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JAXON

We found the exact spot where Ellia was shot: a grimy rooftop wedged between the old pub and the tattoo parlor. Cigarette butts piled like ash-white confetti, empty liquor and water bottles kicked into the gravel. Whoever was up there hadn’t rushed away; they’d sat, waited, breathing the stale night air.

The trajectory fits perfectly from the railing where she was perched. If Arik and Dakota hadn’t been smoking below, she would’ve plunged three stories into oblivion. Only because she reached for August’s hand, chin lifted, eyes locked on him, did they catch her before she vanished. 

Credit where it's due to those two. Doc got there in time and stopped the bleeding; without him, I'd be kneeling over a grave somewhere instead of kneeling in this rented house outside town. I should find a way to thank them properly.

I haven’t slept, and August paces like a wounded animal. Cedar and Arik hound her phone 24/7. Once I broke the news to her team, we all agreed for me to step down and for Jenkins to assume lead, at least as far as the media is concerned.

Jenkins ordered a full surveillance sweep; every angle, every camera that might show how our shooter reached that vantage point. The Obsidian security feed plays on loop in my nightmares; Ellia dangling above the street, her body jerking violently when the bullet hits, her ankle slipping from August’s grasp, and the crowd below scattered like startled birds, and then that impossible moment when they caught her.

August’s fingers were white-knuckled through that narrow window of time, desperate to keep her from falling. I watch his hands now, trembling slightly as he adjusts her blanket, and the rational part of me understands he couldn't have held tighter, but something untamed inside me keeps replaying that moment, wondering if one more ounce of strength might have changed everything. What's the point of this blame game now, though? She's here, but barely breathing, and my anger can't fix that.

Seventy-two hours have crawled by. Ellia lies entangled in a web of tubes and wires, each monitor's pulse like a sledgehammer against my ribs. The bullet hovers, a deadly metallic intruder, mere millimeters from her voice box.

Purple-blue swelling distorts her slender throat, postponing any surgical intervention. The crude plastic tracheostomy tube juts from her neck like an alien appendage, and Doc's grim expression when he mentioned her voice still haunts me.

The door hinges creak. Doc enters, clutching his chart against his chest like a shield. "Did you know she was pregnant?"

My muscles lock. Across the room, August springs to his feet, chair legs screeching against floorboards. 

"Pregnant? She...she never said..."

I drag my fingers down my stubbled face. "What do you mean, was?"

Doc's weathered hands search the Manila folder. "Her bloodwork shows elevated HCG levels."

My pulse thunders in my ears, drowning out everything else. The revelation crashes over me, this secret she either never discovered or deliberately kept hidden. 

Now her battered body cradles not one life but two, both suspended in the fragile balance between existence and oblivion.

Doc's voice cuts like a scalpel. "The blood loss, oxygen deprivation, trauma, her body is shutting down the pregnancy. Basically, nature's triage."

"Bullshit. Ellia would have told us." My voice cracks, betraying me. "How far?"

"Six weeks," he says, adjusting her IV with mechanical accuracy, like he's not demolishing our world with each syllable.

I don't recall the step I took, but August materializes beside me, our shoulders touching through sweat-dampened cotton. His exhales come harsh and uneven against my side. His face has gone chalk-white, the muscles along his jawline bulging beneath skin pulled taut, the grinding of his molars audible in the hushed room. 

Each breath he takes makes his broad shoulders hitch and tremble, like he's drowning in open air.

Doc retreats toward the exit, his weathered hand finding the doorknob. "I'll leave you two alone." The clinical edge in his voice softens to something almost paternal. "Remember... gentle movements only. Her system can't handle any additional stress."

Six weeks ago. The dates flash through my consciousness like muzzle fire—Sydney with its harbor lights, or Manchester's rain-slick streets? 

My internal calendar fractures, each fragment sharp enough to draw blood. 

Manchester means the child growing inside her carries my DNA alone. Sydney opens possibilities I'm not ready to face. I dig my fingertips into my temples until pain blossoms, anything to quiet the relentless calculations.

His name forms in my mouth, tastes like copper. "August."

The word suspends between us, leaden and wrong. Three feet away, Ellia remains still as marble, the ventilator forcing her chest to rise and fall while an invisible fault line cracks the foundation beneath us.

I scan his features for any flicker—forgiveness, comprehension, the smallest gesture that might release the steel bands constricting my lungs.

Nothing comes.

He lifts his palm toward me, cutting me off. "I was in recovery six weeks ago." His voice is measured, deliberate. Dangerous.

The dates arrange themselves like bullets on a timeline. Manchester's rain-slicked mission; four weeks with her body curved against mine each night. August: benched in Australia for two, his head wrapped in gauze. The math crystallizes with brutal clarity.

No accusations fly between us. The facts stand naked in the room's fluorescent glare. Her blood still stains my tactical gear, hanging in the safehouse closet, just days old. 

"Fuck," escapes my throat, a prayer without hope. I pivot away, fingers digging trenches through my hair until my scalp screams. 

The pain blooms like a flare, necessary as oxygen, the only honest sensation in this fog of betrayal. 

Ellia's monitors pulse green and blue, counting heartbeats she floats above, unconscious. August stands rooted, spine rigid as a sniper's. His hands, the same that nearly lost her over that railing, hang useless at his sides, and his silence slices deeper than any shouted accusation.

Between these walls, surrounded by medical waste and borrowed equipment, I grasp the cruel simplicity. No intentions. No promises. Just bodies and timing and fragile cells multiplying inside her while we played at being soldiers. 

"This child belongs to both of us," he finally says, voice like gravel over glass. "We all chose this arrangement with open eyes."

My vision blurs, throat closing around unspeakable grief. Her voice box, her perfect voice, and now this tiny constellation of cells, both slipping away while we stand here, powerless as civilians.

August drags a chair across the floor, its legs scraping against worn hardwood. He positions himself at her bedside, shoulders hunched, while I settle at the foot of the bed.

Her body looks impossibly small beneath the clinical white sheets, her skin nearly translucent against the bruising. I'd carve out my own heart with bare hands if it meant trading places with her. 

The guilt sits like lead in my stomach. I should have been at the loft, watching her six.

A single tear escapes down her ashen cheek, glistening under the harsh light as if some part of her consciousness registered our devastating conversation. 

The pregnancy changes everything. The bastard who put a bullet through her didn't just target the woman who'd become my north star; they'd fired at our unborn child.

My fingers tremble slightly as I extract my phone and step into the hallway. The stone walls of this Scottish safe house seem to close in around me as I dial. 

"Tell me you have something," I demand when Jenkins answers.

"Security footage captured a figure in black," he replies, his voice tight with controlled urgency. "We're enhancing the image now. Height suggests male, approximately 6’2."

My voice scrapes like gravel against concrete. "Call me the second you have a visual."

I grip the phone until my knuckles go white. "This was personal from the start, but the bastard just killed our baby." The words escape like shrapnel, tearing through the air between us.

"Jax..." Jenkins' voice softens with unwanted compassion. I terminate the call mid-word, shoving the phone into my pocket with trembling fingers.

