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Colours swirled like kaleidoscope clouds billowing in a psychedelic tornado. She felt her body stretched to infinity and crushed to nothing, the only constant being the feel of Conor's fingers intertwined with hers.

Tamara gripped his hand tightly. She could not see him; the mesmerizing colours were too intense as they whirled around her, almost like solid tentacles that enveloped her, cocooned her in their warm embrace.

All around, she could hear whispering voices, the soft utterances of a billion or a trillion beings. They spoke to her, to each other, and to the void. They knew her name. They knew everything about her, but still whispered with that insatiable, relentless curiosity. 

As her body was twisted, stretched, contorted in a thousand different ways, she felt her grip on Conor's hand loosen, his fingers slipping between hers. She tried to scream, but her words were lost among the infinite whispers that danced over her ears. She held him by his fingers, and then just fingertips keeping them together for an instant, before he was swept away into the swirling vortex.

She was in despair. She had lost the only thing she cared about; the only thing that preserved her sanity and protected her. From now on, nothing could—

Tamara was flung from the maelstrom like a ball tossed from a pitcher's hand.

She waited a few moments, lying face down on... something. It was too early to tell what yet. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut, her hands over her ears. Terror felt like an old companion now. She had faced death so many times over the past few weeks. She had survived the destruction of the starliner Aurora, had come close to starving to death, along with a handful of others, as they had fled the stricken ship in a damaged lifepod, and had eluded the troops that had invaded the asteroid that they had thought would be their salvation, intent on killing all in their path. The impossible gateway in the depths of 349 Dembowska seemed to offer a chance. A chance for life. None of them knew where they would emerge, but as long as she had her treasured husband with her, she knew she could face anything.

'Conor?' she asked weakly, daring to pull her hands from her ears. 'Conor, are you there?'

'There is no Conor here, sweet lady,' came a voice. It was a voice she didn't recognize, but sounded soothing and patient, like an old grandfather talking to his favourite granddaughter.

Tamara slowly opened her eyes a crack to see who had answered her, and instantly closed them again, holding her arms against her ears and shrieking in terror. She had thought nothing could terrify her more than the events of the past weeks, but the sight of the creature, the impossible trees and impossible sky were too much.

'No, no, no,' she cried as she squirmed on the smooth ground, wanting to burrow down and escape this nightmare. She waited for the creature to do something. Anything. She expected to be eaten. Or dissected. Or smothered in its corrupt, throbbing flesh and suffocated. None of these things happened. Tamara went silent again, but continued to writhe ineffectually.

'Are you feeling better now?' the voice said, its tone not at all threatening.

She opened her eyes again. She seemed to be outside, although in this bizarre realm, "outside" was not an absolute. The ground she lay on was smooth, like metal, but slightly soft. Blinking away tears, she looked up at the creature, forcing her eyes to stay open, to remain locked on this terrifying sight. It was tall, probably around two-and-a-half metres, and wore a dark, metallic cloak, tied at a point where a waist should be. It had multiple legs, but each limb extended and retracted like the foot of a snail. She had the feeling that its number of limbs varied, depending on its mood. The cloak had two sleeves, and for now these were filled with an appendage each. At the end of each arm were multiple fingers that appeared and disappeared, seeming like scaled-down versions of the creature's legs.

The head was a crazy mass of wriggling appendages surrounding a pair of round eyes, as impenetrably black as a shark's.

'Where's Conor?' she asked, quickly glancing around her, not wishing to drag her eyes from the creature in case it lunged at her.

'He is quite safe. He is with your friends.'

'Then... Then what do you want with me?' she asked, her tone that of a sullen teenager, even if she did feel about as petrified as she had in her whole life.

'First things first. I want to assure you that you are quite safe, and no harm will come to you here.'

Considering her present situation, that was hardly reassuring, but she nodded slowly. If this creature wanted to kill her, it could have done so at any time. It was reasonable to suppose that it wanted to keep her alive for some reason.

'Okay, where am I?' she asked as she pulled herself up into a kneeling position, her body still trembling.

'Ah! Now that I can answer. You are on Arcadia.' He raised what passed for an arm and gestured to the world around them. Or, to be more precise: worlds. Six planets hung in the crimson sky above them, seemingly so close that they must be about to collide, Tamara thought. But they stayed there, suspended above them a moment before the point of impact, by unimaginably immense structures that reached through the atmosphere to hold the planets apart. Lightning crackled across the sky, a vast perpetual storm that raged in incandescent fury.

'Is this where you brought Luana and Floyd?'

The creature blinked once, a gesture surprisingly human, but still disturbing on such an alien face. 'Yes, yes. They were the first to enter the gateway. Your friend Luana was most impressive.'

'She certainly is,' Tamara whispered. 'At least she was. I have no way of knowing whether she's alive or dead. The same goes for Floyd. And Conor.'

'Oh, I can assure you—'

'Of nothing,' Tamara cut him off. 'All I have is your word, and you expect me to accept that?'

'It is all I can offer for now, Tamara,' he said, and the voice carried a note of sadness.

'I don't even know your name. Do you have a name?'

The tentacles on his head suddenly quivered. 'Oh, I'm most dreadfully sorry. My name is Kayvak-ushtrascen-shawnistra-clem-borowskanalli.'

'Kayak-a-what?'

He quickly held up both arms, his fingers quivering animatedly. 'But you can just call me Kevin.'

'Kevin. Yes, that'll be a little easier to remember.' Tamara looked up at the sky again as a particularly large lightning bolt scudded across, latching itself onto one of the nearer towers. It sizzled on the surface, crawling up into the sky. She wondered if it would go all the way to the planet that hung directly above them.

'The storms are an unfortunate consequence of the planetary matrix,' Kevin said. 'There was a plan to deal with them a few millennia back, but no one seems to have gotten around to it yet.'

