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  CHAPTER ONE

  
  




At six thirty in the morning on Tuesday, May the 8th, 1945, Karolina Malnar startled awake and realized she could hear no more guns.

The whole city of Rijeka had gone weirdly too silent ever since the vast majority of the German troops had been driven out of the center a few days ago, but the fighting had still gone on as the last of them got the idea drilled into their thick skulls.

The girls on the other mattresses, clustered closely together in Mrs. Perich’s too small cellar they were using as a bomb shelter were still fast asleep.

“Miss Malnar?” the soft voice of her landlady called in a whisper from the discreetly open doorway. “A telephone call for you.”

“I’ll be right up,” Lina mumbled and almost swallowed her palm in a colossal yawn. “Thank you, Mrs. Perich,” she added quietly as an afterthought, but the old woman had already closed the door.

Lina reached for her shoes and hastily put them on, tying the laces by touch. Lately, she’d taken to carrying her oldest pair with her to the cellar, which meant she was quite fast. She couldn’t afford to risk the newer and more colorful pairs she owned getting scratched against the rubble and the debris which now filled the streets almost to the point of blocking all foot traffic—not even on a Cartographer’s salary, unaffected by war as it were.

Well, Cartographer apprentice’s salary.

Lina decidedly didn’t spend too much thought on the fact that she was among the lucky few women in town who could even choose which shoes to wear these days.

She pushed away the heavy, faintly dog-scented blanket she’d been sharing with a freckled secretary from Tuzla, almost half her age, who rented a room two doors down from her. The girl was alright, and off limits. She couldn’t have been more out of question for non-emergency bed sharing even if she were one of Lina’s old friends from the convent. Most importantly, she didn’t snore, unlike some girls further down the stuffed room.

This morning, for the first time since Lina could remember, the silence was complete.

As she dragged herself up from the mattress and further up the steep, moldy stairs to Mrs. Perich’s ground floor, Lina could even hear a few hushed, female voices in the street beyond, calling out greetings to each other in more languages than she’d ever been able to count. High above, the seagulls were shouting their own welcome to the new day, shrieking and babbling and cackling at each other on the briny wind.

The air in the main hallway of the boarding house, a simple affair on one of the more affordable streets overlooking the city and the river named after it, was dry. Also, a little bit musty, due to the dust which had settled all over the Bay ever since the retreating German army had cut through the architectural fabric of the town. The landlady’s kitchen, though, smelled like cabbage, as it always did.

“And how are things this lovely morning, Mrs. Perich?” Lina called out as she entered the kingdom of porcelain, lace doilies and matronly scorn. The decoration was out of sight right now, having been carefully placed in secure boxes in an undisclosed location in the early days of the fighting, but the scorn never truly went away.

“The telephone line is back up, it would seem,” Mrs. Perich answered from her throne at the ancient, but huge kitchen stove she barely ever let the girls use.

“And the fighting’s down,” Lina answered gleefully and reached for the telephone at the cupboard by the door. “With any luck, I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

The landlady just mumbled something under her wrinkled chin and turned back to her cabbage stew.

One of her oldest drawings, a view of Rijeka’s port from the sea, still hung at the wall by the telephone, showing the boarding house and the world how far Lina had come in her drawing in the past few years. Apparently, it had been deemed not worthy enough to be transported to safety. Trying not to take too deep breaths, Lina picked up the handle, shaking her head.

“Malnar,” she answered by rote.

“She’s alive!” the laughing, cough-riddled voice of her royal grumpiness, Anna Contarini, came through. “Now that we’ve sorted that out,” her mentor continued, “it’s high time you got your ass to work.”

“Glad to hear you’re alive and well, too.” Lina smiled, trying not to show her actual gratitude too much, lest Mrs. Perich, whose hearing was much sharper than the shape of her sweaty hands over the stew, think there was something untoward going on. “Is it safe to walk across town?”

“How the hell am I supposed to know that?” Anna rasped on the other side of the line. “Find out for yourself. But they seem to be gone from the center, anyway.”

“I’ll be there in—half an hour?” It would’ve been more, had her coffee supply been left intact. Unfortunately, after a certain point, it had felt like an outright war crime to save it all for herself instead of sharing it with the rest of the girls in the house. Now nobody had any coffee left, and that was one problem solved, at least.

Behind her back, Mrs. Perich tsked, but Anna only grumbled. “Try not to sprain your ankle on the way, or whatever it is you artsy types do when there’s a lack of sidewalks around.”

