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Jessica sat in the armchair, sketching Earl's profile, alternating between a soft pencil and a hard pencil. The pencil moved smoothly on her sketchbook, putting shadows on the handsome profile, adding a curl of rebellious hair on the forehead, touching the lips she had kissed so often but never got enough of.

She could still taste those lips, that mouth from the kiss he had given her before sitting at his desk and plunging into his work. The typewriter was louder than the grandfather clock, but its sound was soothing for Jessica.

He was engrossed in his writing, lost in his composition, and he was the most handsome man she had ever seen. His cologne still lingered in the room, tickling her nose.

His hair had grown during the past months, and she liked to draw the waves and curls of his mane even without color. She changed her pencil to make some parts darker with the soft one, adjusting the shadows around his eyes. The graphite smell temporarily covered other scents, then paper and dust became prominent again.

Digital graphic designer to traditional art had been quite a jump, but now, nine months later, she had mastered pencils and brushes alike, and particularly enjoyed doing portraits of her husband, especially when he wasn't aware, like right now.

The apartment in the royal palace was quiet at this time of the day, except for Earl's fast typing on a big manual typewriter. The antechamber was furnished like a parlor, with two armchairs, a love seat, a low table for tea and newspapers and a French-window opening onto a little balcony.

She sat in the armchair closest to his desk, with daylight coming from the left through the French-window. A plush Persian carpet covered the wooden floor and there were shelves filled with books above Earl's desk where he had the typewriter he had brought back from Copper House three months ago, when they had moved here for the winter months after their adventure to fix the core of Otherside.

That was when Jessica had officially entered his apartment as his wife, although she had already seen his chambers nine months earlier, when she had first discovered Otherside. As for her marriage, it had a slightly different meaning than on Earth. Heck, her second wedding had been very different from her first, which made it almost unreal.

She only had to check the alabaster ankh pendant around her neck to remind herself the goddess of Otherside herself had blessed her union with Earl, in a very simple ceremony with only Eliza and Dennis as witnesses.

"You take me as a wife" instead of "I do" definitely had different implications, and Earl had lived up to those implications. He had taken her as a wife and adored her. She had even considered asking the goddess to allow her to have children, but Earl didn't seem to care about that, so she had kept her mouth shut.

She'd been very lucky to move into her aunt's cottage when she'd disappeared and discover the portal to Otherside. She'd been at a bad moment in her life – thirty-three and waiting for divorce from a husband who already had another woman about to give him a child – and the adventures with the cats who became people beyond the portal had been a welcome relief from her troubles.

She'd been very attracted to Earl's human form – he had amber eyes, red hair with gray streaks and a weathered, clean-shaven face. He was forty and wore a top hat and an elegant blue waistcoat over tight brown pants. He was ruggedly handsome both in his Victorian clothes and in jeans and T-shirts.

She should have followed him to Otherside immediately, but she was afraid of the strange steampunk world, and so she had stayed in the old cottage with stray cats who came and went, waiting for his return, berating herself for not letting him into her life because her first husband had hurt her so badly.

The different calendars either side of the portal meant she'd spent two years waiting for him. Meanwhile her parents had died – first her mother succumbing to cancer, then her father to the coronavirus – and the day she came back from the latter's funeral he was there, still most handsome, as if only a few days had passed for him – and indeed only a few days had passed Otherside.

The seven-year gap between them had been reduced to five. And he still loved her, and took her to his treetop home, Copper House, made of wood and steel accented by clockwork components such as windows that opened via contracting iris mechanisms.

It was built on a twenty-foot tree made of welded girders and plates with craggy branches reaching up over the hut resting atop its trunk. The weird installation still looked cobbled together by some Victorian scavenger to her, even after living inside it for six months.

Handsome as he was clothed, Earl became absolutely gorgeous naked, with the right muscles in the right places, which at first had made her feel completely inadequate, but he had assured her of his undying love and kept proving it every day.

They had spent six blissful months at Copper House, close to the portal that could take her back to Earth if she wanted. But he had become her world and she had adapted to his form of technology pretty quickly.

She never felt homesick with him by her side, he filled her in more ways than she thought possible. She might not be a heroine – when Otherside was in jeopardy she wasn't able to do much except stand by Earl's side – but she had embraced the different fashion, different traditions and different technology for the love of him.

He had taught her the diplomatic language spoken all over the world and explained how things worked on this side of the portal – cash and other systems that allowed civilization to thrive even without the digital revolution she had left behind.

