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OTHERSIDE STORIES


INTRODUCTION
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When I wrote the three books of Otherside, I encountered characters whose point of view I wanted to explore, and side stories I wanted to tell. Hence this book, a companion to the novels, but hopefully also enjoyable as a standalone, as an introduction to the world glimpsed in the novella Otherside and the short story Escape to Otherside.

The first story is barely mentioned in On Earth and Otherside (Otherside Book 1), but I had a lot of fun diving into Cornelia's life and meeting her father – or the one she considers such, since there are no DNA tests in this world to make sure who the biological father is.

The second story is Otherside, from Jeff's point of view. Because the novella was from Jessica's point of view and On Earth and Otherside was from Earl's and Simeon's points of view, I thought I needed also Jeff's and Lydia's points of view, to give them additional depth.

The third is about Midnight and how he went from Earth cat to Otherside citizen, and why he actually decided he didn't want to be Jessica's pet anymore. It was also a way to explore how a cat born on Earth discovered Otherside as an adult (as opposed to Nelly Kettle who came from Otherside to become Judith's pet on Earth and then returned to Otherside with Judith).

The fourth is Dennis's story. He is mentioned in Book 1 and comes back with a vengeance in Book 2, so it might be a spoiler if you read this before the novels. The Siamese Cat is Eliza, Earl and Simeon's sister, who in 1968 on Earth met Dennis who was shipped to Vietnam and vanished, missing in action. In fact Dennis follows a Siamese cat in the jungles of Vietnam, thinking it's Eliza, and finds himself Otherside, trapped by the Vietnamese-looking Kim Mai Dong.

Even if you never go beyond this book, I hope you enjoy these stories of cats and people, Earth and Otherside. And if you've reached this book after reading the novels, I hope you enjoyed the extra insight!
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The Last Case


[image: ]


Lucius lay on a bed in a corner of the opium den, inhaling the respite he badly needed from his aches. He looked forward to retirement, when he'd be able to come here to die. Decades as a sergeant of the Metropolitan Police meant he had plenty of wounds that still hurt.

He had barely made it into the newly formed corps, since he was almost thirty at the time. He had just come back from beyond the portal with Vivienne and her four baby daughters, at least one of which was his. They never married and he found an official paid profession that allowed him to keep Vivienne and her daughters safe from a distance.

Lost among the fumes, he reminisced about his first years on the new job, when officers were physically assaulted, sometimes impaled, blinded, and on one occasion held down while a vehicle was driven over them. He had taken a few beatings while trying to keep order in the streets of the capital, but he'd been young and strong, and nothing could stop him.

He'd been given a flintlock pistol after a clash at the docks with a gang who were armed with more than a wooden truncheon and a whistle to signal the need for assistance. He still had a bullet in his body to remind him of that fateful day.

He thought he looked dapper in his brand new uniform, selected to make the new policemen look more like ordinary citizens, rather than soldiers. He had dressed in brown tail-coats and top hats for years, both on and off duty, although lately the frock coats were shorter – knee-length as opposed to the previous ones reaching the calf – and the top hat had become a bowler hat.

He was tall, fit, literate and had no history of wrong-doing when he had started the job. He worked seven days a week, with only five unpaid days off a year. His life was strictly controlled by the force – he required written permission to get married and even to share a meal with a civilian.

Hence he had never found anyone to spend his life with, and Vivienne had married someone else, but he had watched the girls grow into four beautiful women, all very different. Abigale was blonde like her mother, Letitia was a redhead, Maxine a brunette, and Cornelia had Lucius' raven hair, tanned skin and light green eyes.

Thirty-five years he had spent with the Metropolitan Police, and never made it to inspector. Which didn't disturb him much, considering how busy his superior currently was. The Detective Branch had been trying for months to nail a killer who raped his victims and then cut their throats.

The dead women were all prostitutes, scattered all over the city, which made it impossible to figure out when or where he'd hit again. And the fact that the victims were lower-class women also didn't didn't give them much incentive to catch him.

