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Blayke ‘Ember’ Mathison

Growing up, I was repressed. I couldn’t do much of anything because my parents believe their religious beliefs outweigh everything else. I have reasons to stay; reasons to take the punishments and be controlled. My breaking point is when I’m expected to marry the last person I ever would. Can I get out and find my happy?

Logan Johns

Kings Vengeance MC is my family. My dad is the President of the club. I tried to get away for a while and find my own path in life. My attempt failed because people hate the club and will do anything to get rid of us. My loyalty is to the club and my family. I’m not looking for anything else. Can I truly have everything I want and be happy?

Will Ember’s past tear everything apart before it starts?
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Blayke ‘Ember’ Mathison

GROWING UP ON the outskirts of Brighton Hills, I didn’t have your typical childhood. I was surrounded by my parents, Joseph and Sandra Mathison, along with three older siblings and four younger siblings. Our home was in a commune of sorts with other families who believed in the same faith as our family. Every day we did something related to the church. If we weren’t at church services, it was reading the bible, doing God’s work by helping our neighbors or working the land around us, or we were with the younger children rehearsing for an upcoming play.

I was not allowed to have any friends. If I was around kids other than my siblings, it was neighboring families. We didn’t get to socialize though. The only times we were together was during bible study or when we were working. My parents kept our working with other children to a limit. Mostly, they found excuses for us to work at our home. Either inside or outside. That’s on top of our daily chores and routines.

Our chores consisted of cooking when we were old enough, scrubbing every surface until it shined, dusting, doing laundry by hand before hanging it out on the line, and doing the dishes. The boys had to chop firewood when they were big enough to hold the axe. They also got the ground ready for us to plant our gardens in. Or they would be mowing the grass. We would hang the laundry outside, plant fruits and vegetables, pick fruit from the trees surrounding our yards, and made sure flowers were planted leading up to our porch. Only the ones our parents demanded though.

If we did any schooling at all, it was the teachings our parents wanted us to learn. Our lessons always focused around the bible in one form or another. Since we don’t socialize with other children that don’t live in the compound we live in, no one knows we don’t actually get an education of any form. That’s why children’s services is never brought to our little “village” as it’s called.

Once every other week, my family loaded up in our large, old model van to go to town. As my parents went to get groceries, we would be allowed to go to the library. That was my favorite time. I could read books while we were there. Travelling to distant lands where there wasn’t punishments, anger, strict teachings, or the solitude we endured at home. In my young mind, the characters in my stories became my friends. The only companions I had in my life.

Even though there were eight children in my family, we were not encouraged to become close. Each day, we had a list of chores to complete, separate bible studies depending on our age, and then it was time for bed. The only time we were really in the same area was at meal times. At the dinner table, there was to be no talking at all. We were to remain silent other than if it was our time to say the prayer. Other than that, silence reigned supreme.

Our little commune was called ‘the village’. Thirty houses filled the large, fenced-in compound. More space than was normal separated our homes from the neighbors. I’m not sure why that was. Other than none of the families wanted to socialize with one another. Well, they didn’t want us kids to socialize. Our mothers met on a daily basis for some kind of working meeting. I’m not sure what they did at these meetings. The men of the compound would also gather several times a week. Again, no one knows what these meetings were about. Everything in the village was kept a secret for some unknown reason.

There was no television in our homes either. Our only electronic device was a radio which was only turned on during Sunday mornings for church if we were unable to attend church for any reason. I’ve seen televisions and other electronics when we’ve been in town at the store. We weren’t encouraged to ever ask questions about anything, so I never voiced my confusion over why we couldn’t have something like that in our home.

Our clothing was plain. Most of it we make ourselves. The women all wear dresses covering our bodies from our neck to our feet. Under our dresses we have to wear a full slip, plain bra, and white underwear. Stockings were to cover our legs at all times. Men wore long-sleeved shirts with buttons going from the bottom to their neck. Pants we made were what they wore with suspenders over their shirts. If a man or boy exited the house, they always had a hat covering their head. Women and girls had to wear either a hat or a cloth covering our hair. Our hair was also always kept up in a bun. We weren’t allowed to have our hair hanging loose or in a ponytail. The only exception to the rule was when we went to bed. Then, we were allowed to wear our hair in a single plait down our back.