Life was still measured in twenty-four-hour cycles, with thirty-day months, even without a moon or tides, punctuated by the clocks linked to the core of Otherside that literally made the world spin. The months had different names and a year lasted three hundred and sixty days, but it didn't feel different from Earth.

Until one day the pendulum clock of Copper House stopped and during night the tree house shook as the winds howled outside. Jessica remembered an earthquake she had felt back on Earth during childhood, but the house didn't crumble.

In the morning Earl explained to her about Otherside and its core, and they went to call one of Jeff's brothers beyond the portal. Twins Sam and Charlie were both white, while Jeff was black, like his mother. She had already seen them, but hadn't been formally introduced to them until that day.

Sam joined Earl's airship crew and Charlie was tasked to fix the core, whatever that meant. The adventure that brought them halfway around the world shifted the relationships in the group. When they discovered the man who had sabotaged the core was Eliza's long-lost love – missing in action during the Vietnam War and taken to Otherside by another half-blood from another continent – and Bastet blessed both Earl and Jessica and Eliza and Dennis, Earl decided to leave the airship to Sam while he and Jessica spent some time at the capital.

Thus the colder months of the year had been spent in the comfort of the royal palace, including the celebration of the New Year, 1846. Soon Earl would be forty-one, and Jessica had no idea when her birthday would be, so – like Aunt Judith – she decided to celebrate every year since she'd moved to Otherside.

The king had gotten sick during the nine days the clocks had stopped and the world had slowed its spinning, and he'd never fully recovered. They expected him to die anytime now, which would mean an election for the new monarch, and that Earl would have to leave the palace apartment anyway.

They would go back to Copper House when they were no longer welcome at the capital, but for now they both took advantage of the technology available at the palace, with its thermal water in the bath chamber and central heating, with servants who did the cleaning and cooking, and people to visit and a more social life than at Copper House.

The big bedroom was full of light during the day and very cozy at night, with a canopied bed and a big wardrobe. Beyond it was a bath chamber with a marble bathtub. The latrine was outside, on the balcony, but the capital was less cold than Copper House.

She'd been worried by the lack of apparent heating at Copper House, but Earl had assured her it was in the floor, and even in the snow, the house was perfectly warm. Jessica was glad she didn't have to deal with snow, though. Going down the rickety ladder of the tree house during the summer and fall was enough for her.

Earl had helped her with her vertigo, and she no longer feared heights, but Copper House still looked very frail to her.

She much preferred the apartment in the building reminiscent of Buckingham Palace from the outside and Versailles from the inside. It was bigger than the small tree house and had many more facilities available. Especially since the court was very subdued with the king so sick, they didn't even have to attend the private dinners if they didn't want to.

In fact they usually dined in their apartment, or sometimes with Eliza and Dennis. A couple of times they even went to Beaumont Mansion, parked permanently outside the royal palace, to have dinner with Simeon and Lydia, which had allowed Jessica to get to know the man behind the golden mask a little more.

But like Earl had always said, the triplets were very different both physically and mentally. Earl was the journalist, Simeon was the adventurer, Eliza was the linguist. At the moment Simeon was mostly a father, though, with his five-year-old quadruplets and Lydia being pregnant. Besides, he was still confined to Beaumont Mansion after what he had done to the other Portal Guardians, killing a few and sealing their portals.

Earl had told Jessica about his siblings at Copper House, where he had showed her pictures of their youth. He had also admitted to being a widower when he had met her, not a bachelor as she had originally thought.

His first wife had been killed by Judith's father – and Jessica's grandfather – leaving him alone and bereaved for five years since they had no children. Then Jessica had stepped into Judith's cottage and life had restarted for Earl.

She was a little shocked to discover he hadn't even functioned in bed until she had moved in with him. With her he was the perfect lover, even better than her ex-husband, so it was strange to think he hadn't touched a woman in five years.

After nine months with him, Jessica was losing her religion. Earl was everything a woman could dream of, and if a cat-headed goddess had blessed their union instead of a Christian priest, who cared? She was happy and in love and wasn't even missing Earth's technology anymore.

Earl exhaled as he relaxed his arms. He was a fast typist, but he still needed to take breaks.

"Is it done?" Jessica asked, giving her sketch the final touches.

She knew what he was currently working on. He had written a weekly column for the National Gazette for a number of years, and now a publisher had offered to publish the revised collection as a book, titled Life in Rural Kenorland, and he had agreed.

