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    To the loved ones we have lost,To the light that guides us even in their absence,And to all those who dare to walk despite the darkness...

And even!..

To Istanbul,That eternal city which holds a different secret in every street, a different story in every stone...

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Seven gates, seven seals, seven sleepers. And behind them all, a serpent devouring its own tail. He who seeks to understand eternity must first accept the end."

— From Solomon's Prophecy Map
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Foreword
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As with the opening sentence of a book, so too is its closing difficult for any author. Yet I confess that of all these, the foreword is the hardest. For the foreword marks the first meeting of eyes between writer and reader; it is the beginning of that silent compact, the invitation to 'read me', and sometimes, the commencement of an apology. I have no wish to begin this book with an apology. Rather, I would begin with a promise: the tale you now hold in your hands was born from the shadow of a ghost that I could not leave be for many long years – a ghost that robbed me of my sleep, a ghost that remained hidden among the leaves of my notebooks.

That ghost was the Ghost of Pera.

To journey to the Constantinople of 1893 became for me an obsession. I examined the newspaper cuttings of that era, the travel narratives, the diplomatic correspondence, and even the guest registers of the Pera Palace Hotel from those distant days. There is, of course, no official record that Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson were in Constantinople during that autumn. But I have been a storyteller long enough to know that official records do not always speak the truth. Sometimes the greatest truths are hidden not upon the dusty shelves of archives but within the very stones, the waters, and the winds of a city. And Constantinople – no, Istanbul – knows better than any other how to keep a secret.

The idea for this book came to me years ago, whilst I stood before the Serpent Column in Sultanahmet Square. Tourists were taking photographs all about me, guides were explaining how the column had been brought from Delphi. But in that moment, I fancied I heard a low humming rising from the depths of the stones beneath my feet. Absurd, I know. Perhaps it was merely the heat. Yet in that moment, something stirred within me. And I asked myself: What if, beneath this city, there slumbered something unknown to all, something that had slept for centuries? What if this city were sacred not only for its minarets and its domes, but for the dark passages that lie beneath them? This book, then, is my endeavour to answer that question.

To describe this tale merely as an 'endeavour' would, of course, be an injustice. For it is also a tribute – an expression of my admiration for those incomparable characters created by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle: the sharp intellect of Holmes, the steadfast friendship of Watson. Yet it is also the product of a desire to transport them to a landscape I know and breathe myself – the exotic, mystical, and uncanny atmosphere of Istanbul. To lift Holmes from his armchair in Baker Street and place him in a dimly lit room of the Pera Palace, and from there to lead him down into the passages beneath Hagia Sophia – this required no small measure of courage. I pray that my readers will forgive me if that courage has faltered.

This book is also the story of a man's reckoning with his own darkness. The grief of Lord Ashworth, the fury of Cemal, the bewilderment of Colonel Kemal Bey, the sacrifice of Leyla – all of them are reflections of the shadows that dwell within each of us. And Holmes moves among these shadows like a lantern. But this time, the lantern-light illuminates not only murderers, but also the hidden recesses of his own soul.

I make you this promise: when you take up this book, you shall not read merely a detective story. You shall walk the corridors of the Pera Palace. You shall lose yourself in the dark streets of the Tunnel. You shall gaze upon the Maiden's Tower through the fogs of the Bosphorus. And in those ancient passages beneath Istanbul, you shall confront your own fears. And when you turn the final page, perhaps you too shall come to realise, as I have, that darkness is not so far away as you might suppose.

Now, without further delay, I invite you to the Constantinople of 1893. Holmes and Watson await you at the Pera Palace. The door stands ready for you to knock.

Jason Sun

Istanbul, 2024
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Chapter One: A Breath in the Darkness
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On that autumn morning in Constantinople, as I gazed upon the silver waters of the Golden Horn from the broad windows of the Pera Palace, I did not yet know that my friend Sherlock Holmes’s extraordinary mind was about to be stirred once more by a dark enigma. The cool breeze of the Bosphorus stirred the curtains gently, while Holmes, as was his custom, stood before the window in his long coat, violin in hand, looking not upon the view outside, but into the depths of his own mind. Tobacco smoke rose in blue spirals through the dim light of the room, and upon the table beside him lay scattered newspapers, several telegrams, and a half-emptied coffee cup.

