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​Prologue 
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Pausing for a moment, as he allowed a mouthful of water to settle between his teeth and the crevices of his tongue, Spud heard the all-too-familiar shrieking voice that sharpened his explosive nerves. Backing away slowly from his water dish, he quietly searched for the source of the harsh voice. Walking out of the kitchen and into the hallway, he quickly found the source of the threatening atmosphere standing at the end of the hall, between Lucifer’s room and his master’s room.

As light-footed as he could, to prevent his tags from rattling, Spud crept slowly within the shadows cast on the wall. Never in his life had he felt so angry... so violent. For the first time, he felt his blood pressure rise, his nose and ears pulsating with each step.

—-
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JASON MCKIM HAD MOVED into the home about two years prior. He had never felt the positive atmosphere among his own siblings that he found in the DeClue household. Rather than embracing the natural flow of love within the home, Jason allowed the differences to turn into resentment. Over those two years, he began venting his anger toward Nicole whenever everyone else was gone. Now, at the age of six, Jason found himself snapping at Nicole, hands on his hips.

“Now you listen here, little boy,” Nicole retorted, bending forward to look him in the eye. “You will never again raise your voice to me in my home. Do you understand me?” Never in her life had Nicole felt such a buildup of frustration and anger.

Malachi, Ronnie, Eddie, and Nicole had agreed two years prior to take in the child, who had been orphaned after being the sole survivor of a car accident that killed his parents, two older siblings, and a younger brother. Hearing about the tragedy, the DeClues had opened their hearts and home to the boy. A year later, Eddie formally adopted him.

“You’re not my mom! You can’t tell me what to do!” Jason yelled, pointing his finger at her. “And Eddie isn’t my daddy! He can’t tell me what to do either!”

—-
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LOWERING HIMSELF CLOSER to the floor, Spud remained in the shadows, flinching as Jason’s shadow shifted when the boy moved his hand from his hip. Inching closer, about three feet behind Jason’s legs, Spud decided that one more outburst would be his trigger to jump.

Suddenly, in what felt like slow motion, Nicole reached out toward Jason. Instantly, the boy swung his hand toward hers, attempting to hit it. Spud lunged forward, landing his entire body weight on the back of Jason’s legs, just behind the knees, causing him to fall forward. Jason’s face bounced off Nicole’s legs and the wall beside them.

Landing on his chest, Jason quickly turned over into a sitting position to see what had hit him, only to find the household pet. Tears filled his eyes as he swung a balled-up fist toward the small dog—and missed.

Spud jumped onto Jason’s legs, lunging forward again to grab hold of the boy’s arm with his jaws. With extreme anger, he clamped down tightly, then jabbed his back legs into Jason’s stomach. He lunged once more, this time toward the boy’s throat, lightly wrapping his teeth around Jason’s neck and growling.

Frightened, Jason froze as Nicole bent forward and carefully picked Spud up off his chest. “Good job, boy,” Nicole said, petting the top of the dog’s head. “Good job.” She looked down at the scared child. “Jason... next time, I won’t stop him.”
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​IN MEMORY OF:
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**Kim (Iriuruq) Nay Jr.**

**8/22/1975 – 1/22/2004**
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​Chapter 1
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“I can’t believe how cold it is today,” Belinda whispered, slowly pulling the quilt off her head. “We can see our breath.” Through the cool bedroom air, she peered at the alarm clock, knowing it wasn’t yet time to get up. The sun shone brightly through the frosted window, illuminating her and Ronnie’s breath.

“I know... I think the cold air is what kept me awake all night,” Ronnie responded, turning onto his back. He looked into Belinda’s face as she rested on one elbow, watching him. His eyes met hers, and he softly smiled, chuckling quietly as he watched a cloud of steam roll out of her mouth.

“What’s so funny?” Belinda asked, pulling one hand out from under the covers and resting it on Ronnie’s bare chest. She traced a circle around his left nipple with her finger.

“Just the steam coming out of your mouth... looks like you’re smoking a cigarette,” Ronnie said, repositioning his right arm so Belinda could rest her head on it. She followed the gesture, resting her face on his chest as she continued to rub his nipple, causing it to pucker in the cool air.

