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MY FEET WERE RUNNING on the sidewalk in a rhythmic, not-at-all methodic pattern. My body was slicing through the cold, unforgiving wind. My mind was thinking about how good it would be to be cozy next to a fireplace right now. The sidewalks and the roads were so silent one could think I was in a ghost town.

But that was far from being the case. Hope City was no place for beings from the otherworld. Normal people lived here and they were all sleeping now, waiting for the alarm of their clocks to tell them they needed to wake up.

My chest was heaving. I was running this whole time. It could have been for hours at this point, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to find a safe haven right now, where nobody could find me and have difficult questions for me to answer.

I had a plan. A guy was going to help me. He said he would do so and, so far, he didn’t fail to deliver on his promise. I needed the docs he would hand to me. I just needed to find the place where he said he lived.

And I was also terrified to meet him again. He was a despicable human being.

But I didn’t have much of a choice. It was either that or going back to where I was, and I would never get back there.

I was panting so much I could feel my vision blurring. I found an alleyway and hid in there. I heard some hurried footsteps and cars running by, but didn’t worry that they would find me here.

They were looking for me in places where they thought a young woman my age would be, and that was a big problem for them. I was anything but a normal 18-year-old girl. I had done things and experienced life events that changed me forever.

My mind was so different from what their shrinks thought I was.

I looked at the side and found a couple. A woman and man, and they were fighting. Heated words were being exchanged until the guy slapped her in the face and she fell over on her ass.

Hope City would never change. Those people were most likely high on drugs.

I heard the cars and people in a hurry disappearing in the distance and concluded I was safe, for the time being. I began to walk again and felt how refreshing that was. I had been running for a long time since my escape. I was so afraid those people would find me again.

I could never return there... That was the worst place for a woman like me to be. What I did, I did because it was right. They didn’t have the right.

The guy who I had to meet here said he would be on a street nobody would like to be at this time of the night. He also mentioned it didn’t have street lights and that it didn’t have enough space for cars to park.

Hope City was established back when the country was born. Despite being small-sized and the fact that most of the people here were looking for a better place to live, it was pretty old. Most of the buildings were European-ish and most of the roads were made for people, not for cars. Even the sidewalks had cracks and weren’t uniform. It was almost like walking in a European city, except that Hope City didn’t have the good things that made those places unique and worth visiting.

I crossed one street and looked at the plaque with the road’s name. Clove Street meeting with Plaza Passage. A rush of warmth flooded my heart. I was close to finding that guy’s place and a way out. He said that they would never be able to find me because of what he concocted for me.

I hated the man, but if there was one thing he was good at, it was at being reliable with supplying fake documents.

Okay, so from here, I just need to head left and I should find the street where he said he lives...

His road didn’t have a name - that’s what he told me. He also said it wouldn’t be too hard to find him because it was the only street in the whole neighborhood that looked like the entrance to Hell.

And so I headed left, my ears ready to pick up anything that should concern me. Even if I were safe from the people looking for me, there were still so many dangers in this neighborhood. This was where people sold and bought drugs every night.

The more I walked in here, the more I noticed that. I hated being in this place, but since I didn’t have much of an option here, I would have to endure the time I needed to spend here.

But then, I would find somewhere better. I was sure of that. With those fake documents, I could do anything. And, I was already preparing a plan. There was something I was sure it would work well for someone with such a high profile as me.

And I found the dark street where even all the houses and buildings had their lights turned off. I wished I had a flashlight with me here, but that wouldn’t be needed. The street wasn’t long and there weren’t many houses for me to check before finding the one where the guy lived.

Plus, he also said his house number was 69, so that was an impossible thing to forget.

I walked down the street, looking down most of the time to make sure I wasn’t going to trip on something - even the road itself was all broken. It was like nobody from the city hall ever cared to fix this place.

The perfect spot for a man like him this was, though.

My eyes finally caught sight of the number and the house I was looking for. Even though it was dark, I could still see the place. It didn’t resemble a house at all. It was more like a one-floor building or something like that.

It was very unique and somewhat terrifying. Someone who dared to enter the premises would have found that the reason they needed to turn around and run away as fast as possible.

I had a mission here, so I didn’t have a choice.

I walked over to the front door of the house and knocked. I was calm after hiding in the alleyway, but now, my heart was uncomfortable once more. I had good reasons for that, though. This wasn’t my first time meeting that guy and he was probably going to make me do... those things again.

I almost threw up, but held back the urge to do so. I didn’t want to put myself in a weaker position before him, especially when he didn’t even show up yet.

I looked around, uncomfortable and impatient he didn’t answer the door yet. I knocked again and this time, as if he had just transported himself there, he opened the door. The gap was just enough for him to look at me.

His eyes widened and then returned to normal. He removed the metal thing that kept his door from opening all the way and opened a smile. His smile didn’t change one bit, but what did change was my reaction.

I contained it, but deep inside my heart, I felt the urge to kill him right here and now. I also wanted, almost more than anything, to punch him hard in his face and continue to punch him until his body was motionless on the floor.

