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PROLOGUE 
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Some things happen and no one notices. There is no noise. Everyone thinks they're still talking.

A country doesn't collapse by screaming. It comes apart in silence.

Words go soft. Sentences stretch thin. Guilt starts answering to a different name. No one says, "What's done is done." Everyone says, "Mistakes were made."

Then people adjust. Adjusting isn't forgetting. It's just learning to carry the weight.

This story doesn't tell what happened. It tells what got left behind. Not names—voices. Not choices—what they cost.

Because some reckonings do come. Late. Always late. And when they finally arrive, they don't absolve anyone.

They just hold up the mirror in a place where you can't look away.
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THE MORNING OF SILENCE
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The sound didn't rise from the minaret—it rose from somewhere deep inside the night. When Ismail Ağa—Ağa, an old rural title of respect for elders—heard it, he was in the kitchen. In front of him sat a glass of tea, long gone cold. The television was on, its blue light cutting through the darkness of the room. Tanks on the screen. Soldiers. A bridge. His eyes were turned toward it, but nothing he saw was reaching his mind. He had stopped watching an hour ago. Now he just sat. Waiting. Not knowing what he was waiting for.

A sound reached his ears—at first he couldn't make sense of it. It started far away, from the minaret of the Central Mosque. Then it came from the small neighborhood masjid. Then closer still, as if rising from inside his own chest. It was a sala—the call chanted from minarets to announce a death—but what kind of sala came in the middle of the night? In seventy-two years, he had never heard such a thing. Salas were for daytime. They announced someone had passed. Morning, noon, afternoon—but never night. In all his life, no sala had ever been called after dark.

He got up. His legs still worked; noticing this gave him a strange sense of relief. He stepped out onto the balcony. The July night was warm, but he was cold. A chill that came from deep inside, from his bones. The street was silent, empty. And yet almost every window had a light on—as if the whole town had woken at once, as if that sound had torn everyone from their beds.

Across the way, the balcony door of Ramazan Efendi—Efendi, a formal term of respect—swung open. He had spent thirty years as a police station chief. In the darkness, the ember of a cigarette glowed. The two old men saw each other. Their eyes met. They read the question in each other's faces, but neither spoke. There was nothing to say. Only a question—unanswered, knotted in the throat.

The sala echoed a second time. Ismail Ağa gripped the balcony railing. The iron under his fingers was cold, even on this warm night. Something stirred inside him—something old, something forgotten. The same chill. The same uncertainty. A feeling from thirty-six years ago.

That night had started the same way. With the sound of engines. Heard from far off at first, then growing closer, shaking the walls. They were in Istanbul then, in Sirkeci, in a small hotel room. Cemil was fifteen. The next day, he would cross the first threshold of his life. He would walk through the gates of the military high school—go in as a boy, come out as a soldier. Ismail Ağa knew this. He knew it and wanted it. His son would become a man of the state. He would grow up in the state's shadow, and no one would be able to touch him.

That night, he had sat on the edge of the bed, watching his son sleep. Cemil's face was still a child's face. His lips slightly parted, his breath slow and even. In the cheek pressed into the pillow, he could see traces of the boy's mother. In the forehead, his own line. That face would change tomorrow. It would start to resemble the face of the state.

When the engine sounds grew closer, Cemil woke too. He got up quickly, decisively. Already acting like a soldier before he'd become one. He walked to the window, pulled back the curtain. "Baba, what's happening?" Ismail Ağa came to stand beside him and looked out. Tanks. Moving slowly through the narrow streets of Sirkeci. The clatter of chains, iron, treads all blending together. Soldiers at every intersection, every corner, everywhere. Cemil's face was lit by the glow of the tank headlights. There was no fear in that face. Maybe a little excitement, maybe curiosity—but no fear. Ismail Ağa looked at his son's face and for a moment remembered his own father. Then he realized: this face was the opposite of his father's. His father had been afraid. Whenever the state was mentioned, he would shrink, go quiet. Cemil wasn't afraid.

Ismail Ağa's voice came out hoarse: "Don't know, oğlum. Looks like the army's come out."

"Why, Baba?"

"Don't know. We'll find out by morning."

They waited for morning. In the room, in the darkness, looking out the window. At some point, Cemil curled up on the rug and slept. Young bodies could sleep anywhere. Ismail Ağa couldn't. He watched the tanks, the soldiers, the empty streets.

