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CONTENT WARNING




This story deals with topics that some readers may find unsettling.


Malachi and Olivia have a dark story that contains dark themes like non-con, CNC, drugging, dubious consent, heavy somnophilia, possessive and obsessive behavior, stalking, mental health struggles, medication, hallucinations, kidnapping, death of pet due to abuse (spider), suicide, mentions of grooming, extreme violence and gore, death, and death of parents.


It also has multiple kinks like fear play, primal play, mask play, spider play, cockwarming, anal, orgasm denial, exhibitionism, voyeurism, and Malachi’s favorite, the sibling kink. They are not blood related. But if calling each other brother and sister is not your thing, please do not proceed. I beg of you.


There are heavy subjects on child abuse that results in mutism and this trigger should NOT be taken lightly.


Side characters from The Edge of Darkness appear within Little Liar, and could contain some minor spoilers to the trilogy, but it does not need to be read first as the storylines do not cross.
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1


Malachi - Aged 4





Wind blows in my hair as Daddy keeps me on his shoulders on the way to the playground at the bottom of the neighborhood we live in. 

Mommy is at work, so we’re going to have some fun before we pick her up in Daddy’s new car. We’re making cookies tonight!

“Did you have fun at school today?” Daddy asks me, and I scream a “yes!”

I hold his head in a tight hug as we cross the street. Little droplets of rain hit my face, but I have on my raincoat and welly boots so we can jump in puddles.

“Daddy?”

“Yes, son?”

“Can we go for more ice cream on the way home?”

He laughs and flips me off his shoulders. I giggle and scream as he tickles me and puts me on my feet. He wipes the chocolate ice cream from my chin and takes my hand. “If we have time, yes. We need to pick your mommy up from work in an hour.”

I grin and skip, jumping in the puddles as we go. A big truck passes us suddenly, and I wince, covering my ears and screwing my eyes shut.

“Hey,” Daddy says, crouching down in front of me until the truck vanishes, but my ears still ring painfully. I want it to stop—why won’t it stop?

My bottom lip quivers, and when I open my eyes, Daddy is watching me. “It’s getting worse, huh?”

I nod slowly. I don’t like loud noises—they hurt my ears and make my chest all tight.

“Come on,” he says, standing and taking my hand again. “A quick play on the swings and we’ll get more ice cream.”

A smile cracks over my face, and Daddy skips with me through the playground, lifts me onto the swing, and pushes me high while I smile harder and scream louder.

No other kids are here, which is good. We never come here when it’s busy. I think Daddy likes it when it’s just the two of us.

Daddy always takes me out to the park. Or we go to the swimming pool where he teaches me how to float.

He ushers me to the merry-go-round. “I won’t spin you too fast,” he says, pulling my hood up as the rain turns heavier. “Hold tight.”

Before he can spin, I gasp and lean forward. “Daddy, look!”

A little spider is making a web on the bar. It’s small and black, and the droplets are getting in the way. Daddy reaches his finger out, and the spider crawls onto it. “Look at that,” he says, sitting down beside me, making the merry-go-round creak. He lowers his finger to my hand. “You wanna hold it?”

I nod and even feel a little nervous as I rest my hand on my lap, palm-side up, and giggle when Daddy makes the spider crawl onto my hand. It’s so small and helpless and lonely. The rain must be making it all wet and cold. “Can we take him home?”

But as Daddy goes to reply, thunder cracks above us, making me jump. My hands fist, and I accidentally crush and drop the spider. It lands right in a small puddle on the metal.

For a few breaths, I stare at it with wide eyes. It doesn’t move.

“No!” I scream and try to get it, but he stops me. “Save him, Daddy!”

“He’s asleep, son. Thunder makes spiders sleep. He’s okay. Will we go get some ice cream now?”

“But… but…”

Daddy lifts me into his arms as tears start to slide down my cheeks.

“It’s okay, Malachi. Don’t be upset. He’s asleep.”

I cuddle into him and cry. Because I know I crushed the spider. I know it’s dead because of me. My body shakes uncontrollably until I fall asleep in my daddy’s arms while he carries us out of the playground.

“You’re such a good kid, Malachi.”




      
I like it when it’s quiet. My ears don’t hurt, and the bad butterflies don’t appear, waiting for someone to yell at me.

The house is never quiet.

When Mommy leaves me in the house all alone, I can play with the boxes she’s left sitting around. Sometimes they’re big enough for me to climb in and close the lid, then I can hide until Mommy comes home again and takes me to my bedroom.

I’m too scared to look for the boxes now. Did Mommy come home? Daddy? I haven’t seen my daddy in so long.

I slide off my bed, nearly falling over the bag of dirty clothes as I make my way to my bedroom door. I tug at the handle, and my bottom lip curls.

Why won’t it open?

“Mommy?” I call out, hitting my little fist on the door. I cough into my hand and hit the door again. “Daddy?”

Like every night, nothing. It makes me sad that Mommy doesn’t give me cuddles anymore. Daddy used to hug me until I cried and laughed.

Music is playing really loud—Mommy won’t hear me again. Tears form in my eyes, and I lower my head as I go back to bed. I trip up on the way—I can’t see where I’m going because Mommy took my night light out when I asked when Daddy would come home from work and read a bedtime story to me.

Mommy had said I was being a bad boy by not sleeping, but I wasn’t tired. My tummy was sore, and my cheek hurt from Mommy slapping me because I was crying for her to read me the book instead.

I wipe the back of my hands against my wet cheeks and hug myself with my blankie to try to heat up. It’s always cold now. Rain leaks into my window and soaks my floor—I tried to clean up the puddle soaking my toys with my teddy bear, and now he’s ruined too.

When I fall asleep, I wake to my mommy cuddling me. She smells weird, and the bed is wet. Maybe Mommy needs to wear a diaper like I do. It itches sometimes, especially when I keep it on for days.

I smile as I look up at her face. Her eyes are closed, and she’s snoring, so I bury my head into her chest and fall back to sleep.

I’m happy again.

The following night is the exact same.

The next week is the same. It rolls into more weeks. Months.

Am I five now?

Mommy said I’m weird. She doesn’t like it when I’m weird. How do I stop being weird? I don’t want to be weird. She blames me for Daddy running away.

After school, Mommy holds my hand all the way to the bus. She tells me that my daddy sent me a birthday present, and it’s waiting for me at home. I grin with excitement, skipping the rest of the way and having to pull Mommy along because she’s barely walking straight and smells like beer.

“Slow down, Malachi,” she snaps, yanking my arm hard enough to hurt, making my smile drop.