“I’ll do my best to reach you in perfect shape,” Lina said and suppressed a laugh. “See you, Anna.”

Click.

“You really don’t hold your life in high regard, do you?” Mrs. Perich grumbled.

Lina sighed. “You know how it is, ma’am,” she said aloud. “Work!”

“No girl should be made to work under such circumstances,” the woman said, “not even as a librarian.” As usual, she completely disregarded the fact that most of her own income directly depended on working girls coming to Rijeka from all over the region, hoping to build a better life for themselves than what was waiting in their rural homes across the Balkans.

“Archivist,” Lina reminded her easily, generous with the worn out lie. “And I won’t stay out late,” she lied again, instead of answering, and let herself out.

* * *

The cabbage smell followed her all the way to her second-story room. Luckily, the house hadn’t received a direct hit even in the worst of the fighting, losing just a few windows on the opposite side of the small structure. Lina managed to enter her room almost as if it were any other day, with only the quiet belying the deceit.

She let her gaze slide, across the white dust on the floor and the empty bed frame, to the work desk she’d pushed right underneath the small window to try and catch some of the late spring daylight a few days ago. The drawing was still there, still a half finished self-portrait she’d left on the desk before setting her curls for bed on what had later proved to be her first night in the cellar. She’d dragged the desk out of one of the factories, down by the river, which had taken a hit in an air raid a few months back, but it was made for an actual secretary or archivist, not for Lina’s needs. She had to take out all of the drawers, even the boxlike additions on the top surface of the desk, just to make space for her pencils and charcoals and inks and pens.

Self-portraits were, for Lina, both the easiest and the very hardest pieces to do. The lines of her round, heart-shaped face, were the only solid company she’d had throughout the course of her life, but preferred not to think about them all that often. There was nothing special about the way she looked, nor the way her skin burned in summer, nor the way her hair shone brighter and redder than a fireplace in winter.

Portraits, though, were not really supposed to be about what a person looked like, but who they were. Which was, in Lina’s opinion, even worse.

She quickly did her hair at her small vanity, brushing out her stale curls and forcing them in place with sheer force of will, and then drew the lines down the backs of her legs. She’d gone through her last intact pair of stockings that time her division head had come over to inspect the Rijeka Cartographer chapter, more than a month ago.

She put on her least soiled skirt (brown), a blouse she wore last week (a light pinstripe ocher), tried to dig out at least half a millimeter of rouge from the bottom of her stash and fetched her fedora.

Almost respectable, she went back downstairs, called a goodbye to Mrs. Perich and cautiously set across the ruined city to see which world needed saving this Tuesday.

Because Karolina Malnar, no matter what her boarding house neighbors or her landlady thought, was no ordinary librarian, archivist or secretary, whatever you wanted to call it—she was a Cartographer.

Well, Cartographer’s apprentice.

* * *

The palatial building of Teatro Fenice, the largest theatrical building in the eastern Mediterranean region, now serving as a cinema hall, had somehow managed to remain standing throughout the whole, long fight. The city center was in better shape than Lina would’ve thought, even this early in the day, but had she worn an actual pair of hose, it wouldn’t have gone well for her wallet. If the fighting proved to be truly over—if the rumors about Germany’s imminent surrender were true—it would no doubt take weeks, months, even, to clear the bulk of the rubble out of the streets. The sheer amount of jagged holes and exposed rebar was bordering on absurd.

Some of Lina’s colleagues from the boarding house have already begun calling the last few weeks of the fighting ‘The Battle of Rijeka’, all the while hiding in the cellar. As if their town was some major hub to be remembered in history, as if their town mattered. The port access did stand for something⁠—the Austrians and the Hungarians and the Italians and the Germans (and, on one memorable occasion, the British Navy) wouldn’t have fought over it for the past few centuries if it didn’t.⁠ The railway line connecting the Adriatic shore to mainland Europe mattered even more, but there were so many other cities, other centers, other ways to get to where you were going, other than through the small city nestled in the northern part of Quarnaro Bay.

If you were trying to reach another world, though, Rijeka wasn’t such a bad idea, and it wasn’t just because of the fact that the whole settlement on the eastern part of the river, called Sushak, had belonged to separate governing bodies throughout history.

Neither the western nor the eastern townsfolk had any idea of the other sort of traffic, one which required no papers or proof of citizenship, and they would have probably thought themselves gone mad before accepting the facts which Lina faced each and every day in her apprenticeship.

