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​Stop Running

Chapter 1

I Have a Plan
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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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​Chapter 2

A Match to Forget
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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

Not a Moment of Peace
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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
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