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CHAPTER ONE
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Sam sat in his father's iron rocking chair with a newspaper after lunch. The chair had a curved frame to create the rocking motion, with gold-lacquered tubular brass with cast and silvered foliate infill. The upholstery was slung between the top of the back and the seat, rather like a deck chair, and was made in hand-dyed and buttoned leather, very comfortable.

The smaller back parlor, that served as the recreation and dining room, hadn't changed much since his parents passed away. The terraced, two-story home was quiet, except for noises coming from the nearby kitchen – where Sam's sister-in-law, Judith, seemed to be losing her patience again – and the tick tock of the grandfather clock in the room.

The table was clean. Jeff sat by the window to the backyard on the couch, while Sam had taken the iron rocking chair across from it. The sun kissed both Jeff's right cheek and Sam's left through the glass panes.

There couldn't be two more different brothers. Forty-year-old Jeff had their mother's obsidian skin, while Sam, who was five years younger, was as pale as his father.

The clock struck 2pm and Judith came in, holding her big belly, and slumped onto the couch next to Jeff. Her pale skin made a stark contrast with Jeff's dark complexion, but then, Jeff was darker than anyone in the United Kingdom of Kenorland, since he had taken after their mother, an African slave from Earth.

Skin color wasn't important Otherside. Being half-blood and able to open portals to Earth was. Although neither Jeff, Sam nor his twin brother Charlie bothered with guarding portals, unlike Jeff's best friend, Earl.

Isabel and Louise had become Portal Guardians, and they were now dead. Not a safe job with a crazy man who covered his face with a golden mask going on a rampage and sealing portals. Thank Bastet, he'd been stopped six months ago, but Sam's sisters were gone. Although maybe he wasn't responsible for their deaths.

"These robots are useful, but damn, how hard it is to train them!" Judith said, leaning her head on Jeff's shoulder.

She had always been the queen of the kitchen, but since she was now heavily pregnant, she had grumpily agreed to let the house automaton help her in her small kingdom. Training the cleaning machine with a humanoid body was proving too much of a hassle, though, and Sam was ready to bet soon Jeff would do it instead.

"How many plates did it break today?" Jeff asked, amused, stroking her brown hair.

"Only one, thank God!" She sighed and closed her eyes, caressing her belly bump. "Sometimes I really miss my dishwasher!"

Sam smiled and went back to his newspaper. It was still clear Judith hadn't been born Otherside five and a half years after moving here. She still had her one unnamed god, and called the house automaton a "robot" as well as missing some of Earth's technology – but she was nice, and she had healed Jeff's broken heart, so Sam was grateful.

Sometimes he wished he too could find someone to fill the void Mirabell's death had left. He did his best to keep himself busy by delivering mail to rural settlements in his biplane, but couldn't go back to the little house below the floating town he had shared with her, and where she was buried.

Four years since he lost his little family. Six since Mirabell died in childbirth. Her sister, Adalynn, had helped him with the quadruplets, but none of them had made it through infancy. Adalynn herself had tried to take her sister's place, but they were so different...

Sam knew she had left the little house with the five tombs in the backyard and come back to her townhouse, because he kept bumping into her whenever he spent a few days with Jeff and Judith. At least lately she seemed to have found someone else, and had stopped bothering him.

He should be like his twin, Charlie, who never fell in love and kept women at arm's length. Or at least made it clear from the start he didn't want a permanent relationship. But even though they were identical twins, they were very different inside.

Well, when they were children, they were really identical. But growing up they had developed different personalities. And then Charlie had had a love story gone wrong and he'd sworn he'd never fall in love ever again. There was nothing their mother – who was still alive back then – could do to make him change his mind.

Now fifteen years later, their mother from Earth was gone, as was their father and their sisters. And Jeff's first wife. Charlie was currently on Earth, in their mother's cottage.

Sam didn't despair of finding someone to love again, though. He was only thirty-five and there were plenty of women Otherside, and plenty of she-cats on Earth. He'd had kittens, but it wasn't the same as having a wife in human form.

