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			to üstad Muhsin İlyas Subaşı, 
whose every breath is a poem

		

	
		
			Introductory note

			From the middle of the 12th century to the beginning of the 14th, the Seljuks of Anatolia (present-day Turkey), created one of the most significant centers of Islamic Middle Eastern culture. The Seljuk Empire, while lasting only one hundred and fifty short years, is considered one of the most glorious periods of Turkish history. 

			Alaeddin Keykubad I (r. 1220-1237) was the most renowned of the Seljuk sultans. The legendary figure of Alaeddin Keykubad looms large in the consciousness of the Turkish people. Streets, squares and universities bear his name today; his buildings grace towns across the Anatolian plain, children are named after him and study his exploits in school.

			This novel tells the story of Mahperi Hatun (120? - 1255?), the wife of this celebrated sultan. Mahperi Hatun used her influence, wealth, and creative intelligence to build an important series of monuments after the death of her husband. She is one of the earliest female art patrons in Turkish history. 

			Yet, almost nothing is known of her life. There are only a few mentions of her name in the works of the historians Ibn Bibi, Bar Hebraeus, and Simon de Saint-Quentin. There are no archives to bring her to life, no wondrous letters, memos, or remembrances by contemporaries. 

			This leaves us with her built works as the sole voice to tell her story. Although the real person of Mahperi may seem as distant as the moon for which she was named, the stones of her architectural legacy still shine strongly today. 

		

	
		
			Kayseri, 1255

			Would that my stones last longer than my bones! 

			It is hard for me to believe that just a few months ago I was full of vigor. Now, all energy is drained from my soul, and my body struggles to answer the call of my mind to rise and start the day. One day soon I will not be able to rise at all. I end my days in accordance with the way I lived, and for that, I have no regrets, for everything was done as it could have been done, and now there will be only judgment. 

			For me, life was always different than for others. Everyone scrutinized each move I made, and I am certain their eyes will continue to be on me after I am gone. Perhaps I was different, yet what I made of this difference was of my own choice. I had choices, and I didn’t have choices; and my fate always seemed framed by those choices and the people in my life. Yet I did take charge of so much of what happened to me: I had vivid dreams, I was curious, I dared, I was passionate for what I believed in – even when that created problems for me. 

			My eyes are emptying out of this world now so that I may have a white and pure view to confront God face to face, just as I confronted every other challenge in my life. Where are you now, Jesus and Muhammad? Jesus, take my one hand! Muhammad take the other and lead me up to paradise!

			Soon, in a few months or maybe even in a few breaths, I know the angel of death will come to call for me. I will then be able to look onto this world from another place; a higher and more peaceful one. Yes, from there I will look down at the caravansarai I have built at Pazar. I will continue to see what is happening to my kingdom and people, and hear what they are talking about. I will be able to question each merchant as he enters its door: where are you from and how is your trade? Is my kingdom still flourishing? Come in, come in, merchant; unload your tired beast and warm your aching feet by the fire in the courtyard. Eat some soup and tell me what you have seen and heard along the roads all across my Empire. Tell me everything. Tell me that my Empire lives on, and that all was not just a dream.

			And if those merchants look hard enough, they will be able to read my story written there; for I am certain those stones will indeed last longer than my bones. Tell my story, oh stones of the caravansarai I have built; you are my witness and my testament….

			Yes, Maryam Mahperi, I, your caravansarai at Pazar, promise to tell your story for all eternity.

			I am an open door that welcomes
I am a haven for weary merchants
I am a destination for churning footsteps
I am the name on the lips of tired travelers
I am the compass point of everyone’s mind!

			I am the sentinel of a beautiful valley
I am the crossroads for peoples from East and West
I am the landscape of this empire
I am the guardian of the quilted plain of Tokat
I am the happy goal of the end of the day

			I am a courtyard wide
I am arcades broad for beasts of burden
I am carved flowers on a portal and an engraved lintel stone
I am a fountain of cool water for thirsty passersby
I am a safe treasury for the gold of the Seljuk Empire

			I am a pot of bubbling stew to feed hungry stomachs
I am stories told around the campfire 
I am the storehouse of goods from all the markets of the world
I am the scent of perfumes and spices from lands afar
I am an inspiration and a purpose

			I am you, the Golden Mother
I am your messenger dove bringing goodwill and peace
I am your hope for the people of this kingdom

			I am the voice of your heart’s deepest dreams
I am the trace of your passage on earth

			I am the testament of your willful victory
I am your eternal spirit

			I am your caravansarai - 

		

	
		
			PART 1 
A MOON QUEEN IS BORN 
1221-1227

		

	
		
			Come here, my love, the crown of my home –

			Walking so tall, so slender, like a cypress,

			With your black hair falling to your feet,

			With brows like a tightened bow;

			With a mouth too small for two almonds

			And cheeks red like the apples of autumn –

			My woman, my mainstay, my love.

			Tribal chieftain, ca. tenth-century 
from The Book of Dede Korkut

			Come to me here, 

			The crown on my head, the throne of my house,

			Son-in-law of my royal father,

			The apple of my lady mother’s eye,

			You, who were given to me by my parents,

			You, whom I saw when I opened my eyes,

			The man I loved at first sight.

			Wife of chieftain 
from The Book of Dede Korkut

		

	
		
			Prologue to Part 1

			This was the time when I was still a pile of mud in a field. 

			I, the great caravansarai at Pazar, was not yet born to the grassy plain. My site was still unchosen, my shape still unreconciled, my spirit not yet understood. It was the beginning of a time when springtime after springtime would follow and lead into the exceptional summer when Anatolia took on its face for all eternity.

			I, the great caravansarai at Pazar, was not even yet an idea, a dream or a destiny; I was without a plan or purpose. I was but a pile of simple brown mud, like so much in Anatolia at this time. But my mud had the chance to lie in an area of purple and green mountains, bright blue sky, and crisp air. No wonder such a beautiful place called out to you, my Lady, to forge me from its mud!

			And you, too, my Lady, were still of the clay of innocent youth, not yet shaped into your providence. Others would try to mold-cast you into the profile they wanted, but it was you, and you alone, who molded the clay of your youth into the bricks of a determined woman capable of building not only me, but an entire powerful nation.

			It was this time, the 7th era of our Hegira, or as your Christian people call it, the 13th century: an era of tumult, violence, adventure, sacrifice, joy and passion. You were not alone on the road of this adventure, for men of faith and folly, humble peasants, royal sultans, bandits and dreamers would come forth to help you create your vision from all this mud. I stand in humble recognition of your efforts.

			You were such a young girl then. It was the time before his rising moon awoke everything in you and allowed all your dreams to take wing. If I exist today, it is because you realized that you could step out of the shadows and blossom under the hot Anatolian sun.

			Yes, who could have imagined that you, green bashful maiden, would rise to become a mighty queen with a forceful hand, a politician able to transform all that mud of Anatolia into an empire for all times? Who could have imagined your destiny at this moment when you stood trembling behind a castle door waiting for it to open onto your future? Certainly none of us did, and especially, not I.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 
A Dowry of Castle and Sea

			The clatter of eighty thousand horse hooves echoed all the way out to sea.

			Even the great Alaeddin Keykubad, Al-Sultan-al-Mu’azzam, Glory of the Faith and the Magnificent Sultan of the Seljuk Empire, was powerless to quiet down the restless horses. He could invoke his men to do anything he commanded, but their mounts were another army altogether. Snorting, stomping in a skittish frenzy and shaking their manes and tails, the stallions were impatient for the significant moment that beast, soldier, and Sultan had all been eagerly awaiting for almost four months.

			Twenty thousand men stood in front of the tall wooden doors of the fortress castle perched at the top of the mountain at Kalonoros, waiting for them to swing open in surrender. The army was prepared for the last assault on the castle, eager to cry out the invocation “Allahu Akbar” the moment the portal cracked open. Even the Mediterranean Sea below the cliff top was calm, as if it, too, was waiting with bated breath for the opening of the doors. 

			“It can’t be much longer now,” said the Sultan, turning to his Vizier, Mubarizeddin Ertokush, mounted on the horse next to him. “Their hunger and thirst and your adroit negotiations are finally bringing this long siege to an end!” Alaeddin Keykubad turned to look back at the door, and could not believe that his dream for conquest was soon to bear fruit far sweeter than any grown in the lush groves surrounding the city. Even though it was winter, the sun was strong on their backs and bright in their eyes, warming their excited blood even more. 

			It had been a long time coming, this moment. Ever since he took the throne the year before, in the holy year 1220, Alaeddin Keykubad had dreamed of nothing but this day. He wanted more than anything to rule over the entire eastern Mediterranean coast, and this goal would not be possible without taking the region around Kalonoros. This important port would provide access to the sea for his inland capital of Konya. It would solidify the Seljuk military dominion of the Mediterranean Sea, and establish them as the greatest power in all of Islam. It would open trade potential with Cyprus and the Venetians, which would enrich his kingdom beyond belief. His father, Giyaseddin Keyhüsrev I, had captured the coastal city of Antalya fifteen years ago, and now it was his turn to capture the city that would solidify the Seljuk hold over the entire Mother Sea. He had to have this city under his wing, this Kalonoros high, for it would be the shiniest pearl in the strand he planned for his empire, and this necklace dream woke him every night in a fever of sweat. Everything, yes everything, depended on those doors opening.

			The fortress city of Kalonoros was in the hands of Lord Kyr Vart of the Roupenid Dynasty of Armenian Cilicia. The Armenians held on to this region as strongly as the Mother Sea held on to its merciless rock cliffs. Aware of Kyr Vart’s resolute determination to defend his city, Alaeddin Keykubad had given the order to spare no trouble or cost for storming this nearly impregnable fortress and its massive walls, set atop a sharp mountain that thrust into the sea. He planned the campaign against Kalonoros with meticulous attention, setting up his camp outside the castle walls over four months ago. 

			Yet the siege did not go as easily as the impatient Sultan had planned. Alaeddin soon learned that no amount of catapults from land or sea could capture this castle. He had to find a weapon more powerful than bows and arrows, and that weapon he found in the diplomatic skills of his Vizier Ertokush. This trusted elder statesman had many years ago taught him that mediation could be more efficient than warfare. 

			Ertokush turned to face the Sultan, all the while keeping one eye on the door. 

			“Yes, it won’t be much longer now, my Sultan. Even though they have stored much water in their cisterns and foodstuffs in their larders, they know their meals are now counted. But, in the end, it was your insistence that they surrender without bloodshed that was the most important key to opening that door.”

			Alaeddin Keykubad nodded. 

			“You are too modest, my Vizier. Perhaps I had to change my tactic, but it was your skill that made it work. I needed only to look to the actions of my ancestors to find the inspiration for victory. My forefather, Tuğrul Bey, entered Baghdad in 1055 without striking a blow, taking the most important city of Sunni Islam without spilling one drop of blood! And then, a mere twenty years later, Alp Arslan rode victorious over the Byzantine Christians in the battle of Manzikert. It was the first time in history that a Byzantine emperor was taken prisoner by a Muslim army! I, too, do not wish to make Kyr Vart a prisoner, but would rather give him the opportunity to be free and live in peace. And you, my wise Ertokush, have made that possible with the negotiations you have led with him. You spoke well on my behalf and achieved a victory for all parties concerned.”

			Ertokush bowed his head. “All in your service, Father of Conquests. Yes, I tried to offer him the best possible outcome to this situation, yet, in the end, it was he who came up with the suggested terms of his surrender. He agreed to hand over Kalonoros, its castle and subjects to you. He has agreed to promise you his allegiance, and to pay an annual tribute to you. The borders of this Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia will be redrawn in your favor. In exchange, he has requested safekeeping for all his family, and demands that you offer him a parcel of land in Ilgin, near your capital of Konya, in order to live out his days in peace.”

			Indeed, the Vizier Ertokush, governor of the Seljuk town of Antalya, two days’ ride west along the coast from Kalonoros, had worked hard for many months now on this agreement, trying to carve a dignified and honorable settlement for his old friend and neighbor, Kyr Vart, and at the same time, negotiating an advantageous treaty for his Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad. He was a proud man, this Kyr Vart, but Ertokush sensed at the same time that he preferred saving his own life to defending his city to the death. Ertokush knew this was the card he had to play. He did not have much difficulty putting forth his proposal, especially since it was obvious to Kyr Vart that he could not hold out against the siege much longer. It was pointless to resist, so when Ertokush went in for the final negotiations, the Armenian agreed to the terms. Ertokush was quite satisfied with the outcome and knew that his Sultan would be pleased to win this victory so easily, without bloodshed or violence, just as he had wished. 

