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Otherside Terrans (Otherside Next Generation Book 3)

Dimple and Lollo moved to Otherside from different parts of Earth – India and Italy. The secondary characters of the previous two books take center stage to complete the Modestys' adventure.

More exciting wanderings through a steampunk world going through its industrial revolution, possibly finally finding love.

Includes "Alien Deities", three stories of ancient gods in our present.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Dimple tied Mohini's dance choli then patted her shoulder.

"All done!" she announced, stepping back.

Both wore lehenga-choli with churidars and were ready for their dance rehearsal in Mohini's luxurious bedroom. Mohini had more privacy. She shared a bathroom with her twin, who was right next door, but the sleeping quarters were all hers, with a double bed draped with sheer, delicate fabric, a closet for both her male and female clothes, and a balcony opening onto an inner courtyard.

The marble floor was covered with thick carpets, and the walls were decorated with paintings and stucco work. The pendulum clock standing between the two floor-to-ceiling windows was shaped like a woman with her hands on her hips, with the dials forming the head.

The room was almost as big as Dimple's old apartment in New Delhi. Almost. She had been renting a flat not far from the Qutub Minar Complex before discovering Otherside. A small apartment with a bedroom, a bathroom and a living room with kitchenette on the fourth floor of a nine-story building. It even had a balcony that allowed for scenic views.

Her real name was Priya Dhavale, but everybody called her Dimple because she had a dimpled smile. Her house had been equipped with the latest lifestyle amenities that were common for the current technology of Earth, which was more advanced than Otherside, but she wasn't missing her smart-home.

She used to live alone in Delhi because her family was from Karnataka and most of them lived in Bengaluru. She had moved north with her elder cousin to attend university and follow her inclinations, and she used to have a boyfriend who had unceremoniously dumped her after a couple of years.

Not long afterward, she had discovered that cats on Earth became people on Otherside – her beloved pet was a woman named Kanti, and she was Mohini's aunt. The Abyssinian cat had vanished from her apartment while pregnant, and not long afterward a similar cat had caught her attention – except it was a young man named Karan, who had revealed the portal to Otherside and invited her to join him.

She now lived in Kanti's chambers and helped her with her half-blood offspring, five babies who had just turned three. The children's age was an excellent way to count the days, months and years she had spent Otherside, although it had a slightly different calendar.

Dimple had discovered Otherside thanks to Karan, a handsome young man reminiscent of Aryan Khan, Shah Rukh's son, in his twenties. She had been surprised and jarred at first, but he seemed as eager to learn about Earth as she was to learn about Otherside, so she had relented and started seeing him, meeting in the royal palace garden so he could keep human form and they could talk.

She didn't agree immediately to join him, despite the very strange courtship between them, but eventually she agreed to move to Otherside. She had lost her job to automation, fought with her friends, and after a trip to Bengaluru to visit her family, she had told Karan she was ready. She'd had to lose everything to gain something – and that something was Otherside.

It had been a deep dive into the past, from the middle of the 21st century to the beginning of the 20th. She was Generation Beta, but she quickly got used to being offline, and interacting with people in meatspace instead of through a phone screen or an avatar. Her phone had transformed into something unusable, but she had kept it as a reminder of what she had left behind.

So she had met Karan's twin brother, Keshav, who had long hair and androgynous looks. She enjoyed his company, and dancing with Mohini. She'd had trouble at first with the two different names for one person who could indeed be both a man and a woman.

She had discovered Keshav Mohini was actually intersex, which was really strange for Otherside. And luckily for them, they were much appreciated in Prithvi, a smaller version of India on the other side of a portal opening in the Mehrauli Archaeological Park.

She was now rather happy she had followed a couple of cats to a portal that had taken her to this other world. The two cats had turned into humans – Ruhi and Karan – and introduced her to Otherside, the world without cats because they turned into humans.

Otherside was backwards compared to Earth. They had old-fashioned automobiles and a form of electricity, but the power came through alchemically-altered crystals, which were slowly replacing steam power.

A steampunk world with twelve months of thirty days each, and she had ended up in the Indian part of it. She hadn't moved around much since she had reached it, but she was a guest and she didn't want to abuse her stay.

Besides, she lived in a palace reminiscent of Samode Palace, much better than whatever she'd had in Delhi. And she had found new friends – Ruhi and Ashutosh, the half-blood twins who opened the portals and let her watch the Delhi sky when she was homesick, Karan and Keshav Mohini, and even the rest of the royal family seemed to like her.

She spent her days helping Kanti with her children and giving dance lessons to Karan and Keshav's half-siblings, the Shalinis, who were still in their teens. Considering she had been taking dance lessons in Delhi, and now she taught, she couldn't complain. She had her own private school and five delightful students to work with!

