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Prelude

 


The dark-haired spacer opened his mind to the
musical instrument. Black and white patterns came alive at his
bidding, dancing off the dark gray jumpsuit and forming a long,
thin piano-board. Two pedals unwrapped around his legs and hovered
near his feet. Long fingers expertly touched the bendable keys. A
melody of haunting loss entered the small cabin of the large space
vessel. Rian opened his mouth and sang a song to match.

 


The star was distant, colored red

Up close, it’s rusted sands instead.

The lands were desert, cold as ice,

But in the canyons, warm and nice.

 


It’s said that those first few who came,

They never had the will to tame

That brutal warrior god of ours.

No man has conquered brooding Mars.

 


The swirling sandstorms covered all,

An angry god’s abrasive brawl,

Turning scientific men,

To wide-eyed corpses buried in.

 


But then came Earth-born companies,

Backed with stock-exchanging fees;

They built their mining ore machines,

That dug beneath those warm ravines.

 


They planted gene-spliced aqua trees,

To terraform the gritty breeze.

They built grand cityscapes and trains,

That brightened nights with flashing
lights,

Glimmering across those rocky plains.

 


The star was distant, colored red

Up close it’s magnet roads instead.

The terra air was cool and nice,

Within the ground was ore’s sweet vice.

 


It’s said that many spacers came

To test their wills and stake their
claim.

Across the Martian rocky scars;

Humanity once conquered Mars!

 


The mighty sandstorms lessened then.

As generations lived and died,

The weaker gravity affected them,

Growing them so tall and wide.

 


A different storm came,

The soul was weighed.

To trade or to fight over ore,

What’s right was soon ignored.

 


Those giant Martian Men,

In their overgrown bodies of sin.

How their science fell, to the gods of the
old.

Thus, ending tyranny’s hold.

 


The star was distant, colored red

Up close, it’s broken lands instead.

The Martian ways were hardly nice,

Trapped in hearts of hardened ice.

 


It seems that far too many came,

Daring as they must to tame.

That brutal warrior god of ours.

Will man ever conquer Mars?

 


A swirling virus covered all,

From Ares’ tribe whose children fall,

Burning scientific men

To wide-eyed corpses, in the sand.

 


And, oh, the day the giants fled

Old Mars wasn’t much the same.

The followers of gods they came

Killing all of Ares’ children,

Judgment for their greatest shame.

 


The star is distant, colored red.

Up close, it’s holy lands instead.

The new, red men have blinded eyes,

Within a heart of hardened lies.

 


The swirling sandstorms cover all

An angry god’s abrasive brawl

Neglect has changed this land of ours,

Humanity is conquered,

By the holy gods, of brooding, angry
Mars.

 


Rian struck the final synthetic key. Focused
thoughts transformed the frequency of the sound waves. Gently, his
left foot tapped the floating volume pedal, sinking toes into it
until the sorrowful chord melted away. Only distant harmonics were
heard; distant harmonics and Rian’s voice that died with it.

Silence as still as the void of space.

The musician exhaled. His audience of two
clapped with energetic hands. The 11-year-old girl was loudest of
all. A plastic cat floated on her shoulders in the zero gravity of
the ship, doing its best to mimic her with robotic paws.

The other patron, a stocky, copper-haired
spacer, spoke with a wide grin, “Wonderfully played, Rian!”

“I can always count on Patrik for flattery,”
Rian replied while fitting his feet into the handles of the wall.
He gave a half-hazard bow, releasing tiny droplets of perspiration
in the weightless air. A swoosh of dark hair followed his head back
up, exaggerating the movement. He focused brown eyes on Patrik’s
oldest daughter.

“And what did you think?”

Talora wrinkled the tip of her
freckle-crested nose and said, “Your voice cracks too much.”

Rian laughed at this, instructing the thin
piano pedals with his mind. They dutifully folded onto his pant
legs. “I fear your daughter is more honest, Patrik. I can write and
play a song; I just can’t sing it.”

Patrik pushed off the wall and flew towards
the floating piano-board, touching one of its keys. His face held a
mischievous glint, “My daughter’s a bit stuffy. You sing it
fine.”

Talora lunged at her dad then, lavender hair
trailing behind in wavy strands like Halley’s comet. He caught her
in mid-flight, moving backwards from the momentum, hitting the
piano keys in an off-chord embrace.

