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NEW WORLDS! NEW ADVENTURES!
MATTHEW LEDREW & JD RYOT
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Cassidy Cane goes by many titles — archeologist, anthropologist, adventurer — but none more fitting than that given to her on some strange worlds: Slipstreamer.

Cassidy slips between worlds, traveling to bizarre planets and alternate Earths to find extraordinary new technologies and artifacts that might better humanity!

Cassidy was living a normal life when she was approached by Dr. Gamgee to go on a mission to another world to recover a cure for a deadly disease! Now she finds herself in a frightening new city, where the very language she speaks makes her a threat, and she must find the cure quickly to save her own father!

Written with bestselling author Matthew LeDrew! Start the adventure now!
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Cassidy slammed chest first into the stone ledge, letting out both a long gust of air and a curse so strong she wouldn’t have said it on any continent that her mother might have been in. She paused briefly before gravity began to take hold, tugging at her quickly and dragging her down towards the gaping maw below.

She dug her nails into the crevasses of the stone, sliding until she found purchase and ground to a firm halt, her nails pulling against their beds and threatening to break. She turned, red hair whipping and clinging to her sweat-laden face as she looked down the embankment she dangled from.

Intellectually, she knew that no pit was bottomless. But when her feet kicked and dangled over a chasm so deep and dark that it disappeared beyond her focal point, it was hard to find any other word for it.

The walls around her began to shake and vibrate. Dust and silt that fell between them, making a distant rumbling that she knew was coming closer with every passing second. She ground her teeth together and pulled, her jacket protecting her from the coarseness of the stone as she pulled her body back onto solid ground.

Behind her, the ledge she’d leapt from cracked in two with the shifting of the temple’s foundations. It stayed that way for a moment, as through the split would be the worst of it, before several quick jolts made it snap apart and fall into the abyss below. 

She let out a long, deep breath and laid on her back before bringing her right hand up into her field of vision. She still clasped the lead disk she had taken from the tomb, the small ringlets along its edge spread between her fingers. There was a square hole in its center, through which she could only just see the gash that had been sliced through her palm. Despite the pain that ebbed from it, she smiled as she looked at the artifact.

“At least I’ve got my tetanus shot,” she smirked.

The ground beneath her moved and she laid her hands flat to steady herself. As if on cue a large, lightning-bolt shaped crack opened in the stone beneath her, splitting from the mouth of the cavern to the ledge she’d just crawled over. She turned quickly, scrambling onto her feet as dust and sand kicked loose. She bolted for the exit, slipping twice on loose grains before finally making it out into the humid air of the Nubian sun. She gasped as the cloud of dust followed her, outrunning it as the temple door slammed shut behind her.

“Are you okay?” her Guide, David, said, running over to her. He laid his hands on her shoulders and she laughed: a full, honest laugh. He took out a pouch of water and handed it to her. She leaned back her head and doused herself with it, revealing the freckles that had been hidden under the dirt and grime of the enclosure.

She drank from the skin and handed it back to him, then turned over and pressed the pointer and middle finger of her right hand into her neck. “Come on...” she huffed, still stifling her laughter. “Come on...”

“What’re you—” David started. She held up a finger to stop him.

“Sixty-four, sixty-five... sixty-six.” She paused, waiting. “Sixty-six.” She cursed. She looked down at her hands, ignoring the slice along the right palm and spreading her fingers wide. She turned her palms down and then up, examining them as if waiting for them to do something.

Cassidy cursed again, then rose to her feet and started the long trek back to her camp. David followed close behind. 
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“And that’s how I retrieved the Amulet of Ra, one of the ten fabled Amulets of the Ok’Tid,” Cassidy said as the lights came up and the projector wound down. The absence of the bright light made the lecture hall visible, with all two hundred seats of it filled with students and still more standing along the back wall. 

She smiled with showmanship, turning and spreading her arms towards the iron disk, which now rested comfortably in a glass display case. She felt like Vanna White while doing it, her smile wide and forced, pushing her cheeks up so far that they obscured her vision. 

