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Preface

This novel is the story of the transformation humans experience in the digital age.

"Hacker" tells not only of computer hackers, but of every individual striving to break their mental chains. In a world where the real and the virtual, freedom and dependency, intertwine, we watch our protagonist, Özgür, transform from an ordinary young man into a questioning individual.

Amidst a world shaken by the pandemic, the disintegration of human relationships, the invisible networks of technology, and the relationship between information and power are questioned. Throughout the novel, the concept of "system" represents not only a social order but also the limits of an individual's own mind.

On one side, there is a "hacker" who retreats into the shadows, and on the other, the curiosity and awakening of a young soul. The intersection of these two characters revisits the most fundamental questions of modern humanity:

"What is true freedom?"

"Do we truly know ourselves, or are we living a programmed life?"

The novel depicts the gap between the possibilities offered by technology and the inner world of humanity, inviting the reader to question their own identity and beliefs.

Every line is a story of a search, a realization, an awakening.

We hope that the reader will hear not only Özgür's voice on this journey, but also the "free" within themselves...

Melike Melis

— Author
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Hacker

The Beginning of the End

Chapter One: Who Are You?

[image: ]




Even though the summer holiday had begun, they still hadn’t left that seaside town. His father’s work dragged on, and as the weather warmed the moisture rising from the Mediterranean grew oppressive. That morning Mrs. Funda had again reproached her husband at the breakfast table and ruined the meal’s mood. Özgür had witnessed the unpleasant incident between his parents but had avoided intervening. Mr. Bülent, while admitting his wife’s complaint had merit, tried to explain to her that there was little he could do. Funda, muttering “the same script, the same excuse,” filled his cup with tea so forcefully that she spilled it and slammed the teapot down onto another teapot with a sharp bang. Özgür, a slice of cucumber between his lips, narrowed his eyes and watched his father closely. Bülent was known as a mild-mannered man and always the silent party in disputes with his wife. He did not want the argument to lengthen or turn violent. That morning he tried once more, in that same gentle way, to calm his wife, but without much success. Summers in that coastal town were stifling; what people usually did was follow the locals up to the highlands and spend the season there.

“You’ve got accumulated leave—pandemic or no pandemic, you kept working every day. Is it so hard to take your family and move to the yayla, Bülent?” she demanded.

“My love, you’re right, but can’t you hold off until the weekend?” he replied.

“No, Bülent. People went up to the yayla two weeks ago and we’re still stuck here.”

“Why would you be stuck here? What are you missing, for God’s sake? Turn on the air and cool off.”

“So you want me to sit at home until evening? Is that it? Never go to the market or anywhere and lock myself in? We’re already closed in enough as it is.”

Bülent smiled faintly, leaned toward his son and whispered, “It’s all because of the pandemic. People cooped up at home are tense,” then straightened. Funda was staring at her husband; she had heard what he whispered to their son.

“Well, I’m off then, my love. Thanks for this perfect spread and the wonderful tea.”

Bülent left as if escaping the house. Funda muttered after him, “There—your father ran away again.”

“Let him run, Mom. Your only worry is that you can’t see Seçil and the others. They went to the yayla; you stayed here. Your real problem is not being able to gossip with your friends,” Özgür said.

Funda tapped her son lightly on the head. “Oh, stop it, you chatterbox,” she said. For the moment she smiled, and the tense atmosphere at breakfast eased.

After breakfast Özgür left his mother at home and stepped into the street. A cool breeze met him and he thought, my mother’s exaggerating — it’s cool for now. He quickened his pace toward the shore and everything he’d been thinking moments before flew from his head. Warm air spilled out between the cramped buildings and wrapped around him. As his steps quickened, the sweat beading on his brow stung his eyes, and the red T-shirt he wore darkened with damp. The coastal town, a victim of haphazard construction, had become like an aquarium. Rows of buildings parallel to the shore cut off the sea breeze, and the buildings encircling the town made it increasingly suffocating. Under the city it felt as if a giant oven burned; that heat made most residents joke that “hell must be right beneath this town.” Despite it all, Özgür did not slow; he moved briskly along the pavement paved with cobblestones at the edge of the road that led to the sea. The two-lane road running east–west was a busy route used for intercity travel; in summer it often jammed to a standstill. As he reached that road he saw an old woman waiting at the roadside to cross. She clearly waited for the traffic to clear, though a pedestrian crossing lay right in front of her. Özgür took her by the arm and stepped with her onto the road. The cars slowing from the left gave them room. He helped the old woman across and continued on his way without hearing the blessings she tossed after him—he hadn’t expected any.