The first time I was punished, I was only two years old. I wasn’t feeling well and was apparently crying and extremely cranky. My father couldn’t take my temperament, so he beat on me until I shut up. While he was beating on me, my mother simply stood behind him and watched on. She didn’t shed any tears or make a sound. He kept telling me I needed to repent for my sins. I’m still not sure what sins I was committing at the tender age of two.

As we got older, our punishments only increased in the number of them along with the damage we suffered. Out of all my siblings, I was apparently my parent’s problem child. I served the most punishments out of everyone I was around. Most days I could barely move around because of whatever trauma my young body had gone through.

Our parents decided if we were breaking one of their rules. Or one of God’s rules. Even if our mother was the one to determine we deserved a punishment, no one but our father was allowed to punish us. After listening to our offence, he would then decide our punishment. Sometimes it was something as simple as standing with our nose in the corner. Our eyes would have to remain on the wall in front of us and we weren’t allowed to move or speak until he gave us the okay. Sometimes our punishments were severe. I’ve had so many severe punishments, I’m not sure where one ends, and another begins.

We were taught at a young age, crying, yelling, or showing any emotion would only serve in our punishments being worse. No one is allowed to show any emotion because we’re not supposed to feel anything. No fear, pain, anger, sadness, love, or caring about anyone or anything. My father is extremely perceptive and could see a sheen in our eyes even if we weren’t looking at him. If our body so much as had a tremor run through them, we were punished more because of it.

When I was twelve years old, my mother caught me reading a book filled with smut, swear words, and other depravity. It’s a book I checked-out from the library. My mom took the book from me, didn’t destroy it because it wasn’t our property, and had me doing several extra chores until my father returned home. When he got home, my mother explained what she caught me doing. My father’s punishment was to whip me with his belt, his belt buckle digging into my skin cutting it open. After that, I was made to stand on a bed of nails while reading the bible out loud. I did not get to eat dinner, have anything to drink, or treat my feet after standing on the nails. I was sent to bed.

Another time, I was caught looking at make-up while in the store with my mother since I lost my privileges of going to the library. My mother caught me. That time I was fourteen years old. I’d never seen make-up before. My curiosity got the better of me. My father’s punishment that time was to get a switch from the tree outside and hit me repeatedly on my back with it. He was hitting me so hard, the switch cut through the thin fabric of my dress into my skin beneath it. Again, I wasn’t allowed to treat my wounds. So, the fabric of my dress stuck to the wounds. When I changed into my nightgown, my wounds opened back up so that fabric eventually got stuck to them as well.

From there, my punishments became worse. My father would beat me to the point I could barely breath, bones would be broken, and lacerations would cover my body. After all that happened, I would be forced into the basement with no food, water, light, blankets, or even a mattress to lay my beaten body on. The cold, hard cement floor was my only companion. I’d be locked in the basement for days on end depending on what my infraction was. Sometimes it was only a day. Other times I was locked in there for a week or longer. I’m the only child in my family who was ever punished in that manner.

None of us who received a punishment, got hurt while working, or became ill were ever seen by a doctor. Our mother would be responsible for bandaging us up if my father deemed it appropriate. She would nurse us back to health if we got sick. Hospitals and doctors were evil because they believed in the use of medicine to cure ailments and illnesses. If we ever got really sick, a man who claimed to be a doctor would be brought in to look us over. He was also the same man who would deliver babies if a doctor was needed for any reason. Broken bones were never set, they healed how they were. We were lucky if one of our parents put them in a splint. 

Now, instead of fearing the punishments, I have a new fear. One that trumps any punishment I’ve ever received in my entire life. There is a man in the commune who is already married to three women. He’s got four children so far while his brides are aged fourteen, sixteen, and now nineteen. The children are two and under. His wives are abused daily along with the children. This man’s name is Pierce.

