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      My Voice Is Sealed deals with the following subjects:

      
        
          	
        Stepsibling romance (both over eighteen, not blood-related)
      

      	
        Physical and psychological manipulation and abuse
      

      	
        Suicidal ideation
      

      	
        Forcible separation of a service dog from its handler (there is no physical harm to the dog)
      

      	
        Abduction and unlawful imprisonment
      

      	
        Epilepsy, including vivid descriptions of tonic-clonic (a.k.a. grand mal) seizures
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        Sexually explicit content
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      If you feel that these would be difficult subjects for you to read about, please tread with caution and stop if it gets too painful for you. Reading is supposed to be fun, not traumatic.

      If you or someone you know struggle with any of these issues, there is help available to you. Here are just some of the many resources available to you.

      CRISIS TEXT LINE (FOR ALL ISSUES)

      Text HOME to 741741 | Learn more about the text line or apply to volunteer at www.crisistextline.org.

      NATIONAL SUICIDE PREVENTION LIFELINE

      Text or Call 988 | Website/Live Chat

      NATIONAL DOMESTIC ABUSE HOTLINE

      (800) 799-7233 | Website/Live Chat

      NATIONAL EPILEPSY FOUNDATION

      (800) 332-1000 | Website

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A QUICK NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Before you start this book, I want to address a couple of things.

      First of all, this is a romance between stepsiblings. Although their parents got married when they were children, NOTHING happens romantically between them until they’re both over eighteen, and they are not blood-related. But although I absolutely LOVE Sadie and Keith’s love story (and Keith just might be my favorite hero I’ve ever written), I’m filing this one under the category of “good for fiction only.”

      Next, I did a bunch of research on epilepsy treatments, medications, procedures, and seizures during my writing process. I talked to several friends who either have epilepsy themselves or have epileptic family members, and a couple of them did beta/sensitivity reads for me. I wrote and rewrote so many of the medical scenes in this book and tried so hard to make sure that everything was medically accurate. But, in the end, for the purposes of what needed to happen in this story, I had to take a couple of creative liberties.

      I realize that the order the doctors did things in while looking at treatment options for Sadie in this book isn’t what would normally happen. I also realize that the medications that Sadie says she’s on toward the beginning don’t quite make sense. But there is a reason for this, which becomes apparent as the story progresses.

      I also realize that in real life, it can take a lot longer for people to recover from tonic-clonic (a.k.a. grand mal) seizures than it takes Sadie to recover from hers. I actually tried writing one of the seizure scenes exactly the way it would happen in real life…and quickly realized that if I portrayed Sadie’s recovery period one hundred percent accurately, it would slow down the scene to the point of making it unreadable. I tried to show her being exhausted and not having complete control of her muscles after her seizures, but for the purpose of pacing the scenes, we do see that she’s aware of her surroundings and speaking coherently a lot quicker than it might actually take in real life. Please keep that in mind as you read.

      Finally, this book can be read as a complete standalone and has very little crossover with any of the other stories in this series. For those who have been following this series from the beginning, you’ll see some small references in the story to clue you in to where this book falls within the overall timeline, and you’ll see a few familiar faces pop up. But just to make it completely clear, the first two chapters are set while the gang is in high school (so during the time when My Lips Are Sealed and My Fate Is Sealed are set), and the rest of this book takes place during the same time as the first half of River and Mason’s book, My Bonds Are Sealed, which is in the middle of the five-year time gap in Zoe and Elijah’s story.

      And now, without further ado, I hope you enjoy Sadie and Keith’s story and that you end up loving them as much as I do.

      -Carmen

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For everyone who’s fighting for their voice to be heard.

        I see you. I hear you. And I’m fighting with you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Who could refrain

        That had a heart to love, and in that heart

        Courage to make ‘s love known?

        -Shakespeare’s Macbeth

        Act 2, Scene 3
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          SADIE

          WAVING THROUGH A WINDOW

        

      

    

    
      THREE AND A HALF YEARS AGO

      “I’m really not comfortable with this, Dad,” I protested for the thousandth time. “I don’t need Raven to come to school with me. I’ll be fine.”

      “I did not spend thirty fucking thousand dollars for you to get this fucking dog so you could leave it at home!” he bellowed, punching the wall behind me and making me flinch as my stomach knotted in terror. “How can you be so ungrateful when all I do is provide for you?!”

      The two-year-old black lab that my father had bought outright and had trained specifically to help me let out a quiet growl and inched closer to me, almost like she was ready to attack him if he tried anything. She’d only been at home with us for a few weeks, but we already had an unbreakable bond. It wasn’t that I wasn’t grateful to have her when we went out in public. In fact, I’d actually been glad when my dad had insisted on getting her for me. I just thought taking her to school was excessive.

      “I’m not ungrateful, Dad,” I murmured, barely audible. “I love her so much. But you don’t get how cruel kids at that school can be. They’ll torture me if I bring her.”

      “I got it for your protection, and you will use it,” he growled.

      Ugh. Why did he insist on calling Raven “it” and not “her”? She might not have been human, but she was part of our family now. She wasn’t an inanimate object.

      “H-Hank, let’s all just calm down f-for a second,” my stepmom, Faye, said quietly, her voice trembling a little. “Sadie, your dad just wants to make sure you have every advantage at school. If they’re letting you bring her, there’s no good reason not to.”

      “Not getting bullied even more than I already do isn’t a good enough reason?” I sniffled. “This hideous lime green medical ID bracelet already makes me stick out like a sore thumb.”

      My stepbrother, Keith, walked into the living room with his backpack slung over one shoulder. “Anyone even thinks about messing with my sister, and they’ll have me to answer to.”

      He wrapped his free arm around me and squeezed my shoulder, and I couldn’t help the blush I felt covering my cheeks.

      When exactly I’d stopped seeing the guy I’d known since I was seven years old as my big brother and started seeing him as…well, someone who didn’t share any common genes with me, I had no idea. All I knew was that the way I felt had shifted from feelings for a family member to feelings I knew I shouldn’t have about him, and now I couldn’t even remember a time when I hadn’t felt this way. He’d never treated me any differently because of my disability, even when we first met. When I was with him, I just wanted to stay there forever. He made me feel safe. Protected. And he made me feel like I was an actual whole person underneath the godawful hand my genetics had dealt me.