Tamara dragged herself to her feet, still feeling giddy from her trip through the gateway, although she suspected the impossible sky might have something to do with it. Kevin held out a tentacle, but she declined his help and stood there, swaying a little, but managing to stay upright on her own.

'I think it's time I welcomed you to Arcadia, Tamara Jax. This is the first world, and we are the progenitors of humanity.'

It took a few seconds for his words to sink in, and when they did her mouth dropped open. 'Panspermia?' she whispered. 'You seeded the Earth?'

'Precisely.' The tentacles on his face quivered in what she took to be Arcadian for a smile. 'I visited your world a little over four billion years ago.'

She swayed a little more waywardly as her overburdened mind assimilated this. 'But that's not possible. Nothing lives that long.'

Kevin pointed a wobbly tentacle toward the sky. 'I think you'll find that here in the Arcadian Conglomerate, almost anything is possible.'

Tamara felt a wave of panic building, the words and the sights in this extraordinary realm threatening to overwhelm her.

'I demand to be sent back with the others!' she shouted, a noticeable quaver in her voice. She looked back at the gateway, which still churned and swirled in a riot of colour. She wondered what would happen if she just turned and ran back through. Where would she emerge? Back here? The remains of the asteroid where she had first entered the gateway? Another world? It was unlikely she would happen to end up in the same place as Conor.

'I'm afraid that won't be possible,' Kevin said, and from the way the tentacles on his head drooped, it looked as though this saddened him.

'Okay, okay,' she said with an irritated wave of the hand, dismissing the notion. 'But you can at least tell me why I'm here.'

He paused for a moment, and then nodded. 'Very well, Tamara. I think I can do that. Please, sit.'

Kevin gestured toward two chairs that she was convinced hadn't been there a moment or two before. Warily, she went over and lowered herself into one chair, while Kevin poured himself into the other, his legs hanging limply.

'There has been a complication,' he began. 'We offered the opportunity to transit through the gateway and start a new life – a new colony – on another world.'

'Yes, and we all went through. Well, they all went through. You kidnapped me before I could get there.'

He held up a tentacle to silence her. 'But then your people detonated a matter/antimatter device to destroy the gateway.'

'But we didn't have any choice. Trust me, the last thing Floyd wanted to do was destroy the gateway. It meant we would be stranded on the other side. The military were determined to keep that gateway a secret, and would have followed us through and murdered every last one of us. You have to believe me.'

'Oh, I do. I was most impressed with Mr Floyd. I know he was mistrustful of me, but I did not detect any malice from him. Unfortunately, our Council of Thirteen are concerned by this overtly aggressive action. They do not wish to unleash a distinctly violent species upon the galaxy.'

Tamara did not like where this conversation was leading. She could understand the aliens' concerns, and had to admit that as first impressions went, humanity was not making a good one. But if they did decide humans were too violent, what then?

'What do you want from me?' Tamara asked.

'We need to work together, Tamara. I do not believe that humans are inherently violent, so I need you to demonstrate to the Council of Thirteen that I am not mistaken.'

So that was it. The fate of Conor and her friends was in her hands.

'What can I do?'

'Stay with us for a while. We will make you comfortable. And when we are all ready, we will present our case to the council.'

'That sounds reasonable,' she said uneasily, but was not sure she wanted to ask her next question. And even more than that, she wasn't sure she wanted to hear the answer. 'And if they decide against us?'

'Then it will not go well for humanity.'
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Ben Floyd crouched low, the spidery bushes concealing him and sharp fronds piercing his clothing. On the far side of the clearing he could see the telltale twitch of leaves as Corporal Rachael Kennedy took up her position.

Between them, meandering along with its beak nuzzling through dead undergrowth, was their prey. It was around a metre tall and squat, like a particularly scary-looking dodo. Its skin was a thick, scaly leather and a greenish brown. Its head pushed through the carpet of fallen leaves (or what passed for leaves on this planet), searching for worms and insects. It wasn't the fussiest of eaters. Insects, grubs, worms and, when sufficiently aroused, human shins were all acceptable forms of sustenance. It looked docile enough, but Floyd knew that its beak was a formidable weapon and best avoided. If they had brought a naturalist or even a palaeontologist with them, it might have been assigned a genus befitting a new species. As it was, the creature was simply known as a chickesaurus.

Floyd slowly, with delicate, methodical movements, eased the laser rifle from his shoulder. The M125 rifle felt good in his hands. Light enough not to be a burden, but hefty enough that it felt like it had more punch than a slingshot accompanied by strong words.

He slowly raised the weapon until he had the proto-avian in his sights.

'Damn it,' he whispered as he realized that Kennedy was almost precisely in his line of fire. Even a direct hit on the chickesaurus might still result in her being injured. High powered laser rifles were a wonderfully reassuring weapon to have, the only downside being that it generally sliced a hole clean through its target and kept on going.

So, he would need to be patient. The animal would not remain still for long. There were too many other dangers on this world for it to contend with, from raptor-like carnivores to truly terrifying giant airborne predators.

There was a buzz in his ear and Kennedy's whispered voice came through. 'I got a clear shot, chief. Do I take it?'

'Not yet. I kinda like my limbs where they are.' He gently waggled a grass frond for her to see.

'Ah, got you now. I'll wait, but I want this one.'

He smiled. Kennedy was a natural born hunter, and hated it when someone else beat her to the kill. She was extra riled right now with the scores sitting at three kills to two in his favour.

The animal's head suddenly lifted to scan the area. Its eyes were huge considering its head size, and between them could scan almost 360º simultaneously. Something had spooked it. Perhaps it had caught sight of him gently waving the plant stalk.