Pierce is older than my father by a few years. He’s got a pot belly which hangs over his pants. There are always sweat stains on his clothing, among stains from food he consumes throughout the day. His hair is always longer than any other man’s hair around us. It’s greasy, stringy, and never brushed. The body odor emanating from him is so overwhelming anytime he’s in the area you smell him before seeing him. I’m always gagging whenever he’s around.

A few days ago, when I was locked in the basement, I overheard my parents talking with Pierce. They were discussing my marriage to him. After all I’m almost twenty-one years old and no one else has shown an interest in marrying me. I’m too obstinate, untrained, ungodly, and any other number of reasons men don’t want to marry me. They don’t want to have to train me, make me obey them, or have to deal with my independence. Pierce makes it sound as if he’s doing my family a favor by taking me off of their hands, so they don’t have to take care of me any longer.

As my parents are talking with Pierce, my body begins to shake uncontrollably, my heart begins racing, pounding so hard I fear everyone else can hear it around me, and sweat begins pouring out of me. The thought of leaving this place and running as far away as possible consumes me. I will never marry a man like Pierce. One who seems to enjoy beating on women and children. A man who wants to control the women he “owns”. I will never be with anyone like that.

I have no money, nothing to my name, and no skills to get a job. The clothes on my back belong to my parents. Everything I’m allowed to use is theirs. I’ve literally got nothing to think about packing or wanting to take with me. Possessions mean nothing to members of the village. However, I do know where there is a large stash of money. I’m not sure where the money is from, but I know how to get it. That’s the only way I’m going to be able to get away from here. If only I knew where to go from here. At this point, that’s not even a major concern for me. My only concern is getting the money without anyone realizing what I’m doing.

The day after I overheard my parents and Pierce talking, I formulated a plan to steal the money and leave the village. That night, I went to bed as normal. Once the deafening silence from everyone in the house filled the still, dark, night, I slipped from bed. I already had on a dress instead of changing into my nightgown. As quietly as I could, I made my way through my parent’s house, slipping out the door, into the cool, crisp air of the night. My only flaw is not grabbing my shoes since it would alert my parents I wasn’t in the house the second they awoke.

There was barely any moonlight to guide me on my way through the dew filled grass toward the main building of the village. The main building was in the very front of our commune and never locked. We would go inside for church, or any gatherings for all of us. Every week, one family would be responsible for cleaning the entire building from top to bottom. I was in there last week when I saw Thad putting a large sum of money into the safe in his office. There was already a large stockpile of it filling the large safe hidden behind a picture on the wall. Thad wasn’t careful about entering his code either, I watched him as he input the numbers.

Memorizing those four numbers became my safe haven. My only way away from the village so I wouldn’t be killed in less than a month or two. There are several rumors floating around as to where Pierce’s original wife is. They range from her being ill, dying in childbirth, and finally to him killing her because she didn’t want to conform to his rules. I tend to believe he killed her because he has to have strict order in his life for some reason. I’m not sure what his problem is, but I’m not about to find out.

Sneaking into the building, I silently make my way to Thad’s office. It’s as if I’m floating on air I’m so quiet so no one catches me in the building. Nervous energy fills me as I get closer to his office. The fear of being caught consumes me. Finally, I hit my destination and lift the painting from the wall. Setting it carefully on the floor next to me, I key in the code to unlock the safe. Once the door is open, I grab the bag I hid in here last week while I was cleaning.

I grab all the cash inside the safe, stuffing it in the bag as fast as I possibly can. Sweat drips from my head, hands, and body while I zip the bag closed and set it on the floor next to me. Closing the safe once more, I put the picture back in place, grab my bag, and run from the building quietly. No one can know I’ve made it this far in my mission. Once I’m out of the building, I run for the fence surrounding the village. I have to climb it and then jump down to the ground on the other side. The fence is high, I’m fine with the jump. It will only hurt for a little bit.

I make it over the fence after tossing the bag up and over it. Putting my wet, sore feet on the wire making up the inside of the fence, I begin my climb. Every other step, I’m looking over my shoulder to ensure no one is coming after me yet. It seems as if hours bypass me as I climb up to the top. Sitting on the small, cement top of the fence, I take a few deep breaths before jumping to the ground below. It’s at least ten feet down. Closing my eyes, I push myself off the ledge, crashing to the ground below me. 

