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Brielle & Zayden

~
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“HER EYES WON’T WAKE up.”

The four of us stop, glancing at each other and seeking the source; the direction in which the voice originates. It sounds peculiar and out of place here in this neighborhood where the homes are older, but well-kept, most surrounded by fences, chain link or wooden, and all the yards in need of mowing. But in all the areas we’d been in, this one seemed the better choice of most we passed by. And we entered because it seemed in the beginning, many people aimed for the richer neighborhoods, ransacking and scavenging for anything of use. 

When the world began to fall, chaos reigned quickly, looting erupted everywhere, and those who tried to survive either died trying, or were like us, on their own, evading the dead, and wary of the living. So far, in the last few days we’ve come across only the dead, scrabbling against windowed storefronts or chasing us with their shuffling walk and guttural noises, reaching for us when we draw near, intent on tearing our flesh if they can. 

And now, walking down the street, we see the dead littering the ground, decorating yards, and decaying in the sun. Occasionally we’ll come across one, and at times, many, shuffling their way to us. They thump against the windows in stuffy, locked-up homes, scrabbling against the glass, as if telling us to get off their lawn. One would think the dead coming back to life was a problem, and in a way, it is if not careful. But no, the living tend to be the issue; a month into this world, people are scared—and crazy. 

In this particular neighborhood, we four pressed on, moving forward, our eyes scanning the surroundings, our ears attuned to any possible surprises, fully prepared for whatever lay ahead. The four of us against the world, so to speak. 

And yet we still missed her—her voice echoing into the stillness of this world. 

Tristan slowly lowers his rifle, swearing when he sees who is standing on the front porch of a gray home with a white door. He rubs the back of his black bald head in relief, mouth pursed, and brow furrowed. He holds his rifle at the low-ready and glances around the neighborhood, probably wondering if this is a decoy allowing the more malevolent to attack. 

Malrick, standing next to him, also lowers his rifle. Under his breath, he swears in Navajo. He hasn’t shared his language with us, but we recognize the frequent swear.

“What? Your Navajo senses didn’t alert you?” Tristan quips.

Malrick flips him off and glances around. We still only see the dead littering the streets. He shrugs his shoulders, rolling them independently, relieving tension, while looking around before facing the owner of the voice. 

Jai, standing beside me, swears in Punjabi and slowly slips his handgun back into its holster. He adjusts his rifle, snug on his back, and surveys our surroundings with a keen eye.

I loosen my hold on my rifle and run a hand through my blonde mop of hair, glad I hadn’t been trigger-happy. It is easy to do these days. We always expect the dead to appear, or worse, and this advent has thrown us off balance.

Now, about a month into this, we survived the fall of our neighborhood and the sickness that plagued so many. We left like the others did, all of us splitting off in different directions, hoping to survive and make it on our own, or finding like-minded people to join us. 

And we four stuck together, trusting each other’s instincts and our bonds growing even stronger by the day. We move through this new world, trying to find civilization—if it exists anymore. Early on, we ditched our military fatigues shortly after leaving our assigned post because we learned we were targets or magnets. And while the magnet part wasn’t so bad, being a target put others in danger. We found that out the hard way. And even though we found civilian clothes, we still stuck with green, black, and khaki colors. 

On our right is a four-foot white picket fence, separating us from the owner of the voice. The gate is half off its hinges and hangs listlessly, ready to fall at the slightest nudge. The concrete walkway is surprisingly pristine, save for the weeds decorating its sides. The grass is long. There are four steps to get to the short, covered porch where she stands, unafraid, eyes round in innocence. 

She clutches a worn teddy bear. She wears mismatched shoes, blue jeans—one pant leg caught on her shoe tongue—and a dirty, light-blue shirt with a sparkly unicorn on it. She has long, brown hair partially escaped from a braid over her shoulder and appears around four or five years old. 

A few days ago, we realized we needed to stock up on the meager supplies we had with us from our last forage. We found a small cache of ammo secured away in the far reaches of a closet in a run-down home. This home sported various pro-gun stickers, and we figured we’d check it out. We hit a small jackpot, and we’re set, at least for a little while. Eventually, we know guns and rifles will become obsolete, but we will use what we find until then. We stayed in the home for the night, enjoying the beds and couch to rest on instead of the cold, hard ground. Amazing to think something soft to lie on is a luxury. Of course, living outdoors is a throwback from our time overseas, and comforts were minimal. 