There was some residual plaster dust at the small, remote door at the back of Teatro Fenice, but Lina quickly rubbed it off with her finger and turned her key in the lock.

The door opened without a sound, letting warm petroleum light spill across the doorway.

A mix of peppermint tea, asthma inducing levels of dust sediment and leftover cat food—the unique scent of the Rijeka Cartographer office—had an instant calming effect over Lina’s whole body, from her strawberry-honey curls to the blisters at the soles of her feet. The curls were a choice, the blisters an unfortunate, unavoidable consequence of going without stockings for so long.

She let the door close behind her, grateful for the blindingly modern, automatic lock, and softly descended the bare cement steps. Her mentor had decided to have the carpet removed back in ‘43. By then, it had become clear that the city would not be able to avoid direct fighting in the godforsaken war, nor the decline in tidiness and cleanliness that went with it.

Hooking her keys and her purse at their normal place by the bathroom door in the narrow hallway at the bottom of the stairs, Lina idly wondered whether they could now put the carpet back in place. If they left it for too long in the corner of the archives room where they had dumped it, it would probably⁠—no, make that definitely⁠—grow mold. As a child who’d grown up in a convent, Lina knew from close and personal experience that mold wasn’t all that pleasant.

There was no way to tell, though, whether the fighting was truly and really over, not when the whole world around them was still on fire. The flames had been spreading slowly, but thoroughly, all over Europe and even overseas, day by day, fight by fight, for the past few years.

And theirs wasn’t the only world caught in the blaze.

The gentle, scratchy record music drew Lina towards the library, furthermost from the entrance. The Cartographer chapter in Rijeka was, as Lina’s mentor reckoned, built at around the same time as the theater itself, mid 1910s. Even though it had reached a few hundred meters to the north and to the west underneath the city, it had somehow managed to avoid the subterranean streams of the town center, as well as the nearby sea. These days, it curiously reminded Lina of an air raid shelter, even though it predated the current war. She was more than grateful that the mining and the drilling the competing armies had undertaken in the war had completely circumvented their hallways and chambers, but it had been a close shot. During the long, slow days before the skirmishes in the city had really taken off, she could sometimes even hear their soldier neighbors in their own tunnels, playing cards and, well, taking dumps.

Through the dirt walls, she sometimes even heard singing, muffled voices in Italian and Croatian, and the curious intermingled variation of both languages called Fiumanish. On those rare occasions, she usually sat up and listened, abandoning whatever charts she was working on at the moment, whatever reports she was filing into the endless archives.

On the nights when the nightclub next door was open, though—the one in the real, publicly accessible basement of the building—she even listened to music, the swirly dancing beats which played for people who had somebody to dance with. Before the occupation, the most constant sound were the thundering trains passing upwards and downwards via the tracks set directly above the dorm room at the back of the Cartographers’ office.

The library doors were opened, just a bit, enough to draw her in with the music and the warm, familiar cigarette smoke swirling around with the tender rustle of pages being turned.

“You gonna linger in the hallway like a cleaning lady, or are you gonna join me for breakfast?” her mentor’s voice called.

“Did you say breakfast?” Smiling, relaxing even further, Lina slipped past the door and took in the scene before her.

Anna Contarini, her mentor-turned-friend, had hunched down in her favorite armchair, half hidden behind the gargantuan work desk. She was obviously having a bad day. Her hair had been gray even when Lina first met her, several long years ago, but this morning her skin seemed to compete with it in its ghostly pallor. The dark embers of Anna’s cigarette tip couldn’t overpower the glimmer in the woman’s eyes, though, and the willowy fingers of her empty hand danced along the jazzy rhythm.

The music suffused the spacious, low-lit room, bouncing off its ceiling and flowing through the stacks upon stacks of books. It filled the empty spots between the shelves and scared away the dust clinging to less used tomes. One of Lina’s first tasks as a Cartographer intern, back in the day, was dusting this very room. Even though she still had to do it, occasionally, the palms of her hands itched when she remembered those first torturous weeks.

“Who are we listening to?” Lina asked, helping herself to cookies and tea from the tray on the cupboard by the door, close to Anna’s cherished record player. There was no coffee here, either.

“Tommy Dorsey,” the woman said, puffing out smoke like a small, rheumatic train engine, and with equal devotion. “This new kid he’s got singing for him, Frankie something, is the real thing.”

“If you say so,” Lina said, refilling Anna’s cup. It was just something Lina liked doing—help, where she could, with the little stuff. “What’s the word on the streets?”