She has bright red lipstick on today. Some of it is smudged at the corner, and it’s smeared across her teeth. I won’t tell her—she yelled at me the last time I told her.

“Sorry,” I reply quietly and walk slowly all the way home with an ache in my arm—I think she scratched me, but I don’t say anything.

There’s a box on the table with little holes, and a glass tank beside it. A birthday card with a big number five is on the front, and Mommy goes to lie on the couch while I open the card, trying to read the writing. Although Mommy thinks I’m dumb, my teacher always tells me how great I am with words, so even though the handwriting is messy, I can read the note.

 

Malachi,


I’m sorry I can’t be there for you anymore, son. I hope you can one day forgive me for leaving. You see, Daddy’s head isn’t a nice place, and he’s not good for you and your mother. I tried so hard, but you both deserve better.


I wish I could choose you and fight the poison in my brain, but I can’t. I’ll see you again one day, but hopefully not anytime soon.


Your new eight-legged friend will protect you, just like I know you’ll protect him. I suggest the name Rex or Spikey. Don’t be afraid of him.


After all, you’re an arachnophile, just like me.


Love, Daddy.


 

I frown and look up, seeing Mommy is already asleep on the sofa. What does Daddy mean? Why can’t he choose me? Where is he going?

My gaze turns to the box, and I drop the card on the table and inch closer. My long, dirty nails peel away the tape from the top, and I gasp when I open it to see a huge fluffy spider crawling around the box.

My eyes widen. “Um, Mommy?”

She’s still snoring, and when I shake her, she knocks me away so I fall on my butt. “Go away.”

I get to my feet and look at the box again, hesitating and a little scared before I go back to it, looking down to see the pet my daddy left me. Then I reach in and hold my hand at the bottom to see if it will come to me, shaking a little when it scurries right into my palm. It tickles, but my heart is going too fast to care.

Will it bite me?

I lift the hand with the spider until it’s at eye level. “Hi,” I say in my squeaky voice. “You’re my new best friend.”




      
For the next few weeks, life is a little fun again. Mommy told me my new pet was called a tarantula and I needed to keep it in my room. His name is Rex.

He sleeps in his tank while I lie in bed. I sing to him sometimes. He even watches me while I read him a book, so my mommy doesn’t have to.

I don’t see Mommy that much now—she’s always busy with her friends. I miss my daddy, but he said he’ll see me again, so I’ll wait for him to come home.

Big bad men are always in the house. One of them came into my room once and tried to take Rex, but my mommy started locking my door again, this time with two keys.

There are loads of people in the house right now, but I need to sleep. I want to go outside. I’m not allowed to go to school because I’m sick. But I feel fine. Why won’t my mommy let me go outside and play?

Daddy used to always play a game with me. I would hide, and he’d try to find me. He’d chase me until I laughed, screaming loud enough to hurt my throat, and tears would slide down my cheeks while I smiled up at my hero.

Rex is my only friend now. He’s silent. So am I. Mommy hates that I don’t talk to her anymore, but I like keeping things to myself. Everything I say always results in a slap across my face or her yelling at me.

He’s the only one who talks to me now without using words. My best friend. My protector. My hero until Daddy comes home.

My eyes ping open when I hear a door slam downstairs. Am I supposed to be asleep? I don’t know if the stars are out anymore—Mommy painted my window black, and I’m not allowed to leave my room. Not that I want to. The house is very messy, and the dogs poop everywhere, and there’s never any food.

I think Rex might be hungry too.

The last time I spoke, I told Mommy I didn’t want to wear diapers anymore. I know how to use the bathroom, but I’m not allowed to.

It itches. It hurts when I sit down. She told me to shut up, and I cried to Rex until we agreed not to let anyone hear our voices anymore. He could do it, and since it’s been weeks of silence, so can I.

I stand on shaky legs and open Rex’s tank, finding my friend burrowed in his little den. I place my palm down, and it takes him a few minutes before he catches my scent and crawls onto my hand.

The yelling is getting louder, and my breathing turns shaky.

Don’t worry, I say in my head. I’ll protect you.

I jump as a loud, bellowing laugh travels through the door.

It’s my final warning to quickly hide under my bed. I crawl under and place Rex on the floor in front of my face, then lean my chin in my palms and wait for the voices to vanish.

Then I pause and freeze all over, because someone unlocks and opens my bedroom door. Two someones. I can see their dirty socks exploring my room, then a pair of boots appears in front of my face.

“Fuck. It smells like shit in here. Where is he?”

“Elise did say he was in here. How much did you pay her?”

“Fifty,” he replies. “Is the bitch still breathing?”

“Barely. I made sure she took more than enough to kill her though.”

Heart thumping heavy in my chest, I hold my breath—it always helps not to cry when I hold my breath, even if it hurts me and makes my eyes water.

The boots come closer to my bed. I gulp and try scooting away.

My heart goes faster as I gather Rex in my hands protectively. I won’t let them hurt Rex. I—

A hand grabs at my ankle, and the noise I want to let out makes my lungs burn as I’m dragged from under the bed to see a bearded man grinning down at me.

I close my eyes and scream so loud in my head, my brain aches and I get dizzy.

I hold Rex to my chest, my eyes stinging with tears as the man grabs my jaw. I open my eyes to see the other one grinning with a toothless mouth. His gaze drops to my hands. “What do we have here?”

He grabs Rex, and I panic, unable to pull the words together to tell them to stop as they start throwing Rex back and forth like it’s a game. The bad man wraps his fingers around Rex, and I stare at him with wide eyes, desperate for him not to hurt my best friend. I want to scream for them to leave him alone, but I can’t.

I can’t. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.

Rex is the only part I have left of my daddy until he comes for me.

“Your mom is dying,” he says. “Do you want us to help her?”

I nod, my bottom lip trembling.

Please save her. Please, please, please.

“Use your words, boy.”

My lips part, but no sound comes out. I can’t. What’s wrong with me?

He laughs loudly and looks at his friend. “I think we traumatized the kid.”

“Take him downstairs. Show him his whore of a mother taking her last breaths.”

I’m grabbed by the shoulder and dragged to my feet, and then he laughs again. “He’s wearing a goddamn shitty diaper.”

“I want my fifty bucks back,” his friend replies, grimacing.

They take me downstairs, and I can hear the dogs barking, trapped in the kitchen. The man drops me onto the floor, and I open my eyes to see Mommy on the ground, vomit dripping from her mouth, unblinking, staring right at me as her chest struggles to rise and fall—she’s making a horrible choking noise.

Oh no. Mommy? Are you okay?

I can’t form the words.