It might be because he had grown up in a strong marriage, with an Otherside father and an Earth mother. His half-blood made him more human in his feelings than most, so he wanted the same kind of relationship his mother had had with his father. A romantic relationship more than a contract blessed by Bastet and recorded for inheritance reasons.

He could see Jeff had found the same with Judith, and he started wondering if he should start looking on Earth. Even Jeff's best friend, Earl, had found a new love after widowhood with an Earth woman – Jessica, Judith's niece.

Sam glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner. Ten past two. He still had about twenty minutes before going to the post office and check if they had anything for his afternoon flight. If there was nothing to deliver, he'd go down the anchor anyway and check on his biplane.

"When do you plan on picking up Charlie and bringing him here?" Jeff asked. "He's been avoiding us since the wedding! It's been six months!"

"You know it's not personal," he replied. "He avoided me throughout my own marriage!"

"What's wrong with him?" Judith asked, frowning.

"He met the wrong woman when he was young," Jeff explained. "He might not be disfigured like Simeon, but he's kind of feeling-less."

"Still? Isn't he thirty-five?"

"The wounds of the heart are the hardest to heal," Sam said with a sigh, folding the newspaper and putting it on the low table between the rocking chair and the couch.

"And we're not all lucky enough to meet an Anderson woman," Jeff added before kissing Judith.

Sam smiled ruefully. Both Judith and Jessica were Anderson women, but there weren't any other available at the moment, not even on Earth. Jessica's brother was gay, and unless there were cousins Judith never spoke of, that line was probably going to end soon.

He glanced at the clock and saw it was still ten past two. Then he noticed the sudden silence. Puzzled, he took out his pocket watch and saw it was almost twenty past two.

"Guys," he said, looking up with a frown. "The clock has stopped."

Judith and Jeff stared at the grandfather clock for a moment.

"Damn." Jeff let go of Judith and went to check. Sam followed, but the pendulum had stopped and the clock was silent.

"I'm going to check with the neighbors," Sam offered, grabbing his canvas coat.

Outside it was a gray autumn day and low clouds meant that it might rain soon. Sam knocked at a couple of doors in the terraced building, and always got the same answer. The pendulum clock had stopped. Even the clock tower at the top of City Hall was stuck at ten past two.

He went back to Jeff's and grabbed his goggles and his aviator cap. He went to the post office where he found the same situation. Everybody was puzzled, but not worried. He decided to go down to his biplane, hoping things would solve themselves in a few hours. His pocket watch had already reached 3pm, but the town's clocks were still stuck on ten past two.

Sam finished checking his biplane very close to sunset. He had inherited the fixed-wing aircraft with two main wings stacked one above the other from Jeff, who had received it when he had started flying for the post office and gave it up when he had moved to their father's airship.

The first powered, controlled airplane to fly used a biplane wing arrangement, as did many aircraft of Otherside. The first experiments dated from Sam and Jeff's grandfather's times, so by now they were safe and faster than airships, hence they were much used for the postal service, especially for deliveries in rural areas or abroad.

The two wings placed one above the other had the symbol of the royal mail painted on it, as did the fuselage, so anyone would know the incoming biplane was postal service and even air pirates wouldn't bother attacking it. The lower wing was attached to the fuselage, while the upper wing was raised above the fuselage with an arrangement of cabane struts.

Both the main wings had ailerons, and flaps were positioned on the lower wing. Bracing was added between the upper and lower wings, in the form of interplane struts positioned symmetrically on either side of the fuselage and bracing wires to keep the structure from flexing.

The fuselage had room for the pilot and one passenger or the postal bags behind him. Not much room for luggage or big parcels, hence the aircraft was used only for letters and postcards. As Jeff had gone to the capital and back, Sam often made the same trip, at least once a week, while the rest of the time he went to the villages and rural areas around the floating town. Every fortnight he even flew to Earl's tree house to get his mail or bring him his mother's letters.

He couldn't land in the floating town, since there was no landing strip, only mooring masts, so he parked the biplane on the ground below the floating town, suspended on helium envelopes and anchored to the ground.

