

    
        
          Carved by Water

        

        
        
          Water and Light, Volume 1

        

        
        
          M. K. Nedjelkovic

        

        
          Published by M. K. Nedjelkovic, 2025.

        

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Copyright

[image: ]


THIS NOVEL IS ENTIRELY a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental. 

Carved by Water

Copyright © 2025 M. K. Nedjelkovic 

Edited by Chelsea Terry at Stand Corrected Editing 

Proofreading by Ramona Mihai

Cover Design by M. K. Nedjelkovic

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models. 

Responsible for this publication is Monelle Schempp, who can be reached by post at the adress: Monelle Schempp, Emsdetter Sraße 10, 48268 Greven, Germany, and via email at info@nedjelkovic.de.

Paperback: ISBN: 978-3-9827172-0-3

Ebook: ISBN: 978-3-9827172-1-0

​

Contents

Copyright..................................................................1

Map.......................................................................4

Dedication.................................................................5

Author’s Note..............................................................6

Part One...................................................................7


1. Water.................................................................8

2. Fire..................................................................21

3. Freedom.............................................................31

4. Breathe in and Run..................................................44

5. Shattered............................................................51

6. Collision.............................................................60


Part Two..................................................................78


7. Free Fall.............................................................79

8. People We Chose....................................................92

9. Silence on the Line.................................................101

10. Take Her Down...................................................109

11. Stars and Chaos...................................................125

12. EZRA.............................................................140

13. Buried Alive.......................................................160

14. Absence of Light..................................................169

15. Orange and Red...................................................181


Part Three...............................................................192


16. Secrets, Reasons, and Bad Ideas..................................193

17. By the stars.......................................................203

18. Even if it Hurts....................................................213

19. Consequences.....................................................225

20. Carved by Water..................................................236

21. Ilaida..............................................................247

22. Resilience.........................................................254

23. Revolution........................................................268


Acknowledgements......................................................278

About the Author........................................................280

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Map [image: The ap of the world in Carved by Water]

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Dedication

[image: ]



To those who didn’t make it. 

To those on the other side.

To those who are with us, but came broken.

To all of us, for we refuse to put down our rage.
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​Author’s Note
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THIS BOOK SHOWS THE mental scars we can leave on each other. Flashbacks, self-harm, and domestic violence are shown on page. The trauma of immigration, loss of loved ones, overdoses, and drug abuse are also part of this book. All those things are, to some degree, part of the people living through this story. If you feel uncomfortable with those topics, feel free to put this book down.

This is not a historical novel. When it came to submarines and other things, I had to take artistic liberties. Even though most of the novel is set in the early twentieth century, I needed the submarines to be more advanced to accomplish what I wanted. Let’s just say they are more advanced out of necessity; therefore, engineers and scientists poured all their efforts into a submarine fleet while leaving steam trains as they were.
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​1. Water
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1.1

SASHA PETROVIC STUMBLED to the water, then turned back to the low wall, looking over at the street. No guards. No one saw her.

She rubbed her burning chest and refocused on the bay. Warm morning water soaked her suit as the sun hung on the horizon, eager to burn another day.

She sat in the water and strapped fins no longer than her palm to her feet, her rubber shoes beneath them. She pulled at the strap until her toes hurt a little, then tightened the lacing of the protective leather garment over her rubber suit. She pulled the half mask over her face and eased herself into the calm bay.

Yells from the docks silenced. Icy water rushed along her spine, and her ears filled with the hum of waves. Gornji Vranopole, her city, disappeared.

The mines would open at seven, so she had a good hour to beat her personal best in the black hole, sixty-five metres deep. She had yet to reach the ground but would be back in time to start her shift.

After five minutes, she pierced the water with fingers still burning from yesterday’s mining and broke the surface, twisting onto her back to relax. Her gaze rested on the city at the base of the Balakin Mountains. Feeble gas lamps flickered on the hilly streets. She made out the guards in their nice little uniforms. They didn’t get her today. Besides, they lacked the right to stop her. This was her water.

Water rushed through her. Warm and familiar.

Her chest ached from yesterday’s attempt, but today, she could do it. Learning to dive deeper was her ticket out of this place. The deeper she could go, the more opportunities she had other than mining every day.

The floating platform over the mines passed by. The compressors were silent, but Mirow, the ward, was awake on his shuttle boat, rummaging and whistling with a steaming cup in his hand. 

Sasha took a rushed breath and submerged. What she was doing was dangerous, and Mirow didn’t have to know. It was technically forbidden for Eastern State Alliance miners to partake in ‘fun’ dives, so she could lose her job for doing so.

The surface closed above her, and the pain drifted from her tired limbs. Here, bruises were soothed as the water hugged her, and salt prickled her broken lips.

The dive spot was another ten minutes out of the bay. An old mine sign marked the dark hole next to it as “ESA Propriety, Mine 18.” The straight tunnel opened at twenty-three metres, visible from the surface, down to sixty-five metres. She and Uncle Branko had measured it.

She slipped a snorkel from her belt while staring at the narrow hole. She cleared her mind, gaze unfocused, and breathed.

Of course, Branko had reached the bottom and brought sand up, but for him, it had been a disappointment; too shallow. Perfect for her, though. Her best was sixty, and the bottom of this hole was next.

She forced her ambitions aside.

Breathe in, hold, breathe out, hold. Slow.

Her lungs stretched, and calmness enveloped her as her fingers prickled. There it was: the deep trust in the water, her power, her magic, her affinity. The connection to the water ran through her veins.

The blue surrounded her. The far-off compressor at the mines kicked in to pump air into the diving bell beneath. The constant clicking noise in her ears from being underwater was louder than the roar of the compressor, giving Sasha an inkling of its distance from her. It was time, and she dove. There was one thing Sasha hated about this hole: it was black.

She passed the entrance at twenty metres with confident strokes, her short fins made for mining did the job. After the entrance, she stilled in the dark. Her last push brought her over the threshold. Eyes in front, neck straight, and arms overhead. She surrendered to the free fall. Darkness.

Hello.

