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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!

While trying to live her best normal life, Cassidy discovers a secret portal to stunning world of Lotus Lorea, a world populated only by women! At first things seem ideallic... but not everything is as it seems, and the waters of the Lotus Fountain may hide the secrets to immortal life!

Written with the astonishingly talented Nicole Little in her debut novella! Start the adventure now!
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“Have they been located?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I expected as much. Thank you.”

“And, what of the visitor?”

“It’s been... taken care of.”

Boom.
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The first sentence is always the most difficult one to write, she assured herself, just give yourself a few minutes, you’ll figure it out. And yet there she sat (it had been inevitable of course) for endless moments, irrevocably stumped, tapping a pen against her lips, staring at that blank white piece of paper. She needed something clever but it also had to be heartfelt and sweet; something eloquent but not too formal. 

She sighed. 

Words. What were those again? 

Congratulations! Cassidy finally wrote in desperation as the hands on the clock ticked by at an alarming rate. She chewed thoughtfully on the top of her pen for a moment and then, when nothing else came to her, she scrawled Best wishes, Cassidy at the bottom. There. Perfect. Or, at least, as good as it was going to get. She tossed the pen onto the desk where it disappeared amongst papers and folders, half full coffee cups, and general office flotsam. She crammed the card into its envelope and placed it inside the gift bag, atop the brightly coloured tissue paper. Hidden amongst the folds of canary yellow was a tiny t-shirt emblazoned with the phrase Archaeology—I dig it. It made Cassidy chuckle. Okay, sure she had rolled her eyes at first. It was a tad bit silly, but it began to grow on her as she had frantically searched, and came up otherwise empty handed, for a suitable present in the university gift shop.

A baby shower. It was a first for Cassidy Cane. She was wearing (and she couldn’t quite believe it herself) a dress. Her hair was freshly curled and fell in soft waves that brushed against her shoulders. Her hands itched to haul it up into its usual ponytail.

The party was being held in one of the University’s many function rooms, the organization of which had been delegated to a lowly research assistant in the Anthropology Department. Tables had been pushed to the sides of the room and chairs were lined up against the walls. Three blue and white balloons were tied to a podium; a hand written sign, taped on the wall beside the door read: 

Welcome 

Mateo Romero-Jones

to the Plainsfield Family!

Cassidy’s eyes widened and she let out a low whistle. 

Wow. Clearly they had spared no expense on the decorations.

Cassidy heard laughter and the low rumble of intimate conversation as she approached the room. She stood in the door way, hesitating. A few professors that she recognized from her own department were milling about inside, as well as a number of others that she did not know. Gamgee had been right to insist that she attend, of course. Between travel and work, her social status at the University, and well, if she was willing to admit it, her social status everywhere else, was at an all time low.

With a sigh, she stepped through the doorway.

Lars Economides from English waved a sandwich at her from the refreshment table; he held a red solo cup steady in his other hand. She was quite glad he hadn’t tried to wave with that one. Lars was a bit of a klutz and he was wearing a light-coloured leisure suit. Etienne-Andre Durand, French Department, nodded politely when he caught her eye. He then glanced at his watch and resumed tapping his foot.

Annie Jones grinned in delight when she spotted Cassidy from across the room; she waved a hand and beckoned for Cassidy to come closer. Annie’s wife, Ximena Romero, was cradling a blue bundle, her smile content as she swayed to and fro in a slow, rhythmic but gentle motion.  

“I am so glad you are here, Cassidy! Meet Mateo!” Annie beamed with pride, gesturing toward her new son. “I haven’t had a full night’s sleep in what seems like forever but who needs sleep anyways, right?!”

Cassidy laughed. “I’m so happy for you both!”

“Thank you! We are just over the moon!”

“Dr. Gamgee sends his regrets. He’s at home with a bit of a head cold today. He didn’t want to pass it along to the baby, but he hopes to meet Mateo soon!”

“Of course! We completely understand. Please tell him we hope he gets well soon,” Annie replied.

A tiny head dusted with wispy strands of raven hair poked out the top of the soft blanket in Ximena’s arms. Cassidy peeked inside. Cocooned within, Mateo yawned and stretched laboriously, one tiny hand escaping its woolly confines. He blinked up at her. His dark, unfocused eyes were adorned with impossibly long lashes. They dominated his heart shaped, dusky-pink baby face. 

“Adorable!” Cassidy exclaimed, and truly meant it.
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Within the hour, the celebration was in full swing; the number of people in the room had increased exponentially. Someone from the Spanish Department had snuck in several bottles of wine and another, a middle aged man with a bright green Mohawk, had hooked a phone up to a small speaker, which had, inexplicably, started pumping out instrumental covers of theme songs from popular television sitcoms. A few ladies were dancing. Somehow baby Mateo was sleeping through all the ruckus. 

