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Stop Running

Chapter 1
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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.

I did have my things with me too. I had a wheeled bag and it had some of my things, plus some others I got from Renzo’s place, but it was mostly empty. Its weight was more than enough to remind me of that. Someone curious enough would put me in a tight spot if they were to ask me why it was so light. Those girls were used to bringing their whole bedrooms from their homes to this place.

There were also normal girls and the shy ones that distanced themselves from everyone, their noses glued to the screen of their phones or stuck between the pages of their books. Those, however, were also not the kind of people I wanted to spend time with here.

If I got lucky, I wouldn’t have to deal with any of them, though.

I headed to the front double door and crossed the ocean of rich girls that stood next to it. They all stopped talking and I could feel their stares on me as they probably asked themselves who I was. People like them were used to knowing every single person in their territory, and this was their headquarters.

I ignored them and headed inside. Upon finding myself free from them for now, I headed to the second floor, where my bedroom was. Room 217. I found it and used the key to open the door.

I entered the room, put my wheeled bag at the corner and studied the place. It won’t be too bad to live here. It did have everything I needed, except for a shower room. That sucked. I didn't want to take showers in the communal bathroom.

This was still better than living where I was, though. That place was even worse.

I lied down in my bed like a falling boulder. Ever since the escape, I didn’t have time to rest, and I wouldn’t have classes until tomorrow anyway. I got here in the nick of time. One day later and that attendant would have dug deeper to find out more about me. I was glad I didn’t need any legal guardian to sign the stuff for me too.

And I fell asleep soon after, wishing for my life to get better from them on. The room was so cold and unwelcoming, though. It was like I was stuck inside a prison cell.

✽✽✽

I had classes in the morning and then went to the dining hall. Just like the rest of the school, it also reminded me of Hogwarts. That was one of the movies I had the luck of watching, but I also didn’t have the opportunity to watch the sequels. I heard there were seven of them, and I wished I could watch them, but right now,  there were more important things to deal with.

There was still time until the next round of lectures started. With that in mind, I headed over to the soccer field and sat down on a short wall that kind of enveloped it. There were some students playing soccer and one of them caught my attention.

His body, his face and everything about him... Wait a minute, didn’t I know that guy? Never shook his hand or anything like that, but I did see him on TV many times. He was that guy. His name was Allan Brown and he was one of the main players of the Jesters, the state soccer team.

He was their number ten. He was no more than 18 and he was already famous country-wide. I knew his backstory somewhat, but I didn’t think I was going to study at the same school as him. That... was the best thing that happened to me so far.

I was a huge fan of him and never thought I would be this close to him. Once the match ended, a bunch of students ran up to him, their hands holding photographs and notebooks for him to sign. He also took selfies with them, and his smile was... captivating.

He was a star here. If there was one thing to make me feel safer about studying in this place, it was that. His light outshone and would continue to outshine any other light in here. I had one less reason to think they would find me.

I was holding my phone in my hand and kind of wished I could be just like the rest, like the normal students. I wished I could take a selfie with him too and show it to my old man. I wished I still had a proper family...

But just when I was going to head somewhere else, Allan Brown started to jog toward me. That couldn’t be because of anything important, right? He couldn’t be coming my way to talk to me... right?
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OH NO, THAT DIDN’T have a single chance of happening. I would be fooling myself if I were thinking any differently.

But then, he did continue to jog toward me until he stopped. I had my backpack on my back and I froze in place, like I was seeing a spaceship falling on Earth. He had a beautiful smile on his face. It was so bright it felt like it was blinding me, drawing me in and stealing all my attention.

“Hey there, my name is Allan Brown and I noticed you were all by yourself here. You kind of stood out among all the other girls. I was thinking how odd that is, considering that, here, everyone has friends and people to protect them.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “I wasn’t actually trying to stand out. I was just trying to watch a game without having people to bother me.”

“Well, that didn’t work out. It wasn’t just me who caught sight of you. Many other people have been talking about you.”

“They have?” My smile was uncomfortable. I barely got here and my plan to be a ghost in this place was going down the drain. It seemed I would have to find some friends here to mingle with and disappear among the myriad of students.

“Yeah, and since I am curious about you, why don’t you come and play with us? Don’t worry, we take it easy on the girls.”

To play soccer with... Allan Brown. Was I living in a dream? What was happening couldn’t be real.

“I-I I don’t know what to say. Wow. I didn’t think Allan Brown would be inviting me for a soccer match with him.”

“Well, you won’t actually play with me. You will be on the oppos-”

“Heeeeyyyy there!” An annoying voice sounded from behind him.

It was another girl - one of the rich ones who thought they owned the place and everyone in here. I saw her in front of the dormitory. She didn’t just walk to stand beside him, she kind of bounced her way toward us, feet too happy for her own good. I wished she had tripped and planted her face onto the ground, but that didn’t happen, which was a shame.

She enveloped her arm around his. I got the message. She was telling me that Allan Brown was hers and that she didn’t want any competition. Duly noted, bitch girl. I am not going to try anything on him.

“Oh, I didn’t ask for your name,” Allan Brown said.

“It’s Katrina Withed.”

“And I am Bertha. You would do well to remember me,” she said and didn’t care if she was part of the conversation or not.

I glared at her, hoping it came off unpleasant. I wanted to keep a low profile here, but I was not about to become a pussy and bow down to each of her demands.

“Nice to meet you,” I said and that was a complete lie.

She gave me a phony smile.

“So, are you game?” Allan Brown questioned.

“Sure thing. I will play.” Anything to be away from that woman and piss her off. I was sure she wasn’t liking I was going to play with him.

Just when we were walking toward the soccer field, she rushed ahead and stopped before Allan Brown, her eyes pleading. “Can I play with you too?”

“Teams are full, Bertha. Wait for another opportunity.”

His tone was cold and kind of angry. And here I was thinking they were the happiest couple on Earth. I could be wrong about this, but it didn’t seem that they were lovers at all.

We continued to walk over to the soccer field. Upon getting there, I looked down and realized I did have good shoes for the match. If there was one thing I learned to always have with me, it was a good pair of shoes in case I needed to run fast.

“Seems that you are ready for this,” Allan Brown declared.

“Yeah, I should be ready.” I didn’t want to tell him this, but I trained soccer partially because of him. He inspired me because he was so young and successful. He did have a rich and powerful family, but his sports success was due to him alone.

I warmed up and readied myself for the match. I wore a pair of shorts and a medium-sized shirt. I left my jacket on top of my backpack and all was good. For the first time since running away from where they locked me in, I felt calm and at peace with myself. Playing soccer always did that to me.

Allan Brown gave me the ball and I started to play with it - just some quick moves and training routines to get my blood pumping for the match. I did my best, hoping I was going to impress him. I kept the ball bouncing off my feet for a good while before kicking it back to him.

“Not bad. Seems that you know how to play soccer.”

“I had some training.”

To say I had some training was a huge understatement. I was addicted to soccer and loved playing it every day. When things turned south for me, I couldn’t train it anymore like I used to, but I still checked the news and kept myself immersed with what was happening in the world of the sport.

Two guys appeared and stole Allan from me. They were boys about his size and the way he looked at them interested me. Were they his best friends in school? The fact he was such a sports star must have made it easy for him to have many people he could rely on here.

I couldn't hear their names, but I decided to make a mental note about them. If he talked to them in private like that, then they should be important. Anybody important here in this school was worth keeping my eyes peeled on.

I waited until he came back. He looked at the other teams’ members and announced. “It’s time to start this match.”

One of the guys without his school vest walked over to the middle of the pitch, whistle in his hand and eyes alert for the incoming match. This one was going to be good and I could feel how my whole body wanted this.

To play a soccer match with one of the men I admired the most... that was something I never thought possible. Never imagined it would happen.

To make it so we could know who was in which team, a bright green sleeveless vest was given to me. All the other members of my team already had theirs.

I waited for the referee to whistle for the match to start, l and Allan Brown was the first one to kick the ball. The match was heated from the very beginning and it was like we were playing on a professional level. That made my blood heat up even more for this and if there was one other thing I wanted to do here, it was to impress Allan, even though I found that unlikely to happen - he was a professional player and I was a nobody.

When I had the opportunity, I did something fancy with the ball, like dribbling through the other players and picking that difficult pass to put a team member almost in front of the goal. Cheers for me, however, didn’t start until half-way through the match that was supposed to last only thirty minutes.

I didn’t want to impress Allan too much though - I didn’t want people here to start talking about me more than they already were. I already stood out too much, and being a shining star here would only lead to those people tracking me down. That last thing could never happen.

And I finally had one opportunity I wasn’t going to miss. The ball was at my feet and Allan was in front of me, doing some marking duty that he didn’t have to - he was a forward and his job was to assist and score goals.

This was my chance and his legs were wide open. It could always be a trap, but this was something I trained for so many times with my old man. He was always so impressed with the efficiency I could pull this off.

Without warning or doing anything that might let him know what was about to happen, I kicked the ball forward and it went like a blur through his legs. I completed a half-circle around his body and ran over to the ball, which was on the verge of rolling out of the pitch.

The crowd didn’t cheer, but I heard gasps of shock as if they couldn’t believe what had just happened. I got to the ball, my mouth smiling, and I was thinking of what to do next when I felt something heavy and huge colliding against me, making me stumble and fall over outside of the pitch.

I looked at who had done that. It was Allan Brown and for a moment I didn’t know what to think. His eyes were fierce, like he was an eagle now instead of the gentleman I just met.

This couldn’t be the case, but... did he get pissed off because I nutmegged him?

The official didn’t whistle for a foul, which was weird because he did more than shoulder-barge me. He grabbed the ball with his hand and readied himself for a throw-in. The match continued and I scrambled back onto the pitch.

It was true that I was much smaller than the guys playing with me, but I could make up for that by being more agile. That helped with my nutmeg, but that only happened in such a successful manner also because it was my favorite soccer skill.

Well, that was not worth being concerned about right now, so I mingled with the rest of my team and continued my efforts.

All was going well until Allan dribbled past a couple of our defenders and scored a banger. Wow. Seeing it in person was even better than on the screen. One of my team members slapped me on the shoulder gently and said, “Less contemplation and more playing. We can still win this.”

The ball was put back in the middle of the pitch and we started playing again. I needed to make up for that goal. I was a competitive woman and even I was admitting that to myself right now. My main concern should be keeping a low profile, but my competitive instincts were speaking louder than anything else right now.

As if by destiny, I had another encounter with Allan. Everything was the same, except he was keeping his legs less open now. Nutmegging him wasn’t going to be an option, unless he fell for another skill of mine.

I had a rush of warmth in my mind as I thought about how to get past him. I didn’t just want to impress him now, I wanted to prove myself I still got this, that all the months I lived without training soccer didn’t make me rusty.

I quickly pushed the ball to the left, and then to the right, and... it worked! His body slightly stumbled, opening his legs wider and I kicked the ball under him. It rolled over to the other side and, once again, there were gasps of shock in the air.

I didn’t look at him as he ended up tripping and falling over on his ass. I didn’t think much of him as I realized I still got this and wasn’t rusty at all.

I reached the ball and passed it to a team member of mine, and soon after, Allan shoulder-barged me again, making me trip and fall over like before.

This time, I couldn’t ignore it. Something was happening and I didn’t like the feeling of that at all.

He didn’t offer his hand to me and the official didn’t whistle, again. That was another foul not marked. What an asshole the ref was. Was he doing that only because Allan Brown was a Jesters' player?

Well, this match just went from amazing to something I didn’t want to continue. Still, I was going to play all the way to its end.

The next minutes went by like a blur to me. I dribbled other players, but didn’t have another encounter on the field against Allan - something I was thankful for.

He scored more goals and just as I thought it would happen, his team won. The score was kind of embarrassing. 4-1. For a match that didn’t even last a full normal professional half, that was bad.

Still, I was kind of happy. I did just prove to myself I didn’t become rusty all these months since being locked up.

I couldn’t make out the words, but from the tone of the conversations around the field, as we drank water and cooled down after the match, it seemed that people were impressed by me. That was less than ideal. No more games from now on, then...

What I also didn’t like was Allan’s death stares after he knocked me down twice during the match. I didn’t think that my nutmegging would make him so feel so pissed off. I was just having fun, after all.

I walked over to him and he tossed down to the grass the towel he was using to dry off his sweat. He looked even more handsome now with his wet hair and slick skin. I couldn’t help myself. He was making me have dirty thoughts that included him.

I offered him my hand. “Sorry for the nutmegs. I didn’t try to showboat. I was just try-”

“It’s fine.”

He grabbed my hand and shook it, but his grip was tighter than what I would call friendly. He was hiding something and I had a pretty good idea of what that was. I didn’t worry, though. Time would heal his wound and he would forget this day ever happened. His professional games would be more than enough to make him remember who he was.

Out of nowhere, Bertha showed up, nostrils flaring and she was holding a coke bottle in her hand. “This bitch here might have come here to humiliate you, but I am here to be the one you deserve.”

I knew why Bertha hated me from the get-go, and I was shocked when he slapped her hand, making the cock bottle fall onto the grass. Her expression of shock was a comical one and if that was a piece in a show, I would have laughed.

However, the situation called for anything but laughing, and I wasn’t about to give them another reason to talk about me.

“Allan...” Her voice was like a whisper.

“I don’t need your help with anything. Beat it.”