At dawn, there was a hard knock on the door. Ismail Ağa opened it. Two soldiers stood on the threshold—one private, one sergeant. Boot steps echoed in the corridor. "ID," said the sergeant, holding out his hand. Ismail Ağa took it from his wallet and handed it over. The sergeant glanced at it, handed it back.

"Residence?"

"Balıkesir."

"What's your business in Istanbul?"

"The boy's got his military high school registration."

The sergeant gestured with his chin. "Give me the documents."

Ismail Ağa picked up the envelope from the table and handed it over. The sergeant scanned the envelope first, then the papers inside. He turned to the private behind him; a quick look passed between them.

"All right," he said. "The boy will be escorted to the school. You'll come too. After the handover, you'll get your travel permit at the station and take a bus back home from the terminal. There's a curfew—no moving around without escort."

Ismail Ağa nodded.

"Downstairs now," said the sergeant. "Jeep's waiting. Don't dawdle."

As the soldiers turned to leave, the dry sound of metal and stone struck the stairwell. At that moment, Ismail Ağa gripped the envelope a little tighter, knowing that every document inside was a door opening before his son, and followed the soldiers out.

They set off in the jeep. Istanbul was silent. Shops closed, streets empty. Only soldiers, armored vehicles, that monotonous engine sound. Cemil was looking out the window. He wasn't speaking. Ismail Ağa watched his son with something like admiration: the forehead, the nose, the chin. Soon this face would wear a uniform. It would merge with the state.

They stopped in front of the military high school. A massive building by the sea, a wide courtyard surrounded by walls, iron bars on top of the walls. Armored vehicles and tanks in front, sentries in steel helmets with fingers on triggers behind. Cemil got out of the vehicle. Ismail Ağa followed. For a moment they stood there. Father and son, in front of the gate. Soldiers everywhere, but for those few seconds, only the two of them existed. Ismail Ağa wanted to say something. "Oğlum!" rose in his mind. Maybe "I leave you in the care of Allah." But the words didn't come. He only wanted that moment not to end.

Cemil looked at his father. In that fifteen-year-old face, there was a kind of maturity. Maybe acceptance. Maybe the silence of farewell. He kissed his father's hand, then held him tight. Then he turned and walked toward the gate.

Before he reached the entrance, he paused for a moment. Turned. Looked back one more time. Ismail Ağa was still standing there. Cemil said nothing—just bowed his head and went inside. He disappeared behind the gate.

Ismail Ağa was left standing there. The sun overhead, soldiers all around. His hands empty. He had given his son to the state.

The sala echoed a third time. Ismail Ağa shuddered on the balcony. Thirty-six years ago and this July night blurred together. Two nights, two vigils, two unknowings. He had been afraid then too. He hadn't told anyone—not even himself. He had left his son among the tanks. Handed him over to the soldiers. Then he had boarded a bus at Topkapı Station and gone back home. The whole way, he had stared out the window, trying not to think of anything. But one thought had stayed: The state will protect my son. The state will raise my son. The state will make a man of my son.

Now what was that same state doing? On television, they were saying "coup." Soldiers, generals—they were calling them "traitors." Cemil was a colonel now. He had worn that uniform for thirty-six years. Cemil...

He didn't finish the thought.

Zehra Ana—Ana, a warm rural word for mother—came out onto the balcony. She had pulled a cardigan over her nightgown. Her face was pale, her eyes puffy. "Ismail Ağa!" She said his name differently tonight. In forty-eight years of marriage, she had called to him a thousand times—but this time it came with fear, with a question. "What is this sound? This sala... Why in the middle of the night?"

Ismail Ağa looked at his wife. He didn't know what to say.

"I don't know," he said quietly. "I don't know, Zehra."

...

Ramazan Efendi was lighting his third cigarette. He sat on the balcony, looking out at the street through the darkness. Hatice Hanım—Hanım, the respectful address for women—was inside, in the kitchen, working her prayer beads. The dry click of the beads knocking together carried all the way to the balcony. Was she praying? Counting something? Hard to tell. In forty years of marriage, Ramazan Efendi had never fully understood what went on inside his wife. Women hold it in, he always thought. They stay quiet, never let go of those beads.

