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IMPERIAL HOTEL


CHAPTER I — A DECEMBER NIGHT
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The taxi moved slowly along the cobblestone street of Beyoğlu, while snowflakes flickered briefly in the headlights before vanishing into the night. Cenk pressed his face close to the fogged glass and watched the layers of the city unfold. The street revealed itself like a scene from a film — a cinematic display born from time and memory.

At the street’s entrance stood a church, its red-brick façade thinned by years of wind like parchment; before its bronze doors, a row of slender candles trembled in the breeze. The metallic breath from the bell tower seemed to steal daylight from the December evening. The sound of the bells was swallowed by snow in the distance, then echoed back between marble walls.

Just below the church, a small bookstore: pinecones strung on fine silver threads hung in the window display. On the ledge, old atlases with gold-leafed titles rested in worn leather covers. Among the snow outside, a single geranium with green leaves and red blossoms struggled toward the light. Inside, the soft rustle of a turning page could be heard even from the street. The half-open novel on the counter seemed to absorb the glow, defying the cold beyond the glass.

Two shops down, a patisserie: copper coffee pots hanging from the ceiling, almond croissants gleaming behind glass, and puff pastries dusted freshly with powdered sugar. Each time the door opened, the air carried out the scent of butter and orange peel — and that familiar, comforting perfume of Turkish coffee. A tiny bell above the door chimed gently with every guest, scattering warmth into the street.

At the street’s end, a fountain with ornate brass taps stood before a mosque crowned by a blue dome — a quiet reminder that Istanbul was, above all, a capital of civilizations and cultures intertwined.

Every shop window the taxi passed was dressed in Christmas and New Year ornaments: twisted red ribbons, glass reindeer, and brass stars dangling from fir branches. Lights glimmered as far as the eye could see.

Finally, the taxi came to a halt.
Cenk stepped out and turned his gaze toward the hotel.
Before him rose the Imperial Hotel, its stone façade rendered even more distinct by snow. It looked less like a hotel and more like a palace displaying its full splendor — Baroque curves, Rococo floral carvings, and delicate leaf motifs crowning the marble columns. From the glass above the staircase entrance hung a grand crystal chandelier, scattering the warm light inside into a thousand shards across the falling snow.

Cenk paid the driver. The taxi drifted away, its tail lights fading into the cold. The air bit sharply at his collar like the edge of a knife. Beneath the thin crust of snow on the steps, the sound of stone was as clean as the final syllable of a well-polished sentence. He rubbed his fingers against his palm to warm them before pushing the brass door, which opened with a deep creak from the throat of the old building.

The moment he stepped into the lobby, warmth wrapped around him like a soft quilt. The marble floor shone like glass; the chandelier’s glow cascaded downward, rebounding from the Rococo mirrors on the walls.
Each time a door opened or closed, the chandelier’s crystals brushed against each other, producing a brief, tinkling melody.
In one corner stood an elegant Christmas tree: colored baubles, glittering lights, gift boxes wrapped in gold paper, all veiled under a dusting of artificial snow.
Cenk drew a small notebook from his coat pocket — but did not open it. He never wrote on the first day; he only absorbed the scent, the light, the rhythm of a place.
At that moment, the fragrance of orange from the patisserie outside mingled with the lavender tea wafting from a tray in the lobby. The scent stirred something faintly familiar. A pulse flickered behind his temple — a single beat of pain. He took a deep breath.
His eyes caught the enormous brass frame hanging on the side wall: inside it were old newspapers, carefully arranged headlines announcing the hotel’s opening. One clipping in particular drew his attention — Le Petit Journal, dated 1869.
Beneath it, in bold type:
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“Grand Opening of Hôtel Impérial.”
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And below that, a French subheading:
“Sous le règne du Empereur Abdülaziz, l’Empire Ottoman affirme sa place au cœur de la civilisation européenne.”
— “Under the reign of Emperor Abdülaziz, the Ottoman Empire proclaims its place at the heart of European civilization.”
Beside the frame stood an antique clock. The hands, as if out of stubborn ceremony, had stopped at 02:37. Cenk simply looked, as though making a mental note.