Renzo was of Italian origin. He was tall and fat, and he wore clothes that were too dirty - even for a man like him. His smile showed his yellow, decaying teeth and his face was so dirty to the point of being brown - it was almost like there was a layer of something disgusting covering it.

If there were three words to describe him, both in terms of his physical appearance and his personality, those would be ‘piece of shit.’

“Hey there.” his arm was resting on the doorway. “Came here for a special delivery?”

“More like a pickup.” I entered his house without being invited, pushing him to the side because I didn’t have time for a pointless conversation with him now.

“I have the things ready, but I want to know how you have been.”

I spun around and met his eyes. “How I have been? I was running this whole time for my life.”

“Oh, come on. It wasn’t that bad. I made sure you would have what was needed to come here. You found me without a problem.”

I scoffed. “As if that was what really happened. You didn’t see everything. You aren’t me and you never will be. You have no idea how many close calls I had during my escape.”

“Well, my little darling. Some things can’t be achieved without effort.”

“Anyway, do you have the documents?”

“All ready for you,” he said before putting his hand on my back and guiding me to his office, where he had enough computers and phones to make one think he was some kind of a mad man.

He was no mad man, but he was pretty close to that, though.

He picked them up and also showed me on one of his phones the digital versions of the documents. “Check them out and make sure you like the new you. I won’t be able to change anything again, though. This is as far as I can help you.”

I checked the information on the screen and the papers. “Okay, so my new name will be Katrina Whited? Are you sure this information will be enough for me to hide from them?”

“I helped to get you out of there, didn’t I?”

I nodded. He was a despicable, ugly old man, but he was reliable. I could trust Renzo with this.

Out of nowhere, he took the documents and the phone off my hands. “You know that you have to pay for this, right? Payment will be the same as all the other times I helped you, unless you have enough money with you now.”

I tsked and looked down, eyes burning with hatred. Of course he would mention payment. There was never anything free with him. Renzo was a member of the Libertas and just like everyone else from that gang, he didn’t do anything out of mercy.

“Come on, start stripping.”

✽✽✽

I woke up sweating. The light coming from his table lamp was weak enough to make me think there was some kind of weird power outage going on - the reason for that, though, was because Renzo never bothered to buy a new table lamp.

I was laying in his bed, his body so close to mine I could feel the heat. His snoring filled the room and made me want to run away from this place as fast as possible.

The only thing that calmed me down here was knowing that payment was finally ‘made’ and he didn’t have a single reason to keep me in here anymore.

I looked out the window and saw the stars. It was still dark. I wouldn’t be able to sleep here, and also needed to do a couple of things.

I turned in his bed to face him and loathed the man before me. This couldn’t be a normal human being. This was like a subject of the King of Hell, and he had to have come to Earth to torment people like me.

My ass still felt sore. Son of a bitch did everything he wanted and I did nothing to prevent him. How could I? It was either that or him beating me up. I was an agile woman and I was confident in my self-defense skills, but when it came to fighting him, I didn’t stand a chance. He was tall, fat and strong. It would be like punching and kicking a tall building if I had dared to say ‘no’ to him.

But the worst was over and at least he used a condom.

Slowly, I crawled off his bed and walked around in his house, going to his office where my documents and the phone were. The smell of weed filled my nostrils and made me want to puke. Drugs were things I knew well and dealt with daily, but I still hated them. To be honest, being so ‘intimate’ with them only helped me to loathe them even more than normal.

I got inside his office and found the documents and the phone. Okay, so this is all I need for a fresh start and to hide in plain sight, where they wouldn’t be able to find me.

I used the hacked phone to access Faith High’s internal website and logged my information in there. Doing so was easy and it was like following a tutorial. Renzo explained all the steps needed to hack into their systems and do what was necessary so that they wouldn’t be able to find me there.

I headed out of his office and toward the front door - Renzo didn’t need to know I was leaving. He was used to that sort of thing.

My eyes, though, had other plans. I caught sight of something sharp that glistened under the soft light coming from the window. It was a knife, and I approached it. I grabbed it and checked it out for some seconds, making sure it was sharp and that it could be useful for me.

But then, a wild thought crossed my mind. Renzo was a loose end now, wasn’t he? And, I wasn’t going to need him again. He was still sleeping and snoring like a pig. They could find me through him, and I hated him so much for having abused me so many times.

I approached him, knife in hand and my eyes locked on him. I could do this. I could kill him and remove the last loose end. He was the only one. They could find and interrogate him. Their methods would be more than enough to break a man like Renzo.

And... I would be able to get my revenge. That was almost as important as removing the last loose end. Even though he knew what my past was like and why I had to interact with a man like him, he still used that to take advantage of me.

I was probably the only woman he ever fucked, considering how despicable he was and how he made me feel like throwing up.

And so, I made a decision. My knife in hand and ready to be used...