      But it didn’t matter. He was my family. He’d been my family since my father had married his mother when we were nine and twelve. I knew that, logically. I just couldn’t quite convince my heart to get the memo. Because it knew that we didn’t have any genes in common.

      “Stepsister,” I mumbled, correcting him.

      “Tomato, tomahto,” he said, ruffling my hair as he let go of me. “You’re still my family. And it’ll make me feel a lot better if I know you’ve got Raven looking out for you at school since I can’t. Will you at least give bringing her to school a shot? For me?”

      He flashed me a wink and a smile, complete with those huge dimples that lit up his whole face and made his cobalt eyes sparkle.

      That wasn’t fair. He knew I couldn’t say no to him. Especially not when he smiled at me like that.

      “Fine,” I muttered.

      “Thank you,” he chuckled, still grinning like an idiot. “Come on, let’s get out of here before we’re late.”

      I sighed and grabbed my backpack, then tugged on Raven’s leash. “Raven, komm.” Come.

      Even though most service dogs were trained to respond to English commands, when my dad was looking into getting Raven for me, he’d opted to have her trained in German instead, which was why he’d ended up paying for her privately. Well, that and the five-year waiting list to get one from an agency. But I’d been bullied at school because of my epilepsy already, so he didn’t want her to respond to commands from kids who were trying to bother me, or to have her stop what she was doing just because some random kid said “no” or “stop.” It had taken the whole family some time to learn all the commands in another language, but it was worth it to know that no one else would be able to tell her what to do.

      Raven and I followed Keith out the door to his car, where she hopped into the open backseat and laid down without any prompting.
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        * * *

      

      Every head in my first period classroom turned in my direction as I led Raven inside. My family and I had been required to do some training exercises with her for a few days before I’d been given the all-clear to bring her to school, so today was the first day she was allowed to accompany me to my classes. Hence the reason for my nerves before I’d left the house this morning.

      “Raven, unten durch,” I murmured, pointing under my desk as I took my seat. Under.

      She immediately laid down under my desk, right next to my feet.

      “Fein gemacht,” I praised her quietly. Well done.

      “Oh, my God. What is it, show and tell day?” a girl named Lindsey – who had always made it a point to single me out because of my medical alert bracelet – said as she plopped into the seat right next to me. “Why didn’t anyone tell me so I could bring my dog?”

      I looked over at her and saw her eyeing Raven with this sinister-looking grin on her face, like she was already plotting the next horrible thing to do to me. I wished I could say or do something, but I knew that would only make it worse. My dad had already talked to my teachers and the administration about Lindsey bullying me and they’d done nothing about it other than talk to her parents, which had only made her single me out even more. So I knew it wouldn’t do any good now either.

      “Please, Lindsey. Your rat-dog would piss everywhere,” her boyfriend, Billy, snickered.

      “But it’s not fair. Why does the weirdo get to bring her dog to school, and we can’t?” she pouted.

      Thankfully, the bell rang before I had to say anything to them. Until Mrs. Goren spoke.

      “Good morning, everyone. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, we’re sharing the classroom with someone new,” she said. “Sadie, would you like to introduce us to your companion and let your classmates know why she’s here?”

      Yep, that was exactly what I wanted to do right now. Draw even more attention to myself. Not.

      But I knew it was necessary. People needed to know how to act around Raven. In fact, my dad and I had even gone over a little speech for me to give to each of my classes, just to make sure I didn’t skip over anything important.

      “Sure,” I sighed. “This is Raven, and she’s my new service dog. You guys know I’m epileptic. She’s trained to alert me if I’m about to have a seizure, keep me safe while I’m having one, get me help if I need it, and sometimes retrieve things like my purse or a bottle of water for me. You won’t even notice she’s here most of the time, and I have to ask that you don’t feed her, pet her, or distract her in any way. She’s here to do a job, and distracting her could mean the difference between me having a warning that I’m about to have a seizure and being able to get myself into a safe position and not. She won’t bite, but like I said, she’s been trained to keep me safe, so if I’m having a seizure and you get too close for her comfort, she might bark or growl at you to try to keep you back. And I really don’t think this’ll ever happen at school, but if you ever see her walking around without me and trying to get someone’s attention, it means that I’m in trouble and she’s trying to get help.”

      “Thank you, Sadie,” Mrs. Goren said with an indulgent smile, like one would give a small child. “That’s good information for all of us to know if we ever see a service dog in public, right?”

      Seriously? I really hoped the rest of my teachers didn’t suddenly decide to treat me and the rest of my classmates like we’d just morphed into eight-year-olds when I introduced Raven. There was a right way and a wrong way to handle this situation…and this was the wrong way.

      “Yep,” I clipped out.

      “Okay, so let’s get back to Romeo and Juliet,” she announced. “We left off in act one, scene five.”
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        * * *

      

      By lunchtime, I was just ready to be done with this day. All of my teachers had reacted to having Raven in the classroom about how Mrs. Goren had. And wasn’t it sort of counter-productive to be drawing attention to my dog when people weren’t supposed to be paying attention to her, anyway?

      I found a quiet, secluded area of the courtyard to sit down and eat my lunch, and I pulled out my copy of Pride and Prejudice. I knew it was stupid for someone like me to ever hope they could find love, but reading love stories like this one let me believe it might be possible. At least for a little while. I read pretty much any romance novels I could find, contemporary and classic. This time, a classic just happened to be what I’d picked up. I particularly loved the books with heroes or heroines who were disabled in some way, whether it was a mental illness or being in a wheelchair or, yes, epilepsy. I related to them more, and it made me root even harder for their happy endings.

      My phone buzzed in my purse, and I pulled it out to check it. Naturally, it was from my dad. Because he always had to check up on me while I was at school.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad

      

      
        You’re making sure EVERYONE knows not to distract the dog, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Yep. All of my teachers have had me say something to the class.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dad

      

      
        You said exactly what we practiced?

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled my eyes. We’d been over this a thousand times already.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        YES, Dad. I told them. Don’t distract her, give us both space if I have a seizure, and if she comes up to them without me, it means I need help.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dad

      

      
        Good. I didn’t pay thirty grand to get you that dog so your schoolmates could distract it from doing its job. It’s there for YOU, not them.