When morning came, we began working our way inwards through this large neighborhood, keeping a lookout for anything—or anyone. We walked down the street, in the open, ready for anything in what we thought was a deserted neighborhood, and mostly, it is. We take in the surrounding sights, wondering if this is a trap or an ambush. It wouldn’t be the first time we fought to keep what belonged to us. I approach cautiously. It also wouldn’t be the first time we thought we were safe and ended up fighting for our lives. I hesitate only for a moment before maneuvering around the fallen gate. I keep my rifle muzzle down but at the ready and my brothers have my back and move in behind me, looking for danger. 

The little girl watches me approach without fear. Dried tears track down her cheeks and more pool in the blue of her eyes. She has a cupid bow mouth and plump cheeks. She’s cute, tiny, and thin, and I’m surprised to see a little girl at all—most children did not make it. 

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” I keep my voice low, melodic, and calm. I hope I don’t look too scary, but she doesn’t run away, squeezing the bear to her chest. 

“Munchkin.”

I blink, and slowly a grin spreads across my face. “Munchkin? Well, my name’s Zayden.” I look over my shoulder. “That’s Tristan, Malrick, and Jai.” 

She follows my introductions with her eyes. And she smiles again in the trusting way children have and seems more interested in us than fearful. She looks over her shoulder, hugging the tattered bear tighter if possible. The bear is missing a button eye, and the seam in its belly is pulling apart. 

“Her eyes won’t wake up,” she says again, her voice holding a child’s whine, and I hear the thread of fear in her voice. 

I slowly stand and peer inside the door, which is halfway open. I cannot see from here and cast a quick glance at my friends. They give me a nod. 

“You want to show me, honey?” 

I am not hiding behind a little girl. However, I do not know what I will find inside, and I am cautious. Munchkin walks in and pushes the door wider. It hits the wall, flooding the front living room with the setting sun’s light. I move inside, glance around—my rifle up, and as I pie the corners, my brothers move in behind and search out the other rooms. 

I walk to the couch where Munchkin stops, sitting on the coffee table across from it, staring at a body lying prone. A woman, dark-skinned with jet-black hair, delicate features, full lips, and nice curves, lies on the couch. It appears she walked in and collapsed there. I move to the side of the couch, hook my rifle over my back, and sit next to Munchkin. My friends come back, telling me it’s clear, and move to surround the couch. 

I reach for the woman’s wrist and Tristan pulls out his knife. I flick my gaze to him while I feel her pulse. It’s steady. I nod to him, and he sheathes the knife. Now, having drawn closer, I notice the marks on her body. She has a swollen eye and a cut on her eyebrow. And what I thought were full lips most likely had a fist planted into them. Her bottom lip has a split on the side, and she has bruises on her chin and cheekbone. I release her wrist gently and notice more contusions on her arms. 

She wears a dark green tank top, slightly pulled out of her blue jeans, and wears sturdy boots. I examine her body, noting discoloration peeking out from under the waistband of her jeans. I hook a finger under the hem of her shirt and pull up to view her stomach. The mark is darker than her skin, but yellowing at the sides. And even with the mars on her flesh, I think she is lovely. 

However, anger flares within me at her maltreatment. Who did this? Who literally beat the shit out of this woman, and where are they? Would whoever did this come back here? I glance at Munchkin. This child has pale skin, blue eyes, and brown hair and is likely unrelated to this woman lying on the couch. How did these two come together?

“Pulse is steady,” I tell my friends. 

Tristan takes a knee beside Munchkin. “You hungry, kid?”

She looks at him trustingly, a rare look to see these days, and nods, sure of her decision. He stands and offers his hand, and she takes it, walking into the kitchen. The table is visible from the doorway and where I sit with the woman. Tristan shoulders off his pack and digs inside for water and a protein bar. 

I glance at my other friends. How long was this little girl here, alone and starving, with an unconscious woman? I duck under the strap of my rifle and lay it on the coffee table and stretch. Running a hand through my hair, I blow out a breath, fighting off another surge of anger and unclench my fist. 