The next day, I was right in front of it. The school stood atop the hill - the highest point in the whole town. People who didn’t know that this was a high school often thought that it was actually a castle, which would be crazy, as that would mean it was the only one in the whole country.

The place did look like a castle though, but it also looked like an enemy horde invaded it and then didn’t bother to clean up their mess. The whole place looked like it needed a makeover. There was nothing about it that seemed new.

To be honest, Faith High School was probably even older than Hope City. That was something I would have to check on later to be sure about, not that I cared much.

I only needed to spend a year here in hiding before moving on to a better state where those guys wouldn’t be able to find me, though. I needed to find my mom...

I walked through the front double gate made of rusted metal. Even though it wasn’t moving, it still creaked because of the cold wind. The wind wasn’t strong or anything like that, but it was moving with enough speed to make the old joints feel the weight of the construction.

Some students were looking at me as if they were seeing a ghost, but I didn’t care about them. I didn't come here to make friends and I needed to keep my head low. I didn’t want to draw any attention to me.

I was nothing more than a girl about to have her last year of high school and that was that.

I walked to the admission office and felt the coldness of the environment. How did people study here? This was almost as bad as the place I was locked in. It was like this was a prison made for high-profile criminals.

I crossed the halls until I found the admission office. That took more time than I thought it would. This place was like a maze and it was going to take me a lot of time to get used to it. It had been some time since the last time I stepped into the premises of a school, after all.

I opened the door and had to wait in a line until the attendant was ready to talk to me. She had glasses and her hair looked perfect for a nerdy old woman, who she was, I imagined. She didn’t smile and her eyes only told me how much she hated her job. Just like with everyone else in this city, she wouldn’t ask to be fired, though, because it was the only available position for her. She would most likely spend a couple of years jobless if she were to try to find something better.

Considering the kind of students that studied here and her bosses, no wonder she didn’t enjoy sitting behind her desk. It was probably like some kind of torture to her.

“What do you want?” Her tone was rude and unwelcoming.

“I am a new student here. Katrina Whited.”

“Really? I thought admissions were over already. We are not accepting new students.”

“Check your data, tables or whatever it is that you have there on your computer. Look up my name and you will find it there.”

Her eyes narrowed, but she still looked at her screen and typed my name. Her eyes widened a bit and I assumed that she, indeed, found my name in there.

“Okay. That’s very weird, but if your name is in our systems, then that means you are indeed a student of ours.”

“Yes, I am.”

“Follow me. We need to take your photo for the student card and deal with some paperwork before you can begin to study here properly.”

I followed her to a room behind the one she was and took the photo. The student card was ready soon after and she handed it to me. I made a face because I didn’t like how I looked in the photo. There was something wrong with how the lighting was set up or something like that - the shadows contrasted too much on my face.

I looked like some kind of a freak, but that was far from being one of my most important problems at the moment.

She led me to another room that had another person, and that worker handed me some papers for me to sign. I came up with a simple, but effective signature that I could remember for future occasions. I also made a mental note to train my new signature. It couldn’t also resemble my old one. I really didn’t want to leave a single trace for those people to find me here. That just couldn’t happen. I wouldn’t allow it.

Once the paperwork was done, and with my shiny student card in my pocket, we walked to the main room of the school. It had a big chandelier at the top and many stairs that led to different floors.

If outside this place looked like a rundown castle, inside it looked like Hogwarts.

“I will give you a tour, show you where the classrooms are and other things you will find useful. I know how this place can be confusing for first-timers.”

I gave her an uncomfortable smile. It was like she read my mind about this place. The maze-like layout wouldn’t be so bad if the place wasn’t so cold. It was Fall, but inside here, it was as if the cold could find its way inside my skin and torment my bones.

“Off we go then,” she said and her tone was as boring as before. The attendant wasn’t going to be all cheerful now when she probably had better things to do.

She showed me the classrooms, which were spread all over the place, the laboratories and the rooms where the professors stayed in between the lectures. She also showed me the outside, where they had a soccer field and a place for students to run laps on.

It was a pretty standard school in terms of resources and what it had for the students and the classes, but the castle-like architecture made it so different from other schools it could as well deserve its own category.

She took me back to the main room of the school, where the giant chandelier was and then said, “I hope you learned more or less what the layout is like, and don’t come here asking me for directions. I won’t help you.”

And just like that, she walked off as if she truly wasn’t obligated to help me here. She probably was, but there was nothing I could do to force her to do something. I was lucky already she didn’t try to dig deeper to find more about my real identity.

I grabbed a paper which had the location and the number of my bedroom. I would be living inside a dormitory, which was less than ideal, but I had to consider myself still lucky. I wasn’t going to have a roommate.

I went over to the dormitory. It was called Alexander Hall and that also reflected the castle-like persona of this school. Everything here was old and looked as if it came from a distant past that not even the history books once recorded.

Upon getting there, I already loathed the place. The dormitory was only for women, and those were of the worst type possible. Rich girls who thought they were the best things to ever walk on this planet were outside the main front door, and I would have to pass through them to find my bedroom.
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