That was where Judith had found him when Jeff had been abducted by Lydia. Judith had asked him to take her to Earl's tree house to ask for help, and he had complied. She'd had no trouble with the floating town elevator, and almost enjoyed flying with him – if she weren't worried for Jeff.

Sam took the elevator to go down from the floating town – something Mirabell always abhorred. She visited the floating town only if an airship picked her up and took her to the mooring masts of the town, she refused to use the contraption she called a trap.

The anchor was both an iron ladder attached to the ground and a steam-powered elevator consisting of a cabin covered with chestnut wood outside and maple wood inside. It included a light, two benches and a hand-operated signal, and could be activated from the outside, without any effort by the occupants. Traction was controlled by a motor mechanic utilizing a system of toothed wheels.

Sam's home with Mirabell was a log cabin built not far from the anchor, at the edge of a forest where they could hunt for food. The orchard was abandoned and the house itself looked derelict, but Sam still couldn't go back to living there. The tombs were hidden behind the building, but he knew they were there.

He glanced at the house before entering the elevator cabin and going back up to the floating town. By dinnertime he was back at the townhouse, and Judith had prepared a scrumptious dinner, as usual. She could definitely cook.

The clocks hadn't restarted yet, but everybody hoped in the morning things would go back to normal. During the night a thunderstorm hit, and strong winds whipped the floating town.

Sam awoke early and immediately noticed the clock hadn't restarted. He shaved and dressed and grabbed a slice of Judith's previous day's cake before heading out. Considering the rapidly worsening weather, he decided to stop at the post office and go back to his biplane as quickly as possible.

By then the news was all over the papers, with gloom and doom headlines all over the place.

The pendulum clocks had stopped at the same time all over Otherside at ten past the hour. Some countries noticed it immediately, others were asleep and discovered the surprise when they got up. The telegraph and radios went crazy as people realized the sudden stop and shared the baffling news. 

Pendulum clocks were tied to Otherside's core. If they had stopped, it meant the mechanism at the heart of the world was broken. Which meant that the rotation of the world would slowly come to a stop with dire consequences for everyone. Not only would one side be baked and the other frozen, but the world would also be back to its previous state – an unlivable planetary-mass object and a differentiated rocky body lacking any significant atmosphere, hydrosphere, or magnetic field. Not to mention gravity.

No, it wouldn't be good if Otherside stopped spinning. With water pushed to the poles, they could walk on land around the entire equator, but it would be a very inhospitable place. With half of the world almost continuously facing the heat of the Sun, and half facing the cold of space, life could continue in a narrow twilight zone between the hot and cold halves, not enough for the billion people currently living Otherside.

The good news was that it wasn't an abrupt stop, which would have meant almost instant death for everyone, but even slowing down over several years would still be a disaster. There could be escape through the portals to that other world called Earth, but none of them was ready to give up their home world.

The only way to save Otherside was to send the experts to the core and fix it. It was the first time since the beginning that the clockwork mechanism had malfunctioned and stopped. Maybe it needed to be unstuck, some parts replaced, and so on.

It had been eighteen centuries, after all. Even though the core was not supposed to break down. All the governments sent out calls for experts to go to the Core as soon as possible to see what had happened.

Sam sighed. The floating town was battered, and when he reached the elevator of the anchor with no mail but a strong gut feeling, he found panicked mechanics saying the anchor seemed to be getting loose. Airship captains had been sent for all over town, and there was no way they were going to operate the elevator in this weather, with the risk of losing the connection with the ground. What if the cords broke and the cabin crashed with someone in it?

Grumbling to himself, Sam buttoned his coat and put on his goggles. He always carried his parachute in his backpack, so he headed for the ladder, not excessively worried by whatever would happen to the anchor.

About halfway he decided to jump, feeling the wind blowing in the right direction to make him land by his biplane. When he touched the ground, he saw the anchor pull out of the muddy ground and the floating town move away from its spot.