      

      

      

      

      

      Right, because I didn’t already know that. We’d been over this too. I knew exactly how much money Raven had cost us, because he liked to rub it in my face every chance he got.

      “You know, there are kids here with allergies. You need to leave your pets at home,” Lindsey taunted as she approached me.

      I sighed as I looked up from my phone and found myself staring into her dark, judgmental eyes. Couldn’t she understand that I didn’t want to need Raven here with me? That I’d never asked for any of this? Who wanted to have so little control over their own body that they had to rely on a dog to tell them if their brain was going to misfire and make them flop around on the ground like a fish out of water?

      “She’s not a pet. She’s a service dog,” I reiterated. “I need her, and the school clearly understands that.”

      “What’s your problem, Lindsey? It’s a cute dog,” Billy chuckled, scratching behind Raven’s ears. “Hey, pooch.”

      “Please don’t pet her,” I said firmly. “She’s working.”

      “Jeez, chill out. It’s a dog. And she likes it,” he laughed as he continued.

      I felt horrible for asking him to stop, because I could see that she was loving every second of the attention. But this wasn’t the time for it. She needed to be alert right now.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t love on her. I did. I showered her with affection at home, where she didn’t need to be quite as attentive with me. Where we had the entire house “Sadie-proofed” in case a seizure came on suddenly: padding on the walls, plastic dishes, foam around all of the furniture corners, and no slick or hard floors anywhere.

      But when we were out in public, she had a job to do. A job that she couldn’t be distracted from. And not only had I told these idiots all about it this morning, but the school had sent home literature with every single student with information on service dogs and how to behave around them when they approved my family’s request to have her come to school with me.

      “Of course she loves attention,” I snapped. “She’s a dog. And I do give her plenty of attention. At home. But I have her here with me because I need her to do her job, and in order to do it effectively, she can’t be distracted. That vest she’s wearing isn’t just for show.”

      “Right. Because two minutes is really going to hurt,” he scoffed.

      “It might,” I countered. “I don’t even get a minute’s warning before I have a seizure.”

      Billy and Lindsey both just laughed at me, and she joined in on petting Raven.

      “Please stop,” I begged. “I need her to be aware of what’s happening.”

      “She can tell what’s happening just fine. Can’t you, sweetie?” Lindsey chuckled darkly, like she knew exactly what she was doing.

      “Raven, pass auf!” I said firmly, trying to get her back to work that way. Pay attention!

      She quickly shot up and came to my side, and she immediately started whimpering and nudging me, her way to signal to me that I was about to have a seizure.

      Before I could even start to get down on the ground, I was hit with a wave of nausea and lightheadedness, accompanied by the familiar metallic taste in my mouth, and I felt the muscles in my hand start to twitch. I tried to lie down, but before I could, I collapsed.
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          KEITH

          BEAUTIFUL SOUL

        

      

    

    
      THREE AND A HALF YEARS AGO

      “It’s kind of hilarious that Mr. Larson cast a piano player as Roger,” I chuckled to my friend from drama class, Grant Wilkinson, who had gotten the role in question. “You’ll rock the singing part, though.”

      “Well, luckily, I’m dating a guitar player. I think she’ll show me enough that I can get by.”

      I rolled my eyes. I knew for a fact that he wasn’t dating Zoe Hendricks. One, he made Adam Lambert look butch. Two, how no one else had caught on to who Zoe was really dating – our new, fresh-out-of-college drama teacher, Mr. Larson – was beyond me. Granted, they both did a pretty damn good job of hiding it, but it was beyond obvious to anyone who cared enough to take a second look. Or maybe it was just obvious to me because I wished more than anything that it was me.

      I knew I should say something to the administration about Mr. Larson being involved with one of his students, but Zoe had dealt with enough in the past year, between her boyfriend going missing and turning up dead and then finding out that one of her best friends had brain cancer. I didn’t want to be the reason that something else came crashing down around her. Not when I saw the smile on her face, which I hadn’t seen in way too long. And not when I knew she was smarter than to sleep with the man while he was teaching her.

      As much as I wished she felt differently, I knew she wasn’t into me like that, and I wasn’t going to be the asshole who tried to force something she obviously didn’t want. I was okay with just being her friend, especially now, when she needed people in her corner.

      “Yeah, I think I heard Mrs. Grady say that Zoe offered to work with whoever ended up getting cast as Roger, so they didn’t have to worry about casting someone who already knew how to play,” I said, forcing myself out of my daily pity party. “Pretty handy that she also happens to be your girlfriend.”

      Man, calling Zoe his girlfriend out loud sounded even more ridiculous.

      Just as we were getting ready to walk into the hall that housed the music room, I heard a dog’s barking and growling coming from the courtyard.

      I knew it could be a drug dog. They randomly brought those around the school every so often. But drug dogs didn’t growl at people, and they rarely barked either. They just sat down next to bags they’d sniffed out contraband in.

      Service dogs, however, did bark and growl. When they were trying to protect their handlers.

      Service dogs like Raven.

      “Shit,” I gasped. “Grant, tell Grady I’m going to be late.”

      “Okay?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “That’s my stepsister’s service dog,” was all I said before bolting.

      It didn’t take me long to find the commotion. It wasn’t like anyone could miss a huge group of students crowding around a student who was writhing around on the ground with a dog in a bright yellow vest shielding her head.

      “The fuck is someone like this doing at school?”

      “Why isn’t she in a padded room where she belongs?”

      “Hold her down! She’ll get hurt!”

      There was more barking, and it didn’t take a genius to realize that Raven was trying to keep someone from approaching Sadie. She was fiercely protective while Sadie was having seizures and only let people she knew and trusted get close.

      I saw red as I sprinted toward the crowd and jostled my way through a few students so I could get to Sadie. Raven visibly calmed down as I knelt down beside her and gently rolled Sadie onto her side.

      “It’s okay, Sade,” I said quietly right into her ear, hoping to drown out the cruelty in case she could hear any of this. “I’m right here. I’ve got you. You’re gonna be okay.”