Cassidy balanced a paper plate of assorted sandwiches and small cookies on her knee. She’d retreated to a far corner where she could sit and eat in peace. And to observe, of course. She liked to watch people in their natural habitats, to attempt to interpret their body language, to read their facial expressions; to try and figure them out—who they really were beneath the mask of social constructs. 

Huh. So maybe that was why she didn’t have very many friends. She’d have to give that a bit more thought later, when she was relaxed at home and fully prepared to psychoanalyze herself.

Hunger satiated for now, Cassidy left her plate on the chair to mark her spot and went in search of a drink at the refreshment table. She skirted around several small groups of people, clustered together in conversation, excusing herself as she stepped in front of them and around them. What a crowd! Had strangers just wandered in off the street? She wedged herself into the small space between the table and the wall, a small alcove created by the storage room door, and was pouring herself a glass of tepid lemonade into what she hoped was a clean cup, when a snippet of half-whispered conversation caught her ear. 

“... us that we were the perfect candidates and just a few days later we had a call saying that our file had been chosen by one of their clients. By the end of the week, we were bringing Mateo home!” Annie’s voice was low but animated. 

Cassidy inched a little closer, keeping her back to the two women who were huddled together chatting quietly. She pretended to be looking for a napkin, while in reality she was eavesdropping with complete and utter abandon. 

“Incredible! I have friends who have waited years for that call!” came the hushed reply.

“We were very lucky! We had to sign a non-disclosure agreement, if you can believe it. I probably shouldn’t even be discussing this in public,” she giggled and then continued, the wine clearly having loosened her tongue, “The amount of paperwork was just astronomical. Totally worth it of course, don’t get me wrong! Rising Sun have truly made our dreams come true. We’re just not supposed to tell anyone the details!”

Cassidy pleaded exhaustion and said her goodbyes shortly afterwards, once more congratulating Annie and Ximena on the adoption of their son before she left. If she was being honest, and Cassidy was often brutally so, she simply wanted to go home and ruminate on what she had just overheard. 

She also desperately wanted to shed the dress.

Once home, she quickly changed into more comfortable clothing, some old sweatpants and a favourite but faded shirt from an 80’s hair band. She plopped onto the couch and reached for her laptop, sliding it onto her legs and powering it on. The startup prompted her for a password; within seconds she’d clicked into the main screen of a popular search engine. Fingers flying, she typed Rising Sun Adoption into the box, hit enter, and waited for the results to populate. 

Nothing.

Cassidy drummed her fingers on the arm of the couch. She typed adoption agencies near me. Again, no results.

Curiouser and curiouser by the minute. And like a dog with a bone, Cassidy was not letting it go.

Cassidy glanced at the time. It was late but not that late. She nibbled on a thumbnail and then, before she could change her mind, she grabbed her cell.

The phone rang once at Cassidy’s end before Gamgee answered with, “Good evening, Cassidy!”

“Good evening, Doctor. I hope you are feeling better. I was wondering if I could ask you a quick question?”

“Not feeling too bad for an old man with a cold, I suppose!” he replied in a nasal voice. “And, of course, you may ask me anything! I trust you enjoyed yourself at the baby shower?”

“Ah, you bet! I sure did,” Cassidy fibbed. 

Gamgee chuckled, then coughed. “I am glad that you decided to go. Now, to what do I owe this pleasant surprise?”

“Well, I was wondering, have you ever heard of a Rising Sun Adoption Agency?”

He paused. “No, I don’t believe I have. It doesn’t sound familiar anyways, sorry.”

“Oh, that’s too bad. I was just—”

“Wait!” he interrupted.  “Now that I think about it, it does sound a little bit familiar. Could it be The Rising Son Agency?”

“Oh! Yes! It might be! I may have just misheard.”

Gamgee made a noncommittal noise and finally: “It’s near my place but at the other end of Carina Heights, up in the old gated community, I believe. I rarely drive over that way; they’re horribly slack with repairs you know. The roads are terrible. I’ve heard rumours there’s even a big gap in their security fence. Imagine!” He sounded horrified at the thought.

“Yes, of course, that is quite unfortunate. I’m sorry to have bothered you when you’re under the weather, curiosity got the better of me I’m afraid. Perhaps I will follow up in the morning.”

“You know what they say, Cassidy: there is no time like the present! Hope you enjoy the rest of your night.”

“Thanks, Doctor G. You too.”

