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Rosamund had received a note requesting her presence in Queen Millicent's chambers, which was surprising. Although she had grown up in the palace with her own mother, Eliza, the daughter of the previous queen, she had moved out of it when she had gotten married three years ago, and since her grandmother had stepped down from the throne, she hadn't been invited back.

So she quickly exited her nice two-up two-down house in a terraced street, and got on the omnibus line to the palace. She lived in a middle-class borough with a nice shopping street, well connected to the rest of the city.

She sat on the steam-powered omnibus for the short trip, still wondering about the summon, but also excited at the prospect of entering the palace's private apartments again. She entered from the main door and showed the note to a butler who allowed her up the grand staircase on her own when she told him she knew her way to the queen's apartments.

She passed in front of the room she had shared with her twin sister Lucinda for fifteen years, reminiscing about those old times with their mother and grandmother. Eliza had moved to the palace after her divorce from the twins' father, leaving behind the country house where the twins had been born.

Those fifteen years meant the twins had a very good education and were able to read anything they wanted in the capital's library, where Rosamund had spent hours consulting geography books and maps of Otherside. She had even managed to get an atlas of Earth, thanks to Uncle Earl.

Now she was twenty-one, and a married woman with no children, since both she and her husband loved traveling and were in no hurry to start a family. Her mother had been her age when she had given birth to her and Rosamund, but times had changed, and neither she nor Jules felt ready to settle.

Queen Millicent had been her mother's best friend, so Rosamund was quite familiar with her. Before she became queen, it used to be Millicent who came to the palace to visit Eliza.

It was the first time Queen Millicent had sent for Rosamund, and she was very curious about why. She walked briskly along the stately corridors and stopped in front of the queen's apartments to check her appearance before knocking.

Her blue tailored jacket matched her bell-shaped skirt, showing off her slim silhouette. A matching blue hat covered her dark-blond mane tied into a bun with ringlets framing her face. Her day suit reached her ankles, showing the black boots underneath.

Taking a deep breath despite the corset, she knocked and entered the queen's chambers. She was familiar with the apartment, since it was the same her grandmother had lived in for almost three decades, and she was happily surprised to see the clock known as Lady Bastet in the antechamber.

The longcase clock, connected to Otherside's core, was shaped like a woman with her fists on her hips, the dial forming her head, the pendulum hidden beneath 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 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.

Rosamund's mother had requested it for her own chambers when she had moved to the palace, but after she left for a foreign embassy, Queen Georgina had retrieved it, hence here it was, in Queen Millicent's chambers now.

The antechamber was furnished with a love seat and a low table in front of it. A small desk stood in a corner with a chair, and the door to the sleeping quarters was closed. Light came in through a French-window opening onto a balcony, and the chandelier hanging from the coffered ceiling was currently unlit.

The queen was sitting on the loveseat, reading a book, when she entered. She wore a tea gown, worn without a corset, loose and with flowing sleeves. It was decorated with lace and flounces for a soft, romantic look.

Queen Millicent was a couple of years younger than Rosamund's mother. She had copper hair pulled up in a complicated hairdo, a short, solid build and brown eyes. At forty, she'd been queen for a little over a year, but having triplets seemed to have aged her.

"Ah, Rosamund, welcome!" she said, brightening.

Rosamund curtsied and the queen patted the loveseat next to her. Rosamund obediently sat near the queen, blushing under her stare.

"You look more and more like your mother, without the ugly birthmark!" Queen Millicent sighed and averted her eyes.

Rosamund had indeed inherited her mother's long curly dark-blond hair and baby blues. But Eliza had an obvious birthmark above her right eyebrow, a round patch of brown skin the size of a small coin that could be hidden under a hairdo, which her daughter didn't have.

"You must have heard of Bastet's summons?" the queen asked, glancing at her small desk.

"Yes, Your Majesty," she answered. "My husband covered the news for the National Gazette."

"Indeed. That's why, along with Nathan, we thought the two of you should be our delegation to the goddess."

Rosamund gasped in shock. The king himself had chosen her and her husband for this task!

Two years after fixing the core, Bastet, Otherside's main goddess and founder, had invited a small delegation of a maximum of two people from all the countries for some sort of press conference.

For two years humans had been forbidden to get near the island of the core, where Bastet had settled with other gods who had come from Earth through the portal in her palace, and now she wanted to communicate with her people.

"Do we have any idea of what this is about?" she asked, worried.

"Unfortunately, no." Queen Millicent looked away. "I asked your mother if she'd had more news, but she hasn't heard from Mighty Bastet since she wrote to her last year."