“Beg us to save her, and we’ll get the paramedics here.”

I look up at the bearded man, my teeth rattling with fear.

I can’t.

I can’t save her.

“Hmm,” he hums, grabbing something from the table. “The kid has a voice. Elise showed us those videos of him, remember? We just need to drag it out of him. What’s in this?” He lifts the pointy thing I’ve seen my mommy play with, and his friend shrugs.

Pain explodes in my arm—I hold my breath and close my eyes as the men chuckle. “He’s stubborn like his mother.”

My eyes go funny—I can’t control them or my body, and I grow weak and tired real fast.

Hours later, I sit up from the floor. Mommy is still in the same position, but her lips are blue and her eyes are still open. The bad men are sitting on the sofa. “Look, the little fucker is awake again.”

My feet hurt. My arms hurt.

They have Rex.

“We need to head off soon, but we have a bet on who can force you to make a sound. You’re like a little mouse, aren’t you, kid? It’s sad.” He looks over at the picture of me, Mommy, and Daddy, all three of us happy as I smile wide for the camera in my daddy’s arms. Our dogs were sitting nice for the picture too. “Good life turned bad and all.”

He sighs deeply and takes Rex in his palm. “Can you count?” he asks me.

I nod once, shakily. My teeth crush together as I keep my eyes on my friend.

Then everything within me screams as he slowly, one-by-one, pulls Rex’s legs off. He tells me to count, to speak up, to scream, and then when he realizes I’m not going to make a sound, he crushes my best friend in his hand, drops him on the floor, and slams his boot down.

I should scream. I should cry. I should do something.

But I couldn’t protect him, just like I couldn’t protect Mommy.

I failed.




      
“He’s severely emaciated,” a lady says as the doctor shines a light in my eyes. “He had a soiled diaper on when they found him. Sores and rashes all over him.”

Someone tuts, and I’m scared. I feel sleepy, and I want my mommy and daddy. I want to go home.

“The father?”

“Dead. Suicide,” someone adds quietly, but my hearing is better than ever since I stopped talking, like I can focus more on my surroundings. “Child services are conducting a meeting as we speak for an emergency home.”

“This kid isn’t leaving this hospital anytime soon. Can we get more fluids? And we need bloods checked. There are pin pricks on his arms and at the bottoms of his feet.”

“He has a dead spider in his pocket.” The lady’s voice trails off. “Christ,” she whispers.

I blink. They keep asking me things, but I don’t answer them. They might hurt me too.

A tear slips down my cheek when I think of how long I lay on the floor with Rex and my mommy. They wouldn’t wake up. More tears spill, and I feel a hand on my shoulder, making me flinch and pull away.

“You’re safe now,” the lady says. “Can you tell me your name?”

They already know my name.

I’m Malachi.

I keep my lips still and screw my eyes closed. Maybe if I count to ten, they’ll all disappear.

I count in my head.

I don’t know how high I count before I fall asleep again.
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Malachi - Aged 8





Weeks later, when I go to my first new home, they keep me in my room because I make their kids sad since I don’t talk. 

I’m sent back to the big building filled with kids until another family comes for me. I’m not sure how many times this happens. How many new mommies and daddies pick up their new children and look happy and mine look terrified, but it keeps going and going. No one wants me as their son. No one ever picks me out of the group. I’m handed to families who are desperate, but it never works out for either of us.

When I turn eight, I don’t get any birthday cards or a cake like the other kids in the orphanage—I sit under the bed with a drawing of my spider and imagine a crowd of people singing happy birthday to me, and we blow out candles that I draw.

I close my eyes and make a wish.

I wish someone would choose me.

The footsteps come, and my door opens, and I wait for my leg to get pulled. It won’t. It’s what they call a trauma response to my past. It’s the nightmare I can’t pull away from. I glance up from under the bed.

The lady who’s the boss of the building glares down at me. “What are you doing?”

I try to sign like I’ve been taught, but she shakes her head and walks away from me. “It doesn’t matter. Get dressed and put all your things into a bag.”

I stand robotically, and it takes me a few moments to remember the sign for why?

“You’re going on a plane,” she says, handing me a used plastic bag. “A new family. They’ll have the same trial period as the others. Will you behave this time? This family actually chose you this time. I have faith.”

I always behave. They just don’t like that I’m not normal. They wanted to play and be friends and all that other stuff. I never knew how to—I struggled with communicating since none of them could sign. No one wanted to go through the hassle of learning either. They all just tried to make me talk, and I’m happy with the way I am. It’s peaceful and quiet, and I like it.

I was the odd one out at the other houses, and I still am.

Yes, I sign. I’ll behave.

I was excited the first time they found me a new family. Not anymore.

It takes a full day to reach where I’ll be calling home for the next few weeks. I hate flying, and the lady traveling with me doesn’t talk to me once—she doesn’t even understand sign language.

“Be on your best behavior, Malachi,” she says in an angry tone as I walk beside her with my plastic bag through the busy airport. She’s holding my hand tightly. “I don’t want to fly all the way back here to take you to another home.”

What she means is that I’ve not to be weird and scare the foster daughter. Everyone thinks I’m weird. They’re scared of me. They don’t like the way I make them all feel uncomfortable. I’ve been to five homes, and all of them, within weeks, gave me back like I was a broken toy.

We reach people who talk about me, but I keep my gaze unfocused and on the floor. I wonder how long I’ll last here? They’ll close me in the bedroom and treat me like I’m fragile—I’ll be the kid they’ll pretend to feel sorry for until I’m returned.

If they send me back, which they probably will, I’ll run away again and make sure they’ll never find me.

Because I’ll be in heaven with my parents.

I stop in my mental tracks as a little girl with long brown hair appears in front of me with the biggest smile on her face.

“Hi!” She’s grinning at me and says, “My name is Olivia. I’m seven!” She holds up seven fingers, and I mentally hold up eight.

Hi, Olivia. I’m Malachi, I want to say or sign, but I just stare at her.

“Do you think I look like a princess?”

Mentally, I nod. But physically, I step forward. I like her—she doesn’t make me uncomfortable. She’s so happy compared to everyone else. And she’s happy to meet me.

I tilt my head.

Her smile drops. “You don’t like my dress?”

Without thinking, because I want her to like me too, I lift my hands and sign, Please don’t be afraid of me.

But the confusion on her face and the look she gives her mom tells me she has no idea what I’m saying.

That’s okay. I’ll teach her.

I sign the same thing to her again because I need her to know I don’t want to scare her—I’m desperate to make sure she knows that.

“Was it scary on the plane? I always cry when it goes really fast and shoots off into the sky! Daddy always makes us go on one. He’s your daddy now too!”

