan Effendi, come on! Give us our first sale so that we can get on with our work.”

As was the tradition, Vartan Effendi tossed his coin on the floor for the first sale and went out in a huff without saying anything. Murad Effendi went back to his atelier. Although he had work to do, his mind was altogether somewhere else.

“What politics, man!” he muttered to himself. “If the Haji Bektash Order dies out, the Balkans will be out of our hands. We have fought since the beginning for the survival of this state, and we’ll do it again! Regardless of the circumstances! Otherwise, how can we look the folk in the face?”

While Murad Effendi was indignantly thinking about all this, he saw another customer approaching the shop. He slowly lifted his head and looked at the visitor. The comer was a tallish, strapping, clean-faced youth,   dressed to the nines. The young man’s clothes had such a sheen, it was as if they had just been bought from the tailor. The lad was undoubtedly not from Istanbul, and it was difficult to tell whether the youth was a Muslim or not from his attire. Murad Effendi would look at the shoes of every customer who dashed into his shop. He attributed this to an occupational disease, and saw that the boots on the youth’s feet were pretty worn out, in fact, they were downright torn at the edges. His smart attire and the shoes he was wearing were in stark contrast.

“Good morning, young man. What can I do for you?”

The youth, who had, as yet, only been able to put one foot on the threshold of the shoe shop, paused for a moment. He then collected himself immediately and said, “Good morning, sir. I want to buy some shoes.”

Although he spoke methodically, it was evident that Turkish was not his mother tongue. Murad Effendi thought that the young man might be working at some European mission. Recently, one had begun to see lots of western Christians, who came from Frankish provinces and knew Turkish, especially in the Beyoğlu area.

“You’ve come to the right place then, young man,” he observed. Look, my shoes are there on this counter. And oh, if you want a special shoe, I can make that too, but it will cost you a little more.”

The youth took a step closer to Murad Effendi, “Sir, I don’t know how to put this,” he said. I’m in urgent need of shoes.”

“I can see that. The ones on your feet are pretty worn out, to tell the truth. You can choose a pair from the counter and try them on.”

“However, I don’t have any money on me at the moment, my dear master.”

“I see,” said Murad Effendi slowly. He paused for a moment and put down the hammer he was holding. Once again, he eyed the person in front of him from head to foot, “Well, looking at your attire you don’t seem very poor.”

“Perish the thought, I don’t have my purse with me at the moment, sir. I forgot it at home when I came out in a hurry in the morning. My home is right over in Üsküdar, on the Asian side. You would appreciate that I don’t want to walk around the whole day in these shoes. If I return to Üsküdar now,   I won’t be able to get the business I need to settle, done. Would it be all right if I pawned you something and come tomorrow and pay you?”

Frowning, Murad Effendi looked at the youth as though he had said something improper. “I’m not the owner of a pawn shop, lad! If you want the shoes on account, that is all right. We’ll write your name in the book, and you will pay later. There’s no need to pawn anything.”

“Sir, I insist, for I won’t feel comfortable any other way.”

Murad Effendi was a man who took no risks in business, and he had a considerable aversion to pawnbroking. The item pawned could be lost or stolen. If it disappeared and was worth a king’s ransom, the damage entailed could cost Murat Effendi dear. Last Ramadan, Hüseyin Effendi, who lost the Dutch watch he had taken as security, was about to lose his shop, had it not been for the aid collected by the market tradesmen’s guild.

And then there was also the matter of conscience. Murad Effendi knew himself. Even if the person could not put the money together, he could not appropriate anyone’s goods. Above all, it was a sin, it was ill-gotten gains.

“No, lad, it’s wrong, I can’t do it.”

“Is that so? Very well then. I cannot take anything for free. Anyway, thanks, my dear master. We’ll get to the end of the day somehow. Let’s hope it doesn’t rain. Well, have a good day,” said the youth, and turning, he began to walk away.

Murad Effendi quickly weighed in his mind how big a sin it could be to refuse someone asking for his help. All right, let the boy still think he had given something as a pledge. As long as he, Murad Effendi, did not harbour the intention of taking a pawned item, he concluded that he would not be acting unrighteously.

He called after the young man who was just about to go out of the door, “Just wait a minute, lad. What is your name? First, tell me your name.”

“Yasin. They call me Yasin the Initiate.”

“And peace be upon you, Yasin. They call me Shoemaker Murad Effendi. That’s far better, now we’ve become acquainted. And praise God, you’re a Muslim lad. All right, I’ll take your pledge, but only so that your business gets done. I’m not a greedy merchant or a pawnbroker. You must know that. What are you going to give me?”

Yasin put his hand into the bag hanging from his left shoulder, and after poking around for a while, he held out a shining round object to Murad Effendi.

“It’s very fine silver,” he said sheepishly.

Murad Effendi took the proffered item and began to examine it. It was a silver coin, as large as a Spanish escudo but thicker, burnished and beautifully cut. On one side of the coin was something scrawled in the Frankish script. The obverse side had been minted with a portrait of a long-haired European king whom Murad did not recognise.

“What’s this coin?”

“It’s from America, from the New World…”

“I see…” Murad Efendi casually weighed the money in his hand. “That’s fine lad, choose a pair of the shoes on that counter.”

Yasin turned towards the counter on which the shoes were carefully displayed. After trying on a couple, the shy customer picked one of slightly European style. “I’ll take these.”

“You’ve chosen a good pair. Enjoy wearing them.”

“I’ll bring you the money tomorrow, before noon.”

“All right, my lad, your deposit is safe. Don’t worry about it. If you hadn’t insisted I would not have taken it anyway, but, whatever…”

Yasin thanked him, and after wishing him a good working day he went out.

For a while, Murad Effendi looked after the young man who was walking briskly. “There you have a carefree aristocrat,” he thought, “not giving a damn whether there is anyone with designs on the empire!” The rest of the day until noon passed quite uneventfully. Business was not as good as previously. He mended the scuffed shoes of a customer who came to the shop and resoled another’s Damascene shoes. The market’s butcher, Mahmud Effendi, came to visit him just before the noon prayers.

As soon as Murat Effendi saw Mahmud Effendi entering his shop, he couldn’t help but smile. Mahmud Effendi was one of the old school, a brave, sturdy man in his youth. The year when the Alemdar demon attacked the Ottoman Empire they had fought together against the cuckold, and ever since that time, their camaraderie, may God strengthen it, had never diminished.

“Peace be with you, Murad Effendi!”

“And with you too, Mahmud Effendi! I haven’t seen you around for a long time, man!”

“Upon my word, I have no excuse! I’ve become totally immersed in matters of the ephemeral world.”

“Which one of us hasn’t, Mahmud? I can’t sleep at night. In truth, the demons are roaming around out of spite!

“You may well ask Murad. As God is my witness, I have difficulty in restraining the brave men in my janissary regiment. Each of them is like a fireproof salamander. They are looking for hearths to leap into the inferno.”

“Those brave men of the corps should just sit and listen to their masters and not do anything wrong. If left to them, they’ll go hunting  Eshkinci’s in the daytime and bring total ruin to the corps. There’s a method for everything. They should first just take care of those feigning to be janissaries and then think about politics.”

“That’s right. The other day I bastinadoed yet another person. Again they had written a ne’er-do-well down as a “novice” saying, ‘come on my brave man, let’s put you down as a janissary…’ Disgusting. Neither we nor our comrades behaved like that when we were young, Murad. There is something fundamentally wrong with the youngsters these days. Anyway, my dear friend, you are coming to the New Barracks tonight, aren’t you?”

“Why, of course, is this the time to miss political talks, sir?”

“Good, good. Well, I’d best get along then and not leave the shop unattended any longer. That bastard of a foreman of mine can’t manage to cube meat. Until evening, god willing.”

“Godspeed, sir.”

Evening fell rapidly after Mahmud Effendi had left the shoe maker’s shop. Soon after the swifts appearing with the setting sun began to fly screaming, Murad Effendi tidied up and swept the floor. After satisfying himself that the coin Yasin had given him was safe in his pocket, he closed his shop and set off home to eat his fill before going to the New Barracks. As he was leaving, he noticed that the tradesmen of the corps were shutting their shops one by one and walking alone, taking care not to gather in a crowd. Quitting the market all at once and walking towards the New Barracks could have aroused suspicion. As always, his comrades were poised.

After a shortish walk, Murad Effendi reached his house. He turned the latch on the gate and went inside. He passed through the garden which, although not small, left little room to move when they threw their beds outside in the summer, and as soon as he opened the door he smelt savoury aromas. “Beans,” thought Murad Effendi. Before long his wife brought his food. It was not their custom to talk at meals. They quickly ate their food in silence and then his wife brought his chibouk. He puffed on his chibouk, inhaling the smoke of tobacco and hashish a little, and became lost in thought.

Fatma Hanım, the wife of the great janissary, knew that she should not disturb her husband in situations like this. He had never been a communicative man and did not talk much to his wife. Eighteen years ago, even when he came home covered in blood after fighting against the Alemdar dog, he merely said, “We’ve toppled the scumbag! Don’t just stand there! Get some bread and yogurt to eat. And get my chibouk ready!”

After a while, Murad Effendi decided that the time was right. He put down his chibouk and stood up with determination. To his wife, he said, “I’m going to the New Barracks, woman. Don’t you dare let it slip! And give me your blessing!” As soon as she heard this, Fatma Hanım’s heart suddenly sank. She kissed the hand her husband held out and could only murmur, “You have my blessing, bey.” Murad Effendi bent and kissed his wife on the forehead. He then took the lantern from the house, went out and headed towards the New Barracks.

There was a slight breeze blowing, the weather was beautiful. The heat of the morning had abated, and it was a little less humid. There was the odd person around. All over the city, one could read the signs of tension that had been continuing for a while now. In the market, there was not a single tradesman happy with the way business was going. Although political bargaining and agreements were being made in secret places away from eyes, the folk in the street felt, heard and knew about it.

Walking swiftly, Murad Effendi arrived at the barracks. Greeting the intrepid, strong men waiting at the gate, he entered through the barracks’ gate. The chiefs were going to gather in the chamber of the ninth battalion.

On his way, he saw the loaves of bread from the barracks’ bakery. Well, perhaps the janissary council would be staying in the building until morning prayers, they ought to be prepared. It was not at all certain what the majority would decide. The commanders had to secure the food and strength of the brave men. Greeting all the comrades he saw inside the barracks, he entered the room.

The talk had long since begun. In a spacious room, a largish circle had been formed with the greatest janissaries in front according to formality. The janissary novices worked silently, bringing bread to the people assembled and also renewing the chibouks of those who wished.

The room was naturally crowded. Everyone of importance was there.

Captain Habib, commander of the market guards, Suleiman Agha, head of the eighth battalion, Kara Agha, head of the fourth battalion, Ahmed Agha, second in command of the third battalion, Commander-in-Chief Beshir, the Quilt Maker who had not visited the corps since the Baklava Procession two months previously and Hashim Agha of the sixty-fourths, were the men who first caught his eye. A few youths who saw him enter stood up. They gave him a seat, and he sat down.

Suleiman Agha, the commander of the eighth battalion, a stout, blonde man was about to end his speech: “…and also our ancestors are part of this corps. Aghas! Remember! For us, being one of the corps is not only about being a janissary. This corps is the legacy of our ancestors. It is our good name. If the corps dies, then God forbid, the continuity of the state will be lost. We are not the kind of men to sit and allow the holy state of the Muslims to crumble.”

After that, he stopped talking and with his flashing eyes began to scan the room where deathly silence prevailed. When Suleiman Agha’s eyes lit on Kara Agha, they locked on him, and the former nodded slightly as though to say it’s your turn.

Kara Agha, the head of the fourth corps, was a janissary turned seventy with a handlebar moustache. He had gone into many a battle with his comrades and, in his time, had defeated many enemies of the religion and the state.