“You tell me,” Anna drawled, her fingernails scratching a corner of a chart spread out on her desk for inspection, one of the newer ones.

The chart, similar to those produced as far as the Canadas and as recent as the nineteen tens, had more of a utilitarian feel to it than the ones they used in Lina’s chapter. Its sort was common in Croatia and the surrounding countries due to Rijeka’s regular ship line to Manhattan at the beginning of the century. Strangely enough, the tragedy of the Carpathia had helped put an end to the supply. The infamous ship, one of the Manhattan line’s vessels which got caught in the Titanic tragedy, had sunk alongside the famed ship to the bottom of the Atlantic, dragging numerous passengers and their cargo with her, as well as the Croatian Cartographers’ reliance on imported Ranger charts.

The chart Anna was playing around with had come from a batch smuggled from the small town of Lepoglava, in the north of the country. Lepoglava didn’t really rank as important on most mundane maps, but, for Cartographers, the birthplace of their whole organization was rather relevant.

“From the looks of it, there’s not a Schwabo in sight,” Anna said smugly.

“They’ll be starting victory parties any day now,” Lina agreed, taking her usual spot in the visitor’s armchair on this side of Anna’s massive desk. She wrapped her fingers around the teacup, warming them. She always had cold hands. “I wonder what they’ll do with the imprisoned soldiers.”

“Do try not to,” her mentor said. “I’m still trying to forget what they did to those poor kids who didn’t get away back in ‘18.”

“Of course,” Lina’s brain connected. And then it marched further onward, as it often did. Usually at the most inopportune moment. “When the fighting stopped, in 1918, did you believe it was really over?” She caught Anna’s gaze as the older woman drew another puff from the cigarette. “I have this feeling, now that the city’s gone silent, that there is something wrong with my hearing.”

“I don’t remember.” When Lina looked at Anna, her doubt probably transparent, she found her mentor’s expression unusually closed off. Anna repositioned herself in the armchair, bringing one skinny, trouser-clad knee to her skinny, flabby chin. “But, you see, from my perspective, the war has never really stopped, has it?”

The chill suddenly overflowing Lina’s veins wasn’t of the sort which could be stopped with peppermint tea, no matter how hot. “No,” she said, thinking of the rubble in the streets, and the hollow buildings, and the dark brown and darker red spots all over the city. She was vigilant not to think of it while she walked through the streets, earlier that morning. “I don’t suppose it has.”

Anna slowly nodded, her smile spreading even slower.

Lina’s mind, though, was picking up pace. Ever since she came to Rijeka, after being recruited by the Cartographer Association’s scout in Trieste before the war, she did her best not to get involved in other people’s feelings, other people’s lives. But Anna, with her calm manner and dark sense of humor, had managed to break through Lina’s habitual defenses. Anna Contarini had somehow burrowed deep into the parts of Lina’s heart which were, in other human beings, usually reserved for friends or, well, family.

It was so easy to get caught in the old woman’s understanding eyes, which made it all the harder to avoid empathizing with several decades’ worth of wartime memories. What was peace, after all, if it lasted only for a few minutes, or a few years?

Realizing the silence had stretched on, Lina finally put a stop to her swirly thoughts and faced her mentor. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve received a telephone call this morning,” Anna said.

“And?”

“There’s been a request for your assistance in a missing person case.”

Lina couldn’t help herself, she laughed out loud. “Hundreds of people must have gone missing in the county just this past year. Thousands, probably, if you include the whole Quarnaro Bay. Why would somebody go looking for this one person? Are they filthy rich or something?”

Anna was silently watching her across the desk. The judgment in her eyes was a bit less silent. “I keep forgetting you’ve no one left in this world,” she said, surprising Lina with the gentleness of her voice.

“If I wanted pity,” she pointed out, “I would’ve stayed with the nuns.”

“Those poor nuns—” Anna laughed “—who kept trying to find a boy for you to marry. While they should’ve kept a better eye on their novices.”

Lina blushed, helpless against the surge of warmth not only because of the unfortunate coincidence of her coloring, but because of all the memories. The endless, benevolent gossiping, women laughing while they worked in the sun, the long nights she’d stayed awake, holding hands with the girl in the cot right next to her, because the girl had been afraid of the dark⁠… And the mistake she’d made, as a Cartographer novice, to confide her unfulfilled longing to her mentor. “What’s special about this lost sheep?” she asked, feeling a bit uplifted herself when Anna caught the reference and laughed again.