I freeze in the doorway. August's broad shoulders curve inward as he tenderly brushes away the solitary tear tracking down Ellia's cheek. His own tears carve silent paths down his tan face, dropping onto the starched sheets. 

I've seen him cradle children during practices, watched him spend hours entertaining kids at his Sydney club's charity events, their small hands reaching for high-fives from their hero. The same hands now hover helplessly over Ellia's abdomen.

The knowledge settles in my chest like a block of ice. This will shatter him completely. It's already fracturing me; the pressure inside me is breaking structure I didn’t know I had. But I can't crumble, not now. I straighten my spine, steel replacing marrow. Someone has to remain standing in this collapsing world.

August's voice barely disturbs the air between us. "How long until she regains consciousness?"

His fingertips hover above her stomach, not quite touching, as I drag a metal chair across to her other side.

"Doc says they'll keep her under until the swelling recedes." My throat constricts around each syllable, the words scraping like glass. "I'm hoping she stays out until..." The sentence dies, too brutal to complete.

"Until nature finishes what the bullet started," August whispers, his gaze fixed on her colorless face, the hollows beneath her eyes deep as bruises.
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AUGUST

When Ellia’s eyelids finally fluttered open, Jaxon and I were already positioned like sentries on either side of her hospital bed. We had remained rooted there despite the on-call nurse’s repeated attempts to shoo us away. 

She’d been under heavy sedation for eleven agonizing days; a necessary decision we’d made to give her battered body time to recover from the miscarriage. Another burden we will carry in silence.

The tracheostomy tube protruding from her throat looked alien against her pale skin, a necessary evil after the trauma left her airway dangerously swollen. Her first moments of consciousness were frantic, fingers scrabbling desperately at her neck, eyes wide with panic when no sound emerged.

Doc rushed in with a syringe that melted the terror from her face. I’ve kept vigil here, sleeping in the vinyl chair that’s left permanent creases in my skin, while Jaxon makes the three-hour drive between here and Manchester like a man possessed.

Meanwhile, Jenkins stalks our enemies from the shadows, and Faith works her connections to secure us a remote house in Montana’s wilderness, somewhere the world can’t find us.

Spacious enough for the whole crew. Jaxon doesn’t want them far in case of an emergency, just like Manchester. 

The media vultures circle endlessly, broadcasting those horrific images of Ellia’s bloodied body dangling upside down on every channel, and her publicity team works around the clock in damage-control mode. 

My phone vibrates with such relentless fury that I’ve banished it beneath the cushions, where it hums like an angry hornet’s nest. Each notification represents another vulture from some glossy magazine or tabloid, circling for scraps of our tragedy. 

In his increasingly hoarse voicemails, my agent sounds like a man fighting a hurricane with his bare hands, though he’s worth every penny of his commission as he constructs an impenetrable barrier between our broken family and the feral journalists stalking the practice field’s perimeter.

By the third day of consciousness, Ellia’s fingers began to dance in the air, delicate, precise movements forming words in a language neither Jaxon nor I comprehended. American Sign Language, the Doc explained, was something she must have studied in secret.

Now, I spend every spare moment hunched over instructional videos, my own fingers clumsy with effort, knowing her damaged vocal cords might never produce more than a whisper again.

Peters has assembled a new flight crew, hardened men with military-issue haircuts and vigilant eyes that never quite settle. Each candidate endured Jaxon’s brutal interrogation and Jenkins’ background checks before receiving reluctant approval. 

“They get one chance,” Jaxon had growled earlier, his jaw tight with the memory of the betrayal that nearly cost Ellia her life. “One.”

Ellia’s fingertips drum against my forearm, three deliberate taps that pull me from my thoughts. 

Her hands form the question with graceful precision: “How long?”

“Just until Jenkins returns,” I murmur, lifting her slender hand to press my lips against her knuckles, still marveling at finding warmth there instead of the deathly cold I can’t forget. 

“Jaxon’s watching the flight crew like a hawk.”

She nods once, her gaze drifting back to the window where rain traces jagged paths down the glass. 

Behind her eyes, I can see the walls already rising, invisible fortifications against a world that’s hurt her too deeply, too often.

By the time we reach the private hangar, Jaxon stands like a sentinel at the foot of the aircraft stairs, draped in tactical black from neck to boot. The faint scent of gunpowder and pine still clings to him, evidence of his pre-dawn hunting ritual, his way of steadying his nerves.

I circle the armored SUV to Ellia’s door, my heart clenching as she winces with each subtle movement. She cradles a down pillow against her abdomen where three hollow-point rounds had shredded through her lung and intestines. 

The surgical scar from extracting the third bullet from her throat peeks above her trach, angry and red against her porcelain skin

Her fingers find mine, cool and trembling slightly as she rises. Around us, Jenkins and his team form a protective ring, weapons drawn but lowered, their weathered faces etched with the same haunted guilt I see in the mirror, the unspoken knowledge that we failed to secure that rooftop.

Ellia gifts a gentle smile upon each man as she ascends the stairs, her forgiveness more devastating than any accusation could be. Not one of these hardened operatives shifts position until she’s settled in the cabin. 

This journey bears no resemblance to our previous travel; every inch of the aircraft is crowded with Jaxon’s men, their vigilance a fortress of flesh and firepower.

I tuck the cashmere blanket around her shoulders, my voice barely a whisper against the aircraft’s hum. “Need anything, love?”

Her hands rise between us, pale fingers forming the familiar shape: “Water.”

I recognize it instantly; that request has become our ritual. Her throat, raw and vulnerable around the trach tube, craves constant moisture these days.

I retrieve a crystal tumbler from the main cabin, where Jaxon sits, guarding near the bedroom door, his broad shoulders and vigilant eyes forming yet another layer of protection between Ellia and the outside world.

When I return, she’s surrendered to the sedative, head tilted against the pillowcase, eyelashes casting delicate shadows across her cheekbones. 

The flight stretches ahead, ten hours of Atlantic crossing, but at least she’ll journey through it wrapped in pharmaceutical mercy. 

I shed my boots and shirt, slipping beside her with careful movements. Even in medicated slumber, her fingers twitch occasionally, fighting phantoms I cannot see. But holding her hand through this has proven that her nightmares stay at bay, even if it is for a short while.

Ellia’s fingertips press against my forearm halfway through the flight, jolting me from a fitful sleep. Her eyes, rimmed with shadows, hold the haunted look that follows her nightmares. 

I snap upright, heart racing.

“What’s wrong?” My voice cracks with concern as I lean over her, checking her bandages.

She shakes her head slowly, pale fingers extending for my phone. The screen snaps to life, casting a shadow on her face as she types, her brow furrowed in concentration. When she angles it back, the screen glows with six simple words: “I saw her again. My guardian.”

I swallow hard. “The one from before?”

Her fingers dance across the glass surface. The message appears: “It wasn’t my time. But.” Her thumbs linger over the keyboard.

“Baby girl, tell me when you are ready,” I say softly. 

She offers a fragile nod before typing again: “Can you put on a movie?”

“Of course, love.” The endearment slips out naturally.

I scroll through the entertainment system until Ellia’s cool fingers encircle my wrist, halting my movement as the title Taken illuminates the cabin’s darkness. Another comfort film. 

