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CHAPTER I NEDIM
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He sat on a cold metal chair, hands and feet bound. He tried to recoil, to pull away, but it was useless. His eyes clung to Ferhat, his breath quick, uneven, almost panicked.

“What’s happening, Ferhat? What... what is this? I don’t understand... what did I do to you?” he murmured, voice trembling, thick with fear.

Ferhat stepped closer, deliberate and chilling:

“What did you do? Did I hear that right... You did what, exactly? Ha! Very well... I suppose we can put it this way: you... humiliated me. In front of everyone. And deliberately. Knowingly. With excited little stirrings... perhaps even with a thrill bordering on the orgasmic, hmm?”

He never once took his eyes off Nedim as he spoke. Then he moved toward the wall, tapping his fingers on the edge of the small table—a tiny gesture, yet a menacing threat. Nedim shivered.

His eyebrow was split wide, the right side of his face, his neck, and chest streaked with blood. Helplessly, he tried to make sense of it all. In the dim, damp-scented room, the blood seemed almost alive, spreading slowly across the floor; each red drop that caught his eye quivered for a heartbeat before sinking silently back into place.

Forty minutes had passed since the torture began. When he had finally forced his eyes open forty minutes ago, he found himself strapped into a cold, unyielding metal chair. His arms were locked at the wrists with cuffs fixed to the sides of the chair; the metal pressed harshly against his bones, driving the pain deeper with every futile attempt to move. His feet were bound to a similar contraption below, close to the floor. This chair was clearly not made for comfort or ease. The walls around him seemed almost alive, vibrating faintly as if breathing, drawing in the damp air and exhaling it in slow, heavy waves.

“Look, Ferhat... I really don’t under—”

A fist smashed into his jaw with lightning speed before he could finish. One of his broken front teeth flew to the right, bouncing off the wall with a sharp clink before hitting the floor; the other plunged straight into his throat, leaving a fleeting, strange taste of bone on his palate. Reflexively, Nedim had to swallow his own tooth. The horror had become more than physical; combined with the room’s illogical rhythm, it formed a scene that was utterly surreal.

Out of fear of the fists coming down, he desperately tried to mumble something. His shattered mouth now added a strange comical note to the words of the wretched bastard. It wasn’t really him speaking; it was as if someone else was talking, and he was listening to the voice coming from afar.

“...b-but I... look, I, I mean, whatever the problem is, we can talk about it, if you tell me I can...” Nedim mumbled; each word now mingled with blood and pain. At that moment, Ferhat stepped back and spoke in a slow voice, but with a crushing tone that emphasized every word:

“Do you know what corrosive is? You know, like they say in chemistry? Well, you should know, after all, you have your chemistry factory... you know, of course... Corrosive, yes... a corrosive substance. But there are also things that corrode the spirit. Do you know about those?”

Ferhat’s voice reverberated through the damp, blood-scented room, igniting sparks in Nedim’s mind; memories, sometimes blurred, sometimes sharp, flickered in and out of the dark corners of his consciousness. In that moment, Nedim realized that the physical pain inflicted on him was merely a consequence. The origin stretched far deeper. Words, actions, attitudes—those that corrode a person’s spirit. Perhaps repeated endlessly, yet unnoticed, or deliberately ignored for years. Could all these small, seemingly insignificant details—like a corrosive substance—truly eat away at a person’s spirit, gnawing at it insidiously, gradually, until it was hollowed out?

Ferhat strode calmly toward the door. His eyes, still brimming with hatred, remained locked on Nedim. Then, with a faint, sideways smile, he parted his lips: “Well then... let’s force your memory a little...” He stepped out, the door clicking shut and locked behind him.

The silence he left behind upon exiting the room was far from empty; it twisted into eerie echoes inside Nedim’s mind. Every desperate attempt to remember only fueled his panic further. The more he tried to recall, the more slipped away; the more he forgot, the harder he struggled to retrieve it. This helplessness settled on his chest like a dead weight, growing heavier, more inescapable with every passing second.

Now came the time to feel the pain and agony coursing through every fiber of his body in full force. Each breath, mingling with the cold air of the room, knotted anew in his throat, as he forced his mind backward—searching for what he had failed to remember, what he might have done, which foolish act had driven Ferhat to such madness. But before yesterday’s get-together... it had been years since they’d last met. After all this time, what was he even after now? Could this all be revenge for the teasing back in high school? No... not after all these years.