Two years earlier all the clocks of Otherside had stopped at the same time. Since they were all connected to the core, experts from every country had tried to reach the clockwork mechanism that made the core function to repair it. Unfortunately the first to reach the island of the core had vanished without a trace.

Rosamund's mother was among the experts who arrived later, as the world was slowly stopping spinning and the weather was increasingly bad. They made it to the island against all odds and discovered it had been sabotaged by a man who was actually in love with Eliza, and vice versa.

A half-blood opened the portal in Bastet's palace, hoping to find answers on Earth to the mystery of Otherside, which had recalled the goddess to the world. She had forgiven the saboteur and even blessed his union with Eliza, then she had fixed whatever was still broken in the core and had told everyone to get off the island.

When Rosamund's uncle tried to get in touch, she thanked them for trying to contact her, but mentioned they were still busy rebuilding the city that had been abandoned for centuries and had fallen into disrepair. Eventually they might consider starting a postal service with the humans of Otherside, but for now they should respect the deities' privacy.

"Have you considered sending Uncle Earl and Jessica, since she already knows them?" Rosamund asked.

"Yes, we have considered them." The queen smiled. "But we decided to send younger people. You will inherit this world one day, so we thought it would be nice if she spoke to our youth. Besides, Earl is an opinionist, Jules is a reporter, so he's better suited to record what our goddess wants us to know. And I know your love for geography and travels. Also, Earl and Jessica are currently at Copper House, while you could leave tonight. The royal airship will take you to the core."

"Thank you, Your Majesty!" Rosamund brightened at the thought of traveling to a place she thought she would never be able to see. "I will bring my sketchbook, in case I'm allowed to paint the meeting!"

The queen chuckled.

"Don't do anything you're not allowed to do. Our goddess can be good, but she can also punish. Now go. I'll let your mother know you accepted the challenge."

"Thank you, Your Majesty!" Rosamund repeated, jumping to her feet and curtsying. It would be indeed a challenge, but she looked forward to it.
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The omnibus seemed extremely slow as she headed back home, already making a list of things to pack. She was very good at packing light by now, but she did have to bring warm clothes for the long flight at high altitude. The gondolas didn't have a heating system, although the royal airship probably had plenty of blankets for her passengers.

She would take her Bloomer Costume – a full, short skirt worn over wide trousers for ease of movement – for the trip, and her Princess dress with a small white collar and a full skirt with some fullness in the rear and a short train, for the meeting with the goddess.

Jules's clothes were easier to choose, he'd need his three-piece suit for the meeting and his casual blazer and trousers for the journey. Then shoes and hats and...

She got off the omnibus and rushed to her front door. The small house had two rooms on the ground floor and two upstairs. It had a yard behind the house with a water closet. Many tasks such as laundry were performed in the yard, behind which was an alley.

The rooms were taller and the windows larger that the tenement houses of lower-class people. The ground floor contained a front living room and back dining room, with the stair column running parallel to the street, in between.

Cooking was possible on the dining room fire, specifically a kitchen range, a coal-burning enclosed fire with side oven. Upstairs was a master bedroom and the bathroom, with running water in the sink and shower, and another flush toilet.

The house comprised two specular apartments as it was cheaper to build a shared chimney stack. Rosamund lived in the house on the right side, and her twin with her husband lived in the house on the left side.

Jules wasn't back yet, so Rosamund started packing alone, as usual. She could send him a note to come back earlier, but they would leave after dinner anyway, so they could spend the start of the journey sleeping.

She was warming up a soup when her husband walked in. Jules had short wild red hair, a small scar on his clean-shaven chin, forest-green eyes and golden-brown skin. He inhaled the smell of the soup as he hugged her from behind.

"Hands off, Jules Obadiah Tremaine!" she chided. "We're off immediately after dinner, and we don't have time to waste!"

"Where are we going, wife?" he replied, amused, stepping back and crossing his arms over his chest.

"To the core." She beamed. "We have been selected to be the ambassadors for the United Kingdom of Kenorland!"

"No way!" he said, incredulous. "Should we thank the fact that your mother was friends with the queen?"

She giggled.

"That and the fact that Uncle Earl is at Copper House," she answered. "Now go get changed, we leave as soon as we're done eating."

He promptly obeyed as she finished preparing dinner and set up the table. She had already changed into her travel garb, hiding it under an apron while she cooked.

When they sat at the table, he asked for more information, so she related her meeting with the queen. Both wondered what it was about, and both were happy to get away from the choking, sooty fog of the city and the mud composed of horse dung of its streets, the sky often covered by the smoke of thousands of steam engines.