Rian escaped to the far wall and watched in
mild amusement. Patrik lost the wrestling match and was stuck in
zero G, at the mercy of his daughter. She wedged herself against
the wall and gave her dad a shove. The copper-haired spacer flew
into Rian, and all three fell into a fit of laughter.

Rian had met Patrik’s family at one of
Jupiter’s Lagrange point stations. He had traveled far in their
ship since then, working as an art and music tutor for Talora and
her sisters Saran and Ferna. Little boy Jun was still too young to
learn anything other than how to use a simple computer.

Talora had grown much since then. She would
soon be reaching her Jupiter Year of 11.8 Earth years old. This
meant that she would become a woman. Her long, lavender strands of
hair would have to be cut. It will be a shame, thought Rian.
Though the length was impractical for space travel, it reminded him
of Old Earth.

She did not notice his scrutiny of her hair.
Her eyes were already closed to the outside world. She had turned
on the iNode attached to her hair braid, losing herself to a lucid
dream.

 


 


~//~

 




Her iNode reformed thoughts into images
dictated by the touchie. Inner eyes saw a white glare surrounded by
blue ones. The glares focused into a small island amidst ocean
waves. Her toes felt the grainy texture of the white sands. She
looked up and saw clear Earth-like sky, as blue as sapphire. She
wondered where the sun was. Bright yellow Sol appeared immediately
in response to her thoughts. Its glare was a bit too much until she
thought up an atmosphere. People of various kinds began to populate
the island. They were changing people, sequencing through multiple
races, ages, gender, and sizes. The touchie program was shifting
through her memories. She didn’t like her own race of Caucasians to
dominate the scene. The scent of Indian spice entered her nostrils.
She smiled at this. The program responded with an immediate
population of Indians. She toned it down a bit, peppering the scene
with Africans and Asians… and a few whites for good measure.

A tall dark man walked up to her, abnormally
high and ungainly. This scene is on Earth, she thought with
a frown. She felt a tug upon her skin. Immediately the tall man
began to wobble and fall under the strong Earth-like gravity.
But I accept it all before me. The wobbly man regained his
composure and walked up to her. A slender hand extended out of a
dark red robe. She touched his long fingers, feeling the grooves of
his rough skin.

“How was the moon?” She asked politely.

The tall man bowed down to her, whispering
something into her ear, “I’m from Old Mars.”

A stray thought entered the toughie then,
Rian’s recently recorded song came alive, playing inside Talora’s
head. With the blink of her inner-eye, she speed up to the lines of
the song that mattered.

 


…generations lived and died,

The weaker gravity affected them,

Growing them up more tall and wide.

 


She tried to use the outernet to access
RED and search for the meaning of these words. Instead she
opened a mental menu of video games and other touchies. When she
returned out of the menu, her own touchie had deconstructed. With a
sigh she closed it down and opened her eyes. Father was saying
something to Rian. She only caught the last part of it.

“—going to need more than just words to
convince a clone she isn’t subhuman.”

Talora latched upon Father’s back as he
passed her, interrupting the exchange with a question, “What
happened to the giants?”

“What giants?” Father wondered a bit
irritated for being interrupted.

“The giants of Mars from Rian’s song. Did all
of them die?”

Patrik said, “I spent a lot of money on that
iNode of yours. Why don’t you use it for something other than
touchies?”

Talora shook her head. She had gotten the
node a few days ago and still didn’t know how to connect to the
outernet. She twirled thick strands of her lavender hair, “I want
to hear a real human tell me.”

Patrik looked sideways at Rian for help.

Rian said in his teacher’s voice, “The
Acutus, as they were called, mostly perished on Mars 300 years ago.
The cultic guild, Ares’ Brethren, created a genetic virus that
targeted genes in Acutus DNA. Billions were murdered across the
Martian globe.

“A priestess named Viatrix, of the cultic
guild SaDoA, did not agree with this mass murder. She gave up her
life to save a million Acutus who resided at the tip of Olympus
Mons. The remaining giants of Mars escaped to Jupiter. Upon
Viatrix’s death, the other cultic guilds banned together and hunted
Ares’ Brethren down until all were imprisoned or executed.

“For years, the new cultic owners of Mars
feared how the surviving Acutus at Jupiter would retaliate. Since
the Acutus had the best and brightest minds of that time, it was
anybody’s guess what diabolical weapons could be created.

“The Acutus did return 40 years later, but
not for war. Instead, they came to help as part of their so-called
Humanitarian Movement. This movement of science over faith
brought about three precious gifts: unmerited wealth, immortality,
and eternal peace. These are the three pillars of the United
Humanitarian Nations, which we have enjoyed for two hundred and
fifty-five years.”

