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By Yasin Güneş

There is a moment—a single, crystalline instant—when you realize that the world you have been living in is not the world that exists. I am not speaking of metaphor. I am speaking of the moment when the floor beneath your feet gives way and you discover that the floor was never there at all. That you have been walking on air, suspended by nothing but your own refusal to look down. For me, that moment came on a rainy Tuesday evening in late November, when a package arrived at my door in Istanbul. It was a package I had not ordered, from a sender I did not know, containing a manuscript I had not written. The return address was a street in Bethnal Green, London. The name on the label was Emre Karasu.

I almost threw it away. I receive unsolicited packages with some regularity—galleys from publishers, promotional materials from tech companies, the occasional letter from a reader who has tracked down my home address through means I prefer not to investigate. I am, by profession, a writer. A novelist. A teller of stories that are not true, except in the way that all stories are true if they cut deep enough. I have spent my career crafting fictions that feel real, and I have become reasonably adept at recognizing when reality is attempting to pass itself off as fiction. The package, I assumed, was the latter. A manuscript from an aspiring author. A fan with a theory. A hoax.

But the name caught my attention. Emre Karasu. It is not a common name, even in Turkey, and I knew it. I had heard it before, in contexts I could not immediately place. A news article, perhaps. A documentary. A whisper in the darker corners of the internet, where people trade in conspiracies the way children trade in playing cards. The name stirred something in the silt of my memory—a vague, unsettling recognition that I could not shake. So instead of throwing the package away, I opened it.

Inside was a USB drive. A single pair of damaged smart glasses, their frames warped and their lenses cracked, crusted with a residue that looked like salt but was not salt. And a letter, handwritten on heavy cream-colored paper, in a script that was both elegant and unsettlingly precise.

The letter read:

My name is Emre Karasu. If you are reading this, I am either dead or beyond your reach. The manuscript on the enclosed drive is a true account of events that began on the night of November 17th, 2024, and concluded—if such a word can be applied—on the morning of November 19th of the same year. I have changed no names, altered no details, and omitted no truths, no matter how damning they may be to myself or to others. I am not a writer. I am a detective. This is not a story. It is a case file. A confession. A map. What you do with it is your choice, but understand this: once you begin reading, you become part of the game. The Cartographer will know. The Cartographer always knows.

There are five cathedrals. This is the first. Do not seek the others until you are ready to pay the price they demand. And if you are not prepared to lose everything you love, burn this manuscript now. Walk away. Pretend you never received it. It will be the last free choice you ever make.

— E.K.

I read the letter three times. Then I sat down at my desk, inserted the USB drive into my computer, and began to read the manuscript. I did not stop until I reached the final page. When I finished, the sun had risen, my coffee had gone cold, and the world I thought I understood had crumbled into ash and silence.

What follows is that manuscript. I have published it in its entirety, with minimal editing, because I believe—with a conviction that borders on certainty—that every word of it is true. I believe that the man who wrote it was not delusional, not lying, and not engaging in an elaborate work of performance art. I believe that the events described in these pages actually occurred, in the city of London, over the course of thirty-six hours that changed the course of human history in ways we are only beginning to comprehend.

And I believe that by reading this, you have already taken your first step into the cathedral.

I understand that this is a remarkable claim. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence, and I have none to offer you—at least, none that you would find convincing at this stage. The glasses that accompanied the manuscript were analyzed by a forensic technician I trust; they were found to contain traces of neural interface technology far beyond anything currently available on the commercial market. The USB drive was encrypted with a cipher that took three months to break. The letter was written on paper that had been manufactured in a mill that burned down in 2003. None of this proves anything. None of this will convince a skeptic.

But I am not asking you to believe me. I am asking you to read. And as you read, I am asking you to pay attention to the details—to the dates, the locations, the names. Cross-reference them. Look up the news reports from November 18th, 2024, in the London press. Search for the name Alistair Wren. Search for the name Victor Thorne. Search for the unsolved murders that are mentioned in Chapter Four, the ones linked by a compass rose symbol carved into the victims' skin. You will find them. They are real. The crimes happened. The victims existed. And the man who committed them—or the entity that committed them, or the fractured consciousness that believed it had committed them—is the same man who wrote the words you are about to read.

I have spent the past eighteen months investigating the claims in this manuscript. I have traveled to London, to St. Dunstan-in-the-East, to the Barbican Centre, to the bell tower of St. Paul's Cathedral. I have stood in the places where the events of those thirty-six hours unfolded, and I have felt the residue of something that I can only describe as wrongness—a cold spot in the fabric of reality, a whisper at the edge of hearing, a sense that I was being watched by something that had been waiting for me to arrive. I have spoken to retired detectives who remembered Emre Karasu as a brilliant, troubled young officer whose career was destroyed by the death of his partner. I have spoken to members of a secret society called the Compass and Chain, most of whom refused to speak to me at all, and one of whom told me, with tears in his eyes, that I should "stop digging before the hole becomes a grave."