“Getting a little excited, I see,” Belinda teased. “I wonder if it’s too early to get anything else excited today?” She flirted, sliding her hand downward under the quilt, across his belly button, and resting it in the coarse hair above his manhood. Quickly, she realized Ronnie wasn’t aroused and looked up to find he had dozed off. She retracted her arm, draping it over his chest. “I love you, honey,” she whispered, falling back to sleep.

—-
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“BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!” Ronnie sat up abruptly as the alarm clock blared, realizing he was alone in the room. The sun was fading, and the streetlight outside flickered on. Belinda opened the door and walked in, finding Ronnie reaching for the clock.

“I’m sorry, honey... I didn’t mean to leave that on,” Belinda said, sitting next to Ronnie and hugging him lightly. “I’ve got to stay awake late tomorrow morning... I have a job interview at City Hall at eleven-thirty.”

“Yeah... I know,” Ron mumbled, pulling a pair of shorts from the laundry basket. “It would’ve been better if my dad scheduled that interview for before daylight... but...”

“But we might have cloudy skies tomorrow anyway, with all the snow we’ve been getting,” Belinda interrupted, struggling to hold her hug as Ronnie lifted a leg to put on his shorts.

“That’s exactly what I was about to say... You got breakfast going yet?” Ron asked, reaching for the basket again. His eyes watered, blurring his vision enough to miss Eddie standing in the doorway. Belinda noticed Eddie and saw him put a finger to his lips, signaling her not to give away his attempt to scare Ronnie—a back-and-forth gag that had started three months prior.

“Yeah... nothing special, though. Dry cereal with toast on the side. Your brother just went to the grocery store for eggs, bread, and milk,” Belinda said, standing up with Ronnie and tugging lightly on his arm to help him up.

“Did he drive or fly?” Ron asked, bending forward to pull up his jeans.

“Fly!” Eddie screamed, tackling Ronnie from behind. Both hovered about three feet off the carpeted floor, wrestling like high school students on a padded mat. Belinda watched, hand over her mouth, as Nicole and Lucifer walked in, drawn by the commotion.

“Uncle Ronnie is winning, Aunt Belinda!” Lucifer screeched, pointing at Ron and Eddie. The nineteen-month-old laughed, his incisor teeth showing between his nearly three-quarter-inch-long canines.

Before Belinda could respond, her attention was drawn to the bedroom window as a sudden squeak and an image drawn in the steam caught her off guard. She focused on the frosted glass, making out the words: *Close the curtains.*

—-
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*I WISH THEY’D PAY MORE attention to the fact that people can see through this window when the lights are on,* Sterling said, watching Lloyd referee the wrestling match. Lloyd knelt beside Ronnie and Eddie, pretending to count how close their shoulder blades were to the floor. *Sometimes Mrs. Alberts, across the street, looks out her window... It seems like she’s looking this way.*

*Did you say my mom was looking over here?* James asked, walking into the room with a big smile. He had been playing in Lucifer’s room until the child left, screeching loudly.

*She isn’t right now, James... I’m just saying sometimes she does. I don’t think it’s a good idea for the curtains to be wide open when the guys are hovering so far off the ground.*

—-
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TAKING THE HINT, BELINDA quickly pulled the cords on the side of the window, closing the curtains and hiding the bedroom from the world. “Okay, guys... chill out before you wake up the neighbors.”

It was only a few minutes later when Malachi returned home. As he reached the top of the stairs, small amounts of snow that had collected on his shoulders and head began to melt and drip into his face. “Hi, guys... I think we have everything.”

“Well, let me see, honey,” Nicole said, grabbing a couple of bags from his hands. “Paper bags? Honey, isn’t it easier to fly with plastic bags?”

“Yeah... but I thought I should try walking for a change. After a while, it almost becomes an issue of whether I’ll forget the basic steps of development or not,” Malachi said, handing the last couple of grocery bags to Eddie as he entered the kitchen.

—-
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THE BOY LOOKED UP AT the elder, watching the faint fog swirl around them like a mini tornado disappearing into the distance. “Do you understand me, boy?”

“Ah... yeah. Yes, I do understand, sir,” the lad responded, another cloud of fog pouring into the darkness. Periodically, he made brief eye contact before quickly looking away. Never in his twelve years had he imagined he would one day confront the old man—the figure from his dreams who always chased others, never him. The old man chased kids... someone’s child.

