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    For all the dreamers that never stop staring up at the stars and wondering...
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I am humbled and honored to accept the appointment as head of the Conclave of World Leaders.  We all felt the need for a better leader, a leader worth following. I endeavor to be that leader. I promise to guide the future of our great world with wisdom, fairness, and with the betterment of our great civilization always at the forefront of my mind.  

-Elisia Holloway, the first elder-woman’s, acceptance speech to the Conclave, 38 PD
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1 PD (Pre-Domina)

District One: Gamma Sector

Things are going to shit and I should have saw it coming.  I should have prepared or maybe even ran? Who am I kidding? Where the hell is there to flee to?  Keith paused, his pen hovering above the worn journal on his desk.  It was ridiculous, in times like these, even having a desk, but he hadn’t sold it with the rest of his things.  He couldn’t bring himself to.  It felt like giving up.

Keith never worried enough.  It was one of his greatest faults.  His wife Meredith used to complain about it all the time.  She said the sky would fall before Keith would even think to look up.  She rarely complained about anything now.

Keith ignored the warning signs for months.  Six months ago, he was an editor for one of the largest publishers in district one.  People lost their jobs all the time at the publishing house, especially freelancers.  There wasn’t always enough work to go around.  If it hadn’t been for that, maybe he would have noticed when men started losing their jobs in cubicles adjacent to his.  He might have noticed more and more women filling their spots.  

It wasn’t until he met his own replacement, a twenty year old woman named Tricia, that Keith looked around and realized he was the last man left in the office. Even with the lay off, Keith didn’t worry.  He’d built up a substantial savings, his small but nice home in the Gamma Sector was paid in full.  

‘Just think of it as an early retirement.’ He remembered telling Meredith while she griped about bills and responsibilities.  Or soothing her as she fretted over the increasing anti-male propaganda on the webs. ‘You worry too much.  The pendulum always swings right and then back left again.  People deal in extremes, Meredith.  They like the violent ride they get from waves they create.’

But the elder-women broke the pendulum.  It swung, floated into space and never came back down.  It ignored physics entirely.  

The Red Daughters began removing “feral Males” from the lower districts a few weeks ago.  Still, despite the constant tightness in his chest, Keith told Meredith not to worry. ‘It will never get as far as the upper districts.’ But three weeks later, they started battering down doors on his street.

Today, there had been a record number of removals.  Just that morning, Keith watched, helpless, as The Red Daughters took his neighbor Gerald, dragging him through the streets half naked. He was unrecognizable once they were through with him. 

Keith wondered what Gerald could possibly have been charged with.  Whatever is was, Keith thought darkly. I’m sure it was unfounded. Gerald was a good man. He always helped everyone in the neighborhood.  He never complained and took care of his ill wife. She’d have to fend for herself now, because Gerald was just a blood stain on the street. Soon, all the males in the sector might be.

Keith heard keys jingle at the front door and knew his wife was home early.  He winced and looked down at his journal, scribbling. Meredith is going to leave me.  It’s only a matter of time.  Things will keep getting worse. I won’t even be upset with her.  She shouldn’t stay on a sinking ship.  Keith shut his journal and faced the door plastering a smile on his face.  He greeted his wife with open arms.

“Sweeheart!” Keith walked to her. “You’re home early!” 

“Those miserable ladies at work are at it again, Keith!” Meredith snarked. “Today they smeared red paint all over my locker in big bold letters..SYMPATHIZER....I mean really?  I’m a sympathizer because I love my husband?” Meredith’s face was twisted in rage, but Keith could see the worry beneath it. The ever present edge in her voice.  The words she didn't say. What are we going to do if we both lose our jobs?  

Keith didn’t know.  His assets were frozen.  Everything he’d saved was now property of the elder-women conclave, to distribute as they saw fit.  The only reason they’d made it this long was because the house was paid off and Meredith had a job. 

“Things are moving quickly now.” Keith sighed. “Perhaps you should consider...”  

“Keith, we’ve talked about this.  I said vows!  I don’t care what those cows say! You are my husband.  You aren’t violent or deranged.  You’ve always treated me with respect and care.  I won’t leave you.” She wiped a tear from her cheek.

Keith tried to pull her into his arms but she pulled away. “Don’t.” She sniffed. “Don’t try to make everything better.  It won’t change anything. You’ve been there through everything, Keith.  You were there when my mother died, an ever present rock.  You were there through all three of my miscarriages and you never left me.  I’m here.  I’m not a weak thing that needs coddling.  I’ll be the rock now.”

Keith wanted to shake her.  To remind her that this wasn’t the same. In each of those situations, he knew the sun would rise on the other side of those dark times.  Now, the sun would never return.  There was no happy ending.  She would grow to resent him and he....he would hate himself for dragging her down with him.  But he stayed quiet.  In a way, he was being selfish.  He didn’t want her to leave.  He didn’t want to go through this alone.  

He’d watched the webs.  He’d seen the propaganda, increasing in volatility and frequency.  He knew where this was headed.  The elder-women had their hands in everything now.  They controlled the government, the education system, the churches and worst of all the media.  Those bitches ran everything and they wanted to watch the world burn or at least all the Males living on it.  

Keith’s eyes fell to the kitchen table. The conclave sent out an edict this morning.  The opened envelope sat, condemning him.  They received edicts in the past, a courtesy, to notify them of increased taxes or new district ordinances.  But this was no ordinary edict.  His eyes darted between Meredith and the paper on the table.

“I’ve already read it, Keith.” She sighed and picked up the paper, reading it in a monotone voice.  

This edict has been delivered to all homes containing Males.  In two days time,  the conclave will assist with relocation.  Please comply and keep the transition peaceful. 

Males are hereby prohibited from owning property.  Employment, outside of gamete donation, is prohibited. Marriage contracts between males and females will no longer be issued.  Any existing marriages will be acknowledged by the conclave, but the couples must relocate to a non conformist sector.  

Anyone who is relocated will submit their personal belongings to the conclave.  They will be redistributed based on need.  If any female wishes to annul their marriage, please respond to the conclave using the attached form by tomorrow evening. 

Thank you for your compliance.  Together, we will build a better tomorrow. 

-The Elder women Conclave 

“Meredith,” Keith’s voice shook.  “I know you aren’t fragile...but this....you can’t...” 

“I’ll move.” She shrugged. “I’ll go with you. I won’t annul our marriage.” 

Keith rubbed the back of his neck. Meredith’s feet were dug in.  She wasn’t going to budge.  She was going to be his rock.  Meredith was giving up everything for him.  His heart ached.  His eyes burned.

“Men won’t stand for this.” He hissed, clenching his fists. “We won’t let all of our rights slip through our fingers, while we stand by idly.”  Keith certainly wouldn’t stand by any longer.  He was more than worried now. “Thank you for your compliance?!” He snorted. “I think not!” 

“Then you have to fight.” Meredith nodded. “You have to band together.” 