“Aghas,” he began. “The matter is sensitive. And it is as important as it is sensitive. Our corps that Haji Bektash founded with his own hands, the sword of the true faith, is the point in question. There are souls among you who remember the wretched Alemdar. We said it was lawful to defeat the dog and we did. Now, however, they are sending out a pack of dogs against us. When even Sultan Suleiman Khan, may he rest in peace, did not see the need to establish such an army, where does our current sultan Mahmud Khan find the courage? It’s undeniable that some people close to the sultan are deceiving him and attempting to destroy the sword of Islam. Yet, don’t they know that the janissaries are the people? The sword swung against the janissaries is swung against the people!”

Voices of approval rose from the room. Out of the corner of his eye, Murad Effendi saw that Commander-in-Chief Beshir the Quilt Maker was preparing to take the floor. He did not like Beshir at all. The quilt maker would come to the barracks only when he was in need of something. Sometimes, he was not seen for months.

Commander-in-Chief Beshir, the Quilt Maker, began with, “Aghas. Our corps is mighty. Let no one be in doubt that, with ferocity, we will fall on the throats of those wishing to harm one hair of the corps. However, he who gets up in anger will sit down with a loss. Whatever we do, we must weigh it up very carefully and act accordingly. Once, in the past, the blood of the sultan was on the hands of the corps. This is a warning to us for the future. Besides, would a sultan wish ill for his soldier? I say we wait aghas!”

Just as cries of objection were about to rise, second in command Ahmed Agha held up his hand and exclaimed, “Companions, what the quilt maker says is right. A lousy temper harms the possessor most. Let’s sit and wait.

Let’s see the new army’s intentions. We mustn’t set fire to the bed because of the bed bugs.”

“Good God, Ahmed Agha, you’ve become that quilt maker’s buffoon!"

These words dropped like a bomb on the room. Together with the deathly silence that fell instantly, eyes began to seek out the man who had uttered them. The knitted eyebrows and fiery eyes of Murad Effendi met the curious gazes seeking the speaker, with firm resolution.

Astounded, the deputy did not know what to say. If one of the young aghas had been so disrespectful, he might have drawn the pistol in his belt and laid that impudent wretch out on the ground like a dead swine. Yet, the speaker was by his full appellation, Murad Effendi the Brave.

Even though Murad Effendi, who refused all manner of rank and position proposed by the corps, seemed on paper to be an ordinary person, he was, in fact, one of the great, most respected janissaries.

The deputy swallowed. All eyes turned from Murad Effendi to him. He now had to say something. He looked at the Quilt Maker out of the corner of his eye. Commander-in-Chief Beshir Agha had stiffened, and his face was bright red. Yet in this situation, it was not up to him to say anything.

The deputy Ahmet Agha took a deep breath. “By your leave, Murad Effendi! We are no one’s buffoon, thank heaven!”  One could hear the trembling in his voice.

“Well, in that case, what do you mean?”

“I’m thinking of the future of the corps, sir! If you have anything to say, the council did not gather in vain.”

Murad Effendi sat up casually. He drew on his chibouk. Looking ahead he slowly let out the thick smoke from his lungs. “I have my words prepared, of course. Why wouldn’t I? I do not wish to see the fate of the brave men and the state.  We heard all this from others eighteen years ago, and we heard what you have said from other people too, deputy. But you wouldn’t know, you entered the corps the following year.”

Murad Effendi paused, he was thinking of the old days. He remembered the brave men martyred with Alemdar blowing himself up.  While the janissaries were trying with all their might to stave in the dome of the building where he was hiding to capture him, Alemdar blew up the powder magazine and hundreds of brave men died, blown to bits. Murad Effendi remembered that evening when arms, legs and heads rained on Istanbul like rain from the sky.

“When Alemdar, the enemy of the corps, came and, in fact, when he began to meddle with our name registers, there were some among us who spoke like you. For goodness sake, aghas, they said, let’s wait, they said. Don’t they say, don’t be put off by the outside appearance, it might seem normal, but you may be in for a big surprise? If we hadn’t dispersed the Sekban-ı Djedid, this corps wouldn’t have survived even to this day!” 

“Murad Effendi, no one has the power to destroy the corps. Let us first think with all the pros and cons…”

“There is no time or anything to think about, deputy! In this case, those who are with us will come, and of course, accounts will be settled with those who remain behind!”

Just as voices began to clamour from everyone in the room, the great janissary, who had a snow-white beard falling down to his chest despite his name being Kara Agha or Black Agha, jumped up and said, “Come on comrades, it’s time for night prayers. Let’s do our duty to Allah first and then continue our political talk. The soldiers will perform their prayers in the rooms and we, aghas, will go over to the Corps’ Mosque. We have a long night ahead of us. Let’s hope God will make it fortuitous.”

Everyone knew that Kara Agha’s outburst was to mellow the inextricable situation. They knew this, but in truth, there was only a little time until night prayers. Everyone got up silently and, leaving the rooms in small groups, began to walk towards the Corps’ Mosque.

Kara Agha and Murad Effendi walked side by side the length of the road to the mosque. They performed their prayers without breaking their silence. As they returned, Murad Effendi drew close to Kara Agha and said so that only he could hear, “Agha, you intervened, eased the atmosphere, but you merely saved the day. I have great respect for you, I don’t have to put it in words. Yet that cuckold, Beshir Agha will stab us in the back, agha! He gossips and provokes the other soldiers to kill the janissaries. They say he’s close to Mahmud Khan.”

“Murad,” said Kara Agha, “I’m very fond of you, my son. Together, we have shot and swung swords against many enemies of the corps. Our bond is strong. Once a janissary, always a janissary. We are not prone to intrigue. Unity is for us, intrigue for our foes. Companionship is for us, separation for those wishing to destroy the janissaries. If you have seen anything with your own eyes, then speak, if not, for the sake of Mohammad, be silent!”

Bowing, Murad Effendi saluted Kara Agha with respect. They walked briskly for the remainder of the return journey and arrived back at the barracks. Everyone took their former places in the large room, and the conversation continued from where it had left off as though it had not stopped at all. From then on, Murad Effendi took little part in the discussion, since he had fully understood that it was no longer possible to restrain the janissaries, and they would revolt regardless. The discontent and the feeling of humiliation had brought the corps to a tipping point.

While Murad Effendi was lost in thought, distant sounds came to his ears.

“… the greatest duty of a Muslim. If the janissaries revolt, the people will be right behind them.  Who has enough strength against the people of Istanbul!”

“… we are not saying that the ordinary people should lead as in Frankish countries and proclaim a republic, but the sultan should listen to his subjects, he must act accordingly…”

“… A sultan who does not go to war is playing with the janissaries’ livelihood. How will the janissary survive if there is no plunder? They tell us not to be tradesmen and focus on the art of war but how will we feed the mouths at home?”

After a while, he could not hear what was being said at all. All the conversations melted into one background noise. He knew that the crowd had come to its decision. The speeches made at this moment, the harangues and words spoken, were all for the sake of formality. The decision to overturn the food cauldrons and revolt had in fact already been taken before night prayers. It was well into the night when prayers were said, and speeches were made about the janissaries being ready to sacrifice themselves for religion and state and agreeing to pay any price for the survival of the empire.

The Janissary military band members had already been in marching order since the previous day, and they began to beat the drums. Hearing the band, the rebels became even more eager and were champing at the bit. At the sound of the military band, some of the residents of Istanbul started to join the janissaries. Two hours after the call to morning prayers, a messenger was sent to the palace reporting that the janissaries objected to the newfound forces and that for the continuity of Islam and the holy state, the blasphemous army should be disbanded. The situation in front of the barracks was tantamount to a fair. Street vendors, bootlickers, beggars and veterans had taken their places on the hastily rigged stage. Istanbul’s venturesome youths and janissary apprentices had armed themselves with whatever they could find as weapons and come to support the corps. Bektashi monks were wandering around the square, praying and chanting. The mood in the square reflected the frame of mind of an army that had already won a victory rather than a group of rebels preparing for battle.

After some time, the messenger sent to the palace returned. The news he brought was lamentable. Determined to put a slur on the glory of his ancestors, Sultan Mahmud Khan had raised the flag of the Prophet, the banner of Islam and Allah’s holy war. The jihad was declared against the janissaries, the backbone of Islam and the state, and the sultan had sent town criers all over Istanbul shouting, “The wives of those who do not fight for the flag of the Prophet will be free from their husbands!” On hearing this news, pandemonium broke out between the people who had congregated in the square like an army of ants. People praying, cursing, swearing and those who chanted amongst themselves…

When Murad Effendi heard the news, he was dumbfounded. The state, for the sake of which he would not hesitate for a second to die, had not only declared him a traitor but had raised the flag of the Prophet and, treating him like an infidel, had made it lawful for the Muslim folk to take his life. He was shocked beyond belief. His head was throbbing, and his eyes began to blur.

Murad Effendi pulled himself together. So, at this moment, the empire was not a Muslim state. It was a non-Muslim state intending to kill its own people and to provoke the public against its soldiers of Islam. He bit his lips in rage and was aware of a salty, iron taste in his mouth.

The Janissaries and their supporters were furious when they heard what was happening in the palace. Imams amongst them, who said that the sultan should be killed, and mullahs who gave the news that it was right to take the women in the harem as booty, had multiplied. Murad Effendi looked with loathing at these vultures.

Fighting was now imminent. At once, weapons were brought from the arsenal and armour from the armoury and distributed to the Janissaries and the proponents of their cause. The battalions separated in lines and began to march to the palace to the accompaniment of prayers. With two pistols in his cummerbund, Kara Agha passed in front of Murad Effendi to join his battalion.

Murad Effendi called out, “Kara Agha!” The agha heard someone shouting at him, stopped and looked at Murad Effendi. He gave a faint smile. “Murad, my dear fellow,” he said. “May God grant that we fight in an army in which we can be considered martyrs.” The old man walked on briskly without another word.

After a while, it was the turn of Murad Effendi’s battalion to march. They gathered, and although there were some of the unarmed common folk amongst them, the group began to advance. The news from the front was all right. Marching towards the palace, the Janissaries had not encountered any significant resistance, and they had pushed as far as the Imperial Council Road. The vanguard there had immediately mounted a line of defence and began to wait to unite with the groups following. Murad Effendi saw that some people from the rabble behind were trying to break down the door of a house on the street. The dwellers, looking at the looters from the second-floor window, were petrified. “Shame on you! You louts!” Murad Effendi thought. “Are we going to save the Empire with this lot?” He was just about to move to the house to intervene when the surrounding area resounded with a shot, and one of the hooligans putting his shoulder to the door slumped to the ground. After a moment of consternation, the man’s partners in crime fled to the side streets in an instant and vanished. The person with the still smoking pistol, who had shot the dishonourable thief, was none other than his old friend Mahmud Effendi. Murad Effendi went over to him, and they exchanged glances. Mahmud Effendi’s eyes were moist. The pair stood for a while without speaking, and then they embraced each other as if parting for the last time, and went their separate ways to join their battalions.

When Murad Effendi reached the Imperial Council Road, the crowd had significantly increased. He learnt from a janissary that soldiers loyal to the sultan had grouped together farther along. No one had seen Deputy Ahmed Agha and Commander-in-Chief Beshir, the Quilt Maker, for some time. Rumour had it that these two damned men had instigated other janissaries as devilish as themselves, and deserted to fight on the side of the palace.

A loud noise suddenly rent the air, and Murad Effendi felt his feet leave the ground. Everything suddenly became silent. Stars began to burst around him. Falling to the ground, Murad Effendi thought that he was looking at hell.

Waiting in ambush farther along the road, the artillery unit siding with the palace had fired on the janissaries without any warning. The noise from the exploding cannons made the wooden houses of Istanbul tremble like aspen leaves, and the cannon balls from the guns had begun to fall on the people waiting close together like a shoal of mackerel. Although he was lying on the ground shaken, Murad Effendi was witnessing everything that was going on. The falling cannon balls were ripping into his comrades, and arms, legs, and other body parts were flying around. Murad Effendi staggered to his feet.