“Boy... you are my only daughter’s son. And it is through you that I will once again have control and power over all those beneath me. Your name... it’s so perfect. And you’re a child...”

“But, Grandfather... I don’t understand what you want me to do. Just say the word, and I’ll do whatever you ask of me. Consider me your ‘Angel.’” Once again, the child focused his eyes on his grandfather’s. Then, like the snap of a finger, he woke up in his own room.

—-
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IT WAS ABOUT ELEVEN o’clock when Belinda finished getting ready for her interview. The sixteen-hour stretch since waking up the previous night had worn her out as she tried to put Lucifer to bed before sunrise. Losing the battle, she decided to put him in bed with Ron. The child quickly fell asleep. “I’ll be back soon, honey... Hopefully, you’ll be awake when I get home.”

“Don’t count on it... I’m forcing my eyelids to stay open now. Look at my face a little closer—you’ll see toothpicks,” Ronnie said, closing his eyes with a grin.

“Well, in that case, I’ll let you keep sleeping. I’ll quietly crawl into bed with you two when I get home,” Belinda said, bending over the bed to kiss both Ron and Lucifer on the forehead. After grabbing her keys and purse, she headed down to the garage to warm up Malachi and Nicole’s Hummer.

—-
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ARRIVING ABOUT FIVE minutes early, Belinda was greeted by David in the waiting area of City Hall. “Hey, Belinda... come on back with me,” David said, leading her down a short hallway and into the first office on the left. “Right in here.” He held the door open as Belinda entered, finding an empty desk with a computer, printer, scanner, file cabinets, and...

“That’s my name on that...” Belinda pointed at a nameplate centered on the edge of the desk. ‘BELINDA RAEZ’ was etched into the plastic.

“Yep,” David interrupted, “and this will also be your office.” He walked over to the desk, opened a drawer, and pulled out a piece of paper. “All we need you to do today, Belinda, is fill out these tax forms.” He paused, noticing the confusion on her face. “Belinda, we really needed a new secretary, you really need a job, and I’m your best reference. You’re hired. I want what’s best for you and my son. Malachi and Nicole are on the right track, and now it’s your and Ronnie’s chance to be on the right track too.”

“Well... thank you, David. I just don’t know what to say...” Belinda said, beginning to relax.

“Just say you’ll be here from six in the morning to three in the afternoon, Monday through Friday, and thank you,” David said, handing her the papers and a pen.

“Yes... and thank you,” Belinda said, taking her purse off her shoulder. As she went to set it on the floor, David quickly reached out to stop her.

“Belinda, you can set that on *your desk* or anywhere else in *your office* that you choose. Just relax and fill out the papers. When you’re done, bring them back out to me at the front desk or leave them here on the desk.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out two sets of keys—one with about fifty keys, which Belinda recognized as David’s personal set, and another with twenty to thirty keys. “This set is yours. You can add your house keys to the ring if you’d like. Just please don’t lose them.”

After about half an hour, Belinda finished filling out the forms and took them to David as he had suggested. After another “thank you,” she headed home with a big grin on her face. This wasn’t just Belinda’s first job—it was a job she knew she’d enjoy, not to mention good pay for a seventeen-year-old.

—-
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WALKING BACK INTO THE house after parking the Hummer in the garage, Belinda quietly made her way through the basement to Eddie’s room to share the good news. When she opened the door, however, she found him asleep—normal for that time of day. Moments later, she went upstairs and found Ronnie, Lucifer, Malachi, and Nicole still asleep. Deciding it was time to move Lucifer to his own room and get some much-needed sleep herself, she whispered into the sleeping child’s ear, “You may be my nephew, buddy, but it’s time I get some sleep too.”

—-
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LUCIFER OPENED HIS eyes to a dark haze. Bending slightly to look under the blanket of fog, he carefully held onto one side of his diaper. In the distance, he heard the familiar voice of the old man who often frightened him in his dreams. This time, however, it was different. The old man seemed to be addressing someone else. Curious, Lucifer moved slowly, one hand outstretched to avoid running into anything, the other still holding the edge of his diaper, which was coming undone. He walked toward the voice he would normally run from.

As he peered through the twisted layers of fog, he saw the silhouettes of two figures standing in a darkened corner.

“Now that your mother has passed away, you must keep your mind focused on what I need you to do. Do you understand me?” the elder man said to the younger.