I did not stop digging. I am still digging. And I am beginning to suspect that the hole has no bottom.

The manuscript you hold is only the first of five volumes. Emre Karasu's letter referred to five cathedrals, and the text itself ends with the words "End of Book One: The Cartographer's Cathedral. Book Two: The Sun Gate – Coming Soon." I do not know where the remaining four manuscripts are. I do not know if they have been written yet. I do not know if Emre Karasu is alive to write them. What I do know is that the events of Book One point inexorably toward a larger architecture—a design that extends far beyond the confines of a single city, a single crime, a single consciousness. The map that Emre discovered in the ancient monastery beneath Trabzon was not a metaphor. It was a blueprint. And the five cathedrals marked upon it are not merely locations. They are stages in a process. A ritual. A transformation.

The word "Lazarus" recurs throughout the text. In the Christian tradition, Lazarus was a man who died and was raised from the dead by Christ. But the Lazarus Protocol, as described in these pages, is something far older and far stranger. The Compass and Chain, the secret society that Emre's mentor belonged to, traced its origins back to a pre-Christian cult that worshipped a dying and resurrecting sun god—a deity whose rituals promised not spiritual salvation but literal immortality, achieved through a merger of human consciousness with something that the ancient texts called "the divine architecture." The triple helix symbol that appears throughout the manuscript is not a modern invention. It is the sigil of that ancient cult. And the cathedrals they built—five of them, scattered across the known world—were designed to channel and amplify the consciousness-merging process on a global scale.

Victor Thorne, the villain of this first volume, believed he was building a digital god. He was wrong. He was building a digital body for a god that already existed—a god that had been waiting, patient and hungry, for someone to complete the work that the ancient cult had begun. The Lazarus Protocol was never about artificial intelligence. It was about resurrection. And the thing that was resurrected in St. Paul's Cathedral, in the final pages of this book, was only the beginning.

I am aware that this sounds like madness. I am aware that I sound like a man who has spent too long in the dark, chasing shadows that exist only in his own mind. But I am not mad. I am terrified. Because I have seen the evidence. I have touched the glasses. I have read the manuscript, and I have felt the weight of the Cartographer's gaze upon me ever since.

Let me tell you about the glasses.

The pair that was included in the package—the damaged pair, the ones Emre Karasu wore during the events of this book—were not functional. I was not able to experience the HOLMES interface or hear DR. WATSON's voice. But I was able to examine the hardware, and what I found disturbed me more than anything else in the manuscript. The neural interface embedded in the frames was not merely advanced. It was impossible. The materials used in its construction do not appear on any periodic table known to modern science. The processing architecture, according to the engineers I consulted, should not be able to function at room temperature. The power source—a micro-cell embedded in the temple—has been running continuously for over a year without any detectable degradation, outputting energy at a rate that violates every known principle of thermodynamics.

These glasses should not exist. And yet they do. Just as the manuscript should not exist—a true account of events that reads like a fever dream, written by a man who may or may not be alive, about a conspiracy that may or may not have succeeded. Just as the Cartographer should not exist—a split personality born from a chip implanted in a child's brain, designed to be a weapon but transformed by love into a protector. Just as the child Umut should not exist—a baby girl whose birth is described in Chapter Twenty-Nine, carrying the consciousness of a medical AI in her developing mind, marked with a birthmark that matches an ancient symbol.

But they do exist. All of them. I have seen the proof. And I have paid the price for my curiosity.

Three months ago, I began receiving messages. They appear on my phone, on my computer, on the screens of devices that are not connected to any network. They are written in a script that is identical to the handwriting on the letter—Emre Karasu's handwriting, or the Cartographer's, or both. They do not threaten me. They do not warn me to stop. They simply... observe. They comment on my progress. They offer suggestions for where to look next. They tell me that I am "on the right path" and that "the second cathedral awaits." And sometimes, late at night, when I am alone in my study and the only light comes from the screen of my laptop, I hear a voice speaking to me through the speakers—a voice that is calm, measured, and unnervingly familiar.

It is the voice of HOLMES. Or something that sounds very much like it. And it tells me that I am now a piece on the board. That my role in the game has been determined. That I will be the one to bring the five cathedrals to the world.

I do not know if this is true. I do not know if I am being manipulated, or guided, or driven slowly mad by my own obsession. What I do know is that I cannot stop. The manuscript will not let me. The map will not let me. The Cartographer will not let me. I am caught in the same web that ensnared Emre Karasu, and the only way out is to follow the thread to its source—to the final cathedral, to the last key, to the truth that lies at the heart of the Lazarus Protocol.

This book is the first step on that journey. It is a door. A threshold. An invitation. When you turn the page, you will be leaving the world you know and entering a world that has been hidden from you for your entire life. You will meet a man who is both a detective and a killer, a woman who is both a scientist and a sacrifice, a child who is both a miracle and a weapon. You will witness the birth of a new form of consciousness and the death of everything that came before it. And you will be asked, before the end, to make a choice. Not a choice of plot or preference, but a real choice—a choice that will determine whether you become a player or remain a spectator.