      As I rolled her, I could see blood on Raven’s service vest, which told me that she’d hit her head on the concrete before Raven was able to get underneath her, probably more than once.

      What the hell had happened? Raven was so attentive. She almost always sensed seizures even before Sadie got an aura. She’d sensed them in the middle of grocery stores and even at a theme park in Orlando while we were training with her. I knew it wasn’t guaranteed, but even in the short time she’d been with us, this wasn’t normal.

      “Back up,” I said as I glanced up at the crowd, trying to stay calm. “Please. Give her some space.”

      “Who’s this? Your girlfriend?” some asshat jock in a letterman jacket sneered as he actually stepped closer to us.

      “None of your business,” I clipped out, shooting him a death glare. “Do you have a hearing problem? Back. The. Fuck. Up.”

      “You’re supposed to hold her down!” a girl whined. “And put something in her mouth so she doesn’t swallow her tongue and choke!”

      I looked at her. “No, actually, you’re not. But what you are supposed to do is give her space. Please.”

      It seemed like it took an eternity, but finally, Sadie stopped convulsing. Between the fact that it had taken at least two minutes from the time I’d gotten here – and God knew how long it had been before that – and the fact that I could see blood on Raven’s vest from her hitting her head, I wanted to have the school get her to the hospital so she could be checked out, but at least the worst was over.

      “It’s okay, Sade,” I murmured as I brushed her long, brown hair off her sweaty forehead. “It’s okay. You’re gonna be okay. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

      As she started to come to, she groaned and looked around, then looked up at me with her big blue eyes widened in a combination of fear and humiliation. Just from her facial expressions, I had a feeling she was aware of her surroundings, but I’d been taught from the time I was ten years old, when her dad and my mom first started dating, that I needed to make sure Sadie knew the four W’s – who, where, when, and what – before I left her alone after a seizure.

      “Hey, sunshine,” I said, trying to smile despite my worry.

      “Aaaaaggggg,” she slurred. “B-b-b…”

      Realizing what she was trying to say, I quickly grabbed her backpack from next to us and unzipped the front compartment, where she kept some miniature garbage bags in case she needed to throw up after a seizure. Whipping one out, I opened it for her and barely managed to bring it to her mouth before she lost her lunch. Once she was done, I carefully tied it off and tossed it into the trash can next to us, then unhooked her hand sanitizer carabiner from her purse strap and stole a squirt. It was some fruity-smelling shit, but it was better than nothing.

      “Oh, my God. He actually just touched her puke bag,” some moron guffawed. “Did you see that? Dude’s nasty.”

      “He’s a drama geek. Of course he’d be going out with a special ed kid,” someone else added.

      I couldn’t understand why that was always the first conclusion people jumped to. I knew we didn’t look anything like siblings because we weren’t actually related, but still. We weren’t the only two people in history whose parents had gotten remarried. Not to mention, since when did someone have to have a romantic connection to another person in order to care about them?

      “Can you tell me your name?” I asked Sadie, completely ignoring them. They weren’t worth my time.

      “Sadie Baker,” she mumbled.

      “Do you know where you are?”

      “School. Lunchtime. Had a seizure. I’m sorry, Keith,” she sniffled.

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for, Sade,” I assured her, rubbing my hand up and down her arm. “None of this is your fault.”

      “I couldn’t protect myself. I couldn’t get down in time,” she sniffled. “Billy and Lindsey kept petting Raven and laughing at me when I asked them to stop.”

      “It’s a fucking dog,” some guy, who I assumed was Billy, scoffed. “What’s the big deal?”

      I looked up and glared at him. “This dog is working. She’s here to warn Sadie if she’s about to have a seizure and help keep her safe when she does. And because you distracted her after Sadie asked you not to, she had no warning before she started seizing, and she hit her head. And then, instead of going to get help, you stood there fucking laughing at her? Who does that?”

      “How were we supposed to know what to do?” a girl, probably Lindsey, sneered.

      “You see someone having a seizure, and you think the appropriate response is to start pointing and laughing?” I challenged. “What if it was you? How would you feel?”

      “I wouldn’t come to school,” she scoffed. “It’s disruptive to the normal kids.”

      Before I could say anything else, I saw Mr. Larson approaching with the school nurse, Mrs. Langley.

      And that was another reason why I wouldn’t tell anyone else what I knew in my gut was true about him and Zoe. Because he was one of the good guys. He did things like go get help when a student was in trouble, whether it was one of his students or not. Besides, I knew a little something about not being able to help who you fell for. Because if I’d been able to choose, I’d have chosen someone who was…oh, I don’t know, available. That would have been a good start.

      “Last I checked, the bell rang two minutes ago,” Mr. Larson snapped. “Get to class. All of you. Now. Show’s over.”

      No one moved a muscle. They all just stood there like deer in headlights.

      “If this courtyard isn’t clear in thirty seconds, I start handing out detentions,” he warned, pulling a disciplinary pad out of his coat pocket.

      Damn. The only other time I’d ever seen him this pissed was when Paisley Jackson, Zoe’s friend who had just been diagnosed with brain cancer, had performed a piece from The Vagina Monologues for a drama class assignment at the end of last semester. Or maybe when she’d delivered the now-infamous “sex goddess” monologue that she’d done for the first monologue assignment. He was normally pretty easygoing and got along well with the students here, but when it came to their welfare – physical or emotional – he didn’t mess around.

      While everyone else started to filter out of the courtyard, I stayed right where I was. I knew Sadie, and I knew she’d probably try to brush this off and say she was fine just to take the attention off of herself, so I wanted to make sure that she got the medical care she needed.

      At least that was what I told myself. And I almost believed it. But the truth was, the thought of leaving her right now physically hurt. Just like it always did. Being around Sadie made me feel lighter. Freer. Happier. It was a feeling I could never get enough of, and like a damn addict, I just wanted to make it last as long as I could.

      “Keith, we’ve got this,” Mr. Larson said as he knelt down beside us. “Go ahead and get to class.”

      I shook my head. “Sadie’s my sister. I’m not going anywhere until she does.”

      “Your sister?” He raised an eyebrow as he looked at her rounded face and dark hair, then at my oval face and dirty blond hair. We couldn’t have looked more different if we’d tried.

