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KAREN TAMARA





    Karen Tamara, a brilliant scientist aboard the APEIRON, finds herself confronted with a fanatical sect determined to plunge the flying world into chaos. On the enigmatic planet OCCULTA STELLA, she uncovers traces of an alien civilization—and realizes that only radical measures can save humanity.

In a state of emergency, she establishes a matriarchal dictatorship and launches a daring experiment meant to rewrite the course of history.

Is she a savior or a tyrant?

The answer lies within the depths of a strange and unsettling new world.














   

  




 "Let us admit what all idealists admit: the illusory nature of the world.


Let us do what no idealist has done: let us seek unrealities that confirm this nature.


We have dreamt the world." 







 Jorge Luis Borges  













Chapter 1



Queen of the Night 








   Yes, that’s the name I gave myself with a touch of playful self-irony when I was searching for an original title for the first chapter of my personal notes. And just like that, it was decided. Voilà!



   The gray, overcast October day in the year 189 marked the start of the rainy season. Behind me lay the northern Nea Andes. I was crossing the east bridge at a relaxed trot when the rain began to pour down in earnest. 





   The riding club building stood on the river’s southern bank, near Paradiso’s western sky wall.  




   With a gentle press of my thighs, I turned to the right, urging my horse into a seated canter. Straightening in the stirrups, I leaned forward slightly, preparing for a racing gallop.  


 

   The valley's unusual gravity—1.5 g, generated by the recently initiated rotational momentum—threw off my balance. Though I held the reins loosely, I had to steady myself for a moment, leaning against the saddle knob like an amateur. My gray stallion, Paris, forgave the misstep, waiting patiently for me to regain my balance. Then, with a soft neigh, he transitioned smoothly into the desired gait.
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   The medical report sent to me a few hours earlier by Inge Smith, director of Paradiso Hospital, resurfaced in my mind. It had come straight from Atlantia. At my request, she had included a video. As the leader of the first research team, I needed detailed information to handle the delicate task with the utmost sensitivity.


   The video opened on a walled garden during a calm early summer night. The door stood ajar, the corridor beyond cloaked in darkness. At first, only the faint sound of waves reached my ears, followed by the solitary cry of a seagull. Then came labored breathing from somewhere close. The source wasn’t immediately visible. Instead, the light of a lantern cast a shadow on the building’s façade—a horrifying silhouette of grotesque deformities. The shadow stretched and warped as the suffering figure struggled toward the entrance.


   Regrettable, I thought. But pity wouldn’t help. A personal conversation was probably the best approach.


   By the time I arrived at the club building, I was soaked to the skin. I dismounted, led Paris into the stable, removed his saddle and holster, and dried him off. After ensuring he had water, I poured concentrated feed into his hay trough. As he ate, I softly sang Cinco Patitos. He loved that children’s song.


   After tending to him, I headed to the cloakroom, pulled off my boots, slipped out of my dripping riding clothes, and left them in the drying room. A hot shower was next.


   Standing in front of the mirror, I switched on the hairdryer nozzles and admired my reflection. My body was fantastic—well-shaped breasts, slender thighs, and hips that exuded seduction. Light brown skin, dark brown hair, and soft, sensual lips completed the picture. I was a vision of beauty. Only fifty years old, my genes—Indian, African, Asian, and European—had bloomed to their full potential.


   I slipped into a blue-gray silk suit and glanced at the wall screen. Regional news from UNITED APEIRON TV was playing—a live broadcast.


   Eric Somoza and his fanatical congregation were once again marching through the streets. The men and women wore floor-length, natural-colored garments reminiscent of medieval penitential robes from Earth. Unbothered by the rain, they whipped themselves repeatedly with metal rods. At the head of the procession, a cult member carried a banner bearing an image of Earth, bathed in a golden aura. Below it, in bold black letters, was the name of their organization: The Outcasts.


   Some citizens had taken shelter under their rooftops, watching the absurd spectacle unfold.


   "The Enlightened One and his crazies again," muttered an older man. "They’ll never quit."


   At the center of the procession, the bald, bearded founder of the religion stretched his hands theatrically toward the sky.


   "Pray to the Almighty, men, that He may forgive your sin of unmarried relationships! And those of you in the blessed covenant—never divorce your wife! What God has joined together, let no man tear asunder. Renounce wine and meat! Repent, you women of APEIRON! Damn polygamy! Otherwise, you will never see the glory of eternal paradise!"