“But I miss my parents...”

“Stop!” the old man snapped. “You need to keep your mind on the tasks ahead of you, boy. Do you...”

“Yesss!” the young man answered angrily. The old man raised his hand as if to strike, then paused, turning his head toward Lucifer.

“Do you hear that? Someone is here with us,” the old man said, lowering his hand.

“Yeah... I can hear someone breathing,” the younger figure replied. Lucifer turned and began to run, still holding onto his untapped diaper. The faster he moved, the closer the two sets of footsteps behind him seemed to get. Just as he felt the heat of someone’s breath on his shoulder, he tripped and landed on his chest. “Whaaa! Help me, Mommy! Whaaa!” Lucifer screamed, rolling onto his side and covering his face with his hands. “Help me, Dada! Help!”

—-
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MALACHI WOKE ABRUPTLY at the sound of his son’s screams. Turning over quickly, he found himself falling off the edge of the bed. With instant reflexes, he stopped mid-air, inches from the floor, then raced through the door into Lucifer’s room. “It’s alright, Lucifer,” Malachi said, picking up his screaming son. He noticed Lucifer was partially entangled in his diaper, which was only fastened on one side. “It’s gonna be alright.”

“What’s going on?” Nicole asked, walking into the room. “You just about scared me to death,” she said, hugging Malachi from behind and kissing Lucifer on the forehead.

“Another nightmare... almost time for me to have one. It’s been a while,” Malachi said, turning within Nicole’s arms to face her. He glanced at his watch. “Well, looks like the sun just went down.” He looked out the window. “With all this snow, we have to check a clock to tell the difference between day and night.”

“Well, it is winter, dear,” Nicole said, still holding onto him. “I wonder how Belinda’s interview went this morning.”

“Go ahead and wake them up. We might as well stay up and make breakfast now,” Malachi suggested. “I’ll make French toast. Everyone will like that better than plain old cereal.”

“Sounds good to me,” Nicole said, carefully taking Lucifer from Malachi. “I’ll go wake the guys up.” Both left the room.

—-
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ABOUT HALF AN HOUR later, as everyone sat around the table, Nicole broke the silence. “Hey, Belinda... how did your interview go this morning at City Hall?”

“It went great,” Belinda said, her tired face lighting up with excitement. She reached over and grabbed Ronnie’s hand. “David brought me into an office—I thought it was just for the interview, but it turned out to be *my* office. My nameplate was on the desk, my own desk... All I had to do today was fill out some tax forms.”

“Well... that’s great, Belinda,” Ronnie said, pulling her hand to his chest. “When do you start?”

“Monday morning... from six o’clock in the morning till three in the afternoon,” Belinda said, noticing the looks of joy on everyone’s faces—except Lucifer, who was preoccupied pushing a piece of sausage through his syrup.

“I knew you’d get it,” Malachi said. “My dad’s been excited about it since you showed interest in the position.”

“Yeah, he has,” Eddie agreed, reaching for more French toast. “In fact, I’ve even heard Ronnie and Malachi’s mom talking about it too.”

“She was talking about it when our parents came over to celebrate my mom’s birthday the day before yesterday,” Malachi said, standing to pick up his and Lucifer’s empty plates. He headed to the kitchen sink. “Well, that’s both women in this home working now. I guess it’s time for Ronnie, Eddie, and me to get jobs too.”

“Yeah, right,” Nicole interrupted. “You guys can’t be out in the daylight, which means you’d have to work after nine at night and be home before six in the morning. Distance wouldn’t matter—you can outfly any time limit—but jobs don’t start before eleven at night. Most third shifts start at eleven or midnight and end at seven or eight. That’s beyond six in the morning, and no employer’s going to make an exception for a single employee.”

“Okay, okay, okay,” Malachi interrupted, returning to the table. “It’s not that much of an issue.”

“You know, Nicole,” Ronnie spoke up, “it does feel like an issue sometimes. We know we should be contributing more to the household. It’s like you and Belinda are bringing in all the money, and all we do is...”

“Take care of Lucifer, clean the house, cook the meals,” Nicole began, “and you guys make this a family setting that Belinda and I look forward to every day.”