He had passed half the road when, moving southward, a man materialized at the corner.

“Got a light, young man?” he demanded abruptly.

Özgür was startled. He was just eighteen, a recent high-school graduate, and had never smoked. The man’s sudden question threw him. Gathering himself he said, “No, sir, I don’t smoke.”

“Do you need to smoke to carry a light, kid?” the man shot back.

Özgür regarded the strange fellow for a moment. He didn’t look like the town’s people. A summer visitor, he thought, but the man didn’t fit the usual beachgoer type either—he seemed as if he’d come from another city and been stranded. Özgür noticed a guitar case leaning against a wall a little way off, and a camping bag beside it. A rolled cardboard tube was jammed into a side pocket of the bag.

“Where are you from, sir?” Özgür found himself asking. The man wore a long beard and hair that had clearly gone unwashed for some time; yet he carried a scent, as if he’d masked his sweat with cologne. He smiled, cigarette pinched between long fingers.

“From Earth, my friend. No fixed place to call home,” he said.

“Will you wait a few minutes for me?”

“I never waited for anyone in my life, kid. I’m like a leaf fallen on the ground—where the wind takes me, I go.”

“Don’t worry—this place is like an aquarium; even if the wind sweeps you away, you’ll bounce off a wall and come back,” Özgür said with a laugh. The man stepped closer, laid his right hand on Özgür’s shoulder and murmured, “I like you, kid. There’s light in you.”

Özgür retraced his steps, reached the main street in a few strides and bought two lighters from a kiosk on the corner. He turned back, hesitated, then went back into the kiosk. “Could I have a cigarette too?” he asked. The shopkeeper looked him over and asked, “How old are you, son? Look at what it says there.” Özgür followed the man’s pointing finger to a warning sign on the wall: Not for sale to persons under eighteen. Özgür pulled out his ID and smiled, “I’m an adult now, sir.” The man handed him a pack of cigarettes and warned, “If you haven’t smoked before, don’t start, brother.” Özgür took the cigarettes and lighter and set off again.

Rounding the corner he saw the man once more: the guitar case slung over his shoulder, the backpack on his back, moving southward at a slow gait. Özgür quickened his pace and caught up with him in no time.

“Glad you told me to wait. You’re headed that way, right?” Özgür called.

“I was waiting, kid. You were going that direction, weren’t you?”

Without answering, Özgür looked at the unlit cigarette between the man’s lips and offered him the lighter. “This is my gift to you, sir,” he said, handing it over. Then he added, holding out the pack, “I bought this for you too.”

The man’s face hardened; a flash of anger passed through him. His lips trembled as he spoke, “Did you think I was a beggar, you runt?” Özgür had not expected such a reaction. Embarrassed, he bowed his head. “I’m sorry, sir—my father taught me to do this. People in this town like to help others. You seemed like a traveler, and I only wanted to help.”

“Look, kid,” the man interrupted, “all I needed was to light this damn cigarette—my lighter was broken. I understand your goodwill, but by helping who you think is stranded and then making a scene about it, you might think you’re adding a little circle to the chain of kindness in this town. But thought and action are often far apart.” He took the lighter, lit his cigarette, inhaled deeply and exhaled the smoke into the air. He brought the lighter close to his eye to inspect it, then handed it back to Özgür.

“That’s all. That’s all I wanted, kid. One piece of advice: never let mistaken notions about someone asking for help make you load more meaning onto them than is theirs. Sometimes an animal caught in a trap only wants to get out of that trap. At that moment it may not think beyond that. It wants to escape, and you go and free it—that’s it. If you try to do more, you interfere with its fate.”

“You speak well, sir. I understand you perfectly, but I can’t help asking—by freeing that animal, aren’t I already interfering with its fate?” Özgür countered.

“Good question, man, but you’re far from its essence. At that moment you may only have the right to intervene to that extent. The energy the animal exerts is solely directed at escaping the trap. Anyway, kid, you wouldn’t understand this cycle. If I’ve offended you, I apologize. Still, I appreciate this small act of kindness you tried. Respect. But all I needed was a spark. I won’t keep you,” he said, making a fist with his right hand and raising his thumb. He gave Özgür a brief nod, turned west, and continued on at his slow pace.