The cannons had caught the janissaries entirely by surprise, and the firing was relentless. Rushing to help their friends, the janissaries were in fear of their lives when the artillery fire did not cease, and they began rapidly to pull back. The retreat, together with the increasing panic, turned into a rout. Murad Effendi bounded back and began to flee towards the barracks. He jumped over the dead and the dying and tried to get away as quickly as possible from the Imperial Council Road that had turned into a bloodbath. Twice he fell, slipping on the blood. At the end of the road, out of the corner of his eye, the cobbler saw Kara Agha lying lifeless on the ground. Even the wind that began to blow could not dry his tears.

***

When they reached the barracks, the situation there was heart-rending. A large number of the Janissaries had been killed by artillery fire. Murad Effendi was loath to believe it when he heard that the Istanbul folk had finished off the remaining wounded and unlucky janissaries. How could the neighbours, friends and people nearby whom they saw every day do this to them? Then he thought about the robbers who wanted to loot the houses of innocent folk. He felt something break inside him.

Mahmud Effendi’s words brought Murad Effendi, who stood motionless in the corridor while people around him were anxiously rushing hither and thither, to his senses. “Murad!” yelled Mahmud Effendi. “We have to fortify the gate! We need help!” As soon as he heard his comrade, Murad Effendi pulled himself together. Again he and Mahmud Effendi were fighting side by side. Like old times.

Piling up everything they could lay their hands on in front of the barracks’ gate, they attempted to fortify the entrance. In this fight to survive, there was no longer pride. Everyone, even the most senior janissaries, did what they could, and essentially tried to delay the inevitable outcome. Gunshots continued to be heard in the distance. After a while silence fell outside. The only sound to be heard was the moaning of the wounded in the barracks.

They finished fortifying the gate as best they could and then the unnerving suspense started. Mahmud Effendi came over to Murad Effendi, and both of them sank down at the bottom of a wall.

“What have we done, Murad?”

“We fought, Mahmud. We protected the honour of the corps against a confused sultan.”

“Was the sultan confused or were we, Murad? Just look at the state of us? They won’t let us go now until they have killed us to the last one.”

“What are you afraid of, Mahmud? If we are to drink from this cup of martyrdom, then, of course, we will drink it all together.”

Mahmud Effendi gave a deep sigh. They sat without talking. The waiting had made everyone in the barracks irritable, and quarrels began to break out at the slightest spark. When Murad Effendi went to the rooms at the back to sort out yet another such incident, the artillery attack began. The loyal forces had moved their artillery from the Imperial Council Road to near the barracks. The gunners concentrated their fire on the fortified gate. However well strengthened the gates were, it was impossible for them to endure the onslaught. The foundations of the building were shaken with every cannonball that struck. Confined in the back rooms, Murad Effendi saw that a fire had begun at the front. The quarters in which Mahmud Effendi had been was in flames. Murad Effendi felt his heart ache.

The opening of the gates had not silenced the gunners, though. To the contrary, they seemed to have begun to strike the inner part of the barracks with glee.  Murat Effendi thought, “They are going to bury us here alive.” A cannonball struck the courtyard overlooked by the door of the room he was in. Suddenly, there were clouds of dust everywhere, and visibility dropped to zero. The whole place groaned with the wails of the wounded and calls of “God is great.” With sorrow, Murad Effendi realised that there was no way out of the barracks. It was impossible to go out from the front because of the blaze. And the fire that had just started at the back had begun to envelop the whole place. He said to himself, “So this is it.” He professed his faith with shahadah.   

He felt a tingling in his pocket. At first, he disregarded it. Naturally, there were other, more pressing concerns at that moment. However, when after a while the tingling turned into an unmistakable movement, he put his hand in his pocket to ascertain what was happening and saw the coin the young man had given him earlier.

The flat, round piece of metal had begun to shine with a blue light and was vibrating. Murad Effendi was just about to throw it to the ground in utter disgust when a voice boomed from the coin. “Follow the weasel. It is the one that will save you from your demise.”

He had come across brave men raving as they were about to die on the battlefield, or seeing things that were not there. “So I’m dying too,” he thought to himself. “Well, at least this torture is ending.” The coin’s blue light gradually became more powerful. A movement to his left attracted his attention, and he could not believe what he saw. A weasel carrying a shoulder bag was standing on its hind legs and beckoning to Murad Effendi with its left paw!

Murad Effendi was sure he was dreaming, but still, he was bewildered. Yet another explosion came from behind. The wall beside him collapsed. The weasel looked as impatient as a weasel could look, and it continued to beckon Murad Effendi urgently with its paw.

Murad Effendi shouted, “Ya Allah!” and followed the weasel. In clouds of dust, he sometimes lost sight of the animal, but the weasel either waited for him or by turning back, did not allow his follower to lose sight of it. They passed among dead Janissaries, through burning rooms and demolished walls. When they eventually came to a disused storeroom, the weasel again stood on its hind legs and pointed out something to Murad Effendi. It was an old dry well. In an instant, Murad Effendi lifted the wooden lid covering it. As soon as he had done so, the weasel leapt inside. Murad Effendi followed. It was pitch-dark. Blindly, using the walls like a chimney, he descended to the bottom of the well. The weasel was somewhere near at hand; he could hear but could not see it. Suddenly the inside of the well lit up. Murad Effendi covered his aching eyes with his hands. When he was able to look around, he saw that the incredible weasel was carrying a kind of torch in one paw and, with the other, was showing him a tunnel of a size that he could enter only by crawling. With the weasel in front and Murat Effendi behind, they began to move forward through the underpass.

What was happening was not even absurd. Murad Effendi could no longer think properly. But he concluded that he was not dead yet. For, as he went down the well he had scratched his arm severely on the wall, it had caused him much pain and his arm had bled. The cobbler wondered whether the weasel in front of him was an angel of God. Perhaps it was the devil himself posing as a weasel, and it was taking him to hell. Without thinking too much about it with his numbed brain, he decided to go with the weasel.

They crawled through the tunnel for a long time, and when they came to a point where several tunnels intersected, the weasel in front of him chose one of these tunnels without a second thought. It must have known the underground passages like the back of its paw.

Hours later, Murad Effendi noticed that the tunnel had begun to climb. Before long, they came to the bottom of another blind shaft. Bright sunlight beat down on the inside of the well that had no cover on it. They climbed up and stepped onto the ground once again.

After getting out of the well, completely exhausted, Murad Effendi saw someone sitting on the ground near him. The young man was the youth called Yasin who had given him that strange coin and, given everything he had experienced in the last couple of hours, the Janissary was not surprised. Emerging before Murad Effendi, the weasel immediately scampered over to the young man and Yasin began to speak to this strange animal. “Thanks a lot, Theo. Here is that manuscript I promised you. Ever since the library in Alexandria was destroyed, very few eyes have been able to look at it, and most of those were not human eyes, indeed.”

He paused for a moment and laughing he added, “Haha! And who said that human eyes would be looking at it hereafter?” Thrusting the papyrus manuscript into its bag, the weasel immediately vanished.

Yasin got to his feet and began to approach Murad Effendi. The Janissary felt himself stiffen, he could not move. He was ready to fight with whatever energy he had left inside him. “Relax, Murad Effendi,” said Yasin. “I will not harm you, to the contrary, it is I who saved you.”

His mouth and throat already completely dry from thirst, Murad Effendi tried to say something, but he had difficulty in speaking. Yasin lifted a hand. “You are going to ask, ‘Who are you?’ aren’t you?” he said. He smiled.

“People ascribe me with many names. At one time in Iran, they called me Mitra. The Armenians call me Sarkis. The Greeks gave me the name Yorgi. And over in Indian lands, they summon me as Vishnu. Your people, on the other hand, named me Khidr. I rush to the aid of those in trouble. I was here before humankind came into the world and I will continue to be here to help whoever comes after you. There is a promise I have made to someone you don’t want to get angry, and I intend to keep it.

“Besides, I cannot allow the innocent to suffer with the guilty. That is why I saved you. I could not find it in my heart to let you die in the same way with all those imposters, sinners and robbers.”

With difficulty, Murad Effendi managed to say, “The weasel?”

The young man smiled again, “The weasel is one of the unfathomable mysteries of this universe. Even I have not grasped his secrets entirely. Sometimes when I need help in a matter, he assists me, and I fulfil his wishes. He is temperamental and a stubborn old fellow, but he has a good heart.”

Suddenly, he became serious.

“Now, Murad Effendi… You will have guessed that the old Murad Effendi died that day in those barracks. There is no return from this point on. You will leave your family and your home and establish a new way of life for yourself. Even at this moment, they are hunting down the Janissaries like they were hunting witches in Europe a couple of hundred years ago. Believe me, it is not a pretty sight.  After we have finished talking, you will go immediately to Thessaloniki. Don’t worry, they will not find you on the road. My friends will keep you away from the eyes of the hunters. At Thessaloniki, there will be a ship waiting to set sail to the New World. And on the vessel, a captain looking for a cobbler to take with him. In exchange for two years’ service, he will take you and look after you there for four years as an indentured servant. Those days will pass quickly, and four years later you will be free and begin to live your new life in America.”

Murad Effendi grew sad. So, he had to leave the land of his forefathers. The last Janissary thought of his wife. When he disappeared, he would have left his shop to the woman who had put up with him for all those years. The rent from the shop would be enough for her to live on when she was widowed. He looked the young man standing in front of him in the eye and said, “Your coin. I could not keep my promise and protect your deposit. The silver coin you gave me remained at the barracks.”

The young man put a hand on his shoulder, smiled and said, “Let it be my last gift to the Janissary Corps.”

Kallikantzaros – 19th Century

“If my head can pass through, then my body can too,” Theo thought and smiled as much as a weasel could smile. He quickly gauged the hole in front of him with his eye and then, pushing a bit, he thrust his head inside. Suddenly, the distant smell of fresh garlic grew even stronger.

With a little effort, the weasel managed to admit the remaining part of his body too. He then reached out and took his bag that had been left outside. In this house that he had not visited for some time, there lived two women, a child and a man who dropped in from time to time. Although the family was not wealthy, compared to the other people in the street, they were not badly off either. Many foodstuffs were hung in every corner to dry, especially just before winter, and the smell of these wafted right outside the house.

Theo had a quick look round. There was not a rat or any other animal in sight. He scampered cautiously over to the place smelling of garlic. The aroma of cheese also slowly began to reach his nostrils. As he followed the growing smell of cheese, his feet brought him to the back of an old chest. There, he encountered a now familiar scene.

A lifeless weasel body was lying with a piece of cheese in its mouth under a trap that had been expertly set. Theo gave a deep sigh. “Stupid chap. I can no longer even feel sorry,” he thought. Then, he leapt over the weasel’s body and went on his way.

Theo slipped silently through a hole joining the attic to the second floor. A few rings of sausage had been hung under the stairs that descended to the first floor. Everyone in the house seemed to be asleep. That meant he could work comfortably. The weasel immediately severed the string of the biggest sausage with his sharp teeth and threw the sausage into the huge bag that he carried on his back. After checking that it was safe, he wended his way out of the house. Theo had only just climbed up to the attic when he heard the household folk talking.

“I’ll get the breakfast ready, sis. Wake the child up too, just a little later.”

“All right, and put out some quince jam for my little lad!”

The ladies of the house were awake.

“Enjoy your breakfast,” Theo thought to himself, and without further ado, he trotted off with his loot.

For the last five hundred years, Theo, who had the pleasure of being the wisest weasel in Istanbul, had led a pretty good life. He knew almost every tunnel in the city where he had lived for centuries and could go in and out of any of the buildings considered most secure, as he wanted. As the years went by and he acquainted himself with the city more thoroughly, it was as though the whole place had become Theo’s home.