[image: ]
The Neutral Territory known as The Harbor Islands has existed since the unification of the world’s nations.  They remained neutral during the centuries war and somehow made it out still standing. This sovereign set of islands, however, has become a sharp pebble, stuck in the elder-women’s shoes. One, no matter how hard they try, they can’t seem to get rid of.
Pernicious Plebs, Webs Reporter.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2


[image: ]


19 DE (Domina Era)

District One: Upper Sectors

Rat-a-tat, tat, tat, the sound of gunfire provided an accompaniment to the beat of the young girl’s feet slapping on the wet pavement. She was no older than eighteen, with a thin frame and mousy brown hair. Her pace was frantic and her head jerked from left to right, as if she was expecting an attack at any moment.  

In the minuscule size of the girl’s right hand was a parchment of paper, crumbled from the tight grip she held it in. The words Muliebral were just visible above her clenched fingers. She flinched as more shots rang out, followed by low, animalistic screams and grunts.

Males, no doubt, fighting over scraps. The Red Daughters did a good job driving rebel males back to their assigned sectors, but some still slipped through the cracks, especially in Epsilon. It was close to the walls separating the conformist sectors from the non conformists in the Omega sectors.  They found ways in when they got hungry enough, desperate enough.

She grunted, forcing her tiny legs to move forward faster than before.  She ignored the last loud shot that ended with an earsplitting cry of pain. One less Male, one less problem. She furrowed her eyebrows and focused on the larger streets several blocks away.

A woman’s face stared at her from an enormous billboard on a crumbling brick wall.  Her face expressed a deep sorrow.  The girl’s gaze slid to the woman’s right eye, which was swollen and bruised. Just beneath the woman’s pinched lips, bold red print read: Report Male brutality before it’s too late. The girl’s sharp eyes lingered on the picture a few seconds before she quickened her pace, clenching and unclenching her free hand.  

Several more similar posters blurred by the girl but she continued on without pausing.  They all had the same message, the same warning.  Once she reached the edge of Epsilon’s borders, the girl leaned forward, hands on her knees to catch her breath.  A red sign to her right caught her eye and her throat tightened. A heavy metal door sat beneath it and a single female guard stood in front.  Omega Sectors: Non-Conformist sectors are not protected by The Red Daughters, enter at your own risk. 

She hadn’t ventured below the Epsilon Sector since leaving her family home at thirteen, but she’d heard stories of the violence inside. Massive walls made of corrugated steel loomed above her. 

She grew up in the Omega sectors, the one assigned to mixed family units containing at least one Male. Before Domina, the Omega Sector was used as a holding cell for those who refused to follow laws but didn’t earn a spot in line at the quarterly public firing squads. 

But, after Domina, The Omega Sector was broken up into three quadrants.  One was set aside for families like hers.  Another, smaller section was reserved for people of non specified genders such as intersex and transexual individuals.  The last section, the largest, was the most dangerous.  It held all Males....all of them. The girl shivered.  

Her father and mother lived in a nice upper middle class house in the Chi Sector for the first seven years of their marriage. Or, at least that’s what her mother, Meredith, told her.  She was their natural-born child, conceived just before ‘everything went to shit’ as her father liked to say.  

Her mother, who’d lost every child pre-term before her birth, thought the girl was a miracle.  She admitted years later, she should have ended the pregnancy ‘considering the state of things’, but couldn’t bring herself to do it.  

Just after Domina, her family was moved by the Red Guard to a government-provided one-room apartment in the Omega sector.  Her mother and father lost all their possessions. The girl didn’t understand why her mother stayed with her father, despite the ability to annul the marriage.  She and Meredith could have lived in safety but instead they were tied to her useless father.

The walls of the Omega Sector were a cold reminder of the life she’d left behind.  She ran away from home, the moment she knew The Red Guard would be able to assign her to a group home of girls.  If she’d tried before the age of thirteen, she would have been sent right back to the slums.  Right back to the pathetic shack they lived in.  Right back to her catatonic mother and drunk father who’d become a monster.  A monster, he claimed, the elder-women made him.  

She loathed her father most of all.  She loathed him for the horrible things that happened to her in those slums.  He knew and didn’t even try to protect her.  She loathed him for trapping her and her mother in that awful place.  But most of all she loathed him for proving the elder-women right.  Males were monsters.  All of them. 

Elisia directed her attention to the gate that led to the Delta Sector.  She still had miles to travel but the farther she ran from that rotting sinkhole of a sector, the lighter she felt and the dimmer her memories became. 

After several hours and passing through another gate to the Chi sector, She saw the variant shades of gray that hinted at tall buildings and neon lit signs, teasing of plush beds and safe streets. Her feet slid across the pavement just before stepping out of the cover of the shadowed alley and into the light of the beautifully lit buildings ahead.  Sectors Alpha, Beta, Chi, Delta, and Epsilon were the only open sectors now and were accessible to any chipped female.  She’d been free to travel between them since she turned eighteen, and microchipped, a few short days ago.

Taking a deep breath, she walked forward, eyes raised into the air so she could take in every sight.  

She grinned to herself, her mouth quirking up at one corner, before stepping in front of a tall building that housed the greatest female minds in genetics. She stiffened her back and jutted out her chin, sauntering into the building as if she were a debutante entering a ball. Her demeanor contrasted heavily with the state of her clothing. Large holes decorated her top and scattered down her oversized pants. Her mask of self-assurance slipped for a moment as she adjusted the rags she was wearing.

Biting her bottom lip, she lowered her eyebrows in determination. You will not be a poor outcast your entire life. Her eyes rose, full of hope, to the top floor of the building, as if she were raising her eyes to heaven itself.  

Today was going to change the course of her life. Today, she would contribute to the cause and find her place among powerful women. She would help bring an end to Male occupation on Earth. Images of her father screaming in rage flashed in her mind, fueling her feet to move forward, one step at a time, toward the door that led to a better life.  

She lifted a shaky hand to the large silver handle of a glass door labeled Testing Facility D.  She peeked through the freshly cleaned glass and saw Muliebral’s logo along the far wall, an infinity symbol with an arrow jutting from the bottom, an impressionistic splash painting meant to symbolize fallopian tubes. Below the insignia was the conclave’s motto, Women who lead today into a better tomorrow. She squeezed the handle harder, her knuckles turning white. A better tomorrow, she whispered, her breath fogging up the clear perfection of the glass. 

Muliebral was well on its way to a better tomorrow.  A member of their board was an actual elder-woman in the conclave.  They were fully funded by the unified government and controlled the webs through targeted ads and paid reporting.  They operated under the assumption that people are stupid and, as far as the girl was concerned, Muliebral was right.  People believed what they were told to believe.  It was easier than thinking for themselves.  

She pushed through the glass door and was greeted with a chirpy, “Hello there!.” Her eyes fell on the young attendant with an over exuberant smile. “How may I be of help?” The attendant flipped her long blond hair and gestured to a rack of pamphlets. “Is someone you know harboring a Male illegally?” She took in the girl’s appearance as discreetly as possible before pulling a few pamphlets from the rack and thrusting them in her direction.  The girl scanned them with an upturned nose.