We had been in Constantinople for nearly three weeks. We had been brought here on a delicate matter concerning the British Foreign Office – certain lost documents and coded letters circulating among diplomatic circles along the Bosphorus. Holmes, with his characteristic sharp intuition and unrivalled analytical skill, had solved the matter in a few days and earned the gratitude of the Embassy. Yet for some time, idleness had unsettled him. Each morning I found him either staring at the ceiling from his armchair or rifling through his collection of newspapers. “The mind, Watson,” he had said one midnight, waving his violin bow menacingly in the air, “is like a steam engine. When it does not work, it rusts, and then it bursts at the slightest pressure. Constantinople, for now, offers me nothing but an abundance of spice and noise.”

It was in the midst of just such a lull that our door was suddenly knocked upon. I caught the familiar gleam in Holmes’s eyes at once. He did not rise; he merely turned his head slightly towards the door. “Show them in,” he said, as if he already knew who was coming.

The man who entered was an elderly interpreter we knew from the British Embassy, a Monsieur Karabet. He was a courteous, measured Armenian gentleman who had worked for many years at the Sublime Porte and now handled unofficial business for the embassy. But this time, his face had slipped from its usual placid mask; a thin sheen of sweat lay upon his brow, and he held a crumpled envelope in his hand.

“Mr. Holmes,” he said, with a faint French accent, “forgive me for disturbing you. But it was thought that only you could solve such a matter. I bring you a letter – directly from one of the most respected personages of Pera.”

He handed the envelope to Holmes. Holmes, with his usual slow and measured movements, took the envelope and turned it over. Within seconds, he had imprinted upon his mind the quality of the paper, the smell of the ink, and the heraldic crest upon the seal. The crest bore a shield encircled by a stylised olive branch, with the Latin words Scientia et Umbra written beneath – Knowledge and Shadow. A faint, barely perceptible smile appeared at the corner of Holmes’s lips.

“Monsieur Armand de Sauveterre,” he said, without yet having opened the envelope. “Of French origin, but a long-time resident of Constantinople. A family with a passion for archaeology and ancient texts. I fancy that the ‘Umbra’ on the seal has now acquired a far more literal meaning.”

Karabet’s eyes widened with astonishment. “Yes, Mr. Holmes. Monsieur de Sauveterre’s son, young Étienne de Sauveterre, was found dead last night in a narrow street in the Tunnel district. The police believe it to be a simple robbery attempt, for the young man’s wallet and watch are missing. But the father utterly rejects this explanation. He believes a far more terrible secret lies behind it.”

Holmes opened the envelope and withdrew the thin, fine-quality paper within. The letter was written in French, and as Holmes read the lines, he occasionally translated passages into English for my benefit. The words were steeped in deep grief and desperation. Monsieur de Sauveterre wrote that his son’s death was no ordinary murder, for the young man had been clutching a strange piece of parchment at the moment of his death. Upon this parchment were undecipherable letters, drawings, and a serpent consuming its own tail, drawn in red ink. The letter concluded with the sentence: “My son’s murderer still walks free, and there is talk of a ghost upon the streets.”

Holmes folded the letter carefully and placed it upon the table. “Monsieur Karabet, inform Monsieur de Sauveterre that we shall come at once. This matter is a tailor-made suit for my rusting brain.”

By then, I had risen and was putting on my coat. The expression upon Holmes’s face was the very embodiment of that hunter’s alertness I had seen at the commencement of our most arduous adventures. The moment we set foot upon the narrow, winding streets of Pera, I felt once more all the enchantment of this city: the tramway rails, the bay windows of the stone buildings, the cries of the simit sellers, and the distant call to prayer – all together forming that unique cacophony where East meets West. But this time, beneath this colourful scene, an invisible threat also drew breath.