“Got the first-aid kit?” I ask Malrick. 

He shoulders off his pack and digs through it. I push my rifle back slightly to sit more comfortably on the coffee table. I open the kit and pull out a few one-use antiseptic wipes. I dab at the woman’s lips and her temple. Her brows knit together, and her hand flops, but she does not wake. 

“Who did this?” Jai wonders out loud what we all are thinking. “I’d like to kill them.”

“Me too,” I say. 

I place the discolored wipe off to the side and find butterfly bandages for her temple with the small split. It only required two, but it is too many for me. I tamp down the anger and feel a surge of protectiveness toward her. 

“Think she’s bruised under those jeans?” Malrick asks. 

I know him, so I know he isn’t looking for a peek. He has concerns about the possibility of concealed wounds beneath her clothes. I’m hesitant, though. Instead, I slightly shift her legs and study the jeans for any signs of blood seeping through the fabric. 

Seeing nothing, I say, “No blood.” 

“I’m gonna check this place out a little more,” Malrick informs us and moves to the staircase. 

“I’ll help.” Jai heads over to him. 

I’m left with my charge, and another surge of protectiveness thrums through my body. I clench my jaw at the blatant abuse. Whoever did this will pay, I vow to myself. But even though I say this, I know I have no idea who hurt her. Unless she wakes up and tells us, I will never know. 

I stand and stretch and walk to the front door to peer outside. Seeing movement down the street, I quietly close the door and adjust the shades over the windows, closing any gaps. Glancing over at the kitchen, I hear Tristan and Munchkin speaking in low tones. Curious, I walk over and stop in the doorframe, watching both for a moment. 

“Do you want more?” Tristan asks the little girl. 

Her cheeks are like a chipmunk’s, and her lips cannot close. She nods vigorously—poor thing. I wonder again how long she’s been here. I slide into a chair and cock my head to the side, hearing my friends upstairs. There’s been no cry of alarm, so it must be safe up there. 

“She won’t tell me her name,” Tristan tells me. “Or she doesn’t know.”

“Hey, Munchkin. How many sleeps did you have in this house?” I observe her. 

She stops chewing and looks at the ceiling. Then she shrugs with one shoulder. 

“Did you sleep?” I press again. 

“Mm-hmm,” she answers around a mouthful of protein bar.

“How many times?” I ask again. 

She pauses again, then holds up two tiny fingers. Then a third. Then she takes away the finger and shows me two again. I glance at Tristan, and he shakes his head. 

“You’re very brave to stay here. Is the woman on the couch your mom?” I ask, and Tristan sends me an odd look. These days, a family comes in all shapes, sizes, and colors. My brothers and I are proof of it. 

“Mm-hmm. She said so.”

I smile, hearing the certainty in her voice. She takes another large bite and tries to get her tiny mouth around the large piece, chewing with her mouth open. 

Tristan smiles at her and says, “I’ll take Jai with me. Scout out the other houses for supplies.”

“I saw one of them at the end of the street. Be careful.” I don’t need to warn any of them, I know. 

“Will do, Boss.”

I make a face at him. I’m not the boss—none of us are. We’re family and have each other’s backs. He strolls to the staircase, and I hear his boots on the steps. I give Munchkin my attention again. 

“What’s your name, sweetie?” I try it again. Maybe she’ll tell me something different this time. 

“I already told you,” she informs me in a haughty five-year-old voice. 

I want to laugh. I haven’t laughed in... “I know. I thought maybe you had a second name.”

She shakes her head, taking another large bite of the bar. Well, then, Munchkin, it is—at least until the woman wakes up and can tell us differently. Heavy footsteps hit the stairs, and soon, my three brothers enter the kitchen. 

“Hey, I found these.” Malrick sets down a coloring book and a box of crayons. 

Munchkin’s eyes light up, and she pushes the wrapper out of the way to pull the items closer. Excited, she opens the book to a page unmarred by color. She dumps out the crayons and dutifully selects a set of different shades. The puppy’s happy face stares at a ball, and the kitten bats at a ball of string. With her crayons selected, she gets to work. 