I rub the back of my neck, tugging at the long strands of my hair. She seems happy—does that mean she likes her family? I want to talk to her so badly, but I don’t think I can.

She goes to look at her parents again, but I touch her wrist to get her attention and sign, Come with me.

She’s still lost, so I point at the revolving doors, and we hold hands as we run towards it—she’s giggling, her hair flowing wild, and I spot the sign for the bathroom. I’ll try to talk to her there, away from everyone.

“Where are we going?” she asks, tripping over her feet. I catch her before she falls and pull her towards the bathroom, dodging everyone as we run.

When we get inside, she tries to leave, but I stop her. I want to talk to you, I sign, pointing to myself.

Am I already scaring her? Have I already ruined this?

She’s still confused, so I point to my mouth and shake my head, because even though it’s just us, I can’t seem to talk. I point to her mouth and nod.

Her lips part. “You can’t talk?”

I shake my head. But I want to talk to her so badly, to tell her I might be strange, but I can be her friend—I’m harmless. I just… can’t.

“That’s okay! I couldn’t talk for so, so long! I can teach you.”

I pause then roll my eyes. Why can’t everyone accept me for the way I am? I don’t need to be taught how to talk.

Her eyes are so alive and colorful. She’s nice, and she’s being nice to me.

I point to her then rest my palm on my chest, coming closer to her. I want to take her hand and make her do the same sign, to tell me that I’m also hers—hers, her best friend, her new brother—but before I can, the door is knocked open, and my new foster dad is rushing in, the mom picking up Olivia.

“I told you not to be trouble!” he yells at her, and I want to stamp my foot and tell him to back off, but then he turns to me. “And you. You’re on a strike, little man. Two more, and your ass is going to another new home. You’re Malachi Vize now, and the Vizes don’t step out of line, so get used to it.”

He’s not sending me back? He’s giving me another chance? I can stay?

I look at the girl then lower my head, signing, I’m sorry.

“He’s saying he’s sorry, sweetie,” the mom says. “He communicates with sign language.”

“What’s that? I want to do it too!”

My head lifts at her words, and a little ball of excitement grows in my chest, especially when the mom tells her they’ll teach everyone in the house.

“Malachi will be comfortable in our home. He’s one of us now.”

I hold back tears, blinking a few times as they lead us out of the bathroom, the dad’s hand on my shoulder, directing me out of the airport and into a car. I think they’re rich. Their car is huge and fancy, and the house we pull up to is a mansion. My eyes widen a little at the sight, then my attention is back on the girl beside me. I can’t stop looking at her. I haven’t felt this content since I had Rex, before he was taken from me.

She won’t be taken from me. I’ll make sure of it. I’ll be good. I’ll do as I’m told. I’ll be the kid they obviously needed to complete their family.

Olivia.

My new little sister. I couldn’t protect my mom or Rex, but I think I could protect her.

I will protect her.

Because she’s mine.
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Malachi - Aged 12





When I get off the school bus, I pull my bag up my shoulder and head straight to where I know my sister will be standing. Olivia will be with her crowd of friends. She always is. Always getting attention—the popular girl. She leaves the house earlier than me on Tuesday—her friends have this thing they’ve been doing for years where they get to school an hour early and sit around gossiping. 

As soon as I spot her, I stop walking and hide to the side, leaning my back against the wall. My usual standing position while the world still moves around me. My eyes follow her as she goes to the swings, her friend, Abigail, sitting on the one beside her as they talk. With their heads turned, I can’t read their lips—what if she’s talking about me?

I won’t go to stand with her, but as long as I can see her, I’m happy. The bottom of my foot rests against the wall, and I stop breathing as a group of three boys go to the swings too. They’re the year below me, maybe two years, and I tower over them. Being the tallest in my year and the one above, plus not having any friends or talking, I’m not very liked here at school.

They call me a freak.

They say I’m strange and weird.

Olivia doesn’t think that, so their opinions are invalid and mean nothing to me. I like staying in my own corner and observing my little sister from afar in public, then as close as possible while we’re home. Not in a creepy way—Mom just says I’m far too protective of her, and Dad tells me regularly to chill out.

My blood boils as one of them pushes Olivia on her swing, but she pushes off it and turns away from him. I can’t be sure, but I think she tells him to go away and leave her alone.

He pulls the ribbon in Olivia’s hair just as the bell rings, and I feel rage rushing when she shoves the boy in the chest and walks away from the trio, Abigail trailing behind. He tries to grab her again, but Olivia runs.

The boy is laughing with his friends.

I push off the wall and head straight for them, gritting my teeth hard enough to hurt.

No one bullies my little sister and gets away with it.

I follow with one thing on my mind—pain. I want to hurt them. All three of them are the last to leave the playground. I move behind them, silent, sliding my bag down from my shoulders.

I grip the arm strap and swing it, the packed lunch Mom made and textbook making it heavy as it smacks into the side of one of their heads, knocking him down.

I smash it off the second’s head too when he tries to get away then go after the third, the one who pulled Olivia’s ribbon and laughed at her, right into the hallway.

“What the hell?” he calls out as I chase him.

I want to see him bleed.

He pulls a door open, and I run right into it, pain lashing my eye, but I keep going, kicking his ankles to make him trip up and land on his front.

A teacher grabs me just after I punch him in the face.




      
I’m dragged, kicking and throwing my fists, out of bed in the middle of the night by my dad and pulled from the bedroom I share with my sister—I’ve been in bed since after school, refusing to see anyone, not even Olivia. She’ll ask me what happened to my eye, and she’ll find out what I did. I can’t tell her I beat up kids for her.

She’ll be afraid. I can’t have her afraid of me.

Dad drops me and wraps his hand around my wrist tightly, leading me down the hallway, down the grand staircase, and into his office. He slams the door and paces, his hands running through his silvering hair.

“What the hell were you thinking? I had your principal and parents screaming down the line about you attacking their kids!”

They were bullying Olivia, I sign.

He stops pacing, his hands dropping to his sides.

Then he comes forward and grabs my jaw. “And what happened to your eye?”

Embarrassment has my cheeks turning red. I ran into a door while chasing one of them.

“You can’t go around beating people up. You’re twelve years old. You’re not even a teenager yet and you’re out there breaking noses!”

This is all I’ve been hearing all day—how someone my age can be so aggressive. Since when does age count? I stuck up for my sister—he should be grateful.

“What am I going to do with you?”

The question has my spine straightening, and my eyes widen a touch. Don’t send me back, I sign. I promise I’ll be good.