Cassidy chewed absently on her lower lip, and glanced at the time again. Her hunch that something was off about the whole situation was sitting heavy in the pit of her stomach. And her gut had never led her astray before. Well, maybe a few times. Before she could change her mind, she’d run into her room to change her clothes. Moving with urgency, for reasons she could not quite explain even to herself, she grabbed her keys, pocketed her phone and hurried out the door. 

She’d worry about the gates when she got there.

Locks had never stopped her before.
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The crunch of gravel beneath the tires was reminiscent of the cracking of long buried bones as Cassidy pulled up as close as she dared to the closed, and presumably guarded, gates of Carina Heights. She left the car in a pool of darkness in between street lights and beneath a no parking sign she did not even acknowledge. She pulled a dark stocking cap low on her head and eased the door shut with a muffled click. Slipping around the side of a faded but once elegant welcome sign, breath misting in front of her face, she cringed reflexively as the crunch of leaves and the snap of twigs beneath her feet rang out like a shot in the night. She froze. Heart pounding frantically, yet in a way that she still strangely enjoyed, Cassidy paused only for a moment, and then plunged headlong into the darkness. 

Gap in the fence. Was that right?

Cassidy ran, glancing over her shoulder frequently before she finally stopped to catch her breath. She could see lights off in the distance, not too far at all. She moved up close against the fence, following along the length of it. She crept by, hand trailing against the chain links. This was taking far longer than she had anticipated. But she was committed now.

Finally, there it was: the gap in the fence just as Gamgee had mentioned in that offhand way of his. Invigorated now with this convenient discovery, Cassidy rushed forward. She cursed elaborately as her jacket snagged on a jagged bit of fencing. Cassidy gritted her teeth and gripped the material, ripping herself free. Chastened, she now made sure to step carefully through the hole. Directly in front of her and across a plush, expansive lawn was a large squat building—and coming down the street in front of it was the flash of oncoming headlights! Dammit! She would be caught for sure. Cassidy’s mind quickly calculated the list of criminal charges she had amassed thus far tonight. Not good. Not good at all. Crouching low, she made a dash for the cover of the darkened exterior of the building. She flattened herself against the back wall just as a private security vehicle drove slowly past. She needed cover. Now. Pulse quickening, Cassidy reached up behind her and, to her surprise, discovered that the window slid open easily. When no alarm immediately sounded, she hoisted herself to the ledge and dropped inside, feet first. She slid the window closed behind her and allowed an audible breath of relief to escape her lips.

She grinned. She was safe. 

At least for now.

But that was all that really mattered.

Cassidy waited for her eyes to adjust to the too dark darkness. She couldn’t risk using the flashlight on her phone. Too much light would make her much too noticeable, especially with security skulking around. Briefly, she wondered just what the hell she was doing here. But the thought was fleeting, swallowed up by the giddiness and thrill of the chase. She did this sort of thing all the time right? Slowly, shapes in the room came into focus. She was in someone’s office. There was a desk, a chair, and filing cabinets. She picked her way gingerly across the room and towards the desk, slow going, taking her time in the unfamiliar surroundings. A cracked shin was something she did not need right now. Cassidy reached for her phone, deciding she would risk using the dull backlight of the main screen to illuminate the paperwork upon the rich mahogany surface. The Rising Son Adoption Agency read the letterhead. 

Oh. Heck. Yeah. 

Delighted, feeling as though lady luck was by her side tonight, Cassidy felt emboldened enough to leave that particular office and explore further in the building. The adjacent wall in the hallway outside the door was adorned with simple black picture frames that held photos of cheerful happy babies. Successful adoptees, Cassidy presumed. She tried the door across the hall only to find it was locked. As was the next one. The third door opened into a small kitchen. It was of little interest to her—she did not care to learn what their preferred brand of coffee was or how many tubs of expired yogurt the fridge held. By the time she had reached her fourth locked door in succession, Cassidy felt her frustration reach a pinnacle. Trespassing or not, she wasn’t leaving without some kind of answer to the questions that had plagued her all night. But so far, she wasn’t getting anywhere.

She very much did not want to go home right now. Especially since she had come this far. And broken so many laws. In pursuit of what exactly though, she wasn’t sure. Just that feeling in her gut. Something was up. 

Cassidy’s eyes alighted on a door at the end of the hall. Like a moth to a flame, her attention was immediately drawn to the glow of a keypad. Security such as that usually meant that there was something behind the door that was worth hiding. So her hunch had been right after all. Her excitement mounting, Cassidy strutted boldly up to the door. It was a numbered keypad, simple for the most part, but how many attempts would she be allowed to try before it locked her out? There could be thousands of possible combinations. Suddenly she stifled a snort of laughter. Written in light pencil, just to the right of the keypad: 1015. Cassidy punched in the number and grinned in delight as the lock disengaged with a soft click. Things were going a lot easier than she’d imagined. 