“Yeah,” Belinda interrupted. “Things here are a lot different than in any other household. But those differences are things we can’t change—and wouldn’t want to. Eddie, Ronnie, and Malachi... we love you guys very much, and we don’t want anything about you to change. We love what you do for us. And regardless of what you think, you’re doing more than your share. We love you guys for that.”

—-
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*WELL... THAT’S ABOUT as close to an argument as we’ve heard in a long time,* Sterling said, standing next to Lucifer’s high chair. *The last time we heard this much stress was after Ronnie told his mom Malachi had been shot.*

*That’s when they killed Eric Meyers in Arizona,* James agreed. *Corina was pissed.*

*Well...* Lloyd interrupted, *it’s cool that Belinda got that job. She’s really been hoping for it.*

*Yeah, she has,* James agreed. *But I’m more worried about the nightmare Lucifer had tonight. Who was there with Miguel?* James looked at Lloyd and Sterling, searching for an answer.

*I don’t know,* Lloyd said. Between Lucifer waking up and breakfast, Lloyd had tried to forget the events of the nightmare. The addition of another demonic figure in the dreams was too much to process—and a source of fear for what the future might hold. *I saw just as much as Lucifer did... Miguel and a young boy.*

—-
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A COUPLE OF WEEKS PASSED, and Belinda settled into a routine that everyone else soon adapted to. For the most part, except for slightly less sleep than Ronnie, Belinda was home for most of the time Ron was awake. Nicole, still working with the Craig Police Department, had similar hours to Belinda, so they often shared lunch at home, City Hall, or a nearby restaurant. At the end of the evening, both Belinda and Nicole went to bed beside those they loved. Belinda and Nicole averaged about six to seven hours of sleep a day, while Malachi, Ronnie, and Eddie averaged ten to fifteen.

—-
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“HEY, HONEY...” RONNIE said shortly after waking up and making breakfast for everyone else. “Belinda... time to get up now.”

“What’s going on, Ronnie?” Belinda asked, slowly opening her eyes. She realized Ronnie was kneeling beside the bed, staring at her with a mischievous smile.

“You... and me,” Ronnie said, creeping onto the mattress, his smile growing. “Alone...”

“Ronnie... what are you doing?” Belinda asked, beginning to understand his intentions. “I can hear everyone else in the kitchen... we’re not alone.”

“You’re right... but everyone out there knows to leave us alone for the next few hours. And...” He paused, climbing further onto the bed. “I think we have some unfinished business.”

“Okay, honey...” Belinda said, fighting to hide a smile. “What unfinished business are you talking about?” She pretended to hide under her blanket.

—-
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*OKAY, STERLING AND James... Ronnie’s undressed, he’s flirting with her, he’s playfully climbing into bed...* Lloyd paused, realizing his words weren’t phasing his friends. *Sterling and James!*

Both Sterling and James spun around, staring at Lloyd near the bedroom door. *What’s up, Lloyd?*

*Time to go... now!* Lloyd pointed at the door. With Sterling leading the way and Lloyd following, they quickly disappeared into the kitchen.

—-
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“SOMETHING I THINK YOU’LL be happy about...” Ronnie said, finally on the mattress, lightly tugging on the quilt covering her face. “Something you’ll really enjoy...” He jerked the quilt away, carefully laying on top of Belinda as they rolled over, Ronnie on his back and Belinda on top.

“I love you, Ronnie,” Belinda said, locking her lips on his as they held each other close.

“I love you too, Belinda,” Ronnie responded, spreading his legs to allow her to lay between them. As they continued to hold each other, Belinda slowly inched her panties down her legs, using one foot to kick them off.

—-
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AFTER ABOUT TWENTY minutes, Ronnie carefully held his body weight up on his right hand, using his left to pull Belinda’s head off the pillow. With her head limp in his grasp, he bent down, kissing her lips before sinking his canines into the soft tissue of her neck. “I love you, Ronnie,” Belinda whispered before losing consciousness.

—-
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STEPPING OUT OF THE room, Ronnie left Belinda lying in bed as he walked into the kitchen. “Well, hi there, Ronnie,” Eddie said, turning as a floorboard creaked in the entryway. “By the smile on your face, I’d say something good just happened in there.”

“Yeah... or at least is happening,” Ronnie said, hinting at what had just taken place. He glanced over his shoulder toward the bedroom door, as if inviting Eddie to investigate.