Tristan jerks his head at me, and I follow the guys out to the living room. 

“We’re each going to take a house and go down the block. We’ll be back before the sun goes down.” Tristan peers out the window by hooking a finger in the shade. He releases it with a jerk. 

“What?” Jai asks, on alert.

“There’s another one out there. We’ll be careful.” Tristan meets everyone’s eyes.

“Always,” Malrick assures us all. 

“I got this one,” Jai says. 

He pulls out his eight-inch blade survival knife and holds it ready, nodding to Tristan. Tristan opens the door, and Jai exits quickly, sneaking down the walkway, but he is seen nevertheless. The guttural sounds are unnatural, and I’m not sure I will ever get used to it. Jai buries the knife in its temple and steps back as it collapses. He gets the next, then wipes his blade across the dingy clothes and straightens to look down the road both ways. Tristan and Malrick exit at his signal, and I shut the door behind them. I move into the living room to glance at Munchkin, then recheck the woman’s pulse. It is still steady, and her breathing is even. I head to the kitchen and sit next to the little girl. 

“What’s your mom’s name?” I ask her, watching her concentrate on staying in the lines. 

“Mommy.”

The side of my mouth lifts. “Does ‘Mommy’ have another name? A second name?” 

She lifts her shoulder again and doesn’t stop coloring, nor does she look at me. 

“How old are you?”

Munchkin pauses only slightly, keeps on with her task, and holds up her hand, showing me five fingers. So, I’m at least right on my earlier assessment. Unfortunately, I have run out of things to say—I’m not used to speaking to five-year-olds, and I get the impression I am annoying her. I glance around the kitchen and see it’s typical of a single-family home. The fridge is white, and so are the microwave, stove, and dishwasher. The counters are nice, but aren’t of quality, and the floor is linoleum and worn. The kitchen table is wood, with country-style chairs and white trim. And to the side of us is a door leading to the backyard.

“Munchkin, stay here, okay? I’m going to check out the house.” I know my brothers already swept the place, but I want to know the layout. 

She doesn’t respond, so I take it as a yes. I get up and wander out to the living room. There’s a bathroom on the wall of the kitchen. It’s a toilet and sink in a small closet of a room. The stairs are beyond it, and I head up. 

There are three bedrooms up here, a bathroom, and a laundry room. I look at the first two rooms, one of which belonged to a pre-teen and the other to a younger child. A girl and a boy, if the corresponding posters are any indication. I keep moving to the Master bedroom and walk inside. There’s another bathroom, and a king bed. It’s been a while since I’ve slept in a bed, and I sit on it to test it. Maybe I’ll use it tonight until my shift.

I stand and walk to the closet. Inside, clothes hang listlessly, and underneath, shoes are lined up haphazardly. This entire home looks like it has been spared from being ransacked—another anomaly in this world. I am about to turn to leave the room when I hear a squeak on the floor. I spin, unholstering my gun at the same time. 

“A Stinky is knocking on the door,” she says. She grips her teddy bear tight. 

I curse. I almost shot the girl. Then I cringe when I realize I swore in front of a child. I hadn’t even heard her, so I’m also angry at myself. I holster my gun. She draws back from my scowl, and I soften my features.

“Stay here, okay?” I watch her nod and stand inside the doorway. 

Clearing the corners and walking to the head of the stairs, I think I hear a knock. At the landing, I pause and listen and hear the knocking she mentioned. I proceed down the stairs and creep around the living room to the kitchen. I hear the sound coming from the kitchen door, and I’m unsure if it was locked or if anyone bothered to check it. I peer around the doorframe to the door with a gauzy curtain over its window, obscuring the view. The—Stinky?—on the other side moves from side to side. I hear the knocking again, but it’s not a human action. I expel a breath and move to the curtain, pulling it aside. 

The grotesqueness of these new threats never ceases to disgust me, and I notice this one has been around for a while, baking in the sun. Its lips have peeled back, exposing rotting gums and teeth, and the sinew is visible in its cheeks. Its nose has caved in, leaving a sunken hole. One of its eyes droops out of its socket like it’s melting on one side. Its hair is thin, scraggly, and missing in many parts of its scalp. Thankfully, I cannot smell it through our barrier. I make a face anyway. Its fingernails scratch on the door, trying to claw through the wood with renewed interest now that it’s seen me. The door mutes the guttural noises emitting from it, but I’ve heard their voices enough to know what it sounds like without a filter. 

