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Chapter 1

Joanna
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I CHECKED MYSELF OUT in the mirror, and nodded. I didn’t look too bad. Could look better, but the woman who did my hair, did a good job. Maybe I should congratulate her soon, I thought while turning on my feet.

The mansion sounded so silent, and I wondered if it was going to be like this for the rest of my life. Was I going to live here until I died? I sure as hell hoped so, but I couldn’t know that for sure. All I knew was that I was fortunate enough to have been born into my family.

The Passos.

Maybe I was thinking too much right now, remembering what my life could be like at this moment had things taken another turn. Had I been born into one of those families where people killed for food... I didn’t think I would have survived my first ten years in this world had that happened.

I looked outside, my mind wandering some more. Someone rapped on the door. I headed to it, hoping to be left alone. But who was I kidding? Nobody was going to leave me alone, not for too long anyway. I considered not opening the door at all, but I knew that wouldn’t be a good idea.

“Joanna, I know you are in there,” the person on the other side of the door said, almost shouting.

I grimaced a little. My mom. I didn’t like her much. Wasn’t fond of her, and couldn’t believe I was going to have to talk to her now of all the moments this could be happening. She wasn’t too fond of me, either. Her presence here didn’t make much sense, though.

We didn’t have the best of relationships. Was she here because she was thinking I was going to change my mind and go to an even richer, more mundane school? Lee High School wasn’t all too bad.

Maybe it could be better, but it wasn’t horrendous, and the quality of the teachers was decent. Some of the students there were people I wouldn’t like spending too much time with, but it was still a better fit for me than any other institution out there.

“Opening, mom,” I said.

I looped my fingers around the handle of the door, turned it, and found her on the other side. She huffed a little, and I wondered if she’d found out about it. She couldn’t have, right? It wouldn’t make any sense if she did.

That supposition couldn’t come true – at all.

“Joanna, what do you think you are doing?”

“Uhhhh, nothing. Just trying to lead a normal life, I guess.”

Trying to lead a normal life while more and more people died by the dozens outside. What a fantastic existence this was! Things couldn’t be better for me at all.

And that’s without mentioning the homeless piling up outside, thinking they were going to get employed by us.

Spoiler alert – they weren’t going to find anything here, and that was for a very simple reason. Our family was doing well, but that wasn’t going to remain unchanged for too long. It was all going to shit, no doubt about it. The Passos’ empire was going to crumble one day.

“You have to be kidding me, Joanna. The marriage is too vital not to happen. We need his family’s riches.”

Ah, so she knew about my little plan and that I’d already set it in motion.

“I know, but I don’t really care. You were able to choose father. Why shouldn’t I be allowed to do the same?”

Her eyes burned with a hatred that I’d never seen before. No wonder she was feeling that way, though. I’d blurted out so many times that I was going to marry that guy. That was before I found out what he was like under his mask, though. Before everything changed for the worse for me.

He wasn’t man enough for me. And bringing that topic up, I was pretty sure no man was good enough for me. Maybe I should just give up on that kind of life and begin thinking about my future. I was going to need it.

I was going to need all the money I could get my hands on. Otherwise, I would find myself in a pretty dire situation. One where I wouldn’t have enough to keep going. And mom here, standing right in front of me, huffing, confirmed that I was right about that. I needed to become independent from them soon.

What’s more, she was making me feel like killing myself.

This life – and this house – were nothing more than a façade. All of it. Nothing more than a thing that I was pretending to be real. Lies behind lies, people putting on masks to protect themselves and harm others, and friends that thought they could make me believe I was anything to them. I had just one friend and she was more than good enough for me. I didn’t need anyone else.

Trying to think I was tough wasn’t going to change anything, though.

I was going to forever remain this little girl that was supposed to continue obeying, bowing my head in agreement to everything people thought to make me do.

I hated my existence so much, and it didn’t seem that I was going to be able to do anything to change it. That look on mom’s face... She was pretty adamant about making the marriage happen.

“Mom, I’ve already told you that I’m not going to marry anyone.”

“Don’t talk to me like that. I’m your mom. You should know that I know what’s best for you.”

All moms thought that, but it didn’t make it true. If anything, the supposition made me hate her so much. The dream of snapping her neck right here and now crossed my mind. I wasn’t going to act on it, but...

But I needed to maintain the facade, keep up the lie that I was going to continue being her cute little princess...

“Mom, I’m not sure what you are thinking right now, but nothing is going to change my mind. Find me someone else to marry.”

I had to keep up the lie, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t try fighting against my destiny a little. Just enough to find out if I could scratch the wall that surrounded me. A wall of oppression and deceit...

She huffed some more. I was trying her patience, but I was willing to find out just how far she was going to go with this. Didn’t want her hating me more than she already did, though, and perhaps I could strike a bargain with her.

Something that could make her content too, though I wasn’t going to hold my breath for that. Nothing in my life was going to change for the better.

She shook her head. “You are never going to change. You are never going to become a good girl that is supposed to follow her mom’s orders. This is over for you. I’m going to have to send you to study somewhere else.”

“Wait, somewhere else? What do you mean? I like that school. Please don’t send me anywhere new.”

