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Vuk Petrović adjusted his golden Rolex and straightened his tie. The man in the mirror was not just any man—he was a beast, a predator, the goddamn apex of this forsaken country. Others bowed to him and swore rotten allegiance, an army of cockroaches clinging to the threads of his tailored suit, all trying to crawl up and feast on the sweet flesh they believed lay hidden underneath. They wanted to be him, and if they couldn’t, they would at least tear him open and leave an empty husk—a reflection of the shallow shells they were.

He knew all this as surely as he knew his wife’s every expense, the prime minister’s private phone number, and his company’s stock price at any given moment. He would not allow them to devour him. He would devour them first.

Gripping the mirror in his private bathroom, he snarled at his reflection. “Come on, motherfucker!” he screamed, voice cracking with fury. “Show them who’s boss! Give them a goddamn show!”

With that, he left the bathroom and crossed his office, not bothering to glance at the portrait of his father—an able man who had amassed his fortune when war raged across these lands. Twenty minutes late for the board meeting was perfect. Let the cockroaches wait, let their nerves fray until Daddy arrived to soothe and discipline them. And oh, how they would squirm once they saw the numbers. PetrOil had just posted the highest quarterly profits in its history, and Vuk had orchestrated every piece of that success.

Wasn’t he the one who had greased palms and passed suitcases to keep that damned environmental bill from passing? It had cost fewer bribes than he’d expected. And hadn’t he secured those oil fields in eastern Bulgaria, offering just enough hush money to local officials until they practically begged him to bulldoze their villages and poison their water?

He stepped into the great oval boardroom. “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said. They rose, bowing their heads obediently, men decades his senior reduced to children by his mere presence. They had no original ideas, these brittle shells of men. They lived only to be told what to think, so they could obey and spare themselves the burden of real thought. Sometimes, Vuk’s distaste made him shiver. Soon, he promised himself, he’d be rid of them entirely.

“Vesna, please,” he said, and his secretary turned on the projector. She wore the short red skirt he’d personally requested. Vuk leaned forward, basking in the hush of anticipation. “Gentlemen!” His voice boomed across the room. “It is my great pleasure to present the Q2 results. I think you’ll be quite pleased.” Vesna gave him a subtle thumbs-up as he began, the figures popping up in bold green. The men cooed with wonder—“Ooh,” “Aah”—spouting their hollow corporate jargon. Vuk forced a polite smile and let them savor the numbers and calculate their bloated net worths.

“What about that dead child in Bulgaria?” asked Nikola, twitching his mustache. Sweat dotted his temples, and Vuk nearly spat in disgust.

“It’s been handled,” Vuk replied calmly. “The parents have been paid, the reporters silenced. No investigations. You can rest easy, Nikola.” The man’s mustache twitched again, but he seemed to relax, fiddling with the wiry hairs.

“Well, I think this calls for a celebration!” said Mirza, the Bosnian. He was younger than the others, and not quite as revolting. Still, Vuk watched him warily. Something about Mirza’s ambition set him apart from these other sheep. Sooner or later, Vuk would have to deal with him, too.

“Of course,” said Vuk. Almost on cue, Vesna stepped forward with glasses and fine French champagne. One of the men patted Vesna’s behind; Vuk made a mental note—he would ruin that one. Mirza declined the champagne and stuck with sparkling water. Vuk sneered. To him, sparkling water tasted like gray TV static. Fucking Bosnians, he thought. You can’t trust a people who don’t drink.

He composed himself. “Nazdravlje, gentlemen! To PetrOil—and to us!” They raised their glasses, downing champagne with unguarded greed, all except Mirza. He looked Vuk straight in the eye, smiling.

In the next heartbeat, the smile on Mirza’s face began to twist and melt. A tremor rattled Vuk’s vision, the room draining of color. The black-and-white swirl of reality collapsed into a dull gray spiral with no center. Vuk grasped at the table, hearing the crash of bottles. His senses slipped away. Laughter echoed in the distance—Mirza’s voice? The vortex deepened, warping the corners of Vuk’s vision into something neither light nor darkness.

His ears popped with a sickening crack as black blood oozed down his neck. He thought he saw Mirza’s face hovering and heard the Bosnian’s laughter swell to a terrible volume. Vuk tried to scream, but the sound tangled in his throat. Then he felt wetness at his ankles. Black liquid surged up around him, hungry and bottomless, pulling him deeper.

Above him, a child’s face emerged, bright and innocent. She reached out her arms. Vuk stretched his hands to meet hers, but the more he strained, the further away she seemed. The swirling darkness caught him, swallowing his feet and legs, creeping up his chest. He choked on the thick tide as it forced itself into his mouth and nose, shredding his lungs from the inside. The pain tore through him and yet carried him weightless into the swirling black void.

