Flora and Fauna

When the kreii abducted humanity, they already had a partially-terraformed world waiting for them: Ochre. Ochre had originally undergone a phase of partial terraformation about five million years ago when the Crater and the Rift were formed by an artificial bombardment of comets, and when the kreii first took out their lease little had changed.  However, a terrestrial ecosphere would be required to fully integrate humanity into its home.  The kreii had no intention of dragging a Noah’s Ark full of alien animals on an interstellar flight, however.  So the plan was to take a small number of readily-adapted species, and then allow humans, once they settled in their new city-domes, to undertake the project of creating and nurturing the new environment.  And this is what they did.

The kreii’s choice might seem odd to us, but there is a reason for what they did.  Earth and the largest colonies were effectively destroyed outright in the initial stages of the attack.  Unfortunately, these were also the homes of most of the larger species of plant and animal.  In one stroke the most magnificent lifeforms of the Earth clade were annihilated.  Whales, dolphins, great cats, great apes, elephants, horses, antelope, deer, wolves, bears, kangaroos, sharks, crocodiles were all rendered extinct.  The kreii Intervention is by far the worst mass-extinction event in the history of life on Earth.  The Colonies were utterly destroyed and Earth itself rendered all but lifeless.

Of the animals taken along with humanity, none was larger than a domestic cat; save for a small number of dogs taken, along with other pet species, to help the children rehabilitate.  Wild species on the smaller colonies were generally small creatures, as well as the pests that came with us into space.  The kreii took samples of those populations during the abduction phase of the attack, choosing smaller species that would be easy to transport and adapt.  Food animals were not brought, since the human food industry was already using genetically engineered meat culture organisms by this time.  What domesticated food animals still being bred were ostensibly done so to provide a supply of fresh genes, but mostly for historical reasons.

Of plant and fungal life, the kreii only took spores and seeds.  Primitive forms were generally preferred, as well as hardy plants and some food species.  Mosses, lichens, algae, sedges and grasses were taken, as well as the tougher trees and herbaceous plants, although these were often confined to food plants.  Of wild trees, birches and acacias were most commonly taken by the kreii, although many other species still lie dormant in seed stores, waiting for the time when Ochre will be ready for them.  A rich range of fungi were taken, in order to fix the soil and preserve the complex chemistry of terrestrial biomes.  

A breakdown of Ochran life therefore looks like this:

Bacteria:  Native Ochran bacteria are now in almost full retreat, and make their homes in deep anoxic muds and oozes on the floors of lakes and oceans.  Others still survive near the vents, fumaroles and calderas of the great ancient volcanoes, reducing sulphates the way their ancestors have done for over a billion years.  Some opportunistic sorts, however, have traded with the invaders as gut-bacteria, supplanting Earth-evolved forms and providing a new bond between Earth and Ochre.  Oxygenating stromatolites from Earth dot the shores of the Southern Ocean.  Some native oxygen-tolerant bacteria are also thriving alongside their terrestrial neighbours.

Plants:  Until the last few centuries, the only “wild” plant life on Ochre was the very hardiest of lichens and algae, breaking down the soil and oxygenating the atmosphere.  Nowadays there are thousands of species of plants familiar to us today, slowly transforming the surface of Ochre.  Of course, the forests have a long way to go before they are well established, but even now the Ecologists are taking more of a back seat in their management.  Thorn brush, grasses and stands (even some forests) of acacia and birch have already run wild and set themselves up across the wetter parts of the planet.  None of these species are quite the same as those of Earth, but the uneducated eye would be hard-pressed to spot all but the grossest differences.

Animals:  Being animals ourselves, we tend to notice the fauna first, and Ochre’s fauna would surprise any 21st century naturalist.  Ochre has had to start with a paucity of species, less than 100 families in total, but the Ecologists have done some sterling work.

At the smallest level, there are a dazzling variety of beetle species and domesticated bees, but little else besides woodlice to make Ochre’s basic ecology work.  There are few arachnids besides a handful of non-deadly spider species, no myriapods and only a few crab and crayfish species.  On the plus side, annelid worms were not forgotten, and many of the worst plagues of human times, such as grasshoppers and mosquitoes, are now the stuff of legend.  Most tropical rainforest species simply couldn’t survive on Ochre and have been lost, although new forms have moved in to do similar jobs.  The Ecologists have done some extensive tinkering to allow the beetles to colonise Ochre as effectively as their ancestors did on Earth, with over 1,000 redesigned species released into the wild so far, and twice as many natural ones.  Ochre is truly the planet of the beetles.

Fish are plentiful in the Western Sea, and have been seeded in the Southern Ocean and across the crater-lakes of the Hinterlands with some success, although again it is cold water species that thrive.  The largest fish today is the 8-10 metre saltwater pike, a pack-hunting chase predator that hunts down oceanic salmon and cod to keep the wild populations stable.

One particular loss to Ochre is that of the amphibians.  Frogs, toads, newts and salamanders were all lost during the Intervention.  They survived the Permian extinction, the destruction of the dinosaurs and the Ice Ages, but could not withstand the kreii.  

Of the reptiles, chelonians and crocodilians are also creatures of the past.  They never adapted to life on space colonies and their numbers never really recovered on Earth after the damage of the 20th century.  The destruction of Earth destroyed the rest.  A handful of snake and lizard families are established in the Crater and parts of the South Reach, slowly extending their range across the Hinterlands.

Birds, too, suffered greatly from the pruning of the kreii, with many families lost.  Today, the most common birds are finches that, in an odd replay of natural history, have been used to exploit many new niches that would have been taken by other birds.

Mammals didn’t suffer quite so badly as the birds at the most at the hands of the kreii.  Of the myriad species that once dominated Earth, many of the most recognisable species have been lost.  Today the beasts of Ochre are rodents, lagomorphs and chiropteran bats, with a few hangers-on from other times, such as mustelids, the only surviving family of the Carnivora.  Domestic cats and dogs are the only representatives of their own long-lost families.  Of the primates, only humans remain.

Of course, these animals have been adapted by the ecologists to fulfil new roles within the burgeoning ecosphere.  Hoofed rabbits like gazelles run and pronk across the new grasslands, while great carnivorous rats, like wolves, chase them down.  Mice the size of wombats make homes in the seasonal riverbanks, hibernating the frigid winters away.  Jennets and cervils, almost unchanged since their days on Earth, haunt the new forests, marking their territories with musk like nothing has happened. Stilt-legged walking bats with great claws hunt the nighttime forests and scrub, digging out sleeping creatures from their burrows, while their more traditional cousins feast on night-flying beetles as their ancestors once did on moths. 

nb:  My profound apologies to biology fans for taking this “My Book of Animals” view of planetary ecology.