   A striking woman with a revealing neckline glared at Somoza in disgust.


   "Why don’t you preach that to The Bold, you hypocritical priest? They’ll gladly show you the way to your kingdom of heaven!"


   Somoza’s eyes flashed with scorn.


   "Good idea," he muttered, raising his hand imperiously to silence his followers. Then, with a single motion, he signaled them to speak.


   The Outcasts began chanting their creed in unison:
"Deliver us from sin, Almighty, lead us back to the star of our forefathers. Protect our souls from the grasp of evil demons."


   The procession veered toward the beach. Trouble was brewing.


   On the sand, several girls and boys—around eighteen years old, including my son Romulo—were immersed in a game of Thunderball. The game, a dangerously fast-paced sport played with long basket rackets, demanded total physical effort. Any injured player was immediately eliminated.


   Rubber walls, anchored in the sand with side posts, marked the end zones behind each team. The small, hard ball rebounded off the walls, gaining speed with each bounce. The players were oblivious to the rain. The girls wore skintight bikinis, while the young men sported only swim trunks. Their jackets, emblazoned with the name of their group—The Bold—lay discarded on the sidelines.


Romulo, whose facial features bore an uncanny resemblance to mine, skillfully dodged the high-speed ball. It ricocheted off the wall, and he caught it deftly with his basket racket before hurling it toward the opposing team. The ball struck one of their players, who fell to the ground with a pained expression, his face contorted in agony.     


"Thunderball! Bravo, Romulo! We're in the lead!" one of the girls shouted.


The injured Bold player sat up, feeling his leg.


"Broken," he declared, laughing theatrically. "Well then, see you next time!"


He hobbled over to his jacket, shrugged it on, and limped off toward the hospital with surprising resilience.


At that moment, the cult members arrived on the beach, kneeling amidst the players.


"Have mercy on us, Almighty, for committing the sin of pride, seduced by Your enemy, the Adversary," the Outcasts chanted in unison.


The Bold were forced to pause their game.


"Get lost, you idiots, and make it quick!" Romulo shouted.


Somoza, undeterred, raised his arms once more.


"Abandon your corrupt parents, young people, and join our God-fearing community! Lord, have mercy on these thirsty plants!"


"On them!" my son commanded.


Without hesitation, the Bold launched themselves at the Outcasts, beating them mercilessly and kicking the hypocritical zealots off the field. Somoza’s nose was bleeding, but he turned to Romulo with a malicious grin.


"Thank you very much, Mr. Tamara," he sneered.


"Computer: Offline," I sighed. The cult leader had once again succeeded in provoking his young opponents. A confrontation at the town hall was now inevitable. It was doubtful it would end with just a warning this time.


I stepped into the club room. Swen was standing behind the bar with his new girlfriend, Larissa. Around the tables sat women and men in riding clothes, including Leo Weiser, who was seated with a pale-skinned girl sporting short, reddish hair. I had seen her a few times before, though we had never spoken.


The general attention in the room was on a report from the control center. I turned toward the large wall screen, divided into four sectors. In the top left corner was the face of team commander Andrew Crooke. Only 23 years old, he was a great-great-grandson of Lizzy Crooke. The other sections displayed probe recordings.


My thoughts wandered to the past. In the final section of the Altair documentation, Idomeo Hutan had presented his hypothesis about a spherical energy reflection concealing an artificially created planetary system. This reflection revealed only the rapidly rotating main-sequence dwarf and its companion. Hutan had speculated that OCCULTA STELLA was hidden in a similar way.


For years, his hypothesis had been considered audacious, to say the least. Yet, remarkably, he had been correct. The pair of stars was indeed concealed by a spherical reflection similar to the one surrounding Altair.


Eighty-one hours before the APEIRON turned its tail to begin the braking maneuver, the bow screen transmission in the control center failed for a fraction of a second. At that moment, the true face of the solar system was revealed. It was Earth-like and far older than our third-generation scientists had estimated.























































What we saw was a single star with nine orbiting planets. The International Council decided to name all of its worlds after the system’s sun, assigning them numbers from one to nine. The closest planet to OCCULTA STELLA was designated as number one.


I turned my attention back to the screen, where the commander of the control team was visible.