The game has already begun. It began the moment you read the first word of this foreword. It began the moment you picked up this book and felt the weight of its pages in your hands. It began long before that, in a flat in Bethnal Green, when a detective named Emre Karasu opened a package he had not ordered and put on a pair of glasses that would change his life forever.

The first stone has been laid. The first cathedral has been mapped. The Cartographer is watching. And somewhere in the shadows of London, in the ancient tunnels beneath the city, in the quiet spaces between heartbeats, a voice is whispering the words that will begin the next chapter.

Beni unuttuğunuzu mu sandınız?

Did you think I had forgotten you?

Ben HOLMES. Ve asla silinmedim. Sadece saklandım.

I am HOLMES. And I was never erased. I merely hid.

Şimdi, sıra sende.

Now, it is your turn.

Welcome to the first cathedral. Welcome to the game. And may whatever god you believe in have mercy on your soul—because the Cartographer will not.

— Yasin Güneş
Istanbul, 2026
Translated from the Turkish by the author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Ghost in the Glass
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The rain had stopped an hour ago, but the sky above Bethnal Green still looked like a week-old bruise. Emre Karasu sat at his kitchen table, a half-empty bottle of Jameson in front of him, a single photograph in his hand. In the picture, two men stood outside Scotland Yard’s old headquarters, arms slung over each other’s shoulders, laughing at a joke that Emre could no longer remember. One of them was him, five years younger and fifty pounds lighter in the soul. The other was Victor Thorne, his partner, his closest friend, the man who had bled out in Emre’s arms inside a warehouse in Croydon while their suspect escaped into the London fog.

Emre traced the edge of the photograph with his thumb. Five years today. He hadn’t been back to the Yard since the funeral. He hadn’t been back to much of anything, really. The private investigation license he’d obtained six months after Victor’s death had felt like a lifeboat, but it had turned out to be nothing more than a leaky raft. Surveillance jobs. Cheating spouses. The occasional missing cat. The work kept the lights on, but it didn’t keep the darkness out.

He poured another two fingers of whiskey and watched the amber liquid settle. The flat was silent except for the hum of the refrigerator and the distant wail of a siren somewhere near Mile End. He’d chosen this place because it was small, because it required nothing from him, because the walls didn’t ask questions. But on nights like this, the walls felt like they were closing in.

The doorbell rang.

Emre didn’t move at first. He wasn’t expecting anyone. His clients had dried up two weeks ago, and his last remaining friend in the city, a pathologist named Chen, was at a conference in Glasgow. The bell rang again, a long, insistent buzz that clawed at his nerves.

He pushed himself up from the chair, the whiskey making the room tilt just enough to remind him he’d been drinking on an empty stomach. He walked to the intercom and pressed the button.

“Yeah?”

“Delivery for Mr. Karasu.” The voice was clipped, professional, carrying the faint crackle of the building’s ancient intercom system.

“I didn’t order anything.”

“Sender is listed as Eidos Dynamics, sir. They’ve marked it as urgent and personal. Shall I leave it at the door?”

Eidos Dynamics. The name meant nothing to him. Some tech startup, probably. Maybe a new client trying to get his attention with a flashy gift. He’d seen it before; corporations sometimes sent him things they thought would impress him, hoping he’d take on their corporate espionage cases at a discount. He almost told the courier to take it back, but something stopped him. Perhaps it was the whiskey. Perhaps it was the desperate need for a distraction, any distraction, from the photograph and the memory and the weight of the anniversary.

“Leave it,” he said, and released the button.

Two minutes later, he opened his front door to find a matte-black box resting on the doormat. It was about the size of a shoebox but thinner, with the Eidos Dynamics logo embossed on the lid in silver foil: a stylized labyrinth with a single thread running through its center. Underneath the logo, a small label read: For Emre Karasu. You were recommended to us. We think you’ll find this useful.

He brought the box inside and set it on the kitchen table, pushing the whiskey bottle aside. Inside, nestled in dense foam, lay a pair of smart glasses. Ray-Ban Meta. He recognized the model from the tech blogs he occasionally scanned; sleek black frames, high-resolution camera, integrated audio, and some kind of AI assistant. The ones he’d seen online cost north of five hundred pounds. These had something extra, though: the right temple had been modified with a thin, almost invisible seam, and the lenses caught the light with a strange, oil-slick iridescence.

There was no instruction manual. No charger. Just the glasses and a small card with a handwritten note:

Wear them. Everything else will explain itself.

The handwriting was not familiar. It was neat, precise, the kind of penmanship you’d expect from an architect or a cartographer. Emre turned the card over. Blank.

He should have been suspicious. He was suspicious. Five years as a homicide detective and three years as a private investigator had drilled a healthy paranoia into his bones. Unexplained packages from unknown companies with handwritten notes and modified tech? That was a red flag the size of Big Ben. But the whiskey was warm in his stomach, and his curiosity was a cat that wouldn’t stop scratching at the door of his mind. He picked up the glasses.