The sala echoed a fourth time. Ramazan Efendi's hand trembled; ash fell onto the balcony. He had spent thirty years as a police station chief. He'd seen everything. Fights, deaths, murders, fires—but he had never encountered a sala called in the middle of the night. This sound, at this hour, this call echoing through the darkness—what did it mean?

Musa came to mind. His son Musa. How proud he had been when Musa joined the force five years ago. "It's in the blood," he'd said then. "He's becoming a man of the state, like his father." In those days, Musa was disciplined, hardworking, a rising star in Special Operations. Then something changed. "17/25," they said—the corruption investigations that had shaken the government in December 2013. "Graft," they said. Ramazan Efendi couldn't make sense of any of it. "Don't meddle in the state's business," he'd told his son. "Do your duty. The rest is none of your concern."

After that day, Musa went quiet. He would come for holidays, sit, get up, but barely speak. Sometimes he would seem about to say something, then change his mind. Once, at the dinner table, he'd said, "Baba, this isn't going anywhere good."

Ramazan Efendi had set down his spoon and looked at his son. "What do you mean, not well? You mean the people running the state aren't good—is that what you're saying?"

Musa had gone silent. He never brought it up again.

Where was Musa now?

The phone rang from inside. Hatice Hanım answered. A few seconds later, she called out to the balcony: "Münevver's calling."

Ramazan Efendi walked inside with heavy steps and took the phone.

"Baba!" Münevver said. Her voice was familiar, but tonight it sounded thinner, shakier. "I can't reach Musa. I've been calling since evening. His phone just rings and rings. What should I do, Baba? The boy keeps asking—he wants to talk to his father."

Ramazan Efendi swallowed. His throat was dry. "Kızım," he said, "Musa knows what to do at times like this. The lines are probably jammed. We'll hear something by morning."

"But Baba—"

"I said by morning." His voice had turned sharp.

He hung up. Hatice Hanım wasn't looking at him. She kept working her prayer beads, but her movements had slowed.

"Was she asking about Musa?" she said. She already knew the answer.

"Yes. She couldn't reach him."

Silence fell.

Then Hatice Hanım's voice: "May Allah grant what's best."

She said nothing more. Ramazan Efendi didn't speak either. They both felt it. The same fear lived in both of them—but if they said it aloud, it would become real. Maybe by morning it would pass. Maybe everything would go back to normal.

Ramazan Efendi went back to the balcony. He lit his fourth cigarette. He was looking at the street, but he wasn't seeing anything. The city was quiet. An unease drifted through the night. In his chest, there was an ache he thought he had forgotten years ago. He knew the voice of the state well. Even in tonight's sala, he could smell the state's presence—but for the first time, there was something burning inside that smell. Something he couldn't name.

...

Bekir Hoca—Hoca, the title for imams and religious teachers—was in his room. Not in his bed—on his prayer rug. He was on his knees, hands open, lips moving, but he couldn't pray. The words scattered in his mind; sentences broke off halfway. "Ya Rabbi!"—O Lord!—he would say, but couldn't get any further.

Night air came through the open window, and with it, the sound of the sala. Bekir Hoca raised his head. Sixty years as an imam in this town. He had called thousands of salas, buried thousands of the dead, chanted thousands of dawn prayers, thousands of evening prayers—but a night sala? He had never called a sala at night. What was this? What did it mean?

Saadet Hanım appeared in the doorway. "Hocam," she said—her word for him, part title, and part endearment. Her voice was a whisper. In fifty years of marriage, it had always been a whisper. She spoke softly, so as not to disturb her Hoca's peace. "Hocam, something's happening on the television. Soldiers..."

"I saw," said Bekir Hoca, rising from the prayer rug. His knees ached—the ache of old age. "You go to bed. I'll come in a bit."

Saadet Hanım bowed her head; her footsteps faded.

Bekir Hoca went to the window. The minaret was visible across the way, a shadow in the darkness. That's where the sound was coming from. That's where it was spilling into the night.

Mehmet. His son Mehmet was a prosecutor. "Justice is the foundation of the state, Baba," he always said. Bekir Hoca had taught him that himself—he would say it in his sermons at the mosque, at the dinner table at home. Mehmet had listened. Mehmet had learned. Mehmet had devoted his life to justice.

Where was Mehmet now?

He took out his phone. Dialed the number. It rang. Rang. No answer. He tried again. Still no answer.