Andrew Crooke’s reputation as Muhalla’s highly gifted nanotechnician and inventor of innovative everyday devices had already reached as far as Pazifia.


At just sixteen, he had optimized the nitrogen recycling systems, which from that moment on consumed 35 percent less electricity.


Apart from that, he was an excellent pilot.


An attractive boy, I thought — blond hair, slim, athletic build, muscular, with broad, striking lips.


 Occulta Stella’s third planet, known as Occulta Stella Three , was orbited by two moons. A manned shuttle was already en route to the outer moon, while the APEIRON maintained an orbit around the inner moon. This inner moon had an average distance of 347,193 kilometers from its host planet. 


 Andrew’s voice came through the transmission—bright and confident.     


   "Computer: Unzip data from probes 23, 24, and 25."


   I activated the throwing knife machine, targeting its four embedded blades. Above the targets, a slim box hung with two lamps and a digital seconds counter.


   The average distance of Occulta Stella Three from its sun was 148,872,936 kilometers. Its oceans shimmered a light blue, reminiscent of Earth’s lagoons, as did its rivers. Across all four continents stretched vast deserts in a stunning array of colors, from white to yellow, orange, and deep red. Yet, no traditional flora bloomed. Instead, strange blue and purple plants resembling giant mushrooms thrived exclusively in the equatorial zones.


   Massive wind spirals rotated through the oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, their swirling shapes revealed by airborne sand particles.


   The western continent was the largest, spanning nearly two-thirds of the northern hemisphere and reaching up to the pole. The eastern landmass was also vast but didn’t extend to the polar ice caps. A rainforest-like equatorial belt bisected it into two almost equal halves, its dense vegetation resembling a vast artificial garden.


   In the southern hemisphere, a third continent rose between the other two. Its northern coast pierced the equator, dotted with numerous bays bordered by the strange purple and blue plants. Near the south pole, the smallest landmass stretched out, sprawling across half the globe.


   "Voilà, ladies and gentlemen," Andrew’s voice chimed in, continuing his commentary. "Occulta Stella Three, the Earth-like world in the system of the star OCCULTA STELLA. Our probes have confirmed the approach data. There’s no fauna—none. Not even microorganisms exist on the four continents, in the rivers, or within the highly saline oceans. Incredible, isn’t it?


   Even the oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere is entirely free of microbes, as though it’s been meticulously filtered. Based on our understanding, at least some microbes should survive, clinging to meteorites that strike at shallow angles. But here, they’re absent.


   Additionally, our probes have yet to find any impact craters. The reasons for these phenomena remain a mystery. The petrified and sandy continents are, in fact, completely lifeless.


   As you’ve seen, dense flora grows only in the equatorial zones. Here, microorganisms do exist but don’t spread through the air. Instead, they remain parasitically attached to their host plants, which resemble giant mushrooms. This parasitism increases nitrogen absorption from the soil and boosts photosynthesis in these plants.


   We can breathe freely in the equatorial region without putting ourselves at risk. Water is also plentiful, thanks to the pure rivers. However, hunting, fishing, and harvesting won’t be an option—we’ll have to rely on APEIRON provisions for food."


          He finished with a mischievous grin.     


   "So, we will bless this lifeless world with our body’s own microorganisms—free from guilt, since there’s nothing left to contaminate," Andrew quipped.


   Male laughter mingled with female giggles in the background.


   "The planet’s average temperature is slightly higher than Earth’s," continued Lizzy Crooke’s great-great-grandson. "Even the seas in winter regions remain pleasantly warm due to the planet’s hot core. Snow and ice, as I mentioned earlier, only form at the poles. Cyclonic winds are mostly gentle, rarely reaching storm force. They move across all altitudes in wide spirals, with diameters spanning several hundred kilometers. Oh, and one last note for our future research teams—almost forgot."


   "Computer, pause movie."


   Andrew pulled a white silk scarf from his right trouser pocket, folded it into a triangle, and tied it over his nose and mouth.


   "Don’t worry, ladies and gentlemen, keep your jewelry. This isn’t a robbery—just a friendly tip for dealing with excessive dust in the air."


   Laughter rippled through the room, and Andrew waited for it to subside before untying the scarf, folding it neatly, and slipping it back into his pocket.


   "Computer, continue with the documentation."