“Quite impressive, isn’t it?” said a hotel attendant beside him.
His red uniform, trimmed with gold cords and crowned with a cap, made him look like a guard from Buckingham Palace.
Cenk turned quietly to him. “It truly is.”

“As you can see from the headlines,” the man continued, “the Imperial Hotel is a special place. It was built at the command of Sultan Abdülaziz himself, after his travels through Europe. The Sultan was deeply inspired by European architecture — he took notes from each city he visited. The carvings at the entrance will take you to Italy, while the window motifs will carry you straight to France.”

“It really is extraordinary,” Cenk said, pointing to the framed clippings. “And these people here?”

“The hotel opened in 1869,” the man replied. “Members of royal families from across Europe attended the inauguration. No one wanted to miss such an event. In that photograph — the gentleman is Prince Alfred of Edinburgh from the British Royal Family, and the lady beside him is Empress Elisabeth of Austria-Hungary — Sisi herself. She was so enchanted by this place that ever since her visit, nobles from every corner of Europe have followed her here each year.”

French envoys, Italian artists, Viennese composers —
they all came to Istanbul to see this building.
Cenk was deeply moved by the story. Indeed, the hotel seemed to hold the brilliance of Europe within its walls. After thanking the attendant, he approached the reception desk.

“Welcome, sir,” said the receptionist, Meltem, her gloved fingers gliding gracefully across the open ledger. Her voice carried a poise befitting the building.

Cenk smiled. “I’d like a room for the night.”

“Of course,” she replied. “Single occupancy? A short stay?”

“Yes, I’m here on business.”

“I see,” said Meltem. Her eyes briefly caught the faint soot mark on Cenk’s coat collar — he didn’t notice. She turned to the wall of brass keys, selected one labeled 201, and let it glint in her palm.
“Some floors are under renovation,” she added gently, “but yours is perfectly quiet.”
From a side table, a bellboy named Niko appeared in his deep red uniform, steering a luggage cart. He nodded politely. Cenk almost said, “That’s not necessary,” then decided against it. Sometimes, fitting into a building’s rhythm was a silent courtesy.

The cool metal of the key touched his fingers as he turned toward the staircase. The Grand Palas, with its glow and its fragrance, seemed to draw him inward.

At the landing where the staircase fanned open, he paused. A piano — faint, distant — perhaps from the third floor, perhaps from a rehearsal — floated down the corridors like an elegant perfume.
Cenk listened, a strange, tickling joy rising within him.
—
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When he entered his room, the window framed the snow outside like a white curtain. On the desk lay a sheet of cream stationery embossed with the hotel’s emblem, beside a fountain pen. Cenk did not touch the pen. His only record was through his senses: lavender, orange, and the smoky breath of a European winter night.

And on the small clock upon the wall — his eyes caught the time again: 02:37.
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CHAPTER II — THE LOBBY
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By morning, the snow had turned into a silent dance.
The traces of the night were gone, and a fine lace seemed to have been laid gently over the city.
In front of the church at the end of the street, two children were throwing snowballs — their laughter pierced the stillness of the snow, then vanished back into it.
The patisserie’s window was fogged; the scent of butter and fresh dough drifted all the way outside.
Fingerprints drawn upon the misted glass looked like the handprints of children on a warm home’s window — circular, fragile, alive.
Cenk watched the scene for a few seconds.
Even within that peace that filled him, he felt a strange heaviness.
He took his jacket, opened the door, and stepped out toward the lobby.
The silk wallpaper along the corridor walls reflected the morning light like velvet.
Every corner was adorned with gilt-framed oil paintings — some depicting pastoral European landscapes, others the old Istanbul veiled in mist.
On the landing, a bronze sconce glowed softly, its dim light wandering across the marble floor.
Cenk gripped the brass railing as he descended.
The metal was cold but smooth; even his fingertips reflected a sense of grace.
It felt as though he were touching the arm of a well-polished statue in a museum.
With every step, the marble gave off a faint click — the heartbeat of the building itself.
The staircase was wide, its edges lined with a red carpet of geometric patterns.
The ceiling
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