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The contracting iris mechanism of the small round window above the headboard opened at 8am sharp as the pendulum clock chimed the hour. A sun ray caressed the double bed beneath, and forest scents wafted in from the open window.

Earl awoke with the warmth of Abigale's body against him and lightly kissed her flaxen hair. She stirred and turned to him, her lips brushing his stubble.

She frowned without even opening her eyes and he chuckled.

"You'll have to let me go, if you want me to shave," he said tenderly, squeezing her. Their arms and feet were so entangled, they felt like one person.

She sighed and rolled over, hugging the pillow instead. He caressed her shoulder then sat, yawning and stretching his limbs. Time to get up and make breakfast for the most beautiful woman on this side of the portal.

He went to the small bathroom that had good plumbing and running water even though the house was atop a twenty-foot tree made of welded girders and plates, with craggy branches reaching up over the roof.

Earl checked his face in the mirror as he shaved. More gray streaks were showing in his copper hair, and he was barely thirty-five.

He noticed his tanned skin looked weathered, especially after the sunny summer he had spent in his tree house with his wife. A striking contrast to Abigale's pallor, but she always used wide-brimmed hats outside, while he liked to feel the wind or the sun on his short hair, especially away from towns where hats were socially compulsory in the streets.

Earl finished shaving and vacated the small bathroom still in his underwear, crossing paths with a sleepy Abigale in a white nightgown who locked herself in for her morning ablutions.

Abigale had a very tall, lanky build – she was almost as tall as him, which was unusual for a woman – fair skin and light blue eyes. Her flaxen hair reached her waist when it wasn't tied up.

She was younger than Earl at twenty-nine, and as madly in love as he was. Earl had been happy to take her away from the hustle and bustle of the capital and hide in the small but cozy Copper House he'd had built fifteen years ago.

As Abigale sang in the bathroom, Earl smiled and shook his head as he quickly dressed, then headed for the kitchenette to warm the water for tea. The grandfather clock set between two windows ticked away the start of another day, a tall, freestanding wooden clock that didn't need manual winding, since it was connected to Otherside's core mechanism.

The house consisted of a rectangular room made of wood and steel enhanced with clockwork components such as windows that opened via contracting iris mechanisms, clearly made for a maximum of two occupants.

The whole house was the same size as just Earl's chambers at the palace, but it had a lot more privacy. He'd been single when he'd had it built, and thought it could be his sanctuary away from everyone, where he could write his journals, articles, and lately even some serial fiction.

Now it was perfect for him and Abigale, enjoying each other's company in a sort of second honeymoon after seven years at the capital where they'd both been raised.

The bathroom was the only room with a door, cutting out a corner of the rectangular room. It had a round window, a twin of the one above the double bed. The sleeping section – that included a small wardrobe in the corner and two matching nightstands – could be hidden behind a curtain during the day.

The rest of the open space formed a square. The door opened across from the bed and bathroom, flanked by two more round windows that closed with the iris mechanism like the two on the other side. The area included the open kitchenette with a cast-iron stove and the dining space, as well as two comfortable armchairs facing each other. The table was small, and they couldn't have guests inside the house.

Two square windows opened on each side of the open space. The grandfather clock stood on the side of the bed and the carved wooden wardrobe, while across from it the space was occupied by a small desk with Earl's typewriter and, above it, five framed pictures, a later addition to the house.

At the top were two portrait photographs of newlyweds Abigale and Earl as well as her sister Letitia and Earl's best friend, Jeff. The latter couple had been using Earl's house for the past five years until three months ago. It had been Letitia who had hung the pictures on the white empty wall during her stay.

Under the wedding pictures, she had hung three landscape sepia images of the brides and grooms with their siblings. Abigale and Letitia with their twin sisters Cornelia and Maxine, four pretty young women very different from each other in both looks and personalities, but all smiling for the camera.

Then there was Jeff and his siblings, his dark skin making a sharp contrast with the pair of identical twins – two male, two female – who surrounded him. And below it were Earl and his twins, Eliza and Simeon, all smiles in their twenties.

That was the last picture taken of Simeon's face, and Earl cherished it. Now half of the handsome face was badly burned, and one of the blue eyes was gone. Simeon hid his face behind a golden mask and avoided all public appearances and photo sessions.

The giant metal tree was also the dock for a copper-colored airship that loomed large over the small house, and the big envelope of helium had fins at the rear to stabilize it. Earl's crew was currently on the other side of the portal, living cat lives among humans.

Earl was half-blood, the son of a female cat – who was currently the queen of the country – and a human from beyond the portal. He had two twin siblings, and had never met his father, although the portal he was guarding opened onto his property.

His human father was long dead, as far as he knew, since time flowed differently on the other side of the portal. Humans over there called their world Earth, so Earl and his peers called their world Otherside.