The night rain had flooded the meadow where the anchor was attached, and the strong winds had managed to rip the anchor from its stops. The elevator cabin was still up there, and Sam could see the boulders at the bottom of the ladder that kept the town low with their weight, but no longer attached to the ground and prey to air currents more than ever.

Muttering under his breath, Sam made it to the biplane. He couldn't help bring down the floating town – the airships were better equipped for this – so he decided to go to Earl's portal and call his twin brother. Surely Charlie would know what to do with the clocks. His twin was the best mechanic in the kingdom and could repair anything, if he put his mind to it.

Taking off against the wind wasn't easy, but he managed it. Flying was even worse, and he risked crashing a couple of times. It felt as if his biplane didn't respond to his command for the first time – and he'd been flying biplanes for almost fifteen years.

When he saw the metal tree and Earl's house growing nearer, Sam realized how tense he'd been during the difficult flight. He managed to land, and came to a stop close to the base of the metal tree.
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Adele was asleep in the November sun, curled up in a corner of the small cat sanctuary in the Non-Catholic Cemetery of Rome. The sound of the traffic around Porta San Paolo and the Pyramid of Cestius – a small-scale Egyptian-style pyramid built between 18 and 12 BC as a tomb and later incorporated into the section of the Aurelian Walls that bordered the cemetery – didn't disturb her.

The final resting place of non-Catholics had Mediterranean cypress, pomegranate and other trees, and a grassy meadow. It was quiet and safe, and not too far from her friend Janet's home. There was free food, and even shelter for those dreadful rainy days.

Adele had called the place home for the past ten years, being close enough to both her friend's and the Faculty of Engineering of Roma 3 University, where she had often listened to lectures, even though she couldn't attend classes or read books.

A snow Bengal, with "mascara" markings (horizontal stripes alongside the eyes), she was a spotted cat breed, larger than the average house cat because of her muscular body. If the students and professors of Roma 3 had noticed her, they were certainly not aware of the fact she was absorbing knowledge in cat form.

Unfortunately Janet's human caretakers had left the city to go back beyond the Atlantic, and Adele both envied her friend who had traveled across the Earth, and missed her. Janet had been gone for too long, and Adele couldn't find a substitute among the local cat population.

Things were getting boring on this side of the portal. Maybe it was time to go back Otherside and avoid this crazy world for a while. Her sabbatical must be over and she needed to go back and write her report for her professor.

An assistant and researcher at Urbe's university, she'd been sent to Earth to study the current technology, much more advanced than Otherside at this point. Because time flowed differently, it had been ten years on Earth and only months Otherside.

Adele wasn't half-blood, but she had noticed not even they could keep track of time between the two worlds. That was the reason why some countries had Portal Guardians to keep everyone in the loop on both sides.

It had been an interesting time with Earth hit by a global pandemic and a lockdown that lasted for well over a year, but now things seemed to have quieted down.

Sort of. Humans on this side of the portal seemed to have the same conflicting relationship with technology and science as Otherside.

The worldwide changes brought to everybody's lives with the pandemic had been hard to bear. Janet must have seen her own share of human madness on her side of the pond, and Adele saw a lot of anger around her. Too many human idiots to deal with.

The traffic was more chaotic than ever, and people screamed at each other for no reason, hence she avoided leaving the sanctuary as much as she could. Since Janet was gone, she only went to Roma 3 for lessons, but today she felt rather lazy and hadn't moved from her spot in the sun yet.

"Adele!" A young mackerel tabby called her from the street. "There's an emergency Otherside!"

He stood on the sidewalk beyond the back gate of the cemetery, as if he didn't dare squeeze inside. Humans might not be able to enter from that side without a key to open the lock, but cats could easily come and go between the bars of the gate.

Adele sat up and stared at him with her blue eyes. She had seen him before, he was the son of... what was her name again? Someone who hadn't been neutered by her human, for sure. She expected someone to call her when the year Otherside had passed, but this tabby didn't look as if he'd been sent to retrieve her by Professor Ponti.

"What are you babbling about?" she demanded, glaring at the young cat who seemed to shrink.

