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Introduction

Welcome, Reader, to these wondrous travels to other worlds or other eras of our planet. These original stories will give you a glimpse of the worlds I've created, from the fantasy secondary world of Silvery Earth to the futuristic Star Minds Universe.

The Twins visit Silvery Earth, a fantasy world with its own geography, calendar and history. They have only a glimpse of it and might be able to go back and explore more. Silverflame's mother's imprisonment is narrated in Books of the Immortals – Air, and The Englightened Emperor has his own book.

Antonella is lucky enough to meet Hariel, the protagonist of Thief (Star Minds Lone Wolves), although you won't find this episode in his book.

Steampunk reigns supreme in Otherside, while in Future Earth Chronicles, four hundred years after the apocalypse of western civilization, we'll be back to pre-industrial levels.

Escape to Otherside is a prequel to Otherside, the novella of cats and women, and a strange, magical steampunk world. Unexpected New Normal is a prequel to the Future Earth Chronicles series since Jacob Davis appears in Before Future Earth Chronicles.

And then there's Elsewhere, the parallel world of Elementals and magical creatures of myth and legend that often mingle with us. Jay is the protagonist of Sunset of Shadows (Ghost Bus Riders Book 3) of which the story within is a prequel.

Follow the characters from various years and places (USA 1968, England 1996, India 2015, USA 2020 and Italy 2021) and travel to these strange places filled with either magic or technology – or possibly both – from the comfort of your reading nook.
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Judith slipped under the covers with a shiver, holding her mug of warm tea. Definitely chilly today, and the heating wasn't working. She had called someone to fix it, but until he showed up, she would stay in bed, even if it was almost lunchtime.

The blankets and the tea would keep her warm in that gray Saturday morning. Hopefully the plumber would show up before Monday, when she had to go back to work.

She loved the little cottage she had inherited three years ago from Old Prudence. The elderly black woman had been considered a hedge witch in the small town, but this hadn't deterred Judith from befriending her.

Nobody had wanted anything to do with Old Prudence or her property, so she had gratefully accepted the gift. She had just come back from college and had found a secretarial job in town. It had felt wonderful to be on her own for the first time.

Now, three years later, she loved her home. She had refurbished most of it, except the kitchen. The bedroom had a comfortable bed with carved wooden head and foot. She had put floral curtains at the window, and she had a dresser, a wardrobe and a vanity. All the furniture was wood, like the bed, including the stool for the vanity, which gave the room a light, musty scent.

The wallpaper had discreet garlands of roses that made the room look cheerful in the sunlight, although currently it was a gray day outside and she had to keep the lights on. Electricity was a wonderful invention indeed.

The en suite bathroom had a sink, a toilet and even a bathtub, so she felt like a queen having a bathroom all to herself instead of sharing with the rest of the family. Who never visited anyway, except her younger brother, Michael, before he was shipped off to Vietnam.

Judith took his letter that she had left on the nightstand to go make some tea, barely glancing at the mackerel tabby with a striped pattern in hues of gray and red curled up at the foot of her bed with her own cat, Kettle, a Pixie-bob with a bobcat-like appearance, short-haired and striped.

Kettle and the mackerel tabby, Earl, seemed to get along just fine. Judith had found the tabby in the cottage when she had moved in, and didn't mind another cat, since she already had one. And even though Kettle was female, they usually ignored each other.

Judith had ascertained that Earl already had a cat lady-friend, Bucket, a ragdoll with blue eyes, semi-longhaired coat and light colors and patterns, who had a tendency to go limp when carried. Bucket seemed to be a stray cat or an occasional inhabitant of the cottage, unlike Earl.

From the bed, if she looked through the door, she could see her sitting room with a small desk and a chair set near the window opening onto the front lawn, and, beyond the entrance, the living room dominated by the dining table with its tablecloth and chairs in place, and the 1950s kitchen with pink appliances.

Yes, it was the perfect little house for one or two people, a pity Don had decided to dump her instead of moving in with her. His loss. Maybe when Michael came back from Vietnam... No, the rooms were one inside the other, even if she turned the sitting room into another bedroom for her younger brother, there wouldn't be enough privacy.

And only one shared bathroom again. Nope. She loved Michael, but not enough to share living space with him again, especially now they were both adults.

Besides, he should have his own home. From his letter he seemed shocked by what he was seeing overseas and looked forward to coming home. He had heard about the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the violent riots that had followed it back in April, and wondered if there would ever be peace again.

World peace would be tricky. But peace in the Anderson family home was also just a dream with her domineering father. Hopefully Michael had obeyed the patriarch for the last time when he had been drafted. When he came back, he'd be able to settle on his own.

Judith sighed, sipping her tea and folding the letter. She put it back in its envelope and put it in the drawer of her nightstand with the others. She missed him. Her little brother was only nineteen, he shouldn't be fighting Vietcong on the other side of the world.

Since he'd been gone, she was becoming a grumpy old spinster. She might be only twenty-three, a tall brunette with big hazel eyes and an hourglass figure, but when Don had dumped her, she hadn't been able to fall in love again.