Talora took it all in… she was about to
inquire further on the mysterious giants of Mars’ past when a dull
clang sounded. Patrik spoke up, “It seems that our studies must be
placed on pause. Celestial City is calling to review my
landing permit… for the fifth time. Are you still going through
with your plans, Rian?”

The dark-haired spacer instructed his
malleable piano-board to wrap itself around his waist. He nodded
with the affirmative, “It’s been 300 years of killing. The time is
ripe for another sacrifice. Someone needs to take a stand against
SaDoA’s arcane ways.”

Patrik nodded and said, “How do you know the
clone will want to come with you?”

Rian replied, “Who, in their right mind,
would choose to be murdered by bullies?”

Patrik put his daughter in a playful headlock
and replied, “They were taught from birth to think of themselves as
less than human.”

Rian spoke with severity, “That is why I must
save them, one at a time if that’s what it takes.”

“Be careful, then. The dogs are very watchful
of outsiders.”

Rian smiled and said, “The Order of Artemis
wouldn’t dare touch a celebrity.” He pushed off towards the stern
of the ship.

Patrik yelled after him, “That only works if
they know the shape of your face.”

Rian waved back, disappearing around the
bend. Patrik turned to his daughter, “Are you coming with the rest
of the family to the bridge?”

Talora brushed her lavender hair aside as she
fiddled with a panel near the lookout window. “In a minute,
Daddy.”

He pushed off, floating towards the bridge
section of the space vessel. Talora waited until she was alone. She
pulled herself closer to the window and thought of the word
play prompting her iNode; lyrics from Rian’s song played
within her head.

 


The new, red men have blinded eyes

Within a heart of hardened lies.

 


Her Gozmos mecha-pet eased into her lap,
mimicking the cry of a kitten. She petted the plastic thing
absent-mindedly. Her eyes strayed outside the ship’s portside
window. A reflection of her face glanced back, littered with
distant ships winking about like binary stars. The reflection
mirrored her wondering gaze, shifting towards the rusted sands of
Mars.

The planet’s ancient, scarred surface
dominated the window, half covered in the void of night. Millions
of lights gleamed in the midst of that darkness. Clusters of lights
formed the cities. She could just make out the enormous country of
General Mechanics, and to the south, the small hallowed nation of
Amaterasu Corporation. Just over the rim, between night and day,
Talora saw the largest mountain in the Solar System, Olympus Mons,
lit up with many lights. Lines of space ships trailed in and out of
it. The sun’s rays were just beginning to crest over the ancient
volcano’s mighty height.

A pleasant beep told her Rian’s space-plane
was detaching. She felt it launch through the vibration of her own
ship, then saw the space-plane descend silently to the scarred
planet. She waved goodbye; it was an empty gesture, the tradition
of well-wishers from eons past. Rian was sure to be doing the same.
Knowing this somehow made the parting easier to bear.

“Stay safe.” She whispered.

The space-plane shrank until it resembled a
single shooting star, joining the millions of other whizzing ships
entering and leaving the reddish-brown planet.

She felt the tug of the engines as their ship
left its original orbit, moving closer to the ancient world. The
winking stars grew into enormous, towering ships, nearly the size
of her Father’s.

Patrik’s ship was a garden-class farming
vessel passed down through his family. It was christened a hundred
years ago as the Eden Heart. The ship spanned 300-yards,
half the size of a destroyer. Its five layered disks were a hundred
yards wide. Each disk had its own garden of vegetables, fruit, meat
plants, and mecha-trees. The disks rotated, three clockwise and two
counter-clockwise, around a needle-shaped living quarters built
over a physics engine for limited artificial gravity. Five engines
extended out the back for propulsion. The living-quarters extended
from the engines to the low-grav side, ending with an onion-shaped
control bridge, the zero G side of the ship. She was floating in an
observation room near the bridge.

 Talora watched the
smaller corvettes and space-planes move out of the larger vessel’s
way, anticipating Eden Heart’s trajectory towards Mars. No
doubt they saw her father’s trading seal, a five-armed,
Neptune-blue starfish painted in tall, glowing script.

Her eyes narrowed at an anomalous happening.
One of the Martian cities on the dark side was shifting position.
This puzzled her until she realized it wasn’t a grounded city at
all but a cluster of large ships, and in its midst, the
unmistakable mass of the largest working space vessel in the
System, Celestial City. Her heart skipped a beat at seeing
the city-sized ship. Hundreds of frigates, destroyers, and a dozen
battleships surrounded the flying fortress like bees around a
hive.