“I don’t know,” her mentor said, “unfortunately. But her Cartographers’ chapter has put in a notice for assistance from our office, specifically, and I felt obliged to respond. Of course, since it’s you they want, not these old bones⁠—” she waved her hand like a ballerina Lina had once seen in Rijeka’s opera house, if a ballerina would ever dare spill cigarette ash all over the floor “⁠—we’ve reserved the right to decline. Just so you know.”

“Do I get to decline,” Lina asked slowly, “or you?”

“Both.” Anna’s voice was determined, this time. “I will not send you over if they just need cannon fodder for a suicide mission. We’ve had enough of those in the past few years, thank you very much.”

Lina nodded, very, very carefully.

And then she blinked.

“Where⁠—” she swallowed hard “⁠—did you say the chapter in question was?”

“Oh, my,” Anna said and smiled. “It’s in another Rijeka, of course.” Lina’s mentor took a long drag, her eyes overpowering the glowing tip with force. “Ready for your first off-world assignment, my dear?”








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO

  
  




The visitor armchair was not comfortable enough for Lina to forget where and when she was, but she came pretty darn close. “There’s a… I’m going over?”

“If you want to.” Anna smiled knowingly, watching her with a warmth in her eyes. “We can always say no.”

“Don’t joke with stuff like that.” Lina stood up, spilling a bit of her tea over her knees, infusing the damp air with a shockingly refreshing peppermint note.

Anna rushed to pull the chart to herself, saving it from Lina’s tea and her excitement. “I wouldn’t, don’t worry. I already told them I’ve no doubt you’ll be willing to meet them.”

Lina set the teacup down on the cupboard and tapped at her skirt with a kitchen rag from the tray. “Who’s they?”

“The Cartographer who’s asking for your help. She sounds young, maybe as young as you,” Anna added, still watching Lina with a small smile. “Come to think of it, she also sounds a little bit just like you. I’ve no doubt the two of you will go along just fine.”

“When am I going to meet her? Is she coming over, or do I…”

“I gently let her know a public space would be appropriate for a first business meeting.” Anna nodded along the faint music in the background, obviously talking to Lina with just a fragment of her attention. With Anna, it was more than enough. “We agreed on seven o’clock this evening, at the Phantom upstairs. She said she’d managed to get here alright, but would like our assistance in going back to her world. Should you offer to help her with her missing person, of course.”

“Of course.” Lina wished there was something stronger in her tea, something more soothing to the nerves. “So, I’ll probably need coordinates.”

“You sure will.” The smile Anna graced her with would’ve blinded a horse. “I had no doubt I could count on you to accept an adventure. Come on, now. We’ve got work to do.”

* * *

And that they did.

“Do you think you’re ready to determine the coordinates by yourself this time?” Anna asked at one point during the process, not lifting her gray head from the not-quite-paper and the lines and shapes and the minuscule, analphabetic characters which spoke of the multitudes of realities intertwined together to create the known paraversum.

“Only if you make me,” Lina shot back, but she followed Anna’s actions with a vigilant eye, the same way she always did when her mentor combined her hard-earned Cartographer knowledge and even harder earned life experience. “I’m good as I am, thank you.”

“Just because you can draw your way out of almost any situation,” Anna grumbled, “it doesn’t mean you’ll be able to get yourself out of every situation.”

“You’re making no sense,” Lina replied, but she was smiling as she did.

It took Anna and her almost half an hour to take out the relevant Ranger charts, place them in position atop Lina’s small, but efficient work desk in the smoke-infused library, and decipher the coordinates. It would have taken a lot longer, though, had the other chapter been located in a world removed further from theirs, but they were in luck. It was almost like going to Trieste, in another, more peaceful time.

Lina was, even half a dozen years later, in awe every time she got to work on the charts themselves. Their chapter relied on a set created in the 1870s, of Hungarian origin, which always made Lina grateful that you didn’t need any actual words to work with the charts, since Ranger’s coordinates worked on a symbolic level. Her mentor understood some of the complementary notes in Hungarian, kept in a library cupboard close to the charts themselves, but her mentor was old, and anyway, Lina was doing a good job of learning the Fiumanish dialect, and that was hard enough, thank you.

“And you’re sure the woman asked for me specifically?” Lina wondered aloud, not for the first time, trying to stop her mind’s unhelpfully singular train of thought.

“Are you hiding another Miss Malnar, ma’am under your bed?”