Don being Cherokee, he was never approved by her father, and sometimes she wondered what James Anderson would say if his daughter brought a black man to dinner. A handsome man like Sydney Poitier, whom she had admired in the movies In the Heat of the Night and Guess Who's Coming to Dinner last year.

Just imagine. She was independent, but the family didn't approve, except Michael. Judith was getting lonely, except for the two, or sometimes three, cats who kept her company.

She petted Kettle who purred under her hand. Earl was too far away to caress his colorful fur. She finished her tea and sighed again. Time to go to the kitchen. Maybe the oven would keep her warm while she cooked something.

She got out of bed again and pulled a maxi skirt over her pajama pants to be warmer, then she crossed the house to the kitchen. She wasn't going to make the bed until the heating was fixed, she'd get back under the covers as soon as she could!

The cottage was small but lovely, even cozy for two people – when the heating worked, that is. It was all on one level, with wooden floors covering the basement that had worked perfectly well as a fridge in olden times. She had never used (it was too dark and windowless, with weird smells still wafting around), but she knew it was there.

Her home had a grand total of five rooms of more or less the same size. The entrance was relatively small, with two doors left and right leading to the rest of the house and an intricate, ornamental cherry tree affixed to the wall across the main door. Half the trunk was inside the wall, as if it had been built around a live tree at some point.

What she had discovered going through Old Prudence's journals was that near the cherry tree was a portal that led to another world, activated by Earl. A cat. A witch's familiar, maybe. Not that Judith was superstitious or anything. She had grown quite fond of Earl through the past three years.

She hadn't explored Otherside yet, but she knew it was there, beyond the currently invisible portal in the entrance. That wall of the house had remained untouched during the past three years. It was sided by walls covered with wallpaper where she had hung some paintings.

Her yellow Wellington boots were under the hanger on the left side of the main door and an old inlaid cabinet stood on the other side. On the top of the cabinet where she usually dropped her keys, she had put a few framed photos of herself and her family. In the family photo from a few years ago, she still wore a mini skirt and boots that were all the rage in her teens.

The two cats followed her, knowing the kitchen would soon be warmer than the vacated bedroom.

She was grabbing a saucepan to warm some soup when she heard pitiful meows outside, as well as the sound of footsteps on the gravel of the front yard.

Earl hissed and flashed out of the kitchen. She put the saucepan down, frowning. Could it be the plumber who had come early to fix the heating?

Passing through the dining room that had a window opening onto the front yard like the sitting room, she didn't see anyone. The gravel road that led to the cottage was empty, and she noticed it had started drizzling.

Loud banging on the front door startled her as she reached the entrance.

"Judith, open the goddamn door, now!"

Her father's voice! What was he doing here?

She went to open the door and he threw Bucket in. The cat crumbled in a corner, meowing softly, clearly hurt.

"Dad, what's going on?" she asked, nonplussed.

He seemed to have taken out his anger on the poor cat!

"I saw those women on TV!" James Anderson was bulky and towered over his daughter. She would never forget the beatings she'd had from him when she still lived at home. "I don't want my daughter to join the Women's Liberation movement!"

"What are you babbling about?" she protested. "Did you see me in the protest against the Miss America Pageant? I was here, not in Atlantic City!"

"I don't care, I want you to come home this instant and get married! I have found the perfect match for you, and you will obey!"

His face was red and puffy. Actually, his whole balding head was red, as if he were on the edge of a heart attack, but she knew better. When he got angry, he was always like that. It was a warning of a coming explosion of violence on his part.

"Dad! This is not India! I won't have an arranged marriage!" she said, determined, crossing her arms over her bosom. "I have a home and a job. I'm twenty-three. I'm no longer your property!"

He slapped her. "You will come home now," he said through clenched teeth. "Even if I have to drag you by your hair."

He was about to follow through with his threat when a young man punched him, knocking him out. Judith stared wide-eyed at the thirty-something man with amber eyes, copper hair with gray streaks and a clean-shaven face, who stood shaking in anger next to her.

He had shiny white teeth, a tall build and tanned skin, and he was growling under his breath.

"Earl!" she said, stunned. "What the hell..."

"He almost killed Abigale!" he snapped. "I'm taking her to Otherside! And you and Kettle should come too! There is nothing for you here until your brother comes back!"

Judith hesitated, staring at her unconscious father. Earl was right, if she wanted to keep living freely, she'd better take refuge through the portal she had discovered almost three years ago.

Earl picked up Bucket and headed for the cherry tree now gleaming with a golden aura. The first time Judith had seen the portal, she had been awed, but now she was familiar with it, even though she hadn't stepped much farther than the threshold.

She'd had only occasional glimpses of what was beyond the portal, but she was used to the distant "Om" that made the cherry tree glow even more while an opening formed under the curved branches.

The familiar stone arch opened onto a green meadow under a clear blue sky. Earl, followed by Kettle, stepped through. With a last glance towards her father, Judith followed them.
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The first time Judith had stepped through the cherry tree portal, following Earl the cat, she'd been wearing her mini skirt, and she had found herself on the other side with just a blouse barely covering her ass.