Prostitution was a job like any other in the big city. There were sex workers for all pockets. From the high end courtesans to the lower-class red districts, it was mostly a women's profession, but some men had made a fortune out of selling sex too.

Not Lucius, who had never considered himself handsome. Maybe as a tomcat, beyond the portals, he'd had his fair share of sex and kittens, but as a human he preferred being a policeman and abstain from sex for the time being, especially now that he was no longer young.

Lucius knew this would be his last case. He wasn't doing much for it, having lost faith in both humanity and his skills, hence the time spent in the smoky room. He had lost contact with both Vivienne and her daughters, and lived only on memories.

When he closed his eyes, he could still see Vivienne in all her glorious beauty, with the pretty mole on her right cheek and her dimpled smile. If only she hadn't decided to marry someone else – possibly Letitia's father – maybe they could have been happy together.

They could have grown old together. Instead he was here, in this opium-drenched pit run by a woman who didn't resemble Vivienne at all, waiting to get on a pittance of a pension that would barely allow him to survive.

His hair was going gray and thinning, and his mind was slowly drifting away, chasing dragons that existed only in his imagination. His existence was futile and useless, and he was tired of this life.

Maybe he could take a break beyond the portal, or maybe he was now too old to go back to his tomcat body beyond the portals, in that other world its inhabitants called Earth.

A hand shook him.

"Get up, Lucius James Kitchingham!" the sharp voice of the owner of the opium den said. "You have a visitor!"

His boss needed him for some tedious task, surely. Only Inspector Batterbee could be bothered to look him up in this pit of sin. Probably Elmstone had called in sick, so Batterbee had resorted to summoning him.

The Detective Branch consisted of two inspectors, six sergeants – including him – and a number of constables. But instead of a constable with his bowler hat in his hands, when he opened his eyes and focused, he saw a pretty young woman standing by the den's owner.

She had tanned skin and light green eyes. She had a tall, broad build and plain features. Her long black hair was in a bun hidden under a very fashionable little hat that matched her gown, half-hidden under a long black coat.

She was more elegant than any of the customers in the place, and even the owner looked incredulous that such a distinguished young lady had walked into her establishment, looking for an old detective close to retirement instead of going to the much cleaner police station.

Lucius slowly sat up, unable to take his eyes off the newcomer.

"Cornelia?" he asked hesitantly.

She nodded, serious. He hadn't seen her in how long? Ten years, maybe?

"I was seventeen last time I saw you," she said. "I'm twenty-nine now."

"Wow." He shook his head, trying to clear it. "And to what do I owe the visit?"

"I need to talk to you. Let's get out of here."

Lucius sighed, but slowly got up. She wrinkled her nose when she got closer to help him put on his brown coat.

"You definitely need a bath, Father."

He smiled. Yes, definitely his little Cornelia. She liked to call him Father, even though she had no evidence that he was such other than their similar physical features. And she still called him Father even if she hadn't seen him or talked to him for a dozen years.

He had sometimes watched her and her sisters from afar, but at some point he had stopped, preferring the fumes of opium to the grim reality of his life. Otherside wasn't a paradise for someone like him, with no wealth to live comfortably upon.

He felt a little ashamed to lean on her, but he had trouble going up the stairs and out of the opium den on his shaky legs. It was one thing leaning on a young constable, but another was leaning on his pretty daughter.

The streets stank as usual. The air was filled with soot and smoke, and the mud that lined the carriageways was essentially composed of horse dung. At least the sewer system had gotten rid of the cesspools that had filled his nostrils in his youth.

It was a cold winter day, and Lucius shivered as he leaned on the building wall to close the buttons of his coat. Cornelia put the bowler hat on his head and he noticed she had very fine gloves.

"How did you get here?" he asked as he stood outside of the establishment. A walking stick would be helpful in his condition, but he didn't have one.

"I took a buggy," she answered, offering her arm and pointing at the light one-horse carriage with two wheels waiting in front of them.

"You should have sent me a message, no need to come to this dump. How is your mother?"

"We'll talk later," she snapped. "I have written permission to take you home for a few hours and get your uniform cleaned. Do you have any civilian clothes left?"