Karan and Keshav were her favorites, though. Karan because he was handsome and the reason she had decided to move to Otherside, Keshav because he was so different from Karan and could be as feminine as she was when Ruhi wasn't at the palace to talk about girly things.

Although she never talked to anyone about her feelings for Karan. They'd had something going on when she had moved here, but they hadn't progressed since. She'd just come out of a break-up, and he seemed unsure – and now it was probably too late to start something.

He was very busy with his journalist assignments and writing novels, and she had met other men at the palace, although none of them were as fascinating as Karan and Keshav. She had tried Keshav as well, but he felt more like a brother – or a sister – than a lover, and they had quickly given up the thought.

Mohini swept back her hair and stood. She was taller than Dimple who was darker and more shapely. They checked each other's costumes and nodded, satisfied. Mohini had had a gramophone put in her bedroom with some records, so she could practice with no need to summon the court musicians. One more reason for Dimple to join her when she wanted to practice.

Mohini and Dimple were both good choreographers, and they were currently still studying the moves for the next performance. Mohini put on the music and they stood on the carpet side by side, trying different moves. Dimple was inspired by Bollywood movies she had watched on Earth, Mohini by the traditional dances of Prithvi, and their fusion left everyone gaping.

"We might have visitors soon," Mohini said while they caught their breath. "We must nail this song as soon as possible, or we won't have time to teach the Shalinis."

"Well, we could do something simpler, just the two of us." She smiled. "Like Madhuri Dixit and Aishwarya Rai in Devdas."

"I have no idea what you're talking about." Mohini rolled his eyes, making her chuckle.

"Sorry, old Bollywood movie," she apologized. "It was my mother's favorite, and she passed on the love to me. Anyhow, they're the two female protagonists and they dance together in the movie. I wish I could bring those things from Earth! I kind of miss them!"

"Well, we have movies," Mohini said, shrugging. "Although we don't have a movie industry like you have on Earth yet."

"You should become an actor instead of an alchemist," Dimple commented, amused. Keshav was following in his father's footsteps. "Shall we try again from the start?"

She put on the record again, and this time they got to the end of the song with no interruptions. They had nailed it. Now they had to decide if they wanted to perform it alone, or teach the Shalinis as well.

Karan knocked on the bathroom door. He usually came through the shared bathroom and left through the room door.

"Are you decent?" he asked. "The music stopped, can I come in?"

Dimple and Mohini exchanged a glance and burst out laughing.

"Sure, come in," Mohini answered.

Karan entered the room. Unlike Keshav, he kept his hair short. He wore his everyday kurta-pajama, not the elegant sherwani of the court gatherings. And three years later he still reminded her of a young Aryan Khan.

"Mohini, Dimple, you're ravishing," he declared with a mock bow. "How's the performance coming along?"

Dimple frowned. Karan was equating her to his twin. He must consider her a sister by now. He hadn't invited her to his bedroom in more than a year, now that she thought about it. Was she really losing him?

"We think we nailed it," Mohini replied. "What about you? Have you nailed the ending of your novel?"

With Ruhi and Dimple cheering him on, Karan had managed to write a full novel in a couple of weeks, between assignments from the newspaper and his social life. After his father had read it and pointed out a few rookie mistakes that were easily fixable, Karan had typed a clean copy and sent it out to a publisher who had already published a few of his short stories.

Unfortunately the book had been rejected by all the publishers he had submitted it to, but one of them suggested he wrote a serialized adventure for one of her publications. Karan had accepted the challenge, and even if his career as a novelist hadn't started yet, he was having a blast writing episodes on the fly.

"I'm afraid I have a couple more episodes to write to tie everything up," Karan answered with a sigh. He sat on the edge of the bed to look at them. "Can I have a preview?" he asked, hopeful.

"What do you think?" Mohini asked Dimple, folding her arms over her chest. "Does he deserve it?"

Dimple blushed and looked at her feet.

"I don't know," she whispered, embarrassed.

Why ask her? She was a guest at the goodwill of the queen and her nephews. Mohini had the last word on any choreography coming out of this room. And even though she wished she could dance for Karan alone, that wasn't the case now, since Keshav Mohini was also in the room. Maybe she could go to Karan later.

"Dimple, honey, you're still stuck on Earth thinking," Mohini chided. "Maybe in India women are not really considered equal to men, but here, on Otherside, women rule, especially in Prithvi. It's a queendom, remember? You're worth more than him. Neither of us is in the line of succession, because we're the sons of a son."

Shalini had married Rohan, but she wasn't a princess, only a noblewoman. She lived at the palace with her offspring because her husband was Chief Alchemist and the brother of the current queen. The queendom of Prithvi had a dynastic matrilineal monarchy with a queen on the throne, not necessarily married. Men were definitely not in the line of succession in Prithvi, unlike other countries of Otherside.

