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Otherside Explorers (Otherside Next Generation Book 2)

The other half of the Modestys: Aloysius the dandy painter and Becks the photographer.

Becks, eager to move out of Beaumont Mansion, embarks on an exploration journey with her brother, Aloysius, and their guest, Karan, following the expert guidance of veteran explorers Rosamund and Jules.

The month-long journey takes them all over the warmest parts of Otherside, exploring other cultures, and ending their trip in Dilli, Karan's hometown.

A second, enthralling exploration of Otherside by the next generation.
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]




Becks jumped out of Aloysius's sidecar as soon as he stopped his motorcycle next to the front door of Beaumont Mansion. Wearing pants when one had to climb inside such a small place was very useful. She took off her goggles while Aloysius turned off the engine and stepped off the bike.

He took off his goggles with one hand and offered his other arm to her like a perfect gentleman. Becks giggled. Her twin brother was the best, and any girl would be lucky to snatch him up. Except apparently nobody had noticed him yet.

They took the few steps arm in arm and reached the front door of the two-story house made of bricks, with a square turret and roofed with slate. The sun was setting over the royal palace gardens where Beaumont Mansion stood, and it was almost dinnertime.

They took the staircase to the sleeping quarters still arm in arm, and split up on the upper floor landing where they each went to their own room to change for dinner. The air of Kenor City might be cleaner than it used to be, but riding the motorcycle and sidecar meant eating a lot of dust anyway.

Eva wasn't in the shared bedroom, she was probably already downstairs with her mother. Becks quickly changed into a tea gown without a corset, and made of soft, flowing fabric and trim. She knew that "Lady" Lydia didn't want women in pants at her table.

Fashion for women had changed a lot since Lydia's youth, with women wearing pants in public, decorating their clothing with whimsical motifs such as bugs and flowers, and engaging in outdoor sports like tennis and golf.

Eva's mother deeply disapproved of all that. Becks was very happy not to be her daughter, like Eva. She barely remembered her own mother, who had died when she was still a child, and had always been grateful that Lydia never ever considered her a daughter, despite having her and her brothers living at Beaumont Mansion for more than fifteen years.

Rebekah Mirabell Perch, a.k.a. Becks, was one of a quadruplet, the Modestys, who had been orphaned when they were three. For a couple of years they had lived at the royal palace, then Simeon, who considered himself their father, had come back for them, and had taken them with him to live at Beaumont Mansion.

Becks and her brothers – Aloysius, George and Elijah – had been raised by Simeon (who was also Eva's father, although Eva's twin, Benjamin, clearly had another father) and his brother Earl with his wife Jessica, who had no offspring of their own.

The big Victorian mansion easily accommodated the extended family, but Becks was growing more and more reckless and willing to move out. She was twenty-one and had enough of following "Lady" Lydia's rules!

George had gotten an airship, Elijah had moved to Dilli, only she and Aloysius were still stuck with their foster father and his second wife.

But then, neither she nor Aloysius had decided what to do with themselves, unlike George who always dreamed of becoming an airship captain, or found someone they wanted to spend their lives with, like Elijah.

She quickly brushed her golden curls and pinned them up before blowing herself a kiss in the mirror and leaving the bedroom. She met with Aloysius in the hall, and again they headed downstairs, arm in arm.

Aloysius had changed clothes too, and combed his short copper hair. Everybody said he looked like Earl when he was younger, but who knew where the resemblance came from. Much like her looks, reminiscent of Earl and Simeon's sister Eliza's, even though her mother had had no contact with either.

Elijah was the odd one out, but also the one who looked like their late mother the most. Becks already missed him, and he'd only been gone for a few months. But apparently he'd found love in Dilli, so he had stayed there.

The only good thing was that he had switched places with someone who now graced Beaumont Mansion, sleeping in Elijah's vacated bed. Becks had to admit she liked Karan a lot. He was handsome, courteous and always clean-shaven. He wore his country's traditional clothes even so far away from home, although his hometown was always warm, and Kenor City sometimes had brutal winters.