“What do you mean?” Eddie asked, finishing pouring himself a cup of coffee. Before Ronnie could answer, Malachi, Nicole, and Lucifer entered the kitchen from the living room.

“Yeah, Ronnie... what do you mean, ‘at least is happening?’” Malachi asked, walking between Ron and the hallway toward the bedroom. “Come on, Ron...”

Turning to face Malachi, who now had a hand on the bedroom door handle, Ronnie knew he had to stop anyone from finding Belinda naked. “Stop, Malachi... Belinda isn’t dressed, and... she’s unconscious.”

“Ronnie...” Nicole interrupted, coming to Ron’s side. “Did you...?”

“Yes... and she’s undressed on the bed. Let me slip in there and cover her before you guys see her,” Ronnie said. Malachi moved aside, allowing Ronnie into the room. Quickly, Ronnie slipped in, and about two minutes later, he gave the okay for everyone else to enter.

“Well... now she’s officially one of us, Ronnie. Good job,” Malachi said, hugging his little brother from the side. Nicole and Eddie, holding Lucifer, soon joined them. “Let’s let her sleep, guys. Ron, you should stay with her. She might have her first major nightmare during this period. It’ll help if you’re here for her.”

—-
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*THAT’S ALL YOU WERE worried about us seeing?* James asked Lloyd as they stood behind Ronnie, Nicole, Eddie, and Malachi. *There’s no shame in that process.*

*James... it’s not the fact that Belinda was about to be infected that I was worried about. It was what they were about to do before that,* Lloyd said.

*Yeah, James...* Sterling agreed. *They were about to have sex, and you’re not exactly old enough...*

*Sterling...* James interrupted. *According to you, I’ll never be old enough because of how old I was when I died. Now, I’ll have you know that once, while I was still alive, I walked through the City Park bare naked while it was crowded with people...*

*Correction, James...* Lloyd jumped in. *You walked halfway through the park, and then Malachi came to your rescue. You were terrified. And what does this incident have to do with sex, anyway?*

*What do either of you know about sex?* Sterling asked. *You two were about the same age when you died. Lloyd, you were eight, and James, you died on your fifth birthday. Come on now...*

*Yeah, come on now, Sterling... you were sixteen when you died, and up to that point—and still today—you’re a virgin...*

*What’s a virgin?* James interrupted Lloyd.

*A virgin is someone... never mind, guys. I just think that since Malachi, Ronnie, Nicole, Eddie, Lucifer, and Belinda are our friends, we should give them enough respect to leave them alone when they’re doing anything other than sleeping in their beds,* Lloyd said, turning to leave the room. Just as he reached the door, he looked back at James and Sterling. *Come on...* His tone softened as his conscience made him regret his earlier attitude. *Let’s go play in Lucifer’s room.* Following close behind Lloyd, James glanced at the top of Ronnie and Belinda’s dresser, where a hairbrush lay on its side. Reaching up, he closed his eyes and flicked the handle, causing the brush to spin in place. Seconds later, he was out of the room.

—-
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JUST AS MALACHI, NICOLE, Eddie, and Lucifer were about to leave the room, Eddie’s hand on the door handle, a brush on the nearby dresser suddenly began to spin out of control. As it neared the edge, it fell off and landed next to Malachi’s foot. Bending down, Malachi picked it up, looking around the room. “Watch over Belinda, Sterling, James, and Lloyd. She’s going to need our support.”

—-
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ON THE LAST DAY OF January, a question that had been lingering in Malachi’s mind finally surfaced. Unbeknownst to him, the same question had been on everyone else’s mind. “Why... and how is Spud still alive?”

“Malachi... is this why you called so early in the morning? I... really, Malachi, I don’t know why he’s still alive. What is he now, twenty-two years old?”

“Yeah, Mom... he’s twenty-two and still thinks he’s a puppy,” Malachi said. The question had weighed on him so heavily that he decided to stay awake long enough to call his mom and ask. Knowing it might wake her, he waited until after Nicole and Belinda had left for work.

“Well, I don’t know, Malachi. I’ll pass the question by your grandmother and see what she says. Until then, honey, please call at a better time,” Corina said, still lying in bed.

“Alright, Mom... I’m sorry for waking you. It’s just that the question’s been obsessing me. Like I said, though, I’m sorry for waking you.”