The gigantic ship had been forged long ago
from the factories of Jupiter, using metal mined from the moons. It
was fortress and home to the eternal ruler of the Solar System,
High Consular Haru the Brilliant, Second Son of Sol—the nomadic
capital of the UHN and its empire, the Solar System.

Talora wondered how Father faired in the
fifth review of his trading permit. It was a gamble to trade with
the city-ship. Only a lucky few earned that right.

Her question was answered as they suddenly
rotated nearer to it. She marveled in awe as the sun fell upon the
city-ship’s four fins, one of them extending further than the
ship’s diameter. It looked much like a giant starfish, and they
were flying into planetary orbit towards the mouth of it. Talora
could only watch with her own mouth wide open as she saw the
skyscrapers lined along the inner walls of the center like jagged
teeth. Her eyes squinted at the false sun rising over the central
Spire of its tongue. A floating, dark cube caught her eye. It flew
out of the maw with an escort of heavily armored space-planes. She
could just make out the mark of the sun as it passed. Only a few
ships bore such a mark. This one must be Haru’s mansion ship, the
Sol Specter. Its bulk flew floated out the half-kilometer
tunnel of the Celestial City and descended, with its fleet
of escorts, into the thick terraformed atmosphere in a halo of
fire. She guessed at their destination, the very top of Olympus
Mons, no doubt, and the Martian Capital of Crimson Gate.

The red planet was deeply embedded with
religious zeal, a cultic faith that sought peace through the means
of human sacrifice.


 


I

The Waking Dream

 


Leena-58 woke from her dream in a fever.
She’d had many lucid dreams before; they always faded into distant
memories upon waking.

This one was different.

Swelling bruises covered her arms and thighs,
visible wounds inflicted by the god of war as she slept. Her fever
broke into a cold sweat as nanomeds began to heal her.

She closed her eyes, half-awake,
half-dreaming. The shifting images came back in torrents.

 


Hundreds of thousands of ships fight over
Mars, darting towards each other in high velocity from many
intercepting orbits. Vertigo and chaos are the only laws
observed.

Missiles and bullets noiselessly find their
mark on a nearby frigate class ship. The vessel explodes in silent
thunder. Nothing is heard in the vacuum, not even the screams of
the dying.

Will Ares ever be satisfied?

He appears before humanity’s armies, that
grotesque giant of wrath who knows no mercy. Millions destroy each
other around him, wanting only to kill, willing to sacrifice two
hundred and fifty five years of peace to satisfy his sadistic
desire.

The god stands tall, imposing, and deadly;
his large, hairy chest expands, dark red eyes searching for a pure
sacrifice. He points to Leena-58 with a primeval gauntlet. A mouth
appears between the locks of his crimson beard. “I thirst for
blood, yours,” a gigantic hand points back at the carnage of the
space battle, “or theirs?”

 


She opened her eyes at once, beads of cold
sweat dotting her face.

“I am not afraid to die,” she whispered in a
haggard breath. She became resolute and secure in her destiny. “I
must be a willing sacrifice.” She pressed the white button near her
bed and waited.

Moments later Priestess Carisa stood over
her. A disdainful voice spoke, tired eyes looking elsewhere, “This
better be the real thing, subhuman.”

Leena-58 closed her eyes… and
watches—

 


—Ares reaching down to her, evil
incarnate, hands like talons grasping at her tender purity. She
sways back and forth before him, very near to a panic attack. She
wills herself to remain where she is.

His harsh hand touches gentle skin.

 


The harshness became supple and soft.
Carisa’s distant voice echoed through her ears with a hint of
concern. “You really are having the Waking Dream, aren’t you?”

Leena-58 nodded her head.

“Tell me what you see.”

Leena-58 spoke in a panic, “Ares is touching
me. It’s horrible!”

“Yes, and what else?”

 


Her resolution to stay in his presence
dissolves before the touch of his meaty paws. Her scream is weak
and impassionate, pathetic legs run away.

 


Priestess Carisa was scornful, “There is no
need to scream. Tell me what you see.”

 


The ground stubbornly gives way before her,
wanting her to stay and die. The war god’s steps shake behind, like
pounding hammers they fall, crushing the granite floor. People part
left and right before her, normal humans smiling as she passes
them, unconcerned with her plight.

 


“Leena-58, can you hear me?”