Male rage? Beware the animal inside. Violence at home? Know your enemy. How to escape Male entrapment. The girl’s eyes scanned over the unwanted materials and stiffened her back, staring the attendant in the eyes.

“No. Thank you. I’m here to register for the engineered baby trials.” Her thin brown hair swung back and forth as she held her chin high. The attendant raised an eyebrow and cocked her head to the side, giving the girl a once over. “You seem very young, are you certain? This can be risky and-”  

“I’m certain,” The girl gave the attendant an impertinent glare, crossing her arms and taking a seat in the waiting area. The attendant sighed and shook her head before dialing a number into her phone.  “Ma’am, we have another volunteer for the Bryo trials. Yes, of course, I will send her up right away.”  

“Ms. Selene is waiting for you on floor ten,” She gestured her well-manicured fingers in the direction of the elevators, and the girl quickly made her way over and up to the tenth floor.  A woman with long gray hair and smooth skin was waiting for her as the elevator door opened.  Her eyes were the color of steel wool, and there was no hint of kindness or empathy in her expression. She wasted no time with pleasantries or introductions.  

She held a clipboard in her left hand. “Do you consent to an in-vitro procedure, using an engineered egg?”

“Yes.” The girl replied with a jerk of her head. 

Ms. Selene checked a box on her paper and continued, “Are you a natural-born child or in vitro?” 

The girl’s lip jutted out, and her shoulders tensed. “Does it matter?” She mumbled, shifting her rags around her bony frame.  

“Natural born, then?” Selene checked another box. “Not ideal, but we need all the volunteers we can get. I need to confirm, once again, that you give consent to have this egg implanted into your womb?” Her voice was flat and emotionless.  

The girl nodded, releasing a shaky breath, and signed the paper Ms. Selene handed her without even glancing down. Her eyes instead traveled around the facility, which looked like a laboratory, before settling her gaze back on Ms. Selene. 

“You understand the risks?” Ms. Selene’s steel-gray eyes moved from the girl’s hurried signature to her face. “If a Male child is detected, it will be terminated, and we will try again. The desired result is a female child born with exceptionalities beyond what is considered....typical. A female baby born without exceptionality will spend her days in lower-level work here at our facility once she comes of age.”  Again, Selene's voice held no hint of emotion; she was simply explaining the facts. “You will be paid $500,000 upon successful in vitro and the birth of a female child with exceptionalities, not before.”

“I understand.” The girl’s voice was clear and confident. She wasn’t doing this for money. She wanted to contribute to the cause. Still....food wasn’t free so she asked. “Is there compensation if the child doesn’t have exceptionalities?”

Ms. Selene’s stoic gaze scanned the girl’s disheveled appearance and sighed. “Yes, yes, a small compensation of $10,000 is set aside for your time and effort, although you’re expected to continue the trials until your fertility is considered subpar.  That age ranges anywhere from twenty-eight to forty, depending on genetics and overall health.”

The girl nodded, rubbing her chin in concentration. “If I give birth to a daughter with exceptionalities, is it true Muliebral will train her to be part of The Reds? Will she help eliminate the Male threat?”  

Ms. Selene’s eyes widened for only a moment before she placed the same placid expression on her face. “I wouldn’t believe everything you hear or read on the webs.” She chided lightly. “But some of what you say is true. She would be trained in all forms of martial arts and given the highest level of education.  We are engineering for strength, speed, and intelligence. We will ensure those gifts are used well.”  

The girl smiled, eager to get started, and gestured to a room adjacent to them. “Can we begin now?” 

“Slow down,” Ms. Selene’s voice maintained the same monotonous tone as she grabbed the girl’s hand and led her to a testing room. “We need to ensure you are in good enough health to carry a baby to term, and there is the matter of the fertility shots we need to administer.” Ms. Selene’s eyes traveled over the girl and back up to her impatient expression. “It won’t take long.  The process has been perfected here. Females no longer need to prep for months to go through this procedure.”  

Only a few hours later, the girl found herself on a gurney being sedated for the in vitro procedure.  “Remember, don’t get discouraged if the first few attempts fail.” Ms. Selene’s voice droned in the background.  “We haven’t had a truly successful trial, at least not yet. Certainly, there have been some hopefuls, but no one delivering a baby near the caliber we are shooting for.  But we won’t give up. So, as long as you are physically able and within the acceptable fertility range, we will keep trying.”

From the little Ms. Selene shared, the girl decided all the other volunteers didn’t have the will to continue on. None of them made it past two failed attempts, which the girl assumed was why Ms. Selene stressed the additional clause requiring participants to continue on as long as they were physically able. 

Some women deteriorated physically and couldn’t continue, but most became too mentally distressed. They were weak.  But, I’m not. I am different...stronger.  The girl grinned as she considered the path ahead of her.  She wouldn’t give up until she produced a female child with exceptionalities.  Who knows? She mused internally.  Maybe Ms. Selene will keep me on at Muliebral once my duty has been fulfilled.  After all, I will be the first to produce a warrior for the cause. 

The girl drifted into a black oblivion with thoughts of revolution running through her mind. 

[image: ]

Bryo Eighteen is a successful trial.  Specimen was born with all desired genetic markers. Will continue to observe until maturity. 

The Bryo trials are being terminated, due to the high infant mortality rate.  No further specimens will be collected.  

-  Bryo Trials Lab Report, 19 DE
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22 DE

District One: Beta Sector

“She’s quite young.” A matronly woman with her hair pulled into a severe bun at the base of her neck narrowed her eyes at the small girl hiding behind her caretakers skirts.  “Are you certain they want her to enroll already? The other girls are quite a bit older.” 

“Their orders were clear.”  The caretaker frowned and looked down at the girl, stroking her head. “She may only be three, but she’s special, Naomi. You’ll see.”  Her eyes were shiny with wetness, and Naomi realized she cared deeply for the child now holding her hand.  

Perhaps that was why Muliebral rushed the enrollment, to avoid attachments.  Naomi sighed and fluffed her skirt with her hands.  She would bear this burden as she had so many others before. “Fine, fine. Thank you for the contribution to the cause.”  She nodded curtly at the caretaker and reached out a hand to the child.

The girl's eyes darted around the room, and her breaths were ragged.  She sputtered out a choking sound and gripped her caretaker's hand tighter. Naomi gazed down at the child, an amused smirk on her lips. “What is your name, child?”

“Baby eighteen.” Her words were clear and succinct. There was a bitter edge to the child’s tone that surprised Naomi.  She’d expected the voice to match the chubby cheeks and doe eyes of the girl, but instead she sounded like she’d lived many difficult adult years.

“Hm,” Naomi pursed her lips. “That won’t do.  You certainly aren’t a baby any longer.  You need a proper name to start your journey here at Hallow Hall.” She tapped her chin. “Elisia should do nicely.  It’s a proud name.  She was one of the original elderwomen, you know.” 