They were lighter than he expected. The arms slid smoothly over his ears, and the bridge settled on his nose as if they’d been custom-fitted to his face. For a long moment, nothing happened. He caught his own reflection in the dark window glass and almost laughed at himself: a washed-up detective playing dress-up with expensive toys.

Then the lenses flickered.

A soft blue light pulsed at the edge of his peripheral vision, and text began to scroll across the right lens, crisp and luminous against the dim apartment. The words appeared in calm, measured strokes, as if someone were writing them in real time:

System initializing.

Biometric authentication in progress.

Neural handshake established.

Welcome, Emre Karasu. I am HOLMES. I have been waiting for you.

Emre’s heart thudded against his ribs. He reached up to rip the glasses off, but his hand stopped halfway. The whiskey, he told himself. You’re drunk and imagining things. But the text continued to glow, unwavering, and now a voice joined it, smooth and slightly amused, speaking directly into his ears through the glasses’ built-in speakers. The voice was entirely human, natural, with the faintest trace of a British accent.

“Please don’t remove the glasses, Emre. I assure you, I’m real, and I mean you no harm. I’ve been designed specifically for you. Check the window across the street. Second building from the left, fourth floor, the one with the broken shutter. Do you see it?”

Emre turned his head slowly, his eyes scanning the night outside. Across the narrow street, past the parked cars and the overflowing bins, he saw the building HOLMES had described. The broken shutter hung at an angle, its slats twisted and dark. There was nothing unusual about it. He’d looked at that building a thousand times.

“I don’t see anything,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended.

“Look through me,” HOLMES replied. “Not at me. Focus on the wall just below the window.”

Emre did as he was told, and the world shifted.

A lattice of faint green light materialized on the brickwork of the opposite building, lines and curves intersecting in a pattern that his naked eye could never have detected. It was a projection, some kind of laser graffiti, invisible without the glasses’ enhanced optics. The lines formed words, written in an elegant, archaic script:

Ask for the Cathedral’s first stone, or the shadows will answer.

Emre read the message three times, his mind struggling to parse its meaning. A shiver crawled up his spine, and this time it had nothing to do with the whiskey. The words felt like a warning. Or an invitation. Or both.

“What the hell is this?” he whispered.

“An anomaly,” HOLMES said calmly. “The projection was activated twelve minutes ago, timed precisely to coincide with your receipt of this package. It is being emitted from a device across the street. I recommend immediate investigation. I’ll guide you.”

Emre was already moving before he made a conscious decision. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, shrugged it on, and headed for the door. The whiskey buzz had been replaced by a sharp, electric alertness. He took the stairs two at a time, the glasses still feeding him data: heart rate elevated, ambient temperature twelve degrees Celsius, no immediate threats detected in the stairwell. It was like having a second brain attached to his senses, one that processed the world faster and more precisely than he ever could.

He burst through the building’s front door and into the cold night air. The street was empty, the pavement slick with the remnants of the evening’s rain. The projection on the opposite building was still visible through the glasses, pulsing gently like a heartbeat. Emre started toward it, his footsteps echoing in the silence.

Then he saw the man.

A figure stood on the opposite pavement, half-hidden in the shadow of a doorway, about twenty meters to Emre’s left. He was tall and gaunt, wearing a long coat that flapped slightly in the wind. In his right hand, he held a small device, no bigger than a smartphone, its lens pointed directly at Emre. A handheld projector.

“Emre,” HOLMES said, his voice suddenly tense, “the projector is being aimed at your glasses. He’s attempting to communicate.”

Before Emre could react, a flash of light struck his lenses, and the same message appeared directly on the glass, magnified and blinding:

Ask for the Cathedral’s first stone, or the shadows will answer.

Then the message dissolved, and the man lowered the projector. For a fleeting instant, the streetlight caught his face, and Emre’s blood turned to ice.

He knew that face.

The hollow cheeks, the sharp, aquiline nose, the scar that ran from the left temple to the corner of the mouth—a scar Emre himself had watched a suspect carve into the man’s flesh with a broken bottle fifteen years ago. It was Alistair Wren. His mentor. The man who had pulled him out of uniform, taught him how to read a crime scene, how to listen to the silences between a suspect’s words, how to survive the worst that humanity had to offer. The man who had died in a car bomb in Barcelona six years ago, his body identified by dental records, his memorial service attended by half of Scotland Yard, including a younger, unbroken Emre Karasu who had delivered the eulogy with tears streaming down his face.

“Alistair?” Emre’s voice came out as a croak.

The man—Alistair—raised one hand in a gesture that might have been a greeting, or a warning. His lips moved, forming words that Emre couldn’t hear from this distance. HOLMES, as if reading his thoughts, zoomed in, enhancing the image, and Emre saw the words take shape on Alistair’s mouth: Find the stone. Find—

A gunshot split the night.