Wow. That was cruel, but I enjoyed it nonetheless. The bitch deserved it.

I thought she was going to throw a tantrum, considering her trembling eyelids, but she just turned and bolted out. She was holding back the tears and I wondered for how long she would manage to do that.

Allan didn’t just humiliate her - he did so in front of me and her subjects. That stung, but I already knew she would be back for him. She was just that kind of girl.

“Have a good one, Katrina,” he said before walking away, not bothering to look at me. Some students did try to stop him for selfies and autographs, but he ignored them. The only people who walked with him to his classes were the same two guys I had seen before.

Well, so that was that. I grabbed my things and headed out, hoping to find a reason to think I didn’t just compromise my stay here. I didn’t think I would ever talk with a man like him, but now that it happened, I was expecting that we could become very casual friends - nothing that stood out, though, because of my current situation.

I heard some people talking about what happened even outside the soccer field. What happened there was going to be the topic of conversation for many days, which was something I didn’t like, but I was sure that, over time, those same people would care less and less about me.

I continued making my way to class until I heard familiar voices talking. They were unmistakable. I hid behind a wall and peeked sideways, my eyes then landing on none other than Allan and Bertha, who were with some of their friends.

“We can’t just let what happened there become a common thing,” Bertha said, her tone filled with venom. Gosh, I really hated her.

“I agree. I pretended that it didn’t affect me, but just like with everyone else here, we need to put her in her place. She is new here, so she needs to know.”

Bertha’s eyes lit up. “Now you're talking my language. We need to find ways to make her see and understand just how insignificant she is.”

That was just great. These people - Allan included, were making plans to humiliate me. I knew these kinds of people. They were bullies. I didn’t think that Allan was one of them, though, but the gleam in his eyes was evidence enough that he was in with them on that. He wanted to see me suffer and that was... a realization I didn’t want to have.

I walked away from there, my strides showing how determined I was about that whole thing. I wasn’t going to let them do whatever they wanted with me. I was going to punch back and I was going to wait for their first strike.

✽✽✽

I was chilling in my bedroom, my eyes closed and my phone playing some of my favorite heavy rock songs when I heard someone knocking on the door. I checked the clock and it was almost midnight. The girls who live here should be more concerned about their lives right now instead of knocking on the door of a stranger like me.

I didn’t worry and just headed to the door. Upon opening it, my eyes laid upon Bertha and some of her goons. Of course it was her.

“We have come here to invite you to a party. It’s an exclusive thing and it’s an important way to become one of ours.”

Well, that was direct. No bullshit or anything of the sort.

“No thanks. I don’t need to become one of you.”

Just when I was going to close the door, she pushed her hand against it and impeded me. “We have something very important to talk about here. Don’t run away from us.”

“I’m not running away from anyone. I just want to chill. We just had our first day of classes. Don’t you bitch girls have anything more important to do?”

Their bodies reacted to that and they seemed ready to slap my face multiple times until my cheeks were red.

“What did you just say?” One of them said.

“Yeah, what was that?” Bertha echoed her friend’s thoughts.

“Just making something very clear here. I don’t need you and I don’t want to be part of anything related to you.”

“Oh, but you will be part of something here, you whore. If there’s one thing you need to know about this place, it is that we run it.”

“Funny that you say that.” I rested my forearm on the doorway. “That’s not what it seemed when Allan treated you like trash earlier today.”

Her nostrils flared, eyes narrowing. “That was nothing. We talked about that and he said he didn’t mean it.”

“I’m sure you did talk to him and that it was all fine afterward. Oh, and I’m also sure you have lots of things planned for me.”

This was a confrontation and I was pushing her, but it was so worth it. Just needed to control myself to avoid my wilder side from coming out and taking over things, though. If there was one thing I didn’t want to do on this occasion, it was to be violent. That could make things worse for me, and they were already bad enough.

“What do you know?” Another of her friends asked, sensing what my words meant.

“Just some things. In this kind of school, having information is key.”

“I doubt you have any dirt on us,” another bitch girl said, her voice faltering a bit.

“Oh, you never know...”

That was a lie, but I was sure it was going to work and make them think five times before trying anything against me. I didn’t come here to be bullied and humiliated.

“You are lying, whore,” Bertha said.

“Maybe I am, maybe I am not.” I was trying to keep the tone of my voice calm. “The thing is, none of you have any means to find out the truth right now.”

Some of the bitches looked at their friends, and I could more or less imagine what was going on in their minds. ‘Is this really worth it?’ was probably one of the things they were asking themselves.

“I know you are lying.” Bertha opened a devilish, disgusting smile. “And I will prove this.”

She turned around and announced. “Phase two of the plan begins, then.”

Bertha returned her attention to me. “If you think you will win this, you are very wrong. I have broken many girls like you. And here I was thinking you would make a nice pedicure for me...”

She and her friends started to walk away, but I said, “Don’t take too long. I’m not a patient girl.”

Bertha stopped, her hands balling. Even from afar, I could feel her hatred toward me. This was far from being done and I just made her a nemesis of mine. That was great. I wasn’t worried, but if things continued to progress like that here, then I would either become the boss of this place or be forced out.

I was willing to face the challenge head-on and Bertha would soon find out I wasn’t like the other girls.

Come on, rich bitches. I’m willing to break you and strip away your masks in front of everyone.

✽✽✽

It’s the second day of classes and it’s lunchtime. I was sitting outside, away from everyone as usual, when a guy who wore expensive and extravagant clothes sat beside me. I pretended not to pay attention to him, but he didn’t move, and I was forced to look at him to find out what was going on.

If there was a man who could be called the ‘gay of the gays’ that was him. He didn’t wear lipstick or anything of the sort, but his clothes were too shiny and colorful for this place. He was supposed to be wearing the school’s uniform, but he wasn’t, which was kind of weird. Still, I didn’t think too much about that. Maybe his family had enough influence here to make him capable of wearing whatever he wanted.

It wasn’t just his clothes, though. His face was so energetic - and he wasn’t even doing anything important. He was just texting on his phone, his thumbs almost flying as he continued to tap and tap.

Just when I was going to return my attention to my phone, he said, “I heard you are the new girl around here. You impressed a lot of people when you nutmegged the King twice.”

His voice was high-pitched like I imagined it was. I didn’t like to admit stereotypes, but he definitely checked every box I knew.

“The... King?” I hoped that my question didn’t show how taken aback I was by that.

“Allan Brown. He is one of the most important professional players in the whole state. In this school, most people know him as the ‘King’, especially the people who don’t talk to him or aren’t one of his many friends.”

“Oh, I didn’t know.”

“Obviously.” He smiled and ran his fingers through his hair.

“By the way, my name is Gary. I am a nobody here.”

“I am envious of you already. My name is Katrina.”

“What?” He smiled again, his cheeks blushing.

“After what happened yesterday, I have caught myself far too many times wishing I hadn’t decided to play that game.”

“Well, you played and you showboated. There’s a big difference there.”

“I didn’t showboat. I was just trying to find out if I still had it.”

“What, playing soccer? Girl, you will have some scouts here looking for you soon.”

“Hopefully not.”

“Anyway, I came here to warn you. I have seen far too many students in your situation.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you warning me about?”

“Bertha and the King are plotting their revenge. I don’t know what they will do exactly, but you better be on your toes.”

“I will be alright. I have dealt with much worse before.”

“What, you had to deal with other bullies before?”

“Kind of.”

“Then, you truly need to be careful. Lock the door of your bedroom at night and have a knife or something ready. Bertha and Allan don’t play around.”

I was more surprised that he said that Allan was a bully here. He had all that money and fame, and he still needed to do something extra to make him feel better about himself? That was not what I imagined he was in real life.

“Thanks, but I already got those things covered.

His eyes widened. “You have? Maybe you can withstand them after all.”

“I will break them, if they come to bully me. I know how to handle myself.”

“The moment I laid my eyes on you, I imagined that was the case, but still, I hope you find more friends here.”

“More friends...?”

“Yeah, I will be your friend. Don’t worry about me. I am not scared of the King and his fake queen.”

“Fake queen? The two of them aren’t together, right?”

“Oh no.” He seemed ready to burst out laughing, as if I had made the best joke he had heard in a while. “She wants him, but he treats her like a stray dog.”

“It’s what that whore deserves,” I said.

“So, you are okay with being my friend?”

I shook his hand and smiled. “I guess so, but don’t expect me to look for you to do things. I am not that kind of friend.”

“Owwwnn.” He pouted and faked that he was going to cry.

He rose and said, “That was an enlightening conversation. I will see you around.”

“Have a good one,” I said when he showed me his back and started to walk away.

Paranoia hit me, and I wondered... Nah, I’m not like mom.
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Chapter 3
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MY EYES FLUTTERED OPEN and I met the cold, uninviting light coming from the window. This morning was going to suck. I could already feel that in the air. It was everywhere, in every corner of the room.

I didn't know what was happening to me, but it was like fate didn’t want me to get off my bed, even though I had a myriad of classes to face today.

But I got off the bed anyway and headed out. I needed to take a shower, so I got my things too. Shampoo, bath soap, bath sponge and that sort of thing. For the moment, I tried to shake away the bad feeling that something was going to happen, but it was not to avail.

I got into the bathroom and was relieved to have found no one in there. Okay, so I got here before anyone did, which meant I could take a shower before running into any problem.

But then, after I had already turned on the nozzle of the showerhead and was rubbing my body with my bath sponge, I heard the sound of the door opening and students coming in. They were all loud and making me want to stay the fuck away from them.

I decided not to think about them and that helped a bit. But they talked all the time and didn’t allow me one second of peace there. This high school was horrible for people looking for lone times where they didn’t have to interact or feel the presence of anyone. It was big, but it didn’t have enough space to accommodate everyone in a better manner.

Just when I was applying shampoo, I felt something else falling onto my head. It wasn’t anything solid, it was liquid. I opened my eyes and found a strange, red-ish substance flowing along my body, and I panicked. I thought it was my blood.

But then, the smell told me it was not. It was some kind of weird substance that, of course, was thrown onto me by one of the girls. The shower stall was not tall enough to impede them from doing that. And, to be honest, I had heard about that kind of hazing before.

I figured out what was happening and hated Bertha even more. She had to be the one behind that.

I toweled myself off and got dressed as quickly as possible. I rushed out of the stall and met some of the women I had seen the day before when they tried to invite me to their group. One way or another, it seemed, they wanted their revenge.

“What in the world is happening here? Do you have any idea who I am?!” I shouted, bringing their attention, from their nails and hands, to me.

“Who you are? That’s a good question, but we are afraid we don’t care about that.”

Those girls might as well be nobodies to me. I didn’t know their names and their faces were all similar. The only one I needed to remember and who stood out from them was Bertha, who was not here. The bitch didn’t even dare to be with them.

“You think this sort of thing is funny?”

“Oh, we are all having fun.” They all chuckled and giggled.

If I didn’t have an ounce of self-containment here, I would have started punching and kicking them already. High school barely started for me, and I didn’t want the whole place talking about that weird girl with red skin and hair.

“You are all going to regret this. You want a war? Fine, you will have a war,” I warned.

As they headed out, one of them said, “We have faced many whores like you. You should be the one worried.”

They closed the door and I had some peace in here, finally. This high school was its own kind of monster and so different from the stuff I was used to. This was going to be a piece of work.

I breathed and calmed myself down. Despite the hazing, I could do something to humiliate them too. And, I had a knife and other things to protect myself from them. They weren’t going to pull something else on me soon.

They already had their fun. I didn’t think that humiliating their ‘King’ was going to bring this much attention to me. I didn’t even think Allan was considered a King here and that he had so many bitches willing to do his dirty work.

I didn’t even consider he could be a bully. I always envied him and thought of him as some kind of role model for me. Never considered what I thought of him would be destroyed in such a short amount of time.

✽✽✽

I got into the classroom and noticed all the students in it looking at me, including Bertha. She was almost not managing to control her laughter. Oh, and I knew she wanted to laugh and tell everyone in here she was the mastermind behind what they did in the bathroom.

I looked like a clown. I tried to clean myself up, but whatever kind of liquid they used, it was not easy to remove from my body. Most of my skin was red, as was my hair. I needed to be present for this class, though. Missing it was not an option, and so I didn’t consider the option of going back to the dormitory.

I sat down far from those bitches. They were all at the backside of the class, talking and I could hear my name being mentioned sometimes. I went from being a star in this high school to a reason for them to make jokes.

Either way, the extra attention was a nightmare for me. I just needed to spend one year here until they stopped looking for me.

“Hey, Katrina!” It was Bertha’s voice, of course. She wanted to have more fun.

I turned my head and met her joyful eyes. “What is it?”

“I heard that you had a problem in the bathroom. Want me to help you out?”

“Ownnnnn, and you think you’ve gotten under my skin? You better think again very carefully about that. I faced much worse before.”

She chuckled. “Doesn’t look that way to me.”

“You and your whores just wait. I am already concocting my revenge.”

Except that I wasn’t and wasn’t sure I soon would. I needed to lay low and wasn’t sure that enacting some sort of revenge would be a good thing to do.

“I can’t wait for that. Isn’t that right, girls?”

They all agreed with her and threw taunting looks at me. I wasn’t making any plans to have my revenge on them, but they were forcing my hand. There were two possibilities to make them forget me: either become their laughing stock for a while or make them fear me so much they would just leave me alone.