After dinner, Jules hailed a buggy to take them to the royal airdock, since they had luggage. The buggy left them at the entrance and Jules carried their luggage to the airship.

The captain welcomed them on board and showed them their cabins, since the sun was already setting. He asked if they needed dinner or if they wished to see the maneuvers, but both declined. They were used to all means of transportation – trains, steamboats and airships – but it was the first time they been on the royal airship.

She wasn't much different from the others they'd flown on. Unlike the non-rigid airship Uncle Earl used to own, the royal airship was semi-rigid, with some kind of supporting structure, but the main envelope was held in shape by the internal pressure of the lifting gas.

She had an extended, articulated keel running along the bottom of the envelope to stop it kinking in the middle by distributing suspension loads into the envelope, while also allowing lower envelope pressures.

The gondola had the control room and cockpit at the very bow, just ahead of the chart room and kitchen. Aft of the kitchen was a combination of lounge/dining room, approximately square, which was the only public passenger space aboard the ship.

Passengers could use one or more of the six small cabins for two people, containing upper and lower berths similar to those of 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.

Rosamund and Jules always shared, and usually she slept in the upper berth, as she had done when traveling with her twin who preferred the lower one. They felt the airship move as they settled into the cabin. It would take three days to get to the island of the core, and they were relatively close to it.

"Hopefully we'll have time to visit the city before everybody gets there," Rosamund said as they lay down to get some sleep.

"I'm ready to do a full report on Per-Bast, the House of Bastet!" Jules added, clearly excited at the thought.

"And I'll do my best to do sketches to accompany it," she assured him, blowing him a kiss from the upper berth. "Good night, sweetheart!"

***
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Rosamund and Jules spent the journey checking their notes and maps about the world and its workings. Otherside was the size of Earth's moon, but unlike the moon, it had a significant atmosphere, hydrosphere and magnetic field, and its surface gravity was identical to Earth's.

Since they had no moon to show the passing of time, they had the clockwork core that kept it rotating steadily with 24-hour cycles. When it had stopped working a couple of years earlier, the world's rotation was slowing to a halt. All the clocks had stopped at the same time, so everybody knew it spelled trouble. If the movement didn't restart as soon as possible, the whole world might die.

The core was a clockwork mechanism with some magic infused by the Goddess Bastet, its mechanical computer comprising both clockwork and alchemic parts. Thank the goddess, they had made it to the core on time before the damage was irreversible, and now everything was back to normal.

Even though she hadn't been able to actually visit Earth, despite being the daughter of a half-blood who could open portals to that other world, Rosamund knew Otherside was geographically more boring than Earth. The lands were concentrated on the equator and northern hemisphere, and they had no tectonic movement, so no earthquakes and no active volcanoes. The weather was more or less like Earth, colder at the poles, warmer at the equator. The population was currently one billion, and the landmasses covered forty percent of the world.

The core was on an island consisting mostly of mountains in the northern portions and along the shore, and encompassing a great plain in an oblong shape in the south. In the middle of the plain stood a mountain low on all sides with a round turret at the top. It was visible from the coast and looked like some kind of lighthouse, sprouting above the walls of the city of Per-Bast.

Bastet's palace was carved inside that mountain, enclosed by three circular moats of increasing width, and separated by rings of land proportional in size. She and her offspring then built bridges northward from the mountain, making a route to the rest of the island. They dug a great canal to the sea, and alongside the bridges carved tunnels into the rings of rock so that ships could pass into the city around the mountain; they carved docks from the rock walls of the moats.

Every passage to the city was guarded by gates and towers, and a wall surrounded each ring of the city. The walls were constructed of red, white, and black rock, quarried from the moats, and were covered with brass, tin, and copper respectively.

The mechanical computer and clockwork of the core was beneath the palace of Bastet, reachable through tunnels with rails like mining tunnels, at a great depth – i.e. the center of the world – in a giant cave.

When her mother had reached Per-Bast, it was a ghost town, but the abandoned palace looked pristine. An army of automatons defended the entrance to the palace, although they had let Eliza and the others through.

Rosamund was curious to see what the deities had done with the ancient city. It had been Bastet and her half-blood kittens who had started it all. She could take human form on Earth and seduce humans, and when she had found the first portal opening in what was now called Per-Bast, her kittens had turned into humans as soon as they stepped through.

Cats on Earth, people on Otherside, such was the nature of Bastet's descendants. With a mix of alchemy and science on their part, they had slowly made the world livable and populated it through the portals. How they got there in the first place was the stuff of legend after eighteen centuries, though.