Karan had arrived at the beginning of the summer with George – who had taken his airship to Dilli to update the engines – and had spent most of it by Earl's side, since he was a writer and a journalist. He had come with them during their summer trip with George's airship, and was considered part of the family, although he looked nothing like Elijah.

Becks sometimes envied Aloysius, who spent a lot of time in Earl's small office with Karan and Jessica, who used to be a graphic designer on Earth and still did that kind of work for the magazines sprouting up everywhere.

Aloysius was an artist, and did wonders with brushes. Including helping Becks with her photographs. And unfortunately there was no room at Beaumont Mansion for her photography lab, so she used the royal photographer's darkroom in the nearby palace to develop her pictures.

"Are we late?" Becks asked as they stepped onto the lower floor.

Aloysius checked his pocket watch.

"We're right on time, but probably the last ones," he answered. "Which means we'll speak with the elders after the meal."

And he opened the door to the front parlor for her.

The family was indeed all there. Lydia Chastity Beaumont – with her pale skin, blue eyes, brown-black hair perfectly coiffed and laugh lines – sat like a queen on the central couch. She wore an elegant tea gown that matched her eyes, and kept Eva close. In her fifties, she still retained some of her youthful beauty.

Simeon Sterling Anvil was fifty-six and had a patch over his right eye. His badly burned cheek underneath was barely covered by the shoulder-length hair that was starting to lose its original brown color.

His twin, Earl Grey Copper, 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. Jessica, his Terran wife, sat next to him, a brunette in her fifties much less ladylike than Lydia. Becks was inspired more by Jessica, who had been motherly to her, than the owner of the mansion.

The fifteen-year-old twins Benjamin Zadock Copper and Eva Bessie Burnet were as elegant as Lydia. Benjamin was dark-skinned, although Becks wasn't sure who his father actually was, and Eva was blonde, like her.

George was away with his airship, but the guest sat next to Earl and Jessica. Karan Ajay Peetal was twenty-four, clean-shaven, with short raven hair and obsidian eyes. He wore a kurta-pajama and slippers with pointy toes.

As soon as Becks and Aloysius joined them, they moved to the dining room. During the meal it was all about Lydia and her twins, or the guest – since Lydia prided herself on being a good host.

Sometimes Becks felt pity for Lydia. She had eventually married her betrothed and had Eva with him, but no other offspring. And Simeon was clearly still in love with Modesty, since every year he took the quadruplet to her tomb. No wonder Lydia didn't like the Other Woman's offspring.

Modesty had stolen Simeon from her for three years and it had taken her another two to get him back. Yes, she had married him in the end, but she still didn't own his heart. He stayed with her for the sake of the offspring – mostly the Modestys, she suspected.

Becks might not call him Father, like George (who was his spitting image) did, but she did consider him such, along with Earl. Mostly because Simeon loved all six offspring, even if only two were clearly his. And Elijah had been his favorite because he reminded him of their mother.

After the meal, Benjamin and Eva retired to read in the house library, while Becks and Aloysius sat in the front parlor with Karan, Lydia, Simeon, Earl and Jessica.

"Where have you been all day?" Simeon asked with curiosity.

The academic year was starting soon, and both she and Aloysius had to decide what to do next. Exhibitions of their work were still out in the galleries of Kenor City, but both wanted to try something different, after seeing the successes of George and Elijah.

"We visited Rosamund," Becks answered triumphantly.

Rosamund Prudence Hopperton was the daughter of Eliza Hephaibah Massey, the third member of the half-blood triplet with Earl and Simeon. She had her mother's golden curls and blue eyes, and was a geography lover. She had married Jules Obadiah Tremaine, a reporter for the National Gazette who often took her on his trips through the kingdom and the world.

They had been the chosen couple to represent the United Kingdom of Kenorland when the Goddess Bastet had summoned everyone to the island of the core. The fact that her mother was the queen's best friend had helped, of course.