			Yet when Ertokush returned from his negotiations and presented Kyr Vart’s conditions of surrender, the Sultan balked. “My Vizier, you have made this too easy for him! He must understand that I am the most powerful man in the land, and that it is I who dictates the terms, not him! I want you to go back to him, and tell him that he must give up something precious of his so that he understands that my victory is not just an exchange of a fortress on a platter in return for rich lands on the Anatolian plains! No, I ask for more. Yes – I ask that he give me his daughter as a bride, as a true testament of his submission to the Seljuks. Go back and see what he says to that!”

			The startled Ertokush knew this would be a difficult negotiation. Nothing would deter the determined Sultan on his quest for total victory, yet he was confident that he would return from Kyr Vart with the promise of his daughter’s hand for the Sultan in exchange for his life. And so it was done, and now the day of reckoning was upon them all. 

			“I would have to say, my Sultan, no woman has ever come with a dowry as spectacular as the one Kyr Vart is offering you – the city of Kalonoros shines brighter than any bag of precious jewels!”

			Alaeddin Keykubad laughed heartily, and swept his arms out in front of him. “Could any woman be as brilliant as the topaz yellow of this southern sun, or as sparkling as the white diamonds glistening on that sapphire sea below? I hardly think so!” 

			Yet now as they both turned to look at that closed door, somewhere inside of him the Sultan dared to dream that yes, there could be a woman just that priceless standing behind the tall wooden door of the mountaintop castle of Kalonoros.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 
Battered and Bartered

			“My sweet child Maryam, you must realize that after I open this door, nothing will be the same for any of us. You understand, too, that I have no choice but to do this, don’t you?”

			Her father’s words echoed in her ears as they stood together behind the castle door. No, she thought, I don’t understand any of this. Our lives were so happy and peaceful in this castle perched high above the bright blue sea, under a sun so hot that no one ever felt a chill in their bones or in their hearts. No, she didn’t understand at all what had become of this happy life over the past four months. Its peace had been broken by the incessant thud of stones battering against the outer walls, balls of fire being tossed over their tops into the streets and courtyards below, and ugly shouting. Everyone remained penned-up inside their homes with their doors shut tight, frightened to come outside and face this world of battering and bellowing. Maryam turned to look at all the eager faces of the frightened citizens who had gathered there in front of her father, Kyr Vart, Lord of the castle, who had called them to come out of their homes so that he could publicly address them. 

			He spoke again to his daughter with a tired voice. “I have no choice but to open this door, Maryam, and I need you to understand what I have agreed to do so that our lives can return to normal once more.” Maryam sensed, however, that their lives would never return to normal, and she saw a guarded look on her father’s face that worried her. 

			Kyr Vart continued, carefully forming his words. “I have tried to hold out, despite all this battering. Our Armenian ancestors have lived here for 200 years, and I was not about to give all of this up without a fight! Our Heavenly Lord has given us great strength to defend our walls and we have been successful up to this day. All the Sultan’s men and weapons have not made even one dent in our thick walls! But alas, our four cisterns and larders are not as strong as our walls. Maryam, our water supply is running out, and our cupboards will soon be empty. Then what will we do? Will our pride or those strong walls feed us? No, I cannot allow my subjects to suffer hunger because of my pride! I have no choice: I must surrender to him.”

			“But Papa! You cannot do this! We cannot give up our home to these heathens!” Maryam looked at her father indignantly. 

			Her proud father now looked her directly in the eyes. “I repeat, I have no choice. They are not about to go away, these stubborn Turks! But we have a friend who has helped us out of this terrible situation. Our neighbor in Antalya, the Seljuk Vizier Ertokush, has come to speak with me on behalf of the Sultan. He is a good man, wise and just, and we have worked together to craft an agreement that will respect and honor both our sides.” 

			“So what have you agreed with him, Papa? What will happen to all of us?”

			Now Kyr Vart found himself at a loss for words. How could he best explain to his beloved daughter what he had negotiated with the Sultan’s emissary? How could he soften the situation he now had to present to her?

			“Ertokush has been very generous to us. He has agreed that in exchange for ceding Kalonoros Castle and its port to the Seljuk Sultan, all our people will be saved. No one will be harmed, killed or taken as slaves. Everyone can stay here and continue to live as before. Our churches will not be destroyed, we can continue to pray to Jesus and the saints, and we can continue to speak our own language. Not one hair on our heads will be touched, that he has assured me, and I believe his word, for although they batter walls, those Muslims are honorable people.”

			He looked at the frightened and confused face of his daughter, and realized he still had to convince her that all would be for the best. “Most importantly,” he emphasized, “My head will be spared, and our family will be safe. The Sultan has agreed to give me a parcel of land next to his capital at Konya in which to make my home. I will go there to live immediately once this door is opened.”

			“But I do not want to go there! I will not leave my home here!” 

			Kyr Vart took a deep breath to give him the courage to continue. “My sweet daughter Maryam, I must tell you that you will not be staying here, nor will you be coming with me to my new home. No, my dear daughter, you will be going to live with them, the Seljuk victors, in their capital city of Konya. The Sultan has requested your hand in marriage, and I have agreed to it. In this way, you will form a true alliance among our two peoples. I am very happy that the Sultan’s conditions have been so generous.”

			Maryam just stood there, feeling as if one of those flaming war balls had landed in her heart. Happy, he said? Happy that she was to be separated from her family and her beautiful castle, to be led out like Abraham’s sacrificial lamb to this wall-battering barbarian? No, this could not be happening to her! 

			“No Papa! You cannot mean what you have just said! How could you think that I would accept such a horrible idea? My place is here, with my people, in my home, with you, Papa, and not with them! Papa, please! No, no, no!” 

			“Maryam, stop and think for one moment about this! I risk invasion and the death of my people! Your life is certainly worth saving us all from that! I have no choice in this, don’t you see? You will go as his bride or all of us will perish, there is no other way!”

			She stared at him, frozen. This could not be happening to her! She could not speak or understand this betrayal at the hands of the person she loved the most on earth. 

			Kyr Vart realized that he had spoken too harshly to the young girl and now tried to put the situation in a softer way for her. 

			“My beloved daughter, do you think this is easy for me to do? But I know they will take good care of you. You will be well-provided for, my dove. He is a Sultan, and you will be his Queen! You must be brave and try to understand that you will be saving the lives of all your family, your friends and the subjects of our city. You, at this moment, are more powerful than I ever was, or even than this Sultan now at our door. You have the capacity to turn this dreadful situation into one of peace and honor for all involved. You must make this sacrifice for a good greater than yours and mine alone, just like Jesus Christ did for us.”

			“But Papa! I have never been away from you for one day of my life, and now you are sending me all away from home, to go off with this barbarian who has done nothing but batter our walls and starve us for the past four months? How could you sell me off to someone so evil? No, I will not leave all that I love to go with this horrible man, to live on his ugly lands on the plain, so far from my beautiful blue sea!”

			Kyr Vart sternly pressed on, for it was important that she accept this destiny. 

			“Maryam, I am sorry, but you are no longer a child. You are almost fifteen years old now; you are soon to become a woman. Your childish ways must now be put behind you. If I had stayed here, if all of this had not happened, you still would have been given away in marriage in the upcoming months. The time has come for you to make your own home and family, away from your old father. And what finer future could you hope for, than to be the wife of the most powerful man in the land? You will want for nothing! You will have riches, diamonds and lands, with servants to tend to your every desire and wait on you night and day! Don’t you see that this brilliant future is the most generous gift I could give you?”

			“No, Papa, it is selfish! You are not thinking of me at all. How can you be so unloving to me, so uncaring? How could you trade me away like a jar of olives? Mama would never have let you do this to me!”

			The mention of her mother cut the wind of his determination. Kyr Vart thought of his precious Serpuhi, now gone for three years. He missed her with the same pain every day since her death, and he continually sought in Maryam’s face the shadows of her smile and her gestures. Little did Maryam know that by sending her away, he would be reliving the loss of his beloved wife all over again.

			“No, Maryam, your mother would have supported me in this decision and would have encouraged you to go. She would have told you that you were lucky to be given the chance to marry the most powerful man in the world. She would have told you that by doing this, you would become a sainted person, a child of God who has in her hands the opportunity to do great good for those around her. She would have told you that you would become a true Mary of her time to her people. She would have told you that you would be blessed by all the people whose lives you are saving. She would have told you to hold your head high, to understand your responsibility; to be generous, caring, unselfish and loving in the image of our Savior, Jesus Christ, who died for our sins. She would have told you that this was a God-sent opportunity for you to show the world the courage and generosity that is in you. She would have told you that you were being given a gift that would allow you to become a great Lady, a queen of hearts and souls. She would have reminded you that you bear our sacred Mary’s name and must show that you are worthy of it. Yes, that is what your mother would have told you.”

			Maryam bowed her head, and reflected upon her father’s words. Her father was right; she was being selfish and childish. She remembered how strong her mother had been during the final days of her illness, and she needed to show the same resolve in her memory. It was up to her after this to craft her destiny, her future with this man now waiting outside the castle door. As difficult as it was, she had to accept this situation. She lifted her teary face and looked her father in the eyes.

			“Yes, Papa, you are right, and I am sorry I have acted so selfishly. I will do whatever it takes to survive, to help preserve your honor, to save our people, and to make Mama proud of me. I accept to leave your side and to go to this man as his bride. I will make a life for myself with these heathens, against all odds. It is my duty to serve, and I know that this is what I must do.”

			Father and daughter fell into each other’s arms and embraced. Yet, despite her fears, an intense curiosity now filled Maryam. She lifted her eyes over her father’s shoulders and peered at the castle door. Just what sort of man was this Sultan, now outside the door, this man who was soon to become not only her destiny, but that of the entire world? Somewhere deep inside of her, despite the unknown ahead of her, she sensed this man stood as tall as the wooden doors of her mountaintop castle of Kalonoros.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 
An Ocean of Blue and Green

			Now, who was the most anxious of those standing at this castle door? The 10,000 troops and their stallions, pawing in eagerness for the door to open so that they could rush in and seize the city? Or the great Sultan, waiting with each breath for the first crack to appear, so that he could taste the victory whose tantalizing aroma had been in his nostrils for so many months? Or the castle Lord, worried for the safety and the future of his people and the veracity of the word promised? Or would it be the trembling fourteen year old girl, whose entire life had been changed with one sentence a mere moment ago?

			Kyr Vart turned away from his still-stunned daughter and faced the people standing in front of him, huddled together in fear for the uncertainty of this day. He raised his arms in the air to gather their attention and began to speak to them.

			“My dear citizens of Kalonoros, my beloved and faithful subjects, I have called you here today to inform you of an important decision I have made concerning your future. You have shown great bravery throughout these past torturous months and have never failed to sustain me with your resolve to hold out against our aggressor. I will never forget your bravery and fidelity. But we can no longer aspire to win this battle. I have made a difficult, but necessary, decision to ensure your safety. And safe you will be, I promise you. The siege of our castle is over. I have come to an agreement with the emissary of the Seljuk Sultan, the good vizier Ertokush of Antalya. We have worked out an agreement that will save all your lives, and I know it will be honored.”

			The crowd looked at him in silence, not believing that this siege would soon be over and that they could move about freely once more.

			“There are, however, several conditions to this pact on our end, and I am counting on your total support to ensure your future,” he continued. “The first is that you must now pledge your total allegiance to the Seljuk Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad and to the orders of his emirs and troops. He is now your master and Lord. I will hand over the key to this castle door to him, and it is he who will now wear it around his waist, not I. I ask you thus to show him the same loyalty and devotion that you have always shown me. He will return it to you. He has already promised that he will keep our Sacred Magdalene Church open and that you may all continue to pray there. You will carry on with your lives as before, only now, you will pay your tribute and taxes to him. You may maintain your homes, your businesses, your trades, your language and your faith, or you may leave to go live elsewhere in the parts of Armenian Cilicia the Seljuks have not yet reached. You may even decide to adopt their ways and their God. All those choices are yours. I have surrendered my Lordship of this city so that you may be allowed to have those choices and freedom. It has been a hard decision for me, but I believe it is the best one. Finally, I announce to you that I am giving the hand of my beloved daughter Maryam to the Seljuk Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad. In this way, I am sealing the fate of our two peoples with a peaceful marriage, not bloodshed. Pray for her happiness!” 

			He paused, giving them a few moments to absorb the news. The crowd listened in total silence, too stunned to immediately grasp the meaning of all of this, just as Maryam had done a short while before. Soon the crowd buzzed with whispers and comments. Then from the back of the crowd rose a cry of “Long Live our Lord!”, and all joined in a rousing cheer, relieved that their worst fears were allayed: they would survive!

			Kyr Vart raised his hands again and urged them to silence. 