The child nodded her head and bit her lip. “Elisia took the first seat on the world communal.”  

“That’s right.” Naomi raised an eyebrow in approval.  She glanced at the caretaker and took the child’s hand from her grasp.  “She’s going to do very well here.”  

“Caretaker?” Elisia looked up at the woman who stood with a stiff posture.  Her eyes darted everywhere but at Elisia. “You’re not leaving are you?”

“She must.” Naomi sighed. “She will take on a new ward, and you will start your life here. Elisia Holloway. You will carry your namesake well, I’m certain.”

Elisia showed the first sign of her true age as tears pooled in the corners of her eyes and spilled down her cheeks.  Her caretaker wavered, lifting a hand to wipe them away but one curt nod from Naomi, made her freeze. “That will be all.” 

Elisia’s eyes widened as she watched her caretaker spin on her heel and walk from the building without looking back. Naomi pulled her along without looking down and Elisia sniffled, wiping angrily at the wetness on her cheeks as she shuffled behind the headmistress. 

“I am Naomi Harness, the headmistress of Hallow Hall.” She spoke in a monotone voice as she pulled the child along the hallways. “These are the dormitories.  You’ll be staying here for the remainder of your schooling when you aren’t training or in class. 

“You’re lucky.” Naomi continued blandly. “Most girls share a room but you get one all to yourself.  We thought it best to keep you separated for now, due to the...rather large gap in your age with the other girls.” 

“H-how old are they?” Elisia stuttered.

“Our youngest enrollment begins at five.” Naomi pursed her lips and flung open the door to her right. “This will be your quarters.” 

Naomi watched Elisia step carefully into the room and take in the space with calculating eyes.  “This is all mine?’

“Indeed,” Naomi jerked her chin. “I assume you can care for your own needs?”

Elisia lowered her eyebrows and crossed her arms, turning to face Naomi.  “I can dress myself and go to the bathroom on my own, if that’s what you mean.” 

“Precisely,” Naomi was surprised at the brazen tone the young girl used, but kept a calm demeanor.  They’d need to break this girl’s spirit in order to shape her properly.  “Here is your class schedule.  Can you read?”

“Yes.” Elisia grunted and snatched the paper. “A little.” 

“Anything you can’t figure out, bring to the house mother tomorrow morning.  She’ll see to it that you can find all of your classes.” Naomi paused. “We won’t coddle you here.  You need to keep pace with the other girls.  Memorize your schedule tomorrow.  No one will help you find classes after that.”

Elisia jerked her chin and frowned. “I will.”

“Welcome Home, Elisia Holloway.  Your education begins tomorrow.” Naomi looked the child up and down one last time. “Work hard, be diligent, and remember the cause.  Goodnight.”  With that, Naomi shut the door and listened from the outside.  She expected to hear soft whimpers and sniffles.  Most of the girls cried the first few weeks in the privacy of their quarters.  But, Elisia was silent.  

“She is special.” Naomi muttered and walked away. 

[image: ]

“Mom, 


I send these letters every week in the mail.  I don’t have an address for you, so I send them to the lab where I was born.  Do you get them?  Do you read them?  

I want you to know I’m getting an education worthy of the intellect you gifted me with. My caretaker said I was created for something special, but I don’t want to be special.  I just want to be like the other girls. They don’t like me because I’m better than them.  Even when I try to be ordinary, I stand out.  It's lonely here. I wish I knew you. I wish you could write me back. ”


Recovered correspondence sent by Elisia Holloway, to Muliebral Corporation Laboratory

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4

[image: ]


24 DE

District One: Beta Sector

A year at Hallow Hall didn’t make it feel any more like home.  Elisia was repeating year five classes. Not because she needed to, but because the headmistress didn’t want her mixing with the older girls.  She said it wasn’t safe.  So, Elisia spent her class time daydreaming and her evenings with private tutors paid for by the Muliebral Corporation.  

“Elisia,” Mrs. Krance hummed. “Come back to earth.”  Several girls snickered, but Mrs. Krance gave them a sharp look, and they fell silent. “I need you to work with Annette.  She needs some assistance with her writing piece.” 

Elisia nodded and moved to Annette’s desk.  Annette was an engineered baby from a private foundation.  She’d just turned six and had several inches on Elisia.  She often used those inches to dominate her during recreation time.  She was a bully.

Her mothers chose the traits they wanted her to have in a lab. Elisia didn’t think they chose very well.  Annette was mean-spirited and jealous of anyone who did well.  She learned quickly but didn’t enjoy working hard for anything.  If it didn’t come easily, then Annette shut down.  This was one of those moments, and Annette had her head buried in her arms, forehead resting on her desk.  Elisia sighed.  “Annette, you have to sit up.”

“Shut up, Frankie.”  The younger girls started calling her Frankie a few months ago.  Somehow, one of the older students found out that Elisia was engineered at Muliebral’s laboratory and spread the information around.  It didn’t take long for everyone to start calling her Frankenstein’s monster.  She hated it. 

“Mrs. Krance said-” Elisia tried again.

“I don’t care!” Annette broke her pencil and tossed it on the floor. “It’s too hard!’ 

“Annette,” Mrs. Krance walked over and picked up the broken pencil. “Control yourself. Take a walk, get a drink and come back ready to let Elisia help you.” 

“I don’t want to work with the monster!” Annette whined.

“That’s quite enough. Do you want a formal rebuke?” Mrs. Krance tapped her foot.  Elisia knew this was a sign her temper was flaring.  She liked Mrs. Kranec a lot but she was scary when she got angry. 

“No Ma’am.” Annette’s eyes dropped to the floor. “I’ll take a walk.” 

“That’s more like it.” Mrs. Krance pointed to the door and watched Annette leave.  She knelt down to meet Elisia’s gaze. “I’m sorry. I know what she said is hurtful.”

“It’s alright. I know I’m different.” Elisia shrugged but paused. “There are other girls here engineered at Muliebral right?” 

“A few.” Mrs. Krance nodded but something in her eyes was tense.  “But they are all several years older than you so you’ll likely never meet them.”

“Did they get teased too?” Elisia frowned. 

“I’m certain they did.” Mrs. Krance said the words slowly, that same odd tension stretching her face tight. “But, they aren’t like you, Elisia.  You are....something more.  It’s more obvious to others and it makes you stand out.  Standing out can be difficult.” 

“It is.” Elisia gripped the seat of her chair. “I just want to make friends, blend in.” 

“I’m afraid you weren’t made to blend in, sweetheart.” Mrs. Krance placed a gentle hand on Elisia’s shoulder. “This will all make you stronger in the end.  And you need to be strong, do you understand?” Mrs. Krance was the kindest adult Elisia knew at Hallow Hall.

Elisia nodded but if she was being honest, she didn’t really understand.  She was only four. She knew she was engineered.  She knew eventually she would be used to help the cause. It was why she was made.  But Elisia didn’t understand any of it.  