“It’s alright, Malachi. Just remember to call after you guys wake up. I’m usually still awake then. Okay, honey? I love you. Call me tonight, alright.”

“Okay, Mom... I love you too. I’ll talk to you later,” Malachi said, holding the phone to his chest after hearing the click on the other end. *I wish I’d remembered she’d be asleep,* he thought, hitting the disconnect button on his Samsung Galaxy.

As Malachi headed back to bed, he quietly checked on Lucifer before returning to his room. Ronnie and Eddie had gone to bed just after Nicole and Belinda left for work. Now, as Malachi lay down on the quilt-covered mattress, the house fell silent, and he quickly dozed off.

—-
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IT WAS ABOUT NINE-THIRTY that night when Ronnie and Belinda woke up. Ronnie sat on the edge of the bed, leaning forward to pull a pair of boxers from the basket of clean clothes. Instead of putting them on immediately, he balled them up in his hand, stood, and opened the bedroom door. Before stepping out, he peeked into the hallway to see if anyone else was awake. Seconds later, he darted across the hall into the bathroom. Setting his boxers on the double sink counter, he grabbed a clean towel and washcloth and jumped into the shower.

Hearing the shower turn on, Belinda slowly sat up on the edge of the mattress and stretched. Over the past week and a half, she considered herself lucky not to have had any nightmares, though she’d experienced fragments of the others’ dreams. More than once—perhaps half a dozen times—she’d dreamed of waking up in a thick, foggy, dungeon-like place. In the distance, she heard what sounded like an old man and a young male talking. In the foreground, there was a man about her age. She couldn’t see his face clearly, but his presence felt protective. There were also a young boy and a young girl, both of Hispanic origin, though she never heard their voices.

Standing up, Belinda put on a nightgown and headed to the kitchen. Dumping the leftover coffee from her and Nicole’s lunch break earlier that day, she refilled the coffee machine, replaced the filter, and added fresh coffee grounds. Before pouring the grounds, she took a deep sniff, the aroma almost as stimulating as the brewed coffee itself.

It was routine for Ronnie to shower first thing after waking up. Delaying it often meant skipping it altogether, so he made it a priority.

As Ronnie stepped out of the shower, he stood in front of the double sink and wiped the steam off the mirror with his towel. After uncapping the toothpaste, he squeezed an inch onto his small brush and set the nearly half-empty tube near the wall. As he began brushing his teeth in a circular motion, the tube suddenly flipped over, startling him. A split second later, the dental floss container jumped toward him. Simultaneously, Malachi’s toothbrush began to hover near Ronnie’s face, pointed at him like an accusing finger.

—-
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*LLOYD... DON’T HIT him with it,* James said, pulling his hand back from flicking the dental floss.

*But we need them to do a séance today. Since we know the truth about Spud, and it’s not really crossing the lines of playing God, maybe we should talk to them about it,* Lloyd said, setting Malachi’s toothbrush down and turning the faucet handle on and off.

*Hey, guys...* Sterling said, walking in. *What’s going on in here?* He was surprised to see Ronnie standing in front of the sink, toothbrush in hand, with James to his right and Lloyd perched on the counter to his left, turning the sink handles. *I thought we were gonna leave the guys alone when they’re naked, Lloyd.*

*No... I said when they’re in the bedroom doing anything other than sleeping,* Lloyd said, jumping down from the counter. *I’m trying to get them to do a séance today so we can talk to them about Spud.*

*Spud? Lloyd, at least wait until he’s out of the bathroom. You’re gonna drive them crazy if you invade their privacy like this,* Sterling said, stopping at the door. *Hey... let’s go wake Eddie up. Belinda’s making breakfast anyway.*

*I’ve got an idea...* James said. *You guys go get Eddie, and I’ll go get Malachi.*

*No... that wouldn’t be a good idea. Malachi and Nicole are both in bed, and they’re not asleep,* Sterling said. *Let’s all just go downstairs.*

—-
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STANDING UP AFTER PULLING grapefruit from the lower shelf of the refrigerator, Belinda set them on the counter and grabbed a long-bladed knife. Seconds later, she turned to pull toast from the toaster and added more eggs and sausage to the frying pan on the stove. So caught up in her tasks, she didn’t notice Ronnie standing behind her, wearing only boxers. “Hi, honey...”
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