Chapter 10

“He’s not another man. He’s my brother,” I said quickly, genuinely confused about why he sounded angry. “And besides, whatever this is between us right now is already really complicated, so please don’t stay so close to me.”

“Complicated?” he repeated with a soft, mocking laugh. He stared straight at me. “Then tell me—what exactly is your relationship with your brother? Why are you still talking this late at night? Doesn’t your brother know how to keep some distance from his little sister?”

What?

“My brother’s a great person. He’s not my biological brother, but he takes amazing care of me. He’s always treated me like real family. What’s wrong with talking at night? We do it all the time... and—”

“Not your biological brother?” Of all the things I’d said, that was the part he latched onto.

“Not by blood, but he’s still my big brother,” I said firmly.

“Good girl, stop talking.” He sounded impatient now, like he was using every last bit of self-control not to snap.

“Fine. Go to sleep. I still need to clear something up with him. I’ll text a couple more times and then I’ll—”

I never finished the sentence.

His mouth suddenly covered mine.

The instant his warm breath hit my face, my mind went completely blank.

What is happening?

I shoved at him on instinct, but he pinned my waist down with one hand and held me in place.

Maybe I’d kissed him before. Apparently I had. But those times I’d either been drunk or sleepwalking, and I couldn’t remember any of it.

This time I was fully awake.

And being kissed by him—really kissed, forcefully, deliberately—threw me into such a panic I forgot how to breathe.

“Adrian...” I said his name when his hand started moving toward my pajamas in a way that was very much not under control.

It did nothing. He didn’t stop.

“Old man...” I tried again, barely above a whisper.

This time, his hand froze.

He lifted his head slightly, his palm still resting there, and all at once the room went so quiet it felt unreal. There was nothing left except our breathing and our heartbeats.

“Had enough?” he asked suddenly.

Then he rolled onto his back and lay there, breathing hard, his voice roughened by desire.

“What do you mean, had enough?” My face was so hot it felt like it might burst into flames.

“You keep sneaking into my room every night—wasn’t this what you wanted?” He cut a glance at me from the corner of his eye. “You’ve kissed me enough times. Figured it was time I got one back.”

I...

Was I really that shameless?

I still couldn’t believe that the person who had apparently climbed into his bed every night, hugging him and kissing him and chewing on him like some deranged little animal... was me.

I didn’t say anything.

“No answer?” He turned his face toward me. “Then was that still not enough?”

“Enough, enough,” I blurted out, completely terrified, and buried my face at once.

How had this escalated into this?

He didn’t say anything after that. He just lay there quietly, obviously not asleep, but no longer looking at me either.

After a while, I asked in a tiny voice, “What we’re doing... this is wrong, isn’t it?”

He let out a short laugh.

“Scared?”

He’d seen right through me. I started trembling again. “Yeah.”

“Go to sleep.”

He turned back toward me and wrapped an arm around my waist. I jerked my knee up in panic and accidentally kicked him.

He sucked in a breath through his teeth.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I froze on the spot.

Still enduring the pain, he reached over, took my phone from my hand, powered it off, and set it on the nightstand.

Then, in a low, commanding voice, he said, “Sleep. If you don’t go to sleep now...”

“What happens?” My voice came out shaky.

He smiled at me, very lightly.

“Kids shouldn’t ask.”

He—

“Going to sleep,” I said immediately, clamping my mouth shut and squeezing my eyes closed.

His arms were so warm.

Even with what Ethan had said still weighing on my mind, I couldn’t resist that kind of softness. I fell asleep fast anyway.

When I woke up the next morning, the space beside me was already empty.

For a second, I felt weirdly disappointed. So had everything that happened last night been some kind of dream?

Seriously? That cold? One night, and all I got was an empty, chilly bed?

I changed and went out, only to find Adrian on the treadmill in the living room.

When he saw me, he said, “Breakfast is in the kitchen. Heat it up yourself.”

“Oh.” Wow. Heartless.

I warmed it up on the stove myself. Milk and sandwiches.

After breakfast, I curled up on the couch and started playing a game on my phone. Not long after, he came over and sat down too. He looked like he’d just showered—his hair was still damp, little drops of water clinging to the ends—and then he just... looked at me.

Stared, really.

It made me nervous.

“Did you do your physics homework?”

I—

“I did... some of it.” In reality, I had completely forgotten we even had homework.

“What didn’t you finish?” he asked, sounding very much like he was about to check.

I panicked and shut off my game immediately. “Let me see...”

I was just about to open the class group chat, check the assignment Ryan had posted, and maybe borrow a classmate’s work for “reference.”

The second I opened Instagram, I nearly exploded.

Ethan had only sent me, what, a few dozen messages.

That was when I remembered—last night, ou

Adrian hung up and set his phone aside, his expression calm enough that I couldn't tell how bad the damage was.

I sat on the couch like a kid waiting outside the principal's office.

“What did you two talk about?” I finally asked.

“You really want to know?” He came back with two cups of coffee and sat down across from me.

I nodded. “Yeah. Ethan didn’t say anything too out of line, did he?”