The deep played tricks on her. Every damn time. It was the reason it had taken her so long to go deeper. The dark mocked her, it got in her head, louder the harder she tried.

You are reckless, it whispered.

Shut up! she shouted and turned back around.

Sasha swam skyward without looking up to see the light, and shot through the surface of the water, lying flat on her back. Her lungs stretched and dragged in the air. No pain, no aches, no urge to cough. She put a finger in her mouth and checked her saliva for blood. Nothing. She was good. The first dive was to set the mind. A bad first dive, and you should try your luck at the card table. One of Uncle Branko’s wise sayings.

This time, Sasha followed all the rules. She dove by folding at her middle, letting the weight of her legs push her down. Her strokes were hard, her fins too short to move her body in waves, so it was a frog-like dive. Two strokes with her legs, one with her arms. Thirty metres came, more a feeling than a landmark, and the darkness closed in on her.

You should turn around.

Out of anger, Sasha made another stroke, and her fingers hit the ground. She jerked her head forward out of reflex, and a sharp pain shot through her throat. Sweet panic followed. She’d made a mistake.

I told you so, said the voice, everywhere but nowhere.

Sasha held herself back from searching the surface with her gaze, careful not to stretch her torso or neck again, and pushed up through the water.

What a reckless diver.

The way back was consuming. She swam around a curve. Her left foot brushed the rocks, and she corrected her course. CO2 rose in her body and the darkness lingered as she fired out of the hole. When she broke the surface this time, a cough shook her with furious force and her body quickly alternated between hot and cold. Sasha gasped for air, her hand ready to release the weighted belt that would help her float in case she lost consciousness.

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

There it was, the first good breath. But then another coughing fit followed.

The sun was higher, glaring at her from the horizon. The sea reflected it again and again; all white. Angry at her gamble.

Another breath. She checked her mouth, and blood speckles dissolved on her wet fingers. She had ruined the next four days of work by squeezing her trachea. She hit the water with her fist. Four days with no watersilver and no income. She choked and punched the water between coughs.

She had to find Branko, but her face burned at the thought. She flapped her feet faster than she had to. Hopefully, it wasn’t all bad.

1.2

SASHA’S LIMBS WERE as heavy as the pile of lead she stored next to her chamber in the guild. She dove from the wooden platform to the underwater bell where the distorted roar of compressors filled her ears. Clouds of sand and sediments floated around, and the muddy mines spat out lean shadows. The divers slipped in and out from under the bell by the minute.

Sasha had worked for the ESA outpost in the country of Medvediza for years now. They paid more than the local mines, but because the ESA used dynamite to push deeper, the risk was greater. And when the divers expanded the mine like they had this morning, the tunnels underwater became even more unreliable. Unstable tunnels paired with limited air and too many divers made time a scarce resource.

Within minutes of the shift starting, visibility dropped. Using muscle memory, Sasha got hold of the bell and waited for a diver to get inside. She got under the bell and a shortfin slammed into her face.

“Watch out!” a woman barked, panting for air.

Sasha dragged herself out of the water. She spotted Branko’s bag, filled with watersilver stones, next to many others. She sat on the steel bench beside it, leaned back, and closed her eyes. The air was coppery and stale, it tasted of routine and life.

“Sashka!” Branko Vadic called out from the base of the bell, not at all out of breath.

His big smile that revealed his missing tooth warmed her heart, and she admired his well-kept beard, always braided into four strands with silvery beads on them. Underwater they floated around him, but as he jumped out like he was twenty-five, not fifty-four, they hung heavy and straight. The water took his humanity like he’d never belonged on shore.

“You did it!” he said, squeezing next to her. A net of fine lines spread over the leathery surface of his face.

Sasha tilted her head and moved her flat palm back and forth. Only a dive without injury counted. Branko barked out a laugh and tugged two big watersilver pieces into his bag. He must have gotten an early start or he did what most avoided, diving into the deeper tunnels that had better rocks but were more likely to collapse.

“How bad?” he asked.

Three more divers came up, back to back. Five to seven divers could be in the bell at the same time, but the air became thin with more than four.

Sasha stared at her fins on the gritty ground, and Branko felt over her ribs. Where was the pain? Did she stretch too much? He made her breathe in and out, his raw fingers brushing over her neck and throat.

“Barely eight in the morning and you’ve already got yourself squeezed,” mocked the diver who had knocked her out.

“Shut up!” Sasha spat, suppressing a cough.

The diver smirked and slipped back into the water.

“She is right, cough and open your mouth,” Branko demanded with a hand on her back. Sasha did as she was told. “Can’t see pink, so it must be your throat. No diving for five days, minimum.”

He patted her back and another coughing fit rattled her ribs.

“I can’t lose that much,” Sasha whined.

“You should have come up clean. There’s no way you can dive for five days, and if you do, I’ll tell your father and drag you out of the water myself,” he warned. Not that he hadn’t done it before. Branko placed two big rocks in her lap. “Early birthday present.”

“I can’t,” she said, her ears burning. Her feet prickled and she flapped her shortfins.

She needed every grain she could get to pass the border for an ‘independent lifestyle,’ whatever that meant, which cost 10.000 Eastern States Krone. She needed those rocks.

“You can, and you will,” Branko said with a wink. “Your next dive will be clean, find a good reason to come back up and leave your ambitions on the surface, alright?”

Sasha turned the stones in her hands. If she sold them to a local buyer, they could bring her up to a hundred ESK. Branko winked again and slipped back into the water.

1.3

THERE ARE WORDS OF love for family, friends, lovers or pets, and there is love for a place, a community or a country.

There are no words for the love we share. There is no explanation for what drives us to the deep. It’s us and them.

Branko had lost himself in his meditation before the dive. He still had four hours of his shift.

Sasha marvelled at his words. The words of a community she had heard so many times at the diver’s guild. They won’t understand.

Affinity travelled beyond a learned profession; it was the connection to a craft. And divers travelled beyond it. There was no word for the love a diver had for the water, but it had never occurred to her to do anything else.

It’s why we are so proud. Too proud, her Tata would argue.