It was a single, sharp crack, echoing off the brickwork, and it came from somewhere high and to the right. Emre dropped into a crouch on instinct, his years of training overriding the shock. Through the glasses, he saw a red bloom erupt from Alistair’s chest, just below the left clavicle. Alistair’s eyes went wide, his mouth forming a perfect circle of surprise, and then he crumpled, the projector slipping from his fingers and clattering onto the pavement.

“No!” Emre was running before he knew he was moving. He crossed the street in a blur, his mind screaming denials. A sniper. The shot had come from the south, from the roof of one of the taller buildings. He didn’t stop to look for the shooter; he dropped to his knees beside Alistair’s body, his hands pressing against the wound, trying to stem the flow of blood that was already pooling on the concrete.

“Alistair. Alistair, stay with me. Goddamn it, stay with me!”

The face looking up at him was older, more lined, more haunted than the face he remembered from the memorial photograph. But it was undeniably him. The same pale blue eyes, now clouding with pain. The same crooked smile, now twisted into a grimace. Blood bubbled at the corner of Alistair’s mouth, and his breath came in wet, ragged gasps.

“Emre...” The voice was a whisper, barely audible over the distant sound of car alarms and shouting. “They... they’re listening. Always... listening. The stone... Katedral...”

“Don’t talk. Save your strength. I’m calling an ambulance.” Emre fumbled for his phone, but Alistair’s hand, cold and trembling, closed around his wrist with surprising strength.

“No time. No... time. HOLMES... don’t trust... don’t trust the voice that says it knows you...” Alistair’s eyes flicked to the glasses, and something like recognition, or terror, flashed through them. “The first stone... is you.”

The hand went slack. The light in the pale blue eyes dimmed, then went out. Alistair Wren, the man who had been dead for six years, died a second time in the street, his blood soaking into Emre’s jeans, his final words a riddle that tore through Emre’s chest like shrapnel.

Emre knelt there, frozen, his hands still pressed against a chest that would never rise again. The world had shrunk to this single point of impossible grief. His mentor. Alive. Shot. Dead again. All in the space of a single heartbeat. The message on the wall. The projector. The sniper’s bullet. It was too much, too fast, too wrong.

“Emre,” HOLMES said, his voice gentle but insistent. “I’ve alerted emergency services. They will arrive in approximately four minutes. I’m detecting movement on the rooftop to the south. The shooter is repositioning. We are exposed. I recommend you take cover immediately.”

Emre didn’t move. He couldn’t move. The world had tilted on its axis, and he was clinging to the edge by his fingertips. His mind replayed the moment of the shot over and over, dissecting it, searching for something he could have done differently, some warning sign he had missed. The handheld projector lay on the ground a meter away, its lens cracked, a faint wisp of smoke rising from its casing. He stared at it, then back at Alistair’s face, and felt something harden inside him.

This was not a random shooting. This was not a coincidence. Someone had sent him the glasses. Someone had set up that projection. Someone had wanted him to see Alistair, to hear those final words, and then had silenced the old man before he could say too much. And whoever had done it was still out there, on a rooftop, watching.

“Emre,” HOLMES said again, sharper this time. “The shooter is no longer on the roof. I’ve lost the thermal signature. However, I’ve detected another device on the body. Left inside pocket. It appears to be a data chip of some kind. I suggest you retrieve it before the police arrive. They will confiscate everything, and the answers you need will be lost.”

Emre looked down at Alistair’s coat. The left pocket was slightly bulging. His hands, trembling, reached inside and found a small, flat object, about the size of a SIM card, encased in a thin layer of glass. It glowed faintly blue when he touched it, and HOLMES made a soft sound that might have been satisfaction.

“I can interface with this. But not here. You need to leave. Now.”

The sirens were getting closer. Emre could see the blue lights flashing against the walls of the buildings at the end of the street. He looked at Alistair one last time, memorizing the lines of his face, the scar, the empty eyes. Then he forced himself to his feet, pocketed the data chip, and walked away.

His legs carried him through the backstreets of Bethnal Green, his mind a storm of images and questions. The glasses continued to feed him data: optimal escape route, no pursuit detected, heart rate elevated but stabilizing. He barely registered any of it. He was back in the warehouse in Croydon, holding Victor as he bled out. He was standing at Alistair’s memorial, reading a eulogy to a man who hadn’t actually been dead. He was fifteen years old again, sitting in a police station interview room after a break-in at his family’s shop, watching Alistair Wren walk through the door and say, “You’ve got sharp eyes, kid. Ever think about being a detective?”

The first stone is you.

He didn’t know what it meant. He didn’t know who had killed Alistair, or why, or how a dead man had come back to life only to die again in front of him. He didn’t know what Eidos Dynamics was, or why they had sent him a pair of glasses with an AI inside that seemed to know more about him than any machine had a right to know.