I adjust the flimsy curtain and move out to the living room. I’ll have to go around the house and sneak up behind it. I peer out of the living room door, and it’s clear. I slip outside, knowing this happens from time to time. At times there are many, sometimes there are few, and most times, there are stragglers. We only take care of those who pose a threat, and this one does. I’ll never know how it arrived on its own to the back porch, but it could attract more, so it needs to be disposed of. 

I make sure the door shuts behind me and walk around to the backyard. It doesn’t see or hear me while it scrabbles, trying to get where it still thinks I am. Thankfully, these things can’t think. They have one goal in mind, and this sole purpose drives it in their new ‘life.’ I creep up behind it with my knife gripped firmly, getting right behind it. 

“Watch out!”

I jerk, and it turns at the sound, reaching for me with its disgusting hands. Swearing, I jab my knife deep into its head. I lose my balance, but yank out my blade, stumbling backward and pushing it away simultaneously. It falls, and I barely maintain my feet. My finger is up and jabbed in the direction of the laughter. 

“Asshole!” I call out. 

Jai walks over, chuckling, and stops at the body. “You had it,” he chides. 

“Asshole,” I repeat, like he didn’t hear me the first time, and flip him off again. I want to jab him with my knife. I wipe the blade off on its clothes and slide it into the sheath at my hip. 

“This one’s been around for a while.” Jai grimaces and kicks it. 

“Yeah. Munchkin said a Stinky was knocking on the door.” 

He laughs. “That’s one I haven’t heard.”

I gaze around the backyard. “Guess we have a new name for them.”

The fence is down in the back. Jai follows my gaze and walks over to the fallen fence. I meet him there after checking the pockets of the dead I killed. His pockets are empty, and I scowl at him for not supplying any needs he didn’t know I would have. But at times we get lucky. Malrick found a decent knife this way once. 

“Think we can push it up?” Jai pulls up on the chain-link fence, putting muscle behind it to bend it back. Then, proving difficult, he lets it drop, and it shakes, rattling like a snake. 

“It was probably just a straggler.” I peer out. There’s a pond, trees, brush, and more weeds out there. This neighborhood butts up against what looks like a park. I scan the horizon over the grounds and do not see any movement. 

“Find anything?” I ask. 

“A few things. A few cans of soup. Munchkin needs more than just protein bars,” Jai tells me. He leads the way back and picks up a bag he left at the front of the house. 

I glance around for my other two brothers and follow Jai back inside. Munchkin is at the top of the stairs, and I beckon her with my fingers. She trots down to the kitchen while I examine the woman on the couch, who has not moved one inch. Her pulse is still steady. I sit on the coffee table, and the sheath for my knife jabs up into my ribs, so I take it off and set it beside me. I watch for a moment, the rise and fall of her chest, thankful she is breathing evenly. Satisfied she seems all right, I amble on into the kitchen. 

“There’s propane on the grill out there,” Jai tells me. “I can cook up the soup.”

I peer out the window at the grill in the backyard, which I failed to notice the first time. Of course, I was trying not to get bit and kill it at the same time. Munchkin is working on page three, it seems. She has ripped out the first two, and they lie on the table at angles. She pauses in her coloring and looks at me. 

“This one is for you,” she tells me proudly. 

She pushes it over to me. She colored the puppy and kitten with gaps but within the lines. I grin at her, gush over how great it is, and tell her thank you. Jai chuckles. I glance at the fridge, noting the alphabet magnets scattered across the refrigerator, and I take the picture to put it up. 

“Now I can see it all the time,” I tell her, and she beams at me. “Thank you, sweetie.”

“Uh-huh. I’m coloring one for all of you!” She sets back to work, and I raise my brows at Jai. He shakes his head. 

We hear the front door open and edge over to see our other two brothers entering. They have bags and bring them into the kitchen, setting them on the table. 

“Hey-ay,” Munchkin grumps when one bag rests on her picture. 