Medvediza, the country Sasha lived in, had crafters who built, fixed and created. Other affinities included the medicine specialists of Ser-Daara, the dry southern country, who could improve health or cause sickness. And Gornji Vranopole, besides having a lot of nautic specialists, was the only city in the world with divers. Nobody could say why.

Branko’s head plopped under the surface with a light gurgle, and his fins brushed the surface as he turned.

Sasha gave herself one more moment in the steel bell’s stale air, but as two miners came up, she let them take her place on the bench and dove up to the surface.

She clutched the stones against her chest, but she didn’t have the strength to pull herself onto the floating platform. It was easier to be held by the water. She looked back down, but the visibility was so low that she could barely see the top of the bell at thirty metres. She wished to be down there with them. It was tedious and painful work, but she liked it. It brought her family money. Even if she wished to dive deeper for something else out in the open.

The sun shone from behind, relentless and burning, but Sasha was too young to remember the world without burned skin.

“We ain’t here for dreamin’!” Mirow barked from his shuttle’s cabin.

A blond man, a few years older than her, waited for her to give him her bag and fins.

“For the water’s sake, a second of peace wouldn’t hurt!” she shouted back.

Mirow’s son grabbed her two stones and raised his brows.

“Got yourself squeezed?” he asked, but Sasha’s glare made him shut up.

She unstrapped her fins, slammed them into the worker’s hand, and hoisted herself up the ladder, then over the low railing of the skiff.

Miners usually helped to drag the shuttle back to shore, but she could barely breathe.

Mirow’s two sons smirked at her, but she scoffed, their biceps bulging out in their effort.

Sasha closed her eyes and drifted off into a light doze, but moments later, a large wave catapulted her off the wooden bench and onto her knees. Her stones rolled off and she scrambled on all fours to get them.

“Whoa, keep going!” Mirow barked and jumped out of his cabin. His round body moved way faster than anyone would expect.

Sasha’s stomach tightened as he met her gaze. They didn’t say anything.

The platform, now a good hundred metres away, swayed in the angry waves. Furious bubbles made a whirlpool out of the calm bay, and the vibration of the compressor had stilled.

“Is Adrjana on shift?” Mirow asked, his beard puffing out.

“Mama has her day off,” Sasha said, standing beside him.

Her heart pounded as she searched for his gaze.

The shuttle scraped on the pebbles of the sore.

“Go get Adrjana Petrovic,” Mirow called out to his younger son. “Hurry!”

Sasha made no effort to disembark.

“Branko is under,” she said. “I could go, I’m in my gear.”

“No. Get off my boat, you’re injured,” he hissed, then pushed off the shuttle. “Go to the guild and send who’s off.”

Sasha cursed and stumbled off the shuttle, looking over her shoulder every other step.

1.4

THE BEACH WHERE THEY docked and set off from was to the south side of the city. Docks, warehouses, and Eastern State’s payment centres were at the far northwest part.

Sasha set off in the opposite direction, her bare feet flopping on the hot cobblestones. The sun glared and the smell of fish hovered over the city. Food shortages had struck Medvediza as well, but fish kept Vranopole going.

She half jogged, half waddled up the narrow streets. The houses bent to her, curved and misshaped, but stable and well cared for, all of them painted in every colour. She hurried past the craft quarters and troops of ESA soldiers to the old round house of the diver’s guild at the end of the main street. For once, the foreign soldiers did not stop to question her. Maybe they’d seen her distress.

Only at the doors did she realise she still had her mask on. She ripped it off as she approached the double doors of the blue guild house, both standing open. Sasha skittered into the dark, cool room, half falling onto the tiled floor. She got hold of a chair.

The guild master, Barin, sat at the counter of the guild’s main room, an oxygen bottle next to him. Concentrating on his crosswords. Sasha then noticed other divers at small tables, engaged in tea and cards.

“Back early, Sashka?” Barin said in a hoarse voice, taking a sip from the bottle’s tubing.

Sasha opened her mouth as a tumult broke out outside the doors, followed by a slap, then a bang.

“Let me pass! Argh, next time you will meet my fist!”

Sasha’s mother, Adrjana Petrovic, stormed in, half wearing her wetsuit. The leather lacing of her pants was loose and her dark unkept waves fell past her shoulders. She laid her eyes on Sasha and pulled her into an iron hug.

Word had travelled fast.

“I’m fine,” Sasha insisted. “Did you just slap an ESA guard?”

Her mother grabbed her shoulders and studied her more closely.

“Why aren’t you in the mines?” she asked harshly. “Andrej told me about an explosion.”

Chairs scratched across the floor and Barin made a deep breathless sound. Divers stepped closer to the entrance, cards and teacups forgotten. They shuffled for their suits and handed oil bottles around so they could all squeeze into their tight armour.

“I wasn’t down yet,” she said, glimpsing out to the ESA guards.

“Open your mouth,” her mother demanded.

Her mother had deep crowfeet around her eyes from laughing all her life, but now, her lips were a line and there was no smile on her burned face.

“Thanks to the waters, and for your recklessness. Was Branko with you?” she asked, her mouth twitching.

“He’s in the mines,” Sasha replied, staring up at the dusty ceiling.

Adrjana winced. She and Branko were siblings, and last year, his wife had died in the mines. She covered her mouth with one hand and gripped the other on Sasha’s shoulder.

“Go tell your father you got a cold. He doesn’t have to worry,” she said.

Her mother turned on her heels and strode out with half a dozen half-suited divers, all with knowing looks on their faces.

Sasha flapped her feet on the cool floor. She couldn’t go with them. Iron filled her mouth and she swallowed. Behind her, Barin breathed heavily.

1.5

THE ESA GUARDS EYED her with suspicion as soon as Sasha left the guild. She’d changed back into loose dungarees and a worn top, leaving her suit flapping on a hanger in the little room she had above the main room of the guild. She’d moved out of her family home two years ago to make space for Branko’s daughters.

Sasha held the coins in her pocket to stop them from jingling, and she strolled as gracefully as she could manage with her chin high. Selling watersilver, which technically belonged to the States, to a local, was punishable with a one-year diving ban, but Sasha did it anyway. Those stones belonged to Vranopole.