And after that very special encounter, they had both become explorers of Otherside, which had always been Rosamund's dream. She had traveled as a freelancer, but her book – written by her husband and illustrated by her pictures – had been published by the University Press because of the interesting study she had made of cultures.

"How is our niece doing?" Earl asked, amused.

"She still has the atlas of Earth you gave her when she visited you decades ago," Becks replied. "And since her offspring are less dependent on her, she's thinking of leaving them with Lucinda and going on another trip with Jules."

Rosamund's twin sister, Lucinda, was a famous singer who sometimes went on tour, but mostly performed in the theaters of the capital. Both had had children more or less at the same time, and Rosamund had taken a break from exploring to raise her twins and her triplets who were now seven and ten years old respectively, more or less like their cousins.

"And?" Simeon teased.

"And I want to go with them," Becks said. "And so does Allo."

Aloysius nodded with a smile.

"I'd love to paint some foreign landscapes," he said.

"And I want to take pictures of other Otherside cultures," she added. "So we're going with them."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Aloysius had always been considered the dandy of the quadruplet. His resemblance to Earl meant he tended to dress and speak like him, even though he was an artist and not a writer. And thank Bastet, fashion hadn't changed much for men, unlike what had happened in the women's department.

He was the artist of the quadruplet, and, unlike older illustrators, wasn't afraid to lose his job to photography, mostly because he saw all the work behind Becks' pictures. It was a different art form, but still art in his opinion.

His oil paintings had sold in galleries all over Kenor City as much as Becks' beautiful photographs. In fact they often shared the gallery, as if to prove both were forms of art with the same rights to be enjoyed.

The daguerreotype process of their parents' time had been superseded by the collodion process, which required the photographic material to be coated, sensitized, exposed, and developed within the span of about fifteen minutes, necessitating a portable darkroom for use in the field.

And his ink sketches, sometimes colored with a touch of watercolor, graced magazines and newspapers next to the reporters' photographs. A couple of times he had even painted posters for theaters or cinemas, usually copying from photographs of the performers.

But, like Becks, he wanted to leave Beaumont Mansion. He'd been surprised to hear Elijah had decided to stay in Dilli and was now very curious to visit Karan's hometown.

But as they waited for George to have time for them, they were exploring other options. The Precious Endeavor was working steadily, and George rarely came back to Beaumont Mansion, having moved to Sterling House or Copper House when he needed a break, since both houses had mooring masts for his airship.

And then Rosamund had visited his and Becks' latest exhibition, and sent them a note inviting them for tea so they could talk. Neither he nor Becks had ever actually met her, although Aloysius had painted her sister Lucinda for one of her opera shows, so it had come a little as a surprise.

It had been a wonderful afternoon getting to know Rosamund and her husband, though. Rosamund always packed her Bloomer Costume – a full, short skirt worn over wide trousers for ease of movement – for her trips, including the one to the core to hear Bastet speak.

Aloysius could tell Becks' admiration had shifted from Jessica to Rosamund, who was a seasoned traveler and wore pants almost as often as Becks. She had followed her husband for years, until she had taken a break to raise her offspring.

"She is eager to get back on the road," he said.

"Who is sponsoring them?" Earl asked, clearly curious.

"The National Gazette and some private investors," Becks answered. "Unlike you, Jessica, Adele and Charlie fifteen years ago, they're not going from university to university."

"We're getting a lot of new inventions, besides the alchemically-altered crystals, and some people are worried we might end up like Earth," Aloysius added. "So they want to study the Otherside cultures that either never used or are less dependent on steam power – or crystal power."

"I think it's also a way of cataloging all our cultures before they change too much," Becks said, thoughtful. "So many vanished from Earth since the age of exploration! So we will visit, take photographs and notes, but will only be observers."