It shuffled forward a couple of metres and Floyd was sure he had a clear shot now. He liked Kennedy. He really did. He remembered how bravely she had fought as they had desperately tried to flee the asteroid a month earlier. However, few things would give him greater pleasure than bringing the score to four-two.

'Kennedy, identify your location,' he whispered, and this time the alert animal must have heard him, for it suddenly decided to bolt.

It may have been short and decidedly podgy, but its powerful legs enabled it to shift at a prodigious rate. With an instinctive squawk it charged for the bushes. But Kennedy was a fraction faster. Her laser beam seared through the air in front of the animal. It shrieked as it saw the steady beam arcing toward it and almost comically tried to back pedal. The beam sliced its head clean off, to go tumbling to the ground. The body immediately crumpled, sliding for several metres before coming to rest.

Kennedy leapt from the undergrowth and threw her arms in the air.

'Yes!' she shouted, and held thumb and forefinger at right angles against her mud-smeared forehead. 'Loser!'

Floyd stood, laughing at her display. 'Okay, you win this one. Scores are even.'

He left the seclusion of the trees and trudged through the swishing carpet of dead leaves toward the chickesaurus. They would all eat well tonight. Their first hunting expedition had been a debacle. There was no other way of looking at it. Eight of them had set out. Eight had come back, although three of that eight had been injured, one so seriously his leg had required surgery. They had made the mistake of assuming that these creatures would react the same way prey animals did on Earth – by panicking and running. Four of the creatures had been drinking from a secluded pool when the hunting party struck. They panicked all right, but instead of running, attacked. Two of the creatures eventually fled, recognizing that this was their best chance of survival. The other two were killed, but had been sliced up by so many lasers that it had been a difficult task to get any useable meat from the desiccated carcasses.

Since that first disastrous fiasco, they had decided that they would hunt in pairs, which had proved much more successful. 

'Cleanest kill so far, don't you reckon, chief?' Kennedy said as she brushed bugs and detritus from the forest floor off her pants.

'Yeah, yeah. I'll have them make your medal when we get back to the—'

'Chief! Drop!' Kennedy shouted.

He didn't question; didn't hesitate. Floyd threw himself off to one side and, as he hit the ground, turned to face whatever was coming.

It came from the sky, a twenty-metre-long mass of sleek muscle and thick, leathery skin. Its wingspan was twice its length – four wings like those of a bat swooping through the air, causing the dead leaves on the ground to swirl upwards in great, churning eddies. Its beak was two metres long and could easily snatch a human from the ground, as could the great claws on its three huge feet.

The terrorsaurus, as the colony had dubbed it, swooped in low, its claws dragging along the ground, wings blotting out the suns.

Floyd did his best to roll away, and even managed to let off a couple of laser blasts. He expected it to snatch him up with those claws, and then disembowel him with that terrifying beak.

But it swooped past and, after a flurry of flapping wings, took to the air once more.

Held securely in its claws was the unfortunate chickesaurus.

'Oh hell,' he cursed, his heart racing. 'There goes our dinner.'

Kennedy ran over and helped him to his feet. 'You came that close to being dinner!' she said, holding thumb and forefinger of one hand a couple of millimetres apart, while carefully watching the skies for any more of these alpha predators.

'Maybe,' he said. 'But I'm thinking we should perhaps call it a day. The suns will be going down in an hour or so. I don't think we should be out here after dark.'

'No argument there. We'll try again tomorrow.'

That's what he liked about Corporal Rachael Kennedy. She was at least as brave as any other soldier in the small colony, but she wasn't foolhardy and she would not risk herself or anyone else if it weren't necessary.

Floyd looked up into the sky, and could see the far-off silhouette of the terrorsaurus gliding gracefully toward the sunset, still clutching the decapitated remains of the chickesaurus in its claws.

'You're welcome,' he muttered as he contemplated the emergency rations they would now be eating tonight. He had really been looking forward to succulent chickesaurus burgers. Oh well. 'Come on, let's get going.'

'Sure thing, chief.'

'Oh, and one more thing,' he said, looking a little shifty.

'Yeah?'

'Don't tell Luana what just happened. She'd kill me.'
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The journey back to the village was uneventful, to the point that it was almost dangerous. It was all too easy to relax their guard as they traipsed through steaming jungle. That was when predators were most likely to strike.

In the month since they had first arrived on Eden, they had lost two people. The first was to a raptor. These bore little resemblance to Earth's velociraptors, but were of a comparable size and occupied a similar place in the food chain. These creatures were more akin to alligators, spending most of their time as quadrupeds, but becoming bipedal to chase prey.

The second fell victim to a terrorsaurus. No one wanted to accept that they had arrived on a planet where dragons were the apex predators, but that was effectively what had happened. However, Luana had flatly refused to concede that these were dragons and had steadfastly forbidden the name to be used. She had suggested the term 'pterosaur', but this had quickly been adjusted to terrorsaur, as this was the emotion that they evoked most strongly.

As well as being Floyd's partner, Luana Lee made up one third of the ruling council in the village. The third member of this administrative triumvirate was Colonel Rye Calvert. Although he had been badly injured during the escape from 349 Dembowska, he was recovering slowly.

Floyd and Kennedy were welcomed back to the village soon after the system's three suns had set, by a pair of guards waving laser rifles in their faces.

'At ease,' Floyd said, waving the closest gun barrel away irritably.

'Oh, sorry sir,' the young man said. 'Kind of get a little jumpy around here this time of night.'

That was understandable. The man who was snatched by a raptor had been on duty one evening not too far from this very spot.

'No problem. Where's—'

'Hey you guys,' came a shout from across the camp. Dane Jefferson came trotting over, dreadlocks flailing like drunken snakes, but his face fell as he saw the two hunters empty handed. 'No chickesaurus burgers?'