She beckons me closer with a delicate wave as the opening credits roll, attempting to shift position but wincing sharply. I guide her gently back down; her head nestled against my arm.

Throughout the flight, Jaxon appears at her bedside like a wraith, his massive frame somehow silent against the aircraft’s hum. 

Each time, he kneels beside her, pressing his fingertips to her forehead with surprising gentleness, his vigilant eyes cataloging every flicker of discomfort. 

“I’m so sorry,” he whispers, the words hanging between them like a prayer. 

He stays longer than necessary, drinking in her presence before reluctantly retreating.

I understand his desperation. The moment we touch down, he’ll vanish into the shadows, unleashing hell to hunt Michael and Robyn to the ends of the earth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3

[image: ]


ELLIA

––––––––
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I blink awake to find August framed in the doorway, his attention ping-ponging between me and his phone screen. I arch one eyebrow, and he responds by flashing three fingers, then tapping his phone face. 

Three hours until Arik and Cedar touch down from across the pond.

The humidifier beside my bed hisses softly until I silence it with a click. August takes a half-step into the room before freezing and retreating. 

This dance has become routine with all of them—advance, hesitate, withdraw—treating me like some priceless artifact that might crumble at a touch.

Faith arranged our sanctuary: a Montana estate nestled against wilderness, with the glassy surface of a lake reflecting pine-covered mountains. The place boasts five bedrooms, an office Jaxon immediately claimed, and a gym that would make professional athletes envious.

Excessive? Perhaps. But choice wasn't part of my recovery plan. Doc kept me sedated through the worst of it, and I welcomed the oblivion. 

When consciousness finally returned, bringing with it silence where my voice should be, bullet wounds mapping my body, and organs struggling to function, that chemical escape felt like mercy.

During our video calls, Arik's face fills my screen, forehead creased with worry lines. My fingers dance through the air, forming words my throat can't make. Arik watches, confused, until Jaxon or August leans into the frame and translates.

At night, I catch August watching ASL tutorials on YouTube, the light illuminating his determined face. Meanwhile, Jaxon studies my hands whenever I sign, absorbing the movements like he once absorbed German and Russian during his travels.

My fingers cramp as I practice the new signs I've learned each day. When I wince and shake out my hands, Jaxon shoots me a look and a warning: "Maybe enough for tonight?"

I would shake my head and force my fingers into another sentence, ignoring the burn in my joints. Understanding matters more than comfort.

ASL was something I picked up on the road years ago. Not every fan could communicate with words, and I was never going to make them feel like the odd one out when I could just as easily step into their world. 

The doctor won't commit to whether my voice will return partially, fully, or never. I've mentally shelved my albums and tours while the guys keep talking about "when" I'll sing again, not "if." 

Recovery has become my full-time job, and I'm desperate for a resignation letter for all of this to end. I dream about simple freedoms. Instead, I'm trapped in another safe house while Michael remains unaccounted for.

After I was shot, Jaxon destroyed Solace in a panic. Now he's building a replacement system from scratch, reverse-engineering what I created through intuition rather than documentation.

I watch him squint at code structures I barely remember writing myself. Solace evolved organically over the years, lines of code flowing from my fingers. Yes, a backup exists, but I haven’t told Jaxon exactly where I stored it.

Life keeps landing punches, and I've stopped bothering to block them. I find a bitter satisfaction watching Jaxon puzzle through algorithms and August stumble over basic signs. Their frustration is the only company my own pain keeps these days.

August steps back three paces, his eyes never leaving mine. I know he wants to do more, but there isn’t much anyone can do.

“I’m going to take a shower,” I sign, sliding off the bed with a wince. 

Getting shot wasn’t part of my plan, yet here I am. Navigating through the pain, both mentally and physically.

The bullet lodged in my throat was removed weeks ago, and now I’m living with the aftermath of that railing. I still don’t think Jaxon has forgiven August; hell, I can’t forgive myself. How was I to know someone was lying and waiting for me to step out onto the balcony?

“Want some company, love?” August asks, his eyes gleaming.

I nod as I rise. 

It’s been weeks, and aside from helping me move or, in August’s case, bathing me, they haven’t touched me. They keep saying “you’re injured,” “I don’t want to hurt you,” or “let’s wait and see what the doctor says.”

I’ve stopped trying to initiate anything. Now I just leave them be. Maybe this hole in my throat is a turn-off, but at least they fitted me with a sleek black collar that makes it look like jewelry, rather than survival.

Every time I see the doctor, I want to hug him for saving my life again, and I’m not someone who touches strangers.

I peel off my shirt and underwear as August adjusts the water to scalding hot, exactly how I like it. He doesn’t normally go for “burn-your-skin” temperatures, but he indulges me just to stay close without crossing any lines.

After I twist my hair into a tight bun, I sign, “You don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do, now hop in,” he says, giving my hip a playful tap. 

That’s the most contact I’ve had in weeks.

Well, aside from when he joins me in the shower. He may not notice how much pain flickers across his face when he looks at me, but I do—from him, from Jaxon, even from Jenkins.

I wish they’d stop. I hope they know I didn’t choose this. What I chose was refusing to let it drag me back into that dark place I fought so hard to escape.

That one weekend with the guys in Sydney made me feel more alive than I had all year, and I haven’t looked back; I didn’t want to.

Now the two people I need most treat me like fragile glass, ready to shatter at the slightest touch. No matter how many times I tell them I crave their closeness, they shrink away, and that hurts more than anything.

Steam rises around us as August's soapy hands move gently across my skin. 

"Looking forward to seeing Arik and Cedar?" he asks, his voice carefully neutral.

I nod, feeling my lips curve into what must be a genuine smile. 

My fingers form the words: "I know you're worried about them, but..."

"I get it," he interrupts, eyes fixed on my hands. "You need to understand whatever connection exists between all of you."

He's right.

That night, when everything went dark, when I slipped away, something pulled me back, something with Arik and Cedar at its center. I can't articulate it, can barely comprehend it myself, but I need answers.

"Turn around," he murmurs. "Careful now."

I pivot slowly, signing over my shoulder: " Yes, sir."

His exhale cools my wet skin. That phrase always affects him, though his stubborn pride keeps creating this distance between us. The barrier isn't mine to remove.

I pull on my sweatshirt and sweatpants while August sprawls across the bed, watching with that careful distance in his eyes. Before, his gaze would have sent heat through my body. Now it only reminds me of what's missing.

In the office, Jaxon hammers at his keyboard, jaw clenched, shoulders hunched. Something malicious in me enjoys it. I find myself wondering what it would feel like to have all of that directed at me instead, and how quickly it might dissolve. But I am only watching.

I tap his shoulder and sign, "Need help?"

The headshake is immediate, automatic. I back away, letting him stew. 

The shooting wasn't his fault, though he carries it like a penance. If anyone should bear that weight, it's me; I'm the one who perched on that railing while danger closed in.

"Your friends are en route," Jaxon says without turning.

I nod once and drift toward the kitchen.

“Jenkins says the plus ones aren’t coming,” he says low and dangerous. “Why didn’t you tell me they were going to bring their friends?”

I turn, hands flying: "You never asked. You don't talk to me anymore."

"That's not true, Ellia." 