Dad walks to his desk, leans against it, and folds his arms. “I’m not sending you anywhere, Malachi. I just want you to behave. I’m a lawyer, and I can’t end up on the news because my son is out of control. Why couldn’t you have just threatened them? Told them to stay away? Or even better, tell a teacher or me.”

All I heard there was that he isn’t sending me away.

I silently sigh in relief, my shoulder untensing.

“I think your monthly therapy sessions need to be more frequent. I’ll speak to your doctor about weekly appointments. Olivia isn’t aware of this incident, and she won’t be told. She sees you as an anchor, and we need to keep it that way. I’d rather this stays between us. The boys have all been removed from the school because their parents don’t feel like it’s safe for them anymore. Please, for crying out loud, Malachi, no more fights.”

I nod and lower my head.

“You scared your sister with the way you were kicking around there. Go back and apologize and go to sleep. Your mother will take you to get that eye looked at tomorrow.”

I scared her?

I get to my feet and leave, heading to the bedroom. As soon as I open the door, Olivia sits up on her bed, rubbing her eyes. “Malachi?”

I’m sorry, I sign as I lower myself to the edge of her bed. I’m sorry, I sign again, this time more firmly as my fist rubs against my chest.

“Did Dad hurt you?”

I shake my head, but I don’t think she believes me. Dad hates me—I know he does. Sometimes he drags me to his office roughly for the most minuscule things, and he yells at me way more than he does Olivia, so I know he sees us differently.

I’m the son neither of them wanted but are stuck with. They already think the therapist needs to do more tests—I’m not ready for them yet apparently, whatever that means.

She tips her head, her hair falling in her face. It always smells like strawberries—soft, comforting.

“Do you want a hug?”

Nodding, I slip in beside Olivia. We wrap our arms around each other, keeping each other safe like we have done since we became brother and sister, and fall asleep.











  
  

4


Malachi - Aged 17





Olivia’s music is shit, and she’s giving me a fucking headache. 

We’re out running next to the manor, along from the lake we’re heading to, and she keeps going in front of me and nearly tripping me up. I might kick her ankles and leave her in the dirt, but then I’ll feel bad and apologize, so I decide against it.

Her ridiculous pop music is playing in my ear, Olivia with the other earpiece, while she keeps up with my jogging pace. She’s fit. Being a cheerleader and exercising nearly as much as me means we can hang out more. I like to run—so does she.

The perfect sibling fit. And I get to spend more time with her.

Is that weird? I don’t care if it is. I’m always in a better mood when I’m around my little sister, like I can be the best version of myself. She doesn’t even try to force me to talk or act as though there’s something wrong with me, like my asshole friends.

I mean, they aren’t assholes, but they aren’t not assholes.

Shaking my head to focus, my eyes flick to the side, and I try not to look at her chest as I sign, Dad’s teaching me how to drive later.

She laughs. “That’ll be a horrible experience. You should stick to just riding your bike. All he’s going to do is yell the entire time.”

Probably. He doesn’t have much patience, especially since I’ve been in more fights than I can count the last year—plus the fact he caught me smoking a joint out on my balcony.

He tolerates me now. They’ve raised me for the last nine years, so they can’t exactly toss me back into the system, and honestly, as much as I believe my dad hates me sometimes, I think he still cares about me enough to let me stick around.

We argue and fight a lot though, so maybe I’m delusional.

“Keep up or the Bluetooth will cut out,” Olivia calls out.

I blink and realize I’ve fallen behind, but I linger for a bit and watch her ass, mentally slapping myself because she would never speak to me again if she knew I was even looking at her that way. Plus if her connection cuts, then I can rid myself of fucking pop music by some girl group singing about breaking up with their ex and be saved from the earache.

I catch up anyway, and her music switches to something slow as we reach the lake—she’s bending over and catching her breath while I pull my cigarettes from my shorts and light one. She looks over her shoulder at me, still bending over and giving me a full view that I definitely shouldn’t be zoned into.

She frowns and straightens. “Why?”

I raise a questioning brow and hope to fucking God she didn’t catch her own brother checking her out.

“Smoking is bad for you, especially when you’re out running, Malachi.”

Hmm. I love when she says my name.

No. Shut the fuck up.

“Mom and Dad will smell it on you when we get home. I’m not sticking up for you again when they corner you in the kitchen.”

I shrug and blow a cloud of smoke above my head, leaning against a tree stump while watching her stretch. She’s bending over again, touching her toes, and I lift my eyes to the sky before I get caught looking down her top.

This is new.

A little fucked up too.

But over the last few months, I can’t stop looking at Olivia and noticing that not only is she as beautiful as she always has been, but she’s also really, really attractive. Not in a way a brother should be noticing or thinking about.

I get this feeling inside me when she giggles or when she smiles at me—like a flock of butterflies are going wild. It’s addictive. To be happy and excited. I try to be with her at all times to maintain the feeling and try to argue with the voices in my head that it’s all kinds of fucked up to have a crush on someone you call a sibling and were raised with.

Dad would hang me—then shoot me to make sure I’m dead.

I reckon I’d still find a way to be around Olivia. The ghost in her closet or the monster under her bed she befriends and cuddles to sleep.

I frown at my own ridiculous and immature thoughts while she types on her phone.

The sun is starting to rise. There’s a soft glow around us, peeking through the tree canopy from above. Through the woods, we can see the sun growing brighter in the distance. It’s the same view, but we always end up trapped by it.

But this time it seems I’m the only one paying attention because Olivia comes up beside me, takes my cigarette, then tosses it into the lake.

Her narrowing eyes make me smirk.

Do you want to go into the lake next? I sign. Because I’m seconds from tossing you in too.

Crossing her arms, she pops out her hip. “You wouldn’t.”

She squeals as I grab her, lifting her off her feet and throwing her over my shoulder while walking towards the edge of the lake. She’s kicking her bare legs, screaming my name, and slapping my shoulders. Standing an inch from the water, I silently laugh, sliding her down my front and pretending to swing her in, causing her to tighten her arm around my neck.

I pause when she wraps her legs around my waist and brackets her thighs.

“Please don’t,” she pleads. “I’m begging you.”

Fuck.

Too close.

I drop her like she’s burned me, and she catches herself before she topples in. She slaps my chest. “You asshole!”

I have the sudden urge to grab her face and kiss her.

It’s abrupt and absurd and new. I’ve kissed Olivia a million times, but not the way I want to right now. It’s wrong in so many ways.

I’m attracted to my sister. I must be, right? There’s no way in hell I can’t be attracted to her—to me, she’s a masterpiece.