“Once thought to be a myth, this relic was believed to be a part of a set that, when combined together, possessed the ability to make their wielder immortal.” She turned and stepped closer to the case, the fake smile fading. She tugged at the edges of her coat, the same brown leather she’d been wearing in the temple, but now clean, until it fit around her shoulders properly. “This legend stems from the region, going as far back as three thousand B.C., and is thought to be one of the precursors to modern healing myths. Your fountains of youth, your holy grails.” She turned sharply on her heel and pointed to the case, her fingers clicking like a gun. “It all starts right there, and until last month we thought it was lost to time.”

Several of the students in the front row leaned forward, as if trying to get closer — if only by a few inches — to the artifact. To Cassidy’s right, near her entrance to the hall, came a loud cough. There were four men standing in the door — three large and one much older and shorter.

Cassidy nodded, turning to address them. “And it is of course being handed over, with appreciation, to the Plainsfield Museum, who have agreed to fund the Archeology and Anthropology departments for a further three years.” She brought her hands together to lead the applause, and most of the students followed. She did so gingerly: her hand had healed, but a pink line of tender flesh remained.

The men stepped forward until they flanked the display case. It looked at first as though they were about to step forward and speak, but instead they turned their backs to the student body. Two of the larger men picked the case up off of its podium, and the lot of them walked back the way they’d come with it.

Cassidy coughed, and her feigned smile returned. She clicked a button on her remote and the projector whirred back to life, displaying an image of the amulet on the screen behind her. “Were there any questions?”

Fully half of the students present raised their hands immediately.

She smiled and pointed to a tall blonde girl in the third row. “Yes?”

“I guess the thing I have to ask, it sounds silly... but with all that going on, weren’t you scared?”

Cassidy paused. She looked down at her hand, splayed out with her fingers wide, not shaking in the slightest. When she looked back up again she had resumed her public smile: that broad, too-wide and too-bright expression she put on for others. “I must have been, mustn’t I?”
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“That,” Cassidy said, making a big circle with her red pen on the page of text in front of her, “is not how a preposition works.”

The stack of papers in front of her was large and oppressive, a tower that shifted and swayed whenever the air conditioner kicked in. Which was often. They teetered near a framed photograph of an older couple and two young women: the photo was old, but the frame was new. 

Her office was small and cluttered, only six feet across but a full ten feet long, with the door at one end and her desk on the other, near a window that barely opened but let in the heat of the sun all throughout the day.

The space between the door and the desk was packed tight, so tight that she had to squeeze and maneuver to make it through. There was a wide wooden chair of the sort that came with any University office, she felt. Against either wall was a bookshelf stacked with reference materials, most of which now gathered dust — a byproduct of a digital age. Atop the stacks of books and along the ridge of each shelf were trinkets — artifacts from different regions that hadn’t been needed by the University or the museum. There was a fat doll made from hollow wooden balls and catgut. There was a plate gold-plated disk with a hollow center and small shards of shimmering metal dangling from it. 

Stacked beside the bookshelf against the west wall was a box overflowing with maps, each of which looked well used. Several were on the floor around it, and one was spread over a corner of her desk like a tarp, a days-old yet full cup of coffee weighing it down. Next to the box of maps was a large globe, upon which all the landmasses were a light tan color and the oceans were a deep, chocolate brown. 

Cassidy found that she’d been staring at a spot on the globe with the sort of trance-like boredom that she sometimes found herself doing — especially when correcting papers. The place she was staring at was deep in the center of Mexico, a section of Mesoamerica she’d marked long ago with four red stickers she’d never been able to remove. She forced herself to look away from them and back to the work in front of her. “And that is a comma splice connecting a faulty argument,” she said aloud, circling the splice and then striking out the problematic sentence. 

She sighed.

On the page, the words began to blur and jumble, and before she knew it her head had lolled up towards those red stickers on the globe again. She sighed again, then reached over the stack of papers and gripped the map that hung over the edge of her desk. She inched it forward until the coffee cup was in reach, then picked up both cup and map and brought them down in front of her. She took a long sip of the ice-cold liquid, slurping it as she spread the map out over the essay she was correcting. She took her red pen — no longer for correcting — and marked a spot quite near the center of Mexico.

“It’s the boredom, isn’t it?” came a firm, hoarse voice.