Otherside of the portals. A world that didn't change, or rather, where time flowed differently to the world beyond the portals only half-bloods like Earl could open. A world of steam engines and steam cannons, lighter-than-air airships and steam aircraft, floating towns and self-propelled houses on wheels.

Earl and Abigale had breakfast and went down the ladder to the meadow to check on Abigale's small orchard. She had put an apron over her favorite gown, as blue as her eyes, with white lace on the corset and short sleeves.

The house was surrounded by meadows, a forest and, atop a hillock, a gothic stone arch with orange flowers climbing on it, seemingly opening onto nothing special. That was the portal to the other world, where Earl and his siblings had been born thirty-five years ago.

Earl rolled up his shirt sleeves to help Abigale water the plants and dig up some potatoes, then he felt the portal open. Dropping the spade, he told Abigale, "Wait here."

His long legs quickly took him to the portal. An irregular stone stairway led to it from the other side of the hillock, invisible from the tree house.

Earl stopped at the bottom of the stairway and waited. Three cats stepped through and immediately morphed into humans.

One was his best friend, Jeff, a tall black man with a muscular frame and long dreadlocks under an aviator hat, holding the hand of Letitia Hortense Banks, Abigale's twin sister, who had amber-colored eyes, a short build and very attractive features framed by untamable red curls. She was competent and very graceful, but currently looked distraught. The third was Jeff's father, Phineas Virgil Archer.

Jeff had taken his obsidian complexion from his human mother, Aurelia Prudence Blumby – a slave who couldn't take cat form and who had been born on the other side of the portal. Phineas Virgil Archer had straight graying hair, golden skin, closed features and a tall build, a true child of Otherside.

None of them was smiling, and Jeff's mother didn't step through the portal.

Earl exhaled. That meant she was gone. The woman who had escaped slavery by moving to Otherside to have a peaceful life with her husband and the father of her children had ended her mortal life centuries after her birth.

Prue, as she was known to friends and family, had lived a full human life on this side of the portal, but had asked to die on Earth, since it was now safe for her to return. After thirty years Otherside, her husband had granted her wish, and accompanied her.

Jeff and his wife had moved to Copper House, but Prue had forbidden her son to come over. She didn't want him and his wife to have cat babies.

Then three months ago Phineas had called Jeff, saying his mother was close to the end of her mortal life, hence Earl had been able to take Abigale to Copper House after five years of it being occupied by Jeff and Letitia.

Jeff was the most attached to his mother, mostly because he was the only one who had inherited her dark complexion, and since only half-bloods could open portals, he'd been delighted to guard the portal that led to his mother's final home.

Jeff was nine months younger than Earl, and his father had more white hair than the last time Earl had seen it. Phineas had probably spent some time in human form beyond the portal to help Prue settle back on Earth.

Jeff stopped next to him and Earl hugged him.

"I'm sorry for your loss," he whispered, squeezing him.

"She died happy," Jeff whispered back.

They let go of each other and Earl offered his condolences to Jeff's father who nodded, thoughtful.

"She left her house to a young woman, Judith Anderson," Mr. Archer said. "You will have to keep an eye on her. When you see she's ready, show her the portal."

"Yes, sir."

Earl accompanied them back to his tree house. Abigale hugged her sister, and then the guests were taken up to the airship. The gondola had a radio and Jeff called for his crew. They'd pick them up, and would take them back to the floating town where they owned a townhouse.

While they waited, they could sleep and cook in the gondola that functioned as a guest house. Since it was bigger than the tree house, Earl and Abigale moved there too for the rest of the day, bringing food to fill the airship pantry.

The gondola had the control room and cockpit at the very bow, just ahead of the chart room and kitchen. The control room contained the rudder and elevator control wheels, gas and water ballast release controls, engine telegraphs, and flight and navigation instruments as well as a radio.

Across from the chart room was a small kitchen containing a cast-iron oven and compact storage and preparation areas. Aft of the kitchen was a combination of lounge/dining room, approximately square, which was the only public passenger space aboard the ship.

A small mess hall allowed the crew to gather to eat, and across from it was the captain's cabin, with a bunk bed and a small desk. A very utilitarian office-cum-bed for the longer flights.

Crew's quarters were split into ten small cabins, containing upper and lower berths similar to those aboard a railroad sleeping car, which could be arranged for daytime or nighttime use. The cabins were located in a narrow corridor, at the end of which were separate washrooms for men and women.

Abigale and Letitia arranged lunch, and Earl heard them talking about life as cats. Letitia had enjoyed her time on Earth, and advised her sister to try it.

Earl and Jeff decided to go hunting for their dinner in the nearby forest after the meal. Jeff's father seemed absent, clearly grieving for the loss of his beloved wife.

After lunch they sat in the comfortable armchairs of the lounge to relax before the afternoon hunt. Earl and Abigale could barely understand how attached Jeff still was to his mother. Blood ties in this world were as thin as cats' families. Parents didn't look after their adult children, but Prue had kept Jeff close for most of his life.