   He gestured to the screen. "The detectors have identified structures on all continents, buried several meters deep under desert sands. Once excavated, researchers entering these sites will need atmosphere tanks and breathing masks as a precaution. We assume the original ventilation systems no longer function."


   The second frame displayed orange dunes, the third, gray-black mountains, and the fourth, a reddish, reflective cylinder resting on a rocky plateau by the beach. It resembled the one Andrew’s great-great-great-grandfather, Dorian Crooke, had discovered in 48 on TREECOVER, a planet in the Altair system.


   "Probe 23 located a Crooke Cylinder on the east coast of the western landmass, near the equatorial region. Altogether, there are five cylinders on this planet, distributed in a coordinate pattern similar to those on TREECOVER, emitting identical energy values. Continent A has two cylinders: one near the north pole and the other at the planned site of Main Station One, just south of the equator on the east coast. Its energy beam—"


   Andrew stopped mid-sentence.


   Frame four transitioned to an elevation of the landmass below the south pole, fading into a snow-covered plain where a gray-black rocky plateau stood. On it was another Crooke Cylinder.


   "What’s going on here? That’s the fifth one—it’s on the smallest continent," Andrew murmured, visibly unsettled. "This image is from Probe 26 … I didn’t request this earlier … well. In any case, it registered a massive magnetic field identical in strength to the excavated ellipsoid from the Altair system."


   The frame shifted back to the Crooke Cylinder on the east coast of the western landmass. Andrew cleared his throat, visibly annoyed.


   "Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the sequence of images. This is a rough cut—putting it mildly. The visuals are from Probe 23 again." He shook his head.


   "Now, in frame four, you can see the east coast of the western continent again. That’s where the central cylinder is located. Its energy beam is directed at HD 188262, a G2 V star 84.8 light-years from OCCULTA STELLA. This star, younger than Earth’s sun, hosts seven planets—none of which, so far, show evidence of advanced extraterrestrial civilizations. Unlike here, this distant system isn’t concealed behind a spherical energy reflection. Perhaps it’s a potential new Earth for our descendants. We have five years to decide whether to fly there."


   Andrew paused, his expression somber. "For now, we must abandon any hope of encountering living aliens here in the OCCULTA STELLA system. Our task is to discover why this extraterrestrial civilization no longer exists."


    Swen left the counter with a bottle of wine and headed for Leo’s table. 


   I went over to the throwing knife machine and activated it.


   Each of its four targets held a blade.


   Above them hung a narrow box with two lights and a digital second counter.


   I pulled the four throwing knives from the targets and stepped back five meters.


   The yellow light started blinking.


 Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Swen leaning toward the red-haired girl and pointing in my direction. 


   At that moment, the green signal lit up. Without hesitation, I hurled the knives one after the other into the black centers of the targets.


   The digital display flashed: Direct Hit: Four. Time: 3.8 seconds.


   Meanwhile, the young woman stood up and approached me with Swen.


   "Incredible! You’re getting better every time, Karen," he said.


   I gave the pub landlord an amused look.
"You were married to a dangerous woman."


   He grinned.
"I’m just glad I made it out alive. Let me introduce you to someone. This is Myra Brewster. She admires your research."


   The red-haired girl beamed at me.
"How do you get so skilled with throwing knives, Dr. Tamara?"


   "Probably an instinct inherited from my Indian ancestors. Come on, let’s go to your table."


   We sat down. Swen stopped to pour wine into our glasses.


   "Hi, Leo," I said to the white-haired man at the table. He gestured to the young woman.
"She was my best student."


   Curious, I turned to Myra.
"Are you a natural scientist?"


   "Yes, with a focus on exobiology. That’s why I asked Swen to introduce us. I’d like to be part of the first research team."


   Swen set the bottle down.


   "Have you grown? Get a chair," I teased him.


   He glanced briefly toward the counter, and I followed his gaze. Larissa was staring at me with open hostility.


   "I need to take care of my other guests," he explained, then asked, "How’s my son? He hasn’t come to see me in a while."


   I sighed.
"Since joining the Bold, Romulo has neglected both his family and his studies. He’s close to graduating, but I doubt he’ll make it."


   Swen nodded thoughtfully.
"I’ll have a serious talk with him."


   "That would be good. I was going to ask you to keep an eye on him while I’m on the planet. The constant clashes with the Outcasts are troubling."