Maybe it was even a little too easy?

A buzz ran up her arm as her fingers lightly touched the doorknob and Cassidy flinched in surprise. What the hell was that? She wrapped her hand around the knob, turned and pushed. Before she was even fully in the room, she felt the thrumming along her veins, the pressure in her ears, that had, over the last little while, become so familiar to her. So intoxicating. But no. It couldn’t be? Could it?! Brazen now, Cassidy felt along the walls nearest the door and, finding exactly what her fingers sought, she flipped the switch, flooding the room with a dim florescent light. She gasped. 

How was this even possible?

She took a step forward, hesitated, not quite sure if she could believe her eyes. 

Sure, she’d expected to find something inside The Rising Son Adoption Agency but she certainly hadn’t expected that something would be a portal.
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Cassidy shook her head as if physically trying to dislodge the image in front of her. It remained solid. She was not normally given to flights of fancy, it was true (and she knew it), but she was still reassured to know that she was not just imagining things. She took a step forward, her brow furrowed; her brain running a mile a minute.

“There’s no one here, boss.” 

Cassidy jumped.

A crackle of static: someone was nearby. She moved closer to the door, straining to hear. “I checked all the offices. No signs of break and enter.” More static, a mumble of words, then: “I’ll make one more round. Something must have tripped it.”

Dammit. There must have been a silent alarm after all. Cassidy cursed again beneath her breath. Such a stupid, rookie mistake. If the guard came any closer down the hall, he’d notice the open door; for certain he’d notice that the light was on. Cassidy wondered if she would have enough time to ease the door shut; if there would be time to hide.

The sound of approaching footsteps, then an excited: “I think I’ve got something boss!”

Cassidy considered her limited options, but really there had only been one viable option all along. Even if there had been other options, the look on her face suggested she would not have chosen them anyways. A mixture of excitement and anticipation flushed her cheeks and she grinned widely. 

“Here we go again!” she murmured under her breath. 

As the guard began to step hesitantly through the door, Taser extended forward in a shaking hand, Cassidy turned her back on him and launched herself forward. She heard him shout “STOP!” in a nervous, quavering voice, but there was no stopping now. She plunged through the portal at a dead run.

Immediately, Cassidy wished she could stop. Momentum carried her forward into a tumble, a riot of colours blurred past her, and then the crushing impact as she hit the ground, bounced, rolled and then landed face first. She grimaced in pain as her right hand took the brunt of the skid; she felt a snap; heard a muffled crack, then, warm and sticky, blood began to flow freely and plentifully from a gash that spread across her palm. Cassidy clutched it protectively to her chest as she lay, winded, upon the uncomfortable uneven ground. Sound came back to her all in a rush and she could hear several timid voices speaking uncertainly around her. Someone was screaming.  

Oh. Wait. That was her.

“Clear the way, children, please. Let me through now!”

This was not a hidden portal. No one seemed surprised to see someone come through either.

Beneath her eyelashes Cassidy saw the shadow of a figure walk forward and crouch down next to her, speaking urgently and with authority: “Are you able to get up?”

Cassidy gave a brief nod and, teeth clenched, was helped to her feet. Her left hand shading her eyes in the bright sunlight she blinked rapidly at the sight before her. A woman wearing a long flowing dress and a flower crown stepped forward, her salt and pepper hair nearly to her waist.

Was she dead?

“Well, this is not how we normally treat our visitors,” the woman gestured towards Cassidy’s injured hand and smiled. “But all the same, welcome to Lotus Lorea!”

No. Not dead. 

“Thank you,” Cassidy said, hesitantly sounding out the words, her speech slow and slurred from shock and pain. They spoke English here. Or at least this woman did, though it was with a slight accent; lyrical and pleasing to the ear.

“You’ve no need to be afraid, child. You are safe here with us. My name is Marcella; please, let us take care of that hand for you.”

Cassidy glanced down and saw that the clothes she had changed into before leaving her house were saturated in blood. Her hand throbbed in time to the rhythm of her heartbeat. This wasn’t her first injury and she was certain it would not be her last either, but she reckoned there was no reason why she should just stand there and bleed to death. She nodded her consent.

“Eliza, please bring some water from the fountain to the infirmary.” A small tow-headed child sprinted away, clearly elated to have been chosen for this special task.

“Come along with me, Cassidy. I am sure we can find something clean for you to wear as well.”

Feeling lightheaded, Cassidy heard herself mumble, “How did you know my name?”