Her fists tightened as she hurried faster.

The streets in the crafter’s quarters were clean but the smell burned inside her nose. She hurried past the shops and her eyes teared up from melted rubber, resin, and varnishes. The fin sign of her father’s shop swayed in the hot breeze. The bell rang over the door as she entered.

“Tata?” she called into the empty shop as the familiar scent of copper and sulphur wafted from the ovens.

Her father, Filip Petrovic, appeared from behind a curtain. A gentle man with a soft face and light brown hair, which he had passed down to Sasha’s brother, Kolja. Sasha had taken after her mother; hard cheekbones and unruly, shoulder-length hair shaved at the sides to fit her mask better.

Her father sat a short fin on the worktable, then closed the distance between them in two steps and hugged her.

“Your brother should be back soon, I sent him to collect our food stamps,” he said, smiling at her with glassy eyes.

Branko wasn’t just her mother’s brother. His three daughters had lived in their house since their mother had died. The man with the flying beard, her sea tata, was so much more. Sasha let the realisation seep into her consciousness – if the mine had collapsed, he was dead.

“We got some oysters this morning. Clean yourself, alright?” her father requested and kissed her forehead. “I’m going to the beach with some fins. Bruno got some diving buoys. Maybe we can help. Go into Branko’s room and collect his fins and suits, would you? The guild may need them. The kids are with Vanja.”

Blood rushed to her ears and roared, and she couldn’t speak because of the knot in her throat. Her father gently guided her to the back of the shop, holding her up by her shoulders. Somehow, his loving touches were worse than her mother’s scolding. Her father knew she hadn’t been at work with the other miners. She didn’t even have to tell him, he knew her far too well. He cupped her face and brushed sticky hair away from her eyes.

“Would you wait for Kolja?” he asked, his voice safe like nothing bad could ever happen.

She nodded.

When she turned at the base of the creaking stairs, he was out the door, bell swinging, leaving her with the eerie sounds of the house.

1.6

SASHA’S COUGH RETURNED as she reached the top of the stairs, and she had to wait before she could climb farther.

The third floor belonged to Branko and the kids. They had divided the former living room into three rooms. And since there was only one expensive carpenter in Gornji Vranopole, her father and the boat specialist, Meister Radow, had built the walls themselves. The rooms curved in weird angles, and the new windows in the kids’ rooms were round. Meister Radow had built the cabins of a ship into their house and the smell of ship varnish had lingered for months.

Sasha laid a flat hand on Branko’s door. The red paint peeled away in flakes. She unlatched the door, and the floor moved beneath her feet. The shelves were crammed with fins and gear, a pyramid of lead weights balanced next to the door, and a mattress lay on the floor. The sheets were tangled from a rough night.

At the round window, Branko kept the old couch table as a desk with letters and scattered notes on it. Kolja had moved into her old room, but she’d sat with Branko in here, discussing her technique, or their plans, or...

Her knees gave out and she crumpled to the ground. She rested her elbows on the table and stared.

Have a reason, Sashka, Branko whispered in her head.

She couldn’t recall today’s reason. Her throat ached, and a dull pain pulsed from the centre of her chest, growing to a throbbing ball and expanding to infinity. A place she couldn’t comprehend.

Her finger trailed the wood, tracing the letters and papers. Men and women yelled outside. The room lied, assuring her that Branko could be right back. She turned and noticed what must be a recent letter. The envelope had an ESA stamp and the letter contained a handwritten note in indigo ink.


Dear Mister Vadic,

It has been a long time since our last correspondence, therefore I will not dwell on courtesies, for unlike me, you are an honest man.

I have an offer, and you have debt I am willing to pay since it weighs more than your lead. I have a strategy, and you have a skill.

My condolences for the loss of your wife, may your pain be shorter than your dives are deep.

Yours sincerely

C.


A card – Sasha had seen them from a distance – fell out. It was an official job offer card and an entry ticket to the Eastern State Alliance. She turned it around and read the printed text.


Work Offer

Affinity: Underwater Technician 

Specification: Deep free diver (~55 m), regular ship maintenance, 3 weeks.

Compensation: Employment and entry permission for 4 weeks, 150,000 dinars or 50,000 ESK.

Employer: Ilaida II Cooperation

Offer valid for Branko Vadic, Adrjana Petrovic [born Vadic], and Aleksandra Petrovic.


Sasha’s breath got stuck as she read her name. Her tongue glued to her palate.

The shop’s bell rang downstairs.

“Sasha, you have to see this! You home?” Kolja yelled through the narrow house.

When Sasha managed to reach the kitchen, Kolja, golden-haired and two heads taller than herself, was hunched over a job offer sheet he’d gotten from the food stamp centre.

“They have an offer that fits you,” he said without looking up.

1.7

AT FIRST, IT HAD BEEN only Sasha and Kolja waiting for the search for Branko to be over, but then Lio – her father’s apprentice – arrived, and after four hours, their parents joined the silent reunion in the narrow kitchen. Her father made tea for everyone, and it slowly cooled in their cups. Her mother still wore her wetsuit, and her hair was dripping from diving for Branko’s body in the mines.

Her father read the offer aloud. Everyone listened, but Sasha kept getting distracted by the smell of varnish radiating from Kolja; he was Meister Radow’s apprentice.

Lio stood at the threshold and shifted from one foot to the other, too polite to leave.

“How much money have you saved up?” her mother asked her.

Sasha quickly counted in her head, then said, “Around 10.200 ESK and 400 Dinar, why?”

The silence stretched.

“Mama, why?” she pressed, louder than she’d intended.

“I’m no deep diver, but you are,” she replied, her voice level. Her scarred finger rested on the letter.

Sasha gaped and gripped the newspaper Kolja had brought home. In bold letters, the headline shouted about more specialist requests than ever coming through the border.

“Branko told me about the offer a few days ago,” her mother continued. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for divers like us.”

“But, Mama, he... he...” Just died. She stopped herself.

Her mother’s knuckles turned white on the table.