“It’s too late, my little princess. The decision’s been made already, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

I stood there not knowing what to be feeling.

She made a decision about the future of my life behind my back. She didn’t care about my feelings at all. None of them did. They were all jerks – all of them.

I froze in place, mouth somewhat open. I’d grown sure I had this pretty much figured out. Should have realized she had something planned for me...

Mom was a woman of many plans. She never seemed to run out of them.

And now... What the fuck was I going to do with my life from this point onwards?

✽✽✽

School break – class break, and I couldn’t seem to get my mind off all the atrocious things that have been happening to me. Thought about killing myself again. Wasn’t going to happen, though. I liked living too much for that. Plus, I did enjoy going to nightclubs, kissing guys, making friends, getting to know the world, and doing the rest of those sorts of things.

But my high school life was never going to be the same again. The wheels were turning, and my life was going to be different. They were going to send me to a new place to study. The reason behind that? Mom and dad just didn’t care about me much.

They thought that, by sending me there, they were going to make everything much easier for them. There was a hint of punishment behind their plan, though. The new institution, whose name I shall not mention for the time being – didn’t look too inviting, from what I’d seen of it online. And that’s without citing that I wasn’t going to have any friends there.

And this being my last year of high school, that was one of the most horrible things that could be happening to me. Making friends at my age just wasn’t easy.

My phone chimed all of sudden. Thought about not grabbing it and forgetting it was here with me, but that was easier said than done. Growing up with a phone in my hands, I just couldn’t ignore it for too long.

Too many people tried to talk to me all the time through it.

I checked the message out, not surprised that it was my bestie, Jessica Pearson, who had sent it. Her profile photo was that of a blue whale. She loved animals, and she was even a member of PETA. I was fond of animals too, but she went overboard with that. Jessica had made it her life-long mission to make the world understand that their lives mattered as well.

She could be a little heavy on that subject, but I never held it against her. We all knew the world seemed to like treating the poor little creatures as if they were nothing.

Reading her message, I couldn’t help but let out a chuckle.

Jessica: Hey, heard about what happened. Didn’t even feel like coming to class, right? I would be feeling the same way. Just texting to let you know that you can count on me for anything.

Me: Thank you, Jess, but I don’t think you can help me much right now. I do treasure the intention, though. I’m going to keep you updated on how my life is going to be like over there.

Jessica: No problem. Just text me if you, like, need my help or something. I’d be glad to head over there and kick some butts, if need be.

I chuckled. Jess kicking assess wasn’t the kind of thing that one could see every day. I knew she meant it, though. She would be there if I needed her. Problem was... I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that. All I wanted was a smooth transition from high school to college.

I killed the screen of the phone, checking out my surroundings. She didn’t know it, but I was in our school. I was here because I needed some documents that I was going to have to take to the new institution. It was going to make my life a living hell, but it wasn’t like I could just not go there.

My new academy.

Not the kind of place that I would like to go to on a sunny morning like this one. I sighed, trying to convince myself that everything was going to get better and I didn’t have to feel depressed right now. Not today anyway. Next week. Next week I was going to drag myself over there and then parley with ‘colleagues’ I already despised.

And I had to wonder how my parents managed to shove me in there. Wasn’t that place supposed to be for prodigy kids only or something like that? Pretty sure it was. Perhaps I was going to ask them some questions concerning that topic.

Maybe there was a loophole in the whole arrangement that I wasn’t quite being able to spot at this moment...

But then again, perhaps I was dreaming too high.

Anyway, I grabbed my things and headed out. I was never going to be here again, and the thought of that happening brought me a wave of relief. Relief... Almost didn’t think I was going to be feeling that way about this place.

This school...

So many memories. My first kiss. My first fuck. The first boyfriend. Should have known that it was going to come to this, and now there was nothing that could be done. Nothing that could be amended. I was all by myself.

In that place, I was going to have to start from scratch. I was going to have to put up with people that I wasn’t going to look at with good eyes. Bullies, little princesses that wished their daddies would fuck them, nerds, prodigy kids, guys that thought they were the best in the world and that people should suck up to them.

But perhaps... Perhaps I was going to find some kind of new meaning there. And if I were able to make Jess a friend of mine here, I could find someone similar there to make my life feel less miserable.

All I knew at this moment was that I wasn’t going to suck up to anybody. I was going to make people there wobble their knees before me.

I wasn’t a girl to be messed around with.
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Chapter 2

Neil
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PASS ME THE NERGIES, bro, was the first thing my buddy told me once he sat down. I did, giving him the little bottle to his open hand. His eyes seemed to sparkle with the prospect of making some money out of it. ‘Some money’ would be not doing it a disservice, though. The value of the drug in Faith Academy was getting higher by the hour.

Nergies was just an energy drink not allowed on campus. It was sold for a fair price outside of it, but most people here couldn’t leave the institution, except on some holidays. And a lot of them had already grown addicted to it. They couldn’t study and get good grades without Nergies. That’s where I came in, keeping the supply flowing and steady.

Alex was rich, but his family didn’t give him a lot of money. His bank account tended to be empty. He wouldn’t find himself starving here, of course. He was always going to have enough money for his necessities, but life wasn’t just about them.
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