			“My dear subjects, it is now time for me to open this door and walk out of this castle for the last time. May God’s grace protect you, for now and ever more, and know that no lord served a better people with more pride than I have for these last years.”

			He turned to face the door and lifted the heavy metal key to its position at the end of the timbered bolt that held the door shut tightly. He gave the order for the gatekeepers to release it. The first sliver of light that appeared in the opening crack went through his heart like a sword. This is my destiny, he thought, this is our destiny: the Seljuks have won.

			* * *

			On the other side, the soldiers heard the clunk of the heavy timber log sliding in its slot and knew the door would soon be opened. They began to cheer with all the might of their lungs, exciting the horses even more. To Alaeddin Keykubad, it was the sweetest sound he had ever heard in his life. Yes, it is true, he thought. This place, where the mountains run into the sea, yes, this place is now for me! No victory will ever be as sweet to me as this one!

			The Sultan was well-prepared for this moment. In order to prove his good intentions to the citizens, pouches filled with a fortune of 10,000 dirhams of gold were given to each soldier to hand out to the people. Over 100 oxen and 1000 sheep stood outside the door, waiting to be distributed to the starving people. His lieutenants had given orders to the soldiers that there was to be no bloodshed or plunder and to keep their swords in their sheaths. His heart beat faster than it ever had in his entire life as he saw the first crack of light in the opening door.

			The Seljuk drummers struck up a noise that reached to the heavens and almost blew down Kyr Vart and his priests as they opened the castle door to its whole width and stepped out into the sunlight. Alaeddin and Ertokush rode up to Kyr Vart, who held up a giant iron key to the Sultan. 

			“I place this iron key in your hands, the key to this sapphire gem of my city, and to the golden citizens it holds. I trust that you will honor our agreement and treat both of them with respect and equity.” The Sultan took the key, and then planted the royal banner in the walls of this city on the sea, just as his father had done before him in Antalya and his brother in Sinop on the Black Sea years before.

			At this moment, the soldiers released their pent-up energy. They madly rushed into the castle, shouting “Allah Allah Allahu Akbar” while tossing gold coins up into the air. The citizens eagerly rushed out to catch the golden shower like little children. Alaeddin’s white charger pranced in every direction in the ensuing chaos, uncertain which direction to take. The Sultan looked over the scene of joyous turmoil with a broad smile on his face, throwing his head back in laughter at the sight of all this good fortune, far richer than the gold coins from his treasury now being pitched in the air like grains of seed. 

			* * *

			After her father opened the door and stepped outside, Maryam remained in the cool shadow of the portico and looked out at the scene swirling in front of her. She heard booming music, whooping in a strange language, cooks banging wooden spoons on kettles, a band of drums and trumpets, and everyone on both sides shouting out in joy. She saw colorful silken flags with strange black squiggles on them and big poles with horsetails hanging from them bobbing up and down among the soldiers, and out of the corner of her eye she saw a sheep getting its throat slit, and several others awaiting the same fate. The sun beat down on the silver swords and stirrups of the horses, blinding her eyes, and she found herself suddenly shoved ahead by the force of the people behind her pouring out of the castle gate. She saw her father approach the black stallion of Ertokush, and then everything became a dizzying scene of madness and confusion that made her feel faint.

			Suddenly, all motion froze and the din silenced for her. She saw him. There was no mistaking it. It had to be him, the great Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad himself, the man who was to become her husband. The sun’s rays shone down more strongly on him, it seemed, or was it just the reflection off the blinding white coat of his stallion that shimmered brighter than silver? He sat taller in his saddle than any other officer and even the Vizier Ertokush. His teeth were very white, glittering like the fresh snowfall on the mountain peaks behind Kalonoros. She could see that brightness about him immediately, as he kept throwing his head back in joyous laughter at the scene in front of him. Erect and confident, he danced in the saddle in perfect turning rhythm with his stallion as it pranced about in the mayhem, shaking its mane in unison with the Sultan’s laughing head. He glowed like gold atop this silver horse, as if he had his own inner sun. This was indeed a victor; this was a wave of a man above all others. 

			Suddenly, she was no longer afraid. The sun broke out inside of her as well, a sun that burned the blood in her ears. This was not what she had been expecting at all. She envisioned an old, cruel, thick and brutish monster, but in front of her was an elegant man as tall and strong as a poplar tree. His body was thin and he held himself with assured carriage, and his hands – yes, she could see them as his gloves had been cast aside – those fingers were as thin, elegant and powerful as the rest of him. She watched the way he grasped the bridle reins of that silver stallion with authority and firmness, never losing control of the animal in all the chaos. Suddenly she wanted to reach out and touch those hands. So this was to be her destiny; this sleek and assured man would be the one who would take her beyond this castle door, beyond the gate of the city of her Kalonoros home to an intriguing future she could not yet imagine. 

			And now she knew, as strongly as the powerful sun that beat down on her, that she wanted to go towards this mystery, to a future that would be held in those strong and elegant hands. The attraction of this promise pulled her forward out of the gate. Dazed, she began walking through the crowd towards that prancing silver stallion reined in by those long fingers. She was shoved and jostled along the way and was almost pushed down to the ground two times by the crowd, but she continued to weave her way through the mayhem with increasing determination until she found herself right under the shadow cast by the shining stallion. She looked up at the Sultan’s face. The sun was shining behind it so she could not see it clearly with her blinded eyes, but even so, she knew that his eyes were upon her as well. She saw that he abruptly snapped the reins to pull the stallion to a halt and stared down at her for a second, or perhaps it was a minute, she could not tell, and then he kicked the horse to move to the other side of her. As she too spun around to follow his movement, she saw his face clearly for the first time. He had the traits of a hawk, with a nose like a beak as sharp as the long edge of the sword blade at his side. His lips were thin and pulled into an imperious curve. Then she caught her first glimpse of his eyes, a pair of the most startling blue eyes she had ever seen, bluer even than her Kalonoros sea; eyes filled with a light that shamed the brightest azure skies under the southern sun. It was hard to hold their blinding gaze, yet at the same time she could not take her eyes away from that piercing blue stare now fixed upon her. So these are the eyes I will gaze into for the rest of my life, she thought; these are the eyes that will guide me, inspire me, love me and lead me forever. Yes, these eyes and those fingers; yes, I want them. I do not understand how this can be possible, but I want both of them, right now and forever. 

			* * *

			How can it be that in all this mayhem, one person causes my horse to lurch? Who is this girl standing below me, staring impudently at me with such intent? No one approaches a sultan like this! How is it possible that my stallion could stumble at the sight of her, shaming the dignity of my horsemanship? I never lose control of Night Shining White, never! I can take Kalonoros without a blow, and yet my horse trips before the penetrating gaze of a young girl? Impossible!

			But yet there you are below me, young girl, standing tall, very tall, among all those soldiers and townspeople, you and you alone, calm and collected in all this mayhem. Perhaps it is your height that startled my horse – my, I have never seen a woman this tall – but no, it is the bearing of those determined shoulders, unafraid and defiant, that freezes my horse and now rivets my gaze. I look down at your face and cannot believe the color of your eyes, an intense green, like no emerald in my treasure chest, flashing brighter than any glint off my silver sword. Never have I seen such eyes, and I cannot break away from them to take in the rest of you. As I maneuver Night Shining White to the other side of you, I suddenly realize that it has to be you – yes, you, the daughter I have requested as marriage booty to seal an alliance. I do not yet know your name; I do not know when we shall meet, but I know that a woman this tall and with such audacity cannot be mere booty. This woman is more, much more. The mettle of this woman will be the spirit linked to my destiny. She will offer me waves more sparkling than the waters of the Mediterranean Sea below me. Of this I am certain.

			And so at this moment was an ocean born, filled with waters both blue and green, deep and bountiful and wide enough to quench the thirst of an entire empire.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 
So Joins the Steppe with the Sea

			“My Alaiye! This glorious city will now bear my name for all eternity!” The Sultan bellowed out for the entire crowd to hear. “I hereby rename this city Alaiye, and forever more shall this name be associated with this day of triumph and happiness. Long life to the Seljuk Empire, and may our victories be many!”

			Alaeddin Keykubad, the Lion of Sultans, the Most Revered Lord, the One renowned around the World, the Holy Wise One, the Sultan of Sultans, whipped his horse past the green-eyed girl and rode into the gates of this paradise city that now bore his name. Passing through the shade of the entry portico, he took his first glimpse of his new conquest. 

			Yes, he thought, turning his head from side to side to take it all in, this is much finer than I imagined. He trotted his horse past the Byzantine church and went over to the edge of the fortress wall. The cliff underneath him plunged straight down into the Mediterranean Sea. He could see the irregular coastline of rocky headlands and secluded coves running to the horizon in both directions east and west, and in front of him the blue sea stretched to the end of the world. Behind him to the north, he saw the profile of pine-clad Taurus Mountains as they swept down to the sparkling sea. He nodded his head to the west towards Antalya, thinking of how proud his father Giyaseddin Keyhüsrev would have been of him now. Yes, Baba, I, too, have captured a city on the sea like you did with Antalya. Both you and I will go down in history as creators of an Empire unknown in the world before us! We, from the grassy steppes, have reached the sea, and there will be no stopping us now. While he was savoring the view and the rush of his new-found power, Ertokush trotted up to his side. 

			“My Sultan, before anything else, we must first call the sheikhs to lead an invocation prayer in praise to God for his mercy in this victory.” The first blessing and invocation prayer in the holy language of the Qur’an was soon pronounced in the castle of Kalonoros, which had only yesterday echoed with church bells and hymns. 

			After the prayer ceremony was finished, the Sultan’s troops set to work, establishing their camp, staking out the headquarters and erecting barracks, kitchens and latrines for the men. Tents were pitched, and the generals made arrangements to occupy the living quarters in the former palace of Kyr Vart. 

			Before being escorted out of Kalonoros, Kyr Vart requested to have one last moment together with his daughter to bid her farewell. He entered his daughter’s room and saw her sitting at the window looking out at the sea and hugging her cat Angel close to her chest. He sat down next to her and spoke very softly, reaching out to stroke the silken white fur of the cat along with her. 

			“My dear Maryam, I am leaving now. An escort is ready to take me and some of my most faithful servants to my new lands in Ilgin. I am depending on you to be brave for your marriage tomorrow, and to carry yourself with the high manners and dignity that distinguishes our people. I am counting on you to be happy and to make this Sultan a good wife.”

			Maryam was unable to tell her father that she was now more afraid than when he had first told her the news of the surrender. She was now afraid of something much bigger than the military victory of a man over her father and her city: she was afraid of the power this stranger with the blue eyes now held over her. 

			“Oh Papa, please do not worry about me,” she said, throwing her arms around his neck and trying to sound convincing. “I will be strong, just as you must be strong to start your life all anew, alone, in a strange land without me by your side. Go now, Papa, I will be fine, everything is being prepared for the wedding ceremony tomorrow and I will show the Seljuks that we are people of virtue, and that I am more than worthy to be their Queen.”

			* * *

			Indeed, the wedding of Alaeddin Keykubad, Sultan of Sultans, and the young daughter of Lord Kyr Vart was scheduled to take place the very next day after the capture of the castle. The Sultan wanted the marriage performed as soon as possible to send a message to the world that an alliance had been made with the Armenians. She was a child of not yet fifteen summers, and he was a mature man double her age. He was the representative of the Caliph; she a devoted child of Jesus. What form was this marriage to take? 

			The next morning started off with the promise of a hot day, even though it was in the middle of the month of January. Women servants of the sultan came into Maryam’s room and served her apples, quinces and some yogurt. A bath was prepared for her with crushed lavender leaves and warm almond oil was massaged into her skin. A Turkish woman came in and tried to apply a paste of henna and olive oil to her hands and feet, but Maryam pushed her away. She made it very clear to those women that she chose to dress herself, and needed no one to fuss over her. She chose the dress she loved the best: a turquoise tunic embroidered with her favorite flowers, the tiny white blossoms of the almond trees that grew in the hillside groves around Kalonoros. She knew that the turquoise set off her green eyes particularly well, and she wanted to make sure this man was aware of this one feature of hers that she thought set her apart from others. She placed a small round cap on her head, with two rows of gold coins which hung down over her ears. As a final touch, she fastened around her neck the intricate crucifix of gold and pearls that had been given to her by her mother on the occasion of her Holy Communion six years before, and she carried her mother’s set of rosary beads in her hands. Perhaps this ceremony will be led by a Muslim preacher, she thought, but this crucifix will represent the holy Christian sacrament of marriage for me. She bent her head and started to pray, harder than she had ever prayed in her life. May this man be ever kind to me! Jesus, please do not desert me now!