Annette walked back into the room just as Mrs. Krance stood. “I’m ready to work.” She grumbled and flopped back into her seat. “May I have another pencil?”

“You can use the one you broke.” Mrs. Krance handed the pencil to Annette.  We suffer the consequences of our bad decisions, Annette.

Annette sighed and scrunched up her nose, staring at the blank paper beneath her palm.  “I don’t know what to write!” 

“It’s a little confusing.” Elisia kept her voice gentle. “But you can do it.  See, this here?”  She pointed to the sentence on the board.  “You need to answer the question. ‘Why do you think the Males rose up against the elder-women in 2300?”

“Because they are monsters!” Annette griped.  “I already wrote that and Mrs. Krance erased it. She said I could do better but...I can’t!  That’s why they did it!”

Elisia sighed.  This wasn’t a confusing writing prompt.  She’d said that to try to make Annette more pliable, to relate, but it was one of the easier writing prompts they’d had this month.  They were only asked to write three sentences. Elisia wrote four paragraphs.  Annette couldn’t muster two lines?  She blew air through her lips and walked Annette through the assignment slowly. 

“Ok, first, you should write that in a full sentence.  Start with, The Males formed an uprising in 2300 because they are monsters.  Doesn’t that sound better?” 

“I guess...” Annette scribbled the words on her paper. “Now what?” 

“Now you need to give evidence. What do you know about the uprising? We learned about it yesterday, remember?” Elisia pressed.

“Can’t you just tell me?” Annette pursed her lips. 

“No.” Elisia shook her head. “You need to do it.”

“Ugh,” Annette groaned. “Ok. Mrs. Krance said they were angry because they lost their rights?”

“Exactly.” Elisia shook her head and smiled.  See, you’ve got this.”

Annette wrote another sentence and looked over at Elisia.  “Thanks for helping me.” 

Elisia blinked.  Annette said something nice to her.  Her heart felt warm. “You’re welcome.  Now.  You only need one more sentence.  Maybe you should end with something monstrous they did, since you said they were monsters at the beginning.”

“Right.” Annette said. “That makes sense.  They murdered the first elder-woman.  They cut off her head and hung it in front of the Capitol building.  Hey...she had the same name as you!”  Annie’s face lit up in excitement

“They did.” Elisia shivered but tried to keep Annie on track. “Monstrous, right?  Go ahead and write about that.” 

Annette finished her final sentence and smiled, raising her hand.  Mrs. Krance walked over and scanned the paper. Much better Annette.  I knew you could do it. 

“You know,” Annette sighed. “If my moms had enrolled in the Muliebral trials I would have been just as good as you are at writing.” 

“Oh, you would have been better than me.” Elisia smiled. “I’m sure of it.” 

Annette eyed Elisia and frowned. “I’m sorry....for calling you Frankie.”

“It’s ok.  I’m kind of freaky.  I get it.” Elisia laughed.

“You totally are.” Annette giggled.

“Alright, go back to your seat, please, Elisia.” Elisia waved to Annette, and felt a small sliver of hope bubble in her chest. “Maybe, just maybe, she made a friend today.”
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The following day, a woman who felt familiar to Elisia was waiting in the front of the classroom as all the fifth years found their seats.  The woman stood stiff and tall, with her hands folded in front of her abdomen. She held her thin mouth in a tight line as she surveyed the girls entering.

“Is this all of them?”  Her gray eyes glided over the girls and back to Mrs. Krance.

“Yes, all twenty-four of the fifth years are present.”  Mrs. Krance clapped her hands twice, and the class fell silent, eyes rising to their teacher. “Good morning, girls! I have a treat for you today!  Ms. Selene, head of the Muliebral Research department, is here today.” 

Ms. Selene didn’t smile, and Elisia narrowed her eyes.  That was why she seemed familiar.  She had foggy memories of this woman visiting the group home she lived in with her caretaker.  She walked through the rows of desks and took note of each of the girls identification tags.  

They were sorted by color and number.  Orange-Ones, were natural born children from sperm donors. They had no genetic engineering.  Orange-Twos, of which Elisia knew of only one girl, were true natural-borns.  Their parents were a male/female pairing, or their mother was ‘taken’ by a male without her consent. Elisia swallowed hard.  She’d never dared to ask the girl in her class which her mother was. 

Next up were the Green-Ones and Twos.  Greens were genetically engineered before in vitro.  The main difference was that ones were genetically engineered in a Muliebral sister lab, while twos were from private laboratories.  The private procedures were typically more cost-effective, and the results...varied.  The majority of the girls at Hallow Hall were greens. 

Finally, there were the Reds.  Red-twos were from the first wave of Multiple Experiments, Ember1. They were mostly year nines and higher.  Red-ones were part of Muliebral’s second wave of Experiments, Bryo1.  Elisia was the only student at Hallow Hall with a red-one label.  

Ms. Selene wandered the aisles pausing here and there to examine a student's marks on their tablet or to speak with them in hushed whispers.  Elisia’s eyebrows lowered when Ms. Selene stopped at Annette’s table.  “A green-two.” Ms. Selene tapped the label on Annette’s desk. “Your marks are improving.  But much too slowly.  Work harder Annette.  You will need to if you want to stay here.” 

Annette’s lower lip trembled and she nodded. Elisia clenched her fists and stared at Ms. Selene as she closed the distance between them.  “Red-one.” She greeted Elisia. “I see you still have that defiant streak.”  Ms. Selene’s eyes slid to Mrs. Krance. “I thought we were working on breaking this one down.” 
“The headmistress thought it was best to wait until she was old enough for hand to hand training.”  Mrs. Krance frowned.  “She’s only four after all.”
“Hm.” Ms. Selene said no more.  She swiped through Elisia’s tablet and made soft remarks occasionally.  “Exceptional.”  “Just as expected.”  “Emotional maturity is above the norm for her age, wonderful.” 

“She’s coming along nicely.  As are many of the others.”  Her eyes fell back on Annette. “This one.” She pointed. “Send me an update in four weeks.  If she hasn’t improved, send her to one of the lesser schools.  Driscoll Downs might suit her better.” 

“Yes Ms. Selene.” Mrs. Krance fidgeted with her long skirt and gestured to the girls. “Let’s all thank Ms. Selene for her visit.” 

“Thank you Ms. Selene.” They chimed in unison.  Elysia didn’t open her mouth.  She just stared.  She didn’t like this woman or the way she’d just treated Annette. 

“Why don’t we take a quick recreation break.” Mrs. Krance pointed to the small gym to the left of their classroom.  “Move your bodies for ten minutes, then return ready to work.” 

The girls dispersed into the area designated for climbing, jumping, and using their muscles.  Elisia usually kept to herself during recreation time but today she picked her way over to Annette who sat alone against the jungle gym.  

“Hey.” Elisia sighed. “Don’t listen to that horrible lady!  You did great yesterday on your writing.  You got top marks, remember?”