The three-day trip took them over the island of Ur, then the royal airship started the descent on Per-Bast. Uncle Earl had seen it from a steamer a year ago on his way back to the capital, and said the city seemed to be reborn, with colorful flags and most of the invasive vegetation gone.

It looked lived-in again, not crumbling, and the walls were once again covered with brass, tin and copper. The great canal was filled with water, and birds flew low over the city's walls since it was sunset – a sight Rosamund and Jules enjoyed from the gondola of the airship.

A newly erected airship mast already had a couple of airships attached and three steamers were moving along the great canal, either entering or leaving it. The captain let them off, telling them the airship would have to head back for either Ur or Diqiu, waiting for their call, along with the other means of transportation that weren't allowed to stay on the island of the core.

Jules and Rosamund headed for the city, along with other couples coming from either airships or steamers. They were probably the last arrivals for the day, and the crews had time to go back to human lands for the night.

The big doors of the city were still open, and golden automatons took their names before directing them to their sleeping quarters. More people were expected and the actual meeting wouldn't happen until everybody was here.

The hotel was a restructured home, with automatons to do the cleaning and the cooking. Rosamund and Jules had dinner with the dozen other guests in the great hall of the lower floor, then retired to their room upstairs for a good night's sleep in a real bed. They'd have time to visit the city in the morning.

Their room was much like their own bedroom back home with a double bed and en suite bathroom with running water. The room smelled funny and the noises from outside were different from home, but as night marched on things went quiet, and they both fell asleep, holding each other close.

Rosamund awoke at the sound of unfamiliar birdsong. A pearly light filtered through the closed heavy curtains, so it must still be early. Jules was snoring, and Rosamund decided to use the bathroom first.

A shower would help her relax and her hair badly needed some grooming. The warm water and perfumed soap felt good. She wrapped herself in a dressing gown and started brushing her long hair, then she heard a knock on the bathroom door. Jules was up, and she let him in so he could wash and shave.

They went to the dining room to have breakfast together, still wearing their travel clothes. Rosamund loved the international atmosphere of the room. The guests spoke different dialects, but sometimes the diplomatic language was used for ease of communication. All the couples were curious about the meeting, and nobody seemed to have a clear idea of what was going on.

Some were worried they wouldn't be able to understand the goddess, but Rosamund reassured them. From what her mother had told her, Bastet's voice had a strange echo, as if she spoke all the languages at the same time. She probably used a universal translator of unknown technology, or possibly magic.

"We shall see for ourselves soon," Jules said. "Have you already visited the city?"

Most hadn't, therefore soon they spread out into the wide streets and eventually reached the main square that opened in front of the towering pylons that formed the main entrance of the palace carved inside the mountain. It didn't look like it had any windows, except for the round turret at its top.

It had been surrounded by two channels and lined with trees, thus allowing a wonderful view of the city. The palace gate was closed, but a small crowd milled in front of it, curious humans waiting to meet their goddess.

"I hope she lets us settle here again," Rosamund commented. "This city looks lavish! Just imagine those shop windows filled with goods and the hotels properly manned... And food stalls for the tourists..."

"Somehow I don't think she'll let us do it." Jules wrinkled his nose and adjusted his hat under the sun, looking up at the turret. "Where does the food come from? And where are all the deities who supposedly moved here?"

"Well, apparently the palace is rather huge inside," she replied. "But I'm sure they lived out here before the summons. Maybe they're leaving?"

"We won't know until that gate opens." He sighed. "Let's go find something to eat, shall we?"

***
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The last to arrive were the couples from Qalb, in middle-Rodinia, and from Leria, the great island across from Rodinia in the southern hemisphere. They were on the other side of the world, and needed more time to reach the island of the core.

From Dilli came the Chief Engineer, thirty-three-year-old Vikramaditya Mohan Chaandee, who had met Eliza and had been part of the group who had reached the core, so he was delighted to meet Eliza's daughter and her husband. He was well-built, with raven hair and black eyes, and traveled with his wife on behalf of his queen.

Not all countries seemed to be represented, the smaller ones probably hadn't bothered, and everybody marveled at the technology that kept them fed during the wait, even though they never saw anyone go hunting, or any evidence of the fruit and vegetables that appeared on their tables at meal time having been grown.

Per-Bast was a truly magic city, pity they weren't allowed to live here.

Eventually the automatons told them to gather in the main square, in front of the palace gate. Rosamund and Jules wore their best clothes to finally meet their goddess, and she opened her parasol in the main square.
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