“Chloe.” He took a sip of coffee, then said my name all of a sudden.

The way he said it—serious, steady—made my heart jump.

“What?” I took a hurried sip too, mostly to calm myself down.

He set his cup down. “Don’t you think the way you and your big brother act with each other is a little... over the line?”
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I froze.

Over the line?

How was it over the line?

“My relationship with Ethan has always been close,” I said. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Adrian leaned back against the sofa, crossed one leg over the other, and laced his fingers together. “Close enough to sleep in the same bed?”

“No. That’s not—don’t listen to him. He was exaggerating.”

He didn’t rush me. He just kept speaking in that maddeningly calm tone. “Close enough for him to warn me not to touch you?”

I...

“He’s just worried about me,” I said weakly. “You’re reading too much into it.”

A faint laugh escaped him. “Close enough that you can lie next to me in the middle of the night and message him on Instagram, telling him everything? Including details about us?”

“He’s making that up. I never said that...” I was going numb. What the hell was Ethan even doing?

I shot to my feet, pulled out my phone, and started typing Ethan a message, demanding to know what was wrong with him.

“Texting him again?” Adrian glanced at my screen.

I panicked and turned it off at once.

Then he said, almost casually, “He likes you, doesn’t he?”

I stared at him. “Are you kidding? He’s my brother.”

He said nothing.

He just looked at me.

I got flustered. I wanted to explain, but the more I tried to sort through it in my head, the less I knew how to explain any of it. Then another thought hit me—why was I even explaining myself to him?

What was he to me, exactly?

So in the end, I just stayed quiet.

“Your brother said that if you had to choose...” Adrian looked at me, dragging out the last words, “you’d choose him over me.”

What kind of conversation had they even had? How had this turned into me having to choose?

“He was joking,” I said.

“You only need to answer yes or no.”

His face had gone serious again, serious enough to make me a little afraid.

I lowered my head and got stuck there, tangled in it.

“I don’t know.”

I’d only known Adrian for a few days.

Ethan had been by my side for more than ten years.

This wasn’t some multiple-choice question.

No matter what, I couldn’t make myself say I’d choose Adrian and not Ethan.

“Fine.”

Adrian rose slowly to his feet. He looked at me once, and I could tell now that he really was angry.

Then he turned and went into his study.

I asked Ethan what exactly he'd said to Adrian, but Ethan told me not to worry. If Adrian ever dared to mess with me, he'd go straight to campus and make a scene so bad Adrian would regret it.

The second I thought of what Adrian had said—that Ethan liked me—I almost laughed.

Almost.

Because the more I laughed, the more I found myself thinking about it.

I called Ethan on video.

“Ethan... what if I get a boyfriend in the future, and he doesn’t let me text you anymore?”

He froze. “In the future? When is this supposed to happen?”

“I said what if.” I watched him carefully. “Everybody says college love is the best kind. I want to experience it too. What, you don’t like that?”

“I don’t like it?” he shot back. “No one wants you married off more than I do. You’re annoying every single day—”

I immediately felt indignant on Ethan’s behalf.

Adrian really was a liar. A shameless one, too. What possessive big-brother obsession? Ethan clearly wasn't that kind of guy. He wasn't trying to stop me from dating at all.

“Got it,” I said. “The second I get out of here, I’m getting a boyfriend. Then I won’t bother you anymore.”

“Do whatever you want.” He stopped looking at me and focused on teasing the cat instead. “Like you can just find one that fast. Do you even have someone you like?”

“Ethan...” I lowered my voice like I was sharing a huge secret. “I’ll tell you something. I kind of think my physics professor is pretty great. He’s handsome, super knowledgeable, and when he speaks English, it sounds ridiculously good. The only downside is that when he goes cold, he’s terrifyingly cold...”

I talked with real enthusiasm, but Ethan acted like none of it was registering. He just stayed silent.

Awkward.

“So what about you?” I said quickly, trying to lighten the mood. “Are you still going after that girl in the red jersey? Once your little sister gets out of quarantine, I’ll definitely identify the right one this time. No more mistakes.”

Honestly, Ethan was kind of pathetic. He was already twenty-six and still hadn’t found the person he wanted to spend his life with. He was handsome, too. I had no idea what he was being so picky about.

“Forget it,” he said, sounding strangely down. “If I can’t find anyone, I’ll just spend my life with the cat.”

After the call ended, I felt... weird.

Lying in bed, I replayed the whole mess in my head and finally realized how such a huge misunderstanding had happened. Ethan and I usually either sent voice messages or talked on the phone. No wonder I kept saying “he” while Ethan kept saying “she,” and somehow neither of us had ever caught that we were talking about completely different people.

Over the next few days, I still woke up in Adrian’s room every night, but he’d started sleeping on the couch instead, leaving the bedroom to me.

And on top of that, he’d been kind of distant lately.

It felt like he was avoiding me.

Was it because I was too lazy?

So I started taking the initiative every day. I mopped the floor. If he cooked, I washed the dishes. We had a clear division of labor.
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