Was this normal? On nights like this, everyone was frantic, phones were busy, and lines were overloaded. It should be normal. But there was something inside Bekir Hoca—a feeling, a weight. In sixty years of being an imam, he had come to recognize this feeling. It came before bad news. Before funerals. Before disasters.

"Ya Rabbi!" he said again. "Ya Rabbi..."

Again, he couldn't finish.

...

Hasan Öğretmen—Öğretmen, the respectful title for teachers—sat in front of the television, but he wasn't looking at the screen. Hanife Hanım stood beside him. "Should I make tea? Should we eat something?" she asked.

Hasan Öğretmen just shook his head. It wasn't clear if he meant yes or no.

The sound of the sala came from outside. Hanife Hanım flinched. "What is this, Hasan Bey? What is this sound?"

Hasan Öğretmen didn't answer. He had heard the sala, but his mind was somewhere else. Far in the past. Seventy-two years back, in his childhood.

In the village, in his father's house, on the night the gendarmes knocked on the door. That night had been dark like this too. That night had been full of the same fear. His father had gathered up the pages of the Quran, hidden them in the cellar, and then grown afraid the cellar wasn't safe either, thrown them in the tandoor oven, couldn't bring himself to burn them but threw them in anyway. Then into the pit of the outhouse. Then under the hay bales in the barn. Every night a different place, every night somewhere deeper, somewhere darker.

"The state doesn't want it, oğlum!" his father had said. His voice was a whisper—a frightened whisper. "Whatever the state says, that's what is. You don't question it."

That fear had seeped into Hasan Öğretmen too. Carried from childhood into youth, from there to today. Years later, when this religious government came to power, that fear had seemed to loosen.

"It's over now!" Hasan Öğretmen had said. "Now the state is ours. No more fear."

Tonight, the old fear had come back. With the sound of the sala, in the silence of the night, it was surfacing again.

That fear didn't belong only to his own house; the same mark lived inside everyone who had grown up on this land. A silence mixed with the voice of the state. You didn't forget. You only learned to stay quiet.

Idris came to mind. His son Idris. He was abroad. He was a teacher too, and a good writer—he wrote newspaper columns, and those columns had put him at odds with the government. He had joined one of those educational missions and gone to Kazakhstan. "I'd better not come back for a while, Baba," he had said three years ago. They hadn't seen each other since—he had only seen his son on a screen, heard his voice, but couldn't embrace him, couldn't hold his hand.

How was Idris watching this night now? Was he afraid? Or had he already gotten used to staying away?

Hanife Hanım asked again. "Hasan Bey? This sala... Why are they calling a sala in the middle of the night?"

Hasan Öğretmen raised his head. He looked at his wife's face. In fifty years of partnership, he could feel that Hanife Hanım already knew the answer but still wanted some reassurance from him.

"I don't know," he said slowly. "I swear, I don't know."

For a while they sat in silence. The light from the television hit the wall, painting the room blue. The feeling passing through Hasan Öğretmen wasn't anger or fear—it was like the quiet echo of a surrender he had learned years ago.

...

That night, Ziya Dede—Dede, an affectionate word for grandfather—was alone at home. Şerife Nine—Nine, the word for grandmother—had already fallen asleep. Whenever something bad happened, that's what she did—she slept. She was used to getting through pain with sleep. But Ziya Dede couldn't sleep. For years, he would sit up at night, think, sometimes read the Quran, sometimes turn on the radio, and sometimes just sit doing nothing at all.

Tonight was like that too. In the kitchen, in the dark, by the window. Outside, the silhouette of the minaret was just visible. The sound of the sala rose at intervals, then rose again. With each repetition, it seemed to come a little closer, to touch something a little deeper inside.

Hakan came to mind. His son Hakan was a gendarmerie non-commissioned officer. He had become a soldier like his father, become a man of the state like his father. Ziya Dede had always warned him: "Stay out of politics, oğlum. Do your duty, don't get mixed up in anything else."

Hakan always listened. He was quiet, well-behaved, didn't argue. But then something happened.

Two years ago, around the time of those big events. "17/25..." they said. "Investigations..." they said. Since then, Hakan's face had changed. When he came home, he wouldn't talk. When they asked "How are you?" he would say "Fine," but his eyes said something else.

Now, sitting by the window, Ziya Dede saw that face before him. Where was Hakan now? What was he doing tonight? Did he have anything to do with what was happening out there?