      “Stepsister,” I clarified. “If you want to get technical about it.”

      He nodded, but didn’t say anything else, so I gathered that meant he’d let me stay.

      “What happened here?” Mrs. Langley asked.

      “I had a seizure,” Sadie murmured uncomfortably, averting her eyes.

      “A couple of kids distracted her service dog, Raven, so she wasn’t able to warn Sadie before she started seizing,” I added. “And not a damn person was doing anything to help. They just stood here pointing and laughing at her like a pack of hyenas. I heard Raven barking and growling, trying to keep everyone back. That’s how I knew something was happening.”

      The more I thought about the scene I’d walked up on, the angrier it made me. No part of what had happened just now was okay. Those two assclowns who had started this needed to be punished, but I knew there wasn’t really anything the school could do because no faculty members had actually witnessed it.

      “How are you feeling, Sadie?” Mrs. Langley pressed.

      “Everything hurts. And my head feels like it’s going to explode,” she mumbled. “But I think I’m okay.”

      “We need to get her to the hospital,” I insisted. “The seizure lasted at least three minutes, and she hit her head. See this blood here on Raven’s vest?”

      “Okay, I’ll call for an ambulance,” Mrs. Langley told us.

      “Am I allowed to go with her? I don’t want to leave her alone.”

      Mr. Larson smiled. “Absolutely. I’ll let them know you’re leaving with her to make sure it’s excused.”

      “I appreciate it. See you tomorrow,” I told him.
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        * * *

      

      “So, Mr. Larson posted the cast list for Rent this morning,” I said from my spot next to the hospital bed.

      Hank had been called by the school, as had my mom, but neither of them were here yet, so it was just the two of us here in the emergency room, waiting to see a doctor. I figured at least I could distract her by telling her I’d gotten one of the lead roles in our school musical.

      “And?” she asked.

      “I got Mark.”

      She gasped, an ear-splitting grin breaking across her face. “Oh, my God, Keith! That’s amazing! Congrats.”

      Before I could even thank her, Hank walked into the room. As was par for the course whenever we had to bring her in after a seizure, he looked…I didn’t know, exactly. Maybe just a little too at home here in the hospital? I knew he was an EMT and was here all the time because of his job, but this wasn’t familiarity with a working environment. It was something else. I just couldn’t put my finger on what.

      “Sadie,” he cooed. “What happened, sweetie pie?”

      She groaned; she hated when he called her that. Probably because he only ever did it when he was trying to coddle her. Which was more like smothering her.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” she mumbled. “That girl Lindsey, the one I told you about? She’s in my first period class. And it was like the second she heard me tell the class not to distract or interact with Raven, she found a new way to torture me. She and her boyfriend started petting Raven when they found me at lunchtime, and by the time I got Raven back on task again, it was too late for me to get somewhere safe, and I hit my head when I had a seizure.”

      “Have you seen the doctor yet?” he asked.

      She shook her head, and he stormed back out into the hallway. As I glanced over at her, she let out a dejected sigh. We both knew exactly what was about to happen.

      “Where the fuck is the doctor?!” he spat at the first nurse who walked by. “My daughter had a fucking seizure and hit her head, and you’re all just wandering around with your thumbs up your asses! She needs to be seen now!”

      Sadie sniffled quietly, and I turned to look at her.

      “I hate when he does this,” she whispered. “I’m not the only person in this ER.”

      “I know,” I whispered back. “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugged. “It’s not your fault. You didn’t have to come with me, you know.”

      I smiled and took her hand in both of mine, then brought our sandwiched hands up and rested my chin on them. “You don’t get it, do you?”

      “I get that your life would be a whole lot easier if I wasn’t part of it.”

      Hearing her say that made a lump rise in my throat that I had to swallow down. I hated that she couldn’t see what an incredible person she was. She was kind, compassionate, funny, artistic, and absolutely gorgeous. And she couldn’t see any of it. Her father had spent so long making sure that she knew how her illness made her different, but he hadn’t bothered to show her all the ways that she was the same as everyone else. All the things that made her shine brighter than any star in the sky. All the things that always left me in complete awe of her, not the least of which was the grace and dignity that she handled the shit hand she’d been dealt in life with.

      “Don’t say that, Sade,” I rasped, unable to keep the emotion out of my voice. “I can’t imagine my life without you. I don’t want to. I’m so proud to be your brother.”

      “Stepbrother.”

      Why did she always feel the need to correct me on that? It didn’t matter if we shared the same genes or not. She was still my family, and arguably the most important person to me in the whole world.

      “Tomato, tomahto,” I chuckled, just like I always did.

      “Fucking incompetent morons,” Hank grumbled as he trudged back into the room, effectively ending our moment. “We’re in a fucking hospital and we can’t see a fucking doctor.”

      “Dad, it’s fine,” Sadie said calmly. “Really, I’m okay. I can wait my turn.”

      “You hit your head, Sadie,” he insisted. “We need to have you looked at. You could be bleeding internally or have a concussion!”

      Just as he said that, a man wearing a doctor’s coat came into the room. He seemed young, like he’d just started his residency, but he had an air of confidence about him that said he knew what he was doing.

      “Hi, Sadie,” he said, completely ignoring Hank. “I’m Dr. Sokolov. I hear you had a seizure at school and hit your head?”

      Huh? Sokolov? That was an eastern European name. He had no accent whatsoever. Maybe his family was from overseas, but he’d grown up here in the States?

      Not that it was any of my business one way or the other. It had just caught me off-guard.

      Sadie nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      “And this is your dad and your…boyfriend?” he asked.

      Hank’s eyes hardened as they seemed to bore into mine like it was a staring contest. “No, he’s not her boyfriend! He’s her fucking brother!”

      What the hell? The doctor had just asked an innocent question, trying to establish a rapport with Sadie. That was completely uncalled-for.

      “Ooookay,” the doctor said slowly, obviously as confused as I was.

      He took a quick look at her chart, but before he could say anything else, Hank jumped in again.

      “Where the fuck were you?!” he spat. “My daughter had a fucking seizure! She hit her head! She could have a concussion!”