Jeff was also the only one who bore his father's surname. The rest of Prue's children followed Otherside's naming tradition in which the surname wasn't the actual family name. Like his siblings, Jeff was also one of the Prudences, even if they all had the same father, much like Earl and his siblings were also known as the Georginas.

"Things have changed on the other side of the portal," Jeff warned. "Some of your crew members have found a nice human who looks after them. Your radio operator, Nelly Fanny Kettle, has found the young woman who befriended my mother."

"Has she ever seen you in human form?" Earl asked.

"No, we didn't take human form." Jeff shook his head. "Only my mother knew our secret. They called her Old Prue and thought she was a hedge witch, but they didn't bother her. She left journals behind, but we decided to leave them at the cottage."

The next morning Jeff's airship docked next to Earl's. His crew was as mixed as Earl's, men and women working side by side and taking shifts. Women were allowed to wear pants on airships, but Abigale didn't own any pants, unlike Letitia.

"Take care of my wife's inheritance," Mr. Archer said. "The new owner should be nice enough, but if she proves unworthy, call us."

Jeff, Letitia and his father climbed into the other gondola and waved good-bye to Earl and Abigale, who went back to the ground.

They watched the airship leave the second docking space, and then exchanged a glance.

"Ready for a few years on the other side of the portal?" he asked, squeezing her hand.

Her bright smile warmed his heart.

"Of course," she answered. "Let's go!"

Leaving the metal tree behind, they climbed the irregular staircase. Stopping in front of the gothic arch, Earl took a deep breath, feeling the vibration of the magic energy. A distant "Om" opened the portal and he stepped beyond, morphing into a mackerel tabby with a striped pattern in hues of gray and red.

Next to him, Abigale became a flame point ragdoll who followed him like a shadow. The portal opened in the entrance of the cottage, under a cherry tree that had been incorporated into the back wall.

The two cats explored the house, but the new owner hadn't arrived yet, apparently. The cottage was rectangular, with the main door and the entrance at the center. To the left of the entrance was a sitting room and a bedroom with en suite bathroom, to the right was a dining room and the kitchen.

Earl and Abigale found a crack between two broken boards from the dark cellar under the house, and went out into the damp autumn air outside the cottage. At least it wasn't raining. Earl decided to go looking for his crew members and ask them about the changes on this side of the portal.

He could already see some of the changes – a different house plan, noisy flying machines zooming overhead, self-propelled carriages going much faster than the ones in Otherside... It looked as if the steam power that moved things on the other side of the portal was gone from Earth.

"This will be interesting," Earl commented. Abigale looked a little jarred, but as far as he knew she had never spent time on this side, being someone's pet. "Don't worry, we'll be all right."
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The longcase clock in the sitting room struck five and chimed. Like all the towering, majestic clocks of the world, it was connected to Otherside's core. Only pocket watches and smaller clocks needed winding.

This particular clock was shaped like a woman with her fists on her hips, the dial forming her head, the pendulum hidden behind her bell skirt. The top was short-sleeved and low-cut, which showed it came from a faraway country.

It had been donated to the sovereigns by a foreign ambassador almost a century earlier, but it still marked the time perfectly, after being adjusted to the new setting – its home country was almost on the other side of the world, ten hours ahead.

Eliza looked up from her reading, frowning. Where had the time gone? Earl's latest article on life in rural Kenorland had been so engrossing! Her brother knew how to write fascinating prose, which made her proofreading job both easier and harder.

She sighed and rose from her armchair, putting the manuscript in her desk drawer. She glanced at the beautiful clock that she had requested for her chambers as soon as she had set her eyes on it upon her return to the palace. The clock had been named Lady Bastet, and it was her favorite piece of furniture in the apartment.

Her antechamber was furnished with a love seat, her armchair and a low table in front of them. A small desk in a corner was her workspace – unless she was reading her brother's essays, the latest having just vanished in its front drawer. Bookshelves covered most of the walls, and the door to her bedroom was closed, as usual during the day.

The antechamber opened onto a small balcony, but it also had a grand chandelier hanging from the carved ceiling for the short winter days. Eliza had a smaller gas lamp attached to the wall next to her armchair, for reading in the evening. It was easier to switch it off before bed than the light up above.

Under the lamp, she had hung an old photograph of her and her brothers in their twenties, with Earl and Simeon on each side of her pretending to kiss her cheeks. She looked so happy with them... it was unbelievable how things had gone downhill since, at least for her and Simeon. Now Earl was the lucky, handsome one with his short bicolored hair and his pretty blonde wife.

Her chambers were close enough both to her mother's and her daughters', but still allowed some privacy when she wanted to chat with her friends, away from the hustle and bustle of the court. Being the daughter of the queen meant she had plenty to do at the palace, especially when foreign dignitaries visited.