My full name from his lips, another wall between us. 

He had started using my full name since I woke up in the unfamiliar room. The place we held up until I was stable enough to fly. 

I wave him off. Death doesn't scare me. Recovery doesn't exhaust me. Even losing pieces of myself isn't what breaks me. Well, not anymore. What hurts, what fucking guts me, is loving two men who now treat me like a ghost they're afraid to pass through.

Every day, they watch me "getting stronger" from across the room, and every day the distance widens.

Jaxon follows me into the kitchen. "Hey, talk to me."

My fingers flick through the air: "Not now."

I reach for a glass, aware of his eyes tracking my every movement. The words I can't sign hang heavy between us; I see the flicker of regret cross his face whenever he looks at my throat, and I'm terrified to ask him to leave because I'm not convinced he'd fight to stay.

I fill the glass at the sink, feeling August's presence in the doorway behind me. Two sets of eyes watch as I tilt the water carefully past my lips. I wonder if some part of them wishes I'd choke, just a little, so they could rush in and save me, proving their necessity.

I catch them staring, and they both glance away. The Doc’s warnings echo in my head, all the ways water could slip past the device and drown me from the inside. Not that I'd let that happen, but they watch me like I might.

The doorbell chimes from the garage entrance. Thank fuck. Their concerned stares were boring into me until I felt light-headed. Worse, I still react to their attention like it means something. As if I'm more than just a complicated houseguest. A houseguest August washes in the shower, but nothing more.

As the elevator door slides open with a soft hydraulic hiss, Jenkins emerges first in his full black tactical gear, the fabric catching the light as he moves. 

“Take off your shoes,” Jenkins says. 

Jaxon and August stand like twin sentinels, their broad shoulders nearly touching as they create a wall of muscle and tension. I hang back in the shadows of the foyer, watching as they assess each visitor with predatory focus, nostrils flaring slightly, jaws clenched tight enough to crack walnuts.

When they finally step aside in perfect unison, the visitors come into full view. Cedar pushes his hair back, the chestnut curls immediately falling forward again, as his cautious smile grows when our eyes meet. He is broader than I remember.

Next to him, Arik stands rigid, the light catching his blue eyes in a way that makes them burn against his heavily tattooed skin, like a man using every ounce of control not to shatter, holding a bouquet of black roses and purple tiger lilies. 

Tears sting the back of my eyelids. One thing about getting used to healing, I will not let it happen this time. Arik had remembered my favorite flowers, letting Cedar in on that revelation. 

My eyes drift to meet their gaze and back to the flowers, a vicious circle of wanting to cry and wanting to jump with excitement.

Cedar mentioned he would be bringing Riley, but they didn’t have a sitter for an extended period of time, so she stayed back with their child.

I glance up at Jaxon and August, clasping my hands behind my back like a scolded child. I bite my lower lip, a silent plea for permission. 

Something in Jaxon’s expression gives way, the hard lines around his mouth softening for the first time in weeks. He lifts his hand toward our guests, fingers opening slowly, deliberately, like a flower finally deciding it’s safe to bloom.

That’s all I need. I bolt. Arik barely has time to brace before I’m in his arms. He catches me like I weigh nothing, like gravity itself has loosened its grip. My arms lock around his neck as if my life depends on it, because some days, it feels like it does. Inhaling his smoke and leather scent. 

“Hey,” he murmurs, voice rough with emotion, holding me tighter. “Tiger Lily.”

The nickname, born near the loch, spoken like a promise, undoes something in me. When my feet hit the ground, I held my stomach with a hiss. Arik has a confused look, as do I. 

“Did you feel that?” August being my voice. 

We both look down at our hands. But I didn't just feel something in my hands; it was my whole body. 

Cedar doesn’t rush me. Doesn’t reach. He looks at me, eyes steady, like he’s checking to see if I’m real. 

Then, softer than I expect, he says my name, or almost my name. Cedar's lips curve into a half-smile. "Hi, Ghost."

I lift one eyebrow. 

"Well, yeah, you've walked through the veil twice now and returned." His voice drops. "Not many can claim that."

The tracheostomy tube shifts against my skin as I swallow, a constant reminder of how close I've come to crossing over, twice now. Whatever force keeps pulling me back must be growing weary of the effort.

My fingers form the question: "Dakota couldn't make it?"

"Yeah." Cedar pushes those persistent curls from his forehead. "He wanted to bring Lyric along, but we figured it wasn't the best timing with your recovery and all."

Jaxon's voice cuts through the air like a blade. "Let's be clear...you mean while she's mute and has a target on her back."

Even with the truth, Jaxon doesn’t have to be mean. “Stop being a dick,” I sign to him. And August laughs, trying to stifle his laugh with a cough. 

I turn back to August and Jaxon, their faces tight with something that might be jealousy, might be concern. I retreat from our visitors, backing toward the familiar safety of August's proximity.

I know he'll accept my weight against him, even if that's all he'll accept these days. Jaxon hasn't shared our bed in weeks, claiming he's working late to improve my communication system. But I know better; he can't bear to touch what's damaged.

My body, once sacred ground between us, now stands abandoned like a weathered cabin no one visits anymore. So, now he stays far away from me, even when all I want is his touch.

Jaxon gestures toward the living area. "This way," he says, his voice tight. "We weren't informed about additional guests." His eyes flick to mine, accusation thinly veiled.

I narrow my gaze in response.

He forces a smile that doesn't reach his eyes. "Fortunately, space isn't an issue here."

His arm sweeps outward in a grand motion that encompasses the sprawling house, a kingdom of marble and glass that feels increasingly hollow.

“This place is...” Arik’s voice fades as his eyes settle on the lake beyond the windows, its surface catching the light.

I set the bouquet on the foyer table and drift back to August, fitting myself against his chest.

My fingers shape “Thank you” in the space between us.

His heartbeat thrums against my spine, the only rhythm that still makes sense in this silent world I inhabit.

Jaxon gestures toward a hallway. "Jenkins’ room past the kitchen, three more guest rooms upstairs. The gym occupies most of the lower level."

My fingers find August's forearm, tapping three times. He understands immediately, his voice becoming the vessel for my thoughts: “Thank you for coming.” 
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CHAPTER 4
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ELLIA

After our guests have unloaded their luggage in their respective bedrooms, and Jaxon pulls me into the hallway, his fingers warm against my wrist.

"Why them?" he whispers, his voice a controlled simmer, eyes darting toward the closed guest room door.

I exhale slowly, feeling the weight of his question press against my chest. 

"Because I needed to see something.” My hands flutter in the dim light of the hallway, fingers precise and deliberate as they form each word.

"What do you need to see? Is it because I've been buried in getting the new security system online?" His jaw tightens, a muscle pulsing beneath his three-day stubble.

How can I explain that I died? That some electric current of life yanked me back to that moment in the tattoo shop where my heart stopped beating. 

Stretched out on that cold table, I saw everything through a crystalline haze, the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, the metallic tang of blood in my mouth. And the touch of Arik and Cedar.

Those men holding my hands, I felt something course through me, something ancient and powerful that made my fingertips tingle even now, weeks later. I can't even articulate it in the privacy of my own thoughts, let alone to someone else.