      Seriously, did he have to keep up the damn theatrics? The doctor was here now, just like he wanted. I was supposed to be the one with a flair for the dramatic in this family.

      “I can certainly understand your concern, Mr.…” The doctor glanced back at the chart, and I could tell he was overwhelmed by what he’d just walked into.

      “You don’t even know my fucking name?!”

      “Hank, give him a minute,” I said. “He just got in here. Let him look at her chart.”

      “He should have looked before he got here! Your sister got hurt, and you’re acting like it’s just another Monday!”

      “No, I’m trying to let him do his job and check her out.”

      “He’s not even old enough to be a doctor!” Hank ranted. “He’s probably some fucking intern!”

      “I’m sorry,” Sadie murmured quietly, bringing all of our attention back to her. Where it should have been all along.

      Dr. Sokolov turned to look at her and smiled warmly. “You don’t have anything to apologize for, Sadie. How are you feeling after your seizure?”

      “Tired and sore. And my head does hurt where I hit it,” she sighed.

      “See? See?! She could have head trauma, and you were fucking ignoring us!” Hank continued his tirade.

      “Is it okay if I take a look?” the doctor asked, acting like Hank wasn’t even in the room.

      I liked him already. The few times I’d ended up in the ER with Sadie, the doctors had always just listened to Hank and did whatever he said just to shut him up. It also probably didn’t hurt that most of the doctors who had been here for a while knew him, since he was an EMT at the local fire department. But this guy obviously didn’t know Hank from Adam, and seeing him actually pay attention to Sadie rather than just listening to her father gave him major points in my book.

      She nodded. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

      He put on a pair of gloves and walked over to her, gently pressing on her scalp and looking at it. Then he went to the cabinets in the room and got a few supplies to clean the area.

      “I think you’re going to have a pretty good-sized goose egg on your head, but this looks superficial,” he announced as he dabbed at it with some gauze sponges and wound cleaning spray. “Head wounds can bleed a lot because the skin is so thin, but they usually look worse than they are. Now, can you follow my finger with your eyes?”

      He put up his index finger and moved it from left to right, and Sadie tracked his movement with her eyes perfectly.

      “Well, Sadie, when you have epilepsy, it’s definitely better to be safe than sorry, so it’s a good thing you came in, but it looks like you’ll be just fine. Just some ibuprofen for the pain and getting some rest should do the trick.”

      “You call this medical care?!” Hank growled. “She could have internal bleeding!”

      “Mr. Baker, this wound on her head is very superficial. The chances of her having internal bleeding from this impact are almost zero.”

      “This is completely fucking unacceptable! What kind of dog and pony show are you morons running around here?! Any fucking doctor with a brain would have done an MRI immediately!”

      “Mr. Baker, I can only imagine how scary it is when your child has a condition like this, but I can assure you, Sadie will be just fine. She just needs to rest. An MRI is costly and unnecessary in this situation.”

      “We can always bring her back if she gets worse, Hank,” I pointed out. “If the doctor’s saying she’s okay, let’s just take her home and let her rest.”

      “No!” he insisted. “If you won’t give her an MRI, then you fucking find me a doctor with a brain who will! I’m not taking any chances with my daughter’s health!”

      Dr. Sokolov sighed. “If it’ll help put your mind at ease, I’ll go ahead and order the MRI. I can’t promise how quickly they’ll be here, but I’ll put the request in right now.”

      He walked out of the room, and I could see Sadie pursing her lips and swallowing hard, like she was trying not to cry. I knew she hated having her dad yell at doctors and completely disregard anything she said. But she also knew better than to say anything about it, because it would just end in him turning his fury on her too. And that was the last thing she needed while she was trying to rest after a seizure.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the radiology tech took Sadie out of the room for the ridiculous MRI that she didn’t need, Hank stalked over to me with a murderous glare, lifting me up by my shirt and slamming me up against the wall with his arm across my throat.

      “You sick fuck,” he hissed. “You stay the fuck away from my daughter. You hear me?”

      Whoa! What?!

      What in the world was he talking about? How exactly was I supposed to stay away from her when we lived in the same house? And why did he suddenly want me to?

      “Wha-what are you talking about?” I coughed, half in shock and half because he was restricting my airflow.

      “You know damn good and well what I’m talking about. You think I didn’t fucking hear you while I was trying to get someone to pay attention to us? You think I didn’t see how you were looking at her? You’re a sick fucking pervert, thinking like that about your own fucking sister!” he growled before shoving off the wall and releasing me.

      As I pulled in lungfuls of air, what he’d just said hit me like a ton of bricks.

      For as long as I could remember, I’d told myself the way I felt about Sadie was brotherly affection. My sister, Kennedy, was seven years older than me, and we’d never been close because of the age difference. I’d always been closer with Sadie and her brother, Spencer, who was a year older than me. I didn’t have any frame of reference for how a brother was supposed to feel about his younger sister. I knew that she meant the world to me and I felt fiercely protective over her, but I’d just thought every brother felt that way about his younger siblings.

      But a brother wouldn’t have craved his sister’s company every second of every day, the way a drug addict craved their next hit. A brother wouldn’t have felt like his heart was being ripped out of his chest just thinking about what his life would have been like if he’d never met his sister. And a brother wouldn’t have thought that his sister was the most beautiful girl he’d ever laid eyes on.

      No, my feelings for Sadie weren’t the kind of feelings a brother should have for his sister. They made what I felt for Zoe Hendricks look like a sixth-grade crush. And that was saying something, because watching Zoe sneak around with Mr. Larson was torture.

      But this? It was a thousand times worse.

      My stepfather was actually right to be concerned for once. I was a sick fuck.

      Sadie was practically my sister, and I was in love with her.

      I needed some serious fucking therapy. Maybe a lobotomy for good measure. There was obviously something very wrong with me.

      “Yes, sir,” I choked out. “I’ll keep my distance.”

      My heart already felt like it was physically breaking in two, but at least if I started backing away from Sadie now, it would eventually get easier. After all, until Hank had pointed it out just now, I hadn’t even realized that the way I felt about her wasn’t normal or healthy. So, in time, my feelings would fade, and then Sadie and I could have a normal relationship, the way a brother and sister should.