“Oh, I am sure you mentioned it, dear.”

And that was all Cassidy heard before everything faded to black.
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Cassidy regained consciousness slowly, her world coming back into focus little by little. She was flat on her back beneath crisp white sheets, her head cradled atop a soft, fluffy pillow. She blinked several times, her vision still cloudy. A light breeze ruffled the sheer curtains in the window across the room. The scent of lilac drifted in, reminding Cassidy briefly of her grandmother. She could hear the voices of children outside, laughter and the low murmur of conversation between adults.

Lotus Lorea. That was what the woman had said, right? Marcella. Cassidy was sure that was her name. Her memories of her arrival were fuzzy and distorted.

Woozy, head still spinning, Cassidy relaxed back against the pillow. She squinted in the bright light as she took in her surroundings. The room was small but neat and tidy. That familiar antiseptic smell that assaulted her senses confirmed her suspicions that she was still in the infirmary. 

Then, suddenly, she remembered! Her hand! She withdrew it from beneath the blankets and found it wrapped in a long length of gauze; it was thick and stiff with the bulk of a bandage beneath. Cautiously, she flexed her fingers and found that the pain was minimal. She was relieved. From what she had seen of it, from what she had heard of it, and combined with the significant blood loss, she had expected much, much worse.

She pushed back the blankets and swung her feet off the bed. She took her time, taking deep breaths. She did not want to faint and hurt herself again. These people would think she was some kind of klutz. She glanced down at herself in surprise. She was clothed in a long billowy garment much like the one Marcella had been wearing. Underneath that, she was wearing a pair of light-weight leggings. She saw that her boots, hat, and jacket were stacked neatly on a nearby chair. Her phone had been placed on top of the pile. She quickly hauled on the boots and picked up her phone. The screen had cracked from side to side. She sighed. Another one bites the dust. She knew there’d be no point in turning it on anyways since cell phones never worked within the worlds she travelled to. She left it where it was on the chair, crossing her fingers that it would work the next time she had a chance to power it on.

It was oddly quiet here. At least it was odd to Cassidy. If she’d been pressed to further describe it she might have even said it was peaceful. Cassidy noted the absence of the sounds of traffic, cars, horns or shouting. There was no construction, jackhammers or the raucous laughter of builders. There were no angry commuters, no road rage or cursing bus drivers. She couldn’t deny that it was nice for a change.

There was a light knock at the door behind her.  It slid open and Marcella’s head appeared through the crack.

“Oh good, you are awake! How are you feeling, okay?” She beamed at Cassidy, who nodded and returned the smile. “It’s nearly lunchtime. If you’re feeling up to it, please come join us!”

A long table had been set up in the community centre. A simple white cloth ran the length of it. The table was laden with an impossible amount of food and Cassidy gaped in astonishment. Bowls of luscious deep violet-toned grapes, glistening trays of ripe cantaloupe and juicy pineapple; there were lychees and pomegranates, dragon fruit and papaya; parfait cups were filled with berries and clotted cream. There were several types of produce that Cassidy did not recognize and she thought, perhaps, these fruits (or whatever they were) were native to Lotus Lorea. Their diet, Cassidy couldn’t help but notice, seemed entirely plant based. There were no meats in sight, though there were bowls of what appeared to be oatmeal or some type of cooked grain. Large bowls of vibrant leafy greens were placed in the centre as well as at both ends of the table; luscious tomatoes on the vine stood out next to them, begging to be sliced. 

A hush fell over the crowd as they noted her arrival. The children stared wide-eyed with undisguised interest and there was an anticipation to the silence as the crowd held their breath and waited for the newcomer to do something ... anything. 

Cassidy felt a bit like a deer in the headlights but still she managed to smile and say hello.  

They smiled back. 

A few of the children waved.

“Please, won’t you take a seat, Cassidy. Here, next to me, and we can have a bit of a chat.”

Cassidy sat where Marcella indicated and, as if by some unspoken communication, conversation around the table resumed. The children re-commenced their bickering, and platters of food were passed around; plates were heaped high and smiles were broad and joyful. Cassidy would not have been able to guess as to the ages of those present. Wrinkled, smiling faces watched toddlers and teenagers alike with the same indulgence and tolerance; soft, creased hands patted the round bellies of several pregnant young women—eager to hold their grandchildren.  

Quickly, Cassidy remembered her manners. “Thank you, Marcella. For everything you have done for me since my ... unexpected arrival.” She wiggled her fingers under the table, once again amazed at her recovery from what she was sure should have been a debilitating injury.

Marcella patted Cassidy on the arm gently, “It’s been no trouble dear. We are glad to help when we can. I am sorry that you did not have a more pleasant welcome. Please, help yourself to some food! There is plenty for everyone!”