He was proud of his journalistic skills, and rightfully so. As the son of the current queen, his opinions were important to many people. His reports used subjective ideas rather than objective facts. In each article he gave his own perspective, including his own thoughts and biases, and many people found the viewpoint of a half-blood fascinating.

Earl was probably one of the very few half-blood writers alive, and Jessica was often surprised nobody had figured out that the mysterious Graham Wordsmith, who wrote dime novels with half-blood protagonists, was Earl himself.

His pen name was super secret, though, and only she and his publisher knew Graham Wordsmith's real name. She'd had to swear to keep it secret when she'd discovered the truth, which was sometimes hard to do because she loved his fiction even more than his non-fiction, but she couldn't boast about it.

"Yes, the introduction is done." Earl turned to look at her and his amber eyes seemed to laugh. "How about you? Are you done?"

She turned the sketchbook featuring the completed portrait around. He made an admiring face.

"I could ask the publisher to make that my author picture," he said. "It's much better than a daguerreotype!"

"Do you really think so?" Jessica asked, staring critically at her sketch.

He took the sheet out from the typewriter and put it on the pile beside it before standing and heading for the love seat.

"Come here," he ordered, opening his arms.

She put down her pencils and sketchbook and rushed to hug him. Even the Victorian clothes no longer bothered her, especially since she didn't have to wear crinolines under her gowns. She couldn't wear pants very often – well, not at all at the palace – but she kind of liked the current fashion of the capital.

They kissed in the light coming in from the small balcony, then a knock interrupted them. A servant came in with the bad news that the king had passed.

Earl thanked him and sighed. He looked Jessica in the eye, still holding her hands.

"Let me take this to the publisher, then we'll go to see my mother," he said.

"When do we have to vacate the apartment?" she asked, worried.

"When the new sovereigns are elected. Don't worry, we have a few days to make plans." He lightly kissed her forehead and let her go.

He put on his jacket, grabbed the manuscript and his top hat and left. Jessica sighed and slumped back on the love seat, staring at Earl's portrait. It didn't matter to her where they went as long as they were together.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Adele stepped down from the podium at the bottom of the Pit of Endless Embarrassment, as she mentally named the lecture hall. It was fine when she was in the students' rows, listening to Professor Ponti, but being the main speaker sucked badly, even if the dean – who had shared that space with her all day – congratulated her on her lecture.

The big room buzzed with activity as people left their seats and headed out, discussing the topic among themselves, flooding the marble corridors of Urbe University, Faculty of Engineering, outside the lecture hall.

The room had paneled walls and seats like in a Roman amphitheater sloping down towards the podium where the lecturer stood, hence her impression of a pit. It smelled of wood and candlewax – and sweat and ink from the audience side.

It hadn't been an actual lesson, since she hadn't inherited Professor Ponti's position, but Dean Ferri had insisted she presented her reports to the rest of the faculty and whoever else might be interested in hearing about her year on Earth first, and then the expedition to the core to save the world.

Dean Serafina Iole Ferri was a plump middle-aged woman who barely reached Adele's shoulder and always wore dark gowns. She was motherly with her faculty members, stern with the students. Adele hadn't dealt with her often before the death of Professor Ponti, but now it looked as if the woman was trying to find her late friend in her, despite Adele trying to convince her the opposite was true.

Adele was a good researcher, not an excellent teacher like Professor Ponti. But both reports had been published in the local academic journal and translated into many languages, so guests had come from everywhere to listen to the two lectures, scheduled for a full day that had felt very long this morning, but now was finally coming to an end.

With only a couple of hours to eat and relax in the university mess hall, Adele was still coming down from the adrenaline rush of her public appearance. She hated being at the center of everybody's attention, but it couldn't be avoided.

The three months spent preparing those reports had been blissful compared to today. Even the moment her reports had initially been published in the local academic journal with their peer review had felt smooth compared to fielding questions from a live audience.

Adele hoped she would be able to go back to researching now, and not have to speak in public again any time soon. The dean assured her Urbe University would continue to support her research – and did she already have an idea of her next topic?

"I think I do, but let me sleep on it," she answered, unwilling to show her cards too early.

She wanted to make sure she had help, like when she'd been fixing the core. Maybe Edoardo, or Emma's twins could be brought on board, although Ferruccio and Angelica were still in secondary school.

Dean Ferri nodded as they slowly headed back up along the right side of the pit, making sure everybody left the lecture hall. Now that it was half empty, though, Adele finally saw the face she had been looking for all day but couldn't find in the crowd staring back at her.