The mansion of Monsieur de Sauveterre stood somewhat above the Grande Rue de Péra, an old building hidden behind high stone walls and covered with ivy. The elderly gentleman who received us was a thin, tall man of about seventy, with a snow-white beard and eyes sunken by deep sorrow. He looked less like a sage than a prophet in mourning. He led us into a large room that served as a library. The walls were covered with shelves reaching to the ceiling; among the bound books, old maps, and archaeological pieces displayed in glass-fronted cabinets, one felt as if in a temple. Above the fireplace hung an oil portrait of the young man: bright black hair, lively eyes, a youth in his early twenties, full of life.

“My son, Étienne,” said Monsieur de Sauveterre in a trembling voice, pointing to the portrait. “He studied law, but his true passion, like mine, was for ancient civilisations. Last evening, he left the house at a little past nine, as was his custom, to go to his usual coffeehouse in Beyoğlu. We never saw him alive again.”

Holmes asked in a calm voice: “What was your son’s state of mind yesterday? Did he speak to you of anything out of the ordinary?”

The old man considered. “As a matter of fact... he had been somewhat distracted of late. I saw him several times poring over ancient texts in his room. On one occasion, he said something curious to me: ‘Father, sometimes the shadows of the past live much longer than we suppose.’ I had thought it a jest.”

Holmes’s eyes gleamed again. “Where are those ancient texts now?”

“They should be in his room. The police did not seal it, as the case was officially recorded as a robbery. But I permitted no one to touch anything before your arrival.”

Holmes rose. “Then I must see that room at once. I ask you also to give me the exact address of the street where your son was found. Dr. Watson and I shall first examine the room, then the scene of the crime. Lastly, I must request that piece of parchment.”

Monsieur de Sauveterre’s hands trembled as he handed us the parchment bearing the strange symbols. Holmes took it with the precision of a surgeon and began to examine it with his pocket lens. I looked over his shoulder. The parchment was quite ancient, its edges darkened as if by fire, and in its exact centre was drawn a red Ouroboros – the serpent devouring its own tail. Around the serpent was arranged a series of Greek letters that at first glance seemed meaningless: Τ, Ε, Λ, Ο, Σ, and below them a few more symbols. Holmes gazed at them silently for a moment, then took out his little notebook and copied the letters.

“Télos,” he murmured. “In Greek, ‘the end’. But this is only a beginning.”

The young man’s room was on the upper floor, a small but bright chamber overlooking the Bosphorus. Holmes, as was his invariable practice, first sniffed the general atmosphere of the room, then began to move slowly among the objects. Upon the table lay several books, a silver inkwell, and an unfinished letter. The letter was in French, but the name of the addressee was not written. Holmes took the letter and read it aloud: “What I have found confirms our surmises. If this is true, then not only our family, but the whole city stands on the brink of a great danger. Meet me at the usual place at nine o’clock tonight. Tell no one.”

“So he went to his appointment,” I said. “And that appointment brought him death.”

Holmes folded the letter carefully and placed it in his pocket. Then he began to examine the carpet, the baseboards, and even the window sill with his lens. “Interesting,” he murmured. “Within the last twenty-four hours, at least two other persons have been in this room. One of them wears brand-new Italian shoes; there is a thin layer of mud on the soles – most likely he came from the direction of the Tunnel. The other wears old, repaired shoes, and this man limps, dragging his left foot slightly. There is also a very faint odour in the room... bitter almond.”

“Bitter almond?” I said. “It sounds like the smell of cyanide.”

“Precisely, Watson. The characteristic scent of cyanide. But what would cyanide be doing in this room when there was as yet no corpse here? Most likely, someone prepared the poison here, or otherwise contaminated the room.”

This discovery sent a shiver through me. So the murderer had been near enough to young Étienne to enter his room. Perhaps he had laid his trap at that very ‘usual place’ of meeting.

Holmes pulled several old volumes from the bookshelf. They were copies of Byzantine-era manuscripts. Between the pages, he found a paper, with handwritten notes: “The Ghost of Pera – 1204 – Betrayal – Seven Seals.” Words that could be read. Holmes’s eyes gleamed with deep curiosity. “The Ghost of Pera... Have you heard that name, Doctor?”