***

Again, one typical Sunday morning, he awoke in his house in the depths of the tunnels that Emperor Manuel II had had dug. As Theo breakfasted on sausage and bread, he reviewed what he had to do that day. He had to finish the translation of a poem for Tercüman-ı Hakikat. The boss, Ahmed Mithad Effendi, was very fond of the writer whom he had never met, but who translated poems and serials under the pseudonym Theodus. However, everyone knew that Ahmed Bey was nasty if you got on the wrong side of him. It would not do to make him angry by delaying the contribution. But, first of all, Theo should read the daily newspaper. It was his habit of well-nigh a century that he could not start the day without getting the news from around the country and the world.

The year before, he had agreed with Cahide Hanım on three years’ supply of a daily newspaper in exchange for his help in catching her husband with a slut. The weasel passed through complicated tunnels, emerged briskly from the Istanbul passages and scampered towards the tree in Cahide Hanım’s garden. His paper was waiting for him as usual, hanging on the branch of the fig tree. After putting the rolled up newspaper on the hook at his waist, the weasel disappeared down the nearest hole with an agility that would put any weasel worthy of the name to shame.

After a leisurely walk, Theo soon reached home. He removed the newspaper from its hook and laid it on the ground to read. There was a bottle of wine on a miniature table which the weasel had snatched from a doll’s house. He put a little wine into a toy goblet and walking on his newspaper, began to read it. First, he glanced at the front page. The Balkan issue, the German problems, famine. There was nothing new. For a moment, Theo thought that if names were changed in just the necessary places, the newspaper could quite comprehensively describe every period over the last five hundred years. “Ah, humanity!” he thought, “you don’t repeat   history exactly, but you rhyme it pretty well!”  Disappointedly he opened the second page. Domestic news, the sultan’s procession to the mosque on Friday and the unbalanced budget.

A small advertisement right at the bottom of the third page caught his eye.

“Medium sought who is not covetous, whose prayers are efficacious and who is familiar with djinns to overpower those haunting the house. The task of the medium is to drive the filthy djinns out and, if they have sufficient knowledge, to discover who unleashed them on the house. Please apply in writing.

Madame Eftelya, the resident of number 12, the green-painted house opposite the Surp Ohannes Church in Gedikpasha.”

Theo smiled. It had been a long time since he had seen this kind of advertisement. Everyone knew that elderly widows spending time alone at home, possibly from boredom, attributed a meaning to every sound and movement in the house. The weasel knew Madam Eftelya. If it weren’t for the damned cat Tobyas in her home, he might have had the opportunity to become familiar with her kitchen, but because of the wretched animal, he had not visited Madame’s house for a long time.

Most cases such as these were straightforward. It had to be either a mouse that had made a nest in the wall or an infernal plan, the doing of some wily contractor trying to force Madame out of her home, by saying it was accursed and buy the land for a pittance.

Theo decided to reply to the advertisement. He took his special pen he had whittled to rest comfortably in his paw and began to write with the fine ink he had stolen from the New Mosque.

To the very worthy Madame Eftelya,

In today’s paper, I read with great sadness about the devilish trouble that has befallen you.

The incident causing you distress falls within our area of expertise. I pride myself on saying that to this day we have many satisfied clients. Your servant was the one to send the wicked Karamustafapasha fairy and the demon of Fatih from this world. If you wish, you may inquire of my clients whom I have saved from these molestations mentioned above and whose blessings I still receive.

Before accepting my offer, there is something I have to point out. My method of working is rather bizarre. In fact, despite being a member of what can be considered the top drawer of society, I solve problems, like the one afflicting you, out of interest and also for the greater good of the community. However, I do not wish everyone to know about my peculiar sideline. For this reason, sadly, I have to explain in advance that we will not be meeting face to face.

To run my errands, I brought a well trained and thoroughbred weasel from the British Dominions of the New World. This precious pet of mine will take your letters and gifts from you and bring them to me safe and sound.

As I have pointed out, I do this work a little out of curiosity and a little to be of help to people. On the other hand, they say it would be a great sin not to receive recompense for one’s efforts. As the reward for rescuing you from the clutches of this pest, I humbly request three okas of Hungarian sausage. I will take the fee when the job is done. 

If you agree to work with me under these conditions, please hang a letter with your reply on the cypress tree in your garden within three days. The weasel, my assistant, will take the message from the top of the tree and bring it to me.

With love and respect,

Theo

Theo looked over his letter once more. Satisfied, he dated the paper with a flourish. Folding the manuscript with great care, the weasel put it in an envelope. Donning his overall with a large pocket on the back, he carefully placed the letter inside the pocket. As far as he could remember, there was a side tunnel that went right under Madame Eftelya’s house. Theo preferred to stay underground as much as he could when he was on a mission.

The weasel left his room that was the size of a largish barrel. He then shut the thin wooden door that he had purloined from a carpenter’s shop in Bayezid, and which, in fact, had been cut for the top of a small coffee table.

After scurrying through the main tunnel for a while, Theo turned off into the one leading towards Gedikpasha, one of the oldest neighbourhoods of Istanbul. Here, he passed by bodies whose skeletons even had begun to crumble, but which still bore their Eastern Roman armour. The second tunnel on the right should be branching off to Madam Eftelya’s street.

Turning to the right, he stopped after a while. Mentally calculating the possible location of the house he sought, Theo continued through the small underground passage that was most probably an old sewer and, just as he thought, the tunnel emerged at the bottom of a wall in the garden of Eftelya’s house.

The damned cat Tobyas was nowhere to be seen. Theo quietly approached the door of the house, pushed the letter under it and swiftly disappeared.

Now he was going to wait.

He returned home and began to attend to the translation from French to Turkish of the poem he had promised to the newspaper Tercüman-ı Hakikat. Ahmed Mithad, the editor, was not to be trifled with.

***

Naturally, it did not take long for Madame Eftelya to find the envelope. A few hours after Theo had delivered it, she saw the letter on the floor when she came to the door to go out to the market. The old lady read it in a trice.

Three days later Madame Eftelya’s sealed letter in reply was hanging on the branch of the cypress tree in her garden.

***

Theo was confident that Madame Eftelya would accept his proposal. One of the key reasons for this self-confidence was his old references. He knew from former experiences that Madame would undoubtedly consult the clients he had given as references in his letter and would hear from them how Theo had cured their troubles in a short time with a permanent remedy.

The Karamustafapasha fairy was, in fact, nothing other than a parrot from South America that spoke in its sleep, having adopted the habit of sleeping at night on the roof of the neighbouring house after escaping from its home. However, the Fatih demon was, compared with the other trumped up monsters, very real and challenging, and had caused Theo a lot of bother. But still, when compared with the demons of old, today’s enfeebled sprites were creatures easily persuaded. The passing years had shown him that demons, fairies djinns and ghouls migrated together with their tribes. When a tribe travelled from one place to another, not only did individuals migrate but the emigrants would take their myths and their monsters with them too.

Cases of haunting would occur mostly when a creature was unwittingly disturbed. When this disturbance was brought to an end, everyone would go their own way. In fact, for a monster or a beast to be seen in broad daylight and to be genuinely meddling in something related to humans was a situation rarely encountered. In his lifetime of almost five hundred years, the number of authentic cases that Theo had seen was no more than the fingers on two hands, weasel paws.

The creatures’ problems were enough for them anyway, where would they find the time to pick on people? Consequently, Theo felt at ease and the vision of the easily won sausage had already begun to make his mouth water.

Feigning reluctance, he set off to collect the letter only at the end of the third day.

That morning, the weather was freezing. The places where the biting cold spread to the tunnels with the air currents, had iced over. Poking his weasel head out of the hole in Madame Eftelya’s garden, Theo spied out the land. After making sure the place was safe, he emerged. His keen eyes had already seen the envelope in the cypress tree. Climbing quickly, Theo took the message and hastily put it in his bag. However, as he was descending from the tree, the weasel realised he had made a big mistake.

With eyes like saucers, Tobyas, the house cat, was sitting under the tree looking at Theo with full attention. For a moment they looked at each other without moving. After this short spell of motionlessness, Theo promptly turned and began to scamper back up the tree he had just descended. Although he could not see Tobyas coming after him in a fury, he could sense that the cat was at the back of his neck. Theo was quite large for a weasel, but still, it was not his first choice to fight the monster cat, Tobyas. Perhaps his broken bones would quickly heal but this curse – or blessing – did not diminish the pain he suffered. And what would happen if the monster cat decided to snap off his head? Would a new head emerge from his body? Rather than finding the answer to all this by experience, it was more realistic to take to his heels.

The weasel climbed the tree far more swiftly than Tobyas, the ferocious cat after him. The problem was that, like all trees, that particular tree also had an end to it. When they got to the top what would happen? With the cat behind and the weasel in front, they reached the middle of the trunk in a short time. There, Theo quickly thought of a plan.

Eventually, both climbed until they came to the end of the tree. The final branches of the cypress tree which gradually thinned had already bent with Theo’s weight, and they now began to really sag with the additional burden of Tobyas who, although very slowly, still climbed behind him.

Saying, “Now or nothing,” Theo put his plan into action. He suddenly let go of the branch he was holding. With Theo’s weight lifted, the branch was flung in the opposite direction like a stretched bow. Walking along the same branch, Tobyas was tossed with the spring and flew into space as if thrown from a catapult screeching a mere, “Miaowww!”

One of the problems that Theo had to overcome was solved when the cat flew far away, drawing a wide arc in the air. Now the turn had come for the other vital and urgent matter. Letting go of the bent branch, Theo began to fall rapidly.

While making his plan, the weasel had foreseen that the branches he hit while falling would slow down his speed. However, things did not work out as he had calculated, and by the time the first branches had begun to hit his tiny body, he had already gained great speed. Falling fast, Theo did not have the chance to hold onto any of them. He fell headlong to the ground hitting the branches of the tree all the way. The weasel plummeted to the paving. In great pain, he lifted his head and looked around. The cat was not in sight. “I hope you have flown to hell!” Theo thought, straightening up with difficulty. He was aching all over. After giving himself a cursory inspection, the weasel found a few broken ribs and a cracked left leg. He checked the letter in his bag with the less painful arm, it was in place.

“I hope you will spare no expense when you buy the sausage, Madame and it will be worth the pain I’m suffering!” He thought. Half walking, half crawling, Theo slid the envelope under Madame’s door and headed for his home.

***

It didn’t take Eftelya long to write a reply to Theo.

To my most esteemed Mr Theo,

I received your letter, and I am most grateful for your interest and concern.

I would like to work with you, good sir, even though, as you have stated, your work methods are unorthodox. For your fee is very reasonable. Furthermore, I have made enquiries about your work during the past two days and talked to your former clients. Those troubled minds told me in detail how you saved them from the doldrums. They convinced me.

I myself, am a poor, sad widow and have recently lost my husband Dimitri, who was also known as the Bulgarian Captain. He was the captain of a cargo ship operating between Istanbul and Trabzon. Alas, the treacherous Black Sea took him from me off the coast of the city of Trabzon, and, I say this trusting in your good name that you are a good Christian, placed him near our Lord Jesus. We could find neither his body nor his ship. My misadventures began, in any case, after I had been to Trabzon in hope. These are such incidents that are not merely a spiritual anathema, but they also leave one hungry.

Nothing that I leave in my cellar remains for more than one day, my dear sir. Some nights the house rocks from its foundations. It is as though something rends the bottom of the house, emerges and takes everything in my cellar. The first night, I thought that thieves wanting to take away those beautiful salted fish of mine had come and dug a tunnel. I could not call out from fear. How could I! I’m a widow living all alone with her cat, after all. My intention was to wait for the morning and show the city police the tunnel the thieves had opened.

However, when the morning came, and I went down to the cellar with the police, what should I see? Ah, my dear sir, the floor of my basement had never seemed to me so spotless. I was left with the scolding I received from the officers.