Özgür found the rest of the day growing strangely off-kilter. The man he’d met on the road had left an odd impression on him, as if he’d taught him how to think in just a few minutes of conversation. He was supposed to head down to the beach, meet his friends, and drift into casual chatter with them. Before reaching the shore, he had to cross the ring road and then pass through the narrow corridor left between the east–west apartment blocks—left there, it seemed, out of pity, so people could still reach the sea. When his absent steps had carried him over those surfaces, he came face to face with the endless sheet of deep blue spread out before him. The beach was, as always, crowded. People streamed past him, walking this way and that. For a moment his gaze snagged on two aunties gossiping as they strode by. They wore walking outfits—clearly out to slim down or stay in shape. Those not eavesdropping might have thought as much, but a scrap of their talk drifted into Özgür’s ear: “Zübeyde said let’s buy gold, and Cemile put all her money in dollars. They say both gold and the dollar will skyrocket. I said let’s buy gold, but my man insisted on dollars...” As they moved away, their voices sank and soon vanished. Shaking off his daze, Özgür smiled to himself. Looks like Zübeyde and Cemile are seasoned economists, he thought, and chuckled again.

Just then a voice carried over from the café strip. The seaside was lined with cafés, all doing the same business and sharing the square between them. The call had come from that common space.

“Özgür, over here!”

He turned and saw Erdal. They were close friends and had planned to meet there. Two others stood with Erdal. As Özgür walked over he realized he knew one of them; the other he was sure he had never seen. After shaking hands, he slid into an empty chair. Erdal made introductions: “You know Murat. This is Burak—they live in Germany and came here for the holidays while they had the chance. His dad is my father’s childhood friend, Uncle İsmail—Burak’s father—he’s an English teacher in Germany.”

Erdal’s brief sketch was enough. Smiling warmly, Özgür greeted the newcomer. They were four now, sitting under the shade of a big umbrella. Murat kept peppering Burak with questions about Germany and life there, and Burak answered sincerely. Özgür studied him on the sly, trying to take his measure. He wasn’t some nose-in-the-air know-it-all. In fact, during the talk it emerged that Burak was a year older than the rest. You could tell from his face and his movements how glad he was to be here. When he talked about the pandemic period in Germany and the strict rules there, he got animated. Over there, he said, they had taken the matter to an extreme; here in the seaside town, he felt, things hadn’t been so overblown. Murat told him how, during restrictions for the elderly, his grandfather had insisted on going out—and did so. Erdal agreed with almost everything he said. He recounted how seniors wandered around despite the ban, how they ignored the warnings of the security forces, and how the police showed leniency toward older people and avoided fining them. Burak cut in to say that in Germany the police never showed mercy and slapped heavy penalties on those who broke the rules. Özgür fell silent and listened. The thought that had flitted through his mind on the way there returned. They had already sunk into empty chatter, dragging Burak—who, with his Western upbringing and apparently broader general knowledge than the others—down into their low-grade conversation. Burak didn’t seem bothered, though. Özgür asked no questions, never cut in; he only told the waiter what he wanted to drink.

For months he hadn’t met up with his friends. A China-centered, unidentified virus had seized the world, and nations were groping for ways to cope with this deadly enemy. Extraordinary rules and bans had crashed suddenly into people’s lives, gradually reshaping daily existence. People shut themselves indoors; work and school moved home; the streets emptied. The virus brought with it a swarm of question marks. Many began to claim it had been engineered deliberately in a lab, that it was a form of biological warfare. That, in turn, sent people chasing cures; but as everything slid toward conspiracy theory, it grew harder to sift clean information from the dirty. After long months of searching, no serious breakthrough came, and countless lives were lost in the interval. TV and social media ticked out, minute by minute, the numbers infected and the dead. Fear stalked the streets. Vaccine efforts began—but speculation bloomed around the vaccines themselves. The world was no longer what it had been. In an age of racing technology, the conspiracy theorists found ever quicker ways to inject their ideas: talk spread of microscopic artificial delegations inside the vaccine, of people being tracked by these tiny robots. The discourse grew so fevered that some claimed our DNA could be copied through biological means and that this would be done via micro-scale data injectors delivered by the vaccine. In short order, an anti-vaccine faction coalesced. Between the fear of a deadly virus and a second, manufactured fear attached to the vaccine, life took on a sour, anxious cast. In the end, governments had to relax measures; step by step they worked to guide citizens back toward ordinary life, and things entered, first, an experimental phase of normalization. With people closed in, both private life and social life were paralyzed; the world economy, the global production system, reeled. People had to step outside again to restore balance. How long could eight billion souls endure while production lagged far behind consumption? At last a vaccine emerged; despite the naysayers and conspiracists, vaccination rates climbed, and people, thinking they’d at least partially shaken off the virus’s grip, returned to the streets. Production restarted, and people tried—awkwardly, uncertainly—to adapt to the new normal. Unsurprisingly, the table talk looped back into this context: friends reunited after months apart, offering their two cents. Though bored by it all, Özgür still found his friends’ harebrained notions and crackpot theories amusing enough to draw the occasional smile.