I shook my head. But at that moment, Monsieur de Sauveterre’s elderly Greek steward, Nikos Efendi, appeared at the door and confirmed what we had heard. “Forgive me, gentlemen,” he said in a low voice, “but this talk of the ‘Ghost of Pera’ has been heard frequently in the streets of late. They speak of a figure who wanders around the Tunnel after midnight, dressed in a long black cloak, with a face masked in white. Those who see him say they first feel a breath-stopping cold, then the shadow dissolves into the walls. Some say it is the soul of a saint, others that it is a nobleman killed during the Latin invasion, returned with a thirst for revenge.”

Holmes, perfectly calm, said: “Ghosts, especially those who keep such regular hours, usually conceal a very earthly intelligence behind them. Now, Monsieur de Sauveterre, I wish to see your son’s body.”

The deceased had been taken to the morgue of a small state hospital in Galatasaray. When we arrived there, a young officer led us to the cold, damp stone room where young Étienne’s body lay. Death had extinguished completely the spark we had seen in that lively portrait, leaving behind a mask of wax. Holmes, as always, examined the body with great respect and scientific detachment. He looked first at the fingernails, then around the lips, then at the pupils with his lens. The pupils were contracted to pinpoints – the classic sign of cyanide poisoning.

“As I surmised,” he said. “Hydrocyanic acid. Death was almost instantaneous. But the truly interesting thing is this: look here, on the thumb and forefinger of the right hand, at the very base of the nails, there is a very small burn mark. It does not resemble black powder residue; rather, it indicates contact with an acidic substance. Most likely, it was transferred when he grasped the poisoned object – perhaps the parchment itself.”

Indeed, along the edge of the parchment, invisible in ordinary light but faintly glistening under Holmes’s portable lamp, there was a crystalline residue. Holmes took a pair of tweezers and a small glass tube from his pocket and collected a sample. “I shall need to analyse this chemically. But for now, I can say that this residue is far more than an ordinary poison; it may be an ancient formula.”

After leaving the morgue, we began to walk with Holmes towards the Tunnel. In this part of Istanbul, the narrow streets took on an even more mysterious aspect in the early darkness of evening. When we reached the scene of the crime, I saw that it was indeed a grim place: a high-walled passage paved with cobblestones, its corners filled with sharp shadows, squeezed between tall buildings. The stains left by damp and time upon the walls had formed silhouettes resembling ghosts.

Holmes immediately bent to the ground and applied his lens to the paving stones. “Here, Watson, look. Just as we saw in the room, two different sets of footprints: the new Italian shoes – these must be Étienne’s – and the old repaired shoes belonging to the limping man. Both came face to face at this point. The limping man approached from behind; there was a short distance between them when the victim started and took a step backward. The scuff mark on the stone shows it. Then... then what happened?”

Holmes picked up a small piece of broken glass from the ground. Traces of a dark liquid were still visible. He sniffed it, then handed it to me. “Bitter almond. But much more concentrated this time. Evidently, the murderer carried the poison in this glass bottle and somehow forced young Étienne to inhale or touch it. The parchment, in all likelihood, fell to the ground at that moment, and the young man grasped it as he died.”

Just then, a shadow appeared at the head of the street. A tall woman dressed in black, her head covered with a dark veil, was approaching us. Holmes instantly straightened; his right hand went to the pocket of his coat, to the small revolver he always carried. But as the woman drew nearer, we saw that she was no assailant; rather, she was full of great fear and sorrow.

“You must be the English detective,” she said in broken French. “My name is Eleni. I was Étienne’s fiancée. I come here every night after his death, because I know that the one who killed him is no ordinary person. He is the Ghost of Pera. Étienne was trying to uncover his secret. He said that the parchment in his hand was a kind of key showing when and where the Ghost would appear.”

Holmes gently took the woman’s hands. “Mademoiselle Eleni, did your fiancé tell you anything else about that parchment? Did he ever speak of something called ‘the Seven Seals’?”