This catastrophic situation continued afterwards too. Whatever I put in the cellar disappears, and moreover, my house rocks as though it will collapse on my head. I cannot go down to the basement at night from fear, and if I look during the day, I cannot see anything apart from the food that has gone.

Naturally, I have enquired about it. Jewish wise men, gipsy charm and potion makers, Armenian priests, Greek crones… Whoever I have been to, they have not been able to find a remedy for my troubles. I just didn’t know what to do. For this reason, I approached my cousin with the intention of perhaps mentioning the matter to someone and putting my mind at rest.

My cousin, educated in France, was very angry with me for trying to solve this crucial problem with non-scientific methods. She cautioned me that this business is done with scientific methods in France, warned me not to be cheated out of my money by charlatans who claim to exorcise evil spirits with non-scientific methods and to make sure I worked with a professional medium. She advised me to give the advertisement you read in the newspaper. The rest of the story, you know.

What I require from yourself is to rid me of this pest. When you do this, you will have my blessing for the rest of my little remaining life and also three okas of the best quality Hungarian sausage as you requested.

Respectfully yours,

Madame Eftelya Dragan

Theo finished reading the letter and rubbed his aching leg. He was getting better but still not healed completely. Inwardly, he again hurled an impressive curse at the cat. “I hope the good-for-nothing animal has been hurtled as far as Üsküdar and won’t confront me again,” the weasel thought. With a slight limp he crossed the sheepskin rug to the table. He poured himself a little wine and got on the pillow in the corner that he used as a bed.

Madame Eftelya’s first theory was very plausible. Although thieves taking the trouble to dig a tunnel merely to steal food was an almost singular event, what the recent rise in the cost of living due to the recession would do to whom was also unpredictable.

Most certainly, there would be people wanting to buy the house of an elderly woman, who had no one except her good-for-nothing cat, for next to nothing. A rumour spread about the house being haunted and the owner getting fed up with this curse could make Eftelya let the perfect little palace go for a song.

It was evident that some crafty people were disturbing the house, hitting its walls with a sledgehammer or a similar tool and rocking the foundations. These people had to be in partnership with someone who frequently went in and out of the house, and this partner would empty the food in the cellar while the others were putting on the play. Voila! The theatre was complete!

Theo took a sip of his wine.

First of all, he would have to find the wicked people shaking the house like an earthquake. After that, he would tell Madame Eftelya where the police would have to wait to catch these cads, and as a result, with a little “roughing up” at the police station, these bastards would sing like canaries and inform on their partners in crime who were able to go in and out of the house. He hoped that the person mentioned would not be one of Madame’s close relatives. If betrayals were by people very close, they could break an old woman’s heart.

The wine had made him slightly sleepy. “I may as well sleep and let these aches and pains ease by tomorrow,” he thought and dozed off on his velvet pillow.

When Theo awoke in the morning, as he had expected, he was completely cured. His ribs had knitted, and the pain in his leg due to the crack had gone entirely. Theo’s first job was to go out and get his newspaper, and he returned home without lingering.

While glancing at the paper as he ate the sausage he had earned from a mystery he had previously solved, Theo saw that the poem he had translated and sent a few days earlier had still not been published. Yet, the weasel could see that the umpteenth translation of a young man called Ahmed Rasim, who had begun sending articles to the paper at the same time as Theo, had been printed. Theo was annoyed.

It was evident that Ahmed Mithad was bestowing ample privileges on this person called Ahmed Rasim. The weasel decided to wait one more week. There were plenty more newspapers in the Ottoman Empire that would want to publish Theo’s translations.

The winter evening came quickly. As soon as the sun set, Theo went straight to Madame Eftelya’s house. Involuntarily, he paused at the end of the tunnel that came out into the front yard of the dwelling and observed the garden. There was no sign of the good-for-nothing Tobyas. The weasel decided that the best vantage point to see anyone entering the cellar through the garden was the roof of the house.

He swiftly climbed to the roof and began to survey the surrounding area.

The muezzin was about to call the people to evening prayers. From the roof, Theo could see Istanbul quite clearly. On the sea, a few steamboats were ploughing their way slowly along, and small boats were drawing into the harbours. The wind was carrying the chugging of the locomotives from far far away. He thought about the changes the city had undergone all these years, the people it had hosted, the catastrophes it had suffered, the looting and revolts it endured. This holy city, named by the great emperor Constantine, was still standing proud, in one way or another. He wondered whether his own soul had blended with that of Istanbul. Perhaps as long as the city existed, he would too.

Soon after the call to evening prayers, the widow’s lamp went out. “Good night,” Theo murmured to himself.

The moon was high, and a bitingly cold wind had begun to blow. “I should have worn my coat,” he thought. Five years ago, thinking that it would be of more use to him, Theo had not hesitated to steal the woollen coat a French woman had sewn for her dog. He remembered catching the dog’s gaze before leaving the French woman’s house. The over-pampered poodle looked at him with gratitude.

Not long before dawn, Madame’s house suddenly began to shake as though it would collapse from its foundations. Jumping up with the jolt, and starting to scurry around on the roof, Theo first thought there was a tremor. Involuntarily, he remembered Istanbul’s terrible earthquake of 1509. The cataclysmic disaster lasted forty days and killed thousands of city dwellers. For an instant, despite all the years that had passed, he visualised the houses in ruins, the screams and the sea swallowing the streets.

And then he remembered why he was there and pulled himself together. Theo carefully checked everywhere he could see from on top of the roof.

There was no one around shaking the house with a sledgehammer or a battering ram. Gradually becoming more powerful, the shaking continued. The weasel checked the perimeter of the house for the third time to no avail, and realising he could not do anything from the roof, he decided to enter the cellar. Perhaps unbeknownst, the rascals had crept into the house and were carrying out their plans inside it.

The weasel found a hole where a brick had become dislodged and entered the house. The building was still trembling like an aspen leaf.

After entering the kitchen, he jumped lightly off a demijohn full of water and slipping in slowly he came to the very old wooden cellar door. When he looked inside the cellar, Theo encountered a totally unexpected sight.

A grotesque creature five spans tall with a body covered in dark prickly hair was eating whatever it came across. The rocking that shook the foundations of the house stemmed from the creature’s footsteps. Viewed from a distance, the hands and fingers of this monster that could be confused with a child in a coat, were long, the legs were short, and its stomach was quite plump. Its eyes looked more like those of a cat.

Astonished, Theo froze for a while. Fearfully, he moved away from the cellar door. For a moment Theo wondered if Madame was all right and was about to go to Eftelya’s room when the tremors stopped as suddenly as they had begun. When he turned in curiosity and looked again into the cellar that strange djinn had already vanished into thin air.

As he left the house, Theo peeped through Eftelya’s bedroom door. Madame and Tobyas had clung to each other in fright and were trembling under the quilt.

The morning call to prayers could be heard in the distance.

***

When Theo returned home, he still had not been able to get over the shock. His weasel paw immediately went to the wine standing on the table, but he stopped even before touching the tiny bottle. No, this called for something stronger. From his small cupboard, Theo took out the English cognac he had stolen from the infamous Ohannes Hotel. The weasel filled his tiny glass to the brim and tossed it down. One of the advantages of being an immortal weasel was the fact that he could drink a large amount of alcohol without being drunk.

It was a fact that there was a genuine supernatural phenomenon in Madame’s house.

The immortal detective had dumped the scenario of people wishing to dispossess the elderly woman of her house. Throughout all these years he had seen different types of monsters and demons, including fiends and incubi, Jewish golems, Scottish gremlins and Bulgarian vampires; however, the creature he had seen just a few hours ago was none of these at all. The weasel wondered whether a new tribe coming to Istanbul had migrated to the city. He remembered the murders a Jewish golem had committed when it disobeyed its master. That happened after the migration of the Spanish Jews. In Balat, this golem had killed many a handsome young man until the brave janissaries had thrown it into a trench at the bottom of the Golden Horn.

There was only one way to learn what the creature was. He would consult Kefalidis’s book.

Yerasimos Kefalidis was a scholar who lived in Constantinople about nine hundred years after the death of Jesus Christ. The book entitled, On Wrestling with Monsters, Curses and Visitations was forbidden by the church because it was found sinful, and Kefalidis himself was exiled to Rhodes where he died in great tribulation. However, as the church did to every important book it banned, it did not destroy the last copy, but to the contrary, stored it with care as a source of reference in the private church library where the most precious books were kept. The work had still not been forgotten even in the years when Theo worked in the Byzantine palace as a human being.

But what could stand the test of time?

The passing centuries and the conquest of Istanbul had completely erased the existence of the book from the church records. Many years after the conquest, while the documents were being reorganised, by chance this book of ancient science was found in an old chest, and it was recorded as an antique storybook. Still, Kefalidis’s opus magnum was kept with care in the library in the Fener Patriarchate because it was a handwritten manuscript that seemed old and significant. Theo poured himself another glass of cognac, quickly polished off that glass too, and set off for Fener.

He had been to this building, the centre of the Orthodox Church since 1600, countless times and made use of its library, eaten its food and for some nights yielded to temptation and become lost in thought sitting on the patriarch’s venerated throne. One night even - he must have been goaded by the devil – in the wake of these thoughts, he had fallen asleep on the throne.

Passing through small spaces known only to him, Theo reached the library. The book lay flat in an unlocked glass cabinet in the section of precious manuscripts. As always he had great difficulty in opening the cabinet. Even after all these years of training, he strained to open and close heavy items such as doors and cupboards.

After opening the heavy door of the cupboard, albeit with difficulty, he carefully carried the book to the ancient timber floor and started turning the pages. The last chapter of the rather thick manuscript was about ‘rare creatures’ and on the page describing each creature was also a drawing of them. Theo began to examine the pages assiduously.

Phlogiston, headless Turcopole, the threshold djinn, kallikantzaros… “That’s it!” he thought excitedly. The monster drawn on the page headed kallikantzaros was the very creature Theo had seen in Madame Eftelya’s house. He began to read at once.

“Kallikantzoros is a type of sea demon found on the shores of the Black Sea, particularly around the Pontic lands. It is a monster of the Greek people. The creature comes out of the sea on some nights, albeit very seldom, and haunts houses. If it catches the youngest male child of the household, the kallikantzaros swallows him in one bite.  When there is no male child, this filthy creature eats up everything in the cellar and famine enters that house. Having eaten, the kallikantzaros does not linger and returns without fail to the Black Sea before dawn.

The kallikantzaros lives only in the Black Sea. Legend has it that these vile creatures are in fact the spirits of sailors, victims of the sea.”

Although Theo had not seen the creatures called kallikantzaros, he had, of course, heard of them. However, it had not even occurred to him that the monster he saw in Madame’s house could have been one. The kallikantzaros, the demon of the Pontus folk, was not a phenomenon that had been seen previously in Istanbul. As the book said, these creatures could not exist without the Black Sea.

Could the husband that Madame lost in the Black Sea have anything to do with this? If the legend was true, then perhaps what Theo had seen was Madame Eftelya’s husband drowned in the treacherous waters. But what was the kallikantzaros of her husband doing here?

There was something Theo had missed somewhere, but what?

He felt his brain stop functioning. “But still I’m not at zero,” he said to himself. First of all, the weasel now knew what damned thing the creature was. When following the trail on a Witch Hunt, the first and essential step was to understand what confronted you.

However, the next matter to be solved was more complicated. Theo had to find out why the kallikantzaros, that should be looking for little boys to eat in the Pontus mountains, was at this moment plundering Madame Eftelya’s cellar.

Whether he liked it or not, Theo would go once again to Madame’s house to understand how the kallikantzaros haunted it. He was used to confronting danger. All those years of experience could not prevent him from still feeling a shudder deep down when he came face to face with monsters. And of course, there was the matter of Tobyas. Regardless of how stupid it was, the damned cat attacked Theo with such aberration that, for a moment, Theo was not sure if the real reason for his fear was the kallikantzaros or Tobyas himself.