Right after the collapse in the mines, divers had rushed to find their friends, but as they dragged up their bodies, the ESA had confiscated them. Seventeen black-suited corpses were held back for ‘investigations,’ Branko’s body included.

“You want to throw this away because someone died?” her mother barked. “The fame, the money, the freedom? Someone dies every week.”

Her words hit, and Sasha swallowed, rubbing her cheek like she’d been slapped, even though she’d never been slapped. Her mother stood and left the kitchen. Her father squeezed her shoulder, hesitated for a moment, then sighed.

“Lio, would you show Kolja our new project?” he asked, and the two boys hurried out, grateful for the opportunity.

“Aleksandra, I’m your father. I know Kolja smokes with his friends and dates Lio... and I know why you get up at four.” He brushed hair out of her face and raised his eyebrows, a stern line appearing on his soft face. “I know you injured yourself today.”

Sasha studied her hands. Her face burned and her toes curled on the floor. She felt twelve, not twenty.

“Why does Branko have debts?” she asked, trying to get away from her injury.

“He’s... he struggled after Nastja’s death. He gambled too much.” Her father rubbed a calloused hand over his stubbles “It hurt. But Branko kept going. We all did. You have the entry fee, but your chances with the lottery are too low. It may feel too fast and too early, but you’ve been talking about it since you were eleven, so this has been a long time coming. And it won’t come twice.”

Pain and heartbreak had shot through Branko’s face the morning his wife left for her last dive, and he looked then how Sasha felt now. A breathtaking pain that made one gasp for air with no tears.

“When we buried Nastja,” her father continued, “out in the water, me and Kolja had to stand back at the beach for you and your mother to come back. Kolja was thirteen years old, but he still couldn’t understand how anyone could be with a diver since you all died in the mines. He told me he would marry a fin maker one day.”

Sasha sniffed and rubbed her eyes, now wet from tears she hadn’t noticed.

“The day after Nastja’s death, Branko and the kids moved in with us. You remember, right? We built the new rooms the same night, cooked, drank and cried. The next day, Branko went diving. Because it was what you did, because divers grieve differently and we have to love you differently because we know you can be gone so fast. I think Kolja understands now. I wish it were different, but as long as the States exist and they can hold their hand on Medvediza’s throat with food supply, your only chance to get something more is this,” he explained, tapping the letter.

Sasha raised her gaze to her father’s. She felt like a child, the pain somehow taking all the years of experience and adulthood from her under the eyes of her father and his smile.

“I have a pair of longfins for you,” he said. “Let your mother explain to you the process at the border, but give her today. Tonight, we eat at the guild.”
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​2. Fire
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2.1

CASPAR JACKSON SAT on the worn couch in his friend’s so-called workshop, and it creaked as he moved, so it creaked a lot. The sun pierced through the closed shutters like arrows, which made the workshop hotter than outside, and dust swirled like glitter, aggravating Caspar’s airways.

Patience was a weakness the priests had told him to work on, advising him to pray and wait. He chuckled but ran the praying beads through his fingers anyway and tried to repeat the one hundred names of the stars. He loved the sanctuary and the priests, his father was one of them, but after ten beads counted, his thumb stumbled and he lost track.

Caspar shifted and the couch creaked; padding and dust drizzled onto the wooden floor. His friend Axel cursed and hunched deeper over his work – Caspar’s leg.

“Couldn’t you have taken one of the standard models?” he asked through big spectacles on the tip of his nose.

In front of him laid the artificial limb completely dismantled. Caspar swallowed. He moved again. The couch moaned.

“They don’t have moving ankles, and Father offered to pay for it.” Caspar leaned back.

Axel groaned under his breath and checked the foot’s range of motion. Faster than Caspar could follow, Axel screwed it back together and slammed it into a worn boot.

“Try it on. Doesn’t squeak anymore if the stars allow.”

Axel held Caspar’s prosthesis as he stepped into it. The pinlock clacked and he moved back and forth, taking the steps he could in the little space between piles of debris. Axel called the debris ‘projects.’ Tires, pipes, and rolled up wire piled on top of each other, leaving only enough space for the couch and a table. A space where Caspar’s mind raced faster.

“Feels good,” he said.

Axel’s face broke into a smile, and he clapped his hands together.

“Stand, let me check one more time. Want to make sure those Daari haven’t put some trick in it,” he said, crouching to inspect his work again. Axel was tall, blond, and had skin so white that his blue veins shone through his flying hands. “At least here you know what you get.”

“Thank you, you are a good friend,” Caspar said.

“Aah, what are friends for? We don’t need mechanics in the north!” Axel said as he organised his tools. He moved them from left to right, then back to the left.

“Maybe we could do with some,” Caspar muttered, thinking about the three broken cars he had encountered on his way to the harbour just today. And the two horses without shoes. A bit of affinity overall would do Northaven good.

Caspar pretended not to notice Axel’s frown and smoothed his braids. He walked some more and the familiar pain in his knee set in. But the constant squeak was gone.

“I have to get to Anja, I promised to cook for her,” he said.

“I’ll drive you,” Axel returned, jumping up and rushing out of his makeshift workshop and into the backroom. “Let me put on something decent.”

Caspar grinned. Axel’s definition of decent was a wrinkled shirt and a star around his neck. Caspar was the last to judge, looking at his own worn clothes, which Anja had ironed and mended as much as she could. She had insisted on it. And he was not allowed to iron them himself since he had burned his other good shirt.

The small star pendant around his neck was the only new thing Caspar owned, and Anja had given him that, too.

While Axel rummaged at the back of the workshop, Caspar took his suncat and buttoned up the watersilver robe with golden buttons. His sister had gifted it to him to replace the burned ones. Caspar shook his head and searched for his beads.

“To Anja’s house? Didn’t she get you a job? What was it again?”

Axel had put on a flat cap and had even washed his face. He struggled into his robes. Caspar didn’t know it was possible to wrinkle a suncat, but Axel managed to.

“Yes, at the Flipped Crab at the docks,” Caspar responded, his finger tripping over a bead with a dent. Tomorrow was his first day.

“Didn’t you use to love cooking?” Axel said while rummaging through a drawer for his keys.