For now, I was weighing both options, and leaning more on the latter one.

I tried to calm myself down, and then Gary entered the classroom. He noticed me, his eyes widening in genuine shock. He was going to sit somewhere - probably at his normal spot in the classroom - when he changed direction and came to sit next to me.

“Katrina, what happened?”

“Do I even need to tell you?”

He looked at Bertha and returned his attention to me. “You let her do this to you?”

“It’s not like I had an option. She made an enemy of me the moment she first saw me.”

“I imagine. She doesn’t like it when other girls get too close to the King.”

“The two of them deserve one another.”

“Look, you should skip the next class and get a proper shower. You don’t want more students remembering you as the girl who had red paint all over her body. I will give you my notes after the class is over so that you can review them later.”

“Really?” I was kind of relieved. “Thanks.”

“Just so you know, I don’t think that running from people like Bertha is a good idea.”

“You have some experience with them?”

His head approached mine and he whispered, “There are only two viable options on the table here. You either become one of her subjects, like all the girls who surround her now, or you destroy her. Running away is like bringing her worst on you.”

“Duly noted.”

✽✽✽

This time, it was time for Allan to enter the class. Oh, this was going to be one of those classes I would never be able to forget, right? Up until now, I didn’t have a single class with him. He was probably out training. The school would be okay with that. He was their poster boy, after all.

His eyes found me, igniting a fire inside my heart. He was handsome and I did have some kind of crush on him, but the perfect boy persona I had built around him was now gone.

There was a gleam of joy and satisfaction in his eyes. Son of a bitch was finding my humiliating situation a lot of fun. Never thought that nutmegging him would make him an enemy of me. Never thought I would find out he was so different from what I imagined.

He walked over to sit at the other side of the classroom, which for me was a relief. Bertha looked at him with disapproving eyes. At least, their task force to humiliate me didn’t mean they were lovers now. The last thing I wanted was for the both of them to find love where it didn’t exist.

And, I just had my own short moment of revenge too. She was pissed off because he didn’t sit near her. That was more than evident in the way she gave him a death stare.

Some minutes passed until the bell rang and the teacher entered the classroom. His eyes studied the place and he found me. They lingered on me for a couple of seconds, but then he continued walking over to his desk.

Being a teacher in this place meant he had seen this kind of thing before many times, so he wasn’t surprised, I imagined.

Still, I found the situation even more humiliating than usual. First impressions mattered and the teacher was never going to forget the unusual girl with red paint all over her body. I was just hoping I would never need to go to his office hours for anything. That would be even more awkward.

Anyway, I was now sitting outside the main building of the high school, admiring its construction. The place was cold and felt like it would swallow everyone one day, but it was still beautiful. This kind of construction type was rare in the whole country and so different from the more modernized downtown and neighborhoods I was used to.

Gary showed up kind of nowhere, and he had a worried look. “What happened?” I asked.

“The King and the bitch have continued their bullying of you.”

“What do you mean? I haven’t seen them again after the lecture.”

At this point, I had already skipped one class and took another shower to remove the red paint from my body.

“On the internet. Facebook, more specifically. They posted a couple of suggestive pictures of you in the school’s group.”

I never had a Facebook account and didn’t plan on creating one. “Can you show it to me?”

“Sure thing.” He fished his phone and entered the school’s group on Facebook.

Just as he said, Allan Brown, who had a shining smile on his profile photo, alongside Bertha and some other whores, flooded the group with suggestive photos of the match I played yesterday.

Allan was taller than me by more than a head - he could actually have the required height to play basketball - and in some of those pictures, especially the ones which were taken when I was about to nutmeg him, it looked like I was giving him a blowjob.

In other pictures, it looked like I was inviting the players to fuck me in the ass. Those were taken when Allan made me trip over.

Other photos were more recent, of me with the red paint over my body inside the classroom. I didn’t even notice them taking pictures of me there. I imagined that was the point, though.

Some of the captions under the photographs included humiliating words that made my blood boil.

“Look at who is looking for some balls.”

“This is what she really wants.”

And some other suggestive things I wanted to forget right away. There were also smiling and laughing smileys to boost the humiliating tone of the captions.

That online bullying was as worse as what they already did to me in person. “Things will only get worse from here on, Kat. You need to do something. I suggest you find someone who can protect you from them.”

“There is no one here that can protect me. All the guys in this school are assholes.”

“Actually, there are some shady guys who sell drugs. The King won’t mess with you if he finds out you are with them.”

Could be something I could do. I wasn’t beyond dealing with those guys. Plus, considering I would need some cash to pay for some things I couldn’t pay with my hacked phone and credit card, doing that would be like killing two birds with one stone.

“Show me who they are. I think I will look for them later.”

“Okeydokey. Just don’t wait too long. The King and Bertha won’t give you a moment to breathe.”

✽✽✽

I was walking down a hall next to Geography class when I noticed Allan in the distance. It was a rare moment. He didn’t have his goons with him and there was nobody in the vicinity. A thought crossed my mind. This was the perfect moment for that.

I ran over to him and pushed him toward the wall, pinning him there. I was as surprised as he was. I didn’t think I had the strength to pull off something like that. He was more than twice my weight, after all.

“Allan, we need to talk.”

“About what? Get off me.”

He pushed me back, but he didn’t try to walk away.

“About all the bullying stuff. Shouldn’t you be over that kind of thing? You are the superstar in this school and the whole country.”

His eyes studied me for a bit, and they were as cold as usual. “Not with you.”

“Not with me?! What do you mean?”

“I don’t have to explain anything to you. Your problem is with Bertha only.”

“Not when you join up forces with her to humiliate me.”

“If she is managing to make you feel like that, then the problem is actually more with you. She didn’t do anything out of the ordinary.”

I put my two fists on my waist. “She poured a bucket-full of red paint over my head while I was taking a shower. That seemed like going out of the ordinary from my point of view.”

He laughed. “That was nothing. There’s much worse coming for you.”

“And all that... because I nutmegged you twice in a soccer match you won. Are you really that easily triggered? Are you such a sore loser even when you didn’t actually lose?”

“Get off me, whore.” He was stepping away. “And don’t come any closer to me.”

He continued to walk away, my mind conflicted about so many things. “Yeah? If you think I will just bow down to the ‘King’, then you have got something coming.”

And he stopped, his shoulders tensing up. He wouldn’t do anything stupid now... would he?
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I BREATHED OUT IN PURE relief. Allan began to walk away, and I stood there, watching him as he disappeared around a corner.

Just like that, any ounce of respect I still had for him was gone. I never thought that the number 10 of the Jesters was such an asshole in real life. I am never going to watch another match with him in the main team and I am done being his fan.

And after the sun had set, I stretched my arms and was ready to sleep. The day had been a full one and I had many complications. Cleaning the paint off my body and meeting Allan when he was alone exhausted me. I had so many things to think about and my mind was such a mess, but right now, my body needed some rest.

When I lied down in my bed like a huge boulder being thrown over a precipice, and closed my eyes, it didn’t take me more than a couple of seconds to fall asleep. The sound of something weird, whispery voices and hands grabbing my body, though, soon woke me up.

I felt two hands putting something around my mouth, and another pair of hands putting another thing in front of my eyes. I couldn't see or say anything, and I felt my heart racing. More hands grabbed my body and took me off the bed.

My mind woke up as if someone had just poked me with a heated iron bar. I could kind of make out what they were saying, and they kept on mentioning something about a pool. That was funny and weird because I didn’t remember this school having any swimming pool.

They carried me off my bedroom and I found myself in the hall adjacent to it. More than one person was carrying me, and their hands were soft and gentle. Those voices and how they sounded... These were women, there was no denying that.

A wild thought crossed my mind. This had to be Bertha and her goons about to do something nasty to me. Oh, but these bitches had something coming their way if they were thinking they could bully me this much without consequences.

I would come up with something to put them back in their place, and they would never have the audacity to try something like this ever again in their lives.

I heard the sound of a door being opened and closed, and the cool air of the night moved around my body. They were taking me somewhere on campus - that was something I couldn’t deny - but I just didn’t know where.

No wonder they kept my eyes covered with this piece of dark cloth. They didn’t want me to know who they were and what path they were taking to get to their destination.

But their efforts didn’t matter. I already knew who they were and I was already thinking about what I would do to have my revenge. I needed to do something their minds would never forget their entire lives.

I heard the sound of a door clicking open. The cold air of the night was replaced by a wetter one, and I thought I could hear the sound of water shifting. They were taking me closer to a swimming pool I didn’t think this high school had. I didn’t have time to explore the whole campus, so that wasn’t much of a surprise.

“This bitch girl here will hate herself. She will think she should never have done what she did to the King.”

“Don’t worry, darling. She won’t stand a chance against us. We have so many more things for her.”

Even though their voices were different, I knew Bertha was with them. Her tone of hatred was unique and unmistakable. Hearing their voices here, though, wasn’t necessary to find out she was doing this to me.

She was the only one in the whole school, other than Allan, who made an enemy of me.

“I just can’t wait to see her face when she comes out of the swimming pool. I imagine she will be asking herself her whole life who did this.”

“Hey, that’s why we have been careful with this. Nobody will find out about any of this.”

You wish. I didn’t need the help of anyone, but I already knew who they were, and they would all regret this.

We continued making our way toward the swimming pool, the sound of water shifting more and more evident to me. They were going to throw me in there, fully clothed and I would have to free myself from the straps and swim my way to safety.

I wasn’t worried, even when considering they also tied my ankles and wrists. I was tied before and I could escape back then. This wasn’t going to be much different.

“Katrina was thinking she became the Queen of Faith High because she nutmegged the King twice in a match.”

“She thinks so highly of herself. I’m sure she will survive this and try something against us, but there’s nothing she can do that can harm us. We are impervious to bullying. We are the de facto rulers of Faith High.”

Someone giggled. “I really wonder if she will be able to escape this, though. We don't want her to die.”

“Of course not.” That one had to be Bertha. “We don’t want the whole school looking for killers and I don’t want to think I killed someone. I am only putting her back in her place.”

“We will be here in case she doesn’t manage to free herself, and then we will leave before she has enough time to run after us.”

“It’s all planned. This will go smoothly like all the other times we did this. And, after this, just like with everyone else who thought they could fight against us, she will beg for our mercy or she will run away from Faith High like a scared chicken.”

You wish. I will come on top of this battle of ours.

They stopped and I could feel the cooling effect of the water stronger than before. The sound and how much louder than minutes ago it was also told me we were at the edge of the swimming pool.

Now, they only needed to throw me in there.

“Are you sure we can do this?” That was the voice of someone who didn't speak until now. “She doesn’t look like she woke up yet.”

There was some silence and I could feel eyes studying me.

“She will be alright. She’s probably faking that she is still sleeping. In any case, even if she is not aware of what is happening, she will wake up and scream for help the moment she falls into the water.”

There was some silence and that same girl spoke again. “I hope you are right about this, because I don’t really like what is happening anymore.”

There were a couple of seconds of silence. “You dare to think this won’t work?” That was Bertha for sure.

“N-no, I am just worried she won’t make it.”

“What part of ‘we will save her if she struggles too much’ did you not understand?”

“I-I am just-”

“You are nothing. Get out of here before I lose my shit with you.”

There was a second of silence that was broken by sobbing. That same girl turned and ran away from Bertha. Jesus, even though she was nothing more than a rich whore, she was heartless. Not even her subordinates were safe from her wrath.

“Okay, so now on to continue with this. Just throw her in there.”

And just like that, they obeyed her. The people who were carrying me over their shoulders moved their arms and threw me into the swimming pool, the sound of water splashing filling the whole room.

My body was enveloped by the cold water that managed to be even colder than the walls of Faith High. I didn’t panic and just focused on getting myself free from the lengths of rope that tied my ankles and wrists.

They were nothing more than rich bitches, and they wouldn’t have been able to tie me up too well. Plus, they did want me to get myself free so that they wouldn’t have to save me. Their intention was only to scare me.

I continued to try to get myself free, my legs and arms struggling in a constant and decisive manner as I employed everything I knew to save myself. I wasn’t worried. I just needed to do this fast before I began to drown.

But... it wasn’t that easy. I didn’t know what was happening, but the lengths of rope just wouldn't get loose. The more I tried to free myself from them, the more they didn’t seem to be affected.

My heart panicked a bit,  but not my mind. I can still do this.

One more second, and another and another passed, and I thought I could hear people kind of screaming and talking out loud. Oh no, they weren’t going to come here to save me. I wouldn't allow them.

That would be even more humiliating than being thrown into the water after God-only-knew how they broke into my bedroom.

I hurried, my limbs moving like the world was about to end, when the arms and the hands of a man enveloped me. I was inside the water and was already beginning to drown. I didn’t know what to think. I thought it would be one of the bitches that would come here to save me, and I was hating myself for not having found a way to free myself from the lengths of rope, and there were also so many other things going on in my head...

I heard hurried footsteps and then the clicking sound of a door opening and closing. The man who just saved me took me from the center of the swimming pool to its edge, and then pushed and lifted me out.

I was panting and my heart was racing. My whole body was wet and so much colder than normal. It was trembling and I was hating myself for not seeing this coming. I should have put something else behind the door to impede this whole thing from happening.