“She called you ma’am?” Lina smiled into the fragile chart she was currently trying to bring out of its cocoon. Taking care of the old pieces was a full-time job in itself, but since there were two of them in the chapter, they somehow managed. The problem was that the craftsmanship of their charts in particular was a bit above average. Where other chapters had paper, they had leather. Where the others made do with amateur, wobbly shapes marking the spots where the crossing points between the parallels were most probable, the Rijeka charts had elaborate, sharp polygons laid out in a confident hand.

Comparison aside, Lina’s own, pre-war and pre-Cartographer trade—typesetter and press operator—didn’t prepare her for the precise manner in which the charts conveyed their meaning and relayed directions for the Cartographers to navigate the paraversum. They even provided heartwarming eye candy in the form of flourishes, border lines and ornamental decoration all along the edges.

“Why aren’t we traveling back on her work?”

“No idea,” Anna huffed. “Be sure to ask our colleague when you meet her.”

Lina paused with a duster in her hand, in the middle of trying to get rid of a large dust bunny in the corner of a chart box. “Aren’t you coming with me?”

“Do you need a babysitter or are you just happy to see me after the fortnight we’ve had?”

“Aren’t you supposed to supervise my portals?”

“Of course I am!” Anna grinned. “When you get back, there will be a nice report waiting for you to type it out and I’ll be more than ready to confirm my supervision by signing all the blanks.”

Lina raised an eyebrow at her mentor. “What if something goes wrong?”

“Why, are you planning on something going wrong?”

“I meant a bomb or something,” Lina mumbled, but she had enough self-respect left not to rise to the bait. She went back to the job ahead, once more remembering how grateful she was to be apprenticed at this exact chapter at this exact point in time.

* * *

When the charts Anna was using finally clicked into place, it was more of a whoosh than a click, and more of a feeling at the back of Lina’s throat than a sound. The adjacent regions of the known paraversum spread out in front of them, almost glowing in the dim petroleum light, barely visible if you didn’t know what to focus on and how not to focus too much. Lina had always argued in favor of getting the impersonal, but more reliable electric illumination in their chapter rooms—not to mention, less prone to helping fire along in a space dedicated to preservation of old leather—but Anna’s had her arguments against it proven for her, over and over again, since the war started.

“Have you got it?” Lina asked aloud, suddenly more than ready to get on with the task.

“Yeah,” Anna said, her brow thoughtful. “Do you have a pen?”

Lina smiled and held up her black cap Pelikan 100, the one she’d bought with her first paycheck in Rijeka.

She quickly jotted down a string of numbers and Cartographer characters which Anna had deducted from the charts, stopping once to shake her wrist a bit to loosen it up, because the coordinates, even for a world as close to theirs as this one, were quite lengthy.

When they were done, Lina smiled at Anna, carefully set the pen down and hit the stacks.

The meeting with the other chapter’s appointed Cartographer was set for right after springtime darkness solidified over the city. The Rijeka chapter of the Cartographer’s Association—the one in Lina’s Rijeka, not the other one, one almost at her fingertips!—had taken a flexible approach towards the current legislature, especially the parts regarding curfew. They observed the blackouts, as any rational person would, but did nothing more but try not to get themselves or innocent bystanders killed. From the sparse communication with other Croatian and European chapters located in cities which had seen direct fighting during the past few years, Anna and Lina knew they weren’t the only ones to walk a thin line, but they had been lucky.

Other than that, they were on their own. For an organization which operated in the margins of the legal society—sometimes very, very narrow ones—it wasn’t such a hardship to keep to the shadows.

Fifteen minutes later—she did rush a bit, taken at the flood of anticipation—she found a smallish tome at the back of the library, bound in black with the exact same set of coordinates Anna had found set in silver print on its black cover. She victoriously brought it back to Anna’s desk.

“Knock yourself out,” the old woman said with a smile, and went back to whatever it was she’d been working on, giving Lina free reign.

In the end, Lina took one of the plushiest armchairs in a smaller side office, close enough to hear Anna’s music, which she’d apparently chosen to play all day long, but far enough to be able to relax. She didn’t exactly enjoy the scholarly part of her apprenticeship; had she wanted to be an actual archivist—or, goodness forbid, librarian—she would’ve made different choices in life. But she did appreciate doing one’s research in advance of possibly dangerous missions.

She slowly let her concentration slip, from keeping total control of her appearance, to doing her best to take in as much details about the world known only as “753” as she could in the little time she had.