A final, searing flash of agony crossed his body. Then he was nothing—an echo submerged in endless darkness, feeling the entire world collapse into a maelstrom of black water, child’s laughter, and the absolute certainty that there was no return.
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Slowly, the darkness subsided, and Vuk Petrović became aware of a dripping sound—like a leaky faucet echoing in an empty room. The ground beneath him was hard and smooth, and when he opened his eyes, he realized he was flat on his back, stretched out on what looked like white bathroom tiles.

What the fuck?

He tried to sit up, but the pounding in his head forced him to curl onto his side. He was still wearing the same suit from the board meeting.

The board meeting—that motherfucker. It had to be Mirza, that filthy cigan. He must have poisoned or drugged him. He should have taken care of that Bosnian sooner. But wait—did Mirza actually kidnap him? Him—Vuk Petrović?

Vuk forced himself upright once more. This time, the headache receded to a dull roar that throbbed across his body. Shattered memories of drowning in thick black liquid tried to surface, but he shoved them aside. Ridiculous, drug-induced hallucinations. And yet, the image of that little girl’s face...

He clenched his fists. Were the other board members in on it, too? They must have been—he’d passed out right in front of them. If this was some kind of mutiny, his revenge would be terrible. He had connections in Belgrade’s twisted underworld—people who made others vanish overnight. It had served him well in the war, and it would serve him again. But first, he would tear off Nikola’s disgusting mustache and shove it down Mirza’s throat until that Bosnian choked on it.

He growled into the hollow space, and the sound bounced back in bright, warped echoes. Fueled by fury, he glanced around: white tiles, everywhere, slick and shining, each roughly the size of his outstretched palm. Pale light poured in from openings overhead—openings shaped in odd geometric patterns that seemed to twist away into infinite corridors of more white tiles. He couldn’t see any sky, just more and more of this tiled labyrinth.

A strong smell of chlorine invaded his nostrils. Initially faint, it now seemed to saturate the air, making him gag. His mouth was dry—unbearably so. Fuck, he needed a drink.

Nearby stood a white-tiled column. He tried using it for support, but it was slippery, nearly sending him crashing to the floor. On the second attempt, he managed to brace himself, hugging that slick round column for dear life. The chlorine sting in his throat worsened, threatening to snuff him out, but he fought against it. He was the black wolf. No sheep—especially not some Bosnian sheep-fucker—would bring him down.

Still clutching the column, he surveyed the bizarre landscape. What in God’s forsaken shit is this place? Some Roman bathhouse? A neo-classical spa? Another fucking hallucination? Wherever he was, it certainly wasn’t Belgrade. If they wanted him dead, why not just kill him outright instead of dragging him here?

He had no time to puzzle it out. Thirst hammered at his thoughts like a savage drumbeat. He saw a small pool of water just a few meters away, the surface gently rippling in slow, unnatural waves. A chemical smell wafted from it, so strong he felt nauseous, but his body demanded water above all else.

Step by careful step, he approached the pool, trying not to slip. Though the air was still, the surface of the water stirred with lazy turbulence, as though it moved in glacial, creeping slow-motion. It looked wrong, and the stench of chlorine stung his eyes, but the call to drink was irresistible—a primal siren’s song that made a mockery of his will.

He fell to his knees, scooped the cyan water into his hands, and drank. It was cold, so cold it hurt, yet his thirst overrode every warning. The liquid wasn’t quite water. It had the viscous heaviness of oil, but he kept gulping until he was sated. Then, staggering backward, he collapsed onto the wet tiles, consciousness fading. The last thing he heard was that incessant drip—blop, blop, blop—and the chemical tang of chlorine drowning his senses.
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Vuk awoke and wondered, again, where he was and what had happened. When the memories returned, his rage flared anew, though he lacked the strength to sustain it. Soon he fell still, curled like an unborn child, struggling for composure. He forced himself to accept the truth: this place wasn’t just a fever dream. The pool was real. So were the endless white tiles and the bizarre ceiling openings that let in a twilight-like light but led nowhere.

He noticed something odd about the illumination: it never shifted, as though time itself had paused. It still felt like daytime, yet the chamber lay in a dreamy half-light. The slow, unnatural waves on the pool’s surface moved almost imperceptibly. At least, Vuk noted with relief, the nauseating chlorine reek had subsided.

He scanned the whiteness around him: walls of white tiles, a ceiling of white tiles, a floor of white tiles. Fucking white tiles. Then, across the pool, he saw something new—or newly noticed. A metal ladder descending into the water. It looked almost fake, too perfect, reflecting the diffuse light in ways that unsettled his eyes and mind. Spotless. No marks, no scratches. Like a sham prop from a cheap movie, something his hands might pass through if he tried to touch it.

A dull throb took hold of his skull, and he turned away from that gleaming ladder. Better to focus on something tangible—his suit, still damp from the chemical-laced water. He felt real, even if this place did not. Could some drug cause all this—hallucinations so profound they rewrote physics? He clenched his fists at the absurdity, letting the ache in his muscles ground him. His clothes felt real and textured, while everything else seemed either too smooth or too sharp, with distorted shadows defying logic.



OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OEBPS/images/cyanwaters_cover.jpg