"This sounds wonderful, can I join you?" Karan asked, brightening. "I'd love to write about other cultures! I already know a lot about Prithvi and the United Kingdom of Kenorland because of our very friendly relationship, but I don't know much about the rest!"

"Where do they plan to go?" Earl asked.

"In their previous travels they mapped all of Kenorland and most of Rodinia up to Prithvi and the Tianshang Empire," Aloysius answered. "Hence they have mostly the southern hemisphere left."

"The rest of Rodinia, Vaalbara, Leria and the other islands and archipelagos," Becks added. "All warm places all over the equator where they don't need to warm the houses in winter."

She glanced at Karan who nodded, thoughtful.

"We might not need to heat the houses, but we do have airships and trains and machines," he commented. "But then, not all the cultures need them. I hear not all the countries went to the core, since some of them didn't need the formula to alchemically alter quartz."

"Yes, that's what Rosamund told us," Becks said. "And she has developed an interest in those countries while she raised her offspring, because not much has been written about them. Hence this expedition that will mostly stay away from the big cities and explore other ways of life."

"I mean, we do go to Vaalbara, which has trains and airships and all that stuff," Aloysius added. "But we'll study the differences in culture and traditions as well."

"You guys are so lucky to have one religion all over the world." Jessica sighed. "Bastet really blessed you! And you never had any major wars either, only skirmishes between neighboring countries, like the ones which gave birth to the United Kingdom of Kenorland or the two empires. You're not going to Inti City or the Tianshang Empire, right?"

"Correct," Aloysius said. "The schedule is still a work in progress, but we'll probably be away for a few months. There is a lot of ground to cover."

"Do you have an airship to take you around?" Simeon asked. "How will you get to the islands and archipelagos?"

"I think we'll have an airship taking us to our first destination, then steamboats should be good enough," Becks mused. "And trains to cross Vaalbara and Southern Rodinia... we might actually suggest ending the trip in Dilli!"

"Didn't you say Rosamund and Jules already went there?" Karan asked, puzzled.

"Yes, but it looks like the perfect spot to get picked up and taken home." Becks beamed. "And we could hug Elijah again!"

"I'm sure you'll find your way all over the world," Earl said. "And we'll give you a handheld radio so you can keep in touch and call for help if you get stuck. Telephones might not work everywhere, but radio waves do."

"I'm sure Jules and Rosamund have their own handheld radio," Becks snapped.

"And if you get separated?" Earl replied. "Just take one for the three of you, we'll all feel much happier, knowing we can come and get you if you get in trouble."

"Or we can call George to the rescue," Aloysius added, thoughtful. "I'll happily keep it in my luggage, since Becks has all her photography equipment. I will only bring pencils, ink and watercolors with my sketchbook, which shouldn't take much space."

"Oh, fine, whatever." Becks shrugged.

"What did you bring on your trip?" Karan asked Earl.

"Only notebooks and pens. We did travel in a self-propelled house, but the typewriter wasn't really needed. You'll find it when you get back, either here or in Dilli, to sort your notes!"

Aloysius smiled. Things were starting to take shape. Now he almost looked forward to this adventure. With experienced travelers to lead him, and the back-up of a handheld radio if something went wrong.

Unlike Becks and George, he wasn't a hothead. He'd been the one who had told the adults about the ghost in the cemetery, because he didn't think it was something four teenagers could handle on their own.

Becks liked to feel independent, but sometimes she bordered on reckless. And it wasn't as if Otherside had no dangers at all. It might be smaller than Earth, with no plate tectonics (so no volcanism or earthquakes) and no open war anywhere, but there were still wild animals, and possibly wild populations who didn't want to be disturbed.

Exploring might be exciting, but could also be dangerous. He definitely should go with his sister to avoid her getting into trouble. Hopefully between him and Karan they could rein her in and avoid accidents.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Karan had been happy to swap places with Elijah when he discovered his twin, Keshav, had a crush on the odd-eyed young inventor. It had also allowed him to get away from Dilli and consider his feelings.
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