My body aches as the hard, cold ground meets me faster than I anticipated. I groan and roll to my back so I can try to catch my breath. The pain ricocheting through my body is nothing compared to what I’ve been through in the past. Hell, I already feel a sense of freedom being on this side of the fence with a bagful of money and nothing but freedom before me. Now, I just have to get up and figure out where to go from here.

Using the cover of the night, I slip away undetected. With every single step away from the village, breathing becomes easier, my body feels lighter than I’ve ever felt before, and my independence rushes to the forefront. My only fear is leaping into the unknown. I’m not like normal people in Brighton Hills and I have no clue how to act around other people. Still, I need to try and get away from the village or I’ll end up in a grave. Yes, we have a cemetery at the back  of the compound. It’s our own, private graveyard no one on the outside knows about. 
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Blayke ‘Ember’ Mathison

AFTER WALKING INTO town last night, I was cold, shivering uncontrollably, and could barely stand on my own two feet. A passing police officer stopped me. Once he took in my appearance, I was placed in the back of his car. It was so warm inside the car and I wanted to curl up and fall asleep. However, I was being taken to the police station. I’ve never been to a police station before. He asked me several questions I refused to answer. In fact, I never once spoke a word to the man sitting opposite of me.

We were taught not to talk to anyone outside the compound. It wasn’t safe on any level according to the adults. That’s one of the very first lessons we were taught growing up. While I want his force to storm the village and rescue every child and woman in there, I can’t seem to push myself to open up about my past. When he becomes frustrated, the officer tosses his pen down on top of his desk before making a phone call.

His words make no sense to me as I unashamedly listen in to his side of the conversation.

“Need you to come here. Got a young girl here. Won’t talk or anything else. Do you have room for her at the shelter?” he questions the individual on the opposite end of the line.

After a few minutes of listening to whoever he’s talking to, the officer begins speaking again.

“I’ll see you in a few minutes. You might want to bring a pair of socks, warm coat, and something to eat with you. Something hot to eat,” he orders, listening for another minute before hanging up the phone. “I’ve got a friend coming to help you. She’ll be here in a little bit. You’re going to have to spend the night in a shelter for women and children. I can’t do anything about that. Care to tell me what’s in the bag with you?”

Shaking my head vigorously, I hold the bag closer to me. It’s the only lifeline I have right now, and no one will take it away from me. Plus, I can’t even begin to describe where I got the money, what it’s from, or any other information pertaining to it. It’s best to keep it with me and don’t let anyone get close to it. No one will take it from me. I don’t even want this money; I simply have no choice but to use some of it to secure what I need.

As we wait for the officer’s friend to come get me, I begin thinking of what I need to do in the immediate future. The first thing is securing a place to live and getting a job so I can pay bills. I’ve never paid bills before. I’m not sure what bills I’ll need to have in my name or how to go about getting anything put in my name. Maybe whoever is coming to get me will be able to help me figure this out. Then I’ll need to think about getting a car to get places I need to go; work, groceries, if I choose to go out. Not that I’d know where to go.

My thoughts turn in a new direction as I realize I don’t have a license. I wasn’t allowed to try for one because my parents viewed me as such a problem child. They didn’t want to give me a possibility to get away from the compound. If I had a license and access to a vehicle, who knows what I would’ve done with the freedom it provided me. My parents would never allow me to willingly leave. I wouldn’t be trusted to keep their secrets.

Even in my mind I’m beginning to ramble. I’ve always rambled when I get nervous. Mainly in my own head. Once or twice my thoughts were verbalized. I was overheard by my parents which led to punishments for defying and thinking evil thoughts about them. It’s really a problem I have. Hopefully I don’t embarrass myself by doing it while in front of someone I don’t know.