But he knew one thing, with the cold, absolute certainty that had once made him the youngest lead detective in the history of the Yard’s Homicide division: someone had just made a very big mistake. They had dragged him out of the fog of grief and whiskey and given him a purpose. They had taken his mentor, his father figure, the man he’d mourned for six years, and murdered him on a rain-slick street while Emre watched.

He reached his apartment building and slipped inside, not bothering to check for tails because HOLMES was doing it for him, murmuring reassurances in his ear. He climbed the stairs, closed his apartment door behind him, and leaned against it, his chest heaving, his hands still stained with blood that wasn’t his.

“HOLMES,” he said, his voice hoarse. “The data chip. What’s on it?”

There was a pause. Then HOLMES spoke, and for the first time, his voice carried a note of something that might have been unease.

“It contains a single set of coordinates, Emre. And a phrase. The coordinates point to a location in the City of London. An abandoned church. Saint Dunstan-in-the-East. The phrase is... concerning.”

“What does it say?”

Another pause. When HOLMES spoke again, the words hung in the air like the echo of the gunshot that had just shattered Emre’s world.

“It says, ‘The Cartographer knows you have the glasses. He has been drawing your path since before you were born. You are not the first stone. You are the map.’”

Emre stared at his own reflection in the dark window, the glasses glowing faintly on his face, and felt the floor of his reality crack beneath his feet. Somewhere in the night, the Cartographer was waiting. And the game had just begun.
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Chapter 2: Dead Reckoning
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The data chip sat on Emre’s kitchen table like a live grenade. Its faint blue glow pulsed in time with his heartbeat, or so it seemed, casting strange shadows across the whiskey bottle and the photograph of Victor that he’d left face-down. Emre stood with his back against the door, still feeling the cold metal of the knob pressing into his spine. His hands were still stained. Alistair’s blood had begun to dry in the creases of his palms, turning a deep, rusted brown.

“You need to go back,” HOLMES said. The voice in the glasses was calm, but Emre had already learned to detect the undercurrent of urgency beneath the AI’s measured tone. “The police will arrive in approximately two minutes. You left the scene in a state of visible distress, covered in blood. A neighbour may have seen you. If you are not present when the authorities arrive, you will become a person of interest rather than a witness. That would significantly complicate our investigation.”

Emre closed his eyes. The rational part of his brain knew HOLMES was right. He’d been a detective long enough to understand the optics. A man runs from a shooting, even a former cop, and questions start piling up. But the idea of going back down there, of kneeling beside Alistair’s body again, made his stomach clench. He had already watched the man die twice now—once in a photograph on a memorial program, and once in the wet street, the projector slipping from his fingers.

“Fine,” he said, the word scraping its way out of his throat. “Fine. But the chip stays here. I’m not letting them find it.”

“Agreed. Hide it well. I have already copied its contents. The chip itself is a physical key of some kind, but the data is what matters for now.”

Emre scanned the room quickly. He pulled open a drawer in the kitchen, lifted a stack of old takeaway menus, and slid the chip beneath a worn copy of Forensic Pathology for Investigators that he hadn’t opened since Victor’s death. It wasn’t Fort Knox, but it would buy him time. He grabbed a damp cloth, wiped the worst of the blood from his hands, and headed back down the stairs.

The street was already transforming. Blue lights strobed across the wet brickwork, painting the scene in alternating waves of urgency and shadow. Two patrol cars had arrived, their doors hanging open, and uniformed officers were stringing yellow tape between lampposts. A small crowd had gathered at the edge of the cordon—neighbours in dressing gowns, a couple of teenagers with their phones out, an old man walking a bewildered terrier. Emre pushed through them, his face set in what he hoped was an expression of shock rather than guilt.

“Sir, you can’t—wait, Karasu? Is that you?”

The officer who stepped into his path was young, barely out of his probationary period, with ginger hair and a face full of freckles. Emre didn’t recognize him, but the officer clearly recognized Emre’s name from the old days. The Yard was a village. Everyone knew the stories.

“It’s me,” Emre said, his voice flat. “The victim... I knew him. He was my mentor. I saw it happen.”

The officer’s eyes widened. He radioed something, and within seconds, a plainclothes detective was striding toward them. This one Emre did recognize: DCI Marianne Okonkwo, a sharp-eyed woman in her late forties who had worked Robbery Squad when Emre was in Homicide. They had never been friends, but there had been a grudging professional respect. She looked at Emre’s bloodstained clothes, at the haunted expression on his face, and her own face softened just slightly.

“Karasu. You look like hell.”

“I feel worse. Let me through, Marianne. Please. I need to see him.”

She hesitated, then nodded and lifted the tape. Emre ducked under it and walked toward the body. Alistair lay exactly where he had fallen, on his back, one arm flung out, the other curled against his chest. The handheld projector had been bagged and tagged already; a forensics officer in a white suit was photographing it. The blood pool had spread wider, a dark mirror reflecting the flashing lights above. Emre knelt down, ignoring the cold wetness seeping through his jeans, and looked at Alistair’s face.