Urgh! I was thinking that my previous experience with bullies like them would have helped me more in this school. I hated Bertha so much now I could kill her, if she was here and I wasn’t still tied up like this.

Then, the voice of someone I knew well spoke, “I’m freeing you now. Just try to breathe and calm yourself down. Bertha and her goons went too far this time.”

It was Gary. How... did he know about all of this?

His hands worked fast as he freed me from the lengths of rope. I kicked and pushed them away, and then I removed the pieces of cloth that covered my mouth and eyes.

When my eyes laid upon him, I could almost hug him, but that would be a sign of weakness and I didn’t want him to think that way about me.

“Gary, what were you doing here?”

“I... was walking by the girls’ dormitory when I saw everything. I saw you and I knew what was happening. Bertha and her goons covered their heads to hide their faces, but I knew it was them. I knew that because you were the one being carried over their shoulders.”

“I would have found a way to free myself, you know.”

His eyes studied me. “I don’t think so. You were struggling quite a lot.”

I tsked and he added, “There is no shame in needing the help of someone, you know.”

Yeah, as if that ever worked wonderfully for me. Even Renzo, the only one who was more or less okay with helping me turned out to be an asshole in the end. Good thing he would never bother me again.

I rose to my feet. “Thanks, but I need to head back to my dormitory.”

“There will be questions for you tomorrow, you know.”

“What kind of questions and who will make them?”

“Mr. Desmond, the guy who deals with the bullying cases and tries to make sure we all have healthy experiences here. He will be notified of what happened here.”

“What, are you going to tell him?” I stepped toward him, studying his eyes.

“No, but they will.”

I looked where he was pointing his fingers at. Cameras. Of course this place had them. And, that meant that Bertha wouldn’t have to answer any questions too. Their faces were covered. They thought this whole thing through.

“I imagine you will have to come as well.”

“Absolutely, but he will have fewer questions for me because I showed up and saved you. Plus, I have been at this school my whole life. You, on the other hand, is new and he doesn’t know you well.”

“Is that all? It feels like you are hiding something from me.”

“Well.” Gary rubbed the back of his head. “He is also my boyfriend.”

“What?! You are banging the guy who deals with bullies and that sort of thing!?”

“I love him, but there is another reason why I ended up together with him. I needed protection and he was the only one who could give it to me.”

“Wow, this night just keeps on getting better.”

“Forget that detail about my life, Kat. Time to head back to your dorm room. And find a way to lock your door for good this time.”

“Don’t worry about that, I will.”

“And don’t take too long to speak with the drug dealers. They will be able to offer you protection.”

Things changed, and now was one of the days I wished I could have Renzo with us. I wished I could call him and tell him I needed another favor. The photos posted on Faith High’s Facebook group got viral on campus and everyone knew me now.

Things were only getting worse. If that didn’t change, I would have to find somewhere to lay low at, even if that wasn’t part of the plan.

That was not an option right now, though. I didn’t have any cash and I was wondering for how long my credit card would continue to work. Since Renzo was now dead, I didn’t have anyone who could help me with computer things.

I was dying to create a Facebook profile to have my revenge on Bertha and Brown. I wanted to create an account to post some photoshopped photos of them, but there were two major problems with that. One was that I didn’t want to bring more attention to me, and the other was that I didn’t know how to use Photoshop.

I sighed and headed out to the class. At least, for this one, which was an elective, neither Allan or Bertha would be there. Only Gary would be and having only him around was such a relief. He was the only one on campus who treated me like a normal human being.

If he weren’t gay, I could even fall in love with him.

When I entered the building where the classroom was, Gary stopped me and said, “You need to come with me. James wants to talk with us.”

“Fine. Better to deal with this now than later.”

We headed over to his office and I spotted Allan and Bertha together, probably making more plans to bully me again. Never thought that what I did in that match would cause him to hate me so much.

Still, I wasn’t about to bow down for them and I wasn’t even close to thinking about running away. This had already become a matter of ego to me.

Gary knocked on the door and James said, “Come on in.”

Upon seeing his boyfriend, he didn’t stand up and hug him like I thought he would, but his eyes did glint and I thought I could see love in them. If Gary really was being genuine with him or not, I didn’t know, but there was no denying that their relationship appeared to be a healthy one.

“Sit down, please. We have plenty to talk about.”

“If this is about the swimming pool thing, all I have to say is that I am not backing away from my revenge,” I already announced from the get-go.

His eyes studied me with a glint of surprise in them. “Just sit and we may talk.”

“You probably already know me,” he continued. “My name is James Desmond and I am in charge of making sure our students have healthy periods of study here, which is why we need to build a plan so that those people stop picking up on you.”

“You already know who did those things. It was Bertha and her goons. Allan Brown was also behind it all.”

“I know who did it, but I don’t have any evidence. They covered their faces with ski masks. I already have some people asking around to find their identities, but that won’t help with anything. The point is, the change needs to come from you.”

“What, you want me to back away and bow down for them?”

“No, I just want you to think better about your actions from here on out. Those are some very powerful people. They can ruin your life outside of this school too.”

“As if that didn’t already happen.”

“I’m sorry?” He asked, but Gary piped up, “James, I think you need to drop this. Let us deal with this. Kat is no weak woman.”

“That didn’t seem the case to me when she was drowning and needed you to save her.”

Gary continued, his tone softer. “Hon, you aren’t helping now.”

His eyes studied those of his boyfriend. “Can you at least stay clear of what’s happening? They might do things to you which I... don’t even want to think about right now.”

“You know I can’t promise that.”

There was a moment of silence where the two lovers battled using only their eyes. James eventually sighed and said, “Alright, but I don’t like this one bit.”

Gary rose to his feet. “Come on, Kat. We will fight this battle together.”

“I will deal with this on my own,” I told James.

His eyes studied me for a second, and then I turned and walked back into the hall. Gary stayed with him for a couple of minutes, probably trying to convince him that he didn’t have anything to worry about.

Then, he came over to me and said, “Done. He won’t bother you anymore.”

“That’s a relief, because I am already thinking of ways to humiliate them for everything they have done to me.”

“You need to make sure your first hit will be the only one necessary. The King and Bertha will feel like killing you for real otherwise.”

“Don’t worry. I am already planning something they will never forget.”
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SOMETHING WEIRD WAS happening now and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. I thought I was seeing Allan stalking me, but that... couldn’t be the case, right? He had so many goons and Bertha to help him out with knowing what I was doing.

Well, whatever was happening, I was still studying my plan to have my revenge. It was complicated because it needed to happen when Allan and Bertha were together. She tended to be with him like glue, but the moments where that happened were infrequent, and so my plan needed to be something not dependent on time.

I was sitting in the classroom when the teacher of Geography said. “We have a very important assignment for next week. We will visit Hope Forest and I want you all to be prepared for it. I don’t want to have students in there who think they can’t handle themselves.”

Urgh, he had got to be kidding me. And here I was thinking I would be able to end Allan’s and Bertha’s bullying of me soon. That assignment changed a lot of things.

“And, I will choose the groups you will be with,” the teacher added.

Oh shit, I only hoped Allan and Bertha wouldn’t be in my group. Both would have a field day with me if that happened. They had so many resources and goons to help them that I wouldn’t stand a chance.

“Gary, you will be with Marcus and Lucia.”

I couldn’t believe it! Gary wouldn’t be with me. He was the only one in this whole school who was friendly to me. He looked at me with sad eyes and I could almost hear his mind thinking how much this whole thing sucked.

It would only be for a short amount of time, though. No more than a day, I imagined.

“And Katrina, you will be with Allan and Bertha.”

It was like a meteor shower just hit my head. I felt dizzy and had to recompose myself. I looked at Allan and Bertha, who were just as surprised. Their expressions of shock would be funny to me if I weren’t so worried.

They now had an even better opportunity to bully me. I would have to be on my toes all the time in that forest.

It was a field trip, so there would be a cabin and we would be out studying the soil and the plants, and I would need to work together with them. That was not a good thing at all.

Once class was over and everyone bar me and Gary walked out, he came over to me. “I can’t believe you were put together with them in the same group.”

“I know, right? Do you think I can change his mind and make him put me in another group?”

“You can try, but you know that teacher. He isn’t the kind of man to change his mind easily.”

I sighed. “That is just great, because I already had something ready for them.”

“Well, I am sure you will be fine with them. They are assholes, but they don’t kill. I’m more worried about the forest, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“Are you not from around here?”

I shook my head.

“There have been recent reports of people disappearing in there. It’s not a place I would be at for Halloween.”

I just realized it will be Halloween at the time we will be in Hope Forest. That was just great. It was like destiny was doing this all on purpose to fuck me up. I didn’t hate Halloween or anything, but that alongside me being in a scary forest with my worst enemies added to a bad omen.

I just didn’t like where things were heading.

Gary grabbed my hand and began to caress it. “Don’t worry. I will be with you, even from afar. You have my number.”

“Thanks. You are of great help. You don’t deserve to study in this school.”

“I wish I could move to a better high school for sure, but then I wouldn't have James with me, and so that is not an option.”

✽✽✽

I was walking down a solitary hall when I heard their voices. Allan and Bertha. I hid behind a wall and peeked sideways to find them, and was surprised that they were alone. I thought they would be with their goons, as usual.

“I can’t believe we will have to work with her,” Bertha said.

“Don’t worry. We have time and we can do something to her over there.”

“You promise me?” She pouted.

His eyes studied her for a second. “I promise.”

I thought I was seeing things, but her lips tried to approach his and he put his index finger in front of her mouth. “Not yet.”

“But you said we could become lovers.”

“One day, maybe, after we are done ending Katrina.”

Bertha sighed. “I can’t believe you are so obsessed with her.”

“Oh, I am obsessed with her?” He gestured in a manner that was so unlike him. “You have been dying to destroy her.”

“You are destroying me for not even letting me kiss you...”

Allan waved his hand in a dismissive manner and then started to walk away. “You need to know your place and that we have something more important to do.”

“Hey, wait up!” She chased him as if nothing had happened, as if he didn’t just treat her like trash again. I was somewhat relieved. I thought they had actually become lovers because I was their common enemy.

And to think that all of this started because of two nutmegs...

What an idiot. Anyway, I finally had a plan and it was something I could employ before the day where we would have to go on that ridiculous trip to the forest. I told Gary about it and he had his reservations, but he still said he would be there for me.

Now, I only needed to wait for a moment where Allan would be all by himself. The plan would work better without people showing up to ruin it, and I needed to be in a certain mood so that it would happen without a problem.

Considering that he continued to stalk me sometimes on campus, that wouldn’t be too hard. I just needed to head somewhere without many people and then turn and call him. That would make him stop stalking me and I would have what I needed to end his stupid bullying.

Bertha would hate it too to the point of never again daring to be near me, so it was actually more like killing three birds with one stone.

Why I didn’t think about this before was beyond me, but I was just happy I did.

It was the end of the afternoon, and the sun was about to set. Lighting wouldn’t be the best, but Gary said his phone’s camera would work well for this regardless. He was hiding behind one of the pillars and when I looked at him, he seemed ready.

I looked with the corner of my eye to find Allan also in hiding, his head peeking sideways as he continued to stalk me. I knew why he was doing that, but all the stalking was ridiculous still. It was like he was a husband who was desperate because his wife dumped him for someone better.

All our interactions were limited at best, so he didn’t have a reason to try to find that much about me. Not even the bullying could explain why he was acting like that.

Still, all the attention from someone so rich, with such a well-structured family made me feel something alien in my heart. I thought he was handsome and all that, but what I was feeling right now was a bit more than that.

Love? Not a chance. I wasn’t about to fall in love with someone who teamed up to bully me. He could have Bertha as his girlfriend and it seemed he was going to have her anyway.

I walked to a hall and was relieved to find no one in it. I could hear my footsteps and each of them sounded like a gunshot. I looked with the corner of my eye and found him coming my way, though he didn’t advance. He knew I would hear him coming.

And so I stopped, turned around and said, “Okay, jackass. You can come out now. I am tired of you stalking me all the time.”

His hand, as it gripped the edge of the wall, didn’t move, but I waited anyway. It took him some seconds, but little by little, he moved out of his hiding spot and dared to show himself to me. His eyelids trembled a bit, but he still managed to control himself. Allan never thought he would be found out, I imagined.

“What do you want with me?” I asked.

He approached me, but still maintained his distance, which was a problem. I needed to be near him for this to work.

“What would be the fun in answering that?”

This time, I was the one who approached him and was putting myself in danger. He could do anything. I just realized the kind of guy he was and I wasn’t liking that one bit. He was one of those spoiled brats who were used to having everything their way and when he faced the first real opposition that was me, he was doing some annoying things, like stalking me.

“Oh, you know that very well and I suspect you know the answer too.”

The point here wasn’t to say things that made sense, but only to keep him talking and to keep approaching him.

“You have no idea the kind of things we are planning to do to you on that trip, princess.”

“Oh, I know. I’ve heard and I am planning on turning things around in my favor. You just wait.”

He snorted. “You can’t do anything to stop me and Bertha.”

“She is your girlfriend now?”

“Not one bit. We have only joined forces to take you down.”

“To take me down? One of you isn’t enough? The King can’t deal with a single enemy by himself?”

Something changed on his face and that was when I knew I hit the right spot in his mind. He was losing control of himself here. I was going to manage to pull this off.

“You know, I thought we could be friends,” he said.