			* * *

			The Sultan was in his tent preparing for the ceremony as well, assisted by his male servants. His beard was trimmed, his hair washed, and a fresh set of undergarments and a white linen tunic was laid out for him. Flat-soled boots with pointed toes made of the softest lamb’s leather were placed on his feet. As he tried to attach his golden belt, he noted that his hands were trembling. Why am I so nervous about this event, he thought to himself. It is true I have had little time for women over these past few years, but now I am a mature man, and the time has come for me to think of my succession and the future of this empire. This diplomatic marriage makes sound sense. And yet – if it is just a trade agreement, why are my hands trembling so? What is the power of that green-eyed gaze? He shook his head to rid it of those thoughts just as his valet entered the room carrying one of his most prized possessions, his brocaded coronation mantle. It took two men to assist him to slip on the heavy, full-length tunic that had been woven for him last year for his coronation ceremony in Sivas. What a glorious day that had been! The silk cape was crimson red with scrolling writing embroidered in gold thread at the hem, highlighted with pearls and precious stones. No citizen of Kalonoros will ever doubt my authority when they see this cape upon my shoulders, he thought, least of all that impudent green-eyed girl!

			The Sultan had erected a square white tent in the middle of the fortress courtyard to host the wedding ceremony. The green banners bearing the Sultan’s insignia, which had been planted in the fortress walls, relentlessly snapped in the breeze coming off the ocean and orchestrated their own wedding march. Hundreds of witnesses from the Seljuk camp were gathered in the courtyard, jostling for positions near the tent. Many notables and priests from the church had been allowed to gather there as well, and their sober black robes contrasted sharply with the white turbans and colorful gold embroidered silk and velvet tunics worn by the Seljuk retinue. All eyes were upon Maryam as she crossed the courtyard to the tent, but she held her head high and walked with a determined step. 

			She entered the tent and was greeted by a retinue of soldiers and male servants, dressed in the finest of casings and gowns. Sparks of light glinted off weapons incrusted with silver and gold. In the middle of the tent stood the Sultan, resplendent in a red gown brocaded in gold, far richer than anything she had ever seen on a priest. A sword with a ruby-studded hilt jutted from his hip, and a dagger and embroidered leather gloves were tucked into the green sash that was tied around his waist over the gown. The red, gold, green and white costume and the blue of his eyes seemed to form a rainbow arch over the room. Engrossed at the sight of him and all this brocaded and colorful magnificence, she stumbled over the carpet, but quickly regained her poise. 

			Standing next to the Sultan was a man wearing a green robe and a high white turban. He proceeded to introduce the two witnesses for the ceremony, Ertokush and Father Vartanian. Maryam had requested that her family priest from the Magdalene Church be present at the wedding, and was relieved to find that her request had been granted. She needed to reassure herself that the Holy Sacrament of marriage would be recognized by her faith, even if this were to be a Muslim ceremony. The ladies-in-waiting of the Sultan led her to the side of the rainbow glowing in front of her. Maryam felt faint from the heat in the tent, from so many people and the lack of air, or perhaps was it because the Rainbow Sultan seemed to absorb all of the air in the tent? The ceremony began with the Sheikh offering prayers to God and reciting verses from their holy book. Maryam could understand none of it and was impatient for it to end before the perspiration now running down her back would spoil her turquoise dress. The ceremony seemed to go on forever, but finally the Sheikh approached a table in the middle of room and asked that the couple sit with him.

			The Sheikh took out from his belt a brass inkpot, a pen and a large sheet of paper. The inkpot was inscribed with tiny decorations and filigree markings, which Maryam assumed was the writing of the Seljuks. The Sheik proclaimed, “In the name of God, the All-Merciful, the All-Compassionate!” and dipped the pen into the inkpot and began to write on the paper in a flowing script. He then brought out a seal and pressed it to the paper, rose and bowed to the couple. Maryam now understood that she was as of this moment a married woman with a husband.

			When the ceremony ended, servants assembled an enormous feast. Wool carpets had been laid out all over the courtyard, and were covered with fresh linen cloths set with bowls, wooden spoons, carafes for sherbet and cool water, and goblets of brass. Several tent-like canopies had been erected to shade the guests from the hot afternoon sun. Dozens of lambs were roasting over open flames, and mounds of steaming bulgur, vegetables and chicken with currants were served on golden platters. In front of the royal carpet a whole array of sweet delicacies tempted the fingers of the guests: honey cakes, candied fruit, heaping bowls of nuts and trays of fruit. She also noticed that contrary to wedding feasts in her church, no wine was served, only fruit juice. The guests sat on the carpets and shared course after course, served on a large brass platter set in the middle of each group. The meal was followed by a pudding made with cream, sugar, nuts and pistachio seeds, and Maryam was surprised to see how much she enjoyed it, even though she was too nervous to eat much of anything. Servants fluttered around the guests, continually serving more food and refreshing the goblets with cool drinks. Out of the corner of her eye, Maryam watched as her husband took part in the meal. He was laughing with his officers, with that same hearty laugh she heard in the crowd the day before. He was popping nuts and fruit into his mouth with those graceful long fingers as he talked. She observed how he did not drop a morsel, not even into the palm of his hands. He seemed to be in control of everything, from the smallest of raisins to the tallest of fortresses.

			At last the meal was finished, and silver bowls of perfumed water were brought by servants in silk robes so that the guests could wash their hands. The imam said a short prayer. The food was cleared away and servants approached with metal ewers and sprinkled rose water on the guests and the carpets. Musicians and reciters of poetry then appeared, and the Sultan paused between sips to listen to the musicians who sang his favorite ballads to him.

			By this time, Maryam was very tired and her head hurt from listening to that foreign tongue in her ears all afternoon. She was thankful when a group of women gestured for her to rise and follow them away from the crowd in the courtyard. 

			She was led to an inner room that had been prepared for her, with soft cushions and lit candlesticks. She looked around her and saw a low mat covered with a bright blue quilt and turquoise cushions. On the floor in front of it was the most magnificent carpet she had ever seen in her life. Palace maids entered and helped her undress, bathe and change into a white silken robe and green slippers. They left her alone and closed the door. Despite her excitement and apprehension of what was to follow, she was unable to keep her eyes open, and fell sound asleep upon the cushions in complete exhaustion.

			* * *

			The Sultan watched as the servants gestured for his bride to rise. It was then that he stole a glance at her, as he had been avoiding looking at her all afternoon for fear of losing his composure if he took one look into those green eyes. As he watched her leave, he smiled to himself as he recalled what had been the most memorable event of this day for him. It was the moment when she had entered the tent and stumbled. Yes, thought the Sultan, she stumbles too, and I now I have regained my honor. It will be the last time we stumble in front of each other, for soon we will be equals. I must remember that I will enter her room this night as a man, not a sultan. This night will be a long one; he thought to himself, for I have still another important victory to win, here, in this fortress city on high.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 
Fairy of the Full Moon

			The Sultan entered his private rooms and found his bride sound asleep. He was thankful to have the opportunity to finally take a long look at her, made easier by the light of the full moon which poured into the room and shone on her profile. He took his time to fully observe her before lying down at her side.

			She was dressed in a thin gown of white silk, glowing silver in the cool light of the moon. He had already seen that she was tall, so very tall, almost as tall as he was, and her emerald eyes had bewitched him the first time he glimpsed at her. But what was the rest of her like? He noted her long neck and the copper hair that spilled over it, but he realized that her beauty was not one of curls, dewy lips or almond eyes. Hers was different, one of an inner strength that already became apparent to him that very first afternoon. She was different than he in faith and language, but at the same time, he felt her determination would be a match for his. This woman would be the fresh fountain from which he would drink his fill each day. 

			He knelt down next to her on the mat, and touched his hand to her cheek. She opened her eyes. The Sultan suddenly felt shy, and as he looked down at her felt somewhat at a loss for words. He smiled to himself when he realized that she would not understand anything of what he said anyway, which gave him the courage to plunge ahead.

			“My bride, what a beautiful day we have lived together today, the first of many more to come. To remember this day, I wish to present you with your wedding gift, this rug that you see glittering at your feet. Most women would be offered pearls and gems set in gold for their wedding, but I wanted to offer you something as original as you are. I hope this rug will forever bless this wedding ordained by God for us; and will show how our lives are now knotted together.”

			Maryam did not understand anything of what he was saying, but she knew exactly what he meant as he gestured to the rug. She felt his eyes directly upon her. He then stepped forward and she heard him take in a breath. She understood that she would become his from that moment on, and with her heart beating faster than it had ever beat before and propelled by that strange new fire she felt within her, she placed her arm on his to invite him to her side.

			Maryam kept her head bowed, but lifted her eyes slightly to look at him, and took in all of the color, shape and size of the man that she saw, and realized once again that he had his own power upon her. She was more curious than frightened, more intrigued than intimidated. Here stood in front of her the most sacred and powerful man in the entire kingdom, the man that would ensure her happiness and create the generations of sultans to come.

			He looked directly into her eyes and fell into them. He placed one hand on her arm and then on her other arm. He pulled her up from the mat and brought her closer to him, and then kissed her cheeks and forehead. He lifted her chin with his hand and stopped.

			“No, this will not do. This is not how I wish to take you as my bride. For you, it must be something very different, something as unique as you, like that rug. You must be given my pearls for the first time in a setting that is as memorable as you are.” He looked in her eyes and wondered how she would understand anything he would say to her. I can speak the Greek I learned from my mother, he thought, the Persian and Arabic I learned from my tutors in Tokat, the Turkish of my forefathers: but this language of hers? Confound it, no! I must rely on my eyes and my touch to do the talking tonight, and may they be as eloquent as possible!

			He suddenly opened the door to the chamber, barking an order to the surprised page standing outside. 

			“Bring me Night Shining White immediately! Just put a bridle on him, but you don’t need to saddle him. Now move!” 

			He turned back to Maryam and flashed a bright smile. “Come, my bride, I have something to show you. We will ride out to an area east of the city that I have come to love very much. I promise you a night of exquisite beauty.”

			When the horse was brought to him, he rolled up the wedding carpet and tossed it on the horse. He picked up his bride by the waist and hoisted her up on the horse, and then jumped up behind her. Kicking the bareback stallion to take off, they headed out of the castle gate and down the hill towards the sea, leaving behind the stunned guards in their wake. Their way was lit by the rays of the full moon, and they headed out to the east of the city, to a long stretch of sand that came right to the lip of the sea. In a secluded area, a few feet from the lapping waves of the sea, the Sultan stopped his horse, jumped off and spread the rug on the sand. He then reached up and pulled his bride down off the horse, and then held her out in front of him and looked directly again into those green eyes. There was no laughter now from him, no fear from her. He placed one hand on her arm, and then the other, and drew her close, and then made a sash with his long silver fingers around her waist, pulling her even closer to him. 

			He was totally captivated by her, and stroked her cheek with his finger while trying to find his way with words. He finally spoke softly to her. “This is the happiest full moon of my life. Your face is as radiant as that moon in the night sky, and how I hope that it will always shine this brightly throughout my life! Yes, my little emerald-eyed one, you are a moonbeam sent down to me from the heavens; a fairy from the moon. Yes! That is exactly it! That is what you are – my bright moon fairy! I will name you this to remind me of this moment forever. Maryam, royal daughter of Kalonoros, from this night forth, you will be known as “Mahperi”, my Moon Fairy Queen, as beautiful as the face of that silvery full moon. The double capture of Kalonoros and you as my Moon Queen will be my good luck tokens for the rest of my life and reign.” 

			He then held her face in his two hands and spoke softly to her. “Keep looking at me, my Moon Fairy Queen, right into my eyes. Hold your green eyes to mine; do not remove them for a second. I want to remember forever the look in your eyes when you realize that we will become one, now in this moment.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 
That It Bear My Name and Mark

			Happiness does not know gravity. This was certainly true for Alaeddin and Mahperi after their marriage, for their moments together fluttered as lightly as birds’ wings. They spent entire days in each other’s company, unable to be separated for more than a few hours. The Sultan found himself incapable of thinking of anything else but her, unable to concentrate on the matters needed to transform Alaiye into a new Seljuk city. All he wanted to do was to run to her; to discuss with her his plans and ideas, to watch those green eyes sparkle at his words, even though they did not yet share a common language. He had trouble understanding this intoxication, for he had never experienced anything so dizzying. Whereas a few days ago, he had been a powerful sultan; now, after only one night, he was reduced to a slave eager to serve his master and nothing else. 

			Mahperi, too, was lost in the giant blue waves of this man. They told each other stories; they told each other secrets and dreams, each one in their own language, hoping to be understood. They shared their passion in many ways and in many places, above and under the quilt, under the sun and under the moon, inside the palace and deep in the caves of the surrounding coves of the bay. They were not timid with each other; no gaze was too deep, and all was mutual discovery and conquest of body, soul and heart.