She didn’t need to be told twice. Cassidy helped herself to everything within her reach and then to more as the platters were passed around. She was ravenous. Food had never tasted this good. A cold glass of mango juice appeared next to her plate and Cassidy drank deeply of the chilled beverage. She couldn’t help but close her eyes in ecstasy. It was as though all her senses had been heightened—especially that of taste.

“What brings you to Lotus Lorea, Miss Cassidy?” a curious voice asked.

Cassidy’s eyes popped back open, seeking the person to match with the voice: a child with a bright, earnest face regarded her with a friendly grin. Cassidy paused for a moment, thinking, then: “Curiosity?” she offered ambiguously.

Marcella laughed. “Well that’s just as good a reason as any, now isn’t it? Once you have finished eating, perhaps you would like to join me on a tour?”

“Yes, thank you! I would enjoy that very much.”

The conversation flowed freely; Cassidy listened as her lunchtime companions spoke of their day and the work left to be done before night fell. As lunch came to an end, the women rose together and began to clear away. Others tended to the children; young mothers nursed infants hands-free in complicated ring sling carriers while they chased toddlers and carried empty bowls and plates. Cassidy watched in amazement. They were like a well-oiled machine. 

As Marcella and Cassidy left the community centre and strolled down the cobbled streets of Lotus Lorea, a soft, fragrant wind lifted the hair from their faces; a warm caress, soft as a mother’s touch.

“It’s very tranquil here.”

“I’m glad that you think so.” Marcella beamed. “We constantly strive for calm. It takes balance and hard work. We are very much about equality and there is no class structure here. Everyone does their part; everyone chips in and helps out, especially with the children. It takes a village to raise a child, you know. If you have any questions at all, please do not be afraid to ask!”

Cassidy nodded. Marcella was really selling it but something was nagging at the back of Cassidy’s mind. Annoyingly, it stayed right there, just beyond her reach, an itch she couldn’t quite scratch.

“Our homes are fairly large, as you will notice,” Marcella pointed out, “but they are communal. Each floor holds one family and there are several families to a house. We have a school for the younger children as well as a training centre for our graduates where they can choose to learn from a wide range of vocations and trades. We encourage a love of reading and learning from a very young age! Our children are the future ... they will carry on the legacy of Lotus Lorea.”

As they walked, Marcella gestured towards the cluster of homes and then the other buildings as she described each one and its purpose. They were by no means opulent but still quite impressive if for their sheer size alone. The school was a low, flat, nondescript building with bright murals painted on its facade; the training centre was attached to it by a short walkway and was quite similar, though it lacked the charm of the murals. The buildings were more functional than anything else; Marcella explained that despite their outwardly bland appearances, their training facilities inside were ultramodern with state of the art training equipment. Students there learned everything from cooking to engineering and nursing. There was also a gym and exercise centre; Cassidy noticed a yoga class schedule posted outside as they passed by. 

As they drew near the large fields full of crops and plants, Marcella explain that they were completely self sufficient. They ate only what they were able to grow or make themselves. Cassidy took note of a small brick building, much closer to the wooded, undeveloped area than the residential space she was getting a tour of. Marcella did not mention it. Immediately Cassidy’s curiosity was peaked.

“What’s that building over there?”

Marcella paused. “Oh. That’s just The Hut. Storage for gardening supplies and things like that.”

They had nearly walked the entire u-shape of the village when they came upon the library. It was particularly splendid, with a gabled roof, brick façade and trailing vines that surrounded two large, carved wooden doors. 

“The library is one of our more elaborate structures,” Marcella announced proudly. “It is also our oldest building, having been built by the original founding members of Lotus Lorea!”

There was nothing nondescript about the library. Cassidy took it all in with wide eyes, delighted, and made a promise to herself that she would visit the library the first chance that she got.

Their outing ended in the town square. “Here we are then,” Marcella remarked. “This concludes our tour! I hope you’ve learned a little about us and how we live and work. I am quite proud of all that we have accomplished.” 

She gestured towards the wide open space of the town square, and further still a small park and grassy area. Cassidy’s attention was drawn to a girl who was reading contentedly, propped against the wide base of a weeping willow; a small child was flying a kite nearby. A picnic had been set up beneath the shade of a cluster of the low hanging trees.