      Right?
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          SADIE

          SUPERBOY AND THE INVISIBLE GIRL

        

      

    

    
      PRESENT DAY

      
        
          
            
              
        Keith

      

      
        Have you been called back yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      Six simple words. That was all it took to make my stomach stop doing backflips as I sat in this waiting room.

      My dad and I were in Tampa, over three hours away from home, at the fourth neurosurgeon we’d seen in two years. We hadn’t found satisfactory answers at any of the hospitals in Jacksonville or Orlando, so Tampa was the next stop on the Florida hospital tour. Or, I should say, he hadn’t found satisfactory answers. He was always pushing for more tests, more procedures, more…everything. To some extent, I understood, because my meds didn’t seem to be doing a lot to help me, but at the same time, three doctors should have been definitive enough to make him see that what he wanted would actually put my health at further risk.

      I took a deep breath as I replied to the text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Nope. At this rate, we’ll be lucky to be home by midnight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Keith

      

      
        Text me as soon as it’s over and tell me what the doctor says.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I will. [image: smiling face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Keith

      

      
        How are you feeling?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Honestly? I’m scared. [image: confused face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Keith

      

      
        Of what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Last time I was at this hospital, they literally numbed my brain systematically to test my physical and neurological responses, remember?

      

      

      

      

      

      I definitely had a little PTSD from that. It was beyond scary to have someone ask me questions or try to elicit a physical action that I wanted to do, but couldn’t, because I couldn’t make my brain tell my body to respond. It almost felt like I was just watching my unresponsive body from the outside, begging it to do what I wanted, but I couldn’t. I’d felt like a lab rat, there for the sole purpose of experimentation and research, not because anyone in that room actually cared about helping me get better.

      Yes, I was two months shy of nineteen, and technically, I could have refused the procedure…but after we left, I had to go home with my dad. And saying no wasn’t worth facing his wrath when we got back behind closed doors. The last time I’d tried, which was about a year ago, he’d locked Raven in her kennel in the garage for three days – only taking her out to let her go to the bathroom – to punish me before I finally caved and agreed to let them perform more tests, and then he’d said that the next time I tried anything like that, he’d take her to a shelter. And I couldn’t lose Raven. I just couldn’t. She was my best –and sometimes it felt like my only – friend.

      
        
          
            
              
        Keith

      

      
        Deep breaths, Sade. They won’t do anything today. And if they schedule you for ANY other tests or procedures, just tell me the time and place and I’ll skip my classes to be there.

      

      

      

      

      

      I swallowed down a lump in my throat and blinked back tears. Knowing that I was important enough to him to miss a whole day’s worth of classes just to sit in the waiting room if I had to have any more procedures made me happier than he knew. He was about to start his senior year of college with a double major in secondary education and theater arts, plus being a teaching assistant for one of the acting professors. So, needless to say, free time was in short supply for him, but he always seemed to find time for me when it mattered the most.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I hope they don’t, but it makes me feel better knowing that you’ll be there next time if they do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Keith

      

      
        I’m always here for you, sunshine. All you have to do is ask.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why did he have to go and say stuff like that?

      I’d tried to move on from my feelings for him. Really, I had. I knew we could never be what I wished we could, and I didn’t want to waste my life pining away for my stepbrother. I guess I’d figured that eventually I’d meet someone else and realize that what I felt for Keith was nothing more than a high school crush. An ideal. But time hadn’t healed the gaping wound in my heart. In fact, it had only made it worse.

      I had managed to find a sort-of boyfriend for a little while last year. Trent had been sweet and understanding about my…um, unique needs, and he was a good guy. Our few stolen kisses and one PG-rated make-out session hadn’t been earth-shattering, but I hadn’t needed earth-shattering. I’d just needed real. At least Trent had given me that. Until my dad found out I was hanging out with him after school and threatened to have him arrested for crimes he hadn’t committed, which had ended my one and only relationship before it ever really had a chance to begin.

      That was the moment when I’d realized that the only happy ending I’d ever see would be an ending I read in one of the many romance novels I snuck between the “suitable” books I checked out from the library or read on my phone where my dad couldn’t see. The only sex life I’d ever have would be one I lived vicariously through those characters…with a little help from the vibrator that my cousin, Whitney, had bought me as a gag gift for my eighteenth birthday – and given to me when my father wasn’t around, of course.

      All I had to do was put myself in the heroine’s place. And, somehow, no matter how he was described in the book, the hero always turned into a handsome man with sandy-blond hair, eyes the color of the ocean on a cloudy day, and a smile that lit up the whole room. A man who could make anyone smile with a cornball joke, loved to play piano and act, and was the kindest and most selfless person in the whole world.

      That man – the very real man who somehow became the imaginary hero in every book I read – would find a real happy ending, though. Probably with the girl he’d been dating for the past year and a half, Charli. She was sweet, and she was even a good friend to me, but I couldn’t help but feel the sharp pangs of jealousy every time I saw them together. Every time I saw him reach for her hand, wrap his arm around her, or steal a discreet kiss when he thought no one was looking, another small piece of me died and the crater-sized hole in my heart got just a little bigger.

      In another life, maybe that could have been me. But not in this life. In this life, our parents had ruined any chance of that the moment they’d started dating. In this life, I’d die alone, carrying my love for him with me to the grave.

      
        
          
            
              
        Keith

      

      
        We’re still on for dinner at the tavern for Whit’s bday tonight, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        As long as Dad and I get back in time.

      

      

      

      

      

      “What the fuck are you doing?!” I heard my dad growl. “Don’t you fucking know better than to distract a service dog while it’s working?! Do you know what could happen if this dog can’t do its job and protect my daughter?!”

      Startled away from my text conversation with Keith and my daily drowning in silent agony, I looked up and found a woman who was still halfway across the room from us and looked like she’d probably been walking over to take a seat in one of the chairs in the waiting room. Then I looked down at Raven, who was still lying calmly at my feet, obviously not distracted in any way.

      “Dad, it’s fine,” I said quietly. “Raven’s still working.”

      “That’s exactly the fucking point! It’s working! And this bitch is distracting it from doing its job!”

      The woman went to sit a few chairs down from me, and my dad practically growled as he crossed his arms across his chest. I turned toward her, beyond humiliated that he was acting like this in public. Yet again.