			* * *

			At the same time they discovered each other, the couple spent days exploring the hidden corners of the city and the surrounding region. When Mahperi would cry out, “Come, my Sultan, let me show you my favorite parts of Kalonoros!” it was the most exciting thing Alaeddin Keykubad could hear each morning. He would have his pages saddle Night Shining White and a horse for Mahperi, and, leaving the palace complex at the top of the mountain, they would slowly pace their way down the steep hill towards the sea. Alaeddin never tired of the vistas they encountered at every turn of the switchback; each one offering a different, but equally spectacular, window onto the sea below. They would pause to look out over the city, and it was during these moments that Alaeddin began his plans to rebuild the city, this Alaiye, named after him.

			Although they often had trouble understanding each other, they managed well-enough to communicate their thoughts to each other. Alaeddin marvelled at how quickly she was learning Turkish, and, despite her hesitations, mistakes and strange accent, she always seemed to express her ideas clearly. Yet everything I really need to know is written in those clear emerald eyes, he thought, for they are more eloquent than the finest sermons pronounced by the famed imams in my medreses at Konya. 

			* * *

			On a fine February morning, they set out, as usual, down the hill. Alaeddin shielded his eyes with his hand against the sun, intense even though it was still winter. “Ah, my Mahperi, if you only could know all the plans I have for this city and for my empire! We Seljuks have been in Anatolia for 150 years now. My ancestors survived the sack of Konya by the armies of the Christian Crusader King Barbarossa, the Infidel, some thirty years ago. Those dark days are over. My ancestors brought Islam to this area, and it is my role to ensure it becomes the basis of the customs of this land, the foundation of our society and the source of all inspiration and strength.”

			The Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad pointed to the narrow spit of land that jutted out from the rocky promontory and continued. “But I do not just wish to conquer. I want more than that. I want development and happiness for my subjects, with stability and prosperity everywhere. I will set the stage for a program of building that will be more ambitious than anyone else before me: the Persians, Lydians, Romans and Greeks will pale in front of me! And I shall start by transforming this city. Just wait and see, you will not recognize the city in which you played as a child! 

			Mahperi was not used to hearing such forceful self-assurance, and it fascinated her at the same time that it frightened her. She knew she would never totally understand this man or the drive that made him want to be stronger and more powerful than anyone on earth. Yet she knew she wanted to be a part of this dream to build his Kingdom for all centuries.

			Alaeddin continued. “I will define wealth and power as no one before me. My ports will be full of riches, my fields will bloom, my medreses will hum from the voices of students reciting their lessons, and my kingdom will be adorned with buildings so strongly built and richly-decorated that all visitors will stand in awe of them. My scholars will write the finest treatises, and my universities will define the new concepts of science. I will make my Kingdom as sweet as a honeycomb, dripping honey on all my subjects. This will be my legacy, far more poetic than any epitaph on my tombstone.” 

			The words continued to tumble out of him in a torrent. “Alaiye will be my first port of many to come. I signed an agreement with the Republic of Venice last March, the first major political decision I took as a Sultan. Masters of seas and markets, the Venetians live in a world run by money and refinement, and I want to be a part of that, for I know that the most important key to building my kingdom will start with commerce. After much negotiation and hard bargaining with them, we exchanged signed letters of agreement. In order to encourage trade, I agreed that each of us would pay reduced customs fees in our mutual ports. Instead of the normal 10% duty I charge, I agreed to charge them a mere 2%, and, to boot, I exempted them from duty on wheat, pearls, precious stones, gold and silver. I may have been too generous, but I think it was a wise tactic in order to promote the export of the wheat grown in our Anatolian fields to an increasingly hungry Europe! The more this Europe realizes how much Anatolia can bring them, the more powerful we will stand and the more prosperous will be my citizens!”

			He was flush with excitement when speaking about this agreement, which Mahperi sensed was as important to him as the one he had just won with Kalonoros. 

			“Venice will have privileged status in all trade passing through my kingdom to points east, and, in return, they have agreed to carry Seljuk goods to Europe in their vast ships. I dream that the rugs of my weavers will adorn their palazzi, and their silvery blonde women will be even more alluring when they slip on my embroidered silks and the rose perfumes from my gardens. They will feast on our apricots and olives, and savor the sweet sugar of our refineries. Their lives will never be the same after they taste what we Turks can bring them!”

			He turned to her and smiled. “As for your city, I will soon give the order to reinforce the walls of your father’s castle that crowns the great rock above the port, so that they will be as strong as the walls of my capital at Konya. I will also create a new palace for myself and new barracks for the men, and add two additional fortresses, one seaward and one landward. Your city also needs to have its cisterns rebuilt in order to store the winter rainwater to last over the long summer months. This is one big, waterless rock, and I need plentiful water supplies for my troops – you saw what a lack of water did to your father. I will also link the fortress atop the castle rock to the harbor below by a series of walls, and I will develop the harbor to welcome those Venetian traders. All of this may take me five years to build, but I will do it!” 

			Mahperi heard the determination in his voice and had no doubt in her mind that he would achieve his goal to build up her city. She could not resist the urge to participate in his excitement.

			“I wonder,” she timidly asked, “if it would be possible to think farther than just trade. If you established a naval power for the Seljuks, you could use this port as a base to develop a part of your campaign that has never existed. Step off the steppes and venture into the seas to expand your territory and claim even more power! Why, look down there, you could build a naval arsenal and an armory for weapons at the crook of the harbor. Make your tower massive and solid, of bright red brick that can be seen for miles down the coast! Inside the arsenal, you can incorporate a system of hidden docks, so that the narrow black ships of your navy may secretly slip out of the waters and rule the sea. You can build there the ships that will extend your influence around the shores of the Mediterranean. You already rule the waters of the Black Sea, and with Alaiye, you are primed to take possession of the southern sea as well. Yes, behold my Sultan of Two Seas!”

			She stopped there for she felt she had perhaps gone too far suggesting to him what he should do. Yet she had never held her tongue or her opinions, and she was not about to start doing so with her husband. She waited a moment for him to grasp her words, and timidly went on. 

			“You see, my father never had that idea, or the dreams that you do. He was content to stay at the top of his fortress and live in this jewel of a city under the warm sun. He had no desire to leave it, to go elsewhere and expand his life and provide more opportunities to his people. You are not like him. You have a vision; you always wonder how long it will take you to reach the next horizon, and you are never afraid to set out for it. You instill in all a sense of potential, be it your officers, your soldiers or your government officials. You instill it especially in me: I never want to stop riding to that next horizon with you. Let me help you build your dream, my sultan, my love.”

			The Sultan now realized that he had achieved far more than a political ploy by marrying this woman. She was intelligent, eager and resourceful, the perfect ally for his mission. 

			“Yes, I want you to help me be that builder, my Fairy Moon Queen! With you as my lucky charm, my kingdom will grow and my battles will all be victorious!” He leaned over and squeezed her hand.

			Yes, thought Mahperi, I will help him build this empire of his. What an adventure it will be! He wants my help and support, and I am here to give it to him, just as I give him my sweet kisses and anything else he asks of me. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 7 
Farewell, Almond Blossoms and Rosemary

			When Alaeddin first heard the sound of the woodpeckers drumming out their territory, he knew the time had come to return north to Konya. They reminded him that his empire was calling him back to duty, as did all the other signs of winter’s end along the Mediterranean: the white feathers of almond blossoms now opening on the trees, newborn goat kids starting to stand on their own four legs, homely toads coming out of hibernation, the intoxicating scent of rosemary flowers drawing the honey bees to their task, and the dawn chorus of birds chirping louder than the muezzin’s cry from the minarets at prayer time. He thought of the swallows that return from Africa year after year to the same nest site. I will be like you, little birds, he mused, for I will return to Alaiye each winter, and like you, I will laboriously collect mud to build this nest above the world.

			The winter had indeed passed all too quickly, but the Sultan could not put off his departure any longer. The time had come to plan for more conquests and for more expansion; not just here, but in the whole empire, the one the two lovers now dreamed to build together.

			* * *

			“There is an entire nation to build!”

			Alaeddin raised his arm and swept it around in an expansive circle over his head. He and Mahperi were on a morning ride in the hills around Alaiye and had stopped to enjoy the view over the sea.

			“Mahperi, the time has come for me to return to Konya. I must organize my summer campaigns, train my troops, oversee building projects, discuss issues with my ministers, confer with my emirs, check with my treasurers…I have a kingdom to run, and to build, and we must now return to the affairs of state after this magnificent moment of respite I have enjoyed here with you and your city, now my city named Alaiye! How you have helped me to shape the future of this city – I can only imagine what you will do for the rest of my Kingdom!” 

			His white teeth flashed in the sun, just as they had when she first set eyes on him, and she realized that this man was too big to keep all to herself. She had understood that the first time she set eyes on him, yet it was painful to think that their days of honey were soon to be over.

			He sensed her sadness and tried to excite her about this new adventure. “I cannot wait to show you off to the city as my queen, to present you to all the people at my court who never thought I would take the time for a wife! And now they will see that although I may have waited a long time to marry, when I did, it was with an exceptional woman with eyes brighter than the tail feathers of the peacock that prances through the palace gardens!”

			Mahperi blushed and still could not believe that she held this man as hers. Instead of being jealous of his other passion, his kingdom, she loved him all the more for his devotion to developing his vision.

			“But I must tell you Mahperi,” he continued, “that life there will not be the same as it is here. Konya is a very different place than Alaiye. Although it is beautiful in its own way, it does not sit next to a deep blue sea. The flowers of its gardens are not as abundant and the air is not as sweet and fresh-smelling as it is here. But you will soon come to love it. It is now your city as well! Perhaps you may even see your very first snowfall, for it often storms well into the month of March. But what really makes Konya so different from Alaiye is that my entire court and army are there. It is not only the small retinue that follows me when I travel. No, there resides the entire foundation of my kingdom: the men in charge of government, justice, religious affairs, education, agriculture, commerce and construction! There are hundreds of officials there, my viziers and emirs above all.”

			He gazed into the distance, and his voice became more remote as well.

			“There will be many people there taking up my time, needing my judgment, my orders, my vision,” he continued. “I am occupied by them from morning until night; they demand all of my time and energy and I am often overcome by all the business they bring before me. I go to bed with worries; I wake up with worries! I tell you this, sweet Mahperi, because I will not be as available to you as I am now, for picnics, horseback rides, meals at leisure and afternoon rests under our quilt. You will see much less of me and you must understand that I have no other choice – my kingdom comes first!”

			Mahperi realized that he was counting on her to be as supportive as possible. Seeking to reassure him, she replied, “Of course, my Sultan, I understand. I will help you grow your kingdom in whatever way I can. I will share those problems with you and perhaps lift some of them from your shoulders. Do not worry, I am sure I will have much to do and learn as well!”

			He smiled at her optimism, but his voice became even more serious. “I also want you to know that all eyes will be upon you, Mahperi,” he continued. “Some of these eyes will admire you and love you. Other eyes will be envious of your power over me and your position. Women will be jealous of your magnificent emerald eyes. Men will not take kindly to your authority and directness, and the way I rely on you for counsel. Some will say malicious things about you, many will seek to make you stumble and make you look foolish. Human nature is not always kind; people do not always follow the lessons taught by our Prophet. You have grown up in a world of pure sunshine and sparkling waves. Konya is not such a place. It is bustling, dynamic and developing, and everyone wants his part in this new dream, and they may see you as an obstacle in their way. Ambition rules and breeds greed and jealousy. I say this not to frighten you, but just to make you aware that all eyes will be upon you. But I know you will be magnificent, of this I am certain. You will bring the same light to the entire court as you have brought to my heart and life. We will all be the richer for it.”

			Mahperi looked up directly into his eyes. “Yes, my love, know that I will follow you everywhere, and I will be at your side to help you build your empire, starting with its capital at Konya!” 

			He smiled at her and went on enthusiastically once more. “You will meet so many important people who will become a part of your life: my vizier Karatay, wise and plodding, serious and honest. Our religious teachers, gentle and all-seeing, will guide you in the ways of our faith and the will of God. And then there is my superintendent Köpek: oh, he is a handful most certainly! Brilliant and hardworking, volatile and perhaps too decisive at times, but what a man of action! My emirs as well are a band of ambitious men as interested as much in their own personal gain as they are in developing the kingdom, but if I am clever and play to this ambition adroitly, I should be able to get what I want from them. My generals are all fine and loyal men. My old friend General Hüsameddin Choban is as dependable as he is courageous, and I foresee an ever more brilliant future for him in coming years. And I promise we will go to visit your father in his new home at Ilgin near Akşehir. I enjoy soaking my battle- and saddle-worn bones in the hot springs there! You will be able to spend time with him in the lovely orchards of the region. And trust me; once you have tasted an apricot from Ilgin, you are spoiled for life! And you will meet women too, women who will not just be your attendants but will become your friends. Noble women of birth and character like you. I will introduce you to the ladies of the court, wives of the viziers and officers. Oh, I know you will be very happy in Konya if you give it a chance!”