"And what does it matter to you? You never touch me." My hands dance angrily through the air, each movement sharp as a blade.

"That's not fair, Ellia." His voice cracks on my name.

"There. Right there. My full name." I jab my index finger into his chest, feeling his heartbeat against my nail, before turning away, my bare feet silent against the marble floor.

I feel him trailing me, his shadow merging with mine under the hallway sconces, like he's afraid I'll vanish if he blinks. 

Some nights I fantasize about exactly that, slipping out the back door, becoming nothing but footprints in wet grass, free from the weight of their concerned glances. 

A laugh catches in my throat, sharp as broken glass.

Fair? Nothing's fair about how they transformed me from lover to artifact. Before the shooting, their hands explored; now they hover, never quite touching, as if I'm some museum piece with a DO NOT HANDLE sign. 

The air between us has changed, thickened with their silent apologies, metallic with their guilt, suffocating with their fear that I might shatter completely if they breathe too hard in my direction.

In the living room, our guests have claimed territory in our home. Cedar lounges at one end of the sectional, tattooed arm hanging carelessly over the edge like he owns the place. Arik perches at attention, back straight, fingers tapping an anxious beat against his knee. The tension is palpable; they know they're intruders in my men's domain.

The grandfather clock in the hall strikes midnight, each chime reverberating through my bones. I curl into the far end of the sectional, wrapping myself in the weighted blanket that smells faintly of Jaxon's cologne. The fabric scratches against my skin, a reminder of all the sensations I've grown hypersensitive to since the incident.

I catch August's eye across the room, where he sits rigid in the matching lounge chair, his posture a perfect right angle of disapproval. My hands flutter in the air between us. 

"Do you need anything?" August clears his throat before he translates, his voice flat as a heart monitor.

The weight of August's stare bores into me like a drill bit, his jaw clenched so tight I can almost hear his molars grinding. The unspoken accusation hangs between us. I've invited strangers into our sanctuary, my tattoo artists, without proper explanation.

The two men I once believed would protect me from anything now only shield me from life itself.

"Why did you call her tiger lily, Arik?" Jaxon's voice slices through the room from the doorway.

His arms cross over his chest, biceps straining against his shirt sleeves, veins mapping rivers of tension.

Arik's eyes find mine, questioning. I offer a shrug and nod, permission granted in the silent language I've been forced to adopt.

Arik's voice cut through the silence. "Tiger lilies survive where other flowers wither. They're resilient, striking, and deadly to those who don't understand them." 

His eyes never left mine as he spoke. 

An explanation I wasn’t expecting. But he offered it anyway. I sat, eyes wide as saucers at the answer.  

August's face hardened into stone, a muscle twitching in his cheek like something alive trapped beneath marble. Across the room, Jaxon moved with measured steps toward the center, shoulders squared, fingers curling and uncurling at his sides. 

The temperature seemed to rise around him, waves of anger radiating outward until I could feel them lapping against my skin. 

"Tell me,” he said, voice low and dangerous, "exactly how you came to that conclusion."

We are off to a great start. I roll my eyes at the two brooding men as Arik rises to his full height, closing the distance between them until they stand chest to chest, two storm fronts colliding.

Arik's voice cuts through the tension like a serrated blade.

"I am not here to measure dick sizes, mate." He jabs a finger toward him, veins bulging along his forearm. "She asked us to come. If you don't like it, tough fucking shit." 

His sapphire eyes darken to midnight, pupils dilating until they nearly swallow the blue.

I throw myself between them, one palm pressed to my churning stomach, before both hands fly outward. Through my right hand, Jaxon's heart pounds steady and familiar. But when my left hand meets Arik's chest, something ruptures inside me, a current races up my arm, searing through my body as molten metal pours into my veins.

My back curves against my will, my head wrenched backwards by something unseen. In that moment, I'm not just touching Arik, I'm inside him, swimming in the dark waters of his mind: territorial fury, fierce protection, and underneath it all, something that makes my blood run cold. He recognizes me. And he's afraid.

My knees buckle. Jaxon catches me before I hit the floor, while August's heavy footsteps echo across the marble. Only Arik doesn't move, frozen in place, his eyes locked on mine with an intensity that makes my skull vibrate with his unspoken question. 

“What the hell was that?” August’s voice laced with fear. 

It hangs in the air between us, but I already know my blood carries the answer like a fever. Whatever binds Arik and me exists before both of us, something primordial that cannot be severed.

When I get a second to catch my breath, my lungs burning as if I've swallowed fire, Jaxon's voice scrapes through the silence: "Ellia, what..." His words wither and die, suspended in the electric air between us.

The truth is a stone lodged in my throat. Jaxon's hands encircle my waist, his fingers digging into my flesh like anchors, keeping me from floating away. 

When I twist to look over my shoulder, Arik's face is a battlefield of emotions, confusion etched in the furrow between his brows, yet his lips curl with an almost reverent satisfaction. 

He's not fighting whatever current surges between us; he's surrendering to it, welcoming it like an old friend.

"I don't know," I sign, my fingers trembling violently. 

Jaxon's eyes lock onto my hands, absorbing my silent confession without translating, keeping my vulnerability private in this crowded room.

My eyes dart from face to face, each stare burning into me with unbearable intensity. The silence in the room has weight, pressing against my chest as they all wait for an explanation I don't have.

"I need a minute," I sign, my fingers shaking. 

I flee down the hallway, not daring to look behind me. I slam my bedroom door and collapse against it, sliding down until I hit the floor. 

My heart hammers against my ribs as I press my palms against my temples. Whatever just happened between Arik and me wasn't normal, wasn't human.
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CHAPTER 5 
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AUGUST

I press my forehead against the cool mahogany door. "Ellia, open up, please," I whisper, my voice cracking with desperation. 

She'd been healing this time; her eyes had regained that amber spark. Not like after that frigid night on the mountain when she disappeared inside herself for months, her body present but her spirit gone.

By the time Jaxon chartered the private jet to Sydney, she was technically ready to face the cameras and flashing lights, though Jaxon and I exchanged knowing glances over her fragile smiles.

And in those first sun-drenched days in Sydney, she bloomed, laughing at breakfast, sketching on the balcony as seagulls wheeled overhead. She shared more than in all those hollow months after we lost her. 

Now, with bandages circling her throat and doctors shaking their heads about her vocal cords, I watch her eyes grow distant again. She traces letters on foggy bathroom mirrors, but I sense she's still processing the permanence of this silence.

Jaxon hunches over his laptop in the study, surrounded by codes, new system firewall sequences, more than any man should. 

When Ellia pads in with coffee, touching his shoulder with trembling fingers, he barely looks up. His jaw tightens, eyes hardening like polished granite. The walls he's built around himself would make a fortress envious.

She masks her hurt with practiced precision, but I catch her reflection in mirrored surfaces when she thinks no one sees, the slight tremble of her lower lip, the way she hugs herself.

At night, she stands in the doorway of his study, a silent plea in her posture. He mumbles about "just a few more hours" but never comes. That leather office chair has been his bed since we arrived, and each night alone is carving hollows beneath her eyes.