“I start as a dishwasher.” Caspar swallowed the lump in his throat.

Anja had gone out of her way to get him this opportunity. No one hired anyone with his history, so he was grateful for her and all the rest.

“Oh, what a waste! I’ve tasted your food and it’s heavenly.”

Caspar shrugged and smiled. It paid right and was legal, so Axel didn’t press any further.

The last time Caspar had gotten arrested during a job, Anja made him promise to stop and he liked her enough to need no further convincing. Being with her was good for him. 

She had a star hanging from the wall in her shared kitchen and colourful placeholders on the table, which always had fresh flowers in the middle. Her dresses covered her ankles, and her shoes were silent. She considered sitting next to him in the sanctuary very scandalous, because they weren’t married, so she sat with her own family on the other side of the room on Saturdays. His father, the priest of said sanctuary, who had implemented all those rules for proper praying, found her delightful. His father and Anja got along great and agreed on what Caspar needed. The knot in his stomach would ease once he’d started the new job. He hoped.

“Well, let’s not make her wait,” Axel said, padding Caspar’s shoulder without looking at him. Caspar shuddered at the touch. Axel always forgot that touch was not something he did anymore.

2.2

CASPAR FOLLOWED AXEL behind the black brick building where he kept his self-made tricycle, which was Axel’s pride and joy, so he insisted on driving Caspar as often as he could. Caspar climbed onto the bench and noticed that the sun sat behind a thin layer of clouds, burning as the river channels made the air thicker than jelly. How did Southern States live without clouds?

“To the lovely Anja. I have to prepare for a job after I drop you off!” Axel yelled over the city’s roar while pedalling

“What job?” Caspar asked, digging his nail into the dent in that bead.

He shivered under his cooling robes. Caspar and Axel had worked together for years; there was only one kind of job for them.

“Side earning,” Axel said, finger drumming over the handlebar.

Gulls screamed from the harbour, and petroleum fumes rose from automobiles. Northaven kept itself neither clean nor quiet.

Axel drove over the main bridge away from the harbour and into the better-kept part of the city. Houses moved apart from each other and plants grew between them. They passed Central Street, where automobiles and carriages alike crossed their path, but Axel had a talent for skilfully meandering his tricycle around other vehicles, their loud motors screaming over the click-clack of hooves.

Axel darted into Anja’s street, which was full of townhouses covered in ivy with clean air and spotless sidewalks. Caspar was forever grateful to spend so much time here and not in his room down at the harbour.

A family watched them pass as they whizzed along the street.

“Caspar?” Axel asked, slowing down a few houses from Anja’s, which she shared with five other trainee teachers and a housekeeper from the sanctuary.

“Mh?” Caspar dragged his thoughts back.

“About the job tonight, there isn’t a chance you could be available, is there?” Axel asked.

“No... Axel.” Caspar tightened his hands around his prayer beads. Axel’s question swelled up on his tongue like a wasp’s sting.

“Isn’t dangerous.”

“What is it?” Caspar leaned forward with an encouraging smile. He might as well hear what the job was.

“A man ditched us, so you’d be taking his place keeping watch. Marc and Björn asked if I knew someone.” Axel made a dramatic pause. “And we know someone.”

Caspar frowned and gestured to his prosthetic. “You know I can’t run?”

“I told you, it isn’t dangerous, you won’t need to run.”

Axel sped up his tricycle again.

The clouds swirled in white sheets. Caspar had been absent for months, so he would happily see Marc and Björn again. The old crew.

“If you pick me up,” Caspar said, hinting at agreement.

Adrenaline flushed through his veins and soothed the pain in his leg for a few seconds. He scratched his neck. It was sweaty.

“I knew it! I’ll come and get you at ten.” Axel clapped his hands and came to a theatrical halt. Caspar couldn’t help but smile at his friend’s excitement.

“Don’t be late. Anja and I want to go to the sanctuary before work tomorrow!” Caspar yelled from the green door.

Axel waved and he rushed to the part of the city, where black fumes covered the skies over the harbour.

2.3

CASPAR COULD HAVE LIED to her, but it was wrong. Honesty was another weakness the sanctuary had detected in him. He tried hard to stay honest, but he disappointed people around him either way.

Anja crossed her arms and stared at him. “Say no! It can’t be this hard, just say no!”

Caspar leaned on a crutch and chopped an eggplant into fine slices. His leg was propped against the doorframe to give his knee a rest. Anja stood next to it by the kitchen door.

Her skin, some shades lighter than his, reflected in the light of the window and glowed a beautiful bronze. The hard line between her brows morphed her face into a harsh grimace. He smiled, but her frown deepened.

When did she start to look at him with the same expression his father did?

“He’s a friend,” Caspar said.

He chopped the imported tomatoes from Libana, then layered them into the casserole with eggplants and grated cheese while minced meat sauce bubbled over the gas stove. The meat had cost him a fortune, coming right from Ponto’s fields, but Anja liked it. He washed his hands and approached her.

“Your hair looks nice today,” he tried.

Her hair was braided in a crown; the way women styled it in Northaven at the time, but with her tight coils, it was an actual crown, black and shiny.

“Don’t deflect!” she hissed. “I thought you were happy about your new job?”

“I am. Nothing has changed.” Caspar paused, quickly thinking of a compromise. “Tomorrow morning we will go to the sanctuary together, and after, I’ll start my new job. I’m happy you did this for me.”

“It’s good work,” she said.

“It’s good work,” he repeated, nodding.

Caspar rested a hand on the counter, and she laid hers beside his. They never touched, since they were both adults and not officially part of the same family. The sacred meaning of touch surrounded them in the air, but he missed just a simple hug. His mother had hugged him sometimes, before.

Caspar turned before Anja could see his smile crumble.

“Alright.”

“Alright?” he asked.

“Two hours, and only tonight,” Anja demanded as she scraped one of the pots in the sink.

Caspar sighed, his shoulders relaxed, and he poured the sauce over the eggplants. Anja hummed a soft melody, and Caspar harmonised to her tune and whistled to the melody. 