Charlie stood at the end of a row in the middle of the room, waiting for her to reach him. His hair was still long, as was his beard, his smile still a flash of white teeth through the raven hair.

"Who is that handsome man?" Dean Ferri asked, following her gaze.

"That's my co-author for the report on the core," she answered. "I'd hoped he would show up sooner and spare me some questions..."

They reached him and he bowed to both of them.

"Dean Ferri, meet Charles Azariah Copper from the United Kingdom of Kenorland," Adele said in the diplomatic language. "This is my boss, Professor Serafina Iole Ferri. I was just telling her how I'd hoped you'd show up earlier so I could have fielded some of the last questions fo you."

"And steal your spotlight?" Charlie was still smiling. "I wouldn't have dared! I arrived late and I just found a seat, making myself as small as I could."

Not an easy feat, considering how he towered over Dean Ferri. She'd forgotten he was slightly taller than her. It was good to see him again after their three months of correspondence, during which he had helped her with her report on the core.

"Let's get out of here," Dean Ferri said, looking around the now empty lecture hall. "Come to my office, both of you."

Charlie offered his arm to Adele who took it with a nervous chuckle.

"I didn't know you could be a gentleman if you wanted to," she commented.

"Why not?" he replied, amused. "I learned from the best."

"Oh, and who would that be?"

"Earl Grey Copper, of course. That's why I chose to take his surname."

"Are you aware my own surname, Rame, also means Copper? And do you remember Jeanne Madeleine Cuivre from the Marianne Republic? Cuivre also means Copper!"

"Does it? That makes me wonder, then..."

"About what?"

"Rohan... what was his surname?"

"Kopar, I think?"

"What do you think that means in his language?"

"I think I know, but tell me."

"I asked Eliza. It means Copper."

Adele burst out laughing, feeling all the tension vanish from her. Dean Ferri looked amused as she led them through the faculty and into her office. The small room had paneled walls and many bookshelves.

The dean's desk had two comfortable chairs across from it for visitors, and light came in from the two big rectangular windows on the right. The desk had been moved because Dean Ferri was left-handed, and she needed the light to come from the right to see what she was writing.

The wooden floor creaked under their shoes, and Adele and Charlie sat down as quickly as possible. The bookshelves smelled of dust, but much of their content was folders of past years that would soon be moved to the archive room.

Adele had already told Charlie she worked for a national university, run by the state but at the same time functioning as a completely independent body. When higher education had become available to the masses, the small Republic of Etorbi had opened its civic university with an emphasis on science and engineering to everyone for a very small fee.

Professor Ponti had been a much loved professor, and many people still missed him, including Dean Ferri. Adele wasn't sure she wanted to keep working there, especially since she wasn't interested in teaching, but if they paid for another research trip...

"So, Mr. Copper, I heard so much about you," Dean Ferri said, tenting her fingers in front of her. "Are you going to help our Doctor Rame once again?"

"If she wants me to," Charlie replied with a shrug. "If she hasn't had enough of me and my manners, I mean."

"I thought she'd just complimented you for those manners." Dean Ferri raised an eyebrow, skeptical.

"He wasn't this gentlemanly on the island of the core," Adele said with a nervous laugh. "But we had just met and both needed to get used to each other." She looked at Charlie. "You said you had half an idea of what to research next?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact," he answered, serious now. He looked at Dean Ferri and said, "I propose an anthropological study of Otherside, since we almost lost it all."

"I'm not sure I understand what you mean," the dean said, narrowing her eyes in concentration.

"Studying Otherside cultures," Charlie answered promptly. "Both myself and Adele realized we have spent too much time on Earth in cat form, and that we should start exploring our own world instead. Gather information on everyone before another accident breaks the core and ends our existence."

"If that happens, there wouldn't be anyone left to see that study," Dean Ferri commented. "But I like the idea. I could ask the Anthropology Faculty for help."

"We don't need help," Adele said, straightening in her seat. "I mean, I left with my brother and Professor Ponti, but then I helped fix the core with Charlie and Rohan who came from very different places and..."

Dean Ferri's raised eyebrow made her realize she had been a little too familiar in mentioning Charlie, but she shrugged it off.

"I don't know, I think I could pull this off."

"I'm sure Earl would love to come with you," Charlie added. "He's a journalist and an opinionist," he explained to Dean Ferri. "He's the son of our current queen and he's an excellent observer. Plus he speaks many languages because he's an aristocrat."