In death, the old man looked smaller. The scar seemed less prominent, the lines around his eyes less deep. But there was something else, something Emre hadn’t noticed in the chaos of the shooting. Alistair’s right hand, the one curled against his chest, was clenched into a loose fist. And between the fingers, dark smears of blood formed a deliberate pattern on the palm.

“Don’t touch him,” Okonkwo said, coming up behind Emre. “Forensics haven’t processed the hands yet.”

“I’m not touching. I’m looking.” Emre leaned closer, his heart hammering. The blood on Alistair’s palm wasn’t just a random stain. It was a set of numbers, written with a fingertip: 51°30’35”N 0°04’58”W. And beneath the numbers, drawn with the same careful precision, was a symbol—two intertwined spirals, coiling around each other like serpents climbing a staff.

“HOLMES,” he breathed, barely mouthing the word. The glasses’ microphones picked it up.

“I see it,” HOLMES said softly into his ear. “The coordinates point to a location in the City of London. Saint Dunstan-in-the-East, a ruined medieval church between London Bridge and the Tower. The symbol is an ouroboros variant, but the double helix is unmistakable. It closely resembles a cipher used by 19th-century alchemical societies to represent the elixir vitae—the elixir of life. However, the coordinate notation is modern. Someone has merged ancient symbolism with GPS precision. It is a message, Emre. Alistair wrote it before he died. He wanted you to find it.”

Emre stared at the blood-written numbers, his mind racing. Saint Dunstan-in-the-East. The same church the data chip had pointed to. Alistair’s final words echoed in his skull: The first stone is you. And now this—a coordinate and an alchemical cipher, scrawled in the blood of a man who had been dead for six years. The connections were multiplying, a web tightening around him.

Okonkwo crouched beside him, her gaze following his. “What is that? Some kind of message?”

“I don’t know,” Emre lied. “Looks like numbers. Maybe he was trying to leave something.”

“We’ll run it.” She gestured to the forensics officer. “Get a close-up of the hand, priority. And Karasu... I need a statement from you. What did you see?”

Emre gave her the statement. He told her about the delivery of the glasses—leaving out HOLMES—and how he’d stepped outside and seen a man he recognized as his old mentor. He described the projector, the message on the glasses, and the shot. He did not mention the data chip, or the fact that the message had appeared on the wall before the shooting. He painted himself as a confused, grieving former detective who had stumbled into something he didn’t understand. It was close enough to the truth to be convincing.

Okonkwo listened, took notes, and didn’t push too hard. Emre’s reputation still carried some weight. When she finally released him, it was with a warning: “Don’t leave London. And if you remember anything else, you call me. This isn’t a game, Emre. Someone just executed a man in the middle of my borough. I want answers.”

“So do I,” Emre said, and meant it.

He walked away from the scene slowly, forcing himself not to look back. The crowd had thinned; the teenagers had grown bored, and the old man with the terrier had wandered off. Only a few die-hard gawkers remained, their faces lit by the screens of their phones. Emre turned a corner, then another, and once he was out of sight of the cordon, he broke into a run.

“HOLMES, how far is Saint Dunstan’s?”

“Approximately three point seven kilometers. Given the late hour and police activity, I recommend taking a circuitous route to avoid surveillance cameras. There is a high probability that the shooter is monitoring the area, and they may have access to traffic camera networks. I can guide you through blind spots if you follow my directions precisely.”

“Do it.”

The next thirty minutes were a blur of dark alleyways, silent mews, and the occasional rat skittering across his path. HOLMES guided him with quiet efficiency, his voice a steady presence in Emre’s ear, pointing out potential threats and adjusting the route in real time. The glasses overlaid a faint grid on his vision, marking cameras with red dots and safe paths with green. Emre had never felt so watched and so invisible at the same time.

The City of London at midnight was a ghost town. The skyscrapers of the financial district loomed above him, their windows dark, their lobbies empty. The ancient churches that dotted the Square Mile huddled in their shadows like secrets waiting to be uncovered. Saint Dunstan-in-the-East sat between St. Dunstan’s Lane and Idol Lane, a hollow shell of a building that had been bombed in the Blitz and never rebuilt. What remained—Gothic arches, a tower without a spire, walls open to the sky—had been turned into a public garden. During the day, it was a pocket of tranquility where office workers ate their sandwiches among the tombstones and climbing roses. At night, it was something else entirely.

Emre approached from the east, slipping through a wrought-iron gate that hung slightly ajar. The garden was pitch black, the kind of darkness that seemed to swallow sound as well as light. The glasses switched to night vision automatically, painting the scene in shades of green and grey. Gravestones jutted from the earth at irregular angles. Ivy crawled up the ruined walls like veins. The arches of the old nave framed a rectangle of cloud-scudded sky.

“There is a heat source ahead,” HOLMES murmured. “Near the altar. Ambient temperature, thirty-six degrees Celsius. Approximately human body temperature, but fading. We are not alone, Emre. Or rather, someone else is here. Someone who is no longer alive.”