“I thought so too, but then you proved to be a sore loser. You didn’t even lose the game and scored all your team’s goals.”

“I lost to you - a woman - and my whole team laughed at me for that.”

“I’m sure they really hurt your big ego.”

He tsked, and I was glad I was close enough to hear that. Just a couple more steps and I would be able to feel his breath.

“You will regret every single thing about that - that I swear. You will wish you’ve never come to this school.”

“You have no idea about my past, ‘King’. I have done things you wouldn’t imagine. A bully like you always thinks that everyone is less visceral than you, but I can prove that wrong.”

I was now close enough to touch him.

“Yeah? Then prove it.”

And so I kissed him, but not because I wanted to prove him anything, but so that I could hear the clicking sound of Gary’s camera as it took one picture, and then another, and another more.

Yes, Gary. Keep taking all these pictures and don’t let anyone stop you now. I will need all of them to ruin his career, even if that meant putting myself in even more danger, because there was no way the people looking for me wouldn’t find those photos, if I published them online.

I was going to keep them close to me and use them as leverage so that Allan’s and Bertha’s bullying stopped for good.

And... I was actually liking this kiss. It was awkward and I wasn’t sure what his reaction was going to be, but now the kiss turned into something more and so violent and needy I thought I was losing control of it.

His hands grabbed me and he was pulling me closer to him. Wait, was he in love with me this whole time? That couldn’t be. He was treating me like trash and making me feel like the worst human being on this planet.

But there was no denying that he was making this kiss more sexual, needier and pulling me closer to him, to the point of making my belly feel his body, his... erection and those perfect abs.

His smell was dominating me as well and it took more resilience than I thought I would need to break the kiss and look into his eyes. What I saw there was something alien that I never thought he felt for me.

Was he sad and kind of angry I ended the kiss? Did he know what all of this was for? Why didn’t he start to beat me up already for kissing him, who was one of the most important soccer players in the whole state?

It didn’t make sense and yet, I was missing the kiss already. It had been such a long time since I did that with anyone, and he was such a good kisser too. I guess it worked in my favor, because Bertha and everyone else were going to think that what happened wasn’t fake at all.

People would think, if we shared the photos, that we really were in love and that he lost his composure to a woman who wasn’t from his same social class. I was a poor woman with no past to speak of - certainly not one I was okay with sharing - and Allan was who he was.

I looked to the side and found Gary, his lips curved up in a tight-lipped smile and his hand giving me a thumbs up. He got what he needed and now we could end this whole thing - all of this bullying thing - today. I just needed to show the photos to Bertha and she would stop caring about him. Not even a woman like her would continue to be his bitch after she learned that he already had someone.

When I returned my attention to Allan, he was looking where Gary was and his bottom lip was trembling. I could see his eyes getting redder too. This affected him.

“Gary, run!” I shouted, noticing what was about to happen.
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AND SO HE DID. “YOU fucking whore!” Allan shouted, his tone filled with anger, and just when he was going to try to get to Gary, I put my leg in front of him and made him trip and fall over, his face almost hitting the tiled floor if he hadn’t used his hands to soften the fall.

In other circumstances, I would have laughed and taken more pictures using my phone, but not this time. I didn’t think the kiss was going to reveal so many feelings about him for me and what just happened made me feel a bit wrong.

But those were stupid thoughts, and so I pushed them away. I ran toward where Gary went, turned at a corner and followed the path he took. We had already decided on a spot to meet one another after the plan was over.

I turned at another corner and found the room I was looking for. It was deserted and nobody would come here. Plus, Allan lost his chance to get to us when I made him fall over. Those were precious seconds he would never have back.

I looked sideways just to make sure Allan didn’t catch up to me and entered the room. I closed the door behind me and found myself panting. My eyes laid upon Gary, who was still smiling.

“Did you get them?”

“All of them, of course. Jesus, I knew you were... stunning, but I didn’t think you would kiss him like that. It was like you were possessed.”

“I guess I got a bit carried away.”

“More than that happened, though. You are not in love with him, are you?”

“No! Of course not. I hate him.”

“Riiiiight. You told me the other day you were his fan.”

“That was before he became my bully.”

His eyes narrowed. “What happened in the soccer field was more than you proving yourself that you ‘still got it’, wasn’t it? You wanted to impress him because he is your idol?”

“Gary, give me this.” I took the phone from his hand with force. “You are not making sense right now with these silly questions.”

I checked each photo to make sure they were high-quality and that even someone half-blind would know who was kissing who.

“These will be perfect. Now, we just need to find Bertha.”

“Preferably before the King finds her, that is. We don’t want him telling her his side of the story first. He is a smart guy. He must have already figured out what we are doing.”

We got out of the room we were hiding in. “You think you will be okay? Allan saw you.”

“Yeah, I will be fine. James protects me.”

“I hope you are right about that.”

✽✽✽

Finding Bertha was easy. The school was big, but she tended to draw the attention of other girls toward her. When we found a conglomeration of them close to the dining hall, we knew she was there.

Gary pointed at them and said, “That’s where she is. Are you sure you don’t want me close by?”

“No, you have already helped me a lot. I don’t want to endanger you even more.”

“I’m fine with putting myself into more danger. I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t be. I have this.” I waved my phone at him. We had transferred the photos and could now do this without feeling bad about what was happening. Gary was a good guy and the only one in this whole school who was my friend. I didn’t want to be the reason for Allan and Bertha to start to pick up on him. He had protection, but even that could not be sufficient if he angered those assholes too much.

I walked over to Bertha and pushed her friends sideways, making way for me. It took some effort, but I got to her, and her eyes widened so much when they found me that she looked funny.

I didn’t hold a chuckle back.

“What do you want here, bitch girl?” Her voice was filled with venom.

“I have some photos you won’t like to see.”

Something in her face changed, like she knew what I was about to tell her.

“What is it? You have photos of horses fucking your ass?”

Everyone around us laughed, but I didn’t let that affect me. I had the upper hand here and the element of surprise. Allan didn’t find and tell her what happened yet, which made this so much better.

“This.”

I put the phone right in front of her eyes and I admired as her smile faded. Her eyelids began to tremble. I just got under her skin, humiliated her, and she knew she was in no position to do anything to me anymore.

“What is the meaning of that?”

“Allan and I are in love. He might negate that, but he kissed me a couple of minutes ago. It’s too bad he didn’t tell you that yet.”

“That’s a lie. He has told me how much he hates you.”

“Oh, what a pity. And here I was thinking you were smarter than that.”

“What?!”

“Allan is a fantastic guy, but he isn’t one to tell the truth right away. From the very beginning, he fell in love with me and now he does everything I want.”

“You want me to believe that?”

She was saying one thing, but her face was showing me something else. Her lower lip trembled like a leaf in a storm. I made her angry and more than that, I made her think of me as more than her enemy. I was now beyond her reach. I could almost hear her mind thinking as she thought she was never good enough to be with Allan. All this time they studied together and it was me, the new girl, who he ended up declaring his love to.

“You can believe whatever you want, but these photos here show more of what happened.”

I showed her more of the photos that were taken, and her eyes got so red I thought she was about to cry right in front of everyone. But she kept her composure, for the most part. If I weren’t such a good observer, I would never have noticed the signs on her face. Her shaking lower lip and eyelid didn’t lie. I could feel she was about to throw a tantrum.

When I moved my phone away from her face and put it back into the front pocket of my shirt, Allan showed up from behind me, his chest heaving. He was looking for me this whole time.

His eyes found mine, and they were full of venom. “Should have figured you would be here.”

“Honey, I would love to be with you right now, but I have class.”

I turned my attention to Bertha, whose lips were so tight one could think she didn’t have a mouth, “He will lie, but don’t worry, I think you already know that very well. He always lies when he isn’t comfortable with the truth. Just remember this,” I said as I waved my phone in front of her eyes.

And with that said, I walked away from that group of entitled girls feeling as if I was a Queen. It didn’t matter what Allan would tell her. She would never believe a word he would say. Bertha knew he treated her like trash ever since they met and she also knew he invited me to play soccer with him that day when he refused the same for her.

Allan showed me he cared more about me than he ever cared about her, and that consumed her heart and mind. It was possibly not the whole truth, but for Bertha, what she was seeing was all that mattered.

He kissed me and that was something the two of them never did. He might have promised that to her, which made the result of my plan so much better. It was like fate decided to help me for once.

And the best thing about all that was that I wouldn’t have to make the photos public. The result I wanted was already achieved. Bertha was going to stop helping him and he wouldn’t try anything anymore with me. He knew I had the photos and that I could end his career in a few minutes.

I followed his life, who he was, and I knew everyone thought he didn’t have a girlfriend. What would his sponsors, family and fans think of him if they found out I was his lover? I was nothing more than the complete opposite of him, and that would be enough to make everyone despise him.

The image of the perfect human being, the perfect soccer player, would crumble in their minds like glass, pieces flying everywhere. They would never forgive him and he knew that very well.

I tipped my chin up. I didn’t have any reason anymore to think Allan and Bertha would be a problem for me again. I destroyed them, and that ended up being as easy as figuring out what was keeping them together.

✽✽✽

The twisted trees gave me the chills. The fog prevented me from seeing what was in the distance. The lack of sounds made me think that dangerous animals were just waiting for us to step further into the forest. Some trees had leaves, but most lost their canopies years ago.

This wasn’t the kind of place for high school students to be, and it reminded me too much of Silent Hill.

It was still not as bad as the drug dealers’ hideout in the city, though. I went there and started to work for them. Every night, I now sold drugs and had cash to pay for things I couldn’t with my fake credit card. It was nice to have another source of money too. I didn’t know how long my credit card would continue to work.

Gary was beside me, and I could feel he was as nervous as I was. “What in the world was the teacher thinking when he decided to bring us here? It doesn’t make any sense. These woods aren’t meant for students.”

“I don’t know, but this place is creepy.”

The teacher showed up behind us, grabbing our attention and that of the other students. “Everyone, just disperse and look for the things I asked for. You have the lists, so keep them with you. By evening, you should all be back here.”

Allan and Bertha already took the initiative. They were walking further into the forest without waiting for me, which felt like a good, proper win. If I hadn’t done what I did, today would feel even more like torture.

Even though this forest was creepy as fuck, I still felt good. There was nothing like defeating an enemy.

“Okay, Gary. You take care of yourself in your group. We will find one another back in here.”

“That we will. You take care of yourself as well. The King isn’t one to give up so easily.”

I smiled. “Don’t worry. I have everything I need to contain him for good.”

I caught up to Allan and Bertha, who glanced at me for a second, but then returned their attention to the path ahead. They didn’t say anything as we continued to walk, and both of them looked lost and angry for being with me.

We didn’t have phone signal here, so neither of them could kill time or find something more enjoyable for them to do. They were with me now and they hated that so much I could feel their hatred oozing from their bodies.

We had an assignment here to do, so someone needed to speak, “Guys, we have this list of things we need to find. I suggest we start looking.”

Bertha scoffed. “I don’t really care about that right now.”

She didn’t say ‘bitch girl’ which spoke volumes about her mood and how scared she was of me.

“I will look for them. Give me the list,” Allan said.

I gave it to him and studied his face. He hated me - there was no denying that - but there was something else in his eyes. He might have been infatuated with me before the kiss, but was that the case still, even after I put him on a short leash?

He went on ahead and now it was only me and Bertha. I was overjoyed for being alone with her, which was a striking difference from before. I hated her still, but now I felt I was in control.

“You got what you deserved, you know?”

“What do you want again?” She asked, her tone still tainted with her hatred for me.

“I’m telling you that you need to stop caring about Allan. He doesn’t love you.”

She stopped, forcing me to stop as well. “You think you can tell me what to do?”

“I’m only saying what my mind is thinking. You need to stop being such a good little doggie for him. You might be all sad right now, but I know someone like you will crawl right back to him.”

She gave me an angry, incredulous look and then walked away from me as if I was poop on a sidewalk. Her whole body said to me she wanted to be anywhere but near me, which was another victory I cherished.

A pity that meeting with her was, though. I was thinking of having a lone time with her to discuss some things. Guess I wouldn’t have the chance for that, then.

✽✽✽

I continued to walk until I found Allan again. He was crouching in front of a dead plant. “Is this one of the things we are looking for here?”

He also gave me a kind of angry look with the corner of his eye, but answered me anyway, “Dunno. This whole place is dead. I don’t even hear the sound of animals.”

“I think we might have more luck walking in that direction.”

I pointed toward a spot where I could see some abandoned houses and stores. It kind of looked like one of those old west cities that were built as temporary residency. Allan looked toward there and said, “If you are saying we need to go there, then I will head in the opposite direction.”

Jerk.

Just like Bertha, he walked away from me. I didn’t try to follow him and I wouldn’t. It had been some days since I ended all their plans to continue to bully me, but I was still very much with my guard up. I couldn’t let them think I couldn’t protect myself.

But that would be such a hard thing for them to do now, since rumor was spreading that I was with the drug dealers now.

I made my way to the desolate, falling apart city in the woods. From a distance, it indeed looked like one of those old west cities, but from up close, it looked more like a town that came straight from a horror movie.

In here, in the middle of the town, it was colder than in the rest of the forest. The more I looked at the houses and the stores, trying to finish the teacher’s assignment, the more I wanted to leave not only this place and these woods, but the city altogether.