"She'll never get used to being in charge," Karan teased.

Dimple glared at him. He had looked and sounded like a real Indian young man when she had met him, but now it was obvious he wasn't Terran like her, and even if Prithvi had a lot of things in common with India, it definitely wasn't India.

"Then it's no, you don't deserve it," she snapped.

Karan burst out laughing.

"Fine, I'll leave," he said, rising and heading for the room door. "You know where to find me if you need another man in your choreography."

"Now that you mention it, could you send us Ashutosh?" Mohini asked with an impish smile.

"Oh. Sure." Karan shrugged and exited the bedroom.

Mohini exhaled and Dimple sighed. She hated snapping at her beloved. But he had asked for it.

"Well done, Dimple," Mohini said, patting her hand. "Now let's try this again from the start, shall we?"
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lollo got off the electric tram by the royal palace. Sam had told him it was the closest stop to get to Beaumont Mansion for his interview with George Nigel Anvil, who had acquired the Precious Endeavor and was looking for crew members.

Not that Sam had had enough of him, but George's crew was younger and he might fit in better. He was twenty-five and most of Sam's crew were in their forties and fifties. He'd been working on Sam's airship, the Serene Bulwark, for four years now, but he hadn't been to be able to make friends.

Lollo headed for the gate to the gardens and the path that led to Beaumont Mansion. Having traveled extensively through Europe before moving to Otherside, he thought the royal place of Kenor City looked a lot like Shonbrunn Palace in Vienna. Or possibly Versailles and its extensive gardens.

Lorenzo "Lollo" Rossi had reached Otherside through the Rome portal, which opened in Urbe, capital of the Republic of Etorbi in western Rodinia. With the help of a blonde woman called Angelica, he had stepped into what looked like the late 19th or early 20th century of Earth, with some steampunk contraptions that seemed to come out of an AI-generated art project.

Except it was real. It had sounds and smells and strange things as well as familiar shapes like dirigibles in the sky, and there was even some form of electricity. Like stepping back in time, in a world with no cats.

Angelica being the niece of Sam's sister-in-law, she had asked the Serene Bulwark to take her to Kenor City, where she had settled with Lollo. And soon enough he'd been lucky to be hired on Sam's airship, where he had started a brand new career, quite different from what he'd had in mind when living in Rome on his own.

Apparently the Precious Endeavor needed some engine upgrade, which would be done in Dilli, and Lollo was curious to see another part of Otherside. Sam traded mostly with Western Rodinia countries like Etorbi and Rus, and never reached the Far East, which probably looked a lot like Asia.

And Angelica's twin, Ferruccio, as well as her uncle, Edoardo, had moved to Dilli, which was another good thing. Going there would allow him to both see Ferruccio again and meet Edoardo, possibly delivering letters from Angelica and Adele to their brothers in the process.

He crossed the gardens to Beaumont Mansion, a two-story house made of bricks, with a square turret and roofed with slate, with room for servants' quarters. A Victorian abode that was probably a century old, very different from his current house. Clearly George was a member of Kenor City's aristocracy, unlike Sam, who was middle-class.

George was a young man with short brown hair and blue eyes, wearing an elegant three piece suit. He was twenty-one and his father and uncle had bought him the airship. Lollo was curious to meet the elders he had heard much about both on Sam's airship and at his and his twins' homes where he had often gone with Angelica, but first he had to convince George to hire him for the Precious Endeavor.

"Am I too early?" he asked, sitting on the couch by the window of the front parlor, checking the grandfather clock. "I'm sorry, but I wasn't sure of the way, so I left early. My name is Lorenzo Rossi, but everybody calls me Lollo," he added, introducing himself. "Even in Urbe they preferred the nickname, it's shorter."

"So you came through the portal in Urbe?" George asked, curious now. He probably had never been to the small republic in Western Rodinia where Lollo had first discovered Otherside.

"Yes, on Earth it's in Rome, Italy. I have been working on Sam's airship for four years."

"And you come highly recommended by him." George nodded, thoughtful. "What can you do on an airship?"

"Everything," Lollo answered. "I was bored, so I helped everyone, and learned a little bit of everything. I can handle the pilot seat, the navigation console, the radio room, and even cook if necessary."

"And can you handle the lightning-catcher?"

Lollo pondered. That was something that didn't exist on Earth, not even in the past. It was part of the magic of Otherside, and nobody had bothered showing him how it worked. He wasn't even sure what it did, to be honest.

"I'm afraid they never let me handle that one, but I'm happy to learn," he answered.