Annette smiled, but it fell quickly. “Thanks to you.  Honestly, I kind of hope I get sent to Driscoll. I hear it’s not as hard.”

“You wouldn’t have gotten in here if you weren’t good enough.”  Elisia shook her head. “They chose all of us because of what our tests showed.”

“I know that.” Annette shook her head. “I just-I just want to be a regular kid, you know?”

Elisia understood.  She felt the same way.  She nodded. “I get it.”

The girls sat silently for the remainder of recreation.  When the teacher chimed the bell to return to the classroom, Annette grabbed Elisia’s hand as she stood up.  “I wish I’d tried to be your friend sooner.” 

Elisia smiled. “Me too.”  

Four weeks later, Annette was transferred to Driscoll Downs and Elisia was alone once again. 
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“Family visitation days will begin once your child enters their eighth year.  Typically, this will align with your daughter’s age, but in rare circumstances, they may be younger or older than their assigned year.  Two years of limited contact with families is essential to your child’s growth here.  Please adhere to the guidelines set.  Write only once a month, and please do not send any physical items to the school for your child.  Once personal visits begin, you may  enjoy supervised time for one hour on the scheduled day each month.”  


-Parent Handbook for Hallow Hall 
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Elisia hated visitation days.  Seeing all the girls with their mothers was a stark reminder of her own mother’s absence. There were one or two older girls from Ember1 whose mothers also didn’t visit.  She’d learned from them that their mothers signed a no-contact contract.  Any childish fantasies of one day being held in her mother's arms vanished the moment she found out her mother was paid handsomely to sign Elisia away.  

Elisia truly belonged to Muliebral, and the thought filled her with a visceral rage.  They created her so they owned her.  She would never be free.  

“Now, why are you sitting over here by yourself again?”  A girl with long blond hair and hazel eyes sauntered over.  She was twelve years old and in the same class as Elisia.  The headmistress continued to push Elisia forward into older students’ classes, but never so far that she felt Elisia would be at risk.  The next age group up, students began hand-to-hand training, and after that, they learned how to fight with weapons. 

Elisia knew all of this because she’d been training privately for the past two years.  The headmistress checked in on her regularly.  Once Elisia could disarm her teacher, the headmistress said she’d allow her to enter high school level courses with the older students.  

“You know why, Courtney.” Elisia didn’t have the patience to deal with her type today.

“That’s right.” Courtney sneered. “Engie’s like you don’t have parents to visit.  You’re practically orphans.” 

“Where are your parents?” Elisia tried to steer Courtney in a different direction.

Courney sniffed. “Traveling abroad.  They were here last visitation.” She shrugged. 

“Right, well.  Nice talking to you.” Elisia waved and opened her bag, pulling out an anatomy book.  

“Anatomy?” Courtney snatched the book and leafed through the pages. “Isn’t this a year fifteen class?”  

“Yes, and I took it last year, on my own time.” Elisia snapped, grabbing the book back. “Now if you’ll excuse me.”  She buried her face in her book and ignored Courtney. Eventually, she huffed and walked away. 

Visitation ended, and the bustle of students heading back to the dormitory forced Elisia to move from her spot against the wall.  She heard their whispers just like she always did but tried to shut them out. 

“There’s Frankie.” One girl hissed to her friend. 

“The freakshow.” The other girl cackled. “Did you hear she trains in combat already with a private tutor?”

“What makes her so special?” Another girl joined in. 

“She’s Muliebral’s little pet, that’s what. Their own personal monster.” The first girl put on an exaggerated walk and moaned.  The girls giggled and continued walking.  

Elisia clenched her teeth.  I’m not a monster, and I’m no one’s pet.  She moved down the halls with her head lowered, eyes fixed to the ground.  Her feet pounded into the wood flooring, and her fingernails dug into her palms.  She was alone.  She had no one, and maybe she could learn to deal with that, but being alone and constantly teased was more than she could bear.  

Elisia walked by her room and continued to the sparring gym.  No one would be there at this hour.  She’d be out past curfew, but consequences or not, she needed to punch something.  

Elisia moved through several martial arts forms as she worked at the punching bag.  She could hear the students jeering in her mind.  Frankie.  Monster.  Freak. Muliebral’s pet.  She screamed as she drove her fist through the bag, spilling its contents all over the floor. 

A low whistle sounded at the door. “What’s got you in such a state?” 

Elisia dropped her hands to her side and panted heavily, not turning toward the voice of her hand to hand instructor, Alice. “Just...letting.....off....some steam.” Elisia gasped and started to gather her bag. “I’m sorry I’m out past curfew.  I’ll head to my room.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!”  Alice grabbed Elisia’s arm as she tried to slip by her.  “Olivia saw you rushing down the hall.  She said you looked upset, sent me to check on you.”

“Mrs. Krance isn’t even supposed to be watching out for me anymore.” Elisia grunted.  “She was reprimanded last year, remember?”

“My wife cares about you, Elisia.” Alice pressed. “And so do I.  You aren’t alone.” 

Elisia finally met Alice’s gaze. “You could lose your jobs!  Don’t you remember what the headmistress said?”

Alice frowned. “She said to let you struggle. She said your isolation was all part of your training.” 

“Exactly.” Elisia growled, pulling her hand away. “Mrs. Krance, your wife, nearly got fired when they found out she was letting me eat lunch in her room every day.  Now, I can’t see her at all.  I don’t want the same thing to happen with you.”

“Ok....alright...just...tell me what happened and I’ll let you head back to your room.” Alice held her hands up. 

“It’s just the same nonsense.” Elisia pursed her lips.  “Girls calling me a monster, Frankie, Muliebral’s pet.  But really, I’m used to it. What’s really bothering me is the loneliness. I don’t have any friends.  No one to lean on.  It’s just so- so-”
“Unfair?” Alice guessed.
“Yes, unfair.” Elisia nodded and hung her head.

“Listen, Elisia.  Focus that temper of yours, control it, aim it at the right targets.  You are capable of doing anything, being anything you want.  Make it out of this place and live a good life. That’s the goal.  Ok?”

Elisia released a long breath. “Do you really think Muliebral will let me?”  She laughed but it was a cold, desolate sound.

“I don’t think anyone will be able to stop you.” Alice breathed out.  She patted Elisia’s shoulder. “Now, head back to your quarters or I’ll give you a formal remediation.”  She barked the order and Elisia smiled.

“That’s more like it.” Elisia chuckled. “Yes Ma’am. I apologize for my insubordination.” 
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“The weather’s turning warm early this year.  I’m sorry, Alice and I won’t be here to spend the summer with you.  Summer was always such a nice time to spend together without as many watching eyes.  We had a few together, though, and they will always have a special place in my heart. Alice was called in to serve in the lower sectors, and she can’t disregard direct orders.  I can’t let her go on her own.  It’s dangerous, but where Alice goes, so do I.  She’s my home. I hope you can understand.  I hope you will remember us with warmth in your heart.  You were like a daughter to us.  I want you to know that.  We will miss you.”