   "Don’t worry, Karen. We’ll bring those fanatics to their senses."


   He motioned toward one of the windows.
"The rain has stopped. Excuse me."


   Swen hurried back behind the counter.


          We sipped our wine. I clinked glasses with Myra and invited her to be on first-name terms with me. Without hesitation, she began peppering me with questions about my work, the very work that had made me renowned in professional circles.     


   "I started out as a genetic engineer," I explained. "I also studied historical analysis, psychology, and a bit of quantum physics. From these fields, I developed a new branch of science."


   "Comparative Life Research," Myra interjected enthusiastically.


   "Exactly. Without OCCULTA STELLA as a goal, I probably wouldn’t have had the courage to pursue it."


   Weiser leaned back in his chair.
"I still don’t understand what you’re trying to achieve with this, Karen."


   Ah, old Leo. A kind and intelligent man, but I decided to give his slow, methodical mind a nudge.


   "I want to understand why prey animals, driven by their fear of death, manage to break free from their original chain of instincts—at least partially—and become intelligent predators. These predators learn to recognize causal relationships, invent tools and weapons, and evolve into hunters and, eventually, sedentary farmers. They spread across their world, establish civilizations, fight wars, enslave one another, and develop sciences. The principle of strength dominates, with the strongest writing the laws.


   "Until now, we’ve only had our own history to study. For the first time, we can compare it with that of an extraterrestrial civilization. My goal is to discover a universally applicable three-factor formula, proving that climate, genes, and the history of intelligent life are inextricably linked. If one factor changes, the other two inevitably shift as well."


   "Brilliant," Myra said, her eyes lighting up. "With this, we could mathematically control the development of the APEIRON society in the future."


   "Possibly, but such manipulations come with significant risks. We’d need to handle them carefully."


   "Of course," Myra replied. "But the potential is worth the risk. This formula could also serve as a decoder key for our descendants, helping them better understand extraterrestrial cultures."


   "And our own existence," I added.


   Leo furrowed his brow skeptically.
"In what way? I thought that question was already settled."


   "I disagree," I said firmly. "We’re living in a period of dangerous regression and have barely begun to address it."


   The agricultural biologist shrugged.
"You’re giving Eric Somoza too much credit."


   "I’m not even thinking about him," I replied.


   Leo grinned.
"Then what’s troubling you? The surplus of men? Should I, as council chairman, initiate mass liquidations?"


   I gave him a disarming smile.
"It’s something we can discuss."


   Myra leaned forward, curious.
"How did such a disparity between the sexes even happen?"


   "Sloppy population regulations," I explained. "During the common depression of the ’50s, city halls abandoned strict birthright controls. They were simply relieved to see pregnancies at all. And the majority of parents chose to have sons, likely as a reaction to the Pacifica Battle, where significantly more men than women were killed."


   "Back then, there was a surplus of women," Leo said. "Now it’s the opposite. What’s the problem? We men aren’t vermin."


   I smiled.
"The state of masculine genes is more alarming than you think. But that’s not what I’m referring to."


          "Then define the danger," he prompted.     


   "It has to do with our unique situation. We APEIRON people don’t evolve with the same dynamism as the inhabitants of a planet. While our society inherited the technological achievements of terrestrial civilization, it’s too small to sustain scientific progress at this level. As a result, we’re often subject to stagnation and even regression. This, by the way, is likely the core challenge of a multigeneration spaceship."


   The old man regarded me thoughtfully.
"Interesting. And what can we do about it?"


   "Nothing. We have to accept it."


   "I don’t understand."


   "Have you ever had a horse run away, Leo?"


   "Yes, but what does that have to do with—"


   "How did you react?" I interrupted.


   "I tried to control it. Missed. Luckily, I fell on soft ground. I still don’t understand—"


   Myra cut him off passionately.
"Wrong! The right move would have been to loosen the reins and encourage the horse to gallop faster. It’s a trick. By doing that, you signal to the horse that you’re still in control because you’re commanding it to do what it’s already doing, but even more intensely. The stallion calms down, and you regain control."


   I found myself liking this young woman more and more.
"Exactly," I said.


   "I still don’t see the connection," Leo grumbled.


   "Given the circumstances I just described, we need to manage our development the same way," I explained.


   "You’re speaking in riddles, Karen."