Jaxon was never one for flowery speeches, but the distance he maintains while claiming to love her is its own kind of cruelty. I try to bridge the gap he's creating, in whatever small ways I can.

I'm the one who holds her when nightmares jerk her awake, her silent screams more haunting than any sound. I help her wash her hair, the dark strands slipping through my fingers like liquid fire, but I fear that is not enough.

The doctor's six-week intimacy restriction is just another wall in her maze of recovery. My own words seem to evaporate whenever those amber eyes meet mine. Because in them, I see everything she once was, vibrant and unstoppable. Before life began systematically stripping her down, layer by layer, until it finally took what we both loved most: the tiny heartbeat that stopped before we ever heard its sound.

I've pleaded with Jaxon to let me ask Ellia if she knew about the baby, but he's adamant we wait until we have answers about her voice. The doctor kept her sedated through the miscarriage, a mercy I'm grateful for now. 

When Doc told us, Jaxon, the man I've seen weather impossible storms without flinching, collapsed into himself. I held him as we both shattered, our grief a shared, wordless thing in that small room.

The bedroom door cracks open just enough to reveal her slender fingers forming words in the air: "I'm fine."

Then darkness as it clicks shut. 

That moment with Arik wasn't normal. I can't forget the blue-white spark that jumped between them before her palm even touched his chest. 

Jaxon missed it entirely, but when he caught her collapsing body, I recognized that vacant look returning to her eyes.

I drag my fingers through my hair and trudge into the living room, where expectant faces turn toward me.

"She's gone to bed," I announce to the silent audience. 

Not exactly the stellar first impression she'd hoped for tonight. Now Jaxon's seething at Arik and Cedar, convinced they've come to take her away.

But I don't share his suspicion. I only know that something inexplicable connected her to them that night; the why and how remain mysteries I can't solve. But I am not above protecting what is mine, and that is Ellia and everything that involves her.

Jaxon's footsteps thunder down the hallway.

"Office. Don't disturb me," he calls over his shoulder, leaving a vacuum of tension behind him.

I offer our guests an apologetic smile. "He's been... going through a lot lately."

Across from me, Arik's knee bounces like a piston, his jaw clenched. "What exactly is his problem with us? Since day one, he's acted like we're the enemy."

I search for words to explain Jaxon, his fierce protectiveness, his inability to process fear as anything but anger. But nothing adequate comes.

"Arik," I say, sinking into an armchair, "what happened when you touched her?"

The room collapses into a vacuum of silence. Cedar leans forward beside Arik, knuckles white against his knees. "We don't know exactly." 

His voice scrapes down to a razor-edge whisper. "But that's why we came. We thought..." He chokes on whatever confession was clawing its way up his throat, shoulders hunching as if someone had just placed a corpse across his back.

I manage only a strangled "Hmm" that burns in my throat.

"Coming here, right now," I slash my hand through the air between us, "was a fucking mistake. We're trying to keep her alive, and you two showing up..." 

The words die as my jaw locks with rage.

"You think we're what's hunting her." Cedar's voice is flat, dead.

Arik's eyes narrow to obsidian slits. "Because you've done such a spectacular job protecting her so far?" 

The words drip like acid from his lips. Something feral flashes behind his eyes that makes my skin crawl.

"What exactly are you implying, mate?" I spit the last word like I'm trying to dislodge a bullet from between my teeth.

"For over a year, you've failed to find the fucking monster that butchered her." His voice rises until it's scraping the ceiling. "You've buried her alive behind these walls like some precious, broken doll while her soul rots away right in front of you!"

My vision blurs red. I'm across the room before my brain catches up, fists already clenched. "You have NO FUCKING CLUE what we're dealing with!" I roar. "You walk in here thinking you know her after what...five minutes? I DO!"

Jaxon materializes like a specter, his iron grip crushing into my shoulder, wrenching me backward with enough force to make my teeth clack. Arik doesn't even blink. He's so close I can count each individual eyelash, inhale the acrid cigarette smoke burning off his breath like poison. 

Our chests slam together with each ragged breath, hearts hammering against each other through bone and muscle.

"The only fucking reason you're breathing my air right now is that she needs to figure out whatever the hell happened that night," I snarl, spittle flying between us.

"You mean the night she DIED in my goddamn arms?" His voice cracks like thunder. "The night I... ME!" He slams his fist against his sternum so hard it echoes. "I FELT HER HEART STOP BEATING. I felt the life drain out of her while you stood there SCREAMING USELESSLY. I was holding a corpse while you panicked, so don't you DARE tell me where I belong!"

"We ALL felt her disappear, you self-righteous PRICK!" The words tear from my throat, raw and bleeding.

"AUGUST!" Jaxon roars, wedging himself between us like he's separating rabid dogs.

"NO!" I shove against him, veins bulging in my neck. "He doesn't get to waltz in here and lecture ME about one fucking night when WE'VE been keeping her alive for YEARS. WE know her. WE understand her. Not this FUCKING PARASITE!"

His voice drops so low I have to lean in to hear it, the words slithering between us like something venomous. 

"You think because you've had her body, you know her soul?" His pupils dilate until his eyes are black holes. "When her screams wake you at 3 AM, do you know which demon is hunting her? Can you name the exact moment her ribcage collapses inward when she can't fucking breathe?" 

He's in my space now, close enough that I can see a vein pulsing in his temple. "What would make her put a bullet in her own heart to protect it? What hollows her out until she's nothing but an echo?" 

His fists are clenched so tight they're bloodless. 

"What day...what EXACT fucking day...split her childhood like an axe through bone?" Spittle hits my cheek as he lunges forward, grabbing my shirt. "You've FUCKED her, but you've never KNOWN her...like a man who buys the Mona Lisa just to jerk off to it."

Cedar's voice slices through the room. "Ellia."

My blood freezes in my veins. I whip around and there she is, ghost-pale, eyes enormous, watching us tear each other apart. 

Fuck. How long has she been standing there? Every muscle in my body coils tight as a spring. 

Arik's words hammer against my skull because he's right. He's fucking right. I've been sleeping next to a stranger, holding her through nightmares I never asked about, letting her drift further away with each passing day.

"Stop. Both of you." Her hands slice through the air, forming words that Jaxon translates in a voice like gravel.

I stumble back from Arik, chest heaving, sweat beading at my temples. My shoulders roll backward, muscles screaming with tension that won't release. "Baby, I..." 

The words die in my throat as I stare down at the cold marble floor, searching for something, anything, that might salvage what's left of us.

The single tear sliding down her face might as well be battery acid, dissolving what's left of my self-deception, and something ruptures behind my ribs, not just pain, but a catastrophic collapse.

I've loved her with such ferocity that watching her gravitate toward these men feels like watching my own execution. I glance at Jaxon, hunting for backup, but find only hollow acceptance in his eyes. The bastard's already surrendered.

Arik knows which blooms she prefers. Which. Goddamn. Flowers. Such a fundamental detail about her, and here I stand, the man who'd walk through flames if she felt cold, realizing I never once bothered to learn it.

I throw my hands up; fingers splayed like I'm stopping bullets. "You want to talk about knowing her? You've had WEEKS. I've had YEARS." My voice cracks, raw and bleeding.