Recovered Correspondence from Olivia Krance to Elisia Holloway
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Alice and Olivia were Elisia’s only comfort, and they were gone.  She wandered the empty hallways and ignored the shiny trails of tears running from her chin.  The last of the student body left for their homes a few days ago and Elisia was left with the few students, like her, that had no other home but Hallow Hall.  They steered clear of one another during the summer, each focusing on the additional studies they were given.

Elisia was the youngest of the three engies attending Hallow Hall.  The term wasn’t endearing, but was meant to isolate them more.  Engies were the few students treated to higher levels of education because of their affiliation with Muliebral’s experiments.  Elisia asked around the school about other children from the Bryo trials but couldn’t find any information.  It seemed the trials that created her were highly classified.  

The all-girls boarding schools were tiered by location, sector within their location, economic status, and engineered status. Hallow Hall, Bridgemont, Landalf Lane, and Piccard Place were the top-tiered schools in what was now called the United Free World.  Girls with promise, who met the requirements, were sent to one of these four schools based on their proximity to each.  Hallow Hall sat in what was once called Boston and any girls who qualified, living in the northwestern portion of the globe, attended there. 

Elisia found her way to an open courtyard and spread out on the grass, staring up at the clear blue sky.  She turned twelve years old in just a few months. No one would recognize her birthday.  No one would sing or give her a cake.  Her movement through the class years was the only thing that even marked a right of passage for Elisia, and even that was gone now.  

Her scores from final testing came back two days ago, and the headmistress delivered them to Elisia personally.  Usually, Elisia just pulled them up on her tablet, but this year she just got a notification her scores would be released by formal letter. 

The headmistress explained that she’d surpassed year eighteen scores on everything but combat and physical fitness.  She would remain at Hallow Hall, but Muliebral would bring in professors from prestigious universities to further her studies.  She would join her peers for combat training based on her physical fitness levels, not her age.  She would also join her peers for all formal gatherings, but otherwise her education would be separate from now on.  

More isolation.  More loneliness. Elisia felt like she sat in darkness despite the sun beating down on her skin.  

She had the summer to read, complete independent study, and continue combat training, and then she’d begin her private lessons.  Elisia closed her eyes and tried to let the heat from the sun soak into her and soothe the cold resting in her gut.

“Elisia Holloway?” A gruff voice barked.  She snapped her eyes open and jerked into a sitting position. “I’m looking for Elisia?” 
“Yes?” She stood and brushed off her knees. “I’m Elisia?”
She furrowed her brows and crossed her arms, examining the person crossing the courtyard.  They wore their honey brown hair shorn close to their head.  Their jaw was wide and their lips were full.  Their thick brows sat low above their eyes, giving them a serious expression.  

They stopped a few arm's lengths away and grinned.  Elisia knew they were trying to look friendly, but the effect was more menacing than warm.  “I’m Mx. Bradshaw. Your new physical fitness instructor.  I’m well-versed in all forms of martial arts, and I served twenty years in the core auxiliary.

“You served with the Red Daughters?” Elisia gasped. She’d never met anyone who’d served in the core auxiliary.  Several officers from the general battalion visited the school over the years, but never a core auxiliary member.

They nodded. “I was front line for five years.  I served directly under the Red Daughters there.”

Elisia’s mouth hung open. “That’s....impressive.  I’m looking forward to learning from you.”

Mx. Bradshaw smiled. “And I can’t wait to break you!”  They smiled again and Elisia rubbed her arms, relieving a chill that just ran up them.  “Tomorrow at five, training starts early.” 
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Over the course of two months, Mx. Bradshaw worked on refining and toning each of Elisia’s muscles. She’d never worked so hard in her entire life.  They didn’t spend much time on sparring or weapons, rather Mx. Bradshaw used the summer to fully condition Elisia’s body. 

“I think you finally broke me.” Elisia panted after a ten-mile run. 

“Nonsense.  I’ve got years to do that.” Mx. Bradshaw barked out a laugh and patted Elisia on the back. “You’re one tough eleven-year-old, I’ll give you that.  Muliebral said to push you hard, and I gotta tell you I had my reservations.  I mean you’re just a kid, but you’ve got the chops.”

“Thank you.” Elisia smiled, appreciating the praise. Mx. Bradshaw was quickly becoming a trusted adult, and she desperately needed one.  Elisia learned that Bradshaw was non-binary during one of their first training sessions. 

Non-binary people, although not as ostracized as Males, weren’t looked upon fondly, at least not for the past eighty years or so.  The only reason they weren’t being herded to the Omega District with the non gender specified people was because even though they didn’t identify as female, they didn’t identify as male either.  

During one of the last training sessions of the summer, Elisia finally worked up the courage to ask Mx Bradshaw the question that had been burning on her tongue. “How were you....allowed to teach here?” Elisia stuttered out. “If I’m crossing a line, just say so.” 

“Not at all.  I’m happy to answer any questions you have.” Bradshaw explained. “I receive my orders from Muliebral directly, and they receive their orders from the conclave.  I was a decorated soldier before the newest accords passed. Accords that removed me from the core. I’m allowed on the school grounds because you need someone to train you, and I happened to fit the bill.”  

“But, I want to be clear, I won’t be eating in the staff lounge or anything, and I want you to hear it from me. I’m not accepted in academic society, and I’ve made peace with it.”  Bradshaw shrugged. “I don’t want you worrying over any ill treatment you might perceive once the school starts filling up.  I’m luckier than most. I may be labeled a non-conformist, but I conform....just enough to be safe.” 

Elisia nodded and moved into a series of calisthenics. “I understand.  I’m....I’m sorry things aren’t better....or easier for you.” 

“I think you know better than most that life isn’t easy, don’t you, Elisia?” Mx. Bradshaw raised an eyebrow, and Elisia jerked her chin.  Mx Bradshaw was real and Elisia was grateful for their part in her education.  

“I think that’s enough for today.” Mx Bradshaw gathered up their bag, and tossed it over their shoulder. They walked off campus, just as they did every day and Elisia frowned.  It wasn’t fair they couldn’t live on school grounds. They were a better instructor than nearly every teacher she’d had at Hallow Hall.  

Elisia worried for Mx Bradshaw.  She’d heard rumors around school that Bradshaw lived in Epsilon right on the edge of the Omega sector. There were frequent male raids near its borders.  Mx. Bradshaw said they were lucky to get to live in an open sector, but Elisia disagreed. Bradshaw had served in the auxiliary.  They were teaching her to fight.  They should be assigned to a safer sector.  It wasn’t right.  Bradshaw had to travel hours just to get here every day.  The least Muliebral could do is let them live near the school.

Once Bradshaw was out of sight, Elisia looked up at the darkening sky and smiled.  She had just enough time.  She jogged in the direction of the library and waited in the shadows to the right of the door.  Any moment now, she tapped her foot impatiently.  