“There’s no peace for the wicked,” he thought. He turned back from the road that led to the church and set off for Madame’s house.

In fact, he did not know himself what he expected to find at the house. Monsters that were not natives of the country they were in could not exist for long. However, before they died, the supernatural creatures could go completely mad and harm everyone in their path. This rendered the kallikantzaros in question highly dangerous.

When Theo reached Madame’s home, it was almost morning. This time, instead of waiting on the roof, he decided to go straight to the cellar. Theo poked his head through a window left half open on the top floor and slid inside. After seeing that everything was still and silent, he entered the room. The weasel wanted to reach the cellar straight away and thoroughly investigate the surroundings before the kallikantzaros showed up. He had just descended to the lower floor when he felt that now well-known trembling that rocked the foundations of the house. Wherever kallikantzaros hid, it had emerged from the same place and had begun to make Madame’s house tremble violently with the steps it took with its pitch black feet. Understanding that the creature arrived, Theo scampered quickly towards the kitchen. His heart was beating very rapidly even for a weasel, and his tail was quivering uncontrollably.

As soon as he entered the kitchen, he hid behind the door and looked towards the cellar. He saw that the kallikantzaros had wedged Tobyas like a mouse in a corner. The greedy cat had apparently visited the basement to steal some food but thanks to ill luck, the kallikantzaros had appeared just at that moment and caught him red-handed.

The cornered cat had flattened its ears right back. Although shaking like a leaf, Tobyas was hissing fiercely at the approaching apparition whose long arms dragged almost on the ground.

“As the saying goes,” thought Theo, “Set a thief to catch a thief. In my opinion, this monster will swallow the wretched cat in one bite and even strip its bones clean and spit them out.” As he was thinking this, Theo came eye to eye with the cat whose eyes were now watering with fear. It was as though that cruel Tobyas had turned into a kitten and with tearful eyes was begging Theo for help.

The weasel took a deep breath redolent of weariness.

“Damn it!” he muttered to himself. “I’ve become really soft-hearted.”

Scanning the cellar, Theo started thinking about how he could save the cat on which the kallikantzaros was closing in fast. Supposing he jumped on the monster? No, if it caught the weasel, the creature would swallow him in one bite. One should not be taken in by the appearance of these types of monsters. They might look clumsy but could be as swift as a swallow. It was not unheard of that these foul creatures were poisonous, too. A deep scratch of a nail on this weasel body would be enough. If he bit its leg, perhaps the kallikantzaros would be distracted? The mind boggled at the thought. A monster that rocked a massive house with its footsteps would, God forbid, squash him flat in a trice.

Time was running out and Theo didn’t know what to do.

“Oh, Tobyas,” he thought. “So this is it, my ferocious friend. We’ll meet in animal hell.” In order not to see what happened to the cat, Theo turned his head towards the kitchen. As soon as he did,   he saw the way out from hell that until then had escaped his notice.

A note was attached to the demijohn in the kitchen on which he had previously repeatedly hopped. On the paper, written in Greek was, “The Bulgarian captain’s murderer is the accursed water of the Black Sea.”

Apparently, following an ancient tradition, Madame Eftelya had wanted to take some earth from her husband’s grave. Well, the soil of Captain Dimitri, drowned in the Black Sea would, of course, could be nothing but the water from the Black Sea! It was evident that the kallikantzaros that could not live outside the lands of Pontus had come to Eftelya’s house with the seawater in this demijohn!

However, solving how the kallikantzaros had come to the house was of no help in dealing with the urgent matter before Theo. First, he eyed up the demijohn. Then he looked at the kitchen’s stony floor. An idea came to his mind.

The weasel bounded over and threw himself at the narrow space between the demijohn and the wall. Bracing his small legs against the wall, Theo began to push with all his might to topple the glass container to the ground.

When was the last time he had been in such a situation? He remembered his childhood. No, not the one when he was a weasel, his human childhood.

One day, at the boathouse where he and his brother were being naughty, when a large boat had overturned on him, Theo had been trapped in the small space between the boat and the ground. In a panic, little Theo had attempted to push the dinghy off him but had not succeeded in doing so. Theo had always thought that without his powerful brother’s help, he would never have been able to get out from under that big boat.

He pushed the demijohn with all his strength. Nothing. He pushed it again. The massive vessel was not budging. He could have kicked himself thinking that his legs had always been weak anyway. The weasel checked the situation in the cellar out of the corner of his eye. The kallikantzaros had now reached Tobyas.

Theo pushed against the glass demijohn again and again. The heavy bottle still did not budge despite all the exertion of the tiny animal. Due to his efforts, he had begun to feel dizzy, and his head was spinning. “Leo, my brother where are you?” he cried. “I’ve missed you so much.”

The kallikantzaros bent down and stretched out its long, hairy fingers towards Tobyas. Theo shouted at the top of his voice and put all his weight against the demijohn. All his muscles were aching as though they would tear. He felt something go on his left foot. The large bottle holding the water from the Black Sea started to move.

The monster had caught Tobyas by the scruff and had begun to take the cat towards its mouth. The cat was shrieking, hissing, growling, scratching and biting with all its might, but the kallikantzaros seemed not to hear and feel any of this.

Finally, the demijohn that Theo was continuing to push relentlessly slid from under him. After a time that had seemed like centuries, the container fell to the ground with a great crash and smashed into smithereens on the stone floor. Even though some of the water that splashed around made Theo wet, most of it washed over the feet of the kallikantzaros holding Tobyas in its hand and began to soak through to the depths of the dry earth between the stones.

The creature wavered. Puzzled, it looked at the water the earth was lustily drinking in. Following that, the demon began to scratch its body as though it had fleas. The kallikantzaros flashed the most hellish glance at the weasel. There was hatred, wails, despair and revenge in its eyes.

When the earth absorbed most of the spilt water, the monster gave a slight scream, and slowly became transparent as though turning into a colourless mist. Then, like a glass of water poured into the desert sand, the abomination became part of the earth and vanished. The shrill shriek that now came from the depths of the ground became quite muffled after a while, and then inaudible. While the kallikantzaros was mixing with the earth, Tobyas, that it had been holding, had not even attempted to fall on four feet from fear.  Released from the hairy, long fingers, the cat fell smack on its rear end on the wet floor.

Both soaking wet, Theo and Tobyas looked at each other for a while.

***

Rid of the kallikantzaros, abundance came back to Madame Eftelya’s house. Showing her gratitude, she paid Theo’s fee most generously, and with the best Hungarian sausage. To such an extent that Theo had to make ten trips to carry all the sausage home.

If Theo had not shared some of the sausages with Tobyas, it could have been as many as fifteen trips.

The Midas Touch - 20th Century

The courtesy and respect I have received from humanity all these years both gladdens me and fills me with pride. You have included me in all your important business.  The fact that you registered the partnership you formed with your wife with me, the fact that you exchanged the labours of all your years with me, or that you could kill without batting an eyelid to possess me… You have my heartfelt thanks. In truth, one can’t help but boast even if it is with a little bit of a shame!

Or what about not being able to bear being parted from me and your wandering around hanging me around your neck, your most vulnerable place? A great favour!

Well, you must appreciate that I behave in a very sweet-natured manner in return for all this love you show. I whip easily into every shape you want. Until now, have I ever talked about your hitting me, hurting me with a hammer, wire-drawing me or spreading me out like a leaf? I endure all this torture willingly and wittingly. For I know that the last thing you wish to do is to harm me. I know of people who love me to the point of madness. I realise that all your efforts are to make me more beautiful, more alluring, and more elegant.

You see, I, your humble servant, was born about four thousand years ago. Those who know, say either the Balkans or the Middle East, I take their word for it. As you might appreciate, a person cannot remember their own birth date so, of course, they believe those who tell it! I had a happy childhood. I had many people to protect and watch over me as soon as I was born. And well, I was a perfect child and also pleasing to the eye, that’s the truth. This contributed a lot to their liking me.

The Egyptians were the first I remembered from my childhood. May their hands be free from trouble; they were the first to glorify me. You will say that I am being unfair to the barbarians who were before the Egyptians. Yes, they too played with me as much as they could, but I did not disclose all my secrets to them. Those mud-hut folks did not entirely conquer me. Only the ancient Egyptians, who transformed almost everything they touched into a work of art, understood my character completely. As they entered their tombs, they hid their faces behind my bright presence. They believed in my healing power.

In the Middle East, sometimes I became a mask and manifested as a pharaoh, sometimes I became a calf and manifested as a god.

My relations with the Romans and Indians, however, were more than a sibling. I showed myself to them without reserve. And they put me at the centre of their lives.

On the other hand, in the lands you will later call America, there were people who loved me only for my fair face and unconditionally. But as the saying goes, people are jealous of those who are loved. Tribes who loved me more came right from the other side of the world to the place called America and corrected the mistake going on with a persuasive effort.

I have not yet mentioned to you the places of worship, where they use me most. My thanks to the congregations of the prophets who say, “Love thy neighbour as thyself,” “Only those who abandon all their wealth can be one of my fold,” or “Distribute a part of your riches every year;” they opened wide the doors of their temples to me. To such an extent that I must say I sometimes felt like their gods.

My life has not always been a bed of roses, dear. I have been angry, and I have been insulted. Just like now. Indeed, a whippersnapper of a weasel got possession of me without making any effort at all! Outrageous! Yet, how my old owners strived to hide me during the riot instigated by a scoundrel named Patrona Halil. After burying me in their garden, when their house was burnt down by the looters, and they themselves died during the uprising, I fell into oblivion for a long time.

I was a hidden treasure, I wanted to be found.

However, after waiting so many years, just look who gained control of me! This weasel can neither give shape to me nor hang me round its neck with pride, nor take pleasure in my lustre.

I ask you, is this just? I shall have a lot to suffer at the paws of this churlish animal.

***

“It shines like gold,” thought Theo. “Perhaps, because it is gold?” retorted a cocky voice coming from somewhere within. When Theo had woken up that morning, he had passionately craved lettuce and promptly left his house. He had set off for Macit Effendi’s garden where the best lettuces in Istanbul grew. Ever since the house cat Tekir had died, the garden was no different from a public fountain. Lettuces, tomatoes, peppers, carrots, cucumbers and mallow awaited their new owners with good appetites, and appreciative of good food, to reach out and take them, as though the place were flowing with milk and honey. It was The Garden of Epicurus rebuilt.

Macit Effendi was a well-to-do, retired civil servant.  The man, who also had family wealth, was of the class who heard the term hardship only when others spoke about it on the street. For this reason, Theo knew that his petty thievery caused no harm to the owner of the garden. But even if it did, indeed, it was no skin off his nose. The man was a byword in grimness. If he caught the children whose balls fell into his garden he would beat them; he fought with the neighbours constantly on minuscule matters such as the smell of their servants, and he would even shoot at the crows that perched and squawked on his roof. The gentleman’s pocket was so well lined that, according to some gossip Theo had overheard, Macit Effendi had ordered himself one of the new model horseless carriages all the way from Germany, and was waiting for the delivery of his car like a child waiting for his toy.

Well, it was that very morning that Theo, about to steal some lettuce from this Macit Effendi’s garden, entered the tunnels that spread under Istanbul like a web as though a drunken spider had woven them and that were perhaps as old as the sultan of the faeries. Even though the heavy rain of the previous night had caused subsidence in some sections, it was not a situation to prevent his access. Floundering in the mud, he quickly passed through the tunnels. Just as he was about to emerge from an old tunnel into old man's garden, Theo saw a shining object half buried in the mud that had slipped in the rain. He bent down and looked, it was a largish gold coin. The weasel retrieved the coin from the earth with his paws and began to turn it over and over with curiosity.