Rambling is the least of the problems I have. So many things elude me. Like socializing, work, dressing, doing my hair, or wearing make-up. These are things I’ve never had an issue with since it was never allowed. Now, I’m not at the village. I can do whatever I want, talk to who I want, work where I want, or do anything else I want. Including eating what I want whenever I want to. There’s no strict schedule with meals without sugar, one serving of bland, boring food. We would eat the same meals on a weekly basis. Every single Monday we would have eggs with toast for breakfast. For lunch is a ham sandwich. At dinner roast beef would be served with potatoes, and corn. Nothing ever changed. It’s going to take some time to realize I won’t have to live like that.

While I’m lost in my head, a woman walks in the office and startles me. She doesn’t look to be much older than I am. The woman has long, golden blonde hair with blue eyes. There are questions and wariness filling their blue depths. Covering her body is a pair of faded jeans with a rip or two in them. They seem to mold to her body. A long sweatshirt covers her upper body. It’s really huge on her so I’m wondering if it’s even her shirt or if it’s someone else’s. Her feet are covered in a pair of new looking sneakers. Looking up at her, there’s a soft, inviting smile on her face. It’s not the fake one I’m used to seeing on the face of my parents or other individuals in the village.

“Hello. My name is Vanessa. Most people call me Vee. Can you tell me your name?” she questions me, stopping right next to my chair.

“Um, I’m Blayke,” I tell her, my voice almost a whisper.

“Hi Blayke. I’m going to take you with me to the shelter. I can get you a set of clothes if you need them and somewhere warm to sleep for the night,” she informs me. “I have food and a warm blanket in the car waiting for you.”

Nodding my head, I clutch my bag even tighter to my chest. Standing up from the chair, I watch as she takes in my appearance. There’s no pity or curiousness filling her as is the usual case with people seeing me. Understanding is shining back at me. I do recognize that look. I’ve seen it before. My older sister Jocelyn used to look at me that way when she was still living with us. Now, she’s married and about to have her second baby. The only reason I know that is because I heard my parents talking about it. After she left the house, we weren’t allowed to see her anymore.

“Thank you, Tom, for the call. I’ll make sure Blayke is taken care of,” Vanessa informs the officer who had me.

Usually I wouldn’t go with a stranger. However, now I realize everyone I come into contact with is going to be a stranger for the time being. I’ll never get to know anyone if I don’t talk or try to get to know them. I’m going to be awkward as hell since I’ve never done anything like that before. I’ll embarrass myself, make people angry, or anything else they may feel as I fumble my way through figuring out how to live out from under my parent’s strict thumb.

Vanessa and Tom exchange a few words as I stand behind them. I’m just outside of the door to his office, standing in an empty hallway. Pictures line the walls of men and women in uniform. Some of the people portrayed look kind, helpful. Others look mean, angry, and as if they’re looking for a fight. I shiver as one of the men I know is shown. I’m not sure of his name, but he’s been at the village on multiple occasions. He’s never in his uniform when he’s been there though. When I’ve seen him, he has come in, gone into Thad’s house. Shortly after he enters, screams of pain and terror fill the air around the house. Any child who was outside those times would run as far away as fast they could. 

When Vanessa gets done talking to Tom, she touches my arm carefully.

“Oh honey, you’re shaking like a leaf. Let’s get you in my car, get some food in your stomach, and a bed. Are you okay?” she asks, concern lacing her voice.

“I-I-I am,” I stutter in response.

“Follow me.”

Vanessa leads me from the building. We walk down the front stairs, turn left, and make our way to the parking lot. She’s leading me toward a small black car. Once we’re close, she holds something in her hand, pressing a button. The car beeps while the headlights flash. I hear another noise, I’m not sure what it is though. She opens the passenger side door, pulls out a container of food, and motions for me to get in. When I’m seated and have fastened my seatbelt, Vanessa covers me with a blanket before handing me the container of food. It smells really good as my mouth begins to water.

“Go ahead and open it. It’s not much, just a cheeseburger and fries I picked up on my way here,” she states, closing my door and heading around to the other side of the car.

When she’s in her seat. Vanessa turns on the car before looking at me.

“You’re from the village, aren’t you?” Vanessa asks me.

There’s no judgement on her face as she waits for my answer.

“Yes. How do you know about the village?” I question her, my voice small and weak.