When I turned and found a gun store, I heard the scream of a woman in the distance, and also a skin-freezing roar.
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Chapter 7
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I WALKED FASTER THAN normal toward where those sounds came from, which was just outside the ghost town.

And then, I heard another scream and the same roar, and so my walking turned to a run. I needed to find out what was happening and I needed to save whoever was in danger.

I crossed some trees that blocked my view and found none other than Bertha with a huge and imposing bear trying to eat her. It was trying to determine if she was dangerous or not as it kind of paced around her.

This was Bertha, but fuck it. I wasn’t going to let anyone die in this place.

“Hey, idiot.” I waved my hands over my head. “Come and get me!”

The bear turned his attention to me and roared. It had a huge scar on his chest, as if someone had already tried to kill it. I was questioning myself where it was all this time. We had been walking in these woods for almost an hour and didn’t hear the sound of one single animal.

Everything about this place was weird, even me trying to save Bertha.

I spun around and ran toward the ghost town I had found, feeling and hearing the heavy claws and feet of the bear meeting the ground as he chased me.

Once I got to the town, I turned and headed toward where the bus parked when he took us here. The teacher would find a way to deal with the bear. Pretty sure he brought a rifle with him too.

But just when I was about to get out of the ghost town, I found another bear in front of me. I turned my head to face the first animal I found, which was fast approaching me. Where did all these bears come from?

I had to figure out a plan - anything to make these bears think they needed to go elsewhere and leave me alone. Fucking Bertha didn’t even try to help me here. Pretty sure she was running now all the way back to the teacher.

“Hey! It’s me you guys want!”

That voice was unmistakable. It was from Allan, who was waving his hands over his head. The bears turned their heads toward him and he ran toward... me? What the fuck, Allan? Was he trying to kill us both?

“We gotta go. We will find a place to hide and make them think we are not in here anymore.”

I began to run with him and said, “This won’t work. Are you crazy or what? There is no place in here for us to hide!”

“Trust me with this. I don’t usually save people I don’t like, but I’m making an exception today.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

He had to be toying with me. We should be running back to the bus and finding refuge over there.  I was pretty sure those bears wouldn’t find us there.

We continued to run and I trusted he knew where he was going. If he didn’t, we would both die in here and everyone would think I was to blame.

Just when I thought he was making us run in circles, he stopped and hid behind a tree. His hand gestured for me to do the same, which I did. And then I noticed the bears weren’t chasing us anymore. The only problem that remained now was that I didn’t know where we were.

I looked at him, still panting, and found him smiling. I couldn’t help but smile at him too, finding the whole situation weirder than that small ghost town in the woods. I wasn’t supposed to be having this kind of feeling for him.

Allan might have helped me, but he was still a jerk who almost killed me in the swimming pool. He might not have been there with Bertha and her goons, but I was pretty sure he helped her plan that.

Something in his eyes was familiar to that time I kissed him, and I thought I could feel that he felt something for me other than absolute hatred. Or maybe, there was no hatred there and I was just seeing something I wanted to see?

Shit. I better clear my head now and focus on the assignment, even though I am not going to head back where we came from. The bears might not have been fast enough to chase us, but I was pretty sure they were still patrolling that ghost town region.

Once his chest stopped heaving, he said, “I actually already found everything we needed.”

“For real? Then, let’s head back. I don’t want to be in this place for one second longer than necessary.”

“We still need to find Bertha. I don’t know where she headed to and we can’t leave her behind.”

“She is fine. I saved her from one of those bears. I’m pretty sure she is heading back to the teacher right now.”

“You... saved her? Wow. You might not be so bad after all.”

“You were thinking I am a bad person?”

“I had my reasons.”

I thought the situation would get scarier and tenser than it already was, but he smiled. It was a beautiful smile, but I fought back against the urge to look at it like a kid who had just found chocolate where only beans were supposed to be.

Allan said I wasn’t that bad, but to be honest with myself, I could say the same about him. I never thought he would save me, much less when that involved scary bears near a ghost town in the middle of a forest.

I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. “Let’s head back to the teacher. If Bertha isn’t there, we will find her.”

“As you wish.”

I looked at him, a bit incredulous he didn’t say anything about having to find Bertha. Maybe he was just certain she managed to find her way back to the bus.

✽✽✽

I wasn’t surprised when I did find her there, talking to the teacher. Her eyes narrowed as if she was going to kill me with laser beams, and then she returned her attention to the teacher. They were talking as if nothing weird and dangerous had happened. I didn’t have to ask myself if she mentioned I saved her from a bear to him.

Allan approached the teacher. “We kind of got lost in the forest, but we managed to find everything nonetheless.”

“That’s great, Allan, but you weren’t supposed to deviate too much from the intended paths that we mapped during the last class. I gave you the map, didn’t I?”

“I... kind of lost it.” He gave the teacher an uncomfortable smile.

“Well, don’t do that again. Making sure you are all safe is my duty here as well.”

“There are some bears in these woods,” I said.

He turned his attention to me. “Yes, there are, just like with any other forest in the region. This place might look dead, but it’s not. It’s one of the reasons why we have come here. I wanted to show you how nature can resist even under extreme conditions.”

He had to be kidding me with that, but I had already heard him saying the worst of things, so all I did was to give him an incredulous look and walk toward the bus. I noticed all other groups had already come back, which was a relief. If they weren’t here, I would be thinking the teacher didn’t care about their safety that much.

We weren’t meant to be here and this place wasn’t suitable for a fucking high school assignment. Not only was Faith High a cold place, but it seemed it had its share of crazy teachers too.

It almost felt like I was in some kind of horror movie.

I felt Allan coming to the bus and turned. “You want to say something?”

His tone was filled with his anger toward me still, but it did seem he was antagonizing me less. If that was because he saved me from those two bears, I guess it made sense. He still didn’t like how I now ‘owned’ him, though.

“I want to thank you for saving me there,” I said.

“It was nothing. I would have saved even Hitler.”

He got into the bus, bumping his shoulder against mine and leaving me there with a million questions to ask him. He would never have saved Hitler if he was in danger, and the comparison he just made was less than pleasant.

Point was, he didn’t think twice before saving me. Maybe he didn’t have such a bad heart after all. I couldn’t know that for sure, but his reaction back there made me think we could stop being enemies.

Was that worth it? Probably not, but I was willing to have a long and honest conversation with him. Some things needed to be cleared.

Bertha just walked by me and sat down on her seat without even bothering to thank me for saving her. Allan at least changed his attitude to a more pleasant one with me, and between him and her, only one of them was a decent human being.

I would have saved her again and I didn’t expect her thanks, but it would still have been nice.

I walked down the aisle between the seats when I found Gary. I sat beside him and said, “You won’t believe the sort of thing that happened in the woods with me and Allan.”

“You and him? I hope it doesn’t mean he will return to his bullying ways with you. It’s already bad enough he picks on some other first-year students.”

“I will tell you everything later. Once we are back at school, I will talk to him. I don’t think he is that bad.”

Gary scoffed. “You gotta be kidding me. You don’t know him as I did.”

“Maybe all this school needs is for an outsider like me to look at him from a different perspective.”

Gary pursed his lips in reflection and raised one eyebrow. He couldn’t believe what I was saying, but if I was right about this, I was on the verge of rocking more than one student’s world today.

The bus stopped, the tires and the whole structure complaining thanks to the extra weight of the students. Everyone got out and I noticed Allan making his way toward the parking lot, where his car was.

I caught up to him and he turned to face me. His eyes bulged, but I could see a hint of... hope, I guessed? I wasn’t an expert at reading people and I didn’t know what he was thinking. Whatever was the case, I came here because I was curious about some things and needed to find the truth behind what he really felt the day he made me his enemy.

Everyone had already left, including the teacher and Gary. Everything was silent, except for the humming of the air conditioners.

“You want to talk to me, princess?”

“This princess thing again?”

“Yeah, you are a real princess, especially now that you have put me in my place. It just wasn’t enough what you did to me in that match, was it?”

“Allan, I didn’t do anything different then what I would have done with someone else.”

Allan ran his hand through his hair. “You gotta be kidding me. You are telling me that I’m just like everyone else?”

“See? That’s your problem. You think you are above everybody because of all the media attention you get. And let’s not even mention the number of fans you have. The truth, though, is that despite being very skilled, you are only one soccer player out of many.”

“I’m where I am because of my hard work. No player around my age would be the undisputed number 10 of my team without talent!”

“I’m sure those things have their importance, but you are thinking too highly of yourself. I’m a nobody who nutmegged someone who wasn’t a defender. You can’t be perfect at everything in soccer.”

He looked at me like he was understanding what I was trying to say, but then his eyes gave me the same hatred-ridden look from before. “You have no idea the kind of things I went through to get where I am.”

“The only thing I am trying to say right now is that I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings back then.”

He parted his lips, trying to find a way to rebuke me and win the discussion, but then shook his head and shrugged.

“You think I was trying to make an enemy of you that day?” I insisted.

He sighed. “Fine, Katrina. You have won against me again. I’m pretty sure there’s someone else recording this so that you can use the video for your own benefit, so it’s not like you want to help me with feeling better about myself and you.”

“I only took pictures of us kissing because I needed to hurt Bertha and stop your mad plan to destroy me. It worked, and now we can talk like decent human beings.”

He crossed his arms in front of me. “That’s not how it looks to me.”

“Aren’t we doing that right now? I’m trying to understand you and tell you that I’m not the worst human being you’ve met on this planet.”

I could feel he wanted to tell me I was wrong, but his eyes betrayed him. He was beginning to see reason and how silly my ‘humiliation’ of him was.

“Fine. I guess you aren’t that bad. You are trying to talk to me, so let’s talk, but only after you delete all those photos. You’ve put me in a position where I don’t feel like I can have an honest conversation with you.”

“What guarantee do you have that you and Bertha won’t immediately go back to bullying me if I do that?”

“If we are to act as if nothing of what happened didn’t happen, then you need to trust me.”

“You are putting me in an impossible position here,” I began to say, “I don’t know how I can trust you so suddenly.”

“Then, there is no reason for this to continue.”

I looked into his eyes, studying him and trying to find out if there was a way to fix this. But, there didn’t appear to be one and I felt kind of lost. I thought we were making some progress, maybe even returning to what we were to one another back before that match.

“I can’t delete the photos right now, but maybe in the future, if you prove to me you aren’t the man I am thinking you are.”

“Here’s the problem, princess. You want me to give you a chance without you giving me a chance first. Someone will have to take the first step, and I don’t think that will be me.”

“Fine.” I threw my arms up in defeat. “I guess we can’t be friendly to one another after all.”

“I guess not,” he said before turning and walking to his car. I watched him as he turned on the engine and drove away.

I thought we were finally going to have a real and honest conversation, but for that to happen, I would have to trust him. Before everything he did, I would have done so without thinking twice, but now... I failed to see why he wouldn’t continue to bully me again and again like he was doing before if I deleted those photos.

The situation, at the moment, was better than before and I fought really hard to achieve it. But maybe he wouldn't join forces with Bertha again, considering that now I had the protection from the drug dealers.

I couldn’t be sure about that, but perhaps I could give him another chance. I would have to think about that a lot before making a decision, though.

✽✽✽

I was listening to some music while lying down in my bed, facing the ceiling, when my phone rang. I looked at the screen and grinned when I noticed that it was none other than Gary who was calling me.

I tapped at the green button, and then he said, “I think I have just the thing we need to relax before the midterms.”

“Well, don’t leave me hanging here. I’m trying without success to unwind.”

“There’s a bowling alley downtown. I can take you in my car.”

“It’s a deal, then. I will meet you outside your dormitory.”

“See you.”

I ended the call and began to get dressed. I didn’t try to find my best clothes for this, though. I wasn’t the kind of woman to care about wearing the best clothes for unimportant occasions like that one, but I still needed to dress something better that was not the school’s uniform.

After some search, I found just what I needed and headed outside. I made my way to Gary’s dormitory and he was already outside the front door when I got there. He waved his hand over his head when he noticed me.

“As usual, it didn’t take you too long to get dressed.”

“Well, you know what I am like,” I said.

As we walked toward his car, I said, “You can’t believe how good it has been to me not to have to worry about Allan and Bertha anymore.”

That was something that took me a while to notice, but since I did, I began to cherish every day as if it was my last. I didn’t have to worry about bullies, my credit card, and my fake documents were still working well, and I also had some extra source of money now. Selling drugs was as profitable as ever.

Doing that last thing didn’t make me proud of myself, but I needed their continuous protection in school and they were the only people who wouldn’t want to sell me out.

Plus, since it had been some weeks since the school kind of forgot about me, I was pretty sure the people looking for me wouldn’t find me here this year. I just needed to finish high school as Katrina Whited and then I would figure out what to do next. I hadn’t contacted my mom since my escape and she hadn’t sent anyone to talk to me here. I would have to find her on my own, and that would be a complicated thing to do. She was so paranoid.

“Oh yeah? You worked hard to put down Allan and Bertha. Enjoy the peace.”

Gary turned on the engine and began to drive his car. Once we were outside the campus, he said, “You have been with me for some time now and I feel like you know me quite well. I told you about my family and my boyfriend, but I don’t know anything about your past.”

“You want to know that now? I think you already know enough about me, and we have been together long enough for that not to matter anymore.”