She looked up from her map and saw a man standing in her doorway, his heels in the hall and his toes firmly in her space. He was a short, portly man in a suit that looked expensive but hadn’t been fitted properly, a sign of a man who had money but hadn’t had it long. He had a smattering of incidental facial hair and was balding, with glasses so thick they were what her grandfather’s generation would have called ‘Coke Bottles.’ They rested atop a small nose and a kind, wry smile that traveled up one side of his face. Despite the fact that Cassidy was sure she’d never seen the man before, he still looked familiar.

“Pardon?” she asked, straightening a little. She wasn’t sure yet if he was even entering the room. Some people — especially men of a certain age, she’d found — thought of open office doors as an excuse to step in and make a comment. It was typically a comment that the speaker considered to be in good humour, regardless of the fact that nobody ever laughed.

“The boredom. It all seems good, it seems like maybe this time you’ll be able to stay... catch up on your office hours, maybe binge the latest season of that show that’s on your DVR... but the moment you sit down, the boredom hits. And suddenly it all feels the same, and the office feels too small.” He stepped in on the word ‘office’, looking around at the books that lined the walls. “Quaint.”

“Is there something I can help you with?”

“Yes, I dare say so.” He turned to one of the shelves, examining a long row of volumes on Papua New Guinea with his hands clasped behind his back. 

Cassidy waited a long, pregnant moment for a further response. “And that is?” she said finally. 

He smiled, almost unknowingly. “I need help with my latest project. The project is... well it’s your cup of tea, actually.” He turned to her. “I need your help finding a cure, for more than just boredom.”

He said the word cure with the U sound drawn out, inflecting up at the end as though he were saying the word demure. It was slight, but enough that it triggered a dormant part of her memory. “Are you...” she paused, glancing at the photo on her desk again, at the only male in it. He was smiling with broad, full cheeks. The man in the photo was not the man that stood before her, but one had saved the other, even though they’d never met. “You’re Dr. Gamgee.”

He grinned. “Herbert.”

“You cured McMillon disease.” Her cheeks were flushed with warmth.

“And, potentially: boredom.” He smirked, running a finger along her books and coming back with a thick layer of dust on the digit. 

She stared for a moment, then forced a smile. “I just got back from Nubia. Brought back one of the ten Amulets of the Ok’Tid. It’s priceless. Literally, without price. Once in a lifetime discovery. History book stuff. I’m not...” she paused, leaning in and smiling for dramatic effect, “bored.”

He turned to her and smiled that knowing smile. It was the sort of smile people had when they’d known you your entire life and could see the culmination of everything in your every statement. “Then I suppose your pulse got up above seventy beats per minute?”

She opened her mouth to answer before she’d really processed the statement. Once she’d heard it she stopped short, her finger hanging in the air.

He nodded. “Join me for a meal. I hear your cafeteria is horrible.” He turned and stepped out of the room without looking to see if she was following.

She narrowed her eyes, watching him go until he was out of sight. Finally she cursed, pinned the map back to her desk with the still-full coffee mug, then grabbed her coat.
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The cafeteria at Plainsfield University was wide and open, with the sort of flat white tiles that used to be only found at cell phone carrier storefronts, but had in the years since been utilized anywhere that desired to look modern. False glass walls divided and herded the traffic from the kitchen, lined with USB outlets and creating a false sense of privacy while still making everyone visible.

Gamgee took a bite of his taco. Lettuce fell from its lower half onto his plate, tumbling out like water over a falls. He laughed at it, trying to catch it at first and then giving up. As he swallowed he said, “It’s been years since I had one of these.”

Cassidy squinted at him from across the small, round table. She had a plate of fries in front of her that was largely untouched, a healthy smear of spicy ketchup next to the mound. All around them students moved and shifted, bustling from tables to classrooms and back again. Her vision was locked on the man who sat before her in an ill-fitting suit, letting everyone else move in and out of her peripherals. 

“You cured McMillon disease,” she said finally and declaratively. 

He paused, let his head warble from side to side, then nodded.

“You are one of the world’s most celebrated medical doctors, so I feel like I owe you the time here. But I didn’t come to talk about tacos. So let’s get to the point before I get—”

“Bored?” he smirked.

She lowered her eyes at him. “Distracted.”

He nodded empathetically, wiping his mouth with a paper napkin. “Physicist, actually,” he corrected, waggling a large finger at her.

She raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?”

“You said I was a world renowned medical doctor. I never got my MD. I’m a physicist, world renowned for an advance in medical science.” He took a long drink from his soda through a straw.

Her eyebrows scrunched together, but she said nothing.

“But I understand. You’re a busy person, I’m a busy person,” he took another sip of his drink, “we all have places to be, so I’ll approach my point. Or attempt to.” He took the salt and pepper shakers from the edge of the table and pushed them closer to the center, between Cassidy and him. He paused, laid his hands flat on the table, then looked at her. “Do you know what McMillon disease does?”

“I know the effects.”

“Yes, but how does it do that? McMillon disease affects the... oh, I can never remember the term. The garbage collector genes. Things build up in our bodies, our lymph tissue, on our nerves, etcetera. Your body has functions that remove that gunk and let it pass.”

Cassidy nodded.

“McMillon disease inhibits those functions. The gunk builds up on the nerves and synaptic fibers, and things get... things get bad. Slowly, in stages. Sometimes in stages so slowly that people don’t realize it’s happening. Most people know it for the loss of the senses.” He took another bite of his taco. “That gunk, it builds up on the nerves around the eyes and around nerve endings... people lose their sight, their touch sensitivity, their hearing... everything.”

Cassidy’s right hand touched the finger on her left uncomfortably, before she forced them apart again.

“In the end it mimics Alzheimer’s, but by then with McMillon... well, by that point with McMillon most of the sufferers have already died, if we’re being honest.”

She nodded.

“It’s an awful disease. Truly. So ten years ago I found a treatment, which I turned into a cure.” He sipped his drink. It was nearing the bottom of the cup and made a slurping sound through the straw. “That’s the thing that people don’t get: McMillon disease isn’t something you get, it’s not HIV. You’re born with it. It might stay dormant or inactive, but if it was going to activate in you it’s going to activate. No amount of healthy living or good life choices will circumvent it. It’s genetic.” He shrugged with one shoulder. “So apart from gene therapy, which we don’t yet have for it, there’s not strictly a ‘cure.’” He used air quotes when he said the last word.

Cassidy shifted uncomfortably, her gaze shifting around the room briefly.

“There’s just the treatment. You treat McMillon disease, and eventually with rigorous treatment the affects can reverse. In the best of cases it can reverse totally, to the point that the treatment is no longer necessary on a daily or even monthly basis... but the underlying cause, it’s still there.” He took the pepper shaker from the table and held it up at eye level, like a token. “But you know how some people are.” He moved the shaker to the other end of the table, then gestured at it. “People don’t take their prescriptions as doctors prescribe, and doctors don’t take human behavior into account. All around, people are dumb. They take their treatment until they feel better, or until they can’t afford it or...” he shrugged. “Any number of reasons. But the point is they don’t take it as instructed. So the gunk builds up again, but in new ways. Resistant ways. It builds up on some nerve types more than others.” 

He tapped the pepper shaker on its head. “So now we’ve started to see McMillon disease Stage Two.”

Cassidy felt gooseflesh break out across her arms in one long wave. 

“Stage Two is... different. You don’t see the same sort of nerve damage to the senses. That still gets managed with treatment. Where you see it worst is cognitive function. The gunk, it starts to line the nerves in the brain. And once it starts there, it’s hard to get at. The treatment, it doesn’t chip away at it like it does the nerve endings outside the brain.” 

“What does it do?” she asked, her voice hurried.

“It causes degradation of brainwave activity. Some in the field liken it to Alzheimer’s, but honestly as we learn more and more about Alzheimer’s... the comparison is less and less apt. But, broad strokes, sure.” He paused, wetting his lips. “Not many are to that point yet, but we’re starting to see it. The early signs actually resemble split brain patients.”

She furrowed her brow.

He brought all his fingers up to the middle of his head. “There’s this bundle of nerves called the corpus callosum that connect the right and left sides of the brain. We used to sever it in seizure patients... we don’t anymore, don’t worry. But those that did — split brain patients — whoo man, you’d see wild things. You see the left hand arguing with the right about what snack to pick up, or what shirt to wear. The left hand will just... reach out, and slap the right hand choice away.” He paused. “It happens because the left brain is mute. It usually communicates across the corpus callosum, but when that’s severed it has to communicate in different ways.” He sipped his drink. “It’s deeply distressing.”

