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Anka Sahaf, nestled in one of Beyoğlu’s narrow and damp alleys, breathed not with the noise of the outside world, but with the heavy weight of the silence within. Outside, Istanbul’s incessant gray rain had turned the dusty windows of the shop into a sort of wailing wall. Sahir leaned under an old desk lamp that cast a sallow light across his workbench at the very back of the shop.

Before him lay an 18th-century manuscript; its binding shattered, its pages on the verge of drifting apart. For Sahir, this was not merely a job; he was like a surgeon healing the souls of books. As he used a thin spatula to scrape away the dried glue residue between the pages, the resulting rustle tore through the absolute silence of the shop like a massive echo.

"Hold on a little longer," he whispered to the book. He could barely hear his own voice, yet thousands of volumes on the shelves seemed to tremble slightly, as if they had been waiting for that very whisper.

Sahir was in his thirties, but his soul felt as ancient as the books in this shop left behind by his grandfather, Hamdi Efendi. Since his grandfather’s death six months ago, this shop had become both his sanctuary and his prison. Instead of speaking to people, he preferred to hide between the lines of long-dead authors.

The ticking of the clock on the table began to sound less like a heartbeat and more like a countdown. Sahir set down the spatula and looked at his hands. His fingertips were stained with ink; these marks no longer washed away. They were spreading like a map, becoming a permanent part of his skin.

At that moment, the brass bell above the shop door rang with a sharp, ear-piercing shrill.

Sahir bolted upright. Customers didn't come at this hour. In this dead-end alley of Beyoğlu, no one came looking for the scent of old books. When he looked up, he saw a silhouette in the gray darkness behind the display window. The rain streaming down the glass distorted the figure, making it appear taller and more misshapen than it truly was.

The person who entered wore a long, spotless gray coat. A hat cast his face into deep shadow. As soon as the man stepped inside, the familiar scent of old paper was replaced by a sharp, metallic odor—a mixture of freshly spilled ink and stagnant dampness.

The man approached the counter. His steps made no sound on the shop's ancient wooden floor. Sahir stood up and cleared his throat.

"Welcome... I was just about to close."

The man did not answer. He reached into his coat pocket and placed a small leather pouch on the counter, one that looked older than anything else in the shop. When the pouch hit the wood, it made a dull thud, as if it contained a piece of bone rather than heavy metal.

"I brought this for Hamdi Efendi," the man said. His voice was raspy and deep, like the first note of an instrument that hadn't been played in years.

Sahir swallowed hard. "My grandfather... he passed away six months ago."

The shadow beneath the man's hat shifted. For a moment, Sahir thought the man smiled, but he couldn't be sure. "I know," the man replied. "That is why I am here. I brought the trust not to the owner, but to the seal. Now, go to the attic, Sahir. It is time for you to open that chest."

Before Sahir could ask how the man knew his name, the stranger in the gray coat walked out the door without looking back. This time, the bell did not ring. The shop door was shut tight as if it had never been opened, yet the leather pouch remained on the counter.

Sahir reached for the pouch. The moment he touched it, he felt an indescribable ache in his wrist. It was as if someone were tightening an invisible wire around it. When he opened the pouch, what he found inside was a rusty key, engraved with strange runes.

And at that very second, a sound came from the ceiling, from the locked attic hatch directly above him.

Tap. Tap. Tap... It was as if someone, or some "thing," was scratching at the door from the inside with its fingernails. As Sahir looked at the key in his hand and the hatch above, he heard his own name spill from the attic like a whisper:

"Sahir... you have finally found us."

Looking at the rusty key in his palm, Sahir felt the air in the shop suddenly grow heavy. That metallic scent—the mixture of fresh ink and decayed paper—burned his throat. Outside, the Beyoğlu rain intensified; the drops hitting the windows turned into a rhythmic pounding, as if someone were hammering on the glass.

"The attic..." Sahir whispered. His voice drifted away, lost among the books on the shelves.

As the stranger had said, his grandfather, Hamdi Efendi, used to refer to that attic simply as a "storage room." Yet, ever since he was a child, Sahir felt a shudder whenever he passed those stairs, as if he were standing before an invisible boundary. While his grandfather was alive, the key to the attic always hung from that silver chain around his neck. Even on his deathbed, he hadn't allowed the chain to be removed, muttering, "The chain breaks only when the trust is fulfilled."