'No chickesaurus burgers,' Floyd confirmed. He hated letting the village down like this, and a part of him wished they'd gone after another of the beasts, but he knew that was an outstanding way to get them both killed. This planet was dangerous enough in the daytime. At night, that danger doubled.

'Aw, too bad.' Dane was Jamaican by birth, with the unruliest hair Floyd had ever seen. A self-confessed computer geek, he had proven surprisingly useful in this environment. 'I saw Luana a few minutes ago. She was getting fidgety. You know how she gets when you're not back by sunset.'

'Tell me about it. You'd better go tell the cooks to stand down and break out the protein goo packs.'

'Oh, joy.'
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'You went head-to-head with a terrorsaur?' Luana stormed. 'You could've gotten yourself killed!'

Well, thought Floyd, that secret lasted all of five minutes. 'Look, it's not like I meant to. We were in a clearing and we'd just killed a chickesaurus—'

'And it swooped down from out of the sky and helped itself to our dinner and almost had a side helping of Benjamin Floyd. I know. I've already heard.'

Five minutes, he thought. And he had been with her for the past two. Amazing.

Five minutes after that, they were in a meeting of the village's senior personnel: Calvert, along with Dane and Conor.

Floyd could only look on Conor with pity these days. The loss of Tamara had hit him hard, so hard that he wasn't sure he would ever recover. The irony was that his torment had been to the village's benefit. Conor was an architect and designer, so engineering projects naturally fell to him to oversee.

'Not a great hunting trip, then,' Calvert croaked. His health was improving, but no one was under any illusions that he would never recover completely.

'No,' Floyd said, not wishing to elaborate. 'Listen, we're too exposed here. A handful of makeshift huts will be no defence if the raptors ever mount a major assault.'

'Can't argue with that,' Dane said. 'Anyone got any ideas?'

'I was thinking,' Conor said quietly. 'The clifftop plateau is out of the question. Too exposed and vulnerable to attack from terrorsaurs. Likewise, we're too vulnerable to a raptor attack here. So...'

'Ah,' said Luana with a smile. 'Of course.'

'Of course what?' asked Dane, scratching his head and examining the three-legged bug he found nestling in there.

'The natural design of these trees,' Conor continued, 'would be perfect to house people.'

'Treehouses!' Floyd said, a sudden wistful sparkle in his eye. 'The terrorsaurs hate the trees. That's pretty obvious now. And we'll be out of reach of raptors. Brilliant. How soon can you start, Conor?'

The young man sighed and ran his fingers through his beard as he considered the question. 'I can start straightaway. How soon we'll have viable tree dwellings, that's another matter. I'll need to pull both 3D printers off defence fabrication.'

'We can make do with what we have for now,' Floyd said. 'If we know we'll have an easily defendable new home soon, it'll be worth it. What else?'

'Raw materials, as always. The 3D printers can only keep working if they are continuously fed with refined metals.'

Floyd sighed. They had found no easily accessible metals in the area. There would almost certainly be seams below ground, but that would involve a lot of extra work. And extra time. Time they could ill afford.

He looked out toward the sea. He would not have been able to see it, even in daylight, but he knew it was there. He also knew what else was out there. Thirty kilometres from the coast was an island, and atop that island was – and there was no other word for it – an alien city. They had seen it from the clifftop on their first day here, and had soon christened it 'El Dorado'. It seemed perfectly apt at the time. Its spires and obelisks gleamed in dazzling gold, stretching far into the Eden sky. Sometimes, it felt close enough to reach out and touch, but it remained as inaccessible as the stars above.

For now.

Everyone else knew what Floyd was thinking, and knew what his next question would be.

'I know I don't have to point this out, but El Dorado has all the metals we could want. And it's just sitting there, waiting for us to come and take it. Has anyone had any thoughts on how we might achieve that aim?'

There was an uncomfortable silence. They had all seen the shadowy creatures that roamed the seas. They were like the fabled sea monsters that terrified the seafarers of old. Huge tentacled beasts that would put Earth's giant squid to shame would do battle with equally impressive whale-like monsters. But these whales had mouths crammed with teeth the size of a man's head. There were also other beasts hidden beneath the waves, and occasionally great, coiling tentacles had been glimpsed emerging from the water. Any attempt to sail across would be a disaster. Nothing short of a twenty thousand tonne ship would have a chance. And even that was by no means certain.

Flying across would be equally hazardous, as terrorsaurs roamed the skies, and would gleefully pounce on anything that dared enter their aerial realm.

The problem seemed quite insurmountable, as was reflected in the faces that stared back at him. When nobody said anything, he decided to break the silence.

'Okay, it's as I thought. But keep thinking about this. There's got to be some way of getting to that island. Go around the village and talk to others. Someone is going to come up with something. We've just got to hope it's sooner rather than later.'
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Floyd and Rachael Kennedy set off at first light the next morning, heading for the same area they had hunted the previous day. Although that had not proven fruitful, they had come close to bagging a good kill. This was an area they knew the chickesaurs grazed. The terrorsaur attack had just been unlucky. And could have been a lot unluckier.

'Same clearing as yesterday, chief?' Kennedy's voice whispered in his ear. When out on a hunt, they always communicated by radio, even when just a couple of metres apart. Stealth was everything. The prey animals on this planet had hearing, sight and senses of smell at least as good as their Terran counterparts. The main difference was that a gazelle didn't generally turn around and try to rip you apart if you missed.

'No, you remember that pool we were at last week?'

'The pool with a low waterfall?'

'That's the one. It's a little further out but I'm guessing there'll be a few animals hanging around there, if we can approach quietly enough.'

'Sounds good to me. And remember it's three-all. One more and I'm ahead of you.'

'I'm not sure yesterday's hunt counts.'

'Like hell! Sir.'