Cassidy nodded.

“As McMillon disease Stage Two progresses, there’s more and more gunk on the corpus callosum, to the point that it hinders communication. So we start seeing behavior like split brain patients. Benign stuff at first... clutter on one side of a desk but not the other. The left hand picking up things to answer a question and then the right-brain controlled mouth making up a reason why it’s holding it. Over time... over time this gets worse. Eventually there’s nothing to be done.”

There was a long pause between them, where all that could be heard was the gentle sway of the crowd moving to and from their classes.

She swallowed. “What does this have to do with me?”

“The treatment — Duplionyl — it doesn’t work for Stage Two. Or it works, but it just doesn’t work on the most destructive elements.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “I never told anyone how I found the cure.”

She squinted. “No. But then... aside from penicillin, how many medicines do we know the story behind?”

He waggled his finger at her again and smiled: a big, toothy, honest smile. His teeth were too far apart, a slight gap between each one. “Quite right. I think that’s why it’s never been questioned, not really. But now we’re here and we need the cure for Stage Two... and I’m too old to get it.”

She straightened. “Get it?”

He smiled. “Let’s just say... there was more to finding the treatment than leaving some bread out to get mouldy. Like I said, not just a cure for McMillon... but for boredom, too.”

“Why me?”

Gamgee looked at her for a long, slow minute. “You’re Dr. Cassidy Cane. The. It honestly didn’t take a lot of research.”

She fidgeted again. “I’m in the middle of planning a new expedition right now. I can’t just get up and—”

“You’re correcting papers and thinking about maybe going to Mexico for the fourth time before something else sidetracks you, and you go do that instead. Before you chase that buzz.” He said this with less levity than he’d spoken with up to this point, his voice becoming serious. “That feeling, that excitement... when you can feel your pulse throb, not just in your neck but in your earlobes. In your fingertips. That big, defining surge of excitement.”

She stiffened, her back ramrod straight and her elbows cocked at ninety-degree angles.

“That feeling, I guarantee, you will not find in Mexico.”

“I have to go,” she said, standing up from the table. “I have papers to correct.”

He frowned, then nodded and dismissed her with a wave of his hand. She turned without saying goodbye, making a bee-line away from him to the hall that led back to her office. When she was gone, he reached over and touched her plate of fries, sliding it across the table until it was in front of him. 
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Cassidy returned to her office, her face flushed and tinged with green. She made her way to her desk to resume correcting her papers, then stopped and pushed them to one side. She closed her eyes and took several long, deep breaths, then opened them.

The old photo in the new frame was directly in front of her. She tisked and picked it up, tracing first the edge of the glass, and then the familiar lines of the man’s face. She pursed her lips, then fished her cell phone out of her pocket.

“Hello, Mom?” she said when there was an answer. She forced a smile: you could hear a smile over the phone, she’d been told. “Yes... yeah I am back, actually. A week or so now.” She ran her fingers through her hair, gripping her scalp. “No... sorry no, I’ve been busy. Yeah... so hey, I was wondering...” She looked back at the photograph on the desk. “I was wondering if I could come over for a meal.”
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“Can you pass the mash turnip?” Preston Cane asked, holding his hand out with the palm up and fingers splayed, ready to receive the bowl. Cassidy smiled. Her father’s idiolect was something that had never ceased to bring warmth to her face. The way he said ‘mash turnip’ instead of ‘mashed turnip,’ ‘Chicargo’ instead of ‘Chicago,’ or any number of other small inflections that were uniquely him, always brought a fresh grin to her face. 

She raised the blue swirled bowl of mashed turnip high as though it were a prince she was presenting to the Pridelands, then set it down with great weight on his waiting hand.

He laughed.

The dining room of her childhood home shrank more and more every time she returned to it, to the point that she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to get out to go to the washroom without asking her sister Margo to scootch in. Even then she would have bumped her shoulder-blades along the edges of the vinyl paintings that lined either side of the room, threatening to crash them to the floor and eliciting a series of disgruntled tisks and rasps of air from her mother.