Cassidy took it all in with a wide smile. She turned around to express her delight to Marcella but then gaped in wonder, the words dying upon her lips. In the very centre of the courtyard was the most beautiful water fountain she had ever seen. It was a solid grey concrete, smoothed with age but untarnished. It was large and impressive but somehow managed to not be overwhelming or ostentatious. In the middle of the fountain, a curved cement bowl—resting at a slight angle—was perched atop two Greek Corinthian style columns; water gurgled from within the bowl and cascaded downward in a clear, steady stream where it splashed and bubbled joyously in the pool. But the most incredible part was a small, delicately carved stone child who sat perched at the very edge of the basin, her tiny feet submerged in the water. Her hands were cupped beneath her face, her lips pursed as though she were preparing to blow a kiss; within the chalice of her hands she held a single lotus blossom in full bloom. 

“This is ... exquisite!” Cassidy had finally found her voice.

Marcella watched her with a knowing look. “Isn’t it? We call it The Lotus Fountain.”

“Incredible...” Cassidy could barely tear her eyes away from it. There was something about the fountain that was mesmerizing. She felt an inexplicable connection to it; the gentle flow of the water calmed her immediately; the statue of the child stirred feelings that she could not even explain. 

This ambiance was something that many people strived to achieve in their own homes and gardens back in Cassidy’s world. But they had all failed miserably in comparison to aura of The Lotus Fountain.

A squeal of laughter snapped Cassidy out of her reverie and she was catapulted back to the present. A small group of children dashed by, riotous with laughter, and as she watched them go she had a sudden moment of clarity.

“Marcella, remember how you said it was okay to ask if I had any questions?”

“Yes, of course, my dear!”

“Um ... just exactly where are all the men?”
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Cassidy had been offered a room in what Marcella referred to as The Dorms. From what Cassidy had seen so far, it housed mostly young women who attended the vocational school or those at the cusp of adulthood: too old to still want to live with their family, but too young to be with a family of their own. Of course, she had accepted. She wasn’t ready to go back home through the portal yet. Not even close.

The room she had been given was small but functional and, best of all, private. Cassidy was grateful for it; she knew that she would eventually have to earn her keep, had in fact offered to help out in whatever way she could. But for now Marcella had told her to try to relax; to recover from her fall and subsequent injury; to get used to her new surroundings. There was a single bed placed in a corner of the room farthest from the door. It was draped in a homemade patchwork quilt sewn with bright, cheerful squares and threads. Two plump, down-filled pillows in mismatched pillowcases were stacked against the headboard. There was a lamp and a washbasin on a nearby weathered antique bureau; a small, ornate brass mirror hung above it. Next to the basin was a beautiful silver comb and brush set, a small hand towel and a bamboo toothbrush.

A window overlooking the fields offered natural sunlight. Cassidy squinted in the brightness, eyeing the brick building she’d noticed earlier on her tour. A myriad of mouth-watering scents wafted in through the open shutters, disrupting her line of thought. Someone was baking something that smelled absolutely delightful. Scones perhaps, or a pie. Maybe even bread. Saliva flooded Cassidy’s mouth. How could she possibly be hungry after the incredible feast she had consumed at lunchtime?!

Cassidy sat on her bed and mulled over the story Marcella had shared with her in the town square. Sitting together on a well-worn wooden bench, the two women had discussed things quietly and at length. Cassidy listened intently and tried not to interrupt, though she had many, many questions. Even though the information that Marcella had imparted was common knowledge to the people of Lotus Lorea, her and Cassidy spoke together in hushed tones. Marcella’s voice was reverent. Cassidy lost hers in shock.

There were no men.

Lotus Lorea was a matriarchal society; founded by women, led by women for women and those who identified as them. The children were raised together in complex family homes—mothers, sisters, aunts, cousins, grandmothers—they all lived together and shared the responsibilities of a household. No one was forced to take on traditional roles assigned to them by a male-dominated culture. There were no expectations that they would marry or bear children or uphold an outdated standard of femininity if they decided that path in life was not for them. 

Marcella spoke passionately, though not zealously. She was adamant that their world had achieved nirvana. They did not hate men, and had much respect for them she insisted; they just chose not to live amongst them. And they were not welcomed on Lotus Lorea.

It was a whole lot of new information to digest all at once. 

Cassidy had definitely seen pregnant women at the communal lunch and there were a great deal of children running around but, still, Cassidy hesitated to voice the obvious question. 

Awkward.

She chewed on her bottom lip, concentrating, her brow furrowed in thought. 

Now that she looked back over the events of the day and the people that she had met, the inviting faces who had greeted and welcomed her at lunch had indeed all been women and young girls. She hadn’t put a lot of thought into it and, if she had given it a fleeting thought, she might had assumed that the men were off working somewhere or perhaps they ate separately. There had been a large number of babies and toddlers at the community centre as well, but they were dressed in a variety of different colours. Cassidy had made judgements based on how children were dressed back in her own world. Pink for girls or blue for boys—that was the usual. Long hair on girls, short hair on boys. It was a concept that was completely foreign here, but it was such a common thing where Cassidy had come from that she had not even clued in. She knew the difference now. It made sense.