“I’m running away from Ares and he is chasing
me! The people don’t care! They don’t care that he’s chasing
me!”

“Of course they don’t care. They are humans
born to live. You are a subhuman clone designed and spawned to die.
It’s as simple as that. What else?”

 


Leena-58 knows there is no escaping the war
god. She runs on anyway, past the normal humans, frightened and
alone among them. Their destiny is to live. Hers is to die.

 


“I’m outside the Temple of Ascension, I
think.”

 


A cold, distant sun is beating down through a
dusty haze, grainy and dry. She kicks up more of the shifting sands
that float in the air. It reminds her of sand in an hourglass. She
feels him right behind her!

Time stops at that moment. Leena-58 looks up
in the dusky sky. A blue star rises near the small, distant sun.
Something is coming towards her from the star— an ancient ship with
gleaming lights. A cone-shaped object shoots off the ship and lands
near her. A man in an ancient spacesuit steps out. He is trying to
tell her something, something about small steps for mankind.



“I see Earth! It is a blue star rising near
the sun. It’s first Martian vessel has landed now.”

“Do you mean Old Earth?”

“No, I mean Earth. I’m on ancient
Mars, before the terraforming. How am I able to breathe?”

“Don’t think about breathing, dear. Focus on
the Waking Dream.”

 


She can’t stop thinking about it. Her
parched mouth gasps for oxygen that isn’t there, lungs begin to
constrict. Her fingers rake the iron-oxide sand until they bleed.
The thin air blows her long, golden hair, forming abstract images
in the wind. The bulky man in the spacesuit is skipping towards her
like the old vids she saw of ancient explorers on Luna.
Carisa’s voice is faint in the distance.

 


“You are a clone, spawned with a purpose,
groomed and prepared for one thing. Your senses are artificially
amplified, pleasure and pain expanded tenfold to feel and see what
we can’t. This isn’t real. Snap out of it!”

 


The bulky man skips towards her as she gasps
for breath. He leans into her, the hint of a smile is seen behind
his mirror-like visor. Gloved hands reach down to pick up a nearby
rock. It is gray like the rocks on Earth’s moon. A radioed voice
interrupts the silence, “That’s one small step for man…” The rock
crumbles into ashes… “One giant leap for mankind.”

The spacesuit crumbles into the grim grin of
a skeleton. The skeleton’s empty eye sockets look through her,
speaking in that same radioed voice, “How many wars must be fought,
clone, before I am appeased?” The skeleton grows muscles, tendons,
sinews, and then flesh covered with red hair. A long, red beard
pours from the hardened face. The god Ares has come again, grin
appearing beneath the beard, speaking through clenched teeth,
“Either you die, or the worlds burn!”

An invisible hand slaps her hard in the face,
twisting her around in mid-air. She awakens from her trance and
starts to breathe in deeply and—

 


—coughed up her phlegm.

Carisa places a white towel on her chest and
says, “Keep breathing, child. Now, what do you see?”

“The crimson god of war, dark and grim,
eclipses the distant sun! I don’t want to see him. I turn
away.”

“Don’t turn away from your destiny, Leena-58.
Face it like the cloner subhuman that you are.”

 


Ares’ foot kicks Leena-58 in the chest,
spinning her around like a terra leaf caught in the wind. She lands
facing the god, unable to look away now, unable to stop the horror
of it all.

 


“I look in his eyes, set deep beneath a
primitive forehead. All I sense is anger and eternal malice. He
looks at me, testing my merit to continue.”

 


Ares speaks to her, “If I am to be appeased,
you must be a willing sacrifice!”

 


“He speaks to me. I have no choice!”

“What does he say?”

 


Leena-58 will die in her dreams if she
doesn’t go willingly. Wanting her death to accomplish something
good, she subdues her fears and gives in with the nod of the
head.

 


Carisa asks again, “What is Ares telling
you?”

 


His disfigured teeth gleam yellow in a horrid
grin. Ares beats her with his meaty fists. She feels everything,
gasping for air that isn’t there. Her flesh is beaten and bruised,
bones crack beneath them. Blood gushes out, evaporating in the
ancient Martian air to a faint red mist. Ravaging bouts of pain
burst through her body, crushing and oppressive. She cannot wake
up.

The Waking Dream has claimed the lives of
many subhumans, clones found unworthy to be sacrificed. Only those
who pass this holy test are chosen to enter Athena’s Peace.