The door swung open, and Elisia tensed.  She’d snuck into the library like this at least twice a week all summer.  The summer librarian was scatterbrained and flighty.  She never noticed the shadow that slipped behind her as she let the door swing shut.  Tonight was no exception, and Elisia snuck by unnoticed as the door locked behind the librarian.  

Elisia loved the library.  There was so much knowledge in the words spread across the pages.  Her favorite part of the library, however, was one she wasn’t supposed to know about.  She’d stumbled upon it one evening as she raided the romance section in the stacks farthest back.  She’d grown tired of the same female, female friends to lovers or enemies to lovers tropes and kept moving farther and farther back, hoping to find something new....something thrilling.  

She didn’t find new romance novels, but what she found was even better. A small white door was hidden behind dusty stacks of forgotten books in the farthest corner of the library.  A small black placard read, restricted. 

A silver key with a name badge hung in the door knob, forgotten.  Elisia reached for it and turned, just as she had every night she’d snuck here since she found it.  The librarian must have forgotten her keys back here ages ago.  She had no idea she’d left them in the door.  Elisia thought about taking them every time she visited but common sense always stopped her.  

If she was found with the keys, her punishment would be severe. Elisia opened the door to the restricted section and slipped inside.  She found the place she’d marked on the shelves and picked up where she’d left off.  She’d finally found something thrilling in the romance section of the restricted library.  Hetero romance novels lined two shelves.  She’d devoured nearly all of them and wondered at the way her heart rate picked up when she read them.  

Elisia browsed through the other restricted books for a few hours after finishing another romance novel.  There was so much rich history in this room.  So much information being kept from the students attending here.  Wasn’t education about opening minds?  Not closing them?

Elisia frowned and shut a biography about a man named Martin Luther King Jr.  He certainly wasn’t a rabid monster.  He’d actually done some pretty incredible things.  

Elisia yawned and glanced at the clock on the wall. She needed to get back to the dormitory before the librarian returned.  She could catch a couple hours of sleep before training in the afternoon.  

Elisia quietly left the restricted room and shut the door with a soft click. The ID badge dangled off the key, taunting her.  The librarian obviously didn’t remember where she left them. Or they’d already be gone.  Elisia shifted from one foot to the other, considering her options carefully.  With school starting back up, someone was sure to find the key back here.  She’d lose access to the treasure trove of books inside.  No.  This was one of the few joys she had in life. She wouldn’t lose it.  Elisia snatched the key and tucked it in her jacket pocket.  

It would be fine. She’d be careful, and she’d never get caught. 
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“Why don’t I love her? Why can’t I just feel something, anything? Why does everything have to be so difficult for me?” 

-Excerpt from Elisia Hall’s personal journal.
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“Elise!” Elisia turned toward the voice calling for her. Esmeralda Star bounded across the courtyard, her long curly raven hair flowing out behind her.  She smiled broadly and waved in a wide arc around her body.  “I thought you weren’t going to make it today!”  She sat next to Elisia on the grass and waved over a few of her friends.

“My sparring practice was delayed by an hour.  So...here I am.” Elisia smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.  She stared at Esmeralda’s silhouette as the sun’s rays hit her.  She tossed her hair over her shoulder and lifted her oval face to the sky, mouth open wide, laughing at a joke one of her friends was telling.  When the sun hit her ochre skin, it practically glowed.  Esmeralda’s laugh was a delightful, bubbly sound that built in her stomach and rose through her chest in an exuberant and contagious sound that made everyone around her smile.  Esmeralda’s green eyes sparkled as she gazed back over at Elisia with adoration. 

“Did you hear that?” Esmeralda chuckled. “Natalie said we are like an old married couple.”  She shook her head. 

“We don’t fight like one.” Elisia observed. 

“Not at all.” Esmeralda snorted. “But, we are quite comfortable around each other, like the oldest friends.”

Friends.  Elisia felt the word in her bones.  That was what she felt for Esmeralda no matter how much she lied to herself, no matter how hard she tried to force herself to conform.  Friendship, not desire, not love.  Elisia swallowed, her throat was dry.  “Yes. The best of friends.” 

Elisia met Esmeralda when she was thirteen.  Esmeralda transferred to Hallow Hall after moving to the northwest district.  They were sparring partners for an entire semester and Esmeralda didn’t care that Elisia excelled.  Esmeralda wanted to learn from her, to make herself better. 

They bonded after that, meeting for lunch on days when Elisia was free, sharing inside jokes. Elisia noticed the other girls stopped teasing her and she was even accepted into Esmeralda’s growing group of friends and admirers.  

When she turned fourteen, Esmeralda threw Elisia a birthday party.  Elisia had never been to a party before, let alone had someone take the time to throw her one of her own.  She was filled with hope and friendship by the time the last of the students left the dormitory.  Esmeralda stayed behind and helped Elisia clean up.  Just before she left, Esmeralda leaned forward and kissed Elsia.  “I love you.” She’d said. “I’ve loved you from the first moment I felt your first jab.”  She laughed. 

“I-I love you too.” Elisia had responded.  And she’d meant it. 

Elisia did love Esmeralda.  But not in the burning, pining way she’d read about in romance novels.  She loved Esmeralda like a dear and closely coveted friend.  

Esmeralda was gazing at Elisia with a soft smile on her face. “Elise.” She whispered, putting a hand on Elisia’s shoulder. “Come back to me. Where’d you go off to?” 

Elisia blinked and met Esmeralda’s gaze.  “Sorry.” She laughed. “I was just thinking about my training this afternoon.” 

“Is it true a Red Daughter is coming to watch you today?” One of Esmeralda’s friends leaned forward. 

“So I’m told.” Elisia curled a strand of her caramel blond hair around her hand and tugged lightly. 

“That’s amazing!” Esmeralda hugged Elisia tightly. “They’ve never scouted someone so young!  You could enter their elite training program at sixteen!”

“They typically pull from military families.  The Reds are all about dynasties.” Elisia muttered. 

“But you’re....you.” A girl Elisia hadn’t met yet raised an eyebrow.  “I’m sure Muliebral already has your name on a list somewhere.”

“I better head over.  Bradshaw hates it when I’m late.” Elisia stood and Esmeralda grabbed her hand. 

“Hey, good luck!  Be yourself.  You’re amazing!” Esmeralda smiled and her dimples popped. Elisia noticed the new girl staring at her and sighed. Eventually, she’d need to tell Esmeralda she didn’t have feelings for her.  There were plenty of girls waiting for a chance.  Elisia couldn’t stand in the way of Ez finding happiness. 

“I’ll see you soon, Ez.  I’ll tell you all about it.” She waved and jogged in the direction of the sparring gym.

Elisia slowed as she rounded the corner to the
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	No fraternization with Red Daughters.

	Follow direct orders without question.

	Do not interact with Males while in the Omega sectors.

	Lethal force should always be used with Males that do not follow orders.

	Report non-conformity or suspicion of non-conformity to your direct supervisor.
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