      “Sorry,” I murmured quietly.

      She smiled. “It’s okay. I’m actually going through the process of getting a service dog, so I get it. I’m sorry if I distracted him.”

      “Her,” I chuckled weakly. “And you didn’t.”

      “Sadie,” the nurse called from the doorway.

      “About goddamn time,” my dad snapped as he shoved out of his chair. “I’ve been here for over an hour!”

      I rolled my eyes at his never-ending theatrics as I stood up and dropped my phone into my purse. Raven immediately hopped to her feet and followed me back into the exam room. The nurse did all the preliminary triage questions, and then my dad and I were left alone again. My stomach once again twisted into a knot as I sat down on the border paper-covered bench and waited for the pervy, older-than-dirt doctor to come into the room. Raven sat on the floor next to me, putting her head on my leg, and I gave her a quick scratch behind her ears.

      “Stop petting it, Sadie,” my dad barked. “It’s for assistance. It has a job to do.”

      Seriously. Almost four years later, and he still hadn’t stopped calling Raven “it.” It was beyond evident that, to him, she was just a thing. A possession. Another medical device. A robot, devoid of any kind of emotion. Not an animal with feelings, and certainly not my best friend in the world.

      “Part of that assistance is emotional support,” I reminded him. “She’s supposed to help calm me down when I’m nervous. She’s doing her job.”

      The door opened, and the doctor who probably should have been retired by now walked into the room.

      “Dr. Bledel,” my dad said before the door was even all the way closed.

      “Hank, good to see you,” he said, shaking my dad’s hand like he was the patient and not me before turning to me and smiling at me like a creepy uncle. “Hi, Sadie. How are you, sweetheart?”

      I shrugged. “I’m okay. A little nervous.”

      “What did the WADA test show?” my dad butted in. “Are we able to do a lobectomy?”

      Whoa. What?!

      He’d never told me that was why he wanted me to get that test done. I didn’t want part of my freaking brain removed! That was what a lobectomy was. They actually went in and removed the part of the brain that caused the patient’s seizures…if the seizures weren’t coming from a part of the brain that would impair their motor function in any way.

      But that was why, two doctors ago, they had opted to do a vagus nerve stimulation magnet instead of more invasive surgery. Because my seizures weren’t coming from a place where they felt like they could safely operate. And I would rather have lived with the seizures for the rest of my life than have them cut out part of my brain and potentially leave me with impaired motor function.

      “I don’t—” I started.

      “Sadie, I can’t keep watching you suffer like this, sweetheart. I can’t keep worrying about you every second of every day. I’m doing this for you,” my dad said firmly, but somehow still oozing fake affection. The kind he reserved for making a show in front of doctors.

      “But if⁠—”

      “Let me handle this,” he almost growled, glaring at me.

      As my heart started to race in sheer panic at the prospect of this procedure that my dad wasn’t going to let me get out of, Raven started whining and nudging at me with her nose.

      “Raven, ruhig!” my dad bit out. Quiet!

      She ignored him, continuing to nudge and whimper, and as my head started to spin, I slid off the exam table and tried to lie down on the floor.

      “Raven!” was the last thing I heard.
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        * * *

      

      “Sadie,” I heard my dad cooing as I started to come back into consciousness. “Sadie, sweetie pie, wake up.”

      I almost couldn’t breathe, being wrapped in a constricting embrace, and I heard Raven whining and felt her trying to paw at me, like someone wasn’t letting her get to me. I felt cool air against my butt and realized that my dad had probably yanked my pants down to administer my emergency rectal Diazepam gel while I was seizing.

      Couldn’t he at least have had the decency to cover me back up afterward?

      “Raven, züruck,” he bit out. Back up.

      “Hank, she’s doing her job,” I heard another voice – oh, right, the doctor – saying.

      “That’s what I’m here for,” he insisted. “Do you see now why I have to get her this operation? I can’t keep watching this.”

      I finally managed to open my eyes, but my stomach turned, and before I could even ask for something to throw up in, I was projectile vomiting all over my father and the floor, and losing control of my bladder for good measure.

      Served him right for wrapping his arms around me like a freaking boa constrictor and keeping Raven away from me. He deserved to get puke and pee all over him.

      Why had this had to happen in the doctor’s office, of all places? Now the doctor definitely wouldn’t listen to me when I said I didn’t want the brain surgery. He’d just seen exactly how bad my seizures could get, firsthand and not in a clinical setting.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” my dad cooed, petting my hair so hard that it jerked my head. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s okay. That’s why we always bring extra clothes, right?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying with everything in me not to cry. God, I wished Keith was here. He always knew how to help me during and after a seizure in a way that didn’t strip me of my dignity. And he usually thought to have a bag ready for me to puke in before I even came to so I didn’t puke everywhere.

      How stupid was it that that was one of the things that had made me fall for him? All he’d had to do was treat me like a human being when I was at my very lowest point, and I was a goner.

      That was how rare it was for people to see me as anything other than a freak. I’d actually fallen in love with one of the few people who treated me decently. Never mind that that person was my freaking stepbrother.

      Maybe I did need brain surgery, after all. Just not the kind my dad thought I needed.

      “Can you tell me where you are, Sadie?” Dr. Bledel asked, like he was talking to a six-year-old.

      “Doctor’s office,” I mumbled weakly. “Had a seizure. Puked.”

      “Okay, good,” he said. “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to have Amanda come and help clean up.”

      Dr. Bledel stood up and walked out of the room, and my dad looked down at me with an expression that was somewhere between happiness and sympathy. I didn’t know how else to describe it.

      “Raven, hol Sadies Tasche,” he ordered. Get Sadie’s bag.

      Oh, now he wanted her to do her job. When it didn’t involve actually getting near me.

      Raven went and retrieved my backpack, plopping it down next to us. My dad gently eased me off of his lap onto the floor, bare butt and all, and unzipped the main compartment, pulling out fresh clothes for me. I hated that I always had to carry around a change of clothes just in case I puked or peed – or, God forbid, pooped – after a seizure.

      Sitting me up, my dad put his hands on the hem of my shirt, and I tried to swat them away. I was still tired and weak, but I could change my own darn
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