He laughed as quietly as he could, and checked his scanner. It was just a simple gadget that Dane had knocked up, but had been extremely valuable to the hunting parties, its infrared sensor painting a picture of the surrounding area and highlighting anything large enough to be a threat, a meal or both.

'Kennedy, have you had any thoughts on how we could get to El Dorado?'

'Me? I thought you were supposed to be the brains of this outfit.'

'I am. I'm just giving you a chance to catch up.'

She went quiet for a few seconds, the only sound being her rhythmic breathing as they plodded through the forest. A few seconds turned into a minute, and a minute turned into two. He was just about to check she was still awake when she replied.

'I don't fancy swimming. I'm too pretty to be eaten by a sea monster.'

Floyd would not dare to contradict her.

She continued the line of reasoning. 'We can't fly—'

'Because you're too pretty to be eaten by a terrorsaur?' he checked.

'You guessed it. Could we tunnel?'

'No, we don't have the equipment to tunnel thirty klicks.' He had already considered this, and it was Conor who had pointed out the numerous obstacles to this plan.

Floyd checked the scanner again, just to make sure the hunters weren't about to become prey. It was so easy to drop one's guard in the forest. The bizarre alien trees seemed benign, but danger might lurk behind any one of them.

'We can't go across on the surface,' she said, going through the options. 'A plane would be too flimsy and a balloon would be punctured by one slash of a terrorsaur's beak. I don't know. I'd have to think about it some more, but I've got nothing for now, chief.'

'I was thinking,' Floyd said, 'we could go across in a submarine and hug the seabed to stay out of sight.'

'Ha! After you, Captain Nemo. You expect me to squeeze my butt into a tin can and sail thirty whole klicks?'

'That's about the strength of it,' he said, not getting the enthusiasm he had been hoping for. 'I'll mention it to Dane and Conor later.'

'Sure, see what Laurel and Hardy say. But I'm not sure I'll be volunteering for the maiden voyage.'

Floyd stopped and stared up at the suns that sparkled through the trees. Individually, they weren't as bright as Earth's sun, but together delivered a similar incandescence.

They needed to construct a submarine, which would put even more pressure on the two 3D printers they had at their disposal. It would be a juggling act, maintaining production on both projects, but they could do it, he was sure.

He hoped.
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The pool was just as Floyd remembered it, in a small clearing in the trees with a low, gently splashing waterfall at one end. It wasn't a pool in the traditional sense; more of a wide, shallow lagoon nestled within a river. The water was beautifully clear, churning gently as it was fed from the waterfall, a fine mist hanging in the air above it.

He looked across at Kennedy, who put thumb and forefinger together in an A-OK gesture.

They both crouched down and waited. They were in luck. There was a chickesaurus at the pool, lapping up beakfuls of cool, fresh water. It suddenly stopped to look around, as if sensing there was someone out there in the trees watching it. But then it dipped its leathery head back down to imbibe some more. Not for the first time, Floyd felt as though this creature had one or more other senses, aside from sight, sound, touch etc. Or maybe it used these senses in different ways, as if tasting sounds or touching smells.

Kennedy was in a better position to take this creature down so he left her to it, watching out of the corner of his eye as she unshouldered the M125 and powered it up.

But as he watched, another two of the proto-avians waddled happily up to the pool. The first one chirruped a greeting, but immediately went back to drinking its own body weight in water. There was a beep in his ear.

'Chief, what do we do? We've never taken on more than one when there's just the two of us,' Kennedy whispered.

'I know, but look at all that protein just sitting there, looking all available and tasty.'

She snorted back a laugh, and two of the chickesaurs looked up, their heads inclined as they sought the source of the sound. When no predator came charging from the bushes, they settled down again and continued drinking.

'Kennedy, that one closest to you. Do you reckon you can take its head clean off like yesterday?'

'I can have a damned good try. Then what?'

'Then we break cover. If the other two adhere to their usual behaviour, they'll charge straight at us.'

'Which will make them easier to hit. I like it.'

'Okay, take your shot when ready,' Floyd said, tensing his muscles and getting ready to spring from the bushes. His eyes darted from the three creatures, to Kennedy's trigger finger and back again. He could feel the tension in his legs as he half stood/half crouched. 'Come on, come on,' he breathed silently.

Kennedy was not about to be rushed and waited, and waited. Then she fired. It wasn't a single pulse, but a sustained beam that scythed its way through the mist until it struck the closest of the chickesaurs'. It sliced its way clean through soft tissue and bone, until the head dropped into the pool with a plop. A couple of seconds later, the body seemed to catch up and collapsed in a heap.

The other two animals were initially too stunned to react, but the instant Floyd and Kennedy sprang from the bushes they lunged toward them with frightening agility. At rest, they looked no more ferocious than a reptilian dodo, but when attacking they were more like velociraptors, talons bared and beaks gnashing. And they were fast.

But Kennedy was ready for them. It took her about half a second to adjust her aim and fire a second shot at the attacking beast. The laser beam cut a channel from the base of the neck to the head. The two halves did not quite separate, but it was enough to kill the creature instantly. Almost instantly. It thrashed on the ground in a frenzy until another shot put it out of its misery.

The other animal was not fazed by the demise of its comrades in the least, and made a lunging dive toward Floyd.

He squeezed the trigger of his rifle.

The attack came from two separate directions. One raptor came from the side, rearing up on its hind legs and snatching the chickesaurus from the air, crushing the animal's neck in its powerful jaws.

The other two appeared at the top of the waterfall and leapt at the two humans. Kennedy reacted with the cat-like reflexes of a true warrior, diving to the side and firing simultaneously, slicing through the beast's flank. It roared in furious agony, writhing, thick brown blood pouring into the pool.

Floyd wasn't quite so fast. He took a single step back as the third raptor launched itself at him. He fired once, the shot unbelievably going wide. A small part of his mind wondered how he could possibly miss the huge monster, but then it was on him and he didn't have time to think.