			Mahperi saw how excited he became when he spoke of his capital city. His eyes sparkled, his hands waved about, his words ran together in a jumble, so quickly did he speak. She managed to smile and brighten her face, but inside, she could not shake a sense of foreboding. This certainly did not sound like such an exciting place to her. No sea? No sweet-smelling breezes? No lush flowers? Malicious remarks? Their carefree time alone was over, and she would now have to share him with an entire court, all speaking different languages, all praying to a different God, with some out to make her stumble. The thought of leaving her home at Kalonoros for this new place on a dusty plain filled her with sadness. Would it be possible to find beauty there in that dust? Could it be possible to live without seeing the blue sea from her window the first thing in the morning upon rising? She was not feeling reassured about any of this. She shuddered despite the hot sun and tried to shake these dark thoughts from her head, but still, they remained. Why do I have such apprehension that hard winds will blow on me here in this new city on the plain?

			And yet….in this capital city, Mahperi knew she would be received as a Queen and live in a palace with servants and attendants and have everything she could imagine at her hand. In some odd way, the unknown was an intoxicating prospect to her; an open garden gate that beckoned. There will be so much for me to do and learn there, she thought, so much more than here. Wasn’t this the strange force that pulled you outside of that castle door and drew you to his side that very first day? Yes, this Konya will be a place where I can grow; it will be the place of my destiny. Yes, she would follow him anywhere, even to this city with no sea. 

			“My Sultan, my heart will heed your every command,” she said, reigning in her horse, impatient to continue with their ride. 

			“Now that is the spirit of my Moon Queen!” he laughed. “That is where I will find all the strength I need to build that Empire, right there in those emerald eyes and with that determination of yours! Now come, let us race over to that olive grove I see on the crest of the next hill – and I warn you, I do not like to lose!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8 
Charms of Fortune 

			“My Moon Queen must not ride into my capital on just any horse! She must mount a horse whose beauty rivals that of my Night Shining White! I have looked long and hard for such a horse for you, my love, and I have finally found just the one. My stable master thinks that he is too spirited for you, but I told him no horse was too much for you to hold – so let’s see who is right!” 

			The morning of their departure had arrived, and Alaeddin and his officers were assembled outside the castle door, ready to leave. He had waited until this last moment to give his bride a gift that would be as impressive as this day. His stable master led out a small Arabian horse, black as the night, with a glossy coat and intense eyes. 

			“My love, I can imagine you on the back of this horse, riding it to every horizon of your dreams! It is a sleek and swift mount, as spirited as you are. Few people could handle such a horse, but I know you will be able to catch his fire and move as one. You two will define flight, and I wish for you many hours of freedom together. When we enter Konya, I can’t wait to see the reaction of my people when they see my silver moon of a queen glowing brightly against the flank of a horse black as the winter night!” 

			Mahperi walked out and scarcely dared to touch this animal, whose coat shone like iridescent blue silk. She had never owned a horse before, but on their long days together, Alaeddin had taught her to ride like a Turk. Overwhelmed by the emotion of this day, by the departure from her cherished home, by the beauty of this animal and by his gesture of love, Mahperi’s eyes welled up with tears. She looked up at her Sultan and was unable to express herself, but as usual, he was able to understand everything in those shining emerald gems.

			They started off down the slope of the mountain. All the men were excited to return to their homes and command posts, but Mahperi was filled with tremendous sadness. She leaned down and whispered into the ear of her new horse. “Please, please, lead me to a land of happiness. You are in charge of taking me to a place where we will both be able to live in joy. Be my lucky star in the night sky! I shall call you Eclipse, for you and I will always be perfectly aligned in the eyes of the sun!” 

			They continued along the road westward for several hours, with the sea bobbing in and out of view. They camped for the night at the point on the coast where they would turn northwards and leave the sea at their backs. This part of the journey headed up an arduous mountain pass that would lead from the sea to the steppe. The next day they climbed for hours up the steep road, and, after one difficult switchback turn, the sea disappeared completely from view. Now Mahperi was alone with pine trees and shrubs. They needed to camp several more times along this pass, as the horses became too tired to climb for more than a few hours at a time. She began to wonder if they were ever to arrive at that plain she was so secretly dreading.

			Finally, after several days, the road leveled off and became flat. In front to them stretched a beautiful blue lake as far as the eye could see, surrounded on its western shore by a range of small mountains. Mahperi’s heart leapt in her chest. “Why it is almost as beautiful as the sea!” she cried out, charmed by its still waters of a color she he had never seen before in her sea: a pale and pure milky blue that rivaled the summer sky.

			“Yes, I am very fond of this spot as well,” added the Sultan, trotting up to her side. “It is a place of peace and unrivaled natural beauty, that is certain.” When they left the calm blue waters of the lake behind them to continue on the road east, Mahperi could not stop thinking about it, and hoped that she would be able to return there often.

			“Now we are on my favorite road of all,” Alaeddin said turning to Mahperi. “It climbs steadily, and then turns abruptly down to Konya. I find this open land as intriguing and expansive as your sea, Mahperi. One day, too, you will be able to read its fascinating mystery just as you do with the waves of your Mediterranean.”

			Mahperi looked around her and, on the contrary, saw nothing that would make her call this a favorite place. They had finally reached the plain. In front of her stretched a dusty and flat expanse of land, without one tree on it, with only the distant horizon as decoration. Her heart sank. So this was to be the place of her new home. She wanted to jump off her horse and run back across the plains to her perch above the sea. She wanted to hear the voice of her father and the bells of the church in her castle. She wanted to hear sounds she understood, for she was so tired of not being able to comprehend this language being spoken around her; tired of thinking that all the laughter seemed directed at her. She wanted to go home, not to this ugly place in the middle of a dusty field! Tears started to fall and she bowed her head so that no one would see them.

			At that moment, Eclipse reared back his head, swished his tail and bolted off full gallop down the road. Mahperi held on to him tightly as he raced ahead like an arrow shot out of a bow. After a few minutes of this mad dash, he abruptly stopped, and she flew over his head and landed in the soft dirt of the road. 

			Alaeddin rushed up to her, and cried out,” Are you alright? I warned you this horse would be a handful!” and despite his concern for Mahperi, he could not keep from smiling at the antics of the spirited horse.

			Mahperi picked herself up and dusted herself off. “I’m fine, I’m fine, I don’t know what got into him – he just caught me off-guard, that is all. That was a good lesson for me to learn: never take your mind off the reins!” She took the bridle and led the black comet of a horse away from the group.

			“Just what was that you did to me, you, who are supposed to be my friend and lucky star?” she hissed into the horse’s ear. The horse placidly looked at her as if nothing had happened, and then Mahperi understood what the horse had instinctively sensed. Eclipse had done what was needed to shake off her fear and take the leap down the new road that she was afraid to take herself. By giving her this spirited horse to manage, Alaeddin had handed her the reins of her new life. She felt embraced by his loving gesture, stronger than any she had received from her family. I must put the past behind me, she thought; I must now make this dustbowl my homeland. At that moment, she took a vow to always look forward, never back. A different kind of expression appeared on her face, and a smile suddenly broke over it like the sun peeping behind from a cloud. “You little black devil, you!” she laughed, kissing her horse’s neck. “Yes, the two of us must always race ahead together. Thank you, my friend, for giving me the courage I needed to make this leap forward!”

			* * *

			They continued on for several hours until they saw a roadside inn perched on a small slope in the distance. With each step of the horses, the wide front door of the caravansarai, or han, as the Turks called these buildings, became more and more inviting.

			“We will halt here for the night,” ordered the Sultan to his chief aide-de-camp. “This han is large and sturdy, and I am sure it can hold all of us. We have a long and important day tomorrow and I want to be well-rested.” 

			The Sultan’s retinue approached the han, and he pointed up to the marble inscription plaque in Arabic that hung over the main door. 

			“I read to you, My Lions,” said the Sultan: ‘Built in the reign of Keykhosrow ibn Kilich Arslan, master of the Arabs and Persians, by his servant Emir Kandemir in the year 602.’ Yes, this han was built in the time of my father, Giyaseddin Keyhüsrev, may God praise his soul and give him peace. His emir Kandemir was a man who clearly understood his obligation to the Sultan and to the empire! By building this han, he ensured that merchants could travel safely to and from Konya.”

			The guards standing under the portico immediately recognized the Sultan’s banner, and scurried to open the doors. The Sultan trotted into the expansive courtyard of the han, which was already filled with many travelers on their way to the nearby capital city of Konya. A flurry of small boys rushed out to help with the horses, and the superintendent of the han barked out orders to others to come assist the Sultan’s retinue. The horses were led away to the large covered hall to the rear of the han where the animals of the other travelers were stabled. 

			“Pay special attention to my Night Shining White,” Alaeddin urged his aide, “And make sure no filthy camel or donkey gives him a kick back there!”

			Preparations were made to lodge the Sultan’s retinue in the individual rooms that lined each side of the courtyard. The staff was familiar with travelers from all corners of the world coming through these doors, but the arrival of a Sultan was a rare and exciting event. 

			“I will bathe now,” the Sultan declared, and headed to the hammam located next to the covered hall. “Afterwards, I will say the afternoon ikindi prayer,” pointing to the small mosque above the entry gate, reached by a small set of stairs. “I would suggest you all do likewise, and we will meet for dinner afterwards.” The superintendent of the han ordered the servants to heat water for the Sultan’s bath, and then gave instructions to the head cook to begin preparing a lavish tepsi kebab in honor of the Sultan’s arrival. He did not need to tell him that it had better be the most delicious one he had ever prepared in his life.

			Mahperi was bewildered by all she saw in this little universe of the Kandemir Han, a machine that seemed to run with great precision and efficiency, serving everyone’s needs, with no attention left out. She was tired, hot and dirty and she looked forward to the bath that was promised her. She would rest tonight and prepare herself for her momentous entry into Konya the next day. 

			Later that evening, the men gathered around a huge campfire that burned in the middle of the courtyard. They sat on mats and rugs and took out their wooden eating utensils from their saddle bags. Cooks had prepared giant pots of bubbling okra soup and coarse bulgur. Flatbread was grilled on hot metal tandir griddles, and several lambs were roasting for the kebab. The Sultan and his retinue ate alongside the merchants, all sharing the giant tray of sizzling kebab that had been set in the middle of their circle, scooping up the juicy bits of meat with the griddle bread. The Sultan was in a merry mood, reveling in the stories the merchants told about their homelands. They informed him of the goods they were selling to Konya merchants and those they were taking back to their countries from the Seljuk lands. He asked them questions and listened to their concerns. For Alaeddin Keykubad, this news was invaluable, for it gave him insight into the state of affairs in his land and abroad. 

			After dinner, glasses of sweet pomegranate juice were served and men brought out stringed musical instruments and began to play songs from the repertoire of each of their countries. A Syrian rose to recite a poem about a famous folk hero. An Egyptian told a joke about a donkey that fell in love with a camel, and laughter rose to keep tempo with the tunes played by the musicians.

			A stout Persian merchant then pulled out a chessboard from his sack and proceeded to set up the board with its set of green ceramic pieces.

			“All right, my friends, enough of these silly jokes about donkeys and camels! I am here to challenge you to a serious game of chess. As you know, we Persians are the most skillful chess players in all the lands of the earth. Our great shahs play chess with the same ease that you Turks drink water! Come on, now, does anyone have the courage to take me on?”

			Alaeddin whipped his head around at this provocation. Why, you impertinent little Persian! So you think your little board game shows you to be the cleverest of peoples on earth, far superior to the Turks? You have yet to run across a Turk like Alaeddin Keykubad! Although slow to seethe, the Sultan could not accept this brazen effrontery to his people by a guest in his lands.

			“Well, well, my merchant friend from Mashad, I know your bags are full of many treasures from your lands of Khorasan,” cooly responded the Sultan. “So are mine; full of gold from the coffers of my treasury. I know as well that in that bag of yours is a beautiful and rare piece of turquoise, set in a gold filigree bezel that hangs on a gold chain. I heard you speak of it earlier, telling the other merchants that it was so rare and costly that you could not find a client to buy it from you, even among the richest dealers in the bazaars of the big city of Konya.”