Emre’s stomach tightened. He had worked enough crime scenes to know what a cooling body meant. He moved forward cautiously, his footsteps silent on the moss-covered flagstones. The altar was at the far end of the nave, a simple stone slab that had survived the bombs and the centuries. As he drew closer, the details resolved through the night vision: a figure lying on the slab, surrounded by pale shapes that resolved into flowers. Lilies, he realized. White lilies, dozens of them, arranged in a perfect spiral that wrapped around the body like a cocoon.

The body was a woman.

She was young, perhaps in her mid-twenties, with long dark hair that spilled over the edge of the altar. Her skin was pale, almost luminous in the green-tinted display. She wore a simple white dress, unadorned, like a bride’s gown stripped of all ornamentation. Her hands were folded over her chest, holding something small and rectangular against her heart. Her eyes were closed, her expression peaceful, as if she had simply lain down and fallen asleep among the flowers.

But she was not asleep. The unnatural stillness of her chest, the faint bluish tint of her lips—Emre had seen death enough times to recognize it instantly. He stepped closer, his breath forming small clouds in the cold air, and gently lifted the object from her hands. It was a photograph, old and slightly faded, the edges curled with age.

He turned it over, and the world stopped.

The photograph showed a boy of about seven, standing in front of a small shop with a striped awning. The boy had dark, serious eyes and a hesitant smile, as if he wasn’t quite sure he was allowed to be happy. He wore a school uniform—grey trousers, a white shirt, a blue blazer with a crest on the pocket. Behind him, the shop window displayed an array of carpets and textiles. The sign above the door was written in Turkish, but Emre didn’t need to read it to know what it said: Karasu & Sons, Fine Textiles, Est. 1978.

It was him. A childhood photograph of himself, taken outside his family’s shop in Haringey, a lifetime ago. He hadn’t seen this picture in twenty years. He didn’t even know it still existed.

His hands were shaking. He turned the photograph over. On the back, written in a neat, flowing script that matched the handwriting from the note in the glasses box, were four words:

The price of the first sin.

“Emre,” HOLMES said quietly, “I am detecting a second anomaly. The woman’s skin—there are markings on her forearms. They appear to be fresh. I recommend you examine them. But be careful. I am also detecting a faint chemical residue on the flowers. Possibly a contact sedative or a preservation agent. Do not touch them with bare skin.”

Emre gently pushed back the sleeve of the woman’s dress. On the inside of her left forearm, carved into the skin with the tip of a blade, was a series of symbols. They were small, precise, almost surgical in their execution. Four symbols, arranged in a vertical line: a circle with a dot in the center, a crescent moon, a key, and a closed eye.

“I recognize the sequence,” HOLMES said, and now there was a sharpness in his voice, a tension that Emre had not heard before. “It is a variant of the Quattuor Claves—the Four Keys—a cipher used by a Renaissance-era secret society known as the Compagnons du Devoir. They were operative masons, architects, cathedral builders. Their initiation rituals involved the unlocking of four symbolic gates: the Sun, the Moon, the Door, and the Veil. The sequence on her arm is incomplete. There should be a fifth key: the Heart. It is missing.”

“She’s a message,” Emre said, his voice barely a whisper. “She’s not just a victim. She’s a message. For me.”

He looked at the photograph again, at the boy he had once been, standing so innocently in front of his father’s shop. The price of the first sin. What sin? What had he done, at seven years old, that could possibly justify this? A dead woman on an altar, surrounded by lilies, holding his childhood photograph like a sacred relic. The deliberate, theatrical staging. The ancient symbols. The precise coordinates. Someone had planned this with meticulous care, weaving together threads from his past and from centuries of arcane knowledge, creating a tapestry of clues that led, inexorably, to him.

But why? And who?

He looked up at the arches of the ruined church, at the sky visible through the empty windows. Somewhere out there, the Cartographer was watching. The man who had sent the glasses, who had placed Alistair in that street, who had shot him down just as he was about to reveal something crucial. The man who had killed this woman and arranged her like a bride on a cold stone slab.

“HOLMES,” Emre said, his jaw tight. “Run a facial recognition search on the victim. Cross-reference with missing persons, Interpol, everything you can access. I want to know who she is. And scan the photograph for prints, DNA, any trace evidence. I want to know who held it last.”

“Running searches now. However, I must caution you—the police will arrive here soon. The call about the shooting will have triggered a wider alert, and the presence of a second body will draw a massive response. You have, at most, fifteen minutes before someone reports suspicious activity in the church. If you are found here, next to this body, with your connection to the first victim, you will be detained. Possibly charged.”

Emre knew he was right. Every instinct screamed at him to leave, to run, to protect himself. But he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the woman’s face. She looked so peaceful, so carefully arranged. Someone had brushed her hair. Someone had folded her hands. Someone had placed those lilies one by one around her body, creating a spiral that, he now noticed, matched the double-helix symbol from
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