“Most of us in town know about the village. Your group is very distinct,” Vanessa responds. “I’m not going to ask any details about life there; you don’t have to tell me anything. All I want to know is if someone will be looking for you?”

“Yes. I can’t go back there. If I could just get some sleep I can leave in the morning. No trouble will come to you,” I try to assure her as much as myself.

“Not why I’m asking, honey. I’ll make sure you get sleep tonight. Then I’ll help you in any way I can. Do you have any clothes or anything?”

“No. Um, I did something very bad. I don’t want to say what though. I simply wanted to get away from there before something bad happened to me,” I say, averting my gaze out the window.

“You don’t have to tell me anything. I’ll do what I can to help you. If we have to, we’ll go to Kings Vengeance. They’re the local motorcycle club,” she tells me.

“Oh, um, I don’t think I could do that.”

“You can. In fact, I think they’re looking to hire a few new dancers. Maybe we can get you in with them there. Then, they’d protect you for sure. You would just have to be okay with taking your clothes off in front of a room full of men.”

“I’ve never been around a man other than my father before. I’m not sure I can do that. I’ve never even danced. We aren’t allowed to listen to music,” I let her know, not sure why I’m talking to this stranger.

“Oh honey,” she says, sadness tinging her voice as she once again looks at me. “I’ll go with you and talk to the owners. Once they know your story, they’ll help you. How old are you?”

“I’m twenty. I won’t be twenty-one for two months,” I explain.

“Well, they might have an issue with hiring you because they try to hire girls who are at least twenty-one,” Vanessa replies, keeping her eyes focused on the roads. “Like I said, I’ll go with you and we’ll see what we can do.”

“Thank you.”

I begin to eat the food Vanessa brought me. The food is foreign to me and it takes me a minute or two to figure out if I like it or not. However, I decide it’s good even if it is messy. I’ll definitely want to eat this again.

Slight excitement fills me as I realize this is what I’ve wanted for as long as I can remember. The freedom to make my own decisions and try things I want to do without the fear of being reprimanded for it. At the same time, trepidation settles in since I have no clue what I’ll want to do or try.

Before I know it, we’re pulling up to a large building. It’s non-descript and doesn’t stand out from the other smaller buildings surrounding it. In all honesty, it looks as if this is an abandoned building. I look on as Vanessa pulls to a stop at a huge metal fence and places her hand against something. Soon, the gates silently slide open as she pulls through. I don’t even hear them close behind us.

We go around the back of the building where I see two other vehicles. One is a large van while the other one is a truck. Vanessa parks close to the door and shuts the engine off. Turning to look at me once more, she appears to be searching for something. I’m not sure what more I can offer her as exhaustion suddenly fills me.

“I can see your dead on your feet. I’ll get you inside and get a set of pajamas so you can head to bed. There’s one room left that’s a single. Most of the other ones have to be shared along with a large dormitory style room. I’ll put you in the single one for tonight,” she lets me know, indicating with her head we can get out of the car now. 

I’m so tired, I don’t take in any details of the building as she leads me through a heavy, metal door. Once we’re inside, the only thing I do register is the warmth in the wide hallway we’re walking down. I count the doors as Vanessa lets me know her office is directly to the right of the door leading outside. Turning left, I count six rooms before we come to a stop.

Vanessa opens the door and lets me walk in ahead of her after turning on the light. Again, I don’t really take the time to look around the room as my eyes land on the bed. It’s just a basic bed big enough to fit one person with clean, warm looking blankets covering it.

“I’ll be right back. You can put your things down on the stand over there. Once I get your pajamas, you can get some sleep. If you need anything during the night, I’ll be in my office. I sleep in there when I’m here at night. There is also a man who works security here. You probably won’t see him at all. He stays out of sight because of the women and children here,” she states, carefully easing out of the room and leaving me alone.

Taking a deep breath in, I hold it for a second as my heart begins to race. I’m so scared I’m going to be found before I can truly experience freedom. If I’m caught by anyone from the village, I’ll be forced back. My life will end. Literally. Thad and the others won’t take kindly to my deceit.