Moving the bag to a chair, Tristan says, “Sorry, kiddo.” 

“It’s okay. This one is yours!” She carefully picks it up and hands it to Tristan. “It’s a bunny!”

Tristan grins at her and exclaims over how well she colors. He puts the purple bunny picture on the fridge next to the other one. Munchkin starts to hum and turns her head to the side, coloring the next one. 

“We’re all getting one,” Jai informs Malrick. 

The corner of his mouth divots in. “I found aspirin.” He hands over a small bottle. 

I shake it and mentally count about six of them by sound. At least it’s something; maybe the woman in the other room will need a few. I place it on the counter toward the back, where Munchkin can’t reach it. I mentally shake my head—old habits die hard, I guess. 

“There was a small sewing kit,” Malrick continues, showing a travel-size kit. “A few bottles of water, a pocketknife, a multi-tool, various things....”

I watch him put the items on the countertop. Not much, but still useful. Tristan empties his bag and sets more cans of food on the counter. Beans—wonderful—and a few more cans of soup. Well, at least the kid will have a full stomach. 

“I wish I had markers,” Munchkin breaks in, not looking up from her job of coloring. 

“I thought I saw some upstairs in one of the bedrooms,” Jai tells her. “Maybe later, we can get them.”

“Okay.” She works at filling in the gaps. 

I glance out of the kitchen at the couch, thinking about our travels to this point. We are combat brothers, and cemented our friendship while on active duty across the seas. Life there had been miserable—hot in the summer, cold in the winter. We were always looking over our shoulders, wondering if the innocent-looking person walking down the street was a threat or carrying a bomb or if the nondescript vehicle was going to turn off or keep hurtling towards us, faster and faster, so even if we took out the driver, the momentum would carry the four-wheeled bomb to our gates. 

However, when the sickness hit, all troops were called back state-side and sent off to play babysitter to civilians. We erected fences around select neighborhoods, and we regimentally adhered to all operations given in orders. The first few months consisted of routine patrols, and Brass selected and sent assigned details to the warehouse, providing necessary resources to the lucky military-controlled neighborhoods. But then our soldiers never returned. Time passed, but no one planned on the world going to total shit, which then increased the fear of how the world would never return to normal. 

Maintaining order in the neighborhood was of the highest importance and strictly controlled. The authorities doled out rations to both military personnel and civilians. What was once plentiful ended up being scavenged. And when communications grew obsolete, fears arose. Soon our place turned out like this neighborhood, deserted and the dead—or Stinkies—were everywhere we looked. 

I work my jaw, staring at the back of the sofa, unable to see the woman on the other side. Another surge of protectiveness courses through me and I leave the kitchen. I know I checked on her a few minutes ago, but it isn’t stopping me from making sure she is all right. She lies still, seemingly dead to the world. I wouldn’t say I like using the word since the dead seem to walk around everywhere these days, but she hasn’t moved at all. 

I recheck her pulse, and it’s steady and perhaps stronger. Sitting on the coffee table, I watch her in silence. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t check out her boobs. She has a nice set—she has a nice everything. But aside from the attraction to her body, I am concerned about her. I’ve seen a lot and been through much during my time in the military. Boot camp alone kept me bruised. Being in the field was constant exhaustion.

Whoever did this to her didn’t hold back. They were out to hurt her, possibly even kill her. I push back a stray lock of hair on her forehead. The fact she survived this beating shows me she is strong. The fact she is still breathing shows me she is a fighter. Despite the swollen cheekbone and black, puffy eye, she has a pretty face. Absently, I wonder what color her eyes are. I stand again, needing to grab sleep, yet wanting to stay by her side. I walk back into the kitchen. Munchkin is on her fourth picture, and there are three on the fridge now. 

“I got the bird.” Jai grins and points to the fridge.

“Fitting,” I quip, chuckling and glancing at the baby chick with an egg colored bright yellow and orange. I shake my head and take a seat. 

“You look tired, man,” Tristan tells me and pulls up another chair. 

We’re all tired these days. I watch Jai take Tristan’s place at the counter, facing the table, and Malrick leans against the counter by the door. We all watch Munchkin for a while, entertained by her fervor for coloring pictures. 