Eleni’s eyes widened. “Yes! The Seven Seals... He said they belonged to an underground society older even than the conquest of Constantinople, a society that guarded a power that could lead the city to a great catastrophe. The thing they call the Ghost was the guardian of this secret. But now I am very frightened. Last night, the same serpent symbol was drawn before my own door.”

Holmes closed his eyes for a moment. I could see the veins on his forehead faintly as he pieced the fragments together in his mind. Then he opened his eyes suddenly and spoke with his usual energetic manner: “The game is afoot, Watson! This case shall reveal not merely a murder, but a conspiracy rooted in the depths of history. Let us return at once to the Pera Palace. Tonight, at the Ghost’s hunting hour, we shall be in the streets of the Tunnel. But first, I must examine the parchment and the word ‘Télos’ – ‘the End’ – far more closely.”
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Chapter Two: In the Track of the Serpent that Devours its Own Tail
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The great clock in the lobby of the Pera Palace had long since struck midnight. The usual hum of the hotel had given way to a deep silence, broken only by the distant whistles of Bosphorus ferries and the occasional screech of wheels echoing upon the tramway rails. In our room, however, a different kind of hum prevailed – the almost audible vibration of my friend Sherlock Holmes’s brain. He had spread the parchment upon the table, surrounding it with various chemical bottles, lenses, rulers, and colourful powders. I, for my part, had sunk into an armchair in the corner, watching his feverish labours.

There was something in this state of Holmes’s that had always inspired in me a peculiar admiration. In ordinary times, my friend could be lethargic, even melancholic to the point of dullness; but once a case had seized him, he was transformed into quite another being. So it was now: his long, slender fingers moved over the parchment with the delicate precision of a pianist’s; now and then he paused to scribble something in his notebook, then reached once more for his lens. His violin lay beside his armchair – for in grappling with the most difficult mental problems, drawing the bow across the strings afforded him a strange quickening of thought.

“Watson,” he said suddenly, without raising his head from the parchment. “Why should a man, at the moment of his death, clutch a piece of paper so tightly?”

The question caught me unprepared. “Well... perhaps he wished to point to his murderer? A kind of last message?”

“Possible. But this parchment is no ordinary paper. Observe these burn marks along the edges. These are not recent; they are at least several centuries old. Moreover, the parchment itself is made of goatskin, a detail pointing to the Byzantine period. Young Étienne, in his dying moment, sought to protect this object. But why? His wallet and watch were stolen, yet the murderer did not take this far more valuable antique parchment.”

“Perhaps the murderer already knew the parchment and thought it posed no threat to him?”

“Exactly so, my dear doctor. Or he knew that he could not decipher the code upon it. But there is something even more interesting here. A detail that has been troubling my mind ever since I took the parchment into my hands: the smell.”

I approached and sniffed it. There was indeed a faint, almost imperceptible odour, but once noticed, unforgettable in its character: incense, old leather, and... something else.

“Rose water,” said Holmes. “And of a very special kind. This scent reminds me of something – an advertisement I read in the morning papers... But now is not the time. First, let us solve the mystery of these letters. Look: the Greek letters Τ, Ε, Λ, Ο, Σ – Télos, meaning ‘the end’. But this alone signifies nothing. Could these letters form an acrostic? Or perhaps the initial letters of a place name?”

Holmes took an old map of Constantinople from the bookshelf and pinned it to the wall. The map showed the districts, monuments, and underground structures of the city during the Byzantine and early Ottoman periods. Then he held the parchment to the light and suddenly his face brightened.

“There! Do you see it, Watson? Beneath the ink, written in a fainter ink, are numbers! A particular angle of light is required to see them. Here: 41° 2′ 30″ N, 28° 58′ 23″ E. This is a latitude and longitude. In all probability, it marks a point within Constantinople.”

He traced his finger over the map, searching for the coordinates. After a short while, his finger stopped at a point. “Within the borders of Pera, directly below the Tunnel, near the Galata Tower. But this point is not on the surface... According to the map, this should be one of the entrances to an ancient cistern.”