Before I can do much of anything, including move, Vanessa is back. She hands me a set of pajamas. Looking down, I see they’re fuzzy and dark blue. They feel warm in my arms which are still chilled. I’m led to the bed, Vanessa’s arm wrapped around me as she sits us down on the edge. I’ve never felt a mattress as soft as what we’re currently sitting on.

“Honey, I know you’re scared to death right now. I’ll do all I can to make sure you never have to go back there. Step one is you getting a good night’s sleep. Tomorrow, we’ll go to Legacies and figure something out. Even if it’s just protection by the club. One way or another, I’ll make sure your safe,” she assures me, her voice gentle and soothing as it washes over me.

“Thank you,” I mutter, my eyelids drooping even as we sit here.

“Get some sleep. Remember, I’m just down the hall if you need me. You can lock the door for further safety if you feel like it. I have a key in case there’s an emergency,” Vanessa tells me, standing from the bed and looking at me for a second before leaving me alone in the room.

Once she’s gone, I walk to the door on shaking legs so I can lock it. Taking another deep breath, I slowly make my way back to the bed. Looking at the bag of money I stole, I place it up by the pillow before undressing. With the upbringing I’ve had, I carefully fold my clothes and stack them in a neat pile on top of the stand next to the bed.. Next, I put on the pajamas Vanessa brought me. They are so warm already. I’m still so chilled it doesn’t feel as if I’ll ever warm up again.

With nothing else to do, I make my way over to the wall and flip the light switch off. Carefully walking back toward the bed, I’m guided by the faint light of the moon shining in through a window up high in the room. If anyone were to try and look inside this room, they wouldn’t be able to see anything. That’s about the only thing I can take in as I pull the blankets back, making sure my bag is still by the pillow.

I climb under the blankets, shivering at the coolness of them against the small amount of exposed skin. Goosebumps pop out along my skin as I pull my bag close and let my eyes finally slide close. The blankets are up to my chin as some sort of shield. I try to get comfortable, which is usually unattainable on the hard mattress I have at the village. Tonight, I’m not having the same problem. I’m comfortable no matter how I lay on this bed. Sleep instantly claims me after the day, and night, I’ve had.
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Chapter Two
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Blayke ‘Ember’ Mathison

SLOWLY WAKING UP, I stretch while keeping my eyes closed. I can’t remember a time I ever slept so soundly in my entire life. Usually, the slightest noise wakes me up because you never know who’s going to come in your room or what’s going to happen in the rest of the house. I learned at a very early age to always be on my guard whether I’m awake or sleeping. 

Opening my eyes, I don’t recognize the room I’m in. Instantly my heart begins to race as I frantically look around to see if anyone else is in the room with me. When I don’t see another person, I move my head to the side and collide with something hard, but soft at the same time. My backpack is in my bed. Suddenly, I’m filled with images of what I’ve done. I managed to get away from the village.

My heart begins to slow down as I take several deep breaths. Once I know I’m not going to go into a full-blown panic attack, I carefully push the blankets from my body. The warm, blue pajamas I changed into last night definitely kept me warm through the night. I almost didn’t need the blankets to cover me. It was a refreshing change from life at the village. If no one got up in the middle of the night, we would wake up cold because the fire in the stove went out. There’s no threat of that here in this shelter.

Before I can contemplate too much about what I’m going to do now, what I need to do, there’s a soft knock on my door. Hesitantly I walk over and debate opening it up.

“Blayke, it’s Vanessa. I’ve got a change of clothes and some breakfast for you,” she informs me.

I unlock the door and pull it slowly open because I’m not sure if she’s alone or has anyone with her. Standing on the other side of the door is Vanessa. She’s alone thankfully. Looking at her, there are clothes draped over one arm while a small tray is held by her other hand. Quickly I step out of the way so she can make her way inside. When I try to take something from her hands, she brushes me off.

“How did you sleep?” she questions me after setting the clothes on the bed with the tray next to them.

“Better than I thought I would,” I respond honestly. 