He didn't even want to think about it—but the thought came anyway. Creeping, heavy, stubborn. For a moment, his breath caught. He put his hand on his chest.

"No," he said to himself. "No, he wouldn't." But there was a tightness in his heart, because he knew: sometimes things rose up inside a person unbidden.

Still, he didn't say it. Not even to himself. A father couldn't voice such a possibility about his son. If he said it, it would become real. If he stayed silent, maybe it would pass. Maybe by morning he would forget.

Outside, the sala rose once more. Ziya Dede closed his eyes. He searched for a prayer inside himself but couldn't find one. There was only silence. Silence, and that voice of the state that never ended.

...

Ismail Ağa was walking toward the mosque. The streets had started to fill. First a few people appeared, then small groups, then crowds. Where were all these people coming from? At this hour, in this darkness—how had they suddenly gathered? Some carried flags. Where had they found them in the middle of the night? There were people shouting, the sound of tekbirs rising: "Allahu ekber! Allahu ekber!"

Ismail Ağa was among the crowd, but he didn't feel like one of them. He walked beside them but felt like he wasn't really inside. As if he were a shadow, drifting through them like a ghost. They seemed to know something—seemed to have been prepared for something, convinced of something. But Ismail Ağa knew nothing. He couldn't believe what he was hearing, because his son was a soldier too. Somewhere in this night—but where, he didn't know.

By the time he reached the mosque courtyard, the crowd had grown even larger. There were familiar faces. Ramazan Efendi stood in a corner, leaning on his cane. Hasan Öğretmen was a little further off, his glasses pushed up on his forehead. Bekir Hoca was at the other end of the courtyard, his lips moving in silent prayer. Ziya Dede was nowhere to be seen, but maybe he was somewhere in the crowd.

On his way to the mosque, Ismail Ağa had passed through the streets—no soldiers, no police. No one had asked for ID. There were no barricades anywhere. Normally on nights like this, leaving your house would be forbidden. Now everyone was outside, but there was no sign of order. On the corner, young men were chanting slogans, someone was waving a flag, and some were doing live broadcasts on their phones.

He stopped in front of the gendarmerie barracks. Municipal trucks were lined up there. Backhoes, dump trucks loaded with sand—they had blocked the road.

"Why?" he thought. "Against who?"

The young imam stood at the mosque door. He was drenched in sweat, his face tense, phone in hand. Ismail Ağa approached him.

"Hocam," he said, "this sala... Is there such a thing as a sala at night? Who told you to call it?"

The imam raised his head. In his eyes was both confusion and fear. "A message came from the Diyanet—the Directorate of Religious Affairs," he said. "A mass text. 'All mosques will call the sala. The people will be summoned to the streets.' At first I thought it was a joke. Then I called some imam friends—they'd all gotten the same message."

"So what's happening?" said Ismail Ağa. "No soldiers around, no police. They say there's a coup, but the streets are full of civilians."

The imam shrugged. "Honestly, Hocam, we don't understand either. Those are the orders. Nobody's explaining anything. Everyone's just looking at each other."

Ismail Ağa fell silent and looked around. Everyone was in a frenzy, but no one seemed certain what they believed. Some were chanting tekbirs, some were praying, some had lined up behind a voice shouting from someone's phone.

In the distance, from the municipal loudspeakers, an announcement was playing: "Citizens, go out into the streets."

Ismail Ağa's heart sank.

"What kind of coup is this," he murmured to himself, "where you don't see any soldiers, but everyone's outside."

Ramazan Efendi, standing beside him, heard the question.

"You asking us, Ismail Ağa?" he said. "I worked thirty years at the station. Never seen anything like this. In what they used to call a coup, the army went into the streets, the people stayed in their homes. Now everyone's outside, not a soldier in sight."

A murmur spread through the courtyard. The sound coming from someone's phone drew the crowd around it. A small screen, a blurry image, but the voice was clear. The President was speaking. "I call my nation to the squares, to the airports. Stand in front of the tanks. The people will resist this uprising."

The crowd stirred. Young men shouted. Old men looked at each other in bewilderment.

Ramazan Efendi struck the ground with his cane. "Something's not right here!" he said. "If there's a coup, they declare a curfew. Now they're calling us outside. Who's going out against who—I can't make sense of it."

Ismail Ağa stayed silent, listening. The President was calling the people out. Calling them to protect the state. But Cemil
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