Sahir slipped the key into his jacket pocket. At that moment, the ache in his wrist gave way to a strange numbness. The lamp on the table flickered with a low hiss, blinking—whether from a voltage drop or something else, he couldn't tell.

Each time the light died, the shadows between the bookshelves seemed to creep one step closer to him.

Just then, at the far back corner of the shop, there was a movement in front of that massive Venetian mirror awaiting restoration. Sahir grabbed his flashlight—which he always kept on his desk for fear of power outages—and flicked it toward the corner. As the beam hit the dusty surface of the mirror, the breath caught in his throat.

In his reflection, there was a gap among the shelves standing behind him. The volumes of "Ottoman History" that should have been there were gone. In their place stood nothing but a deep, absolute blackness.

Sahir spun around. The shelves were in their proper place. The books were there.

He looked back at the mirror. The shelves in the reflection were still empty, and from within that darkness, a pale, thin, elongated hand was slowly withdrawing toward the damp ceiling of the shop. It was as if someone—or something—was searching for a breach to cross from the world inside the mirror into the real world.

Sahir rubbed his eyes. "Exhaustion..." he told himself. "I haven't slept in days."

At that moment, the shop's front door shook violently, despite being locked. It was as if someone were throwing their shoulder against the wood. Sahir grabbed the heavy iron ruler from under the desk and walked toward the door.

"Who’s there?" he shouted.

No answer came. Only the sound of the rain and the whistling of the wind. Sahir approached the display window and peered out into the dark street. The streetlamp had burnt out, plunging the surroundings into pitch blackness. But in the middle of the street, standing drenched under the rain, was a child.

The child wasn't looking at the shop. He had his head tilted up, staring directly at the small, dark window of the attic. He was pointing toward the attic, his lips moving.

Sahir wiped the fog from the glass with his hand, trying to make out what the boy was saying. The word falling from the child's lips bypassed the sound of the wind and reached Sahir's mind:

"Watching..."

Sahir took a step back. At that very second, a faint flicker of candlelight ignited in that single attic window, only to vanish instantly. There was no one in the shop. Rıza Bey was at home. The key was in Sahir’s pocket.

Who, then, had lit that candle?

Sahir stood frozen in front of the window. He looked once more through the fog on the glass to where the child had been standing. But the street was empty. There was no child, nor a shadow trembling under the rain... Only the raindrops splashing on the asphalt and a few scraps of paper swept away by the wind.

"Hallucinations..." Sahir whispered. His voice rang hollow, like that of a stranger inside the shop. "Lack of sleep. Just a lack of sleep."

He set the iron ruler back on the desk. His hands were shaking. He could feel the weight of that rusty key in his jacket pocket against his hip; it felt as if the key were made not of metal, but of someone’s ice-cold finger.

The rhythmic tapping from the attic above had ceased, replaced by the guttural creaks of the shop’s ancient timbers expanding in the dampness. Sahir decided to head to the small kitchen niche at the back of the shop to make himself a strong coffee. It wasn't because he was afraid of the dark; he simply needed a ritual to reclaim his logic.

As he walked down the narrow corridor leading to the kitchen, he passed his grandfather’s massive Venetian mirror once more. He was determined not to look this time. But the mirror drew his gaze like an invisible magnet.

Sahir stopped. He aimed the flashlight’s beam at the mirror.

This time, the shelves in the reflection were not empty. The books were there. But the titles on the spines... Sahir leaned in closer with the light, trying to read the names. Where "The Sublime State" or "The Divan of Fuzuli" should have been, a single phrase repeated itself. On the spines of thousands of books, written in gold-leaf letters, was the same message:

"NOT YET" Sahir took a step back. At that exact moment, the faucet in the kitchen niche began to drip. Drip... drip... drip...

He knew the faucet was broken, but the sound was different this time. The water didn't hit the metal sink with a splash; it made a muffled thud, as if dripping onto fabric. When Sahir entered the kitchen, he saw that it
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