"Well, let me have your proposal and we'll think about it," the dean said, leaning back in her chair. "Take her to get some rest, she deserves it."

She shooed them out and again Charlie offered his arm to Adele. She exhaled in relief as they headed for the exit.

"Where are you staying?" she asked. "I'll need help with that proposal."

"On Sam's airship," he answered. "He brought me here. I came as soon as I got the date of your lecture, but we only made it halfway through the day."

"Oh my! Will you go to a hotel tonight? You and the crew, I mean?"

"It's actually cheaper for us to stay in the gondola," he replied, amused. "We only have to pay for  food to fill the pantry!"

They exited the faculty building and crossed the windy courtyard to the main gate of the university, a group of neo-classical buildings around an ample open space where carriages and horses could stop and drop people off.

Adele checked her pocket watch after adjusting her hat on her bun. Charlie also put on his top hat with goggles. He wore a three-piece suit instead of his mechanic clothes, and definitely looked dapper.

"A couple of hours before dinner... do you think that's enough time to write that proposal?" she asked, frowning.

"I think so." He winked. "I already have a few ideas."

"Good, because I don't," she retorted, waving an incoming omnibus to stop.

They climbed on it together and found a couple of seats. They got off at the public library and walked to her condo apartment on the second floor of the six-story building that housed mostly single people or couples.

Robort was in the entrance/living room/kitchenette, as usual, and Charlie commented the automaton was stunning, making her blush. She led him to her bedroom/office where she had her desk and her typewriter.

Both left their hats in Robort's metallic hands and while Adele sat at the desk, Charlie sat on the bed, because there wasn't room for another chair. The apartment had never felt so small and inadequate.

Charlie produced a couple of sheets in his handwritten scrawl – his notes from his discussions with his twin on the way to Urbe about places they had seen and the so many others there were still to see.

This led to a discussion on how to structure the proposal, what kind of research they would do, and which countries they would cover. It depended on how long they had, but they could start with a shorter tour, and if it was successful, they could do more.

"How do we move around? Will Earl get his airship back?"

"Sam can take us, but I think we should go by trains and ships, which would allow us to meet more people."

"True, we met on the steamer! You have a point, then.... We can plan a trip taking us from university to university, maybe?"

"Which would leave out some cultures, but then, those same cultures probably don't have railways either. But to start this project and show what we can deliver, it will probably work."

"Should we liaise with the University of Kenorland? Would they work with us?"

"I have no idea, I'm just a mechanic, but I'm sure Earl can put in a good word for us."

Adele liked the idea. She typed the proposal as best she could, and then the smell of food made her stomach rumble.

Robort appeared at the door.

"Dinner for two is ready," it announced.

Where had time gone? Adele was grateful her automaton kept her fed. She had a tendency to forget to eat when she was engrossed in something. It was a good thing it was autonomous enough to cook for two instead of one now that she had a guest.

The dining table was small, but could seat two people. Again Charlie complimented her for her automaton's ability to cook. She considered offering him her couch for the night, but he was probably better off in his cabin on the airship.

He left after dinner and headed back for the airship docks while she sat on the couch, still shaken by the day's events. Robort suggested she went to bed early and of course it was right. Sometimes her automaton was too human.

Adele dragged herself back to the bedroom, yawning, and soon was in bed, exhausted by the adrenaline boost that had lasted for most of the day. She fell asleep almost immediately.
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Jessica had become familiar with the monumental cemetery of the capital. She had seen Earl's first wife's tomb – Abigale had been buried with her three sisters – and the other most interesting mausoleums and tombs, some centuries old.

She entered it again for the king's funeral under a clear spring sky, wearing a Victorian black gown and a hat with a black lace veil to cover her pale face and her brown hair, still too short for the current fashion, but by now long enough to pull up in a bun and hide under a hat outside of the palace.

She did her duty as Earl's wife, walking behind the queen veiled in black and holding his hand, when they took the late king to his final resting place. Eliza and her husband, Dennis, walked next to them.

Lydia and Simeon had had written permission to participate in the funeral as well, so they had left the quadruplets with nannies in the house on wheels and were walking right behind Earl and Eliza. Lydia was heavily pregnant, and Simeon seemed to have forgotten his golden mask at home as he doted on his wife. These days he wore only an eye-patch, but both Jessica and Earl had been surprised to see him outside the house without the mask.

The king's children led the procession of mourners, two of the boys even helping carry the coffin, while the girls walked in front.

Jessica was glad there was no elaborate set of funerary
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