Its lower jaw smashed into his chest and he was propelled backward to crash to the forest floor. It came at him again, huge and terrifying, its alligator-like jaws snapping in the air where his head had just been. It lunged again and he knew there would be no escape this time.

It reared above him, one razor claw ready to gouge him open from neck to groin. The beast suddenly yelped and in the confusion, Floyd made out three sticks poking out of the side of its head. As he watched, another three hit it – two into its mouth and one into one of its enormous inky black eyes.

There was another bellowing shriek and it seemed to forget Floyd, and lumbered off drunkenly, shaking its head, before collapsing into the pool with a splash.

Floyd looked round and saw Kennedy blasting into the hide of the other raptor. It floundered in the water for several seconds, but, with its enormous body ravaged by laser fire, it soon stopped moving.

He scrambled to his feet. There was still another one of those monsters out there; the one that had first snatched the chickesaurus. It seemed to be content with this, and had gone crashing off into the jungle to feast.

Floyd spun around, and was staggered as he saw a centaur in all its glory. At least, that was what he thought he saw. It stood on four long, elegant legs like a reptilian stallion, but where its neck should have been was a torso with two slender arms and a graceful, almost aristocratic head.

However, the thing that surprised him the most was nothing to do with its anatomy, but the fact that it was unmistakably, staggeringly, wearing clothing. Not only that, it was well-tailored clothing, not just animal hides slung together. On its back, where a rider would sit if it were a horse, was some kind of backpack with small forest animals slung on either side.

The centaur suddenly turned and bolted into the forest, and its thundering hoof-steps were lost, the noises of the jungle swallowing them.

Breathlessly, Floyd turned to face Kennedy, his eyes still wide with adrenalin pumping through his veins.

'You okay?' he asked.

'Yeah. You?' She was just as breathless, but a smile was tugging at the corners of her mouth, which soon escalated into a peal of unrestrained laughter.

Floyd joined her. He didn't know why, so he just went with whatever his body told him to do.

'Slap my thigh,' Kennedy said. 'That was intense!'

'Intense doesn't even begin to cover it.'

They looked at the carnage that surrounded them. Lying in and around the pool were the carcasses of a pair of chickesaurs and two full sized raptors. Retrieving his rifle, he went over to the raptor that had attacked him and gave it several hefty kicks to make sure it was indeed dead. There was no reaction, so he pulled one of the arrows from its head.

'Did you see that thing?' he asked as he twirled the arrow in his fingers. It was perfectly smooth and perfectly straight, but definitely fashioned from wood from the forest. At its tip was a blade, serrated on one side and exquisitely carved from flint, or a similar type of material.

'I sure did. Totally beautiful.'

'I guess it was. Well at least we now know one thing.'

'What's that?'

'We're not alone here.'

Kennedy said nothing. There really didn't seem to be much to say at the moment.

'Well, we'd better get to work. This lot is going to take some hauling to get it back to the village. Just keep an eye out for the other raptor.'

Kennedy didn't need to be told. There was no way she was going to be surprised by another one of those beasts.
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They entered the village like conquering heroes, dragging behind them the enormous corpses of two raptors and two rather sad looking chickesaurs. They had removed the heads and feet of all four animals to save weight, but it had still been an arduous trek through the forest.

The pair were battered, bruised, dirty and covered in sticky brown raptor blood, but neither had been this happy since long before they had arrived on Eden.

Kennedy had happily fallen into the arms of her lover. Floyd had never quite seen the attraction. Tony was an inoffensive type, quiet and generally lacking in emotion. Still, she wasn't exactly spoilt for choice, and it was unlikely they would be getting an influx of eligible bachelors from Earth any time soon.

He had been happy just to take Luana in his arms again, and for once she didn't start off by scolding him for taking stupid risks and putting himself in danger. She would save that lecture for later. For now, she was happy to have him back in one piece.

'Just wait till I tell you what else we found,' he grinned, thoroughly enjoying the perplexed look on her face. 'Come on, we need to get the senior staff together.'
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The meeting area had been, until some unspecified time earlier that day, a loosely walled hut off to one side of the village. However, two of those walls had since been requisitioned to feed the ever-hungry 3D printers. But that was fine with Floyd. The new treehouse village would start taking shape within a week, which was far better than he had expected. He knew he had Conor's tireless efforts to thank for that. He just wished he had some way to alleviate the man's pain.

The senior staff soon assembled. Calvert, as ever, looked like he was in pain but doing his damnedest to conceal it. Conor was quiet, with that all too familiar haunted expression behind his eyes. Dane was Dane.

'Hey dudes and dudette,' he said chirpily. I am so going to have me some raptor steak later. I can almost smell it cooking right now.'

'You found something out there?' Calvert said, not wasting energy on pleasantries.

'Yeah. You're not going to believe this, but there's intelligent life here.'

'Intelligent life?' Luana said. 'You're joking. You're not joking? How intelligent are we talking?'

'Difficult to judge. It's nothing like us. It was a quadruped, but with a body and arms. Reptilian, I'd say and... You know what a centaur looks like? A horse's body with the torso of a human. Well, it was kind of like that, but with a reptilian horse's head.'

'You've not been at Ramirez's home brew, have you bud?' Dane asked, but Calvert waved the comment away with irritation.

'What makes you think it was intelligent?'

'That's the wildest part. It was wearing clothes. Well-made clothes as well, as far as I could tell. It wore a backpack, almost like a horse's saddle. And it used some kind of crossbow.'

Dane whistled.

'So,' Calvert said, 'we categorize it as a threat. Where there's one there's probably more, and we have to be prepared to—'

'Wait just a minute, colonel,' Floyd said. 'We were under attack from a pack of raptors. This thing saved us. It didn't have to, and didn't even stop to take anything for itself.'