I jab my finger at Arik's chest, close enough to feel the heat radiating off him. "I am DONE with this shit."

My lungs can't get enough air. The walls are closing in, crushing me. I bolt past the kitchen, through the back door, slamming it so hard the glass rattles. The night air hits my face like ice water, but I keep moving until I collapse onto the stone bench by the lake, my heartbeat thundering in my ears like war drums.

The night air washes over my burning skin like a cool compress. I've never lost control like that before. That smug bastard strolls in here claiming to know her soul because he knows her favorite flower? 

Pathetic. It's lavender, has been since I met her. Every hotel room, every dressing room on tour, filled with those purple stalks. 

"I love the smell," she'd always say.

A gentle tap on my shoulder pulls me from my spiral. Ellia stands there, gesturing toward the bench with a tentative smile.

"Of course," I murmur, sliding over to make room.

She settles beside me, drawing a labored breath through her tracheotomy before her hands begin to move. 

"My favorite flowers are black roses and purple tiger lilies," she signs.

I translate aloud automatically, though we're alone.

I fumble through the ASL I've been practicing: "But you always had lavender on tour."

She tilts her face skyward, moonlight catching the mischief in her eyes. "I do like lavender," she signs. "The scent is lovely, but it was never my favorite. My father grew tiger lilies when I was little. Next to black roses..." 

Her fingers pause, searching for the right sign, "...they create something magical together." 

Her smile carries no accusation, just gentle understanding. I've been suffocating her with my protection, treating her like blown glass instead of tempered steel.

I remember her nightclub in Manchester now, all black walls with purple accent lighting. Even her dress and masks resembled them. The connection hits me like a slap. All this time, the answer was right in front of me, and I never bothered to ask the simplest questions.

"And you like rata," her hands continue, "because they're red and symbolize transformation in your culture. Don't you?" 

The revelation stuns me into silence. All this time, she's carried pieces of my heritage within her, never saying a word. 

I stare at her, stunned into silence. She's known these things about me all along, carrying my culture in her heart while I failed to learn the simplest things about her. A knot forms in my throat.

"I'm going to do better," I promise, my hands forming the words with deliberate care. "Starting now. So, tell me, what other secrets have you been keeping from me?"

Her eyes sparkle with mischief. "You choose tea over coffee every time," she signs, glancing upward as if retrieving memories from the air itself. "And you'd choose a messy, overstuffed burger over any five-star meal."

I shake my head, amazed. "And you?" I sign back. "Pastor tacos?"

She nods enthusiastically, rubbing her stomach with appreciation. "And yes," she continues, signing, "I do love wearing black."

I laugh, gently tugging at the sleeve of her dark hoodie as evidence.

Her hands flutter in the moonlight. "Take me to bed," she signs. "I won't sleep alone tonight."

I stand and extend my hand. When she takes it, the contrast strikes me, her skin like silk against my calluses. We walk back in silence, her body pressed against mine, trailing that scent of lavender I'd always mistaken for her preference.

Cedar and Arik straighten when we enter the living room. Jaxon has disappeared, likely retreated to the office. Ellia's fingertips tap a gentle rhythm against my chest, a private code I've come to treasure. 

"Also," she signs with a mischievous glint, "I absolutely despise peanut butter."

Something about this confession breaks the tension. We both dissolve into laughter, hers a silent, shoulder-shaking joy that transforms her face. I could watch it forever.

The men rise from the couch, but Ellia waves them back down. We settle on opposite ends of her enormous sectional, another detail about her I'm only now truly seeing.

I clear my throat. "Sorry about earlier. Things are..." I gesture helplessly toward Ellia, whose spine remains ramrod straight beside me, absorbing every syllable. "We good?"

Arik's fingers knot together as he looks down. 

"My fault entirely. This situation is..." His voice trails off, the rest of his sentence evaporating into the tense air.

Ellia shifts toward me, her movement deliberate. The signal is unmistakable; she needs my voice now. In the silence, all eyes gravitate to her hands.

Her fingers brush against the black device at her throat, the one designed to look like a fashion statement rather than a medical necessity.

"That went poorly," I translate as her hands dance. "August understands me better than you realize. This isn't a competition about who knows me best. Both of you need to stop."

"Understood," I murmur.

Arik nods once. "Message received."

"Good," I say, following her signs. "It's been a long night. I'll see everyone tomorrow. Make yourself at home.” 

She rises, pausing only to press her lips against my cheek, a small gesture that speaks volumes. 

In that brief contact, I know we'll be okay.
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CHAPTER 6
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ELLIA

Last night still replays in my mind like a broken record, August's face contorted with rage, veins bulging at his temples, fists clenched so tight his knuckles turned alabaster white. Even as he wrapped his trembling arms around me later, his heartbeat thundered against my back, his breath coming in short, hot bursts against my neck.

By sunrise, the indent in his pillow was already cold. "Need to clear my head," he'd mumbled, voice gravelly with exhaustion as he yanked his gym towel from the closet. The soft click of the door’s harsh sound sliced through the dawn silence. When August attacks the weights like demons are chasing him, something dark is festering beneath the surface.

No whispered reassurances or gentle touches will soothe him or Jaxon now. Their hatred for our visitors simmers like a pot about to boil over, eyes narrowed, jaws clenched whenever they enter a room. But I need these men here, need the answers they might hold. 

Maybe once I discover the truth, the visitors can enjoy their American adventure while the men I love can finally exhale the tension they've been holding.

I twist my hair up, white streak prominently visible, and pull on my black sweats. The soft black fabric of my matching loungewear hugs my curves comfortingly as I pad barefoot across the cool marble floors; the kitchen gleams in morning sunlight, eerily quiet without the usual bustle of bodies.

The coffee machine gurgles and hisses, releasing an aromatic steam that curls toward the ceiling. While it brews, I tiptoe toward Jaxon's office, his self-proclaimed sanctuary where the leather chair holds the permanent impression of his body. 

The door creaks open to reveal an empty room, his laptop closed, his usual mug of cold coffee absent. Strange.

"Good morning, ghost." The deep voice vibrates through the marble beneath my feet before I can see his face. Cedar.

I pivot, offering a small wave before retreating to the kitchen's safety. Without my translators nearby, communication becomes a puzzle again. 

I reach for the small whiteboard hanging on the refrigerator door, its surface smudged with ghostly remnants of previous conversations.

It's been days since I've needed it; August and Jaxon's fingers have been dancing through ASL phrases with increasing confidence, even if Jaxon still avoids looking directly at me when we speak.

The rich, dark coffee fills my mug, steam caressing my face as I write with the blue marker: "Tea or coffee?" My handwriting loops across the glossy surface.

"I'm good, just starving." He slides onto one of the polished barstools, the wood creaking slightly under his weight.

His hazel eyes track my every movement as if he hasn’t been on video calls with Arik every day I have been conscious. That same watchful gaze I've been getting from everyone lately, part concern, part something deeper I can't quite name.

"I make a mean omelet," I scribble, a genuine smile tugging at my lips.

It's rare for me to cook in this kitchen. August and Jaxon hover like mother hens, snatching utensils from my hands as if I might use them against each one. And sometimes I want my intrusive thoughts to win. 