The passage felt like a vibration of her whole being, with that "Om" sound accompanying her. Stepping Otherside meant her clothes changed to adapt to the world beyond the portal. Her maxi skirt and shirt became a brocade corset worn over a white blouse and a green bell skirt.

The weather on the other side of the portal was sunny. Unfortunately she hadn't brought any sunglasses, so she had to cover her eyes with her hand as she stepped down the short, irregular stone stairway with orange flowers climbing on it on this side of the portal.

As she reached the grass at the bottom, she was finally in the shade and could look around. She was familiar with Earl's transformation from cat to man, although she had never seen him in human form on the other side of the portal before, and she was curious to see what the other cat looked like here.

Earl had laid Abigale down, and she had transformed into a young woman with a very tall, lanky build, fair skin and light blue eyes, wearing Victorian clothes very similar to Judith's. Abigale was obviously in pain, and Earl leaned worriedly over her as she whispered what appeared to be her last words.

Judith gulped, cursing her father for hurting an innocent creature. Not that James Anderson would ever feel guilty for hitting a woman. Abigale Bucket looked very frail even in human form, and Judith didn't think she would make it.

"Let's pray for Abigale Lorraine Bucket," a voice next to her confirmed, startling her.

She had completely forgotten her own cat, Kettle. She wasn't expecting her pet to turn into a woman as well. She thought Earl and Bucket were special, but here stood a sturdy woman with a shifty expression and medium length red-blond hair. She still had the yellow-green eyes of her cat form, though.

"Kettle?" Judith asked hesitantly.

"The full name is Nelly Fanny Kettle," the woman snapped. She might be both playful and affectionate as a cat, but the woman seemed much harsher. "Captain, should I summon the crew?" she called towards Earl who was now hugging Abigale tight and... sobbing?

Judith stared as Earl slowly calmed down. He didn't turn to look at them to answer.

"Yes, Nelly, get to the airship radio."

"Airship?" Judith frowned at Kettle. "What have you been doing behind my back?"

"Exploring Otherside with Earl." Kettle shrugged. "His full name is Earl Grey Copper and he's the captain of that airship."

She pointed at a twenty-foot tree made of welded girders and plates with craggy branches reaching up over the hut resting atop its trunk. The giant metal tree was also the dock for a copper-colored airship. The weird installation looked cobbled together by some Victorian scavenger.

"That's Copper House," Kettle added. "It's a tree house, but it has all the commodities of townhouses. I should get on the airship to call the rest of the crew, if you'd like to follow me."

"Sure," Judith said as they walked around the staircase and low bushes towards the fake tree. "So what do you do on the airship, exactly?"

"I'm one of the radio operators," Kettle muttered. "I enrolled for the love of Earl, but he never really looked at me. He has his beloved Abigale. Although... she's gone now, so I might have a chance."

Judith pondered the idea of falling in love with a man on this side of the portal. But it would mean sharing her life with a cat if she ever went back to the other side... Still, her cat had been living a second life behind her back over the past three years, apparently!

Judith had gone through Old Prudence's notes and research on portals, but she hadn't followed Earl very often in the past three years. She knew this place was called Otherside, and it was populated by humans who turned into cats when they went back to Earth, but she hadn't actually explored it yet. She had seen no reason to, until today.

After going around the stone arch and its orange flower bushes, the great metal tree came into view just before the line of trees. The portal was a gothic arch atop a hillock that overlooked the meadow, the forest and the metal tree. Judith fretted a little at the thought of losing sight of that arch, but remembering her father's reddened face and violent streak, maybe she was better off on this side, even though they didn't have electricity or other modern appliances.

She could tell from the clothes she and the cats in human form wore that Otherside was a Victorian world. They were probably still stuck in the 19th century, although they had airships and who knew what else.

On the one hand she was terrified by what awaited her, on the other hand she was very curious. She wasn't alone, and Kettle's confident presence helped. She also trusted Earl, although he was currently bereaved for the loss of his girlfriend – his actual girlfriend, not just a cat mate.

In human form every relationship looked different. Judith wondered how much time Earl and Abigale had spent in the house on the metal tree, and what Kettle knew about Otherside. Her former pet moved with the confidence of someone who knew her business even in human form in this strange world.

The house itself comprised a smallish room made of wood and steel accented by clockwork components such as windows that opened via contracting iris mechanisms, clearly made for a maximum of two occupants. The airship loomed large over the small tree house and the big envelope of helium had fins at the rear to stabilize it.

Judith followed Kettle up an unsteady ladder and reached the gondola of the airship hung directly from the internal framing. Once inside it looked like a yacht cabin or a Victorian home.

Kettle headed for the cockpit and Judith followed, curious. The gondola smelled of wood and engine oils, and walking on the wooden floor felt like walking on the deck of a sailing ship. It reminded Judith of her last summer in California with Michael, when they had both gone sailing with their friends.

Kettle sent out a call for the crew and got an answer from "Jeff" who called her "Nelly" and asked where Earl was.
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