He planned to keep his new job, marry this perfect woman, and pray for mental peace. He knew he was lucky, and every time he thought about living this ideal life, something in him twisted as if he were lying to himself.

Caspar had made soft buns to go with the dish and parted them so Anja would not burn her lips. He served her supper, and they silently thanked the stars for the meal. Anja counted under her breath, and Caspar pretended to do the same.

“Jesper can’t stop putting his whole hand in his mouth, it’s impossible!” Anja chirped from the kitchen as she walked back and forth with the dishes.

Caspar dove his hand into the burning dishwater. The pain made it easier to follow her words.

“And Helena. She got into that preschool, the Northaven Private Institution for Gifted Children,” she continued.

After, they played Anja’s favourite board game, Dama, and she won each time. Her mind was too quick for Caspar. At nine, she excused herself for bed, giving him a rare bright smile.

“We had a nice evening. Don’t be late tomorrow,” she said as a goodbye.

Caspar smiled back at her, then left. He sat outside and waited for Axel to arrive.

2.4

CASPAR WISHED THE FAINT city stars closer, for they would listen. His mind spiralled around Anja’s words. The job tomorrow, his every action. He repeated their conversation over and over.

Axel was late. Not the clock kind of late, but the right circumstances kind of late. Axel’s squeaking tricycle made its way up the street and Caspar suddenly returned from his thoughts. His body vibrated, his leg trembled with restlessness, and beads flew through his fingertips.

“Tired of domestic life?” Axel mocked.

“Not at all,” Caspar said, giving Axel leftover buns. “Now, tell me what I’m looking out for.”

Axel devoured the bread and pedalled the both of them back to the worker’s quarters on the other side of the channel. The outskirts of the city had calmed, but the centre was forever loud with people working day and night.

“We, my friend, are going to take a look at a special place,” Axel explained.

“Are we friends, Axel?”

“Of course we are!” Axel turned around and gave him a bright tilted smile. “Want to hear or not?”

Caspar waved for Axel to go on. Caspar wasn’t good at reading people, so he wasn’t going to start now. his mind slowed.

“So, I’m not telling you everything. For your safety. But we are headed to the watersilver warehouse to...”

“Please tell me we are not stealing watersilver,” Caspar cut in.

“No, we are not...” Axel laughed at the absurdity.

He drove through a puddle and a man cursed behind them, now covered in mud. Axel yelled an apology without stopping.

“We take a bit of money. They left the warehouse with one guard, and Björn has the key to the side entrance. You get a fourth of it.”

“Is it clean money?” Caspar asked, weary.

“As clean as it gets. You need to have an eye on the guard at the front and give us a sign after fifteen minutes. We go in, you stop the time, we come out. Done. It could take a minute more or less, if the guard is at the side door.” Axel halted in the middle of the marketplace.

Caspar would have preferred more intel, but he had worked with less and had gone down with more.

“What’s the sign?” he asked. He rubbed his hands together to warm them despite the lingering heat of the day.

“This.” Axel gave him a signalling gun and an extra bullet. “You’ll stand on the other side of the street and fire it right over the warehouse. Marc is on the roof to see it.”

Marc did the climbing, some things didn’t change.

“We go in and out and you will walk away. We meet back here,” Axel said lightly.

The stands of the permanent market were closed and covered for the next few hours.

Caspar turned the gun in his hands. He checked the bullet, unlocked it, then locked it again.

“I’ll drive you home after, so you don’t have to walk the whole way. Marc and Björn take a different way.”

Caspar stepped next to the tricycle.

“Alright. We enter in twenty-five minutes, so you better get your position.” Axel grinned. “It’s great to have you back.”

Caspar wanted to explain that this was a one-time thing, but Axel was already gone. Maybe it was Axel’s fast mind that drove him back to his friend. After all, Axel was a cracked reflection of himself. Not their first time stealing money. Not their first time in anything. So they worked together like well-oiled gears.

Caspar strolled along the harbour to the sound of soft waves lapping against the stone in the background, then passed the inns, casinos and brothels.

“Hey, good lookin’. Wanna have a drink?” a boy, no older than eighteen, called after him, but Caspar gave him a dismissive smile.

He shook off the shiver and entered the narrow passages between tall warehouses. The two-storey watersilver warehouse stood out, clean and shiny between the other soot-covered warehouses.

Two guards stood at the side entrance, but Caspar kept moving. It wasn’t the first time Axel got things wrong. A third guard, as tall as Caspar and double his width, blocked the front.

His heart increased its rhythm, but there was nothing he could do now. From the corner of his eye, shadows climbed the walls. It was on them to decide, so he covered the back exit of a barrel house, leaned against the stone as if drunk and melted into it. High voices and laughter drifted in from the front. Caspar breathed in and tried not to grimace at the stench of trash, spoiled food, and rotten bread. He breathed out and his world stilled. His mind calmed.

One of the side guards came up to the front. Seconds later, two shades scurried from the wall and slipped inside – Björn and Axel. Another shade jumped onto the warehouse.

Caspar took his pocket watch and set the time. He checked the signalling gun, made it snap back together, and waited. He counted the stars. He counted their names like numbers all the way to the end. It took five minutes to complete one round.

Tau, Alhena, Sol, Siro, Vela, Regulus...

The small dainty figure on the roof saluted. Five minutes left. Caspar raised his hand too and the corners of his mouth formed a smile. He started over his count. Counting came easy.

As soon as the others were out of the warehouse, he planned to sneak around the barrel house after and blend in with the drunk sailors. Blending in was a stretch for him, but it would do for tonight.

Caspar forced himself to refocus. Two Minutes. Considering both guards were patrolling the warehouse, Axel and Björn could slip out at the right moment, but if one guard was positioned at the side entrance, they were trapped inside. Marc retrieved from Caspar’s view.

Watersilver from Medvediza was expensive, but this number of guards was unusual. The raw stone was useless. It only became expensive once spun into threads and fabric.

Suddenly, Caspar realised why they were stealing the watersilver. Warehouses were only guarded heavily on the night before payday because everyone’s paychecks for the month were kept inside. They were stealing this month’s income!