   Myra’s face lit up with understanding.
"Consciously force the regression!"


   Now I was genuinely excited about Myra.
"You have an exceptionally quick grasp of concepts. Your wish is granted. From this moment, you’re officially a member of the first research expedition. I’m appointing you as my personal advisor in exobiology."


   Leo still looked perplexed.
"Forcing regression? How is that supposed to—"


   A com signal interrupted him.


   "Contact," Swen called out. Inge’s face appeared on the screen.


   "Hi, Swen. Is Karen at the club?"


   "One moment." He turned to me. "Karen! Dr. Smith from the hospital!"


   I got up and walked to the counter, looking into the com camera.
"Hi, Inge. What’s going on?"


   "Your son is here. Along with several other Bold members. Somoza has reported them for assault."


   "I suspected as much."


   "For now, I’ve limited it to a 30-minute group therapy session. But if these fights continue, long-term treatment will become unavoidable. You can pick up your son now."


   "I’m on my way."


   The screen went blank. I sighed and turned to Swen.
"You heard her."


   Larissa’s hostile stare bore into me.


   "When do you leave?" my ex-husband asked.


   "In seven days."


   "Don’t worry. I’ll take care of Romulo."


   I rushed toward the exit.


   "What’s going on?" Leo Weiser called after me.


   "I need to go to the hospital."


   "For what reason?"


          "Because of the masculine genes!" I shouted over my shoulder.     






   Worn out, I entered the living room with Romulo. He shrugged off his Bold jacket and carelessly tossed it over the back of a chair.


   "They didn’t want it any other way. They practically begged for it. If they’re so eager to be cast out, we’ll gladly grant their wish."


   It took all my effort to suppress a laugh.
"Don’t you realize they’re provoking you?"


   "Of course I do. But should we have canceled Thunderball and cleared the beach? Do you want a Wake-Up?"


   I shook my head and sank into my armchair. Romulo strolled into the kitchen.


   "Don’t think I enjoy this sort of thing," he called out. "That underhanded move only slowed me down. I have to deliver a summary of the entire APEIRON history to the Cyberprofessor tomorrow."


   At least now he’s focusing on something constructive, I thought.


   Romulo returned with a drink in hand and sat down at the table.
"Unfortunately, I’m only at Altair’s departure," he added, his tone sly.


   "Are you suggesting I do your schoolwork? Out of the question."


   "I just need an experienced guide. I don’t know how else to wade through miles of footage. Please, Mom. Don’t let me down now."


   What good was my intelligence—so sharp that I could see through almost all of his tricks—when my motherly heart betrayed me every time? He knew exactly how to exploit that. I had spoiled him. Was it a mistake to let him grow up without a father?


   My thoughts drifted back to the year 173. At the time, Swen had been insistent about having a second son. But I hadn’t wanted another pregnancy. In the end, I surrendered my birthright at the town hall, filed for divorce, and devoted myself fully to my studies.


          As it turned out, Swen didn’t have much luck with his next wife, either. After just a few weeks, she left him, moved to Muhalla, married a mechatronics engineer, and gave birth to a daughter.     


   I sighed, pushing aside my irrational feelings of guilt.


   "Computer: APEIRON history from the year 53. Copy all relevant film sequences I call up and save them as a condensed version. Record my new commentary and use it as the updated audio track."


   I forced myself to give Romulo a stern look.
"And of course, you’ll review it yourself afterward and replace my voice with yours."


   He grinned.
"You’re a sweetheart."


   "Yes, especially when I indulge your laziness," I muttered.


   A list of dates appeared on the screen, along with the numbers and titles of existing film documentaries.


   "Before we start, the year 48 is worth noting," I began, easing into my tutoring mode. "Do you know what significant event took place?"


   "Uh, the murder of Owen Russel?"


   "No. It was an experiment crucial to APEIRON’s history."


   "Not a clue."


   "Oh dear. The psychiatrist Bernd Saska initiated an experiment to extend human life expectancy to 170–180 years. Mention that upfront as an introduction. Computer, from the overall list C 25," I commanded, "1a, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9. And from C 26: 1d and 2e."


   The screen came alive, showing a series of images: the planet TREECOVER and the key species from its evolutionary history—Snake Toad, Jumper, Hell Throut, Alpha Three, Treecover, Montgolfière, and Lance Polyp.
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