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Otherside Crystals (Otherside Next Generation Book 1)

The first half of the quadruplets known as the Modestys: George and his first airship as captain and owner, Elijah and his life-sized automaton.

The Goddess Bastet gifted Otherside with an alchemical formula to alter quartz crystals, so they can get rid of polluting steam power.

The brothers head for Dilli to upgrade George's airship's steam-powered engines and try to give a soul to Elijah's living doll, thanks to the alchemically-altered crystals.

Spending two months on the other side of the world changes both their lives, as they venture away from home for the first time.

A discovery journey to another culture for two new adults.
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CHAPTER ONE
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George was excited as he mingled with the crowd of the brand new Kenor City Airdocks on the outskirts of the city. For his twenty-first birthday, his father had promised he'd take him to buy his own airship. And now the day had come.

He looked eagerly at the towers with metal masts that functioned as airship docks. The mooring masts dominated the skyline with the airships of the Featherstone Airlines fleet of all sizes docked to them.

The new docks were on the river shore, and some could be accessed via the stone bridge that crossed it, while others had floating masts. Brand new multi-story hotels flanked the homes built on the boulevard that led to the docks.

An esplanade in front of them allowed for a tram stop and a parking area for the new automobiles that were now running on the streets of the capital of the United Kingdom of Kenorland. The sky was blue and cloudless, and only a slight spring breeze caressed George's cheeks – so different from the winter gales that stole hats!

Walking through the crowd of passengers and crews, he reached the part where privateers docked their airships. One of those might be for sale, and he'd become an airship captain soon.

He didn't want one of the bigger ones like the royal airship he had spent his apprenticeship years on. One of the smaller ones, like the blimps his father and uncle had owned in their youth, would be perfect.

They're been princes, the sons of Queen Georgina, and didn't have to work for a living, but they were also half-bloods, and had portals to guard and needed to be able to move fast between the capital and their portals. And the fastest means of transportation on Otherside was still airships.

Eleven years earlier, Count Featherstone had founded the world's first airline to promote his airships, which didn't provide a scheduled service between cities but generally operated pleasure cruises, carrying twenty passengers. After a couple of failed attempts, the company now had a considerable fleet, and its flights had carried almost ten thousand fare-paying passengers.

George wanted to do the same with a smaller, independent airship. He could be a courier or transport rich people who needed to get somewhere quickly and didn't want to use Featherstone Airlines. He had made quite a few contacts through the years, and he was certain he could pull it off.

His father and uncle were with him, to advise him on the options, and because they would pay for the airship. As he looked at the blimps and semi-rigid airships docked around him, he listened to them reminisce.

Both had lost their airship in a fight between them when they were thirty-five, right by Uncle Earl's portal and Copper House, built on a giant metal tree that was also the dock for his copper-colored airship that loomed large over the small house.

George had seen Copper House, but never the blimp that had used to dock there. Or the one that used to dock at his father's aerial rotating house, built next to his portal, that also functioned as an airship dock. The houses were still there, the airships were not.

Earl Grey Copper was now fifty-six. He had amber eyes and his hair had lost all color. His clean-shaven face was still ruggedly handsome. He had a tall build and tanned skin. George's twin, Aloysius, looked like a younger version of Uncle Earl, same amber eyes and copper hair, like Earl had in his youth.

Simeon Sterling Anvil had a patch over his right eye, and his badly burned cheek underneath was barely covered by the shoulder-length hair that was starting to lose its original brown color. Simeon was salt-and-pepper and still kept his hair long in a time when gentlemen sported short haircuts.

George often thought he could use an eye-patch too, to look more like his father. Except he kept his hair fashionably short and didn't shave regularly, unlike his father who couldn't grow a full beard on his scarred face, hence shaved every morning.

Besides, George wasn't a half-blood and had no portal to guard. He wasn't even interested in visiting Earth, despite being born there. Earth had killed his mother when he and his siblings were three, and he wasn't going to visit the place that had killed her ever again.

Modesty Snow Glass had fair skin and flaxen hair. She had given birth to the quadruplet – including George – on Earth, and Simeon had helped her bring the newborn kittens to Otherside, where they had grown up.

Elijah had inherited her flaxen hair and mismatched eyes, while George was considered Simeon's true son, since he had the same light-brown hair and blue eyes. Aloysius looked like Uncle Earl and Becks looked like Aunt Eliza, Simeon's twins, for some strange reason, since who knew what the toms who had impregnated Modesty in her cat form looked like.

George and his twins had long forgotten their mother's face. She was a black-and-white, still picture on a tombstone in their minds, someone they visited once a year but who felt as foreign and distant as Lydia.

The Modestys, as they were known, had been living at Beaumont Mansion with Simeon and his second wife, Lydia, since that fight between him and Earl that had destroyed their airships.

Whatever madness had pitted the two brothers against each other was long gone, and Earl split his time between Copper House and Beaumont Mansion, along with his Terran wife, Jessica. They had no offspring, and had informally adopted the quadruplet, since Lydia had had her own offspring after she married Simeon – a black boy, Benjamin Zadock Copper, and a white girl, Eva Bessie Burnet, who were now fifteen.