“So a deadly secret is hidden in an underground cistern?”

“So it appears. But this is only the beginning. The Ouroboros – the serpent devouring its own tail – symbolises eternity and the cycle of life. In the alchemical tradition, it also represents the magnum opus, the elixir of immortality. The expression ‘Seven Seals’ that we saw in young Étienne’s notes reminds me of the seven seals in the Book of Revelation. But here it may have a more earthly meaning. Perhaps it is a kind of map indicating seven different points in the city.”

Just then, our door was knocked upon with great urgency. Seeing that it was past two in the morning, we both started. Holmes opened the door to find Monsieur Karabet, distraught and unrecognisable from his usual calm self. Beside him stood a young woman with her face veiled – Mademoiselle Eleni.

“Mr. Holmes! Thank heaven you are awake!” panted Karabet. “Something terrible has happened. Monsieur de Sauveterre...”

“What has happened to Monsieur de Sauveterre?” asked Holmes, with that familiar steely calm in his voice.

“Lost!” cried Eleni, bursting into tears. “After you returned from the morgue, another letter arrived at the mansion. Unsealed, unsigned. Upon it was written only this: ‘Do not follow the path your son followed. Otherwise, you too shall find your Télos.’ Monsieur de Sauveterre turned white as a sheet as he read it, then took his cloak and left the house without saying where he was going. We have had no word from him for two hours.”

Holmes’s jaw tightened. “This develops faster than I anticipated. So the murderer knows we are deepening our investigation and seeks to stop us. But why kidnap the old man? If his purpose were merely intimidation, the letter would have sufficed. No, there is something else here.”

He took the letter from Eleni’s hand and examined it carefully. The paper was cheap, the ink ordinary. But what caught Holmes’s attention was the manner in which the letter had been folded.

“Look, Watson. This letter has not been folded in the standard three-fold manner. Instead, it has been folded first in two, then again in two – that is to say, in four. This is a traditional folding method used in Ottoman bureaucracy. So the writer of this letter either works in a government office or comes from that culture. Moreover, there is a very faint stain on the edge of the paper. With the lens, I see it is a kind of powder... limestone dust.”

“Limestone?”

“Exactly. Most of Istanbul’s cisterns, passages, and ancient structures are made of limestone. This dust indicates that the writer of the letter has recently been in such an underground space. And... the moisture I feel on my fingertips right now shows that this dust is still fresh.”

Eleni sobbed, “Then where shall we look for Monsieur de Sauveterre?”

Holmes thought for a moment, then turned back to the map. “Mademoiselle, did your fiancé ever speak to you of places called ‘Bodrumiye’ or the ‘Dark Church’?”

Eleni’s eyes grew large. “He never mentioned Bodrumiye. But once he spoke of an old chapel beneath the Galata Tower, known to no one. He called it the ‘Church of Shadows’. He even proposed we go there one night, but I was too frightened and refused.”

Holmes bent over the map and began to examine the area around the Galata Tower. “Here! The coordinates on the parchment point exactly to this spot. About a hundred metres southwest of the Galata Tower, in an area now beneath Camekân Street. Records show that there was a small Genoese chapel here, later converted into a cistern by the Ottomans. So the ‘Church of Shadows’ must be this very place.”

We began our preparations at once. Holmes, as ever, was practical and quick: he placed a lantern, a lens, a small revolver, and a thin rope into his pockets. He gave me similar equipment. We decided to leave Karabet and Eleni at the hotel for their own safety. The young woman wished to object, but Holmes’s resolute gaze silenced her.

“Stay here and open the door to no one,” said Holmes. “If we do not return before dawn, send word directly to the British Embassy. But first, I wish to see that letter once more.”

He took the letter again and held it to the light. A detail we had not noticed before emerged: between the fibres of the paper, barely visible, were tiny letters as if written with a needle’s point. Holmes took out his lens and read: “P – Y – K – S – 1 – 8 – 9 – 2.”

“What can that mean?” I asked.