Her mother, Kayla, sat at the far end of the table, eating edamame that had been drizzled in olive oil and topped with fresh black pepper. Every time she bit into one Cassidy could hear it across the table, even above the chatter and laughter of her sisters, Margo and Rica.

Margo was twenty and had been a theatre arts student at the local community college for the last year. She’d been Margaret all her life up until she’d graduated high school, but upon coming home from that first day of college she’d been asked to set the table by her given name and had corrected them with one spinning, erect finger: “Actually, it’s Margo now I think.” She said it in such a way that she had expected it to be questioned and was ready to start something over it. It hadn’t been. Cassidy and her parents had just shrugged, gotten the carrots ready, and asked Margo to set the table.

Rica was a year younger and had always been Rica, as far as she could remember. Whenever her full name, Frederica, was said over the loudspeaker at school, it always took her a moment to realize they were talking to her. It was a name that sounded foreign to her ear, despite being technically hers. Rica was the more quiet of the two. She hadn’t graduated yet, but was planning on attending Plainsfield University when she did, and had politely asked Cassidy not to put herself into the process, one way or the other. Cassidy had respected that, as had their father, when she’d told him. 

Her father finished scooping the mash turnip, which was now a hefty mound on the right side of his plate. He put the bowl back onto the table in front of him, then picked up the gravy boat and added a healthy dollop to the pile, turning it into a volcano just as he had when they were little. She had thought at the time that it had been just for their benefit, but it was clear now that it was not.

“Eruption on mount turnip,” he said under his breath, his grayed eyebrows high and exaggerated.

Cassidy and Rica laughed, more at the memory of the joke than at the joke itself. 

Across the table from him, her mother smiled wanly, then took a long sip of her wine. “How long did you say you’d been back, dear?”

Cassidy turned, as if suddenly realizing there were more people in the room than just she and her father, and pushed her hair back behind her ear. “A little over a week,” she said, then took a bite from her pork roast. After a moment of eyeing the sheen on the cutlery, she forced herself to return her mother’s steadfast gaze. “Sorry I didn’t call to tell you.”

Her mother smiled naturally and shrugged. “You’re a grown woman, Cass. You don’t need to tell me every time you come into the country.” She paused, letting her grin slide up over her cheeks after a scant moment. “Did you bring back anything with you?”

All parties at the table turned to Cassidy at the question. Margo wiped sauce from her mouth. 

Cassidy grinned. “There was this ah... yeah, there was this thing.” She grinned, laying down her fork so that she could talk with both of her hands. They formed a loose sphere in front of her, as though she were trying to conjure whatever she was talking about. “This Amulet... thing.” She laughed. “Until a few years ago everyone kind of assumed it was a legend, but I kept seeing this circle in different texts and glyphs and stuff. This symbol, at the end of a lot of really portentous and pretentious religious and cultural texts.” She smirked. “This one guy out of Cambridge, he’d found references to it that he thought meant it was punctuation, like a really emphatic form of a Full Stop,” she laughed.

“And it wasn’t, I assume?” her father egged warmly, poking her elbow with his own. 

“No, yeah... no. I mean I see why he thought it was. He kept seeing it as this reference to ‘everything ending with this’. Like a sentence, or a paragraph. Just one of those ‘you have taken this too literally’ moments.” She took a sip of her water. “And I was looking at it and I realized it was a thing. Like it wasn’t a concept, it was a visual representation of a thing. A thing that ends everything.”

Margo raised an eyebrow. 

“It doesn’t really,” Cassidy laughed, waving off the implied criticism with some jazz hands. “But when we kept digging I found these ancient texts and references, remnants from a bunch of different cultures. Like some sort of original template for all the end of times myths we have today. And it was these Amulets, the ten of them. And so I followed the patterns and, well...” she shrugged, leaning back on her chair. “I found one.”

“Nice,” Rica nodded. Cassidy lifted her hand as if to say it was nothing.

Her mother hummed in agreement from the opposite end of the table. “Was it valuable?”

Cassidy cocked an eyebrow and looked sidelong at her mother. “It was thousands of years old. Possibly one of the original devices used to tell stories, ever. I had to fish the thing out of a temple that was rigged to crumble if it was removed from the place, which it did. Like something out of an old adventure serial or something,” she drawled. 