He examined the sizeable gold coin that could comfortably cover half a human palm. It was not in mint condition but, it was also evident that the forms on the sides had been made by an expert. While there was the picture of a calf on one side, on the other, a prostrated person was depicted. Despite being buried in the earth for a long time, it emitted that seductive radiance to be found only in gold coins. It was evident that the coin was specially made and had cost a fortune. Turning the coin over a little longer, Theo thought about the lettuces he had stolen from Macit Effendi’s garden until then. It was all right to steal food to survive. Moreover, the food he stole from the grim Macit was even tastier, sprinkled with the appeal of taking risks. But to steal money?

“After all, I did find it right under his garden,” the weasel murmured. “The cuckold can count it against the lettuces I have taken until now.”  After hauling the coin along and gently popping it under the door, Theo went off to help himself to lettuces and maybe this time, even to onions.

***

Starting the day every morning with the dream of his car arriving from Germany, the former civil servant naturally could not help but be surprised when he saw the gold coin that Theo popped under his door, and that was still covered with bits of mud. No guest had been to the mansion for the last week. If one of the visitors had dropped the coin, he undoubtedly would have noticed. He could not, after all, consider it likely that the shabbily dressed milkman who called every morning had dropped such a valuable piece of gold. The man cast a glance inside the house and with a quick bismillah, he popped the coin that he saw as a gift from the Almighty, into his pocket.

Macit Effendi lived with his wife and had a son and a daughter, God bless them.  His beloved son was a doctor and since starting his service in the east of Anatolia, had not visited the house of his father for almost a year. His daughter, however, had come to live with them three years ago with her wimp of a husband, as a live-in son-in-law. The step father had little affection for his son-in-law, who had still not given him a grandchild.

After Macit Effendi had retired from civil service, the occupation of his father, he had devoted himself to the garden and, with a seriousness remaining from officialdom, he had turned the garden into a very fertile oasis. If it weren’t for the brazen animals that stole his produce from time to time, he was extremely happy.

Ever since he had seen the horseless carriage that drove itself on the Sublime Porte Road, this retired civil servant, who had always been interested in locomotives, clocks and other mechanical objects, knew that he would not be able to sleep comfortably until he was the owner of an automobile. The old man immediately got his acquaintances to mediate and was introduced to the teacher, Gödel, who taught geometry in a German School. By an auspicious coincidence, Herr Gödel’s brother was the army friend of the manager of the factory where cars were produced in Berlin. After agreeing on the transport costs, Macit Effendi began to wait with great eagerness for the vehicle, for which he had paid no less than a small fortune.

And so, this Macit Effendi ascended the stairs with light steps without showing the gold coin he had just found and immediately pocketed to anyone, and went into his bedroom in silence. He listened warily. His wife and daughter were washing clothes in the laundry room. And the useless son-in-law was at the office job that he had landed, thanks to his step father. The retired old man sat on the edge of his bed and took the coin out of his pocket.  

What a wonderful lustre! The morning sunrays filtering through the window seemed to reflect from the coin in his hand and warm the cockles of his heart. He kissed and smelt the piece of gold. What was that fragrance?  Lavender? His favourite scent! “Thank you God!” he prayed and put the coin back into his pocket.

That night Macit Effendi slept happily, clasping the coin in his pocket, never letting it go for a second throughout the night.

During the first couple of days, the head of the household seemed quite rational. In fact, the change came slowly. For this reason, the house folk were not immediately aware of the metamorphosis in their father. It was also a generally known fact that, after retiring, every elderly man experiences a change in temperament. This might be due to the ennui or more commonly, the bleak feeling retirees experience when society’s expectations from them fall to almost zero. Macit Effendi was no exception to that transformation. 

Some small quirks were not really noticeable and even welcomed as they were seen as the signs of a mild transition. It could have been far worse. For example, their neighbour, the Armenian Bogos Effendi, developed an interest in sailing after he retired. The old accountant, who had never been on a ship before bought an outdated sailboat and, one dark night, sailed out on the tenebrous waters of the Black Sea. Nobody heard from him ever again.

When their father began to ask his son-in-law going to the office, the latest price of gold every morning, they did not ascribe a meaning to this either. And if they saw that the elderly gentleman’s hand was continually in his pocket at the family breakfasts and dinners, they put it down to rheumatism and were worried about his health. The family felt a little more relieved when their father was gazing happily out of the window with coffee in one hand, although his other hand was still in his pocket. However, one Monday morning, when he threw himself headlong down the stairs after the coin, he had dropped from his hand crying “My gold!”, they were persuaded that the situation was not quite normal.

They approached the elderly man who was looking fondly at the gold coin he had caught in mid-air at the expense of gashing his forehead. Macit Effendi contemplated his wife, his daughter and son-in-law guardedly. Keeping his distance, he said smiling, “Gold, I found it at the door, isn’t it beautiful?” The old man seemed about to proffer the gold coin but suddenly decided against it, panicked like a child and ran up to his bedroom.

After this incident, the situation grew even stranger. The patriarch began touring the garden continuously, and holding the gold coin of unknown origin whilst talking to himself.

While he was mumbling, Macit Effendi would look at the coin that he turned over and over in his fingers and sometimes prick up his ears as though listening to it, and then, after a while, he would sometimes be angry and sometimes laugh. Ever since he had broken a glass pitcher over the head of his son-in-law who wanted to look closely at his coin, no one had the courage to meddle with the elderly pensioner. The final straw occurred just before the holy month of Ramadan.

Macit Effendi’s daughter went upstairs to take food to her father, who had, again, shut himself in his bedroom for a long time that day, and did not want anyone near him. She was going to give him a call, tell her father that his dinner was ready and then leave the tray in front of the door. When she reached the bedroom, she saw that the door had blown ajar with the wind. From the room, the flickering light of a flame was reflected on the wall. In a fluster, the daughter poked her head through the gap and looked inside.

What she saw was preposterous. The elder man was sitting on the floor on his robe submissively. In front of him was the brazier he used in his bedroom. A candle was burning at the edge of the brazier, and the light from the candle was giving a hellish charm to the lustre of the gold coin carefully placed right in the middle of the source of warmth. Macit Effendi’s daughter saw her father’s lips moving and heard him pleading to the gold coin:

“They want to take you away from me, my love! Of course, I know this is not possible, but you are so beautiful that I cannot trust anyone either.

Especially that good-for-nothing son-in-law! He is looking for an opportunity to grab you and rob me of you! I’ll break the legs of anyone who tries to lay a finger on my coin! Do you know I prayed for you yesterday? In fact, may God forgive me, it seemed as though I was praying to your splendour. Well, if they were to say I was going to hell with you, I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment!”

Hearing all this blasphemy, the poor woman collapsed in a heap right there. When those startled by the noise rushed upstairs wondering what it was, they caught their father in that strange state.

Seeing his household suddenly summoned in front of him, the retired civil servant smilingly showed the family his coin and, in a meek voice, said, “We love each other.” His daughter and wife were silently weeping for the man of the house who had clearly lost his mind. As for his son-in-law, he could only look in front of him not knowing what to say.

“What’s wrong with loving money, dear? Is it forbidden to love it? No. In fact, it’s a tradition. Remember that our prophet, peace be upon him, was a merchant and dealt in money. There is no harm in it. The person who will be harmed is the one who is not used to handling money. Thank heaven, I’m used to mine. I’m not going to let it go. It also thinks highly of me. Why does this upset you, my dear?”

His daughter could not bear it any and interrupted saying, “Daddy, so we understand that you like gold and you’ve formed this habit after the ripe age of fifty. And we have also understood that, for you, looking at gold is a pleasure. Sometimes you like speaking to it, well that’s alright too, for I also from time to time talk to my flowers that I dote on. But what’s all this lighting candles like, god forbid, the Christians? What should we make of that?”

Macit Effendi looked at his daughter as though she had asked a question with a self-evident answer and said, “Well, the coin wanted me to light candles, my girl. Wouldn’t you do it if you were in my shoes?” The wails of the weeping women intensified at this answer.

That night, the family council gathered while their father was asleep. The situation was dire and hopeless. After a short consultation, the family decided that their father had a spell on him. There was no other logical explanation for his condition. However, who would cast such an evil spell?

They wondered whether his old work colleague, Ragıp Effendi, could have had a finger in it. Despite twenty years having passed, since Macit Effendi was given the promotion he thought he deserved, Ragıp Effendi had always nursed a smouldering grudge against their father. Perhaps some envious person hearing about the car he had ordered was jealous of the poor man and had unleashed a flock of nasty djinns on him. Since they were not people who had much to do with magic and fortune telling, for the calamity that had befallen their father, the household first sought advice from their neighbours as to whether they had any acquaintances who knew about the supernatural business.

As a result of the research, they learnt that a gypsy witch from Romania, who was living in Edirnekapı at that time, was experienced in breaking these types of spells. At once, the son-in-law sent news to her with a young cowherd. The gypsy woman who came to the house looked first at Macit Effendi and then at the coin he was holding firmly. Her eyes grew wide with fear, and even before doing anything, she ran out of the room in terror.  And before she went out of the door, she just yelled, “Call the rabbi! Show him the calf on the coin! If anyone can break the spell, the Jew can!”

Naturally, the residents of the house, living in a Muslim neighbourhood, had no rabbi acquaintances. Fortunately, through the son-in-law’s friend from the office, Mishon the Diplomat - and with much pleading and gratitude - they were able to find a rabbi who agreed to break the spell.

The rabbi, who did not speak Turkish, and an interpreter arrived at the house the next Thursday. The holy man politely refused the coffee offered to him and said something to the interpreter. The interpreter turned to the family and translated saying, “The rabbi says let’s not waste any more time, as God does not like people who do not spend their time wisely. Let’s go and find the injured party  straightaway so that we can cure him and save his soul from torment.” They all went upstairs. Before entering the cursed man’s room, the rabbi signalled everyone to stop. Through the interpreter, he said that no one should enter the room except him, as the person who dared to would jeopardise their sanity. He hung a small box he had brought with him on his head and wound a leather strip like a shoelace around his arm with prayers. After that, again accompanied by prayers, he put his shawl on his head and went in. Sitting in front of the still cold brazier and talking to the coin, the retired civil servant looked vacantly at the rabbi who had nipped into the room.

The rabbi approached the old man. The sound of prayers became even louder. Hearing this, Macit Effendi drew back somewhat surprised, as if he saw an old friend. Taking advantage of the opportunity and without interrupting his prayers, the rabbi dashed forward and grabbed the coin that shone like the moon in the middle of the brazier, placed it on his hand and began to examine it. He had just seen the picture of the calf on the coin when he shouted “Adonay!” In consternation, he threw down the gold coin and ran pell-mell out of the room. The terrified household and the breathless Rabbi went downstairs.

“That coin,” said the rabbi through the interpreter “was cut from a part of the Golden Calf that at one time our sinful ancestors made with their own hands and worshipped, God forbid, as a god. I was wrong in not believing the gypsy’s interpretation. This is such a coin that the person who possesses it is oblivious to everything and becomes obsessed with its allure. Unfortunately, your father’s situation is grim. Whether you shut him in a monastery according to your own order, a dervish cell or a madhouse, I can’t advise you. But know this - don’t expect him to get better. Just find a way to get rid of the coin anointed with the devil’s spit itself. For, I do not know if there is a brave and fearless man like the prophet David who will test himself with hellfire by taking that coin! I don’t think such lionhearted heroes who do not run away from devils still exist in our time!”

***

Theo dived at full speed into the bushes that had grown haphazardly around, murmuring, “Damn it! Damn it!” Three monstrous cats chasing him also plunged straight into the shrubs. A little farther on there was a century-old dried-up well. If he could reach it in time and jump into it, Theo could be saved. The weasel knew that the cats were not able to kill him, but they could break his bones leaving him in utter agony. Transformed into an immortal weasel by either a curse or a blessing bestowed on him about five hundred years ago, Theo had long since learnt to live comfortably in his skin, and he did not want any holes in it. He now loved even his tail which he had hated for a long time.