He retrieved one of the arrows from his jacket and showed it to the others. Luana took it and held it in her hand. The pointed tip was stained with the brown blood of the raptor. The flights at the other end seemed to be thin slivers of wood. On a planet without feathered birds, the natives had been forced to be creative.

'It's beautifully crafted,' Luana said, running her fingers along its length.

'I doubt you would find better workmanship than that before the Seventeenth Century on Earth.'

'I'm still not happy with the idea that these things are running around with crossbows in our area,' Calvert said, but a fit of coughs ensured there was no more argument from him for the moment.

'They must have a village, or town or even a city of their own,' Floyd said. 'I'm going to head out with a search party tomorrow to see if we can find it.'

'No way,' Luana said flatly, in the tone she normally used to discourage argument.

'But—'

'No. We've taken enough risks for the time being. We'll find these beings in time, and then perhaps we can strike up a dialogue.'

'But it wouldn't do any harm at all just to know where their home is.'

'Could it be from El Dorado?' Conor asked reasonably.

Floyd considered this for a moment. The thought had occurred earlier, but he wasn't convinced. 'I don't know. I don't think so. The weapons and clothing point to a certain level of technology, but nothing on the scale that we've seen on the island. Come to think of it, I didn't notice any metal on it at all. Anyway, wouldn't we have seen some traffic coming back and forth?'

'I don't know, buddy,' Dane said. 'We don't monitor it every hour of every day.'

'It doesn't matter,' Luana said, her voice brittle. 'You're not going now and that's that.'

'Hold on,' Dane said. 'I've got a compromise. And as you'd expect it's totally brilliant.'

'Just spit it out, Dane,' Floyd said. He was annoyed at Luana's intransigence, and was no longer in the mood for banter.

'Why don't I rig up a drone to explore the area? I'll program it to cover a widening circle. It'll also allow us to map the area, which we really should have done but never got around to it.'

'But what about the terrorsaurs?' Luana asked. 'They don't seem to be all that fussy about what they eat.'

'I'll program it so that if any come within, say, five hundred metres, it'll drop down into the trees and pop back up again when the coast is clear.

'You're right Dane,' Floyd admitted. 'That would make a reasonable compromise. And probably a lot more logical than striking out blindly and hoping for the best.'

'Good. If I could have one of the 3D printers for an hour tomorrow, it should be ready to fly the day after. That okay?'

'Perfectly,' Floyd said. 'And now you mention 3D printers, I thought of something else. I was wondering about our little dilemma regarding El Dorado, and thought about not going over the water, but under it.'

'But we discussed tunnelling,' Luana said. 'We agreed it wasn't a viable option. Unless...' The penny began its downward trajectory.

'Right. Unless we try something in between. A submarine.'

'Whoa,' Dane said as his mind raced. 'Now that'd be a challenge. By the way, for "challenge", read "nightmare".'

'I think...' Conor said as multiple scenarios appeared in his mind all at once. 'I think that might be doable. I emphasize, might. It'll be heavy on materials. And the engineering would be...'

'A challenge?' Dane offered.

'To put it mildly.' Conor was only superficially part of the conversation now, as his mind ran through various scenarios.

'Which translates as more printer time,' Floyd said, thinking of the practicalities. 'Yeah, it'll take some juggling, but I believe that a reconnaissance of El Dorado is imperative if we're going to survive here long term. At the moment, we're scrabbling around trying to utilize every last piece of metal we can lay our hands on. That city out there looks like it's made of metal.'

'I agree,' Luana said. 'Colonel?'

Calvert cleared his throat. 'You won't get any arguments from me. If we were attacked by the centaurs right now, we'd be reduced to throwing rocks at them.' That was not quite true, but the sentiment was not lost on the others.

'Good,' Floyd said, moderately satisfied. All he needed to do was wear Luana down with regards to agreeing to an expedition to make contact with the aliens. 'What's tonight's movie?'

'The Good, the Bad and the Ugly,' Dane replied absently, his mind focused on drones and submarines. 'Max is a big westerns fan.'

Max Landry, the London gangster and former nightclub owner, had assumed the role of entertainments manager in the village, assisted by his former lawyer, Celeste Karlin. Floyd suspected that Landry was also running a prostitution ring around the club, but hadn't uncovered any solid proof. Still, as long as no one was being exploited and there weren't any serious objections, that was the kind of activity to which he was happy to turn a blind eye. Life on Eden was tough enough as it was, so anything that might improve morale couldn't be too bad a thing.

'Excellent,' Floyd said, looking forward to some gritty Clint Eastwood action. 'Good, up to the minute entertainment, then.'

Overhead, a low rumble of thunder swept across the sky as the suns crept toward the horizon.

A storm was coming.
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Clouds swirled in the sky, thunder echoing across the valley. The four guards on duty were the only ones to look up and see the odd spectacle as the clouds churned in a languid vortex, flickering as sheet lightning illuminated them from within.

The guards didn't pay too much attention to the storm system as it gathered above. Its epicentre seemed to be some way off. If they were lucky, the village might not even feel a drop of rain. Besides, this was precisely the kind of distraction that could get one of them killed. Raptors needed little persuasion to attack a lone guard, and several of them had seen what death at the hand – or claw – of a raptor looked like, and it was not a pleasant way to die. The victim had been Lieutenant Calvin Casey, Calvert's deputy. He had not suffered for long, but had lived long enough to see his abdomen sliced open and the raptor tear out great chunks of blood-soaked flesh and start to feed. It had seemed to take hours for his screams to stop echoing around the valley.

This was the reason they paid little attention to the skies, but kept a close eye on the darkness of the forest just a few metres away.