His eyes drifted toward the shore. He looked carefully to be sure—and he wasn’t mistaken. The man from the road, the one who’d asked him for a light, was strolling along the beach at an unhurried pace.

“Guys, I’m going down to the beach,” he said, and, ignoring their surprised looks, he headed toward the water. Drawing near the man, he called out, “Hello, abi.”

The man stopped, looked at him, and smiled. “Hello, kid,” he said softly.

“We were having tea with my friends, would you like to join us?”

“No need, kid. I’m fine like this—and tea and I don’t get along.”

“You could drink something else.”

“No, kid, no. I’m going to sit on that pier for a while.”

Özgür glanced at the small pier arcing out into the sea. Then he turned back to the man. “I wanted to chat with you a bit,” he murmured. The shy note in his voice didn’t escape the man.

“Didn’t your friends’ conversation do it for you?”

“They talk about ordinary things. I’m sick to death of the virus talk.”

“I get it—but that’s the agenda, brother. What else would they talk about?”

“So there’s nothing else to discuss?”

“Look, brother—when something’s on the agenda, a vast majority gnaw on it. The number of people who talk outside the agenda is small. And that small group is different.”

“Then let’s talk, abi. I’d rather talk about real problems than manufactured agendas.”

“In this age, that’s hard, kid. Wherever you go, the topic’s the same—you’d think every household cooked the same dish.”

The man looked him up and down once more, then set a hand on his shoulder. “Come with me,” he said. Özgür hadn’t expected that. He’d taken a chance, but he hadn’t been sure the man would sit down and talk with him; now the situation had changed, and his words sent a thrill through him.

They walked to the pier together. The man first set his guitar case gently aside, then lowered his backpack to the ground. He sat in a peculiar way, set the pack between his legs, and unzipped it. He took out a drink and a book. Speaking in a low tone he said, “This drink isn’t for you, kid—you should go get yourself something, maybe an iced tea.” Then, with another odd movement, he pulled a smaller bag from inside the main one—a hand bag. When he opened the zippered front compartment, Özgür’s eyes widened. Inside lay a fat stack of bills, all in two-hundred-lira notes. The man slipped out a red banknote and held it toward Özgür. He leaned in and whispered something in his ear. Before opening his book, he put on his earphones and queued up some music on his phone. Özgür was still standing; he took the money the man offered and wandered toward the kiosks, lost in thought. He was stunned—only a few hours earlier he had pitied this man, had assumed he was penniless, and made a grave mistake. Another detail had caught his eye: he’d seen the brand of the man’s cigarettes. They were expensive, whereas Özgür had bought him the cheapest pack.

He returned with his own drink and the one the strange man had asked for. He settled quietly beside him. He tried to sit the way the man did and failed. He didn’t want to interrupt; the man was deep in his book. So Özgür sat in silence and watched the sea. At last the man noticed him. He slid a leaf—used as a bookmark—between the pages, closed the book, and looked up.

“What was your name again?”

“Özgür.”

“So you’re eighteen.”

“Already done with it—call it nineteen. In two months my eighteenth year will be behind me.”

“Is your father rich?”

“Not really. He’s a senior manager at a private company, but we’re not wealthy. Even our apartment is rented.”

“First learn to hear the indirect meaning of a question, kid. I didn’t ask about your father’s finances. That question rests on something else.”

Özgür thought it over, trying to grasp why the man had asked.

“You’re eighteen, and for now you’re living off your father’s money. With no sweat of your own, no labor of your own, you didn’t hesitate to use the few coins in your pocket for someone else—someone you didn’t even know.”

Now the reason for the question was clearer. He replayed the scene and felt a flush of embarrassment. When a gentle pink spread across his pale face, the man smiled.

“But I liked that, kid. Still, here’s my advice: never judge anyone by their clothes or their lifestyle. Look—I’ll show you something.”

He took out his phone and showed Özgür a photo. In it, a filthy, unkempt man with hair tangled in his beard stood, apparently on a metrobus, swaying on his feet.