She didn’t stop to think, not even once, about the fact that she would finally do it, and do it alone. In no time at all, she would finally be allowed to peek across the great divide.

* * *

Unfortunately, several unspilled cups of tea and one more substantial mid-morning snack later, Lina had to conclude that research wasn’t going to unlock as many secrets about her future—possible—assignment as she’d hoped it would.

The black tome revealed itself to be a notebook, not a book, and it was filled only to about two thirds of its length. Neighboring world or no, the 753’s Rijeka had obviously never interested Anna’s predecessors in the chapter enough to cross over more often, or for longer periods of time. Other local chapters might have had more contact, but she had neither the time nor resources to try and find out.

Even worse, the last entry was made on June 7th, 1898, and it had, the same as most of the earlier entries, revolved predominantly around the 753’s technological advances, mostly regarding ‘airship engineering’.

Lina had never in her whole life even heard about such a thing as an ‘airship’—what was wrong with aeroplanes? She’d wanted even less to learn all about the many ways airship fuel, apparently close enough to her own world’s diesel to matter to the Cartographer who had written about it, could be treated to bring down the cost of air traffic.

Why were the trains not good enough, she wondered? Or automobiles? Well—maybe not in 1898, but still…

Also, why didn’t the earlier Cartographer use a more human friendly label for the world in question? Was the short, but cumbersome number a personal joke to them, or a result of the parallel world’s terminology? If the task ended up lasting more than a few days—she had to intentionally force her chest to stop heaving at the very thought of spending that much time in another world—she’d have to work on designing a nickname for the world herself.

After she’d spent several hours lounging around the office, occasionally sitting down in other parts of the underground labyrinth, Lina developed a personal problem with the author of the notebook on the 753, too. It started with the awful handwriting, like little ant soldiers huddling together for warmth, continued on with the usage of ink of such low quality—maybe it, too, had been made overseas?—evolved into despair over a total lack of any visual content, not even drawls in the margins, and exploded with the terminology the long-ago Cartographer had chosen to describe the other world’s inhabitants of the female persuasion. On a memorable occasion—the entry for November 2nd, 1897—Lina had to build a physical distance from the notebook because of how disgusted she’d been. She used the excuse to go wash her hands in the new chapter bathroom, connected to the theater building’s plumbing, which Anna had had renovated a few months before Lina’s arrival. Before the war.

The old paper bound within the notebook had made the skin on her hands scratchy, too, so she tiptoed further into the office maze in search of Anna’s divine, lavender scented hand cream.

She realized her mistake the moment she heard her mentor’s voice, gruff with age and smoke, and recognized her tone as angry, even before she heard the words.

“I’m not willing to sacrifice her to your incompetence,” her mentor was saying just as Lina rounded a corner.

She should have gone further, made herself known to Anna. She would have, if not for the woman’s next words to whomever it was on the other side of the telephone call, because that’s what it must have been.

“My chapter is not for sale!” Anna as good as hissed. Where did the cold water suddenly drenching Lina’s insides come from?

“And if your Potsdam colleague shares your opinion of our work, you just might find yourself with an official suit filed against you.”

Lina listened on for a moment more, but Anna stayed silent for a few beats. Why, oh why did they have one of the best telephone machines on the current market, one with a handset silent enough for the person holding it to be the only one to hear the other side of the line?

“Don’t you dare use that tone on me,” Anna finally said, followed by a thud and a clank loud enough to make the loose wallpaper on the wall close to Lina’s burning ears shake with plaster dust.

She quickly turned around and went back into the vacant office where she’d left the notebook. All the issues she’d been facing until a moment ago—including, but not limited to, her dismay over her inability to travel back in time and tell the author of the notes exactly what he could do with said notes, and how deep—seemed distant, irrelevant and… childish.

Instead of waiting for her brain to catch up, though, she turned around and went back the way she’d come from, only, this time, she didn’t try to muffle her footsteps.

The music which had started playing in the meantime was older, rougher, and decidedly darker. It sounded almost… classical, but she couldn’t for the life of her name the composer nor the work. She heard Anna sigh even before reaching the library, and found her mentor huddled in on herself in her armchair, the charts safely tucked away in their many, cautiously labeled boxes and drawers.

“What’s going on?” Lina asked, leaning against the heavy door frame, its sturdiness a welcome reprieve from her thundering heart.

“What did you find out?” Anna’s voice audibly trembled and she didn’t meet Lina’s gaze, observing her own fingernails instead—short, blunt and hopelessly not manicured.