None of them seemed to make the connection that the eye of the storm was directly above the gateway where they had emerged a scant four weeks earlier. In those intervening weeks, the great stone archway had stood as an empty relic in a clearing fifteen kilometres from where the humans had set up their village. Floyd had been back to examine it several times, even walking through it, just to make sure. The three-metre space inside was as quiet as the air that surrounded it. Dane and Conor had examined the archway, had chipped away at its stonework, had even dug half a metre into the sloppy, saturated soil beneath it. There was no hint of any kind of mechanism that they could identify. No sign that it was, or ever had been, active.

However, they had all passed through that gateway. They had all experienced its power, and Conor had an extra special motivation to bring it back to life. But he could think of nothing that might facilitate this. With no visible mechanism, he had abandoned it, his despair deepened.

It might have given him some hope if he had seen what was happening in the skies above the gateway, but at that moment he was in his lab 3D modelling versions of the submarine that might take a reconnaissance team over to the island. He didn't hear the rumbling of thunder over the sound of the nightly movie. At that moment, Clint Eastwood had been shooting away a hangman's noose with a Winchester 1866.

The vortex of cloud continued to swirl, gaining speed and a column of revolving vapor descending. Lightning crackled around it, cutting through the air in jagged branches of sparkling electricity. They struck the gateway, latching on, dancing in and around it like a spiders' web of white fire. Colours flowed in a maelstrom within the arch as electrical discharges were spat out.

A figure resolved in the kaleidoscope vortex and was flung from the gateway. Two more followed it and stumbled into the muddy water in front of the structure.

Lieutenant Commander Katherine Blaize – commonly known to her friends (of which there were few) and enemies (of which there were many) as Blade – dropped and rolled twice, swinging her M130 Special around, ready to blast anyone who dared to attack.

Her face was splashed with muddy water, and she could taste it as droplets dribbled into her mouth.

It took her a few seconds to assimilate what she was seeing, hearing, smelling, and relate it to what she knew. An instant before, she had hurled herself into the gateway on 349 Dembowska, yet here it was in front of her. She had been transported, she realized. This gateway appeared identical, but she was somewhere else. Was this Earth, she wondered? The stars weren't visible, shrouded by thick white clouds that swirled in the sky above her, illuminated by crackling lightning. She could make out trees surrounding her. They were strange. She had seen monkey puzzle trees on Earth, but these weren't quite like that. Their branches coiled up into the sky, their spiralled leaves like daggers.

Her two companions floundered in the mud.

'Da hell is this guano?' Cortez cursed.

Before she could respond, something else came through the gateway. Blade raised an eyebrow as she realized what it was.

'Jesus Christ!' Reilly yelled as he punched the abomination away.

It was the severed head, arms and shoulders of their compatriot. The unfortunate soul had entered the gateway a fraction too late, the rest of his body being vaporized by the contraterrene explosion on the asteroid. The head floated in the muddy water, bobbing up and down, eyes lifeless.

'Be quiet, you fool,' Blade hissed, 'or I'll drop you where you sit.'

As they watched, the roiling vortex flickered several times as it lost energy, folding in on itself and fading to nothing. Around it, the lightning died, the last jagged bolts disappearing into the clouds above.

'What is this place?' Serena Cortez whispered, not wishing to incur the same fierce rebuke her compatriot had just received.

'I don't know,' Blade said, squinting at their surroundings. 'But I don't think we're in Kansas anymore.'

Cortez snorted. Reilly didn't even dare do that.

Blade switched to night vision, her head-up display flickering, the image pixelated with static. There was no more lightning from the gateway, but she had a feeling it was not completely dead.

'I think we need to put some distance between us and that thing,' she said, nodding toward the stone arch.

'What about Mitchell,' Reilly asked, staring with disgust at the remains that floated half submerged in the muddy water.

'Good point. Bury what's left of him in the mud. Doesn't have to be deep. Just deep enough that no one finds him.'

Reilly wished he had kept his mouth shut as it seemed he had just volunteered himself for that detail. He gingerly picked up what was left of the corpse by the hair and trudged over to the bank and started to dig.

'You think this is where the base personnel came out then, commander?' Cortez asked as they traipsed through the sloppy mud until they were close to the tree line.

'I've no better idea than you, but until I see evidence to the contrary, that's what I'm going to assume. But, if that's the case—'

'Where did they get to?' Cortez finished for her. 'We were no more than two seconds behind that last one. I can't see how he could make it through that... That whatever it is, and get to the trees before we came through.'

'He couldn't. Which means we must've been held in transit for an unknown period.'

Blade was glad to have Cortez with her. Reilly was an idiot, and it was sheer luck that meant he hadn't gotten himself killed on that asteroid, but there was a little more substance to Cortez.

She tried her night vision again and this time it worked with minimal interference. If an attack was going to come, then she at least wanted to know from which direction to expect it. But as she scanned the trees, she could make out no heat signatures larger than a mouse, and certainly nothing that would pose a threat.

Reilly came over, washing the blood from his hands with muddy water. 'Done, commander,' he said simply.

'Good. We're too exposed here. I don't like it. We need to find some shelter until daybreak.'

'Assuming this isn't what passes for daylight on this planet,' Cortez said.

'Great,' said Reilly.

'Whether it is or it isn't,' Blade said, 'we need somewhere to rest until we're ready to make a move. We're the hunters, remember? I don't want any surprises.'

With no idea where they were, and no hint as to the dangers that might exist on this planet, it was impossible to make even the most rudimentary plans. If Calvert's people had seen them arrive, they would have expected to have been shot on sight, or at least taken prisoner. That gave them an advantage.

But for now, they needed to lie low and wait until daylight – assuming Cortez's gloomy prediction did not prove accurate.

Blade strode over to the nearest tree and gave it a shake. It seemed sturdy enough. 'I hope you two don't mind an uncomfortable night.'
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