Realization hits me like a fucking plane crash and makes me blink a few times and look away. My heart beats wildly in my chest at my bad luck. I always knew I was fucked up, but this? This takes the fucking cake. Dad wants me to go back to therapy and get myself medicated. Maybe I should—not for my twisted thoughts, but for the feelings I shouldn’t have for Olivia.

Is there medication that stops you from wanting to kiss your sister?

Before, it was all about protecting her—I always felt an attachment, but not like this. I want to kiss her the way boyfriends and girlfriends do.

My breathing changes, and I’m so damn confused by the way I feel—she’s still too close to me, and I flex my fingers, needing to wrap them in her top and tug her to me, to smash my mouth down on hers, but I step back instead and swallow hard.

She goes back to typing on her phone while I light another cigarette, refusing to look at her. She’s unaffected and none the wiser that her brother is fighting an inner war not to ruin everything by acting on impulse. We’re sixteen and seventeen now, but we’re still too young for me to be thinking the way I do.

Now I’m angry. Because I have a crush on someone I can never have. I want to explode at the world, or maybe pick a fight with my father and see if he’s all talk about beating my ass when he threatens me.

Coming to stand by my side, she nudges me with her shoulder and tips her chin to the sunrise. “I know you have a heart of stone, but you gotta admit that it’s pretty.”

It is, I sign lazily, my eyes on her as she looks back at the view.

My heart isn’t made of stone. It’s filled with poison.

What would she do if I did kiss her? Would she kiss me back and become my little secret, or would she run to our parents and get me kicked out of the family?

Maybe she’d pull away from me but wouldn’t tell a soul.

The risk is fucking big, but I want to feel my lips on hers so damn badly.

Ultimately, as she wraps her arms around my waist and rests her head on my chest, we watch as the sun reaches the horizon, me inhaling the strawberry scent of her hair and running my fingers through the soft strands like I always do.

Even this isn’t normal. I know it isn’t, but I don’t care.

We can’t be close like this in front of our parents or our friends. I was already thrown to the other side of the manor because I kissed her on the lips during a board-game celebration. It was innocent, but Mom and Dad lost their fucking heads.

So we’re only close like this in secret. When we go for runs together or sneak into one another’s rooms to cuddle, or when I hold her hand while she tries to calm down from a nightmare.

There’s a boundary that society created, stopping me from falling in love with my sister, and I want to tear that boundary to fucking shreds and keep her. I’ll set fire to it and everyone who stands in my way.

I love Olivia, but I’m not sure it’s the same way I grew up loving her anymore. It’s stronger, violent, and I have a feeling if she ordered me to get on my knees and kiss her fucking feet, I’d do it. Anything she asked, I’d do.

Fuck. I’m so screwed. Dad is definitely going to kill me because I can’t feel this way about my own damn sister.

“I need to tell you something,” she says quietly.

What?

“Do you remember a while ago Mom was talking about the tradition of arranged marriages that run in our family?”

My teeth crush together as I think about the first time I was told Olivia would be paired up with someone and taken away from me. Yes, I fucking remember. How could I forget one of the worst things I’ve ever heard in my life?

“Well, it’s already started.”

I frown and look down at her, waiting for her to elaborate on what the fuck she means by that. She’s too young, too fucking innocent to get thrown into that life.

“Um…” She hesitates then buries her head into my chest, muffling her voice. “Mom is arranging dates already.”

My entire body seizes, and I pause stroking her hair.

“The first date is this weekend. Me and Mom are going over to his house to talk with his parents. He’s a little older than me and really wants to meet me.”

This is ridiculous. She’s only sixteen.

Gracing her with any response would result in an argument. I’d tell her no, she’d tell me to fuck off, and then we’d give each other the silent treatment for an entire day before one of us snuck into the other’s room.

“I hope he’s nice though. Imagine he’s mean? I’d need to send my big brother to kick his ass.” She’s giggling, but I’m still, silent as always, and I think I might pass out from rage.

I’m imagining him in a body bag.

Bloodied.

Ripped to shreds.

Diced and minced and pulverized.

No longer in existence.

No one will ever be good enough for Olivia.

“I’ve to stay a virgin until the wedding night. Not that I’m sleeping around at this age.” Olivia lifts her head to look at me. “Are you a virgin?”

My brows knit together at her question. I am—the idea of sex has never been something I sought out. Yeah, I’ve jacked off while trying to watch porn, but I never thought of actually going out and fucking someone the way my friends all do. They do try to get me to screw someone, but I always end up leaving the party early and sober, or I get so drunk and unable to even see properly that I stagger home to my sister. She looks after me—a glass of water, a sick bucket, a cold cloth on my head, and she hugs me until I lose consciousness.

She clamps her mouth shut with a disappointed look on her face when she realizes she’s getting no response from me. “Sorry. That was inappropriate.”

I slide my hand from her hair. Do you want to get married?

She shrugs. “Mom has been preparing me for this since I was a kid. She was even excited when I got my period because it gives the arrangement a better value.”

I gulp and start to form a plan of kidnapping Olivia away from this life.

“Uhh.” She face-palms. “I’m sorry. I’m going to make you vomit everywhere. Sorry.”

Don’t apologize, I sign. You can talk to me about anything and I’ll never be weirded out.

I’m furious right now. I might kill our parents and make it look like an accident. I could set the house on fire, trap them both in my dad’s office, and be Olivia’s shoulder to cry on before I inevitably somehow make her fall in love with me.

Fuck. I just said that.

I can’t take my thoughts back now—I want my sister, and I want her badly. I don’t know how I’ll manage it, but Olivia and I are going to be each other’s firsts in everything. Not yet, but in a few years when we’re old enough and fully understand how it all works.

When Olivia’s ready, then I will be too.

My mind needs to slow down. She might actually see me as her brother, and the thought of even kissing me in a passionate way might repulse her.

Unless I pretend to be someone else? Hide my face?

No, that defeats the purpose.

Fuck.

She isn’t getting married to anyone but me. I’ll speak to our parents. I’m sure they’d prefer she was with someone they trusted and not some older prick.

I heavily breathe out my nose and pull back, taking her hand and gesturing to the running trail that takes us home. She squeezes my hand before she lets go, reconnects her ear-bleeding music, and we run back to get ready for school.




      
Mom and Dad are in my father’s office when we get home from school. Olivia goes to her room to get changed because she’s going to her friend’s house to do some routine practice.

I’m trying to go over everything I need to communicate with our parents without her knowing my plan. Or that I’m having a mental breakdown and that my knuckles are still sore from beating the shit out of someone in the locker room.

