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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!

Exploring the portals, Cassidy finds her strangest world yet: a world populated completely with dinosaurs! Warring factions of the great beasts each seek to recruit her, and she must navigate this tense world and find her path back home before the portal closes forever!

Written with best-selling author Matthew Daniels, mainstay of the From the Rock series and author of Diary of Knives! Not to be missed!
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Sky, horizon, treetops.

In that order.

There was a lurch as the plane went over the edge. It was a Cessna 140, fourth or fifth-hand. Old, well-maintained, sturdy, cheap. Cassidy had some bush piloting in her background. It was about the same as swimming: up good, down bad, and don’t let your gas run out. Here she was, though, coming out of a hole in the sky and facing oh so much down. She was laughing.

Just as the engine began to build, she’d had people in the cave in her world push her out of the hole in the sky in the other world.

Most of the strapping of her outfit was for the pouches and tools she brought for her adventures. There was the seat belt, for what it was worth. The canopy filled her whole vision now that she was nosediving. Even so, at this height there should be a break in it. She’d seen mountains in the distance, before all that green. She could even smell it. Not a pine green. More lush.

Wind.

Everything leaned behind her. Behind was up. This kind of freefall wasn’t a zero-G experience. There were plenty of G’s, and they were in a mad dash for the ground. She thrived in the adrenaline, even as part of her ran through possible maintenance oversights.

Hey, there are fruits above the canopy. Reddish-orange? How about that.

Eyes on the prize, guys. Time for the engine to do its thing.

...Now would be great.

Sputter.

Okay, okay. She’s got this.

“Up and at ’em!” she shouted. She kicked hard at the floor and under the dash while she cursed, and her hands danced with the controls for the flaps and slats of the wings.

Eureka!

She wasn’t sure if it was the wind or just this particular Cessna, but the engine roaring completely to life reminded her almost of the metallic teething of a chainsaw. Except the sound had been recorded and sped up, like a person speaking after inhaling helium.

Now the plane was adding even more acceleration to its nose-versus-ground race.

She pulled up so hard she felt it in her molars.

The sky was an earthquake. As the plane rattled like bushes in the wind, she righted her view so that now she could again see far and wide. “Ha! And they wanted me to take a pilot,” Cassidy laughed at the clouds. “Can you imagine...?”

She banked. She didn’t have to, but it felt great. Banking a plane was like surfing, just with a fuel tank and much higher stakes. Now she was parallel with the canopy, which was the closest thing to ground she could see until she made most of a circle in order to face roughly the direction she’d come from. Just how much she’d descended really struck home as she had to lean forward over the dash and crane her neck up to see the horizontal, ovaloid hole in the sky. From here, she couldn’t see any of the people or equipment in the dig site on the other side of the portal. Just earthy red-brown in a vault of blue.

But then, it was much smaller from down here. Directly below the portal, a bizarre mountain stood at something like three or four thousand feet. It looked like a fault-block mountain, but also a fortress. If she could have seen through the front of the plane on her way down, she’d have noticed it then.

It was a ruined fortress. And to see it below the portal, it almost looked like it had coughed up the hole in the sky. Or maybe the rock had leaked down. She’d have to get closer to—

One of the “fruits” flew by her left wing and made a sound like a scream travelling through a tube!

“Whoa!” Cassidy spat out as she tilted the plane. More of the surreal shrieks sounded from different places. With the wind and the noise of the engine, she couldn’t make out how many or where they were. “Let’s drag, then!” she shouted. “Show me what you can do, baby,” she said to the dashboard.

She went full throttle.

“Ha!” she cried out as some of the shrieks sounded farther away. But there was a metallic squeal and an organic, cawing shriek of primal rage above her. Unable to help herself, she looked up, but could see nothing from inside.

It was like the canopy was a carnival, letting up a flotilla of balloons which, now that she was getting a better look, were not fruit. Going faster didn’t help when they were making a collision course. Other than blurs of black, blue, and brown, though, it was hard to get more than the sounds they made. She did her best duck-and-weave flying and shouted over her shoulder, “Take that!”

She thought she was winning.

The mountain was closer. It was like an empty set of torso armour standing out of the forest. If she didn’t know any better, she’d have sworn that the material for the walls had come from the heights of the mountain. If that was true, though a ruin now...

One of the screaming things slap-landed full-body over the windows of the cockpit. Cassidy couldn’t see the eyes because she was looking up at the underside of the neck and jaw. But the beak, comically short legs, and fanned-out membrane left no room for doubt:

It was a pterodactyl!
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“Gamgee!” she burst out. Whenever she had mixed feelings, between gratitude for the ended boredom and blame for impending doom, she thought of the scientist who got her into all this portal rigmarole. The Cessna jarred, her fingers tingled, and her heartbeat soared between the lobes of her ears and the ravaging of the open air by predatory wings.

She pulled up, hoping the wind would tear the beast from her vision.

Cassidy Cane, an archaeologist thirsting for adventure, had gotten into many scrapes over the years. Young by the standards of her faculty — most of them men half again her age — she’d nonetheless run the gamut from the mundane to the exotic.