"I probably have my old three-piece suit, but I doubt it fits. You will have to lend me a dressing gown during the laundry service."

Cornelia nodded. She had been lucky, with Vivienne marrying a merchant instead of him. They had a nice townhouse and didn't have to share living quarters in a wretched building with broken windows patched with rags and paper.

"Let's go," she said. "We'll take care of it at home."

This must be really important if Vivienne had allowed Cornelia to take her dirty old father home.

"Is Ezekiel all right?" he asked as she led him to the buggy.

"He died three years ago," she answered bluntly. "Mother soon followed him, so now I'm in charge of everything. And before you ask, Letitia, Maxine and Abigale are all married."

"Oh. And what about you?"

"I'll never get married."

"Why not?"

"Not interested." She was frowning now, and didn't look at him.

He had to ponder the news. Vivienne was dead. Cornelia hadn't bothered to let him know three years ago, but now she was here and needed his help for... something. What could she possibly need that a detective very close to retirement could give her?

Maybe because she didn't have a husband to take matters in his hands, she remembered she had a father. Maybe it was something only a man could do, but why him and not a younger policeman?

Lucius was out of breath after the den's stairs and climbing into the buggy. Definitely no longer fit. He settled next to her and gave up asking more questions. He let the dirty air clear his mind from the opium fumes, and winced when an old wound reminded him of its presence.

The city was trying to get rid of horse-drawn carriages and wagons in favor of self-propelled, steam-powered vehicles, but not everybody could afford them. And the omnibus lines didn't reach every suburb and borough, especially in the outskirts.

Ezekiel Drew Lewis seemed to have done well for himself and Vivienne. He had a nice townhouse in a much cleaner suburb, closer to the royal palace than Lucius had ever been. A detached building, not a terraced home like Lucius' rented attic room.

He shivered imagining Cornelia seeing where he lived. Every room was let out to a different family in that wretched building, and he'd been lucky to snatch an attic all for himself, but taking those stairs was becoming burdensome as his age advanced. There was filth everywhere, a gutter in front of the houses and a drain behind, and the courtyard was filled with men and women in every variety of scanty and dirty aparel.

The buggy stopped in front of the townhouse, and again Lucius had to lean on Cornelia to get down, but managed the three steps to the front door on his own.

The four-story building looked solid enough, and sort of pretentious. A middle-class dwelling with rooms for one or two servants in the attics and a kitchen in the basement, it was decently large, and had allowed Vivienne to live comfortably at the edge of the palace's park.

Lucius had glimpsed the exterior of the townhouse often enough when on duty, but had never been invited inside. The house had dedicated sanitary and washing facilities, and was sturdily built to last for a century, unlike the crumbling tenement he lived in.

Cornelia accompanied him to what had been Ezekiel's room, and sent a valet to help him wash and shave. Lucius was delighted to discover the plumbing worked in the en suite bathroom, and soaked in the marble bathtub for as long as he could.

Then the valet helped him shave, since his hand was shaky, and he put on one of Ezekiel's dressing gowns and the late man's slippers. His uniform was already gone, probably being laundered as he bathed.

Cornelia waited for him in a very formal and elegantly furnished parlor that made him gape. There was a love seat and four chairs, a burl-veneered secretaire with drawers and a low table for tea and newspapers. At its center, a rose bowl where visitors who came calling on the family could leave a card with their name and contact information on it.

A nice marble fireplace with a flickering fire already burning in it was across from the door, making the room feel warm despite the cold outside. On the mantel, between a highly ornate, decorative shelf clock and its matching candlesticks, there was a stereopticon, with pictures made by using two lenses in one camera, producing a three-dimensional picture. Lucius itched to look into it, but didn't dare as he sat on one of the chairs in front of Cornelia, who was reclining on the love seat.

Without the long coat and the hat, Lucius noticed Cornelia's elegant dress with the chatelaine, used as a woman's keychain to show her status in a household, clasped at her waist. The chatelaine, being made from cut steel, was an affordable object with brightly polished rivets, their ends faceted to
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