"As an apprentice, I never learned either," George muttered. "But we have Uncle Earl on board, I'll tell him to show us how it works."

"I heard a lot about him from his old friend Jeff," Lollo commented with a smile. "He liked to handle his airship personally."

"Unlike my father, yes." George sighed. "But I will be like Uncle Earl, although I want to have a trusted first mate, like my father had. And sorry to say it won't be you."

"Of course not, we just met!" Lollo replied. "I was wondering how you know that Simeon is your father, since you were born on Earth."

He'd been happy to join a matriarchal society where the father was always in doubt with no DNA tests to prove his paternity. The actual surnames of Otherside were matronymic – their mother's name. He still hadn't figured out why they chose to have three old-fashioned names that didn't tell their actual family history, or why siblings, twins, triplets or however many there were in a batch of children had different "surnames", although probably their birth certificate would mention their mother's name.

If they had a birth certificate, that is. Otherside wasn't in the information age, although they probably had registers of births, especially of half-bloods who could open portals to Earth. Maybe on that register Sam was entered as Samuel Prudences, from the name of his Terran mother.

"I'm his spitting image – from before he got disfigured by the fire," George answered proudly. "But I'm the only one who calls him Father. My siblings, despite looking like his twins, don't consider him such."

"I see." Lollo nodded. "Let me tell you I like the Otherside families more than the Terran ones."

"So you didn't get along with your birth family?"

"You could say that. Or I wouldn't have escaped to Otherside."

His family never approved his choice and kept using his deadname, even after he transitioned. One more reason to get away from a country and people he was starting to hate.

Life hadn't been easy for an FTM trans in Rome – a smart-city of the digital age – and he hadn't left behind anyone worth remembering. That was why he had followed Angelica and Ferruccio to Otherside. What was supposed to be a sabbatical had become a permanent residence in a backward steampunk world he loved more and more.

"Sometimes I wonder why the opposite never happens," George mused.

"Because you're cats on Earth, and much more vulnerable than on Otherside?" Lollo suggested.

"It might be a reason, yes." George sighed. "Anyhow, I'm glad to hear you can cover different positions on an airship. I have hired back the previous owner's crew, but I'm not sure what's left to cover. We're leaving the day after tomorrow, let me give you the hangar's address."

Lollo thanked him and promised to be punctual. Upon leaving the mansion, he crossed paths with two young people who must be siblings despite being quite different. The young man had brown hair and wide hazel eyes. He had a tall, muscular build which contrasted with his sister's short, thin build. She had fair skin and bright hazel eyes, but was currently frowning.

Maybe she was George's girlfriend. Lollo smiled to himself as he headed back for the tram stop to return to the back-to-back house he still shared with Angelica, the woman who had brought him to Otherside and then moved from Urbe to Kenor City to work with her aunt, Adele, on his laptop, which had turned into a steampunk version of itself.

Four years later, Lollo was still grateful to Angelica and her twin, Ferruccio, for inviting him to Otherside. Even if he had to restart his life and learn a new job, even if living in a working-class dwelling wasn't as comfortable as his small rented apartment in Rome.

Low quality houses had been constructed for working-class people at a high density in Kenor City, with scant regard for space, comfort or quality of life. Most back-to-backs were small: early examples had just a single room on each floor, while later houses were two-up, two-down. They were much cheaper to rent than the terraced houses where Sam and his wife, Charlie and Adele lived with their children.

Every house shared a rear wall, whether with a house directly behind or with an industrial building. Given that the house usually shared three of its four walls with neighboring buildings, back-to-back houses were notoriously ill-lit and poorly ventilated. Toilets and water supplies were shared with multiple households in enclosed courtyards.

In Urbe he had slept on her couch, but here he had his own bedroom, so in theory he could bring someone home. But in reality neither he nor Angelica spent much time in the two-up two-down house anyway, and they never had guests. She was usually at some workshop, and came home only to sleep, and he was usually on Sam's airship, with washrooms and toilets in common, usually sharing a cabin with another crew member.

Lollo had gotten used to that too. At least he had gotten away from the crazy western civilization that was headed into self-destruction with its wars and technology and entitled people.

Lollo had found a forgotten quality Otherside. Respect. For another person, job, whatever. Yes, there were a few entitled assholes on this side of the portal too, of course, but not as many as in Rome, where he'd had to deal with customers that drove him crazy while working at the Largo Argentina store.

Hence he'd been happy to learn the trade language of Otherside and become a sort of cabin crew member on an airship. It wasn't like an airplane, and he didn't have to deal with passengers, which was also a bonus. He'd seen so many videos online about airplane Karens before leaving Earth, that he was more than happy to be on a trade airship.

This might change with the Precious Endeavor, but then, even
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