“Got any bars left?” I ask Tristan. 

He reaches down into his bag and slides one over to me. He then fishes out a bottle of water and hands it to me. I ate this morning. Going hungry isn’t new for any of us, but we always try to ensure we have something to eat. We found a nutrition shop a ways back and loaded up with protein bars and shake mix packets. It’s not much, but at least it’s lightweight and easy to transport. 

We carry on light conversation, including Munchkin when we can, while she works on picture five and tells us it’s for ‘Mommy.’

“So, what happened to Mommy?” I ask. 

“Some grown-ups hit her,” she tells us, turning her head another way to view her picture, never breaking a stroke. 

I sit up, my jaw clenched. My brothers are not too happy, either. “How many—grown-ups?” I ask in a low voice. “Boy—grown-ups?”

“Yes—Umm...” She presses her lips together. She sets her crayon down and holds up two, then three, then four fingers. Then she shakes her head and holds up one hand. “This many.”

Five men beat this woman down? 

Tristan recovers first. “Five, sweetie?”

“Mm-hmm, this many,” she assures us, hand raised. She then picks up her crayon and starts coloring again. 

“Then what happened?” My voice is low again, and I struggle to maintain calm. 

“Me and her started running away.” She shrugs but keeps coloring.

“Munchkin? What are you saying?” 

All of us look at the doorway. The woman before us leans against the doorframe, her shoulder against it, the arm hidden. It appears she uses the frame to keep herself upright. Her face is hard, her mouth pursed, while she assesses each of us. Her eyes travel our lengths—up and down—as if determining what kind of threat each of us may pose to her. 

“Mommy!” Munchkin darts from her chair and launches herself at the woman, who grunts and winces, but wraps one arm around the girl. 

“Hey, kiddo, why don’t you find those markers upstairs?” Jai says, his eyes never straying from the woman before us.

“Okay!” She races to the stairs. 

We all stay where we are, except the woman before us shifts from the door frame and rests her forearms against the sides of the frames like she’s blocking us inside. In her other hand, she holds a knife—my knife. She hitches a breath and seems pained by it. Her breath is labored, and even though she took a beating, I know she’ll fight us if we instigate anything. She is tired but determined. 

“Who are you?” she demands, her good eye glaring at us. She hitches another breath, and I realize her ribs might hurt. 

Damn. Her bravery in facing us all makes me hot. My body responds to her, and now is not the time. 

“Easy. We’re not here to hurt you or her.” I jerk my head at the running footsteps above. 

“Found ‘em!” Munchkin calls down to us. 

“If we were going to hurt you, we would have done so already,” I tell her. 

It seems she realizes this, and she releases a labored breath. She moves the hand holding the knife back down to her side, hidden once again. Munchkin jumps down the stairs. She maintains eye contact with me while the girl races back into the kitchen with her prize and dumps out the markers. 

“I’m making you this,” Munchkin says to Mommy. 

The woman smiles softly, and a look of tenderness crosses her face. “Thank you, honey.” The woman looks out the window over the sink for a moment. “It’s almost bedtime, okay?”

“Okay,” Munchkin echoes, not looking up. 

Mommy pushes off from the frame and heads back into the living room. I watch her gingerly sit on the couch and look at my brothers. Jai jerks his chin in her direction with a tilted smile, and I flip him off before heading into the living room. I hear soft chuckles behind me. I’ve laid my claim, and they respect it, but I won’t live down the teasing. 

“I’m Zayden.” I catch her by surprise. I sit on a chair on the other side of the coffee table. 

She holds the knife in her lap loosely. “I’m Brielle.” She meets my gaze.

Her deep chocolate-colored eyes hold me captive. “And, my brothers,” I introduce, since they’ve now followed me into the living room. 

“I’m Tristan.” He perches on the arm of the couch across from her. 

“Jai.” He takes the other matching chair beside me. 

“Malrick.” He nods and stays standing by Jai. 

“Hi.” She licks her lips. 

I shift in my seat and refrain from flipping off Tristan, who grins at me. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” I ask instead. 

“Yes, to both, actually. Do you know how long I’ve been out?” She leans forward and puts the knife back on the coffee table. 
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