He told me that if I vocally begged, he wouldn’t try to fuck my sister and record it, so I fucked his head off the bench and gave him a black eye.

Dad will know about it by now, but he’s long given up trying to discipline me. He’ll warn me, try to force me back into therapy, then give a spiel of how I’m making the house unsafe for future fosters. Blah, blah, fucking blah.

I’m sticking up for myself and my sister—I’m not just going out and choosing someone as my next target, but no one understands that. I was labeled an issue, a problem child, the son with a suitcase full of trauma, so it would’ve been a miracle if I was normal.

When I reach the office, I can hear them. Dad is giving Mom a hard time about Olivia’s age and how she’s borderline grooming his daughter.

Fuck. Deep breaths.

I knock on the office door, and their whispering comes to a halt.

“Come in,” my dad calls out.

I open the door and step into his office, both their eyes on me and filled with confusion. I never do this. Never seek them out. I don’t go to them for a single thing or communicate unless it’s absolutely necessary.

Not for any particular reason—I just like reserving all my conversation for a certain someone. I know they’d rather step on Legos than talk anyway. Not even my friends get much out of me. One of them knows sign language, and that’s enough for him to translate to the group.

Honestly, I’m still unsure why they’re friends with me. They only welcomed me into their little group after I started beating up people who messed with Olivia.

“Malachi?”

I blink, realizing I’ve frozen on the spot and my parents are staring at me like I have two heads.

I mean, I do.

“Is there something wrong?” Mom asks.

Olivia isn’t marrying anyone, I sign, closing the door behind me and getting straight to the point. She’s too young.

Mom scoffs. “Get out, Malachi. Don’t you have to study for your test next week?”

I step forward. Why does she need to get married?

“Tradition, son,” Dad says. “You know this.”

Fuck the tradition.

Dad rolls his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose. “This is of no concern to you. We’ll find a suitor who we can trust, and when she’s old enough, she’ll marry him. This has been in the family for generations.”

Even as the words fall from my father’s lips, I know he hates them. Regret is all over his face as Mom tries to conceal her smile. They’ve been arguing nonstop about this. He refuses, yet she wins every time they have a debate.

You can trust me, I sign, not a single nerve going haywire as I keep my confidence. I’ll marry her. Stepping further into the room, desperate for them to listen, I keep going. She’ll be safe with me. I promise. You can remove me from adoption, and I’ll wait until we’re both old enough.

I’m about to turn eighteen—she’s just turned sixteen. They can’t say no because I’m the only person in the world who can protect Olivia.

Why are they just staring at me? They look… disgusted. Disappointed. Because I straight up offered that they could remove me from the family maybe?

You don’t need to look for someone. I’ll do it.

Dad laughs. “Very funny.”

I stare at him for a long second then look at Mom. Why can’t I do it?

“You’re serious?” she asks with a revolted look. “That’s vile. That’s—”

“Not happening,” Dad finishes sternly. “But I agree that she’s too young.” He looks at Mom. “Give her a few years to find her own partner.”

“I already have suitors lined up. One I’m especially interested in is your business partner’s son. Parker Melrose.”

“Absolutely not. He’s twenty-one, Jennifer.”

Oh, hells fucking no. Olivia left that piece of information out. Why the fuck is Mom trying to partner her up with someone five years older?

Despite the dire need to trash the place to get across how angry I am, desperation seeps into my vein. Let me marry her.

Mom glares at me. “No. Don’t be ridiculous. You’re her brother. She needs someone who comes from money. She needs someone stable who can give her children.”

I will, I sign slowly. I can do that, Mom.

Her face contorts, but it’s Dad who grabs my shirt and yanks me forward, dragging me to the chair. I want to break his fucking hand, but I need them to agree. There’s not a chance in hell I’m letting them push Olivia into the arms of a grown-ass man when I’m the perfect suitor for her.

He shoves me down on the chair and steps away, trying to control his rage. “This fascination you have with Olivia needs to stop, Malachi. It’s wrong and sick, and I won’t stand for it any longer. You’re her brother. Start acting like it.”

Mom crosses her arms, shaking her head. “We talked about this before when we moved you to another room. Your father has been warning you off her since you were a child. We thought it was a friendship thing and you just needed her to help you… ground yourself. We were worried you’d drag her down with you. But now you’re suggesting incest? How sick are you?”

Grinding my teeth, I don’t bother responding. It isn’t incest. We aren’t related by blood. We have different backgrounds. We were just two kids adopted by the same family. I’d happily give up a mother and a father to have even a day of calling Olivia mine.

Remove me from the adoption, I sign. I’ll marry her when we’re old enough. Then I pause, needing to swallow given how fucking much I need them to agree to this. She’ll feel safe with me. I’ll protect her. Please.

I’m repeating myself out of desperation, but I don’t care. If they don’t let me do this, I’ll end up in jail or something for murdering any asshole who comes anywhere near Olivia.

This is probably the most I’ve ever conversed with my parents since I was a kid—I’m not even sure they realize.

Huffing, Mom crosses her arms and paces to the window. “When you got your diagnosis, we agreed that we’d keep things the way they’ve always been since adopting you. But if you’re looking at your own sister and thinking about—” She stops and spins to glare at me, grimacing. “You can’t be attracted to her, Malachi. It’s not right.”

I’m not attracted to her, I lie. I want to keep her safe from you.

She barks a laugh. “Unbelievable.”

“This conversation is done. Olivia is sixteen. She’s too young to even discuss this.” Dad turns to his desk while shaking his head. “Give up on this idea of marrying our daughter off to the Melroses. The family may be rich, but the son won’t remain faithful, and he’s a spoiled little prick. We’ll revisit this when she’s finished school and mature enough. And you.” He looks at me. “Stay away from your sister. You’ve already been warned. I do believe that this is you needing to protect her, but it’s gone too far. You will go out with your friends, live your life, go on dates, party, until you’re ready to work with me. That is all you’ll be doing for this family.”

He’d look better dead. So would Mom. I’ll carve their bodies and stack their limbs into a suitcase before setting it on fire.

“Get out, the both of you.”

Mom huffs dramatically and storms out, but I stay put. He sighs when he sees I haven’t moved a muscle. I’ll fight for this. I’ll give up a family, a future he’d hand to me, every single thing the Vize family offers me as their son.

“You have my word that I won’t marry her off at this age, and I respect that you want to protect her, but you need to stay in your lane.” He rubs his face. “Tell me the truth. Between us. How do you see Olivia?”

I want to tell him so badly about how I really feel. Maybe I am sick and he can help me, or maybe he’ll throw me out and I’ll never see her again. I gulp, averting my eyes before signing the biggest lie I’ll ever tell.