"What is it like aboard the new royal airship?" Uncle Earl asked suddenly, turning to look at him. "How do the new engines work?"

George had spent most of his apprenticeship on the royal airship, which had been rebuilt with the new propellant in mind after the Goddess Bastet had given Otherside a less polluting energy source. Steam power, which had driven civilization so far, had been making cities uninhabitable with its fumes, and the cat-headed goddess had made sure Otherside wouldn't end up as polluted as Earth.

George knew a lot about the crystal-powered engines, but not much about the older, steam-powered airships – except he knew they were slower because it was a fact that the alchemically-altered quartz crystals made the engines more powerful.

"Mm..." Uncle Earl mused after his explanation, looking around. "It looks like what you want might be available in the older models. We might have to retrofit the engines with the new crystal-power, though."

George frowned, but his father nodded.

"It seems to me that they're building bigger airships these days," Simeon said. "That one seems to be more like ours used to be."

He pointed at a blimp that featured an elongated helium-filled envelope that tapered to a point at the front and had fins at the rear to stabilize it. The gondola was fitted with twin propellers and it didn't look very big – an airyacht more than a commercial airship.

The three of them headed for that dock to find out more about the ship.

"Precious Endeavor, what a lovely name!" George commented, delighted.

"I don't see any crew on it," Simeon said, thoughtful.

"Let's get to the gangway and see if anybody is on board," Earl said, leading the way up the mooring mast.

They were met at the entrance of the gondola by a middle-aged woman with tanned skin, a pudgy build and unattractive features.

"Sorry, this ship ain't going anywhere," she said grumpily.

"We're not here to hire you, but to buy her," Earl replied with his sweetest smile.

The woman grunted, but relented when she heard Earl and Simeon's names. Everybody in Kenor City knew the names of former Queen Georgina's sons.

"Hortence Alice Beeching," she introduced herself. "I'm the sole owner of the Precious Endeavor and I don't have the funds to update the engines. I've just come back from my final trip, and will have to take her out of town as soon as possible. The crew will be back in the morning to help me take her to its hangar for the time being."

"We're willing to buy her and do the necessary work to allow her to keep flying for a few more decades," Earl said. "If you're willing to part with her, of course."

George had noticed how Earl always did the talking. He was obviously more diplomatic than his brother. Or maybe Simeon was aware that his eye-patch and scarred face looked threatening to people who didn't know him, hence he let Earl be the speaker.

"Huh. I thought you had given up airships twenty years ago," Miss Beeching commented, a little sarcastic.

"It's not for me," Earl replied. "It's for George." He put one hand on George's shoulder. "He's twenty-one, and absolutely needs his own airship, like we had ours when we were princes."

"Yes, George is my son, and wants to follow in my footsteps – in owning an airship, not the rest," Simeon added, amused. "He's not half-blood and doesn't have a portal to guard or seal or whatever else I did back then."

"I see." Miss Beeching nodded after glancing at George. "Well, then, if you think you can keep her in the air for a little longer, I guess we can make a deal. You should come to the hangar tomorrow, I'll have the paperwork ready."

She gave them the hangar's address – slightly out of town, as expected of a polluting airship – and they thanked her.

They headed out of the airship docks and returned to the automobile that had taken them there. They settled in the horseless carriage which had substituted the horse-drawn vehicles of the royal stables, and told the driver to return to the royal palace.

Originally steam-powered, the automobile could maintain an average speed of more than 8 km/h over a 320-km course. The fast-steaming lightweight boilers and efficient engine had been recently redesigned to substitute steam with the alchemically-altered crystals gifted by Bastet.

Surely the same could be done with an old, steam-powered airship, either substituting the old engines or working on them.

"I'm not sure our alchemists could actually do it," Uncle Earl mused. "But I know someone who might help us."

"Does he happen to live in Dilli, capital of Prithvi?" Simeon asked, amused.

Earl chuckled.

"Indeed," he answered. "And we should ask Charlie, I'm sure he did some work on Sam's airship."

"Don't worry, George, we'll make sure your airship has the latest tech!" Simeon concluded with a lopsided smile.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Elijah rose and stepped back from his work, critically observing the life-size doll sitting in front of him. The frame was done. The puppet was ready. A year's work might soon come to life, although it would just be another automaton, unless he found a way to give it some kind of soul.

Elijah had joined the Puppeteer Workshop after two years at the Savant Machines Workshop. It had been a steep learning curve – from giant machines to tiny or human-sized automatons – but he actually enjoyed his new job more. The clockwork was more intricate, but so much more interesting!

Oswald Victor Rayburn ran the workshop. He was fifty and had long gray hair and a tall, stocky build. He was funny and very smart. He had gathered around him a group of six apprentices who helped him make toys and animated trinkets.

He had been hoping to create living dolls for decades, and his automatons were the most realistic in the capital, but they were still automatons, and could only do so much. They had voice boxes that could recite poems or sing, but were limited in their performance.