He closed his eyes and ice flushed over him.

Bang!

The sound of a very real gunshot broke through his thoughts and startled him. It came from the warehouse.

2.5

CASPAR CHECKED HIS watch, and it was ten seconds past the time they’d set, the second hand moving fast around the dial. It was pointless shooting now, so he jogged to the warehouse next to them.

Marc was nowhere to be seen, and the front guard hurried to the side entrance. More shots echoed from inside. Caspar pressed himself against the wall and dared a look. The side door was wide open. He pinched the bridge of his nose and headed to the unguarded front door. A sharp pain shot through his leg as the missing nerves returned and pierced knives through his knee.

The iron doors were locked. He tuned out the shots from inside and the laughter from the other side of the street and pulled out his lockpicks. He crouched, then felt for the lock’s sweet click. The door clacked open.

Axel and Björn were in the middle of a fight with two of the guards. They hid behind high stacks of watersilver. The big front guard and one of the side guards crouched behind a counter. Caspar searched for Marc and the third guard but failed to find them. He leaned against the watersilver. Sweat trickled down his back. Axel and Björn kept shooting and he needed a distraction.

The books were kept in a barred office on the second floor.

Caspar slithered to the watersilver Axel and Björn hid behind. Sweat beaded down their faces.

“Need your gun,” Caspar said, clutching it from him.

“Nice to see you, Jackson,” Björn said with a grin, showing his two missing front teeth.

“Do something!” Axel shoved the gun into Caspar’s hands without hesitation, his eyes wide like plates.

Caspar unlocked the gun, to do something, and his neck itched again.

“Back me up,” he said to Björn, standing up.

Caspar steadied his hand and heard nothing but his heart and gunshots between beats. The glass door on the second floor shattered. He thrust the gun back into Axel’s hand and fired the signalling gun. The reddish light flew into the office in slow motion and landed on a stack of papers. The guards followed the light, their guns raised halfway, frozen in the moment.

An orange blaze of fiery tendrils surged from the room, licking the wooden walls and devouring Caspar’s vision. Axel bumped into him and pulled at him, but he was gone before Caspar could take his eyes off the flames.

The pain in his leg fired back worse than before, and his vision blurred further. Both Björn and Axel sprinted as sparks fell to the first floor, where Caspar made it out onto the street, blind. Burning flames surrounded him as he continued to clamp his eyes shut. He dropped the gun and ordered his legs to move, but his momentum slowed as if plunged into a frustrating dream, trying to run in high water, but heading nowhere only to burn and drown at the same time.

“Raise your hands or die, bloody arsehole!”

He did raise his hands. The big guard kicked him in the back of his knees, and he crumpled on the cobblestones. The pain came rushing back more powerful.

The sanctuary’s benches burned, the stained-glass burst, and sharp shards covered the floor. Screams exploded in his head and unbearable heat surrounded him, closing him in with no mercy.

“Check for weapons!”

“Is that a fake leg?”

“Hands where I can see them!” someone shouted, but Caspar clasped his hands over his ears. The screams were too loud. It made no difference.

One of the guards forced Caspar’s face onto the cool, wet ground. The acid of humiliation ate into his spine from the foot on his back. A club hit Caspar’s side, cracking his ribs.

“We get in trouble with city patrol, take it easy.”

They pulled him to his knees and the flashback retrieved. The warehouse burned. A fist hit him in the stomach. As if he could have said no. It was meant to be. The next hit broke Caspar’s nose, and the guards slapped handcuffs on his wrists. 

Didn’t he want this?

He lost consciousness. Drowned in darkness. He had lied too much. Now he paid.

“You’ll regret tonight, bloody rat.”
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​3. Freedom
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3.1

ELIAH PARK VAN JANSSEN would wait another five minutes. If his date was going to ditch him, he would walk out of the overcrowded bar with his dignity. He traced the rim of his glass with a finger and tilted his chin up before taking another sip.

The Bound Eagle was the typical speakeasy in Beren City, holding a certain degree of discretion. Prohibition had caused many locations to become exclusive, and illegal. And Eliah had rented a room upstairs for a hundred ESK a week.

He turned back to the bar. The wooden panelling behind the glass shelves sparkled empty. The barkeeper, a broad woman with short hair and a leather harness over her black shirt, mixed ice into a drink and handed it to a shiny flapper girl in a tinkling dress.

“Can I make you something else?” she asked him.

He pulled out the best of his smiles. Her eyes widened with delight.

“No, thank you, Margrit,” he said.

Out of nowhere, she pointed at him and then slapped her palm on the bar.

“Haaa! Gotcha! You are doing it, eh?” she said with a grin, her two front teeth sat a little too far apart from each other.

Eliah had almost countered with a confused ‘What?’ when he realised she meant his affinity.

“You got me there.” Eliah winked, but his eyes were heavy. He had no energy to explain he was always analysing her feelings and reacting to them. He was a diplomat. Mostly. So he couldn’t not adapt to the people around him.

“You mental specialists are so creepy,” she said and slapped the bar again. “Let me... Here... On the house.”

She placed a new drink in front of him, the same type the flapper girl had gotten. It somewhat sparkled. Eliah tried not to scrutinise it too much.

“We are such creeps,” he mumbled under his breath as Margrit greeted new customers.

He followed the girl’s sparkling dress with his eyes. It bounced around her knees as she tiptoed to her equally sparkling partner on the dance floor. Glitter and sweat ran down their arms as they touched each other, uncaring. A band played a frantic piece. The dancers rubbed against each other in the overcrowded space. He tore his gaze from the sparkles before it would be creepy indeed.

His hand twitched to check his hair. Resa, his maid, had braided his black hair into a complicated updo, using about thirty silver needles to hold it together, so the chance it was perfect was high. He made a fist and intentionally dug his nails into his palm, causing a sweet, calming pain that distracted him from the need to check it.

A hand brushed over Eliah’s back. He looked up. and Thilo gave him a kiss on his cheekbone, stubble grazing his skin and his breath cold and smoky. Thilo rested his hand on the small of Eliah’s back, and the high collar of his Suncat put
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