Cassidy got to her feet and tiptoed to the window. It was quiet outside. She could see in the fields in the distance that people had gathered to work on the crops; there were many different kinds—rows and rows of fruits and vegetables; wheat and different grains. The climate here was something else that peaked Cassidy’s interest and she added it to the mental list of all the things she wanted to investigate. It never seemed to get cold. Her list was getting very long.

Lotus Lorea seemed to be perfect. But Cassidy didn’t usually believe in the concept of perfection. There were too many variables.  

A peal of laughter reached her ears from the distance. Everyone was so happy and had such positive attitudes. She had not heard a complaint or an argument, no negative, sarcastic or snarky words had been spoken since she had arrived here. Only the children had bickered. And most of that had been good-natured.

Could this really be paradise?

***
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Her clothes had been laundered. By some miracle they had been able to remove the blood stains. The rips in the knees of her pants had been mended as well. The stitch work was immaculate; from a distance it would not even be noticeable. Back home she would have just thrown all those garments in the garbage, went out and replaced them with something new. It really was such a wasteful attitude. Shaking her head ruefully, she tucked the bottoms of her pants into her boots and felt more like herself now that she was back in her own clothes. She carefully folded the borrowed dress she had been wearing and left it at the foot of her bed. She noticed that a pair of pyjamas had been kindly laid out for her on a chair next to the bed. They really had thought of everything.

Despite all of this, a seed of doubt was beginning to take root in Cassidy’s mind, sprouting weeds of suspicion. It was difficult for her to take things at face value and, from her experience, when people treated you this well (especially strangers) there was an ulterior motive. There was something in it for them, or they expected something in return. And when they called in that favour, well, she was sure they would make it difficult for her to say no.

Keeping that in mind, she vowed to explore the town later, without a chaperone—to check a few things off that mental list she had found herself compiling. 

She flexed her hand experimentally. Hardly any pain at all. Incredible.

Her first stop was, of course, the library. She was nearly salivating at the thought of all that she would find inside. Books were an escape for Cassidy when a real getaway was not possible. While her house did not hold all that many personal items (she kept most of her prized possessions in her office, where she spent most of her time), her bookshelves were packed to overflowing. She’d read all of them at least twice. The people of Lotus Lorea clearly shared this passion for the written word, for the library was one of the most spectacular that Cassidy had ever seen.

Cassidy stepped inside, the silence embracing her as it had done in countless other libraries that she had visited. Polished wood floors led to an open concept foyer; off to the side was the circulation desk although it appeared to be unoccupied at the moment. Books, books and more books, as far as the eye could see. And even further than that perhaps, as the far corners of the library disappeared into darkness. Just exactly how big was this place?! It was a remarkable feat, this clever use of architecture. The building seemed to go on forever inside while, at the same time, outside it did not appear to take up all that much space at all. 

The familiar musty smell of ink and paper flooded her senses the further she walked into the building. She breathed deeply.  

With time on her hands and no place that she needed to be, Cassidy wandered the stacks unhurriedly. She’d yet to see another person. Libraries back home were bustling; someone was always shushing someone else for making too much noise or arguing with them that they were hoarding too many books. This was an entirely new concept, this silence and calm. She approached the curved staircase that lead to the mezzanine. Running her hand along the ornate craftsmanship of the timeworn but smooth and polished railing, she put her foot on the first step and—

“Can I help you?”

Cassidy gasped aloud and nearly fell over the step. She placed a shaky hand over her pounding heart and ... laughed. What was this feeling? This lightness bubbling inside her chest? She turned around, a grin spreading across her face.

“Oh! I am so sorry, my dear, I didn’t mean to startle you!”

“It’s okay! I just didn’t notice you there.”

The woman smiled.

So this was the librarian. And was she ever a cliché. She was older, though Cassidy would have been hesitant to try and venture a guess on her age; she could have been anywhere from sixty to eighty years old. She was grey-haired and softly wrinkled, the lines around her eyes and mouth were deep and enviable, for laughter must have come second nature to this woman. She wore half moon spectacles that were attached by a chain lest they fall and break or so that she didn’t misplace them. She wore a floral dress, and a light lace cardigan was draped across her shoulders; her shoes were sensible and appropriate for someone who likely spent a lot of time on her feet, finding books or putting returns back on the shelves.

“Can I help you find something, dear?” she repeated. She glanced at Cassidy’s bandaged hand. News travelled
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