“I don’t want to make you feel like I want to know something about you that I shouldn’t know, but I am curious. Where are your parents? Why don’t they come to visit you? Where did you come from?”

I could make up a story for him, but I was planning on relying on something else to ease his mind.

“We have been friends this whole time and I have helped you with so many things. Can’t I have some secrets?”

His eyes studied me when he stopped in front of a red traffic light. “I’m just saying it feels like you are purposefully hiding something important from me - something I should know.”

“Now you are talking like Allan.”

When the red traffic light was replaced by the green one, he said, “We are friends. You don’t have to hide anything from me.”

✽✽✽

We reached the bowling alley, which was a small building like most others in downtown Hope City. A bright, eye-catching neon sign titled ‘Hope City Bowling’ illuminated the sidewalk and the road in front of it. Other than us, some cars and people filled the streets. Downtown was a bit more crowded than the last time I came here.

We headed to the bowling place and we paid the entry fees. We began to play bowling and I realized how much I missed, this whole time, what it was like to have a true friend. Gary was the only person on the whole campus I could trust and we gelled so well.

But just when I was about to throw another heavy bowling ball, someone’s hand settled on my shoulder. I turned faster than I meant to and my eyes laid on a man with dark glasses and a black suit. My heart skipped a beat.

It couldn’t be him. Not now.

And yet, it was him and his friends. This guy wasn’t alone. I looked around the store and found more people who were just like him. The way they were all dressed and that serious look that permeated their faces... These people were the Libertas, and they came here for their revenge.

“I assume your name now is Katrina, right?”

Gary tried to approach me, but one of the Libertas put his arm in front of him. He stopped and said, “Kat, is everything alright? Who are these people?”

His eyes studied the man that was talking to me and I could feel he had a million questions for me.

“Gary, just go and let me deal with these men by myself.”

“I can’t leave you here all alone. We are friends, remember?”

“Katrina, you don’t want your ‘friend’ here to receive the beating of his life, right? Come with us so that we can sort this all out.”

I remembered his voice. It was familiar to me. This was Agostino, one of the most respected members of the Libertas. Of the other side of the gang, that was. They were the gang that made my escape possible, and it seemed that they figured out, somehow, that I ended Renzo’s life.

“If I do that, you won’t harm Gary?”

“I can do that, but only if you don’t resist.”

I looked at Gary, hoping he would understand why I was making such a decision. He didn’t have anything to worry about, if he knew what I was planning to do and that I didn’t fear these men at all. They didn’t know what I was capable of.

“Okay, fine. Take me and free Gary.”

“Come with us,” he said before taking my arm and beginning to drag me out of there.

I looked at Gary, whose worried eyes didn’t want to see me leave with them. His mind had a lot of questions for me now - questions that I wouldn’t be able to answer, even after escaping from these goons again.

It was a good thing they didn’t find me inside the school. If they had, I would have to leave not only the town, but the state too. I didn’t want these people anywhere near me. They were not like the rest of the Libertas.

It was kind of risky to still stay in the school after this, but I didn’t have much of a choice. Without a high school diploma, I wouldn’t be able to do much out there.

They took me out of the bowling establishment, some people stopping what they were doing just to look at me. That was going to be funny later on. There were going to be many people talking about this.

Maybe, even the other people that were still looking for me would be able to find me now. Things were only getting worse for me.

Once I was out on the sidewalk, I heard someone shouting not too far from us. My head turned as fast as it could toward it, and I felt something strange and alien when my eyes laid upon Allan. What in the world was he doing here?

We were outside long enough for him to have figured out some of what was happening. I wasn’t liking this one bit, though. I didn’t want to put someone else in danger, even if said person was a jackass.

“Get lost, boy. There’s nothing for you here,” Agostino informed him, his voice tainted with his dangerous warning.

As if he was the stupidest man in the world, Allan approached us, and I had to say something to make him stop his madness. What was going on in his mind right now? What was he doing around here at this time of the night?

“Allan, run away from here right now! These people aren’t kidding around.”

Allan was so close now that I could feel his warmth. His eyes exhaled a confidence I only saw when he was playing soccer. He looked at me and then at the guys who surrounded us. If he were going to do something now, then I hoped he had a plan. There was just no way he would be able to take them all on by himself.

“Here is the thing, sweetheart. I don’t do what you tell me to do.”

Out of nowhere, a couple of other students started throwing rocks at Agostino and the other Libertas. They covered their heads with their arms, and that was the chance I needed to hit Agostino’s face with my elbow. He stumbled backward and I started to run.

Where to? I didn’t know. All I knew was that I needed to find a safe place that was not the school to hide for the night. I couldn’t let these men find out I was living there now.

Just when I was about to turn at the corner of the block, I heard someone running toward me. I turned my head as fast as it could and found none other than Allan trying to catch up to me. My eyes also noticed the Libertas dealing with the other students who were throwing rocks at them, and that was all I needed to know to conclude that I needed to disappear from here right now.

“Run!” I shouted at Allan and then continued to run without a specific destination in mind.

He was now running beside me and I didn’t know where to go. I kept looking back to see if the Libertas were chasing me, but I didn’t see any of them. I couldn’t be sure about this, but I was beginning to think they didn’t even see in which direction I went.

Running became such a common part of my life. I was running from them and it felt so natural, like that was what my life was all about.

Even though Hope City was small, it had enough blocks, houses and establishments to make tourists lose themselves in there. I continued to run toward one of the neighborhoods, where the composition of houses and vegetation should be a good hiding spot for me.

I found what appeared to be the perfect place for that. There were a bunch of high and dense shrubs on the property of a house whose lights weren’t turned on. Old people most likely lived there. At this time of the night, they were most likely sleeping.

“Over there,” I said to Allan, who I had many questions for.

I pointed at the shrubs and he followed me over there without hesitation. After running with me so far, he had to trust me.

We hid behind the shrubs and, seconds later, some of the Libertas ran right past us, their eyes not even imagining we were hiding so near them.

I got lucky. If they were smarter, they would not even have allowed me to escape and run away as I did.

I breathed out in relief and glanced at Allan, whose eyes I couldn’t figure out. What was he doing here? Despite not knowing the answer to that question just yet, I couldn’t hold the urge. I laughed louder than I should.

He covered my mouth with his hand and said, “Shhhhh! Do you want those men to find you again?”

Using my hand, I removed his from my mouth. “It’s fine. I don’t think they can find me here anymore.”

“I wouldn’t be so certain about that. I am not a great connoisseur of this city, but I know those men. They are the Libertas.”

“Yes, they are. What were you doing there? You knew the risks, right?”

He glanced down at the grass. “I didn’t know who they were until I got close. It was already too late for me not to do something about that. I had already told my mates to start throwing rocks at them.”

“Oh shit. They are in trouble right now. The Libertas aren’t the kind of people to forget that they threw rocks at them and fucked up what they were trying to do.”

“I think that... they actually managed to run away in different directions. There weren’t that many Libertas and my friends are quite fast too. I could be wrong about that, though. I will have to call them later to see if they are okay.”

“If one of them has been captured, I will need to leave the school entirely. I can’t let those people find out I study there.”

“Why? What is their business with you? I know that you are selling drugs now, that some important people back you, but it couldn’t be because of something related to that, right?”

I sighed and glanced down. “I was actually thinking about stopping to be a drug dealer. The money is nice and I need it, but they are not people I can trust fully. Maybe they were the ones who told the Libertas about me, maybe not. I don’t know what happened and I can’t be sure about that without asking some questions, but they are indeed a loose end.”

“That’s the right decision to make. Stop being someone you are not.”

I snorted. “You don’t know the kind of things I went through.”

My ears picked up heavy footsteps running in our direction and I gestured with my hand for Allan not to say anything. I caught sight of more Libertas trying to find me. They had no idea I was hiding in here and they wouldn’t. The way the bushes were spaced and the property itself could make anyone think that this was not a place worth paying attention to.

They were trying to find me because I killed Renzo. They probably had many plans to have their revenge. Renzo was a very important member of the Libertas. He was the only one who could hack into corporate and government systems without getting caught.

Once they were out of view, I said, “We need to wait in here a bit more.”

Some minutes passed and Allan asked, “You are not going to explain to me what in the world is happening?”

“Do you really want to find out why the Libertas want me?”

“Yeah, I do. I am risking my life.”

“Let’s start from the beginning then, and with you. What were you doing near the bowling alley? Were you stalking me again? Because, if you were, I have to congratulate you. I thought you had stopped being such a creep.”

Allan bit his lower lip. “I actually was trying to find out what you were going to do tonight, but I wasn’t stalking. I and my mates were having some fun on campus and I saw you driving toward downtown with Gary. I was curious, and I thought it would be a great way to find something about you that I could use.”

“Something... you could use? You still want to destroy me, asshole. I still have those photos and I’m not deleting them, you know.”

“About the-”

“Hey, I’ve found them!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8
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MY HEART SKIPPED A beat, and my eyes darted to find Agostino on the sidewalk, his finger pointing at us. I should have talked less and paid more attention to what was happening. Even now Allan was managing to fuck me, and I was beginning to feel conflicted between hating or liking him. He did save me momentarily from the Libertas, after all.

“Shit, looks like I don’t have much of a choice now,” Allan said while rising to his feet and tugging up the sleeves of his shirt.

I grabbed his hand. “Wait, you can’t take him on.”

“Join me, then. You are more than capable of handling yourself, I imagine.”

I studied the surroundings and didn’t see anyone else coming. It looked like all of Agostino’s goons were elsewhere. No matter how hard he could shout now, they wouldn’t be able to hear us.

Plus, with how dark this place was, they wouldn’t be able to spot us as well. This could be the perfect opportunity to end his pursuit of me for good, though I wasn’t planning on ending his life. Killing Renzo already brought me this much trouble, after all.

I got out from behind the bushes and walked alongside Allan, toward Agostino. He was taller than both of us, but we could handle him. It was two against one and I knew how to fight. Didn’t know what Allan knew about self-protection, but he was a soccer player. He had the muscles and the strength needed to punch a guy like Agostino. And, he didn’t appear to have a gun with him.

“Shouldn’t we have a plan?” Allan asked.

“I don’t know. You were the one who went all ‘oh, I gotta fight this guy here despite the consequences.’”

“One day, that attitude of yours will change.”

“Let’s deal with this asshole first before we begin to think about that.”

“Seems that you are all alone here, jackass,” Allan said, his tone more courageous than normal.

Agostino chuckled. “If I can’t beat one student and a woman, then I might as well end my career with the Libertas and find something else to do with my life.”

“Yeah?” I said. “You better begin to make plans for that, then.”

He dropped into a fight stance, fists raised. “I’m not playing around here. I will beat you up until you are both cold and motionless on the ground.”

“I think you will have some surprises tonight,” I said.

“More than I already had?”

“More than you already had,” Allan said.

He spat on the grass. “We’ll see about that.”

Agostino lunged forward, one fist slicing through the air. It was aimed at Allan, who dodged it and shoved his attacker toward me. I punched him in the face, making him stumble. He spun around and tried to kick me, hitting me at the side of my knee.

I fought to keep my balance, but just when I looked up, his fist was already slicing through the air again. I thought he would punch my face, but Allan lunged forward and used the weight of his body to bring Agostino down onto the grass.

The assailant kicked and punched Allan away, each of his fists and kicks meeting the intended target. Allan grunted and complained, and I heard something breaking. Blood squirted from his nose in long and terrifying squirts.

But he gave me the right opportunity to deliver a powerful blow to the side of his torso. Agostino screamed when I kicked him there with force, sinking my feet deep. I thought I could end this now, but then his hand grabbed my foot and he made me lose my balance. I fell over, my head almost colliding against the ground.

Allan had just gotten himself to his feet when Agostino was all over him again. He punched and kicked the soccer player, maybe not even realizing who he really was, thanks to the darkness. I thought he wouldn’t be able to resist the assailant’s relentless assault, but he kicked his ankle and made him lose his balance again.

But just when he would be able to deliver a definitive blow with his right foot, Agostino’s clenched hand flew like a rocket upward and punched Allan’s balls, making his eyes bulge in pain.

A smile crept on Agostino’s face. He knew he had defeated one of us and that now he only needed to deal with me. But he didn’t know I was back up on my feet and already running toward him as fast as my legs could take me.

I aimed and kicked the back of his neck with force, forcing him to grunt and his eyes to roll to the back of his head. I thought he would be right back into the action and ready to take me on again, but his torso cocked to one side and he fell over on the grass, blank eyes looking at the stars above, mouth drooling.

I didn’t know I hit him that hard. I could check his pulse, but I didn’t care that much if he died or was still alive. I was more worried about Allan, who was punched so hard into his balls I thought I had heard them bursting open.

I rushed over to him and heard him grunting. “Jesus, Allan. What in the world have you gotten yourself into?”

“You are asking me that? You know damn well what I have gotten myself into. You are the one they are chasing.”

I sighed, not wanting to tell him the truth. “Come on. I will help you up.”

I offered him my shoulders and he put his arm around them. “Now you will have to tell me what you are hiding from everyone at school.”

“Hiding from everyone?”

“Yeah, including that gay friend of yours.”

“I’m not hiding anything.”

He scoffed. “Riiight.”

Just when we were about to leave, my eyes caught sight of a light being turned on inside the house behind us. Shit, someone must have heard what happened and now was about to head outside to find out who was making all those noises.