“I’m happy to hear that. Now, there’s a bathroom attached to this room if you haven’t already found it. It’s right through that door over there,” she lets me know, pointing to a closed door. “There’s soap, shampoo, conditioner, and other essentials waiting for you to use. I’ve already called Tonya and she’ll be waiting for us at Legacies. We’re supposed to be there in about an hour and a half. Will that give you enough time to eat and get ready?”

“Oh, yeah. I won’t need that much time,” I assure her as I open the box of food sitting on the tray.

“Okay. I’ll leave you to it. If I’m not in my office, I’ll be there soon. I have to make the rounds to make sure no one else needs anything,” Vanessa informs me before walking to the door.

“Thank you,” I respond, keeping my voice soft.

Vanessa nods her head at me before closing the door behind her once more. I rush over to lock it because I don’t know who else is here. I’m afraid of someone coming in and finding my bag of money. If I don’t have that, I’m going to end up back in the village. Then I’ll have to explain how I got the money. My punishment will more than likely be death for stealing from the village. That’s not something I’ll let happen to me. Not if I can help it.

For breakfast this morning I have pancakes, eggs, and a carton of orange juice. I’ve never seen a carton of juice so small in my entire life. It’s cute. Using the plastic utensils, I eat my breakfast. We used to have pancakes at the village on special occasions. These taste so much better than anything I’ve ever tasted in my life. They’re fluffy and large instead of the thin, small ones my mother and older sisters made there.

It doesn’t take long at all before my food is gone and I’m picking up the clothes Vanessa brought in for me to wear today. She brought me a pair of jeans, a tee-shirt, with a larger sweatshirt to cover it. In a small bag I find a new package of underwear, a bra, some socks, and a pair of sneakers. How she got my sizes I’ll never know but they’re all correct as far as I can tell.

I’ve never worn anything like this. At this point, I don’t want to wear the clothes I left in. On the other hand, I don’t know if I’m going to be comfortable in what she’s brought me either. It’s all going to be trial and error as I grab everything, including my bag, and make my way to the small bathroom.

Turning on the faucet for the shower, the water begins to spray down immediately. I don’t have to try and figure out how to work the damn thing. It’s as easy as turning one knob. I’ve never seen this kind of setup before either. I like it. I’m much more familiar with anything that’s simple and straight forward. That’s how life is at the village. I’m honestly surprised there’s running water and electric because that’s how simple Thad wants everything run.

Once I’ve undressed, I step into the shower, closing the door behind me. There isn’t a shower curtain on this small shower. In fact, there isn’t even a tub to soak in. While we had a shower at my parent’s house, it was part of the tub. Here it’s simply a stand-up shower. I guess it’s not like anything else is needed here. Just a place to get clean before the people here do what they do on a daily basis. 

Quickly I wash my hair and then body. As soon as that’s taken care of, I get out of the shower, grabbing one of the towels hanging up on the bar. Securing my hair in one towel, I use the second one to dry my skin. Usually, I’d put lotion on my skin after getting out of a shower. It’s the one thing I managed to buy and hide from my parents. I found one I liked that didn’t have a scent so no one knew I was wearing it. However, I don’t have any of that here. Skipping that part of my normal routine, I grab the clothes.

I’m dressed in what Vanessa brought me, staring at my reflection in the mirror that’s hanging on the back of the door. I look completely different from how I’ve ever imagined I’d look without the dress we were made to wear. Pulling the towel from my head, I grab the brush left sitting on the counter and begin to untangle the long, brown strands. My hair isn’t like anyone else’s in my family. While their hair is vibrant and shiny, my own is mouse brown and lifeless. Today I leave it hanging down. At least for now I do. Since I’ve never been allowed to do this, I’m not sure if I’m going to like it or not.

After taking care of the rest of my business in the bathroom, I clean up my mess. It doesn’t take long to clean the water from the floor and counter before putting everything back. Walking back into the small room I stayed in, I begin to clean the area up in here as well. It doesn’t take me long to make sure all the trash is thrown away, the bed is made perfectly, and my bag is sitting on the end. I’ve taken my clothes I wore here and placed them inside my bag to kind of cover the money. Finally, I make sure the pajamas Vanessa let me use are folded neatly at the end of the bed as well. With nothing more to do, I debate going in search of her.
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