I shouldn’t complain too much; Jaxon is like a gourmet chef, and August shares recipes back home.

Cedar nods, a silent agreement passing between us. “Coming up,” My hands forming the familiar words. 

His eyes narrow slightly, following the dance of my hands with unexpected intensity. Heat rises to my cheeks as I remember he doesn't understand. My gaze drops to the marble countertop as I turn to gather ingredients, eggs cracking against the bowl's edge with sharp taps, peppers and onions under my knife creating a rainbow of diced colors.

Cedar moves closer behind me, his voice a low rumble. "I recognize some of your signs." 

The smell of his expensive cologne invaded my senses. 

The words bloom inside me like a flower unfurling its petals to the sun. They're trying, actually trying to step into my world instead of always pulling me into theirs.

I bite my lip, hands forming the question: "How many?"

He catches his bottom lip between his teeth, hesitating. "Just a few," he admits, but the effort alone warms me. 

I reach for the whiteboard hanging nearby.

My marker squeaks as I write: "Try signing what you know while you speak." 

I pass it to him, remembering how this technique has been helping August and Jaxon build their vocabulary day by day.

I slide the finished omelet across the counter to Cedar and retreat with my coffee mug, choosing a seat with deliberate space between us. My fingers curl around the warm ceramic as instinct whispers warnings against physical contact. 

If Cedar triggers the same inexplicable reaction that Arik did last night, I'll have proof that whatever's happening transcends ordinary explanation.

I scribble "Sleep okay?" on the whiteboard, then mirror the question with my hands. 

His eyes track my fingers, recognition flickering across his face at the simpler signs.

"Not bad," he replies, hands awkwardly mimicking mine as he speaks. He pauses, fingers hovering mid-air before dropping to his plate. "About Arik, last night shouldn't have..." But his words die in his throat.

He pushes the egg around with his fork, then takes a deliberate bite to fill the silence.

I offer a small nod, though their behavior baffles me. 

The irony isn't lost; they're the ones seething while I sit here with a voice trapped in my hands. My singing career shattered like glass. Yet rage feels pointless now.

What hurts more is watching my thoughts translated through fingers instead of vocal cords. Still, this past year has taught me one truth: the things beyond our control aren't worth the energy we spend fighting them.

I uncap the marker, weighing my next question carefully before writing, "Can I ask you something?" 

The blue ink glistens wetly between us.

"Morning," Arik announces, his voice cutting through our moment.

I lift my hand in a small wave, suddenly aware of how the whiteboard dangles awkwardly from my other hand. 

Without August or Jaxon to translate, every new arrival shrinks my world a little more. I swipe the board clean with my palm and write, "What can I get you for breakfast?" before turning to display it.

"You don't have to do anything," Arik says from the doorframe. 

His crossed arms and rigid posture form a barrier as unyielding as his tone, though his sapphire eyes never leave mine.

Something deflates inside me. I lower my gaze, noticing how the morning light bathes Arik and Cedar in a soft glow that accentuates their natural beauty. Their presence is welcome, but after last night's tension, I can only hope the rest of their visit unfolds with less friction.

Arik pushes off the door frame and slides onto the barstool between Cedar and me. A moment later, Jaxon appears, glistening with sweat, a towel draped around his neck. His eyes scan the room, lingering on our visitors with unmistakable wariness.

"Doc called, Ellia," he says, moving to the coffee pot. 

His muscles flex beneath his damp shirt, and my pulse quickens despite myself. "Wants to see you the day after tomorrow."

I nod, fingers instinctively finding the device at my throat. What is there to say? Soon I'll sit in another sterile room while he delivers what I already suspect: this silence isn't temporary. This black box against my skin is my voice now, perhaps forever.

My hands form the question: "Where is August?” 

Jaxon's shoulders lift in a dismissive shrug before he turns and stalks out, as if the very air we share has become toxic. I press my fingertips against the bridge of my nose, eyes closing briefly against the headache building there. His walls are impenetrable, his reasons locked away where I can't reach them.

Arik's fingertips brush my knee, the one I've drawn up like a shield against my chest. 

"I don't think they want us here," he murmurs, offering an apologetic smile that doesn't reach his eyes.

I shake my head, knowing somehow that I'm the source of this tension, though I can't bear to fully acknowledge it yet. 

The whiteboard feels cool beneath my palm as I erase my previous question and write a new message for my guests: "Everything you need is here. Make yourselves at home."

Leaving them to breakfast, I slip away to search for August in our bedroom. The space greets me like an accusation. Where could he be? 

A heaviness settles in my chest. Last night, everything had seemed fine when we went to bed, or so I thought.

The shower was vacant, water droplets still clinging to the glass. August never misses his post-workout rinse; it's as much a part of his routine as breathing, and a hollow ache spreads through my chest. 

Jaxon barely looks at me now, and August—I replay last night's memory: the silent dip of the mattress as he slipped beneath the covers without a word, assuming my stillness meant sleep.

He held me until I fell asleep and had the most restful night’s sleep in weeks. August tends to sleep in the same bed but at a careful distance. I respond by closing the gap until he is forced to hold my broken body.

The truth is, I lie awake until their breathing synchronizes with mine, until someone's arm drapes across my waist, anchoring me to reality. Without that tether, nightmares wait behind my closed eyelids, patient as predators.

The living room sits empty and silent, its furniture paling into the pastel glow of morning light like castaways on a deserted island waiting to be discovered.

I circle the couch, tracing my fingers along its armrest, wondering how to welcome anyone into this hollowed-out space.

I’m not the world’s best hostess, but I owe it to myself and to Arik and Cedar to try. There’s something in their nearness that tugs at me, and I need to know why.

As I hear breakfast plates clinking into the kitchen sink, I slip outside and make for the cool stone bench where August and I sat last night. The bench still holds the warmth of him, his easy laughter, the soft rumble in his chest when he spoke. I’d thought last night was a breakthrough. But this morning, distance hangs between us like a thin, brittle veil.

My childhood felt like this bench: hard, unyielding. Dad poured himself into his newly built empire, and I fell silent alongside his staff, friends only until he entered the room, and then they melted away. 

When I was old enough, he sat me down, one of his stern lectures on entrepreneurship burning in the fresh mortar of the stone walls around us. 

“Never take no for an answer,” he’d told me. “Silence means secrets, secrets they don’t want you to know.” 

Perhaps that’s why August and Jaxon have grown so cold, guarding their own shadows, as I do mine.

A soft breeze stirs, carrying the scent of dew-soaked grass, and I ache for the easy conversations we once shared. I shift on the bench, tugging at my sleeves as a hush settles around me. 

My heart feels as brittle as dried leaves in autumn. My fingers trace invisible shapes in the air, mimicking the American Sign Language we all speak now, and still the gulf remains.

“I was wondering where you flew off to, tiger lily.” Arik’s voice cuts through my reverie. 

He stands just beyond the shade of the pear tree, the morning sun glinting off the inky lines of his tattoos. His sapphire eyes smolder with something fierce and hungry, and a breeze teases loose strands of his messy blond hair across his forehead.

Each time he moves, the light dances over the intricate ink on his forearms, a map of portraits and symbols I’ve only begun to learn.

I
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