Eliza had come back to the palace after her divorce. There was no way she was going to raise two children alone with servants in the mansion by the portal. After kicking her undeserving husband out of her life, she had locked Massey Mansion, packed her things and come back to the capital.

Ten years had gone by, and now that her daughters were fourteen and almost independent, she was thinking of going back to the portal. The twins were blossoming into beautiful young women who would soon start breaking young men's hearts – or possibly have their own heart broken, like their mother.

Cornelia and Millicent were coming for tea, and she wondered if she could pick their brains about her idea. The summer was over, but maybe a fall festival in the countryside might appeal to some of her friends, especially the ones who followed Earl's column on the National Gazette.

Her apartment at the palace was similar to the others – an antechamber furnished like a sitting room and a bedroom with en suite bathroom, accessed from one of the upper floor stately corridors. Not a big house by any means, but it was quiet and private.

Massey Mansion had been good enough when she had hoped to start a long-lasting family, but in the end being the daughter of the reigning queen had its perks. The palace was well-fitted and well-attended by servants, and in the middle of a big park that included a tower for docking airships.

The stables were far enough from the main building that the smell of manure never reached its windows, and there were also carriages and a small house on wheels in the shelter for the steam-powered machines.

She lived in a country with an elective monarchy. The power wasn't hereditary, but the chosen must be man and wife, so they could bring both points of view to government. The United Kingdom of Kenorland covered the northern part of the namesake continent, with its capital, Kenor City, being one of the oldest cities in the world.

Founded some fifteen centuries earlier, the kingdom still prospered under the joint rule of the sovereigns, and had slowly and peacefully expanded thanks to alliances and treaties with nearby city-states.

Usually chosen from among the upper classes by the Assemblies – the noble-electors' votes counted more than, say, merchant-electors or lower class-electors – the monarchs couldn't pass power to their offspring, but the latter were allowed to live at the palace as long as one of their parents was sovereign.

Eliza's father had been a human from beyond the portal, but this hadn't disturbed the king. Adultery wasn't considered a sin on this side of the portal, where offspring often had different surnames, even if they came from the same parents, and where twins or triplets didn't resemble each other, like litters of kittens with different fathers.

Hence the mother's name was the actual family name for the batches of children she gave birth to – usually twins Otherside, litters of kittens if they were born on Earth. This was due mostly to the fact that on Earth they were cats, hence the queen had triplets who didn't resemble each other like, for example, Jeff's siblings. Eliza was different from Earl who was different from Simeon.

Her own twins were different, and her friend Cornelia belonged to a quadruplet of sisters who didn't resemble each other either – one was blonde, one was a redhead, one was a brunette and Cornelia had raven hair. One had married Earl, one Earl's best friend Jeff and the third was married to Allen Mortimer Stagg.

Relationships between man and wife were complicated, as far as Eliza was concerned. They might be legally bound to share their assets with the children who came out of the woman's womb, but that didn't make for great romance.

Especially among the aristocracy – who could afford bigger living quarters – the spouses didn't sleep in the same room. Eliza envied Earl and Abigale who shared a bed, unlike her mother and the king, who had other children from other women of his own.

It might be because she had some human-from-beyond-the-portal blood, but her mother had warned her that it could hinder her.

When she was younger, she kept falling in love with undeserving men. She dreamed of a knight in shining armor who would sweep her off her feet. Now she was a princess – for however long her mother sat on the throne – but she had lost all hope of finding true love.

She was young when she had fallen for Eugene Jonathan Rexword. Eugene had dazzled her with promises he didn't intend to keep. He only wanted to be with her to control a portal. When she figured it out, she had dumped him even though it had broken her heart.

Now, ten years later, she found comfort in talking to other women who had given up on men. Cornelia was twenty-nine, but she had always refused to get married. She simply wasn't interested in either a steady relationship or a marriage alliance, although she did have lovers. Millicent was a widow and had no intention of remarrying, even though she was still young. Like Cornelia, and Eliza herself, she had occasional lovers with no strings attached.

Both were younger than Eliza, and they arrived together, knocking on her apartment door as she was heading back for her armchair. She let them in and air-kissed both of them, ringing the bell for the maid. Her friends greeted Lady Bastet before sitting down.

Cornelia had tanned skin and light green eyes. She had a tall, broad build and plain features. Her long black hair was loose on her shoulders in defiance to all fashion statements.

Millicent had medium-length copper hair pulled up in a complicated hairdo. She had cut her hair very short after her husband's death, and it was still growing back, hence the unfashionable length that she hid with special thanks to her personal hairdresser. She had a short, solid build and brown eyes. She was fast and not very brave. Her favorite sin was vanity and she always wore the latest fashion, which she could afford.

Eliza sat with Millicent on the love
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