“What do you see?”

“He looks like a beggar. A foreigner—maybe a homeless man in America.”

The man laughed—loudly, for the first time since they’d met.

“This is Grigori Yakovlevich Perelman. In 2002, he solved the Poincaré conjecture—the hardest of problems. His solution was only accepted as correct in 2006, and he was awarded a million-dollar prize. They also wanted to give him the Fields Medal, the highest honor in mathematics, but he refused it. Up until 2010 he lived like this—unkempt, disregarded—because people judged him by his appearance and never recognized who he was. In 2010 he received the respect he deserved and accepted the million-dollar prize—but accepted it to use not for himself, for science. That’s why, kid: never assess anyone by how they look.”

Özgür listened in astonishment to the man’s explanation. Curiosity got the better of him. “So what did you solve?” he asked. The man smiled, took a sip of his drink, and lit a cigarette.

“I solved a few things too—but instead of a prize, they gave me a sentence.”

“How do you mean?”

“Technology makes life as hard as it makes it easy. Just as people can reach information quickly, information can reach them just as fast. Software runs the world now, and sometimes it’s bent to different ends. I took down a powerful system built for fraud—designed to swindle people. I saved thousands from being duped, but what I did was found to be illegal. So they branded me a computer pirate and threw me in jail.”

“Whoa—so you’re a hacker?”

“To you, that word sounds magical, doesn’t it? To you, the people who do this work are noble, and you hold them in special regard, right?”

“It’s a popular word. Say ‘computer pirate’ and it lands flat, but say ‘hacker’ and it hits harder.”

“I’m not what you think I am. I studied computer programming, I learned software, and now I’m a professional software engineer.”

“And yet you live a different kind of life.”

“It only looks different to you. I live simply. I can earn your father’s yearly income in a few days—more, even—and keep most of my time for myself. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life working under someone in some sector and wait around for retirement. I stand against that system. I decide how I live.”

“What’s your name, abi?”

He drew deeply on his cigarette and blew the smoke out toward the sea. He took another breath and, still gazing at the water, murmured, “Men like me don’t have names, kid.”

He went back to his book, earbuds in, and seemed to forget Özgür was there. When Özgür realized he wouldn’t be able to talk longer, he rose quietly and returned to his friends.

The next morning, when he came to the breakfast table, there was a strange tension in the air. Rubbing his eyes as he sat, he felt his father’s grave gaze on him. His mother stood, staring hard. It didn’t take long to see they were angry—not at each other, but at something else.

“What’s going on? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Shall I ask, or will you, Bülent?”

“You calm down, my love, I’ll talk to our son,” his father said, and turned to Özgür. “Your mother found a pack of cigarettes in your room, son...”

Özgür burst into a laugh before he could stop himself. Bülent shot his wife a puzzled look; Funda’s anger flared.

“And he’s laughing on top of it, Bülent! Say something to him!”

“Come on, Mom—it’s not mine. I mean, I did buy it, yes, but not for me. I was trying to do someone a favor—and got a good lesson instead.”

“Tell us the whole story, son.”

Özgür told them what had happened. Both parents listened closely. They were relieved, though his mother still disliked that he’d chatted with a stranger.

“Why do you hang around with god-knows-what kind of drifters?” she scolded. Özgür let it pass and went on with breakfast.

“We’re moving up to the yayla this weekend, son—just so you know,” his father said.

Özgür didn’t seem to care much, though he knew well what moving up to the highlands meant. Before every trip, his mother would load him with chores and work him ragged. Funda no longer pressed her husband so hard about it; she had learned she couldn’t bring the day forward by even one day.

As Özgür was about to slip out after his father, his mother caught him. Of course she wanted to start preparations at once, and the only person at home who could help was Özgür; she had no intention of letting him escape. If he made it out the door, he wouldn’t return until evening. Knowing this, she kept one eye on the door—and snagged him as he was leaving.

“Where do you think you’re going, Mr. Özgür?”

“To meet friends.”

“Didn’t you hear your father? We’re going to the summer house on the weekend.”

“I heard. So what?”

“What do you mean, ‘so what’? Who’s going to help me with the preparations?”

“Mom, there are three days till the weekend. It’s not like we’re hauling the whole house up there. Everything we take fits in that little car.”

“Save your breath, Özgür. We have to clean the house—we can’t just leave it like this. We have to pack the bags; there’s a lot to do.”
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