His eyes landed again on the walls, now faded to a sickly yellow. Yes, they seemed truly alive, subtly shifting. The hands of the clock quivered as they moved backward, and with every backward-ticking minute, the shattered fragments of Nedim’s memory collided, toppled, and vanished into the floor.

“Wha... wha... ah, what was it, what was it... please...”

The words reverberated in the stillness of the room, and yet, as if Ferhat were still there, still watching him, the hairs on the back of Nedim’s neck bristled. Time seemed to have stopped. What flowed through Nedim’s veins now was nothing but helplessness and despair. Then, the silence was shattered by the sound of approaching footsteps. Ferhat opened the door once more; his steps were deliberate, heavy, unyielding, and his beautiful hazel eyes still glimmered with hatred and the promise of retribution. For several minutes, he regarded Nedim like a living, silent threat. Then, realizing no answer would come, he finally spoke:

“Very well. I’ll refresh your memory, then. What did you tell me that evening? Let’s see... ah yes... you said: 

‘Some people, for their failures, blame everyone but themselves... their families, their fate, bad luck, the economy, ruthless capitalism, even climate change... perhaps even the melting of the polar ice caps.’

Yes... that’s right. You said all this in front of everyone, rolling your insolent eyes at me.”

“Um... look, Ferhat, I can’t quite remember... which evening are you referring to? I honestly don’t remember... maybe you’re right, maybe I did say it. Everyone knows how careless and thoughtless I am... but I never had any ill intent. I must have been arrogant, as always, that’s all...”

He paused for a moment, a flicker of memory flashing through his mind.

“Wait... are you talking about that alumni get-together? Nearly ten years have passed since then. Alright, I’m starting to remember vaguely now. Yes... of course... that night... that night I was utterly drunk, and now I recall it clearly... yes, I had no idea what I was saying, I had overindulged in drink. Okay, look... if you want me to apologize, I will—of course I will... I am apologizing, truly... I am so sorry... may God damn me... and, I mean, if there’s anything at all I can do to make amends... anything...”

Ferhat studied the fear and despair etched across Nedim’s face in silence for a long moment. Then he tilted his head slightly to the side.

“This isn’t all there is, Mr. Nedim. Soon, you’ll understand everything. Don’t rush—just try to savor this beautiful evening. I swear, you will never live through a night like this again! Absolutely. I promise you. But no... this isn’t some petty, personal grudge between two old acquaintances. It reaches much further. To other people as well. I suppose your memory has started to falter as you’ve gotten older, hasn’t it? But don’t worry. As I said, I’ll guide you. After all, what are friends for? Yes... for example, we might start with this man: the elderly worker at your factory in Tuzla. You remember him—he got his arm caught in one of your machines. It was severed. Not just him; countless other workers allegedly had accidents at your factory, yet not a single investigation was ever launched, right? Accidents happened because your machines weren’t properly maintained. Well, you need to cut costs, of course—otherwise, how would the profits be collected? So tell me... do you at least remember that old man?”

“Well... yes, there were a few workplace accidents at the factory, years ago, I mean... a few of our workers unfortunately went through some accidents. But which one you’re referring to, I—”

This time it wasn’t a punch, just a slap.
But what a slap. It exploded right over his ear and temple. The only thing Nedim could hear now was a maddening ringing. The right side of his face felt like it was on fire.
“A few, did you say? A few workers, is that it? Of course. Naturally. For people like you, they’re nothing but numbers. A few. Maybe half a dozen. Maybe a full dozen, huh? Did you ever once wonder what became of that worker—Salih, the old man—after he ‘got through’ the accident, as you so casually put it, you despicable piece of filth?”

Despite the ringing in his ear, Nedim listened to Ferhat with rapt attention. With every passing minute, his helplessness and panic only deepened.

“Yes, Salih, the old man,” Ferhat continued. “I know everything. I’ve been watching for a long time. And I’ve been taking notes. So what will you say now? ‘We had his insurance taken care of, and he was immediately taken to the hospital anyway,’ right? Wow... you got his insurance, did you? People like you always present this as a favor. He had insurance, so what? Do you know how much of his treatment the public hospital actually covered? Did you ever call to check? And there are others too. How many innocent people’s
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