She’s my little sister. That’s all.

“Protect her,” he says. “Be her big brother and keep her safe, but that’s all. You can’t and won’t marry her. You’re nearly eighteen—surely you know that’s off the table?”

I look at the rug at my feet. My hands are fisting so tightly, my blunt nails are cutting into my palms.

“Look at me, son,” he demands.

My gaze lifts, and my chest tightens at the way he’s looking at me.

“We’re both going to lose Olivia, so we need to just enjoy her presence while we can. Now, get the hell out of my office and never suggest that again.”

I know, I just fucking know, whatever relationship we had as father and son is gone. He doesn’t trust me. He doesn’t think I’m safe enough for his daughter. I’m not good enough either. Unstable. Unreliable. And one word I’ve heard them using when they didn’t know I could hear—broken.

I’m just the broken and deluded big brother trying to marry the fucking sister he has an unhealthy crush on.

I slam the door on my way out, ripping my cap off and running my hand through my hair as I head to my bedroom. I get to the top of the grand staircase when I hear something crash in Olivia’s room.

When I reach her door, I open it slightly to see her rummaging through all of her things. She’s in her cheerleading outfit, and I know from her naked lips, she’s looking for the lip gloss that’s in my pocket. I didn’t technically steal it, but I like how it smells on her when she accidentally falls asleep beside me during movies, so sometimes, I take the little bottle and sniff it when Olivia isn’t near.

Nothing like the addiction the scent of her hair sparks, but close.

I don’t make myself known as she slams her vanity drawer and looks under her bed—she’s on all fours, ass in the air, and I battle with myself to focus on the mess she’s made of her room and not how exposed she is under her cheer skirt.

Pulling the lip gloss from my pocket, I knock on the door, and she straightens and turns to me. Her hair whips, and my heart races instantly.

Beautiful.

The more I look at her, the more I realize how doomed I am. I’ve never had any luck—but she’s the rainbow I’ll fucking chase to win something more important than my own life.

I want to kiss her. I want to know what the lip gloss feels like on her lips, to taste it, to make sure no one else in the world gets to know the feeling.

Shit. Why is it getting worse? The need for her.

Mom’s right. It’s wrong, but nothing has ever felt more right than when I’m around her.

Her eyes light up even though she’s frowning. “Why do you have that? Did I leave it in the kitchen again?”

I nod, stepping in and closing the door.




      
The buzzing of my phone pulls my attention away from the movie I’m watching. I’m half-asleep, my hair still wet from the shower, the towel around my waist.

Olivia: Are you awake?



I don’t even need to reply—I know what she wants. Olivia has nightmares sometimes, and when they happen, she needs me. She’ll always need me to push her demons away.

I get dressed and pull on my hoodie, then pause and pull it back off, keeping it in my hand as I climb over my balcony, crossing the ledge until I reach her unlocked window. I slide it open and jump in, stopping when I see Olivia sitting up in bed, visibly shaken.

Must’ve been a really bad nightmare this time.

She pulls her duvet aside and takes the hoodie after I drop it in her lap. But when I notice how red her eyes are, I frown.

What’s wrong? I sign. Have you been crying?

She shakes her head and lies back down, and when I lower myself beside her, she pushes her back to my front and wraps my arm around her, lacing her fingers and holding our hands to the side of her cheek. It’s wet from tears, and I feel another slide down against my skin.

Instead of pushing her to tell me what happened in the dream, I hold her tightly to me and inhale the sweet scent of strawberries.

“My tummy hurts,” she says quietly. She’s holding her stomach with her other hand, curling in on herself, her body shaking with soft sobs. “It hurts so much.”

I unravel myself from her after a few minutes, heading into the bathroom to pour her a glass of water from the sink. I stop when I see the underwear and pants discarded on the floor next to the toilet.

Blood. Not too much of it, but it’s there.

I stuff them into her laundry basket, not wanting her to feel embarrassed about her period. The gel packs she uses for her cramps aren’t under the sink, so I sign to her that I’ll be back in a minute and head to the kitchen.

I’ll do anything to make her feel better—when she was younger, her stomach would get sore and she’d cry from eating too much candy, and I’d cuddle her to sleep—I hate it when she’s like this.

When she first got her period, she came to me, crying again, and said the pains were everywhere. After a quick internet search on home remedies, I ran her a warm bath, heated up soup Mom had made for us earlier that day, and we lay in bed for two days until she felt better.

We both have school tomorrow or we’d do it all over again.

I stop as soon as I walk in, seeing Mom at the breakfast bar, her head down, drinking straight from the bottle of wine. A box of tissues sits to the side, some scrunched up and stained with mascara-tinted tears.

I should ask her if she’s okay, but I don’t. I walk in, heat up two of the gel packs, then grab some Tylenol and a bag of chips.

Mom lifts her head to look at me, her eyes dropping to the stuff in my hands. Her lips flatten, then her head lowers again as her shoulders shake.

Dad storms in, ignoring me, and stops in front of the breakfast bar. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing? We agreed to wait until Olivia was eighteen to meet Parker!”

Mom scoffs. “Calm down, Jamieson. He wanted to see her in person before agreeing to anything. They got on fine.”

My eyes narrow. There’s a stab of pain in my chest knowing she met the potential love of her life tonight.

“You had no right. Olivia is just as much my daughter as she is yours. You had no right to flaunt her to the Melrose family.”

Mom glares. “Are you done?”

His gaze snaps to me then drops to the stuff in my arms. Just when I think he’s going to give me a speech about staying away from Olivia, he fists his hands and storms out of the kitchen, his office door slamming in the distance.

Olivia is still awake and crying when I reach the room.

Her little whimpers are broken, but she sits up and takes the pills, drinks the water, and smiles weakly as I press a gel pack to her stomach for her to hold there. I climb in behind her again and put the other gel pack at the bottom of her back, holding it there with my own body pressing to hers.

After a minute, she whispers, “Thank you.”

I nod against her hair, my eyes closing, hoping the pain meds start to work soon. Her low sobs start to settle, then she turns in my arms and kisses my cheek. “You’re the best brother I could’ve ever asked for. I’m glad they adopted us both. You’re my best friend too.”

I stare at her for a beat, then the corner of my mouth curves even though I want to kiss her tears away and tell her I no longer want to be her brother, that I’d take every suitor’s place if she’d accept me. Mom and Dad will allow it if she says yes. They can’t deny both of us what we want.

She turns back around, adjusts the packs, then sighs.

Before I fall asleep, I hear her say, “Parker isn’t nice at all.”
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