“I do not yet know. But it is certainly a code. Letters and numbers together... PYKS 1892. Perhaps a book cipher, perhaps a date, perhaps a place marker. We shall need to look again in Monsieur de Sauveterre’s library to decipher it. But for now, our priority is to find the old man alive.”

Walking through the streets of Istanbul after midnight was an adventure in itself. The moon slipped occasionally from behind the clouds, casting a silvery light upon the narrow cobbled lanes; but for the most part, we were plunged into pitch darkness. Holmes had lit his small lantern and was striding ahead quickly. As we descended from the Tunnel towards Galata, I felt as if all the city’s layers were piled one upon another: the remnants of Genoese walls, Ottoman fountains, the bell towers of Greek churches – all of them, in the night, formed an Istanbul outside of time.

As we approached the Galata Tower, Holmes stopped suddenly and extinguished the lantern. “Someone is following us,” he whispered. “About fifty paces behind, in the doorway on the left. I hear his walk; he limps.”

My heart quickened. I put my hand upon the revolver in my pocket. With a calm motion, Holmes drew me into the shadow of a wall. We both held our breath and waited. Seconds stretched into minutes. Then, upon the cobblestones, we heard an irregular tapping – indeed, the sound of a limping foot. The steps drew nearer, and just as the figure was about to turn the corner, Holmes sprang forward with the agility of a panther.

But the person who stood before us was not the dark criminal we had expected. It was a bearded dervish, holding a dim lantern, dressed in a tattered cloak. He started at the sight of us, but his face showed more surprise than fear.

“Good heavens, gentlemen, do not leap out at me like that at this hour,” he said in a corrupt Rumelian Turkish. “I wander these parts to receive the blessings of the destitute. What are you looking for at this time?”

Holmes scrutinised the man from head to foot. His gaze paused for a moment upon the dervish’s shoes – the left one was repaired and old. “I fancy you are looking for the same thing, father,” said Holmes, with his usual all-knowing, calm smile. “The Ghost of Pera.”

The dervish’s face changed in an instant. Then he sighed deeply and set his lantern on the ground. “So you too are on his trail. Then know that walking this path is to invite death. I have been a dervish in these streets for forty years. I have seen many secrets, many shadows... But this thing that has appeared in recent months is neither a spirit nor a phantom. It is something far older, far darker.”

“Tell me,” said Holmes, without a trace of hesitation.

The dervish leaned his back against the wall and began his tale. He said his name was Dervish İbrahim, that he had lived for years in these desolate streets of Galata, begging by day and praying by night. “I first saw this so-called Ghost three months ago. After midnight, he emerged from the cover of that old cistern over there. He wore a long black cloak and a porcelain mask. The mask had no mouth – only two eye holes. And the eyes that looked through them... Gentlemen, those were not human eyes. Flames burned within them. I hid in fear. The Ghost walked away with two men following him. In the following weeks, I saw the same thing twice more. Each time, he had different men with him. And each time, a death was reported in the street they had passed through.”

“Can you describe the men with him?” asked Holmes.

Dervish İbrahim thought. “One time, the man with him was a tall, European-dressed gentleman with a cane. Another time, there was a stocky man wearing a fez. But the strangest was the other night. This time, the Ghost had with him an elderly, white-haired, nobly dressed European. He was not being taken by force; he walked willingly. But on his face was an inexpressible sorrow.”

Holmes and I exchanged glances. This description could only be Monsieur de Sauveterre. “When was that?” asked Holmes eagerly.

“Last night, a little past two in the morning.”

“So it was not tonight, but the previous night! Then Monsieur de Sauveterre must have been kidnapped last night, not today. Yet the letter arrived today... Someone tried to conceal his disappearance and only now revealed it.”

The dervish continued: “Beneath that cistern, gentlemen, dreadful things are happening. I have heard strange sounds coming from there several times. Neither fully human nor fully mechanical; odd hums, metallic clanking... Once I heard a scream, then a deep silence. That silence was so heavy that it still rings in my ears.”

Holmes had made his decision. “Dervish İbrahim, show us the entrance to that cistern. Leave the rest to us.”