"There's an emergency Otherside, all engineers and mechanics and alchemists are required to go home immediately," he answered quickly. "Come, come!"

"All right," she muttered, stretching before squeezing between the bars of the back gate and joining him on the sidewalk.

Being faster than the youngster, Adele reached the Torre Argentina Cat Sanctuary in fifteen minutes. Running on the sidewalk of Via Marmorata and avoiding pedestrians, she crossed the Tiber at Ponte Sulpicio and left Porta Portese to her left as she trotted forward.

From Via Induno she crossed the vicoli and reached Viale Trastevere, staying on the sidewalk to avoid the traffic. She crossed the Tiber again at Ponte Garibaldi and sped up along Via Arenula to reach the Roman Cats entrance at Largo Argentina, where she stopped to see if she could get more information.

Except all the cats seemed gone from the Torre Argentina Cat Sanctuary, the oldest in Rome, situated in the base of temple D. Even tourists and passers-by looked puzzled by the absence of felines in the archeological site.

Since nobody was at the Roman Cats shelter, Adele kept going, shaking her head in disgust. The young cat had caught up with her and told her to get to the portal directly.

Otherside's main goddess, Bastet, had been worshiped at the Temple of Isis and Serapis, a double temple in Rome dedicated to the Egyptian deities Isis and Serapis on the Campus Martius, directly to the east of the Saepta Julia.

The temple to Isis, the Iseum Campense, stood across a plaza from the Serapeum dedicated to Serapis. The remains of the Temple of Serapis now lay under the church of Santo Stefano del Cacco, and the Temple of Isis lay north of it, just east of Santa Maria sopra Minerva.

Since the temple of Bastet was gone, the portal had moved to the Basilica of Neptune, at the back of the Pantheon, where tourists weren't allowed, so it could be kept hidden.

Adele reached it after another short sprint and found it very busy with cats of all ages and stripes, as if the entire colony of Roman Cats had moved from Largo Argentina to behind the Pantheon.

She jumped down the wall and reached the remains of the basilica on Via della Palombella, entering what was left of it. A half-blood had already opened the portal and other cats were stepping in and out of it.

Apparently some had decided to escape from Otherside instead of staying there to deal with whatever was going on. And nobody had a clear idea of what the problem was.

Adele huffed and managed to reach the portal and go through, morphing back to her human body, a tall woman with blue eyes and long chestnut brown hair tied in a bun under a top hat. She adjusted her trumpet skirt under her long black coat, making her silver chatelaine chime softly, before stepping away from the portal.

It was a cloudy and windy day, so she was glad she had her winter coat on. Otherside was as busy as Earth, with people coming and going. The fashion was different, as were the vehicles. Buggies, horse-drawn carriages and steam-powered vehicles seemed to have gathered around the portal to take people to and from it.

The portal was a round stone arch in the center of a city park. The deciduous trees had the colors of the fall, their leaves starting to cover the grass and paths of the park. It must have rained, because the ground was a little muddy and the dampness still lingered in the air.

Adele had never seen the portal so busy, but at least she immediately found a buggy that had just dropped off a couple of passengers. The driver didn't look as worried as the people he'd been transporting and when Adele asked if he knew what was going on, he just shrugged.

The wind almost ripped away her top hat as she climbed inside the two-wheel vehicle. Thank Bastet the hat was pinned to her hair. She settled in and gave her address to the driver who set the horse in motion.

She asked for the date and found out she'd been away for almost a year, so Professor Ponti would have called her back soon anyway. She was thirty-four and had been his assistant since she got her degree in mechanical engineering, discussing her thesis with him.

It had been his idea that she took a year to research and pursue her own studies, mostly beyond the portal, in cat form. She had appreciated the opportunity and looked forward to writing down her report – if there was time, that is. Something else seemed to be going on. Something bigger, but common people weren't aware of it yet.

The smell of freshly mown grass soon vanished as the buggy trudged through the busy streets of Urbe. Adele put her hand over her nose and mouth, but it wasn't enough to
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