			“Oh yes! Indeed!” nodded the merchant. “It is superior Angushtari first quality, of the richest of God’s blues, from the Ali-Mersai Mountains of my Khorasan province. There has never been a finer piece mined in all the mountains of Persia!” he proudly boasted.

			“Well, then, this is your special night, my friend, for I think you have found a buyer for it right here. Yes, I would like to buy that stunning piece of turquoise. I am sure you would agree that it is worthy of a Sultan, wouldn’t you?”

			The merchant nodded his head excitedly, unable to believe his good fortune. “Oh yes, quite worthy I am sure!” he gushed.

			“Actually, I am intrigued not only by your fine Persian goods, but also by your boast about the unrivaled skill of the chess players of Persia. I have often heard, too, that your people have the reputation of being unchallenged on the board. Yet, as Sultan of the Turks, I feel it is my obligation to try to defend the honor of my people – who drink water so well, as you say. Yes, my good merchant from Mashad, I think we should play a game of chess together. The winner takes home that piece of turquoise set in gold – either you, with the gem and the four hundred gold pieces I will pay you for its value, or me, with the gem in my pocket to take to my palace in Konya. That is my offer. Do you accept my challenge, my Persian champion of chess?”

			The entire courtyard went silent and stared at the faces of both men. The arrogant little Persian had seen his boasting called to task, and the Sultan was risking a veritable fortune to defend the honor of his people. Had the Sultan gone mad? Would the Persian accept such a gamble?

			The Persian merchant tried to maintain his composure at the thought of this match of a lifetime, but beads of sweat appeared on his upper lip. He had to think quickly here, for this slender Sultan seemed impatient. How could he pass up the opportunity to triple his fortune with one or two clever moves of a chess piece that only a Persian champion could know? Yet if he lost, he would return to Mashad with very little in his bags and the wails of his hungry children in his ears. But the glow of the gold pieces he could earn flared up in front of his eyes, blinding him to all prudence. He had confidence in his skills, for he was undefeated, even among the finest players in the bazaars of his homeland. How could this rustic Turk, even if he were a Sultan, think that he could equal a Persian, with our centuries-old heritage of education and refinement? 

			“Yes, my Sultan, Mirza Abdullah of Mashad will accept your challenge. I will even offer you the opening move, for, after all, you are the Sultan and I am enjoying your hospitality in this fine caravansarai! Let us begin!”

			He bowed to the Sultan and sat down at the board, facing his opponent for the most important game of his life. In his eyes, the surface of the board was well-lit by the glow of those gold pieces – and that light would guide every move he made with great clarity, of that he was sure.

			* * *

			Later that evening, Alaeddin entered the small room off the courtyard that had been reserved for Mahperi. He found her sound asleep, despite the racket made by the men sitting around the campfire. He sat down on her quilt and stopped for a second to gaze at her before planting a kiss on her cheek and shaking her shoulders to wake her. 

			“Mahperi! Wake up my love! I want to speak with you!” She opened her eyes and sat up, still filled with sleep.

			“Tomorrow will be one of the most important days of our lives. I will enter my capital city with a new queen at my side. You will enter a city whose subjects will bow at your feet. We are starting a new life together, there in our palace home, and we are to begin a new era for my kingdom. All things will be possible for me with you by my side, for you are truly my lucky star, my lucky moon. To honor this most important day tomorrow, the day when you will become a queen in the eyes of my subjects, I want to give you a special gift. You are already the queen of my heart, and I want you to always wear this around your neck as the symbol of our love.”

			Alaeddin extended his closed fist to her and then turned it around and opened his palm. Even in the dim candle-lit cell, the flawless turquoise gemstone nestled there shone as brightly as the sea. She gasped at its size, as large as an apricot, and at the purity of its color. She had never seen a piece of turquoise so pure, so free of matrix and veins. It was as smooth and round as a bird’s egg, and its color was a blue that reminded her of that lovely lake they had passed earlier. 

			Alaeddin held the gem up by the end of its golden filigree chain and dangled it in the candlelight in front of her eyes. “You see how it glows like the moon, from deep inside its core? That is how you glow in my heart. This stone brings together the colors of the spirits of the sea and the Anatolian sky to bless our love. It will never lose its color, just like our love. It will always lie next to your heart like the end of a rainbow. When I see it around your neck, I will know that I am beloved of you, and when you wear it, I hope you will feel how much I desire to swim in the turquoise waters of our ocean. You will wear it under your robes, warm against your skin, where no one but I may see it. It is our secret together. Wear this forever, my turquoise Moon Fairy Queen, and feel it against your heart as we ride into Konya tomorrow to give you courage.”

			He placed it around her neck and she closed her hand around it to feel its warmth, and reached up to kiss her Sultan. Mahperi thought how the blue of his eyes and the green of hers had mixed together to create a color so unique that only a gemstone of this rareness could capture it. 

			“How I envy this turquoise gem,” he laughed, “As it will live warm next to your heart! As long as I know it is there nestled, I shall know that you are faithful to me. Let us sleep now, my love, for this has been a long day and tomorrow will be an even longer one.” 

			Before drifting off to sleep, Alaeddin whispered in her ear.

			“Remind me one day to tell you about the Persian tutor I had when I was growing up in Tokat, who taught me the epic poetry of Firdowsi, the lessons of the great politician Nizam al-Mulk, how to write script with a graceful flowing hand, and how to play the royal board game of their shahs called chess. He was very important to my education, indeed….”

			And so they slept that night in a lover’s embrace, Mahperi with the fingers of one hand wrapped around her turquoise gem and the other ones interlaced in the hand that had placed it there; Alaeddin with his arms around his bride, who now nestled the proof that one must never, ever, think of defying the honor of a Turk without serious consequences to pay.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9 
Whirling World on the Plain 

			Had you been an eagle flying above the fawn-colored plains of Anatolia, you would have noticed, with no small curiosity, a very peculiar identity to a sprawling city there located, a trait like no other city possesses anywhere else on your path of flight. Noble eagle, you would have seen that everything below you is a whirl in this flat city on the steppe, a never-ending eddy of motion and activity. 

			That this city should be in the midst of whirling forces of energy was accepted by all who lived there. Yes, a whirling city; a city spinning on its own endeavor and determination, with all its citizens joining to make it twirl faster than the globe on its heavenly axis. Everything whirls in this city, my eagle; can you see and hear it all? 

			Dust balls whirl across the plain and race with camel caravans that arrive from every point of the compass on the pinwheel of roads leading to the gates of the city, jostling with the spinning wheels of farm carts coming to market day. Streets spiral round and round the mound in the center of the city like the helix of an ancient sea nautilus. 

			Whirl the voices of Persian in the court, Turkish in the fields, Hebrew in the temples, Arabic in the hans, Greek in the markets and Armenian in the weaving studios. Can you hear, too, the swelling refrains of divine guidance fusing into one song in every neighborhood of this basin of mystical inspiration? The faithful raise Bismillah prayers in praise of God in dervish lodges, tombs and mosques; bearded priests recite verses of Scripture in front of candlelit altars, and rabbis incant their ancient wisdom from the rolls of the Holy Torah.

			Listen more closely now, my eagle, to all the whirling sounds of the city. The muezzin’s cry from the royal mosque on top of the hill echoes in the swirling calligraphy brushed on manuscript pages in the medrese schools below. The sermons of Saint Paul still resonate in the symphony of consonants, vowels, and syllables recited by Qur’anic students in the classrooms of the city. Clusters of flies buzz around the meat hanging in market stalls in cadence with grist wheels grinding grain to flour to sate the bread-hungry stomachs of the city. Packs of mongrels roam through the night and hurl their howl against back alley walls. The memory of thundering Crusader hooves across the plains now murmurs in the buzz of honey bees of the hillside hives outside the city. Whirring lathes turn bowls and spoons from the strongest of woods; birds flutter their wings above mosque courtyards at dusk. The gibbering of the Babel of languages negotiating sales at breakneck speed in the bazaars rumbles like thunder during a flash storm over the plain.

			Now look down here, noble eagle, at all the whirling activity in the city’s core. Water carriers spill their buckets as they scurry away from public fountains. Dancing strands of wool unravel from spiraling bobbins on rug looms where fingers tie row after row of wool knots faster than the eye can see, racing with those whipping off strips of skin from purple eggplants for pots of juicy stews. Chips fly into the air off the hammers and chisels of stone carvers racing to build monuments for a Sultan as fast as the wheat grows in the surrounding fields. Whirling hammers tap out intricate designs on copper trays in backstreet workshops, beating in tempoed time with the spoons of dervish apprentices stirring fat cauldrons of soup to nourish their devoted brothers in the convents of the city. 

			Horse tails twitch in circles to shoo away flies with the same steady rhythm as the bobbing heads of the Islamic scholars memorizing by heart the entire Qur’an. Eddies of leaves flurry down narrow neighborhood streets in autumn, and snowflakes spin in fury during blinding winter blizzards. Hoe handles in spring lift clods of dead winter earth to ready it for sowing, followed by dancing scythes chopping wheat, oats and barley in late summer fields. Children chase balls with sticks and dogs chase their tails round and round in the dusty squares of the city. Falling stars twirl and comets spin across the dark night sky above the steppe. 

			Whirling are the prayer beads flicked by the fingers of the faithful outside the mosque before the start of prayer, clicking like the flying warp shuttles that go back and forth, back and forth on looms of rugs woven in red and yellow. Flying shears strip the lush wool of spring lambs as fast as rain clouds scud across the sky before a sudden hail storm. Spirals of dancing chaff from wheat thrown into the air to winnow scatter as swiftly as silvery fish in countryside streams. Wafts of rosewater perfume rise from the bottles opened each morning by the beauties of the city for their daily dressing ritual, reviving the memory of the refrains of the folk singers that fired their love the night before. Streams of blood from the throats of the lambs sacrificed for the feasts of Holy days whirlpool with the ruby red juice pressed from the heavy grape clusters from the garden hill above the city. Storm-tossed straw swirls into the cracks of the crumbled stones of antique temples, now lying abandoned in the prairies of the past. 

			Nights and mornings revolve one after another at a pace faster than the old people can count, in this nucleus of motion and newborn babies; in this city filled with the whirl of calls to market, calls to dinner, calls to prayer, calls to secret lovers, calls for children to come home to dinner, calls to God both silent and loud, and calls for the Sultan’s troops to head out to battle.

			Whirling, whirling, faster, faster, now, how is it that this vortex never loses its balance from so much movement? Yes, soaring eagle, it has always been this way; never stopping, this holy hub that whirls at every moment of the day and night. And so will it whirl in the eyes of the world for all eternity, this blessed heart of divine destiny on the plain; this sceptered City of Seljuk Kings, this capital station of the steppe, this blue dome of a domain named Konya.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10 
New Home on the Hill

			Soon after the dawn prayer the next morning, the stable hands of the Kandemir Han saddled all the horses of the Sultan’s retinue and loaded the pack animals with their goods for the final leg of the journey from Kalonoros to Konya. The han manager opened the heavy gate, and one by one, the animals of the royal caravan passed under the deep portal and headed eastward to Konya. 

			Led by the Sultan Alaeddin Keykubad himself, the caravan climbed towards a high pass for several hours, and then continued down the other side towards Konya. They passed three more hans along the way. When they came up to the last one, Alaeddin turned to Mahperi and said, 

			“The good Vizier Altinapa built this han several years ago. He also built a very beautiful mosque in the center of Konya, and I will take you to see it soon. Its adjoining medrese is the most important one of the entire city, and it is there that the most famous imams come to teach, enthralling the whole city with their inspiring words. I myself often go there to ask their advice, for they often show me ways to look at a problem that are otherwise blind to me.”

			A short while later, the road bent in a sharp turn, and suddenly in front of them opened a panoramic view onto the valley below, stretching as wide and far as the eye could see. Mahperi had never seen a space so vast and so flat. Not even the horizon of the sea that she saw from her window at the castle atop Kalonoros could compare to the sense of distance she felt here, a sense of being as small as one of the flies now buzzing around her head. In the plains surrounding the city, all was dry stubble, grain fields and stillness. Mahperi raised her hand to shield her face from the sharp light of the hot sun. Coming from the seacoast, she had trouble imagining how such a place like this could exist, with no trees and no blue – yet at the same time, she was fascinated by its starkness and severity. 

			“Perhaps you find this countryside monotonous, but you will soon discover that these plains change color all throughout the year. Our seasons are as varied as the people who live within the walls of Konya: in summer, we cook and burn, and in the winter, the snow blankets everything for weeks on end.”

			She focused her eyes to the middle of the plain directly in front of her. At first she thought it was a mysterious mirage, but then she realized that it was Konya itself, gripping the horizon with all its force. 