“We need to hurry,” I whispered and walked as fast as possible out of there and toward a small house in the distance. I then checked my surroundings just to make sure nobody from the Libertas was about to come and find us here.

“Do you think he knew me?” Allan asked.

“No, I don’t think so. Your face is pretty well known everywhere, but the lack of public illumination here in this town helped you. Not even when we were in front of the bowling place it seemed he knew who you are.”

“That’s a relief. I don’t want to end my soccer career because of you.”

“I think you might need to stay away from me as much as possible.”

“Not a chance. I got this far with you, and I need to know everything now.”

I made him sit down on the stairs in front of the porch of the house, which itself looked abandoned. We were far enough from the place we came from to not even be able to see it anymore. We were in the backyard of this other house and it looked like nobody lived here. I didn’t see any cars and there was a lot of dust on the floor of the porch.

“Allan, you are putting yourself in danger over someone you don’t even know.”

“What can I say? I am stupid sometimes, and you don’t want to tell me who you really are.”

I could almost slap his face right now. “You are still treating this as if it was some sort of a joke. “It’s not.”

“Then, tell me what in the world is happening here and why those people are trying to find you.”

I bit my lower lip. “I can’t. You would be in even more danger by knowing the truth.”

“You have all the cards now, Katrina. You have my photos and you know everything about me. I don’t know one thing about you, other than that you are an asshole more often than not.”

I chuckled. “You are even worse than me in terms of being an asshole.”

His hand massaged the lower portion of his torso, where Agostino landed a few kicks onto. “I think I will need to rest for days until this pain is over.”

“You will need to stop stalking me. It’s not good for your health.”

“How many times do I have to tell you I wasn’t stalking you tonight?”

“Riiiiight. You just happened to be there with your mates by pure chance.”

“I already told you what happened and why I was there.”

“And I don’t believe you,” I said.

His eyes studied me for a second. “Alright, if we are to get out of here - of this - alive, then we need to begin to trust one another. I will tell you the truth and will you delete those photos. Deal?”

I snorted. “You want me to get rid of one of the few things which keep me protected from Bertha and you?”

“Forget about her. She can’t do anything to harm you.”

“That time she almost killed me in the swimming pool rejects that.”

“Come on, you know that is not true. They would have gotten you out of there before it was too late.”

I bit my lower lip. He was right. Bertha and her goons made it clear it was nothing more than something to scare me. They did say they would get me out before I drowned. Gary saved me and their help ended up not being needed.

I was lucky he was around. I didn’t want to own Bertha one thing, even if she was the one who orchestrated the swimming pool incident in the first place.

“So, are we going to begin to trust one another?”

“Why do you care so much about that?”

Out of nowhere, he grabbed my face and kissed me. What. The. Fuck.

“Because I care about you.” His voice was soft and I sensed he was telling me the truth. When and how? I thought he hated me.

“Allan... I didn’t know.”

“No, you didn't. I was and am stupid. I should have made my love for you clear a long time ago.”

“But... it doesn’t make sense. I am a nobody.”

“You are more than that. I don’t know why I am feeling this way about you, and all I know is that I can’t control it. There’s something about you that makes my heart burn stronger and brighter. It’s like you are a flame I can never put out.”

I blushed. “That’s sweet. I don’t even know what to say...”

I thought he was an enemy of mine, and he was putting me in a position where I felt uncomfortable. I was fine with him being my enemy, but him being in love with me? That was something so different and alien. I didn’t know how to handle it.

“There is nothing more to be said. Just kiss me again.”

This time, he didn’t grab my face so fast I didn’t see it happening. He was gentle as we connected our lips, and I grabbed his face too. I wanted to make sure that this was real, that he was not an illusion.

Our kiss continued. The world around me dissolved and I felt only him, only his need for me. We were kissing like two old lovers who didn’t have anything to worry about, and I was loving every second of that.

Allan, then, broke the kiss, his eyes studying mine. “So, are you finally ready to trust me?”

“I think we are at a point where that question is meaningless.”

I fished out my phone and deleted the photos. I got rid of everything. His lips curved to form a grin. “There. It’s done. You don’t have any more reason to fear me.”

“Other than the fact you sell drugs and there’s a mafia gang trying to find you.”

“Other than those things, yes.”

His eyes studied the surroundings. “Do you see them over there? The Libertas are still trying to find you. I don’t know what happened to my mates, but I think they are safe. They are no idiots. They should have managed to run and find a place to hide.”

“Hopefully you are right. I can’t live with myself if those people were hurt because of me.”

“Hey, I was the one who made them throw the rocks.”

“But I was still the one who forced you to do that.”

“You didn’t. I made that decision.”

I kissed him again. “You are a sweet guy when you care about other people.”

“Hey!” He lightly punched my shoulder, and I winced. Agostino didn’t hold back when he punched me there. “I care about other people all the time. I am not a monster.”

“I can see that.”

His hand grabbed mine. “I think we need to find somewhere else to hide. Those people are coming this way and they might have the funny idea of searching this backyard.”

“You are right. I will get us inside the house.”

“How?”

“By opening the door.”

I fished from one my pants’ pockets a bobby pin and got on one knee in front of the door. I used it on the locking mechanism until I heard a click. I used my hand to push the door open and looked at Allan behind me.

“You become more and more interesting each time we are together.”

“Shut up and let’s just get inside. I need to lock the door using the bobby pin again.”

And that I did. I then stood up and said, “I think we will be safe, for now. We should keep our eyes peeled and then head back to school once those people have given up. School is far enough from here for them to think that we aren’t from there. They will search the surrounding area, but once I’ve become a problem too big for them, they will give up.”

“Are you sure about that? Because I’m worried about you.”

He grabbed one of my hands, his eyes studying me. “Yeah, I think we will be fine as long as we manage to sneak out of the city and reach the school. I know more or less how they operate.”

“Well, so far your judgment has worked in our favor, so I will trust you.”

I approached him enough to feel his hot breath on my face. “Thanks, Allan. That isn’t something I ever thought I would say to you, but... you have changed quite a bit recently.”

His lips approached mine. “I didn’t change. It’s you who gave me a chance.”

And he kissed me again, his lips touching and feeling mine. I lost all the strength and courage I had, giving myself fully for him. His hands grabbed my love handles and he pulled me closer to him until our bodies were connected.

I was beginning to think where this was going to lead to, and then I remembered everything that happened. He showed up out of nowhere, stalking me, saved me, and now he was kissing me as if we were lovers all along.

And I never thought I would, one day, be kissing the man I watched so often on TV.

He was tall and he had a way with me that was so alien and different from my only former boyfriend. He was experienced and I could feel that with how strong his hands grabbed me, how soft his fingers touched me, and the way his lips kissed mine while still giving me enough time and room to breathe.

I opened my eyes, and noticed that his were closed. He was interested only in kissing me now, not worrying one bit about the Libertas still looking for us. He was the most famous soccer player in the state, and he was risking his career and his life to save me.

Was this a man worth trusting more than my only friend at school? I was hesitant to think something of the sort, but the more time passed and the longer this kiss lasted, the more I was beginning to think I was in the wrong when I antagonized him.

I was right when I thought he was a bully, but I was thinking I failed to realize when he stopped being that.

My hand trailed up all the way to his armpit, feeling the hardness of his muscles and the curves and the lines that defined the body of this athlete. For the first time in a while, I felt I could let go, that I could stop worrying about everything and everyone. He would protect me.

His hands discovered and explored my back, going up and down, more often than not touching the upper side of my ass. I began to grind my body against his, feeling not only his muscles and his curves, but also his erection and how much that meant to me.

And here I was thinking I would never be able to find love again. He changed everything.

I kissed him for such a long time that when I dared to open my eyes and check what was happening outside, I didn’t find a single Liberta looking for me. They were all gone and they were tired of looking for me.

I knew they wanted their revenge, but they wouldn’t stay here for too long when the authorities could find them too and put them in their respective jail cells.

I even heard a police siren in the distance. I could rest easy for now. I could calm myself down and let this man, Allan, take me like no other man ever could.

His hands found the hem of my shirt and he began to pull it up. I broke the kiss and gave him a look that I hoped it came off with the right intensity and tone. I helped him with taking off my shirt, and then he threw it behind him.

His hands were all over me before I could even count one second. His kisses devoured my lips, making my body melt and forcing a moan to escape my mouth. All this time, all the tension, and I was finally having a moment to relax.

His hands undid the thing that kept my bra connected, and then he let it fall all the way down to the floor. I kicked my bra behind me, and then went on to embrace him tighter and kiss him again.

His hot breath against my skin, the feeling of his hands on my bare torso, his warmth and how it kept on growing intenser, and so many more other things kept my mind occupied with him only. I didn’t worry about my life, about the people still hunting me, and didn’t care what this would lead to.

His hands found the waistband of my skirt and he tugged it all the way down, without missing the opportunity to deliver powerful kisses on my belly. I kicked my skirt far away from us as well and then felt him again with my hands. I couldn’t have enough of him.

His smile was captivating, and also one of the best things about him. All this time, I knew I had a sexual tension toward him, but never acted on it. Never let it ruin anything in my life, but now I knew that letting my heart speak wasn’t such a bad thing after all. Not everything in life needed to be about survival.

His kisses went from my neck to my belly, where they stayed there for seconds longer than normal. I felt my stomach heaving, changing, shifting under his presence. The more his lips touched the skin down there, the more I thought about taking this all to the next level, with nothing standing in our way.

Just when he rose to his feet and was going to devour his favorite part of me, I put my hand on his lips. “Have you brought it?”

It could only mean one thing. He approached his lips to my ear slowly and whispered, “Of course. We don’t have to worry about anything right now.”

Perhaps, the most impressive thing about all of this was that he found me beautiful. Me, someone who did nothing but watch him on TV, was now one of the most important people to him.

I lifted his shirt off him and felt and saw one of the best sculpted bodies I had seen in my life. Even though it was dark and the light of the moon barely illuminated the interior of this forgotten house, I could see the lines, the shadows and the highlights of his muscles.

I slid my hand along his features, feeling his pectorals, the midriff, his six-pack, and his biceps. He had some fur on his chest and it was just enough to add him some virility on his free-of-defects body.

He was probably thinking that I was more in love with what I was seeing than with what I felt toward him. All the memories of what he did to me were still kind of fresh in my mind, but they were being buried more and more as the moon moved in the dark sky.

I kissed his pectorals and moved to one of his nipples. It was hard, engorged and erect. The hard texture was the contrast I needed to feel with the rest of his smooth skin. I kneaded what I could of his body while he let me, while he didn’t move one single inch.

This was the ultimate test of trust and we were winning.

I kissed his abs, felt them with my tongue. His belly shifted a bit as he felt my warmth and my desire for him. I could feel and see his erection. It was so hard, and it was growing so big.

Was I ready for this?

Oh fuck yes I was.

I felt the sides of his torso, his hands, his forearms and his biceps again. There was something so primitive and right about this, as if it didn’t matter what our lives outside were. We would always be a woman and a man.

I kissed his pectorals one more time and then moved down toward his abs, and then down to his erection. I gripped the waistband of his pants and tugged them all the way down. I was ready for this, prepared for the ultimate test of trust.

For a moment, my life stopped being about running. It was about giving myself to this man because I knew he wouldn’t do anything bad to me.

I freed his cock from the prison of cloth it was in, and then was all over it in a matter of seconds. He plopped down on the couch as he couldn’t continue to withstand my assault like he was for much longer. I was relentless and I wasn’t about to let him have some time to breathe. I wasn’t as kind as he was.

Allan had the experience to take this to the next level, and I could feel he was ready for so much more.

I sucked him off for a long time - longer than I ever did for a man. Just when I thought we would rest and lie down until the sun rose outside, he picked me up and began to carry me toward the bedroom of this ghost house.

I gasped, but he kissed me again to soothe my racing thoughts. We truly were ready to kick this to the next level, and there was nothing or anyone capable of impeding us.

He put me gently on the bed and then began to penetrate me. His thrusts were calm while his hands caressed me, trying to calm me down. I wasn’t worried or anything, I was just taken aback by how much we changed to one another in such a short amount of time.

He kissed my back and the back of my neck even while he turned me into his. I could feel his cock going forward and backward for minutes without his power diminishing one bit. He was so hot not even the coldness of this town was enough to slow him down.

He pounded into me until I felt his release happening. It was hot and I could feel that even though he was using a condom. I never thought we would do this one day, much less tonight. I was so sure he would always be an enemy of mine.

But guess what? The fantasies I created about him while I was nothing more than his fan who watched his matches on TV were somewhat true after all...

The next morning, my eyes fluttered open, meeting the cold light coming through the window. The city didn’t change one bit, even though Allan and I did. I looked at him and admired him for seconds longer than I should.

My mind went back to the life I had and I panicked for a second. I needed to go to class and that was an important thing, but maybe that could wait, right? Perhaps, I didn’t need to worry too much about classes right now...

My hand tried to reach his face, to caress it, when a flash of thoughts crossed my mind. Horrible, hurting memories I thought I had forgotten a long time ago. My former boyfriend, someone who I thought I could trust with my life, lying dead on the floor while a pool of blood grew around him.

Allan and he were different people, but I wondered...

It couldn’t be the case, right? Allan was different. He was one of the most famous soccer players in the country. He wouldn’t be an agent like Harrison was. I didn’t want to kill him, but he forced my hand.
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