Elijah thought he could find a way to power those living dolls in a way that would make them more independent in their movements, but he wanted to build his own from scratch. And he'd had to do it between jobs, or in his free time, hence it had taken him so long to finish it.

Being the ugly duckling of the Modestys, who didn't possess Aloysius's charm or George's pride, he had decided he might as well have a living doll as a permanent companion, instead of having his heart broken again.

A mannequin as a friend and confidante might sound ludicrous to anyone outside of the Puppeteer Workshop, so he hadn't told anyone in his family what he wanted to accomplish. The first analog computers were starting to be used on Otherside, so he was certain he could program her with some skills, such as language and shorthand.

He had designed the doll in a rather androgynous way, since he didn't like voluptuous women, and felt rather effeminate himself compared to his brothers. He might keep his flaxen hair short, but always shaved, every morning, showing off his pale skin and high cheekbones – which also made his odd-colored eyes stand out even more.

He had decided that those features he had inherited from his late mother were his best, and he should enhance them instead of trying to hide them. And he had made the doll with one eye blue and the other green, just like him.

In fact, she could be his identical twin, except she had small breasts and long hair – a wig made of real hair, currently unbound and badly in need of a hairdresser. She was made of wood and metal, with cogs, pistons and cams instead of bones and muscles.

The automaton still needed painting – mostly on the pretty face, since he would cover her hands with gloves – but she already looked as if she would open those eyes with their long eyelashes anytime now.

He had called her Amaryllis, which meant "love, beauty, and determination", and represented hope and achievement.

He exhaled and adjusted a strand of the flaxen wig, wondering if he should try to "wake" her now or wait until she could be an actual living doll. She was still naked, so maybe he should dress her first. And do her make-up before switching her on.

"Well done, Elijah." Oswald's voice startled him. The stocky man stopped next to him and patted his shoulder, nodding at the seated doll. "She's a beauty. I think you should go get some rest now. You can paint her and wake her tomorrow."

"Yes." Suddenly Elijah felt all the weight of the last days of frenetic work to finish Amaryllis. He had hoped to finish her for his birthday, but didn't make it. "You're right, I don't want to botch the final touches because I'm too tired."

"And you might want to bring in your sister to help you with those," Oswald added with a chuckle. "Tell her to bring one of her old dresses for Amaryllis. I'm sure it'll fit."

"Maybe not the corsets." Elijah wrinkled his nose. "Becks has larger breasts than Amaryllis. But she can definitely help me with the make-up and hairdo. And I should ask Allo to paint her skin, he's the artist of the family."

"So I've heard." Oswald smiled. "Go home, Elijah, nobody will touch her while you're gone."

Elijah noticed he was the last one in the big, rectangular workshop. The sun had set, and Oswald had switched on the lights without him noticing. The other apprentices had already left. Again. Sighing, he thanked Oswald and headed back home.

He took the electric tram that had taken the place of the steam-powered omnibuses, and got off at the stop on the side of the royal palace, then crossed the gardens to Beaumont Mansion where he lived with his siblings. The two-story house was made of bricks, with a square turret and roofed with slate, with room for servants' quarters, and it used to be mounted on a metal chassis with eight copper wheels and external engines.

Simeon and Lydia had ended up removing the chassis, engines and wheels, but it used to be self-propelled. It had no cellars and was now permanently parked in the royal gardens, looking like any other townhouse of the city.

The building had five bedrooms upstairs. Clockwise from the stairs was the master bedroom Jessica and Earl slept in, in the back left corner of the house, then there was a smaller library/office with a balcony.

Next to it there were three communicating bedrooms with a flushing toilet in common between the two back ones. The boys had split between the two back rooms, while Becks and Eva were in the front room. Lydia and Simeon slept in the left front bedroom, across from the girls.

There was only one bathroom for the whole house, but it had a nice marble bathtub and running water. The kitchen was in the servants' quarters under the roof, and there was a cook and maids. Electricity had reached the mansion, and there was even a telephone in the front parlor downstairs.

The lower-floor windows were all lit up, and he realized he was slightly late for dinner. Again. When he worked, he always lost track of time. Luckily there was always someone to remind him to eat or rest.

Elijah was tall and gangly, but he had a formidable appetite, precisely because he often forgot to eat. And since usually he just had a sandwich for lunch, at dinner he was famished, despite having now reached his final height.

He was still the quiet one of the quadruplet, and usually listened to his siblings, rarely formulating his own opinions unless asked. And when George was present, he was always the most talkative. Today was no exception.

The Modestys had been adopted by both Simeon and Lydia and Earl and Jessica, but Elijah couldn't consider any of the four adults as a parent or as an uncle/aunt. He called them by name, and probably only George, who considered himself Simeon's true son, called Simeon "Father" and Earl "Uncle".

George Nigel Anvil had his father's blue eyes and brown hair. The only girl of the quadruplets was Rebekah Mirabell Perch, a.k.a. Becks
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