Her lips whisper a single name. Then, with
eyes shut to the nightmare, she bears the pain and prays to her
goddess. She doesn’t even feel the beatings now. Her mind is losing
its grip on the world. No air to breath. No safety. Will she die
here in this dream, a meaningless death, all of her life’s training
for nothing?

Awareness fades into darkness.

Then darkness gives way to a red glow.
Tearful eyes open to dazzling whiteness. The agony is gone,
replaced with beauty.

 


Someone’s hand probes her wrist, feeling for
a pulse. “Leena-58! Are you okay?”

Leena-58 burst forth with suddenly joyous
words, “Ares is restrained at last! Perfection incarnate has come
to my aid, beauty surreal.”

Carisa’s probing hand lifted at once, “Is it
her? Could it be?”

“A brilliant white gown wraps around her
form. Brilliant rays of light shine out, blessing us with the touch
of holy Sol. I must shade my eyes to look at her; the view is
perfection incarnate!”

“It’s her! Tell me it’s her!”

Leena-58 took a deep, smiling breath and
exclaimed, “I am seeing the goddess of all wisdom,
Athena!”

“I knew it! Oh, what a joy it is for me bear
such wonder!”

 


The subhuman screams at the sudden beauty of
it all, “My Goddess!”

Athena smiles at her, “My pet”.

A joy explodes within, surpassing the
subhuman’s reason. It enters the very depths of her soul. Athena
touches her forehead and whispers, “Come, for the sake of mankind,
enter into my Peace”.

From her touch, Leena-58 surges with
pleasure. Her imagination blossoms with beautiful images,
symphonies of joy that grow and subside.

The god of war’s thirst is quenched at last.
The fragile peace has been restored within the United Humanitarian
Nations. Goddess Athena dances across the barren landscapes of
Mars. Her flowing, white garment trails behind over the desolate
ground. Fields of white Athena roses blossom all across the barren
landscape… peace has come at last.

 


“Clones are appearing around me, all with
golden hair and blue eyes, symbols of Athena’s perfection and
purity. I am among them now, at one with them.”

Carisa said, “You have entered it, Athena’s
Peace! Think of it as a projection of things to come, once you make
it through the sacrifice.”

Leena-58 shot her hand out, grabbing hold of
Carisa’s arm. “I see her, Carisa, the first SaDoA priestess to die
for the cause of peace!”

“How do you know it’s her?”

“She is different from the clones, of course.
Her hair is wavy and brown. She is tall, almost like an Acutus of
old.”

“It is blasphemy to compare Viatrix with the
tall ones! Though she is blessed, her death forever makes her one
of you.”

“Viatrix wasn’t a clone, though…she was a
mother-born priestess of old.”

“Yes, well, you can thank her for your brief
existence in this world. Without her, we would not have made
you.”




Viatrix and the clones in Leena-58’s dream
part, making way for a familiar face. She recognizes her
immediately, that strong jaw line and acute nose. It is Abigail-9,
her very best friend, sacrificed a month ago. Now, she is going
this very day, to join her and be with her forever at Athena’s
Peace.

Abigail-9 parts her lips and whispers,
“Soon”. She holds a white Athena rose to Leena-58’s face. Its soft
texture tickles her nose with a strange wetness. Its fragrance
brings to mind the most pleasant memories, fragile, soft.

Peace…


 


II

The Peaceful Worlds Carnival

 


Leena-58 came fully awake with the white rose
still kissing her face. Its softness became surprisingly scratchy
then. As she reached up to touch it, it felt fuzzy and began to
purr. She rubbed her eyes; reality came into focus—Priestess Carisa
was gone, no doubt, to tell the others.

A white cat with deep blue eyes sat on
Leena-58’s chest, licking her cheek and kneading her with his
paws.

“Oh, my dearest Oliver, I shall miss you."
The white cat meowed at her, begging with that blue-eyed stare. She
got up to feed him for the last time. The food was devoured at
once. She traced Oliver’s white back with her fingers. So soft
cats are, she thought, so dependent upon their masters for
food, and yet, they remain very independent, stubbornly following
their own path.

A beep went off behind her. The clone went to
her wardrobe, wondering what clothing the Sons and Daughters of
Athena had prepared for her this day.

The year was 255 FE, two hundred and
fifty-five years since Earth, Mars, and Jupiter signed the Free
Earth Treaty, ending once and for all the need for war.
Thus, was born the eternal and blissful rule of the United
Humanitarian Nations, a free-ruling society that soon spanned its
reach across the Solar System.
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