“Nothing much,” Lina answered truthfully, hoping—against all odds—that the woman who had been trying to teach her the art of subterfuge for the past few years will miss the painfully inept nonchalance Lina was trying to act show. “Our records on seven-five-three—the worst name in history—are outdated, fragmented and, umm, useless. We could definitely profit from a new perspective.”

“Oh, we most definitely could,” Anna agreed, smiling to herself. “It doesn’t mean you have to accept the assignment, though.”

“Why not?” Lina asked bluntly. “Did you get any inkling from your conversation with the other Cartographer that there’s danger involved?”

Anna Contarini didn’t blush—it would’ve been too easy.

But she did turn around in her armchair and reached out to twist the knob of the ancient radio receiver which they used to supplement whatever information they could gather from the noise coming from the outside world. There have been a few nights, especially in the first few weeks of the fighting, when both Anna and Lina had spent the night in the office, risking a cold and midnight encounters with critters rather than trying to cross the western half of the city during the worst of the fighting and the air raids—Lina—or risking climbing uphill in solitary, blackout darkness to reach her empty family home—Anna.

The gentle rumble of a familiar radio voice spilled into the library, overlapping the music, but not driving it out. The radio operator spoke unchallenged for a few moments, telling them more of what Lina had already known—the fighting was, by the looks of it, truly over—until Anna sighed again.

“I have to go run an errand,” she said. “I’ll probably be back before nightfall. But if I don’t…” The old woman lifted her head and looked straight into Lina’s eyes.

Whatever it was Anna had been hoping to find, she obviously ended up empty handed. She just shook her head and drew another cigarette from the pack she carried in the back pocket of her rather scandalous trousers. By the look of them, Lina had long since suspected they were military issued, from the Great War, perhaps. The amount of tailoring required to make them fit Anna’s small, willowy frame had been worn away during the years, making them fit almost hellishly perfect.

“Promise me you won’t trust the other Cartographer implicitly. Not before you find out why it was that she’d requested you, specifically. There’s something fishy about this invitation, and it’s not the stink from the port.”

“Alright,” Lina said carefully. “Since you’ve obviously hit your head while I was losing sight over the 753 notebook, and you now believe me able to trust someone, anyone, other than you… I promise.”

“Young lady—” Anna waved her fresh cigarette around “—I don’t like your tone.”

And I don’t like you keeping secrets from me. “I know.” Lina’s smile had teeth. “It’s a good thing you’re going out, so you won’t have to listen to it for a lot longer now, isn’t it?”

Anna just shook her head and tipped ash into the luxurious, Swedish green marble ashtray she’d brought back as a gift from one of her trips off-world, almost thirty years ago. Lina had always loved listening to the old woman’s tales, and not just because she was her apprentice.

And now, Lina realized as she watched Anna gather her coat and straighten out the clothes underneath, she gets to live through a new story, all of her own.

Later, if she accepted the assignment, if she drew a portal open and cross over into the mysterious 753—and if she didn’t get killed there, which was highly unlikely, but possible—she would have a tale to tell Anna, this time.

A lot of people weren’t this lucky, to have somebody care after them, for work and beyond, somebody to listen to them.

Then why, as she forced her voice into an easy tone as she said her goodbyes to Anna, did she suddenly feel like she’d been left alone in the world, all over again?








  
  
  CHAPTER THREE

  
  




The Phantom was more of a dance club than a place to go have a cup of coffee, and years of war didn’t help it in the slightest.

The music, which had been slowly growing in volume for the past few hours through the walls and the earth between the club and the Cartographers’ chapter, had decidedly taken a step towards partying. It was hardly a wonder; no matter what happened next on the global scene, as of this week, Rijeka was finally free. Faced with the general cheer spreading out from the Phantom into the surrounding wreckage of the streets, you really couldn’t tell any different.

The club was overcrowded to the point of making Lina step back a bit at the entrance and seriously consider giving up the whole farce altogether. Little good would the Cartographers’ rules help her if she lost her life as a victim of excessive local joy, trampled to death.

Then she remembered that, if she played her cards right, she’d get to see something only a few people had managed to see in the whole history of mankind. Meeting somebody so foreign they came from a different universe—how could she reject the idea of that?

She took a deep breath and dived in.

It was a good thing she’d set her hair fairly recently, she realized when she started swimming through the bodies in motion. Even though her day skirt was skillfully hemmed, her fake stockings’ seams as
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