The old dervish hesitated at first, but bowed to Holmes’s determination. He relit his lantern and led us into a narrow street, then to an almost invisible passage. At the foot of an old wall was an iron cover, rusted, overgrown with grass – a cover that would be impossible to notice at a casual glance.

“Here it is,” said the dervish in a trembling voice. “But I go no further. My path ends here. Be careful, gentlemen. What lies behind that mask, I know not; but this I do know: meddling with things that do not belong to this world brings a man to his own end.”

As the dervish withdrew, Holmes began to examine the iron cover. “There is no lock, but the cover is very heavy. Watson, give me your aid.”

Together we put all our strength into lifting the cover. Beneath us appeared stone steps descending steeply into the darkness. From within rose that strange humming the dervish had spoken of – like wind from the depths. Holmes lit his lantern and took the first step. “Be careful, Watson. These stairs may be centuries old. Test the solidity of each stone before you place your weight upon it.”

The stairs led us far deeper than we had expected. Beneath the surface of Constantinople lay a hidden world. At first, the passage was narrow and damp, but it gradually widened until we found ourselves in a vast, vaulted cistern. The light of our lantern flickered upon the surface of the water, striking the columns and setting shadows dancing. It was not as large as the Basilica Cistern, but far older and far more eerie. Some of the columns were adorned with Genoese coats of arms; upon others, Byzantine crosses were faintly visible.

Holmes approached one column and examined the marks upon it. “This cistern was built by the Genoese over Byzantine structures. But even more interesting is this inscription here.” He raised his lantern to illuminate a Latin inscription carved upon a column. “‘Hic iacet umbra’ – The shadow lies here.” I know this phrase. It was used by medieval alchemists. ‘Shadow’ symbolises the raw material of the philosopher’s stone, the prima materia. So this place was not merely a cistern but also used as an alchemical laboratory.”

Just then, we heard a sound from the depths of the cistern. At first an indistinct hum, then gradually a voice – no, a chant. It was not in Latin or Greek, but in a far older tongue, a monotonous and hypnotic chant. The sounds echoed through the acoustics of the cistern, making it impossible to determine their source.

Holmes extinguished his lantern and grasped my arm. “We must locate the direction of the sound. We shall advance in complete darkness, between the columns. Place your hand upon my shoulder and be silent.”

In the darkness, guided only by the splashing of water and that eerie chant, we advanced. Every moment I expected my foot to catch in a hole, to fall into the water, or for someone to appear suddenly before us. But Holmes moved with sure steps, as if his eyes could see even in the dark.

After a time, the chant ceased and was replaced by a conversation. This time, it was in French. A man’s voice, authoritative and cold, said: “The last of the seven seals is about to be broken. Then the Great Work shall be completed, and we shall seize the power that has been awaited for centuries. But Sabatai’s map is still incomplete. You were to bring that parchment.”

Another voice, younger and fearful, answered: “The parchment was with Étienne. I tried to persuade him, but as soon as he learned the secret, he betrayed us. We had to stop him.”

“And did you stop him? No, you killed him clumsily and left the parchment there. Now it is in the hands of that English detective. And old de Sauveterre has also poked his nose in. Fortunately, we have him in a safe place for now. But the father is as stubborn as the son.”

Holmes’s breath quickened. So old Monsieur de Sauveterre was still alive, and here. But who were the owners of these voices? And what was ‘Sabatai’s map’?

We crept closer to the voices. At the end of the cistern, separated by an iron grating, was a chamber from which a faint light issued. Looking through the gaps in the grating, I gasped at the sight before us. This was an ancient laboratory. Shelves lined the walls, filled with bottles of coloured liquids, alembics, mortars... In the centre stood a large stone table, upon which lay several parchments resembling the one we had, ancient maps, and an open book. Three men stood around the table. One was tall, dressed in black, his face turned away from us – the Ghost’s cloak, I surmised, hung upon the back of a chair. Another was shorter, stocky, wearing a fez. The third was... Monsieur de Sauveterre’s steward, Nikos Efendi!
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