That tail which had given him an agility that could also be considered supernatural, and which had enabled him to elude the cats by diving into the well in time. For a while, the gang of cats looked around in vain for the weasel that had vanished in a trice. After a while, the largest of them signalled to the others as though to say, “Come on, let’s go!” Theo had already set off for home through a hole at the bottom of the dry well.

This game of tag had recently become far more prevalent. The weasel attributed the change to the number of dogs in Istanbul decreasing and leading to an increasing cat population. When he reached home, he broke of a piece of sausage for himself. Taking his small 18th-century stem glass, he poured some wine. Then, Theo spread his newspaper on the ground and began to read at his leisure. The news on the first two pages consisted more of gossip. The famous singer, Madam Hayanush, had been seen with the gang leader, Aleko the Greek, in Galata. People were curious about what Hayanush’s old boyfriend, Agop the Armenian would do after he finished serving his sentence. Theo quickly moved on to the third page and was astonished at the advertisement he saw:

“For the attention of the most worthy Mr Theo,

This is an announcement for Mr Theo who found the cure to Madame Eftelya’s affliction. Having heard of his fame, we implore him to help us in our difficult situation. Your Excellency’s conditions are acceptable to us. Please knock on our door at your convenience.

Note: Impersonators will be handed over to the police.

The son-in-law and daughter of Macit Effendi from Silifke.

Address: The Blue Mansion on the street below Eminsinan Lodge.”

Theo’s astonishment did not come from the fact that his name was mentioned in the announcement. Announcements had been given in his name before, in fact, there had been times when town criers had been brought out. The reason for his surprise was the fact that a man like Macit Effendi, worse than grim, had trouble of a level requiring help. “Even the cruellest monster I know of would not visit, no that’s not the word, pass by him!” he thought to himself.

But still, Theo was fond of the grumpy old man’s golden-hearted daughter and his unenterprising son-in-law. This charitable couple, who donated a third of the gifts of gold from their wedding to the Orphanage, were very disturbed by the condition with which their father had been afflicted. Theo, after thinking thoroughly, decided to help Macit Effendi as a favour to this generous and compassionate husband and wife.

In his beautifully penned letter, the weasel wrote that he requested an oka of jam in return for his service, and swiftly leaving his house to get his message there in time, he dived into the tunnels at least as old as Istanbul. Nimbly traversing these tunnels in which the legendary creature, Oxhead had wandered in the past, he arrived at Macit Effendi’s house. Theo planned to push the letter under the door and make himself scarce right away. But as he approached the door, his keen weasel ears heard these words whimpered from the upper floor:

“Ah! Who understands me besides you, who knows my thoughts, my precious! Who else can see that sparkle, warmer than sunlight that reflects on my soul? No one should see it anyway! From now on I don’t want any other love in this world but you. You are my Kaaba. Look, the car I spent a fortune on and have waited for all this time came all the way from Germany and have I looked at it the past three days? No! It’s just sitting there in the garden. I have eyes for no one but you. Every second spent with you is a blessing for me. To hell with the car!”

Recognising the owner of the voice, the weasel’s curiosity got the better of him and, with the help of the creepers that covered the facade of the house, he climbed up to the second floor and approached the open window to see who Macit Effendi was talking to with such ardent endearments. Two candles were alight, and the patriarch was in front of the mirror talking to a shiny object he was holding. When Theo looked a little closer, he realised that this was the coin he had found some time ago and left to the elderly man as his due.

“Are all the treasures of this Constantinople cursed?” he asked himself furiously. In the many years of his life, he had seen not a single treasure that was not cursed, and that did not inundate its owner with trouble.

The old man had lost his marbles. The most cunning aspects of cursed treasures were the fact that they slowly led their new owners astray and with this gentle change, those close to the victim would begin to think, without suspecting a curse, that the newfound wealth had changed the person.

Theo slid skilfully in through the open window. Holding onto the curtain, he landed on the floor and began to watch for a moment when the cursed old man was off his guard. He did not have to wait long. Macit Effendi had just closed his eyes and was worshipping the gold coin saying, “My gold coin, half the world!” when Theo adroitly grabbed the coin from the old man’s hand.

As soon as the coin was seized from his hand, Macit Effendi opened his eyes and looked at the weasel in childish stupefaction. When he saw his precious treasure in Theo’s mouth, the old man's eyes flashed, and he hurled himself at the weasel shouting, “Thief!” Climbing up the curtain to reach the open window, Theo got swiftly halfway up. With a nimbleness, unexpected of an elderly man, Macit Effendi reached the corner of the window and held onto the curtain. However, he was too late. The weasel had already reached the window sill and was on his way down to the garden. The old man screamed, “You filthy rat!” and slamming the door of his room rushed outside.

Holding on to the creeper that covered the wall of the house, Theo was sure that the danger had passed although he did not throw caution to the winds. It was impossible for the old man to catch up with him, especially given that he was on the second floor. If not slowly, but without hurrying, the weasel began to scamper towards the tunnel nearby wondering what he was going to do with the coin he held in his mouth. Theo did not want the gold coin to fall into anyone’s hands; that was certain. It was too dangerous. For all that he was a weasel, he was not sure whether the curse of the coin would affect him or not. But Theo had no intention of trying it out. “I’ll throw the coin into the deepest trench in the Golden Horn,” he thought “That’s the best for everyone.”

While all these thoughts were going through his mind, a rumbling noise began to come from behind him, and the ground started to vibrate violently. When he turned to understand what it was, he saw that the car standing in Macit Effendi’s garden was coming at him at full speed. There was no time to escape. With great clarity, Theo immediately knew he had to master his fear to stay in one piece. “Well, this is, after all, simply the horse cart without a horse,” he thought and tried to estimate where the wheels would pass. When there were five metres between him and the car and the distance was closing with meteoric speed, he threw himself down and lay flat on the ground. Belching out black smoke, the steel machine of hundreds of kilos passed over Theo like the wind, without touching him. Realising that his plan had worked and he was unscathed, the weasel immediately pulled himself together and began quickly to scamper over to the tunnel nearby. The car that had passed over him crashed into the garden wall with a loud noise and stopped. As Theo went into the tunnel, he heard the old man who survived the crash and cursing after him, “Robber! Thief! Piglet! Hajduk!”

Entering the tunnel, Theo rested a while and tried to recover. His tiny weasel heart was pounding. He was convinced that among the machines that man had invented, especially in the past century, the machine that he liked the least by far was the automobile. It was noisy, dirty and simply a pain in the neck. “They will get used to the comfort of the automobile and humans will get fatter than the geese of Rome,” Theo thought. After taking a breather, he entered one of the tunnels leading to the Golden Horn. He was startled by what he heard.

“Don’t throw me away!”

Theo stopped and tried to comprehend where the voice was coming from.

“Don’t throw me away, just see how shiny I am!”

He dropped the gold coin from his mouth and looked at it in disbelief. Perhaps what he heard was not a voice in real terms, but the words resounding inside his head were quite clear.

“I’ve been around for thousands of years. I understand you, I’ll talk to you.”

Seeing that the curse had begun to work on him, Theo started to scuttle along even faster. While running through the tunnels, he was surprised to realise that the situation was actually enjoyable in a strange way. He thought, since the curse of the gold coin that only worked on people had begun to work on him, then it might mean that he hadn’t lost his humanness completely.

“I have no doubt of your humanness as I am a specialist on the nature of humankind. Listen to your inner feelings and don’t throw me away.”

“Get out of my head!” Theo thought angrily to himself.

“Why should I, my dear Theo? You have an interesting head. You’ve seen and experienced so much. And, on top of that, you are really fed up with loneliness. How many years is it since you had a companion?”

“Five hundred years,” thought Theo.

“Nothing can last five hundred years, at the best. Let me be your companion and share your loneliness for the years to come.”

The offer had become hard to resist although Theo tried with all his willpower not to listen to the voice coming from the coin. But wasn’t the gold piece a wee bit right? Not to be friends with anyone for a whole five hundred years? Why should he have to put up with such torture? The letters sent and received sufficed to some extent, but they did not take the place of lengthy conversations.

“There you are, look how much you have missed being close to someone. How sad you are. Take me to your home, drink your wine and tell me everything that’s inside you. I’m an excellent listener. If only you knew what troubles I’ve listened to for thousands of years.”

Theo shook his head quickly and tried to collect his thoughts. His head had begun to spin. He had a fatal desire to go home, curl up and cuddle the gold coin. He was aware that his steps had slowed down. The weasel took a deep breath and focusing his attention, he quickened his steps again.

“You poor thing! Why are you running away? Can it be that I’m reminding you of humanness? Do you feel pain when you think that you are not human? I feel sorry for you. You are a freak of nature, neither fish nor fowl!”

The gold coin, or whatever animated the lump of metal, was attempting to distract Theo and make him angry. Trying to act as though what the manipulative object said was unimportant, he thought to himself, “I am a human being.”

“Ha, ha! A human being? Which person’s appetite would be wetted by an insect? Or an uncooked frog? You eat human food and drink wine to make yourself believe you are human, but how far can you defy nature? When was the last time you held the hand of a young girl?”

Theo emerged from a tunnel immediately beside the trench he knew as the deepest place in the Golden Horn. He, again, started to have difficulty in moving forward. There was a massive lump in his throat, and his feet were shaking.

When Theo arrived at the edge of the Golden Horn, the coin in his mouth suddenly began to grow in size. Before long, it reached dimensions he could not keep in his mouth and fell to the ground. Seeing that the coin was gradually becoming larger and larger, Theo retreated in fright. Becoming first the size of a small mouse, the gold piece started to lengthen itself and, while growing a tail on the one hand, began to stand on four feet. Gradually, a familiar form was revealed. A gold weasel now stood in front of Theo.

“Why are you surprised weasel?” the golden form said. “Were you expecting to see a human in front of you? Well, I am you! I am your deepest ambitions, desires and selfishness. Did you think you could be saved by throwing me in the sea?”

As soon as it said this, the gold weasel jumped on Theo and sank its sharp metal teeth into his shoulder. Squashed under the mass of solid gold, Theo groaned in pain.

“Shall I snap off your head and see what’s inside? Will you believe that you are a weasel then?”

With difficulty, Theo managed to push the weight on top of him with his feet and throw it into the corner, and without giving the gold weasel an opportunity to recover, he jumped on the doppelgänger and felt a sharp pain in his mouth as he bit. His teeth did not sink into the golden doppelgänger. Taking advantage of the situation, the gold weasel immediately twisted round and caught Theo’s left back leg.

“If you accept that you are just a poor weasel, I shall forgive you, you creature of uncertain origin. Or I will bite off your head here and now, worthless weasel!”

Theo screamed with the debilitating pain in his left hind leg and saw that during the struggle they had got very close to the edge of the Golden Horn. He was feeling extremely dizzy and the blood oozing from his wounds was colouring his snow-white fur bright red. Knowing that it was his last chance, Theo grasped the head of the gold weasel that continued to gnaw greedily at his left hind leg with both paws and pressing his right hind leg against the head of his enemy, he pushed with all his might.

The teeth of the cursed gold weasel were freed, tearing the flesh of Theo’s leg into shreds. Losing its balance and not having time to utter even a word, the doppelgänger quickly sank into the dark waters of the Golden Horn with an expression of terror on its face.

Bleeding profusely, Theo looked for a while after the falling weasel. Then struggling to get up, he said, “My name is not worthless weasel. My name is Theophanies Kantakouzenos, and I am from Istanbul.” And he set off for home hurting all over.

***

In a trench in the depths of the Golden Horn, half covered with sand and pebbles, a golem, covered with barnacles, had been waiting patiently for years. Golems could not think, but if this one could, it would most probably complain about the boring view. But that was all about to change.

The golem suddenly became aware that something hard had fallen on its head.

And when it bent down and took the object that had fallen into the trench, it saw it was a shiny gold coin.
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