“Is that a yes or a no?” she asked, as though Cassidy had said what she’d said without emphasis. 

“It’s priceless, mother,” she said finally, putting both her palms face up in the air in front of her, as if displaying a large tray of money. 

“I think what your mother wants to know is,” Preston smirked. “Is it priceless as in expensive, or priceless as in worthless?” He shoveled the last of his mash turnip into his mouth when he was done his dad-joke.

Cassidy laughed. “The department is funding me for a further three years off of it.”

“Oh darling, that’s fantastic,” her mother smiled. She lifted her wine glass to toast her, then took a long sip.

“Yes, wonderful,” her father returned, clasping his weighty hand on her shoulder and patting it heartily.

Her smirk faded, and she picked up her fork again, the gleam of it catching her eye as she looked back down. “You’re right,” she said, forcing a smile. “It’s fantastic.”

Preston clapped her once more, laughing proudly. “That’s really great, Cass. Really. Can you pass the mash turnip?”

Cassidy raised an eyebrow at the repeated request, but picked up the bowl and handed it to him, this time without humour. He took it graciously and started pulling more and more orange mush from its depths. When he was done he put the bowl back where she’d gotten it from, just to his left and well within his reach. 

“Thank you,” he said, smiling sincerely.

“You’re welcome,” she returned. “You must really love Mom’s mash turnip. They must be your favorite.”

“They are,” he smiled, his left hand picking up his fork and plucking a carrot with its spears. “I can’t get enough of them. I’m sorry, has everyone else had enough?” He looked down and switched the utensil from his left to right hand, ate the carrot quickly, then resumed scooping up his mash turnip.

“I’m fine,” she smiled, almost blushing. She narrowed her eyes, and when she spoke again it was with trepidation. “Would you say they’re your favorite though? The best ever vegetable?”

“Hands down,” he laughed, as though the question itself were laughable. “It’s the brown sugar, gives it this extra zing.” He picked up his dessert fork in his left hand, plunged it into a carrot again, then switched both to his right hand. 

She cocked her head towards the bright orange root vegetable. “Why do you keep doing that?”

He paused, then looked down at the fork in his hand. After a moment he smiled. “Well you haven’t had enough, clearly. Kayla, are there any more carrots in the kitchen for Cass to have?”

“I’m good, thanks,” Cassidy said, raising her hand politely. She took a deep breath that nonetheless failed to fill her. She stood from the table. “I have to visit the restroom, if I can be excused?”

Margo scootched in to let her pass.

***
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Cassidy stepped from the restroom into the crowded main hall of her childhood home, still wiping her hands on her pant legs. She heard her family downstairs, still laughing over something her father had said, their voices already seeming unreal and far away. She swallowed, then made her way down the hall, away from them.

She passed her former bedroom without looking into it, closing the ajar door as she passed. When she reached the end of the hall she turned and entered her father’s study, either side of it occupied by a bookshelf piled high with texts, just like her own. Unlike hers, his office was wider and much less claustrophobic. Also unlike hers, his books were well read and never had the chance to form dust. Most were paperbacks, and they were either kept and reread often or donated to goodwill, but they never stayed in one place for very long.

His desk was cluttered, as hers had been. But rather than covering the entire desk, it was confined to the left side. The right was clean, undisturbed, and reflecting the light from the window back at her.

On the shelf next to her was a picture of she and her father on a fishing trip, many years ago. He leaned over her and she into him, pressed cheek to freckled cheek. Their hats had hooks on them that they never used, and they were getting tangled in one another. There was a man on her arm opposite her father with a square jaw and kind eyes, smiling right along with them and holding a large bass.

She looked behind her, into the hallway and then, swallowing hard, stepped around the desk and moved her father’s seat out of the way. She opened the second drawer down without looking and reached inside, pulling out an orange prescription bottle. The label across it read ‘Duplionyl’ in its cold, sans serif font. The dosage period was from well over a year before, but she could see five pills still rattling around in the bottom of the bottle.

When she looked, there were seven other bottles in the drawer.

She cursed, bringing her hand up to rub her furrowed brow. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
- L iPETPFQVMFQQ

g /!'

THE;RISE,UFﬁSSIDY’CANE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
N ESiTIREAMERE






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