Crashes were like that. Part thrill, part everyday, and yet a shockingly alien experience. One of the things they don’t talk about in the movies is how the senses all suddenly go down different timelines. Her vision had slowed. Everything was almost boring from what she could see. What they wouldn’t give back home to see a live pterodactyl! But right now she was just seeing a cockpit and a lizard-bird.

The engine spiralled in an awkward parody of the Doppler effect: that here-and-gone of passing cars. Wind and predators screamed. Her stomach was a centrifuge, and she was glad of her seat — she could feel the spin. Rainforest air, even so high up, was fresh and wild in its scents and even flavours.

The sound of the wing colliding with a flying blade of meat, and the distinct ring of the wing divorcing the plane, came last. It was like seeing a truck go by, looking at a sedan without the front of the car, and then hearing the metallic rending after.

The good news was that the blockage was now free of the window.

Cassidy unbuckled herself from the seat and made a leaning, weaving, bucking series of dashes to the gear nailed and strapped to the back of the plane. Green and blue alternated in the tiny side window she passed. Was the plane careening to the ground like a wheel? She found herself lifting slightly from the floor and ceiling, and “down” became one of those far away, big-picture ideas.

She got to the parachute and had to wedge her hands and feet into the surrounding straps because there was so much spinning in so many directions — punctuated by skrees and meaty thuds — that she climbed more than stood. But this made it difficult to work the straps to get the parachute out. Cursing, she brandished a flip knife and took a steadying breath. Then she cut the straps holding it down, hugged the bundle tight to her left side, and focused on getting the knife re-folded.

Some of the baggage came undone with this hasty unstrapping, and she had to catch a box with her now-free hand — which meant the knife (folded at least) joined the floating dance of bags, bundles, and boxes. She threw the box at the escape hatch, hoping to hit the opening lever and smash out of the plane in a badass dive.

Instead, the box bounced back and bruised her arm before flying off as she slammed into the hatch. “C’mon, you budget bucket of...” She got it open, hung from the edge of the opening because the plane spun again, and slowly hauled herself up with the bruised arm. The spin brought her more and more sidelong to the entrance, and she kicked off the wall to get the last momentum she needed.

She was free!
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She was free!

Her one consolation was that the pterodactyls weren’t nipping at her heels. She couldn’t tell up from down, though, and didn’t know if she had full clearance from the plane. Yet the amount of green she was seeing in her spin meant she was too close to the trees to risk delay. As soon as she had the braces and straps in place, she pulled the cord and the parachute did its thing.

There was so much tearing of branches that all she could do was yell incoherently as she got jerked around even more. So swift and brutal was the swing on breaking through the canopy that the parachute must have caught more tree than air! All the ripping sounds were sickening, and she was so dizzy at this point that she’d have been spinning even if she were lying on the ground.

Dangle.

Breathe.

Wait for the glowing tree trunks to stop orbiting her like a solar system.

Hold up.

“Whoa...” she muttered as soon as she trusted her gut to stay where it was. How long had she been up here? She couldn’t even remember the plane crashing. You’d think a forest would have something to say about a plane crash.

But never mind that.

Many of the trees were glowing! Light was limning intricate slivers through the bark. They reminded her of overhead photographs of highways, slow-exposed so that the headlights smeared into a steady stream of activity. A clear, precise delivery system slowly emerged as she studied them. Absently scratching, she realized she was not in as good repair as the trees.

Blinking a few times, she began a head-to-toe examination. Many twigs were extracted, as well as leaves and some kind of mossy vine. She brushed off some critters and tried not to think about why they were that high in the trees. Lots of cuts. Looking up, the canopy was so thick that her penetration didn’t even leave a clear hole. It would have been gloomy, if it weren’t for the trees. The light was earthy hues, mostly browns, yellows, and oranges.

It was a warm, honeyed glow. The parachute was hopelessly shredded, and she saw that the ropes were so entangled in the tracery of branches that nothing would be gained from trying to climb them. Her flip knife was lost, but she had others on her person. Never go to other countries, the wilderness, or unexplored portal-dimension-things without multiple knives.

That said, at this height she was going to need a better option than dropping. Beneath her were many extremely large, oddly-shaped bundles of rocks. They looked small from here only because few places on Earth had trees to rival the ones she hung among. The rocks all had spikes, one or two as far as she could see, but rarely in the same place. She took a few moments to rest and prepare herself, through the aching of muscles and lurking emotions (How am I getting home?), and swept her gaze around for options.

Plenty of animals, many plants that a botanist would love to see, and nothing she could use. “Okay, um...hello?” she called out.

“Anybody there?”

Despite everything, she was excited. She realized that the portal she’d taken here was roughly pie-shaped, and that her goals were a pie in the sky. She giggled and registered that she had the internal static of being roughed up. Nevertheless, she was all about taking samples home to Gamgee. Real pterodactyls! And trees so large that, even from their lower branches, they went down far enough to look like they were tapering up toward her.

“Huh...” she said with wonder.

Ick!

She managed some awkward fumbling to retrieve from the back of her neck a...bone dart? She drooled out words and all the colours went away.

When she woke up, she felt wonderful. Not good-night’s-sleep wonderful, but finished-a-marathon wonderful. She moved to get in a joyous stretch and instantly cut her luxury short. Her senses flashed open. “Where am I? Why am I tied up?”

“Let the rest do its work,” came an odd but soothing voice.
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