			Alaeddin turned around to the caravan behind him and shouted out for all to hear. “We have arrived! There lies the blessed city of the Seljuk Kings, daughter of the steppes, my Konya, my city of power and peace!” 

			There was no turning back now, thought Mahperi. Once more, a foreboding chill ran through her at the thought of what awaited her in the city below, sensing that somewhere there laid challenges that would test her courage. But when she felt Eclipse start to prance, ready to bolt off again, she held tightly to the reins and gazed with anticipation at this prize of a city, lying in a basin, just like the stars that rest in the bowl of heaven. 

			Alaeddin turned and reached over to take her hand. “Hold your Eclipse steady for a moment! I always stop in this spot to savor this view over the plain and my city, the one my ancestors staked out as our capital and which I am in the midst of turning into one of the most famous cities in all Islam! My Konya is there waiting for me like the open arms of a lover, and beyond Konya and the next dawn lie the far cities of my realm! The view from here inspires me, and reminds me that you can stand up tall and straight in my town and in my lands. You can stretch your arms out wide from side to side and feel the space of God’s creation around you. You see, even Eclipse feels it! Come, my love, let us ride down to our city.”

			As they rode down the hill, the mirage of the city came in and out of view at each turn of the road, but it kept reappearing, larger and larger each time. Soon they approached a tall, square gate which controlled the entry into the city. The pointed arch over the entry was decorated with two giant figures carved in stone, each one with hovering wings on their backs.

			“Why, look! Your city is guarded by a pair of Holy Angels!” Mahperi cried out in glee. 

			“No, those are not angels, but are winged houris!” laughed the Sultan, amused by her remark. “They are the messengers who greet devout Muslims at the door of paradise. I want these houris, with their wings, crowns, and flowing braids of hair to tell all they are about to enter a city as beautiful as the Gardens of Paradise. I put them here on this Larende road entrance, which is the official entry to the city. I plan to add over eight more of these gates to the entry points to the city when I finish repairing the city walls, and all of them will glisten with gilded verses from the Qur’an to beckon people from the entire world to enter our city!” 

			“Well, they look like angels to me, and I will always think of them as such!” she said, urging Eclipse to ride past the army of merchants who had set up stalls to sell their wares on either side of the gate under colorful canopies. She was dizzy looking at all the sculptures, for there wasn’t one surface left undecorated.

			The townspeople had been told by advance messengers that the Sultan’s procession would be arriving that morning, and many had already lined the street to greet the caravan as it entered the city. Multicolored cloths and carpets lined the pathway, and women jostled each other in windows to get the best view of the procession. After passing through the gate, the great conqueror of Anatolia rode through his capital waving his staff to all the citizens, but in reality, they had not come out to greet him so much as they had come in eager anticipation of catching a glimpse of their new queen. News about her flashed through the crowd like lightning, with everyone commenting on her impressive height and her remarkable bearing atop that blue-black horse. They noted the strange-colored clothes she wore, her lack of veil, and the odd way she wore her hair pulled behind her ears. All remarked on her simplicity and her lack of affected manners – why, here she was, smiling at all the people as she rode by, not at all shy! The jubilant crowds took to their new queen with enthusiasm, and the Sultan was pleased to see that she was on her way to winning their affection.

			Alaeddin rode straight to the center of the town to his palace, which was located on the central hill Mahperi had seen from the distance. The entire town radiated from this small hill, as if it were the center of the earth. The mound was nothing like her Kalonoros Castle mountain – why, it seemed just a mere hillock, sticking up from the city like the fat belly of a rich merchant! In any case, it was evident that it was a magnet and that the town radiated around it, like the planets in the heavens, with the Sultan’s palace and royal mosque as the sun.

			A palace page came out and took the bridle of the Sultan’s horse, and led the royal caravan into the castle precinct. 

			“My grandfather Kilich Arslan transformed an old Byzantine defense tower into the imperial residence you see today,” explained the Sultan proudly, pointing to each building. “When I came here, I made considerable alterations, and added fresco work, stucco decoration and tiles. In addition to the kiosk that will be dedicated to our living quarters, there are also several buildings linked together which serve as my treasury, barracks for troops and living quarters for the other emirs and viziers,” the Sultan explained. “Be it servants, cavalrymen, soldiers, family, clerks, officials or emirs, I like to keep my eyes on everyone!”

			He pointed to the palace building. “Come; let me show you your new home, my lovely bride.” 

			The palace was a square structure of brick and fine cut stone, two stories high. It was clad with tiles, and even the bricks were laid in a fancy pattern. The upper floor had windows on each side, as well as balconies. 

			The Sultan pointed up to the balcony. “I put a balcony on it so that I may step out and greet my people and view my city in front of me. Standing there, I can dream of lands to conquer in the horizon ahead, while at my back, I have the support of God and my mosque. I love to build, Mahperi, and I was very happy when I designed this palace. It was as if I knew that one day you would be coming to live here as my Queen. Welcome to your new home, my love; may you be happy and prosper here.”

			Mahperi held her breath as she entered this palace that was now to be her home. They climbed to the upper level and she was pleased to see that the view over the city from this part of the palace was indeed impressive. It was not the stunning view onto the sea from her window in Kalonoros, but it was exciting to sense all the motion of the bustling city below her. What enchanted Mahperi the most was the dark blue color that exploded from the tiles set everywhere on the walls and the floors of the palace. There were low couches against each wall, covered with bright red and yellow carpets. White stucco fragments in lacy patterns shaded the windows. Although it was lavish, it retained a handsome air of simplicity, and Mahperi could not help but admire the impeccable and refined taste of the Sultan. 

			That night, they climbed up to the flat roof of the palace to share their first night together as the royal couple in their capital, sleeping outside and watching the stars and moon like nomads on the plains, each one dreaming of the future in front of them. 

			* * *

			Early the next morning, Mahperi was awakened by the predawn call to prayer from the mosque located immediately to the rear of the palace, reigning supreme at the top of the little mound. It was so close to the palace that she thought for a moment that the muezzin was shouting right into her ears. The Sultan had already left for the mosque to perform his prayers.

			When the Sultan returned to the palace, he grabbed Mahperi’s arm and said, “Come, let me show you the most beautiful mosque in all Islam, even more beautiful than the Great Mosque of Damascus! This mosque has taken over 70 years to build and I have just finished a major renovation of it, adding a new section to the west. I installed over forty columns of marble that I had brought here from the antique sites and Byzantine temples lying in ruin in the countryside around Konya.” 

			The Sultan pointed to the inscription over the northern door and read out to her the name of the architect from Syria that had been hired for the project. “His name was Muhammad ibn Khawlan, and what a genius he was! I tell you, Mahperi, if you pick an architect with talent and passion, your building will rise like a nightingale’s song!” He then pointed to a dark blue faience roundel that was placed high above the door on the northern façade of the mosque, complete with a white inscription in thick glaze. “It reads,” he proudly boasted, ‘Al-Sultan al muazzam, Ala-üd-dunya v’ed-din: the greatest Sultan, eminence of the world and faith!’ I hope all of my people view it with reverence and my enemies with fear!”

			The Sultan became more reserved in tone when he showed her the octagonal tomb with a tall, conical dome to the north of the mosque, which contained the graves of the past Seljuk sultans. 

			The royal couple then entered the mosque and Mahperi gasped at the size of the spacious interior, filled with a forest of columns of wood, and some of fine marble. She had never seen anything like this before, so different from her tiny church at Kalonoros. Despite the heavy mass of the walls, the space seemed to float in air. She saw several old men kneeling on a sea of small, colorful carpets. They rocked forward, brought their head to the ground and then stood up, staring at their hands held out in front of them as if they were holding a book, before cupping them to their ears as if to hear better. But there was no sound in the mosque. What were they listening to, she thought, but then realized they were trying to capture the sound of God’s voice in their ears. She was intrigued, for it was nothing like the way one prayed in her church in Kalonoros. She looked around her and saw no altar, burning candles, icons, or pews. All was light and silence.

			A brightly-colored niche on the southern wall drew her eyes towards it, for it was the focal point of the entire space. The Sultan saw her eyes light up at the sight of it. 

			“That is the mihrab, which indicates the direction to pray. During my restoration project last year, I added the dome above it, which I have set off with turquoise, cobalt, black and white tiles fanning out in five borders. No one will ever be confused about the direction to face in prayer when they see all of this sparkling glory!”

			“This piece of furniture is so lovely!” exclaimed Mahperi, looking at the set of stairs to the right of the mihrab. “It looks like carved lace!”

			“That is the minbar, where the imam faces the worshippers in front of him to address his sermon. It is made of dense ebony wood that came all the way across the sea from Africa! The minbar was especially commissioned by my ancestor, Sultan Mesud. Look, you can read his name and that of my grandfather, Kilich Arslan, engraved right here in the wood!” the Sultan said, pointing to the script with the end of his slender finger.

			The Sultan took special pride in showing her the large carpets he had commissioned for the floors of the mosque, each one with a striking design and color scheme. 

			“Along with my renovation of the western part of the mosque, I also commissioned a series of large rugs to line the floors for the worshippers. I felt that by adding these tiles and rugs to the mosque, I was completing the work of my forefather Mesud, my grandfather Kilich Arslan and my brother Izzeddin. But it is my work that will be the most lasting in the eyes of the world!”

			* * *

			Just as she had taken joy in showing the Sultan her city of Kalonoros, Alaeddin was only too happy to lead Mahperi to all four corners of Konya to show her its sights. Starting from the core of the city that was their palace, they would take a different direction each day. Night Shining White knew the city as well as he did the plains of the Kingdom, and he deftly steered the couple with ease down the many backstreets of the city. Wherever they went, the people in the neighborhoods were always surprised to see their great Sultan in their midst, riding simply through the streets as if he were any other visitor or merchant.

			Alaeddin loved his city, and enjoyed showing Mahperi every part of it. As they rode along, he would comment on each sight.

			“There are hundreds of small square mosques in every neighborhood, big enough for no more than thirty worshippers. They have bloomed like spring flowers, and were all built by pious local donors to enhance the life of their neighborhood.”

			Alaeddin took more pride in showing her the city walls than he did anything else.

			“These walls have existed since my grandfather Kilich Arslan’s time, but it was I who gave the order to rebuild them last year right before I went down to besiege your city. I asked my many emirs to participate in the construction costs. I added four gates, as well as several important towers, and I plan to build more, each one with a large tower,” the Sultan beamed, with the same pride as he showed when he started to build up Kalonoros.

			“I decorated the walls with sculptures and statues in glistening white marble that I found in the fields surrounding the city. These old carved stones are to be found everywhere in this Konya region, lying on the ground near old Greek temples that have fallen down, and I had them collected from the fields and brought here. We Turks must ensure that all the peoples who have lived here before us are not forgotten. We are the keepers of this heritage, and we will show all citizens of the world that we are a place of peace and tolerance. I also engraved the walls with verses from the Qur’an, sayings of the Prophet and lines from my favorite stories of the Shahname, the book of the Iranian kings, taught to me in Tokat by that Persian tutor I told you about when we stayed in the Kandemir Han. When the walls were completed, I inscribed the names of the emirs who helped build them in gold. Look, here, for example, is the name of the Emir Jelaleddin Kaysar!” 

			Mahperi marveled at all the stone and marble sculptures on the city walls: dragons with open mouths, harpies, eagles with two heads, roaring lions, sphinxes, leopards chasing leaping antelopes, falconers, fish and all types of animals, one with a nose so long that it reached all the way down to the ground. It was so strange; she could believe it only to be a myth. There was certainly nothing like this at Kalonoros!

			The Sultan continued as they turned down a street near the Ertaş gate. 

			“Ah, eternal Konya! This has been a place of mystical inspiration ever since the creation of man: the Greek goddesses Cybele and Aphrodite reigned here, the Christian Paul came here to preach to the Jews and Greeks about the new faith of the Prophet Jesus, the bishop Sosipatros held councils here, the Monks of the Monastery of St. Chariton prayed together, not to forget the Islamic scholar Muhyiddin ibn al-Arabi, whose teachings of universal love still echo in our medreses. Important things will continue to happen here, Mahperi, I know it, I feel it, and I am going to do everything I can to make this vision of mine happen. As Konya builds, so will the rest of my kingdom. There are other important cities in my Empire: Kayseri, Sivas, Akşehir, Malatya, Tokat and Ankara, but it will be Konya that will set the tone for the rest of them. Where Konya leads, all will follow! This city was inhabited by peoples from the dawn of creation, and now it is ours to leave the Seljuk mark upon its history till Judgment Day. May God grace your new home on the hill, my Queen, with every blessing and prosperity!”
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